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Abstract:

The thesis argues that the telephone had a significant impact upon colonial society
in Sri Lanka. In the emergence and expansion of a telephone network two phases
can be distinguished: in the first phase (1880-1914), the government began to
construct telephone networks in Colombo and other major towns, and built trunk
lines between them. Simultaneously, planters began to establish and run local
telephone networks in the planting districts. In this initial period, Sri Lanka’s
emerging telephone network owed its construction, financing and running mostly to
the planting community. The telephone was a ‘tool of the Empire’ only in the sense
that the government eventually joined forces with the influential planting and
commercial communities, including many members of the indigenous elite, who
had demanded telephone services for their own purposes. However, during the
second phase (1919-1939), as more and more telephone networks emerged in the
planting districts, government became more proactive in the construction of an
island-wide telephone network, which then reflected colonial hierarchies and
power structures. Finally in 1935, Sri Lanka was connected to the Empire’s

international telephone network.

One of the core challenges for this pioneer work is of methodological nature: a
telephone call leaves no written or oral source behind. Thus the work will have to
use a broader body of sources, advertisements and films and ‘read between the
lines” about the nature and content of telephone conversation. The telephone was
more than a crucial part of the island’s colonial business structure or a useful tool to
call for help in situations of distress, but beyond this primary purpose, it offered the
opportunity to communicate and chat with other members of your peer group,
which was particular important for women. The telephone was also an expensive
commodity and consumption was the first step for the indigenous elite to challenge
the colonial power. The thesis argues that the telephone played a role in the

processes of political and identity building during colonial times.
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Introduction

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries can be regarded as an ‘Age of
Communication’: the postal services were operating on a global scale, drastically
increasing the delivery speed by using steamship and railways. Telegraph cables
around the globe enabled a fast, almost real time communication in the second half
of the nineteenth century. The introduction of new forms of written
communication, like the postcard, took the popularity of postal services to new
heights, but the major game changer was the introduction of new
telecommunication media, which brought a significant innovation: the possibility of
simultaneous communication. Coinciding with the Age of New Imperialism of the
second half of the nineteenth century, these new communication technologies
were crucial for the establishment, extension and preservation of colonial rule. But
technology is neutral and can serve rulers as much as it can be appropriated by the
ruled. Thus, they also played a significant role for the advancement of

independence and nationalist movements in the colonies.

The award-winning documentary The Songs of Ceylon (1934) nicely depicted that
modern telecommunication technologies were very present in Sri Lanka during
colonial times.! Telephone and radio broadcasting (or ‘radio telephony’ as it was
called earlier) were spreading over the island and were not just a privilege of
Western countries. Interestingly, only the radio is shown in pictures, while a

telephone call can be heard in the background. In the section entitled ‘The Voices of

! Basil Wright, The Songs of Ceylon (London: Ceylon Tea Propaganda Board, 1934). The island of Sri
Lanka is situated east of the southern tip of the Indian subcontinent. In 1518 and 1656 respectively,
the Portuguese and the Dutch conquered parts of the island’s coastal areas, while the interior of the
country, the central or Kandyan highlands remained under the rule of the indigenous kings of Kandy
(1590-1815). In 1796, the British annexed the Dutch possessions and subsequently deposed the last
king of Kandy. In the course of the nineteenth century, British colonial rule had a deep impact on the
island’s social and economic structure (as described below), which resulted in Sri Lanka becoming a
‘model colony’ (see K.M. de Silva, “The Model Colony’: Reflections on the Transfer of Power in Sri
Lanka’, in The States of South Asia, ed. by A. J. Wilson and D. Dalton (London: C. Hurst, 1982), pp. 77-
88.) and a ‘planter raj’ or ‘plantocracy’ (see e.g. Asoka Bandarage, Colonialism in Sri Lanka. The
Political Economy of the Kandyan Highlands, 1833-1886 (Berlin: Mouton Publishers, 1983). The
political history of Sri Lanka is well covered by the works of History of Ceylon. From the Beginning of
the Nineteenth Century to 1948, Vol. lll., ed. by K.M. de Silva (Peradeniya: University of Ceylon,
1973), K.M. de Silva, e.g. ‘Ceylon (Sri Lanka)’, in The Oxford History of the British Empire, ed. by Robin
W. Winks (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 243-252, and K.M. de Silva, A History of Sri
Lanka (Colombo: Vijitha Yapa, 2005). Also see Patrick Peebles, The History of Sri Lanka (Westport:
Greenwood, 2006), for a stronger focus on socio-economic developments.
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Commerce’, the film captures the role of the new media for the island’s plantation
economy. In 1815, the British succeeded in conquering the Kandyan Highlands,
which meant that for the first time, a colonial power controlled the whole island.
For the three hundred years until then, only the island’s Maritime Provinces had
been under colonial rule but in a few decades after 1815, British colonial rule put an
end to the mercantile economy of the Dutch era and opened the island for private
enterprise and investment. This liberalization of the economy, which came as a
result of the Colebrooke-Cameron Reforms (1833-34) brought about the probably
most crucial development in the colonial history of Sri Lanka: the formation of a
large-scale plantation sector, which not only shaped the economic structure of the
island but also became a driving force for its social and administrative
modernization. The first estates that were established in the Kandyan Highlands
were mostly run by European planters, who initially concentrated on the cultivation
of coffee, but later experimented with different crops as well: tea, cacao, coconut,
rubber, etc.? During the colonial period, the plantation sector was the main source
of revenue for the government and it continues to shape the island’s economy to
the present day. Unsurprisingly, the European planters and traders were the single-
most influential community on the island when it came to political or economic
decision-making. For them, transport and communication facilities between the
port town of Colombo and their remote estates in the Highland were of high

importance.3

With regard to its economic and political developments, Sri Lanka occupied a special
position in the British Empire that earned her the label ‘model colony’.* British rule
changed the economic and political framework of the island dramatically. The first
step was the introduction of the Colebrook-Cameron Reforms (1833-34) which
introduced a radical set of reforms designed to establish the superstructure of the
laissez-faire state. Although they had much in common with Bentinck’s reforms in

British India at the same time, they were more far-reaching in their impact and

2 ‘Estate’, the term used for plantations in Sri Lanka, was defined in the 1901 and 1911 Census as a
land ‘twenty acres or more in extent, on which there are ten or more resident coolies or labourers’.
Edward B. Denham, Ceylon at the Census 1911 (Colombo: Cottle, 1912), p. 492.
’See e.g. de Silva, History of Sri Lanka, p. 360sp.
* The term was coined by the Sri Lankan Historian de Silva, “The Model Colony”, pp. 77-88.
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more consistent in the application of current liberalism.> On an economical level,
the major consequence of the Colebrook-Cameron reforms was to stimulate the
establishment of plantations and the ensuing creation of a plantation sector which
was enabled by the introduction of Western-style property rights and the sale of
Crown Land to private entrepreneurs.® The planting sector was the catalyst for the
modernization of the island and one of the most crucial developments during
colonial times. The reforms furthermore changed the conditions for private
entrepreneurship radically by the liberalizing the export trade in coconuts and
plumbago (graphite) and putting an end to the government’s monopoly on the
cinnamon trade. The Colebrook-Cameron Reforms put an end to the state-centred
mercantile economy inherited from the Dutch area and created a colony entirely

subjected to economic viability.’

At the same time, the Colebrook-Cameron reforms set a political development in
motion, beginning with the creation of a Legislative Council, 25 years before India,
which was exemplary for a non-white coIony.8 In 1920, Governor Manning enlarged
the Legislative Council: there was a discussion about wether territorial or communal

electorates should be established. Finally, the decision was made for territorial

> Lord William Bentinck was sent to India primarly to consolidate the EIC’s financial situation. In
addition, he introduced several measures to modernise India, which were informed by the idea of
utilitarianism and included a reform of the court system, the spread of western education and the
abolition of sati. See for example Sugata Bose and Ayesha Jalal, Modern South Asia (London:
Routledge, 2004).

6 Although research by the Royal Botanical Gardens (the first Royal Botanic Garden was established
in Peliyagoda (suburb of Colombo) in 1804 and later a second one in Perideniya in 1822) was going
on since the beginning of the century, the Kandyan Highlands were at first considered unfit for a
plantation industry. The first coffee estates there had been established already in the late 1820s but
they remained an exception. This situation and the official policy towards supporting such an
endeavour changed in the 1830s due to several reasons. As mentioned, the changing conditions in
the West Indies and the Mascarene Island triggered an exodus of planters to other regions, with
Ceylon becoming an interesting option. At the same time, the increasing number of land disputes in
the Kandyan Highlands caused the government to seize action. The Waste Lands Ordinance declared
any unused tract (and in particular forests), for which no title deed could be produced, the property
of the British Crown. These Crown Lands were subsequently sold to prospective planters. The
economic development of the highlands was underpinned by infrastructural measures such as the
Kandy-Colombo road, though not by a proper survey. For further details see James L.A. Webb, jr.,
Tropical Pioneers. Human Agency and Ecological Change in the Highlands of Sri Lanka, 1800-1900
(Athens: Ohio State Press, 2002), de Silva, History of Sri Lanka, lan J. Burrow, Surveying and Mapping
in Colonial Sri Lanka, 1800-1900 (Colombo: Vijitha Yapa Publications, 2008).

" De Silva, History of Sri Lanka, p. 317, Kumari Jayawardena, Nobodies to Somebodies. The Rise of the
Colonial Michael Roberts, Caste Conflict and Elite Formation. The Rise of a Karava Elite in Sri Lanka
1500-1931 (New Delhi: Navrang, 1995), p. 98sp.

¥ De Silva, History of Sri Lanka, p. 448.



electorates without any reservation or reserved seats for any group. The
introduction of the Donoughmore Constitution in 1931 was a watershed for politics
in colonial Sri Lanka. The new constitution made the island the only colony (as
opposed to the dominions, which were predominantly inhabited by white settlers)
of the British Empire to be granted universal adult suffrage. The constitution was
quite an experimental one; it furthermore introduced a State Council which was
working as Legislative and Executive power; the constitution was based on the

model of the London County Council, instead of the Westminster one.

An important point of the reforms was the abolition of the rajakariya system which
had a massive influence on the Sinhalese social structure.’ Patrick Peebles even
argues that command over human labour — the basic form of rajakariya — was of
even greater importance to Sinhalese society than caste.” Furthermore the reforms
aimed at the establishment of a Western educational system. The debate about the
advantages of having English-medium education in Sri Lanka took place at the same
time as in British India, to which Macaulay’s Minute on Education (1834) was

addressed.™

The Colebrook-Cameron Reforms had created several new economic possibilities:
one of the most important one was the arrack trade. With the abolition of the
rajakariya system, Sinhalese not belonging to the goyigama elite were able to
venture into business; also the cinnamon trade and the ownership of graphite

mines were the two other major opportunities. The next step for the

°Rajakariya was the traditional system of land tenure, in which land was granted in exchange for
services rendered. These services could be rendered in form of public works (roads construction etc.)
or special services based on the caste hierarchy; it played a major role for the social organization of
the Sinhalese society. The Colebrook-Cameron Commission saw the rajakariya system was an
obstacle to the free movement of labour and the creation of a land market, which were regarded as
vitally important for the establishment of the laissez-faire state. Thus rajakariya and its use were
strongly criticized. De Silva, History of Sri Lanka, p. 317sq, Patrick Peebles, Social Change in
Nineteenth Century Ceylon (New Delhi: Navrang, 1995), p. 47.
10 Peebles, Social Change, p. 45sp.
"The colonial state was reluctant with regard the running of schools on its own account. In areas
where missionary schools were run, the state would not see a necessity to open a public school. The
implementation of the Morgan Committee’s Report (1869-70) then introduced secondary English
education in the island. For further details see L.A. Wickremerartne, ‘1865 and the Changes in
Educational Policies’, Modern Ceylon Studies, 1(1970), 84-93, Almut Steinbach, Sprachpolitik im
Britischen Empire. Herrschaftssprache und Integration in Ceylon und den Féderierten Malaiischen
Staaten (Miinchen: Oldenburg, 2009)(this book deals with the impact of language policy in the
British Empire, with Sri Lanka and the Federated Malay States as case studies).
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entrepreneurial families was the investment in estates, mainly coconut in the Low
Country. The new opportunities were mainly used by people from the south-
western coastal provinces. The majority of entrepreneurial families who used the
new economic opportunities were Sinhalese. They made fortunes and become part
of the Sinhalese elite during the second half of the nineteenth century: They were
former nobodies who become ‘new somebodies’.*? At the turn of the century the
new somebodies began to translate their upward mobility into claims for cultural
leadership; the Temperance Movement was a first crucial step for them to establish

themselves as leaders on a national level.*®

Ceylon Tamils and Burghers also invested into plantations but for them it was more
an economic diversification. The Ceylon Tamils had made use of their Anglican
education and had mainly filled the lucrative and prestigious employments in the
colonial administration and liberal professions. The Burghers were also mainly
engaged in this field. The Moors, who formed another traditional trading
community, were less involved in the new businesses, clinging to their established
trade relations with India and other countries around the Indian Ocean. Thus in the
second half of nineteenth century, a new group began to evolve, comprising
employees of the administrative services, the liberal professions, entrepreneurs and

indigenous plantation owners, which became part of the colonial elite.

The indigenous elite adopted the habitus and lifestyle of their colonial masters.
They began to change their clothing preferences; the first generation wore native
dress or a ‘fusion style’, combining Western and Eastern elements. The next

generation gradually began to abandon this style and copied the full Western dress.

“In this dissertation, the cipher ‘new somebodies’ will be used for those (mostly Sinhalese) members
of the colonial society who had used the socio-economic opportunities created by the colonial state
for their own profit and advance. The term is borrowed from the title of Kumari Jayawardena’s book
Nobodies to Somebodies, in which she analyses the emergence of this new colonial bourgeoisie. In
analogy, the cipher ‘old somebodies’ is used for the already existing members of the indigenous
elite, composed of the Ceylon Tamil elite, the Low Country Sinhalese elite and the Kandyan Sinhalese
aristocracy (the radala), whose wealth and status derived from the vestiges of the former Sinhalese
kingdom. Using Jayawardena’s terms however does not imply sharing the Marxist perspective of her
book. See Kumari Jayawardena, Nobodies to Somebodies. The Rise of the Colonial Bourgeoisie in Sri
Lanka (London: Zed Books, 2002).

