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For Scott


‘The greatest service which can be rendered to any country is to add a useful plant to its culture’ — Thomas Jefferson

‘Tea is exceedingly useful; cultivate it, and the benefit will be widely spread; drink it and the animal spirits will be lively and clear’ — Robert Fortune, quoting a Chinese proverb


Prologue

THERE WAS A time when maps of the world were redrawn in the name of plants, when two empires, Britain and China, went to war over two flowers: the poppy and the camellia.

The poppy, Papaver somniferum, was processed into opium, a narcotic used widely throughout the Orient in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The drug was grown and manufactured in India, a subcontinent of princely states united under the banner of Greater Britain, in 1757. Opium was marketed, solely and exclusively, under the aegis of England’s Empire in India by the Honourable East India Company.

The camellia, Camellia sinensis, is also known as tea. The Empire of China had a near complete monopoly on tea, as it was the only country to grow, pick, process, cook, and in all other ways manufacture, wholesale and export ‘the liquid jade’.

For nearly two hundred years, the East India Company sold opium to China and bought tea with the proceeds. China, in turn, bought opium from British traders out of India and paid for the drug with the silver profits from tea.

The opium-for-tea exchange was not merely profitable to England, it was indispensable. Nearly one in every ten pounds sterling collected by the government came from the import and sale of tea – about a pound per person per year. Tea taxes funded railways, roads and Civil Service salaries, among the many other necessities of an emergent industrial nation. Opium was equally significant to the British economy, for it financed the management of India – the shining jewel in Queen Victoria’s imperial crown. While it was always hoped that India would pay for itself, by the mid-nineteenth century England was waging a series of expansionist wars on India’s North West Frontier that were swiftly draining whatever profits could be derived from the rich and vast subcontinent.

The triangular trade in flowers was the engine which powered a world economy and the wheels of Empire turned on the growth, processing and sale of plant life: poppies from India; camellias from China; with a cut from each for Great Britain.

The British-Chinese relationship was tragically unhappy. The Exalted and Celestial Emperor in Peking ‘officially’ banned the sale of opium in China in 1729, but regardless it was smuggled in for generations afterwards. (Notably, the sale of opium was also forbidden by Queen Victoria within the British Isles. She, however, was largely obeyed.) Opium sales increased quickly and steadily; there was a fivefold growth in volume in the years 1822–37. Finally, in 1839, the leading Chinese court official in the trading port of Canton, rankled by the profligacy of the foreigners and the pestilence of opium addiction among his own people, held the entire foreign encampment hostage, ransoming the 300 Britons for their opium, then worth £6 million (about £145 million in today’s pounds, or $290 million). When the opium was surrendered and the hostages released, the Mandarin ordered 500 Chinese coolies to foul nearly 3 million pounds of the drug with salt and lime, and then wash the filthy mixture out into the Pearl River and thence to the South China Sea. In response, young Victoria sent Britain’s navy to war, to keep the lucrative opium-for-tea marriage alive.

In battle, Britain trounced China, whose rough wooden sailing junks were no match for Her Majesty’s steam-powered modern navy. As part of the peace treaty England won concessions from the Chinese no one had previously thought possible in a century of diplomatic entreaty: the island of Hong Kong, plus the cession of five new treaty or trading ports on the mainland.

Few Westerners had penetrated the Chinese interior since the days of Marco Polo. For two hundred years prior to the First Opium War British ships had been restricted to docking at the entrepôt of Canton, a sliver of a trading city at the mouth of the Pearl River. No Englishman had been granted permission to leave that southernmost port to explore the centre of the Yellow Country. Britons could not officially step foot outside their warehouses, and many had never even seen the city walls, 20 foot thick and 25 high and only 200 yards away from the foreigners’ district. Now, with their triumph in the war, the interior of China was opened to the British – just a crack – for business.

With five new cities in which to trade, British merchants were dreaming of the lush silks, delicate porcelains and perfumed teas stockpiled in the Chinese interior, just waiting to be sold on to the wider world. Sitting before their ledgers, businessmen imagined dealing directly with Chinese manufacturers, rather than the cantankerous middlemen or compradors who commanded the Canton warehouses. Bankers had visions of untold riches, of mineral wealth, and of crops, plants, flowers – a giant country of unmonetised commodities.

