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T
he French windows in the air-conditioned rooftop
of the Trident hotel in Mumbai’s Nariman Point
are foggy with exhalation. Outside, a swathe of sea
sparkles dimly with the lights of hulking ships.
This colossal port – in fact, this city that many still

know as Bombay – would not exist but for a commodity
that Amitav Ghosh says was a “foundational commerce”
only two centuries ago.

Inside, Ghosh reminds an audience sipping wine and
noshing hors d’oeuvres how the 19th century opium trade
lulled the masses and fattened the classes. Even as opium
in its various forms calmed colicky babies and became
indispensable to contemporary medicine, it also became
the bullwhip with which the British Empire goaded China
into submission in two notorious Opium Wars. 

Against this compelling historical backcloth, the novelist
enacts an epic yarn that envelops you in sensory delight:
You could be on an ‘iskuner’ gliding past banks of white
poppy fields flanking the Ganga like ‘twin glaciers’, while
behind you sailors cuss in their curious argot, Laskari. You
may be cast away to Canton and Mareech, Ghazipur and
Calcutta. And when you finally feel the floorboards of the
Ibis creak under the weight of her league of extraordinary
gentlemen (and women), Malum Zikri may put aside his
pennywhistle to pour you a dram of ‘lal shrub’. Just to calm

you down, because Sea of Poppies (Penguin-Viking, 2008)
is only the first volume of a trilogy.

Ghosh’s sixth novel (and tenth book) is perhaps his most
ambitious. “In the course of writing it, I felt that my expe-
rience and my craft had come together,” the snowy-haired
writer told India Abroad in Mumbai. “I was bringing
together so much of myself – my life, my work, my engage-
ments, my love of languages. It was like a vast vessel into
which I was emptying all and giving it shape.”

That vessel, the Ibis, is in a sense the novel’s macro-pro-
tagonist. The ship has a murky past – not long ago she was
a blackbirder used to ferry slaves. Ironically, when she
docks at Calcutta after losing her captain to dysentery, her
stand-in skipper is a mulatto freedman from Baltimore
named Zachary Reid. 

The Ibis is also the fulcrum of destiny that balances the
misery of peasants shackled to the British East India
Company’s poppy fields with the relative emancipation of
migrants who cross the kala pani – the ‘black water’ that,
in the argot of the time, referred to the great ocean upper
caste Indians crossed on pain of excommunication or
worse. 

When the Ibis leaves Calcutta for Mauritius, her human
cargo includes coolies and castaways, peasants and kings.
There is Deeti, a young widow rescued from her husband’s
funeral pyre by a low-caste wrestler. There is Paulette, a
Bengali-speaking French orphan whose heart is bursting
with liberty and love. There is the convicted Raja of
Raskhali whose title, mangled by gone-native English
tongues, has become the Rascally Roger. There are
Englishmen, Indians and lascars – ship-people of the
Indian Ocean who speak a patois comprehensible to none
but the most traveled sailor. On this great voyage, their
ancestral moorings come undone and they become jahaj-
bhais – ship-brothers. 

Dreaming up this polyglot cast and placing it against the

backdrop of the Opium Wars was a gigantic feat, but one
for which Ghosh – whose novels are sewn together with
disciplined historical research – is well known. In each
book, he evokes a sensation of movement, of time and of
place. He set The Calcutta Chromosome (1995) in the
future and swung it back into the past. A blurb for In an
Antique Land (1994) read: ‘History in the guise of a travel-
er’s tale’. Now, in Sea of Poppies, Ghosh transports the
reader to varied experiences in time and place. 

“It’s just how my mind works,” says the writer, explain-
ing his craft. “I tend to think in slots of time.” 

Although William Dalrymple (The Last Mughal) criti-
cized some of Poppies’ British characters as ‘one-dimen-
sional caricatures of imperial racism’, Ghosh deserves
credit for etching out his dramatis personae as distinct
individuals. “They are completely in my head,” he says,
adding that they talk to him all the time. He recalls work-
ing in a library and looking up to see people staring at him.
“I wondered why, but after a while I realized I was talking
aloud as I was writing!”

