
indian profits 87

 
 

chAPTER SEVEN

INDIAN PROFITS

In northern India opium was drunk rather than 
smoked, and judging by the frequency with which 
opium shops appear in miniatures of the period, 
opium addiction seems to have been a major problem. 
Since the company had the monopoly on the growing 
and trade in the substance, which by the 1850s  provided 
an astonishing 40 per cent of their exports from India, 
it of course made no attempt to control the problem.

William Dalrymple1 (2009)

It may be that around 1850 India also had many opium addicts (whatever 
definition is used by whom), but china was the primary target country of 
what nowadays would be called a narco-military regime. India was its 
home base and the country of production of the drug. 

It had two major production regions, the northeastern Patna and 
Benares, oriented to calcutta, and the central Malwa, oriented to the 
western Bombay or Goa. Both already had an opium history before the 
English started colonizing the eastern regions of India from the second 
part of the 18th-century onwards. This earlier history, which shows India 
mainly as a victim realm of other Western colonizers, will be discussed in 
3.3. As a follow-on from the previous chapter, it is logical to deal now 
mainly with the 19th-century opium situation in India, the competition 
between the two production regions and the 20th-century consequences.

chaudhuri provides a framework for such a task in rather abstract 
terms:

The consolidation of the position of opium in the eastern market was 
greatly helped by other circumstances, such as the utilization of the china 
trade as a channel of remittance from India to London, and the increasing 
stake of the Indian government in the revenue from opium.2 

The meaning of ‘utilization of the china trade’ is explained in the previ-
ous chapter, but what does a ‘consolidation of the position of opium’ 

1 W. Dalrymple, p. 102 note.
2 B. chaudhuri, in: D. Kumar, M. Desai (ed.), p. 312.
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mean from an Indian perspective? Is this only a matter of more revenue to 
the Indian government and private interests? We shall have to look into 
the course of a whole process of production—trade/investments/trans-
port—consumption, including the long-lasting and substantial smug-
gling practices and some other “details”.3 This again concerns the rather 
brutal changes of the triangle relationship England—India—china after 
the Opium Wars. Two of the three parties involved can now be character-
ized as follows. 

The chinese remained uninterested in English products, had a serious 
drain on their silver, lost two wars and had to accept a substantial occupa-
tion by foreign powers, corruption among many officials, a growing army 
of chinese opium addicts and a government which remained strongly 
opposed to opium. This apart from tremendous revolts started by the 
Taiping and many other sects to which the fully undermined state was 
nearly helpless. 

The private English merchants including the EIc were, first, over-
whelmed by the very quick extension of the highly lucrative tea consump-
tion in the homeland and Europe (much less of other chinese products). 
Earlier this had to be paid by the English state with silver bullion, which 
was difficult to obtain from the Spanish colonies during the war with 
Spain and Napoleonic wars in general. In establishing a narco-military 
regime in the Far East as a very profitable and close collaboration between 
smugglers and the state, its own serious Indian problems could be solved 
with a very bad conscience. A not unimportant aspect was that the British 
could upgrade their status of mafia into legitimate merchants and their 
opium war into a “legitimate conquest”. In addition, it could occupy many 
coastal settlements, strongholds for further imperialist expansion into the 
interior of china.

The third party in the triangle cannot be characterized briefly, but the 
following section provides an outline of the Indian opium activities and 
problems in the given framework and triangle relationship. 

Monopoly Opium Production

A quantitative presentation seems to be a good start to discover the 
“Indian profits” during a long 19th-century. 

3 Like E. Balfour, vol. 3, p. 38 and 39.
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The story of the origin of the EIc+Government monopoly at the end of 
the 18th, beginning of the 19th-century has already been sketched. how 
is the situation about a century later?4 

The EIc had already collapsed (1834), and the British (colonial) 
Government had accepted sole responsibility. Its monopoly position was 
extended now in a typical oikoidal (state-bureaucratic) way. Around 1900 
the British Empire in Asia was in its most extensive size. It controlled 
what now is Pakistan, India, ceylon (Sri Lanka), Bangladesh, Burma 
(Myanmar), Malacca and Singapore, North Borneo and hong Kong and 
one of the International Settlements in china (including naval station 
Weihaiwei). In other words: mile after mile the total sea route of the opi-
um trade from India to china was under British military control. 
Everywhere there were naval stations and army garrisons (both in hong 
Kong, for instance).

