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CHAPTER ONE


Milk and Honey


A glass of milk was the leitmotif of my father’s childhood. It wasn’t whether the glass was half full or not, it was just about having any milk at all. My father, Harry Winston, loved to talk about how desperately poor and hungry he’d been as a child, and a full glass of milk represented not only the bounty of nature but also the love of his family. It also symbolized his thirst for wanting to build a business that would become renowned the world over.


My father would talk about his impoverished childhood over fine wine served in crystal goblets at the chef-and-butler-attended “high”table in our town house on 51st street off Fifth Avenue. His jewelry business, Harry Winston, Inc., occupied the first four floors. Our family lived on the fifth.


When I was very young, I had my own little dining table where I was served my favorite dish, vichyssoise, which I called “swish-swash.” My table was always illuminated by candlelight, which somehow fascinated me. I detested bright lights. My English nurse, Miss Pender, and my Irish nanny, Rosie, both joked that I was very romantic.


When I was old enough to sit at the high table, I began hearing about milk and the czars and the pogroms and the Russian winters and the steerage crossings that were the experiences of my grandparents. Harry Winston was born poor in New York City, and he had grown up in what was still the Wild West of early twentieth-century Los Angeles. In addition to the Russian stories, he had cowboy stories, cops and robbers stories, and failed business stories. All of the stories burnished the legend of my father as a man who had transcended the quicksand of his own destiny and made something of himself.


As a little boy, I wasn’t sure what to make of all this. We were living in splendor. My father seemed very grand, in bespoke suits, starched dickeys, and the priceless diamonds he often kept in his suit pockets and played with the way Arab men would caress and jiggle their worry beads. I first realized my father was famous when I heard his name on the radio on our annual winter holiday in Palm Beach in 1949. I was eight at the time.


“Harry Winston, the New York jeweler, has just bought the socialite Evalyn Walsh McLean estate for a staggering one million dollars. The purchase includes the world’s greatest stone, the Hope Diamond, whose ominous curse has spelled tragedy for its various ill-fated owners,” the newscaster intoned over the magic airwaves. Not “a” New York jeweler, but “the” New York jeweler. A million dollars in 1949 was a phantasmagoric sum, like a billion today. And the world’s greatest diamond, which came with a curse, made a huge impression on me. It made my father more than just a dad. A lot more. It made him and the world of jewels, and the rich and famous who wore them, more than a little intimidating.


So I wasn’t sure what to make of the milk story, the great metaphor for this mythology of poverty. I wasn’t sure what to believe. How could I doubt my own father? Easy. Once, when I was even younger, my father was playing with me, holding me up, bouncing me around, having a wonderful time. Then, at the peak of my pleasure at being tossed up into the air, he dropped me, hard and fast, onto the rug. I wasn’t really hurt, but I was shocked. I began to cry uncontrollably. “Never trust anyone in life,” he told me. “Not even your own father.” Although he was usually the soul of kindness to me, I never quite regained my equilibrium from that major life lesson.


Early on, my father tried his best to interest me in those precious stones in his pocket. I think I was three when he gave me my first lesson in gemology when he shook what seemed like an oddly colored gumball out of an envelope. “Son, I want you to remember this stone,” he would say as if I would understand. “It’s magnificent. It’s a ten-carat Burmese ruby. Look at the color, pigeon blood. Slippery. Red. Juicy. Isn’t it beautiful? Isn’t it, son?” Beautiful? Pigeon blood? Yuck! What three-year-old wants to hear about pigeon blood?


Just like being dropped, the gem lessons, which came almost nightly, along with the milk lectures, made an impact on me, because these many years later, I can still summon these vivid images. I knew my father was a great man—and so did he. Normally reserved and understated, he sometimes could not help but be overwhelmed by his own mythology. “Afterall, how many Harry Winstons are there in the world?” he would often say. His dream was that I, and my brother Bruce, three years my junior, would go and work for him, with him, and create a dynasty that would rule the diamond world. “The three little Winstons,” my father, who acted like a giant but was barely five feet tall, would muse. “The three little Winstons.”


But this little Winston had little if any interest in my father’s big footsteps, apocryphal or otherwise. I was fascinated not by commerce, not even the grand commerce of my father, but by the science of my maternal grandfather, a distinguished and humanistic doctor of the old Viennese school.


Doctor Henry Fleischman, whom I called Winkie, would have reminded me of Sigmund Freud, if I had known who Freud was at the time. A specialist in treating unwell children, particularly those with rheumatic fever, Dr. F. had been the director of the Educational Alliance, a charity for underprivileged, mostly Jewish youngsters on the Lower East Side. I’ll never forget his squealing hearing aid and his exhortation to “be kind to animals.” As I got a little older, I took a special interest in his vast library of medical books, particularly those on female anatomy, things like Diseases of the Female Urogenitary System. which I managed to make off with. My father had already been warning me to never trust women. They were treacherous, he confided. They would get me into terrible trouble. Never trust your father. Never trust women. Whom could I trust?


I thought I could trust Grandfather Winkie, who wanted me to become a doctor, much to my father’s chagrin. But even Winkie had trouble with the truth. He and my mother both told me that my grandmother had died long ago, run over outside Bergdorf Goodman by a car that had careened out of control. I later found out, however, that my grandmother had committed suicide when my mother was fifteen. Much later I learned that my grandmother’s death might have been prevented had she not been turned away by Mount Sinai Hospital. Mount Sinai was the German-Jewish pinnacle of medicine in New York, and the Winstons, or Weinsteins, which was their name then, were poor Russians who would lower the hospital’s social tone. “Not our kind” was the shorthand for the anti-Semitism that overrode the Hippocratic oath at the time. But despite the truth of my grandmother’s death being far more compelling, the Bergdorf fiction remained the official story.


Of course my grandmother would never have been run down outside Woolworth or McCrory’s. It had to be first class. It had to be Bergdorf’s, Bonwit’s, or Saks. That was the league my family was in. The big league of luxe American retailing. After all, how many of my friends’s fathers were immortalized in one of the hit songs of our childhood, “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend,” from the 1953 smash Gentlemen Prefer Blondes? In the film Marilyn Monroe coos, “Talk to me, Harry Winston. Tell me all about it,” in her inimitable breathless voice.


While my father provided the fame and the wealth, my mother brought the class. Her name was Edna, and she was truly elegant, slender, a bit taller than my father, the embodiment of the glamour that my father was purveying. I remember the sound of her pearls clattering at night over my little crib as she came in to check on me after a night on the town. She was refined, educated, and born to wear the jewels my father created. As an only child to a widowed parent, she had surely been as overprotected as I, a perfect exemplar of the New York German Jew immortalized in the book Our Crowd. This was in dramatic opposition to the Russian Jew, my father’s tribe, whose members came up on the mean streets of Essex and Rivington and Delancey on the Lower East Side.


Not that I had any real sense of a Jewish identity. Yes, my father would toss out occasional Yiddish phrases like gonif (thief) and meshuggener (nutcase), but to me these were just New York words, not Jewish ones. I went to the Christian Science Sunday School near our Scarsdale estate every weekend, and I went there with lots of children of prominent New Yorkers I later learned were Jewish, like the Revson boys of the cosmetics fortune. I wore a St. Christopher medal with my IDs on the back.


