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This essay focuses on the political, economic, and cultural history 

of Sri Lanka.  I discuss the rise and fall of kingdoms, colonial rulers, and 

Sri Lankan leaders who ruled this South Asian island during the past 

2,500 years – the Sinhalese and Tamil settlers, the Anuradhapura and 

Polonnaruva Kingdoms, the Portuguese, Dutch, and British colonialists, 

and political leaders in independent Sri Lanka.  I wrote these lectures for 

a Stanford Travel/Study program in Sri Lanka in February 2012.  

I first discuss how Sinhalese and Tamil peoples settled Sri Lanka, 

what underpinned Sinhalese rule in Anuradhapura (3rd century BCE-10th 

century CE), and why the Polonnaruva Kingdom (10th-13th centuries) 

collapsed.  I next contrast the policies of the first two colonial rulers of 

Ceylon – Portugal (1505-1658) and the Netherlands (1658-1796).  I then 

look at Britain’s imperial rule of Ceylon (1796-1948) – its motives for 

colonizing, development of agricultural exports, and preparations for 

independence.   Lastly, I examine independent Sri Lanka – its social 

welfare, political parties, civil war (1983-2009), economic policies, 

quality-of-life indicators, and policy challenges.  I append a time line, a 

bibliography, and a description of sites that I visited in Sri Lanka.   
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Early Sri Lankan Kingdoms (3rd century BCE-1505) 

Rise and Rule in Anuradhapura (3rd century BCE -10th century 

CE).  The human settlement of Sri Lanka occurred in three waves.  

Proto-Austroloid peoples might have entered the island as early as 

60,000 years ago.  But the earliest recorded evidence of habitation is 

from 28,000 years ago.  The Balangoda people, a proto-Austroloid 

culture related to the Negritos of Malaya, the Papuans of New Guinea, 

and the Aborigines of Australia, were cave-dwelling hunter-gatherers. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://uncyclopedia.ca/wiki/File:Dar.jpg> 

 
Clay Model of Proto-Austroloid Balangoda Man –                                         

Based on Fossil Evidence Excavated in Anuradhapura, 1947 
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Starting about 1500 BCE, Indo-Aryan peoples began migrating 

from central Asia into northern India.  In the 5th century BCE, the 

Sinhalese, Indo-Aryan rice-farmers, immigrated into north-eastern Sri 

Lanka from northern India and gradually settled most of the island.  Two 

centuries later, they were joined by Dravidian-speaking Tamil migrants 

from southern India, who settled in northern Sri Lanka to farm rice.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Dravidische_Sprachen.png> 

 
Areas in South Asia Where Dravidian Languages Are Spoken 
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The Anuradhapura Kingdom arose in north-central Sri Lanka in 

the 3rd century BCE and endured for 12 centuries.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Anuradhapura_Kingdom_(3rd_century_BC_map).jp

g> 
 

Anuradhapura Kingdom (3rd century BCE-10th century CE) –               
Map Depicts 3rd century BCE   
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Sinhalese rulers converted to Theravada Buddhism about 250 

BCE, encouraged by missionaries from Ashoka, the Mauryan king in 

northern India.  Two texts written in Pali, Dipavamsa (4th century CE) 

and Mahavamsa (5th century), chronicle the early history of 

Anuradhapura. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mihinthalaya_Buddha_Statue.jpg> 

 
Mihintale, a Mountain Near Anuradhapura – Where Mahinda, Ashoka’s 

Son, Converted the Anuradhapura King to Buddhism in 243 BCE 
 

The new kingdom first unified the island in the mid-2nd century 

BCE.  The political history of Anuradhapura was marked by succession 

crises and incursions from south India.  Seven centuries of consolidated 
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Sinhalese rule was interrupted in the 5th century CE when the Pandya 

Kingdom of south India ruled for 26 years.  In the unstable 6th and 7th 

centuries, Sinhalese kings hired Tamil mercenaries from south India 

during succession crises.  Anuradhapura was politically stable and 

prosperous during the 8th and 9th centuries. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Illustrated_Sinhalese_covers_(inside)_showing_the_

events_Wellcome_L0031774.jpg> 
 

Pali Script on Palm Leaf and Illustrated Sinhalese Cover, Wellcome 
Collection Gallery – Theravada Buddhist Scripture in Anuradhapura 

                          
Wealth and Fall of Anuradhapura (3rd century BCE -10th 

century CE).  The primary source of wealth in the Anuradhapura 

Kingdom was irrigated rice agriculture.  Small-scale farmers generated 

enormous rice surpluses (amounts produced in excess of family 
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subsistence requirements).  The heart of the kingdom was the Rajarata, 

the Dry Zone of north-central Sri Lanka.  Anuradhapura rulers 

constructed and maintained one of the most technically advanced 

hydraulic systems in the world to move water from the Wet Zone to their 

farmers’ rice paddies.  They built huge water-storage tanks in nearly all 

villages, dammed rivers to make reservoirs, and dug canals to move 

water.  The complex irrigation system permitted two secure rice crops 

annually.  The kings gained power by taking one-sixth of harvests as tax, 

charging irrigation fees on water used, and giving uncultivated land as 

grants.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cross_Section_of_Dry_Zone_Catena_of_Sri_Lanka.

png> 
 

Schematic of an Advanced Irrigation System in Anuradhapura 
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Earnings from foreign trade provided a secondary source of wealth 

in Anuradhapura.  During much of the kingdom’s twelve centuries, Sri 

Lanka exported numerous luxury items – pearls, gems, ivory, spices, and 

domesticated elephants – and the kings enforced royal monopolies on 

the trade of many of those goods.  In addition, Sri Lanka served as the 

main entrepôt for east-west trade between China and India, although that 

lucrative role decreased after the 6th century. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Elephants_in_Sri_Lanka.JPG> 

 
Domesticated (Working) Elephants in Sri Lanka –                        
Important Export Item in the Anuradhapura Era 

 
The Anuradhapura kingdom declined in the 10th century because of 

internal conflicts, a shift of Indian Ocean trade routes, and overspending 
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on religious monuments.  The loss of government revenues hindered the 

maintenance of the vital hydraulic system.  The Chola Kingdom, a Tamil 

power in southeastern India, conquered Anuradhapura in 993, 

incorporated Sri Lanka into Chola, and shifted the capital to 

Polonnaruva in east-central Sri Lanka. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chola_map.png> 

 
Chola Kingdom at Its Peak, Ruled by Rajaraja I (r. 985-1016) – 

Conquered Anuradhapura in 993  
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Rise and Fall of Polonnaruva (10th-13th centuries).  The Chola 

Kingdom had conquered their neighbor and rival, the Pandya Kingdom, 

in the 10th century.  The Chola motivations to take-over Sri Lanka were 

to deny refuge to their Pandyan enemies and to obtain access to Sri 

Lankan agricultural and trade wealth.  The Cholas had the most 

powerful navy and mercantile fleet in the South Asian region.  However, 

in 1070 they were absorbed in fighting Indian rivals and so were unable 

to defend their position in Sri Lanka. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Shiva_Nataraja_(Lord_of_the_Dance),_Chola_dynas

ty,_c._990_AD,_Tamil_Nadu,_India,_bronze_-_Freer_Gallery_of_Art_-_DSC05147.JPG> 
 

Chola Bronze of Siva as Nataraja, Tamil Nadu, c. 990 –                       
Freer Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.   
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Vijayabahu I restored Sinhalese control of Sri Lanka by defeating 

the Cholas and establishing his capital in Polonnaruva.  He forged an 

alliance with the revived Pandyan Kingdom and received aid from the 

rising Theravada Buddhist Kingdom of Pagan (in Burma).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kingdom_of_Polonnaruwa.jpg> 

 
Kingdom of Polonnaruva (1055-1232) – At Its Inception 
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After Vijayabahu’s death in 1110, Sri Lanka relapsed into 

debilitating civil war for half a century.  Polonnaruva was saved by the 

emergence of Parakramabahu I (ruled 1153-1186) who tried to emulate 

the glories of Anuradhapura by reinvigorating the irrigation network and 

building religious monuments. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Reclining_Buddha_image_1.jpg> 

 
Reclining Buddha at Galvihara Rock Temple, Polonnaruva –                                                          

Site of Sinhalese Kingdom, 1070-1293 
 

The island prospered during the second half of the 12th century.  

Polonnaruva then gained wealth from irrigated rice production and from 

exports of natural-resource products – gems, pearls, cinnamon, and 

elephants.  But disaster gradually struck during the 13th century.  The 
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crucial hydraulic system slowly imploded due to lack of proper 

maintenance.  Parakramabahu I had over-centralized administration and 

sapped the ability of villages to maintain their irrigation systems.  With 

the center disabled by civil wars, irrigation maintenance ceased.  

