ON THE STONE OF KING PULIYAN, PULIYANTHEEVU,
ARCHAEOLOGY AND A BIT OF SLAPSTICK
JOURNALISM...

Manoharadas Manobavan

A 5 | wrile this, I am in a state of confusion, disappointment

and most ol all leeling very bad about myself for having
become a vietim of third grade slapstick journalism. that had heen
mtlended to initiate publicity of the negative () nature to divert the
altention of the masses from issues of exireme importance in
Batucalow, One fine day in early Jung, in my hometown of
Butticaloa, | happened 1o be in the wrong place al the wrong frime.
A light hearied remark made by me as ajoke has been used wronely
by the joumalistic machinery and what we huve now s a calamity
ol conflicting thoughts. | was flabbergzasted and surprised when
Iriends told me that my name was mentioned on the ITN news. 1
wiis fis0 dnformed that the Tamil Daily - Swudar Ozhi " had g story
with my name about an uncient slah of stone that was unearthed in
Batticaloa recemly, Why? What have | done wrong thiz time? 1
thotght. Well, | have bod my hell raising doys. Evervone does, in
the sarly stupes of their lives. But, 1 have been trying hard 1 pay
the penance lor my misdeeds in the past by kecping to myself and
concentating o my work. Quite lately, | have become interested
un the enviimmental issues in Batticaloa and that's nol sntircly
wireig, Aller all that"s what | have been educated for | hold a BSc
hanowrs in Environmental Science. | am by no means o specialist
ot any sent, let ulone be'it om srchasology. To find my name get
mvolved in n cuntroversial issue relating 1o arehdeology is antirely
annoyitg and is very depressing,

AL his point Tet us go back inhistory to long before the pre<colonial
davs when Batricaloa was an unéxplored temritory. Theories on the
urigins of the people of Bamicalos ate very confusing, However,
there is no deub! in the faet that the people of Batlicaloa sre very
rich m cultura] herltaee. Pedvarthesvi, the livte sland town centre
of the district gets 118 name from Puifvan - 2 veddah chieflain who
uged 1o hold court from (he ialund. So Tam told. Some people refer
10 him 5 King Puliyan. Was be a king, a chiefialn or a prince T am
not clear? The exact perieds of the so-called chiefiain’s reign are
very fuzzy. Even il they huve been resenrched and documented 1
lack knowledge of it, simply because of the fact that 1 am neither
an archacologist nor a historian,

Recently, the Baticaloa Municipal Council workers unearthed a
huge slab of granite nenr the Bauicalos Central Library. The slab
wins buried ot about two fegt under the eround level, | happened o
be passing by when some people were having a look at the now
mural (Onceagain a very vonliusing painting, speculatively imtended
{o have been inspired by the Bulliculoa culmre, Bul, looks more
like Rujastant wrt to me! Journalisis please note that this s only a
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humoreous remark nnd needs no further raporting or speculation!).
Batticaloa being the smill idyllic town has its downfalls, One of
them is that you tend to know almost cach and evervone in the
teswn. Which is good i yvou want to borrow money. If you know -
lot of people, think of the money you ean rise before you escape
into the wilderness of Paduvankarai! But this aspeet tends to have
its negative sides as well as 1 heve found out lately, i vou uré some.
one who 18 & conlounded joker, who makes light hearted remurks
about everything under the sun for the sake of humour, Ore thing
lead to the other and [ had the opportunity (misfmtune?) of seeing
the *so called stone of Pulivan', There was a represenintive of the
Espréss nevespapers amongst (he party. All of them were
speculating on the oriptns of the stonc, And, being the lovd mouth
that T'am, | also joked on the matter. But, Tremember saying that of
they needed farther clarification the best thing they could do was
to contacs scholars from the Eastem University (that was no joke),
Thatwas snesred upon. Most probably the people there didn'| Hke
the 1dea of a university being the centre of knowledee, scademic
learning and tescarch [or the locality Cumin;__-_ back to ‘the
description ol the stune it was quite large, About thiee and & half
feet by six fect in size and about three 10 five inches thick. From
what | saw with my eyes it had no inseriptions, hicroglyphics, or
any kind of text written on it to clam it to be & ‘kalvetns’. On the
cuntmry, itwas smeared with tar T doubt that King Pufiven would
hive bothered 1o paint gralTiti on a skah of stone ar would have had
tar athis disposal inthose good old days] £ were from (he good
old days why was it buried only two feet under the ground? How
could i get smeared with tar? Where were the other remains of
Puliyan’s lepacy! These are some questions that they {the ones
who have made a complete mess of this matter) foreet to ask belbre
Jumped oo le-conclusions,

From what [ hear. .. due to improper journalism, The yarm has been
spun im =uch & way lo meke the slab-of sione an item of culrs]
heritage from an e 2508 vears ago: I humbly put forward some
more qrestions here, 2300 years ago., . so that was aboul the ime
of Kuvend, King Vifenw sand their love story! So 1t Pulivan was
from that period was he related to Kuveni? Why didn™ he, the
loeal boy who had the habit of wnting dianes on slabs of stone,
document the mamage of Luvend to King Vifaya? Was he by any
chance at all invited to the wedding?

