


swam with them. Their shots justified

their goofy grins but I wasn’t so lucky.

In three days of seeing nothing bigger

than a dolphin, the only fluke was that

I'wasn’t seasick.

I'd heard I might have better luck at

Trincomalee. The east-coast port, with
its impregnable Dutch fort, once
enjoyed a growing reputation as one of
the world’s best whalewatching spots —
but that was 25 years ago, before the
Tamil Tiger insurgency put the city off-
limits. A year on from the end of the war,
Trinco is off the FCO’s naughty step;
looking at my tourist map of Sri Lanka it
didn’t seem that far. Ramjon, my driver,
didn’t share my optimism.

“Itis quite far, sir,” he opined,
revealing a talent for understatement
matched only by his obliquely cheerful
pessimism. “And there will be no
whales, sir, I positively guarantee.”

Touring a battered coast
The east coast isn’t appearing in many
tourist brochures yet, and 15km past
Yala - the current end of the tourist trail
- it became clear why. We stopped at a
roadside shop on the edge of a village
embraced by barbed wire. A betel-
chewing lady sold me a warm bottle of
something ghastly and said the only
foreigners she saw were aid agency
workers bunking off to see the leopards.
Disturbingly contradictory signs
surrounded the village. Some said
‘Danger: Mines’. Others warned of
wild elephants. But the shopkeeper
and a passing cyclist concurred that
pachyderm amputees were rarely seen.
“The elephants are clever,” said the
cyclist. “They can smell the explosives.”
Theroad north is marked by sentry
posts dug every 200m or so, the soldiers
loitering in the shade of the banyan
trees. Platoon-sized encampments have
been built every couple of kilometres —
some proud with whitewashed rocks
and bamboo flagpoles, others shabby
military shanties. Police checkpoints
guard crossroads and towns, and the
SUVs of the Special Task Force prow!
like wolves between the shimmering
paddies. The Sri Lankan government
may have driven a stake through the
heart of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Elam (LTTE) but they’re clearly not

convinced that the insurgency is dead.
When we pulled into the former
backpacker beach resort of Arugam Bay
I'was the only tourist in town. The
Psychedelic Lounge was boarded up.
The buzz in the bars was just the insects
and the messy, onshore swell broke
unridden on the scruffy shore. In 2004

s double curveof ‘

Day, the tsunami struck.

Merete Scheller had been running
the Stardust Beach Hotel for the past 32
years. The monster wave arrived as she
was serving breakfast.

“It washed me through the dining
room and into the kitchen, trapping me
underwater against the ceiling,” she
said, her gaze flicking between me and
the shoreline. “I thought: ‘now I die’,
but then another surge pushed me
through the back door. The water was so
dirty, so full of debris, and I couldn’t tell
which way was up or down. Then I saw
one of our shutters coming past sol
grabbed it. When I came to the surface
all 1 could see were the tops of palms.”

The wave carried her 1.5km inland and
then, just as suddenly, it was gone.

“I walked back to the hotel and started
picking up the pieces,” she shrugged.

Her husband’s body was found three
days later, 3km away, one of 300 killed
here that morning. The hotel’s lush
gardens, destroyed by the tsunami, were
his passion, but Merete won’t let them

grow back. “It's not sentimentality,”
she said. “It’s just that these days I like
tobeable tokeep aneyeon thesea.”

- Agthetsumamireceded the aid money
flooded in. Survivors who had formerly
been livingin bamboo shacks found
themselves rehoused in brick-built
properties with mains electricity and
running water, and fishing from brand
new, fibreglass-hulled oruvas. “People
round here call the tsunami the ‘wave
of gold,’ said a fisherman called
Mohamed, but faith in the ocean has yet
toreturn. I spent an hour watching
Mohamed and his brother trying to
launch their boat before they

abandoned the attempt. “Once upon

a time waves like this would have been
nothing,” he sighed, slumping onto the
sand. “Now we’re scared of it. The ocean
is like a loving father who got drunk and
beat us. We don’t trust it anymore.”

Arugam Bay ~ a new Goa?

It was easy to linger at Arugam Bay.

The beach is the stuff of Bounty ads:
sugar-soft sands, coconut palms and
utter solitude but for the whoops of the
surfers riding the point. The locals,
delighted to see visitors, are charming.
“Come, try this,” said a kid called Ali,
grabbing my hand and leading me to the
family home, where his mother served
me lentil dahl and coconut sambol
(chilli condiment). She nodded towards
two lobsters in a plastic bucket beside
the cooking pot. Neither survived.

“The wat filtered out the travellers,”
said Devon-born Lee Blackmore, owner
of the unfortunately-named Tsunami
Hotel (he opened the place in 2001,
inspired by the Japanese artist
Hokusai’s wave paintings). “Right now
it's only those with a truly adventurous
spirit who come here, but it’s beginning
to change. There’s a real holistic,
spiritual vibe here - there are signs that
Arugam Bay is becoming a new Goa,

a pre-rave Ibiza or Ko Pha Ngan.”

They’re not the only signs: post-
tsunami reconstruction projects have
left forests of them along the east coast.
A fieldside pump was ‘a gift from the
people of Norway’. An Arjuna tree was
‘donated by World Vision’ and asign
sticking out of a mysterious pile of rubble
proclaimed ‘EU Tsunami Partnership’.

We stopped at the ambitious-sounding
Passekudah National Holiday Resort —
in reality, a shady car park beneath
another big sign proclaiming plans for
the future. The near-perfect beach —
powdery blonde sand, ocean like warm
Bombay gin — was busy with locals, »
and just one bikini-clad Westerner.
thought it important to interview her.

“Coming here is like discovering
Thailand in the 60s,” she said. Her
name was Angelina Cicci - pronounced
‘cheeky’ — an Italian aid worker based in
Trincomalee. “Accommodation is so
cheap - I'm paying around €5 a night
with dinner and I have a tuk-tuk to take






























