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APPenDIX 1

FROM RAGS TO RICheS TO RAGS, CA. 1775-1914

There were several theoretical approaches in the past (from world systems 
approach to dependence and neo-liberal theories) to try to understand the very 
imprecise concept of “globalization”. They were all too abstract, could not with-
stand empirical criticism and produced extravagant nonsense (wallerstein, 
Gunder Frank). The practical idea of the commodity chain (Topik, Gootenberg, 
etc.) is much more revealing. It provides the opportunity to look in a proper way 
into the connections between production (labor), consumption and distribution 
(trade), including the interventions of state bureaucracies and similar institu-
tions or price fluctuations. 

It is surprising that no one has looked into the spectacular tea/pepper-opium-
silver, etc. chains, thanks to which we can add another important variable, the 
relationship between the different “uppergrounds and undergrounds”. 

In theory, a commodity chain is certainly not enough by itself: in the links of 
the chain, it is important to look around and see how and why the existing net-
works there operate. That is much more complicated than just a flow of com-
modities and money. The important features in the chain and network “inspire” 
each other in making a realistic history possible. I hope that this book contributes 
to the making of a chain-network of the opium history.

A small compensation for this aim is the following answer to the question: Is 
it possible to make a numerical reconstruction of the whole process from plant-
ing the poppy in 19th-century India to consumption of opium in China? It could 
result in a chain of production, distribution and consumption starting with the 
poor peasant and ending with the poor consumer, while showing the main fea-
tures of the existing networks. Somewhere in between we can find the field in 
which enormous profits were made by the foreign bankers, traders and so on. 
Indeed, a chain from rags to riches to rags. In fact, this is overstretching the pos-
sibilities of the sources at the moment. however, much more and detailed data 
can be found in other sources.

The following must be perceived, therefore, as an effort to pave the road to 
that result, in the hope that somebody takes up the challenge. For the time being 
the data given show a sequence of
*  planting of the poppy by the peasant;
*  production and circulation of opium in India;
*  work in a Patna or Benares opium factory;
*  sales of the end-product (raw or prepared opium) in public auctions in Cal-

cutta (or Bombay);
*  export from India to several destinations, but mainly to China;
*  import in Canton;
*  distribution (prices) in China;
*  consumption and addiction in China.
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The comments are confined to some explanation of the given tables. The excel-
lent Digital South Asia Library (DSAL) contains the historical statistics of British 
India from 1840-1920 (Statistical abstract relating to British India). They are used 
as the main source and correction of other sources. however, additional informa-
tion is badly needed. 

Different authors often provide different data while consulting the same 
sources. Sometimes contradictory conlusions are drawen. If they do not differ too 
much, I leave it as it is. Otherwise I devote a short discussion to it.

Costs of the first treatments

In Bengal the British planted about 550,000 acres of poppy every year (= 2,225 
million square meters or 750,000 bighas).1 About 3/4 of this was irrigated. The 
average production is 4½ seer per bigha or 15 english pounds per acre, which 
makes about 60,000 chests in total.

‘There is, in fact, no crop known to the agriculturist, unless sugar-cane, that 
requires so much care and labour as the poppy’ (e. Balfour, p. 30). After which fol-
lows a detailed description of all the work and how it has to be done in the Malwa 
region. ‘One acre of well-cultivated ground will yield from 70 to 100 pounds of 
chick. The price of chick varies from three to six rupees a pound, so that an acre 
will yield from 200 to 600 rupees worth of opium at one crop’ (Idem). 

next, this harvest underwent several treatments (separation of the oil, etc.) 
and ended with making balls of eight to ten ounces each. They are finally packed 
in chests of 150 cakes; ‘the total cost of the drug at the place of production being 
about fourteen rupees per chest including all ex penses’ (Idem, p. 31).

Table 51. expenses and profits of cultivating one bigha of Malwa opium ca. 1823

expenses (rupees) Receipts (rupees)

5 seers of seed  0.9 5 seers (pukka) 40
manure  2 sale of seed (3 M.)  4
watching expense  4 total income 44
weeding, plowing, etc.  6
cutting and gathering  4 minus expenses 29.9
watering  6 minus village dues  1.8
linseed oil  1
rent to Government  6
Total 29.9 net Income 12.15

Source: John Malcolm, A Memoir of Central India Including Malwa and Adjoining Pro- 
vinces … (London: Kingsbury, Parbury & Allen, 1823), quoted in C.Trocki (1999a), p. 183,  
see also p. 68. 

1 See the very detailed data in J. wiselius, (1886), p. 196 ff.
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A bigha corresponds to about 2/3 acre or about 2700 sq. meters. One seer is about 
1 kg. One Rupee is 2 shillings; it was devalued in 1899 to 1s 1d.

