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FOR  JAMES
 

C h i l d  o f  H i s t o r y



1
WHY?



“Maybe there were
some troubles at
f irst  but we must
admit that this
journey has not
been that bad. ”

HERGE ’ S
ADVENTURES  OF

T INT IN
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I t  took a refugee from Nazi Germany, with an
interests in economics and Buddhism to note the

singular connection between two of the most obvious
characteris t ics that dis t inguish Sri Lanka. 

“Small,” remarked E. F. Schumacher in his eponymous
book in 1973, “is beauti ful.” 

I t  was economics, rather than Sri Lanka that
Schumacher had in mind, but, as with al l  seismic

observations, his simple statement lent a formative
new way to understand previously inexpressible

truths.

For Sri Lanka is both small and beauti ful. So small in
fact that i t  could f i t  into India 50 t imes; into Bri tain

almost 4 t imes or even Peru almost 20 t imes. I ts
nearest neighbour, Tamil Nadu, could accommodate
i t  twice over, with land to spare. Head a l i t t le fur ther
north and 10 t imes more people crowd into nearby

Pakistan, or 6 more into Bangladesh. 

Schumacher’s only other book, published on his
deathbed in 1977, “A Guide for the Perplexed”, is a
study of how humans l ive in the world – but i t  could

easi ly have lent i ts t i t le to a mandatory guidebook for
issue to every person who passes through

Bandaranaike Airport, ci t izen or guest, VIP or
economic migrant.

For l i t t le about the is land is s traightforward, despite
or because of i ts size and beauty. Confronting i t  for
the f irs t  t ime is l ike f irs t  encountering Rubik’s Cube,

that infamous mult i  coloured rotat ing brick toy whose
coloured ends appear so easy to organise into

blocks. The outcome, though satisfying, and
apparent ly almost effort less, remains vir tual ly

impossible to achieve. 



Just below the surface of almost everything on the
is land, and simmering with delight, r ichness, chaos,

or just plain thwart ing befuddlement, l ies the
complexi ty of what is qui te possibly the most

byzantine and bewitching country in the world.

The more you see, the more you wonder. Why? 

Why, for example, make a simple presidential
elect ion quote so convoluted and ful l  of enough own-
goal traps to r isk making the spoi led votes equal to

the good ones? 

The 2024 presidential elect ion brought almost 40
candidates forward for a preferential s tyle vote of

such complexi ty that the Elect ion Commission had to
issue a two hundred word note on how to mark the

bal lot paper correct ly. 

But perhaps this is to worry unnecessari ly for the
country’s poli t ical system has, as horse riders might

note, plenty of form. By 1978, when the current
const i tut ion was adopted, i t  had already enjoyed 3

earl ier ones, roughly one every 16 years. 

Now regulated by this, i ts second const i tut ion since
independence, Sri Lanka possesses a governing
document of such elast ic resi l ience that i t  has

undergone an average of one major amendment every
second year and has st i l l  survived. 

Such poli t ical robustness is nothing less than what
should be expected of an is land whose circui tous

history meanders through over 2,500 recorded years
to take in at least 12 former capital ci t ies, as many,
i f  not more kingdoms, and 300 recorded kings, some

half of whom were est imated to have murdered the
other half. Conundrums, reversals, and the 



sudden appearance of polar part isan opposi tes have
riotously fol lowed almost every step of that wild
journey. The kings eventual ly made way for the

world’s f irs t  elected female head of a modern state
when in July 1960 Sirimavo Bandaranaike was

elected Prime Minister. Yet in 2018 a new President
reimposed a four -decade- long ban on women buying

alcohol. 

Given that barely 6% of the country’s supreme law-
making body, i ts parl iament, is f i l led with female

MPs, this inst i tut ional sexism is understandable – but
to ful ly explain i t  one needs to look l i t t le fur ther than
the fact that just under a f i f th of al l  MPs have just one

A level to their credit.  But there’s much more to the
rule of law than exams. Should parl iament depress

you, look to the country’s Supreme Court, a focused
and resi l ient body that has thwarted at tempted coups

and power grabs through the decades. 

“Do I contradict myself?” asked the American poet,
Walt Whitman. “Very wel l  then, I  contradict myself, ( I

am large, I  contain mult i tudes.). 

And so too does Sri Lanka. 

Despite Nobel Prize winning scientis ts, Booker-prize
winning wri ters, and archi tects that have profoundly
reshaped how people l ive r ight across the tropical

world, i ts best universi t ies barely scrape into the top
one thousand worldwide with a pedagogy that

deliberately fai ls almost half i ts s tudents.

Honest domestic consumers eager to pay their
electr ici ty bi l l  must f i rs t  correct ly guess which of 8

categories they f i t  into before they can pay up, proof,
i f  ever i t  was needed, that here at least there is l i t t le
pleasure to be had in being a consumer. Used car 



prices have more than doubled in the past few years,
and at any one t ime, eggs, onions, r ice, milk powder

or even turmeric have entered an Alice in
Wonderland world, priced wel l  out of the reach of

ordinary people. 

Yet s t i l l  the kir ibath is made. This dish, of coconut
f lavoured milk r ice, is unique to the is land, the muse
behind Anuradhapura’s Kir ibath Stupa, a monument
of almost unimaginable antiqui ty that once was said
to house the sacred tooth rel ic i tsel f :  the lef t  Canine

tooth of Gautama Buddha. The snack i tsel f  never fai ls
to delight, a comfort food that pushes But ter Chicken,

Shepherd's Pie, spaghett i  or chocolate brownies to
the back of any gourmet’s fr idge -  yet seems but a
demure option in a national cuisine enriched by

visi tors that s tayed too long - Portuguese love cakes,
Dutch lamprais, L isbon pumpkin preserve, deliciously
crispy yel low deep-fr ied Amsterdam koekjes , Tamil
dosas, idl is and vada, roast paan, Keralan hoppers,
English f ish cut lets, Chris tmas cake, brown Windsor

soup or tea i tsel f .

