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tenants—this latest project is big even by 

Pompeo’s ambitious standards.

“It’s an old Paul Williams house from 

the ’20s, though they didn’t realize that 

when they sold it to us,” she says. “It’s been 

empty for so long. It’s a total Grey Gardens 

house. Raccoons are living in it. It’ll take at 

least a year for us to finish. I love doing the 

interiors myself, but I’m working with my 

friend Martyn Lawrence-Bullard on this 

one because it’s so huge. And Nancy Goslee 

Power is doing the gardens.” 

For now, the architectural hobbyist has 

her hands full with a new baby, a looming res-

toration project and the title role on a hit one-

hour show. But when this ride is over—the 

cast just renegotiated for two more seasons—

she’ll be happy to move on, maybe have an-

other baby, perhaps spend more time eating 

ice cream on a street corner in France.

“If the show ended right now, I’d still be 

thrilled,” she says. “I want to do something 

different. I want to challenge myself and go on 

auditions again and do something scary. May-

be I’ve forgotten how to act? Maybe I’ll be 

Meredith Grey forever.

“I just want to do good projects and 

good work for me,” she adds. “Those people 

who live their lives trying to make other 

people like them? There’s something wrong 

with their heads.”  •

on one of the freshly exposed walls for almost 

two weeks, thinking someone had affixed a 

hunk of quartz to the mine as a practical joke. 

Eventually, though, the foreman pried the 

crystal off the wall with a knife, only to dis-

cover that he was holding a nearly flawless 

3,109-carat diamond of the highest color grade. 

“In over a hundred years, nothing has come 

even close to the Cullinan in terms of size and 

purity,” says Silver. “There may be something 

bigger out there—nothing’s finite about geol-

ogy—but it’s truly remarkable,” he adds.

According to Robinson, Cullinan thus  

delivered on a promise he made to his wife, 

Annie, to one day bring her “the biggest dia-

mond in the world.” But his plans for the 

crystal went far beyond the home front. In the 

wake of the recently ended Boer war between 

Britain and the Dutch-descended settlers of 

the Transvaal region of South Africa, Cullinan 

orchestrated the sale of the one-and-a-half-

pound diamond to the government of Trans-

vaal on the condition that it be given to Eng-

land’s King Edward VII as a diplomatic 

gesture of peace disguised as a birthday  

present. A New York Times report in 1907  

indicated the King was nervous about accept-

ing such a lavish gift from the relatively poor 

people of Transvaal but, “it is regarded as 

probable that the King will accept the present, 

as to decline it would be likely to cause ill-

feeling, which is the last thing [England] 

wants to see in the Transvaal.” Lo and behold, 

the King did accept the Cullinan and sent it 

off to the Asscher Brothers of Amsterdam, 

who divided it into nine major gem-quality 

stones. The largest, 530 carats known as the 

First Star of Africa, is mounted in the head of 

the British royal scepter. The second-largest 

piece, 317 carats called the Lesser Star of  

Africa, became the fourth-largest polished  

diamond in the world and belongs, with the 

rest of the polished Cullinan fragments, to the 

Crown Jewels of the United Kingdom.

While she lost out on her husband’s big-

gest prize, Annie Cullinan would not be dis-

appointed for long. For his true love, the mas-

ter prospector set about crafting a special 

necklace featuring a handful of extraordinary 

stones. Cullinan’s mine remains the only 

known significant source of blue diamonds in 

the world, and he gradually assembled a set of 

nine luminous stones the color of the sky, 

along with 251 other diamonds, with which 

to forge his gift for Annie. The occasion to 

give her the necklace, which includes 5.32 

carats of blue diamonds, arose when King 

George elected to knight Cullinan for his lar-

gesse and deft political maneuvering. The 

necklace was then passed to the first daughter 

in each successive Cullinan generation, wind-

ing its way through appearances at opera ga-

las in Johannesburg all the way to a bank in 

downtown Portland, Oregon.

“Your great-grandfather was Thomas Cul-

linan?” asked Silver, imagining the various 

appraisers and possible buyers with whom 

Robinson might be meeting. “Well, yes,” she 

replied, without any particular pride or en-

thusiasm. “Let me tell you,” he said, “if any-

one you show this necklace to does not know 

who your great-grandfather was, they have no 

business owning it.” Having established an 

understanding between them, Silver made an 

offer, which Robinson accepted. But just 

when the ink on the deal was nearly dry, she 

revealed she did have one more appointment 

that afternoon with an auction house from 

San Francisco, and she felt obligated to hear 

them out. Flummoxed at having the necklace 

pulled out of his grasp, Silver, who was due 

back home that evening for his daughter’s sev-

enth birthday party, implored her not to sign 

anything, no matter what they offered her, so 

that he would at least have the chance to 

make a counteroffer.

Back in Menlo Park, Silver found a mes-

sage from Robinson that the auction house 

had named a price she couldn’t refuse. 

