
 
 

Sri Lanka  

Natural History Society 
1912 – 2016  

 

 

A Brief Historical Compendium 
With contributions by Malik Fernando, Ismeth Raheem and Devaka Weerakoon 

Compiled and Edited by Asoka Siriwardena and Chris Corea  
Limited edition for private circulation 

 

 

 

 
Over a century of appreciation of  

Ceylon’s natural environment 

 



2 
 

 

 

 
                                         1914 

 

 

 

   



3 
 

 

Contents 
Introduction 
 
The Biodiversity of Sri Lanka 

A snapshot by Prof Devaka Weerakoon 
 

Birth of the Society 
From the Times of Ceylon and Spolia Zeylanica 
 

Early Naturalists of SLNHS  
Pen sketches by Ismeth Rahim 
 

Principal Office Bearers  
Patrons, Presidents and Secretaries over a century 
 

Reminiscences of our Patron  
Mining the memory of Malik Fernando 
 

Past Records 
From Spolia Zeylanica, Ceylon Journal of Science and Society Documents 
 

Some NHS Publications  
Our Logo, samples of Newsletters etc 
 

Contemporary Naturalist Members  
Pen sketches by Malik Fernando 
 

NHS Today 
Synopses of talks delivered from 2014 to 2016 
 

Acknowledgements  
  



4 
 

Introduction 
Headquartered at the National Museum, the Ceylon Natural History Society was 
inaugurated in 1912. It was formed by (mostly) British colonialists who found 
themselves in a strange and wonderful tropical paradise with an extensive assortment 
of fauna, flora and minerals which were often completely new to them. With their 
characteristic urge to study and classify what they saw, they set up the NHS and other 
organizations so that study could be facilitated. It was also a platform to share their 
knowledge and experiences with each other.  

Today, the society continues to disseminate knowledge of our natural environment to 
members and the public through presentations by learned naturalists and 
environmentalists. The society also arranges excursions for further, first hand, 
experience and study.  

Where ever one travels in Sri Lanka, the eye and indeed the soul is rarely disappointed. 
The lofty peaks of the hill country, the energetic waterfalls one encounters on the way, 
the picturesque expanse of the Horton Plains and scintillating Bakers Falls, the Knuckles 
range, the mist laden Bogowantalawa valley, sparkling streams of Sinharaja, the 
historical Adams Peak,  the vast tracts of paddy fields in the east, the beautiful  golden 
beaches, brilliantly coloured coral gardens, grazing herds on the dusty plains of Yala, 
villus at Wilpattu, the fleeting glimpse of a leopard….. an interest in Sri Lanka’s natural 
history takes us to the most wonderful places. 

As you read, I am sure your mind will conjure up images from your own happy journeys 
and personal favorite spots in paradise. If you have not visited these locations I hope 
you will be inspired to do so soon. It is a moot point as to whether we go to these 
places to study Natural History or whether we study Natural History to visit these 
glorious locations !  Food for the soul abounds in Sri Lanka’s verdant tropical 
environment. 

Sri Lanka’s forest cover has diminished from about 50% in 1920 to about 25% today. 
This is indeed an alarming rate of decline and has to be reversed urgently. Although our 
landscapes may still appear lush, the unfortunate circumstance is that our biodiversity 
has suffered. Many invasive and cultivated species of plants have displaced endemic 
species to the point of extinction. The loss of flora and habitat has led to corresponding 
loss in fauna. Symbiotic relationships have been disturbed leading to further species 
loss. 

The invasion of age old habitat has been spearheaded by man’s insatiable need for 
“growth”. Global advertising is designed to create needs which we did not know we 
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had ! We are being taught that we need to consume more in order to be happy. 
Conspicuous consumption is required to distinguish us from our peers. We need to 
replace our clothes, domestic appliances and even vehicles periodically in order to be 
seen to be up to date.  And indeed, present day goods are designed to fail in time for 
the next wave of new models that are being designed.  

It is time to wonder whether this is an appropriate model to follow. When we eat at a 
buffet, we need to restrain ourselves in our choice of food items in order to stay 
healthy. It is time to extend this to all our consumption – we don’t need to replace our 
equipment just because a new model is out.  

In my short lifetime, global population has more than doubled  - 4 billion people have 
been added to the planet !  Just to put that number into perspective, that’s 4,000 
million more people to feed, clothe, and shelter. Little wonder then that whole forests 
of timber have been cut down to meet this demand – in less than a single lifetime.  

Associations like ours help to show the public the importance of our biodiversity 
(expertly described in the next chapter by Prof Devaka Weerakoon).  We need to 
preserve biodiversity, even at the “expense” of economic growth. In fact, it is time the 
world looked less at materialistic yardsticks for growth. This ought to be easy as none 
of us wants to grow in size indefinitely (to come back to the analogy of the buffet) !.  

Let us take a new set of values to the world, let economics and profit maximizing be 
replaced by conservation and satisficing. Let us hope that we will be able to adopt less 
consumerist practices in day to day living and take a little trouble to reduce our impact 
on the environment by reusing and recycling. Future generations are banking on us. 

 
Chris Corea 
President SLNHS 
Jan 2017 
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The Biodiversity of Sri Lanka 
Prof Devaka Weerakoon, Department of  Zoology, University of Colombo   

 
Sri Lanka is a moderate sized continental island listed as the 25th largest island in the 
world. Sri Lanka belongs among the equatorial belt of countries as it lies just North of 
the equator. The country has a diverse topography that has resulted due to upliftment 
and erosion. The net result of these processes has been the creation of the central hills, 
with many peaks, and in cross section, a step-like arrangement referred to as Peneplains. 
The resulting landform thus has many escarpments, ridges and valleys. Apart from the 
central hills there are “rock islands” called inselbergs jutting out from relatively flat 
terrain in the dry zone.  

 
The drainage pattern of the country is almost entirely governed by the central highlands, 
with all the perennial watercourses originating in the mountains. The country is 
dissected by 103 river basins. The river flow contributes to the creation of some unique 
ecosystems in the flood plain areas.  

 
Sri Lanka’s climate is largely governed by the monsoonal winds and affected by the 
central hills. The seasonality of rainfall, influenced by two distinct monsoons and 
convectional and cyclonic effects and the rain shadow effect caused by the central 
mountains has given rise to two pronounced climatic regions, the wet and dry zones. 
Due to the high altitudinal variation, the mean temperature of the Wet Zone drops 
progressively from 27˚ C in the lowlands to around 13˚ C - 16˚ C in the montane areas. 
The temperature plays an important role in the highland regions where the decreasing 
temperature at higher elevations along with the wind has resulted in unique natural 
communities. The Dry Zone, with a mean daily temperature of 30˚ C, is spread over much 
of the lowlands plains. A narrow Intermediate Zone lies between the Wet and Dry Zones, 
and there are two extra dry coastal strips with prolonged drought periods in the north-
west and south-east coastal regions forming the Arid Zone.  

 
Sri Lanka, being a continental island, is endowed with a coastline of 1680 km. Therefore, 
nearly 24% of the land area of Sri Lanka comes under the coastal zone. The shelf around 
northern and north-western part of the island is broad and the shelf ends more abruptly 
in the south and east of the island. 
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Figure 1. The earth during the early (above) and late (below) Jurassic 
(Source:http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Palaeontinidae_Distribution_(Late_Jurassic).jpg) 

 
Based on the geological evidence, Sri Lanka has been in existence for nearly 3 billion 
years. From Preterozoic (2500-500mys) era up to the Jurassic period Sri Lanka remained 
part of the Gondwana super subcontinent. During the Jurassic period, approximately 
158-160 mya, the Indo-Madagascar plate drifted away from East Africa, followed by the 
separation of Indian plate from Madagascar around 84-96 mya (Briggs 2003). After the 
separation from Madagascar, the Indian plate underwent a period of isolation for about 
30-40 million years (my), before colliding with the Eurasian plate around 40-50 mya. With 
the collision of the Indian and Eurasian plates there was exchange of biota between Asia 
and peninsular India. Consequently, the “Biotic ferry model” was proposed, according to 
which the rafting Indian plate carried ancient Gondwanan forms to Asia. Upon collision 
with Asia these Gondwanan forms dispersed out of India and into Asia (also called as 
“Out-of-India” hypothesis). Likewise Palaearctic mammals such as the Elephants 
(Elephas, Hyselephas and Palaeoloxodon), Hippos (Hexaprotodon), rhinos (Rhinoceros) 
Lions and Tigers (Panthera) dispersed into India (also called “Into India”).  
 
Lowering of the sea level, during the Pleistocene era (1.8 million to 11,700 years before 
present) made it possible for faunal groups to cross over from Indian subcontinent to Sri 
Lanka across the Palk Strait through the Adam’s bridge. This hypothesis is supported by 
the discovery of fossils belonging to Tiger (Panthera tigris) from Batadomba and Alawala 
caves, Rhinoceros from Lunugala. Sea level changes also facilitated the movement of 
small vertebrates such as the ancestors of horned lizards (Cerataphora species). Long 
periods of isolation between interglacial periods, where the sea levels rose cutting off 
the land connection appear to have led to the process of speciation allowing the 
evolution of many new species. A case in point being is the evolution of five species of 
the genus Ceratophora at different altitudinal ranges in Sri Lanka. Prehistoric humans 
also appeared to have immigrated to the island during this period as evidenced by the 
stone tools found in the Bundala Pathirajawela (dated to 125,000 yr before present).  

 
Therefore, geological history of Sri Lanka can be subdivided into four phases, (i) Pre-drift 
phase where Sri Lanka and India were part of a much larger landmass referred to as the 
Gondwanaland (> 160 MYBP), (ii) Drift phase ending with the collision of the Indian plate 
and the Asiatic continent (50 and 40 MYBP), (iii) Miocene epoch (25 MYBP) where Sri 
Lanka’s separated from the Indian subcontinent, following a series of complex tectonic 
movements, which began in the Jurassic era (iv) Quaternary epoch (two MYBP to 
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present), where sea level changes driven by climate cycles resulted in repeated 
formation of land bridges between India and Sri Lanka, in the Palk Strait region. 
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Lowering of the sea level during periods of Glaciation 

 

 
Sea level rise as in the present day separating India and Sri Lanka 

 
Figure 2. Repeated land bridge formation, connecting the Indian mainland with Sri Lanka 
across the Palk Strait during the Quaternary epoch facilitated faunal exchange between 

Sri Lanka and India (Source IUCN Sri Lanka). 

