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Chapter: 5 
Trade and Commerce II 
5.1. Trade Centres and Routes: Development and Decline 

5.1.1. Trade Centres: Rise and Decline  

A large part of Indian Territory operated trade on a large scale since the 

earliest times. With the establishment of strong and able political system, there was 

development of a network of trade channels and routes to transport of goods from 

one place to another, and carry out trade with foreign countries as well. With the 

development of these trade routes, there was simultaneously development of 

markets, ports, and trading centres. In this way, during this time, there was an 

overall development of the economy. The state also derived much of its income 

from the trade. So, the state provided safety measures to protect and foster all kinds 

of trade interests for the benefit of merchants and the smooth working of the 

traders.  

It is presumable that agriculture always grows in littoral land like Bengal, 

where water is easily available as a gift of nature. The villages of ancient Bengal 

flourished as the basis of agricultural economy appeared on the banks of rivers, 

canals, and reservoirs etc. The urban centres, which were developed in the early 

days, were also of riverine character. Not only that, urban centres grew up to 

facilitate trade and industries. These centres of trade and commerce developed 

always on the confluence of land routes or rivers.  

Bengal maintains trade relations with external world since ancient times. The 

economic prosperity of Bengal mostly depended on its flourishing trade. The 

scholars unanimously agree with the view. Trade centres played an important role in 

maintaining trade relations. In ancient period, Bengal's main trade centres were 

situated in the Ganges or its tributaries (Map-4). Tāmralipta is certainly the oldest 

port city of Bengal beyond any doubt. It has been identified with modern Tamluk 
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lying on the river of Rupnarayan in the Medinipur district of West Bengal. Tāmralipta 

was known by different names such as Tamalites, Tāralipta, Tāmalipta, Tamalini, 

Tāmalitti, Tamalipti, Tāmalitas, Dāmalipta, Tāmraliptaka, Tamaralip , Viṣhṇugriha, 

Stambapura, Tamālika and Tan-mo-lih-ti in different languages and to different 

people in different times. The Greek and the Chinese sources have suggested its 

location on the Gaṅgā. It maintained regular trade and commerce with the outside 

world especially with south-east Asian countries, and through this trade there were 

people to people contacts. In fact, the emergence of the Tāmralipta port facilitated 

the transaction of the rural economy into urban economy during second 

urbanisation around 3rd-4th centuries B.C. Its commercial importance increased 

because of the fact that it was easily accessible from the Ganges Valley, and thus, 

not only in Bengal, but in the entire Gangetic basin. The site existed in the remotest 

past as it is evident from the testimony of the great Epics.1 But the earliest dated 

reference to Tāmralipta has been found in the Geography of Ptolemy.2 The Greek 

geographer puts the city on the Ganges, referring to the Tāmalites. In the first and 

second centuries AD, Tāmralipta seems to share along with other ports on the Indian 

coast a profitable trade relationship with the Roman world. It is evident from the 

remains of sprinkler and rouletted ware that are thought to have originated in 

Rome.3 Tāmralipta's reputation as an emporium expanded across India and even 

beyond its boundaries. The Chinese pilgrim Fa-hien, when he visited India around 

399-414 AD, found the maritime settlement of the Buddhists.4 Two hundred and 

fifty years later, Hiuen-Tsang wrote that being situated in the Bay of Bengal, it could 

be reached both by land and water, and it contained rare and valuable merchandises 

and a wealthy population.5 Another pilgrim or traveller who followed Hiuen-Tsang 

wrote about the port, ʻʻTāmralipta is 40 yojanās south of the eastern limit of India. 

There are five or six monasteries; the people are rich.ʼʼ6 Thus it comes from the 

available sources of three Chinese pilgrims that Tāmralipta was the place of 

embarkation for Arakan, Burma, Java and China in the east, Coromondal coast in the 
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south, as well as the Malabar Coast and the land of Yavanas in the west. It is 

mentioned in the Kathāsaritasāgara,7 Tāmralipta was the home of the rich traders, 

who operated trade with Sri Lanka and Suvarṇadvīpa and gave jewellery and other 

valuable articles to the sea in order to ensure safe and secure sea journey. The same 

story is repeatedly mentioned in the Manasāmaṅgala and Chaṇḍīmaṅgala Kāvyas of 

later times.8 But the useful career of the great port of eastern India came to a sad 

end in 7th century. Due to the three main reasons, the port of Tāmralipta declined:9 

1) the break-up of the Roman Empire (476 A.D) and subsequent unsettled 

relationship between the eastern Roman empire and the Sāssanids, which resulted 

in the loss of the most important markets for Tāmralipta; 2) chaotic political 

condition in Bengal in the 7th century A.D. and 3) the silting up of Ganges, on which 

the port (Tāmralipta) was situated also in 7th century. As a result its difficulties were 

felt to bring or send the goods to river from the wide hinterland. On the other hand, 

the significance of Samandar port lying on sea-route was increasing day by day, and 

that was used in international trade. All of the products of eastern India that were in 

demand in international trade were found here. For this reason, the importance of 

ancient maritime trade of Tāmralipta might have diminished. B.C. Sen refers to its 

fall due to ‘the disappearance of the channel linking Tamluk to sea, which made the 

island more or less joined to the mainland ……. and was largely responsible for its 

downfall.’10 

There was another port-city in ancient Bengal, namely Gañge. Scholars are of 

different views iden fying the loca on of Gañge. Most of the scholars located her 

between the extreme mouths of the Ganges. We don’t have any definite literary and 

archaeological evidences of the earliest period regarding the commercial centre or 

even of a se lement called Gañge. The port was named after the river Gaṅgā. The 

accounts of the Periplus and Ptolemy indicate that during their time the whole of 

deltaic Bengal was organised into a powerful kingdom with its capital at Gañge, a 

great market town on the banks of the Gaṅgā. The city of Gañge is placed by 
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Ptolemy considerably to the south-east of Tāmralipta.11 But Periplus considered 

Tāmralipta and Gañge as the same.12 However, according to Ptolemy Tāmralipta and 

Gañge were two separate ports in ancient Bengal. Surprisingly in the post-Ptolemy 

era, there is practically no reference to the Gañge Port in Hindu, Jaina and Buddhist 

literatures. But on the contrary there are ample references to the Tāmralipta port 

during this time. Nihar Ranjan Ray13 believes that Gañge was an important port of 

ancient Vaṅga, and it was alive for the first three hundred years of the Christian era. 

It was equally important like Tāmralipta. Recent discoveries carried on at 

Chandraketugarh in the 24 parganās of West Bengal have been compared with 

Gañge. But no positive conclusion can be drawn until concrete evidence comes to 

light.  

It was Chandraketugarh, which rose to prominence in the initial stage due to 

its convenient geographical loca on. The river Vidyādharī flows about five or six 

miles away from the south of Chandraketugarh, and another river Padmā, probably 

less than one mile to its north. The traces of river bed are found near the site. The 

village of Degaṅgā, five-six miles to the west of Chandraketugarh, is found to have a 

chain of marshes intervened by dried up sands running between them indicate 

probably the traces of the extinct river.14 The name ‘Degaṅgā’ seems to be very 

significant. This gives us an ini al connec on with the river Ganges. ‘Degaṅgā’ may 

have derived it name from the local dialec cal corrup on of ‘Devi-Gaṅgā’ or ‘Dvi ya 

Gaṅgā’. It seems that Chandraketugarh might have derived from the name of 

Chandraketu, a local ruler of medieval times. 

It has been mentioned that the discovery of fragments of gray ware assigned 

to 7th century BC has brought Chandraketugarh to light. The evidences show that 

Chandraketugarh was a flourishing town from the 4th century B.C., to the post-Gupta 

period.15 Chandraketugarh was not only famous for trade and commerce, but also 

for cultural linkages with Buddhism. Ample evidences available testify that 

Chandraketugarh as market-town or port in Lower Bengal from pre-Maurya period 
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to the end of the Gupta period. The discovery of wine vases of Roman origin and the 

terracotta figures displaying Hellenistic influence testify to the relation between 

Greeco-Roman world and Chandraketugarh. Undoubtedly, the navigability of the 

river Vidyādharī gave this site with an extraordinary opportunity to flourish as a city-

port in lower Bengal at least up to the Gupta period. However, its ancient 

nomenclature is not recorded in early indigenous literatures. Some have identified 

Chandraketugarh as Gañge of Periplus and Vaṅga of Milinda-pan͂ha.16  

The Mahāsthān Inscription palaeographacally assigned to the Maurya period 

reveals another centre of trade named Puṇḍranagara. Cunnigham located 

Puṇḍranagara at Mahāsthāna in the Bogra district. 17  In the Gupta period, 

Puṇḍranagara was designed as the provincial headquarter of the bhukti of 

Puṇḍravardhana. The province of Puṇḍravardhana survived as late as the last days of 

Sena rule. It is difficult to determine when the city declined or was abandoned. But, 

it may be assumed that by the 13th century A.D., the name Puṇḍranagara had been 

replaced by that of Mahāsthān. The centre played a role as entrepot of trade among 

the different parts of the Indian subcontinent. Traders always used to merchandise 

their trade item through this route. Thus the role played by Puṇḍranagara as 

entrepot also gave her into prominence as trade centre. 

The Gunāighar grant of Vainyagupta inscribed in 188 Gupta Era, records gi  

of land to a Buddhist monastery. The grant also indicates the ports of ships at 

Cuḍāmaṇi, Nagarasr̒ī and Praḍāmāra. The channel between the two ports was the 

eastern boundary line of the Vihāra. To the south, the channel open to ships 

connected to the large marshy land at Gaṇesv̒ara, was the boundary line and to the 

north the channel leading to the port Praḍāmāra.18 

In the 10th century AD Srīdhar in his Nyāya-kandalī mentions Bhūrisṛiṣhṭi in 

Dakṣhiṇa Rāḍ̕ha as a centre of learning as well as a centre of sr̒eṣthīs or merchants 

and bankers. 19  The location is again mentioned in 11th century’s work 

Prabodhachandradaya of Kṛṣṇamisr̒a and Satyapirer Kathā of Bhārata Chandra Ray in 
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the 18th century A.D. It means that the port, which appeared in 11th century A.D., 

continued even in the 18th century A.D. It testifies the brisk commercial transaction 

between Bengal and her neighbouring centres. The site has been identified with the 

present village of Bhursat on the right bank of the Damodar in the Hoogli district.20 

Samataṭa was also well connected with Kāmrun (Kāmarūpa) by means of the 

Brahmaputra. Moreover, Meghna and her two tributaries, Surma and Barak could 

create more internal communica on opportuni es with Sylhet region. It is also 

evident that the river Kṣīrodā remained navigable at least from the 7th to the 10th 

century A.D. As Devaparvata no longer remained the political centre of the Chandras 

since the early part of the 10th century, the importance of this riverine port seems to 

have lessened. 

The historical site named Tilda, located very close to Tamluk, has proved to 

be an important archaeological site. An excavation at Tilda in 1955 has brought to 

light its antiquity from the pre-Gupta to the post-Gupta period.21 It may have been 

included within the territorial unit of the Tāmraliptaka kingdom. Terracotta and 

potteries discovered from Tilada closely resemble those discovered from Tamluk. 

It seems that Raghunāthbāri, another site, a few miles away from Tamluk, 

was connected with the city-port of Tāmralipta through a riverine route. It was 

located on the bank of river Gouri, which was known to have met with Rupnarayan 

near Tamluk. A series of discoveries found from Raghunāthbāri reveals its cultural 

and commercial contacts with the western world through the city-port of 

Tāmralipta. 

Bāhiri, situated down the sea coast in the district of Medinipur, have yielded 

terracotta objects and figurines representing toy carts, ram carts and pottery, which 

bear testimony to its antiquity. The terracotta and po eries are assigned to 

Kuṣhāṇa, Gupta and Medieval periods.22  Bāhiri maintained a relation with the 

outside world, of course through the port of Tāmralipta. 
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Another site, Rādhāmoṇighāt, located in the same district, is famous for 

yielding proofs of cotton-yarn and weaving industries. Evidences confirms the export 

of co on to foreign countries from this area. Tāmralipta, no doubt, had played an 

important role in exporting the merchandise to foreign countries. 

Traces of anchorage of ships and boats are found in Bandar located in the 

confluence of the Silavati and Dwarkeswar. The Rupnarayan River is still navigable 

from Tamaluk to Bandar. The boats and long iron chains have been discovered from 

here. There is reason to believe that Bandar was one of the market town supplying 

and receiving merchandise to and from the port of Tāmralipta. No archaeological 

remains have been found so far. However, its fame as a port in the Portuguese 

period may have its beginning in the early period, when Tāmralipta was a famous 

port in early Bengal.23   

Harinārāyaṇpur, located four miles of south of Diamond Harbour, seems to 

have been an important settlement in the lower Bengal from the Maurya to the 

Gupta period. The medium of exchange that probably existed in the Maurya era and 

later as discovered in this site, indicates that Harinārāyaṇpur was a busy town 

witnessing business transactions since early times. It flourished as a mart and 

maintained maritime trade as evident from the available sources. The terracottas 

unearthing from Harinārāyanpur assigning to the Gupta period bear close link with 

other sites in north India such as Ahichhatra, Bhita, Kumrahar, Patna etc.24  It is 

reasonably presumed that this was an important centre of commerce in littoral 

Bengal at least up to the Gupta period. Sometimes after the Gupta period, the 

market town seems to have lost importance, because no archaeological evidence of 

the post-Gupta era has yet to been found.  