Encouraged by disused water systems, malaria became widespread in 

the Dry Zone.  Consequently, most Sinhalese migrated to the Wet Zone 

in southwestern Sri Lanka. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Parakrama_samudraya_lake_4.jpg> 

 
Parakrama Samudraya, Polonnaruva –                                               

Largest Irrigation Tank in Sri Lanka 
 

Kotte, Kandy, and Jaffna Kingdoms (14th-16th centuries).  

During the two centuries between the final fall of the Polonnaruva 
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Kingdom and the arrival of the Portuguese, Sri Lanka divided into three 

major kingdoms.  In the southwest (the Wet Zone), the Sinhalese 

Kingdom of Kotte arose to inherit the glory of Polonnaruva.  The 

greatest of the Sinhalese rulers of that period, Parakramabahu VI (ruled 

1411-1466) moved his capital to Kotte (near Colombo) in 1415 and 

established the Kingdom of Kotte.  At that time, the Kandyan Kingdom 

was a tributary state to Kotte.  But following the death of 

Parakramabahu VI, Kandy declared its independence in 1469 under 

King Senasammata Vikramabahu.  Kandy retained its freedom until 

British colonization in 1815.   
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sri_Lanka_geopolitics_-

_after_%22Spoiling_of_Vijayabahu%22.png> 
 

Kingdoms of Kotte (Light Green), Kandy (Yellow), and Jaffna (Dark 
Green) – Early 16th century 

 
The smallest of the three kingdoms was the Tamil Kingdom of 

Jaffna (Jaffnapatam).  Jaffna gained its independence from Pandya in the 
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14th century, lost it during the first half of the 15th century, and then 

ended in 1620 when it was colonized by Portugal.  Parakramabahu VI 

re-unified Sri Lanka under the Kingdom of Kotte, but that unity 

disintegrated following his death.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Nandi_flag.png> 

 
Royal Flag of the Jaffna Kingdom (1215-1619) –                              

Depicting Nandi, the Vehicle for the Hindu God Shiva 
 

Throughout this period, Sri Lanka depended on irrigated rice and 

coconuts for subsistence and on cinnamon, areca (betel nuts), gems, and 

elephants for export earnings.  Zheng He, the Muslim Chinese admiral, 
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led seven massive trade missions to the Indian Ocean between 1405 and 

1433.  When he visited Sri Lanka in 1405, he demanded that the king 

give the renowned Buddhist tooth relic as tribute to the Chinese 

emperor.  Upon his return in 1410, Zheng He kidnapped King Vira 

Alakesvara (and his queen and several nobles) and took them to China 

as hostages.  He later permitted their return to Sri Lanka, but he never 

got the tooth relic. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Zheng_He%27s_Treasure_Ship_1.jpg> 

 
Model of Ship from Zheng He’s Treasure Fleet (420 Feet Long, 170 Feet 

Wide, 500 Sailors) – Hong Kong Science Museum 
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Portuguese and Dutch Ceylon (1505-1796) 

Portuguese Domination of the Indian Ocean (16th century).  

Portugal led the European Age of Discovery in the 15th and 16th 

centuries.  In the 1440s, Portuguese innovators developed the caravel 

ship.  The caravel was an ingenious combination of Mediterranean (three 

masts), Arab (lateen sails), and northern European (wide hull) design, 

and it could tack easily into the wind despite carrying more than fifty 

tons.  Improvements in navigation led to a northwest route via the 

Azores Islands where sailing ships could use westerly winds to return to 

Portugal from West Africa.  
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Portuguese_Caravel.jpg> 

 
Model of a Portuguese Caravel Ship, 15th century –                           

Musée National de la Marine, Paris, France 
  

In 1500, Portuguese caravels rounded the Cape of Good Hope and 

established new all-sea trade routes between Europe and Asia.  Portugal 

had two principal goals in pioneering a marine route around Africa.  

Both involved competition with the expanding Ottoman Empire.  The 

principal Portuguese motivation was to undercut Ottoman control of 

European-Asian trade routes and to end the Muslim monopoly of trade 

in the Indian Ocean.  The Portuguese expected to reap huge trading 
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profits from Asian spices and African gold.  Portugal’s second goal was 

to spread Christianity by limiting Islam in Asia and Africa.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Black_Peppercorns.jpg> 

 
Black Peppercorns –                                                                               

The Most Valuable Spice Exported from Asia to Europe 
 

Portuguese forces controlled key Indian Ocean ports by 

constructing fortresses and used superior military strength to enforce 

trade monopolies and collect trade taxes.  Since its manpower was 

limited, Portugal did not attempt to control trade in interior regions.  

Portugal established key trading ports in Goa (1510), Malacca (1511), 

Hormuz (1515), Colombo (1517), and Macao (1557) and monopolized 

Indian Ocean trade during the 16th century.  Although Britain and 
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Holland later gained control of the Asian trade routes, Portugal 

continued to be the main European entrepôt for Asian spices until 1650. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Portuguese_discoveries_and_explorationsV2en.png> 

Portuguese Trade Routes and Settlements – 16th century 

Portuguese Control in Ceylon (1505-1658).  Portugal used naval 

power to force its way into the Sinhalese Kotte Kingdom of 

southwestern Ceylon (its name for Sri Lanka) in 1505.  The Portuguese 

promised to protect Kotte rulers in exchange for a monopoly on the 

export of cinnamon, areca (betel) nuts, and gemstones.  They built 

fortified ports in Colombo (1517) and Galle (1582) and forcibly 
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displaced the Muslim merchants who had previously exported those 

valuable items.  In the 1530s, Catholic missionaries began converting a 

small minority of the Sinhalese to Christianity.  In 1600, Portugal 

colonized Kotte and ruled directly.  

 
 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cinnamomum_verum_spices.jpg 

 
Dried Bark Strips (Quills). Bark Powder, and Flowers from the 

Cinnamon Tree (Cinnamomum verum) – Native to Sri Lanka 
 

The Portuguese desired to colonize the Tamil Jaffna Kingdom 

because of its strategic location on the maritime trade routes with India 

and its rich pearl fishery.  In 1619, Portugal claimed Jaffna in northern 

Ceylon.  Portugal succeeded in conquering the small kingdom in part 
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because of the support of a pro-Portuguese, Tamil Catholic minority.  In 

addition to exporting pearls from Jaffna, the Portuguese promoted the 

production of tobacco there.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pearls_1.jpg> 

 
Natural Seawater Pearls – Portuguese Merchants Exported Pearls Like 

These from Jaffna in Northern Sri Lanka 
 

However, the Sinhalese Kingdom of Kandy (central highlands) 

retained its independence during the Portuguese period in Ceylon.  

Kandy’s independence depended on its natural defenses (rough terrain 

and flooding rivers) and its policy of détente.  The rulers of Kandy chose 
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to pay tribute to the Portuguese and permit Portuguese control of coastal 

regions that were nominally Kandyan.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:SL_Kandy_asv2020-

01_img42_Sacred_Tooth_Temple.jpg> 
 

Temple of the Sacred Relic Tooth, Kandy –                                           
Kandy Rulers Permitted Portuguese Control of Coastal Regions 

 
In 1638, Kandyan King Rajasingha II formed a coalition with the 

Dutch East India Company (VOC) to expel the Portuguese from Ceylon.  

Kandy and the VOC drove the Portuguese out of Ceylon in 1658.  The 

Dutch had superior wealth and naval strength, and the Portuguese 

abandoned Ceylon to focus their energies on driving the Dutch out of 

sugar-rich Brazil. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Portuguese_Ceylon.svg> 

 
Portuguese Control in Ceylon –                                                             

1505-1658 (Blue Areas), 1619-1658 (Aqua Areas) 
 

The Dutch East India Company (VOC, 1602-1800).  In an 

attempt to monopolize the Asian spice trade, in 1602 the Dutch created 

the Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (Dutch East India Company 
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or VOC).  The company’s charter gave it status comparable to that of a 

sovereign nation, including the power to wage war, build fortresses, and 

conclude treaties.  The VOC ran six or seven ships between Amsterdam 

and Batavia (modern Jakarta, Indonesia) each year.  It was the world’s 

first global commercial enterprise and most sophisticated capitalist 

institution. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Duyfken_Replica_Under_Sail.jpg> 

 
Replica of the Dutch East India Company (VOC) Ship Duyfken – 

Original Ship Sailed in the 17th century 
 

Pepper contributed more than half the value of Dutch (and English) 

cargoes from Asia until the middle of the 17th century.  Cloves, nutmeg, 

mace, and cinnamon were other important Asian spices exported by the 
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VOC.  By 1700, however, textiles and indigo had become the most 

valuable trade goods.  In 1707, the VOC introduced coffee to West Java, 

and within 20 years Java became the world’s leading coffee producer.  

