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Praise for Precious Objects


“I am unaware of a book that so intimately captures the strange and strangely beguiling place in which [diamonds] are bought and sold.”


—The Washington Post


“Her passion for her subject takes her to posh Manhattan auction houses and glitzy Las Vegas showrooms; she explores the industry’s future and its past; she mines the roots of the diamond trade among Jews in medieval Europe and elucidates the problem of finding matching stones for earrings . . . . Ms. Oltuski has an ear for [dealers’] Shalom Aleichem patois.”


—The Wall Street Journal


“At once global and local, impersonal and intimate, the ins and outs of the diamond industry are grist for the writerly imagination. Oltuski is up to the challenge. The daughter and granddaughter of men in the business, she brings an insider’s perspective to the proceedings as well as a keen eye for the telling incident and quirky personal trait.”


—The New Republic


“A polished young guide takes us on an insider’s tour of the recondite world of diamonds and garnishes it with an introduction to her family.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“She writes most fascinatingly about the strange characters that clutter the streets.”


—New York Post


“Oltuski awakens her readers to the incredible fact that, in the very shadow of Radio City, a community exists whose business practices would not have seemed all that foreign to merchants in the Middle Ages . . . . After reading Oltuski’s book, you won’t be able to look with indifference at diamonds, or the grubby New York street famous for selling them.”


—Maureen Corrigan, The Penn Gazette


“Like a diamond’s prism, Precious Objects radiates adventure, mystery, comedy, science, and much more . . . . This book on diamonds is a prize.”


—Examiner.com


“Alicia Oltuski’s firsthand account of New York City’s diamond district is engrossing . . . . Her book blends ancient, near-ritualistic practices with the twenty-first-century practicalities of commerce.”


—The Barnes & Noble Review


“[Oltuski] turns her attention to every nook and cranny of this natural resource in Precious Objects, an enjoyable mélange of reporting, memories, and profiles of the people who give the diamond industry—and a stretch of city street—its sparkle.”


—BookPage


“Oltuski . . . is a gifted storyteller, whose book resonates all the more because it is told from firsthand experience.”


—Albuquerque Judaism Examiner


“With revealing observations on the centuries-old link between Jews and the diamond industry, and sparkling accounts of her familial ties to the business . . . . Oltuski, daughter of a diamond dealer, brings clarity in this study of the industry.”


—Publishers Weekly


“A piercing, intensely readable book. Ms. Oltuski guides us through New York’s diamond business, one of the world’s most fascinating and hard-to-penetrate communities, with great aplomb.”


—Gary Shteyngart, author of Super Sad True Love Story


“Alicia Oltuski is an intrepid journalist able to write with precision and insight about the big issues in the diamond trade and the intimate details of life on Forty-seventh Street.”


—Tony Hall, U.S. Representative


“Beautiful and thrilling, Precious Objects sparkles with life. Alicia Oltuski tells both the story of her family, as glittering as the gems they sell, and the story of the diamonds that have taken them all over the world and across the generations. A fascinating and gripping read.”


—Jennifer Gilmore, author of Something Red


“Epic in scope and wonderfully personal, Precious Objects is an impassioned, insider’s take on a complex industry. What’s most dazzling are Ms. Oltuski’s characters, who are vivid, outrageous, and never without some glimmers of wisdom.”


—Beth Raymer, author of Lay the Favorite
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For the members of my family, who have lent me their lives and given me mine, and most of all, for Uri





Chapter 1
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Our Brightest Blazes


My father handed me the chest pack. It was a tan pouch the size of a small outstretched hand. I took off my jacket and slipped the pack over my tank top, on my right shoulder, where the pack rested between my breast and armpit. I slid on my jacket and zipped up. My father checked me for bulges.


Inside the pack, I had carefully placed the gold bracelet, a thick Victorian piece decorated with flowers, whose petals were made of sapphires and whose centers, of diamonds. A few of the diamonds were missing. I was to pick up the replacements at a jewelry exchange down the street and carry everything to the setter, who would fit the gems into the bracelet.


I was twenty-two, and this was my summer job. My father paid me what I had made teaching English as a Second Language at college—an amount that, two months earlier, he had dismissed as underpayment. “If they went anywhere else, they would be paying at least twice as much,” he’d complained.


Now, with the pack secured, I stood next to his safe, a massive silver-gray box that hovered like a crouching giant at forty-two inches high. In addition to two doors and a combination code, there was a key formed from a long rod with an encoded tip that had to be reassembled with each use.


Inside the safe lay dozens of black boxes with windowed tops through which the diamonds sparkled. There were black trays filled with gleaming old jewels: a musky cameo brooch, a diamond pin with a hunk of aquamarine, a velvet necklace with a green peridot gem pared into the shape of Medusa’s head, and a flower diamond brooch that shivered when shaken. Once, I even spotted a gold chain with dangling angry-looking warriors’ faces painted onto blocks of ivory.


Most of my father’s jewelry is old; it suggests a time in which not only taste but also bodies were different. He owns wristwatches so slender they look as if they’d break if one ever checked the time, and earrings so heavy I could imagine them tugging on the lobes of giants.


On top of the safe is a framed picture of his brother, Steve, sitting tranquilly on a boat in the middle of a lake. Near the desk where my mother works when she comes in to assist my father stand six photographs depicting my parents on a night out in Germany, where they grew up and lived before I was born, and a shot of our family at my sister’s bat mitzvah, my mother draped in diamonds. Behind my father’s table is an old photo in which his business friend Lester sits on his lap while my father wears an exaggerated expression of pain.


Though my father’s appearance is orderly—he believes in tidiness, in general, and clean fingernails, in particular—his desk is often cluttered with papers, stones in boxes, and trays of jewelry. He sits the farthest possible distance from the door, so that he can keep watch over who enters his office without being within their immediate reach. Next to him is a row of windows through which the masses of foot traffic that flood New York’s diamond district are visible, or would be if he didn’t always keep his shades drawn. Cameras displaying the hallway outside hang from the wall, and beneath his desk, always at his fingertips, is a red panic button that summons the police.


The office itself is like a safe. To leave that day, I passed through three doors. First, a standard gray lightweight; then a bulky metallic one, containing a bulletproof window with a bank slide for quick and secure exchanges; and finally, the outermost door, wooden and professional-looking, bearing the company name, Oltuski Brothers, though there is only one brother in the business. The wooden door and the metallic one are set up so that when one is opened, the other locks automatically, to slow getaways in the event of a robbery.


