MERVYN DE SILVA - ATRIBUTE

Jayadeva Uyangoda

J tine 22 marks the Ofth death anniversary of Mervyn de Silva,

4 eodossal figare in Sei Lanka's ¢ontemporary English
seurnalism, Az a4 mainstream journalist, Mervyn had some
distinctive and unique qualities, He was n friend of the Left and
e trade union movement, with intellectual sympathies towards
radical and anti-systemic movements, although he associated
stmself quite closely with the lzaders of the political Right, Mervyn
was never an ¢thno- nationalist, and in fact he showed no mercy
towards ethnic chauvinism. Mervyn also had an incredible
sensitivity 1o the trajectories of Sri Lanka's political and social
change. Even before the 1971 insurgency, he forésaw the political
consequences of the continuing alicnation of the educated, rural
vouth of Sri Lanka's Sinhalese society, Similarly, he had an accorate
Ristorical sense of the decisive shift that Sri Lanka’s Tamil
sationalist struggle would take in the late 1970s through a radical
departurs from the parliameatary and negotiatory pohitics: Meryyn
was an exceptionally gified writer in English. He was the stylist
par excellence, and the stylistic splendor of his literary idiom
sccurately reflected the Ramboyance of his lively personality,
Among the journalisis T have known and seen in South Asia,
Mervyn was undoubtedly the best- dressed. With personal
mannerism of the intellectually sophisticated, he alse had an
amazing capacity to laugh at others as well as himsclf,

My personal acquaintance with Mervyn de Silva began with the
journal he founded, Larku Guardian. Mervyn launched LG, as
Daya, Mérvyn's son used to call it, in 1978, after he found himself
anemployved for & couple of years. He lost his then prestigious
position as Editor, Daily News around 1975 m a balile with the
United Front government’s strongman Felix Dias Randaranaike,
The legend had it thal Mervyn used the compensation moaey he
aot from the Lake House to start the LG, It was no accident that
the first issue of the LG came out on May | of the year 1978,

interzstingly, 1 began my own “writing career’ in English with the
Lanka Crigrdian when | was at Peradeniva University in the second
spell as an undergraduate thers, Dayan and 1 were classmales in
the Political Science Special depree class with Dr, K. H. Jayasinghe,
Professors Wisva Warnapala and Ranjith Amerasinghe as our
zachers. | had just resumed my undergraduate carcer after nearly
seven years teoure in what we called at that time 'the Queen’s
Boarding House.' 1 was also one of those successful cases of
rehabilitation of the ‘misguided’ thrasthavad (termorist) youlh,
belonging Lo the first generation of the JVE. When Fwent back to
Peradeniya straight from Welikada, Professors Panditharaine and
Karl Gunawardena, the Vice Chancellor and thez Dean ofthe Facultly
of Ans, generously allowed me Lo resume my undergraduate studics,
In my class was Dayan Jayatillcka, Mervyn's son, with whom 1
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immediately established a close friendship. Whan Dayan broughi
to Peradeniya the first issue of LG, I'was immedutely attrcted o
it because of ity Left-progressive outlook as well as the political
and interventionist thrust. My first pigce of writing that Mervyn
published in an early ssue of the LG was a letter to the editor.
Entitled *Usly Scene,” It deseribed how a group of remand prisoners
was made to walk across the Kandy town tied to handeuffs and
without any concern for their human dignity. A few months later, |
wrole a picce on Rukmani Devi after her sudden death, placing
her in a socio-cultural context. Mervyn published it in the LG giving
it some prominence, He had copy-edited my English assay, giving
it some stylistic respectability, Through Dayan, Mervyn had sent
me & message encouraging me to write more on art and culture.
Then | started writing on cinema and theater. That 1s how I became
at amatear literary eritic during my underpraduate days. Later on
[ wrote political pieces as well, including a series on the JVP and
on the right of self-determmation of the Sri Lankan Tamil people.

Thus, most of my memories of Mervyn are associated with the
Lanka Guardian. From the perspective of the intellectual hstory
of Sri Lanka during the past three decades, the LG, which came
put bwice amonth, was onc of two imporntant developments occurred
in the immediate post-1977 period. The other wis the launching of
the Social Scienlists’ Assacintion n 1977 &nd the Movement for
the Inter-Ragial Justice and Equality {MIRJE) in 1978. The context
against which theses throe matitutions — LG, 55A and MIRJE--
emerged was characterized by the irinmph of the political Right
under the UNP, the serious setback suffered by the Lelt and
progressive forces and the rise of Sinhalese communal viclence
against the Tamil minority, After the UNP's massive electoral
victory of 1977, which also saw the unprecedented defeat of all
progressive foroes, there was also a distinctly right wing drift in
the political process. Liberalization of the cconomy and the new
constitution of 1978 were the pillars of the new Right-wird lrend
in public policy refurms of the Jayewardene regime which soon
turned itself 1o be politically repressive as well as authoritarian.

During this period of setbacks for the Left and progressive forces,
the SSA provided organizational space for the intelligentsia, while
MIRJE provided the forum for the activists. Mervyn came to the
mesetings of the S8A and MIRJE, thereby closely associating
himself witl the most active intellectual-political formations at the
time. The Lamka Guardian of the late 19705 and the 19805
developed itself inlo & mirror of these developments by providing
space for debadte, discussion and reporting on themes like the
political economy of liberalization, the agrarian crisls, emerging
crisis in Lhe plantations, rade unicn politics and more impartantly
the sharpening erisis aninated by the incredsingly intractable Tamil
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national question. Mervyn also published in the LG papers
presented at academic seminars in Colombe. Among the LG
frequent contributors were Regl Siriwardena; Jayantha
Somasunderam, Godfrey Gunarillcke, Newton Cunazinghe,
kumari Jayawardena, Nihal Perera, U. Karunatilleka and myself.
Dayan did a regular feature under the pen name Chinthaka, Mervyn
himself wrote the main column an carrent polirical developments,
with razor-sharp insights into what we saw a5 the drift fowards
constitutional suthoritarianism under the new UNP. He also
regularly wrote analytival pieces on regional and internaticnal
politics. Mervyn described himself ss a self-tnught international
relationist, notwithstanding the fact that hie remained Sri Lanka’s
best-informed analyst of international politics.