No writer who embarks on a nautical novel would do so
without doffing a hat to Herman Melville. Apart from

the whaling opus Moby Dick, Ghosh chanced upon The
Encantadas (The Enchanted Isles), an anthology of essays
about the Galapagos, and Redburn, a fictionalized account
of Melville’s maiden voyage from New York to Liverpool. 

“Melville was 14 when he made that voyage,” observes
Ghosh. “Redburn also contains a description of his meet-
ing with a lascar – one of the few such accounts we have in
literature.”

During his research, Ghosh explored models of 19th cen-
tury sailing craft but admits that he took the creative liber-
ty to “stretch [his] ship a little”. Add to that an attempt to
get his sea-legs. “I spent some time trying to learn how to
sail on a sailboat in the Caribbean,” he says with a self-con-
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scious chuckle. “The one I was on was cap-
tained by a retired English sea-captain who
had a parrot on his shoulder!”

Ghosh had the classic postcolonial educa-
tion: He went to Doon School, read history
at St. Stephen’s College, Delhi and took a
doctorate in anthropology from Oxford.
Somewhere in between, he lived in Sri
Lanka, Bangladesh and Egypt and studied
Arabic in Tunisia. When he returned to
India, it was not as a novelist. He worked as
a journalist with The Indian Express in
Delhi and then as a research fellow with the
Center for Development Studies, Thiru-
vananthapuram. At that time, he was writ-
ing his first novel.

“I had a fair amount of free time and I
used to wonder if I was abusing my position
by writing my novel when I should be writ-
ing a research paper,” Ghosh says, smiling.
“Well, I wrote one!”

That typewritten research paper, The
Relations of Envy in an Egyptian Village
(October 1982), survives in the CDS
archives. As for the novel, he trashed the
troubled first draft. Rewritten, it became
The Circle of Reason (Viking, 1986) and
went on to win the Prix Medici Estranger,
one of France’s top literary awards, in 1990. 

“I sometimes wonder how I had the sheer
gall to think I would ever be able to make a
living as a writer,” he reflects. “But the risks
you take when you are young make the
great adventures in life possible.”

For one who rued his slowness, Ghosh’s
output was prolific and his books were well
received. The Shadow Lines (Viking, 1989)
won the Sahitya Akademi Award and the
Ananda Puraskar in India. The Calcutta
Chromosome (Avon Books, 1995) won the
Arthur C Clarke Award in 1997, and The
Glass Palace won the Grand Prize for
Fiction at the Frankfurt International e-
Book Awards in 2001. In 2006, The Hungry
Tide (Viking, 2005), his novel about life in
the Sunderbans, won the Hutch Crossword
Book Prize. 

Ghosh, who resented having to read
Thomas Hardy in school and college, does
not hide his contempt for the institutions of
British imperialism. In 2001, when his pub-
lisher entered The Glass Palace for the
Commonwealth Writers Prize, Ghosh with-
drew the submission, contending that his
books could not be classified as
‘Commonwealth literature’. ‘The phrase,’ he
wrote in a letter to the award’s administra-

tors, ‘anchors an area of contemporary writing not within
the realities of the present day, nor within the possibilities
of the future, but rather within a disputed aspect of the
past.’ 

He echoes this sentiment when he speaks of the West’s
attitude to Burma (now Myanmar), where The Glass
Palace is set. He is dismayed that Burma has become “a
counter in a great power confrontation between China and
the US.” 

In May, when Cyclone Nargis ravaged the country killing
100,000 people, Ghosh was shocked. “But I was just as

horrified by the way [the tragedy] was represented in the
American media in a purely politicized way,” he said. “It
wasn’t about the people who were dying; it was about the
regime.” 

The Burmese junta initially resisted US aid, prompting
the Bush administration to publicly condemn the regime.
Ghosh jogs our memory to the “revolting spectacle” of
Laura Bush lecturing the Burmese government about the
cyclone deaths. “What was she saying when Hurricane
Katrina hit New Orleans? What is she doing for them to
this day?” he asks angrily. “Hundreds of thousands of peo-
ple continue to be dispossessed. And suddenly she’s so
interested in Burma – doesn’t it make you suspicious?”

