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Introduction
Sri Lanka’s coastline is a living palimpsest: natural harbors, fishing lagoons, merchant
quarters and imposing colonial fortifications layered one upon another through
centuries of maritime exchange and imperial competition. This field guide—Historic
Ports and Colonial Forts: A Field Guide to Sri Lanka's Coastal Heritage—was written to
help heritage tourists, conservation practitioners, students, and local stewards read,
walk, and care for those layers. It brings together walking maps, architectural notes,
and practical conservation priorities focused on Galle, Trincomalee, Negombo, and
other coastal sites, with an eye to balancing historical understanding, visitor
experience, and community wellbeing.

The book is deliberately practical. Each chapter combines historical context with site-
level description: measured observations of walls, gateways, warehouses and streets;
short walking itineraries; and recommendations for monitoring, stabilization and
everyday maintenance. Wherever possible the guidance is written to be usable by non-
specialists—local heritage groups, municipal staff, and responsible visitors—while
pointing conservation professionals toward more technical references and best-
practice methods. Maps and route notes are designed for on-foot exploration,
emphasizing safe, low-impact ways to experience these places and the communities
that sustain them.

Conservation is a recurring theme. Colonial forts and port infrastructures face a mix of
threats: neglect, insensitive development, visitor pressure, and accelerating coastal
hazards. Rather than prescribing a single solution, the book offers a set of priorities
and practical actions—documentation, urgent stabilization, routine maintenance
regimes, and community-driven stewardship models—that can be adapted to local
conditions. Case studies (for example, Galle’s layered restoration history and
Trincomalee’s strategic adaptations) illustrate successes and mistakes, so readers can
learn from precedents while responding to evolving environmental and social
challenges.

Respectful visitation and community partnership are central to the guide’s ethos.
Heritage sites are not museum objects divorced from daily life; they are embedded in
living neighborhoods and livelihoods. The chapters on responsible visitation and
community-led preservation explain how visitors can minimize impact, support local
economies, and engage meaningfully—through transparent donations, participation in
guided programs, and by following simple codes of conduct. Community narratives,
oral histories and local crafts are presented not as window-dressing but as essential
elements of interpretation and long-term conservation success.
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How to use this book: begin with the overview chapters to understand historical
patterns and architectural vocabulary. Use the mapping and site chapters for on-the-
ground walks, carrying a notebook and following the recommended timed itineraries.
When you encounter deterioration, the conservation chapters provide first-response
steps you can discuss with site managers. For planners, municipal officers and NGOs,
the final chapters offer guidance on legal frameworks, funding approaches and
concrete priority actions to incorporate into local conservation plans.

Finally, this guide is an invitation to act: to look closely at stones and streets, to listen
to local custodians, and to support heritage practices that keep coastal places resilient
and meaningful. The fortifications and ports treated here are reminders of centuries of
global connections; their future depends on collaborative, informed choices made
today by visitors, communities and professionals together.
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CHAPTER ONE: Coastal Chronology: Precolonial to
Colonial Maritime Sri Lanka
Sri Lanka, an island nation strategically positioned at the crossroads of Indian Ocean
maritime routes, boasts a rich and complex coastal chronology that predates recorded
history. For millennia, its shores have been a vibrant stage for trade, cultural
exchange, and, eventually, colonial contest. Understanding this long history is crucial
to appreciating the layers of heritage visible in its ports and forts today. The island's
strategic location made it an indispensable hub on the ancient Maritime Silk Road,
connecting East and West.

Long before European sails dotted the horizon, Sri Lanka was a well-established player
in transcontinental trade. Archaeological evidence suggests human settlements along
its coast date back at least 125,000 years, with some theories pushing that figure as
far as 500,000 years. The island’s prehistory, encompassing the Paleolithic, Mesolithic,
and early Iron Ages, saw communities developing in tune with their coastal
environments. Early urbanism began to emerge around the 10th century BCE near
Anuradhapura, hinting at the increasing complexity of societal structures and resource
management, including those linked to the sea.

