
A CEYLON PRESS ALTERNATIVE GUIDE
 

  THE STORY OF SRI
LANKA’S GREAT RIVERS

DAVID SWARBRICK



A CEYLON PRESS ALTERNATIVE
GUIDE

 

  THE STORY OF SRI
LANKA’S GREAT

RIVERS
DAVID SWARBRICK



P u b l i s h e d  B y  T h e  C e y l o n  P r e s s  2 0 2 5

C o p y r i g h t  T h e  C e y l o n  P r e s s

A CEYLON PRESS ALTERNATIVE
GUIDE

 

  THE STORY OF SRI
LANKA’S GREAT

RIVERS
DAVID SWARBRICK



COPYRIGHT
2025 David Swarbrick

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.
No portion of this book may be

reproduced in any form without written
permission from the publisher or author,

except as permitted by U.S. copyright
law.

THIS BOOK IS PUBLISHED
BY

The Ceylon Press
The Flame Tree Estate & Hotel

Mudunhena Walawwa,
Galagedera 20100,

Kandy,
Sri Lanka.

www.theceylonpress.com



FOR CLARE
DE LA T

RIVER GODDESS



“Sometimes, i f you stand on the
bottom rail of a bridge and lean
over to watch the river sl ipping

slowly away beneath you, you will
suddenly know everything there is to

be known.”

A. A. MILNE
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WINNE  THE
POOH &
R IVERS



Sri Lanka ’s 14  great r ivers offer a rarely  explored
opportunity  to unearth i ts his tory  and i ts greatest dishes -
morish reminders that r ivers ,  being al l  abou t  l i fe ,  prove

there is no bet ter way  to experience i t  than to eat or
drink i t

.

This was something that Winnie - the -Pooh ’s dear fr iend
Eeyore knew  al l  abou t ,  hav ing famously  fa l len into the

river .

“Oh ,  Eeyore ,  you  are wet !”  said Piglet ,  feel ing him .

Eeyore shook himself and asked somebody  to explain to
Piglet what happened when you  had been inside a r iver

for qu i te a long t ime .”

Presented w i th a honey  jar by  Winne the Pooh ,  Eeyore
wou ld have known what any  Sri Lankan Vedda cou ld have
told him :  that honey  was not just yummy  bu t  perfect too

for preserv ing meat .

The Vedda ,  Sri Lanka ’s Aboriginal community,  s t i l l
ex is ts .  Descended from the county’s Stone Age hunter -

gatherers ,  they  make up 1%  of the popu la t ion ,  a
community  w i th s trong animist bel iefs that has ,  against

al l  the odds ,  retained some part of i ts dis t inct ive
identi ty.  Honey  and meat ,  w i ld at that ,  most ly  w i ld boar ,
are among their preferred dishes and the history  of some

of the very  earl iest Vedda tr ibes can be traced around
the watershed of the Maduru  Oya .



ANT IQUE
WONDER LANDS



At 136  ki lometres ,  the Maduru  Oya is the country’s
eighth longest r iver ,  col lect ing i ts waters in the

mountains beyond Mahiyan ganaya ,  halfway  from Kandy
to the Indian Ocean at Bat t icaloa .  The streams around i ts
col lect ion points are highly  revered ,  said to have once
hosted the Lord Buddha himself ,  who came to set t le a

land and water dispu te between warring Vedda tr ibes .

Their fondness for w i ld boar has endured ,  and the meat
is a popu lar curry  dish in Sri Lanka –  dark and spicy,

marinated in turmeric ,  chi l l i ,  pepper ,  ginger ,
lemongrass and pandam leaves .  Known as Ela Mas Curry,

i t  is usual ly  made as a dry  curry,  so that the gamey
f lavour of the w i ld boar dominates .

All along the dry  scrubland banks that enclose the
Maduru  Oya are the ru ins of the ou termost reaches of
the Anuradhapuran Kingdom –  including 6 th -century
i rr igat ion structures ,  bisokotuwas ,  bu i l t  to max imise

drainage ,  that i t  took the West a hundred years more to
invent . The Maduru  Oya drains into the sea at Kalkudah ,
a smal l  town surrounded by  beaches that have remained

abandoned since the end of the civ i l  war .

The Vedda were just the f irs t  of many  people to
appreciate the pivotal importance of the country’s r ivers
–  for i f  ever a country  can be said to have been made
by  i ts r ivers ,  i t  is Sri Lanka .  I t  was by  harnessing their
fecund power that i ts f irs t  kings fuel led their kingdom

w i th the benefi ts of plent i fu l  agricu l ture .

Urbanisat ion ,  t rade ,  rel igion ,  bu i ldings ,  and society
i tsel f  al l  emerged from a society  that cou ld consis tent ly

grow  i ts most basic crops .  Indeed ,  so great was the
sophist icat ion of the techniques used to trap ,  s tore and
distr ibu te the waters across the kingdom ,  that i t  a l lowed

the kings to bu i ld ,  and go on



bu i lding in Anuradhapura ,  the ci ty  that ,  for almost 1,500
years ,  wou ld govern the is land and whose bew i tching
inf luence wou ld dazz le the kings and countries across

the Indian Ocean .

Water management became a nat ional obsession .  The
Vedda began this rare expert ise ,  which was perfected
dur ing the Anduraupuran era .  Rivers were dammed ,

massive tanks and reservoirs dug ou t ,  and canals and
water s treams cu t  in gradients of breathtaking precision

using a tank cascade system dating back to the f irs t
century  BCE .

Even the trees and bushes that grew  along the water ’s
edge were carefu l ly  selected to deter evaporat ion and
loss .  I t  is therefore unsurprising that almost six ty  per

cent of the power generated now  comes from
hydroelectr ici ty.

No river best exemplif ies this his tory  than the Malvathu
River .  At 164  ki lometres ,  the Malvathu  is the country’s

second - largest r iver ,  and was what the Tiber was to
Rome ,  the Thames to London or the Nile to Egypt .

Spil l ing from the streams around Dambu l la and Sigir iya ,
i t  f lowed onto Anuradhapura ,  connecting the capital  w i th
what Ptolemy  mapped in the 2  century  CE as Medettu  -
the port of Mannar ,  the mari t ime gateway  to the is land .

n d

Much of the ancient port now  l ies beneath the sea -  bu t
once ,  through i ts roads and the Malvathu  River came

gems ,  pearls ,  cinnamon ,  elephants ,  and spices ,  packed
up for export .