Having two or three office doors isn’t unusual in the diamond district, but this labyrinth of security particularly suits my father. This is a man who made his entire family wear surgical masks for weeks after my sister’s birth. He wouldn’t let me near the playground sprinklers because he’d heard somewhere that they could spread hepatitis. He forbade me from marching in the Israeli Day Parade with my classmates and all the other Jewish school students in the tristate area. “Too many Jews in one place,” he said. A perfect target for terrorism. A perfect target was why I couldn’t go on my high school’s graduation trip to Israel. The fortification of the diamond business seeped into our private lives, and my father hid us from the world just as fiercely as he hid his stones.


Because he wanted to keep me safe, he didn’t dress me in his diamonds. In fact, I wasn’t allowed to pierce my ears until I was sixteen, because he’d heard somewhere that muggers had torn a woman’s earrings straight out of her lobes on the streets of New York. Any gem I possessed was kept in my father’s safe along with my baby teeth. I never minded any of this until once, in synagogue, his friend looked at my arm and said to him, “What? Not even a little bracelet?” and I burned with shame.


As I left the office, I passed by the framed decorative cards my mother had hung in the corridor to make the white, fluorescent-lit room less sterile: a cat wearing a diamond tiara; loose diamonds glimmering inside an egg carton; a cartoon diamond that says You Rock; and a Samuel Johnson quote: “Our brightest blazes are commonly kindled by unexpected sparks!” She believes that if the office looks nice, people will be inspired to buy.


In the lobby of our building I pushed past the turnstiles by the security desk, through two more doors, and then I was on the street with five thousand dollars’ worth of jewels strapped to my body. I was nervous. Four years as an English major hadn’t prepared me for diamond deliveries. And neither had my father. He applied silence to as many parts of our life as he could, especially diamonds.


He was always hiding things. If a stranger asked what he did for a living, he never said he was a jeweler. Instead, he made up a different profession. Sometimes he sold insurance. Other times he was a product representative. But I didn’t have an alternate persona to slip into. Instead, I crossed Fifth Avenue from the quieter east side, where my father’s office building resides, to the west, and tried to act casual. But when you are carrying diamonds, each block is a continent.


I was greeted by two colossal diamond-shaped lamps built atop giant metallic stanchions. These columns guard all four corners of Forty-seventh Street between Fifth and Sixth Avenues and signal the borders of the district’s most important quarter. Crossing was like going from an American suburb to a medieval marketplace. Hired men and women with signs over their chests and flyers in their hands walked the street calling, “We buy gold,” “We buy diamonds.” Dealers convened in pairs, making verbal contracts, gossiping about who bought the three carater for fifty thousand, or how much that special art deco necklace sold for. Armored trucks stood parked on the street while couriers sorted diamond deliveries under the scanning eyes of guards with guns, and the civilians of Forty-seventh Street, the customers, pressed their noses against the ground-floor window displays.


Inside the windows, earrings hung like fruit from little cushion trees. Necklaces were draped around plastic busts. Gold chains dangled from hooks on suction cups. Diamonds were peppered onto brooches and bracelets like garnishes. Glittering hearts, skulls, starfish—whatever you desire.


Deeper into the street, I reached the exchange at 10 West Forty-seventh Street. It felt like a casino. Men and women stood around waiting for their lucky break. Dealers called out numbers—the prices and dimensions of stones. The room was packed so densely, they hardly needed to move to show someone a diamond. I squeezed through the narrow aisles lined by jewel-filled booths. Two men played cards over a showcase. Another sucked on an unlit cigar, and a few uniformed guards milled around aimlessly.


Each company in the exchange had a display case and a booth the size of a half bathroom. Dealers sat on stools or folding chairs, or leaned onto their cases. On the cubicle walls hung dollar bills, family pictures, and signs explaining refund policies. Some booths, even those of non-Hasidim, had a picture of the famed white-bearded Lubavitcher rebbe, whom many devotees, undeterred by his death in 1994, believe to be the Messiah. Sometimes I wondered if the pictures were meant to draw business from his followers.


The exchange was lit by long white lamps that hung diagonally from the ceiling, and track lights that hovered above the booths, but despite all these efforts at illumination, the room remained somewhat dim. Its floors were dusky, covered in black and yellow shapes that resembled small rocks. The hum of steady conversation filled the hall, frequently punctuated by telephone rings and, every once in a while, the sound of heated bargaining or a steam machine blasting dirt off a jewel.


Toward the front of the exchange, in a corner booth, I spotted a black arced plastic sign that simply said Ginsburg, the name of the man who had borrowed my father’s stones. His booth was sprawling compared to some of the others. Its three display cases were filled with jewelry in so many different colors and styles—painted brooches, blue and green gemstone rings, butterfly shapes and gilded leaves—that it resembled a high-end carnival prize stand. Behind the showcases was a chain of space-efficient desks covered in paperwork, and above them, gray cabinets. A glaring diamond light was mounted to the wall. A handful of employees, including Ginsburg’s wife, negotiated the narrow space. I stood on the outside of the booth, in the aisle.


Ginsburg (I promised him I would use a pseudonym) sported an elegant mustache and goatee. His eyes were dark and pointed, like periods. He didn’t have all of his hair, but a large part of his head was covered with his black kippah.


I told Ginsburg I was from Oltuski.


“You’re from Oltuski or you are Oltuski?”


It isn’t hard to see that my father and I are related. I inherited a variation of his downturned eyes, which can make us look sad. We are both on the short side, and have ears that salute at an angle, rather than falling neatly into line with our temples. Ginsburg said to tell my father he was sorry that he had not been able to sell the stones.


At any given moment on Forty-seventh Street a dealer may be in possession of hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of another man’s diamonds. Usually, he has not paid the owner any collateral, only his word. He receives the diamonds in an envelope with a name on it. Sometimes the owner doesn’t even ask for a receipt to prove that the merchandise is his, although my father, not surprisingly, had. In this business, everything works on credit, loan, and trust. Had Ginsburg been successful in selling my father’s diamonds, both would have made money. Instead, my father would use the diamonds in the Victorian bracelet I was carrying.


I gave Ginsburg the receipt. He handed me the plastic baggie of stones. I tucked them into the pouch as quickly as possible and, afraid to draw attention to myself, resisted looking around to see if anyone was watching me. When I had secured the merchandise as inconspicuously as I could, I left the exchange and made my way down Forty-seventh Street to the setter’s office, on the eighth floor of a small, nondescript building. There was no suite number or business name on the outside of the office, so my father had described it to me by its damaged doorbell, which dangled from the post.


