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Introduction

The study of ancient ports and boat-build-
ing on river banks and also inundaled citics
and sunken ships'is termed as riverine archae-
ology which is the branch of underwater ar-
chacology. The main objective is to study the
river roules and cxcavate submerged river
ports and boats and preserve them for poster-
ity. It is rightly said, "rivers unite and hills di-
vide” civilizations. It is cheaper to transport
goods on water. According to Kaulilya's
Arthasastra transporl by river yiclds more
profits. River route as compared with the sca
routcs were much casier, According to Kau-
tilya if any difficully arose on the way it
could be easily got rid of (Kangle, R.P.: 1960
II, p.45), as the banks could be rcached and
necessary help obtained.

Rivers are frequently changing their
mcoursu in the alluvial plains of North India
v have left archacological traces such as
fords, ferrics or bridges at the crossing poinls
and provide particularly useful evidence for
tracing the commercial development of a
river port and inleraction of cultures. Since
rivers were also the sites of hattle-ficlds, they
sometimes preserve in their beds relics of
these encounters.

The urbanization of Mesopotamia and the
Indus Valley can be attributed not only to the
high productivity of their respective regions
but also to the casc with which the produce
could be moved from one place to another
through the river routes. It has been obscrved
that Asian urbanization in the past and prescit

is mainly river oriented (Murphey: 1970,
p.28). For instance at Harappa the granary
was built not within the citadel but further out
towards the former course of the Ravi. A pos-
sible c¢xplanation for this is that the bulk of
the grain came to Harappa by boat. The twin
citics of Harappa and Mohenjo-daro were
casily approachable by the river Indus. In Lo-
thal, vesscls were coming to the dockyard
(hrough the river Bhogawa, Great cities came
into existence in the {irst millennium B.C. on
the banks of Ganga, Yamuna, Narmady, Go-
davari, Krishna and Kaveri. The Ramayana
mentions that from a regular ferry at Srin-
gaverpura, Rama crossed the Ganga along
with his wife and brother. Later Bharata also
rcached Sringaverpura with his large retinue
and at the same ferry he embarked the boats
which were excellently decorated with gay
flags and hanging bells (Roy, UN, 1969,
p.201).

From 6th cenwry B.C. 1o 8th century
A.D. the prosperity of Banaras (Varanasi or
Kusi), Prayaga, Pratishthanapura (JThusi} on
the Bank of Ganga and Kausambi on the Ya-
muna was mainly due to the river trade. Often
Paithan on Godavari bank in Maharashtra is
identificd as Pratishthanapura. Amaravati on
the Krishna was a great river port and Bud-
dhist centre. (Fig.1)

The location and expansion of a city on
the. sea coast, river banks and their conflu-
cnces has always been lavoured in India as
well as in forcign countries mainly due to fa-
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cilitics for carrying the goods from the hinter-
land to the sca port. Pali text Niddésa (1st
century A.D.) and Mahajanaka Jalaka say
that the people of Varanasi and Pataliputra
used to go to Suvarnabhumi for carning
moncy. We are further informed that pilgrims
from China, Ceylon and Suvarnabhumi vis-
ited Varanasi, Prayaga, Pratishthanapura and
Pataliputra. In this paper an attempt has been
made to present the ancient cities situated on
the bank of the river Ganga such as Varanasi,
Pataliputra and Tamralipi which were fa-
mous not only as educational and religious
centres but also as great centres of trade and
industry and had excellent commercial and
cultural relations with Burma, Java, Sumatra,
Ceylonelc.

The river Ganga is formed of two tribu-
taries, the Bhagirathi and the Alakananda.
The actual source of Alakananda is the Gan-
potri glacier originating froin Kedarnath at a
point called Gomukha (Krishnan: 1982, p.24).
After crossing (he ercaler and the lgssCr “Hi-
nmalayas covering a dlsl‘hx\w?‘.; km, it de-
scends into the plains of Rishikesh. In its
further downward course it receives Rama-
eanga, Gomti, Ghagra, Gandak and Kosi from
the north and Yamuna, Tons, and Son from
the south: Finally it jeins the Brahmuputra
and merges into the sca at the Bay of Bengal,
The total length from the Gangotri to s out-
fall into the sea is 2525 km (Subramaniam:;
1987, p.335). According (o Megasthanese the
mean breadith of Ganea is 100 stadia and its

MATFURA ‘\ 1}
'3 KAHF'JU’& “) P
sﬁ«eme us SEa

§’/ s‘} KAUSANG| TS

. :on
g j
I JINDI A
)