And back came a royal princess in the 5  century  BCE to
marry  the country’s f irs t  Singhala king;  warrior Tamil

invaders;  merchants and emissaries from Persia ,  China ,

t h



,  and Rome .

Today,  the river knows no such glamour ,  harnessed by
water resource schemes and travel l ing through lands

long forgot ten by  the mainstream ,  to prov ide the
workaday  water solu t ions needed by  the farmers and
set t lements around i ts banks .  Bu t  in memory  of those

marvel lous ancient royal t imes is the inspirat ional Thir ty-
Two Slow-cooked Curry  Feast ,  a dish favoured by  the

is land ’s early  kings .

This gargantuan feast requ i red i ts partakers to eat 32
mou thfu ls  of red rice ,  each w i th a dif ferent curry.  Fish ,

chicken ,  beef ,  lent i ls ,  jackfru i t ,  pumpkin –  al l  were
simmered ,  s low  cooked ,  roasted ,  s teamed ,  and tempered
w i th every  possible spice from tamarind ,  cinnamon and

fenugreek to pepper and coriander .

Oceans of coconu t  milk were added .  I ts more modest
and –  from a medical point of v iew  –  acceptable

descendant is the tradi t ional Sri Lankan Vil lage rice and
curry  –  a capacious set of dishes that varies from place

to place and f i l ls many  happy  hours .



UPR IVER
S ETT L E RS



Twenty- four massive dams and over 20  vast reservoirs l ie
behind modern Sri Lanka ’s energy  grid ,  backed up by
over 60  smal ler dams and 18,000  smal ler tanks and

reservoirs ,  many  going back wel l  over a thousand years .
With an average rainfal l  of over 1,700  mil l imetres per

year ,  Sri Lanka receives more rain than al l  European and
most African and Asian countries . Dams and reservoirs
are st i l l  being bu i l t  today  –  w i th one especial ly  massive

new  entrant s lated for the waters of the Kumbukkan Oya .

At 116  ki lometres ,  the Kumbukkan Oya is the country’s
twelf th - longest r iver ,  col lect ing i ts waters near the

blameless hi l l  town of Lunugala and f low ing into the
Indian Ocean at Kumana National Park through a series
of lagoons and shal low  brackish tanks .  This is home to
many  v is i t ing and endemic birds ,  including the black -
necked stork and the exhausted pintai l  snipe that w i l l
have travel led over 10,000  ki lometres to escape the

Siberian w inter .

Qu i te how  the area w i l l  surv ive the proposed Kumbukkan
Oya development project ,  which aims to create a

reservoir of almost 50  mil l ion cubic metres of water ,  has
yet to be fathomed .

The river col lects i ts waters around Monaragala ,  a lush
area in the sou theast of the is land and famous for the

antiqu i ty  of i ts Musl im community.  Musl ims make up the
second largest ethnic group here and have a his tory  that

goes back wel l  over 500  years .

The area is dot ted w i th old mosques and shrines ,  i ts
folk lore r ich w i th Is lamic story  l ines and the countryside

sprinkled w i th the very  dis t inct archaeology  of the
community.  I t  is the perfect place to order up

Watalappam –  the is land ’s most popu lar pudding .  Made
w i th eggs ,  coconu t  milk ,  jaggery,  nu tmeg ,  and



cardamom ,  the dessert arr ived on the is land w i th the
Malay  Moors ,  the Musl ims of Indonesia who knew  i t  as

srikaya ,  a fest ive dish favoured for Eid .

Not al l  of Sri Lanka ’s guest arr ivals or r iver folk were so
benign .  The Chinese ,  one of the is land ’s lesser -known
invaders ,  can be traced to a r iver and to food ,  to HBC ,

or to Hot Bu t ter Cu t t lef ish .  This popu lar s tar ter is made
w i th deep - fr ied squ id or cu t t lef ish and enlivened by

chi l l is ,  peppers ,  onions and lakes of bu t ter .  You  can f ind
this almost everywhere ,  bu t  the most appropriately

historic place to eat is by  the banks of the Kir indi Oya .

At 117  ki lometres ,  this is the country’s eleventh - longest
r iver .  I t  col lects i ts waters in Namunuku la ,  a spectacu lar
mountain range near Badu l la that s tands so tal l  that the
Ming Admiral ,  Zheng ,  used i ts mass to nav igate his way

towards Sri Lanka .

The admiral led a notable invasion of the Kot te kingdom
in 1411,  t r iggering the Ming Kot te War and kidnapping

the king ,  only  to return him several years later as a
puppet king .  The Kir indi Oya f lows into the Indian Ocean

at Bundala ,  whose 4,000-square -hectare wet land
supports a glamorous rol l  cal l  of rare nat ive and

dist ingu ished internat ional v is i tors ,  including the always -
welcome bu t  increasingly  rare pink f lamingo .

The f irs t  of the European invaders were ,  of course ,  the
Portuguese ,  and hints of their abiding history  can st i l l  be

heard around the banks of the Mi Oya .

At 109  ki lometres ,  the Mi Oya is the country’s f i f teenth
longest r iver ,  col lect ing i ts waters in the f lat lands
halfway  between Kurunegala and Anuradhapura .

Although no toddler in terms of water catchment -
receiv ing over 1,500  cubic metres of rain a year in a



catchment area of over a thousand square ki lometres -  i t
releases a mere 3%  of what i t  gains into the Palk

Straights near Pu t ta lam .  The town is noted for i ts t iny
surv iv ing popu la t ion of Kaff irs ,  descendants of Bantu

slaves deported from Niger and the Congo as part of the
six teenth -century  Portuguese slave trade .  The faintest

murmurs of Portuguese Creole can st i l l  be heard spoken
in their homes ,  places where you  w i l l  a lso f ind generous

quanti t ies of Love Cake consumed .

This classic Portuguese dessert ,  “Bolo d ’ I  Amor ,”  arr ived
inland in 1505  w i th the f irs t  Portuguese and has become
a celebrated dessert .  Made w i th semolina ,  cashew  nu ts ,
cinnamon ,  cardamom ,  and nu tmeg ,  i t  is a dense ,  cake -
l ike ,  dainty  confect ion ,  made even more delicious by

being f lavoured w i th rosewater .

As rivers go ,  the Mi Oya is also the in place for admirers
of water pants .  Grow ing in i ts waters –  and only  i ts

waters –  is Cryptocoryne Wendti i ,  an aquatic plant w i th
smal l  lush fronds of reddish leaves that leave i ts smal l

bu t  loyal band of admirers mad w i th del ight .



