



[image: image]






ARGYLE







ARGYLE


THE IMPOSSIBLE STORY OF AUSTRALIAN DIAMONDS


STUART KELLS


[image: image]




MELBOURNE UNIVERSITY PRESS


An imprint of Melbourne University Publishing Limited


Level 1, 715 Swanston Street, Carlton, Victoria 3053, Australia


mup-contact@unimelb.edu.au


www.mup.com.au


[image: image]


First published 2021


Text © Stuart Kells, 2021


Images © individual contributors, various dates


Design and typography © Melbourne University Publishing Limited, 2021


This book is copyright. Apart from any use permitted under the Copyright Act 1968 and subsequent amendments, no part may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted by any means or process whatsoever without the prior written permission of the publishers.


Every attempt has been made to locate the copyright holders for material quoted in this book. Any person or organisation that may have been overlooked or misattributed may contact the publisher.


Cover design by Peter Long


Cover photograph by Paul Williams/Science Photo Library


Typeset in 12/15.5pt Adobe Garamond Pro by Cannon Typesetting


Printed in Australia by McPherson’s Printing Group


[image: image]


9780522877250 (paperback)


9780522877267 (ebook)
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FOREWORD


GEOFFREY BLAINEY


THIS IS THE history of Argyle, one of the most surprising mines in the world. In its heyday it produced a higher annual tally of diamonds than any African mine, and it is still famous as the treasure house of the rare pink diamond. And yet the first diamonds were discovered in an isolated corner of Australia that was renowned for its fierce summers and an annual ‘monsoonal assault of high humidity and torrential rain’.


As a historian I first visited this north-west corner of the nation in 1961. In that year no politicians or geologists would have predicted that it would become, in the next thirty years, one of the world’s richest and most diverse producers of minerals. I spent two days in sleepy Port Hedland. You could hardly call it a harbour, but it was to become one of the biggest cargo ports in the world and the hub of a huge iron ore province. Nearby was Marble Bar, a struggling gold town seemingly close to extinction, and yet 400 kilometres away was the Great Sandy Desert where eventually the Telfer mine became the nation’s second-largest gold producer.


Back in 1961, in an aircraft travelling further north, I sat next to a man who told me that he was about to be a lighthouse keeper at lonely Cape Leveque. There he would be in radio contact with only a few small ships each month; today two new ports nearby send away a procession of big ships carrying liquefied natural gas and iron ore to cities in East Asia. It was in this same dynamic region that Argyle’s diamonds were unexpectedly discovered in 1979, almost at the close of the remarkable burst of mineral discovery.


A hero of this fascinating and lucid history is Ewen Tyler. At the age of twelve he had chanced to see tiny diamonds in the jungle of Sarawak, but he became intrigued by the geology of diamonds when he was a university student in Perth where his lecturer, Rex Prider, possessed that rare gift: an original mind.


At first Tyler’s livelihood was in goldmines in Tanganyika (today’s Tanzania), and it was not until 1968 that he and his wife, Aldyth, returned to Western Australia, which was then in the midst of an exploration boom. Before long he was in charge of the little Kalumburu syndicate and searching for diamonds in rocky terrain. It is a common myth that the quest for a buried mineral deposit is usually a simple short-term task, calling only for a four-wheel drive and a tough pair of boots. However, an intensive mineral search is now a branch of science, and high finance. A revolutionary geological theory had to be shaped, and accepted knowledge overthrown, before the first pipe of diamonds was discovered in a peculiar volcanic setting that had seemed worthless to scientists fresh from southern Africa, the traditional home of diamonds. And the buyers in Amsterdam and jewellers in Paris and Los Angeles had to be persuaded of the worth of these distinctive gems.


In this isolated region where the towns and big mines were far apart, and remoter from the nearest capital city, efficient transport was crucial and costly. Even the discovery team employed a helicopter in the daily collecting of rock samples that provided clues to the hidden presence of diamonds. A bold decision was made to abandon the idea of building a large township for the workforce, and to experiment instead with the novel fly-in and fly-out system. Soon the typical employees arrived by special planes, worked long hours for two or three weeks, and then flew perhaps half the length of the continent for a time of leisure at home.


By the time hydro-electricity arrived from the Ord River Dam, the open-cut mine was working on a large scale. We imagine a diamond mine will not be large, but a mountain of rock has to be mined in order to recover the scatter of diamonds. Today this gigantic quarry-hole, though mostly quiet, is an eye-opener. If it chanced to lie in the Blue Mountains instead of several thousand kilometres to the north-west, and if it could be easily reached by day-tourists from Sydney, the visitors would marvel at its size and symmetry, the steep terraces and the varied rock-colours. But back at Argyle, as this book explains, the Aboriginal people were not sure that they themselves were the gainers.


Stuart Kells, the author, has a background that aided him. Though young, he has been a senior official in government, a director at one of the Big Four accountants, a dealer in antiquarian books, an editor, and a participant in financial change: he once worked for the sharebroker and investment bank Potter Warburg. Originally a country boy, he does not have that unease towards mining that tends to characterise each big Australian city except Perth and now permeates even the primary schools and their teachers. This book is a valuable insight into an industry once widely praised but now undervalued by a nation that relies on it so strongly.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


All monetary amounts are in Australian dollars unless otherwise indicated.




PROLOGUE


IF YOU SQUEEZE a diamond in a vice, in all probability the vice and not the diamond will be scarred. Forty times stronger than ruby and sapphire, diamond is the hardest naturally occurring substance on earth. The etymology of ‘diamond’—along with sister words ‘adamant’ and ‘adamantine’—refers to hardness and implacability. (The Sanskrit word for diamond is vajra, ‘thunderbolt’.)


Historically, many diamonds were used in industry as abrasives and for grinding and drilling. They are tough enough to cut through stone and steel and concrete. But diamonds are also brittle. If you whack one hard enough with a hammer, the diamond and not the hammer will shatter. In the storied history of diamonds, the ability to smash them is surprisingly important. In one tale from ancient India, a clever con man fools diamond finders into thinking they’ve found worthless crystals. ‘Look,’ the trickster says. ‘I can break them easily, so they mustn’t be diamond.’ The despondent finders walk away while the swindler gathers up the crystalline ‘rubbish’.


