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  Preface


  On 8 November 2010, the British prime minister, David Cameron, led a substantial embassy to China. He was accompanied by four of his most senior ministers, and fifty or so
  high-ranking executives, all hoping to sign millions of pounds worth of business deals with China (for products ranging from whisky to jets, from pigs to sewage-stabilization services). To
  anyone familiar with the history of Sino-British relations, the enterprise would have brought back some unhappy memories. Britains first two trade-hungry missions to China (in 1793 and 1816)
  ended in conflict and frustration when their ambassadors  proud Britons, both  declined to prostrate themselves before the Qing emperor. These failures led indirectly to decades of
  intermittent wars between the two countries, as Britain abandoned negotiation and resorted instead to gunboat diplomacy to open Chinese markets to its goods  chief among which was opium.


  Despite happy snaps of David Cameron smiling and walking along the Great Wall in the company of schoolchildren, the 2010 visit was not without its difficulties. On 9 November, as Cameron and
  company arrived to attend their official welcoming ceremony at the Great Hall of the People at Tiananmen Square, a Chinese official allegedly asked them to remove their Remembrance Day poppies, on
  the grounds that the flowers evoked painful memories of the Opium War fought between Britain and China from 1839 to 1842.


  Someone in Chinas official welcoming party had, it seemed, put considerable effort into feeling offended on behalf of his or her 1.3 billion countrymen (for one thing, Remembrance Day
  poppies are clearly modelled on field, not opium, poppies). Parts of the Chinese Internet  which, since it came into existence some fifteen years ago, has been home
  to an oversensitive nationalism  responded angrily. As rulers of the greatest empire in human history, remembered one netizen, the British were involved in, or set off,
  a great many immoral wars, such as the Opium Wars that we Chinese are so familiar with. Whose face is the English prime minister slapping, when he insists so loftily on wearing his
  poppy? asked one blogger. How did the English invade China? With opium. How did the English become rich and strong? Through opium.


  In Britain, meanwhile, the incident was quickly spun to the credit of the countrys leadership: our steadfast ministers, it was reported, had refused to bow to the Chinese request.
  We informed them the poppies meant a great deal to us, said a member of the Prime Ministers party, and we would be wearing them all the same. (In recent years,
  Remembrance Day activities have become infected by political humbug, as right-wing rags lambast public figures caught without poppies in their lapels. In November 2009, the then-opposition leader,
  David Cameron, and the Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, used the commemoration to engage in PR brinkmanship, both vying to be photographed laying wreaths for the war dead.) In certain quarters of the
  British press, the incident was read as an echo of the 1793 and 1816 stand-offs, with plucky little Britain again refusing to kowtow to the imperious demands of the Chinese giant.


  Behind all this, however, reactions to the incident were more nuanced. For one thing, beneath the stirring British headlines of David Cameron rejects Chinese call to remove
  offensive poppies, it proved hard to substantiate who, exactly, in the Chinese government had objected. Beyond the occasional expression of outrage, as in the examples above,
  the Chinese cyber-sphere and press did not actually seem particularly bothered, with netizens and journalists calmly discussing the symbolic significance of British poppy-wearing, and even
  bemoaning the fact that China lacked similar commemorations of her war dead. The wider public response in Britain also appeared restrained. Reader comments on coverage of the incident in
  Britains normally jingoistic Daily Mail were capable of empathy and even touches of guilt. Just because [poppy-wearing] is important in Britain doesnt mean it means the
  same the world over. Im sure some of us in Britain are highly ignorant of the importance of Chinese history in China  especially . . . the Opium War . . . no
  wonder they are a bit sensitive about it.


  David Camerons poppy controversy was only the most recent example of the antagonisms, misunderstandings and distortions that the Opium War has generated over the past hundred and seventy
  years. Since it was fought, politicians, soldiers, missionaries, writers and drug smugglers inside and outside China have been retelling and reinterpreting the conflict to serve their own purposes.
  In China, it has been publicly demonized as the first emblematic act of Western aggression: as the beginning of a national struggle against a foreign conspiracy to humiliate the country with drugs
  and violence. In nations like Britain, meanwhile, the waging of the war transformed prevailing perceptions of the Middle Kingdom: China became, in Western eyes, an arrogant, fossilized empire cast
  beneficially into the modern world by gunboat diplomacy. The reality of the conflict  a tragicomedy of overworked emperors, mendacious generals and pragmatic collaborators  was far
  more chaotically interesting. This book is the story of the extraordinary war that has been haunting Sino-Western relations for almost two centuries.
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  A Note About Chinese Names and Romanization


  In Chinese names, the surname is given first, followed by the given name. Therefore, in the case of Liang Qichao, Liang is the surname and Qichao the given name.


  
    I have used the pinyin system of romanization throughout, except for a few spellings best known outside China in another form, such as Chiang Kai-shek (Jiang Jieshi in
    pinyin). In addition, I have occasionally used the old, nineteenth-century anglophone spellings of some Chinese place names (for example Canton, for the city known in Mandarin Chinese as
    Guangzhou) to reduce confusion resulting from more than one name being cited in the main text and in quotations from primary sources, and also because anglophone historians still call the
    pre-1839 rules governing European trade with China the Canton system.

  


  In pinyin, transliterated Chinese is pronounced as in English, apart from the following sounds:


  VOWELS


  
    
      
        
          a (when the only letter following a consonant): a as in ah


          ai: eye


          ao: ow as in how


          e: uh


          ei: ay as in say


          en: en as in happen


          eng: ung as in sung


          i (as the only letter following most consonants): e as in me


          i (when following c, ch, s, sh, z, zh): er as in driver


          ia: yah


          ian: yen


          ie: yeah


          iu: yo as in yo-yo


          o: o as in stork


          ong: oong


          ou: o as in so


          u (when following most consonants): oo as in loot


          u (when following j, q, x, y):  as the German 


          ua: wah


          uai: why


          uan: wu-an


          uang: wu-ang


          ui: way


          uo: u-woah


          yan: yen


          yi: ee as in feed

        

      

    

  


  CONSONANTS


  
    
      
        
          
            
              c: ts as in bits


              g: g as in good


              q: ch as in choose


              x: a slightly more sibilant version of sh as in sheep


              z: ds as in woods


              zh: j as in job
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  In 1832, a lord of the Kings bedchamber by the name of William Napier lost his seat as a Scottish peer and started looking for gainful employment. Within a year,
  something had come up: Superintendent of British trade in China  a new government position (at an attractive, ambassadorial-level 6,000 per annum) to replace the old Select Committee
  of the East India Company, whose monopoly over the China trade had just been abolished. Though Napier immediately made a play for the post, the Prime Minister, Lord Grey, stalled him on the grounds
  that he needed Cabinet approval. For on paper, Napier was not the strongest of applicants. He was a man of many talents: navigation; sheep-farming (on which subject he was a published authority);
  bagpipe-mending; playing the flute. Unpicking delicate diplomatic wrangles with one of the largest and most intricately cultured empires in the world was not, however, part of his skill-set.


