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Edel Waugh 

I have a fondness for movies and 

books about the sea so when I got the 

chance to review a book set aboard a 

ship called The Ibis, used as a slave 

ship and for carrying supplies of 

Opium how could I resist? It took me 

a little while to get used to the way 

the characters talked to each other 

but when I got the hang of that I 

could appreciate the humour and the 

characters a lot more.  

The book is pure escapism as I 

could not remember reading 

anything like this before and this 

world richly described made me day 

dream of foreign lands and different 

cultures and traditions and how 

important they are and how diverse 

the different parts of the world are. 

The characters are a colourful 

bunch, mostly of misfits, but the female characters show enviable strength 

during very hard times in their lives. Intrepid adventures and dangerous 

journeys on the high sea make this an almost sensory experience as 

it is described so well. My favourite characters were Deeti and Kalua ....my 

heart broke at times for these two people who showed compassion for their 

fellow humans in a time when there was little. I recommend this if you want to 

escape into a completely different world reading about exotic destinations from 

the comfort of your armchair.  



http://www.edelwaugh.blogspoot.com 

 

Phylippa Smithson  

‘Sea of Poppie’s, the first in a trilogy, has left me immediately 

seeking ‘River of Smoke’ such was the engaging, entertaining and 

very informative writing style of the author. 

The story builds slowly but not at a pace which can be so frustratingly slow.  We 

get to meet a number of different leading characters and how their very 

separate 19th century lives become united.  

The Ibis, originally built to transport slace, sets sail from Baltimore with a crew 

including Zachary, a young inexperienced man destined to become a capable 

sailor during the journey to Calcutta. 

The story switches cleverly between other characters, Deeti who manages to 

make a living from a small crop of opium and whose husband is addicted and 

ultimately dies from the drug.  From the same village is Kalua, whose incredible 

strength proves to be a lifeline for Deeti. 

Raja Neel Rattan, is a landowner whose inherited wealth is not what it seems – 

he in fact bankrupt as a result of his recently dead father's poor money 

management.  

On losing his beloved mother, Jodu travels find his adopted sister, Paulette, a 

young Frenchwoman who has herself fallen on hard times, taken in by a family 

who offer her little more than a home over her head.  Head of this family, 

Benjamin Burnham, is an untrustworthy and highly ambitious British 

merchant, whose soul goal in life is to maximise his wealth. 

These separate lives from all different worlds – geographical and social – are 

eventually assembled on and around the Ibis.  From where we read of very 

many perfectly paced events including a shipboard mutiny, a court case, 

kidnappings, rapes, floggings which are all delivered to create more an 

encyclopedia of knowledge rather than a fictional plot. 

 

Wendy Stubbs  

 ‘Sea of Poppies’ is an attention-grabbing first book in the trilogy by exciting 

author Amitav Ghosh.  The story itself it set in a faraway middle eastern 

countries and tells the intriguing, sad, hopeful story of Deeti a female who has 

fallen on hard times.  The story whisks you away to another land steeped in 



ancient beliefs, traditions and customs in a gripping, exciting journey as we 

travel with Deeta on her 'journey' through life trying to establish a new life for 

herself whilst surrounded by a male-orientated society.  

The characters in the book are living, breathing persona, you will cheer for 

some and boo at others as they enter Deeti's life, for good and also for bad, and 

each individual adds to the story itself.  

The book is an exciting, thrilling and absorbing read, it is well written, very 

descriptive but not overpowering to be boring.  The author guides us safely and 

descriptively through the book using an easy to follow style and language which 

flows as does the rivers and waters Amitav incorporates into the book.  

A well-written lovely story which gently ends leading the reader up 

to the second book of the trilogy as we follow Deeti on her life's 

adventures.  A thoroughly recommended and equally compelling 

read. So good I read it twice! 

 

Magdalena Vidgen 

Brilliant book that gives you an insight into people's lives in India at 

the beginning of 19th century. 

