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Praise for Lorca in Vermont


“The story of Lorca’s 1929 visit to Vermont to see his friend Philip Cummings is a key episode in the poet’s biography that has never been told in full. Patricia Billingsley fleshes out the relationship between the two men with a keen eye for detail.”—Jonathan Mayhew, author of Lorca’s Legacy: Essays in Interpretation


“With details providing the look, sound, and feel of Lake Eden, Vermont, Billingsley weaves together the context and interactions of Lorca and Cummings’s time together, ultimately showing how these intense experiences inspired some of the poems in Poet in New York. This fascinating and meticulously researched biography will leave people wanting to read more about Lorca’s art and life.”—Celia Stahr, author of Frida in America: The Creative Awakening of a Great Artist


“Over ten years in the making, Patricia Billingsley’s Lorca in Vermont burrows deep into a brief and overlooked moment in Federico García Lorca’s life, revealing long-hidden secrets as alluring and unforgettable as the Spaniard’s beloved poetry. While steeped in the past, this is a book skillfully written for the present.”—Aaron Shulman, author of The Age of Disenchantments: The Epic Story of Spain’s Most Notorious Literary Family and the Long Shadow of the Spanish Civil War


“Though Federico García Lorca’s work and life have been the subject of enough books and articles to fill a small library, little has been written about his brief but significant stay in Vermont and his relationship with Philip Cummings, his American lover. Until now, that is. Patricia Billingsley’s thoroughly researched and beautifully written Lorca in Vermont fills that void. Billingsley writes powerfully about Lorca’s ambivalence about his sexuality, his encounter with Cummings, and their subsequent stay in a cabin in Lake Eden, Vermont, which inspired Lorca to write a series of poems later collected in his masterpiece, Poet in New York. Billingsley’s Lorca in Vermont is biographically revealing and narratively irresistible.”—Pablo Medina, poet, novelist, and cotranslator of the Grove Press edition of Poet in New York


“The extensive and groundbreaking research that Billingsley has conducted into Lorca’s relationship with Cummings and Vermont, and its subsequent importance in his poetry, provides a valuable contribution to Lorca scholarship.”—Andrew Samuel Walsh, author of Lorca in English: A History of Manipulation Through Translation


“Patricia Billingsley’s gripping, carefully reconstructed account of the intimacy that flared up between these two poets enriches our sense of the past and shows us an extended moment of tenderness in a long-suppressed episode that will fascinate poets and lovers while becoming required reading for any subsequent study of Lorca. Billingsley has mastered this material—not only the details of the affair but also the history of its suppression at the hands of academics and biographers. In this clear-eyed narrative, she allows us to savor a prolonged moment when these two promising poets were allowed to be themselves.”—Daniel Bullen, author of The Love Lives of the Artists: Five Stories of Creative Intimacy


“Patricia Billingsley’s secret history involving an unknown American and an icon of Spanish poetry represents an act of biography at its finest. The long-suppressed story of Federico García Lorca and an aspiring poet named Philip Cummings travels from Madrid to New York to, of all places, Vermont. Lorca in Vermont reveals passions and literary source material that will fascinate and surprise even seasoned readers of García Lorca’s cherished works.”—Steve Paul, author of Literary Alchemist: The Writing Life of Evan S. Connell


“When I was in college and learned about the poetry of García Lorca and even attended a college production of one of his plays, no one told me that he was gay. Even when I learned he was a foe of the fascist Franco and was murdered during the Spanish Civil War, no one told me that his reputation as ‘queer’ was part of the narrative. One of the goals of the gay liberation movement, early on, was to end the stifling ‘closet’—the silence and invisibility and even the lies—and Billingsley’s vital research continues that endeavor. The publishing world should welcome it.”—Allen Young, author of Left, Gay & Green: A Writer’s Life


“Lorca in Vermont is poised to take its distinguished place among recent biographies of same-sex literary couples whose lives had to be carefully guarded because of societal prejudice.”—Carl Rollyson, author of The Making of Sylvia Plath


“Patricia Billingsley’s book artfully explores a little-known aspect of Federico Garcia Lorca’s life—the poet’s relationship with Philip Cummings, a young North American. Her work provides a much-needed analysis of the relationship between Lorca’s personal life and his poetry, especially during the formative time he spent in New York and New England. This is a welcome and intriguing contribution to the critical literature on Lorca as well as to the literary history of the LGBTQ community of the early 20th century.”—Velma García-Gorena, editor and translator of Gabriela Mistral’s Letters to Doris Dana
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Figure 1. Federico García Lorca (1898–1936), age thirty-three, Madrid, 1931. From José Luis Cano, García Lorca: Biografía Ilustrada (Barcelona: Ediciones Destino, 1962), 73 (detail).
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Figure 2. Philip Cummings (1906–1991), age twenty-one, Winter Park, Florida, September 1928. Private collection.













To John, who was with me every step of the way









The world was all before them, where to choose


Their place of rest, and Providence their guide:


They hand in hand, with wandering steps and slow,


Through Eden took their solitary way.


—John Milton, Paradise Lost













Prologue





On 12 July 1936, Spanish poet Federico García Lorca brought a packet of loosely organized papers to the office of José Bergamín, his editor in Madrid. Upon learning that Bergamín was away, Federico left the packet on his desk, along with a note promising to come back the next day.


But Federico never came back. He left Madrid the next evening for an impromptu visit with his family in Granada, perhaps unaware of the intense political turmoil that had begun to grip his home city. As the level of extremist violence in Granada continued to rise, Federico was arrested at the home of a family friend by Francoist sympathizers who hated his politics and his homosexuality. In the early hours of 18 August 1936, the thirty-eight-year-old poet was summarily executed in a ravine outside the city in one of the earliest atrocities of the Spanish Civil War.


