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Panellists Chittagong is the second-largest city in Bangladesh and
one of the oldest seaports in the world. It has had a
chequered and interesting past and has been subject to
many invasions. As a gateway of trade to South Asia this
has been an ancient port city, with a recorded history
dating back to the 4th century BC. It is also marked out on
the Ptolemy's world map created in the 2nd century as
one of the most impressive ports in the East. The aim of
this conversation is to learn and understand from our
experts about the contributing factors that have been
responsible for the growth of Chittagong both as a port
and city from ancient times till today.
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Key Takeaways

>

One sees the coming together of all nations like India, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Myanmar,
and some other southeast Asian countries as a confluence of ideas, knowledge, people
to name a few.

The water shared by the common rivers emptying into the Bay of Bengal becomes
connectors of the shared histories, geographies, and economies of these countries.
The port of Samandar was the erstwhile name that can be associated with the port of
Chittagong today.

Shipwreck evidence is very important for the understanding of maritime networks and
the artifacts from the region during the earlier times e.g. the Java Shipwreck.

These provide evidence of great craftsmanship, technology, and cross-cultural
references across the region

The connections through artifacts are the surest signs of connectivity that date back to
that millennium.

The trade in the countries of the Bay of Bengal was and still affected by the monsoon
pattern of the region.

The intensive rainfall on the coastline helped in agricultural production raising a
regional surplus for trade

The major advantage this port offers is that it provides a deep-water anchorage a few
miles inland from the sea.

For India Bangladesh is not just a neighbour Bangladesh will always remain unique,
more than the histories of the partition of the Indian subcontinent, their geography
will continue to dictate their intertwined destinies.

China’s involvement in Bangladesh has been eyed warily by India and the West, who
have accused China of using Chittagong as part of its “String of Pearls” project to

surround and choke the Indian influence in the IOR.
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Background

Chittagong is the second-largest city in Bangladesh and one of the oldest
seaports in the world. It has had a chequered and interesting past and has been
subjected to many invasions. As a gateway of trade to South Asia. An ancient
port city, with a recorded history dating back to the 4th century BC, it was
mentioned in Ptolemy's world map in the 2nd century as one of the most
Impressive ports in the East.

Traditionally centered on its seaport the region was home to the ancient
independent Buddhist kingdoms of Samatata and Harikela and later fell under
the rule of the Gupta Empire, the Pala Empire, and the Arakanese kingdom of
Waithali till the 7th century. The Chandra dynasty once dominated the area and
was followed by the Varman dynasty and Deva dynasty. Arab Muslims traded
and used the port for trading purposes from as early as the 9th century.
Chittagong Port the principal seaport of Bangladesh, is situated in the estuary of
the Karnaphuli River, which originates in the hills north-east of the Chittagong
hill tracts and flows into the Bay of Bengal. The main significance of this port
lies in the fact that it provides a deep-water anchorage a few miles inland from
the sea

Karnaphuli River is the largest and most important river in Chittagong and the
Chittagong Hill Tracts. It is a wide river in the south-eastern part of Bangladesh.
Originating from the Saithah village of Mamit district in Mizoram, India, it
flows southwest through Chittagong Hill Tracts and Chittagong into the Bay of
Bengal. The river plays a major role in the Ganga Brahmaputra Meghna Basin
and also in the agricultural practices in the Chittagong Hill Tracts.

The modern Chittagong port was organized in 1887 under the Port
Commissioners Act in the British Indian Empire. The port began formal
operations under a commissioner in 1888. Its busiest trade links were with
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British Burma, including the ports of Akyab and Rangoon; and other Bengali
ports, including Calcutta, Dhaka, and Narayanganj

A substantial share of Bangladesh's national GDP is attributed to Chittagong.
The city approximately contributes around 12% of the nation's economy.
Chittagong generates 40% of Bangladesh's industrial output, 80% of its
international trade, and 50% of its governmental revenue.

The Chittagong Hill Tracts is a group of districts within the Chittagong
Division in South-eastern Bangladesh, bordering India and Myanmar (Burma).
Topographically, the Hill Tracts are the only extensively hilly area in
Bangladesh. It was historically settled by many tribal refugees from Burma
Arakan in the 16th century and now it is settled by the indigenous Jumma
people. Today, it is one of the most heavily militarized regions of the world, and
one of the least developed parts of Bangladesh

Like other mountainous areas in South and Southeast Asia, the Chittagong Hill
Tracts are undergoing deforestation and land degradation arising from
environmentally unsuitable activities such as tobacco cultivation in sloping
land, shifting cultivation, and logging. Shifting cultivation, also known as slash-
and-burn agriculture embraces a large variety of primitive forms of agriculture.
The present shifting cultivation system with short fallow in the Chittagong Hill
Tracts has accelerated erosion, land degradation, deforestation, and
impoverishment of tribal people in CHT. If the present state of degradation is
continued, most of the areas under shifting cultivation will be severely degraded
and the future generations will face more difficulties to eke out their livelihoods
on further degraded land.

