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Party on the Orizaba

Hart’s five-day journey from New York to Veracruz was at turns dull and surreal. He drank heavily and was observed by other passengers swaying along the decks, smiling with a beer in one hand and a glass in the other, cigar balanced at the corner of his mouth.

On 7 April, the Orizaba made her way past the Morro Castle guarding Havana harbour and over the last remains of the USS Maine, mysteriously sunk in 1898 (the catalyst of the Spanish–American War), before docking in Havana. At about 5 p.m., Hart disembarked the ship to eat dinner with two new friends, both doctors and research scientists, Hans Zinsser and Maximiliano Ruiz Castañeda. En route, he dashed off a quick note to his friend Lorna Dietz, a translator: ‘There are magnificent people and things ahead. How valid it all turns out to be!’

Hart had first met Zinsser at a gala party the night before the Orizaba sailed, introduced by a mutual friend. Slim, with angular, sharp features and deep-set eyes, Zinsser was a Harvard bacteriologist and sometime poet. He had spent his career engaged in work on Brill–Zinsser disease, a variant of typhus that can remain in the body, latent, for many years before reactivation – forming new epicentres of infection.

Castañeda was working as Zinsser’s assistant on a research project to develop a safe typhus vaccine. The two doctors had smuggled dozens of infected rats onto the Orizaba to compare strains of the disease found in Mexico City and New York. The rats were caged and hidden in Castañeda’s rooms. The two doctors and Hart spent the journey drinking beer and highballs, discussing poetry and the typhus project. Hart would retreat to Castañeda’s room, Zinsser wrote later, where he would sit and stare at the rats. The rats unknowingly crossed almost one and a half thousand nautical miles of ocean – no doubt continuing with their activities, if slowing as the disease took hold: worrying at each other’s fur, their yellow teeth probing and scratching, pulling insistently at the fibres of the fabric covering the cage, drawing the material through the bars.

That evening, Hart, Zinsser and Castañeda made their way to the Diane cafe. In Havana, modern buildings were laid out in neoclassical and art-nouveau styles, set against the ornate baroque of the colonial architecture. In the old quarters of the city, trams whirred through the busy streets, pursued by cars. On foot, people pressed against each other as they passed on the pavement, in streamlined dresses, shirtsleeves, suits, the occasional straw hat. Shopfronts were thrown open, women sat in lines having their nails polished in the heat, the lacquer drying quickly in neat, gently pointed ovals.

Tables were set outside, laid with checked cloths and carafes and glasses waiting for wine. At the Diane, the two doctors watched Hart drink two bottles of Chablis while writing postcards, then loaned the poet money for two quarts of Bacardi. Hart recorded a version of their conversation in his poem ‘Havana Rose’. He put words in the doctor’s mouth, offering guidance:

 

“You cannot heed the negative –, so might go on

to undeserved doom . . . must therefore loose yourself

within a pattern’s mastery that you can conceive, that

you can yield to – by which also you

win and gain that mastery and happiness which

is your own from birth.”

 

Both poet and doctor were travelling in pursuit of their great masters, collecting impressions and ideas that might be assimilated in service of a larger, mythic project. Hart did not finish his Mexican epic, nor did Zinsser manage to create an effective vaccine. But in 1935, Rats, Lice and History, Zinsser’s biography of typhus, was laid out on bookstalls. The book tells the heroic story of the microorganism’s struggle for survival, and features a brief comment on Hart, ‘a man of great talent, appealing and tragic, for he was very sick in spirit’. The poet and the doctor were both pursuing patterns – grand, overarching narrative shapes. One artistic, chasing ideas and rhythms through language, the other an ancient disease that, through mutations, ensured its survival. The three talked and drank. At 9.30 p.m. they returned to the ship, and Hart disappeared to his cabin with the rum.

It was a few hours later. Dozens of teeth glinted yellow in the waves. The teeth rose slightly in the dark swell, then lurched downwards and away from the ship. A crate housing a group of typhus-infected grey rats thrown from the deck of the Orizaba had opened on impact. Gagging on saltwater, the rodents swam towards Havana, streaked by moonlight. They moved swiftly, with an athleticism that belied their rounded shape.