The packet that Federico left behind for Bergamín was his long-awaited manuscript for what would eventually become Poeta en Nueva York (Poet in New York), a collection of thirty-five poems he had written during his ten-month stay in the United States and Cuba in 1929 and 1930. As the fighting in and around Madrid became increasingly hazardous for the city’s inhabitants, Bergamín left Madrid, taking the manuscript with him, and went into exile in Mexico. There, he established a new publishing house, Editorial Séneca, which in 1940 released the first Spanish-language edition of Poeta en Nueva York. English translations of the work followed that same year, but the original manuscript was lost soon afterward, leaving a host of unanswered questions about its contents.1


Two of those questions are of particular interest: Why, in a collection ostensibly focused on New York City, were so many of the poems set in the countryside? And why did two of the section titles include references to Vermont in particular? Scholars and critics in the first decades after Federico’s death set these questions aside in the apparent absence of any way to find the answers, while the few who understood Federico’s connection to Vermont chose to stay quiet about what they knew.


Starting in the mid-1950s, a few details about the Vermont trip began to emerge, inspiring a new generation of scholars and biographers to try to learn more about Federico’s visit and his friendship with Philip Cummings, the young Vermonter who had invited him there. These researchers sought Philip out and documented what they could, but they encountered a range of obstacles, including from Philip himself, that prevented them from discovering the whole truth about his relationship with Federico. They saw Philip just as he wanted to be seen: as a thoroughly heterosexual family man with fond memories of his long-ago platonic friendship with Federico. In the early 1970s, Philip finally revealed to one Lorca scholar that he and Federico had once had a sexual encounter, but he did not share the full story with anyone until almost the end of his life.


In the late 1990s, the manuscript that Federico had left for Bergamín in 1936 resurfaced, and in 2003 it was purchased at auction by the Fundación Federico García Lorca. When scholars at last had the opportunity to examine it, they discovered that what had appeared to be questionable editorial choices, or even outright mistakes, made by Bergamín in his Editorial Séneca edition of the work, had in fact reflected Federico’s original intentions.2 Among many other revelations, the manuscript confirmed the poet’s Vermont-themed titles for two of the sections, as well as the full set of poems he had chosen for each section. Unfortunately, by that time it was widely assumed that there was nothing more to be learned about Federico’s visit to Vermont or how it might have affected him, so the topic remained in the background—until now.


Though there are still significant gaps in our knowledge of what happened between Federico García Lorca and Philip Cummings before, during, and after their time together in Vermont, a broad array of new evidence has come to light in recent years. That evidence, combined with a close reexamination of previously known source materials, has made it possible to bridge many of those gaps and take a fresh look at the couple’s complicated, three-year relationship and its influence on almost a quarter of the poems in Federico’s landmark collection, Poet in New York.

















PART ONE

Prelude to Eden




















CHAPTER ONE

Madrid, July 1928







Passing stranger! You do not know how longingly I look upon you,


You must be he I was seeking, or she I was seeking.


—Walt Whitman, “To a Stranger”


IT WAS JUST AFTER lunch on a hot July afternoon, the time of day when most citizens of Madrid rose from the table, closed their curtains against the sun, and lay down for a short siesta. Spain, indeed all of Europe, was in the middle of a heat wave, but Philip Cummings was unfazed by either the temperature or his midday meal. Striding out of the dining room with all the restless energy of a healthy twenty-one-year-old “not given to the pattern of afternoon naps,” he set off in search of something to do until classes resumed later in the day.1


As he took in the commanding view of the city from the main terrace of the Residencia de Estudiantes, Madrid’s famed residential college, Philip was surprised to hear music in the distance. Intrigued, he followed the sound to the Residencia’s spacious conference room, a popular gathering spot for students and faculty. In the dappled afternoon light, he could see a group of people clustered around a grand piano in the corner, listening intently as a dark-haired young Spaniard played a haunting, minor-key melody with great vitality and passion. Fascinated by the unfamiliar music, Philip walked in and joined the others.2


By happy accident, he had stumbled upon an event normally reserved for the Spanish occupants of the Residencia: the poet Federico García Lorca giving an impromptu concert for a select audience. These intimate performances were so memorable that, decades later, Federico’s friends could still recall them in vivid detail:




Not far from his room, in the so-called “piano corner” in the great hall of the Residencia, was an old Pleyel that Federico used to play, alone or surrounded by friends who listened to him. Federico was tireless at the piano. He would begin with his favorite composers—Chopin, Schubert, Mozart, Beethoven, Debussy, Ravel, Falla, Albéniz—but from them he went on to “tonadillas” from the eighteenth and nineteenth century and folk songs from Castile, Galicia, Andalucía.3





The music that so enchanted Philip came from the second part of Federico’s concert, when he had moved on from his favorite classical pieces to the regional folk songs and Romani ballads he loved. Federico played beautifully, with a level of showmanship guaranteed to keep his audience engaged: “Federico sat at the piano as a master, with full control. Never mind that between pieces he made jokes and played boyish pranks; he regained mastery whenever he placed his fingertips on the keys.”4


Federico’s great charm and presence, paired with his musical talent, invariably drew people in and made him the center of every gathering. One observer claimed that even those who sensed Federico’s “defect”—his romantic and sexual interest in men—and generally avoided him could never resist his music.5 In Philip’s case, if anything had made him suspect that the unknown pianist shared his attraction to men, his interest would have only been further piqued. But how did Philip, a newly arrived American on his first visit to Spain, happen to be there in the first place?6


[image: A pen-and-ink sketch of a man playing a piano at the Residencia de Estudiantes in Madrid, Spain. A description of the drawing and artist’s signature appear in ink in the bottom right of the drawing below the piano.]

Figure 3. Federico García Lorca at the piano in the Residencia de Estudiantes, Madrid. Drawing by José Moreno Villa, 1928. From José Luis Cano, García Lorca: Biografía Ilustrada (Barcelona: Ediciones Destino, 1962), 65.






