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It was left to Rhys Davids, virtually the
first European scholar to devote himself
exclusively to Pali and Buddhism, to un-
lock the key to Pali and point out to his
contemporaries the rich vistas that lay
beyond. In doing so he made it possible to
begin the systematic study of Buddhism
which had been undertaken sans consistency
and method.

Rhys Davids’ relationship to Sri Lankan
Buddhism and Pali was broadly analogous
to that of Max Muller to India and
Sanskrit. He epitomized an enlightenment
or attitude of emancipation altogether rare
in the nineteenth-century European view
of non-European cultures.

Theauthor has used Rhys Davids to inves-
tigate the nature of Western attempts—with
implied Europocentric attitudes—to inter-
pret characteristically Asian cultural and
religious institutions. The book focuses on
Buddhism and the attempts of Westerners
in the second half of the nineteenth century
to interpret what was at the time regarded
as a comparatively unknown oriental faith.
Rhys Davids’ capacity for empathizing
with alien cultures was remarkable. Rhys
Davids, in short, was a pioneer in trans-
cultural understanding and had a clear
grasp of its issues. He saw that Indian
religious ideas—especially Buddhism—
would exert a powerful influence in the
West to become part of the prevailing
idiom and ideology. What is today a tire-
some commonplace was not thought even
remotely possible in his day.

It is a curious fact that there has been
no biography on Rhys Davids. He was of
the very stuff Victorian biographies were
made of, exemplifying in particular its
grand delusive moral that misfortune,
human frailties, social disabilities, and
class distinctions can somehow be changed
or overcome by the transforming power of
character, perseverance, and of course,
faith. This book is not, however, an act of
biographical resurrection. It focuses instead
on the work and ideas of Rhys Davids and
attempts to relate Rhys Davids to themes
which continue to play a significant part
in East-West cultural dialogue.
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When I read the book, the biography famous,
And is this then (said I) what the author calls
aman’s life?
And so will some one when I am dead and gone
write my life?
(As if any man really knew aught of my life,
Why even I myself I often think know little or
nothing of my real life,
Only a few hints, a few diffused faint clews and
indirections
I seek for my own use to trace out here).

Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass, 1871
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PREFACE

Prefaces serve diverse purposes. To begin with they tell the reader
why the book which he is invited to read has been written. The
explanations are usually revealing. In contrast to the self assuredness
and panache of the text there is in a preface an apologetic tone, as 1f

the author is sorry for inflicting the book on a reading public already
embarrassed by a plethora of learned treatises and monographs. It

should also seem that the writer, at the late stage when a preface is
presumably put together, suddenly wakes up to the fact that ere long
he will confront his reader, who has till now remained an abstraction
in his mind. Would the reader see the point of the book as the author
saw it? Would he savour something of the enthusiasm which induced

the author to write his book?

A book on Thomas Wilhlam Rhys Davids does not warrant
apologies. Rhys Davids was one of the foremost orientalists of the
nineteenth century. He stands in close relationship to Max Muller,
who was a contemporary and associate. Max Muller’s contribution
to Sansknt studies and Hinduism is well known. Pali and Buddhism
were Rhys Davids’ own claims to greatness and fame. Nobody did as
much as he to make Europeans famihiar with Pali and Buddhism. As
the books on Buddhism multiply, it 1s edifying to note how skillfully
the pioneer mariner, maneuvered his craft in what were virtually
uncharted waters. And yet today Rhys Davids is much less known
than Max Muller. Perhaps historiography has its own peculiar logic.
Perhaps the light shines more fully and generously over a man who
was concerned with a wider area of Indian studies. In the Imperial
connection with Asia 1t was Hinduism, rather than Buddhism,
which held sway as the undisputed prima donna of the stage. In a
more unconventional sense, Rhys Davids himself would have
declared that it was all a matter of Karma that subtle intangible force
which determined the relative positions of men in the world. Here
was the power which made it possible, as the poet remarked, for one
man to flutter in brocade and for another to make do with rags. It
should of course be a gross exaggeration to suggest that Rhys Davids
had ever to make do with ragsin a strictly literal economic sense. But
throughout his life Rhys Davids was extraordinarily sensitive to
economic dimension of a scholar’s life and complained about the
absence of a just measure of recognition of the scholar by society.

Prefaces also give a veritable last chance to a writer to add a word
of explanation or caution about some aspect not dealt with in either



the Introduction or the text. It should be rash to forego the privilege.
My purposes in writing a book on Rhys Davids have been spelled out
at some length in the Introduction. One point, however, must be
explained. The title page should give the impression that this book 1s
solely concerned with the Sri Lankan phase in the life of Rhys
Davids. The book is much more than that. It deals with the vicissi-
tudes in his life after Rhys Davids returned to England. The emphasis
has been more on his ideas and what he stood for rather than on
banal biographical trivia which add so much to the weight of conven-
tional biographies without necessarily throwing much light on the
subject of the biography. I have throughout tried to bring out the sort
of man Rhys Davids probably was. The word probably is advisedly
italicized, as I believe that no biographer could be so presumptuous
as to imagine that he has faithfully brought to life his subject.

A word too about the structure and organisation of the book--- 1t
is divided into four clearly identifiable parts. Part I sets the stage for
what follows and deals in broad outline with Rhys Davids’ hfe In
England prior to his visit to Ceylon. It 1s the least important part of
the book. Part 1] focuses in depth on his career in Ceylon as a British
civil servant. His work as an administratoris critically evaluated. The
section concludes with an analysis of the events which led to the
dramatic termination of Rhys Davids’ stay in Ceylon. Part 111l 1s
mainly concerned with his struggles to establish himself as a Bud-
dhist and Pali scholar in England following his return from Ceylon.
Specifically Part 1V has as its theme the interesting relationship of
Rhys Davids to Buddhism both as a philosophy and as a living
culture.

At first sight, it might seem as if there is a sharp thematic
discontinuity between Parts II and I1l. In an obvious sense it is a
discontinuity that arises from the very nature of Rhys Davids’ career.
At one moment he i1s an administrator in Ceylon. In the next he is
metamorphosed to a struggling scholar more than a trifle overawed
by the philistinism of the Victorian world to which he returns. It was
possible theoretically to mitigate the sense of discontinuity by resort-
Ing to non-conventional and metaphysically inspired explanations.
Karma, predestination, the view that the lives of men and events are
part of a rationally purposeful design, are obvious examples.
Accordingly Rhys Davids had 1o go to Ceylon. His study of Pali and
Buddhism there was no fortuitous undertaking, much less a plausible
means of intellectual stimulation to while away the tedium of hours
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which seemed to pass with excruciating slowness. It must seem too
that he had 1o return to England when he did to take up the great
work of writing about Buddhism. To use the terminology that is
appropriate to the genre of reasoning, all this was part of Rhys
Davids’ dharma, his duty, which alone gave time meaning and
cohesion to his entire life. The explanations would be totally mean-
ingful or otherwise depending on one’s personal perceptions of such
. matters. * |

But was there a discontinuity? Rhys Davids’ stay in Ceylon is
best seen at two levels. In an obvious sense he was preoccupied with
administrative tasks-—gathering taxes here, dispensing justice there.
In a subtler sense, and one not readily apparent, in the course of
carrying out these very tasks, he was continually relating to Bud-
dhists and Buddhism. It is for example inconceivable that Rhys
Davids was insensitive to the thousand and one ways in which the
Sinhalese Buddhist peasants he was ruling differed from his country-
men back in England. or that he somehow did not see that their
responses to the very policies he was implementing---the baffling
amalgam of stoicism, fatalism and hope---were derived from the
conditioning matrix of Buddhist culture and ideology.

Finally there are the acknowledgements. A Commonwealth Uni-
veisity Academic Staff Fellowship to the School of Oriental and
African Studies in the University of London (1974-75) enabled me to
carry out my researches on Rhys Davids in England. I must thank the
Association of Commonwealth Universities for its generosity.

With regard to the maternal used in this book, I must first
acknowledge a special debt I owe to the Secretary and Librarian of
the Royal Asiatic Society. I had access to valuable unpublished
material in the Society’s headquarters in Queen Anne Street and was
made to feel very much at home during the time I worked there. My
thanks are also due to the authorities of the Public Record Office, the
British Museum, and the India Office Library for reader facilities
which were made available to me in 1974-75.

In Sri Lanka, I researched extensively in the Department of
National Archives in Colombo and in the Peradeniya University
Library. I must thank Mr. Harischandra de Silva for the assistance
and cooperation which was extended to me. I must also place on
record my thanks to Mr. H.A.l. Goonetilleke, the librarian of the
Peradeniya University Library.
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In a rather more personal sense, | owe much to Professor K. A.
Ballhatchet of the School of Oriental and African studies in the
University of London. From the time when this book was no more
than a mass of unorganised ideas and until its energence in the form
of the final manuscript, Professor Ballhatchet gave me considerable
encouragement. In spite of the heavy demands made on him by
numerous South Asian students, Professor Ballhatchet somehow
contrived to spare time for me. | gained much from his characteristi-
cally penetrating and incisive comments.

In much the same strain, I must acknowledge my debt to Profes-
sor K.M. de Silva of the University of Ceylon,Peradeniya, who gave
me much encouragement and assistance.

| am grateful too to Professor H.L. Seneviratne of the Department of
Anthropology, University of Virginia who. whilst on a short acadmic
visit to Sri Lanka, read the manuscrnipt and gently but-firmly brought
pressure on me to finally prepare the manuscript for publication. I
gained much from the long informal conversations I had with him.

I need hardly add that those who kindly read through the manus-
cript are in no way responsible for its shortcomings.

A visit to the Center for the Study of World Religionsin Harvard
University during the spring semester and summer of 1979 enabled
me (whilst coping with new academic commitments) to put the
finishing touches to this book. I must thank Professor John Carman,
the Director of the Center, and its administrative staff and members,
for having made our stay at Harvard so very pleasant. During the
same period, | was also affihated with the Department of Anthropol-
ogy in Harvard and had the privilege of working with Professor S.J.
Tambiah. It was a stimulating experience. It would be futile, I feel, to

try to acknowledge what I owe professor Tambiah, both profession-
ally and socially.

Finally, a word of thanks to my Swarna. In the various libraries
and archives where 1 worked in London and in Sn1 Lanka, she sat by
me and worked as much as 1 did. This enabled me to cast my nets
wider and to come to terms with the comparatively short time we had
in which to finish our work in England. Moreover, without a murmur
of complaint she typed and re-typed the entire manuscript. | gained

much from her observations and comments. Throughout the work
she encouraged me as only a wife would. This book is as much the fruit

of her effort and struggle as it is of mine. A word of thanks, too, to
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Evelyn Rosenthal of the Harvard Divinity school, who attended to

the final typescript. |
By way of a final caveat, it must be pointed out that in the text the

words “Ceylon™ and “Sri Lanka” (the official name of the 1sland
since 1972) have been used interchangeabley.

Harvard
July 1979



INTRODUCTION

Some years ago a well known British humorist whose lively
pieces often appeared in the pages of the Observer Review remarked

that when centenaries occur, the Great Victorians are dredged up
from the ocean bed-sand, seaweed and all-to be reviled and praised
by biographer and public alike.

The centenary of Thomas William Rhys Davids (1843-1922) has
however long since passed unmarked, unwept and unsung. He has, it
1s true, been dutifully noticed in the Dictionary of National Bio-
graphy, and more amply and affectionately commended to posterity
in the transactions of the Pali Text Society and the British Academy,
which he helped to found. In England he has been almost entirely
forgotten. It would seem that Rhys Davids, like the ancient Pali
canon of the Buddhists, has survived purely by the oral tradition.

In Sr1 Lanka, he is remembered by anglicised Buddhists whose
views about Buddhism and Buddhist culture have been largely influ-
enced by Western writings on the subject. Buddhists see the impor-
tance of Rhys Davids in more ways than one. He was the first
Western scholar to translate the Pali canon into a European lan-
guage: significantly, to English. He thus made the Buddhist scrip-
tures, hitherto virtually confined to the somnolent world of Southern
Asia, accessible to a vastly wider segment of human society.
Moreover, through his writings Rhys Davids kindled in many Wes-
terners an awareness of Buddhism when few knew anything at all
about it. In doing so he helped to scale down to some slight extent the
noted British penchant for Hinduism and Hindu studies which had
begun to thrive vigorously even before British political power had
spread into the Indian hinterland. Lastly, his interpretation of Bud-
dhism was clearly in harmony with the sensibilities, prejudices, and
one might add, the dogmas of Buddhists in Sr1 Lanka who were wont
to regard themselves as the proper custodians of the faith and of its

doctrinal purity.

However, there was much more to Rhys Davids than that. In
England and in Sri Lanka little, in fact, is known about Rhys Davids,
his work, his life, and about the man himself. Fifty years after his
death, known biographical details about him are clearly of a skeletal
nature: that at an early age Rhys Davids left for Sri Lanka, where he
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worked as a Civil Servant, and thau after a few years, when he was
still a young man, he returned to England to devote himself to Pal
and Buddhist studies.

However, my purpose in writing this book has not been that of
filling a void or of carrying out an act of biographical resurrection.
The objects, such as | was aware of them, were of an altogether more
pedestrian character. 1 first began researching on Rhys Davids 1n
1973. The work has frequently to be set aside because of the demands
made on my time and resources by more formal academic tasks.
During a long period of gestation, although many of the ideas
underwent change-the selection of material, areas of emphasis, the
arrangement of the text, to take a few examples-the aims did not.

They were both professional and personal. The history of British
rule in South Asia has too often been written within the thematic
perimeters of politics (usually the confrontation between the Raj and
clamant pationalists) or administrative and policy studies. The stu-
dies have undoubtedly been useful. They do not however provide a
reasonably integrated overview of what British rule was all about.
Who were the British in Asia? What was the raison d'etre of the
British presence? What were the aims of the administration or the
ideals of the run of the mill administrator in a remote outpost of the
empire? How did he relate to his subjects? One viewed with scepti-
cism all-encompassing ideological explanations. They were facile
and simplistic. Many histories of the British Raj in India, for exam-
ple, leave the reader with the feeling that British rule was a pitiless
unremitting exercise in the collection of land revenues and nought
else; or that from the days of Clive and Warren Hastings the rulers
and the oppressed ruled were hell bent on a course of collision and
confrontation.

It seemed to me that one could gainsubtler insightsif the angle of
vision were changed to view British rule as a continuous process of
interaction of two widely differing civilizations, cultures, values,
ethics, and above all, two wholly divergent ways of looking at the
world. All this was however easier said than done. To study British
rule confining ourselves to a single theater of activity—Sri Lanka for
example—was too formidable a task, let alone India where clearly
the themes of interaction could be studied profitably.

I had perforce to settle for a more pedestrian and manageable
alternative. If | selected a single official and made an intensive study
of the manner in which he carried out his duties practically to the last



X Vii

scrap of paper he wrote, shared his thoughts, became thoroughly
immersed 1n the strategies of decision making and implementation, it
was possible to get some inkling into the process of interaction. |
chose Rhys Davids. Like many Sr1 Lankans I was aware that he had
written books on Buddhism—they were not hard to come by in Sri
LLankan homes—but | was not aware that Rhys Davids had been a
civil servant in Sr1 Lanka. The notion seemed wildly improbable. But
if such was the fact, I was reasonably sure that there had to be
something different, something strikingly idiosyncratic in his ste-
wardship as a British official —the very differences on which I hoped
to find what I was looking for. Rhys Davids did not disappoint me.