The ancient place of Hariharpur and the adjacent village Māhinagar were 

located nine miles away from the southern part of Calcutta and about a mile away 

near a blue river, which was perhaps an ancient course of the Ganges or one of its 

tributaries in the past. Archaeological discoveries found so far testify to the 
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inhabitation at this site from the earliest times to the post-Maurya period. It can be 

assumed from the discoveries that there was interlink between lower Bengal and 

western and north-western India since ancient times. Some antiquities refer to the 

relations with the Greek-Roman world. It may be mentioned in this connection that 

the remains of rouletted dishes, coloured bowls, a fragmented footed goblet of 

Graeco-Roman origin and numerous grey wares have been unearthed. It is difficult 

to determine the exact chronology of this market-town. It seems that this site had 

lost its importance after the post-Maurya period. The reasons behind its decline are 

not yet known to us. Terracottas and potteries discovered from this site bear close 

resemblance not only with those from other sites of lower Bengal, but also with 

those from sites locate in the other parts of India such as Sind and Punjab. We know 

that that these sites (Sind, Punjab) had a close relation directly with Graeco-Roman 

world in course of trade and commerce in the early centuries of the Christian era 

testifying to the importance of Hariharpur as a trading centre. There is little scope 

for doubt that this market-town played effective role for which the city-port of 

Tāmralipta flourished. There is no doubt that market-towns such as Hariharpur and 

Harinārāyaṇpur took special role in the riverine economy of Bengal. 

Deolpota, another site of importance in the lower Ganges valley was located 

in the eastern bank of the Bhāgīrathī. Archaeological discoveries indicate that it was 

an important trade centre from the very early times to the Gupta era. These findings 

assigned to the Gupta testify to provide a rich tradition of Deolpota in the realm of 

maritime trade and commerce.25 It is probably advisable that Deulpota was closely 

linked with Tāmralipta. Perhaps Deolpota was a prominent city up to the Gupta 

period, if not later. 

Archaeological excava ons at Berāchāmpa and the area around it comprising 

the sites of Devālaya, Haḍipur, Shānpukur and Jhikrā have brought to light the 

existence of a city port that might easily challenge the posi on of Tāmralipta.  
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Another port that is often mentioned by the Arab writers is Samandar in the 

country of Dhm (pronounced as Dhaum, probably referring to the kingdom of 

famous Pāla king Dharmapāla). A perusal of the country of Dhm vis-à-vis the 

kingdoms of Balhara and Juzr strongly suggests that the Arabic authors meant by the 

name Dhm the Pāla kingdom in Bengal. The name of the port Samandar appears to 

have been named after samudra or sea, thereby implying that it was located 

probably on or the near the coastal regions in Bengal. Al Idrisi (1162A.D)26 informs us 

that an island visited by various types of merchants lay close to Samandar. It should 

logically be identified with a port in or near modern Chittagong. Both Ibn 

Khurdadbeh and Al Idrisi speak very highly of Samandar as a port. Moreover, Al Idrisi 

states that Samandar was situated on a khawr that reaches it from the city of 

Qashmir.27 Ibn Ba uta during his visit to Bengal in 1334 arrived at a major port in the 

Bengal coast, named Sudkawān. It was very close to the great sea, and Ibn Batu a 

undertook a northerly journey from Sudkawān by a boat along the Blue river 

iden fied with the Meghna. It would strongly suggest that Sudkawān was located 

near Chittagong.28 Thus Samandar and Sudkawān may have been the same port in 

and around Chittagong in the Samataṭa-Harikela regions of early Bengal. Samandar 

or Sudkawān of course stole the limelight as the premier port in the Bengal coast. 

But Samandar could not avoid isolation; it seems to have been connected with other 

ports in Bengal littorals. These ports had fewer reputations than Samandar, were 

mostly riverine in character and played an important role in internal river 

communication in coastal Bengal. These river ports provided vital connectivity to the 

adjacent areas of delta with the main ports of the coast.  

The emergence of Samandar as a centre of the sea level ac vi es is generally 

related to the poli cal history of Bengal and the tragic death of the port of 

Tāmralipta in par cular. Due to the fall of Tāmralipta, the traders could move away 

to a more suitable place. But the demand for commodi es from Kāmarūpa (Assam), 

which could be exported to Bengal faster, must have prompted both Kāmarūpa and 
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international traders to look for recourse. And this recourse was provided by 

Samandar. H.B. Sarkar has pointed out that in the 8th century A.D. there seems to 

have been a revolutionary change of trade route from the Ganges Valley to the far 

south making India and Sri Lanka directly half way bases on the east-west trade 

route through Andaman and Nicobar to the Malay Peninsula. However, Sarkar thinks 

that the history of Tāmralipta was lost much before the turbulent years of 

mātsyanyāya from the mid-7th to the middle of the 8th century A.D. Once the sailors 

and the mariners sometimes found ways to travel across the Bay of Bengal in the 

second half of the 7th century A.D.29 Samandar provided such opportunities under 

stable political condition. After analysing all the available data Shahnaj Husne Jahan 

informs us that Samandar came into prominence sometime in the 7th century A.D., 

flourished in the 8th century A.D., began to decline in the 9th century A.D., and was 

extinct by the 13th century A.D.30 In all likelihood, the position of Samandar as an 

international seaport shifted to Vikramapura in the 10th century and in the 13th 

century to Sonārgaon and Chi agong.31  

The mari me port of Samandar could be connected to the internal parts of 

Samataṭa through Gum , Dakatia, Titas and Choto Feni. The Gazetteer of Tripura 

states that it is also true that in the early 20th century, the main mode of transit for 

Comilla and Tripura hill districts was the Gumti river. Timber, bamboo, canes and 

thatching grass would be sailed down the river while salt, rice, cloth and iron-ware 

would be sent upstream.32 Devaparvata, capital of Samataṭa became a port located 

on the legendary river Kṣīrodā. Devaparvata was indeed well connected with 

Samandar. In addi on, Kṣīroda and Gum  could provide riverine connectivity to the 

Samandar with Tripura. From the north, Samandar was originally connected with the 

inland ports of Kāmarūpa. The products of Kāmarūpa were exported from this port. 

The information may be gleaned from the narratives of Al Idrisi and Ibn Ba utā. 

Arab writers tell us about the communication of Samandar with Uranbin (Odisa), 

Kāñchipuram and Sri Lanka. It was supported by Ibn Battuta, who once planned to 
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come to Bengal from the Maldives. He hired a fleet and reached Sudkāwan through 

Malabar along the coast of Coromondal. This indicates the maritime link between a 

port of south-eastern Bengal and Maldives through western sector of the Indian 

Ocean. It must be said that south Indian ports were also well connected with Bengal 

ports. While coming back, he travelled from Sudkāwan to Java in a Chinese junk. So 

in addition to trade with the Maldives, the coast of Bengal was connected to south-

east Asia. The extensive communication between the east and west coast of India 

through the Bengal coast has been supported by the existence of a wide hinterland. 

The hinterland included Arakan, Kāmarūpa and wide areas of deltaic Bengal. The 

possible reason for this was that Chittagong was called the premier port by the 

Portuguese.  

The frequent occurrences of the bahr harkal in Arabic accounts, such as 

Akhbar al-Sin-Wal’Hind, generally attributed to Sulaiman, urges us to re-examine 

this dominant historiographical standpoint. Later on, the term appears with 

remarkable frequency in all subsequent Arabic and Persian accounts. The name 

harkand or harkal is derived from Harikela, one of the well known subdivisions of 

early Bengal, deno ng the present-day areas of Chi agong, Noākhāli and Comillā in 

Bangladesh.33 Bahr refers to the sea. So bahr harkal must have been the sea of 

Harikela denoting the Bay of Bengal. A perusal of the Arabic account also gives an 

impression that their authors had a better awareness of the Bay of Bengal than the 

Classical writers, whose descriptions were often vague. 

Significantly enough, an inscrip on of Chandra ruler Srīchandra found near 

Dhaka, dated AD 971, explicitly refers to Vaṅgasāgara.34 The term should denote the 

sea (sāgara) of Vaṅga which indicates the deltaic Bengal (i.e. the Dhākā-Vikramapur-

Faridpur regions). Thus it may not be difficult to understand that bahr harkal and 

Vaṅgasāgara corresponded to the same maritime space, i.e., the Bay of Bengal.35 

Ptolemy refers to Sābhār located near the Ganges as a country that produced 

diamonds. It seems to have functioned as an inland riverine port. It emerged firstly 
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as navyāvakāsi̒ka (administrative centre) and then as saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka (a trade 

centre with warehousing facilities) in ancient and early medieval Vaṅga. Trade at this 

centre (Sābhār) and its riverine linkages with the Bengal coast could have flourished 

after its establishment as an administrative centre under the early rulers of Vaṅga 

and also the Chandras. Around the 6th century AD, it emerged as riverine port while 

in the 3rd quarter of the 10th century A.D. it was a saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka. The site of 

Sābhār, therefore, twice came into limelight in four centuries as a riverine port 

having linkages with the li oral areas of Vaṅga, first as navyāvakāsi̒kā in the 6th 

century A.D. and then as saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka in the 10th century AD. But the history of 

Sābhār between the 6th and 10th centuries A.D. remains unknown. Precisely during 

this me, epigraphic evidences suggest that Devaparvata, situated in Samataṭa-

Harikela region emerged as another riverine port in prominence. 

In this context, Devaparvata may be mentioned. It was located in or about 

Maināma  in Comilla, Bangladesh. Devaparvata has figured as a port on the river 

Kṣīroda as early as in the second half of the 7th century A.D. It once again figures 

prominently as a riverine port in a Copper-plate of Bhavadeva Abhinavamṛgaṅka 

(c.765-780), a Deva ruler of Samataṭa.36 The last known reference to Devaparvata is 

traced in the Pasc̒himbhāg Copper plate (AD 930) of Srīchandra (c. AD 925-975), the 

greatest ruler of the Chandra dynasty of eastern Bengal.37 That Lālambīvana (i.e. 

present-day Lālmāi, close to Maināma ) was searched by hundreds of sailors for 

medicinal herbs (mentioned as Lālambīvanamatra nāvikas̕atairanviṣya) further 

speaks of Devaparvata as a riverine port. After the decline of Tāmralipta, this port 

played an important role in maintaining trading activities. 

Another port has been mentioned as Gaṅgāsāgara. Alberuni enlightens us to 

the regular riverine movements from Varanasi to Gaṅgāsāgara, where the Ganges 

flows into the sea via Pāṭaliputra, Mungiri (Monghyr) and Janpa (i.e. Champā near 

Bhagalpur).38 In 1192 AD, the local ruler of the South 24-Parganas district, named 

Srīmaddommanapāla, is known to have relinquished his life close to what was known 
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as Gaṅgāsāgara.39 A close perusal of the descrip on of Dommanapāla’s svīya-

muk kṣetra shows that near Gangāsāgara a place stood called Dvārahātaka. It 

appears to have been an exchange centre situated near the dvāra or gate of what 

may have been the confluence of the Gaṅgā with the Bay of Bengal. Vaṅga was an 

important centre of overseas trade mentioned in the Milinda-pan͂ha and the 

Mahāniddesa. The authors of the Periplus and Ptolemy men on the coastal and 

direct travel, from the port of Gañge and Tāmralipta to foreign lands, especially the 

south-east Asian countries. 

The veteran writer Ibn Battuta in the 13th century A.D. refers to Sonārkawan 

(Sonargong). He records the Chinese junks using to say for the countries of the Far 

East.40 Incidentally, Ibn Ba uta does not men on Tāmralipta, possibly it was extinct 

by the 13th century AD. Probably the port had refrained in importance due to the 

thriving of port of Sonargong. The identification of this port is still obscure. 

Nevertheless, the description given by Ibn Battuta, testifies to its location 

somewhere near the confluence of the Meghna and the Brahmaputra. The part of 

Bengal obviously carried out trade through this port. 

Vikramapura, the capital city also flourished as trade centre, has been 

referred to in the inscriptions of the Chandras, the Varmans and the Senas. 

Formerly, it was the capital of Chandras and the Varmans. Ultimately Vijayasena 

conquered it after defeating the Varmans and made their capital. 

Saptagrāma, situated on the bank of the Sarasva  River, is known as a rich 

port of lower Bengal from the description of Ibn Battuta. Its fame has also been 

mentioned in the Maṅgalakāvyas of the medieval period. Vrindabon Das, who 

flourished two centuries later than Ibn Ba uta, has given a descrip on of 

Saptagrāma teemings with the houses of rich merchants. 41  Vipradāsa in his 

Manasāmaṅgala has described Saptagrāma as ‘a beautiful city of gods.’ Caesar 

Frederick found Sātgaon a reasonably fairy city.42 Some scholars have identified 

ʻGanges Regiaʼ which is referred to by Ptolemy with Saptagrāma on the strength of 
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the arguement that Ptolemy placed it between Kambyson and Mega in his map. 