 
These zoogeographic, climatic, topographic and edaphic factors have resulted in a 
diverse array of aquatic and terrestrial habitats as well as a multitude of coastal and 
marine habitats. In addition 2500 years long hydraulic civilization has created some 
unique manmade habitats such as man made tanks and agricultural landscapes all of 
which have contributed to the establishment of a rich faunal and floral assemblage with 
some very unique attributes. 

 
Sri Lanka supports an unusually high biodiversity compared to any other moderate sized 
tropical island. The hallmark of Sri Lanka’s biodiversity is signified by the presence of 
large populations of mega fauna (Asian elephant, leopard, sloth bear etc.,) that do not 
occur in other moderate sized islands and presence of large proportion of endemic 
species (species that are naturally found only in Sri Lanka). Therefore, Sri Lanka along 
with the Western Ghats of India is listed as one of the 34 biodiversity hotspots of the 
world. Designation of a biodiversity hotspot is based on two criteria, presence of 0.5% 
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or 1500 species of vascular plants as endemics and reduction of forest cover by 70% or 
more causing many of the taxa to become threatened with extinction. Designation of Sri 
Lanka as a biodiversity hotspot is based on both of these criteria as there is high level of 
endemicity in most taxonomic groups and a high proportion of the species in most 
taxonomic groups are threatened with extinction, especially in the case of endemic 
species primarily due to loss of habitat. 

 
This high level of endemicity may have arisen due to multiple reasons such as the 
topography, climate, abundance of water, association with multiple land masses during 
its evolutionary history and being a continental island as opposed to a volcanic island. 
These, factors would have contributed to repeated cycles of colonization followed by 
long periods of isolation leading to speciation resulting in the evolution of many endemic 
species. In other words almost all the evolutionary drivers appear to have operated on 
Sri Lanka, during its evolutionary history shaping up its biodiversity. 
 
According to the available historical records and fossil evidence, much of the island has 
been covered with forests in the past. This may be the reason why most of the fauna 
encountered in Sri Lanka are forest dwelling species. However, the forests in Sri Lanka 
have been subjected to major remodelling by natural forces such as climate change in 
the past and in more reason times by activities of man. 
 
At present more than two thirds of the forest habitats in Sri Lanka are found in the dry 
zone. However, the tree density, diversity and endemicity in the dry zone forests are 
comparatively lower than the wet zone forests. The low density in trees makes these 
forests much more spacious and therefore supports larger populations of charismatic 
species such as Elephas maximus (Asian elephant), Melursus ursinus (Sloth bear), 
Panthera pardus (Leopard), Rusa unicolor (Sambur) and Axis axis (Spotted deer). The low 
endemicity of animals seen in these forests could be attributed to the fact that most of 
these forests have been cleared by man during the last several thousand years to make 
way for agriculture during the height of the hydraulic civilization that existed in the dry 
zone of Sri Lanka, which may have resulted in the removal of many of the sensitive 
endemic fauna. The only endemics that are unique to dry zone are found today in forests 
associated with inselbergs and riverine forests that would have left undisturbed during 
this era. For instance, endemic species such as Phaenicophaeus pyrrhocephalus (Sri 
Lanka Red faced malkoha) and Semnopithecus vetulus (Purple faced langur) are found 
predominantly in the riverine habitats in the dry zone and endemic species such as 
Cnemaspis alwisi (Alwis's day gecko found only in Dolukanda). Cnemaspis kumarasinghei 
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(Kumarasinghe's day gecko found only in Maragala), Cnemaspis podihuna (Dwarf day 
gecko found only in Lahugala) and Nannophrys naeyakai (Sri Lanka tribal rock-frog found 
only in Kokagala and Yakunne hela) are all endemic species recorded only in inselbergs.  
 

 
a) Familiar baseline 

 
b) Present 2013 

 
c) Expected 2050 

 
Figure 3. Dry, Intermediate and Wet Zone climate boundaries  

(Source Muthuwatta and Liyanage, 2013)   

 
The wet zone forests that represent only about 3% of the Sri Lanka’s land area on the 
other hand have very high plant diversity where the structure of the forest shows a high 
degree of microhabitat complexity. Further, many of the remaining forests have 
remained relatively undisturbed by man for a very long time. More than 75% of the 
endemic species in Sri Lanka is restricted to the wet zone where only about 10% of the 
original forest cover remains. Forests in the wet zone also show a marked altitudinal 
variation, based on which these forest are grouped into lowland, submontane and 
montane rain forests. These three categories have distinct differences in the structure 
and composition of their vegetation. While many faunal species show a wide distribution 
among all three types, some faunal species are restricted in their distribution to one of 
these forest types. The lowland rain forests have the highest land extent, and support a 
greater faunal diversity. Many species of endemic freshwater fish are restricted to the 
streams located within lowland rain forests as they provide ideal habitat conditions for 
fish. In addition many species of invertebrates and vertebrates are also restricted to the 
lowland rain forests. The montane rain forests have the lowest land extent with only 
0.05% of the total land extent of Sri Lanka. However, there are a number of endemic 
species restricted to these montane forests such as, Pycnonotus penicillatus (Sri Lanka 
Yellow-eared Bulbul), Myophonus blighi (Sri Lanka Whistling Thrush), Bradypterus 
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palliseri (Sri Lanka Bush Warbler), Suncus montanus (Sri Lanka Highland Shrew) and 
Rattus montanus (Sri Lanka Nellu rat). 
 
Even though Sri Lanka is endowed with a diverse and unique assemblage of fauna and 
flora many of these species are running the risk of extinction due to number of threats 
they face. Loss of habitat is the most significant threat contributing to the loss of 
biodiversity in Sri Lanka. During the last century alone, Sri Lanka’s natural forest cover 
has declined by about 50% and continues to decline even at present. The resulting loss 
and fragmentation of habitat have been the major drivers that has resulted in many of 
the species to become extinct or driven toward the brink of extinction. 
 
Overexploitation, introduction of invasive alien species and human-wildlife conflict are 
three of the other major drivers that contribute to loss of biodiversity in Sri Lanka. 
Invasion by non native species is considered today as one of the greatest threats to the 
world’s biodiversity. Sri Lanka is an island with a high proportion of endemic plants and 
animals due to its long geographic isolation that limits immigration of new species, 
allowing established species to evolve in the absence of strong competitors and 
predators. Many of these endemic species are highly specialized to the habitats they 
have evolved in and their continued existence depends on availability of habitat as well 
as quality of the habitat. Therefore, invasive alien species, introduced due to human 
activities have a dramatic effect on such isolated ecosystems where it can become a 
leading cause of species extinctions. Further, islands are more vulnerable to invasion by 
alien species as they lack natural competitors and predators and due to their isolated 
nature islands have to interact more with the outside world and the present trends in 
globalization have lead to increased trade, tourism and transportation that are 
responsible for most number of accidental introductions of potentially invasive species. 
Rapid expansion of human use areas resulting in large scale changes in landuse patterns 
have contributed to conflict situations between humans and wild animal populations 
that has resulted in further deterioration of conservation status of many of this conflict 
creating species who are already threatened with extinction. 
 
As a tropical island, Sri Lanka is extremely vulnerable to the predicted climate change 
related impacts such as sea level rise, salt water intrusion leading to increased 
salinization of low lying areas, rising ocean temperatures and ambient temperatures, 
changes in rainfall patterns and increased frequency of storms and other natural hazards 
such as floods and landslides. These changes will have a significant effect on Sri Lanka’s 
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biodiversity especially the distribution of species, composition of ecological communities 
and biological processes such as flowering, fruiting, reproduction and migration. 
 
Loss of biodiversity will lead to loss of goods and services provided by the biological 
resources as well as loss of resilience of natural ecosystems to withstand changes in the 
environment, especially the predicted changes that are brought about by climate 
change. This in turn will have a significant impact on human well being and livelihoods 
such as agriculture and fisheries that directly depend on these ecosystem services. 
Further, Sri Lanka plans to expand its tourism industry which heavily depends on the 
natural capital whose loss will reduce the attractiveness of Sri Lanka as a tourism 
destination. Loss of biodiversity will also have an impact on future benefits that can be 
accrued from biological resources such as development of new drugs and improving crop 
varieties using emerging innovations of biotechnology. 
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Birth of the Society 
 
The Times of Ceylon - Jan 12 1912 

NATURAL HISTORY SOCIETY OF CEYLON 

SUCCESSFULL MEETING AT THE MUSEUM 

At the Colombo Museum yesterday afternoon, Dr. Joseph Pearson presided over a well-
attended meeting to consider the formation of a Natural History Society for Ceylon. 
Among those present were Messrs. F. M. Mackwood, V. A. Julius, Colonel F. E. G. Skey, 
the Rev. P. T. Cash, Messrs. A. H. Pertwee, E. E. Green, W. A. Cave, C. T. Symons, H. 
P. G. Young and Dr. Andreas Neil. 

