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CHAPTER TWENTY

PROFITS

At the end of this long part about the Dutch East Indies, we have to settle 
the bill. Which bill? In the opium business profits are made on different 
levels, wages or bribes paid and received, revenues gained. The levels con-
cerned are not only local, provincial or state ones, but also the classes in 
society and the time when the profits were received (accidental, during 
contract years or permanently) and the location within the whole pro-
duction and consumption chain. 

It is nearly impossible to demonstrate the opium profits and losses for 
all possibilities and levels. Nevertheless, in Appendix 1 an attempt is made 
to provide an example of such a chain. Because there was no poppy pro-
duction in the East Indies, a chain had to start from the imported govern-
ment opium. The one given in the appendix concerns the largest possible 
route, that between Bengal–India and Shanghai–China. 

Here we shall assess the profits/revenues in the East Indies on two lev-
els: for the opium farmer, relevant only until the start of the Opiumregie, 
and for the colonial state until its collapse. A feeling for proportion can be 
gained, when confronted with the large capital sums in the opium busi-
ness, if one realizes that around 1870 the lowest payments on the planta-
tions were 4-5 cents a day. Often 8 guilders per year was paid (indigo 
cultures) or even 4.5 guilders per year (coffee cultures).1 This apart from 
the large portions of daily beatings. They did not have any possibility to 
pay for any addiction for long.2

One of the most eloquent Dutch supporters of opium distribution, 
Jacob Wiselius, bases his case on the following quasi-logical calculations:

The government provides the farmers with ca. 1600 pikul, and the import 
of illegal opium should be calculated at about double that, so that the num-
ber of users in the archipelago is about 16% of the 25 million … who use 
together 4,000 pikuls of opium. Every pikul contains 125,000 gram (= 1,600 
thail = 160,000 mata) and, therefore, every smoker uses one and a half thail 

1 E. Vanvugt (1985), p. 211 ff.
2 This is seriously doubted by J. Meiss, p. 63 note 2: ‘... because I was never confronted 

with the proper figures proving that a population which pauperize looks for savings by 
reducing its consumption ... of alcohol or opium.’
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per year or 1/2 mata opium per day. Suppose that the average price of one 
mata, bought from the farmer, is 8 cents, then it follows that on average 
every smoker’s expense per day is 4-5 cents.3

He adds in a note that the price depends on the quantity of smuggled 
opium in circulation. Often a mata costs 10, sometimes even 15 cents. 
However, if the user buys the opium per thail, Wiselius thinks, it may be 
cheaper. Of course, wholesale prices were always cheaper, but wage earn-
ers could never afford that sum. According to Wiselius the consumption 
of ‘every smoker’ was 1½ thail per year, which is worth 15-22 guilders, 
equivalent to a slave’s existence for 3-5 years and saving all the money 
one has earned, while not paying for food, drink, and housing. 

The irrational aspect of this calculation starts with the assumption 
(which can never be proved) that smuggling amounted to twice what the 
Dutch imported. In addition, this smuggling is styled as a nightmare of the 
honest Dutch colonial exploiter: it is a function of the Dutch greed. Later 
we shall return to this element of the story. Perhaps the opium farmer can 
provide us with a solution in this typical colonial problem. 

 The Opium Farmer 4

A quotation like the following about rich Chinese families appeals to the 
imagination and prejudices:

The wealth of the Cabang Atas was conspicuous. Aside from endowing 
charitable institutions and temples, the great opium farmer–Chinese offi-
cers of Semarang built luxurious family compounds nestled in gardens laid 
out in the Chinese style, with fish ponds and ornamental mountains and 
caves made of coral. The Be family compound was known as … the Eastern 
Garden ... the Western Garden, home of the Tans ... the peranakan elite … 
great feasts and parties ... The most striking was the gleaming, palatial villa 
of an immensely wealthy retired opium farmer ... And so on.5

Around 1890 three of these rich Chinese families dominated thirteen of 
Java’s twenty opium farms. The Be-Tan group owned four farms: Batavia, 

3 J. Wiselius (1886), p. 6. Indeed in 1881 there were 1667.38 pikul available for the 
farmers, in 1882 there was one hundred less, while in 1883 only 1390.19 pikul were placed at 
the disposal of the farmers. Idem, note 1. 

