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The text of my article  

The Forest Dwellers  

 

Inhabiting the valleys of the eastern provinces of the island, the Wanniyalatto are a culturally rich 
people who possess a wealth of traditional knowledge and understanding. This tribe is commonly 
known as the ‘Veddas’, which is directly translated into hunters, and is a generic expression used to 
describe backward and landless people. This term is more a classification than it is a name, and its 
negative connotations do an injustice to this ancient heritage. Nonetheless, owing to extensive land 
dispossession and cultural dislocation, a barely restrained dissonance is emerging between this 
indigenous community and the ever growing reaches of urbanization.  

On November 1983, the last forest territory of the Wanniyalatto was converted into the Maduru Oya 
National Park. The Fauna and Flora Ordinance maintains that “No person shall be entitled to enter 
any National Park, except for the purpose of observing the fauna and flora therein”. The abrupt shift, 
from woodland to village, has forced this group of people to be faced with innumerable hardships, 
as they have had to abandon their customary way of life and adopt one entirely anew.  

To further investigate this problem, I ventured across the verdant hills of Kandy and through the 
quiet haven of the Victoria Sanctuary that is continuously bellowing with nature. The main road 
through the reserve travels against the waters of the Mahaweli River directly to the tiny town of 
Mahiyangana. This calm village sits in a valley surrounded by mountains and filled with ancient 
reservoirs, but it wasn’t the genuine destination of my journey. A few miles east lies Dambana, one 
of the last refuges of the Wanniyalatto. The environs gradually change from urban to traditional, but 
by watching the landscape roll past it is easily noticed that urbanization is about to consume this 
small village overflowing with culture and tradition.  

At the heart of the settlement is a cultural centre, displaying the heritage of the Wanniyalatto and 
serving to provide a meagre income to its inhabitants. Traditional art is painted on its walls, crafts 
adorn the floors of the central courtyard and an entire history is chronicled through pictures that fill 
the building. The houses in the area, like the cultural centre itself, are built out of mud and thatched 
with palm leaves. Birds, domesticated fauna and wild deer live together and are treated like 
members of this community. The village borders the Maduru Oya National Park that once was the 
livelihood of the Wanniyalatto, but now none are allowed to enter it.  

I was fortunate enough to be able to speak to the Chief, W A, about the present situation of the 
tribe. He emphasized that the main cause of their predicament is because they are forbidden to 
enter the forest. An epistle by the chieftain himself, pasted on the entrance of the Cultural Centre 
summarizes the outlook of the Wanniyalatto on imposed development: “Those who claim they have 
progressed in this modern world have yet to feel the earth the way we have. They wake up from the 
room they slept the night away, into a vehicle, to office and drive back home without ever really 
stepping on this good earth. How can such people have a claim for this land?”  

The paramount problem is that of employment. Living in the forest, the Wanniyalatto were 
completely self sustained but denied of entry into it, they have had to assume the national way of 
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farming; settled agriculture. This form of agriculture degrades the soil, and the Wanniyalatto are 
dependent on artificial fertilizers and tractors to add nutrients to the ground. Even so, most of its 
people aren’t given the necessary facilities to initiate this type of agriculture, and most are unable to 
do so. Nonetheless, the community is steeped in poverty as over sixty percent are unemployed, and 
many, especially children, resort to begging to the dwindling amount of tourists that visit Dambana.  

Food is a major issue in the daily lives of the tribe. In the past, the Wanniyalatto have had a 
concurrent relationship with the environment, taking and giving to the forest. However, this 
interdependence is changing as this community is barred from its sustenance. In his message to the 
United Nations, former chieftain W Wa remarked that they “were taught not to kill an animal 
drinking water, because we all need to drink water.” Now, they have no choice but to do so, as their 
provisions are limited and inadequate; in fact most of the community has turned vegetarian due to 
the lack of game.  

Owing to urbanization, disease has threatened the well-being of the community. As they are not 
allowed to collect honey from the woodland, sugar has become the substitute. This, combined with 
the lack of physical exercise caused by their inability to hunt for food, has resulted in diabetes and 
high blood pressure. There are now hospitals to treat these issues, but the chief W A mentioned that 
the tribe “has now lost our legacy of Adivasi medicine as we cannot procure ant kind of plants from 
the forest”. Alcoholism has also infiltrated their society causing problems unknown to the people 
previously.  

“We cannot maintain our traditional lifestyles and culture, as they are integrated with the forest 
itself.” During my interview Chief W A also added that they “are facing a situation where our society 
and identity is under threat of disappearing as we are not allowed to live in our home and pursue 
our way of life the way we want to.” Now, the Wanniyalatto are limited to less than two thousand 
people due to assimilation and fuelled by imposed development. Racism and disrespect has 
aggravated this situation, as some people believe that tribes are backward and primitive, and refuse 
to believe that diversity is the backbone of mankind. Differences within and between society should 
be neither feared nor repressed, but cherished as a valuable asset of humanity.  

Every two weeks a language dies, taking away one vision of the world with it; the Adivasi language 
will soon follow, along with its age old religion and its entire culture. If we allow cultures to perish, 
we directly reduce the sum of our knowledge about the world, and the various benefits humankind 
can derive from it. At this rate, the Wanniyalatto community does not have much time left; so what 
can we do to help preserve their heritage?  

The initial step we can take is to amend our perspectives of being “civilized” and respect tribal 
peoples; we can make an effort to change the archetypical stereotype of an indigenous person. We 
can work with our local communities, and attempt to relax the enervating laws that are keeping the 
Wanniyalatto from their forest: the epicentre of all their problems. And finally we must donate our 
time and money to helping, and learning about the rich culture of this tribe and what it has to offer 
to today’s environmentally volatile world. The Wanniyalatto only want one thing, to be able to 
return to their forest, the one thing that has caused so much degradation to this society. The 
Wanniyalatto are not against change, but instead of forcing change on them, we must allow this 
community to embrace it on their own time, and with on their own terms.  
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