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INTRODUCTION


‘The only thing that is good is poppies. They are gold.’1


In mankind’s search for temporary oblivion, opiates possess a special allure. For a short time, there is neither pain, nor fear of pain. Since Neolithic times, opium has made life seem if not perfect, then tolerable, for millions. However unlikely it seems at this moment, many of us will end our lives dependent upon it.

Indefensible but as yet indispensable, the opium poppy, and now its chemical mimics, endure and multiply. They cross continents, religions, cultures, languages and time. Milk of Paradise attempts to address this long history and the current, often galling compromises to be made as the world moves towards a model that is based increasingly upon the control of natural resources and expanding alternative economies. It is a journey from the ancient world to present-day America, along routes of legal and illegal commerce that belt the globe.

This book charts the evolution of one drug, although others feature in cameo roles. It seeks to provide a non-partisan view of this remarkable substance, and to dispel at least some of the myths surrounding opiates and the uses we put them to, and why. It began, in part, in London’s Farringdon Station, in 2002, when I was forced by necessity to avail myself of the desperately squalid public convenience there at the time. As a child of the Reagans’ ‘Just Say No’ campaign, the filthy, fluorescent-lit and heavily graffitied single cubicle was the stuff of bad dreams, only to be used in a dire emergency. By the sink, staring into the mirror, was a grubby young woman in baggy clothing who, startled by my urgent entrance, dropped what she was holding into the sink with a clatter. The obligatory tiny wrapped parcel, the spoon and syringe were there, and also a rubber band. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said immediately, flustered, and began to gather up her precious stuff. Pushing past me, out into what was not the gleaming commuter hub visible today, but at the time a grim focus for central London’s flotsam of homeless and addicts, she apologized again. It wasn’t me she was apologizing to.

Since that encounter, I have witnessed and experienced diamorphine used in medical surroundings, where everything is clean and warm, and I trusted those administering the drug. As a carer for dying family members, I have juggled my charges’ morphine doses, wondering whether five milligrams more will mean we can just make it home, or through the night without incident, and drunk liquid morphine to prove that ‘Come on, it’s really not that bitter.’ It really is that bitter. I have also watched as diamorphine induced respiratory failure in those people, over a period of hours and days, as their lives came to an end as peacefully as possible. And I have been impossibly grateful for a drug that allowed them to continue to live well, even as they were in the process of dying.

The research this book has entailed, although set in motion by personal experience and a cursed curiosity, has been both desk- and field-based. The former attempts, in the main, to reduce opiates, and now opioids, to a numbers game: kilograms seized, hectares burned, numbers arrested. The latter contains the human stories of addiction and recovery, of war, and treatment from both ends of the doctor–patient spectrum, but above all, the existential needs that drive humanity to seek the temporary relief opiates provide. It has been a transformative experience: exposing me to the reality of a global economy I had only a vague notion of before, and a redrawing of the world map not only in terms of borders, but a lack of them. Organized crime, in its purest form, is simply another economy, borderless and amoral. The importance of personal relationships and credit lines are not only mechanisms in the legal economy, they are equally if not much more powerful in illegal economies. These networks operate increasingly on efficient corporate models of collaboration and middle management. Notions of what is transgressive, illicit and ultimately illegal have changed dramatically over time, and continue to change as the world’s governments and drug-enforcement agencies fight turf battles in an international war.

Milk of Paradise is divided into three parts: the stories of opium, morphine and heroin. Part One is a history of the opium poppy, its earliest relationships with mankind, and its transformation into one of the first commodities traded between the West and the East. Part Two concerns the isolation of morphine from opium, and the revolutionary scientific and political changes, as well as chemical discoveries that transformed the West in the nineteenth century, and set us on a course that, as it accelerated, changed the face of the world, from Tombstone, Arizona to the Durand Line dividing Afghanistan and Pakistan. The third and final part covers the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, from the first years of commercially available heroin, the associated growth of Big Pharma and the present-day US opioid crisis, and charts the successive global wars on and involving drugs, as well as treatment, prohibition and attempts at the suppression of the trade in heroin and its derivatives. Because of the major roles they have played in the establishment and continuation of the opiate trade, the book focusses mainly on Britain, Europe and America.

Ultimately, Milk of Paradise is a tale of the many interwoven human stories that make up the history of our relationship with this fascinating compound. Taken together, they show us how opium has developed and how it will go forward. Historically, it is central to the advances in modern medicine, and the Eastern Triangular Trade, along with tea and bullion. The Opium Wars in the middle of the nineteenth century helped lay the foundations of Hong Kong, and of modern China. The drug has played a key role in conflicts from the American Civil War, to Vietnam and to Afghanistan, where Camp Bastion was a pioneering field hospital in the middle of the world’s largest illicit poppy plantations. Scientifically, opium and its many derivatives lie at the heart of the surgical and pharmaceutical industries. Socially, the drug is both a tremendous force for good and an indescribable evil. It gives comfort to millions daily as part of a lucrative healthcare system, yet it creates addictions that fuel the worst kinds of degradation and exploitation, and plays a major role in all layers of worldwide crime. Our relationship with opium is a deep-seated part of our human history, and a critical part of our future.

Therefore, perhaps it is fitting that I write this introduction in Fort Cochin, an old colonial outpost on the Malabar Coast of southern India, which was once a great trading port with ties as far away as Mexico. An even greater one, Muziris, dominated by Jewish, Arab and Chinese traders and lost since 1346, has just been rediscovered by archaeologists some twenty miles up the coast. Once one of the world’s greatest hubs for exotic goods and spices, the only map of Muziris – if it can be called a map at all – is a copy of one that may be as early as the fourth century AD, which resides in a museum in Vienna and which is itself a copy of a first-century BC map by Agrippa.

European and Middle Eastern travellers have been borne to this coast for millennia, albeit now by Boeing rather than across the ocean by the monsoon winds. Fort Cochin is a romantic place, at once familiar and exotic. Every few minutes the precarious passenger ferry spears up to the wharf and tips out a hundred or so commuters and a dozen auto-rickshaws from the mainland. People rush to go about their business against the backdrop of the huge, cantilevered fishing nets, introduced to this spot by Chinese traders in the fourteenth century. On a new, half-built rubble quay, day-labourers sit and drink whisky. Others sleep nearby, despite or perhaps because of the early hour. Cochin is like any large port: an amalgam of those it trades with, and Cochin has been trading for centuries. European influences, namely Portuguese, Dutch and British, are everywhere, from the tomb of legendary navigator Vasco da Gama and the church that houses it, just visible from my vantage point, to the quasi-British lanes of houses behind. A mosque and a synagogue – where a gravestone dating from 1268 bears the inscription ‘Here Lies Sarah’ – sit only a short walk apart. One Dutch writer of the 1660s recorded how the inhabitants of the coast lived well, eating from coconut cups, drinking coconut toddy, the soldiers eating opium for strength, which the Dutch, of course, attempted to ban. Later, from a dusty pavement, I will stop and stand outside the wall of a school and hear the girls singing ‘Auld Lang Syne’ over the noise as they clear their steel thali plates away from lunch. A few minutes after that, I ask at the government, female-run pharmacy for a legally contentious cough medicine I know contains morphine, and some codeine pills. The neat, stern pharmacist will tut at me, and then point to another pharmacy across the road, where men sit outside, and what I ask for is readily available, for the equivalent of around £1.80. The elderly man next to me has enough coins for a strip of generic beta-blockers and two blue low-dose morphine pills, which he dry-swallows immediately. Just down the road, the government beer and wine shop is doing a roaring trade, even as this part of India edges towards alcohol prohibition.

