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“Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves.”

—Confucius






Introduction

HAVE YOU SEEN The Italian Job with Mark Wahlberg and Charlize Theron? Come to think of it, a better example is the heist scene in the movie Black Panther. Remember when Erik Stevens (aka Killmonger) played by Michael B. Jordan, “removes” a Wakandan artifact made of vibranium from a museum in London after claiming that it had been stolen from Africa by British colonizers?

The story I’m about to tell has similar elements—elaborately planned break-ins, diabolically clever diversion tactics, meticulously coordinated and timed operations, high-speed getaways on motorcycles and speedboats, and artworks valued in the hundreds of millions of dollars that had been previously looted by Western soldiers.

Except the events I’m about to describe didn’t spring from the imagination of a Hollywood screenwriter. They actually happened, and are likely to occur again soon in a major museum in the United States or Europe. Even more intriguing, their motivation is rooted in a particularly heinous act that took place in the 19th century. And the thefts themselves raise serious questions about the hegemony of culture and art.

If that isn’t enough, the heists also raise serious red flags (pardon the pun) about the brazen tactics of certain Chinese billionaires. Since nothing of major significance happens in China without the knowledge and approval of the communist government of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), art and law enforcement experts believe that Chinese officials are likely involved. Publicly stating this, however, is far from simple.

That’s because there is also a real possibility that the PRC is hiding behind the cover of the state-run China Poly Group—an industrial giant that sells everything from gemstones to missiles and is connected to Chinese military intelligence.

Lurking in the shadows behind all of this and collaborating with the PRC are the Chinese triads—patriotic secret societies, which is a euphemism for criminal gangs that have seen a major resurgence in recent years. They were formed in the 19th century and are involved in all manner of international crime, delineating ranks according to numeric codes derived by Chinese numerology.

How does this all connect? I invite you to read on.






1 Stockholm, 2010



“Do not do to others what you do not want done to yourself.”

—Confucius



On a humid summer night in 2010, a forty-year-old filmmaker named Magnus (he asked that I not use his last name) and his wife were entertaining another couple at a popular downtown Stockholm restaurant. Ironically, for reasons that he would only discover years later, Magnus spent a good deal of the conversation telling his friends about a recent trip he had made to China where he planned to shoot scenes of an upcoming film.

“During dinner I was telling my friends about the forest of new office towers I had seen sprouting up all over Beijing,” he told me. “I remarked on the contrast in the next postmodern architecture to that of the ancient Chinese that I had seen in places like the Forbidden City, Tiantan Park, and the Old Summer Palace. It seemed to me that China had kept itself hidden from the world for more than a century, and was now emerging like a giant dragon waking up from a long sleep. I predicted that China’s impact on the global order would be equivalent to that of the 17th and 18th centuries when Western Europe discovered and overran the New World.”

It was well past 1:00 A.M. when, well sated with fine wine and food, my wife and I bid goodbye to our dinner companions. They had parked behind the restaurant. My wife and I went in the opposite direction. We exited out the front, turned at the first corner and were greeted by the mind-blowing sight of parked cars farther down the street in flames. I counted five, or maybe six of them. I thought for a moment that maybe we were looking at a film set. Except I didn’t see crew members or cameras.

I immediately used my cell phone to summon the police and firefighters. They arrived, sirens blaring, minutes later.1

While policemen were pushing onlookers back and firefighters were rolling out hoses, several kilometers west on an island near the outskirts of the city, a small group of masked men entered the vast grounds of the Drottningholm Palace—the permanent residence of the King and Queen of Sweden.

Asleep in the palace at the time were King Carl XVI Gustaf, Queen Silvia, their children, and the King’s sister, Princess Christina, who later claimed that the palace was also the home to friendly ghosts.

“There are small friends… ghosts,” the princess told pSVT, the Swedish public broadcaster. “They’re all very friendly, but you sometimes feel that you’re not completely alone. It’s really exciting. But you don’t get scared.”2

Filmmaker Magnus and his wife and daughter had visited this World Heritage site many times. Built in the 17th century and inspired by the Palace of Versailles outside of Paris, it is widely considered the finest royal residence in Northern Europe. Its manicured gardens, parks, fountains, and statues attract tens of thousands of visitors annually from every corner of the globe.

According to the Swedish police spokesperson Diana Sundin, “the visitors that morning didn’t come for a stroll through the grounds or a boat-ride on one of the man-made lakes. Instead, they quickly made their way to the southern part of the complex and the Rococo-style Chinese Pavilion. They must have waited in the bushes and waited for the guards to pass, because they broke into the Pavilion exactly after a patrol passed the area.”3

Designed as a tribute to Chinese art and design, this architectural gem of dragon heads and chinoiserie had been commissioned by King Adolf Frederick in 1763 and presented to his beloved Queen Louisa Ulrika as a present on her thirty-fourth birthday. A patroness of the arts, she had called it “the most beautiful building imaginable.”

Chinese architecture had been very much in vogue among European royalty at the time the pavilion was built. Venetian explorer Marco Polo was the first European to remark on its unique aesthetic. At the end of the 13th century, he described a palace in the city of Khanbaliq (Peking) as, “the most extensive that has ever yet been known,” whose beautiful chambers were “so admirably disposed that it seems impossible to suggest any improvement to the system of their arrangement.”4

Nearly four hundred years later, French king Louis XIV commissioned the Trianon de Porcelaine at Versailles, which became the first major European building inspired by Chinese architecture. The self-proclaimed Sun King started a trend that continued with Polish king August the Strong who had his Dutch Palace in Dresden converted into a Chinese-themed one, substituting Chinese caryatids for Baroque pilasters and dressing the interior with Chinese furniture and artifacts. Other palaces followed: the Amalienburg in Munich, Le Trèfle in 1738 for the Polish king Stanislaus Lescynski, the Potsdam Chinese Tea House built for Frederick the Great, and the Chinese Pavilion at Drottningholm completed in 1769.