  Yet Grey was not overwhelmed by more suitable candidates. The post had already been turned down by a colonial stalwart and future Governor of India, Lord Auckland, who had named Canton 
  the southern city in Guandong province to which European traders had been restricted since 1760  perhaps the least pleasant residence for a European on the face of the
  earth.1 Britains relationship with Chinas current overlords, the Manchu Qing dynasty, should have been straightforward. Britain
  wanted tea, and other desirables such as silk and porcelain; the Qing were happy to sell. The trade was thoroughly regulated. The dynastys fourth emperor, Qianlong, had in 1760 limited
  foreign commerce to a monopolistic Canton guild of merchants known to Europeans as the Hong (Cantonese for company): purchases and sales, transit taxes,
  complaints, customs tariffs  everything was to go first through the Hong, who might pass outstanding queries on to the local official in charge of trade. He might, in turn, forward matters
  on to the provincial governor; and from there, eventually, they might move on to the emperor in Beijing. Rather than put themselves to the trouble of finding lodgings and warehouses in the city of
  Canton itself, Chinas government ruled that European traders were to make themselves at home through the trading season (roughly September to January) in a row of factories
  leased to them by the Hong. Situated deliberately outside Cantons thirty-foot-high city walls, the factories offered merchants around fifteen acres of living and warehouse space, overlooking
  the Pearl River that led up to the city from the sea. Outside these months, the foreigners were to withdraw to the Portuguese-leased enclave of Macao, about seventy miles away, or return home. The
  Europeans, in sum, were at all times to be kept at a careful, bureaucratic distance from the authorities and populace.


  But if relations between the Chinese government and foreign merchants were wary, the true source of bad feeling was not bureaucracy  it was economics. By the 1780s, Britain was running up
  a serious trade deficit: while Chinas government was quite happy to service the growing British tea addiction, it seemed to want little except silver in return. As East India Company profits
  failed to offset the costs of rule in India, British tea-drinkers pushed Asia trade figures further into the red. From 1780 to 1790, the combined returns of the India and China trades failed to
  make even a 2 million dent in the 28 million debt left over from the conquest of India.2


  By the 1820s, the British thought they had found a perfect solution to their difficulty: Indian opium, for which Chinese consumers had increasingly developed a taste over the preceding couple of
  decades. Between 1752 and 1800, a net 105 million silver dollars (approximately 26.25 million) flowed into China; between 1808 and 1856, 384 million travelled in the opposite direction, the
  balance apparently tipped by booming opium imports. From 1800 to 1818, the average annual traffic held steady at around 4,000 chests (each chest containing around 140 pounds of opium); by 1831, it
  was nearing 20,000. After 1833, when the Free Trade lobby terminated the East India Companys monopoly on the tea trade, the market was flooded by private merchants
  hungry for tea and profits. Opium  in ever greater quantities  was the barter. By the close of the decade, sales had more than doubled again.3


  The greater part of the profits fell into the pockets of the British government, whose agents in Asia controlled opium production in Bengal. The East India Company did not publicly dirty its
  hands by bringing the drug to China. It commissioned and managed plantations of opium poppies across hundreds of thousands of Indian acres. It took care of the processing (the painstaking lancing
  of individual poppy seed pods for raw opium gum, setting and drying the gum in trays, pressing it into cakes, and coating these in crushed, dried poppy stems and leaves). Finally, it oversaw the
  packing of the drug into mango-wood chests, its shipping to Calcutta, and auctioning off. At that moment, the Company washed its hands of it, letting private merchants sail for the Chinese coast,
  where they anchored off the island of Lintin, at the mouth of the Pearl River. Eager Chinese wholesalers would then use silver to buy certificates from private trading offices in Canton and
  exchange them for opium; this silver would in turn secure teas and silks for the English market.


  On the face of it, the arrangement was as tidy as the earlier silvertea trade: one side having something to sell, the other having something it wanted in exchange. But anxious members of
  the Qing government were no happier to lose silver than their British counterparts had been a few decades earlier, and were fretting about the corrupting effects of a booming drug culture. After a
  handful of attempted crackdowns in the eighteenth century, the Qing states war on opium began in earnest in the 1830s, and would continue  intermittently, inconsistently  over
  the next hundred years. Britains private opium-sellers were also dissatisfied. For India could provide as much opium as China would take and they resented the fact that the Qings
  trade controls had pushed them into the black economy. They craved a more respectable image, to establish commerce on a footing equally advantageous and honourable, and wanted a
  lawful way in to the China market, either through the legalization of opium, or through the opening of ports to other British goods  and preferably both, to which end they began, through the
  1830s, impudently edging the trade further north up the coast.4


  These merchants were for the most part a crew of buccaneering money-makers, full of mockery for the empire outside whose walls they were held (or at any rate for the
  unrepresentative southern fragment that they glimpsed at Canton). They objected to what they saw as its pompous, often venal bureaucracy; its determination to keep them and their trade at a prudent
  remove; its antiquity, its smells, its absence of Christianity and decent water-closets; the offensive Chinese habit of staring at foreigners; the arrogant Chinese failure to stare at foreigners;
  and so on. The Chinese, as summarized by James Matheson, a Scottish pillar of the smuggling community and co-founder with William Jardine of the great opium house JardineMathesons, were
  a people characterized by a marvellous degree of imbecility, avarice, conceit and obstinacy . . . It has been the policy of this extraordinary people to shroud themselves and all belonging
  to them in mystery impenetrable . . . [to] exhibit a spirit of exclusiveness on a grand scale.5


  Matheson and his colleagues were joined in their impatience by the Protestant missionary community. The London Missionary Society had sent out their first man to south China, Robert Morrison, in
  1807. Not long after his arrival, he had been asked whether he hoped to have any spiritual impact on the country: No, he responded, but I expect God will.6 Thirty years later, he and his colleagues found themselves unable either to name or enumerate more than a handful of converts. Ill, depressed, stalled on the
  edge of the mainland, frustrated missionary observers of the 1830s spoke a pure dialect of imperialist paternalism: China still proclaims her proud and unapproachable supremacy and
  disdainfully rejects all pretensions in any other nation to be considered as her equal. This feeling of contemptible vanity Christianity alone will effectually destroy. Where other means have
  failed, the gospel will triumph; this will fraternize the Chinese with the rest of mankind . . . [linking] them in sympathy with other portions of their species, and thus add to the triumphs it has
  achieved.7 The missionaries became natural allies of the smugglers: when they first arrived on the coast of China, they docked among opium
  traders on the island of Lintin; they interpreted for them in exchange for passages up the coast, distributing tracts while the drug was taken onshore; and in the Chinese Repository,
  Cantons leading English-language publication, they shared a forum for spreading their views on the urgent need to open China, by whatever means necessary. By the 1830s,
  merchants and missionaries alike favoured violence. [W]hen an opponent supports his argument with physical force, [the Chinese] can be crouching, gentle, and even kind, observed Karl
  Gtzlaff, a stout Pomeranian missionary who would, during the Opium War, lead the British military occupation of parts of eastern China, running armies of Chinese spies and
  collaborators.8 The slightest provocation would do. In 1831, traders had written to the government in India, demanding a fleet of warships to avenge
  the Chinese authorities partial demolition of a front garden that the British had illegally requisitioned.9