The cold water had revived the rodents. Zinsser and Castañeda had found them sprawled in their cage, barely breathing, and decided to throw them overboard. The ship was still docked, freight shifting on and off the wharf. The doctors waited anxiously as the rats briefly seemed to paw at the half-submerged rope of another boat. Eventually they lost their struggle against the current and disappeared.

Hart appeared, staring into the black and grey swell. Zinsser recalled how Hart seemed to see the rats long after they had drowned. He supposed that Hart was reminded of a disturbing incident during his six-day imprisonment at La Santé, Paris, in 1929 – the prison that had famously housed Apollinaire, for supposedly aiding and abetting the theft of the Mona Lisa and a number of Egyptian statuettes. Hart had been jailed for fighting with waiters at the Café Sélect (waiters were to be his perennial antagonists once again in Mexico City). That night, Hart had seen a Parisian rat as large and hairy as a poodle parading around his cell.

It might have been the DTs: delirium tremens brought on by alcohol withdrawal, a swift descent into confusion, with shaking, an irregular heart rate, sweating, hallucinations. But watching the waves from the Orizaba, Hart seems to have been firmly planted on the other side of the ‘remorseless line’ – the sands running as his perception of his surroundings warped. At times I too have lost my grip on what was and what was not real. I have regularly smelt and tasted foul things that weren’t there: my boyfriend grew used to tasting my food, so convinced was I that a saucepan or glass had been spiked with urine.

During finals I hallucinated a man attempting to break into my shared flat in Kentish Town. I crawled into the kitchen on my stomach, snaked my arm up onto the counter, grasped a knife. I grabbed an empty terracotta flowerpot as I made my way back into my room, hiding behind the high-backed sofas I had arranged like a cat bed in its centre. I heard the clack of the gate at the bottom of the outdoor stairs: my flatmate, Hannah. At that sound, and Hannah’s call from the hallway, I realised the intruder wasn’t real. I looked down, taking in the hastily arranged weapons in my lap.

Stood next to the doctors at the rail of the ship, still hallucinating, Hart began to speak. His voice was deep and loud – too loud for comfort: sailors were shifting freight off the ship, and Zinsser was agitated that their illicit jettison of cargo would be discovered. Circling the image, lines that would become ‘Havana Rose’ came to Hart – the beginning of a new poem:

 

The Doctor has thrown rats into the harbor of Havana.

The Doctor has thrown typhus rats into the water.

There will be typhus in Havana.

The Doctor has thrown rats into the harbor.

 

Hart could not be moved from the railings. Hearing footsteps on the decking, Zinsser and Castañeda ducked behind a lifeboat. The first officer, Jensen, appeared. Hart, obviously drunk and muttering, his brown eyes dancing between Jensen, the waves and the rats, recounted the story, pointing at the rodents climbing the sides of the boats – they had long drowned, but he could still see them, their water-slicked coats gleaming. The Cuban port officer appeared. Zinsser and Castañeda slid across the deck, escaping along the gangway to wait in Zinsser’s cabin.

Zinsser heard a loud clatter, and Hart shouting: ‘I am telling the truth! There are rats all over the harbour, and the rats have typhus.’ There was a slam. Hart had been shut in his cabin for the remainder of the night.

The following morning, Blackadder strode the decks, looking for the passenger who had caused the previous night’s disruptions. The poet, beer in hand once again, ran directly into the captain’s broad chest. Hart, luckily, had momentarily forgotten the rats, and the two had a brief conversation. Hart was charming, as he could be.

On 9 April the ship docked at Veracruz. Zinsser bribed the port authorities, and he and Castañeda smuggled their cargo off the ship. The next day, Hart and the two doctors took the train to Mexico City, rats in tow.