The last was arguably the most remarkable of these Chinese-themed royal pleasure palaces, exquisitely decorated with hand-painted paper and silk wall hangings, porcelain, lacquer screens, and other priceless decorative objects imported from China as well as Chinese-inspired Swedish Rococo furniture.

Swedish Police spokesperson Diane Sundin continued. “Several of these artifacts went missing the morning of August 6, 2010, when the three masked men forced their way into the elegant building, setting off the museum’s alarm system, and destroying glass display cases with crowbars and hammers, and grabbing specific objects.”5

Swedish National Police officers and palace guards raced across the palace grounds to the museum, but the criminals worked fast. They seemed to know exactly what they wanted. By the time the guards arrived, the thieves had fled. Later it was established that the masked men had entered at 2:00 A.M. and were out by 2:06 A.M. They left behind broken glass doors and shattered glass showcases.

With the help of a police dog, detectives found a moped that had been tossed in Lake Malaren, a few kilometers from the castle. They suspected that after fleeing the palace on foot, the thieves had mounted the waiting moped and sped to a nearby lake. There they were picked up by a white speedboat that took them through Stockholm’s complex labyrinth of waterways to an unknown destination.

Swedish citizens greeted the news of the robbery with shock and anger. “What disappeared from the Chinese pavilion are a loss for Swedish cultural heritage,” exclaimed royal curator Lars Ljungström.6

A popular Swedish radio host called the theft “an affront to Sweden and the Royal Family.”7

The precious Chinese Pavilion had never been burgled before. Outraged Swedes like Magnus asked, “Who would do such a thing?”8 It seemed as though the robbery had been meticulously planned.

Despite the lack of obvious clues, Swedish authorities remained optimistic that they would solve the case. They were armed with the knowledge that in the majority of art thefts, stolen items are eventually recovered. Thieves usually aren’t prepared to market and sell high-profile “hot” works, which rarely yield more than five percent of their value.

Days after the robbery, the Swedish Royal Court announced that the pieces taken were considered priceless. They included a small Japanese lacquered box on a stand, a sculpture in green soapstone, a red lacquered chalice with a lid, a chalice carved from a rhinoceros horn, a small blackened, bronze teapot, and a plate made of musk wood. Several other objects were damaged during the break-in.

One item in particular held special cultural significance—a sculpture of soapstone in green tones from the end of the 17th century representing a mountain landscape with figures in two levels. The founder of Taoism and author of the Tao Te Ching, the legendary Lao Tzu is depicted on the upper level riding a deer.

Taoism is the belief that the universe and everything it encompasses follows a harmony, regardless of human influence, and the harmony is made up of goodness, integrity, and simplicity. This flow of harmony is called Tao, or “the way.” In the eighty-one poetic verses that make up the Tao Te Ching, Lao Tzu outlined the Tao for individual lives as well as leaders and ways of governance.

The Tao Te Ching often repeats the importance of benevolence and respect. Passages frequently use symbolism to explain the natural harmony of existence. For example:


Nothing in the world is softer or weaker than water, and yet for attacking things that are firm and hard, nothing is so effectual. Everyone knows that the soft overcomes the hard, and gentleness conquers the strong, but few can carry it out in practice.9



How this sculpture of Lao Tzu riding a deer made its way into the Swedish Royal Collection is a fascinating story in itself. A century and a half earlier it stood among the prized Chinese cultural treasures housed in Beijing’s Old Summer Palace, the main imperial residence of the Qianlong Emperor of the Qing dynasty.

Investigators later learned that it had been one of many ancient artifacts looted by French and British troops in 1860 when they overran and later burned the Old Summer Palace to the ground. The Lao Tzu piece was subsequently sold and traded through various European auction houses before it ended up in the collection of Swedish queen Ulrika.

How does the history of this precious artifact relate to the robbery at Drottningholm?

Swedish authorities didn’t see the connection at first. Nor did they see the linkage between the break-in at the Drottningholm Palace on Lovöon Island and a Swedish merchant ship named the East Indiaman Götheborg that set sail for China some 270 years ago, heralding the beginning of Sino-Swedish cooperation. The Götheborg returned from China loaded with products such as silk, porcelain, and tea that the Swedes fell in love with. This cargo triggered a “China fever” throughout Sweden, which was evident from the construction of the Chinese Pavilion at the Drottningholm Palace.

Almost two centuries later, on May 9, 1950, Sweden became the first Western country to establish diplomatic ties with the People’s Republic of China. Since then, Sweden supported the restoration of China’s lawful seat at the United Nations, conducted friendly exchanges and cooperation with China in various fields and made positive contributions to China’s economic development, reform, opening up, and modernization. China had always regarded Sweden as a friend and an important trade partner. Sweden became one of the first Western countries to sign intergovernmental agreements on economic, trade, scientific, and technological cooperation with China.

The two countries were now each other’s largest trading partners in Northern Europe and Asia. In 2010, bilateral trade surpassed $10 billion. China was also Sweden’s largest trading partner outside of the European Union. In recent years, Chinese-Swedish cooperation under the Belt and Road Initiative had made positive progress, with the introduction of more direct China-Sweden flights and freight trains.

In the summer of 2010, Swedish investigators couldn’t imagine how the break-in at the Chinese Pavilion at the Drottningholm Palace could challenge Sweden’s friendly relationship with China.