Some scholars also have taken Saptagrāma resemblance with Tillagrammon of 

Ptolemy.43  The remains found from this site mark the possibility of growing 

Saptagrāma as a centre of trade and commerce. But it is difficult to mark, when it 

rose in to prominence. Though it is known to have become the capital in 1206 during 

Muslim rule in lower Bengal, Saptagrāma did not achieve its position of prominence 

as a centre of trade and commerce much earlier than 13th century A.D. It might not 

have been as famous as Tāmralipta, but it probably served to a great extent the 

commercial life of the country. When the market town became a metropolis in the 

13th century A.D., political fortune was added to its commercial prosperity. The rise 

of Saptagrāma as the most affluent city-port clearly indicates that the fall of 

Tāmralipta has already been set in. But the early career of Saptagrāma as one of the 

trade centres in lower Bengal can be estimated in the light of the antiquities 

discovered so far. 

Wari and Bateshwar, two adjacent villages in Narsingdi district in present 

Bangladesh were also famous for its relation with nearby regions. It flourished as a 

trade centre found from the discoveries. Its location was on the bank of an ancient 

course of the Brahmaputra. This can mean only that it was an estuarine port. During 

the early historic period, Wari-Bateswar functioned as a maritime port and was 

already integrated in the Bay of Bengal littoral trade network. The port was possibly 

made up for public utilities, warehouses and production centres for manufacturing 

semi-precious stone beads, pottery including NBPW and rouletted ware. But after a 

certain time the site declined. The possible reason for the decline of Wari-Bateshwar 

as a port is the change of the course of Brahmaputra.44 Because of the fall, some 

other sites in the neighbourhood must have taken up the role of Wari-Bateswar. 

Sena epigraphs provide the names of some places such as Betaḍ, Vetadda 

and Chaturaka lying on the western side of the river Hoogli. The information 
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gathered clearly speaks highly of its importance in the country’s trade and 

commerce, mainly riverine. 

Thus, the archaeological discoveries in the Lower Ganges Valley bear witness 

to the existence of urban settlements, which testify to the growth and prosperity in 

the post-Maurya and Gupta periods, though their emergence could be discovered 

from the pre-Maurya period. The available evidences indicate a cultural link and 

commercial association between the lower Ganges Valley and the north and north-

western region of India. On the other hand, on the basis of excavations and 

exploration urban settlement also developed in this area, presumably it occurred 

due to trade and commerce, which already flourished in this region. In this study, we 

can assume that the most important factor behind the process of urbanization was 

the trade and commerce, although there were other lesser factors too. 

5.1.2. Trade routes 

All industrial products, above all, should finally reach to the ultimate 

consumer. The manufactured goods to spread over the various distributing centres 

require a network of trade channels and of transport facilities. It is through this 

network of trade routes that ultimately there came about the growth and 

development of important markets, trade centres and ports for the export and 

import of the commodities. Naturally, therefore, the various land and sea routes, 

adopted by a country, are intimately connected with its growth and economic 

development. Hence, since the very dawn of civilization, trade routes have always 

played a leading role in harmonizing the unevenly distributed economic resources 

over the whole earth. From time immemorial, trade routes have been used to 

facilitate the flow of products from places to places. It became a necessity in order 

to bring a balance and reduce waste from surplus production, where they are 

plentiful in a scarcely populated area. It is difficult to identify the evolution of trade 
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routes in this country. Their evolution has taken place over the ages, and a large 

number of groups will have to participate in providing their distinct character. 

India's fabulous wealth, from the earliest times, attracted not only the 

merchants of the remote land, but also the invaders. Foreign pilgrims often visited 

the country to satisfy their religious zeal. Thus they followed a route which later 

developed into a trade route. It was owing to the political stability during the 

concerned period, a large part of the Bengal ran a large scale of trade. The region 

was well connected with other parts of India with land and riverine routes.45 Though 

ancient India had some big cities, yet most people lived in the village and most of 

the country was covered with dense forest through which the road passed. Often 

these roads were infested with wild animals and robbers. The steps were taken by 

the state to protect the traders against predators and wild animals. Food was 

difficult to procure during travel and travellers had to carry their own provision. 

These roads were very dangerous to travel alone, and therefore people travelled 

together in well-organized caravans, which provided reasonable comfort to their 

members. Although with organized among caravans, merchants had to face many 

dangers. Moreover, the slow speed of the conveyances (sa̒kaṭa) pulled by animals 

carrying the merchandise and the uncongenial nature of the roads were also 

threatening to the traders and the travellers.46 The state adopted measures to 

protect and facilitate the trade interest as the state derived a considerable income 

from it. 

In the Arthasā̒stra the king is said to keep clear trade routes, which was 

harassed by the king's favourites, work-officers, robbers and frontier chiefs.47 To 

transit the items smoothly from one place to another, guards were stationed on the 

side of the street all along the way. For any loss of damage of the goods in the time 

of transit, the officer-in-charge of the locality through which goods were passed, was 

responsible for the inconvenience.48 Manu also advised the king to look after the 

proper maintenance of the roads and bridges, through which the trade could be 
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easily transported.49 According to Manu, the avoidance of the public highway was a 

punishable offense. The Dharmasā̒stras say that the state had the power to impose 

restrictions on trade and industry. During the period of the Mauryan rule, there was 

specific care devoted to the construction, repair and protection of roads. A special 

group of officials was appointed to supervise the construction and maintenance of 

roads. In this connection, Megasthenes has made mention of an official named 

āgoraṇomoi, whose main duties were concerned with the communication system of 

the country.50 In a single word it may be said that the government always took 

particular care to see that the traffic on roads went unhampered. It was not only to 

maintain the stability of their administration, but specially to safeguard the 

prosperity of their trade. 

Geography played an important role in the evolution of the routes. The joy 

and pain of travel in ancient tour depended on the geographical location of the 

trade routes. The main characteristic of the natural geography of Bengal was its river 

system since the remote past. It was bounded by the Himalayas to the north and 

east and on the west we find hilly land, while the southern end abounding in the 

creeks and the estuaries is washed by the waves of the Bay of Bengal. This 

geographical location presupposes that from the earliest times Bengal was 

accessible to each other both by land and river courses. Bengal itself was connected 

with the rest of India, and the extra Indian territories by land and overseas routes.51 

It is necessary to mention here that the Bengal delta was the only shore of the sea, 

which was situated in the Ganges Valley. Bengal's own distinct geographical location 

and the geologically-defined land and sea routes made the communication very easy 

and smooth. Apart from it, routes of foreign and domestic trade incited the rulers to 

invade other regions.52 The route of foreign and domestic trade no doubt invited the 

foreign invaders to run into Bengal. A few inscriptions and literature preserve details 

of military campaigns run by some rulers of ancient India. There are also references 

of foreign travellers or pilgrims, who visited India or collected information from 
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other sources. This information, if properly analyzed, gives us an idea about the land 

and water ways followed by the merchants and military generals from and into 

Bengal. 

Therefore, it is presumed that geographically defined routes contributed to 

the trading transactions of Bengal. It also patterned the cultural identity and 

exchange with the external world. This is reflected in different aspects of 

contemporary life. The communication relied on road and route which is s ll in its 

infancy. But it is specifically known that about fourteen hundred BC from the 

beginning of the Chālcholithic culture of Bengal, there was a great deal of mobility of 

people. Our archaeological evidences regarding this type of movement are still very 

rare. But the evidence gathered from such objects like pottery and tool kits used by 

the pre-historic peasant groups of this part of the country, seems to suggest a sort of 

connection with other parts of India.53 Moreover, about routes undoubtedly the 

most concrete witnesses are provided by pilgrims and travellers. Our inscriptions 

often refer to roads and public highways interconnecting neighbouring villages. 

These constituted the smaller adjuncts of a larger and more complicated system of 

roadways that covered northern India by the time of the Buddha and the peninsula 

by the Mauryan times. 

 

5.1.2.1. Overland Routes 

Traders and travellers widely used trade routes to communicate with Bengal 

or to communicate with other regions through Bengal. These routes were also being 

used to connect with the lands of the residents of Bengal for trade and consequent 

cultural and religious purposes and missions. There was an active trade relation 

between Bengal and the Indian subcontinent, Central Asia, south-east Asia, China 

and other regions. Like the eastern Mediterranean, many other remote areas were 

also associated with the coast of Bengal, although perhaps only indirectly. The 
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Greco-Roman literature, especially the Periplus of the Erithrean Sea, was aware of a 

land called Gañge by an anonymous author (C. 60 AD), through which a river of the 

same name was flowing. The river Gañge, i.e. the Gaṅgā, also had its confluence with 

the sea in the country called Gañge.54 Thus, the region defined was the same as 

coastal / deltaic Bengal. The Periplus mentions a port named Gañge located in the 

same region. The country (Gañge) and the port were well-known for its very fine 

cotton textile and aromatic oil known as the Gangetic nard.55 It should be noted 

here that Niharranjan Roy added the suffix ʻBandarʼ to ʻGaṅgāʼ (river) and renamed 

the port as ʻGangābandarʼ.56 It is to be noted here that overland and sea routes and 

internal and external communication systems were deeply regulated by the 

geography of Bengal as already mentioned. Deep forest, highlands, river and 

mountain ranges complicated land movement for Bengal to keep contacts with lands 

beyond. But the sea in the south had given her an opportunity to open 

communication with the marine world from the ancient times. Keeping in view this 

perspective, an effort has been taken to trace the main routes, over land and sea, 

which were utilized in the past for carrying out trade. For the sake of convenience 

the ancient trade routes may be grouped under two headings, land routes and water 

routes. 

About overland routes, undoubtedly the most concrete witnesses are 

provided by pilgrims and travellers. Our inscription often refers to roads and public 

highways interconnecting neighbouring villages. These constituted the smaller 

adjuncts of a larger more complicated system of roadways that covered northern 

India by the time of the Buddha and the peninsula by the Mauryan mes. Kauṭilya 

categorically has given preference to land route. According to him the land routes 

constituted the trade route. This was the corpus of income (āyasa̒rīram).57 The 

importance of a village or countryside road is reflected in Arthasā̒stra, where it is 

said that for encroaching on a road to the village and on one to the countryside, the 

fines were 200 and 2000 paṇas respectively.58 Kauṭilya speaks of six royal highways 
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in the imperial area, three running west to east, and three south to north.59 

References to other royal highways and roads running through the droṇamukha, 

sthānīya, the country-side, pasture-lands, harbour-town-village, etc., have occurred 

in the text.60 The king was expected to lay out a sthānīya with a market town served 

by a land-route and a water-route.61 Most of these roads were probably built by the 

state probably by collecting revenues. The king is advised in the Arthasa̒stra to 

establish and maintain trade routes, water-routes and land-routes. Like Kauṭilya, 

Arrian62 has also referred to ‘royal roads’, by which designation one has probably to 

understand broad important roads fit for travel by the royalty, troops and common 

people alike. Megasthenes told us that the rural officials were instructed to make 

the roads along with the pillars at every ten stadia to show the distance.63 

It is to be noted that the relation between Bengal and the outer world was 

first established through land routes.64 The existence of the land route from 

Pāṭaliputra to Puṇḍravardhana, Puṇḍravardhana to Kāmarūpa, Kāmarūpa to 

Samataṭa, Samataṭa to Tāmralipta, Tāmralipta to Karṇasuvarṇa, Karṇasuvarṇa to 

Kaliṅga, Tāmralipta to Bodhgayā, Tāmralipta to Ayodhyā, Tāmralipta to Mithilā and 

Tāmralipta to Andhra have been mentioned in the inscriptions (Map-5).65 These 

routes, which had changed their directions from time to time, served the purpose of 

intra-regional mobility and communication within Bengal. It also extended deep into 

some other regions of the Indian subcontinent and mainland south-east Asian 

countries. 

From the Jātakas, we learn of regular journeys from cities, such as Benares 

by the people, Pāṭaliputra and Champā, sailing down the Ganges up to its mouth, or 

Dantapura. We often hear about rental and express boats.66 There was a land route 

in the mouth of the Ganges from Pāṭaliputra.67 With the growth of Magadhan 

imperialism during the reign of Haryaṅka, Sisu̒nāga and Nanda dynasties, the path of 

16 mahājanapadas gradually merged with the Rajagṛiha and Pāṭaliputra road 

system. The main road on the ways of Ganges-Yamuna cons tuted a kind of Grand 
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Trunk Road, Tāmralipta on one side and Taxila on the other. There is no history who 

built this royal road. This road is sometimes referred to as Uttarapatha by Panini and 

the ‘northern route’ by the Greeks. It is seen that this royal road was passed from 

the capital city of Pāṭaliputra, called Pālimbothra by the Greek writers, to Kāśi 

(Varanasi), then to Kosāmbi and Prayāga (Allahabad), Calinapaxa (Kanauj), to 

Hastinapura. It then crossed Lomanens (Yamuna), Hesidros (Sutlej), the Hyphasis 

(Beas), the Hydaspes (Jhelum), passed Taxila, crossed the Indus and cut across the 

Kabul valley. The terminus of this route was formed by Peucelaotis (Puskalavati, now 

Charsada). From Puskalāva , it probably branched off to Kashmir in the north and to 

Bactria in the north-west.68 It can be noticed here that the route was later built by 

Sher Shah, which extended from Sonārgaon in east Bengal to the Indus. The story of 

Jīvaka travelling from Rājagṛiha to Taxila in order to receive medical education is a 

further witness to the existence of link roads spanning the whole of northern India.69 

This major route of India, split on two parallel lines on either banks of the 

river Ganges, met at ferry-points and then ran its separate course again. The road 

matched up to sahajāti by the parallel navigational facilities of the Ganges plains, 

the farthest naviga onal point of the Ganges, while at the other end laid 

Tāmralipta.70 In the early stage of Buddhism, the roads of Bengal were not as well 

developed as in places in central and western India. It might be that during the 

journey of Buddha and his disciples to central India, the importance of the roads in 

this region has reached its zenith. The Jain Āchāraṅga Sutra71 da ng from c.300 B.C. 

describes the land of Rāḍhas (Rāḍha) as a path-less country. At the time of the visit 

of Jaina Tīrthaṅkara Mahāvira, it is not necessary that the all the parts of the Bengal 

were equally devoid of communication. In the Ceylonese chronicle Mahāvaṁsa̒, the 

Princess of Bengal had been asked to join a caravan party, which was going on from 

Vaṅga to Magadha through Lala (Rāḍha, i.e., West Bengal). The caravan party had 

taken the least difficult land-routes from east Bengal (Vaṅga) to Magadha through 

Rāḍha (West Bengal). Generally trade-routes followed traditional ways. Therefore, 
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the caravan route in the sector between West Bengal and south Bihar could be the 

same as was used by the missionaries of king Aso̒ka. 