The only thing I remember from those Sunday school classes is hearing that the founder of Christian Science, Mary Baker Eddy, had been buried with a telephone in her casket. Somehow that made the creepy idea of dying a whole lot more palatable, and it made Christian Science seem very with-it, as religions went. What got me was the science, not the Christianity. My family did occasionally go to Passover seders at friends’ homes, but my father was always impatient with the ceremonial why-is-this-night- different-from-all-other-nights stuff, wanting to get to the food part.


No, the only religion my father tried to inculcate in me as a young boy was the commitment to those mysterious sparkling diamonds and an ethic of ceaseless hard work. My father was like a whirling dervish: up at five thirty, back for dinner at eight. He never ate lunch, couldn’t understand why anyone would eat when they could work. “What’s the hurry, Dad?” I would sometimes ask him. He seemed offended by the question. “I have to go and make a living,” he said, almost indignantly.


My father pushed me to take up running, which was an activity he loved. Not particularly athletic himself (though he was also an avid swimmer), he would brag about how much running he had done as a boy, running from one end of Manhattan to the other, one end of Los Angeles to the other, which I believed until I found out how huge L.A. is. I ran with him around the estate in Scarsdale. “Pick your feet up! Pick your knees up!” He also insisted I become a Cub Scout. I hated it. Our butler had to chase me down and drag me to meetings.


On the indoor side, there were piano, dancing, and etiquette lessons. My parents took me to Europe before I was twelve. The idea was to make me a “gent,” a gent who would one day take his place at Harry Winston. I was taken to Anderson & Sheppard, my father’s Savile Row tailor, to dress me for the part, and plans were made to ship me off to the elite Swiss school Le Rosey to learn foreign languages and to make connections to the noble families of my classmates—all potential clients. “We have an international business,” he would say, stressing the “we.” I remained completely unsold. But I was aware, sometimes painfully, of how diamonds were my father’s religion, passion, and obsession.


Sometimes I would see him sitting in one of his big leather chairs, holding, caressing, massaging a big shimmering, sparkling diamond as if it were something alive. He was totally focused, totally hypnotized, and totally absorbed, and that very absorption helped me get some idea of how precious these stones actually were. They were his treasure of the Sierra Madre, the much-sought after cache in the so-named, iconic 1948 film. I was too young to see it, but I remember the marquees on Broadway, and the title stuck in my mind every time I saw my father go into his trance fondling one of those magic stones. I was always fascinated by the fact that either he always had a gem in hand or I would hear the gentle tumbling of the loose gems he’d sift around in his pants pockets. And I always took note that it seemed ironic that a man with such rough, powerful fingers and hands worked in a rarefied world that revolved around such tiny, priceless things.


Whenever he’d reach out with his thick, stubby fingers, I’d flinch, because whenever he stroked my head, it hurt like the devil.


My father was also obsessed with never having his picture taken, or any of us having our picture taken. I honestly believe that, when my brother and I were young, he feared we would be kidnapped and held ransom for his most priceless jewels. He loved Rolls-Royces, but he wouldn’t buy himself one. Instead, we “only” had a Packard, which was very grand and glamorous, but it was not a Rolls. We did have a liveried chauffeur, though, as father was a totally distracted driver, because he couldn’t take his mind off work.


“Too flashy,” he would say, telling another tall tale of being spat on during the Depression for driving a fancy car. He loved the sea too but wouldn’t buy himself a yacht. He loved horseracing but wouldn’t invest in a horse. He desperately wanted to be rich and famous, but he simultaneously hated conspicuous consumption or, I suspected, had trouble allowing himself to go all-in on pleasure.


Pleasure, you see, could get in the way of business. Hence his insistence on high leverage and low visibility. Still, for all my father’s self-abnegation, Harry Winston was one of the best-known names in the country, synonymous with drop-dead wealth.


My father’s wish to stay out of sight meant that my childhood exposure to the city and the culture that kids my own age enjoyed was pretty much off limits. Sometimes my aunt Dora, my father’s only sister, would come over and take me out to Schrafft’s, the famous candy shop, but that was as “street” as my life got. Dora, a doll-like Victorian woman who dyed her curly hair red and wore dresses with giant satin bows and square-toed shoes, gave me St. Exupéry’s The Little Prince and always referred to me as her “little prince,” and so I was, locked in my own castle, my father’s realm. I had absolutely no idea what a wonderful and wicked metropolis lay outside our huge oak doors. I don’t think I even descended into the subway until I was a teenager, and rarely even then. My idea of New York was the antiquities court of the Met, opening nights on Broadway, ice cream at Rumpelmayer’s, toys at FAO Schwarz, and St. Patrick’s Cathedral, which I could see from my bedroom window. Mean streets, no.


I was later amazed to learn that tiny, delicate Dora had once been a real frontierswoman, becoming the de facto materfamilias, the milk pourer, for my father and his father when my father’s mother died young and the family made the pioneering move to Los Angeles to start a new life.


Once I was old enough to go to school, my mother kept me in Scarsdale during the week and sent me, by chauffeur, to Rye Country Day School, while my father stayed in Manhattan to work, work, work. Whenever I was in the city, we’d go to the great French restaurants like Le Pavillon or Cafe Chambord, or to places like the Colony or Quo Vadis or 21, where I was usually the only kid there. My parents always were seated in the front of the house, which I learned were the “A” tables, and my father seemed to know more of the patrons than the haughty maître d’s.


Elegant women dripping in jewels and their tuxedo-wearing husbands would stop by our table, and my father would admire their taste and artfully flatter them, cultivating his clientele. My mother, too, knew how to make these people feel good, and she didn’t seem to mind at all while the ladies fawned over my father. Instead of being jealous, she was proud of my father for having clients with last names like Whitney, Rockefeller, and Zeckendorf. Of course these names meant nothing to me as an overwhelmed little boy, but I learned to politely smile while my parents worked the room. Still, they were names I had heard on the radio, which was my lifeline to the outside world.


To my father’s credit, he was never starstruck or allowed himself to be flattered or manipulated by the powerbrokers and celebrities he worked with. He would never gossip, never boast about his clientele. He was the model of discretion. He was known by the rich and famous as being someone they could trust, and they seemed to like that he never, ever pandered to them.


There were, however, two things that did impress my father. “He’s a college man,” he’d note about someone, with a great deal of admiration. “A college man.” My father had never gone to college and yet understood how important a formal education was. He was also an admirer of anyone tall. “He’s a six footer,” my father would say to describe someone who towered over him.


My father also had a special fascination with and respect for the the maharajas of India, who, in the 1940s, when Europe was in ruins, were the richest men on earth. Their kingdoms had the most evocative names like Mysore, Indore, Hyderabad, Baroda, and Kashmir. The maharajas and their wives and retinues literally bathed in diamonds, and their man in New York was none other than my father. In 1947 India won its independence from Britain, but it remained a place of great imperial pomp and privilege. In return for each maharaja bringing his separate state into the new Indian federation, he was granted by the government something called the privilege of the privy purse, an annual grant based on the population of his realm. If the maharaja ruled over ten million people, he received ten million dollars, and this “grant” fed an appetite for diamonds and luxury.


