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chapter thirteen

the “ViOLent OpiUM cOMpanY” (VOc) in the eaSt

… a robber-state along the north Sea ... which build 
railways of stolen money and by way of payment dopes 
with opium, gospel and gin those who are robbed..

Multatuli (Max Havelaar, 1859)

it seems as if a royal monopoly is used as a means to 
get an advantage for the state treasury from an abuse, 
which one is unable to resolve.

J.c.Baud (1853).1

‘the Dutch had used the drug in Java and elsewhere 
not simply as an article of commerce—trading it for 
pepper—but as a useful means for breaking the moral 
resistance of indonesians, who opposed the introduc-
tion of their semi-servile but immensely profitable 
plantation system.’

Jack Beeching2

A “Heart of Darkness” avant la lettre

Joseph conrad’s horror story about Belgian imperialism in congo (1899; 
1902) was published at the same time that Multatuli’s famous book found 
its first readership. Both told the world about what really happened in the 
colonies: of the Dutch in the east indies and of their civilized neighbors, 
the Belgians, in africa. For the Dutch Guyana (“West indies”) their image 
as extremely cruel and greedy slave holders was established long ago by 
the books of the Scottish soldier Stedman (ca. 1790) and others. 

the asian opium history of the Dutch imperialists and colonists start-
ed long before these publications were written. its chain of opium histo-

1 J.c.Baud, p. 194.
2 J. Beeching, p. 23, 24. in the very British J. Lovell no comparison is made with the 

Dutch east indies or whatever other ‘opium realm’.

Hans Derks - 9789004225893
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:36PM

via free access
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ries documents the “heart of darkness” of world history, the Western 
assault on a non-Western world. Slaves and opium, the capture of body 
and mind of non-Westerners in order to establish and expand a Western 
civilization. 

compared to the magnitude of the Opium problem in this constella-
tion, the subject is not popular among the general historians of the 20th-
century of all political viewpoints. it is largely left to the willing amateur 
historian, probably to keep the item in the colorful and spectacular world 
of popular historiography. notwithstanding their sometimes remarkable 
achievements, the disadvantage is that it can be neglected and even dis-
missed by the decision-making elite. its members expect first and fore-
most decision legitimating and supporting writings, which are difficult to 
produce in the opium case. For slavery one can point to the glorious, early 
19th-century, British abolition project (Wilberforce), but at the very 
moment a new wave of fabulous opium profits were pouring out over the 
Western world. Westerners themselves were still ‘strictly against the use 
of opium by [their] own people’.3 

in this book the Dutch performance must also constitute the “heart of 
darkness”. it is much less well known than the english one: its history 
remained in the dark, notwithstanding that it strikes the heart of the 
Opium Question. the english performance as sketched above can only be 
perceived as a copy of the Dutch example, which will be discussed below. 

General elements, from the bullion game4 to the accompanying 
christian conversion activities, from the colonial organization to the rise 
of some protests at the end of the 19th-century, will not be repeated or 
only referred to in passing. Only the basic elements of the opium business 
will be highlighted: its initiators, aims, scope, profits or corrupting effects 
on all levels of society and immanent hypocrisy (first importing it, later 
condemning the indigenous users of the stuff5). 

3 M. ricklefs (1993), p. 287 note 3.
4 For the serious bullion problems the VOc always had, see the documents in GM, ii, 

754; iV, 442 ff; V, 232, 415, 498; Vi 79, 271, 335, 449; Viii, 30, 81; Xii, 78; Xiii, 54-58, 162 ff. and 
so on. it is the difficult story of getting gold and silver, exchanging european coins for 
indigenous ones, re-minting coins, etc. Many millions of Dutch coins were transported 
from holland to the east. Many of the ships involved in these transports were lost due to 
shipwrecks: the sea route must be a cemetery of ships interesting for treasure hunters like 
Lara croft, indiana Jones, etc., but not for us. See K. Glamann, p. 50-73. 

5 Only one example here: rijklof van Goens, one of the highest and most influential 
VOc officials around 1660, the admiral who was probably the person most responsible for 
introducing opium as a mass product along the Malabar coast (see ch. 11), was highly den-
igrating towards Javanese aristocrats for using opium. See M. ricklefs (1993), p. 11. 
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The Dutch Opium Image

an obvious question must be answered at the start: What did the first 
Dutch conquerors, colonizers and merchants in the east know about the 
product with which they became notoriously linked in history, opium?

the answer can be found in two sources. Some of these colonizers 
judged everything as strange, dangerous, good or bad that deviated from 
their homeland experience. this background knowledge (which can be 
differentiated at least between elite and common folk information as the 
portuguese example shows) had a local or regional european background, 
it was not necessarily of purely Dutch origin. a large percentage (40-65%) 
of the largely illiterate, lower-class personnel of the VOc came from 
abroad, mainly from war-stricken Germany. this rose to 50-80% by the 
end of the VOc period.6 the other source of knowledge was based on new 
experiences as conquerors, traders or colonizers in tropical asian coun-
tries. Let’s elaborate for a while, first, on the homeland knowledge about 
opium, referring to what was already mentioned in ch. 8 and 10.

Laudanum paracelsi

Before 1800 no relevant health infrastructure existed in england, and 
there was not much difference between the knowledge of learned doctors 
and mendicant folk-healers. the majority of families in town and country 
had to rely on their own inherited knowledge and experience in matters 
of pain and illness. 

however, in relatively developed and rich cities in Western europe, 
like the Flemish or Dutch ones, a rather reasonable health infrastructure 
already existed in the 17th-century, with hospitals, doctors and apothecar-
ies, including an established trade in resources. Local authorities were 
keen to regulate this still diffuse health market, primarily because they 
were confronted all too often with serious health hazards. One of the foci 
of their attention was the medicine distributed or prescribed in town.

One symptomatic example will suffice here. in 1663-64 the Flemish city 
of Ghent issued the following regulation:

article XiV. Because there should be no suspicion of fraud, the [local] apoth-
ecaries are not allowed to make [medicines like] the triakel, Mithridaet ... 
Laudanum Opiatum ... and the like, unless some of the Doctors college  
has independently inspected the ingredients needed to compose these 

6 F. Gaastra (1991), p. 81.
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medicines ... whereupon the Doctor has to give a written testimony to the 
apothecary in which date of the day and year is given when the ingredient 
was made and the visitation done ... this on pain of a fine of six guilders for 
every composite without such a testimony and of confiscation of the com-
posite ...7 

these three opium products had nearly the same price: per 1 dragma (= 
3.9 gram), namely 1 stuyver (= five Dutch cents); the triakel was slightly 
more expensive: seven cents per dragma. the triakel (theriaca, treacle, 
thériaque) was one of the best known.8 it was imported to Western 
europe through Venice, the main mediator between arab countries and 
the West. it was apparently invented by one of the internationally famous 
arab medical doctors of the 12th and 13th centuries and used as an anti-
dote, wonder-drink and the like, esepcially for kings and popes. 

One of these learned men, the egyptian aboul Mena ben abi nasr ben 
haffahd, made the first manual for apothecaries, the fifth chapter of 
which concerned opiates (ca. 1250). a French translation from 1844 also 
mentions the thériaque, composed of about seventy ingredients, of which 
honey was the largest one and ‘opium choisi’ the second.9 Once the 
Venetians had distributed the recipe and the product in the second half of 
the 15th-century, the custom arose of preparing it in public with much 
pomp, attended by the worldly authorities as well as the “experts”. the 
sales talk about its use in antiquity by roman emperors made it more 
expensive and attractive. 

as an antidote it was perceived as the ultimate medicine against all dis-
eases, pains and other nasty states. Vanderwiele: ‘ ... the triakel is a true 
panacea. it is immediately clear that the healing effects in particular had 

7 L. Vandewiele, p. 11, 12.
8 See p. Boussel, h. Bonnemain, p. 93 ff., 99, 109, 181; M. Lindemann, p. 61, 264; the 

articles of Wolfgang Schneider and rudolf Schmitz in G. Völger, K. von Weck (ed.), vol. 2, 
p. 630-639 and 650-662. andromachus, a Greek physician to emperor nero (aD 54-63) is 
named as the inventor in Smith’s Classical Dictionary (not in the OCD, Lübker or Kleine 
Pauly). pharmacists use the Latin, anyway, theriaca andromachi. the first publication of 
his text, a recipe in 174 lines, however, dates from 1607. this makes it rather difficult to 
expect that authorities in a Flemish city gave detailed instructions concerning some 
“andromachian” medicine. Theriaque is still the name of a US government database about 
side effects of drugs with 3,300 monographs (see www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/7855764). 
certainly the wonder drink made by panoramix in a big cauldron, which made asterix and 
Obelix invincible, was a good example of a treacle.

9 See idem, p. 99. in L. Vandewiele p. 13 all the ingredients are listed as well but with-
out quantities.

Hans Derks - 9789004225893
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:36PM

via free access



The “Violent Opium Company” (VOC) in the East 193

to come from the opium in it.’10 even in 1774 there was a public prepara-
tion of theriaca in Liège. 

Of course, nobody knows whether products as spectacular as these 
resulted in the expected healing. the method of composing something 
from many components (sometimes the theriaca had more than one hun-
dred ingredients) was also a medieval catholic way of thinking, and prag-
matically inspired by the idea that one of them must provide relief. this 
kind of thinking is still demonstrated in the following illustration and 
pozzi’s explanation in 1892:

it was, therefore, not an ill saying, though an old one perhaps, that the 
government of Venice was rich and consolatory like its treacle, being com-
pounded nicely of all the other forms—a grain of monarchy, a scruple of 
democracy, a dragma of oligarchy, and an ounce of aristocracy—as the the
riaca so much esteemed is said to be a composition of the four principal 
drugs, but never found to be genuine except here, at the original dis  - 
pensary.11

10 L. Vanderwiele, p. 13.  
11 Quoted by B. hodgson, p. 21 from hester piozzi’s book, Glimpses of Italian Society 

(1892). For the theriaca see also e. Kremers, G. Urdang, p. 56, 438.

ill. 10. Venice and its treacle
Source: B. hodgson, p. 21.
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Modern times arrived when the components of these composites were 
‘isolated’ and sold as separate products, made by professionals. in a subse-
quent stage after opium, heroin, morphine or codeine were ‘isolated’ in 
the 19th-century.

the next product mentioned in the Ghent regulation, mithridate (mith-
ridatum or mithridaticum), was comparable to the first and sometimes 
even considered theriaca itself. it was mostly “defined” as the father of all 
medicines, the theriaca as the mother. indeed, it was a semi-mythical 
antidote and poison composed of 64 ingredients. Opium is also an impor-
tant ingredient, but this time in the form of the thickened juice of poppy 
heads. around 1800 in england one could still prescribe this “medicine” 
and also several other composite preparations.12

Laudanum opiatum, finally, is composed of only five ingredients, but 
here opium is the main one, as the thickened juice of poppy heads. it is 
normally consumed in pill form; in the 19th and 20th-century it was most-
ly taken as a tincture. there are many kinds of laudanum. paracelsus (ca. 
1490-1540) is thought to have invented it. the most popular variant is 
called Laudanum Sydenhamii after the english physician thomas 
Sydenham (1624-1689), who was a staunch supporter of opium and its 
treacle form. this was also the case with his well-known contemporary, 
the Dutch colleague Franciscus Sylvius (1614-1672), and later with the 
world-famous herman Boerhaave (1668-1738).13 

the opium and many other ingredients had to come from the Levant 
trade with Venice as the intermediary between turkey or persia and 
Western european countries. the position of Venice deteriorated over 
time, but these trade relations were so strong that in england or Germany 
certainly the opium for the official health market was imported from 
turkey and not from the Far east until about 1930 (see ch. 8). 

another important difference concerned the method of consumption 
of health products, opium in particular: the majority of the descriptions 
still considered opium smoking a typical eastern custom (and, therefore, 
detestable). Western medicinal consumption of opium involved tinc-
tures, pills and ointments. it concerns one of the many mistakes in the 