Meanwhile I became interésted too in Western attempts in the
nineteenth century to understand non-Western religions and cul-
tures. A century later when our knowledge of Hinduism and Bud-
dhism has been immensely enhanced we had gained a vantage point
to survey the work of earlier generations of scholars. In the interval
had the perspectives of transcultural understanding changed? What
sort of men were Max Muller and Rhys Davids who in the face of
tremendous odds and stolid public apathy attempted to understand
cultures that to the average European of their day seemed so bizarre
and alien? What were the psychological, emotional and cultural
limitations to their understanding? Was cultural ethnocentrism a
thing of the past? In this respect too his long involvement with
Theravada Buddhism made Rhys Davids an ideal object of study.

Finally there was a strong personal impulse too. A religious and
cultural revival which occurred in Sri Lanka after political independ-
ence made many anglicised Sr1 Lankans aware—often embarrass-
ingly aware—of the gulf which separated them from the indigenous
ethos. The awareness was heightened by the interest of the state in the
cultural renascence and the writings of social anthropologists. When
I began researching on Rhys Davids, I became aware of my own
sense of cultural alienation. Rhys Davids had devoted an entire
lifetime to the study of what was to him an alien religion. He had not
merely studied Buddhism in the narrow sense of unfolding the Pali
canon. He rightly insisted that he was interpreting Buddhism as the
basis of a civilisation and culture rather than as a conglomeration of
distinctive religious tenets. Rhys Davids made one aware of the
richness of that culture which had been inextricably woven into lands
like Sri1 Lanka. I saw that in South Asia, at any rate, more than any
other factor, religion was the key to a real understanding of society.



X VIl

In a word, Rhys Davids was the first stage in a long road to my own
personal cultural redemption.

The identification was not altogether fortuitous. It is, I believe,
part of the biographical process. A biographer becomes totally
immersed in his subject although at first the two are clearly entities
with an element of distance between them. At this stage the bio-
grapher would survey his subject with chnical detachment as if he
were examining a chemical in a crucible. Gradually, however, a sense
of empathy manifests itself because the biogranher 1s after all not
handling a chemical but a human personality. There 1s a subtle
blending or merging of the two entities of the biographer and his
subject, especially in 1deas. The biographer begins to feel, as I did
with Rhys Davids, that he “knows” his subject.

But really. how close can a biographer get to his subject? My
prupose in writing this book has been to let Rhys Davids stand forth
in terms of his ideas and what he achieved. The book 1s not strictly a
biography of the man Rhys Davids. Ideally i1t should have been that,
too. It is neither possible nor desirable to study the ideas of a manor
what he stood for by totally shutting out the consideration of his
personality. Ideally, a biographer must study the maninembryo-the
impressionable years of childhood and adolescence-when the essen-
tial personality i1s moulded. In their early years, great men as well as
the most ordinary of men have invariably had to confront an inexor-
able trinity of religion, family, and the schoolmaster. It 1s hardly
possible that many could have survived the catalytic-often abrasive-
confrontation without carrying into adulthood some vestigial scar or
mark. In the Victorian cultural milieu, with which a book on Rhys
Davids would be concerned, the influence exercised by religion on
individuals has been well documented. Fihal relations with a domi-
neering father or mother and the problems thereof have also been an
all too familiar biographical backdrop of the period. In one or the
other of these areas the biographer has a reasonably good chance of
picking up clues about-to use conventional terminology-the “influ-
ences” and “compulsions” which would throw light on the shadowy
links between childhood and maturity.

In England I was able, however, to trace the whereabouts of a
member of Rhys Davids’ family, but was not altogether certain that
Miss Vivian Rhys Davids who lived in Chipstead. Coulsdon, Surrey,
was a daughter of Rhys Davids. | wrote to her with trepidation and
uncertainty. 1 had come to England to continue my researches on
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Rhys Davids. Was she his daughter? If so, could I see her? I was
interested in his private papers and hoped that she would let me see
them. After a week or so Miss Rhys Dawvids replied. She could well
understand my interest in her father but she could not help me
because she was in the “process of compiling a biography myself.”
She was not sure that I would be interested in meeting her “after
receiving this letter.” It was possible that Miss Rhys Davids had
doubts about my bona fides. | was after all a perfect stranger to her. |
decided to write to her again. Could she review her decision? I
pointed out that her father had had a reputation among his contem-
poraries for being very open about his work. I added that in scholarly
‘research more than one person could work on a given corpus of

historical material. Perspectives were likely to be dissimilar. I
declared that in working on Rhys Davids, it was not my intention at

all “to tarnish his memory much less cause you or anyone dear to you
the slightest embarrassment. Indeed there 1s no reason to do so.”

Her reply could not have been mare discouraging. Miss Rhys
Davids was sorry to have to disappoint me. It was better that I
consult her father’s work from publications and periodicals. Perhaps
| had already done so. There was no point in my watting to see her.
The Parthian shaft was revealing. “I am not in the least atraid.” she
declared, “of an ‘embarrassment’-to quote your own word-for any-
thing which occurred during my Father’s life-a more honourable
man never lived.” Clearly there was no basis for continuing the
correspondence.

I understood only too well. The crisis in Rhys David’s life—the
supreme moment which surpasses all other moments in the life of an

individual—occurred when he was in Sri Lanka. In 1873 Rhys Davids
was relieved of his duties as Assistant Government Agent in Anurad-
hapura and was soon afterwards dismissed from the Colonial Ser-
vice. Neither Sir William Gregory, who was Governor of Ceylon at
the time. nor the Colonial Office, presided over by Lord Kimberley.
had any doubt that Rhys Davids had been guilty of the charges that
he had arbitranilly imposed oppressive fines on many defenceless
peasants and that he had used this money as well as other public
monies in his care for his personal use. There were other charges as
well, involving the abuse of public funds. Opinions will vary as to
whether Rhys Davids has a fair trial at the hands of his superiors. But
the stark fact was that at the time much opprobrium was attached to
Rhys Davids, who was compelled to leave Sri Lanka.
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In spite of its obvious importance, no mention of the incident has
been made in the few biographical sketches of Rhys Davids’ life
which have been published. In 1912, when Rhys Davids’ reputation
as an orientalist had spread far and wide, Mabel Bode, a distin-
guished pupil writing affectionately of the Guru remarked that in his
early life Rhys Davids had been a Civil Servant in Ceylon, but had
“withdrawn.” Lord Robert Chalmers-whose own connections with
Ceylon were singularlyill starred-a Pali Scholar, and a friend of Rhys
Davids, declared in an obituary notice which he wrote for the Journal
of the Pali Text Society in 1923, that Rhys Davids had resigned from
the Civil Service. Chalmers’essay on Rhys Davids in the Encyclopae-
dia Britannica also referred to resignation. Similarly. in another and
rather more evocative biographical sketch which appeared shortly
after Rhys Davids’ death, written by a group of distinguished orien-
talists, it was said that Rhys Davids had left the Civil Service of his
own accord. Perhaps good taste, or the feeling that the Civil Service
was a distant irrelevance, or simply genuine ignorance, would explain
what appears to have been a conspiracy of silence on the point. It s
only in the writings of Caroline Augusta Foley, who became Rhys
Davids’ wife in 1894, that there 1s the definite suggestion that Rhys
Davids’ departure from Sr1 Lanka was not something that he had
willed. According to Mrs. Rhys Dawids, her husband was dismissed
from the Ceylon Civil Service because he had stood up for the rights
of peasants and earned the wrath of his superiors.

My futile transactions with Miss Vivian Rhys Davids illustrated
the truth that biography is often an intrusive business. The bio-
grapher is a trespasser, especially if he is a stranger and is not the
“authorised™ biographer. It is not so much that great men too, like
lesser mortals, have skeletons in their cupboards. It 1s the old ques-
tion whether a biographer “knows™ his subject. How intimately, how
accurately, can we know another self even if we have the biographical
material at our disposal? Often a biographer does not have all the
facts. He has necessarily to be speculative and conjectural. In either
situation a biographer could well produce a distortion. It was no
doubt for these reasons that George Orwell and T. S. Eliot gave
directions that no biography be written about them, “at least with any
help from their widows.” | |

The approach to biography too had changed, giving heirs and
next of kin additional cause to be wary. First, there was Victorian
biography which moved on the simple principle that one did not
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speak 1ll of the dead. The great men who adorned the biographical
motif in the Victorian period exemplified the rags to riches trasfor-
mation which the prevailing economic society seemed to make possi-
ble. The lives of great men were also a triumphant reflection of those
values which the Victorians cherished, such as perseverance, hard
work, and self reliance. The shortcoming, the unflattering traits of
character-which were in any event irrelevant to the edifying biogra-
phical moral-were glossed over. The result was a considerable win-
dow dressing of the dead. As Evelyn Waugh brilhantly put it,
biography was “the lying in state of our great men.”

The pendulum had, however, swung to the other extreme. Adula-
tory biography was replaced by biographies of an excessively critical
type. The biographer was determined to reveal all, if necessary by
resorting to psychoanalytical techniques. The age of psychobio-
graphy had dawned. The great man’s life was sedulously examined
from childhood for clues which could throw light on his adult man-
hood. The implied candour was, however, sometimes embarrassing.

In spite of its excesses-especially where great literary figures have
been the subject of biography-modern biography has taught us that
there 1s no impregnable entity called great men defying analysis and
scrutiny. Great men have been full of human frailties, paradoxes, and
inconsistencies, and one wonders how they could have achieved what
they did to earn in their own lifetimes the sobriquet of greatness. It
was 1n this sense rather naive to remark of anyone, as Vivian Rhys
Davids did of her father, that “no more honourable man ever lived.”

[1

By Rhys Davids’ time the broad lines of British policies in Sri
Lanka were well defined. Economic policy was in line with the
dualistic nature of the Island’s economy. On the one hand European
entrepreneurship, capital and managerial skills were concentrated 1n
the plantation sector. Coffee, which grew principally in the central
highlands, was the island’s staple export. It was the basis of Sn
Lanka’s prosperity as arapidly developing Crown Colony. By legisla-
tive enactments which helped the coffee planter to meet specific
difficulties and problems, as well as by refraining from measures
which would in any way inhibit enterprise, the government brought
about amreeonomic climate which favoured the continued expansion
of the coffee industry. More tangibly, by providing the facilities for
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transportation, the recruitment and mobility of labour-later a rudi-
mentary system of medical facilities-the government also gradually
built up the infrastructure basis for a genuinely modern plantation
sector.

By contrast there was the peasant sector. Other thanin those areas

in which coffee plantations were situated cheek by jowl with villages
where peasants lived —and therefore there was a certain amount of

mutual economic interaction—in Sri Lanka as a whole there was little

connection between the vigorously active plantations and the tradi-
tional peasant sector. The peasant sector had been ignored both by
European entreprencurs as well as by their Ceylonese counterparts.
An undeveloped system of transportation also ensured the absence of
change by immunising the village to external economic influences.
The production of paddy and sundry dry grains which was the
principal occupation of the peasant was for subsistence, rather than
for the market. Physically. and in terms of economic orientation, the
peasant was far removed from the urban markets. The use of money
too was by no means universal. In casual economic transactions
barter was the order of the day. In these respects the district of
Nuwerakalaviya over which Rhys Davids presided as Assistant
Government Agent conformed to the norm of a peasant sector In
which a traditional economic order had been preserved. Government
economic policies were a blend of paternalism-helping the peasant by
augmenting the facilities for greater production-and the fostering of
the spirit of individual economic enterprise. The relevant chapters in
the text will show how the abstract ideas had been transformed into
specific economic functions which an Assistant Government Agent
performed. Consequently an Assistant Government Agent like Rhys
Davids was more a follower of well trodden paths and very much less

an innovator.

In two respects, at any rate, Rhys Davids may be justly remem-
bered. The Government oriented policies of restoring irrigation
works begun earlier on in the nineteenth century as a principal mode
of developing peasant agriculture were clearly predicated on a certain
ideal-the very Victorian ideal of seilf reliance. What the government
spent annually on irrigation was considerable. It partly repaid itself
by imposing a small tax on the cultivator. Apart from finarcial
considerations the government was anxious to drive home the moral
that government aid would only be forthcoming if the peasants were
willing to help themselves to some extent. Thus before the govern-
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ment agreed to restore this or that irngation work, the peasants
concerned had to covenant to repay the government in installments.
Rhys Davids, however, saw the limitations of this policy. In Nuwera-
kalaviya the peasants were too poor and indeed too dispirited to avail
themselves of the government terms. Rhys Davids’ protest rings loud
and clear and in a larger sense draws attention to the assumptions
underlying British rule in nineteenth-century Ceylon.

All credit too to Rhys Davids for pinpointing the lopsided nature
of Sinhalese agriculture. He saw the need to diversify agricultural
production over and beyond the cultivation of paddy and a few dry
grains. He wanted the government to take the initiative in beginning
the cultivation of tobacco and cotton, for which he thought Nuwera-
kalaviya was eminently suitable. Rhys Davids was aware that pea-
sants with woefully limited capital resources could not immediately
take to non-traditional cultures. Instead, implied in his official letters
was the_hope that private entrepreneurship would follow any initia-
tive shown by the government in this direction.

The Assistant Government Agent of Nuwerakalaviya was no
diminutive figure. Rhys Davids ruled a district which he thought was
as big as Yorkshire; indeed it was made an independent province
because of its size and growing importance at the beginning of the
1870s. An Assistant Government Agent had to moreover perform a
multiplicity of functions which were remarkably varied. “I accumu-
lated in my own person,” he wryly recalled, “almost as many offices as
Pooh Bah in the Mikado. 1 was Assistant Governement Agent,
Acting District Judge, Archaeological Commissioner, and the head
of the Police and the Post Office while I also had to look after the
roads . . . the fact is that there was not another Englishman within
many miles of where I was.”

From astrictly administrative viewpoint too, Rhys Davids’ career
as an Assistant Government Agent was noteworthy. its climax was
his dismissal. The episode sheds light on certain aspects involving the
relations between the Colonial Office and the colonies. The Colonial
Office was the ultimate authority in matters concerning the colonies.
But whether 1t did in every conceivable situation fulfil this role is a
moot point. If the matters at hand involved the feasibility or other-
wise of taking a certain step-for example the abolition of a long
established tax-the Colonial Office could dispassionately weigh the
pros and cons. The possibilities of doing so were, however, markedly
reduced when controversial issues involving personalities arose in
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which the governor himself was an interested party. In the Rhys
Davids affair, at first sight, if one takes into consideration the
extraordinarily lengthy and detailed despatch which Sir Wilham
Gregory, the Governor, wrote, together with an overwhelming cor-
pus of enclosures and annexures, it would seem that the Colonial
Office had all the facts at its disposal to arrive at a decision. But in fact
Gregory conducted himself more as a committed partisan than as a
disinterested head of the government and presented the facts to the
Colonial Office in a manner which wholly prejudnced the case against
Rhys Davids. Indeed, in the Colonial Office a certain scepticism was
evident concerning crucial areas in the case against Rhys Davids. But
the small voice of doubt-which might have made Rhys Davids’
ultimate humiliation less-was stilled by the feeling that after all, the
men on the spot knew best. Moreover, the sentiment was also
expressed that is was embarrassing to undo a decision already arrlved
at by a governor on matters of this sort.

[]

It is as Pali and Buddhist scholar and an orientalist par excellence
that Rhys Davids is today mostly remembered. The third and fourth
parts of the book are concerned with this phase in his life.

