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“Bu t  how can one possibly pay at tention

to a book w i th no pictures in i t?”

LEWIS CARROLL

ALICE 'S ADVENTURES IN WONDERLAND

1871



ONE

GEM CENTRAL



I t  was Shakespeare ’s Enobarbus who remarked of Queen
Cleopatra that “age cannot w i ther her nor custom stale
her inf ini te variety.” Bu t  in this observation ,  Anthony’s
w ise and cynical confidence was only  half  r ight ,  for age
is as much a ski l fu l  creator of variety  as i t  is of value ,  i f
Sri  Lanka ’s famous gems are any thing to go by.  And
Queen Cleopatra herself  –  apart from a nightclub in
downtown Colombo and an elderly  female leopard in
Wilpat tu  –  has yet to make much of a mark on the
is land .

The is land is home to 75  semi -precious or precious gems
–  including two precious s tones ,  rubies and sapphires ,
the lat ter being the gem unmistakably  tw inned w i th in
popu lar imaginat ion .  Among i ts bet ter -known semi -
precious s tones are Spinels ,  Amethysts ,  Sapphires ,
Garnets ,  Rose Quartz,  Aquamarines ,  Tourmalines ,
Agates ,  Cymophanes ,  Topazes ,  Ci tr ines ,  Alexandri tes ,
Zircons ,  and Moonstones .  Al l  are valued according to
str ict  cri teria :  Cu t ,  Colour ,  Clari ty,  and Carat (or
weight ) .

Thanks to the ex t reme age of i ts rocks (90%  are between
500  and 2.5  mil l ion years old) ,  Sri Lanka ’s gems are so
numerous that they  of ten wash ou t  onto f loodplains and
into r ivers and streams .

Indeed ,  the mining of al luv ia l  deposi ts by  s imple water -
w innow ing river mining was ,  for a long t ime ,  the classic
technique used to f ind gemstones ,  separat ing them from
the river sand and clay  by  s imple slu icing in w icker
baskets .

Tunnel mining represents a more scalable technique .
Typical ly,  pi ts 5  to 500  feet deep are dug ,  w i th tunnels
excavated horizontal ly  from them .  The clay,  sand ,  and
gravel are then slu iced w i th water in conical baskets to
separate the heav ier s tones ,  which set t le at the base of



the baskets .  At a much more industr ia l  level ,  backhoe
earthmov ing machines ,  ablaze in their env i ronmental ly
chal lenging acid -yel low  or orange l ivery,  are used to
excavate the topsoi l .

25%  of the country’s total  land area is potential ly  gem -
bearing ,  bu t  the greatest concentrat ion of mining is
around the town of Ratnapura ,  which accounts for 65%
of mined gems;  the balance most ly  comes from Elahera ,
a distr ict  in the North Central Prov ince .

The country’s gem mining history  dates back at least to
the 2nd century  BCE ,  w i th mention of a gem mine in The
Mahavamsa .  However ,  i f  bibl ical rumours of King
Solomon ’s wooing of the Queen of Sheba w i th gif ts of
priceless Sri Lankan gems are to be believed ,  the
country’s gem mines can be dated back at least another
700  years .  In 550  CE ,  a Greek trader ,  Cosmas ,  wrote
that " the temples are numerous ,  and in one in part icu lar ,
si tuated on an eminence ,  is the great hyacinth [amethyst
or ruby],  as large as a pine cone ,  the colour of f ire ,  and
flashing from a great dis tance ,  especial ly  when catching
the beams of the sun -  a matchless sight".

A later travel ler to the is land ,  Marco Polo ,  wrote in the
13 th century  CE that " the king of Cey lon is repu ted to
have the grandest ruby  that was ever seen ,  a span in
length ,  the thickness of a man 's arm;  bri l l iant beyond
descript ion ,  and w i thou t  a single f law.  He gives them to
the lapidaries who scrape them down unti l  they  spl i t
away  from the ruby  s tones .  Some of them are red ,  some
yel low,  and some blue ,  which they  cal l  nai lam (saff ires) .
Today,  the country’s gem industry  is highly  regu la ted ,
and i ts exports are among the country’s leading sources
of foreign revenue ,  w i th sales r is ing from around $40
mil l ion in 1980  to over $473  mil l ion in 2022.  This
places i t  in 4 th posi t ion ,  below  Garments ($4.7  bi l l ion) ,
Coffee ,  Tea &  Spices ($1.6  bi l l ion ) ,  and Rubber ($1.06
bil l ion ) .



This phenomenal accelerat ion dates in part to two bou ts
of government intervention :  the establ ishment of the
State Gem Corporat ion in 1971  and the 1993  Gem and
Jewel lery  Au thori ty  Act .  By  these moves ,  the government
central ised and professional ised the issuance of gem -

mining l icenses and the leasing of government land for
mining .  They  ex tended control over sales and exports
and made i t  mandatory  that gems discovered in mines be
sold at the government 's discret ion ,  rather than at public
auct ions ,  w i th the government receiv ing a 2.5%  share of
sales .

The industry’s value chain is long .  Gem miners sel l  their
s tones to dealers ,  who then sel l  the rough stones to
cu t ter -polishers .  Historical ly,  these have usual ly  been
Cey lon Moors ,  descendants of Arabian traders .  The
gli t tering stones are then sold to wholesalers and on to
retai lers ,  where the most signif icant profi ts are made .