 

Zinsser offers me a tempting image. In his autobiography he writes that soon after hearing of Hart’s death, Castañeda made the same journey on the Orizaba with his wife. Timing their journey from Havana carefully, they scattered petals at the approximate spot where Hart jumped. I imagine the couple buying armfuls of flowers in Havana, large bouquets from a street vendor. I picture an elderly woman, as in photographs of the period, sipping coffee in the centre of a vast stall of densely packed blooms in every colour, pots perched on stools of increasing height. At noon the following day, perhaps they threw armfuls of orange lilies, white peonies and pink roses into the water. Yes, they were caught by the wind as they fell, scattering a distance from the boat. ‘Rose leaves, when the rose is dead, / Are heap’d for the beloved’s bed’, wrote Shelley, also lost to water. So perfect, how the hundreds of petals swirled in the water, as the waves crest and crest in the propeller’s wake, breathing orange, pink and purple garlands into the air, as the sheen of colour faded as the ship drew away.
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Life Saver Candies

C.A.’s most significant achievement was the invention of the Life Saver candy. This round, punctured sweet – known to me as a child in England as a Polo mint – was intended as a summer treat, a hard candy that, unlike C.A.’s chocolates, would be resilient in the hot Ohio summers, even when jammed into a pocket in their paper tube. C.A. had the idea after setting up his own business, the Crane Chocolate Co., established in April 1911.

C.A. named the sweets ‘Life Savers’ because, once cut, they resembled lifebuoys. I thought this as a child, looking at the sticky mints in my hands and the rings that lined the beaches that edged the town where I was born.

Bexhill-on-Sea has the particular faded glamour of the Victorian seaside resort: intricately constructed terraces with domed roofs; old, two-star hotels fronted with steps up to stuffy pink or sage-green upholstered receptions; rows and rows of beach huts with women on stools sat just inside the doors, reading or listening to the radio. A long promenade dotted with the flashing lights of arcades and music pavilions painted white with red accents, cafes where you could buy egg and chips and a cup of tea for – back then – a couple of pounds. In the summer there were trucks with ice-cream sellers sinking Flakes deep into the thick, quickly melting cream of a 99 and rollerskating children drawing figures of eight around pensioners making their way along the prom from bench to bench.

My maternal grandmother and I liked to visit the De La Warr Pavilion, a 1935 building designed to look like an ocean liner flanking the shore. Inside, there is a staircase that curves up the insides like a snail’s shell. My grandma and I would sit on the long terrace that looked out to the Channel with a hot drink, perhaps with a slice of cake or a cheese scone, roughly split in two and stacked with butter pooling into the dough. In the summer, there might be music played from the bandstand: a white structure that looks like a cross between a clamshell and a handkerchief caught by the wind.

One winter, there was a fierce storm. Mum took my brother and I down to the front. We held her hands and leaned forward, the wind bearing our weight. I looked out at the sea and saw the storm as it was in one of my favourite children’s books, with a giant, blue, green- and grey-striped paw followed by whiskers and pointed ears – a cat sweeping through the waves, chasing fishing boats.

We walked on a little, past the Pavilion, and saw a group of men working quickly, hauling dinghies from the stones up onto the tarmac. I spotted him. ‘Daddy!’ I shouted down, my voice thin in the gale. He grinned and waved up at us in his red drysuit. I have always loved the sea – another reason why I might have loved Hart, the great sea poet, with such fierce immediacy.

 

O brilliant kids, frisk with your dog

Fondle your shells and sticks, bleached

By time and the elements . . .

 

At nursery, I was taken to the beach one extremely hot afternoon in August, around my birthday. I had forgotten my bathing suit. Dressed in blue shorts and a T-shirt, I was intent on swimming. I bolted from the teacher and flung myself into the water. I was explosively energetic, occasionally malign. I lit a match and held it outstretched in front of my chest before dropping it down the back of my T-shirt as my mum looked up, all because she was busy with my brother.