In eastern India, Kajaṅgala (modern Kākjol) was a strategic location, where 

direct and exciting routes from different directions of eastern, western and southern 

vicinity of the land   found a point of convergence. Around this place, the river 

Ganges was divided into two parts- one under the name of Padmā went to 

Bangladesh, while the other named Ganges-Bhāgīrathī, met the sea at Tāmralipta. 

In Kajaṅgala, the Tāmralipta-Puṇḍravardhana road met the regional roads of 

India, and the early literature refers to many of them. The Jātaka stories often refer 

to traders in the upper Ganges valley going to Tāmralipta for trading purposes. The 

story of Viduṣaka is recorded in the Kathāsaritsāgara, who went from Ujjayinī to the 

east and on the way visited Puṇḍravardhana before reachingTāmralipta, which was 

not far from the eastern sea. On the way back, the same Puṇḍravardhana had to be 

revisited.72 

We learn from the itinerary of Buddha, his disciples, and others about the 

routes lying between Rājagṛiha and Kapilavāstu, Rājagṛiha and Srāvastī, Rājagṛiha-

Mithilā, Rājagṛiha-Champā and Rājagṛiha-Bodhgayā-Orissa.73 Traffic of people, goods 

and animals from north Bengal flowed through Puṇḍravardhana, Mithilā (north 

Bihar), Champā (Bhagalpur) and Pāṭaliputra. Rāma’s i nerary in the Rāmāyaṇa 

indicates that there was a road between Mithilā and Vaisā̒li and the port of 

Tāmralipta was connected both of places by the land route. It seems that people 

going to Vaisā̒lī or any other place north of the Ganges from south Bihar had to cross 

this river at the confluence with the Sona, where the city of Pāṭaliputra was located. 

The Mahābhārata74 also describes some of the routes of eastern India in connec on 

with Bhima’s fight with Jarāsandha. It is said that Bhīma conquered the lands in 

eastern India. After killing the king of Modagiri, he defeated the Puṇḍras. Submi ng 

them, he a acked the ruler of Bengal and defeated Tāmralipta, Karvata, Suhma and 

all other barbaric people living in the coastal areas. Having defeated these people he 
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went towards Lauhitya (Assam).75 Therefore, we may presume that by the period of 

the composition of the epic a route connected northern Bengal with central and 

south-western Bengal. 

Kālidāsa's Raghuvaṁsa̒ indicates that the region, which is now included in 

Bengal could go through the Ganges.76 We are told that Raghu proceeded towards 

the Bhāgīrathī, leading the Ganges with a large force. This idea is likely that Raghu 

followed the riverine route along the Ganges into the plains of Bengal. The 

Raghuvam ̇sa̒ further states that subduing the Suhmas, Raghu wrecked Vaṅgas and 

then proceeded towards the south-west over the Kapisa on his way to Kaliṅga 

through Utkala.77 

We have learned about a route connecting south-west Bengal with central 

Bengal. The evidence furnished by the Raghuvaṁsa̒ perhaps indicates that this road 

did not stop there, but extended south-westward across the river Kapisa. The river is 

identified with the Kasai flowing through the district of Bankura and Medinipur. 

Probably the same route was followed by Yaso̒varman of Kanauj. Probably he carried 

on depreda ons in Magadha and Vaṅga and travelled through the Odra and Kaliṅga 

in the south-west. 

In the Mauryan period there must have been a land route, connecting 

Pāṭaliputra with Tāmralipta across the Vindhyāchala forest. It may be recalled that in 

addition to prince Vijaya78 and his followers and relatives, the Maurya emperor 

Asoka also visited the Tāmralipta port on his way to Ceylon to deliver a branch of the 

Bodhi tree. It is mentioned in the Sāmantpāsādika that Aso̒ka started from 

Pāṭaliputra, crossed the Ganges by boat, and then by traversing the Vindhyāchala 

forest in the vicinity of Pāṭaliputra reached Tāmralip , from where he was taken to 

Ceylon by a ship.79 The same contacts must have been retained in the post-Mauryan 

period. 

Inland trade was, in a sense, intimately associated with foreign trade by sea-

routes. The itineraries of Fa-hien, Hiuen-Tsang and I-tsing furnish before us the 
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routes, both land and water, that favoured the growth of inland trade. From 

Pāṭaliputra Fa-hien went through Nālanda and Rājagṛiha and arrived at Gayā. Then 

he retraced his steps towards Pāṭaliputra and arrived at Benares. A er returning to 

Pāṭaliputra he now proceeded towards home and following the course of the Ganges 

downstream came to Champā, whence proceeding further he arrived at the country 

of Tan-mo-lih-ti (Tāmralip ).80 

The itineraries of Huen-Tsang81 provide us with the informa on that he went 

from Champā to Kajaṅgala, from Kajaṅgala to Puṇḍravardhana, from 

Puṇḍravardhana to Kāmarūpa, from Kāmarūpa to Samataṭa, from Samataṭa to 

Tāmralipta, from Tāmralipta to Karṇasuvarṇa, and from Karṇasuvarṇa to Odra, 

Kangoda and Kaliṅga. In fact, he visited important janapadas of Bihar, Bengal and 

Orissa. In his travel details, a network of routes from Patna in the north, Orissa in the 

south and Bengal and Kāmarūpa in the east have been shown. 

 I-tsing is known to have travelled from Tāmralipta to Bodhgayā in India during 

the 7th century AD. First he arrived at Tāmralipta by the sea to go to the holy places 

of Buddhism in Bihar, almost on the heels of Hiuen-Tsang in 673 A.D. It has been said 

that ten days away from the Mahābodhi Vihāra, there was a great mountain and 

bogs. The pass was dangerous and difficult to overcome. I-tsing with his companions 

first arrived at Nālandā, then ascended the Gṛidhrakūṭa (Vulture’s Peak) mountain 

and lastly came to the Mahābodhi Vihāra. The order of the place-names shows that 

the party followed the tradi onal route of Kajaṅgala, because the alignment of the 

road is located from north to south.82 I-tsing 83 says that the distance between 

Tāmralipta and Nālandā was more than 60 yojanās i.e. a little over 402 English 

miles.84 The distance between Pātaliputra and Tāmralipta by the river route would be 

around 680 English miles approximately.85 So I-tsing followed the short route of 

Kajaṅgala. On his way, he met some brigands, who attacked him, when his merchant 

companions left him, much to his shock. On the way back, he met with the same 

fate indicating the dangers in the land route connec ng Tāmralipta with Bodhgayā. It 
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seems that I-tsing traversed the Chutinagpur plateau, when he refers to a dangerous 

defile.86 The Dudhpani Rock Inscription87 refers to a route from Tāmralipta to Oudh. 

The Kathāsaritasāgara refers to merchants travelling from Puṇḍravardhana 

to Pāṭaliputra.88 Several centuries after I-tsing, Bakhtiyhar Khalji invaded Bihar and 

Bengal. The attacker crossed the confluence of the rivers Ganges and the Sona at 

Maner.89 Then he went to Bihar Sharif and after conquering large parts of Bihar, he 

encroached the forest area of Jharkhand, through which perhaps another ancient 

Tāmralipta-Pāṭaliputra road ran. 

 The Chi agong plate of Dāmodaradeva refers to about a public road (rāja 

patha) passing by the side of village Kāmanāpīndiyāka.90 K.N.Dikshit91 excavated the 

ruins of two ancient embankment roads near Dhanora. Sandhyākara Nandī92 in 

Rāmacharita writes that the regional route connected Varendra with the Himalayan 

countries. The route a er leaving Varendrī moved through Nepal, Sikkim and the 

Chumbi valley to go to Tibet and China. According to the text, this road was very 

important, because the road was mainly used for horse trading. It is known that 

saddle horses used to come to Sena capital, Lakhnauti, regularly. Along with these 

new roads, the earlier trade route connecting the lower Ganges Valley, with the 

northern and north-eastern regions ending in southern China, Afghanistan etc., is 

said to have continued till the 9th century AD. 

R.D. Banerjee93 mentions the use of three alternate routes by the invader, 

through which one could reach from Nadia to Bihar. The first was from Bihar to 

Bhagalpur or Moṅghyr, then across the Ganges to Gauḍa. Here he could cross the 

Ganges again along the eastern bank of the Bhāgīrathī to reach Nadia. Again, he 

reached his destination through the hilly districts of Chotanagpur and Birbhum. 

Otherwise, he could travel through the pass at Sahibganj along the southern bank of 

the Ganges and the western bank of the Bhāgīrathī and crossed the river at Nadia. 

The recent discovery of Kharoṣṭhī documents in ancient Vaṅga or Bengal has 

thrown light on the extensive hinterland of the coastal Vaṅga. Kharoṣṭhī was 
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originally used by Yueh-chi or Kuṣhāṇa people in the north-west of the Indian 

subcontinent. Its discovery from Chunār in the heartland in the Gaṅgā valley and 

Vaṅga clearly suggest overland linkages of north western India with the middle 

Gaṅgā valley and finally with Bengal littorals.94 The region was well-known for the 

availability of excellent horses from central and west Asia. Some of the imported 

horses had been shipped out from Chandraketugarh to overseas destinations.95 

There was a route connecting Bengal with western India. Three main routes 

extending from Bengal to the west were the gateways of communication with north 

India and central Asia. There was a land route from Puṇḍravardhana to Varanasi and 

Ayodhyā, through Mithilā or northern Bihar, through Champā (near Bhagalpur), and 

Pāṭaliputra, near Bodhagayā. This route extended up to the ports of Sind, Saurāṣhtra 

and Gujrat. A trade route between Gauḍa and Gujarat is mentioned in Puruṣa 

Parīkṣā by Vidyāpati of 15th century. 96  The second land route running from 

Tāmralipta to Pāṭaliputra through Karṇasuvarṇa to Rājmahal and Champā.97 The third 

route ran directly north-west from Tāmralipta by way of Bodhgayā to Ayodhyā. It 

would be logical to assume that the way between Tāmralipta and Ayodhyā in U ar 

Pradesh ran through the forest of Jharkhand.  

Bengal’s connection with southern India was also maintained through other 

link roads. Hiuen-Tsang in his i nerary states that from Karṇasuvarṇa in Bengal he 

marched to Uda (Odra/ Udra: Orissa), Kong-ut’o (Kongoda), Kalinga (south), Kosala, 

Andhra, Dhanakataka (near Amravati), Chola, Draviḍa and Malkuta, and thence to 

Ceylon. Earlier sources men on a route from Pra ṣṭhāna to Vaisā̒li and then to 

further south. While returning, he visited places namely Vaiśali, Pāvā, Kuśinārā, 

Kapilāvastu, Setavya, Srāvas , Sāketa, Kausā̒mbī Vanasavhaya, Vidisā̒, Gonarda, 

Ujjayiṇī, Mahasma  and Pra ṣṭhāna. The route thus led to the western coast of India 

connecting the famous harbour of Surparaka. The town of Vaiśali was connected 

with Tāmralipta both by land and sea. Thus the Tāmralipta-Vaiśalī-Pra ṣthāna route 

leading to the south was well recognised. There was a well-organized route to the 
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south by the eastern coast of peninsular India. The route was located beside the 

plains between the Eastern Ghats and the sea. The passenger had to cross on his 

way many rivers like the Suvarṇarekhā, Vaitaraṇī, Brāhmaṇī, Mahānadī, Godāvari, 

Kṛiṣhṇā and other smaller ones lying in between. Pāla and Sena rulers of Bengal, 

Vikramaditya of the western Chālukya dynasty,98 Rāja Rajendra Chola99 and the east 

Gaṅga kings followed the Drāviḍa-Andhra-Kaliṅga path on their military campaign to 

the south or to the north, as the need might be. An inscription of 1200 AD mentions 

the incident of a ack of Kalachūrī king Bijjala (1156-1167 A.D.) against the king of 

Vaṅgāla.100 Another inscription found from Mysore dated 1190 A.D. also reports 

about an invasion against Vaṅgāla king.101 These are clear signs of inland routes 

across Bengal and south India. The rouletted ware discovered from Sisu̒pālgarh and 

Manikpatna in Orissa, Arikamedu, Karur and Sengamedu, Uraiyur in Tamilnadu and 

Mantai, Kantarodai and Anuradhapura clearly indicate the relation of Gaṅgābandar, 

Tāmralipti and Wari-Bateshwar of Bengal through south India through coastal route. 

