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“Curiouser and curiouser!” cried Alice
(she was so much surprised, that for
the moment she quite forgot how to

speak good English) .

LEWIS CARROLL
ALICE'S ADVENTURES IN WONDERLAND 

1871



ONE

INTRODUCT ION



Retai l  Therapy in a Tuk Tuk, the subject of this guide,
wil l  take you down the one of the world’s busiest high

streets.  

And don’t worry about the example chosen – which you
may, at f i rs t  glance, consider eccentr ic, si tuated as i t  is
in small vi l lage in the middle of an is land of barely 20
mil l ion people in one of the least visi ted countr ies in

the world. 

Marvel instead - because, yes, you have come to
Galagedera, the f irs t  vi l lage you encounter as you

drive into the hi l ls of Sri Lanka from i ts central plains.

Despite i ts obscuri ty, Galagedera’s high street, l ike
those of most Sri Lankan towns and vi l lages, is

booming. 

As retai l  apocalypse decimates the high streets of the
developed world, here the drive to digi tal,

globalization and changing consumer habits have made
only the most modest of footprints.  Within the next 30

years this wil l  surely change - but for now, to travel
down i ts length in a tuk tuk is l ike t ime travel ing in

Tardis. 

Once upon as t ime, your vi l lage looked a l i t t le l ike this.

The tour may may shortchange you on art gal leries,
art isan food out lets or J imm y Choo footwear wear; and
there is l i t t le to no change of breaking for mart ini, s t i l l

less an almond croissant – but no matter. 

Behind Galagedera’s busy frontages are nearly al l  the
things that most people need most of the t ime: on their

doorstep and not concealed behind knotty road
networks in gloomy retai l  park.

Galagedera high street real ly is that -  a long ribbon of 



 a road, with almost 200 shops and business on ei ther
side, beginning on the lef t  as you sl ip out of the gates

of the Flame Tree Hotel and set off down the
Rambukkana road. 

At almost any t ime of the day i t  brims with pedestr ians
and traff ic – especial ly other tuk tuks. Pause and watch.

People talk.They pause and gossip, trade news, they
know one another.  

In amidst innumerable clothes shops, t iny cafes,
photographers with technicolour backdrops, f ish

mongers, and butchers, wood carvers and t imber yards,
small shops sel l ing plast ic chairs from China, water

tanks, clothes, frui t  and vegetables, and basic
household goods, are a wide range of businesses and

services. 



TWO

LE F T  OUT  OF
THE  GATES



I t  is the hospital you arrive at f i rs t ,  an agreeable
vi l lage example of the free and universal heal th care
system enjoyed right across the country.Sri Lanka’s

health system has had a seismic impact on national l i fe,
improving l i fe expectancy and dramatical ly reducing

maternal and infant death. 

I t  runs paral lel with paid-for private heal th care with i ts
faster and sometimes more advanced treatment. And i t

co-exists with an indigenous medicine system that is
supported by i ts own network of doctors and nurses,

pharmacies, hospitals, teaching col lages and a
bespoke government ministry.,

Galagedera’s cot tage hospital t reats around 300
outpatients a day and around 20 who are admit ted to

i ts wards, cared for by around 5 doctors and 40
nurses. 

Dental care, basic heal th care, basic mental heal th
care and materni ty care are al l  provided for, but the

more complicated cases and condit ions are referred to
the main state hospital in Kandy. This includes – on

average – 10 snake bi tes i t  encounters annual ly but not
the scorpion bi tes which can be treated local ly. Colds,

f lu, road accidents are al l  typical of i ts chal lenges –
but so too are people injured by fal l ing off t rees or

being hi t  by fal l ing coconuts.

Next up is the vi l lage’s central bus stat ion which
receives buses to and from Kandy or Kurunegala al l

through the day. Notaries have their off ices here, close
to the vi l lage Magistrate Court, one of over 5,000 such
government off ices nationwide and a short walk away

from the vi l lage’s large police off ice, one of 600
nationwide. Close at hand, and convenient for a t idy

court appearance, is the vi l lage’s t iny handloom
workshop: real looms being worked by real people to

produce lovely, pat terned fabric.  



Further along is the Galagedera Primary School and the
Sujatha Gir ls School.

Founded in 19065 this is the only gir ls school in the
area, teaching around 1,000 pupils from firs t  grade

on. 

The vi l lage’s main school, Galagedera Central Col lege,
is tucked away behind the vi l lage.Founded over 120

years ago, this large state school takes in students from
ten to eighteen years, with about 70 staff members to

educate 1,000 students.

