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To my family, and particularly to the memory of
my grandfather, who loved the sea
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INTRODUCTION
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The past is like a long archipelago that recedes over the horizon. The nearest islands are mapped, those in the middle distance are partially explored, and the farthest are known only by hearsay. The sea that divides island from island corresponds to the intervals of our ignorance, which are plentiful, for the historical record is anything but continuous, and the majority of the islands lie beyond the horizon and beyond our ken, shrouded in the mists of prehistory.


Paul Lunde1


When they went ashore, the animals that took up a land life carried with them a part of the sea in their bodies ... Fish, amphibian and reptile, warm-blooded bird and mammal – each of us carries in our veins a salty stream in which the elements sodium, potassium and calcium are combined in almost the same proportions as in sea water.


Rachel Carson2


Can water have a history? Technically, the answer would have to be ‘no’, because history, after all, must trace humans and human affairs. But the extent of ways in which water has influenced human lives makes our connections to it a crucial part of human history. So then, the question would have to be amended to ask whether water has a history, and if it does, how can this history be traced. Water and human movement over and across it is a strong, continuing theme in folklore and world literature. They are both replete with fabulous stories of witches and wizards who feel sick while crossing water, sprites who haunt the open waters, sirens and mermaids who lure sailors and cause shipwrecks and drownings, the mythical Loch Ness monster believed to inhabit Loch Ness in the Scottish Highlands, stories of Sinbad the Sailor’s voyages that primarily took place across Indian Ocean, old maps of the world showing monsters around their edges with the words ‘here be dragons’3 and much more.


There are other stories, more specific to India. A famous one is of the samudra manthan, the great churning of the ocean, which resulted in many more stories: the emergence of the poison that Shiva swallowed (making him Neelakantha), the sharing of the nectar, and the role of the devas and rakshasas. But something embedded in here is also the idea of water and its use as a divisive force. This was last seen in society when those belonging to ‘lower’ castes were not permitted to draw water from village wells.4 Going back to folklore, another equally famous story is that of Vishnu’s matsya avatar, in which the deity took the form of a fish to lead the sages to safety. And these are not the only stories.


There are also ones about the purifying qualities of water, particularly rivers like the Ganga and the Yamuna. Linked to these stories are more tangible representations, in the form of iconography. Ganga, for example, is usually shown in sculptures as a tall, fairly slim woman, though with slightly broader hips and her feet resting on a crocodile. In contrast, Yamuna is depicted as a shorter, curvier woman, with a tortoise at her feet. Such depictions prove the craftspeople’s deep understanding of the geography of these rivers, for the Ganga is a longer river, which becomes broader only when it reaches the plains, and the Yamuna is a shorter, more curved river. And the Ganga’s waters indeed harbour crocodiles, and that of Yamuna tortoises.


On some level, this is also a history of craft and of geographical knowledge, as well as of artistic imagination. At yet another, a history of water is one of coasts, coastal communities, deltaic and estuarine networks, and the different means of navigating and living with these for centuries. Water – tangible and intangible – has clearly been part of our worlds, physical and representative, and these two demonstrate the long and persistent connection that humans have had with water.


Coming to the idea of our connections with, in and across water, our association with the sea is an important facet worth exploring. We cannot study the sea without considering the many occupations that depend on it, starting from fishing and ship-building, to sail making, trade and predation of various kinds. A political aspect starts taking shape when we take into account how these involvements were sought to be controlled, channelized, taxed or terminated. It is then necessary to chart the process through which our involvement with the sea became, over time, a way to assert sovereignty, and then the superiority of those who claimed such control to become an ‘empire’. Subordination of the sea, in this sense, also ended up being the subordination of all those who did not claim to ‘own’ it. It can be argued that one important aspect of our connections with water then is with these ‘empires of the sea’. For, can one study the sea without its empires? Posed a little differently, this theory could be extended to analyze whether our connections with the sea are necessarily political and, if so, whether they are to be studied only within the ambit of ‘empire’. But political connections are by no means the sole ways through which links with the sea are established. A study of the manner of engaging with the sea, mentally and physically, is then called for.


On one level, there unquestionably exists a mental engagement, focusing on the general relevance of water and its role in shaping human lives. However, not all of us engage physically with water, the way fisherfolk do, for instance. Still, we need to study the mental, physical and, perhaps, the technological aspects of the worlds of water. So, how does one do this?


