
River of Smoke: An Introduction for students in HIS 251 by Sanjay Joshi  

 

1. The most important thing to keep in mind is that this is a NOVEL, a work of fiction, of 

imagination. It is a story. Although it is based on real events, and has in its pages some real 

historical characters, it IS a work of fiction, a product of the author’s imagination. The author, 

Amitav Ghosh, has done an extensive amount of research before writing this book, so there 

should not be glaring errors, but all said and done it needs to be read as a work of fiction. 

 

2. So why am I asking you to read a work of fiction for a history class? Because history alone 

gets boring, often does not capture the sort of texture of everyday life that makes the study of the 

past so fascinating. Novelists are not bound by the same sort of rules as historians. They can 

paint an imaginative picture in words. Some novelists do try to tell an imaginative history, 

keeping real events, people, chronologies of events in mind. Ghosh has done so, and extremely 

well, in this novel. 

 

3. The novel is primarily the story of one character, an Indian opium trader named Bahram Modi. 

Through this story, though, Ghosh is able to bring to life the connections between colonialism, 

India, and China, in a way that no history book I have read ever has. We can see the urge to 

financial profit that drives traders like Modi, his subordinate place in the world of opium traders, 

how he battles with his own conscience, fails, and the price he ultimately pays for this. The novel 

tells us about the events that led up to the Opium Wars. At the same time, the novel brilliantly 

illuminates the world of foreign traders and fanqui-town in Canton (as it was then called, now 

Guangdong), and exposes very well the hypocrisy of the ideology of “free” trade that was used 

to justify the drug trade in the early decades of the nineteenth century. Some have also read the 

book as a critique of the celebration of free markets and globalization we are seeing in our own 

day.  

 

4. If your budgets and your interests allow it, I would urge you to buy the entire book, but if not, 

do read the extracts below with the following in mind: 

 

 a. These ARE extracts. I have used pages 58-71; 81-89; 120-126; 160-166; 169-191; 

216-229; 293-312; 319-327; 331-341; 373-380; 429-439; 458-465; 476-486. These are all from 

the John Murray (UK) edition.  

 

 b. The River of Smoke is the second part of a trilogy of books, often called the Ibis 

Trilogy. The first volume was titled Sea of Poppies, and the third, Flood of Fire. Here is a video 

with Ghosh talking about the trilogy, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2XpeDiTC1yU  

 

5. I also want to give you a brief introduction to some of the characters you will encounter in the 

book, as you don’t have the advantage of the entire book to read. 

 

 A. Bahramji Naurojzi Modi (called Bahram through the novel, and also referred to as 

Mr. Barry Moddie by the British and American traders in Canton) Born to a family that fell on 

hard times, Bahram married into a rich family of shipbuilders, the Mistries, and singlehandedly 

built up the China (read Opium) trade as a lucrative subsidiary for his in-laws. To gain his 

independence from his in-laws he risked everything, took a huge loan, and acquired his biggest 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2XpeDiTC1yU


ever supply of opium. In what we read, he then gets stuck in Canton at a difficult time. We also 

learn about his second family in Canton, and about his estranged son, Ah Fatt, or Freddie. 

 

 B. Neel. From the first novel of the trilogy we know him to be a rich, somewhat spoilt, 

landowner (zamindar) who falls foul of the new system put in place by the British in India. He is 

accused of forgery and sent for “transportation” that is to work as an indentured laborer overseas. 

He escapes, along with Ah Fatt, and in this novel is appointed Bahram’s munshi (more 

confidante and general manager than a scribe or clerk – which is the literal meaning of the word 

munshi). 

 

 C. The “General” you read about on pg. 160, is Napoleon Bonaparte. The scene is 

actually a flashback to 1816, when Bahram and his friend Zadig Karabedian, an Armenian 

watch-maker and a philosopher to boot, met “the General” when their ship landed in St. Helena. 

Napoleon was exiled there after his defeat at the battle of Waterloo. 

 

 D. “Puggly” literally means “the mad woman” but it is a term of affection used by the 

artist Robin Chinnery (half-Indian son of a European artist, born and raised in Calcutta) for his 

childhood friend, Paulette Lambert, daughter of a French botanist. Robin’s letters to Puggly 

from Canton are a device Ghosh uses to describe fanqui-town in Canton from the eyes of 

someone new to the place.  

 

 E. Then there are various real historical characters who populate the novel, such as the 

influential opium traders such as Jardine, Dent, and Burnham, officials such as Captain Elliot, 

and, of course, Commissioner Lin. You will read about some of them in Vohra’s book. 

 

For more on the novel, see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/River_of_Smoke 

For more on the Ibis Trilogy, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ibis_trilogy  

For more on the author http://www.amitavghosh.com/ 
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