
NEWS
14 TAMIL GUARDIAN Wednesday September 30, 2009

‘As the shells
fell, we tried
to save lives
with no blood
or medicine’

THE young mother was standing
by the side of the road, clutching
her baby. The baby was dead.

Damilvany Gnanakumar
watched as she tried to make a
decision. Around them, thousands
of people were picking their way
between bodies strewn across the
road, desperate to escape the
fighting all around them.

"The mother couldn't bring
the dead body and she doesn't
want to leave it as well. She was
standing … holding the baby. She
didn't know what to do … At the
end, because of the shell bombing
and people rushing - there were
thousands and thousands of peo-
ple, they were rushing in and
pushing everyone - she just had to
leave the baby at the side of the
road, she had to leave the body
there and come, she had no
choice. And I was thinking in my
mind 'What have the people done
wrong? Why are they going
through this, why is the interna-
tional government not speaking
up for them? I'm still asking."

Four months later and
Gnanakumar is sitting on a cream
leather sofa in the living room of
the family home in Chingford,
Essex, reliving the final days of
Sri Lanka's brutal civil war.

For most of those four
months, the 25-year-old British
graduate was imprisoned behind
razor wire inside the country's
grim internment camps, home to
nearly 300,000 people. She was
released last week, partly as a
result of pressure from this news-
paper, and flew back into London
on Sunday, September 12.

The last time she publicly
spoke about the conflict was from
the hospital where she was work-
ing inside the ever-shrinking war
zone in Sri Lanka's north-east.
Then, the national army had sur-
rounded the small sliver of land
where the remnants of the Tamil
Tiger guerrillas held out and
where hundreds of thousands of
civilians had taken refuge. She
had been in despair: a shell had
just struck the hospital and
dozens were dead. "At the
moment, it is like hell," she said
then.

Gnanakumar was one of a

small group of medics treating the
wounded and providing a running
commentary to the outside world
from behind the lines. For months
she had managed to stay alive
while around her thousands died.
At night, she lived in bunkers dug
in the sand. During the day, she
helped in the makeshift hospitals,
dodging the shells and the bullets,
tending the wounded and the
dying, as the doctors tried to
operate with butchers' knives and
watered-down anaesthetic.

Now her damning account
provides a powerful rebuke to the
claims of the Sri Lankan presi-
dent, Mahinda Rajapaksa, that the
defeat of the Tamil Tigers was
achieved without the spilling of a
drop of civilian blood.

Born in Jaffna in the Tamil-
dominated north of Sri Lanka in
1984, Gnanakumar and her fami-
ly moved to Britain in 1994. Until
28 February last year, she had not
been back. She had just complet-
ed a biomedical degree at Green-
wich University, but her short-
lived marriage was on the rocks
and she decided it was time to
make a clean break. She left the
house, telling no one where she
was going.

Arriving in the capital,
Colombo, she headed for Vanni,
the Tamil heartland, to stay with a
relative she calls her brother (her
real brother is back in the UK,
along with her two sisters). There
seemed little sign of danger, but
by June 2008 fighting was getting
worse: the Tamil Tigers, or Liber-
ation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE), still thought they would
be able to negotiate a ceasefire, as
they had done in the past, but the
government had other ideas. They
were determined to destroy the
LTTE once and for all. Gnana-
kumar decided to stay on to try to
help those who were trapped by
the advance.

Even before the arrival of the
government's ground forces, there
had been regular air raids by air
force Kfir jets. But in early
January artillery barrages began,
forcing the population to move.

That was when the reality of
the war hit Gnanakumar for the
first time.

Vany Gnanakumar, a British national who was in the Vanni until May, speaks of the horrors she expe-
rienced among the Tamil population fleeing shelling and bombing from the Sri Lankan armed forces

"It was raining and … you
could see everywhere on the road
the blood is running with the
water and the bodies were left
there because there was no-one to
identify who was dead and who is
alive, the bodies were just laid
down on the floor and that's the
first time I saw dead bodies and
wounded people crying out,
shouting."

Wherever they stopped, they
built a bunker, digging down until
they could stand up in the hole,
cutting down palm branches and
laying them across the top for a
roof and packing sandbags on the
top and around the sides.

