PART 1

HOME & FAMILY

A Long Romance

Islamic tradition tells us that the first man was Adam whom
God made after His image and blew something of his spirit
thereby giving him a soul. Eve God created as his mate and the
twain He united in the Gardesf Eden. The bliss was not to
last long, for eating of the forbidden fruit, they were banished
to earth to live and die and propagate their species for better or
worse.

The spot where Adam is said to have alighted was, according
to a widely accepted Milim tradition, upon the summit of a
mountain in the island of Sri
Peak. Eve is said to have made landfall in the Arabian
Peninsula. The separation was not to last long, for an angel
eventuallyled Eve to Adam thus commencing thlong and
fascinating story of the human race. It is not only Muslims
who hold on to this traditiarEven George Bernard Shdweld
this view when he famously declargdeylon is the cradle of
the human race because everyone there looks an original

And so it was that the sons of Adam mated with the daughters
of Eve for God had put desire in their hearts, desire of one for
the other, man for woman and woman for man. It had to be
that way or else the human race would have passed into
oblivion long ago. W the baser desire also came a loftier
sentiment, that of loydor to love and to be loved is the goal
of all. True love however knows no barriers, but this can be a
prerogative only of the strongilled, not the wealminded.

Going by this count, botmy parents were rather headstrong
people without a care for the world and its whimsical ways. To



love despite barriers also means that one must be strongly
attracted to the other, which means that looks also count. This
is all the more so when the peoptencerned belong to
different communities. There has to be something beyond the
ordinary, something rather exceptional to attract one to the
other. That my parents were beautiful people therefore goes
without saying.

My father Wazir Ghany Husseimailedfrom a conservative
Muslim family, one line of which traced its ancestry to the
Prophet of Islanmi MuhammadThis line, if not the other, had
a relatively recent Indian origin, the memory of which was lost
within a generation or two as they became intieghaif not
assimilated, into the local Muslim community. All this in spite
of the fact that a good part of the local Muslims, descended as
they are from Arabian merchants and mercenaries who arrived
here very long ago, have had a very ancigesgnce irthe
island and haveecomemore or lessons of the sail

My father Wazir Ghany outside his family home Darlington



The larger Muslim community heldtle doubtregarded the
family as a noble one, further facilitating its assimilation. My
great grandither Mehdi Hussein was after all no ordinary
Indian interloper, but &ayyidwho traced his ancestry to the
Prophet himself. Little wonder he had no difficulty finding a
Moor bride from the upcountry and returned the favour by
giving all his daughters imarriage to local Muslims.

This went against his family tradition, for th8ayyids
especially those of Indian origin, do not marry out. That he did
so, speaks much of his Islamic character, independent spirit,
and as importantly his broad mindednesstld.iwonder then
that his eldest grandson Wazir, my father, went one step
further, to marry my mother who hailed from a conservative
Sinhalese Buddhist family after converting her to Islam.

Great grandfather Syed Mahdi Hussegnwell knovn horse
trainer of yesteryear who trained the famous Cottonhall

Father certainly had no qualms about marrying out, especially
with a woman from the majority Sinhalese communite



fondly believed that the colloquial Sinhala name given to local
Muslims, especially MoorsMarakkala was a corruption of a
longer designationrmaa rekka le(The blood | protected)
supposed to have been uttered by the Sinhalese mother of a
Muslim child, which he took to be a fitting testimony to the
close relations that existebetween Sinhalese and Muslim
since time immemorialThe term actually had its origins in a
Tamil loan Marakkalanme ani ng 6éboat manod,
Mo o r s-fime oceputation amaritime merchants.

