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ABSTRACT
For centuries, smallpox raged as a scourge, killing one third of those 
who were infected, while those who survived were left blind, scarred 
or disfigured for life. In the first half of the 20th Century alone, 
between 300 to 500 million people died of it, and even as late as the 
1950s around 50 million people suffered from smallpox annually. The 
smallpox epidemic which stalked Ceylon during Sri Sangabo’s reign in 
the Third Century wiped out half the country’s populace. Many well-
known royals, aristocrats, military chiefs and clerics succumbed to 
the disease. This article explores the history of smallpox epidemics, 
variolation and vaccination in Ceylon. It also explores the sources of 
the epidemic and measures taken by colonial governments to rein in 
smallpox. It argues that smallpox was not endemic in Ceylon and that 
it was always imported from overseas. It also argues that slavery and 
indenture entailed the spread of epidemics and that variolation was not 
introduced to Ceylon by the British. The last definitive case of smallpox 
in the island was reported in 1967 and Ceylon became the first nation 
in South Asia to eradicate smallpox. In May 1980, the World Health 
Assembly declared that smallpox had been globally eradicated. This 
“triumph over smallpox” was made possible because of global solidarity 
and connectivity.
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Introduction
Smallpox was one of the most devastating scourges faced by humanity throughout 

recorded history. Caused by the variola virus, it is believed to have first appeared in agrarian 
settlements in North-Eastern Africa from where it spread to other regions through invasions 
and trade. Several Egyptian mummies excavated over the years have visible pox-scars, 
the most notable among them being that of Pharaoh Ramses V, who is said to have died of 
smallpox in 1157 BCE. The earliest recorded outbreak occurred in 1350 BCE during the 
Egyptian Hittite war (Hopkins, 2002). Smallpox was introduced to the Indian subcontinent 
by Egyptian traders somewhere in the first millennium BCE. In India, the disease was 
known locally as masurika, meaning lentil in Sanskrit, as lentils were poulticed onto the 
slow healing sores and because the pus-filled pox boils showed a great resemblance in 
shape, size and colour to masura, a local variety of lentils. The earliest written record of 
smallpox in India can be traced back to the Fourth Century CE., and the codex Madhava 
Nidana by Sri Madhavakara has a separate chapter, the 54th nidana (diagnosis), devoted 
wholly to masurika which had, by the early Eighth Century, evolved into a deadly epidemic 
that decimated large scale populations on the Indian subcontinent (Nicholas, 2003).

The Pre-Colonial Era
Throughout history, epidemics of smallpox have wiped out significant portions 

of the Lankan populace. Ayurvedic physicians of Ceylon had translated descriptions of 
smallpox from Sanskrit and Pali into Sinhala (Barnes, 2007; Cockburn, 1963). The 
Sinhala translation of Madhava Nidana was popular among the Ceylonese (Ainslie, 1829). 
Likewise, Bhesajja Maņjusa (Casket of Medicine), a 13th Century medical treatise, which 
contains a section on smallpox (55th Chapter), was translated from Pali to Sinhala in the 
18th Century by Valivita Saranankara Thero (Dharmananda, 1967). In Ceylon, smallpox 
was referred to by a multitude of terms such as vasuriya (derived from vasoori, Tamil for 
smallpox), vadura rogaya (disease inflicted by vadura demonesses), deviyange ledé (the 
divine affliction), maha leda (the great disease), divi dosey (leopard misfortune), raktawati 
(demon of infection), visphota, wasanta, rattakkha (Red-eyed demon) and masurika, 
derived from masura, Sanskrit for pulses (Clough, 1982; Deraniyagala, 1965; Fernando, 
2005; Pridham, 1849; Senaveratne, 1920; Tennent, 1862 ; Wirz, 1954). It is surmised that 
smallpox (divi dosa) wreaked havoc in the time of Panduvasdeva who was himself afflicted 
by it but recovered. As smallpox was a highly contagious infection that spread rapidly, 
people had to abandon their villages and resettle elsewhere when epidemics broke out. 
Likewise, monarchs had to shift their seats of administration to other regions. Legend has 
it that epidemics of smallpox were among the major reasons that led to the collapse of the 
Rajarata Civilization (Intirapālā, 1971; Turner, 1923). According to Portuguese chronicler 
De Queyroz, Anurajapur (Anuradhapura) was abandoned because of war followed by 
smallpox, famine, and the plague (Pieris, 1992). 

The earliest mention of a smallpox epidemic in the island is in the book, Eleven 
Years in Ceylon (1840) by Major Jonathan Forbes of the 78th Highlanders, who thought that 
smallpox had been known in Ceylon since the 3rd Century. Many historians and colonial 
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authors note that variola came to Ceylon from India (Jennings, 1951). Nevill mentions in 
his note on the Vanni Puvata (Or. 6606[139]) that dignitaries of the Àriyavamsa clan from 
South India introduced smallpox to Ceylon during the Dambadeniya Period (De Silva, 
1996). 