The seeds had already been sown in Sr1 Lanka. Before Rhys Davids
took up duties as Assistant Government Agent in Anuradhapura, he
was the Police Magistrate in Galle. Whenever he could afford to do
so—the leisure hours of a Civil Servant were few and were there-
fore inordinately valued—Rhys Davids spent his time 1n Bentota,

a slumbering inconspicuous hamlet some distance away from Galle.
Assisted by a scholarly Buddhist monk, or Bhikkhu, Yatramulle
Unnanse, who lived in Bentota, Rhys Davids studied Pali-the lan-
guage 1n which the sacred literature of Buddhism had been preserved.
It was an affectionate and fruitful relationship. Rhys Davids had
great respect for his mentor’s erudition. He also admired Yatramulle
Unnanse’s saintly ways and all too evident piety. The great monk in
turn found that Rhys Davids was a willing and able pupil. He taught
Rhys Davids “all he knew” notwithstanding the tradition of the
Gurumushtiya which usually made it possible for a teacher or guru to
withhold a special area of knowledge from his pupil. A favourite
pupil alone qualified for total enlightenment. Indeed by teaching him
Pali, Yatramulle Unnanse had put in Rhys Davids’ hands the key to
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the enchanted door beyond which lay a rich storehouse of Buddhist
knowledge. For over a century European scholars had long suspected
the existence of this literature and speculated upon its usefulness in
achieving a clearer understanding of Buddhism.

It was Sn Lanka, too. which kindled in Rhys Davids his love of
archeology and numismatics. The interest led him in later years to
conduct significant researches in the Buddhist sites of ancient India.
His official position at Anuradhapura-the Assistant Government
Agent was technically also an Assistant Archeological
Commissioner-gave him ample opportunities for archeological
work. Some of his early researches became the subject of papers
which he contributed to the Ceylon branch of the Royal Asiatic
Society. In short, alone among contemporary British civilians serving
in Sr1 Lanka, Rhys Davids, the callow youth, had already carved out
a modest niche for himself as a potential scholar.

There was however no smooth transition between the period of
apprenticeship in Sri Lanka and what followed. Rhys Davids
returned to England an embittered and ruined man. His early hopes
had been rudely shattered. In Victorian England a career in the East
as a Civil Servant clearly had its attractions, both as exemplifying an
ideal of public service as well as from a narrowly pecuniary angle. By
the 1860s, visions of amassing great and sudden wealth, or to use a
once popular colloquialism, “shaking the pagoda tree,” as in the early
days of the East India Company, were no longer subscribed to
seriously. But what a young man might reasonably expect when he
began life as a writer had been well put by the Civil Service Commis-
sioners. “The emoluments of a writership, the steady advancement in
the Service of those who devote themselves to it with zeal and
perseverance.” it was said. “. . . and the liberal and judicious provi-
sions for retirement at a moderate age. all render the Civil Service a
career full of interest and pecuniary advantage.” But to Rhys Davids
all this was part of the might have beens. the great ifs, of his personal
life.

A career in law, which Rhys Davids now decided upon, seemed to
offer an alternative and possibly a smoother path of matenal
advancement. It seemed to be also the only career left open to him as
he had no great personal or family resources to fall back on. Besides,
law gave him the means of living down the scandal of his dismissal
and regaining, at it were, the lost badge of social respectability. One
other reason seems to have weighed in Rhys Davids’ mind. During
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the long investigations which preceded his dismissal, Rhys Davids
often felt that he was at a disadvantage because he did not know law.
He commanded neither the great principles of law nor knowledge of
the proprieties of procedure which would have been the best safe-
guards of his interests. His superiors had been lawyers either. Butina
quasi-judicial inquiry they became easily the terrnifying inquisitors,
the professionals, cutting up a naive and perplexed young man who
literally and metaphorically stood in the dock. It had been a humihat-
ing experience. But the dificiency in his education which had made it
all possible had to be put right.

The next move was wholly unexpected. Rhys Davids successfully
completed his law studies and was called to the Bar by Middle Temple
in 1877. He was however not seriously interested 1n practising law.
Instead, he startled all and sundry by announcing that he would
devote himself to Pali studies. To some of those who were aware of
the circumstances in which he had left Sr1 Lanka, this was further
proof of a certain instability of mind and fecklessness. His close
friends tried to deter him from a course which they too*felt was
frankly foolhardy. Few knew Pali, and fewer still were aware of its
significance. One could hardly think of anintellectual preoccupation
in mid-Victorian England which could have apperared more exotic
and lacking 1n any discernible social relevance.

And yet there was an earthy common sense about his choice. The
study of Pali clearly meant two things. There were the Pali Buddhist
texts which could be systematically published in their original form
with English translations and suitable notes. More significantly, the
study of Pali was a means to an end-the study and exposition of
Buddhism. If there was no evidence of a great demand for the former,
other than among a handful of oriental scholars and specialists, there
was a fairly widespread and growing interest in Buddhism. Rhys
Davids was aware of the tremendous market potentialities of the
situation. In later years he recalled that when he returned to England
he hardly knew anything about Buddhism. At the same time he saw
that there was an increasing curiosity about the subject. He realized
that he was singularly equipped to fill the void because he knew Pali
and “a little more” about Buddhism than the average Englishman.

It was a gamble that paid rich dividends, Rhys Davids’ first book
on Buddhism was published in 1877, the very year in which he seems
to have firmly relinquished the idea of practising as a barrister. His
second book-on Indian Buddhism in the Hibbert Lectures Series-was
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published in 1881. Both books-espectally the first, which was a remar-
kably concise and handy manual-enjoyed immense popularity, and
were published over and over again during Rhys Davids’ own life-
time. Rhys Davids answered many questions which the interested
Christian layman in the West would have liked to know about
Buddhism-the life and times of the founder of the Buddhist faith,
Buddhist doctrine, the spread of Buddhism and above all, the curious
monastic order which was reputed to be an integral part of Buddhism
as it actually existed in the East.

The establishment of the Pali Text Society-the basis on which
Rhys Davids is today conventionally remembered-was as venture-
some a step. Initial results were, however, much less spectacular. The
fact was that unlike general books on Buddhism, the market for Pali
texts was really confined to the specialists. Nor was the market likely
to expand. But in spite of an upromising start the Pali Text Society
flourished. It outlived both Rhys Davids and Caroline Augusta Rhys
Davids. his wife, who took over the work of the Pali Text Society
some time before Rhys Davids’ death.

Between 1877 and the end of the century, formal bread and butter
employment took two forms. In 1884, Rhys Davids was selected by
the Royal Asiatic Society as its new Secretary. He received a salary
which, though not a princely one, ws certainly adequate-he was at the
time a bachelor-especially if one took into reckoning the perquisites
such as rent-free accommodation which went with it. As a mark of its
regard for Rhys Davids’ able services as its Secretary, the R.A.S. gave
him a special increment to his salary which of course was not paid to
his successor. During this time he was also the Professor of Pali in
London University. Remuneration, however, was meagre and uncer-
tain. Rhys Davids was paid by the hour on the basis of the nrumber of
lectures given. The lectures were necessarily few. Pali did not figure in
a big way when students selected their subject.

In 1901 Rhys Davids left London to assume duties as Professor of
Comparative Religion in Manchester University. The position was a
permanent one and gave Rhys Davids a salary which clearly exceeded
the emoluments he had hitherto received both from the R.A.S. and
London University. A chair in Comparative Religion was of course
very much of an innovation in England. In the U.S.A. where the
university structure was frankly much less rigid and more responsive
to changing social needs, and in the European continent too, there
was at the time no comparable position. The creation of a new chair
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and the selection of Rhys Davids as its first incumbent was a recogni-
tion of Rhys Davids’ approach to the study of religion as well as a
tribute to a truly polymath mind. For all his lifelong obsession with
the great religion of Buddhism, Rhys Davids always insisted that

religion, like history, was best understood 1n the broadest possible
context. When one studies a specific or particular segment of the
canvas of human experience, one 1s aware in a comparative sense of
the total expanse, aware too of the cohering principles which hold
together seemingly disparate and unconnected phenomena. Thus
when one studied Buddhism, one was invariably involved in some-
thing more than Buddhism. The principle which today would be
regarded as a commonplace had in Rhys Dawvids’ time a clear
practical relevance. The study of religion with a segmented bias had
in the guise of modern revivalism produced excesses of religious sec-
tarianism and parochialism in both India and Ceylon. As the text will
show, Rhys Davids was only too famihar with the development. In a
wider sense, his approach to the study of religion was an obvious
prophylactic against the widespread European attitude of viewing
non-Christian religions and cultures in a ngid value judgement rela-
tionship to the single norm of European Christian civilization.

So much has happened since Rhys Davids wrote his treatises on
Buddhism. The interest in Buddhism has grown in the West. Its
magnitude and intensity are surely noteworthy. Would he have been
surprised? Rhys Davids prophesied one hundred years ago that
Buddhism would exercise a catalytic effect on religious ideas in the
West. Today we are witnesses to the process.

The great scholar, Clarm et Venerabile Nomen, stayed on in
Manchester till 1915 when he retired. He spent his last years in
Chipstead, Surrey. But retirement was neither a period of seclusion
nor repose. There was a constant stream of visitors—newspaperman,
Sri Lanka Buddhists like the pugnacious Anagarika Dharmapala,
pupils like Mabel Bode and fellow scholars and collaborators like
William Stede—to all of whom he made himself readily available. His
active mind ever contemplated both unfinished and fresh projects.

The flame flickered brightest before its final demise. He passed away
in December 1922, mourned by a wife—a scholar in her own right—

and two daughters.
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“It 1s a great event to be born a man and his life is an ever-
striving...” The Dhammapada.

RHYS Davids was born at Colchester in Essex on 12 May 1843. Ina
sense his life falls into three seemingly discontinuous phases, with his
visit to Sri Lanka being the crucial turning point. We have first what
we may conventionally describe as the English phase 1n his life which
closes with his departure to Sn1 Lanka in 1866 at the age of twenty
three. His sojourn in Sri Lanka, the second phase, ended in 1874
when he returned to England. From the mid-seventies, when his first
works were published, and until his death at Chipstead, Surrey, in
December 1922, Rhys Davids lived in England. During this period he
became the foremost exponent of Buddhism and Pali studies in the
Anglo-Saxon world.

The above would, however, be a prosaic way of putting matters
which had evidently a more elusive meaning. There is a sharp and
almost startling break or hiatus between the Sri Lankan phase in
Rhys Davids’ life and the period that followed. In Sri Lanka, Rhys
Davids’ ill-starred career as a civil servant came to an abrupt and
dramatic end. It surpasses belief that the embittered, broken young
man who returned to England was ere long metamorphosed into an
eminent scholar.

There have been theories. Some years after Rhys Davids’ death,
Caroline Augusta Foley, who had become his wife in 1894, pro-
nounced that her husband’s life, taken as a whole, was in reality a
response to a higher call—specifically that of the Maharmas. Like
some other notable figures in the late Victonan period, Rhys Davids
was—to use a word that was fashionable at the time—a chela of the
elusive Mahatmas'. |

'Rhys Davids, Caroline Augusta Foley, Wayfarer’s Words, 3 Vols., London, 194].
Vol. 111, pp. 880 ff.
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Rhys Davids could hardly have been flattered. Unlike his wife,
who had increasingly come under its spell, Rhys Davids had consist-
ently repudiated Theosophy. And yet in reflecting on the curious
vicissitudes in his life, Rhys Davids too veered towards the mystical
dimension. The tell-tale obiter dicta in a life-time of extensive writ-
ings show how often Rhys Dawvids spoke in 2 Buddhist idiom, as a
conventional Buddhist would, especially about Karma and Anicca.
The contexts in which he did so—allusions to disappointments and
personal setbacks, to the harshness of a world which never seemed to
forget or forgive mistakes, the world’s ingratitude, its all too evident
philistinism—were significant. In a less personal way he related
Karma to the great work he had accomplished in his life. It had fallen
on him to play the pioneering role in making the English-speaking
world in the West aware of Buddhism and the Pali canon just as much
as the life of Horace Hyman Wilson, the great Sanskritist, had
been—so Rhys Davids declared —the fulfilment or working out of a
karmically determined purpose. Karma had helped him to under-
stand all that. It was no mere figure of speech resorted to in fashiona-
ble London salons. Re-phrased then, the three lives of Rhys Dawvids
held in firm alignment by Karmic threads may be designated as the
Karmic Call, the Karmic Search and Karmic Fulfilment.

The English phase in Rhys Davids’ life began peaceably enough.
He was the eldest child of the Rev. Thomas William Davids, a
Welshman who had settled in Colchester. The Rev. Davids, who was
a well known Congregational minister, had a great flair for preaching
and was affectionately referred to as the Bishop of Essex. Curiously,
his real forte was religious history. Like most of his ancestors, the
Rev. Davids was an ecclesiastical histonan. He had as his special field
of interest the religious history of Essex, with particular reference to
the tribulations of the Nonconformists. In 1862, he was selected to
prepare a treatise on the bicentenary of the eviction of the Noncon-
formist clergy from Essex. Later, as Rhys Dawvids himself recorded,
his father spent the rest of his life researching into the origins of the
lesser known aspects of Nonconformist dogma. Rhys Davids was
impressed by his father’s pains-taking scholarship and prodigious

reading.?

2Rhys Davids, Thomas William, “Davids Thomas William (1816-1884)." Dictionary
of National Biography, Vol. V. Rhys Davids wrote the article on his father for the

D.N.B.
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Rhys Davids’ mother, Louisa Winter, the daughter of a London
solicitor, was a devout Christian. She ran the Sunday school attached
to her husband’s church with such success that the school was
regarded as a model. She wrote a short treatise on the management
and organisation of Sunday schools which was published and ran
Into several editions. She died in 1854 when Rhys Davids was barely
ten years old.3

We know much less about Rhys Davids’ education. At an early
age he went to Brighton School, not far from where the family lived.
The school was run by his uncle, Robert Winter. Here Rhys Dawvids
had his elementary education. Later, after some years of “private
education,” at the age of seventeen, Rhys Davids went down to
London to a school known as New College in Finchley Road. He
studied a great deal of Latin. His mentor was the famous Latin
scholar, Sir William Smith, who was also the compiler of the Diction-
ary of Christian Biography to which Rhys Davids’ father, the Rev.
Davids, had contributed a number of articles.

It was when he was at New College that Rhys Dawvids decided to
join the Indian Civil Service. The threadbare autobiographical notes
he has left do not tell us what influenced him. To a young middle class
Englishman who was educated but who clearly had no private resour-
ces to fall back on, a career in India seemed reasonably attractive.
Rhys Davids soon realised, however, that New College was not the
best place in which to prepare himself for the ordeal of examination
and selection. Some sort of university education was indicated. Fam-
1ly resources being what they were, he could not afford a formal
university education. His father, for whom he had throughout a very
deep affection, was like most nonconformist clergymen, as Rhys
Davids put it, “not over-burdened with worldly riches.” He realised
that he would have to work or pay his way through a university and
the best place where he might do so unobtrusively was the continent.
So after no more than a year’s stay at New College, Rhys Davids left
for Germany. Many English students on short rations financed them-
selves in German universities by giving lessons in English. He was
soon to observe at first hand that in German towns there was a great

desire to learn English, not only among students but among the
established bourgeoisie. He chose Breslau—sufficiently off the

beaten track of English students and tourists—so that he could sell

3 Ibid.
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his teaching skills without fear of competition. His expectations were
more than amply realised. Rhys Davids was much sought after as an
English tutor and earned enough not only to keep body and soul
together but also sufficient money to pay for his university fees
without having to make demands on his family. There was, of course,
a certain amount of self-imposed restraint. But then, Rhys Davids
was abstemious and simple in his tastes. Besides, he found that all in
all, he was no worse off than his fellow students. Indeed, he thought,
he was a good deal better off. He remarked on the privations Ger-
mans underwent and the “astonishing” sacrifices they made to get a
university education.?

Rhys Davids lived in Breslau for three years. He confessed that
during this time he became almost “Germanised.” Life was pleasant.
He made friends easily. The fact that he was an outsider, a social
neutral, as it were, who carried no differentiating social badge, helped
a great deal. Rhys Davids observed that in Breslau and in Silesian
Germany in general, society was rigidly stratified. Using rather
archaic nomenclature, he describes four categories— the nobility, the
bourgeoisie, the students and the working class. There was, he said,
so little intercourse among them that they all might have been living
on different planets. The nobility looked down on the nouveau riche
bourgeoisie, although among that class there were “persons of wealth
and respectability.” The bourgeoisie in turn had contempt for stu-
dents possibly because they were the least cohesive social element
with an ill-defined economic relevance in the social hierarchy. In
particular, Rhys Davids noticed that in Germany, bourgeoisie con-
tempt for the student element touched even professors who simply
did not enjoy the prestige which their counterparts had elsewhere.
Rhys Davids, however, had access to all, visiting the homes of the
nobility and bourgeoisie alike as an able teacher of English.

