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Portsin Ancient Odisha: Historical Perspective

Ancient Odisha or Kainga being situated on the
coast of the Bay of Bengd inancient times played
an important role in the maritime history of India
Itslong coast line was studded with a number of
excellent portsand port-townswhich arenot only
referred to in texts but are also corroborated by
archaeological excavations and explorations.
Ports were a prerequisite for overseas trade and
commerce and as such attracted the attention of
the marinersand traders. Odishan coast in ancient
times flourished with many ports and anchorages
which naturdly grew up & srategic points Around
the ports, towns developed as a consequence of
brisk trade. In fact, the ports were the centres of
life of the people in commercid, culturd and
political fields. They served as the medium of
export of not only trading articles but dso of the
culture and civilization. Tamrdipti, Che-li-ta-1o/
Manikpatna, Khalkattapatna, Paur, Dosarene,
Barua, Kdingapatnam, Pithunda etc., are some
of the ports and port-towns of early Odisha, and
in the present paper, an attempt has been made
to andyse and identify them inthelight of dataas
reflected in texts and archaeology.

According to the Shilpashastra, there
are two types of sea ports namely, pattana and
dronimukha. This categorization is made on the
basis of the nature of the location of ports.
Pattanas were situated on the sea coast where
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cargos were loaded and unloaded while
dronimukhas were situated near the confluence
of theriver and sea. Early Odishahad both types
of ports. It is believed that people from different
parts used to come by land and river route to the
nearest port, then made a coastal voyage to
different big ports, and thence made voyage to
different foreign countries, especially to the
countries of South-East Asa.

Tamralipti

Of all the ports of ancient Odisha,
beginning from the north, the firs and foremost
was the port of Tamrdipti. From this port there
was a regular sailing of vessdls which either
proceeded dong the coasts of Bengad and Burma
(Myanmar), or crossed the Bay of Bengal and
made a direct voyage to Mdaya Peninsula and
to the East Indies and Indo-China and beyond.*
This port was the gateway for the daring sailors,
tradersand missonariesof ancient Odisha. Salling
ships laden with fine cloth, silk and copper went
out from this port in large numbers to distant
countrieslike Ceylon, the coast of Africaand the
ports on the Arabian Sea. A plausible reason for
the Ashokan invasion of Kdinga (ancient Odisha)
wasto gain control over the seaportsof Kalinga,
particularly the port of Tamrdipti.

Tamrdipti is identified with the modern
Tamluk in the Midnapore didtrict of West Bengd
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which formed a part of Odishan kingdom till the
seventeenth century CE. It was located a the
confluence of theriver Rupnarayanaand the Bay
of Bengd (Lat. 22° 17 N and Long. 87° 57’ E)?
and as such in nature was a dronimukha port.®
Thepresent name Tamluk isbelieved to have been
derived from Tamdika*

The port of Tamradipti has been referred
toin different sources. TheMahabhar ata speaks
of Bhimd svictory over Tamrdipti.> Tamrdipti has
been dso mentioned in theMar kandeya Purana,
the Vayu-Purana, the Natyasastra of Bharata
and the Brihat-Samhita of Varahamihira The Jain
and Buddhist texts adso speak of this port city.
The Jatakas make frequent references to the
voyages from Tamralipti to suvarnabhumi
(BurmalMyanmar) in connection with trade and
missonary activities. The Arthashastra contains
profuse references to Tamrdipti as an important
centre of maritime trade. Ptolemy, the Greek
Geographer during c. 2™ century CE hasreferred
to it as Tamdities® The Chinese pilgrimslike Fa-
Hien, Hiuen Tsang, I-Tsing and others have
referred to Tamrdipti as a port Stuated on the
broad bay, aplace suitablefor embarkation bound
for China It isrecorded in the Dudhapani Rock
Inscription’ of Udayamana (paaeographicaly
assigned toc. 8" century CE) that merchantsfrom
such digtant places as Ayodhya (Oudh) used to
frequent this port city for the purpose of trade.
The poet Dandin in his Dasakumara Charita
has referred to the coming of the Greeks to this
port.2 According to the Kathasaritasagara, °
Tamrdipti was amaritime port and an emporium
of commerce from the 4" century CE. Besides
textua references, the antiquitiesrecovered from
Tamluk, especidly the discovery of a gold coin
bearing Graeco-Roman motif together with
pottery fragments and terracotta figurines of the
Roman origin clearly tetify to its internationa
character. The discovery of rouletted ware and
other objects like sprinkler etc., indicate the

