
 

Name: _____________________________________                    Period: ___  
 

Instructions: As you read, highlight anything that relates to the formation of diamonds. 
 

The Great Diamond Hoax 
 

For twenty years after gold was discovered at Sutter’s Mill in California on January 24, 1848, 
the mountains and valleys of California were flooded with prospectors looking to make a quick fortune. 
With a little persistence, knowledge, and luck, anyone could make their fortune here. The lucky ones 
came down from the hills with bags full of beautiful, shining, gold.  

But finding the gold wasn’t the only way to make a fortune. Prospecting was only the first step; 
digging it out was expensive and time-consuming for a single person to do. Businessmen moved in. 
The wealth they brought financed mines on an industrial scale in return for a share of the profits. Many 
prospectors realized it was easier to sell their mining claims for a pretty profit to a large mining 
company and let them do the work while the prospector walked away with a pocket full of cash.  

One evening in late 1870, a San Francisco businessman named George D. Roberts was 
working late when there was a knock at his door. In walked two weary, weather-beaten men, Philip 
Arnold and his cousin, John Slack. Both men were from Kentucky and had come to California as 
49ers; men who were part of the great gold rush of 1849. The men were carrying a small leather sack. 
They told Mr. Roberts that they meant to deposit the bag in the bank because it was very valuable, but 
the bank was closed for the day. Mr. Roberts was curious. What was in the bag? Why were the men 
being so secretive? The two prospectors were reluctant to talk about it. The bag wasn’t full of gold, 
they said, but something just as valuable.  

After a long conversation one of the men let slip the words “rough diamonds”. Well that was 
exciting! Diamonds were on everyone’s minds just then as rich deposits had just been discovered in 
South Africa. Many people had begun to wonder if such gem deposits could be found in North 
America as well. Arnold and Slack were close-mouthed about where they had found the diamonds, 
saying something about “Indian territory”.   Mr. Roberts was hooked. 

The men asked Mr. Roberts not to say anything to anyone until more exploration could be 
done on the deposits. What better way to get a slightly unscrupulous businessman to spread the 
word. In no time Mr. Roberts had told the founder of the bank of California, William C. Ralston, who 
loved to invest in anything from mines to hotels and railroads, businessman Asbury Harpending and 
General George S. Dodge, forming a group of investors ready and willing to invest in Arnold and 
Slack’s diamond mine. 

When Arnold and Slack returned with another, larger bag, this one containing 60 pounds of 
diamonds and rubies certified by a jeweler to be worth $600,000, the investors promised $100,000 to 
each man. Arnold and Slack agreed to take $50,000 then and the next $50,000 when they had 
returned from the mine for a third time with more gems. 

When they again made their way back to California, Arnold and Slack met with their investors. 
A sheet was spread on a billiards table and the contents of the large bag were dumped “like a 
dazzling, many-colored cataract of light”. The investors were not complete fools. As a group, they 
decided to take 10% of these gems to New York to be appraised by a gem expert. They also wanted 
to find a mining engineer to come with them to the mine and check out the area. 

In New York the gems were taken to Charles Lewis Tiffany of Tiffany of New York. At this time 
a few new investors were brought into the scheme; General George B. McClellan, a civil war general, 
General Benjamin F. Butler, also a civil war general and a US congressman, and Horace Greeley, 
editor of the New York Tribune who was about to run for President of the United States. 



 

Tiffany eagerly and carefully sorted the stones and “viewed them gravely”. “Gentlemen, these 
are beyond question precious stones of enormous value.” He declared the value of the stones to be 
$150,000. (It should be noted that no one in North America at this point in time had much experience 
with uncut diamonds, including Charles Tiffany.) Arnold was given another $100,000 dollars. 