In the summer, if I was lucky, I spent the day on Dad’s boat. Walking next to the hull in the small waves, I would hop in and perch as Dad pushed from behind, soon leaping in himself, taking the ropes of the mainsail and adjusting until he caught the wind. My job, when we were out far enough, was to work the front sail as we raced around the course. If the wind was strong enough, I would pull out the spinnaker. The purple sheet would billow, and I would copy my dad, adjusting with tiny movements until I felt the wind suddenly tug us forward. Strapped into a harness, I made the most of my negligible weight, leaning out as far as I could, feeling as though I might fall, the salt and wind grazing my cheeks through a thick layer of sun cream. The blue and pink ropes were tight in my gloved hands, as I tried to harness the wind, seeking the best angle for the sail.

I wonder if this memory is the most significant achievement of my relationship with my father. I wonder if it is enough. It is not possible to summarise a complex relationship in an anecdote or statement, even one that is now non-existent, to declare someone a bad father or a bad mother. It would be simplistic to route all problems back to that first troubled relationship.

For all the endless tragedies that litter that degraded bond, there were summers where we sped along, fast as anything and I grinned, or we capsized and I cried, suddenly aware of the endless water under my feet. Dried off and presented with a large glass of Coke and a bowl of steaming chips in the bar, I remember declaring: ‘Daddy, you look like a Battenberg cake,’ pointing at the distinct, outrageous stripes on his arms, tanned from different wetsuits. ‘So do I, though,’ I said, proudly looking down at the contrast between my upper arms and forearms.

‘You are undoubtedly a Bratton,’ my maternal grandmother had said to me when I was about seven, taking in my dark hair, thick eyebrows, mossy eyes, large, upturned nose and olive skin – pale, but quick to tan. I have, like my father, a sharp, triangular chin and a deranged-looking, broad smile. My mum’s side is fair, blonde and blue-eyed and extremely prone to sunburn, rounder in the face and with brows in echoing, elegant curves, scooping up and around the eyes. I see him in the mirror when my jaw is set, and when my face breaks into laughter. But my voice is my mother’s.

Ernie O’Malley’s son, Cormac, has written that, as an adult, he began to build a sense of his father for future biographers, and for his own ‘fund of knowledge’. The work was piecemeal, with letters and stories accrued by writing to O’Malley’s friends, beginning by asking ‘the obvious questions’.

Sat in the National Library of Ireland in Dublin, I wrote these phrases down in my notebook: ‘the obvious questions’, ‘fund of knowledge’. It is odd to realise that you would have no idea what these questions might be in relation to your own father, or to have the information and tools to write even the slightest biography of their life. I could say, vaguely, where he was born, and I could pursue research to sketch out a sense of his career and what his job entailed.

Working in Hart’s papers in New York earlier that year, I had been trying to rebuild my sense of his mother, piecing together her movements and relationships. O’Malley’s papers, which I saw the same week, were highly unusual. They suggested an immediate impression of the man: there were jammed notebooks, recording everything, and lists and lists, gathering together books, artworks, housed within master lists. These taxonomies tried to get a handle on every book read, collected or loaned, every artwork bought, but giving a great sense of loss, of things and ideas slipping through his fingers, uncaptured or unfinished.

That morning I had made my way from our Gate Lodge into Dublin in search of O’Malley’s writings on the muralists. It was September 2022. I had averted disaster by spending the majority of the summer watching the garden, but I was still tired. In the space between sleeping and waking I was being visited. I hallucinated grasping figures leaning over the bed. The previous night in the early hours a small boy rested his hand gently on the radiator. He blinked and caught my gaze. I got out of bed, waking as I pulled apart the heavy curtains, looking out into the violent emerald of the yew.

The bus rolled through Celbridge, County Kildare, a tight turn on the river, and I closed my eyes as my stomach lurched. For the briefest moment I was presented with a series of images. In one I stood in our kitchen and took the point of a slim knife from the drawer and pushed it across the golden top of my forearm. In another I was on the bridge below the bus, the grey and fast-flowing water beneath my feet. These intrusive images did not present sincere suggestions. I tried to examine their intrusion with curiosity, as I had been taught. I traced them back to my fleeting desires to be able to observe the pain that springs shoots so quietly, spreads and flowers, because physical things seem more real.