In unraveling the economics of the opium trade, Ghosh
found more reason to point a finger at imperialism. “I
don’t think today’s drug trade is even a tenth of what
opium was in the 19th century,” he says. He alludes to the
book Opium City, by the Delhi-based historian Amar
Farooqui, which holds that Mumbai (then Bombay), with-
out a proper hinterland, had to be entirely financed from
Bengal and became so expensive for the British East India
Company to maintain that only the opium trade saved it
from being shut down. 

“Much of the industrial revolution was underwritten by

the opium trade – a third-world
product produced by illiterate peas-
ants who are paid a pittance for their
labor, and taken to another Asian
country where it is sold for enormous
profit,” says Ghosh.

The British, he insists, were export-
ing opium out of India until the
1920s. In an interview with the BBC,
he said, ‘It is not a coincidence that
20 years after the opium trade
stopped, the Raj more or less packed
up its bags and left. India was not a
paying proposition any longer.’

In Poppies, Ghosh depicts the las-
cars as tough men capable of running
a mutiny, yet they conduct them-
selves with uncharacteristic tact and
restraint. In fact, you wonder what
holds back Serang Ali, the Muslim
lascar leader with ‘a face that would
have earned the envy of Genghis
Khan’, when his British first mate
calls him a son of a pig.

The answer dawns on you soon
enough: Fierce as they appeared, the
lascars were professionals – they did
not let trifles get in the way of their work. As Ghosh
explains, they were very much the 19th century equivalent
of today’s IT workers.

“The lascars,” says Ghosh, “were the first Asians to work
with cutting-edge Western technology – shipping technol-
ogy in the 19th century was really the equivalent of aero-
space today. They were the first to live in close quarters
with Europeans. They were the first to achieve a colloquial
competence in the Western languages, and the first to set
up colonies in the West. They faced exactly the same issues
of discrimination and of not being compensated adequate-
ly for their work.” 

In fact, Ghosh says, the British East India Company was
so anxious about the lascars coming ashore and sowing
their wild oats that it ringed off parts of London along the
docks and isolated them there.

Ghosh, who turned 52 in July, beams with the vitality of
a first-time author who has recently discovered his

shtick. When the occasion demands, he can turn into an
enthusiastic conversationalist with a great art for adda –
that unmistakably Bengali gift for packing away time,
morsel by morsel, into indelible memory. 

He is married to Pulitzer Prize finalist Deborah Baker,
who has just published A Blue Hand: The Beats in India
(Magazine, July 4), an account of beatnik Allen Ginsberg’s
journey to India. They live with their children Lila, 16 and

Nayan, 15, in New York. Poppies was
in fact a birthday present for Nayan
though, Ghosh says, “He would have
much rather had a bigger X-Box!”

For a writer who divides his time
between America and India, Ghosh’s
sense of belonging gravitates to the
land of his birth. The Shadow Lines,
The Calcutta Chromosome, The
Hungry Tide and parts of Poppies
are set primarily in Bengal. One of
his enduring influences is the leg-
endary Satyajit Ray. In a meditative
essay on the great filmmaker, artist
and writer, Ghosh wrote: ‘Ray’s work
is one of the main anchors that
moors me – often despite myself – to
the imaginative landscape of Bengal.’

He traces his interest in science fic-
tion to reading Ray. The Calcutta
Chromosome, unusually for an
Indian novel, won the Arthur C
Clarke Award, given to writers of sci-
ence fiction. 

In Sri Lanka, Ghosh met the late
Sir Arthur, who challenged him to a
game of table tennis. It turned out to

be more than a sporting encounter with a genial old gent in
a wheelchair, for the celebrated space scientist, screen-
writer and author played by his own rules. “He would play
on half the board and I would play on the full one,” Ghosh
recalled. “Suddenly, I realized he was playing to win!”