The new order established by the first Opium War was an unstable one, however. Forced by British gunboats to sign intolerable treaties, a wounded China seethed. The once proud and self-contained nation had been thoroughly shamed. British politicians and traders worried that the humiliated Chinese Emperor might upset the delicate balance laid out in the peace accords by legalising opium production in China and breaking India’s (and thus Britain’s) monopoly on the poppy.

An idea took hold in the City of London: tea could and must be secured for England. The Napoleonic Wars were long over by the time of the Opium Wars, but the brave men who had fought at Trafalgar and Waterloo still held enormous sway over foreign policy and opinion. Henry Hardinge, a great general who had helped defeat Napoleon beside Nelson and Wellington, warned of the risk posed by a defiant China when he was Governor General of India:

It is in my opinion by no means improbable that in a few years the Government of Pekin, by legalising the cultivation of Opium in China, where the soil has been already proved equally well adapted with India to the growth of the plant, may deprive this Government of one of its present chief sources of revenue. Under this view I deem it most desirable to afford every encouragement to the cultivation of Tea in India, in my opinion the latter is likely in course of time to prove an equally prolific and more safe source of revenue to the state than that now derived from the monopoly on Opium.

If China should legalise the opium poppy, it would leave a crucial gap in the economic triangle: England would no longer have the money to pay for her tea, her wars in India, or public works projects at home. Chinese-grown opium would put an end to the shameful economic co-dependence between the two Empires, the unhappy marriage sealed by the exchange of the two flowers. It was a divorce that Britain could ill afford.

The Indian Himalaya mountain range resembled China’s best tea-growing regions. The Himalayas were high in altitude and richly soiled, clouded in mists to water tea plants and shade them from the scorching sun, while frequent frosts would help sweeten and flavour the liquor, make it more complicated, delightful, delicious.

As flowers swelled the balance sheets of the Oriental trade, they became so important to the world order that the men who understood them – men who were once called gardeners – were now regarded as members of a new profession: botany. By the mid-nineteenth century gardeners were no longer humble men in hats and hob-nailed boots, tending to their bulbs, flowers and shrubs. Furthermore, the emergent botanists were becoming swashbucklers and world-changers. Foreign plants were collected and studied for the sake of the potential scientific, economic and agricultural advances they might bring about in England and throughout the Empire. Gardeners, freed from the tyranny of restriction to their home ground, became plant hunters in the wild. Flowers, too, became travellers as new technology for transplanting live flora grew ever-more sophisticated. Whether a plant specimen was rare or as commonplace as grass in its native land meant nothing to the professional plant hunter; only that it was new and useful to England and her budding colonial economies.

No longer confined to China’s southernmost coast, Britain now had greater access to the areas where tea was cultivated and processed. If the manufacture of tea in India were to be successful, Britain would need healthy specimens of the finest tea plants, seeds by the thousand, and the centuries-old know ledge of accomplished Chinese tea manufacturers. The task required a plant hunter, a gardener, a thief, a spy.

The man Britain needed was named Robert Fortune.


1

Min River, China, 1845

ON AN AUTUMN afternoon in 1845, long before Robert Fortune made his name as one of the world’s great plant hunters, it seemed very likely that he would die in China. For two weeks he had been confined on a listless junk near the city of Fuzhou, at the mouth of the Min River. His ordinarily robust constitution was near collapse. With a raging fever, he took to his bunk in the cabin of a seagoing cargo boat, dizzy from the smell of bilgewater and rotting fish. The junk’s deck was laden with timber from the countryside. Also on deck was Fortune’s cargo, which included trunk-sized glass boxes filled with flowers, shrubs, grasses, vegetables, fruits, and all matter of exotic plant-life. These glazed cases, known as Wardian or Ward’s cases after their inventor, were on their way, with Fortune, to London – if he ever made it that far. With his long legs dangling off a bunk made for shorter, Chinese men, Fortune, only thirty-three years old at the time, imagined himself dying in the boat’s hold, being swaddled in his grimy bedclothes, then unceremoniously hurled overboard. A watery grave in China would be the end of him.

He was in the last days of a three-year expedition to China, conducted at the behest of the Royal Horticultural Society of London. He was there to find and collect samples of the Orient’s botanical treasures, the remarkable breadth of which promised wealth and fame to anyone who could determine what a plant could be used for in the West. (And could return to England with the specimen – and himself – alive.) Fortune’s assignment included procuring ‘the peaches of Pekin, cultivated in the Emperor’s Garden and weighing 2 lbs’, among other imagined delicacies. Untold thousands of species awaited discovery by Fortune. In addition to living flora, he would take home a pressed herbarium and intricate botanical drawings penned by the finest draughtsmen in China. With every seed, plant, graft and clone collected, Fortune was advancing Western knowledge of the East and of botany.

