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Figure 1.1 Trincomalee Harbour

Commercial Activities

“From the point of view of European traders, it could be said 

that the importance of the island lay in the fact that it was the 

main source of cinnamon produced in the Eastern World”
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From this statement you would be able to gather an important cause which 

prompted the British, to consider Sri Lanka as an important country.                       

 Cinnamon was only one of the main commercial commodities which could be 

p  rocured from this country. In addition, spices such as nutmegs, pepper, cardamom 

and cloves and other items such as pearls, precious stones and elephant tusks were 

among the main commodities which the Europeans sought from Sri Lanka.

 The British realized that the establishment of their power in the island would 

be the best means of ensuring the access to these items.

Establishment of British Power in the 

Maritime Provinces of Sri Lanka

 We know that the French Revolution commenced in 1789. During the course 

of the revolution France which opposed the monarchies in other countries of 

Europe, too, invaded Holland. In the face of this invasion, Prince William V, the 

Stadtholder or the ruler of Holland  fled to England.

 The British, who were anxious to gain control over Sri Lanka, used this 

opportunity  and obtained a letter from the Dutch ruler, to be presented to the 

Dutch Governor in Sri Lanka. He was instructed " to allow the British to take 

possession of the Dutch territories in Sri Lanka in order to prevent them from 

falling into the hands of the French. This letter came to be called the Kew Letter 

as it was issued from the Kew Palace where the Stadtholder was given asylum. 

J.G. Van Angelbeck, the Dutch Governor of the Maritime Provinces in Sri Lanka 

at the time did not obey these orders at once.

 The British immediately commenced operations and gained control of the 

Dutch territories. Having captured the Trincomalee harbour in 1795,  the British 

seized in succession, Jaffna, Mannar, Kalpitiya, Colombo and Galle. By February 

Student Activity

Conduct a class debate among fellow students on the topic: ‘Sri Lanka was 

important to the British because of its geographical location / because of 

its commercial signi! cance’.

1796, all Dutch Maritime were in the hands of the British.
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The Maritime Provinces of Sri Lanka becoming a British Crown 

Colony

The cost on  capturing  the Maritime Provinces was achieved by the English 

East India Company. As a result, the administration of those Provinces was 

also entrusted to the Company.

As it will be discussed later in this chapter, under - ‘Resistance Movements 

against the British’ - a rebellion broke out against the British East India  

Company rule in the Maritime Provinces in 1797-1798 The administrative 

changes made after crushing the rebellion, were the ! rst steps taken in the 

process of making the littoral a British Crown Colony.

Accordingly, steps were taken to establish a new joint administration in the 

Maritime Provinces by the British Government and the English East India 

Company. This system which is called the "Dual System of Administration" 

was not successful. Therefore,in 1802 the Company was deprived of its 

administrative functions in the Maritime Provinces which were now made 

a Crown Colony,and the administration was taken solely under the King 

and Parliament in England. 

The Conquest of the Kandyan Kingdom by the British in 1815

 The British made two attempts to capture the Kandyan Kingdom:

1. The invasion of 1803 by Frederick North

 2. The invasion of 1815 by Robert Brownrigg

 There were several factors which led the British to seize the Kandyan 

Kingdom:

* The existence of an independent state in the middle of the country was an 

obstacle to the British dominion in the Maritime Provinces of Sri Lanka.

* The hostile role of Kandyan kings in supporting the anti-British activities in 

the Maritime Provinces. 

* The gravet duties charged by the Kandyan rulers at the border between the 

Kandyan Kingdom and the Maritime Provinces were a hindrance to British 

trading interests.
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* The Kandyan Kingdom had become an obstacle to the overland communication 

of the British between Colombo, their administrative centre and Trincomalee, 

their chief naval centre.

* The British were eager to build a road between Colombo and Trincomalee 

which had to pass through the areas under the Kandyan King and the King 

was not prepared to agree to this.

* The British had to incur heavy military expenditure in order to protect the 

borders between the Maritime and Kandyan areas.