My first meeting with Mervyn was an unforgennble one. Gamini
Dissanuyake, whao now lives in Canada and writes an astrolo igal
column o the Sunday Observer in Colombo: had Joined Mervyn
to work on the LG. Mervyn was aperating from a small office at
the Fort's YMBA building, Garmini had run into s major controversy
with Lester Jumes Pieris after ha published in the LG an sszay
sharply eritical of Lester as a film - maker. It was Camini who
took me to Mervyn's office at the YMHAA building and intraducsd
me 1o him. Mervyn was smoking a Dunhill cigarette and typing
nway something on a fairly old type-writer. What fascinated me
was the style of his typing. He used anly the two fore fingere of his
hinds to hit the typewriter's keyboard. 1ur he was pretty fast. He
grected me, but did not have a conversation as such. He said
something which [ did nor quite undersrand and then burst into
lughter. Gamini Dissunayake responded to Mervyn with an squally
loud laughter. | felt otally but of place: 1 asked Gam ini what wis i
all about. That moming, Mervin has had a breakfast meeting with
JRJ. Mervyn had just read out one of the lines ofhis Sunday columm
“Men and Marters”, which he wrote under the pen name Kautilya.
In *Men and Matters," Mervyn presented deep political analysis [n
the forn of cutting humor When it comes to political sotire: in
Lnglish Mervyr was unrivalled in South Asia. because his writings
had wit, humor, penetrating insights and intellectaal depth,

On a subsequent occasion, he invited me to a drink with I This
was somewhere in 1979 when the LG office was shifted to Union
Place. He took me in his black Morris Minor taxi 1o the Calombo
Golf Club restaurant, one of the preatest shrires of the Colombo
bourgzeoisie. Amazed and almost paralvzed by the intimidatory class
ambience of the place, 1 sheepishly followed Mervvn and sat at
the bar. He offcred me a can of chilled beer. This was my first
encounter with canned beer, chilled or otherwise, Being an ex-
village boy who had some audacity to hang around with Colombo’s
middle class intellectuals, this was one of my unforgeitable
experiences af belng initiated to muodemity and urban, clite culture.

By this time Mervyn had indeed initiated me 10 one not-so pupulnr
practice in Sri Lanka's pesi-colonial modemiry =wrilug m Englizh.
Later Mervyn invited me to the Orient Club for drinks At the Orient.
Mervyn was ofien seen in the company of same of the otstand iy
minds of that period -- Newton Gunasinghe, Ralph Pieris. Shalton
Kodikara and Charlie Abeysckera, Twould pecasionally be a guest
of Mervyn, Newton or Shellon. There we used 1o have intensely
engpped political discussions. Mervyn often demonstrated that he
had access to the thinking of the Jeading political actors at the time

1. R. Jiyewardene, Sirimavo Bandaranaike, Anura Bandzarannike,
Ronnie de Mel, Gamani Dissanayake, Lalith Athulathmudali.
Newton complemented Merayn's informative inputs with a sharp
sociological analysis of politics. Among those who joined our
drinking-cum-political analysis circle at the Orient often as
Newton's guests were Quadri 1smail and P. Sivaram. two
outstanding journalists of the new generation. When a few Vears
later, 1 myself became @ member of the Orient Club, providing
amusement 10 some of its urbine members. | onee treatad Mervyn
1o 8 cool beer at the bur. At thar particular oceasion, Mervyn was
an unhappy man. President Kumaratunga had repeatedly denied
him sn interview for the London-based Fimancial fTmes. That was
the time whea | was quite close to President Kumaratunga, Mervyn
was telling me how close he was to Mrs. Bandaranaike, Presidsnt
Kumaratungs®s mother, when she was the Prime Minister, Althou ok
Firied my best, | could not fix that appointment for Mervin, But
this episods revealed to me an interesting change in the sociology
of Sri Lankan pulitics, Many people like Mervyn, who once enjoyed
the trust and the company of the leaders of the old ruling ¢loss are
na longer seen useful by the new ruling class led by Chandriki and
Ranil. Their advisors, confidintes and ullies are now recruited from
Iwo sources: the ranks of the subordinate social clusses of the
Sinhalese society and the circles of intensel w boyal personal friends.
belonging 1o their own age group.

Concerning me, both Mervyn and his wife. gunty Laxhmi,
demonstrated an admirable and rare capacity to transeend class,
social and generational distinctions. He s one of lhose few people
who tusde me feel less awkward in the not-so charmed circlos of
the Columbo bourpeoisic as well as the urban intellectual elitcs,
Mervyn, like me, was a villaze hoyv who came to the city, worked
in the city and lived in the city. Unlike other ex-village bovs of his
generation who lived in the city as members of the professional
elite, Mervyn never plaved with agrarian ramanticism or Sinhalese-
Buddhist chauvinism. e was a secular, non-racist, prouressive
intellectual who valued human rights, multi-culturalism, political
pluralism and lef-wing political activism. That was Mervyn de
Silva | knew and admired, .
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