IN MEMORY OF MY MOTHER

Rohini Hensman

¥ octher Fanline Hengraan, horn Pastine Swannn b
; Drecember L9221 Cle e Lo (oo koo gz 501 Lanka],
died peacefully on 21 My 2000 in Lendan, She sz the
dassghtar-of BEvincSwan and James Svean, whe worked his
it npr o the Iowest grade to heeome a foraman in the
railwas warkahop ar Maradana. She had childhond momomics
of creeping thimigh the fence wich hercider sizter Bosine
and vaunger hiothar Rdward tn got o the offics ol the
workshop, in order wedunes and sing & the urmesed ¢ lericul
stulT i retum for puper und peneils, Shealso had semorices
of the tramsway strike ot 1929 whickh was supparted by the
ratheeay wearkars. Aconrding for her, when-the cmplavars
acternpicd to hreak the sirike using British management stafl
te drive tha trams. the warkers remliared by tirowing huckets
of mihiset] avdthem. | iive moidea swhether this 35 o des arile
recullection or mol. given thal she wioold e been jusi six
vrars ofd ac the tima, bot what was undeniahle was her glee
at the dizcamfiture of the colonial hosses at diis unusue!
af indnsteial action! Omognather cecasion. when hor machar
weits attsched witds @ koife by a devisk aod viofent man whoze
weifo sho bad Betricnd sk Pantine bithim s havd thac he was
Farced thhack offl My prandmiodher st a coupls ot teeth in
rhar cnesdInesr, 50eons Can imagine what might have happencd
H her duughtor had nab gomie wo the resfue!

Theee aluzies fromy oy uothes s childbeocd 0 many w53ys
Toreshiadow the adull she wis o becote, The couraze and
pesvrre Iodoes s thiad ppelied Ter o wackde ooviol=on i ol
wag Uhreapiening W kill ber coother slaved widy ber all her
life It weas evident: Tor saample, swhen she ashed oo of ber
nephevys wodrive her

pand wie-rivvaged TolTna i v -
1980 vz e back Gl bis smdochike, so kol she ¢ould ses the
stluaizon fur berselland repen back b il Seotb and 1o e
et o the w3 Auad e Dbeation theol gy tha Tarer giidied
her ettical wod politival eigagement witlo e wrorfd was
sureiv i fhzsnced by herapontamecos wlentilficaton wh the
approssed: women. facialfethnic and nebgicus mmuniies,
eatomined poopies, cophoiled sawkers. and ahoee ol children.

Thieae what broupht her und 1k Hensman tngethor. W hen
Lhesy el in love with cach ncher, some of bz Toami! relations
d o their
erzremenl. bul the soune peeple relused e budems, and zol
murned on L0 Apml 1947 [ was bomn in 1945, v brother
Jurny 3o LS50, whale Savi; the vounpesl, was bom 1 1962,
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as well ws some gl her Buroher velutions o

Their lemg and eventfial lite fogether ingloded pcving
Hritaim after the $955 riots, hack too Al Lanka in 196, back
te Hritain in WeA, and. back to Sri Latfics i 19810 La the
M3 and THMIE, she worked wilbe iy b0 bring ool
Clrrmnnniily magazing, write The Baler Yew fo Englinds, ansd
e Carmmiricy Trstitule, Tagetler they wele pecl ol the
JuhilecCrronn in Lendan, and seant on speaking Lowrs of the

VL s Her Tesve For limn sureivad hiz death in 208 mar last
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wighoaws o dic at home in the tonse sha had shared with him
[T Hoy Ty YouTs.