One summer morning in Scarsdale, I discovered at our swimming pool a vision of something teleported from the banks of the Ganges. There was a dark, skinny man who looked just like Mahatma Gandhi, whom I had seen on the front pages of the newspapers, taking a bath in our big pool. I was so mystified by this image that I hid behind a giant Norway pine and viewed the ablutions as if they were those of a holy man bathing in holy water. The holy man turned out to be the secretary, a powerful post that didn’t require typing, to one of the maharajas. Later that day, the maharaja himself came for lunch. First a whole contingent of cooks in turbans and saris arrived and transformed our kitchen with the scent of spices from the mysterious East. Then a long cavalcade of black Rolls-Royces streamed through our gates with the maharaja, his wife, his aides-de-camp, his armed bodyguards. The only thing missing were, I thought, the elephants. Later sitar players came, and white-coated bartenders poured tropical fruit drinks called Singapore Slings and Suffering Bastards that I would years later imbibe at Trader Vic’s. It was the most fantastic afternoon of my young life, and one that would be repeated again and again and that led to my family’s love of Indian food. The best curries in the city were served in the Pierre Grill, in the basement of the Pierre hotel, where we would go for an Indian feast at least once a week. I was thus dining on curry when my classmates were chowing down on hamburgers.


Aside from the great restaurants, my parents would take me to the theater, which was at its apogee in the postwar era. I saw Mary Martin in South Pacific and Julie Andrews in The Boyfriend, and then we listened to the records endlessly back at home until I knew every lyric. Even though I had been named after my mother’s idol, the British actor Ronald Colman, I wasn’t taken to the movies that often as a boy, and the opera, which bored my father more than Passover, almost never. Although we had one of the first televisions, in the late forties there wasn’t that much to watch. Still, I became aware of television and movie stars and was surprised we never really met any among the very fast company my father kept. “Stars can’t really afford diamonds,” he said. “They’re working on their houses.”


If a few megastars like Elizabeth Taylor were ablaze in diamonds it was because her high-roller husbands like hotel heir Nicky Hilton or impresario Mike Todd had lavished them on her. If the notoriously penurious Cary Grant bought Barbara Hutton a diamond, it was with her money. Diamonds were for the big shots, at least Harry Winston diamonds.


I went along for the ride, but I was a kid who loved science, especially rocket science. By the time the Russians launched Sputnik in 1956 and I was fourteen, I, the Cold War baby, was as obsessed with science as my father was with diamonds. I knew I had found my calling, my future, and it wasn’t catering to the high and the mighty, other than perhaps blowing up their (and our, as my father was very patriotic) enemies.


My interest in chemistry and combustion was more than merely a function of the times. It was a rebellion against the perfect order, the serenity, of my childhood. It was my need for action, for identity. It began with me raiding my parents’ medicine chest and creating potions that I would bury in my secret places on the Scarsdale estate. I once burned a tree down, and back in the city I blew up a stove. My father woke up, calmly said to me, “Don’t do that again,” and went right back to sleep. Not heeding him, I then went on to blow up the chemistry lab of my new private school, Riverdale Country School, which was in a very soigné part of the Bronx overlooking the Hudson. I was in the ninth grade.


At that point we had outgrown the top floor of the town house and moved to a palatial apartment on Fifth Avenue overlooking Central Park. We lived at the Pierre for a year while our apartment was remodeled, and I had become the Eloise of that grand caravansary. I guess I liked being spoiled, but I didn’t want my contemporaries to know it. Because I had heard whispers about myself as the “rich kid” in a school full of them, I insisted the chauffeur drop me off a few blocks away from the campus, so I could make a plebeian, pedestrian entrance. It didn’t help. So, in retaliation perhaps, I kept blowing things up at home and at school. If I had had my portrait painted, it would have been with a purple haze of chemical smoke around my head. Instead, my father had me photographed by a famous lensman, Yousuf Karsh, holding the Hope Diamond. That photo of the little boy with the big stone took pride of place in our living room. I cringed every time I looked at it.


At one point my parents grew so distressed at my mad scientist routine that they met with the principal of Riverdale to discuss sending me off to military school, which I equated with reform school. They shipped me to Europe for a summer at Le Rosey in Switzerland, the most exclusive boarding school on earth, which for me functioned as a halfway house. It was full of children of banana republic dictators, Middle Eastern potentates (the Shah of Iran went there), Asian billionaires, and heavily monied Eurotrash before the term was coined. The kids all spoke multiple languages, and their homes were so broken that they needed genealogical charts to figure out to whom they belonged. I found no chemists among the lot, no budding intellectuals, just a bunch of playboys in training. I hated it and literally kissed American soil when I got home. My parents knew I hated it, and mercifully, they didn’t force me to go back. But being back home didn’t stop my chemistry experiments; I just got better at them, achieving top grades, and eventually, I began to win national prizes. Outwardly my father beamed. Inside, he was in turmoil, for all he wanted was for me to join his business.


Eventually Harry Winston got his way. This is the story of how he got his wish and how I got his wish, and then I lost it.


Despite getting a stellar education at Harvard, it was clear that I wasn’t going to win a Nobel Prize in chemistry. I might blow some big things up, sure, but I was smart enough to know I would never be a giant in the field. But perhaps I could make something of myself if I joined my father, who was undeniably a giant in his.


My father was the biggest mystery in my life, the little giant with the big glass of milk, the poster boy of poverty who became an icon of luxury. Who was he? Who was I? And what were these crystal compounds that came from deep within the earth and captivated us humans so profoundly? The intrigue of my father and the mysteries of his business began to call to me.


So I gave in to my father’s dynastic imperative, albeit sometimes kicking and screaming. If I thought I was leaving the world of explosives behind, I was dead wrong. Once I committed to the family business, which appeared to be refined and utterly civilized, I found it was actually quite dangerous and adventurous. My old school friends took to calling the pampered little kid who once was the Eloise of the Pierre “Scarsdale Winston,” in a play on “Indiana Jones,” except I didn’t get to carry a bullwhip. “We’ve got to toughen you up,” my father would say time and again, promising, or was it threatening, to take me out of an environment best described not as “sheltered” but “protected.”


I had no idea how much there was to be protected from in the diamond world: There were unscrupulous business rivals, treacherous colleagues, and powerful, vindictive clients. And then there was the actual buying of the great stones, which were mostly mined in Africa, a continent whose true darkness became known to me in my many adventures there. My father himself refused to go to Africa. Until he had his schism with the octopus-like South African diamond syndicate De Beers, he would get most of his noble African stones from them in London.


After Harry Winston boldly challenged and broke with De Beers, my father still stayed out of Africa, letting his trusted men in Antwerp and Geneva negotiate for him, while he held court on Fifth Avenue, at Claridge’s in London, and at the Hôtel du Cap-Eden-Roc, in the south of France. My father had a major phobia about filth and disease. He had endured so much of it in his railroad-flat childhood, he felt that was enough for several lifetimes, and Africa to him represented the pinnacle of squalor and pestilence. I, on the other hand, had little contact with squalor and pestilence, other than some ill-fated Animal House–style road trips to women’s colleges during my Harvard years. I wanted to find out what diamond mining was all about, nevermind that I’d seen too many John Wayne movies. I also had the romanticized notion that I couldn’t send any of my men to any places I hadn’t gone myself.