But the more they looked into the sophisticated planning that went into the robbery and began to delve into history of the pieces taken, the more they saw a possible linkage between the looting of the Old Summer Palace outside of Beijing in 1860 and the heist at the Chinese Pavilion in 2010.

Just one year later, a series of similar thefts of Chinese artifacts took place at other major European museums. That’s when this seemingly isolated case started to raise very troubling questions of global significance that continue to this day.






2 The Old Summer Palace, Beijing



“No one will laugh long who deals much with opium; its pleasures even are of a grave and solemn complexion.”

—Thomas De Quincey



Before it was ransacked, looted, and burned to the ground in 1860, the Old Summer Palace of the Qing emperors—aka Yuanmingyuan or Round Bright Garden—was known in Europe as the “Versailles of the East.”

Victor Hugo, author of classic novels Les Misérables and The Hunchback of Notre-Dame, described it as a “miracle.” He wrote:


Build a dream with marble, jade, bronze, and porcelain, frame it with cedar wood, cover it with precious stones, drape it with silk, make it here a sanctuary, there a harem, elsewhere a citadel, put gods there, and monsters, varnish it, enamel it, gild it, paint it, have architects who are poets build the thousand and one dreams of the thousand and one nights, add gardens, basins, gushing water and foam, swans, ibis, peacocks, suppose in a word a sort of dazzling cavern of human fantasy with the face of a temple and palace, such was this building.1



You can still feel the anguish in the words of James M’Ghee, chaplain to the British forces that sacked the Palace 160 years ago, when he said, “Whenever I think of beauty and taste, of skill and antiquity while I live, I shall see before my mind’s eye some scene from those grounds, those palaces, and ever regret the stern but just necessity which laid them in ashes.”2

Imagine how the Chinese people felt. To many of them living today the looting of the Old Summer Palace by French and British troops—the final, savage act of the Second Opium War—wasn’t a “stern but just necessity” in the words of James M’Ghee, but a heart-wrenching moment of national shame. It marked the beginning of what historians refer to as “a century of humiliation” that ended with the establishment of the People’s Republic of China by Mao Zedong in 1949.

Since Mao’s ascendance to power, Chinese students have been taught that the Opium Wars are a testament to why China can never again let itself be weak, backward, and vulnerable to other countries.

“If you talk to many Chinese about the Opium War,” wrote British historian Julia Lovell, “a phrase you will quickly hear is ‘luo hou jiu yao ai da,’ which literally means that if you are backward, you will take a beating.”3

Said China’s current president Xi Jinping, “That page of Chinese history was one of humiliation and sorrow.”4

Why are the Opium Wars a mere footnote in Western history, yet so significant to the Chinese people? The answer to this question seems to lie at the heart of Chinese pride and character, and a trade deficit that stymied Western European expansion at the beginning of the Industrial Revolution.

Dr. Greg M. Thomas is a professor of Art History at the University of Hong Kong. He has written extensively about the influences of ancient Chinese aesthetics on Western art. He explains events leading up to the Opium Wars and the impact of the wars on China this way:


There are four important elements to this saga: silk, spectacular Chinese treasure ships, the first public investment trade companies, and opium. Woven together they tell a tale of infamy and revenge that continues into the present.5



Western fascination with Chinese culture dates all the way back to 207 B.C.E. and the establishment of the Silk Road; its primary purpose was to transport Chinese silk to the West, which dressed European royalty and the wealthy. It was also the route used to carry jade and other precious stones, porcelain, tea, and spices to Europe.

Despite its name, the Silk Road wasn’t an actual road marked by stones and boundaries. Instead, it was a network of routes that extended 6,437 kilometers (4,000 miles) across some of the most inhospitable landscapes on the planet, including the Gobi Desert and the Pamir Mountains. With no one government to provide upkeep, the roads were typically in poor condition. Robbers were common. For protection, traders joined together in caravans with camels or other pack animals. And the road was dotted with inns called caravanserai to house traveling merchants.

Sometimes described as “roadside inns,” caravanserai were safe havens, placed roughly forty kilometers apart (twenty-five miles) encircled with thick walls like those of a fort, where travelers could seek protection from bandits and harsh weather. Manned by porters and guards, visitors were directed through large ground-floor courtyards to stables for their camels, donkeys, and horses, and storerooms for their goods. Upstairs were small, unfurnished rooms for sleeping. Meals were served downstairs around large fires.

Here, travelers from different cultures gathered. Christians, Jews, Muslims, and Buddhists, trading stories, merchandise, and ideas in a forerunner of globalization.

This is the same Silk Road that was traveled by Venetian merchant and seventeen-year-old explorer Marco Polo when he set off for China (then called Cathay by Europeans) with his father in 1271. It took father and son over three years before arriving at Kublai Khan’s palace in Xanadu, Inner Mongolia, which at the time was the capital of the Mongol Empire that ruled China and most of Asia. Marco spent time at Khan’s court and was sent on missions to parts of Asia never before visited by Europeans. Upon his return to Venice, Marco Polo wrote eloquently about his travels and the splendid art and architecture he discovered in China in his Book of the Marvels of the World.

In them, he described the most advanced economy on earth supported by a vigorous international trade with Ceylon, Indonesia, and other territories. One commercial city Marco Polo visited, the eastern port of Hangzhou (capital of Zhejiang province), he described as “the greatest city which may be found in the world,” boasting one and a half million residents, making it fifteen times the size of his native Venice, and possessing a merchant class that traveled freely throughout the Far East and South Asia.