For hardcore consumers, a retai l  t reat offers i tsel f  next
with The Global Electr ics and Paint Shop, owned by

one of 3 bothers, the hardware tycoons of the vi l lage.
The second brother trades in such i tem as cement,

plumbing and electr ics and the third in glass. They are
as second generation business family, the enterprise

having started 40 years earl ier.

Their rather surprising neighbour is Green Li fe, a
plantat ion investment company that special ises in

guavas. Given that the frui t ,  del icious in jams, deserts
and chutneys, originated from south America but has

been used in tradit ional Sri Lankan medicine for
hundreds of years, i t  is l ikely that i t  arrived sometime

after 1505 with the Portuguese. Guavas are grown
mainly in the dry zone, not the hi l l  country of

Galagedera so this anomaly of an off ice is rare and
mysterious thing, as much to me as to i ts manager. 

Then you encounter one of the vi l lage’s great retai l
t reasures: the Ayurveda Medicine Shop. Once l i t t le

larger than a wardrobe, this enterprise has bal looned
in the past 8 years and sel ls over 100 dif ferent pungent
herbs, which are made up to whatever prescript ion the

customer presents. 



Amongst i ts many wonders is devi l ’s dung. Made from
the dried latex of carrot related plants from central

Asisa, this curious version of Asafoetida f inds greater
favour amongst cooks than patients for the smooth

onion l ike f lavour i t  bestows with generous grace to
any dish to which i t  is added.

The vi l lage boasts a branch of Durdans Laboratories
whose range of basic medical tests of ten saves a longer

journey to the main hospitals in Peradeniya. 

The chain began in 1945 and is one of several leading
private heal th care providers, such as Lanka Hospital

and Assisi.

The vi l lage, being about 40% Muslim, natural ly boasts
i ts own mosque, this one a large white and green

structure, whose Imman’s cal l  to prayer, a welcome
musical improvement on the previous incumbent, can be

heard daily across the jungle.

Sri Lanka has wel l  over 1 mil l ion tuk tuk on i ts register
so i t  is no surprise to f ind several 3-wheel garages in
the vi l lage, one of the bet ter ones being New Chooti

Motor Centre. 

Most tuk tuk drivers are careful and law abiding souls;
even so, the vehicles account for almost 4,000 road

incidents annual ly, almost 8% of them fatal.

As the row of shops thins out on the lef t ,  you pass the
Government Vet, their animal mandate including the

usual tal ly of cats and dogs, but also sizable numbers
of goats and some 100 weekly out cal ls for cows.

Nearby is the Hanna Gold Shop, one of several t iny
gold shops in the vi l lage, their products typical ly 22

carats or less. 



I t  l ies close to a large Vi l lage Sports ground - usual ly
si lent and locked except on those days when poli t icians

come to town, eager for large ral l ies; or for very
occasional music performance or even sports

tournaments themselves. 

Most the main poli t ical part ies have l i t t le branch off ices
in Galagedera; and the vi l lage tends to be a swing
const i tuency, typical ly voting in whichsoever party

happens to win any part icular elect ion in any part icular
year.



THRE E

HOMEWARD
BOUND



Beyond the sport’s ground the vi l lage peters out to
paddy and the occasional house or roadside café, but

on the other side of the road heading back into
Galagedera, i t  s tarts up again, this t ime with the
capacious Office of the Agricul tural Instructor. 

Set up in 1935 and now staffed by 32 people, half of
whom are f ield off icers, they are part of a government

network that provides practical support to small famers,
with subsidized sales of plants and fert i l izer, water

provision and hort icul tural advice for the main
commercial crops – r ice, pepper, cardamom, coconut,

clovers, cinnamon and rubber. 

Financial advice is also on hand with a branch of the
Agricul tural Bank set up in i ts grounds, as wel l  as help

of a more spir i tual nature, derived from the not
insignif icant shrine to Lord Buddha that greets you on

your arrival.

Along from here is the Jabbar Central Col lege, a mixed
gender Musl im school and a branch of Lanka Petrel, a

fi l ing stat ion with reasonably non rusty tanks and
rel iable petrol. 

The almost -next door B& B Bake House is another of the
vi l lage’s treasures. Going for over 20 years i t  turns out

over 350 loaves and 1000 other assorted muff ins,
cakes, buns and sweet eats twice daily, in t ime for the
early morning rush and the end of day homecoming.

Another near and treasured is Kandurata Spice, one of
3 spice shops in the vi l lage. This one has been running
for over 40 years and is now in i ts second generation

of family owners, sourcing i ts crops from local farmers.
Alongside very wel l  graded quanti tates of nutmeg,

mace, clove, cinnamon, cardamom and pepper, i t  also
sel ls rubber sheets, eric nuts and, unaccountably,

brooms. 



