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The

Mystique
of Opium
in History and Art 

Donald Wigal





Intense interest in the opium clipper, The Frolic, started in 1984, with a surprising discovery
in the Redwood Forest of California, off the coast of northern California at Mendocina.
Pieces of Chinese ceramics which had been shaped into arrowheads by Native Americans
were found. The sharpened pieces were discovered among the many boxes of Chinese
products from The Frolic that were intended to be sold to ”the ’49ers,” those optimistic
miners who rushed to California seeking gold in the mid-19th century. [1*]

The clipper had spent its previous six years smuggling North Indian opium from Bombay
into China. The Baltimore-built ship was designed to be exceptionally fast. It could do an
amazing 14-15 knots, making it capable of escaping the best of Chinese vessels. The Frolic
was the last of the ships out of Baltimore that embarrassed the slower British ships during
the War of 1812. [10]

Driving along the California coast today, thrill seekers might enjoy finding poppies
growing wild. What could be more exciting than to find something that could produce
the miraculous drug that is praised by scholars and poets, physicians and hedonists
throughout history? It could be like the excitement Native Americans probably
experienced 150 years ago when they found the treasure from The Frolic.

Opium has definitely been shown to relieve pain, reduce hunger and thirst, induce restful
sleep and reduce anxiety. However, like other great gifts to mankind, opium can either be
of great benefit or be fatal, depending on how, when, and why people use it.

I.  Turning  On:  Introduction

tthhee  BBeeaauuttiiffuull  ––  aanndd  DDaannggeerroouuss
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J. Le Moyne de Morgues,

Opium Poppy (Papaver Somniferum), c. 1568. 

Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

{*} Numbers refer to references listed in the appendix.

”Drugs were just the beginning.”

Advertising tag line, ”Traffic: The Miniseries”
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Red Horned Poppy,

Papaver corniculatum. 16th century. Watercolor. 

Collection of Theodorus Clutius. 
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Opium Poppy, Papaver somniferum. 

16th century. Watercolor. 

Collection of Theodorus Clutius.
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Three cure-bowls and a knife.
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Needles, 19th century. 

18 cm. Iron and enamel traces. The tip set in dross spade.
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Lamp, 19th century. 14.5 x 13.5 cm. Brass. 

The lamp is topped by a damper, and a wick (14 cm with the chain).

Opium Lamp, 19th century. 

11.5 x 6 x 6 cm. Brass and enamelled detail.






