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There is something unexpectedly gorgeous about
science, seen from a Sri Lankan perspective. I t

is an pursui t  every bi t  as irresis t ible as cool
coconut Kir ibath, or warm Cornish scones

served with unmeasured scoops of fresh clot ted
cream. I t  is everything that i t  ought not to be. 

No shrinking violet, science, af ter al l ,  has never
been one to hold back with i ts defini t ions. I t

del ights in precision and truth, al luring vir tues
in our post Trumpian world. 

Most of al l ,  i t  exal ts in l is ts, classi f ications,
reclassi f ications, tables, empirical resul ts, and

designations that venerate exacti tude, close
observation, and experimental f indings as

matters beyond debate.

And yet, of course, the only certainty in science
is uncertainty. And nowhere is this more true
than in at tempting to nai l  down the number of

ext inct and endemic mammals that cal l  – or
cal led – the is land of Sri Lanka their home.

Counting them is l ike paint ing the famous Forth
Bridge: just when you get to the end you have to

start al l  over again. 

The conundrum is a joyful commission, taking
you deep into lost worlds; old discoveries -
themselves long lost; new ones hatched in

thri l l ing jungle encounters; intense arguments as
point less as chocolate f ireguards; and animals
that, once overlooked, are born again by new
observation, l ively as any evangelis t  convert. 



Somewhere, with deft hands and glowing
fervour, there is always to be found a scientis t
who has craf t i ly and credibly reclassi f ied the

endemic civet into three dist inct sub species; or
added in a shrew recent ly discovered to have

one toe longer than the rest, or a bat readmit ted
to the hal lowed l is t  af ter a much disputed and

injurious evict ion. Or, l ike Lucifer, abrupt ly
expel led from their Edenic Eden for wickedly
passing themselves off as what they are not. 

You would be forgiven for thinking that the word
“endemic,” defined as “an animal native and
restr icted to a certain place,” means exact ly

that. But of course i t  doesn’t.  Before you even
get to clari fying i ts geographical location or
distr ibut ion, you must f i rs t  define what makes

the animal the animal that i t  is. Or more
precisely, what makes an animal belong to or
vary from a part icular species or sub species.
And, in point of fact, just how sub should a

species be, before i t  is a sub species?

There is no United Nations of Taxonomy, no
Governing Body of Immortal Definers to turn to
for a f inal appeal – a judgment both wise and
conclusive; just untold numbers of magisterial
scientis ts busy, post L innaeus, defining what
they see and arguing industr iously with one

another. 

And in these struggle session are born the so-
cal led defini t ive l is ts of endemic animals that

are – at 



best – works in progress, focused on a
dest ination never to be reached.

Here in Sri Lanka, any number of endemic
mammals from 19 to 30 is l ikely to be correct -

or wrong, depending on what the latest research
papers have to say. And on how you chose to
define what makes a species a species. There

are wel l  over twenty accepted scienti f ic
defini t ions for a species, each one dif ferent

from the next, each duplication as keenly
believed in as any other. 

So i t  is hardly surprising that when i t  comes to
defining a sub species against a species, the

range of al ternative defini t ions becomes a
torrent. In truth, nei ther science not

lexicography is of much use in pinning matters
down. And in a lethal way, the debate simply

misses the real point.

For what counts is not passing some magic
threshold marked on an Aryan scale of Endemic
puri ty, but the mere existence of the dif ference

itsel f ,  however big or small:  dispari ty, variance,
diversi ty, a r iotous band of partygoers never

st i l l  for long enough to be counted. 

Even as the Western Black Rhino or Spix’s
Macaw vanishes or the huge, woeful, and

overf ished Chinese paddlefish, goes ext inct,
every possible scrap of dissimilari ty matters.
And as species ext inct ions accelerates, Sri

Lanka is facing a ris ing number of probable
annihi lat ions. 



And so, in the l ight of this, the beasts included
here are deliberately more a vox pop than a

photograph. This l is t  errs optimist ical ly on the
side of ari thmetic generosi ty which explains why

its l is ts twenty-eight creatures as endemic; or
endemic about to be extinct; and another
seventeen that are now extinct and were

probably endemic too.

Forty- f ive endemic or ext inct -endemic land
mammal species is qui te some tal ly for so small

an nation. And for this, the country can give
thanks to plate tectonics, cl imate change,
storms, and sea levels. For Sri Lanka is, of
course, an is land – and is lands, as Darwin

discovered are laboratories of endemic
evolut ion. More potent than any fortress, the
three seas that surround Sri Lanka are a sal ty
Cordon Sanitaire keeping separate a sixty- f ive

thousand square ki lometres land mass. But to the
is land’s north the ocean story is very dif ferent. 

Here l ie the Palk Strai ts, and the Gulf of
Mannar, with the shoals and is lets of Adam’s

Bridge separating India from Sri Lanka l ike the
vertebrae on an crocodile’s back. 

The bridge, a here-yesterday, gone- tomorrow
geological formation of casual and confident

ut i l i ty, was prehistory’s great gif t  to Sri Lanka, a
land corridor that was later drowned in a f i f ty -
ki lometre stretch of water brought on by ris ing

sea levels and storms that overwhelmed the land
bridge. 



At f irs t  everything that could, walked across; or
was blown; or came in the small r ivers that this
narrow str ip of land once supported. But once

sunk, i t  meant that what remained or later
splashed up on Sri Lanka’s shores stayed there.
I t  did not merely wash away l ike footprints in

sand. I t  was lef t  in place to go native. 

And native i t  went. Sri Lanka and i ts mammals
were lef t  develop on their own terms, a

prodigious stew in a slow cooker, brimming with
rare ingredients, al lowed, enabled, and

encouraged to go AWOL.

There is no agreement amongst scientis ts on
exact ly how many species inhabit the is land –
the arguments over the correct number begin
upwards of 10,000 – but when the country

became an is land, al l  were given that rarest of
opportuni t ies – to evolve, cl imate permit t ing,

with l i t t le other outside inf luences. 

From bats to mice, squirrels to shrews; elephants
to monkeys; from tree nymphs to magpies, bears
to frogs, vipers to geckos, worms slugs, crabs,
molluscs, tarantulas; pines to palms, moss to

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

richest biospheres. 

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

the fauna and 23% of i ts plants are home
grown.



Collect ively, i ts endemic mammals may lack the
innate glamour of a white t iger, the brooding
menace of a yak or the famil ial del ight of a
Highland Gori l la; but they exude instead a

profound and pleasing subt ly, their apparent
modest posi t ion in the Food Chain being as

powerful an argument as any to cherish what is
unique. 

And in this way they are l ike the very country
they inhabit. There is l i t t le that is obvious, or

even forceful ly glamorous about Sri Lanka. I t  is
no India or China, Japan, or the Maldives. L ike
i ts endemic mammals, i t  is incorrigibly subt le; to

get what makes i t  unique takes both st i l lness
and application.

Unique – and threatened, for many, i f  not al l ,  of
the country’s endemic mammals are threatened
by a ris ing t ide of habitat loss, pol lut ion, and

climate change. And this is where these
mammals’ lack of obvious pizazz cuts against
them. Who cares i f  a shrew vanishes, or a bat

ceases to f ly? Not enough people – yet. 

Even so, for a country so gladly patriot ic, these
creatures, f lashy or not, are ones to celebrate. 

