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AANN  EEARLYARLY  HHISTORYISTORY  

If you’ve ever been to the doctor and had any procedure that 

required an anesthetic and pain-killing shot of morphine, 

you’ve known what Papaver somniferum — the opium poppy 

—  can do to dull the senses and reduce one’s aches. 

The poppy, which was first grown in lower Mesopotamia 

around 3400 BCE by the Sumerians, was one of the earliest 

plants cultivated by humans. Over the succeeding centuries 

knowledge of the plant’s medicinal properties spread through 

Assyria and to the Babylonians. 

Poppy cultivation passed from the Babylonians to Egypt during the Eighteenth Dynasty (around 1300 

BCE). Large fields of poppies were planted in regions near the capital of Thebes. From there the plant 

spread throughout the Mediterranean. 

Though Hippocrates had mixed messages on the drug — he said it was not a magical plant but that it 

did have useful narcotic properties — it was enough of an endorsement that Alexander the Great 

carried it on his voyages eastward around 330 BCE, disseminating the plant past the initial source of 

its cultivation and into the lands bookended by Persia and India. This region, encompassing modern-

day Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan and parts of India, would eventually become the producer of over 90 

percent of the world’s opium. 

Six centuries later, the poppy made its first appearance in China, brought to the country around 400 

CE by Arab traders. Opium would not take root in the country for another millennium, first becoming 

popular around 1600 CE after being reintroduced to the country by Portuguese traders. Around the 

same time its use as a recreational drug was becoming more common in India and Persia. 

During the next 200-300 years, the growing popularity of opium would not be confined to China. In 

England and the United States the drug was also finding greater audience among the public. By 1606 

the British were importing Indian opium to England, where it became popular. The development of 

laudanum tinctures and other medicinal and recreational applications occurred during this period.1 

 



Opium would be at the heart of one of the great trade battles of the 19th century. Britain, coveting tea 

and other luxuries from China, discovered that they had little to exchange for the desired goods. One 

item that was in stout supply and booming demand, though, was opium. Soon the growing lust for 

opium in China caused a trade imbalance that, for the first time in the nation’s history, saw its 

export/import ratio falling into the red.2 

The ensuing conflict between China and Britain from 1839-1842 would be known as the First Opium 

War. Naval superiority allowed the British to extract concessions from the Chinese that would 

continue the flow of opium into the country and keep trade imbalanced. Both British and American 

traders would continue to flood the Chinese market with opium while still importing large quantities 

into their own countries. Another war would erupt from 1857-1859, with more concessions given up 

by the Qing rulers.3 

During the late 1800s and into the early 20th century, much of the opium growth and production 

shifted to the Southeast Asian nations of Burma, Thailand and Laos. Britain first entered Burma in 

1852, importing opium in large quantities. Soon the region now known as the Golden Triangle was 

covered in poppy fields, taking root in mountainous regions similar to those where the hardy flower 

had long taken root. 



1. About 3 months after the poppy seeds are planted, the 

plant begins to produce bright flowers. As the petals fall 

away, they reveal the seed pod which is the source of 

opium. 

2. Vertical slits are cut into the seed pod to release the raw 

opium. As it oozes out and solidifies, it is scraped away 

and collected. This is the raw opium product that is further 

refined.4 

3. After opium is collected, it is treated with lime and 

ammonia to purify and concentrate the drug. After the 

mixture has been filtered and dried, it is now morphine 

base. 

4. The morphine base can now either be smoked as-is, 

used by pharmaceutical labs, or treated further into heroin. 

Using acetic anhydride, chloroform and sodium carbonate, 

morphine is refined into heroin for world distribution.5 

TTHEHE  SSTAGESTAGES  OFOF  OOPIUMPIUM::  HHOWOW  PPOPPIESOPPIES  BBECOMEECOME  HHEROINEROIN  



OOPIUMPIUM’’SS  EEFFECTSFFECTS  ONON  AASIASIA  

LEGACY OF ADDICTION 

The effects of the opium trade into China led to a 

history of addiction. After the Chinese learned how 

to smoke the drug from Portuguese merchants in the 

early 1700s, the drug proliferated. By 1833 China 

was importing 30,000 chests of opium annually from 

the British. Contemporary estimates place the 

number of Chinese habituated to opium at between 4 

and 12 million6 (1-3% of total population).7 

As the British flooded the opium market, the drug was also making its way both legally and illicitly 

to Europe and the Americas. The ban of opiate products in over-the-counter pharmaceuticals by the 

U.S. Congress in 1905 only led to the development of a thriving black market, one where heroin was 

increasingly becoming the opiate of choice. 

Opium was in large part responsible for the weakening of the Chinese state in the 1800s. The two 

Opium Wars against Britain left a depressed economy that was in heavily in debt, faced with 

unfavorable concessions to foreign traders, and staring at escalating import imbalances. 

 

LEGACY OF CULTIVATION 

As opium became popular worldwide in the 17th century, the geographical area of its cultivation 

expanded. From traditional sources in Turkey and India, the production of opium expanded in both 

traditional growing zones (Afghanistan and the lands of the Golden Crescent) and new regions 

(Burma and the Golden Triangle). 

Most of the world’s poppy fields are tended on small farms in remote regions. The people cultivating 

the world’s opium supply is largely impoverished, scratching a subsistence life out of the soil as they 

produce the world’s narcotics. 



During the 1980s and 1990s the majority of opium production centered in Burma (Myanmar). From 

1987 to 1996, the Southeast Asian nation produced over 2000 metric tons of opium annually — 

between 90 and 95 percent of the world’s total cultivation.8 

Production shifted heavily to Afghanistan in the 1990s, as the nation’s farmers capitalized on global 

demand to supplant Burma as the world’s primary supplier of opium. Afghan poppy cultivation 

peaked in 2007, when the country produced nearly US $1 billion in opium.9 Since 2008 production 

has been on the decline, though Afghanistan still produces over 90 percent of the world’s opium 

supply.10 

Pharmaceutical sourcing of opium and 

morphine still centers in Turkey and India, 

where poppy fields are strictly regulated. These 

sources are but a fraction of total world 

production, as illicit supplies from the Golden 

Crescent and Golden Triangle account for 

nearly all of the world’s black-market opium, 

morphine and heroin. 

 

The legacy of opium’s globalization is one that has been largely unkind to Asia. Colonial trade led 

to a physical dependency within China, depressing the economy and weakening the government’s 

domestic and international legitimacy. Over the past century, non-medical criminalization and 

developments in refining raw opium created an economic dependency to the poppy in 

underdeveloped nations like Burma and Afghanistan, as their impoverished citizenry fueled a 

growing black market.11 

From its Sumerian roots, the dissemination of the poppy has shaped trade and politics far outside its 

traditional growing regions. Opium has both stimulated and stifled economies, with long-lasting 

effects for both the poppy farmers concentrated in one corner of the world to the end users around 

the globe. 
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