In the table are given the data for a “good season”. For a tolerable season the 
expenses were estimated at 31.10 rupees and the receipts at 32.11 so that a net 
income is left of 1.01 rupee. In a bad season a loss per bigha is estimated of 9 
rupees. Because in a bad season the prices of opium were probably higher, the 
loss may turn out to be a little less. 

The peasant could hope for a production of 4-5 seers (kg) per bigha and an 
income of Rs. 200 for about 14 bighas. wiselius informs us that the Behar (Bengal) 
poppy planters received 25 shilling gross per year, reminding us that much is 
deducted ‘before the planter receives this money’. Per bigha the peasant is paid 
33-38 shilling gross. In Benares the peasants got more from their bigha, 38-42 shil-
ling gross.

In the 1870s the peasants gradually stopped working for the British govern-
ment and in particular the poppy production, since they preferred the better paid 
sugar, potatoes, etc. for the local Indian market: the British were forced to respond 
with an increase in the “poppy wages”. In addition, it is more expensive to buy 
Malwa opium in the independent states than Bengal opium on government con-
tracts. The former is nearly twice as expensive. There is also the trend, however, 
that the yields in Bengal decrease whereupon Malwa opium must be bought in 
order to sustain or expand the export. 

Production of opium in India and its market prices

In Bengal (nw Provinces and Oudh) in 1797, the total area of poppy cultivation 
amounted to 9,460 bighas, but nearly a century later it has increased to 928,241 
bighas (e. Balfour, p. 31).

In 1878-79 the total output in British India was 91,200 chests with an export 
value of £12,993,985, and the net profit to the British Indian Government was 
£7,7000,671 (Id., p. 30); about half Bengal and half Malwa opium. Of this about 
£1,000,000 was exported to Burma and the Malay settlements, the remainder to 
China.

From the year 1784 to 1801 the market price of crude opium from the cultivator 
ran from 16 to 21 salimshahi rupees per durri, a measure of 5 pucka seers, each 
seer being 90 sal. rupees. ‘This was the price of the drug by the grower in the first 
stage and a better criterion than that of the manufacturer in its prepared state’ 
(Id., p. 30). In 1801 this price rose to 25 rupees, in 1804 to 27, quickly increasing to 
42—its maximum—in 1809. Later it gradually fell to 29 in 1814, then rose again to 
33 in 1818; it reached 38-39 in 1820. 

For later years the following table documents the situation:
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Table 52. Production and Prices in Indian districts and Calcutta,1873-1882 (in piculs 
and guilders)

Chests-piculs 
provision and 
abkari opium 
produced in 
the agencies

Cost price for 
government 
per picul in 
guilders

Chests sent 
to Calcutta

Chests sold 
in Calcutta

Sale price per 
chest in 
Calcutta in 
guilders

1873 Behar
Benares

30,771
19,512

389
390

26,770
19,000

25,500
16,500

1,305
1,229

1874 Behar
Benares

33,936
25,068

391
384

30,856
23,860

26,244
18,756

1,242
1,200

1875 Behar
Benares

32,702
23,146

396
386

29,340
22,414

25,800
19,200

1,269
1,215

1876 Behar
Benares

38,108
34,109

396
388

34,957
33,094

26,800
20,200

1,309
1,243

1877 Behar
Benares

35,575
36,027

389
380

32,166
35,001

25,000
23,000

1,298
1,229

1878 Behar
Benares

19,003
26,153

361
323

18,140
25,000

30,000
24,000

1,280
1,199

1879 Behar
Benares

33,108
22,483

252
356

29,786
20,175

30,000
30,000

1,189
1,112

1880 Behar
Benares

34,453
22,028

309
350

31,118
21,851

28,200
28,200

1,361
1,292

1881 Behar
Benares

27,407
26,884

393
348

24,200
25,532

28,200
28,200

1,358
1,345

1882 Behar
Benares

28,379
28,548

381
392

26,022
28,017

27,900
28,200

1,261
1,221

Source: J. wiselius (1886), p. 201.

The work in a British opium factory in India

There exists a painstakingly detailed description of the work in an opium factory, 
the Ghazipur Factory, forty miles below Benares. The writer is Rudyard Kipling, 
who visited the factory in January 1888.2 his friend was the Opium Agent at 
Ghazipur, harry Rivett-Carnac. This man earned 3,000 rupees a month, equiva-
lent to £2,700 per annum. In that case, in 1888 £1 = Rupees 13.3; 1,000 Rupees is 
about £76.0. Other exchange rates are also available. At the time Kipling, who 
was addicted to both alcohol and opium, earned one-fifth of the wage of this 
Opium Agent.