  The appointment Napier sought was to oversee this untidy, though broadly profitable modus vivendi. His brief was to maintain a legal tea trade financed by illegal drug imports. Eventually, after
  asking the king to intervene on his behalf, Napier won Britains first official resident posting to China. The new superintendent had a simple solution to the difficulties before him: blast
  the country into submission. The Empire of China is my own, he confided excitedly to his diary. What a glorious thing it wd be to have a blockading squadron on the Coast of the
  Celestial Empire . . . how easily a gun brig wd raise a revolution and cause them to open their ports to the trading world. I should like to be the medium of such a change.10


  Grey took care to put him right in a private letter of instructions: Nothing must be done to shock [Chinese] prejudices & excite their fears . . . Persuasion & Con-ciliation
  should be the means employed, rather than anything approaching to the tone of hostile & menacing language.11 The warning fell on deaf ears.
  In the course of his six-month sea voyage to China, Napier drew the following conclusions: first, that the key to British interest in China was tea, and second, that every act of violence on
  our part has been productive of instant redress and other beneficial results.12 The British must use force, not menace it,
  he reminded himself, somewhere past Madeira.13 There will come a time, Napier resolved as his ship crossed the tropic seas, when their folly will
  bring down upon them the chastisement of Great Britain, when every point may be gained with the greatest ease, and secured for all time to come.14


  Burnt raw by the south China sun, Napier sailed into Canton at 2 a.m. on 25 July 1834; by daybreak, the Union flag was flying high over the old East India Company factory.
  Within two days he had succeeded in breaking six long-established rules of Anglo-Chinese trade. Chief among these offences were that he had sailed into Canton without a passport, and without a
  permit to take up residence there, and that he tried to communicate in writing directly with officials  thereby asserting his diplomatic equality  rather than through the merchants
  imperially appointed to deal with foreigners.


  Napiers disregard for the rules did not endear him to the governor-general responsible for Canton, Lu Kun, who began trying to edge him back into line, instructing him to retreat to Macao
  and not return without a permit. Irritated by all this diplomatic fuss (Napiers determination to hand a letter of self-introduction directly to the governor-general had embroiled English and
  Chinese underlings in a three-hour stand-off at the city gate under the midday sun), the Chinese administration allowed itself a little linguistic mischief. In public edicts, Napiers name
  appeared in characters that, the British translator awkwardly explained, seemed to mean laboriously vile. In return, Napier named the governor-general a presumptuous
  savage, mutinously distributed Chinese-language broadsheets enumerating the local governments sins, and swore to punish the insult to the British crown: Three or four frigates
  and brigs, he quickly wrote to his foreign secretary, Lord Palmerston, with a few steady British troops . . . would settle the thing in a space of time inconceivably short. Such an
  undertaking would be worthy the greatness and the power of England . . . the exploit is to be performed with a facility unknown even in the capture of a paltry West India
  Island.15


  Given his irascibility towards the Chinese authorities, Napier developed a surprising tenderness for the Chinese people themselves. I never met with more civility, he remarked some
  three weeks into his stay, or so little of a disposition to act with insult or rudeness than I constantly see among these hardworking and industrious people.16 He became convinced that they looked to him for liberation from Chinas oppressive authorities. [S]ay to the Emperor  adopt this or abide the
  consequences  and it is done . . . I anticipate not the loss of a single soul, and we have justice on our side . . . The Chinese are most anxious to trade with us. Provided it was
  kept sufficiently informed of the British grievance, he reasoned, the populace might look to the arrival of such a force as the happy means of their emancipation from a
  most arbitrary system of oppression . . . surely it would be an act of Charity to take them into ones hands altogether, and no difficult job.17


  By 2 September 1834, Napiers defiance had driven Lu Kun to stop trade and blockade the British factory. Within another week, it had provoked armed conflict. After dispatching a request to
  Lord Grey for a British force from India, Napier called the two frigates under his command (stationed along the coast) up river towards Canton, expecting to frighten his adversary into submission.
  The Chinese were not so easily intimidated, however. The forts at the mouth of the river exchanged fire with the frigates, killing at least two British sailors and injuring others. Lu Kun had,
  moreover, ordered a series of boats to be sunk behind the frigates, which then (too big to advance further, their way back blocked) found themselves stranded. Now sickening badly from malaria,
  Napier was forced to abandon the British factory and Canton. On his way back down to the coast, Napier was left floating for a week in the Pearl River by vengeful Cantonese bureaucrats, until the
  frigates were confirmed as having returned to the ocean. Weakened by the delay on board, after another two weeks he died of fever in Macao.


  Never mind that plenty of British onlookers thought Napier foolishly violent and precipitate, that trade should be won by peace and not war. (The British were, the sinophone MP for Hampshire
  George Staunton argued, in a national point of view, totally and entirely in the wrong.18) Never mind, either, that Napier had broken rule
  upon rule, and ignored the greater part of his official instructions. Or, again, that until Lu Kun threatened to behead him for spreading seditious notices about the Qing government, the Cantonese
  authorities had resisted him peaceably enough. (Suppose a Chinaman, Napier himself wrote to Palmerston concerning his lack-of-passport controversy, were to land under similar
  circumstances at Whitehall, your Lordship would not allow him to loiter as they have permitted me.19) Britain had now been offered
  its first decent pretext for open conflict with China, should it be of a mind to make use of it: the emperors man in Canton had menaced the life of the kings man in Canton; British
  life, liberty and property had been insulted and lost  insults that British hawks now insisted could only be avenged by an armed response.


  Despite his many diplomatic failures (and death), then, Napier succeeded superbly in two respects: first, in moving Anglo-Chinese relations closer towards the possibility of
  armed conflict, as relatively peaceful pragmatism was ousted by economic self-interest and pompous national principle; and second, in recasting the British impulse towards war as a moral
  obligation, an act of Charity towards the Chinese that would sow only friendship for British gunboats. Although the advocates of war would not win over Britains decision-makers
  until 1839, their denunciations of insufferable Chinese arrogance were busily working on British public opinion in the interim. Constructed around the time of the Opium War to justify violence
  against China (the hostile Chinese, the argument went, have forced us to defend ourselves), this stereotype of the obtusely anti-foreign Chinese would haunt Western attitudes to the empire
  through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.20 China, declared the Chinese Repository in the last days of 1836, was a nation nursing
  itself in solitary, sulky grandeur, and treating as inferior all other nations, most far superior in civilization, resources, courage, arts and arms . . . It seems indeed strange that the whole
  fabric of the Chinese Empire does not fall asunder of itself. One vigorous and well directed blow from a foreign power, and it will totter to its
  base.21


  In 1839, the British government resolved to administer that blow, after the Qing government refused British smugglers food, water and trade until they promised to stop hauling their shipfuls of
  opium into China, and Cantons merchant lobby bore down on Foreign Secretary Palmerston to intervene. On 18 October, Palmerston informed his man in China, Captain Charles Elliot, that a fleet
  would reach China the following year to fight the Qing. All the world must rejoice that such a force is here, crowed the Chinese Repository from south China, watching the
  expeditions ships sail off in late June 1840 into their first war with China.22