So off to the jungles, the steppes, and King Solomon’s Mines I intrepidly went, cracking wise to my dubious friends that Scarsdale Winston was too young and restless to settle for a desk job. In the early 1990s I found myself in the major war zone of Angola, which, as luck would have it, is one of the major rough diamond zones of the world. Ever since Angola had thrown off Portugal’s colonial yoke in the bloody revolution of 1975, capitalist America and communist Russia had waged a proxy war, killing more than a million, for the hearts and minds of this heartbreakingly beautiful and heartbreaking country on Africa’s rugged Atlantic coast.


Despite his physical absence, Harry Winston was a seriously connected man in Africa, and through his connections, I had arranged an introduction, via our family friend Félix Houphouët-Boigny, the fearless anticommunist president of the Ivory Coast, to the equally fearless anticommunist Angolan Jonas Savimbi, who was involved in a to-the-death struggle with the Moscow-funded incumbent dos Santos dictatorship in Luanda, the capital. Savimbi needed arms to fight this war, and his best way to get them was to sell diamonds.


The faction that controlled the richest diamond mines in this potentially very rich country-in-shambles was called UNITA and was led by Savimbi, one of the most colorful and charismatic revolutionaries this side of his role model Che Guevara. Dressed in radical chic trademark combat fatigues, pistol, and black beret, the powerfully built, brutal-looking Savimbi was actually brilliant and educated. He was known as “the Doctor,” not only for his original medical studies in Lisbon, which he abandoned to get a PhD in politics in Geneva. Despite further studies and radicalization in Beijing, Savimbi, who had no problem selling diamonds to support his revolution, became the darling of the communist haters of the United States. The Reagan administration had given him $15 million in covert aid.


Getting to Savimbi required a dance called the African two-step. Step one involved a country with few diamonds, the Ivory Coast. Its president, Félix Houphouët-Boigny, both a Francophile and a French idol known as Le Vieux, was the longest surviving head of state in a continent not known for political longevity. He was a close friend of Savimbi. Boigny had personally decorated my father with La Rose d’Ivoire, the country’s greatest honor to foreigners. Now it was time to call in the connection. I started with one of Dad’s top men in Geneva, Urs Lindt, a member of the Lindt chocolate dynasty that did a huge business with Ivory Coast, the world’s leading cocoa producer. Urs set up a meeting, and off to Abidjan I flew on this great adventure.


Abidjan was a very sophisticated, high-rise white city on the Atlantic Coast, considered the Paris of Africa. Boigny, educated in the French colonial system, had been a practicing doctor before turning to politics. Conversing with him in French, I found him charming and still powerfully vibrant in his late eighties. I could understand how France learned its bitter lesson from its own colonial disaster in Algeria that it was cheaper to bribe smart and cooperative strong men like Boigny than trying to administer these countries themselves. Boigny couldn’t have been more helpful. He happily arranged my rendezvous with Jonas Savimbi.


To go into the Angola jungle war zone and Savimbi’s base, I needed to assemble my own African team to guard the $6 million in cash we were bringing with us, as well as to guard the cache of rough diamonds that with luck would be the fruits of our negotiating labors. Through my Malta-based friend Steve Delia, a very cool security expert and soldier of fortune, I assembled a group of men worthy of the strike forces in the Idi Amin TV movie Raid on Entebbe. My chief commando was a Brit named Nish, a renowned parachutist who had rescued climbers stranded on Mount Everest. I had my “brains,” Frank Rempelberg, the Antwerp “wizard of rough.” And there I was in combat fatigues, my own version of Indiana Jones, Scarsdale Winston. Whoever thought the diamond trade was sedate and genteel was selling it short.


We assembled in Geneva and flew to Kinshasa, Zaire, where the legendary Ali-Foreman “rumble in the jungle” had been held. We had been told that Savimbi’s people would be waiting to take us through customs, but nobody was there. We feared we had been stood up before we could even join the revolution. “We overslept,” was the apology that came when the men finally arrived after a long night at the airport.


A grumpy mercenary Belgian pilot ferried us across the border into the Angolan jungle outpost of Ndulo, which was Savimbi’s base, in an ancient cargo plane fitted with bolted-down tattered movie theater seats for the passengers. A caravan of jeeps topped with fifty-caliber machine guns awaited us and our six large duffel bags of cash on the dirt landing strip. “This is a war zone,” Frank noted ominously. We were billeted, with those duffel bags always in our hands, in a bombed-out colonial dwelling.


I was a guest at Savimbi’s plantation house, listening to Bach and dining on the best French fare one could expect in a jungle during a civil war. Speaking in French, Savimbi, a short, stocky man with a gravelly but cultured and mellifluous voice, lived up to his charisma, thanking us for coming and for our aid “to the cause,” and flattering me for the Harry Winston reputation for honesty and fairness.


The biggest glitch of our get-acquainted dinner was when a rat scampering across a ceiling beam defecated on my poulet roti. “Monsieur Winston, vous ne mangez pas. Y a-t-il un problème?” Savimbi inquired, the perfect host. I quickly began shuffling my food around the plate, looking for an unadulterated morsel. “Pas du tout, mon Général,” I lied. “Le poulet est magnifique. Et la sauce. Je suis ettoufée.”


The next morning, we were able to see the shell craters in our lodgings that attested to the violence taking place there. Frank and I were taken back to the porticoed, once gracious main hacienda for coffee with Savimbi. He had been trained as a doctor before becoming a warrior, and there was something of the cloister still about him. A tape of classical music played softly in the background. He had lived on the lam for the last twenty years, but he didn’t seem furtive at all, just totally cool. He spoke of the magical charm of the high savanna where we were located and its capacity to protect him from his far better armed communist adversaries. He saw the huge banana leaves of the plants that camouflaged the house as a kind of organic Kevlar, natural bulletproofing that would repel the fire of the dos Santos army. His dialogue was half mystic, half scientist, all courage. I found him very charismatic. I also found his talk of an imminent dos Santos assault more than a bit unnerving. I suggested we get to work.


Aides led us to another barracks workroom where under bare flickering light bulbs, twenty thousand carats of treasures dug from Angolan rivers were laid out like rock candy on bare tables of tropical wood. This was Angola’s patrimony, and it would pay for its fight for freedom and democracy. That’s what I was thinking about, not how they might look on Gwyneth Paltrow’s neck or Oprah Winfrey’s ears. With our loupes, tweezers, and scales, Frank and I spent hour after hour sorting the stones by size and quality. Every loud noise jarred us into thinking a new battle was erupting. We knew we had to work fast, a point underscored by the two generals in charge of the rebels’ diamond business. “You must catch the cargo plane at dawn,” one of them warned us. “We don’t know when there will be another.”


The generals were short and wiry and didn’t look that different from the troops, except that the troops wore ratty uniforms and camouflage and weapons and garrison belts and the generals wore Adidas tracksuits and were unarmed. Less was more here. They could have been guys going to a pickup basketball game. Nonetheless, they were very shrewd and played their cards close to the vest. When Frank and I came up with our initial offer of $2 million for the cache, the lead general rolled his eyes in derision. “Come now,” he said. “De Beers would do better than that.” An hour or so later, they had gotten us up to the full $6 million we had brought, and the deal was sealed. Of course, there was nothing to stop the generals from slitting our throats and keeping all the money for themselves, nothing except the word and honor of Jonas Savimbi. That was our mystical Kevlar, and it worked. We would be back, and they knew it.