2 R. Kipling. See for detailed information on Kipling’s trip www.kipling.org.uk/rg_
opium1.htm. Colonel harry Rivett-Carnac held a ‘second-rate appointment—the opium 
commissionership at Ghazipore ...’ The Indian bestselling author of Sea of Poppies, Amitav 
Ghosh (2008), provides the present image of the opium factory (still running): ‘The Ghazi-
pur and Patna Opium Factories together produced the wealth of Britain.’ Interview: www.
outlookindia.com.
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Public sales 

Table 53. Public Sales of Bengal opium of the eIC in Calcutta, 1787–1829

year Chests sold Average price per chests 
In rupees

Results of sales 
In rupees

1787 3693 470 1 735 710 

1792 2982 525 (535) 1 884 624

1797 4172 426 (286) 1 777 272

1802 2840 1378 (1383) 3 913 520

1807 4208 1276 5 369 408

1812 4769 1955 9 323 395

1817 3552 1876 (2178) 6 663 552

1822 3360 2062 (3089) 6 928 320

1827 7461 1328 9 908 208

Source: J. Rowntree, p. 284, 285 statistical tables supplied by Maurice Gregory. The data 
are derived from the Report of the Royal Commission on Opium (1895), vol. 7, p. 61 and 
62. For the second column see also J. Richards (2002-2), p.159 (except for the year 1827).
One chest is about 140 lbs which differs from 60–72 kg; one seer = about 1 kg. 

In the original tables the year is indicated as “1829-30”, which is here given as 
“1829”. The selected data indicate the sales or export or revenue in the given year. 
For all years see J. Rowntree, p. 284 ff. and J. Richards (2002-2), p. 159 ff.

Table 53 differs sometimes considerably from the one given in C.Trocki 
(1999a), p. 65 of the same period. his figures are given as well in brackets in the 
third column. Part of the explanation is that Trocki only provides Patna data, but 
this is not true for data after 1798. Further reasons for the differences are not 
known. The table from h. Morse (1926), vol. iv, p. 383 titled ‘Opium, 1818-27’ gives 
no information about which phase of the process is covered and is, therefore, 
useless.

From 1860 to 1880 the annual average production of ‘provision’ opium was 
50,154 chests, and in that period the price of crude opium varied from Rs. 4.8 to 
Rs. 5 a seer. The actual cost of a chest of Bengal opium ‘including interest on the 
capital and all indirect charges, is as follows:

‘68 seers 2 chittak at 75° consistence, equals 73 seers at 70° consistence at Rs. 5 per 
seer ....................................................... Rs. 365 (Behar.) ........... Rs. 341 (Benares)
Cost of manufacture and packing, interest on capital, charges for pensions, and leave 
allowance of officers     71      66
Total ................................................... Rs. 436 ........... Rs. 407
Being an average of Rs. 421’ (e. Balfour, p. 38). 
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Exports of Indian opium

This important subject is documented by many sources, and it could be expected 
that then the question would become crystal clear. Alas, the reality is different. 
There is even the suspicion that many people have an interest to create a chaos 
to hide interesting backgrounds. To entangle the real constellation here would be 
too time consuming.

Table 54. exports of Indian opium in chests (1829-1902)

year exports of opium in chests net revenue to indian 
government in rupees

1829 9 678 (9 678) [16 257] ---
1832 16 083 (9 385) [21 985] ---
1837 29 679 (19 307) [34 373] 15 864 450
1842 35 887 (16 518) 15 765 810
1847 23 877 (23 877) 16 633 848
1852 61 157 37 179 320
1857 74 966 59 183 750
1862 82 217 61 991 980
1867 86 930 70 480 650
1872 82 934 68 704 230
1877 92 820 65 216 520
1882 91 800 72 167 780
1887 90 096 60 908 870
1892 75 384 63 906 840
1897 56 069 27 906 550
1902 65 603 48 649 985

Source: J. Rowntree, p. 286, 287 statistical tables supplied by Maurice Gregory. he derived 
these data from Financial and Commercial Statistics of British India, 10th Issue (Calcutta, 
1903); see also e. Balfour, p. 38, 39 for these revenues in £ for the years 1871-1881 and 
for 1800-1860. 

The figures in parentheses in the second column are mentioned by J.C. Baud 
(1853), p. 214. The given differences are quite mysterious since two times similar 
data are given and three times much lower ones. This table also differs consider-
ably from M. Greenberg/C.Trocki (1999a), p. 95. Their data are given in brackets. 
In this case the matter could be solved as follows: there must be a large difference 
between data from the arrivals of opium from several sources in Canton and the 
export from India (see next paragraph “Destinations”). At last, this table differs by 
50% from J. Richards (2002-2), p. 160-162.