Contrarily, George Fleming (1871), a Scottish veterinary surgeon who spent many 
years studying the diseases that afflicted Ceylonese and their livestock, surmises that 
smallpox was introduced to Ceylon from Africa in the 3rd Century. Although the exact 
place from where the infection was first imported to Ceylon remains obscure, it is highly 
probable that smallpox had been around since the 3rd Century. Legend also has it that 
a smallpox epidemic devastated Ceylon at the time of Arahat Mahinda Thero’s sojourn. 
In the Taprobanian of June 1887, British civil servant Hugh L. Nevill records the belief 
that a giant Telambu tree (Sterculia foetida) which the natives believed to be an embodied 
form of the goddess Nava-Ratna-Valli/Ruvan-Vali had stood amid a sacred grove on the 
site of the Ruwanwaeli dagaba, and that when Arahat Mahinda Thero chose this site for 
the construction of the dagaba, the enraged goddess had “scattered pestilence around the 
country” (Pertold, 1933, p.10). Enormous sacrifices were made to pacify the goddess, and 
her tree was severed and the dagaba erected on the site. 

According to Nevill, Nava-Ratna-Valli was an avatar of Pattini and Kali (Pertold, 
1933, p.13). As they are both deities devoted to smallpox, it can be surmised that smallpox 
was the pestilence that stalked Ceylon at the time of Arahat Mahinda Thero’s visit. Prince 
Sakka Sēnāpati, son of King Kassapa V (914–923 A.D.), who went to South India with 
a large force of Sinhalese soldiers to help Rajasinga Pandya battle against the Cholas, 
died of an epidemic termed upasagga/upasarga (Rasanayagam & Rasanayagam, 1984; 
Warder, 2004). Throughout history, the Pandyan (Pandi) Kingdom had been ravaged by 
incessant epidemics of smallpox and according to Pantis-kol mura, the tutelary deity of 
Madura (the capital of Pandipura (Pandyan country)) is the small-pox goddess Waduru Ma 
Devi (Kanakasabhai, 1904; Nevill & Deraniyagala, 1955; Sivaratnam, 1964). Moreover, 
smallpox (masurika) has been described under the title of upasarga (contact) in the 12th 
Century medical treatise, Harita Samhita (Girindranath, 1926; Rabb, 2019; Sharma, 1975). 
Hence, it is highly likely that Sakka Sēnāpati died of smallpox.

The Portuguese Era 
The Portuguese conquistadors who sought out new worlds to explore and colonize 

brought with them not only their culture, language, and goods but also their deadly diseases. 
It is the Portuguese who introduced smallpox into Angola (Portuguese West Africa), the 
lower Congo Basin and Cape Town (Fenner, 1988; Hopkins, 2002). African slaves, whom 
the Portuguese brought to South America in droves, carried with them several infections 
including smallpox which, upon its introduction to Venezuela, Brazil, the Caribbean and 
other colonies, led to the depopulation of many native tribes. In 1562, within three months, 
30,000 African slaves and native Indians perished in Brazil due to an epidemic of smallpox 
which was introduced to the colony by a Portuguese vessel that brought in slaves from 
Africa (Hays, 2005; Randall, 1977). It is estimated that 80% - 95% of the native American 
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population perished because of smallpox which was deliberately introduced to the New 
World by the European colonists (Mayor, 1995; Patterson & Runge, 2002). 

Unlike the American colonies, Ceylon had been exposed to incessant epidemics 
of smallpox long before the arrival of Europeans. Ian and Jenifer Glynn (2004) write, 
“Portuguese, Dutch and British in India and Ceylon, all found that smallpox had got there 
before them” (p. 37). Though attacks of smallpox were of very frequent occurrence, the 
disease was not endemic in Ceylon and was always invariably imported from India or 
other outside sources (Perry, 1902; United Nations, 1956). The report entitled Six-Year 
Programme of Investment issued by the Planning Secretariat states, however, that smallpox 
was endemic in Ceylon by the time the Portuguese arrived (1955, p. 378). Yet it is the case 
that the Portuguese and the Dutch introduced fresh waves of infection to Ceylon, mainly 
through the importation of mercenaries and slaves from Africa and India where smallpox 
was rife. In 1693 alone, the Dutch imported 47 slaves from Madagascar to Ceylon, and 
around 1660, the Dutch VOC transported more than 10,000 Indian slaves to Ceylon and 
Batavia (Allen, 2010; Schrikker & Ekama, 2017). From 1694 to 1696, 3859 slaves from the 
Coromandel coast (India) were imported to Ceylon, and 510 slaves from Batavia arrived 
in Ceylon between 1761 and 1766 (Allen, 2015). S. N. Arseculeratne (2002) attributes 
the changes in the morbidity pattern during the colonial period to diet, habits and “to the 
importation of new diseases such as yaws, small-pox, venereal diseases and cholera, not only 
with the colonial personnel but also with hordes of immigrant labourers imported for the 
colonial enterprise” (p. 13). It should be noted that smallpox was one of the leading causes 
of death among the slaves dispatched from Ceylon (Ekama, 2012). Likewise, smallpox was 
often cited as the reason Cochin could not meet Ceylon’s demand for slaves (Singh, 2010). 
Hence it is apparent that slavery and indenture entailed the spread of smallpox in Ceylon 
and other colonies.