The Chairman, having explained the object of the meeting, said the matter had been very 
forcibly brought before some of them quite recently. There were many people there that 
day who were better qualified to speak than he; but during the short time that he had been 
in Ceylon he had seen and felt the great need of some sort of organization in connection 
with the natural history of Ceylon. Of course, there was a Society at present - the Asiatic 
Society-which, theoretically, was supposed to include natural history and such subjects, 
but one could not expect one society to treat of every subject, and he thought the Asiatic 
Society had very rightly specialized in ethnology, archaeology and history. He did think 
that there was a great need - a crying need - for a Natural History Society. They had 
explained the main ideas - the basis on which they wished to found the Society. In the first 
place, he thought, the Society should have at least two main functions. It should, in the 
first place, be educative - to educate young people who had a natural learning towards 
Natural History and who did not get the necessary knowledge. They, who had specialized, 
ought to help those who sought knowledge of the subject. He hoped that the Society, if it 
was formed, would do a great deal of pioneer work. Secondly, the Society should do a 
great deal of real hard administrative work. They should set about organizing themselves 
and make up their minds that what they were doing individually ought to be shared. They 
ought to let each other know what they were doing, and try to make some real earnest 
attempt to bring about the survey of the natural history of the Island. In Bombay, there 
was a very strong and flourishing Natural History Society, and they had an excellent 
journal. They did not pretend to propose anything so rich and prosperous as at Bombay. 
They did not want to be too ambitious, and the achievements of the Society of Bombay 
were, perhaps, above them, but they could work on very much the same lines in a humble 
sort of way. Perhaps, eventually, they might have a journal of their own. The number of 
people who were there left no doubt that they would see the formation of a Society, and 
the only question was on what grounds they should run it. (Applause) 

THE GOVERNMENT ENTOMOLOGIST SUPPORTS 
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Mr. E. E. Green remarked that the need for such a Society had been brought home to him 
over and over again by numerous correspondents, who had written to him asking his 
advice about collecting various things. It was, however, rather difficult to advice them 
entirely by correspondence, and it would be a very great advantage if they had some 
Society which met occasionally where people could discuss their difficulties, and see how 
things were done for themselves. At present, he proposed that they should constitute 
themselves a Society. 

The Rev. P. T. Cash seconded the proposal, which was carried. 

The question was raised as to what was Natural History. 

The Chairman said he thought it would cover zoology, botany and geology. 

A voice : Anything more ? 

The Chairman : Are not those enough ? (Laughter) Continuing Dr. Pearson said the aim 
of the Society should be, as much as anything else, to interest people in Natural History, 
and to get them to assist in working out the many problems which required working out 
in Ceylon, but which it had hitherto been impossible to work out owing to the scarcity of 
workers. Of course, when they discussed the matter more thoroughly the other aims of the 
Society would crop up. 

 

H. E. THE GOVERNOR THE PATRON 

On the proposal of Dr. Pearson it was decided to ask H. E. the Governor to serve as patron 
of the Society, and Sir Hugh Clifford as president. 

The Chairman remarked that they now arrived at the working part of the committee. He 
thought it would be much better to form a small committee and add to it other names later. 

Mr. Mackwood said it seemed to him that the real success of a Society such as that 
depended on the Secretary and joint-Secretaries, at any rate, at the first. Would Dr. Pearson 
he prepared to take up the Secretary-ship or part of it ? 

Dr. Pearson replied that he had already taken the liberty of approaching Mr. C. T. Symons, 
who was extremely keen, and who was willing to act as one of the Secretaries. 

Mr. Mackwood asked if Dr. Pearson would be willing to act as the other, and received a 
reply in the affirmative. 

Dr. Pearson and Mr. Symons were accordingly elected joint Hon. Secretaries. 

Messrs. Mackwood, Green and Julius were elected Vice-Presidents and a small committee 
consisting of  Dr. Lock (who, it was intimated, had expressed his willingness to serve on 
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the Council as botanist). Dr. Nell, the Rev. P. T. Cash, and Mr. A. H. Pertwee was 
appointed. 

The Rev. P. T. Cash suggested that the Principal Mineral Surveyor should be approached, 
but it was stated that gentleman was at present on leave. 

 

LADIES AS MEMBERS 

Mr. Mackwood enquired whether ladies would be eligible for membership. 

Dr. Pearson replied that he hoped so. It would be a question for the committee to decide. 
The Chairman also intimated that the expenses of the Society would probably be very 
small at first, so that the subscription for the first year or two would not be a big one. 

Colonel Skey remarked that he had been a member of the Bombay Society for some years, 
and wished for the Ceylon Society as much success as the Bombay Society had achieved. 
(Applause)  

The meeting concluded, it being understood that a further meeting would be called shortly.   
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Early Naturalists of SLNHS 

 
 William Watt Addison Phillips was born in 1892, in 

Warwickshire, England. After a short stint of schooling he came out 
to Sri Lanka and took up a position as a Tea planter in Matugama. In 
1915 he was enlisted in the Army and served in the Middle East in 
Egypt and Turkey. He was taken prisoner by the Germans and was 
released at the end of the war in 1920. 

Phillips returned to this country the same year and served as a Tea 
planter in Bogowantalawa, Matale and Namunukulla-where he took a great interest in 
the wild life of the country. 

Best remembered for his authoritative work-The Mammals of Ceylon [1935] and for a  
four-volume publication on common birds. 

He was an active member of the Wild Life Protection Society (now the Wild Life and 
Nature Protection Society of Sri Lanka) and served on its committee. Phillips was 
honorary Secretary for 11 years and President for 5 years from 1943-48.  He also 
served the government on several panels for the protection of wild life and the 
problems such as the impact of elephants on agriculture. 

He contributed extensively to the National Museum’s science journal Spolia Zeylanica 
in which he contributed detailed articles on the Nidification of the Birds Of Ceylon 
(1948 and Revised Checklist in 1982). 

His last work was on the Checklist of the birds of Ceylon. Phillips retired in 1951 and 
died in England in 1981. 

 

 

 

 

George Morrison Reid Henry  [1891-1983] 
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G.M.Henry was the author of the most popular natural history book in Sri Lanka- A 
Guide to the Birds of Ceylon[1955]. 

 One of his first coloured plates appeared in the four part illustrated publication   
published as an addendum to Wait,W.E. Manual  of the Birds of Ceylon[1931].The 34 
plates were illustrated by G.M.Henry. 

Several of his illustrations were also included in the 10 volume  publication by Salim Ali 
and Dillon Ripley Handbook of the Birds of India and Pakistan [1983]. 

He was also associated with another  widely read book on  butterflies-
Woodhouse.L.G.O.-The butterfly fauna of Ceylon[1942] in which he was the co-author.   
Henry was exceptional in that he illustrated all his texts on birds, butterflies and other 
insects with exceptionally clear, attractive sketches and coloured illustrations both for 
his own publications as well as his colleagues both in Sri Lanka and India. His son Bruce 
Henry   was an exceptionally talented artist.  

Although known for his work on birds Henry was by training, primarily an entomologist. 

He started his career in the Ceylon Company of Pearl fisheries in 1907. By 1913 Joseph 
Pearson, himself a  distinguished marine biologist and Director of the National Museum 
in Colombo recognizing his enthusiasm offered him a post as an Assistant in Systematic 
Entomology. Although Henry had no formal education or training Henry had a great 
sense of enthusiasm for whatever work he undertook. 

This resulted in Henry being sent to the Indian Museum in Calcutta to train under the 
gifted Nelson Annendale, its Director. On his return he was appointed to the post of 
Asst Entomologist to the Department of Agriculture. 

 

 

Legge,William Vincent [1844-1918]. 

Born in Scotland, and died in far off Tasmania, Legge was an inveterate traveller to the 
most remote areas. After training in Woolwich Military Academy in England he served 
as a Lieutenant in the Royal Artillery in Sri Lanka between 1868 and 1879. 

During this relatively short period Legge amassed what was to be the most 
comprehensive data and specimens of the Islands avifauna ever to be collected by a 
single individual. While in the military serving in Sri Lanka, Legge was posted in 
Colombo, Trincomalee and Galle – and this gave him several opportunities to improve 
his collection of bird skins and eggs. Within a short span of 11 years he not only 
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travelled to the remotest parts of the country to observe birds he also amassed an 
extensive collection of birds eggs –and the majority of these were presented to the 
museums in England and Tasmania, Australia.  

He also served as Secretary of the Royal Asiatic Society (Ceylon Branch) and published 
several interesting papers on the distribution of birds in the Island. He developed a 
network of informants and collectors like Henry Parker, Holdsworth, Neville and others 
who were civil servants, engineers and planters who were collectors of bird specimens. 

By 1877, Legge was recalled to England and was appointed as chief instructor in 
gunnery in Portsmouth. For the few years he worked assiduously at the British 
Museum when off official duty and compiled extraordinary amount of data to publish 
the monumental work of over 1000 pages – The History of the Birds Of Ceylon [1878-
1880] in three parts. The first edition was limited to 226 copies and the majority of the 
finely executed 34 plates were done by one of Europe’s finest bird illustrator John 
Gerard Keuleman [1842-1912]. 

Legge retired to Tasmania Australia in 1883 when he was offered the command of the 
military forces there and in 1901 founded the Australian Ornithologists Union. He died 
at his home in Cullenswood House in 25, March 1918. 

 

 

Dr R. L. Spittel (1881-1969) CMG, CBE, FRCS  was a Ceylonese 
Burgher physician and author. Spittel received his education 
at Royal College, Colombo and the Ceylon Medical College, where 
he passed LMS in 1905. Thereafter he joined the government 
medical service and was sent to England in 1906 to complete his 
higher education.He was one of the foremost experts on 
the Vedda community. An avid nature-lover, Dr Spittel made many 
trips to the jungles of Ceylon, gaining much knowledge of the flora 
and fauna and the aborigines of the island, the Veddas. His studies 

on the Veddas made him an expert on this little understood people. Based on his 
ethnographic studies, he authored several books that gained much fame during his 
lifetime. His works include novels, poetry and academic studies. “Wild Ceylon” and “Far-off 
things” are two of his nonfictional works. 
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Fr Maurice LeGoc was the Rector of St Joseph’s College. During his 
tenure of office, there was emphasis of the science subjects in the 
curriculum, Fr. Legoc's favourite subject was Botany. His own 
publication "Tropical Botany" was used as a text book in O' Level 
classes in India and Sri Lanka. 

 

  

Dr Paul Edward Pieiris (P.E.P) Deraniyagala [1900-1975]. Born to 
an erudite scholarly family comfortable in the arts as well as the 
sciences, Deraniyagala was well equipped to fashion his own 
career as a biologist. 