We packed up all the diamonds in glassine envelopes sealed with Scotch tape, and made the trade of three hundred pounds of hundred-dollar bills for a very few pounds of stones. Such was the value of these diamonds, although there was nothing like the Hope or the Star of India among them. Lots of good stones, but nothing exceptional, which was defined as over fourteen carats. Still, those few pounds of gems were worth $7 million retail. We went back to our lodgings and waited out the dawn lying awake on our cots. The cargo plane arrived, and away from Ndulo we rose into the blazing and rising African sun. It was the first of about fifteen trips over the next few years that netted us $35 million to $45 million profit.


There were many ways to die in these African adventures, but I never thought one could be at the hands of one of my own people. Our paratrooper Nish was an excellent, formidable security man, the perfect protector in a war zone. Alas, Nish went to prison for attempting to murder his wife. Through a CIA contact in Washington, who had a deep black book of soldiers of fortune, I found a replacement. His name was Clark Blumner, based in Colorado. He was a handsome six-foot-four Rambo type in his late thirties. In the interest of secrecy, I had him meet me offshore, in Geneva, at a hotel, La Réserve. The first night, over drinks, I was quite impressed, at least with his movie-star appearance. The next morning, however, I had a rude awakening when I arose to Clark there in my room, pointing a gun at my head. “Bang! Bang!” he said with a demonic laugh.


“I’m already awake,” I said, deadpan.


“You need to be alert,” Clark warned me, though I wasn’t sure about whom or what. “You never know what can happen.” Later that day, when I went to our Swiss executive Michel Pitteloud to assemble the millions we were planning to bring to Angola from our Swiss account, Michel seemed upset. “Who the hell is that guy? Michel asked. “Did you know he smuggled guns into Switzerland?” Well, I knew he had a gun that morning, but it turned out that he had another which he brought as an undeclared weapon (highly illegal) into Michel’s gun club. I realized I had a real mercenary on my team.


Nonetheless, I refused to abort. Four months after my first visit, we proceeded once more on the long trip to Savimbi’s base in Ndulo, loaded with our bags of money. I never realized how heavy all those hundred-dollar bills could be. We were there for four days, during which Clark Blumner was MIA for one of them. I later found out he had gone out with Savimbi’s men to lay deterrent mines on the derricks in the rich oil fields in the area that Savimbi controlled. It seemed like Clark, soldier of fortune that he was, was interested in joining Savimbi’s army—if the price was right.


Three months later we reassembled in Geneva for another mission to Africa. When Clark joined us from Colorado, he was “scratching like a hound.” He bragged he had gotten a social disease from a local fille de joie. This time I introduced Clark to Urs Lindt and Albano Bochatay, who ran the Geneva Winston office. They were both horrified and later separately warned me, “Don’t go back to Africa with this man. He will kill you.” I took their advice. That night, at the Italian restaurant at La Réserve, I told Clark, who was giddily excited about our trip, that I was scrapping the entire mission. Nothing personal, plus I paid him in full anyway. But it was more than this payday that mattered to him. “How can you do this to me?” he asked menacingly. “You’re ruining my reputation.” I had images of Clark taking Frank Rempelberg and me out into the wilds of Ndulo, killing us both and absconding with the cash.


Canceling the trip was money well spent. A few months later Steve Delia was available, and he came with Frank and me for the remainder of the trips, each of which was greatly profitable both for Harry Winston and for Jonas Savimbi, who used income from us to finance his war for Angola until 1994, when he was forced to accept the peace terms dictated by his communist-backed enemy dos Santos. Savimbi was never one to give up, waging a guerrilla war against government troops and becoming a “galloping ghost” legend who survived over a dozen assassination attempts and had been reported dead by the world press fifteen times. His real end finally came in 2002, in a firefight that took fifteen gunshot wounds from head to toe to kill him. Clark Blumner was never heard from again.


Out of Africa, I discovered that diamonds could be deadly hazardous in countless ways, none of which had come to mind when I was a little boy marveling at the maharajas and Marilyn Monroe. Just as I ventured into the heart of darkness in Africa, I ventured into the equally stygian heart of darkness in Hollywood, if Hollywood can be said to have a heart of any sort. There was a terribly sinister side to all that glamour, and the blackest widows of all could be the successors to Marilyn, world-famous sirens behind the call of diamonds. For better or for worse, I must confess that I was the one behind “the red carpet syndrome,” wherein movie stars are lent priceless jewelry to wear at the Oscars, the Golden Globes, premieres, wherever publicity is to be found. My father might, on rare occasions, have lent jewels to his dearest customers for special events, mostly in hopes that they would love them so much that they would buy them.


By the time my father had gotten me on board his crystal ship, celebrities, and mostly those of cinema, had become the chief currency of the promotional realm. A product of my own times, I was as wowed by these celluloid fantasies as anyone else and came up with the lend-lease gambit. If diamonds were a girl’s best friend, why couldn’t these famous girls, by the same sparkling token, become Harry Winston’s best friends? And so they did. Diamonds, if only for a night, were an offer that no woman, star or civilian, could refuse. The stars all lined up to play dress up, like little girls playing in their mothers’ closests. Yet diamonds can make people do crazy things, and since most stars are a little crazy to begin with, when crazy people do crazy things, the situations can be explosive.


Nothing could have seemed more tranquil, however, than the idyllic May day in Manhattan in 1993, when my office suggested, as a goodwill gesture, that I personally drop off the jewelry to Sharon Stone that she was going to wear for an appearance on Larry King Live. Sharon, whom I had not met, had worn our jewels several times in the last year and always loved doing it, I was told. Millions of people all over the CNN world would watch Larry King fawn over the beauty of Sharon and, hopefully, her blockbuster jewels, which Sharon, in return for making the most indelible impression, would beam and blush and credit Harry Winston. Some tycoon in Des Moines, or Dubai, for that matter, might see the treasures and think, That sort of thing would be perfect for my wife, and to Harry Winston he would come. Or maybe it would be another star who would be the prospective customer. Unlike in my father’s day, the stars were now making untold millions. They didn’t need the Aga Khan to buy them diamonds anymore. They were the new royalty.


I was looking forward to seeing this instant legend in person. Sharon Stone was at the height of her post–Basic Instinct (1992) glory, her flashiness making her the sexiest woman on screen. Putting $500,000 worth of necklace and earrings into my briefcase, and eschewing bodyguards on this perfect day, I walked the lush, tree-shaded blocks from my home in the East 70s to Sharon’s hotel, the Mark on East 77th Street and Madison, the heart of the coiffed, coutured, and bejeweled Upper East Side. The Mark, like the Carlyle across the street, was the hotel Hollywood stars liked to stay at when they were pretending they were classy, sophisticated Gothamites. When they were just being stars, before everything moved down to Soho and beyond, they would stay at the Plaza or the Waldorf.


I called Sharon’s suite from the lobby and spoke to an assistant, who told me “Miss Stone” would be ready in a few minutes, so I cooled my heels until the summons upstairs finally came. Entering Sharon’s suite was like entering the ground, or cosmetics, floor of Saks Fifth Avenue. I was overwhelmed by the blast of perfume. A female assistant led me through the living room, with its views over the rooftops and spires of Manhattan, into the bedroom, or should I say boudoir, which was filled with flowers and packed with no fewer than five more assistants. Behind them all was Sharon, who rose from her dressing table, shook my hand, led me to her bed, or at least the foot thereof, where I supposed my audience would be taking place.