4 For the background of the revenue farming in Southeast Asia and the East Indies in 
particular, see J. Bucher, H. Dick (ed.) in which an excellent contribution by F.W. Diehl 
(p. 196-232) deals with the East Indies in the long 19th-century.

5 J. Rush, p. 95.
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Krawang, Bantam and Bagelen. A rival, Ho Yam Lo, from a Semarang-
based group, ran ‘three lucrative farms in central Java’: Semarang, 
Djokjakarta and Kedu. The third group, headed by Han Liong Ing (the 
‘Kediri kongsi’) managed the farms in Cheribon, Tegal, Pekalongan, 
Rembang and Japara with familial ties to two others.6 

It was Struick, an inspector of the Dutch Finances in the East Indies, 
who investigated the profit and loss structures of the twenty farms around 
1890 (a few years before the Opiumregie started). His results more or less 
destroy the relationship ‘immense wealth’ and ‘opium farm’. 

Table 18. Prices, Profits and Quantities of Opium of the Opium Farmers in 1887 (prices 
in guilders) 7

Location 
Opium Farms 
in Java

Purchasing 
prices of the 
farmers per 
catty of raw 
opium

Average 
sales price 
per 1 catty 
of raw 
opium**

Average sales price 
of prepared opium

Quantity 
received 
from 
Dutch 
provider 
in catty

Number 
of 
official 
opium 
dens

per thail 
= 1/16 
catty

per mata 
= 1/100 
thail

Bantam* 137.63 177.69 16.69 0.24  7860  40
Batavia    ---    --- 16.8 0.2   ---   ---
Krawang    ---    --- 18 0.27   ---   ---
Lampong
 districts

   ---    --- 22.9 0.32   ---   ---

Cheribon 135.08 143.34 15 0.25  1625  11
Tegal 187.56 244.51 12 0.15  2300  21
Pekalongan 174.48 180.81 12.24 0.16  2500  33
Semarang 168.8 186 16 0.17 13400  61
Japara 125.08 164.3 15 0.18  5683 1/4  47
Rembang 132.05 167.34 14.04 0.17  6350  42
Surabaya 131.54 156.37 14.4 0.14 14300  48
Pasuruan 185.58 178.64 13.15 0.17  3740  20
Probolinggo 122.73 156 12 0.18  2680  14
Bezuki 107.83 130.43 13.6 0.14  1830  21
Banjumas  80.23 156 14 0.25  3600  10
Bagelen 123.05 151.34 13.5 0.18  2400  28
Kedu 156.2 178.9 15.5 0.2  2900  31
Djokjakarta 120.54 155.14 15 0.16  5500  93

6 Idem, p. 95, 96. For the Chinese kongsis in the East Indies see J. Vleming, p. 57-71. In 
this very positive and detailed, juridical analysis about all possible commercial deals with 
Chinese (1925), one cannot find the word opium or a reference to Chinese opium business.

7 For the following see N. Struick, p. 24-28. Prices are in guilders.
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Location 
Opium Farms 
in Java

Purchasing 
prices of the 
farmers per 
catty of raw 
opium

Average 
sales price 
per 1 catty 
of raw 
opium**

Average sales price 
of prepared opium

Quantity 
received 
from 
Dutch 
provider 
in catty

Number 
of 
official 
opium 
dens

per thail 
= 1/16 
catty

per mata 
= 1/100 
thail

Surakarta 160.77 183.25 12.33 0.15  7800 146

Madiun 165.37 158 11.7 0.18  8425  57

Kediri 197.82 206.69 14 0.25 13300 100

Madura 112.07 121.48 14.25 0.13  1901 1/2  32

* The first four districts belong to one opium farm with the same prices for raw opium 
as indicated.
** This average sales price is an estimate of N. Struick. The difference with the previous 
column is, therefore, the profit or loss per catty for the farmer.

It is clear from the table that, for instance in Pasuruan and Madiun, one 
has to accept a loss directly at the start of the process. A more spectacular 
example is Surakarta with the largest number of official opium dens 
(secret dens seem to be more numerous). 