Be happy, for example, for the mice of Sri
Lanka. Almost half of the country’s mouse

species are endemic. Three of i ts shy civets,
rare and endangered as they are, come only

from the is land; and have just been joined by a
fourth -  said f inal ly to have made the 



cut as unquest ionably endemic. Of i ts many rat
species, two can only be found within these

shores. And only two of i ts seven squirrel
species are endemic.

Endemici ty, akin to be ennobled as a duke or
marquis, is enjoyed by just one of just one of

the thir ty bat species that f ly Sri Lanka’s skies -
the Sri Lankan Woolly Bat. This honour is very

recent, bestowed as recent ly as 2019.

Shrews – that most modest and ret ir ing of t iny
mammals – accounts for over a f i f th of the
country’s endemic mammals. In the ref ined

world of loris classi f ication, i t  was long thought
that only one of these dazzling, secret ive beasts
– the Sri Lankan Red Slender Loris -   could claim
to be endemic. But now four dist inct ly dif ferent
sub species have been identi f ied. So watch this

space; actual l iving breathing loris numbers
maybe shrinking but loris types are on the up.

Two of i ts three monkeys are incontestably
endemic -  the Purple-Faced Langur and the

Toque Macaque – whils t  a third, Hanuman’s
Langur -  also known as the Tuf ted Frey Langur -
is embroi led in raucous academic debate about

whether the Sri Lankan sub species is so
suff icient ly dif ferent to the Indian one as to be

cal led an endemic species in i ts own right. 

Ever on the side of uni lateral declarations of
independence, this book wil l  of course take i ts

endeminicness as a given.



Deer nazis have marked out the lovely Ceylon
Spotted Axis Deer as a creature barely worthy

of being included in any l is ts of endemic is land
mammals as i t  is so similar to the Indian Spotted
Axis Deer. But some scientis ts disagree; and the
species has become a Weimer Republic of class

discord. Whils t  the dif ferences might defy al l
but the most determined forensic pathologist, the

beast wil l  be included as endemic here in
keeping with the inclusiveness of this review. No

arguments however rage over the Sri Lankan
Spotted Chevrotain and Yel low-Str iped

Chevrotain, both unambiguously endemic.

What is dis tressing about al l  this however, is
that, looked at from the perspective of the

distant past, these spectacular endemic
mammals  are now as fragi le as elephant bird
eggs – and almost as endangered, their long-

term future as ephemeral as the ghosts of those
seventeen animals that have already become

extinct on the is land.

For long- term now is an ever-shrinking measure.
Increasing numbers of scientis ts are put t ing

forward the prospect of the earth facing i ts sixth
greatest ext inct ion, a party to which no-one

desires an invi tat ion. 

The f irs t  of these extinct ions, the Late Devonian
(383-359 mil l ion years ago) ki l led off about

seventy f ive percent of al l  l iving species. One
hundred mil l ion years later came the plant’s

worst ext inct ion – the Permian-Triassic
extinct ion, or Great Dying. This despatched 



ninety six percent of al l  marine animals; and
three out of every four land animals that had

managed to recover from the previous
extinct ion. 

Then, af ter f i f ty -one mil l ion years of exhaust ive
recovery, the Triassic -Jurassic ext inct ion swept

down, exterminating eighty percent of al l  l iving
species. The last, and most famous mass

extinct ion, the Cretaceous-Paleogene extinct ion,
sixty-s ix mil l ion years ago, was the one that
claimed the l i fe of the dinosaurs – and with

them seventy six percent of al l  earth’s species. 

The next one, argue many, wil l  be the f irs t  due
to human activi t ies. Already one mil l ion species
of plants and animals are classi f ied as being in

danger of ext inct ion, a process that has, of
course, already started, not least in Sri Lanka,
where records, including rare fossi ls, i l lustrate

the ghost ly presence of many mammals that once
roamed the is land. 

Much of what l i t t le we know about these
spectral beasts dates to the remarkable work

carried out between 1930 and 1963 by P. E. P.
Deraniyagala, Director of National Museums.

Uncommonly hands-on for so senior a civi l
servant, his l i fe work was spent examining the

al luvial s trata bet ter known for concealing gems
around Rathnapura. Within i ts sandy layers he
uncovered fossi ls, fragments, teeth, and bones
daring right back to the Pleis tocene, when Sri

Lanka was st i l l  – just about – joined physical ly 



physical ly to the Indian landmass and when the
melt ing ice sheets caused the creation of these
al luvial beds. Iconic as these extinct creatures
were, they stand now l ike hosts at the door of
an abominable party, wait ing to welcome in
more guests, unless we somehow change the

tune.
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Inf ini tesimally t iny, and diminutively peti te,
shews, the Forrest Gump of Sri Lanka’s endemic

mammals, are the ideal species to open this
book with. From the start they confound

expectat ion. With almost four hundred known
species worldwide, they are the fourth-most

species-diverse mammal family about – and yet
only ten of these have found their way to Sri
Lanka. Sad enough as this was, worse was to

fol low. 

Unti l  qui te recent ly i t  was thought that eight of
these shrews were endemic – but that was

before the Superintendent of Shrew Species
Accreditat ion & Approval got to work. Two of

the species, Kelaart's Long-Clawed Shrew
(Feroculus Feroculus) and the Sri Lanka Highland

Shrew (Suncus Montanus) were found l iving in
total ly identical form in India. Natural ly, they

were rapidly cast off the endemic l is t .  

Even so, the remaining f ive shrews amount to a
hefty number. With their rat l ike appearance,

invisible nocturnal habit, and modest behaviour,
they rarely hi t  any headline and are easi ly

outshone by the more opulent endemic is land
mammals such as the Toque Macaque or Golden

Palm Civet. 

Being a shrew is a chal lenge. Despite good
hearing and smel l ,  they have small eyes and

dreadful vision, but what real ly makes their l i t t le
l ives dif f icul t  is their unusual ly high metabolic
rate. I t  means that they must eat ceaselessly, 



pausing barely long enough to s leep, requiring
as they do twice their body weight dai ly in the
form of seeds, insects, nuts, worms, frui t ,  grass.

The Ceylon Jungle Shrew (Suncus Zeylanicus) is
one of the is land’s most famous endemic shrews.

Barely twenty centimetres long, nose to nai l ,
with grey fur i t  prefers subtropical or tropical
forests, and night as i ts t ime to get busy. I t  is
highly endangered. So too is the Sri Lankan

White-Toothed or Long Tai led Shrew (Crocidura
Miya). A mere twelve centimetres nose to tai l ,  i t

is so deeply threatened by habitat loss and
logging that i t  has recent ly only been recorded
in f ive highly fragmented areas in the Central

and Sabaragamuwa provinces. 

Even smaller is the Ceylon Pigmy Shrew (Suncus
Etruscus Fel lowes-Gordoni). Al though minuscule,
i t  is a more handsome shrew than i ts relat ives,

with fur that is chocolate brown to dark grey. As
benefi ts so small a beast, i t  has a commendably

long Latin moniker, much of i t  deriving from
being named for Marjory née Fel lowes-Gordon,

the wife of the amateur Dutch natural is t  who f irs t
recorded i t .  Highly endangered, i t  has been

recorded as l iving in the low mountain
rainforests of the Sabaragamuwa and Central
Provinces, with a possible third sighting in the

Western Province. 

