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chAPTER ThREE 

ThE “ORIGINAL SIN”

Opium, like alcohol, told an English statesman, is one 
of these few cases in which the imposition of a heavy 
duty enables us to serve God and the Mammon at the 
same time.

J.A. Wiselius (1886), p. 19

 To the classical means of political or moral legitimation belongs the his-
tory of the “original sin”. It is always painted in black and white, but serves 
important aims. In this case: who or what can be accused of using or pro-
ducing opium for the first time, must be guilty for ever. The most pleasant 
option is being able, armed with some blunt historical weapon, to accuse 
the victims, enemies or competitors: “They did it themselves!”; “Because 
our competitor challenged us we had to respond!”; “They, the consumers, 
wanted it themselves!”; “Man is by nature an opium addict!”, “From time 
immemorial people used and liked opium and similar drugs!”, etc. Most 
symptomatic sentences in this legitimating history are quotations like 
those given above or in the previous chapter. What are the answers to the 
question of who or what invented and/ or introduced the opium evil?  
Was it an evil? If not, there is no problem of eternal guilt. If so, people  
are quick to confess that “the other” made the mistake, notwithstanding 
the serious problem, that in a christian theology an “original sin” is 
 inherited. Only Roman catholics can get rid of it by “baptizing the 
 question”, a possibility not available to calvinist Protestants who are 
 predestined to remain evil. The following answer can be found in a  
nearly official publication of, chronologically, the first perpetrators  
and players of the key role in this dossier, the calvinist Dutch colonial  
authorities: 

The use of opium seems to be introduced in the East Indies archipelago by 
foreigners, presumably chinese; upon the arrival of the Dutch its use was 
probably already known in Java, although on a small scale. Soon it was a 
trade product among those of the East Indies company; opium became 
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chapter three20

increasingly important until in 1676 the company got the exclusive import 
rights in Mataram, in 1678 in cheribon and a bit later in Bantam.1

This looks like a clean chronological story, but the second part of the 
quote has nothing to do with the first part. That is to say, not in a proper 
historical sense: it only suggests that some earlier small-scale use and pro-
duction (if any) increased into a large-scale, booming industry. But this 
causal relation does not exist as is demonstrated in the third part of this 
study. here we have to decide whether one could perceive the specific 
introduction of opium as an original sin. 

A modern Anglo-Saxon historian gave this story of the original sin 
another turn: of innocent tobacco-smoking Dutch sailors and copying 
chinese:

Opium smoking in china arose from the contact of chinese traders with 
the Dutch in Java, who had the habit of mixing a little opium with their 
tobacco. This practice had an enormous and inexplicable appeal to the local 
chinese, who were soon smoking opium straight and who introduced the 
custom to the mainland in the mid-seventeenth-century.2

In a well-documented history of the tea trade and, among others, the 
practice of exchanging tea for opium (see part 2), Martha Avery blames 
the chinese directly:

The smoking of opium mixed with tobacco had become established in 
china in the course of the seventeenth-century. Opium was a domestic 
product, not introduced from outside, as evidenced by the seventeenth-
century trade in shar’ to Bukharan merchants.3

She “forgot” that her first mentioning of this shar’—here seen as a variety 
of chinese tobacco—, included the remark ‘it probably contained opi-
um’4 without any proof substantiating the certainty in the quotation. Let 
alone, that the information, that the present trade route for opium and its 

1 Encyclopaedie, vol. III, p. 106. One must remember that it looks as if the chinese were 
treated in the East Indies and other colonies like the Jews in Europe: they suffered peri-
odically from harsh pogroms. It certainly concerns racist remarks here. Notwithstanding 
this, one must be careful to extend this comparison too far.

2 E. Dodge, p. 266. L. Lewin attested this way of smoking tobacco as a typical and 
original chinese custom (L.Lewin, p. 62, 63). A peer reviewer, however, informs us, that 
this habit of madak smoking remained confined to the South-chinese coastline during the 
entire 18th-century. It was apparently also the reason for the 1729 prohibition of opium by 
the chinese emperor.