B For more details see: Kumari Jayawardena, The Rise of the Labour Movement in Ceylon (Durham:
Duke University Press, 1972), Tissa Fernando, ‘Buddhist Leadership in the National Movement of
Ceylon: The Role of the Temperance Campaign’, Social Compass, XX, 2(1973), 333-336.
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They lived in houses which copied the style of the British gentry in design and
furnishing; the new homes were located in the prestigious quarters of Colombo and
had royalty-inspired names. The indigenous elite also imitated the behavioural
patterns of the colonial masters: they bought Western consumption goods and
began to join or form clubs and civic organizations. The importance of English
education reinforced that development.’® The change of habitus and lifestyle
included also the members who were active in the nationalist movement. The
Ceylon National Association (1888), which was the first step towards political
initiative and aimed for a constitutional reform, and the Ceylon National Congress
(CNC/founded 1919) were founded by members of the indigenous elite who had

the same lifestyle as the British elite in Sri Lanka.™

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the emergent bourgeoisie began to
organise itself politically in order to communicate its interests. In this process,
indigenous groups followed the examples set by the clubs and organisations of
British traders and planters. This was significant for the further development of Sri
Lanka in many ways. Accepting the rules of the game set by the British had the
result that political demands, including the eventual demand for independence,
were always made within the limits defined by colonial constitutions and not
against these, quite unlike in India, where the Indian National Congress questioned
colonialism and its ideological premises as such.'® The British appreciated the
constitutionalist and loyalist stance of Sri Lanka’s political activists and nationalists
and eventually rewarded them by granting Sri Lankans the most liberal constitution
found anywhere in the Empire. As stated above, the Donoughmore Constitution of
1931 introduced universal adult franchise on the island. This reform fundamentally
changed the political structure of the colony, as the nationalists organized in the
Ceylon National Congress had to drop their elitist stance for a more populist

outlook.

“ See e.g. Robin D. Jones, Interiors of Empire. Objects, Spaces and Identity within the Indian
Subcontinent, ¢.1800-1947 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007), Michael Roberts and
Ismeth Raheem and Percy Colin-Thome, People in between (Ratmalana: Sarvodaya Book Publishing,
1989).
" De Silva, History of Sri Lanka, p. 451sp.
® The persecption of the Ceylon national movement as constitutionalist and moderate runs throught
all of de Silva‘s works. See for example De Silva, "'The Model Colony’, pp. 77-88.
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The political reform came on top of a number of modernization processes, which
drastically changed the living conditions of many segments of society, entailing
cultural confrontations as well. As in other colonies, this, along with the experience
of foreign domination led to a reformulation of identity. But whilst the influence of
print media on these processes is quite well researched, the role of other media and
notably of telecommunication within the above-mentioned public discourse, on the
identity-forming processes and on the daily life of the people living in Sri Lanka
during colonial times, has been much neglected. The political development and the
qguestion of identity, which determined the public debate during the twentieth
century in Sri Lanka, is one of the most crucial developments in the island’s modern
history, in that it established the foundation of an ethnically and linguistically

exclusive nationalism.

The telephone as a research object

The telegraph and the telephone were telecommunication media of the first
generation. The telegraph — dubbed the ‘Victorian internet'’ — enabled swift
communication over long distances and had significant impact on many areas, both
directly and indirectly. Its direct consequences for the global economy and for
imperial politics are obvious, but it also had wider influences, requiring for instance
the introduction of a national standard time or the forms of diplomatic intercourse
among states. Unsurprisingly, literature dealing with the telegraph has grown

significantly during the past two decades.®

The telephone has been in use now for more than a hundred years, during which
period its core function, the transmission of the human voice in real time, has not
changed. The massive change in recent decades was the development of the mobile

phone and in the decade the number of mobile phones outgrew the telephone with

Y Tom Standage, The Victorian Internet: The remarkable Story of the Telegraph and the Nineteenth
Century On-line Pioneers (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1998).

¥ See e.g. Robert Boyce, ‘Submarine Cables as a factor in Britain’s Ascendancy as a World Power,
1850-1919’ in Kommunikationsrevolutionen, ed. by Michael North (Koln: Béhlau, 1995), pp. 81-99,
Stephen Kern, The Culture of Time and Space 1880-1918 (Cambridge: Havard University Press, 1983),
Iwan Rhys Morus, “The Nervous System of Britain’: Space, Time and the Electrical Telegraph in the
Victorian Age’, BJHS, 33(2000), 455-475, David P. Nickles, Under the Wire. How the Telegraph
changes Diplomacy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003), Roland Wenzlhuemer, ‘Editorial —
Telecommunication and Globalization in the Nineteenth Century’, Historical Social Research, Vol. 35,
1(2010), 7-18.
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landline connection by far. The main focus of scholarly interest regarding the
telephone is on the use of mobile phones in Asia and Africa in the post-World War |l
period, though a handful of studies have researched the use and impact of the
telephone in Western and Non-Western countries at the end of the nineteenth and

first half of the twentieth century.™

Yet despite these works, the history of the telephone in regions outside Europe or
the US is still mostly unwritten and Sri Lanka forms a case in point. The only work to
contain a few pages on the telephone is the jubilee volume of the national telecom
company of Sri Lanka Telecom (SLT).?° Thus, the dissertation is a pioneering study
for that area. The aim of the study is to investigate the development, role and
effects of the telephone in the colonial period in order to assess the telephone’s
role for the development and dissemination of national identity. It will also address
guestions such as the use of the new medium in daily life and how it contributed to

the development of separate discourse networks.

History of technology

The literature on the history of technology is vast and the one dealing with the
colonial and ex-colonial world has lately grown massively, both in volume and
complexity. A history of technology is not in the sense of the word a true history
about technology. Rather, technology offers another perspective to look at imperial
policies and colonial practices. So far, three major models or approaches in this field
have emerged. The first one, which had its heyday in the 1960s, is the ‘diffusionist’
model. According to that interpretation, modern technologies were invented and

elaborated in the West and then transferred to Asia and Africa. From this

¥ For example Claude S. Fischer, America Calling. A Social History of the Telephone to 1940
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), Richard R. John, Network Nation. Inventing American
Telecommunications (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 2010), Frank Thomas, Telefonieren in
Deutschland. Organisatorische, technische und rdumliche Entwicklung eines grofStechnischen Systems
(Frankfurt a.M.: Campus, 1995)(this book is a sociological analysis of the interplay between
technology and society in the case of the German telephone network), Michael Mann, ‘The Deep
Digital Divide: the Telephone in British India 1883-1933‘, Historical Social Research, Vol. 35, 1(2010),
188-208, Joshua David Baker, ‘Telephony at the Limits of State Control: “Discourse Networks” in
Indonesia’, in Local Cultures and the “New Asia”. The State, Culture and Capitalism in Southeast Asia,
ed. by C.J.W.-L. Wee (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2002), pp. 158-183.

% Making the Connection. SLT and 150 years of Telecommunications in Sri Lanka, ed. by Michelle
Gunawardana and Luxshmanan Nadarajah (Colombo: Sri Lanka Telecom, 2007).
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perspective, modern technologies appear as a legacy of colonial intervention,
bestowed by the ‘advanced’ civilization on societies considered ‘backward’ or even
‘primitive. With growing technological scepticism in the West and rising assertive
Third World nationalism, the diffusionist model and its understanding of technology
came under scrutiny. A point of departure was the acknowledgement that non-
European societies, especially in Asia, had distinct histories of technology of their
own. The growing’ indigenous’ understanding regarded European colonialism and
its technology as characterized by violence — a physical and epistemological one —

directly against past practices and outmoded techniques.21

The diffusionist model was also challenged by scholars who developed the
‘dependency’ model. From the perspective of this model, modern technologies
played a vital role for the control and expansion of colonial power. The advent of
European empires and modern technology are deeply interlinked within that model.
Modern technologies were ‘tools of the Empire” which enabled the colonial powers
not only to strengthen their control over their existing colonies but also to become
imperial powers.22 Aside from technology’s long durée, there appear to have been
two crucial moments in modern history of technology in the non-European world
according to this approach. The first one is situated in the mid-nineteenth century
and is marked by the advent of new technologies such as steamships, railways,
telegraph etc., which were significant for the creation of overseas empires and their
management. This task was largely completed by the beginning of World War I. The
second moment came in the interwar period and brought an interacted flow of
technologies from Europe into the colonies. Without underestimating the physical
clout and ideological force of these new technologies in the colonial setting, this
model celebrates technology’s intimate relationship with empire. In the end, this
model has the aftertaste of a triumphalist narrative of a victory march of Western

civilization.

! The work of Joseph Needham on science and civilization in China is a good example, e.g. Joseph
Needham and Ling Wang and Derek J. de Solla Price, Heavenly Clockwork (Cambridge: University
Press, 1960).
2 E.g. Daniel R. Headrick, The Tentacles of Progress. Technology Transfer in the Age of Imperialism,
1850-1940 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988).

9



This deterministic perspective of the ‘tools of empire’ school is based on three basic
assumptions which are all doubtful. First, the belief that the imperialists were free
to choose whichever technology suited their book. For the Victorians progress was a
religion; the growing mastery over nature was an integral element in their definition
of progress and the symbol for that mastery was the steam engine. This belief and
the pressure groups within Britain had a significant impact on the techniques which
were used in the colonies. In many cases the steam techniques were not effective
or hadn’t a great impact. This leads to the next assumption, the belief that Western
technology increased the power of the colonial regimes over their subjects. The
impact of many technologies for conquering and controlling colonies were quite
overrated. The introduction of technology often had the opposite effect: it was used
by the indigenous people for their own agenda, thus often weakening colonial rule
much faster. In many cases the impact of technologies as a symbol of Western
superiority had a deeper impact on the British psyche than on ‘the natives’.?® Last
but not least, the belief that European technology had devastating effects on
indigenous techniques proves in many cases not to be the case. Western
technological capacity was often too limited to deal with the whole workload

and/or not well adapted to the local circumstances.**

Some fundamental issues with both models remain which also raise general
questions. One would be the role of Europe in the whole process; another one the
co-existence of ‘alternative modernities’.?> However, both models fail to explain the
acceptance of technologies in the colony by the indigenous population and the
emergence of ‘creole technologies'.26 Furthermore, both models consider the
exchange of technology and knowledge as a one way street between one

metropolis and one colony. But colonies were also laboratories, where

> For more details see Michael Adas, Machines as Measure of Men. Science, Technology and
Ideology of Western Dominance (lthaca: Cornwell University Press, 1990).

For a critique of the basic assumptions of this approach see Clive Dewey’s study, especially chapter
10 and 11. Clive Dewey, Steamboats on the Indus. The limits of Western technological Superiority in
South Asia (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2014).
> For a general reflection of the problems and core question of the ‘history of technology’ and
colonialism see David Arnold, ‘Europe, Technology, and Colonialism in the 20" Century’, History and
Technology, Vol. 21, No.1 March (2005), 85-106, David Arnold, Science, Technology and Medicine in
colonial India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).

*® David Edgerton, The Shock of the Old. Technology and Global History since 1900 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2007).
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technological experimentation and development could take place in ways they were
not be possible in Europe.?’ The expertise gained in the colonies should not be
underestimated for the advancement in the motherland as well as the domestic
ambitions and the enhancing of the international reputation of the metropolis. The
exchange of knowledge and modifications of technologies was happening through a
complex network of interconnections. They involved not only imperial centres but
also other colonies, especially in fields where European lacked knowledge, e.g. the

British colonial rule in South Asia and the construction of irrigation works.

The third approach is what David Arnold has called a ‘postcolonial’ approach,
because it is moving away from accepted dominant paradigms. Technology is not
regarded as an instrument of power but rather as a ‘cultural space in various forms
of interaction and exchange, of mimesis and reversal become historically possible.’
The focus of the history of technology thus shifts from an investigation of the
origins and invention towards an enquiry of the uses, meanings and effects.”® The
increasing number of studies which are no longer focused on the ‘big’ technologies,
e.g. railways and steamship, but focus on the ‘everyday technologies, e.g. sewing
machines, have helped to analyse technologies more in their everyday setting and
use, focusing more on exploring the role of technologies as agents or instruments of

social change.

Technology and society

The ‘postcolonial approach’ towards the history of technology also has the
advantage that it moves away from unsubtle and outmoded approaches like
‘technological determinism’.”® Another, more fruitful approach is the ‘social
constructivist’ one. Following this approach, the social environment shapes the
technological characteristics of technological artifacts. Technologies are best seen

as constructions of individuals or collectives that belong to social groups. Owing

7 Michael Mann, ‘Empirische Eilande. Inseln als Laboratorien der europaischen Expansion’, Jahrbuch
fiir Europdische Uberseegeschichte, 5(2005), 27-53 (Mann investigates the role of the colonies as
laboratories, where political, social and technological policy making could be tested far easier than in
the motherland).
%% Arnold, ‘Europe, Technology, and Colonialism’, p. 87.
% For a detailed discussion of the technological determinism and the history of technology see Does
Technology drive History? The Dilemma of technological Determinism, ed. by Merritt Roe Smith and
Leo Marx (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1995).
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that social groups have different interests and resources, they tend to have
different views of the proper structure of the technological artifacts. Thus there is a
constant process of negotiation until ‘closure’ - when the debate and controversy of

an artefact is effectively over, is achieved.*°

The problem of both approaches is that they privilege one factor, viz. the
assumption of the social constructivist approach is that the social always lies behind
and directs the stabilization of the artifacts. The ‘system-builder’ and the ‘actor-
network’ approach argue that those who built technological artifacts are not simply
concerned with the artifacts themselves but must also consider how artifacts relate
to political, economic, environmental etc. factors. All these heterogeneous factors
are interrelated so that success depends on getting them all in line.*! The crucial
point is that both approaches do not see one of these factors as generally dominant
but rather they are all treated with the same analytic vocabulary and ranked equal.
Thus both approaches enable us to analyse which factor is the most influential one

during a certain phase.

The system-builder approach is product of a particular school of the history of
technology linked in particular to Thomas P. Hughes.>” This approach sees
technological innovation and stabilization in terms of a system metaphor. Hughes
defines technological systems as being ‘both socially constructed and society
shaping.” A technological system therefore is made up of three components:
‘physical artifacts’ (e.g. transmission lines, transformers), ‘organization’ (e.g.
manufacturing firms, investment banks) ‘legislative artifacts’ (e.g. regulatory laws).