The setter’s workplace was the size of a modest kitchen and smelled of chemicals. A poster of Pope John Paul II hung on the wall above his desk. It was the only place on Forty-seventh Street I’d ever seen a religious item that was not Jewish. Then again, it was one of the few times I’d met a colleague of my father’s who was not Jewish.


The setter’s floor shone slightly from layers of gold dust that had fluttered from his table over many years of work. Jars of cream and gel, and a multiplicity of pliers, adorned his desk like an alchemist’s laboratory. Some of his potions seemed sorcerous, like the protective jelly he slathered on a ring before molding it. After glossing the ring with a paintbrush, he would stick it into a flame sprouting from the burner on his desk, and the flame would turn an unnatural shade of fluorescent green. Beneath his table were foot pedals that operated the various drills he used to shave down his customers’ precious metals. The drills’ cries sounded like animals shrieking underwater.


As though to offset his noisy tools, the setter himself spoke in a mellow voice, tinged with a Polish accent. He was a tall, skinny man with slender legs, but his most striking features were the knuckles of his thumbs and index fingers, which protruded orblike, as if marbles had been placed beneath his skin. Over decades of jewelry setting, his hands had evolved for efficiency. His thumbs were spaced unusually far from his other fingers, the skin between them stretched thin as a web. The tendons on the undersides of his forearms braced themselves so markedly, they resembled the prongs of a fork.


The setter didn’t have much to say as he accepted the plastic baggie and bracelet. I repeated the instructions my father had given me, pointing to the holes in the bracelet’s flowers where the diamonds belonged, just in case. The setter indulged me, smiling politely while he said yes, but, of course, he already knew all of this.


Other than the floor, his office didn’t sparkle or shine, though he must have been in possession of dozens of jewels. Most likely none of them belonged to him. Setters don’t own the pieces they mend. Like foster parents, they receive the gems, hold on to them for a while, tend to them, and then let them go. Though they hold vast riches in their hands, they themselves can be poor. The competitive ones keep their commissions down to only two percent. Sometimes they’re nicknamed “diamond-studded paupers.” A safe full of jewels does not necessarily make a wealthy man.


When the setter finished the job, my father would pay him and try to sell the bracelet. No one would be able to tell from looking that it was this setter who had worked on the bracelet, just as no one would know that it was my father who chose the diamonds for it. After a stone is set into jewelry, it is almost impossible to decipher who harvested the gem from the river shore, who carried it from the wilderness to the market, who cut it, who polished it, and who made the match between the stone and its setting. Once a diamond becomes a piece of jewelry, the fingerprints of all these people disappear.


My errand done, I returned to the quiet of my father’s office and worked on organizing the records of his retirement accounts. The papers sat next to his diamond scale, under colorful pictures of gemstones my mother had put up, and dated back to the early nineties, when my father’s daily pursuits were still secrets to me.


Even then, I’d known that I wouldn’t go into the business. He had never encouraged me to. He wanted a different life for me, one in which my next paycheck would not be dependent on the whims of some dealer or rich woman. But here I was, working in his office, because I needed to understand the street, the stones, and the people that occupied his life.


That evening, as on every other, my father put his jewels into his safe, punched the code to his alarm, and turned off the lights in the vestibule between his outermost doors, standing for a moment in the darkness. Before locking up manually, he kissed the mezuzah, that small rectangular box on the doorpost containing the holiest of Jewish prayers—one of the many rituals he performed daily to protect himself, his possessions, and the people he loved. Then he started walking very slowly down the hall, as though inching away from a crime scene, so that he could simultaneously make progress toward the elevator and hear the sirens from behind his door that indicated his office had been secured. In the narrow corridor, his eyes automatically scanned the two circular mirrors mounted on the wall that showed if anyone was lingering around the bend. By the time he left, he was almost always the last one on his floor.


In the lobby, he bade the guard on night shift good-bye. Then he stepped outside into Manhattan’s heavy August air, and left behind the fluorescent glow of the diamond columns, the storefront signs coaxing pedestrians in with We Buy Gold and Diamonds, the unmade deals, and all the jewels.





Chapter 2
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Glitter Becomes a Currency


It was only after I stopped working for my father that I started thinking about the origins of the diamond business. The name De Beers had been ringing in my ears like a beloved ancestor’s since I was young, and I’d even heard the ominous term “the Syndicate” being tossed around. I grew up listening to the occasional diamond talk around the dinner table or over the phone, and if I really rummaged through the files of my mind, I probably would have intuited that the bulk of the story had begun somewhere in Africa. But I didn’t know the story itself.


On Forty-seventh Street, dealers talked about the price of diamonds, whether the owner was willing to come down, and if a stone’s make was pretty enough to pay a premium—not how diamonds first came to be considered valuable or romantic, not how diamonds first came to be.
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On an unforgivably hot day in 1867, a teenager named Erasmus Jacobs found a shiny stone near the Orange River of South Africa. He brought it home and gave it to his sister. Pebbles were good for a game called “five stones.” The rock made its way into the Jacobs family collection, where a neighbor of theirs spotted it. He seemed to like it, so Erasmus’s mother gave him the stone.


The neighbor chafed the rock against a window to see just how much he liked it—in other words, whether it was a diamond. But he couldn’t be sure, so he sold it to a traveling merchant, who took it to a commissioner, who dispatched it to a mineralogist, who declared the stone a diamond.


At the time, Brazil was the world’s foremost diamond producer, a title it had taken from India in the mid-1700s. But this was the beginning of South Africa’s reign. Erasmus Jacobs’s stone eventually weighed in at twenty-one and a quarter carats. It ended up in the hands of the Cape governor, who showed it off at the Paris Exhibition.


Two years later, another boy found a diamond. This one weighed eighty-three and a half carats and would come to be called the Star of South Africa.


“Gentlemen, this is the rock upon which the future of South Africa will be built,” said the colonial secretary when the gem made its appearance at the Cape Assembly.


All of a sudden, South Africa was a diamond destination. First came the diggers. Men who were not diggers became diggers. Men who were not diamond prospectors became diamond prospectors. They came from North America, Europe, Australia, even the ocean; seamen left the waters behind for a more promising career on African land. In the beginning, they stayed close to the Orange and Vaal Rivers, since diamonds were thought to exist only near water. They set up camps, which flowered into small digging societies with newspapers, law enforcement, and even a hotel.


