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Cover image: A gypsy girl, from the Ahikuntaka community performs during a
cultural event. Dilmah Conservation established the Ahikuntaka Resource Centre
in Kudagama to support the preservation of their unique cultural identity and
uplift their socio-economic conditions.
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Declaration of Our Core
Commitment to Sustainability
Dilmah owes its success to the quality of Ceylon Tea. Our business was founded therefore on an enduring
connection to the land and the communities in which we operate. We have pioneered a comprehensive commitment
to minimising our impact on the planet, fostering respect for the environment and ensuring its protection by
encouraging a harmonious coexistence of man and nature. We believe that conservation is ultimately about people
and the future of the human race, that efforts in conservation have associated human well-being and poverty
reduction outcomes. These core values allow us to meet and exceed our customers’ expectations of sustainability.

Our Commitment
We reinforce our commitment to the principle of making business a matter of human service and to the core values
of Dilmah, which are embodied in the Six Pillars of Dilmah.
We will strive to conduct our activities in accordance with the highest standards of corporate best practice and in
compliance with all applicable local and international regulatory requirements and conventions.
We recognise that conservation of the environment is an extension of our founding commitment to human service.
We will assess and monitor the quality and environmental impact of its operations, services and products whilst
striving to include its supply chain partners and customers, where relevant and to the extent possible.
We are committed to transparency and open communication about our environmental and social practices.
We promote the same transparency and open communication from our partners and customers.
We strive to be an employer of choice by providing a safe, secure and non-discriminatory working environment for its
employees whose rights are fully safeguarded and who can have equal opportunity to realise their full potential.
We promote good relationships with all communities of which we are a part and we commit to enhance their quality
of life and opportunities whilst respecting their culture, way of life and heritage.
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An introduction
The memory of the Ahikuntaka walking through my village
is as fresh today as it was sixty years ago. Many a time have
I wondered what has befallen those mystifying and colourful
people, as I realised that over time, their presence in many parts
of the country has dwindled.
With the growth of Dilmah, I was determined to do something
for the people of this country. The MJF Foundation and Dilmah
Conservation were founded with the vision of sharing our
bounty with those in need of care and protection. In memory
of those colourful visions of my childhood, I wanted to extend
that care and protection to the fast vanishing Ahikuntaka
(Nomadic) community. With this in mind, a project to preserve
and protect their cultural identity was planned and launched
through Dilmah Conservation.
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colour and value to the Lankan family. I believe that the colour
and value that this Nomadic community adds to the cultural
diversity of Sri Lanka has not been appreciated enough. Through
ignorance and non-appreciation of their different lifestyles, a
great historical injustice has befallen this community. We forget
that the gypsy who is seen roaming the streets with a monkey
and a snake is a sight that is captured by almost every tourist
who visits our island nation. Thus, the gypsy becomes a cultural
ambassador of this country.
Just as much as biodiversity plays the most pivotal part in the
workings of Mother Nature, cultural diversity is considered an
essential guiding factor in the process of human civilisation and
evolution. Indigenous people enrich and enhance the cultural
diversity of the society we live in. I believe it is our duty to help
them live their lives with honour and integrity.

The culture of any given country is made up of the sub cultures
that exist within that country. If, at any given time, the sub
cultures that exist within a country are found to be collapsing,
the ripple effect it would have on the ‘larger’ culture of the
country will be a negative one. Therefore, the preservation of
sub cultures is of utmost importance to any civilisation. The
Lankan civilisation is no exception to this phenomenon. The
culture and the identity of a Lankan is the harnessing of all sub
cultures that exists within the Lankan community.

I believe living with dignity is our birthright; and not a
privilege bestowed to us by a societal hierarchy. My wish is for
the dawn of that day when men of all shape, caste and creed
accept this as a basic human truth. I am happy that Dilmah is
able to contribute towards preserving the cultural diversity of
Sri Lanka and thereby help the country take a few steps towards
embracing the beauty that this diversity brings.