By comparison, Pearson's Long-Clawed Shrew
(Solisorex Pearson), at almost twenty centimetres

nose to tai l ,  is something of a 



Goliath. His discovery dates to New Year’s day
in 1924 when Joseph Pearson, a young biologist

who had come to Sri Lanka from Liverpool to
assume the posi t ion of Director of the Colombo

Museum, woke up and went hunting. 

As the rest of Colombo’s beau monde were
nursing hangovers and trying to r id their heads

of the tune of Auld Lang Syne, Pearson
discovered what would come to be cal led

Pearson's Long-Clawed Shrew. At the t ime, i t
would have been a much more common sight

than i t  is today, commonly found in forests and
grasslands – habitats that are now so embatt led
as to render the creature highly endangered. 

The tale of the is land’s f i f th shrew, the Sinharaja
White-Toothed Shrew, shows that even in the

midst of mass ecological disaster, jubi lat ion is
also an option. 

In 2007 the rarefied world of shrew scientis ts
were taken aback when an entirely new endemic
species of Sri Lankan shrew was agreed upon:

the Sinharaja White-Toothed Shrew. 

The resul t  of extensive research by f ive
biologists and environmental is ts, they proved

that what had been masquerading in Sinharaja
as the Ceylon Long-Tai led Shrew (Crocidura
Miya) was a quite dif ferent species, and one

that had, t i l l  then, not been properly recognised
or identi f ied. 

A closer s tudy of i ts bone 



structure, taken with the simple observation that
i t  had a shorter tai l ,  resul ted in the formal

recognit ion of this new endemic species. Sadly
however, i t  is so restr icted in distr ibut ion as to

be almost entirely invisible – and has been
found in only two areas of the edge of the

Sinharaja Forest. 
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A li t t le larger on the scale are the is land’s mice.
Of the thir ty -eight mice species found on the
planet, four are endemic to Sri Lanka. The
smallest is Mayor's Mouse which measures

barely ten to f i f teen centimetres. I t  has tr i f l ing,
commonplace ears and reddish grey fur. 

What marks i t  out however, albei t  negatively, is
i t  capacity to carry qui te so many other

creatures on i ts fur – including mites, t icks,
sucking louses and small scorpions- more so

than any other mouse. 

Two endemic versions l ive on the is land - Mus
Mayori Mayori, which inhabit the hi l l  country;
and Mus Mayori Pococki which prefers the low

wetlands. Tel l ing them apart is almost
impossible. 

At around eighteen centimetres in length nose to
tai l  the endemic Ceylon Spiny Mouse (Mus

Fernandoni) is a bi t  bigger. I t  is a mouse to fal l
in love with. I ts reddish grey back and sides

morph into white underparts, with huge
gorgeous smooth scooped out ears that s tand

like parasols over large dark eyes. I t  is now so
endangered that i t  can be seen in a few

locations, rarer than nightclubs on Neptune. 

The giant of the endemic mouse pack is the
Ceylon Highland Long Tai led Tree Mouse

(Vendeleuria Oleracea Nolthenii ) .  At around
twenty-one centimetres nose to tai l ,  i t  has

reddish brown fur, that occasional ly grows
darker but 



disappoint ingly small ears. Highly endangered,
i t  is found in Sri Lanka’s hi l l  country where i t

l ives in trees, venturing out only by night. 

Rats, despite being occasional ly kept as pets,
are beyond the ski l ls of the best inf luencers or
publicis ts to reposi t ion as adorable, or even

mouse- lovely. Al l  too of ten, wherever there are
outbreaks of bubonic plague, or Lassa fever,

rats are to be found, the world’s most eff icient
disease super spreaders, l ively inhabitants of
every continent except Antarct ica. Intel l igent,
invasive, fecund, noticeably social, wil l ing to

eat practical ly anything and highly adaptable i t
is surprising that of the f i f ty -s ix rat species

worldwide at last a third of them are, l ike the
San Quint in Kangaroo Rat, Emma's Giant Rat,

or Nelson's Woodrat, crucial ly endangered. Sri
Lanka sports f i f teen of the world’s avai lable

species -  but only two are endemic.

Thir ty centimetres in length, nose to tai l ,  with
steel grey fur and white undersides, the endemic
Ohiya Rat (Sri lankamys Ohiensis) is named after

a small vi l lage of seven hundred souls near
Badul la where i t  was f irs t  discovered back in

1929, the year of the Great Depression. 

Despite being later recorded in Sinharaja and
The Knuckles, sightings of i t  elsewhere on the

is land are whol ly absent. Indeed, scienti f ic
observations and invest igations into i ts l i fe and
biology are almost rare. Modest in looks and

behaviour, i t  l ives 



quiet ly in forests and has gradual ly become ever
scarer in counts done by depressed biologists

who now class i t  as Vulnerable.

Like i ts endemic cousin, the Ohiya Rat, the Nil lu
Rat (Rat tus Montanus) is also rare. Indeed i t  is
much rarer – now so endangered that sightings

of i t  are, l ike democracy in Afghanistan, so
infrequent as to barely register. 

A l i t t le larger, a l i t t le redder with marginal ly
longer whiskers than the Ohiya Rat, i t  is even

more poorly studied by scientis ts and biologists.
What l i t t le is known about i t  is l ikely to be as

much as wil l  ever be known if i t  becomes extinct
– which looks highly probable. 

Li t t le more than thir ty -nine centimetres length
nose to tai l ,  i twas last recorded in a few

highland locations such as the Knuckles, Horton
Plains, Nuwara El iya, and Ohiya. I ts name,

“Nil lu,” which means cease/set t le/
stay/stand/stop, is a sad harbinger of what

awaits i t .

A f inal rat, named Tatera Sinhaleya, is today
known only from fossi l  records. I t  bade farewell
to the is land many thousands of years ago. From

the scant remains i t  lef t  behind i t  was a rat
species dist inguished from i t  modern

counterparts by longer and broader teeth.
Practical ly nothing else is known about i t ,  the
record i t  has lef t  on the planet af ter what must

have been a long and busy 



innings as a species being proof i f  ever i t  was
needed of the warnings given by the prophet in

Ecclesiastes 1:14: “I have seen al l  the works
which have been done under the sun, and
behold, al l  is vanity, a fut i le grasping and

chasing after the wind.”
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Sri Lanka is bat country, i ts incredible range of
environments support ing 30 of the world’s 1400
bat species. They are the only mammals able to

truly f ly. 

Using ul trasonic sound and the ful l  capacity of
their renowned hearing, they navigate the

world, dining off insects, pol len, frui t  small
beasts and occasional ly one another. 

But observe them from a distance for they are
enthusiast ic harbingers of diseases, especial ly
those best at leaping from animal to human. 

Most l ive in large colonies and are 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. 

They have much in common with humans too,
giving bir th to l ive offspring who they feed with
milk and take with them when they go in search

of food.

The Sri Lankan Woolly Bat (Kerivoula Malpasi)
is the country’s only endemic bat. This t iny

creature, barely f i f ty milometers from head to
body, was f irs t  described by a tea planter,

W.W.A. Phi l l ips, in 1932. 

I t  is said to enjoy sleeping in curled up banana
fronds on hi l ls between f ive hundred to a

thousand metres, though i ts sightings are so rare
that i t  has not been properly assessed for a

score 



on the IUCN lis t  of endangered animals. I t  has,
nevertheless, been through the wringers of
taxonomy, and i t  was only in 2019 that the

inf luential Journal of Bat Research and
Conservation f inal ly admit ted that “Kerivoula
malpasi is sometimes treated as a synonym of

Kerivoula hardwickii.  