'|
an"‘wa“/_—- \{\

~

. %,
. Re
AMARAYATL
7

SRI
L ANK

o 2° 8" L ” LM 92 kHd
P N
. 1
= ..~~~ ANCIENT SITES ON THE RIVERS |
LY i’ 1
; s
; -
i §
i A
. .
s o)
37, ’ \,
4 |
. _’__/F"". N
!/ HASTIRAPURA Kj(/vl \Mﬂhnaw— -~y 7 /: Ch
- RAPRASTHE ~ i .
R 7 woRapRa a-t Ampcm R,, P4 LF \-_. -’ "\I)\//_!
HUTAN) s

N T
S < /E "
. ——ur\w:.um 5 $ ,_./" i
\";. ' (4‘(00 ‘\VIBSL} .\h\ - 4
<
Monh e
{ /ZL ®
FRATISHTHAN \ ¢ | -
\ ,{i\,—’——

KAVERIPATTINAM

\\‘Pnt.unmm i
|"-‘--f‘) . !

alupa J }
K,\\\\ WA
TAMRALICTI ‘ N

0 WO 2C IOKn.

B AY OFf BEN G A& L

Fig 1°: Ancient i

tey an the rivers.




Marine Archaeology, Vol. 2, July 1991

41

least depth 20 fathoms. The present maximum
depth near Allahabad is about 14m.

Strabo mentions that the whole of India is
walcred by rivers some of which unile with
(th€Tw greatest, the Indus and Ganges, while
others cntw\l}]e sep+trough mouths of their
own (Mc Cringie: 1877, p.19). Further he
adds that the merchants of the present day
‘who sail from Egypt to India by the Nile and
the Arabian Gulf have seldom made a voyage
as far as the Ganges. Arrian also mentions
that two great rivers, the Ganges and the In-
dus arc worthy for navigation. The tributarics
of Ganges - Kainas (Kan) and Solomatis
(Saraswati) are also navigable rivers. The
author of the Periplus of the Erythrean Sea
‘has mentioned that the largest river of India is
the Ganges, it has an annual increase and de-
crease like the Nile and there is on it, a mart
called Ganges through which passes consider-
able traffic consisting of betel, the Gangetic
spikenard pearl and the finest of all muslins
called the Gangetic (Mc Crindle: 1885,
p.146). |

Boat Building on River Banks

%f’\__\_ Megasthanese has mentioned that in India
the Toaple are divided into seven casics. The
fourth category people were the ship- builders
and sailors were employed in the navigation
of rivers. The Greek writers Arrian and Cur-
tius refer to the great ship- building industry
of India during Alexander’s time. According

to Armrian, Alexander’s fleet was built entirely

in India by Indian craftsmen from Indian
wood and consisted of 800 vessels of which
30 were warships and the rest were usually
employed in the navigation of the rivers.

Sufficient material was available in India
for ship-building. According to Panini, Sins-
apa_ {Delbergia sisoo), Amra (Mangifira),
Khadira (Acacia catechu) were used for ship-

building. Simsapa and Amra wcre easily
available in the Gangetic valley and arc used
now also for making boats. Strabo (60 B.C.-
19 AD.) says that Alexander constructed a
fleet from fine cedar and other trees cut from
the forest in the territory of King Poros. In the
earlier period, the wooden planks of a ship
were stitched together. The stitches are repre-
sented in the figurines of ships depicted in the
sculptures of Bharhut and Sanchi, belonging
to the second and first century B.C, Stitching
remained the general practice with Indian
sailors through the ages and even now sur-
vives in some arcas (Gopal, L: 1970, p.108).

So far as the carliest types of boats are
concerned, three types arc recognisable in the
terracotta models from Lothal. One of them is
the light flat-bottomed craft without mast. It
might have been used on rivers and creeks.
The sccond type is a multi-oared boat and is
depicted on potsherd (Rao, S.R.: 1987, p.8).

The sculptural art of India depicts ships
and naval battles. On the Eastern Gateway of
Sanchi Stupa, a river boat in fresh water indi-
cated by lilies and lotuses is shown carrying
an ascetic and manned by a man and a
woman, On the shore are four devolces
(Nalini Rao: 1988, p.94). A sculpture from
Amaravati depicts another variety of boat
which is oblong or rectangular in plan and
slightly poinied with a flat-bottom. It has an
empty throne in the centre. Facing the throne
is a supplicant figure with folded hands.
Devotees are shown on the river bank (Ram-
chandran: 1970, p.75). The Bodhgaya speci-
men is very interesting. The boat is scen
floating in a pond full of lotus flowers. Three
men, one each at the two ends and the third in
the middle of the boat are seen (Cunningham:
1892, p.9).

Bag (1987: p.8) mentions that it is quite
natural to presume that the river-going vessels
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were mostly oval al the bottom since they re-
quire lesser depth of water for fast movement
in a comparatively less disturbed water. s
shape is such that the upthrust owing o the
weight of displaced water was very large and
equal to the weight of the ship and its con-
tents.