Each new plant he catalogued was significant, not only for its novelty value but for its possible utility to the British Empire. The nineteenth-century world was revolutionised by the mechanised manufacture of natural products into refined goods; cotton became cloth on automated looms, iron ore was transformed into train tracks and steamships’ hulls, clay became stoneware and porcelain. China was a frontier of agricultural riches and industrial possibilities.

But, lying feverish in his bunk, Fortune could not believe he or his plants would ever find their way safely back to the gardens of Britain. He was in the greatest danger he had ever known, even after three years living in China as a foreigner.

‘It seemed hard for me to die … without a friend or countryman to close my eyes, or follow me to my last resting place; home, friends, and country, how doubly dear they did seem to me then!’ he later wrote.

But Fortune was too young to be picked prematurely off the vine, and too promising. His life was emblematic of the many opportunities being opened up to entrepreneurial Britons with the expansion of the Empire. His roots were modest, his early education in rural horticulture learned at the elbow of his ‘hedger’ father, a hired farm worker. Yet he rose to a place of status and stature in the new world of professional botany. The younger Fortune had no formal higher education beyond his parish schooling in the tiny town of Edrom, in the Scottish borders; his knowledge of Natural History was not won at the universities of Oxford or Edinburgh, but from folk practice and professional apprenticeship. He gained a first-class certificate in horticulture, a trade qualification, but lacked the degree in medicine which was a common accompaniment to an interest in botany among those he aspired to join as a peer. For all that, Fortune was ambitious, with a colonialist’s striving for achievement. For many nineteenth-century Scots as well as English second sons of some talent and no sinecure, seeking an opportunity abroad was the only way to advance in the rigid Victorian social hierarchy. There were untold opportunities to make a decent living exploiting the untapped resources of the Empire.

With his lively mind, Fortune rose quickly through the ranks of horticulture, first in the Botanic Garden at Edinburgh and later at the Royal Horticultural Society’s gardens in Chiswick. Based on his skills at cultivating orchids and hothouse ornamentals – the showy, rare plants from the Orient – Fortune was the Society’s first choice to explore China at the close of the First Opium War. The Society was the arbiter of all things green and growing in England. At lively meetings, botanists and zoologists presented papers and discussed new developments in their fields, coming thick and fast with the increase in British global dominion. The Society was founded in 1804 by John Wedgwood, Charles Darwin’s maternal uncle. Its journals detailed the classification of the newest plants from the farthest reaches of Her Majesty’s Empire. The Society’s botanists were busily engaged in the great project of naming and describing every species according to the methods by which they reproduced, a system recently introduced in Europe by the great Carl Linné, known as Linnaeus.

Victorian England had a great passion for natural exotica, for the insects, fossils, and plants collected by its missionaries, officers and merchants on the high seas. At home the rural peasantry was moving off the land and into the city as industrialisation took hold and farmland was enclosed by the gentry. Britons yearned for nature, in all its forms, and a new market evolved to supply British households with plants. Potted ferns of all varieties became a national obsession and soon were seen everywhere: on decorative porcelain, wall-paper and textiles, in the conservatories of the rich and on the windowsills of the poor. Easy to grow and propagate, hardy enough to transplant, ferns had a wild, uncultivated look that reflected a broader national pastoralism.

In pursuit of a more exotic trophy, the Sixth Duke of Devonshire paid a hundred guineas, about $12,000 today, or £6,000, for the first imported example of the Philippine orchid, Phalaenopsis amablis. The Duke nearly squandered his fortune on his passion for flowers. The amabilis orchid, with its snow white oblong petals and yellow lips, was striking and delicate, hence its name. It was beloved by Society members and hugely profitable to its discoverer. A British plant hunter could make a mint feeding England’s craving for greenery.

