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PREFACE



“ Th e  wo r l d  i s
i nd e ed  f u l l  o f

p e r i l ,  a nd  i n  i t
t h e r e  a r e  many

da r k  p l a c e s ;
b u t  s t i l l  t h e r e
i s  mu ch  t ha t  i s

f a i r ,  and
th ough  i n  a l l
l and s  l ov e  i s
n ow  m ing l ed
w i t h  g r i e f ,  i t

g r ows  p e r hap s
t h e  g r ea t e r . ”
J . R . R .  T o l k i en



Endangered though so many of them are, Sri
Lanka’s land mammals are nevertheless a

breeding ground for argument. The disputes
start by at tempting to agree the actual number

of land mammals on the is land. According to the
International Union for Conservation of Nature,
103 mammals, endemic or otherwise, are found
across Sri Lanka – but that number is a red rag

to the tens of thousands of scientis ts with a
passion for post 1700 CE Linnaean taxology.

Some argue for more, others for less.
 

Looked at from the mammals’ perspective, this is
akin to asking how many angels can dance on

the head of a pin. A much more relevant
quest ion would be, how many mammals are

there l ikely to be in 2050? For survival is, of
course, the cri t ical quest ion. As Darwin meant to

say: “i t  is not the strongest or the most
intel l igent who wil l  survive but those who can

best manage change.” And change is
demanding profoundly impossible things of the

country’s diminishing mammals.
 

Disputes surround the conservation status of al l
the is land’s mammals. The l is t  of mammals

published by the International Union for
Conservation of Nature is among the more

optimist ic. Even so, many scientis ts who have
conducted on the ground research into specif ic
species numbers, would, and do, vehemently

disagree with the organization’s sanguine
classi f ication. The Red Lis t ,  for example, takes a
more negative stance. Even the most optimist ic 



of f igures are l i t t le less than distressing and
depressing. Over a third of the total mammals
on the International Union for Conservation of

Nature’s l is t  face such threats to their existence
that they are more than l ikely to become extinct.

Twenty-one species face such an existent ial
threat to their future existence that they are

judged to be Endangered. These include such
iconic mammals as the Sri Lankan Elephant, the

Leopard and two of i ts most celebrated
monkeys. 

Nine others are teetering on the edge of
becoming extinct in the wild -  including the

famous Sloth Bear and Golden Palm Civet. Six
more, including the Ottar and the Tuf ted Gray
Langur, are l ikely to face the prospect of being

so vulnerable as to join these nine. Just over
half the balance are judged to be of Least

Concern – include thir teen shrews, mice, and
rats, thir ty bats, leaving what is lef t  to own up

to so l i t t le data as to be unclassi f iable. 

“Sometimes,” said Seneca, “even to l ive is an
act of courage,” a sentiment of part icular

personal relevance to the phi losopher who had
been ordered to ki l l  himself by Nero but made
such a hash of i t  that i t  took several at tempts

and many hours to accomplish. But suicide is a
peculiar ly human undertaking. For Sri Lanka’s
land mammals, their march to the precipice of
oblivion is one prompted not by them but by

human actions -  poaching, deforestat ion,
urbanization, pol lut ion, and cl imate change.



What you see today, however ordinary, is l ikely
to be suspended tomorrow. Superseded – and

contracted. Which makes their observation now
such a privi lege and a thri l l  – be i t  a bat or rat,

alpha cat, or elephant; bear, loris or shrew.
Size, contrary to al l  rumours, real ly does not
matter, whatsoever. Once you start to witness
any creature every bi t  as enti t led to share with
you your scrap of earth, you move inexorably
from a human centr ic view of l i fe, to sometime

more universal; and with i t  perhaps, the radical
dawning and deeply shocking conclusion that

nei ther of you has a greater r ight to have things
just their way. “The world,” noted Yates, “is ful l
of magic things, patient ly wait ing for our senses

to grow sharper.”



1
BATS



“ Th e  w id e
wo r l d  i s  a l l

ab ou t  y ou :  y ou
can  f e n c e

you r s e l v e s  i n ,
bu t  y ou  c anno t
f o r ev e r  f e n c e  i t

o u t . ”
J . R . R .  T o l k i en



Bats, oddly enough, are the best place for an
emergent Sri Lankan zoologist to start his or her

observations, for Sri Lanka is bat country, i ts
incredible range of environments support ing

thir ty of the world’s fourteen hundred bat
species. 

They range in size from ones t iny enough to si t
comfortably upon a thumbnail to those with a

wingspan of one and a half metres and a weight
of 1.6 ki los. They are the only mammals able to
truly f ly, angels excepted, and are famous for
roost ing upside down from their feet, viewing

the world l ike happy drunks, a propensi ty made
worse by their extremely poor vision. 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
even one another. 

Most l ive in large colonies and are much given
to hibernation, a habit that accounts for their

exceptional ly long l i fespan – with one bat
recorded to have l ived forty -one years. But

watch them from a distance for they are
enthusiast ic harbingers of diseases, especial ly
those best able to leap from animal to human.

 
Should the Sri Lankan Woolly Bat f ly f irs t  across

your binocular lens, then you are among the
blessed for i t  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 l is t  of

endangered animals. 
 

The Tube-Nosed Bat is also the sole ambassador
of his part icular bat family, i ts two closest

cousins l iving elsewhere in South & SE Asia.
Averaging l i t t le more than eighty-nine

centimetres in length and weighing less than
twelve grams, this midget gets i ts somewhat

anatomical name from i ts tubular nostr i ls; and
sports a darkish brown covering of fur. Also
solo is the unfortunately named Long-Winded

Bat – though twelve cousins l ive more
companionably in other countr ies as far afield

as Austr ia to Korea. A small creature with
reddish grey fur, i t  is happiest grouping

together with relat ives in caves, caverns, and
rock holes.

 
Eight of the country's bats come in pairs from
just four bat famil ies. The reassuringly named

False Vampire has two bats in i ts grouping (with
three others elsewhere in the world), the family
name coming from a folk belief that they enjoy
feast ing on blood. Both are t iny – around one
hundred centimetres in length, but whils t  the
Ceylon False Vampire Bat prefers dining on

insects (and occasional ly other bats), the Indian
False Vampire Bat is a big meat eater, happiest

devouring birds, and 



f ish. I t  dif fers in colour with the Ceylon variant
having fur that is noticeably browner than the

grey-blue fur of i ts Indian cousin. 
 

The two happily named Free-Tai led Bat come
from one of the largest bat famil ies – with one
hundred and ten other variants global ly. They
are wel l  named for they have an uncommon
abil i ty to f ly fast – and wel l  above the norm.
Just two of the world’s ninety Horseshoe Bats

are found on the is land, which is perhaps just as
wel l .  

They are far from popular, being l inked to the
2002–2004 SARS and COVID-19 outbreak. The
Rufous Horseshoe Bat is the more glamorous of
the pair, with a bright orange body, i ts cousin
the Ceylon Great Horse-Shoe Bat being darker

in colour. Both are t iny beasts, happiest in moist
evergreen forests. 

 
The glamorous Painted Bat is a relat ively rare

creature to encounter. One variety, the Painted
Bat, is a sol i tary beast despite i ts opulent

colouring: bright orange or scarlet, with black
wings; and t iny, barely a hundred mil l imetres
from tai l  to nose. I ts cousin, the Malpas Bat is
just half the size, and far more ordinary in i ts

l ight greyish-brown furry costume. I t  was named
after the East India Company soldier, Major-
General Thomas Hardwicke, a man as much

noted for his love of natural his tory as for his
determination to defeat Tipu Sul tan in batt les
across India. Like many East India soldiers, 



Hardwicke had a complicated domestic l i fe,
leaving behind f ive i l legi t imate chi ldren and two

other daughters born to his Indian mistress.
 