Though inspired by Ray’s cinema, Ghosh is ambivalent
about Bollywood. “Parineeta was very powerfully made
and preserved in some way the essence of the book, where-
as Devdas didn’t,” he comments. He recognizes
Bollywood’s vitality in offbeat romances like Jab We Met
and Main Hoon Na but points out what it is missing by
comparing it to Chinese filmmaking. 

“In contemporary Chinese films it’s not like the songs or
magic or dances aren’t there, but there is a real engage-
ment with the big themes, the big histories, the serious
stuff,” he observes. “Somehow, Bollywood hasn’t made
that transition and one of the reasons is that it is not deal-
ing with contemporary literature. It strikes me as so
strange that many Indian directors are interested in
Shakespeare.”

Writing the Ibis Trilogy will occupy Ghosh’s time for the
next few years – he has given up teaching at Harvard to
write it. Sea of Poppies, which ends abruptly and painfully
like the memory of a half-eaten sweet, will have a sequel in
2010. But will Ghosh run out of steam by then?

“On the contrary, I don’t know if I may be able to stop
with the third book,” he says with a laugh.  n

Almost buried in Ghosh’s Web site (www.ami-
tavghosh.com) is The Ibis Chrestomathy, a medi-
tation on words and language by a character in

Poppies, Raja Neel Rattan Haldar. 
It serves as the only partial glossary to the unique

goulash of tongues that Ghosh has employed in his new
novel.

Indeed, what endures of Poppies’ characters long after
the book has been read are their outlandish enuncia-
tions and Diasporic dialects. For instance, the lascars
speak what appears to be Pidgin English winnowed
with Arabic, Malay, Portuguese and Chinese. The
British ladies and gents of the East India Company have
imbibed so much ‘Hindostanee’ that to answer a call of
nature becomes to ‘drop a chitty in the dark’. There are
snatches of Bhojpuri folksongs, a richness of cuss-
words, and entertaining caricatures of Indian English
from a pot-bellied Bengali agent. 

Writing in The Economic and Political Weekly (June
21, 2008), Ghosh avers that the term ‘lascar’ may be
rooted in an Anglo-Indian adaptation of the
Persian/Urdu lashkar or lashkari, meaning ‘soldier’ or
‘army’. The lascars spoke Laskari – a chutney of lan-
guages derived from English, Malay, Hindustani,
Chinese and Malayalam – and invented their own bab-
ble for English nautical terms they were too careless, or
too illiterate, to get right. ‘Thus,’ Ghosh writes, ‘a
hawser becomes a ‘hansil’ in Laskari; a jack-block
becomes a ‘jugboolak’; a martingale becomes a
‘mâtanghai’, and the cable known as the ‘messenger’
becomes a ‘masindar’.’

Despite mangling Zachary to Zikri, the lascars were

not the only ones guilty of the crime. In Poppies, an
impatient British registrar turns Madho Kalua into
Maddow Colver – an enlightening pointer to how
Indian names changed upon crossing the sea.

As a schoolboy Ghosh enjoyed Rafael Sabatini’s
Captain Blood series. His research for Poppies took him
through Hobson-Jobson – the 19th-century dictionary
of colloquial Anglo-Indian words and phrases – and the
relatively unknown English and Hindostanee Naval
Dictionary of Technical Terms and Sea Phrases. 

In Poppies, the language inspired and validated by
these sources takes on a new life – be it in the affected
angrezi of the sahibs or the puzzling argot of the deck-
hands. Exotic often turns into incomprehensible, but
masterful storytelling whisks the reader through these
exchanges.

“The fact is we don’t know how those people spoke,”
Ghosh says. “It’s the sort of language you make up in
your head, and while you’re making it up you hope to be
truthful to it.”

The multilingual circumstance, Ghosh explains, is a
familiar aspect of the Indian experience. “If you are
writing about the Indian Ocean as a region, the first and
most important thing about it is that it is multilingual:
Anyone who lived or worked in it had to cope with a cer-
tain amount of incomprehension,” he says.

“Obviously, you can’t write a book in many languages
but it’s necessary – just in terms of realism – to give
people a sense that you are in a situation where you
don’t understand what is happening. And what’s wrong
with that – why should you need to understand every-
thing?”  n

Speaking in Tongues