THE  DUTCH
& BR I T I SH



The Du tch ,  who fol lowed hard on the heels of the
Portuguese ,  are especial ly  associated w i th Lamprais ,
Colombo and the Kelani River .  Lamprais resembles a
mu l t ipurpose picnic that has become generously  and

terribly  mixed up .  Rice ,  meats ,  plantains ,  brinjal ,  onion
chu tney,  eggs ,  potatoes and pract ical ly  any thing else
that might take your fancy  is wrapped up and steamed

inside a banana leaf .

The resu l t ing food is then jumbled up by  hand and eaten
instant ly.

The Du tch brought the dish from Java ,  the snack of
choice for a leisurely  Sunday  feast –  or a very  pract ical

option for a busy  Du tch colonist ,  eat ing on the hoof .

There is no bet ter place to have i t  than at the VOC Café
in Colombo ’s Du tch Burgher Club ,  the unbeatable
bast ion of Du tch Sri Lankan history.  Winking just a

stretch or so away  from i ts w indows are the waters of the
Kelani Ganga -  the river that f lows through Colombo as a
celebri ty  might through the doors of the Bur j  Al Arab .

At 145  ki lometres ,  the Kelani is the country’s four th -
longest r iver . One of four r ivers that the poets say,

“ jump from the Mountain of Bu t terf l ies ,  Craw l  through
the hi l ls and val leys ,  f low,  hiding gl is tening gems

below,”  the Kelani today  of ten passes barely  not iced as
i t  reaches the ci ty,  and the neat embankments of cement

constructed to channel i ts course .

Bu t  every  so of ten ,  torrential  f loods upstream and in the
ci ty  i tsel f  upend i ts banks and remind i ts punters that ,
yes ,  i t  is there and ,  unlike Lamprais ,  is not always wel l -

behaved .

The last of the invaders ,  the Bri t ish ,  are memorably
cal led to mind by  the Kalu  Ganga .  At 129  ki lometres ,



this is the country’s tenth longest r iver ,  col lect ing i ts
waters in Seetha Gangu la .  Few  r ivers cou ld have so

clearly  i l lustrated a footprint .  Seetha Gangu la is one of
several s treams that run ou t  from Adam ’s Peak ,  a si te

revered by  almost al l  the country’s rel igions . Even so ,
the best is yet to come ,  for the Kalu  Ganga f lows through
Sinharaja ,  the Jurassic -era rainforest that is the country’s

most biodiverse zone .

I t  passes through Ratnapura ,  w i th i ts his tory  of throw ing
up gli t tering gemstones and on beside Richmond Cast le ,

an Edwardian palace as grand and sad as a deposed
prince .

Bu i l t  by  a notable Sri Lankan aris tocrat ,  Don Arthur de
Si lva ,  and resembling an opu lent English country  house
deposi ted gracefu l ly  amidst a grove of coconu ts ,  this is
the best place to sip tea ,  the most notable of al l  modern

consumables ,  introduced by  the Bri t ish .

All around the palace ,  Kalatura tea grows –  a s trong
energy- inducing low land tea guaranteed to recharge

one ’s depleted bat teries .  The Kalu  Ganga f inal ly  reaches
the western seaboard between orchards of mangosteens .

This fru i t  is rarely  seen beyond the is land –  a
quarantining that cou ld qu i te possibly  be deliberate ,  to
moderate the inordinate moral damage i ts fragrant f lesh
has on the l ips of anyone so fortunate as to bi te into i t .



A S I P  OF
STRONGER

STUF F



Almost as popu lar as tea in Sri Lanka is lager –
especial ly  Lion lager ,  f i rs t  brewed in Nuwara El iya in
1849  by  Sir Samuel Baker to wet the arid throats of

colonial tea plantat ions .

The brewery  drew  i ts water from the tr ibu tar ies of the
Mahaweli  River ,  which ,  at  335  ki lometres ,  is by  a long

shot the country’s largest need river .  Tw ice as long as i ts
nearest r ival ,  i t  w inds down from Horton Plains ,  through

Kandy,  before i ts jubilant union w i th the ocean at
Trincomalee .

Bu t ,  as Winnie - the -Pooh so w isely  knew:  “By  the t ime i t
came to the edge of the Forest ,  the stream had grown

up ,  so that i t  was almost a r iver ,  and being grown -up ,  i t
did not run and jump and sparkle along as i t  used to do
when i t  was younger bu t  moved more slow ly.  For i t  knew
now  where i t  was going ,  and i t  said to i tsel f ,  “There is

no hurry.  We shal l  get there some day.”

True to Pooh ,  the Mahaweli ’s long and mesmerising
course achieves a condit ion rare to most r ivers :

seclusion .  As i t  moves in s low  Pooh -sty le ,  i t  bypasses ,
ignores ,  and rebu f fs most of modern Sri Lanka ,  i ts main

ci t ies and set t lements ,  i ts most popu lar regions and
places ,  temples ,  profane or spir i tual .

The nearest i t  gets to str ident popu lar ism is as i t  f lows
through Kandy.  Thereaf ter ,  unti l  i t  reaches the near -

perfect natural harbour of Trincomalee on the eastern
seaboard ,  i t  passes through a dry  and underpopu la ted

land ,  l i t t le v is i ted by  tour is ts ,  poli t icians ,  celebri t ies ,  or
even env i ronmental is ts .

Nothing abou t  this area is remotely  fashionable .  Like
Robert Frost ’s “The Road Less Travel led ,”  i t  is a r iver of
great tranqu i l l i ty,  s t i l lness ,  and si lence;  every thing that
is that has become the ant i thesis of the modern world .
This ,  of course ,  gives you  al l  the t ime and space you.



need to consider how  i t  helped create what is today  the
60  bi l l ion rupee plus business that is Lion Larger ,  w i th

i ts mal ty  crisp and fru i ty  caramel notes .

Consider too ,  pour ing yourself  a second pint of Lion
Lager ,  the untapped weal th of r iver just north of here ,

the Yan Oya ,  at  142  ki lometres ,  the is land ’s f i f th - longest
r iver that begins near Polonnaruwa and fol lows the
Mahaweli  fur ther north to spi l l  ou t  onto the remote

beaches of Pu lmoddai whose black sand ,  unmined since
the civ i l  war ,  contains large deposi ts of i lmenite ,  ru t i le

and z i rcons .