TWO

GUARD IAN
GEMS



The two stones that s tand as guardians of the jewel lery
vau l t  in Sri Lanka are ,  of course ,  sapphire and ruby.

So great is the aff ini ty  between Sri Lanka and i ts
sapphires that the nat ion might legi t imately  pet i t ion to
be more apt ly  cal led Sri Sapphire .  They  are most
typical ly  blue –  bu t  can also pop up in black ,
colour less ,  grey,  or even pink or orange –  a variant
known as padparadscha ,  from Padmaraga .

The country  also excels at producing Hot Pink Sapphires ,
a yel low  sapphire ,  apparent ly  a good deterrent against
w i tchcraf t ,  as wel l  as orange and white ones .  The gem
accounts for 85%  of the precious s tones mined in Sri
Lanka ,  bu t  the colour variant that gets the most acclaim
is the Cey lon Blue Sapphire ,  the blue of cornf lowers ,
clear skies ,  and inest imable ,  sophist icated material
contentment .

Sel l ing for $5,000  -  8,000  per carat ,  they  are as much
statements of investment as they  are i tems of adornment :
“A kiss on the hand may  feel very,  very  good ,”  noted
Anita Loos ,  “bu t  a diamond and sapphire bracelet lasts
forever”.

Sri Lanka ’s sapphires are found in al luv ia l  deposi ts
across the country,  the very  best from Elahera .  Since
Ptolemy  noted their gl i t tering presence ,  they  have been
much favoured for crowns ,  thrones ,  diadems ,  and
jewel lery  for Firs t  Nights and cocktai l  part ies .

Sri Lanka ’s sapphires have won their place in global
hearts since the earl iest t imes for their exceptional
clari ty  and transparency.  For any  wearer interested in
absolu te qual i ty,  they  are the go - to source for the best
bl ing ,  shorn of the incipient vu lgari ty  that of ten
accompanies diamonds .  Not coincidental ly,  Sri Lanka ’s
sapphires have given museums and auct ion houses



jewels of such arrest ing qual i ty  as to gain themselves
names and identi t ies in their own right –  including The
Stuart Sapphire ,  s t i l l  worn atop the crown of the
reigning monarch of Great Bri tain .  However ,  the oldest
and loveliest is probably  the Roman Aphrodite Sapphire ,
now  housed behind thick glass in Cambridge .

Closely  related to sapphires ,  the is land ’s rubies are
almost as famous .  Grey,  hard ,  and bri t t le ,  known to
scient is ts as Cr or No 24,  the modest metal chromium is
what gives rubies their red colour and the metal i ts
brush w i th glamour ,  high -octane cocktai l  part ies ,  and the
odd coronation .

Depending on the amount of chromium ,  the ruby  can
show  every  shade of red ,  bu t  the pure ,  unmistakably
f iery  reds are the ones most cherished .

Whilst  the best of Sri Lanka ’s rubies show  off just these
qual i t ies ,  they  of ten also come in a variety  of pinks and
reds w i th a dash of purple ,  a colour variant uniquely
caused by  the presence of iron .

The ruby  King Solomon gave to the Queen of Sheba is
said to have come from Sri Lanka .  The is land ’s rubies ,
Marco Polo later recorded in 1292,  are “ the size of a
man ’s arm”.  Their unapologetic f lashiness has long made
them a favour i te jewel for armour ,  crowns ,  scabbards ,
and rel igious s tatues–  as wel l  as necklaces ,  t iaras ,
broaches ,  r ings ,  and bracelets .

Unti l  relat ively  recent ly,  they  were impossible to
dist ingu ish from the more pedestr ian spinel gemstones ,
and many  a ruby  owner in the past –  including
Catherine the Great ,  the Black Prince ,  and the last  Holy
Roman Emperor –  has posthumously  found themselves
somewhat shortchanged when the iconic rubies in their
crowns were later identi f ied as spinel .



Most rubies come from mines around Ratnapura ,  though
some of the very  best come from far sou th ,  in
Udawalawe .  Anyone v is i t ing The Smithsonian might
happily  spend a l i t t le t ime gaz ing upon “My  Baby,”  a
138.7-carat ruby  from Sri Lanka beloved of i ts original
owner ,  Rosser Reeves ,  the guru  of American advert is ing ,
whose slogans for Bic pens ,  Minu te Maid orange ju ice ,
M&M 's and Colgate toothpaste recal l  a now  lost world of
innocent consumerism .  Pricing a ruby  is an art  form al l
of i ts own -  bu t  $300  -  $250,000  per carat is a good
range as any  –  unless you  own the Burmese "pigeon
blood"  Sunrise Ruby,  which sold for $1,000,000  per
carat .  Even so ,  proport ional i ty  is every thing ,  as the Bible
noted :  “A w i fe of noble character -  can you  f ind?  She is
worth far more than rubies .”



THRE E

GEMS TO
WEAR WHEN

SHOPP ING



Four of the is land ’s gems si t  happily  at  the more
affordable end of the scale ,  perfect purchases to set as
necklaces or earrings for breakfast or on short tr ips to
the supermarket .