The production center for all or most of these countries was British 
India. Around 1915 poppy cultivation was located in 32 districts of the 
‘United Provinces of Agra and Oudh’, south of the himalaya and Nepal (at 
present Uttar Pradesh and Uttarakhand). Around 1905 no fewer than 

4 E. La Motte (p. 44 ff.) provides very long quotations from descriptions of the Opium 
Department found in Statistics of British India, Financial Statistics (1920), vol. II, p. 159 ff. 
These quotations are used in the text. See for a few quantitative data of the production 
further on and in Appendix 1 below. 

Figure 2. Decennial Average Opium Revenues in India, 1798-1936 ( x 1,000 Rupees)
Source: J. Richards, 2002-2, p. 156.
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613,996 acres were under poppy cultivation. For different reasons (in -
creased production in china or Turkey, international anti-opium actions, 
etc.) this acreage decreased quickly: immediately before World War I it 
was 144,561, but then it started to increase. At the end of the war, it had 
doubled again.

This whole area came under the control of one Opium Agent, with 
headquarters at Ghazipur. here was established ‘a well managed factory 
where the crude opium is manufactured into the form in which it passes 
into consumption.’5 The cultivation and the manufacture of the opium 
were under the ‘general control of the Lieutenant Governor and the Board 
of Revenue of the United Provinces, and the immediate supervision of the 
Opium Agent at Ghazipur’. Possession, transport, import and export of 
opium were regulated by rules framed under the Indian Opium Act. The 
Opium Agent granted all licenses for cultivation, in which the area to be 
cultivated is fixed

and the cultivator is bound to sell the whole of his production to the Opium 
Department at the rate fixed by Government. ... In March, April and May 
the opium is made over to the officers of the Department, and weighed and 
tested, and as soon as possible afterwards each cultivator’s accounts are 
adjusted, and the balance due is paid him. After weighment the opium is 
forwarded to the Government factory at Ghazipur, where it is manufactured 
in 3 forms—(a) opium intended for export to foreign countries, departmen-
tally known as “provision opium”—(b) opium intended for consumption in 
India and Burma, departmentally known as “excise opium” and (c) medical 
opium for export to London.6

This is followed by an instruction about the form and weight of the opium 
(balls, cakes), its packing in several kinds of the chests (mostly containing 
forty cakes). The provision opium is sold by public auction in calcutta; it 
is the Bengal Government which has to do all the paperwork of the auc-
tions and sales month by month. At these public auctions, apparently sold 
to private buyers and the china market only, the document states about 
the situation in 1917:

5 A very detailed description of what happens in India from the poppy fields to the 
auctions in calcutta is given in J. Wiselius (1886). I could not discover an English example 
of this sophistication. Jacob Adolf B. Wiselius (born in 1844) traveled in and wrote exten-
sively about the geography and economy of Southeast Asia, British India or the Philip-
pines. his comparative studies about the colonial systems in British India and the Dutch 
East-Indies are highly interesting. In 1885 he published a comparison between the prison 
and compulsory labor systems in both colonies (and added a treatise about the jute pro-
duction in Bengal). I used his comparison between the two opium regimes (1886) and his 
earlier analysis of the French in cochinchina (1878). 

6 E. La Motte, note 4 above.
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In addition to this 4,500 chests were sold to the Government of the Strait 
Settlements, 2,200 to the Government of the Netherlands Indies, and 410 
to the Government of hong Kong. The duty levied by Government on each 
chest may be taken to be the difference between the average price realized 
and the average cost.7

So apart from sales to private persons there is a not insignificant sale from 
government to governments. Since the end of the 19th-century, govern-
ment monopolies had existed in most Asian colonies. In every colony the 
foreign government regulated the distribution through auctions and gov-
ernment shops. In British India there were nearly 18,000 drug shops at 
the end of World War I. Apart from opium, other intoxicating drugs like 
ganja, charas, bhang, all forms of hashish, were made available. The excise 
duty only on opium consumed in India was at least £5 million a year from 
1907-1912; during the war years this decreased to about £1.6 million a 
year, but then it increased again to £3 million a year after the war. La 
Motte concluded in a remarkably American patriotic way:

A national psychology that can review these figures with complacency, sat-
isfaction and pride is not akin to American psychology. A nation that can 
subjugate 300,000,000 helpless people, and then turn them into drug 
addicts—for the sake of revenue—is a nation which commits a cold-
blooded atrocity unparalleled by any atrocities committed in the rage and 
heat of war.8 

We will see later whether La Motte is sufficiently informed about the 
American involvement in drugs in those years.