In the second half of the 18th century, VOC control in the East Indies 

eroded and the company withdrew to coastal enclaves.  The expenses of 

constant warfare took a heavy toll, as did the incompetence, inefficiency, 

and corruption of company officials. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_dock_of_the_Dutch_East_India_Company_at_A

msterdam.jpg> 
 

The Dock of the Dutch East India Company in Amsterdam –            
Painting by Ludolf Bakhulzen, 1696, Amsterdam Museum  

 
The French established clove plantations in Mauritius and other 

colonies after stealing plants from Ambon, and the Dutch clove 
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monopoly collapsed.  The VOC then concentrated its efforts on sugar, 

tea, and coffee production, and by 1800 the value of export agriculture 

had overtaken trade based on spices.  In 1795, France invaded the 

Netherlands, installed a new regime, and dissolved the governing body 

of the VOC.  The VOC itself was formally dismantled in 1800, and its 

territorial possessions became the property of the Dutch government.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Dutch_Empire35.PNG> 

 
Green Territories Controlled by the Dutch East India Company (VOC), 

Late 18th century – Dutch East Indies, Ceylon, South Africa 
 

Dutch (VOC) Control in Ceylon (1658-1796).  In return for its 

help in expelling the Portuguese in 1658, the Kandy king promised to 

give the VOC a monopoly on the export of Ceylonese spices and to 
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reimburse all of its military costs.  But the Dutch kept control of the 

cinnamon-growing areas and of the key ports (Trincomalee, Batticaloa, 

and Jaffna).  The VOC claimed exorbitant costs and undervalued the 

commodities used by Kandy in payment.  By asserting that the Kandy 

Kingdom had reneged on its obligations, the VOC justified its 

occupation of all of Jaffna and about half of the remainder of the 

Ceylonese lands formerly held by Portugal. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Dutch_Ceylon.svg> 

 
Dutch (VOC) Control in Ceylon, 1658-1796 (Blue Areas) 

The VOC’s primary interest in Ceylon was to control cinnamon 

exports from the world’s leading supplier.  The VOC controlled the 

market for cinnamon in Europe and used its monopoly power to drive 
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prices up and amass huge profits.  To supply its global cinnamon 

monopoly, VOC officials in Ceylon collected top-quality cinnamon by 

enforcing land tax payments in-kind.  The costs of cinnamon were 

minimal because the VOC forced the cinnamon peeler caste (the 

Salagamas) to deliver quotas of cinnamon in lieu of land taxes.  The 

Dutch protected the cinnamon forests by keeping much land idle, 

creating widespread discontent among Ceylonese farmers.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:CINNAMON_BUDS.jpg> 

 
Flowering Cinnamon Tree (Cinnamomum verum) in Ceylon 
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After cinnamon first was produced on small plantations in 1771, 

the Dutch changed their land policy and opened idle land if farmers 

planted one-third of it in cinnamon trees.  The power of the VOC in 

Ceylon declined because of administrative inefficiency and corruption.  

An extended peasant rebellion raged between 1783 and 1790, triggered 

by forced production of cash crops and aid from the still-independent 

Kandyan Kingdom.  After France occupied the Netherlands in 1795, the 

British navy took Ceylon in 1796. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Loutherbourg-La_Victoire_de_Lord_Howe.jpg> 

 
Powerful British Navy Conquered Ceylon, 1796 –                                  

HMS Queen Charlotte of the Royal Navy, Fighting France in 1795  
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British Crown Colony of Ceylon (1796-1948) 

British Governance (19th century).  In the 18th century, Britain 

(through the English East India Company (EEIC)) began to colonize 

India.  The British saw two strategic advantages in controlling Ceylon, 

then ruled by the Dutch East India Company.  The British Navy desired 

to have unimpeded access to the windward port of Trincomalee to aid its 

defense of British India.  And the EEIC wanted to prevent French 

expansion into the island off India’s southern tip and to control Ceylon’s 

cinnamon exports.  The EEIC captured coastal Ceylon from the Dutch 

VOC in 1796 (when Britain was at war with France and the 

Netherlands) and ruled the island from Madras, India for five years.  In 

1802, Britain officially gained control of coastal Ceylon in the Treaty of 

Amiens and made the island its first crown colony, governed directly 

from London with resident governors in Colombo.   
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Caricature_gillray_plumpudding.jpg> 

 
The Plumb Pudding Is In Danger, Caricature by James Gillray, 1805 –  
In the Treaty of Amiens (1802), Britain and France Carved the World 

into Spheres of Influence  
 

But the interior highland region continued to be ruled by the 

Sinhalese Kingdom of Kandy.  Britain planned to annex Kandy to unify 

its political control, improve trade, and minimize military spending.  In 

1815, the British helped quell a coup attempt and gained control of 

Kandy in the Kandyan Convention.  But Sinhalese guerrillas rebelled in 

remote Kandy during 1817-1818 – in the biggest insurrection of 

Britain’s 152-year rule of Ceylon.  Britain quashed the rebellion and 

unified Ceylon under its rule. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ceylon_(ca_1914).jpg> 

 
British Control in Ceylon, 1796-1948 – Map, c. 1914 

A British royal commission (1829-1832) led to the Colebrooke-

Cameron reforms of 1833.  In the most progressive constitution in the 

(non-white) British Empire, Ceylonese were permitted to join the civil 
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service, the EEIC lost its trade monopoly on cinnamon, and private 

foreign investment was encouraged.  Those enlightened changes 

accelerated the development of plantation agriculture in British Ceylon. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Portrait_of_East_India_Company_official.jp> 

 
Imperious British Rule in India and Ceylon –                                                                           

Portrait of an East India Company Official, By Dip Chand, 1760s 
 

Coffee Exports (1840s-1880s).  Starting in the 1840s, the 

expansion of coffee exports provided unprecedented wealth in Ceylon.  

The planted area of coffee plantations rose ten times – from 25,000 acres 

in 1845 to 256,000 acres in 1881 (the peak).  The coffee boom was 



 38 

partly a result of fortuitous timing – the end of slavery in the British 

West Indies in the 1830s disrupted coffee production there.  But 

Ceylon’s success with coffee resulted also from promotion by the 

government, led initially by Governor Edward Barnes.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sri_Lankan_Coffee_beans.jpg> 

 
Coffee – Key Plantation Crop in Ceylon (1840s-1880s) 

In the 1820s, Barnes exempted coffee producers from taxes on 

land, labor, imported inputs, and coffee exports.  Later governors 

invested the revenues from the coffee boom in roads and railroads to 

production areas and in the harbor in Colombo.  British officials also 

ensured that coffee planters had access to land titles, seeds (from the 

Royal Botanical Garden), and seasonal migrant labor.   
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The main characteristics of Ceylon’s plantation agriculture, 

beginning with coffee, persisted during a century of British rule (until 

Sri Lanka’s independence in 1948).  Plantation agriculture was 

dominated by the British, who owned most of the estates, provided 

finance (through banks or agency houses), and carried out the import-

export trade, marketing mostly to Britain.  The plantations used factory-

style operations and migrant labor (mostly from south India – 200,000 

Tamils at coffee’s peak), and they imported most inputs (equipment, 

supplies, and food).  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:SriLanka_TeaTamilWoman_(pixinn.net).jpg> 

 
Indian Tamils – Seasonal Estate Workers 
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Coffee production in Ceylon collapsed in the early 1880s.  A leaf 

fungus (Hemileia vastatrix) spread rapidly through the coffee 

monoculture and destroyed the crop.  That fungus did not appear in 

Brazil, and the rapid growth of Brazilian coffee exports reduced world 

prices.  Coffee planters in Ceylon were forced to seek new export crops. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hemileia_vastatrix.jpg> 

 
Coffee Leaf Fungus (Hemileia vastatrix)   

Tea, Coconut, and Rubber Exports (1880s-1948).  Following the 

collapse of coffee, many planters in Ceylon converted to tea, which led 

the next great boom in commodity exports (1888-1913).  The large-scale 

production of tea required high capital investments and thus was carried 
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out principally by foreign corporations (such as Lipton’s).  Tea 

demanded year-round cultivation, mandating a permanent labor force – 

mostly immigrants from south India (known as “Estate Tamils”).   

Ceylon produced about one-fourth of world tea exports by 1900 and held 

that market share until independence.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sri_Lanka,_Tea_plantations,_Nuwara_Eliya,_Pickin

g_tea_leaves.jpg> 
 

Indian Tamil Woman, Harvesting Tea – Nuwara Eliya 

Rubber, first grown in Ceylon in 1877, became a key export about 

1900 and led Ceylon’s export boom between 1913 and 1929.  The 

production of rubber occurred on both large, foreign estates and local 
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smallholdings.  In both instances, most labor was provided by local 

workers.  During World War II, Ceylon was the key source of natural 

rubber for the Allies.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ceylon_rubber.jpg> 

  
Ceylonese Woman Harvesting Rubber in 1920  

 
Coconuts, Ceylon’s third plantation export, were produced on 

smallholdings by local owners.  Coconut cultivation in Ceylon’s wet 

zone was part-time and fully integrated into seasonal labor patterns.  