In order to map our maritime linkages and associations with the sea, one must turn to both history and historiography, which are crucial for understanding the processes of the former. What sources do we have at our disposal, and how have they been studied or examined earlier? Ranabir Chakravarti, who has consistently engaged with aspects of maritime trade and civilizational linkages, has rued the absence of an aquatic dimension in many studies of India’s history. He remarks:


The general perception of Indian history either shuts out the sea or marginalizes it. The sea begins to acquire significance only in the historiography of its colonial phase when India and the Indian Ocean were incorporated into the colonial and capitalist world economy.5


We begin with the colonial constructions of India’s past, which, as for many things in Indian history, is a good base. Part of this process was the recasting of knowledge in the colonial framework. For maritime history, this has meant that the generalization about Indians not being concerned with the sea was unquestioningly accepted. Linked to this was another generalization – that in the Indian world, things that were material were regarded as being somewhat ‘lesser’, with colonial constructs often depicting Indians as being more concerned with philosophy and the hereafter rather than the materialist present. In addition, the formal caste construct assigned lower positions to merchants and producers as compared to priests and warriors. And so, while the economy was extremely productive, there was a gap between the trading and political worlds, overlapping only because of the revenue generated by trade. Such formulations were echoed in other non-colonial constructs as well. For instance, Marx’s theory of the Asiatic mode of production basically stated that Asian systems were characterized by a stagnant economy and unchanging society, thus incapable of change from within as opposed to western societies. Closed to the outside world, the ‘isolated, self-sufficient village communities’ had access to this world only through the annual revenue payment collected by the kings. The ‘Oriental Despot’ (again unlike western kings) was one who did not represent the society and polity of his time and people, and was an oppressive ruler. If he did anything to improve the economy, it was motivated merely by the desire to maintain his lifestyle. Although these theories have since been rejected by Asian scholars, they continue to make an occasional appearance.


From the middle of the nineteenth century, it began to be declared, authoritatively, that Indians were not concerned with the sea. In fact, ritual injunctions against crossing the seas, stated to lead to a loss of caste – an unthinkable and horrific state of being – was considered to be the prime cause of this neglect of the sea. Therefore, the people confined themselves to their land, and left the sea to others, who could then use it to good effect. The Europeans, on the other hand, understood the importance of the oceans, and so their entry into the subcontinent was via this frontier, an area Indians either wholly disregarded or failed to notice. Throughout much of the twentieth century, this indifference continued to be accepted as historical fact. India was a land-based and land-oriented country, with eyes set firmly inwards, and the sea was just there – perhaps to be drawn on maps, for school atlases and, for some, to be discussed as part of the Indian Defence Services, particularly its Navy branch. In such a scenario, the merchant navy cannot exist (although it does today!), and our merchants had nothing to do with the sea. Even historically, Indian merchants have often been very superficially dismissed for being concerned with the supply of goods only within the country, leaving the export trade to others. So, the 1,000-odd kilometres of coastline were just there – like Mount Everest (with the difference being that people at least undertook scaling the latter, despite it being ‘just there’, but did nothing similar with the seas). These constructions were widely accepted and are, more often than not, echoed to this day.


Going back to the question of how one studies water, a supplementary question emerges: how does one study the Indian Ocean world? This in turn raises the first concern: is it one world, or many worlds? The Indian Ocean world is, and has historically been, the centre of the most populated countries in the world. It was in these countries that human civilization first began to take the shapes that we now take for granted; and it was in these lands that networks of knowledge began to be worked out through processes of assimilation, migration, acculturation, religion and, of course, language. But very often, in such narratives, the sea itself is overlooked – like many other things in these lands, the sea is ‘just there’, a presence not really impinging on the daily life of the millions who live in the lands around it.6 So, the different levels of engagement with the maritime worlds tend to be ignored as well.


