
 

 

 

 

 

Russell Conwell: 
“Acres of Diamonds” Sermon (c. 1880) 
 
During the late nineteenth century, it was not uncommon for clergymen to preach that 
extreme wealth was a great blessing. No person expressed this view more clearly than 
Russell Conwell—lawyer, decorated Civil War officer, and Baptist minister. 
 
Considered by many to be one of the finest speeches ever written, “Acres of Diamonds” 
offers a multitude of lessons about the rewards of work, education, and finding the riches 
of life in one’s own back yard. 
 
In an era when many Americans would pack public halls to hear speeches given by the 
greatest citizens of their day, Conwell read his world-famous lecture over 6,000 times. He 
used the income he earned delivering it to found a small seminary to train Baptist 
ministers. That school today is Temple University in Philadelphia.  
 
 

                     
 
 

When going down the Tigris and Euphrates rivers many years ago with a party of English travelers 
I found myself under the direction of an old Arab guide whom we hired up at Baghdad, and I have 
often thought how that guide resembled our barbers in certain mental characteristics. He thought 
that it was not only his duty to guide us down those rivers, and do what he was paid for doing, but 
to entertain us with stories curious and weird, ancient and modern strange, and familiar. Many of 
them I have forgotten, and I am glad I have, but there is one I shall never forget. 

The old guide was leading my camel by its halter along the banks of those ancient rivers, and he 
told me story after story until I grew weary of his story-telling and ceased to listen. I have never 
been irritated with that guide when he lost his temper as I ceased listening. But I remember that he 
took off his Turkish cap and swung it in a circle to get my attention. I could see it through the 
corner of my eye, but I determined not to look straight at him for fear he would tell another story. 
But although I am not a woman, I did finally look, and as soon as I did he went right into another 
story. Said he, “I will tell you a story now which I reserve for my particular friends.” When he 
emphasized the words “particular friends,” I listened and I have ever been glad I did. I really feel 
devoutly thankful, that there are 1,674 young men who have been carried through college by this 
lecture who are also glad that I did listen. 

The old guide told me that there once lived not far from the River Indus an ancient Persian by the 
name of Ali Hafed. He said that Ali Hafed owned a very large farm; that he had orchards, 
grain-fields, and gardens; that he had money at interest and was a wealthy and contented man. One 
day there visited that old Persian farmer one of those ancient Buddhist priests, one of the wise men 
of the East. He sat down by the fire and told the old farmer how this old world of ours was made.  

He said that this world was once a mere bank of fog, and that the Almighty thrust His finger into 
this bank of fog, and began slowly to move His finger around, increasing the speed until at last He 
whirled this bank of fog into a solid ball of fire. Then it went rolling through the universe, burning 
its way through other banks of fog, and condensed the moisture without, until it fell in floods of 
rain upon its hot surface, and cooled the outward crust. Then the internal fires bursting outward 



 

 

 

 

through the crust threw up the mountains and hills, the valleys, the plains and prairies of this 
wonderful world of ours. If this internal molten mass came bursting out and cooled very quickly, it 
became granite; less quickly copper, less quickly silver, less quickly gold, and, after gold, diamonds 
were made. Said the old priest, “A diamond is a congealed drop of sunlight.” Now that is literally 
scientifically true, that a diamond is an actual deposit of carbon from the sun. 

The old priest told Ali Hafed that if he had one diamond the size of his thumb he could purchase 
the county, and if the had a mine of diamonds he could place his children upon thrones through the 
influence of their great wealth. Ali Hafed heard all about diamonds, how much they were worth, 
and went to his bed that night a poor man. He had not lost anything, but he was poor because he 
was discontented, and discontented because he feared he was poor. He said, “I want a mine of 
diamonds,” and he lay awake all night. Early in the morning he sought out the priest. I know by 
experience that a priest is very cross when awakened early in the morning, and when he shook that 
old priest out of his dreams, Ali Hafed said to him:  

“Will you tell me where I find diamonds?” 

“Diamonds! What do you want with diamonds?” 

“Why, I wish to be immensely rich.” 

“Well, then, go along and find them. That is all you have to do; go and find them, and then you have 
them.” 

“But I don’t know where to go.” 

“Well, if you will find a river that runs through white sands, between high mountains, in those 
white sands you will always find diamonds.” 