Another, more relevant remark concerns the role of the new imperial-
ist Japan. What is called above the “medical opium for London” was being 
manufactured into morphine by three British firms (two in Edinburgh 
and one in London), ‘which morphia the Japanese are buying and smug-
gling into North china.’9 In the Appendix data are given about the British 
Indian export of opium to all kinds of destinations, among others, to 
Japan. In 1911 this export was zero, soon thereafter it is valued at £80,000. 
From then onwards a tremendous increase can be seen that parallels the 
definite losses in the export to china after that date. Directly after the war 
the Indian export of opium increased to £500,000. According to La Motte, 
the Japanese ‘are ardent smugglers’, the British monopolist is their source, 
and the Indians their opium producers. 

7 Idem.
8 E. La Motte, p. 52, 53.
9 Idem, p. 46 and for the details Idem, p. 11-17.
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The consequences and strategic implications will be discussed in the 
Japan chapter (5.1); in the existing smuggling network the Japanese, 
indeed, are becoming the new “big players”. 

Monopoly Smuggling

Let’s go back to the beginning of this spectacular development. The in-
between nation, India, suffered a sharp decline of its profits from trade in 
Indian textiles and had to rely strongly on the tea trade, opium produc-
tion and export.10 Before the Opium Wars all colonial powers had serious 
difficulties with the extensive smuggling of opium, which was prohibited 
by the chinese government. however, they had to use it and collaborated 
closely with its representatives the Jardines, Mathesons or Sassoons put-
ting all risks on the shoulders of—in our terminology—mafia bosses. 
After the Opium Wars the British colonial state was also transformed 
from a criminal institution into a “legitimate occupier” of foreign territo-
ry. Still all depended on the white stuff to keep the money machine, the 
EIc and the British Empire in the East going. 

This triangle relationship was the imperialist setting in which occupied 
India had to live and act as both victim and perpetrator. All elements 
mentioned can be found here, but their position within the main opium 
production country was quite different. here the British state with its col-
laborating mafia had to intervene in the production. Let’s first take a look 
into the Indian opium smuggling scene.

One of the most important Indian opium smugglers, Jamsetjee 
Jejeebhoy (1783-1859; below J. J.), left a detailed business correspondence 
from which his deeds and results can be derived.11 he was a Bombay-
based merchant from the beginning of the 19th-century belonging to the 
small but powerful group of Parsees merchants. Their role became impor-
tant because they acted as brokers to the British. 

These Parsees lived here long before the Portuguese physician Garcia 
de Orta from Goa observed in 1563 that

10 I. habib, p. 340-347.
11 For the following, see the article of Asiya Sidddiqi in: Idem (ed.), p. 186-217and the 

Wikipedia article on “Sir Jamsetjee Jeejebhoy, 1ste Baronet”. For J. J.’s opium business, see 
also M. Greenberg, passim and, most importantly, the correspondence of Jardine and 
Matheson in A. Le Pichon (Ed), passim.
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there are merchants [...] in the kingdom of cambai ... known as Esparcis. 
We Portuguese call them Jews, but they are not so. They are Gentios.12 

In fact, Parsees originated from Persia, and they mostly do have a 
Zoroastrian belief system. Landowners, ship-builders, bankers, money 
lenders were Parsees. however, it is not very strange that Parsees were 
confused with Jews, their main competitors. It was David Sassoon (1792-
1864) who was the leader of the Sephardic Jewish community in Bombay. 
Like J. J., he was heavily involved in the opium trade, a middleman 
between British textile firms and merchants in the Gulf region.13 Later he 
became a major player in the triangular trade: Indian yarn and opium 
were carried to china to buy goods sold to Britain, where he obtained 
Lancashire cotton products. 

Sassoon established an office in Shanghai, and his sons and grandsons 
were among the largest opium traders to china. It is said that ‘one fifth of 
all opium brought into china was shipped on the Sassoon fleet’. Thanks to 
opium they became not only the wealthiest family in India, but also the 
largest real estate dealers in Shanghai. They became, of course, English 
aristocrats, married into the Rothschild family, and belonged among the 
richest people in the world. It formed an easy example for the antisemitic 
propaganda, in this case mainly the British one, of the dubious theory of 
“Jewish world dominance” (see further ch. 31). 