Since China had been closed to Westerners for centuries, it remained a blank on plant-hunting maps, a place once marked ‘Here be dragons’. China considered itself the Centre of the World, but the Middle Kingdom was almost entirely removed from the global stage, albeit Chinese civilisation was more than 5,000 years old, compared to modern Europe’s meagre 500 years, and China’s borders could easily contain the entire Western continent. The West, with little real knowledge of China, projected on to it a million fantasies of paradise, danger and exoticism. All the yearning reflected in England’s desire for gardens was met and magnified by its perception of China as the untouched Shangri-La of horticulture.

Had Europeans been permitted a closer look at China, they would have found a country seething with internal unrest and governed by hated foreigners. The Manchus had crossed the Great Wall from the north and for two hundred years had ruled the capital of Peking (now Beijing) and the ethnic Han Chinese, demanding fealty and taxes. Secret societies abounded in the south, sworn to combat the alien emperors of the Manchurian Qing (pronounced ching) Dynasty. The countryside was full of thieves and highwaymen, the seaways plagued by pirates. Famines blighted the lives of the rural peasantry, as did corrupt officials, the Confucian-educated scholar class known as Mandarins, while squalor overwhelmed the cities.

The British had some knowledge of China’s affairs through trading contact over the centuries – the East India Company had been doing business in Canton for almost two centuries – but the interior of China was simply unfathomable. There were two things England did know, however: there were bound to be marvellous plants in China, and the economic future of Great Britain might well depend upon them.

The Emperor of China, however, took pains to prevent interlopers from exploring his territory and capitalising on its resources. In the wake of the First Opium War, the Treaty of Nanking had granted Britain rights to trade in Fuzhou and four other ‘treaty ports’, walled coastal cities previously forbidden to outsiders. But suspicion of the British and their intentions was widespread, with white men officially forbidden from travelling beyond the newly constructed foreign concessions in the port cities. And if Chinese laws could not keep foreigners inside the city walls, the realities of life in China might: it was a hostile environment to Britons unaccustomed to the humidity, insects, vermin, disease, and rotten sanitation of even the most civilised outposts. China was nowhere a sane man would wish to live, or die.

In the autumn of 1842, news of the peace between China and England reached the halls of the Royal Horticultural Society which saw its opportunity to send an expedition into deepest China. Plants were now widely recognised as a British priority. So much so that Robert Fortune was the first person given leave by the Foreign Office to travel to China at the end of hostilities.

The Society was a gentlemen’s club, yet Fortune was chosen for the China expedition despite lacking the usual background that would fit him for such a job. The Society paid him wages of only £100 a year (about $10,000 in today’s money, or £5,000), a paltry sum on which to raise a family, and one that would not be increased during Fortune’s entire three-year tenure. When he dared to try and negotiate for a better stipend, the Society sharply rebuked him. ‘The mere pecuniary returns of your mission ought to be but a secondary consideration’ next to ‘the distinction and status which you could not have attained any other way’, he was told.

Fortune was neither a gentleman nor a man of property, and so in the Society’s eyes was entitled to none of their perquisites, including such niceties as a rifle, pistols, bullets and powder. His mission was to study and expropriate the rare plants of the Orient, which did not, they maintained, require weaponry. It was not for the plants, Fortune argued, but for his own skin that he needed weapons. His fellow professional botanists were sympathetic. When gentlemen plant hunters needed guns, they had the means with which to purchase them. But Fortune was not a rich man.

Eventually, the Society members agreed that their investment in the China expedition would be forfeit, or at least greatly reduced, if Fortune were killed before its completion. The Society refused to raise his salary but reluctantly gave him some guns.

As it turned out, their choice of Fortune to lead the expedition was a triumph. He faithfully reported back to them all the details of his botanical finds, shipping to England as many living examples of the new and wonderful plants of China as he could. He took cuttings, made grafts, kept notes, and wrote detailed letters for the botanical gardeners of the world, many of whom received the fruits of his discoveries as part of a programme of global, imperial plant exchange. Already, by the end of his first trip to China, Fortune was considered a success in the circles of scientific exploration, the first of his shipments having been received, propagated and duly celebrated.