That July, Philip was one of 150 students enrolled in the annual summer program for foreigners at the Residencia de Estudiantes.7 The name means simply “student residence,” but the “Resi” (as the students affectionately called it) was much more than a dormitory. In addition to accommodations for up to 250 students, faculty, and visitors, its four elegant buildings housed offices, lecture halls, scientific laboratories, and a full library, all surrounded by poplar trees, formal gardens, and athletic fields.8 The campus was situated on a hillside in what were then the northern outskirts of Madrid, a location carefully chosen to isolate students from the temptations of city life as well as the politics and intrigue of the royal court.9 As a fortuitous side effect, residents enjoyed a peaceful setting with beautiful vistas, fresh breezes, and more moderate temperatures than in the city center, making it, by one account, “the healthiest spot in Madrid.”10
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Figure 4. The Residencia de Estudiantes, affectionately known as the “Resi,” in Madrid, ca. 1925. Commercial postcard.






During the regular academic year, the Residencia functioned much like a small, private college for young men from well-to-do families who showed unusual promise in the humanities, arts, or sciences. Potential students were recruited from across Spain in an attempt to overcome the entrenched provincialism that tended to limit scholarly exchange on a national level. As one famous example of the success of this endeavor, Federico and his fellow students Salvador Dalí and Luis Buñuel came to the Residencia from the widely separated regions of Andalucía, Cataluña, and Aragón, respectively. The three became close friends, at least for a while, and actively encouraged each other’s artistic endeavors.11


Though students took most of their classes at other institutions, they were drawn to the Residencia by its appealing mix of comfortable housing, academic support, world-class cultural events, and personal freedom. In contrast to traditional Spanish universities, where students had minimal contact with faculty or each other outside the classroom, the relaxed atmosphere of the Residencia encouraged intellectual curiosity and informal collaboration among Spain’s best and brightest. It was an exciting place to be.


Founded in 1910, the Residencia had great success in attracting applicants from the outset, but it soon became clear that the income from regular student fees alone would not be enough to keep the staff paid and the school solvent during vacation periods. To help address this problem, in 1912 the nearby Centro de Estudios Historicos (Center for Historical Studies) launched a special summer program at the Residencia for foreign students and teachers of Spanish.12 For a fixed fee, the program offered participants a series of intensive short courses on the Spanish language and Spanish literature, history, and culture, all taught by distinguished faculty from Spain and the United States, as well as lodging, meals, special events, and excursions.13


Besides generating badly needed funds for the institution, the summer program’s designers hoped it would provide an additional benefit for the many regular students who remained at the Residencia over the summer. Their goal was to bring Spain’s most promising young men into close contact with their well-educated peers from other parts of the world, thereby expanding their cultural horizons and widening their circle of friends.14


For their part, the regular students looked forward with great eagerness to the annual return of the golondrinas (swallows), as they playfully called the summer students, but not for the same high-minded reasons. The source of their enthusiasm was the prospect of sharing their campus, if only for a month, with a bevy of pretty young women deeply interested in the language and culture of Spain. Who better to assist these damsels in their studies than the chivalrous young Spaniards who already happened to be there?15


Of course, each year’s flock of golondrinas also included many young men. The regular students were typically too distracted to pay much attention to male arrivals, but a tall, fair-haired American with an athletic build and confident manner would have been hard to miss. This would have suited Philip, who did not mind being noticed. But even as he pretended to share his comrades’ romantic interest in women, he kept watch for a kindred spirit, a young man who might return his casual glance with a smile of recognition.


The 1928 summer program had been under way for about a week on the day that Philip followed the sound of Federico’s music into the conference room.16 By chance, one of the faculty members around the piano that afternoon was Pedro Salinas, a well-known Spanish poet and professor of Spanish literature who had just begun his first term as director of the summer program. Although Salinas was seven years older than Federico and living a much more settled life, the two were good friends and had long admired each other’s work.


Salinas also knew Philip, at least by name, as a student in one of his classes, while Philip was certainly well aware of his teacher’s prestige and influence. Tall, elegant, and charming, Salinas was a particular favorite of the female golondrinas that July. As one observer noted, “At every moment, beautiful young ladies with his book Presagios (Omens), recently bought, stop and give him, with a pleading smile, the first page of the book to write a dedication.”17 Philip, too, managed to acquire his own autographed copy of Presagios, inscribed “Al Sr. Cummings, estudiante en Madrid el verano de 1928, Pedro Salinas” (To Mr. Cummings, student in Madrid in the summer of 1928, Pedro Salinas).18


When Federico’s afternoon concert came to a close, Salinas, with his customary courtesy, introduced Philip to Federico and the other faculty members clustered around the piano. The group may have included the Spanish poets José Moreno Villa, Rafael Alberti, Dámaso Alonso, and Concha Méndez, all of whom were teaching at the Residencia that summer, but Philip noticed only Federico.19 He surprised Federico by offering him a poem he had composed on the spot in honor of his performance. This gesture so impressed Federico that he told his parents about it and expected them to still remember the story a year later.20


We know nothing about the content of Philip’s poem, whether he wrote it in Spanish or English, or whether he read it aloud or simply handed it to Federico. But if Philip was at all aware of Federico’s status as an established poet, it was a bold move, a way of saying, “I am a poet myself. I understand and appreciate what you do.”