Dom Luis and Dora João, the two Ceylonese princes of Kotte who were expected to 
ascend the thrones of Kotte and Jaffna respectively, died in the smallpox epidemic that raged 
through Goa in 1545 (Pieris, 1913). Dom Luis was the baptismal name of Jugo Bandara’s 
brother and Dora João was the nephew of King Bhuvanekabāhu VII (his sister’s son). They 
fled to India in 1545 with their respective entourages to seek help from the Viceroy of Goa, 
Dom João de Castro, to oust King Bhuvanekabāhu, who had planned to assassinate the 
two princes who were claimants to his throne. Shortly after their arrival in India, a captain 
to the King of Ceilam (Ceylon), his father, and a retinue of courtiers who had fallen out 
with Bhuvanekabāhu also arrived in Goa to support the two princes in their attempt to 
overthrow the king. Upon their arrival in Goa, they were baptized into the Catholic Church 
and together with the princes, lived at the quarters set up for the Ceylonese in the property 
of André de Sousa (Perera, 2004). In 1545, smallpox imported by the Portuguese broke out 
in epidemic form in Goa and 8,000 children alone succumbed within three months. Among 
those who perished in this epidemic were the two Ceylonese princes who died in the prime 
of their youth (Glynn & Glynn, 2004; Pieris, 1913). The Portuguese Viceroy of Goa, D. 
João de Castro in his letter to the King of Kandy states, “On the 14th of January (1546) 
the princes of Ceylon died of small-pox in this city” (Perera, 2004, p. 7). Sir Paul E. Pieris 
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(1920) mentions, however, that the Ceylonese princes died within a month of each other 
and that their bodies were interred with royal honours in the Convent of St. Francisco, Goa 
(p. 58). It is highly likely that several members of the princes’ suite, attendants and slaves 
would also have died of smallpox although their names have gone unrecorded. In 1545 
and 1548, when St. Francis Xavier & his ambassadors visited Mannar, they nursed those 
labouring under the plague (Martyn, 2003). M. G. Francis (1913) surmises that smallpox 
could have been the plague that devastated Mannar at the time of St. Francis Xavier’s visits. 
It should be noted that most colonial writers used the generic term “plague” to describe 
smallpox.

The first Ceylonese ruler to have died of smallpox in Ceilam (Ceylon) itself during 
the Portuguese era was Karalliyadde Banḍāra, alias Maastana (Pieris, 1920). In 1582, when 
Raja Sinha invaded the Kandyan Kingdom, Karalliyadde Banḍāra, his queen, family and 
entourage fled to Trincomalee accompanied by an escort of Portuguese soldiers. The royal 
family died there in a smallpox epidemic. King Karalliyadde’s daughter, Kusumasana Devi 
(Dona Catherina), and his nephew and heir Yamasimha Bandara (Dom Philippe) were the 
only survivors in the family of the epidemic of 1582. In 1602, smallpox broke out in the 
camp of Samarakoon Rála, known among the Portuguese as Mudaliyár Dom Fernando 
Samarakon, and 700 of his Lascarin mercenaries as well as some valiant Arachchies, died 
of smallpox (De Queyroz, 1992; Pieris, 1914). The following March, another epidemic 
took the lives of the besieged defenders of the Talampitiya Fort (Hopkins, 2002).

During the Sinhalese-Portuguese revolt of 1618-19, native troops headed by 
Kuruvita Rala alias Antonio Barreto (Prince of Uva) set an ambush at the frontiers of the 
Sinhala Kingdom to snare the Portuguese army commanded by General Constantino de 
Sa de Noronha. When the Portuguese forces reached the frontiers, however, General de 
Sa received news of a smallpox epidemic which had broken out in Sabaragamuwa and 
that many Lascarins had died of it. Dismayed by the news General De Sa retreated to 
the lowlands, but while retreating he set an ambush for the native soldiers which proved 
successful (De Queyroz, 1992; De Silva, 1972). Later in 1621, immediately following this 
war, another epidemic of smallpox and fever broke out in the Fort of Jaffna to which many 
fell victim (De Silva, 1972). According to Pieris (1913) the villages in Jaffna were left 
desolate by the disease. In 1648, hundreds of Bharatha fishers on the isle of Mannar died 
of smallpox. The Jesuit priest, Balthasar da Costa, in his letter to Vincenzo Carafa, dated 
28 November 1648 writes that, “The greater part of them died in a few days of small-pox, 
which is a plague in this country” (Perera, 1919, p. 86). He goes on to give a chilling account 
of a smallpox victim, a slave who was rescued by a Christian priest from being buried alive. 
In 1656, when Colombo was besieged by Dutch troops, many Portuguese soldiers who 
were trapped in the Colombo fort died of smallpox, plague and starvation. In fact, smallpox 
epidemics disrupted many of the wars fought during the Portuguese colonial period  
(da Silva Cosme, 1990). 
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The Dutch Era 
During the Dutch colonial period, Ceylon was ravaged by smallpox which prevailed 