  In China today, the Opium War is the traumatic inauguration of the countrys modern history. History books, television documentaries and museums chorus a simple, received
  wisdom about the conflict, which goes something like this. In the early nineteenth century, unscrupulous British traders began forcing enormous quantities of Indian opium on
  Chinese consumers. When the Chinese government declared war on opium, in order to avert the moral, physical and financial disaster threatened by the empires growing drug habit, British
  warships bullied China out of tens of millions of dollars, and its economic and political independence. Gunboat diplomacy, opium and the first Unequal Treaty of 1842 (followed by a
  second in 1860, concluding the second Opium War begun in 1856) brought China  until the end of the eighteenth century, probably the richest and most powerful civilization in
  the world  to its knees, leaving its people slavish addicts, incapable of resisting subsequent waves of European, American and Japanese colonizers.23 This account of the Opium War is now one of the founding myths of Chinese nationalism: the first great call to arms against a bullying West; but also the start of Chinas
  century of humiliation (a useful pedagogical shorthand for everything that happened in China between 1842 and 1949) at the hands of imperialism.24 It marks the beginning of Chinas struggle to free itself from semi-colonial semi-feudalism (Maos own summary of the century of Chinese experience
  after 1842), and to stand up (Mao again) as a strong modern nation  a battle that ends, naturally, with Communist triumph in 1949. The story of Chinas modern
  history [from the Opium War to the present day], summarizes a 2007 history textbook in use in one of Chinas elite institutions of higher education, Beijing University,


  
    
      
        is the history of the courageous struggle by the good-hearted masses for national survival and to accomplish the great revival of the Chinese race. It is the history of
        every nationality in the country, under the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party, undertaking a great and painful struggle to win national independence and liberation through the 1949
        Revolution; it is the history of an extremely weak, impoverished and old China gradually growing, thanks to the socialist revolution . . . into a prosperous, flourishing and vital new
        socialist China . . . What are the aims of studying our modern history? . . . To gain deep insight into how History and the People came to choose Marxism, came to choose the Chinese Communist
        Party and came to choose socialism.25

      

    

  


  As the rulers of the contemporary Peoples Republic swing between self-confidence about its miracle rise and suspicion of a West supposedly determined to contain it,
  the Opium War is kept at the front of national memory. Particularly since the 1990s, when the Communist Party began rallying anti-foreign nationalism to shore up its own legitimacy after the
  Tiananmen crackdown, the Opium War has been called into service in successive patriotic education campaigns waged on monuments and in textbooks, newspapers and films.26 With the turmoil of the Tiananmen uprising of 1989 blamed on Western bourgeois liberalization, the hundred and fiftieth anniversary of the first
  Opium War in 1990 offered a public relations gift to the government, the opportunity to splash stirring editorials across the media about this national tragedy inflicted by the
  gunboats of the West.27 In order to protect its evil opium trade, the Peoples Daily (the Communist Partys official
  news organ) reminded its readers,


  
    
      
        the British government poisoned the Chinese people, stole huge quantities of silver, and openly engaged upon imperialist aggression  as a result of which the
        Chinese fell into an abyss of suffering. This, as Comrade Mao Zedong pointed out, began the Chinese peoples resistance against imperialism and its running dogs. The Opium War and the
        acts of aggression that followed it awoke in the Chinese people a desire for development and survival, initiating their struggles for independence and liberation . . . The facts undeniably
        tell us that the Chinese people have only managed to stand up thanks to the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party . . . only socialism can save and develop China . . . Raise ever higher
        the glorious banner of patriotism, commemorate the 150th anniversary of the Opium War.28

      

    

  


  Unorthodox reappraisals of the Opium Wars can jangle high-level political nerves. In 2006, the government closed down Chinas leading liberal weekly, Freezing Point
  (Bingdian), because it ran an article by a philosophy professor called Yuan Weishi challenging textbook doctrine on (amongst other things) the second Opium War, which viciously
  attacked the socialist system [and] attempted to vindicate criminal acts by the imperialist powers in invading China. It seriously distorted historical facts; it seriously
  contradicted news propaganda discipline; it seriously damaged the national feelings of the Chinese people . . . and created bad social influence.29 (To offer a roughly equivalent anglophone analogue: imagine Prospect being shut down for running a revisionist article on the Scottish Clearances or the Irish Famine.)
  Around this same moment, the government decided to replace the soporific lectures in Marxism-Leninism compulsory across undergraduate courses with classes in modern Chinese history 
  beginning, of course, with the Opium War  ensuring that Chinas brightest and best emerged from their university careers with a correct understanding of the past, and its relationship
  to the present.


  At the time that it was fought, by contrast, most of the Chinese empire  including a number of those who were supposed to be directing proceedings  had some difficulty
  acknowledging an Opium War with the English was happening at all. The emperor had practically no idea he was supposed to be at war until the end of July 1840, almost a year after the British judged
  that armed hostilities had commenced. He had little clue as to why English guns were pummelling his empires east coast until the second week of August that year, when the fleet sailed in to
  Tianjin, the nearest port to Beijing, to deliver a letter from the British foreign secretary to the Minister of the Emperor. After the conflicts existence was at last
  officially acknowledged, the emperor and his men still had trouble dignifying it with the term war, preferring to name it a border provocation or quarrel
  (bianxin), atomized into a series of local clashes along Chinas maritime perimeter. Even while they were routing, with the newest military technology of the day, badly trained and
  directed Chinese armies, the British were identified in court documents of the time as clowns, bandits, pirates, robbers,
  rebels (occasionally, the outrageous rebels)30  temporary insurgents against a world order still firmly centred in
  the Qing state.31 This, in the eyes of Chinas rulers, was just another aggravation no more worrying than the other domestic and frontier revolts
  the government was struggling to suppress around the same time.


  Yet somehow, in the century and a half since it was fought, the Opium War has been transformed from a mere border provocation into the tragic beginning of Chinas modern
  history, and a key prop for Communist One-Party rule. This contemporary recasting of the conflict conveniently reminds the Chinese people of their countrys
  victimization by the West, and of everything that was wrong about the old society before the Communist Party came along to make things right again. When the West tries to criticize
  China, most often for its human-rights record, or for its lack of an independent judiciary and press, Chinese voices  both inside and outside the government  can fight back with the
  Opium War. A 2004 readers comment article for the China Daily (the governments English-language newspaper) denounced the whole business as treachery by the West on a
  scale never before experienced . . . the use of the drug opium set the standard of the mistakes of the west for the next 150 years . . . The Western bigots and zealots, however, have never ceased
  to have designs on China and on Chinas wealth and prosperity, even today . . . If the West and their running dogs of war now expect mercy from China for all these past invasions and thefts,
  they are seriously mistaken.32


