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THE BIRTH OF WOMEN’S CRICKET  
 

ust as much as the Colts was the first Ceylonese male cricket team, it also formed one of 
the first female cricket teams in the island. The following article by Eddie Melder explains 
how this came about. 

 
Another first for the Colts 
 

 
 

 
In 1977, in conjunction with a proposed tour of India by a Sri Lankan women’s team the first 
ever ladies cricket team in Sri Lanka was formed. The Colts woman’s cricket team was 
captained by Niloufer Philips-Arasakumar and was coached by Gary de Silva and Trevor 
Rajaratnam.  
 

J 
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Niloufer passed away on the 22nd of October 2023 at the age of 63. She attended Ladies 
College in Colombo, graduating in 1976. She was the Sri Lanka squash national champion for 
six years: 1984, 1985, 1986, 1987, 1989, and 1990. As such she represented Sri Lanka in 
squash all over the world. She was the pioneer of women’s cricket in Sri Lanka and was a top-
class all-rounder, performing well with both the bat and ball. She promoted the idea of 
women in cricket at a time when the idea of women playing competitive cricket in Sri Lanka 
was yet to catch on and not considered feasible.  

Niloufer began her professional career at the Dutch Embassy in Colombo. This diplomatic 
beginning paved the way for her ultimate journey to the United States where she was 
employed at the United Nations for 18 years. She retired in 2020. 

The first tourney 

An advertisement was placed the papers by Gerry Gunasekera sounding out interest on the 
part of women to play leather ball cricket. The Colts, NCC, BRC and Nomads were invited for 
discussions. It appears that the Colts were the most enthusiastic about the idea. 
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In 1977, the Colts were runners up to the NCC in a forty over women’s cricket tournament. 
They played for a trophy donated by a member of the Colts. 
 
The fact of a tournament suggests that the Colts did not necessarily produce the first women’s 
team in Sri Lanka. But it is possible that about 1976 the Colts came up with the prototype of 
a women’s cricket team and that the other three clubs that participated in the tournament 
followed suit. But it is certain that the first ever ladies cricket match with a foreign team was 
held at the Colts grounds in 1978 with the Colts playing the Tamil Nadu Women’s Cricket 
Association. 
 
The fact is that seven of the players chosen for the national women’s team in 1977 were from 
the Colts. This makes one wonder how the Colts lost to the NCC? 
 
The Colts captain Niloufer Phillips – Arasakumar was vice-captain and the rest of the Colts 
contingent were – Niluka Siriwardene, Chopsy de Silva, Asha Perera, Patricia Nelson, 
Charmaine Dias and Tamara Nanayakara. 
 
Chopsy de Silva was Brian de Silva’s sister. Another sister called Pam was also involved. 
 
Did the Colts lend players to the NCC? And did these players enable the NCC to trump the 
Colts? Colts was playing itself which probably explains why women’s cricket in Sri Lanka did 
not take off for another eighteen years even although the club was flying the banner for 
women’s cricket. 
 
Tamil Nadu tours Sri Lanka 
 
In 1978 the Colts sponsored the first ever visit of a women’s cricket team from India. The Colts 
were truly doing the running in creating the momentum for women’s cricket in Sri Lanka to 
take off. 
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The majority of games played by the visitors were against the Colts: two two-day games and 
a single one-day game. There was also an inaugural women’s double wicket tournament. 
 
It appears that the Colts team doubled up as the Sri Lanka team. However, the Colts 
Presidents XI may have included women from other clubs.  
 

 
 
The Colts women’s cricket squad had Arasakumar as captain with Niluka Siriwardene as her 
deputy. It included the other five players chosen to tour India as well as Laila Sathasivam and 
Champa Wettasinghe who moved from the NCC.  The other members of the 15 person Colts 
squad were – Aloma Yapa, Ranmali de Soysa, Vasuki Selvaratnam, Dinali de Soysa, Sairi 
Gooneratne and Debra Simmons. 
 
Other names mentioned were Rosanne Flamer-Caldera, Sweenatha Ponnambalam and the 
Thatil sisters, Clare and Elsie. These names came up in a conversation had in 2016. 
 
There may be a photo of the squad hanging on the walls of the clubhouse. But the chronicler 
hasn’t a photo to include in the chapter.  
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However, the souvenir that commemorates the tour includes photos of the visitors from 
Tamil Nadu. It is included because once the complete Colts narrative is entrenched in the web 
and fully indexed, there is a chance that the links maybe picked up by someone from Tamil 
Nadu with records and photos relating to the tour. At present match scores and averages are 
unavailable. 
 
