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Praise for Blood Diamonds

“Blood Diamonds by Greg Campbell is first-rate journalistic sleuthing, tracing the violence-soaked webs that link the legitimate diamond trade, shady dealers, rebels without a conscience, and organizations such as Hizbollah and al-Qaeda.”

—New Internationalist


 



“Campbell punctures the myth that West Africa’s descent into hell flows solely from the hands of its warlords and juvenile killers. He locates the sources in London, Amsterdam, and New York, as well as in Freetown and Monrovia. In so doing, he makes the reader fully aware of West Africa’s dead-last nations, their hellholes and hecatombs. He also insures that the news from that part of the world will never read quite the same.”

—Commonweal


 



“In Blood Diamonds, a work of impeccable reportage and meticulous research, veteran journalist Greg Campbell argues that Sierra Leone’s diamonds have inflicted terrible suffering on the region and are now financing global terror.”

—World and I


 



“The book reads at times like surreal fiction, and Campbell’s skill with language comes through in this gruesome, real-life story. He sets the scene masterfully in the diamond region of eastern Sierra Leone and graphically describes the bizarre, horrific methods of intimidation of the population by the Revolutionary United Front.”

—The Post and Courier







[image: 001]





For My Parents
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GLOSSARY





	
AFRC 
	The Armed Forces Revolutionary Council, a splinter-group of the Sierra Leone Army that staged a coup in 1997 and aligned with the RUF.



	
De Beers Group 
	The largest diamond mining and selling company in the world. Before it was purchased by insiders in 2001, De Beers Group was composed of two entities: De Beers Consolidated Mines Ltd. and De Beers Centenary AG.



	
DTC 
	Diamond Trading Company, the London-based marketing arm of De Beers, which sells about 65 percent of the world production of rough diamonds.



	
ECOMOG 
	The ECOWAS Cease-Fire Monitoring Group, ECOWAS’s military arm.



	
ECOWAS 
	The Economic Community of West African States, a regional group of fifteen countries.



	
EO 
	Executive Outcomes, a South African private military company, dissolved in 1999.



	
Kamajor 
	A warrior sect of the Mende tribe, characterized by animist beliefs and superstition.



	
LURD 
	Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy, a rebel group composed of an amalgamation of dissident factions fighting to topple the government of Charles Taylor.



	
MLPA 
	The Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola, an Angolan political party representing the majority government.



	
MSF 
	Médecins Sans Frontières, a nongovernmental organization that provides medical care to refugees and war victims.



	
NPFL 
	The National Patriotic Front of Liberia, the Liberian rebel group led by Charles Taylor, currently the president of Liberia; the NPFL overthrew the government of Samuel K. Doe in 1990.



	
RUF 
	The Revolutionary United Front, led by Foday Sankoh, is a Sierra Leone rebel group formed in 1991; trained in Libya with leaders of the NPFL, the two rebel groups have close ties.



	
RUFP 
	The Revolutionary United Front Party, the RUF’s political arm.



	
SLA 
	Sierra Leone Army.



	
UNAMSIL 
	The United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone.



	
UNHCR 
	United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.



	
UNICEF 
	United Nations Children’s Fund.



	
UNITA 
	The National Union for the Total Independence of Angola, an Angolan rebel group formed in the early 1990s.





 





O my mountain in the field,
 I will give thy substance and all thy treasures to the spoil,
 and thy high places for sin,
 throughout all thy borders.


 


JEREMIAH17:1
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CYMBELINE:That diamond upon your finger, say
 How came it yours?
 IACHIMO:Thou’lt torture me to leave unspoken that
 Which to be spoke would torture thee.


 


WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, Cymbeline
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PROLOGUE

Impact: The Price of Diamonds

Médecins Sans Frontières Camp for Amputees and
 War Wounded, Freetown, Sierra Leone, Summer 2001

 



 



 



 




ISMAEL DALRAMY lost his hands in 1996 with two quick blows of an ax. He didn’t—or couldn’t—recall the pain of the blows. But he remembered being ordered at gunpoint to place his wrists on a wooden stump dripping with the blood of his neighbors who were writhing on the ground around him trying to stem the flow of blood from their arms or staggering away.

Dalramy does recall that it was quick and methodical—the victim in line in front of him was swiftly kicked away and suddenly he faced a bloody wooden block and an impatient gang of heavily armed teens eager to be done with their day’s orders. He didn’t fight his captors or beg for mercy. Instead, he removed a crude metal ring made by his son from one of the fingers on his left hand  and put it in his pocket, one of the last acts his hands performed for him.

Until that morning, when the rebels of the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) attacked the town with rockets and rifles, speeding through the streets in pickup trucks whose cab roofs had been sawed off to convert them into roofless killing vehicles, it had been easy to think that there would be plenty of time to escape if the need arose. The humid jungle village of Koidu, where Dalramy’s family had lived for generations, is an epicenter of raw diamond production in eastern Sierra Leone. In the months leading up to the day that Dalramy’s hands were amputated by the RUF, Koidu had been increasingly surrounded by rebel forces who crept through the jungle’s dense mesh of palm trees and banana bushes. RUF bandits would enter the town sporadically to steal food and supplies and menace its inhabitants, but an all-out assault seemed unlikely. Though you would never know by looking at it—Koidu is like many bush villages in Sierra Leone, composed of brown shacks and red-dirt streets—the area around the village had long been fiercely coveted in the war that has torn apart this West African nation since 1991. Ever since British geologists first discovered diamonds in Sierra Leone’s jungles in the 1930s, miners had been extracting some of the most valuable diamond wealth in the world from small muddy pits scattered throughout the surrounding rain forest. These small chunks and bits of milky-white carbon crystals are transformed into precious jewelry displayed on the hands, wrists, necks, and ears of people around the world, many of whom have probably never heard of Sierra Leone. During the RUF war, people like Dalramy paid for this distant luxury with their own hands.