And this was true. Though Philip intended to become a teacher of modern languages, a vocation that promised a decent salary and good job security, at some point he had also begun to think of himself as a poet. That spring, as he traveled across Europe and northern Africa,21 he recorded some of his impressions in unpunctuated free verse—a practice he may have begun some time before. The poem below is an example:




Slow spiral smoke


In tented darkness


Brazier of steaming coals


Bearded Arab smokes


Closed eyes under high forehead


Tiptoeing veiled women


Pass like sable ghosts


I inhale and look out


Big warm stars


Way up too far up


Unmindful of


The old wrinkled face of the desert


Slight movement and supplications


Night intensity


Algeria22





In keeping with this new sense of himself, Philip was preparing to transfer to Rollins College in Winter Park, Florida, for his senior year. He had spent his first three undergraduate years at Stetson University in nearby DeLand, Florida, dutifully taking the language and education courses required for his chosen profession, but now he wanted a change.23 Rollins was a smaller and more prestigious school, well known in academic circles for its progressive approach to higher education.24 Philip was especially drawn to its highly regarded program in modern poetry, but he was also a realist. However much he believed in his poetic potential, in the absence of any family money to support his literary ambitions, he knew he would always need a reliable way to make a living. He began his summer classes at the Residencia fully focused on preparing for his future teaching career, intent on gaining the greatest possible academic benefit from his time in Madrid.


Life, however, does not always go as planned. Philip was apparently captivated by Federico from the moment they met, because he wasted no time in signaling his interest. Giving Federico a poem was the perfect way to start a conversation, reveal a few details about himself, and listen attentively to whatever Federico said in return. This type of interaction came easily to Philip, who had a remarkable ability to draw people out and make them feel at ease. And although he had been studying Spanish for less than a year, he learned new languages quickly and enjoyed putting his skills to the test.25


The two made quite a pair. Philip was a rangy six-footer with wavy auburn hair that reflected his Scottish ancestry. By the time he reached Spain that summer, his face had been tanned a deep brown by the North African sun, making his blue eyes even more striking.26 Federico was a full six inches shorter, with the olive skin, dark eyes, and raven hair of a true Andalusian, but perhaps their physical differences only heightened their appeal to each other.


At some point in their first conversation, Philip showed Federico a few photos of his native Vermont and invited him to see others that he kept in his room. Whatever else was said or implied, Federico accepted his invitation, and once the two were safely alone together in Philip’s room, they had their first sexual encounter.27 Philip may have obliquely described the experience in a poem he wrote later that summer:




Youth


Urgent


A thing that reaches out


Pulls me close


And plays me music


It stands feet wide apart


Strength


Fine brutality


But fierce


Humanity28





Federico wrote his own, more explicit poem about a sexual liaison between male companions later that fall, as discussed in chapter 2.


Even in conservative, Catholic Spain in the early twentieth century, it is not surprising that two young men who recognized their mutual attraction might take advantage of an unexpected opportunity to enjoy casual sex in the privacy of a dorm room. However, it seems far less likely that a brief liaison between an established Spanish poet and an unknown American student would evolve into a complex relationship that spanned three years and two continents. Philip’s own explanation for his unexpected affinity with Federico, told to an interviewer many years later, is almost certainly true, but it is also woefully incomplete: “Federico was extremely interested in the fact that I, as an American speaking Spanish, seemed to understand him. Most of the students who were there were much more interested in the señoritas of the moment, and I was there definitely for study.”29 Philip conveniently failed to mention why women were the last thing he and Federico had on their minds. But in addition to their shared attraction to men, there were numerous other similarities in their histories and interests, parallels they may have been startled to discover.


They both loved music, especially classical music, which served almost as another common language. Both were voracious readers who loved to discuss history, art, and literature, but their favorite topic, poetry, dominated their conversations. They delighted in sharing their favorite poems and debating fine points of word choice, style, and syntax.


Further, both had grown up in small rural communities—for Federico, the farming villages of Fuente Vaqueros and Asquerosa (now known as Valderrubio) outside Granada, and for Philip, the small town of Hardwick, Vermont—that offered children ample opportunity to spend time surrounded by nature. As Philip later put it, they found they were both country folk, “and friendship stemmed from that.”30 Neither fit the established mold as young boys, and both were bullied by their classmates for being different.31 Almost certainly as a result, both Federico and Philip viewed the natural world as not only a source of endless beauty and fascination, but also as a cherished escape from the confusing and judgmental society of their peers.


In later years, Philip did his best to look back on these incidents philosophically, but the hurt and humiliation remained:




I tried to assume the part most desired by the others, but when I had become as one of them, I was less than ever really one of them, and I felt the futility even if I could not label it, while they felt me a joke. The older boys [on a camping trip] one night dumped me in my pajamas into the creek and I was mad and perplexed, for I had done nothing. I did not know then, as I do now, that it was a tiny gesture of the mob trying to level an individual who did not or could not conform.32





The two may have also discovered that Federico’s mother, Vicenta Lorca Romero, and Philip’s mother, Addie Smith Cummings, were born within a few months of each other in 1870. Both Vicenta and Addie were unusually well educated for their time, worked as schoolteachers as young women, and transmitted their love of the written word to their verbally precocious sons.


Federico’s father, Federico García Rodríguez, born in 1859, was fifteen years older than Harry Foster Cummings, Philip’s father, but both were practical, business-minded men. However, Harry was decidedly less supportive, financially and emotionally, of his son’s ambitions. There were many reasons for this difference, but the relative wealth of Federico’s family played a primary role. For García Rodríguez, the financial security that came with his success as a landowner and sugar beet producer made it much easier to be an indulgent father to his eldest son, Federico, and his three other children.


Philip was an only child, but growing up in a strict, adult-oriented household, he had to share his mother’s affection and attention with a series of ailing older relatives who came to live with the family.33 His father struggled to establish himself, changing jobs several times before finding his niche as a real estate and insurance salesman. Though most of Vermont was in economic decline during Philip’s boyhood, the family’s situation did eventually improve; by the time Philip was a teenager, they were considered well-off by local standards, although this prosperity did not last. Perhaps Harry’s financial insecurity accounts in part for the harsh treatment and mocking criticism he directed at his son.34


[image: A black-and-white photograph of the Lorca family. Lorca’s parents are seated. His mother is wearing a dark suit with her hands folded in her lap. His father is wearing a dark jacket, matching vest, a white shirt, and a tie. Lorca is standing behind his mother wearing a light jacket, white shirt, and a bow tie. His younger sister is standing next to him wearing a dark dress with white shoulder decorations and a large hair bow. Their brother is standing next to her wearing a light-colored jacket, white shirt, and a tie.]

