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| A girl's second-best friend: DeAnna Dorris shows off her synthetic stone ring Man-made gems are making increased headway into the jewelry market.
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Man-made gems flash alluring facets

By Dan Vergano
USA TODA

Headed to the jewelry
store, fiancé in tow, De-
Anna Dorris had one
goal in mind for her en-
gagement i

1 wanted the big
one" says the Research
Triangle Park, N.C., com-
guter programmer. Her

ancé, and now hus-
band. wanted out of the
store as soon as he saw
the $20,000 price tag on
the big one. “| practically
had to scoop him off the
floor.” says Darris, 39.

Instead of heading for
the exit, though, the couple de-
cided on an alternative in-
creasingly common in jewelry
stores, a man-made gem.
Spurred by scientific advances
and rising prices for natural
stones, synthetic jewels now
account for about $500 million
of the nation's $22 hillion dia-
mond jewelry market, accord-
ing to one maker, Chatham.

Dorris’ spouse-to-be pur-
chased the newest kid on the
synthetig block, a white gem-
stone called Moissanite (pro-
nounced MOY-san-nite) for her
nearly 2-carat engagement
ring. “To casual observers it cer-
tainly looks like a diamond,”
says Bob Thomas, head of
Charles & Colvard of Morris-
ville, NC, the artificial gem's
marketers.

.However, his company studi-
ously avoids the comparison. It
prefers to market the product
as a separate miche item, o
calm jewelers' jitters that the
gems will undermine diamond
sales,

Only slightly less hard than
diamends, the silicon carbide

,gems actually sparkle with
more “brilliance,” a jeweler's

term of art, than ine dia-
monds, says Joseph Schubach,
a Phoenix jeweler. They also

More sparkle, less bucks: Moissa-
nite has more brilliance than a reg-
ular diamond, and a lower price.

can cost about one-tenth as
much.

Even so, the top-of-the-line
man-made gems sold alongside
their natural counterparts at
Jewelers can cost thousands
and represent a great deal of ef-
fort to manufacture, requiring a
bit of alchemy to come out of
the covenajcorrectg. exia'g; s?v

“Crystal growth is kind of a
black art,” says Tom Chatham,
His San Francisco-based com-
pany, Chatham, offers perhaps
the bestknown line of man
made precious stones. “We
never know if we've succeeded
until the end,” says Chatham,

It’s been that way since the
1800s, when methods for cre-
ating rubies by melting jewel
material into crystals first came
into play, a process still used for
inexpensive stones like those in
high school class rings.

For * jewelry, the Federal
Trade Commission mandates
that gems sold as “synthetic”
must match the chemistry and
structure of natural gems. To-
day, creating high-quality syn-
thetic jewels typically starts
with a “seed” gem, a natural
stone the size of a salt grain,
used to set a pattern for further
crystal growth. The pattern is
necessary because the trans-
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Diamond makers need to re-create pressure and temperatures

tomake

d. szrrouﬁded by
+a pressure cell.

g.‘ajmncy of a gemstone arises
m the rigid order of chem-
ical bonds berween its atoms, &
structure that leaves empty
space inside a jewel that the
eye sees as translucence,

For rubies, crystal growers
may spend 10 months addi
aluminum oxide, and a hint of
chromium for redness, to a
seed gem placed under high

pressure and temperature, In’

that time a stone can grow
from an inc;jprnsivehﬂl} grEs
to a pricey 50 grams,in weight.
Chatham _stresses that condi-
tions inside the gem-growing
cell mimic those deep in the
Earth's mantle, where natural
stones form, “Almost every
gem has a synthetic counter-
part,” says Gary Roskin, an edi-
tor with Jeweler’s Circular Keys-
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tone. Even natural diamonds,
which make up about 40% of
gemstone sales natiomwide,
have lab-grown rivals. Along-
ii%e Moiss?n&a‘ silicqnn car-

ide crystal in cellphone
semiconductors, syntheﬂ?dla—
monds made from carbon have
been around since 1954, when
General Electric scientists first
created them.

Tracy Hall, one of those sci-
entists, is still in business, run-
ning Provo, Utah-based Nova-
tl:ll;(‘ A with_sggg Russiaii

s, his company produces yel-
low diamoné:; for a number of
jewelry firms, most notably
Lucent Diamonds of San Fran-
cisco. Chatham also plans to
join the synthetic diamond

usiness, citing the growing ex-
cellence of the gems.

Production of synthetic dia-
monds requires extreme condi-
tions; ahout 500 tons of pres-
sure and 2,600-degree
temperatures brought to bear
on 4 seed gem over hours or
days. Even then, developers -
didn't achieve success until
they started coating the devel-
oping crystal with metal and
dribbling carbon, the stuff of di-
amonds, onto the developlng
stane in a very slow, controlle
fashion.

On top of that challenge, ni-
trogen inside synthetic
diamonds turns the stones
brown, a problem researchers
continue to grapple with. And
then there are tiny bits of metal
that can endxg inside the syn-
thetic diamond. Heating a fin-
ished synthetic stone to 3,600
degrees for a full minute re-
leases some of the nitrogen,
turning the diamond yellow, a
very marketable color.

A Gainesville, Fla,, mmpagr.
Gemesis, started making col-
orless artificial diamonds in
1999. The company enlistec
help fram some Russian tech-
nologists and  University of
Florida researchers led by Reza
Abbaschian, using lower pres-
sures over longer times (up to
three days) in nowel presses
that lack moving parts. The
gems should .appear on the
market this year. and some
jewelers await their advent
with apprehension, aski
whether it will destroy deman
for natural diamonds.

“It's a legitimate question.”
says Chatham, who suggests
synthetic diamonds will occu-
Py a sales niche between Mois-
sanite and natural diamonds for
jﬁwelry buyers. He bs;ggests
they i S for gems
begug:yd t il?'bgum not for
the millions of years they spent
in the ground. “From my f:ﬁaim
of view, if nobody can tell the

ifferenice, what difference will
it male?”
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