But for now, I look out towards the vast new port under construction on the other side of the river: Vallarpadam. Financed from over 1,700 miles away by the royal family of Dubai, it will be the largest-capacity container port in the world when the third phase of construction is complete. Unable to resist, I begin to scribble down rough, outrageous estimates of the amount of heroin that will pass through the port annually, based on comparable and laughably inadequate figures from Rotterdam. Thousands and thousands of kilos, billions of dollars, figures so large that zeros become redundant. In illegal opiates alone, Vallarpadam will be a city state to rival fifteenth-century Venice. As I write, the labourers continue to drink and sleep, and the passenger ferry arrives again with its cargo of office workers, housewives and hawkers. Behind it, colossal vessels come and go, fore and aft declaring their various origins across the world; but as Thomas Jefferson observed, ‘Merchants know no country’.

Fort Cochin, February 2017


PART ONE

Ópion, afyūn, opium
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Chapter One

THE ANCIENT WORLD

Origins

There is no such thing as a wild opium poppy.1 Its ancestor originated on the Anatolian coast of the Black Sea and no longer exists.2 Papaver somniferum is a domesticated species and, along with coca, tobacco and the earliest wheat and barley cultivars, represents one of mankind’s earliest attempts at genetic engineering, over 5,000 years ago.3

The origins of Papaver somniferum are elusive, and opinion remains divided on whether cultivation of the opium poppy began in the western Mediterranean, or in the Near East. Botanists and biogeographers believe the closest existing relative to the opium poppy is the wild, dwarf variety Papaver setigerum, widespread in the western Mediterranean for millennia.4 The wild poppy, however, although it does contain small amounts of alkaloids in the latex (the milky liquid contained inside the head), does not contain them in sufficient levels to be of any medicinal or recreational use. Taxonomists around the world even vary on how many poppy species exist, identifying between 250 and 470.5 In lieu of concrete evidence, all that remains is to trace botanical and archaeological clues to the use of the opium poppy through the ancient world.

Somewhere between 10,000 and 12,000 years ago, prehistoric man started to move away from the nomadic hunter-gatherer lifestyle of the past, towards a more settled culture. People began living in villages, domesticating plants and animals, and building social structures and religious models that are the foundations of the societies we live in today. The earliest known of these Neolithic sites lie between Greece and Iran, and stretch to the Black Sea in the north and the Sinai peninsula in the south.6 A crescent of fortuitous agricultural conditions existed in Egypt, spreading east through modern Israel, Jordan, Lebanon and Syria, then down through southern Iraq to the Persian Gulf. On ancient maps these were Egypt, the Levant and Mesopotamia. This area had long been the meeting point of two different societies: the mountain people of the north, and the nomadic tribes who wandered the grasslands in shifting patterns of cultivation. Within both societies were many different tribes, making war and unrest a constant cycle.

This Fertile Crescent is often also called the Cradle of Civilization, referring to the development of the first cities, writing, and the study of history, trade, science and organized religion. It is an area of tremendous importance to the history of the modern human race.

The Natufians of the Levant were among the first settled people. Tell Abu Hureyra, their earliest known village, lies in Syria, where an abundant crop of wild cereals was turned into a farmed one perhaps as far back as 13,000 years ago. The site was excavated extensively, if rapidly, in 1972–3, before it was flooded to create Lake Assad. The Natufian community grew from a few hundred people hunting gazelle and foraging for food, into a large village of perhaps 2,000 individuals who kept sheep as well as cultivating the land.7 They were not only coalescing into structured communities, but they were also forming relationships with the world around them: one of the earliest discoveries relating to human domestication of dogs was found at Ain Mallaha in Israel, sixteen miles north of the Sea of Galilee, where around 12,000 years ago an elderly human was buried with a puppy.8 Modern man was becoming someone we could recognize today.

Although the Natufians are key to global agricultural history, there is no evidence that they were poppy farmers. They grew primarily first-wave Fertile Crescent crops, such as emmer and einkorn wheats, peas, lentils, chickpeas, bitter vetch and flax. The first evidence of human settlement coinciding with the poppy is that found at the early Neolithic site of Netiv Hagdud in the Jordan Valley, where plant remains have been carbon-dated to between 8,000 and 10,000 years ago, and include those of Glacium flavum, the horned poppy.9 This variety of the papaver family is now widely regarded as highly poisonous, but it does contain glaucine, which like the opium poppy will relieve pain and suppress the respiratory system, and so help to alleviate persistent coughing. It also has the distinctive opiate side effect of causing agonizing stomach cramps in those unaccustomed to it, effectively preventing early humans overdosing as they conducted experiments on the flora around them. Glaucine is still used in some cough medications, and occasionally for doping canine competitors on the United Kingdom greyhound-racing circuit.10

Outside the Fertile Crescent, Neolithic settlements began to spring up around the world at broadly the same time, and they were first seen in Europe along the basin of the Danube River around 7,500 years ago. Villages were also appearing in Spain and south-western France. It is from Spain that the earliest evidence of the consumption of the opium poppy for narcotic or analgesic purposes is recorded, in a burial in the Can Tintorer mining complex of Gavà, near Barcelona. Can Tintorer was mined by these early people for callainite, a green mineral they used to make jewellery, and when the deposits played out, the mines were used for burials. A man was interred in Mine 28 with a poppy capsule stuck in his bad teeth, and his bones contained evidence of long-term opium consumption.11

The Neolithic people spread rapidly into what are now northern France and Belgium, and the Ukraine. The Ice Age had ended, the retreating ice leaving navigable rivers full of fish, a steady source of protein, and cross-continental overland routes were also becoming established. These river- and lake-dwelling Europeans, dating from 5,700 to 4,900 years ago, are known by historians and archaeologists as the Linearbandkeramik, or the LBK, for their distinctive pottery.