He spent most of his time, however, with his fellow students.
enjoying their easy-going informal companionship. He used to
accompany them on their outings to the “kneipe” or meeting place,
where usually great quantities of beer were had by all. If on such
obviously convivial occasions he never smoked or drank, his German
friends readily forgave him. They thought it all part of the eccentricity

‘Journal of the Maha Bodhi Society, Vol. XXIII, No 6, June 1914, for reproduction of
interview given by Rhys Davids to the Morning Post.
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of an Englishman. In Breslau, there were no organised outdoor
games as 1n English universities. But there were wonderful opportuni-
ties for skating. Rhys Davids used to enjoy skating on the Oder,
which was usually possible for two months of the year. He also played
a good deal of chess, which was a familiar pastime of German
students.?

In more tangible ways, the highwater mark of Rhys Davids in
Breslau, especially in terms of his philological training, was his study
of Sanskrit under A. F. Stenzler. A distinguished scholar, Stenzler
was described as the last of the founders of Sanskrit scholarship in
Germany. Early in his career, Stenzler was asked by the East India
Company to work on the Sanskrit material in its repositories in
London. Later, he was closely associated in the compilation of a
major Sanskrit dictionary which was published in St. Petersburg.
Stenzler held the post of Professor of Sanskrit at Breslau from 1833
until his death in 1886.

Rhys Davids returned to England in 1863 and appeared in the
examination of the Civil Service Commissioners. Sanskrit, German,
French and English were among the subjects he offered. He did not,
however, obtain a Writership in the Indian Civil Service but was
appointed to a Writership to Ceylon which brought him directly
under the fiat of the Colonial Office.’

It was a rather curious turn of affairs. Rhys Davids’ mind had all
along been habituated to the idea that he would finally go to India as
a servant of the Crown. As it turned out, the great journey to the East
took the form of a passage to Ceylon rather than the more fancied
passage to India. And when he stepped ashore in Ceylon 1n 1864,
Rhys Davids—the Mahatmas notwithstanding—could hardly have
foreseen how radically his life was to be transformed with Ceylon
playing the role of the crucial catalyst.

sIbid.

6Ibid. Also, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society (Great Britain and Ireland), Vol.
XIX, Part II1. See Notes of the Quarter.

7Op. cit., Journal of the Maha Bodhi Society.
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MOSTLY MAGISTERIAL FUNCTIONS

IF Rhys Davids’ official career* in Sri Lanka ended in a welter of
partially resolved and controversial issues, nothing could have been
more banal or routinely ordinary than its beginning. In February
1866, Rhys Davids was appointed to the Civil Service in Sr1 Lanka as
a Writer. The term Writer had venerable antecedents going back to
the early days of East India Company’s rule in India.! Apart from
affinities tn nomenclature, the term in Sr1 Lanka carried a connota-
tion which was, at any rate in the middle of the nineteenth century,
not far removed from its Indian usage.

A Civil Service had been set up in 1802 when Sr1 Lanka became a
Crown Colony. During its first fifty years, the Civil Service had
undergone notable changes. Its rather chequered history had been
influenced by a number of factors. The successive Secretaries of State
for the Colonies had brought about changes. They were, to a large
extent, influenced by the principles and traditions of the Civil Service
in England. Secondly—and rather more to the point—was the nor-
mative influence of the Indian Civil Service since there was a broad
similarity between the conditions in India and in Sr1 Lanka. Thirdly,
the change was also determined by less theoretical considerations like
the needs of pressure groups, economic development, and the exigen-
cies of a strikingly volatile revenue situation. Usually the Governorin
Sri Lanka, as the man on the spot, was more sensitive to local factors
than the Colonial Office in England. But by the 1860s the era of
experimentation and ad hoc changes was over. In both London and
Colombo, there was greater unanimity about the principles on which
the Civil Service should be developed. Moreover, with improvements
in the conditions of service, like salaries, pensions, and prospects of

* N.B. The material used in this chapter has been taken from the files of the
Department of National Archives, Sri Lanka, under the reference numbers cited in the

footnotes.
'O’Malley, L.S.S. The Indian Civil Service 1601-1930. London, 1931, p. 3 {f.
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promotion, the Civil Service at last settled down to a long period of
steady development.?

A tradition that survived from the earlier period was the bifurca-
tion of the Civil Service. Theoretically, all appointments to the Civil
Service were made by the Secretary of State for the Colonies. In fact,
however, the Governor could make his own nominations to some of
vacancies. It was a sphere of patronage which the successive Gover-
nors had jealously guarded. What became a virtual right, which the
Governor could insist on, was justified on the ground that a Governor
could advance the claims of local talent which would otherwise be
overlooked. On the other hand, there were the nominees of the
Secretary of State—incumbents of Writerships, like Rhys Davids—
who clearly formed the corps d’elite of the Civil Service in Sr1 Lanka.
In spite of the implied 1dea that the nominees of the Secretary of State
or Writers were suitable for administration work in the East, they had
all to sit in a special examination which was conducted by Haileyb-
erry College, an institution which the East India Company had
established to train its young officials going out to serve in India. In
1856, the Colonial Office replaced the Haileyberry examination with
a competitive test organised by the Civil Service Commissioners. No
special knowledge of Sri Lanka or of the East was called for at this
stage. Instead, a prospective Writer's knowledge of subjects like
Latin, Greek, Mathematics, History and Law was tested. The idea
was to enlist young men of the public school type, usually between
eighteen and twenty three years of age, who had had a liberal
education.’

The Writers from England were clearly a cut above the appointees
of the Governor. Usually the Governor’s selections were confined to
the upper class Ceylonese elite. Moreover, the best that Sri1 Lanka
could offer by way of a liberal education was a far cry from the
education and finesse which the Writers from England were wont to
acquire. It could, of course, be said that at least the local men were
more knowledgeable about conditions 1n Sr1 Lanka. The idea was
clearly implied in the criticisms made of Writers who were selected to
join the Indian Civil Service. They were stigmatised as “‘unfledged
boys” who were ignorant both of the language and the country they

2Mills, Lennox A. Cevilon Under British Rule 1795-1932. Oxford, 1933, Chapter 4.
31bad.
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were required to serve in4 But steps had been taken, early in the
history of the Civil Service in Sri Lanka, to remedy the situation.
Thus a young Writer from England was expected to pass a prelimi-
nary examination in the local languages within eighteen months of
his arrival on the island. He was then confirmed in his appointment.
Later, he sat for a stiffer language examination on which depended
his promotions. Moreover, far from “unfledged boys” walking into
magistracies, collectorships or becoming agents in provinces, in Sri
Lanka at least, the newly arrived Writer from England was attached
to the Colonial Secretary’s Office 1n Colombo to learn his work. This
office was the nerve-centre of the 1sland’s administration. Sometimes
during this period the young Writhers filled temporary stop gap
appointments whenever the exigencies of the administration made it
necessary. In general, work during this period was restricted to a few
hours a day so that the Writer would have the time to prepare himself
for the language examination.’

Rhys Davids was no exception to the rule. He was attached to the
Colonial Secretary’s Office in April 1866. In May he worked tempor-
arily at the Customs Office in Colombo and in July he moved to the
Kandy Kachcheri. Francis Templer, who was the Government Agent
in Kandy, was badly short of statf. One of hig assistants had become
severely 11l and had to be removed to Colombo. The other Civil
Servants who were with him were relieved of their duties temporarily
to enable them to study for the language examination. Templer was
pleased with the manner in which Rhys Davids-had coped with his
new duties and evidently forgot that he had asked the Colomal
Secretary to send by way of reliet “one of the older and more
experieneed Writers.”® When the pressures to which Templer had
been subject had somewhat eased, Rhys Davids was recalled to the
Colonial Secretary’s Office.

11

The preliminary phase in Rhys Davids’ career ended in August
1867 when he was appointed the Acting Police Magistrate and

40O’Malley, op. cit.

S Mills, op. cit.

6See Lot 6 (5) 2991 for the following: F. B. Templer to Colonial Secretary, 14 May
1866, Templer to Colonial Secretary, No. 182 of 22 May 1866 ; Templer to Colonial |
Secretary, No. 244 of 3 July 1866. Also Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, No. 291 of
25 July 1866.
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Commissioner of Requests in Avissawella. In Rhys Davids’ time the
post of Police Magistrate and Commissioner of Requests involved
two distinct tiers of the Civil Service. The Civil Servants who were
Police Magistrates and Commissioners of Requests in comparatively
unimportant towns like Avissawella, Harispattuwa, Kayts, Mullai-
tivu and a few other places, held a post which carried a salary of £350
and was in the Fourth Class of the Junior Branch in the Civil Service,
virtually the bottom rung in the administration. On the other hand,
the incumbents of this post who served in certain other towns consi-
dered more important in terms of population and commerce such as
Galle and Gampola, received higher salaries and came within the
Second and Third Class of the Junior Branch in the Civil Service.

Taken as a whole, however, the junisdiction exercised by these
courts which had been established in no less than thirty nine towns on
the island was rather circumscribed. The Police Courts, for example,
dealt with the cases of petty assaults, thefts, possession of stolen
property and minor disturbances of the peace. The more significant
powers the courts possessed concerned statutory offences—breaches
of ordinances which the government of Ceylon had enacted from
time to time. Thus, the Police Courts were the principal means of
dealing with infractions of the law concerning a wide variety of
matters ranging from neglecting to pay the road tax or the grain tax,
to cattle trespass and cruelty to animals. But the maximum punish-
ment which a Police Magistrate could impose was a fine of £5 or
imprisonment with hard labour for a period of three months. Corres-
pondingly, the Police Courts had no jurisdiction over serious robber-
ies, deaths, grievous assaults and riots. Nor had 1t jurisdiction
concerning issues of title to land. However, despite their modest
powers, the bulk of the judicial work in the island was done by means
of these Courts. The Courts of Requests dealt with civil cases involv-
ing claims for money which had been lent either on promissory notes
or therwise, disputes involving sales of goods, and disputes concern-
ing boundaries, provided the value of all such cases did not exceed
£10. Like the Police Magistrate Courts, the Courts of Requests too
handled a large number of cases.

But Avissawella itself was of middling importance in compari-
son to the other districts 1in the 1sland. Taking both types of courts
together, it was evident that statistically the courts. which had been
established in twons like Colombo, Kandy, Galle and Negombo, on
an average, dealt with over two thousand cases a year. The courts in
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Colombo, for example, dealt every year with no less than five
thousand cases. At the other end of the spectrum, there were the
courts iIn Nuwera Eliya, Pussellawa, Dambulla, Haldamulla and
Nawalapitiya which dealt with less than five hundred cases a year. In
some places. the number of cases barely exceeded a hundred. Avissa-
wella, like Balapitiya. Chilaw, Kegalle and Harispattuwa, was 1n the
intermediary range. One may presume, theretore, that in Rhys
Davids® time the Police Magistrate and the Commissioner of
Requests in Avissawella had comparatively little work.

Rhys Davids, however, did not think so. The existing judicial

districts had been determined at an earlier period when the amount
of judicial work on the i1sland was much less. Consequently, a Magis-
trate was able to sit only for short spells at any one place and travelled
leisurely to other localities which came under his jurisdiction and
where the courts had to be held. Avissawella was a fairly large
district. In December 1866, as a result of a re-organisation of judicial
districts, Pasyala, which was situated in the Kegalle District and was
quite a distance from Avissawella, was brought under the jurisdic-
tion of the Magistrate in Avissawella. Rhys Davids could justifiably
feel that the area over which he was now called upon to exercise his
duties was a very considerable one. Moreover, as he ruefully
observed, much of his extended legal domain was covered with thick
jungle.?

Moreover, Rhys Davids also felt constrained by certain extrane-
ous difficulties. By January 1867 he was wondering whether he
should after all hold Court in Pasyala. “As far as I can ascertain there
1s no building at that place fit for the purpose”, he observed, “and at
the adjoining village of Veyangoda there is only a rest-house.”® The
Colonmial Secretary replied that steps were being taken to build a
court-house 1n Pasyala and until such time Rhys Davids could use
the rest-house 1n Veyangoda.? In a subsequent letter to the Colonial
Secretary, Rhys Davids pointed out that the building of the court-
house should be expedited. He said that as a result of the re-
organisation of judicial divisions, the Pasyala area was “beyond the

TLot 6 (1) 3141 D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, 24 January 1867. It s, for
example, noteworthy that in 1869 the Police Magistrate Courts throughout the island
handled as many as 69,000 cases. By 1879, the number of cases was 71,403, Indeed, the
average for the period 1865-1870 was about 69,000.

81bid.

°Lot 7 (1) 3141 D. N. A.; Colonial Secretary to Rhys Davids, 13 February, 1867.
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jurisdiction of any Court save that of Pasyala and until a Court 1s
really established there (the inhabitants) are left without justice of any
kind.™? Indeed, in a petition which they submitted to the Governor
on the subject, the inhabitants of the area declared that when hitigants
went by habit to their Courts either in Negombo or in Kegalle, they
were invariably directed to Pasyala Courts. “When they go there,
they find there i1s nobody to whom they can submit their grievan-
ces.”! The petitioners added that the “Magistrate at Avissawella who
1s appointed over these Courts has not come there even once since
January last.” Rhys Davids himself felt compelled to write to the
Colonial Secretary in May 1867. He pointed out that as the court-
house in Pasyala had not been built he should be permitted to use the
rest-house in Ambepussa “which 1s now seldom used”. Besides
Ambepussa was easily accessible to the litigants in Pasyala. Alterna-
tively, Rhys Davids asked permissiontorent a three-roomed house in
Paysala one room being set aside to hold the Court. “The people,” he
added, * have now been six months out of the jurisdiction of any
existent Court.™?

By August 1867 Rhys Davids was writing to the Colonial Secretary
again *. .. there 1s no house better than a mud hut to let within a mile
of the court-house at Pasyala and I would venture to point out that a
temporary bungalow of mud and talipot might be built on the plan of
Veyangoda Rest-house for a few months rent.”!3 The protracted
correspondence ended when a new Court was built in Ambanpitiya
for the Pasyala area. Rhys Davids however was not destined to stay in
Avissawella for too long. In November 1867, he was appointed to
Matale as Police Magistrate and Commissioner of Requests. Rhys
Davids had good reason to be pleased with the turn of events. The
Matale appointment was a generous promotion. It carried a salary of
£600 and came within the Second Class of the Junior Branch in the
Civil Service. Till 1865, the Assistant Government Agent in Matale
had also been the Police Magistrate and Commissioner of Requests
for the Matale area. In that year Matale was combined with Dam-
bulla to form a single judicial area under the authority of a Police
Magistrate and Commissioner of Requests.

Rhys Davids, who was always sensitive to his surroundings, took

0Lot 6 (1) 3141 D. N. A_; Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary. 18 February 1867.
Lot 6 (1) 3141 D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, 24 March 1867.
12Lot 6 (1) 3141 D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colon:ial Secretary, |1 May 1867.

