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NOTE TO THE READER

The foundation for this book is a historical monograph by the Chinese scholar Peter Lee, whose grandfather and great-grandfather were both opium smokers who lived well into their nineties. The monograph was originally written in Chinese under the title Da Yen: Jung Guo Ya Pien Yi Shu yu Chiao Miao (Opium: The Big Smoke, the Chinese Art & Craft of Opium) in 1996, after Peter Lee retired to Thailand. In this edition, the original monograph has been expanded upon to include the pharmacology of opium, its medical uses, and other current issues, such as naturopathic methods of withdrawal, as well as the “Pipe Dreams” series and “Alchemist’s Song” poems of Martin Matz.


Introduction

“THE BIG SMOKE”



The Chinese call it da yen, “the Big Smoke.” For three hundred years, the distinctive bittersweet smell of opium fumes hung redolent in the air of elegant salons and musty alleyways throughout China as millions of smokers reclined on their hips “swallowing clouds and spewing fog.” Regarded by many as the ultimate luxury and by some as indispensable to daily life, opium was as common a commodity in China as alcohol and tobacco are in Europe and America today. The idle rich lavished extravagant expense and meticulous attention to every detail of their opium habits, collecting exquisitely crafted utensils of ivory and jade, gold and silver, fashioned by the most renowned artisans of their time; they spent at least as much time each day preparing and smoking opium as the English spend on tea and the French on wine. For the poor, the ultimate reward for their daily toil was to smoke a few pipes of the lowest-grade opium while lying on a coarse mat in a roadside den, much as factory workers during the early days of the industrial revolution in England found cheap respite from their labors in the gin mills and beer houses of urban slums.

The Chinese did not discover opium, but they refined its recreational use into an art and craft of unparalleled sophistication. The Chinese opium pipe, which distills rather than incinerates opium to produce an extremely pure and soothing vapor, may be the most ingenious drugdelivery system ever created throughout the long history of recreational drug use in human civilization. Known as the “Smoking Gun” (yen chiang), the Chinese opium pipe and other requisite paraphernalia became the focus of an elaborate ritual and colorful lore, the tools and the toys of a smoking cult that reached its zenith during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It is these cultural aspects of opium smoking, including the technical, aesthetic, and pharmacological facets, that are discussed in this book, not the political and moral issues that led to its strict suppression by the mid-twentieth century.

Prior to the prohibition of opium as a legal and socially condoned relaxant, the Chinese art of opium smoking spread far beyond the borders of China and became deeply ingrained in the culture and social fabric of Southeast Asia and India, while also attracting a devoted cult of followers in Europe, particularly France, as well as in America. Writing in 1896, the American author Stephen Crane reports:

Opium smoking in this country is believed to be more particularly a pastime of the Chinese, but in truth the greater number of smokers are white men and white women. Chinatown furnishes the pipe, lamp, and needle, but let a man once possess a layout and the common American drugstore furnishes him with the opium and afterward China is discernible only in the traditions and rituals that cling to the habit.

During the 1920s and 1930s, the Big Smoke penetrated America’s avant-garde art and music underworld, where opium-smoking jazz musicians and blues singers coined the slang term hip, from which the words hipster and hippie were later derived, based on the position one adopts when smoking opium the Chinese way—lying down on one’s hip. Hence, the quip, “Are you hip?”

Today, the reasons for opium’s prohibition remain obscure and unexplained in the public mind. In a world where alcohol—which causes more damage to the user and more danger to society than any other drug—and such highly addictive substances as tobacco and barbiturates are legally available to one and all, the medical and moral debates regarding the use of opium ring rather hollow. Remarking on the paternalistic and hypocritical attitudes that modern medical authorities express on the subject of opium, Thomas De Quincey notes in The Confessions of an English Opium-Eater:

Indeed, the fascinating powers of opium are admitted, even by medical writers, who are its greatest enemies . . . Perhaps they think the subject of too delicate a nature to be made common; and as many people might then indiscriminately use it, it would take from the necessary fear and caution, which should prevent their experiencing the extensive power of this drug; for there are many properties in it, if universally known, that would habituate the use, and make it more in request with us than the Turks themselves . . .