Financial inspector Struick comes up with a calculation of the manage-
ment costs (one person earning 80 guilders a month, 30 guilders for rent 
and other expenses) of 1320 guilders per den per year. For all dens, there-
fore, a total of 192,720 guilders per year. As the table reveals, the gross 
profit per catty is 22.48 (183.25 minus 160.77) which makes for the 7,800 
catty requested from the colonial government a total of 174,344 guilders. 
Conclusion: only the management of the dens in Surakarta costs 18,000 
guilders more per year than the gross profit. Similar calculations for Kediri 
reveal a loss of 14,000 a year, for Cheribon 1,100, Pekalongan 30,000 and 
Madura 25,000 guilders. 

In addition, these amounts must certainly be too low, because only the 
management cost of the dens are considered, not the expenses of the 
farm administration, the preparation of the opium, payments for book-
keepers, transport, interest on capital loaned, expenses for food and 
drinks, and so on. In short, it is difficult to find an opium farmer who 
earned a big profit from his farm.8 

8 In the correspondence J. Baud, J. Rochussen, vol. II, p. 174 is mentioned by Rochus-
sen that the chief farmer of Samarang had a loss of 600,000.– guilders in 1842, a fortune. 
Reason: the too heavy competition among the Chinese. In September 1847 is reported: 
‘The chief farmers lost fortunes and are more or less ruined ...’ (Idem, p. 292). Reason: the 

Table 18. Continued
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According to Struick it is, in fact, only the opium farmer of Banjumas, 
an ‘industrial entrepreneur’ (in fact, the indigenous resident of the district 
itself), who is happy with his opium farm. Reason: he paid the lowest gov-
ernment rent (pachtschat), nearly three times less than the Chinese boss 
of Pasuruan, half of the Chinese boss of Pekalongan, etc. Moreover, 
Banjumas seems to be the only farm which requested the maximum 
quantity of opium available for his location. The rest of the farms asked 
only 50% or 30% of the opium which they could have gotten. 

Why did the Banjumas resident have such an advantage? He paid the 
lowest rent thanks to the absence of ‘free competition’ in Banjumas: for 
many years he was the only one dealing in opium and related products. 
He, furthermore, can rely ‘on an army of obedient bureaucrats’, while no 
Chinese dared to compete with him. Thus, the resident of Banjumas was 
in the position to deal with the Dutch colonial government in the sense 
of: I demand this price, otherwise no opium in my district!

The question remains, therefore, why were the Chinese in the first quo-
tation so rich? Not from the opium bought from the Dutch. According to 
Struick and many others, they were all heavily involved in opium smug-
gling as well, which was facilitated by their farm and its relation to the 
Dutch opium monopoly: this relationship meant that the farmer was 
allowed to possess large quantities of opium; it was his guarantee that he 
could smuggle!

However, it seems to me an excessively clever reasoning for Dutch 
colonialists, who were always very jealous of the profits of others. Also, 
Struick had to acknowledge that there was no proof of Chinese opium 
farmers’ smuggling. It is, therefore, more logical to suppose that the opi-
um farms, through which enormous capital sums circulated, provided the 
proprietors with highly lucrative economic power positions throughout the 
economic infrastructure, the credit market and merchandise trade. The 
only position which was economically and politically strong in the colony 
was the narco-military Dutch one. 

 The Colonial State as Farmer

The question seems simple: what was the net profit gained by the Dutch 
since the 16th-century by making the people of the Dutch East Indies into 

new distribution system. Two years later: most sub-farmers are ruined and the consump-
tion decreases (Idem, p. 379). Reason: the opium leases are too expensive.  
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opium addicts. It was difficult to answer such a simple question. Let’s give 
here, first, the simplest and certainly an incorrect answer. The table pro-
vides the summary of the data so abundantly published by a superb Dutch 
colonial bureaucrat, J. C. Baud.