My mother, Padmini Buddhadashailed from a conserviae
Sinhalese Buddhist family with roots in Galle in the Southern
coastal belt, part of theld Ruhuna country, long regarded as
the bastion of Sinhalese Buddhism. Her paternal clan, the
Wewelwala Hevages had their origins iKalegana Galle
while her mateal folk, the Hewadewage Fernasddso had
a Southern origin.

st " '-I_ ' " ,g':a‘ -
Mothea Padmini (standing) with sisters Sunethra, Nandani and
Chandani and parents W.H.Buddhadasa and Myra Fernando

Mot her 6 s f o0& dastgrep kmawg asdhe Desa
Vahumpura, a caste group whose origins very little is known



about save for the fact that they claim a military origin from
the ancient Kshatriyas, the Aryan warrior caste, a claim
supported by the fact that a good many of their upper rungs are
rather fér-skinned and bear names likevage6 House of th
Sol di e bevaged Had u s e of devaleeingDee v a 6,
synonym for the Kshatriyas of old.
They were, and still are, a staunchly Buddhist community,
remaining so even in the days of European colonialigrarw
Christian missionary activity was at ifsak Of this they
would vaingloriously boast, often even proudly proclaiming
that all their members were good Sinhala Buddhists; all except
for a very few of course, like my mother who embraced Islam
before marying father and her youngest brother Lalith who
became a Christian after marrying his sweetmeat Cheryl. That
the family was staunchly Buddhist is borne out if nothing else
by the name their father borBuddhadasane ani ng o6 S| av e
t he B wdanhtesldad also bya well known Sinhalese
King reputed for his outstanding medical feats even on
animals.

-

The Buds on oiduddhadasa, Myra and Seven Kids

As providence woul d have it
Darlington in Alwis Place a n d mot her &s f ami |l



Chitrangii n Gener al Wese nat ackydar apagad
if not for Bi shopos Col |l ege, am Angl i
Colpetty sandwichedbetweenBoy d 6 s Pl ace and B
the two houses would probably have been visible to one
another. The good Christiaschool however did nattand in
theway Bi shopbs, in the best Anglii
founded by Christian missionaries from England, had opened
its doors to students of other faiths, and mother who lived
almost opposite had no difficulty iregting into this hallowed
institution, bringing her a step closer to meeting her beau.

Those were the dayshenfather, a strapping teenager, was
schooling at Zahira College in Maradawdter schoolhe and
his brothers would find their way theirgrard f at hese 6s ho
Darlington for lunch and wouldh the late afternoonglay
cricket in the | arge garden t he
with friends like neighbour Ranjith who liveddown

Muhandiram Roadand Berty who lived down Nelson Lane

being invited ove

Having played a match or two, they would race one another
from one end to the otheresing a bit, would noticepeeping
through awire meshthat separated th@opertyf r om Bi shop o
College, some lovely lasses playing netball, upon which they
would pass a comment or share a joke before finding their way
home.They would have perhaps even caught a glimpse of a
fair sprightly girl named Padmini who played a leading role in
the school 6s netball team.

Padmini in more carefree times before marriage



In the evenings after a game of cricket, the boys would find
their way to the famousosai kade Shanmuga Bavan
Galle Road, Colpetty, almost opposite the American embassy
where they would order the waiter to get them those thick
pancakes known assaithe Tamils are famous focrying out
in Tamil: Nalla tosai soodu soodu kondu vaan(ring us
some nice tosais hot hot!).The food here was not only
delicious but alsocheap with @osaicosting a mere 5 cents or
so. Sometimes they wouldrossii St . Mi chael 6s Ro
their wayto the nearby Perera & Sons outlet along Galle Road

but nearer the oldVa |l ker s6 Pet r ol station.
have a few shorteats and perhaps an iced coffee while at the
same time O6fooling arBiunkdp owi t

College who resorted to the place after their classes.
Soonthe shy Waziwould ey a fair lass playing tennis on
the other side of the fenckom the large garden of his
ancestral home DarlingtoShestood ot from the rest of the
girls frolicking on thetennis courto f Bi shopldes Col | €
namehe found ouwas Padminand itwould have come as a
surprise to him thashe liveddownGe ner al 6 s aLake R
st one6s tfronr @adingtanwtdeywould later tell his
children how he used to deahe wall of the school to have a
glimse of his sweetheartle was hardly eighteen years old at
the time andahe jusfourteen.



Mot her outside her family home

Despite living so close teach otherthey could not meet
faceto face.Thatchangedvhen the Disney Circarama came to
town in the early 196QsThat wasas part of an American
industrial exhibition which in typical yankee style mixed
businesswith pleasure doling out doughnuts to the crowds
whothronged it for a caple of weeks.

