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Abstract 
[Early Arab contact with Bengal in the light of primary Arabic 

sources: A retrospective Study] 

The people of Arabia-especially of its southern part and coastal 

areas were famous for their travel and seafaring. From time 

immemorial the Arab travelled throughout the Mediterranean 

Sea, the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. As the land of Arabia 

was mostly desert, they had to travel surrounding areas for the 

purpose of trade in order to gain their necessary commodities. 

After the advent of Islam in the early 7
th
 century CE their 

navigation got a new dimension; the purpose of sea-travel was 

now not only trade but also preaching Islam. For the purpose of 

trade, they had visited southern coast of India, Bengal. Some 

accounts of the 9
th
 and the 10

th
 century Arab travellers and 

geographers (such as Sulaiman the Merchant and Ibn 

Khurdajbeh) provide us supportive documents in favour of early 

Arab contact with Bengal. Those writers left valuable accounts 

on products which were found in abundance in this part of the 

sub-continent. The studies that dealt with the subject matter 

mostly depended on translation of early Arabic sources. In recent 

years, some primary sources of Arabic travel literature have been 

published. In this paper an attempt has been taken to conduct a 

retrospective study regarding early Arab contact with Bengal 

depending on the some original primary sources published 

recently. 
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All this points to the fact that the account of Sulaymãn is the earliest, 

the fountainhead of all knowledge of the East for the succeeding 

generation of writers and readers in Arabic. (Nainar 1948, 7) 
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These kingdoms border upon the lands of a king called Rahmi, 

who is at war with king of Haraz, and with the Balhara also. This 

prince is not much considered either for his birth, or the Antiquity 

of his kingdom; but his forces are more numerous than those of the 

Balhara, and even than those of the kings of Haraz and Tafek. 

They say that when he takes the field, he appears at the head of 

fifty thousand Elephants; and that he commonly marches in the 

Winter Season, because the Elephants not being able to bear with 

thirst, he can move at no other time. They say also that in his army 

there are commonly from ten to fifteen thousand Tents. In this 

same country they make Cotton Garments, in so extraordinary a 

manner, that no where else are the like to be seen. These Garments 

are for the most part round, and wove to the degree of fineness that 

they may be drawn through a Ring of a middling size.  

Shells are current in this Country, and serve for small Money, 

notwithstanding that they have Gold and Silver, Wood-Aloes, and 

Sable-Skins of which they make the Furniture of Saddles and 

Housings. In this same Country is the famous Karkandan or 

Unicorn, who has but one Horn upon his Forehead… his Hoof is 

not cloven; and from his Foot to his Shoulder he is all of a Piece. 

The Elephants flies from the Unicorn… His flesh is not forbidden 

and we have eaten of it. There are great number of this Creature in 

the Fens of this Kingdom, as also in all other Provinces of the 

Indies; but the horns of these are the most esteemed… All the 

things we have here enumerated, are to be purchased in the 

kingdom Rahma for Shells, which are the current money 

(Renaudot MDCCXXXIII, 16-8).         
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>���V� P�� >�]���א�� �א���: ;�� �G�dא� �א@�?�< P��CRG	� Elliot �� �Dowson��� .�7#�Gא��  ��

7g/m���	���2��Z�&�r�5.��א��i&�����n������א�&g��U&G"�Elliot�>�
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The use of kauris for money, the extremely fine cotton fabrics, and the 
existence of rhinoceros in the country, would point to a locality on the 
Bay of Bengal about Dacca and Arracan. If the neighbouring kingdom, 
which Mas’udi calls Kaman, is the same as that which Ibn Khurdadba 
calls Kamrun and places on the borders of China, there can be no doubt 
that Kamrup or Assam is intended, and this identification, which is 
exceedingly probable, will confirm the locality of Dacca as the probable 
site of the Kingdom of Rahma (Elliot & Dowson 1867, 361).   
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