oversess contact of Tamrdipti with the Romans.
Tamrdipti was linked by roads with the mgor
towns of that time, i.e. Rgagriha, Shravasti,
Patdiputra, Varanas, Champa, Kaushambi and
even Taxila

K halkattapatna

The excavation at Khalkattapatna (L at.
19° 51" 13" N and Long. 86° 02' 40" E) in the
Puri digtrict by the Excavation Branch IV of the
ASI (1984-1985) has uncovered an important
port of the early medieval Odisha*° It issituated
11 km esst of Konarak on the left bank of the
river Kushabhadrawhich joinsthe Bay of Bengd
about 3 km north-east of it. The excavated
materid remains assigned it to ¢.12" to ¢. 14"
century CE. The excavation reveds a single
culturd deposite which congpicuoudy suggests
that the Stewas under occupetion for two or three
hundred years only.

Khalkattapatna on the basis of the
archaeologica data is safely established as an
internationa port having connection with many
countries. The excavation at Khakattapatna has
reveded the existence of abrick jely floor which
might have served as a loading and unloading
platform.*? The pottery recovered from here
consists of Chinese celadon ware; Chinese
porcelain with blue floral design on white
background, egg white glazed ware and glazed
chocolate ware, dl of foreign origin. Besidesthe
Chinese cdladon wareand Chineseporcelain, the
mogt important finds of the Chinese origin from
excavations are two Chinese copper coins, one
complete and the other fragmentary, datable to
C. 14" century CE.* The egg-white glazed pottery
obtained from the Siteis supposed to befrom the
Arab countries and suggests the sea trade of
Odisha with the countries on the west. The
associated indigenous potteries consst of dark
gray and red gtripped wares. The shapesmet with
ware bowls, basins, handis, vases, miniature pots,
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al whed turned.* The pottery with stamped
geometrica designs, confined to neck and waist
have also been found. All these establish
Khalkattapatna as one of the ports of Odisha
between 12" and 14" century CE from where
merchants and traders proceeded to South-East
Asa, Chinaand evento the countrieson thewest.

Che-li-ta-lo—Manikpatna

Che-li-ta-lo was another important sea-
port of ancient Odisha. The reference of Che-li-
ta-lo for thefirgt time gppears in the accounts of
Hiuen-Tsang inthe 7" century CE. Hiuen Tsang®
saysthat it was Stuated to the south-east of the
Wu-Tu (Odra) country. Thet it wasnear theshore
of the ocean and was above twenty li (5miles) in
creuit. Thecity wasnaturaly strong and contained
many rare commodities. It was a thoroughfare
and resting place for sea going traders and
grangersfrom distant lands. Nearby the city were
five Buddhist monadteries d osetogether with lofty
Structures and very artistic images. Seng-ka-1o
(Ceylon or Sri Lanka) wasat adistance of 20,000
li (5000 miles) from this place. On cam nights
one could see the brilliant light emanating from
the pearl on the top of the tope over Buddha's
tooth relic in Sri Lanka from this place.

Notwithstanding this information, its
identification unfortunately isa subject of disoute
among the scholars. A.Cunningham, ¢ afamous
archaeologist has identified Che-li-ta-lo as
Charitrapura and has identified it again with
modern Puri, the seat of Lord Jagannath. But Puri
of Cunningham athough is on the sea shore and
amog projected to the sea, yet does not have
any Buddhist monuments around. M.Julient’” has
identified Che-li-ta-lo with Charitra. Waddel'®
whileagreaing with Julien’ sidertification hasgone
onesep forward tolocateit inthe Mahanadi ddlta,
at Nendara. Nendara, however, isneither on the
seashorenor isprojected tothe sea. Onthebasis
of poet Sarala Das's Mahabharata (c. 15"
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century CE), scholars have identified Che-li-ta-
lo with Chandrabhaganear Konarak. But dl these
interpretations and speculations are based on
feeble grounds and seem to be unacceptable and
tenuous.