Tea and lager are not the only  drinks the is land is
famous for .  There is also toddy  or arak toddy,  made from

the fermented sap of coconu t  f lowers ,  especial ly  from
the Gin River in sou th -western Sri Lanka .

At 113  ki lometres ,  the Gin Ganga is the country’s
four teenth longest r iver ,  col lect ing i ts waters from the

mountains around the Sinharaja Forest ,  whose scores of
endemic trees ,  insects ,  amphibians ,  repti les ,  birds ,  and

mammals make i t  the Celest ia l  Ci ty  for nature lovers .

The Gin Ganga f lows sou th ,  pausing brief ly  at  Thel ikada
where i t  has been dammed to create a reservoir ,  before

f low ing towards Gintota ,  a l i t t le v i l lage near Gal le
famous for where many  of the country’s plywood tea
chests are made .  Along i ts banks grow  the coconu t ,
Palmyra ,  and Ki t tu l  palms ,  whose innocent f lowers ,

harvested by  rope - leaping toddy  tappers ,  go into making
the heady  alcoholic drink .

Sri Lanka ’s r ivers are as entw ined w i th i ts rel igions as
they  are w i th i ts foods and drinks .  I ts most totemic dish ,
kir ibath or milk r ice ,  is perhaps the one dish that can be

said to be tru ly  Sir Lankan –  the one w i thou t  aid ,



inf luence or evolu t ion from any  other cu l ture .

Pu t  r ice ,  coconu t  milk ,  water ,  cinnamon ,  and cardamom
to boi l  unti l  a lmost sol id .  Cool ,  cu t ,  eat .  Nothing cou ld

be simpler .  Or more delicious .

I t  is the most f i t t ing dish to nibble on when making the
ascent to Adam ’s Peak ,  the country’s greatest natural

landmark .  From here f low  the streams and rivu le ts that
make up the 138  ki lometres of the Walawe River .  I t  is an

area of waterfal ls ,  the Bambarakele El la being the
highest at over 860  feet high .  The river i tsel f  is

constrained by  the Samanala Dam ,  a s talwart
hydroelectr ic power generat ion scheme –  albei t  one

w i th a leak that has to be constant ly  monitored .  The river
drains ou t  into the Indian Ocean at Ambalantota ,  once
the great port ci ty  of the ancient Kingdom of Ruhuna .



R IVER  GODS



Heading north ,  you  hi t  the Tamil parts of Sri Lanka ,
which begin at Chi law,  whose very  name derives from
the Tamil word "Chilaw"  meaning "border”.  This was

where the old boundary  began between the ancient Tamil
and Sinhalese kingdoms .

Through the town f lows the Deduru  Oya ,  the country’s
f i f th - longest r iver at 142  ki lometres .  I ts catchment area ,
near Kurunegala ,  is 1,500  square ki lometres .  Harnessed
by  massive hydroelectr ic s tructures and vast reservoirs

and fed by  over 3,000  mil l ion cubic metres of rain
annual ly,  i t  s t i l l  manages to deliver over a quarter of i ts
total  water to the sea at Chi law,  a Hercu lean labour for

which i t  gets l i t t le commendation .

Even so ,  a smal l  pean of praise is due for these waters
help feed the brackish lagoons for which Chilaw  is

famous and where l ive that most elusive and endangered
of sea beasts ,  the dugong .  The area is also home to vast
numbers of mud crabs whose sweet meat pairs perfect ly

w i th that greatest of al l  Sou th Indian delicacies –
hoppers .

Made from fermented rice f lour and coconu t  milk into
concave pancakes or spaghet t i - l ike entanglements ,  there
is almost nothing that does not also go w i th this dish .  I f

you  are al lergic to shel l f ish ,  fa l l  back on eggs ,
marmalade ,  baked beans ,  foie gras or bacon and honey

instead .

The shared l i fe of the is land ’s rel igions is beau t i fu l ly
remembered as you  t ravel along the banks of the Gal

Oya ,  nibbling on a bow l  of kot tu.

This Tamil -Musl im dish ,  beloved of al l  God - fearing folk
here on the is land ,  pairs wel l  w i th any thing and is the

is land ’s most popu lar s treet food .  Shredded f lat  bread ,
vegetables ,  eggs ,  spices ,  and any  type of



curry  are mixed ,  ru th lessly  chopped into pieces and
fried on a griddle .  The waters of the Gal Oya ,  w i th their

taste ,  touch every  part of the sou l .

The river i tsel f ,  at  108  ki lometres is the country’s
six teenth longest r iver ,  cand col lects i ts waters around

Badu l la ,  home to two of the country’s most notable
shrines :  Mu thiyangana temple ,  one of the six teen places
on the is land that Buddhists bel ieve to have been v is i ted
by  the Lord Buddha himself;  and the remarkable Badu l la
Kataragama Devalaya ,  a shrine dedicated to Kataragama ,

a Tamil goddess who transi t ioned into Buddhism .

The river f lows ou t  into the Indian Ocean near the
Eastern Prov ince town of Kalmunai ,  a place noted for i ts

Musl im community.  The river ’s journey  is as f ine a
meander through the country’s varied rel igious tradi t ions

as i t  is possible to have .

Not that i t  f lows ou t  immediately,  for in 1948  the river
was dammed to create the Senanayake Samudra —  a
large reservoir and part of the Gal Oya scheme .  This
colossal water resource grew  to 100,000  acres ,  and

though i t  is now  an essential  part of the region ’s
agricu l ture ,  the reset t lement of Tamils and Sinhalese at
the t ime provoked some of the earl iest ethic r iots in the

country.

The guardian dei ty  of Kataragama is also the endpoint of
the Menik Ganga ,  the country’s thir teenth - longest r iver at

114  ki lometres .

I f  given the choice of any  r iver to f low  at  the bot tom of
your garden ,  this wou ld be one of the bet ter choices you

cou ld make ,  for Menik Ganga means River of Gems .
There ,  in the soi l  under ,  beside and around the river are
fecund deposi ts of bl ing wai t ing to be discovered and to

enrich their prospectors .



The river f lows on through Kataragama ,  whose temple
has defied decades of rel igious tension to remain a

place of pi lgrimage for Buddhists ,  Hindus ,  Musl ims and
even Veddas –  al l  much minded to take a dip in i ts

waters before walking into the holy  s i te .

Hav ing done more than most r ivers ever do ,  the Menik
f inal ly  f lows ou t  through Yala and into the Indian Ocean ,
offering to Neptune just ten per cent of the waters i t  has

captured along i ts way.