How do we then address the questions of history, knowledge, livelihoods, religions, families, literature and other facets of human life, both tangible and intangible, via the sea? All kinds of assumptions have underpinned the many studies of this world. It is described in many ways: as the sea that kills (kadal kol), the sea that connects, the sea that is open to all. It has been dismissed, on some earlier occasions, as not having the appeal, neither perhaps the drama (no pirates, for instance, of the kind on the Spanish Main or the Barbary Coast), nor the tragedy of the Atlantic slave trade. Further, it also lacked the mysteriousness, the depths and the upsurges of the Pacific. And so, effectively, the Indian Ocean world had no ‘history’ worth the name. There are other descriptions – the ocean surrounded by land and historically very productive land, making it more worthy of study and the sea merely an ‘add-on’; the sea with the most predictable winds (the monsoons), so on and so forth.


A brief survey of the trends in historiography on aspects of maritime history is a good starting point for studying the maritime worlds. Radhakumud Mookerji’s A History of Indian Shipping and Maritime Activity from the Earliest Times is the perfect beginning. Published in 1912 (and reprinted in 1960), this book is the first to have attempted a study of India’s relationship with the sea. Another seminal work is K. M. Panikkar’s Asia and Western Dominance, originally published in 1953, that has had tremendous influence on later scholarship. India’s maritime history has, however, become much more a matter of interest since the 1970s, with the publication of writings by scholars like M. N. Pearson, Ashin Das Gupta and, since the late 1980s, those of H. P. Ray, Ranabir Chakravarti, S. Arasaratnam, Sanjay Subrahmanyam, Lotika Varadarajan and Rila Mukherjee, to name only a few of those whose contributions to an understanding of India’s maritime past has been formative. In recent times, the Indian Ocean has attracted much more attention globally, with a special issue of the History Compass in 2013 devoted to the theme of ‘Indian Ocean as Method’.7


I am well aware and guilty of a few sweeping generalizations myself in the very brief survey above. The linkages to the sea have been studied, even if the primary thrust of research has been on agrarian and, therefore, land-based systems. But a major chunk of recent scholarship points to the preponderance of work in north India as compared to that in the peninsula. One fallout of such scholarship has been, to quote Ranabir Chakravarti, ‘the marginalization of the coastal tracts of the subcontinent and its inhabitants’, resulting in a ‘historiographical haziness regarding the coasts, those who inhabit the coasts, and whose livelihoods depend on the coasts’.8


Sources form another aspect of the study of the maritime world. There is no denying that the number of sources increases tremendously in the period after the year 1500, which explains why it has received the maximum attention from scholars. However, this is not to say that sources do not exist for earlier periods as well, even if these are much more scattered. For early India, Buddhist and Jain literatures are vital references. The Jataka tales, for example, have a lot of information on trade, including seaborne trade. The Supparaka Jataka recounts the story of a ship getting lost at sea and travelling to different oceans – the khuramala, aggimala, dadhimala, nilakusamala, nalamala and balabhamukha.9 Tentatively, the first of these has been identified as the Persian Gulf and the second as the Red Sea. While sections of the Mahabharata talk of the goods originating from different regions, including Sinhala, the Tamil epics, like the Silappadikaram and Manimekalai, are entirely set in the world of ports and seagoing trade. Early sources mention the uttarapatha (the ‘northern road’) and the dakshinapatha (the ‘southern road’), which are land routes but give us some information about ports and rivers as well. Then there are a great many inscriptions of the Satavahanas, the Pallavas, the Pandyas, the Cholas, the Chalukyas, the Shilaharas, the Kadambas, the Rashtrakutas and the Kakatiyas – all peninsular kingdoms. An important Sanskrit text is the eleventh-century Yuktikalpataru, that features a long section on ship-building. Post 1500, there is no shortage of European sources (given their meticulous record-keeping and seafaring tendencies). But we also see a surge in Indian language sources during this period, especially from the seventeenth century onwards. An example of the latter is the Malam-ni-pothi – the navigation manual of the Kutchi mariners from the mid-seventeenth to the late nineteenth centuries, which was recently translated and published.


European travellers had different observations. For instance, Ludovico di Varthema, an early sixteenth-century Italian explorer, who took the old route to the Indian Ocean – through the Mediterranean Sea to Egypt, and then to Jeddah and the Red Sea before reaching the Arabian Sea – started his account of the eastern seas by saying that the Red Sea was not red in colour. But what is clear from his writings is that there were things that were strange only to him, while being familiar to all others aboard the ship with him – like the sailing seasons, the varieties of boats and ships seen in these seas, the tidal rush into the Gulf of Cambay. Many seventeenth-century travellers began their descriptions of the Indian Ocean by describing storms that ‘blew up out of nowhere’ and strange fish they saw. So, there were man-eating sharks, the strange pilot-fish, eels that were black instead of white (or the reverse) and intense heat everywhere.