3 M. Avery, p. 138.
4 Idem, p. 117.
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the “original sin” 21

derivatives is similar to the old one for chinese tobacco, can be used as 
proof!5

We arrive on slightly more solid ground with an early pharmacological 
lexicon about drugs, the often translated and republished Phantastica of 
Ludwig Lewin (original from 1924).6 he, first, comes up with archaeologi-
cal evidence that Swiss lake-dwellers of 2000 years BcE had a commercial 
poppy culture.7 Lewin projects more “certainty” about this through 
homer’s Odyssey because the beautiful helena mixed wine and some stuff 
with which one could forget pain and sorrow. Lewin immediately reacts 
with: without any doubt, this must have been opium, as if he personally 
made the mix. 

In his view ancient Egypt is the oldest location of poppy production, 
after which this culture spread in the Middle Eastern and Mediterranean 
regions. And indeed, Lewin can produce several quotations from ancient 
authors who apparently wrote about poppy including its soporific effects. 

There are medical papyri of ancient Egypt which suggest that Papaver 
somniferum is used somehow as a painkiller and means to kill people 
rather painlessly, as is still done today. This is also the case in most other 
medical treatises and practices in antiquity up to the Greek and Roman 
healers like hippocrates or Galen. The latter two are the main sources for 
the medical doctors of future centuries. More than proving that opium is 

5 The following reasoning is as good/bad as hers. Wikipedia informs us as follows: the 
shar(-pei) is a well-known kind of chinese dog, already known from pictures of the han 
dynasty (200 BcE-220 AcE). After the English invaded china, they introduced their own 
bulldog, bull-terrier and mastiff as fighting dogs; the English, looking for an inimical chi-
nese dog, introduced the shar(-pei) as a fighting dog. however, although used as a house-
dog the shar was a very peaceful dog who was a bit ‘reserved’ towards foreigners and could 
not fight the English “devils”. Therefore, the shar had to be saved recently from extinction, 
and websites (www.worldwidebase.com) can now even report that the shar is a typical 
fighting dog and a cross between a mastiff, a chow-chow and a polar dog!

6 L. Lewin, p. 53-78.
7 The same was done recently by T. Dormandy, p. 16 ff. See also Wikipedia “Opium”. It 

is mentioned that in Neolithic settlements throughout Switzerland, Germany and Spain, 
Papaver somniferium was found even as far back as 4200 BcE. Since this info is given under 
the heading “Opium”, it is very misleading. All kinds of papaver including opium poppy 
are used first and foremost for their oily seeds. This kind of use is self-evident since it does 
not require the rather complicated treatment to produce a medicine or an aphrodisiac. 
That knowledge is not forgotten, but less well known in particular by those who are look-
ing for solutions to the opium problem in Afghanistan or elsewhere today. See, for 
instance, the following scientific articles by O.N. Denisenko, G.A. Stepanenko in the jour-
nal Chemistry of Natural Compounds (1977), p. 477-478; A. Sengupta, U.K. Mazumder in 
Journal of the Science of Food and Agriculture (2006), p. 214-218; M.M. Ozoan, c. Atalay in 
the journal Grasas y Aceites (2006), p. 169-174.

Hans Derks - 9789004225893
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:30PM

via free access



chapter three22

known as a medicine in a very small circle among the elite is not possible, 
however. For china, Lewin reminds us of a source from about 1000 AcE in 
which the first mention of opium strictly as a medicine is given.

Most impressive, however, is Mark David Merlin’s study of the ‘ancient 
opium poppy’. Every possible trace of Papaver somniferum L. is discussed 
in taxonomy, botany, archeology, and so on.8 he rightly has been left 
‘with a feeling of uncertainty’ about the controversial result of the current 
analyses of the 9 sections and 99 members of the genus Papaver: only two 
members of one section (Mecones) have been the focus of much biochem-
ical research because they contain morphine. 

There is no consensus about the taxonomy, nor about the ancestry of 
the opium poppy, nor about the use of parts (stem, seeds or leaves) of the 
plant or the technique of this use. Also the geographical origin of the plant 
remains in doubt; Anatolia seems to have the best papers. Another impor-
tant aspect is that Merlin stresses how the opium poppy was used as 
human food, animal fodder, lubricating and cooking oil, apart from medi-
cine and psychoactive drug for ritualistic and recreational purposes. The 
archaeological record as such is also strongly modified, but even this 
author does not or cannot properly link archaeological sites to a typical 
use of opium. 