The underlying assumption behind this parochial attitude is that people in Western societies, where personal liberty and freedom of choice are supposedly sacrosanct rights enshrined by law, are not mature enough to handle information about opium that the Turks and Chinese have known for centuries, and that they are not qualified to make their own informed decisions regarding its use based simply on the facts. But there is also a more cynical reason for the deliberate suppression of information on opium in the Western world. Opium was ostensibly banned as a dangerous drug because of its addictive properties. Yet today, anyone can easily get a prescription from the family doctor for far more dangerous and addictive drugs, such as barbiturates and amphetamines, sleeping pills, and antidepressants. So why are doctors not permitted to prescribe opium to those who prefer an herbal to a chemical remedy?

It’s a well-known fact of medical science that opium readily relieves such common conditions as insomnia, hypertension, depression, and chronic pain, for relief of which so many millions of people today have become addicted to expensive tranquilizers, antidepressants, painkillers, and other patented pharmaceutical drugs. The more one investigates the truth about opium, the more one realizes that the real reason it has been prohibited is to protect the profits of the politically powerful pharmaceutical cartels, which have established a lucrative international monopoly in the vast markets for medical drugs throughout the world.

These brief observations are made to preempt the inevitable attacks this book will arouse from self-appointed guardians of conventional morality and medical cant who will surely shake an accusing finger at the author and denounce him for promoting the use of drugs. Promoting drug use is not the purpose of this book. In fact, legally condoned drug use has already become far more rampant in all segments of society throughout the world today than it ever was during the times prior to opium’s prohibition. As Berridge and Edwards point out in Opium and the People:

The market stalls or the chandler may no longer be selling opium, but tranquilizers are multinational business . . . All the reasons which formerly made opium so popular for symptomatic medication are still society’s common pains and tribulations, but with a variety of drugs now taking a role in different areas—analgesics in particular in place of opium for pain relief or ill-defined malaise, varieties of cough medicine where opium was previously the sovereign remedy, and tranquilizers and antidepressants as present day substitutes on a huge scale for opium’s role as a psychoactive drug for the relief of nervous tribulations and the stress of life.

The sole purpose of this book is to provide an accurate account of the art and craft, the nature and the spirit, of the colorful custom of smoking opium for pleasure as it evolved in China and Southeast Asia from the eighteenth to the twentieth century, a custom that is still discreetly practiced by connoisseurs in small private salons in quiet corners of the world.

Not so long ago, frankly informed material on sex was also regarded as a public taboo. But this is the age of information. The author presents this discussion of opium so that readers may judge the legacy of the Big Smoke on its own merits and weigh its pros and cons in their own minds.


Part I

OPIUM AND ITS ALLURE THROUGH TIME
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THE HERB OF JOY

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The opium poppy (Papaver somniferum) is mentioned in the very earliest records of human civilization. Native to the Mediterranean region, opium spread rapidly throughout the Middle East and Greece and was known for both its medicinal and its recreational properties. An Egyptian medical text written during the sixteenth century BCE recommended it as a sedative to quiet crying babies. References to opium as “the herb of joy” appear inscribed on ancient Sumerian tablets excavated in what is now Iraq, dating from about 5000 BCE. In addition to its primary uses as a pain reliever and a reliable inducer of peaceful sleep, opium was also taken for its euphoric and, according to some sources, aphrodisiac properties.

The English word opium seems to be derived from the Greek word opos, which means “juice,” an apparent reference to the fact that opium is obtained by making incisions in the seedpod of the poppy and collecting the gummy latex that oozes from the cuts. Poppies were cultivated in great quantity in Crete during the late Minoan era, and images of the pod appear frequently in ancient Greek iconography. Homer mentions a narcotic drug called “nepenthes” in The Odyssey, claiming that it was brought to Greece from Egypt, and both Theophrastes and Dioscordes describe opium as a highly effective painkiller in their historical writings. Opium thus became associated in ancient Greek mythology with Nyx, goddess of the night; with Morpheus, god of dreams; and with Thanatos, god of death, thereby neatly summarizing its primary properties.

The great physician Hippocrates, known as the Father of Medicine in Western history, enthusiastically prescribed opium as a general panacea. Later, the physician Galen recommended it for myriad ailments in ancient Rome, where, during the latter days of the Roman Empire, it was used with the same abandon as heroin is today. While the writers Heraclides of Tarentum and Diagoras of Melos did make mention of opium’s habit-forming properties and thus recommended caution in its use, Western physicians seem to have been generally unaware of the drug’s addictive nature until the early seventeenth century. In 1613, Samuel Purchas made the observation that opium “being once used, must daily be continued on pain of death, though some escape by taking to wine instead.”