The RUF wasn’t the only armed group around Koidu at the time Dalramy was captured. Both Sierra Leonean government soldiers and West African peacekeepers from a regional security force  called the ECOWAS Cease-Fire Monitoring Group (ECOMOG) fought to keep the diamond mines out of the RUF’s control. A fourth group—a tribal militia of Mende warriors called Kamajors—added to the confusion and bloodshed, fighting the RUF’s assault rifles and rocket launchers with machetes, spears, and ancient mystical battle rituals that they hoped would make them invisible to their enemies and impervious to bullets. Koidu was at the center of these variously disciplined forces, and constant skirmishes and full-out assaults among them were common.

But the RUF had terror on its side. Composed almost entirely of illiterate and drugged teenagers, the rebels respected no boundaries in conducting the war. Mass rape, torture, random executions, looting, and cannibalism were among their strategic resources. But their signature war crime was amputation. In response to Sierra Leone president Ahmad Tejan Kabbah’s 1996 plea for his countrymen to “join hands” for peace, the RUF began dismembering their victims and dumping the body parts on the steps of the presidential palace. Although hands were the most common limb severed, the RUF also sliced off civilians’ lips, ears, legs, breasts, and tongues to inspire terror. Their battle-group names—General Babykiller, Queen Chop Hands—seem to have been plucked from poorly written and unimaginative comic books, and commanders named their missions to leave little doubt of their intentions. From Operation Pay Yourself, a looting spree, to the chillingly self-explanatory Operation No Living Thing, rebel assaults were as effectively terrorizing in their descriptions as they were in their executions. Though he didn’t know it at the time, Dalramy was a victim of Operation Clean Sweep, a plan to exert brutal dominion over the Kono region, a district that included Koidu. RUF soldiers cut a bloody swath through the forest, murdering and mutilating anyone in the way, all so they could control  the millions of dollars waiting to be mined from the diamond fields; it was the only thing the RUF has ever wanted—gems to sell for guns and retirement funds.

Like the others who stayed in their cinder block and zinc-roofed homes, Dalramy thought the RUF would be content to occupy the town, using its menacing presence to keep both government soldiers and the Kamajor fighters at bay. The RUF had captured Kono years before, but a private mercenary force hired from South Africa by the Sierra Leone government had won the town back in exchange for the right to mine and sell diamonds. As a result, many families had returned to their homes.

But on that particular morning, instead of awakening to a typical scene of bustling traffic weaving through the crowds growing around the market, Dalramy saw the streets begin to fill with the splayed bodies of his dead neighbors amid a rising chorus of the “pop” of small-arms fire ricocheting off hardened mud walls. He raced out the back of his house and, instead of slipping into the relative safety of the jungle as he’d planned, ran right into the arms of a squad of RUF soldiers dressed in camouflage T-shirts and flip-flops, their crude bayonets aimed at him from under the barrels of battle-worn AK-47s. He was taken to the village police station, which had been commandeered by RUF soldiers, and thrown in with a group of frantic civilians being held at gunpoint. As the sound of gunshots outside slowed, the prisoners—about eight men and women—were taken behind the building and told to form a line facing a man with an ax. The powerful-looking rebel wore no shirt, Dalramy remembers, only black jeans, a black scarf wrapped around his bare skull, and mirrored plastic sunglasses. He twirled the ax in his hands. The first victim was dragged forward and forced to kneel before a stump. As the man screamed, he severed first one limb, then the next.

Those lined up behind him went hysterical, their wails of terror nearly drowning out the wet crunch of the ax’s blade meeting flesh and bone. About five young boys guarded the waiting victims, jabbing people with the butts of their rifles or poking them with their bayonets, maintaining the line by giving the captured civilians a quick choice between mutilation or instant death. The RUF commander’s sweat-slicked chest became speckled with blood droplets as he moved from one victim to the next.

Dalramy was shoved to his knees in the red dirt, and as one of the young rebels tossed the amputated hands of the previous victim into the thick brush—twirling them in a spray of blood toward a solid wall of green leaves, where they disappeared like food into the mouth of a giant beast—his left wrist was placed palm up in a thick puddle of blood oozing off the stump like wax from a long-burning candle. An AK-47 barrel was pressed to his left temple. Dalramy looked at the indentation around his third finger where he’d just removed his son’s ring. There was a quick glint of sunlight on the blade of the homemade ax, and Dalramy squeezed his eyes tight against the blow. The blade slammed through the bones of his arm just above the wrist. The hand came off with one clean chop, a blessing considering many such crude amputations required more than a dozen blows to sever a limb. He saw his hand bounce off the edge of the stump, gleaming white ulna bone seeing the sun for the first time.

The rebels obviously also chopped off his other hand, but Dalramy doesn’t remember it. His next recollection is of seeing dirt next to his eyes and hearing the dull arrhythmic sound of ax blows through the screams of the victims who were lined up behind him, a sickening, unsteady metronome of blinding terror.