The purpose of this chapter, as in indeed all of the chapters in this the latest draft of the Colts 
story, is to trigger actions that will extract extant information from a variety of resting places. 
The Colts story is intended to be inclusive and to be of interest to people with interest in 
cricket and social history and create stakeholders out of people with limited or no knowledge 
of the Colts cricket club.  
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Nothing would be lost in forwarding this chapter to the Tamil Nadu Cricket Association to find 
out whether records of this tour are available, officially or in someone’s private possession. 
Most of the players shown above would be in their sixties, at a time when nostalgia sets in 
and evokes memories of youthful sporting endeavour. To realise that someone is interested 
in long forgotten news clippings may trigger a response. Most of the players in the touring 
team were university students and it is highly probably that many of them kept records 
pertaining to the tour. 
 
A different tour? 
 
An informant advised the chronicler in 2016 that a squad of fifteen was sent to Lucknow with 
nine players from the Colts, including the national captain. When they reached Jaffna, the 
tour was cancelled. He must be referring to the 1977 tour except that Phillips-Arasakumar 
was vice–captain and seven players from the Colts were in the team. 
 
The date given for the Indian tour was 1980 although the tour did take place in 1978. 
Apparently, the Colts reciprocated in 1981 although there is no talk of the Colts team ever 
visiting India any time after 1978.  
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A new beginning 
 
The Indian tour didn’t provide the anticipated filip for women’s cricket in Sri Lanka. In 1996 
another tournament, again organised by the Colts, created great interest, and proved to be a 
turning point. In 2001 an informative article appeared in CricInfo titled Women’s cricket in Sri 
Lanka. The author was one S. de S. Wijeyeratne who is very likely the Susilough de Silva 
Wijeyeratne who played for the Colts and served as general secretary. His article is worth 
reproducing because it succinctly summarises the lengthy process for women’s cricket to 
establish a firm footing.  
 

“Women's Cricket in Sri Lanka started in 1978 when four leading Colombo clubs - Colts Cricket 
Club, Burgher Recreation Club, Nondescripts Cricket Club and Nomads Cricket Club - met in 
the first ever tournament for the Rajasingham Trophy, which was won by NCC led by Champa 
Wettasinghe, who beat Colts, the favourites, in the final. 
Unfortunately, after that tournament in 1978, women's cricket failed to establish itself and 
only Colts and Nomads continued to play. In fact, eighteen years passed before the next 
tournament. 
Finally, in 1996, Colombo Colts Cricket Club organised a 30-over tournament called the Pepsi 
Trophy between Colts, Nomads, Colombo Ladies and Shakthi Sports Club from Anuradhapura, 
who incidentally became the first outstation team to play leather ball Cricket. The tournament 
was won by Colombo Ladies - led by Vajira Premaratne, who was also a National Champion in 
both tennis and table Tennis - who defeated Colts in the final. 
After this tournament the women's game started to become popular and the first ever 
association to run women's cricket was formed in January 1997 at the premises of Board of 
Control for Cricket in Sri Lanka (BCCSL). 
Gwen Herat became the first President of the Women's Cricket Association of Sri Lanka 
(WCASL) and with other teams joining, the WCASL organised an inaugural 50 over Cricket 
tournament, which was won by Colts Cricket Club. 
The first task of the Association was to give as many opportunities as possible to the girls and 
in this regard, they were lucky that Japan pulled out of the 1997 World Cup in India and that 
Sri Lanka was offered their place. 
The first international game played by the Sri Lanka's women was against the Netherlands at 
the SSC grounds on the 28th of November 1997, which Sri Lanka lost but made amends by 
winning one match in the three-match series. The first Captain of the Sri Lanka women's team 
was Vanessa Bowen. 
Sri Lanka's next assignment was the 1997 World Cup in India and the first match was against 
the West Indies. They started with a convincing victory over them and with a no result possible 
in their game against India they qualified for the quarterfinal and a tough encounter against 
England. They lost but had guaranteed themselves a place in the 2000 CricInfo Women's 
World Cup and left with their heads held high. 
Since then, they have had further success. They defeated teams from Pakistan, West Indies, 
Netherlands and Ireland and in the 2000 CricInfo Women's World Cup in New Zealand the 
side, captained by Rasanjali Silva, narrowly failed to qualify for the semi-finals when they lost 
to South Africa by just 16 runs. 
The next assignment will be the tour of West Indies to Sri Lanka in December 2001. A pool of 
players will be picked from the annual tournament, which is currently being played at the 
Colombo Colts Cricket Club.” 

 

Clearly, without the Colts, women’s cricket would have struggled to take off. The club 
maintained a cricket team at a time when other clubs showed little interest. 
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Although started by burghers the Colts never discriminated on the grounds of race. Likewise, 
it was the first club to give women cricketers a break.  
 
Vanessa Bowen 
 
Vanessa Bowen is the most famous name in Colts women’s cricket. At 21 years of age she 
joined the Colts to pursue a cricketing career and ended up captaining the Colts women’s 
team and going on to be the first to captain a Sri Lankan women’s cricket team. 
 

VANESSA BOWEN 

 
Courtesy of the Colts  

150th anniversary souvenir 

 
In 2013 the Daily Mirror featured an article on her. It illustrates her journey to the top of 
women’s cricket in Sri Lanka and the part played by the Colts in her success. 
 