Given the is land’s his tory, i t  is no surprise that so
many national resources should be devoted to the
health care of i ts people. The remains of at least 5
ancient hospitals are found among Anuradhapura
oldest ruins, and with them the tantal is ing Brahmi

inscript ions of two physicians from the second century
BCE. 

King after king bui l t  and enlarged the hospitals
across the land and endowing them with revenue.
One even bui l t  a hal l  for several hundred patients,

each to be at tended to by a slave. The third century
CE king, Buddhadasa, was so commit ted to heal th

that he even took to doctoring himself, curing snakes
and monks al ike. 



Today the nation’s free universal Western heal th care
system is among the best in South Asia. Even so,

patients, feel ing some degree of i l lness, need f irs t  to
sel f -diagnose before elect ing to see the correct

doctor, praying al l  the t ime, as they hobble towards
the hospital, that they are heading towards the right

cure – a fate that eluded a recent government minister
who fel l  i l l  af ter spectacularly drinking a ‘miracle’

COVID potion, concocted by a man who claimed to
have received i ts recipe from Hindu goddess of

destruct ion, Kali.  

Even so, i t  competes head-to-head with tradit ional
medicine. In vi l lage after vi l lage, town after town, the

ancient medical practices of the land, are easi ly
accessible, endorsed by the government, with their

own doctors, ministry, training, teaching and
hospitals, cures and al leviate the suffering of

thousands of people, dai ly. 

Nothing is real ly what i t  seems. The is land’s
geography makes i t  look as i f  the country i tsel f  is
easy to grasp. Huge f lat coastal plains r ing each

golden ki lometre of the entire is land. 

Dotted with orderly coconut groves and orchards of
cashew and mangosteen, i t  seems as i f  nothing could

ever hide on such neat and t idy land.

Yet s tep inland and the plains become hi l ls, the hi l ls,
mountains and plateaus, their s lopes entangled by
dense jungles s l iding down into shudderingly steep
val leys that carry over 100 rivers to the sea. With
1200 notable peaks, the country may have fewer

mountains than distant Lebanon (1,652 peaks), but
l ike Lebanon, i ts highlands have encouraged vi l lages

to look on one another as France might gaze upon
Germany or China upon Hong Kong.



“Strength l ies in dif ferences, not in similari t ies,”
noted Stephen Covey author of “The 7 Habits of
Highly Effect ive People,” but the is land’s cul tural
dif ferences have led to civi l  war, terrorism, and

racism. Yet so too have they created a mult i -cul tural
homeland, whose deep, and stunningly r ich tradit ions

delight in the very dif ferences between Buddhists,
Hindus, Musl ims, Chris t ians, Singhalese, Tamil,

Burger, Moor, Malayalam, Ambalavasi, Mapil la,
Telugu, Vaddars, Waggai or Vedda.

I ts paramount rel igion, Buddhism, the one rel igion in
the world that most defini tely cherishes peace, is
routinely hi jacked by extreme nationalis t  monks
cal l ing for the el imination of other rel igions, the

consequences of their hate crimes, rendered
inconsequential by the protect ion they enjoy from key

establishment f igures. 

One recent President, found gui l ty of fai l ing to
prevent the 2019 Easter bombings, is facing jai l ,
whils t  Sri Lanka’s irrepressible Cardinal Malcolm

Ranji th, demanded a UN probe into the event,
claiming that the “massacre was part of a grand

poli t ical plot”. Unlike most other democracies, poli t ics
and rel igion dominate the Sri Lankan national agenda

and are demanding, and often argumentative
bedfel lows.

Democratic Social is t  Republic may be the nation’s
formal t i t le and the old castes, (and there were

scores) may have faded to the point of being almost
forgotten but class remains paramount, albei t  now

accessible through talent and wealth – not just family.
Love marriages may be increasingly common, but the
newspapers are nevertheless inundated with mothers
advert is ing for future sons- in - law with good prospects
or daughters - in - law with modest and proper at t i tudes. 



Live openly with your gay lover in India: in Sri Lanka,
gay l i fe is al l  about explaining why you can’t yet get
married. Even so, the appearance in Time magazine

of country’s most famous no-nonsense lesbian brought
patriot ic cheering from most sect ions of society.

Even Sri Lanka’s weather celebrates the i l lusion of
certainty with confident wet and dry forecasts

upended by cl imate change, and able to defy i ts
forecast ing pundits in the bl ink of an eye. Sudden
cyclones torment one side of the country whils t  the

other basks in placid sunshine. Despite a countryside
dominated by massive monocrops, from tea to r ice,

almost a third of Sri Lanka’s mammals and plants are
endemic. Nearly f ive hundred kinds of birds f i l l  i ts

skies. I ts real and f lourishing wilderness are
undeniably deep and absorbing – from lowland and
montane rainforests to the dry zone and thorn scrub
that harbour cheetah and swarms of ever rarer Sri

Lankan albatross but terf l ies.

In almost every aspect of i ts exis tence the country
defies logic, gravi ty, rat io analysis, forecasts of

almost any kind, the forces of Microsoft Excel. Yet
st i l l  i t  spins i ts potent and inexplicable magic.



2
MAKING

MATCHLESS



“ “Well ,  I  must
admit ,  your taste

in fr iends i s
unique,  Tintin . ”

HERGE ’ S
ADVENTURES  OF

T INT IN
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So how exact ly did i t  get to be l ike this? What makes
Sri Lanka unique; and what is the source of i ts fecund

magnetism?

The answer, or more correct ly answers, l ie in i ts
his tory; a his tory many do their best to avoid, a task

made easy by i ts boundless complexi ty. 