  Look beyond current Chinese historical orthodoxy, however, and a very different picture of China, and of its first declared clash with a Western power, begins to emerge. Nineteenth-century China
  was not a country instinctively set against all things foreign, but rather a splintered society capable (like most societies) of a broad range of reactions  uncertainty, suspicion,
  condescension, curiosity  to the outside world. The mere fact that twentieth-century China came to attach so much importance to the Opium War is testament to the countrys openness,
  rather than hostility, to the West. As it was fought, the war struck Western observers as epochal, but appeared to many of its Chinese observers subsidiary to grander narratives of local disorder
  and trouble on the empires other frontiers. Yet by rechristening, since the 1920s, the Opium War as the start of modern Chinese history, Chinas establishment has subscribed to a
  thoroughly Western-centric view of the countrys past that views antebellum China as a nation in a profound sleep, waiting to be woken by the West. Read many
  mid-nineteenth-century anglophone accounts of China and the war, and you might reasonably suppose that China did not possess any history before its encounter with British gunboats. Glance across a
  moderately detailed chronology of modern China, and it becomes very obvious that internal causes of violence far outnumber external: the rural rebellions of the nineteenth century that left millions dead or displaced; the civil wars of the twentieth century, both before and after 1949. Yet while contemporary Chinas media and publishing industries loudly
  commemorate the British expedition of 183942, the self-inflicted disasters of the Communist period  the man-made famine of the early 1960s, the political persecutions that culminated
  in the extraordinary violence of the Cultural Revolution, the bloodletting of 1989  go largely ignored.


  The PRCs state media work hard to convince readers and viewers that modern China is the story of the Chinese peoples heroic struggles against imperialism and its running
  dogs. (In reality, the story of modern China could probably be told just as convincingly as a history of collusion with imperialism and its running dogs; China has about as
  rich a tradition of collaboration with foreigners as any country that has suffered regular invasion and occupation.) But self-loathing and introspection, rather than the quest for foreign
  scapegoats, have dominated Chinas efforts to modernize. Eyewitness Chinese accounts of the first Opium War blamed the empires defeat not on external aggression but on the
  disorganization and cowardice of its own officials and armies.


  The complicated history of Chinese reactions to the Opium War, and to imperialism in general, does not remotely lessen the racist stridency of many nineteenth- and twentieth-century Western
  attitudes to China, as expressed in the writings and actions of politicians, soldiers and popular commentators. Even as he argued, in Discovering History in China, that historians had
  simplified the impact of imperialism on China, Paul Cohen wrote: Let there be no question about it. Everyone  or, at any rate, almost everyone  today regards imperialism as
  bad.33 As many have demonstrated, Chinas encounter with Western imperialism was often deforming and dehumanizing.34 But the Opium War and its aftermath do expose how fragmented this place we call China is: how even a seemingly straightforward act of external aggression can generate a
  variety of responses (indignation, admiration, self-loathing) and loyalties.


  And today, many Chinese people waste little time fuming over British gunboat diplomacy when left in peace by the states patriotic education campaign. Ask Beijing taxi-drivers (an
  overworked, underpaid labour-force more than entitled to a generalized sense of grievance against the world) what they think of Britain, and you are more likely to get a sigh
  of admiration (about how modern and developed Britain is, relative to China) than vitriol. Ask them about the Opium War, and theyll often tell you whats past is past; theyre
  too busy thinking about managing in the present (or they dont listen to anything the government says). Even as secondary-school history textbooks and examinations still strive to
  indoctrinate young minds with the China as Victim account of modern history, always starting with the Opium War, classroom discussions of the Opium War easily lapse out of anger
  towards the West, and into disgust at nineteenth-century Chinas corruption and military weakness. Start a conversation about the Opium War and someone, sooner or later, is bound to come out
  with the catchphrase luohou jiu yao aida  a social Darwinist sentiment that translates as if youre backward, youll take a beating; China, in other words,
  had it coming. Beneath the angry, hate-filled narrative of the Opium War and its aftermath told by Chinese nationalism, then, lies a more intriguing story: that of a painfully self-critical and
  uncertain, but open-minded quest to make sense of the countrys crisis-ridden last two centuries.


  This book will begin with the dramas of the war itself  Qing Chinas expansive interactions with the world beyond its borders; the miscalculations of the courts anti-opium
  lobby; the mutual incomprehension that pushed both sides towards war; the opportunistic hypocrisy of the British; the terrible bloodshed resulting from Britains overwhelming superiority and
  Chinas dearth of military realism. It will then range across the subsequent hundred and seventy years, plotting out the construction of the Opium War myth in both China and the West, via
  Chinas intensifying sense of guochi (national humiliation) at the hands of imperialism  the second Opium War of 185660, the Sino-Japanese War of 189495, the Boxer
  Uprising and subsequent Allied expedition against China of 1900, the Japanese invasion of the 1930s  and ending in the Communist Partys self-interested efforts to harness historical
  memory.35 Through this larger narrative will be woven the strange, contradictory stories of opiums attackers: the prohibitionist hysteria of
  Western missionaries; the doctors who tried to detox smokers with arsenic, heroin and cocaine; the narcotic puritanism of twentieth-century Chinas two great dictators, Chiang Kai-shek and
  Mao Zedong  both sworn public enemies of opium, both bankrolled by drug-trade profits.


  I will close in a journey around contemporary Chinas opinion-makers (politicians, journalists, schoolteachers, bloggers) and sites of public history (exhibitions,
  museums, memorials), to reflect on the paradoxes of Chinese nationalism today. Why, when China is more open to (and dependent on) global forces than at any other time in its history, has the
  government chosen to mobilize a nationalism fuelled by resentment of the Wests historical crimes against China? Why, at a time when China is supposed to be on the edge of superpower status,
  are its people so regularly reminded of an abject history of humiliation? To what extent is the Communist Party in control of the anti-foreign nationalism in which it has schooled its
  people? Behind the screens of nationalist and imperialist legend, the Opium War and its afterlives expose the struggles and dilemmas that have beset the search for modern China: how Western
  misperceptions have fuelled Chinas national myths; and how these myths have rebounded to mould Chinas interactions with the West.


  Before I go on, I would like to add a brief note about the coverage of the book. Chinese histories tend to merge the first Opium War into the second, seeing them as part of a
  single continuum of Western aggression. The second Opium War is, without doubt, as interesting a conflict as the first: for its political symbolism, its historical ironies and its confusion of
  domestic and international violence. But for two reasons, this book concentrates more on the historical detail of the first Opium War. One is intellectual. Given its importance in Chinese
  historiography  as the beginning of the Century of Humiliation  I particularly wanted to explore its realities and the way in which distorted understandings of the war
  have shaped the last century and a half of the Chinese past. My treatment of the second Opium War here becomes part of the first wars afterlife, showing how the delusions about China sown by
  the earlier conflict generate further spirals of violence, prejudice and guilt. The second reason is practical. At the time of writing, there was (to my knowledge) no book-length account of the
  first Opium War in English that made use of both anglophone accounts and the large collections of Chinese sources compiled and published in the 1990s. As I began to write, I realized that the richness of this material and of the historical questions that it suggested (concerning Sino-Western relations, ChineseManchu tensions, the functioning and
  malfunctioning of the Qing empire) was a good deal more than enough for one book. Although historians such as John Wong and James Hevia have produced brilliant accounts of key aspects of the second
  Opium War (its legality, its symbolism, its economic and political context), anglophone readers still lack a conventional narrative history of this later conflict that thoroughly combines and
  compares Western and Chinese sources. Regrettably, for reasons of space, I could not incorporate such a study into the present book. I hope very much, however, that the events of 185660 will
  in time receive the definitive, multilateral treatment that they deserve.