Nothing, not even the doughnutished out bya fancy
doughnut making machine they were showing pfilled the
crowds like the Circarama, panoramic motion picturef
America projected onto a giant circular screen so that it looked
asif one were being driven through the W8a car. Theryst
would change their lives forever.



Disney Circarama that came to town in the early 1960s

Later times sawhe young Wazir, who had just stepped out
of his teens,accompanied by his usuabterie of friends
visiting the yearlySai nt M a fairg axgarezedh byhss
swe et he ar Théfar, trere ds oo waa very lively
onewith alot of stallg like the games stall run by the senior
girls which included among otheessgame where oneal to
toss three tennis balls into a bucketharl them to knockout
some empty beer cans tmg theprize, much like the old
fairground game of coconut shy the girls of an earlier era had
organised

It wasonly on such occasions disguised as chanceustiers
that the shy Wazir could meet his sweetheagdompanied by
agirlfriend or two Onepicture postcardhe senther showeda
little girl with golden curls dressed in a chequered red frock
andholding in her hands a cute chick agaiti backdrop of
an azureblue sky. It had been printed in ltalyn the muted
colours of those daysand was addressed to Padmini
Buddhadasa, BGusskfoomiisome@??] ege.



The courtship lasted ten long years before the two decided
to gethitched Forlong had they tarried, and it was time to get
married.Getting the blessings of the parents was no easy task
Society wasstill conservative at the timgnd mixed marriages
werehardly heard of Wa z i mothes certainly did not take to
the idea too kindlyand told him that if he indeed intended
marrying a Sinhala girl, he had better wait till all his sisters,
including the youngest, Shanaz, then just a little gitedfen
or eight had been given in marriage, lest his intended marriage
out of the communityharm the prospects of his sisters. She
had of course overreactefbr as time would proveh er sonads
marriage tahe Sinhala girlvould not dampen the prospects of
her daughters ithe least bitwith the eldesgoing on to marry
anengineer, the secondawyer and the third a doctor, just as
she had wished.
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An early photographof Wazir and Padmini who had started
wearing Salvar Qamedike other young Muslim women

Padminihad to face a harsher reaction at the hands of her
father who could not brign himself to accept the idea of his
eldest daughter marrying a Musliffhey were after all good
Sinhala Buddhistand he likelyfelt thathe would lose face in
his community which was known to be jealously Buddhist.
The rest of his offspring would savénrhthe trouble, for his
second daughter Sunethra would choose to marry a Tamil from
Jaffna

Aunt  Sunethra
as a teenager on
the steps of
Chitrangi. She
married a Tamil
architect from

Jaffna who
worked next
door




The old man eventually came terms with it and took it quite
wel | . How the rest of the <cl an
father | cannot say, though judging from their later attitude
towardsour parents and us, g oul dn ot hétwas been
certainly better than ken uncle Lith was consideing

converting to Christianity to marry his sweetheart Cheryl,
when one of his mre outspoken cousins lamentdtht he
would no longer be Buddhadasabut aJesudasd a slave of
Jesus!

Upon convertingto Islam mother took a new Arabiname
Sameera Although the Islamic faith does not requitieat
converts shed their names, it is common in this country to do
sq, if for nothing else to give them a more Middle Eastern.ring
Curiously her new name was rather unbecoming for a Muslim
woman, @ any woman for t hat matt el
partneré rather |l i ke some shady
Nights. Her earlier nam@adminj a Sanskrit word meaning
O6Lotuke oned arguably had a be
considerations are often losttime fervour of conversion

Father and
mother on
their
wedding
day
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The newly wedsveresoonon their way to Kandy andented a
house at Victoria Drive, Kandy (Present day Sangharaja
Mawatha) nicknamedGinipetti Gedara (Matchbox Hose)
after its peculiar shape

Why they chose Kandythen a sleepy town by the laks,
intriguing. Perhapsi t had somet hing to
fascination for cooler climes. Legendshia that Kandy, the
capital of theSinhalaKingdom of old, was discovered by a
Brahmin hermit- an earthly Eden of sorts, with clear springs
and groves of orange in the forest coupled with strange
happenings such as a hare pursued by a pack of jackals
suddenly turning on them and putting them to flight.