Coconut trees were ignored when families worked on food-crops. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pasikudah_-_coconut_trees.JPG> 

 
Coconut Plantations, Pasikudah, Batticaloa –                                                                     

Cultivated Part-time on Local Plantations and Smallholdings 
 

British colonial policy in Ceylon was inexorably linked to creating 

and benefiting from plantation wealth.  The plantations created an 

Anglicized elite, who gained their educations in English and then helped 

ensure the dominance of the British plantation system.  Prosperity also 

underpinned population growth – Ceylon’s population doubled in the 

19th century to 4.1 million and then rose to 7.2 million by 1948.  

Meanwhile, Britain instituted a system of wealth transfers to disaffected 

Sinhalese who had not benefitted directly from plantation exports.  
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:British_Empire_in_1914.png> 

 
The British Empire in 1914 –                                                                

One-fourth of the World’s Land Area and Population 
 

Transition to Independence (20th century).  Nationalism came 

late in British Ceylon.  The prosperous, Anglicized elites were slow to 

question British rule.  But an outbreak of riots in 1915 began to turn the 

Sinhalese elite against Britain.  The riots were aimed at Coast Moors, a 

group of recent Muslim immigrants from India who were traders and 

lenders.  Thirty-five Muslims were killed in the riots.  The colonial 

government blamed Sinhalese Buddhists, and loyalties began to shift.  



 45 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Flag_of_Ceylon_(1875%E2%80%931948).svg> 

 
Official Flag of British Colonial Ceylon (1875-1948) –                          

Anti-British Demonstrations Began in 1915 
 

The first nationalist movement, the Ceylon National Congress 

(CNC, founded in 1919), was dominated by the conservative elite.  

Belatedly, Anglicized elite leaders tried to emulate the political success 

of the Indian National Congress (formed in 1885).  Low-country 

Sinhalese leaders dominated the CNC, and most Tamil leaders bolted, 

weakening  the organization.  Following another royal commission, 

Britain introduced the Donoughmore Constitution in 1931.  The new 

constitution provided for limited self-rule through an elected State 
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Council of 50 members, based on a near universal franchise.  The 

experiment with democratic politics led to largely ethnic constituencies, 

and the majority Sinhalese dominated the State Council.  Eventual 

independence was foreseen. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Old_Parliament_Building,_Colombo.JPG> 

 
Old Parliament Building, Colombo –                                                

Meeting Place of the State Council, 1931-1948  
 

When Ceylon became independent in February 1948, the British 

and Ceylonese leaders had high hopes for success.  The new nation had 

incurred no damage in World War II, it had a profitable plantation 

economy, and its leadership was experienced, well-educated, and 
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conservative.  The transfer of power was peaceful (unlike that in India 

and Burma), and the new constitution was drafted by Ceylonese leaders.  

The new leader of government, D. S. Senanayake, desired a multiracial 

polity and a secular state   Optimism was widespread. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:SL_Independence.jpg> 

 
First Parliamentary Session in Ceylon (Sri Lanka), October 2, 1947 – 
Opened by Prince Henry and Prime Minister-elect D. S. Senanayake 
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Politics and Civil War in Sri Lanka (1948-present)  

Sinhalese Welfare State (1948-1977).  Since independence, the 

Sinhalese elite have dominated politics in Sri Lanka.  In 1948, about 

two-thirds of Sri Lanka’s 7.2 million people were Sinhala speakers.  

Most Sinhalese were Buddhists, although a powerful minority were 

Christians.   Hindu Tamils constituted about one-fourth of the island’s 

population (divided evenly between Sri Lankan and Estate Tamils), and 

Muslim Moors were 7 percent of the total.  After the emigration of many 

Tamils, in 2011 Sinhalese made up three-fourths of the country’s 20 

million people, whereas Tamils accounted for about one-sixth, and 

Moors 8 percent. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sri_Lanka_-_Ethnicity_2012.png> 

 
Ethnic Groups in Sri Lanka, 2012 Census – Sinhalese (Purple), Sri 

Lankan Tamil (Red), Sri Lankan Moor (Green), Indian Tamil (Yellow) 
  

At independence, Sri Lanka had a dualistic, agriculture-based 

economy.  About half the cultivated area was farmed by wealthy estate 

owners, producing tea, rubber, and coconuts for export with about one-
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third of the rural workforce.  The booms in commodity prices associated 

with the Second World War and the Korean War created huge export 

earnings for Sri Lanka. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sri_Lanka-Tea_plantation-02.jpg> 

 
Tea Plantation, Near Kandy –                                                                     

Sri Lanka Benefited from the Post-World-War II Commodity Boom 
 

But two-thirds of Sri Lankans eked out livings on small rice-paddy 

farms, almost all less than two acres in size though together accounting 

for half of the new country’s farmed area.  Those disgruntled farmers, 

mostly Sinhalese Buddhists, were convinced that British colonial 

policies had discriminated against them – Britain had done little to 
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ameliorate the harsh effects of the Great Depression and had created 

inequalities in the education system.  As voters, they demanded a new 

social contract through which the profits of the rich estates would be 

taxed to subsidize the poor.  Sri Lankan political leaders thus adopted a 

strategy of taxing plantations and subsidizing social welfare (food, 

education, health, public transport, housing, and pensions).  No political 

party departed from that approach for three decades. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sri_Lankan_woman_and_child.jpg> 

 
Sri Lankan Woman and Child – Sri Lankan Politicians Taxed Plantation 

Agriculture and Subsidized Social Welfare 
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Alternating Two-Party Rule.  Independent Sri Lanka has been a 

functioning democracy.  For half a century, from 1948 until 2019, two 

political parties, the United National Party (UNP) and the Sri Lanka 

Freedom Party (SLFP), alternated holding power.  Political change after 

elections was peaceful.  There were no military coups.  The UNP was in 

power for 36 years – 1948-1956, 1965-1970, 1978-1994, 2001-2004, 

and 2015-2019.  The SLFP ruled for 35 years – 1956-1965, 1970-1978, 

1994-2001, and 2004-2015.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Flag_of_Ceylon_(1951%E2%80%931972).svg> 

 
Flag of Democratic Ceylon (Later Sri Lanka), 1951-1972 –                              

Alternating Party Governance Throughout the Independence Era 
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The UNP was formed in 1947 by D. S. Senanayake, a leading Sri 

Lankan nationalist, as a multi-ethnic, secular organization to include all 

ethnicities and religions.  The UNP is center-right in political orientation 

and supports market-oriented policies.  Following a critical electoral 

victory in 1977, the UNP, then led by J. R. Jayewardene, became 

aggressively pro-Western and courted foreign private investment and 

government aid. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Official_Photographic_Portrait_of_Don_Stephen_Se

nanayaka_(1884-1952).jpg> 
 

D. S. Senanayake (1883-1952) –                                                             
Father of Sri Lanka and Founder of the United National Party  
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In contrast, the SLFP, created in 1951 by S. W. R. D. 

Bandaranaike, began as a center-left party with a socialist orientation.  

The SLFP sought the support of Sinhalese Buddhists by making 

Sinhalese the official national language and Buddhism the constitutional 

religion.  Between 1970 and 1977, the SLFP introduced excessive 

government control of the economy.  After that unsuccessful 

experiment, the SLFP modified its philosophy and supported market-

oriented policies with a strong central government.  Under the leadership 

of Chandrika Bandaranaike Kumaratunga, the Bandaranaike family 

continued to dominate the SLFP until 2005.  Both parties were pro-

Sinhalese, democratic, and authoritarian.  Both followed the welfare 

strategy, created few jobs, and disaffected youth.  Neither placed 

compromise with disgruntled Tamils high on its political agenda. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chandrika_Bandaranaike_Kumaratunga_As_The_Pr

esident_of_Sri_Lanka.jpg> 
 

Chandrika Bandaranaike Kumaratunga (1945 –) –                          
Controversial President of Sri Lanka (1994-2005) 

 
Civil War and Peace Accord (1983-1989).  The escalating ethnic 

conflict between the majority Sinhalese and the minority Tamils 

remained unresolved.  After the 1956 election, both Sinhalese parties 

realized that they could gain parliamentary majorities without relying on 

Tamil support.  Tamils, who constitute nearly one-sixth of Sri Lanka’s 

population, then suffered discrimination in government coalitions, 

public-sector jobs, and education opportunities.  Tamil politicians gave 

up hope of compromise and in the 1970s began demanding a separate 
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Tamil state, called Eelam.  Lacking employment opportunities, 

disaffected youth throughout Sri Lanka became radicalized.  Sinhalese 

youth led violent insurrections in 1971 and 1988-1989 (under the aegis 

of the Janata Vimukti Peramuna group).  Disgruntled young Tamils, led 

by Velupillai Prabhakaran, formed the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 

(LTTE) in 1976.  The LTTE was dedicated to creating a separatist Tamil 

state through violent means – guerrilla war and suicide bombings.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tamil_Eelam_Flag.svg> 

 
Flag of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) – From 1976 
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A vicious civil war began in 1983 after LTTE terrorists murdered 

13 Sinhalese soldiers and Sinhalese mobs retaliated by killing hundreds 

of Tamils.  135,000 Tamils became refugees, and 30,000 fled to India.  