For Sri Lanka’s his tory is no worn antique costume lef t
to hang in some dreary museum showcase. Rather, i t
is something commonly worn – l ike a sarong or sari -
every day, in plain sight, inci t ing you to deconstruct
i t .  L ike pleats of cloth, the dist inct ive themes of the
nation’s s tory l ie entwined in i ts extraordinary, and
often bizarre rulers; from the moment i t  became an

island independent of India to the Nirvana of i ts f i rs t
and greatest royal dynasty, the Vijayans. 

Harnessing the power of water technology and the
central is ing forces of rel igion and administrat ion, to

an aris tocratic at t i tude that would have made the
court of the Holy Roman Emperor appear

commonplace, i ts later Lankbranaka kings made good
a kingdom l ike no other in Asia, despite an authori ty

shat tered from t ime to t ime by bel l igerent northern
invaders, and regicidal court iers. 

When their kingdom of almost 1500 years was f inal ly
destroyed in 993 CE, i ts ci t izens recreated the old

t imes in new kingdoms that s tretched from
Polonnaruwa to Kandy, as undeterred by reversals –

much as Winston Churchi l l  once was: “Keep
buggering on!”

And for hundreds of years good was almost good
enough. At the s l ightest hint of danger or invasion,

the kingdom, complete with as much of i ts power base 



as i t  could muster, would move on l ike a gypsy
encampment. Elephants, precious stones, abundant

agricul ture, art, and archi tecture so sure and pure as
to make i ts contemporaries seem tr i te and

predictable; trade routes, an enfolding geology and
cinnamon that drew invaders l ike a dog on heat -  al l

were part of the unparal leled al lure of one of the
smallest and most elaborate kingdoms in the world,

one that would remake i tsel f  each t ime i t  was knocked
down or, more typical ly, sel f - immolate. 

That such a royal travel l ing circus lasted as long as i t
did was i tsel f  impressive. But i t  was l i t t le match for
boatloads of rapacious and wel l -armed foreigners.

The arriving European forces feasted on al l  they
found, more st irred, and inspired than by most other
parts of their far - f lung empires. Portuguese, Dutch,

and Bri t ish rule each lasted an average of 150 years
apiece, with Danish colonists raking up an

improbable 2 months.

As Buddhism retreated right across Aisa, in Sir Lanka
it blossomed, surviving even the ravages of the
Europeans. And with i t  came the f lowering of

Singhala cul ture and in i ts wake, the beguil ing
threads of al ternative cul tures from the Malay Moors

to the Tamils. And, in this, the interweaving of
tradit ions, was created some of the nation’s most rare

and beauti ful things from food to laws and novels,
songs to surrealis t  photography. 

Nothing, not even the massive introduction of cash
crops l ike coffee or tea, or trains and roads that

penetrated the once closed hinter land, nothing could
real ly outshine thousands of years of accumulated
independent cul ture, geography, cl imate, s t i l l  less

at t i tude. 



For at t i tude, that hardest to pinpoint, but most cri t ical
of al l  human accomplishments, is the granite in the
country’s heart, which has carried i t  through good

times and bad. Most especial ly, the very bad.

When the patrician poli t icians inheri ted the promised
land, with Independence in 1948, i t  seemed as i f  the
good t imes would never end. Yet within 10 years the

many “isms” and ologies” that were to torment the
nation took centre stage, with wars, at tempted coups,
assassinations, and social and economic experiments
that of ten lef t  the country much worse off than ever

before. 

Desperate quick- f ix ini t iat ives for economic, racial,
and social equali ty col l ided with the col lapsing

macroeconomics of the wider world. Together, they
drove the country to the edge of bankruptcy several
t imes since Independence. St i l l  worse, they also fed

not just the civi l  war between the Tamil north and the
Sinhala government in Colombo, but also the st i l l

more extreme Marxist Leninis t  civi l  war that erupted
with incalculable violence within the Singhala

community and twice pushed the country to near
anarchy.

And now, two and a half thousand years later, the
country your plane arrives at, waft ing across warm
blue skies, above winking water tanks, vert iginous
mountains every bi t  as glorious as Tolkien’s Mount
Mindol luin; above golden seas dotted with basking

whales and f ishing boats, clay-red rooftops and
languid palms – Sri Lanka awaits l ike a puzzle you

never imagined existed; one that confounds,
enfolding you in secrets and insights that s tretch l ike

ghost s tories deep into the tropical night.
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A STRANGE

KEY



“ I s  this  professor
Calculus that i s
walking in this

dark?”

HERGE ’ S
ADVENTURES  OF

T INT IN
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Rusty, derel ict,  and irresis t ibly optical ly -chal lenged,
the old Talaimannar Lighthouse is a grati fyingly

improbable key to help unlock the start of Sri Lanka’s
recorded history. I t  presents an even more unlikely
clue to explain the profound dif ferences the is land
presents with the rest of the world. Heracli tus, the

weeping phi losopher, with his fondness for the
paradoxical, noted that “the hidden harmony is bet ter

than the obvious,” and certainly the wel l -concealed
harmony of this much mistreated l ighthouse offers as

good a set of clues as a his torian is ever l ikely to f ind
anywhere else on the is land.

 
Despite i ts unmistakable presence and purpose, there
is l i t t le truly obvious about a l ighthouse such as this

that no longer works. One of a necklace of
l ighthouses bui l t  to help ships avoid disaster, the old

Talaimannar Lighthouse marks the start of Adam’s
Bridge at i ts Sri Lankan end. Erected sometime after

1850, i t  r ises, with hearty inelegance, l ike a cooking
pot on st i l ts, “a black skeleton steel tower 113 feet in
height,” noted one observer in 1931, one of the last

to witness how i ts once burning f ire blazed a red
warning to those few ships incautious enough to r isk

sai l ing nearby.
 