Table 54 is, anyway, not clearly defined: is it the total export or only of Bengal 
opium? An answer is suggested by B. Lubbock (p. 286), who gave details about 
the sales during 1845. They were attended by contenders of five nationalities: 
english, Scottish, American, Parsee and hindi. The Bengal sales (Patna + Benares) 
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of opium were 21,526 chests and Malwa opium sales 18,321 chests ‘making an 
export for the year of 39,847 chests’. In the missing details of table 54, an amount 
of 36,942 chests is indicated for ‘1844-45’ and an amount of 20,553 chests for the 
year ‘1845-46’. It is not logical to choose ‘1844-45’ to compare with Lubbock’s data 
of 1845, as then a gap of nearly 20,000 chests must be explained. My suggestion is 
that in table 54 only the data about Bengal opium are given. The remaining differ-
ence of nearly 1000 chests can be explained as follows: it must be the quantity left 
for consumption in India, or it is simply a typing error.

To get a better grip on these figures, ten-year totals are calculated from the same 
sources as Rowntree reproduced. Although there is a question of definition 
between the two, they are combined in the following table:

Table 55. Bengal Opium export after Sales from India and Financial results of eIC and 
Government of India, 1787-1900**

years Chests Results in rupees

1787–1800 51 427 25 764 000
1800–1810 39 474 55 302 000
1810–1820 41 788 84 687 000
1820–1830 48 464 90 990 000
1830–1840 228 507 159 123 000*
1840–1850 363 370 214 041 000
1850–1860 670 421 405 565 000
1860–1870 777 232 586 361 000
1870–1880 919 028 681 049 000
1880–1890 898 721 681 576 000
1890–1900 702 039 478 308 000
Totals 1787-1900 4 740 471 3 371 068 000

* During this decade in the first five years there was no indication of the net revenue to 
the Indian Government. For the other five years, the revenue was 67,425,000 rupees.
** The third column gives round sums. 

Let’s suppose that the 1870 rule of 1000 rupees = 100 pounds was appropriate for 
the whole period. Then the eIC and the British Indian government received from 
the sales of Bengal opium alone £337,106,800 largely as net revenue. During this 
period nearly five million chests of Bengal opium were exported, which is 325 
million kilo. Together with the Malwa opium there must have been an export of 
about 600 million kilo of opium, if one supposes that the 1829 division (see 
below) is appropriate for the whole period. Can this estimate be substantiated 
further through data about the destination of the Indian opium? 
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Ill. 33. The Manufacture of Opium in India, 1900
Source: The picture is probably made in Ghazipur north of Calcutta by Bourne & Shepherd; 

www.plantcultures.org.

Destinations

The opium export from India was not only destined for Canton or other Chinese 
ports (Macao, hong Kong, Shanghai, etc.). In this section many export data and 
destinations are given which should be made the subject of further research. In 
addition, we must remeber that Turkish opium also arrived in Canton, albeit 
much smaller quantities than Bengal or Malwa (C. Trocki, 1999, p. 95). In the 
given period it cannot be more than 10%, so one can expect that 600 million kilo 
also arrived in China during the 19th century plus one decade.

That century started with an Indian export of opium to China of 1500 chests 
(e. Balfour, p. 34). Baud provides data until the middle of the century, but alterna-
tive information about the pre- and post-Opium war period is necessary as well 
as about specific years.

The following figure 12 concerns the pre-Opium war period and the eIC per-
formance only.

It is worthwhile scrutinizing specific years. Take, for example, the shipping 
expert Lubbock’s stories for 1829 or 1841. In short, he reveals the following.

1829
Lubbock mentions that in this year 7,006 chests of Bengal opium were received 
at Lintin, 137 chests in Macao. Furthermore, 6,542 chests of Malwa opium 
arrived as well. Of this kind of opium, 315 chests were brought to Macao. In a 
shipwreck 233 chests were lost. In addition, 700 chests of Turkish opium were 
brought to Lintin by American bottoms.3 The above list of Rowntree gives for 

3 B. Lubbock, p. 70.
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Figure 12. Indian eIC export to China of Bengal and Malwa Opium, 1809-1839 (x 1,000 
chests) 

Source: h. Derks based on data from A. Le Pichon, 2007, p. 19; selected years. 

1828-29 an amount of 8,578 chests of Bengal opium. This means that about 1500 
chests or 15% were sold during the voyage from Calcutta to Canton, so that 85% 
went to China in this year. For the same kind of bookkeeping of the stocks and 
deliveries in 1833, see h. Morse (1926), vol. iv, p. 372.