The great Swiss alchemist and medical reformer Paracelsus prescribed opium on a grand scale and lavished it with praise as a universal panacea. “I possess a secret remedy,” he wrote, “which I call laudanum and which is superior to all other heroic remedies.” Laudanum, a tincture of opium extracted in alcohol, was widely used in England during the nineteenth century, especially by writers and poets such as Shelley, Keats, Byron, and Coleridge.

The Arabs, however, believed most strongly in the virtues of opium, and they spread knowledge of the drug far and wide throughout the ancient world, across North Africa and up into Western Europe, as well as eastward into Persia, India, and the southwestern regions of China. During the T’ang dynasty (618–906 CE), Arab traders introduced opium to China as a formal item of trade, and soon thereafter the plant was cultivated in modest quantities as a medicinal herb in southern China. The first mention of the term poppy milk appears in a medical treatise of the southern Sung dynasty (1127–1280 CE), indicating that the technique of tapping the sap from the poppy by incising the ripe capsule was by then well known in China. Beside its use for medicinal purposes, the poppy, which puts out a beautiful blossom, was also cultivated in China as an ornamental garden plant. While by this time opium was commonly eaten as a recreational drug by the ruling classes throughout the Middle East and India, in China it remained strictly medicinal, used primarily to relieve dysentery and bronchial congestion and to combat tropical fevers and infections. The momentous discovery that opium could be smoked for pleasure reached China close on the heels of tobacco during the sixteenth century.

The Chinese Learn to Smoke Opium

Sometime during the sixteenth century, tobacco and the tobacco pipe were introduced to China by European traders, and the Chinese took to the habit of smoking tobacco like a duck takes to water. The custom spread swiftly among the upper classes throughout the Ming empire, and soon Chinese craftsmen began to produce their own original designs in tobacco pipes, including handheld water pipes cast from pewter.

The Chinese first learned to smoke opium on the island of Taiwan, however, not on the mainland. At the time, Taiwan was a lonely outpost inhabited mostly by wild headhunting aboriginal tribes and administered on behalf of the imperial government by Chinese magistrates. During the sixteenth century, the Dutch established a trading post at Tainan—a port on the southern coast of Taiwan—seeking a source of precious camphor, which grew abundantly in Taiwan. Preferring to barter another product for camphor rather than paying for it in silver bullion, as the Chinese usually demanded, the Dutch brought opium from Java and taught the Chinese in Taiwan how to mix it with tobacco and smoke it for pleasure in tobacco pipes. Already enamored of tobacco, the Chinese magistrates and merchants living in Taiwan enthusiastically adopted this new habit, and they soon set their artisans to work developing even more efficient utensils for smoking opium.

Back on the mainland, the famous Ming emperor Wan Li, who ruled China from 1573 to 1620, passed the last eighteen years of his long reign without once granting an audience to anyone. Chinese historical annals explain his unprecedented imperial reclusiveness by noting that “[h]e had become a prisoner to the poison of the black perfume.” While poppy milk was the term used in China to describe drafts of opium taken orally for medicinal purposes, “black perfume” referred to the intoxicating vapors released when opium was dripped onto hot coals in small braziers, to be inhaled for pleasure. Apparently the emperor Wan Li became so enamored of this habit that he grew loath to fulfill even his most basic imperial duties.

By this time, tobacco smoking had become so widespread throughout China that imperial authorities became deeply concerned about its addictive properties and began to worry that the entire nation would soon become dependent upon what was still regarded as a foreign drug. Therefore, in the year 1641, the last emperor of the Ming dynasty, Chung Cheng, issued an edict strictly prohibiting tobacco smoking, on pain of death.

At first, desperate tobacco addicts resorted to the recently acquired Taiwanese habit of mixing opium with tobacco to conserve their dwindling supplies of the now illegal tobacco plant; but due to the severe punishment meted out for possession of tobacco, they soon began to experiment with new methods of smoking pure opium, which, due to its sticky latex quality, could not be smoked alone in an ordinary tobacco pipe. There is no record of who actually invented the Chinese opium pipe, or of exactly when or where it was first developed, but it must certainly have been created sometime between the mid-1600s, shortly after tobacco was banned, and 1729, when the emperor of the Manchu Ching dynasty issued China’s first edict banning the import and sale of opium and decreed punishment by strangulation for the proprietors of any establishment where opium smoking was conducted. A hundred strokes of the cane and permanent exile from China was the sentence for anyone else found working in such an establishment.