He staggered to his feet, trying to keep his flowing stumps from collecting too much dirt, and wandered away from the carnage and  the growing pile of bleeding limbs. His shirt and pants were soaked in blood. He doesn’t remember what was going on around him at this point and he has no idea if anyone tried to stop him. He just knew he should keep his arms raised high over his head, mainly so gravity would slow his blood loss but also to indicate to the dozens of RUF soldiers he passed that he already paid his dues.

He blindly followed the red-dirt road leading away from Koidu. There were no government soldiers, ECOMOG troops, or Kamajor fighters along the way; he didn’t know it at the time, but the RUF assault had routed them from the Kono District almost entirely and Koidu’s government defenders were either dead or in full retreat. Dalramy estimates that he stumbled perhaps 15 miles before collapsing, a distance that may seem unlikely for someone who just had both hands chopped off, but cleanly amputated limbs don’t bleed as much as may be expected. The elasticity of veins and arteries causes them to shrink into the limb and, to a certain degree, self-cauterize.

Someone, perhaps a benevolent villager risking the loss of his or her own arms or legs, dragged Dalramy into a hut and cinched off the blood flow with string tourniquets and torn cloth. With the blood flow stemmed, Dalramy rested for a short while and then continued to stagger down the dirt road. He eventually made his way to a bush hospital, one that was likely all too familiar with treating ax amputations. Within days, he left the diamond-rich Kono District and managed to flee to Freetown, leaving behind not only his 40-year-old hands, but his life as a farmer, his home, and his relatives.

Since the grisly execution of Operation Clean Sweep in 1996, RUF rebels have sold millions of dollars worth of Kono’s diamonds into the world’s marketing channels, diamonds that are now  undoubtedly treasured and adored by husbands and wives who have no idea of their brutal origins.

 



I MET DALRAMY in Sierra Leone’s seaside wasteland of a capital, Freetown, in the summer of 2001.

He and hundreds of others like him live in the Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) Camp for Amputees and War Wounded, a barren plot of clay dirt and leafless, drooping, Dali-esque trees located on the side of the only road between the city center and the beach district. Formerly a school compound, the MSF camp is now a squalid collection of ten-foot-square shacks made of sea timber and the ubiquitous blue-and-white all-weather plastic sheeting distributed by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), a sort of refugee Saran Wrap that keeps out the rain but intensifies the heat, which reaches well into the nineties and beyond in the summer months. More than two hundred families live there, crammed into the shacks with as many as ten relatives.

Children mob you the moment you walk in the gates, begging for money, to the point where you have to wrestle them off of you before you’re dragged down. Little kids, some less than a year old, hobble about on one leg, while others learn to eat with arms that end in smooth stumps. On a crude porch a man smokes a cigarette with a homemade prosthesis—tattered Velcro fastens the twisted remains of a coat hanger to his arm and the cigarette is jammed between the wire twists. Others have fashioned spoon-prostheses so that they can eat unaided. Buttoning a shirt, however, still requires the help of a loved one. Therefore, most amputees wear T-shirts handed out by aid organizations, many bearing out-of-place designs; one man wore a silk-screened shirt advertising the movie Titanic, another wore a threadbare shirt touting a St.  Patrick’s Day celebration at an Ohio bar. Like Dalramy, all of them have terrible stories, but not all of them are victims of the RUF’s mass amputation campaigns. The MSF camp is a living museum to the atrocities Sierra Leoneans have suffered during a decade of fighting between at least four forces who at times were indistinguishable in their tactics of atrocities. Ducking through garbage-choked alleys, I passed a three-year-old whose leg had been blasted off by a Guinean mortar, a man with no ears or arms who had been mutilated by ECOMOG soldiers who had tortured captives as brutally as the RUF, and a limbless mother carefully cradling a newborn to her breasts with her knees and elbows.

Neither on paper nor in person does Sierra Leone look like a country that produces some of the most beautiful and valuable diamonds sold by the $6 billion per year international diamond industry, a luxury market that sells 80 percent of its products to American consumers. Actually, to refer to Sierra Leone as a “country” at all is only a matter of geographical convenience. In fact, it’s a vacuum of violence, poverty, warlords, and misery, a tiny corner of West Africa where the wheels have fallen completely off and left no one in charge except whoever happens to be best armed at the moment. The country comes in dead last on the United Nations Human Development Index and life expectancies are among the lowest in the world: Men born in Sierra Leone can expect to live to an average age of 43, women to age 48.1 The infant mortality rate is one of the worst in Africa, with 146 deaths per 1,000 live births.2 Nearly 80 percent of the country’s 5 million people have been displaced and the government has suffered so many coups, counter-coups, rigged elections, political assassinations, and fractious political fights that it has been rendered almost completely ineffectual. The only thing that seems to have remained constant where everything else has fallen apart is diamond production. In fact, the sale  of diamonds to customers around the world is what has kept the war churning.

Prior to the deployment of a United Nations peacekeeping mission in 1999, Sierra Leone had been almost entirely ignored by the powerful nations of the world, even though they were eager buyers of the diamonds that helped drive a decade’s worth of death and torture. It’s not difficult to see why Sierra Leone is low on most people’s list of places in which to intervene. Not only is it hard for most people to find on a map, but like many African countries, Sierra Leone has been consumed by corruption, dictatorial governments, and illiterate and thuggish leaders and victimized by breathtaking displays of otherworldly butchery. The climate is also horrible: Muggy and humid throughout the year, the tropical landscape is an incubator for malarial mosquitoes, polio, yellow fever, river blindness, and dozens of other deadly diseases. During the rainy season, everything—whether indoors or outdoors—remains wet for five months. During the dry season, harmattan winds from the Sahel and Sahara Deserts sandblast the country and the sunlight seems to be focused by a huge magnifying glass. The raw and unrelenting natural environment is reflected in the people and the actions of some of them in times of war.