His father was an eminent historian and renowned judge and an 
able Civil Servant. One of his brothers was well known artist who 
ushered in the contemporary movement in art.  His younger 
brother Ralph was the first Clerk of the House in the first 

Parliament established soon after independence. 

Paulus Edward Deraniyagala Peries was born on 8 May1900 and was educated at St. 
Thomas College [Colombo], Cambridge in 1919and graduated with M.A.1923 sciences. 
Also spent a semester at Woods hole, before completing his studies in Harvard at the 
Museum of Comparative Zoology. 

He returned and joined the National Museum, Colmbo in 1925 and retired in 1963, and 
died in 1973. 

Within those years Deranigala’s brought the Spolia Zeylanica [the science journal of the 
National Museum] to standard never ever attained. 

His own contribution in that journal  included 189 items mainly articles, but also short 
notes in subjects ranging from archaeology, Anthropology, ethnography, geology, 
meterology, ornithology and zoology. They varied from historical aspects as well on 
ivory, gemmology, statuary and even the capture and taming of elephants.   Often 
these articles were sourced from remote sources such as palm leaf manuscripts. 

His books oaf n herpetology and reptile fauna are still an important source for 
researchers. 
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Founder member of the Sri Lanka Natural History Society. 

Dr Joseph Pearson 

Kirthisinghe , Parakrama[1903-1981]. 

Born in 1903, then a  small coastal town Hikadauwa where he explored the area for 
marine fauna well known  for its  coral reefs .Educated at Ananda College he went  on 
to University College , London  to study medicine but later switched to take up a career 
as a zoologist., and graduated in 1929. 

After World War II he returned to take up an M.A. degree.  After returning home he 
took up the post as a Reader in Zoology at the University of Ceylon and went on to 
becoming Assistant Professor of Department of Zoology. 

After retirement he became the head of the Department of Zoology at Aquinas 
University College, Colombo. 

Kirthisinghe is best known for his two publications Amphibians of Ceylon [1955], and 
Sea Shells of Sri Lanka [1978]. 

 

The former work is beautifully illustrated with delightful pen and ink drawings by Miss 
E.R.Turlington and Peter Green of varied species ofAmphibian . . G.MHenry was very 
helpful in providing over two hundred of less common.species from all over the Islandd 
and W.W.APhillips also assisted the author y frogs mainly from the Gammaduwa area. 
Both were former t prominent members of the Natural History Society 

The author under took the publication for the book   largely from his own funds. 

Kirthisinghe served as both secretary and later as president of also held the post the 
Ceylon Natural History Society a d also served as president ofthe Natural History 
Section of the Ceylon Advancement of Science and Sri Lanka’s representative to the 
meeting of British Association of Science in 1954. 
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Mrs Dorothy Fernando 

 

Prof B A  Abeywickrema 

 

Dr M.D. Dassanayake 

 

P B Karunaratne Karunaratne, Punchi Banda[1930-1996]. 

Educated at Trinity College,Kandy, Karunaratne had no formal specialized education in 
zoology, but was one the country’s best known field worker and collector of specimens 
especially in entomology.ae  

Leaving school early,Karunaratne enlisted in the National Museum, as a trainee field 
assistant and his mentor was P.E.P. Deraniyagala, Directorat the National Museum, 
Colombo and later promoted him for the post as Assistant Curator in Entomology, 
which was long due to him. 
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Under Deraniyagala’s guidance his skills in identifying new species and collecting them 
became a passion. 

After several years of being side lined for promotion the Smithsonian expert 

Dr. Karl Krombein [1912-2005] recognized his talents and offered him a post as a field 
assistant collector in a taxonomic team that comprised as many as 125 specialists 
selected world wide to work on the species collected in Sri Lanka over almost a decade. 

Karunaratne contributed to ion was recognised and he was invited to visit the 
Smithsonian Headquarters in Washington for consultation and en route he also spent a 
few day in London to sort out the collection of land mollusc as well as other species of 
at the Natural History Museum. [BM].  

His correspondence with naturalists was worldwide and generously gave data on all 
aspects of zoological specimens. 

During his last few years he worked at the Sinharajah Rain Forest [Man Biosphere 
project] and extracted vast amount of data with his unbinding energy and field work  
for the book by the same title  funded by the New York Zoological Society. 

 

 

 

 

Dr Thelma Gunewardena 
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  Principal Office Bearers   
YEAR PRESIDENT SECRETARY/ Jt. SECRETARIES Date elected Patron 

     
1912 Sir Hugh Clifford Dr. J. Pearson & Mr. C. T. Symons Inaugural meeting: 11.3.1912 Hon. Henry Edward McCallum 

1913 Mr. F. M. Mackwood  2nd Annual Meeting 28.2.1913 Hon. Henry Edward McCallum 

1914 No annual meeting held.  The 12th General Meeting held on 24.7.1914  H. E. Sir Robert Chalmers 

1915 Hon. Dr. R. E. Stubbs Mr. C. T. Symons & Capt. W. A. Cave 3rd AGM 7.5.1915 H. E. Sir Robert Chalmers 

1916 Hon. Dr. R. E. Stubbs Mr. C. T. Symons & Capt. W. A. Cave 4th AGM 28.3.1916 H. E. Sir John Anderson 

1917 Hon. Dr. R. E. Stubbs Mr. C. T. Symons & Capt. W. A. Cave 5th AGM 13.3.1917 H. E. Sir John Anderson 

1918 Hon. Dr. R. E. Stubbs Mr. C. T. Symons & Capt. W. A. Cave 6th AGM 22.5.1918 H. E. Sir William Henry Manning 

1919 Hon. Dr. R. E. Stubbs Mr. C. T. Symons & Capt. W. A. Cave 7th AGM 14.3.1919 H. E. Sir William Henry Manning 

1920 Sir Graeme Thomson Dr. Joseph Pearson & Mr. C. T. Symons   8th AGM 16.6.1920 H. E. Sir William Henry Manning 

1921 Sir Graeme Thomson Mr. O. M. Malpas 9th AGM 9.3.1921 H. E. Sir William Henry Manning 

1922 Sir Graeme Thomson Mr. O. M. Malpas 10th AGM 20.2.1922 H. E. Sir William Henry Manning 

1923 The Hon. Mr. Cecil Clementi Mr. O. M. Malpas 11th AGM 20.2.1923 H. E. Sir William Henry Manning 

1924 Dr. Joseph Pearson Mr. O. M. Malpas 12th AGM 12.2.1924 H. E. Sir William Henry Manning 

1925 Mr. C. T. Symons Mr. O. M. Malpas& Mr. E. C. T. Holsinger 13th AGM 10.2.1925 H. E. Sir Hugh Clifford 

1926 Very Rev. Fr. M. J. Le Goc Mr. O. M. Malpas& Mr. E. C. T. Holsinger 14th AGM 28.2.1926 H. E. Sir Hugh Clifford 

 1927-30  No records      
1931 Mr. G. M. Henry Mr. D. R. R. Burt  H. E. Sir Graeme Thomson   
1932 Mr. D. R .R. Burt Dr. W. Fernando  H. E. Sir Graeme Thomson   
1933 Mr. D. R. R. Burt Dr. W. Fernando  21st AGM Feb.1933 H. E. Sir Graeme Thomson   
1934 No records        
1935 Mr. A. H. Malpas Mr. D. C. Gunawardane 23rd AGM Nov.1935 H. E. Sir Reginald Stubbs 
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1936 Prof. F. O'B. Ellison Mr. D .C. Gunawardane 24th AGM Nov 1936 H. E. Sir Reginald Stubbs 
1937 Prof. W. C .O. Hill Mr. D. C. Gunawardane 25th AGM Nov.1937 H. E. Sir Reginald Stubbs 

1938-56 No records    ---------------------------------------------    --------------------------    ---------------------- 

1957-59 Prof. B. L. T. de Silva Mr. B. A. Indraratne 44th AGM   
1960 Dr. B. A. Abeywickrema Mr. B. A. Indraratne 45th AGM 23.2.1960 H. E. Sir Oliver Goonatilleke 

1961 Dr. R. L. Spittel Dr. U. Pethiyagoda 46th AGM 6.3.1961 H. E. Sir Oliver Goonatilleke 

1962-64 No records       
1964-65 Dr. M. S. Thambiah Mr. B. A. Indraratne/Mr. M.W.R.N. de Silva Extra-Ord Gen. Mtg  23 .11.1964 

 
H. E. Mr. William Gopallawa 

1966 Dr. M. S. Thambiah Mr. M.W.R.N. de Silva/Mr. S. E. Sebastian 54th AGM 29.3.1966 H. E. Mr. William Gopallawa 

1967 Dr. M. D. Dassanayake Mr. S. E. Sebastian 55th AGM 11.3.1967 H. E. Mr. William Gopallawa 

1968 Mr. K. O. Koelmeyer Miss. S. Paramanandhan 56th AGM 29.3.1968 H. E. Mr. William Gopallawa 

1969-'70 Mrs. Dorothy Fernando Mr. G. A. de S. Wickremaratne 57th AGM 24.5.1969 H. E. Mr. William Gopallawa 

1971 Mrs. Dorothy Fernando Mr. Tilak N. Gunawardena 58th AGM 10.2.1970 H. E. Mr. William Gopallawa 

1972 Dr. P. Canagaratnam Mr. Tilak N. Gunawardena 59th AGM 19.11.1971 H. E. Mr. William Gopallawa 

1973 Dr. P. Canagaratnam Mr. Kumar Eliezer 60th AGM 19.1.1973 H. E. Mr. William Gopallawa 
1974-'75 Dr. (Mrs.) Thelma 

Gunawardena 
Mr. Kumar Eliezer/Mr. Ananda Samarakoon/        
 Mr. Ernie Dabrera 

61st AGM 25.4.1974 
H. E. Mr. William Gopallawa 

1976 Dr. W. D. L. Fernando Mr. Ernie Dabrera/Mr. S. W. Kotagama 62nd AGM 8.12.1975 
 

1977 Dr. W. D. L. Fernando Mr. S. W. Kotagama 63rd AGM 1976 
 

1978 Mr. Tilak Gunawardena Mr. S. W. Kotagama/Miss. Nireka Weeratunge 64th AGM 8.12.1977 
 

1979 Mr. Rex I. De Silva Miss. Nireka Weeratunge  65th AGM 16.2.1979  
1980 Mr. Rex I. De Silva Mr. Arjun Gunaratne 66th AGM 16.4.1980  
1981 Dr. MalikFernando Mr. Arjun Gunaratne 67th AGM 14.2.1981  
1982 Dr. MalikFernando Miss. Yasmin Fernando 68th AGM 29.5.1982  
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1983 Mr. SharkerMohideen Miss. Yasmin Fernando 69th AGM 5.5.1983  
1985 Dr Mrs Thelma Gunawardena Miss. Yasmin Fernando 70th AGM 25.5.1985  