The Sheath-Tai led Bat has three variants in i ts
grouping, the happy hounds of the bat world

with faces that resemble a dog, and fur that is
reddish grey, though the Pouch-Bearing Sheath-

Tai led Bat, a ret ir ing creature, tends to be
blacker in i ts markings. I t  is larger and less

gregarious than the Black-Bearded Sheath-Tai led
Bat which can sometimes be found in colonies of
many hundreds. The Long-Armed Sheath-Tai led

Bat is the most famil iar of the three, as happy in
ci t ies in the forest. 

 
Eight of the is land’s bats come from just two

famil ies. The Frui t  Bat has four bats in i ts
grouping, though sixty across the rest of the

world. They are famously gregarious and groups
of between f i f teen thousand to one hundred

thousand cluster together l ike airborne
townships.

The Ceylon Frui t  Bat is brown to grey brown,
and fourteen centimetres head to tai l .  Similar ly

coloured, though smaller is the Indian Short -
Nosed Frui t  Bat -  almost impossible to tel l  apart
from the Ceylon Short -Nosed Frui t  Bat. But the

unquest ioned head of this family is the Common
Flying Fox Bat. These are the megabats of the
bat world. With a wingspan of one and a half
metres and a weight of some 1.6 ki los, they

effort lessly l ive up to their 



name. Nocturnal, frui t  eating and curiously
infecund (producing perhaps just one offspring
per year), they are an unmistakable part of any

skyl ine – especial ly around ci ty parks where
they gather at dusk to hang off t rees. Al though
unlikely to turn suddenly into airborne art i l lery,
they are best kept at a distance, harbouring as
they do such a wealth of diseases as to make

biological warfare warriors tremble with dread.
 

The second family, the Leaf -Nosed-Shoe Bats
have been much poured over by scientis ts eager

to classi fy and reclassi fy i ts many members. 

Of the seventy species found across the world,
only four of them cal l  Sri Lanka home – and al l

have a marked preference for dining on beet les.
Al l  tend to be small,  reddish brown, with a fussy

intolerance of habitats above a thousand
metres, though the Ceylon Bi -Coloured Leaf -

Nosed Bat, f i rs t  described in 1834, is wil l ing to
move a l i t t le higher up the hi l ls. 

Barely ten years later, in 1846, as the East
Indian Company took over Kashmir in northern
India and Queen Victoria pocketed the Koh- I -
Noor diamond, i ts closest is land relat ive was

also f irs t  described, the Dekhan Leaf -Nosed Bat.
Both came lower down in the pecking order from

Schneider Leaf -Nosed Bat, f i rs t  identi f ied way
back in 1800, but ahead of the last of the

is land’s four leaf -nosed bats, the Great Ceylon
Leaf -Nosed Bat which was f irs t  described

in1850.



2
MICE



“ Ev en  t h e
sma l l e s t  p e r s on
can  c hange  t h e

c ou r s e  o f  t h e
f u t u r e . ”

J . R . R .  T o l k i en



The Insect ivorous bats are the largest of the bat
famil ies that occur in Sri Lanka. There are eight
bats in this grouping, which worldwide numbers
north of sixty. Four of the species found on the

is land bear the name “Pipistrel” in the laborious
naming gif ted to them by science: “bird of the
evening.” The Grizzled Pipistrel Bat, unkindly

known as “pungent “is rarely seen.

I ts t iny ( f ive gram) reddish brown cousin,
Kelaart's Pipis trel Bat is a l i t t le more noticeable

but a sad member of the Lis t  of Endangered
Species, just l ike i ts equal ly t iny cousin, the

Indian Pipistrel Bat. 

The Indian Pygmy Pipistrel Bat – whose touching
Latin name is Pipis trel lus Mimus Mimus – is even

smaller, just three grams in weight. Of the
remaining four, two – the Greater Yel low Bat

and the Lesser Yel low Bat -  gain their name for
their yel lowish bronze brown fur, and can weigh

in at up to f i f ty grams. 

The other two, also wel l  proport ioned, are Van
Hassel t 's Bat, discovered in 1840; and Tickel l 's

Bat, discovered in1851.



I f  bats present a bi t  of a chal lenge to zoologies
due to their modest size, mice demand even

greater helping of patience. Sri Lanka is home
to a very respectable range of mouse species,

three of which are endemic to the is land -
Mayor’s Spiny Mouse (which actual ly comes into

two dist inct but impossible to tel l  apart
variants); the very rare Sri Lankan Spiny Mouse;

and the almost equal ly rare Ceylon Highland
Long-Tai led Tree Mouse. 

 
The Ceylon Highland Long-Tai led Tree Mouse

was discovered in 1929 by the Dutch tea
planter, Adriaan Constant Tutein-Nolthenius,

and is an increasingly rare creature, l i t t le more
than twenty-one centimetres in length, nose to

tai l .  

I t  is found in Sri Lanka’s hi l l  country where i t
l ives in trees, venturing out only by night. L ike

most mice, i t  has reddish brown fur that
occasional ly grows darker but compared to i ts

many cousins, presents somewhat
disappoint ingly small ears. 

The Sri Lankan Spiny Mouse barely reaches
eighteen centimetres in length, from nose to tai l ,
and is now so endangered that i t  can be seen in

a few locations. 

I ts reddish grey back and sides morph into white
underparts, with huge gorgeous smooth scooped

out ears that s tand l ike parasols above large
dark eyes. I t  is a mouse to fal l  in love with. 



Mayor’s Spiny Mouse inhabits the smaller end of
the mouse spectrum, and comes in two variants,

one which inhabits the hi l l  country; and one
which prefers the low wetlands. Tel l ing them

apart is almost impossible, and both are
covered with reddish grey fur and exhibi t  rather
unsatisfactori ly small ears. Seeing them is also a
chal lenge for they are both nocturnal creatures. 

One of their more interest ing (albei t  worrying)
points of dif ference to other mice is their

capacity to carry qui te so many other creatures
on them – including mites, t icks, sucking louses

and small scorpions.
 

These three t iny patriot ic native creatures are
joined by a range of other mice typical ly found

in across South and Southeast Asia. 

As widely distr ibuted as only the most successful
mammals are, the Ceylon Field Mouse is to be

found wel l  outside the is land’s shores from India
to Cambodia -  as wel l  as within them. 

I t  happily populates almost al l  kinds of habitats.
I t  is of ten cal led the Fawn Colour Mouse for i ts
l ight fur, and grows to l i t t le more than f i f teen

centimetres in length, nose to tai l .  

The t iny ( thir teen centimetres in length, nose to
tai l )  Indian Field Mouse is one of those

mammals of the Indian sub-continent that has
long term residency rights in Sri Lanka where i t

is found almost everywhere. I t  is al l  a 



mouse aims to be, with a small rounded hunched
body, lovely rounded smooth ears, and l ight

brown to white fur.
 

Common throughout South and Southeast Asia,
the Asiat ic or Indian Long-Tai led Climbing

Mouse grows to l i t t le more than twenty
centimetres in length, nose to tai l ,  and sports
reddish brown fur that fades to white on i ts

underparts. 

I t  is widely distr ibuted – but not a creature to go
out of your way to befriend for i t  is notorious for

spreading the t ick-borne viral Kyasanur Forest
Disease that causes headaches, chi l ls, muscle

pain, and vomit ing and can take months to
recover from. 

A less noxious animal, beloved of mouse pet
owners, science and regularly used in

laboratories, is the Indian House Mouse, a
creature that most commonly comes to mind

when one thinks of a mouse. 

I t  is widely distr ibuted across Asia and
elsewhere and in urban areas i t  has become an
almost tame companion to the humans i ts l ives

around. 