As the frontline advanced,
trapping as many as 300,000 peo-
ple inside a shrinking enclave of
LTTE-held land, Gnanakumar
went to the makeshift government
hospital, which had moved into a
former primary school, and vol-
unteered to help, dressing wounds
and administering first aid.

Her laboratory training had
not prepared her for anything like
this, but she learned as she went
along. As the fighting intensified,
they were treating as many as 500
people every day in two rooms.
"They had a shortage of medicine
but they had to somehow save the
people. The last two weeks or so
there was a shortage of every-
thing."

With replacement blood run-
ning out, she had to filter what
she could from the patients
through a cloth before feeding it
back into their veins. When the
anaesthetics ran short, they dilut-
ed them with distilled water. "I
watched when there was a six-
year-old boy," she said. "They
had to take off the leg and also the
arm, but they didn't have proper
equipment, they just had a knife
that the butchers use to cut the
meat, and we have to use that to
take off his leg and arm. He cried
and cried."

As the army closed in, it got
worse.

"People were running and
running to get them safe away
from the shell bombing, but they

couldn't and it came to a point
where we thought we are all
going to die, there is no way we
can be safe anymore here, but we
just have to take it. I mean, you
can't get out of the shell-bombing.
I didn't think that I would be alive
and I would be here now. I said
OK, I'm going to die, that is the
end of it.

"One day I was inside the
[operating] theatre and the next
room was bombed. We had a lot
of the treated people left in the
room for the doctors to go and
monitor and they all died in that
shell bomb. And they [the Sri
Lankan forces] again bombed the
hospital and one of the doctors
died in that."

Inside the hospital, there was
no respite. Gnanakumar cannot
forget the day a mother was
brought in, injured, clutching her
baby.

"She had the baby on her lap,
the baby is dead and the mother
didn't know and the doctor said:
'Don't tell her, because if we tell
her now she will start crying out
and shouting and … we have to
save the mother first.' So we said:
'OK, give the baby to us, we'll
look after her you go and get the
treatment from the doctor,' and
only after she got the treatment
we told the truth, that your baby is
dead. I can easily say it, but at that
moment I was in so much pain,
the innocent baby, the mother did-
n't know the baby was dead, she
thought 'my baby is sleeping'.

"There were so many inci-
dents. Another time the mother
was dead and the baby was still
suckling."

The fighting was getting clos-
er. They ate what they could find
and slept, those who could, in the
occasional lulls.

"You have to be ready to run,
you can't relax and go to sleep,
any minute you just have to be
ready," she said.

Gnanakumar could not take
any more. On 13 May the hospital
had been hit, killing about 50 peo-
ple. "The bunker right next to
ours had a shell on top of it and

there were six people in the same
family died and three were
wounded.

"I saw them … suddenly I
start hearing people are crying out
and I thought, it has to be some-
where really close … I came out
of my tent and I saw blood every-
where and the people - I couldn't
even imagine that place, there
was blood and then the bodies
were into pieces everywhere and
my brother said: 'Just pack up and
let's get away from this place.'"

In the last five days, she says,
she believes about 20,000 people
died. It is a very high estimate,
though the UN has acknowledged
the true death toll may never be
known. Tamil groups such as the
Global Tamil Forum say her
account corroborates their own
figures drawn from interviews
with survivors.

Over the course of the three-
decade war, it is estimated that up
to 100,000 people died. But inde-
pendent confirmation of the death
toll in the final days has been
impossible. The Sri Lankan gov-
ernment has barred independent
journalists from the war zone to
this day, and has expelled UN
officials and aid workers.

Meanwhile, the survivors of
the final assault have been spirit-
ed away inside sprawling camps
in a militarised zone.

It was to those camps, at
Menik Farm, that Gnanakumar
was taken. Following that last
bombing, she joined thousands
fleeing towards the government
lines. "We start moving and after
walking about one hour or so we
saw the Sri Lankan army. They
were saying: 'Come, you are safe
now, food will be provided for
you.' There were bodies every-
where, like into pieces. We had to
just walk." That was when she
saw the mother agonising over
what to do with her dead baby. No
one had time to bury the bodies,
she says. Some pushed them into
bunkers and covered them with a
little sand. That was the best they
could do.

That night, they slept in a
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