The First British Invasion of  Kandy

 King, Sri Vikrama Rajasingha (1798-1815) was the ruler of the Kandyan 

Kingdom at this time. He belonged to the Nayakkar dynasty, which had been 

ruling the Kandyan Kingdom since 1739.  Hostility against the Nayakkar rulers had 

been built up for some time. It emerged from among the members of the Radala 

aristocracy.For generations they enjoyed an immense power in the court, bearing 

the highest administrative posts, in the government and doing the administration in 

provincial level. They gained large revenues from the Nindagams, their hereditary 

lands as well as the lands granted by the kings for their services. 

The Role and Activities of the Mahadikarama, Pilimatalauve

 Pilimatalauve, the Mahadikarama or the Chief Minister was the leading ! gure 

in the group hostile to the Nayakkar king.

 According to the tradition prevalent among the Nayakkars at the time, 

Muttusami who was the brother of the queen of the previous Nayakkar king was 

the heir to the throne. But Pilimatalauve was successful in the enthronement of 

Kannasami, whom he considered to be a person, to be  manipulated according 

to his whims and fancies. Kannasami ascended the throne as king Sri Vikrama 

Rajasingha. Muttusami, who was considered to be the rightful heir " ed to the 

British. However, contrary to Pilimatalauve’s expectations it became evident before 

long that Sri Vikrama Rajasingha was not the puppet whom he could manipulate 

at his will.

 When Pilimatalauve found that Sri Vikrama Rajasimha was not amenable to 

his wishes, he secretly sought the assistance of the British to depose the king. The 

British who were looking for an opportunity to intervene in Kandyan affairs, tried 
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Figure 1.2 King Sri Vickrama Rajasingha

in vain several times to arrive at a treaty with Kandy. Sri Vikrama Rajasingha’s

to enthrone Muttusami and to sign a treaty with him. But Sri Vikrama Rajasingha,

Pilimatalauve

Pilimatalauve.

 But there had to be a valid reason to wage a war against a state Pilimatalauve

was executed Only MacDowall, the Commander of the British army and a few 
He was able to attack the British army and to annihilate it before long.Muttusami

 Although the Governor North’s 

attempt to conquer kandy was a 

failure ,their hopes of capturing 

the kingdom did not cease. The 

British took special care to avoid 

the shortcomings in the policy adopted 

by Governor North.
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Figure 1.3 Robert Brownrigg

By 1814-15 Sri Vikrama Rajasingha had become unpopular among the people.

The king deprived some Radala chiefs of their privileges while he conferred special

and the nature of the relations between the king and the Radala chiefs.

rivalries among Radala families and the routes between the Maritime Provinces

Governor  Robert  Brownrigg.      

H
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in antagonizing the monks, Radala chiefs and ordinary people.

those who had enthroned Sri Vikarama Rajasingha themselves became his bitterest

 Radala 

Pilimatalauve

Pilimatalauve

and the Radala chiefs and monks on the other, and a chaotic situation arose in the

rivalaries among the Radala families to this own advantage, for instance, by

to reach home to complain about their predicament to the Governor

launched an invasion against the Kandyan King proclaiming that the intention

but their own king, Sri Vikrama Rajasingha. The British were able to show that
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Student Activity

List the causes which led to the emergence of an opposition against King 

Sri Vikrama Rajasingha.

Figure 1.4 “Rangamma”  Queen of King 

Sri Vikrama Rajasingha

Radala

earrings

with the British

refuge in a safe hiding place. But unlike on previous occasions, the kandyans who lived   
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Student Activity

List the reasons for the success of the invasion of 1815 and the reasons for 

the failure of the invasion of 1803.

T h e  K a n d y a n 

  fo noitnevnoC

1815 marks an 

important turning 

point in the history 

of Sri Lanka. By 

this Convention, 

the last existing 

i n d e p e n d e n t 

Sinhala kingdom 

fell to the British 

bringing the entire 

island under foreign 

domination for the 

! rst  time.

An extract from the Kandyan Convention