  
    
  


  Chapter One


  OPIUM AND CHINA
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  Consider a late-imperial photograph of Chinese opium-smokers. In one typical shot, two men recline on a couch, enveloped in long, padded jacquard silk gowns. One has an arm
  draped around a young woman, who is also reclining back on top of him (and looking a touch discomforted  perhaps by the smokers attentions, perhaps by the camera). Necks propped up
  against the headboard, both men stare down the couch at the camera: eyes half-closed, mouths expressionless. (One of the smokers happens inexplicably to be clutching a model dog.) Even today, when
  synthetic opiates make opium look tame, and decades after Brassa photographed the Parisian avant-garde rebranding the drug as bohemian chic, the image is somehow troubling; more so than a
  comparable shot of, for instance, a couple of Caucasian drinkers, even though the pair of smokers here are clearly well-to-do, and appear not to be indulging to great extremes. Perhaps to modern
  eyes there is something particularly decadent about lying down to take your narcotic of choice, something abject about the supine state. As the smokers gaze levelly back at us, through (we imagine)
  dope-clouded eyes, they seem to be defying us: We are deliberately, happily smoking ourselves into oblivion. What are you going to do about it?


  However liberal our politics, we are likely to have absorbed a mix of moral and scientific prejudice against opium that began accumulating in the West (and China) just over a hundred years ago:
  that reinvented it as a sinister vice enjoyed by social degenerates or masters of villainy. Beyond the opprobrium, though, that is now attached to opium-smoking lies a more complex social
  phenomenon: one that was widely debated through the nineteenth century, before Western missionary and medical opinion, and then the Chinese state, decided to condemn Chinas opium habit as
  sick and deviant  a national disease of the will that lay at the base of all the countrys problems.


  
    [image: ]


    A late-nineteenth-century photograph of Chinese opium smokers.

  


  Opium has been an extraordinary shape-shifter in both the countries that would fight a war in its name in the early 1840s. In Britain and China, it began as a foreign drug (Turkish and Indian,
  respectively) that was first naturalized during the nineteenth century, then  at the end of that same century  sternly repatriated as an alien poison. For most of the century, neither
  popular nor expert medical opinion could agree on anything concerning opium, beyond the fact that it relieved pain. Was it more or less harmful than alcohol? Did it bestialize its users? Did it
  make your lungs go black and crawl with opium-addicted maggots? No one could say for sure. The disaster spread everywhere as the poison flowed into the hinterlands . . . Those fallen into
  this obsession will ever utterly waste themselves, mourned one late-Qing smoker, Zhang Changjia, before observing a few pages on, Truly, opium is something that the world cannot do without.1 The clichd image of opium-smoking is of prostration and narcolepsy; to many (including Thomas de
  Quincey, who walked the London streets by night sustained by laudanum), it was a stimulant. Chinas coolie masses would refresh their capacity for backbreaking labour with midday opium
  breaks. One reverend in the late-nineteenth century observed that such groups literally live on the opium; it is their meat and drink.2 Things were little different in the Victorian Fens: A man who is setting about a hard job takes his [opium] pill as a preliminary, wrote one mid-century
  observer, and many never take their beer without dropping a piece of opium into it.3 To add to the confusion about opiums
  effects, British commanders in China between 1840 and 1842 noticed that Qing soldiers often prepared themselves for battle by stoking themselves up on the drug: some it calmed; others it excited
  for the fight ahead; others again, it sent to sleep.


  Even now, after far more than a century of modern medicine, much remains unknown about opiums influence on the human constitution. Whether eaten, drunk or smoked, the drugs basic
  effects are the same: its magic ingredient is morphine, a lipid-soluble alkaloid that is absorbed into the bloodstream and (within seconds or minutes, depending on the strength of the preparation,
  the route of administration and the individuals susceptibility) presses buttons  the opioid receptors  in our cells. Once triggered, one of these buttons  the
   receptor  reduces the release of chemical transmitters from the nerve endings involved in the sensation of pain. The analgesia produced by morphine and its many
  analogues, such as diamorphine (heroin), can seem almost miraculous, relieving agony in minutes. And opium is good for far more than analgesia. As it enters the blood, it travels to the intestines
  to slow the movement of the gut, giving pause to diarrhoea and dysentery. It soothes coughs, by suppressing the brain centres that control the coughing impulse. Most famously, perhaps, it
  encourages the release of dopamine, the hormone that governs the brains pleasure principle. Put more simply, opium makes us euphoric.


  Like all drugs, opium has its unwanted downsides. One disadvantage is its talent for generating nausea (a response elicited in 40 per cent of patients to whom morphine is
  administered).4 If taken for pain relief rather than diarrhoea, it can cause troublesome constipation. Its greatest immediate
  drawback is its habit of slowing, or even putting to sleep, the centres in the brain that control breathing. In excess, opium will kill you by fatally depressing respiration. Because of the
  quietness with which opium overdosers generally meet their ends, opium has of old been the friend of faint-hearted suicides and the ally of assassins. While dopamine intensifies feelings of
  contentment, moreover, it can also heighten other, less enjoyable sensations. Encouraging and enlarging perceptions of fear and menace, it is an agent of paranoia, suspicion and schizophrenia
   hence De Quinceys visions.


  Opiums final flaw is that (like many dopamine-generated responses, governed as they are by the sense of pleasurable reward generated), it induces a craving for the whole thing to begin
  again. Without external stimulation from substances such as opium, the opioid and dopamine receptors exist quietly within us in unnoticed equilibrium. Once a receptor is triggered, however, it can
  become desensitized and unbalanced, demanding a regular, and perhaps increasing supply of the original stimulant. If the neural and chemical balance in the body has come to rely on external
  medication, a sudden withdrawal of the supply will bring unpleasant (and indeed dangerous) symptoms in response  trembling, exhaustion, fever, goose-pimples (the origin of the phrase
  cold turkey), nausea, diarrhoea and insomnia  relieved only by hair of the dog.


  Opiums historical guises through the past century and a half of Chinese history have been almost as diverse as its chemical effects. For Europeans (who began trading it early in the
  seventeenth century), it offered first a way into Chinese markets (transactions seemed to partake of the nature of the drug, reminisced one smuggler from retirement, they
  imparted a soothing frame of mind with three percent commission on sales, one percent on returns, and no bad debts!), and then ethical justification for saving China from its bad, addictive
  tendencies (the Chinese are all of them more or less morally weak, explained one post-1842 British missionary, as you would expect to find in any heathen nation; but with the
  opium smoker it is worse).5 After around 1870, Western disapproval of Chinas opium habit joined with other, older prejudices to create
  the Yellow Peril. The non-Christian Chinese love of opium, the logic went, destroyed any possibility of normal human response in them: it was a form of mania, a
  potent necromancer that left them all the more inscrutably amoral, a mindlessly drugged army of xenophobes plotting revenge on the West.6 To many Chinese, opium brought benefits (as well as the perils of addiction): profit, relief from minor or chronic ailments, and narcotic, even aesthetic pleasure. And even
  after it metamorphosed, at the close of the century, into a foreign poison foisted upon China by scheming imperialists, it did not stay that way for long. Indignation at the West easily subsided
  into self-disgust: the British might have brought us the opium, went the subtext of nationalist moral panic, but we allowed ourselves to become addicted. In 1839, on the eve of the crackdown
  that would trigger a war with Britain, Chinese anti-opium campaigners  including the uncompromising Lin Zexu  confidently condemned it as a plague worse than floods and wild
  beasts; as a life-destroying drug threatening to degrade the entire Chinese people to a level with reptiles, dogs and swine.7
  If only it had been that simple.