usually in the months of October, November and December during the North-East monsoon. 
Whenever an epidemic struck the island, it scarcely ever failed to visit Colombo (Kinnis, 
1835). For instance, a major epidemic broke out in the Kandyan province in the middle of 
1697 and spread furiously throughout the island, including the Dutch-controlled territories. 
King Vimaladharmasooriya fled the capital and sought refuge in the mountains, abandoning 
those seized with smallpox to die in their homes, or disposing of their bodies in the forests to 
be devoured by animals, instead of taking them to the hospitals. It was during the epidemic 
of 1697 that Fr. Joseph Vaz and his nephew, Fr. Carvalho, sought out those abandoned in 
the forests and nursed them in make-shift huts (Chitty, 1848). Later in the years 1747 & 
1748, smallpox epidemics and pestilent fever (probably malaria) raged through the entire 
South-West lowlands, between Kalpitiya and the river Walave (De Silva, 2005). According 
to the writings of Governor Van Gollonesse, the smallpox epidemics that devastated Ceylon 
in the 1740s also had a devastating impact on the production of areca nut which was among 
the many commodities exported to South India during the Dutch Colonial period (Dewasiri, 
2008). 

In 1754, a smallpox epidemic which broke out in the Maritime Provinces took a 
great toll on the population and lasted for more than a year. According to Governor Loten, 
this epidemic of 1754-55 not only claimed many victims but also caused severe social 
disruption in Ceylon (Reimers, 1935). Governor Loten (1752-57) in his Memorandum 
of Instructions handed over to his successor Jan Schreuder on 28 February 1757, states 
that in Ceylon, even the nearest blood-relations left those seized with smallpox to perish 
without help or medicine. He also deplored the ineffective treatment procedures employed 
by the Ceylonese (Raat, 2010). He was incensed at the unwillingness of the natives to get 
themselves inoculated which was the only viable remedy at the time. 

Smallpox exerted an important influence on the course of military campaigns during 
the Dutch period as well. During the Dutch-Kandyan War of 1762-65, a great majority 
of soldiers of the Dutch regiments, mainly native auxiliaries, Indian Sepoys and Malay 
mercenaries perished due to outbreaks of the disease (De Silva, 1959). Raven-Hart (1964) 
writes, “All is well, except that smallpox is raging among the Sipahis, Kaleros, Kamadjes 
and Singalese, of whom we have fully 1500 in the force” (p. 108). Dr. J. R. Blaze (1960), 
in his article entitled “The Campaign of 1764” notes that many coolies in the Dutch camp 
fell sick and eventually died of a smallpox epidemic during the campaign of 1764, the last 
great war of the Dutch in Ceylon. According to Major Pierre Duflo, the Dutch lost many 
mercenaries and coolies to smallpox, which the “Singalese feared as the plague” (Raven-
Hart, 1964, p. 158). The Dutch expedition of 1765 was also marred by smallpox which 
raged fearfully among the mercenaries and coolies (Cordiner, 1807).

The British Era
During the British colonial era, Ceylon was ravaged by incessant episodes of smallpox 

brought in by traders, fishers, indentured labourers (coolies) and Sepoy mercenaries from 
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India, or introduced by ships from Chinese and other Eastern ports (Report on Public 
Health, 1918). The first major outbreak under British rule occurred in the Pettah (Black 
Town) of Trincomalee in 1799, where it wreaked great devastation among the natives and 
the Europeans (Christie, 1811). It soon spread to other regions of the island, including 
Colombo. In February 1799 when the King of Kandy dispatched his chief Adigar (Minister) 
to meet Governor North, they met at Avisahavile (Avissawella) instead of Colombo, because 
the King’s emissary declined visiting the capital which was then affected by a smallpox 
epidemic (Marshall, 1846). 

The second outbreak in 1800 swept through Trincomalee, Batticaloa, Tamankaduwa 
and the South-West of the island, killing thousands and causing much misery to the 
inhabitants of the region (Levers, 1899). Dr. Christie, in his letter to Sir Walter Farquhar, 
1st Baronet, dated 19 November 1802, laid out the unimaginable horrors he witnessed 
in the village of Errore, in Batticaloa, on the Eastern coast of Ceylon, which had been 
devastated because of a smallpox epidemic that had broken out in July 1800. When  
Dr. Christie visited the village in September that year, he found that all its inhabitants had 
deserted their homes, leaving to their fate their unfortunate relatives and friends who had 
fallen ill. The village of Undewally (identified as Vandermal by Cordiner) was also heavily 
ravaged by the epidemic of 1800, and when Dr. Christie, accompanied by Rev. Cordiner, 
visited Undewally on 4 September 1802, they found 40 people who had died of smallpox 
and 10 who had recovered. Dr. Christie (1811), in his report on vaccination states that 
according to moderate estimates, smallpox had carried off “a sixth part of the population; 
yet no attempt was made by the Dutch Government to lessen this destruction” (Moore, 
1815, p. 238; see also Guy, 1851).