The Parsees built about thirty vessels from Malabar teak for the EIc in 
the last part of the 18th-century, ranging between 300 and 1000 tons, 
repaired ships of the Royal Navy and were rewarded by the British with 
tracts of land. But they were accustomed to other kinds of sea-faring busi-
ness as well. They served European agency houses, which were the main 
representatives of the Bombay government at the time. As after 1806 EIc 
servants were not permitted to trade in order to prevent corruption, the 
indigenous merchants became part and parcel of a close-knit group. 

12 Quoted in Wikipedia article ‘Parsi’. Garci de Orta played a not unimportant role in 
the early history of opium. See further ch. 10. For the Parsees see N.Randeraad (ed.), p. 
17-41. A. Le Pichon (ed.), p. 83 note 19.

13 The Sassoon family came to prominence in the second half of the 19th-century 
based on the earlier work of David Sassoon. See c.Trocki (1999a), passim; the article of 
chiara Betta in: I. Baghdiantz Mccabe et al (ed.), p. 269-287 (also interesting for the Par-
sees); the article of Jonathan Goldstein in: D. cesarani, G. Romain (ed.), p. 271-291 with 
Zionist apologetic and several Wikipedia articles. c. Betta is also published on Internet as 
PDF, but with the warning “First draft, do not quote” which is rather odd and a good exam-
ple of abortive communication; besides that, it is rather similar to the article in I. Baghdi-
antz Mccabe et al (ed.).
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Monopoly trade was nurtured, and competition among the members of 
this group was almost non-existent. Nepotism was widespread in this 
scene of ‘friends’ and ‘neighbors’ (as they called each other). It fitted cor-
rectly with the monopoly position of the EIc and what was called the Old 
china Trade, the heart of which was the opium business.

Things became more complicated as industrial Britain expanded, and 
this community was also shattered by what was called “free trade”. 
Bombay was flooded with new European firms from the rising industrial 
cities of Liverpool and Glasgow, rather than from London. The old inter-
Asian or ‘country trade’ almost disappeared. A victory of the “free traders” 
over the EIc led to a new assault on china of people who were looking to 
industrialize that country or to find resources for the British industry. 
They also provided new motives to attack china, which made a mockery 
of something like “free” trade: it was “free” as long as the British traders 
profited from it.

The opium career of Jamsetjee Jejeebhoy (J. J.), with his ‘best managed 
business this side of the cape’, started as an agent of various Parsee mer-
chants. In this function he not only made several voyages to china and 
exported cotton to Europe, he also amassed a fortune during the 
Napoleonic wars. On one of his trips his ship was captured by a French 
warship in the Indian Ocean, and on that occasion J. J. made the acquain-
tance of the young William Jardine. It was the beginning of his opium 
career: J. J. became the principal collaborator of Jardine-Matheson in 
Bombay from 1822 onwards. In the 1830s J. J. transacted more than £1 mil-
lion worth of business annually and remitted to London through china 
about £150,000 each year.14 Like all famous opium smugglers J. J. was 
nominated ‘Sir’ and ‘Baronet’; his son became automatically the 2nd 
Baronet, etc. 

For the Parsee, Jewish, etc. merchants, the 19th-century was a golden 
period, but the risks taken were substantial as well. When the trade with 
china was interrupted by the First Opium War, several Parsees of Bombay 
committed suicide.15 

14 In the Wikipedia article (note 200) opium is mentioned in passing; it is suggested 
that he earned his money with the trade in bottles. It is also remarkable that a whole para-
graph is devoted to his philanthropy, with the remark that Sir J. J. spent in total £230,000 
to this aim in his whole life, which is about the amount he remitted in two years to his 
accounts in London.

15 A. Guha, p. 1933.
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They were later described as typical compradors, close supporters and 
business partners of the foreign occupiers. That was not the most sympa-
thetic position in the eyes of indigenous nationalists. In this very spectac-
ular 19th-century, however, this bond led to other trouble:

Alongside increasing risks in the opium smuggling business due to a hostile 
chinese Government, the Parsi opium traders became increasingly depen-
dent on a single monopolistic European Agency house of china, Jardine 
Matheson and co. Together with Remington crawford and co and J. J. and 
Sons as partners, it had ... formed the Malwa Opium Syndicate to control 
the market.16

What J. J. earned is given above, and the Jardines, Mathesons, etc. had a 
much larger profit, but the smaller traders found themselves cornered, at 
least during the years of the Syndicate’s existence. The following table 
provides the relative value of the opium trade over other items over two 
years.