1986-'88 No records     ------------------------------------     -----------------  
1989 Dr Mrs Thelma Gunawardena Miss. NelunSenanayake 391st Gen. Meeting 29.3.1989  

1990-'91 No records     ------------------------------------     -----------------  
1992 Archt. Lal Balasuriya Ms. Kumudini Gomes 72nd AGM  
1993 Mr. Frederick Medis Mr. KanishkaSamarasinghe 73rd AGM 19.12.1992 Dr. (Mrs.) Thelma Gunawardena 

1994 Mr. Rex I. De Silva Mr. KanishkaSamarasinghe 74th AGM 5.12.1993  
1995 Mr. Chris Corea Ms. Kumudini Gomes 75th AGM 26.11.1994 Dr. Malik Fernando 

1996 Mr. Rohan de Soysa A. Kadurugamuwa 76th AGM 9.12.1995 Dr. Malik Fernando 

1997 Mr. Lester Perera Ms. Tara Wikramanayake 77th AGM 30.11.1996 Dr. Malik Fernando 

1998 Mr. Elmo Alles Ms. Tara Wikramanayake 78th AGM 13.6.1998 Dr. Malik Fernando 

1999 Mr. Elmo Alles Ms. Tara Wikramanayake 79th AGM 20.3.1999 Dr. Malik Fernando 

2000 Mr. Rohan de Soysa Ms. Tara Wikramanayake 80th AGM 22.1.2000 Dr. Malik Fernando 

2001 Mr. Rohan de Soysa Ms. Tara Wikramanayake 81st AGM 3.2.2001 Dr. Malik Fernando 

2002 Ms. Tara Wikramanayake Mr. Rohan de Soysa 82nd AGM 19.1.2002 Dr. Malik Fernando 

2003 Mr. Rohan de Soysa Ms. Tara Wikramanayake 83rd AGM 25.1.2003 Dr. Malik Fernando 

2004 Mr. Rohan de Soysa Ms. Tara Wikramanayake 84th AGM 31.1.2004 Dr. Malik Fernando 

2005 Mr. Kithsiri Gunawardena Ms. Tara Wikramanayake 85th AGM 19.2.2005 Dr. Malik Fernando 

2006 Mr. Kithsiri Gunawardena Ms. Tara Wikramanayake 86th AGM 25.2.2006 Dr. Malik Fernando 

2007 Mr. Namal Kamalgoda Ms. Tara Wikramanayake 87th AGM 27.1.2007 Dr. Malik Fernando 

2008 Mr. Namal Kamalgoda Ms. Tara Wikramanayake 88th AGM 26.1.2008 Dr. Malik Fernando 

2009 Mr. Namal Kamalgoda Ms. Tara Wikramanayake 89th AGM 31.1.2009 Dr. Malik Fernando 

2010 Mr. Namal Kamalgoda Ms. Tara Wikramanayake 90th AGM 13.2.2010 Dr. Malik Fernando 
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2011 Mr. Rohan de Soysa Ms. Tara Wikramanayake 91st AGM 5.3.2011 Dr. Malik Fernando 

2012 Mr. Rohan de Soysa Ms. Tara Wikramanayake 92nd AGM 18.2.2012 Dr. Malik Fernando 
2013 Mr. Chris Corea - ad interim Dr. Malik Fernando - ad interim  Council meeting 24th June, 2013 Dr. Malik Fernando 
2014 Mr. Chris Corea Dr. Malik Fernando  93rd AGM 25.11.2013 Dr. Malik Fernando 
2015 Mr. Chris Corea Mr. Asoka Siriwardane 94th AGM 19.1.2015 Dr. Malik Fernando 
2016 Mr. Chris Corea Mr. Asoka Siriwardane 95th AGM 18.1.2016 Dr. Malik Fernando 
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Reminiscences of our Patron  
Dr Malik Fernando - Patron 1995 - 2016 
 

My first recollection of a Society meeting was when Lord Soulbury—or The Rt. Hon. the 
Lord Soulbury, Governor-General of Ceylon, to give him his full title— chaired a general 
meeting. My uncle Dr. Ernest Soysa was speaking about orchids. As an army man, he was 
an aide-de-camp to the Governor and so was able to arrange this appearance. I have no 
idea of the date and can find no documentary record either, except for the information 
that Lord Soulbury was in office from 1949 to 1954.Unfortunately, the period 1927 to 
1956 are blank years as the Society records for those years are unavailable. 

As part of the work-up to compiling the History of the SLNHS we decided to publish a list 
of the senior office bearers (see accompanying pages of Presidents and Secretaries of 
the SLNHS). We eventually decided to add the names of the Patrons as well, as a more 
tangible link with the past. The Patrons of the Society since its inception in 1912 have 
always been the country’s Governors, or Governors General after Independence in 1948. 
With the change to a Republican System in 1972, together with a change of name from 
Ceylon to (the Republic of) Sri Lanka, out went the Governor and in came a President and 
the SLNHS lost the head of State as Patron. By 1975 the Society had become the Sri Lanka 
Natural History Society. The present SLNHS Constitution, last amended in 2004, requires 
the Council to nominate a “… person who has made a significant contribution to the 
study of Natural History and Conservation of Natural Resources in Sri Lanka …” as Patron. 
 
Source Material 

The list of office bearers was compiled from a number of sources. Early records of the 
proceedings of the Ceylon Natural History Society were reported in the journal Spolia 
Zeylanica published by the Colombo Museum. These are available in the Museum’s 
Library. Another important source was a copy of the Minutes of the Society of the early 
years carefully preserved by a succession of Secretaries. This covered the period from 
1912 to 1924, the year when the Very Rev. Father Le Goc OMI was elected President; 
among the Vice-Presidents were Sir Solomon Dias Bandaranaike and Dr. Andreas Nell. A 
frantic search followed and we found that Kumudini Gomes (Secretary 1992 and 1995) 
had another volume of Minutes spanning the years 1960 to 1985. The years 1986 to 1988 
and 1990 to 1991 have also yielded no information; and however much we scratched 
our heads and searched among the mental recesses of our colleagues we have  not been 
able to turn up information regarding these two periods. If anyone reading these lines 
has any information regarding the gaps in our record, please let us have the information. 



 
Random Recollections 

One of the striking features of the activities of the Society in the early days was that it 
had students as members. Student members died out at some point in its subsequent 
history, but even in 1972 there was a Student Councillor (an undergraduate) elected to 
the Council. Dr. Thelma Gunawardane (President 1974-'75, 1985 &1989) worked 
tirelessly to promote a students’ section for school children and we had many attending 
our meetings. They were from a few schools in Colombo that had teachers interested in 
nature and in taking children out of the classrooms to further their education. The 
Society had two programmes targeting children – I cannot recollect when they started 
and when they ended. 

Schools’ Essay Competition 

The Schools’ Essay Competition was run in conjunction with the Education Department in 
three languages. In 1969 the topics were: 

a) Pests of Cultivated Crops in your neighbourhood; 
b) Gems of Ceylon; 
c) Natural History of a Seashore or Paddy field. 

The scripts were corrected by Colombo University staff and the prizes were book tokens 
to the value of Rs. 50/- for each language. I recollect these students coming from far-
away places to receive their prizes at the AGM and one year I took one and his family to 
the Fountain Café for a treat afterwards. 

 

Schools Collections Competition 

For many years we ran a competition that would not be acceptable today. That was 
during a time when students were encouraged to make collections for study and display. 
This was a practice in schools too, until the ill effects of over-collection became recognised 
and the accent shifted to observation, recording in the field, sketching and most recently 
photographing. The Schools’ Collections Competition was held in such places as Royal 
College, Visakha Vidyalaya and the Colombo Museum. A few schools were regular 
participants and they were held till the early nineteen-eighties. The last competition was 
won by S. Thomas’ College, Mount Lavinia for the Dorothy Fernando Memorial Challenge 
Trophy. No competitions were held subsequently and the trophy no doubt is still at STC. 

No records are traceable of these competitions. I was usually one of the principle 
organisers and there are two incidents that are vividly etched in my memory. The one 
closest to home was when my pet baby crocodile bit someone’s finger while being 
demonstrated by my teenaged nephew. The gent was showing his granddaughter the 



 
crocodile’s teeth and unfortunately put his forefinger too close to the open mouth of 
Barney (the croc). Barney snapped and drew blood amidst much drama. No great 
damage was done. 

The second incident concerned Ravi Serasinghe’s water snake that escaped from its tank 
at Visakha Vidyalaya. It could not be found and poor Ravi, scrabbling about creeping into 
all the floor level lockers of the laboratory looking for it, was quite distraught. However, 
it had surfaced in the staff room the following Monday and urged into a tin can. I received 
a telephone call in the morning and left my clinic hurriedly. Reaching the school, I found 
a ring of terrified teachers drawn up against the wall looking in petrified anguish at a tin 
can with its lid firmly in place on the floor at the centre of the room. The snake was quite 
safe and went home with me. Only to escape from one of my cages and go wandering 
about the neighbourhood, where it met with an untimely demise. It was quite a Houdini. 