The protohistoric Early Iron Age, marked by the use of iron technology, cattle, pottery,
and paddy cultivation, became established in Sri Lanka around 1000-800 BCE, drawing
connections with South India. This period likely saw enhanced food production
capabilities, increasing the island’s carrying capacity and attracting further long-
distance interactions. Legends and chronicles, like the Mahavamsa, speak of early
inhabitants such as the Yakkhas and Nagas, and the traditional Sinhalese history
begins in 543 BCE with the arrival of Prince Vijaya from the Vanga Kingdom. These
narratives, while semi-legendary, underscore the island's long-standing connections
with the Indian subcontinent.

By the early 4th century BCE, Sri Lanka had transformed into a primary production and
distribution portal within the Indian Ocean rim, reaching as far as the Mediterranean
and the Far East. The discovery of a wide array of imported luxury ceramics, beads,
and coins from these distant lands confirms Sri Lanka’s status as a major trading hub.
This wasn't merely about commerce; it was a vibrant tapestry woven with threads of
culture, adventure, and discovery, with ideas, religions, and technologies flowing
through the island, enriching its own culture.

Ancient Sri Lankan ports, many situated at river mouths, were bustling centers of
trade. Mahatittha, also known as Mantai, on the northwestern coast, was perhaps the
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most crucial, serving as the main entry point from India and a vital stop on the
Maritime Silk Road from the 5th century BCE until the Portuguese era. Archaeological
excavations at Mantai have yielded Roman coins, Persian ceramics, Chinese celadon,
and Indian beads, illustrating its cosmopolitan nature and extensive trade connections.
Jambukola, near modern-day Kankesanthurai in the north, was another significant
port, particularly for travel to North India. Gokanna, which is present-day Trincomalee,
and Godavaya, near Hambantota, also played important roles in this ancient network.
These ports acted as entrepôts, where goods from the East and West were exchanged,
and where ships could find fresh water and provisions.

Sri Lanka’s central position in the Indian Ocean meant that ships from China, India,
Persia, and the Roman Empire frequently called at its ports. The island supplied the
Roman nobility with luxury goods such as spices, perfumes, silks, ivory, and pearls.
Chinese vessels brought silks, porcelain, aloes, and sandalwood, while Western ships
carried wine, glass, and other commodities. This dynamic exchange made Sri Lanka a
true melting pot of cultures. Arab mariners, who referred to the island as ‘Serendib,’
were particularly active, with their presence in Colombo traceable as far back as the
10th century CE. The Arabian Nights even recounts the voyages of Sinbad the Sailor to
the "wonderful island of Serendipity."

As centuries turned, the strategic importance of various ports shifted with political and
economic changes. While Mahatittha dominated for a long period, other ports like
Beruwela, Bentota, Wattala, and Chilaw gained prominence as political centers moved
towards the southwest. By the time the Portuguese arrived in the early 16th century,
Colombo had emerged as the island's major port, handling significant trade in
cinnamon, coconut, pepper, and elephants. This flourishing maritime trade,
particularly in spices, would ultimately attract the attention of European powers and
irrevocably alter Sri Lanka’s coastal chronology.

The arrival of the Portuguese in 1505 marked a dramatic turning point. Led by Dom
Lourenço de Almeida, their fleet was reportedly blown off course by a storm and
landed at Galle or Colombo. The Portuguese were keenly interested in dominating the
lucrative spice trade, particularly cinnamon, and establishing religious influence. They
quickly recognized Sri Lanka's strategic value and political fragmentation, which made
intervention more achievable. Initially, they sought to establish trade relations, with
King Parakramabahu VIII of Kotte granting them permission in exchange for military
protection.

However, the Portuguese ambitions soon extended beyond mere trade. They began to
exert control over coastal areas, building fortifications to secure their interests. Their
initial stronghold was in Colombo, which they fortified. The Portuguese, despite their
relatively small numbers, gained significant influence due to their naval superiority,
advanced firearms, and aggressive tactics. They disrupted existing trade routes,
particularly those managed by Muslim merchants, leading to resentment among local

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

traders.