Unlike the countries of the former Yugoslavia, for example, there is no centuries-old ethnic conflict fueling the bloodshed; the people of Sierra Leone are a mix of indigenous tribes who still practice their animist beliefs and descendants of freed North American slaves. Prior to the RUF war, Sierra Leoneans lived relatively peacefully with one another. When the RUF first invaded the country from neighboring Liberia in 1991, the rebellion was ostensibly a peasants’ revolution against the perceived plundering of natural resources for the benefit of the ruling class in Freetown. But then the RUF and its Libyan-trained and Liberian-backed leader Foday  Sankoh developed a taste for diamonds, and the “rebellion” was revealed as nothing more than a savage struggle to control diamond mining. The fact that such violence was occurring in an African country lowered the enthusiasm for international intervention all the more. African wars—thanks to a vacuum of media coverage that almost completely ignores sub-Saharan countries except in times of natural or man-made disasters—seem remote and incomprehensible to most consumers in developed nations. The vast majority of television programming from Africa seen around the world is composed of wildlife shows. In these panoramic and celebratory films actual Africans are largely absent.

What makes Sierra Leone unique among former European colonies that have endured the painful transition to independence is its incredible natural wealth. Not only is the country rich in gem-quality diamonds, but it’s also a repository for oil, rubies, gold, rutile, and bauxite. It should be the Saudi Arabia of Africa, but it’s not.

Most of those who live in Sierra Leone’s dense rain forests are farmers who have never set eyes on a diamond, but they have felt the stone’s impacts. Ever since diamonds were first discovered here in the 1930s the government has been unable to control the wealth for the benefit of its citizens, nor has it tried very hard to do so. Instead, the diamond fields have been plundered almost since they were first discovered, first by corporations, then by common thieves, and most recently by the armed thugs of the RUF. Estimates are difficult to come by but it’s believed that the RUF profited by between $25 million and $125 million per year by delivering rough gem-quality diamonds into the insatiable maw of the world’s diamond market.3


The RUF is not alone in this endeavor. Rebels in Angola, whose Portuguese name forms the acronym UNITA, have raided diamond fields and oil operations to fund their decades-old war. The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) is in the midst of a baffling civil war between armed forces of several neighboring countries and ideologies; here too, diamonds are the prize for whichever group controls the areas where they’re found. Between these three countries, it’s estimated that rebel groups have sold enough diamonds to amount to 4 or 5 percent of the global output. Though this figure may seem reassuringly small—after all, 95 percent of diamonds sold around the world come from legitimate sources—it’s a testament to the power of their allure and value that such a small percentage is sufficient to cause an estimated 3.7 million deaths and displace 6 million people in these African war zones.4


Diamonds are suited all too well for exploitation by organizations with nefarious goals. They are the most portable form of wealth known to man; it’s an often-repeated truth that enough diamonds can be carried on a person’s naked body to ensure a lifetime of riches, so stealing and smuggling millions of dollars worth from the battlefield to the marketplace is an easy and practically unstoppable practice. As the rebel groups have discovered, there is no lack of buyers for their goods and, until recently, there was little concern about where they originated or the amount of suffering their sellers had inflicted on innocent people.

 



I MADE A NUMBER OF TRIPS to Sierra Leone in 2001 to document the country’s implosion from the trade of what has come to be known as “blood diamonds.” I planned to follow the murky trail of the diamonds from the time they’re mined to when they enter the mainstream trading channels. I wanted to see for myself the shocking contrast between the insufferable living conditions of the majority of Sierra Leone citizens and the beguiling allure of the  diamonds being pulled from the muddy earth of the rain forests. Sierra Leone hosts the world’s largest and most expensive deployment of United Nations peacekeepers in history—more than 17,500 soldiers from 31 countries are stationed in a nation the size of South Carolina, and $612 million was spent on the mission in 2001 alone.5 I wanted to see if the diplomacy, military aid, and money being spent on a country that has been torn apart over diamonds were having any effect on the rampant bloodshed, inhumanity, and corruption.

Before I arrived in Sierra Leone, like most people, I had no idea where the world’s most valuable gemstones came from. I knew little more than what I was told by television commercials, that diamonds were apparently forever, that they were rare, and that many of them were priceless. But since 1999, reports had been circulating that some diamonds weren’t as pure as their reputation proclaimed. The term “conflict diamonds” was bandied about and it gradually became known that some stones carried the blood of innocent victims, killed or mutilated by rebel groups in Africa who used the profits of diamond sales to continue their campaigns of brutality and inhumanity.

Like almost anyone else who buys diamond rings or necklaces, I didn’t realize that the small stones’ invaluable reputation was nothing more than a 100-year-old parlor trick born of the greed of one company, De Beers Group, the largest diamond mining company in the world, which has completely manufactured both the worth of diamonds and the demand for them. I had no idea that De Beers’s monopolistic policies put in place more than a century ago enabled a band of ruthless killers to wrest diamonds from the heart of an untamed jungle and sell them to willing buyers with connections to respectable diamond centers from London to Antwerp to Bombay.  I didn’t know that the proceeds from diamond sales funded not only the RUF’s war against its government, but also Hezbollah terrorism against Israel and Al Qaeda attacks against the United States. Nor could I have imagined that I would discover such a complicated and far-reaching network of smugglers, gunrunners, terrorists, corporate manipulaters, and corrupt governments that made such sales possible.