Another major source is in the form of visual records: sculptures depicting shipwrecks, or boats of different kinds; remnants of lighthouses along the coast, like the one in Mamallapuram, which most people do not know about; the paintings at Ajanta; the terracotta tiles of the Jor Bangla temple in Bengal. All these have yet to be studied from the angle of a coherent and continuous record of engagement with the sea. Then there are the viragals, the hero-stones, many of which show ships, oared and masted, and in some cases, seem to denote some kind of aggression and rebellion. Coins from the period of the Satavahana dynasty onwards (ca. 2 BCE to 2 CE) have ships inscribed on them.


And finally, there is a trove of oral traditions from seafaring communities that need to be taken into account, much more than they have until now.


To move from these ‘fantastic’ stories to the reality of the Indian Ocean world is also something that must be mapped through the historiography of the kind outlined earlier. This work is an effort to provide answers to a few existing questions, bearing in mind, of course, that there are far more questions that need to be asked and answered before we can better understand these worlds – aquatic, terrestrial, as well as the combination of the two.


The centrality of India to the Indian Ocean world needs reiteration. The peninsula projecting into the ocean, is, along with Sri Lanka, a logical halting place for sailing ships, as well as for transshipment of goods. While some vessels may have traversed the entirety of the Indian Ocean, more often it appears that trade was segmented. Ports on both coasts were regular terminals, and well-established links existed between ports on different sides of the ocean. The different sections of the Indian coast thus have to be studied in detail. Moving from east to west and north to south, we journey through the Bengal coast, the Odisha coast, the Gingelly coast and the Coromandel coast, with the last often being further sub-divided into the north and south coasts. The area known as the Coromandel coast covers the stretch from Ganjam in the north to Point Calimere in the south. The Pennar river forms a natural boundary between northern and southern Coromandel. It is worth noting that this coastline has few indentations and, unlike the west coast, has almost no natural harbours.


Most ports of significance prior to the colonial period were either totally exposed to the ocean, or situated at the mouths of rivers, leading to all the attendant problems of silting. Given the incidence of cyclones during the monsoon, such open roads posed a definite hazard. As a result, no single port had any striking advantage over another, and the coast was dotted with a number of ports, each tapping a fairly small hinterland in its immediate neighbourhood, in addition to participating in the general internal trade of the south and depending on the political situation in its vicinity for continued prosperity.


On the west coast, we start again from the northern reaches and move southwards, encompassing the Gujarat coast, the Konkan coast, the Kanara coast and the Malabar coast. As with the Coromandel, the Konkan coast too is divided into the north and south. The Gujarat coast merges into the Konkan at the old port of Bassein. From there to Karwar is the area that forms the Konkan coast. South of Karwar, reaching the north of the Kerala port of Kannur (formerly Cannanore) is the Kanara coast. Further south, till the tip of the peninsula, is the Malabar coast. It must be emphasized that these were geographic, linguistic and political separations, not economic.


The entire coastline, from Gujarat to Bengal, can also be studied as a single large economic unit, connected as well by sea as also by land. All the ports partook in short-distance coastal trade, involving small quantities of produce being moved in tiny boats, known through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in the European records as ‘country trade’. Some ports did acquire greater importance in the long-distance trans-sea trade to South Africa, the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf. Prime among these were the Konkan ports of Chaul and Rajapur, and the Gujarat port of Surat. The western strip lends itself easily to the coastal trade, but, geographically, the western ports are protected by bars and spits, providing safer anchorages than those on the east. On the other hand, the ports themselves are limited because of the narrowness of the coastal strip. Natural hazards and limitations apart, the centrality of India and her coastline to the Asian trading world is undeniable.


