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he Tigers’ lair was deep | beauty of it all. Well into the thicker permanent base for 1,000 fighters,
in the jungle. It was brush, down a maze of paths and three times that many when
difficult to find and tunnels through the thorn trees, we in this eastern Tamil he
tough to get to; two came first to what was left of the | were transiting to the battlefields
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Michael Buerk, who reported on the country’s civil war, returns as
a holidaymaker to find that tourism is helping to heal old wounds
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Sri Lanka

peacocks and their perpetual
courtship, dozens of them
everywhere, each male made
fabulous by desire. The
man-made lake that once fed
the fields was covered in
lotus flowers. A crocodile
basked on arockin the
shallows, jaws gaping as if

in wonder at the lonely

recognisable structure left,
‘was now home toa 15ft

the
bloody Gétterdimmerung, 100 miles

to the north. But the rslmlins
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» jungle and the sea. It’s
> ,,'yofd:echalets
r-conditioning, their

this oomerg%‘angxmred paradise.

have been
recruited locally. For all I knew, the
wxiterwhobmugh us our eges

internationally defined as a terrorist
‘with the trademark
capsule necklace and striped camos,
as expert with a T-56 assault rifle and a
bayonet as he is now with more

‘War is all most people
here knew. It went on for
nearly 30 years, the longest
civil war in Asian history, and for
much of that time the east was Tiger

tgmtm—y' a state with its own
S, courts, even traffic police
mdzrguns.uuchof

t)xc aldBmuh naval base at
Trincomalee, 20 miles to the south,
and only ventured out along the

V.
The war widows work
‘mainly in the laundry and
the kitchen. Shanthi
Kumari, 34, was left
half-starving with her
two daughters when
her husband
disappeared like so
8 many others. Now
she’s a kitchen
steward with a salary
sufficient to build a
2 house with a TV, a fridge
and a goldfish tank. The war

wrecked her life, she says. The
hotel put it back together again and
means a future for her two girls, aged
15 and 10. She says the hotel manager,
an inspirational figure and a Tamil
himself, “is a god to me”. There are so
many others, she says, who would give

anything for a similar chance.

‘The guests need know nothing of
the war. This is an exclusive retreat,

(qatarairways.
com), which flies
daily from
London Heathrow
to Colombo, via
Doha, with
economy fares
from £794. Book
through Uga
Escapes
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cruelty trail
Atits peak the LTTE (the Liberation
Tamil Eilam) controlled a

visitors and missed out on the global
tourist boom that in Sri Lan]
funnelled into the south- weslern
beaches and the tea plantation hill
country around Kandy. Now, in some
places achingly slowly, in others at a
rush, hotels are springing up in places
where the humans may be scarred buf
the landscape is pristine.

Chena Huts is a new safari lodge in
the deep south, in a strip of protected

g
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Jungle between Yala National Park and 2

the Indian Ocean. The “huts” are
arguably bigger, and certainly more

)
or Red Savannah
(0L2-l-2 787890:

out, thana lot of
even rich people’s houses, with their
living rooms, giant bedrooms,

Bail with fashil free-

T 3
cam), which
offers 10 nights in
Sri Lanka from
£3,205 per person
based on two
people sharing,
including
international
economy flights,
transfers, the
services of an
English-speaking
chauffeur/guide
and B&B

standing baths, decks outside and
private plunge pools. The restaurant is
on the beach. One night, we had to put
the lobster on hold because a “tusker”
‘was ambling through the lodges on his
way to play in the surf.

Yala, Sri Lanka’s oldest national
park, was closed during the war when
the Tigers used it as a hideout. Until
then it was leo) that the ruled the
roost. They had no predators until the
guerrillas came and are bigger here
than elsewhere, with a denser

accommadation
at Jungle Beach,
Uga Bay, Ulagall
Chena Huis and

the Residence |
in Colombo.

population. In all my years in Africa I
only saw a leopard tw Isaw two on
the first morning in Yal:

Sri Lanka's parks don’t have the
E or quite as much big beast
sex-and-violence appeal as Africa’s
best reserves. But the long war
shielded them from mass tourism.

The cuddly looking but vicious sloth
bears are unique, there are elepl
everywhere and, if it is danger you're

g

looking for, the wild buffalo are
famously poker-faced and potentially
lethal. Besides, the smaller stuff is
more interesting than bone-idle big
mammals. Birds particularly.

In the Wilpattu National Park, we
watched two tiny dusky blue
flycatchers attacking a huge serpent
eagle that had perched too close to
their nest. Time after time, they flew
straight into him, like kamikazes. He
was rocked by each tiny, but furious,
impact, yet for 10 minutes or s
affected not to notice, sitting there stiff
with contempt, until he finally flapped

| off into the trees.

Wilpattu was part of a swathe of
central and north Sri Lanka that has
many of the island’s most important
cultural attractions. We stayed at one
of the island’s finest new boutique
hotels, the Ulagalla, which has been
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created out of a lacal nobleman’s
Dutch colonial-style house and
It had been comman
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Buddhism special Estimates vary
status. Tensions | butit's thought
rmed o o, | 100,000 peaple
atrocities and | died over the
eventuaily war next 26 years, and
after the LTTE up toamiflion
(Tamil Tigers) were displaced.

civilisation built around the huge
man-made irTigation reservoirs they
«call “tanks™. Tt spreads over 16 square
miles, surrounded by monastery
dagobas and, at its heart, the oldest
recorded vegetable in the world -
Bodhi Tree, that's said to have been
grown from a cutting from the fig
under which the Buddha attained
enlightenment, which has apparently
been tended since 245BC.

This was. until recently, the army’s
major staging post for the war, which
for a time turned the new town near
the site into one of Jargest brothels in
south Asia. Now there's a new future,
based on old T

Sri unhswvm'u family a!!air,
ithe BBC at the beginning, in the
| g e

in Colombo, above right | Wmch:daneaﬂypmk.

'{)hl:cesinmeaﬁtﬂ.cdanbo.which

starting to return.
You can go now to the forbidden

Tigers once attacked adozen times
inasingle day, and where anti-aircralt
guns were set up around Galle Face
Green to counter the Tigers’ home-
‘made air force.

Stay somewhere like the Residence,
an 1-suite luxury hotel right in the
cenire, created out of a Victorian town
house and stables. Go on one of Mark
Forbes's famous walking tours
through the Fort, the old colonial
outpost that became Sri Lanka's
government and financial centre. Tt

was probably the most guarded city chance to win.

district in the world, especially aftera JOu: o -
suicide bomber managed to blow up -

the central bank in 1996, destroying 12 How to enter:

buildings, killing 91 people, injuring
1,400 and painting himself mto the
pavement in the process. Now it is
open. The old colonial buildings are

Complete
being restored, and the army barracks beegma_-edhlpthen‘ih
is 4 chichi collection of restaurants. entries ‘SMlm-
Thailand gets 15 times as many at
touristsas Lanka with, arguably;, far
less to offer. The international hotel | . <
«chains are said to be queuing to open
up in Colombo ta cater for a new wave

visit telegraph.couk/tt-awards
the Telegraph Travel

“every prospect pleases” and, Tow

the war is history, vou can see it all

for yourself.