Some historians have accused Marco Polo of exaggeration. While there might be some truth to that, there’s no question that by the end of the 13th century China was a commercial powerhouse with vigorous global ambitions that surpassed anything that the Europeans had ever seen. Meanwhile, countries like France, England, and Germany were still emerging from the social, economic, political, and cultural doldrums of the Middle Ages.

Chinese trade depended on ships that were mammoth in size with nine masts and four decks, capable of accommodating as many as one thousand passengers, as well as a massive amount of cargo. Some were reported to have been as long as 180 meters (600 feet) long and 55 meters (180 feet) wide, which was more than twice as long as the largest European ships of the time.

At the beginning of the 15th century Chinese emperor Zhu Di commissioned the building of hundreds of these spectacular ships to launch trade missions throughout Asia, South Asia, and the Middle East. One that set sail in 1414, commanded by court eunuch Zheng He, was a 317-ship mission to the port city of Hormuz on the Persian Gulf, in which the Chinese traded porcelains and silks for sapphires, rubies, oriental topaz, pearls, coral beads, amber, woolens, carpets, lions, leopards, and Arabian horses.

Zheng He is an interesting story. He was the great-great-great-grandson of Sayyid Ajjal Shams al-Din Omarin, who served in the administration of the Mongol Empire, which is considered the largest contiguous empire in world history. At its height the Mongol Empire stretched from the Sea of Japan to Eastern Europe. In the autumn of 1381, when the Ming army invaded and conquered Yunnan, in the final phase of the expulsion of Mongol-controlled Yuan dynasty from China, twelve-year-old Zheng He was captured, castrated, and placed in the service of the Prince of Yan, who later became the Emperor Zhu Di.

As an adult, Zheng He grew to almost seven feet tall and served as grand director and later as chief envoy (正使; zhèngshǐ) of massive expeditionary voyages sponsored by Emperor Zhu Di into Southeast Asia, India, Pakistan, Indonesia, the Middle East, and East and West Africa. Today, Zheng—a former slave and eunuch—is considered the greatest admiral in Chinese history.

Zheng He was also a highly skilled cartographer and military strategist. He wrote of his travels:


We have traversed more than 100,000 li (approximately 34,000 English miles) of immense water spaces and have beheld in the ocean huge waves like mountains rising in the sky, and we have set eyes on barbarian regions far away hidden in a blue transparency of light vapors, while our sails, loftily unfurled like clouds day and night, continued their course (as rapidly) as a star, traversing those savage waves as if we were treading a public thoroughfare.6



By the early 15th century, China was superior to the West in technology, living standards, and global influence. But the death of Emperor Zhu Di in 1424 marked a dramatic turning point. In brief, an isolationist faction came to power in China, and the country started to develop a smug self‐sufficiency, cultural and economic inwardness, a closed and centralized political system, and an anti‐commercial culture. The highly educated Chinese elite decided they had little to learn from the West.

When a British trade mission—the Macartney Embassy—arrived in Beijing in 1793 bringing 600 cases of presents, including chronometers, telescopes, a planetarium, and chemical and metal products, Chinese officials rebuffed the foreigners, saying, “There is nothing we lack. We have never set much store on strange or ingenious objects, nor do we want any more of your country’s manufactures.”

While China receded inward, European countries began to burst with the curiosity and energy of the Renaissance. Countries like Portugal, Spain, the Netherlands, and England looked to expand their economic and political interests, and promote Christianity. Starting in the 16th century, Portuguese explorers and merchants led the way down the coast of Africa and into the Indian Ocean. Mounting cannon on small caravel ships they muscled their way into the flourishing Asian trade system dominated by Arabs, Indians, Malays, and Chinese.

Much of the initial European expansion was driven by the demand for spices—particularly cinnamon, nutmeg, turmeric, black pepper, cumin, ginger, and cloves—among the wealthy and powerful classes of Europe.

In 1498, when Portuguese explorer Vasco da Gama made the first sea voyage from Europe to India, via the southernmost tip of Africa, the goal of his mission was to find a direct route to locations where spices were cheap and plentiful in order to cut out Arab middlemen. Likewise in 1492 when Christopher Columbus, sponsored by King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain, sailed west instead of east in search for a faster route to India, he was hoping to find spices. Instead, he discovered the New World, which led to its colonization and a whole new chapter in world history.

While spices had been consumed in Asia for centuries, in Europe they were becoming a new symbol of high social status. “Spices give the elites opportunity for extravagant display,” said Marijke van der Veen, emeritus professor of archaeology at the University of Leicester. “And it emphasizes to everybody else that it is out of reach.”7

And, despite their high cost, spices were used in great quantities. Sacks of them were required for royal banquets and weddings. In the 15th century, the household of the Duke of Buckingham in England went through two pounds (900 grams) of spice every day, mostly pepper and ginger.

Spain and Portugal spent much of the 16th century fighting over cloves, while England and the Dutch dueled over nutmeg in Indonesia.

One of the centers of the spice trade was the Moluccas, a group of islands in eastern Indonesia, which were discovered by Arab traders in the 7th century. At the beginning of the 1600s, the tiny island of Pulau Run in the Moluccas became the world’s most valuable real estate because of its preponderance of nutmeg trees.

In 1602, the Dutch East India Company (Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie or VOC), was founded to exploit the spice trade in Indonesia. Sponsored by the Dutch government and backed by the Dutch military, it quickly established a monopoly in the trade of nutmeg and cloves, which allowed it to set prices and control supplies. The VOC was also granted the power to build forts, keep armies, and make treaties.

Capital was raised by selling bonds and stock to the general public, and the VOC was given an exclusive charter for twenty-one years.