In European antiquity and medieval times many herbaria were made. 
They form good proofs of the popularity of Papaver somniferum. Some 
include detailed graphic designs, sometimes these designs are trans-
formed into mythical or magical pictures. In the Greek asclepieia (places 
of worship to the god of healers, Asclepios) among the many prescrip-
tions sometimes opium was also distributed, but in the most famous 
Capitulare de villis of charlemagne (ca. 800 AcE) Papaver somniferum is 
not mentioned at all.9

Much later, from about 1000, there was some trade in medicinal prod-
ucts mixed with opium from the Arabian peninsula throughout southern 
Asia all the way to china. There is some evidence of this in an early 
chinese medical encyclopedia, as Lewin already mentioned.

The botanical history must be consulted further. The first printed cop-
ies of herbaria appear at the end of the 15th-century; the first systematic 
ones seem to have been made at the beginning of the 16th-century in 

8 M. D. Merlin, p. 28 ff., 281 ff.
9 F. Bouman a.o. (ed.), p. 172.
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Italy.10 Bazzi tells how the authors of these collections often refer to 
authorities in antiquity (Strabo, Galenus, Plinius, etc.), only to make their 
own views more important, but without a proper support from those 
authorities. 

Bazzi describes one herbarium which consists of two parts: the first has 
45 pages on which the healing capacities of 74 drugs are given; in the sec-
ond part 150 plants are given in their ‘natural dimension’ (?) with their 
drugs. Only 19 of the latter are given also in the first part. It concerns at 
least partly a translation of an older work, apparently from the 12th-centu-
ry or much earlier (Bazzi is not very clear about it), but it is often re-issued. 
All this is interesting, but I refer to it because one can find there papavero 
listed once in the first part of the codex, while it is never mentioned in the 
second part.

There is, furthermore, a special kind of literature in the Middle Ages, 
monographs on specific drugs. The most spectacular are those of the so-
called theriaca, a wonder drug composed of many ingredients.11 Below are 
given more details of its prescription. In this highly detailed study about 
medieval medicine in West Europe, however, opium is certainly not a 
common product used in whatever form or for whatever purpose. In addi-
tion, it is always used in a mixture with other ingredients; its isolation is a 
result of modern chemical and/or pharmaceutical experiments. 

Recently the study by Leigh chipman appeared to prove this. It is not a 
study about opium, but about the highly popular Arabic pharmacology in 
the 13th-century. In the very long appendix I counted 817 prescriptions for 
all possible cures.12 Nearly all of them consists of a combination of herbal 
products and specifically treated minerals (although in a few “boy’s urine” 
was used) like the following example:

ashyāf al-ward [rose eye-powder with ingredients] ... Maccassar and red 
sandalwood, rosebuds, gum arabic, gum tragacanth, Socotran aloes, saffron, 
opium, rosewater, boxthorn, horned poppy’ which should be excellent to 
cure ‘external dressing, good for hot inflammations and swellings, analgesic, 
good for scabies, corrosion of the eyelashes and chemosis.13 

10 See for the following the article of Franco Bazzi in: G. Baader, G. Keil (ed.), p. 209-
227.

11 See the article by Joachim Telle in: Idem, p. 297. he also reported (p. 318) about the 
first competition between the “academic doctors” and the popular healers in about the 
12th-century. One strategy used was to keep a specific recipe secret to increase its market 
value. See further ch. 8 and 13.   

12 L. chipman, p. 185-270.
13 Idem, p. 237.
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In all 817 prescriptions I found opium only 39 times and a reference to 
different poppy products about 30 times (black, white poppy, horned 
poppy, poppy seed and poppy syrup). It is a reminder as well that there 
are many uses of poppy without the possibility of producing opium.