12 V. Berridge, G. edwards, p. xxiv.
13 idem, p. xxiv for a long quotation of Sydenham. See also B. hodgson, p. 19, 24. in 

Germany Johannes hartmann (1568-1631) experimented with his students in 1615 with 
numerous opium preparations. in 1674 improvements were reported in one of the first 
Opiologia’s from Georg Wedel. Opium was prescribed for all possible diseases. See rudolf 
Schmitz, p. 655. So, what the authorities in the city of Ghent demonstrated was really 
“modern”.
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Western perception of the Opium problem: opium’s morphine content, 
which is the addictive element, is to a specific degree (30%-60%) negated 
by heat, depending on the smoking method used.

notwithstanding this, smoking was seen by the representatives of the 
Western health market as a negative, health-deteriorating activity; only 
primitive people like sailors smoke, and until recently sailor’s tobacco was 
the strongest kind, whereas civilized city-people smoked with a perfumed 
and filtered kind of device.

the Sailor’s health

it was the VOc which cared for the health of its sailors much more than 
the eic, as they had to go on long voyages to the strange eastern lands. 

ill. 11. List of Medicines in the Ship’s Doctor’s chest, ca. 1660
Source: a.F. Leuftink, p. 31. this list contains a typical european selection of medicines 
which seems obvious, but is not: one did not resort to indigenous indian or east indies 
cures and methods during those centuries. Laudanum Opiatum is mentioned (left row 
12th place from above); in the middle of the other row ‘therebint. Venet.’ could refer to the 

Venetian theriaca, while another papaver-extract is given as well.
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Medical personnel were available on nearly all ships, with their instru-
ments and a specific chest full of pills, tinctures and ointments.

after long deliberations among the decision-makers of the VOc, with 
advice from medical doctors, a list of 144 ingredients was drawn up for the 
medicine chests on their ships. they consisted of some single products 
like specific seeds, oils or minerals. Most of them, however, were prepara-
tions like ointments, tinctures or syrups based on complicated recipes: 
‘For the preparation ... of the often prescribed opium preparation theriac, 
one used 60 different ingredients.’14 

indeed, the content of the chest in the 17th and 18th centuries was ulti-
mately based on old european knowledge and traditions. Because the 
overriding idea was that diseases were caused by bad fumes in the envi-
ronment leading to fermentation or putrefaction inside the body, one 
needed preparations causing vomiting, laxation, coughing, sweating and 
so on, and specific treatments like blood-letting. Opium in whatever form 
(laudanum, belladonna) was used as a painkiller, to stop excessive diar-
rhoea, and added to many proprietary cures like a stimulant for sweating, 
against syphilis, typhoid and the like.15 the market was large for these 
opium products: in the 1770s about 2,000 sailors per year died of typhoid 
alone on VOc ships.16 

Leuftink rightly concluded:

there seems to be a remarkable contradiction between the large interest ... 
in the availability of medicines and the evidence of being powerless against 
the serious diseases on board.17 

that was not the only contradiction: the West european use of opium as 
a major means to relieve oneself of pain and sorrow contrasted strongly 
with the West european perception of eastern opium. 

The Asiatic Opium Image of the Dutch

it is likely that the first knowledge about “asia” was derived from Jan 
huygen van Linschoten’s Itinerario (1596) and other writings at the time 
(Barbosa or De Orta), although one cannot exclude the possibility  

14 a. Leuftink, p. 30.
15 idem, p. 127, 137. 
16 idem, p. 139. For related USa chests for military use during the american revolution 

(ca. 1776), see e. Kremers, G.Urdang, p. 153.
17 a. Leuftink, p. 30.
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that portuguese or Spanish merchants or prisoners talked about it some-
where. 

in the first relevant analysis of the opium problem and trade, Baud’s 
1853 study, he reviewed the earliest Dutch and english travel literature 
around 1600, but could not find many references to opium. concerning 

ill. 12. Several amputations and the cauterization of Wounds, 1657
Source: a.F. Leuftink, p. 213, originally published in Johannes Scultetus, Magazijn ofte wa 
penhuis der chirurgijns [Arsenal of the physicians], 1657. as painkiller one used alcohol and 

also opium (laudanum), if they were available!
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the Moluccas, Bantam and aceh, there were recommendations to trade in 
many products including amphioen (opium). he revealed several contra-
dictions in this literature, but concluded that only the “Spice islands” cer-
tainly knew about opium and

that those who began to eat or smoke opium could be found only among 
foreign asians and among the rich and important people of the indigenous 
population.18 

Later, there were many Dutch travelers like Valentijn, Schouten, pelsaert 
who wrote extensively about what they knew of opium. these traveler-
writers also reported about opium (amphioen) in a context of death and 
delirium. take, for instance, the passage in the popular story of the sur-
geon Wouter Schouten, the OostIndische Voyagie (1676), which was 
immediately translated into several european languages:

in this month of February [1659] i saw in Batavia how the breasts of an 
indies man were pinched off by the hangman with glowing pincers. next, 
the lower parts of his body were broken upon the wheel. the reason was 
that the man after using amphioen (a wicked custom of these indies men) 
became mad and drunk, started to shout “amuck” ... in which condition he 
had killed five people ... it is said that this kind of killing was committed 
often, inside as well as outside Batavia. the reason is mainly the use of 
amphioen, popular among these people. During my stay in Batavia this was 
already the third amuck runner who was broken upon the wheel thanks to 
his murders.19 

a report from engelbert Kaempfer (1651-1716), a German physician who 
had joined the VOc, confirms that opium is smoked in Java:

[there is] also [another] strange use of opium among the nigritas [Java-
nese]; for they mix with it tobacco diluted with water so that when kindled 
the head spins more violently. in Java, i saw flimsy sheds [made of] reeds 
in which this kind of tobacco was set out [for sale] to passers-by. no com-
modity throughout the indies is retailed with greater return by the Batavi-
ans than opium, which [its] users cannot do without, nor can they come by 
it except it be brought by ships of the Batavians from Bengal and coroman-
del.20

18 J. c. Baud, p. 89. See also J. Meiss, p. 56.
19 W. Schouten, p. 50. Schouten reports here about a slave from Bali, a certain polo, 

who first killed his chinese master, then himself. his corpse was brought to the gallows as 
food for the birds; see idem, p. 109 note 14. that he killed five people must be an exaggera-
tion.

20 Quoted by c. trocki (1999a), p. 35.

Hans Derks - 9789004225893
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:36PM

via free access



The “Violent Opium Company” (VOC) in the East 199

again, like the portuguese, the Dutch ships arrived with opium in very 
small quantities. in all probability both copied the behavior of earlier 
merchants like the arab or Middle eastern ones which traded in all kinds 
of drugs and aphrodisiacs. in the east indies, for instance, Bantam 
(Bantĕn) on West Java was an important commercial center long before 
the portuguese came. For the Dutch, who refrained largely from becom-
ing users themselves, opium remained a means provided for economic—
strategic reasons: it smoothed the trade with indigenous rulers as they 
started to settle here and there in the archipelago.

VOc physician Kaempfer reported about other qualities of opium and 
confirmed Schouten’s remarks:

people who have an unstoppable aversion in life or in their diseases ... pre-
pare themselves for their death. in their revenge against their fate, they also 
look to kill other people. to this aim they swallow a piece of opium with 
the result that they are overcome by a frenzy to such a degree that they go 
on the street with a dagger to kill all they meet, friend or foe, until they 
themselves are fatally stabbed ...21 

in palembang (Sumatra) in 1642, the VOc obtained a monopoly from the 
Sultan to import opium and textiles. the population of the entire 
Sultanate was obliged to maintain a fixed number of pepper plants. 
neglect of the gardens ‘was severely punished, as were opium smoking 
and gambling’.22 this must have been an order of the Sultan, who was 
interested increasing production as much as possible. if the Dutch could 
not buy pepper, there were always other europeans available. For the 
Dutch this was smuggling and in variance with the monopoly contract in 
a double sense: neither the pepper nor the opium trade was supported.

elsewhere, the opium strategy had another face. the notoriously 
repressive clove cultivation of ambon or amboina was fully developed by 
the Dutch in the 1660s. to regulate the yields, the company not only car-
ried out hongi expeditions (destruction of yields to keep the price as high 
as possible) but ‘even considered importing opium, in the expectation 
that it would make the ambo(i)nese lose their work motivation’.23 indeed, 
cloves were for the european markets (and some asian VOc clients); opi-
um, like slaves, only for the indigenous market. these strategies did not 
change until opium (amphioen) became a profitable trade product in its 
own right. this situation developed in the 1660s through the barter trade 

21 Quoted by r. Schmitz in G. Völger, K. von Welck, vol. 2, p. 658.
22 e. Jacobs, p. 66.
23 idem, p. 18.
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on the Malabar coast as indicated earlier when opium served as “money” 
and as a mass product. Only from that date onwards is Baud’s conclusion 
valid concerning the period 1620-1740:

in one and a half centuries [the VOc] succeeded in increasing the use of 
opium on Java twenty-fold, while continuously complaining that the turn-
over was not large enough.24 

What about the Dutch headquarters of the VOc where the lawyer pieter 
van Dam (1639-1701) worked? he was the first officially appointed histo-
rian of the VOc. the Board, The Seventeen Gentlemen, explicitly ordered 
him to write its history in detail, including all the failed actions, so that 
they could learn what to avoid in the future. normally, the historians of a 
company exaggerate the glorious deeds of their subject, but here the 
directors asked for the truth. in 1693 they were deeply concerned about 
‘the astonishing course of events and near total chaos and corruption in 
the government of their business in india’.25 

however, in all seven volumes Van Dam did not answer one of my 
burning questions: who decided to deal in opium on the indian coasts in 
the way described above, and why exactly was this product chosen?26 
Was it so easy or normal to deal in a controversial product as described by 
Van Dam or Van Linschoten? 

Shortly before he died, he published the following about opium, as if 
the information was not available:

amphioen, in Latin opium, comes from patna and from Gualoor, a land-
scape in hindustan; it is the gum from cut up balls, which is rather popular 
in asiatic nations, and they like it very much. the young and also the com-
mon men use those balls prepared in boiled water instead of amphioen. 
the persians say that their aristocrats invented the first use of it, when they 
could not get to sleep for worrying about important matters. the common 
man [in persia] and neighboring countries followed. Only a few people do 
not use it. 
 One takes daily a quantity as large as a pea. this doe not so much induce 
sleep, but strengthens the mind, in particular in war or on long voyages. 
When runners have to bring messages or letters over land, they are sup-
posed to become strong and to feel no sorrow nor labor. however, most of 
the time one uses it for sex [literally: for the unchastity]. those who take it 
daily become sleepy and stupid or uncontrolled in their words and deeds. 