In 1619, the VOC founded Batavia (modern Jakarta) in Java as the base for access to the spice islands of Southeast Asia. Five years later, it occupied Taiwan, where it developed the cultivation of rice and sugar, tried to convert the inhabitants to Christianity, and suppressed aspects of traditional culture that they found unpleasant, including public nakedness, forced abortions, and head hunting.

The VOC’s main competition came from another joint-stock company known as the British East India Company (BEIC), which was granted a royal charter by Queen Elizabeth I in 1600. In practice both the VOC and BEIC were the world’s first government-backed public companies charged with foreign direct investment. This was the dawn of modern capitalism, and these joint-stock companies became the precursors of modern international corporations.

Initially, both the VOC and BEIC cooperated in the trade in spices, which was largely confined to modern-day Indonesia. In 1620 the two companies began a partnership that lasted until February 27, 1623, when Gabriel Towerson, the chief merchant of the British East India Company in Amboyna, Indonesia, was beheaded along with nine other Englishmen, ten Japanese, and one Portuguese on orders of the local Dutch governor, Herman van Speult. They had been charged with planning to kill van Speult and overwhelm the Dutch garrison of Fort Victoria.

Dubbed “the Amboyna Massacre” by the British press, it caused the English East India Company to move their trading posts from Indonesia to other areas in Asia. In exchange, the Netherlands gave the British a couple of colonies, including what is now known as the island of Manhattan.

Like its Dutch counterpart, the British East India Company grew quickly. Initially focused on negotiating trade deals with local powers along the coast of India, by the mid–17th century, it had established twenty-three “factories,” or warehouses and living quarters for trading, along the Indian coast. Roughly 500 years later, the BEIC accounted for half the world’s trade and controlled the majority of the Indian subcontinent either directly or via local puppet rulers, supported by a private army of 260,000 (which was twice the size of the British Army at the time).

During the late 17th century, seeking new markets and more trade, the British East India Company shifted its attention to China, shipping Bengal cotton from India and British silver to China in exchange for tea, silk, and porcelain.

The Chinese people had been drinking tea since 200 B.C.E., but it wasn’t until the 1800s that black teas mixed with milk and sugar became a staple in Britain. Demand rose so quickly that by the end of the 19th century more than half of the 250,000 tons of tea produced in China was being exported to Europe.

Trade between China and Western countries was conducted according to the Canton System, whereby the southern Chinese city of Guangzhou (also known as Canton) was the only Chinese port open to trade with foreigners, and all trade had to take place through licensed merchants.

One such merchant was the son of a wealthy Scottish family named William Jardine. Formerly a ship surgeon for the BEIC, he partnered with fellow Scotsman James Matheson in 1828 and founded Jardine Matheson & Co. By 1841, Jardine Matheson commanded nineteen clipper ships—the largest international carriers of their day—as well as hundreds of smaller ships to conduct trade with China.

For many years, the BEIC and its associated traders like William Jardine and James Matheson ran a successful three-country trading operation, shipping Indian cotton and British silver to China, in exchange for Chinese tea and other Chinese goods. The problem with this arrangement was that the balance of trade tilted heavily in China’s favor. UK consumers had developed a strong liking for Chinese tea and other goods like porcelain and silk. But Chinese consumers had no similar interest in anything produced in Britain. This forced the British government through the state-run EIC to use silver to pay for its expanding purchases of Chinese goods.

In the mid-1700s, the BEIC devised a way to alter this balance by exporting Indian-grown opium to China. Essentially, the BEIC became an international drug trafficker—a business strategy that proved phenomenally successful. Opium imported into China increased from about 200 chests (roughly 149 pounds) to 1,000 chests in 1767 and then to about 10,000 per year between 1820 and 1830. By 1838 the amount had grown to some 40,000 chests imported into China annually.

As tea flowed into London, the BEIC’s investors grew rich and millions of Chinese wasted away in opium dens.

Derived from a milky latex from seedpods of the Papaver somniferum poppy, opium was as old as recorded history and referred to as “the herb of joy” on ancient Sumerian tablets inscribed around 5000 B.C.E. It had arrived in China sometime in the 6th century by Arab traders. But its use remained primarily medicinal until the 16th century when the Chinese discovered it could be smoked for pleasure. Thereupon the practice spread quickly, and for many Chinese, rich and poor, opium smoking became an integral part of daily life governed by rules of social etiquette.

Australian journalist Richard Hughes in his book Foreign Devil: Thirty Years of Reporting in the Far East described a visit he made to an opium den in Canton and the process he observed:


The brown sticky opium is cooked tenderly on the tip of a needle flame from the glass-chimneyed lamp, then inserted in the doorknob-shaped and sized bowl on the side of the bamboo stem. You rest your head on a blue porcelain “pillow,” place your lips against the mouthpiece (not around it), tilt the bowl over the lamp flame, and cultivate a deep, easy, rhythmical inhalation… Once the fumes are inhaled, the smoker falls into a deep sleep, and wakes hours later feeling calm, subdued, and refreshed.8



By the early 19th century, the balance of trade had tilted so far in Great Britain’s favor that the Chinese were now the ones paying for the deficit in silver. Simultaneously, increasing numbers of Chinese citizens were smoking Indian-grown British opium and suffering from symptoms of addiction. Some historians contend that by 1830 as many as 40 million men and women were addicted to the drug.

