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"How did it get so late so soon?"

DR. SEUSS

https://www.azquotes.com/quote/353384
https://www.azquotes.com/quote/353384
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Cryptology, fractals, even Einstein’s Theory of
Relat ively – they al l  pale into bashful insignif icance

when compared to bat taxology. Between the kingdom
within which a bat might exist ,  to the species to which
i t  is classed as belonging, there are at least 8 levels of

mind-numbing grouping that bat scientis ts, or
chiropterologists as they prefer to be cal led, pin their

descript ions to. 

Unwil l ing to rest there, many then spend entire careers
reordering the species, family and even the genus of
these miniature mammals. The more daring go much

further and bestow new sub species divisions with al l
the generosi ty of a pools winner.

The net resul t  is that this most t iny of al l  mammals has
had - and continues to endure -  more names changes

than even the hapless ci ty of Plovdiv in Bulgaria. 

This blameless ci ty of some 350,000 souls, famous for
i ts icon paint ing, has endured 11 name changes so far.

Somewhat co- incidental ly i t  is also renowned for i ts
bats, housing over 20 dif ferent spcies and host ing

regular Bat Nights to introduce i ts avian mammals to i ts
two- legged ones.

Short of dust ing the animals with poisonous radioactive
dust and equipping them with miniature Kalashnikov,
there is l i t t le else science can real ly do to make them

more unapproachable. Which is a terr ible shame
because bats – l ike l ichen, coral, or bees -  are among
the world’s best indicator species, those ones that tel l

you quite how healthy or not the environment real ly is. 

Chiropterologists aside, we ought to pay at tent ion to
what is going on in the bat world for i f  what have bats

have to say is anything to go by, then we are in 



t rouble. Al l  around the world bats are in decl ine.
Facing a tsunami of pol lut ion, habitat loss, cl imate

change, and aggressive new farming techniques, bat
numbers in every country of the world have plummeted
and the continued future existence of almost one third

of their species is threatened. 

I t  is ironic that in the face of such a burgeoning
catastrophe, the number of identi f iably dif ferent bat

spcies continues to grow – i t  is now up to over 1500.

The counting of bat species in Sri Lanka is an art s t i l l
much in the making, but al l  the signs are that the
overal l  decl ine of numbers non withstanding, the

country bats way above i ts weight. Though owning
barely 1% of the world total land mass, Sri Lankan
houses wel l  over 2% of the recognised bat species

across the world. 

Scientis ts are of course minded to disagree with one
another at most t imes; indeed, put just one

Chiropterologist in a room by himself and you wil l
foster dissent. This is especial ly true when i t  comes to

nail ing down the number of bat species that exist  here. 

I t  was thought to be 28. Then 29. Several new bats
were discovered. Older bats were reclassi f ied. Today
the number appears to be 37, though l ike adolescents
with mood swings, this can change in an instant and

often does.

But whatever family, genius, species, or sub species
they belong to, they al l  share certain bat - l ike suret ies.
They al l  f ly, for example. Bats are of course the only
mammals able to truly f ly, angels excepted and are

famous for roost ing upside down from their feet,
viewing the world l ike happy drunks, a propensi ty make

worse by their extremely poor vision. 



They al l  enjoy ul trasonic sound and with this gif t  of
super charged hearing, they navigate the world with
expert dexteri ty. Most l ive in large colonies and are
much given to hibernation, a habit that accounts for

their exceptional ly long l i fespan – with one bat
recorded to have l ived 41 years. Less happily, many
are enthusiast ic harbingers of diseases, especial ly

those best able to leap from animal to human. 



XS
 THE  EXTRA SMALL

BATS



Sri Lanka’s bats can best be divided to eight broad
categories, the f irs t  of which are the extremely small
bats, the ones so extraordinary peti t  that their bodies

barely measure 2 to 3 centimetres. 

There are 3 bats in the XS range, the smallest being the
Indian Pygmy Pipistrel le Bat, whose Latin name (mimus

mimus) is al l  the guidance you real ly need to know
quite how t iny i t  is. Next up in size is the Painted Bat,

sometimes known as the but terf ly bat. 

Small though i t  is, the creature is also dazzlingly
beauti ful with thick bright orange fur al l  over, i ts wings

decorated with black pyramids inset on orange l ines
l ike stained glass windows.