This proves convincingly, that opium and the poppy plants were not at 
all favorite ingredients among the famous Arab medical doctors and phar-
macists. Their most important were camphor, cardomom, frankincense, 
honey products, mastic, myrrh, pepper, pomegranate, rose and rosebuds 
or vinegar and violet. This must have had remarkable consequences since 
these Arab specialists and their knowledge traveled not only in the 
Mediterranean, but in all countries bordering the Arabian Sea, Indian or 
Pacific Ocean. They were highly respected in all monarchical or aristo-
cratic courts, which were much later the first targets of the Western mer-
chants and military. 

Derived from this tradition was the Yunani or Unani medical treat-
ment practised by the hakims in Islamic India. Around 1200 AcE these 
doctors could carry out surgical operations for which opium was used as 
an anaesthetic.14 

There was an alternative medicine tradition in India derived in some 
way or other from the vedic. This classical ayurveda medical knowledge, 
developed in the north of India, is quite complicated and applicable to 
very different aspects of the health problem.15 Although stories about its 
ancestry are mostly exaggerated, its sources must have provided a good 
basis to judge the use of poppy plants or opium. however, the only thing 
which is mentioned is: 

Also opium was introduced—probably based on Islamic sources—as an 
efficient medicine to cure diarrhoea.16 

From all the examples given one may safely conclude, that opium was 
well known but not a very popular substance before—say—the 16th-cen-
tury in Western Europe and the Mediterranean countries or South Asia, 
that it was rather expensive, while the date of the Original Sin cannot be 
found in Adam’s and Eve’s time. Therefore, my decision not to study the 
history of the use of poppy for its oily content or as medicine or religious 

14 The article by claudia Liebeskind, in: J. van Alphen, A. Aris (ed.), p. 45. She writes in 
fact: ‘The Muslim doctors were among the first to use anesthetics ... Opium, or one of its 
derivatives was used as a narcotic.’ This is highly ambiguous, because these derivatives 
were the result of modern 19th-century European laboratory isolation experiments.

15 See the article by Dominik Wujastyk in: J. van Alphen, A. Aris (ed.), p. 19-37.
16 Idem, p. 21.
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Ill. 2. Frontispiece from Itinerario, Jan huygen van Linschoten, ca. 1595
Source: Wikipedia.
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medium, but as mass produced and traded luxury, as aphrodisiac, as mon-
ey, seems reasonable. 

Until the 16th-century opium was simply not a historical, social, eco-
nomic, medical or moral problem. Therefore, the questions remain of 
when and why this occurred and what were the effects. The following 
study aims to answer these and related questions.

The first mentioning of opium, relevant to that aim, is apparently made 
by the Dutch Protestant scholarly traveler, Jan huyghen van Linschoten 
(1563-1611). 

Van Linschoten traveled to the East in the service of a catholic 
Portuguese bishop of Goa. The English Wikipedia (not the Dutch!) writes 
that he is ‘misusing the trust in him, for reasons unknown’ by copying top-
secret Portuguese nautical maps. None of the present secret services can 
boast of a similar result: it enabled the British and Dutch East India 
companies ‘to break the 16th-century monopoly enjoyed by the 
Portuguese on trade with the East Indies’ and to start the conquering of 
the largest empire ever.17 however, this was a really world-historical deed 
in the history of opium also, as is explained below. 

The world heard of these secrets in all possible detail after Van 
Linschoten wrote a bestseller in 1598, which was quickly translated into 
English and many other languages. It is said to concern the earliest 
authentic account of the habit of “opium eating”. however, 35 years ear-
lier Garcia de (or da) Orta (1501-1568), a Portuguese botanist and physi-
cian lived in Goa. he mentioned the existence of something like opium 
with several relevant details quoted by Linschoten. At that time, the 
famous Italian physician Fallopius (1523-1563) apparently stated that 
Persians used it to increase sexual pleasure. 

however, in my view, it was the Portuguese writer/ trader/ soldier 
Duarte Barbosa (?-1521) who was really the first of the colonizing 
Westerners to mention the existence and difficult use of opium.18 One of 

17 See the contribution of Rui Manuel Loureiro in: E. van Veen, L. Blussé (ed.), p. 169 
about Linschoten and cornelis de houtman who ‘had collected enough intelligence to 
guide his expedition to safe harbour’ because he was formerly resident of Lisbon.