The relatively recent discovery, in 1989, of the Neolithic La Marmotta settlement under the waters of Lake Bracciano, during the building of a new aqueduct to supply Rome, twenty-five miles away, has been a revelation for historians of this early period. The La Marmotta site was only occupied for a short time, around 5700–5230 BC.12 La Marmotta is remarkable, because it appears to be a fully formed community who arrived in boats from the Mediterranean. One of their seagoing canoes, thirty-five feet long, remains almost fully intact in the National Museum of Prehistory and Ethnography in Rome, and indicates that the Marmotta people may have come from Greece, or even the Near East.13 With them, they brought women and children, pigs, sheep, goats, two different breeds of dog, and an array of their plants and seeds to grow in the fertile local soil, including opium poppies.14

The level of sophistication in the Marmotta village – such as super-sharp obsidian and stone tools, beads, plates, cups, artwork and other items, as well as their plentiful diet including cherries, figs and hazelnuts, as well as wild boar and venison – suggests they were better off than many contemporary early people. Their boats, of which they made small ceramic models for either decoration or demonstration, also suggest trade, or at the very least, exposure to other Mediterranean cultures. People such as ‘La Marmottas’ may also have been instrumental in introducing the second wave of Fertile Crescent crops, of olives, grapes, pomegranates and the opium poppy. At the same time, brewing of barley beer began in Assyria. Intoxicants had arrived in the Bronze Age world.15

The LBK lived mainly in timber, and wattle-and-daub long-houses at the edge of lakes or rivers, and their villages included buildings to shelter livestock and for specific work purposes, such as making their pottery. We know that these Neolithic European peoples grew and harvested opium poppies; what we don’t know is if they used them medicinally or recreationally. The seed of Papaver somniferum is not poisonous, and the seed capsule is large, yielding a considerable harvest that can be pressed for a nutritious oil, or made into solid but nutritious cakes, and poppy stalks are a useful animal fodder.

What remains of these LBK villages suggests a peaceful agrarian lifestyle surrounded by livestock, dogs and children, where the poppy was perhaps used to treat severe toothaches, chronic joint pain or ease childbirth. Yet the reality of life on the shores of these European lakes and rivers was markedly different, and many were fortified with complex arrangements of fences and ditches. Evidence of three large – given average village size – massacres remain in the German Neolithic settlements of Talheim and Herxheim in the Rhine Valley, and Schletz-Asparn near Vienna. Dozens of individuals, mostly young men, were killed with the LBK-style farming adze, indicating they were not battling outsiders, but fighting amongst themselves, possibly within the same villages. A wider look at LBK societies, particularly those in western Germany, shows they suffered an almost unthinkable rate of violence during their lives: more than 32 per cent of the bodies show evidence of traumatic injury (2 per cent is indicative of a society engaged in war). Skull drinking cups and evidence of cannibalism have also been found at LBK sites, suggesting violence was not only sporadic, but endemic and, in some locations, ritualized.16 In such settlements, a plant that could not only kill pain, but also induce oblivion, may well have been highly valued. Furthermore, later accounts of war in the ancient world indicate that soldiers drugged themselves before battle, which may also help to account for the horrifying injuries sustained in the LBK population.

Regardless, the level of opium poppy cultivation in various LBK settlements indicates an evolving system of trade and communication, and other finds indicate that the way Papaver somniferum was regarded changed quickly. The clearest evidence of Western opium trading at this early stage is found at Raunds in the Nene Valley of Northamptonshire. In the Long Barrow ditches at Raunds, amongst other detritus of Neolithic life, eight opium poppy seeds were discovered, dating from 3800 to 3600 BC. They are the earliest evidence of the opium poppy in Britain, and as a non-native species, must have been imported.17 Another British Bronze Age find, although later, is that at Wilsford Shaft near Stonehenge in Wiltshire. The shaft itself is a ditch thirty metres deep, used for rubbish by a nearby Bronze Age settlement, and reveals a mixture of detritus from the daily lives of such villages, including discarded plant matter. Papaver somniferum seeds were discovered there when the trench was excavated, as well as poppy capsules from assorted species, but also present was Hyoscyamus niger, or henbane, often taken with opium to counteract the nausea and stomach cramps. With neither plant native to Britain, it is significant to find them both in the rubbish dump of a single village.18

The Raunds and Wilsford Shaft finds, while important, give little context as to how and why opium appears in Britain for the first time, but they do indicate that early civilizations valued it highly enough to travel with it. Some of the most significant evidence for how these early settlements regarded the opium poppy comes from a prehistoric site near Granada, in Spain. Cueva de los Murciélagos, often called the Bat Cave, had been used by early humans for many thousands of years, but a set of burial chambers dating from around 4000 BC revealed bodies buried with Papaver somniferum capsules in small woven bags, along with wheat and locks of hair. The bodies were decorated with esparto grass caps and gold jewellery, indicating high status and careful burial with some ceremony.19 The veneration of the opium poppy by western European society was underway.

Then, just as rapidly as the Neolithic people settled in Europe, their cultivation of opium poppies slowed. The poppy retreats quietly but quickly from the West. Yet its story continues. Still without written language, the Bronze Age people of eastern Europe begin their relationship with opium, and back in the Fertile Crescent, other cultures begin to revere it in art and, later, in words.

The Bronze Age

By the time poppy cultivation declined among the Neolithic lake-dwellers, their trade routes had carried the opium poppy over the Alps and into the eastern Mediterranean. This area, where the West meets the East, was, in the time of the early metal ages, a place of trading, seagoing peoples and cults that worshipped strange gods. The general movement of the opium poppy at this time seems to have been, broadly, north-west to south-east, reflecting the influence of the lake-dwellers and the movement of trade.20 The metal ages created a new era of commercialism. Previously, settlements had traded amongst themselves at gatherings and festivals. Stone tools were often objects of exquisite skill, but reliant upon the stone from which they were knapped. Metal, though still a skilled enterprise, could be forged, and had thousands of uses on both small and large scales, everything from pinning cloaks to pinning cartwheels. The Bronze Age, dependent as it was upon the mining of natural resources, and their transportation and exchange, saw a corresponding rise in human movement and interaction. It is therefore unsurprising that many of the earliest and most diverse records of the opium poppy appear in the Bronze Age.

