
J.R. Jayewardene as Finance Minister. 

RAVI PRASAD HERAT 

eople certainly felt J.R. .Jaye
\'vardene's power, executive 
authority and actions, but 
they were not directly exhib

ited by him to the public. Unlike 
some other contemporary executive 
Presidents, he did not resort to popu
lar means or publicity to highlight his 
tmage. 

None wrote songs in praise of him, 
or authored books. There were no 
columnists writing to please his sens
es. As poli tics was a weapon in the 
hands of the intellect, he had no 
intention to make an extra effort to 
teach poli ticians' ideologies to the 
people involved in politics. He \vas 
surrounded by remarkably experi
enced 'yes-men· , not just counsellors 
in service. For .JR, they \vere a great 
solace; there v·.rere no complicated 
issues among his foll mvers for him to 
order them twice. VVhen considering 
the thousands of things he did in the 
past, vvithout publicizing, it is clear 
that he had not only ruled Sri Lanka, 
but the vvhole of Asia. It cannot be 
that the majority who criticize JR 
today do it with an understanding. 
He kne\">' that it is those who did not 
understand him well that cri ticized 
him. 

In the early '80s, over 200,000 Incli
an Tamils w-ere rapidly settled in 
Mannar, Vavuniya, Trincomalee, Mul
laitivu, Batticaloa and Ampara as an 
initiative of the PLOT organization, 
assisted by many Non-Governmental 
Organisations. 

.J. Parthasarthi v1.•as one prominent 
person controlling the issues that 
were emerging due to these se ttle
ments. Parthasarthi made arrange
ments for .JR to talk about the Indian 
Tamil settlements in Sri Lanka at the 
Commonwealth Heads of States Con
ference in November 1983. Jaya
wardena addressed the conference on 
November 24, 1983. 

"Sri Lanka is a small country. VVe 
have fifteen million people. Anybody 
can invade us. I am not arming to 
fight anybody. Our arms are purely 
for self-defence. If I have the strength 
and life, I will not let my people be 
subject to anybody. Fifteen million 
people can decide to die if they are 
invaded by somebody else and decide 
never to give in." 

By March 1983, JR planned a new 
friendly accord with India and a join t 
examination operation to identify the 
LTTE camps in India. But India 
feared it. In the meantime, on l\ilay 
20, 1984, during a visit to China, JR 
met the Chinese President. 

"In the 2,500-year histo ry of Sri 
Lanka, we have been invaded, but we 
never gave in. The spirit of man was 
unconquerable. He wi ll fight. Fifteen 
million people \Vill die unconquered, 
if we are invaded." 

After this meeting, JR met the 
President of the 1\!Iilitary Commission 
of the Chinese Communist Party, 
Deng Xiaoping. Then Prime Minister 
of India, Indira Gandhi was angered 
by this when it reached her ears. 

In response, the Chinese Prime 
Minister agreed to help in this matter. 
\~Vh en .Jayewa rclene met China ·s 
strongman Deng Xiaoping, he asked 
whether China could "provide some 
gunboats to protect us from the ter
rorists, as you have clone in the past, 
which will help us to prevent illegal 
immigration from the Indian coast 
which is only 20 miles av.ray from our 
northern boundary.'' 

US visit 
Two months later, the political sta

bility in Sri Lanka was greatly shaken. 
On June 18, 1984, JR. at the White 
House Cabinet Office met Vice Presi
dent George Bush and Secreta ry of 
State George Shultz and talked about 
the difficulties the vmr brings. He 
openly stated that terrorists are fight
ing to gain a separate state and estab
lish a Marxist government. 
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The signing of the Indo-Lanka Accord in Colombo. 
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President Jayewardene with Prime Minister Ranasinghe Premadasa and Mahawe
li Minister Gamini Dissanayake. 

President Jayewardene said, "Mrs. 
Gandhi had supported the terrorists 
because she is concerned about. win
ning support at the general election 
in Tamil Naclu. The problem in Tamil 
Nadu was that there were two claim
ants for leadership, one was Kanma
nidhi, and the other, M.G. Ramachan
dran who was originally friendly to 
Sri Lanka, but later supported the 
terro rists as it. has become a major 
political issue in the State .... I want to 
drag Mrs. Gandhi to join the fight 
against terro rism. If she can stop the 
support for the terrorists, I could end 
terro rism in Sri Lanka:· 

Subsequently, in response to a 
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President Jayewardene with the Queen and Prince Philip. 

President Jayewardene with close friend President Fidel Castro of Cuba. 

of the sudden stop of the meetings 
that took place between Sri Lanka 
Broadcasting Corporation and Voice 
of America Service (SLBC/VOA). 
After a brief period, when .JR asked 
for helicopter spare parts from Ameri
ca, America responded saying that to 
fulfill the request, permission from 
India is required. America said that 
those measures were adopted as Sri 
Lanka kept America ignorant of the 
accord. 