However, on account of the description
given by Hiuen Tsang, the most probable spot
for theidentification of Che-li-ta-lo could bethe
modern Manikpatna. The recent excavation at
Manikpatna (Lat.19° 43’ 54" N and Long. 85°
332 14" E) inthenortherntip of the ChilikaLake
in the Brahmagiri Tahsl of Puri district, has
archaeologically established Manikpatna as an
internationd port. Thediscovery of rouletted ware,
fragments of amphora etc., indicate its contact
with the Roman Empireintheearly centuries CE.
Contact with China is established through the
discovery of Chinese celadon ware, Chinese
porcelain and Chinese copper coins datable to
different centuries. The trade link with Burma
(Myanmar) isproved by thediscovery of abrown
glazed ware, known as Maratuan ware &fter the
name of the place located in Burma.*® The
discovery of two imported wares, i.e., athin egg
white glazed pottery and athick chocol ate glazed
ware indicate its contact with the Arabian
countries. The discovery of Shahasamdla s coin
from Manikpatna in Odisha, Polonaruva in S
Lanka and Kotchina in Indonesia testify to a
maritime network linking coastal Odisha, S
Lankaand Sumeatra Among other notablefindings
from Manikpatna are alarge number of beads of
terracotta, agate, soft stone and bone, iron
implements such as harpoon, spearhead, sickle,
fishhooks, boat nails, iron dags, varieties of
bangles in terracotta faience, glass and conch-
shell. Thus, from the above andlysis it is evident
that Manikpatna was an important port -cum-
trading centre for the indigenous and foreign
sailors and merchants. It was an important urban
centre of ancient Odisha. Situated on the bank of
thewater channd which connectsthe ChilikaLake
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with the Bay of Bengd, it is dmost on the sea
shore. It was the place from where Hiuen Tsang
could ssethe brilliant light emanating from the peard
on the top of the tope over the Buddha's tooth
relicin Ceylon onacam night. Thediscovery of
Puri-Kushana coins from the vicinity of
Manikpatna gives it an ancient touch.

Palur/Dantapura

Pdur was another important port on the
coast of ancient Odisha. The earliest referenceto
this port appears in the work of the Greek sailor
Ptolemy?° during the 2¢ century CE who has
named it as Paloura. Ptolemy has mentioned it as
one of the bases for the preparation of his map.
He has fixed Paloura at the beginning of the
Gangetic Gulf a Long. 136° 40 and Lat. 11°
20’ .2t Palur has been referred to in the
Nagarjunikonda inscription of Virgpurushadtta
(regnd year 14) as an internationdly important
maritime emporium the script of which belonged
to the second hdf of the third century CE.??

G.E.Gerini, % theresearcher of Ptolemy’s
geography hasidentified Paouraof Ptolemy with
modern Palur, avillage Stuated in the Chatrapur
sub-division of the Ganjam didtrict of Odisha. He
placed it at Lat. 19°27' N and Long. 85° 11'E,
just above the mouth of Rushikulyaand close by
Palur Bluff, better known to navigators of the Bay
of Bengd. Thisidentification of Gerini seemsto
be accurate and convincing, and certainly the
present village of Paur in the ancient times could
have acted asthe site of thefamousport of Palur.
The recent archaeologica exploration around
Pdur (Kantigarh areg) which unearthed fragments
of the Chinese cladon ware, the Roman roul etted
ware, amphora pieces eic., subgstantialy testify
the port of Paur having internationa reputation.
A careful scrutiny of the geographicd location of
thevillagedsoindicatesits suitability to beaport.