Protection against Smallpox
Prior to the discovery of the smallpox vaccine by British doctor Edward Jenner in 

1796, variolous inoculation, the lethal procedure of infecting people with low doses of 
smallpox, was the only form of protection against the disease. In the Memorandum of 
Instruction he wrote for his successor Jan Schreuder, Governor J. G. Loten commented 
on variolous inoculation in Ceylon (Uragoda, 1987). Following a major outbreak in 
1786, Governor Van de Graffe had initiated a campaign under the supervision of the chief 
surgeon of Galle, Major Frans Wolkers, to inoculate the people of Ceylon against smallpox 
(Schrikker, 2007). Major Wolkers who couldn’t supervize the campaign alone, requested 
the Governor to appoint a junior surgeon to assist him in his efforts (Uragoda, 1987). In 
January 1791, another inoculation campaign was carried out under the orders of Van de 
Graaffe. 

In fact, it was the Dutch who taught the Bantu in Africa and the Javanese the practice 
of variolation (Spinage, 2012; Theal, 1919; Van Doornum et al., 2020). Likewise, it was a 
Dutch physician, A. L. Bernard Keller, who introduced the surgical, Turkish-style variolation 
to Japan at the end of the 18th Century (Furukawa, 1994). Therefore, it is most likely that 
variolation was introduced to Ceylon by the Dutch. According to White (1885), when the 
British seized Ceylon from the Dutch in 1795, most areas of the island had been affected. 
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Unlike their predecessors, the British took active measures to rein in smallpox. Margaret 
Carnie, an Englishwoman belonging to His Majesty’s 80th regiment, who was about to 
deliver a baby died of confluent smallpox on the 17 November 1799 in Trincomalee. Her 
infant, born in apparent good health on the 12 November, died of convulsions a few days 
later. Following this tragic incident, 17 men, a proportion of European children, natives 
attached to HM’s 80th regiment and a few gun lascars were inoculated against smallpox 
(Christie, 1811).

 Between 1799 and early 1800, the number inoculated did not exceed 50 or 60, yet, 
as all these cases were successful, it paved the way for its more general adoption and for 
the establishment of smallpox hospitals (Christie, 1811). Governor Frederick North, who 
was well informed of the ravages of smallpox epidemics in the island, established the first 
hospital in Trincomalee in early 1800, and appointed Dr. Christie as its superintendent 
(Christie, 1811). Smallpox hospitals were also erected in other principal districts under 
British possession, viz. Colombo, Jaffna, and Galle. These establishments started functioning 
from April 1800, and each district was supervized by an English surgeon under whose 
jurisdiction a European medical officer was placed in charge of the hospital. Each hospital 
also had a reputed Burgher as purveyor who managed the economy of the establishment 
(Christie, 1811). Governor North also appointed European medical overseers and medical 
assistants to the districts of Colombo, Kalutara, Galle, Matara, Batticoloa, Trincomalee, 
Mullaitivu, Jaffna, Mannar, Puttalam, Chilaw, and Negombo. 

As part of his successful fight against small-pox, Governor North also appointed 
medical attendants to nurse the sick in the villages. On 7 September 1800, a proclamation 
was issued by North, requesting government officials to send medical supplies to 
threatened villages (Legislative Acts 1796-1833, 1852). If someone in the village fell 
victim to smallpox, the Vidaane (village police officer) was required to report the case 
to the Mudaliyar, who in turn would report it to the Magistrate of the district, who would 
then send a medical overseer or an assistant to the respective village where the disease 
prevailed. This was to prevent the spread of infection and to perform inoculation with the 
approval of the superintendent. From 1 October 1800 to 30 September 1802, 2110 persons 
were provided treatment and 4158 persons were inoculated against smallpox by medical 
overseers in different hospitals and villages. Despite these efforts, one fourth of the patients 
who were infected, and one in thirty-eight of those inoculated died of smallpox (Christie, 
1811). 

