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It was a cold December night near the desert dunes of  the Thar. The village 
of  Bagnau had witnessed a beautiful sunset a couple of  hours back behind 

grooving its way through the movement of  the sands, sprayed into the 
air like a whirlpool of  majestic particles rising from the earth. Harish, a 
twelve year old rag-picker boy, was returning home with his day’s exploits 
when he was invited by one of  his senior companions for a smoke in the 
neighbourhood. The mercury levels were dipping with the hour and a warm 
smoke with a brief  high seemed routine and harmless to Harish. On most 
days, after wandering through the village and occasionally drifting to the 
nearby towns in pursuit of  plastic disposables and the like, Harish would 
visit the local slum, where a narrow passage-way littered with poverty and 
illicit physical longings, led to a small place they called the Den, dimly lit with 
a complexion of  red everywhere and fogged by the smoke from all forms, 
where mostly the young gathered to detach themselves from the miseries 
of  reality and reach a space of  surreal tenderness and supreme pleasure. 
Usually, a couple of  joints of  marijuana or an occasional tobacco roll mixed 
with a tincture of  opium salt was all Harish would consume to experience 
this hynagogic beatitude. But this was the night his older and dark, lanky 
companion would introduce Harish to something far stronger, something 
that would make straight contact with his blood stream and deliver him into 
a state of  transcendental bliss. Before he could know, the quarter gram of  
an alien powder diluted in a syringe had made its way through his body. His 
head went into an unreal spin and his eyes rolled back in an extravagant 
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frenzy, pushing him back to the wall where he lay still, engaged in the allure 
of  mystical solitude.

This is not the story of  any one Harish in particular, but of  the millions 
who are stranded today in this fatal web of  substance addiction. This is the 
story of  this splendid narcotic which has challenged the integrity of  the 
modern world by its universality and omnipresence, consuming generations 
and pushing them into the abyss of  inescapable suffering. Called once upon 
a time as God’s Own Medicine, these chemicals obtained from natural 
sources were meant to heal pain and soothe sufferings of  mankind. But 
over the last century, they have been condemned as a scourge to humanity 

Minister called Opium and its mistresses, and of  how it became what it is 
in the present day.

Known in modern times mostly as an agent of  addiction, opium and its 

not yet been introduced into the market. Since ancient times, the pain-killing 
property of  opium was well-known and hence, it was a product of  constant 
research for chemists and pharmacists of  the 19th century to yield a labeled 
chemical from it that could be utilized as a potent pain-relieving agent. The 

Wilhelm Serturner when he succeeded in isolating a product from opium, 
which he claimed had compelling properties. He called it Morphine and it 
was supposed to be ten times more potent than opium itself. But little did he 

use of  morphine would soon propel the world into the worst global drug 
epidemic that had ever been witnessed.

Although it became popular more from the early 19th century, the use of  
opium is documented way back to the Neolithic age around 6000 years ago, 
mostly in the Mediterraneans, where the seeds were crushed to yield juice 
and the sap of  the plant was eaten as a whole to relieve pain. The most 
primitive evidence of  opium cultivation dates back to approximately 3500 
BC by the ancient Sumerians, Babylonians and Mesopotamians who used it 
to enhance pleasure during an act of  sexual intercourse and hence, called 
it the hul gil or the Joy plant. Opium has also been known to bear ritualistic 

supernatural and healing powers. Pre-historic Egyptian legends claimed 
that opium was given by Isis to Ra as a treatment for severe headache. 
Subsequently, from around 1500-1000 BC, various tablets and papyrus have 
been recovered which have consolidated the association of  opium to Gods 

which was adorned with a crown depicting three pillars of  poppies, as well as 
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the Greek Gods Hypnos (sleep), Nyx (Night) and Thanatos (death) depicted 
as holding them. Centuries later, Alexander gave it to his army who suffered 
from mostly foot sores and were unable to sleep, so that with the relief  of  

carried the poppy plant during his quest to India and allowed it to grow 

became a potent cultivation in the Indian subcontinent. The use of  the 
opium as an analgesic and a miracle drug to end misery gained popularity 
over the next few centuries as its trade and cultivation expanded from the 
Mediterranean towards the Middle-East and Europe. Till the mid-15th 
century, the source of  opium exportation throughout the world was mostly 
from the Middle East. But towards the end of  the century, it had fallen 

Europe. Desperate for an alternate source of  the treasured painkiller, it was 

to India to bring back opium and propagate cultivation, themselves. But 
little did they know that this was going to be one of  the most revolutionary 
voyages ever taken. The sailor they had called for was Columbus, and in 
1492, he made his way towards India in quest for opium. Columbus, as we 
now know, never reached India. But on his journey that eventually found the 
shores of  America, he stumbled upon a virgin substance in the new world. 
This substance that he came across was tobacco, a commodity that would 
change forever the way opium was to be used in the future.