Table 2. India’s Foreign Trade in select items by Value, 1849 -1850 in £17

1849 1850

Exports
Opium 5 772 526 5 973 395
Raw cotton 1 775 309 2 201 178

Imports
cotton Twist and Yarn 909 016 1 131 586
cotton cloth 2 222 089 3 371 618

A Western Competitor

The British were not the only Western colonizers left in India after the 
French were defeated. From the beginning of the 16th-century, the 
Portuguese and Spaniards were the only representatives of that fabulous 
Western civilization, who came to plunder and convert the Eastern pagan 
barbarians. The former are the most important characters in our story.

These Portuguese were first driven out of West India and ceylon  
(Sri Lanka) by the Dutch around 1620-1665 and later out of East India  
by the Dutch, French and English (see ch. 10). In Goa, south of Bombay, 
they still had a stronghold around 1800 as capital of a colony. It became a  

16 Idem.
17 Idem, p. 1934.
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short-lived but spectacular opium region and a real competitor to the 
English opium trade.18 

The EIc, in control only of the Bengal opium production in the east 
(Patna and Benares), attempted by all means to restrict supplies of this 
opium. After 1810 when trade became a bit more “free”, the private traders 
and smugglers turned to the cheaper but slightly inferior Malwa opium to 
avoid EIc control. here one is confronted with the monopoly practice: 
traders are defined as “smugglers” when they do not obey the rules of the 
English and their EIc. chinese governments, who always prohibited opi-
um use and import, were the only ones which could rightly talk about 
smugglers: the EIc and its supporters. Anyway, three years later the EIc 
simply prohibited the export of Malwa opium through Bombay. 

The private traders promptly turned to Portuguese ports and the acquisition 
of Portuguese papers for their ships. Damão in the Gujerat was ideally 
placed, close to the Malwa production zone, and it became the centre of 
the Portuguese opium trade, handling about two-thirds of exports in the 
1820s.19 

Diu and Surat could also share in this trade, but Goa was too far south. 
The British stationed troops in Portuguese India allegedly to “protect” the 
Portuguese from French attacks; they made several offers to buy 
Portuguese India; strong diplomatic pressure was brought to bear on 
Lisbon to prohibit the opium trade. The EIc even bought the whole 
Malwa crop: all in vain. It only resulted in a massive increase in the pro-
duction of Malwa opium! 

Everybody became increasingly nervous. The company blocked the 
overland route between Malwa and Damão, but the opium dealers 
responded by sending the stuff north across the desert and, in the end, by 
sea to the Portuguese harbors. Then the EIc forced the Malwa exports 
through its own ports in West India, Bombay in particular, whereupon 
the Portuguese reacted by lowering tariffs in Damão. A bitter tariff war 
between the two cities raged in which the British even blockaded the 
Portuguese port for a while. 

The important studies of Souza reveal that by 1771 the Portuguese 
imported 800 chests of Indian opium annually.20 From 1784 to1799 this 

18 For the following I rely mainly on G. clarence-Smith, p. 22-61, but see also the rele-
vant discussion in c. Markovits.

19 G. clarence-Smith, p. 25.
20 See, for instance, his contribution to E. van Veen, L. Blussé (ed.), p. 357, 358. Souza, 

p. 358 states that ‘at the beginning of the nineteenth-century it is presently estimated at 
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export to china was increased to an annual average of 1,359 chests, while 
by 1828 it had again increased to an annual average of 2,196 chests.

The end of the game arrived in 1843 when the British seized the lower 
Indus valley and cut off the northern route. The Portuguese responded by 
importing Turkish and Persian opium and even planned to develop a new 
production zone in its African colony, Mozambique. however, their West 
Indian opium trade withered away.

The Portuguese had, however, another iron in the opium fire, namely 
Macao. Around 1800 until the Opium Wars, this city, leased from the 
chinese government, became the center not only of the opium trade into 
china but also of a conspicuous spending of the opium profits. Famous 
for its fashion, elegance, prostitution, luxury and gambling, Macao had a 
specific attraction: in 1822 ‘there were nearly three times as many free 
non-chinese women as men’. 

After the Opium War the competition with neighboring hong Kong 
was too intense, but Macao could still rely on its pirates, who chased prof-
itable opium ships with their well-armed lorchas, clashing with the always 
inimical British. Its new wealth came as the Portuguese renewed their 
extensive experience as African slave traders and slave holders, and start-
ed a chinese ‘coolie’ export to all possible destinations including the 
American Far Western gold fields.