Under the focused flame of a blowtorch, a diamond will glow red-hot. And if enough oxygen is nearby, the heated gem will disappear in an astonishing puff of carbon dioxide. Diamonds, it seems, aren’t really forever. The puff of CO2 is a nightmare scenario for owners of antique diamond jewellery and modern diamond engagement rings, especially those purchased (according to a pseudo-tradition that mainly benefits the diamond industry) with a quarter of the purchaser’s annual income. Fortunately for fiancés and fiancées, the puff scenario is rare. Nearly all the jewellery-grade diamonds ever discovered and marketed are still out there, unsmoked and unsmashed.


Diamond is a crystalline form of carbon, the fourth most abundant element in the universe. A stable and versatile substance, carbon comes in a variety of states that differ depending on how the atoms are organised and bonded. In diamonds, the atoms are attached to each other in an especially regular way, forming a tight lattice. Coal and graphite are carbon in different, less well bonded forms. Diamonds don’t conduct electricity well, but they usually fluoresce, which makes them easy to spot with X-rays. They repel water but usually adhere to grease. These and other properties are important for processing diamond-bearing ore.


For carbon atoms to organise themselves into diamond, the surrounding temperature and pressure must reach extreme levels: more than 1000 degrees Celsius and 45 kilobars. Intense conditions such as these occur deep below the earth’s surface: more than 150 kilometres below, in the mantle—the thick layer of hot rock between our planet’s crust and its core. (These temperatures and pressures also occur on other rocky planets, and most of those planets also contain carbon. So somewhere, not too far away, in all probability there are extra-terrestrial diamonds. Meteors, too, occasionally contain diamonds, or create them at the point of impact.) The precise crystalline form of diamonds is important: it affects their hardness, brittleness and colour. If the diamond lattice is twisted or tilted, for example, it can capture and refract light differently, imparting colours such as blue, violet and yellow.


Carbon might be common, but diamonds are rare on the earth’s surface. Yet they can sometimes be found there. Certain types of volcano carry diamonds up from the mantle and through the crust. When those volcanoes cool, they form vertical plugs or ‘pipes’ that stretch as far as 200 kilometres, topping out at the surface. Diamond hunters have long known that diamonds can be found in the blue, green and yellow volcanic rock called kimberlite.


Diamond mines process massive quantities of ore—quantities that are measured in millions of tonnes. Diamonds, though, are weighed at tiny scales. Their weight is expressed in carats. A carat is a fifth of a gram. A diamond weighing just six-tenths of a carat is still regarded as a respectably sized gem, and a marketable one. (Some diamonds are spectacularly large. The famous Excelsior Diamond weighed 995.2 carats before it was cut up. The Cullinan Diamond, from the Premier Mine in South Africa, was almost three times larger, weighing 3106 carats or 680 grams. That’s a single diamond with the mass of two-thirds of a litre of milk.)


Diamond people use a wonderful and arcane language. Malformed diamonds are ‘bort’. Smashed fragments are ‘grits’. A ‘naat’ or ‘knot’ is a flaw or irregularity. A ‘gletz’ or ‘feather’ is a cleft or fracture. Rock in which diamonds are found is ‘diamondiferous’—a splendiferous word if ever there was one. The coloured diamonds most prized by connoisseurs are called ‘fancies’. Untouched stones are referred to as ‘rough diamonds’, or simply as ‘rough’. When released from their surrounding rock, rough diamonds look like the dull and blocky fragments of a smashed windscreen. There are thousands of rough diamond categories, ranging from cheap industrial stones to the uppermost gem-quality ones. The value of polished diamonds has traditionally depended on an alliteration of factors: carat weight, cut, clarity and colour. Before they are sold, diamonds are expertly classified according to these four dimensions of quality and desirability.


The market value of diamonds is a delicate balance. On the plus side, they are hard to find; they have an intrinsic beauty and a special glamour; and people group them with other precious commodities such as gold, platinum and emeralds. Even the word itself is glamorous, suggesting perfect geometry, echoing demimonde, and evoking modernity and hedonism. Diamonds, in short, are sexy. (In the Middle Ages, some people believed diamonds could mate and produce offspring. For three decades, diamond mines in India were closed to allow the stones some private time in which to pair off and breed.)


On the other hand, new mines come on stream from time to time, some of them large. And then there is the looming, ever-present ‘overhang’: the enormous quantum of all the diamonds previously found and sold—each one readily transportable and potentially saleable. Another problem for diamond values: the extreme temperatures and pressures of the earth’s mantle can be replicated in factories. In 1953, the Swedish electrical manufacturer ASEA made the first synthetic diamonds. Two years later, the first diamond patent was granted. These milestones were for industrial-grade synthetics, but in 1969 America’s General Electric began making artificial diamonds of gem-quality. Today, manufactured diamonds represent more than 70 per cent of the world’s diamond output.


Throughout the twentieth century, a unique, cartel-like entity wielded an exceptional degree of control over the international market for natural diamonds. Founded by Cecil Rhodes in 1888, the De Beers Group used its power in hard and soft ways across the production, distribution and marketing of diamonds. The group had a stake in nearly all of the world’s major diamond mines. It dominated diamond sales through its Central Selling Organization (CSO) and a network of tied distributors. And it stoked demand for diamonds by paying for stylish advertising—featuring words such as ‘forever’ and ‘everlasting’—and glamorous product placement. (Philadelphia advertising agency NW Ayer & Son came up with the De Beers slogan ‘A diamond is forever’ in the 1940s. Half a century later, the pitch of De Beers’ millennium campaign was ‘Show her you’ll love her for the next thousand years.’)


An example of the power of diamond advertising, and the CSO’s role in it: in 1967, fewer than 5 per cent of Japanese fiancées received a diamond ring as an engagement or wedding ring, but by 1981, some 60 per cent of Japanese brides wore diamonds. A CSO marketing campaign had dramatically changed what was an entrenched Japanese tradition, and Japan became the second-largest market for diamond engagement rings, behind only the United States.