A technological system runs through several phases, e.g. invention, development,

%% See Wiebe E. Bijker, ‘The Social Construction of Bakelite: Towards a Theory of Invention’ in The
Social Construction of Technological Systems. New Directions in the Sociology and History of
Technology, ed. by Wiebe E. Bijker and Thomas P. Hughes and Trevor J. Pinch (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1989), pp. 159-190.
! See e.g. Bruno Latour, Science in Action (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 1987).
* Thomas P. Hughes, Networks of Power. Electrification in Western Society, 1880-1930 (Baltimore:
John Hopkins University, 1983), Thomas P. Hughes, ‘The Evolution of Large Technological Systems’,
in The Social Construction of Technological Systems. New Directions in the Sociology and History of
Technology, ed. by Wiebe E. Bijker and Thomas P. Hughes and Trevor J. Pinch (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1989), pp. 51-82, Thomas P. Hughes, ‘Technological Momentum’, in Does
Technology drive History? The Dilemma of technological Determinism, ed. by Merritt Roe Smith and
Leo Marx (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1995), pp. 101-114, Thomas P. Hughes, Human-built World. How to
think about Technology and Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005).
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innovation, transfer, growth which are not simply sequential. Technological systems
solve problems or fulfill goals using whatever means are available and appropriated.
The system-builder has to balance all heterogeneous factors and bring them in line

to make the system fulfill its task whereby deciding if it is successful or not.*

The actor-network approach draws massively from the works of Michel Callon,®*
Bruno Latour,>> and John Law.>® All factors are also treated equally, the stability and
form of artifacts should therefore be seen as a function of interaction of
heterogeneous elements as these are shaped and assimilated into a network. Of
course, several networks can be active at the same time, they can use some of the
same elements, and whichever network more successfully cooperates the various
elements, is the one who prevails. This approach has the same ‘perspective’ as the
system-builder but it could be argued that it is better for analysing the struggle
between various networks. The work will use both approaches for the analyses of

the telephone history in colonial times.

‘Big’ or ‘everyday’ technology?

There had been a tendency in recent years to shift away from ‘big’ technologies,
e.g. railways, steamships, telegraphs, irrigation schemes etc., which were in most
cases capital-intensive and state-managed/-monopolized and quite intensively
researched, at least for South Asia. Instead, ‘everyday’ technologies, such as the
sewing machine or bicycle, have moved into the focus of scholarly interest.
Simultaneously, the focus has shifted away from the (colonial) state for which ‘big’
technologies played a role for the ideological aspiration and economic motives.
‘Everyday’ technologies are not completely free of the influence of state power but

allow a research which is more focused on the everyday life in its full variety. Using

3 Hughes, ‘Evolution of Large Technological Systems’, p. 51sp.
3 Mapping the Dynamics of Science and Technology. Sociology of Science in the Real World, ed. by
Michel Callon and John Law and Arie Rip (Houndsmill: Macmillan, 1986), Michel Callon, ‘Society in
the Making: the Study of Technology as a Tool for Sociological Analysis’, in The Social Construction of
Technological Systems. New Directions in the Sociology and History of Technology, ed. by Wiebe E.
Bijker and Thomas P. Hughes and Trevor J. Pinch (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1989), pp.
83-103.
s Latour, Science in Action, Latour Bruno Latour, Der Berliner Schliissel (Berlin: Akad.-Verlag, 1996).
*® John Law, ‘Technology and Heterogenous Engineering: The Case of Portuguese Expansion’, in The
Social Construction of Technological Systems. New Directions in the Sociology and History of
Technology, ed. by Wiebe E. Bijker and Thomas P. Hughes and Trevor J. Pinch (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1989), pp. 111-134.
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these ‘everyday’ technologies as a research object makes it therefore possible to
look closer at social life and material culture from the perspective of the history of

technology with a more people-oriented and user-based view.*’

The telephone does not fully fit into one of these categories. The invention of the
telephone was, as Bernard Carlson points out, driven by members of the American
middle class who wanted a communication tool that provided an alternative to the
telegraph and to the monopoly of Western Union. The telephone thus inherited a
‘grass root’-democratic thought: everyone was able to use it, no special training and
operator was required.38 On the one hand, telephone networks started out as a tool
for local communication and can thus be labeled as ‘everyday’ technologies. Such
local networks would frequently be run without the involvement of the state,
something that was impossible for the telegraph. Moreover, the telephone was
usually located right inside the home or office and therefore constantly and visibly
(and audibly) present in daily life. On the other hand, the telephone also has
features of a ‘big’ technology. Unlike a bicycle or sewing machine, there is no use
owning a telephone if nobody else has one. The construction of overland lines and
national networks is quite expensive, thus the state or a private company is

necessary.

As an object of research, the telephone is situated between a ‘big’ and an
‘everyday’ technology. It allows us to investigate daily life during colonial times as
well as the agencies of the colonial state and other pressure groups at the same
time. The telephone is an arena where interaction and exchange is taking place.
What should be kept in mind regarding the history of technology is the critique of
David Edgerton, who reminds us that the history of technology is often ‘innovation-
centric’, which can be misleading. Frequently, new technologies are invented and

become available while the old or alternative ones remain in use for quite some

> For more details see David Arnold and Erich DeWald, ‘Everyday Technologies in South and
Southeast Asia: An Introduction’, Modern Asian Studies, Vol. 46, 1(2012), 1-17.
% Bernard W. Carlson, ‘The Telephone as Political Instrument: Gardiner Hubbard and the Formation
of the Middle Class in America, 1875-1880’, in Technologies of Power. Essays in Honor of Thomas
Parke Hughes and Agatha Chipley Hughes, ed. by Michael Thad Allen and Gabrielle Hecht
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2001), pp. 25-51.
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time, while the shock over the passing of the old can be exaggerated.39 Following
Edgerton’s argument, it is also necessary to check the actual use in relation to other
communication media. A history of ‘technology-in-use’ would therefore paint a
different picture. Here, Sri Lanka offers a useful test case, because the telephone as
a modern communication technology was used quite early after its invention, while
older forms of communication from messenger boys through letters and postcards

to the telegraph persisted.

Technology and modernity

Modernity is a term which has been defined in myriad ways and with different
intentions, which cannot be all covered at this point. What has to be kept in mind,
however, is that technology is usually central to a definition of modernity. In the
colonial context, modernity and technology were interwoven and served as
perceptible and useable pillars for the legitimacy of colonial rule. Since the second
half of the nineteenth century, technology gained massive importance for the
‘civilizing mission’. This ‘technological modernity’ is a specific field of human
perception and activity which differs from the Nehruvian belief in the modernity of

scientific method and rationality.

Technical artifacts are not a mere expression of a material reality; they do not end
there. They are also matters of the mind. Whether a person owns one of these
artifacts or has just encountered them in daily life, he knows about them and
recognizes them as a part of the modern life. In that light, the question would not
be for the role the telephone played in the modernization of the island, but rather
whether it did produce an aura of modernity. Bernhard Rieger argues that new
technologies were regarded as ‘modern wonders’. The awe they created also
spread the feeling of being part of modern life in the public, which was increased
with each new ‘modern wonder’ being introduced and becoming available. Thus
technologies played a vital role in the self-perception of the public and the creation
of modernity, or as Latour puts it: ‘modern times have never existed’. This

‘technological sublime’, which David E. Nye postulated on the basis of Durkheim’s

** Edgerton, Shock of the Old.
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assumption that for society the idea it has about itself is of a central importance,

. . 4
became an integral part of contemporary consciousness.*

Moreover, the use and consumption of technologies echoes the feeling of the
consumers’ ideas about their lifestyle and the image of the world they wanted to
live in. Machines are not just instruments for completing certain everyday tasks,
they are a part of the personal and professional life which embodies the person’s
individuality and pursuit of selfhood. They are a part of the construction of their
professional and personal life, thus technology should be more seen from a
Foucauldian than mechanical point of view.** Technologies create a new world of
aspiration and identification; they can create new communities or reinforce existing

socio-political hierarchies.*?

Sources

The telephone enabled a simultaneous communication with other people, but the
major novelty of this new technology was the use of the human voice. Speaking and
hearing another person over a distance was a major step forward in
telecommunication technology despite all the small problems such as cross-talk,
and it offered new opportunities to human communication. But investigating the
history of the telephone and telephonic communication brings up a crucial
methodical question: what can be used as sources? A telephone call usually leaves
no script or recording behind: when the call is over, there is almost no way to find
out its contents or subject matter. At best, one of the callers may have written
down some of the content in a diary or biography; but this happened only in very,
very few cases. Surveillance of the telephone calls would be another possibility, at
least in theory. The chances to find direct sources about the content of talks over
the telephone are quite low - in that regard the telephone is the historian’s worst

nightmare.

0 Bernhard Rieger, “Modern Wonders‘: Technological Innovation and Public Ambivalence in Britain
and Germany, 1890s to 1933’, History Workshop Journal, Issue 55(2003), 153-176, David E. Nye,
American Technological Sublime (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994), Bruno Latour, Wir sind nie modern
gewesen. Versuch einer symmetrischen Anthropologie (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 2013).
* Michel Foucault, ‘Technologies of Self’, in Technologies of the Self, ed. by Luther L. Martin, Huck
Gutman and Patrick H. Hutton (London: Tavistock Publications, 1988), pp. 16-49.
42 ‘ P

Arnold, ‘Everyday Technologies’.
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To deal with this type of problem stated, it is necessary to look for other
approaches. One way is to approach the problem through official documents, e.g.
Ceylon Administration Reports, Ceylon Bluebooks, etc., which allow us to
reconstruct the physical part of telephone networks and their development. When
and where did telephones become available? Who were the driving forces behind
installations, and did networks develop bottom-up or as the result of central
planning? Combined with other information about the daily running of the
telephone service, e.g. the prices for a call or a subscription, it is possible to assess a
social and economic profile of the subscribers, the purpose of networks and other

such basic features of the telephone service.

This first step helps to get an idea of the usage of the telephone, but the major
question of the sonic history of the telephone remains: what were the people
talking about on the telephone? From the sources available and consulted for this
work, there are not many references to the content of talks on the telephone
during colonial times. This lack of records can be overcome to some degree with the
help of other sources. The study is informed by the work of Rudolf Mrazek who
pointed out a new way of keeping track with the impact of technologies such as the
telephone, which do not leave behind material evidence. In his book Engineers of
Happy Land, Mrazek demonstrated that content and nature of conversation were
reflected in contemporary documents including literary sources, which can be read
between the lines: plays, novels, journals, newspapers etc.” Taking a look at these
remainders the telephone leaves behind in such sources, it will be possible to get an
insight of what people were speaking about on the telephone. Naturally, many calls
were of trivial nature but it will become possible to trace the influence and role of
the telephone as a communication media for the development of the national
movement, the emergence of discourse networks and the influence on social

development.

Sri Lanka offers a large body of sources regarding the planting sector beside the

official documents. The compendium Ferguson’s Ceylon Directory, published yearly

* Rudolf Mrézek, Engineers of Happy Land. Technology and Nationalism in a Colony (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2002).
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from 1863, contains loads of information about everything a planter, merchant or in
fact any resident on the island would have been interested in.** Accordingly, the
directory contained information about the telephone as a part of the
communication infrastructure. For the purpose of this research, the most important
information provided by the Directory is the list of addresses in the appendix
because from around 1900 onward, these lists include telephone numbers.
Although separate telephone directories seem to have existed as well during
colonial times, no copy appears to have survived.* The lists in Ferguson’s Ceylon

Directory are thus the closest thing to a telephone book.

Diaries and biographies did not wield many results but naturally it was not possible
to check the whole range of them. The second major source for the work were
newspapers. Printing presses had been introduced quite early in Sri Lanka and in
the middle of the century many newspapers began to emerge. The first
undertakings already began in the 1830s, and by the second half of the nineteenth
century a vivid newspaper scene had emerged. Besides the English newspapers
vernacular papers began to printed, of which the first one in Sinhala was the
Lakmini Pahana (1862) and first one in Tamil was the Morning Star Jaffna (1841).
Within the framework of this thesis, only English speaking newspapers have been
used for several reasons. First of all, telephone subscribers were almost exclusively
members of the colonial elite. They were English-educated, ‘most of the educated
Sinhalese read the English newspapers...a similar remark applies to the Tamil people
and the Tamil press’*® and they communicated to each other in English. Besides, the
discourse with the colonial power and the European members of the elite had to
take place in the imperial language as well. In other words, the discourse taking
place within the public sphere was exclusively in English. It is important to keep in
mind that not many people were bilingual in the vernaculars (viz. Sinhala and
Tamil), making English a kind of natural lingua franca during colonial times. A

second, more practical reason for looking at the English language papers is that the

** Some issues of the directory bear the title ‘Ferguson’s Handbook and Directory’, but the content is
identical. Thus throughout the thesis the shorter name will be used.
> Again, this is due to the very nature of a directory, as the old copy would be disposed of once the
latest update has become available.
* Arnold Wright, Twentieth Century Impressions of Ceylon. Its History, People, Commerce, Industries,
and Resources (New Delhi: Asian Educational Services, 1905/reprint 1999), p. 306.
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vast majority of them are only available on microfiche, which greatly reduced the
time needed to access them, whilst at the same time, timeframe for the thesis was

too short for also incorporating Tamil and Sinhala newspapers.