Decidedly less glamorous is the rust brown Pungent
Pipistrel le, common in SE Asia but rarely found in Sri

Lanka. The more exacting scientis ts have long ago
declaring i ts few sightings here to have been avoidable

mistakes. 

The third XS bat, Hardwicke's Forest Bat, is one of
those wretched beasts whose existence has been

especial ly tortured by name changes and
reclassi f ications. The most recent occurrence was in
2018 when i t  was dragged out of one species and

real located to an another under the name The Malpas
Bat. 

Unlike most other bats, Hardwicke's Forest Bat is
something of a loner. I t  was named after the East India
Company soldier, Major-General Thomas Hardwicke, a
man as much noted for his love of natural his tory as for
his determination to defeat Tipu Sul tan in batt les across
India. Like many East India men, Hardwicke he had a

complicated domestic l i fe, leaving behind f ive
i l legi t imate chi ldren and two other daughters born to

his Indian mistress.



S
BATS  OF  SMALL  S I Z E



Eight bats populate Sri Lanka’s Small Bat category,
their sizes averaging around 4 centimetres with upper

ranges for some of up to 6 centimetres. 

The Indian Pipistrel le s tands out, despite i ts size, for i ts
rampant fer t i l i ty. Most bats give bir th once a year –

usual ly to a single pup. The Indian Pipistrel le however
opts to do this three t imes a year.

Dul l  orange with a worrying tendency to beige, the
Fulvus Roundleaf Bat fol lows bat reproductive norms
more exact ly, breeding in November, to produce a
single pup who wil l  take wel l  over a year to gain

sexual maturi ty. 

L i t t le is known about the third XS bat, the Sri Lankan
Leaf -Nosed Bat as i t  was only identi f ied as a new
endemic species in 2025, i ts exis tence unti l  then

having been clumsi ly muddled up with other cousins
and near cousins. I t  te l l - tale giveaways were i ts extra
board nose, unusual ear shape, and the marginal ly
dif ferent set to the bone structure of i ts t iny head. 

The same sorry fate was to befal l  the Dekhan Leaf -
Nosed Bat which, unti l  2025, has been horribly

confused with several other species to which i t  only had
a nodding acquaintanceship. I t  is regarded as cri t ical ly
endangered and most scientis ts bel ieve that i t  doesn’t
actual ly exist  in Sri Lanka at al l .  Most that is, but not

qui te al l .

Such rari ty does not haunt Schneider’s Leaf -nosed Bat
wo l ives in colonies with around 1000 mates in caves

across Sri Lanka.

The Rufous Horseshoe Bat, beauti ful ly orange though i t
is, remains one to be avoided, being responsible for

the 2002–2004 SARS outbreak. Van Hassel t ’s Mouse-



Eared Bat was named for the great biologist Johan
Conrad van Hassel t ,  whose wretched reputation was

such that almost everyone who joined him for
expedit ions into the unknown died or returned with a

terminal i l lness, himself included. 

His l i t t le bat is unusual for i ts fondness for l iving near
water, alone. More social is Cantor's Leaf -Nosed Bat,
named for a Danish zoologist more famous for having
nailed the taxological complexi t ies of Siamese f ighting

fish. 



M
BATS  OF  MED IUM

S I Z E



Four baths f i l l  the medium size bat category, though
medium means l i t t le more than between 5 to f ive and a

half centimetres body length at most. 

Of the four, the stand-out s tar is the Sri Lankan Woolly
Bat, f i rs t  described in 1932 and one of just a very few
endemic bats on the is land. This was a big year for the
world, bats included. The Firs t  Tarzan f i lm came out in

America whils t  in Germany Adolf Hiter swapped his
Austr ian nationali ty for a more useful German one. 

None of this was ever l ikely to trouble the l i t t le Woolly
Bat hanging out in his preferred mountain habitat,

roost ing in the curled fronts of banana leaves.

His celebri ty is such that he has even manged to
withstand the wave of exci tement caused in 2022 when
a new medium sized endemic bat was declared here  -
Phi l l ip’s Long-Fingered Bat, which, unti l  more eagled-
eyed observers got to work was long thought to be a

run-of - the-mil l  Eastern Bent -Winged Bat. 

Long f ingered too is the penul t imate of the medium
sized bats -  Schreiber's Long-Fingered Bat. I t  is of

course notable for i ts extremely long f ingers which give
rise to unusual ly broad wings and a shape, when
spotted hanging, l ike that of an outside Chris tmas

decoration, albei t  grey unlike the Ceylon Bi -Coloured
Leaf -Nosed Bat which is blamelessly ordinary in every

respect.