This world was connected by various things. The sea itself constituted one of the main channels of communication, the ‘highway’ through which many things moved. Trade was, of course, the chief promoter. Cotton cloth journeyed out from India both eastwards and westwards. The cotton fabric from India, particularly from the Coromandel coast, was so important that it became the basis for some exchanges (barter) in Sumatra until possibly the twelfth or thirteenth centuries. This cloth made its way into the Mediterranean world as well. Spices were transported from Java, Sumatra, Sri Lanka and India across this world and beyond. One of the main exports into Europe was pepper. Other exports included ginger and cinnamon. From Europe, nothing much came into India by way of goods, for it produced nothing that the subcontinent needed until the seventeenth century. Therefore, all purchases were made in gold and silver, which India absorbed in large quantities. It is not surprising that the Roman philosopher Pliny commented on the drain of Rome’s wealth to India, grumbling about how this wealth was being spent by the nobility on useless luxuries.


While India was geographically the centre of the Indian Ocean world and the production of goods to a considerable extent, it would not be right to dismiss the other lands of the region as ‘also-rans’. It must be remembered that, till the advent of colonialism, these (namely Persia, China, Southeast Asia and some parts of Abyssinia and Yemen) were the richest lands of the known world; however, India was the most important. One cannot forget either that while India was well-known to Europe, in part due to Alexander’s conquests, other regions in Asia remained rather enigmatic. Even in the thirteenth century, the friar sent into Mongol lands Friar Odoric of Pordenone talked of ‘India exterior’ and ‘India intra Gangem’, by which he meant Central Asia and India proper. The famous Fra Mauro map, made around 1450 by the Italian cartographer Fra Mauro, has the southeast Asian countries named ‘India Seconda’.


This was an ‘empire of the sea’ – one connected by people, languages, trade, diplomacy, warfare, religion, knowledge, marriage and, of course, economy. But what of the other aspect of engagement with the sea, which came to be known as sovereignty – the idea of asserting power and dominance that has time and again been associated with the Europeans? The answer to this natural follow-up is rather difficult to provide. There have been multiple levels of engagement, some political, some not, but historically, the control of the sea was sought very rarely.


What is clear is that there is no denying the continued relationship with the seas. The engagement was at many levels ideological and political, economic and cultural. Thus, we have titles like ‘Samudradhipati’ adopted by the Satavahana kings, or the Chola kings’ claims to be ‘lords of the three seas’, or the eponymous ‘Zamorin’ – the ‘Samudri Raja’ of Cochin. We also have proof of the contact linguistics across the Asian world, and the presence of family, religious, geographical and cultural networks that connected people across this world.


Economic contacts are perhaps the easiest to establish. India’s role in the production systems of the pre-modern world is already well known, but its central position in the Asian trading world needs to be underlined. We are too used to thinking of India as a poor, underdeveloped country to remember that this was not the case in earlier times. For then, the words ‘India’ and ‘wealth’ were almost synonymous.


What I am trying to underscore is that the links between land and sea have to be studied further. These connections are, of course, multiple and can often be misleading. For instance, the stretch of the Indian coastline – the peninsula – has different names for different sections and, as is usual in India, a multiplicity of languages, but that does not mean they are different lands. Renowned scholar Sheldon Pollock refers to this as a ‘Sanskrit cosmopolis’, while implying that Sanskrit was a language that connected the maritime worlds of Asia and southeast Asia. Another distinguished Indian historian at UCLA, Sanjay Subrahmanyam, calls this the ‘Persianization’ of the Indian Ocean world from Africa, across India and further east. Jewish traders described in the nineteenth century the strange things they saw in the Indian Ocean, starting with ships that were tied or sewn together with rope, without the use of iron (repeated in later times as well).


Whatever the strangeness of the ocean, the products were undoubtedly welcome, or sent back to their homes as gifts that displayed the range of offerings from these lands. And now, let’s turn our attention seawards.










CHAPTER 1


GEOGRAPHY OF THE PENINSULA
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Maritime space cannot be defined only in terms of geography or the environment .... The maritime space ... is a stage; the very stage upon, and across which interaction between cultures and peoples took place. Therefore it is necessary that we agree on what the stage is: in fact, to attempt to define it as a physical entity.1