Rarely more than twenty centimetres in length,
nose to tai l ,  i t  is one of the most s tudied and
understood mammals in the world, i ts typical

behavioural characteris t ics i temized even down
to the dif ferences exhibi ted i f  i t  l ives in sandy

dunes as opposed to apartment bui ldings.



3
SHREWS



“ C ou rag e  i s
f o und  i n
un l i k e l y
p l a c e s . ”

J . R . R .  T o l k i en



Shrews, secret ive, t iny, shy, and elusive, make
mice-spot t ing easy work. With their rat - l ike
appearance, peti te size, invisible nocturnal

habit, and modest behaviour, shrew rarely hi t
any headlines. 

Al though shrews have a considerable way to go
in at tract ing the sort of adulatory at tent ion

bestowed on other rare and endemic Sri Lankan
mammals, six of the nine shrew species found on
the is land are endemic. Li l l iput ian they may be
in size, but for any species, this is a more than

commendable achievement. 

Most commonly seen are the various sub species
of the Musk Shrew, an invasive and l i t t le loved
creature that counts countr ies other than just Sri
Lanka as home. The rare Kelaart's Long-Tai led
Shrew and Horsf ield’s Shrew are also found on
the is land – as wel l  as into India. But of the six

that take gold as endemic beasts – with the
quest ionably rare, and threatened prest ige that

goes with i t ,  the Sinharaja White Toothed Shrew
take pole posi t ion. The rari f ied world of shrew
scientis ts became jubi lant ly animated in 2007
when this entirely new endemic species was

agreed upon. 

Extensive research by Sri Lankan scientis ts
determined that what had been masquerading in
Sinharaja as the Ceylon Long- tai led Shrew was

actual ly a qui te dif ferent shrew 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. 
 

Almost as elusive is the Ceylon Jungle Shrew -
barely twenty centimetres long, nose to nai l ,

with grey fur and a preference for subtropical or
tropical forests. Seeing one is a rare sight for

the t iny creature is highly endangered as wel l  as
being, l ike most shrews, a determinedly

nocturnal beast. 

Noted for their extreme smallness, the Ceylon
Pygmy Shrew takes this characterization one

stage further, being so t iny as to barely measure
nine centimetres, nose to tai l .  But though

minuscule, i t  is a much more handsome than
many of i ts relat ives and sports fur that is nicely

chocolate brown to dark grey. 

As benefi ts so small 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. 



Equal ly hard to see is the Ceylon Long-Tai led
Shrew, which measures 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, despite i ts record of

once l iving as happily in the high mountain
forests as much as the lowland ones. 

Covered in predictably modest brown fur with
hints of grey, there is l i t t le about i ts appearance

to help mark out the treasured and rare l i fe i t
s t i l l  at tempts to cleave to, so validating that
adage: never judge a shrew by i ts cover. 

The Ceylon Highland Shrew is also endangered.
Restr icted to the central highlands of the

country, i t  presents i tsel f  with an unapologetic
style, being rat - l ike and grey, i ts take- i t -or - leave-

i t  at t i tude of l i t t le help to environmental
publicis ts eager to drum up the sympathy that

these endangered animal meri t .
 

The Musk Shrew is a much more common sight
and is found right across South and Southeast

Asia, along with i ts very close cousin, the Indian
Grey Musk-Rat Shrew . 

Indeed both are so widely found as to be
considered invasive species. Able to l ive almost
anywhere, they breed with alarming ease, and
eat anything vaguely edible to keep their large
rat - l ike ( f i f teen-centimetre nose to tai l )  bodies in

peak condit ion. 



Three other shrews of more refined parentage
make up the is land’s tal ly, the f irs t  of them

discovered in 1856 - the year the Crimean War
ended, the Second Opium War erupted, and the

firs t  casino was approved in Monte Carlo. 

The diminutive nine- inch Horsf ield’s Shrew was
forgotten almost as soon as i t  was classi f ied and

to this day i t  remains l i t t le understood or
studied, i ts dis tr ibut ion across India and Sri
Lanka only patchi ly comprehended; and i ts

habits and descript ion l imited to a few notes
about i ts unremarkable brown grey fur.

 
New year’s day in 1924 was also a special

date – especial ly for 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. That morning, 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, he 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. I t  is at the peti te spectrum of is land
shrews, measuring just twelve centimetres nose
to tai l  and sport ing rather mundane grey brown
fur. A second man dear to shrews was a Burger
from a long-established family, and with other 



numerous scienti f ic discoveries to his name.
Kelaart was to be remembered as the man who

discovered Kelaart's Long-Tai led Shrew, a
species now restr icted to the grasslands,

swamps and forest of Sri Lanka and southern
India. 

A colossal ( for shrews) twenty centimetres in
length nose to tai l ,  i t  has grey black fur and is
ever more endangered, largely due to shrinking

habitat options. 

The species has managed to cl ing to both i ts
name and i ts original scienti f ic evaluation,

unlike many other shrews who suffer the
continual revaluation, name changes and
shif t ing designations of over busy shrew

scientis ts; but not so poor Kelaart, who was to
die, just forty -one years old on a ship bound for

England.



4
RATS



“We  a r e  p l a i n
qu i e t  f o l k  and

have  n o  u s e  f o r
adven tu r e s .

Na s ty
d i s t u r b i ng

un c om f o r t ab l e
t h i ng s !  Make
you  l a t e  f o r

d i nn e r !  I  c an ’ t
t h i n k  wha t

anybody  s e e s
i n  t h em . ”

J . R . R .  T o l k i en



Whatever passing cuteness shrews command, i t
al l  sadly breaks down when the amateur

zoologist turns his at tent ion to rats.
Rats abound in Sri Lanka but only two can be
cal led endemic – the rare Ohiya Rat and i ts

equal ly endangered cousin, the Nil lu Rat. Even
so, they are joined by an embarrassment of

other rat species, many common throughout the
world, others restr icted to South and Southeast

Asia, and al l  much more successful in
establishing an enduring i f  unattract ive

dominance. 

Their col lect ive poor reputat ion and cordial
host ing of many especial ly nasty diseases marks

them out as a mammal best enjoyed from a
distance -  though the observation of E.B White,

the American wri ter of chi ldren’s books, is a
l i t t le savage: “the rat had no morals, no

conscience, no scruples, no consideration, no
decency, no milk of rodent kindness, no

compunctions, no higher feel ing, no fr iendliness,
no anything.”

 
Thir ty centimetres in length, nose to tai l ,  with

steel grey fur and white undersides, the Ohiya
Rat is one of the is land’s two endemic rats.

Quite why i t  is named after a small vi l lage of
barely 700 souls near Badul la is a mystery. I t

l ives quiet ly in forests and has gradual ly
become ever scarcer in counts done by

depressed biologists. I t 's only other endemic
cousin, the Ohiya Rat, is even more endangered

and is found in restr icted highland locations
such as the Knuckles, Horton Plains, 



Nuwara El iya, and Ohiya. Li t t le more than
thir ty -nine centimetres length nose to tai l ,  i ts fur
tends to be sl ight ly redder than the typical grey
of many of i ts relat ives. I ts name – Nil lu, which

means cease/set t le/stay/stand/stop -  gives
something of a clue about i ts wil l ingness to get

out and about.
 

Al l  the other many rats found on the is land are
common across the region. Blanford's Rat,

known also as White-Tai led Wood Rat, is found
in impressive numbers throughout India, Sri

Lanka, and Bangladesh. Measuring thir ty - f ive
centimetres in length nose to tai l ,  i t  has the
classic grey fur of the kind of rat that scares

most people. 

The Indian Soft -Furred Rat has a similar
distr ibut ion. I t  is whol ly unfussy about i ts

habitat, happy in grass or forest, t ropical or
subtropical regions. Almost thir ty centimetres in

length nose to tai l ,  i t  has the brown grey fur that
blends to white on i ts undersides. 