24 J. c. Baud, p. 116.
25 p. van Dam, GS 63, p. X.
26 it is the same with the decision to exterminate all who were racially “undervalued” 

by the Germans. Was this order given in writing? Was it hitler or not? etc.  
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it is a lethal poison, unless one uses it in a modest and prudent way. there-
fore, those who like to use it should start with a bit, so that they can become 
accustomed to it. But after they stop taking it for four or five days, they can 
develop a lethal sickness; those who never used it and swallow 10 to 12 
grains will die.27 

pieter van Dam wrote this partly based on the reports of captains of VOc 
ships or of administrators in the VOc settlements.28 the author points to 
persia as the country of origin, which is acceptable since the word “amphi-
oen” is derived from the arabic “afiun”.29 Like Jan huygen van Linschoten, 
whose writings of a century earlier he knew perfectly well, Van Dam dif-
ferentiates between the use of the juice and the poppy balls. the latter 
were consumed by the “lower or uninformed classes” as a kind of arti-
choke; the juice-product was reserved for the aristocrats. and he again 
stresses the dangers (poison, etc.) and attractions (war, sex), although 
he—as a calvinist—defined sex as a sin and war as the best means to 
punish the unbelievers and primitives. 

his contemporary engelbert Kaempfer arrived in 1689 in Batavia 
before continuing on to Deshima, Japan. here he learned from Japanese 
colleagues a specific prescription with Papaver somniferum:

.... a secret against impotency, which was communicated to me by an expert 
Japanese physician, as somewhat very valuable. take as much as you please 
of crude opium, put it into a piece of linen, and suspend it in the smoke of 
boiling hot water; what sweats out of the linen, and sticks to the outside, 
affords the best and purest opium. take this substance, mix it with twice 
the quantity of ambergrease, and make it up into small pills. a few of these 
pills taken inwardly, at night before you go to bed, are said to be excellent 
stimulating medicine in that case.30

27 p. van Dam, GS 76, p. 32, 33. 
28 he is partly quoting from J. h. van Linschoten, vol. 2, p. 112, 113 without mentioning 

the source.
29 they say that both “opium” and “afiun” could be derived from the Greek, but this 

must be part of the 19th-century legitimation history. according to the OeD “opiate” is 
used for the first time in 1543 as a purely medical latinization; it is a means inducing sleep. 
the OeD does not even indicate a year of first use for “opium”, which is usually done. it 
took another sixty years before one started using the narco-connotations of opiate. in the 
19th-century Dutch writers in the east indies knew perfectly well that the word opium had 
nothing to do with Latin, but was only a corruption of afioen or apioen. See n. Struick, p. 3 
note.

30 e. Kaempfer, p. 300 in 1995 edition; same text in the 1727 edition p. 51, 52. amber-
grease is a waxy substance formed in the intestine of sperm whales and used chiefly as a 
spice in the east. 
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it would be interesting to ascertain whether these Japanese physicians 
had experimented with opium themselves or fell victim to the Dutch (or 
eventually portuguese) advertisement of their opium trade. Since 1609 
the Dutch had been traveling to Japan for the highly lucrative silver and 
silk trade, but en passant “medical knowledge” was exchanged as well. 

the obvious reason for the VOc to circulate opium as a mass product 
was to save bullion and gain better opportunities in the intra-asian trade. 
however, knowing what kind of stuff it was, they must have thought that 
the end justified the means: everything was allowed when making a prof-
it from “primitive pagans” and, certainly, if you could keep them quiet “in 
the same stroke”. 

Double Dutch Violence

Why is the Dutch government also referred to here? in his highly relevant 
historiography, Van Dam published many documents. One, about the 
public status and legitimation of the VOc, states

that the traveling to and trading with the east indies is not a private venture, 
but a large, important activity of the State, so that the consequences of its 
[the VOc’s] acts affect the common case ... [elsewhere is indicated] that the 
investments are made from the State’s financial resources, hoping that these 
in the future will result in large profits benefiting the good inhabitants of 
our country ... [therefore] ... the military sent out have to swear fidelity to 
the States General and his highness, the prince of Orange … [the VOc is, 
therefore, called a] public authority ... to do harm to our common enemy 
and to promote the right and honorable commerce ...31 

the decision-making people in the 17th-century could have had their 
doubts about the honorable character of their trade, but did not mention 
much about it. So, let us suppose that they had no scruples at all. Both 
aims (“enemy” and “commerce”) are fulfilled in an extravagant way. 

the VOc was, indeed, a commercial venture as well as a war-machine. 
Basic to both are the monopolies and claims its governors (the so-called 
Seventeen Gentlemen), the States General (the Dutch government) and 
the prince of Orange (simply an army general, Stadhouder, not even admi-
ral of the dominant fleet) announced out of the blue. they were the main 
means of a threefold strategy: rule by conquest where the VOc claimed 
direct territorial sovereignty (Banda islands, Batavia, etc.); authority and 

31 p. van Dam, GS 63, p. 73, 74.
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Figures 4 and 5. Schematic Diagrams of the Organization of the VOc—General and of the 
VOc—asia 

Source: adapted from F.S. Gaastra, De geschiedenis van de VOC (2nd edition, Zutphen, 1991) 
by a. Meilink-roelofsz et al., p. 106, 108.
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trade through monopoly contracts; trade by treaties with excessively 
strong asian rulers.32 

these aims of the decision-makers provided the power and authority 
of the executors: captains of ships, admirals of fleets, commanders of 
strongholds, governors of settlements or whole countries. With these 
“legal possibilities” they committed large-scale atrocities, built forts, 
appointed leading persons, encamped soldiers, toppled regimes or made 
treaties with foreign potentates. these master-merchants were in prac-
tice also absolute masters over life and death of not only their own sol-
diers and sailors, but also of foreigners if that was opportune: they could 
attack and kill them, destroy their cities, steal their products, sink their 
ships, etc. indeed, the octroy (charter; authorization) given to the VOc 
and its executors was also a license to kill. 

Van Dam provides the relevant documents like the one in which the 
limits of the acts of the VOc are given. ‘Limits’ is here the understatement 
of the century:

… nobody from these countries is allowed to sail, to trade or to negotiate, 
except the company, within the limits given in the octroy, that is to say: … 
the meridian touching the cape of Good hope, which goes directly to the 
southern and eastern meridian one hundred miles east of the Salomon 
islands ... [etc.] ... all seas, gulfs, straits, creeks, bays, rivers still to be dis-
covered between those two meridians, will be comprised in this con- 
tract. … here it is forbidden to everybody to trade in the east indies beyond 
the cabo Bona Speï, except the east indies company … it is furthermore 
forbidden from these countries or royalties ... in someone else’s service than 
of the company’s, to sail or to trade on penalty of loss of life, ships and cargo 
…33 

this and similar octroys are declarations of war against everybody who 
does not act in the interest of the Dutch State—VOc in about half of the 
world! One can only be astonished about the ‘arrogance and ignorance’ 
(see rashid in the preface) of these Seventeen Gentlemen in declaring this 
trade war, and assuming that people on the other side of the globe would 
accept this without counter-violence, revenge, guerrilla warfare and other 
countermeasures.

32 See K. Ward, chapter two, for a more detailed analysis of these forms of the imperi-
alist power play. J. Somers, p. 57 ff., the newest Dutch political-juridical analysis at issue, 
does not understand the wrong impact of the Mare Liberum doctrine, nor the impact of 
the monopoly theory and practice.

33 p. van Dam, idem, p. 76, 77.
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It was inevitable that these actions would be taken. They triggered a 
chain of bloodshed until one of the parties was exhausted, which started 
again when it recovered. In the Dutch case this endless war stopped 
around 1950 when they were definitely kicked out of the Indonesian archi-
pelago. The Dutch side (and other Western powers who declared the 
same wars) assumed it had some ‘right to conquer’ which was nothing but 
risking the use of better canons and guns instead of trading in a peaceful 
way, as it was a regular daily practice in Western Europe at the time. 

However, it assumed that another does not have such a right or, at 
least, that he has to accept all consequences resulting from this “right”. A 
new salvo was the only legitimation. The only legitimate act, resistance, 
nearly always led to a greater proliferation of violence from the intruders 
and not to negotiations with restitution of damages or other acts of repen-
tance. That was, certainly, “forgotten” as a matter of principle when later 
the unavoidable (and legitimate) guerrilla war against the Western repres-
sion started. And afterwards, one did not look back in anger.34

34 In January 2009 the Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs, M. Verhagen, visited Indone-
sia to talk also (along with the usual business) to the relatives of the victims of a Dutch 
mass-murder incident in the Javanese village of Rawagede (1947). In that year about 450 
men were murdered by Dutch soldiers looking for resistance fighters. Verhagen promised 
much, but did not apologize for this event, nor did he pay compensation as that would 
have been perceived as a declaration of guilt. Earlier, in December 2008, the Dutch Ambas-
sador had already said “Sorry” about “Rawagede”, but refused to apologize for it. In the 350 

Map 5. Octroy area of the VOC during 1602-1795 
Source: M. Meilink-Roelofsz et al. [ed.], p. 101.
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Who are the enemies of the Dutch State—VOC elite? For this relatively 
small Calvinist group, the closest enemies in Holland or other provinces 
were certainly their own inhabitants, bureaucrats, soldiers or sailors. Only 
a few decades earlier the whole population had been Roman Catholic. 
The new preachers were fanatic sectarians always ready to fight each oth-
er and the fabled “rest of the world”. Many of their hairsplitting arguments 
are to be found in long series of measures fixed in rules and contracts 
about who is allowed to benefit from captured ships and goods; who will 
be punished with monetary fines for the slightest mistakes; draconian 
death penalties for anyone daring to attack the authority of the Calvinist 
elite or punishments for corrupting everybody outside this elite, and so 
on.35 

The legitimation for these continuous internal suspicions and severe 
punishments is not only the vengeful Calvinist concept of God, but cer-
tainly also the relation between an absolute, unassailable position of the 
elite and the folk who had to do the dirty work for the VOC. This folk 
belonged largely to the scum of the nation, the mercenaries roaming 
around in war-stricken Europe.36 The distance between the rich and the 
poor in—say—prosperous Amsterdam of the Golden Age is represented 
in the official annual remunerations: 7000 guilders for the mayor and 200 
for a VOC soldier.37

In the outside world, the arch-enemies were the former masters, 
Catholic Spain and Portugal. They had already captured the largest parts 
of the non-European world. The new Protestant imperialists wanted their 
share and, if possible, all of it. 

In the 17th and the largest part of the 18th-century, England was not a 
real enemy of the Dutch in the East. They appreciated each other as the 
enemy of their enemy; as a “well-armed friend”, who must sometimes 
learn a harsh lesson from the strongest in the permanent competition. In 
addition, the “friend” had the wrong Protestant belief and government, 

years of the Dutch occupation of the archipelago, it is estimated that several million indig-
enous peoples were killed by the Dutch. There is not even a list of all the “Rawagedes”; that 
would be a long list, because at least one conflict was occurring somewhere in the archi-
pelago every year. It took another two years before an official apology and some money 
was given.   

35 See, for instance, Idem, p. 78-91.
36 C. Boxer (1965), p. 244.
37 This 35: 1 relation represented no real differences. The mayor could easily get a mul-

tiple of that amount through additional sources, while the VOC soldier’s payments were 
reduced by all kinds of fines. For all possible wages, etc. in the 16th–18th-century, see J. de 
Vries, A. van der Woude, part four.

Hans Derks - 9789004225893
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:36PM

via free access



The “Violent Opium Company” (VOC) in the East 207

notwithstanding the fact that a Dutch Stadhouder could become king in 
England (William III). Several English-Dutch Wars were fought at sea in 
Europe, which were ultimately lost by the Dutch in the West as well as in 
Asia. 

In the East the English only gradually arrived at a hegemonic position 
thanks to its fleet and the occupation of the largest land mass. This result-
ed, however, in something of a status-quo at the end of the 18th-century. 
Roughly: “British” India and the “Dutch” East Indies on opposite sides, 
“French” Indo-China in between, and China as prey for everybody.

Until about 1750 Holland was still “master of the Asian seas”. It was able 
to make a deal with the English EIC in another octroy (1619) which stated 
that no other body except the two Companies will be allowed to benefit 
and profit from a mutual treaty.38 This is a rather exceptional situation. 
After 1600 the normal daily practice among the main European countries 
was extensive and cruel religious wars on land and on sea (between “offi-
cial” fleets of private or state-pirates).39 

All the people involved in these ventures were accustomed to showing 
no mercy to anybody, using torture routinely and slaughtering innocent 
people wholesale. It is very difficult to find elsewhere an example of such 
a prolonged lethal “friendship” between these West Europeans, who made 
up their minds to conquer the “rest of the world”. Notwithstanding all 
this, gradually rules of the game developed (“Mare Liberum”; Protestants 
and Catholics must not fight each other, etc.) and some treaties or bonds 
which lasted longer than a few months. 

Outside the European world, everybody was an enemy by definition. 
This was due not only to their misunderstood commercial competition 
but also to cultural self-exaltation or racist and religious connotations in 
Western belief systems. Here a general cruelty was envisaged (to exploit 
the “other” and to convert them by all means) which was normally not 
done with European enemies. 