The morning traffic was bad and we waited by the Four Courts. People in suits carrying stacks of files weaved in and out of brownish-grey columns. A square of green was just visible through a series of archways, bisected with iron gates. Built in the late eighteenth century and restored in 1932, the colonial-style neoclassical structures form quadrangles, split and raised by ornate pillars – an arrangement that is both mathematically pleasing and facilitates observation. A Corinthian portico faces the river and a verdigris dome tops a round, internal hall, once populated by sculptures of Irish lawyers and judges in its recesses. Cake-frosting stucco edges the joins between the walls and the curved ceiling.

We turned right and crossed the river, where I hopped off to walk to the National Library. I spent the morning reading O’Malley’s essays and reviews. In my chair I was enveloped in dark wood and silence, broken occasionally by the grate of a pencil sharpener or the turning of dusty pages. The library’s vast, circular ceiling was painted in rhythmic shades of spearmint. If I could float into the top of the curve, and if I spoke or sang or screamed as I did so, the noise would resound clear and fresh, bouncing off the walls and back into the centre.

I swapped the essays and reviews for a stack of biographies. Leafing through military histories I grew frustrated, struggling to grasp the complex man that Hart knew, and that I had slowly started to see emerge through his letters and in his archives in New York. I gave up. I was chasing a hare, darting in and out of thickets – it was a distraction. I went home and crawled into bed.

The information I have about my own father is experiential and derived from a short period. It is sourced from the impressions of an adoring child: aged three she is tired in the woods and shouts ‘Pick up!’ until he relents. Proudly, she musses his black hair from above. A four-year-old presses a poster of a stealth bomber to a bedroom wall, her brother glues together a matching Airfix model and places it on the windowsill. On her fifth birthday, she takes out a big, black pen and writes her name across the wrong part of her new, pink satchel, a gift from her dad: FRANCESCA, she prints, in wonky letters, diagonally across the visible flap, and not on the inside as he specified. He was annoyed. ‘I love it!’ said Mum when I got home, ‘it’s your writing!’

On 1 April a six-year-old is bent double with laughter because she has been tricked into thinking a snake had climbed up into a tree, visible from the house. That autumn she is barrelled into the mud by a golden retriever swerving around a corner. ‘You’re all right,’ he says, picking her up and hoisting her onto his shoulders. He makes sure that she pets the next dog they see on the walk. Seven, perhaps, and the pretty woman in the bakery is handing me and my brother a box of doughnuts. Dad doesn’t pay. I say they are too sweet. I lie, telling her that I hate custard and so does my mummy. I am being deliberately cruel when I say this; they divorced when I was eighteen months old, and I have no memory of their marriage.

On New Year’s Eve at the sailing-club disco, the doughnut woman is inexplicably there. She walks up to me and tells me that my father is extremely funny. She asks me if he will dance with her. I am so sure that he will say no that I pass on the message. Sat on a tapestry chair at the side of the wood-panelled room, I glimpse them moving together through various sets of legs as the DJ plays ‘Last Train to London’ and ‘Boogie Wonderland’.

The memories start to thin out. A furious teenager asks questions about the planes as they drive to her grandma’s. ‘He just works on small sections,’ he says. ‘But as a whole they are designed to kill people,’ she says, ‘do you ever think about that?’ ‘Each plane a hurtling javelin’, wrote Hart in ‘Cape Hatteras’, as they launch with the ‘razor sheen’ of the sun glancing off their fuselage up into ‘a screeching gale to hover’. The two planes set each other in their sights. The lucky one pumps lead into the other’s shell before it tilts and falls.

I used to wonder if he would appear if I broke my leg, or an arm – something significant. Perhaps if I ran out into traffic, and was entirely covered in plaster, limbs hoisted on various slings. At eighteen I was subjected to real terror – a moment in a night that changed my life. He did not come. I still worry that writing this might hurt him (might hurt you, it’s not too late).

 

Hart’s poems are shot through with different forms of grief and longing, romantic and platonic. I suspect that I was always drawn to the absences that haunt Hart’s poems, the way they try to bridge losses – hands that cannot quite reach each other, gazes that are not met, calls that do not receive a response.