1841
On the outward run to China, many clippers arrived first in Singapore. In January 
and February five clippers landed in total nearly a thousand chests (924).1 This is 
about 4% of the total export, so 96% went to China. 

1 Idem, p. 241.
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Table 56. export of Bengal Opium from Calcutta to Several Destinations, 1809–1850 in 
chests (selected years)

years China Manilla Java Sumatra 
coast

Strait settle-
ments

To else-
where

Totals

1809 3 200 --- --- --- --- --- 3 200
1811 3 600 --- --- --- --- --- 3 600
1813 3 300 --- --- --- --- --- 3 300
1816 3 376 (2,700) 74 213 62 583 42 4 350
1818 3 575 (2,900) 12 44 119 549 7 4 306
1820 3 591 (1,700) 57 797 45 657 5 5 152
1822 3 207 (3,300) 9 439 50 395 5 4 100
1824 5 365 (3,400) 65 294 73 1 258 31 7 086
1826 5 861 (3,800) 30 172 64 435 36 6 568
1828 4 903 (6,700) 18 62 23 1 582 7 6 554
1830 5 590 (7,400) 12 162 8 1 344 12 7 116
1832 7 530 (6,800) 12 162 5 1 842 13 9 385
1834 9 480 (7,800) 12 30 6 1 512 20 11 050
1836 10 493 (14,900) 12 132 19 2 107 2 12 734
1838 14 499 (19,600) 12 189 19 3 483 50 18 221
1840  5 817 728 46 19 11 424 123 17 410
1842 11 867 728 75 19 4 505 71 16 518
1844 14 709 728 222 19 3 822 39 18 792
1846 20 668 728 85 19 4 277 45 24 990
1848 27 870 728 50 19 4 352 15 32 287
1850 30 996 728 75 19 3 997 25 35 093

Source: J. C. Baud, p. 214. Instead of Strait Settlements he had «Pulau Pinang and further 
eastwards». The 1809–1813 figures and those in brackets are given by A. Le Pichon,  
p. 19

From this table we can learn not only the large differences between several 
 sources, but also that 75-80% of the Bengal opium on average was destined for 
China, 10-15% to the Strait Settlements and 5-10% to Java. In all the years 
together about 434,000 chests with Bengal opium were exported to the given 
destinations. During the First Opium war with China, the export to China 
decreased in 1839/40 to 3,755, and the next year it was 5,817. Afterwards, it 
increased very quickly. 

About the Malwa opium Baud provides much less data, as the following table 
shows. At that time it was still located outside British India. Under the heading 
‘To elsewhere’ is meant export to Malabar, Goa or Mauritius. 

So with the exception of one year, all Malwa opium (about 95%) went to 
China. This was a total of 227,091 chests.
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Table 57. export of Malwa Opium from Bombay to Several Destinations, 1809-1850 in 
chests (selected years)

years China Manilla Java Sumatra 
coast

Strait 
settlements

To 
elsewhere

Totals

1809  1 000 --- --- --- --- --- 1 000
1811  1 400 --- --- --- --- --- 1 400
1813  1 600 --- --- --- --- --- 1 600
1815   700 --- --- --- --- --- 700
1817  1 200 --- --- --- --- --- 1 200
1819  1 000 --- --- --- --- --- 1 000
1821  1 700 --- --- --- --- --- 1 700
1823  3 900 --- --- --- --- --- 3 900
1825  6 700 --- --- --- --- --- 6 700
1827  5 600 --- --- --- --- --- 5 600
1829  7 700 --- --- --- --- --- 7 700
1831 12 900 --- --- --- --- --- 12 900
1833 14 000 --- --- --- --- --- 14 000
1835 11 700 --- --- --- --- --- 11 700
1836 20 882 (15,400) --- --- ---   191 --- 21 073
1838 17 353 (14,800) --- --- ---   153 9 17 515
1840 12 022 25 --- --- 3 700 6 15 762
1842 18 521 --- --- ---   376 2 18 899
1844 14 883 --- --- ---   229 59 15 171
1846 17 389 --- --- ---   26 158 17 573
1848 21 392 --- --- ---   376 48 21 811
1850 16 513 --- --- ---  70 14 16 597

Source: A. Le Pichon, p. 19 for the years 1809–1835 and for the figures in parentheses; 
the rest J.C.Baud, p. 215. The indication --- means: not available and/or not known.