In 1906 representatives of a USA opium commission (including a bish-
op) stated that much more was wrong with those Portuguese. Blaming 
the victims was a normal practice, and the ‘coolies’ sent to the USA ‘con-
taminated’ (!) that country. Portugal, however, was a special factor 
because

through the possession of her colony of Macao, on the china coast, where 
considerable quantities of crude opium were annually imported from India, 
converted into smoking opium, and shipped to United States, canada, and 
Mexico.21

around 4,000 chests annually’. This cannot be true, since Greenberg arrived at 4,500 chests 
for the canton import of the English in 1800 alone (see previous chapter). It would have 
been a bit too strange if the Macao-based Portuguese took up more than half of this opium 
trade, since Souza also states that ‘the Portuguese merchant fleet at Macao as a whole was 
not a force that could compete with the companies …’ (p. 358). The importance of Macao 
is, as indicated in the main text, in providing a much more diversified pattern of its trade, 
including the important coolie-trade and entertainment services. Sousa’s studies make it 
clear how necessary it is to start new research into the whole pattern of the opium trade in 
the realm, including a realistic who-is-who in this trade. 

21 Quoted by c. Terry, M. Pellens, p. 632.
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here in Macao an international meeting point of under- and upper-
world was, indeed, located, of supply and demand in slaves and drugs. 

Narco-business Revenues

All this should be seen as the meaning of ‘the consolidation of the posi-
tion of opium’ (chaudhuri above). The English opium production in India 
and part of the Eastern trade remained a British government monopoly 
until 1920. Smuggling was attacked not only to sustain the moral hypoc-
risy, but first and foremost to uphold the monopoly prices. The following 
figures demonstrate the value of the production. At its peak around 1890, 
British government opium was

one of the most valuable commodities moving in international trade. Each 
year, export opium leaving calcutta and Bombay averaged over 90,000 
chests containing more than 5,400 metric tons. This staggering amount 
would meet the annual needs of between 13 and 14 million opium consum-
ers in china and Southeast Asia ... Each year opium revenues poured 93.5 
million rupees (9.4 million pounds sterling) into Government of India cof-
fers, approximately 16% of total official revenues.22

Let’s now illuminate the background interests of this whole constellation 
in more detail through a short analysis of this Indian middle position in 
the triangle trade, which is characterized by a duality: both loser and win-
ner in the Western narco-business.

The following balance of trade clearly demonstrates its situation before 
the first Opium War: the export to the UK is at least 60% tea; the export to 
china is nearly all opium; the import of the UK dominates fully, while the 
chinese import is small; the balance shows how British India depended 
on china/opium.

As stated, the British opium production was concentrated for a long 
time mainly in the government opium factories at Patna and Benares and 
then sent to calcutta and sold by auction to merchants, who exported it 
to china until ca. 1850 largely by smuggling. After the Opium Wars, offi-
cially, the opium arrived at canton, where some bureaucrats of the 
chinese government and chinese merchants distributed the stuff along 
the coast and into the interior of the country. 

however, the smuggling along the coast was now officially prohibited 
by both the chinese and the English governments. The former because 

22 DPA article, p. 2. For a much more detailed estimate see E. Balfour, p. 37 and  
J. Wiselius (1886), chapter VIII.
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Table 3. Balance of Trade of “British” India with selected countries, 1828/9 (x Rs. million)23

Country Merchandise

Export % Import % Balance  %

United Kingdom  53,7 48 34,8  65 18,9  33
china  28,4 26  7,4  14 21  37
France   6,5  6  2,9   5  3,6   6
United States   3,3  3  0,8   1  2,5   4

Total 111,29 100 53,63 100 57,66 100

tax incomes were evaded, the latter because the monopoly prices were 
negatively affected. Therefore, the Royal Navy also chased chinese opium 
junks and India-based opium clippers.

This concerns the so-called “provision opium” (for instance, around 
1880 already amounting to 50,000 chests). The British colonial govern-
ment always kept a changing reserve (for instance in 1878 not fewer than 
nearly 50,000 chests; three years later 22,000 chests, etc.) with which it 
could easily influence the prices. There is a third “source”, namely the 
quantity of about 4000 chests of Bengal opium, which are consumed in 
India itself (called “abkari” or “excise” opium).

The average production cost of a chest of Bengal opium (‘including 
interest on the capital and all indirect charges’) is given as 421 rupees; the 
average price realized on a chest around 1880 was 1280 rupees, and there-
fore the profit is rs. 859. From outside the British-occupied territory in 
India, mainly from Malwa, opium is delivered for shipment to china. The 
British Indian government levied a duty on it of rs. 700 a chest. 