Internal trade may most likely be conveyed among the most conveniently 

located cities on the east coast.102 From the book of Periplus we may derive these 

coastal links. The Colandia of the Ganges frequented the port called Sopatma. The 

author of the Periplus states that Benares muslins, malabathrum and Chinese silk 

were exported from the Ganges to Masalia and Dosarne.103 

There was a brisk trade between Bengal and the Indian subcontinent, Central 

Asia, south-east Asia and China, and consequent religious and cultural contacts and 

exchanges by land routes. H.B. Sarkar gives a graphic account of the existence of 

connecting roads in the east Indian region with the Middle East, central Asia, Tibet, 

China and Burma.104  There were many frequent routes from north India to central 

Asia through Kabul and Balkh. The caravans from Byzantium could carry their 

cargoes by the land route through the country of the Seres to Pālimbothra and 

thence to the mouth of the Ganges at terminus. In the Periplus we get a reference 

about the export of some Chinese products in India, which were brought from 
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Thinae by land to Barygaza via Bactria or by the Ganges to Lymyrike or Damircia.105 

Schoff thinks of a northern route from China through the eastern Himalaya 

mountain range across the Tibet plateau. But the harshness of the climate and 

severe forests, as the book mentioned, these routes were not used commercially 

through western Tibet. 

It is true that in later times China and Bengal were conveniently connected 

by the Tibet-Nepal land route, when the Benepa-Kuti pass was opened in 639 AD. 

This route has been given a generic term, ʻTufan-Nepal Routeʼ. The route carried the 

Chinese raw silk, silk yarn and silk cloth to Dāmirica by the way of the Ganges. In the 

middle of the seventh century A.D, King Srong-btsan Gam-po of Tibet, who 

introduced Buddhism in his country made it easier for the travellers to make journey 

between Eastern India and Tibet. The rise of the power of the Pālas in Bengal and 

Bihar was followed by the establishment of close relations between India and Tibet. 

Traders, missionaries and artists from India visited this remote Himalayan state. But 

in the 8th and 9th centuries A.D., the ʻTufan-Nepal Routeʼ was not followed by China's 

pilgrims due to the political ties between China and Tibet. In the 10th century A.D., 

the route was re-opened and traffic movement was noticed. 

The journey to Nepal and Tibet from India in the 11th century A.D. was very 

much normal. There is more detailed information about the alignments and 

conditions of routes from the itineraries of some Indian scholars in the land of snow, 

such as Santarakṣhita, Padmasambhava and Kamalasī̒la. After starting from the 

Vikramsī̒la monastery A sa̒ and his party apparently entered Nepal through its 

central part and moved for the west towards Mānasasarovara.106 A śa’s travels in 

Nepal and Tibet were epoch-making for exploring the way to Himalayan countries. 

The Tābāqat-i-Nasirī107 mentions an account of a journey from eastern India 

to Tibet. Bakhtiyar Khalji, a military general after defeating Lakṣmaṇasena marched 

for Tibet from either Lakhnauti or Deokot (identified with Deokot or Damdamah, 

south of Dinajpur). At the end of his career, he conducted the operation in Tibet. 
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There is no clear explanation about the underlying purpose of its project. It can be 

said, however, that his ambition or desire was to gain more profits by securing 

mastery over the trade route from Tibet to Kāmarūpa, and thence to Bengal. The 

other intension might have been to discover a short-cut route to Turkistan.108 

It is said that there were 35 mountains (dārhh) between Kāmarūpa and Tibet, 

through which the horses 109  were brought from the northern mountain to 

Lakhnauti. Marco Polo in the 13th century AD mentioned that north-east area 

appeared as a horse supply area to eastern India. He talked about a western way of 

connecting Aniu (identified with Yunnan) with Caugigu, which was associated with 

Bengal by a land route.110 Therefore, horses from Yunnan could reach 'Vaṅga' via 

Pāgān, which were connected to south-eastern Bangladesh and Lusāi and the 

Tripura hills. According to Polo, the journey of land from Carajan to ‘Bengala’ could 

be completed within 45 to 55 days.111  

There was a route from China to Bengal since ancient times through the 

northern borders of Burma. Indian settlements in Yunnan and north Burma must 

have accelerated the movement of men and goods between India and China. The 

Puṇḍravardhana-Yunnan route through Kāmarūpa and upper Burma met somewhere 

in the border areas of Kāmarūpa and Puṇḍravardhana. Now the route merged with 

the Tāmralipta-Taxila route in the region of Puṇḍravardhana and Kajaṅgala 

respectively. Thus the people travelling from Bengal to China or the Far-East had the 

choice of at least three routes before them. Chinese accounts of Chang-Kien (126 

B.C.), Shang-she, the Chinese ambassador to Afghanistan (420-479 A.D.) and Kia-ten 

(785-805 A.D.) etc. referred to the existence of many such land routes connecting 

Bengal with east and south-east Asia. The first route was extended from Tonkin to 

Kāmarūpa. The route crossed the river Karotoyā and passed through north Bengal 

and then ran across the Ganges to south Bihar. This route which existed even before 

the Christian era was known as Trang-Ko route in the Chinese texts. This important 

route connected eastern India with south China and the mainland of south-east Asia. 
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The second route connected Bengal with Pagan in central Burma through Surma, 

Kachar valley, Lusāi hills, Manipur and North Burma. The third route connected 

Chittagong with Lower Burma through Arakans. The important halting stations on 

this route were Pagan and Prome. The combined Chinese and Portuguese accounts 

of early medieval period strongly suggest the existence of this land route during that 

time. It is through this land route that silver from Yunnan/Burma border areas used 

to flow into Bengal.  

There were also some minor routes to Burma, which cut across the 

Hakawang Valley and passed through Myitkyna to Tipland, near Margherita, and the 

Chaukan Pass.112 The Donkin, Natu and Jilap also gained importance for providing 

passages to the eastern countries beyond India. 

Apart from the Trang-ko road, most of the routes passing through Central 

Burma to Bengal were still in progress, but it was manageable at the beginning of 

the seventh century AD. A detailed description of the route from Tonkin to eastern 

India was linked with the writings of Kia Tan, which can be dated between 785 and 

805 AD. It seems that before the 6th century A.D., if not earlier, people wishing to go 

to the Far East from the port of Tāmralipta could curtail the tedious sea route to 

China by getting down at Tavoy in the gulf of the Marbata. 

In the 9th and 10th centuries A.D., another land route had been widely used, 

which extended from Tonkin to Kāmarūpa and from Kāmarūpa to Magadha via 

Puṇḍravardhana, crossing the Ganges.113 About three hundred Chinese missionaries 

followed this route in India in the 10th century A.D. In this connection, it can be 

mentioned here that Ibn Battuta,114 who came to India from Africa in the 14th 

century A.D., men oned a route from Kāmarūpa to China. He describes that from 

Kāmarūpa he went to China and proceeded to Khansa City. 

A route existed from the area of Darjeeling-Jalpaiguri through Sikkim and 

Bhutan and the Himalayan mountain passes to Tibet and then to China. Some 

reference to this road is also found in the Periplus of the Erythrean Sea of the first 
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century when apparently silk and silken products came from China into Vaṅga  by 

way of either this mountain road or the eastern road from Kāmarūpa.115 Perhaps the 

people of the mountain will have to come down to the plains of Assam using this 

road. 

Another notable land route that existed in south-east Bengal was to Pagan in 

Myanmar. This route came from Samataṭa/Paṭṭikera to Pagan in central Myanmar. 

This rote ran through the valleys of Surma and Kāchhar(Sylhet and Silchar of present 

days), and through Manipur and north Myanmar to the destination.116 This link was 

considered to be helpful in maintaining close matrimonial bonds and poli cal 

connec ons between Paṭṭikera in the Lālmāi-Maināma  hills (Comilla district, 

Bangladesh) and the rulers of Pagan in Myanmar.117 Chittagong was connected with 

lower Myanmar (ancient Srīkṣetra or Prome of southern Myanmar) through a land 

route of Arakan. Through these two routes, trade and cultural rela ons between 

Pagan-Srīkṣetra and Chi agong-Comilla was initially maintained. Tradition on both 

parties bears enough testimony of this contact.118 H.B. Sarkar gives a graphic 

account of the existence of connecting roads in the eastern Indian region with the 

middle-east, Tibet, China and Burma.119  

It may be concluded that the land route that connected Bengal with China 

and Tibet extended to south-east Asia. This route created a long chain of roads 

which mainly connected Bengal with south-east Asia.120 A road started from South 

China through north Myanmar, Manipur and Kāmarūpa and extended to 

Afghanistan.121 In ancient times, China's silk and bamboo were believed to have 

been exported to Afghanistan across Bengal. 

5.1.2.2. Overseas routes:  

Water is the ultimate sustainer of human life. Therefore, since time 

immemorial, water bodies has acted as a very cradle of human civilisation. The 

water system provides not only fish for food, but also channels for movement. R.S. 
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Agarwal comments, “The cry of the water was the very cry of adventures, and in 

their earlier stages man was tempted to hazard their lives at the rivers and seas only 

to make their own destiny. It is the river which gave them inspiration for starting 

water transport”.122 But the unfortunate fact is that the marine history of India is not 

well documented. Though there are some maritime accounts highlight this narrative, 

they are largely written and documented by western historians. And that probably is 

the reason why substantive references to seafaring skills of ancient Indian appear to 

be missing from India’s maritime narrative. Admiral Arun Prakash describes this 

phenomenon as follows: “One of the reasons for our maritime blindness is that as a 

nation we have been indifferent to the reading as well as writing of history; both our 

own and that of others. Whatever little history we do study, has been recorded by 

western historians who have made full use of the literary license to give it the slant 

that they wished to”.123  

It is to be noted that in our respective period, primitive navigational 

technique and monsoon wind direction accelerated overseas trade. For Indian 

merchants travelling to south-eastern Asia, the north-eastern monsoon blowing 

from China in the month of November to February and the south-eastern monsoon 

flowing from the Indian Ocean in May to October hit south-east Asia. Likewise, it is 

also believed that the traders from south India also followed the inter-monsoon 

period of August-September and November to April for sailing back. S.H. Jahan 

clearly points out that “Bengal lay mid-point between the western arm of the route 

to South India and the eastern arm to South east Asia. It was single route two-ways, 

necessitating the use of the inter-monsoon period August-September (for voyages 

to Bengal) and the north east monsoon and the following inter-monsoon period 

from November to April for voyages from Bengal”.124 

The trade is largely managed by land and seaports,125 which are often 

referred to as maritime trade. Archaeological and literary evidences strongly assert 

that in the first century of the Christian era, trade relations between Bengal and 
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south-east Asia and China were established in maritime and land-related trade. 

Various indigenous and non-indigenous sources such as the Periplus of the Erythrian 

Sea, Arthasā̒stra, Ptolemy’s An Outline Of Geography, Milinda-pan͂ha provide 

valuable informa on regarding trade of Bengal in our relevant period. Finally, the 

recent discoveries of Kharoṣṭhī and Kharoṣṭhī-Brāhmī script from the ancient 

historical places like Chandraketugarh, Tamluk etc. prove the use of Kharoṣṭhi and 

Kharoṣṭhi-Brāhmī script (mentioned as vimisr̒ita-lipi or mixed script in the 

Lalitavistāra) during the early Christian era.126 It is believed that from north-western 

India a group of Kharoṣṭhi-speaking people settled in lower Bengal for trading 

purpose. Since they were very skilled trader, they used water and land routes. They 

were initially believed to start the journey of the river along the Ganges to the coast 

of Bengal. Then they started their journey through overseas to south-east Asia. 

  The tributaries and distribution of the Ganges provided a network of water 

channels for mari me ac vi es, which the Kuṣhāṇa people used as their commercial 

routes for trade and commerce abroad. Tāmralipta of the lower Bengal was the only 

port of land-locked north India to provide trade facilities abroad with remote areas 

of the Indian Ocean. There are enough data suggesting the territory's maritime trade 

relations with the peninsular and western India, Srilanka and part of south-east 

Asia.127  According to B.N. Mukherjee,128 “several indigenous and Chinese texts 

indicate that in the early centuries of Chris an era (4th or 5th century A.D) Vaṅga 

had direct or indirect trade relations through sea routes with some countries of 

south Asia, China, Srilanka, Egypt and even certain ports of the peninsular and 

western India.” 

The discovery of a large number of trade items found from various parts of 

south-east Asia, such as Thailand, Vietnam, Indonesia, Burma, Malaysia, and Java 

etc. has revealed India’s maritime trade along the eastern coast. They firmly 

establish that from the 1st century to the 5thcentury AD people from south-east Asia 

and India were involved in ocean trade. Most of the outgoing and incoming products 
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were transported through the ports of Bengal. Trade was carried on between 

different market towns situated on the banks of the river. Tāmralipta, 

Gaṅgābandar/Chandraketugarh (24 Parganas), Wari-Bateshwar, Sābhār 

(vaṅgasāgara-sambhāṇḍāriyaka/navyāvakāśikā) and Chaṭṭagrama 

(Samandar/Sudkawan) were examples of trade centres. These centres formed the 

most important ways of communication. The contemporary epigraphs provide 

interesting information about this. One such epigraph speaks about tārāpa  or 

tārika who was likely to look after the dues caused by transportation of large 

amount of goods through ferries.129 

 It is extremely difficult to recommend their exact positions from antiquity, as 

Bengal's hydrography has changed considerably from the ancient to the modern era. 