The Portuguese period was characterized by constant struggles for power with local
kingdoms, particularly the Kingdom of Kandy, which remained independent in the
island's interior. The Portuguese often intervened in internal conflicts, using a "divide
and conquer" strategy to expand their control over the coastal regions. They fortified
key coastal towns like Galle, which they initially built in the 16th century, laying the
groundwork for the impressive fort that stands today. Their efforts to monopolize the
cinnamon trade and spread Roman Catholicism reshaped the island's political,
religious, and economic landscape.

The Portuguese era, spanning roughly 150 years, saw the construction of numerous
forts and the introduction of European architectural styles. However, their rule was
often oppressive, leading local rulers to seek external assistance. This opened the
door for another European power: the Dutch. The Dutch East India Company (VOC),
established in 1602 to protect Dutch trade interests in the Indian Ocean, arrived in Sri
Lanka in the early 17th century. They initially landed near Batticaloa on the east coast,
seeking to evade the Portuguese.

The Kandyan Kingdom, seeking to oust the Portuguese, allied with the Dutch. A
decisive naval engagement in 1638 off the coast of Goa weakened the Portuguese
fleet, allowing the Dutch to attack and capture the Portuguese fort at Batticaloa with
Sinhalese support. This marked the beginning of a prolonged conflict between the
Portuguese and the Dutch. The VOC systematically captured Portuguese strongholds
along the coast, culminating in the capture of Galle in 1640, Colombo in 1656, and
Jaffna in 1658. By 1658, the Portuguese had been entirely expelled from the coastal
regions, and the Dutch had secured a monopoly over cinnamon trade.

Dutch rule, implemented through the VOC, primarily focused on the coastal lands,
leaving the Kingdom of Kandy in the interior largely independent. They expanded their
control to encompass most of the cinnamon-growing areas and key points of entry and
exit on the island. The Dutch governor resided in Colombo, assisted by a council, and
the country was divided into three administrative divisions: Colombo, Galle, and Jaffna.
This period saw significant economic development, as Sri Lanka became increasingly
incorporated into the global economy. The Dutch developed extensive canal systems,
particularly in the western, southern, and eastern parts of the island, to facilitate trade
and transport.

The Dutch maintained their export monopolies and controlled trade through a system
of passes and inspections. They also introduced the Roman-Dutch legal system, a
lasting legacy in Sri Lankan society. However, like their Portuguese predecessors, the
Dutch faced challenges and revolts, and their rule also came to an end due to events
in Europe. The British, with their growing power in India, began to challenge Dutch
holdings in Sri Lanka during the French Revolutionary Wars.
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The British, recognizing the strategic value of Sri Lanka, particularly the excellent
harbor at Trincomalee, moved into the island from India. After a halfhearted
resistance, the Dutch surrendered the island in 1796. Initially, the British considered
their conquest temporary, administering the island from Madras (Chennai). However,
the ongoing war with France underscored Sri Lanka's strategic importance, leading the
British to make their hold permanent. In 1802, Ceylon, as they called it, was officially
made a Crown Colony.

The British period brought about significant administrative and economic changes.
They systematized reforms in 1833, establishing a unitary administrative and judicial
system for the entire island. The British also developed coffee, tea, and rubber
plantations, transforming Sri Lanka into a major exporter of these commodities. This
expansion of export trade led to further development of infrastructure, including the
expansion of the harbor at Colombo and the construction of railways and roads. While
these developments were largely concentrated in urban areas and plantation regions,
they fundamentally reshaped the island's economy and society. The British also
eventually unified the entire island under their rule by 1815, a feat not achieved by
their European predecessors. This comprehensive overview sets the stage for a
deeper dive into the architectural and conservation aspects of Sri Lanka's coastal
heritage, exploring the tangible remnants of these dynamic historical periods.
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