(Running counter to restrictive trade practices rules, the centralised model of diamond marketing regularly attracted official interest. In 1943, Britain considered reforming the market for gem diamonds. An investigative report recognised the merit of price maintenance but recommended the CSO be restructured, bringing it under the control of the most important producers and their respective governments. The report was put to John Maynard Keynes in Treasury, but ultimately the government followed Keynes’ advice that the market arrangements should be left ‘undisturbed’.)


Using all the tools at its disposal, De Beers sought for many years to manage the delicate balance of diamond values. The dangers it confronted were many. Apart from action by anti-monopoly regulators, there was the risk that consumers’ preferences would change: diamonds could become unfashionable, or at least less fashionable; and people could revise their perceptions of what diamonds might be worth. There were risks, too, on the supply side. At any moment, a plethora of new diamonds could flood the market. And the burden-some overhang of old diamonds was ever-ready to fall from the sky and crush the market. (A core message of diamond advertising is that people should hold on to their gems.)


In the face of these dangers, De Beers largely succeeded in its mission. Diamonds continued to be seen as a desirable luxury, and continued to fetch reliably high prices. As further proof of De Beers’ success, people went to extreme lengths to steal diamonds. The owners of diamond mines had to adopt extraordinary security measures, including scanning mine workers with X-rays, spying on them in their quarters, and manually searching their bodies. (An early attempt to prevent diamond theft involved spreading the rumour that diamonds were poisonous if swallowed. The thieves quickly saw through this stratagem.) Diamond mines typically operate with strong security powers, even paramilitary ones.


Diamonds may be glamorous in the showroom, but very unglamorous things go on behind the scenes. Diamond miners blast, smash and crush rock. They run the broken ore and gravel over grease belts or through X-ray beams. And they search their personnel with rubber gloves. The largest diamond mines recover stones directly from kimberlite ore. Kimberlite volcano pipes were first discovered in South Africa in the 1860s. Initially called ‘blueground’, the pipes came to be known as kimberlites after Kimberley in South Africa’s Cape Province, which in turn was named after a British colonial secretary, Lord Kimberley. The town of Kimberley grew around the famous ‘Big Hole’: an enormous, hand-dug kimberlitic diamond mine. The novelist Anthony Trollope visited the district in 1877. He was impressed by the hole, but thought the town itself—with its flies and heat and dust—was among the worst he’d visited. Despite that judgement, the name ‘Kimberley’ has long had magical connotations in the world of diamonds.


An average mineable diamond deposit will have around 60 carats in every 100 tonnes of rock. That’s around eight parts per million, or the weight of a metal staple in a tonne of rock. Some viable diamond mines have concentrations as low as one part in 100 million. So mining diamond ore is hard work. There are other ways, too, to find diamonds. At the moment of eruption, volcanic diamonds can be shot into the air before settling over a large area. They are then washed into creeks and rivers, and alluvial diamonds can be gathered from loose gravels or from ‘conglomerate’ (ancient alluvial deposits). Kimberlites can also release diamonds through erosion.


Because of the low concentrations, you can’t just walk around and hope to find a mineable deposit of diamonds, and because of their composition, you can’t use a metal detector. You have to do something much cleverer and more difficult: you have to search for tiny chemical clues. When the diamonds ride the volcanoes to the surface, they travel with more abundant and less valuable minerals—such as garnets, ilmenites, zircons and chrome diopsides—that were formed at the same depths inside the earth. Members of this family of red, green, yellowish and lilac-coloured minerals are known as ‘indicator minerals’ because, when found, they hint that fellow-travelling diamonds might be nearby. In Russia they are referred to as sputniki, ‘little satellites’.


Diamonds and indicator minerals have more in common than their deep origins. Collectively, they are called ‘heavy minerals’ because their specific gravity (also known as relative density) is greater than 2.9, meaning they are more than 2.9 times heavier than an equivalent amount of water. They also share chemical properties. These facts are very useful for diamond hunters, who accumulate and guard specialist knowledge about the particular minerals that travel with diamonds. By finding indicator minerals in a stream, diamond searchers can sometimes follow the trail to a kimberlite pipe. Samples of gravel are collected and scrutinised for indicators. These days, most of the scrutiny takes place in laboratories. But not so long ago in Africa, the scrutiny happened in the field using sieves and a process of ‘hand jigging’. In the eye of the jig the sputniki would congregate, if they were present at all. Sometimes, tiny diamonds would be found this way.


Though finding a diamond is exciting, it is usually a dead end. Discovering even a large gem doesn’t mean you’ve found where it came from. Diamonds are tricky prey. They are small and robust, and this makes them especially mobile. Left to their own devices, they can travel a long way. When a prospector finds a diamond, they may be hundreds of kilometres from the gem’s source: for example, the diamonds that make up the rich beach deposits of Namibia travelled there from a source some 950 kilometres to the east. And even if you’re lucky enough to find the source, it might not be mineable. The yield may be too low, the source may be inaccessible or, for any one of a thousand other reasons, the diamonds might remain out of reach. Mineral exploration often culminates in the word ‘no’. The risk is often too high, the benefits too meagre. Searching for diamonds is the riskiest of all types of mineral exploration. The raw statistics are firmly against the prospector. According to one estimate, less than one-tenth of 1 per cent of kimberlites that are discovered will have a high enough yield to justify a diamond mine. That’s a failure rate of 99.9 per cent.







1


BREAKING OUT OF THE CONGO


MODERN ADVENTURE TOURISTS seek out remote places for exotic and energising experiences. Sometimes there is danger, oftentimes adrenaline. But the tourists’ adventure quotient is nothing like what was possible in the nineteenth century at the height of the British Empire. In those days, you could go to a place, raise your own army, forge your own artillery, take the place over, subjugate its people, appropriate their natural wealth and set them to work in extracting it. Between 1870 and 1902, Cecil Rhodes made an extraordinary transition from scrounging businessman to a kind of king. Looked at through today’s eyes, many of Rhodes’ accomplishments were appalling. But in his day, schoolchildren throughout the Empire were served up stories of his deeds as examples to emulate.