  Opium began life in the Chinese empire as an import from the vaguely identified Western regions (ancient Greece and Rome, Turkey, Syria, Iraq, Persia and
  Afghanistan); the earliest Chinese reference (in a medical manual) occurs in the first half of the eighth century. Eaten or drunk, prepared in many different ways (ground, boiled, honeyed, infused,
  mixed with ginger, ginseng, liquorice, vinegar, black plums, ground rice, caterpillar fungus), it served for all kinds of ailments (diarrhoea and dysentery, arthritis, diabetes, malaria, chronic
  coughs, a weak constitution). By the eleventh century, it was recognized for its recreational, as well as curative uses. It does good to the mouth and to the throat, observed one
  satisfied user. I have but to drink a cup of poppy-seed decoction, and I laugh, I am happy.8 It looks like myrrha,
  elaborated a court chronicle some four hundred years later. It is dark yellow, soft and sticky like ox glue. It tastes bitter, produces excessive heat and is poisonous . . . It enhances the
  art of alchemists, sex and court ladies . . . Its price equals that of gold.9 Opium was supposed to help control ejaculation which, as
  sexological theory told it, enabled the sperm to retreat to feed the male brain. Opium-enriched aphrodisiacs became a boom industry in Ming China (13681644) 
  possibly contributing to the high death-rate of the dynastys emperors (eleven out of a total of sixteen Ming rulers failed to get past their fortieth birthday). In 1958, as part of a final
  push to root out the narcotic in China, the new Communist government excavated the tomb of Wanli, the hypochondriac (though long-lived) emperor of the late Ming, and found his bones saturated with
  morphine. Enterprising Ming cooks even tried to stir-fry it, fashioning poppy seeds into curd as a substitute for tofu. Opium was one of the chief ingredients of a Ming-dynasty cure-all, the
  big golden panacea (for use against toothache, athletes foot and too much sex), in which the drug was combined with (amongst other things) bezoar, pearl, borneol, musk,
  rhinoceros horn, antelope horn, catechu, cinnabar, amber, eaglewood, aucklandia root, white sandalwood; all of which had first to be gold-plated, then pulverized, turned into pellets with
  breast-milk, and finally swallowed with pear juice. (Take one at a time, the pharmacological manuals recommended.10)


  It was yet another import  in the shape of tobacco from the New World  that led to the smoking of opium. Introduced to China at some point between 1573 and 1627 (around the same
  time as the peanut, the sweet potato and maize), by the middle of the seventeenth century tobacco-smoking had become an empire-wide habit. As the Qing established itself in China after 1644, the
  dynasty made nervous attempts to ban it as a crime more heinous even than that of neglecting archery: smokers and sellers could be fined, whipped and even decapitated.11 But by around 1726, the regime had given up the empires tobacco addiction as a bad job, with great fields of the stuff swaying just beyond the
  capitals walls. And somewhere in the early eighteenth century, a new, wonderful discovery had reached China from Java, carried on Chinese ships between the two places: that tobacco was
  even better if you soaked it first in opium syrup (carried mainly in Portuguese cargoes). First stop for this discovery was the Qings new conquest, Taiwan; from there it passed to the
  mainlands maritime rim, and then the interior.


  It was smoking that made Chinese consumers take properly to opium. Smoking was sociable, skilled and steeped in connoisseurship (with its carved, bejewelled pipes of jade, ivory and
  tortoiseshell, its silver lamps for heating and tempering the drug, its beautiful red sandalwood couches on which consumers reclined). It was also less likely to kill the
  consumer than the eaten or drunk version of the drug: around 8090 per cent of the morphia may have been lost in fumes from the pipe or exhaled. Through the late eighteenth and early
  nineteenth centuries, China made opium-smoking its own: a chic post-prandial; an essential lubricant of the sing-song (prostitution) trade; a must-have hospitality item for all self-respecting
  hosts; a favourite distraction from the pressures of court life for the emperor and his household.12 Opium houses could be salubrious, even luxurious
  institutions, far from the Dickensian den-of-vice stereotype (like an intimate beer-house, a surprised Somerset Maugham pronounced in 1922  a mature stage in Chinas drug
  plague), in which companionable groups of friends might enjoy a civilized pipe or two over tea and dim-sum.13


  Somewhere near the start of the nineteenth century, smokers began to dispense with the diluting presence of tobacco  perhaps because pure opium was more expensive, and therefore more
  status-laden. Around this time, thanks to the quality control exercised by the diligent rulers of British India (who established a monopoly over opium production in Bengal in 1793), the supply also
  became more reliable, no longer regularly contaminated by adulterants such as horse dung and sand. A way of burning money, smoking was the perfect act of conspicuous consumption. Every stage was
  enveloped in lengthy, elaborate, costly ritual: the acquisition of exquisite paraphernalia; the intricacy of learning how to cook and smoke it (softening the dark ball of opium to a dark,
  caramelized rubber, inserting it into the hole on the roof of the pipe bowl, then drawing slowly, steadily on the pipe to suck the gaseous morphia out); the leisurely doze that followed the
  narcotic hit. The best families would go one step further in flaunting their affluence, by keeping an opium chef to prepare their pipes for them. The empires love affair with opium can be
  told through the beautiful objects it manufactured for consuming the drug, through the lyrics that aficionados composed to their heavy, treacly object of desire, or in bald statistics. In 1780, a
  British East India Company (EIC) ship could not break even on a single opium cargo shipped to Canton. By 1839, imports were topping 40,000 chests per annum.


  One further point needs to be made about opium as it acquired its hold over eighteenth- and nineteenth-century China: it had been illegal since 1729. Somehow, over the
  ensuing century, it turned into a prestigious contraband bought, sold and prized by the empires best people (as well as by some of its worst). Contemporary Chinas line on opium
  transforms it into a moral poison forced on helpless Chinese innocents by wicked aliens. The reality was more troublingly collusive.