Unlike the prohibition against tobacco, however, the ban on opium had absolutely no effect on the trade, nor did it prevent the swift spread of the opium-smoking habit throughout China. Demoralized by their defeat and occupation by the foreign Manchu dynasty, the Chinese turned to opium as a convenient and comfortable escape from the realities of the times. Recognizing the enormous potential of the Chinese market for opium created by the discovery and popularization of its recreational use, the Portuguese brought large quantities of opium to China from their colony in Goa, on the west coast of India.

In 1757, the British army marched into India and colonized Bengal, where opium was cultivated in abundance, and soon the British East India Company (known in those days simply as the Company) became China’s major opium supplier. The trade grew by leaps and bounds. By 1760, annual imports of opium to China reached one thousand chests, each chest containing 133 pounds of raw opium.

By 1820, British India shipped 4,244 chests of opium to China, and by 1838, the trade saw a tenfold increase to 42,400 chests—or 5,639,200 pounds—of opium per annum. At the time, China contained an estimated two million opium addicts, which guaranteed British traders a constant demand for opium there.

Opium production became big business for the British in India. By 1883, they had 876,454 acres of fertile farmland under poppy cultivation in the Ganges plains around Benares and Bihar. In 1878, the annual income from wholesale opium sales in India came to £9.1 million, and total revenues between 1840 and 1879 added up to a staggering £375 million. Hundreds of Indian workers toiled daily in British opium-processing factories the size of modern airplane hangars in the cities of Patna and Ghazipur, which produced the high-grade opium most favored by Chinese smokers. The raw opium was drained, dried, and pressed into balls weighing about four pounds each, which were then wrapped in the dried leaves and petals of the poppy plant and sealed with lewa, the liquid drained from the fresh raw opium paste immediately after harvest. After another period of drying on open racks stacked from floor to ceiling, they were packed into wooden chests of forty balls each and transported to Calcutta for sale and export to China.
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Shipping invoice for five chests of high-grade opium from India, bound for China. (Courtesy of Wolf K.)



Opium Etiquette

In traditional Chinese society from the eighteenth through the mid-twentieth century, opium smoking became an integral part of daily life, governed by the same social etiquette that prevailed in other aspects of Chinese culture. When guests visited a household where opium was smoked, the host would offer tea and snacks, and if the guest was a smoker, the host invited him into the smoking room for a few pipes, just as people in the West today offer their guests a drink in the parlor. Under such circumstances, etiquette dictated that the host would serve as chef, cooking the pellets and preparing the pipes for his guests. In the wealthier households of China and other Asian countries where opium smoking became part of traditional social life, such as Vietnam and Laos, a maid or houseboy was often trained especially to prepare pipes for the smokers in the family; in these households, they would be assigned to serve guests who smoked.

Whenever someone prepared pipes for friends or guests, smoking etiquette called for the chef to hold the bowl end of the pipe over the lamp, guiding the pellet through the heat for optimum vaporization and distillation, while the smoker held the end with the mouthpiece. The same practice prevailed in opium dens when the proprietor or a pipe boy prepared pipes for customers. If the smoker was a novice, good form required the chef to provide some guidance regarding the number of pipes to be smoked, to discourage the tendency toward excessive indulgence so commonly displayed by eager newcomers, and to pace the smoker’s rate of consumption with sufficient intervals between pipes.

Interrupting a smoker during a smoking session was regarded as extremely poor manners. Once a smoker lay down to smoke his or her pipes, other members of the household refrained from bothering that person with mundane business or family matters until the smoker had finished the session and blown out the lamp, indicating that he or she was again ready to deal with daily affairs. The time between the lighting and the snuffing of the lamp was considered a sacrosanct part of the smoker’s day, and woe be to the child, spouse, or servant who spoiled a smoker’s time at the lamp with unnecessary or unwelcome intrusions.

