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Introduction
This book examines how Bengal’s riverine ports—especially Chittagong, Satgaon, and
the lower Ganges corridor—linked a fertile delta to oceanic routes that stretched from
the Bay of Bengal to the wider world. It argues that these ports were not mere outlets
for commodities but resilient nodes where ecological forces, merchant diasporas, and
imperial policies interacted to produce distinctive regimes of trade. By situating
Bengal within the analytic frame of maritime networks, the chapters that follow show
how local geographies shaped global connections and how global demands, in turn,
reconfigured local economies.

At the heart of this story is the delta itself: a shifting landscape of channels, mudflats,
and mangroves governed by monsoon rhythms. The fortunes of ports rose and fell
with siltation, cyclones, and the opening or closing of navigable creeks. Maritime
knowledge—of tides, shoals, and seasonal winds—circulated among pilots, boatmen,
shipwrights, and merchants who translated environmental uncertainty into
commercial opportunity. Understanding this ecology is essential to explaining why
certain harbors thrived, why trade redirected to new river mouths, and how
shipbuilding adapted to shallow-draft realities.

Bengal’s exports—above all textiles such as muslin and silk, alongside rice, salt,
indigo, saltpeter, timber, rope, and naval stores—connected agrarian hinterlands to
warehouses, factories, and fleets across the Indian Ocean. These commodity chains
relied on layered infrastructures: rural production zones; collection points on creeks
and distributaries; customs houses at river bends; and port-cities whose bazaars
brokered goods, credit, and information. The book traces these circuits from loom to
ledger and from dockyard to deepwater, showing how value was created, taxed, and
contested at each step.

Merchant communities animated these networks. Bengali trading houses interacted
with Gujarati banias, Armenian networks, Arab and Persian brokers, Malay and Chinese
mariners, and later with European chartered companies. Their collaborations and
rivalries were mediated by instruments of trust—partnerships, brokerage, and hundi
credit—as well as by religious institutions, neighborhood solidarities, and legal forums.
Rather than treating European companies as inevitable hegemons, the chapters
foreground the agency of local and diasporic actors who negotiated access to cargoes,
pilots, and shipyards.

Political power mattered, but not always in straightforward ways. Sultanate and
Mughal authorities structured commerce through port regulations, revenue farming,
and policing of river channels; neighboring polities such as Arakan influenced
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Chittagong’s maritime frontier; and Portuguese, Dutch, and English actors introduced
new commercial practices and coercive instruments like the cartaz. Yet imperial
ambitions were continually refracted through deltaic realities: storms could scatter
convoys, silt could strand forts, and laborers could withdraw skills from abusive
patrons. The dynamics of rule, resistance, and adaptation left durable marks on harbor
layouts, customs regimes, and the spatial organization of trade.

Shipbuilding forms a second analytical spine of the book. Bengal’s dockyards—drawing
on regional forests for timber, on artisanal traditions for hull design, and on riverbank
workshops for cordage and pitch—produced versatile vessels suited to monsoon seas
and shallow estuaries. These craft ferried bulk staples as efficiently as fine textiles,
and they underpinned military logistics as much as mercantile exchange. By following
the materials, techniques, and labor ecologies of ship construction, we can see how
maritime technology both reflected and reshaped the economic geography of the
delta.

Methodologically, the study integrates port records, company correspondence,
revenue registers, travel narratives, and nautical manuals with insights from historical
geography and network analysis. Mapping routes across seasons, reconstructing credit
chains, and reading coastal landscapes alongside merchant contracts allow us to track
how goods, people, and information moved—and where they stalled. The result is a
multi-scalar account that connects household production and artisanal yards to
regional markets and long-distance convoys.

The chapters are organized to move from environmental setting and port case studies,
through commodities and shipbuilding, to merchant communities, finance,
governance, and inter-imperial competition. They culminate in an assessment of
crises—storms, famines, and conflicts—that reconfigured corridors of exchange, and a
reflection on the legacies of these premodern and early modern networks for later
colonial infrastructures. Ports and Merchants thus offers maritime historians and
economic geographers a grounded narrative of Bengal’s global connectivity,
demonstrating how a delta shaped the world and how the world, in turn, shaped a
delta.
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Chapter One: River Mouths and Monsoon Routes:
Geography of the Delta
The region of Bengal, nestled at the apex of the Bay of Bengal, is defined by one of the
world’s largest and most dynamic deltaic systems, formed by the confluence of the
Ganges (Padma), Brahmaputra (Jamuna), and Meghna rivers. This intricate network of
waterways, mudflats, and shifting islands has, for millennia, dictated the patterns of
human settlement, agriculture, and, crucially, maritime trade. Understanding the
peculiar geography of this delta, and the rhythmic forces of the monsoon that govern
it, is essential to grasping Bengal's historical role in global commerce.

The Bengal Delta stretches approximately 355 kilometers (220 miles) wide along the
Bay of Bengal, covering an area of roughly 100,000 to 105,000 square kilometers
(about 41,000 square miles). This vast, low-lying plain, predominantly located in
modern-day Bangladesh and the Indian state of West Bengal, is a product of immense
sediment deposition from the Himalayan mountain range. Indeed, the Ganges and
Brahmaputra rivers alone transport over a billion tons of sediment to the basin
annually, shaping a landscape that is constantly in flux.