The vernacular languages, Sinhala and Tamil, played still a major role for the
patrons when they were addressing their clients for which they used them. It would
be interesting if the coverage of the telephone would be different from the English
speaking newspapers. The The Ceylon Daily News was running two versions, an
English one and the Dinamina, which contained all the news from The Ceylon Daily
News translated into Sinhalese. However, the editor’'s comments on matters of
interest for the Sinhala-reading public alone and the comic strips were different:
‘One of the most popular innovations is a comic strip where Mudalah — a sort of Mr.
Polly — plays a similar role to that enacted by Mr. Jiggs in the famous McManus
comic strip “Bringing up Father”.”*’ In the larger picture, it seems not likely that the
coverage of the telephone was much different. The English and vernacular
newspapers were both run by members of the elite. The English newspaper had
different views on some questions, but regarding the topic of the telephone there
was no differences in the coverage or editorials. The vernacular newspapers were
run by members of the indigenous elite who were interested in the telephone and
the extension of the service. Thus it is unlikely that the vernacular newspapers

would differ very much in their point of view.*®

During colonial times, the two principal English newspapers were The Ceylon
Observer and The Times of Ceylon. The Ceylon Observer was one of the oldest and
most influential newspapers on the island. It was started in 1834 by a handful of
Colombo-based British merchants and it gained in importance in 1854 when Alastair
Mackenzie Ferguson, who ‘may truly be described as the father of Ceylon
Journalism’, became its the editor and owner. In 1879, A.M. Ferguson handed over
the reins to his nephew, who had already been working for the newspaper and he
became the driving force not only for the Observer but also for the whole publishing

house with its broad range of print products: The Ceylon Handbook and Directory,

Y The Ceylon Daily News, 26 January 1929, p. 3, 4.
* See Wright, Twentieth Century Impressions of Ceylon, p. 302sp. See also Roberts, Caste Conflict
and Elite Formation.
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the monthly magazine Tropical Agriculturist, pamphlets on agriculture and planting,
etc. This selection illustrates that Ferguson and his printing business, including The
Ceylon Observer, were a mouthpiece of the interests of merchants and planters in
Sri Lanka, while claiming to promote ‘the martial and moral advancement of the
country’.”® In 1923, the business was bought by D.R. Wijewardena, who added it to
its growing media empire (later known as the Associated Newspapers of Ceylon
Limited). Interestingly, the personal and commercial history of John Ferguson has
never been researched, even though he held a position comparable to that of
Rupert Murdoch or Donald Trump today. His activities were not just limited to Sri
Lanka, where he had an influential position within the discourse and was the driving
force behind the publishing house. A planter himself, he actively gave talks on the
political and economic development in Sri Lanka and was well-connected in both
Britain and the USA, always promoting the interest of the Sri Lankan planting

industry.50

The second major newspaper on the island was the The Times of Ceylon, founded in
1846 as The Ceylon Times. In 1858, John Capper took over the paper and introduced
illustrated journalism. He later left the paper to his two sons. The Times had a full
staff of Sri Lankan reporters. It was also established to represent the mercantile

interest and act as a counterweight to The Ceylon Observer.>

Besides these two newspapers, there were several others, e.g. the Ceylon Examiner
(founded 1846), which was intended to be a mercantile organ and was discontinued
at the beginning of the twentieth century, and the Ceylon Independent (founded
1888), the first penny paper on the island with daily publication and the ‘pioneer of
the cheap newspaper in the East’. With its ‘outspokeness’ and the ‘fearless

ventilation of public questions’ it addressed a broad urban readership.>?

Advertisements are another fruitful source to assess the appreciation and reception
of the telephone. The colonial elite in Sri Lanka regarded advertisements as ‘crassly

American’ and, not only by modern standards, advertisements were generally quite

9 Wright, Twentieth Century Impressions of Ceylon, p. 302sp.
>0 Wright, Twentieth Century Impressions of Ceylon, p. 97sp.
*! |bid, p. 308sp.
>? |bid, p. 304sp and 314.
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dull. “In this world of steady consumption, business had little variety to sell and little
motivation to advertise.”>® This steady consumption had its impact on advertising
which was not only dull but a form of market communication which was more
about keeping the already existing consumer habits going and therefore more or
less depicting everyday life of the colonial elite. Thus adverts can give us an

impression about the way the telephone was perceived during colonial times.

Chapter |

In the first chapter, a spatial and geographical plan of the telephone network will be
compiled which is crucial for the further argumentation of the thesis. Before dealing
with the development of the telephone as such, it is important to look at the
progress of the colonial infrastructure, which was not well developed at the
beginning of British colonial rule. During the nineteenth century, the colonial
government was mainly concerned to increase the economic value of the colony by
stimulating the establishment of a plantation sector in the Kandyan Highland. It
began to construct an infrastructure which connected highlands with the port in
Colombo, and it offered the land for sale that had become government property in
1833, to promote the establishment of plantations. Throughout the nineteenth
century, the infrastructure of the interior of the island was lagging behind the
expansion of the planting sector; the major improvement for the transport
infrastructure — a substantial railway network linking Colombo with other towns in
the highlands — was finished only around 1900. Also around that time, the basic
communication infrastructure, postal services and telegraphs, had reached an
acceptable level. This paved the way to allocate resources towards more modern
technologies such as the telephone. Until then, only a small telephone network in
Colombo and a few ‘experimental lines’ had been constructed. The chapter will
further investigate the various issues, which were surfacing, e.g. legal proceedings
for private telephone networks and the progress of the network construction during

colonial times.

>? Steven Kemper, The Presence of the Past: Chronicles, Politics, and Culture in Sinhala Life (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2001), p. 103sp.
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Chapter Il

The second chapter will at first examine the people who were working at the
telephone exchanges: the telephone operators. It will further look at their working
conditions, their daily duties, and especially their recruitment. Did existing colonial
hierarchies play a role for the recruitment policy? And did sexual stereotypes and

the images of the Victorian era influence the job of telephone operator?

One of the core questions of the work is who were the subscribers? During colonial
times the telephone was an expensive communication tool. Thus subscribers in
colonial Sri Lanka were mainly members of the elite. But did the subaltern have a
voice? Public phones did exist, and so did telephone kiosks where people could
make a call for a ‘nickel-in-the-slot’. Another way to have access to the telephone
network is telephone sharing: one shop or bar in the street or quarter had a
telephone subscription and if someone needed to make a call or receive one, he
used that telephone and pays a small fee to the owner. This tactic has been used

and is still used, around the globe — but it will be hard to prove.

British colonial rule connected Sri Lanka with the world market and unleashed the
forces of globalization with all its opportunities on the island.>* The flow of new,
western commodities, e.g. soap, from Europe and North America to Asia also led to
new consumer habits in Asia.>> But the localization of the global trends is not quite
always exactly the same as in other regions. In contrast to British India where a key
element of Mahatma Gandhi’s campaigns was a rejection of Western consumption
goods, such motives were not present in Sri Lanka. Was the telephone an

appreciated consumption good and part of a Western lifestyle?

Chapter 1l

The chapter will investigate the further impact of the telephone on Sri Lankan
society. The telephone offered a fast and conviniend way to socialise. Media has a

significant influence on the formation of modern societies. Therefore the question

> Jirgen Osterhammel, The Transformation of the World. A Global History of the Nineteenth Century
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014).
> Dougles E.Haynes and Abigail McGowan, ‘Introduction’, in Towards a History of Consumption in
South Asia, ed. by Dougles E. Haynes et al (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), pp. 1-25.
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will be raised if the telephone had a deeper social impact, for instance by
transforming social etiquette? This chapter will try to evaluate if the telephone
played a role in the political process. For a closer investigation of this question the

Sinhala elite will be taken as a case study.

As mentioned, the study will focus on the colonial elite because they were the main
telephone users. The emergence of Sinhala Buddhist nationalism and its advocates
is a well-researched field and thus within the frame of the work the whole
development can be considered. It is important to keep in mind that that the
Sinhala nationalism was not solely an elite project. As Stanley Jeyaraja Tambiah
argues in Leveling Crowds, it was not just a ‘trickle down’ but there was a massive
surge of ‘bottom-up’.>® Members of the elite were involved in the identity discourse
and were important sponsors, they also used it to gain political support, especially
after the introduction of the Donoughmore Constitution (1931). But it was not the
national elite which formed up the nationalism, like in India, rather Sinhala

nationalism gained a momentum after independence and formed up the national

elite.”’

*® Stanley Jeyaraja Tambiah, Leveling Crowds. Ethnonationalist Conflicts and Collective Violence in
South Asia (New Delhi: Vistaar Publications, 1997).

>7 Jakob Résel, Entstehung und Gestalt des Singhalesischen Nationalismus (Berlin: Duncker und
Humblot, 1996), p. 318sp (in this book, Rosel analyses the emergence, ideology and manifestations
of Sinhalese nationalism).
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1. Telephone network

1.1. Phase | (1880-1914)

Although the telephone history of Sri Lanka began in 1880 with the installation of
the first telephone line in Colombo and the construction of a small telephone
network in the following years, the development of the telephone made
considerable progress only around 1905, when a second exchange in Cinnamon
Gardens was opened and the urban telephone network in Colombo was no longer
limited to the business and administrative areas of the city. Outside Colombo the
planters showed a huge interest in the telephone and started to construct their own
private telephone systems. The trunk line to link the city with the upcountry was
finished in 1911, enabling some of the private telephone system to gain access to
the trunk connection. Thus a first step towards an island-wide network was done.
Thereafter, the island wide network grew rapidly until the First World War, which

ground the whole development to a halt.

The construction of the telephone network is a case of ‘Victorian can-do
engineering’>® on many levels. There was a limited technical knowledge about the
construction and handling of telephones, lines and exchanges but that stopped
neither the government nor the planters from building telephones. Government
policy wasn’t far-sighted and especially in the first phase it was more or less a policy
patchwork. The pressure from the planters and their initiative forced the
government to react and at the same time the government officials tried to
incorporate the new technology into the communication structure of the Island

which was itself still ‘under construction’ and underfunded.

1.1.2. The development of the colonial infrastructure

At the beginning of the twentieth century the telephone was a quite young
technology even for Western countries. Although the first telephone arrived early in
Sri Lanka and the telephone network in Colombo was taken over by the government

in 1896, it took until 1905 for the new communication device to attract the

*% Tristram Hunt, Building Jerusalem: The Rise and Fall of the Victorian City (London: Weidenfeld &
Nicolson, 2004).
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attention of the government. This chapter argues that one major reason to

understand the timeframe is the evolution of the island’s infrastructure.

Two phases can be distinguished in the build-up of the colonial infrastructure during
the twentieth century. The first one (1825-1860) saw the construction of a basic
road network with an expansion into the newly conquered Kandy Highlands. In the
second phase (1860-1905) the colonial government expanded the road network
with a focus on the planting districts. Furthermore, the construction of railway lines
which were connecting the major centres was started.” At the end of the
nineteenth century telegraphic and postal facilities came into the fore. Thus before
1905, government did not have many financial resources left which could be spent

on the telephone.

The first phase

In 1796 the British took control of the coastal areas in Sri Lanka and replaced the
Dutch as colonial rulers. The coastal areas had been under foreign rule for almost
300 years but in 1815 the British defeated the Kingdom of Kandy which controlled
the Kandy Highlands and thus brought the whole Island under their rule. During the
previous centuries the Kandy Highland had been difficult to access from the Low
Country due to the natural topography. Accordingly the construction of a road from
Colombo to Kandy seemed the best solution for the British to strengthen control
over the newly conquered territories. Until then, the upcountry roads had been at
best dirt tracks or small jungle paths and the construction of a road network in the
Kandyan Provinces was necessary. Initially, military considerations were of course
paramount but the opening of coffee estates in the Kandy Highland and the success
of commercial coffee culture changed that. The beginning of a plantation economy

made economic considerations paramount for the following decades.®°

During the years until 1860 the colonial government established a rudimentary road

network on the island with a focus on the Kandy Highlands. Due to the nature of the

>° See Appendix I: Map 1, 2. L.A. Wickremeratne, ‘The Development of Transportation in Ceylon, ¢
1800-1947’ in History of Ceylon. From the Beginning of the Nineteenth Century to 1948, Vol. lll., ed.
by K.M. de Silva (Colombo: University of Ceylon, 1973), pp. 303-316, Indrani Munasinghe, The
Colonial Economy on Track. Roads and Railways in Sri Lanka (1800-1905) (Colombo: The Social
Scientists’ Association, 2002).
% see Wickremeratne, ‘Development of Transportation’, p. 303sp.
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terrain in the central mountains the construction of roads was difficult and
expensive. Thus in the mid century, around 30 percent of the total government
expenditure was spent on construction works (see Table 1).°" Furthermore, the
expansion of plantation agriculture in the Kandy Highlands led to a rise in land value
and whenever government had to acquire private land for road construction, a
compensation had to be paid which made the cost higher.62 Recruiting a labour
force for the construction of roads was another problem especially in the second
half of the nineteenth century due to the fact that workers preferred the more

lucrative employment on the estates or in railway construction.®

Table 1: Government Expenditure on Roads and Bridges, and the % contributed by
Road Ordinance funds:

Total Expenditure |Road Ord. Funds

year | (£) (£) %
1855 61,06 29,967 | 48.6%
1856 74,833 30,721 |41%
1857 99,771 31,045 |31.4%
1858 119,872 33,087 |27.6%
1859 132,86 36,641 |27.5%
1860 116,542 40,655 [ 34.8%
1861 116,373 38,963 |33.4%
1862 112,001 35,347 |31.5%
1963 130,883 42,808 |32.7%
1864 160,716 43,84 (27.2%
1865 171,026 44,366 | 25.8%
1866 205,976 51,996 | 25.2%
1867 253,179 51,511|20.3%

Source: Munasinghe, Colonial Economy on Track, p. 53.