By the middle of  the 19th century, a couple of  more derivatives of  opium 
had been isolated. However, morphine continued to be the prime opioid 
substance that was being used for medicinal purpose across the world. The 
use of  morphine was gaining vast popularity, particularly at a time with 
physicians having limited clinical support and knowledge. Pain itself  was 
considered a disease by many and hence, having treated the pain was to have 
treated the disease. Morphine was now gradually becoming the Hercules of  
the common man and it was just ready to offer its services in one of  the 
most savage battles of  history, The American Civil War.

The American Civil war went to on to witness a huge magnitude of  violence 

More than a million lives were lost and nearly 60,000 limbs damaged. While 
drastic surgical measures like amputation were the only treatment modalities 
available at that time, the only form of  anesthesia available was other 
soldiers pressing down on the body of  the wounded while the physician 
would make a cut of  the limb, as soon as possible. The screams of  such 
soldiers operated on travelled miles and it soon sought the ears of  morphine 
which came as a wonder chemical for the doctors and the wounded. A new 
era had heralded as doctors could now sedate the patient and reduce pain 
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while a proper surgical procedure could be completed in a much longer 
time than before. However, the mode of  delivery of  the morphine was an 

relief  only for a short interval of  time. Moprhine given orally again took 
longer to act and showed increased craving later. This dilemma gave way 

would sure gift the world an entirely nascent way of  delivering a drug at 
the highest possible bio-availability and hence, yield its greatest potency, 
while also dragging man to the fangs of  addiction. This invention was the 
Hypodermic needle. The hypodermic needle delivered the drug straight into the 
bloodstream, had immediate onset of  action, kept the patient sedated and 
painless for a much prolonged time and recruited the drug in the system 
at its highest potency. The use of  the drug came as a miracle cure from 
Mother Nature, as the soldiers would later claim. But with its uninhibited 

when peace had been attained at the end of  the Civil War, many soldiers and 
veterans continued to use the drug by the intravenous route to acquire the 
ecstasy and intense high that it provided. So prevalent was this scenario that 
it came to be known as “the Army’s disease.” The American Civil War had 
ended in harmony but it left the world crippled with a capacious population 
suspended on the vicious branches of  drug abuse. These were the addicts, 
or the so called Junkies. The burden of  drug addiction was escalating but 
no law, prohibiting the use of  these chemicals, had yet been drafted. More 
so, because there was nothing called the safe analgesic yet in the market and 
the Constitution imparted freedom to its citizens to use any drug in their 
own body that they wanted. These laws were however soon going to change.

During this time, opium cultivation continued in many other parts of  the 
world like India, China, Middle-East and certain parts of  Europe. But it 
was mostly used for trading purposes with the occasional recreational use 

tobacco around the 1590s and it was a culture that had gradually consumed 
the socio-moral fabric of  their society. In 1875, with the onset of  the 

These people were not the mainstream drug addicts like the Americans and 
were still habituated to smoking their opium. With increase in density of  the 
population came diseases like pneumonia and tuberculosis, and it became 
an urgency for the chemists of  the era to prepare a drug to abate the prime 
symptom of  these diseases, the cough. And soon enough, the world would 
come to see the introduction of  the most menacing mistress of  opium 
that would go on to plague the global population in boundless addiction in 
modern times.  This substance was the Heroin.
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morphine to prepare something more potent. Wright understood that a new 
chemical had been formed and he called it heroin, after the Greek word 
heros, which meant heroic. He believed this chemical would have potent and 
heroic impacts in the times to come. It was only later in the 1890s when 
Heroin was taken out from the laboratory shelves and formally marketed by 
the Bayer Pharmaceutical Company as an acetylated form of  morphine. It 
soon started replacing morphine as the prime pain-relieving agent. People 
once given heroin would decline the administration of  morphine to them. 
And soon enough, Bayer realized that the people were now getting hooked 
on to the addiction of  heroin. They even realized its dangerous potential 
as heroin started to exhibit tolerance, a property that had so far eluded the 
other opium derivatives. Word was sent out by the company itself  regarding 
the side-effects of  the drug use, but it fell into deaf  ears. With no legislation 
to forbid purchase, the use of  the substance continued and grew. And before 
they would know, people were becoming addicted to Heroin.