Table 19. Dutch Government Net Opium Profits in the East Indies (1678-1815)9 

Periods Current Dutch Guilders

1678-1700  6 872 555
1701-1723  8 876 947
1724-1746 14 772 415
1747-1769 15 060 792
1770-1792  9 336 758
1793-1800 12 629 414
1801-1815  9 607 822

TOTAL 77 156 703

More revealing is what the VOC Directors in Amsterdam wrote in 1686 to 
VOC Batavia:

It is truly not a small profit which is gained with the amphioen according 
to your last letter: in Patna you bought it for 64 rupees [about 80 guilders] 
per maund [40 kg] and on the east coast of Java it is sold for 320-340 rix-
daalders [about 825 guilders] per pikul [62 kg]. Therefore, it is urgent … to 
keep this business for the Company as best as possible.10

This resulted in a profit per kilo of opium of 11.3 guilders. The VOC sold 
about one million kilo of opium in the period 1678-1700 for a profit of 
nearly 7 million guilders. Still, a fabulous sum for that period.

After the turn of the century, prices in Bengal increased from two to 
four guilders a kilo (g/k) in 1730. Later, the fraudulent mechanism of deals 
between VOC officials, Bengal producers and English EIC officials appar-
ently worked very efficiently (see discussion of Amphioen Society): around 
1760 the Bengal price had soared to six g/k, and in 1764 it increased even 
to ten g/k. As we have seen in Appendix 3 every figure decreased from 
1760 onwards. This, however, does not mean that the personal profits of 
the dealers involved decreased, but that the VOC received much less opi-
um and got much less total profit. 

9 Calculation based on J. C. Baud, p. 216 ff.
10 Quoted in E. Vanvugt (1985), p. 108, although his source is not well indicated. See 

this page also for the following figures.
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The following table and figure concerning the 19th-century are much 
more complicated. There is a specific meaning behind tables like these in 
which a comparison with national accounts is implied. This is discovered 
in the usual comment accompanying them: if only a low percentage of 
opium contributes to the national or colonial wealth, then the Opium 
Problem cannot be as serious or large as the anti-opium propaganda 
claimed. It is a tricky reasoning. 

Only by using the most abstract definitions, like ‘the contribution of 
agriculture’ to the national income instead of something like ‘the usual 
contribution of opium is mostly 10%’ can the bad conscience be eased. 
We have to compare specific items like rice or oil to a product like opium 
to discover its relative value for the “Wealth of the Dutch Nation”. In that 
case, certainly during the 17th until the end of the 19th-century, opium 
scores among the top three products. Before taking the discussion further, 
let’s look at the figures resulting from all the above calculations and delib-
erations. 

Table 20. Dutch Government Opium and Colonial Profits in the East Indies,1816- 
191511

Period Net Opium 
Income in 
Million Guilders

Total Colonial 
Income in 
Million Guilders

Profit Balance in 
Million Guilders

Loss Balance in 
Million 
Guilders

1816-1822 8.1 129.4 9.2 ---
1823-1833 30.3 284.3 --- 51
1834-1847 88 887.9 118 ---
1848-1865 145.1 1 779.1 503.9 ---
1866-1875 103.8 1 290.5 199.6 ---
1876-1885 157.6 1 416.4 --- 73.9
1886-1895 180.7 1 298.5 --- 5.6
1896-1905 153.1 1 426.4 --- 100.6
1906-1915 211.9 2 251.6 --- 115.2
TOTAL 1 078.6 100 764.1 830.7 346.3

It is not an easy matter to assess this table. It remains problematic which 
method is used in the national accounts and which aim must be served 
with a calculation: to convince the homeland state bureaucrats of some-
thing or its politicians, the king or the taxpayers. Apart from this, one 

11  J.-W. Gerritsen, p. 62. See also E. Vanvugt (1985), p. 414; A. Booth in: A. Booth et al 
(ed.), p. 210 ff. and other computations (Frits Diehl).
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must realize that most colonial profits are not made in the colony but in 
the homeland. 

For example: in the 1848-1865 period the total income from the colony 
for the Dutch was nearly 2 billion guilders, of which about 45% was earned 
in the East Indies itself. From this last amount (928 million), about 20% 
(180 million) resulted from the opium sold by the government.12 

As shown in the table, the first years after the English occupation were 
difficult (Java War, introduction of losses of the Royal Dutch Trading 
Company, NHM). This makes the average opium income over the whole 
century about 10%. 