It is often stated that the Sumerians of southern Iraq were the first to use opium for medicinal purposes, since they were thought to have recorded it on cuneiform tablets, translated in the 1920s by historian R. Campbell Thompson. The Assyrian Herbal features the term ‘HUL-GIL’ repeatedly.21 Later historians translated this as as ‘joy-plant’, and took it to refer to the opium poppy.22 Were this accurate, it would date Sumerian use of opium to around 3000 BC, but more recent scholarship has debunked the Sumerian theory. HUL-GIL more likely means ‘joy-cucumber’, although, disappointingly, the surrounding context remains too vague to know what it was used for, and ‘No word in Akkadian or Sumerian has definitely been identified as opium poppy’.23

So opium still hadn’t quite reached the Near East even while it was being used by the, theoretically, more primitive Neolithic peoples of the western Mediterranean. But it was on the move, and archaeobotanical evidence proves that Late Bronze Age peoples in Greece and Bulgaria were growing opium poppies as part of another wave of new crops.24

The Late Bronze Age, c.1500 BC, was key in the use and cultural significance of opium in the eastern Mediterranean and the Levant, but also because of the flowering of decorative objects and art at the time. The Únětice culture in Czechoslovakia was a dominant metalworking force, rather like the LBK had been in pottery, and the British Isles may well have supplied them with gold and tin from Cornwall, showing just how far the trading routes stretched.25

One important Bronze Age people, the Minoans, flourished on Crete, Santorini and other smaller Aegean islands from around 3650 to 1250 BC. They were badly affected around 1600 BC by a mysterious natural event, possibly the eruption of the Thera volcano on Santorini, and went into a decline they eventually succumbed to, after minor periods of recovery.26 The evidence of the Minoans’ sophisticated palaces and temples was only rediscovered at the beginning of the twentieth century. They were, primarily, fishing communities, but grew varied crops, as well as olives and vines up on the Mesara Plain in the interior. They were also traders, as they were perfectly positioned between East and West, both to replenish merchant ships with provisions, and to buy and sell goods. By the time the Minoans were established as a civilization, international trade was already flourishing throughout the Near East. Crete had become a world sea power, and so it is no surprise to find, around 1800 to 1750 BC, Cretan tin traders living many hundreds of miles from home, in the Syrian port of Ugarit, a major metal-trading centre. Not only are they there, they are there in some considerable numbers, enough for provisions to be made for both an overseer and a translator.27 And these traders were interested in more than basic living: imports of familiar home comforts such as beer, oils and weapons, as well as clothing and leather shoes, feature in the records.28

Their distinctive goods appear along the early trading routes, and the Minoan jugs known as lekythi, with their small bodies and narrow necks, indisputably depict scarified poppy heads. Scarification – the gentle cutting of the poppy head – releases the milky opium latex, which drips down the outside of the capsule before drying to form the teardrops known as the Milk of Paradise. The decoration on these lekythi demonstrate that the Minoans knew how to harvest opium latex. In the Bronze Age Mediterranean, snakes symbolized the underworld, but also health and healing, and one Minoan jug combines that with the poppy, indicating a medicinal use for the contents. A small toilet box, known as a pyxis, shows a bird tearing into a poppy capsule, enclosed by the Cretan ‘horns of consecration’, signifying that what the box held was holy and associated with immortality.29

In 1937, in a Minoan cult house at Gazi in northern Crete, the Poppy Goddess was discovered. Now in the Archaeological Museum of Heraklion, she is seventy-eight centimetres tall and her head is dressed with three moveable hairpins in the form of poppy capsules: they have been slit vertically five or six times, mimicking the harvesting of opium latex. Arms raised, eyes closed and with a beatific expression, she appears to be in a drugged state; the ‘passivity of her lips is also a natural effect of opium intoxication’.30 She has been dated to 1300–1250 BC and represents the earliest depiction of human opium use, and is generally believed to represent a state of ecstasy induced for religious ceremonies.31 Also discovered was a clay pipe, rather like a primitive Victorian ceramic steam inhaler, but with an open bottom and a hole in the side, so that it might be placed over coals and then opium gum held over them through the small hole, perhaps on a metal rod or stick. The size of it indicates it may have been communal, and used by the congregation during the ceremony, as well as the priest or priestess.32

At the same time as the Minoans held Crete as their stronghold, the Mycenae dominated the north-eastern Peloponnese. In their citadel, also called Mycenae, fifty-five miles south-west of Athens, bronze pins with brown crystal poppy heads have been found, overall too large for use on the clothes or in hair, but perfect for feeding opium into a pipe.33 A gold ring, now in the National Archaeological Museum of Athens, was also found. It depicts a goddess of fertility, reclining beneath a tree, holding three poppy capsules in her right hand, as she is presented with gifts, the first of which is another group of three poppy capsules. The goddess, derived from the pan-European Great Earth Mother figure, is surrounded by cult Cretan images such as the double axe, the sun and the moon, and the tree itself, depicting fertility. The ring and the image of the three capsules corresponds to the three cult symbols and the poppies’ symbolic meaning: wealth, health and fertility.34

The Mycenae and the Minoans represent the first concrete depictions of opium use, as well as strong evidence of early drug apparatus. They also show that opium had multiple meanings within early Greek culture, particularly medicinal, ceremonial and mystical. Both societies declined and disappeared at roughly the same time, but by then opium had already moved on.

Cyprus lies 783 km east of Crete, around seventy-one hours of constant pulling for a fully crewed and loaded Bronze Age ship of around 11 tons, depending on the weather.35 The ancient city of Kiteon lay on the south-east coast, where modern Larnaca now sits. Kiteon was colonized by the Mycenae, then by the seafaring Phoenecians, with the Egyptians arriving in 570 BC, only to be supplanted by the Persians in less than three decades.36 Five hundred years later, it was annexed by Rome, before earthquakes destroyed it in the fourth century. The first excavations at Kiteon were carried out in 1929 by the Swedish Cyprus Archaeological Expedition, and work has been almost continuous since then. The city’s immensely varied past is seen in the wealth of the archaeological finds: including the first known opium pipe.37 The ivory pipe was found, with other ivory objects, in the sancta santorum, or holy-of-holies, of Temple 4, under a pile of red bricks beneath a Phoenecian wall.38 This temple was dedicated to a goddess of fertility, and collapsed c.1190 BC during a raid by the Peoples of the Sea – the much-feared Aegean Sea Pirates – and the pipe, along with its compatriot pieces, has been dated to 1300 BC.39 It is 13.75 cm long, with a small cup-like bowl displaying distinct burn marks and with the image of the mysterious dwarf god, Bes, carved upon it. Bes, an Egyptian god adopted by the Cypriots, and a consort of one of their goddesses, was often depicted wearing a bull mask during ceremonies, sporting a distinctly priapic posture, but he was also an attendant at childbirth and a guardian of mothers.40 Bes was associated with the renewal of life, as well as humour and music, and was something of a domestic god whose image featured frequently on everyday items such as knives or furniture.41 Soon though, the bright star of these early Greek Aegean cultures faded, yet almost 1,000 km to the south, Egypt had begun to venerate the poppy. The growing conditions in Egypt are particularly favourable to Papaver somniferum, with cold nights and long, consistent hours of sunshine. Egyptian opium, known as Theban, was soon the most desirable variety.