However, an analysis of the K. hardwickii
species complex argued on biogeographic
backgrounds that both Kerivoula crypta ( in

southern India) and K. malpasi ( in Sri Lanka)
should be recognized as dist inct species.” Thus

i t  was that the Sri Lankan Woolly Bat f inal ly
joined the nation’s el i te l is t  of endemic

mammals. 

Unlike i ts doppelganger, the Woolly Bat has no
hair on the t ip of i ts ear. I ts lobes are rounded
not pointed. I ts chin, throat and dorsal hair is

dark brown, not bright orange. I ts wing
membrane is a transparent brown, not a

transparent orange.
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Squirrels si t  at the cuter end of the rodent
world; and al though their scienti f ic family rather

eccentr ical ly includes marmots, and prair ie
dogs, most people, in considering the beast,
think of tree squirrels – al l  one hundred and

twenty- two of them scampering anywhere in the
world where there is vegetation. They l ive in

nests constructed within the tree branches they
spend nearly al l  their t ime within. 

Elegant, s lender beasts, muscular and furry, they
have four digi ts and a thumb on each forefoot
and ankle joints that rotate so beauti ful ly as to
al low them to race safety down trees, headfirs t .

Their tai ls are usual ly as long as their bodies
and their claws sharp l i t t le simitars. Power jaws
and razor teeth are perfect ly al igned to  unlock

nuts and seeds. 

Of the seven squirrel species that l ive in Sri
Lanka, two are endemic.

Layard's Palm Squirrel (Funambulus Layardi) is
named for Edgar Layard, one of those legendary
Victorian al l - rounders, who took on a diplomatic
career, the bet ter to document the natural world,

a passion he put down to lacking any sibl ings
when growing up. 

He spent ten years on the is land, leaving behind
a variety of animals named after him, including

a parrot and this, the popular and endemic
is land squirrel, sometimes known as the Flame

Striped Jungle Squirrel for the beauti ful
markings that run along i ts back. I t  



is about thir ty centimetres nose to tai l ,  with
black fur that fades to reddish brown on i ts

s tomach. I t  can be seen al l  around the central
highlands. By day i t  forages for frui t  and nuts;
by night i t  chat ter from tree to tree, l iving, l ike

swans, in pairs that bond for l i fe. 

With i ts natural forest habitat eroded steadily, i t
is categorised by the Red Lis t  as Vulnerable 

The Dusky-Str iped Squirrel (Funambulus
Sublineatus Obscurus) is the smallest of Sri

Lanka’s endemic squirrels. I t  was f irs t
documented in 1935 by the tea planter by

W.W.A. Phi l l ips in his celebrated book, The
Manual of the Mammals of Ceylon -  and has

since gone through a taxological assaul t  course
in terms of classi f ication and reclassi f ication

before being stamped and approved as a
dist inct sub species in i ts own right. 

I t  takes i t  comforts cold and l ives most happily
in such high elevations as Horton Palins and
Nuwara El iya where frosts occur. I t  is also
something of a lyrical chatter box, with a

strange bird l ike sound that modulates
depending on i ts message. 

I t  is classi f ied as Vulnerable by the Red Lis t .
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Beauty at i ts most subt le and mesmerising, the
loris encapsulates Sri Lanka l ike no other

mammal. And i t  is fast becoming the Heinz 57
of the is land’s endemic mammalian world.

Once, when l i fe was straightforward and al l
ketchups were Heinz, there was but a single
endemic loris, the Red Slender Loris (Loris

Tardigradus). 

But just as Heinz has evolved into baked beans
and mayonnaise, salad cream, baby food and

sauces, so too has that part of the loris
population that is formally recognised as
endemic. Restr icted to the wet zones and
mountainous areas of the country, closer

scienti f ic inspection of the Red Slender Loris
revealed such a wealth of diversi ty as to

increase the endemic count to four. For the once
blameless Red Slender Loris – the Loris

Tardigradus as was – was discovered in fact to
be made up of two quite separate sup species;

and two further sub-sub species. 

The f irs t  of these is now cal led the Western Red
Slender Loris -  Loris Tardigradus Tardigradus;
and is to be found hiding in the jungles of the
lowland wet zone. The second, now known as

the Horton Plains Slender Loris -  Loris
Tardigradus Nycticeboides – keeps i tsel f  to the

mountains of south-central Sri Lanka.

So far, so good. But in a fur ther evolut ionary
twist as baroque as the best, the Western Red

Slender (Loris Tardigradus Tardigradus) 



was i tsel f  found to have produced two further
and quite separate sub species. One was named
in 1993 as the Northern Ceylon Slender Loris -

Loris Lydekkerianus Nordicus Hil l  -  and was
found to restr ict i tsel f  to the country’s dry zone
forests. The second was named the Highland

Slender Loris -  Loris Lydekkerianus Grandis. For
this beast, the lower mountains, and higher hi l ls

of Kandy and Matale were i ts home

Painstaking work by very dedicated scientis ts on
body dimensions and proport ions, variables in
the shape of the skul l  and fur; dif ferent pat terns

of  vocalizations -  al l  has helped validate the
subt le but s t i l l  evident dif ferences between these

dif ferent lorises. 

To the casual observer – and in condit ions
rarely sui ted to acute observation – at night,

with the naked eye – they are al l  but impossible
to tel l  part. And yet nature has created from a

single animal four qui te separate ones. 

By day they sleep in leaf covered tree holes, a
habit that must help account for their relat ively
long- l i fe span (f i f teen to eighteen years). They

coat their offspring in al lergenic sal iva, a toxin
that repels most predators. Their bodies weigh
li t t le more than a hundred and seventy grams,
and their lean legs and hands have evolved to
ease their passage through treetops to gather

frui ts, berries, leaves. 

In is land folklore the loris 



has a cry that can cal l  devi ls to a house, so i t  is
of ten regarded with a certain amount of dread. 

To wake up and f ind one staring at you is
considered to be one of the worst possible

omens; should i t  then reach out and touch you,
your body wil l  respond by becoming skin and

bones. 

The country’s only other loris species – the grey
slender loris – must look on al l  this with deep

envy. This loris, lovely though i t  is, is also found
in India and so fai ls to meet the cri teria of what

is endemic. 
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Of al l  the mammals, monkeys, so close to us by
evolut ion, need no introduction, though this rare
moment of animal cert i tude is undermined by the
fact that there are said to be three hundred and
thir ty - four monkey species on the planet. That is
way more than you could ever hope to meet or
get to know at a drinks party. But with so many

to choose from i t  is also surprising that only
three of them cal l  Sri Lanka their home. 

Of the three only two were ever considered
endemic -  the Purple Faced Langur and the

Toque Macaque. That however was in the bad
old days before academic squabbles about the

third species -  Hanuman’s Langur – reached such
a pitch as to leave the species tot tering on the

very edge of an Endemic UDI (Uni lateral
Declaration of Independence). 

But i f  that was not suff icient to force a pause or
species reset, other academic debates

surrounding the Purple Faced Langur were to
cause yet more species prol i ferat ion. 