Calculations were made to compare the profit rates for the main colo-
nial products in the middle of the 19th-century. This coincided more or 
less with the 1848-1865 opium period in the previous table. The result of 
this comparison is given in the following table, which does not need any 
comment.

Table 21. Profits from Colonial Products, 1848-1866 ( x 1 million guilders)13

Product Cost Price Selling Price Profit Profit %

coffee 215.8 637 421.1 195
sugar 176.6 254.9 78.3 44
indigo 22.3 45.5 23.2 104
tin 25.1 103.8 78.7 313
other 38.1 69.4 31.3 82
Monopolies
salt 34.5 100.3 65.8 190
opium 21 176.9 155.9 742

There are, of course, several methods for calculating opium profits. Struick 
gave a good example of it for the year 1887 and the islands Java and 
Madura alone. It is interesting because it highlights the cost, income and 
profit sides of the state opium business. Not all details can be mentioned 
but the following are informative enough.14

In this year 150,000 catties of Bengal and Levantine raw opium were 
bought for 1.4 million guilders. Strange enough, this is not the largest 
expense. The Dutch colonial state had to pay 2,500 opium sellers in its 
opium-den network for 3.5 million, while the same amount was spend by 

12 See the calculations of Diehl given in E. Vanvugt (1985), p. 413.
13 Quoted from F. Diehl by E. Vanvugt (1985), p. 393 note 33.
14 N. Struick, p. 58-62.
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the opium police fighting in vain against the “smugglers”. There are, fur-
thermore, some small costs for preparing the raw opium, the payment of 
agents, bookkeepers, inspectors or chemists. Nearly 10 million guilders 
were spend to meet all these expenses in 1887.15 

Struick supposed that the prepared opium is sold for 15 guilders per 
thail and 20 cents per mata. In total the state could earn 24 million guil-
ders gross which was in his calculation 14 million guilders net, if all the 
opium farmers should pay their duties. Struick suggests that this was not 
the case; the opium was sold by the state at a small loss. In the mean time 
an army of Dutch bureaucrats earned a living in this opium business. So, 
what is a loss? 

In the following figure the 19th-century opium ups and downs are well 
illustrated. It concerns only Java and Madura and not the Outer Districts, 
but covers the bulk of the profits. The revenue obtained each year was 
‘determined by the amount of licence fees paid by the opium revenue 
farmers and by the amount of profit made by the government on its sale 
of opium, for which it held a monopoly’.16 It is, however, not true what 
Diehl states after this: ‘Each component was affected by general market 
fluctuations ...’ etc. They had little influence in fact: there was not a proper 
market in the East Indies, which presupposes rather autonomous partici-
pants playing in a peaceful supply and demand constellation. 

Here a Dutch narco-military power fixed monopoly prices and 
squeezed the buyers of the stuff as long as a profit could be got which it 
deemed sufficient. That is to say: at least ten times the purchase price in 
India (see below).

One has to realize that when monopoly prices are used, any market is 
negated (except the fluctuations the monopoly holder accepts for person-
al motives). This means in narco-military terms: for strategic reasons rela-
tive to the degree of repression of the indigenous populations, including 
those who distribute the opium among the indigenous consumers. One 
must not forget when examining all these tables and figures that from the 
beginning to the end of the 19th-century, the Dutch waged one devastat-
ing and bloody war after another against the East Indies populations. 

It would also not be wise to defend the position of the Dutch, who con-
stantly complained about “smugglers” undermining their profits or intim-

15 Struick did not mention in his cost analysis the transport costs in Bengal and from 
Bengal to Batavia, the loss of 45% when raw opium is made into prepared one, etc. This 
last loss is mentioned at the wrong place.

16 F. Diehl, p. 209.
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idating the opium farmers not to buy the Dutch opium. This blurs the fact 
that the Dutch asked usury prices for their product, which only tremen-
dous rich farmers could afford. In addition, the smugglers were rarely or 
never caught, except ‘the arrest of the usual suspects’. The existence of the 
“smugglers” (if they were not created to support the highest possible pric-
es) is the only feature which resembles a free market! 

This figure concerns, thus, the period of the revenue farm opium. The 
steep fall at the end does not mean that the profits disappear. On the con-
trary, the Opiumregie takes over the “sqeezing job” with much greater suc-
cess.