Destination Ceylon (Sri Lanka)

Until 1815 Ceylon was a Dutch colony, but the central part of it was formally 
ruled by the Kandyan kingdom. In that year the english also annexed this king-
dom and started to govern the whole island. The first opium arrived as a luxury 
with them, because opium consumption among the Malay troops in the British 
army was high, and these soldiers were held in high esteem by the British author-
ities ‘but the use of opium rendered them unfit for service at an early age’ (C. 
Uragoda, p. 71). Apparently, a large part of the imported opium must have come 
from Malwa, because the British started to levy an exceptionally high import 
duty of 20 rixdollars per pound. Later this was reduced to 5 rixdollars, by 1840 it 
became one shilling per pound, and in 1885 even one rupee per pound. 
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Table 58. Growth of Opium Trade in Ceylon (Sri Lanka), 1840/1900 in lb

year Pounds of opium imported

1840 1 562
1850 852
1860 8 379
1870 12 449
1880 10 117
1890 12 807
1900 23 755

Source: C. Uragoda, p. 70.

This enormous growth in the consumption can be indicated also as follows. 
Around the middle of the century, opium dens were introduced on Ceylon by the 
english government: the first appeared in 1850, a second came ten years later, 
but then apparently the sky was the limit: in 1890 there were 31, seven years 
later 56 and in 1907 already 65. Of course, the revenues for the government 
increased in the same way: from Rs. 4,100 to Rs. 122,189 in 1907 (Idem, p. 72). 
The anti-opium lobby made a lot of trouble about it later ‘against forcing opium 
on uninterested countries’ (Idem, p. 75).

Key position Singapore

Table 59. The Opium Smuggling of Singapore, 1835/1865 in chests (selected des   - 
tinations)

Country 1835 1841 1843 1845 1848 1852 1857 1863 1865

China 422 5 437 2 559 1 730 2 746 1 854 1 933 1 887 931
Indochina 4 429 281 329 518 464 209 160 153
Java 164 223 42 14 170 271 804 1 032 676
Penang and 
Malacca

61 131 57 163 139 257 263 449 400

--- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- ---
Total 1 285 7 550 3 974 3 196 4 547 4 069 4 188 4 558 3 081

Source: M. van Os, p.66 who copied the data from wong, A Study of the Trade of Singapore.

After the Second Opium war was won by the British, the opium position of 
Singapore became less important. hong Kong and Shanghai took over control, 
and from a British point of view there came an end to the smuggling practices. 
Furthermore, the use of steam ships made a stop in Singapore less necessary, 
with all the consequences for the entertainment industry. Still, there was a rea-
sonable compensation for this in the increased opium trade with the east Indies. 

The table gives no information about an “internal transformation”: the Bengal 
opium lost much of its dominant position to Malwa and in particular Middle 
eastern opium. For this last sort, Singapore retained its key position for the whole 
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of Southeast Asia. The quick rise of the demand from Penang/Malacca (and the 
ignored Sumatra) is due to the growing influx of Chinese tin-laborers. 

Period 1910 to 1918
The British indicated (A. hosie, vol. 2, p. 208) that from 1901-5 annually 67,000 
chests were exported, of which 51,000 went to China. It is unclear whether this is 
Bengal plus Malwa opium. In any case the period of serious reductions of the 
export to China started around 1907. The next table shows that 75% went to 
China (1911); at the beginning of world war I (1914) this decreased to 45%. A 
year later the entire opium export of India to China collapsed to about 10%. 
Japan and French Indochina remain strong clients during this war. For the Treaty 
ports the figures for 1904 are also given as about £1.5 million, which doubled ten 
years later, but fully collapsed at the start of the war.

The next table gives the data about the same period but in quantities, in chests.

Table 60. “British” Indian export of Opium to Various Countries, 1911/1920 (in £; selected years) 

Destinations 1911 1912 1913 1914 1915 1918 1920

French 
Indo-China

207 722 325 500 99 018 129 502 291 425 627 243 386 041

Java 386 825 362 120 383 408 472 199 282 252 ? ?
Siam 10 217 190 657 263 177 164 030 204 328 300 097 350 000
hong Kong 3 963 264 3 019 858 2 400 084 1 084 093 110 712 77 772 130 234
Straits 
Settlements

1 692 053 1 099 801 704 870 226 500 80 572 83 023 112 880

United 
Kingdom

927 2 907 1 180 18 433 58 148 --- ---

Treaty ports, 
China

2 203 670 3 614 887 3 242 902 27 833 --- --- ---

Macao --- --- 236 420 18 295 --- --- ---
Japan --- 76 817 129 545 119 913 100 659 195 957 406 390
Other 45 565 36 420 15 659 19 223 47 543 21 064 74 717
Total 8 510 243 8 728 967 7 539 236 2 280 031 1 175 639 1 605 156 1 9060 262

Source: e. La Motte, p. 9 and 10 quoted from Statistical Abstract relating to British India. Exports of 
Opium and DSAL, 1910-1920 no. 164.
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Table 61. “British” Indian export of Opium to Various Countries, 1911-1917 (in chests) 