While a man was free to go out with friends and smoke at opium dens, teahouses, and bordellos, the household was the female’s only domain for indulging. If the women in a wealthy family liked opium, a room was usually set aside exclusively for smoking, equipped with beautifully crafted opium beds, tea tables, and other fine furnishings, and decorated with landscape paintings, calligraphy, carvings of jade and wood, and other exquisite works of art. These rooms were often appointed with a special table and chairs for mah-jongg. This game was the favorite pastime of China’s leisure class, and a group of ladies might retire to the smoking room to play mah-jongg nonstop for two or three days, with pipes of opium, hot tea, and occasional snacks from the kitchen to refresh them.
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Chinese friends smoking opium in the smoking salon of the host’s home. (Courtesy of Wolf K.)



Chinese and other Asian families discouraged their younger members from cultivating the opium-smoking habit until they themselves were married and had established their own households. Opium smoking was generally seen as a pleasure for the middle aged and elderly, not for the young. Since opium smoking required special attention to diet, tonics, exercise, and other preventive regimens to preserve health and vitality, a good husband or wife and a stable family life were regarded as important foundations for indulging, at least for the well-established members of society. What went on at opium dens, where actors and gamblers, derelicts and touts, criminals and prostitutes, and other denizens of China’s underworld congregated to smoke, was another matter altogether and of no concern to polite society.

The Tao of Opium

Not only did opium smoking become an integral part of daily life in all segments of Chinese society—taking its proper place beside food and sex, tea and medicine, opera and mah-jongg, and other aspects of traditional Chinese culture—but in erudite smoking circles, it also came to be viewed through the lens of classical Chinese philosophy, or the Tao.

Taoist philosophy, with its polar principles of yin and yang and the transformational alchemy of the Five Elemental Energies of Wood, Fire, Water, Metal, and Earth, lies at the heart of traditional Chinese arts and sciences, and it was therefore inevitable that Chinese scholars would eventually develop a theoretical framework based upon these principles to fit opium smoking into the greater Chinese view of life and nature. And so they did.

The fundamental principle in Chinese philosophy, art, and science is the Great Principle of Yin and Yang, whereby all phenomena and activities in the manifest universe are understood in terms of the primordial polarity that governs all forms and functions from the atomic to the galactic, the microscopic to the macrocosmic. Yang is hot, bright, expansive, stimulating, and masculine. Yin is cold, dark, contractive, pacifying, and feminine. All foods and medicines, for example, are categorized as either yin or yang, depending upon the sort of energy and effect they impart to the consumer. The system permits one to achieve optimum metabolic balance in diet, select medicinal herbs for therapeutic properties that specifically suit one’s condition, and prevent the systemic imbalances that give rise to disease and degeneration. Yang substances are warming and stimulating to the human system, while yin products are cooling and calming. Thus, in winter, when the weather is cold and the body requires extra warmth, the Chinese favor yang foods; in the heat of summer, yin products are preferred. When one has a fever, which is a yang condition, cooling yin herbs are prescribed; yin conditions of fatigue and flagging vitality, for example, are treated with stimulating yang medicines.

Of all the items listed in the Chinese herbal pharmacopeia, opium is one of the most extremely yin in terms of its effects on human energy. The calming, pacifying properties of opium are well known in Chinese as well as Western medicine. It slows respiration, lowers blood pressure, decreases digestive functions, reduces body temperature, and inhibits perspiration. Consequently, to prevent opium smoking from causing a chronic state of yin imbalance in the body, the Tao of Opium calls for the extreme yin properties of this substance to be counterbalanced with a variety of strongly yang foods, beverages, and herbal tonics.

Thus, Chinese opium smokers who understand these principles and can afford to follow them make certain that their diets include plenty of warming, metabolically stimulating yang foods when they smoke—foods such as fatty meats, shrimp, mushrooms, pumpkin, sesame oil, garlic, and ginger. They always drink a bit of alcohol, not for its intoxicating effects, but for its warming, blood-stimulating medicinal properties. They use herbal tonics prepared with stimulating yang herbs such as cinnamon, wolfberry, and schisandra to balance the medicinally yin effects of the opium, and of course they drink plenty of the best-grade oolong tea they can afford in order to keep their bloodstreams clean, purge their lungs of opium resins, and improve digestive function.

