
The true story of the Koh-i-Noor diamond—and why the British won’t give it back 

A star of London’s Crown Jewels, the Indian gem has a bloody history of colonial conquest 

Adapted from Lorraine Boissoneault - smithsonian.com - August 30, 2017  

The diamond came from India’s alluvial 

mines thousands of years ago, sifted from 

the sand. According to Hindu belief, it was 

revered by gods like Krishna—even though 

it seemed to carry a curse, judging by the ill 

luck of its owners. The gem, which would 

come to be known as the Koh-i-Noor 

Diamond, wove its way through Indian court 

intrigues before eventually ending up in the 

British Crown Jewels by the mid-1800s.  

In their new book Koh-i-Noor: The History 

of the World’s Most Infamous Diamond, 

Anand and Dalrymple work their way 

through more than four centuries of Indian history to learn the truth about the diamond. 

And the true history has its share of drama. For Dalrymple, “It’s a perfectly scripted 

Game of Thrones-style epic. All the romance, all the blood, all the gore, all the bling.” 

But beneath the drama of the diamond is a more serious question that still has no clear answer: How should modern 

nations deal with a colonial legacy of looting? With numerous countries (including India, Pakistan and the Taliban in 

Afghanistan) having claimed ownership of the Koh-i-Noor, it’s a topic under vigorous debate. 
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The Koh-i-Noor diamond set at the front of 

the crown made for the Queen Mother 

Elizabeth, set on her coffin in April 2002.  

 
 

Queen Victoria wears the 

Koh-I-Noor as a brooch in 

1887.  
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