Thomas Christie, who had heard of the virtues of vaccination, attempted all means 
of importing the vaccine to Ceylon from Europe (Moore, 1815). As those infected with 
cowpox, which is similar to, but much milder than smallpox, conferred specific immunity 
to smallpox, Dr. Christie searched for cowpox among the cows of Ceylon, but to no avail 
(p. 239). Dr. Jenner sent to Ceylon coloured drawings of the vaccine vesicle in all stages 
and is reported to have also sent out packets of dried lymph on numerous occasions (p. 
239). The smallpox vaccine (Jenner's original vaccination used lymph from pustules of 
infected cows) dispatched from Vienna reached Bombay in May 1802, and on 14 June 
1802, Dr. Helenus Scott made a successful inoculation on the arm of a three-year-old 
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Anglo-Indian child, Anna Dusthall, in Bombay (Bhattacharya, 2014). On 10 July 1802, Dr. 
Scott sent to Ceylon a packet containing, “some threads well soaked in vaccine lymph, and 
enclosed in silver tubes, stopped with wax” which reached Trincomalee on 11 August, and a 
surgeon immediately vaccinated six children with these threads (Moore, 1815). According 
to Dr. Christie’s letter to Sir Walter Farquhar, dated 19 November 1802, the first successful 
vaccination in Ceylon was performed on a Burgher named John Sybelle on 11August and 
as soon as success was ascertained in this instance, other patients were vaccinated with 
lymph derived from John Sybelle starting from 20 August. 

In the 1800s, “arm-to-arm passage” (transmission of lymph taken from a vesicle or 
pustule of a previously vaccinated person to another) was the primary method of human 
vaccination and underprivileged children were used as live carriers of the vaccine. It 
is said that parents were bribed by the medical authorities to allow their children to be 
vaccinated and that mothers were paid to accompany their children (Bennett, 2020). From 
Ceylon, the first active virus was carried by the ship “Hunter” to Madras, from where 
it was sent to Calcutta, and thereafter throughout India (Christie, 1805). Following the 
advent of vaccination, the British banned variolation in Ceylon in 1802 (Christie, 1811; 
Kinnis, 1839; Kirkpatrick, 1910; Moore, 1815; White, 1885). This made Ceylon the first 
country in the world where variolation was prohibited. In fact, it was not until 1840 that 
variolation was prohibited by law even in England and Ireland (Gregory, 1846; Rickards, 
1893; Stallybrass, 1931). In British India, although it was outlawed in 1870, variolation 
remained in practice, particularly in the princely states, up until the mid-20th Century (Basu, 
et al., 1979; Bhattacharya, 2014; Fenner, et al., 1988). It also continued to be practiced into 
the 1960s and 70s among remote populations in parts of Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Pakistan, 
China, Western and Sub-Saharan Africa (Fenner, et al., 1988; Imperato & Imperato, 2014). 

Elsewhere, the success of the smallpox vaccine spread, and natives flocked to hospitals 
to get themselves vaccinated. The medical superintendents and overseers previously 
employed to perform variolous inoculation were transferred to vaccine departments where 
vaccination was practiced every morning by the European surgeons (Christie, 1811; Kinnis, 
1838). The medical overseers were also ordered to travel to every village in their respective 
districts to vaccinate as many as they could. In order to further induce the natives, officials 
distributed pamphlets and made public addresses to raise awareness about the efficacy 
of the vaccine against smallpox. An experiment to evaluate the vaccine’s safety and 
effectiveness was also performed in Jaffna on the request of a Dutch officer, Lieutenant 
Theil, who submitted his two children who had earlier been vaccinated with cowpox to 
be inoculated by Dr. John Carnie with the smallpox virus. “An address to the natives of 
Ceylon” published by the British government in September 1802 also explained the benefits 
of the vaccine in Dutch, Malabar (Tamil), Sinhalese and English, and urged the Ceylonese 
to avail themselves of the benefits of vaccination (Bennett, 2020; Christie, 1811). 

The arm-to-arm passage which was the primary method of human vaccination in the 
1800s was not a safe practice as sometimes the vaccine became contaminated with other 
viruses and this led to the outbreak of other infections. In March 1804, the inhabitants 
of Jaffna expressed opposition to vaccination because of an error caused by Sinhalese 
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practitioners who had mistakenly vaccinated the people of Jaffna with contaminated matter. 
This led to many dying of smallpox which had broken out earlier that year (Kinnis, 1838). 
In order to placate the situation and prevent the inhabitants of Jaffna from reverting to 
the practice of variolous inoculation, Dr. Christie travelled to Jaffna, remained there for 
almost a month and introduced the genuine vaccine from Trincomalee convincing the locals 
to get vaccinated (Kinnis, 1838). Thereafter, vaccination against smallpox was routinely 
performed in Jaffna albeit not without considerable opposition from the locals who had 
formerly survived by submitting to variolous inoculation (Moore, 1815). In the southern 
part of the country, the Chief Mudaliar of Matara, submitted his infant child for vaccination 
while the headman at Dondra induced his people to be vaccinated (Bennett, 2020; Christie, 
1811). By April 1804, 20,000 individuals had been vaccinated and smallpox was declared 
eradicated in Galle, Matara, Hambanthota and Colombo (Kinnis, 1838). 