Sharon was less tall, but more charming, than I had expected. She was indeed beautiful, professionally so, with those all-American Ford Model bones and that angelic blonde hair. But I had read that she had clawed her way to the top, a hard decade of B-movies and broken promises, and I could see she wasn’t some ingenue but a seasoned pro savoring her long-awaited close-up. Speaking of which, I got right to the point, removing the necklace from my briefcase and then from its Harry Winston lambskin carrying case. I felt like a messenger boy.


“You put it on, Ron,” she purred to me. “You do it.” And she underscored the request by leaning forward in her clingy, low-cut designer sundress, and providing me with an above- the-waist version of her famous Basic Instinct flash-dance, except she drew out this moment until I acceded and strung the jewels around her swan-like neck. At that steamy Hollywood instant, I saw yesterday and tomorrow, heaven and earth, all at once, while the phalanx of assistants did a Greek chorus of oohs and aahs. Sharon got up to admire herself for a short eternity in the vanity mirror, while assistants fluttered around her. Finally, she smiled. It was a big smile. I took it as my cue to give her the earrings, but she waved them away. The necklace, the $400,000 necklace, was “enough,” she said. “I don’t need those,” she waved dismissively at the gems in my hand.


We chatted a bit about the new movie she was promoting, Sliver, a voyeuristic thriller from the fevered pen of Basic Instinct scribe Joe Eszterhas, about a lonely book editor in a narrow high-rise and her overheated suitors, Tom Berenger and William Baldwin. Sharon, who had been marooned in bimboland for so long, loved playing brainy types, writers, editors, East Side women, women at the Mark, even if these ladies were actually bimbos in Prada rather than Frederick’s. Sharon’s dream had come true, and part of it was wearing Harry Winston. Finally, the audience ended. I admit I was fairly speechless, though I realized that with Sharon, even men like Henry Kissinger tended to let her do the talking. She walked me through the suite and gave me a firm handshake at the door. Her last words were, “Don’t worry, Ron. I’ll be sure to mention you on Larry King.” Once I left her perfumed suite and was brought back down to earth by the bus fumes of Madison Avenue, I realized that I hadn’t asked her to sign anything acknowledging receipt of the jewels. I called the office, thinking I should go back. “She’s Sharon Stone,” I was told. “Where is she going to go?” One of the perks of being a big star was not having to sign for anything.


As it turned out, Sharon Stone did not mention Harry Winston on Larry King Live. Larry didn’t notice our beautiful $400,000 necklace, and Sharon didn’t push it on him. But I wouldn’t have known this, because neither I nor anyone else in our office had watched the show. It only came to my attention when our New York office began getting calls from our Beverly Hills office asking for Gemological Institute of America authentication certificates for the jewels in the necklace we had loaned to Sharon. Why, we wondered. The office found out that Sharon needed the certificates to purchase insurance for the necklace. Why, again, we wondered, until, to our enormous chagrin, we discovered that the necklace had never been returned to us at all. Such was our total trust in stars. Of course Sharon was a busy woman. How easy it would be to put the necklace in the jewelry box and forget it.


But such was not the case. Sharon had absolutely zero intention of ever returning the necklace. When my office called her to mention her oversight, one of her many assistants conveyed Sharon’s decisive declaration that she owned the necklace, that it was hers in return for her appearance on Larry King Live. That would have been pretty nice work, even by Hollywood standards, a $400,000 treasure for simply wearing something for an hour. Then we got a tape of the show, and the insult of not being mentioned was added to the injury of our purloined necklace. Our lawyers began writing threatening letters.


Finally, Sharon returned the necklace, but that was only the beginning of this lurid tale. No sooner was the necklace received than Sharon’s attorneys commenced a $12 million lawsuit against Harry Winston for breach of contract and assorted related atrocities. The idea here was that she and I had concluded a verbal agreement at the Mark, witnessed by all of her assistants, that I had promised her that she would be the worldwide “face of Harry Winston” and that the necklace would be a token of my esteem, a down payment on a much larger payout. No matter that there wasn’t one word of this multimillion-dollar pact on paper. The assistants saw it, Sharon said it, and who would dare doubt the word of the hottest female star in show business? What followed was a surreal battle involving celebrity greed and megalomania, and the power of diamonds to bring out the worst in us, waged both in the courts and the tabloids. I did get off one early bon mot; I said I was planning to sue Sharon’s pants off, but I wasn’t sure she had any. Neither the guerrillas of Africa nor the gorillas of Hollywood were able to get the better of Harry Winston.









CHAPTER TWO


Into the West


In the mid-1960s, when I was in my mid-twenties, America was in the honeymoon stage of its thrall to the mystique of Southern California. This California dream, of the new Disneyland, of surfing in winter, of driving a T-bird convertible down the Sunset Strip, of the Beach Boys and Gidget and Sinatra’s Rat Pack cavorting in the Palm Springs sun, was every bit as powerful, as magnetic to my peers as the shining dream of America itself was to my father’s father and his peers back in the frozen depths of czarist Russia. But I myself was fairly indifferent to California, and it wasn’t for the media’s lack of promotion. I was unimpressed probably because my father was unimpressed. Harry Winston never opened a store in Beverly Hills, which he could have easily done at the height of his fame and at the height of the cinema world’s conspicuous consumption of jewels. He never even took his family to Disneyland, never even mentioned California.


Yet Harry Winston had been to the Golden West, at the very beginning of the California Dream. And he found it, if not a nightmare, not the stuff Harry Winston’s dreams were made of. I never even learned he had lived in California until the sixties, and I was fairly amazed that he hadn’t stayed. He had never spoken about it, but his silence, amid the increasingly deafening national buzz that California was the place to be, was especially curious to me. In the late fifties both the Dodgers and the Giants had left New York for California, which said a great deal about that state’s siren call. But my father had been there on the ground floor. He could have owned the place. Or could he?


As I would learn, Harry Winston, who would one day be Mister New York, had come to Los Angeles in 1910, when he was fourteen. He left in 1918 and came back to New York City, when he was twenty-two. When I was twenty-two, I was still in the cloister that was Harvard. My father, on the other hand, had gone coast to coast, had scrambled with the pioneers in the still-wild West, had served in the Great War, had endured terrible family tragedy, and was very much a man, his own man, albeit not the man he wanted to be.


“There was nothing there,” my father, when pressed, said of Los Angeles. “There was no money. No money to be made.” But what about oranges, oil? What about the movies? “Los Angeles was a hick town.” And so my father’s word trumped that of Walt Disney, who, incidentally, was his friend. My father took our family to Europe, to Paris, to Geneva, to the Côte d’Azur, but never to California. To my knowledge he never once went back to California after he left. Did he see it as a Sodom that would turn him to salt if he looked back? He just never returned, not even for the movie stars who in truth represented only a drop in the gilded bucket of tycoons, royalty, and Arabian Nights that was Harry Winston. If Marilyn Monroe wanted Harry Winston to talk to her, she would have to come to New York.