The most famous of these is the moonstone –  sometimes
known as Cey lon Opals .  They  come in shades of white ,
blue ,  and grey.  A semiprecious s tone ,  i t  gets i ts name
for i ts tex ture -  and the art fu l  way  in which i ts colour
resembles moonlight shining through clouds .  With a
qual i ty  typical ly  higher than almost any  other mined in
the world ,  moonstones are broadly  subdiv ided into blue ,
semi -blue ,  and white .

They  are most commonly  found in al luv ia l  s treams ,
part icu lar ly  near Ambalangoda in the sou th of the is land .
Smaller mines ex is t  in places l ike Matale ,  amongst
gravels in such rivers as the Mahaweli  and Walawe ,  and
in smal ler quanti t ies in El ipi t iya ,  Horton Plains and
Weligama .

They  are promoted as the stone of emotions ,  an essential
accessory  for enhancing mental clari ty  and emotional
equ i l ibrium .  They  are also much favoured by  t ravel lers
as a form of otherworldly  protect ion .

Long used by  jewel lers ,  they  gained a part icu lar boost
dur ing the Art Nouveau  period (1890-1910),  not least
through the creat ions of the French goldsmith René
Lal ique .

Fake moonstones abound –  bu t  there is a tr ied -and -
t rusted method to dist ingu ish the real McCoy:  i f  you  rol l
the stone between your f ingers and i t  becomes
translucent ,  i t  is probably  a fake .  Genu ine rocks –  l ike
the colour of a rainbow  -  never change colour .

For something a l i t t le f lashier ,  three other semi -precious
stones beckon .



Agate is a modest ly  priced ($10  to $100  per carat)  semi -
precious quartz  that occurs in a w ide range of colours ,
including brown ,  white ,  red ,  grey,  pink ,  black ,  and
yel low.  Sri Lanka special ises in blue - t inted agate ,  said to
pacify  inner anger and anx iety.

Amethysts are also famous for self -medicat ion .  Sri Lanka
is one of the world 's best sources of high -qual i ty
amethysts ,  a semi -precious gem ($20-$50  per carat )  that
occurs in transparent pastel roses to deep purples .  Used
in jewel lery  as wel l  as al ternat ive heal ing ,  i ts supporters
argue that i t  helps rel ieve stress and anx iety,  fend off
headaches and fat igue ,  and promote cel l  regenerat ion .

The last of the three –  unfair ly  overlooked is Citr ine .
Named af ter the Old French word for lemon ,  Ci tr ine is a
relat ively  rare semiprecious quartz  gem that is abundant
in Sri Lanka ,  in colours ranging from transparent and
pale yel low  to brownish -orange ,  and sel ls for $10  to $50
per carat .



FOUR

GEMS FOR
LUNCHEON



Three semi -precious s tones cry  ou t  to be worn at lunches
in fashionable restaurants or in the homes of irr i ta t ing
acquaintances you  w ish to si lence and impress .

The most notable of the tr io is Tourmaline .  Al though
avai lable in almost every  colour ,  Sri Lankan Tourmaline
tends to be restr icted to yel low ish -green &  bright green .
This semi -precious gem is found right across the is land ,
especial ly  in Uva and Ratnapura .

I t  came into global prominence when the Du tch East
India Company  imported large quanti t ies of i t  from Sri
Lanka to the West .  There ,  i t  was cal led the "Cey lonese
Magnet"  because i t  cou ld at tract and then repel hot
ashes due to i ts pyroelectr ic propert ies .  I t  s i ts happily  in
the mid -market at $100  $400  per carat –  except Paraiba
Tourmaline ,  a non - local bright green variant ,  which can
cost around $30,000  per carat .

I t  pairs wel l  w i th aquamarines ,  a semi -precious s tone
w i th su f f icient iron in i ts crystals to produce a cherished
green -blue to blue colour ,  set in a gl i t tering array.
Abundant and comparat ively  affordable ($130  -  $900  per
carat) ,  i t  is found al l  over the is land -  in Rathnapura ,
Morawaka ,  Hat ton ,  Nawalapi t iya ,  Gal le ,  and Matara .

I ts comparat ive inexpensiveness has not s topped i t
decorat ing some of the world ’s more famous people ,
including the French Emperor Lou is XV who owned the
109.92  carats Hirsch Aquamarine ,  Queen El izabeth I I
who commissioned an Aquamarine Tiara ,  Eleanor
Roosevel t  who col lected the gif t  of a 1,298-carat
aquamarine gemstone when she v is i ted Braz i l  in 1936  -
and the colossal 225,000  carrot Dom Pedro
Aquamarine ,  named af ter the anachronist ic Braz i l ian
emperors ,  Pedro I  and Pedro I I .

To complete a tru ly  sparkl ing lunch assemblage ,  add



z i rcons .  Mined in Matara and known local ly  as Matara
Diamonds ,  z i rcon has long been a popu lar substi tu te for
diamonds worldw ide ,  w i th prices ranging from $30  to
over $3,000  per carat ,  depending on qual i ty.

Although typical ly  found in colours from brown and red
to blue and purple ,  i t  is most cherished in i ts colour less ,
purest form ,  which most closely  resembles diamonds .
The colour less z i rcon found in Sri Lanka is noted for i ts
bri l l iance and f iery  f lashes of mu l t icoloured l ight .

