Addicted to Empire

Indian novelist Amitav Ghosh tells Benedicte Page about his new book, set

amid Britain’s opium trade with China in the 19th century

Amitav Ghosh, a trade favourite
since booksellers took his histori-
cal epic The Glass Palace to their
hearts back 'in 2000, has set himself
his most ambitious project yet with
new novel Sea of Poppies (John Mur-
ray, May). Itself hardly slender at
close to 600 pages, the novel is just
the first volume in what will be a
sweeping historical trilogy set in the
19th century; it is concerned with a
diverse group of characters forging
out their futures amid the highly
lucrative opium trade which Britain
ran between India and China, and
the war waged by Britain on China to
protect that trade.

The trilogy will keep Ghosh occu-
pied for the next 10 to 15 years, he
says. “I am in no hurry. For me the
real pleasure of it is in the writing,
and I've had so much fun writing this
book. The Glass Palace had a very
long historical span, but after I'd writ-
ten it my only regret was that I wished
I'd written it as three books. There
were so many stories in it which 1
wanted to develop and flesh out.”
With Sea of Poppies, he wanted to fol-
low the histories of five or six families
over a very long period: “It gives me
the space and the ability to create this
whole world into which my readers
can disappear if they want.”

Melting pot
The novel brings its characters togeth-
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Ghosh is passionate about his
historical theme—particularly the
opium trade, by which the British
fostered opium addiction in China
to boost its profits and fund the
empire. “It's so fascinating, and one
of the things that got me interested
in this period is that it's so much
like today. The reason why the
English started pushing opium on
China was the enormous trade defi-
cit, the balance of payments. Today
the whole world is in an enormous
trade deficit with China, but espe-
cially America. And, in a way, oil is
the opium of today.

“The real genius of the opium
trade was that Britain took it from
India, sold it in China, took the
money and brought it to England—it
was the most efficient way of extract-
ing money from a place that could
possibly be imagined. There were
many tortured reformists who were
asking ‘What are we doing? We are
poisoning these poor peoplel’ But
it’s like today, when there are many
people who point out problems with
the oil industry, without making any
dent in it.”

Comic streak

Despite the dark theme, a strong
comic streak runs through the
novel. Ghosh laughs over having
found a description written by the
superintendent of the opium factory
in Ghazipur, which features in the
novel. “He was trying to attract Eng-
lish tourists to come and visit it! All
through these notes, he has: ‘The
tourist will find . . .”” He was equally
amused by this entry from the diary
of an opium trader in China: “So
busy selling opium, could not read
the Bible today.” Ghosh says: “This
is truly one of the most terribly
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“That moment in history, the early
9th century in India, was a moment
vhen everyone was reinventing them-
elves in new ways,” muses Ghosh. “It
7as true of English people who were
1 India, it was true of Americans, it
7as true of Indians. There was this
uge upheaval, people being torn
way from their homes.

ww.thebaokseller rom

After being based in the US for many years, now Hveé})rimérﬂy in india

with his wife, the writer Deborah Baker

“And you know, it was something
to do with the sea. I love sea narra-
tives; if you read 19th-century sea
narratives, it's one of the things you
notice—that the sea made it possible
for people to reinvent themselves
as something else. Committing to a
three-month voyage on the sea was
something quite different from tak-
ing a plane—the ship became its own
world and the experience of the jour-
ney completely changed people. The
ship is something which has always
attracted writers—for example, Wil-
liam Golding’s Rites of Passage, a
wonderful book.”

larly Deeti, the young Indian woman
breaking out from her wretched life
and taking the opportunity to start
afresh. “It’'s wonderful to have a
character like her,” enthuses Ghosh.
“Whenever I found myself in trou-
ble with my writing, I always went
back to Deeti. I had a litle slogan for
myself: ‘What would Deeti do?’ It is
true that, in those times, someone
like her who’s really in a way wasted
their life, suddenly they come into
their life and they grow bigger and
bigger and assume more and more

- power in it. This wonderful new life

opens up for her. When you have a
character, you don't always know
what’s going to happen to them, and
I certainly didn’t. As I kept writing, I
was so excited for her!”