And I certainly had no idea that the jewelry worn by hundreds of thousands of people around the world was bought at the expense of innocent and mutilated Africans who will never be able to wear jewelry of their own. I went to Sierra Leone to see for myself how the trade worked, to speak with the victims, and to discover how it was possible that the world’s premiere symbol of love and devotion could have been used to fund one of the most atrocious wars of the 1990s.
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FROM PITS OF DESPAIR TO ALTARS OF LOVE
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Kenema, Sierra Leone

 



 



 



 




CROUCHED BY THE MINE’S EDGE, I tried to ignore the grilling persistence of the equatorial sun overhead and concentrate on the dirt under my feet. Like everyone around me, I was looking for diamonds.

Unlike the others, though, I squatted and flicked through the gravel on the edge of the water with a stick, trying without much luck to tell the difference between a diamond and a chip of quartz. The others knew what they were doing. I was there to watch.

We were somewhere in the jungle near a town called Bomboma in eastern Sierra Leone, at an open pit mine that had once been culled for diamonds by the Revolutionary United Front. The mine we were in, however, was in a region that had been reclaimed by the government and the men working there were all licensed to  find wealth under the jungle floor. No one was really sure of the demarcation, though. The RUF was still nearby and its area of influence and control seemed to change daily, even though UN peacekeepers were also deployed nearby, actively pursuing a disarmament and demobilization agreement intended to end the savagery and displacement of this decade-long war once and for all.

But the war was never more than an economic endeavor, a ten-year-long jewelry heist that continued despite the UN’s efforts and the RUF’s promises to stop mining. The only difference between an RUF mine and the one we were in is that there were no rifles in sight at ours.

Visiting a diamond mine in Sierra Leone is not easy. Even the operators of those legitimately licensed by the government in Freetown are understandably very nervous about their portrayal in the international media. Therefore, American photojournalist Chris Hondros and I had to pose as government contractors preparing a report on working conditions at government mines, something we weren’t aware we had to do until we met our clandestine guide to the Bomboma mine.

Our original plan was to simply wander around the diamond mining and trading town of Kenema until we ran into a miner who, we naively assumed, would be pleased to have two American journalists witness his daily toil in the countryside. But by unfortunate coincidence, the first man we discussed our plans with happened to be an African named Mr. Beh, who was, unbeknown to us at the time, an official with the Sierra Leone Ministry of Mines and Natural Resources, an organization that likes to know who’s looking at the mines and why. He seemed jovial and more than willing to take us where we wanted to go, and we had no reason to be suspicious until we left the building where we’d met him after making plans to rendezvous in the morning.

Out on the street, one of our local contacts, a reporter for the state-run radio station, caught up to us and told us to forget our plans with Mr. Beh. The Ministry of Mines and Natural Resources was notoriously paranoid, she said, and it could mean weeks worth of paperwork and intense interrogation before we would be allowed to visit a mine. And even if we were granted permission, it would be to visit a mine vetted entirely of diggers who may be inclined to complain about their working conditions. In fact, she said, if anyone were to ask from that point forward, we should simply say that we were researchers or employees with a nongovernmental organization, anything but journalists. Kenema is a small town and two white reporters stood out noticeably from the rest of the crowd. Being uncooperative with the diamond authorities, even though we were registered with the UN, could lead to arrest, she warned. It was our first introduction to the opaque and clandestine nature of the diamond business. Even legitimate mining operations played it close to the vest.

 



“MY MOTHER WAS KILLED HERE, ” said our guide, a man who represented a mostly ineffective union for those who toiled in the mines. He pointed to an intersection of two footpaths marked by a knee-high boulder. “Every time I come through here, I think of her.”

His mother had been killed while walking from one village to another when the RUF controlled the region. After harassing her, someone stuck a rifle in her gut and blew her into the witchgrass, where she lay until he and other relatives sneaked back to retrieve her body for burial.

We were deep in the jungle, moving along footpaths that seemed to wind along the bottom of a green ocean. Overhead, a cathedral of interlocking branches and an umbrella of dancing  leaves 50 feet up hid us from passing helicopters. Dusty shafts of golden sunlight reached like impossibly long crystals through the branches to the ground. Down here, it was easy to imagine how incredibly difficult it must be to fight in the bush. The vegetation was so thick that a regiment of RUF could have been standing two feet off the path and I never would have seen them. Automatic weapons and grenades are good only for a short distance in the jungle; the woody jigsaw of branches and trunks form a natural shield that absorbs and deflects bullets and shrapnel. The RUF perfected fighting in this sort of environment, using the jungle to sneak up close to their enemies and lay ambushes for government troops. They would strike without warning, spewing fire and rockets from the dense forest, then melt back into the trees.

Our journey that morning had started at our guide’s hut on the side of a dirt road just outside Kenema, about five miles from the Bomboma mine. He was still rubbing the sleep from his eyes when we nudged into his dark bedroom. “This is going to be slightly dangerous,” he said, reaching for a cigarette on the nightstand. “No one can know you’re reporters. I want you to see the mines like they really are. And when we come back, don’t tell anyone that I took you. I could get arrested.”