Dn the vther hand the news scoop (the offical (7) story lold by the
press) continues on further. .
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And, Manoharadas Manobavan (whoever he 15), an archazologist/
scholar and expert an the Batticaloa history who has come from
the UK 1o speculate on the vngins and purposes of the stone, has
commented thatdt is Indsed froman em dating to the tmeof Pulivan
(L doubt whether he said this all). L personally know that heis not
g scholar oran Indiana Jones fignre that goes hunting for the Holy
Grail in Nazi inflicted Furope, He's no expert on the history of
Batlicaloa either. He's just a frustrated vouth, whe is a product of
the painstakingly Ume sonsuming higher education systerm of our
countty, He has nothing to-do with archaeology but s very much
concerned witly the naluml enviconment of Batticalon. He would
like people 1o stanl thinking aboul our leegoon, mangroves, and
forests, and begin to fiud witys of seving them

Furthermore, T being hin [ Mauoharsdas Manobavan) is.a2 Gmm
belicver in science and liow 1t van be used 1o prove and disprove
things. Tam anncyed with the fact thal the authorities never buthered
torepoit this matlier o the scholies a the uriversity, How can thess
pecle be in chiupe of the losal govermmenl i they Bave no such
uppreciation for seienlilic klerence? On he conirary they decided
o s thelr own v and-used some clissic slapstick jourmnzlizm
o makea mountsinoul oF s moleloll, This leds o e speculation
that the whole Pulivan izsue bas heen ineided 1o function as decoy
to-deter the peneral public’s attention from other 1ssucs of
importance. These ire thingy that 1 shouldn’t talk about, things
thatare very contiovemsial, yei inportanl. [ won't even dare mention
thusg tacts for Lam oo joumalist either. (Do we all think that we
are beginning smell u rat here), From whin | understand, journalism
15 a very powerful tool that IT effectively used can topple
governments, split up murriages {1 you are i Hollywood showbiz
couple) and make ane brouk the leaders of nations, Even though i
I3 ol dn exact science, jourmalism is scientific in many ways.
Inlegrity is anessenatinl (ralt in scienes and zood journalism is buill
entirely upon honesty in reporting the facts. Were the involved
sourtializsts i this matter beme trothfol to their profession? '] fet
you the réader be the judge of it 1 like mumy poople with some
Kind af formal education belicve m the power of the writton word
After ali this 15 the age of the mlormation revolution. Anybody
who ails tb provide the correel informition i the ctrrect ttme
canNOT by any chance call lim or hersella joumnalist, Thev arca
disgrace to their profession. These are the ones whe fuil in fulfilling
the very hasic trils of bemng a journalist, You need 1o be inguisitive,
be uble 1o foltow a lead und use your rational thought to filter out
the false information, Huve the coneerned parties done all this? T
do not know,

Artlis point [ would Hice to quote Trom o sotg by Michael Jnckson
— who had his whole career made and broken by the journalisls
and the paparuzzi. The song s appropriately titled “Tabloid Junkie™
and here is how 1t goes (an overly summarised version):

Speoulate 1o break the one you hate
Clrculate the liz you confiscitc
[t's slandzt
You say it's not a sword
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But with vour pen you lorure men
You'd crueify the Lord

Just beeause you read it ina magarine
Or see iton the TV screen
Don't make 4t factual, actual
Though everybody wants 1o read all abeut 1t

It's slander
With the words you use
You're a-parasite in black and white
(You'll) Do anything for news
Why do we keep foolin’ eurselves
You say i1's not & sin
But with your pen you tarfure men. .|

Just because you read 1t in g magazine
Chr see-iton the TV screen
Dron't ke 1t factual, setual
You're so damn disrespectuble

