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“Vivid ... Agatha Christie meets The Godfather!’

—ANDREW ROBERTS, AUTHOR OF THE STORM OF WAR
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TIM NEWARK

Opium, a controversial substance with a rich history, played a significant role in
the rise of organized crime in the British Empire during the 18th and 19th
centuries. This powerful drug, derived from the opium poppy plant, not only

possessed highly addictive qualities but also presented immense opportunities for
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profit. As the British Empire expanded its global influence, the opium trade
became a lucrative enterprise that fueled criminal networks and exerted a

significant impact on society, politics, and economics.

The Opium Wars and British Imperialism

The British Empire's involvement in the opium trade began in earnest during the
early 19th century, primarily in relation to its relations with China. The British East
India Company, the primary agent of British imperialism in the region, sought to
address the trade imbalance between Britain and China. China controlled the
demand for valuable goods, such as tea and silk, while Britain struggled to find

reciprocal products to export to China.

In an attempt to address this trade imbalance, the British East India Company
turned to opium, which was grown in British colonial holdings in India. Opium was
highly sought after in China, where it was used for medicinal purposes. The
British began exporting vast quantities of opium to China, effectively flooding the

market, and causing widespread addiction among the Chinese population.
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Organized Crime and the Triads

The growth of the opium trade gave rise to criminal organizations, most notably
the Triads. Originally formed as secret societies to fight against the Qing
Dynasty's rule, the Triads quickly adapted to the opportunities presented by the
opium trade. They established sophisticated networks involved in smuggling,
cultivation, and distribution of opium within China and other parts of the British

Empire.

The Triads, with their immense wealth and influence, were able to corrupt
officials, police, and border customs officers, further facilitating the expansion of
their criminal activities. Their involvement in the opium trade allowed them to gain
power and control over various aspects of society, making them a formidable

force to reckon with.

Social Impact and the Decline of Empires

The opium trade had devastating consequences for societies impacted by
addiction. In China, addiction reached alarming levels, leading to severe health
problems, social unrest, and economic decline. The Chinese government
attempted to halt the inflow of opium, resulting in the outbreak of the Opium Wars.
These conflicts between China and Britain further highlighted the destructive
influence of the opium trade, as well as the lengths to which nations would go to

protect their interests.

In addition to the social impact, the opium trade also had significant economic
repercussions for the British Empire. The immense wealth generated from the

opium trade fueled industrialization and helped finance infrastructure
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development in Britain. However, the profits came at a great price, as it led to
widespread corruption and sowed the seeds of discontent within British colonies,

eventually contributing to the decline of the Empire itself.

Legacy and Lessons

The opium trade and its association with organized crime exemplify the shadows
cast by empires. It is a stark reminder of how colonial powers often prioritized
profit over the well-being of the populations they governed. The consequences of
their actions, particularly in the case of opium, continue to reverberate through

history, affecting socio-economic dynamics and international relations.

Understanding this dark chapter in the British Empire's history enables us to
reflect on the long-lasting impact of imperialism and its complex relationship with
organized crime. It serves as a reminder that historical events should not be

forgotten but rather studied critically to shape a better future.
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Sometimes the best intentions can have the worst results. In 1908, British
reformers banned the export of Indian opium to China. As a result, the world price
of opium soared to a new high and a century of lucrative drug smuggling began.
Just as the banning of alcohol in America during Prohibition made illicit fortunes
for the Mafia and other gangsters, organized criminals grew rich on the trade of
illegal narcotics throughout the British Empire.Empire of Crime introduces the
reader to a whole new collection of heroes and villains, including US international
drug-buster Harry J. Anslinger, Shanghai underworld master criminal Du Yue-
sheng, and tough North-West Frontier police chief Lieutenant-Colonel Roos-
Keppel, nemesis of Afghan criminal gangs. The book shows how gangsters
exploited the Empire’s global trade routes to establish criminal networks across
the world. In many ways, these early drug dealers were the forerunners of today’s
cartels.Digging deep into colonial archives, author Tim Newark weaves hidden
reports, secret government files and personal letters together with first-hand
accounts to tell this epic but little-known story of the battle between law

enforcement and organized crime.
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