An even more esoteric application of classical Chinese philosophy to the art of opium smoking is based on the theory of the Five Elemental Energies as expounded in the trigrams and hexagrams of the mysterious I Ching, or Book of Change, the ancient book of divination written around the twelfth century BCE that constitutes one of the original fountainheads of Chinese civilization. A detailed exposition on the subtle mysteries and esoteric symbolism of the I Ching is beyond the scope of this book, but the basic idea formulated by Chinese philosophers with a taste for opium runs something like this:

In the art of smoking opium, the pellet of opium clinging to the pipe as it is held over the lamp in preparation for smoking stands for the Water element, the quintessential symbol of yin, represented in the I Ching by the trigram Kan. The lamp, with its flame and heat, represents the Fire element, the ultimate embodiment of yang, symbolized by the trigram Lee. Thus, Water over Fire is illustrated in the I Ching by the trigram Kan over the trigram Lee, producing the hexagram known as Chi, or “Completion,” one of the most perfectly balanced and auspicious of all the sixty-four hexagrams in the I Ching. This is the hexagram often cited in Taoist sexual alchemy to represent the perfect balance of male and female energies achieved when the sexual act is properly performed according to the Great Principle of Yin and Yang.

By virtue of the action of the Wind element, or Sun, embodied in the smoker’s breath when he draws on the pipe, the Water element of opium is transformed by the Fire energy of the lamp to produce Earth, or kun—represented by the crusty dross that remains inside the bowl of the pipe after a pellet is smoked. Water energy liberated from the opium during smoking is transformed into vapor and enters the smoker’s body, where it is absorbed into his internal energy system. This leaves the trigram Kun, or Earth, over the trigram Lee, or Fire (i.e., the dross over the lamp), thereby forming a new hexagram called Ming I, or “Darkening of the Light.” This hexagram symbolizes light hidden within the earth, which is usually interpreted to mean that a man of superior intelligence takes measures to hide the light of his mind within the earth of his body—that is, he conceals his talents from others—to avoid attracting unwanted attention or arousing jealousy, so that he may perform his duties in the world without causing conflict.

On another level, the external perfect balance between the Water element of the opium and the Fire element of the lamp, represented by the hexagram Completion, is transformed by the alchemical act of smoking into an external imbalance and obfuscation between the remaining dross (Earth) and the lamp (Fire), symbolized by the hexagram Darkening of the Light. But internally, a condition of renewed balance is created when the smoker assimilates the Water energy of the opium within his own system. The Water energy absorbed by the smoker from the opium through the action of Wind (breath) and Fire (lamp) cools and calms his overworked body, pacifies his agitated mind, fertilizes his dormant imagination, and balances the hardness and aggression of yang with the softness and receptivity of yin. The smoker thus achieves a state of internal equilibrium by infusing the essential yin energy of opium into his own system through an alchemical transformation involving the elements Fire and Water, catalyzed by Wind and leaving Earth as a by-product. No wonder opium smoking acquired an esoteric cult status in China!

Before the age of biochemistry and high-tech laboratory analysis, this may have been the way the philosophical Chinese mind understood how the herbal essences of opium—for example, the alkaloids—affect human physiology, influence mood, and alter consciousness. As with most aspects of traditional Chinese culture, aesthetic and philosophical considerations were always of paramount interest to the connoisseur, and opium was no exception.

In any case, the traditional Chinese approach to smoking opium was certainly a far cry from the reckless attitude and self-destructive behavior adopted by users of narcotic drugs today. Dope, the slang term applied to such drugs in the Western world today, reflects more on the way people in the modern world use these drugs than on the nature of the drugs themselves. In traditional Chinese and other Asian societies, the use of opium was a lifestyle choice, and those who made that decision usually refined it to an art with the same care and attention to detail that went into tea and cooking, gardening, and herbal medicine. The habit was governed by the same universal principles of balance and harmony that informed all aspects of civilized life in traditional Eastern societies. As with any luxury and recreational pastime, those who studied the basic precepts and practiced the proper methods in the art of smoking opium learned how to savor its pleasures and counteract its hazards, always maintaining a healthy balance between its two polar aspects. As Melville noted, “All things in moderation are good; whence, wine in moderation is good.” The same wisdom applies to opium.

The Opium Wars

Historians often accuse England of “forcing” opium on China for sheer profit and spite, but in reality the driving force behind the British opium trade with China was England’s own addiction to Chinese tea. As early as 1780, the English had developed such an enormous appetite for Chinese tea that the Company was buying about fifteen million pounds of it from China each year and shipping it at great expense to England. At the time, China enjoyed a worldwide monopoly on the production and supply of tea, which was jealously guarded as a state secret. Furthermore, China had no use for any of the manufactured products that England offered in exchange, so the Chinese demanded payment for all tea purchases in silver coin.