 

People I remember 

Looking through the old records, and searching through my memory banks, reminds me 
of many people I met, learnt from and worked withinthe SLNHS. Some of them I 
remember with fondness, others with gratitude—and all of them with respect. The only 
one who does not fall into any of the categories mentioned, who shall remain nameless, 
was a Treasurer who suddenly disappeared without word. I shall list them in order of 
appearance. Those selected for mention are those who made a significant contribution 
to the Society and/or who made a lasting impression on me. I have omitted many of 
those who are still around and active in the SLNHS—they are mentioned elsewhere in 
this publication. The first five named below are all deceased. The rest are still around. 

Mr. A. S. Mendis was never a President or Secretary, but was a moving force who was 
always there and the name I remember most compellingly. From the Fisheries Research 
Department, he published papers that I still refer to, at timesIn November 1964 he was 
one of the convenors, together with Dr. M. D. Dassanayake and Dr. B. A. Indraratne, of 
an extra-ordinary meeting of the Society called “… with a view to revive the activities of 
the Society.” He was a Vice-President in 1972 and unfortunately passed away after an 
illness before reaching old age. Drs. Dassanayake and Indraratne were both from the 
Colombo University Botany Department. During that period the Society was centred 
around the Colombo University and the Fisheries Department, having migrated there 
from the Colombo Museum where it was born. 

Prof. B. A. Abeywickrema – President 1960, was a towering presence who was a Vice-
Patron in the nineteen-seventies. A reserved man who looked unapproachable, he was, 
in fact, very approachable and helpful. He lent me books from the University Library, as 



 
well as from his personal library, which helped me immensely in my work of identifying 
jellyfish and seaweeds. 

Mrs. Dorothy Fernando – President 1969 -’70, was my mother and I owe her a lot. Firstly, 
for allowing me to swim in any body of water as long as I did not put my feet on the 
bottom; the deeper the better! Secondly, for taking her children into many nooks and 
corners of the island in search of wild flowers, inculcating in us a love for the country and 
nature, usually subsisting on pol mallung lavariya for breakfast and boiled bathala or pol 
roti for lunch. Lastly, for re-introducing me to the SLNHS on my return from the UK in 
1969. 

Dr. Thelma Gunawardena – President 1974 – ’75. Dr. Thelma Gunawardena was an 
entomologist and the Director of the Colombo Museum. She ran a series of natural 
history lectures in the Museum lecture hall that my mother and I attended. So started a 
long friendship between us that led her into the SLNHS and once more got the Society a 
footing in the Museum. Her interest in involving school children in the study of natural 
history through the Society also made her start children’s sections in the Museum and 
special programmes for children. 

Dr. W. D. L. Fernando – President 1976 -’77. Dr. Fernando was a renowned Forensic 
Pathologist and at one time the JMO of Colombo. An ardent orchid grower he gave 
shelter to an unknown orchid collected by my mother from the outskirts of the Sinharaja 
forest in 1972 that was not doing well under our care. In 1979 Dr. WDL, as he was known, 
told me that the plant was flowering and asked me to collect it. This I did, just days before 
he died suddenly. The orchid was determined at the Kew Gardens as 
Bromheadiascirpoidea, a new record for Sri Lanka; but some years later in 1995, after 
being re-collected by Suranjan Fernando, Samantha Gunasekera and others it was found 
to be a species new to science and named Bromheadia srilankensis. My mother’s 
collection, a painting and my enlarged drawings of the dissected flower are at the Kew 
Gardens herbarium. 

Mr. Rex I. de Silva – President 1979-’80. Rex de Silva brought to the Society his well 
known drive and enthusiasm. He introduced astronomy as a subject and gave lectures 
and conducted sessions observing the night sky. But his biggest contribution was the 
setting up of Special Interest Groups. Not all of these groups flourished, but they 
certainly got many people out of the lecture halls into the countryside, if only for a 
while—and sparked at least one romance! Study groups were established on the 
following topics, in alphabetical order: Astronomy, Fresh water life, Geology & 
Palaeontology, Insect life, Marine life, Ornithology, Reptiles & Amphibians and Urban 
Landscape study. The available documents indicate that they were active in the years 
1992 & 1993, held meetings on Saturday afternoons and met at Bishop’s College, Ladies 
College, the Colombo Museum Art Class and at the homes of members, including that of 



 
Mrs. Iranganie Serasinghe. The greatest volume of documentation has been generated 
by the Urban Landscape Study Group under the leadership of Shereen Amendra. 

Messrs.Ravi Algama, Lalanath de Silva and Arjun Gunaratne: Ravi, Lalanath and Arjun 
were students who were very active environmentalists, members of the Conservation 
sub-committee that we had in the late nineteen seventies/early nineteen-eighties 
period, when Rex was president followed by me. They spent much time looking into 
environmental problems in the field and wished to be pro-active in resolving those 
issues; something that was not feasible through the SLNHS, as it was constituted. This 
led them to set up the Environmental Foundation Ltd (EFL) to further the good work they 
were doing. They explain in the EFL Home Page:- “The idea was stumbled upon by a 
group of friends – four law students, a budding zoologist, anthropologist, accountant, 
mathematician and an actress…” We are all aware of the tremendous amount of work 
that has been done, and is still being done, by EFL. 

Ms. Indrakanthi Kotelawela née Perera:In 1978, when Mr. Tilak Gunawardena was 
President and Mr. S. W. Kotagama and Miss. Nireka Weeratunge were Secretaries, in 
succession, Indrakanthi was the leader of a small group of members, including me, who 
made a number of field visits to a site at Kaluamodera, near the Bentota Ganga. The 
place is unrecognisable now: there was a muddy bank just by the main Galle road with a 
colony of fiddler crabs, a short walk away was a mangrove with a mud flat on which we 
observed mud skippers (Periophthalmus) and waded in shallow water attempting to 
catch an inquisitive dog-faced water snake (Cerberus rhynchops) that kept bobbing up all 
around us. There were mangrove snails within easy reach to observe. Across the road, 
through a coconut plantation and on to the beach at the mouth of the Kaluamodera 
ganga where it meets the Bentota ganga was a different world, with marine species of 
snails. It was a wonderful outdoor laboratory, alas, now vanished  due to “development”. 
I am eternally grateful to Indrakanthi for having introduced me to this place at that time. 
I remember vividly the train journeys to Bentota—and the snacks she used to buy for us 
from the itinerant vendors in the train, especially the rock-hard patties filled mostly with 
air—and the bus trips.  

Mr. M. W. R. N. de Silva – Secretary 1965 – ’66: Dr. M. W. Ranjith N. de Silva, as he came 
to be known in later life, did not continue as a Society member. I came to know him in 
1985 when he was assigned the task of setting up a coral ecology unit at the National 
Aquatic Resources Development and Research Agency (NARA); he was a coral researcher 
at a Malaysian University at the time. I was associated with him for many years, joining 
him in establishing and running the Sri Lanka Sub-Aqua Club, teaching scuba diving, 
participating in dive trips and, moreover, learning about corals and their identification. 
As he had a doctorate based on research into green sea weeds, before he moved to 
corals, we had another interest in common that I found beneficial. 



 
Conclusion 

The Sri Lanka Natural History Society has passed through many phases, its programmes 
evolving to meet the needs of the time. No doubt it will continue to evolve and, in time 
to come, others will add their stories to continue the history of the Society. The SLNHS 
has endured because it has been able to adapt to changing needs, and I am sure it will 
continue to do so. One obvious change is that the running of the Society has passed from 
the hands of scientists, as it was in its early years, to that of gifted amateurs whose 
hobbies are centred around the outdoors and its wild occupants—be they plants or 
animals, terrestrial or aquatic.  It is not too late to ask ourselves “What is Natural 
History?” Wikipedia, the free encyclopaedia, gives this definition: Natural history is the 
research and study of organisms including animals, fungi and plants in their environment, 
leaning more towards observational than experimental methods of study. The key words 
are ‘research and study … in their environment … more … observational than 
experimental methods of study.’ 

I remember when the main activity of the SLNHS was the monthly lecture, accompanied 
by a demonstration of interesting specimens—this a carry-over from its very earliest 
days. Field excursions were few and far between. Films were also part of the programme, 
often replacing the lecture. Many films were obtained through embassies and other 
organisations, but there were also films made by its members, such as Mr. Sharker 
Mohideen (President – 1983) who was an early amateur cinematographer. He served on 
the Council for many years before he became President. He screened his films on wildlife 
on more than one occasion.  

The period between 1984 and 1991 appears to have been a troubled time, with a lack of 
records and Dr. Thelma Gunawardena making two re-appearances as President. Some 
stability seems to have been achieved with Archt. Lal Balasuriya taking the helm in 1992 
followed by Mr. Frederick Medis in 1993, but the re-appearance of Mr. Rex de Silva as 
President in 1994 suggests that things were still not quite stable. Then followed a long 
period of stability from 1995, with the first appearance of Mr. Chris Corea as President. 
The names of those who followed in the contemporary period are listed in the table of 
Presidents and Secretaries, but a few names have to be mentioned here, as they turned 
the Society around with a new vision, doing away with the early practice of changing 
Presidents and Secretaries after a single year or two in office. 

Messrs. Rohan de Soysa, (Ms.) Tara Wikramanayake, Kithsiri Gunawardena and Namal 
Kamalgoda ushered in a long period of stability, ably supported by Elmo Alles and Lester 
Perera for short spells. Much credit goes to Ms. Tara Wikramanayake for shouldering the 
responsibility of Secretary for a period of 15 years, during which time the Society evolved 
into being primarily a bird-watchers’ society. The activity shifted from talks and slide 
shows (now at the premises of the Institute of Technological Studies, as the Museum 



 
premises were no longer available in the evenings) to regular, extremely well organised 
excursions—alas, limiting the number able to participate to 10, except for day trips when 
more were able to join. Participation at the evening talks dwindled and eventually they 
were abandoned. More difficulties surfaced and the SLNHS had another set-back in 
2012—only to rise, Phoenix-like, in 2013. 