This conversation aims to learn and understand from our experts about the
contributing factors that have been responsible for the growth of Chittagong
from ancient times till today. The questions that we would like to ask through
this session are:

1. To discuss the influence of history in shaping the city as we know it today.

2. The influence of the Port of Chittagong in the North East of India and the
countries in the Bay of Bengal.

3. Chittagong’s role in the Ganga- Brahmaputra Meghna Basin and its role in
the current Indo-Pacific Situation.
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Conversation Agenda
3:00-3:05 PM: Introductory Address

3:05-3:10PM: Opening note by Sabyasachi Dutta, Executive Director Asian
Confluence

3:10-3:35 PM: Professor Suchandra Ghosh Department of History University of
Hyderabad

3:35-4:00 PM: Mrs Nilova Roy Chaudhury, Senior Journalist and Editor,
Society for Policy Studies

4:00- 4:15 PM: Question-Answer and Discussion
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Conversation Proceedings
Mr. Sabyasachi Dutta, Executive Director, Asian Confluence

. Chittagong has been the epicenter of the confluence of the rivers and the
region has an important role to play due to the strategic position of its
port.

« This can be considered the point where Southeast Asia meets South Asia

« The centrality of Chittagong was maintained through marriages and

alliances as explained by the erstwhile rulers a few years ago.

Professor Suchandra Ghosh Department of History University of
Hyderabad

. Looking at the centrality of Chittagong and the connectedness with the
history of Arakan and South-East Asia

« The genesis of the past of this port was known from the writings of the
Arab geographers and merchants.

« The North Bay of Bengal was called Bahar-e-Harikan.

. There was no Bengal as such but it was a conglomeration of sub-regions
like Samtata which is present-day Comilla and Harikela which had their
own identities.

« The first reference to Bahar-e-Harkan was in 851 AD

« It was also mentioned in the Qutute-Alam in the 920 AD though the name
of the author is unknown.

« Moroccan traveller Al- Idrisi in the mid12th century in his book “Delight
of Those Who Seek to Wander through the Regions of the World”,
described the city of Samandar. He mentions that within the Harikela
country a place called Samandar which was associated with modern-day

Chittagong.
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According to the book “Samandar is a large commercial town which
stands on the banks of the river with profits to be made with excellent
quality of wheat, rice, and grains especially Alozude from Kamarupa™.
Kamarup or Kamarupa is 15 days distance from Samandar on the river
Brahmaputra

Harikela as mentioned in the Doodhpani inscriptions mentions Tamralipta
as a port that lost its significance in the 8th century. After this, there has
been no reference to the region

From the 8th -13th century, Western Bengal had no port so Samandar
must have been the port that was used as a transit zone and an entry point.
In the 9th century, Sri Vijaya sent a mission to Balakot in Bengal.
Marwazi in 1120 CE mentions that business in Harikela was carried on
through gold coins and Cowri shells which were got from the Maldives
and transferred to the hinterlands during the Pala and Sena domains
where Cowri was used

Ibn Battuta in his testimony was evocative of the use of Cowri shells
While in the Maldives he bought Cowri shells with gold currency

Wazir wanted his daughter to marry Ibn Battuta as he was not ready to let
him go.

Arakan and Rakhine are two regions with a connection to Chittagong in
the early state.

One finds the environmental continuum different from the Ganga
Irrawaddy plain.

Communication was provided by intersecting rivers as it was difficult
over land. It is in this region one can find the city of Chittagong.

Ramu which was a town near the Arakan Hills was identified as a place
where the oldest monastery was situated.

The coins found in Samtata and Harikela region as mentioned by B.N

Mukherjee was a prototype for the Arakanese coins
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Harikela coins were found in Samtata( Comilla area)

Another way was through reading the text of the ‘Manjushree
Manakalpa’ written around the 8th century in which the cult of the
Buddhist Goddess Tara is mentioned and the mention of Harikela,
Kamarupa, Karnaranga, and Kalaspura as a part of the Buddhist culture in
the region

Part of Kalaspura, Martaben was easy to move along the coast

In the 11th century, Kathasarit Sagara is a famous 11th-century collection
of Indian legends, fairy tales, and folk tales as retold in Sanskrit by the
Shaivite Somadeva.

Aurt historical evidence in South-Eastern Bengal with parts in Myanmar
and Thailand mentioned the profusion of Bronze images in the Buddhist
sites.

In the mid-1960s 67 bronze images were found which showed that there
was a metal casting unit.

Tin was required from bronze and no evidence has been found of tin
production therefore there had to be connections with tin-producing
regions i.e. eastern Bengal which received tin from Malay.

The Intan shipwreck was discovered in 1997. Shipwreck evidence was
very important for understanding maritime networks.

Artefacts from this shipwreck provide graphic evidence of great
craftsmanship, technology. The metal moulds found can be associated
with Mahayana Buddhism.

