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Abstract:
Kerala, strategically located on India's southwestern coast, historically served as a pivotal node in global

maritime spice trade, facilitated by its extensive coastline and river systems. Essential to this commerce were
coastal forts such as Bekal, Pallippuram, and Cranganore, which functioned not only as military strongholds but
also as crucial administrative centers, customs posts, and control points for both sea and inland trade. This report
examines the strategic significance, architectural characteristics, and multifaceted roles of these fortifications in
protecting and facilitating Kerala's enduring maritime commerce.
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Introduction

Kerala, located on the southwestern coast of India, has a long history of maritime trade, facilitated by its
extensive coastline, network of rivers, and favorable monsoon winds. For centuries, it served as a key node in
global trade, especially for spices like black pepper, cardamom, and cinnamon. The region attracted merchants
from Arabia, China, Europe, and beyond. Coastal forts such as Bekal, Pallippuram, and Cranganore played a
pivotal role in securing and supporting these trade networks. These forts were not merely military bastions; they
also functioned as administrative centers, customs posts, and control points for sea and inland trade. This report
explores the strategic significance of these forts, their architectural characteristics, and their roles in protecting
and facilitating trade in Kerala.

2. Historical Background of Maritime Trade in Kerala

The maritime trade history of Kerala can be traced back to at least the early historic period (circa 3rd
century BCE). Ports such as Muziris and Tyndis, referenced in Greco-Roman sources like the Periplus of the
Erythraean Sea, were important centers for spice exports. These ports connected Kerala with the Roman Empire
and facilitated a flourishing international commerce. Over time, Arab traders established settlements along the
Malabar Coast, promoting cultural and commercial exchanges that shaped the socio-economic fabric of the region.

The medieval period witnessed the rise of powerful local kingdoms such as the Cheras and Zamorins, who actively
engaged in trade and offered protection to merchant communities. The arrival of European colonial powers,
beginning with the Portuguese in the late 15th century, significantly altered trade dynamics. These powers fortified
key trading locations to secure their commercial interests and to ward off rivals.

3. The Strategic Importance of Coastal Forts

Forts in Kerala served strategic and multifunctional roles. Built along the coast or near river mouths, they
provided surveillance of maritime routes and served as defense mechanisms against pirates and hostile invaders.
These forts housed garrisons, artillery units, and served as safe depots for goods awaiting shipment or storage.

They were also administrative hubs where trade taxes were collected, goods were inspected, and official
records were maintained. Forts controlled the movement of both local and foreign merchants and helped maintain
order in bustling port towns. Given Kerala’s fragmented political landscape, these forts enabled rulers to assert
territorial authority and control access to lucrative trade routes.

Available online: https://publications.ngmc.ac.in/journal/ DOI: https://doi.org/10.63300/ 10(page


https://publications.ngmc.ac.in/journal/
https://doi.org/10.63300/
mailto:ramyaplachikkattuparambil@gmail.com

sibpentid FieuCsed Sib1p o uiaisp Vol. 2 Issue: 02 September 2025

4. Case Studies of Major Coastal Forts
4.1 Bekal Fort

Bekal Fort, located in the Kasaragod district, is one of Kerala’s most prominent and well-preserved coastal
forts. Constructed in the 17th century by Shivappa Nayaka of the Keladi Nayaka dynasty, the fort later came under
the control of Tipu Sultan and then the British. Built primarily from laterite stones, the fort stretches over 40 acres
and overlooks the Arabian Sea.

The fort’s design includes a water tank, observation tower, and strategic openings for cannon fire. Its
elevated position provided excellent surveillance over maritime movements. The adjacent port of Kanhangad
facilitated the movement of goods, and the fort helped in ensuring the safety of traders and their commodities
from sea-based threats.

4.2 Pallippuram Fort

Pallippuram Fort, located at the northern tip of Vypin Island near Kochi, was built by the Portuguese in
1503. It is hexagonal in shape and made of laterite blocks with lime plaster. The fort is the oldest surviving
European fort in India and exemplifies the early colonial military architecture.

The Portuguese used Pallippuram to safeguard their control over the Cochin harbor and its surrounding
waterways. The Periyar River, which flows nearby, was vital for transporting goods inland. The fort also served
as a control post to regulate trade and secure cargo routes from potential rival attacks and pirate raids. Its enduring
structure signifies the strategic intent behind its construction.

4.3 Cranganore (Kodungallur) Fort

Kodungallur, historically known as Cranganore, was the site of the ancient port of Muziris and a major
trade hub. The Portuguese built Cranganore Fort in 1523 to assert their dominance over the spice trade and to
counter the influence of other European and Arab traders.

Located at the confluence of the Periyar River and the Arabian Sea, the fort allowed the Portuguese to
control both maritime and inland water transport. The fort’s proximity to important religious and commercial
centers made it a focal point of colonial interest. The Dutch later captured and renovated the fort, which further
emphasizes its enduring strategic importance.

5. Role in Trade Protection and Administration

Beyond their defensive capabilities, these forts functioned as centers of trade regulation. Customs officials
stationed within the forts monitored incoming and outgoing ships, ensured proper taxation, and managed disputes
among merchants. Warehouses within the fort premises were used to store spices and other goods temporarily
before export.

The forts also played a crucial role during periods of unrest. In times of war or piracy, these structures
provided safe havens for traders and their commodities. Their solid architecture and location near key ports
allowed for a controlled environment where commerce could continue relatively unhindered by external threats.

6. Interaction with Foreign Powers

Kerala’s coastal forts became focal points of imperial competition. The Portuguese initially constructed
several forts to protect their interests, but their monopoly was challenged by the Dutch, who took over many forts
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in the 17th century. Eventually, the British East India Company supplanted the Dutch and expanded its control
over Kerala's coastline.

Each successive power made modifications to existing forts to suit their military and trade strategies. The
forts also acted as negotiation sites between local rulers and foreign powers. Alliances were often cemented or
broken based on the control of these strategic structures, which highlights their importance in the geopolitical
framework of the time.

7. Decline and Legacy

With the decline of spice trade monopoly and the introduction of new maritime technologies such as
steamships, the relevance of these coastal forts diminished. Many forts were abandoned or repurposed during the
British colonial period. However, their architectural resilience allowed many of them to survive in various forms.

In contemporary times, these forts are protected heritage sites. Bekal Fort, for instance, has been developed as a
major tourist destination. These monuments now serve as cultural touchstones, offering insights into Kerala’s
vibrant maritime history, architectural ingenuity, and colonial encounters.

8. Conclusion

The coastal forts of Kerala were more than military outposts—they were central to the region’s economic
prosperity and cultural interactions. They played crucial roles in safeguarding maritime trade, administering port
activities, and projecting political power. Their architectural and historical legacy underscores the importance of
Kerala in the Indian Ocean trade network. Continued study and preservation of these sites will enrich our
understanding of South India’s global connections and historical trajectory.
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