“I don’t believe there is any such river.” 

“Oh yes, there are plenty of them. All you have to do is to go and find them, and then you have 
them.” 

Said Ali Hafed, “I will go.” 

So he sold his farm, collected his money, left his family in charge of a neighbor, and away he went 
in search of diamonds. He began his search, very properly to my mind, at the Mountains of the 
Moon. Afterward he came around into Palestine, then wandered on into Europe, and at last when 
his money was all spent and he was in rags, wretchedness, and poverty, he stood on the shore of 
that bay at Barcelona, in Spain, when a great tidal wave came rolling in between the pillars of 
Hercules, and the poor, afflicted, suffering, dying man could not resist the awful temptation to cast 
himself into that incoming tide, and he sank beneath its foaming crest, never to rise in this life 
again. 

Then after that old guide had told me that awfully sad story, he stopped the camel I was riding on 
and went back to fix the baggage that was coming off another camel, and I had an opportunity to 
muse over his story while he was gone. I remember saying to myself, “Why did he reserve that story 
for his ‘particular friends’?” There seemed to be no beginning, no middle, no end, nothing to it.  

That was the first story I had ever heard told in my life, and would be the first one I ever read, in 
which the hero was killed in the first chapter. I had but one chapter of that story, and the hero was 
dead. When the guide came back and took up the halter of my camel, he went right ahead with the 
story, into the second chapter, just as though there had been no break. 

The man who purchased Ali Hafed’s farm one day led his camel into the garden to drink, and as 
that camel put its nose into the shallow water of that garden brook, Ali Hafed’s successor noticed a 



 

 

 

 

curious flash of light from the white sands of the stream. He pulled out a black stone having an eye 
of light reflecting all the hues of the rainbow. He took the pebble into the house and put it on the 
mantel which covers the central fires, and forgot all about it. 

A few days later this same old priest came in to visit Ali Hafed’s successor, and the moment he 
opened that drawing-room door he saw that flash of light on the mantel, and he rushed up to it, and 
shouted:  

“Here is a diamond! Has Ali Hafed returned?” 

“Oh no, Ali Hafed has not returned, and that is not a diamond. That is nothing but a stone we found 
right out here in our own garden.” 

“But,” said the priest, “I tell you I know a diamond when I see it. I know positively that is a 
diamond.”  

Then together they rushed out into that old garden and stirred up the white sands with their 
fingers, and lo! There came up other more beautiful and valuable gems then the first. “Thus,” said 
the guide to me, “was discovered the diamond-mine of Golconda, the most magnificent 
diamond-mine in all the history of mankind, excelling the Kimberly itself. The Kohinoor, and the 
Orloff of the crown jewels of England and Russia, the largest on earth, came from that mine.” 

When that old Arab guide told me the second chapter of his story, he then took off his Turkish cap 
and swung it around in the air again to get my attention to the moral. Those Arab guides have 
morals to their stories, although they are not always moral. As he swung his hat, he said to me, 
“Had Ali Hafed remained at home and dug in his own cellar, or underneath his own wheat fields or 
in his own garden, instead of wretchedness, starvation, and death by suicide in a strange land, he 
would have had ‘acres of diamonds.’ For every acre of that old farm, yes, every shovelful, afterward 
revealed gems which since have decorated the crowns of monarchs.” 

When he had added the moral of his story I saw why he reserved it for “his particular friends.” But I 
did not tell him that I could see it. It was that mean old Arab’s way of going around a thing like a 
lawyer, to say indirectly what he did not dare say directly, that “in his private opinion there was a 
certain young man then traveling down the Tigris River that might better be at home in America.” I 
did not tell him I could see that, but I told it to him quick, and I think I will tell it to you…. 

But I need another illustration. I found it in Massachusetts, and I am sorry I did because that is the 
state I came from. This young man in Massachusetts furnishes just another phase of my thought. 
He went to Yale College and studied mines and mining, and became such an adept as a mining 
engineer that he was employed by the authorities of the university to train students who were 
behind their classes. During his senior years he earned $15 a week for doing that work. When he 
graduated they raised his pay from $15 to $45 a week, and offered him a professorship, as soon as 
they did he went right home to his mother. If they had raised that boy’s pay from $14 to $15.60 he 
would have stayed and been proud of the place, but when they put it up to $45 at one leap, he said, 
“Mother, I won’t work for $45 a week. The idea of a man with a brain like mine working for $45 a 
week! Let’s go out to California and stake out gold-mines and silver-mines, and be immensely rich.” 
Said his mother, “Now, Charlie, it is just as well to be happy as it is to be rich.” “Yes,” said Charlie, 
“But it is just as well to be rich and happy too.” And they were both right about it. As he was an only 
son and she a widow, of course he had his way. They always do. 