According to Alexander Hosie, the commercial attaché to the British legation at Peking, “There are about forty-two million people in Szechuan Province and I am well within the mark when I say that in the cities 50 percent of the males and 20 percent of females smoke opium, and that in the country the percentage is not less than 25 for men and 5 percent, for women.”9

The effects of the drug were devastating. When a British traveler to the Chinese northern Shanxi Province asked an official how many of his village’s inhabitants smoked opium, the official pointed to a twelve-year-old-boy and answered, “That boy doesn’t.”

A British scientist exploring the remote areas of Shanxi and other northern provinces in search of rare birds and animals recorded the following observations:


Everywhere along the highroad and in the cities and villages of Shanxi you see the opium face. The opium-smoker, like the opium-eater, rapidly loses flesh when the habit has fixed itself on him. The color leaves his skin, and it becomes dry, like parchment. His eye loses whatever light and sparkle it may have had, and becomes dull and listless.

With this face is usually associated a thin body and a languid gait. Opium gets such a powerful grip on a confirmed smoker that it is usually unsafe for him to give up the habit without medical aid. His appetite is taken away, his digestion is impaired, there is congestion of the various internal organs, and congestion of the lungs. Constipation and diarrhea result, with pain all over the body. By the time he has reached this stage, the smoker has become both physically and mentally weak and inactive.

With his intellect deadened, his physical and moral sense impaired, he sinks into laziness, immorality, and debauchery. He has lost his power of resistance to disease, and becomes predisposed to colds, bronchitis, diarrhea, dysentery, and dyspepsia.10



James Bruce, eighth Earl of Elgin, described a visit to an opium den in 1857, after he was appointed high commissioner and plenipotentiary in China and the Far East to assist in the process of opening up China to Western trade.


This morning I visited, in my walk, some of the horrid opium-shops, which we are supposed to do so much to encourage. They are wretched dark places, with little lanterns in which the smokers light their pipes, glimmering on the shelves made of boards, on which they recline and puff until they fall asleep. The opium looks like treacle, and the smokers are haggard and stupefied, except at the moment of inhaling, when an unnatural lightness sparkles from their eyes.11



Recognizing that opium had become a serious social and health problem, the Qing dynasty banned it and its importation in 1800. In 1813, it went a step further, outlawing the smoking of opium and imposing a punishment of beating offenders one hundred times.

The use of opium spread from the urban elites and middle class to rural workers throughout the country. By the time Japan invaded China in 1937, an estimated 10 percent of China’s population—or 40 million people—were addicted to the drug.

British EIC traders were undeterred. They simply flouted China’s opium ban through a black market of Indian opium growers and smugglers and ignored the devastating effect the powerful narcotic was having on the Chinese population. The EIC adopted the position that trade was good, no matter the consequences—an attitude reflected by historian Stephen R. Platt, who wrote in the New York Times, “when left to its own devices, the Canton trade was a largely peaceful and profitable meeting of civilizations.”12

This observation was characteristic of the mercenary and amoral nature of EIC policy. For them, it was convenient to ignore the human toll of their highly profitable drug trafficking operation, which they conveniently characterized as a peaceful meeting of civilizations. Commanding an army that was twice the size of the British army and responsible for more than half of Britain’s trade, the rapacious EIC not only managed to hook China on opium, it forcibly annexed much of India, pressed many of their workers into slave labor, and extended the trade of African slaves to the West.

Whereas earlier British traders had perceived China as something of a mystery, seemingly unified and impenetrable, the EIC increasingly saw the country as weaker than previously imagined and possessing serious divisions. Chinese merchants, in their view, wanted free trade with the British, and the Chinese government stood in the way.

So, while Qing dynasty rulers were taking strong measures to end the opium trade, the British EIC was doing all it could to expand it. Britain’s governor-general of India declared in 1830, “We are taking measures for extending the cultivation of the poppy, with a view to a large increase in the supply of opium.” By 1835 EIC opium imports to China, instead of decreasing, increased to 17,257 chests valued in the tens of millions of British pounds.

The balance sheets of the EIC did not contain a column for the collateral damage caused by the illegal drug. Instead of recognizing opium’s corrosive effects and switching to other goods, the EIC grew more aggressive, thus pitting themselves against the rulers of the Qing dynasty.

Several historians, including Jessica Harland-Jacobs and Simon Deschamps, have attributed the EIC traders’ moral indifference to the Chinese opium problem to the large numbers of Freemasons in their ranks.

French historian Simon Deschamps pointed out in his article “Merchant and Masonic Networks in Eighteenth-Century Colonial India” that “Masonic lodges often spread in the wake of British trading ventures” to India and Canton.13 According to fellow historian Jessica Harland-Jacobs, “One of the great strengths of that originally British phenomenon (Freemasonry) was its exportability.”14

More than merely entering a social fraternity, Freemasons swore an oath to a one world government of which they were the only citizens. Quoting from their own Grand Lodge Report, “For ourselves, we deny as Masons, that any civil government on earth has the right to divide or curtail Masonic jurisdiction. When once established, it can only be done by competent Masonic authority and in accordance with Masonic usage.”

And: “Masonry is the living man, and all other forms of government mere convenient machines, made by a clever mechanic, for regulating the affairs of state… We know no government save our own.”

“By the beginning of the nineteenth century,” said historian Simon Deschamps, “Freemasonry formed an extensive imperial network, which facilitated the circulation of men, ideas, and information. Combined to the trust and cosmopolitan patterns that defined Masonic fraternalism, it facilitated the meeting of potential new trading partners hailing from all parts of the world.”15

British historian Ronald Hyam in his book Britain’s Imperial Century describes how Masonic lodges spread throughout India, Canton, and wherever the British traders landed and ran and managed the opium trade. Because Freemasons were loyal first and foremost to themselves and valued trade and profit over building mutually beneficial relationships with their trading partners, they enabled the EIC to build the first global narco-trafficking empire.