Palur has often been identified to be the
same as the Dantapura of the Buddhist Jatakas,

24 Dantakura of the Mahabharata?® and
Dandagula of Pliny?. According to the Pali
Dathavamsa, 2" a sacred tooth relic of the
Buddhawas presented by TheraKshemato king
Brahmadatta of Kaingawho deposited it within
amagnificent stupa at Dantapura. On linguigtic
grounds, S. Levi 28 identifies Dantgpura of the
Buddhi¢t literatures, and Dandagulaof Pliny with
Paouraof Ptolemy. Thisidentificationby S. Levi
isrested on the philology of the word Paloura. J.
Przyluski?® has opined that the name Palurawas
a mixture of the two Dravidian words, such as
pal meaning tooth and ura meaning city i.e, the
tooth city. According to him, the name as an
Augro-Asatic word could be associated with the
term meaning ‘elephant tusks which was
probably one of the important items of export. In
this connection, it can be presumed that the port
town of Palur was associated with export of
€l ephant tusksasanimportant item, and that from
danta (tooth) of the dephant, the name Dantapura
has been derived. As such, the Kongoda region
in which Palur was Stuated has been referred to
as a place of breeding good dephants, by the
anonymous author of the Periplus of the
Erythraean Sea*® as wel as by Hiuen Tsang.®!
S. Levi, thus believes that Palur and Dantgpura
were one and the same.

Apheterion

Ptolemy?? refersto an apheterion (point
of departure), immediatdly to the south of Pdloura
(Palur), where ships bound for Khryse (the
Maaya Peninsula) ceased to follow the littora
and entered the high seas. Gerini®® has identified
the apheterion of Ptolemy with the modern
Gopdpur, just alittle below the mouth of theriver
Rushikulyain the Ganjam digtrict of Odisha. The
apheterion of Ptolemy, however, evidently could
be none other than Mansurkota near Gopd pur.
Gopalpur in ancient times was known as
Mansurkota.®* Like Palur the geographical
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location of the present village Mansurkota
indicates its suitability to be a port.

Dosarene

Dosarene was another important port of
ancient Odisha. ThePeriplusof the Erythraean
Sea®® describes that the sailors from Masalia
proceeded eastward across a neighbouring Bay
to reach Dosarene which had the good breed of
elephants caled bosare. The ivory yielded in
Dosarene was known as dosarenic.® The place
Masdia has been generdly identified with the
Maisolia of Ptolemy®” or the modern
Machhilipatnam in Andhra Pradesh. To the esst
of this place was Dosarene near a Bay.

Moti Chandra®® hasidentified Dosarene
of Periplusof the Erythraean Sea with Toshdi.
But on account of the geographical description
of the author of thePeriplusit can not beidentified
with Toshdli. B.Srivestava® refersto Dosarene
as the name of a Janapada of which Palur/
Dantapurawas the capital. Thisview isaso not
freefrom criticiam asPeriplus refersto Dosarene
nearby aBay, and Dosarene asakingdom isnot
mentioned anywhere in the historical geography
of ancient Odisha. However, the Bay described
by Periplus could be none other than the Chilika
Lake, whose mouth was probably wide enough
to make it a Bay. In the 7" century CE, Hiuen
Tsang*® has described K ongodaas being famous
for production of large dark coloured eephants
which were capable of long journeys. So
Dosarene of thePeriplus of the Erythraean Sea
could be in the same region as Kung-Yu-to
(Kongoda) of Hiuen Tsang, and the port of
Dosarene, like Palur and Manikpatna, could be
somewhere on the Chilika coast.

Sonapur

Sonapur was another important sea port
of ancient Odisha. It liesin Lat. 19° 6 N and
Long. 84° 47’ E on the sea coast in the Ganjam
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digtrict of Odishawhereriver Bahudaentersinto
the Bay of Benga 20 km away from Berhampur.*
At onepoint of time it wasthe principa shipping
centre for the navigators. The Bahuda River
subsequently formed sand bars which offered
obstruction to shipping and the port lost its
importance. Excdlent qudities of edible oysers
were found here which congtituted one of the
principa items of export from this port.