Figure 7. Revenue from opium tax farms in Java and Madura, 1816-1905
Sources: Embrechts, 1848; Baud, 1853; de Waal, 1864; Koloniaal Verslag and Bijlagen, annu-

ally from 1849 to 1915 used by F. W. Diehl, p. 210 .
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Another perception of profits lists them per century of the VOC and 
Dutch government. Including the results of our analysis of the Opiumregie, 
the totals over the centuries are:

17th-century:     6,872,555  (is in today’s currency  0.518 billion euros) 
18th-century:     60,676,326  (   “  5.185 billion)
19th-century:    799,704,716 (   “ 45.240 billion)
20th-century:  1,064,150,000 (   “ 35.112 billion)
 40 years.

The easiest conclusions from all these figures are: there is no single item in 
the Eastern colonial history of the Dutch which constantly caters through 
the centuries for such a substantial income; there is no single product 
which increases in revenue so quickly (ten times every century). 
Considering that the result for the 20th-century was gained over only 
forty years and that the government swore by all Christian saints that it 
would eradicate the narcotics, it seems to be the best proof of the unten-
ability of that promise.

Only a few observations are left to make here. First, we must stress 
again that these amounts only concern government revenues. In the litera-
ture, it was accepted that the smuggling practices of opium (defined as 
non-Dutch trade) were responsible for half of the opium business and 
profit. Although the Chinese were accused of it, many Europeans were 
also smugglers; for a long time Americans were certainly in the majority. 
Also, the substantial narco-profits of companies like the Royal NHM or 
Cocaine Factory are not included in the above figures. 

The qualification of opium as the most profitable product for a very 
long period should be qualified by three remarks. In the 17th and 18th cen-
turies, pepper or textiles were certainly more profitable, but they lost 
their lead to coffee or rubber in the 19th and 20th centuries; in turn, oil 
took over. 

The status of this opium, furthermore, was achieved in the Asian pro-
duction and trade, because it was not produced for the European market. 
(From about 1850 onwards Levant opium gradually penetrated the East 
Asian markets through, for instance, NHM activities). All this drastically 
changed after World War II. 

Finally, the chapter on the introduction of opium as a mass product 
(pepper for opium; ch. 11) after 1663 demonstrated the real value and prof-

Hans Derks - 9789004225893
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:40PM

via free access



chapter twenty368

it of opium: it became the Asian means to gain a Western profit for the 
West. 

There are different ways to put these opium profits in figures. In a puz-
zling way some economists say this about the 19th-century Dutch perfor-
mance:

Over the whole of the period 1816-1915 the accumulated colonial surplus 
was 485 million guilders. But absent the opium revenues ... there would 
have been a deficit of 600 million guilders.17

To make this less abstract, one could quote Ewald Vanvugt. He arrives at 
the following result for just the thirty years before 1913:

From 1884 to 1892 one got from the opium farming a profit of 110 million 
guilders; in the years 1893 to 1899 this was 137 million; and from 1900 to 
1906 it amounted to 120 million. After establishing the Opium Regie the 
profits increased in the years 1907 to 1913 to about 135 million. So in these 
thirty years the profit was about 500 million.18

Based on the tables of Appendix 2 of the imports (and Baud’s tables) and 
compared with the above, it can be calculated that the Dutch government 
alone earned a net profit for the first period of 14.26 guilders; for the sec-
ond period 48.28 guilders; and for the third period 116.83 guilders for 
every imported pound of opium. 

For the last period before the establishment of the Opiumregie, the fol-
lowing table is revealing:

Table 22. Opium import in Batavia, 1881-1883 in chests and in guilders19

1881 1882 1883

Imported 
chests

Price per 
chest in 
guilders

Imported 
chests

Price per 
chest in 
guilders

Imported 
chests

Price per 
chest in 
guilders

Levant 
opium

770 1845.39 826 1316.49 615 1332.5

Bengal 
opium

900 1545.74 800 1460.89 950.5 1380.41

The Dutch bought their opium in Calcutta or in the Levant. The auction 
in Calcutta gave as a normal auction price 1225 guilders per pikul—chest. 
On top of this 10% could be added for all sorts of costs (freight, insurance, 