  As the British entered the trade at the end of the eighteenth century, they insisted that they were simply providing a service: satisfying, not creating demand. Those Britons involved were at
  pains to present it to audiences back home as quite the most honourable line of business in the East. Invest in opium, warmly suggested William Jardine to a friend in Essex, as the safest
  and most gentlemanlike speculation I am aware of.14 It may have seemed that way from East Anglia. It was also a hands-off and sure source of
  revenue for East India Company employees in India, who only had to look after the opium as far as Government House in Calcutta, letting private British and Indian, and then Chinese sellers handle
  the dirty business of getting it to the Chinese coast, and inland. From the opium trade, summarized an 1839 text on the subject,


  
    
      
        the Honourable Company have derived for years an immense revenue and through them the British Government and nation have also reaped an incalculable amount of political
        and financial advantage. The turn of the balance of trade between Great Britain and China in favour of the former has . . . contributed directly to support the vast fabric of British dominion
        in the East . . . and benefit[ed] the nation to an extent of 6 million yearly without impoverishing India.15

      

    

  


  From closer quarters, though, the opium trade looked a good deal more raffish than its leading British supporters liked to argue. Jardine and Matheson, the two doyens of the Canton opium trade
  (and leading sinophobe warmongers of the 1830s), were hardly gentlemen by background, however diligently they worked to convert hard cash into respectability. Born on a Scottish farm in 1784,
  Jardine lost his father at the age of nine; as a teenager, he scraped through Edinburghs medical school only thanks to his older brothers support. He learnt the
  East Indies trade among the bilge and gore of ships doctoring: the pay was not terrific (10 a month), but a perk of the job was the opportunity to develop commercial sidelines 
  officers were allowed two tons of their own goods to buy or sell. Jardine soon learnt to make the most of it. On his second voyage, he forfeited his 40-wages because the ship and its
  official freight were lost through damage incurred in a Canton typhoon, and assault by a French warship, after which he ended up a prisoner of war. Nevertheless, he still made around 175
  from selling on his own tonnage, which he had been wise enough to send home by a separate ship from Bombay. By 1818, he had made the leap to management, winning a nomination as agent to a private
  trading house in India; within another year, he had migrated to the Canton opium business.16


  Mathesons progress to private trader was smoother: family business influence secured him merchants indentures from the EIC aged nineteen, when he was fresh out of Edinburgh
  University. Once he had arrived in Asia, the decision to trade in opium does not seem to have required conscious thought, opium imports to China having doubled between 1800 and 1820. Although by no
  means a blemish-free ethical choice, the move into opium by British traders was not, as claimed by contemporary historians in the Peoples Republic, a deliberate conspiracy to make narcotic
  slaves of the Chinese empire; it was a greedy, pragmatic response to a decline in sales of other British imports (clocks, watches, furs). Opium is like gold, wrote James
  Mathesons first partner, Robert Taylor, in 1818. I can sell it any time.17 Even that was untrue: the Qing states erratic,
  ongoing campaign against the drug through the early decades of the nineteenth century, together with opportunistic over-production in India, made profit margins wildly variable. Before Matheson
  joined more successfully with Jardine in 1825, he twice faced ruin in Canton, from over-extension in opium. Only another unpredictable about-turn in price and an audacious push to trade along the
  east coast saved him.


  Management faced physical risks, too: at one point, presenting a petition at the gate through which official communications could be passed from foreigners at Canton, Jardine sustained (though
  did not seem to notice) a severe blow to the head, thereby winning the Chinese nickname that translated as Iron-Headed Old Rat. Both Jardine and Matheson were far too eager to make
  money to waste any time themselves on appearing like bumbling gentlemen speculators: Jardine is supposed to have kept only one chair in his office  for himself 
  to discourage loquacity in his visitors. But once his fortune had been made, Jardine seemed to forget all that, becoming an enthusiastic propagandist for the sedate security of the business, naming
  it by far the safest trade in China.18 (This in 1840, when over the past two years the Qing government had begun publicly executing native
  opium-smugglers in front of the foreign factories, had imprisoned the British trading community in Canton, destroyed their stock and driven them from the mainland to the edges of that barren rock,
  Hong Kong.)


  In the end, though, opium money did make them gentlemen: Jardine first, returning to London in 1839, where he served as military adviser on China to Palmerston, then in 1841 took an
  unopposed seat in the House of Commons. (In truth, he did not succeed in quashing every sceptical view of his own past. Oh, a dreadful man! Disraeli thinly fictionalized him in 1845
  in Sybil. A Scotchman, richer than Croesus, one Mr Druggy, fresh from Canton, with a million in opium in each pocket, denouncing corruption and bellowing
  free-trade.19) When Jardine died of pulmonary oedema a year after the Treaty of Nanjing that closed the Opium War, he passed both his seat and
  the directorship of the firm to Matheson, who then promptly retired from the trade, bought the Hebridean island of Lewis for half a million pounds and reinvented himself as a laird of good works.
  The inscription (composed by his wife) below a posthumous snowy-white bust of the great man looking loftily out over the Atlantic from the grounds of Lewiss Stornoway Castle tells his story
  truly and well:


  
    
      
        he was a child of God, living evidently under the influence of His Holy Spirit: Well done, thou good and faithful servant. (Matthew, xxv.21) . . . [He] was
        long resident at Canton and Macau and was one of the founders of the eminent House of Jardine, Matheson & Co. During his and Mr. Jardines partnership, the House acquired that high
        repute for honour, integrity and magnificent hospitality which gave a free passport to all using its name throughout the East.

      

    

  


  The opium trade also struggled to glean some respectability from its association with the missionary effort, both enterprises depending on each other  the traders on
  the linguistic skills of the men of God, the latter on the passages up the coast that the former offered. (After 1842, of course, missionaries would take aggressive advantage of the Opium
  Wars opening of China.) There seems to have been little sense of contradiction between drugs and faith in the minds of some of the most successful of the traders:
  Employed delivering briskly, goes the diary entry for 2 December 1832 of one devout pusher, James Innes, on an audacious mission up the east coast, to Fujian. No time to read
  my bible.20 No single figure embodied this collaboration better than Karl Gtzlaff, the Pomeranian missionary and later agent of the British
  occupation of China (short, square . . . with a sinister eye, summarized his cousin-in-law), who enjoyed a career in the pay of opium interests that was both varied and remunerative
  (though not overly long: he died in 1851, a mere nine years after the Treaty of Nanjing, of disappointment after discovering a large-scale fraud by his converts).21 Tho it is our earnest wish, went Jardines first petition for his services in 1832,


  
    
      
        that you should not in any way injure the grand object you have in view by appearing interested in what by many is considered an immoral traffic yet such a traffic is
        absolutely necessary to give any vessel a reasonable chance . . . the more profitable the expedition the better we shall be able to place at your disposal a sum that may hereafter be usefully
        employed in furthering the grand object you have in view, and for your success in which we feel deeply interested.22

      

    

  


  The argument was well made, for in Gtzlaffs own mind, it really was that simple  commerce (by whatever means) and Christianity went hand in hand: Our
  commercial relations, he hectored the British reading public in an influential 1832 account of China, are at the present moment on such a basis as to warrant a continuation of the
  trade along the coast. We hope that this may tend ultimately to the introduction of the gospel, for which many doors are opened.23 Fluent in both
  self-deception and Chinas south-eastern dialects (to the point that locals mistook him for a native son of Han), he had more interpreting offers than he could handle: I
  would give 1,000 dollars for three days of Gtzlaff, sighed Innes on his Fujian trip.24 Gtzlaffs excursions up the coast gave
  him an opportunity to reach potential converts, whom he lectured  as the mood took him  on their horrible gambling
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