Dried f ish -  especial ly sprats, skipjack tuna, shark,
sardines, and queen f ish -  is a staple in the Sri Lankan
diet and is found in the most unexpected of dishes. The
smoking gives the meat a pleasing f lavour, colour, and

taste; more important ly i t  offers the most affordable
source of animal protein to i ts consumers. 

Many shops sel l  i t  in the vi l lage, including the popular
Fish Bar, which can be found next to the One Up Shoe

Shop, whose tag l ine (“The Best Footwear”) wel l  ref lects
i ts commodious range of trainers and chappals. 

Rush Mobile, just on for here, is probably the best
phone shop in the vi l lage and though they don’t repair

phones, they do sel l  their many accessories.

A busy printer, Chandena Offset, is also to be found
here, i ts off ice set up with sophist icated production

capacit ies to design and print on paper, wood, plast ic
or resin. Stopping by at almost any t ime of the day and
see a continual f low of customers eager to get adverts
printed for poppadams, Musl im delicacies, f l iers for

shop launches, wedding invi tat ions, and CVs. Always,
lots of XCVS. 

There are a range of barber shops and beauty salons in
the vi l lage though you can’t real ly beat arranging for
Dilruk to come to cut your hair on si te at The Flame

Tree Estate & Hotel under the frangipani trees. 

Several Foreign Employment agencies have t iny
branches in the vi l lage too. In just s ix (albei t  turbulent)
years from 2019, 1.3 mil l ion Sri Lankans have lef t  the

country to work abroad – nearly 6% of the entire is land
population. The paperwork for leaving, s t i l l  less get t ing

a job, is  tor tuous process and al though the greater
number end up in the Gulf States, many western

agencies such as the UK’s NHS have become
dependent on appropriat ing foreign talent. 



The branches of several large nationwide banks can be
found in the vi l lage, the Bank of Ceylon, with i ts Soviet -
s tyle service; the People’s Bank and the NSB. Al l  have

ATMs; and, even bet ter, air condit ioning.

A busy mini retai l  park of 5 shops in a row also l ies on
this side of the road, al l  of them owned and managed

by relat ives of Priyanka, our go- to guy for hotel
shopping, whose range of aphoris t ic T shir ts provokes

daily comment.

The shops include the vi l lage’s main rel igious shop.
Although the odd statue of Ganesh can be spotted, i ts
s tock is largely focused on Buddhism. Statutes of Lord
Buddha in cement, plaster of Paris, s tone, f ibre glass
and ceramic f i l l  every ledge and f loor space, along

with rel igious paint ings and i tems that worshipers can
buy to gif t  to monk:  robes, pi l lows, sheets, ceremonial

yel low sun umbrel las. 

I t  also sel ls a range of rel igious accessories including
fly whisks, incense, bel ls, oi l  lamps, walking st icks and
even electr ic l ights in the shape of the sacred Bo Tree.

The vi l lage supports a t iny branch of Cargi l ls, an
outpost of the is land’s oldest supermarket chain, which
began l i fe in 1844 with branches in Kandy and Galle

before opening i ts iconic main branch on the si te of the
old Governor General’s palace in Colombo in 1902.

This red and white brick structure was designed by the
Scott ish archi tect, James Skinner, father of many of the
is land’s greatest bui ldings before he hung himself at his
off ices in Colombo fort on 26 December 1910, having

never recovered from an earl ier bicycl ing accident.

Just around the corner is Super Meds Central Pharmacy
owned and run by Harsha for over 10 years, and able

to source most medicines. 



Opposite is the Post Off ice, a large bui lding with 32
staff who col lect and redistr ibute thousands of let ter

and parcels dai ly across the Galagedera region.Here
too people pay ut i l i ty bi l ls, make money orders and

even – st i l l  – send telegrams.

Up from here is the vi l lage’s Pradeshiya Sabha, one of
276 across the is land. These local counci ls are where

many public services are accessed and governed –
including the management of public spaces, roads,

sanitat ion, and water supply, public heal th and safety,
the col lect ion local revenue, the implementation of local
development plans and the enforcement of by- laws and

planning regulat ions.



FOUR

LOOSE  ENDS



Should you then wander on past the entrance to The
Flame Tree Estate and Hotel, heading on the main road

to Kandy you encounter two plush cafes.

The Royal Lion Hotel, the f irs t  of these, also offers
rooms. 

Further along is Café OMeil i ,  set up and managed by
Srimal, a styl ish and enterprising ex banker with a side

l ine in hi l l  country strawberries. His air condit ioned
and beauti ful designed premises sel ls a wide range of

coffees, teas, sof t  drinks and made-on-si te snacks would
put most coffee shops in London or New York to shame. 