“At its peak, the English East India Company was by far the largest corporation of its kind,” wrote Emily Erikson, a sociology professor at Yale University and author of Between Monopoly and Free Trade: The East India Trading Company. “It was also larger than several nations. It was essentially the de facto emperor of large portions of India, which was one of the most productive economies in the world at that point.”16

The British government, which could have curbed the abuses of the EIC, benefited from it financially. Company power grew quickly by establishing monopolies on goods such as tea, spices, textiles, and opium in Asia. This provided valuable goods to English markets, allowing the government to collect taxes. It also allowed the EIC to control prices, manipulate politics, and exploit local farmers and workers who were forced to work for low wages under grueling conditions.

Additionally, the EIC served to expand the British Empire as the territories they conquered and controlled—including India, Burma, and later Hong Kong—became subjects of the British Crown, which also carried their own additional cash flow through tribute and taxation.

“The problem was, how would the East India Company rule these territories and by what principle?” asked Tirthankar Roy, a professor of economic history at the London School of Economics and author of The East India Company: The World’s Most Powerful Corporation. “A company is not a state. A company ruling in the name of the Crown cannot happen without the Crown’s consent. Sovereignty became a big problem. In whose name will the company devise laws?”17

The EIC answered to no higher authority, moral, spiritual, or otherwise, very much like current multinational corporations. As long as trade continued, EIC shareholders were making money, and the Board didn’t interfere.

Because the EIC controlled the news coming from India and China to London (a letter took three months each way) the British public remained largely ignorant of human rights abuses of the EIC. Toward the end of the 19th century, British orator and parliamentarian Wilfred Lawson summed up British attitudes toward the East India Company and opium trade this way: “It came to this, that by hook or crook, money had to be had to fight Russia, or to steal rubies in Burma; and it had to be got by poisoning the Chinese, and then we thanked God that we were not as other nations.”18

Samuel Merwin, writing at the end of the 19th century, expressed British attitudes this way:


The notions which animated the English were… simple. Stripped of their quaint Occidental shell of religion and respectability and theories of personal liberty, they seem to boil down to about this that China was a great and undeveloped market and therefore the trading nations had a right to trade with her willy-nilly, and any effective attempt to stop this trade was, in some vague way, an infringement of their rights as trading nations. In maintaining this theory, it is necessary for us to forget that opium, though a “commodity,” was an admittedly vicious and contraband commodity, to be used “for purposes of foreign commerce only.”19



To the Chinese official mind, on the other hand, China was the greatest of nations, occupying something like five-sixths of the huge flat disc called the world. England, Holland, Spain, France, Portugal, and Japan were small islands crowded in between the edge of China and the rim of the disc. That these small nations should wish to trade with the Middle Kingdom and to bring tribute to the Son of Heaven, “was not unnatural. But that the Son of Heaven” must admit them whether he liked or not, and as equals, was preposterous.

Boiled down it expressed the simple principle that China recognized no law of earth or heaven that could force her to admit foreign traders, foreign ministers, or foreign religions if she preferred to live by herself and mind her own business.

Certainly, there was plenty of arrogance and cultural insensitivity on both sides. But as Samuel Merwin wrote in his book Drugging a Nation, “That China has minded her own business and does mind her own business is, I think, indisputable.”

The death of the son of Emperor Tao-kuang (Daoguag/Dàoguāng) from an opium overdose in the late 1830s led to renewed efforts to stamp out trade and consumption of the drug. Estimates of the number of Chinese addicts had swelled as high as fifty million. As a result, high-ranking mandarin and respected scholar Lin Tse-hu (Lin Zexu/Lín Zéxú) was installed as special imperial commissioner in 1838 and was vested with extraordinary powers to tackle opium use and supply.

Lin Tse-hu wrote a letter to Queen Victoria in an attempt to appeal to her moral responsibility. It read in part:


There appear among the crowds of barbarians both good persons and bad… there are those who smuggle opium to seduce the Chinese people and so cause the spread of Poison to all provinces. Such persons who care to profit themselves, and disregard their harms to others.20



He used the word “barbarians” to refer to British traders.

Unfortunately, the Queen never received Lin’s letter because the British later claimed it was lost in transit. In March 1839, Lin demanded that foreign merchants in the port of Canton hand over all of their opium and cease trading it. When they refused, Lin confiscated 20,283 chests of opium (worth around $200 million in today’s money) already at Canton port and arrested merchants who engaged in the trade of opium to leave China. Seven thousand of those chests belonged to traders Jardine and Matheson. Lin disposed of the seized opium, which was hugely valuable, by having it mixed with water and lime in huge pits and then dumping the sludge into the Pearl River.

Jardine was travelling to Britain when he heard of the Chinese action. He immediately hurried to London where he was granted an audience with Lord Henry Palmerston, a fellow Freemason and the British foreign secretary. Jardine lobbied hard for British action and presented his ideas of the size of the force needed to enforce British demands.

In March 1840, Parliament took up the questions of whether or not to send a naval force to China to ensure Chinese repayment for the destroyed opium as well as opening additional ports to foreign trade. As debate closed, Lord Palmerston read a petition signed by British merchants in China. It read in part: “Unless measures of the government are followed up with firmness and energy, the trade with China can no longer be conducted with security to life or property, or with credit or advantage to the British nation.”

In the end proponents of sending a naval force to China won by a vote of 271 to 261. Following strategies proposed by Jardine and armed with overwhelming technical superiority the British army prevailed. In October 1841, they captured the port of Chusan while losing only two men compared to China’s loss of over a thousand.