The coming together of the Sinhalese, Tamil, Muslim and
Burgher communties that are grounded by religious traditions
of Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam and Christianity have all
contributed to the larger cultural identity of a Sri Lankan.
In the midst of such rich diversity, the Nomadic community,
though not large in their numbers, take pride of place, adding

Merrill J. Fernando
Founder – Dilmah Conservation
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Foreword
Among the many clans and communities that reside in this
beautiful nation, the Nomadic or gypsy communities have with
them practices that are unique to their community. The gypsies
live a lifestyle of a tourist moving from one place to another
together with their props and this itself provides an extreme
example of the unique traditions and practices the gypsies, as
a community, possess. Despite this unique contribution it is
sad to note that there is little or no research conducted on this
community. The main criticism against the handful of research
studies that have been conducted on this community is the
fact that it lacks depth both on an angle of human interest and
social science. The studies that have been conducted to this day
on this community has either been confined to research done
on a academic platform at a university or a study conducted
by individuals who are enthralled by the nomadic lifestyle.
These studies though small in number, I believe, have been the
guiding lights for further study on the inner workings of this
community.
The research work of the renowned Indian human scientist
M.D. Raghavan on the early cultural beginnings of the
nomadic community and the tourist lifestyle of the members
of this community takes pride of place in the handful of
research that has been conducted on the gypsies. The work
of Sunil Kularathne (1982) Chandra Shree Ranasinghe, Sepala
Amarasinghe and Nadeera Jayathunga (2009) have all been
illuminating in this regard. The constant articles and stories that
have been published both, in news papers and magazines have
also been contributory factors for the further study of the gypsy
community.
However all of the above research work lacks clarity simply due
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to the reason that they were not carried out to encompass the
entire system of the Nomadic lifestyle and culture. Therefore,
the subtleties and differences that exist within the community
have failed to be highlighted. Studies are yet to be conducted
on the historical evolution of the community from the ‘clan’
mentality to what it is today and this I believe is an area that
needs indepth study discussion. The Christianisation of the
community spearheaded by the visiting missionaries has directly
resulted in the erosion of traditional beliefs, rituals and practices.
The younger generation of the community has lost interest in
continuing with their forefathers beliefs thus endangering the
unique attributes that were a part and parcel of the nomadic
lifestyle.
The knowledge of the traditional workings of the community
today is confined to a few members of the older generation,
which if not preserved, would be lost to the world. Therefore
the very fact that Dilmah Conservation have taken the initiative
to preserve the knowledge on the cultural significance and value
that the gypises possess should be commended. I believe that
Dilmah Conservation has taken this initiative at the most crucial
juncture believing it to be the last chance for any comprehensive
work on the community. The task that Dilmah has sought to
complete I believe will be priceless in terms of the value it would
add to the big mix of the Lankan family.
The gypsies are a community that prefers living away from
traditional society. Their lineage is traced back to India and
parts of this large gypsy family are scattered in different parts of
the globe. The traditional homeland of all these communities is
believed to be India. I believe that the Sri Lankan gypisies should
be considered a part of this larger gypsy community scattered in

Dilmah Conservation

many parts of the world and must be connected with them.
This will result in the much needed infusion into the culture
and lifestyle of the Sri Lankan gypsy community.
I take this opportunity to thank Dilmah Conservation for
taking the initiative to support and document the lives of
traditional communities in Sri Lanka. It is a timely and
necessary intervention.

SP

Professor Ranjith Bandara
Department of Economics
University of Colombo
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“W

ith pride we mention that, even though we are a minority community,
our contribution towards nourishing Sri Lankan cultural diversity is
significant. Our cultural identity plays a major role in that context. For a slight
elaboration of our cultural identity, we are pleased to make mention of the snake
charming and monkey performing, fortune telling and gypsy lifestyle which
distinguishes the Ahikuntaka community from others.”
This is an excerpt from the Kudagama Charter which was ratified on the banks of the Rajangana Tank, in Kudagama,
Thambuttegama during the Dilmah Conservation sponsored Ahikuntaka Varigasabha held on January 28th 2011.