The natives of the Kandyan provinces, however, were unprotected against smallpox 
as rumour was that vaccination meant taking an oath in favour of British rule and many were 
of the opinion that the smallpox vaccination was pointless and reaped no benefit (Hopkins, 
2002; Marglin, 1987). Smallpox depopulated several villages in the Kandyan provinces 
and it left surviving populations gravely weakened and much less able to resist European 
encroachment than they would have otherwise been. Although vaccination was introduced 
to Ceylon in 1802, it was made available in the Kandyan provinces only in September 1816, 
following the signing of the Kandyan Convention and accession of Kandy to British Ceylon 
(Kinnis, 1838). The British authorities, having realized the prominence of hierarchies in 
social relations and its influence on the natives of Kandy, persuaded the Nilames, headmen 
and clergy to undergo vaccination, assuming that the natives would follow suit. However, 
it was not easy to induce them to submit to vaccination. Keppetipola Disawe was the only 
Kandyan chieftain to have allowed British medical officers to vaccinate him and his family 
(Marshall, 1823).

Keppetipola’s family survived the epidemic of 1819 which decimated many other 
prominent families. Lawrie notes that “In 1819 hardly a member of the leading families, 
the heads of the people, remained alive; those whom the sword and the gun had spared, 
cholera and smallpox and privations had slain by hundreds” (Coomaraswamy, 1908, p. 15). 
Galagoda Disawe of Nuwarakalawiya and Walapane Disawe were among the long list of 
native chiefs who were seized with smallpox, although the latter survived (Lawrie, 1898). 
It is said that when Ellepola Ihagama Kumarihamy, the widow of Ellepola Maha Nilame 
Adigar of Matale, contracted the infection, the people in her house who had pillaged her 
of her riches flung her out like offal onto the streets (Madugalle, 2005). According to Sir 
Archibald Lawrie (1896), childless Ellepola Kumarihamy died a pauper on 16 October 1819 
and a constable found her naked corpse covered with blood and pox boils. The government 
spent eight Rix dollars to bury her as the body was not claimed by any of her relations.

 Following the catastrophic 1819-20 epidemic, even the most orthodox Kandyan 
gentry, political dissidents and members of the Hindu and Buddhist clergy submitted 
themselves to vaccination, thus promoting the practice of immunization against smallpox 
among the natives of Ceylon. Some of them ably assisted the British in their attempt to 
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promote immunization. In 1820, regulations were passed by the government making 
notification of small pox cases obligatory in order to prevent its spread within settlements 
(Legislative Acts 1796-1833, 1852, pp. 246-258). Another regulation enacted in 1820 
forbade persons from landing from a ship till the port authorities were convinced that there 
were no cases of smallpox or other contagious infections on board (Uragoda, 1987). In 
1837, a complete system of compulsory domestic quarantine was established in Ceylon 
although it received considerable opposition from the inhabitants of Colombo and Jaffna 
(Gregory, 1852). 

 On the 10 July 1832, a special meeting took place at the Audience Hall of Kandy, 
where Governor Sir Wilmot Horton addressed the natives on the subject of vaccination and 
in response, Buddhist monks pledged their support to the Governor. Printed copies of the 
Governor’s speech were circulated throughout the Kandyan provinces to raise awareness on 
the benefits of vaccination (Holman, 1834). The British also induced several native doctors 
to learn the procedure of cowpox inoculation, and this led to the abandonment of the perilous 
variolation procedure. A great majority of the natives, particularly those who belonged to 
the seven Korales of the Kandyan provinces, did not wholly understand vaccination which 
was known among locals as ath irima (tearing of hand) or as ath paleema (the dividing of 
the arm) which occurred when inducing them to submit to vaccination. Some Buddhist 
monks, kapuwa/kapurale and kattadias also vehemently opposed vaccination and forbade 
their followers from going to the vaccinators (Holman, 1840). According to the Report of 
the Small-pox Quarantine Committee (1852), when Mahalpe Unanse, a Buddhist monk, 
was questioned about the efficacy of vaccination, he not only stated that he does not have 
sufficient faith in it but also declared, “I was never vaccinated….a Buddhist would do 
wrong in performing the act of vaccination” (p. 148). 

The Hindu priests of Ceylon, particularly those belonging to the Brahmin caste, 
expressed less disapproval of vaccination as compared to the Buddhist and Muslim clergy. 
In the last two months of 1809, around 1830 persons were vaccinated in the district of Jaffna, 
among whom were several Brahmins who had up to then declined vaccination (Kinnis, 
1835). It was believed that, as the Hindus hold cows in great veneration, they eagerly 
submitted to vaccination after being informed that the substance introduced after the skin 
was punctured was extracted from cows and that it prevented the disease (Thomson, 1809). 
According to Dr. Bateman’s account on the progress of vaccination, Brahmins not only 
submitted to this effectual safeguard from smallpox surmounting their religious prejudices 
but also expressed gratitude for such a blessing (1811, p. 393). Similarly, H. Dickman 
who was the Medical sub Assistant in charge of the smallpox hospital in Pettah wrote that 
“Brahmins of Colombo voluntarily came forward to be vaccinated” (1852, p. 38). In 1863, 
Ceylon became the first British colony in Asia where vaccination was made compulsory by 
an Ordinance (Ceylon, 1864; Colonial Office, 1866; Vanderstraaten, 1886)