Alarmed, he called her, pressing to know 

whether they had actually written her a check 

outright, which auction houses are legally 

barred from doing. “Well no,” she answered, 

“but they assured me I would get at least one 

hundred thousand dollars more than what 

we had agreed on.” In the hours since first 

seeing the necklace, it had become increas-

ingly clear to Silver that owning this glittering 

relic would not only be a point of pride, but 

would greatly lift the prominence of his busi-

ness. The values being discussed for the piece 

transcended its material worth, and Silver de-

cided it was worth pursuing the gem to add 

its mythical potency to his portfolio. “Rarely 

in our industry do you have something like 

this, with a firsthand accounting of history, 

with the piece being sold to you from a pri-

mary owner, with provenance that can be 

bona fide without question, and which the 

world has never been exposed to before,” says 

Silver. “I saw it as a career opportunity.”

And so he matched the auction house’s 

higher price, convincing Robinson to annul 

the contract she had signed with them. Silver 

dispatched an employee to retrieve the neck-

lace from the auction house’s San Francisco 

coffers. “My biggest fear was that it wouldn’t 

be as beautiful or important as I thought,” he 

recalls. But when it arrived, it met all of his 

expectations. The question, then, was what to 

do with this trophy. The first move he made 

was to draft a letter to the National Gem Col-

lection at the Smithsonian.

Silver didn’t have any intention of resell-

ing the necklace to make a profit, and so he 

began a lengthy discussion with Jeffrey Post, 

Geologist and Curator-in-Charge of Mineral 

Sciences at the Smithsonian. Learning of the 

Cullinan Necklace’s existence from Silver 

was a revelation for Post. “Any piece these 

days that has any kind of significant blue dia-

monds in it is already special,” he says. One 

out of 200,000 diamonds might have a strong 

enough color to rate as a “colored” or “fancy” 

diamond, he notes, and among those few, 

blue is among the rarest, with only a handful 

being discovered every year, and some years 

none at all. But it was the necklace’s story that 

really drew Post’s attention. “We might have 

been interested in it just because of the blue 

diamonds, but it’s a nice bonus that you have 

a piece that connects back to one of the most 

famous names in diamond history,” he says. 

After a temporary one-year exhibit of the 

necklace at the Smithsonian in 1994, Silver 

continued to ponder where it should ulti-

mately reside. And in 2006 he arrived at the 

conclusion the National Gem Collection, 

which he likens to America’s crown jewels, 

ought to be its home. The piece is now in 

Post’s hands in Washington, and he’s thrilled 

to be able to reveal this rare specimen to the 

public after its long and quiet journey from 

remote South Africa through the Northwest 

and down to San Francisco. “The most capti-

vating gems bring together this wonderful 

confluence of natural history, human history 

and also beautiful artistry in one object,” he 

notes. “This necklace does that very well.” •

leave the building. Most importantly, Griffin 

acted as a discerning gatekeeper, literally 

holding the keys to the castle. No one got into 

the El Royale without her approval, which 

was often won by unconventional means.

Producer Gary Ventimigilia remembers 

when his partner, David Weinberg, an attor-

ney, walked into the El Royale off the street 

and found out William Travilla, the Oscar-

winning costume designer who designed 

Marilyn Monroe’s billowing white halter 

dress in The Seven Year Itch had just died 

and his 10th-floor apartment was available. 

(It’s the same one where Cage locked his 

girlfriend out on the terrace.) 

“I was away and he called me and said, ‘I 

saw this great apartment, you gotta call some-

body,’” says Ventimigilia, who quickly asked 

Huvane to put in a good word. Then, Wein-

berg went to La Brea Bakery and asked the 

baker to make special cookies shaped like the 

El Royale, complete with neon-green frosting 

at the top. Within 20 minutes of the cookies 

being delivered to Griffin, they got a call from 

her. They were in, and they’re still there. 

“I never had to advertise,” says Griffin 

about the 55 rental units she oversaw. “We 

always had a waiting list of people wanting in 

the building, but since Martha passed away, 

there’s been a feeling of uncertainty.”

As for Ventimigilia and the other resi-

dents of L.A.’s most famous apartment 

building, it’s the end of an era.

“The El Royale’s a lucky place for a lot 

of people,” says Ventimigilia. “It’s rare 

that anyone lived here and left without 

some kind of connection, and Sandy was 

that connection.” •
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CORRECTIONS

In the March 2010 Issue, “Center Stage” 
(p.140), the Mandarin Oriental Las Vegas’ 
address was misprinted. It is 3752 Las Vegas 
Blvd. South, Las Vegas, NV.

In the Weddings 2010 Issue, “About A  
Dress” (p.30), the square footage of Monique 
Lhuillier’s Melrose Place salon was mis-
printed. It is approximately 4,000 square feet.    
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