And we couldn’t drive to the mine, either; cars were rare enough in the bush, but a car carrying two white men was bound to draw attention. Therefore, we were going to hike, he said.

We began in Tissor, a small collection of mud huts with thatched roofs assembled in a neat clearing of hard-packed dirt that had been swept clean of leaves and debris. Chickens squawked underfoot and men and women who were so old they seemed to have been carved from wood stared impassively from porches and stools. The village was unremarkable except for its one facet of  civic pride: It was here that the first Kamajor militia was formed to fight against the RUF.

In one step, we went from the open clearing into the jungle, like walking from one room into another and having the door slam shut behind you. In the forest, the air was cool and dark and the path ahead of us looked like a giant green tunnel. We walked for miles, emerging from time to time into clearings where men and women burned fields for rice farms. We sidestepped snakes, jumped thick columns of venomous black ants that were more dangerous than snakes, and kicked through the husks of hundreds of mangos, discarded by local diamond-diggers who ate their breakfast during the walk to the mines. And of course, our eyes scanned the ground for milky crystals amid the well-packed gravel. Only a year before some lucky person had found a 25-carat diamond in the middle of Hangha Road in Kenema, a discovery that led to what was probably the town’s first-ever civic beautification project as everyone dredged the sewers and sifted mounds of garbage looking for more. “Diamonds,” we’d been told the previous evening, “are everywhere.”

A few hours later, we emerged from the bush into Bomboma, a village occupied entirely by diamond-diggers and their families. The requisite flock of chickens scattered before us and cook-smoke plumed out from under A-shaped thatch huts. Naked toddlers played with machetes longer than their bodies and, at one house, a group of women dressed in bright scarves attended to a sick woman, covering her skin in a fine white powder.

The first order of business was to convince the village chief that we were from some invented agency of the government, here to independently analyze working conditions at the mine. Any visit to an African village requires the blessing of the local chief, an affair  that can involve up to two dozen people and take minutes or days depending on the leader’s disposition. We found the old man sitting on the floor, propped up against a wall in an inner courtyard of his house, a simple two-room structure made of packed mud and palm fronds, just like every other building. His face was grizzled with white beard-stubble and he wore a black Adidas T-shirt and soccer shorts. He spoke only the Mende language, so we couldn’t follow the specifics of the fabricated story our guide was relating to him, but could see that the chief seemed pleased that someone cared to send two representatives into the bush to check on them. White men in the African outback tend to draw a crowd, and Bomboma was no different. Workers preparing to go to the digging site were happy to be distracted by the sight of two unusual strangers, one of whom carried what looked like a shiny cannon over his shoulder. They stared at Hondros’s Nikon and regarded us with friendly curiosity, as if we’d just beamed down from outer space.

After another walk through the forest we soon stepped out onto the banks of the massive Bomboma mine. I immediately understood the paranoia of the Ministry of Mines and Natural Resources. The pit looked more like a slave colony than the first step on the journey of a diamond that would end up in one of the world’s largest and most profitable international luxury-commodities markets. On all sides, rib-skinny men stripped to their shorts were covered with mud and slime, the inevitable result of their jobs digging for diamonds. Even though it was barely 10 A.M., they all looked exhausted.

And for good reason: It’s hard to imagine a job more difficult or demanding. The workday starts at sunrise and ends at sunset. There are no lunch breaks and no days off. For their efforts at  recovering diamonds from the soil, the diggers each receive two cups of rice and the equivalent of 50 cents per day. Bonuses based on the value of their personal production are dependent almost entirely on the trustworthiness of the miner they work for.

The mine was roughly circular and about 300 yards in diameter. Here and there, earthen ledges connected one bank to another across muddy knee-deep pools of groundwater. High up on the banks, surrounding the pit like the jagged teeth of a colossal jungle monster, stood conical mounds of gravel that had been dug from the hole by hand. In such nonindustrialized mines, the process of looking for diamonds is almost exactly the same as it was half a century ago, except that gas-powered water pumps have replaced the bucket brigades of the old days. Essentially, a gigantic hole is dug into the ground until the prospectors hit groundwater, at a depth of usually 30 feet or so. The diamondiferous soil is carefully piled around the edge and covered with palm fronds. Attacking one pile at a time, diggers shovel the dirt into a wooden trough with a mesh sieve at the bottom. Water is pumped through the trough to separate big rocks from the small ones and a boy at the bottom of the trough shovels out the fine gravel, making another pile. In turn, that pile is dumped by the bucketload into circular sieves called “shake-shakes” and shirtless men and boys twirl the muck around and around at the surface of the water, forcing the heavier pebbles—including any diamonds—into the center and the clay and silt slurry to the outer edge.

Teams of about six washers toil under the tropical sun, carefully watched over by one of the miner’s foremen, whose job is to keep an eye out for theft. Even the least muscular man washing gravel is rippled with perfectly defined muscles, sculpted from years of prospecting. Their motions are fluid and robotic: twirl, twirl, twirl,  scoop, sift, dump, over and over and over. Watching them work, it astounded me how they ever found a single diamond, but their eyes were so attuned to picking out the stones—and there was a never-ending supply of gravel to be washed—that there was no hesitation or concern that diamonds were being overlooked.

When a diamond is actually discovered, there’s hardly the celebration one might expect. Instead, one of the washers simply stops all motion, peering intently into his sieve, brushing rocks out of the way. He then plucks a tiny stone from the center of the mesh and gives a low whistle to the foreman, who ambles over to assess the discovery. There in his palm rests the source of all the country’s unrest, a puny diamond barely a quarter carat in weight, standing out from his brown hand like an improbably large grain of salt.

