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I. TURNING ON: INTRODUCTION
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LIGHTING UP: THE BEAUTIFUL – AND DANGEROUS




    “Drugs were just the beginning.”




    Advertising tag line, “Traffic: The Miniseries”




    Intense interest in the opium clipper, The Frolic, started in 1984, with a surprising discovery in the Redwood Forest of California, off the coast of northern California at Mendocina. Pieces of Chinese ceramics which had been shaped into arrowheads by Native Americans were found. The sharpened pieces were discovered among the many boxes of Chinese products from The Frolic that were intended to be sold to “the ’49ers,” those optimistic miners who rushed to California seeking gold in the mid-19th century. [1*]




    {*} Numbers refer to references listed in the appendix.




    The clipper had spent its previous six years smuggling North Indian opium from Bombay into China. The Baltimore-built ship was designed to be exceptionally fast. It could do an amazing 14-15 knots, making it capable of escaping the best of Chinese vessels. The Frolic was the last of the ships out of Baltimore that embarrassed the slower British ships during the War of 1812. [10]




    Driving along the California coast today, thrill seekers might enjoy finding poppies growing wild. What could be more exciting than to find something that could produce the miraculous drug that is praised by scholars and poets, physicians and hedonists throughout history? It could be like the excitement Native Americans probably experienced 150 years ago when they found the treasure from The Frolic.




    Opium has definitely been shown to relieve pain, reduce hunger and thirst, induce restful sleep and reduce anxiety. However, like other great gifts to mankind, opium can either be of great benefit or be fatal, depending on how, when, and why people use it.
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      J. Le Moyne de Morgues, Opium Poppy (Papaver Somniferum), c. 1568. Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
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      The clipper Ly-ee-moon. The London Illustrated News, July 14th 1860, p.37.


    




    The California dreamers who pick up wild poppies from the side of the road will be brought back to reality after a little research. They will discover that the so-called California poppy [Escholtzia californica] is in fact a wildflower in the buttercup family. It produces no capsule and therefore is not actually a member of the poppy family, albeit at first glance it certainly looks like its capsule-bearing cousin.




    Obviously some basic facts and an appreciation about the poppy and opium are needed, even though surely most people have learned some basics already from everyday pop culture. It is almost impossible to watch recent mainstream movies or read pulp fiction without learning that opium is a narcotic drug.




    When it was studied more closely, researchers learned that opium is obtained from the juice of the immature fruits of the Oriental poppy. Careful observers will notice that typical opium poppies have four petals of white, violet, pink, or red. They surround a star-shaped stigma from which at least five and up to 16 ‘rays’ fan out. A single pistil [containing from 150 to 200 stamens] is surrounded by five concentric circles. Fertilization produces from 800 to 2,000 seeds. [12]
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      Opium Poppy, (three varieties), Papaver somniferum; Field Poppy, Papaver rhoeas. 16th century. Watercolor. Collection of Theodorus Clutius.
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      William Alexander, Chinese Sailor Smoking in His Junk, 1795. Watercolor on paper, 22 x 19 cm. The Makins Collection.


    




    The true opium producing plant, Papaver somniferum L., is a member of the poppy family Papaveraceae. There are over 100 species in that family, several with many varieties. Most are found in temperate Asia and in central and southern Europe, not in the fields of California.




    When opium-bearing poppies are studied, many varieties used for the production of poppy seeds and seed oil for baking are not included. Only a few of the many species of poppy contain the alkaloids found in opium. [20]




    Morphine and codeine are two of the most familiar and useful of some twenty natural alkaloids of opium. Several synthetic drugs have been developed from opium, including meperideine, best known as DemerolTM. It acts more quickly, but its effects are of less duration than morphine. It too is a narcotic and is habit-forming. Paregoric and laudanum also need to be mentioned. [39]




    Heroin, Diacetylmorphine, was discovered in 1898. It would become the most important drug synthesized from the natural alkaloids. Ironically, heroin was originally thought to be a cure for addiction to other opiates. In the 1860’s, the hypodermic syringe was perfected. Physicians mistakenly believed that opium-eating addicts who took morphine by syringe would no longer be addicted to eating opium. Patients with chronic but not life-threatening pain were given morphine and a syringe, with directions on how to inject themselves. But dependence on heroin turned out to be even more devastating than addiction to morphine or opium itself. The great syringe mistake is one example of why science must continually strive to learn. [29, 30]




    Paregoric, given to children as well as adults to stop diarrhea, and rubbed onto the gums of teething children, is also an opium tincture, sometimes camphorated. The opium content of camphorated tincture is 25 times less than opium tincture. The way paregoric works is well known. Taking it increases smooth-muscle tone in the gastrointestinal tract. It inhibits mobility and propulsion, thereby diminishing digestive secretions. The liquid form also contains alcohol. Standard nursing handbooks advise that “it can be adjusted precisely to a patient’s needs.” It is not used as widely today as it once was. [29, 37]




    Another form of opium, laudanum, is the modern equivalent of the opium and alcohol mixture that is even mentioned by Homer in The Odyssey. As little as two dozen or so drops of laudanum might carry no more than a grain of opium. Laudanum’s most notable use is reflected in the work of its most famous users, the most famous of which is Thomas de Quincey.




    The mixture was widely prescribed and used in America as well as in Europe, even before Chinese immigrant laborers brought opium with them to the American mines and railroads where they worked. But, as the wave of Chinese people spread east into the United States, so did the establishment of opium dens, followed closely by anti-opium laws. Like the nearly universal presence of prostitution and gambling, and later the consumption of alcohol during Prohibition, the laws concerning opium dens helped create an “open secret” – something nobody denied but also something that nobody admitted to knowing anything about. That is reminiscent of the police in the film “Casablanca” who were “shocked” to find gambling in their friend Rick’s place.




    

      [image: ]




      Opium poppy, Papaver somniferum, 16th century. Detail from the previous photo. Watercolor. Theodorus Clutius Collection.
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      Red Horned Poppy, Papaver corniculatum. 16th century. Watercolor. Collection of Theodorus Clutius.


    




    

      [image: ]




      Opium Poppy, Papaver somniferum. 16th century. Watercolor. Collection of Theodorus Clutius.
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      Francis Croll, Thomas de Quincey (1785-1859), 19th century. Engraving from a daguerreotype photograph by Howie. Private collection.
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      Location for drying the opium. Engraving from the designs of Lieutenant Colonel Walter S. Sherwill. The Graphic, 24th of June 1882, p.640.
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