As a result of the soaring demand for tea in England, the British treasury was rapidly drained of silver, a situation that threatened England with bankruptcy and economic collapse. The British Crown tried several times to ban, or at least curtail, imports of tea from China, resulting in violent riots in the streets of London. So addicted had the English people become to their daily “cuppa” that they refused to work without it, a situation very similar to opium addiction in China. Thus a solution had to be found whereby British traders could obtain Chinese tea without having to pay for it with silver bullion. The solution the British came up with was to trade Indian opium, produced at negligible expense in colonial India, for precious Chinese tea.

Within a few decades, the British East India Company had established a Triangular Trade based on Indian opium in Asia that paralleled the Triangular Trade based on African slaves in America. In the latter case, rum from the West Indies was brought to Africa and traded there for slaves, who were then shipped back and sold in America. The profits were used to purchase cotton and other raw materials required to supply the booming industrial revolution in England. In Asia, the Company brought opium from the British colony in Bengal to China, sold it to Chinese black marketeers for silver, then used the same Chinese silver to purchase tea from official Chinese sources in Canton. In effect, the British got their tea for free, and due to the enormous Chinese demand for opium, they managed to turn a huge profit to boot.

Now it was the Chinese treasury that was drained of silver by the tea trade with England, and it did not take the Chinese long to figure out how British traders had managed to turn the tables on them. Alarmed by the rapid depletion of their hard currency reserves, in 1799 the imperial government of China issued its second edict banning the import of opium, but by that time there were such enormous profits in the trade, and such a huge demand for tea in England and opium in China, that neither British traders nor Chinese black marketeers paid any heed to this prohibition.

Finally, in 1836, the emperor Tao Kuang decided to take firm action to halt economic disaster caused by the opium trade, centered at the time in the southern Chinese port of Canton. He appointed a new viceroy to Canton and invested him with full powers to enforce imperial edicts against opium and to deal decisively with the arrogant foreign merchants residing there. Commissioner Lin Tse-hsu was an upright, honest official who could not be bribed, and he came to his post in Canton determined to eradicate the opium trade. Unlike so many other Chinese officials at the time, not only was Commissioner Lin incorruptible, he also did not smoke opium, and he viewed the habit as a social disgrace as well as an economic threat to China.

In 1838, Lin blockaded the entire European trading community in Canton and forced the traders there, mostly British, to surrender more than twenty thousand chests of opium, the destruction of which he personally supervised. He then ordered the torching of all Chinese warehouses where opium was stored and set fire to the fleet of British ships anchored offshore waiting to unload their cargoes of opium. The fire raged for many days, and witnesses reported that the pungent aroma of opium could be smelled miles away from the scene.

This incident bears some interesting parallels to the Boston Tea Party in pre-Revolutionary America. Like British tea in America, most of the twenty thousand chests of British opium confiscated in Canton were destroyed by throwing them into the sea. In both incidents, angry local authorities seized a product provided by British traders, tea in America and opium in China, because it was draining the domestic economy in order to enrich the British. In America, an exorbitant tax had been arbitrarily imposed on all imports of tea to the colonies (“taxation without representation”), while in China opium from India was peddled to black marketeers in exchange for silver used to buy Chinese tea for England without having to pay for it with British sterling. Even more ironic is that the tea tossed into the sea at Boston Harbor by rebellious colonists was no doubt paid for with profits from the opium trade with China.

From Chinese eyes, this action was viewed as a fully justified and long overdue enforcement of Chinese law on Chinese territory, but to the British East India Company it was seen as an act of piracy. Angry British traders promptly summoned the British navy to avenge this incident, and the resulting conflict became known as the First Opium War (1839–1842). Chinese defenses were no match for the superior British firepower, as evidenced in one battle during which two British frigates sank an armada of twenty-two Chinese war junks. In order to preclude an outright occupation of China by foreign forces, the emperor finally capitulated and the war was concluded in 1842 by the Treaty of Nanking, the first of the so-called unequal treaties forced upon China by victorious European powers. The terms of this treaty required China to pay an indemnity of twenty-one million dollars as reparation to British traders for their loss of opium. It also ceded the island of Hong Kong to Britain in perpetuity and opened the ports of Canton, Amoy, Foochou, Ningbo, and Shanghai to British trade.