Going on up the hi l l  you take you to the nearest l iquor
shop, which l ike al l  shops of this kind go by the name

Wine Shop.  

Sel l ing any kind of l iquor here demands of i ts retai ler
such quanti t ies of patience as would trouble the dead.
The types of l icence offered by the Excise Department

are many and manifold, and often given to small
random changes, suspensions or adaptations. 

Further l icences are required for dif ferent types of
alcohol.And st i l l  more for i ts s toring, import ing and

distr ibut ion, s t i l l  less i ts importat ion. I ts fees are no less
a minefield and of course, there are str ict rules about

when, be i t  the hour or the day, that l iquor can be
sold.



DISCOVER MORE
A HISTORY L IKE NO OTHER

Contrary & creat ive, Sr i  Lanka bui l t  a t ropical Versai l les
as the West constructed in wat t le & daub. When the
Cold War ebbed, i ts  own began. The Ceylon Press
His tory Of Sr i  Lanka Podcast  unpicks i ts  serpent ine

his tory.

BEHIND EACH GREAT STORY
From elephants to sapphires, tea to cr icket ,  Is land

Stories: The Sri  Lanka Podcast  explores the things that
make Sri  Lanka, Sr i  Lankan. 

OFF PISTE
The Ceylon Press’  Al ternat ive eGuides go to the places

without crowds; forgot ten as they are by most
academics, his tor ians, and modern t ravel lers.

LESS IS MORE
The Ceylon Press’  T iny eBooks f i l le t  the essent ials of
their  subject  f rom nature to his tory, cul ture to t ravel .

INSTANT OVERVIEWS
With their  shor t ,  and readable in troduct ions, The

Ceylon Press’  Pocket Professor eBooks i l luminate Sr i
Lankan subjects f rom ancient dynast ies to endemic

mammals.

COMPANIONABLE LOOK-UPS 
The Ceylon Press Companion to Sr i  Lanka and i ts

subject  Companions makes vis ible the whole is land –
from i ts  ar ts ,  wi ldl i fe,  & landmarks to re l igion, food, &

his tory.

A L ITTLE L IGHT RELIEF
And least  i t  gets too ser ious, enjoy the of f -gr id Jungle
Diaries blog &  Podcast ;  and Archaeologies, the blank

verse diar ies of an occasional hermi t .
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the land of his bir th hundreds of years ear l ier,  to
rescue a spice plantat ion and set  of ar t  deco bui ldings

that had gone feral  in the jungle.

Today, as the F lame Tree Estate & Hotel ,  i t  has become
one of the country’s top ten bout ique hotels,  run by the
kindest  and most professional of hospi tal i ty teams; and

overseen by several smal l  schnauzers. 

I t  a lso helps fund The Ceylon Press, set  up to make Sri
Lanka’s r ich and complicated s tory, a mystery to many,

and a secret  to most,  more accessible. The Press’
books, companions, podcasts,  blogs, and guides are

freely avai lable at theceylonpress.com. The Press also
publ ishes Poetry f rom the Jungle, a podcast  that

recasts the or thodox view of the world’s best  poets and
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ABOUT THE FLAME TREE
ESTATE & HOTEL

“I t ’s  absolute paradise,” wrote one guest  recent ly;  “ I
would f ly back to Sr i  Lanka simply to s tay in this place

for a couple more days.”

Centred on a 25-acre organic spice and t imber
plantat ion, The Flame Tree Estate & Hotel  has been

renovated and furnished with ar t  & ant iques; i ts
heal thy menus fusing s t reet  food with f ine dining. 

I ts  1,000 high rocky hi l l s  s tal led the Dutch army in
1765; and unt i l  the civi l  war the estate s t re tched over

100 acres wi th 3 working elephants.

Today i ts  res tored plantat ions grow cardamom,
turmeric, ginger, c loves, pepper, cocoa; rubber,

cof fee, vani l la; cinnamon, coconuts -  and scores of
t rees f rom ebony to sapu – best  enjoyed from the

vantage point  of the hotel ’s  inf ini ty pool.  Vis i t
www.f lametreeestate.com.

I t  also houses and funds The Ceylon Press whose
books, companions, podcasts,  blogs, and guides are

freely avai lable at theceylonpress.com.

A GIFT FOR READERS

As a reader of this book, you natural ly qual i fy for
special  t reatment should your hol iday every bring you

to Sri  Lanka and The Flame Tree Estate & Hotel .  Simply
drop the general manager a note to te l l  him how you
came across us and to make arrangements to best  sui t

your t ime and budget:
GeneralManager@flametreeestate.com

http://www.flametreeestate.com/

