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“We're not alone!” 

ASTERIX THE GAUL
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1
IN  THE

B EG INN ING



Looking at animals from a purely  Kandyan perspective
(Kandy  being the heart of Sri Lanka) ,  in the beginning ,

they  were not early  l i fe forms ,  sponges ,  or even
aardvarks –  bu t  mongooses .

For i t  was ,  according to the best of legends ,  mongooses
who were responsible for Kandy  being bu i l t  where i t

was .  The ci ty’s earl iest his tory  is an impossible mosaic of
hearsay,  my th ,  the odd inscript ion ,  and later

recol lect ions .  Firs t  founded as an offshoot of the
Kurunegala kingdom sometime af ter 1357,  i t  lapsed into
impenetrable obscur i ty  unti l  Vikramabāhu,  a rebel l ious

cousin of the Kot te kings ,  remade i t  as his peti te capital .

Bu t  by  the t ime his grandson ,  Karal l iyadde Banḍāra ,
came to take over in 1551,  the wafer - thin royal l ine had

al l .  St i l l ,  i t  petered ou t  in a poorly  judged wave of
conversions to Catholicism and acqu iescence to the
invading Portuguese .  I t  took the rise of a patr iot ic

nobleman noted for his machoness ,  Vimaladharmasur iya ,
to relaunch the kingdom in 1592  w i th su f f icient v igour as
to ensure i t  lasted as an independent s tate for 223  years .

The king ,  cast ing around for the best spot on which to
rebu i ld his capital ,  has his at tent ion down to the

threshing ground that overlooked a large paddy  f ield –
now  the Sea of Milk or Kandy  Lake .  The threshing

ground ,  his astrologers adv ised him ,  was lucky.  Safe
even -  for i t  was frequented by  a white mongoose ,  a
beast that ,  as everyone knew,  was more effect ive in

keeping a house free of rats ,  mice ,  snakes ,  and
scorpions than any  cat .

And so ,  al l  around what is today  known as the Maha
Maluva ,  the ci ty  grew,  as serpentine in shape and

arrangement as any  of the snakes hunted by  the king ’s
favoured mongooses .



2
THE  COMMON
- OR  NOT SO
COMMON -

GREY



In fact ,  the part icu lar mongoose the king was drawn to
was more grey  than white –  being the Common Cey lon
Grey  Mongoose ,  or ,  given i ts non -endemic status ,  the
Indian Grey  Mongoose ,  as i t  is also known .  I t  is the

smal lest of the 7  mongoose species or subspecies found
on the is land .

The creature was ,  wrote Rudyard Kipl ing in 1894,  “rather
l ike a l i t t le cat in his fur and his tai l ,  bu t  qu i te l ike a

weasel in his head and habits .  His eyes and the end of
his rest less nose were pink;  he cou ld scratch himself

anywhere he pleased ,  w i th any  leg ,  front or back ,  that he
chose to use;  he cou ld f lu f f  up his tai l  t i l l  i t  looked l ike
a bot t le -brush ,  and his war -cry,  as he scu t t led through

the long grass ,  was :  'Rikk - t ikk - t ikki - t ikki - tchk ! ’
Kipling ’s famous mongoose demonstrated al l  the

at tr ibu tes of a perfect mongoose .  For ,  despite being
somewhat shy  around people ,  i t  is fearless w i th snakes;

i ts ki l l  s trategy  focuses on t ir ing the snake by  tempting i t
to make bi tes i t  easi ly  avoids .  I ts thick ,  grizz led ,  iron -

grey  fur and neurotransmit ter receptors leave i t  immune
to snake venom .  For anyone l iv ing up -country  in Sri

Lanka ,  i t  is a f ine companion to have around .

Herpestes Edwardsi i ,  as the beast is known more
formal ly,  is l i t t le more than 32  inches nose to tai l .  I t

l ives right across the is land ,  of ten in pairs ,  eat ing fru i t ,
roots ,  and smal l  animals .

I t  l ives for around seven years ,  breeding tw ice yearly
and producing up to four cubs ,  who pop ou t  of eggs ,
l ike al l  mongoose babies .  I ts fur ,  s t i f fer than that of

other mongooses ,  is more interest ing than the word grey
implies ,  as each hair is r inged w i th creamy  white and

black markings that make i t  even more so .



stat ionary  beasts look as i f  they  are running w i th blurred
go - faster s tr ipes streaking their whole body  al l  the way

down to a long bou f fant tai l .