Initially, it was a hard read - so many characters, so many names of things, 

clothes and food I didn't know, such a different culture. But after a while I was 

hooked by the panoramic view of societies, both Indian and English. I was 

constantly asking myself "how are all these people going to fit together?” But fit 

they did - a widow escaping her husband's family, a bankrupt Raja, an 

eccentric Indian official, who thinks that the ship's second officer is an avatar of 

Krishna, an orphaned daughter of a well-known botanist and many, many 

more are meeting on board a transport ship heading for Mauritius. Each of 

them have a story to tell and more often than not these are stories of fear, 

humiliation and abuse. But it is not a depressing read. To the contrary, from the 

beginning to the end what prevails is the story of humanity, love and 

forgiveness. 

What made me cringe inside a bit was a picture of the degrading treatment 

shown to locals by the 'superior' British. But I also had many a laugh reading 

the flowery speeches made in English by the local officials.  

Overall, a great book, both from literary and historical points of view. 

Moving now to the second book in the series - "River of Smoke". I hope it will be 

even better. 



 

Angie Rhodes 

This is the first book by Amitav Ghosh I have read and the first in the ‘IBIS’ 

Trilogy, and what a way to discover a new author, amongst the Poppy fields of 

Calcutta.  

From the very first page you are swept up and away into an exciting 

story. Set just before the Opium Wars, in the heart of the story is an old 

slaving-ship called The Ibis.  

Its journey will take it and its crew of men made up of sailors, stowaways and 

convicts, to faraway places we can only dream of, from the Ganges to streets of 

China.  

Interwoven with the story are a small group of people, an Opium trader, a 

widowed female villager Deeti, and an American freedman to mention a few. 

Their lives become entangled making a dynasty which will span generations 

and will leave you wanting to jump straight into ‘River of Smoke’, the next in the 

trilogy. 

 

Anita Wallas  

A truly mesmerising mix of history, fact and fiction, I didn't want the 

story to end.  

‘Sea of Poppies’ must rate as one of my top 10 best ever reads. It's an 

astonishing and compelling tale, filled with colour and life. One of the greatest 

joys of reading is to find an author whose writing is sparkling, compelling and 

rich in use of language and imagery. This book ticks every box.   

It's some 400pp before The Ibis, a former slave ship, sets sail and the real 

journey begins. Ghosh spends time setting the scene, carefully introducing the 

reader to the disparate set of characters whose paths are going to cross in the 

most unlikely ways. The research is meticulous and he creates a rich and vivid 

tapestry brimful with people, language, culture and places.  It's truly epic in 

scale and every individual speaks with a totally different voice. The dialect 

differs from person to person and although some of it is unfamiliar and partly 

idiosyncratic, it flows easily and defines the character and their background.  

It's also used, with a sense of mischief on the author's part, to expose their 

pretensions and aspirations. It's a vibrant and colourful romp, filled with people 

whose destinies are intertwined as they set out on a literal and figurative 

journey.  I particularly enjoyed the humour and social satire in numerous 



apparently throw away lines.  Class and caste differences are clearly drawn 

and the downfall of some is depicted with sensitivity and compassion.   

I enjoyed every page and can't wait to start the next two books in the trilogy. 

 

Helen Skinner  

A long, detailed but very entertaining novel with a diverse cast of 

memorable characters.  A great start to the Ibis Trilogy!  

The first book in the ‘Ibis Trilogy’ introduces us to a large and diverse cast of 

memorable characters who are thrown together on a voyage from India to 

Mauritius aboard a former slaving ship, the Ibis. Set in the 1830s just before the 

First Opium War, this is a long, detailed novel (and also quite challenging due 

to the various styles of dialogue and language Ghosh uses – including Bengali, 

Hindi, Pidgin English and sailing terminology) but once I became familiar with 

the characters and their stories I found myself enjoying it more and more. 

Each of the novel's main characters comes from a different background and a 

different set of circumstances has led to each one being on board the Ibis, 

whether as a migrant, a prisoner or a member of the crew. The characters are 

brought into the story one by one (and inevitably I found some of them, such as 

Neel, Paulette and Deeti, more interesting than others) but eventually their 

paths meet as the Ibis prepares to set sail for Mauritius. 