The main consequences were that Westerners thought they could (for 
some: had the right to) expropriate and exploit the bodies (slavery) and 
souls (opium) of those foreign people at will. At least from about the 14th-
century, in Western Europe neither slavery nor opium existed as social 
phenomena, was not allowed or not available on a mass production scale. 
For the outside world Europeans developed forms of racism to justify 

38 Idem, p. 77.
39 D. Starkey, M. Hahn-Pedersen (ed.), part 1; for the 19th and 20th-century European 

wars, S. Halperin is indispensable.
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slavery and the opium exploitation.40 The internationally operating 
Catholics first invented strategies to incorporate (violently) those who 
were deemed “racially impure”; the Protestants were much more rigorous, 
always prepared for the sharpest forms of segregation up to genocidal 
elimination of specific colored and/or non-Christian groups. This is not 
the whole picture but the main context of the stupendous violence and 
cruelty of the West European nations towards non-European countries. 

Monopoly Wars

From the Portuguese the Dutch learned many things as was described in 
ch. 10. One important subject is not mentioned there: the monopoly game. 
The Dutch learned from the Portuguese attempts to monopolize both the 
Euro-Asian and the intra-Asian trade in spices. They soon extended this 
to almost all other products. This monopoly game was only successful if it 
was based on military power: threatening, destroying or slaughtering peo-
ples and their cities and land for the slightest reasons. 

One of the first of the ferocious Dutch civil conquerors, Governor-
General Jan Pietersz Coen, wrote to his VOC Directors in Amsterdam in 
1614:

You gentlemen should well know from experience that in Asia trade must 
be driven and maintained under the protection and favor of your own weap-
ons, and that the weapons must be wielded from the profits gained by the 
trade; so that trade cannot be maintained without war, nor war without 
trade.41

Among the highest Portuguese or Spanish officials, like the Crown lawyer 
Joao Pinto Ribeiro, it was commonly held that wars could only be financed 
from trading profits. He wrote that the Dutch ‘understood this truism 
much better than the authorities’ in Europe. He should have pointed out 
the global constellation in this matter: there was an intimate relationship 
between the colonial and the internecine European wars; expansion in 
the East provided resources for these European wars and was to a consid-
erable extent generated by them. Or: treaties among European powers 

40 See the article “slavery” in E. Cashmore (ed.), p. 312-316.
41 Quoted by C. Boxer, VI-3, also for the following remarks about Joao Pinto Ribeiro. In 

F. Gaastra, p. 94 there is a table which gives the figures about the indigenous service per-
sonnel and slaves in 20 Dutch settlements (‘Indische Comptoiren’) in the year 1687-88: 
3,605 of the former and 2,384 slaves. The most extensive households were apparently in 
Ceylon (nearly 3,000 in total) and Batavia (about 2,000). M. Ricklefs (1981, 1993).
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Ill. 13. Cargo List of Nine Homewardbound Eastindiamen, 1690 
Source: A. Meilink-Roelofsz et al. [ed.], p. 80. Pepper and saltpetre belonged to the largest 
part of the cargo; tin, silk and sapan-wood came next. Whatever other products (dragon-

blood, marmalade or bird’s nests) were shipped, no opium was carried back to Europe. 
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and their changes made it possible/impossible to make commercial 
agreements in Asian waters between, for instance, the English and Dutch 
against the Spaniards and Portuguese until the first couple fought in 
Europe the four English-Dutch Wars.

There are scholars who argue that ‘the principal export of pre-industri-
al Europe to the rest of the world was violence’. In my view this is a rather 
obvious remark, but Prakash thinks otherwise:

Violence on sea was a weapon of the last resort, to be used as sparingly as 
possible, for the simple reason that it was by no means a cheap process. 
Ordinarily, both sides would first seek to resolve conflict and only in the 
event of a deadlock would either side resort to actual violence.42

Certainly, actions were often costly, and especially for the greedy Dutch, 
this argument was an important part of the considerations. However, this 
would mainly concern the actions on land which require large bands or 
armies of Western soldiers and longer (sometimes permanent) occupa-
tions, fortifications and so on. Earlier, Prakash made the relevant remark 
that ‘by far the most crucial element in the new situation was the armed 
superiority of European ships over their Asian counterparts’. To support 
this, he tells the story of six English ships which in 1612 

congregated off the Arabian coast and hijacked, in succession, fifteen pass-
ing ships from India, culminating in the capture of the great 1000-ton ves-
sel Rahimi, which belonged to the mother of the Mughal emperor. The 
prizes were taken to a nearby anchorage and plundered at will. ... the Eng-
lish could do this with impunity …43 

The cost? Nothing, but some ammunition. This is pure piracy in search of 
a prey. The risks of this were minimal once the ship had arrived in Asian 
waters, and the gains often enormous. For the underpaid scum of the 
Western nations, this was not only a welcome, but a necessary “additional 
income” or status at home. That situation changed as soon as Europeans 
landed and the Indian potentates knew this perfectly well when they told 
each other that they could be ‘master only of land and not of the sea.’ 

Of the 4,700 ships which were fitted out by the VOC (transporting 
about one million people from Europe to Asia), there were only a few 
which were not involved in this kind of piracy somewhere in the realm. 
Most of them were also involved in bombardments of coastal settlements 
before they started to plunder these villages or cities and murder all who 

42 O. Prakash in: E. Locher-Scholten, P. Rietbergen (ed.), p. 192.
43 Idem, p. 186, 187.
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could not take refuge in the jungle or interior. Westerners mostly did not 
dare to go there, being afraid of armed enemies (much better guerrilla 
fighters) or wild beasts, as well as sicknesses or other “revenge of the coun-
tries”. For all European conquerors and heavily armed pirate-merchants, 
violence was not so much ‘a weapon of the last resort’ but a necessary 
means to arrive at their aims. 

Map 6. South Asian Centers of VOC trade during 1602-1795
Source: M. Meilink-Roeloftsz et al. (ed.), p. 102.
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All this was not the case, or to a much lesser degree, in the communica-
tion and trade between the Asian countries and cultures. Earlier, the 
example was given of the Chinese merchants who traded peacefully for 
several centuries with Indian Ocean countries, but once they were treated 
in a highly treacherous way by Calicut rulers, they violently took revenge 
and never returned again. That is a good definition of “violence of the last 
resort”! 

Violence, therefore, should be defined in a much broader sense for the 
Western side, in its culture and setting, than for Asian contexts. In illus-
trating this, one could start with the quite different perceptions of war 
and the willingness to use more advanced weapons. Owning and display-
ing them were always deemed necessary in order to keep pressure on the 
indigenous people to deliver pepper, tea, opium and other products for 
the most favorable conditions and prices. In addition, there is a typical 
Western obsession with war and weapons, which were not available in 
Asia for a very long time. How astonished the Europeans were to discover 
in the middle of the 19th-century that the Chinese had had good canons 
for a long time already, but used them largely for fun and not to kill people 
and destroy cities or landscapes in genocidal waves. 

One cannot forget that when new European powers started to join the 
imperialist rat-race initiated by Portugal and Spain, they were also 
involved in genocidal European wars like the the Eighty Years’ War (Spain 
against the Netherlands) and Thirty Years’ War (Catholic against Prot-
estant rulers). There was, furthermore, an acceleration in all these wars in 
all respects.44 

Next, there were the “rules” of the monopoly game. The Westerners’ 
attempts to obtain a monopoly were nearly always accompanied by a sub-
stantial military show to fight off the European competitor or to put pres-
sure on an Asian potentate or to help the “other” king, chief or aspiring 
aristocrats to overrule his/her indigenous competitor.45 It became a kind 
of mantra like, for instance: 

44 See the overviews in S. Halperin and H. Derks (ed., 1989).
45 Dutch historians, for a large and dominant part Orangistic and Christian oriented, 

have always tried to whitewash the national history. Hardly any attention is paid to the 
exorbitant violence of the VOC, let alone its basic elements like the monopoly principle 
and practice. F. Gaastra, p. 11, even states that the monopoly concept has received a less 
negative image and stresses only ‘the professional and commercial ability’ of the VOC 
authorities. The historians during the Nazi period glorified Jan Pietersz. Coen, one of the 
most cruel VOC conquistadors among many. Gaastra, now the official VOC historian, still 
continues with this without any reservation. The alternative E. Vanvugt (1985), p. 48, is 
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… will the VOC receive permission of the King of Siam that it will trade tin 
there; [but] Malayan pirates are active there, making the waters insecure; 
at the moment the Mores export tin, but we must attempt to get a monop-
oly there …46

Or, when in 1678 the VOC decided again to launch large military opera-
tions against some king in Java, one of its leaders

reprimanded the king’s officials for having allowed Bantĕn shippers to sell 
opium and textiles at Jĕpara in violation of the VOC’s monopoly …47

And the consequences of obtaining such a monopoly mostly involved 
establishing a garrison in the capital as a continuous warning symbol, 
installing the highly provocative Portuguese invention (the cartaz or 
passport system) in which the occupying foreign power “allows” an indig-
enous private or public power to deal in products of its own country. Time 
and again the latter tried to “smuggle” or wriggle out of the situation, pro-
viding a reason for one punitive expedition after another full of the most 
cruel murder and genocidal practices. 

In short: after the fights end and the threat of new ones overshadows all 
activities, a monopoly (or its variant) is established as a chain of intended 
violence of an institutional character which basically destroys commer-
cial, social or cultural markets by foreign political-military means; there is 
no basis of legitimation for establishing such a monopoly, but rather a 
threat. 

The Dutch VOC state was the first in history to establish an opium 
monopoly in the 17th-century, an example followed by the English EIC at 
the end of the 18th-century. It was repeated by numerous colonial govern-
ments even at the beginning of the 20th-century. Without much exagger-
ation one can say: since the Dutch established the opium monopoly on 
the Malabar coast in 1663 through severe military violence, almost all 
Asiatic wars have had a strong narco-character through to the present, 
including the Vietnam and Afghanistan wars. In 1677 there followed an 
opium monopoly for the Mataram (West Java) countries, in 1678 one for 

wrong as well. He thinks that it is an Eastern custom to secure a monopoly which Dutch 
merchants learned in Batavia when accustoming themselves to the Eastern way of life. 
The sources of the monopoly practice and theory must be discovered in Western Europe 
in late medieval and early modern time (see the scholastic ius gentium, etc.), but the 
“monotheistic way of dealing with economic matters” is not the subject here. See H. Derks 
(2008).  

46 GM, IV, p. 348.
47 M. Ricklefs (1993), p. 49.
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Cheribon, and so on, although opium as merchandise was not very well 
known at the time.

How the objects of their aggression reacted to this enforced opium 
trade can be learned from the following examples from 1671, years before 
a monopoly was obtained and Western opium could be imported. A VOC 
official communicated in a letter to his superiors (Bantam, 10 November 
1671):

The King with all the aristocrats and wives went today to Pontangh with 50 
to 60 vessels, among which 30 to 35 men of war, manned by 1,200 to 1,300 
peoples, all amphioen users. When one has arrived on open sea, all these 
users are inspected for possession of amphioen. If something is found, the 
person together with his wife and children is sold to Lampon, whereupon 
the men of war are sent to Landack to start a war ... The King has announced 
everywhere ... that it is prohibited further to smoke tobacco: if somebody 
is found who is doing this, he will be punished with the same penalty as 
the amphioen smokers. Eight days later the same VOC official reports: ‘Kei 
Aria came home from Pontangh and he has summoned us, Englishmen and 
Frenchmen ..: in the name of the King he ordered us never to smoke amphi-
oen or tobacco mixed with it or to import it or to sell it in the harbor to 
Javanese of the East or to other foreigners on penalty of confiscation of the 
ship and all goods. Twenty-five Chinese, amphioen smokers, were sent to 
the King in Pontangh to work as diggers and field laborers like the other 
amphioen smokers. This King intends apparently to eliminate all amphioen 
smokers in his country once and for all.48 

These messages suggest that if foreigners wanted a monopoly on opium 
import, the pressure they exerted to get it must have been tremendous.