There are ,  in fact ,  5  subspecies of grey  mongoose l iv ing
in India and other parts of Sou th Asia;  and whils t

Herpestes Edwardsi i  is the one most seen in Sri Lanka ,  a
second variant ,  Urva Edwardsi i  Lanka ,  has been
identi f ied as su f f icient ly  dif ferent as to meri t  i ts

classi f icat ion as a subspecies unique to the is land .

Whilst  i ts more Indian cousin l ives almost anywhere ,  the
Sri Lankan variant has a marked preference for habitats

of 2000  meters or more .  I t  avoids bu i l t -up areas in
favour of jungle ,  shrublands and riverbanks .  For a t ime ,

i t  a lso exci ted scient is ts for i ts superior olfactory
capabil i t ies –  even to the point of being tr ia l led to

detect narcotics dur ing police raids .



3
GOLD I LOCKS

AND THE  THRE E
B EARS



Tel l ing apart the dif ferent grey  mongooses by  looks is a
chal lenge even commit ted mongoose scient is ts bau lk at .

So imagine their consternat ion at hav ing to tel l  apart the
three variants of the Brown Mongoose ,  two of whom are
only  to be found on the is land .  Like Goldi locks w i th the

Three Bears ,  they  have their work cu t  ou t .

At around 30  to 34  inches nose to tai l ,  the Cey lon Brown
Mongoose (Herpestes Fuscus Maccarthiae ) ,  the only  one
common to both Sri Lanka and India ,  is marginal ly  larger

than ei ther the Highland Cey lon Brown Mongoose
(Herpestes Fuscus Flav idents)  or the Western Cey lon

Brown Mongoose (Herpestes Fuscus Rubidior) .

Bu t  there ,  the more apparent dif ferences end .  Al l  three
species have dark brown fur ,  black legs ,  and long ,
black ,  env iably  tu f ted tai ls .  Al l  three are sights of
simple ,  breathtaking beau ty.  Bu t  seeing them is

something of a chal lenge ,  for they  are introverted
beasts ,  w i th a marked preference for deeper cover ,  dark

forests ,  and ,  l ike Greta Garbo ,  for being lef t  a lone .



4
THE

MONGOOSE
THAT GLOWS



Identi f icat ion is much easier in the case of the is land ’s
nex t  mongoose ,  the Cey lon Ruddy  Mongoose (Herpestes

Smithi Zey lanicus) .

I ts grey  brown fur is decidedly  reddish in tone ,  to the
point of glow ing ,  and comes w i th a tai l  that curves

sharply  upwards at i ts tassel led t ip where the fur turns to
a deep and even brown .  Like al l  mongoose of any  variety
i t  feeds day  and night on any thing smal ler than moves –
and often on larger creatures too –  l ike land monitors .

I ts closest relat ive is found in India :  Herpestes Smithi i
Smithi i ,  named for the Victorian zoologist  John Grey  in
1837,  w i th the Sri Lankan variant only  being separated in

1852  by  another zoologist ,  Oldfield Thomas .

Although happily  w idespread ,  i t  is pathological ly  shy,
hiding ou t  in forest and paddy  and under normal

circumstances has a rather short l i fe .

That said ,  al though i t  rarely  l ives more than seven or
eight years ,  a Mr W .  W .  Phi l l ips from Namunuku la in Sri

Lanka wrote to inform the Bombay  Natural History
Society  ( in those halcyon ,  fa l l ible days when science was

a passion shared equal ly  w i th amateurs)  that “ the
mongoose in quest ion died on September 8,  1955,  aged

approx imately  17  years and 8  months .  I t  a te qu i te wel l
r ight up to the last  day  and died peacefu l ly  dur ing the
night ,  apparent ly  of old age and /or heart fai lure .”



5
THE  VERSACE
MONGOOSE



The last of the is land ’s mongooses ,  the Str iped -Necked
Mongoose ,  is the Versace of the mongoose world ,  for i t
has been given an ou t f i t  by  i ts Maker that sets i t  apart as
one of the is land ’s most s tr iking and fetching mammals .

A dark grey  head morphs to reddish brown and grey  on
i ts neck ,  before blooming into a heady,  s turdy  frame ,

and often measures over 35  inches nose to tai l  –  i t  has a
grizz led covering of bou f fant fur that gets redder and

longer the fur ther down the body  i t  goes .