Destination 1912 1913 1914 1915 1916

Cochinchina* 805 875 2 690 2 035 3 440
Java 3 010 3 265 2 650 1 835 1 965
Straits Settlements 5 098 1 537 755 605 239
China** 19 575 4 061 1 000 734 500
United Kingdom 11 115 498 199 0
Ceylon 50 105 80 65 80
Mauritius 10 19 23 65 120
Other 2 815 1 929 3 160 3 248 2 366
Total 31 374 11 906 10 858 8 786 8 710

Source: e. La Motte, p. 48 quoted from Statistical Abstract relating to British India. Data 
on Japan are omitted for some reason.
* “Cochinchina” is about South Vietnam and, therefore, only a part of French Indochina.
** “China” must be hong Kong, Macao and Treaty Ports together.

EIC ships from Calcutta to Canton, 1775-1820

h. Morse (1926), vol. II, p. 436-452 and vol. III, p. 389-398 gives long lists of eIC 
ships which arrived in Canton. They are certainly not all of the ships that came in 
China nor all of the english ships. In the 1775 to 1804 period, 499 eIC ships 
arrived (30 years). From 1805-1820 there were 311 eIC ships (16 years). Most of 
them brought chests with opium in the cargo, apart from the smugglers and ships 
of other nationalities. 

Import Trade of Canton, 1833 

Of course, this table concerns the import of only one year shortly before the out-
break of the First Opium war. Indeed, nearly half of the British import concerns 
opium. The Americans imported nearly as many “western goods” as the British, 
but lagged far behind them in the opium import. A remarkable aspect is the 
American silver import. As discussed in ch. 6, the “Bullion Game” resulted in a big 
switch with the turning point in 1827: before then, the British had to pay for their 
tea by means of silver; later, the Chinese had to pay the forced opium import with 
silver. The following Chinese silver drain provided a good business for the 
Americans as this table shows. The table also demonstrates that 75% of the total 
import came from “eastern products”. “The west” had not much to offer Chinese 
consumers. In other years this disparity is even more obvious when all the other 
“eastern goods” receive their notation.

Morse also gives the data of the export trade of Canton in the same year (1833). 
The total British export is 21 million dollars; 43% concerns tea, and now they 
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Table 62. Import Trade of Canton, 1833 ( in Spanish $)

Goods British American Total

Company Private     Total

woollens 2 127 386  389 958  2 517 344   --- ---
Cotton goods  275 217  351 957  627 174   --- ---
Metals  112 643  48 915  161 558   --- ---
Furs ---  17 306  17 306   --- ---
Other western 
products

---  118 584  118 584   --- ---

Total Western 
products

2 515 246  926 720  3 441 966 2 907 936  6 349 902

Cotton 1 842 332  4 884 407  6 726 739   --- ---
Opium --- 11 618 716 11 618 716  500 000 ---
Sandalwood 75  41 400  41 475   --- ---
Tin, Banka ---  92 192  92 192   --- ---
Pepper ---  190 757  190 757   --- ---
Other eastern 
goods

---  1 344 448  1 344 448   --- ---

Total Eastern 
products

1 842 407 18 171 920 20 014 327  500 000 20 514 327

Total Goods 4 357 653 19 098 640 23 456 293 3 407 936 26 864 229
Silver ---  20 500  20 500  682 519*  703 019
Total Imports 4 357 653 19 119 140 23 476 793 4 090 455 27 567 248

Source: h. Morse (1926) vol. iv, p. 369; D. Meyer, p. 42 for the year 1828.
* In addition, there are bills on London for a total of 4,772,516 dollars.

export also silver and gold (valued at nearly 7 million dollars in 1833), the pay-
ments for the opium import (33% of the export)!

It is interesting to compare this table with the same one for the year 1820 in h. 
Morse (1926), vol. III, p. 383. here the Company imported silver worth 2.7 million 
dollars, and Americans imported about the same amount. The value of the opium 
import (only ‘private’) in 1820 was 6.5 million dollars or about 45% of all goods 
(double that of all ‘western Products’).