18 D. Barbosa, vol.1, p. 122, 123 described how the king of cambaya was brought up by 
eating ‘poison’ in ‘such small doses that it could do him no evil’, because his father wished 
that ‘they might not be able to kill him by poison.’ Barbosa continued with: ‘And he could 
never give up eating this poison, for if he did so he would die forthwith, as we see by expe-
rience of the opium which the most of the Moors and Indians eat; if they left off eating it 
they would die; and if those ate it who had never before eaten it, they too would die ... This 
opium is cold in the fourth degree ... The Moors eat it as a means of provoking lust, and the 
Indian women take it to kill themselves ...’ This is nearly literally copied by Linschoten/
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the “secrets” Van Linschoten discovered and copied in Goa in his master’s 
library must have been Barbosa’s report! In his own text it is easily to see 
how he copied parts of Barbosa’s book, without mentioning the source.19 

Therefore, the following quotation of the whole of Linschoten’s short 
78th chapter, titled ‘Of Amfion, alias Opium’, should be perceived as a 
compilation of the Western opium knowledge until 1600, but also as the 
formulation of the original sin. It sounds as follows in old Biblical English:

Amfion, so called by the Portingales, is by the Arabians, Mores, and Indians 
called Affion, in latine Opio or opium: [It] commeth out of cairo in Egypt, 
[and] out of Aden, upon the coast of Arabia, which is the point of the [land, 
entring into] the red Sea, sometimes belonging to the Portingales; but most 
part out of camaia, & from Decan, that of cairo is whitish, and is called 
Mecerii, that of Aden … is blackish & hard. That which commeth from 
cambaia and Decan is softer and reddish. Amfion is made of sleepe balles 
[or Poppie], and is the gumme which commenth forth [of the same], to ye 
which end it is cut up and opened. The Indians use much to eat Amfion, 
specially the Malabares, and thether it is brought by those of cambaia and 
other places, in great aboundance. hee that useth to eate it, must eate it 
daylie, otherwise he dieth and consumeth himselfe, [when] they begin to 
eate it, and are used unto it, [they heate at the least] twenty or thirty graines 
in waight [everie day], sometimes more: but if for foure or five dayes hee 
chanceth to leave it, he dieth without faile: likewise he that hath never eaten 
it, and will venture at the first to eate as much as those that dayly use it, it 
will surely kill him: for I certainly beleeve it is a kinde of poyson. Such as 
use it goe alwaies [as if they were] halfe a sleepe, they eate much of it 
because they would not feele any [great] labour or unquietnes [when they 
are at worke], but they use it most for lecherie: for it maketh a man hold 
his seede long before he sheddeth it, which the Indian women much desire, 
that they may shed their nature likewise with the man: although such as 
eate much thereof, are in time altogether unable to company with a woman, 
& whollie dried up, for it drieth and wholly cooleth mans nature that useth 

Paludanus. In a note to this page the editor explains that Barbosa used for opium the word 
amfiam from the Arabic afyun, which could be derived from the Greek opion, juice. The 
Dutch used from the beginning the word amfioen or amphioen. Barbosa indicates on his p. 
154 (and vol. 2, p. 214 ff.) that the North Indian Gujarat (cambaya, Surat, etc.) was the trade 
connection between the Middle East and the rest of India, but also with Malacca, Sumatra 
and china. Many products were exchanged, including opium. See also T. Dormandy, p. 19 
ff. also mentions the “Greek” opion, not knowing that opium is a later Latinization of afyūn, 
etc. and, therefore, erroneously suggesting that in ancient Greece and Rome there was a 
widespread use of opium.

19 See previous note. In the introduction to the new Dutch edition of Linschoten’s 
Itinerario Professor Kern did not mention Barbosa at all, who was certainly Van L.’s source. 
In the two volumes of the English translation Barbosa is mentioned twice, but only in 
notes of the editor (vol. 1, p. 46 and 116) and without any relevance to the subject.
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it, as the Indians themselves do witnes: wherefore it is not much used by 
the Nobilitie, but onely for the cause aforesaid. 