One gem and one gem only  is the recommended wear
for those short ,  brief cocktai l  part ies ,  book launches and
firs t  nights where you  have bu t  a few  seconds to real ly
make your mark :  the cat ’s eye .  I t  gains i ts name w i th
unfl inching exact i tude ,  for the stone ,  semi -precious
though i t  is ,  seems to stare r ight at you,  demanding your
fu l l  and doting at tent ion .

Known to science as chrysobery l ,  the colour of Cat ’s Eye
differs from semi - t ransparent golden yel low  to s l ight ly
greenish or brownish yel low.  They  exhibi t  a dist inct ,
ever -changing l ight band that gl ides across the surface ,
resembling a cat 's eye .

They  are found w idely  across Sri Lanka ,  including
Rakwana ,  Bu lu tota , Pelawat te ,  Horana ,  Panadura ,
Rathnapura ,  and Mestiya .  Given their price range of $3
to $  1,700,  there ’s an affordable option for almost
everyone .

The nat ion ’s most notable cat ’s eye was f ished ou t  of a
paddy  f ield in Pelmadu l la in the late 1880s .  The paddy
was part of a 20,000-acre estate belonging to
Iddamalgoda Kumarihamy,  the daughter of Iddamalgoda
Nilame .

For decades ,  the 700-carat s tone lay  unpolished ,



eventual ly  bequeathed to the grand old lady’s grandson ,
a notable col lector of cact i ,  who arranged for the gem to
be cu t  and polished in 1930.  The resu l t  was a stunning
465-carat cat ’s eye ,  the most signif icant cu t  example in
the world ,  earning i t  the moniker "The Eye of the Lion".
Other notable ,  i f  more modest ,  Sri Lankan cat ’s eye can
be found at Buckingham Palace (a 105  carat cat 's eye
passed down from Edward VII  to Charles I I I);  the 105
carat Ray  of Treasure (now  in the possession of the
National Gem and Jewel lery  Au thori ty  in Sri Lanka);  and
the 58.19  carat Maharani Cat 's Eye in the Smithsonian
Museum in Washington ,  D .C .



F IVE

D INNER  PARTY
GEMS



The last f ive gems are the go -so stones for dinner
part ies ,  shou ld you  want to give your sapphires and
rubies a bi t  of a rest .  And if  you  real ly  want to do that ,
then head for spinels .  Often mistaken for rubies or
sapphires ,  spinels come in red ,  pink ,  and blue colours
and are w idely  avai lable in Sri Lanka .

They  account for a signif icant share of i ts gem exports to
the rest of the world .  The value of this semi -precious
stone has increased over t ime ,  and a carat w i l l  now  cost
between $300  and $3000.

Although now  much easier to identi fy,  many  a ruby
owner in the past ,  including Catherine the Great ,  the
Black Prince ,  and the last  Holy  Roman Emperor ,  have
posthumously  found themselves somewhat shortchanged
when the iconic rubies in their crowns were later
identi f ied as spinels .

This was also the fate of the famous Timur Ruby-cum -
Spinal ,  which was ‘ l iberated ’  (along w i th the Koh - I -Noor
diamond )  from Mughal India in 1849.  I t  was presented
by  the East India Company  to Queen Victoria and set
into a necklace ,  s t i l l  to be gl impsed from t ime to t ime on
the necks of royal Windsor ladies .

Wise wearers of ten have them set w i th topaz  to ensure
the sort of tw inkle that brings a dining table to a hal t .
From colour less to pink or blue ,  the higher -value topaz
stones are typical ly  red or peach -orange ,  sometimes
cal led Sherry  Topaz.

They  cost between $100  and $  1,000  per carat .  Open -pit
mining for this semi -precious gem is carried ou t  in many
parts of Sri Lanka ,  including Matale ,  Sigir iya ,
Balangoda ,  and Nawalapi t iya .  Recent advances in
industr ia l  techniques for colour ing colour less topaz  by
i rradiat ion have created a topaz  bonanza for Sri Lanka ,



as i ts topaz  is especial ly  susceptible to this treatment
and produces the best shades of blue .

Bu t  for a complete change ,  perhaps ,  and to double your
appeal ,  opt for Alexandri tes ,  for in buy ing this semi -
precious s tone ,  purchasers gain two jewels for the price
of one ,  for the stone ’s unusual l ight -absorbing qual i t ies
give i t  the possibi l i ty  of such dif ferent appearances that
i t  is of ten known as an emerald by  day  and a ruby  by
night .

Although relat ively  scarce on the is land ,  Sri Lankan
alexandri te 's exceptional qual i ty  has made i t  much -prized
w i thin the jewel lery  industry,  and for between $3,000
and $20,000  per carat ,  you  cou ld sport one for your
nex t  appearance in Hi Magaz ine ,  the is land ’s celebri ty
f ix.  Al ternat ively,  you  might search the world for the
missing Naleem Alexandri te ,  a Sri Lankan gem of
unparal leled qual i ty,  said to be the largest of i ts kind ,
weighing 112  carats .

I t  was sold by  noted gem col lector Al Haj Naleem in
Beruwala .  St i l l ,  the onward chain of buyers has long
since gone cold ,  and i t  has not been seen anywhere
since 2011  –  a year of such unpropit ious and
unparal leled misery  as to offer perfect cover for the shy
gemstone .