The Purple Faced Langur is one of eight lemur
species that l ive in quarrel l ing groups from the
Himalayas to Sri Lanka. I t  was f irs t  thought to
have just one dist inct endemic species in Sri

Lanka - Trachypithecus Vetulus. 

L ike the other Langur species, the Sri Lankan
version measures up to one hundred-and twenty-

centimetres nose to tai l ,  or a l i t t le less for
females. I ts fur blends from 



black to grey, their faces a purple shade of
black with white sideboards of the sort once

favoured by Victorian entrepreneurs. Dedicated
scientis t  have however since judged that the
species is not one but f ive sub species, al l  so

suff icient ly dif ferent as to be worthy of separate
recognit ion.

The Southern Lowland Wet Zone Purple-Faced
Langur -  Semnopithecus Vetulus Vetulus –

displays great colour variat ion from al l -white to
ones with black upper torsos, brown scalps,
si lver rumps and legs, white tai ls, and white

whiskers so huge and str iking as to leave
Hercule Poirot weeping.

The Western Purple-Faced Langur, sometime
known as the North Lowland Wet Zone Purple-
Faced Langur (as i f  one confusing name were

not suff icient) or  Semnopithecus Vetulus Nestor
is by far the smallest of the is land’s endemic

purple faced langurs. 

I t  is also, by a long shot, the most endangered
with sighting of i t  ever more infrequent. Grey-
brown hair covers most of i ts torso, and rump,
which becomes darker grey and brown on i ts

legs.

The Dryzone Purple-Faced Langur -
Semnopithecus Vetulus Phi lbricki – is the largest
of the purple faced langurs in Sri Lanka. Whils t
i ts torso is typical ly grey-brown, i ts cheeks are
white with prominent tuf ts, and i ts tai l  long and

oddly s l imy.



The Montane Purple-Faced Langur or Bear
Monkey -  Semnopithecus Vetulus Monticola – is
something of a butch style star, i ts cheeks white
and tuf ty, the rest of i ts fur a contrast ing dark

grey-brown; and nicely shaggy to give i t  bet ter
insulat ion in i ts mountain hang outs.

The f i f th sub species has yet to be given a
common name but is known in Lat in as

Semnopithecus Vetulus Hart i .  This animal is so
rare that i t  almost no rel iable accounts of i t
being seen l ive exist .  I t  has been identi f ied
instead by golden yel low skins found on the

Jaffna peninsula and north of the Vavuniya, a
l i t t le visi ted border town that divides the Tamil

and Sinhalese population. 

And just as the counting came to an end with
the Purple Faced Langur, i t  began al l  over again
with a related species, the Hanuman, or Tuf ted

Gray Langur. 

The Hanuman langur is one of three
Semnopithecus Priam variants, the other two

being found in India. The Sri Lankan variant –
Semnopithecus Priam Thersi tes – is named,

rather eccentr ical ly, for an anti -hero in Homer’s
I l iad, a character later pigeon-holed by Plato as

a man best f i t  for the af ter l i fe. 

I t  is a doubtful honour to bestow on this, one of
Sri Lanka’s more recent endemic aris tocrats.
Some scientis ts have taken exception to i ts

endemic inclusion – but others have stated with
equal 



vehemence that the species is suff icient ly dist inct
as to be now recognised as separate. The

direct ion of travel for this langur is plain to see.
Like so many other mammals that came from
India tens of thousands of years ago, i t  has

morphed subt ly but surely into something ever so
dif ferent to the mainstream. I t  is easi ly the most
arrest ing monkey on the is land, i ts appearance

li t t le short of sensational. 

Up to sixty inches long head to tai l ,  with a
weight that can hi t  f i f teen ki los, Thersi tes has a
black face framed in a wispy white beard that
runs from forehead to chin. I t  is l ight grey in

colour, and l ives as readily in dry zone forests
as urban areas – showing a strong preference
for antique cul tural si tes i f  their dwell ings in

such places as Polonnaruwa, Dambulla,
Anuradhapura, and Sigir iya are anything to go

by. 

Once set t led, they tend to stay put, having l i t t le
of the gypsy tendency within them. Eagerly
vegetarian, they l ive in troops of up to 50

members, the larger ones being curiously non-
sexist  with leadership shared between a male

female pair. 

Similar ly int imate studies and heart fel t
academic discussion have surrounded the

is land’s third money – the Toque Macaque. At
f irs t ,  al l  agreed there was but one – the Toque

Macaque. Occurring nowhere outside of Sri
Laka, i t  was a simple enough task to 



place i t  amongst the recognised endemic
mammals of the is land. But then more

observations were conducted. Bones were
measured, colouration studied -  and i t  soon

emerged that the Toque Macaque had evolved
so specif ical ly in dif ferent parts of Sri Lanka as
to meri t  the recognit ion of at three sub species. 

The Pale-Fronted or Dusky Toque Macaques
(Macaca Sinica Aurifrons) s t ick to the wet zones
in the southwest. The Common Toque Macaques

(Macaca Sinica Sinica) favours the dry zone
areas of the north and east. 

The Highland Toque Macaque (Macaca Sinica
Opisthomelas) favours the hi l ly centre of the

is land. Tel l ing them apart however is a past ime
best lef t  to scientis ts with lots of patience and

sturdy magnifying glasses. 

Al l  three bear a str iking resemble to President
Trump – through they are smaller in size than

the former star of The Apprentice, weighing up
to twelve pounds with a head to tai l  length of

almost a metre. 

Whils t  they have been known to l ive for thir ty -
f ive years, most die within f ive, vict ims to infant
mortal i ty or f ights within troops for dominance.
They sport white undersides, golden brown fur

on their backs and a car crash of an almost
orange coif fure, as i f  they have got s tuck in a

cheap tanning salon. Pink faces peer out below
recherché hairstyles, giving substance to their

name - “toque,” the brimless cap that 



is their bob. They are accomplished scavengers,
their vegetarian fancies best sai ted on frui t .
Their capacious cheek pouches are special ly

adapted to al low them to store food for
consuming later, a technical ref inement that
helps them steal, s tore, and run with their

pi l fered bounty. 

As dexterous leaping through trees as capering
across the ground, or even swimming, they move

in sel f -protect ive groups and sleep huddled
together, every night in a dif ferent place l ike

chastened celebri t ies or terroris ts. They are easy
to spot for they are active during daylight hours,

appearing in groups of 20 members led by an
alpha male, with half the group comprised of
infants or juveni les. Young adul t  males wisely
leave the group on at taining maturi ty, for fear

or otherwise being chased out. 

But they also have a reputation for being very
matey with other species – the family dog, for

example. And they talk to one another.
Natural is ts have recorded over thir ty dif ferent

sounds, each conveying a very specif ic
meaning. 

And sadly al l  three species are on the
Endangered Red Lis t .
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When l i fe was simple, long ago, and beige, l ike
black or white, came in just one colour choice,
i t  was thought that the is land was home to just
one endemic civet. But scientis ts, zookeepers,

and wildl i fe photographs l ike Dhammika
Malsinghe, Doctors Dit tus and Weerakoon, and
Channa Rajapaksha have in the past 15 years
worked hard to evaluate this assumption. By

careful observation, the checking of paw prints,
the measurement of bodies and assessment of

markings, they have instead concluded that the
country actual ly plays host to 4 endemic civets.

But al though each civet is zone specif ic and
dif ferent enough to be so classi f ied, i t  would

take much effort on behalf of armchair
natural is ts to ever tel l  them apart. 