Sit t ing there by  the sea is the ideal place to order up
Fish Ambu l  Thiyal ,  a remarkable Sri Lankan dish popu lar
in the area .  Made most ly  from tuna ,  cooked w i th pepper ,

turmeric ,  curry  leaves ,  and pandan leaves ,  i t  is the
addit ion of goraka ,  also known as Malabar tamarind ,  that

gives the dish i ts ex t raordinary  sour ,  tangy  f lavour .

Fish is also the go - to dish to feast on when ending any
r iver journey  along the 148-ki lometre Kala Oya ,  the

country’s third - longest r iver .

Collect ing i ts waters in the centre of the is land ,  i t  snakes
i ts way  through the f lat  dry  zone to drain into the
Pu t ta lam Lagoon near Kalpi t iya .  Along the way,  i t

discharges i ts waters into 600  tanks and reservoirs ,  the
most famous of which is the Kala Wewa reservoir ,  bu i l t

across the Kala Oya .  Cooked w i th pepper ,  turmeric ,
curry  leaves ,  and pandan leaves .  The dish is

dist ingu ished by  the addit ion of goraka ,  also known as
Malabar tamarind ,  a pract ice dat ing back 1,500  years

and st i l l  in use today.

At Kalpi t iya ,  i t  seeps into the ocean through reefs ,  sal t
pans ,  mangrove swamps ,  and marshes ,  creat ing an

env i ronment perfect for nature spot ters of al l  sorts .  To
accompany  the f ish curry,  order a side of the ever -

popu lar polos curry,  made from unripe jackfru i t  and
flavoured w i th tamarind ,  toddy,  coconu t  milk ,  cinnamon ,

cardamom ,  c loves ,  pandan leaves ,  and ginger .



turmeric ,  chi l l i  powder ,  curry  powder ,  cumin ,  coriander ,
black pepper .  I t  tastes and looks l ike pu l led pork bu t  is

inf ini tely  kinder to pigs .

Just a l i t t le sou th of here ,  near Negombo ,  the country’s
ninth - longest r iver ,  the Maha Oya ,  ends .

One 135  ki lometres long ,  the Maya Oya col lects i ts
waters in the Rakshawa Mountains ,  home to Ravana ’s
golden bed on which sat the lovely  Si ta ,  a married
goddess for whom ,  sadly,  almost no disaster was

u l t imately  unexpected .

As if  in recompense ,  the river is known as one of the
country’s hardest -working waterways ,  supply ing water to

major centres such as Kurunegala ,  Gampaha ,  and
Kegal le and ,  en rou te ,  prov iding mu l t iple si tes for sand

and clay  mining .

I t  f lows ou t  onto the western seaboard near Negombo at
Kochchikade ,  a town famous for housing a scrap of St
Anthony  of Padua ’s tongue at his eponymous Shrine ,  a

church magnif icent ly  restored by  the Sri Lanka Navy
after the Easter Bombings of 2019  exploded amidst i ts

pews ,  and which was bu i l t  by  a catholic priest in hiding
from the ru l ing protestant

.

Over the centur ies ,  many  of the is land ’s r ivers ,  l ike the
Kalani Ganga ,  have become workaday  workhorses ,
supply ing water and faci l i ta t ing mining along their

banks .

Others combine this role bu t  f low  into shal low  brackish
lagoons ,  r ich w i th w i ldl i fe –  such as the Kala Oya ,  the
Kirindi Oya ,  the Kumbukkan Oya ,  and the Maha Oya .

Some ,  l ike the Kalu  Ganga or the Menik Ganga ,  gl i t ter
w i th gemstones washed into their waters .



One –  the Malvathu  River –  comes as close as any  r iver
can to the memory  of a once grandiose history,

connecting to ancient trade rou tes from China to Rome ,
export ing precious s tones and jewels and taking ,  by
return ,  princesses ,  invaders ,  and emissaries .  Bu t  a l l