Back in holland Van Linschoten worked together with a learned friend 
called Paludanus.20 The latter wrote an ‘annotatio’, a further explanation, 
for many chapters of the book. In this case, Paludanus clearly differenti-
ates between two kinds of opium. The first is a juice resulting from pres-
sure on the leaves and heads together.21 The second kind is the juice 
resulting from cutting the heads, ‘which is the right opium’. The former is 
sweet, the latter is ‘heavy, close, fast and bitter’; the smell of it ‘provoketh 
sleepe’. The best opium is ‘that which easily melteth in the water [and is] 
soft, white, and without grossenes or kernels … and is by the Turkes called 
Maslac.’22 According to him, from this stuff Turks eat daily ‘a quantity of a 
pease’ whereupon they do not sleep, but which gives them courage when 
going to war. Paludanus concludes, however, that those who use it daily 
become stupid and slow, sleepy in their words and work. 

connected to Paludanus and his Dutch context, one can indicate a 
most important constellation which makes it possible to point to the 
location of the Original Sin. Paludanus was somehow involved in estab-
lishing a hortus botanicus as hortus medicus in Leiden. These gardens can 
be considered spatial extensions of herbaria. In no other 17th-century 
European country was the concentration of them as high as in the Dutch 
Republic. Every university had its garden. In England, for instance, only 

20 his proper name was Berend van den Broecke (ca. 1550-1633) and he was born in 
Enkhuizen (others say Steenwijk), an important seaport at the time. he studied in Padua, 
was well-known for his collection of curiosities and plants. The University of Leiden asked 
him to establish a hortus botanicus as medicinal garden. The model for this garden had to 
be the hortus of Padua. Recently the lost original design of the garden was found in a cata-
logue of ceiling designs. See F. Bouman et al. (ed.), p. 27. 

21 Paludanus mentions that the Greeks had a special name for it, meconium. This is 
Latin, however. In Greek, furthermore, meikoon has many meanings and uses, as Liddell-
Scott, p. 1126 indicates: poppy seed, poppy juice, poppy head or ‘the ink-bag of the cuttle-
fish’ and no connotation to addiction. Even Liddell-Scott is duped as it refers to the Ilias, 8. 
306, which does not refer in any way to Papaver somniferum. Also, Pausanias does use 
meikoon as metaphor for an architectural ornament and not in 5.20.5 but in 5.20.9.

22 By taking the pains to compare several old dictionaries, one can obtain a good exer-
cise in humility about human knowledge. Their authors too often simply copy their prede-
cessors as Van Linschoten was doing with Barbosa, without correcting the mistakes. Even 
copying is an art in itself. Take, for instance, maslac, the present Turkish word for ‘butter’ 
(margarine). The Webster’s (1913) writes “maslach” indicating ‘(med.) An excitant contain-
ing opium, much used by the Turks’. A 2002 dictionary (Thomas Nordegren’s lexicon 
about drugs, etc., p. 414) provides four spellings (maslac, maslak, masmach and masmoch) 
all referring to a Turkish and Egyptian ‘colloquial term for hashish’ or even ‘containing 
hashish’, which can be every quantity. A 1818 Nouveau dictionnaire d’histoire naturelles... 
writes (vol. XIX, p. 434) about ‘Maslac. ce nom est celui de l’Opium, en Turquie.’
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Oxford had one; in France there were only two; in Belgium the first garden 
was established at the University of Leuven in 1738, etc.23 Around 1650, 
the Dutch Republic was in its Golden Age and leading in these plant col-
lections, but also in the medicines based on these resources or in the pub-
lications related to them. 