Here is one example of how this game was played in the daily practice 
of the VOC’s occupation of the “Dutch” East Indies. The English competi-
tor was successfully expelled from the archipelago around 1635. Depending 
on the periodic English-Dutch wars and treaties in Europe, individual 
ships were allowed to roam around the archipelago or be chased away 
and destroyed. After the middle of the 18th-century, however, the English 
came with many more ships, officially as a nation, especially in the north-
ern part of the archipelago, intending to stay, building their fortifications 
and settlements. That happened also in December 1755 on the Sumatran 
West coast near Padang. The Dutch Governor-General Mossel reported:

48 Quoted from J. K. de Jonge a.o. (ed.), vol. VI, p. 210 ff. If all 1200 sailors were smokers, 
their ships still traveled on the open sea. Whatever exaggeration, it is perfectly clear that 
opium, tobacco and smoking were not the most beloved products and activities. 
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.... triggered by the new inimical invasion and subsequent stay of the English 
on the bay of Tappianuly, our ministers extorted ... a contract with one of 
rulers [regent] there in which the two main rulers [regenten] of that district 
not only transferred their lands in full property to the Company, but also 
their citizens as subjects, if the Company will save them on sea against their 
enemies. Protests were made against this violation .... but the nation did 
not bother about it. That is the reason why the ministers asked for law and 
order to occupy these lands by force to stop its reckless ventures, to sustain 
our contract and to demonstrate our help. .... [We wait] for this and all other 
acts for a conclusive answer, but also for an evacuation of the bay and the 
district of Tappianuly, including reparation of all coastal works in the old 
condition. And if they attack us by force in order to stop us, then the con-
sequences are for them. ... In addition ... we will construct a small fortifica-
tion occupied by a militia ..49 

Hundreds of times the Dutch threatened all corners of the archipelago in 
the same way from the beginning until the very end and acted according-
ly.50 The indigenous rulers quickly learned what it meant when Dutch 
officials offered them “help”. Indigenous groups, tribes or competitors of 
the rulers repeatedly revolted to try to liberate themselves from the for-
eign occupation.

The direct motives of the foreign assaults can differ: sometimes pure 
power politics against European competitors and their indigenous allies; 
sometimes direct undermining of foreign or indigenous commercial com-
petitors in a particular product (nutmeg, opium, tin, etc.); sometimes 
threatening a whole population to stick to the rules of The Contract and 
continue producing and delivering the right quality and quantity on time. 
It always concerned the basic violent way of building the Dutch empire. 

49 GM, XIII, p. 3. Already at the end of 1757 a war was waged against the King of Johor 
and Cambodian vassals and the same message reports about the proposal: ‘An order has 
been given to conquer also Battubara, Selangor and Kedah if there is any opportunity to do 
this, in particular because already for many years competitors deal in opium and tin in 
Kedah.’ GM, XIII, p. 256 ff. The King of Johor is threatened enough to give many lands 
north of Malacca into the possession of the Company. This produced an administrative 
problem, because these lands were already the property of the Company thanks to an 
assault of 1680.

50 For comparable monopoly contracts concerning land, opium, tin etc. imposed on 
indigenous people see, for instance, GM, IV, p. 309, 348 (tin), 574 (opium), 592 in Java 
(opium), 724; GM, V, p. 54 (opium), 188 until GM, XIII, p. 38 etc. For examples of the 
accompanying passport activities see GM, IV, p. 348 (not allowed to buy opium from oth-
ers), 418; GM, V, p. 133; GM, XII, p. 256 (opium, tin), etc. 
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Empire Building

Another such network or chain of violence against people is better known. 
It concerns the systematic exploitation of bodies and the labor potential 
of foreign countries, the holding of colonial slaves for permanent settle-
ments or the different imperialistic violence of slave trading. The VOC 
was busy with both within an institutionalized violence-labor network. A 
substantial part of it was recently analyzed by Kerry Ward in an interest-
ing study.51 It is beyond our scope here to provide the details, but the con-
tours should be sketched, because part of the opium infrastructure was 
built in the same way. 

Ward points to the fundamentals of empire building and in particular 
the peopling policy of permanent settlements. Her demonstration con-
cerns the relationship between Batavia, the main VOC center in Asia, and 
the Cape of Good Hope, the main VOC center in Africa. 

By the early 1670s the VOC had finally committed itself to a permanent 
settlement on the Cape. It built extensive fortifications and many other 
buildings by means of slave labor. A whole chain of events and activities 
developed gradually and functioned “smoothly” a century later: slave 
labor networks in the southern part of Africa (Madagascar, Mauritius and 
Mozambique) were connected with the Red Sea, India (Coromandal 
coast) and Ceylon. From Southeast Asia came slaves from many island 
polities across the archipelago, especially from Macassar and the Bugis 
region of South Sulawesi, the Moluccas and the extensive local slave trade 
from Bali. 

Next, there were forced migrations of Asians, who were defined by the 
Dutch as exiles, criminals, political prisoners and the like. The ethnic ori-
gin of all those transported to the Cape was, therefore, complex. For 
instance, a group of Chinese was transplanted from the East Indies to the 
Cape after the 1740 massacre (see ch. 15), including some high-ranking 
exiles accompanied by their wives and children. 

It was the first time that this method of colonization was carried out. It 
is well known from the English, who were very active in peopling Australia 
and New Zealand in the 18th and 19th centuries by “cleaning” England of 

51 K. Ward. E. Jacobs mentions the use of slaves several times, but in a rather strange 
context as, for instance: ‘The two largest population groups in the city were the slaves … 
and the Chinese ... The VOC did not regard slaves as a commodity.’ (p. 233). It is not clever 
to follow this example and never mention slaves in the many product and trade tables at 
the end of the book and never discuss the topic in a relevant way. 
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white criminals and the New World of uncivilized, pagan, indigenous 
groups. 

These forced migrations and slavery also presupposed a typical pun-
ishment system with the general characteristic that the VOC

arrested a far higher proportion of their own servants and slaves than any 
other population group and that these ... were punished more harshly than 
high-ranking officials who committed crimes.52 

It went so far that female criminals were transport from the Amsterdam 
Spinhuis (women’s prison) to the Batavia Spinhuis and later to the Cape.53 
The rather prevalent crime of the high officials was corruption, so much 
so that upont its demise, the VOC initials were translated as: Vergaan 
Onder Corruptie (‘destroyed through corruption’). However, the elite net-
works mostly saved them from prosecution, while slaves and servants 
were treated most cruelly. Another example: in 1722, some 26 people of 
low standing, including 11 European storekeepers, were executed in 
Batavia for smuggling. These public hangings were not an uncommon 
phenomenon.54 They symbolized the colonizing elite’s existential fear of 
riots, thefts in white compounds or slave risings. 

Another remarkable aspect is also the general behavior against sick 
people of low standing. A travel report from Hofhout (1758) mentioned an 
encounter with ‘a horrible group’ of sick and half-dead people. According 
to one comment, they were accompanied by male nurses with big rattans. 
This was the usual situation in the hospital and outpatient clinic of Batavia 
where ‘the poor patients were robbed and beaten up’.55 The European 
patients received luxurious treatment. 

These elements of the punishment system were directed at individuals 
and the behavior in the direct environment (Batavia). More extensive and 
serious were the punishments meted out when colonial products (coffee, 
tea, indigo, etc.) were not delivered on time or not under the “right” condi-
tions. De Haan, manager of the colonial archives around 1900, tells in 
some detail about these cases in which ‘a vile cruelty’ was shown by or on 
behalf of the Dutch official (resident). For instance, in the VOC period in 

52 Idem, p. 88. For the English way of punishing in the colonial framework, see the 
excellent C. Munn and his analysis of branding, chain gangs, deportation, flogging, hang-
ing, hard labour and so on.

53 Idem, chapter 3 which examines the institutions of law and governance in Batavia.
54 C. Boxer (1965), p. 228.
55 F. de Haan, vol. 2, p. 543. Officially, sick people received food from the hospital, but 

that never happened in reality: they had to cater for their own food. Idem, note 4.  
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the coffee region of Preanger (South-West Java), leaders of the workforce 
‘who were not industrious enough’ got the ‘blokstraf’ (pillory) for one or 
several days, lashings with rattans or chains, etc. Besides the obvious 
excuse that one has to perceive these punishments from the perspective 
of a much rougher time, De Haan informs us:

In our judgment about this we have to consider also the means used by the 
English in Bencoolen to enforce pepper deliveries from the population 
against prices as high as the Preanger coffee ... What is the significance of 
a blokstraf or lashings compared to the burning of villages and the destruc-
tion of the products in the fields?’56 

Dutch officials tended to whitewash their own national performance. It 
also seems that the price of the product was somehow related to the mag-
nitude of the punishment: and the Dutch were much cheaper than the 
English! 

It would be difficult to list all the criminal acts Westerners committed 
daily for centuries in all the countries now known as the “Third World”. 
Historians in those countries should cooperate in documenting those 
acts. I described the Portuguese cruelties above, and below I shall confine 
myself to only a few examples of the Dutch in “their” Asian countries.

The Banda Case and all that57

One of the first and earliest examples has all the elements of the Dutch 
way of dealing with the inhabitants of the East Indies. It is, furthermore, a 
typical example of how Protestant West Europeans conquered “new 
worlds” with their settlers. 

56 Idem, vol. 1, p. 162. De Haan’s four volumes contain many documents about the 17th 
and 18th-century life in Java.

57 The following is based on J. Villiers who reports mainly about the Portuguese rela-
tionship with the nutmeg islands; D. Hall, passim, in particular p. 276-286. Several Dutch 
VOC websites still write 400 years later in the most abstract terms about the Banda geno-
cide, which is the right definition when a whole population is eliminated (see text). One of 
them writes: ‘as a consequence of war acts many thousands of Bandanese died’ (Kunst-en-
Cultuur. inform. nl), another (VOC Kenniscentrum, KITLV in Leiden) pretends the Banda-
nese fell in a normal war. It is strange that the present official Dutch historian of the VOC, 
F.Gaastra, in his book for the general public on p. 45 suddenly refrains from describing 
what really happened under the pretext that the consequences of Coen’s action ‘are well 
known’. Other historians like J. de Vries, A. Van der Woude, p. 453 ff even write that Coen 
‘strengthened his position by driving out a large part of the population without mercy …’ 
without even pointing to the strategic importance of demonstrating as much violence as 
possible in establishing a foreign monopoly or to the strategic importance of opium. And, 
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It concerns the Banda archipelago about 140 kilometers south of the 
islands of Ambon and Ceram. This covers about ten small volcanic islands 
with a land mass of nearly 200 square kilometers. Before the Europeans 
came, they were the only source of nutmeg and mace for all neighboring 
countries including Arab, Chinese and Javanese traders. In addition, 
Banda maintained an important entrepot trade for the regional networks. 

The Portuguese were the first Europeans, and they visited several times 
in the period 1512-1529. The Muslim Bandanese were hostile to Christianity 
and to the Portuguese. The latter were forced to buy their nutmeg in 
Malacca, where it was traded by the Bandanese themselves. 

In the sixteenth-century nutmeg and mace were highly prized every-
where as important ingredients for cooking and medicine. In the early 
seventeenth-century an additional value was mentioned in a contempo-
rary Portuguese source (Manrique): rich Bengal opium consumers mixed 
their dose with nutmeg, mace, cloves, Borneo camphor and other spices 
to increase the narcotic effect.58 What we guess about Mughal opium con-
sumption suggests that the direct and indirect Banda–India trade rela-
tions were not unimportant.

The Bandanese were very good merchants and large shipbuilders, trad-
ing their products not only with Ambon and neighboring islands, but as 
far as Java and Malacca. A trip like this, for instance, took two or three 
years, and many of their junks were lost.