Al l  four are golden beasts and from nose to
bottom measure forty to seventy centimetres –
l ike large cats. They weigh from three to ten

pounds, and are mild, secret ive, forest loving
creatures, l iving their l i fe on trees and in high
hol lows, sol i tary and nocturnal, munching their

way through frui ts and small animals. 

The Golden Wet-Zone Golden Palm Civet
(Paradoxurus Aureus) has a golden red-brown

hue to i ts coast and is found in wet zone forests.
The Montane Golden Palm Civet (Paradoxurus

Montanus) is, by contract, browner in hue with a
tai l  that is at least a third white. 

The deep forest of high and rol l ing 



hil ls are i ts preferred habitat. The Golden Dry-
Zone Palm Civet (Paradoxurus Stenocephalus)
has dark brown st ipes running down from i ts
neck and keeps to dry zone forest,. A fourth

civet, the Sri Lankan Mountain Palm Civet
(Paradoxurus Supp) is now on the verge of

being added to the endemic l is t .  

Found only in Dickoya, a t iny set t lement near
Hatton and the water airport on Cast lereagh

Reservoir, i t  does i ts few supporters no favours
by being al l  but invisible.

Such reserved behaviour is typical but not set in
stone. Occasional ly they can be a more

sociable. For four long months one l ived very
comfortably in the space between my bedroom

ceil ing and the roof, a home from home where i t
raised i ts many exci table and noisy offspring. 

Most curiously – and unexpectedly – their farts
are widely known on the is land to be so

pleasant as to smel l  of the f lower of the joy
perfume tree – the Magnolia champaca, a scent
immortal ized in Jean Patou’s famous perfume,

'Joy'. The perfume outsold al l  others, excepting
Chanel No. 5. 
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Placid seem the waters of the world of deer in
Sri Lanka, where, apparent ly, four species l ive -
the Sambar, Axis, Hog, and Barking Deer. But
as ever with autecology on this is land, within

moments you are deep into ful l  blown zoological
wrangles.

The Ceylon Spotted Axis Deer (Axis Axis
Ceylonensis) is a perfect case in point. Standing

up to a hundred centimetres high, their
delicately white spotted fawn coats present them

as everything a perfect deer ought to be. 

But the paucity of detai led studies 
stymied the debate about whether the species is
so suff icient ly separate to their Indian cousin the

chital (Axis Axis) as to be endemic. This book
wil l ,  of course, err on the side of individuali ty

and treat them as a proper sub species. 

In one rare and celebrated academic study, the
Department of Zoology, at Sri Lanka’s Eastern
Universi ty, concluded, reassuringly, that “their

main activi t ies were feeding and play.”

Scientis ts are much divided on the subject of
animal play, and tortured monographs have

been wri t ten. at tempting to pin down the very
concept. 

To some i t  is merely an evolut ionary by product;
others claim i t  ensures animals teach one

another about fairness and consequences. That
the Sri Lankan Axis Deer should be minded to 



play at al l  is encouraging for i t  an increasing
vulnerable species, i ts preferred habitats -

lowland forests, and shrub lands – shrinking,
and with i t  the grasses, leaves, and frui t  i t  l ives

on. Their numbers are now counted in just
several thousands. 

They l ive in herds of up to one hundred, and are
seen by leopards, bears, crocodile, jackals, and
hungry vi l lagers, as l iving supermarkets of fresh

meat. 

But i f  the Axix Axis arguments are st i l l  current,
those around the Chevrotain were f inal ly set t led

in 2005 when decisions were reached
confirming the separate existence of three

dist inct species, one in India and two in Sri
Lanka. 

The endemic Yel low-Str iped Chevrotain
(Moschiola Kathygre) is the smallest of the three
species – a t iny fel low, barely half a metre long

head to body but l i t t le is known about i t .  I t  is
easi ly recognised for i ts dis t inct ive yel lowish

coloration, yel low str ipes and l ight -yel low spots
but being nocturnal is rarely seen. 

Some have reported Olympic feats of swimming,
including underwater. I ts endemic cousin the Sri

Lankan Spotted Chevrotain or Mouse Deer,
(Tragulus Meminna) is not much bigger – barely
a foot high and up to sixty centimetres long. I t
l ives scat tered in the dry zone forests, leaving

those of the wet zone to the Yel low-Str iped
Chevrotain. I f  popular superst i t ion is to be 



believed, i t  is something of a monster. The
saying goes that a man who gets scratched by

the hind foot of a mouse deer wil l  develop
leprosy. This has yet to be ful ly veri f ied by

scientis ts.

To these three must be added at least two types
of prehistoric and extinct deer, their endemic

status as puzzling a quest ion as why doctors are
always late for appointments. 

One was a small deer cal led Muntiacus
Muntjak, identi f ied from a single ant ler base

found at the Ratnapura Museum. 

The second was cal led Muva Sinhaleya, this one
more rel iably identi f ied from fossi l  records from

three separate locations. 
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“The bear puffed out i ts chest. “I ’m a very rare
sort of bear,” he replied important ly. “There

aren’t many of us lef t  where I come
from.””Given just how rare Paddington Bear

was, he could easi ly have come from Sri Lanka
rather than Peru, for bears are so rare here that,
of those accounted for, one is but a rumour and
the other, the Sloth Bear, has gone so native as
to be an endemic sub species in al l  but name.

The Indian Sloth Bear, widespread in the
forested low hi l ls of India, is known here as the

Sri Lankan Sloth Bear -  Melursus Ursinus
Inornatus. 

I t  is dis t inct ly dif ferent, smaller overal l ,  i ts skul l
and body – even i ts fur is shorter. Al l  the same,
i t  is no midget, typical ly measuring six feet in
length and weighing in at up to three hundred

pounds for a male or two hundred pounds for a
female. 

Once found in plenti ful numbers across the dry
zone forests of the is land, they are now in

serious and signif icant retreat, with an
est imated f ive hundred to a thousand bears in

the wild today. 

The destruct ion of their habitats has been
instrumental in their decl ine, but the fear they

engender amongst vi l lage populations has also
played i t  part. 

They are of ten hunted and ki l led, with a 



reputat ion for damaging property and ki l l ing or
maiming domestic animals humans running l ike

a wave of terror before them. 

The “sloth” part of their name is rather
misleading for the bears are qui te capable of

reaching speeds of thir ty miles an hour – faster
than the fastest human yet recorded. Al though
wil l ing to eat almost anything, their preferred
diet are termites for which their highly mobile

snouts are especial ly wel l  designed. With
nostr i ls closed, the snouts become vacuums,
sucking out the termites from their nest. Long
curved claws enable them to dig the nest ever

deeper t i l l  the last juicy termite has been
consumed. The claws are also handy for rapidly

scaling up trees to suck out honey from bee
nests. 

Evolut ion has cast the s loth bear towards the
Grumpy Old Man side of the mammalian

spectrum. I ts poor sight and hearing leaves i t
dependent on i ts sense of smel l ,  so i t  can al l  too
often be surprised by what seems l ike the abrupt

appearance of something threating – l ike a
human – which i t  wil l  at tack with warrior l ike

feroci ty before asking any quest ions. 

