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he Kelani Ganga is not mere-

ly a river. It has holiness be-

yond humanity. The river is

connected closely with the

Sinhala Buddhist culture
and religion, especially for the people
living in the area known as the Kelani
Valley.

This derives primarily from the
fact that the Kelani Ganga is associated
with two of the most venerated Bud-
dhist shrines, Sri Pada (Adam’s Peak)
and the Kelani Raja Maha Vihara, trod
by the Buddha during his third visit to
the country. He is said to have bathed
in the Kelani Ganga before stepping on
the ground where the temple of Kela-
niya now stands. He also put his foot-
print on the summit of the Sri Pada
mountain where the river springs out,
on the invitation of God Sumana Sa-

marn.
People consider it a holy river and
its water is venerated by them. When
we look at the river today, the holiness
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cannot be seen. The water is covered
with toxic foam caused by industrial
waste and sewage from Colombo and
other cities, chemical waste from man-
ufacturing plants and plastic waste.
Water purified from this holy river
provides three quarters of Colombo’s
water needs.

River water

The most wondrous thing is that
even today, many people wade in the
polluted waters and bathe in the river.
Women wash their bundle of linen on
the banks of the river while children
swim in the water, bringing a threat to
their health.

Although the 145 km-long Kelani
Ganga is not the longest river in the is-
land, it is important as the main river
that flows through Colombo to the In-
dian Ocean. The Kelani Ganga begins
its seaward journey in the cloud for-
ests of the Sri Pada mountain range
and flows eastward through Maskeli-
ya, Laxapana, Kitulgala, Karawanella,
Hanwella, Kaduwela, Kelaniya and out
to the ocean just North of Colombo.

At Maskeliya, it begins as a small
stream and widens to create a wonder-
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The Ranwala Deviyo

ful waterfall at Laxapana - the eighth
highest in the country. In the higher
reaches, several large hydroelectric
schemes dam the river and provide hy-
droelectricity to the Ceylon Electricity
Board.

Kitulgala

Kitulgala, the wettest, densely for-
ested and beautiful area of the Kelani
Ganga, became famous around the
world in 1956 when it was used as the
shooting location for the Academy
award-winning movie, Bridge on the
River Kwai. The movie set included a
real steam engine being blown up over
a life-size bridge straddling the Kelani
Ganga just East of the Kitulgala town. A
few remnants of the concrete founda-
tion and iron rods of the former bridge
can still be seen at the foot of the river
bed.

Today, this section of the river in
Kitulgala is a prime destination for
foreign and local tourists as adven-
ture and eco-tourism such as white-
water rafting, hiking, nature trails and
bird-watching. The village community
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The river forms a stunning background scenery with the Sri Pada mountain range at Hanwella in the background

earns their livelihood by tourism.

Karawenella is another point that
gives attraction to the Kelani basin. A
bridge has been built across the Kelani
Ganga connecting the Hatton- Avis-
sawella highway. From this bridge, the
Eastern part of the Kelani Valley can be
seen straight up to Kitulgala.

Coming down to Hanwella, the riv-
er gets broad and flows in a flat plain
making way for many bridges and fer-
ries used by the villagers to cross the
river. Most villagers who live around
the banks of the Kelani Ganga vener-
ate the Ranwala Deviyo, a human who
had attained divine status in the minds
of the villagers. Legend has it that he is
believed to be protecting the villagers
around the Kelani Ganga from Ranwa-
la to Kelaniya.

Sand mining

When I travelled along the banks
of the Kelani Ganga from Hanwella to
Kaduwela in 1998, I caught glimpses
of sand mining carried out exclusively
by hand. From a moored barge, people
dive to the river bed, from where the
sand is lifted to the barge in a bucket.
When the barge is full, it is taken to the
bank, and the sand is unloaded by a
separate team. Today, problems arise
as saline intrusion is enhanced by the
deepening of the river caused by the
sand mining.

A couple of weeks ago, I witnessed
a temporary dam built with sand bags
across the Kelani Ganga adjoining the
water purification plant at Ambatale
to avoid seeping sea water into the up-
stream of the river,

I have journeyed up the length of
this great river many times all the way
from the Central highlands to Colom-
bo, capturing the beauty and lives of
the people who live on the valley, de-
pending on it to feed and shelter them.
In fact, these photographs tell the riv-
er's diverse story.
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White-water rafters pass the iconic film lo
the River Kwai' near Kitulgala
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A i‘efryinan transports people across the rive
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THE KELANI GANGA IS
ASSOCIATED WITHTWO
OF THE MOSTVENERATED
BUDDHIST SHRINES, SRI PADA
(ADAM'S PEAK) AND THE
KELANI RAJAMAHAVIHARA,
TROD BYTHE BUDDHA DURING
HISTHIRD VISITTO THE
COUNTRY. HE IS SAID TO HAVE
BATHED IN THE KELANI GANGA
BEFORE STEPPING ON THE
GROUND WHERE THE TEMPLE
OF KELANIYA NOW STANDS

The Laxapana waterfall - the eighth highest in the country
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