According to the Vaccination Inquirer and Health Review (1882), Ceylon was among 
the few British colonies where vaccination was thought to be extremely successful, and Sir 
Edward Jenner used Ceylon as one of the prime examples of the efficacy of his discovery 
(Baron, 1827; Gregory, 1852). In a letter to William Dillwyn of Walthamstow in 1818, 
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Jenner wrote “In the land of Ceylon, the ravages of small-pox were dreadful. But after a 
little time the people took to vaccine inoculation very readily, and small-pox became totally 
extinct” (White, 1885, p. 345). In the words of Dr. George Gregory, writing in 1843, “So 
successful were their labours (of vaccination), that, up to the beginning of 1819, it had often 
been said that the experiment exterminating smallpox, had been made and successfully 
carried out in Ceylon” (Gibbs, 1856, p. 11; Gregory, 1843, p. 210). Dr. Jenner, who highly 
valued the medical progress made in Ceylon, urged Dr. Christie to publish an account of 
the introduction, progress, and success of vaccination in Ceylon, believing that it might 
help eradicate smallpox elsewhere (Baron, 1827; White, 1885). Between the years 1802 
and 1807, under the direction of Dr. Christie, 76, 828 persons were regularly vaccinated 
(Christie, 1811). The consequence was that no cases of smallpox were reported throughout 
the island from February 1808 to October 1809 (Baron, 1827; Christie, 1811; White, 1885). 

This made Ceylon the first non-European country where such a feat was achieved. 
Ogden (1987) suspects that Ceylon was the first country in the world to eliminate smallpox 
in the early 1800s. As early as the 1820s, Ceylon had also become one of the first countries 
to issue vaccination certificates against smallpox. To limit the further introduction of 
communicable diseases from mainland India through both rail and sea-routes, the British 
established quarantine camps at Mandapam, Ramnad district and in Tataparai in Tuticorin 
(Ceylon Year Book, 1955; United Nations, 1956). The islets of Mandaitivu and Velanai, 
off the coast of Jaffna Peninsula had been depleted by the smallpox epidemic which struck 
Ceylon in 1884. Mandaitivu was later used as a quarantine zone where those affected by 
the epidemics of the late 19th Century were housed (Bassett, 1929). There was also a 
quarantine station in Hammenheil, near Kayts. In 1897, the Quarantine and Prevention of 
Diseases Ordinance No. 3 was enacted, and quarantine camps were established at Ragama 
and Tataparai the same year (Gnanamuttu, 1977; World Health Organization, 1961). The 
colonial government introduced a series of laws and regulations relating to quarantine to 
prevent the entry of infected persons from India and elsewhere. Regulations were also 
imposed on Roman Catholic priests and pilgrims visiting Ceylon (Bastiampillai, 2006; 
Sivasundaram, 2013). Fumigation was also used as a preventive measure. According to 
the Administrative Report of 1926, smallpox was brought by the vessels S.S. Katuna, S.S. 
Karroo and S.S. Clan McNair and on arrival, the vessels were fumigated and all cases and 
their contacts were removed to the Infectious Diseases Hospital while the officers and crew 
were vaccinated (1928).

Conclusion
On 22 December 1967, Sri Lanka’s last known smallpox patient, a 47-year-old 

sportsman who had returned from a tour to Madras, India, was admitted to a private hospital 
after he presented symptoms pointing strongly towards smallpox. He was immediately 
isolated at the Infectious Diseases Hospital (IDH) Angoda, and the case was virologically 
confirmed as smallpox on 26 December 1967 (Gunasekara, 1973). On 8 May 1980, the 
33rd World Health Assembly declared that smallpox was globally eradicated. From the 
many examples presented above, it is clear that smallpox was not endemic to Ceylon 
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but imported from abroad, particularly by those who travelled to, and from, India. It is 
global connectivity that led to the importation of deadly diseases like smallpox to Ceylon. 
Likewise, vessels from Ceylon carried the disease to foreign lands. Smallpox that ravaged 
the Dutch Cape Colony in 1755 arrived on a vessel from Ceylon and again in 1767, a Danish 
vessel homeward bound from Ceylon instigated the third major smallpox epidemic in South 
Africa (Jackson, 1869; Laidler & Gelfand, 1971; Murray, 1835). Ceylon, however, also 
benefited enormously from global connectivity. The native remedies for pox boils and its 
associated complications were heavily borrowed from Indian medical codices. Variolation 
which was introduced from abroad generated immunity in many cases, and the advent of 
a smallpox vaccine in August 1802 brought about a complete change in its eradication 
campaign. Smallpox was, therefore, both spread and arrested through global connectivity. 
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