But why did my father go there to begin with? Or his father? It seemed quite incongruous for a poor Russian Jewish watch and jewelry man to be in the Wild West, or whatever it was, at the turn of the century. Given my father’s constant expounding on how terribly poor and hungry he was as a child, my image was of the family huddling in a tiny and stygian Lower East Side tenement, not basking under palm trees in the brilliant California sun. Dark, frock-coated Jews among cowboys and Indians thus became the new image in my head, and it was almost comical, Chaplinesque long before Chaplin’s The Gold Rush of 1925.


But my father was not comedy material. He was very proper, very dignified, very imperial, urbane but not particularly urban, more like a cattle baron in big sky country. In fact, there was something distinctly western, if not wild, about him, the little Alan Ladd in Shane. He had zero New York accent, no trace of the shtetl. He was cool, he was a gambler, he was fearless. I could see him striding into a saloon and walking out with everyone’s holdings. Was that something he learned in California? It certainly wasn’t from Delancey Street. But Harry Winston, westerner, was still a deeply curious concept. How did it happen?


It all started in the Wild East that was Russia in the late nineteenth century. My grandfather Jacob Weinstein came from a modest-sized town with the immodest name of Starokostyantyniv, about two hundred miles west of Kiev in what is now Ukraine, not far from the nuclear wasteland of Chernobyl. I went there a few years ago, and the name seemed larger than the village, whose most lasting impression was its indifference to any amenities whatsoever. The concept of toilet paper there was alien, even with a translator in tow. On the roads were more donkey carts than big rigs. “Staro” was in an agrarian zone of sorts, the site of vast Soviet-era collective farms, rye fields and wheat fields that could have been Kansas. But Kansas never had the pogroms, the Russian word for “riots,” that had driven my grandfather and millions of other oppressed Jews like him to the New World.


My father rarely spoke about his own father specifically, but rather in a general context of extreme adversity that of course reflected nobly on my own father for having transcended it.


Harry Winston spoke frequently of the frozen Russian winters, winters that quenched the ambitions of the likes of Napoleon and Hitler, but somehow not the Winstons. He spoke of the oppression of the czar; the most oppressive element that struck a chord in me was the idea that young Jewish boys could be drafted into the imperial army at twelve and forced to serve for twenty-five years, all that in a life span that, by the actuarial tables of the time, didn’t last much beyond forty. This was a brilliant case of state-sponsored institutional genocide, to turn the despised Jews into cannon fodder.


The great reformist czar Alexander II, who freed the millions of serfs, also cut the conscription term in half, to twelve years, which was scant consolation to the young Jacob Weinstein, born in 1864, and even less so when Alexander was assassinated in 1881 and a Jew was blamed as the brains of the populist, democracy-craving, aristocracy-despising conspiracy that led to his death. A decade of violent pogroms began. Although my father once said the Weinsteins were descended from a long line of rabbis, my father, who was anything but devout, or even religious, explained his secularity as an inheritance from his father, whom he described as a “freethinker.” Unlike all the other Staroites, Jacob didn’t keep kosher, didn’t go to temple, worshipping instead at the altar of health and fitness, eating whole grains and fresh fruits and vegetables, although God knows where they got them in the Russian winters. He was surely much more worried about being drafted than being persecuted for his faith.


My father liked to describe how the Weinstein house had a secret tunnel that went directly down to the river and afforded a secret flight to waiting little getaway boats to escape the conscriptors or marauders, whoever came first. He made the Weinsteins’ existence in Staro sound like Stalag 17. When I visited the town, I did see the lazy Sluch River, a meandering stream that coursed through the village. I never found the family abode. Nor were there any Jews left in a town that in my grandfather’s era contained maybe ten thousand of them, or 50 percent of the local population. They all spoke Yiddish, and they all intermarried, and they all either fled or were killed by czars or later by Joseph Stalin. What seemed so peaceful was in fact a ghost town decimated by successive reigns of terror.


Through it all, however, Jacob Weinstein wed local girl Jennie Harivman, or Hurriman, or, as the immigration rolls listed it, Harriman. Jennie was obviously no relation to the American railway czars the Harrimans, who gave us the great statesman Averell Harriman, whose ambassador to France, ex-playgirl wife Pamela did happen to be one of my father’s clients. My own middle name, Harivman, is one of the myriad spellings of my grandmother’s maiden name, and it represented one of the rare instances of my father’s paying tangible homage to his heritage. A social-climbing arriviste would have played the Harriman card and created the illusion that his progeny were the descendants of barons (albeit robber barons) and not rabbis.


What a difference an “r” could have made. But my father, despite the pomp and ceremony of his clientele, was anything but pretentious, and anything but dishonest.


Things were so bad and bloody in the late 1880s that Jacob saw no choice but to get out of Dodge. Jacob’s odyssey through the Pale of Settlement; changing his name, maybe several times to deceive his draft board; sleeping in the forests; evading Russian troops, even the conscripted Jewish ones who would sell out a brother for a bounty, had to have been a harrowing adventure. He probably caught a ship in Bremen or Hamburg or even perhaps Genoa, depending upon the zigs and zags of his evasions. He arrived, alone, at Ellis Island in 1890. The Statue of Liberty had to have been the most beautiful woman Jacob had ever seen. Jacob left behind in Staro his young wife, Jennie and their two baby boys, Charles and Stanley, who somehow made it to America, surely with the help of friends, less than a year later. My aunt Dora was born in Manhattan in 1891, my father five years later. Or maybe five, as the records from this tsunami of displaced humanity are muddled at best, and often frankly contradictory. Whatever, the man who became Harry Winston always celebrated his birthday on March 1.


In the Weinsteins’ first years in New York there was neither the cause nor wherewithal for celebration. I remember my uncle Stanley, whose birth certificate called him Samuel, describing how he rang in the twentieth century. He was twelve on New Year’s Eve, 1899, and he was so poor that all he could do was go outside and beat a lamppost with a stick to greet 1900.


Still, the family was enjoying some upward mobility, for a 1901 New York City business directory lists Jacob Weinstein as retailer of watches and jewelry, with a business address of 930 Columbus Avenue and a home address of 275 W. 114th Street. The store was just on the edge of Morningside Heights and the spectacular new classical campus of Columbia University, which had moved uptown to a site overlooking the Hudson from the land that later became Rockefeller Center. Designed by the uberarchitects of the era, McKim, Mead & White, the Columbia neighborhood was known as the “Acropolis of America” and was light-years, especially in terms of light and air, from the fetid tenements of the Lower East Side where the Weinsteins’ fellow countrymen were jammed ten to a room.


Furthermore, the 114th Street address, while below Columbia down the steep slopes of Morningside Park in what would become Black Harlem, was at the time in Jewish Harlem. It was a very desirable address, a bucolic suburb, the Scarsdale of its era, made very convenient by the extension of the new IRT subway line to 145th Street. So desirable seemed Harlem, however, that real estate speculators and contractors overbuilt new apartment houses, which at first offered slashed rents to families like the Weinsteins. But later, when there weren’t enough Weinsteins to fill the flats, the speculators began renting to Blacks, first the prosperous but later also the poor, arriving in increasing numbers from a South still deeply depressed by the Civil War. The concept of “white flight” would begin, including that of my own family, whose new address became 60 W. 106th Street, still technically Harlem but closer to downtown and to the “division street” that 96th Street would become, separating Blacks from whites in the Manhattan of the years ahead.