They sold out in Massachusetts, and instead of going to California they went to Wisconsin, where 
he went into the employ of the superior Copper Mining Company at $15 a week again, but with the 
proviso in his contract that he should have an interest in any mines he should discover for the 
company. I don’t believe he ever discovered a mine, and if I am looking in the face of any 
stockholder of that copper company you wish he had discovered something or other. I have friends 
who are not here because they could not afford a ticket, who did have stock in that company at the 



 

 

 

 

time this young man was employed there. This young man went out there and I have not heard a 
word from him. I don’t know what became of him, and I don’t know whether he found any mines or 
not, but I don’t believe he ever did. 

But I do know the other end of the line. He had scarcely gotten the other end of the old homestead 
before the succeeding owner went out to dig potatoes. The potatoes were already growing in the 
ground when he bought the farm, and as the old farmer was bringing in a basket of potatoes it 
hugged very tight between the ends of the stone fence. You know in Massachusetts our farms are 
nearly all stone wall. There you are obliged to be very economical of front gateways in order to have 
some place to put the stone. When that basket hugged so tight he set it down on the ground, and 
then dragged on one side, and pulled on the other side, and as he was dragging that basket though 
this farmer noticed in the upper and outer corner of that stone wall, right next the gate, a block of 
native silver eight inches square. That professor of mines, mining, and mineralogy who knew so 
much about the subject that he would not work for $45 a week, when he sold that homestead in 
Massachusetts sat right on that silver to make the bargain. He was born on that homestead, was 
brought up there, and had gone back and forth rubbing the stone with his sleeve until it reflected 
his countenance, and seemed to say, “Here is a hundred thousand dollars right down here just for 
the taking.” But he would not take it. It was in a home in Newburyport, Massachusetts, and there 
was no silver there, all away off-well, I don’t know were, and he did not, but somewhere else, and 
he was a professor of mineralogy…. 

Now then, I say again that the opportunity to get rich, to attain unto great wealth, is here in 
Philadelphia now, within the reach of almost every man and woman who hears me speak to-night, 
and I mean just what I say. I have not come to this platform even under these circumstances to 
recite something to you. I have come to tell you what in God’s sight I believe to be the truth, and if 
the years of life have been of any value to me in the attainment of common sense, I know I am 
right; that the men and women sitting here, who found it difficult perhaps to buy a ticket to this 
lecture or gathering to-night, have within their reach “acres of diamonds,” opportunities to get 
largely wealthy. There never was a place on earth more adapted than the city of Philadelphia 
to-day, and never in the history of the world did a poor man without capital have such an 
opportunity to get rich quickly and honestly as he has now in our city. I say it is the truth, and I 
want you to accept it as such; for if you think I have come to simply recite something, then I would 
better not be here. I have no time to waste in any such talk, but to say the things I believe, and 
unless some of you get richer for what I am saying to night my time is wasted. 

I say that you ought to get rich, and it is our duty to get rich. How many of my pious brethren say to 
me, “Do you, a Christian minister, spend your time going up and down the country advising young 
people to get rich, to get money?” “Yes, of course I do.” They say, “Isn’t that awful! Why don’t you 
preach the gospel instead of preaching about man’s making money?” “Because to make money 
honestly is to preach the gospel.” That is the reason. The men who get rich may be the most honest 
men you find in the community. “Oh,” but says some young man here to-night, “ I have been told 
all my life that if a person has money he is very dishonest and dishonorable and mean and 
contemptible.”… 

For a man to have money, even in large sum, is not an inconsistent thing. We preach against 
covetousness, and you know we do, in the pulpit, and oftentimes preach against it so long and use 
the terms about “filthy lucre: so extremely that Christians get the idea that when we stand in the 
pulpit we believe it is wicked for any man to have money—until the collection-basket goes around, 
and then we almost swear at the people because they don’t give more money. Oh, the inconsistency 
of such doctrines as that! 