An expedition was at last organized for the investors to see the claim. Henry Janin, the mining 
engineer, joined General Dodge, Harpending, Arnold, and Slack on a train to Rawlins, Wyoming. 
Arnold led the men on a confusing, four-day horseback journey, often doubling back and pretending to 
be lost. Sometimes the men were even blindfolded. When they arrived at the site, the men were 
exhausted and quarrelsome but they immediately jumped off their horses and began to search for 
gems. It was only a few minutes before the first was found. Over the next few hours dozens of 
diamonds, rubies, emeralds, and sapphires were picked up. The men eagerly began staking mining 
claims. 

At this point, Slack had had enough. He took off and was never heard from again. Arnold was 
given a further $150,000 and sold $300,000 of stock in the new mining company and then he too left 
town. 

Janin’s mining report to the investors convinced them that the diamond site was indeed worth 
a fortune. Speculation in the company took off and plans to extract the diamonds commercially began. 
A town was planned near the site.  

Around this time, Janin was on a train for California when he happened to meet members of a 
government survey team led by Clarence King. King was an “explorer-scientist” who had convinced 
the U.S congress to fund a geologic survey of an area 100 miles wide that followed the 
transcontinental railroad from the Rockies to the Sierra Nevada mountains in California. Their work 
was later known as the “Fortieth Parallel Survey”.  

In talking to these men, Janin told them of the diamond mine and hinted that the site of their 
discovery was in northwest Colorado, an area covered by the Fortieth Parallel Survey. The geological 
survey had not found any significant gem discoveries. They were afraid that if the location of the 
diamond site became known, people would question the thoroughness of their work. Their reputations 
were at stake. They informed King of what they learned and using the hints Janin had let slip, they set 
off to find the diamond deposit. From Fort Bridger Wyoming, the survey members began searching. 
Five days later, in northwest Colorado, they found a mine claim posted by Janin. They dismounted 
and began searching. Again, almost immediately gems appeared. The men excitedly scoured the 
ground for gems while the light lasted. 

 
 
 
The next day, with the excitement wearing down, King began to realize some things:  
 

● For every diamond found, exactly twelve rubies were found. 
● The gems were only found in disturbed ground. 
● Rubies were found in anthills, but only anthills surrounded by footprints. 
● Anthills without footprints nearby contained no gems. 
● Trenches and pits dug down to the bedrock only contained gems in the upper few inches of 

soil. 
● Diamonds of many types were found. 
● Rubies were scattered loosely on bare rock. 
● To find all of these types of gems occurring in the same small area was unlikely, if not 

impossible.  
● A few of the stones had what appeared to be gemologist cuts on them. 



 

 
King smelled a rat. He wrote a letter detailing his findings and declaring that the “diamonds 

were utterly valueless” and the investors were “victims of unparalleled fraud”. He travelled straight to 
San Francisco to stop the sale of stock and dissolve the mining company. It came out that after their 
meeting in San Francisco with their investors, Arnold and Slack travelled to England and used the first 
$50,000 given to them to purchase $20,000 worth of rough, poor quality diamonds and rubies. On 
their way back to California they stopped at a remote area in Colorado and scattered the gems on the 
ground.  

King’s role in exposing the hoax made him into an international celebrity. Many locations in the 
west were named for him, including King’s Peak, Utah’s highest peak.  

John Slack was not tracked down until after his death. He had been working as an undertaker 
in New Mexico. He left behind $1600 when he died. 

Philip Arnold was traced back to Kentucky where he had bought a farm for his family. He was 
indicted for fraud but eventually settled out of court for $150,000. 
 

Now here is the strangest thing. One hundred years later, in 1975, several round pit structures 
in southern Wyoming and Northern Colorado that had been called “cryptovolcanic” structures were 
found to be kimberlite pipes. A kimberlite pipe is a strange form of volcano that brings diamonds to the 
surface from the mantle of the Earth where they are formed. Real, gem-quality diamonds were found 
175 miles east of the diamond hoax site and also just 55 miles to the west. There are hundreds of 
other possible diamond sources throughout the region! 
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Questions: 

1. ____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________ 

2. ____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________ 

3. ____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________ 

4. ____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________ 

5. ____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________ 