Prices of opium, 1800-1914

The fluctuation of prices was in the beginning clearly related to the smuggling 
activities until the First Opium war. In 1832, the year of the foundation of 
Jardine, Matheson & Co, the overall value of the opium export to China was esti-
mated at $11.6 million (£7.7 million). The market price of Bengal per chest in this 
year fluctuated between $940 and $625, Malwa opium between $720 and $490 
(A. Le Pichon, p. 19). After the Opium war the prices were “legal” for the western 
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Table 63. Prices of opium per chest, in Spanish $ as given in Canton, Macau or Hong 
Kong, 1800-1880

Month–year Patna Benares Malwa

07 1800 557 525 ---
04 1805 1430 1430 ---
03 1810 1090 --- ---
(?) 1815 --- --- ---
12 1820 1550 --- 1450
04 1825 780 --- 580
03 1830 800 --- 745
07 1835 675 630 575
(?) 1840 --- --- ---
03 1845 640 580 ---
04 1850 510 515 595
04 1855 320 335 420
04 1860 782 770 600
03 1865 415 397 635
09 1870 580 540 570
04 1875 595 570 570
10 1880 610 --- 720

Source: C. Trocki (1999a), p. 81, 82. One Spanish $ = 4s 2d = about 2 Rupees; £1 = 4 dol-
lars until 1814, later one used the rate £100 = $ 416.67. The tael of currency at Canton 
was treated as equivalent to 6s.8d or £1 = taels 3 (H. Morse, 1926, vol. 1, p. xxii). 

merchants and tended to be leveled down in the mutual competition. Malwa 
opium, which was always perceived to be a lesser quality than Patna could reach 
the same quantities and sometimes even more. This does not relate, of course, to 
Malwa versus Bengal (= Patna + Benares) opium.

‘The average price realized on a chest of Bengal opium for the ten years ending 
1880-81 may be taken at Rs. 1280; the average profit ... may be taken at Rs. 1280-421 
= Rs. 859’ (E. Balfour, p. 38).

Another calculation comes from M. Greenberg, p.129: in 1821 the Chinese paid 
$8,314,600 for 4,628 chests of opium (Malwa and Bengal combined); this is an 
average price of $1,796 per chest. Two years later this price was dropped to $1,204 
per chest. The table above shows that much later the chest price mostly was 
about $400.

Shanghai, 1913

Ellen La Motte visited Shanghai in 1915/16 and gathered many data on the opi-
um business in the “native city” as well as in the International Settlements. The 
Chinese authorities were not allowed to enter, this, not in the least because of 
their nefarious reputation as “big opium dens”. In October 1907 there were  
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87 licensed opium shops in the International Settlement.2 Less than seven years 
later there were 663! In 1907 the average monthly revenue from opium licenses, 
dens and shops altogether was 5,450 taels. Seven years later the shops alone pro-
duced a revenue of 20,960 taels; in total in 1913, a license revenue was received 
of 86, 386 taels. Opium could be officially sold in taverns, foreign liquor sellers, 
Chinese wine shops, tea shops, a Chinese theater and a club, all apart from spe-
cial opium shops. Retail-prices are not given.

Production and Prices in China from about 1870-1914

e. Balfour, p. 29 gave the following figures:

Manchuria  400,000 pikuls
western China total   97,000    „
western hou-pe district    2,000    „
eastern Sze-chuen   45,000    „
yunnan   40,000    „
Kwi-choo   10,000    „

Most poppy production was not, as bold, in Sze-chuen (Szechuan) and yunnan. 
In the former the ordinary price was 820 rupees for 133 1/3 lbs. avoirdupois. At 
hankow it had risen to 930 rupees. 

The estimates of the Chinese production vary widely, because the authorities 
almost never visited the poppy fields. what Alexander hosie did is very exclusive, 
and it gave his actions and estimates a wide audience. For the situation around 
1885, wiselius (1886, p. 200) refers to an expert, Dr. J. Dudgeon, who stated that 
the Chinese production was 400,000 pikuls. A consul of Ichang estimated only 
200,000 pikuls. 

The price of north China opium per Chinese ounce was 2.8 to 3.2 taels; Malwa 
opium at new-chang 5.8 taels; Patna opium 5.4; Chinese 2.8.

Sze-chuen opium exported to the coast, to hankow, in 1880 was 927 pikuls; at 
hankow a ad valorem duty of 7 1/2 percent was added. 

In 1776 ‘the drug which cost in Calcutta Rs 500 the chest, was sold in China for 
500 dollars’ (e. Balfour, p. 33, 34).

After world war I the mafia (including the Sassoon family and the ezra 
Brothers) could not hide behind the English legality of the opium import in 
China. From 1912 to 1916 a chest of Bengal opium increased sixfold in price, Malwa 
fivefold, because in a combined effort these families had achieved a monopoly 
position on the Chinese market. These usurious prices were far above the world 
prices at the time: 

‘In 1914 a chest of Indian opium sold for 6,800 taels wholesale; 10,000 taels retail 
in Shanghai and 50,000 taels retail in remoter places. Shipped to a non-China mar-
ket, the same chest was worth the equivalent of only 500 taels’ (F. wakeman, p. 36 
and p. 327 note 73).

2 e. La Motte, p. 39–43 quoting Shanghai Municipal Council sources, pamphlets and 
papers.
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