L
THE  LARGE  BATS



An average body size of 6 centimetres may not seem
large to most people but for bats, i t  is exact ly the sort
of size that is get t ing on for awesome. The 8 bats in

this category al l  average around 6 centimetres in body
length but some can grow much further – up to eight

and a half centimetres. 

The Indian Pygmy Bat can be more easi ly spot ted than
most due to i ts errat ic f l ight, i ts s low and f lut tering

movements resembling a small biplane about to crash.
Li t t le i f  anything real ly dist inguishes 

The Lesser Yel low Bat; i t  is not even especial ly yel low.
The Egyptian Free-Tai led Bat is marginal ly easier to
dist inguish on account of i ts large forward-point ing

ears. 

Tickel l 's Bat, long thought to be extinct in Sri Lanka,
was very recent ly rediscovered, though so l i t t le is real ly
known about i t  that is offers jaded biologists something

of a blank canvas for their PhDs. 

The delightful ly named Wrinkle-L ipped Free-Tai led Bat
is much more of a celebri ty, i ts f l ight pat tern elegant
and sure, and i ts unmissable upper l ip engraved with
long deep wrinkles suggest ive of boundless wisdom. 

Famous too, though in a rather darker way is the
Greater False Vampire Bat. I ts extremely large ears
immediately cal ls i t  out from other bats, but i t  is i ts

eager carnivorous feeding habits that especial ly
characterize i t .  I t  has a highly developed hunting

strategy that enables i t  to capture not just the insects
most bats exist  on but also other bats, small birds,

rodents, and f ish. 

Of the large bats, the Black-Beared Tomb Bat is easi ly
the most sociable, l iving in tr ibes, or towns might be a

better word, of up to 4,000.



X L
THE  EXTRA LARGE

BATS



Just three bats populate the XL space, coming in at
around 7 centiormers in body length -  though at least

one of them has been known to grow to an
astronomical 3 centimetres. 

The Lesser Woolly Horseshoe Bat s tands out – not just
because the female is larger than the males; but they

also frequent ly give bir th to twins. 

Such implici t  gender poli t ics is inverted with the Lesser
Dog-Faced Frui t  Bat, a bat which real ly does look l ike a
diminutive dog – albei t  one where the males are apt to
form harems, at tended on by mult iple doting females. 

The last of the XL bats is the mournful ly named Long-
Winged Tomb Bat. I t  is a proud terr i tory marker, with a

very prominent glandular sac in which i t  s tores i ts
scent, a rare cologne of sal iva and urine, which is kept

for such special occasions as marking terr i tory or
courtship.



2XL
THE  DOUBL E  X L  BATS



Of the six bats that occupy the double XL space, al l
keep to around 8 centimetres through the Short -Nosed

Frui t  Bat has bene known to add an extra 3 centimetres
on this. I ts preferred home is not a cave but rather a

self -bui ld dwell ing made from weaving vines together or
meshing palms fronds into walls. 

This home making f ixation is one i t  shares with the
Round-Eared Tube-Nosed Bat . The Ceylon Great Horse-

Shoe Bat is al together more tradit ional, preferring
caves -  though in the most detached of ways as i t

prefers to l ive by i tsel f  or, at best, in pairs. 

A cave dweller too is the Large Leaf -Nosed Bat which,
for reasons that defeat even inventive pharmacists, is a

celebrated ingredient in several local medicines. 

This does not seem to have much troubled i ts existence
as i t  is classi f ied as of least concern by

environmental is ts – unl ike the beauti ful dark and fast
f lying Pouch-Bearing Sheath-Tai led Bat, which is now

cri t ical ly endangered. 

Ext inct ion is not on the cards anytime soon for the last
of the doble XL bats, the Greater Asiat ic Yel low Bat,

perhaps in part because of the females unusual abi l i ty
to store sperm for delayed ovulat ion.



3XL
THE  T R I P L E  X L  BATS



Four bats, ranging from 9 to 14 centimetres in body
length hold, out in the tr iple XL category. 

The f irs t  of them, the deliciously named and coloured
Chocolate Bat was considered extinct on the is land

unti l  i t  was rediscovered after an 87-year gap.