The two sides fought to a standoff.  Overseas Tamils helped fund the 

LTTE, despite abhorring their vicious methods.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:LTTE_leaders_at_Sirumalai_camp.jpg> 

 
Leaders of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) –             

Receiving Training in Sirumalai Camp, Tamil Nadu, India, 1984 
 

India, Sri Lanka, and the LTTE agreed to the Indo-Lanka Peace 

Accord in 1987.  The Tamils were offered autonomy in northern and 

eastern Sri Lanka (the main Tamil areas) in return for disarmament of 
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the LTTE guerrillas.  The Indian Peace-Keeping Force (72,000 troops at 

its peak in 1988) patrolled the Tamil areas.  But the Indian intervention 

ended in failure.  The LTTE walked away from the offer and 

strengthened its military capacity. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Location_Tamil_Eelam_territorial_claim.png> 

 
Areas of Sri Lanka Claimed by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 



 59 

Government Victory and Post-war Politics (1989-present).  

After the Indian troops departed, the costly civil war resumed.  The 

second phase of the conflict (Eelam War II, 1989-1993) was followed by 

a brief respite, but warfare broke out again in 1996 (Eelam War III).  

The weary troops fought to another stalemate.  In the North and East, the 

government controlled the towns and the LTTE ran the villages.  Battle 

fatigue set in, and in 2002 the Government of Sri Lanka (GOSL) and the 

LTTE agreed to a ceasefire, mediated by Norway.  The truce was fragile, 

after the LTTE ceased negotiating a permanent peace agreement in 

2003. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Extent_of_territorial_control_in_sri_lanka.png> 

 
Areas Controlled in 2005  -- By the Government of Sri Lanka (Yellow), 
the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (Red), or Both in Part (Orange)  

 
In the presidential election of 2005, the LTTE imposed a voting 

boycott in the areas they controlled, permitting Mahinda Rajapaksa 

(President of Sri Lanka, 2005-2015) to win a narrow victory.  In 2008, 

the Rajapaksa government abrogated the ceasefire unilaterally and sent 

its expanded force of 200,000 troops into the East.  The government 
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formed an alliance with a splinter Tamil group, applied overwhelming 

force, and gained control of the East.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sri_Lanka_Military_0117.jpg> 

 
Sri Lankan Army – Special Task Force with MPS Sub-machine Guns 

Rajapaksa’s government forces then turned to the LTTE-held areas 

of the North.  In May 2009, the government declared victory after 

capturing the North and killing Velupillai Prabhakaran, the LTTE leader.  

At least 100,000 lives were lost in the war.  The financial cost of the 26-
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year war has been estimated at twice Sri Lanka’s annual national 

income. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Velupillai_Prabhakaran.jpg> 

 
Velupillai Prabhakaran (1954-2009) – LTTE Leader Killed in 2009 

 
Mahinda Rajapaksa was re-elected President in 2010 with 58 

percent of the vote.  He jailed his opponent, Sarnath Fonseka (a general 

who led the defeat of the LTTE), amended the constitution to remove the 

two-term presidential limit, and created a family dynasty – his three 

brothers were the speaker of parliament and the ministers of defense and 

economic development.  Under Rajapaksa leadership, Sri Lanka 
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embarked on a heavy reliance on investment and foreign aid from China, 

its main ally.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mahinda_Rajapaksa.jpg> 

 
President Mahinda Rajapaksa (2005-2015), Sri Lanka Freedom Party – 

Defeated the LTTE and Was Re-elected in 2010  
 

In 2015, the Rajapaksas were voted out of power and the United 

National Party returned to rule.  Maithripala Sirisena was elected 

President, and Ranil Wickremesinghe (United National Party) became 

Prime Minister.  After four politically tumultuous years, the Rajapaksa 

clan, running this time with the Sri Lanka’s People’s Front Party, 



 64 

returned to power after the election of November 2019.  Gotabaya 

Rajapaksa, Mahinda’s brother, was elected President, and Mahinda 

Rajapaksa became Prime Minister.  Dependence on China continued. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Nandasena_Gotabaya_Rajapaksa.jpg> 

 
Gotabaya Rajapaksa, President of Sri Lanka (2019 –)  
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Economic Change in Sri Lanka (1948-present) 

Economic Policy Shifts.  At independence, Sir Lankan policy-

makers had two opposing options for development strategy – export-led 

growth, based on an open economy with market-oriented capitalism, or 

import-substituting industrialization, implemented with a closed 

economy, state controls, and government ownership.  For three decades, 

the United National Party (UNP) favored a market-oriented strategy, 

whereas the Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP) preferred a socialistic 

approach. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sri_Lanka-Tea_plantation-04.jpg> 

 
Tea Estate in Highland Sri Lanka – Market-oriented Capitalism 
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Sri Lanka experienced two traumatic shifts in economic policy.  

Between 1948 and 1970, the new country had a hybrid economy.  Both 

parties used estate-export-tax revenues to subsidize social welfare (food, 

health, education, and transport).  The open economic policy of the UNP 

(governed 1948-1956 and 1965-1970) focused on promoting agricultural 

exports (for taxation) and food crops (to aid poor farmers and reduce 

food imports).  In contrast, the closed economic policy of the SLFP (in 

power 1956-1965) encouraged state-owned industrialization and 

nationalized transport, banking, and insurance firms. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at < 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sri_Lanka_Bus.jpg> 

 
Bus Operated by Sri Lanka (Formerly Ceylon) Transport Board, Near 

Kurunegala, Sri Lanka – State Ownership of Assets 



 67 

When it was back in office between 1970 and 1977, the SLFP 

carried out the first dramatic policy shift.  It introduced socialism with a 

vengeance – nationalizing industries and plantations, redistributing one-

third of plantation land to small-scale farmers, restricting foreign 

investment, and controlling prices.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Emblem_of_Sri_Lanka.svg> 

 
Sri Lankan State-owned Enterprises –                                                    

SLFP Introduced Socialism (1970-1977) 
 

Upon re-gaining power in 1977, the UNP government abruptly 

shifted policy back to market-orientation – privatizing industry and 

banking, ending price controls, cutting tariffs, promoting exports, and 
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encouraging foreign investment and aid.  Since 1977, neither party has 

moved significantly away from market-orientation although UNP 

governments have carried out most of the economic liberalization. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Jayewardene_presents_elephant_to_Reagan.jpg> 

 
Economic Liberalization by the UNP –                                            

President J. R. Jayewardene (1978-1990) of UNP Presented a Baby 
Elephant to US President Ronald Reagan in 1984 

 
Land Colonization Schemes.  Both Sri Lankans parties – 

especially the UNP – supported land colonization schemes, a central 

pillar of the Sinhalese transfer state for four decades.  In the land 

colonization projects, the state developed irrigation, provided land, and 
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subsidized settlement and subsistence until the first crop was harvested.  

The schemes were an inefficient method of expanding agriculture, but 

they restored Sinhalese peasant agriculture and revived the Dry Zone, 

the culturally-important site of the ancient Sinhalese kingdoms.  

 
 

Source:  UN Food and Agricultural Organization available at 
<http://www.fao.org/3/AC629E/AC629E06.htm> 

 
Climatic Zones of Sri Lanka –                                                                   

Wet (purple), Intermediate (green), Dry (yellow) 
 

During the 1950s and 1960s, Sri Lanka invested heavily in land 

colonization.  The government built irrigation systems, granted 300,000 

acres to 67,000 Sinhalese settlers, and provided farm subsidies.  
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Although the production of food crops increased, the farms were too 

small to provide adequate incomes for most families, the state costs were 

very high, and Tamil farmers in the Dry Zone were alienated by the 

influx of Sinhalese settlers.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sri_Lanka_Precipitation_and_Irrigation_map.png> 

 
Irrigation Programs (Dotted Lines) in the Dry Zone of Sri Lanka 

In the 1970s, a gargantuan new scheme, the Mahaweli Ganga 

Irrigation Project, swamped earlier efforts.  Begun in 1968 by the UNP, 

the Mahaweli Project was designed to provide land to the landless (one-
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fourth of rural workers), develop the historic Dry Zone, and aid the 

Sinhalese rural poor.  By diverting water from Sri Lanka’s largest river, 

the donor-funded project aimed to double irrigated area and reduce the 

country’s dependence on rice imports.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:PolgollaDam1-SriLanka.JPG> 

 
Polgolla Dam, Hydro Station, and Reservoir –                                      

First Project in Mahaweli Development Program, Completed in 1976  
 

During the 1980s, that scheme was expanded into the Accelerated 

Mahaweli Development Program (AMDP).  That $1 billion, donor-

funded project combined land settlement with the development of hydro-
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electric power.  It was a political bonanza because it brought 

construction jobs and ample patronage, although it contributed to the 

budget deficit and created inflationary pressures.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Moragahakanda_reservoir_at_dam_construction_sit

e.jpg> 
 

Moragahakanda Dam, Hydro Station, and Reservoir –                                      
Last Project in Mahaweli Development Program, Completed in 2018 