The move to dry land started with just a few, but soon others began to realize that it wasn’t only the rivers; South Africa was bursting with the glimmering stones. Even the earthen walls of farmers’ houses shone with diamonds. So the diggers left the riverbanks for the inlands. On the farm of a family named De Beers, they hit the jackpot. By 1871, the orderly farm had turned to chaos. Along with hundreds of diggers, the diamond rush brought with it inebriates and criminals. The De Beerses were not fond of what diamonds had done to their land, so that year they sold their property and left. The family earned only six thousand guineas, but their estate would turn up millions of dollars’ worth of diamonds over the course of the next hundred years. The mine that originated on their ground came to be called the De Beers Mine.


Very soon, other farms in the area were ravaged. There was Bulfontein Mine and Dutoitspan, but greatest of all was the Kimberley Mine, a site about a mile from De Beers that was christened the Big Hole.


Over time, the owners of digging claims dug so deep that the earth began to change color and character—from yellow to blue and from docile to tough—so deep that the barriers between one man’s plot and another’s began to fall away. The laws that governed diamond digging changed, too. By 1876, the maximum number of plots one person could own had risen from two to ten. This set the stage for another kind of rush. This time it wasn’t just about collecting diamonds. It was about acquiring as much diamondiferous land as possible. This development was necessary to the future of the industry: if hundreds of diggers merely sold their finds individually, providing discounts to compete with one another and unloading as many stones as possible, the market would be overrun, and diamonds would eventually be as cheap as gravel.


Two men surfaced as the principal contestants in the race of mergers that would shape the trade. One of them was Cecil Rhodes, who lent his name to the Rhodes Scholarships, established by the University of Oxford according to Rhodes’s will, and for a time, two countries, Rhodesia and Northern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe and Zambia). He remains notorious for his fanatical and racist imperialism, but when he first arrived in South Africa at the age of eighteen, he had neither fame nor notoriety. He suffered from asthma and a weak constitution. At nineteen, he had a heart attack.


Rhodes had come to South Africa at the invitation of his older brother to help out on a cotton plantation, but it wasn’t long before he made his way to the mines and staked out claims at De Beers that proved fertile. About three years into his South African adventure, Rhodes returned to England to attend Oxford. There, he was exposed to the imperialist John Ruskin, who, without a doubt, stimulated his supremacist ideas about the British nation, a nation that, in Rhodes’s opinion, would improve the globe by occupying as much of it as possible. As for Africa, he wrote, “it is our duty to take it.”


While at Oxford, Rhodes traveled back to South Africa frequently. By 1880, he and his financial backers owned a considerable hunk of the De Beers Mine. That year, he established the De Beers Company. He also plunged into politics, joining the Cape Colony Parliament in 1881.


In this new land of diamonds, politics and gems overlapped. Rhodes was not the only one to try his hand at governing; his future archrival, Barney Barnato, was elected town councillor of Kimberley. Barnato was a Jew from London’s inner city who was known to recite Hamlet’s “To be or not to be” soliloquy in a handstand. When Rhodes first set foot in Africa, Barney was still performing music hall routines with his brother Harry in their hometown. Their real last name was Isaacs, but a cute show house line that Harry used (“and Barney too!”) eventually evolved into Barnato.


After brief stints as a boxer, comedian, stationery merchant, and cigar seller, Barnato gave diamonds a go. He started out by paying diggers to let him scour their exhausted land on the off chance of finding a neglected diamond. Eventually, Barney and his brother bought a piece of the Big Hole. They made their purchase of four Kimberley plots at exactly the right time; it was after 1876, so the digging maximums had already changed. Moreover, the ground was almost all blue, a color most diggers feared was a sign of depleted land. Not Barney Barnato. He put his trust in a hypothesis that diamonds emerged from volcanoes deep in the earth, closer to this new blue ground than the preceding yellow. He was right.


Every once in a while, history is irrevocably changed by the chance encounter of scientific discovery and financial ingenuity. As more and more stones surfaced, geologists realized they were coming from much deeper in the earth than river streams. When the plots were burrowed deep enough, they presented large amounts of diamonds. A few of these plots belonged to the Barnatos, and sure enough, stones of up to twenty-five carats appeared in their four Kimberley claims. This new blue ground, it turned out, was crystallized magma that had carried diamonds upward from the depths of the earth. Barnato had hit upon the source—blue was beautiful.


He used his profits to buy more digging ground and started the Barnato Mining Company, which became one of the top four controllers of the Kimberley Mine. Next, he set his eyes on the other three and bought their shares. He was able to take over two of the companies, making him chief shareholder of Kimberley Central, the firm that now dominated the Big Hole. Kimberley was basically Barney’s, which officially put Barney in Cecil Rhodes’s way.


As his first order of business, Rhodes tried to buy the one major Kimberley company that Barnato had not managed to procure: the French Company. He solicited funds from London investors, but shortly after he put in his offer of £1.4 million to the French, Barnato countered with £1.75 million.


Rhodes knew that he and Barnato—and their financiers—could go on and on, throwing millions of pounds at the French Company holders. So instead of merely offering a higher figure, he approached his opponent with a deal: all of the French Company would be Barnato’s, in exchange for allowing Rhodes to act as middleman. Rhodes would buy the French Company and resell it to Barnato for £300,000 and one-fifth of the shares in Kimberley Central. This, Rhodes told Barnato, would spare him the embarrassment of having lost the game. Barney accepted, figuring he was gaining the entire French Company and holding on to the majority of the Central. But Rhodes was scheming. After the deal went through, he quickly acquired any Central shares that were not in Barnato’s hands, including those of a number of shareholders Barnato thought were on his side. He bought his way into sixty percent of Kimberley Central.


But Rhodes was after something bigger than business. He knew that minerals were the key to a kingdom’s fortune. He wanted the earth to come under the dominion of the British Empire, and he wanted stones to help pay for the venture. This wasn’t just two men having it out, this was a tycoon and a conqueror going to war.