Equal ly widespread is the Indian Bush Rat which
even boasts a t iny pocket -s ized colony outside

of South Asia, in Iran. At twenty- f ive centimetres
in length nose to tai l ,  i t  is smaller than many
other rats and has rather beauti ful fur that is

speckled yel low, black, and reddish as i f  i t  had
wandered out of a hair salon having been

unable to make up i ts mind about what exact
hair dye ask for, opting instead for a splash of

everything. 



The ul t imate C Lis t  celebri ty, the Indian Soft
Furred Rat is more than happy to make i ts home
at any al t i tude and almost any place from India,
Nepal, and Pakistan to Sri Lanka. So ubiqui tous

and successful is i t  that i t  l is ts as being of no
concern whatsoever on the registers of

environmental is ts t roubled by species decl ine.
Barely 30centimetres nose to tai l , .  I t  has brown

to yel low fur on i ts back and white across i ts
tummy.

 
A similar geographical dis tr ibut ion is enjoyed

by the two bandicoot rates. The Greater
Bandicoot Rat – known also as the Pig Rat – is

aggressive, highly fer t i le, widespread, happy to
eat practical ly anything and an enthusiast ic
carrier of many diseases, i t  is not the sort of
creature to closely befriend. Nor is i t  small  -
measuring almost sixty centimetres in length

nose to tai l .  Sl ight ly smaller – at forty
centimetres length nose to tai l  is the Lesser

Bandicoot Rat. I ts fondness for burrowing in
farm lands and gardens has earnt i t  a reputat ion

for destruct ion. I t  can be aggressive and is a
rel iable host to a range of nasty diseases

including plague, typhus, leptospirosis, and
salmonel losis.

 
Happily widespread, the Ceylon Gerbi l  or

Antelope-Rat inhabits the cuter end of the rat
world. Well dis tr ibuted across the is land, i t  l ives

in small colonies inside nests l ined with dry
grasses at the end of deep labyrinthine burrows.

I t  is notably 



unneighbourly, aggressive and terr i torial with
gerbi ls from other colonies. L ike most gerbi ls i t
is exhaust ively fer t i le, with pregnancies last ing
under a month that produce up to nine young -

who wil l  themselves reach sexual maturi ty within
four months. I t  is t iny – l i t t le more than4

centimetres head to tai l  and clothed in brownish
grey fur, al l  the bet ter to pass unnoticed.

 
The is land’s two more ex-patr iot rats are, l ike

supermarkets, mobile phones or t in ears, global
ci t izens who count Sri Lanka one of their many,

many haunts. The Black Rat comes in at least
f ive dist inct sub species - the Common House-Rat
Rat, the Egyptian House Rat, the Indian House
Rat, the Common Ceylon House Rat, and the

Ceylon Highland Rat. 

None are much longer than thir ty - three
centimetres nose to tai l  and despite their
reputat ion for being black, also sport the

occasional l ighter brown fur. 

I t  is phenomenally successful, cal l ing almost
every country in the world i ts home, including
Sri Lanka. I t  is also a disconcert ingly resi l ient

transmit ter for many diseases, i ts blood giving a
home to a large quanti ty of infect ious bacteria –

including the bubonic plague. 

The Brown Rat has almost as many al ternative
names as the Devi l  himself (Lucifer, Satan,

Abaddon, Beelzebub, etc) for i t  is also known -
rather unkindly -  as the common, street, sewer,

or wharf rat; and, 



rather unexpectedly as the Hanover or Norway
rat. Immortal ized by Charles Dickens, i t  has

been studied and domesticated more than most
other mammals. I t  is a large creature – over f i f ty

centimetres in length, nose to tai l .  

I t  is happy to consume almost anything, is highly
social, produces up to f ive l i t ters a year and -
according to the more informed scientis ts, is

capable of posi t ive emotional feel ings.



5
SQU IRRELS



“ S o r ry !  I  d on ’ t
wan t  any

adven tu r e s ,
t hank  you .  No t

Today .  G o od
mo rn i ng !  Bu t

p l e a s e  c ome  t o
t e a  –  any  t ime
you  l i k e !  Why
no t  t omo r r ow?

Good  bye ! ”
J . R . R .  T o l k i en



Collect ively, squirrels are what rats might be -  i f
rats had any sense of fashion, PR or merely a
dude-cool at t i tude. Nimble, beauti ful,  curious,

and cute, squirrels are rodents merely by genus.
Even so, there remains something edgy about

them. I t  is a squirrel af ter al l  who provokes the
discovery of a massive diamond in F Scot t

Fi tzgerald’s s tory “A Diamond as Big as the
Ritz,” a tale of excess and debauchery. Nor

does Beatrix Pot ter’s Squirrel Nutkin do much
better, being chronical ly naughty. “Proud,

wayward squirrel,” noted Yeats.
 

Sri Lanka is home to seven squirrel species, only
two of which are endemic, the Dusky-Str iped

Squirrel and Layard's Palm Squirrel. The Dusky-
Str iped Squirrel is the smallest of is land

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 the taxological
wringer 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 Plains and

Nuwara El iya where even frosts can occur. I t  is
also something of a lyrical chatterbox, with a

strange birdl ike sound that modulates depending
on i ts message. Layard's Palm Squirrel is named

for Edgar Leopold 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 popular beast, sometimes also
known as the Flame-Str iped 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 and can be seen al l  around the central
highlands. By day they forage for frui t  and nuts;

by night they chatter from tree to tree, l iving,
l ike swans, in pairs that bond for l i fe. With their
natural forest habitat eroded steadily, they are

categorised as Vulnerable.
 

The other f ive is land squirrels are globetrot ters.
Like al l  squirrels, they feat off almost any plants

including nuts, seeds, frui ts, fungi, and green
vegetation, and have been known to enrich their

diet with bird eggs and insects too.

Their constant nibbling of course wears down
their teeth, and so, in a l i t t le bi t  of evolut ion

that mankind might have benefi ted from as wel l ,
their teeth just keep on growing, to make up the

loss. 

The Grizzled Giant Squirrel is the king of the
pack, with a nose to tai l  length of one and a

half metres and death-defying ski l ls enabling i t
to make the most impossible leaps from tree to 



t ree. 

In Sri Lanka i t  hugs the central highlands and
comes in three sub variants that are al l  but

impossible to tel l  apart. Grizzled brown, with
white legs, s tomach, and frosted face, they have

excel lent vision but poor hearing –which is
something of a blessing for them as their cry -a
shri l l  s taccato cackle – is the sort of sound that

can easi ly curdle milk.
 

The most elegant ly avian of the is land’s squirrels
is the Indian Giant Flying Squirrel which has

evolved a remarkable wing membrane between
its l imbs to enable i t  to gl ide l ike the 1891

Li l ienthal Glider that marked man’s f irs t
recorded f l ight, near Potsdam. 

The Black Giant Squirrel is dark al l  over but for
a small expanse of orange on i ts chin and chest.
I t  is very rarely seen, preferring the deeper most

inaccessible parts of evergreen forests. 

The Indian Palm Squirrel or Three-Str iped Palm
Squirrel is another is land visi tor that is easi ly

confused with the endemic Layard's Palm
Squirrel. 

Confusion also hangs over the t iny dark brown
Nilgir i  Str iped Squirrel. This is the mystery of
the squirrel pack for almost nothing is known

about i t  except for the fact that i t  is dif ferent to
the Dusky-Str iped Squirrel with which i t  was

once confused.



6
OTTERS ,
HARES  &

ANT
EATERS



“No t  a l l  t h o s e
who  wande r

a r e  l o s t . ”
J . R . R .  T o l k i en



“What is this l i fe, i f ,  ful l  of care, we have no
time to stand and stare,” wrote Henry

Wil l iamson, the man who put ot ters f irmly on the
l i terary map with “Tarka the Otter.”  