Statue of President J.R. Jayewardene 
in Japan. 

this, India is engaged in threatening 
the fu ture of Sri Lanka and perhaps 
the region. Unless India acts positive
ly, the future of Sri Lanka will witness 
hard times but. so will the future of 
India. You cannot. play with fire with
out. worrying about the spread of it to 
beyond what you can control." 

JR-Rajiv bonhomie 

q uest.ion by Vice President Bush, 
President .Jayewa rclene referring to 
lVI rs. Gandhi said, "Though she does 
not openly support the terrorists, she 
lets off terro rists who were taken into 
custody." The Sri Lankan delegation 
to the Uni ted States comprised 
Finance Minister Ronnie de Mel, Sec
reta ry to President VV.P.B. Menikdi
wela, Private Secreta ry to the Presi
dent Nihal VVeeratunge, Ambassador 
Susantha De Alwis and Ambassador 
Ernes t. Corea. 

President Jayewardene gifting a baby elephant to US President Ronald Reagan 
in Washington. 

If the Indian Prime Minister Raj iv 
Gandhi, who is young and inexperi
enced in poli tics, examined .JR's advi
sory, he wouldn't have been killed by 
the very hooligans he susta ined. In 
early July 1987, .Jayewardene was still 
being intimidated by India. In his 
heart, he still wanted a military solu
tion to the North-East crisis. On July 
2, 1987, .Jayewardene met Professor 
Echvarcl Azar, a distinguished scholar 
on conflict resolu tion from a US Uni
versity. Azar interviewed President 
Jayewardene on severa l issues. 

Jaye\".>·ardene firmly believed that a 
coup was imminent., if he was not 
going to continue the war in North
ern Sri Lanka to an encl. At the same 
time, India had clearly inclicat.ecl that 
the \Va r must stop or they will contin
ue to arm the LTTE. India had also 
offered to sign an Accord. On the 
Accord, Jayewardene said; "Signing 
the Accord was a political decision. I 
consulted my political colleagues 
before I signed it. The induction of 
the Indian Army was a securi ty deci
sion and I made that decision as the 
Commander-in-Chief of the Armed 
Forces of Sri Lanka." 

On June 19, 1984 morning, he 
addressee\ a gathering assembled for a 
meeting under the leadership of the 
President of the Vf/.;1shington Post 
newspaper, Katharine Graham. 

"\Ve cannot carry out a political 
campaign in the T3mil-speaking 
areas. So we must eliminate terror
ism. I do not care what India thinks; 
we have to maintain our uni ty and 
stability. Kanmanidhi, the former 
Chief Minister, is trying to come back 
to power through the Sri Lanka Tamil 
problem. Our complaint is that the 
Tamil Naclu government. is helping 
terro rists. It has become an in ternal 
political issue for them. As for India, 
why do they not take a more helpful 
attitude. VVhat I am saying to Mrs. 
Gandhi is that. terrorists come secret
ly in to Sri Lanka from South India. I 
want to ask her not to encourage the 
different terrorist groups to get 
together and not. to give them assis
tam~e . " 

There came a period of no room for 
peace but. a series of battles. 

On May 26, 1987, the Sri Lanka 
Army launched the military operation 
called Operation Liberation involving 
8,000 soldiers and directed at Vaclam
arachchi . The plan was prepared by 
General Cyril Ranatunga as suggested 
by Lalith Athulathmuclali and Sepala 
Attygalle. A few clays later, speaking 

at the opening ceremony of the head 
office of the Central Bank, JR said, 
"Until Jaffna is freed, the Sri Lanka 
Army would fight." By lVIay 28, 1987, 
the Sri Lanka Army had destroyed 32 
bunkers. Velvetithurai was also cap
tured. To a journalist's query to JR 
that the Indian newspapers had 
reported about Prabhakaran's home 
town being clamagec\ , .JR's responclec\ , 
"Ask them to go to hell." 

\~Vh en Rai iv Gandhi contacted .JR 
over the phone, .JR said that he would 
do what was necessary to Jaffna. As 
the conflict was ongoing since June 1, 
1987, a special communication sys
tem started between JR and Rajiv. All 
messages were named Top Secret. 
They were exclusively known only to 
JR and Rqjiv/RAW. 

On June 2, 1987, Gandhi respond
eel to .Jayewardene, in a message 
marked 'Top Secret' : 

"Thank you for your message of 
June 2, which I received this evening. 
I am most distressed to hear about 
the brutal massacre of bus passengers 
in Ampara. This deserves the strong
est condemnation. I am glad that you 
have agreed that your government 
would be prepared to receive the 
humanita rian relief with the associa
tion of the Sri Lanka Reel Cross. The 
first relief mission consisting of 20 
fishing craft \Vill set sail from 
Rameswaram at 1130 hours on June 3 
for Kalmunai point which is 5 km off 
Jaffna." 