DS

The Charter was signed by five leaders the of community, Nadarajah of Kudagama, Egatannage Masanna of
Andarabedda, Anawattu Masanna of Kalawewa, M. Rasakumar of Aligambe and Karupan Silva of Sirivallipuram who
represented different clans within the Ahikuntaka community.
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Introduction to Nomadic Communities

M

any South Asian countries have clans or tribes that
specialise in ‘snake charming’. In Sri Lanka, they are
known as ‘Ahikuntaka’ or ‘Kuthadi’ who engage in snake
charming as a traditional method of livelihood. These clans
have within them the skill to charm a number of snakes
including the most dangerous cobras and vipers; species they
have charmed hereditarily. These charmers make use of a ‘flute’
like instrument which exudes music to which the snake swiftly
responds. India is home to many snake charming clans while
they are also found across Pakistan, Bangladesh, Thailand,
Malaysia and Sri Lanka.
The type of snakes that are charmed by these men differ
from region to region; the Indians specialise in charming the
Indian cobra, Russell’s viper, Indian and Burmese pythons and
mangrove snakes. The African tribes that practice this art make
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use of the Egyptian cobra, Puff Adder, Carpet viper and the
Desert Horned viper, all of whom are extremely venomous.
The ‘Abrahmic’ religious traditions which include the three
main religions of the world - Judaism, Christianity and Islam
consider the ‘snake’ to be the embodiment of evil. Therefore
those who follow these religious traditions believe snake
charmers to be extremely dangerous due to the belief that a
snake charmer has the ability to even charm the devil or satan.
The Indians have a very unique culture of snake charming.
They seldom consider a snake to be the embodiment of evil
and many even go as far as giving the snake spiritual status.
Therefore, the charming of a snake is considered holy and done
purely for entertainment. Like their relatives in Sri Lanka, many
of the nomadic or gypsy tribes practices their trade by migrating
from one city to another, stopping at requests and showcasing
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their exhibits. These men, more often than not, are known to
sell herbs that can be used as anti-venom and some of them are
even skilled at treating snake bites.

‘Babaji was a reincarnation of Nag Devata,’ informed
Mohinder Pal, a snake charmer from Bhiwandi. ‘He took the
human form to stop people from killing snakes out of fear. He
taught them to love snakes and keep them as their protectors.
It is that legacy we have inherited and are carrying forward.’

DG

The most ancient and informative readings regarding snake
charmers are found in ancient Egyptian texts. The snake
charmers of that era were considered magicians and even
doctors, and are ranked among the most influential in society.
They were known to be literate and had learnt the art of
snake charming as a part of their education. The present day
Indian tribes, who practice this art, are intertwined with the
Hindu religious inclination towards the ‘snake’ or ‘nagaya’.
According to this religious ideal, the ‘nagaya’ is considered a
holy and sacred animal and during ancient times these snake
charmers were considered ‘blessed beings’. Ancient Indian snake
charmers were also known to have had the power of healing.

Their guru or guardian saint to this day is ‘Baba Gulabir’
who is considered to be an avatar of the snake gods. He was
instrumental in preaching love towards the snake and was
very vocal about the need for snake conservation. Countless
legends about his ‘miraculous powers’ have been woven
around him and it was at the temple dedicated to him at
Charkhi Dadri, that the snake charmers’ conference was held.
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Snake charming
exhibition methods

S

nake charmers use various types of small boxes, or
pouches to carry their snakes. Customarily, the box in
which the snake is kept is inserted into a pouch made of
cloth and is carried on one arm. They use an instrument
which exudes the sound of a flute and move from place to
place exhibiting their wares.
Snake charmers take many precautions against an attack
from the snake they carry. The most obvious being the
removing of the venomous teeth. The African tradition is
known as ‘sewing’ the mouth of the snake or serpent, which
curtails the jaw movement of the reptile. This restricts the
snakes ability to spit venom and its ability to capture prey.
However, many animal rights activists are up in arms against
this practice as it results in the snake not being able to have
regular food, which could also result in the development of
various infections in the mouth and subsequent death.

20

The Ahikuntaka

Snake charming exhibition methods

BH

Snake charming exhibition methods

The Ahikuntaka

21

DCF

www.dilmahconservation.org

22

The Ahikuntaka

DCF

The Ahikuntaka

23