Care is what ot ters now so badly need. Right
around the world they face the very real threat
of ext inct ion; their potential demise a possible

calamity st i l l  only being faced up to with modest
correct ive steps. 

The Ceylon Ottar faces just the same, i f  not
greater levels, of existent ial threat, though this
does not appear to erode their abiding alacri ty

for play. 

Famously family-orientated (so much so that
there is even a recorded case of an ot ter puppy
being given by i ts mother to another mother who
had given bir th to a st i l l  born pup), they l ive in

family groups and play and play – when not
eating or s leeping. 

They are also scrupulously hygienic, with
specif ic areas designed as ot tar loos –this

despite the fact that their poo is said to give off
a scent not unl ike that of jasmine tea. 

A dist inct ive sub species of the Eurasian Otter,
the Ceylon Ottar is shy to the point of near
invisibi l i ty. Covered in dark brown fur and

about a metre long, weighing in at eight ki los, i t
l ives off f ish but is more than part ial to any

other smaller creature incautious enough to stay
close to i t  in the rivers i t  inhabits.



Curiously, Sri Lanka lacks rabbits –though i t
does have a hare. Just the one. And an endemic

one too, a dist inct variant of the Indian Hare.
The Ceylon Black-Naped Hare is a mere f i f ty

centimetres head to body, and dist inguished by
having a black patch on the back of i ts neck. I t

is notable also for i ts dozy daytime habit –
being more of a night creature, leaving the day

for alone sleeping in the grassland that is i ts
preferred habitat. Blessed with excel lent sight,
hearing, and smel l ,  i t  can usual ly outrun any

would-be enemy; and remains happily
widespread across the is land. 

 
Gif ted in dexterous overlapping and generously

rounded scales, the Indian Pangolin or Scaly
Anteater, is a unique cross between an

archi tectural marvel, a desert tank, and a Viking
warrior clad in chain mail. Measuring some six
feet nose to tai l ,  i t  makes i ts home in rainforest
and grassland and even colonizes modest hi l l
country -  r ight across the Indian subcontinent

and al l  across Sri Lanka. 

I t  l ives in burrows, some designed for s leeping,
others for eating, i ts diet consis t ing of ants and
termites, or, at a push, beet les. I ts long st icky

tongue has special ly evolved to dig deeply into
insect nests. Pregnancies last around two months

and the cub (for there is usual ly only one)gets
carried on i ts mother’s tai l  unt i l  i t  is able to
move around confident ly. Yet the Pangolin is
teetering on the very edge of being cri t ical ly

endangered, not helped by increasing
deforestat ion, but more 



especial ly because i t  is poached for i ts meat
and i ts scales which are international ly traded

as aphrodisiacs, r ings, charm or craf ted in
gris ly leathergoods, l ike boots and shoes that

surely shame their wearers more than they might
be i f  caught dancing naked down Galle Face

Green on the top of big red bus.



7
MON

-GOOSES



“ ‘ I f  e v e r  y ou
a r e  pa s s i ng  my

way , ’  s a i d
B i l b o ,  ‘ d on ’ t

wa i t  t o  kn o c k !
T ea  i s  a t  f o u r ;
bu t  any  o f  y ou
a r e  we l c ome  a t

any  t ime ! ‘ ”
J . R . R .  T o l k i en



“Rikki - t ikki,” wrote Rudyard Kipl ing in1894,
“had a right to be proud of himself. But he did
not grow too proud, and he kept that garden as
a mongoose should keep i t ,  with tooth and jump

and spring and bite, t i l l  never a cobra dared
show i ts head inside the walls.” 

Kipl ing’s immortal mongoose was in fact the
Indian Grey Mongoose, sometimes cal led the

Common Ceylon Grey Mongoose. I t  is the
smallest of the four main species found in Sri

Lanka. 

Shy around people i t  is fearless with snakes, i ts
ki l l  s trategy focused on t ir ing the snake by

tempting i t  to make bi tes i t  easi ly avoids. I ts
thick grizzled iron-grey fur and neuro

transmit t ing receptors leave i t  immune to snake
venom; and for anyone l iving up-country, i t  is a
fine companion to have around. Around thir ty

inches nose to tai l ,  i t  l ives r ight across the
country, of ten in pairs, eating frui t ,  roots, and
small animals. I t  l ives for around seven years,

breeding twice yearly and producing up to four
cubs.

 
Marginal ly more colour is the Brown Mongoose

– a species that comes in several i terat ions,
each so marginal ly dif ferent as to be as

impossible to tel l  apart as Herge’s Thomson and
Thompson. The Highland Ceylon Brown
Mongoose, the Western Ceylon Brown

Mongoose and the Ceylon Brown Mongoose are,
to al l  but the most scrut inizing scienti f ic eye,

practical ly 



alike. Over eighty centimetres nose to tai l  with
dark brown fur and black legs, and along black

enviably tuf ted tai l ,  i t  is a sight of simple,
breathtaking beauty. Widespread through i t  is,
seeing one is something of a chal lenge for i t  is
an introverted beast, with a marked preference
for deeper cover, dark forests; and, l ike Greta

Garbo, a preference for being lef t  alone.
 

But there can be l i t t le doubt that you’ve seen a
mongoose, once you’ve clapped eyes on the

Ceylon Ruddy Mongoose. Measuring thir ty - two
inches nose to tai l ,  he too is found right across

Sri Lanka and India. 

A ret ir ing forest dweller, i t  has grizzled ruddy
brown hair, a s leek body and a tai l  that ends in

a f lourish of black tuf ts. 

Al though i t  rarely l ives more than seven or eight
years, a Mr W. W. Phi l l ips from Namunukula in
Sri Lanka wrote to inform the Bombay Natural
History Society ( in those halcyon, fal l ible days

when science was a passion shared equal ly with
amateurs) that “the mongoose in quest ion died
on September 8, 1955, aged approximately17
years. I t  ate qui te wel l  r ight up to the last day

and died peaceful ly during the night, apparent ly
of old age and /or heart fai lure. “For al though

the Ruddy Mongoose is among the more
aggressive of the species, i t  seems that with the

right kind of parenting i t  the beast can be a
beloved and longish term part of aninter -species

family.



But the Versace of the mongoose world, is the
Str ipe-Necked Mongoose, sport ing an outf i t  that
marks i t  out as one of the is land’s most s tr iking

and fetching mammals. 

A dark grey head morphs to reddish brown and
grey on i ts neck- before blooming into a heady

grizzled covering of bouffant fur that gets
redder and longer the fur ther down the body i t

goes. 

A pink nose, black legs and a reddish tai l  that
ends in a curved tuf t  of black hair make up the

rest of this most al luring of beasts. I t  has a
sturdy frame and –measuring at of ten over
eighty- f ive centimetres nose to tai l  – is the

largest mongoose on the is land and is
widespread across South India and Sri Lanka,. 

I ts procl ivi ty for cal l ing forests i ts home can
make sighting i t  a chal lenge, but i t  is a sight

wel l  worth the effort.



8
LOR I SES



“ Th e  w i s e
s p eak  on ly  o f

wha t  t h ey
know . ”

J . R . R .  T o l k i en



Lorises are the mammals world’s most famous
recluses. Indeed, few people have ever heard of

them unless they have been to Sri Lanka; and
had a good look around. 

Restr icted to Sri Lanka and parts of India, a few
loris species can also be spotted (with dif f icul ty)

in places l ike Borneo or Java. They are the
ul t imate tree hugger’s tree hugger – mammals of

beguil ing rari ty and beauty, whose talent for
invisibi l i ty outsteps even that of Tolkien’s Frodo

when wearing The Ring.
 