The physiography of the delta is characterized by its exceptionally flat terrain, with
elevations ranging from about 15 meters in the north to barely a meter above sea
level in the south. This gentle gradient, approximately 0.016 meters per kilometer,
means that the landscape is intimately connected to the rise and fall of river and tidal
waters. The delta's surface is a mosaic of alluvial soils, primarily composed of fine
sediment particles like clay, silt, and sand, which are deposited as the rivers slow
down in the estuarine environment.

A significant portion of the delta's evolution, particularly in the last 10,000 to 11,000
years, has been driven by these immense sediment loads. This ongoing process of
siltation, while enriching the soil and forming new land (known as chars), also presents
a constant challenge to navigation. Riverbeds rise, channels shift, and once-navigable
routes can become choked with sediment, demanding continuous adaptation from
those who relied on these waterways for trade.

The Bay of Bengal, from which the region derives its name, acts as the delta's
southern border and is a critical component of its ecological and commercial identity.
It is a dynamic body of water, roughly 1,600 kilometers (1,000 miles) wide with an
average depth exceeding 2,600 meters (8,500 feet), though shoals and banks are
prevalent in the shallower inshore waters of the delta. The interaction between the
massive freshwater discharge from the rivers and the saline waters of the bay creates
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a unique estuarine environment, supporting diverse ecosystems like the Sundarbans,
the world's largest mangrove forest.

The climate of Bengal is overwhelmingly shaped by the monsoon winds, a
phenomenon that has profoundly influenced maritime activities for centuries. From
November to April, the northeast monsoon prevails, characterized by winds blowing
from the continent. This period generally offers calmer seas and more predictable
sailing conditions. However, the true game-changer for Bengal, and indeed for much
of the Indian subcontinent, is the southwest monsoon, which dominates from June to
September.

The southwest monsoon is a season of intense heat, low atmospheric pressure over
the landmass, and strong, rain-bearing winds sweeping in from the Indian Ocean. This
monsoon typically makes landfall in Kerala around the first week of June, before its
Bay of Bengal branch carries copious moisture northward, striking the coasts of
Myanmar and Bangladesh. These winds, deflected by geographical features like the
Arakan Hills and the Himalayas, bring heavy rainfall to Bengal, nourishing its fertile
lands but also transforming its rivers into raging torrents.

The sheer volume of water during the monsoon significantly alters the deltaic
landscape. Rivers swell, often overflowing their banks, and vast areas become
inundated. While this annual flooding is crucial for replenishing the soil and
maintaining agricultural productivity, it also brings challenges. Navigation routes can
become less discernible, and the increased current presents a different set of hazards
for shipping. Conversely, during the dry season, rivers shrink, and maintaining
navigability often requires significant effort.

The constant shifting of river courses is another defining characteristic of the Bengal
Delta. The Ganges, for example, has abandoned previous channels over time, with
major changes recorded even in relatively recent history. The Brahmaputra, too,
underwent a significant avulsion (a sudden change in its course) between 1776 and
1830, shifting its main flow westward. Such dramatic changes directly impacted the
viability of ports, as access to the main river channels was paramount for trade. A
thriving port could find itself miles from the main flow of commerce in a matter of
decades, necessitating relocation or the development of new riverine connections.

This dynamic environment fostered a unique kind of maritime knowledge and skill
among Bengali sailors and pilots. They were intimately familiar with the seasonal
changes in currents, the location of shifting sandbars, and the safest channels to
navigate. Their ability to "read" the river and the sea was not merely a navigational
convenience but a fundamental requirement for survival and commercial success.
European traders, accustomed to more stable maritime geographies, often struggled
with these deltaic intricacies, relying heavily on local expertise.
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The Sundarbans, the extensive mangrove forest at the southern edge of the delta,
also played a crucial, albeit complex, role. While offering some protection against
storm surges and coastal erosion, its dense network of tidal creeks and channels also
formed an integrated inland navigation system, particularly in the lower delta. This
environment, though challenging, provided a sheltered passage for smaller vessels
and a rich source of timber for shipbuilding.

The interface between the land and the sea in Bengal was, and remains, a zone of
constant interaction and change. The rivers, carrying sediments from the distant
Himalayas, ceaselessly build and reshape the coastline, creating new islands and
altering the mouths that connect to the Bay of Bengal. This progradation of the delta,
pushing the coastline seaward, meant that fixed notions of port locations and shipping
lanes were always provisional.

The Bay of Bengal itself, with its distinctive current patterns, also influenced maritime
trade. From January to October, a northward-flowing, clockwise circulation pattern,
known as the "East Indian Current," predominates. During the remainder of the year, a
counterclockwise, southwestward-flowing current, the "East Indian Winter Jet," takes
over. These currents, alongside the powerful monsoons, dictated the optimal timing
and routes for vessels traversing the bay.

Navigating these waters was not for the faint of heart. The change of monsoon,
particularly in September and December, often brings severe cyclones to the Bay of
Bengal, posing significant threats to coastal communities and maritime traffic. These
intense tropical storms could scatter convoys, devastate port infrastructure, and
reshape coastlines overnight, underscoring the inherent risks of maritime trade in this
region.

Thus, Bengal's geography was not a passive backdrop but an active participant in its
maritime history. The dynamic nature of the delta, with its shifting rivers and monsoon-
driven rhythms, presented both immense opportunities and formidable challenges. It
demanded adaptability, local knowledge, and resilient infrastructure. This ever-
changing landscape would, in turn, shape the types of ships built, the routes taken,
the commodities traded, and the very nature of the merchant communities who called
this delta home.
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