B3Lot 6 (1) 3141 D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, n.d. circa August 1867.
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to Matale, which he described as one of the most pleasant places in
the rsland. Typically, he also showed extraordinary concern about
the more pedestrian matters of his accommodation. It seemed that
the repairs to the Magistrate’s bungalow in Matale had been held
back because the plans to construct a stable had not been completed.
“I can do without a stable,” Rhys Davids wrote. Instead, he found
intolerable the condition of the brick floor of the bungalow which
collected dust and vermin. There were also the white ants “so numer-
ous that they seldom allowed themselves to be forgotten.” It was only
by constant sweeping that he had been able to prevent the white ants
from “forming their tunnels up the legs of the furniture.”’4 Rhys
Davids also complained about the court-house which required urgent
repairs and wrote feelingly about the thatched houses of some of his
subordinates. He thought it a shame that the native officials. all of
whom had families with small children, were not permitted to use new
quarters which had been built for their use because of official delays
of one sort or another.!3

And yet, although in surroundings so basically agreeable, Rhys
Davids willingly adjusted himself to the increased tempo of work
which the place demanded. His stay in Matale was not free from the
difficulties of the sort which rather tragically marred his official
career in Ceylon. Rhys Davids’ letters to the Colonial Secretary show
clearly how much he was surprised at the unexpected turn of events
which destroyed the charm which Matale had held for him.

The Causus Belli was Reginald Pole, who was the Acting Assist-
ant Government Agent and Additional Police Magistrate in Matale.
Pole’s antagonism towards Rhys Davids, which was first made evi-
dent in May 1868, possibly had much to do with the fact that both
were performing functions of a similar nature. Pole complained to
P.W. Braybrooke, who was the Government Agent in the Central
Province—Matale was at the time part of the Central Province —that
Rhys Davids was indifferent to the interests of the government
whenever there were cases before Rhys Davids in which the Crown
was involved as a party to the dispute.!® Accordingto Pole, it was the
duty of a Magistrate to inform the Assistant Government Agent
when such cases were to come up for trial and to ensure that the
Crown was adequately represented. In the absence of a Deputy

14Lot 6 (1) 3236 D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, 23 March 1865.
5Lot 6 (1) 3232. D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, 12 October 1868.
6Lot 7 (1) 1736 D. N. A_; Colonial Secretary. to Rhys Davids. 8 May. 1868.
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Queen’s Advocate who usually represented the Crown, 1t was the
duty of a Magistrate to postpone a case, thereby “safeguarding the
interests of the Crown.” Pole contended that Rhys Davids habitually
neglected to do so.

An example which Pole discussed in some detail was concerned
with twenty three men who had been accused of illegally clearing fifty
acres of jungle land belonging to the government for Chena cultiva-
tion in October 1867. When the case came up for trialin April 1868, in
spite of the absence of a Deputy Queen’s Advocate, Rhys Davids had
taken up the matter.!” Rhys Davids, however, pointed out that the
case had come up for trial on several occasions before April 1868 but
had perforce to be postponed in the absence of the Counsel of the
Crown. On the day in question, the Deputy Queen’s Advocate, who
had been told about it well in advance, was not present. Rather than
postpone the case again, he decided to hear evidence as all the
witnesses for both sides were present. Rhys Davids assured the
Colonial Secretary that he had been prepared to adjourn the tnalif
the need should have arisen from the point of view of the interests of
the Crown. As it turned out, it soon became evident that the defend-
ants could not deny the charges and had to plead guilty. He had been
able to vindicate the interests of the Crown “without troubling the
law officers of the Crown.” Moreover, indrawing attention to the fact
that Pole had written a letter *“so calculated to injure a fellow civilian
on such slight grounds”, Rhys Davids asked the Colonial Secretary
whether it was ever likely that he as a Magistrate should have been
opposed to the idea of postponing a case on behalf of the Crown when
he himself was a paid servant of the government!8.

During this time Pole’s behaviour seems to have been frankly
inconsistent. Indeed, when Rhys Davids made arrangements to pre-
sent himseif for a Civil Service examination which made 1t necessary
for him to travel down to Colombo, Pole had readily consented to act
on Rhys Davids’ behalf. Rhys Davids, who at first had applied for a
month’s leave in early March, subsequently had the period of leave
amended to begin from mid-March when Pole would be better able to
do his work.!® But in spite of his arrangements with Rhys Davids,
Pole went on circuit to remote regions of the Matale District. He did
not return to Matale until the Colonial Secretary who had become

17Lot 6 (1) 3236 D.N.A.; Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, 30 May 1868.

187bid.

19Lot 6 (1) 3236 D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, 18 February {868; also
Colonial Secretary to Rhys Dawvids, 17 July 1868.
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aware of Pole’s absence almost by chance, summarily ordered Pole to
attend to Rhys Davids’ work. With the mild reprimand that was
addressed to Pole, the matter might have ended had Pole not made
serious allegations against Rhys Davids’ general conduct as Police
Magistrate. Pole declared that Rhys Davids, whose work he said was
generally unsatisfactory, had ignored the standing instructions which
had been 1ssued to the Police Magistrate in Dambulla that Court
should be held for six days of each month beginning with the first
Monday of the month. Instead, Rhys Davids had made constant
changes which had put Pole into “great personal inconvenience” in
arranging his own particular circuits. Pole was aware that the lit-
igants were themselves dissatisfied.

In referring Pole’s letter to Rhys Davids, the Colonial Secretary
drew particular attention to another allegation that it was Rhys
Davids’ practice not to sit in Court on Saturdays.?? This was evidently
a sore point with the administration. It had long since been known
that Police Magistrates throughout the 1sland did very little work on
Saturdays and it was not uncommon that Courts were not held at all
on that day. A minute circularised in May 1866 had pointed out that
this practice unnecessarily slowed down the work of the Courts and
caused “the needless detention of accused parties from Friday till
Monday.”?! In a well-reasoned reply, Rhys Davids explained that the
Dambulla Courts were open on Saturdays but that as the cases called
on Saturdays were first appearance cases, he had not thought it
always necessary to sit personally in Court. Rhys Davids pleaded that
the Colonial Secretary’s letter was really the first intimation he had
about the existence of the minute of May 1866. He felt let down that
the Chief Clerk 1n the Court, who had been serving in that capacity
for several years, had not put him wise on the matter. Rhys Davids
scored a telling point against Pole who after all had all along been
aware of the minute but had not cared to draw Rhys Davids’ atten-
tion to it. '

Rhys Davids dismissed with contempt the more general allega-
tion that he had made constant changes in the schedules of the
Dambulla Courts. “I will only request you to be kind,” he asked the
Colonial Secretary, “to consult the returns of the work done, from
which you will find that I do more work than any other outstation

20Lot 6 (1) 3236 D. N. A.; R. C. Pole to Colonial Secretary, 23 July 1868.
21Lot 6 (1) 3236 D. N. A.; Colonial Secretary to Rhys Davids, 25 August 1868.
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Magistrate in the 1sland.”??

He was evidently puzzied by Pole’s animosity. “This is the fourth
time that these unseemly differences have been brought to your notice
and it has not | hope escaped your notice,” he pointed out to the
Colonial Secretary, “that in every case Mr. Pole has been the aggres-
sor”’. Pole after all had an irascible temperament and there was a
history of unfriendly relations with the other Civil Servants with
whom he had worked. As for himself, Rhys Davids pointed out that
since his arrival in Ceylon he had been on friendly terms with *“all the
Civil Servants with whom | have been stationed.” He had indeed tried
to make up with Pole. But his overtures, which might have been
effective with most others, had been rebuffed. In a postscript to this
letter, Rhys Davids begged that Pole should not be permitted to
attack him “in such haste whenever he can exaggerate some slight act
into a disregard of your instructions.’?3

Gradually the idea took hold of Rhys Davids’ mind that Pole was
bent on ousting him from the post of Magistrate. Indeed the contre-
temps with Pole evidently affected Rhys Davids a great deal. He
wrote to the Colonial Secretary that on their account Matale had
become *“utterly distasteful”. He had resolved to work out an
exchange of duties and was re-doubling his efforts to secure a release
from Matale ere long. So that when the post of Police Magistrate in
Gampola fell vacant, Rhys Davids wrote hopefully to Colonial Secre-
tary begging him to consider Rhys Dawvids’ claims?4

Instead in January 1869 Rhys Davids was transferred to Galle. He
had in effect fallen from the frying pan into the fire. Rhys Davids’
proneness to be querulous on questions of accommodation, which was
soon to elicit official comment, was therefore proportionately more
evident. Primarily, he was bitter about the condition of the Police
Court which was being held in the verandah of the District Court.

There 1s absolutely no way of preventing witnesses being tam-
pered with during trial . .. there is no access for the public.. . it
is impossible for the weak person to force his way through the
narrow doorway . . . cases are often struck off because the
complainants cannot push their way to the door and the host
and crowding are almost impossible.?3

210t 6 (1) 3236 D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colomal Secretary, 3 September 1868.
Lot 6 (1) 3236 D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, 12 August 1868.
24Lot 6 (1) 3236 D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, 6 May 1868.
23Lot 6 (1) 3230 D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colomal Secretary, 22 February 1869.
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Consequently, when he was summoned to attend the Supreme Court
in Kandy as an important witness in a case, Rhys Davids made i1t the
pretext to take a few days additional leave. “Chiefly owing to the
crowded state of the court-house, I have been suffering from fever
since my arrival.”2¢ Predictably, on his return to Galle he wrote with
unfeigned fervour on the old problem. The small room in which the
Police Court was being held was very unhealthy; “. . . a very large
number of people mostly half clothed many of whom have walked
long distances in the sun is crowded into so small space that the air is
consequently loathsome . . . at times absolutely sickening,” he
wrote.?’

The Colonial Secretary made a placatory reply. Rhys Davids
himself had proposed that it would not be necessary to put up a new
building if certain modifications to the existing building could be
effected. Indeed, the Colonial Secretary had thought Rhys Davids’
suggestions sufficiently worthwhile to forward them to the Director
of Public Works. Nevertheless, in a draft which was not incorporated
in the official reply, the Colonial Secretary wondered why some of
Rhys Davids’ predecessors had not complained about the accommo-
dation provided for the Police Court. This was, he mused, all the
more remarkable if one considered that Rhys Davids had after all
barely begun his duties in Galle.

Rhys Davids clearly feit the burden of his judicial duties in Galle.
For one thing the number of cases to be dealt with in Court was
markedly larger in Galle than in Matale or in Avissawella. Indeed, in
Avissawella the Colonial Secretary had queried Rhys Davids about
the little work done in the Magistrate’s Court.28 Adjustment to an
increased tempo of work in Galle had unhappily to be effected in
surroundings that Rhys Davids hardly thought tolerable. Moreover,
he found that in Galle the amount of judicial work was steadily
increasing. Under these pressures, he urged the Colonial Secretary to
relieve him of the responsibility of going over and certifying the fines
collected by the various government departments in the area. This
was a function which devolved on him as Justice of the Peace and
entailed tiresome visits to several offices. In thisendeavour, however,
Rhys Davids was presumably unsuccessful.?? In spite of these

26Lot 6 (1) 3320 D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, | March 1869.
21Lot 6 (1) 3416 D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, 25 April 1870.
28Lot 7 (1) 1566 D. N. A.; Colomal Secretary to Rhys Davids, 6 December 1866.
29Lot 6 (1) 3416 D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, 5 January 1870.
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irritations, Rhys Davids was compelled to stay on in Galle till August
1871, when the more significant phase in his career in Ceylon began.

3!

It was evident that Rhys Davids chafed under certain constraints
which were part and parcel of the office of Police Magistrate. There
was the irritating surveillance which the Colonial Secretary’s Office
customarily exercised over the magistracies. For example, the travel-
ling claims submitted by Rhys Davids were gone through with the
proverbial fine-tooth comb and a great deal of effort was expended
on correspondence involving comparatively small sums. As intermi-
nable was the correspondence on questions involving “irrecoverable
fines” which had to be disposed of penodically. Authonty to stnke
off such debts was oniy given after Rhys Davids had been asked for
detailed explanations as to why he thought the fines concerned could
not be collected .30

At times he also encountered a certain small-mindedness which
was characteristic of the bureaucratic apparatus. When Rhys Davids
wanted a fresh set of ordinances for use i1n the Matale Courts, he was
asked to buy one for himself, “as govt. [sic]should not be called upon
to provide another set of ords. [sic] because the set already supplied to
the Matale Courts has been allowed to become dirty and torn and
imperfect.’?! On another occasion when he made an application for
certain printed forms for use in the same courts he was called upon to
explain “the large indents for forms and the heavy cost of providing
for your courts as compared with courts of greater importance.'?2

With the passage of time, and in spite of himself, Rhys Davids
became part of a compulsive preoccupation with trivia. “I have the
honour to request,” he wrote, “that | may be supplied with a new belt
for one of the court messengers here whose present one is become
quite worn out by long use.”3 On another occasion, in submitting a

YLot 7(1) 1808 D. N. A.; Colonial Secretary to Rhys Davids, 25 May 1869; Lot 6 (1)
3232 D. N. A.; Rhys Dawvids to Colonial Secretary, 13 July 1868.

MLot 7(1) 1737 D. N. A.; Colonial Secretary to Rhys Davids, 6 November 1868
32Lot 7(1) 1736 D. N. A.; Colonial Secretary to Rhys Dawvids, n.d. circa 1869.
33Lot 6 (1) 3141 D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, 21 Julv 1867.
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statement of the furniture in the Dambulla Courts, Rhys Davids
solemnly reported that

one chair i1s missing and 1s said to have been missing for the last
year . . . the writing desk in the last return has been broken to
pieces. One ruler 1s also missing. There are three square
inkstands not four as mentioned in the last return, but as there
iIs one round pewter inkstand in the return | presume that the
number 1S correct.