Somasiri Devendra


The Indian Ocean is the third largest of the world’s oceans, constituting about twenty per cent of the total maritime expanse. It comprises two fairly evenly divided sections, with the western Indian Ocean covering the coasts of Africa and India, and including within it the Arabian Sea, the Persian Gulf and the Red Sea. The eastern Indian Ocean consists of the Bay of Bengal and the fragmented seas around the southeast Asian archipelago before extending into the South China Sea. Cartographically, the South China Sea is not part of the Indian Ocean, but historically, it has been part of the Indian Ocean world. Further southeast, this world can be extended all the way to Australia, making what is today called the Asia-Pacific region. Even if we do not extend it up to Australia, the Indian Ocean world is inhabited by well over half of the world’s peoples and some twenty-seven countries. Its centre is South Asia, which includes Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. Among them, the people of these countries reportedly speak 664 known languages belonging to five major language families of the world. This ocean also has the longest record of seafaring, spanning over five millennia, and is the definitive ‘old world’ in every possible way.


For example, several millennia ago, mariners from Southeast Asia explored and probably settled in island chains as far away as Fiji. Another wave of migration between about 400 and 1300 CE saw settlements across the Pacific possibly as far as New Zealand. On the other side, Malay mariners settled in Madagascar as well. Such migrations from Africa into Asia and vice versa, across seas and lands, have been extensively studied. This was the world of wealth, of trade and of production. Later, this was also the world that was colonized and remained so for over two centuries. Colonization not only changed the countries of this world, but also the knowledge structures that circulated within it. Increasingly, the ocean, which connected all these lands and was part of the understanding of the Asian worlds, began to be delinked from its own oceanic histories. The sea, or the seas, became alien, divisive, and were ultimately ignored by the people inhabiting the lands that these open waters embraced. By placing the ocean as ‘out there’, India’s history and geography have, as a result, forgotten the intrinsic connection the landmass shares with the seas constituting the Indian Ocean world, where the rhythms of the monsoon winds, of currents and wind movements before, during and after the monsoon were probably understood, utilized and taken so much for granted that no need was felt to document them. Such lack of written documentation later (in colonial times) worked against the colonies, enabling the dissemination of the construct that these lands had no knowledge, only practice, which was transmitted solely to its practitioners. Therefore, when the practitioners died or stopped following their craft, the knowledge was also lost until the colonial masters ‘recovered’ it and gave it to ‘their’ people as being ‘scientific’, or scientifically verifiable.


Fernand Braudel, a historian renowned for his insights into the Mediterranean world, emphasized the importance of waterways in trade, as they brought together a great many peoples, lands and products. This also stands true for the Indian Ocean world, where connections run across land and water, riverine and marine contexts. Historian Milo Kearney has argued that ‘[this] region represents the largest single chunk of exploitable wealth on earth, with such lucrative products as spices, gems, oil, gas, uranium, gold, tin, manganese, nickel, bauxite and zinc’.2


The link between geography and history or, as the postmodern political geographer E. Soja calls it, ‘a geography of simultaneous relations and meanings that are tied together’, is another aspect that is often ignored. The cultures of contact as well as the contact of cultures across spaces, and the human maintenance of such contacts, is to be understood within both the disciplines. Nowhere is this clearer than in the ways in which humans have approached the seas. For example, the kinds of boats that are used in different parts of the world are determined first by the kind of wood that is available, then the tools that humans develop and, finally, the historical and social conditioning that determines how a specific implement is to be used. The dugout canoes of the Americas, the catamarans of the eastern Indian Ocean, the dhows of the western Indian Ocean, the stitched or sewn boats of the Arabian Sea and the Bay of Bengal, the Chinese junks, or the Viking longboats were all historically evolved constructions, determined and utilized first in specific geographic locations before becoming stereotypical of that time and space. Tracing such connections requires an understanding of linkages of different kinds through geography and history. But, regrettably, these are often ignored.


In India, while the geography of the country is taught from the early school years, it is usually forgotten as quickly as it is learnt. And while some might remember that India is bound by sea all along the south, the connections with the sea do not consciously register – for a great many people even today, the sea is a very distant object.3 It may perhaps impinge on the consciousness a little more when there are reports of cyclones or storms (or the tsunami that hit some years ago in 2004), but the expanse of the sea, the links with the oceans, and the historical and geographical connections are typically rather hazy.


