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Jaffna, capital of the northern territories and Tamil Tiger stronghold for many years, is unexplored, free 

from tourists and completely authentic, but first you have to get there.  

No easy matter when the previous warn torn areas are restricted to those with a pass from the Ministry 

of Defence signed by the major general  himself. Mine took a year to get and two weeks wait in Sri Lanka 

in February 2011 before it came through with the right dates on it.  

Then there is the travelling. You can go by air but then you have no car at the other end so we went by 

road, the famous A9. But in February 2011 the roads in the northern territory were atrocious ς a 

combination of neglect during the 26 years of war and unprecedented  floods. The route from 

Anuradhapura was 200km of hell: from potholes, subsidence, craters, ruts and the wholesale collapse of 

the road surface. I drove and hardly got out of second gear as great orange Leyland trucks and hell bent 

buses stormed past raising furious clouds of sand and grit, choking black fumes and ear splitting sirens. 

 



It was exhausting and exhilarating, crunching the 

bottom of the car on a roller coaster of surfaces, 

tipping almost over as you rode the tarmac like a 

storm -  but also very interesting to see all those 

places I had heard war reports about: the scenes 

of bloody battles, massacres and disappearances.  

You enter the Jaffna peninsular via Elephant Pass, 

which is really a long causeway with lagoons on 

each side. Beautiful, blue, with wild storks, 

waders and glorious fluffy clouds, it was hard to imagine 

the atrocities that took place here. A single war 

memorial remains and people come by the busload to 

pay homage. 

 

By the time we limped into Jaffna in our battered white Maruti car, which was now bleeding orange 

stains from sand and slutch, my hands were numb with gripping the steering wheel so tight in the slippy 

heat.  I was prepared to hate Jaffna as its approaches are miles of shanty shops, untidy streets, black 

bomb stained buildings and even a mild sunset over the lagoons near the old Dutch fort did little to 

cheer me up.  

 

Passing a crowd straining to see what looked like a 

starvation protest about the conditions in the 

internment camps at Menic Farm straight after the 

reek of the ramshackled shanty areas nearby, I 

wondered whether we had done the right thing 

coming here. On top of that we had an endless trawl 

round to find somewhere to stay. 



There are Rooms to Rent ς doss houses ς or Guest or Rest Houses ς dark, smelling of damp containing 

customers who pay by the hour ς ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ L ƳŜŀƴΧΦ !ƴŘ ƘƻǘŜƭǎ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƳŀȅōŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ 

worth staying at. The first had been entirely taken over by the government for the time we were there, 

ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǿŀǎ Ŧǳƭƭ ƻŦ bƻƴ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ hǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǘŀŦŦ όbDhΩǎ ƻǊ ŎƘŀǊƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ 

locals employed by mostly foreign aid agencies like the Red Cross) and the third called the Bastion, 

which we passed in the dark ōǳǘ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŦƛƴŘ ŀƎŀƛƴΦ [ƛƪŜ .ǊƛƎŀŘƻƻƴ ƛǘ ŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ when you looked for 

it. 

So we ended up in Rest House for two nights with a Tamil male owner and two adult sons ς no mention 

or sight of a wife. We became aware of the dubious nature of his day time clientele when we came back 

early one afternoon, very hot and needing an escape from the heat to find a prosperous businessman 

type busily ushering a lady hidden in the folds of a sari into a rathŜǊ ŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŎŀǊΧΦ  .ǳǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ 

trade the accommodation providers would not be able to survive as tourism here, apart from local Sri 

Lankan people, is non existent. 

It is not as if they have yet to recover from 26 years of war, rather that they never had any tourists in 

Jaffna in the first place and we could not find a street map of Jaffna anywhere. We tried everywhere, 

tourist police, the public library, bookshops, the land surveyors office ς which was shut - the museum , 

hotel receptionists and even the local bus service. And nobody seemed to see the need for one either. 

The local philosophy is we know where everything is so why have a map? 

In Jaffna they have no idea of what to provide and I for one, hope they never do as I now love the place. 

Time has stood still here since about 1960 in many respects. Because of restrictions on petrol during the 

last twenty six years, the enterprising have converted their cars to paraffin with the aid of a big plastic 

container in their boot and some tubes which emerge behind the windscreen in the car. They ignite the 

car with a little shot of petrol and then run on pink paraffin, which makes for an interesting combination 

of smells. 

 



 

The cars too are circa 1960, or even earlier. Like Cuba they have cannabalised every available model on 

the island to keep a few on the road and you can see rows of Austin Cambridge classic cars, Morris 

млллΩǎΣ aƻǊris Oxfords and all the good reliable stable models. We had a taxi ride in an Austin 

Cambridge and Sid loved it as he has an old Ford Anglia at home which is his pride and joy. The gear box 

of this thing was enormous so that a gear change had to be done slowly and deliberately, the dash was 

hard wood and brass and the seats hot leather. Other vehicles gave it a wide berth and great respect as 

the front wings had twin Sri Lanka flags fluttering ahead of the vast bonnet. It was like being in a stately 

home of a car.  

 

¢ƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ƳǳǎŜǳƳ ǘƻƻ ǿŀǎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǊƪ ŀƎes. A great portrait of Queen Victoria as a girl, with half 

her face hanging ragged graces a dark room with two palanquins and some anklets worn by Tamil 

women. Bustled along by an over enthusiastic curator with long fang like teeth and an Indian accent, we 

were propelled from glass case to wooden cupboard with exotic explanations about relics from 

ΨChreeestianΩ churches, Buddhas with missing body parts and almost deformed Hindu gods with 

maniacal grins. 

 



The library was burnt down by the government in a reaction to some Tamil Tiger action but 

subsequently rebuilt and opened in 2003. Inside the books are ancient ς and not just in the history 

section. Those on America and the rest of the world, stop around 1970 and there are no computers, 

electronic resources, up to date periodicals and dusty Readers Digest atlas editions without modern 

place or country names. Students still sit there quietly copying out notes from vastly out of date texts. 

But it is the only place in the world where I have trodden library floors in bare feet. 

 

I did not see a single woman in western dress, though men do sport the designer labels from cheap 

imports. After dark there are no women out at all, the nights belong to men. Not that there is anything 

to do at night. Only two years ago they had a generation of curfews so people see little point in 

socialising or indulging in western pursuits. By nine the streets are deserted. LΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ƻƴƭȅ ǘǿƻ ǿƘƛǘŜ 

people ς and they worked there. No tourists from the west at all!!!! 

The menus at the very few eating places look very impressive but once you have established what they 

ŘƻƴΩt have you are down to noodles, rice, curry and everything spicy. But there are fruit and vegetables 

in abundance as the place is like a green paradise. Miles after miles of dense green trees, crops, 

reclaimed lagoons with primary vegetation and palm trees galore. The market is of the old type, bristling 

with colour from the costumes worn by women 

which is garishly bright and massively decorated 

with sequins and sparkling things, to huge flat 

fish as big as a man which hang from wayside 

stalls, cocoanuts overflow onto the street, and 

wicker and woven baskets spike the tent like 

roofs of every market area. 

On the third day we went on a boat trip to Delft, 

an island off the Jaffna peninsular which the 

Dutch colonized and named, as the sea is as 


