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- MEDFORD — The Medford area
. is about to gain a national reputa-
tion for its efforts to curb hate
crimes and prejudice.
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COLE PORTER

by Thomas F. Shaw

Listen to a Cole Porter song and
what comes to mind? Candlelit,
champagne dinners in a seaside cafe
on the French Riviera? Witty, big-

city sophistication and worldly
style and grace? His songs conjure
up international glamour. America

fell in love with these romantic
images during the 20's, 30's and
40's.

Cole Porter was born to wealth in
the town of Peru, Indiana on June
9, 1891. He was the only child of
Kate and Samuel Porter. His
grandfather, J. O. Cole, had built
up an estimated seven million
dollar fortune by 1890.

At an early age, Cole displayed
musical talent. With encouragement
from his mother, who was an amateur
pianist, he attended the Conserva-
tory of Music in Marion, Indiana.
There he studied piano, violin and
composition. At the age of eleven,
Cole had a piece for the piano
published in Chicago. His father
was tolerant of Cole's musical
aspirations, but his grandfather
was openly hostile. J. O. wanted
Cole to study law and promised him
a sixth of the family fortune the
day he received his law degree.

In the fall of 1909, Cole Porter
headed to New Haven, Connecticut to
study at Yale University. He spent
little time in classes and more
time socializing and composing.
During his undergraduate days, he
met two men who would become life-
long friends.

Monty Woolley, an upperclassman who
headed the Drama Society, was the
model for Sheridan Whiteside in The
Man Who Came To Dinner. Monty and
Cole remained friends for nearly
fifty years, until Woolley began a
relationship with his black
chauffeur. Cole was very class
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conscious and snobbish. Another
Yale friend, Leonard Hanna, helped
spread the word of Cole's
songwriting talent. Both Woolley
and Hanna introduced Porter to the
theater and the underground gay

life of the time.

After graduating from Yale, and
under pressure from his family,
Cole entered Harvard Law School.
It soon became obvious to him that
he was no law scholar. He
requested a transfer to the School
of Music where he studied for the
next three years. See America
First was Cole's first complete
musical score, but it flopped on

Broadway in 1916.

United
entry into World WwWar I,

In 1917, the
States'
Cole ventured to Paris. Various

accounts of his military service

following

exist, but none are officially
documented. Porter maintained that
he joined the French Foreign
Legion. A Yale publication of the

time states that "Classmate Cole A.
Porter has joined the American
Aviation Forces in France, although
nobody seems to know in what capa-
city." Another source states that
he served in an artillery regiment

and later the Bureau of the
Military Attache of the US.
Following the war, Cole began

perfecting and experimenting with
his music under the supervision of
Vincent D'Indy at the Schola
Cantorum. He also began to host
lavish parties at his Paris
apartment. Soon he gained the
reputation of a gracious host and
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playboy. Cole's tunes, with their
sophisticated lyrics and unabashed
references to wealth and the good
life, became the rage all over the
city.

One of the significant people that
Cole met while he was in Paris was
Linda Lee Thomas. She was an
American divorcee eight years his
senior. She was one of the most
wealthy, beautiful and famous
hostesses in the French capital.
They traveled in the same social
circles, having many of the same
friends and interests. They were
married in a civil ceremony on
December 18, 1919.

On the outside, the Porters lived
and entertained in grand style.
They seemed to be the perfect
couple, but there was a hidden side
to their relationship. Cole had
been looking for someone with class
and social prominence. Linda
needed comfort and stability.
Throughout their marriage, Cole and
Linda were totally devoted to each
other. Even though they were
married in name only, they were
there for each other. Cole made
few demands on Linda and she, in
turn, condoned his homosexuality.

Even with a hectic social 1life,
Cole continued to write songs. He
decided that musical theater was
the way to success. He started by
contributing tunes to revues which
were running in New York. 1In 1928,
three of his songs captured the
public's attention: "Let's
Misbehave," "Two Little Babes in
the Wood" and "Let's Do It."

The Porters' moved to New York,
setting up their residence at the
Waldorf Astoria. Here they con-
tinued their 1lavish entertainment
schedule. The 1930's found Cole
becoming a box-office draw with
many public favorites. With his
string of successes, it wasn't long
before Hollywood was calling. Cole
and Linda soon journeyed to the
West.

JULY-SEPTEMBER 1991, PAGE 5

Cole found himself surrounded by
some of Hollywood's most beautiful
men. These men enjoyed being seen

in the company of the famous
composer. He began to attend many
homosexual parties. His sexual
behavior began to cause great

She left him
in 1937 and

concern for Linda.
for several months
returned to Paris.

On October 24, 1937, Cole and some
friends were horseback riding on
the Long Island estate of Countess
Edith di Zoppola. The horse Cole
was riding slipped in mud, falling
on top of him. Unfortunately, both
legs were crushed. Cole suffered
serious nerve damage. He underwent
over thirty painful operations to
save his legs. He would be
confined to a wheelchair for the
rest of his life.

The early 40's were difficult times
for Porter. His health, due to the
horse accident, had deteriorated.
The public was no longer interested
in the glamour and glitz of the
20's and 30%'%g; In 1948, Porter
proved his critics wrong with his
greatest artistic success, Kiss Me,
Kate. The show opened to rave
reviews on December 30, 1948.
Every song performed Dbecame a
classic. The production ran for
1,070 performances. At the time,
it was only the third musical
comedy to surpass the 1,000 mark.

During the 1950's, Cole's success
continued with Broadway hits and
film scores. They were also filled
with tragedy. His mother died in
1952, followed by Linda four years
later. In 1958, Cole had to have
his right leg amputated.

He became a recluse shortly after
the operation. He refused to at-
tend a 1960 "Salute to Cole Porter"
and his own 70th birthday cele-
bration in 1962. On October 15,
1964, two days after having a
kidney stone removed, Cole Porter
died. He was buried alongside his
relatives in Peru, Indiana'‘'s local
cemetery.
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