Founded in 1899 as part of Rhodes’ African realm, the company Tanganyika Concessions Limited served multiple purposes. It held monopoly mineral rights that broadened and deepened Rhodes’ mining portfolio. It gave him an audacious foothold in a part of Africa that was claimed by King Leopold of Belgium. And it was a way to remain in the good graces of the Prince of Wales, Britain’s future monarch. Rhodes installed the prince’s glamorous mistress the Countess of Warwick as a founding shareholder of the company, whose name was self-consciously exotic and which everyone shortened to ‘Tanks’. (The countess herself was known as ‘Daisy’. She inspired the popular music-hall song, ‘Daisy, Daisy’, which the HAL 9000 computer famously sings in Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey.) Rhodes is believed to have manipulated Tanks’ assets and share price to ensure a handsome return for its owners, and particularly for the countess. In the words of the Congo historian Enrico Carisch, Rhodes ‘always ensured that the Prince’s girlfriend was doing well’.


The enterprise had begun soon after Rhodes’ geologist, George Grey, found ‘scandalously rich’ copper fields in the Katanga Province during a clandestine expedition into King Leopold’s territory in the Congo belge. The company’s first leader and ‘founding father’ was Sir Robert Williams, a mining entrepreneur and trusted confidant of Rhodes. Williams mounted the prospecting expeditions that discovered the African Copperbelt. He had a ship built that was carried in pieces across Africa, then reassembled to provide the first commercial service on Lake Tanganyika. His mineral exploits inspired the film King Solomon’s Mines, and his maritime ones The African Queen.


Rhodes and Williams first met in 1885 at the De Beers diamond mine in Kimberley, South Africa. Standing at the edge of the legendary Big Hole, Rhodes expressed the fear that the edges might cave in, taking with them much of the town of Kimberley. Williams, then a young mining engineer, assured Rhodes that all would be well. His assurance was good for the better part of a century. (In the mid-1970s, 1.5 million tonnes of rock collapsed into the pit.)


Claiming the Katanga deposits naturally led to conflict with the Belgians. However, after Rhodes’ death in 1902, a compromise was reached. In 1906, in cooperation with the powerful Belgian group Société Générale, Tanks founded the Union Minière du Haut Katanga—the Mining Union of Upper Katanga—as the vehicle for joint ownership of the Belgian mines. A major shareholder in Union Minière, Tanks was also the principal manager of its assets. When Williams died in 1938, Tanks’ main investments were the Katanga mines and a railway in Angola. These investments made the company one of the world’s top producers of copper, as well as zinc and germanium (at Kipushi) and uranium ore (at Shinkolobwe), from which Union Minière extracted radium for radiotherapy and other medical uses.


(Apart from the small quantities that were used for making yellow glass, the uranium ‘yellowcake’ was an unmarketable waste product. Or it was until the 1940s, when the US Secret Service searched the world for uranium to use in the Manhattan Project. Union Minière’s managing director at the time, Edgar van der Straeten, made a revelation that was as helpful as it was unsettling: the company had stockpiled tonnes of yellowcake in a waterside warehouse on Manhattan Island. Those supplies were used to make the first atom bombs.)


In the decades after World War II, Tanks was full of former naval and military men. At the company’s London head office, the room containing the mineral maps was referred to as ‘the chart room’. (The company’s affairs were diligently recorded in handsome leather-bound ledgers and journals, which are now in the University of Manchester Library.) Some of the company’s leaders supported African independence and self-determination and were appalled by the Mau Mau executions in Kenya and the Sharpeville massacre in South Africa. But Tanks’ chairman, Capt. Rt. Hon. Charles Waterhouse, led a group of directors and senior staff who were aligned with the right wing of the Tory party and who were ‘quite against’ independence. (During the Suez Crisis, Waterhouse had led the ultra-conservative ‘Suez Rebels’ in Britain’s parliament. They believed Britain should never have left the Suez Canal.)


Harold Macmillan was Britain’s relatively moderate Conservative prime minister. In February 1960, he delivered in Cape Town his landmark ‘Wind of Change’ speech, in which he telegraphed Britain’s support for African independence and self-determination. Back at Tanks, Waterhouse was appalled. The company’s boardroom lunches (at which Waterhouse was the designated chief salad tosser) were typically scenes of great political debate. Once news of the prime minister’s speech reached the directors, the dominant feeling at lunch was ‘Macmillan has to go’.


Entangled in multiple ways with the British monarchy, the British Government and Britain’s overseas possessions, Tanks was very much a creature of the Empire. And in the postwar decades of imperial decline, the company was very much in trouble. In Africa, the death throes of the colonial era were manifested in war, apartheid, nationalism and revolution. Some mines closed and some investors fled. On the ground, the major players fought to hold on to assets, or to carve out a share of the spoils. In the Congo, businessman Moise Tshombe became leader of the Katanga province. On 11 July 1960, he declared the southern part of the Congo independent from the newly created Congo Republic. For two-and-a-half years his Katanga rebels fought for independence, aided by military support from Belgium and financial support from Tanks and Union Minière.


Backing the rebels in this way was a gamble that didn’t pay off. The United Nations sent in peacekeeping troops, just as it had done in Egypt during the Suez Crisis, the secession movement collapsed, and the rich mineral deposits of the Katanga moved out of Belgian control. Union Minière lost its main investments, including mines that were producing a quarter of the world’s copper output.


In 1966, Ewen Tyler was a youngish director and technical consultant at Tanks’ London headquarters. With his Australian wife, Aldyth, he’d moved to London from Geita in Tanganyika (now Tanzania) on a one-year contract—and ended up staying for ten. A geologist, Tyler came from a mining family. His mother, Ethel Matthew, grew up in Hoyland, a Yorkshire village where the ‘knocker-up’ would go from cottage to cottage before dawn and wake the coalminers for their early shift. His father, the geologist Harold Tyler, had worked in Burma, then in Africa for Tanks and later in Australia and Sarawak for Rio Tinto. At Tanks, Harold got to know Sir Robert Williams. (Williams’ family estate was in Scotland on the river Spey. Ewen has a boyhood memory of large fresh salmon arriving at his home in white wooden boxes from ‘Speyside’.) Through this connection, Harold was just one degree of separation from Cecil Rhodes and the seminal moments of South Africa’s diamond industry.