It helped that he had a collector’s eye for the rare and wonderful, as well as for the expensive and ornate; he plumbed the reaches of China’s natural wonders, keeping his eye trained on the flowers that, while not of immense significance to science, might fetch a high price under the gavel. Over three years, Fortune discovered the winter-blooming jasmine, to brighten dreary days in the gardens of the West; the bleeding heart, a floral image of broken-heartedness to play to Victorian romanticism; the Chinese fan palm, a gift of colonial exotica to Queen Victoria on her thirty-second birthday; the white wisteria; the corsage gardenia (Gardenia fortunei); and the lilac daphne (Daphne fortunei). Fortune found the fabled double yellow rose in a Mandarin’s garden, climbing walls 15 foot high, (it is commonly known as ‘Fortune’s Double Yellow’ or ‘The Gold of Ophir’). One discovery in particular – the kumquat, Citrus fortunei, or commonly Fortunella – the miniature citrus fruit with edible skin, would make him immortal. Though Fortune did not own the property rights to any of his botanical finds, he would travel home with many other curiosities and trinkets, rare gems, pottery and pieces of jade, with which to increase his bank balance.

Beyond his scrupulously observed field notes, Fortune kept a diary of his exploits and derring-do, a first-hand account of the exotic people and customs of China as he encountered them. He wrote about his servants and interpreters, officials, merchants, herbalists, artists, fishermen, gardeners, monks, prostitutes, street pedlars, women and children. Like other travellers of the Victorian era, upon his return in 1847 Fortune published his experiences in the form of a travelogue. Three Years’ Wanderings in the Northern Provinces of China is liberally sprinkled with the geographical and botanical descriptions one might find in any horticultural study, but it also contains his jaunty and unstinting reminiscences of meeting fellow British expatriates in the treaty ports, of the temples and priests and shopkeepers he encountered, of the dangers of bandits, and the many jaundiced zombies he observed, in thrall to the scourge of the opium poppy.

Fortune’s trip began in Hong Kong, Britain’s newest colonial possession, during the typhoon season of 1843. He declared the island to be ‘in lamentable condition’, suffering from the bad air, the mal aria, which laid waste to its European inhabitants. ‘Viewed as a place of trade, I fear Hong Kong will be a failure,’ he wrote, none too prophetically. Sailing up the coast towards the most northerly trading port at Shanghai, Fortune was nearly shipwrecked in a typhoon. ‘Some idea may be formed of the storm when I mention that a large fish weighing at least 30 pounds was thrown out of the sea on to the skylight upon the poop, the frame of which was dashed to pieces and the fish fell through and landed upon the cabin table.’ While plant hunting on mainland hillsides, Fortune was pickpocketed, chased and beaten by thieves, who threw a brick at his head. ‘I was stunned for a few seconds and leaned against a wall to breathe and recover myself … The rascals again surrounded me and relieved me of several articles,’ he wrote.

Fortune also visited opium-trading dens and held forth on the perils of addiction. ‘I have often seen the drug used and I can assert, in the great majority of cases it is not immoderately indulged in. At the same time, I am well aware that, like the use of ardent spirits in our own country, it is frequently carried to a most lamentable excess.’

He hunted for living treasure in the gardens of Mandarins. Seeking access to the gardens of Suzhou, a forbidden city, he donned a disguise. ‘I was, of course, travelling in the Chinese costume; my head was shaved, I had a splendid wig and tail, of which some Chinaman in former days must have been extremely vain; and upon the whole I believe I made a very fair Chinaman.’ He fooled the gatekeepers of Souzhou into believing he was himself Chinese, rich and elegant. ‘How surprised they would have been had it been whispered that an Englishman was standing amongst them.’

Three Years detailed Fortune’s evolution as a man confronted with an inscrutable society. At first he approached China with all the arrogance of a colonialist; it was a country full of ‘wretched Chinese hovels, cotton fields, and tombs’. Fortune was, on arrival, a missionary for the Western way of life, mocking any Chinese notions of superiority. European expatriates would be examples to the Chinese, any ‘peeps at our comforts and refinements may have a tendency to raise the “barbarian race” a step or two higher in the eyes of the “enlightened” Chinese’. Yet after three years, his opinion had softened, for he could not have successfully completed his mission without close contact with everyday Chinese, and, in so doing, the country assumed a human face for him.

The barriers to penetrating China were enormous: linguistic, social and official. Fortune was almost entirely dependent on his Chinese servants to help him transcend his outsider status. The success of his attempts to collect plants and shrubs required at least the assent and often the assistance of Chinese peasants, boatmen, coolies, guides and porters. He found many enablers willing to help him sidestep national and cultural boundaries – for a price. He had contact with ordinary Chinese people in a way that few Westerners had or wanted. Fortune grew to hope for unity and reconciliation between the two nations. ‘Nothing,’ he wrote, ‘can give the Chinese a higher idea of our civilisation and attainments than our love for flowers, or tend more to create a feeling between us and them.’

