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Mail is slow, but here it is… just small talk on a hot and humid, languid Manila day.

Greetings from Manila! Did you ever hear of the Thrilla of Manila? If you like boxing, and if you are old as I am, then maybe you did. The Thrilla of Manila was an in every sense heavyweight match between Joe Frazier and Cassius Clay, better known as Muhammad Ali. Do you remember who won?

What exactly, if anything, do you think of when you hear or read the word Manila? Chances are you think of Philippine calamities. You think of typhoons, earthquakes, and vomiting volcanoes, when not of child prostitution or of real flagellations and crucifixions at Holy Week. These are not postcard topics.

What if we personalize the question? Instead of what, who do you think of at the sound or sight of the word Manila? Now don’t tell me Miguel López de Legazpi, the Zumárraga-born founder of Manila who died and is buried there. Let’s talk about more recent people.

If you like the world of high-fashion, and if there’s a bit of the morbid in you, then you might remember not a thriller in Manila, but a thriller in Miami starring a killer from Manila! The name is Andrew Cunanan and his last victim was Versace. That gave my country another twenty seconds of notoriety.

Or maybe Manila brings to mind not a man, but a woman? Perhaps one who owned lots of shoes? It’s no big deal, really. What about Spain’s queen of hearts? Hello! She probably owns as many shoes, Blahniks at that, which she breaks in on porcelain tiles as her butler carries pyramids of gold-wrapped chocolate around. Both Imelda and Isabel are proud of their Spanish ancestry.

A Spanish-Filipino that the Spanish are less likely to associate with Manila is Antonio Morales, father to TV’s Carmen Morales. Yes, the Junior of the pop groups Los Brincos and Juan y Júnior. That was back in the sixties, before he went low-key for the sake of the career of Rocío Durcal. Theirs was a “till death do us part” marriage.

Another mestizo of Spanish showbiz is Luis Eduardo Aute. Few people in Spain know that this cantautor and film director has “Pinoy” blood, was born in Manila, lived there til the age of 11, and learned to speak English with a Manila-boy accent, besides some Tagalog. That’s Aute, who is also a painter and a poet.

Now there’s a giant of a painter who the Spanish think was only Spanish. That’s unfair, for he was just as Filipino. Fernando Zóbel was born in Manila into a very wealthy Manila-based family. The Zóbels are connected to developments in Spain like Sotogrande, but much more to developments and other enterprises and activities in the Philippines itself. Not that this is important. What counts is ART. Zóbel, co-founder of the Museum of Abstract Art in Cuenca’s Hanging Houses, began his career with Philippine folk subjects, and was as much a Filipino as a Spanish artist till the day he died, neither in Manila nor in Madrid, but in Rome.

And there’s a giant of a half-forgotten Spanish poet who was not Filipino but who, like Aute, had a father who was involved in the Philippine tobacco industry. His name was Jaime Gil de Biedma and I believe he is quite a cult figure. And he loved Manila and Manileños so much that his Retrato del artista en 1956 is the best postcard from Manila I can recommend.
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