It had been formed eons ago, crystallized under extreme pressure and temperature dozens of miles below the surface and carried up through a kimberlite pipe, subsequently shaken loose and eroded out, and then sent on a desultory, waterborne journey that took centuries to carry it here, near the village of Bomboma, where it was embedded in red dirt and gravel under the floor of a wild jungle. People have lost their hands, their lives, and their families for little stones like this one, which looked quite insignificant there on the bank of the pit. The diamond was then wrapped in paper and disappeared into the foreman’s shirt pocket. Eventually, after passing from African hands to Lebanese dealers, it will wind up in London and then probably Antwerp, Belgium, or Bombay, India, or New York City, where it will be cut and polished if the quality justifies it. On its own, the little rock that was discovered as I crouched by the mine’s edge is too small to make a very impressive engagement ring, but it might end up as part of a $1,000 necklace or bracelet. Our guide guessed that if the quality was decent, the miner might get $5 for it from one of the diamond merchants in Kenema.

The digger who found it gets another bucket filled with gravel to wash.

 



ABOUT 50 MILES NORTH of the pit in Bomboma, a British geologist named J. D. Pollett made a discovery in 1930 similar to ours. He found diamonds on the bank of the Gbobora River, not realizing at the time that he had stumbled onto one of West Africa’s most valuable diamond deposits that would, over the next 40 years, produce more than 50 million carats of diamonds, half of which were of astounding gem quality.1 Pollett estimated that the diamond field he discovered extended over an area of perhaps 3,000 square miles, bounded on the west by the Sewa River and extending east into Liberia. Towns within that area—Kenema, Yengema, Koidu, Tongo Field, and Bo—would be transformed within two decades from sleepy bush villages in the middle of a rain forest that few people would ever care to visit to centers of violent intrigue and international commerce, both legal and illegal. On that day in 1930, Sierra Leone officially became diamondiferous, a designation that has always been both a blessing and a curse for any nation with a similar geology; the promise of vast wealth invariably invites chaos. The discovery of those diamonds—which, until then, had been deemed to be just another worthless piece of gravel by the locals—placed Sierra Leone on a course that would effectively destroy the entire country by the end of the century.

At the time of the discovery, Sierra Leone had been a British colony for 50 years. Founded by former North American slaves freed for fighting on behalf of England in the Revolutionary War, the country was still 80 percent unexplored when Pollett and other teams of geologists forged into the bush to survey its lands and resources. The vast majority of trade, commerce, and political activity took place in Freetown, home to former slaves and captives  from across West Africa and the Americas. Freetown’s population was composed of people who became known collectively as Krios, and since very few, if any, originally came from Sierra Leone, they didn’t stray far from the capital and enjoyed the modernity that flowed from their British rulers.

The Africans who lived in the bush had no idea of the wealth that they trampled and ignored daily. To them, diamonds held no value whatsoever. It’s easy to imagine that the people of the Temne, Mende, and Kru tribes—who lived agrarian lives based on animist beliefs and rituals, much like their ancient ancestors had—were probably amused by the sight of white men digging excitedly for stones that they considered utterly worthless. That attitude was destined to be short-lived.

As far back as the sixteenth century, some societies had viewed diamonds as talismans of strength, fortitude, and courage, attributes undoubtedly derived from the stones’ hardness, transparency, and purity. Since diamonds were even more rare then than they are now, it’s not surprising that they quickly were ascribed magical qualities. Diamonds were said to reveal the guilt or innocence of accused criminals and adulterers by the colors they reflected. They were said to reanimate the dead and render the virtuous invisible. The stones were also believed to bring the wearer all forms of good fortune, unless it had a blood-red flaw in the middle, in which case it meant certain death.2


Theories about the origins of diamonds were no less fantastical. Fourteenth-century alchemists revealed the shortcomings of mineral sciences of the day by suggesting that male and female diamonds reproduce “and bring forth small children that multiply and grow all the year,” in the words of the author Sir John Mandeville: “I have oftentimes tried the experiment that if a man keep with  them a little of the rock and water them with May dew often, they shall grow every year and the small will grow great,” he once wrote.

Several cultures passed along the story of the great Valley of Diamonds, supposedly located on the island of Ceylon. In one version of the tale, Sindbad the Sailor is accidentally deposited there after piggybacking on a huge raptor in an attempt to escape one of the many life-threatening situations he frequently found himself in. But instead of being whisked to freedom, he was dropped in a high-walled gorge, the floor of which was covered in gorgeous diamonds. The trouble was that there was no way out and the diamonds were guarded by gigantic serpents whose gaze caused instant death. Fortunately for Sindbad, ingenuity was an early quality of diamond merchants and the men of Ceylon had invented a crafty system to get the goods. Traders would skin the carcass of a sheep and hurl it into the valley. When it hit bottom, the gemstones would adhere to the flesh and prove to be a tantalizing treat for the oversized eagles that nested on the valley’s edge. An eagle would retrieve the sheep—and the diamonds attached to it—and return to its nest, where the traders would converge to scare it into flight and collect the bounty. Sindbad tied himself to a sheep carcass with his unwound turban and was thus lifted to freedom on the talons of an eagle, but not before stuffing his pockets with all the diamonds he could carry.