describe along their course ,  the delicious his tory  of the
is land for those minded to note i t ,  or even consume i t .
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	FOR CLARE DE LA T
	“Sometimes, if you stand on the bottom rail of a bridge and lean over to watch the river slipping slowly away beneath you, you will suddenly know everything there is to be known.”
	WINNE THE POOH & RIVERS
	Sri Lanka’s 14 great rivers offer a rarely explored opportunity to unearth its history and its greatest dishes - morish reminders that rivers, being all about life, prove there is no better way to experience it than to eat  or drink it . This was something that Winnie-the-Pooh’s dear friend Eeyore knew all about, having famously fallen into the river.
	“Oh, Eeyore, you are wet!” said Piglet, feeling him. Eeyore shook himself and asked somebody to explain to Piglet what happened when you had been inside a river for quite a long time.”
	Presented with a honey jar by Winne the Pooh, Eeyore would have known what any Sri Lankan Vedda could have told him: that honey was not just yummy but perfect too for preserving meat.
	The Vedda, Sri Lanka’s Aboriginal community, still exists. Descended from the county’s Stone Age hunter-gatherers, they make up 1% of the population, a community with strong animist beliefs that has, against all the odds, retained some part of its distinctive identity. Honey and meat, wild at that, mostly wild boar, are among their preferred dishes and the history of some of the very earliest Vedda tribes can be traced around the watershed of the Maduru Oya.
	ANTIQUE WONDERLANDS
	At 136 kilometres, the Maduru Oya is the country’s eighth longest river, collecting its waters in the mountains beyond Mahiyan ganaya, halfway from Kandy to the Indian Ocean at Batticaloa. The streams around its collection points are highly revered, said to have once hosted the Lord Buddha himself, who came to settle a land and water dispute between warring Vedda tribes.
	Their fondness for wild boar has endured, and the meat is a popular curry dish in Sri Lanka – dark and spicy, marinated in turmeric, chilli, pepper, ginger, lemongrass and pandam leaves. Known as Ela Mas Curry, it is usually made as a dry curry, so that the gamey flavour of the wild boar dominates.
	All along the dry scrubland banks that enclose the Maduru Oya are the ruins of the outermost reaches of the Anuradhapuran Kingdom – including 6th-century irrigation structures, bisokotuwas, built to maximise drainage, that it took the West a hundred years more to invent.  The Maduru Oya drains into the sea at Kalkudah, a small town surrounded by beaches that have remained abandoned since the end of the civil war.
	The Vedda were just the first of many people to appreciate the pivotal importance of the country’s rivers – for if ever a country can be said to have been made by its rivers, it is Sri Lanka. It was by harnessing their fecund power that its first kings fuelled their kingdom with the benefits of plentiful agriculture.
	Urbanisation, trade, religion, buildings, and society itself all emerged from a society that could consistently grow its most basic crops. Indeed, so great was the sophistication of the techniques used to trap, store and distribute the waters across the kingdom, that it allowed the kings to build, and go on
	building in Anuradhapura, the city that, for almost 1,500 years, would govern the island and whose bewitching influence would dazzle the kings and countries across the Indian Ocean.
	Water management became a national obsession. The Vedda began this rare expertise, which was perfected during the Anduraupuran era. Rivers were dammed, massive tanks and reservoirs dug out, and canals and water streams cut in gradients of breathtaking precision using a tank cascade system dating back to the first century BCE.
	Even the trees and bushes that grew along the water’s edge were carefully selected to deter evaporation and loss. It is therefore unsurprising that almost sixty per cent of the power generated now comes from hydroelectricity.
	No river best exemplifies this history than the Malvathu River. At 164 kilometres, the Malvathu is the country’s second-largest river, and was what the Tiber was to Rome, the Thames to London or the Nile to Egypt.
	Spilling from the streams around Dambulla and Sigiriya, it flowed onto Anuradhapura, connecting the capital with what Ptolemy mapped in the 2nd century CE as Medettu - the port of Mannar, the maritime gateway to the island.
	Much of the ancient port now lies beneath the sea - but once, through its roads and the Malvathu River came gems, pearls, cinnamon, elephants, and spices, packed up for export.
	And back came a royal princess in the 5th century BCE to marry the country’s first Singhala king; warrior Tamil invaders; merchants and emissaries from Persia, China,
	, and Rome.
	Today, the river knows no such glamour, harnessed by water resource schemes and travelling through lands long forgotten by the mainstream, to provide the workaday water solutions needed by the farmers and settlements around its banks. But in memory of those marvellous ancient royal times is the inspirational Thirty-Two Slow-cooked Curry Feast, a dish favoured by the island’s early kings.
	This gargantuan feast required its partakers to eat 32 mouthfuls of red rice, each with a different curry. Fish, chicken, beef, lentils, jackfruit, pumpkin – all were simmered, slow cooked, roasted, steamed, and tempered with every possible spice from tamarind, cinnamon and fenugreek to pepper and coriander.
	Oceans of coconut milk were added. Its more modest and – from a medical point of view – acceptable descendant is the traditional Sri Lankan Village rice and curry – a capacious set of dishes that varies from place to place and fills many happy hours.
	UPRIVER SETTLERS
	Twenty-four massive dams and over 20 vast reservoirs lie behind modern Sri Lanka’s energy grid, backed up by over 60 smaller dams and 18,000 smaller tanks and reservoirs, many going back well over a thousand years. With an average rainfall of over 1,700 millimetres per year, Sri Lanka receives more rain than all European and most African and Asian countries.  Dams and reservoirs are still being built today – with one especially massive new entrant slated for the waters of the Kumbukkan Oya.
	At 116 kilometres, the Kumbukkan Oya is the country’s twelfth-longest river, collecting its waters near the blameless hill town of Lunugala and flowing into the Indian Ocean at Kumana National Park through a series of lagoons and shallow brackish tanks. This is home to many visiting and endemic birds, including the black-necked stork and the exhausted pintail snipe that will have travelled over 10,000 kilometres to escape the Siberian winter.
	Quite how the area will survive the proposed Kumbukkan Oya development project, which aims to create a reservoir of almost 50 million cubic metres of water, has yet to be fathomed.
	The river collects its waters around Monaragala, a lush area in the southeast of the island and famous for the antiquity of its Muslim community. Muslims make up the second largest ethnic group here and have a history that goes back well over 500 years.
	The area is dotted with old mosques and shrines, its folklore rich with Islamic story lines and the countryside sprinkled with the very distinct archaeology of the community. It is the perfect place to order up Watalappam – the island’s most popular pudding. Made with eggs, coconut milk, jaggery, nutmeg, and
	cardamom, the dessert arrived on the island with the Malay Moors, the Muslims of Indonesia who knew it as srikaya, a festive dish favoured for Eid.
	Not all of Sri Lanka’s guest arrivals or river folk were so benign. The Chinese, one of the island’s lesser-known invaders, can be traced to a river and to food, to HBC, or to Hot Butter Cuttlefish. This popular starter is made with deep-fried squid or cuttlefish and enlivened by chillis, peppers, onions and lakes of butter. You can find this almost everywhere, but the most appropriately historic place to eat is by the banks of the Kirindi Oya.