During the 19th-century this kind of import became more important. 
In 1820 its value was only 1% of 53 million rupees; five years later, it had 
increased to 20% of this total trade valued at 58 million rupees; and ten 
years later, opium from Malwa is 35% of all import from the interior.24 
Wiselius stresses that opium was the second most important revenue of 
the British colonial government in 1885 (£9 million) after the land rent 
(£22 million); in third place came the salt tax (£3.6 million), and this was 
already the case for 40 years.25 There was no single product that could 
compete with this.26

23 Derived from K. chaudhuri, in: D. Kumar, M. Desai (ed.), p. 872
24 T. Kessinger in: Idem, p. 253.
25 J. Wiselius (1886), p. 191, 195.
26 It is ridiculous that the maps in the Times Historical Atlas, R. Overy (ed.), p. 258-259 
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About twenty years later it was reported about the triangle relation-
ship that 

it was Britain’s heavy adverse balance of trade with china that prevented 
bullion moving from India to England since the balance of indebtedness 
between the two latter countries was extremely unfavourable to India.27

Based on these figures for the decade with the main profits (1870-1883), 
the gross and net revenues of the Bengal production for the British were 
calculated as the following few examples of selected years indicate:

Table 4. Opium Revenues and Expenditures of the British colonial Government in India28

Year Gross Revenue in £ Expenditure in £ Net Revenue in £

1800 372 502  105 381 267 121
1810 935 996   96 188 839 808
1820 1 436 432  135 726 1 300 706
1830 1 341 988  319 964 1 022 024
1838 ---- ---- 1 586 445
1840 1 430 499  556 222 874 277
1850 3 795 300 1 044 952 2 750 348
1857 ---- ---- 5 918 375
1860 6 676 759   918 467 5 758 292
1871 ---- ---- 7 657 213
1875 8 556 000 2 341 000 6 215 000
1880 10 317 300 2 067 492 8 249 808
1881 10 480 000 2 028 000 8 452 000
1882 9 862 000 2 057 000 7 805 000
1883 9 499 000 2 282 000 7 217 000

One must realize that before the British colonial government (on several 
levels) started to cash its revenues, many English private entrepreneurs 
and landowners in India had already made stupendous profits in the 
Indian poppy production, in the fields and factories or through the land 
rent (poppy land). In addition, there was a substantial private opium 
trade. Wiselius tells:

As said, all opium brought to the calcutta market is provision-opium, which 
all is exported to china except a few thousand pikuls. On average, thus, this 
export is 40-45,000 pikuls. About the same amount of Malwa-opium is 
imported into china by privates.29

do not even mention opium among the many products and on p. 190 apparently on the 
wrong location. 

27 K. chaudhuri, in: D. Kumar, M. Desai (ed.), p. 872.
28 Included are data from J. Wiselius (1886), p. 194 and 203 note 1.
29 Idem, p. 202.
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In a proper economic assessment this should be considered as well. One 
has to realize also that production is sold to the excise department, but 
the receipts realized by the provincial governments on the sale of opium 
are not included in the table (see also Appendix 1). 

The colonial government of the whole of “their” India earned its opium 
money at the calcutta auction, from the Malwa pass duty and the cost 
price money credited by the excise department to the opium department. 
This last re-sale increased to about £381,000 from, for instance, 1870-1880, 
but the main deals were made in the other actions. Also the average 
(=Bengal + Malwa opium) export price per chest increased sharply. In the 
decades after the Opium war, for instance, the export prices per chest of 
Bengal + Malwa opium realized at the calcutta auctions ranged from 
£127.81 in 1874 to £139.16 in 1882 (see further Appendix 1).30

Lord hartington, a secretary of the colonial state, declared in the house 
of commons (16 August 1880) that the revenues of British India are much 
higher than estimated, thanks to the always increasing consumption of 
opium and because in British India itself opium is heavily taxed. 

The profitability of opium had several consequences. A British colonial 
commissioner, for instance, thought the land revenue of the peasants 
‘ridiculously low’ relative to the size of the opium consumption in ‘his’ 
Assam. Around the 1870s the income from the sale of opium exceeded the 
land revenue demand by as much as 40%. Therefore, peasants (in his view 
nothing but ‘rack-rent tenants’) had to cater for much more land reve-
nue.31 cash crops like indigo and opium were typical under the British 
rule. The British generally did not force opium cultivation (except occa-
sionally), but it was made “attractive” because force was the alternative: 
opium advances were interest-free; part of the production could be sold 
to private traders at higher than the fixed government prices, etc.

however, the vulnerability of the poppy to fluctuations in the weather ... 
and the rigidity with which the opium advances were recovered by the 
government ... forced the cultivators into indebtedness, and it was partly 
because of this that a number of them remained tied to opium cultivation.32

The last table demonstrates the value of British India’s opium export rela-
tive to the two other major export articles, cotton and indigo.