Opium had reached Egypt at roughly the same time as it reached Crete and Cyprus, around 1600–1500 BC. There was an unscored poppy capsule discovered in the Deir-el-Medina, the workers’ village close to the Valley of the Kings outside ancient Thebes modern Luxor on the east bank of the Nile River. Tomb 1389 dates from 1500 BC and contained the coffin of an elderly 1.75-m tall man, although his wife’s coffin was missing. Their grave goods, all the things it was presumed they would need in the afterlife, were organized neatly, and included scarab beetles, documents, a razor as well as Cypriot juglets.42

A small dose of opium for an elderly, possibly arthritic worker, of relatively high status, seems plausible, but the tainting of a disturbed gravesite is not impossible either, so it is other finds that locate opium more precisely within the culture. Two earrings, featuring rows of dangling poppy capsules, discovered in the tomb of the pharaoh Siptah and his queen Tausret, in the nearby Valley of the Kings, pre-date 1189 BC, the year she died, having ruled alone for a year after her husband’s death.43 A necklace of the same date featuring beads resembling incised poppy capsules and a vase of blue faience in the shape of a poppy capsule were found at Armana, 402 km north of Luxor, demonstrating the importance of the opium poppy in Egyptian daily life and death.44

Further proof of Egypt’s full adoption of the opium poppy in the Bronze Age is offered by the Ebers Papyrus, which dates from c.1552 BC. It was discovered by notorious American tomb raider Edwin Smith, who lived in Egypt in the latter half of the nineteenth century. Smith allegedly removed the papyrus from between the legs of an unknown mummy and sold it to German egyptologist Georg Moritz Ebers, from whom it takes its name, in the winter of 1873–4. The Ebers Papyrus is most famous for its instructions to dose infants with opium: ‘Remedy to stop a crying child: Pods of poppy plant, fly dirt which is on the wall, make it into one, strain, and take it for four days, it acts at once.’45

It is, at best, a contradictory recipe, yet its cavalier administration to small children reveals the humdrum reality that opium use had already attained.

The Graeco-Roman Empires

Opium is the Latin derivation of the Greek ópion, meaning ‘poppy juice’, although poppy preparations were commonly known as mēkōnion, referring to Mekones, now Kyllene, where according to legend Demeter – the Greek mother goddess of earth and renewal – first discovered poppies.46 The opium poppy was sacred to Demeter, as it was to her Roman equivalent Ceres, and they are often depicted holding wheat in one hand and poppies in the other. Incarnations of Demeter and her daughter Persephone are all part of the ancient European mother-goddess tradition, deeply associated with health and renewal, and with life and death. In Greek mythology, the poppy was also associated with Nyx, the goddess of night, Hypnos, the god of sleep, Morpheus, the god of dreams, and Thanatos, the god of death.47

With the rise of the Greek and Roman empires, society moved to a more patriarchal, warlike model. These new societies, with their increased wealth, sophistication and urban way of life, brought about an equivalent rise in art and science. The Greek poet Homer’s works were composed sometime between 1100 and 800 BC at the beginning of the period when ancient Greece and Rome began their rise to prominence. Both his great epic poems, the Iliad and the Odyssey, include references to the poppy, although the latter is of most interest.

The Odyssey continues the story of the Iliad, after the fall of Troy, and features Helen presented with a drug, believed to be opium or possibly an opium/hashish mixture, by Polydamna of Egypt: nepenthe. Homer describes Egypt as a place where ‘the earth, the giver of grain, bears greatest store of drugs, many that are healing when mixed, and many that are baneful’. To help his friends forget the loss of Odysseus, Helen ‘cast into the wine of which they were drinking a drug, to quiet all pain and strife, and to bring forgetfulness of every evil’.48

Helen’s role as the bringer of both wine, and relief, in the form of opium, and Polydamna’s knowledge of medicines are typically feminine attributes in classical mythology: a subtle thing, passed between women. Diodorus Siculus, Greek historian, noted of nepenthe that ‘from ancient times only the women of Diospolis in Egypt were said to have found a drug against anger and grief’.49

Homeric references to the opium poppy are concerned with the need for emotional oblivion, but Greek scholars were also discovering its many medicinal properties. One of the outstanding early scholars was Hippocrates. Born c.460 BC in Cos, he is often referred to as the father of Western medicine. Around sixty medical works survive that are associated with him, although it is impossible to know for certain how many of them he actually wrote. The most famous, his Hippocratic oath, included injunctions against unskilled surgery, interfering with the ‘tender fruit’ in a mother’s womb, and bringing early death, even to those who ‘beg for it in anguish’.50 The Hippocratic oath has been reworked enough times for it to be little use as a set of rules for doctors to follow, but it established a holistic way of looking at illness and the patient, and the collected works are a fascinating look at the foundation of early medicine. Hippocrates and his followers, for instance, used questions that led to an understanding of the patient’s pain to both diagnose and monitor disease and injury, and the way that they did so was detailed and accurate. Hippocrates is also thought to be responsible for the ‘four humours’ theory of the human body: that it is made up of ‘blood, phlegm, black bile and yellow bile’.51 These humours correspond – with one extra, blood – to the three doshas in Ayurvedic medicine, one of the world’s oldest systems. When the humours or doshas are in balance, then the body will be in balance. The unfortunate downside of the humours theory is that bloodletting was the commonest method used to restore this balance, and became a mainstay of many physicians’ practices – one that would claim many thousands of lives over the coming centuries.

The Hippocratic texts show that ancient-Greek doctors knew much about what could go wrong with the body, but they often didn’t know why, and their associated pharmacology is therefore often more than a little awry. For instance, the womb was increasingly considered to be ‘an animal within an animal’, capable of determining its own actions and of ‘wandering’ within the body, although these symptoms were most likely indicative of postpartum stress or prolapse, uterine cancer or disease. Twenty-one of the twenty-five uses of opium in Hippocratic texts are gynaecological, and mainly for a wandering womb.52 While these conditions were no doubt painful and perhaps dangerous, it indicates that opium remained strongly associated with women and fertility.

However, opium was used for a variety of other conditions and especially to induce sleep. Aristotle himself wrote in his text On Sleeping, that ‘poppy, mandragora, wine, darnel, produce a heaviness in the head’.53 The number of early medical texts mentioning sleeplessness suggests insomnia is a timeless human disorder.

Another early mention of medicinal poppy use comes from Aristotle’s pupil Theophrastus. Theophrastus, author of Historia Plantarum (Enquiry into Plants) and On the Causes of Plants, is credited as the father of botany. Intriguingly, Theophrastus does not mention the opium poppy in such a way that would firmly identify it. He mentions poppy remedies, but these are not for the uses associated with opium. Instead, he discusses three types of poppy, all of which appear to be wild, including the alarmingly named ‘frothy poppy’ he recommends as a bowel purge.54 Theophrastus also mentions a rhizotomoi, or root-digger, who mixed hemlock and poppy to bring about a swift demise. The root-diggers were botanists, and an important social group in ancient Greek culture. Their knowledge of plants, and poisons in particular, was usually far superior to that of scholars. Perhaps Theophrastus was simply being cautious and adhering to the Hippocratic determination to prolong life. Or, he was avoiding the potentially awkward mention of the Keian Custom, a political hot potato at the time he was writing.