A reporter for the India Gazette, a British publication, described the sack of Chusan: “A more complete pillage could not be conceived than took place. Every house was broken open, every drawer and box ransacked, the streets strewn with fragments of furniture, pictures, tables, chairs, grain of all sorts—the whole set off by the dead or the living bodies of those who had been unable to leave the city from the wounds received from our merciless guns…. The plunder ceased only when there was nothing to take or destroy.”21

Similar battles were also one-sided, prompting one British officer to comment, “The poor Chinese had two choices, either they must submit to be poisoned, or be massacred by the thousands, for supporting their own laws in their own land.”22

Following the deaths of thousands more Chinese, the first Opium War ended on August 29, 1842, with the signing of the Treaty of Nanking (also spelled Nanjing). The treaty forced the Chinese government to pay $15 million to the British merchants, ceded the port of Hong Kong to the British, and opened the ports of Amoy, Foochow, Ningbo, and Shanghai to foreign trade.

Military historian Saul David summed the causes of the war this way: “If I had to say who holds the chief responsibility for the war then I’d have to say that the traders were to blame. And largest and most powerful amongst the traders was Jardine Matheson.”23






3 The Opium Wars



“For the Chinese people, the looting and burning of the Old Summer Palace is a shameful chapter in Chinese history.”

—Professor Wei Zheng, University of Peking



Three years after the First Opium War, Sir George Staunton, speaking in the British House of Commons, said, “I never denied the fact that if there had been no opium smuggling there would have been no war.”1

Historian Joel Black, in his book National Bad Habits: Thomas De Quincey’s Geography of Addiction, took it a step further, writing, “It was Britain’s insatiable tea habit, after all, that drove it to export Indian opium into China in the first place as a way of balancing its trade deficit with that nation.”2

The Treaty of Nanking was augmented the following year by the Treaty of Bogue, granting British citizens in China extraterritorial rights, by which they were governed by their own consuls and were no longer subject to Chinese law. It also included a most-favored-national clause, guaranteeing to Britain all privileges that China might grant other powers.

This insured that British traders could not be arrested or attacked. Interestingly, neither treaty said anything about opium. The British, for their part, increased shipments of the drug to China. And still they pressed for more concessions, including the opening of all of China to their merchants, an ambassador to the emperor’s court at Beijing, the legalization of the opium trade, and the exemption of their imports from tariffs.

The Qing government of newly installed Emperor Xianfeng had bigger problems than the two lopsided treaties, however. Starting in 1850 it was being challenged by a revolt of famine-stricken peasants, Christians, workers, and miners led by a religious fanatic who claimed to be the brother of Jesus Christ. Although some programs of the Taiping Rebels were widely supported, including their opposition to opium and prostitution, others clashed with widely held traditional values and Confucian beliefs of the Chinese people.

The resulting bitter conflict waged for more than a decade and consumed an estimated twenty million lives before the Qing government quelled the Christian rebellion in 1864. With the Qing dynasty’s hold on the country becoming more and more tenuous, the British saw an opportunity to press their advantage. All that was needed to launch another war was a casus belli. That came in the form of what historians Justin and Stephanie Pollard in writing in History Today called “one of the most dubious reasons for ever starting a war”—known in history as the Arrow Incident.3

The Arrow was a lorcha—a type of sailing vessel with a junk rig, Cantonese-style batten sails, and a European-style hull. This design made it faster and able to carry more cargo than a traditional Chinese junk. She was owned by a Chinese man who had been a resident of Hong Kong for over ten years and had registered his ship with the colonial government.

On October 3, 1856, the Arrow entered the harbor of Canton whereupon one of the ship’s navigators was recognized by another ship owner as one of the pirates who had attacked his ship a month earlier. He reported his suspicions to harbor authorities who dispatched a squad of marines to arrest twelve members of the Arrow’s fourteen-man crew. The Chinese marines said they didn’t see any flag on the mast or any foreigner aboard.

The British captain of the Arrow, who was breakfasting with friends on another ship at the time, reported the incident to British consul Harry Parkes. Parkes subsequently filed a complaint with the imperial commissioner for foreign affairs Yeh Ming-chien (Ye Mingchen). It started, “I hasten to bring to your Excellency’s attention an insult of grave character which calls for immediate reparation,” and went on to claim that the Arrow had been flying British colors, which the Canton marines had “hauled down.” Parkes contended that because the Arrow was flying the British flag, it was therefore a British vessel.4

Yeh Ming-chien disagreed, writing:


It is an established regulation with the lorchas of your honorable nation, that when they come to anchor, they lower their colors and do not rehoist them until they again get underway. We have clear proof that when this lorcha was boarded her colors were not flying: how then could they have been taken down?5



This relatively minor incident spawned huge outrage in the British press, not so much over the seizure of the crew, but because the British captain alleged that the Chinese had torn down and trampled the British flag. But upon further investigation the tearing down of the British flag probably never happened and the Arrow was officially Chinese, as its British registration had expired. So even if it had been flying a British flag, it was sailing under false colors. As for the crew, all of them were released—bar three, who were held on piracy charges related to the Arrow’s former career.

But none of this was going to hinder British prime minister and freemason Lord Palmerston who had been instrumental in launching the First Opium War and was keen to squeeze more trade concessions from China. He whipped up British outrage over the Arrow incident by declaring, “an insolent barbarian, wielding authority at Canton, has violated the British flag, broken the engagement of treaties, offered rewards for the heads of British subjects… and planned their destruction by murder and assassinations…”6 This precipitated a debate in the House of Commons, a vote of no confidence and a new election.
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