In ‘Indiana’ a woman, thinking of her absent son, remembers when she and her late husband ‘once rode off’ from their own parents. They sought their fortune in the studded hills out West. They ‘Waved Seminary Hill a gay good-bye . . . / We found God lavish there in Colorado’, she says, recalling how ‘golden syllables loosed from the clay’.

Hart originally wrote this poem in the voice of a father. But in the late 1920s he abandoned it. He could not finish it. Eventually he decided to invert the voice, changing it to a mother’s call. This seems to reflect the shift in his relationship with his parents late in the 1920s. By May 1928, after his argument with Grace in California, he was estranged from his mother, and was slowly repairing his once fraught relationship with his father.

C.A. loved his son. In 1917 he reassured Hart after Grace’s suicide attempt, telling his son that ‘you are the only treasure I have on God’s green earth’. Hart had felt stuck between his parents from an early age, which crippled his relationship with his father for many years. When the two slowly started to rebuild it, it was in the wake of his break with his mother. It was not possible to hold them both close at once. I hear Grace in the final lines on ‘Indiana’:

 

Come back to Indiana – not too late!

   (Or will you be a ranger to the end?)

Good-bye . . . Good-bye . . . oh, I shall always wait

   You, Larry, traveller –

      stranger,

           son,

             – my friend– 

 

I hear her desperation, what Hart understood as suffocation. The playwright Tennessee Williams heard the same. Entirely drunk, he appeared on television in 1971 and declared his funeral wishes: ‘Place my bones close to the bones – the submerged bones – of Hart Crane,’ Williams said. ‘Hart Crane had a life very similar to mine,’ he explained. ‘He had a very worldly father. His father was involved in the manufacture of candy. Mine in shoes. And we had very similar backgrounds. He was overly devoted to his mother as I was to mine . . . And we both wrote out of an intense personal need.’

This ‘personal need’ Williams describes seems to be the impossibility of being close to both parents. After Williams explained his and Hart’s shared closeness with their mothers, the interviewer responded: ‘Was he also homosexual?’ Williams: ‘Yes, he was indeed, and he made absolutely no disguise of the fact. And he shocked people a great deal.’ The interviewer: ‘It must have brought a lot of pain into his life at that point?’ Williams: ‘Whether it did or not he didn’t care. He drank heavily, unfortunately. But I don’t think he gave a damn whether he shocked people. And I’ve never cared whether I shocked people. Because I think people who are shocked by the truth are not deserving of the truth.’

Williams is talking for both writers, bundling their stories together. He reaches for a book of Crane’s poems on the table and explains: ‘Now this is not one of his poems that is most critically acclaimed, but is one of the most moving ones,’ he says, opening the book at ‘Indiana’. He read the poem in full, eyes brimming. He bites through the line ‘I shall always wait’. In his mouth it is a threat. In Steps Must Be Gentle, a one-act play, Williams picked at Grace and Hart’s relationship again, imagining Grace crying out to her dead son. ‘I wake up calling incessantly in the night,’ she tells him, ‘How kind of you to finally respond.’

Williams clung on to the idea that his relationship with his mother held the key to his unhappiness. Perhaps he found this idea in a damaging and internalised homophobic cliché, rooted in degraded interpretations of Freud, wherein the male child identifies with the mother, loving ‘boys whom he loves in the way in which his mother loved him when he was a child.’

 

Before he left for Mexico, Hart went to a good friend (and Sam’s business partner at their bookshop, Dauber and Pine) Solomon Grunberg for advice. The two would walk block after block in Manhattan, talking. On one occasion, Hart came to Grunberg with an unwholesome dream about Grace. It was physiological. He was searching through Grace’s entrails. He was looking for some kind of symbolism in it, Grunberg said.