Round the Lake,
Kandy, Ceylon,

' Victoria Drive, Kandy in te olden days
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The Early Years

Being born on a Leap Yeas not a bad thing, except that
your birthday falls once every four year8ut there | was, a
Bohemian from birthpushed tcstart life in abright newworld
that fateful day o29" of February, 192. It would have come
as a relief tfdr ey twin brother Asgdrhada |l on e
been born 12 minutes earlithat very same day

J!‘ Ny ‘IW\( o 'ﬁn,

“, i!““' 0:::3

Lakeside Adventist Hospital,Kandyhere we were born

Our early infancy was spent at Victoria Drivadhg the
picturesque Kandy Lakédere, arr parents rented oathouse
nicknamedGinipetti Gedaraowned by one time Kandy MP
Shelton Ranarajaalmost next door to the place of our birth
Lakeside Adventist Hospital
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Father and mother with me and my timther Asgar 1972

Our little family, nine months after our birthmoved to
No.1 6 , Stratford Avenue in Kirul a
was residing following their departure from their ancestral
home Darlington and wergiven a little room upstairdacng
the front garden.

Housein Kirulaponedown Stratford Avenue
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It was here that my earliest memories were formed, for | can
remember mother breastfeedipgbybrother Altaf seated on a
chair near the entrance to the rookso fresh in my mind is
f at her 0 s Shhnazrdshing upsor dewnehe stairs with a
broom crying out that a mouse had bitten her toe though it is
possible that she was simply acting it out, a pantomime of
sorts, just to amuse or frighten us.

Twins at Klrulapone HouséStratford AvenueEarIy 1970s

Beforelongwehadmovedt 0 my mot her d6s par et
No. 201, General 6s Lake Road, a
intersection of three wards of Colombo, Colpetty, Slave Island
and Cinnamon Gardenklere we wouldspendmuch of our
childhood and even a good part of our adolesgendeedthe
finest moments of our lives. An think we simply called it
Accha House(Grandma Houge We called it as suchot
distinguish it from another house which was close to our hearts
ard a second home of soithinma Housenot very far away,
where oumpaternalgrandmother whom we callédinmalived.

The room we wergivenby mot her 6s f ol k, no
but as a gesture of goodwill to a daughter of the houasa
delightfully spatus bedroonwith a very high ceiling and a
skylight in a corner attached to whigfas a smaller chamber
which doubledas a kitchen
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OQur 4 year bdday party at Acch;

A section at the very front of the houséich had the added
commercial advantage of opening out to the road on one side
was also given to our parents to serve as a base for their
auctioning business board on top of it boldly proclaiming
that it was the office of 555 Auctions run byr parents Wazir
and Sameer#&lussein.It also showcasedems to capture the
fancy of passerby, the best one | remember being this little
silver-coloured helicopter whose rotors would whirl at the
slightest kiss of sunlight.

A portion of the roonscreeenedby apartition of sene sort
houseda large open wooden bookcase which weedall Ou r
L i b r, farrityhedd our entire book collection that had steadily
grownover the year8Ve were soon taking over other parts of
the house as well, such as whveabuilt a little labwith abou
a hundredchemicalsi not just the basic elementsyut more
corrosive ones like acids, alkalis and even liquid gases that
gave out horrible smells near a corner of the dining room
Nobody objecteaven to thisthough every once in a whilee
hadto pu up with the occasional grumble from grandma that
dabbling in chemicals was ha good thing.
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That we were naughty goes without saying, but they all had
to put up with us, even the matriarch of the housé. i t 6 s
anything to go by, grandnaddressd ustwins asJo andPo, a
corruption perhapsof Asgar and Asiff, though how many
transmutations it went through to acquire thesienple
monosyllabic forms | cannot sayOr could it have been some
lingering thought ofthat horrid little fellow Georgie Porgie
which she broke into two when she chortled mutnames, the
Georgie Porgie an old nursery rhyme sings of:

Georgie Porgie pudding and pie
Kissed the girls and made them cry

18



Accha House

't was at 060Accha Housebd, mot he
spentthe good part of our childhoodiccha Housavas not its
real namethough It was the name my siblingsd I gave it
calling it after its matriarch our maternal grandmother wimo
we calledAccha The actual name of the house Wstrangi
at No.201, Geneta6 s L a.K®ougR latar dncluded in the
Slave Island Ward, it was originally part of old Colpetty.