®1 Accordingly the road revenue became one of the most important sources of income for the
colonial government. Munasinghe, Colonial Economy on Track, p. 23, 53, 68.
®2 |bid, p. 74
® |bid, p. 73.
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The second phase

Between the 1860s and 1880s the British colonial rule was well established and
economic considerations were the main impetus of the road construction poIicy.64
Thus the second phase from 1860 to 1905 was marked by the ongoing emergence
of the planting districts (see Appendix |I: Map 2). The plantations needed an
adequate infrastructure for transportation of the produced goods to the port cities
as well as enabling Indian Coolies who were the main working force, to access the
plantations. The estates were basically scattered throughout the central highlands
and accordingly the cry for more and better roads emanated from the planting
community.® Regarding the importance of the infrastructure for their livelihood it
was obvious that they were the major pressure group on this matter. The statement
of John Ferguson, who was one of the advocates of the planters’ community,

underlines the demand for the improvement of the infrastructure in the planting

districts with the justification of generating revenue:

The increase in the total value of the island’s trade, which now
approximates to from 18 to 20 millions sterling per annum, or three times
what it was after the coffee failure twenty years ago...roads and bridges
are the most potent means of developing the young colony..much was
done...nevertheless, to meet the requirements of planting, especially of the
new rubber industry, and of native agriculture progress in palms and rice,

new roads and bridges are required and should be steadily supplied.®®

The planters also objected whenever government funds were allocated to roads in

districts without pIantations.67 During the first and especially the second phase, the

% Nihal Perera, ‘Indigenising the Colonial City: Late 19th-century Colombo and its Landscape’, Urban
Studies, Vol.39, 9(2002), p. 1703 sp. 1715sp, Roberts, People in between, p. 102sp.
® Munasinghe, Colonial Economy on Track, p.90, Wickremeratne, ‘Development of Transportation’,
p. 304sp, Michael Roberts and L.A. Wickremeratne, ‘Export Agriculture in the Nineteenth Century’, in
History of Ceylon. From the Beginning of the Nineteenth Century to 1948, Vol. lll., ed. by K.M. de Silva
(Colombo: University of Ceylon, 1973), pp. 89-118, Frank Heidemann, Die Hochland-Tamilen in Sri
Lanka und ihre Repatriierung nach Indien (Gottingen: Edition Re, 1989)( Heidemann’s work
investigates the implementation and enforcement of the repatriation of Indian Tamils from the
plantations in the Kandyan highlands to South India after independence).
* John Ferguson, ‘Ceylon: Its Industries and Material Progress’, Journal of the Royal Society of Arts,
Vol. LVII, 2944(1909), p. 457.
& Munasinghe, Colonial Economy on Track, p.90, Wickremeratne, ‘Development of Transportation’,
pp.304-305, Roberts, ‘Export Agriculture’, pp. 89-118, Heidemann, Hochland-Tamilen in Sri Lanka.
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government paid close attention to the interests of the planters which determined
the government’s policy formation in Sri Lanka heavily and therefore the term
‘Planter Raj’ is quite fitting.®® The demands and the influence of the planting
community were understandable because they were the backbone of the colonial
economy and generated the major part of the colony’s revenue. In turn, they
demanded that the greater part of revenue be spent on the improvement of the
infrastructure.®® The planting community of course had the greatest interest in
these matters given that their profits depended on it. But the economic activity
which was governed by exports to the establishment of a commercial community
which was closely linked to the planting industry and which was situated in

7
Colombo.”®

At the end of the nineteenth century more than 75 percent of the construction of
main roads was concentrated in the planting districts.”* The road network in these
areas became adequate while in the more remote districts almost nothing was
done.”” Despite the fact that there were more roads to build, the roads were also of
better quality. A short comparison (see Table 2) regarding the percentage of
metalled roads constructed in the Central and the Eastern Province clearly indicates

that.

It should be kept in mind that plantation had also been established in the Low
Country, in addition to those in the Kandy Highlands. The part of the planting
community operating in these areas also demanded a better infrastructure, first
roads and postal facilities and later telephones. Although the colonial government
gave priority to the planting districts, the other areas were not forgotten. After all
they were part of the planting community and would join the upcountry planters in
their pressure. The increase of mileage of roads in the Western Province is a clear

indicator.”* The improvement efforts in these areas were less demanding and

®® Bandarage, Colonialism in Sri Lanka, p. 122.
*%ibid, p. 80.
70 Wickremeratne, L.A.: ‘Economic Development in the Plantation Sector’, p. 429.
& Munasinghe, Colonial Economy on Track, p. 91.
A metalled road has a level of surface made of small pieces of stone,ibid, p. 91.
" ibid, p. 88.
" ibid, p. 64.
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cheaper. They also often had a ‘favourable’ position, for example laying between

Colombo and Galle.

Table 2: Metalled roads in the Central and Eastern Province:

Central Province Eastern Province

Total | Metalled Roads Total |Metalled Roads
1860 686 75.8% 374 8.2%
1885 761 76.0% 360 16.6%
1890 598 76.7% 344 19.7%
1895 614 81.5% 399 37.3%
1900 667 79.6% 349 46.4%
1905 670 81.4% 356 44.6%

Source: Munasinghe, Colonial Economy on Track, p. 89.

Image 1: Bullock carts in the Kandyan Highlands:

Loading of Tea onto Bullock Carts, in 1900, from a Tea Factory in Udapussallawe to
the Colombo Harbour for shipment to London.

Source: Munasinghe, Colonial Economy on Track, p. 52.
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The construction of railways

In the second half of the nineteenth century, demand for tropical products rose in
Europe, which made their trade more profitable; the more so since transport costs
fell. In the years between 1880 and 1910, the Sri Lankan plantation economy was
much more solid. > The number and acreage of plantations steadily grew and the
volume of products transported from the plantations to the ports grew accordingly.
At the same time a growing population on the plantations, mainly Indian
immigrants, required more supplies which had to be transported to the estates in
the Highlands. The situation created a severe strain on the existing mode of
transportation, which still depended heavily on the bullock cart (see Image 1). This
mode of transport was unreliable and a major problem was that during the
monsoon season all transport came to a halt. This caused problems for the
plantation industry, especially for the tea estates due to the fact that tea was

plucked during the whole year. ’®

The construction of railways was a suitable solution. The first piece of track was
opened by Governor Ward in 1858 and in 1864 the first train began his journey
from Ambepussa (Sabaragamuwa Province) to Colombo. After 1867, railways
assumed greater importance both in respect of government investment and in
terms of demand for transportation.”” The construction of railways went far
smoother than that of roads. The initial motive for railway construction was
economic, catering for the interest of the planting community. With the network
arriving the planting districts widened, road construction during the second phase

was conceived with the aim to effect links with the railways.78

Limitations of the infrastructure and the speed of travel

By 1905, a sizeable network of roads and railways spread across Sri Lanka. Despite
the advances in road and railway building, at the beginning of the twentieth century
the main effort for a better infrastructure was clearly focused on the planting

district, especially the ones in the Kandy Highlands, which was the economic heart

” De Silva, History of Sri Lanka, p. 372sp.
e Munasinghe, Colonial Economy on Track, p. 99sp and 129.
77 .-
ibid, p. 62
"% ibid, p. 118, p. 149sp, Wickremeratne, ‘Development of Transportation’, p. 304sp.
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of the island as the map of the infrastructure in 1905 clearly shows (see Appendix I:
Map 1). The bulk of the country, especially the Eastern, North-Western and North-
Central Provinces and the District of Hambantota were unaffected by the

. . 7
transportation improvements.””

Leonard Woolf‘s description of his travel in 1904 from Colombo to his post in Jaffna

gives a good impression of the infrastructure:

In those days the journey was not an easy one. Jaffna..is 149 miles from
Colombo. To Anuradhapua...one went by train. From there northwards the
line was under construction, the only section so far opened being the few
miles from Jaffna to Elephant Pass through the peninsula. The only way to
travel the hundred odd miles from Anuradhapura to Elephant Pass was to
use what was called the mail coach. The mail coach was the pseudonym of
an ordinary large bullock cart in which the mail bags lay on the floor and

the passengers lay on the mail bags.*

Despite the construction of railways and a road network the main vehicle for the
transport of persons and goods until 1905 was the bullock cart. In 1910 23,000 such
carts were licensed and the abolition of tolls from 1 January 1911 further increased

their number.®

At the turn of the century, the Kandyian Highlands was mainly jungle area which
made the construction of roads and railways, as well the erecting of telegraph and
telephone lines, a challenge. One must also realize that most roads were basically
no better than dirt tracks suited for the slow moving carts. This impacted on the
communication, too, as mail or telegrams were proceded quickly to the train station
or telegraph office but their further conveyance was by way of the bullock cart.
Alternatively, telegrams and mail could be delivered from the post office to the
estates by foot runners who weren’t much quicker. This situation improved slightly
with the advent of the bicycle. It was first used by Europeans especially in rural

areas as a cheap and effective means for getting around. Leonard Woolf's

7 Munasinghe, Colonial Economy on Track, p. 256, 271.
% | eonard Woolf, An Autobiography. Vol.1: 1880-1911 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1961), p.
142sp.
81 Denham, Ceylon at the Census, p. 5.
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description of ‘his exploration’ through the Mannar District is an interesting
example, ‘I learnt in my month as A.G.A., | spent most of my time riding about the
district, exploring the jungles of the mainland and the small Island of Mannar
itself.”®? Later on, as bikes were also produced in Sri Lanka en masse, they served as
a cheap way of transport to Sri Lankans. 3 At the beginning of the twentieth century
motor cars made their appearance on the island. The first one was brought to Sri
Lanka in February 1902, and between 1905 and 1911, 666 motor cars were
licensed. The car was of course expensive but for the planters it was a great
opportunity to get relatively fast to the club, the nearby village or to another estate.
The car of course remained an expensive mode of transport and thus was limited to
a small part of society. It did not come into greater use until after the First World
War, when lorries for the transport of passengers and cargo improved the

transportation infrastructure and widened options for the users.?*

The communication infrastructure

It is against this backdrop that the development of the communication
infrastructure has to be set. The island’s export based economy was closely linked
to the world market and depended on market information. Especially for the key
products like tea and rubber which could be sold during the whole year, it was
imperative to have access to current prices. Local PAs accordingly put from 1896 to
1910, postal and telegraphic facilities as a major topic on their agenda, usually
demanding a massive improvement of the service. As mentioned, the delivery
speed for telegrams and postal matters was quite low which was further limited by
the circumstance that some of the smaller towns and villages didn’t have a Post
Office at the beginning of the twentieth century. For example in 1909, the
Maskeliva PA requested a Post and Telegraph Office at Upcot (Central Province),
but their request was denied by government on grounds that they could use the

offices at Makeliya (4.4 miles away from Upcot) or Norwood (2.1 miles away from

82 Woolf, An Autobiography, p. 208sp.
8 Interesting is especially the account of the use of the bicycle as a mean of transport during the
riots of 1915. See Nira Wickramasinghe, Metallic Modern. Everyday Machines in Colonial Sri Lanka
(New York: Berghahn Books, 2014).
8 During that time there is also an increase use of cars but due to the price of a car it was only
achievable for the upper class. Wickremeratne, ‘Development of Transportation’, p. 313.
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Upcot).®> The network of Post Offices and therefore the quality of mail delivery was
not changing fast and it remained an issue in the following decades, even though
measures such as the Sub-Post Office scheme were introduced. Under this scheme,
which aimed to improve postal facilities, ten new offices were introduced in 1921,
and their number rose to 172 in 1935.%® Also, in a few cases like the Kalutara
District, a motorbus was used to speed up delivery. Buses were first introduced in
1921 but still in 1931, the local PA complained that local mail posted in Colombo on

Saturday was never delivered until Monday afternoon.?’

The telegraph offered a faster communication than sending a letter but it also
depended on the availability of post offices and that the particular post office was
connected to the telegraph network. In the early 1900s even many planting districts
had only limited accesses to the telegraph service. Even in the only Hill Station the

postal and telegraphic arrangements were insufficient.

Nuawara Eliya boast so many features and resources, apart from its
climatic attraction, which commend it to the colonial, Indian and home
visitor as to the residents of every corner of this tropical island...but postal
and telegraphic deficiencies have to be experienced to be realized...press
telegrams have seldom been more disgracefully delayed than one or two

days.®

Also the delivery of telegrams was an issue, ‘The prompt delivery of telegrams
especially to places outside the free delivery radius of three miles is still a matter of
difficulty, especially after dark....The telegram is delivered in the same manner as a

letter.’®

The Annual Report 1905 of the PA of Ceylon underlines the problem for
many of their members which were basically partly negating the advantages of the
medium. A typical example is Beddegama which ‘is a scattered village’ (Galle

District). Its nearest Telegraph facility was nine miles away in Dodanduwa, ‘You

8 The Times of Ceylon, 3 May 1910, p. 3.
8 Sub-Postmasters are paid monthly allowance based on business of the office ranging from Rs.30
upwards. They also had to provide their own premises and assistance if they required some. Ceylon
Administration Reports, 1935, Part I, ES.
¥ The Ceylon Observer, 13 May 1921, p. 3, The Times of Ceylon, 7 March 1931, p. 13.
% The Ceylon Observer, 23 April 1906, p. 4. There are enough other examples like Badualla or Passara
which had neither postal services nor telegraphic extensions. The Ceylon Observer, 16 January 1905,
p.3, 3 February 1905, p. 5, 15 February 1905, p. 10.
¥ The Ceylon Observer, 17 February 1905, p. 10
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should have a cyclist to distribute telegrams. This will...bring in more business. At
the present there is a good deal of delay at times in the delivery of telegrams.”®® The
statement of a planter from Galagedara, which is 12.8 miles away from Kandy,
points out the difficulties. The Post Office there had ‘no telegraphic office and it
usually takes five hours for a telegram to reach me from Kandy’.?! Consequentially
the Department was often criticized, e.g. in 1908, when the planned expenditure for
the next year was Rs. 87.000 which was regarded as far too low to improve the
matter at hand, ‘It is a great reflection on the authorities and perhaps also on the
Postmaster-General that a more comprehensive idea of the work to be done by the

Post Office and telegraph does not obtain.”%

The ongoing struggle

The crux of the Sri Lankan infrastructure, be it roads, railways or the telephone, was
that the growth of the plantation sector continuously outpaced the growth of the
infrastructure.®® The main areas where the infrastructure was established were
linked to the plantation sector, especially to the planting districts in the Kandy
Highlands. The planting sector was the catalyst for the modernization and
transformation of the Island in colonial times.** Accordingly the planters and
commercial communities, which were mainly situated in Colombo, were
spearheading the demands for a better infrastructure. The main issue of the
planters was that transport and communication between the interior and the coast
were too costly, inadequate and outdated.®® The transport infrastructure consisting
of roads and railways had received much attention until 1905 but still needed
improvement, the same goes for telegraph and postal facilities. That was the time
when the telephone began to receive more attention and demands for the build-up
of a telephone network were raised, again spearheaded by the planting and

commercial community.

% The Times of Ceylon, 1 December 1925, p. 2. Instead of going on foot the usage of bicycles for the
delivery of telegrams and letters of course led to an increase of delivery.
! The Ceylon Observer, 18 February 1920, p. 8.
2 The Ceylon Observer, 3 July 1909, p. 4.
% De Silva, History of Sri Lanka, p. 362.
** |bid, p. 360.
% |bid, p. 362.
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The government’s infrastructure

Another point worth mentioning is the administrative service and its resources
directed towards the improvement of the infrastructure. The lagging behind of the
infrastructure compared to the growth of the plantation industry was only a part of
the problem. The Sri Lankan administrative system was also lagging behind the
economic development of the island. The Survey Department, which was crucial for
the emerging plantation economy, is a perfect example. Already when the
plantation sector evolved in the nineteenth century, the Survey Department was
unable to cope with the fast rising demand. There was a lack of experienced
cartographers and other personnel. Until 1866, little topographical surveying had
been done and besides almost no accurate maps of the island could be found. The
first and more ambitious projects did not start until the last quarter of the
nineteenth century. But with the demand for land fit for plantations rising fast,
areas especially in the remote areas in the Kandy Highland needed to be surveyed.
This situation was made more difficult by the lack of trained personnel. Constantly,
work was lacking behind and drew the ire of potential investors.®® It is quite
meaningful that a Department which was so important for the emerging new
economic units which received a great share of the government’s resources, was

barely coping with its tasks.