In Amsterdam it was Johannes Snippendaal (1616-1670) who organized 
the hortus for a long period. he wrote an important catalogue of eight 
hundred plants grown in the garden in which several kinds of poppies are 
mentioned. About one-third of these plants had some medicinal effect, 
but nothing is given about some special opium treatments. This was 
remarkable in the most complicated prescriptions of Nicolaes Tulp (1593-
1674), one of the most famous doctors of the Dutch Republic (see 
Rembrandt’s ‘Anatomical Lesson from Tulp’).24 

This Amsterdam hortus of one hectare became an experimental gar-
den for the Dutch East and West Indies companies from 1682 onwards, 
but again there is no trace of any specific opium treatment.25 compared 
to what “everybody” knew from Van Linschoten’s bestseller Itinerario, one 
is tempted to question the specific silence around opium in the most 
advanced European country and the most abundant trade in the stuff by 
the same Dutch merchants in Asia. This “mystery” will bring us to the 
heart of the Opium Problem in our study and the very location of the 
“Original Sin”, in many senses a real Garden of Eden. 

In the Middle Eastern culture one can find illuminating parallel histo-
ries before the Dutch started their specific trade. Take the region with the 
ancient custom of qat chewing in Yemen, Somalia, etc.26 currently, it is a 
real common people’s custom, but that was not always the case. All the 
details and connotations related to qat are similar to those for opium. 
That concerns not only the present situation where qat is the most 
 important cash crop in North Yemen, and indeed ‘the most important 
crop of any kind’.27 

23 F. Bouman a.o. (ed.), p. 26.
24 Idem, p. 188 ff.
25 Idem, p. 209 ff.
26 It is also known as chat, jaad, or khat and concerns an evergreen shrub that grows 

naturally on the mountain sides of specific locations. There is, of course, also a Western 
medical assessment of qat or khat as given in an article of S.W. Toennes et al. in the British 
Journal of Clinical Pharmacology (2003), 125-30 or see www.biopsychiatry.com/khat-qat.
htm. For history and practice of qat see now J. Kennedy, p. 60-79. See also G. Vögler,  
K. von Welck (ed.), vol. 2, p. 850-872 including the German translation of J. Kennedy’s 
contribution.

27 According to Kennedy it is, therefore, ‘totally unrealistic at this time’ to talk about 
banning qat or replacing it with another crop (p. 233).  
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chapter three30

As a ‘recreational drug’ it is mentioned for the first time in the 14th-
century. Its use is for a long time confined to small numbers of sufis, some 
wealthy individuals and perhaps some of the farmers who grew it. But 
around 1565 the elite’s knowledge about its negative and positive effects 
allows detailed comparisons with opium, alcohol and hashish. At that 
time Al-haythemi concluded that the use of qat must be avoided, but 
compared to opium it is much milder.

There is also a clear historical and cultural relation with the production 
and consumption of coffee. Some scholars think that both qat and coffee 
were introduced together by a mystic around 1420; for others this is only 
one of the legends surrounding the use of qat. The Yemeni city Mocha 
(al-Mukhā), an enormous storehouse and transit harbor for all kinds of 
products at the turn of the seventeenth-century, also became the logo of 
the best coffee in the world.28 

It was drunk, first, by holy men around Mecca both for medicinal pur-
poses and to keep awake during their devotions. The same word for coffee 
(qahwa) was used for qat. coffee drinking spread in the 15th-century from 
Yemen to other parts of the Middle East; in the next century it was very 
popular among the “jet set” of Istanbul and cairo. “Europe” discovered 
coffee and its trade thanks to the Dutch merchant Pieter van den Broecke, 
who arrived in Mocha in 1616. Van den Broecke and his followers also pur-
chased opium here.29 

One hundred years later the Dutch repeated a practice, which we will 
meet time and again among most colonial powers: to exchange coffee for 
qat30 or pepper and tea for opium. The earliest decision to make such 
deals will be discussed in detail below (ch. 11) as the real original sin in 
opium history.

28 c. Brouwer (2006) provides an excellent and very detailed study of the trade of Al-
Mukha (1614-1640) highlighting not only the coffee trade, but also the trade in pepper, 
cloves, nutmeg, cinnamon, cardamon, textiles, etc. In short, “everything”, except qat, and 
only a few remarks about opium. That is symptomatic enough.  

29 Idem, p. 49-51. They were small lots, whereas coffee (cauwa in Brouwer’s writings) 
was shipped more systematically and in larger quantities. See also c. Brouwer (1996),  
p. 228, 274.

30 Wikipedia article “handelsposten van de VOc in het Midden Oosten”.
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