Twenty- three other l ighthouses dot the country’s
coast l ine, fourteen st i l l  act ive. Most are early

twentieth century construct ions, sol id Edwardian, or
Firs t  World War structures bui l t  with such consummate
ski l l  as to survive with resolute determination into the

present day, despite monsoons, tsunamis, and
decades of pounding surf, al leviated by minimal

maintenance and the gathering indif ference of most
ci t izens, more agreeably distracted by the greater

celebri ty of archi tecture offering penthouses in
downtown Colombo or gl i t tering air condit ioned

shopping malls in previously blameless ancient towns.



A few, l ike Beruwala Lighthouse, Kovi lan Point
Lighthouse or the Li t t le and the Great Basses Reef

Lighthouses, off the coast at Yala, are accessible only
by sea. 

Two of the oldest, dating back to 1863, stand guard
over the deep-water harbour at Trincomalee: Foul

Point L ighthouse and Round Is land Lighthouse; with a
third, the 1857 Old Colombo Lighthouse, lef t  peering

with myopic despondency through a muddle of
unremarkable modern bui ldings towards a now almost

invisible ocean.
 

Others, l ike Sangaman Kanda Point L ighthouse have
been so shat tered by nature as to be reduced to mere

stumps. 

The tal lest and st i l l  act ive – at 49 metres -  is at
Dondra Head on the southern t ip of the is land, an

edif ice improbably constructed from rocks imported
from Scot land and Cornwall.

The most famously beauti ful is the 1939 l ighthouse at
Galle, al though the 1928 Batt icaloa Lighthouse, the

dizzi ly patterned one at Hambantota or Oluvi l
L ighthouse -  the only one to date from after

Independence -  might al l  offer winning chal lenges to
that accolade.

 
Pause brief ly for but the merest hint of thought and i t
is of course no great surprise that so small a nation

should boast so great a range and number of
l ighthouses. 

Like lonely exclamation marks f inal ly given a voice of
their own, these lof ty beacons beat out a ghosty
metronomic refrain that s tates, with unmissable

clari ty, the f irs t  and most profound reason for why Sri
Lanka is as i t  is.



This is an is land. That is what those lonely l ighthouses
declaim. An is land, capacious, yes; but nevertheless,

a single is land; a piece of land unattached to
anything else or a mere part of a str ing of other

infant is lands that make up an archipelago.
 

And that fact – more than any other – has determined
the country’s character; for “is lands,” as Richard

Dawkins, remarked, “are natural workshops of
evolut ion.”

 
Of course, from Barbados to Singapore, there are
many other is land nations. Cuba may be twice Sri

Lanka’s land mass, but i ts population is half, a
disproport ionali ty shared by Iceland, Ireland, and

New Zealand.
 

Madagascar and Taiwan share population sizes
similar to Sri Lanka’s but are ei ther much larger or

smaller in land mass. Only Japan and the UK present
is land nations that far outstr ip Sri Lanka by land mass

and population. This may seem to be immaterial ly
semantic – but a closer inspection shows just how

deep the dif ferences go, and, in so doing, make up
the character of an is land l ike no other.

 
But of al l  i ts many peers, Talaimannar, much battered
in the civi l  war and now finding a modest fol lowing

amongst ki tesurfers, remains the country’s most
signif icant beacon, for i t  is precisely here where Sri
Lanka, in appearing to touch India, simply runs out

into the sea and disappears.
 

Looked at from the Indian end, i ts infrequent visi tors
are mildly surprised that the l ighthouse is not part of

the Indian mainland. Or i f  not geographical ly so,
then at least poli t ical ly, or cul tural ly. Or

environmental ly. Or perhaps l inguist ical ly.



But i t  is not. I t  is none of those things. In fact, the
closer you look, the greater are the dif ferences.

However much help the Old Talaimannar Lighthouse
was once to shipping, i t  doggedly maintains i ts s t i l l
greater purpose, which is to signal to al l  commers
that what l ives beyond i ts rusty form is an is land,

ut ter ly divergent from the mainland beyond. 
 

Flashing mult i  coloured neon l ights bl inking to the
blast of heavenly trumpets could hardly make the

point bet ter. 

One step further and you enter a world whose
f lummoxing and f lamboyant similari t ies with the

mainland merely disguise i ts dif ferences.
 

More potent than any fortress, the three seas that
surround Sri Lanka are a sal ty Cordon Sanitaire
keeping separate a sixty- f ive thousand square

ki lometres land mass.
 

On ei ther side of the is land stretch two vast bays, so
incalculably immense that i t  seems pet ty to note that
they contain 6.5 mil l ion square ki lometres of water. 

L ike the ears of Mickey Mouse, to the west the
Arabian Sea and to the east, the Bay of Bengal si t

separated from one another by India to the north and
centre, and Sri Lanka to the south, with the entrance

to the Arabian Sea coming through the t iny Laccadive
Sea - a modest antechamber or buffer oceanet that

l inks the is land more immediately to India, the
Laccadive, and Maldive Is lands. 

Together these oceans bind Africa to Indonesia, with
Sri Lanka lol l ing perfect ly in the middle, a bejewelled
tummy but ton, more dazzling than anything Beyoncé

might have worn in her navel to the Oscars, the
BRITS, or Cannes.



Even so, a st i l l  mightier body of water s tretches,
bast ion- l ike, to Sri Lanka’s south -  the Indian Ocean,
a vast water mass that holds one f i f th of the world’s
total sea water. Were you to set out across this sea
on your super yacht from Galle and head south you

would encounter nothing unti l  you reached
Antarct ica’s Davis Stat ion, with i ts recorded minus 41

Celsius temperature.
 

But to the is land’s north the ocean story is very
dif ferent. Here l ie the Palk Strai ts, and the Gulf of

Mannar, with the shoals and is lets of Adam’s Bridge
separating them l ike the vertebrae on an crocodile’s

back. 

