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Of the many mighty mammals that once
sat, enthroned, l ike Phidias’ Olympian
Zeus gazing at the lesser world around
him, so too did a dazzling assembly of
cats lord i t  over the is land, at the very

apex of Sri Lanka’s food chain.

Some of the most glamorous members of
this ancient fel ine club have long since
vanished, predators who themselves fel l

prey -  less to other predators but to
cl imate change, and the accompanying

alternations in vegetation. 

Others, thriving, or perhaps now just
cl inging on to l i fe with grim resi l ience

in other corners of the world, never
made i t  to the is land in the f irs t  place. 

This, today, is not the country where
you might gl impse t igers, l ions, cougars,

lynx, ocelot or jaguars s l ipping
steal thi ly through scrub forests. 

But, as benefi ts of one the world’s most
notable biospheres, the is land has
instead as astonishing variety of

surviving predator cats, including one
that has moulded i ts appearance so 



int imately around a part icular
environment that scientis ts have eagerly
given i t  endemic status three t imes over,

with a fourth, identi f ied from a small
town near Nuwara El iya, wait ing for
taxological promotion l ike a good,

albei t  dead man before the Catholic
Dicastery for the Causes of Saints.



THE ASIAN PALM
CIVET 
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The Asian Palm Civet (Paradoxurus
Hermaphroditus), more happily known as
the Toddy Cat, l ives in generous numbers

across Sri Lanka, South and South East
Asia. 

I t  is a small beast, l i t t le more than f ive
ki los in weight, i ts s tocky body painted
with gorgeous markings: grey fur with a
white forehead, white dots under i ts eyes
and beside i ts nostr i ls – a sort of Panda

in the making. 

Lucki ly i t  displays none of the wearisome
fast idiousness of the now almost ext inct 
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panda and, al though primari ly forest
dwell ing, i t  has accl imatised to urban
li fe with alacri ty, making i ts home in

at t ics and unused civic spaces – and of
course, palm plantat ions. 

And indeed wherever i t  can best f ind the
frui t  i t  most prefers. L ike the golden palm
civet, i t  is also famous in some countr ies
for producing Civet Coffee, made from

defecated and part ial ly digested
fermented coffee berries.

 



THE CEYLON
LEOPARD
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Shrewd, secret ive, elusive, the Ceylon
Leopard (Panthera Pardus Lankae) is

without doubt of the greatest endemic
jewels in Sri Lanka’s mammalian crown.

I t  is the largest of the country's four cat
species – the others being the Jungle
Cat, the Fishing Cat, and the Rusty-

Spotted Cat. 

Averaging six feet in length, head to
tai l ,  and weighing anything up to two
hundred and twenty pounds, they are
most ly sol i tary beasts, largely but not

always nocturnal and with a typical l i fe
expectancy of f i f teen years. 
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I t  is beauti ful ly at tuned to hunting, an
observer noting that “i f  the l ion is the
king of the jungle, then the leopard is

the king of s teal th,” able to run seventy
ki lometres an hour and leap as far as six

metres. 

Despite habitats that s tretch right across
the is land, numbers of the Sri Lankan

Leopard are fal l ing fast and are
current ly est imated to be around just

eight hundred. 

Contrary to popular belief, they are not
just found at the Yala National park but
r ight across the country’s arid, dry, and

wet zones, i ts hi l ls, forests, and
plantat ions. 

Conservation methods have fai led to
have any meaningful impact on the

leopard population in general and there
is l i t t le sense of urgency in government
circles about the pressing need to do
more to protect the future of this apex

predator. 

Habitat loss as much a disastrous his tory
of human-animal interaction is largely to
blame for this decl ine but i f  nothing is 



done soon about i t  the Sri Lanka Touris t
Board may have ﻿to turn to promoting

seagul ls.

An errant gene in the leopard population
provides the rarest of leopards, 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 and

so able to l ive up to Karl Lagerfeld’s
gimlet observation: “One is never over-

or underdressed with a l i t t le black
dress.” 

 



THE CEYLON
RUSTY-SPOTTED

CAT
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The Rusty-Spotted Cat (Prionailurus
Rubiginosus) is the world’s smallest wild

cat, smaller even than most domestic
cats and one of the least s tudied and
understood of the wild cat species. 

Covered in reddish fur, i t  is found in dry
forests and grasslands and is largely
nocturnal, feast ing off insects, small

birds, rodents, frogs, and possibly small
l izards as wel l  as domestic fowl. 

 Terri torial, and somewhat abstemious
when i t  comes to sex (once a year, thank
you), they produce a l i t ter of rarely more

than three ki t tens af ter a two month
pregnancy. 
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Found only in Sri Lanka and India, their
conservation status is threatened, with

unending encroachments on i ts habitats
fragmenting i ts home range. 

Bi l l ionaires, or at least those st i l l
capable of pausing long enough to

consider the probity of jets and yachts
with gold taps; or clothes and jewel lery

enough to f i l l  a space craf t  set for
private voyages, might instead consider

donating lavish amounts of money to
cash strapped Sri Lankan

environmental is ts to study this most
intr iguing and overlooked of al l  cats -
knowledge, being power, and more

power being precisely what this
imperi l led species most needs.



4

THE INDIAN
FISHING CAT



Double the size of a domestic cat, and
weighing up to almost 40 pounds, the

Indian Fishing Cat (Prionailurus
Viverrinus), though increasing vulnerable
due to habitat loss, is found in Sri Lanka
and across South and South East Asia.