Today women’s cricket is big in Sri Lanka and the women cricketers of Colts have thrived in 
the domestic competition. The group photos which hang on the walls of the club are 
testimony to the competitiveness of the women cricketers at the Colts.  
 

“Having earned a celebrated status as Sri Lanka’s first women’s cricket captain, Vanessa De 
Silva has gone on to become a pioneer of women’s cricket in Sri Lanka, after a short but 
successful cricketing career. She is now the Manager/ Coordinator of Sri Lanka Women’s 
Cricket. Vanessa is working hard to promote and organize women’s cricket around the island, 
and with the support of Sri Lanka Cricket (SLC), she hopes that one day our girls will bring 
home the World Cup Trophy. 
Her own sporting career began not in cricket, but in softball. As captain of the women’s 
national softball team, she toured with the team to India in 1995; it was after she returned 
that she made the decision to focus on her ‘passion’ and joined the Colts Cricket Club that 
same year. 
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While she knew she was talented in the sport, Vanessa says she never expected to be made 
captain at just age 22, “It was a great achievement for me to be the first women’s cricket 
captain. I was selected by Gwen Herath, the former President of the Women's Cricket 
Association of Sri Lanka (WCASL) to captain the side for the 1997 Women’s World Cup in India, 
and I have to say she really inspired all of us back then. If it wasn’t for her, we might not have 
played cricket at all.” 
While there weren’t many tours at the time, the team made maximum use of the games they 
had. Vanessa captained the winning team that took part in the 98’ inaugural test match 
between Sri Lanka and Pakistan, the only test match the Sri Lanka women’s team have played 
to date. 
One of the reason talented players like her retired early was the fact that women’s cricket was 
not a paid profession during her time. With family commitments and careers to focus on, most 
players gave up the sport early in their careers. 
“My only regret would be that I gave up my international career too soon. I could have played 
for another 3 more years I think but, my family was more important to me.” Thankfully, things 
have changed since then, as Vanessa explains, now that the women’s side are professionally 
paid, more and more girls are playing for longer in the current squad, with most of them 
continuing for up to 6 to 7 years. 
“The SLC are working hard to promote the women’s game by taking it to the grassroots level. 
Women’s cricket does not bring in funds like the men’s, so I’m very grateful for work and 
exposure the SLC is giving the women. I think the popularity of the game has risen here after 
the last World Cup in India was telecast live and our team did very well in that. Parents should 
encourage their daughters if they want to take up cricket as there are also now employment 
opportunities within the sector.” she explained. 
After her marriage in 1999, Vanessa played for 3 more years before retiring to focus on her 
family and career in the travel industry. In 2008, she was selected to represent the Sri Lanka 
women’s team at the Asian Cricket Council and between 2008 to 09’ she was a selector for 
the national squad. 
Around 09’ she took over her current position at the SLC. Speaking about her change in role 
from player to administrator, she says the switch was made easy given the fact that after 
having played at the highest level, she can understand both the players and SLC’s point of 
view. “I’m proud and happy to be part of women’s cricket in Sri Lanka. I look after everything 
here so I’m quite happy to be doing something for my country.” 
While Vanessa does love her work, she is also a mother to 2 little boys, which means every 
day is a struggle to balance both her professional and personal lives. “My oldest son is 9 and 
my youngest is 1 year and 6 months. I make sure to dedicate my weekends to spending time 
with them. My oldest loves cricket and even plays at his school.” When queried if she’d like to 
have a cricket loving daughter someday, Vanessa laughingly answered with a definite no, 
adding, that having 2 children was already a handful. 
Right now, Vanessa is determined to continue the hard work that’s being done to promote 
women’s cricket in Sri Lanka and lift up the women’s team to the No.1 side in the world 
-  hopefully, a world cup winning side at that!  

 
In March 2016 the chronicler took in the photos hanging on the walls of the Colts Cricket Club. He took 
a photo of the following framed group photograph taking the view that it must have been an 
important win for the club to have it hanging on the wall. It features a Colts women cricket team that 
took out a Women’s Cricket Association trophy in 2003. 
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Courtesy of the Colts Cricket Club 

 

Greater clarity required 
 
This chapter needs to be further developed with up-to-date photos and a detailed history. For 
a start, a list of cricket captains of the women’s team needs to be listed. In addition, the 
notable women cricketers the club has produced since Vanessa Bowen should be mentioned. 
 
Greater clarification is required of the major cricket tournaments for women in Sri Lanka and 
how many of them have been taken out by the Colts. Clearly, women’s cricket is far more 
competitive today compared to when the Colts and the Nomads were the only clubs fielding 
women’s cricket teams. 
 
This chapter will benefit from more specific information regarding the status of women’s 
cricket at the Colts at present. And the extent to which the club stages women’s first division 
and national cricket matches. Clearly, the club continues to promote women’s cricket in a big 
way, and it is important that recent developments are captured.  
 
 