Gorgeous though they  are ,  they  are even more str iking
when set in jewel lery  featur ing garnets .  There are many
so -cal led garnet species ,  w i th reddish shades being the
most popu lar and blues the rarest .

Sri Lankan garnets span a broad spectrum of colours ,
from deep reds to v ibrant oranges ,  gent le pinks ,  and
even green .  The greater their abi l i ty  to transmit l ight ,  the
greater their value as a semi -precious s tone .  They  range
in price from $500  to $7000  per carat .  From the



Pharaohs to Jackie Onassis Kennedy,  the gemstone has
long been a favour i te of jewel lers worldw ide .

The last of the quartet is the sort of gemstone that you
ought real ly  to wear just for yourself .  A delicate pink
variety  of mineral quartz,  Rose Quartz  is mined in many
shades from very  l ight to medium -dark pink ,  and Sri
Lanka is a leading source of high -qual i ty  rocks .  Beloved
by  al ternat ive therapists ,  i t  is also cal led the "Heart
Stone".  I t  is a symbol of uncondit ional love ,  inf ini te
peace ,  deep inner heal ing ,  sel f - love ,  and ,  given i ts price
of $100  to $  1,000  per carat ,  a relat ively  wel l -endowed
wal let .

People w i l l ,  as they  say,  s tare ,  so i t 's no bad thing to
give them something to look at .  Bu t  as Diane Von
Furs tenberg ,  a lady  who knows as much abou t  looking
good as making good ,  remarked -  " Jewel lery  is l ike the
perfect spice— i t  a lways complements what 's already
there".  So in the end ,  wear i t  just for yourself .
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DISCOVER MORE

THE SRI LANKA PODCAST
Exploring what makes Sri Lanka, Sri Lankan at
sri lankapodcast.com.

A HISTORY OF SRI LANKA 
Sri Lanka’s serpentine his tory.

THE CEYLON PRESS COMPANIONS 
The essential things that make up the is land.

THE POCKET PROFESSOR VERY SHORT
INTRODUCTIONS
Demysti fying subjects.

ALTERNATIVE GUIDES
The places and subjects without crowds. 

CUTHBERT'S GOLDEN TREASURIES
Exploring the unexpected, in glad and random ways.

HISTORICAL ATLASES
The story of Sri Lanka through the maps of i ts forgotten
cartographers & explorers.

TINY GUIDES
A quick canter through the facts that matter most.



ABOUT THE FLAME TREE ESTATE &
HOTEL

I t ’s absolute paradise,” wrote one guest recent ly, “I
would f ly back to Sri Lanka simply to stay in this
place for a couple more days.”

Centered on a 25-acre organic spice and t imber
plantat ion, The Flame Tree Estate & Hotel has been
renovated and furnished with art & antiques, and i ts
heal thy menus fuse street food with f ine dining. I ts
1,000 high rocky hi l ls s tal led the Dutch army in
1765; and unti l  the civi l  war the estate stretched over
100 acres with 3 working elephants.

Today, i ts restored plantat ions grow cardamom,
turmeric, ginger, cloves, pepper, cocoa, rubber,
coffee, vani l la, cinnamon, coconuts, and scores of
trees from ebony to sapu – best enjoyed from the
vantage point of the hotel’s inf ini ty pool. Visi t
www.f lametreeestate.com.I t  also houses and funds
The Ceylon Press.

As a reader of this book, you natural ly quali fy for
special t reatment should your holiday ever bring you
to Sri Lanka and The Flame Tree Estate & Hotel. 