On the other hand, some of the difficulties which Rhys Davids had to
face were largely of his own making. The fact was that he was
extraordinarily sensitive, almost to the point of pugnacity, if any
criticisms were made concerning his official work which even
remotely threw doubts about his abilities. Rhys Davids, whose busi-
ness it was to submit figures with regard to crimes committed within
the areas that came under his jurisdiction, had asked the Colonial
Secretary how certain types of offences should be classified. The
Inspector General of Police, who required such information for his
annual report, thought that Rhys Davids’ query was superfluous. “ A
iittle moment’s thought will show the appropriate heading in each
case,” he declared. Rhys Davids, however, retorted that the implied
accusation of utter thoughtlessness was ‘“uncalled for and will be
found undeserved . . . indeed I can hardly understand how any officer
can have made up the returns without further information.”4 On
another occasion, in Galle, following a sharp exchange of letters
between certain government medical officials and Rhys Davids con-
cerning a boy who had died after he had been discharged from the
hospital, Sir Hercules Robinson, the Governor, observed on Rhys
Davids’ share of the correspondence that “matters of private pique
should not be imported into the transaction of public business.”?
A more significant incident occurred when Rhys Davids assumed
duties in Matale. He was asked to explain why he had taken more
time than he should have in journeying from Avissawella to Matale.
He replied in cantankerous tones. As a result he was sternly told that
Sir Hercules Robinson had expressed “disapproval of the concluding
paragraphs of your letter than which nothing could well be more

34Lot 6(1) 3232 D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, 20 January 1868 ; Lot 6
(1) 3236 D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, 6 January 1868.
3Lot 7 (1) 1659 D. N. A.; Colonial Secretary to Rhys Davids, 15 February 1870.
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insubordinate and unbecoming. 1 am to call upon you.” wrote the
Colomal Secretaryv, “to withdraw that letter and to substitute for it
another free from such improprieties of style and tenor.™*

Indeed, at times Rhys Davids rather unnecessarily exposed him-
self to official pique. In Avissawella he wanted Sir Hercules Robin-
son to give him permission to spare a boy on whom Rhys Davids
himself had imposed the sentence of corporal punishment. In the
same breath he explained that really the offence merited a jail sent-
ence.’” More revealing were his reactions when certain persons,
whom he had himself sentenced to imprisonment with hard labour
for knowingly buying timber cut in Crown forests, petitioned the
Governor to have the sentence reviewed. Rhys Davids took care to
reiterate that there was no doubt as to the facts of the case. declared
that there was considerable force in the plea of the petitioners that
thev were after all “‘respectable men™ who would be humihated by the
stigma of imprisonment with hard labour. Rhys Davids— with hittle
regard for the consistency of his actions—expressed himself pained
by the spectable of “respectable men™ having to work on public roads.
He explained that this was what the sentence amounted to. He.
therefore, urged the Governor to commute the sentence to a fine of
£15. This plea too was summarily turned down.®

The other side of the medal, however. revealed fitful glimpses of a
young Magistrate in a more flattering light. His judicial functions
necessarily brought Rhys Davids in contact with the principal legal
officer of the government. Sir Richard Morgan. the Queen’s Advo-
cate. had often been impressed by evidence of Rhys Davids’ initia-
tive. In a well-reasoned letter which Rhys Davids wrote to the
Colonial Secretary in June 1870, he discussed the subject of Coroners
and their functions. The letter was passed on to Morgan. Rhys
Davids pointed out that there was no uniform practice with regard to
the exercise of the Coroner’s functions in the various districts in the
island. It was, of course, the presumption that this function was
performed by Police Magistrates who were also the Justices of the
Peace in their areas. According to Rhys Davids, this was actually the
prevailing position in the towns of Colombo, Kandy and Jaffna. In
Galle, however, the Coroner’s work was being done by the District
Judge. On the face of things this was a satisfactory arrangement. as
the Police Magistrate had “as much work to do as the officers could

“Lot 7 (1) 1659 D.N.A.; Colomal Sccretary to Rhys Davids, n.d. circa 1870.
YVliot 6 (1) 3416 D.N.A.. Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary., 7 December 1870.
Wlot 6 (1) 3141 D.N.A.: Rhys Davids to Colomal Secretary, 25 June 1867.
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get through.” In effect, however, the District Judge himself was so
overwhelmed. with work that the Coroner’s duties were compara-
tively neglected. In spite of his anxiety to show how burdened the
Police Magistrate was with regard to his ordinary duties. Rhys
Davids suggested that in Galle the Police Magistrate should be made
Additional Coroner. Morgan fell in line with Rhys Davids’ ideas.
Galle was in many ways an exception to the general position prevail-
ing elsewhere in the i1sland concerning the amount of work which a
District Judge had to do. Morgan believed that generally “these
judges had ample time” to attend to additional duties imposed on
them. Morgan decided to make all District Judges as Additional
Coroners. In those areas where the District Judge was already tunc-
tioning in this capacity, a formal cognizance of the fact was to be
taken 1n Gazette notifications39,

On another occasion. Rhys Davids pointed out that in the annual
returns of the work done by Police Magistrates. no provision was
made for mention of their work as Justices of the Peace. It had
almost been assumed that these particular functions were a negligible
backwater. Rhys Davids. for his part, was convinced of the impor-
tance of this sphere of the Magistrate’s work. With casualness he let 1t
be known that although when he came to Galle there were over a
hundred unsettled Justice of the Peace cases, he had virtually cleared
the backlog. Morgan thought that Rhys Davids’ proposal was
“excellent” and decided to alter the manner in which judical returns
should be prepared.

Morgan was particularly impressed when Rhys Davids submit-
ted a scheme for the registration of domestic servants. Rhys Davids
was convinced that the majority of petty thefts and burglaries in
towns were committed by domestic servants. He pointed out that
servants who had served short terms of imprisonment for theft
usually succeeded in finding employers who were wholly 1gnorant
about their antecedents. Such employers soon became victims them-
selves. Rhys Davids’ scheme, which according to him had been tried
out with success in Germany. involved, to begin with. the 1ssue of
certificate books to domestic servants. These books which were
issued by the Government Agents were intended to be a record of the
details of a servant’s service under sucessive employers. Duplicates
were to be kept. presurnably in the Kachcheris, and a Magistrate was

¥Lot 6 (1) 3416 D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary. | June 1870.
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to record details of convictions. Indeed. there was striking evidence
of the influence of Rhys Davids’ ideas in an ordinance for registering
domestic servants which Morgan introduced in the Legislative

Counctl in the sessions of 187149,
Meanwhile. however. the exigencies of the administration caught

up Rhys Davids in its complex machinations and placed him 1n an
altogether novel and possibly more challenging theatre.

VLot 6 (1) 3416 D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary. 5 July 1870. Also Lot 6
(1) 3320 D. N. A.; Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary. 14 September 1869,



A JOURNEY TO ANURADHAPURA: THE LAND
OF TEMPLES AND TANKS

“I received an intimation this morning that I was to act at Galle as
District Judge and that Mr. Davids will succeed me here.” On 3
August 1871 Louis Leisching, the Assistant Government Agent in
Anuradhapura, was making a hurried entry in his diary. “As I must
leave tomorrow for the sessions,” he continued conscientiously, “I
have locked up in the large iron chest £1549, the key of which I shall
take with me. In the second 1iron chest I have lodged £300. .. I shall
probably meet Mr. Davids on the way.”!

Louis Leisching was glad to turn his back on Anuradhapura, a
place for which he had little affection. As virtually the only European
official in the place he had been overpowered by a sense of 1solation.
He had particularly felt the lack of intercourse with others as well as
the sheer inability of knowing what was happening elsewhere. Even
the extensive travelling which his work called for had been at best a
plausible distraction. In a characteristically flat land covered with
forests, the roads ran for miles “through sombre foliage . . . most
depressing in its influence on the mind.” The monotony was barely
relieved by the occasional appearance of a hamlet near a tank where
the villagers came out to stare at the solitary figure of a European
riding by. But before long, one plunged again into the “gloomy
solitudes of the jungle.” Small wonder, then, that Leisching should
have found even the tasks of riding to and from the tanks to the
Kachcheri tiresome.

Nor had the spectacle of ancient ruins, which had moved others,
impressed him. On the contrary, they contributed to the melancholy
state of his mind. He spoke of “the indescribably depressing influence
of solitary residence among mournful ruins.” Anuradhapura seemed
to him to be “a city of the dead.” Turn where one will and one
encountered various mounds which were really the sepulchres of
ancient kings. Everywhere there was “a silence as profound as that of

.ot 41.252. D.N.z_ﬁ\.; Diary entries. 3 August 1871. Louis Leisching. Also Lot 41. 184.
D.N.A. Rhys Davids to W.C. Twynam, G.A. Northern Province, No. 92 of 16 August
1871.
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the gave.™

Moreover, as he had confided in Rhys Davids, difficulties which
leisching had encountered in working with his native subordinates in
the Nachcheri in Anuradhapura had strengthened his resolve to leave
the place. The native officers as a rule had been incompetent and had
irritated him by their attitudes toward work. If the most able native
official fell ill, the work in the Kachcheri slowed down very consider-
ably. From a more general point of view, there had been a lack of
movement-—a stagnation in administration. Leisching also comp-
lained that one never quite knew when or how to begin taking things
in hand. which was not a confession of his own sense of inadequacy -—
Louis Leisching was regarded as an able officer--- as much as a reflec-
tton of the difficulties of keeping in touch with the administration
centre of the vast province which was situated in Jaffna.?

It was no doubt on account of these hardships that Leisching’s
health broke down after a stay of barely five years, which made his
removal to a more congenial locality necessary, preferably near the
coast. Hence the exchange of places between Rhys Davids and
himself.?

Meanwhile, Rhys Davids, who had met Leisching briefly at
Matale on his way, arrived in Anuradhapura on 15 August 1871 and
assumed duties on the following day. In effecting the exchange, the
Colonial Secretary’s office in Colombo no doubt had in mind the
stern stipulations which the redoubtable Percival Dyke, who had
been the Government Agent of the Northern Province for over thirty
years, had laid down as the qualifications which an Assistant Agent in
Nuwerakakawiya should possess. In Dyke’s old world phraseology,
the Assistant Agent should among other things, be “without encum-
berances,” that is, without wife and family; possess “active habits of
body,” be free from *“all apprehensions as to climate.” and be gener-
ally “full of resources to meet and supply the deficiencies of the
place.” Leisching himself cynically observed that the idea was that
even a comparatively junior Civil Servant could be appointed as the
Assistant Agent 1n Nuwerakalawiya provided these requirements

* Administration Reports. 1869, pp. 102ff. Report on the Nuwerakalawiya District.
l..Leisching.

Mbid, Also C.O. 54. 479. Gregory to Kimberley, no. 238 of 16 December 1872.

‘Lot 20. 311. D.N.A. for details of exchange of duties arranged between Rhys Davids
and Leisching. The exchange of duties was periodically extended by the Colonial
Secretary. Such exchanges between Civil Servants was not unusual. Lot 6 (5) 299
D.N.A., Aclian King to Colomal Secretary, 21 July 1866.
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were met. In return the government evidently hoped that once
appointed, the Civil Servant concerned would remain in Anuradhap-
ura for a reasonably long period of time.?

There had been other considerations too. Sir Hercules Robinson,
the Governor, had been moved by a single factor in approving the
arrangements made between Leisching and Rhys Davids. Aware of
Rhys Davids’ penchant for such subjects as philology and archeol-
ogy, the Governor was anxious to make use of his talents for archeo-
logical work for which Anuradhapura provided ideal opportunities.
In the event Rhys Davids loved the ruins amidst which he spent much
of his time. He also conceived a warm affection for the Sinhalese in
Nuwerakalawiya, a feeling to which he constantly alluded. The
degree of rapport which he established with the simple peasants was
in a sensc engendered by his ability to speak *“the language of the
district” —another stipulation in Dyke’s compendious list—with a
fluency that was rare among contemporary Civil Servants. Indeed,
almost as a matter of principle he dispensed with interpreters who

figured largely in the conduct of official business involving English
Civil Servants and the indigenous inhabitants.*

]

Rhys Davids liked Anuradhapura. He was happily immune to the
intense melancholia and forebodings which had plagued Leisching.
The very mounds and scattered ruins held secrets which aroused his
scholarly interests. They were the symbols of a religion and culture
the siudy of which became a lifelong obsession. To his more subtle
and refined mind the very absence of change in Anuradhapura was
its principal attraction and invested the place with a timeless old

world charm.
In a sense, the vagaries of economic change held the clue to the

state of Anuradhapura or Nuwerakalawiya. A striking feature of the
Nuwerakalawiya district—and indeed of several neighbouring
districts—was the absence of any real economic change. In the con-

text of the nineteenth century, the major catalyst of such change was
clearly British capital, which had made such significant inroads into

the Central and Western Provinces. Geographically it would seem

SAdministration Reports. 1869, pp. 102ff. Report on the Nuwerakalawiya District
*C.0. 54. 479. Gregory to Kimberley. no. 238 of 16 December 1872,
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that the main thrust of British entrepreneurship had spent itself at the
peripheries of the Matale district, leaving the vast area further north
comparatively undisturbed.

Any economic importance which Nuwerakalawiya enjoyed was
defived from the fortuitous circumstance that on account of its
midway position, this district lay in the path of several traditional
internal trade routes. Of these, the most important was the route
which linked the districts of Jaffna to the Central Province. The
Central Road. as this was somewhat picturesquely called in contem-
porary documents, touched Anuradhapura at Mihintale and
extended southwards to reach Matale, which was the gateway to the
economically important central regions.

A part at least of the trade that took place on this road was
stimulated by the presence of coolie laboureres who were brought
from India to work on the coffee plantations. The Indians who
disembarked at Mannar struck off inland until they joined the Cen-
tral Road at Madawachchiya, not far north of Anuradhapura. and
thence travelled southwards until Matale was reached. Principally,
however, it was the larger economic usefulness of this route that was
noteworthy. To begin with, 1t was along the Central Road that the
Jaffna tobacco which was not sent overseas was despatched to the
interior for internal consumption. The tobacco, for which there was
an increasing demand within the 1sland, was also popular among the
coolies from India who customarily bought considerably quantities
of it in Matale.?

Moreover, it was not unusual for the tobacco traders on their
journey southwards to collect as much rice as possible in the Nuwera-
kalawiya district. The rice was sold to the traders at several points of
the district which touched on the Central Road, such as Rambewa,
Mihintale, Madawachchiya and Maradankadawela. The last named

had become a particularly thriving centre of trade. It was not so much
that rice was to be plentifully had as much as the lure of low prices that

attracted the tobacco traders. In good seasons when cultivation had
not been hampered by inclement weather, a measure of rice in the
Anuradhapura markets could be purchased for the lowly sum of 1l4d
per measure and in the more remote parts of the district for ¥ d. The
rice was sold by the tobacco traders at Matale—terminal point of their

’Adinistration Reports. 1873, p. 170. Report on the Northern Province. W C. Twy-
nam. Also Administration Reports 1874, p. 61. T )
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journey—at prices which brought them a notable margin of profit. It
was also the custom of the tobacco traders on their journey back to
buy rice as well as dry grains hike gingelly in the Nuwerakalawiya
bazaars for sale in Jaffna. But this rice did not fetch as high a price as
it did in the markets of Matale and beyond.?

Cattle were also driven southwards in great numbers along the
Central Road to Matale and beyond. Leisching, who conscientiously
kept records of the traffic on this road, had found that as many as
35,000 sheep and goats passed Mihintale southwards in 1870 alone,
which was incidentally an index to the enormous number of animals
which were imported from India during this period.

Apart from the Central Road, the Anuradhapura district was
conveniently linked with the North Western Province in which eco-
nomic resources were incomparably richer and more varied. Indeed,
the fact that the Anuradhapura district customarily drew the largest
portion of its supplies from the North Western Province was as true
at the end of the nineteenth century as it had been in Rhys Davids’
time. Principally there were two routes. The first, the Anuradhapura
Puttalam road, linked the district of Nuwerakalawiya with Puttalam,
which was the principal seaport of the North Western Province.
Naturally, therefore, it was from Puttalam that Nuwerakalawiya
obtained its supplies of salt and dried fish. Theoreticaily Puttalam
was also an outlet for the district of Anuradhapura in the direction of
Colombo. The second route connected Anuradhapura with Kurune-
gala, which was connected with the railway at Polgahawela. Despite
this, as Rhys Davids complained, the road from Anuradhapura to
Kurunegala—theoretically a “principal road”—was in a bad condi-
tion. Besides, there was no bridge at the point at which this road had
to cross the kala Oya before reaching Kurunegala. This virtually
made it impossible for the carts—which were the principal means of
conveying goods—to use this route during the rainy season.

Finally, in the Eastern direction, Anuradhapura was conveniently

connected to Trincomalee. Timber, which was about the sole com-
mercial commodity which Nuwerakalawiya produced, was taken to
Trincomalee for shipment to Colombo or Jaffna. Towards the end of
the nineteenth century, the extension of the railway from Kurunegala
further north was a great boon to Anuradhapura because i1t made
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possible the more expeditious despatch of timber which in Rhys
Davids™ time had to be “laboriously™ tuken by cart to | rincomalee.
To some extent, Nuwcrakalawiya dry grains such as gingelley and
Rurakkan with a little cotton found their way to Trincomalee along
this road. These commoditices were traded for the salt fish which was
produced in such considerable quantities in I rincomalee and for
which there seems to have been a steady demand in Nuwerakalawiya.

There was, of course, a great deal of cart traffic along the Central
Road and on the roads to the North Western Province. The ratlway
to Polgahawela had the effect, it would seem, of actually increasing
this traffic. Rhys Davids observed in 1871 that the numbers of carts
which had been licensed in Nuwerakalawiya alone had within the
previous six years almost doubled.

As clsewere in the island, the pressures of economic change had
done little to alter the traditional modes of transportation. In the
main there were the carts drawn by bullocks which were 1n wides-
pread use. They particularly suited districts like Nuwerakalawiya in
which the Government, due to financial considerations, was com-
pelled to adopt a certain broad division of roads. There were firstly
the Principal Roads. also known as the carriage roads. The object
was to maintain these roads 1n good condition and spend less on the
second category  the minor roads which were often called cart
roads. The third class of roads. really bridle paths, or nding roads.
were of even less importance.