The battle finally ended at four o’clock one March morning in 1888 during a face-to-face meeting. After hours of persuasion, Barnato finally agreed to let Rhodes purchase his stock. That same month, Rhodes founded De Beers Consolidated Mines. He and Barnato were challenged in the Supreme Court of Cape Colony by a cohort of Barnato’s former shareholders who were not eager to be incorporated into De Beers. The loophole that Barnato and Rhodes used was to liquidate Central and to sell Barney’s overwhelming share to De Beers as individual parts. In 1889, they issued the most valuable check the world had ever seen: £5,338,650. For the rest of his days, Barnato was a director of De Beers, but it was Rhodes who would determine its future. After the merger, Rhodes decreased excavation in De Beers Consolidated Mines. If diamonds were not scientifically rare, De Beers would make them seem that way.


The company went on to adopt the strategy of selling rough diamonds (diamonds that have not been cut and polished) to a handpicked group of sellers in London, referred to as the Syndicate. De Beers learned not only to control supply and demand, but to divide supply into two fronts: how many diamonds came out of the earth, and how many diamonds were released into the market.


During Cecil Rhodes’s reign, the company controlled ninety percent of the world’s rough diamonds. But the new De Beers was not a victory for everyone. Rhodes dramatically shrank employment. According to Tom Zoellner, author of The Heartless Stone, mine regulations helped lay the groundwork for apartheid South Africa. In the city of Kimberley, a new law compelled servants (meaning mostly black people) to keep work papers with them at all times and show them to any white person who asked to see them. Upon exit from the mines each day, black workers had to take off all of their clothing, and guards searched their bodies for stolen gems. Soon, rather than being allowed to leave at all, black miners were packed into compounds, where they remained for the entirety of their employment. These rules weren’t entirely new. There are sources that show abuses like naked searches even before the consolidation of De Beers. In the early 1880s, despite protesting, white workers had to undergo searches, as well.


Rhodes never intended the diamond company as the end of his conquests. The man hungered for more of Africa and set his sights on Matabeleland, which was known to harbor gold. Soon after the De Beers consolidation, Rhodes got a charter from London for the British South Africa Company he’d created, which allowed him vast expansionist rights on the African continent. The next year, he became prime minister of Cape Colony. His delegate would later trick the Matabele king Lobengula into essentially signing over his territory. The land was soon flooded with whites in search of precious metal, and eventually it was referred to as part of “Rhodesia.”


Barney Barnato didn’t fare as well. By late 1896, several personal and financial misfortunes were taking their toll on him. He was drinking. He was looking for diamonds in the wall of his home. He was begging to be let into a neighbor’s house because he was convinced someone was after him.


Barnato achieved his last bit of fame upon his departure from South Africa. One afternoon, on a steamship headed from Cape Town to England, he threw himself into the sea. Some of the obituaries referred to him as the Diamond King, but although he remains an integral part of De Beers history, the company continued with a life of its own long after Barney’s was over.


While De Beers’ early days are defined by Barnato and Rhodes, most of its existence has been spent under the leadership of the Oppenheimer family. In 1929, Ernest (later Sir Ernest) Oppenheimer became chairman and began a diamond dynasty. His son, Harry, succeeded him.


If Cecil Rhodes introduced the art of controlling diamond supply to De Beers, then Harry Oppenheimer perfected De Beers’ manipulation of consumer demand. In the late thirties, right before the war, Harry and his advertising agency, N. W. Ayer, began to craft one of the most cunning feats of marketing history—a campaign that would equate diamonds with love and eternity.


Before Harry teamed up with Ayer, American engagements were responsible for the majority of the company’s diamond sales, but the gems in these rings cost a measly eighty dollars, on average. Harry aimed to change that.


Ayer used movies, newspapers, and radio to plant diamonds into the daydreams of Americans, casting the stones as emblems of romance and glamour. On-screen, beautiful women received the gemstones. Newspapers printed pictures, fed to them by Ayer, of the upper crust sporting diamonds on their hands and necks. Magazines ran colorful advertisements, made up of a visual—such as a painting by Dalí or Picasso—sometimes a literary quote, and often, a written scene of love, containing a lesson: those first moments of romance are brief, but diamonds last an eternity. A young couple in love are wise to preserve their passion in a stone.


One such ad read:


Endless they seem to young people caught up in love’s first fine awareness and yet already they are fleeing . . . . Fortunate indeed are those who carry with them out of the flare of their dreams some tangible object to grace a lifetime’s mature happiness with the memory of this first sweet halcyon. Most frequently, such a talisman lies in their engagement diamond. No other treasure of earth or sea which they may acquire in later life will ever have one-half such precious significance for them.


At the bottom was a little guide showing preferred sizes for unmounted ring stones.


Perhaps the cleverest of these advertisements addressed the ongoing Second World War head-on. “Industrial diamonds—a key priority for high-speed war production—come from the same mines as gem stones,” they informed readers. “Millions of carats are used in United States industries today. The occasional gem diamonds found among them help defray production costs for all these fierce little ‘fighting’ diamonds. Thus, there are no restrictions on the sale of diamond gems.”


In some advertisements, young women waited for their men off at war, with, thank goodness, diamonds on their hands to remember them by. Although these ads spoke of the men’s return and referred to the ring as a symbol of the couple’s love, everyone knew that not all fiancés and husbands returned home. The underlying message was powerful: humans are mortal, diamonds are not.


The ads always said De Beers at the bottom, but they didn’t need to, since the company—which engaged in mining, not retail—had no real competition. De Beers provided almost all retail diamond sellers with unpolished stones. This was a campaign of ideas, the idea that romance came in different cuts, colors, and varieties of diamonds. And the idea caught fire. In three years, between 1938 and 1941, American diamond sales went up fifty-five percent.


It was not just the men and women of marriageable age who were being won over. De Beers toured the States, holding assemblies at high schools about the history of diamonds, farming an entire generation of future consumers.


Then, in 1948, just three years after the world had almost come to an end, De Beers announced that A Diamond Is Forever. And so it was.
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Nineteen forty-eight was also the year that South Africa officially became an apartheid nation. De Beers’ relationship with the country, and the African continent in general, is complex and multifaceted. The Oppenheimers themselves have always been progressive citizens. The election of 1948 won Harry a seat in Parliament as a representative of the United (antiapartheid) Party. Harry condemned apartheid, and when the question of black enfranchisement polarized the party, he banded with the liberals, who didn’t want to rule out the possibility of black voting rights. Eventually, he left the United Party and heavily subsidized the new Progressive Party.