In general, the staff of the administrative service in Sri Lanka had been relative small
especially in relation to the economic growth in the nineteenth century, e.g. during
the ‘coffee mania’.’’ At the beginning of the twentieth century the government
began to expand the number and size of departments but the main focus was on
departments dealing with land and agriculture.®® The ‘overload’ of the
administration in other areas wasn’t changing much. The Post Department was no

exception here, ‘The Government, however, does not consider that its staff at

present is sufficiently large or well trained to meet demand of this matter, if it

% See Barrow, Surveying and Mapping.
7 K.M. de Silva, ‘The Development of the Administrative System, 1833 to c. 1910, in History of
Ceylon. From the Beginning of the Nineteenth Century to 1948, Vol. lll, ed. by K.M. de Silva (Colombo:
University of Ceylon, 1973), pp. 213-248(p. 216).
%% W.A. Wisma Warnapala, ‘Bureaucratic Transformation c1910-1948’, in History of Ceylon. From the
Beginning of the Nineteenth Century to 1948, Vol. lll., ed. by K.M. de Silva (Colombo: University of
Ceylon, 1973), pp. 408-427(p. 408).
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should arise.”® This statement of the Colonial Secretary which was quoted by the
Planters Association of Ceylon 1906 highlights that the Government at that point
did not have the necessary staff to construct, or at least help to construct
,telephone systems for the planting community. Likewise, in 1925 the Post and
Telegraph Association Special General Meeting complained about long working
hours which were far worse than the Eastern Telegraph Company. Also, ‘Postal

Officers had been referred to as the underdogs of the Public Service’.'®

1.1.3. Colombo

Colombo remained faithful in its role as a pace setter by hosting the first telephone
network in Sri Lanka. In 1880 Messrs. Alston Scott and Company101 built the first
private telephone line, two and a half miles in length, which connected the
company’s head office in Fort with their coffee store.’® In 1884, the Oriental
Telephone Company (OTC) which built telephone networks all over South and
Southeast Asia began to construct a small telephone network in Colombo. The only
other line with two telephones so far connected the Customs Department with the
Bar in Batticaloa, which were installed by the Post Office in 1884 to experiment with
the new technology. The line had a length of 4 km and worked ’satisfactorily'.1°3 On
15 January 1896, the Government took over the network at Colombo and partly
overhauled it. The exchange was situated in the General Post Office in the Fort area.
Services were available from 7 a.m. to 6 p.m. and had with 56 firms and persons
connected to it. The eleven Police stations had their own separate exchange but
they were connected with the public one as well. The supervision of the network at

first fell to the Telegraph department. 104

% Planters’ Association of Ceylon, Yearbook of the Planters Association of Ceylon, 31* December
1906 (Colombo: Times of Ceylon Printing Works, 1907), p. 12.

1% The Times of Ceylon, 3 February 1925, p. 6.

Alston Scott and company was one of the major European firms involved in the coffee trade.
Roberts, People in between, p. 87.

102 Gunawardana, Making the Connection, p. 32

Ceylon Administration Reports, Part VI, 1884, D57.

The same procedure was used for the military telephones. Government Gazette, 13" March 1896,
p.166, Ceylon Administration Reports, 1896, Part IV, B5/6, 1905, Part I, B9, 1907, Part Il, B17, The
Times of Ceylon, 1 February 1896, p. 3.

101

103
104
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1.1.4. Early Problems

At the early stage, the telephone system in Colombo wasn’t working satisfactorily
and faced a typical problem of telephone systems in cities around the world at this
time; viz. interference with electrical tram wires.'® The interferences reduced the
speaking quality and necessitated the system to undergo improvement work, which
was carried out under the supervision of M.G. Mellersh from the Imperial Post
Office in 1899. The service was switched to metallic circuits and derial lead-covered

cables.'%

Another issue was that bad weather often reduced the quality of calls and
produced interferences; a problem that also occurred with electric power lines. The
overhead wires were often torn down by falling branches of Colombo’s many trees,
especially in the southern part of the city which was a ‘garden city’.’®” In
consequence the decision was made in 1909 to replace the overhead with
underground wires in the Fort District - Cinnamon Gardens followed in 1910 - to

reduce the disruption.108

Working for the Telephone Department in these early days also had its dangers: the
conflict between tram and telephone wires resulted in accidents to the telephone
workmen who sometime accidently grabbed the tram trolley wire and were badly

109

burnt.”™ In 1905, the Fort Exchange had to be closed and partly reconstructed

because wiring caused imminent danger to human life. A temporary exchange had

to be erected which was finished in 1909.°

At that early stage the construction of the network was pretty much ‘Victorian can
do’ engineering. Unlike the OTC the Post Department had no significant experience
with telephone constructions in the tropics and they had no opportunity to carry
out experiments to gain knowledge about the performance of the materials

involved. How lead-covered aerial cables would behave or would the sub-aqueons

% Tilman Frasch, ‘Tracks in the City. Technology, Mobility and Society in colonial Rangoon and

Singapore’, Modern Asian Studies, Vol. 46, 1(2012), p. 110sp.

1% colonial Reports — Annual, Ceylon, 1899 p.28, Ceylon Administration Reports, 1900, Part IV, B4,
1902, Part IV, B15, The Ceylon Observer, 16 March 1905 p. 2,3.

107 Ceylon Administration Reports, 1896, Part VI, B6, 1902, Part IV, B15, The Ceylon Observer, 16
March 1905, p. 2.

'% The costs of underground cables were of course much higher than lines which used poles of any
sort. The Ceylon Observer, 2 July 1909, p. 6.

109 Ceylon Administration Reports, 1899, Part IV, B5.

10 7he Ceylon Observer, 2 July 1909, p. 6.
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cables in the Beira Lake would still be working in the next few years?'™' As
mentioned above all the department was lacking experienced personal regarding

telephones.

1.1.5. Cinnamon Garden Exchange

The development of the harbour which began in the 1880s changed the face of the
city in various ways. Colombo North, which is the area north of the railway line and
around the Beira Lake, was an elegant residential area until the construction of the
breakwater. It was the preferred living area of the colonial elite and much favoured
by the British due to the fresh breeze of sea-air which was much welcomed in the
tropical climate. The port development scheme which allowed more and bigger
ships into the harbor, changed the living conditions, as much soot and coal dust
from the steam ships was blown into the air. Thus the residential elite of Colombo,
both European and indigenous, moved to the newly inaugurated residential area of
Cinnamon Gardens as well as to the seafronts of Kolupitiya and Bambalapitiya. The
areas around the port were transformed into docklands, warrens of working-class
tenements and shops for small businesses. Pettah turned from a residential area of
the Burghers into a hive of slums and shops.112 Accordingly the Fort Exchange was
mainly dealing with business and administrative traffic because firms, small
businesses and government departments were located in its vicinity. 13 The
opening of the Cinnamon Garden Exchange was the first step towards a city-wide
telephone network and also changed the character of the Colombo telephone
service. Until then, only the business and administration areas had access to the

telephone facilities

" The Ceylon Observer, 16 March 1905, p. 2.

Roberts, People in between, p. 100sp, Jones, Interiors of Empire, p. 45.

Ceylon Administration Reports, 1896, Part IV, B6. The list includes all the governmental
connections to the Fort Exchange in 1905: Flagstaff Street (Harbour Works, Master Attendant,
Electrical Adviser), Baillie Street (Public Works Department, Surveyer General, Registrar General,
Director of Irrigation); Pettah (Attorney general, Kachcheri, Supreme Court, Police, Court of request,
Fiscal, Inspector General of Prisons), General Post Office (Auditor General, treasury, Director of
Public Instruction, Government Printer), Colpetty (Veterinary Surgeon). PF 1088, Letter PMG to
Colonial Secretary, 27" February 1905.
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Until the advent of the automatic running of the service in 1939, terms for
subscribers remained the same: telephones had to be rented and rents were
adjusted a few times. The basic rent included also a flat rate for local calls and only

trunk line calls were paid on the basis of time and distance.

Table 3 shows the problem is that the price of a telephone subscription increase
quickly with increasing distance from the exchange. Accordingly, the structural
problem of the Colombo telephone system was that many people who could afford
a private telephone subscription and would have asked for it, lived in the southern
part of the city far away from Fort Exchange. In 1904, the government decided

therefore to open a second exchange in Cinnamon Gardens which would give the

Table 3: Rates for Telephone subscribers in 1905:

Tariff
Service (per annum)
For an exchange connected within one mile from
the Exchange 125
For every quarter mile beyond a distance of one
mile from the exchange 25
For a private line per mile 100
for every additional quarter mile 25
For each telephone supplied with private line 25
For each special switch fixed for extension purpose
on the premises of the subscriber 5

Source: PF 1088.

residential areas access to the telephone network. With the exception of the
locality north of Kotahena, almost all areas of the city were thereafter able to have
access to the network.’* In 1905, ‘Rs 41,000 for the construction of a telephone
system which will serve bungalows in Cinnamon Gardens and elsewhere as well as
the Government offices and additional mercantile subscribers” was invested to

improve the service.'®

14 | ater the exchange at Maradana expanded the network further. Ceylon Administration Reports,

1904 Part 11 B16/18.
1> Ceylon Sessional Papers, 1905, Papers relating to The Rearrangement of Telephone Services, p. 1.
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The southern part of Colombo including Cinnamon Gardens, Havelock Town and
Bambalapittiya was a ‘garden city’, where vast residential compounds were mixed
with open space. One of them, a former cricket field, next to St. Clare’s opposite
Peak View, was chosen for the site of the exchange serving Cinnamon Garden.
Despite the joy that telephone facilities were available in that part of the city, the
members of the Nondescription Cricket Club who used the field weren’t happy and
their Honorary Secretary, F.J. de Saram Espere jr., questioned whether there was
‘no other site so suitable...for the proposed new telephone Exchange,” pointing out
that the cricket club had been there for 17 years. The Government declined but

offered the club assistance to find another site.'*®

1.1.6. First Trunk Line and Exchanges outside Colombo
The first “unofficial’ telephone trunk line to link Colombo with its hinterland, opened
in 1906. 113 miles long it connected railway stations from Kandy via Rambukkana

7 From a technical point of view trunk lines did not

and Colombo to Aluthgama.
pose a particular technical problem at this time. By then, European and American
companies had acquired the know-how to build overland lines. Still, overland lines
were generally expensive due to the cost of material as wires had to be of superior

| 118

materia The tropical climate on the island and elsewhere in the tropics posed

119

an additional challenge and drove the cost for wiring further up.”™ The estimated

cost of line construction in Sri Lanka was £ 100 per mile at that time.**

However, the overland line did make communication quick and relatively cheap,
and in 1907 public trunk lines between Colombo, Kandy and Nuwara Eliya and other
districts was pondered by the colonial government as remunerative, as ‘they would

certainly be of immense benefit both to Colombo subscribers and the planters.’

1% pending File 1088, Letter Colonial Secretary’s office to F.J. de Saram Espere jr. (Honorary

Secretary, Nondescription Cricket Club), 22™ August 1905.

1w Ceylon Administration Reports, 1906, Part I, B15.

See Lewis Coe, The Telephone and its several Inventers (lefferson: McFarland&Company,
Inc.,Publishers, 2005), p. 57sp.

1% see for example Deep Kanta Lahiri Choudhury, '‘Beyond the Reach of Monkeys and Men’?
O’Shaughnessy and the Telegraph in India c.1836-56’, Indian Economic and Social Review, 37,
3(2000), 331-359.

120 The Ceylon Observer, 2 April 1908, p. 5.
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Given that constructing the trunk lines was expensive, the Telegraph Department
was asked to superimpose their messages over the telephone trunk lines. Therefore
no new additional telegraph lines would be necessary and cost could be reduced.

The superimposing system was already adopted in England and other colonies.**

The construction of the first trunk line connecting Colombo, Kandy and Nuwara
Eliya began in 1909, and the Government also constructed telephone networks in

the latter two cities.'?

The Telephone Department sent Messr. Leslie Cook, W.
Loweth Hilton, De Hoedt, and Hugh Misso together with 19 linemen to Nuwara Eliya
and the connecting of local subscribers with the exchange took around three

months. 1%

In 1909 the newly build exchange in Nuwara Eliya had 28 subscribers
and the one in Kandy 21.'** ‘The telephone trunk line from Colombo to Kandy was
opened to the public March 10™ 1911, and its extension to Nuwara Eliya on April
13, 1911.”** After the successful installation of the first trunk line connection the
second major trunk line was build in 1912/13 which connected Colombo with Galle

via Kalutara.'?®

1.1.7. Planting districts and private telephones
The first private lines in the Kandy Highlands had already been constructed in 1898

in Dikoya and Nuwara Eliya but these remained exceptions.'?’ Around 1905, the
telephone began to appear more frequently on the agendas of local PA meetings, as

128 1906 was a decisive

planters developed a vivid interest in the new technology.
year for the telephone development, as the Planter Association of Ceylon (PAC)

resolved a resolution that ‘Government be asked to permit private telephonic

121 Ceylon Administration Reports, 1907, Part 1, B19.

22 colonial Reports — Annual, Ceylon, 1909, p. 31.
2 The Ceylon Observer, 18 January 1909, p. 5.
Ceylon Administration Reports, 1909, Part I, B11.
Ceylon Administration Reports, 1911/12, Part Il, B5.
Ceylon Administration Reports, 1912/13, Part Il, B6.
Ceylon Administration Reports, 1898, Part IV, B3.
Taking a closer look at the minutes of the PA meetings roads, postal service and telegraphic
connection were still a major point. Still the infrastructure was far from satisfying for the planting
community but the government was investing more money and there was a certain progress. Thus
the telephone began to come more into the focus of demands. For example see: Badulla PA (The
Ceylon Observer, 16 January 1905, p. 3.), Passara PA (The Ceylon Observer, 3 February 1905, p. 5),
Maskeliya PA (The Times of Ceylon, 26 May 1910, p. 6).
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systems with the rural Post Offices where practicable for the convenience both of
the Public and the Postal Authorities’. In response, the Colonial Secretary stated
that ‘Government is prepared to consider particular applications for the
establishment of private telephone connexions [sic] with the rural Post Offices on
terms to be the subject of mutual agreement’. It was obvious that the government
did not intend to build telephone systems in planting districts but would tolerate
private initiatives. Following this statement the PAC sent copies to the district

129

association for individual actions.”*” From that point onward the development of

the telephone outside the major towns rested on private initiative.