The Indian vessel Vickram that 
brought food to Jaffna ancl19 other 
fishing boats were refused entry by 
the Sri Lanka Government at the Palk 
Strait. 

Rajiv Gandhi arrived in New Delhi 
from Goa. Chandran, alias Chan-

drasekaran, the RA VV person in 
charge of Sri Lanka \vas assigned the 
task of gathering the ideas of the 
Tamil organizations over this matter. 
MGR responded to it, thus: "Do not 
let the LTTE get defeated. The LTTE 
should be protected.'. 

This followed the launch of the 
operation named, Operation Pooma
lai: Dropping of 25 metric tons of 
food to Jaffna from 1,500 feet above 
sea level, from five AN 32 aircraft. 

This followed Sri Lanka's absence 
at the Foreign Ministers' Meeting of 
the SARCC Summit held on June 17. 

N.D. Thiwari oflncl ia went to Rus
sia asking for war assistance. 

'Will forgive, 
but not forget' 

From Sri Lanka too, Rani! VVick
remesinghe went to Russia, reques t
ing assistance fo r the war. About a 
month later, the Indo-Lanka Peace 
Accord was signed. On July 29, 1987, 
at 10 am, on an IAF aircraft, Rajiv 
Gandhi arrived in Sri Lanka to sign 
it. 

After the Accord was signed 
reminding Rajiv his work of dropping 
food to Jaffna a month earlier, JR 
said, 'I will forgive India for what it 
did then. But I \Vill not forget it.' 
Although .JRs opponents battered 
him as a strong American-follower, 
whether .JR is really so can be exam
ined, taking the signing of the Indo
Lanka Accord into consideration . .JR 
did not inform \-Vashington about the 
accord. 

Almost accidentally, the American 
Embassy of Sri Lanka got. to know 
about the Indo-Lanka Accord because 

In this in terview, Jayewardene had 
said on India: "Raiiv should be the 
first to know that no matter how pure 
a goal might be, violence is least effi
cient. India understands the role of 
non-violence. It is a shame that pre
sent leaders of India do not adhere to 
the Indian tradition of non-vio lent 
struggle. Civilized societies such as 
India cannot permi t the regression to 
the law of the jungle. Terror and vio
lence to suppress people will not 
work. You cannot bully your way 
through all the time. Rajiv cannot win 
without the resort to civic norms and 
the tradition of non-violence. \Ve in 
Sri Lanka have a great deal of dignity, 
courage and a sense of justice. VVe 
will not be defeated irrespective of 
some setbacks.'· 

On the future of Sri Lanka, Jaye
wardene, desperate for a solu tion, 
either political or mili ta ry said: "One 
has to be realistic. VVe are involved in 
the struggle to build a democratic and 
just nation for all our people. \Ve 
want to avoid making mistakes, but 
we want to prevent terrorism and vio
lence. \Ve are optimistic but also real
istic. Look at the documents and 
records of the past and especia lly the 
past three years. ·we have clone every
thing we can to manage social and 
political change in Sri Lanka without 
violence. However, as recent events 
have shown, India had been unable to 
deliver at its end. India savs the ball 
is in our court. However, I am not 
sure to whom to throw it back. In 

Often many \VOncler what would 
have been the course of Sri Lankan 
history, hac\ .Jayewa rclene not. signed 
an Accord with Gandhi. Jaye
\Va rclene's thinking soon after the 
Accord vms signee\ was best 
expressed when he said: "After I 
signee\ the Accord, Raj iv told me that 
he will get the IPKF to hold the elec
tions in the North-East. He also told 
me, "I don't want these fellows to 
have the North and East. merged. I 
will help you." 

Further, Prime Minister Rajiv Gan
dhi was later to tell British Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher that "No 
Sinhala leader has clone so much to 
help the Tamils as .Jayewarclene." 
This was the rapport the two men 
had developed even after Delhi had 
been waging a proxy war for years "to 
teach the Sri Lankan leader a lesson." 

If histo ry in the making is not accu
rately cl ocumentec\ , without fear or 
favour, the ul timate results can be 
tragic. Li ttle known incidents such as 
Rajiv Gandhi preva iling on J.R. .Jaye
wa rc\ene to keep the letters of the 
Accord a secret, but. .Jayewardene 
refusing to do so are landmark events 
in the relationship of two countries. 
These must be c\ ocument.ecl for the 
benefi t of future generations. 

In this context, President. .Jaye
wa rclene said: "I could have clone it, 
but. it would have inevitably leaked 
out , and when that happens, it would 
become a major scandal." 

It is possible to say that, in this era 
of the history of Sri Lanka, JR could 
be one of the greatest. personalities 
because his intuition and luck blend
ed perfectly. 

Yet, for him, in his political journey, 
the role model was Mahatma Gandhi. 