I'm not a big fan of novels set on ships so I was pleased to find that there are 

plenty of land-based sections in this one too. The descriptions of India are 

colourful and vivid throughout the novel, but the scene that sticks most in my 

mind is one from the beginning of the book which describes Deeti's visit to the 

opium factory where her husband works. 

‘Sea of Poppies’ was a fascinating read, but I felt that it wasn't a complete novel 

in itself – it finishes on a cliffhanger and with so many loose ends that reading 

the second book in the trilogy is essential if you want to know what happens to 

the characters you've come to know and care about. 

www.shereadsnovels.wordpress.com 

 

Barbara Goldie  

Vivid descriptions, strong characters and a great sense of time and 

place really bring this book to life!  

 



This is the first book I have read by Amitav Ghosh and I was not disappointed. I 

really enjoyed the first book in the Ibis trilogy.  Based in Calcutta a great sense 

of time and place are created by the vivid descriptions.  It has strong characters, 

Deeti (who was my favourite) a village woman, Zachary an American sailor, 

Neel a Rajah and Benjamin an opium trader all had very individual 

personalities and grew with the story.  There were lots of threads running 

through the novel and they were well woven, it was great storytelling. The story 

was moving and emotive, in part it was very true to life and others almost 

fantasy, a good recipe for a great novel. There was strong dialogue with good 

use of language though I feel a glossary of the dialect would have helped, that 

said it made they story very authentic.  It had a slow and rewarding start and 

gathered pace by the end it became a real page turner and held my attention 

throughout.  It had a good insight into the opium trade, social history of the 

time and was well researched. It did have an unexpected end and now I am 

looking forward to the second story in the trilogy.  It does not surprise me that it 

was shortlisted for the Booker Prize in 2008. 

 

Jan Kirkcaldy 

I was particularly interested in reading this book because I would never have 

chosen it for myself. It was very reminiscent of things I had to read at school 

and memorise as much about the events as I could for forthcoming exams.  

Nevertheless I pressed on and became interested in the general history of the 

time and was happy to follow the lives of Deeti and all those involved.  Knowing 

little about India in the early 1800s and some about the “poppy wars” with 

China it seemed well informed about the period and those involved.  Though 

basically an historical novel it covered much about the colonial upheaval 

between India and the west with a colourful mix of multi-cultural characters – 

rather too many at times to get to grips with which necessitated backtracking 

on occasions to remember who was who!  Central to the story is the voyage of 

the Ibis with all these people on board for such a variety of reasons.  Most with 

fascinating tales to tell about everything that can happen in life.  Unusual, 

seemingly impossible, happy and sad – it’s all there. 

I did enjoy it and hoped it was as accurate in many ways as it 

appeared well researched.  I am not quite ready for the second story in 

what is now a trilogy – a little lighter reading in the meantime is called for - but 

I am looking forward to getting to grips with it soon. 

 



Cherrill Deans 

A novel rich in character, robust and vivid in a dingy world. 

What can I say about this novel that hasn’t already been said by more able  

reviewers than I, except that it’s exceptional? 

It positively teems with people, like the country itself, and not least among the 

glorious cast is the old slave ship IBIS. Couple that with likeable characters, 

dastardly rogues, the weak and heroic of humanity – you will find them all in 

this book 

The story encompasses all races, creeds and caste, and sees these divisions set 

aside as the characters deal with hardships and imprisonment and 

confinement.  We hear how harsh life was for the ordinary people, who were 

forced to grow poppies for opium instead of vegetables and crops to feed 

themselves and their families.  Of how they were forced into debt.  Of how those 

who died or were imprisoned had to suffer watching their family disintegrate 

and be disgraced.  There are stories within stories, history, religion, and beliefs, 

and a fascinating insight into old India in the days before the Opium wars broke 

out. 

It is in turns comic and dramatic, romantic and harsh, and I can’t wait to start 

the next one. 

Amitav Gosh is a master of words, and a fine storyteller. 

 

 


