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Biography is a tricky form for the historian. It can illuminate a period through a historical actor’s personal experience and reveal the contingent moments and inter-personal connections that shaped events. But it can slip into overly detailed narrative, romanticisation, or hagiography. Opium and Empire exhibits both the strengths and weaknesses of the form. Grace provides new and important insights into the two Scotsmen most associated with the opium trade in China, a well-worn subject, but more judicious editing could have better served this contribution and avoided the impression that Grace’s intention is to rehabilitate these arch-drug smugglers. 

William Jardine hailed from a modest family living near Dumfries, while his younger business partner James Matheson enjoyed a more prosperous upbringing in Sutherland. Both attended the University of Edinburgh, as did so many travellers to China and the colonies, and found their way to China via India. Grace paints a naïve picture of two young entrepreneurs fleeing a Scotland devastated by the English ‘to seek their fortunes far from the graves of the clansmen who died’ at Culloden (p. 3). He appears unaware that Scots fought on both sides of the conflict and the dramatic account of the battle that took place forty to fifty years before the births of his respective protagonists is an unhelpful effort to frame the two merchants’ lives in a heroic Scottish narrative.
Grace is on firmer ground explaining the development of the opium trade and the business partnership between Jardine and Matheson, although this is material also presented elsewhere.
 Around 1807 the long-standing trade imbalance in China’s favour, driven by the European demand for tea and silk, reversed as Chinese consumption of Indian cotton and opium soared. Employees of the East India Company engaged privately in the ‘country trade’ of selling commodities, primarily opium, which was illegal in China, without the company getting its hands dirty. Jardine worked for the EIC from 1802 to 1817, when he devoted himself to private trade, and met Matheson in 1820 when the latter was in ‘madcap pursuit of cheap opium’ (p. 76). They entered into partnership in 1827 and established Jardine, Matheson and Company in 1832.
 Through intensively researching their lives, Grace has grown sympathetic to his subjects, encouraging his readers to admire their business acumen and philanthropy and repeatedly excusing their drug smuggling: opium was widely used medicinally in nineteenth-century Britain and they were ‘fallible like the rest of us’ (p. viii). While it is not the historian’s role to cast moral judgement, the sympathy afforded to these men errs too far in the other direction. The trade was controversial at the time not just in Britain but also in Canton, and Matheson’s own nephew ceased working for the firm after a short time due to ‘his discomfort with the opium trade’ (p. 108). Matheson asserted that ‘he had never seen anyone bestialized by the drug’ (p. 342) but in 1838 Jardine understood that opium addicts were dying in prison due to sudden withdrawal. According to Grace, these men were ‘hardnosed’ but not ‘ruthless’ (p. 108), and admirably industrious, often working past midnight. We learn that Matheson was ‘bolder’ and ‘the more intellectual of the two’ but he deferred to ‘conservative’ Jardine’s ‘sound business judgment’ (p. 100). Others profited from the opium trade but failed to match the staying power of Jardine, Matheson. The partners adopted new ships as they became available, including clippers designed specifically for the opium trade, enabling them to transport goods to market faster than anyone else. They traded in a wide range of cargoes (rice, tea, silk, raw cotton, and finished textiles) as well as shipping, financial services, and insurance, allowing them to spread the inherent risks of smuggling the opium that was their primary commodity. And they were ‘constantly adjusting their strategies, like great military planners or talented athletes’ (p. 141).
Jardine and Matheson sought the abolition of the EIC’s privileges in Canton, but when it was delivered by parliament in 1834 they still chafed under Chinese restrictions on foreign traders. They influenced British officials in Canton and helped stir up opinion at home to support a more aggressive policy in China. Grace asserts that neither called directly for war, but describes how Jardine returned to London just in time to join those lobbying Lord Palmerston for military action. Jardine favoured not the bombardment of coastal China but the seizure of ‘a territory where British merchants could be secure’, reparations and compensation for confiscated opium, and a new commercial treaty (p. 251). He persuaded Palmerston, Palmerston persuaded parliament in three days of passionate debate (notwithstanding eloquent opposition by Gladstone and others), and Britain went to what The Times dubbed the Opium War, achieving all the concessions for which Jardine had called.
Jardine was briefly an MP before his death in 1843, when Matheson was elected to his partner’s seat. Matheson ceased his active involvement in Jardine, Matheson, and purchased Lewis and other estates (including in Australia), becoming the second-largest landowner in the United Kingdom. Grace praises his benevolence in assisting 1,500 islanders to emigrate to Canada during the potato famine.
Grace is at pains to free Jardine from accusations of warmongering, although he demonstrates Jardine’s influence on Palmerston and it is hard to see how China could have been made to concede on all Jardine’s points without military defeat. Grace stresses that Jardine, Matheson encompassed far more than just opium trading, despite his book showing the centrality of opium to the business. He attempts to categorise the partners as ‘gentlemanly capitalists’, despite conceding that they lived too early chronologically, lacked the educational pedigree and had to build their business from the ground up through hard grind. The book would be stronger without these arguments.
Grace draws on a wide range of materials, primary and secondary, although he relies on contemporary western accounts of Chinese responses to the activities of the opium traders. There is much to admire in the book as a comprehensive biography of two Scotsmen of great importance to developments in China and Sino-British relations, but it falters somewhat as history.
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