The housewas occupied bymy grandparentBuddhadasa
and his newlywed wife Myra in the immediate poestar
period, in 1946 or 1947t was here thatlliathe seven children
of the Buddhadasa family, including my mother Padngréw
up. The house was namethitrangi, Sanskit for 6 Barming
b o dhby ény grandfather who probably thought muchhef
beauty Though not very impressivifom the front being a
singlestoreyed housewith a modest facadeit was
nevertheless a large one that extended a long way backwards
with big airy rooms and tall ceilings

A grill iron gate with ornate floral pattesmuch likefleur de
lis and painted a light blue stoodopdly between the outside
world and Chitrangof charming bodyThough built ofiron
the gatecould easilybe scaled by anintruderand f nothing
elseit served as a sort of flimsseethroughveil to the beauty
within. Her mouth, through which one emésl comprised a
series of steps on one side, polished or painted bright red as if
she had likesomeamorous nay lasciious maidenhad stuck
hertongueout beyond her almost dribbling lips in theotare
of a | ov e Thisdedte adoubla doer, paied milk
white, rather like teeth, that opened inhter copiousthroat -
the hallvay which was quite large in comparison to the rest of
the roomghat formed her innards.

For hereyes,shehada couple ofwindows at the front otthe
hall thatlooked out towards the road, the three or so white
metal barghat secured sufficiently spaced to giveera good
view of the outside world and let in a fair amount of light and
air.
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Homely scene at Accha house. Mother with aunt Sunithra
the front hall. Aother sister could be seen seated

Further downin the centre of the hafitooda sturdy circular
wooden table with foukegs. This was in a sense the heart of
the house. It had stood thus for well over thirty years and still
stood strong. In a way it sypolized the conservative spirit of
those times, so unyielding to this thing we call change, to
which eventually it would have to give way, losing its
commanding position in the hall and a place in the house, but
only when all its members had left it forah never to return
again.For it was only then, when there was no life left, that the
heart of the house ceased to be.
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Mother as a babe on the round table at Accha House

The main hall opened oubn the rightto alarge inner hall
which had all ke insignia of a decent Sinhalesefamily,
including among otherssome framedlack and whitgamily
photographs including that of a man with a toothbrush
moustache that | ookedforiugately much
happened to ba great grandfather ofiine going by the name
of Hendrick; a cabinet of some really outdatedomes
belonging toa grandather namedBuddhadasacurios like a
Geisha girl attired in red kimono which for some peculiar
reason was placed under a round table which hardly anybody
could see unless they e low, as if kowtowing to it a
vintage tuberadioembeddedn alight brown woo@n cabinet
which coveredall exceptthe speaker set in the centre of it in
circular fashion,a blackdial-up telephone bearing a-digit
number 2646%swas usual then and when television came, a
box-like TV set or two.Here also stoodn one cornes little
table upon which ayarishimage of the Buddha sat in calm
contemplation.
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Inner Hall of Accha House with Hussein boys and their Karu
cousins in frohof TV sets as they looked back then

Passing the hall through a white double dpaned with
glassone entered thimnards of the housérstly, herstomach,
the dining room which was frequented by gluttons and
gourmands of every description, wheedately seated along
the length and breadth of ilarge table gulped,gobbledand
gormandizedwhatever they could get past their throéts
their tummies could take no mordiding and abettingn the
gastronomic orgy closer to the doorway in one costeoda
large enametoated creamwhite refrigeratorstanding ever
so still that one might think it played no part in thesavoury
goings on here
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Scene in the dining room. Lakmini with aunt Nandani
Facing the dining room were tvapaciousbediooms, the one

on theleft occupiedby our grandmother Myra and her grown

up, yet unmarried brood, and the one on the right by father,

mother and their thre@oys

An ol d photo of Acchab6s room.

of the room we lived in, tugh it was similar to this.
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