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3URORJXH�
 

When I was a little boy, my grandmother used to leave home every now and then in the very 
early morning, well before dawn, with a bundle of carefully packed betel leaves. These betel 
leaves she grew in her household garden. Carrying a torch made out of coconut leaves, she set 
out�for the open-air-market (SROD) about two miles away. Sometimes I would join her. (Q�URXWH we 
joined other market-goers with the same produce, and even the occasional�bullock cart full�of 
betel leaves. I admit it was not pleasant for a child of five to be woken� up so� early in the 
morning, but once we arrived,�it was exciting to see so many strangers bustling around the open-
air market as the sky turned red to welcome the first�UD\V�RI�WKH�ULVLQJ�VXQ�� chchi sold�her betel 
leaves to wholesale-buyers�while I wandered around in her vicinity. After she purchased�a bag of 
groceries in which dried fish occupied a central place and had safely placed her little money 
pouch with the remaining money inside her blouse, FKFKL�and I would return home. 

When I started my education, I used to cross the paddy-field together with my cousins and 
other children in the neighbourhood to go the school located next to the Catholic church in the 
adjacent village. A narrow earthen bund separating two paddy-fields had been�converted into a 
footpath that crossed not only the paddy-field but also the village itself. 

That was more than 35 years ago! FKFKL is no more. She was buried in a graveyard 
located in a�far-away village. The open-air-market is gone, too. When I go back to the village, no 
longer as an insider but as a prodigal son, I see a lot of changes. The narrow footpath that we 
took to school has made way for a road that carries�buses and trucks across the paddy-field, 
which is now virtually a fallow, barren plot of land.�The large rock that stood firm in front of our 
house� and gave us children a wonderful hiding place has been demolished and flattened by 
powerful explosives. Though these changes inevitably�give me a feeling of nostalgic melancholy, 
at the same time I have grown up enough and experienced enough of the world to be able to�
place these changes in the context of the larger social and economic transformations that have 
shaped Sri Lanka over�the last three or more decades. 

In a broader sense, what is written in the following pages is an attempt to delve into the 
past, for better or worse, of the very landscape of the village where my�grandmother used to 
grow� betel leaves and to try to historicize it by using the cadastral� WRPERV and other archival 
documents that I retraced in the Dutch East India Company (VOC) archives in Colombo and the 
Hague; having done so I hope to provide the reader a closer look at the early modern landscape 
of modern rural Sri Lanka.��
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