Nevertheless, by the 1960s, apartheid proved glaringly perilous to the future of De Beers, for this was the age of African nationalism and independence. Between 1957 and 1964, the Gold Coast, Tanganyika and Zanzibar, and Sierra Leone all won self-rule. De Beers’ strategy at the time was to wolf down as much of international diamond production as it could, which meant that the company depended upon its relationship with the outside world, a world that South Africa was enraging. The diplomatic rapport between South Africa and the new African nations was nonexistent. Then, in 1963, the Soviet Union ordered an embargo of South Africa, which most of the African continent rallied behind. This was a huge roadblock to De Beers. Several African countries were home to valuable diamonds the company needed to buy, and the Soviets had discovered a large diamond reserve in Siberia that could jeopardize both the price of diamonds worldwide and De Beers’ place at the top of the pyramid.


Harry Oppenheimer understood that it would be impossible for countries such as Ghana and Sierra Leone to openly sell to De Beers. But they could sell to companies in Europe, which could then inconspicuously direct the diamonds on to De Beers. So Oppenheimer conveniently allowed “independent” companies to pop up. The diamonds could then be sold to firms located in more palatable countries, such as Luxembourg. Leaders of the gem-producing countries in Africa were fully aware of the cover-up, but it was too good an opportunity to pass up, especially for a developing nation in need of the income.


Oppenheimer worked out a similar clandestine understanding with the Soviets, who would sell every last Russian diamond to De Beers, ensuring that De Beers remained in control of global diamond prices. And, as the reporter Edward Epstein points out in his book The Diamond Invention, the diamond-selling countries could publicly attack South Africa while secretly doing business with its largest company.


Over the years, in their London vaults, De Beers stockpiled diamonds said to be worth billions of dollars.
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Ten times a year, the Diamond Trading Company (DTC), the company within De Beers that distributes rough stones, sells its diamonds to customers at offices in London, South Africa, Botswana, and Namibia. The transaction is called a “sight,” and the customers are “sightholders.” Not just anyone can be a sightholder; diamond firms can apply to buy a certain class of rough, but De Beers decides whom they want as sightholders. The company chooses its sightholders based on various benchmarks, including how well the applicant will sell its diamonds. All sightholders must adhere to the legal and ethical standards set forth in the company’s Best Practice Principles.


Ten times a year sightholders travel from all over the world to De Beers offices to pick up their rough diamond assortments in plastic boxes that say DTC on them. These ten sights mark the beginning of a process that enlists innumerable members of the industry. For decades, these rough stones trickled down from sightholder to cutter or dealer (sometimes on Forty-seventh Street), from dealer to broker, broker to other dealers, dealers to small or large shops, and finally from shops to customers. Sometimes the dealer skipped the broker and went straight to another dealer, but more or less, this was the diamond pipeline, year in, year out.


Then, in the 1990s, the pipeline began to constrict. De Beers decided to renovate. It had been facing competition from two fronts. In 1996, it got into a row with Australia’s Argyle Mine, the majority of whose goods it had been buying since the eighties. The quarrel led Argyle to end its selling agreement with De Beers, instead allowing Indian cutting houses to buy its diamonds. De Beers, in turn, released a host of stones similar to the ones Argyle sold in India, presumably to warn the mine by devaluing its product. The plan flopped. The gems Argyle had been producing were brown—typically not a highly desirable color—but Argyle had been successful in creating a marketing campaign. So successful that the appeal of their diamonds, which were no longer brown but rather “cognac” or “champagne,” couldn’t be destroyed by De Beers’ surfeit trick.


Canada was De Beers’ second front. Beneath its icy terrain, diamond mines were being unearthed by other companies. Among them was the major BHP Minerals, which wasn’t about to sell out to De Beers. De Beers was still considered a monopoly in America, where BHP owned coal-fields. An alliance with the diamond giant could endanger BHP’s business in the United States. De Beers’ old strategy of buying out alternate diamond sources was going to be very difficult.


The late nineties brought a change of command. The De Beers mantle passed from Harry Oppenheimer to his son, Nicky. In 1998, a financial consulting firm gave De Beers a radical suggestion: they would be better off without their trademark policy of stowing away diamonds. A stockpile meant stable prices for everyone, including competitors like Argyle. By 2001, the company had sold a quarter of the contents of its vaults.


Next, De Beers dipped into a market it had never before touched: diamond retail. In addition to supplying rough to sightholders, it started offering polished, ready-to-wear De Beers–brand diamonds to the consumer in 2005. The company even came up with a special “Forevermark” brand, under which it markets high-caliber diamonds that have been mined using stringent ethical and environmental practices. As of 2010, Forevermark diamonds are cut only by “master craftsmen” and sold exclusively in Asia. The gems are engraved with a “Forevermark,” a tiny square symbol, abstractly reminiscent of a diamond, and below it, an ID number, discernible only with a machine that only Forevermark jewelers carry. Branding has an important implication beyond the mark of luxury: as more companies carve names and numbers into their stones, diamonds will no longer be the anonymous, untraceable objects they once were. This trend holds enormous significance for consumers who want to be certain they are not purchasing jewelry from ethically questionable sources.


But Forevermark is scary to some of the people who share the industry with them. For decades, the advertisements De Beers printed in magazines and aired on television had been meant to get people to buy any and all diamonds. But now that De Beers is also a brand, it is employing its name for its own merchandise, a name that has been whispered into the ears of consumers for decades. The retail segment of its business involves no middlemen: no sightholders, no wholesalers, only De Beers and its customers. The 2005 launch store opened on Fifth Avenue, eight blocks north of Forty-seventh Street.


I needed to know what this was doing to the district, so I went to David Abraham, the former vice president of the Diamond Dealers Club and a dealer on Forty-seventh Street. David grows a five o’clock shadow before three p.m., wears big round glasses, and is the holder of so much information about the industry—and a hyperenergy that cannot apparently be satisfied by a life in diamonds—that he commonly interrupts himself multiple times a sentence. According to David, “people were very concerned” at first, but “once the store opened and the trade noticed how little of an impact it really had, it became a nonissue.”


But I’ve also heard dealers grumble about De Beers cutting out the middleman. Its retail stores mean that there are fewer opportunities for them to participate in the jewelry chain. “De Beers, they like to take the profit all for themselves,” said one gem and diamond merchant I spoke to.


In the process of revamping, De Beers became a private company, a status that grants it greater independence in decision making. It also cut down on sightholders from more than one hundred to about eighty. The stipulations for becoming and remaining a sightholder became stricter. If you were part of this elite group, you were encouraged by De Beers to spend ten percent of your revenue on advertising, up from an approximate one percent. All this was part of a move toward marketing the diamond within the broader category of luxury items. It wanted people to think of De Beers diamonds in the same breath as fancy cars and designer perfume. During the makeover, it partnered up with LVMH, the group responsible for promoting Louis Vuitton. It also urged sightholders to imprint their diamonds with the De Beers logo. It is no longer good enough to sell just a diamond.