The reason why the Portuguese did not succeed in obtaining a nutmeg 
monopoly is, according to Villiers, ‘because they were confronted by a 
cohesive and united group of orang kaya, whose authority derived from 
popular consent’. Elsewhere, the chiefs were in a constant state of con-
flict. That was always an advantage for the Europeans, who were experi-
enced in the divide and rule game. These orang kaya, a kind of mercantile 
aristocracy, tried to play this game between the Portuguese, Spanish, 
English and Dutch merchants. That was, apparently, too complicated a 
job for them, because they provoked the strongest party, the Dutch.

When the Dutch arrived for the first time (1599), the population totalled 
about 13-15,000 and included Malay, Javanese, Chinese and Arab traders. 

of course, without doubting the legitimacy of imperialism and colonialism. For the con-
text see Both, vol. 1, p. 91 ff., vol. 2, p. 237 ff. It is a pity, but quite symptomatic, that 
J. Somers, p. 62, does not elaborate on this Banda case. For the Banda case, see also  
M. Ricklefs (1981), passim.

58 J. Villiers, p. 725.
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The Dutch were welcomed, were allowed to establish a small factory, and 
were seen as ‘saviours from the detested Portuguese’.59 

Things soon went wrong: the Dutch occupied the island of Banda and 
imposed a monopoly for the nutmeg trade on the orang kaya. The 
Bandanese wanted to remain independent, however, they did not need 
the items offered by the Dutch, and the Dutch seriously mistrusted them. 
No Bandanese knew what a monopoly contract implied, but they soon 
learned their first Dutch lesson: the Dutch threatened them with military 
attacks, if the monopoly agreement was not followed. The Bandanese 
decided to get rid of these Europeans and killed a Dutch captain with 
some companions in an ambush in 1609. 

Contrary to the Portuguese, the Dutch came back.
In the meantime, they were joined by other Europeans, because the 

English had arrived, paid higher prices for the nutmeg and built their own 
fortified factory. Now the Dutch had two enemies; they slaughtered the 
Bandanese people of one island, but lost 200 soldiers in an English attack 
(1619). 

All this gave the Banda case the highest military priority, and Governor-
General Coen himself came two years later with a substantial army and a 
secret weapon, a company of mercenaries, Japanese samurai. In a terrible 
massacre the Dutch killed most of the 15,000 inhabitants. Bandanese sur-
vivors (ca. 600 people) were caught and transferred to Batavia and else-
where as slaves. That this was a real genocide according to all possible 
definitions is proven also by the follow-up.

After Coen prepared this tabula rasa, he completed the “victory” by 
putting his stamp on the empty Banda archipelago: all the available space 
was divided up into a grid of equal spaces (perken) in which nutmeg had 
to be planted. They were farmed out to Dutch settlers (perkeniers) who 
had to sell their yields only to the VOC for a fixed price; the manual labor 
was done by slaves imported by the VOC from Batavia. Because the VOC 
preserved its monopoly on nutmeg for several centuries, the perkeniers 
became tremendously rich. 

Of course, this monopoly also had to be sustained by a substantial mil-
itary deployment. One of the largest fortifications in the East Indies, 
Nassau Castle, was erected on the main island; smaller fortifications were 
established on all the others. To eradicate every form of competition and 

59 Idem, p. 749.
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every suggestion of “free trade”, Coen and his successors carried out two 
rather lethal activities.

First they chased their European competitors, the English, out of the 
Moluccas, ignoring the 1619 treaty between the VOC and EIC. Revenge for 
the English role in the Banda case was certainly the main motive. This cul-
minated in the highly debated Amboyna Massacre (1623). It concerned a 
quasi-juridical murder including waterboarding practices: the decapita-
tion of ten Englishmen (EIC officials), nine Japanese mercenaries and a 
Portuguese servant of the VOC. The English public opinion became 
aroused to such a degree that the massacre was one of the motives for  
the First, Second and Third English-Dutch Wars. In addition, the fully 
 intimidated English disappeared, and their competition in the Moluccas 
came to a bloody end.

The second activity was local in nature. Governor-General Coen and 
his successors repeatedly ordered raids on specific islands. These naval 
patrols, in fact death squads, were regularly sent around the islands to 
destroy and burn “unlicensed” nutmeg trees or other valuable plants and, 
if necessary, their indigenous planters. These so-called hongi raids became 

Map 8. Major Dutch Campaigns in Java, September-December 1678
Source: M. Ricklefs, 1993, p. 51.
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a standard means of repression for most of the 17th and 18th centuries. 
The aim was to keep prices as high as possible and to prevent smuggling 
opportunities.60 They kept the flame of resistance burning against the 
VOC and its successor, the Dutch government. 

Other 17th-century Violence

All this was the most radical form of repression: the total eradication of an 
indigenous society and its replacement by a new foreign one. In the East 
Indies this “signal” was heard and discussed until modern times as the 
clearest example of the implications of Dutch colonialism. Indeed, in the 
Banda islands, a typical Dutch Protestant settler society developed. This 
kind of VOC monopoly game was the ultimate consequence of a model 
for the Protestant way of colonizing foreign countries, as repeated later in 
the USA, Australia or South Africa.

This ultimate aim returns in the literature about the first years of the 
VOC. A highly artificial antagonism is constructed between the “direction 
Laurens Reaal” (only violence in the last resort) and the “direction Coen” 
(shoot first, ask questions later). Both were Governor-General of the VOC 
in the Indies, although the former lasted only a few years (1615/16-1617). 
The latter was Reaal’s successor and stayed nearly unto his death in 1629. 

Indeed, Reaal was not a dye-hard Calvinist, military and bookkeeper 
like Coen, but a moderate, intellectual Protestant (Remonstrant). He was 
certainly embarrassed by the horrific behavior of the Dutch settlers. He 
was against the monopoly trade as well and was one of the very few to 
demonstrate what monopoly trade was all about in his correspondence 
with the VOC Directors in Amsterdam (1623):

Do you want to occupy all trade, shipping traffic and all products of the soil 
of the Indies? From what should the indigenous population live? Do you 
want to kill them and let them starve? This cannot help anything, because 
in an empty sea, on empty land and with dead people, you cannot make a 
profit. In short: with power and violence one intends to do everything in 
order to provide a monopoly for the VOC, and one is not afraid to use all 
injustices and even barbaric means to achieve this aim.’ And reacting to the 
Dutch settlers, he asked, who likes to go to the Indies ‘to act as hangman 
or guard of a herd of slaves? ... to be governors and predecessors of free 

60 E. Jacobs (p. 18) still thinks that these expeditions were organized ‘to temporarily 
reduce the labor force’.  
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people who in fact are the scum of our nation; they are able to eat the 
Company, and they will disclose in the Indies that the Dutch will conquer, 
mistreat and kill them and that they belong to the most cruel nation of the 
whole world?’61 

It is a remarkable expression from one of the highest VOC officials at the 
very beginning of the VOC’s occupation of the East Indies. Alas, he was 
the first and the last VOC employee who wrote anything like this. 

It remained an unusual incident even in his personal history: Reaal 
plotted against his predecessor Governor-General Both; he stimulated 
corruption among soldiers and nurtured a dangerous antagonism 
between soldiers and merchants.62 Reaal himself suggested the butcher 
J. P. Coen as his most able successor. Furthermore, he was responsible for 
all VOC deeds since he remained in the highest VOC position with the 
most attractive remuneration thanks to ‘the herd of slaves’ in the Indies. 
A Reaal–Coen contradiction (if any) had only to do with the question of 
which is the best (= least costly) strategy to squeeze profit out of a strange, 
foreign, pagan realm.

The answer was crystal clear. The ink of Reaal’s letter was not yet dry 
before the Banda massacre occurred. Together with Reaal, Coen attacked 
the English in Jakarta (the later Batavia); the important harbor of Jĕpara 
(Middle Java) was totally destroyed in 1618 by Block and again in 1619 by 
Coen himself to avoid English trade or to liberate Dutch people, who mis-
behaved themselves with indigenous girls; he threatened its Chinese mer-
chants with delivering pepper at fixed monopoly prices; in 1622 Coen 
attacked Macao; defeated the Chinese a year later in the Pescadores; 
extensive wars with one indigenous ruler after the other raged for the rest 
of the century.63 

Hundreds of thousand of people must have been killed in the East 
Indies and numerous settlements destroyed before the end of this 17th-
century. The sectarian Protestant civilization was notorious for its vio-
lence, greediness, corruption and sexual excesses. This tempest over the 
East Indies had, of course, many consequences for the uprooted indige-
nous societies, shaken also by the rigorous divide and rule games of the 
Westerners, their bribery and opium.

61 Quoted in E. Vanvugt (1985), p. 43.
62 P. Rietbergen in his long introduction to Both, vol. 1, p. 102.
63 M. Ricklefs (1993), p. 75, reports about a similar case fifty years later where VOC 

solders misbehaved: now they also smoked opium.
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Continuous Dutch Violence

Gaastra stated that after 1700, the Dutch were less aggressive than in the 
previous century.64 During the 18th-century, however, the rather contin-
uous wars against the indigenous rulers of Bantam (Bantĕn), Mataram, 
Bali, Java’s Eastern Salient (Oosthoek) or Madura can be mentioned.65 
“Banda” massacres also occurred like the so-called Chinese Massacre of 
1740 (see below). The century ended with the lost war against the English 
(a continuation of the war of 1759 against “British” India) and the occupa-
tion of the East Indies by the British. There were as well numerous violent 
attacks on “enemies” in the rest of the archipelago.

As soon as the Dutch returned to power in 1816, a new period started 
full of uprisings, revolutionary movements and wars against the Dutch 
colonial regime. Between 1800 and 1850 there were numerous armed 
rebellions in Bantĕn, with a peak in 1850. In the period 1825-1830 the Java 
War was the most devastating attack against these kingdoms under the 
leadership of one of its aristocrats, the Muslim Dipanagara. This war was 
also an opium war.66 Uprisings were endemic until about the 1870, but 
culminated in the great outburst of 1888 and the thirty years’ war against 
the Sultan of Aceh.67 

The loss of privilege and collective humiliation that inevitably accom-
panied colonial rule generated intense resentment and frustration  
among groups which had lost their traditional position. Protests were 
often expressed in a religious framework, which was Islam in Bantĕn. 
Consequently, leaders stressed the Holy War theme. Triggered by so-
called modernization projects of the colonial regime, mainly in agricul-
tural practice, the revolutionary movements became peasant revolts, 
which were also opposed against the urban secularization.68 The Dutch 
and the British (during their interregnum in 1811-1816) were simply too 
bold and arrogant when attempting to revolutionize both the Javanese 
elite and the peasants. As a result, they joined forces through their com-
mon hate of the foreigners, and this antagonism never disappeared.

Once this 19th-century ended, the new and last “Dutch one” began with 
the serious and devastating wars in Aceh, Bali and Lombok, with a hun-

64 F. S. Gaastra (1991), p. 97. See also M. Ricklefs (1981), p. 91 ff.
65 See W. Remmelink, J. Talens, C. Boxer (1977), S. Margana, D. Hall, etc.
66 See C. Holtzappel in: H. Derks (ed., 1989), p. 147 ff.
67 S. Kartodirdjo.
68 M. Adas, p. 3 ff. about the situation in Mataram, p. 93-99 about Dipanagara and pas-

sim for the Java War.
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dred thousand innocent people massacred under the Dutch leadership of 
the pious Calvinists Van Heutz and Colijn, who had to accept serious loss-
es among their own military. Was it coincidental that these regions were 
traditional opium “smuggling nests”, which undermined the Dutch gov-
ernment’s opium profits?69 The repression continued thanks to the rise of 
the nationalist movements until the last, unsuccessful, all-out war, euphe-
mistically called the “Police action”, in 1946-1949 with the usual massacres 
of innocent civilians. This time it was also strongly supported by the so-
called Socialists of Willem Drees.70 (A new defeat in a fancy war around 
“the last colony”, New Guinea in 1962, completes this survey.)

It is, indeed, a most tragic period in world history: three hundred years 
of merciless, violent exploitation of the East by the West in which opium 
played a major role as a means of repression. Let’s now return to this cen-
turies-old Dutch opium trade which was so intimately related to the 
excessive violence sketched above. 