Diamonds are, in fact, the products of heat and pressure. About 120 miles below the earth’s surface, carbon atoms are superheated at 3,600 degrees and compressed under incredible pressures in what’s called the diamond-stability field, the level within the earth that possesses the right pressure and temperature to turn carbon into diamonds. Geologists surmise that this superhard carbon  material was then driven toward the surface at speeds of up to 25 miles per hour during an explosive geological event, carried along with magma and gas to a much cooler depth that prevented the diamonds from being reheated into a more common carbon form such as graphite. These volcanic eruptions originated far below the diamond-stability field, punching through layer after layer of earth, picking up anything and everything that they intersected, resulting in a bubbling stew of geological debris that, when hardened, is known as kimberlite. Many kimberlites didn’t make it to the surface, but for those that got close, the lessening pressure of overhead rock allowed the eruption to pick up speed. Gaseous explosions probably blew through the jungle canopy as the pipes surfaced, showering diamonds and everything else for miles around like so much birdshot.

Kimberlite pipes are found all over the world, but not all of them contain diamonds, as many a would-be millionaire has discovered in places like Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and Ithaca, New York, both home to kimberlites that have yielded no diamonds. But the kimberlites that blasted into what would eventually become Sierra Leone—two small chimneys that are about a billion years old and likely stood more than 1,500 feet above the plains—bore beautiful, innumerable diamonds. Millennia of erosion and lavish summer rains on the tropical forests that grip Africa from The Gambia to Somalia have hidden the diamonds under the region’s red and yellow dirt like so many undiscovered Easter eggs.3


All who have ever coveted this wealth—government regimes, smugglers, lovers, merchants—have historically never cared where they were found or under what conditions they were extracted so long as they could turn a profit or showcase one, or several, on a golden band or necklace. Although diamonds are no longer  believed to cure disease or act as crystal balls, they still symbolize wealth, power, love, and honor.

Only in the past two years—as public knowledge has increased about the bloodbaths being waged over the control of Sierra Leone’s vast wealth—have people begun to learn that diamonds found in their local jewelry stores may have begun their journey in the hands of those who have tortured and killed to gain them.

 



“FOR EIGHT MONTHS LAST YEAR, I sat in this office and I didn’t buy a single diamond,” complained Fawaz S. Fawaz, a heavyset beer-barrel of a man, as he lit a fresh Marlboro off the smoldering butt of his last one. “There are no good diamonds coming in.”

He balanced the smoke on top of a pile of crushed filters burying an ashtray on the countertop and continued his clumsy surgery on a tropical bird bought from a little boy on the street. The colorful, scared creature was a gift for Fawaz’s young son and once he’d clipped the wings, he untied the twine on its legs and handed it off to a servant, who scurried away to deliver it.

Fawaz is a Lebanese diamond merchant, one of scores whose signs clog the main pothole-ridden road through Kenema, the smoking, popping, wheezing hub of diamond commerce in the heart of the Sierra Leone jungle.

Given its reputation as a diamond capital, it was no surprise when Kenema was attacked by the RUF and its mines captured in 1993. The town was then on the front lines of the diamond war and it was briefly recaptured by government forces in 1994, only to have the RUF win it back a few months later. Kenema stayed under RUF control until 1998, when ECOMOG forces reclaimed it for good. Three years later, in the summer of 2001, it was difficult to imagine that full-scale diamond production had ever been interrupted. Indeed it really hadn’t: It was simply conducted by the rebels and many Lebanese endured the threat of dying in a gun battle or artillery barrage to remain behind to deal with them for their diamonds. Unlike other liberated towns that are characterized by the sleepy drudgery of rural life, Kenema is a hectic, overcrowded anthill of nonstop commercial activity. Guarded by a battalion of Zambian soldiers serving with the United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) and a remote base to what seems like every nongovernmental organization ever incorporated, Kenema is proof that properly motivated and controlled greed can overcome the threats of warfare.

The main thoroughfare, Hangha Road, is littered with Lebanese storefronts with large signs announcing “Diamond Merchant” in hand-painted letters. Every merchant’s logo is a jumbo-sized brilliant-cut diamond, but the images add little luster to the garbage-strewn streets filled with beggars and refugees who still hang onto the old gambler’s notion that they are just one lucky find away from eternal wealth. In the early days, that was certainly the case. Diamonds turned up in garden patches, latrines, and the middle of the streets. Like most other places in Sierra Leone, Kenema hid its dollar-value well: The town smelled like stagnant water and untreated wounds and clouds of disease-bearing mosquitoes hung in the air like a cartoon’s crowded thought balloons.

Still, Kenema was more pleasant than most places emerging from the war. On a road parallel to Hangha, a mile-long marketplace seemed to explode with wares: Everything from doorknobs to underwear was on sale. On the other side of town, a food market was hip-to-elbow with colorfully dressed women selling mounds of cassava powder by the cupful and endless rows of tables assembled helter-skelter offering fish meat that had been sitting in the sun all day, attracting battalions of huge black flies. A stroll  through the food market certainly took care of your appetite; the reeking fish alone were enough to make most visitors swear off eating for the foreseeable future. In an alley, a group of men assembled shake-shakes from freshly cut pine, imported wire mesh, and ten-penny nails, banging them together much as their grandfathers had in the 1930s and 1940s. The finished products were stacked like oversized poker chips next to a towering pile of used shovels and picks for sale. And it wouldn’t have been Africa if every other square foot of roadway wasn’t occupied by salesmen hawking rare parrots, fish heads, tablecloths, camouflage T-shirts, and black-market cigarettes.
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