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were glass cases of memorabilia recording
his triumphs. In a corner was a life-size
model of his father and mother standing
next to a rickshaw driver, with a likeness
of young Premadasa in the scat. The peo-
ple of Kehelwatte never deserted him, and
it was they who were first in line to file
past his casket displayed in a_renovated
rickshaw shed outside the house.

Within the sleazy lanes of sheds and
shacks of his youth, double-cross was an
art and scams a way of life. He learned
both, and with brilliant organising skills
tried to use them for good. He learned to
speak Tamil fluently,” Sri Lanka’s only
leader to ever do so. At 15 he started the
Sucharita Movement, a self-help program
to educate the slum's children: His father, a
rickshaw owner turned businessman, saved
enough to send him to an uptown Roman
Catholic school;-St. Jaseph's College.

After he graduated he caught the eye
of strongman labour leader A.E. Goone-
singhe. He was one of the first politicians
to use hit squads. Under his tutelage,
Premadasa joined the Ceylon Labour Party
and won a seat as municipal councillor
The Morris Minor sedan given torhim at
the time by his supporters still sits lovingly
restored in a glass case at his house. In
1956 he joined the United National Party
and helped President J.R. Jayewardene
reorganise the party after it was trounced in
the 1950s. Together theéy used communal-
ism to win back support. Premadasa, no
racist but a gifred orator, later regretted his
fiery ant-Tamil speeches

arly in his career Premadasa was
befriended by several powerful busi
nessmen. One was S. Rajernidram, the
Tamil founder of the Maharaja Organ
isation, today one of the country’s richest

groups. Another was Sinhalese land devel-

oper A.K. Dharmadasa. Both prospered
under the UNP’s economic liberalisation
program. More recently Dharmadasa and
Maharaja’s son Killi became known in
business circles as “the forces.” They had
access to Premadasa’s close confidant,
Secretary of Finance R. Paskaralingam, a
Tamil who was considered the second
most powerful man in the country.

It was Paskaralingam who engindered
Premadasa’s economic liberalisation pro
gram. He converted the president into a
devoted free-market reformer. Their plan
was fo turn the country into South Asia's
‘Singapore.” They chose to follow the
well-tested East Asian model of export-led
expansion with high growth rates and high
inflation
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and sold off 42 state corporations. The
market turnover soared from $50,000 a day
in late 1989 to roughly half a million this
year, and GDP growth leapt to almost 5%.

For Premadasa, it was a chance to re-
distribute wealth through trickle-down eco-
nomics. A sure way for a businessman to
please the president was to contribute to
his “Janasaviya” welfare program, which
gave the poor cheap access to credit and
start-up funds for business. But in the eco
nomic free-for-all, capital went in every
direction — including to his political oppo-
and Premadasa began to back off
“The wrong people started to get rich,”
says a Colombo banker.,

As the rich got richer, the poor
Premadasa had tried to help kept getting
poorer. With two insurrections — the

nents

| On guard: Two insurrections

|

Dexter Cruez

Mothers of missing sons: As many as 30,000 people were killed in one year

Tamils in the north and the Sinhalese
Marxist JVPs in the south and massive
public spending, inflation ran at 20%
throughout his presidency. The rural peo-
ple watched contrattors come from the city
to make millions on construction projeets.
The gap between the rich and the poor, one
of the world’s largest before Premadasa
became president, grew wider. “He tried to
reach the invisible people in the country,”
says Hameed. “But there wasn’t enough
time. There can be a debate whether the
medium he applied was the best.”

When Premadasa became president in
December 1988 he inherited a nightmare
Some 50,000 Indian troops occupied the
northern third of the country, allowed in by
Jayewardene in July 1987 to enforce the
Indo-Lankan accord. In the south, a grow-
ing number of government hit squads
roamed the streets. There JVP extremists
had begun to rearm themselves and stage
daylight raids on military camps. They had
launched a full-scale revolution in April
1970, and were on their way to a second
one. They gained massive support when
their prediction came true that the “fifth
column” of India would invade the island

As a presidential candidate, Prema-
dasa had pledged he would demand that
the Indians leave the day he was clected
He did, but Rajv &andhi refused, and the
JVP gained more support among the rural
poor. Premadasa offered the JVP peace and
backed it up by granting amnesty to 1,800
He lifted the harsh
‘mergency Laws. That only helped the
extremists, and by July 1989 they had

ad
killed some 3.000 civilians and hundreds

suspccts ais0

of UNP supporners. Their campaign of ter-
ror, backed by nationwide strikes, brought

the country to a standstill
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