The bridge, a here-yesterday, gone- tomorrow
geological formation of casual and confident ut i l i ty,

was prehistory’s great gif t  to Sri Lanka, a land
corridor that was later drowned in a f i f ty -ki lometre

stretch of water so shal low that in some sect ions i t  is
barely one meter deep. But despite being often more

a chi ld’s paddling pond than an ocean, the Palk
Strai ts is a deterrent al l  the same.

 
Simply by vir tue of being an is land, Sri Lanka has

presented to India and the rest of the world a
geographical barrier that has dissuaded al l  but the
most powerful and insis tent of invaders – be them

human, fauna or f lora.
 

Of course, i t  has not always been effect ive. Several
notable invasions from south India have got through,

the deadliest in 993 CE when the Chola king,
Rajaraja 1, destroyed the 1,500-year-old

Anduraupuran kingdom. 

The remarkable tenth century Thiruvalangadu Copper
Plates compares his campaign to the Hindu Supreme

Being: "Rama 



buil t  with the aid of monkeys, a causeway across the
sea, and then with great dif f icul t ies defeated the king
of Lanka by means of sharp-edged arrows. But Rama

was excel led by this king whose powerful army
crossed the ocean by ships and burnt up the king of

Lanka."
 

Over the succeeding centuries several other
indomitable Tamil conquerors also managed to

breach the is land’s seas. So too did the more ski l led
sea-faring colonial is ts – the Portuguese, Dutch and

Bri t ish -  for whom the is land shores (and the
pecuniary scent of cinnamon) presented an insis tent

chal lenge rather than an impediment.
 

Even so, i ts three seas have prevented hundreds, i f
not thousands of random opportunist ic invasions, and
migrations from ever get t ing through. Other countr ies,

across the mainland of Europe, the Americas and
Asia were not so lucky. Their borders -  r ivers,

mountains, di tches – were much more casual ly and
regularly violated and offered l i t t le by way of an

ideal evolut ionary workshop.
 

But i f  anyone or anything wanted to invade Sri Lanka,
they had to get very serious about the task. And this,
more than anything else, l imited the impact the world
had upon the is land for most of i ts recorded history,

especial ly at i ts most cri t ical and formative point – i ts
s tart.

 
I t  also meant that what splashed up on i ts shores
usual ly s tayed there. I t  did not merely wash away

again l ike footprints in sand. I t  was lef t  in place to go
native. And native i t  went. From being physical ly
connected to India and sharing with i t  everything

from prehistoric man to cycads, Sri Lanka then drew
up i ts drawbridge, scut t led i ts land connection and

seemed 



to f loat away, reachable only by ship or occasional ly;
and, for the shortest of t imes, by land, when the t ide

was exceptional ly low to give tract ion to what
remained of Adam’s land Bridge. 

Later, and very occasional ly, something important
would sl ip past – the most notable being i ts f i rs t

Singhala king, Vijaya. But this was rare.
 

And so, as a more Edenic version of Edgar Rice
Burroughs’ Land That Time Forgot, Sri Lanka was lef t
develop on i ts own terms. Like a prodigious stew in a
slow cooker, brimming with rare ingredients, i t  was

al lowed, enabled, and encouraged to go AWOL.
 

And so i t  did. 
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There is no agreement amongst scientis ts on exact ly
how many species inhabit the is land – the arguments
over the correct number begin upwards of 10,000 –

but when the country became an is land, al l  were
given that rarest of opportuni t ies – to evolve, cl imate

permit t ing, with l i t t le other outside inf luences.
 

From bats to mice, squirrels to shrews; elephants to
monkeys; from tree nymphs to magpies, bears to

frogs, vipers to geckos, worms, s lugs, crabs,
molluscs, tarantulas; pines to palms, moss to l ichen,

primroses to grasses, Sri Lanka marked out, and
remains to this day, one of the world’s r ichest

biospheres.

I t  has a degree of endemic-ness that is unparal leled
across Asia. A staggering 16% of the fauna and 23%

of i ts plants are home grown.
 

Sporadic invasions apart, when Sri Lanka interacted
with the outside world, i t  did so largely on i ts own
terms. The Anduraupuran kings married into, fought
with, and shared much with their Tamil neighbours –

but kept them at bay for f i f teen centuries. 

Merchants working the golden goose trading hub that
was the Indian Ocean cal led in on Sri Lanka at i ts

centre, plying goods, technology, ideas, and courtesy
of the Indian Emperor Ashoka, rel igion i tsel f .  Sri

Lanka took what i t  wanted and returned to i ts private
preoccupations. Like other successful is land nations,

l i t t le could ever compete with the excel lence of
anything that was homemade.

 
This s tr iking sel f - focus even withstood four hundred
years of colonial occupation, and the st i l l  earl ier

set t lement of parts of i ts coast by Malay Moors and
Arabic traders. And what the occupiers imported – be

it  mass hort icul ture, systems of 



government, music, food, transport, or technology –
Sri Lanka art ful ly transmogrif ied over t ime as i f  i t  was
no dif ferent to the shared fauna and f lora from India

that i t  evolved and absorbed into i ts own unique
endemic biosphere. 

 
I ts 1,340-ki lometre coast l ine gave i t  the means to

bet ter defend and nurture al l  that i t  possessed. From
music to parl iamentary procedures, recipes to

hydroelectr ici ty, saris to contemporary art, i ts is land
status has taken most mainstream things off -pis te, for

as the Red Queen said to Alice, “I t 's r idiculous to
leave al l  the conversation to the pudding!”

But i f  the is land’s s tory unfolds around The Old
Talaimannar Lighthouse, when can i t  be said to have

begun?
 