Figure 5. Federico García Lorca, age fourteen, with his family in Granada, 1912. Archivo Fundación Federico García Lorca, Centro Federico García Lorca, Granada.






[image: A sepia photograph of the Cummings family. Cummings, a toddler, is seated on his father’s leg. His hair is long and light colored he is wearing a long white gown and short dark pants. His father has slicked black hair parted in the middle and a mustache. He is wearing a dark suit with a white shirt and striped tie. One hand is wrapped around Cummings to keep him from falling. His mother has reddish hair in a high bun and is wearing a white shirt and dark skirt.]

Figure 6. Philip Cummings, age three, with his parents, Harry and Addie Cummings, 1909. Private collection.






Federico’s father’s prosperity and influence granted Federico not only a comfortable existence, but also access to writers, musicians, and scholars at the highest levels of society in their home city of Granada. Philip could claim no such privilege, but despite their eight-year age difference, he was in many ways more self-reliant and sophisticated than Federico. Philip had been forced to learn how to make his own way in the world. He paid close attention to the habits and mannerisms of others, adopting those that suited him, and moved easily among various levels of society—useful talents for such an ambitious young man.


In Madrid, being so far from home gave Philip the latitude to invent any background he wanted for himself since it was virtually certain that any untruths or exaggerations would never be discovered. For example, later events suggest that Philip overstated his father’s wealth and prestige, perhaps to keep pace with Federico. While it was true that Harry Cummings had once been an affluent and respected member of his community, this was no longer the case by the time Philip went to Spain.35 Under the circumstances, it is not surprising that Philip might choose to highlight his father’s past successes rather than mention his more recent failures.


Philip’s presence at the Residencia in July 1928 is easy to understand, but what was Federico, at thirty (long past his student days), doing there? Federico was never much of a student, even though he was continuously enrolled in one or more institutions of higher education from the age of sixteen to twenty-seven. He read widely on a broad range of topics and was particularly well versed in classical and modern literature, philosophy, and religion, but he preferred to pursue his own interests at his own pace, ignoring the actual requirements of his classes. This was a source of endless frustration for Federico’s long-suffering father, who admired his son’s poetic talent but felt sure that he would never be able to support himself without an established, practical career to fall back on.


Federico had begun his higher education at the University of Granada, but after five years of lackluster performance, in 1919 his father finally allowed him to transfer to the Residencia in Madrid. Away from his family and on his own for the first time, the twenty-one-year-old took instantly to the heady mix of intellectual, artistic, and personal freedom he found there. He enjoyed himself immensely and was always much too busy socializing to worry about such mundane details as grades or classes.


His father tolerated Federico’s indifference to his studies for a while, but he finally lost patience and insisted that his son come back to Granada and complete a law degree. It took Federico eighteen unhappy months to accomplish the task, but he finally managed to pass his exams in February 1923. Satisfied that his demands had been met and his son possessed at least one marketable skill, García Rodríguez relented and gave permission for Federico to return to his beloved Resi, where he was still enrolled as a student. Federico’s father continued paying his room and board for two more years.


Despite his misgivings about the educational value of Federico’s time at the Residencia, García Rodríguez clearly understood that living in the cultural heart of Madrid served a larger purpose for his son. In fact, it was an essential factor in Federico’s growing reputation as one of Spain’s most promising young poets. The Resi celebrated its students, offering them frequent opportunities to showcase their talents, and Federico was always happy to oblige. His poetry readings, performed with great drama, emotion, and humor, attracted a loyal following and soon brought him to the attention of the city’s leading intellectuals. They in turn introduced him to an increasingly wide circle of influential writers, critics, journalists, and publishers, who applauded his work and helped facilitate his progress.


In June 1925, Federico left the Residencia and returned to Granada for the summer as usual, but when fall came, he chose to stay. At twenty-seven, he seemed finally ready to give up the distractions of Madrid and student life to focus on his writing. At home in either the family’s spacious downtown apartment or their summer retreat outside Granada, he was both protected and indulged, left undisturbed whenever he wanted to write but assured of pleasant company when he was ready for a break: “I’m once more in the Huerta de San Vicente in bucolic surroundings, eating exquisite fruits and singing on the swing with my brother and sisters all day long and fooling around so much that at times I’m embarrassed because of my age.”36


Despite these diversions, Federico was incredibly productive from June 1925 to June 1928. Among other projects, he finished the play Mariana Pineda, began several other plays, wrote numerous new poems, and organized many of his earlier poems into collections in preparation for eventual publication. However, only one of these projects came to fruition during this period: the book Canciones (Songs), 1921–1924, a collection of eighty-nine short poems published by Imprenta Sur in Málaga in May 1927. Though the publisher printed only 115 copies, the book found its way to leading literary critics in Madrid, who praised the poet and his poems in glowing reviews.37
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Figure 7. Eighteen-year-old Federico García Lorca with his siblings, Concepción, Francisco, and Isabel, Granada, 1916. Archivo Fundación Federico García Lorca, Centro Federico García Lorca, Granada.






Most importantly, during this period Federico finished the eighteen poems in his collection Romancero Gitano (Gypsy Ballads), the work that would seal his reputation as Spain’s most important and popular young poet. He based many of the poems on the folk ballads he had learned over the years from the Romani of Granada, social outcasts whose rich musical heritage and passion for life had always impressed him.38 In the early spring of 1928, Federico made his final edits to the collection and sent the manuscript to his publisher in Madrid, Revista de Occidente, where the owners were eagerly awaiting its arrival.