I t  has s l ight ly webbed paws and, given
i ts procl ivi ty for f ish, prefers to l ive

around the is land’s wet lands, r ivers, lake
and stream banks, swamps, and

mangroves. I ts s tr iking yel low grey fur
displays confident black str ips along the
head and upper back that fray into dots
and st ipples fur ther down the body. The 
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fur is special ly layered to give i t  an
extra barrier to water. I ts l ives up to ten

years, with pregnancies last ing two
months, af ter which two or three ki t tens

are born.



THE JUNGLE CAT
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The Jungle Cat (Fel is Chaus) appears to
be thriving right across i t  dis tr ibut ion
range – from Sri Lanka to China, the
Middle East, to the Caucasus. Wholly
sandy in colour, and roughly twice the
size of the house cat, i t  l ives i ts very

soli tary l i fe feast ing off birds and small
animals, the hermit of the cat world. I t
has a variety of sub species, including
one in Sri Lanka (Fel is Chaus Kelaart i )

but none so dist inct as to exci te cries for
endemic status. I t  s t icks to warmer

locations within Sri Lanka, but abounds
in grassland and forest -  whatever offers

the greatest cover and food.
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THE PALM CIVET
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When l i fe was simple, long ago; and
when 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,

Dr. Wolfgang Dit tus, Dr Devka
Weerakoon, and Channa Rajapaksha
have in the past f i f teen years worked

hard to evaluate this assumption. 

By careful observation, the checking of
paw prints, the measurement of bodies
and assessment of markings (beige or

off -beige), they have instead come to the
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conclusion – now widely accepted in the
scienti f ic community -  that the country
actual ly plays host to three endemic

civets:

1.Wet Zone Golden Palm Civet (P.
Aureus)

2.Montane Golden Palm Civet (P.
montanus) 

3.Dry-Zone Palm Civet (P. s tenocephalus)

In fact, the debate about numbers is
ardent ly on-going, with some scientis ts
now claiming that a fourth civet also
meri ts separate recognit ion: the Sri

Lankan Mountain Palm Civet
(Paradoxurus supp), found only in
Dickoya, a ref inement that makes

Darwin's Galápagos f inches look almost
modest. 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  three are golden beasts -
more golden brown on their backs and
lighter gold on their s tomachs, though
the Montane Golden Palm Civet is, the
trained eye, a l i t t le darker al l  round.

From nose to bot tom they measure 40 to
70 centimetres – l ike large cats; and

weigh in from 3 to 10 pounds. 



They are mild, secret ive, forest loving
creatures, l iving their l i fe on trees and in

high hol lows, sol i tary and very
nocturnal, munching their way through

frui ts and small animals. 

Occasional ly they can be a more
sociable: for four long months one l ived
very comfortably in the space between

my bedroom cei l 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', an odour that outsold al l
others, excepting Chanel No. 5. Civet
Coffee, which can sel l  for $1300 per
ki lo, has thankful ly yet to make any

appearance on the is land, associated as
i t  has become with cruel farmed civet

practices. The custom, in the past, was
kinder, with part ial ly digestedand

fermented coffee berries being col lected
from civet poo in the jungle and sold

onto ridiculously wealthy Coffee Bubbas.



Gone, but
(almost)
not quite
forgotten



The spectral remains of three giants of
the cat world l ive on in the minds of fan
of Sri Lanka’s wildl i fe – or at least those

wise enough to be ever mindful of
his tory. Indeed, the simple process of

discovering these beasts made
searching for the proverbial needle in a
haystack look l ike a walk in the park. 

Traces – the odd bit  of tooth, or chip of
bone – emerged during long hard digs
by dedicated biologists in parts of the

country not renowned for their
embarrassment of faci l i t ies, hotels, bars

or even air condit ioned rooms. 

But the reward in f inding these lost
clues was immense, throwing open the
country’s far distant past to a yet more

diverse era where Alpha mammals came
with str ipes or with beards, and not just

spots.



THE CEYLON
ASIATIC CHEETAH
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The extinct ion in Sri Lanka of the Ceylon
Asiatic Cheetah (Acionyx Jubatus

Venaticus) offers a clear warning to the
existence of the is land’s other great cat,

the Leopard, whose numbers are
plummeting. A dist inct ly dif ferent version

of the Africa 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 their numbers are so

few that al l  but the most myopical ly
optimist ic enthusiasts, anticipate that i t

wi l l  soon cease to l ive in the wild at al l ,
instead l iving a tragic mock l i fe in
cheetah print onesies and thongs.
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THE CEYLON LION
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Adoring the national f lag, the Sri Lankan
lion is thought to have become extinct 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 the
archaeologist, P.E.P. Deraniyagala,

uncovered two fossi l ized teeth in
Kuruwita, near Ratnapura..

With the passion of an Hercule Poirot,
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, 

LEFT LOWER MOLAR OF PANTHERA LEO SINHALEYUS, IMAGE COURTESY
KELUM MANAMENDRA-ARACHCHI 



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

from al l  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 monsoon rainforest fuel led the
proli 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 even biscui ts and
breweries.
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THE TIGER 



The scant but intr iguing fossi l  records of
Sri Lanka reval the existence not just of
the l ion – but also that of the Tiger too
(Panthera Tigris). These tel l ing fossi ls

amount to a lef t  lower tooth found near
Ratnapura in 1962 and a sub-fossi l  of a

paw bone dated back 16,500 years,
found near Kuruwita. Tigers appear to

have arrived in India some 12,000 years
ago and spread from there to

Bangladesh, Nepal, and Bhutan. 

But i t  seems that i t  was not this Tiger sub
species that wandered across the then
exist ing land bridge from India to Sri 
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Lanka – but another one al together, one
that was native to central Asia, eastern

and northern China, Japan, northern
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

tiger.”
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