Dutch Opium Trade: General Questions

As described in the ‘Pepper for Opium’ chapter, the defeat of the 
Portuguese on the Malabar coast meant the real start of the Western opi-
um trade. The largest portion of the Bengal opium trade was soon direct-
ed to the East Indies. One must realize that the archipelago has the surface 
area of the USA, while the Dutch lived mainly in coastal settlements with-
out forming a true colony. In the 17th and a large part of the 18th-century, 
their presence was also confined to the middle of Java and only a few loca-
tions outside this island. This does not seem very impressive, but the 
Dutch fleets ruled the waves.

As Appendix 2 indicates, in these years about 40,000-70,000 pounds 
opium were imported annually from Bengal. It is doubtful that all of it was 
destined for Java. There must have been other distribution channels. One 
possibility, which must be seriously considered, is the re-export to 
Malacca or even China, the land with the most ambiguous opium history 

69 E. Vanvugt (1995-2), p. 12 ff. This author also published a so-called “documentary 
travel novel” The Bloody War on Bali (2007). It is the story about two massacres a century 
earlier in which many thousands of Balinese, including women and children, fully 
unarmed died from the bullets of the Dutch military. This is astonishingly perceived as 
examples of perang puputan, collective suicide. An effective way to wash away the Dutch 
guilt.

70 See H. Derks in: Idem (ed., 1989), p. 296-303.
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before its “English 19th-century”. Was it easy or possible to sell opium to 
the Chinese long before the English did? The answer must be negative, 
and will be discussed here only in a general way. 

Malacca in the early 17th-century was a most important location in the 
Far East, and handled a substantial amount of re-export trade from India 
to, for instance, China. Large numbers of Chinese junks came to Malacca 
to trade. Many Arabian, Gujarat, etc. merchants traveled the Persian Gulf, 
Indian Ocean and came as far as China long before the Western intruders 
started their violent attacks. The reverse was also true: for centuries 
Chinese merchants came to the ports in the Middle East and India. In 
these busy commercial networks, competitors and partners, producers 
and consumers acted peacefully most of the time and certainly not with 
imperialistic and or colonialist aims.71

Before the Dutch shipped their goods towards China, the Portuguese 
and Spaniards had done the same. They invented a tradition which 
became a classic one in the relations with China: in 1679 the Portuguese 
had conflicts with Chinese officials, because the latter had discovered and 
discredited Portuguese smuggling. A small quantity of opium was also 
found on the foreign vessels, which was forbidden on penalty of confisca-
tion of the ship. 

The Dutch copied this behavior of the Portuguese even though they di 
dnot have the advantage of a Macao settlement. They intended to start 
smuggling with small ships but failed as well and complained about the 
Chinese local authorities, who tried to swindle them.72 These complaints 
would not have been heard if they could have made profitable deals with 
the Chinese. 

The violent way the Dutch traded is probably the main reason why 
matters were blocked in China. Prakash states that success was limited

to establishing a trading post, by force if necessary, on the coast of China 
or in its immediate vicinity. The efforts to blockade Chinese trade with 
Manila were followed by an attack on Macao in 1622 and the subsequent 
occupation of the Pescadores. But soon after, in 1624, the Dutch were per-
suaded to move to Taiwan in return for an informal agreement that Chinese 
merchants would be allowed to go there to trade with them.73 

71 For the early history see M. Meilink-Roelofsz, chapter 1; K. Glamann, passim. The 
latter analyzes mainly the East-West trade and not the inter-Asian trade. Therefore, data 
on opium are not given in his book.

72 GM, IV, p. 280; see also Idem, p. 11, it was reported that Dutch small ships were 
smuggling around the Canton islands. See J. Wills, p. 150 ff.

73 For the following O. Prakash (1985), p. 16 ff.
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Still, a small part of the opium the Company auctioned later at Batavia 
found its way to China, thus opening that market to Indian opium for the 
first time. The main part of the Bengal production remained, however, in 
the archipelago. 

The Governor-General and Minister of the Dutch East Indies, Jean 
Chrétien Baron Baud (1789-1859), is probably the first opium historian. He 
provided the other side of the Chinese story in 1853:

China, at the moment the country with the most extensive opium consump-
tion, did not produce this remarkable merchandise on a large scale, not-
withstanding the availability of poppy and the Chinese knowledge about 
the characteristics of the moon-juice from their medicine. The import on a 
large scale for the use of smoking came from the West. This follows from a 
Memorandum of an important state bureaucrat, Heu-Naetse, to the em - 
peror, who advised allowing the opium import against a tax as was usual 
in earlier times .... “Originally,” Heu-Naetse wrote, “the poppy juice [heulsap] 
was perceived as a medicine; its characteristics are stimulating, stopping 
excessive defecation, mitigating the effects of bad fumes.” In the materia 
medica of Li-Schi-Tschin, from the Ming dynasty, it is called A-foe-young ... 
During the reign of Kien-Lung (1736 until 1796) and also earlier, opium 
was taxed with the Cantonese tariff of remedies and with an import duty 
of 3 tael per 100 katti, except an additional duty of 2 tael, 4 mas and 5 
condorijn for each package called package money. After this the import was 
forbidden.74 

He rightly points to the Portuguese as the one who for the first time “trad-
ed” in opium (better: carried opium with them as a present to rulers) and 
introduced it in the East Indian archipelago through Malacca. Jan Huygen 
van Linschoten is also used as a source of Baud’s knowledge. However, in 
the earliest travel literature of the Dutch merchant-pirates (Houtman and 
others), he could not discover any reference to opium in the archipelago. 
That was already different in Van den Broecke’s reports. Baud is clever 

74 J. C. Baud, p. 84. Jean Chrétien Baud also refers here to the ‘Correspondence relative 
to China, presented to both houses of Parliament, 1840’. Baud is a highly interesting man. 
He was sometimes Governor-General in the colony, sometimes Minister of the Navy or 
Minister of Colonies. In the National Archive (archive no. 2.21.007.58) a substantial archive 
is available from which can be derived the following. In 1818-1821 he is somehow involved 
in the organization of the opium lease in the colony, in the prohibition of the opium sale 
in the Preanger (1824), in the contract with the Bengal opium importer Maclaine Watson 
& Co (1833). Later he deals with the complaints of the Nederlandsche Handelmaatschap-
pij (see ch. 18) about the difficulties in the opium business (1839) and with the always 
returning theme of lowering the opium price relative to the extension of smuggling prac-
tices (1854). His tract ‘Proeve …’ (Essay concerning the Sale and Consumption of Opium in 
Dutch East Indies) is certainly written by a highly authoritative man and an insider. The 
first part of E. Vanvugt (1985) is a compilation of Baud’s essay.
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enough to point to contradictions between the early Dutch and early 
English adventurers: the latter wrote already in 1605 (erroneously?) that 
people in Bantam (West Java) liked opium very much, whereas the Dutch 
had just started to introduce some opium in the Moluccas. 

The Dutch pirates did not discover opium on the captured Spanish and 
Portuguese ships either, ‘notwithstanding the fact that several of these 
ships were Indian coasters from which the cargo may be considered as 
symptomatic for the dominant needs and customs of the time.’75 The lack 
of some opium trade in the archipelago is due, according to Baud, to the 
war activities of the Dutch during the first forty years of the 17th-century. 

Baud, furthermore, wrote quite humorously about the VOC:

It is quite right that the Company prohibited the opium trade under severe 
punishments—even the death penalty—but did not include itself in this 
prohibition. It never detested this trade, but detested the smugglers, who 
intended to profit from it in the same way. The Company increased the 
consumption of opium on Java twenty-fold, while complaining constantly 
that this was not enough.76 

An important colonial official like Baud was constantly busy with figures 
and their interpretations.77 For us, this is a major advantage of his writ-
ings. To start with, his following statement is already important:

From 1640 to 1652 ... the imports averaged 500 pounds. From 1653 to  
1665 ... it was on average 1100 pounds annually. From 1666 to 1677 [when 
the Company was granted the monopoly on the opium trade from the Susu-
hunan of Mataram, H.D.] the import was on average 10,000 pounds.78 

75 J. C. Baud, p. 89. That was a similar conclusion to the one I have drawn from Van den 
Broecke’s reports about the Surat traffic.

76 Idem, p. 116. J. Meiss, p. 56, made of this that the advantages of the opium trade were 
undermined for a small part by the smugglers, but for the largest part by the fraud (mors-
handel) of the VOC bureaucrats themselves. Generally, the profit increased because the 
VOC was only interested in this profit and not in prohibiting the use. In Meiss’ opinion the 
opium distribution system is the best, which taxes the use as heavily as possible to the 
advantage of the treasury (Idem., p. 57).  

77 Baud’s major reconstruction of the opium distribution system (1842) involved 
dividing Java into distribution districts for the opium farmers. They had to sell from the 
Dutch their largest quantity for a fixed price (210 guilders per catty) in a three-year con-
tract. This was called the tiban. If there was a demand for more opium, then the farmer 
could get as much as he liked for the same price. This additional quantity was called siram. 
Later this tiban–siram system was changed several times. For example: in 1848 the fixed 
tiban price became 100 guilders per catty and the siram price 35 guilders. See J. Meiss,  
p. 56-66; J. Wiselius (1886), p. 13-19.

78 J. C. Baud, p. 100. This monopoly was reconfirmed in a new treaty around 1705.  
M. Ricklefs (1993), p. 142.
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Baud further provides two long tables listing all the Dutch imports from 
Bengal into the archipelago. The first is more or less in accordance with 
Prakash’s Bengal export data given in the previous chapter (see Appendix 
2). From this table and the last quotation, the whole of the 17th-century 
import in the East Indies from Bengal can be estimated at 2.1 million 
pounds. 

Prakash has given rather precise figures from 1659 onwards. This is the 
case in Baud’s table from 1678 onwards. If we compare the totals from 
1659-1718, both have a weight of 3.6 million pounds. There is a difference 
of 60,000 pounds, but that must be acceptable over such a long period (it’s 
not more than the export or import of an average year). 

However, if one compares specific years, serious differences are noted 
most of the time.79 If there was always less import in Batavia than export 
from Bengal, the conclusion is clear: on the long way from Bengal to 
Batavia, several other customers received opium, which was normally the 
case. Alas, the picture is not that simple, because sometimes the import 
was substantially larger than the export from Bengal. In that case other 
production locations may have been visited, most likely in the Middle 
East. On the way from Europe to the East Indies, one first passed these 
opium sources (Surat, etc.).80 

Based on the Prakash data, I estimated that about 11 million pounds 
must have been imported from Bengal in the whole of the 18th-century. 
Appendix 2 shows that around the middle of this century, 6 million 
pounds are reached, so a total of 11 million pounds is realistic. The growth 
of the import is exponential, and therefore, it cannot be a surprise that the 
import for the whole 18th-century was 12.6 million pounds. This was the 
import quantity from Bengal only. 

The Indigenous Producers

The VOC produced nothing, but delivered and sold items. It used to nego-
tiate only if the indigenous producer was too powerful or important for 
other aims (help in struggle with others, etc.). Take for instance tin from 
the islands of Bangka and Belitun (Banca and Billiton, south of Malacca) 

79 Reasons for this could be the way of bookkeeping, the interval in time between the 
Bengal and the Dutch notations, the currencies and weights used, the occasional loss of 
ships, etc. Apparently over a long period all these differences smooth out statistically. Any-
way, it is too time-consuming and unnecessary for our aims to go into detail at a year level.

