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SRI LANKA - A GEMSTONE BUYER’S DREAM
by Donald G. Coughlin
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It is hard to imagine a more fascinating and interesting country for a
gemstone enthusiast to visit. Whether the visitor is a lapidarist,
gemmologist, jeweller, or hobbyist — — Sri Lanka has all one can ask for.

This is a photographer’s paradise!

Sri Lanka, still fondly called Ceylon by many inhabitants, is an island lying
off the southern tip of India. Filled with colour, excitement, friendliness,
folk lore, and superstition, Sri Lanka is the ”"Pearl of Southeast Asia.”

Languages are primarily Tamil and Sinhala; however, English is often
spoken and understood in all major tourist areas. In gemstone mining
areas the "man on the street” knows little English, however, they try hard
and you should be patient when they misunderstand you.

Various reports claim much of the country’s surface has gemstone
minerals beneath it. Easy to believe, because there is no apparent sign of
gem shortages despite centuries of mining.

Very little in Sri Lanka compares with the Western world, and that includes
customs and traditions that are often directly related to Astrology. Every
lunar month there is "Poya” day, a national Buddhist holiday, and most
businesses are closed.

Taxis are plentiful and inexpensive, the commonest being the non metered
three—wheeler scooter van called "Bajaj” (brand name) or simply "three
wheeler” The Bajaj is fun, but many passengers find it expedient to close
their eyes —— when cows cross the road for example. Ditto, when a
speeding private bus make it clear there is no room for your little vehicle
on the road. It is normally quite safe, and your driver will slow down on
your insistence. Prices are not much lower than regular metered taxis,
and MUST be negotiated before embarkation. Just ask anyone in the
vicinity for help, and they will haggle for you!

| would strongly recommend you read a guidebook to learn about climate,
customs, tourism, etc.

WHERE, AND HOW TO SHOP

There are thousands of gemstone shops sprinkled throughout Sri Lanka.
Some are elegant (luxury hotels and museums), while others may be
small and unassuming. Normally one’s purse dictates which sort of shop
to deal with.

Generally, gem dealers are courteous, friendly, helpful, and rarely get

L
1




offended when a customer walks out without buying. Apart from the
shops, and with a great deal more fun (and often much frustration) are the
street gemstone hawkers of Ratnapura and other mining towns. It is
impossible to pull out all your testing equipment at these street markets.
Your best bet is to become expert with a 10x lens, Chelsea colour filter,
"heft,” and if possible —— "Visual Gemmology ” (or V.G. for short).

Okay, you arrive at Ratnapura ("Ratna” means gems, "pura” means area)
so now what? There are many things the visitor should be aware of before
stepping into the unknown, and the following information will help you:

WHAT INSTRUMENTS DO | NEED? When visiting a "Pola” (a street
auctionwhere all the action is), you will want to carry minimum
gem—testing instruments. The following items may seem intimidating, but
all are small and will rest easily in one’s pocket or handbag.

*10x lens

* small diffraction—grating spectroscope.

* small pocket size mirror: Though textbooks recommend a black non
reflective surface for spectroscope testing, | like the unorthodox method of
using a small mirror as a "table” for stones to be tested. This is
particularly suitable for rough, and darkly coloured stones. Hold the
flashlight on an angle and aim directly at the base, behind the stone. The
whole stone will be illuminated by reflected and transmitted light, and
often some absorption lines may be seen which were not visible using the
orthodox method.

TIP: If you use a prism spectroscope with non—illuminated wavelength
scale, move the light around in several directions until it shows both the
spectrum and scale. Please note that it is not a magic mirror! Often you
would require the correct, standard method (minimal ambient light, a
strong light source, and a matte black surface). Outdoors, | always use the
mirror first, then if necessary resort to the more orthodox method. It is a
matter of personal choice.

* dichroscope

* tweezers

* sewing—machine oil in a small dispenser: ldeal to check rough stones
for asterism or chatoyancy. More on this subject follows later under the
"For the lapidary” section.

* Chelsea filter: This can be very useful out in the field. For example, a
man is offering a large pale blue "aquamarine” at a reasonable cost. A
quick look through the filter will not confirm it is aquamarine, but leans in
favour of it should the stone appear strong green. If red, it is probably
synthetic spinel; or if a dull yellowish colour it is probably topaz.Though
the filter does not provide conclusive identification of stones, it can often
show what a stone could (or could not) be. At the very least, it can arouse
the suspicions sufficiently to refuse a purchase!
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