However, Federico’s retreat from Madrid was not driven solely by a desire to focus on his writing. At the Residencia, he had become enamored with Emilio Aladrén Perojo, a handsome young sculptor of ambiguous sexual orientation, who was living there while taking classes at the School of Fine Arts. At first, Emilio pursued Federico, overcoming the poet’s customary caution with a barrage of flattery and attention. But once Federico allowed himself to be drawn in, the games began: Emilio would speak and act seductively, then quickly pull away. Federico yearned for a true romantic commitment and wanted to believe that Emilio shared that desire, so the constant uncertainty about exactly where he stood kept him in agony. To escape the emotional turmoil he felt around Emilio and the jarring ups and downs of their relationship, Federico fled to Granada to recover his equilibrium: “Here in Granada I feel calm and somewhat sad, cleansed of fleeting rhythms and at peace with myself. Madrid confuses me a lot and, although I do not live, at all, what is called the literary life, several emotional conflicts, opposite and extremely difficult, assault me continually, which I have been bearing for two or three years, under the sun and under the snow. Here I rest.”39


But Federico could not avoid Madrid forever. If he was serious about building his reputation and promoting his poetry, he knew he had to maintain his contacts and visibility there. Besides, his Romancero Gitano was scheduled for release in Madrid on 20 July 1928, and he wanted to be within easy reach of his publisher to help shepherd things along.40


Federico returned to Madrid in late April 1928 and once again began living at the Residencia, where he had a standing invitation to stay whenever he wished. Although the dormitory rooms were generally reserved for students and faculty, the administration also decreed that “by exception, some people devoted to intellectual work, whose cohabitation with the students is a salutary example for them and a source of prestige for the Residencia, live there.”41 Federico clearly fell into this special category. He was grateful for the treatment he received, as he had explained to his parents two years earlier: “I have a room, thanks to the kindness of the director, who said to me, ‘It’s nothing, it’s nothing; you are ours and must come work here.’ And the Resi is the best place in all of Madrid, and also I’m used to living in it. One has the feeling that one is at home.”42


The Residencia was the perfect place for Federico to live while he waited for his book launch. Some of his friends were already there, others were coming soon to teach in the summer program, and of course the new flock of golondrinas arriving in early July would keep things lively. Federico was no longer a student—after all, he would be thirty on 5 June—but he happily accepted his new role as “the official poet of the Residencia.”43


Yet despite his friends’ warnings and his own best intentions, Federico could not stay away from Emilio. Perhaps he had convinced himself that he was no longer vulnerable to Emilio’s charms or that Emilio might finally accept him as a true romantic partner. For his part, Emilio was more than happy to resume their relationship as long as it was advantageous to him, so, for a while, the two were once again the best of friends, spending time together almost every day in public and in private. That spring, Emilio sculpted a bust of Federico that delighted the poet, who talked up the piece and its creator wherever he went. Of course, the fact that such favorable publicity might generate new interest in his work was not lost on Emilio.44


Federico tried to remain happy and hopeful, but by midsummer he could no longer ignore Emilio’s duplicity. Emilio had been involved with a young woman when he and Federico first met, though he had quickly ended the relationship to focus solely on Federico.45 Federico wanted to believe that his young friend’s interest in girls had been only a passing fancy, so when he began hearing rumors that Emilio was once again seeing a woman, he ignored them. However, it soon became clear that the rumors were true, and Emilio’s involvement with the woman in question was in fact quite serious.46


Federico felt doubly betrayed and completely devastated. He later described his emotional turmoil in a letter to a friend he had visited just after things came to a head with Emilio: “You know that in Zamora I was quite upset, and with reason. I’ve been going through one of the most profound crises of my life. It’s my poetic destiny. We cannot gamble with what life and blood gives us, because we become enchained when we least desire it.… You had never seen me so bitter, and it’s true.”47


It was against this backdrop that Philip Cummings strolled into the conference room of the Residencia that fateful July afternoon, unaware that the haunting, minor-key music that drew him there mirrored the pianist’s own private melancholy. What a pleasure it must have been for Federico to meet Philip and find himself the object of seduction, especially when his seducer was a handsome blond American, unabashed about expressing either his admiration or his sexual interest. Federico’s affair with Philip provided a welcome distraction from his sadness and despair, though he would not be able to escape those emotions for long.


Although Federico was busy with his frenetic social life and book launch, and Philip with classes and studying, they still found time to be together. During the hottest part of the day, they would often retreat to the shady conference room of the Residencia, where they played records of “musical tone poems … of the Arabs that had never been written down,” which almost certainly came from Federico’s private collection.48 Federico must have been delighted to find a fellow music aficionado who enjoyed them as much as he did.


When they were ready for a change of scene, they walked or rode the streetcar from the Residencia to downtown Madrid. Philip later boasted that Federico took him only to special, out-of-the way places frequented by locals, rather than to typical tourist attractions and busy public squares: “Down beyond the Rastro [public market] where the strangest oddments of the most questionable origin were sold, there were cafes of muleteers and market gardeners, and in these together the young men found a quality not known in the Plaza Mayor or the Puerta del Sol.”49


Philip viewed these trips as a sign that Federico recognized his ability to appreciate the less touristy aspects of Spanish culture, but it is possible that Federico chose obscure locations for a very different reason: to avoid running into anyone he knew. Even though Federico’s relationship with Aladrén was in shambles, the poet may have still held out hope that Emilio would relent. But if an acquaintance were to see Federico out and about with a tall, handsome stranger and report that news to Emilio, it could destroy their relationship completely. If this was indeed Federico’s strategy, it changed nothing with Emilio, but it may explain why neither Federico nor his friends mentioned Philip in their correspondence during this period. Philip himself seemed unaware of Federico’s maneuvers and their possible intent.