Aldyth Tyler came from a political family in Western Australia. Her father, Arthur Watts, led for many years the Country Party there. Through his career Watts held numerous portfolios, including deputy premier, minister for north-west, and minister for industrial development—a portfolio he passed on to the state’s future premier Charles Court. Before Ewen’s decade in London, he’d spent a decade in Africa for the Tanks Group. He and Aldyth were married in Kenya, and their three children were born in the mine hospital at Geita. Initially as assistant geologist (with no senior geologist to assist) and ultimately as underground manager, Ewen’s main role in Africa was to oversee the prospecting and mining of gold from banded ironstone at Tanganyika’s Geita Gold Mine, the largest goldmine in East Africa.


Now at Tanks in London, Ewen worked alongside knights and lords and baronets who were invested in a version of England and Empire that pre-dated the world wars. The atmosphere at Tanks was like a gentlemen’s club, and much of the company’s work was conducted in actual gentlemen’s clubs, such as Boodle’s, Buck’s, the Gresham and the Cobden. Moderate of height and slight of build, Ewen looked every bit the Englishman, and was in fact English by birth. But he’d gone to secondary school and university in Australia and saw himself very much as an Australian. In the debate about Africa’s future, he was on the side of independence. ‘An independent Africa would be better for Africans,’ he said. In Tanzania and Australia, he’d worked alongside people of all races. Now in London, the work was fascinating and important but he was shocked by the retrograde and even racist attitudes around him. His father had received his nickname in the Royal Australian Engineers: ‘Wat’ or ‘Watty’ Tyler, after the leader of the fourteenth-century English peasants’ revolt. Ewen got his own nickname at Tanks. On account of his Australianness and his independence of mind, he was referred to as ‘the Colonial’, or ‘the Mad Colonial’.


For the directors of Tanks and Union Minière, the defeat of the Katanga rebellion and the loss of the Katanga assets was a major set-back, and one that took a while to sink in. Pressing issues confronted them in Africa, such as potential compensation for nationalisation, questions of engineering and technical management, and the ownership of US$400 million of copper stockpiled outside the Congo (by now called Zaire). But Ewen Tyler felt there was a lot of ‘wistfully longing for the old days’ on the boards of both companies. Just hoping that somehow the Katanga mines would come back into their control wasn’t helping anyone. Overall, the mining assets and prospecting activities of Tanks and Union Minière were heavily weighted towards Africa. From London, Tyler had a good view of the group’s assets and exploration programs, and he could see it needed to do something quickly. It had to find or buy mines in other parts of the world. In particular, he believed, it had to look to Canada. And Australia.


Tyler thought the group’s directors, especially the Belgian ones, weren’t sufficiently international in their outlook. And he felt they lacked a sense of urgency. In 1966, however, there was change at the top. Waterhouse retired and Lord Colyton became chairman of Tanks. Before his appointment, Colyton had already had careers as a diplomat and a politician. In Winston Churchill’s second and last government, he served as secretary for overseas trade and then as minister of state for colonial affairs. He maintained strong personal relationships with leaders in Africa and elsewhere in the former empire. In 1955 British Prime Minister Anthony Eden had offered him the choice of becoming governor-general of Nigeria or high commissioner in Australia; Colyton declined both posts and instead went to the House of Lords.


In 1966, three years after the Katanga rebellion had collapsed, Tanks hosted a dinner party at London’s Ritz Hotel to farewell Waterhouse and honour Tshombe. Tyler was invited (‘7.45 p.m. for 8.15 p.m.,’ the invitation read, ‘Piccadilly entrance … No black tie necessary’) and at the party he pitched his idea to the new chair. Lord Colyton had an eye to the future. He was an internationalist in spirit and in practice. With much of Africa still in turmoil, he supported Tyler’s vision: the idea of establishing a presence in the New World; the ambition, if it paid off, of restoring Tanganyika Concessions to its former glory.


In 1967 and with Colyton’s imprimatur, Tyler took a team of Union Minière executives to Australia. Out of professional and national pride, he devised a gruelling itinerary for the visitors, determined to show them everything Australia might offer. They would make contact with the federal and state governments and the local and overseas companies that were active in Australia. And they would inspect mining assets and prospects in every corner of the continent.


As soon as the visitors arrived, the leaders of Australia’s mining sector embraced them. Those leaders, who believed they were building nothing less than the country’s future, were hungry for international knowledge and capital. ‘It was immediately apparent’, Tyler said, ‘that Union Minière’s money and expertise would be most welcome.’ Apart from copper and zinc, Union Minière knew a great deal about the mining and processing of uranium. ‘It was natural that in Australia they should be invited to participate in uranium exploration and mining.’


Belgium’s steel industry relied on low-quality European iron ore. At the time of the visit, iron ore resources in the Pilbara were being opened up. Charles Court, then minister for industrial development in Western Australia, sought to interest Union Minière in the Robe River iron ore deposits. An American, Bill Dohnal, was seeking to reduce his interest in those deposits. As the responsible minister, Court was eager to see the ore mined. Through Arthur Watts, Tyler and the Belgian team met with Minister Court to discuss the potential for Union Minière to invest. Other opportunities, too, were presented to the Belgians. All the lights were green. At the end of the 1967 visit, Union Minière decided to establish an Australian holding company, Union Minière Australia Limited (UMAL), and a Victorian subsidiary of UMAL, Union Minière Mining and Exploration Limited (UNIMIN). The Belgians were finally breaking out of the Congo.
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A DUAL ROLE


EWEN TYLER WAS appointed as a London-based director of UMAL and UNIMIN. In Australia, a handsome, likeable, well-dressed Franco-Belgian was appointed as the subsidiaries’ local director. Very soon, Serge Fontainas was driving the straitlaced mine managers and geologists mad. But in antipodean social circles he was a huge hit. Lady Mary Fairfax introduced him to the fashionable set in Sydney. His job was dull and the miners were mostly boring, but he knew all the best people and the best restaurants, and when he saw his merry friends in the street he would call out and greet them extravagantly.


In 1968, Tyler took his whole family, now including three teenage children, to Australia by sea. Aldyth’s parents were living in Perth, as was Ewen’s mother, Ethel. (Harold Tyler had died in 1951.) The Tyler children would see their grandparents, and Ewen would see what Fontainas and Union Minière were up to. The situation was immediately clear: the subsidiary was too far away for the Belgians to keep a proper eye on it, and in that vacuum a playboy was managing the Belgians’ affairs in Australia—perhaps, Tyler thought, because Union Minière couldn’t handle him in Brussels. The Australian Government and the Australian mining industry had laid out a smorgasbord of opportunities before the company, but Tyler was disappointed to learn it had not taken them up. Union Minière’s first visit to Australia had been a success, but its first Australian subsidiaries were failing.