Constructed with small bodies, and lean,
outsized l imbs, their round heads bear a set of

disproport ionately immense panda eyes set
within circles of black fur that give them the

look of learned, albei t  eccentr ic, professors of
phi losophy peering at you through dark

Tortoiseshel l  spectacles, l ike happy- looking
Gollums. I t  is no surprise therefore to learn that

they have large brains for so t iny an animal.
Their ears are almost invisible, but should they
grasp you with their f ingers or toes, you would

immediately feel the resolute strength that comes
from a creature that l ives almost entirely on tree

branches. Placing one hand before another,
they move along boughs with great deliberation,

and often upside down - but unl ike monkeys,
nei ther leap nor jump.

 
How they communicate with one another

remains one of many scienti f ic mysteries that
surround the species, but they are 



known to be inordinately social, wrest l ing for
the sheer fun of i t  and sleeping together in
t ight ly packed groups within tree branches,
special ly bui l t  t ree nests or tree holes. And
whils t  they part icularly l ike to eat insects –

especial ly ants – they are also eager consumers
of eggs, berries, leaves, buds, and unlucky

l izards. They l ive for around 15 to 18 years, a
l i t t le longer than that of the average dog, with
the females coming into heat twice yearly for a
23-week pregnancy that usual ly resul ts in just

one or two young being born. And they l ive an
upside down l i fe, s leeping by day and out and

about by night.

This makes them almost impossible to see, a task
made al l  the harder given their diminutive size,
extreme shyness, rapidly diminishing numbers,

and preference for cal l ing home the tops of
trees. Of the eleven loris sub species f irmly

agreed upon and recorded, four are based in
Sri Lanka. 

 
The Highland Ceylon Slender Loris is the larger
of the three grey slender lorises. I ts l imbs are
more heavi ly furred and, according to i ts less
chari table observers, presented a less delicate

appearance than that of i ts cousins. 

I t  can weigh up to 227 grams and has been
known to extend 256 mm from head to body.

Like most lorises, i t  has grey and white fur, but
i ts frost ing is more str iking. I t  favours wet
mountain dwell ings below 1500 metres. 



I ts close cousin, the Northern Ceylon Slender
Loris was only discovered in 1932 – in the
Gammaduwa region of the Knuckles Range,
though i t  has subsequent ly been said to also

frequent such dif ferent areas as Anuradhapura,
Polonnaruwa, Kurunegala, Put talam, Vouniya,

Trincomalee and Matale. 

This loris species sports a very dist inct ive facial
s tr ipe, a greyish coat of thin fur and can weigh

in at 293 grams. What l i t t le is real ly known
about i t  comes largely from a captive breeding

program run in1980 that focused on wild-caught
specimens from Polonnaruwa. 

The name of the third, the Ceylon Mountain
Slender Loris is “kada papa” or "baby of the

forest” in Tamil. I t  has shorter l imbs and longer,
thicker fur as might be required to keep warm
on cool mountaintops. I t  is considered to be

endemic to Sri Lanka’s mountain rain and mist
forests – those above 1,500 meters but i t  is so

rare that i t  has only ever been rel iably found on
Horton Plains. There, in 1937, a certain Mr. A.

C. Tutein-Nolthenius, who had spent twenty
years looking for the species, discovered a

mother with two offspring. They were to die in
captivi ty. The last recorded sighting was in

2002, also on Horton Plains when a researcher
got but a gl impse of a secret ive pair.

 
But i t  is the Red Slender Loris that is the most

celebrated on the is land for i t  is the only
endemic species. A t iny, tree- l iving 



creature with heart -s toppingly adorable panda
eyes, i ts mothers have the intr iguing habit of
coating their offspring in al lergenic sal iva, a

toxin that repels most predators. This subspecies
weighs in at up to 172 grams and a body that

extends to l i t t le more than 17 centimetres. 

I t  has dense reddish-brown fur and the classic
slender hands and legs of al l  i ts species, an

evolut ionary peculiari ty that enables i t  to cl imb
easi ly through treetops to gather the frui ts,

berries, leaves on which i t  feasts. 

By day they sleep in leaf covered tree holes, a
habit that must help account for their relat ively

long l i fe span (15-18 years). In is land folklore i t
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.



9
MONKEYS



“ D o  n o t  medd l e
i n  t h e  a f f a i r s

o f  Wi za rd s ,  f o r
t h ey  a r e  s ub t l e

and  qu i c k  t o
ange r . ”

J . R . R .  T o l k i en



Money may not grow on trees, but monkeys do.
With over a third of the country st i l l  covered in
forest and over eight trees and shrubs to choose
from, the is land is a tree hugger’s Shangri - la. I ts

most i l lustr ious member is the endemic Toque
Macaques – a monkey that comes in three

dist inct is land variants. 

The Pale-Fronted or Dusky Toque Macaques st ick
to the wet zones in the southwest. The Common
Toque Macaques favours the dry zone areas of

the north and east. The Highland Toque
Macaque prefers 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. They can weigh 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. 

With white undersides, golden brown fur on
their backs and a car crash of an almost orange
coif fure, they look as i f  they have got lost in a

cheap tanning salon or a Trump ral ly. 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 sated on frui t .  Their

capacious cheek pouches are special ly adapted
to al low them to store 



food for consumption later, a technical
ref inement that helps them steal, s tore, and run

with their pi l fered bounty. Their guts have
evolved the dazzling specif ici ty of al lowing

them to wolf down large quanti t ies of mature
leaves in perfect digest ive order – which means

they have almost no reason or incl ination to
lower themselves from the trees to which they
cleave. 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 composed of infants or juveni les. Young
adult 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. 

 
Quite how many monkey species belong to the

Langur family is a modest ly debated subject
amongst mammalian Taxonomists, but at the last

count there were eight. Or seven, depending.
Stretching from the Himalayas to Sri Lanka, they

l ive in groups that rarely seem to do anything
but f ight one another al though within the groups  



str ict social hierarchies are observed. The is land
owns to two langur famil ies -  the Hanuman

Langur, or Tuf ted Gray Langur; and the Purple-
Faced Langur.

 
The Hanuman langur, or Tuf ted Gray langur, is
one of three variants, the other two being found
in India. The Sri Lankan variant – “thersi tes” – is

named rather eccentr ical ly for an anti -hero in
Homer, who was later promoted by Plato as a

man best f i t  for the af ter l i fe -  a doubtful honour.
Up to sixty inches long head to tai l ,  with a
weight that can hi t  c lose to f i f teen ki los, i ts

black face is framed in a wispy white beard that
runs from forehead to chin. I t  is a l ight grey in
colour, and l ives as readily in Dryzone 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

li t t le of the gypsy tendency within them. Eagerly
vegetarian, they l ive in troops of up to f i f ty

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

female pair.
 

The Purple-Faced Leaf Langur is the rarer of the
two langur species found on the is land. I t  l ives
largely in dense forest but is now threatened by

habitat loss that has noticeably and recent ly
signif icant ly eroded i ts numbers. Vegetarian,

with a tendency to opt for leaves ahead of other
foods, i t  is shy and sl ight ly smaller than i ts close



cousin, the Tuf ted Gray Langur but easy to tel l
apart for i ts darker colouring, the black brown

fur of i ts body contrast ing with the mop of wispy
white fur that surrounds i ts face and si t  atop i ts

head.



1 0
PORCUP INE
&  JACKEL



“ E l v e s  s e l d om
g iv e  ungua rd ed

adv i c e ,  f o r
adv i c e  i s  a

dange r ou s  g i f t ,
e v en  f r om  t h e

w i s e  t o  t h e
w i s e . ”

J . R . R .  T o l k i en



“I t  is far bet ter,” wrote Tipu Sul tan, short ly
before being ki l led by the future Duke of

Well ington in Srirangapatna in 1799, “to l ive
l ike a l ion for a day then to l ive l ike a jackal for

a hundred years”. 