However, planters who wanted to have a line were faced with several problems.
Besides practical problems, a major issue for the planters was the great clarity
regarding the legal proceeding. The government had allowed the planters to
connect their private telephone systems with the local post office. Thus planters
were able to call the post office to receive and send telegrams instead of sending a
cooly. But it was not clear if the government would keep up their part of the deal or
change their mind later which would reduce the efficiency of a local telephone

system and it had to be kept in mind that the construction was expensive.

The Galaha telephone system provides a good example for the problems which lay

ahead. Galaha and Kalutara**

were in proceedings with the government and many
local PAs regarded it as a test for the further development of private telephone
systems. Accordingly they were awaiting its outcome before making a decision

regarding the construction of a private telephone network.™*

Galaha Groups Telephone System

Galaha was one of the first areas in Sri Lanka where tea had been planted and it is
situated in the Central Province, eleven miles away from Kandy and on a direct line
to Nuwara Eliya. The Galaha telephone system was one of the first private

telephone systems build in Sri Lanka and a blueprint for the other private

29 pAC, Yearbook of the Planters Association of Ceylon, 1906, p. 12.

The Kalutara District is on the South Western coast of Sri Lanka with mainly rubber and tea
cultivation.

B! The Ceylon Observer, 30 June 1909, p. 5. Kalutara and Galaha both received a license for running a
private telephone Exchange in 1909. Pending File 2205B, Colonial Secretary’s Office to PMG 29"
March 1909, No. 123/47777.
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exchanges. It also initiated the public debate about handling the issue of private
telephones. The system was built and run by L. Carey, a planter living at the
Amblamana Estate which belonged to the Ceylon Tea Estates and Agency, Ltd.
Carey had the telephone system constructed and was running it on a non-profit

making basis for the local planters. In 1910, 27 estates employed the network.*?

From the available sources it is not clear when exactly the system had been build
but it must have been before a license system for private telephones was
introduced in 1909. As the news spread in that year that the government was
beginning to construct a trunk line from Colombo to Nuwara Eliya via Kandy
including exchanges in these towns, Carey contacted the Governor with the
following request, ‘Sir, when the trunk line is brought to Kandy and the Kandy
Telephone Exchange fitted — will Government see their way to join the Galaha
Telephone Exchange with it so that through communication can be established

between Galaha and Kandy and the main trunk line.”**

The internal response from the PMG to the Colonial Secretary’s Office concerning
the question of dealing with Carey’s request was: ‘The question of a license for Mr.
Carey’s system does not directly arise here, and | will address you separately on
it.”3* The PMG’s statement indicated that there were three general core issues to
be addressed: first, how to deal legally with private telephone systems; second,
under which conditions private exchange should be connected with government’s

trunk service; third, the question if and under which circumstances private systems

should be taken over.

The Superintendent of Telegraphs was shortly after sent to Galaha to inspect the
situation. The first issue noted in his report was that the telephone system had a
switchboard which was only arranged for single wire working and the instruments
‘are fairly good but not of the class that would be installed for trunk line working’.

Therefore it was not considered suitable enough to be connected to the trunk line

32 see Appendix I: Image 1 for a list of the Galaha subscribers. PF 2205B, Letter from L. Carey to

Colonial Secretary’s Office, 21* February 1910, letter PMG to Colonial Secretary’s Office 18™ March
1909, attaches report of Superintendent of telegraphs, Wright, Twentieth Century Impressions of
Ceylon, p. 470.
133 Pending File 2205B, Private letter L. Carey to H.E. The Governor, 15™ January 19009.
Pending File 2205B, letter PMG to Colonial Secretary’s Office, 18" March, 1909.
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or the Kandy exchange and Carey had to guarantee ‘that he will put his system on a
metallic circuit basis.” Also ‘the exchange is worked by a tamil [sic] boy who does
not understand English, it will be necessary before it can be connected for any other
Exchange that an English speaking Operator should be trained to work it.”**> The
conditions stipulated by the Superintendent of Telegraphs were also approved by
the PMG and had to be complied with before the Galaha Exchange could be
connected with any Government trunk line. Accordingly Carey ordered a new
exchange from England and brought double wire to overhaul the system. The
exchange finally got connected to the trunk line on 1 April 1910.° In a way,
subscribers at Galaha were privileged the trunk line ran close to their village, which
made access easy. Other private telephone systems had normally to wait for several

years until they were connected with trunk services.

After the connection with the trunk line had been made the subscribers requested
that the exchange should be taken over and run by government — ideally at no extra
cost, Carey suggested, ‘Government to run the exchange & keep up line & repairs at

137 The Department at this

the same rates as is charged in Kandy per subscriber.
point was well aware of the fact that his request would find followers: ‘As this
application to government to take over a private telephone exchange will in all
probability be followed by others and as in my opinion it is inevitable that all the
estate telephone lines must sooner or later be absorbed into one system under

Government trunk lines.’*3®

Seeing that the system was up to date, the Department
decided to take it over on the 1 January 1912 at a cost of Rs. 24,500 for the whole

system.™*

In 1909, the government made the decision about the licenses for private
telephone systems and accordingly ‘a license [will] be offered...for the Galaha

Telephone Exchange on the same terms as those proposed in the case of the

3> pending File 2205B, letter PMG to Colonial Secretary’s Office 18" March 1909, attaches report of

Superintendent of telegraphs.
136 Pending File 2205B, Letter PMG to Colonial Secretary, 21* April 1910, Colonial Secretary’s Office
to PMG 29 March 1909, No. 123/47777, Ceylon Administration Reports, 1910/11, Part I, B5.
w7 Pending File 2205B, Letter from L. Carey to Colonial Secretary’s Office, 21* February 1910.
Pending File 2205B, Letter PMG to Colonial Secretary, 21% April 1910.
Pending File 2205B, letter PMG to Colonial Secretary’s Office, 24" July 1911.

44

138
139



Kalutara District Exchange’.140 The Galaha subscribers were quite lucky that all three

core demands for private telephone systems were solved very fast. The system
received a license, got connected with trunk facilities and was taken over by
government within a short time. Kalutara was offered a license in the same year as
Galaha but the system was taken over in 1927. Most private exchanges had to wait
until the 1920s or 30s to be connected with trunk facilities as well as to be taken
over by government. The case of Galaha delivered a blueprint for things to come

but was also ahead of time.

Private telephone systems

As mentioned, after 1906 several PAs were thinking about getting telephones for
their districts but the lack of legal provision was great. The Statement of the
Colonial Secretary that ‘the Government, however, does not consider that its staff
at present is sufficiently large or well trained to meet demand of this matter, if it
should arise’ underlined that government neither had the manpower and interest

at this point to build telephone systems in the planting districts. ***

Telephone
systems outside towns would thus not only rest on private initiative but the
construction - as well as financing the undertaking - and running had also to be
organized by the planters. The already mentioned Kalutara District Exchange

illustrates the proceedings.

The exchange was run and financed by the local PA, one of the first issues was to
raise money for the undertaking and organize its running. The PA formed a separate
Sub-Committee, consisting of the Chairman and Secretary as well as Messrs.
Galledge, Macadam and Tisdall, which should run the telephone system. The costs
were estimated to be around Rs. 1,200 and Rs. 600 should come in the shape of
subscriptions (later an additional Rs. 600 were needed and lent by the PA, raising
the cost to a total of Rs. 1,800). The PA lent the money on a small interest to the
sub-Committee which was a subordinated body using the same structure for

financing the undertaking as for running their club. This way of organizing the

140 Pending File 2205B, Colonial Secretary’s Office to PMG 29" March 1909, No. 123/47777.

PAC, Yearbook of the Planters Association of Ceylon, 1906, p. 12.
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running of the system as well as raising the money became the normal way of

funding also for the other PAs. The PAs thus used an already existing ‘system’.*?

For the technical site, the Kalutara PA relied on the services of private companies
which offered to install telephone networks at the time. The firms were often newly
founded or already existing companies which served the needs of plantation
industry, e.g. delivering and repairing machines, were extending their services. The
Kalutara District Exchange was built by J.S. Collot, ‘who may be regarded as the
pioneer in the extension of the telephone in the planting district’.**® The system
started with fifteen subscribers and the switchboard, received from London, had

the provisions for 25 in total. The exchange was situated a quarter mile from the

Neboda Post Office in a purpose-built house.***

Organization of a private exchange

A private exchange was normally located in the village, ‘central’ to the various
estates in its vicinity, though some estates would in fact be quite a few miles out.'*
Mary E. Steuart, who visited Sri Lanka around 1904, gives a good description of the
remoteness of the place where she stayed: ‘Only five miles away is a small town
containing a post office, a resthouse, a blacksmith, a doctor, and a hospital, but no
beef-shop. Will it be believed, it is the postal depot of a large planting district where
the planters absolutely have to send twenty and twenty-five miles to Kandy for their

) 146

meat The exchange was situated in a building which in most cases was erected

for that purpose and built as close as possible to a Post Office if one was present.

The connection with the post office was important to the planter because it enabled

them to forward telegrams by telephone to the post office and received them

2 The Ceylon Observer, 1 February 1909, p.2, 7 April 1909, p.7. For example the telephone exchange

of the Haputale PA. Ibid, 20 March 1909, Supplement, p. 1.
35, Collet was a private contractor living in Colombo (Vauxhall Street) who offered his services as
a Telephone Engineer to ‘superintend construction of private Telephone Lines in any part of the
Island - Special attention given to maintenance and Repairs’. He also specialized in electrical lighting
of factories and bungalows — in essence all the services a planter needed. The Ceylon Observer, 20
July 1909, p. 6.
1% The Ceylon Observer, 30 June 1909, p. 5, Pending File 2205B, Colonial Secretary’s Office to PMG
29" March 1909, No. 123/47777.
% see also Figure 1.
She was visiting her son who was working as an estate manager of a cacoa plantation. Mary E.
Steuart, Every Day Life on a Ceylon Cocoa Estate (London: Henry J. Drane, 1905), p. 56.
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without having to send a coolie.™’

The permission to connect the local exchange
with the post office was thus crucial for the planter, especially regarding the high
costs. This question also gives testament to the lack of legal provision. After it was
clear in 1906 that the construction of telephone systems in the planting districts
would rest on private initiative, the PAC passed a resolution that ‘the Government
be asked to permit [connections of] private telephonic systems with the rural Post
Offices where practicable for the convenience both of the Public and the Postal
Authorities”.**® In response, the Colonial Secretary stated that 'Government is
prepared to consider particular applications for the establishment of private
telephone connexions [sic] with the rural Post Offices on terms to be the subject of
mutual agreement’. Following this statement the Planters Association of Ceylon
sent copies to the district association for individual actions. ** However two years
later the PMG partly abandoned this position, pointing out that ‘any Post Offices
were only large enough for their present work and that additional accommodation
would have to be provided if Telephone Exchange were provided.” Obviously, the
‘classic role’ initially allocated to the telephone was to be a subsidiary to the
telegraph; the latter being used for long distance communication while the

telephone bridged the last few mile between the telegraph office and the user.*®

Still, the speed of sending or receiving telegrams was thus much increased.

Up to 1910 the only subscribers to the local networks, who tried to shape the
network according to their need, were the planters. Realizing that a direct link to
the District Hospital or Police Station would be an asset, they sent another request
to government which had ‘no objections to the connection proposed, providing the

expenditure involved is borne by the owners of the exchange’.** Especially the

Y The Ceylon Observer, 2 April 1908, p. 5.

PAC, Yearbook of the Planters Association of Ceylon, 1906, p. 12.
149 .

Ibid, p. 12.
130 Horst A. Wessel, ‘Die Rolle des Telefons in der Kommunikationsrevolution des 19. Jahrhunderts’,
in Kommunikationsrevolutionen, ed. by Michael North (KoéIn: Béhlau, 1995), pp. 101-128 (p. 107,
112)(this article highlights the various impacts and opportunities the invention of the telephone had
on communication during the end of the nineteenth century).
B! The Times of Ceylon, 13 June 1910, p. 8.
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connection to the local medical facility — a hospital, dispensary, the DMO’s

bungalow or the local doctor - was of great value for the planters.™?

The box (see Appendix Il: Image 2 and 3) shows two examples of private telephone
system in 1917, Norwood and Maskeliya, and their subscribers. Besides the estates,
it shows the ‘usual suspects’: post office, police station, hospital and the club. Thus
the telephone exchange was connecting the whole life world of the planting

community.

A little help

The government decided in the first phase not to get involved in the construction of
rural telephones, ‘beyond extending a benevolent sympathy towards local
extensions’. Government was not supporting these constructions with personal or
carrying the extra charges for the connection of government facilities to private

1
exchanges.™?

But the planting community was too important to be left completely
without government support which came by way of subsidies for the estates to
acquire instruments and apparatus for telephone purpose at 25 per cent over cost
to cover the incidental charges’. In addition, planters were allowed to use trees on

Government land as telephone posts.*>*
District-wide telephone networks

The Dimbula PA was one of the PAs intending to construct a telephone network on
District level. They waited how things were working out at Galaha and Kalutara. In
addition they could draw upon the experience of W.L. Strachan, a planter of the
Hauteville group of estates in the Agra District and member of the Dimbula PA.
Already in 1908, Strachan had installed a line from his estate to Agrapatana Post
Office. He then established an exchange at his factory. ‘Any planters supplied
through the Agrapatana Post Office will be able to join the exchange and when it

has grown to fairly large dimensions Mr. Strachan will ask government to take over

B2 see e.g. The Times of Ceylon, 8 February 1934, p.13, 2 February 1931, p. 5.