	At 117 kilometres, this is the country’s eleventh-longest river. It collects its waters in Namunukula, a spectacular mountain range near Badulla that stands so tall that the Ming Admiral, Zheng, used its mass to navigate his way towards Sri Lanka.
	The admiral led a notable invasion of the Kotte kingdom in 1411, triggering the Ming Kotte War and kidnapping the king, only to return him several years later as a puppet king. The Kirindi Oya flows into the Indian Ocean at Bundala, whose 4,000-square-hectare wetland supports a glamorous roll call of rare native and distinguished international visitors, including the always-welcome but increasingly rare pink flamingo.
	The first of the European invaders were, of course, the Portuguese, and hints of their abiding history can still be heard around the banks of the Mi Oya.
	At 109 kilometres, the Mi Oya is the country’s fifteenth longest river, collecting its waters in the flatlands halfway between Kurunegala and Anuradhapura. Although no toddler in terms of water catchment - receiving over 1,500 cubic metres of rain a year in a
	catchment area of over a thousand square kilometres - it releases a mere 3% of what it gains into the Palk Straights near Puttalam. The town is noted for its tiny surviving population of Kaffirs, descendants of Bantu slaves deported from Niger and the Congo as part of the sixteenth-century Portuguese slave trade. The faintest murmurs of Portuguese Creole can still be heard spoken in their homes, places where you will also find generous quantities of Love Cake consumed.
	This classic Portuguese dessert, “Bolo d’I Amor,” arrived inland in 1505 with the first Portuguese and has become a celebrated dessert. Made with semolina, cashew nuts, cinnamon, cardamom, and nutmeg, it is a dense, cake-like, dainty confection, made even more delicious by being flavoured with rosewater.
	As rivers go, the Mi Oya is also the in place for admirers of water pants. Growing in its waters – and only its waters – is Cryptocoryne Wendtii, an aquatic plant with small lush fronds of reddish leaves that leave its small but loyal band of admirers mad with delight.
	THE DUTCH & BRITISH
	The Dutch, who followed hard on the heels of the Portuguese, are especially associated with Lamprais, Colombo and the Kelani River. Lamprais resembles a multipurpose picnic that has become generously and terribly mixed up. Rice, meats, plantains, brinjal, onion chutney, eggs, potatoes and practically anything else that might take your fancy is wrapped up and steamed inside a banana leaf.
	The resulting food is then jumbled up by hand and eaten instantly.
	The Dutch brought the dish from Java, the snack of choice for a leisurely Sunday feast – or a very practical option for a busy Dutch colonist, eating on the hoof.
	There is no better place to have it than at the VOC Café in Colombo’s Dutch Burgher Club, the unbeatable bastion of Dutch Sri Lankan history. Winking just a stretch or so away from its windows are the waters of the Kelani Ganga - the river that flows through Colombo as a celebrity might through the doors of the Burj Al Arab.
	At 145 kilometres, the Kelani is the country’s fourth-longest river.  One of four rivers that the poets say, “jump from the Mountain of Butterflies, Crawl through the hills and valleys, flow, hiding glistening gems below,” the Kelani today often passes barely noticed as it reaches the city, and the neat embankments of cement constructed to channel its course.
	But every so often, torrential floods upstream and in the city itself upend its banks and remind its punters that, yes, it is there and, unlike Lamprais, is not always well-behaved.
	The last of the invaders, the British, are memorably called to mind by the Kalu Ganga. At 129 kilometres,
	this is the country’s tenth longest river, collecting its waters in Seetha Gangula. Few rivers could have so clearly illustrated a footprint. Seetha Gangula is one of several streams that run out from Adam’s Peak, a site revered by almost all the country’s religions.  Even so, the best is yet to come, for the Kalu Ganga flows through Sinharaja, the Jurassic-era rainforest that is the country’s most biodiverse zone.
	It passes through Ratnapura, with its history of throwing up glittering gemstones and on beside Richmond Castle, an Edwardian palace as grand and sad as a deposed prince.
	Built by a notable Sri Lankan aristocrat, Don Arthur de Silva, and resembling an opulent English country house deposited gracefully amidst a grove of coconuts, this is the best place to sip tea, the most notable of all modern consumables, introduced by the British.
	All around the palace, Kalatura tea grows – a strong energy-inducing lowland tea guaranteed to recharge one’s depleted batteries. The Kalu Ganga finally reaches the western seaboard between orchards of mangosteens. This fruit is rarely seen beyond the island – a quarantining that could quite possibly be deliberate, to moderate the inordinate moral damage its fragrant flesh has on the lips of anyone so fortunate as to bite into it.
	A SIP OF STRONGER STUFF
	Almost as popular as tea in Sri Lanka is lager – especially Lion lager, first brewed in Nuwara Eliya in 1849 by Sir Samuel Baker to wet the arid throats of colonial tea plantations.
	The brewery drew its water from the tributaries of the Mahaweli River, which, at 335 kilometres, is by a long shot the country’s largest need river. Twice as long as its nearest rival, it winds down from Horton Plains, through Kandy, before its jubilant union with the ocean at Trincomalee.
	But, as Winnie-the-Pooh so wisely knew: “By the time it came to the edge of the Forest, the stream had grown up, so that it was almost a river, and being grown-up, it did not run and jump and sparkle along as it used to do when it was younger but moved more slowly. For it knew now where it was going, and it said to itself, “There is no hurry. We shall get there some day.”
	True to Pooh, the Mahaweli’s long and mesmerising course achieves a condition rare to most rivers: seclusion. As it moves in slow Pooh-style, it bypasses, ignores, and rebuffs most of modern Sri Lanka, its main cities and settlements, its most popular regions and places, temples, profane or spiritual.
	The nearest it gets to strident popularism is as it flows through Kandy. Thereafter, until it reaches the near-perfect natural harbour of Trincomalee on the eastern seaboard, it passes through a dry and underpopulated land, little visited by tourists, politicians, celebrities, or even environmentalists.
	Nothing about this area is remotely fashionable. Like Robert Frost’s “The Road Less Travelled,” it is a river of great tranquillity, stillness, and silence; everything that is that has become the antithesis of the modern world. This, of course, gives you all the time and space you.
	need to consider how it helped create what is today the 60 billion rupee plus business that is Lion Larger, with its malty crisp and fruity caramel notes.
	Consider too, pouring yourself a second pint of Lion Lager, the untapped wealth of river just north of here, the Yan Oya, at 142 kilometres, the island’s fifth-longest river that begins near Polonnaruwa and follows the Mahaweli further north to spill out onto the remote beaches of Pulmoddai whose black sand, unmined since the civil war, contains large deposits of ilmenite, rutile and zircons.
	Tea and lager are not the only drinks the island is famous for. There is also toddy or arak toddy, made from the fermented sap of coconut flowers, especially from the Gin River in south-western Sri Lanka.
	At 113 kilometres, the Gin Ganga is the country’s fourteenth longest river, collecting its waters from the mountains around the Sinharaja Forest, whose scores of endemic trees, insects, amphibians, reptiles, birds, and mammals make it the Celestial City for nature lovers.
	The Gin Ganga flows south, pausing briefly at Thelikada where it has been dammed to create a reservoir, before flowing towards Gintota, a little village near Galle famous for where many of the country’s plywood tea chests are made. Along its banks grow the coconut, Palmyra, and Kittul palms, whose innocent flowers, harvested by rope-leaping toddy tappers, go into making the heady alcoholic drink.