On 20 July, Federico’s Gypsy Ballads appeared in bookstores right on schedule and became an immediate success. His friends and admirers had been waiting for the collection for years, creating a ready market, and a series of positive reviews from prominent critics drummed up even more interest from the general public. The publisher had printed a typical print run of 2,000 copies, but sales were so brisk that the book quickly became very hard to find.50 The phenomenon even generated a joke in Madrid, in which a disappointed would-be buyer, informed that no copies were available but more were expected soon, urged his bookseller to “save one for me … under your table, under a rock!”51


Federico was as surprised as anyone by the book’s reception and initially delighted by his sudden fame and popularity. Writing to his parents on 26 July, he explained how the happy bustle of his days in Madrid had delayed his return to Granada:




For two days I’ve had my foot in the stirrup and I have not left because the success of my book is so fantastic that different groups of friends have already given me two or three meals. The copies put up for sale are sold out and it can be said that for many years a book did not raise this great enthusiasm. I am dedicating copies and preparing the press releases for here and in America. Even if this book does not bring millions, it is a book that establishes my prestige as a poet and I am nothing more than that.52





When Federico finally made it to Granada in early August, the local paper proudly announced the return of their native son and the critical success of his new book, Gypsy Ballads.53


Unfortunately, Philip was not there to witness the triumph and celebration. Although the summer program at the Residencia continued until 3 August, by then Philip was halfway across the Atlantic, one of 773 passengers aboard the French ocean liner SS Paris en route to New York City.54 It is unclear why he had booked passage on a ship that required him to leave the program early, but the Paris set sail from Le Havre, France, on the evening of 1 August 1928. Getting there from Madrid was no easy feat; the 835-mile journey took at least thirty hours by rail, with additional time required for going through customs and waiting for connecting trains.55 By this reckoning, Philip had to leave Madrid no later than 29 July to reach the ship on time, meaning that he and Federico had at most three weeks together at the Residencia before his departure.


When the two said their last good-byes in Madrid, Federico may have assumed that he would never see Philip again. If so, he had failed to recognize the resourcefulness and determination of his American friend.















CHAPTER TWO

Intermedio







It is a great piece of skill to know how to guide your luck even while waiting for it.


—Baltasar Gracián, The Art of Worldly Wisdom


PERHAPS TO RELIEVE ANY doubts that Federico might be feeling, Philip made his interest in continuing their relationship clear as soon as opportunity allowed. The day after the Paris set sail from Le Havre, Philip wrote to Federico in Spanish on stationery bearing the letterhead of the ship’s owner, Compagnie Générale Transatlantique:






	
S.S. Paris


le 2 agosto 1928


Sr. Don Federico García Lorca


Granada, España



	
S.S. Paris


2 August 1928


Sr. don Federico García Lorca


Granada, Spain








	Muy querido amigo mio:


	My very dear friend:







	Aqui estoy sobre el gran mar y pensiendo mucho de usted—amigo tan simpático—en España la simpática—la graciosa si [tan] lejos.


	Here I am over the great sea and thinking a lot about you—friend so charming—in Spain the charming—the gracious, so far away.







	Salimos de La Havra [sic], Francía, anoche a las diez y llegaramos a Nueva York el 7 agosto por la noche.


	We left Le Havre, France, last night at ten and will arrive in New York the 7th of August at night.







	Nunca olvidaré España, la gente española y especialmente mi poeta español— usted—mi querido Señor Lorca. Espero a ver unas versas de su poesia alguno vez por favor.


	I will never forget Spain, the Spanish people, and especially my Spanish poet— you—my dear señor Lorca. I hope to see a few verses of your poetry sometime please.







	Hago usted el favor de mi escribir cuando el conviene y por favor perdona mís faltas en la lengua castellana que yo sé deber de ser muchas.


	I ask you the favor of writing to me when it is convenient and please forgive my mistakes in the Castilian language, that I know must be many.







	
Su amigo siempre,


q. b. s. m.


Philip


Philip H. Cummings


Box 71


Hardwick Vermont


Estados Unidos



	
Your friend always,


who kisses your hand


Philip


Philip H. Cummings


Box 71


Hardwick Vermont


United States1









Considering the intimacy of Philip’s relationship with Federico, the tone of this letter is surprisingly formal and deferential. He uses the Spanish pronouns usted and su, typically reserved for elders, social superiors, and others who are not close friends or family. He phrases his requests very politely and apologizes for any grammar or spelling mistakes. He ends with a very traditional, courtly closing—q. b. s. m. (que besa su mano, “who kisses your hand”)—and signs his letter as “Philip” rather than “Felipe,” the Spanish equivalent preferred by Federico.


There are several possible explanations for these choices. The most likely is that Philip had no way to know who might see his letter when it arrived at Federico’s family home in Granada. Anyone in the household—servant, sibling, or parent—could conceivably open and read it before passing it along to its intended recipient. Philip therefore might have been careful to avoid any hint of undue familiarity or impropriety that might compromise either Federico or himself in the eyes of the household. Or perhaps Philip was continuing a private joke he had with Federico, adopting an obsequious tone that was the opposite of their typical style of interaction, or simply wanted to flatter Federico by addressing him as a superior. Or it may have been some combination of all three.


Philip’s request to “see a few verses of your poetry sometime please” is also somewhat mysterious, since he was in Madrid at the time of Federico’s book launch and would surely have been among the first to snap up a copy of Gypsy Ballads. In all likelihood, he was referring to Federico’s future poetry, rather than his newly published collection.


Whether Philip bought a copy of Gypsy Ballads himself or was given one by Federico, he clearly had it in his possession later that fall when he translated two of Federico’s poems into English for one of his Spanish classes at Rollins College.2 But before that could happen, Philip first had to gain admission to Rollins for his senior year—a remarkable achievement considering the way he went about it.