But none of this changes the fact that De Beers set the historical stage for an entire industry—from sightholders in London to polishers in India to small dealers like my father in New York. All of them personalities. That’s what I learned: that diamonds have always been a business of big personalities, their clashes and ambitions, and their innovations. I saw them all the time in the district where my father traded. Jokesters, instigators, and artists. I just hadn’t known that they’d been there since the beginning.


Most likely, some of my father’s antique diamonds are old De Beers. It is even possible that his were mined in the age when the earth began cashing out, when South Africa was repopulated by men seeking wealth at the edge of waters, when Rhodes and Barnato had it out, which all happened because a young boy near a riverfront let something beautiful catch his eye. After that, it wasn’t long before glitter became a currency.





Chapter 3
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The Deal


Summer’s heat has already abandoned the city when my father and I walk from his office to the exchange in September of 2008. It’s been about two years since I worked for him. Today, he is wearing the chest pack, filled with jewelry in small plastic baggies.


An armored truck stands near 10 West. The company has a small strip of the street cordoned off. Deliverymen hang around the curb with guns. My father is on his way to look at a fifteen-carat diamond. He and his friend Roy, the owner of a diamond-cutting and -selling operation, are thinking of partnering up to buy the stone.


Roy is a tall man with a gruff voice who bears a resemblance to Walter Matthau, only with paler hair and freckles. He and my father talk on the phone multiple times a day, discussing how much to buy or sell gems for. Sometimes they stop by each other’s offices with a diamond, in need of a second pair of eyes.


“Hey, Grumpy,” said my father when Roy picked up the phone. Instead of just listing the stone’s measurements and quality, he asked Roy to think back to a different one they’d purchased together in the past. “You know that stone we bought and sold—the eleven oh five, you still remember it? Well, try to remember it . . . . ” He reminded Roy of the diamond’s pigmentation and described its flaws: “It was an O color with a white VS-two on the side . . . . We bought it cheap . . . . If you saw a stone like that today again, what would you pay? . . . Would you pay more? . . . Yeah? How much more?”


Soon, my father started adjusting the specs. “What if it’s a fifteen carat . . . . Okay, a fifteen carat with a black VS, black VS-one maybe, maybe two . . . . But it’s a, you know, smaller, it’s a VS-one . . . . Come on, it’s a fifteen carat.” My father began to get annoyed. A little argument broke out. “Do we wanna give the same thing for a fifteen?” He didn’t think they could get a fifteen carat at the same price they’d paid for an eleven, even if its clarity was somewhat inferior. The diamond in question was a large yellow Cape stone, the color of light beer, but it had a small black flaw—very slightly included, VS for short. Finally, my father revealed to Roy who had offered him the stone. It was a dealer at 10 West, the exchange.


On our way to see the diamond, my father and I take a detour down to Twenty-fifth Street to preview an auction at the Tepper Galleries, the oldest auction house in New York. We pass its scopic windows fronting Twenty-fifth Street, just around the corner from Park Avenue. Large black letters reading TEPPER salute us as we make our way in. The floor we visit looks like a warehouse, filled with a miscellany of objects that seem to have little to do with one another, except that they all want to be sold. Jewelry, old currency, lamps, a toy horse, a piano, a rug taped to the floor at the edges. My father loupes some items of jewelry, pressing the small magnifier as close to his left eye—his better one—as he can without scratching his glasses, while his right eye takes on a slackness, almost like a lazy eye.


We are not there for long, and before we leave, my father says the first Yiddish phrase I remember learning as a child, a phrase I once proudly repeated to the principal of my Jewish nursery school. Gurnischt mit gurnischt. Nothing with nothing.


When we get outside, my father tosses the auction brochure into the trash. He has a feeling that one of the jewelry pieces he saw has been modified, that a new stone has been put into its antique setting. This would mean the piece is not a complete original. My father tells me that auction houses make no guarantees on this aspect of the business, but it is important to an antiques dealer like him. Purchasing jewelry has become more complicated. When he first started, not everything he bought needed to be a prize piece. There was a flip market for cheaper merchandise. Over time, though, the customers who used to buy inexpensive goods have lost their spending money. Those with thicker wallets want only first-class items.
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Finally, my father and I are on our way to see the fifteen carater and to try to sell the goods he’s packed beneath his jacket. At the exchange, we find the middleman’s booth. Instead of waiting on the outside of the showcase like other customers, my father squeezes into the tiny workspace and takes a seat. On the back wall hang pictures of the dealer’s children and nephews and also one of the Lubavitcher rebbe, though this man is not a Hasid. A sign says No Refunds Exchanges Only Within 7 Days. Music plays on a stereo.


“Music?” asks my father.


The dealer at the exchange, a tan, bespectacled man with a Persian accent, says, yes, if it’s okay with him.


“If we can dance,” says my father.


The dealer starts to dance, moving his rib cage from side to side. Then he hands me an envelope with “California Lifeline Telephone Service” written on it. He jokes that it’s for me. On the back of the envelope it says “Oltuski.” At first I’m confused, but then I understand. What else can it be but a check?


My father looks at the Cape stone. He asks, “Who do I talk to about price?”


The exchange dealer gives him a number, and my father dials. He says “twelve” to the man on the other line. The man, the exchange dealer’s selling partner, wants more. My father believes he should get a discount if he delivers a check immediately. He tells the dealer, who is in California, that he saw the needle—a flaw—in the stone right away. What he is saying is that the stone is not worth as much as the dealer is asking for it. I learn later that the needle is black and that Asian dealers do not buy diamonds with black inclusions, because the color signifies bad luck. This limits the market in which my father could resell the stone. Not only will he not be able to sell the stone to an Asian dealer, but he won’t be able to sell it to dealers who want to be able to sell to Asian dealers. My father continues on the phone. At one point he says, “None of your business.”