Fourteen years later, another Anglo-Chinese conflict erupted over the still illegal opium trade and other simmering disputes, resulting in what has become known as the Second Opium War (1856–1858). Once again, China suffered abject defeat at the hands of modern British weaponry and was forced to surrender. This time, the Treaty of Tientsin added Kowloon to the British colonial territory in Hong Kong, opened another dozen ports to British trade, and, most significant, legalized the import of opium into China. This gave new impetus to the opium trade, which reached a peak of eighty-seven thousand chests (11.6 million pounds) per year by 1879, at which time British traders were shipping more than one hundred million pounds of tea per year out of China to England, almost all of it paid for with cash received from China for opium.

China Grows Her Own

In the wake of opium’s legalization in China after the Second Opium War, a rapid growth in domestic cultivation of the poppy occurred. This came about not only to stem the outflow of hard currency, but also to meet the demand of China’s ever-growing market of opium smokers, numbering as many as fifteen to twenty million addicts by the turn of the twentieth century. Vast tracts of arable land in the southern and western provinces of Yunnan and Sichuan were given over to opium production, which by 1900 reached more than twenty-two thousand tons per year, far more than the record high of sixty-five hundred tons imported by British traders in 1880. China had now become the world’s largest producer of opium, as well as the largest consumer.

Another major factor in the decline of the British opium trade in China toward the end of the nineteenth century was the advent of British tea production in the mountainous regions of its Indian colonies in Darjeeling and Assam. The British had discovered wild tea plants growing in these areas, indicating the suitability of this region for tea cultivation. But it takes many decades to crossbreed hybrid plants suitable for domestic production from wild tea, and the British were eager to start their own production without unnecessary delay. Therefore, sometime during the 1890s, a British missionary in southern China managed to steal a few tea shoots from one of the heavily guarded Chinese tea plantations, and these were swiftly shipped to India and planted in the fertile soil around Darjeeling. Now that England had its own direct source of tea in India, the entire rationale for opium trade with China, which by then had become a political liability for England, collapsed. British imports of opium into China fell rapidly by the turn of the century.

On November 21, 1906, the imperial government of China once again attempted to eliminate the opium trade and curtail the consumption of opium in China by issuing a decree calling for the gradual prohibition of opium over a ten-year period. The British government, which no longer depended on the opium trade to finance its import of tea to England, agreed to cooperate with this policy by reducing importation of opium from India to China from 61,900 chests per year to zero within a ten-year period, commencing in 1908. At this time, the primary foreign suppliers of opium to China were the merchant houses of David Sassoon & Co., E. D. Sassoon, S. J. David, and Edward Ezra. They were none too happy at this turn of events, and subsequently took measures to continue supplying opium to China “under the table.”

In 1911, the Manchu dynasty was overthrown and the Republic of China founded; that same year, the British Parliament decreed a ban on the shipment of opium to China in British ships. This finally closed an unpleasant chapter in Anglo-Chinese relations, and henceforth the cultivation, sale, and consumption of opium in China became an entirely Chinese affair, although significant supplies continued to arrive from various foreign merchants, mainly Indians based in Calcutta and Jewish merchants from Baghdad. In 1913, these foreign merchants formed the Shanghai Opium Merchants Combine to protect their monopoly of opium exports to China, and they signed an exclusive marketing agreement with the vicious Swatow gangsters who controlled domestic distribution of opium in China.

Despite repeated attempts by both the imperial and the republican governments of China to suppress opium trade and consumption during the early twentieth century, the business continued to flourish unabated, and ever-greater tracts of land were turned to domestic cultivation of the poppy. Sichuan province alone produced twenty-six million pounds of opium per year, and the provincial capital of Chengdu had one opium den for every sixty-seven of the city’s three hundred thousand inhabitants. In Yunnan, where most of the arable land was by now devoted to opium cultivation, nine out of ten males were confirmed opium smokers. From Yunnan province, various minority hill tribes such as the Hmong, Lahu, Lisu, and Akha began to filter down into the highlands of Southeast Asia during the late nineteenth and early decades of the twentieth century, bringing with them seeds and techniques for opium cultivation, thereby establishing what would become the world’s major opium-producing region, the so-called Golden Triangle, encompassing the mountainous northern areas of Burma, Thailand, and Laos.
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