Moreover, children are mostly taught about only two parts of India – the plains to the north, and the peninsula to the south. But historically, India was defined slightly differently. In early Indian Sanskrit texts, the subcontinent is seen as divided into five major regions,4 the Madhyadēśa (middle country), Udīcya or Uttarāpatha (northern India), Prācya (eastern India), Dakshināpatha (Deccan) and Aparānta (western India). The term Dakshināpatha came to be used in two ways: the entire peninsula, or more commonly, a more limited area from the Narmada to the Tungabhadra and Krishna rivers. To the south of this lay the Drāvidadeśa or Tamilakam. On the other hand, as defined in the Imperial Gazetteer, the ‘Deccan’ has also been understood as referring to the entire landmass south of the Vindhya mountains and the great Gangetic plain, and so it can be taken to mean the entire peninsular region of India. It is in this sense that the Imperial Gazetteer defined it, when the ‘Deccan’ was stated to include ‘in its widest sense the whole of peninsular south India lying south of the Vindhya mountains and the Narmada river which separate it from the north’.5 Within the peninsula itself are five clearly demarcated regions – the Western Ghats skirting the Arabian Sea, the northern Deccan plateau, the eastern plateau, the Eastern Ghats towards the Bay of Bengal and the coastal strip between the ghats on either side and the sea itself. While studies have traditionally tended to focus on only the western part of the plateau as the ‘Deccan’, it is to be remembered that the plateau region in fact covers much of the northern peninsula. Furthermore, the ghats bordering it extend almost all the way down to Kanyakumari. The western coastal strip is generally narrow, being indented and segmented by spurs from the Western Ghats or by small rivers flowing to the sea from the hills. The Eastern Ghats are less continuous, with a wider and more fertile coastal strip, containing, as it does, the deltaic plains of the two major river systems of the Deccan plateau, the Krishna and Godavari.


On both the coasts, the ghats are given different names in various regions. So, for example, the Western Ghats up to Karnataka are also often referred to as the Sahyadri ranges. What is normally understood as the Deccan plateau proper is a broad quadrangle covering most of the present-day Maharashtra state, with a topography typical of plateau land. As it begins to give way to the plains in Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka (the south-eastern and southern plateaus), the geography becomes rougher and rockier, and is interspersed with forest land and riverine stretches. The western coastal strip is a narrow strip of land, very rarely extending more than eighty kilometres inwards from the sea. This strip is particularly narrow from the Tapi river to Goa, after which it widens a little on the Karnataka coast and finally includes all of present-day Kerala, for the ghats here form the demarcation between Kerala and modern Tamil Nadu.


This coast is technically divided into three parts, excluding Gujarat. The northernmost section is called the Konkan, which is further sub-divided into two segments – the northern one running approximately from the Tapi to Chaul (modern Revdanda) and the southern from Chaul to Goa. South of Goa is the Canara coast, stretching till Mount Eli (Ezhimala) in modern-day Kerala, known to early travellers as Mount Dilli or Dely. The Malabar coast begins here and extends all the way to Kanyakumari, the tip of the peninsula. However, in maritime economic terms, it is rather difficult to limit oneself only to this western stretch of the coastline, for connections extend northwards into the Gujarat coast and eastwards across the ghats into the plateau region.


The Eastern Ghats, as mentioned earlier, are not continuous, which means that access to the interior from the coast (or vice versa) is much easier. The eastern coastal strip features deltas and various other water bodies, including, in the northernmost part of the region, Chilika Lake in modern-day Odisha; Kolleru Lake between the Krishna and the Godavari deltas, approximately in the centre of the coast; and Pulicat Lake, which lies towards the southern edge of the Deccan region. All these lakes used to be hubs for trade and fishing, with Pulicat also being the heart of a thriving weaving industry through most of India’s medieval era.


Both coasts are, of course, marked by innumerable ports. A brief survey of these ports is enough to indicate the ever-present climatic and natural hazards they faced. The physical geography of the west coast, given its numerous indentations, offers ample natural shelters all along its length, with the two largest natural harbours being Mumbai (Bombay) and Goa. However, throughout the medieval and early modern period (approximately the eighth to eighteenth century), the harbours of ports like Mangalore, Honawar, Bhatkal or Chaul were no less important in terms of the traffic they handled. On the other hand, several western ports also suffer from a common basic disadvantage, in that they face the full fury of the southwest monsoon. This meant the effective closure of ports for four months of the year in pre-steamship times, and after the monsoon’s retreat, incoming ships having to contend with the dangers of sandbanks and shoals that shifted during the monsoon months. Fortunately, since many ports such as Rajapur, Chaul and Dabhol – three of the most significant ones in the medieval period – are located on creeks, they offer some protection to smaller ships. Larger ships, though, cannot enter these anchorages.