Three Years’ Wandering was a critical and popular triumph. A reviewer for The Times of London, the paper of record, wrote:

When readers have recovered from the intoxication produced by the exciting drink of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, we seriously recommend them … to ‘try Fortune’s mild Bohea’. There is no adulteration in the article. It is pure – almost to a fault, and has to be taken, as the Chinese themselves drink tea, without the admixture of milk and sugar, for luscious ornament and superfluous additions our singleminded author has none. Concerning the flavour there can be no mistake. One trial will prove the excellence of the commodity, and he that sips once will be soothed and sip again.

The book was avidly enjoyed by an audience of armchair botanists and starry-eyed colonialists, but also with those who simply liked a gripping tale. Fortune rendered his experiences into the Victorian Bildungsroman: living by his wits and full of improvisation, the young man from the provinces makes his name in the unlikeliest of ways and is celebrated on his return to London.

But if one vignette in particular stood out, and made Fortune’s name as a hero, it was the tale that began with him in his fevered state, lying in a cabin belowdecks on the treacherous River Min.

Fortune’s flat-bottomed ship made a turn north from the rocky mouth of the river, out into the South China Sea. The small wooden craft sailed on an early-morning wind, her rattan sail full, patched together like a quilt and pouching out between bamboo stays.

The cabin door burst open and a breathless captain and pilot began to prattle in a spirited Fukienese, the dialect of the coast.

‘Pirates!’ they announced. Feitu!

On deck it was a scene of mad chaos. The captain started ripping up floorboards in order to stash his valuables away while crew members likewise sought places to hide the few pieces of copper money they had managed to set aside in a life of hard sea labour. Fortune took out his telescope: he could see five ships on the horizon, unmarked, flying no imperial flags. They could only be pirate ships.

As the first enemy ship bore down on them, its crew, some fifty or so strong, gathered along the gangway and began ‘hooting and yelling like demons’.

‘Their fearful yells seem to be ringing in my ears even now, after this lapse of time, and when I am on the other side of the globe,’ Fortune later wrote.

Looking again at the crew of his own ship, he saw a subtle transformation in them; the men had made themselves look like beggars, as if they had been at sea for forty years or more, now wearing only the suggestion of clothes, torn rags and shreds of rice sacks. With enemies about to board, it was idiocy to look prosperous.

Piracy was the scourge of China. Trade with the West brought in untold foreign wealth and so the coasts had become a battleground between the Mandarins who sought to win official control and a mutinous waterworld of thieves. Life in a pirate gang was a frenzy of sodomy, gang rape, torture and cannibalism, but mostly it was a way to make a living outside the rigid structure of Qing society. There was little booty in taking a small boat like Fortune’s – a few captives to sell as slaves, a vessel to commandeer or sink – but there was also very little risk. The pirate ship could easily outgun, outclass, outman and outmanoeuvre Fortune’s cumbersome cargo junk.

His crew hauled up baskets of stones from the hold, emptying the rocks all over the deck. In peacetime, these stones functioned as ballast; in war they were the most rudimentary of weapons. As Fortune noted, however, ‘All the pirate junks carried guns, and consequently a whole deck load of stones could be of very little use.’

‘Bring the junk round,’ one of his crew yelled.

‘Run us back to the cliffs and hide among them,’ another argued.

‘Fight!’ cried one. Da!

‘Flee!’ yelled another. Zou!

‘Job’s comforters’, Fortune called them, though no one could understand his English or the biblical reference.

The fate of a Westerner taken by pirates was often a bloody one: the brigands would hold Fortune for ransom and torture him. Under duress, he would be forced to write letters to the British missions, begging for impossible sums to be paid on his behalf. One English captive held in such circumstances wrote, ‘I saw one man, nailed through his feet with large nails, then beaten with four rattans twisted together, till he vomited blood; and after remaining some time in this state, he was taken ashore and cut into pieces.’ Another ‘was fixed upright, his bowels cut open and his heart taken out, which they afterwards soaked in spirits and ate’.