Two hundred mil l ion years ago when i t  was st i l l  part
of the southern supercontinent – Gondwanaland?

 
Or the later Jurassic Period, the Age of the Dinosaurs,
as evidenced by the rock formations of northeastern

Sri Lanka?
 

Perhaps forty - f ive mil l ion years ago when, as part of
the tectonic plate i ts shared with India, i t  rammed

into the Himalayas? Or later s t i l l ,  the Miocene Epoch
twenty- f ive to f ive mil l ion years ago when i t  separated

from the Indian mainland? Or perhaps just a few
thousand years ago when sea levels rose submerging

many of the is lands of Adam’s Bridge? 
 

Al l  these dates are valid – and yet 1480 CE offers a
much more iconic, and intr iguing option.

 
As years go, 1480 was actual ly a rather modest year,

the world over: l i t t le that would matter later,



happened then. But for Sri Lanka, i t  was the year of
the Great Storm – a tempest of unforgiving fury. I t  fel l

l ike a gui l lot ine across the Palk Strai ts.
 

The storm that raged then across Adam’s Bridge’s 50
ki lometres of part ial ly sunken l imestone banks would

have a more profoundly symbolic impact on the is land
than anything since India and Sri Lanka had f irs t
separated from the supercontinent of Gondwana,

mil l ions of years earl ier.
 

Even the ending of the Ice Ages, and the subsequent
ris ing of sea levels had not been able to effect so

great a change. At extreme low t ides, and before the
l imestone stacks had been so eroded, i t  has st i l l  been
occasional ly possible to simply walk from India to Sri

Lanka.
 

The Storm of 1480 changed al l  that. I t  r ipped into the
l imestone, shat tering i t  – leaving behind a watery

thoroughfare that is s t i l l ,  to this day, too
treacherously shal low for most ships to dare a

crossing. 

Peeping up above the water l ine remained some
seventeen t iny is lands, eight Sri Lankan, and nine
Indian, that s t i l l  to this day provide a home from
home to dugongs and tur t les, terns, godwits, and

oystercatchers; blue f lowered vines and even a grass
named in honour of the moustache of Ravana, the

demon-king god of Lanka who most unwisely
kidnapped Lord Rama's wife, Si ta.

 
For just as Ravana was annihi lated by forces greater
than anything he had been able to resis t ,  so too was

Adam’s Bridge. The storm rendered i t  a bridge no
more. From 1480 onwards you would have to swim,

or sai l  across. Emblematic of what was or might have 



been, but is no longer, i t  s i ts between the two
countries, hint ing at a uni ty that had already,

hundreds of years before, fragmented so completely
as to be missed by most of the earl iest founding myths

of both cul tures.
 

I ts destruct ion made symbolical ly plain what was
already nakedly obvious. Despite their proximity,
their shared history and even their similari t ies, the

two lands were whol ly dif ferent. As the lost magnetic
pul l  of the sub-continent become more remote, Sri

Lanka continued i ts journey forward, an is land that
would put down i ts own unique roots, to create a

history to dwarf that of most other countr ies, ten t imes
larger.

                 
Adam’s Bridge was a bridge crying out for repair,
even before the great s torm of 1480 shattered i t

forever.
 

Unpredictable, and uneven, sai l ing had long been the
better option. But for Sri Lanka’s f irs t  set t lers – who
had st i l l  to master boats – a short walk from India

was al l  i t  took.
 

 And walking was what they did: Palaeoli thic and
later Mesoli thic migrants from the Indian mainland

who simply strol led across, their effort less trek
belying the extreme complexi ty that hundreds of years
later would colour Sri Lanka’s relat ionship with India
– from war, intermarriage, Buddhism i tsel f  -  and the

borrowing of kings and armies.
 

Since Jurassic t imes, some 200 mil l ion years ago, Sri
Lanka had, as part of India, broken off from the great
Gondwana sub-continent that had been formed in the

Triassic era a 100 mil l ion years earl ier. Adam’s
Bridge was becoming the sole point of access to the



far south; but by 7,500 BCE i t  was almost
unwalkable. 

 
As successive mini - ice ages wavered one way and

then another and sea levels rose or fel l  over a
700,000-year period, the bridge was laid bare at

least 17 t imes. Unti l  then this roughly 100 ki lometres
wide, 50km long f inger of land had been so effect ive

a crossing that i t  even bore rivers across i t ,
explaining the similari t ies between the is land’s

freshwater f ish and those of India. 
 

And not just f ish. Plants, animals, al l  f locked over,
whils t  they st i l l  could. Some were doomed to become
extinct in their new home: the Sri Lankan Lion, and

possibly an ancient variant of cheetah too; the unique
Sri Lankan hippopotamus; two dissimilar subspecies
of Rhinoceros: Sinhaleyus and Kagavena; and the

bison- l ike Ceylon Gaur, the last recorded one l iving a
miserable and sol i tary existence in the zoo of the

Kandyan King, Rajasinghe I I .  

And with them al l  came unknown numbers of
prehistoric men and women, sauntering south in

search of a bet ter l i fe – an ambit ion not that
dissimilar to that of the many touris ts who decant into

Colombo’s Bandaranaike airport today.
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Beguil ing hints of these earl iest inhabitants are st i l l
only just emerging. Excavations conducted in 1984
by Prof. S. Krishnarajah near Point Pedro, northeast
of Jaffna revealed Stone Age tools and axes that are

anything from 500,000 to 1.6 mil l ion years old. 

As the fossi l  record demonstrates, the land they
inhabited was ecological ly r icher and more dramatic
than i t  is today, teaming not with a pleni tude of the

wildl i fe s t i l l  found in Sri Lanka today.
 

Hundreds of mil lennia later, one of their Stone Age
descendants was to leave behind the most

anatomical ly perfect modern human remains yet
uncovered on the is land.