In contrast, the east coast is far less indented and therefore has virtually no natural harbours. It has its own natural hazards, not the least of which is the silting up of ports near deltas due to silt brought down by the rivers. Delta mouths are also notoriously unstable, so that, at the end of a monsoon cycle, it is eminently possible that a channel of regular use earlier is no longer usable or has vanished altogether. In addition, the Bay of Bengal poses the major potential problem of cyclones, for, given that it is a relatively more enclosed sea, the possibility of circular winds is much higher than on the west coast. Ports on the east coast, lacking natural harbours, were open roads (unlike the present-day harbours that have provided built spaces). This meant the ships had to be laden and unladen in open waters, where the dangers of high surf, rolling waters and random winds had to be managed before goods could be brought to shore. Such looming hazards, thus, made it difficult for any one port to emerge as the single most important point on the east coast, resulting in the multitude of functional ports. They all naturally turned to the area immediately to their interior, which could also be common to two or more ports. Along with participating in the general internal trade in the south, each port was also dependent on the political situation in its vicinity for continued prosperity.


The traditional trade patterns from the west coast typically looked to the Arabian Sea littoral, and those on the east coast across and along the Bay of Bengal. But these were not hard and fast divisions, as merchants belonging to both coasts traded in all territories of the Indian Ocean world. The trade routes across this waterbody had long been established; it was only the rulers of the various lands bordering the sea that changed.


[image: ]


The earliest indications of trade in the Indian Ocean world are to be found as far back as the Harappan civilization. Excavations conducted at various places have given us ample evidence of trade connections between the Harappan civilization and Mesopotamia, both by land and sea, with the latter most clearly being underscored by the port of Lothal.


We do not know the reasons for the decline of the Harappan civilization, but one reason that is often suggested is a change in the course of the rivers. Mohenjo-daro, an ancient Indus Valley civilization site, for instance, is no longer anywhere near the present-day Indus river, and Lothal, its southernmost site, no longer has a direct connection to the sea or to a river. Sutkagen Dor, regarded by archaeologists as a possible port, is also an inland settlement over twenty-five kilometres away from the nearest water course. However, it should also be remembered that many ports on the Indian coast became very important despite their geographical disadvantages. The historic port of Khambat (Cambay) is perhaps one of the best examples of this, lying at the head of the Gulf of Cambay into which two sets of rivers flow, one from the Kathiawad peninsula and the other from Gujarat proper. In 1837, the Geological Society of Bombay estimated that the annual silt deposition in the Gulf each year amounted to about 384 million metric tonnes, enough to form a fairly large island. At the time, it was further estimated that, at the same rate of silting, it would take a thousand years to fill up the entire Gulf. Given that such sedimentation would have been going on for many centuries prior to the year of this study, the Gulf of Cambay should have silted up long ago. The fact that it has not done so is thanks to the tidal system prevailing along the Indian coasts. In strictly geographical terms, the Arabian Sea has mixed semidiurnal tides (in which the two high tides are of markedly different heights, as are the two low tides), while the Bay of Bengal has semidiurnal tides (where the two high tides and the two low tides are each of the same height). This basically indicates that the tides on the Indian coast change approximately every six hours, with a steady shift in the time of high to low tide over each twenty-four-hour period. This regular ebb and flow results in the silt deposited in the Gulf being washed into the Arabian Sea every time the tide recedes. Estimates say that ninety-nine per cent of the silt goes out into the Arabian Sea. During high tide, the waters rush up the Gulf of Cambay, making it possible to get all the way to the port. As the tide turns, the level of water nearer the port drops considerably, meaning that larger ships are likely to be more or less grounded until the tide comes in again. Sixteenth-century travel accounts talk of a tidal ‘bore’ that rushed in, increasing the height of the water by over eighteen and a half feet. Knowledge of the time of tide turning, and therefore of the time of entry or exit, as well as the time taken to lade or unlade ships at the port, all had to be judged to a nicety. Even so, Cambay – right till the sixteenth century – was regarded as one of the most important ports.
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