Keos, or Kea as it is now known, is an island in the Cyclades close to Attica, and by the time of Aristotle and Theophrastus had seceded from Athens. This put food supplies to the island under enormous pressure, but the population was healthy and long-lived. The Keians were a determined people, and when faced with this food shortage introduced a practical solution: upon turning sixty each citizen was to consider whether they were still of use to the state or not. If not, a small ceremony was performed, a wreath donned and a mixture of poppy latex, hemlock and wine downed from a ‘Keian Cup’, thus staying true to the Keian thinking of ‘Whoso cannot live well shall not live ill’.55 Emphasis in the accounts is upon the selfless willingness of the aged Keian to drink from the cup, with no small amount of theatre. Theophrastus was writing at a time when funerary rituals and customs were changing, partly due to the Greek desire to create laws for governing daily life and reinforcing social status.56 Accounts of the Keian suicides vary, mainly as to whether the custom was compulsory or not, but the introduction of condoned euthanasia did not sit well with Hippocratic thinking, and Aristotle too thought that suicide was unjust to society. Attitudes to old age and the place of the elderly in society were complex and varied in the ancient world, but the idea that older people had little to offer was a persistent one. The question of if there was a right time to die and, if so, when that time would be, and whether the state has any part in making that decision, was already a thorny issue.

At the same time as Aristotle and Theophrastus were writing, and elderly Keians were allegedly holding suicide parties, the opium poppy began to appear on coins. Coinage began around the sixth century BC in what is now Turkey, and in 330 BC in Şuhut the Romans minted a coin depicting a wheat ear and a poppy head. Other coins from Şuhut depict a goddess holding wheat, poppies and flax, indicating the poppy’s status.57

The Roman coins of Şuhut coincided with the vast campaign of Alexander the Great (356–323 BC) sweeping across Asia. The Silk Roads already existed as a couple of thousand miles of caravan trading routes, although they wouldn’t start to carry large amounts of silk for another century. Alexander, another pupil of Aristotle, is often credited with introducing the opium poppy to Persia and India; what is far more likely is that with him he took supplies for his troops, then traded it and other goods during the campaign, rather than made any conscious decision regarding opium.

By the first century BC, the poppy featured on money, jewellery, in art and literature, and in homes and gardens across Europe and the Near East. The presence of the opium poppy in gardens is confirmed by the wonderful hortus conclusus, or garden room at the House of the Golden Bracelet at Pompeii. Painted across three walls is a stunning fresco that would have been open to the elements, featuring all sorts of plants, including roses, lavender and opium poppies, which were trained up a frame around the roses.58

Pliny the Elder – who, like the family of the House of the Golden Bracelet, was killed by the eruption of Vesuvius that destroyed Pompeii in AD 79 – made frequent mentions of opium in his myriad works. The majority of them are rather vague, but occasionally he focusses in detail on how to tell genuine opium from the fake product, such as trying to dissolve it, or heating it to appreciate the odour. He cites the use of opium to cure ‘bowels, snakebites, the stings of spiders, scorpions, etc.’, and also for the easing of dropsy.59 Pliny also warned against henbane, which he mentions in the same passage as the opium poppy, writing that it puts men out of their ‘right wits’, so people were still using henbane to counteract the problem of digesting opium without cramps or nausea.60 Pliny’s warnings are valid as henbane is a psychotropic, capable of inducing disturbing visions and the sensation of flying.

In contrast, the works of Pedanius Dioscorides offer a comprehensive account of the early uses of opium. A physician and botanist originating from Anatolia, Dioscorides was born around AD 40 in Anazarbus, near Tarsus, which was a seat of pharmacological studies. His five-volume De materia medica is the defining work of pharmacology of the Graeco-Roman period, and remained influential for the next 1,500 years. His purpose was clear:


Although many authors, old and new . . . have put together books on the preparation, testing and properties of drugs, I shall try to show you that my undertaking in this purpose is neither idle nor absurd, for some of my predecessors did not give a complete survey, while others took most of their information from written sources.61


Dioscorides was referring to the incestuous group of early physicians who interpreted and picked over each other’s works, rendering them all but incomprehensible. His work, however, was meticulous and wide-ranging. He did not rely only upon texts by other physicians, but also collected folklore remedies from oral traditions, one of which was that adding wormwood juice to ink would stop mice eating your manuscripts. Particularly important are his specific descriptions of medicines and complaints which make identifying the opium poppy and its applications far easier. Not for Dioscorides the vagueness of earlier authors’ descriptions of how to administer medications, but rather, ‘applied to the finger and used like a suppository, the latex induces sleep’.62 He was also aware of the difference between the horned poppy and the opium poppy, and that the horned poppy was used for the purposes of adulteration, by mixing it with gum or ‘juice of wild lettuce’ to look like opium latex.63

The stabilization of trade routes over Asia Minor and the Mediterranean – and the manner in which Dioscorides dispensed his advice – indicates that opium was readily available, and sold by herbalists who gathered together in dedicated quarters of larger towns and cities, such as off the Via Sacra in Rome, but Dioscorides drew a distinction between ‘shop-bought’ opium gum and poppies he had harvested himself. He also described in detail how to scarify the poppy head to obtain the opium latex:


after the dew-drops have become well dried [the] knife must be drawn round the crown without piercing the fruit within; then the capsules must be directly slit on the sides near the surface and opened lightly, the juice drop will come forth onto the finger sluggishly but will soon flow freely.64


Detailed instructions such as these, the myriad references throughout classical literature, and the archaeological evidence, all prove that people were becoming more aware of the way in which opium could be used, and the way it affected the body over time. Herbalists noticed that those treated with opium could develop a tolerance to the drug, and graphic warnings against overdosing began to appear, where patients would display ‘chilled extremities; their eyes do not open but are bound by their eyelids . . . and through the throat the laboured breath passes faint and chill’. Should this happen, the patient should be made to vomit and kept awake. Yet, despite all this, there was little mention of the dangers of long-term use.65

Galen of Pergamon (AD 129 to after 215) was Emperor Marcus Aurelius’ doctor, and the leading physician in Rome. Despite his blustering tones and occasionally suspect methodology, he adopted a pioneering stance on the crossroads between philosophy and medicine; between moral health and physical health. He was a keen observer of his surroundings, and subjects, and wrote extensively on his experience of dissection and vivisection.66 Galen’s On the Dissection of Living Animals has been lost, but he referred to it himself in his Anatomical Procedures, and gave demonstrations of how to effect paralysis, and performed trepanation in front of audiences.67 His subject of choice was ‘an ape’, thought now to be macaques or rhesus monkeys, which he chose for their rounded faces, as they were ‘most like humans beings’.68 Galen’s grisly work may seem like a barbaric sideline, but it is one that set the tone for medical and particularly surgical writing until the mid seventeenth century. In his rational observations of removing animals’ ribs while they are tied down to boards, their distress is not reported, even as their heart is laid bare, still beating. The potential for struggle is inferred from the levels of restraints required, rather than a description of suffering.69 This necessary separation between surgeon and subject is a pivotal moment in the history of medicine, and in the history of opiates.