17 E. van Luijk, J. van Ours, p. 4 note 7.  
18 E. Vanvugt (1995), p. 394; in Idem (1985), p. 360 there is a quite different text. 
19 J. Wiselius (1886), p. 144. The average price of a chest between 1873 and 1883 was 

£125 14 sh. This equaled more or less 1225 Dutch guilders (Idem, note 1).
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etc.) which makes a price per chest in Batavia of nearly 1350 guilders. In 
a previous table I indicated the prices the opium farmers had to pay: on 
average 140 guilders per catty. Since one chest—pikul contains 100 catty, 
the Dutch received on average 14,000 guilders. This is nine to ten times 
the amount they had paid in Calcutta! There was no other product which 
gave this kind of profit margin. Wiselius, one of the most astute defenders 
of the opium trade, is not satisfied even with this result. He proposed 
depressing the Calcutta price by at least 50 guilders per chest, so that 
Batavia could cash at least 50,000 guilders more.20

For the period 1900 to 1940 we are also able to provide an assessment. 
This period is characterized by modernization in all respects: industrial-
ization in factories, the full application of chemical-pharmaceutical 
knowledge, and rigorous distribution methods. To meet the needs of a 
modernized opium business, the Dutch government took a progressive 
step by establishing the Opiumregie. The following table provides the opi-
um profits in a different way than in a previous chapter.

Table 23. Contribution of the Opiumregie to the Government Budget in the East Indies, 
1914-1940 (x 1 million current Dutch guilders)21

Year Opium 
Revenue

Total 
Revenue

Opium %  
of Total

Opium 
Profits

Profit as 
% of Opium 

Revenue

1914 35.0 281.7 13.5 26.7 76
1915 32.6 309.7 11.2 25.2 77
1916 35.3 343.1 10.8 28.4 80
1917 38.2 360.1 11.4 30.4 80
1918 38.8 399.7 10.2 30.1 78
1919 42.5 543.1  8.2 33.2 78
1920 53.6 756.4  7.5 41.6 78
1921 53.3 791.8  7.1 42.1 79
1922 44.2 752.6  6.2 34.5 78
1923 37.6 650.4  6.1 30.1 80
1924 35.3 717.9  5.1 28.1 80
1925 36.6 753.8  5.2 28.7 78
1926 37.7 807.9  5.2 29.1 77
1927 40.6 779.1  5.7 31.4 77
1928 42.8 835.9  5.7 34.6 81

20 Idem, p. 145.
21 S. Chandra (2010). The figures for 1934-1940 are derived from the combined accounts 

of the Opium- and Saltregie. Chandra indicates that they ‘underestimate the profitability 
of opium’.
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Year Opium 
Revenue

Total 
Revenue

Opium %  
of Total

Opium 
Profits

Profit as 
% of Opium 

Revenue

1929 40.9 848.5  5.3 32.7 80
1930 34.5 755.6  5.3 27.1 79
1931 25.3 652.0  4.6 19.0 75
1932 17.3 501.8  4.5 12.3 71
1933 12.7 460.6  3.7  8.6 68
1934 11.1 455.2  3.2  7.2 65
1935  9.5 466.7  2.6  6.1 64
1936  8.9 537.8  2.2  5.7 64
1937 11.5 575.4  2.5  7.7 67
1938 11.9 597.1  2.6 8 67
1939 11.5 663.4 1.7  8.6 75
1940 11.7 N.A  N.A  8.5 72

In an older encyclopedia the Dutch still accused the British in the 20th-
century for all their own opium misery. This was largely motivated by jeal-
ousy that they themselves could not trade twenty million kilo of opium a 
year. This was quite hypocritical because the Dutch government distrib-
uted at least 150,000 kilo a year at that time, which increased to 200,000 
in 1920.22 

In addition, several reports state the substantial consumption in Java 
and Madura alone: in 1909 there were already 146,723 native opium buy-
ers, of which about 80,000 were regular ones.23 With this business the gov-
ernment earned no less than 45 million guilders gross. Later it increased 
the price and lowered the production so that it still earned 35 million guil-
ders net in 1929 with only 57,000 kilo. And it could tell the motherland and 
the anti-opium lobby that it had decreased production. In addition, the 
Dutch bureaucrats made their usual deals with the opium “smugglers”, 
who managed a substantial “illicit” opium trade without much interfer-
ence from the authorities.