The current lecture programme has been successful essentially due to the input of the 
late Dr. Asoka Thenabadu (who passed away suddenly in July, 2016), who was able to 
get us the venue we use now (the Auditorium of the Hyde Park Residencies). We have 
also been trying to establish a regular excursion programme. The content of the talks has 
been consciously focussed on the smaller animals and on insects, and also on marine 
topics and plants. Subjects that are not generally well known. The response from the 
membership and those aspiring to membership has been encouraging. We have also 
established a web site to communicate with members and the public and also to serve 
as a repository of information pertaining to past and proposed activities.  

What do we need to continue? More members willing to take up office and give of their 
time. Otherwise we will continue to see the same old faces until they fade away, or lose 
steam, without having had the opportunity of building up a team to ensure succession. 

I am in good company. From the earliest days of the Society the Patron has been the 
Governor of the Island. Not that I aspire to such high office … but it is an idea …Anyway, 
Governors—General or otherwise—have been done away with. Except in Provinces. But 
I am rambling…… 

Malik Fernando,  7th August, 2016 

  



 

 

Past Records  

In the early days of the society, proceedings of meetings were reproduced in the Spolia 
Zeylanica which was the publication of the Colombo Museum. At a point of time the 
publication of minutes of the Society shifted to the Ceylon Journal of Science (CJS). 

For many years, the NHS had very close links with the museum and in fact meetings were 
conducted in the premises of the museum. 

Reproduced on the following pages are extracts from pages of Spolia and CJS with references 
to the NHS. They make quite evocative and nostalgic reading. 

The large number of facsimiles of textual pages are interspersed with images of some of the 
more recent society excursions (in no particular order). 

 
L to R - Tara Wikramanayake, Cheryl de Silva, hhhhhh, Sri , Kumar Perumal 
Namal and Jackie Kamalgoda, Lankika, cccccc and Mr Somasunderam 
 



 



 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

             Enoka Perera, Chris Corea, Naresh Subramaniam, Nalinika Obeysekera, 
                    Rex de Silva and Kumudini Gomes, Mundel Lagoon, circa 1994. 
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Sena Fernando, Srilal Motha, Vasantha Dias, Chris Corea, Nandalal Ranasinghe, Druvinka Paul, Kumar Perumal, Dr Asoka Thenabadu, 
Enoka Corea, Shivanthi Jayasuriya, Ninel Fernando, Marisa Fernando and Baby, Shenuka Corea, ssssssssssssss and ssssssssssssss
Maligatenna Aug 2015 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 

 



 

 
Kumar Perumal, Mr Somasekera, Dr Malik Fernando, nnnnnnnnnnnnn, Ninel Fernando, 
Sena Fernando at pppppp – aaaaa xxxxx 

 

Dr Malik Fernando, Enoka Corea, Ninel Fernando, Laki Senanayake, Srikumar, Chris 
Corea at Laki Senanayake’s forest residence ”Diyabubula”  - June 2015  



 



 



 



 



 

 



 
  



 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Zzzzzzz, Mr Somasekeran, Nandalal Ranasinghe, Kumar Perumal, sssss   at Sitawake 
Botanical Gardens – March 2016 
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Some  NHS  Publications 
The “Knuckles Expedition” as described in PG Cooray’s “Knuckles Massif – A 
Portfolio”  (1998) 

 



 
Newsletter of the Society circa 1980 

In 1980, a newsletter for the society was introduced. There was no previous record of the 
presence of such a publication. It was edited by Ravi Algama during the Presidency of Rex De 
Silva. 

 



 



 



 

 

  



 

 

  



 

 



 

 

In 1995 a Newsletter was reintroduced during the Presidency of Chris Corea 
edited by himself. 



 

 

  



 

 

   

 



 
This newsletter was continued by Tara Wikramanayake during her long stint as 
Secretary and Editor and became known as “Tara’s Newsletter” ! 

 



 

 



 
A move toward Environmental Activism  
(eventually, leading to the formation of the Environment Foundation Limited) 
  



 

| 

  



 

Our Logo 

The logo that is currently in use was crafted circa 1992. 
 
The then President, Architect Lal Balasuriya conducted a competition 
amongst his design students at the Department of Architecture, University 
of Moratuwa. Students were given the essential design elements and 
asked to design an appropriate logo. The winning entry by Varuna de Silva 
(now a Chartered Architect) was selected for use by the society. 

 
The logo symbolizes earth, sea and sky with the magnifying glass indicating 
the study thereof. The magnifying glass cleverly doubles as a tree in the 
landscape. 
 
The bird in flight represents the study of ornithology which has always 
been an important part of the activities of the society. 
 
The Banner with the words Centenary 2012 was added to commemorate 
100 years of the Society in 2012.  



 

Contemporary Naturalist Members 
 
Many members of the Sri Lanka Natural History Society, some of them counting 
membership from their student days, have gone on to distinguish themselves in various 
fields of Natural History. We recognize them and appreciate their contributions in the 
past and thank them for continuing to be part of the Society.  We expect this list to grow, 
as more people with an interest in nature, who make a contribution to our body of 
knowledge by documenting their findings and sharing their knowledge, join the Society. 
Some of them are professionals in the bio-sciences while the others, the majority, are 
professionals in various fields with natural history as a common link. 
 
 

Shereen Amendra was leader of the Urban Landscape 

Study Group in 1992-1993 and is now a Chartered Architect/ 
Chartered Landscape Architect. She continues her interest in 
trees and urban plantings teaching Urban Forestry, horticulture 
and landscape management at the Universities of Sri 
Jayewardenepura and Moratuwa and Environment to 
architecture students at the City School of Architecture. 

 

Rex I. de Silva was President of the Society during the years 
1979-1980 and again in 1994. A diver and underwater 
photographer, he has been included in the list of ‘International 
Legends of Diving’, starting his diving career during his school 
days. In his early life he was a commercial diver, functioning in 
many capacities, and maintains a website with the history of 
diving in Sri Lanka. His interest in the animals of the oceans led 
him to study and record shark species around the island and soon 
became an authority on these animals. Not confining his interests 
underwater he becamean ornithologist of no mean repute.His contributions to natural 
history included several seabird, as well as land bird species that had previously not been 
documented from Sri Lanka.In particular, his research, conducted over thirteen years, 
focused on the mass migration of seabirds off the western coast of Sri Lanka.He is also 
an astronomer of note, having served as a volunteer observer for the United States Naval 
Observatory, as well as the Royal Greenwich Observatory. He introduced this topic to 
the Society during his years as President and later.  He was the promoter and leader of 
the special interest groups in the Society. A prolific writer, he has published around 110 
scientific papers, articles, and book chapters on various subjects, starting as early as the 
1960’s. His most recent publication is The Sharks of Sri Lanka, published in 2015 by the 
Field Ornithology Group of Sri Lanka. 

  



 

 

Rohan de Soysa is a knowledgeable ornithologist and 
outdoorsman. He has led the Society as President or 
Secretary for many years on and off between 1996 and 2011. 
He has wide experience in leading a number of other 
organisations in the fields of nature, agriculture and the arts. 
His major on-going contribution to nature conservation and 
creating awareness of the environment is the patronage and 
guidance he has lent to the grass-roots organisation 
‘Mihithala Mithuro’. This society manages a forest that he 
owns—Kodigaha Kande Forest—and through it raises 

environmental awareness at community level, especially among children in schools in 
the Horana district. 

 

Daniel Fernando, diver and marine biologist, is a young 
man with a mission while working for his doctorate—to save 
some of the threatened marine species being over harvested. 
His main area of work centres around manta rays and mobula 
rays, as well as thresher sharks, in addition to wider issues of 
marine conservation.He is a co-founder of Blue Resources, an 
organisation for marine research and consultancy. 

 

 

Dr Jayaindra Fernando, now a practicing surgeon, is a 
botanical painter. He made his debut drawing trees to illustrate his 
grand-mother Dorothy Fernando’s book while still in his teens, 
progressing to water colour paintings of butterflies, flowers, trees 
and fruits. He maintains a private arboretum with a collection of 
indigenous plants, open to the public. Together with his wife 
Thivanshi, also a Society member, he has published A Selection of 
the Fruits of Sri Lanka. 

  



 

 

Dr Malik Fernando, who was President in 1981 and 1982, 
is a retired physician. A diver, he spent more time on the seabed 
than on land during his spare time and became knowledgeable 
about marine invertebrates—especially jellyfish, echinoderms 
and molluscs—as well as seaweeds. He has published Shells of 
the Sri Lanka Seashore and was a co-author in Orchids of Sri 
Lanka - A Conservationist’s Companion. His article A Colour 
Guide to some Green Seaweed Genera in Sri Lanka was 
published in Loris, the journal of the Wildlife and Nature 
Protection Society, of which he is a past president.His article 
Nudibranchs — Snails without Homes was also carried in Loris. 
Before his great interest in marine fauna and flora he had collected from the wild and 
reared a number of snakes. This interest enabled him to contribute to the work of the 
Sri Lanka Medical Association’s (SLMA) Snakebite Committee as a member and later its 
Secretary. He was involved for many years in the publication of the SLMA Snakebite 
Management Guidelines. His diving activities in search of marine biodiversity brought 
him face to face with fish collector divers suffering from the ‘bends’ or decompression 
sickness. His medical skills were put to use with the publication of the SLMA Guide to 
Management of Decompression Sickness (Bends) as well as associated first aid 
pamphlets and safety guides for divers. A past President of the SLMA, his Presidential 
Address was titled ‘Some Hazards of Diving’ where he dealt with venomous marine 
animals as well as with physiological problems. 

 

Jagath Gunawardena is a man for all seasons, when it 
comes to environment and natural history. A well-known 
environmental lawyer he has a phenomenal memory regarding 
wildlife law and his opinion is much sought. An ardent birder, 
he has published numerous articles in the press for the benefit 
of the general public. He has worked tirelessly to create 
awareness aboutgene piracy with regard to biodiversity and the 
related issue of patenting. Very much a field man, he has guided 
many a Society birding trip. He is by far the most important 
environmental activist today, fighting many environmental 

issues regarding Governmental proposals, both in and out of courts, mostly single 
handed. 