So, the identification and fixing issues of ports of ancient Bengal are subject to 

debate among the scholars from time to time. But on the basis of literary evidences 

and archaeological evidences, it has been suggested that there were two major 

ports in ancient Bengal, which controlled foreign trade, namely Tāmralipta and 

Gañge.130 Samandar came in the fray after the ports mentioned above disappeared. 

  Bengal enjoyed the deltaic features and geographically strategic location 

from the first centuries of the Christian era. It gave her right to maintain connection 

through the water route. Gaṅgā-Brahmaputra and its tributaries were the main 

source of routes since ancient times. Bengal got a chance to connect by the sea with 

the Indian coastal regions as well as the extra-Indian territories comprising maritime 

south-east Asia. Archaeological, literary and numismatic sources supply abundant 

information regarding the waterways connecting different regions along different 

rivers. Therefore, naturally, in a country like India, which is watered by various river 

systems, without the provision of water transport the pattern of communication 

cannot be completed. Since the earliest times, people have stressed water transport 

facilities and skills. Therefore, between the two ways of communication, the water 

path was quite preferable.131 
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It has not been realized correctly that in the very beginning, people had 

learnt to travel by water. But it can be guessed that when people saw the floating 

tree on the river in the channels, eventually they got the initiative and inducement 

to organize their own river transport on the same basis. It was in the period of the 

Mauryas that a considerable advancement was made in the naval field. Kauṭilya 

speaks of a special officer called navādhyakṣa (superintendent of ships).132 The 

water routes were both internal and external. The internal water routes were made 

of natural channels supplied by nadīpatha (river route), and the artificial water ways 

supplied by the dugout channels called kulyā (artificial waterway or canal-route).The 

external route was shaped mainly through vāripatha(sea-route).The vāripatha was 

further sub-divided into the kulapatha (coastal route) and the saṃyānapatha 

(overseas route). 

Bengal maintained trade rela ons with Pāṭaliputra, Champā and Benares.  

The archaeological objects are of different periods, indicating the existence of 

maritime trade between Bengal and Orissa, Tamil Nadu and Srilanka from the third 

century AD onwards. The Mahāvaṁsa̒ men ons the trade between Vaṅgas and a 

nearby country of Kaliṅgas through the waterways. These were allies and maintained 

matrimonial relationship.133 Along with the Mahāvaṁsa̒, the other Pāli chronicles 

from Srilanka, the Rājāvalliya and the Dipavaṁsa̒ were believed to be the earliest 

reference to the maritime activities in Bengal.  

From indigenous texts, foreign accounts and some epigraphic records, we 

can collect information related to sea-routes connecting Bengal directly or indirectly 

with other countries outside of India. A journey from the mouth of the Ganges to 

Suvarṇabhumī is known from Buddhist literature.134 The Jātaka stories o en refer to 

direct sailing from Pātaliputra or Champā down the Ganges to Suvarṇadvīpa. Traders 

and merchants of Pataliputra or Champā had to sail from Tāmralipta for a voyage to 

Suvarṇadvīpa.135 The Periplus of the Erythrean Sea points to close commercial 

rela ons between Gañge and ‘Golden Chersone’ or ‘Chryse’, which stood for Malay 
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peninsula and Suvarṇabhūmī.136 Ptolemy has referred to a mart named Allosygne 

near Paloura, iden fied with Dānton in Midnapur district. It was the point of 

departure of vessels bound for ‘Khryse’ or Malay.137 

Tāmralipta was the oldest port of Bengal. Both Fa-Hsien and Hiuen-Tsang 

visited it respectively in the 5th and 7th century AD. This port was well connected 

with remote terrains of China and south-east Asia and was an outstanding port of 

the Ganges Delta. There were four mari me routes from Tāmralipta. The first route 

advanced to the west till the eastern Mediterranean regions,138 over the south and 

west coast of India, across Sri Lanka. The second route indicates directly across the 

Bay of Bengal. It penetrated the narrow Isthmus of Kra reaching the mainland or 

islands of south-east Asia and to the distant region of China. This route was not 

perhaps frequented due to risk involved. The third route ran through the coast of 

Ārākan to Burma and beyond up to Suvarṇabhūmī. The fourth followed via Ceylon to 

South-east Asia. The Jātaka tales, the Ceylonese Pāli chronicles of Mahavaṁsa̒ and 

Dīpavaṁsa, the Kharoṣṭhī and Kharoṣṭhī-Brāhmī Inscriptions and accounts of Fa-

hsien, Hiuen-Tsang and I-tsing clearly gives an account about routes from Tāmralipta 

to south-east Asia. 

The Chinese travellers such as Fa-hien, Hiuen-Tsang and I-tsing referred to 

Tāmralipta as a place situated on the broad Bay. They respec vely visited the port of 

Tāmralipta in the 5th and 7th centuries AD. While returning from India to China, Fa-

hien used the port of Tāmralipta passing the coasts of Kaliṅga and Coromondal to 

south India and thence to Ceylon. After spending two years in Ceylon (Sri Lanka), he 

came in another merchant’s ship after copying a few manuscripts. After a long and 

stormy passage he reached Java.139 Another Chinese pilgrim named Hiuen-Tsang in 

the first half of the 7th century AD was advised by a south Indian priest, about 

perilous voyages through above mentioned passage falling from the cyclones in the 

Bay of Bengal during the me of north-eastern monsoon wind. He describes that 

Tāmralipta was well connected by land and water. 
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By the second half of the 7th century, another Chinese pilgrim I-tsing visited 

India. It is known from some records on maritime contacts between Bengal, south-

east Asia and China. He mentions the names of 37 of his contemporaries, who took 

this route several times from India. Their first landing station was in Canton in 671 

AD by a Persian merchant’s ship. Then they travelled to western Java or Palembang 

in Sumatra. After arriving in another ship, the traders then went to the north coast 

of Sumatra and passed by the Nicobar Islands. Finally, they arrived in Ceylon. In this 

way, they changed their ships to Tamluk. After arriving they used to go their journey 

by land to various parts of India.140 Tāmralipta, met by land and water route was a 

place suitable for embarkation for those bound for China. 

The inscription of Buddhagupta supplies a maritime trade network of Bengal-

Malay peninsula which was in operation in 400 AD.141 The great sailor (mahānāvika) 

Budhagupta of Raktamṛi kā142 Vihāra proceeded from Karṇasuvarṇa to Tāmralipta 

to start his journey by the sea.143 Mahānavika Buddhagupta might have reached 

Tāmralipta from Murshidabad by land or riverine route and then he sailed to the 

Malay Peninsula.  

The Mahāniddesa and the Annals of the Early Han dynasty indicate a sea 

route from Huang-che to Ho-Pu. Huang-che is iden fied with Gañge of the Periplus 

and Ho-Pu might be located in China. This extended trade included a mission to 

Huang-che with generous gifts and a return mission from Huang-che to offer as 

tribute a live rhinoceros.144 The Periplus further refers to ship sailing from the ports 

of the Deccan to the Ganges, and even to the Chryse.145 

A route existed in the ancient period connec ng the upper Gange c valley 

with Suvarṇadvīpa evidently by way of the ports of the Lower Ganges or li oral 

Bengal. The Avadānasa̒taka146 mentions a voyage of a caravan leader of Srāvas  to 

Ratnadvīpa. The Mahākarmavibhaṅga147 refers to the experience of traders about 

the voyage from Tāmralipta to Suvarṇabhūmī. The Milinda-pan͂ha men ons that the 

owner of the ship was rich and he embarked with his frights in the high seas and 
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sailed to Vaṅga, Takkola, Cina, Soriva, Sura ha, Alasanda, Kolapa ana and 

Suvarṇabhūmī.148 

More evidence about travelling the overseas route connecting Bengal with 

China is provided by Kang-Tai. The Fu-nan-chuan of Kang Tai says that “coming out 

of the port of Chu-li one enters the great bay travelling straight to the north-west for 

more than a year one reaches the mouth of river of India, which is called the river 

Ganges. At the mouth of the river there is a kingdom called Tan-mei, which belongs 

to Tien-chu sent letters to the Yellow Gate and was appointed by king of Tan-

mei.”149 From the above statement it seems that Tan-mei is definitely iden fied with 

Tāmralipta, and it is apparent that in the middle of the third century AD a regular 

mari me route existed between China and Tāmralipta. 

There is a tradition in the Chau-Ja-Kua that envoys were sent to the T’ang 

court from Tien-chu or eastern India in 627-692 AD.150 The Buddhist scholars like 

Dharmapāla in the 7th century AD and Dipaṅkara in the 11th century A.D. also 

proceeded from Bengal to Suvarṇadvīpa.151 V.D. Gogte has claimed on the basis of 

the X-ray diffraction (XRD) analysis of rowletted wares that made from the clay 

found only in the lower Gaṅgā plains with the epicentre of the Chandraketugarh-

Tāmralipta region.152 The item is said to have been sent to various places inside the 

country and also the distant places like Buni culture sites like north Java, Sembiran 

(on the north coast of Bali), and at sites in Vietnam in south-east Asia.153 So it is to 

be said again that regular communication between Bengal littorals and southern 

part of the Indian subcontinent and maritime Southeast Asia existed. 

It is found from the Periplus that ports on the western coast, such as 

Barygaza, Sopara, Calliena, Tyndis, Damirica, Muziris, Nelcynda, etc. were part of 

direct partnerships with the Roman world. We know that there was no direct 

contact of the Roman world with territory concerned. This indirect relation 

flourished in the first three or four centuries of the Christian era. The articles of 

malabathrum, Gangetic spikenard, Gangetic muslins, silk from Thinae and pearls had 
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a great reputation in the Roman markets. Pepper and sandalwood, which are 

thought to be famous in Chryse were carried out by the traders of Bengal to send 

the items to the western world through Gañge, Nelcynda or Barygaza as the 

circumstances demanded. The discovery of gold coins of the Roman emperor 

Constan ne and Gordian at Bamandha  is associated with Indo-Roman trade. Goods 

were exported from ancient Vaṅga country to the Roman Empire through these 

ports of the western coast. Though the ports of western coast had the lion’s share in 

trade and commerce with the Romans, the role of the port of Gañge and Paloura 

situated on the coast of Bay of Bengal, were not negligible in Indo-Roman trade. The 

Bengal goods were transferred to coastal voyages in the port on the Tamil coast, 

where these were taken to Muziris (Cannanore or Caranganore) in the Cera country. 

The port was the premier port in Malabar, figuring prominently in the Periplus 

mentioned by Ranabir Chakravarti.154 Then the voyages went to Alexandria in Egypt 

after through different stages of seas, land and fluvial journeys.155 So the ports of 

Malabar served as an emporium for Roman traders as identified in the Periplus. 

Again the ports were connected by overland routes on the eastern coast of Southern 

India. Then the route along the coast of Dosarend (Orissa),Gañge (Bengal) and 

south-east Asia went further. 

  The Bengal coast during the 6th and the 7th centuries AD was par cularly 

famous for the port of Tāmralipta as already men oned. But it decayed around the 

eighth century AD. The adverse economic effects of the decline of Tāmralipta were, 

however, offset by the rise of a port of considerable importance to the east of the 

Meghna. This port, generally called Samandar by Arab writers,156 and Sudkāwan by 

Ibn Batutta,157 was conveniently located near present day Chittagong in Bangladesh. 

The Arab chronicles furnish evidences of maritime voyages from Samandar to 

Uranshin (Orissa), Kanja(Kañcipuram) and Serendib or Silandib (Sri Lanka).158 

In the latter half of the 7th century, Sheng-chi followed the southern route 

from China to India and arrived at Samataṭa,159 where Devaparvata was the capital. 
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It appeared as a lively inland riverine port between the second half of the seventh 

and the first quarter of the tenth century A.D. The Copper-plate of Srīdharanarāta 

(665-675 AD)160  describes that this port was encircled by the river Kṣīrodā (modern 

Khīra or Khīrnāi), and both banks were adorned with boats. The Paśchimbhāg copper 

plate of Srīchandra161 dated 930 AD once again described the Devaparvata as 

encircled by the river Kṣīrodā, on which plied many boats driven by many sailors 

(nāvikas).There is no doubt that Devaparvata had a distinct river communication and 

close contact with the indigenous river network and maritime linkage with the Bay 

of Bengal till the first quarter of the 10th century A.D. 

  Another Chinese priest named I-tsing sailed north-east from Siṁhapura 

(Ceylon) sometime before 685 A.D and reached Harikela.162 The region was the 

eastern limit of Eastern India and a part of Jambudvīpa. We also know of Tan-kwong, 

a priest, who followed the sea-route from Canton to eastern India and came to AI-li-

ki-lo (Harikela).163 All of these, in their journey to Samataṭa or Harikela, in all 

probability must have arrived at the port of Samandar, and then went to the 

respective sites through riverine routes. So, it can be concluded that trade relation 

of Samandar with China existed via Malayan peninsula. Samandar was a port in the 

coastal route from the Coromondal coast up to the Gangetic valley, and it was plied 

by ships of smaller tonnage. 