I dhant think | need lo say anything else, lor Michie] Tackson b
already sung aboul what | think of such third grade slapstick
Jeertializin On the other band, people whoem © Kiow (sociologists,
environmentilists and seademics) bivve been cimpaigning for the
sake of proper enviromtiental management in Buthicalog. These
a1t the vongerned people, who aro genuinely worried abeur the
nushrooming lHguor shops 1o Batticalos town and in the fact that
the district hus the highes! per capita beer consumption for the
whole of Sri Linka und ete. Their voices remain unheard, for no
jotrnalist bothers about listening to them, A lot of dirt can be
unearthed and properly repovted in this district that is slowly
emcrging 1o nonnaloy from the last twenty years of civil war. Do
the journalists ever bother nboul reporting these matters? 1 doubt
whether they arc aware of the dangers lhe increasing number of
praewn farms around the lagoon arthe fact that tie Jocal water bourd
i5 Facing very severe problems doe to land encroachmend and Hlegal
colonisation in the catchment aren of the Kaflud lesh waler welly
(should ! be using the word reservoir here?), These are problems
that need proper journalistic work, This is all about life and death
in this part of the world, The rich are getting richer by exploiting
the svstem (and most of ol Batiealoa's nomural resourees) — and
the poor are getting pouorer by being exploited by the rich. Money
cin buy things. But as we find in Batticalos - money (coupled with
power), 1o un extent can also buy invingibility snd indemnity, You
become indesiructible yel you destroy everything for the sake of
yeur personal financial uphfiment, Batiicaloi aowadays 15 very
much like the frontier towns that are shown in Clint Eastwood
movics. Clint could ride in anytime and start shooting &t the big
shots und cormipted burcaucrats! 11l be very happy If he could do
that, but T hear that he's very busy up in Hollyweod enjuying his
retirament, Jokes apart, what happened years ago, (even though of
cultiral and archaedalogical value) is relulively nothing compared
t these above-mentioned socio-snvirunmental problems that are
faced by our contemporary Batticaloa soviety, lsn't it the duty of
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the prass @ educste the general masses on thege igsues? Instead of
doing that they spend their time spinning yarns about myths that
never were troe (even if there are true they need to be investipated
further by the proper experls who have the necessary skills and
specialisation to deal with such {ssues) Most of the times | find
that they (the slapstick journalists) act like pocts from the days of
the Tamil Sangam, writing about the achisvements of the hich
ranking officiuls (thank god that we don't have kings anymore!)
who run Batticaloa. However, the poets of the Sangarm era were
well knowa [or their honesty and seademic pride and they never
lowered themselves to tell things hat are not trie { lies” to youw and
1— who-are part of the poor and exploited general masses of this
godiorsuken lond). Due to this kind of behaviour by some
irresponsible journalists, we the general masses are beginnimge o
doubt whether that there is any purposein having newspapers and
such. Who needs such paparsifall thay publish is illogical gossip?
Our grannies can do it definitely betier can’t they? No need for
autormated presses and cormpulers, all we need are somé eellalar
phones for the old ladies and they'll be more than heppy o lake
care of the gossip lor us!

Switching back to the serious mode. .. Once apain | wish o state
that journalizsm is a very powerful toal Ifitis handled properhy — it
can ke the best weapon that ever was/izrwill be: A journalist has
the power to fight corruption, mismanagement and all sorts of

malice with his pen. | feel thiat this very pawerful tool is not bémg
tsed properly in the Batticilon distriet. The need for proper
Joumalistic work 106 post war atgd 14 esseatial, &5 it is the only
way of documenting the pluses aod mimses of the recovery process,
1 humbly request all the concerned parties to think about this and
Start reportimg ahout things Tor their ments and dements. .. we'do
not wan? fiction. We can read It in the novels,

Ta concluds, 1 wish to dpologise to the ncademlos at the Bastern
University for not having let them know about this issas. Thave let
them down, | sincerely hope that they will aceept my apologieés and
Felp find 2 way lo investigate on the orging of this slab ol stone. [ do
not wish w offend neither unyone nor any organisation by thisarficle,
O tha contrary, | bumbly beg a1l of vou to think more on the tssyes
thatare important o Batticalow, for our survival as a community, A
lot of things can be accomplished if we, the goicral masses unite
anid start thinking about the fomwre 0f our hormetowr il our district
W can’t expret mirneles to happen  just like that.. yatwe'can
achieve thmps by hardship and commifnent. So why wail? Our home
(bewn) needs some spring-clesmng, Lets all dmte to do it! And
Grailly, the soler mme suggests that | remind you (the reader) ance
ngain that Tam no aechasologist, | have no intention of becoming
oneesther! T am just o nondeseript Batticaloa boy, Proud and very
Fappy to be 3o (nud this by oo means sn't o joke)! Tust let me live
iy life in pence. Amenl .
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