A pink nose ,  black legs and a reddish tai l  that ends in a
curved tu f t  of black hair make up the rest of this most

al lur ing of beasts .

Widespread across Sri Lanka and sou thern India ,  i t  has
sturdy  frame and often measur ing over 35  inches nose to

tai l  –  is the largest mongoose on the is land .  I ts
procl iv i ty  for cal l ing forests i ts home can make sighting

i t  a chal lenge ,  bu t  i t  is a sight wel l  worth the effort .

Although al l  mongooses are famous for their snake -
ki l l ing inst incts ,  they  have a cur iously  moral side too ,

endearing and magnetic in a world besot ted by  luxury.

In amongst the byzantine reaches of tantr ic Buddhism ,

one part icu lar semi -deif ied Buddhist luminary,
Ratnasambhava ,  is to be seen holding –  or perhaps

squeez ing a mongoose .  The animal is preoccupied w i th
vomit ing up jewels of every  kind in an at tempt to capture

the world ’s weal th and redistr ibu te i t  for spir i tual
abundance .

For anyone seeking ou t  that elusive four th Michelin star
or Diamond Himalaya Birkin handbag ,  this is a most
comfort ing deed –  that this most modest of animals

shou ld offer not just protect ion against cobras bu t  a lso
against cupidi ty.



As the hero of The Mighty  Boosh pu t  i t :  “Make sure you
own a good bed and a good pair of shoes because i f

you're not in one ,  you're in the other .”
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	The king, casting around for the best spot on which to rebuild his capital, has his attention down to the threshing ground that overlooked a large paddy field – now the Sea of Milk or Kandy Lake. The threshing ground, his astrologers advised him, was lucky. Safe even - for it was frequented by a white mongoose, a beast that, as everyone knew, was more effective in keeping a house free of rats, mice, snakes, and scorpions than any cat.
	And so, all around what is today known as the Maha Maluva, the city grew, as serpentine in shape and arrangement as any of the snakes hunted by the king’s favoured mongooses.
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	In fact, the particular mongoose the king was drawn to was more grey than white – being the Common Ceylon Grey Mongoose, or, given its non-endemic status, the Indian Grey Mongoose, as it is also known. It is the smallest of the 7 mongoose species or subspecies found on the island.
	The creature was, wrote Rudyard Kipling in 1894, “rather like a little cat in his fur and his tail, but quite like a weasel in his head and habits. His eyes and the end of his restless nose were pink; he could scratch himself anywhere he pleased, with any leg, front or back, that he chose to use; he could fluff up his tail till it looked like a bottle-brush, and his war-cry, as he scuttled through the long grass, was: 'Rikk-tikk-tikki-tikki-tchk!’ Kipling’s famous mongoose demonstrated all the attributes of a perfect mongoose. For, despite being somewhat shy around people, it is fearless with snakes; its kill strategy focuses on tiring the snake by tempting it to make bites it easily avoids. Its thick, grizzled, iron-grey fur and neurotransmitter receptors leave it immune to snake venom. For anyone living up-country in Sri Lanka, it is a fine companion to have around.
	Herpestes Edwardsii, as the beast is known more formally, is little more than 32 inches nose to tail. It lives right across the island, often in pairs, eating fruit, roots, and small animals.
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	4 THE MONGOOSE THAT GLOWS
	Identification is much easier in the case of the island’s next mongoose, the Ceylon Ruddy Mongoose (Herpestes Smithi Zeylanicus).
	Its grey brown fur is decidedly reddish in tone, to the point of glowing, and comes with a tail that curves sharply upwards at its tasselled tip where the fur turns to a deep and even brown. Like all mongoose of any variety it feeds day and night on anything smaller than moves – and often on larger creatures too – like land monitors.
	Its closest relative is found in India: Herpestes Smithii Smithii, named for the Victorian zoologist John Grey in 1837, with the Sri Lankan variant only being separated in 1852 by another zoologist, Oldfield Thomas.
	Although happily widespread, it is pathologically shy, hiding out in forest and paddy and under normal circumstances has a rather short life.
	That said, although it rarely lives more than seven or eight years, a Mr W. W. Phillips from Namunukula in Sri Lanka wrote to inform the Bombay Natural History Society (in those halcyon, fallible days when science was a passion shared equally with amateurs) that “the mongoose in question died on September 8, 1955, aged approximately 17 years and 8 months. It ate quite well right up to the last day and died peacefully during the night, apparently of old age and /or heart failure.”
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