The vajra motif/design which represented the terracotta design was
manufactured in the Harikela region showed more evidence of Mahayana
Buddhism.

South-Eastern Bangladesh provided Chittagong with the making of the
workshop for metal casting. There is archaeological evidence that these

workshops were active from the 9th-11th century.
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From the 8th-century metal, castings were imported into Java. The
Avalokeshwara statues on pedestals were found in Java which was
similar to those in South-Eastern Bangladesh in terms of their posture.
These were transhipped from the Samandar region. The upper Malay
iIsthmus region was used as a connecting link between southeast
Bangladesh and Thailand.

The similarity between the Pyu region and the Jhuri Bronze indicated the
transnational character of the voyaging corridor between southeast
Bangladesh and Thailand.

The port of Samandar became a very important transit port in the region
KN Chowdhury showed that trading networks were integrated into
commercial networks

The region of Harikela also indicated the Kamarupa and Harikela link

and its significance.

Mrs. Nilova Roy Chaudhury, Senior Journalist, and Editor, Society for

Policy Studies

The history of Chittagong pays tribute to the Chittagong armoury raid
which was an attempt to overthrow the British Rule almost succeeding in
their attempt.

Officially now known as Chattogram Chittagong is the chief Indian
Ocean Port of Bangladesh. Historically it is one of the oldest and busiest
seaports in the medieval world.

Historically, one of the oldest and busiest seaports in the ancient and
medieval world, Chittagong has had a chequered past and has witnessed
many invasions, as it was a gateway for trade with what was then
perceived as a very wealthy region.

An ancient port city, with a recorded history dating back to the 4th
century BC, Chittagong harbour was called by Ptolemy, considered the
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father of modern geography and as quote who called it one of the finest in
the Eastern world

« There are suggestions that in the 4th century the place was also known as
“Shetgong” where Arab, Chinese and Turkish traders settled

« Traditionally centred around its seaport, the Chittagong region was home
to the ancient independent Buddhist kingdoms of Samatata and Harikela
and later fell under the rule of the Gupta Empire, the Pala Empire, and the
Arakanese kingdom of Waithali till the 7th century.

« From the 8th century onwards the maritime routes between India and
China through the Andaman and Nicobar Islands flourished.

. By the 9th century, the settlers started coming in making the port of
Chittagong a global centre of renownance.

. Trade across the Bay of Bengal as described by Arab traders was
encouraged by the monsoon winds which provided south-westerly winds
from April to September.

o With the advent of Islam, the region became the Indian Ocean’s pivot
area linking East Asia to Europe.

« For centuries traders moved on the Coromandel coast to South East Asia
and under the Sultanate of Bengal Chinese ceramics entered India in large
guantities through the ports of Shonargaon, Shadgaon, and Chittagong.

« Inthe early 16th century, the Portuguese came through the Karnaphulli
River for the trade of spices and other commodities across Asia.

« By then, Chittagong had become the largest seaport in the sultanate of
Bengal and they called it Porto Grande de Bengala or the Grand Harbour
of Bengal.

« The Europeans left after the Mughal conquest of Bengal. During the
Mughal era, Chittagong was called Islamabad and went on to become an
important ship-building center, serving the Mughal and the Ottoman

navies.
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Following the Battle of Plassey and growing British dominance, the
Nawab of Bengal lost the port, which was then ceded to the British East
India Company in 1760.

It was only under the British Empire that the Bay of Bengal emerged as a
modern economic space, with a huge exchange of capital and people.

By the late nineteenth century, the British dominated the Bay of Bengal
as no previous power had ever done, from Madras to Malacca.
Chittagong was constituted as a municipality in 1864 and grew in
different directions along the main routes of transportation. It began
formal operations as a modern port under the British in 1888, after the
passage of the Port Commissioners Act.

It then catered to a fertile hinterland of tea, agricultural produce, and jute,
but it gained prominence because of the discovery of petroleum in
Assam, first around the Digboi area. Cotton and jute milling, tea and
match manufacturing, chemical production, and engineering works
remain among Chittagong’s principal industries.

Chittagong today is a major communications center. It is linked by rail
and road with Dhaka, Comilla, and Feni (all to the northeast) and by air
with Dhaka, Cox’s Bazar (to the southwest), and several international
destinations, including Kolkata, Muscat (in Oman), and Dubai (in the
United Arab Emirates).

With the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) having been recognized as one of
the major energy channels in the world, Chittagong Port would now play
an even greater role, becoming an important bridge between South Asia
and Southeast Asia, East Asia, and beyond.

Now Bangladesh no longer feels obliged to conduct its foreign policies
taking into account Indian sensibilities. Fifty years since it came into

being as an independent country, midwifed no doubt by India, it has
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emerged as a strong player on its own and can and is playing a balancing

role between India and China, choosing to optimize its interests.

I Sabyasachi Dutta

T

Suchandra Ghosh
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