Money is power, and you ought to be reasonably ambitious to have it. You ought because you can 
do more good with it than you could without it. Money printed your Bible, money builds your 
churches, money sends your missionaries, and money pays your preachers, and you would not have 
many of them, either, if you did not pay them. I am always willing that my church should raise my 



 

 

 

 

salary, because the church that pays the largest salary always raises it the easiest. You never knew 
an exception to it in your life. The man who gets the largest salary can do the most good with the 
power that is furnished to him. Of course he can if his spirit be right to use it for what it is given to 
him. 

I say, then, you ought to have money. If you can honestly attain unto riches in Philadelphia, it is our 
Christian and godly duty to do so. It is an awful mistake of these pious people to think you must be 
awfully poor in order to be pious. 

Some men say, “Don’t you sympathize with the poor people?” of course I do, or else I would not 
have been lecturing these years. I won’t give in but what I sympathize with the poor, but the 
number of poor who are to be with is very small. To sympathize with a man whom God has 
punished for his sins, thus to help him when God would still continue a just punishment, is to do 
wrong, no doubt about it, and we do that more than we help those who are deserving. While we 
should sympathize with God’s poor-that is, those who cannot help themselves-let us remember that 
is not a poor person in the United States who was not made poor by his own shortcomings, or by 
the shortcomings of someone else. It is all wrong to be poor, anyhow. Let us give in to that 
argument and pass that to one side. 

A gentleman gets up back there, and says, “Don’t you think there are some things in this world that 
are better than money?” Of course I do, but I am talking about money now. Of course there are 
some things higher than money. Oh yes, I know by the grave that has left me standing alone that 
there are some things in this world that are higher and sweeter and purer than money. Well do I 
know there are some things higher and grander than gold. Love is the grandest thing on God’s 
earth, but fortunate the lover who has plenty of money. Money is power, money is force, money will 
do good as harm. In the hands of good men and women it could accomplish, and it has 
accomplished, good. 

I hate to leave that behind me. I heard a man get up in a prayer-meeting in our city and thank the 
Lord he was “one of God’s poor.” Well, I wonder what his wife thinks about that? She earns all the 
money that comes into that house, and he smokes a part of that on the veranda. I don’t want to see 
any more of the Lord’s poor of that kind, and I don’t believe the Lord does. And yet there are some 
people who think in order to be pious you must be awfully poor and awfully dirty. That does not 
follow at all. While we sympathize with the poor, let us not teach a doctrine like that…. 

Suppose I were to go through this audience to-night and ask you in this great manufacturing city if 
there are not opportunities to get rich in manufacturing. “Oh yes, “ some young man says, “there 
are opportunities here still if you build with some trust and if you have two or three millions of 
dollars to begin with as capital.” Young man, the history of the breaking up of the trusts by that 
attack upon “big business” is only illustrating what is now the opportunity of the smaller man. The 
time never came in the history of the world when you could get rich so quickly manufacturing 
without capital as you can now. 

But you will say, “You cannot do anything of the kind. You cannot start without capital.” Young 
man, let me illustrate for a moment. I must do it. It is my duty to every young man, and woman, 
because we are all going into business very soon on the same plan. Young man, remember if you 
know what people need you have gotten more knowledge of a fortune than any amount of capital 
can give you…. 

Arise, you millions of Philadelphians, trust in God and man, and believe in the great opportunities 
that are right here-not over in New York or Boston, but here-for business, for everything that is 
worth living for on earth. There was never an opportunity greater. Let us talk up our own city…. 



 

 

 

 

 

 What did Conwell mean by the expression “acres of diamonds”? 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 State what you would imagine Conwell’s opinion to be regarding the following adages. 
 

   “The grass is always greener on the other side of the fence.” 
 
 
 

   “A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush.” 
 

 

 
 

 What was Conwell’s view of wealthy Americans? 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 What was to blame in America for people being poor? 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 What factual error did Conwell make in his sermon? 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 Compare Conwell’s thoughts regarding extreme wealth with the following other 

influential Americans of the time. 
 

   Andrew Carnegie 
 
 
 

   John D. Rockefeller 
 

 
 

   Horatio Alger 

 