80 R. Parthesius, p. 45 and 55.

Hans Derks - 9789004225893
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:36PM

via free access



chapter thirteen232

and the surroundings; a highly desired product for the Dutch and English. 
Their indigenous “partner” was the very rich and powerful Sultan of 
Palembang. How fierce the competition was between these two main 
Western powers is demonstrated in a report by a captain of the VOC 
(1751). He 

had drawn a blank almost everywhere as the tin was being reserved for the 
English, who had paid in advance with opium and linen ... Only in Kedah, 
outside the area the Company regarded as constituting its sphere of influ-
ence, had he been able to buy a few hundred piculs of tin.81 

A few years later the VOC sent a special delegation to the region, but it 
found that not only had the English received a monopoly on tin from a 
local king in the meantime on the condition that they build a stronghold, 
but that even in Kedah (in the North of Malacca) they sold ‘linen and opi-
um at prices with which the Hon. Company cannot possibly compete’.82

This last remark points to a remarkable aspect: the VOC paid the least 
of all foreign competitors (first and foremost the English, but also all sorts 
of private traders including Chinese), but on time and closely following 
the rules of a contract. Private traders were willing to pay between 11 and 
15 reales for tin; the English were sometimes prepared to pay even 16-17 
reales per picul.83 Yet the Sultan of Palembang, the main ruler in the cen-
tral area of the tin trade and the main receiver of the (silver) reales, the 
most common foreign exchange currency, was not dissatisfied with the 
VOC behavior. 

Later the VOC introduced a passport system to enable cruisers to dis-
tinguish “legal” goods from the so-called “smuggled” trade. Every non-
Dutch master of a vessel with ‘monopoly goods’ (spices, pepper, tin, 
opium and cloth) had to legitimate this by means of a passport received 
from the VOC. If this was not available, the Dutch decided to confiscate 
the cargo and/or the ship, but also to destroy everything and sometimes 
even everybody. In the trade monopoly region, every private trade was 
forbidden, was smuggling. 

This was not only the case for the VOC. The Sultan of Palembang cop-
ied this rule. He claimed a monopoly on tin production that was detri-
mental to the miners and the traders thanks to the practice of an 
“overweight” system: the miners had to supply the tin for 8 reales per picul 

81 R. Vos, p. 56.
82 Idem, p. 58. D. Hall, p. 277.
83 See Idem. appendices, p. 213-218.
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of 150 catties to managers, who sold it for the same price to the Sultan, but 
using the “light” weight picul of 100 catties. The Sultan in turn received not 
only the tin for the foreign traders, but also all kinds of necessities for his 
court. The Sultan sold his tin to the foreigners for 12 reales with “some” 
weight per picul.84 

The Dutch preferred to pay with hard reales. The English, in contrast, 
purchased reales (with goods like weapons, ammunition and saltpeter) 
and mainly used opium and cloth from India as a means of exchange. The 
other main difference was that the Dutch preferred to make up contracts 
with the indigenous suppliers or producers, creating for themselves the 
“legitimation” to attack and slaughter most cruelly those who breached 
these contracts. This “Dutch treatment” remained the symbol of its colo-
nial repression until the end.

The aristocratic British imperialists were more flexible since they com-
bined the usual ridiculous “civilizing missions” with a sportsman’s accep-
tance of a lost game. The Calvinist Dutch always had God on their side 
and handled their business without mercy for the other party as sectari-
ans still behave, certainly when deciding that the entire outer world is 
their wicked, pagan enemy asking for a trial by ordeal. But local or indig-
enous people and societies, of course, often act quite differently from a 
Dutch or Western perspective. The latter is usually characterized by the 
attitude that the whole area is/was Western property because of its mili-
tary superiority. How opium activities were organized at the local and 
regional levels within the rather complicated trade relations before the 
19th-century can be demonstrated as follows. 

After long and heavy fights the VOC succeeded in 1667 in wresting the 
trade monopoly from Makassar (Celebes, Sulawesi), mainly for spices, 
wood and cotton. That one of the largest fortresses in the archipelago, 
Fort Rotterdam, was needed to consolidate this VOC power is symptom-
atic of the seriousness of these conflicts. It was a century later that the 
opium trade also started here with imports and exports of rather small 
quantities, averaging five picul (= about 300 kg) a year. However, twenty 
years later this suddenly increased about ten times in weight.85 Apparently, 
after a long war the elite in Celebes felt the impulse to try the stuff first, 
leading to some form of addiction and the increase in trade. 

84 Idem, p. 26 ff.
85 G. Knaap, H. Sutherland, table 14, p. 95. For prices see Idem, p. 227, 231.
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Opium Consumption in the East Indies 

It is very difficult to provide any reliable perspective on the opium con-
sumption question in the archipelago. In the Generale Missiven, for 
instance, only import or trade figures can be found, but no estimates or 
evaluations of consumption. De Haan reproduces from his documents 
how ‘the chiefs make much of the smoking of madat, but not of inspiring 
their subjects to cultivate the fields’ (1731).86 This must be rather difficult 
since the author subscribed a few sentences earlier to the classic preju-
dice of colonialists that ‘the common Javanese ... are by nature lazy …’  
A VOC soldier repeated a well-known perception of his opponents in  
his report (1672) about ‘fights against the opium-stricken Bantam war-
riors …’87 Admiral Van Goens complained hypocritically about the opium 
consumption of Javanese aristocrats (ca. 1660), and others repeated this.88 
So, were Dutch soldiers and Javanese aristocrats the main opium consum-
ers or only the Chinese, who were always blamed for being opium addicts 
“by nature”?

To answer this question, Baud is not as good a guide as in the produc-
tion and distribution matters. He gives very strange and unreliable fig-
ures, but his reasoning is still not uncommon today.89 On several grounds 
he estimates that the population of Java and Madura was about four mil-
lion in 1700 and three million a century earlier. The census from Raffles in 
1815 counted 4.6 million people on both islands, with about 2% Chinese.90 
In Baud’s own time the latest census indicated that this population had 
increased to 9.5 million. Therefore, there must have been about 5.5 mil-
lion people on Java around 1745. 

Baud assumes next that the opium consumption per head of the popu-
lation in 1600 was 1/750th of a pound relative to a total annual consump-
tion of 4,000 pounds. A few pages earlier, however, he stated that from 
1640 to 1652 the import could not have been more than 500 pounds per 
year. In addition, he started his story by mentioning that none of the first 
Dutch merchant-adventurers ever reported on opium (amphioen) in the 
East Indies. And before 1640 there was a minimal consumption ‘only 

86 F. de Haan, vol. 2, p. 470. Idem, p. 261 for a similar information (1717) about two 
young princes; Idem, p. 544 about ‘medak’ smoking of Javanese male nurses (1758) in the 
Batavian hospital. 

87 Idem, vol. 2, p. 752.
88 M. Ricklefs (1993), p. 11, 45, 47, etc.
89 J. C. Baud, p. 114 ff., 160 ff.
90 Th. Raffles, vol. 1, p. 61 ff.
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where those who smoke or eat opium also live’, which is among the 
‘strange Oriental’ peoples living in the seaports and among the rich and 
important people of the indigenous population.91 He should have remem-
bered this remark.

For the later periods Baud is only a bit more reliable: in 1678 a con-
sumption of 1/54th pound per head per year, in 1707 already 1/39th pound 
per head, and in 1745 he estimates 1/36th pound per head per year. 
However, this is rather absurd because this last amount, for instance, is 
equivalent to 15 grams a year: a good business if one can sell this quantity 
to millions of people, but it is simply nonsense from the point of view of 
opium consumption. This should certainly concern people who look at 
smoking opium as an addiction whatever the quantity. The difficulty is 
here, of course, the too suggestive statistical method of the “per head 
accounts”: in this way not only the product disappears, but also the opium 
problem, let alone the logistical problem of providing millions of custom-
ers with 15 grams of opium a year! 

An important source is the reports of Europeans around 1680 who 
 stated 

that opium usage among the Javanese had increased during the war years 
because of an excess of ready cash’ [and also about] ‘people starving along 
the roads of Surabaya and in 1682 identified opium addiction as a cause of 
poverty rather than a sign of wealth’ ... [and] ‘... The VOC opium sales went 
well, but in all other products, notably textiles, trade was at a virtual stand-
still.92

We do not know how representative all this is, but a certain conclusion 
should be drawn to perceive the opium consumption concept in a very 
different way: it is true that raw opium was imported from Bengal or other 
places, the official quantities of which are more or less known. It does not 
necessarily follow from this, however, that these quantities must be con-
sumed in the import country. The largest portion of the trade of the VOC 
and other similar companies from the 16th-century onwards to their end 
around the year 1800 consisted of intra-Asian trade. In other words: the 
products imported in Batavia were not all destined for Java but were re-
exported over a huge territory reaching to the Philippines, Formosa and 
Japan.

91 Idem, p. 89. The concept “vreemde Oosterling/ strange Oriental” is synonymous for 
Chinese.

92 M. Ricklefs (1993), p. 70.
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Furthermore, the Dutch created opium as a commercial mass product 
in the Malabar coastal region after 1663. This product was used as equiva-
lent to other trade products, presupposing that opium had an equivalent 
value. Who else could determine this value than big consumer-traders, 
connected to a specific and concentrated clientele? The common Javanese 
in the villages could not be reached and, in most cases, had no money; the 
VOC narco-military could reach only very specific consumers; the smug-
glers (often Europeans!) were able to reach a much more differentiated 
network. Thanks to the latter, an opium market could be formed and sup-
ported to swallow a mass product. 

This leads to another important conclusion for the Dutch Indies and a 
further consequence of Baud’s remark about smuggling: there is a strong 
symbiosis between the VOC traders on the one side and the smugglers or 
other rather independent indigenous groups on the other. This symbiosis 
did not exist only relative to the building and further penetration of a spe-
cific market, the greediness of dependent customers for easy money, and 
the lack of every moral restraint to deal in highly controversial products 
prohibited by several rulers in the East Indies like Amangkurat II (1684).93 

This relationship between the VOC and the smuggler-distributors is 
also characterized by its lethal element: the VOC itself is the foreign nar-
co-military force using all means to coerce people into selling their addic-
tive product; the smugglers and the Chinese, those ‘strange Orientals’, 
were not only threatened with death penalties but periodically murdered 
wholesale as well. Much later, in the twentieth-century, even the consum-
ers of this stuff—certainly the addicts among them—became criminal-
ized and prosecuted, but the leadership of the opium police, etc. could be 
accused of stealing and blackmailing on a large scale. This characterizes 
the whole Opium Complex.

In the 17th and 18th centuries the Dutch gradually created most ele-
ments of this complex without any scruples. In the 19th-century the 
English perfected and extended it and imposed its legality by force. The 
Dutch in their colony did not need this anymore: they had to continuous-
ly wage war to consolidate their power, but they determined what was 
legally acceptable in the East Indies or not. 

Baud, as one of the highest officials, time and again also actively orga-
nizing the opium business in the archipelago bureaucratically, had no 
scruples against this colonial policy nor against opium. On the second 

93 Idem, p. 78.
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page of his essay, he starts with the criminalization of the consumers at 
the very moment he was aware of the English, who were waging the 
Second Opium War against China. He writes:

There are, indeed, many people who ascribe the most serious consequences 
to the custom of opium use; others, however, argue that these results are 
apparent only among the few who degenerate the use into misuse. They 
can be perceived as similar to our drunkards. The majority of users do not 
experience more harmful consequences, like those among us who swallow 
a small quantity of liquor daily. Marsden believes that the campaigners 
against opium [heulsap] are guilty of exaggeration. He acknowledges hav-
ing seen opium smokers with all the external signs of exhaustion. He, how-
ever, adds that these persons were culpable of other excessive behavior ...94 
and so on (italics added by Baud). 

Also for his own period, Baud uses the reasoning involving per head of the 
population. He arrives, for example, for 1755 at a consumption of 1/34th 
pound a year (population six million) or for 1816 at 1/133rd pound per 
head per year (population eight million on Java). In his view, the latter 
estimate is only a quarter of the consumption in 1755, which is again 
equal to 15 grams a year and in 1816 even 4 grams! Let’s go back to the 
realities of the opium business of those who exploited the East Indies for 
their own profits. Two groups are always mentioned: the white elite and 
“The Chinese”. Both have the image as the greatest opium profiteers. 
What is right or wrong? The former are treated in the following chapter, 
the latter thereafter. 

94 Th. Raffles, vol. 1, p. 80.
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