Cities on the Ganga

On the river Ganga a number of ancient
citiecs were  situated  such  as Prayaga,
Varanasi, Pataliputra and Tamralipti which
were very prosperous during the early centu-
rics of the Christian era. The lollowing s a

Varanasi (Kasi)

Varanasi was one of the flourishing cen-
tres of trade and industry. It was most popu-
lous and prosperous (l)hammapudu I,
p.44S). The Gurtila Jataka (Vol, ll
shows concerted ac,ucQ on =
Varanasi traders. This Cheg==as  connecled
with the port of Kaveripattinam. A defaulting
woodwright is said to have reached the ocean
islands from Varanasi (Jataka 1V, p.159).
Mahajanaka Jataka refers o the merchants
taking ships from Varanasi or Champa, sail-
ing down the river Ganga and steering the
prow of the ship into open sea at Tamralipli
(Tamluka), steering the course of voyage 1o

o R Suvarnabhumi.  Another  Jataka (Vol.VI,
brict description of these cities.
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p.447) mentions that much of the merchan-
disc from Varanasi was carricd by boat plying
in the Ganga. From Varanasi boats sailed to
Prayaga and from there to Indraprastha sail-

\._ing through the Yamuna. Majjhima Nikaya

(I, p329) mentions that Varanasi was con-
nected wina\&ggsr?:::{ff)i by a river route. Rhys
Davids in his Buddhist India (p.104) draws
our attention to the trade route from Varanasi
down the river to its mouth and thence on (0
Burma.

_ Varanasi became a centre of textile indus-

ry (Mayhaka Jataka: p.390) and famous for
fine. silk and muslin fabrics in those days
(Jataka Vol.6 p.47, Vol.3 p.286).

There was a street (Virhi) of the ivory-
workers (Jataka 1, p.320) in Varanasi which
bespeaks of the localisation of industrics in
-those days. Kautilya (2.11.8) also mentions
linen and cotton fabrics of Kasi as the best in
quality. Sandalwood occupicd an important
place in the external and internal trade of In-

““dia. Varanasi was famous for its sandalwood
(Jataka, Vol.2 p.33; Vol.5 p.302; Milinda-
panha pp.243-44) and there was a great de-
mand for sandalwood powder and oil (Jataka
= Voll pp.129-238; Vol.2 p.273). Kautilya
(2:1.77) mentions various kinds of diamonds

of which one is ‘Kasmaka’ that is found in the

country around Varanasi.

Pataliputra

Magasthanese speaks of Pataliputra as,
"the largest city in India in the land of Prasii,
the confluence of the river Son and the
Ganges”. It was also known by other names
such as  Pushpapur, Pushpapuri and
Kusamapura. The Greek historians call it
Palibothera (Mc Crindle: 1877, p.66) and the
Chinese pilgrims Pa-lin-tou. Pataliputra was
suntounded by a moat. This moat was full of
water lasting throughout the year, because its

source was a river (Jolly: 1923, p.31). Vayu
Purana also informs us that the entrance of
the moat was connected to the ncarest river
streamlet in order {0 make its water durable
and continuing forever (Ch.8, Vo0l.209).

Excavations carried out at Pataliputra in
1955 (Sinha and Narayan: 1970, p.10) ex-
tended from Kurahar to Dak-Bungalow. The
habitation lasted here from the 6th century
B.C. to the later part of 6th century A.D.
Wooden architecture is indicated by post
holes in house plans. Very recently a Mau-
ryan site has been uncarthed at Patna, while
demolishing an old bungalow 10 construct a
new onc and a number of antiquities have
been recovered.

The merchants of this city had established
trade relations with the people of distant
countries. Bodhisaivadanakalpalata, while
recalling the former glory of Pataliputra says
that its enterprising traders reached various is-
lands with their goods for sale (Roy, U.N.:
1969, p.102). The life inside the city was
marked by great commercial activities till the
6th century A.D. Dandin, the author of Dasa-
Kumarcharitant (Kale: 1977, p.1) who is said
to have flourished in this period, says that in
the markets of Pataliputra, countless com-

- modities and various articles such as gems

were spread out at all times for sale.

After a long gap, the city was rehabiled in
the 15th century A.D. In 1574 A.D. Akbar’s
minister Khan-Khanan fought -a naval war
against Daud of Patna and Hajipur. He em-
barked with a huge fleet carrying "all his
cquipments and establishments - armour,
drums, treasure, carpets, kitchen utensils, etc.
Two large boats were specially prepared for
his own accommodation. When he reached
Patna, he gave order for the reduction of the
Fort of Hajipur and Khan Alam was scnt off
with 3000 men in boats with the material re-
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quired for a siege". After the fall of Hajipur,
Daud fled in a boat and Patna fell into the
hands of the emperor, who appointed Khan-
Khanan the emperor of Bengal (Mookerjee:
1912, p.215).