further propagation of  this addiction through the American population. 
Harrison Narcotics Tax Act, 

prohibiting the rampant sale of  diacetylmorphine was passed under the 
supervision of  the then President of  United States, Theodore Roosevelt. It 
allowed the use of  the drug for only medicinal purposes. The drafters made 
reference to the derogatory impacts that drugs had on the society and how 
it hampered the socio-economic fabric of  the society. To reinforce positive 
habits in the population and infuse a sense of  unity and patriotism to the 
Bill, they talked about the drug-crazed, sex-seeking Negroes, the violent and 
the degenerate Mexicans killing the white people, and the oblique Chinamen 
seducing the white women. And that, it was the responsibility of  the citizens 
alone to bear the burden of  the Nation’s well-being and that, on them, the 

enacted, the sale of  opioids and other drugs gradually declined. But this 
was a period that saw widespread hospitalization of  the addicted population 
with symptoms of  drug withdrawal. Taking on to the US, similar legislations 
were framed across other parts of  the world as well to ban the sale of  these 
narcotic substances. But with legal censorship, the demand for drugs in the 
global market heightened and underground groups arose, mostly across 
Europe and South America, that maintained the illicit activities related to 

The current burden of  opioid dependence and addiction across the world 
is still latitudinous despite the prevalent bans and prohibitions. The world 
is in fact in face with the greatest drug epidemic of  the modern time with 
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overdose and other drug-related complications. Despite being known as a 
universal illegal substance, opium is still cultivated widely in various parts 
of  the world from where trading and marketing is controlled by the Drug 
Cartel groups. Afghanistan currently accounts for the highest yield of  opium 
cultivation and trade in the world, owing primarily to its political instability, 
corruption and the favourable climate and condition of  the terrain. It forms 
the infamous Golden Crescent together with Iran and Pakistan where the 

into the world underground market, primarily through China and India. 
As a result of  the rule, the transit points become popular consumers as 
well, and India has been no exception. With growing trading links from 
the Crescent as well as due to its proximity to the Golden Triangle of  the 
South-East Asia, comprising of  Myanmar, Laos and Thailand, Heroin and 

are certain parts in the central and north-east India where illegal plantations 
are cultivated and marketed. The problem is especially magnanimous in the 
state of  Punjab where approximately 70 per cent of  young Punjabi men are 
alleged victims of  drug addiction. The proximity of  these states like Punjab 
and Rajasthan to the Pakistan border make them easy prey to the web of  
drugs. Also, northeastern states like Manipur and Arunachal Pradesh being 
bordered by the neighbouring Myanmar, the drug problem has forever been 

it is salient to understand that they are mere victims of  a much bigger thing 
that is the drug racket, and this racket is nothing but a trade maintained by 
the powerful and the corrupt.

Laws and legislations have been framed, Bills have been enacted and passed. 
But the absolute remedy to the drug problem is far from seeing the light 
of  day. There are thousands of  Harish-es now on the streets, with sleeves 
uprolled, smirking their way on the streets, picking rags during the day and 
implementing the day’s income to procure a high at the end of  the night. 
With greater pleasure comes greater need for the substance. A quarter gram 
soon hails into one, or even more. Unable to provide with the meager avails, 
they soon take on to crime and violence and get trapped in the vicious web 
of  drugs, crime and poverty.

The purple smoke rises from the aqueducts and the chalky pulverulence 
makes its Hectorian journey through his veins. The world is a different 
place now. He is no longer poor here because poverty is not something 
this fantasy knows. The mind is at peace as it is detached from reality, 
hanging on to a distant quarantine. He feels at equilibrium. A few blocks 

long glances awaiting her son’s return. But only the whistling of  the wind, 
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A draught of  wind rattles through the windows and the darkness of  the 
horizon engulfs.
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