“In 1967, a Masai

tribesn&an was herding catt
on a ustX outcrop

in the foothills of Tanzania’s Mount
Kilimanjaro, when a shimmering crystal caught his eye. Hol
it to the light, he could never know how this magnifi
blue find would change the course of gemstone history, brin
joy to jewellery lovers and gemstone collectors around the wo
and uplifting the lives of Tanzanians for decades to com

THE MILLION-RAND TANZANITE MY

How do you create a new star in the gemstone firmament? Take a real story, excise inconvenient bits,
embroider with Masai tribesmen. Keep a close eye on supply, give it five years, and presto: your gem is

valuable than the venerable sapphire. This is how tanzanite ended up in every jeweller's display case. BY IVO VE
photographs by sally shorkend and tanzani
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but the consensus

appears to be that tanzanite was first discovered in 1967

56

and that it was named tanzanite after its
country of origin.”

The stones may have first been discovered
by Manuel d'Souza, a Portuguese prospector.
He may have hired Masai tribesman Ali
Juuyawatu to mine them, or Juuyawatu may
have done it all himself. Either way, by the
early seventies, somewhere between 200
kilograms and 400 kilograms of gem-quality
tanzanite was out of the ground, and the
stones soon found favour as an inexpensive
alternative to blue sapphires.

Today, “inexpensive” is not a description
you could apply to tanzanite. Rarity and
beauty has been combined with a myth
about its origins at a single source in Africa
to make for solid demand - despite an
inherent inferiority when compared to other
gemstones. The combination of facts and
weaving of myth is largely the work of
TanzaniteOne, which boldly uses phrases
such as “price stability” and “reliability of
supply”, and which is ambitiously trying to
imitate the staggeringly successful “diamonds
are forever” campaign.

“We believe we can turn it into a billion-
dollar-a-year industry,” says outgoing CEO
Mike Nunn.

RARE BEAUTY

There is no disputing that tanzanite is an
unusually beautiful gem. That is partially
because large and virtually flawless stones
are comparatively common, but most
important is its three-colour structure. Each
of its crystallographic axes radiates a
different colour: rich blue, violet or
burgundy. Rough stones are often brownish
or yellow, but after heat treatment the
characteristic blue and violet colours
dominate, and mesmerise. It doesn't hurt
that some stones can seem to change colour,
appearing blue in daylight but glowing
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pinkish violet under incandescent light. Blue
is the new white, it seems.

“One of tanzanite’s greatest attributes is
that it's blue. That's the only constant fashion
colour,” says Nunn. “So it never becomes a
fad. Compare it to the orange mandarin garnet
in Namibia, which didn't work.”

Indeed, that stone has bheen highly
praised for its intense bright-orange to red-
orange colour, but it is tanzanite that has
been described as the find of the century,
and which has become a consistent top-five
seller in the coloured gemstone rankings.

Many things are beautiful, but only scarce
beautiful things become intensely desirable.
Capitalising on its scarcity, tanzanite has
reached the same dizzy heights as a girl's
best friend.

“If you compare it, in terms of prices, it is
the most expensive gem other than
diamonds,” says Abbey Chikane, chairman of
the Jewellery Council of South Africa.

Nunn argues that tanzanite should he
more precious than diamonds, based on
rarity. “I dont know how else to judge
something other than on rarity,” says Nunn.

There is only one known, and finite,
source of tanzanite, and that is in a rare
geological structure along a six-kilometre
strip in the Merelani Hills of northern
Tanzania, near Mount Kilimanjaro.

The deposit is divided into five blocks
and, since 1999, the largest has been
exploited by Merelani Mining, a division of
TanzaniteOne.

Initially, TanzaniteOne predicted a ten-year
lifespan for that mining block, with an
anticipated yield of 66 million carats. But,
with extra exploration, the company now talks
of a 20 to 25-year lifespan for the mine; and
although its current mining licence is valid
only until 2012, it can be renewed under
conditions described as “not onerous”. The

mining licence currently costs $12 000 a year.

The biggest risk to tanzanite is a repeat of
what happened with amethyst, which was an
expensive stone only until large reserves
were discovered in South America.

Angela Parr, corporate affairs manager of
Amari, an investor in TanzaniteOne, boasts
that the company has offered a bounty to its
geologists, worth ten percent of gross takings,
should they find any other tanzanite deposits.
“They're not even bothering,” she says.

That might be because they looked at the
geological description of the mineral
formation: “The first evidence of translation
movement and folding of the JWZ is seen as
boudinage of the pegmatoidal development in
the deformation sequence 1 tension
culminations, followed by intrafolial folding
of the intraformational calc silicate bands
developed in the JWZ in response to
amphibolite grade metamorphism. This
intrafolial folding took place under plastic
conditions of partial anatexis. The effect of
onstrike compression is evident from the
refolded style as well as the plastic
progression into rootless style folds.”

We wouldn't bother either.

IS IT TOUGH ENOUGH?

Tanzanite has one basic flaw, which makes it's
recent popularity all the more impressive: it
isn't all that tough.

Hardness is a finicky concept, but for
jewellery purposes the important thing is
resistance to scratching and abrasion, as
measured on the centuries-old Mohs scale.

The gquestion is not only one of durability.
Hardness affects the degree of polish a stone
will accept, which in turn affects lustre. It
also determines how suitable it is to
faceting, since only a hard stone will hold an
edge.

And tanzanite doesn’t rate particularly well.