Kelaart’s Pipis trel le, unremarkable in many ways,
stands out due the size of the bone in i ts penis. This

bone, missing in humans, is something enjoyed by al l
male bats but the 8 mm length of Kelaarts penis bone is

something to marvel at. 

A more modest piece of anatomy marks the appearance
of the Ceylon False Vampire Bat. I t  has uncommonly
large ears, beauti ful ly marked with l ines, as are i ts
gossamer wings, the yel low veins standing out when

they are spread wide. 

A troubled identi ty haunts the Ceylon Frui t  Bat, with
many scientis ts, arguing over qui te where i t  appears in
the pecking order or sub species, wishing to rename i t

Leschenaul t 's Rouset te.
=



4X L
THE  MEGA BAT



One bat and one bat only holds out in the 4XL category
– the Common Flying Fox. 

At 15 to 25 centimetres i t  real ly is the T.Rex of the
is land’s bat world, with a wingspan of 1 ½ metres and

a weight of 1.6 ki los.

 Nocturnal, frui t  eating and curiously infecund, they are
an unmistakable part of any skyl ine especial ly around
city parks where they gather at dusk to hang off t rees

in infamous colonies. Al though unlikely to turn suddenly
into airborne art i l lery, they are best kept at a distance,
harbouring as they do such a wealth of diseases as to
make biological warfare warriors tremble with dread.

Robert Howerd, the dark fantasy poet recal led bats
“Whirl ing, wheeling into westward,

Fled they in their phantom f l ight;
Was i t  but a wing-beat music

Murmured through the star -gemmed night? 
Or the singing of a ghost clan

Whispering of forgotten might?” 

And sadly he may wel l  prove to be right, with bats
continuing the existent ial retreat into oblivion. Unless,

that is, that learn from the success of the Common
Flying Fox who stand out too as the go- to standard for
al l  the is land’s bats, being remarkably successful ly in

their abi l i ty to take on and f lourish in a world so
al tered by humans.

Think on this next t ime you see one in parks around
Colombo or  famously in the banyan, f ig, and tamarind
trees of the Peradeniya Botanical Gardens near Kandy

gett ing ready at dusk to go out hunting.



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 History of Sr i  Lanka -  in eBook and

Podcast  -  unpicks i ts  serpent ine his tory.

BEHIND EACH GREAT STORY
I s land Stor ies: The Sri  Lanka Podcast  and the Press’s Complete

Audio Books  explore the things that make Sri  Lanka, Sr i  Lankan.  

OFF PISTE
The Ceylon Press’  Alternat ive Guides  concern themselves wi th

subjects and places wi thout crowds; forgot ten as they are by most
academics, his tor ians, and modern t ravel lers.

LESS IS MORE
The Ceylon Press’  Tiny Guides  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 Short  In t roduct ions  i l luminate Sr i  Lankan subjects
f rom ancient dynast ies to endemic mammals.

COMPANIONABLE LOOK-UPS 
The Ceylon Press’s subject  Companions to Sr i  Lanka  makes vis ible
the whole is land – f rom i ts  ar ts ,  wi ldl i fe,  & landmarks to re l igion,

food, & his tory.

A LITTLE 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 diaries of an
occasional hermi t .



ABOUT THE FLAME TREE
ESTATE & HOTEL

“I t ’s absolute paradise,” wrote one guest recent ly; “I would f ly
back to Sri Lanka simply to stay 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 is a secret to most and a companion to
some. I ts 1,000 high rocky hi l ls s tal led the Dutch army in 1765;
and unti l  the civi l  war the estate stretched over 100 acres with 3

working elephants.

Renovated and furnished with art & antiques, i ts hi l ls and val leys
keep safe a rare seclusion.

I ts restored plantat ions grow cardamom, turmeric, ginger, cloves,
pepper, cocoa; rubber, coffee, vani l la; cinnamon, coconuts; and

scores of trees – best enjoyed from the vantage point of the hotel’s
inf ini ty pool. I ts heal thy menus fuse east with west, s treet food with

f ine dining. I t  can be viewed at www.f lametreeestate.com.

A GIFT FOR READERS
Of course, as a reader, you natural ly quali fy for special t reatment
should a holiday bring you to Sri Lanka and The Flame Tree Estate

& Hotel. 

 Drop the general manager a note to tel l  him how you came across
us and to make arrangements to best sui t  your t ime and budget:

generalmanager@flametreeestate.com
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