The Sul tan, who of course, saw himself as the
l ion, was merely channel l ing the unrelentingly

poor press that jackals have endured since
recorded t ime - in Arabic holy wri t ,  the Bible;
even in Buddhist Pali  l i terature which depicts
them as inferior, greedy, cunning creatures. 

Small wonder then that their numbers face
increasing pressure. 

The future of the Sri Lankan Jackal generates
l i t t le of the media alarm that surrounds other,

more poli t ical ly correct species. 

Threatened by habitat loss and infected by dog
borne rabies, the Sri Lankan Jackal is second
only to the Leopard in the pecking order of

is land predators. 

A ski l led hunter, s l ight ly smaller than a wolf, i t
is, l ike them, a pack animal and scavenger, and
wil l  eat anything from rodents, birds, and mice

to young gazel les, repti les, and even frui t .  

Commendably patriot ic, they have evolved to be
a l i t t le larger than Indian jackals, with a darker

richer colouring and a subt ly dif ferent tooth
arrangement whose close study is best avoided.



A happier s tory is to be found with the Indian
Crested Porcupine that is widespread, and at
home in most habitats, r ight across Sri Lanka

and India. 

Niki ta Khrushchev, the bombastic Russian
leader, was unexpectedly wise to the beast,

s tat ing to his enemies that “i f  you start throwing
hedgehogs at me, I  shal l  throw a couple of

porcupines under you.” 

Up to three feet long and sixteen ki los in
weight, they are, l ike Khrushchev, highly

terr i torial. 

When they feel threatened or their terr i tory
unacceptably encroached upon, their sharp

quil ls wil l  spring up, their teeth wil l  c lack loudly
and, emit t ing a most unpleasant smel l ,  they wil l

go on the at tack. 

Nocturnal, and usual ly hidden in the burrows
that are their homes, they are eager consumers
of bark, frui t ,  berries, vegetables and almost

most plants in gardens and plantat ions. 

Grati fyingly monogamous, their pregnancies last
eight months and the two to four cubs that are
born l ive on with the parents unti l  they are two

or three years old.



1 1
DEER ,

DONKEYS
&  PONIES



“Wha t  a  t a l e
we  have  b e en
i n ,  Mr .  F r od o ,
haven ’ t  we? ”
J . R . R .  T o l k i en



Deer abound across Sri Lanka, some –l ike the
Ceylon Spotted Deer –increasingly vulnerable,
prey to poachers and habitat loss; others – l ike
the Barking Deer – f lourishing and presenting

li t t le concern to the scientis ts who maintain the
Red Lis t  of Threatened Species. 

Two species are considered endemic to the
is land – the Ceylon Spotted Deer, the Sri Lankan

Spotted Chevrotain, with Sri Lankan Sambar
Deer the subject of mild debate among patriot ic

environmental is ts t rying to assess i f  i t  is so
signif icant ly more evolved as to present nature
with what amounts to a new sub species unique
to the is land. The remaining three species found

in Sri Lanka are also found across South and
Southeast India – the Hog Deer, the Mouse
Deer, and the Barking Deer. Joining these

quadrupeds are an extraordinary herd of feral
ponies, abandoned by depart ing colonists; and
a pack of wild donkeys, descendants of beasts

brought to the is land by ancient traders.
 

Troubled by the sheer lack of scienti f ic
information about the behaviour of the Ceylon

Spotted Deer, the Department of Zoology, at Sri
Lanka’s Eastern Universi ty, conducted a detai led
study of a part icular population in Trincomalee.

After months of observation, they concluded,
reassuringly, that “their main activi t ies were

feeding and lay. “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 of animal play. 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 increasingly 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,

crocodiles, jackals, and hungry vi l lagers, as
l iving supermarkets of fresh meat. 

Standing up to a hundred centimetres high, their
delicately white spotted fawn coats present them
as everything a perfect deer ought to be, as is
appropriate for an animal that is part of the

is land’s select few endemic mammals.
 

The Mouse Deer or Sri Lankan Spotted
Chevrotain is the second of the is land’s two

endemic deer species, and al though i t  can also
be found scat tered in the forests of South &

Southeast Asia, the Sri Lankan variant as has
become so evolved as to present scientis ts with
the opportuni ty to award i t  ful l  endemic status. 

Barely twelve inches high, i t  is t iny, gorgeous,
even- toed and, unless you are a plant, ent irely
harmless– al though popular superst i t ion adds

the caveat that a man who gets 



scratched by the hind foot of one wil l  develop
leprosy. This has yet to be veri f ied by scientis ts.

  
Across Sri Lanka and India, the Sambar Deer

claims gold as the largest and most impressive
of the several deer species with which i t  shares

i ts genes. Within Sri Lanka, the species has
evolved st i l l  fur ther and teeters on the edge of

being declared endemic – as the Sri Lankan
Sambar. 

Much mistaken for an elk by early Bri t ish
colonists eager to shoot i t ,  i t  can be seen in
herds in places l ike Horton Plains – but i t  is

classi f ied as extremely vulnerable al l  the same.
I t  is a tempting target for poachers s tocking up
on game meat to sel l ,  and the pressures on i ts
grassland habitats are not get t ing any easier. 

Typical ly one and half metres high(sometimes
more), their herds consis t  of females with their
fawns, which they usual ly produce yearly. The
males, l ike men with sheds who have taken the
designation to extremes, prefer to l ive alone -

except when the mating urge overcomes them. 
 

I ts equal ly endangered albei t  much smaller
cousin, s tanding at seventy centimetres tal l ,  with
short legs, a predi lect ion to whist le, f ine ant lers,

and dark brown fur, is the Indian Hog Deer. I t
looks nothing l ike a pig, but gains that

interspecies appel lat ion for i ts tendency to rush
through the forest, head down l ike one of the

racing pigs at Bob Hale Racing Stables in 



far -off Michigan. Stretching right across the
grasslands of Sri Lanka and South and Southeast

Asia, i t  is now classi f ied as extremely
vulnerable, i ts small herds shrinking in the face

of habitat loss.
 

Vulnerable cannot be said to characterise the
Barking Deer. Carefree, with a propensi ty to eat
almost anything, i t  is a cuddly irr i tant in jungle
and on low hi l l  estates, i ts numbers f lourishing

both here and across South and Southeast Asia.
I t  grows to around sixty centimetres in height
and is covered in reddish brown fur and, for
males, throws in a modest set of ant lers. Shy,

sol idi ty, rarely seen in numbers more than two,
i t  gets i ts name for the dog-barking sound i t

makes
when alarmed. I t  is a modest, i f  rel iable

breeder, with pregnancies last ing six months
after which one or, occasional ly, two pups are

born.
 

Sri Lanka is also home to diminishing herds of
feral donkeys. These are found most ly in

Mannar, Talaimannar and Put talam, descendants
of equine immigrants that entered the great port
of Maathot tam near Mannar -  once the shipping
gateway to the ancient Anuradhapura Kingdom.
Arab traders were probably most responsible for

import ing the beasts to carry their cargos
inland. The species that l ives here is said to be
a direct descendant of the Nubian African Wild

Ass, now extinct in i ts native Ethiopia and
Sudan. Ext inct ion also faces i t  in Sri Lanka, i ts
habitat ever diminishing; and hungry vi l lagers 



occasional ly helping themselves to what wil l
become tomorrow’s stew. There are said to be

under 3,000 st i l l  al ive, though a wonderful
chari ty, Bridging Lanka, has stepped in to try

and nurse them back to happier t imes.
 

As sorry a tale can also be found among the
Mannar Ponies. Strung out to the west of Jaffna
in the Palk Strai t  is the t iny coral is land of Delf t ,

bared f i f ty square mile and home to less than
five thousand people. And f ive hundred wild

ponies. 