The problems were deeper than Fontainas’ recreational enthusiasms. In Tyler’s view, the Belgians had a peculiar mindset: they were fixated on how things had been done in Africa, and wanted to replicate African mining models elsewhere. Tyler could see that that mindset, along with the Belgian corporate culture, was going to bring clashes: ‘Conventional wisdom in Belgium didn’t think Australian uranium prospects would be as good as Shinkolobwe in the Congo. The Robe River iron ore deposits wouldn’t suit the Belgian steel industry. There was too much iron ore in the world. Who wanted Australian iron ore?’


These were just some of the philosophical challenges confronting Union Minière in Australia. The Belgians’ expertise was in copper, zinc, uranium and diamonds, along with germanium and other scarce elements. ‘They had no experience in nickel,’ Tyler said, ‘but rapidly, because of Western Mining Corporation’s success in the discovery of nickel in Kambalda [near Kalgoorlie] in the mid-1960s, their exploration focused on nickel. It’s amazing how sheep-like corporate culture can be.’


Tyler was a director of the two Union Minière companies in Australia, but his ideas and ambitions for that country extended well beyond the confines of the Belgian entities. Once back in London, he pushed for Tanks to do its own thing in Australia, separately from Union Minière. Tanks people had, after all, discovered the copper mines of the Katanga, and Tanks had its own tradition of mining. Lord Colyton again supported Tyler’s plans. Other Tanks directors were also supportive. But the support wasn’t universal. The group’s Belgian directors tended to be against establishing a second presence in Australia. Nevertheless, after much pushing and shoving, it was agreed that Tanganyika Holdings, a Tanks Group subsidiary based in London, would set up a branch in Australia, separate from Union Minière.


If Tanks was to launch an Australian venture, then Tyler was determined to lead it. There were pull factors drawing him and his family to the antipodes. Apart from grandparents, the potential for Australian mining was a strong inducement. And there were also push factors from London: Tyler had had enough of the office clock, he’d had enough of Tanks’ Tory politics, and he’d had enough of London itself. The English weather was a burden, especially in winter, as was the bleak ordeal of travelling to the city by train. Ewen Tyler was a ‘son of Empire’ but not a ‘man of Britain’. He’d spent ten years in Africa and ten years in London. He was ready for a new phase of life.


Tyler knew much of the technical side of geology and mineralogy. He knew about looking for valuable minerals. He knew about mine financing and mine management. And he was Australian. Within the Tanks Group, he was the obvious choice as head of the new venture. He petitioned Tanks’ leaders to base him in Australia as the group’s representative there. They agreed on condition that the new branch wouldn’t compete with Union Minière. Tyler would therefore take on a dual role: as director of the Union Minière companies in Australia he would support their activities, and, wearing his Tanks hat, he would establish and lead the Australian branch of Tanganyika Holdings. The London directors of Tanks gave their new Australian branch a limited mandate and a modest budget: just £65,000 per year for five years. The branch would have three roles: it would act as a listening post, it would make investment recommendations, and it would carry out low-key exploration investigations.


Tyler left England in July 1969. He passed all his directorships in the London companies to a colleague, Dr Vivian Wadsworth, who boasted that he’d spied for MI6 in Rhodesia. Wadsworth promised to ensure continuing support in Britain for Tyler’s activities in Australia.
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THE ALLURE OF DIAMONDS


WITHIN THE LIMITED scope of Ewen Tyler’s antipodean mandate, the Australian branch of Tanks would look for copper and platinum. And diamonds.


For most of the twentieth century, very few people thought Australia could ever be a serious diamond producer. A proper, kimberlitic diamond mine was as elusive as Lasseter’s mythical reef. But that’s not to say the southern continent was free of homegrown diamonds, or that no-one sought them there. The idea of finding diamonds in Australia had long been a bewitching dream and, for some, an all-consuming quest.


The first people to arrive on the continent came very early in the timeline of modern humans. (According to one theory, a massive volcanic eruption some 75,000 years ago created vast natural rafts of pumice, which people rode from the Indonesian archipelago to northern Australia.) Indigenous Australians probably found diamonds in creeks and rivers and just lying about on the ground. The sparkling stones were incorporated into their rich library of Dreaming stories.


During the Australian gold rush of the 1850s, treasure-hunters found diamonds by accident at places such as Beechworth, Bathurst and near Harrow in western Victoria. The gold-seekers mostly used pans and sluices and other simple equipment to search alluvial gravels for riches. Occasionally they found diamonds in their pans, and there are stories of old-timers wandering into remote missions and homesteads with handfuls of gems, not entirely sure what they were or what they might be worth. In New South Wales, a diamond was reported as early as in 1851. In that state, tin was being recovered from so-called ‘deep leads’ (actually paleo-river gravels) on a large scale. Sluices were used to concentrate the tin. Hard diamonds—a mystery and an anomaly in the mining process—sometimes rolled off the ends of the sluices.


By the 1870s, miners were extracting alluvial diamonds at a number of sites in the New England region of north-eastern New South Wales. The most important of those fields were at Copeton and Bingara, about 400 kilometres north of Sydney. Copeton was the larger of the two fields. There, from 1875 to 1915, a total of 300,000 carats were produced. One of the largest mine sites at Copeton, the Star of the South, produced in one good year 25,477 carats, nearly a tenth of the region’s output from the four decades. The gravel was reached by a vertical shaft 27 metres deep. The stones were small but the yield was high, averaging between 3 and 4 carats per tonne. The largest stone from Copeton was 6.25 carats. Bingara was mined from the mid-1870s to around 1902. Its diamonds were even smaller, from 5 per carat down to 20 per carat, though the quality was better. At Copeton much tin was also found, enhancing the total marketable yield; around 4 kilograms of cassiterite (SnO2 or tin oxide) per tonne of wash. At Bingara it was gold that helped lift the yield.