Marcus Aurelius (AD 121–80) spent a decade on campaign, during which he wrote Meditations, dealing with the responsibilities of his role and the importance of duty and service. Galen dosed his star patient with detached precision. On an almost daily basis, he administered theriac (from the Greek word for treacle) to Aurelius, containing a number of different ingredients, including opium, although the ‘poppy-juice’ was removed from the compound when the emperor appeared to be ‘getting drowsy at his duties’. Without the opium, this drowsiness was replaced by insomnia.70 Theriac was a version of a ‘mithridate’ or universal antidote, allegedly created by Mithridates VI, king of Pontus, who feared poisoning to such an extent that he took a mixture of poisons each day, including opium, to make himself immune to them. Mithridate concoctions, some containing up to seventy ingredients, became almost compulsory among those in powerful positions until the Renaissance. On campaign on the Danube, Marcus Aurelius had to go without his theriac after a period of heavy use, and the nervous symptoms he displayed were those of a regular opiate user, ‘So,’ Galen noted, ‘he was obliged to have recourse again to the compound which contained poppy-juice, since this was now habitual with him.’71

The emperor is often cited as one of the earliest documented drug addicts, but addiction was a concept unknown in the ancient world. Galen’s enthusiastic endorsement of opium, and imperial associations, as well as his undeniable success as a physician, meant that it became a popular and desirable medicine in Rome, bought from druggist-stalls at the market.72 The Roman appetite for both drugs and luxuries meant that most theriacs were exotic mixtures of genuine medicines and ingredients such as cinnamon and rare honeys. The spectrum of Roman life and ordinary medical knowledge is seen in the variety of people who supplied Galen with drugs or with recipes for cures. He credited those who gave him information, and some of them appear to have occupational links such as Celer the centurion with his cure for arthritis and tremors, and Paris the actor with an eye-watering recipe for hair removal, and a Bythian barber with a concoction for sciatica. Opium remedies included Flavius the boxer’s dysentery medicine, and acopon, or painkilling recipes, from Orion the hairdresser and Philoxenos the schoolmaster.73 A woman, Aquillia Secundilla, is credited with her recipe for lumbago.74

Even as Greek dreams of Troy were replaced by the bureaucratic realities of Rome, which thrived on taxation, war and trade, the Romans were feeling the curtailment of their boundaries. Hedged in by North Africa, seeing scant bounty to be had in the far north of Europe, they were instead looking east, back towards the Fertile Crescent, full of people, goods and money, all of which could be either sold or taxed. It was not a place without its perils. The Persians had proved mighty enemies, and the Arabs were deemed to be feral and dangerous. But the strategic trading stronghold of Byzantium was a prize that Rome had long eyed from afar.

In AD 312, Emperor Constantine, on campaign, saw a vision of a cross in the sky and heard a voice say, ‘By this sign, conquer.’75 He converted to Christianity, hitherto a proscribed and persecuted sect, and captured Byzantium. There, he would create a new Roman capital in the East: Constantinople. The Roman Empire was on the rise again, and with it, a new religion. Constantine’s conversion soon spread Christianity far into the western reaches of the empire, but there, the trail of opium in Europe is lost, and the Iron and Dark ages show little evidence for its existence in the West. For our purposes, the history of opium continues in the East.


Chapter Two

THE ISLAMIC GOLDEN AGE TO THE RENAISSANCE

Silk and Spice

The history of opium in the East does not start with the drug itself, but with the infrastructure that allowed its introduction, then gave it the opportunity to flourish. The foundation of the Silk Roads of China and the maritime spice routes to southern India put in place a transport network between East and West that dominated trade until the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869.

Opium is associated inextricably with the history of China. Yet at the time of the Roman Empire, there is no evidence that the Chinese used opium at all, but rather, cannabis. The Pen Ts’ao Ching, or Divine Husbandman’s materia medica from the second century BC, listed over 300 different plant and mineral remedies, including the first known mention of the use of Cannabis sativa.1 Famed Chinese physician Hua Tao (c.AD 145–208) performed extensive surgeries after sedating the patient with a mixture of cannabis resin, datura and wine.2

China is also home to the history of one of the most extraordinary trading networks in the world, and one that became essential to the history of opium. The Silk Roads were a set of routes covering much of Eurasia and some parts of Africa. The name arises from the large-scale movement of silk west, and goods east, by the Han Chinese 2,000 years ago. Comprising two main routes, north and south, their various branch lines expanded and contracted according to wars and famines; some were large highways carrying camel caravans hundreds of animals strong, and some were little more than mule tracks. They didn’t carry only silk, but all manner of goods, including horses and spices, and they represent the trading not only of commodities, but cultural, social, economic, religious and political values.

The Greek historian Herodotus, born c.484 BC, noted that a road network already stretched from the coast of Asia Minor to ‘Babylon, Susa and Persepolis’ whose messengers could carry messages over 1,600 miles in a week, regardless of the weather. ‘Neither snow nor rain nor heat nor darkness of night prevents them from accomplishing the task proposed to them with the very utmost speed,’ he wrote in admiration, and explained how the messages were ‘handed from one to the other, as in the torch-race among the Hellenes’.3 This was the Royal Road of Persian King Darius I (550–486 BC), an efficient extension of earlier trading roads, which used their model of regular staging posts offering shelter and safety, as well as respite and information.

Far to the east lay the Warring States of China, occupying a far smaller area than modern China, and situated on its eastern coast. Sophisticated early towns emerged around the fertile Yellow River Valley and its extensive coastline approximately 3,000 years ago, and in the millennium before, they were already recording the histories of their various dynasties with an advanced system of writing. These Chinese had been creating beautiful silks for 2,000 or perhaps 3,000 years by the time of the Roman Empire, but constraints upon production and safe travel meant that they were restricted, mainly, to aristocratic wearers.

The Han dynasty emerged in 206 BC and lasted until AD 220, and was the first time China operated under a central government. It was a period of both peace and prosperity under which the people flourished. Han is a name used for the ethnic group of northern China, and remains in use today. The early Han emperors were concerned with creating a political, philosophical and universal order, which included the teachings of Confucius (551–479 BC).