 
Balangoda Man, as he was to be named, was found

in the hi l ls south of Horton Plains inland from Matara,
a short walk from the bir thplace of Sir imavo

Bandaranaike, the “weeping widow” who ran
independent Sri Lanka with steely determination for

almost 20 years. His complete 30,000-year-old
skeleton is bewitchingly l i fe - l ike.

 
Probing his remains, scientis ts have concluded that

Balangoda Man and his heirs were eager consumers
of raw meat, from snails and snakes to elephants.

And art is t ic too, as evidenced in the ornamental f ish
bones, seashel l  beads and pendants lef t  behind.

 
Across the is land, similar f inds are being uncovered,

point ing to a sparse but widespread population of
hunter gathers, l iving in caves – such as Batadomba,

and Aliga. The tools and weapons found in these
caves, made of quartz crystal and f l int, are wel l  in

advance of such technological developments in
Europe, which date from around 10,000 BCE

compared to 29,000 BCE in Sri Lanka.



The is land’s Stone Age hunter -gathers made the
transi t ion to a more set t led l i festyle wel l  ahead of

t ime.

By at least by 17,000-15,000 BCE, Sri Lanka’s
original hunter gathers had taken to growing oats,

and barley on what is now Horton Plains, thousands
of years before i t  even began in that fulcrum of early

global civi l ization -  Mesopotamia.
 

Astonishingly, their direct descendants, the Veddas,
are st i l l  al ive today, making up less than 1% of the
is land’s total population, an aboriginal community

with strong animist bel iefs that has, against al l  odds,
retained a dist inct ive identi ty. Leaner, and darker
than modern Sri Lankans, their original rel igion -

cherishing demons, and deit ies -  was associated with
the dead and the certainty that the spir i ts of dead
relat ives can cause good or bad outcomes. Their

language, unique to them, is now almost – but not
qui te -  ext inct. Their DNA almost exact ly matches that

of Balangoda Man.
 

Barely a couple of competent arrow shots away from
where Balangoda Man laid down and died is

Kir ipokunahela, a f lat - topped rocky hi l l .  The spot, at
f irs t  s ight apparent ly whol ly unremarkable, presents

to the adventurous travel ler ( for to get to the si te
requires a wil l ingness to hike far in hot sun whils t

constant ly checking a compass), what is qui te
possibly the is land’s f irs t  and most eminent art

gal lery.
 

Hidden in a shal low cave, the most minimalis t  of
minimalis t  salons, a leopard faces off against a man
riding an elephant. Paint ing in a thick white paste,
this inf ini tely ageless portrai ture has defied most
scienti f ic analysis. Al l  i ts admirers seem to agree



upon is that i t  is the work of tr ibes that predated and
most l ikely gave rise to the Veddas of Lenama. 

 
This most singular of al l  Vedda tr ibes is famous for

having been later annihi lated by the Lenama
leopards, as a punishment ordered by the Murugan
god of Kataragama for crimes and wickedness now

long since forgotten. Only one person is said to have
survived the devastat ion, his testament passed down
through his ancestors, recal l ing leopards far bigger

than those common to the region, with str ipes not just
spots, reddish fur, and massive paws. 

Curiously, the animal’s reddish fur was later also
witnessed by Hugh Nevi l le, the impossibly

renaissance civi l  servant and scholar of anthropology,
archaeology, botany, ethnology, folklore, geography,

geology, his tory, mythology, palaeography,
phi lology, and zoology. Encountering the beast in the
1880s, he observed that i t  “stood higher than any I
have seen before and was remarkably thin. The tai l
was of the ful l  length and unusual ly long. While the
fur was of a dark tawny orange with no appearance

of spots.”
 

Nevi l le is also the only rel iable source for the
Nit taewo, said to be a diminutive and st i l l  earl ier

version of the Vedda standing between three to four
feet in height, covered in reddish hair l ike t iny Yetis;
and whose language amounted to a sort of burbling,

or birds' twit tering. Nevi l le noted that their name may
have derived from the Singhala word ""nigadiwa"
used to describe the primate tr ibes that predated

Prince Vijaya. 

Whatever the Nit taewo’s distant ancestral
relat ionship to the Vedda, i t  was insuff icient to secure

their ul t imate survival. Nevi l le recounts that the last



members of this miniature race were genocidal ly
suffocated by smoke forced into their cave over three

days by the Vedda themselves sometime around
1800.

Successful for a t ime, the early Vedda tr ibes terr i f ied
and exci ted is land visi tors.

I t  was the early Vedda tr ibes of Yaksha and Naga
that Fa-Hsien, the 5th century CE travel ler had in

mind when he conjured up his fable of early Sri Lanka
in his book “A Record of Buddhist ic Kingdoms,” a

colourful t ravelogue that r ivets the early
archaeological origins of the country to f lamboyant

fables and macabre myths.
 

“The country,” wrote Fa-Hsien, in the precise and
scholarly prose you might expect of a monk whose

name could be l i teral ly translated as "I l lustr ious
master of the Law," “original ly had no human

inhabitants, but was occupied only by spir i ts and
nagas, with which merchants of various countr ies

carried on a trade. When the traff icking was taking
place, the spir i ts did not show themselves. They
simply set forth their precious commodit ies, with
labels of the price at tached to them; while the

merchants made their purchases according to the
price; and took the things away.“

 
Fa-Hsien is said to have stayed on the is land

recording al l  he saw sometime around 408-410 CE,
making, i t  was rumoured, an unlikely home for himself

in a remove cave in Yatagampit iya, miles from
Kalutara that most unexpectedly could be twinned

with distant Balangoda. 

Hidden beneath i ts f loor were found the 37,000-year-
old remains of another Stone Age man, boast ing the



same wide jaw bones, large palet te, and teeth of his
northerly cousin. But nei ther kinship nor the unusual

size of some of their body parts could ul t imately save
neither Stone Age set t ler. 