The maritime port of Samandar could have been linked with the interiors of 

Samataṭa through the Gum , Dakatia, Titas and Choto Feni. This is true even in the 

early 20th century. Kṣīrodā could have also provided Samandar’s riverine connection 

with Tripura. Both of its banks were adorned with a cluster of boats.164 To the north, 

Samandar was indeed connected with inland ports of Kāmarūpa. Ibn Khurdadhbih’s 

record clearly points to Samataṭa’s connec on with Kāmarūpa by means of the 

Brahmaputra.165 Moreover, the Meghna and its two tributaries, Surma and Barak, 

could have facilitated further inland connection with the Sylhet region. The land 
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routes could connect the entire north-eastern regions of India as well as Bhutan, and 

even the trans-Himalayan region of Tibet.166 

The maritime routes of 'Basra-Samandar' (Chaṭṭagrāma) and 'Samandar-

Kacha-Srivijaya' were the most significant trade networks between the 9th to 12th 

centuries.167 The most detailed account of the trading routes was given by Ibn 

Khurdadhbih. He described the coastal voyage from Basra in Iraq, along the western 

coast of India through the Palk Strait and round the shores of the Bay of Bengal.168 

Numismatic evidences in the form of Abbasid coins also ensure the existence of 

trade routes to connect Basra (at the head of the Persian Gulf) and Siraf (an 

important port in Abbasid Empire situated on the eastern coast of the Persian Gulf) 

with Samandar in Bengal. By the middle of the mid-12th century this communication 

must have continued when Al-Idrisi wrote his Kitab Nuzhatu-I Mushtak fi Ikhtiraqu-I 

Afaq and described cities and port in South Asia.169 Samandar, near Sandwip Island, 

must be marked with a port in or near Chittagong in present Bangladesh about the 

9th century onwards. Both Ibn Khurdadbih and Al Idrisi speak very highly of 

Samandar as a port. Al Idrisi men ons three places along with Samandar, i.e. 

Kashmir, Kanauj and Kāmut (Kāmarūpa). He describes that in 15 to 20 days the aloe 

wood by the river was brought from Kāmarūpa to Samandar.170 

A sea-route of Bengal has been described in detail by Ibn Batutta, who 

arrived in Bengal in 1334 AD. Ibn Battuta started his journey from the Maldives and 

reached Sudkawan via Serendib and Malabar (Coromondel coast).171 In his return 

journey, he travelled from Sudkawan to Java in a Chinese junk. His journey by a 

Chinese junk is further pointer to the connection between the Bengal coast and 

Chinese harbours via the Malacca straits and south-east Asia. It is known that A śa 

Dipaṅkara went to the Suvarṇadvīpa during the years of 1011 to 1023 A.D. He took a 

journey to the Suvarṇadvīpa by a merchant vessel. This vessel, several months' a er 

harsh travel, brought him to that island (Suvarṇadvīpa). On his way back, he moved 

from Suvarṇadvīpa to Tāmradvīpa (Srilanka), and finally to the coast of Bengal.172 So 
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in the early medieval times, the maritime routes and links existed between south-

eastern Bengal (Samandar/Sudkāwan) and south India, Maldives, south-east Asia 

and China. These ports also played an important role in the island riverine transport 

in coastal Bengal. 

Another site named Wari-Bateshwar173 played a vital role in organizing trade 

in Indian Territory and abroad. In the early historic period, Wari-Bateshwar served as 

a maritime port and was already a part of the Bay of Bengal coastal trade network. 

The location of Wari-Bateshwar on an ancient course of Brahmaputra means that 

this was an estuarine port. In the light of literary evidences and archaeological 

findings, we can strongly build up our argument. It is known from the Periplus of the 

Erythrean Sea, which was written in the 1st century A.D., and hence is 

contemporaneous with the time when Wari-Bateshwar was a maritime port. The 

maritime trade route connecting Wari-Bateshwar and south-east Asia did exist. The 

discovery of knobbed vessels at Wari-Bateshwar, possibly made of high tin bronze, 

and similar bowls at Ban Don Ta Phet in west-central Thailand and Than Hoa 

province in Vietnam further substantiates maritime contact of Wari-Bateshwar with 

south-east Asia. Westward, the route could touch Chandraketugarh and move 

further west to the eastern coast of south India and then possibly on to Ceylon. If 

Gañge men oned in the Periplus was the same as Chandraketugarh, then Wari-

Bateshwar was possibly only a point, which was of subsidiary importance in 

comparison to the maritime port of Arikamedu in south India. 

Another site appeared named Vaṅgasāgara-sambhāṇḍāriyaka in 

Yolamandala. This area, although not located in a literal tract, was a close 

association with the eastern sea through the internal riverine route. The word 

means a commercially connected centre in the Bay of Bengal. In the first half of the 

6th century A.D., when Tāmralipta emerged in its height, Sābhar came to no ce as an 

inland riverine port. 



371 
 

 Recent archaeological discoveries in the coastal areas of Medinipur and 

South 24 Parganas districts have brought to light ancient historical sites such as 

Bāhiri, Tildā, Tikasi, Amritberia, Harinārāyaṇpur, Deulpota, Boral Ātghārā, Nātsāl etc. 

that were situated on the Ganges or its branches. Due to their geographical 

loca ons, they could be considered as port ci es and the content from these sites is 

iden cal and comparable to the Tāmralipa and Gañge. The sites such as Bāhirī, Tiladā 

and Tikasi were connected with the river and consequently with seaborne trade of 

south western Bengal.174 Dvārahātaka175 in the Sundarban area stood on the eastern 

bank of the river Gaṅgā and emerged as a small riverine outlet. Ranabir 

Chakravarti 176  thinks that with the convenience of internal riverine channel, 

Dvārahātaka emerged as a local trade centre and also was linked to the opening to 

the sea. But it should be reminded that this riverine port cannot be compared with 

Tāmralipta and Gañge with respect to the volume of exported and imported 

materials. But their riverine contacts to the river and ultimate access to the sea lead 

us to conclude that they were smaller ports. They could have acted as supporting or 

feeder ports for a much larger harbour nearby, such as Tāmralipta and Gañge. 

The broad network of rivers of Bengal brought high level of mobility in the 

communication facilities of the region. The rivers provided important links to the 

deltaic peninsula with major ports on the Bay of Bengal. Thus it correctly indicates 

that the areas of Vaṅga region continued to connect with the Bay of Bengal and the 

littoral areas of present Bangladesh through many rivers in the early medieval 

times.177 

Thus from the above discussion, it may be concluded that agriculture and 

trade seem to have played an important role in the economic development since 

remote past. Bengal's favourable geographical location, presence of a number of 

rivers carrying enormous volume of water accelerated its trade and commerce with 

the outer world. The location of the Bay of Bengal was favourable for the 

advancement of marine activities in Bengal. Rural economy mostly depends on 
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agricultural production. A large alluvial fertile area helped to increase the variety of 

agricultural products, such as cotton, spices, wheat, pulses etc. This led to surplus 

production. This excess surplus production was needed to be exported. Basically, the 

north-western immigrants settled here mainly as farmers and traders. During this 

time the most significant achievement of trade was expansion. Bengal seashore is 

actively associated with the countries of south and south-east Asia. This has resulted 

in cultural exchange and some basic changes were made in the socio-economic lives 

of the people of Bengal. Trade has greatly helped in the mobility of labour and led to 

the establishment of many markets, which later took the character of urban centres. 

Economic prosperity was reflected in every aspect of society and widened the path 

of potential change for urban growth. Large scale industries came, industrial and 

architectural activities increased, new ceramic types came together, change of life 

style, and food habits of common people were noticed. In general, there was an 

urban prosperity among some of the class people. New urban centres were formed 

and most of them are close to the main trade routes or rivers. 

So, we can say that Bengal became the centre of the second urbanization. All 

the perfect features of urban life, trade, interest, public place, entertainment house, 

shop etc. are indicative of the improvement of the existing conditions of the 

people's material life. In this way, we can say that under Kushāṇas the process of 

urbanisation had increased due to political stability, opening of new commercial 

routes, enormous foreign and domestic trade. These developments were supported 

by the issue of a large number of coins and increased knowledge of art and craft. 

The growing urban settlement and the amount of this city came to influence the 

people's material life during the first century of the Christian era. 

5.2. Transport 

Trade and commerce has been facilitated by the transport by carrying goods 

from origin of production to that of the area where it needs for consumption. The 
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surplus production is transferred to those areas which are inadequate in those 

items. Movement of people from one place to another in purpose of trade, 

geographical discoveries, and religious zeal depend upon the transport facility. It 

brings positive change to human life and thus improves the economic condition. So 

the medium of trade and communication has always been the main backbone of 

trade and commerce. 

It is the key to the unlocking of the country's resources. The growth of cities, 

towns, trade routes, marts, ports, domestic and foreign trade is influenced by 

transport. Among the major media of transport, we must refer to the vehicles and 

conveyances as well ships and vessels. It connected the different regions of the 

country not only with one another, but also with the outside world through land and 

sea routes. In view of the above, the ancient transport system fell under two 

divisions: land and water. 

Animals have been used as an important means of communication through 

land for carrying goods and passengers since the remotest time of human 

civilization. Animals were used for transporting goods over short distances, and 

where the easy way of transport was not possible. Animals such as horses, 

elephants, bullocks, and donkeys proved to be of great use. But they were used 

mainly in the war to carry the materials of war. Patañjali refers to camels, bullocks, 

horses and elephants called the beasts of burden. Manu refers to the beast of 

burden, which included the horses, elephants, camels, and donkeys.178 According to 

him, the beasts of burden were trained and marks were endowed on them as a 

token of such training.179  

Since the time of the Indus Valley Civilisation, cart was the means of 

transportation. These carts were mainly pulled by the oxen. The transportation by 

carts was very slow and tiring. Usually the carts were grouped under three division: 

1) Laghuyanā (small vehicle which included chariots), 2) Goliṁgam ( a cart of 

medium size drawn by bulls) and 3) Sakaṭa (big cart).180 The carts were distinguished 
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by the distances, long and short, which they were designed to cover. Of these the 

Disayatta were used for distant traffic like the modern mail and express trains, while 

the Samvāhania were those vehicles which were used for local use only like the 

modern shuttle or local trains or buses. 

The first to consider are chariots which are so often mentioned in Vedic 

Literature. In view of their importance, a separate officer called Rathādhyakṣa was 

appointed to supervise the manufacturing of the different types of chariots. There 

were several kinds of chariots used in the ancient period. Such chariots were 

classified as aupvāha ratha (carrying the agricultural products to the market), 

pāriyānika (passenger chariot), mahāratha (parcel cum passenger chariot), 

viyadajānāim (used as carrying heavy goods), devaratha (chariots of gods), 

pusyaratha (festal chariot), vaiyika (training chariot), parapurabhiyanika (chariot 

used for invading enemy’s stronghold).181 The chariots were the most speedy land 

cart of the time carrying goods and other commodities. The operator of the cart was 

called as praveta, sārathi, sūta or prajita. The chariots were specifically pulled on a 

particular type of road, which was built mainly for this.182 The chariots were usually 

named after the names of animals pulling the chariots. It has been referred to by 

Patan͂jali that chariots drawn by horse (asv̒aratha), by camels (auṣṭraratha), and by 

doneys (gardabharatha).183 According to Manu, the beast of burden carrying goods 

should be properly trained and endowed with lucky signs.184 

Golimgam was more or less exclusively a commercial vehicle, used in 

transporting articles of trade from one place to another in wagons drawn by bulls. 

The bull yoked to draw cart was generally called anda-vah.185 All the oxen drafted 

for drawing carts were usually called by this name. The Silapadikāram has also given 

information about some other carts namely, kollavandi (a cart drawn by bullocks), 

and kudarapaddi (a cart with hooded top).186  

Kauṭilya has made a detailed reference to the various groups of these 

commercial carts and their cart-men.187 As the volume of trade increased, a brisk 
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trade used to be carried through the medium of these carts.188 For example we learn 

that, when the huge monolithic pillar of Aso̒ka was transported outside, a very big 

cart, at least 50 feet long, was used for the purpose. All these throw ample light on 

the great advancement achieved by the ancient Indian transport system. The cart-

drivers were called by the name of Cakaracara.189  The state adopted measures to 

safeguard the interests of the carts and of the beasts of burden, drafted to pull the 

carts. Legal enactments were made to preserve the safety of the horses, elephants 

and to ensure the safety of carts. Hence severe punishment was inflicted upon those 

who either stole or caused any injury to the horses, elephants and the carts. Such 

corporal punishment was awarded for the stealing of carts and chariots as cutting of 

one foot.190 

In all types of transportation, waterways dominated the scene in Bengal. 

These waterways may be classified as two categories: First, throughout the year, the 

navigable huge deep rivers which were capable of carrying the products of different 

sizes were used for carrying goods. The Ganges, Brahmaputra and Meghna rivers 

may be placed in this class. These rivers, along with their tributaries and 

interconnections, worked as corridors or natural routes for long distance water 

traffic. Due to the lack of statistical information, it was quite probable that in the 

ancient and medieval period, they carried a large part of the internal trade of the 

province. Especially in the rainy season, this power has increased greatly, because 

the remotest areas of the country are only accessible by waterways. Indeed, that all 

other ways of transportation at that time were difficult. These rivers received very 

high importance in the settlements of past trade and collection centres.  

In the second category, small and shallow rivers and streams can be included, 

which were navigable in some cases throughout the year and on the other hand only 

in the rainy season and for small country boats. From times immemorial, people 

have stressed the advantage and efficiency of water transport. Hence as between a 

water route and land route, the water route was preferable. There is ample reason 
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to suppose why transport by water routes was so much preferred in those times. 