Apolber inlersel thal emerged in Paoline’s ohild hood
ineractinons with vounger cousing and developod inte 3
liTzlomg passion wustcaching. Her long carseraz an Englizh
iearcher. which sarted straight after she reccived her degroc
1n Coluvmbo und went om afier zhe refived, spanmed ran
vauiteiss 151 Lanks und Brain), children whoss .-'.'_]I.!-Ij'llf'T-
loapus ey Eoglish and those who hurdly knewany Engheh
Lo bewin wdth, und paid “as well o unpaid work. Most
sirikinely, it spunoed the entite spectrum from hichle
e iligrent amd anticubie A-level sudentz ot Bishops Colloges.
Colombe:, whio went ot become brifliant wamen, to
prumury sthounl childeen with special noeds from deprived
bavkErounds in London. She taughe all of them wir the sams
dedicution, and was rewarded with the Iove and gratitndes of
ber poptls, The spuenl maves between diflorent countrics
aosd schouls could sastly bave irown her chosen prolession
off Course. bul sl wbwaes Townd her Fser and continued wiih
der work, even wiiler the ooss dallicudd circumstances: Suaid
she mmanared e combine this work with spending time wath
hur children and runming a housshold: rehor mombers of the
Famibe dick thetr part. but she wes undouhtedly the mmamaer?
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She did not call herself a feminist until much later in life,

but she always believed in the equality of women with men, i
girls with boys. In her own practice she demonstrated the
possibility of combining employment with a family, and of
being a strong, independent woman while being loving and
caring at the same time. '

~ After her retirement, my parents returned to the same |
neighbourhood from which they had been displaced by the
1958 riots, much to the joy of neighbours who had missed
them during their long absence. Foremost among these was
Menike, who was like a sister to Pauline, and her son Nimal.
After his mother’s death in 1988, Nimal regarded them as
his adopted parents. Pauline resumed her role as a healer
and teacher in the neighbourhood, meticulously innovating
materials and methods to teach English to both young adults
and schoolchildren. She participated in the Writers® |
Workshop (also known as the Wadiya Group) in Colombo
as a ‘supervisor’, providing advice and encouragement to |
its members. :

Much of her writing dates from this period when she had
more leisure. Most of her papers are theological, but her
theology was anything but ‘pie in the sky’, engaging with
issues of malnutrition, poverty, exploitation and
dispossession, militarism, patriarchy, violence against
women and women’s liberation, struggles for justice and
equality, and resistance to growing state repression and
violence in Sri Lanka. Nor did her faith prevent her from
appreciating emancipatory interpretations of other faiths and
non-religious philosophies. In 1987 she wrote words that |
have a resonance even today: ‘If we love our neighbours as
ourselves, can we forsake them when they are arrested and |
become political prisoners without access to a just trial, and

subjected to torture? Or can we ignore them when they are |

hungry and thirsty, malnourished and sick in body, mind and

spirit, in refugee camps here and abroad, or in army camps

anywhere in the island?’

She called for civil disobedience against an authoritarian and

. homicidal state. Yet in September 1989, when the Liberation

Tigers of Tamil Eelam killed Rajani Thiranagama, a Tamil
doctor, lecturer, feminist and founding member of University
Teachers for Human Rights (Jaffna), she was equally
passionate in her denunciation of ‘those who meticulously
planned and executed her murder,” calling on pcople in Sri
Lanka to attend the Peace March planned for the 60" day
after her death, and on the diaspora 10 "orgz-misc and work
for the kind of society for which Rajani gave her life’. And
she continued to support the wotk of the surviving members
of UTHR®).

My mother wrote everything out by hand: she never typed.
So we are indebted to my father for collecting her writings
together, typing them out, and getting them published in a
book, To Mercy, Peace and Love: Reflections and Notes on
Social Transformation and Theology, as a present for her
61 birthday. &5

During a visit to London in 2006, she contracted a life-

' threatening illness which left her housebound and unable to

travel. Yet she, and my father until his death in 2008,
continued to providc a centre drawing together their extended
family and close friends. The large number of people who
remember her with love and respect are living testimony fo
the ways in which she influenced so many lives in a positive
way. She wrote in the Preface to her book, ‘1 passionately
believe in the causes I have been espousing, and perhaps
this book will be at work when I no longer am.” It is up to us
to preserve that legacy. .

by

New from the $54
PERPETUAL FERMENT

Popular Revolts in Sri l.anka
" in the 18" and 19" Centuries

Kumari Jayawardena

47

Digitized by NooP@&¥oundation.
noolaham.org |-aavanaham.org