Dotted with Baobab trees, archaeological
marvels from ancient to colonial t imes, and

abundant wildl i fe, Delf t  has become
the last refuge for the Sri Lankan Wild Pony, the
direct descendant of the ponies exported to the
is land by the Portuguese and Dutch from Europe
and their colonies in the East, to provide basic

transportat ion. 

Lef t  behind at Independence, and superseded by
cars and lorries, they have carved out a fr inge
existence on the hot dry is land, f ighting off as

best they can dehydration and occasional
starvation. 



1 2
BOARS ,

BEARS  &
BUFFALOES



“O f t  t h e
unb i dd en  gu e s t
p r ov e s  t h e  b e s t

c ompany . ”
J . R . R .  T o l k i en



The smallest of Sri Lana’s mid-sized mammals,
the Indian Boar or Pig is widespread across Sri

Lanka and the Indian subcontinent. 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  looks nothing l ike the naked pink pigs
of popular imagination. They can weigh up to
three hundred pounds and measure some f ive

feet in length, with male boars being especial ly
formidable in bust ing these averages. 

They are beauti ful looking creatures, wel l  able
to cheer up the most fashionable of cat walks,
should they ever be cal led to do so. They are
social too, travel l ing in bands, of ten at night

and much given to wrest l ing one another. L iving
in forest and scrubby grasslands, habitat loss
has brought them ever closer into contact with

humans, to the benefi t  of nei ther party. 
 

Also very commonly seen is the Water Buffalo.
Constructed by loving gods with luxuriant, sol id,
confident proport ions, the Water Buffalo makes
i ts many other bovine relat ives come across as
whispery ragamuff ins. Their l i terary pedigree

dates back at least to the Akkadian kingdom of
2,500 BCE. 

They are f ine sturdy creatures, f i t  to grace any
field or lawn. Black to s late grey with

generously curved horns and reassuringly stocky
bodies, they typical ly weigh 1,200 pounds,

though double 



that weight has been recorded in some
instances. They work hard – of ten up to forty

years with l i t t le holiday, l iving tractors for
threshing and transportat ion. 

The unlucky ones are raised for meat; the lucky
ones produce milk that is r icher in fat and

protein than that of dairy cat t le; and al l  produce
the dung that fer t i l ize f ields or is used to l ight

cooking f ires.
 

But of these three mammals, the Sri Lankan Sloth
Bear is the most special. I t  is a unique endemic

subspecies of the very same Sloth bear that
inhabits the Indian subcontinent in ever

declining numbers from India to Bhutan, Nepal,
and, unti l  recent ly Bangladesh. I t  is a l i t t le
smaller in size than i ts Indian cousin, with

shorter fur and, sadly, sometimes without the
cuddly- looking white tummy fur of i ts northern

relat ive. 

Even so, 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 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 the vi l lage
population has also played i ts part. They are 



often hunted and ki l led, with a reputation 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
quite 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
very dependent on i ts sense of smel l ,  so i t  can

al l  too of ten be surprised by what seems l ike the
abrupt appearance of something threatening –

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 cup that s tays with

them for two to 



three years, the f irs t  months of which are
endearingly 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”.



1 3
ELEPHANTS



“My  p r e c i o u s . ”
J . R . R .  T o l k i en



 Elephants are the ul t imate Pachyderms – those
mammals with skins thicker than that of any a

populis t  poli t ician. Once elephants were
widespread across Sri Lanka; today they are

most ly to be found in the dry parts of the north,
east and southeast – especial ly in such wildl i fe

parks as Udawalawe, Yala, Lunugamvehera,
Wilpattu and Minneriya but they also l ive

outside protected areas. Al though Sri Lanka has
the highest densi ty of elephants in Asia, 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, the numbers of the Sri Lankan
elephant, which goes by the beauti ful Lat in

name of Elephas maximus maximus, are fal l ing
fast. 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, habitat erosion
and human-elephant conf l ict  has pushed this

largest of beasts into ever smaller areas. 

The threat they face is increasingly existent ial.
In 2023, four hundred and seventy elephants

were ki l led, a f igure almost three t imes as high
as the number of humans ki l led by elephants in

the same year. Smart, sociable, gregarious, and
emotional ly intel l igent, i t  is unconscionable how

widespread is the cruel ty they face – heavi ly
chained and marshal led to be more accessible

for visi tors. Unwil l ing parade dol ls of the touris t
t rade, they are also vict ims of rel igious

devotion. Owning 



an elephant brings with i t  immense prest ige and
the more ambit ious temples are as eager as

touris t  s i tes to host their own animal. One such
unfortunate beast – Raja – even has his own
museum dedicated to him, next to Kandy’s

temple of the Tooth. For decades he had the
responsibi l i ty for carrying the sacred casket at
the Kandy Perahera, unti l  his death in 1988, a

day which prompted the then government to
declare National Mourning, and have the

luckless beast s tuf fed and displayed for al l  t ime. 

More recent ly, one of the leading elephants of
the renowned Kandy Perehera was found to be
suffering from such severe malnourishment, that

i t  later died. Veterinarians International, a
global chari ty, has bui l t  the country’s f irs t

bespoke elephant hospital and, l ike others, is
doing much to reverse the inst i tut ionalized

abuse they suffer. Even so, the scales are t ipped
heavi ly away from a happy outcome. Laws –

and more important ly – the enforcement of laws
protect ing elephants remains frontier terr i tory,
and the creatures are seen less as l iving wild
animals and more as cute commodit ies, to be
petted, prodded, tamed, photographed, and

then forgotten.
 

A noted sub species of Elephas Maximus
Maximus is the Ceylon Marsh, 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 f irs t  confirmed case of
disproport ionate dwarfism in a ful ly -grown wild

Asian elephant. When f i lmed he was busy
attacking (and winning) a duel with a rival twice

his size.



1 4
CATS



“ I  wa rn  you ,  i f
y ou  b o r e  me ,  I
s ha l l  t a k e  my

r evenge . ”
J . R . R .  T o l k i en



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 al ternations 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.

 
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

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 conclusion – now widely accepted

in the scienti f ic community -  that the country
actual ly plays host to three endemic civets: the

Wet Zone Golden Palm Civet; the Montane
Golden Palm Civet and the Dry-Zone Palm Civet. 

In fact, the debate about numbers is a
passionately ongoing one, with some scientis ts

now claiming that a fourth civet also meri ts
separate recognit ion: the Sri Lankan Mountain

Palm Civet, found only in Dickoya, a ref inement
that makes Darwin’s Galapagos 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 l ighter 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 bottom they measure40 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 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
digested and fermented coffee berries being

col lected from civet poo in the jungle and sold
onto ridiculously wealthy Coffee Bubbas.

 
Far more common is the Asian Palm Civet, more
happily known as the Toddy Cat, which l ives in
generous numbers across Sri Lanka, South and

Southeast 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 panda and, al though primari ly 



forest dwell ing, i t  has accl imatised to urban l i 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. 

 
The Rusty-Spotted Cat 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
after a two-month pregnancy. 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
jewellery 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.



Double the size of a domestic cat, and weighing
up to almost forty pounds, the Indian Fishing
Cat, though increasingly vulnerable due to

habitat loss, is found in Sri Lanka and across
South and Southeast 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 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 appears to be thriving right
across i ts 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 sol i tary l i fe
feast ing off birds and small animals, the hermit

of the cat world. 

I t  has a variety of subspecies, including one in
Sri Lanka - 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.
 

Shrewd, secret ive, elusive, the Ceylon Leopard
is without doubt the greatest endemic jewel in

Sri Lanka’s mammalian 



crown. I t  is the largest of the country's four cat
species. 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. 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.”
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