	Sri Lanka’s rivers are as entwined with its religions as they are with its foods and drinks. Its most totemic dish, kiribath or milk rice, is perhaps the one dish that can be said to be truly Sir Lankan – the one without aid,
	influence or evolution from any other culture.
	Put rice, coconut milk, water, cinnamon, and cardamom to boil until almost solid. Cool, cut, eat. Nothing could be simpler. Or more delicious.
	It is the most fitting dish to nibble on when making the ascent to Adam’s Peak, the country’s greatest natural landmark. From here flow the streams and rivulets that make up the 138 kilometres of the Walawe River. It is an area of waterfalls, the Bambarakele Ella being the highest at over 860 feet high. The river itself is constrained by the Samanala Dam, a stalwart hydroelectric power generation scheme – albeit one with a leak that has to be constantly monitored. The river drains out into the Indian Ocean at Ambalantota, once the great port city of the ancient Kingdom of Ruhuna.
	RIVER GODS
	Heading north, you hit the Tamil parts of Sri Lanka, which begin at Chilaw, whose very name derives from the Tamil word "Chilaw" meaning "border”. This was where the old boundary began between the ancient Tamil and Sinhalese kingdoms.
	Through the town flows the Deduru Oya, the country’s fifth-longest river at 142 kilometres. Its catchment area, near Kurunegala, is 1,500 square kilometres. Harnessed by massive hydroelectric structures and vast reservoirs and fed by over 3,000 million cubic metres of rain annually, it still manages to deliver over a quarter of its total water to the sea at Chilaw, a Herculean labour for which it gets little commendation.
	Even so, a small pean of praise is due for these waters help feed the brackish lagoons for which Chilaw is famous and where live that most elusive and endangered of sea beasts, the dugong. The area is also home to vast numbers of mud crabs whose sweet meat pairs perfectly with that greatest of all South Indian delicacies – hoppers.
	Made from fermented rice flour and coconut milk into concave pancakes or spaghetti-like entanglements, there is almost nothing that does not also go with this dish. If you are allergic to shellfish, fall back on eggs, marmalade, baked beans, foie gras or bacon and honey instead.
	The shared life of the island’s religions is beautifully remembered as you travel along the banks of the Gal Oya, nibbling on a bowl of kottu.
	This Tamil-Muslim dish, beloved of all God-fearing folk here on the island, pairs well with anything and is the island’s most popular street food. Shredded flat bread, vegetables, eggs, spices, and any type of
	curry are mixed, ruthlessly chopped into pieces and fried on a griddle. The waters of the Gal Oya, with their taste, touch every part of the soul.
	The river itself, at 108 kilometres is the country’s sixteenth longest river, cand collects its waters around Badulla, home to two of the country’s most notable shrines: Muthiyangana temple, one of the sixteen places on the island that Buddhists believe to have been visited by the Lord Buddha himself; and the remarkable Badulla Kataragama Devalaya, a shrine dedicated to Kataragama, a Tamil goddess who transitioned into Buddhism.
	The river flows out into the Indian Ocean near the Eastern Province town of Kalmunai, a place noted for its Muslim community. The river’s journey is as fine a meander through the country’s varied religious traditions as it is possible to have.
	Not that it flows out immediately, for in 1948 the river was dammed to create the Senanayake Samudra — a large reservoir and part of the Gal Oya scheme. This colossal water resource grew to 100,000 acres, and though it is now an essential part of the region’s agriculture, the resettlement of Tamils and Sinhalese at the time provoked some of the earliest ethic riots in the country.
	The guardian deity of Kataragama is also the endpoint of the Menik Ganga, the country’s thirteenth-longest river at 114 kilometres.
	If given the choice of any river to flow at the bottom of your garden, this would be one of the better choices you could make, for Menik Ganga means River of Gems. There, in the soil under, beside and around the river are fecund deposits of bling waiting to be discovered and to enrich their prospectors.
	The river flows on through Kataragama, whose temple has defied decades of religious tension to remain a place of pilgrimage for Buddhists, Hindus, Muslims and even Veddas – all much minded to take a dip in its waters before walking into the holy site.
	Having done more than most rivers ever do, the Menik finally flows out through Yala and into the Indian Ocean, offering to Neptune just ten per cent of the waters it has captured along its way.
	Sitting there by the sea is the ideal place to order up Fish Ambul Thiyal, a remarkable Sri Lankan dish popular in the area. Made mostly from tuna, cooked with pepper, turmeric, curry leaves, and pandan leaves, it is the addition of goraka, also known as Malabar tamarind, that gives the dish its extraordinary sour, tangy flavour.
	Fish is also the go-to dish to feast on when ending any river journey along the 148-kilometre Kala Oya, the country’s third-longest river.
	Collecting its waters in the centre of the island, it snakes its way through the flat dry zone to drain into the Puttalam Lagoon near Kalpitiya. Along the way, it discharges its waters into 600 tanks and reservoirs, the most famous of which is the Kala Wewa reservoir, built across the Kala Oya. Cooked with pepper, turmeric, curry leaves, and pandan leaves. The dish is distinguished by the addition of goraka, also known as Malabar tamarind, a practice dating back 1,500 years and still in use today.
	At Kalpitiya, it seeps into the ocean through reefs, salt pans, mangrove swamps, and marshes, creating an environment perfect for nature spotters of all sorts. To accompany the fish curry, order a side of the ever-popular polos curry, made from unripe jackfruit and flavoured with tamarind, toddy, coconut milk, cinnamon, cardamom, cloves, pandan leaves, and ginger.
	turmeric, chilli powder, curry powder, cumin, coriander, black pepper. It tastes and looks like pulled pork but is infinitely kinder to pigs.
	Just a little south of here, near Negombo, the country’s ninth-longest river, the Maha Oya, ends.
	One 135 kilometres long, the Maya Oya collects its waters in the Rakshawa Mountains, home to Ravana’s golden bed on which sat the lovely Sita, a married goddess for whom, sadly, almost no disaster was ultimately unexpected.
	As if in recompense, the river is known as one of the country’s hardest-working waterways, supplying water to major centres such as Kurunegala, Gampaha, and Kegalle and, en route, providing multiple sites for sand and clay mining.
	It flows out onto the western seaboard near Negombo at Kochchikade, a town famous for housing a scrap of St Anthony of Padua’s tongue at his eponymous Shrine, a church magnificently restored by the Sri Lanka Navy after the Easter Bombings of 2019 exploded amidst its pews, and which was built by a catholic priest in hiding from the ruling protestant . Over the centuries, many of the island’s rivers, like the Kalani Ganga, have become workaday workhorses, supplying water and facilitating mining along their banks.
	Others combine this role but flow into shallow brackish lagoons, rich with wildlife – such as the Kala Oya, the Kirindi Oya, the Kumbukkan Oya, and the Maha Oya.
	Some, like the Kalu Ganga or the Menik Ganga, glitter with gemstones washed into their waters.
	One – the Malvathu River – comes as close as any river can to the memory of a once grandiose history, connecting to ancient trade routes from China to Rome, exporting precious stones and jewels and taking, by return, princesses, invaders, and emissaries. But all describe along their course, the delicious history of the island for those minded to note it, or even consume it.
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