We leave the exchange with the stone but without an agreement. First, my father wants to show Roy. No one at the exchange knows it is Roy he’s working with. This is my father’s right, to keep his partner a secret. Many deals involve a mystery man. Sometimes a buyer keeps a hidden identity, because he’s known to hold an expensive inventory and fears a seller will hike up his price if he finds out who the buyer is. Maybe buyer and seller just don’t get along. Or maybe it’s simply a desire for anonymity. Diamond men are such masters of secrecy that they basically speak a different language, separate from Yiddish and English—it is the language of discretion. In this language, there are no names or details or original prices. Once, while trying to buy a diamond on Forty-seventh Street, David Abraham, the former Club VP, asked the seller how much he paid for the stone. “My cost is nothing,” said the man cryptically. “I found it on the street.”


We walk along the sidewalk, parallel to the noisy congestion of Fifth Avenue, together with other hustling dealers, until we are a block away from Forty-seventh Street. We enter Roy’s office near the secretary’s quarters, which are sealed off in glass. It is a spacious workplace, with several meeting rooms—in one, a pair of foreign dealers waits for Roy—a gemologist’s chamber, a four-man cutting factory, and a large main office with two desks: one for Roy, and one for his son Adam.


Roy’s cutting factory was the first one I’d ever been to, and it introduced me to the dark, cramped world in which diamonds, bright and gleaming, are shaped. The balms and potions that grace the countertops, the recordlike cutting wheels, the scent of chemicals, the strange assortment of recycled containers (black spherical photo negative tubes, pill boxes) in which diamond dust and other small substances are kept, the staticy hum of stone upon wheel, the dusty floors and gray walls contrasted with the stark fluorescent diamond lights, like a construction site at night.


In Roy’s luxurious office, with walls the color of sea foam, my father takes the fifteen carater out and spins it on the table like a dreidel. It lands on its side.


“It’s ridiculous that something like this is worth so much money,” he says to me.


Soon Roy comes in and looks at the stone. Today, there is little small talk. His opinion is that it has a deep bruise. Diamonds are a bit like human bodies. They, too, can be concussed, but while a person suffers blood loss, a stone will only crack, little veins of fractures stemming from the site of damage. My father and Roy talk about the diamond’s shortcomings. Roy believes the stone will lose more weight in its cleanup than my father originally thought.


My father takes it into the cutting factory to consult with Roy’s cutters. One of them, a Hasidic man, agrees that the stone will lose weight. Under a light, he examines the diamond for stress, interior lines that could make it shatter on the cutting wheel.


My father looks disappointed.


“What do you think it’ll lose?” he asks the cutter. He clarifies that he wouldn’t remove the gletz, the flaw visible from the outside of the stone.


The cutter tells my father that the gletz is really two gletzes.


Before we leave the room, my father asks the cutter for reassurance: “But the stone has life the way it is, right?” Life is that indefinable virtue of a diamond, after all its tangible qualities have been tallied up. It is the measurement of its temperament, and those who work in diamonds know that they have temperaments. Really, my father is asking the cutter if the diamond is pretty.


“Right,” says the cutter.


When we come out, Roy, who has been with the foreign dealers, asks, “Paul? Is it dangerous?” He wants a prognosis. He wants to know if their potential investment is likely to burst on the wheel. But the stone isn’t dangerous.


After some back-and-forth, Roy and my father decide that although they will make an offer, the diamond is not worth too much money. Roy thinks it has an ugly make, that it’s too flat. My father calls the stone’s long-distance owner in California and offers him twelve thousand per carat. The man hangs up.


We go back to the exchange to return the diamond. The dealer tells my father that he is foolish for not accepting the deal, because just that morning, he had spoken to the seller, and the man said to him that this diamond, the Cape stone, was for Paul.


This catches my father’s attention. He gets back on the phone with the Californian. He asks the man what the stone has to cost. He makes another offer. The dealer on the phone calls him cuckoo.


“Don’t call me cuckoo.”


Then the dealer at the exchange gets back on the phone with the Californian. My father nods yes at me. I have no idea what’s going on, whether we are winning or losing, but I don’t want it to stop.


The exchange dealer tells my father that they had decided to show him the stone before anyone else, that my father is making a mistake. Eventually, my father says, “I’m not upset if you say no, but I wouldn’t pay a dollar more than twelve five.”


The dealer tells my father that he makes, not breaks, deals; he calls California once again. My father says to the man on the phone that he appreciates that they called him first. Soon, he passes the phone back to the exchange dealer.


We wait. The sound of a steaming machine drifts over from another booth. We wait some more for the phone to ring. The dealer raises the volume on his stereo, then lowers it. He calls, “Sixty off,” across the aisle to another man. The dealer in the other booth calls back, “Fifty off”—the back-and-forths of another deal.


Our dealer mentions a third man who says he paid fifty off.


“That’s his problem, not mine.”


Their debate is put on hold while my father and I run out to get a package from my mother on the street—another stone. She pulls the car up to the exchange, says hi, hands my father a small manila envelope, then, with a quick good-bye, drives away. She had probably driven him to work that morning. My parents aren’t big fans of public transportation and end up haggling over who gets the car almost every day, my mother wanting it for errands and to take it to the West Side, where she practices piano at Juilliard. As a compromise, she’s become a sort of default chauffeur for him, driving their Mercedes first to Forty-seventh Street and then on to wherever she needs to go, as though she were still living in Germany, which she has never stopped missing, flying across the autobahn at liberating speeds.


Back at the booth, the exchange dealer calls his long-distance selling partner and gives my father the phone. They talk. My father says that he already went above his limit. “Sweetheart, don’t . . . ” I can tell he is aggravated.


He has already given up on the deal, we have already left the exchange, when he gets a call on his cell phone from the Californian. We stand in the marble-floored vestibule of another office building, and my father tells the dealer not to make it personal. But then he says to hold on. He looks at his phone, puts it back to his ear, and utters, “Mazal one ninety,” $190,000—$12,667 per carat. He has been pushed up almost $700 per carat. I was not expecting him to give in, but he and Roy now own a fifteen-carat Cape diamond.

OEBPS/images/common1.jpg






OEBPS/images/f00iii-01.jpg
Y

A Story of Diamonds, Family,
and a Way of Life

Alicia Oltuski

SCRIBNER

New York London Toronto Sydney New Delbi














OEBPS/images/9781439171707_cover.jpg
“The daughter and granddaughter of di d dealers sets out to record the pulse

ofthis district . . .animpassioned love letter to the industry ... . and to the author’s father,
her most compelling character.” —THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

A STORY OF DIAMONDS,
FAMILY, AND A WAY OF LIFE

‘\“\\\ 10 m/j e

o Wit





OEBPS/images/commonc.jpg