 
Economic Performance.  Sri Lanka is an anomaly.  In 2019, the 

country ranked in the top third globally in quality-of-life indicators – life 

expectancy was 77 years, the rate of primary school completion was 97 

percent, and 92 percent of adults were literate.  But Sri Lanka’s 

economic performance has been disappointing.  Its income per capita in 
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2019 (measured in Purchasing Power Parity) was only $13,657, one-fifth 

of the US level.  The annual rate of growth of per capita income has 

been modest – 2.4 percent between 1950 and 1990, rising to 4.2 percent 

in the three decades between 1990 and 2019.  The welfare subsidies, 

shifting economic policy, poor state management, and civil war 

contributed to that moderate performance.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:British_Council_Library_in_Colombo,_Sri_Lanka..j

pg> 
 

Ninety-two Percent of Sri Lankans Are Literate 

Sri Lanka’s economy depends on exports ($19.4 billion in 2019, 

mostly of garments, tea, rubber, and gemstones), remittances ($6.7 
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billion), and tourism ($5.6 billion).  In 2019, nearly one-fourth of the Sri 

Lankan labor force worked abroad – mostly in the Middle East.  Sri 

Lankan apparel exports totaled over $5.4 billion in 2019.  Nearly 900 

factories, half foreign-owned, manufactured garments in free trade zones 

(mostly near Colombo) – attracted by literate cheap labor, exemption 

from trade taxes, and income tax breaks.  Sri Lanka specialized in 

producing high quality lingerie for the American and European markets.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:SriLankaExports.png> 

 
Proportional Representation of Sri Lanka’s Export Earnings in 2017 – 
Tourism (Red), Apparel (Green), Tea (Yellow), and Rubber (Purple) 
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As manufacturing and services have grown, agriculture has 

declined.  In 2019, the agricultural sector accounted for only 25 percent 

of employment and 7 percent of Gross Domestic Product (GDP).  The 

tea, rubber, and coconut estates (nationalized in 1975 and re-privatized 

in 1992) provided just 17 percent of export earnings and 3 percent of 

GDP.  Only one-sixth of Sri Lankans grow rice, even though rice yields 

tripled between 1960 and 1990 with the planting of high-yielding 

varieties. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Paddy_field_in_sri_lanka.jpg> 

 
Irrigated Rice Field in Southern Sri Lanka – Rice Yields Have Tripled, 

But Planted Area Has Declined As Workers Moved into Industry 
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Economic Problems and Prospects.  Sri Lanka needs to raise 

labor productivity if it hopes to generate rapid income growth.  The key 

issues confronting Sri Lanka in its first three decades of independence 

were reducing its dependence on tea and rubber exports and 

accommodating diverse ethnicities (Sinhalese and Tamils).  After a 

costly experiment with socialism in the 1970s, the country solved its 

first problem with two activities based on low-wage labor – emigrant 

remittances and garment exports.  Those sources of foreign exchange 

will be transitional if incomes continue to grow.  A solution to the 

problem of ethnic differences has not yet been found, pending decisions 

on post-war reconciliation.  



 77 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sri_Lankan_garment_workers.jpg> 

 
Women Working in Apparel Manufacturing – Labor Productivity Needs 

To Be Improved in Sri Lanka’s Leading Export Industry 
  

Labor productivity can be raised with productive investment.  Sri 

Lanka needs to improve its investment climate to enhance foreign 

confidence.  The business climate depends on perceptions of political 

stability, employment prospects, control of corruption, and ethnic 

harmony.  Business leaders also compare the levels of red tape, 

transparency, and policy predictability in Sri Lanka with those in 

competitive venues.   
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Colombo_City,_Sri_Lanka.jpg> 

 
Colombo, Sri Lanka’s Capital and Commercial Center –                   

Stunted Growth at the Center Reflects a Lack of Investor Confidence 
 

In 2019, Sri Lanka ranked 72nd of 189 countries in the UNDP’s 

Human Development Index, reflecting good quality-of-life performance.  

But the country was only 99th of 190 countries in the World Bank’s Ease 

of Doing Business index and just 93rd of 198 countries in the Corruption 

Perceptions Index compiled by Transparency International.  In large part 

because of those disappointing results, private direct foreign investment 

inflows into Sri Lanka were a paltry $758 million in 2019.     
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sri_Lanka_Regions_Map-es.svg> 

 
Contemporary Sri Lanka 
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Time Line for Sri Lanka 
 
c. 26,000 BCE Balangoda people, proto-Austroloids – cave-

dwelling hunter-gatherers – in Sri Lanka 
 
1500-500 BCE Indo-Aryan conquest of northern India – gradual 

economic and cultural expansion 
 
800-600 BCE  Indo-Aryan agriculture spread to Ganges Valley – 

iron tools, irrigation techniques  
 
5th c. BCE Indo-Aryan-speaking Sinhalese people –  entered 

Sri Lanka 
 
326-184 BCE Mauryan Kingdom – Buddhist-led state in north-

central India 
 
3rd century BCE Dravidian-speaking Tamils from southern India – 

settled in Sri Lanka to farm rice  
  
3rd c. BCE-993 CE Anuradhapura Kingdom – north-central Sri Lanka 

– Theravada Buddhism 
 
269-232 BCE  reign of Ashoka – greatest Mauryan king – 

expansion, Buddhism 
 
c. 250 BCE Sinhalese rulers of Anuradhapura adopted 

Theravada Buddhism – Mauryan teachers 
 
2nd century BCE Anuradhapura rulers first unified the island of Sri 

Lanka  
 
275-897 Pallava Kingdom – north Tamil Nadu –Hindu – 

Tamil, Sanskrit languages – rice 
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590-920 1st Pandya Kingdom – south Tamil Nadu –Hindu 
– Tamil, Sanskrit – rice, pearls 

 
10th-13th centuries Polonnaruva Kingdom – central Sri Lanka – 

Theravada Buddhism 
 
920-1216 Chola Kingdom –  Coromandal – Hindu – Tamil, 

Sanskrit languages – rice 
 
985-1016 Rajaraja I – ruled Chola Kingdom – peak of 

power  
  
993 Chola Kingdom conquered Anuradhapura 

Kingdom – shifted capital to Polonnaruva  
 
993-1070 Chola ruled Sri Lanka – capital in Polonnaruva, 

east-central Sri Lanka.  
 
1055-1232 Sinhalese monarchy in Polonnaruva – later 

alliance with Pandya 
 
1055-1110 Vijayabahu I ruled Polonnaruva – aided by the 

Theravada Buddhist Kingdom of Pagan  
 
1153-1186 Parakramabahu I ruled Polonnaruva – revived 

irrigation – built temples/stupas 
 
1215-1619 Jaffna Kingdom – independent state – northern Sri 

Lanka – Tamil kings – Hindu  
 
1216-1345 2nd Pandya Kingdom – south Tamil Nadu – Hindu 

– Tamil, Sanskrit – rice, pearls 
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14th-15th centuries Sinhalese kingdoms in southwest Wet Zone 
(Kotte) and central highlands (Kandy) – Tamil 
kingdom in north (Jaffna) 

 
1405-1433 Zheng He, Muslim Ming Chinese admiral –  led 7 

trade missions to the Indian Ocean 
 
1411-1466 Parakramabahu VI, Sinhalese king – founded 

Kingdom of Kotte – capital at Kotte 
 
1469-1815 Kandyan Kingdom – independent state – first king 

was Senasammata Vikramabahu 
 
15th-16th centuries Portugal led the European Age of Discovery – 

better navigation – caravel ships – spices    
 
1505-1658 Portugal controlled coastal Ceylon – cinnamon, 

gemstone exports 
 
1517 Portugal established a fortified trading port in 

Colombo, central-western Ceylon 
 
1526-1858 Mughal Empire – north-central India, Afghanistan 

– Muslim – agriculture, trade 
 
1582 Portugal established a fortified trading port in 

Galle, southwestern Ceylon 
 
1600-1947 Great Britain’s involvement in India – trade 

evolved into colonialism    
 
1600-1858 English East India Company (EEIC) – royal 

chartered company – trade, tax plundering 
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1600 Portugal colonized Sinhalese Kingdom of Kotte 
(southwest) 

