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Keith knows horror
behind blood
diamonds

Poker
pros’ big
money
date in
capital

■ Poker professional
Victoria Coren.

■ Keith (below) has witnessed the horrors of war in west Africa, including atrocities carried out by child soldiers like this one during the civil war in Sierra Leone.
Below right — Naomi Campbell’s appearance at Charles Taylor’s trial refocused attention on the blood diamond trade.

The rebels carried out one of recent
history’s most brutal military
campaigns, terrorising the population
to enjoy uncontested dominion over
the country’s diamond fields.

EXCLUSIVE
By Euan Duguid

THE war crimes trial of
former Liberian president
Charles Taylor hit the
headlines after Naomi
Campbell testified.
But recent developments in
The Hague stirred up horrific
memories for a Scottish doctor
who witnessed the impact of the
“blood diamonds” trade.
Dr Keith Thomson, a consultant
anaesthetist originally from Dundee,
has presided over hundreds of
operations in west Africa for the
charity Mercy Ships, witnessing
abject poverty and poor healthcare.
He describes the experience of a
2001 visit to an amputee camp in
Freetown, Sierra Leone, as “one of the
most distressing” of his life.
That episode was directly linked to
the issues brought into sharp focus at
Charles Taylor’s trial.
Although he was Liberia’s

president, Taylor faces 11 charges of
war crimes and crimes against
humanity in connection with the
brutal civil war in neighbouring
Sierra Leone that ended in 2001.
He is accused of funding Sierra
Leone’s former rebels, the
Revolutionary United Front (RUF), by
selling diamonds on their behalf and
buying weapons for them.

◆ Two thirds of the
world’s diamonds come
from Africa.
◆ Blood diamonds are
mined in war zones and
sold to help finance a
conflict.
◆ In the Angolan civil
war of 1974-2001, the
National Union for the
Total Independence of
Africa illegally sold
diamonds worth £2.4 bn.
◆ During the ’80s it’s
estimated 19 per cent of
the world’s diamond
market were blood
diamonds.
◆ The flawless
200-carat Millennium
Star diamond was
discovered in the
Democratic Republic of
the Congo during the
civil war in the 1990s. It
was bought by DeBeers.

Their signature tactic was the
amputation of civilians’ limbs.
Over the course of the decade-long
war the rebels mutilated 20,000
people, hacking off their arms, legs,
lips and ears with machetes and
axes.
The campaign was the RUF’s
response to Sierra Leone
President Ahmad Tejan Kabbah’s
1996 plea for citizens to “join
hands for peace”.
Dr Thomson recalls how he
first came face to face with
the shocking aftermath of the
atrocity.
“I had gone to Sierra Leone
to work on the Mercy Ship
Anastasis.
“My wife and I arrived
two days before the ship
and spent about two hours
in Murraytown amputee
camp in the Aberdeen area
of Freetown.
“There were more than
200 people living in the
camp, from babies to the
elderly. All had had a limb or
limbs hacked off by the RUF
during the conflict which
was undoubtedly fuelled by
blood diamonds.
“Around 30 had both hands
hacked off by the weapon of
choice — the machete.
“For some, amputation
occurred after rebels had force
marched them into a town
carrying heavy loads, under the
muzzle of an AK-47.
“When they reached their
destination, exhausted and
scared, their hands were bound.
“They were asked if they
wanted short sleeves or long, the
answer determined where the
rebels cut off their arm.
“If the rebels couldn’t hold them still
they slashed their noses, fingers or
anything they could grab, or they
would stab the prisoner in the
shoulder and shoot off a leg.
“I remember one guy describing

how he was tied up and suspended
upside down from a tree branch
before he had both his arms cut off.
“Many of the amputations were
carried out by drug-crazed child
soldiers who the rebels threatened to
kill if they didn’t follow commands.”
Keith saw his medical colleagues
treat amputees for “phantom
limb” pain syndromes, where
the amputee has the sensation
their missing limb is still
attached to their body and is
causing extreme pain.
He also explained that
skilled surgeons
onboard the Scotsbacked hospital boat
Anastasis also carried
out surgery to remove
the stigma of the
letters RUF, branded
on the chests of some
people.
Dr Keith said,
“Even these appalling
mutilations were
perhaps less
horrendous than the
‘recreational’ Caesarean
sections performed by
rebels on pregnant women
after betting on the sex of
their unborn child.
“The visit was one of the
most distressing of my life. It
was perhaps ironic the majority
of the population in the country
had never even seen a diamond.
“I’m still haunted by the sight
of man’s inhumanity.”
Charles Taylor’s trial
began in 2007 and is
entering its closing
stages. His defence, led
by British barrister
Courtney Griffiths QC,
is expected to be wrapped
up in November. It will be
followed by closing speeches.
Legal experts say a verdict could
be handed down in a year.
Mr Taylor has pleaded not guilty
to the 11 charges and denied
possessing any diamonds as a result
of the war.
Prosecutors summoned supermodel
Naomi Campbell to testify about
reports she received diamonds from
Taylor in South Africa in 1997.

THE biggest poker tournament ever held in
Scotland takes place in
Edinburgh this week.
The winner of the fourday event at the Corn
Exchange will walk
away £70,000 richer.
It will be the first time
a leg of the Pokerstars
UK and Ireland Poker
Tour has been held
north of the Border.
Around 600 people are
expected to stump up
the £550 entry fee,
including poker pros
from around Britain,
creating a prize pot of
more than £300,000.
Among the pros
who have signed up to
the tournament, which
starts on Thursday,
are Victoria Coren, John
Duthie and J.P. Kelly.
Amanda Wrathall
from the Corn Exchange
said she hoped it would
become an annual event.
“We’re over the moon
that the event is coming
to our venue,” she said.
“It’s bringing a lot of
people to Edinburgh.
That can only be a good
thing.”
Kirsty Thompson,
president of the tour,
added, “We’re proud to
be taking a UKIPT event
to Edinburgh during
the Fringe.”

➤➤➤ Balloon odyssey got off to a bumpy landing
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