My grandfather’s mobility, and move northward, may have been in part a function of necessity. He had developed a severe asthma-like respiratory condition, perhaps from the Russian winters or the miseries of his escape therefrom. Whatever the cause, it necessitated he leave the miasma of the Lower East Side for the more salubrious breezes of the Hudson. The move would benefit his wife, Jennie, too, who suffered from heart disease, perhaps brought on from a childhood bout of scarlet fever, which was endemic at the time. Both conditions could have gotten them sent home by the authorities at Ellis Island, but the doctors there were so overwhelmed that if Jacob wasn’t coughing and Jennie wasn’t gasping, the medical men waved them through.


Whether Jacob had been in the jewelry or watch business back in Staro is unknown. Prosperous Jewish families were there, the baker and mill owner being the leader of the community, and others who may have been flush from bounties turning malingering Jews into the military. But Staro didn’t strike me as a big jewelry town. Jacob Weinstein did strike me as a man of great resourcefulness. If he could get out of Russia, he could get into business, and so he did. His first known job was as an apprentice to a jeweler and watchmaker on the Lower East Side. The name of the establishment, Walkowisky and Mann, conjures up criminal images of rum-running and the Mann Act, but apparently it was a house of some repute. Two years later, Jacob was out and on his own. His store on Columbus was called Jacob Weinstein Jeweler. For all this enterprise, this freethinker had the heart of a Bolshevik, and capitalism was not his passion. “Your possessions will possess you,” was a Jacobean precept that my father often repeated, even as he amassed one of the largest caches of jewelry in the history of wealth.


My father never spoke of a halcyon childhood in Manhattan. The only pleasant memory he shared was that of swimming with friends in the Hudson, diving off the rocks where the George Washington Bridge would be built in 1927. It sounded like a scene from the Dead End Kids serial. It was more than coincidental that he became an avid and fine swimmer and spent his adult summers diving off the world’s most exclusive rocks at the Hôtel du Cap in the south of France. He never spoke about going to the Museum of Natural History, or the Yiddish theater, or the Bronx Zoo, or the bright lights of Broadway, or even sledding in Central Park. All he talked about was running, running from one end of Manhattan to the other and surely not stopping to savor the wonderful sights of the upwardly thrusting metropolis, with its amazing skyscrapers and teeming, diverse population. He was his father’s runner, his messenger boy, going down to the diamond district that was then near Wall Street and coming back up to Morningside Heights with modest treasures and cuckoo clocks for his father to sell. He was too poor to take the subway or the streetcar.


My father quickly developed confidence that he had a special talent for jewels. On one of his early journeys, he spotted in a pawnshop a tray of junk jewelry with the sign TAKE YOUR PICK—25 Cents. A ring set with a green stone caught his eye and his heart. He parted with his hard-earned quarter, then took the bauble back uptown to flaunt it to his father. Harry knew he had something, and he was right. Two days later Jacob sold what turned out to be a very genuine, twocarat emerald for the then-princely sum of $800. Talk about return on investment. My father was hooked on jewelry, and on himself, for his eagle eye, the stuff carnival wizards were made of, but with a vastly greater upside than guessing ages and weights. Harry Weinstein never stopped running, didn’t want to. Who knew what the next pawn shop might bring.


Because education was then compulsory only up to age twelve, my father probably went to work full-time by that tender age, if not earlier. You grew up fast in those days.


Before his uptown-downtown runs, Jacob had dispatched Harry to do all the family errands, mother Jennie being too frail to do them and Aunt Dora taking on the maternal role. My father would thus be dispatched to buy the fruits and vegetables and the cheap protein of organ meat. My father liked to recount, often over prime steaks at Twenty-One, how he bought liver for two cents a pound, slipping in and out of the butcher’s back door so as not to embarrass the higher-paying customers of the better cuts. Harry’s older brothers Charles and Stanley may have begun their careers working for their father, but at some point they left the old-fashioned field of jewelry for the burgeoning business of electricity, opening their own lighting-fixtures shop and leaving little Harry as his father’s right-hand man, his only man. Although my father spoke a bit of Yiddish, which had been the language of the father and the lingua franca of a jewelry trade dominated by eastern European Jews, Jewish religion and culture played an indiscernible part in his young life. To my knowledge, neither he nor his brothers were bar mitzvahed. The religion of the Weinsteins was work, endless, relentless work.


How much that work paid off is hard to determine, for another factor was involved, that of health. As far as my grandparents were concerned the air off the Hudson in upper Manhattan may not have been as foul as that of downtown but still wasn’t fair by any means. Ever since the gold rush in the 1840s and 1850s, the New York tabloids had written about the sunshiny, desert-arid Eden of wealth and health that was California. The citrus explosion was another form of gold. The orange crates festooned with images of white Spanish missions surrounded by palm trees under the bluest of skies could not help but stir imagination and wanderlust. California seemed as far and opposite from the Russia of Jacob Weinstein as any place could ever be, as magnetic as Russia was repulsive.


Now the transcontinental railways had made this Eden a dream that could come true, a four- or five-day journey with steam heat and in-car toilets, without monthslong trips around Cape Horn, or through the jungles of Panama, or with wagon trains and wild Indians. San Francisco had been one of the world’s greatest and most fabled boomtowns, and even the devastating 1906 earthquake was unable to extinguish the fantasy. Now Los Angeles, seen in the aftermath of the quake as a rock of relative geological stability, came into public focus as the next palmy, sunny American boomtown, an earthly paradise with no czars and no coughs. The notion must have had great appeal to Jacob Weinstein, who obviously had no fear of travel or of uprooting himself. He had left Russia for one safe heaven. Now he would leave New York for an even more heavenly one. In 1909 he took his daughter Dora in loco maternis and boarded a westbound train to establish a beachhead in the Golden State.


With Charles and Stanley on their own in business and traveling much of the time, Jacob’s departure left Harry alone with his mother Jennie. According to the 1910 federal census, they moved out of the 106th Street apartment into a rooming house across the street, owned by a Swiss couple, the Messers. The husband, Rudolphe Messer, worked as a butler. There were six other lodgers there, including Stanley, still known as “Samuel.” Charles was living on his own, and at some point Stanley moved in with him. The census listed Harry as a “clerk” in a real estate office, about which no more is known, other than that my father did have an inordinate interest in real estate and would go on to own two of the great addresses in Manhattan and Scarsdale, respectively.


Despite the time Harry and Jennie must have spent alone with each other, my father basically had nothing to say about his ostensibly beloved mother, other than, “She worked like a slave. She worked so hard.” That was his standard refrain about everything in his youth: work, work, and more work. Did Jennie sing him lullabies, read him nursery rhymes, regale him with tales of the old country? What did she cook for him? What were her specialties? We have one very faded picture of her, at the very end of her life. When Harry Winston didn’t speak, people didn’t dare ask. My father, the soul of discretion, as much about his own identity as those of his famous clients, kept his own counsel about his past. Surely he loved his mother, but when I found out the horrible circumstances in which he lost her, I somehow understood that this too was a kind of love that dare not speak its name. My father rarely displayed emotion; the tragedy of his mother may have filled his emotional quota for a lifetime.
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“Winston pulls back the curtain to reveal the man behind the iconic brand.
A story about family love, loyalty, and a shattering betrayal.”
—Sally Mann, best-selling author of Hold Still: A Memoir with Photographs
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