Drop the general manager a note to let him know how
you came across us and to make arrangements that
best sui t  you: GeneralManager@flametreeestate.com.
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	FOR ROSANNA JEWEL OF COLOMBO
	“But how can one possibly pay attention to a book with no pictures in it?”
	ONE
	GEM CENTRAL
	It was Shakespeare’s Enobarbus who remarked of Queen Cleopatra that “age cannot wither her nor custom stale her infinite variety.”  But in this observation, Anthony’s wise and cynical confidence was only half right, for age is as much a skilful creator of variety as it is of value, if Sri Lanka’s famous gems are anything to go by. And Queen Cleopatra herself – apart from a nightclub in downtown Colombo and an elderly female leopard in Wilpattu – has yet to make much of a mark on the island.
	The island is home to 75 semi-precious or precious gems – including two precious stones, rubies and sapphires, the latter being the gem unmistakably twinned with in popular imagination. Among its better-known semi-precious stones are Spinels, Amethysts, Sapphires, Garnets, Rose Quartz, Aquamarines, Tourmalines, Agates, Cymophanes, Topazes, Citrines, Alexandrites, Zircons, and Moonstones. All are valued according to strict criteria: Cut, Colour, Clarity, and Carat (or weight).
	Thanks to the extreme age of its rocks (90% are between 500 and 2.5 million years old), Sri Lanka’s gems are so numerous that they often wash out onto floodplains and into rivers and streams.
	Indeed, the mining of alluvial deposits by simple water-winnowing river mining was, for a long time, the classic technique used to find gemstones, separating them from the river sand and clay by simple sluicing in wicker baskets.
	Tunnel mining represents a more scalable technique. Typically, pits 5 to 500 feet deep are dug, with tunnels excavated horizontally from them. The clay, sand, and gravel are then sluiced with water in conical baskets to separate the heavier stones, which settle at the base of
	the baskets. At a much more industrial level, backhoe earthmoving machines, ablaze in their environmentally challenging acid-yellow or orange livery, are used to excavate the topsoil.
	25% of the country’s total land area is potentially gem-bearing, but the greatest concentration of mining is around the town of Ratnapura, which accounts for 65% of mined gems; the balance mostly comes from Elahera, a district in the North Central Province.
	The country’s gem mining history dates back at least to the 2nd century BCE, with mention of a gem mine in The Mahavamsa. However, if biblical rumours of King Solomon’s wooing of the Queen of Sheba with gifts of priceless Sri Lankan gems are to be believed, the country’s gem mines can be dated back at least another 700 years. In 550 CE, a Greek trader, Cosmas, wrote that "the temples are numerous, and in one in particular, situated on an eminence, is the great hyacinth [amethyst or ruby], as large as a pine cone, the colour of fire, and flashing from a great distance, especially when catching the beams of the sun - a matchless sight".
	A later traveller to the island, Marco Polo, wrote in the 13th century CE that "the king of Ceylon is reputed to have the grandest ruby that was ever seen, a span in length, the thickness of a man's arm; brilliant beyond description, and without a single flaw. He gives them to the lapidaries who scrape them down until they split away from the ruby stones. Some of them are red, some yellow, and some blue, which they call nailam (saffires). Today, the country’s gem industry is highly regulated, and its exports are among the country’s leading sources of foreign revenue, with sales rising from around $40 million in 1980 to over $473 million in 2022. This places it in 4th position, below Garments ($4.7 billion), Coffee, Tea & Spices ($1.6 billion), and Rubber ($1.06 billion).
	This phenomenal acceleration dates in part to two bouts of government intervention: the establishment of the State Gem Corporation in 1971 and the 1993 Gem and Jewellery Authority Act. By these moves, the government centralised and professionalised the issuance of gem-mining licenses and the leasing of government land for mining. They extended control over sales and exports and made it mandatory that gems discovered in mines be sold at the government's discretion, rather than at public auctions, with the government receiving a 2.5% share of sales.
	The industry’s value chain is long. Gem miners sell their stones to dealers, who then sell the rough stones to cutter-polishers. Historically, these have usually been Ceylon Moors, descendants of Arabian traders. The glittering stones are then sold to wholesalers and on to retailers, where the most significant profits are made.
	TWO
	GUARDIAN GEMS
	The two stones that stand as guardians of the jewellery vault in Sri Lanka are, of course, sapphire and ruby.
	So great is the affinity between Sri Lanka and its sapphires that the nation might legitimately petition to be more aptly called Sri Sapphire. They are most typically blue – but can also pop up in black, colourless, grey, or even pink or orange – a variant known as padparadscha, from Padmaraga.
	The country also excels at producing Hot Pink Sapphires, a yellow sapphire, apparently a good deterrent against witchcraft, as well as orange and white ones. The gem accounts for 85% of the precious stones mined in Sri Lanka, but the colour variant that gets the most acclaim is the Ceylon Blue Sapphire, the blue of cornflowers, clear skies, and inestimable, sophisticated material contentment.
	Selling for $5,000 - 8,000 per carat, they are as much statements of investment as they are items of adornment: “A kiss on the hand may feel very, very good,” noted Anita Loos, “but a diamond and sapphire bracelet lasts forever”.
	Sri Lanka’s sapphires are found in alluvial deposits across the country, the very best from Elahera. Since Ptolemy noted their glittering presence, they have been much favoured for crowns, thrones, diadems, and jewellery for First Nights and cocktail parties.
	Sri Lanka’s sapphires have won their place in global hearts since the earliest times for their exceptional clarity and transparency. For any wearer interested in absolute quality, they are the go-to source for the best bling, shorn of the incipient vulgarity that often accompanies diamonds. Not coincidentally, Sri Lanka’s sapphires have given museums and auction houses