 
1602 Dutch created Dutch East India Company (VOC) 

– trade monopoly in East Indies 
 
1619 Portugal colonized Tamil Kingdom of Jaffna 

(northern Ceylon) – exported pearls, tobacco   
 
1658 Portugal expelled by Dutch East India Company 

(VOC) and Kingdom of Kandy   
1658-1796 VOC controlled cinnamon-growing areas and key 

ports of Ceylon – undercut Kandy 
 
1783-1790 peasant rebellion against VOC rule in Ceylon – 

aided by the Kandyan Kingdom 
 
1789 population of Ceylon was 1.2 million 
  
1796-1802 British Navy took Ceylon – after France captured 

Netherlands – ruled from Madras 
 
1800 French-dominated Dutch government ended the 

VOC – appropriated its property 
 
1802 Treaty of Amiens – Dutch ceded Ceylon to 

Britain 
 
1802-1948 Britain ruled Ceylon – Crown Colony – ruled 

from London – governors in Colombo 
  
1815 British annexed Kandy – unified Ceylon 
 
1817-1818 Sinhalese guerrillas rebelled in remote Kandy – 

Britain quashed the insurrection 
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1833 Colebrooke-Cameron reforms – Ceylonese in civil 

service – EEIC lost trade monopoly  
 
1840s-1880s coffee boom – 250,000 acres of plantations – 

2,000 miles of roads 
 
1857-1858 Sepoy Revolt in India – half of EEIC army 

revolted – Britain regained control 
 
1858 British Government of India Act – abolished 

EEIC, imposed crown rule, reformed army 
 
1858-1947 British crown rule in India – tight economic and 

political control 
 
early 1880s  coffee production collapsed – a leaf fungus 

(Hemileia vastatrix) destroyed the crop 
 
1885    Indian National Congress established in   
    India – English-speaking nationalist leaders  
 
1880s-1940s tea, coconut, and rubber expansion – foreign 

capital and management, Indian Tamil labor 
 
1911 population of Ceylon was 4.1 million 
 
1915 Sinhalese-Muslim riots in Ceylon –Sinhalese 

Buddhist fought Coast Moors 
 
1919 Ceylon National Congress founded –       

nationalist – conservative, elite, Anglicized 
 
1931 Donoughmore Constitution – limited self-rule – 

elected State Council of 50 members 
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1948 Great Britain granted independence to Ceylon – 

little remaining economic benefit 
 
1948-present independent republic of Sri Lanka – Sinhalese 

elite dominance 
 
1948-1956 United National Party (UNP) governed Sri Lanka 

– center-right – D. S. Senanayake 
 
1953 population of Ceylon was 8.1 million 
 
1956-1965 Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP) governed Sri 

Lanka – center-left – S. Bandaranaike 
 
1964-2018 Mahaweli Irrigation Program – Dry Zone land to 

the Sinhalese rural poor – $1 billion 
 
1970-1977 SLFP government nationalized industry, 

redistributed land, restricted investment  
 
1976 Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) – Tamil 

– led by Velupillai Prabhakaram 
 
1977-present shift back to capitalism – private ownership, 

market incentives, export promotion 
 
1978-1989 J. R. Jayewardene, President of Sri Lanka, UNP  
 
1983-2009 intermittent rebellion – Liberation Tigers of Tamil 

Eelam (LTTE) fought GOSL army  
 
1984-1991 Rajiv Gandhi, Prime Minister of India – supported 

government of Sri Lanka  
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1987 Indo-Lanka Peace Accord – Tamil autonomy 
offered for LTTE disarmament  

 
1988 Indian Peace-Keeping Force in war-torn Sri 

Lanka –  reached peak size of 72,000 troops 
   
1991 Rajiv Gandhi assassinated by female supporter of 

Tamil Tigers  
 
1994-2005 Chandrika Bandaranaike Kumaratunga, President 

of Sri Lanka – SLFP 
 
2002 GOSL-LTTE Ceasefire – mediated by Norway – 

LTTE ceased negotiating in 2003 
 
2005-2015 Mahinda Rajapaksa, President – defeated LTTE, 

2009 
 
2008 Rajapaksa government sent army of 200,000 into 

Tamil areas – gained control of the East 
 
2009 Rajapaksa government gained control of the 

North – killed Prabhakaran, the LTTE leader 
 
2015-2019 Maithripala Sirisena, President – Ranil 

Wickremesinghe, Prime Minister, UNP 
 
2019-present Gotabaya Rajapaksa, President – Mahinda 

Rajapaksa, Prime Minister 
 
2020  population of Sri Lanka was 21.8 million  
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Sites Visited in Sri Lanka 
 
Sri Lanka, Pearl of the Indian Ocean 
Stanford Travel/Study Program  
February 9-26, 2012 
Land-based 
 
Colombo and Kotte 
 
Colombo, with 2.5 million residents, is the largest city in Sri Lanka.  
Colombo was the capital and commercial center of British colonial 
Ceylon (1796-1948) and of independent Ceylon/Sri Lanka for three 
decades.  The administrative center was shifted to Kotte, a suburb of 
Colombo, in 1978.  Colombo, long the country’s leading port, earlier 
had been taken over by Portugal in 1517 and then by the Dutch East 
Indies Company in 1658.  Colombo and its suburbs today remain the 
commercial heart of Sri Lanka and house much of the country’s leading 
industry, garment manufacturing.  Kotte played an important role in Sri 
Lanka’s pre-colonial history.  The Sinhalese-ruled Kingdom of Kotte 
(1415-1600) depended on irrigated rice and coconuts for subsistence and 
on cinnamon, areca (betel nuts), gems, and elephants for export 
earnings.  
 
In Colombo and its environs, we visited the Sapumal Foundation, 
housed in the home of artist Harry Pieris, and enjoyed a collection of 
paintings by the “43 group” (ten painters who rebelled against 
conservative artistic norms between 1943 and 1969).  In the National 
Museum, we observed exhibitions of the Austroloid Vedda people, who 
settled the island 60,000 years ago, and stone Buddhist sculptures from 
the Sinhalese Kingdoms of Anuradhapura (3rd century BCE-993 CE) and 
Polonnaruva (1070-1293).  We drove through Kotte and to two 
impressive Buddhist temple complexes, Kelaniya and Gothami Vihara.  
In both, we observed four defining elements – the image house (place of 
prayer and art), chapter house (place of meeting), bodi shrine (Ficus 
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religiosa tree, marking the Buddha’s enlightenment), and stupa (holy 
building containing a relic of the Buddha).          
 
Anuradhapura 
 
The Anuradhapura Kingdom arose in north-central Sri Lanka in the 3rd 
century BCE and endured for 13 centuries.  Sinhalese rulers converted to 
Theravada Buddhism about 250 BCE, encouraged by missionaries from 
Ashoka, the Mauryan king in northern India.  Anuradhapura rulers 
constructed one of the most technically advanced hydraulic systems in 
the world to move water to their farmers’ paddies and permit two rice 
crops per year.  Sri Lanka exported pearls, gems, ivory, spices, and 
domesticated elephants.  Anuradhapura declined in the 10th century 
because of internal conflicts, a shift of Indian Ocean trade routes, and 
overspending on religious monuments.  The Chola Kingdom, a Tamil 
power in southeastern India, conquered Anuradhapura in 993, 
incorporated Sri Lanka into Chola, and shifted the capital to 
Polonnaruva in east-central Sri Lanka.    

  
Our group had a full tour, by coach and on foot, of the magnificent and 
enormous site of the ancient Anuradhapura Kingdom.  We began at the 
rock temple of Isurumuniya, built in the 3rd century BCE during the 
reign of King Devanampiya Tissa (ruled 247-207 BCE), which featured 
several fine rock carvings.  We next walked to the Ruvanveliseya 
Dagoba, the golden sand stupa, which is believed to house a relic of the 
Buddha.  We then visited the Sri Maha Bodi, which is thought to have 
grown from a sapling of the Bodi tree (Ficus religiosa) in Bodh Gaya, 
India, under which the Buddha received enlightenment.  We went on to 
see the oldest stupa in Sri Lanka, Thuparama Dagoba, which is said to 
house a collarbone relic of the Buddha.  We later admired the huge, 
earth-filled reservoir (water tank) of Kalawela, which holds 8,000 acre-
feet of water.        
 
Sigiriya 
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In the late 5th century, Kassyapa I (ruled 477-495) committed patricide 
by assassinating his father, Datusene (ruled 455-477), took control of the 
Anuradhapura Kingdom, and moved his capital to Sigiriya – a fortress 
city built with highly-advanced architectural methods on a 600-feet high 
rock outcrop in central Sri Lanka.  Sigiriya (the lion rock citadel) was 
constructed to withstand an anticipated siege attack from Kassyapa’s 
half-brother, Moggallama (ruled 495-512), who wished to avenge his 
father’s murder and claim the throne for himself.  When Moggallama 
raised an army to attack Sigriya, Kassyapa inexplicably left his citadel to 
fight and was defeated.  For eight centuries before Kassyapa built his 
magnificent city in Sigiriya and eight more centuries after his death, 
Buddhist monks lived and meditated in caves in the remote rock 
outcrop.  
 
We started our visit of Sigiriya at an impressive museum, built by 
Japanese aid and opened in 2009, which contains numerous 5th-century 
artifacts and helpful interpretations of the UNESCO World Heritage site.  
We then walked through a lengthy series of gardens, once beautifully 
landscaped and decorated with water and rock features.  The citadel of 
Sigiriya is perched atop a steep-sided rock outcrop.  We worked our way 
up more than 800 steps to view two significant features of Sigiriya.  
About half way up the outcrop is a cave that contains well-preserved, 
5th-century frescoes of buxom and bare-breasted Apsaras, mythical 
nymphs who helped Buddhists obtain good karma.  Roughly two-thirds 
of the way up the hill is an enormous structure.  Two gigantic stone 
lion’s paws mark the entrance to the lion-rock citadel.  Sigiriya was a 
breath-taking site.       
 