Tamralipti (Tamluk)

This city is mentioned in the Mahab-
haraia (Bhishmaparva, Ch.9; Sabhaparva,
Ch.29 pp.1094- 1100), according to. which
Tamralipti and Suhma were two distinct
countries. Tamralipi is called Tamolires by
Ptolemy. It is recorded in Dudhapani rock in-
scription (Ep. Indica II, p.345) that three
brothers went to Tamralipti from Ayodhya for
trade and made plenty of riches. According to
Kathasaritsagara (Ch.14) Tamralipti was a
maritime port and an emporium of commerce
from the 4th century A.D. According to Vayu
Purana the Ganga passes through it. The tem-
ple of Bhagabhima mentioned in the Brahma
Purana was an ancient vihara which still ex-
ists at Tamralipti. The Mahavamsa (XI-38,
X1IX-6) says that the mission of Asoka started
from this port for Singhal-dvipa. Tamralipti
known to the Chinese as Tan-mo- liti, was 14
or 15 hundred 1i in circuit.

The excavations carricd out at the ancient
site of Tamluka by the West Bengal Archeol-
ogy Department rcvealed that in Period I
(Ist-2nd century A.D.) trade contacts were es-
tablished with the Roman world as indicated
by pottery especially the sprinkler. The rou-
letted ware; another distinct pottery believed
to have originated from Rome, is also found
here. A brick built stepped tank, a ring-well
and a soak-pit are other structural remains of
this period.

Niharranjan Roy is of the view that Tam-
ralipti was probably abandoned in the eighth
century A.D., because the combined flow of
Bhagirathi and Saraswati rivers which used to

be the port’s major artery into interior, went

dry (Gupta: 1989, p.7).

Trade Relations with South Asia

T

Boats were freqﬁi%x ,,;;412', from
Varanasi, Pataliputra and Tamralipli to south
cast Asian countries including Burma, Java,
Sumatra, Borneo and Malaya (Fig.2). Bud-
dhist texts mention that during the migration
of the Hindus towards south east Asia, about
2000 families of carpenters of Varanasi sailed
in a boat through the Ganga to the sea port of
Tamralipti from where they steerced the prow
of their ship towards Yavadvipa, which indi-
cates that the services of such a large number
of carpenters were required and they scttled
down there with their families. The Sankha
Jataka mentions that a DBrahmin named
Sankha sceing his property diminishing on
account of his munificent habils took a voy-
age to Suvarnadvipa. The ship was built by
himself and loaded with cargo. -~

The modern town of Thaton in Burma
was once a sea port where the first wave of

Hindus coming in ships landed. Now Thaton .

is 20 km away from the sea coast. Bctvy}gﬁf
Thaton and Rangoon at Ayathema 12 miles
from the sea coast were found remains of for-
cign ships buricd eight fect below the surface
of the ground (Kanchan: 1990, p.136). An-
other ancient port in Burma was Tvante
which was situated on the river Tvante. It is
now a small village, Khebeng by name, which
also marks the sile of an old city Kapunga-
nagara.

Other important ports in south cast Asia
were Kedah, Kota Tingi, Takkola-Takuappa,
Plaksha-Perak and Kuala Selinsing in Malay-
sia, Kamalanka or Lankasuka or Long Suan,
Nakon Si Thammarat and Chaiya in Thailand.
Another important port was Sri-Vijaya in the

/.

L
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. 2nd century A.D. The kingdom of Sti-Vijaya
. from the very beginning was a maritime stale.

! The name Suvarnabhumi connotes a Land

Q of Gold, which is indicative of the prosperily
YT e, soulh cast Asian countries. India was
cxpnrlmo \(cxulcs'» weapons,  agricultural
equipments ana luxury articles to Suvarnab-
humi and imported metals, minerals, camphor
and spices, gold, diamond and precious com-
modities, etc. from there.

Conclusion

the ancient cities of India were situated on the
banks of major rivers with access 1o the sea,
and a few atleast were inundated and de-
stroyed in floods and changes in river

these cities, riverine archacology is a must. A
sclection of sites which are referred in ancient
texts as having been inundated can be made
and u programme of exploration on land and
~#*1In water may be drawn up, giving priorily 1o
more important sites such as Jhusi,
apur, Pataliputra, Varanasi, Sringaverpura on
the Ganga, Indraprastha, Mathura, and
"%, Kausambi on the Yamuna, and Ayodhya on
W Sarayu,
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