Philip had graduated from Hardwick Academy in June 1924 and completed his freshman and sophomore years at Stetson University. But after his father encountered unexpected financial difficulties and could no longer afford his tuition, Philip was forced to take a leave of absence from Stetson for the 1926–1927 academic year. Instead of enjoying student life in sunny Florida, Philip spent that year as the principal and sole teacher of thirty schoolchildren in the tiny village of Walden Heights, Vermont—as well as the custodian of its rustic, one-room schoolhouse.3


The sudden change in status must have come as quite a shock, but it gave Philip the incentive he needed to get back on track. He managed to save or otherwise acquire enough money to return to Stetson as a junior in September 1927 and completed the fall and winter terms as expected. Then, for unknown reasons, Philip abruptly left the university and skipped the spring term altogether, instead traveling by steamship to Glasgow, Scotland, in April 1928. He spent the next two months exploring Europe and North Africa with Ronald Duncan, the teenage son of wealthy friends in Glasgow, reaching Madrid in early July 1928 for the start of the summer language program at the Residencia.


Philip spent less than four weeks in Madrid, a very short time to acquire any meaningful academic credentials from a Spanish university. However, having decided that he wanted to spend his senior year at Rollins College, Philip refused to let such details deter him. Upon returning home, he immediately applied to Rollins for admission as a transfer student—not from Stetson University, as might be expected, but rather from the University of Madrid—and his plan succeeded. He was approved as an entering senior at Rollins for the fall 1928 term and was in fact identified as one of five “American students who have transferred from foreign universities” in a Rollins Alumni Quarterly article touting the college’s many international students that academic year.4


How did Philip manage to convince the admissions staff at Rollins that he had completed nine full-semester courses at the University of Madrid during the spring of 1928, for a total of 38.5 credits, as listed on his Rollins transcript?5 In all likelihood, Philip relied on the formal certificates awarded to students in the Residencia’s summer program for each lecture series they completed successfully.6 If the Rollins admissions officers did not speak Spanish or understand Spanish academic conventions, Philip could have passed them off as evidence of completion of semester-long courses. And, of course, the admissions staff had no way to know that Philip did not actually spend the spring term studying in Madrid, as he must have told them, but was instead elsewhere in Europe and North Africa from April through June. It was a huge gamble, but Philip was clearly willing to take the risk, confident in his ability to appear so earnest and accommodating that no one would bother to examine his credentials too closely.


It is also possible that the college’s admissions officers were complicit in Philip’s scheme to some degree. Rollins prided itself on being a progressive, outward-looking institution that welcomed and initiated cross-cultural exchange. Perhaps they were willing to overlook any misgivings about Philip for the sake of adding one more “international” student to the student body that year, knowing how much this evidence of the college’s reach and reputation would please both their president and their alumni donors. Their decision certainly suited Philip.


From the moment he arrived at Rollins, Philip caught the attention of his fellow students. When junior Stella Weston first saw him striding across campus in his dramatic black cape, she assumed he was a young Spanish nobleman. (If she ever told Philip this, he would have surely been delighted.) Stella and Philip enjoyed a brief romantic relationship that fall, but decades later she described him with some bitterness as a “very strange” person.7


It is easy to imagine the disappointment a pretty, popular co-ed with her own poetic ambitions might have felt when she discovered that her apparent soul mate had no interest in any real commitment. Philip clearly enjoyed playing at romance; he wrote heartfelt poems to Stella and may have even believed he was in love.8 Her family’s wealth, social prominence, and frequent interactions with Rollins president Hamilton Holt may have interested him as well. But at some level, Philip must have understood that he was a poor candidate for a serious, long-term relationship with a young woman and conveyed that message to Stella—even at the risk of inciting her wrath. Withdrawing from Stella may also have been self-protective, given Philip’s tendency to embroider the truth. It’s quite likely that he had inflated his parents’ wealth and social standing to Stella and others at Rollins, as he almost certainly had with Federico, and knew that any sustained close contact, let alone an engagement, risked revealing his family’s true circumstances.9 For her part, after her breakup with Philip, Stella moved quickly to rekindle her past relationship with Harry Tuttle, grandson of pioneering Miami benefactor Julia Tuttle, and married him three years later.10


Philip made an immediate impression on others at Rollins as well. Soon after the semester began, the campus newspaper featured an account of the lively, multilanguage bull sessions he hosted in his dorm room every night.11 Philip’s knowledge of Europe and his talent for public speaking were also noticed by college administrators, who invited him to give a series of talks about his travels in Scotland, France, and Spain on the Rollins radio station, WDBO—the only student accorded this honor that academic year.12


Most importantly, Philip established a place for himself in Rollins’s poetry program, including its prestigious winter seminar for “those who show a special aptitude in this art.”13 The seminar was the brainchild of poet and critic Jessie Belle Rittenhouse, a founding member of the American Poetry Society and the Poetry Society of Florida, who joined the Rollins faculty as a poetry instructor and editor in 1927.14 Philip apparently managed to establish his poetic credentials with the English faculty early on. Before the winter term had even begun, Rollins Press published a collection of his work under the title Mother-Tongue. The slim paperback contained fifty-six short poems grouped into three sections—“Florida,” “Silver Bell-Notes of Europe,” and “Life Impressions”—and received a glowing review from the book editor of the Tampa Tribune.15


The publication of Mother-Tongue not only validated Philip’s sense of himself as a serious poet, it also gave him a new way to reconnect with some of the people he had met in Spain. In one stellar example, he sent an inscribed copy to King Alfonso XIII of Spain; the book is still housed in the Real Biblioteca (Royal Library) at the Palacio Real de Madrid (Royal Palace of Madrid).16 This gesture may have been inspired by Philip’s claimed introduction to the king in Madrid the previous summer, perhaps as part of a special event for all the foreign students staying at the Residencia that July. But the royal response to his gift—a gracious thank-you note from the king’s personal secretary, handwritten on elegant palace stationery—led to some favorable publicity as well. Rollins immediately issued a self-congratulatory press release about Philip, his book, and the letter, adding, “It is another gratifying indication of the value of the Rollins’ conference plan that this work of an undergraduate has found favor with the King of Spain.”17 The press release was subsequently picked up by the Orlando Sentinel and reprinted in full.18
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