Pirates would not shrink from cruelty when their own death sentence was assured. The state’s punishment for piracy was worse than the pirates’ punishment for captives: in China, they were sentenced to death by slicing. Nailed to a cross, pirates were sliced with a sharp knife, cut into either 120, 72, 36, or 24 pieces. Of the lightest sentence, 24 cuts, one observer wrote:

The first and second cuts remove the eyebrows; the third and fourth, the shoulders; the fifth and sixth, the breasts, the seventh and eighth, the parts between each hand and elbow; the ninth and tenth, the parts between each elbow and shoulder; the eleventh and twelfth, the flesh of each thigh; the thirteenth and fourteenth, the calf of each leg; the fifteenth pierces the heart; the sixteenth severs the head from the body; the seventeenth and eighteenth cut off the hands; the nineteenth and twentieth, the arms; the twenty first and twenty-second, the feet; the twenty-third and twenty-fourth, the legs.

As Fortune himself would be the choicest of the pirates’ prizes, he mustered his depleted strength and rallied from his fever, imposing what order he could on the pandemonium. He raised his pistol, taking aim at the head of his own helmsman.

‘My gun is nearer you than those of the pirates,’ he threatened. ‘And if you move from the helm, depend upon it, I will shoot you.’

The enemy ship fired a broadside cannon. The crew, every man but Fortune’s terrified pilot, fled belowdecks. The cannonball whizzed over Fortune’s head, directly between the sails.

The pirate ship was at least half the size again of Fortune’s but her guns were fixed along her gangway, the passageways along either side of the ship, which meant that if the ship was approaching head on, she had to turn at a sharp angle in order to fire. As the cannon volley continued, Fortune settled on his plan: he would not retaliate from a distance but would allow the pirates to believe his ship could be easily boarded. Bringing them into close range would give the advantage to Fortune’s precision weaponry over the pirates’ heavy and clumsy cannons. The Chinese did not have rifles or pistols, only locally made muskets, or matchlocks, which were as likely to blow up on the marksman as fire a shot.

The pirates bore down on Fortune, guns ablaze. When they were twenty yards off he took his chance. Belly to floor, he crawled towards the high quarterdeck at the stern. Rising abruptly, he let loose with his rifle – both barrels.

In an instant the terrified crew of the pirate ship disappeared, hiding behind bulwarks. Fortune’s shot was true. Someone was injured, probably dead. The pirate ship was suddenly a ghost vessel: no one was steering her; her sails luffed helplessly into the wind.

Fortune’s craft, on the other hand, had its pilot and a full sail.

Pirates travelled in packs, however, and shortly afterwards the second ship gained on them. There were three more in the distance.

Fortune then hit upon an idea prompted by his rag-bedecked crewmen and his own experiences visiting the Mandarin gardens of Suzhou in disguise: borrowed clothes, cultural cross-dressing, transvestism. He still had several changes of Western clothing stored in his cabin below. What if he dressed up the crew as white men? ‘It now struck me that perhaps I might be able to deceive the pirates with regard to our strength,’ he wrote. The Chinese were essentially blind at sea: where all British ships carried telescopes, and some even binoculars, few Chinese vessels had them. Fortune’s weapons were superior at close range. If the pirates believed there to be a full European arsenal aboard, they might be less enthusiastic about running down the junk.

Fortune dressed the ‘least Chinese-looking Chinamen’ from the crew in his remaining Western finery. Out of their rags, the crew began to look like Victorian travellers, in frock coats, trousers, and heeled shoes. He instructed the costumed men to take up sticks that might look like rifles at long range, sticks such as the short levers used for hoisting the sails.

The crew looked smart and, perhaps from a distance, even British; but with pirates at close range they were petrified. When a cannon volley began, every man fled belowdecks, leaving the true coin, Robert Fortune, alone.

The second pirate ship began to fire: more shrapnel, more terror, more cries. But before the brigands had time to reload, Fortune was on his feet.

He let loose the contents of his rifle: two shots, fore and aft. Then he fired his revolvers.

He killed the pirates’ helmsman.

For want of a pilot, the vessel heeled under the wind.

On the horizon, the remainder of the pirate fleet began to turn about.

Fortune’s crew emerged from below, shouting and screaming in victory as the pirates had done before them. Some were in English finery, with tight trousers and nipped jackets, others in tattered Chinese rags, their long hair flying loose. They screamed taunts at the retreating pirates.

‘Come back and fight like men!’ they called.

The crew picked up the stones littering the decks and pitched them into the water after their retreating enemy.