I t  is very sol i tary, l iving alone in the forest
except for those rare moments when i t  seeks a

mate. Reproduction is not i ts s trongest ski l l ,  and
most females produce a single cub that s tays

with them for two to three years, the f irs t  months
of which are endearing 



spent l iving or travel l ing on i ts mothers back.
D.J.G Hennessy, a policeman who had a couple
of bears on his land in Horowapotana in 1939,

noted the emotive art iculateness of their paw
suckl ing: 

“The signif icance of the notes on which the bear
sucks his paw is interest ing; a high whine and
rapid sucking denotes impatience and anger, a

deep note l ike the humming of a hive ful l  of
bees on a summer’s day indicates that he is

contented and pleased with l i fe, a barely
audible note shows great happiness while a

si lent suck in which he usual ly indulges in just
before going to s leep on a ful l  s tomach denotes

the acme of bl iss”.

The is land’s other bear, the Red Bear or ‘Rahu
Walaha’ is a species of hearsay, folklore, and

ambiguity, i ts nebulous trai l  lef t  only in the
scribblings of early adventurers to the is land;

and a pel t  and skul l  discovered in Trincomalee
in the nineteenth century that has since

vanished. 

Not a bone, not a scrap of fur, no photo,
i l lustrat ion, s t i l l  less a sel f ie on Instagram
remains to tel l  that i t  did once real ly exist .

Many argue that i t  never was. 

But fai th, l ike beauty, is given to the select few
and this book selects to acknowledge i t  as a

species, possibly endemic, and most certainly
real – at least once upon a t ime. Hugh Nevi l le a

Bri t ish civi l  servant based on the 



is land, recorded i ts existence in 1855 wri t ing of
a brown or reddish bear found in the southeast
of the is land. He noted that i t  was especial ly

savage and only half the size of the s loth bear. 

Some years later in 1887, Henry Parker,
another Bri t ish agent, told a similar s tory,

recounting how an especial ly savage red bear
l ived into the north central province. 

Even as late as 1957 this account was validated
by the observation of Phi l ip Crow, the American
Ambassador who went to that area and heard

from locals how i t  was the hunting ground of the
red bear.

Happily widespread, and at home in most
habitats, the Indian Crested Porcupine (Hystr ix

Indica) is found right across Sri Lanka and
India. 

Common as muck, i t  is not even whispered to be
a future Endemic mammal. But fossi l ised records

from thousands of years ago show that the
present porcupine once had an ancestor similar

though smaller to i ts form today, the Hystr ix
Sivalensis Sinhaleyus; and this may wel l  have

been endemic. 

A similar tale can be told of the Indian Boar or
Pig (Sus Scrofa Cris tatus). This impressive

animal is widespread across Sri Lanka and the
Indian sub-continent. I t  is most magnif icent ly

dif ferentiated from i ts 



European cousin by a crested mane that runs
from head to back, sharp features, and a

grati fyingly athlet ic bui ld. I t  is highly social too,
travel l ing in night bands, and much given to

wrest l ing one another. 

However, fossi l  records – in reali ty l i t t le more
than a few broken teeth -  from thousands of
years ago show they were preceded by an

endemic species that was a third smaller than
the one that l ives today -  Sus Sinhaleyus. 
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Despite their ext inct ion being lost in the extreme
obscuri ty of deep antiqui ty, the tale of the
is land’s hippo and rhino populations is as

cautionary a tale as any Hilaire Bel loc might
have wri t ten. Like Henry King, there was no cure

for the fate that awaited them: “Physicians of
the Utmost Fame, /Were cal led at once; but

when they came, / They answered, as they took
their Fees, / "There is no Cure for this Disease." 

Both animals were probably ki l led off by cl imate
change, albei t  a natural ly induced one rather
than the human sponsored version in progress

today. 

That we even know about their existence on the
is land is a wonder in i tsel f ,  with a handful of
chipped and broken fossi l ized remains being

uncovered decades ago by Dr. P.E.P.
Deraniyagala and then laboriously studied to

reveal a land l ike no other. 

In the case of the hippopotamus, the Sri Lankan
fossi ls discovered date back to almost a mil l ion
years ago. They amount to no more than a bi t  of

a jawbone. I t  indicated that i ts owner had
several more teeth than the modern

hippopotamuses l iving in Africa today. Dubbed
Hexaprotodon Sinhaleyus, i t  presented to the

world the existence of a new, dist inct, and
possibly endemic sub species. Once a l ively and

plenti ful presence on Sri Lanka’s r ivers, as the
cl imate changed and rainfal l  lessened, their

habitat shrank unti l  



eventual ly Sri Lanka offered them a home no
more.

Unearthing the Sri Lankan Rhinoceros was down
to jewels. Gem minters digging deep shafts in

Kuruwita’s forests, above Ratnapura, discovered
instead some fossi l ised teeth. From these t iny
fragments two entirely new rhinoceros species

were identi f ied – both ext inct’ and both
probably endemic: Rhinoceros Sinhaleyus and

Rhinoceros Kagavena. 

Both animals had a single horn, but the former
possessed teeth that were squarer and

posi t ioned lower in the jaw,. Teenagers by
comparison to the hippopotamus, the fossi ls

date just eighty thousand years. 

The beasts are thought to have died when
climate change brought about such increased
rainfal l  that the is land’s grasslands because
instead forests, depriving them of their basic

food. Other experts, at the drama queen end of
science, have argued that i t  was a sudden

meteoric shower that sealed their fate.
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All but one of the is land’s alpha casts have
become extinct. The f irs t  to fade away was the
famous Sri Lankan Lion, in 37,000 BCE – about

the same t ime as the famous Stone Age
Balangoda Man walked his last s teps. Panthera

Leo Sinhaleyus, as the sub species is known,
only came to l ight in 1936 when P.E.P.

Deraniyagala, uncovered two fossi l ized teeth
near Ratnapura. 

With the passion of a forensic detect ion, the
archaeologist s tudied his modest clutch of teeth. 

One was so damaged as to be of l i t t le use in
identi fying the animal, but the other, a lef t

molar, presented so dist inct ive a structure as to
not just twin i t  with l ions, but set i t  apart from

all known species too. From this single tooth, a
lost sub species was uncovered, i ts size

indicating that the beast was a l ion much larger
than the present Indian l ion. 

Back in 37,000 BCE, Sri Lanka was a very
dif ferent place to what i t  would became, an

is land of open grasslands – a habitat perfect for
l ions. But over t ime, as the increased rainforest

fuel led the prol i ferat ion of trees, i ts habitat
become ever more restr icted and at some point

the creature just died out. 

The National Flag aside, the l ion l ives on st i l l  in
many a temple and ancient fortress, in s tatues
and the names of practical ly anything from tuk

tuks to graphic designers. 



Fossi l ized remains for the Sri Lankan Tiger
(Panthera Tigris) are more recent – dating back

just sixteen and a half thousand years. Nine
fossi ls or bi ts of fossi l  were unearthed, f ive

dating clearly to a period fourteen thousand to
twenty thousand year ago. They include a lef t

lower tooth found near Ratnapura in 1962 and
a sub-fossi l  of a paw bone found near Kuruwita. 

Tigers arrived in India some twelve thousand
years ago and spread from there to Bangladesh,

Nepal, and Bhutan. 

But i t  seems that the Sri Lankan Tiger came from
an al together dif ferent species one was native to

central Asia, China, Japan, Siberia, Sumatra,
and Java. Li t t le else is known of this now long

departed mammal whose spectral remains sadly
disproves the old German proverb “There is no

off switch on a t iger.”