“I t  is not the strongest of the species that survives,”
wrote an observer compelled to put on paper what

Charles Darwin had perhaps thought but never
actual ly said; “nor the most intel l igent that survives. I t
is the one that is most adaptable to change.” And if
the exterminated Nit taewo demonstrated an ul t imate

defici t  of such a capabil i ty, the Vedda themselves
were to do l i t t le bet ter.

 
As the f irs t  tantal is ing hints of the Stone Ages’

transi t ion into the Iron Age rippled across the land,
new waves of colonization into the is land came from
India to mix with the principal tr ibes of the Vedda.

 
Mix – and f ight, for as new travel lers arrived from the
sub-continent, Balangoda man and his ancestors were

pushed into the more inaccessible parts of the
country, especial ly the rainforests, a small part of

which, Sinharaja Forest Reserve, miraculously
survives in i ts original s tate today.

 
Today, digested and intermarried into Sinhalese

cul ture, forcibly moved on by repeated government
development ini t iat ives and water harvest ing projects,

barricaded from the forests and caves that nurtured
them and driven from hunter -gathering into the narrow
world of subsis tence rice farming, a few st i l l  perform

their ancient r i tes, especial ly for death, when the
body is covered by leaves and honey is offered to
ancestors and river dei t ies. “We pray,” noted one
survivor “for their af ter l i fe so that their souls wil l

belong to the deit ies; they wil l  look af ter us."



Even from the start,  the Vedda’s s truggle with the new
set t lers was a deeply unequal one. Using the

progressive technology of the iron age, the new
colonial is ts were able to clear land and plant crops,
mine for metals l ike copper, and even establish pearl
f isheries, each advance securing them an ever-greater

share of the land’s resources.
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By 1500 BCE there is evidence of cinnamon being
exported to the ancient Egyptians. A series of major
excavations in Anuradhapura dating to around 900

BCE has uncovered abundant treasure including
artefacts that show the use of iron, the domestication
of horses and cat t le, the use of high-quali ty pot tery

and possibly even the cul t ivat ion of r ice. The
set t lement was large – even by today’s s tandards:

four hectares.
 

Other equal ly large set t lements undoubtedly wait s t i l l
to be found. One that has already been unearthed
and studied are the burial mounds at Ibbankutuwa

near Dambulla that date back to around 1,000 BCE. 

Here a wealth of pot tery vessels interned with the
dead contain ornaments of bronze and copper, beads
and, most interest ing of al l ,  such stones as carnelian

and onyx that could only have come to the is land
from India.

 
By the early 7th century BCE evidence comes of the
use of the Brahmi script using a language that is an

early form of Sinhala. 

Inventive, adaptive, increasingly sophist icated -  urban
living was arriving – whether as an independent
is land-wide development or because of the rapid
spread of urbanised cul ture from India st i l l  using

Adam’s Bridge as a convenient thoroughfare, is s t i l l
the stuf f  of impassioned academic debate. Ei ther way,

the evolut ionary bal l  was rol l ing l ike never before.
From urban l iving, came ci ty s tates. And into one of

these, in 543 BCE, stepped the Indian Prince, Vijaya.
 

Prince Vijaya and his band of f lowers supercharged
the human side of the “natural workshop of evolut ion”

that was the 



is land of Sri Lanka. His arrival, and that of other,
now long forgotten, later migrants, igni ted the

creation of a Singhala cul ture that would make the
land stand out as unmistakably dif ferent to any other

country as the Rare Vesak Orchid, (Dendrobium
Maccarthiae) is to the 100,000+ hybridized orchid

species worldwide.
 

This orchid, named for an obscure Bri t ish Governor
and nascent trainspotter from the 1860s, Charles

MacCarthy, is found only in the deep forests around
Ratnapura and Sinharaja. Here in dark, damp thickets

i t  produces large pinkish-purple petals picked out
with deeper purple borders, very occasional ly

throwing off a pure white variant that sends orchi tes
and anthophiles into start l ing bursts of rapture. 

Made possible only by i ts degree of separation from
the outside world, the orchid’s coloured petals cannot
survive the sun – and the plant withers into a modest

oblivion when exposed to too much l ight. Of the
country’s 74 endemic orchids, i t  is the one to have

the greatest favour with patriots who have proposed i t
as the best possible replacement for the blue water
l i ly (Nymphaea nouchali ) ,  adopted in 1986 as the

country’s national f lower. 

This unfortunate f lower choice, made by a government
commit tee who confused i t  with a violet and more

invasive water l i ly (Nymphaea × erangae) led to such
confusion and consternation that formal s tamps,

textbooks and presidential greeting cards st i l l  sport
the rogue l i ly masquerading as the national f lower.

 
But perhaps the very pandemonium around i ts
symbolism gives i t  an unlooked-for degree of

perfect ion as the nation’s national f lower. Like
colonial ism i tsel f ,  migration, ethnici ty, national

identi ty and binary perceptions of a pure and perfect 



past, the torturous and tr icky tale of the country’s
Vesak Orchid and Water Li ly is as good a way as
any to view of Prince Vijaya and the dawning of a

Singhala cul ture, no less dazzling and unique for al l
i t  borrowed and transferred. 

“We shouldn’t be hesi tant in select ing a new national
f lower,” remarked Pradeep Rajatewa, founder of the
Flora Sri Lanka websi te, “i f  the exist ing one has a
confusing identi ty, the concept of a national f lower

shouldn’t be concrete.” “I am,” sang Gloria Gaynor,
an art is t  much favoured by Sri Lanka’s Di lmah Tea
Radio Stat ion, “ what I  am; I  am my own special

creation; So come take a look; Give me the hook or
the ovation.” 
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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 ever br ing 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/