First, transportation by water was so cheap that it could easily carry a vast volume of 

commerce. Then again, a river or the sea was a natural highway found ready-made 

by men and open to all without any hindrance. Also the sustenance of water 

transport required no expense on construction and maintenance or on supervision. 

Obviously, therefore, men remained carefree in carrying traffic by water routes. 

Lastly, transport by water requires the expenditure of less energy, physical or 

mechanical. Moreover, gliding by water is so smooth that water transport required 

less labour potential. 

Dilating upon the naval development of those days, Kauṭilya has grouped the 

boats and ship of those days into four groups according to their degree of utility. 

They were namely potavaṇika (commercial), svanāva (private), rājanau (royal), and 

hiṁsrikā (war ships). The potavaṇika was further subdivided into samyati and 

pravāhaṇa. Of these, the samyati was an ocean-going commercial vessel, used 

specially for transporting merchandise. But in times of emergency, they could also 

be diverted for the conveyance of military supply.191 It is testified that two Burmese 

merchant brothers, named Tapoosa and Palekot, crossed the Bay of Bengal in a huge 

ship that carried full five hundred cart loads of their own goods, besides other 

miscellaneous goods.192 Another big ship has been mentioned in the Saṁkha Jātaka, 

the size of which was eight hundred cubits in length, six hundred cubits in width and 

twenty fathoms in depth. It had three big masts.193 The second category was that of 

pravāhaṇa which was meant mostly for passenger traffic. Sometimes they too had a 

great carrying capacity. 

Svanava is meant smaller ferry boats which were plied by private persons 

mostly for passenger traffic. They enjoyed a greater freedom of movement and were 

allowed to cross the rivers at all times and places. Obviously, we have to leave out of 

consideration the study of rājanau (Royal boat) and hiṁsrikā (war ship) because they 

are irrelevant to our purpose of studying trade. 
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Although, of course, it is well known to all that significant development at a 

pan-Indian level was made under the Mauryas. In this light, Megasthenes records a 

naval department with the chief naval Superintendent. Kauṭilya also speaks of a 

special officer called nāvadhyakṣa (Superintendent of Ships).194 This officer was 

assigned a large number of duties to be performed. 

 In the case of Bengal, land and waterways played the same role as they did 

in the context of entire India. A certain amount of trade was carried on along the 

land routes. Unfortunately, our knowledge about the internal trade routes is very 

meagre. There were only few stray references in the inscriptions in the accounts of 

foreign travellers and contemporary literatures. Foreign travellers were generally 

interested in foreign trade and what they mentioned were mostly in connection to 

that. Nevertheless, the itineraries of Fa-hien and Hiuen-Tsang point to the existence 

of the internal land routes, which connected some of the important cities in the 

country. We notice that various ancient divisions of Bengal were closely connected 

with each other through roads. Many of these existed since ancient times. We get a 

reference to public road (rāja-patha) in the Chi agong plate of Dāmodara.195 The 

two embanked roads have been excavated near Dhanora by K.N. Dikshit.196 Most of 

these roads touched the frontier of Bengal and the travellers, pilgrims and traders 

used it as well. We find the references of bullock carts,197 elephants,198 horses, 

boats199 and vessels.  

The waterways occupied a prominent place among the components of the 

trade and commercial activities of Bengal and it happened due to the geographical 

location of Bengal. The waterways can be divided into two categories- first large 

deep rivers, which were navigable throughout the year and able to bear different 

craftsmanship. This class may have the Ganges, the Brahmaputra and the Meghna 

rivers. Along with their tributaries and distributaries these rivers worked as natural 

routes for long distance waterborne trade. It is potentially sufficient, although there 

is statistical information in ancient and medieval times; they carried a greater part of 



378 
 

the island traffic of the province. Especially in the monsoon season, this power has 

increased greatly, because even the remotest areas of the country were only 

accessible by waterways. These rivers received very high importance in the 

settlements of past trade and collection centres. 

In the second category there were small and shallow river or streams which 

were navigable in some cases throughout the year, and in other cases only in the 

rainy season, and often only for small country boats. There is a reference in the 

Raghuvaṁsa̒ to the skill of people making boats for all purposes.200 All these 

references specifically point to the fact that the river was a major means of 

transportation from one part of the country to another. 

In addition to river, the evidences procured from epigraphic records of the 

Guptas, post-Guptas and Pāla-Senas prove the activities of the Bengalee people in 

regard to shipping. Some words such as jola (channel) and khalla (canal) have been 

found from the Bhutichandra inscription201 which indicates the activities of the 

Bengalees in the river. The references to nāvātākṣheṇī (ship-building harbour), nau-

bandhakas/naudaṇḍakas (parking station/ boats) found in the Copper-plate Grant of 

Dharmāditya, 202  nauvāṭaka (warships or mercantile marine officer) 203  in the 

Khālimpur Copper-plate of Dharmapāladeva,204 ardhanauvāṭaka (mercan le marine 

junior officer) in Madanpur plate of Srīchandra,205 naukādhyakṣa or nauvyāpṛtaka 

(naval officer) and nauvitāna (bridge by fleets or boats) in the Deopārā inscrip on of 

Vijaya-Sena206 are gathered from different copper plates. These references establish 

the importance of boats and their sea faring activities in Bengal. The Khālimpur plate 

speaks of a variety of boats which formed a bridge on the Bhāgīrathī (nanavidha-

nauvāṭaka-sampadita-setubandha).207 Among early literary texts the Arthasā̒stra, 

Raghuvaṁsa̒, Amarakoṣa, Rāmacharita, Charyāgī  and in the later period, the 

Maṅgalakāvyas also throw some light on boat building and shipping. Raghuvaṁsa̒ 

describes Bengalee as nausadhanodyatana (expert warrior in the boats).208 The early 

Charyāpadas frequently mention boats and mention their component parts. 
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Moreover, the references collected from the accounts of Fa-hien, Hiuen-Tsang and I-

tsing also yielded enough information about the fact. They give information about 

the sailing of merchants’ vessels for missionary, military and commercial purposes. 

The technical knowledge of Bengal about the construc on of ships or fleet is clearly 

indicated by the informa on provided by different sources. In the me of Kālidāsa,209 

the rulers of Vaṅga appeared to have been famous for their nautical resources. The 

pirate-like ac vi es of a Prince of Dāmalipta (Tāmralipta) have been described in 

Daṇḍin’s Dasa̒kumāracharita. The references in the Charyāpadas to the life of a 

boatman, construction of boats and the actual method of plying boats clearly 

indicate that shipping was held to be an important industry. Sandhyākaranandī in his 

Rāmacharita states that Rāmapāla went to subdue to the Kaivarta rebellion in 

Varendrī after crossing the Ganges through a bridge of boats. We learn about Bengal 

ships from the Maṅgalkāvyas which seem to have preserved a tradition of earliest 

times. In order to cite an example, the fleet of Dhanapati Sadāgar (merchant) 

consisted of ships named Madhukara, Dūrgāvara, Goarakhi, Saṁkhachūḍa, 

Siṅhamukhī, Chandrapāna and Choṭamukhī. The whole fleet was known as 

‘Saptadiṅgā Madhukara’.210 We have no doubt about the continuity of the efforts of 

Bengalees in maritime activities along the coasts and adjacent sea routes. 

The economic life of ancient India evinces a developed state co-operative 

agency, which inspired the formation of organizations for mutual assistance. The 

sārtha denotes the ancient transport agency. It provided all assistance to the 

traders. The sārtha not only controlled the inter-state trade, but also covered the 

trade of outer world. The Vedic literatures indirectly hint the transport agency. At 

that time there were thousands of horses for the transport corporation's chariot. 

The names of proprietors of some transport corporations were probably Paramajya, 

Ninditāsv̒a, and Prapathi. 211  Rathaspati are the general manager of the 

corporation.212 The members of the sārtha were called sārthika. It comprised mostly 

traders and merchants. In addi on, the Brāhmaṇas were also members who looked 
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after welfare of the people along with traders. The chairman of corporation was 

called sārthvāha.213 He had much more information about foreign countries. The 

administration of the sārtha was his responsibility. He had the duty to assemble a 

huge number of carts, wagons, along with drought animals to load up the 

merchandise. Besides, he also maintained daily expenditure of the sārtha. The 

security branch of the sārtha had the responsibility to maintain security. Perhaps the 

roadways engineering department was attached to this branch. In the Vedic period 

Puṣana was considered to be the presiding deity of this branch. He was regarded as 

the pathikṛita or road maker.214 He was also named as the protector of road.215 

5.3. Warehouse 

A warehouse, commonly known as godown is a building for storing 

manufacturing goods.216 It is used by the importers, exporters, manufacturers, etc., 

for transiting the trade items. The surplus production also needs a warehouse. Since 

the ancient times, trade and commerce was the lifeline of Indian economy. It gave 

immense revenue sources to individual or a state. There happened extensive growth 

of agriculture which created a surplus production. So, in view of that, India needed 

storage of manufactured surplus products so that she would consume it in the time 

of crisis. It needed to be stored to meet the crisis when the area faced drought, 

deficit of production. After meeting the local demand, the surplus production also 

facilitated trade and commerce.  

Since very early times, the producers felt the need of making warehouses. In 

the Mahāvastu, 217  we find reference to store-house (bhāṇḍasā̒lā) where the 

manufactured goods were stored. The Mahāsthān Inscription218 clearly speaks of 

surplus production stored in the granary or store house (koṣṭhāgāra) under the 

supervision of local officials located within the fortified area. It must have been a 

public granary. The granaries were said to have been three storeyed (tigabha) 

structured. It also appears from the description that there were stored at least three 
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kinds of grains including paddy (dhānya), sesame (tila), and mustard seeds 

(sarshapa). The items were stored as a precautionary measure from the urgency or 

emergency (a yāynka) such as famine, drought, etc. The storehouse also must have 

been used as a hub from where the items were to be transported to other parts of 

India and also abroad.219 The Gabbhini Sutta clearly refers to some royal stores for 

the consumption of oil (tela), butter (sappi), for Brāhmaṇas.220 Excava ons at 

Bāṇgarh also tes fy to the existence of a granary belonging to the Pala period.221 

There is also the reference to a granary located in Devīkoṭa assigned to the late Pala 

period.222 It refers to a land gifted attached to the granary (koshṭhāgāra). Thus the 

references to the granary clearly mark the existence of consciousness among the 

people of Bengal about the sense of storing the crops. 

The existence of warehouse in early Bengal also has been proven by some 

land grants. The term Vaṅgasāgara-saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka is found from the Madanpur 

Plate of Srīchandra. It may stand for a place where items could be appropriately 

stored (samyak). Such storage of items may logically be associated with commercial 

activities at a given centre of exchange.223 This leads to a further inference that an 

exchange centre such as the one under consideration could also have offered 

warehousing facilities (saṁbhāṇḍāra). One may logically infer that an exchange 

centre could be called a saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka as it offered suitable storage or 

warehousing facili es. The other term Vaṅgasāgara may denote the sea of Vaṅga. 

Thus the compound expression, Vaṅgasāgara-saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka, must have referred 

to an exchange centre associated with the trade in the Bay of Bengal.  

Now the question naturally comes to our mind regarding the possible 

location of saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka in early Bengal. The copper plate where the 

Vaṅgasāgara- saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka referred to was discovered in Yolamaṇḍala included 

within the Puṇḍravardhana-bhukti.224 N.K. Bha asali places Yolamaṇḍala to the 

north of the river Dhaleswari in the Manikganj subdivision of the Dhaka district.225 

Ancient Yolamaṇḍala seems to have covered areas around modern Sābhar. The 
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name Sābhar is possibly derived from Sanskrit sambhāra which means wealth, 

collection or storage of commercial items, etc.226 Sābhar is also a very well known 

archaeological site. Such name would aptly fit a riverine archaeological site with 

definite commercial significance. The discovery of the Madanpur Copper-plate of 

Srīchandra from the Sābhar area may therefore strongly suggest that a 

saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka (trade centre with warehousing facilities) could very well have 

existed at Sābhar in the early medieval mes. Vaṅgasāgara-saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka thus 

would closely correspond to present day Sābhar and it also appears to have been a 

riverine port under the Chandras.227 

Another term puṭabhedana is found in the Mahāparinivvānasū anta of the 

Vinayapiṭaka. It gives an account of Buddha’s visit to Pāṭaligama which is called a 

puṭabhedana with the mahājanapada of Magadha (generally identified with 

southern Bihar). The term puṭa stands for covered boxes of merchandise. So the 

term puṭabhedana is logically taken to mean a place where lids of the boxes or 

packages of merchandise were broken or opened (bhedana). The meaning of the 

term is also attested to by Sumaṅgalavilāsinī of Buddhaghoṣa, the commentator on 

the Vinayapiṭaka. He refers to the term as puṭa-bhedanaṭṭhanam and bhāṇḍa-

bhāṇḍikānāṁmocanaṭṭhānam.228 Thus the term clearly denotes a centre of trade. In 

the context of its reference to Paṭaligāma it was logically translated as a centre of 

interchange of all kinds of ware. The puṭabhedana, located at the confluence of the 

Gaṅgā and the Son, must have facilitated riverine commerce and communication. In 

the same chapter the discussion shed light on the transport and warehouse which 

are also a part and parcel of trade and commerce. 
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