	jewels of such arresting quality as to gain themselves names and identities in their own right – including The Stuart Sapphire, still worn atop the crown of the reigning monarch of Great Britain. However, the oldest and loveliest is probably the Roman Aphrodite Sapphire, now housed behind thick glass in Cambridge.
	Closely related to sapphires, the island’s rubies are almost as famous. Grey, hard, and brittle, known to scientists as Cr or No 24, the modest metal chromium is what gives rubies their red colour and the metal its brush with glamour, high-octane cocktail parties, and the odd coronation.
	Depending on the amount of chromium, the ruby can show every shade of red, but the pure, unmistakably fiery reds are the ones most cherished.
	Whilst the best of Sri Lanka’s rubies show off just these qualities, they often also come in a variety of pinks and reds with a dash of purple, a colour variant uniquely caused by the presence of iron.
	The ruby King Solomon gave to the Queen of Sheba is said to have come from Sri Lanka. The island’s rubies, Marco Polo later recorded in 1292, are “the size of a man’s arm”. Their unapologetic flashiness has long made them a favourite jewel for armour, crowns, scabbards, and religious statues– as well as necklaces, tiaras, broaches, rings, and bracelets.
	Until relatively recently, they were impossible to distinguish from the more pedestrian spinel gemstones, and many a ruby owner in the past – including Catherine the Great, the Black Prince, and the last Holy Roman Emperor – has posthumously found themselves somewhat shortchanged when the iconic rubies in their crowns were later identified as spinel.
	Most rubies come from mines around Ratnapura, though some of the very best come from far south, in Udawalawe. Anyone visiting The Smithsonian might happily spend a little time gazing upon “My Baby,” a 138.7-carat ruby from Sri Lanka beloved of its original owner, Rosser Reeves, the guru of American advertising, whose slogans for Bic pens, Minute Maid orange juice, M&M's and Colgate toothpaste recall a now lost world of innocent consumerism. Pricing a ruby is an art form all of its own - but $300 - $250,000 per carat is a good range as any – unless you own the Burmese "pigeon blood" Sunrise Ruby, which sold for $1,000,000 per carat. Even so, proportionality is everything, as the Bible noted: “A wife of noble character- can you find? She is worth far more than rubies.”
	THREE
	GEMS TO WEAR WHEN SHOPPING
	Four of the island’s gems sit happily at the more affordable end of the scale, perfect purchases to set as necklaces or earrings for breakfast or on short trips to the supermarket.
	The most famous of these is the moonstone  – sometimes known as Ceylon Opals. They come in shades of white, blue, and grey. A semiprecious stone, it gets its name for its texture - and the artful way in which its colour resembles moonlight shining through clouds. With a quality typically higher than almost any other mined in the world, moonstones are broadly subdivided into blue, semi-blue, and white.
	They are most commonly found in alluvial streams, particularly near Ambalangoda in the south of the island. Smaller mines exist in places like Matale, amongst gravels in such rivers as the Mahaweli and Walawe, and in smaller quantities in Elipitiya, Horton Plains and Weligama.
	They are promoted as the stone of emotions, an essential accessory for enhancing mental clarity and emotional equilibrium. They are also much favoured by travellers as a form of otherworldly protection.
	Long used by jewellers, they gained a particular boost during the Art Nouveau period (1890-1910), not least through the creations of the French goldsmith René Lalique.
	Fake moonstones abound – but there is a tried-and-trusted method to distinguish the real McCoy: if you roll the stone between your fingers and it becomes translucent, it is probably a fake. Genuine rocks – like the colour of a rainbow - never change colour.
	For something a little flashier, three other semi-precious stones beckon.
	Agate is a modestly priced ($10 to $100 per carat) semi-precious quartz that occurs in a wide range of colours, including brown, white, red, grey, pink, black, and yellow. Sri Lanka specialises in blue-tinted agate, said to pacify inner anger and anxiety.
	Amethysts are also famous for self-medication. Sri Lanka is one of the world's best sources of high-quality amethysts, a semi-precious gem ($20-$50 per carat) that occurs in transparent pastel roses to deep purples. Used in jewellery as well as alternative healing, its supporters argue that it helps relieve stress and anxiety, fend off headaches and fatigue, and promote cell regeneration.
	The last of the three – unfairly overlooked is Citrine. Named after the Old French word for lemon, Citrine is a relatively rare semiprecious quartz gem that is abundant in Sri Lanka, in colours ranging from transparent and pale yellow to brownish-orange, and sells for $10 to $50 per carat.
	FOUR
	GEMS FOR LUNCHEON
	Three semi-precious stones cry out to be worn at lunches in fashionable restaurants or in the homes of irritating acquaintances you wish to silence and impress.
	The most notable of the trio is Tourmaline. Although available in almost every colour, Sri Lankan Tourmaline tends to be restricted to yellowish-green & bright green. This semi-precious gem is found right across the island, especially in Uva and Ratnapura.
	It came into global prominence when the Dutch East India Company imported large quantities of it from Sri Lanka to the West. There, it was called the "Ceylonese Magnet" because it could attract and then repel hot ashes due to its pyroelectric properties. It sits happily in the mid-market at $100 $400 per carat – except Paraiba Tourmaline, a non-local bright green variant, which can cost around $30,000 per carat.
	It pairs well with aquamarines, a semi-precious stone with sufficient iron in its crystals to produce a cherished green-blue to blue colour, set in a glittering array. Abundant and comparatively affordable ($130 - $900 per carat), it is found all over the island - in Rathnapura, Morawaka, Hatton, Nawalapitiya, Galle, and Matara.
	Its comparative inexpensiveness has not stopped it decorating some of the world’s more famous people, including the French Emperor Louis XV who owned the 109.92 carats Hirsch Aquamarine, Queen Elizabeth II who commissioned an Aquamarine Tiara, Eleanor Roosevelt who collected the gift of a 1,298-carat aquamarine gemstone when she visited Brazil in 1936 - and the colossal 225,000 carrot Dom Pedro Aquamarine, named after the anachronistic Brazilian emperors, Pedro I and Pedro II.