More recent s t i l l  is the ext inct ion of the Ceylon
Asiatic Cheetah (Acionyx Jubatus Venaticus). 

A dist inct ly dif ferent version of the African
Cheetah, the Asiat ic Cheetah once roamed the
world from Arabia and the Caspian to South

Asia -  and Sri Lanka, unti l  around ten thousand
years ago. 

Today barely a dozen are lef t  in the wild, l iving
in the desert area of eastern-central I ran, and

al l  but the most myopical ly optimist ic
enthusiasts, anticipate that i t  wil l  soon cease to

l ive in the wild at al l .  



Of the is land’s great cats, only the Sri Lankan
Leopard (Panthera Pardus Kotiya) survives in the
wild today. I t  was f irs t  described as endemic in

1956. As the apex predator, untroubled by
competi t ion from other large wild cat species, i t
has grown into i ts space and is notably larger

than i ts Indian cousin. 

Males can reach almost 220 pounds. I ts coat is
tawny or rusty yel low with dark spots and

roset tes, which are smaller than those on Indian
leopards. Lis ted as Endangered on the IUCN

Red Lis t ,  the is land’s wild population has
plummeted to just 700–950. 

I ts protect ion and nurturing, a top priori ty for
the wildl i fe department, remains as al lusive as a

love- in with Kim Jong Un. 

An errant gene in the leopard population
provides for a leopard st i l l  rarer -  the Black

Leopard, of whom there have been only a few
firm sightings. One in every three hundred

leopards born has the propensi ty to be black.
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There is much more variety to elephants than
most people f irs t  bel ieve when they f irs t

encounter the African verses Asian Elephant
debate. Three dist inct ly dif ferent Asian

elephants s t i l l  exis t  today, and one of them, the
Sri Lankan Elephant (Elephas Maximus Maximus)

is only found in Sri Lanka. Once widespread,
they are now more l imited to the dry parts of the

north, east and southeast – especial ly in such
parks as Yala, Wilpattu and Minneriya. 

Sri Lanka has the highest densi ty of elephants in
Asia -  but as roads, vi l lages, farms, plantat ions,

and towns grow, they come into ever closer
contact with humans – always to their extreme

disadvantage. 

Unsurprisingly, numbers of Sri Lankan elephants
are nose diving. In 2023, four hundred and
seventy elephants were ki l led. The WWF put
their total at between two and a half to four

thousand, and al though ki l l ing one carries the
death penalty,  the threat they face is

existent ial. The enforcement of laws protect ing
elephants is frontier terr i tory, and the creatures
are commodit ies, to be pet ted, prodded, tamed,

photographed, and then forgotten.
 

A noted sub species of Elephas Maximus
Maximus is the Ceylon Marsh Elephant, a rarer
beast, barely seen outside the f lood plains of

the Mahaweli Basin. I t  is a vast animal, i ts size
and habitat preference marking i t  out more than

anything else from i ts cousin. 



Rarer s t i l l  – indeed almost as rare as the dodo,
is the Sri Lankan Pygmy Elephant. I t  was f irs t
recorded in 2012 in the Udawalawe National

Park. Standing barely two metres tal l ,  i t  was the
firs t  confirmed case of disproport ionate

dwarfism in a ful ly -grown wild Asian elephant.
When f i lmed he was busy at tacking (and

winning) a duel with a rival twice his size.

The beauti ful ly named Elephas Maximus
Maximus is thought to be a subspecies of

Elephas Maximus Sinhaleyus, an elephant now
extinct in Sri Lanka. I ts t reasured fossi ls

indicates that i t  last l ived a hundred thousand
years ago. I ts similari ty to the present -day
elephant is l ikely to have made i t  al l  but

impossible to tel l  them apart, the dif ference
lying in such things as smaller molars and a

wider spout. 

A scant dust ing of other fossi ls reveal the
existence of two further elephant sub species
that may have cal led Sri Lanka home before
becoming extinct: Hypselephus Hysundricus
Sinhaleyus and Palaeoloxodon Namadicus

Sinhaleyus.
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The extinct ion of the Gaur, or Indian Bison, is a
rare example of the annihi lat ion of a species

that is reaching i ts bleak denouement r ight now. 

Once common throughout South and Southeast
Asia, there are now just twenty-one thousand

gaurs lef t ,  spread out in groups so small across
shrinking habitats in Nepal, India, Bhutan,

Bangladesh, Myanmar, Thai land, Laos,
Cambodia, Vietnam, and China that
reproduction has become dif f icul t .  

Related to yaks and water buffalo, gaurs are the
largest of al l  wild cat t le, out ranked in size only
by elephants, rhinoceros, and hippopotamus. 

They can reach up to seven feet in height and
weight up to a thousand ki los. 

The Ceylon Gaur (Bibos Sinhaleyus
Deraniyagala) was thought from the fossi l

record to be a dist inct and physical ly smaller
sub species that the one that unti l  recent ly l ived

in Sri Lanka, especial ly in the central highlands. 

I t  was noted by Rober Knox in his book “An
Historical Relat ion Of The Is land Ceylon In The

East Indies”  published in 1681 as being
included in the menagerie of King Rajasinghe I I

of Kandy. 

I ts exis tence was later recorded in the early
1800s by Sir John D'Oyly, “a Member of His

Majesty's Counci l  in 



Ceylon and Resident and Firs t  Commissioner of
Government in the Kandyan Provinces”; and

later by Sir James Tennant, the Colonial
Secretary of Ceylon, in 1845. 

A wel l - intent ioned ini t iat ive by the Sri Lankan
government in 2022 to import a bul l ,  and three

to f ive cows to start a gaur breeding and
reintroduction programme was overtaken by the

col lapse of the government and has been
shelved. 

Buffalos, a common sight across the is land, have
very recent ly yielded up the secret that the

species found in the wild is a unique endemic
species not found outside Sir Lanka. 

I t  has been given the name Bubalis Arnee
Migona and is thought to be a descendant of
the now extinct endemic wild buffalo that was

found in ancient fossi l  records, (Bubalus bubalis
migona).



T H E  C E Y L O N  P R E S S
A small i s land surrounded by large oceans ,  Sr i  Lanka i s
a wel l-kept secret .  The Ceylon Press a ims to make i t s
s tory more access ible .

The Ceylon Press is based at and
partially funded by The Flame Tree
Estate & Hotel, a jungle luxe retreat
abandoned in war, reclaimed by

nature, and now, gorgeously
restored and there to be enjoyed

by anyone in search of utter peace

Companions
to Sri Lanka’s 
History; Travel &

Place; Food,
Fauna & Flora;

Belief, Society &
Culture.

Very Short
Introductions

In 100 Pint-Sized
Podcasts

Podcast Pictures
of the Island

Sri Lanka, Instantly Magical
alternatives

Podcasts from off
the Grid

Pocket
Professor

A History of Sri
Lanka 

Tiny Guides

The Story of Sri
Lanka

ALT Guides

Jungle Diaries

https://www.theceylonpress.com/aboutus
https://www.theceylonpress.com/aboutus
https://www.flametreeestate.com/
https://www.flametreeestate.com/
https://www.flametreeestate.com/
https://www.flametreeestate.com/
https://www.flametreeestate.com/
https://www.flametreeestate.com/
https://www.flametreeestate.com/
https://www.flametreeestate.com/