30 According to Idem, table p. 194.
31 B. chaudhuri, in: Idem, p. 122.
32 Idem, p. 146.
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Table 5. Value of Main Export Products from “British” India in selected years, 1813-1930 
(Rs. Million)33

Year Indigo Opium cotton

1813 15,6   1,2   --
1820 11,3  12,1   5,6
1830 26,7  19,9  15,3
1850 18,4  59,7 22
1860 20,2  90,5  56,4
1870 31,8 116,9 190,8
1880 29,5 143,2 111,5
1890 30,7  92,6 165,3
1900 21,4  94,5 101,3
1910  3,3 127,6 360,5
1920  4,1  25,2 416,7
1930   ---    --- 464,1

It is only at the end of the 19th-century that the importance of opium 
export decreases, mainly because the chinese produced their own much 
more cheaply, the Indian government agreed to stop opium exports to 
china,34 and the smuggling from Southeast Asian production regions was 
increasing every year. This last story will be told below (part 4). It will be 
shown as well that the suggestion from this last table (1930 = no opium 
export) is certainly no indication that the Opium Question was solved. 
Not in India which remained a production land although, officially, only 
for medical purposes, and certainly not for the rest of the world. 

In all those years British India exported a total number of nearly 80,000 
chests or about 5.6 million kilo of raw opium. It was delivered to countries 
where government opium monopolies existed. On top of this, about the 
same volume was smuggled to these countries.

The very active League of Nations Opium Commission used the follow-
ing prices.35 Raw opium was perceived as 70% of the value of the pre-
pared opium; prices are mostly expressed in tahil = 38-39 grams metric 
equivalent. The price per tahil of prepared opium ranged from $ 6-8 in 
Southeast Asian countries, to $ 3-3.3 in hong Kong or about $1.5 in Macao. 
This concerns the smuggler’s price which is about 15% lower than the offi-
cial monopoly price.

33 Derived from K. chaudhuri in: Idem, p. 846. For reading this kind of statistics it is 
enough to assume that 1000 Rupees = £100.

34 D. Kumar, in: Idem, p. 919.
35 compare Idem, vol. 1, p. 17 ff and the statistics p. 172 ff.
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Table 6. Exports of Raw Opium from “British” India to Asian countries, 1922-1935  
(in chests)*36

country 1922 1924 1926 1928 1930 1932 1935

Straits 
Settlements

1820 3000 2400 2027 1520 1013  253

hong Kong  150  240  210  196  147  98   24
ceylon  60  15  35  31  24  16   4
Netherl. Indies 1800  300 1500  964  723  482  121
Siam 1650 1500 1400 1391 1044  695  174
Sarawak  55  12  144  87  65  44   11
British North 
Borneo

 60  84  36  58  43  29   7

Union of Indo 
china

1700 1355 2420 1762 1321 881  220

Totals 7285 6506 8145 6516 4887 3258  814

* 1 chest = 140 lbs = ca. 65 kg.

Since most of the known 5.6 million kilo raw opium was transported to 
Southeast Asia, an average value of $5-6 can be taken per tahil of prepared 
opium, which is $ 130-156 per kilo or $ 91-109 for raw opium. It gives a 
turnover of $509-610 million in thirteen years’ time! The smuggler’s price 
is used here, so officially—say—about $ 575-700 million were earned by 
the government monopolies in the realm.

Two remarks remain. Later on, in particular in the detailed analysis of 
the most important Dutch opium nation, a much higher turnover and 
profit for the same years are found. Apparently, only the tip of the iceberg 
was shown to the members of the League of Nation Opium Commission. 
Furthermore, one has to consider the enormous amounts of money that 
were extracted from all the people living in these countries, the victims of 
the opium dealers, most of the time their own governments which were 
bound to protect them from evil and exploitation. These governments 
continued until the bitter end with their business, notwithstanding their 
solemn treaties to stop deliveries and opium production. Indeed, as the 
last table shows, the Indian deliveries decreased substantially, but no one 
checked these figures, nor the strongly increased smuggling practices, nor 
the imports from other countries like Turkey or Iran.

36 commission, vol. 1, p. 176.
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