Hart looked for solace in Grunberg’s Freudian models. Grunberg had told him he was a ‘Platonist’, ‘searching like all Platonists for the highest good’. He would not, Grunberg explained, be able to achieve his poetic goals unless he repaired his relationship with his father. The relationship with Grace did not need to be salvaged, he said. Mother and son were too ‘horribly involved’. It was a ‘chronic situation’. Their relationship was irreparable, Grunberg told John Unterecker, a poet, professor of English at Columbia University and one of Hart’s biographers. ‘He would always break,’ Grunberg explained, ‘I never kept a count of how many times they reconciled.’ But in Grunberg’s world, Hart’s relationship with his father was paramount. It was this rupture that, Grunberg said, ‘drove him to drink instead of to the writing of poetry’.

The psychoanalyst and writer Adam Phillips tells us that ‘biography should be a refuge from the scapegoating of parents.’ Narratives of Hart’s life that blame his instability and eventual death on his mother’s overbearing, narcissistic presence might do well to heed Phillips’s advice, and might consider where this reductive model might originate. We might allow his mother the same grace as they do Hart, considering the genuine psychological suffering that resulted in her institutionalisation when Hart was a boy. As Colm Tóibín has written, Hart and Grace seemed to ‘share’ a particular ‘emotional instability’. Another kind of ‘dim inheritance’, whether environmental or genetic.

His relationship with his mother severed after their arguments in California in 1928, Hart sought out his father. Hart’s time at Canary Cottage in Chagrin Falls helped repair their bond. In Mexico City, Hart befriended Hazel Cazes, a past assistant of C.A.’s in his New York office, who was living nearby with her husband. Cazes had worked as a go-between for C.A. and Hart when he was seventeen. Now, aged thirty-one, he sought her out again. She looked after him, as she had when he was a boy, cooking him meals and lending him money. In turn, she sent letters back to C.A. with notes on how Hart was coping, recording his health problems, drinking levels, and spending habits.

C.A.’s letters to Hart in Mexico are kind, not loaded with increasingly weary demands that Hart seek more stable employment, as they were in the previous decade. He was firm, though. When Hart pressed him for cash he reminded his son that he was ‘in Mexico to work and study and not to entertain . . .’ ‘I really don’t think you need it’, he added, urging Hart to live within the means of the Guggenheim. He knew ‘full well’ that he would need to support Hart after the award’s expiration, needs that he guessed were ‘not apparent’ to his son just now, so focused was he on daily survival.

Hart’s last letter to his father has been lost. C.A.’s response, though, has survived. He told his son that he missed him and instructed Hart to write to him once a week. He recounted a recent visit from his own father, Arthur, and reassured Hart that his feeling that Mexico was losing the sheen of recent arrival was natural; it meant he was beginning to settle in. ‘All of us find out that there are certain illusions that we make and later discover that there are strange conditions in our lives’, wrote C.A. He hoped Hart would return to him in Chagrin Falls soon, after the end of his Fellowship: ‘I am sure you will be glad to come back to the best place on earth’, he wrote, ‘there are a lot worse men than your old father.’

On 6 July 1931, Bessie sent Hart an urgent telegram; C.A. was very sick. He had suffered a stroke while visiting the Chagrin Falls post-office at 8.30 that morning. He was taken home, where he remained unconscious until his death. His death notice listed his active businesses: Crane Chocolate Co., the Crane Co. (his retail business), Cartier Chocolate Co. (a subsidiary), Canary Cottage and the Academy Bell, a restaurant in Hudson. At one time, C.A. had five retail stores in Cleveland. He was a mason and a member of the Phi Gamma Delta fraternity, the notice records. The notice does not mention Grace, but includes Hart, ‘a son by a former marriage . . . awarded a $2,500 fellowship for work in creative poetry in Mexico City’.

Bessie urged Hart to come home immediately. But he was paranoid, stuck in a loop where events seemed to unfold to enable his persecution. He momentarily thought it was all a trick, that the Guggenheim Foundation was trying to lure him out of the country, fed up with his erratic behaviour. His drinking had grown worse, with ‘pulque sprees three times a day’.

He had been testing the Foundation’s patience, after his ejection from a party at the American Embassy a fortnight ago. Hart had planned a dinner with Porter after she had swung
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