The family name of Joris is intertwined with the history of Australian diamonds, and especially with the New South Wales diamond fields. Jules Joris came from a line of Antwerp diamantaires—specialist diamond dealers—who migrated to Australia. He worked with Copeton and Bingara diamonds, which were notoriously hard and therefore difficult to cut: they were known as ‘Can-ni-faire’, ‘hard to make’. In 1948, Joris formed the Southern Cross Diamond and Tin Mining Company, which raised money to search for the source of the Copeton diamonds.


Where were they coming from? Had the diamonds travelled to Copeton and Bingara on ancient glaciers from Antarctica, or by rivers from some other source? Perhaps they’d come from an even more distant source, by riding a meteorite, or following an exotic, non-kimberlitic route that brought them up from deep underground. (The New South Wales Geological Survey has shown that diamonds sometimes originate from the ocean floor. Colliding tectonic plates can compress organic carbon, from fish and other marine life, to form diamonds. This can happen at depths as shallow as 80 kilometres.)


Joris searched hard and far but never found the source of the alluvial deposits. (The terminology for this is ‘headless placer deposit’.) Other companies, too, including the Belgian diamond outfit Sibeka, and Stockdale Prospecting, a subsidiary of De Beers, would search without success for the elusive source. In recent years, geologists have studied the internal structure of the Copeton stones and found that the diamonds fall into two groups. The first are very old and were formed deep in the mantle. The second group ‘were probably formed much later, as Australia drifted eastwards over subducting Pacific plates and [were] then brought to the surface by some magma other than kimberlite’. Together, the two groups of diamonds remain one of the greatest mysteries of Australian geology.
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Ewen Tyler had had some experience with diamonds.


As a boy growing up in England, he went to school at Coombe Hill House preparatory in South London, and then Whitgift School in Croydon. These were years of indelible moments. At Coombe Hill: lessons in Latin and French, plus a detention in which the headmaster gave six strokes of the cane to another boy, Rasmussen. ‘I resolved this was not for me,’ Tyler remembered. At Whitgift: History and English Literature. Cadets and the smell of cordite. The declaration of war. And a Messerschmitt 109 flying over the school at the height of the Dunkirk evacuation. ‘For a time we had a Jewish German housemaid, Bertha Myer. She would listen to Hitler’s broadcasts and shout at the wireless.’


Soon, other indelible moments were laid down in Tyler’s memory, including the moment of leaving Britain to escape the war:


Sea trunks had to be bought. We were limited in what we could take, and because ‘careless talk costs lives’ I wasn’t even allowed to say goodbye to friends or even to tell the school that I was leaving. On the Thursday morning, after breakfast, we asked our then Irish maid, Kitty, to wash up, close the house and give the key to a neighbour.


With his mother and brother he sailed from Liverpool in a convoy of warships and merchant ships. The cruisers and destroyers honked and hooted and flashed at each other. A U-boat had recently sunk a passenger vessel bound for Canada and with many children on board. The atmosphere was tense, but the Tylers safely reached Sarawak via Singapore. There was no school for Ewen to attend in Borneo. Instead, the plan was for him to go to Western Australia for the start of the 1941 school year. In the meantime, he was attached to the Sarawak Museum in Kuching, where the curator taught him how to prepare and paint plaster casts of snakes and fish for exhibiting in the museum:


There were some European children, mainly girls, and a Eurasian family, whose birthday parties I was asked to attend, but my principal friends were two Malay boys, Sinawie and his younger brother Sibawie, sons of the museum’s principal taxidermist.


Ewen and Sinawie and Sibawie became an inseparable trio. They went to the Saturday matinees to see the Spider and Hopalong Cassidy in action. They made wooden pistols and staged hold-ups in the bazaar.


Sarawak was where Tyler had his first direct exposure to mineral exploration, and to mining, and diamonds. With his father he went on a week-long trip into the jungle, travelling by boat and on foot up to the mercury deposits. (The jungle’s leeches were abundant and aggressive, and Ewen learnt how to use his father’s lit cigarette to remove them.) Adits were being driven into the hills. Creeks were being panned for cinnabar, the ore of mercury, which the military needed for detonators.


A Chinese prospector, Ah Gin, was the proprietor of some mineral claims under offer to Mineral Properties Investigation, a Rio Tinto subsidiary. One morning, he was teaching Ewen how to use a dulang, a conical pan not unlike a rice hat, to look for cinnabar. Ewen was washing gravel in the dulang when Ah Gin told him to stop. ‘Tuan Kitchie,’ Ah Gin said. ‘Little master, that is a diamond.’ Nestled in the coarse sand at the bottom of the dulang was a shiny octahedron about the size of the nail on Ewen’s pinkie finger. It was the first natural diamond he’d seen. He was twelve years old. He was enchanted.
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After five years of boarding at Guildford Grammar School, near Midland Junction just outside Perth, Tyler spent four years at the University of Western Australia:


Chemistry was to be my major subject, with physics my second. In the first year I had to study five subjects. I could find four with two maths subjects, but what to do for the fifth one? There were all the ‘ologies’: psychology, zoology, geology, etc. With no real interest, I chose geology, because my father was a geologist.


Professor Edward de Courcy Clarke, Dr Rex Prider and Dr Curt Teichert were the principal faculty members in the UWA Geology Department. They wrote the main textbook and were major figures in the wider discipline.


Each of the top scholars had his own style and philosophy. Prider believed attention to detail was paramount. A petrographer, he was fascinated by the processes by which different rock types were formed. He inspired curiosity and meticulousness, teaching his students petrography and mineralogy and how to prepare detailed mineralogical maps. When Professor Clarke retired, Prider secured the chair. In 1948, Tyler’s third year at UWA, he had Prider for hard rock geology. Tyler remembered the lessons vividly. He was impressed by Prider’s scrupulous methods: ‘We used chains and compasses, plane tables and levels, to create our own maps and cut our own rock slices.’


When Teichert left the Geology Department he was replaced by Rhodes Fairbridge, son of Kingsley Fairbridge, the famous founder of Farm Schools in Africa and Australia. Rhodes had different ideas about how to teach geology. To interest his students in the geological ‘big picture’, he gave classes in continental drift and the make-up of the entire planet. His macro view was in healthy tension with Prider’s micro one. Tyler admired both men, but it was Prider’s meticulousness that would shape his approach and, ultimately, his career.