Polonnaruva 
 
In 1070, the Chola Kingdom of South India was absorbed in fighting 
Indian rivals and thus unable to defend its position in Sri Lanka.  
Vijayabahu I restored Sinhalese control of Sri Lanka by defeating the 
Cholas and establishing his capital in Polonnaruva.  Sri Lanka prospered 
during the 11th and12th centuries.  Polonnaruva gained wealth from 
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irrigated rice production and from exports of natural-resource products – 
gems (sapphires, rubies, jade), pearls, cinnamon, and elephants.  But 
disaster struck during the 13th century.  The crucial hydraulic system 
gradually imploded due to lack of proper maintenance.  With the center 
disabled by civil wars, irrigation maintenance ceased.  Encouraged by 
disused water systems, malaria became widespread in the Dry Zone.  
Consequently, most Sinhalese migrated to the Wet Zone in southwestern 
Sri Lanka.    
 
The site of Polonnaruva, like that of Anuradhapura, is massive, replete 
with ruins from an impressive former capital, and filled with scenic 
reservoirs and parklands.  We began our visit at the Polonnaruva 
Museum, which houses extensive collections of archeological artifacts, 
stone carvings, bronze statues, and models of monumental buildings.  
Nearby is the Parakrama Samudra, the largest reservoir in Sri Lanka 
(with 16,000 acre-feet of water), built by human and elephant labor 
during the 12th century.  We then toured the Potgul Vihara monastic 
complex (featuring a statue of Guru Pulaski and ruins of the monastic 
library), the citadel (7-story royal palace) of Parakramabahu I (ruled 
1153-1186, the leading ruler of the Polonnaruva Kingdom), and the 12th-
century Gal Vihara, where four huge statues of the Buddha were carved 
from a single rock-face.  
 
Kandy 
 
The Sinhalese Kingdom of Kandy declared its independence from the 
Sinhalese Kingdom of Kotte in 1469.  During the Portuguese (1505-
1658) and Dutch (1658-1796) occupations of Ceylon, Kandy retained its 
freedom.  Kandy’s independence depended on its natural defenses 
(rough terrain and flooding rivers) and its policy of détente.  Kandyan 
King Rajasingha II formed a coalition with the Dutch East India 
Company (VOC) and expelled the Portuguese from Ceylon in 1658.  
The VOC’s primary interest in Ceylon was to control cinnamon exports 
from the world’s leading supplier.  The English East India Company 
captured coastal Ceylon from the Dutch in 1796 (when Britain was at 
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war with France and the Netherlands).  In 1815, Britain invaded and 
annexed the Kingdom of Kandy to unify its political control, improve 
trade, and minimize military spending.   
  
The city of Kandy (with 500,000 residents) is surrounded by the 
Mahaweli Ganga (Sri Lanka’s longest river) and three mountains.  
Kandy has a mild climate because of its elevation (1600 feet above sea 
level).  Because Kandy was the location of Sri Lanka’s last Sinhalese 
kingdom, it houses the country’s most prized Buddhist relic in the 
Temple of the Tooth Relic.  The tooth relic is believed to have been 
rescued from the Buddha’s funeral pyre in the 5th century BCE and 
protected in Kandy since 1592.  Devoted throngs of worshippers pushed 
our group through Sri Lanka’s most revered Buddhist temple, and we 
caught a glimpse of the large golden case that houses the tooth relic.  We 
also visited the extensive Archeological Museum.  Later, we enjoyed a 
guided walk through the spectacular 147-acre Royal Botanical Gardens, 
which the British founded in 1831.  
 
Nuwara Eliya 
 
Nuwara Eliya, sited at an elevation of 6,187 feet, is the principal town in 
Sri Lanka’s primary tea-producing district.  The beautiful little city, still 
called “Little England,” once was the refuge of British tea planters.  
British colonial officials, during the hottest months of April and May, 
formerly moved Ceylon’s capital from Colombo to Nuwara Eliya to 
escape the searing lowland heat.  Today, the scenic town is a regional 
capital with about 50,000 residents and the collection center and supply 
point for the highland tea plantations.  Sri Lanka produced 328,000 tons 
of tea last year, much of very high quality for the export market.  Most 
of the large tea plantations are now managed by experienced Sri 
Lankans.  The tea is harvested year-round by Indian Tamil women, who 
manually pick two (or three) leaves and a bud, and quickly processed in 
local factories.  
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Our group spent two relaxing days in Nuwara Eliya, learning about tea 
production and processing.  We stayed five miles out of town at an 
elegant, new hotel, the Heritance Tea Factory, which is a creatively 
converted, obsolescent tea factory that was derelict for twenty years.  En 
route from Kandy, we visited the Mackwoods Labookellie Tea Factory, 
where Walter, our local guide who formerly worked in the tea industry, 
provided an excellent introduction to tea planting and processing.  We 
learned that the highest quality tea is broken orange pekoe and that little 
of that quality tea reaches the American market.  We also took a bus-
and-walking tour through Nuwara Eliya town, ate lunch in the elegant, 
historic Hill Club (once an exclusive club for white planters only), and 
walked through the Botanical Gardens, where we saw several rare 
purple-faced bear monkeys.   
    
Yala 
 
Toward the end of the Britain’s colonial rule of Ceylon (1796-1948), 
British officials dedicated large portions of (mostly arid) land as national 
parks and wildlife sanctuaries.  The Ruhunu Yala National Park was 
created in 1938, covering 104,000 hectares (250,000 acres) in the 
southeastern corner of the island.  That park, and several others in the 
region, is located in the Dry Zone, which receives most of its 40-50 
inches of annual rainfall from the northeastern monsoon and the Bay of 
Bengal.  The most spectacular wildlife species found in the southeastern 
parks is the Ceylonese leopard, the largest leopard sub-species in the 
world.  Rangers estimate that about 30 leopards (of the 180 leopards 
estimated to live in Sri Lanka) are resident in Ruhunu National Park.  Of 
the 3500-4000 wild Asian elephants in Sri Lanka, about 180 reside in 
Ruhunu Park. 
 
Within a period of less than 24 hours, our group spent 7 hours on bumpy 
game drives in four-wheel-drive vehicles in Ruhunu Yala National Park.  
We stayed one night in a small, remote, tented camp, the Eco Tented 
Camp, sited on a scenic river, and ate our meals in the open air.  The 
park had received unseasonal rainfall, and the roads were rutted and 
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often muddy messes.  But our long hours on game drives paid off 
handsomely.  We shot numerous photos of a magnificent, large male 
leopard, relaxing in the light bush only 30 feet distant from our vehicles.  
We came upon several groups of elephants, often mothers and offspring 
in matriarchal herds, each adult working hard to find more than 400 
pounds of vegetative food and 50 gallons of water every day.  We also 
observed numerous species of birds (hornbills and eagles), wild boars, 
buffaloes, and mongooses.                  
 
Galle 
 
Galle is a port city that commands a strategic location on the 
southwestern corner of Sri Lanka, seventy miles south of Colombo.  
Historic Galle, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, combines Dutch-style 
homes with lovely coastal scenery.  Galle was a prototypical Sri Lankan 
port in the Indian Ocean trade.  Between the 14th and 19th centuries, four 
successive groups – Omani Arabs, Portuguese, Dutch, and British – built 
or re-built fortified trading centers there.  The Dutch constructed the 
massive current fort, shortly after taking control of coastal Ceylon from 
the Portuguese in 1658.  Today, Galle (which means stone) has a 
resident population of over 1 million, and it is attempting to become a 
primary tourist destination based on historical monuments, museums, 
bed-and-breakfast accommodations, arts and handicrafts, cultural 
festivals, and tea/coffee shops.  

 
The Stanford group spent three relaxing days in Galle, staying at the 
Lighthouse Hotel designed by Geoffrey Bawa.  We explored the gigantic 
Galle Fort, with walls 15 feet deep and 30 feet high, built by the 
Portuguese in 1582 and greatly strengthened by the Dutch 100 years 
later.  We also visited the splendid National Maritime Archeology 
Museum, the modest National Museum of Galle, and the well-preserved 
250-year-old Dutch Reformed Church.  We drove northward to 
Balapitiya and went by motorboat along the Muda River to Cinnamon 
Island to observe local cinnamon production.  In Kosgoda, we visited the 
Turtle Conservation Project, which has released 3.5 million baby turtles 
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into the ocean.  We then drove eastward to Koggala to see the intriguing 
Martin Wickramasinghe Folk Art Museum and learn about local 
customs and everyday life.    
 
* * * * * * * * * * * *  
 
 
 