A somewhat picturesque mode of transportation which was pop-
ularly resorted to in Anuradhapura and elsewhere were the ravalams
or pack bulls which were particularly adaptable to the more remote
parts of the country where there were only bridle paths. In Rhys
Davids' time, there were certain famous ravalam routes in Uva and in
the l.aggala area of the Matale district. For example, salt was moved
from Hambantota to Uva along the Wellawaya Lemastota ravalam
route. There were also the ravalam men who brought coffee, areca-
nuts and other goods from Ratnapura to reach journey’'s end at
Ambalantota in the Southern Province, from which place thev col-
lected salt to take on their journey back. Inthe Nuwerakalawiya dist-
rict. transportation by pack bulls - the ravalam —was a common occu-
rrence even along the principal routes of the district. In 1870 alone
the number of ravalam cattle that passed Mihiutale to and from
Matale exceeded 3.800 as compared with the figure of 1800 carts.
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11

In other ways too, Rhys Davids found the conditions of work in
Anuradhapura much to his liking. Although as a rule he was a trifle
over-sensitive about the accommodation provided for him, for once
he was pleased on this score. His house, which was reasonably large,
had more than three bedrooms with ceilings made by nailing mats on
a wooden framework. It was situated within fairly large grounds
which were enclosed by a fence. There were three separate gates from
the compound, one of which conveniently opened towards the Kach-
cheri, close to where Rhys Davids had to spend many of his working
hours. With the onset of the rains in November, however, Rhys
Davids was complaining to Twynam that his bungalow was hardly
habitable. With his customary fervour, he also wrote about the plight
of his subordinates whose more modest houses too had leaking roofs.
But by December, these irritations-had disappeared and Rhys Davids
wrote warmly to Twynam, thanking him for the promptness with
which the Government Agent had attended to the repairs.?

During this early phase, however, the problem of providing for-
mal monetary security for the post he was holding caused Rhys
Davids some uneasiness. On assuming duties, Government Agents as
well as certain other categories of public servants—specified in a
circular of 1862—were required to sign security bonds. An Assistant
Government Agent, who also handled fairly large sums of money in
the course of his duties, was not exempted from the requirement
although in effect his transactions came constantly under the close
scrutiny of his superior. Accordingly, Rhys Davids himself had to
provide security for a sum of £10,000 which was regarded as the
approximate sum of money which an Assistant Agent would have in
his keeping in the course of his duties. Rhys Davids, who had written
to friends in England urging them to stand surety on his behalf, was
disappointed that they had not answered his letters. He was con-
vinced that they would have done so had he sent along with his letters
copies of the bond. This Rhys Davids had been unable to do because
John Douglas, who was the Auditor General, had refused to give him
additional copies. By January 1872, when he had received a reminder

Lot 41. 185. D.N.A. Rhys Davids to Twynam, 7 December 1871. Lot 41. 184. D.N.A.
Rhys Davids to Twynam, 24 November 1871. Lot 41. 217. D. N. A. Rhys Davids to
Principal Assistant Civil Engineer and Commussioner of Roads, Jaffna, 26 May 1872.
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from the Colonial Secretary about the bond, Rhys Davids was more
hopefully looking to friends in Ceylon to help him. Significantly, he
wrote to his friend Louis Leisching, who consented to stand security
on his behalf.!0

In spite of this problem which hovered in the background, Rhys
Davids threw himself with enthusiasm to his new functions, which
were quite numerous. Leisching had listed no less than fourteen
distinct spheres of duties which an Assistant Agent had to perform,
some of which were in one way or another connected with various
ordinances which the government had already enacted. Moreover,
there was little prospect of relief as the government took no notice of
the suggestions made by the Assistant Agents—not always enclosed
by the Government Agent—that additional Assistant Agents should
be appointed or that at least the Kachcheri apparatus should be
strengthened.

Among the more traditional and routine duties of Assistant
Agent in Nuwerakalawiya were the judicial functions he exercised as
the District Judge, Commissioner of Requests, Police Magistrate and
Justice of Peace. It would seem that at first Rhys Davids did not feel
the burden of these multifarious judicial duties. Instead, he took -
upon himself additional tasks. In October 1871, he asked for and
obtained appointment as Justice of Peace for the Districts of Kurune-
gala and Puttalam, which were theoretically outside the administra-
tive and judicial purview of the Nuwerakalawiya district. Rhys
Davids believed that such jurisdiction was neccessary if he was to
combat cattle thefts which were particularly prevalent in those parts
of the Nuwerakalawiya region which bordered on these districts.!!

Gradually, however, Rhys Davids’ zest for his judicial uuties
evaporated. In spite of himself, the affairs of the District Court
became disorganised. This situation was brought about by the pro-
longed absence on leave of the Court Secretary, a man named Don
Wyesinghe, who had not returned to Anuradhapura since December
1870. Leisching, who had reprimanded Wijesinghe, had evidently
taken a poor view of Wijesinghe’s work. Nevertheless, Wijesinghe's
absence was keenly felt. His work was being done by the Tamil
Interpreter of the court, an arrangement which Rhys Davids thought

10 ot 41. 187. D.N.A. Rhys Davids to Twynam, 9 January 1892. Lot 4].217.D N A
Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, 20 January 1872.

1"Lot 6 (1) 3528. D.N.A. Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, 27 October 1871.
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was both unsatisfactory and unjust.!?

In part, at any rate, this unsolved irritation accounted for a
suggestion which Rhys Davids made to the Government Agent of the
Northern Province, that the Assistant Agent should be relieved of his
judicial duties at least during certain periods of the year. Rhys Davids
had clearly taken a page from Leisching, who had in his time com-
plained that it was impossible to attend to both the collection of the
Grain Tax—which was a tax the Government annually imposed on
paddy and other sundry grains produced bypeasants throughout the
1Island—as well as the judicial duties, at one and the same time. The

former involved extensive work including the preparation of Grain
Tax registers. The work had to be done with great care under the
personal supervision of the Assistant Agent who diligently visited
each village for the purpose.
The unorthodoxy of Rhys Davids’ proposal was only matched by
a kindred idea he urged on William Twynam that at any rate an
additional Civil Servant should be attached to the Nuwerakalawiya
agency during the time when the Grain Tax work was being taken in
hand. Projecting his own predilection for Nuwerakalawiya, Rhys
Davids added that there were few districts in Ceylon where a Civil
Servant was brought more into contact with the people or had
opportunities of getting acquainted with the work of a Civil
Servant.!3
" However, it was but natural that Twynam should have ignored
Rhys Davids. For one thing, in all other agencies the Assistant
Agents were saddled with similar responsibilities. It has also been a
long established—and one may add, an almost hallowed tradition
for Assistant Agents to exercise the dual functions of administrative
and judicial work. In any event, whatever the merit of Rhys Dawvids’
proposals, there was little that Twynam could individually do.
Indeed, Twynam laconically wrote back that he saw no need for an
additional Civil Servant in Nuwerakalawiya.!4
Rhys Davids has consequently to abandon his proposals. He was
however personally as convinced as ever that additional assistance
would make the administration of agricultural affairs more effective.

2 Lot 6 (1) 3527. D.N.A. Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, 26 August 1871. Also
Rhys Davids to Colonial Secretary, 10 February 1872.

13lot 41. 187. D.N.A. Rhys Davids to Twynam, 21 May 1872.

Lot 41. 130. D.N.A. Twynam to Rhys Davids, | June [872.
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Quite early in his career in Anuradhapura, Rhys Davids had grasped
the notion fully that in an essentially undiversified and simple rural
economy, agrarian problems were of paramount importance.



PEASANTS, TANKS AND GRAIN

BRITISH rule in South Asia, particularly in the nineteenth century,
was largely concerned with the problems of rural economies which
traditionally existed in the region. Policy was clearly a blend between
a prudent desire to refrain from doing violence to existing economic
and social systems, and the encouragement of the ethic of individual
competition and /aissez faire capitalism. The specific everyday tasks
of official activity in the rural sector, however, seemed to somewhat

make obscure the underlying central theme.

In Nuwerakalawiya economic activity primarily centered around
the cultivation of paddy. As elsewhere in the 1sland where paddy was
predominant, an Assistant Government Agent had to devote much of
his time and energies to the provision of irrigational facilities and the
collection of the Grain Tax. These were characteristic ruler functions.
Leasing of government lands to peasants for paddy cultivation was a
third aspect which the peculiar conditions prevailing in Nuwerakala-
wiya had also made somewhat important in Rhys Davids’ time.

[1

| The dependence of peasant agriculture on irrigation was a recur-
ring commonplace 1n the writings of British officials in the nineteenth
century. The theme remained unaltered, despite the attention drawn
from time to time by some Government Agents to more novel modes
of increasing the yield of paddy. The use of fertilizers, experiments
with new varieties of paddy, and even the introduction of English
ploughs on which certain Government Agents placed a somewhat
exaggerated reliance, mirrored this tendency.

The dependence was all the more pronounced in those districts of
the 1sland—the central highlands broadly excepted—which were

characterised by meagre rainfall, but which were otherwise suited for
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the cultivation of paddy. In consequence, the preservation of water

became a matter of vital necessity if cultivation was to take place at
all. In order to do so, centuries earlier, the Sinhalese kings had
devised an elaborate system of tanks and canals which suggested that
they had commanded vast resources of labour and technical skill.
With time, however, the ancient irrigation system had fallen into
disuse, signifying too the decadence of the peasant economy with
which it was symbiotically connected.

At the beginning of the British era, the picture had changed little.
As the successors to the Dutch—who had themselves been aware of
the ancient system of irrigation—the British had at first tried to
restore some of the tanks. However, they soon abandoned the efforts
partly because their economic policies were still undefined. Neither did
financial conditions warrant such activity. Nonetheless, throughout
the first half of the nineteenth century a few British officials saw
obvious economic advantages from irrigation development. Con-
spicuous among them was Anthony Bertolacci who, in evaluating the
island’s economic potentialities with painstaking thoroughness, in a
book on Ceylon, stressed the connection between an adverse balance
of trade which Ceylon had to bear, and which was clearly aggravated
by large imports of rice, and the development of irrigation.

In the troubled 1840s, the issue ceased to be one of abstract
speculation in which the merits of the Corn Laws, the theories of
Adam Smith or the lesser known British economist Patrick Colqu-
houn had sometimes prefigured. During this period the desirability of
restoring the ancient tanks was specifically suggested to the Colonial
Office by the Government of Ceylon. But the Colonial Office was
sceptical. The benefits which might be fairly immediately expected in
a colony continually hamstrung by recurring financial difficulties
appeared to be doubtful. Besides, with the clear need to define
Investment priorities, it was a moot point whether the restoration of
irrigation works would be of general economic benefit because in the
areas in which the tanks existed there were only a few scattered
hamlets. After the exchange of lengthy despatches, the question was
once again put by but not before Earl Grey, the Secretary of State for
the colonies, had laid down in 1849 a general principle which was of
considerable usefulness to the Government of Ceylon when the resto-
ration of irrigation works was ultirnately taken in hand. Government

expenditure of irrigation was to take the form of grants-in-aid. The
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grants were to be restricted to those irrigation works in which a
considerable amount of native labour was employed or to works
from which a fair economic return could be expected, at least, inthe
sense of “increasing the productive powers of the Island.”

The question, however, was revived by Sir Henry Ward, who
assumed the governorship of the island in 1856. Ward believed that
the Government had almost a moral obligation to take in hand the
ancient irrigation works. The Government’s decision to commit the
Colony to an enormous outlay of capital in order to build a railway
from Colombo to the interior which was to benefit a small class of
European coffee planters, merely served to augment the sense of
obligation. Not unmindful of the objection which had been hitherto
urged, Ward declared that the restoration of irrigation works would
result in an extension of paddy cultivation which in turn would
increase the revenue of the Government which customarily took a
tenth of the paddy, produced as a tax. Moreover, what little expe-
rience there was to go by warranted the belief that irrgation would
stimulate the demand for land, thereby increasing the revenue of the
Government through land sales.

Ward’s hand was considerably strengthened by the efforts of
John Bailey, who was the Assistant Government Agent in the
Badulla District. Bailey.had restored small irrigation works in the
Uva District, with a limited outlay of capital—and what was more
significant, with the assistance of the peasants themselves. Bailey’s
able reports, which were well received in the Colomal Office, had
demonstrated that the restoration of irrigation works was practica-
ble quite apart from the effect it had in stimulating the economic

interest of the peasant.

Moreover, Ward’s governorship coincided with a succession of
years in which the Government of Ceylon had the benefit of revenue
surpluses. By a series of ordinances which enabled Ward to use the
surpluses on useful public works, Ward allocated considerable sums
for irrigation. The most notable was ordinance 5 of 1858 which set
apart 25,000 for a number of irrigation works in the Southern
Province.

More significantly, Ward put the administration of irrigation
affairs on an institutionalised basis. In the course of his researches
into ancient irrigation, Bailey had uncovered the probable theoretical
basis on which irrigation affairs had been administered in ancient
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times. It became evident that traditionally the cultivators themselves
had regulated not only irrigation but the affairs relating to the
cultivation of paddy as well by means of custom. They had done so
primarily using village councils or the ancient gamsabas which they
themselves elected. In the course of time these institutions too had
become virtually extinct. The practical effectiveness of the few that
were presumed to exist in 1solated areas had been wholly reduced or
emasculated by the laws and institutions which the British had estab-
lished since the British fiat penetrated the remotest hamlets of the
land. In 1856 Ward made legal provision both for the restoration of
ancient customs for irrigation and paddy cultivation, as well as for
the revival of village councils. The councils were empowered to levy
fines not exceeding 2 for breaches of the ancient customs.

The modest scope of these laws was considerably enlarged by the
Paddy lands Irrigation ordinance of 1861 which clearly made the
more formal government apparatus involved in the administration of
itrigation affairs. Its distinctive features were the creation of 1rriga-
tion districts for the better enforcement of ancient customs. the
election of headmen as an alternative to village councils—but with
the same power to enforce ancient customs—and thirdly, the power
given to a Government Agent or to his assistant to undertake particu-
lar irrigation works if he thought that such works would benefit the
lands of more than ten cultivators living in the district concerned.
The ordinance further prescribed that a Government Agent should, in
such a case, summon a meeting of the landowners, and. if two thirds
of their number consented to the undertaking, the amount of sub-
scription which each should pay—either i1n money orinlabour—was
decided. These decisions were binding on all the landowners whose
lands would benefit by the irrigation work undertaken.

Naturally problems of irrigation had been of proverbial impor-
tance to successive incumbents in the Anuradhapura agency—an
area which stood to gain much from the irrigation laws. Rhys Davids’
own efforts were directed towards the adoption of an irrigation
policy geared to suit certain local exigencies.

In his time, as elsewhere in the i1sland, in Anuradhapura too,
irrigation activities were largely governed by the Paddy Lands Irriga-
tion Ordinance of 1867. The Ordinance retained some of the features
of its predecessor, whose object too had been the restoration of
irrigation works. Distinctively, however, the Ordinance brought the
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Government into closer collaboration with the peasants. To begin
with, there were to be informal discussions between a Government
Agent or his assistant and the landowning peasants about the restora-
tion of irrigation works in the area. If the peasants decided that a
particular irrigation work should be taken in hand with Government
assistance, it was the duty of the Government Agent to make a formal
application on their behalf to the Governor. The Government Agent
could, on an occasion, urge the feasibility of the project and was
expected to mention the names as well as the extents of land of those
peasant landholders who would benefit. If he thought the proposal
worthwhile, the Governor could formally call for plans and estimates
for the consideration of a special board which would consist of the
Government Agent concerned, the Surveyor General and the Direc-
tor of Public Works. If the project was approved, the individual
landholders were informed. The Ordinance stipulated also that the
money spent by the Government should be repaid in ten yearly
installments. In this context, it was the duty of the Government Agent
to assess the amount which each individual cultivator should contrib-
ute towards the annual installment.