Barua

Barua or Barwah, another important
segport of ancient OdishaliesinLat. 18° 51’ N
andLong. 84° 35 E ontheseacoad, and isabout
33 miles south of Berhampur town (Ganjam
district) by road.*? It is now in Andhra Pradesh,
6 km from Sompeta and about 15 miles to the
east of the Mahendra Mountain. The holy river
Mahendratanaya which originates from the
Mahendragiri (Mahendramountain) flowing tothe
eadt fdlsin the Bay of Benga near Barua From
the accounts of Ptolemy, it seems that the port-
town of Barua was one of the important trade
centresin the east coast during the ancient period.

Kalingapatnam

Kalingapatnam (Lat.18°0'20" N and
Long. 84°0" 7"E) wasaso avery important port
of Kalinga or ancient Odisha. It was situated at
the mouth of the river Vamsadharain the modern
Srikakulam digtrict of AndhraPradesh. Thename
Kalingapatnam itself means the city of the
Kdingans, who earned reputation for their activity
on the east coast. Besides being a port for quite
sometime, it wasthe capita city of Kdinga. With
the passage of time the port has been slted up.
Thediscovery of pottery, large-sized brick walls,
glazedtilesetc., through archaeol ogicd excavation
conducted here (in 1928), proved beyond doubt
that the Ste was a fortified city or a capita right
from c. 2" century BCE up to the early medieva
times. The subsequent excavations by the
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Archaeologica Survey of Indiafrom 1977-79in
the stupa mound (supposed to have existed
opposite to the old port) revealed that the
Stlement in this area must have taken place in
300 BCE.*Thefindings of Roman coinsfrom the
excavated Ste suggests that Kaingapatnam had
contact with the ancient Rome.

Pithunda

Rithunda was another sgnificant port of
ancient Odisha. The Hathigumpha
Inscriptiont“mentions Pithumdam/Pithunda as a
metropoliswhich Kharavelaconquered inhis 11"
regna year. Ptolemy* refers to a metropolis
named Pityndraand locatesit on the seacoast in
between the mouths of the Maisolos (the
Godavari) and the Manada (the Mahanadi) and
as equidistant from both. The Jain
Uttaradhyayana Sutra “¢mentions Pihumda/
Pithunda as a sea coast port town. Sylvain Levi*’
has identified Pithumdam/Pithunda of
Hathigumphalnscription, Aityndraof Prolemy and
Pihumda/Pthundaof Uttaradhyayana Sutrato
be one and the same. Taking this into
cons deration, the ancient Pithundaport could be
located somewhere near Chicacole region of
modern Andhra Pradesh. The city of Fithunda
besides being a port has aso been described as
a famous seat of Jainism.“® The seafaring
merchants were said to have travelled by boat
from Champa (present Kampuchea) to Pithunda
even in the days of Mahavira

To conclude we can say that the ports
which were prerequisite for maritime activities
played avitd rolein the glorious maritime history
of ancient Odisha. From the aforementioned
andysisit reved sthat some portswere activefrom
very ancient times and continued to be so for a
long period while some became prominent for a
particular period and perished or lost their
ggnificance after a short span of time. With the
passage of time the glorious maritime activities of

the ports, however, had declined and succumbed
due to several factors. With the political
dismemberment, adminigtrative instability and
interna disturbances, the kings withdrew their
patronageto the adventurous activities acrossthe
seq, and thisserved asthe principa factor for the
decline of this glory. The activities of the sea
pirates, loss of profitability of the trade together
with the complexity of the society where crossing
of the seawas consdered as sinful by the higher
castes supplemented to thisdecline. The factors
like tectonic movement, coastal sedimentation,

development of sand dunes in the navigationd
channels, change of river courses, floods,
cyclones, sealeve fluctuations etc., dso played
sgnificant rolesin the destruction of the portsand
port towns. As aresult, anumber of ports were
being deserted and buried amidst the sand dunes.
Through archaeol ogical excavation someof them
like Tamrdipti, Khakattgpatna, Manikpatna, and
Kalingapatna have surfaced while others are
awaiting the attention of the archaeologists.
Without adequate excavation, the glorious
maritime heritage of ancient Odisha or Kdinga
will remain incomplete. Hence, scientific survey,

exploration and archaeologica excavation of the
probable sites of coastal Odisha are highly
essentia to have a clear picture of the ports of
early Odisha
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