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I F Y o u w ER E to draw a map of the homeland that Tamil separatists 

want to establish in the northern third of Sri Lanka, its southern 

border would run not too far from the prawn farm that an Arnerican 
biologist named Dale Sarver had been hired to build and manage 

about sixty miles up the coast from Colombo. Sarver's prawn farm 

was one of Asia's most ambitious aquaculture projects. It stretched 

between two traditional Sri Lankan fishing villages, one Tamil, the 

other Sinhalese, in an uneasy no-man's-land of salt scrub, marshes, 

and lagoons. 

On a soft sand beach near the farm, villagers had whittled the 

trunk of a palm tree into an ominous point and had painted it white 

to mark the boundary line between the two settlements. Mostly, the 

two villages ignored each other, focused as they were on their larger 

adversary, the sea, but occasionally the two would have a go at each 

other, knives in hand, around that shiny white totem. 

When I met Sarver, my first year in Sri Lanka, I thought it 

would be instructive to see how a development project like his coped 

in the midst of a civil war. Yet, while Tamil militants sometimes 

used one of the villages for smuggling weapons and the Sinhalese 

villages in the area were hotbeds of JVP extremism, the farm was 

largely on the peripheries of any fighting. It was, however, in the 

center of another kind of conflict. This was the war against chronic 






