It had also been recognised that the Ordinance could become a
dead letter without the active participation of the Government
Agents of the various districts. It was the Government Agent who
convened meetings of cultivators, explained its provistons and fixed
the details of a specific undertaking. In general, he exercised his
influence to induce the peasants to avail themselves of a measure
which, at least at the time of its implementation, was widely regarded
in official circles as likely to benefit the peasants immeasurably.

Rhys Davids, who viewed the Ordinance 1n this light, showed
great energy in getting the peasants together even in the more remote
parts of the Anuradhapura district.! In presiding over meetings with
peasants, he noted everywhere the all too evident desire of the pea-
sants to have the old tanks restored to use. There were in the district
over two thousand such tanks. The majority of the tanks had been
breached by the peasants themselves cutting the tank bunds indis-
criminate]y whenever water was required. This practice, according to
Rhys Davids, had gone on unchecked for several years. Sometimes—

'_Lot.4 1.252 D.N.A.Diary entry of Rhys Davids. 19 October
A View of the Agricultural, Commercial and Financial Int
1817. Lennox A. Mills, op. cit. p. 130ff

I871. Anthony Bertolacci,
erests of Cevlon, 1.ondon.
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especially in those tanks in which the traditional mechanism or
services provided for the egress of water had long ceased to func-
tion— breaches were the inevitably consequence of an excess ol
impounded water spilling over at various points 1n the bund
following heavy rains.?

Much depended on the energy and tact shown by the Assistant
Agent. Rhys Davids reported that there was a fairly large tank 1n
Maha Halmillewe which had been long since breached by floods. The
landholders of the adjacent fields who were summoned by Rhys
Davids told him that they had made several unsuccessful attempts to
repair the breaches. Rhys Davids estimated that about £75 would be
required to effect the repair. “The shareholders say they are willing to
pay about £6 a year for ten years if the repair could be executed for
£60 or £70. All agree to this and express gratitude to the govern-
ment. ™

In Loku Moragasdigilha, Rhys Davids discoverd that there was
no proper sluice to the tank which served the area. Instead there were
four large and three small breaches which had all been caused by
floods. The cost of repairing the breaches, as well as that of installing
a new sluice, was estimated at £80. Rhys Davids thought that this
amount could easily be repaid by the landholders who would be able
to irrigate an additional 15 amunums of paddy once the tank was
properly restored to use. When summoned, the landholders con-
cerned expressed their willingness to have the tank repaired if the cost
did not exceed £50. They were all agreed that Rhys Davids should get
an engineer to estimate costs.*

In the course of his circuits, Rhys Davids’ attention had been
drawn to a fairly large tank in the Kahatagasdigilia area which had a
defective sluice. The peasants who depended on this tank as well as
the Ratemaharmaya thought that the repair would cost about £48.
Rhys Davids, who was aware that his predecessor had obtained a
professional estimate of the repair, was sure that the repair could be
effected within £30. The response of the landholders was commenda-
ble. Instead of paying the Government by small annual installments,
they showed a willingness to pay £15. They were only concerned that
the government officials themselves should supervise the work if the
work was to be done by hired masons, and that if the repair was not
finally undertaken, their money should be returned to them.$

2] 0t '4|-185 D.N.A. Rhys Davids,to Twynam, I March 1872.

‘l.ot 41.252 D.N.A. Diary entry of Rhys Davids,5 October 1871.
4Ibid.

SLot 41.252 D.N.A. Diary entry of Rhys Davids. 2, October 1871.
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- Rhys Davids, who was not unaware of the unsuccessful efforts of
his predecessors to repatr the Divulwewa tank, was hardly hopeful
when he summoned the peasants who had lands in the vicinity. The
breach in the Divulwewa tank was indeed formidable, being 64 yards
long and 84 yards broad at the base. The estimated cost of the repair
was £150. On the other hand, Rhys Davids was aware that about 60
acres of virgin land could be ‘asweddumised’, or brought under
cultivation for the first time, once the tank was repaired. In the event
the peasants were willing to commit themselves to £200. Not only did
they undertake to repay this in ten annual installments, but to main-
tain the tank in good order when the repairs had been completed.
They told Rhys Davids that they were willing to work at the breach as
paid labourers. They were anxious that the work should be entrusted
to an engineer.®

However, it was not always that these discussions with peasants
were successful. Rhys Davids encountered a great deal of suspicion
among them with regard to the Irrigation Ordinance. Convinced that
the repairs to the Kalpe tank would require a modest sum of £20 he
had proposed that the tank be entrusted to a Government engineer.
But the peasants concerned held fast to the belief that the repair could
be effected more cheaply by hiring a Tamil mason. A diary entry
which Rhys Davids made was self-explanatory. |

After the usual talk and explanation 1t 1s resolved by a majority
that government help be not required. One old Gamarala 1n
particular one of the principal spokesmen on the occasion seems
to think that the irrigation scheme was only a trick to make the
people’s land ( Wesian Santaka)government property ( Raja San-
taka) and he simply disbelieved any assertions to the contrary
given by Ratemahatmayas or assistant government agents who
are in government employ. It is most surprising to find among
those most concerned such ignorance of a beneficial law passed
years ago.’
Antipathy of this sort was more explicitly manifested when Rhys
Davids met the peasants who lived in the neighbourhood of Manan-
kattiyawewa. The urgency of repairing this tank was brought home to
Rhys Davids who saw that the adjacent fields were being cultivated
during the Yala season only and that, too, not always. What water

¢Lot 41. 252 D.N.A. Diary entry of Rhys Davids,3 October 1871.
11bid.
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there had been in this tank had escaped in spite of a sluice causing the

failure of an entire crop. Rhys Davids’ diary made dismal reading.
There was the usual talk . .. one spokesman among the share-
holders, a sharp faced little man, suggested 1n a clever speech that
as government had at first on the introduction of the road tax
promised to make roads for the people if they paid 1/6 a head
and then had raised the rate . . . so this might be a scheme for
putting a fresh tax on their paddy lands which they could not
possibly bear. This argument combined with the opposition of
the older and stupider among the Gamaralas (the Bulankulame
Gamarala especially showed his stupidity by the questions he
asked) carried the meeting with it The statement of the asst.
Govt. agent was regarded as untrue and unsatisfactory. It was
resolved by majority that the aid of govt. not be requested.?

The negative response to the Ordinance was to some measure
dictated by self-interest. The truth was that the outlay on repairs
which the peasant landholders collectively agreed to reimburse to
Government pressed unequally on them. Those who were tolerably
well off, or who had the bulk of the land surrounding a particular
tank and therefore were likely to gain most by its repair, were
disposed to fall in line with the Government Agent when he urged 1ts
repair. Conversely, all too evident was the antipathy of the small
landholders who used their numerical strength at the meetings with
the Government Agent to oppose the proposed repair.

Concerning other aspects of this measure, too, Rhys Davids’
observations shed considerable light on peasant attitudes. They were
extraordinarily sensitive to the question of costs. The feeling was
widespread that it was cheaper to effect repairs to tanks by their own
efforts than by means of the Ordinance. There was some reason for
the prejudice. For one thing. peasant landholders were often
discouraged because the broadly tentative estimates for repair agreed
to during the initial discussions with the Assistant Government Agent
were invariably altered by the technical officers of the Government,
compelling the peasants to pay much more for the repair than they

had informally covenanted for. The Ordinance obliged the Govern-
ment Agent to decide at the meetings of the peasants which he sum-
moned, the amount which each should subscribe—either in money

kLot 41. 252 D.N.A. Diary entry of Rhys Davids,7 October 1871,
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or in labour—towards the cost of the proposed project. Cost consi-
derations were also at the bottom of irritation concerning the
installation of “Molesworth” sluices. There iron sluices, which were
used 1n several parts of the island, had been found by long
experience to be technically satisfactory and were much favoured by
Government officials. As against this, however, one had to weigh the
cost of transporting a Molesworth sluice, which in Anuradhapura
was sold for about £50. There was in addition the cost of installing the
sluice, combined invariably with the necessity of repairing a fairly
large breach caused by inserting the sluice in the bund of a tank.9

Clearly the problems of irrigation in the Anuradhapura area were
beset with difficulties. In their face Rhys Davids’ initial enthusiasm
gradually evaporated. On one occasion he gave vent to a sense of
increasing impotence and remarked to Twynam that as far as Anu-
radhapura was concerned, the Irrigation Ordinance was a dead
letter. On the other hand, Rhys Davids was sceptical about the
success which the peasants would achieve inirrigation mattersif they
were left to their own devices. He noted with misgiving a certain
partiality which landholders showed for the traditional methods of
repairing tanks. Such repairs were usually undertaken by a class ot
people who were known as the Kulamkattis. These professional tank
menders were either natives of the Jaffna District or were those who
came from Scuth India to the tank districts of the island during the
dry season when repairs to tanks were being taken in hand. In fact, as
Professional masons—who incidentally were also Tamils—were in
short supply, the itinerant bands of Kulamkaitis were very much
sought after by the landholders who were familiar with their mode of
operation. To begin with, the principal Kulamkattiya inspected the
breach in the tank and having consulted with his men, demanded a
certain amount. Usually the landholders succeeded by hard bargain-
ing in reducing this amount by a quarter or even as much as by a clear
half. Once agreement was reached and the work had begun, the
Kulamkattis were supplied with rice and provisions whose value was
deducted from the amount which the landholders had agreed to pay.
Sometimes instead of a rough and ready estimate, the parties agreed
that the repair should be made by the cubic foot, “payment being

91 ot 41. 185 D.N.A. Rhys Davids to Twynam, | March 1872.
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made on measurement not of the repaired breach but of the hole or
holes from which the earth was taken.” According to Rhys Davids,
tor a hole of 4cubic yards, asum between 35 and 50 cents was charged.
Rhys Davids had also observed that, unlike the Jaffna Kulamkaritis,
the “Coast” or Indian Kulamkazrtis actually preferred this mode of
payment. Whichever system was adopted, the bulk of the payment
was only made when the work had been completed. Interestingly
enough, Rhys Davids remarks that “the transaction was very often
concluded with a quarrel.”!0

Like many of his contemporaries Rhys Davids took a dim view of
the Kulamkattis. There was considerable evidence to show that they
exploited the peasants who were plainly unaware that the Kulamkat-
tis lacked any competence for the type of work which they under-
took. As Leisching had remarked, aithough presumably in ancient
times stone hewing had been a common art in the Anuradhapura
district, the work of the modern mason was inferior and failed to
resist the action of water beyond a short period. Hence the discon-
certing need to repair the same breach in a tank several times, an
expense which the run of the mill landholder with his slender
resources could 1ll afford. !

An example—although admittedly an extreme one—was the
Kulundewa tank in the Matale District. The cost of repairing a single
breach in this tank had added up to about £1000 over a number of
years. In spite of this, when R. Massie, the Assistant Government
Agent who incidentally favoured the adoption of some kind of
Rajakariya system to keep the tanks in good order, reported on the
tank, the breach had not been satisfactorily repaired.!2 Insofar as the
Anuradhapura District was concerned, there was first the testimony
of Twynam who remarked to the Colonial Secretary that until he
himself had visited the landholders, he had not realised to what
extent they were being duped by spurious tank menders.!3 The
observations of Louis Leisching had been more poignantly

Lot 41. 217 D.N.A. Rhys Davids to the Director of Public Works, 21 March 1872.

''Report on the Nuwerakalawiya District. L. Leisching, Administration Reports,
1870. p. 95.

12Report on the Matale District, R. Massie, Administration Reports 1872, p. 63.
BTwynam to Colonial Secretary, 21 April 1871, Twynam observed that the peasant in
the Nuwerakalawiya District app_eared to think that “giants or some other wonderful
race who had disappeared from the face of the earth, had origina-lly made the tanks and

that all that could now be done was merely to patch them up.”
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expressed. “It 1s heartbreaking to see poor fellows who have paid
some swindlers to have their tanks repaired and who when it is all
washed away with the rains, stand on the bank mournfully contem-
plating the ruin.”

For his own part, Rhys Davids vividly recalled the vicissitudes
that had befallen certain landholders who had attempted to repair
the Galapitigala tank in the Habarana area. He discovered that their
ancestors had taken in hand the repair of this old tank in 1832 when
the village had been first colonised. During the course of this repair,
which dragged on for the next seven years, a great many Tamil tank
menders had been employed. About 1862 a new chapter of troubles
began when a major breach in the tank had occurred. The land-
holders collected about £35 to employ a number of Kulamkattis. But
in 1869 a more formidable breach occurred at the identical point 1n
the bund. On this occasion too a sum of £50 was subscribed and the
work- was handed over to professional Tamils. In addition, the
landholders had themeselves given freely of their labour for a month
in assisting the repair. Moreover, convinced that the recurring
breach had been caused by the absence of a proper sluice, they had
collected a further £15 in an unsuccessful attempt to blast a rock in
order to install a masonry sluice.

Their woes, however, had not ended. Rhys Davids described the
sequel in a picturesque entry in his diary.

. .. a hali man (cinnamon peeler) came and claimed the land.
They paid him 70 ridis (or Loku Tuttus =£2-7-8.). Then another
claimed 1t. They paid him also £2-7-8. and got ralapats from
both.
When a third claimed the land, but the landholders refused to pay
him, they were involved in litigation for a period of seven years. Rhys
Davids estimated that in all, within the space of a few years, the
landholders had spent a sum exceeding 136 in a desperate bid to
make the tank function. In spite of it all, the fields surrounding the
Galapitigala tank had been left uncultivated for several years. !4

The inadequacies of the Irrigation Ordinance were made all the
more evident when questions pertaining to the repair of the bigger
tanks arose. Such repairs necessarily involved a large outlay of
money which in terms of the Ordinance increased correspondingly
the demands made on the individual landholder. The Hurulu tank,

4ot 41. 252 D.N.A. Diary entry of Rhys Davids,7 October 1871.
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for example, was formed by a bund which ran for over three miles.
This tank had several sluices, some of which had to be repaired. In
addition, there was an enormous breach in the bund which had in
Rhys Davids’ belief clearly occurred decades earlier. The breach had
steadily increased until a huge pool had been formed below the tank.
Rhys Davids estimated that 1t would cost £750 to repair the breach,.
quite apart from the additional expenditure which would have to be
met by the wholesale replacement of the sluice nearest the breach and
In general masonry work.!'*

In these circumstances, even though the lands surrounding large
tanky were sometimes occupied by tolerably wealthy landholders, the
Government was wary. Nuwerawewa—a particularly large tank in the
heart of Anuradhapura—had a very large breach along its bund.
There were also two horouwas or outlets which were 1n a state of disre-
pair. Much of the surrounding land belonged to the two ancient and
wealthy families of Nuwerawewa Banda and Bulankulame Vidane.
Rhys Davids reported to Twynam that each family was willing to
pay either £25 annually towards the repayment of any expenditure
which the Government might incur in restoring the tank to complete
use, or to hand over to the Government one crop annually. The
Government, however, did not respond to these proposals.!®

Sometimes the cost factor was complicated by an extraneous
consideration. In Rhys Davids’ time there was a considerable
demand for uncultivated lands surrounding the large tanks. The
evidence suggests that this demand emanated not from landless
peasants but from those who were already landholders and who were
posscssed of moderate sums of money to buy small parcels of land.
They were convinced that the cultivated lands surrounding large
tanks would be better suited for cultivation than the lands near small
tanks.

But the Assistant Government Agents to whom such requests for
land were made first were sceptical because they realised that it was
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