The Ceylon Observer, 2 April 1908, p. 5.
The Ceylon Observer, 1 July 1909, p. 7, 24 March 1909, p. 2, The Times of Ceylon, 3 May 1910, p. 3,
PF 29668B.
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the working of it.”**®

Based on the work done by Strachan, in 1909 the Dimbula PA
appointed a Telephone Sub-Committee which worked on a proposal for the
extension of telephone service in the district. In 1909 the License was granted and it
was issued for ‘The Dimbula Valley Tea Company’.’® In 1910 exchanges were
established at the principle centres of the districts Agrapatana, Tillicoultry, Nanuoya
and Talawakelle. The four exchanges operated from around 6 a.m. to 9 or 10 p.m.
and entertained a network varing from 15 to 30 connections, which included police
and railway station, engineering works, hospital and the clubs (for more details see

Appendix II: Image 4).*’

To keep cost in check, the Sub-Committee concluded that exchanges with less than
ten subscribers were not recommended owing to the cost of the upkeep. With a
minimum of ten subscribers the upkeep per annum ‘should be very small’, which

meant around Rs. 50 plus Rs. 5 per mile away from the exchange for the repair of

Table 4: The estimated cost for each subscriber in Dimbula to the service would be:

Initial cost Rs. C.

Cost of instrument 62 0
Share of switchboard 15 0
Erection, rail frights etc. 13 0
Share of cost of exchange and line

connecting with the local Post Office 40 0
total 130 0

additional: for each mile from the
exchange, on a tree-borne service - wire,
insulators, errection, sundries 30 0

Source: The Times of Ceylon, 3 May 1910, p. 3.

5 The Ceylon Observer, 30 June 1908, p. 5.

The estates refered to: Agra, Agrakanda, Albion, Bambarukele, Caledonia, Cenon, Cranley, Cranley
Upper, Cymru, Diyunillakelle, Eildon Hall, Elgin, Fairfield (Newton), Fassiferm E.&W.,
Hunfold&St.Regulus, Holbrook, Koulahena, Lippakela, Macduff, maria, Melton, Mousa Ella,
Oddington, Ouva Lelle, Queenwood, Rahanwatta, Talankanda, Tangakelle, Tillicoultry, Vellekelle,
Walaha, Waltrim. PF 2205A.

Y7 The Ceylon Observer, 30 June 1908, p. 5, The Times of Ceylon, 3 May 1910, p. 3, Ferguson’s Ceylon
Directory, 1917, p. 405.
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the wires.™®

The estimate for the upkeep included the salary for a telephone
operator. The private exchanges had to hire their own personnel and from the
1920s onwards PAs began to recruit female telephone operators (see chapter Il)
who were trained at the government Telephone School. Of course the PA had to

pay for their training.™®

Like many others PAs, the Dimbula PA had several local telephone systems
constructed and running within the district.’® Naturally, they wanted to connect
the various local systems with each other to create one district-wide telephone
network. The problem was that the license for private telephone systems didn’t
allow to connect two telephone exchanges with each other which were in different

postal districts.'®*

Accordingly the further connection of the various private
telephone exchanges with each other had to be provided by government via
junction lines which were then rented to the PA. This service came at a cost: In 1912

the charges were Rs.32 per mile.*®

As said, the Dimbula PA expected that Government would follow the example of
the Galaha Telephone exchange and take over their exchanges as well. However,
Government was reluctant: ‘The question is complicated by the fact that two
classes of construction have to be considered, i.e., a cheap construction suitable for
local communication only and a more expensive construction which would be
suitable for communication over the trunk lines whenever such are provided.’163
Constructing an exchange suitable to be connected to a trunk line meant that
building costs would be much higher. In the cases where a cheaper version for bare
local communication was built it had to be upgraded later. The Dimbula Telephone

Sub-Committee’s approach to that question was that Government ‘will probably

158 . .
The cost per subscribers could later become more expensive when trees couldn’t be used to carry

the lines and poles had to been erected. The Times of Ceylon, 3 May 1910, p. 3.
159 Ibid, 21 February 1925, p. 17, e.g. Ceylon Administration Reports, 1932, Part Il, C16.
E.g. the Kelani District Exchange in 1928 had eleven exchanges. The Times of Ceylon, 23 February
1928, p. 4. Kalutara District Exchange also had several exchanges. The Times of Ceylon, 29 August
1929, p. 4.
*'The Times of Ceylon, 3 May 1910, p. 3.
Ceylon Administration Reports, 1912-13, Part Il, C6.
Ceylon Administration Reports, 1908, Part Il, B17.
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take over all the exchanges at no distant date’. Consequently, all materials and

instruments were to be approved by government to be on the safe side.*®*

When the distance and accordingly the cost of construction for a separate line
would be too high, in some cases the planters used party lines'® so that far-off

estates weren’t faced with high costs and were able to get a connection.®®

The plan
that ‘planters erect and maintain their own lines and Department gave the
exchange service’ was given up, as the Superintendent of Telegraph strongly
opposed it, claiming the service could never be worked efficiently and satisfactorily.

This view was adopted by the Department.167

Constraining topography

The construction of telephone systems and networks in the Kandyan Highland was
also difficult due to the topography. For example in the case of the Galaha Exchange
‘between 90 and 100 miles of line over rough country’ had to be laid by men
working their way through the jungle. Additional staff was required as work took up
more time.®® At Matale and elsewhere, PAs decided to wait with building their own

systems until equipment and construction work became cheaper.169

In those years
the telephone was not a priority for the government and only a few first steps were
made by the government towards overland service. Against that background it is
understandable that some PAs were cautious, but this of course doesn’t mean that
they didn’t want a telephone. The number of inquiries made as to the conditions
under which Government was prepared to establish and work small local exchanges

170

in the planting district increased steadily after 1906. Responding to these

inquiries, the Department announced that a ‘pamphlet on the construction of

%% The Times of Ceylon, 3 May 1910, p. 3.

A party line is a local telephone circuit, or loop, shared by several subscribers. The lines were
offered by telephone companies in various countries and were cheaper than a private line. It also
meant that every subscriber connected to the party line could listen in or participate in the
communication. Party lines were quite favoured in rural areas in America and Canada.

'°® The Ceylon Observer, 15 March 1909, p. 2.

E.g. Galaha Exchange(Pending File 2205B, Letter PMG to Colonial Secretary, 21° April 1910) or Uva
District Telephone Exchange (The Times of Ceylon, 26 November 1925, p. 14).

168 Pending File 2205B, Letter PMG to Colonial Secretary, 21 April 1910, Letter Office of the
Superintendent of Telegraphs to PMG 20" December 1910.

%% The Ceylon Observer, 22 March 1909, Supplement, p. 1.

The Ceylon Observer, 2 July 1909, p. 6.
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telephone lines has been prepared and is on sale at 10 cents a copy in Post

Offices’.!"*

1.1.8. Licenses for private telephone systems

The ongoing interest in the construction of private telephones as well as the first
few already in operation eventually forced the government to deal with legal
matters. Accordingly a license system for private telephones was established.
According to Ordinance No.35 of 100, a license to ‘establish, maintain, and work
telephone lines, instruments and exchanges, hereinafter called “Telephone
System”’ was required for telephones ‘between two or more buildings within the

1172

limits of any property belonging to the same owner. Thus, a license was also

necessary if a planter wanted to connect the bungalow with his factory.'”

One of the core questions in the internal debate between the PMG, the
Superintendent of Telegraphs and the Colonial Secretary Office was which license
and therefore the principles laid down within, it should be adopted for the use in Sri
Lanka: the one for British India or the one between the U.K. Post Office and the

National Telephone Company (NTC).'’*

The Indian system embodied the idea of
private local telephone system but the right to connect the different networks was
reserved for the government. A license based on British system, between the U.K.
Post Office and the NTC, would have allowed a company to run a network including

various rural areas and towns as well as the construction of trunk lines.'”

In addition to the PAs, requests for erecting private telephone systems were
received from various companies, e.g. Messrs. Davis & Co., the Ceylon District
Telephone Syndicate or the Electrical Accessories Corp. They also wanted to

construct and run telephone networks in the planting districts.”® This situation

1 The Ceylon Observer, 1 July 1909, p. 7.

The Ceylon Observer, 15 march 1909 p.3. PF 2966B, attached private license form (see Appendix
II: Image 5).

173 Ceylon Administration Reports, 1917, Part Il, C1. Further see the above mentioned box of the
Galahara Telephone Exchange.

74PF 2205.

PF 2966B.

¢ ibid.
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raised further questions regarding the scope of the licenses. As the license given to
the OTC in 1884 wasn’t deemed suitable any more, its stipulations had to be
rephrased. The District Telephone Syndicate, a private firm, applied also to provide
telephone exchanges to towns, but the Executive Council decided in 1908 that

Y7 As a result of these

licenses should only be granted for rural telephones.
applications, telephone systems were prohibited to connect two separate postal
districts. Nor were private persons or companies allowed to acquire a monopoly in

their area of operation.178

For Municipalities, towns and ‘areas in which the
government may be prepared to establish its own telephone system in connection
with the post office’, no licenses would be issued at all. Connections between
different local areas were be provided by the Government via trunk or junction

. 179
lines.

Ownership and operation

The crucial question was whether the license should be in favour of the PA or the
constructing company. Closely linked with that question was if the license should
permit the working of an exchange with a profit which then had to be approved by
the Government like in the Indian case. PMG Padgen’s directive E.457 of 30
November 1908 advocated for leaving estate telephones to private enterprise. He
argued that if Government would construct and maintain the telephone system
they had to be of high standard which would be too costly for the planting
community. If the planters would construct the telephone system themselves, they
could adopt a lower standard and thus lower the costs of construction. Also, there
would be difficulties for government in finding capital to start the undertaking.'®
This latter evaluation of the situation was seen as decisive and in 1909 it was
decided that the licenses should be in favour of the PAs and not any of the

companies: ‘(f)That neither the said Telephone System nor any part of it shall be

. 181 .
sold or leased to any person or any Company as a working concern’. ' Private

'"’PF 2966B.

% The Times of Ceylon, 3 May 1910, p. 3, PF 2966B, attached private license form (Appendix II:
Image 5).

'"° PF 29668.

PF 2205B, Letter PMG to Colonial Secretary, 21 April 1910.

PF 2966B.
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telephones would therefore being run by planters on a non-profit base which
meant that the Department did not have to approve rates. Private companies
would only build these systems as private constructors but not own and run them
for profit. Accordingly, it was decided that there would be only a ‘symbolic’ royalty
of 1 Rs. per telephone per annum.® Finally, ‘Government will not grant license to
the association it not being a corporate body. It will be necessary for a local resident
near the exchange to obtain the license and work the exchange, furnishing copies of

the accounts and reporting the Association on the working’.'®?

In 1909 the discussion concerning the establishment of private telephone systems
and the design of the license was put to an end. The internal discussion had taken
up more than two years. The basic adaption of the Indian system of licensing for Sri
Lanka reflects a few important decisions regarding the future development of the
telephone. The involvement of the Superintendent of Telegraphs in the whole
internal discussion emphasises that the telegraph from the government’s point of
view was the major communication technology. The telegraph system as well as the
whole postal system were not that well developed and still in a state of ‘under
construction’. That a private telephone system would not be allowed to connect
two separate postal districts was mainly a measure to protect the telegraph

184

system.™ " The telephone at this point was regarded as a technology in the second

row.

Giving private telephone licenses only to rural areas determined the future
development of the emerging telephone network. It was impossible for a company
like the OTC, which by then was busily constructing and running telephone
networks all over South and Southeast Asia, to operate telephones throughout the

8 Government retained the right to build and

island on a profit making basis.
control the telephone network. The small private telephone networks were a
concession to one of the most important groups in the colony due to the obvious

fact that the Government would not be able to construct the networks fast enough

182 pE 2966B.

The Times of Ceylon, 3 May 1910, p. 3.
¥ |bid, p. 3.
'8 PF 2966B.
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to satisfy the demands of the planters. Above all, ‘e) The Government reserves the
right to take over the said Telephone System and its connection at any time ... but
Government will in no case take over any apparatus or material which is in the

opinion of the Government up to a proper standard.’ %

1.1.9 World War | as a watershed

‘The telephone service has not been seriously affected by the war.”*®” This rather
bold statement made at the beginning of 1915 had to been revised very soon. With
the creation of a license system for private telephone systems and a clarification of
the circumstances for the running of private telephones, PAs were empowered to
build their networks if they could afford it. The planting community had a vivid
interest but the outbreak of World War | slowed down the whole telephone

development in Sri Lanka dramatically.

A major issue was the supply of telephone equipment which had to be imported
from Britain. Even small parts were difficult to get: ‘Two or three jacks have been
broken during the year. One dozen are on order from England as they could not be

produced IocaIIy.'188

As crucial material needed for the construction of telephone
systems was unavailable during the war time many PAs which were interested in
establishing telephone connections decided to wait until the end of the war. The
Kurunegala PA is one example: ‘Majority prefers to wait till determination of the
war before joining the scheme owing to the inability to get, or high cost, of
material.”*®*® With conditions prevailing and equipment continuing to be rare or

expensive even after the war, the situation began to change only in the 1920s.*%°

The shortage not only affected the realization of private telephone networks but
also hit the government’s efforts: ‘The year 1917 was a year of shortage — shortage
of supervising staff, shortage of postmasters, and shortage of telephone and other

stores, and the record of the year accordingly contains little more than the details

186 pp 29668, attached private license form.

Ceylon Administration Reports, 1914, Part Il, C9.
The Times of Ceylon, 4 March 1930, p. 4.
The Times of Ceylon, 5 November 1918, p. 2.
The Ceylon Observer, 2 February 1920, p. 2.
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of merely “carrying-on”, few extensions or improvement been practicable.’191

Postal services were impeded by the continuing war conditions, while trade

restrictions drove up the cost of living increased in general.192

The economic situation played an important part. The dependence on a handful of
export corps was and remained the dominant economic feature of colonial Sri
Lanka. ‘Even the forces that made for change — primarily two world wars and the
great depression of 1921-31 — merely served to delineate more clearly existing
features without bringing about any notable change in the direction of economic
development’.*®® The First World War and its aftermath until the beginning of the
1920s put considerable pressure especially upon the tea market, which was the
main export commodity of Sri Lanka. During the war, the normal market conditions
were suspended as the British Government controlled the export of tea from Sri
Lanka and India and fixed its selling price. As soon as the war ended, the price of tea
fell sharply. The same happened with rubber, which was doing quite well during the
war, but prices also took a hit afterwards.’® Prices of these key prod