‘A stranger who had not seen these gentry before would have supposed them the bravest men in existence,’ Fortune later commented. ‘Fortunately the pirates did not think it proper to accept the challenge.’

‘With the captain, pilot, crew and passengers, I was now one of the greatest and best men in existence,’ he wrote. ‘They actually came and knelt before me, as to some superior being.’

His seagoing escapade, and the attention it attracted upon publication of his book, was to become an essential first move in an unfolding global game of risk, revenge and espionage.

The interior of China was within reach of the West. Fortune had become a seasoned China hand, an expert, revered amongst the locals in a way that no tradesman, military man or missionary could ever be. His arrogance was transformed into real expertise.

When Robert Fortune returned to China on his next expedition, much more than the fate of a few orchids would be at stake. He would change the fate of nations.
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East India House, City of London, 12 January 1848

EAST INDIA HOUSE occupied a prestigious site on Leadenhall Street in the centre of the City of London. The building was grand. Its façade had Ionic columns supporting a triangular tympanum decorated with emblems of global commerce: at the corners, a figure representing Europe rode a horse and the figure of Asia sat astride a camel; between Europe and Asia rode King George in flowing Roman dress. The mad king, who famously lost the reins of thirteen profitable colonies in the Americas, brandished a sword in defence of international trade. Though the architectural pediment faced north, every man who walked beneath it into the bustling East India Company offices below faced due east, towards the Orient, the centre of profit for the venerable Company.

Amidst the hubbub of the trading house whose day-to-day activities included the recopying of letters, the serving of breakfast and the distribution of favours, perquisites and privileges in assemblies that lasted from dawn to dusk, a wooden chest arrived from India. It was carried through panelled hallways sumptuously adorned with portraits, statues and memorabilia, beyond a vast library and a museum filled to brimming with models, coins, medals, fossils, stuffed birds, sculptures and reliefs. Shouldered by porters from the dockyards, the chest passed before a clockwork tiger, which, when wound up, would ‘eat’ a wooden British soldier – once the property of an Indian sultan before his defeat at the hands of the Company.

Light but large, the chest was delivered to a young clerk who pried off its tin-lined lid. From the contents of the chest, he was to prepare several packages of small size but great importance. With a scale before him, brass weights lined up by size, he began to measure out uniform quantities from the box, carefully depositing each into a wax-dipped cloth bag. He was readying parcels of loose tea – dry, fragrant, herbal, and portentous – to be delivered to the best tea distributors in London.

The task of tea allocation was hardly among the clerk’s usual duties which were normally those of any secretary: writing out triplicates of every document, letter and bill of lading that reached the offices of the Company from the Orient. This particular chore was therefore as unusual as it was critical. To a man making a decent wage of £300 a year for work that was neither taxing nor glamorous, this task of doling out some packets of tea would be among the most significant actions he would perform in his lifelong career. It was no exaggeration to say that his employer’s survival hinged on whether the tea he was dispatching made a favourable impression on its distinguished recipients.

Officially titled the United Company of Merchants of England Trading to the East Indies, sometimes referred to as ‘John Company’ or, even more incongruously, ‘The Honourable Company’, the clerk’s employer was a global corporation that had weathered three hundred glorious and mostly profitable years in trade with the East. It colonised nearly as much of the world as it left free, unifying and governing the subcontinent of India to become the world’s first and largest multinational company. For very good reason, it was called the ‘Grandest Society of Merchants in the Universe’.

When Queen Elizabeth granted her royal charter to the East India Company in 1600, the Virgin Queen gave the Company all trading rights in the East Indies, a mandate as broad and valuable as any a public concern has held. For the first hundred years of its existence, it largely bought spices and fabrics in the Orient and sold them in London. To fund the expeditions eastwards, the Company sold shares and stockholders received a dividend on profits. The operation was enormously successful for England and the Company prospered.

As profits and opportunities grew, however, trade with the East became more and more complicated. John Company became the de facto government of many of the lands in which it did business: it could acquire territory, mint money, command armies, sign treaties, make war and peace, and develop its own judicial and taxation systems. It became a peer to empires and states, and as such was something entirely new under the sun.

The East India Company gave birth to so much for so many: the fortunes of the Pitt Family, the military reputation of Wellington, the Empire of Hastings. One Company governor, Elihu Yale, funded a college of some apparent renown. The club-like offices at Leadenhall Street
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