Other interesting aspects can be derived from the 1816-1915 table above: 
for instance, that the Java War occurred in the period 1825-1830. This war 
was also an opium war.24 During these years the opium profit did not 

22 Encyclopaedie, 1934 edition, p. 1255. 
23 T. Addens, p. 84.
24 See NHM story above; also C. Holtzappel in: H. Derks (ed., 1989), p. 147 ff.

Table 23. Continued
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decrease, and directly after its ending, it increased quickly to pay for the 
devastation and to renew the colonial profitability. 

Half a century later the democratic government in the Netherlands 
introduced the Opiumregie in the colony to prevent smuggling. As usual, 
all possible rationalizations were given to cloak the profit motive, includ-
ing the medical and religious arguments—“we can help the addicts better 
now”—that went down well in the motherland. But the “smuggling” also 
continued, not the least because it became dominated by American and 
British traders, and the system itself was as fraudulent as possible. This 
monopoly position allowed the prices to be manipulated as Wertheim 
already concluded in his autobiographical remarks:

Was the price decreased, the aim was trying to avoid the use of smuggled 
opium among ordinary folk. If increased, than the aim was quite the same!’25 

In addition, the colonial government had to cope with an increased anti-
opium sentiment and action in the motherland. That was in fact a reason 
why the Dutch copied the system of 100% government monopoly from 
their main competitor in the realm, the French. Now it was easier to 
announce to the motherland that the production had decreased “again”. 
One of its main effects is given in the following table of data for selected 
years.

Table 24. Dutch trade and Yield in Opium in the East Indies, 1914-193226 

Year Opium sold in kg Yield in millions of 
guilders

Yield per kg in guilders

1914 98 810 35 354
1919 91 714 42 458
1924 50 342 35 695
1929 58 806 41 697
1932 24 427 17 696
 
A conservative estimate about the opium turnover and profits in the years 
1914-1940 states that the Dutch government made a net opium profit of 
625.7 million current guilders in a turnover of 810.9 million; for every 
guilder of cost, there was nearly three guilders in profit! And these costs 
included, for instance, the lucrative salaries of many Dutch officials.

25 In his preface to E. Vanvugt (1985; 1995), p. 11.
26 Adjusted from the table in J.W. Gerritsen, p. 65.
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Notwithstanding the strongly increased price per kilo (and, therefore, 
greatly increased smuggling), the overall yield for the state decreased. 
This occurred in the years of the Great Depression (1930-1936), but the 
sales increased again to 1940. Officially, the government sold at least 
12,000 kilo in 1935 and 20,000 kilo in 1940. 

The last remark about opium profits brings the above data into the 
right perspective: they concern only the initial analysis of three hundred 
years of opium revenues of some Dutch government agencies (and its pre-
decessors) in the East Indies archipelago (ca. 1650 to 1940). What are not 
mentioned yet are the profits of private individuals as seen, for instance, in 
the Amphioen Society, which concern multi-million amounts. The third 
kind of opium profits are related to private companies. The best example 
is the Koninklijke Nederlandsche Handelmaatschappij (NHM). Here, again, 
the opium profits can only be estimated at “several hundred million guil-
ders”. In NHM-related publications one cannot find a proper analysis nor 
an assessment of the opium trade between the East Indies and China. It 
was the Chinese government which in 1906 complained about the sub-
stantial opium imports from the ‘Dutch East-Indies’!27 One could also 
refer to private companies like the Dutch cocaine and heroin factories in 
the years after 1900.

Therefore, in addition to the assessment of the government profits or 
revenues over ca. 350 years (in total nearly 86 billion in today’s euros), one 
could estimate the opium profits from the two other sources at 0.5-0.75 
billion or 20-30 billion guilders, respectively. Certainly until about 1950 
this makes the Dutch, without any doubt, the largest opium dealers in 
world history: not only Shanghai or Hong Kong weare built on opium, 
Amsterdam and The Hague were as well. 

27 A. Hosie, vol. 2, p. 203, 204.
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