Prider taught Tyler about reading the land: how a good geologist working in the field could read the landscape and understand what had happened going back deep into geological time. Even the smallest details were important. ‘He interested me in mineral grains,’ Tyler said. ‘I spent my honours year on an almost impossible research topic, of my own choosing, seeking to separate and differentiate the Ordovician and Silurian rocks by their heavy minerals collected from rocks at the Captains Flat lead and zinc mine, where my father was general manager. As a result, I knew something about the recovery of heavy minerals from rocks and sands and gravels.’


Prider had made important contributions to the study of Western Australia’s geology, and particularly its volcanoes. In 1907, a geologist had visited the state’s wild and remote Kimberley region and noticed the existence of many volcanic vents in the West Kimberley. ‘The volcanics are obvious,’ Tyler later said. ‘The vents and plugs rise conspicuously above the surrounding plains.’


In 1920, RA Farquharson wrote about Western Australia’s ‘ultramafic’ (dark-coloured and volcanic) rocks and leucite ‘lamproites’ (former volcanoes consisting of mantle-derived rock). A decade and a half later, Prider was at Cambridge University studying a suite of volcanic rocks for his PhD research. Arthur Wade had collected the rocks in the West Kimberley. ‘What an unimpressive lot they were,’ Prider later said of those rocks. ‘Mostly weathered, difficult to section.’ But he noticed something important about them: they contained minerals similar to those that had accompanied the diamonds in South Africa. Prider hypothesised that the leucite lamproites of the West Kimberley were mantle derived from a magma similar to the South African kimberlites. (At the time, kimberlites were believed to be the only host rock for diamonds.) He asked a critical question: could the Kimberley lamproites be similar to and occur with kimberlites? (The word he used was ‘consanguineous’.)


In South Africa, the diamond pipes are the tops of volcanoes rooted deep in the earth’s crust, probably as deep as 200 kilometres. Prider concluded that the West Australian Kimberley rocks were similar to but not the same as the diamond-bearing rocks of South Africa. With Wade, he wrote a paper that appeared in 1940 in the Quarterly Journal of the Geological Society of London, ‘Leucite-bearing pipes of the West Kimberley’. The paper was a good gamble for a young scholar, as Prider later remarked: ‘There were many, I believe, who thought my ideas on the origin of these rocks were crazy, but I always said, “If they find a diamond in these rocks it will prove I was right, and if they don’t find a diamond in them it won’t prove I was wrong.”’ Published as it was during wartime, the paper and its hypothesis went largely unremarked and uncontested by the diamond world. But they wouldn’t be ignored forever.
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TYLER’S MINING START-UP


IN AUGUST 1969, the Tyler family arrived in Melbourne and Ewen opened Tanganyika’s Australian branch in the new Stock Exchange building at 351 Collins Street. (Having escaped London’s weather, he was shocked to see a light fall of snow outside his office window.) Tyler met with banks and brokers and businessmen. He watched developments in Australian mining, and brushed up on what he knew about the local geology, diverse as it was. He hosted visits from principals of the Tanks and Union Minière companies, and sent regular reports back to London.


The goals of Tanganyika Concessions in the southern continent were highly speculative. Australia was a major producer of gold, as well as silver, opals, sapphires and many other precious commodities. But neither diamonds nor platinum had been mined there on a very large scale. And compared to Africa, Australia was a high-cost location. The new branch of Tanganyika had limited resources. Against the background of Australia’s high costs and speculative prospectivity, the outpost had to make the best of those resources. Its investments had to be astute, and its exploration program had to be agile, focused and super-efficient. Under the last plank of its triple role, the branch could be involved in commodities of Tyler’s choice, while preferably not clashing with the activities of Union Minière. On that basis, the branch quickly secured a stake in a platinum venture based at Coopers Creek in Gippsland, Victoria. Quickly, too, the branch was into copper.


Tanganyika Concessions had close dealings with the London Tin Corporation, one of the world’s largest tin producers. Both groups were major international mining enterprises, and they had a director in common: Lord Colyton. In London, Colyton discussed the possibility of the two groups doing something together in Australia.


Around the same time that Tyler returned to Australia, Alan Jones did, too. Jones had worked with London Tin in Malaysia during that country’s transition from British colony to independent nation. His background was in accounting—he’d studied Commerce at the University of Melbourne—but a chance meeting with a mining engineer and former prisoner of war had interested him in a different career path: mine development. ‘So instead of going to London to become an accountant, I went to Malaysia and became a miner,’ he said. ‘It was one of the best decisions of my life.’ In all, Jones spent nineteen years in Malaya and Malaysia. Then, in 1969, he and his wife came back to Melbourne (their children were already at boarding school there) and he took charge of the local subsidiary of London Tin: Anglo Oriental (Australia) Pty Ltd. Among other things, the subsidiary had started looking for tin and copper deposits in Australia.


London Tin Corporation was well known to Ewen Tyler from his decade in England, and it was through London Tin and Lord Colyton that Tyler met Jones. The two men immediately hit it off. They had a lot in common, including similar values and outlooks, and similar backgrounds in the old empire.


Tyler knew something about copper mining and exploration from his Africa and London days. He told Jones that he wanted to link up with trustworthy partners for the Kimberleys copper rush. His plan was to search for commercial quantities of copper in Western Australia’s far north, and to investigate the viability of establishing an African copper model there. Jones said he was interested, and suggested that Tyler contact Jennings Mining Ltd. That business, a subsidiary of the iconic Australian home builders AV Jennings, had been established in answer to the 1960s mineral boom. This was an era of diversified conglomerates, well before today’s doctrine of corporate specialisation. In those days, shareholders didn’t mind if a tract housing builder also searched remote country for rare minerals. In the mining sector, Jennings Mining was seen as a cashed-up and aggressive explorer. Jones and AO (Australia) had been working with Jennings in a search for ilmenite and rutile, ores of titanium, near Eneabba in Western Australia. Now, Jennings and AO joined Tanks’ Australian copper investigation. (Union Minière chose to stay out of the copper venture, instead continuing to focus on nickel in Australia.)
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