  



 

 

Kithsiri Gunawardena was president in 2005 and 2006. 
He is an ornithologist and bird photographer of repute and was 
also responsible for introducing Society members to butterflies 
and dragonflies. He was a valuable member on Society 
excursions.Kithsiri was responsible for the re-discovery of the 
spot-billed duck in Mannar and is a member of the annual 
waterfowl count team. He is a Joint Secretary/Editor of the 
Ceylon Bird Club and a member of the Oriental Bird Club. 

 

 

Jayantha Jayewardene is a wildlife person who has 
nurtured this interest since his childhood. He has a special 
interest in the elephant and has been in the fore-front of elephant 
conservation issues both in Sri Lanka and abroad, being a member 
of the IUCN Asian Elephant Specialist Group. He is the author of 
the book titled The Elephant in Sri Lanka. His numerous short 
articles on wildlife have been brought together in the book titled 
The Diversity of Sri Lankan Wildlife.His continuing contribution 
towards conservation and the environment is through the 

Biodiversity and Elephant Conservation Trust of which he is Managing Trustee. The Trust 
carries out regular awareness creation activities in 150 rural schools and gives support 
to needy children and families. This work is mainly in areas subject to human-elephant 
conflict. 

 

Rukshan Jayewardene is a trained archaeologist and diver 
and was involved in the early maritime archaeology work in Sri 
Lanka. But he is best known as a terrestrial wildlife photographer 
and researcher, spending many years photographing leopards in 
the wild. His photographs, and much the text, appear in the book 
For the Leopard, a tribute to the Sri Lankan Leopard. He is 
currently the President of the Wildlife and Nature Protection 
Society. 

  



 

 

Namal Kamalgoda was President from 2007 to 2010. A well-
known bird and wildlife photographer with a deep knowledge of 
the subject, his slide talks are some of the most popular events in 
the Society. Namal and his colleagues—Gehan Rajapakse, Palitha 
Anthony and Sarinda Unamboowe—have together authored a 
series of coffee table books on wildlife: ‘Encounters’ in 2003, 
‘Enchanted’ in 2007 and ‘Elusive’ in 2013. Crammed with 
outstanding photographs the books are a treat to behold. Gehan 
Rajapakse and Palitha Anthony are also Society members that we 

are proud to acknowledge. As Rohan Pethiyagoda says in a review of ‘Elusive’ they are 
“…friends united by their love of the wild and interest in photography.” Namal is a 
member of the Ceylon Bird Club. 

 

Prof Sarath Kotagama was Secretary of the Society in 
1977 and 1978 as a young lecturer in the University of Colombo. 
He went on to become an ornithologist of repute with many 
publications on the subject and the Professor of Environmental 
Science in the University. He promoted vernacular names for Sri 
Lanka’s birds, to popularise study of birds among a wider 
population. A one-time Director of the Wildlife Department he 
is now an advisor to the Minister of Wildlife. Professor Kotagama 
is probably best remembered as the brains behind the Field 
Ornithology Group of Sri Lanka, commonly abbreviated to FOGSL. It was founded in 1976 
to promote the conservation of birds and preservation of the environment. The first 
‘March for Conservation’ was also his idea. The MfC continued as a University based 
organisation for a number of years, conducting programmes to foster environmental 
awareness. 

 

Howard Martenstyn is an independent marine 
researcher in the field of marine mammals, researching 
whales and whale behaviour and writing about them. He is a 
Director at CRIOMM, the Centre of Research for Indian Ocean 
Marine Mammals. His publication Out of the Blue is a mine of 
information about whales, based on his own research. 

 

 

  



 

Frederick Medis was President of the Society in 1973 and 

brought with him his vast knowledge of matters concerning 
many aspects of the country. He calls himself an Antiquarian—
but Walking Encyclopaedia might be a more apt description. 
Starting during his school days he had immersed himself in the 
study of the past and has led many a society either as President 
or Vice President such as the Royal Commonwealth Society, 
Ceylon Society of Arts, Royal Asiatic Society, Ceylon Numismatic 
Society and the Philatelic Society, not to mention being a Fellow 
of the Commonwealth Society of Antiquarians. A memorable talk he delivered to the 
Society was about the Ceylon Jungle Fowl. But his most recent talk delivered in 
November, 2013 at the conclusion of the 93rd Annual General Meeting bears re-visiting, 
as reported in the minutes: … invited by the President to say a few words -  “he did with 
his usual flair, displaying his command of many languages. He kept the audience 
enthralled with snippets of information regarding the derivation of place names based 
on plants and natural phenomena, words in the English language derived from Sinhala 
and other languages, historical events relating to the country and Mendel’s laws of 
inheritance and dolichocephalic skulls. Perhaps the piece de resistance was the descent 
of the Sri Lanka pariah dogs from Egyptian barkless basenji dogs carried by fishermen 
from that country.” 

 

Lester Perera was President in 1997 and is one of Sri Lanka’s 
celebrated bird painters. He works at guiding bird watching tours 
and is knowledgeable about many aspects of the environment, 
besides birds. 

 

 

 

Nishan Perera has been diving since his school days and 
became a valuable marine ornamental fish identifier in the 
NARA reef ecology team. In between working on a doctoral 
thesis centred around ornamental fish exports with an accent 
on sea horses, he runs a dive centre and carries out research 
in the field of marine conservation. He is the author of the 
book Coral Reefs of Sri Lanka published by the National Trust 
– Sri Lanka, and a co-founder of Blue Resources, an 
organisation for marine research and consultancy. 



 

Dr. Wasantha Punchihewa has been an academic in 
agricultural biology at the Ruhuna University whose abiding 
interest is in honey bees and bee-keeping. His academic work 
was about pollination ecology. 

 

 

 

Dr Dinazarde Raheem has been a Society member since 
her school days and was a member of a number of the special 
interest study groups in 1992/93. Her higher degree was earned 
with work on land snails, including Sri Lankan land snails as part of 
the Darwin Initiative project of the Natural History Museum, 
London. Some of her publications of use to local naturalists, in 
association with other workers, are: Sri Lankan Snails (also 
available in Sinhala), An Illustrated Guide to the Land Snails of Sri 

Lankan Natural Forest and Cultivated Habitats and An Illustrated Guide to the Land Snails 
of the Western Ghats of India. These are illustrated guides published by the Natural 
History Museum, London. 

 

Douglas Ranasinghe is a naturalist with an all-round 
interest in wildlife and  birds. A member of the committee of 
the Wildlife and Nature Protection Society for many years he 
has been the editor of its Sinhala journal Warana for over 30 
years. He has also been a key member of the WNPS Schools 
Nature Club Programme that was started in 1976. He has 
published a book (available in English and Sinhala) on the 
endemic birds of Sri Lanka; his most recent (2015) publication 
is the biography of Thilo Hoffmann —The Faithful Foreigner: 
Thilo Hoffmann, the man who saved Sinharaja. 

 

Iranganie Serasinghe has been supporting the SLNHS in 
its work for many years, even hosting group meetings in her 
home during 1992-’93. She is remembered, as much for her film 
appearances, as for giving birth to Ruk Rekaganno, the society 
for the welfare and protection of trees, that she founded. This 
society has been at the fore-front of awareness creation of the 
importance of trees, especially in rural areas. For many years 
the society has managed the Sam Popham Arboretum near 
Dambulla—a collection of dry zone trees. 



 

Deepal Warakagoda is a long standing member who is a 
prominent Sri Lankan ornithologist. He is credited, together with 
his co-workers, of discovering and naming an owl speciesnew to 
science—the Serendib scops owl: Otus 
thilohoffmanniWarakagoda & Rasmussen, 2004. Deepal is Joint 
Secretary of the Ceylon Bird Club and a member of the Oriental 
Bird Club. 

 

 

Prof Devaka Weerakoon is based in the University of 
Colombo and has specialised in biodiversity issues. He speaks 
authoritatively on the distribution of animals and plants in relation 
to their environment. Much of his research studies have been 
about elephants, as well as invasive alien species. He is currently 
attached to the IUCN Country Office. 

 

 

Dr George Michael van der Poorten is a graduate 
of the University of Peradeniya with a PhD earned in Canada. 
After a stint of work abroad he returned to Sri Lanka and has 
spent the last 20 years or more converting his estate off 
Wariyapola to include a five-acre butterfly garden. The plot is 
beautifully landscaped with trees and shrubs that are either 
host plants for caterpillars or nectar plants for adult butterflies. 
He has recorded on his land 125 species of butterflies and 97 
species of birds. For the past 15 months or more he has been 
setting up butterfly gardens in many Keells hotels while also 
working with the Wildlife and Nature Protection Society (WNPS) establishing 100 
butterfly plots around the island. Travelling the length and breadth of the country in 
search of butterflies and studying their habits and habitats, he has found Catopsilla 
syclla, a new butterfly species record for Sri Lanka. He has shared his knowledge with the 
younger generation and has encouraged many a budding butterfly enthusiast. But his 
main contribution to natural history is his comprehensive book: The Butterfly Fauna of 
Sri Lanka co-authored with is wife Nancy E. van der Poorten,published in 2016. 

  



 
 

 

Gehan de Silva Wijeyeratne is a wildlife and nature 
enthusiast who has been promoting Sri Lanka’s natural assets to 
the public, here and abroad. It was Gehan, through his writings, 
who brought to the notice of us all the annual Minneriya elephant 
gathering and the presence of herds of whales and dolphins around 
our shores.He has published over 300 articles and 15 books. He has 
written and photographed on birds, butterflies, dragonflies and 
primates.  

 

 

 

Tara Wikramanayake was President in 2002 and 
Secretary for a period of 14 years from 1997 to 2011, during 
which period she raised the Society to new heights. She is an 
avid bird watcher and led the Society to be very bird-oriented 
for a period. Her ornithological expertise has earned her a place 
in the teams of workers who perform annual waterfowl counts 
for the Ceylon Bird Club, of which she is a member of the 
editorial board. She is also a member of the Oriental Bird Club. 
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