	To complete a truly sparkling lunch assemblage, add
	zircons. Mined in Matara and known locally as Matara Diamonds, zircon has long been a popular substitute for diamonds worldwide, with prices ranging from $30 to over $3,000 per carat, depending on quality.
	Although typically found in colours from brown and red to blue and purple, it is most cherished in its colourless, purest form, which most closely resembles diamonds. The colourless zircon found in Sri Lanka is noted for its brilliance and fiery flashes of multicoloured light.
	One gem and one gem only is the recommended wear for those short, brief cocktail parties, book launches and first nights where you have but a few seconds to really make your mark: the cat’s eye. It gains its name with unflinching exactitude, for the stone, semi-precious though it is, seems to stare right at you, demanding your full and doting attention.
	Known to science as chrysoberyl, the colour of Cat’s Eye differs from semi-transparent golden yellow to slightly greenish or brownish yellow. They exhibit a distinct, ever-changing light band that glides across the surface, resembling a cat's eye.
	They are found widely across Sri Lanka, including Rakwana, Bulutota,  Pelawatte, Horana, Panadura, Rathnapura, and Mestiya. Given their price range of $3 to $ 1,700, there’s an affordable option for almost everyone.
	The nation’s most notable cat’s eye was fished out of a paddy field in Pelmadulla in the late 1880s. The paddy was part of a 20,000-acre estate belonging to Iddamalgoda Kumarihamy, the daughter of Iddamalgoda Nilame.
	For decades, the 700-carat stone lay unpolished,
	eventually bequeathed to the grand old lady’s grandson, a notable collector of cacti, who arranged for the gem to be cut and polished in 1930. The result was a stunning 465-carat cat’s eye, the most significant cut example in the world, earning it the moniker "The Eye of the Lion". Other notable, if more modest, Sri Lankan cat’s eye can be found at Buckingham Palace (a 105 carat cat's eye passed down from Edward VII to Charles III); the 105 carat Ray of Treasure (now in the possession of the National Gem and Jewellery Authority in Sri Lanka); and the 58.19 carat Maharani Cat's Eye in the Smithsonian Museum in Washington, D.C.
	FIVE
	DINNER PARTY GEMS
	The last five gems are the go-so stones for dinner parties, should you want to give your sapphires and rubies a bit of a rest. And if you really want to do that, then head for spinels. Often mistaken for rubies or sapphires, spinels come in red, pink, and blue colours and are widely available in Sri Lanka.
	They account for a significant share of its gem exports to the rest of the world. The value of this semi-precious stone has increased over time, and a carat will now cost between $300 and $3000.
	Although now much easier to identify, many a ruby owner in the past, including Catherine the Great, the Black Prince, and the last Holy Roman Emperor, have posthumously found themselves somewhat shortchanged when the iconic rubies in their crowns were later identified as spinels.
	This was also the fate of the famous Timur Ruby-cum-Spinal, which was ‘liberated’ (along with the Koh-I-Noor diamond) from Mughal India in 1849. It was presented by the East India Company to Queen Victoria and set into a necklace, still to be glimpsed from time to time on the necks of royal Windsor ladies.
	Wise wearers often have them set with topaz to ensure the sort of twinkle that brings a dining table to a halt. From colourless to pink or blue, the higher-value topaz stones are typically red or peach-orange, sometimes called Sherry Topaz.
	They cost between $100 and $ 1,000 per carat. Open-pit mining for this semi-precious gem is carried out in many parts of Sri Lanka, including Matale, Sigiriya, Balangoda, and Nawalapitiya. Recent advances in industrial techniques for colouring colourless topaz by irradiation have created a topaz bonanza for Sri Lanka,
	as its topaz is especially susceptible to this treatment and produces the best shades of blue.
	But for a complete change, perhaps, and to double your appeal, opt for Alexandrites, for in buying this semi-precious stone, purchasers gain two jewels for the price of one, for the stone’s unusual light-absorbing qualities give it the possibility of such different appearances that it is often known as an emerald by day and a ruby by night.
	Although relatively scarce on the island, Sri Lankan alexandrite's exceptional quality has made it much-prized within the jewellery industry, and for between $3,000 and $20,000 per carat, you could sport one for your next appearance in Hi Magazine, the island’s celebrity fix. Alternatively, you might search the world for the missing Naleem Alexandrite, a Sri Lankan gem of unparalleled quality, said to be the largest of its kind, weighing 112 carats.
	It was sold by noted gem collector Al Haj Naleem in Beruwala. Still, the onward chain of buyers has long since gone cold, and it has not been seen anywhere since 2011 – a year of such unpropitious and unparalleled misery as to offer perfect cover for the shy gemstone.
	Gorgeous though they are, they are even more striking when set in jewellery featuring garnets. There are many so-called garnet species, with reddish shades being the most popular and blues the rarest.
	Sri Lankan garnets span a broad spectrum of colours, from deep reds to vibrant oranges, gentle pinks, and even green. The greater their ability to transmit light, the greater their value as a semi-precious stone. They range in price from $500 to $7000 per carat. From the
	Pharaohs to Jackie Onassis Kennedy, the gemstone has long been a favourite of jewellers worldwide.
	The last of the quartet is the sort of gemstone that you ought really to wear just for yourself. A delicate pink variety of mineral quartz, Rose Quartz is mined in many shades from very light to medium-dark pink, and Sri Lanka is a leading source of high-quality rocks. Beloved by alternative therapists, it is also called the "Heart Stone". It is a symbol of unconditional love, infinite peace, deep inner healing, self-love, and, given its price of $100 to $ 1,000 per carat, a relatively well-endowed wallet.
	People will, as they say, stare, so it's no bad thing to give them something to look at. But as Diane Von Furstenberg, a lady who knows as much about looking good as making good, remarked - "Jewellery is like the perfect spice—it always complements what's already there". So in the end, wear it just for yourself.
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