Under the energetic and splendidly portly Emperor Wu (141–87 BC), the Han had made their greatest expansions. Wu, greedy for foreign goods and determined to find a magician who could grant him immortality, took on the northern nomad tribes of the Xiongnu and the Yuezhi. Both tribes were skilled horsemen, who used bows to fight and hunt from horseback, and were frequent raiders of Chinese traders and settlements. In 119 BC, after ten years of futile and expensive battling with the nomads, Wu succeeded in forcing the tribes back to the north and pushed west from Chang’an – now Xi’an – through the Gansu corridor towards Kashgar and the Pamir Mountains, forging the three main routes of the Northern Silk Road. At Kashgar, the road split into three again, towards the Black Sea, towards Merv in Persia and towards Balkh in Bactria.

The Bactrian camel, an animal astonishingly well suited to carrying large loads over long distances in extreme conditions, was the favoured means of transport over the Silk Roads. Originating from the wild camels near the ‘great bend of the Yellow River in north-western China through Mongolia to central Kazakhstan’, they were preferable to the Arabian camel because of their dual humps and superior hardiness, including the ability to close their nostrils in dust or sandstorms.4 They could ‘carry loads of 220–270 kgs some 30–40 kms daily, or 80–100 kms if pulling a loaded cart’, the equivalent to half their bodyweight, on average, amounting to a colossal amount of pulling power.5

This new route west also allowed Wu’s envoy, Zhang Qian (c.200–114 BC), to travel outside China, with his intrepid Xiongnu guide, Ganfu. It began badly in 138 BC when they were both captured by the Xiongnu and kept prisoner for ten years. After their escape, however, with the wife and son Zhang Qian had acquired during his captivity, they went on exploring the Tarim Basin, home to the deadly Taklamakan Desert. Qian and Ganfu returned to Wu’s court in 125 BC, after another period as unwilling guests of the Xiongnu, bringing back tales of other peoples, such as the Dayuans of the Tarim Basin, who were farmers and made ‘wine out of grapes’.6 Their adventures further south are also the first recorded accounts of Shendu, or India, in Chinese history, which he describes as ‘hot and damp’ and whose ‘inhabitants ride elephants when they go in battle’.7 Their explorations laid the foundation for the Southern Silk Road, the branch line of which went off at Yarkand across the Karakoram Pass to Leh and Srinagar to reach northern India.

The Han period was also when Chinese craftsmen were creating silk of such beauty and desirability that, when coupled with the creation of stable trade routes, international demand flourished. But, as one contemporary historian noted, ‘while Chinese silk poured out of the country, all that came in return was jewels and exotic fruits, luxury goods destined for the enjoyment of the rich alone’.8 The Han Confucianists were unhappy with this seeming imbalance that new trade was bringing to China and called for a period of isolationism to restore balance to the country, a theme that persists in modern times.

Rome, meanwhile, increasingly greedy and sophisticated, was looking east for luxuries. It was already familiar with the delicious pistachios and dates of Persia, Indian spices, and cloth and essential oils from Africa, but as silk began to appear from China, they seized upon it as the newest luxury, although, for many Roman soldiers, their first sight of silk was associated more with fear than with pleasure. Roman historian Cassius Dio wrote that high-quality silk was first seen by the Roman army in 53 BC, as the stunning banners of the Parthian army unfurled at the Battle of Carrhae.

It was a terrible defeat for Rome, one of the worst in the empire’s history, and it was not only Carrhae that meant Romans were mixed in their reaction to silk: some of the old guard saw it as an immoral luxury. For where the Chinese had used silk to make structured, elaborate and above all modest court robes, Rome had put it to an altogether different use. Seneca the Younger (3 BC to AD 65) was furious – ‘Wretched flocks of maids labour so that the adulteress may be visible through her thin dress, so that her husband has no more acquaintance than any outsider or foreigner with his wife’s body’ – and Pliny the Elder raged, ‘So manifold is the labor employed, and so distant is the region of the globe drawn upon, to enable the Roman maiden to flaunt transparent clothing in public’.9 But the outrage of these austere philosophers meant nothing to the thousands of merchants already making their living on the Silk Roads.

It was not only goods that passed along these trade routes, but people too. African-born Roman historian Florus described how foreign envoys came to visit the first Roman emperor, Augustus, between 27 BC and AD 14. The Chinese came, and then the Indians, ‘bringing presents of precious stones and pearls and elephants, but thinking all of less moment than the vastness of the journey which they had undertaken, and which they said had occupied four years. In truth it needed but to look at their complexion to see that they were people of another world than ours.’10

The Indian diplomatic mission was a grand undertaking, but many of those who travelled the Silk Roads did so involuntarily. Ten thousand soldiers were taken prisoner by the Parthians at Carrhae and sent to man the eastern frontier.11 Roman inscriptions from the second or third century AD in a cave complex in eastern Uzbekistan, attributed to soldiers from Apollo’s Fifth Legion, show just how far from home people found themselves, courtesy of this extensive road network.12

Like the Silk Roads, the spice routes to the east coast of Africa and the west coast of India opened up around the first century BC. Business between Alexandria and the East became extensive when the Roman occupation of Egypt in 30 BC caused a rise in trade with both Africa and India, the main commercial centres of which were 3,000 nautical miles away.

The Red Sea was tiresome to navigate because of the perilous shoals that meant ships could travel only by day, putting in at night for safety. Once at the Bab al Mandeb, the gateway to the Arabian Sea, they had a long, if straightforward journey down the east African coast. There and back, via Zanzibar, would mean they returned home in around two years, laden with tortoiseshell, ivory, pearls and incense, as well as spices. But western India’s Malabar Coast was the centre of the spice trade, and the spices it produced were quickly in huge demand, particularly pepper. The ancient port city of Muziris, located near modern Cochin, was a centre of this trade, and contained small Roman and Jewish colonies. A guide for mariners which appeared around AD 60, the Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, indicated the scale of the trade: ‘Muziris, of the same kingdom, abounds in ships sent there with cargoes from Arabia and by the Greeks.’ The author of the Periplus credited first-century BC navigator Hippalus for finding the direct sea route to the west coast of India. Previously, sailors had hugged the coastline in dhows, putting in regularly to make trading stops, much like the Silk Roads traders, but the Hippalus route made it possible for the sturdy 1,000-ton Roman trading ships, with their short masts and large square sails, to hove straight across the Arabian Sea. The traders set out from Egypt to both Africa and India in July, when the south-west monsoon wind – also known as Hippalus – blew in. Pliny the Elder, though as dismissive of the goods available in India as he was of silk, recorded that, in good conditions, the journey could be done in forty days from the Gulf of Aden.13 Modern maritime historians have calculated that it could be achieved in as little as twenty.14 Despite this, the sailors would then have to wait until December to begin their return journey, when the north-west monsoon winds would be strong enough to carry them home. A round trip to Malabar or Gujarat took a year, but it was far more dangerous than the African voyage.

The maritime route across the Arabian Sea had one enormous advantage: it cut out almost all the middlemen. There were Jewish and Arab settlements on both the north and south coasts of
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