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“… Hemingway’s greatest work – his life,” James Dickey.
In 1954, Ernest Hemingway won the Nobel Prize for literature based on the 1952 publication of The Old Man and the Sea. The official citation praised the “powerful, style making mastery of the art of modern narration,” and spoke of the “heroic pathos” which formed “the basic element of his awareness of life… His manly love of danger and adventure… And his natural admiration for every individual who fights the good fight in a world of reality overshadowed by violence and death.” The prize committee also described Hemingway’s earlier writings as “brutal, cynical, and callous.” It is said Hemingway was not impressed by the citation, nor was he pleased to have been overlooked in 1953. (Baker, p. 528)

But the purpose of this paper is to address his life, not his work. I shall start at the end, since some of us probably remember it: “Papa” done a most un-paternal thing: the big macho guy with the beard had shot himself. We knew him as he wanted to be known – as tough guy, not a writer. A war hero, a sportsman, a hunter, an inhabitant of exotic locales, a drinker, a womanizer. And indeed, he was all of those.

His family suffered four generations of mental illness. Hemingway’s twice divorced youngest son was treated with electroshock therapy while under psychiatric care. Ernest’s grandfather had committed suicide, as did his father. Subsequent to Hemingway’s 1961 suicide, one of his sisters took an overdose of drugs in 1966, and his younger brother (perhaps, it has been written, in an attempt to imitate Ernest), shot himself in 1982. 

THE EXOTIC LOCALES

Hemingway lived in Paris from 1922 to 1923, where he befriended Gertrude Stein, Alice B. Toklas, John Dos Passos, Sherwood Anderson, Zelda and F. Scott Fitzgerald, Gerald and Sarah Murphy, Ezra Pound, James Joyce, Ford Maddox Ford, etc. 


He spent a dozen years after 1928 in Key West. His love of the wilds and hunting led him to explore Sun Valley, Idaho, long before it became a popular ski resort. Finally, in 1959, he bought a house in Ketchum, Idaho. But his most beloved place was a house about 12 miles north of Havana called Finca Vigia, where he spent much of the 1930s and 1940s. It was here, rather than off Key West, that he did most of his big game fishing aboard the Pilar. 

And throughout his life, Hemingway was a big traveler, typically crossing the Atlantic by boat, but flying even in the 1940s. These trips brought him through New York, but he was never fond of the city, preferring Paris and Venice. He would drive from Florida to Idaho or Wyoming. He traveled to the Far East, twice went on safari in Africa, and repeatedly spent a lot of time in France, Spain and Italy.

FAMILY

His boyhood was stable. He was born into a well-educated middle-class family in a pleasant Chicago suburb, Oak Park, on July 21, 1899, the first son and second child of Clarence and Grace Hemingway. Three more daughters and a son were born subsequently. Ernest’s father was a physician, and the family lived in a large house and owned a summer house in northern Michigan. There Ernest’s father taught him to swim and fish as a four-year-old, and to hunt as he got older. A wealthy uncle was in the background who occasionally supplied extra funds to his nephew, the struggling artist, during the years before he was financially successful. 

But beneath the surface, home was not a comfortable place -- at least not psychologically.  In 1920, after a misunderstanding about where he and a friend had spent midnight to 3 AM with two of his sisters and a friend of theirs, his mother essentially threw him out of the house, noting that he had no job, spent what money he had on luxuries not necessities, and drank in a teetotaling household. Even in the decades to come, after Ernest had become successful, his parents refused to read his works (considering them obscene and immoral) and condemned his conversion to Catholicism, which they as staunch Protestants regarded as the religion of unworthy immigrants.

In 1948, in a letter to Malcolm Cowley, Hemingway wrote, “I hated my mother as soon as I knew the score and loved my father until he embarrassed me with his cowardice… My mother is an all-time American bitch and she would make a pack mule shoot himself; let alone poor bloody father.” Nonetheless, he supported her in her later years. He was not alone in that view of his mother; others who knew her also found her manipulating; his third wife, Martha Gellhorn, said that Grace was “a nightmare”: superior, bossy and irritating. Except during his childhood, she did not dominate Ernest, but she did dominate his father, which he evidently resented. 

According to his biographer, Jeffrey Myers, “by the mid-1930s, Hemingway was on bad terms with most of his family. He blamed his mother for his father’s death, publicly called his father a coward, quarreled with {his sister} Marceline for criticizing his divorce, condemned {his sister} Sunny’s behavior in Key West, and rejected {his sister} Carol for marrying ” a college classmate Hemingway didn’t like.” The biographer goes on to say that he did not always have good relationships with his children. He was particularly uninterested when they were very small but got to liking them well when they were interesting teenagers. And, as we shall hear, he definitely had trouble with his relationships with the women in his life.

WARS 

In 1917, though he was interested in enlisting, Ernest was persuaded by his father to spend a year working before following his older sister to Oberlin or matriculating at the University of Illinois. Instead, through an uncle, he got a job writing on the Kansas City Star, but he did not stay long. He enlisted in the Missouri National Guard where he trained for six months. Due to poor vision, he was not able to enlist in the Army, so he volunteered as a Red Cross ambulance driver. When he arrived in Paris in May 1918, the city was under siege. By June he was in Italy, where he was seriously wounded – he received 237 separate wounds in his legs – by the explosion of a shell on the night of July 8, 1918. The official Italian citation stated, “gravely wounded by numerous pieces of shrapnel… Before taking care of himself, he rendered generous assistance to the Italian soldiers more seriously wounded… And did not allow himself to be carried out until after they had been evacuated.” 

However, The Great War is not the one we most closely associate with Ernest Hemingway; that would be the Civil War in Spain which started in 1936. Ernest wanted to participate. “Difficulty and danger were elements in which he flourished. Fully, and for the most part unselfishly, committed to the Spanish people and their cause, he knew at the same time that this was the kind of experience by which he could grow, adding new dimensions to his stature as a novelist.” (Baker, p 307). He managed to get hired by the Chicago Tribune as a journalist, reaching Madrid in 1937. Much of his energy went into assisting in the preparation of a documentary film, The Spanish Earth, that was to be shown in the US to raise money for ambulances for the Spanish Loyalists. Martha Gellhorn, a friend of Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt, saw to it that Ernest showed the film at the White House. It was filmed in the midst of the war zone, and there is no doubt that the filmmakers were in actual danger. Hemingway filed numerous war stories but also took a lengthy hiatus back in Key West to finish To Have and Have Not during 1937.  It was, of course, during this period that he developed a keen enthusiasm for bullfighting and appreciation for the skill and bravery of matadors. And it gave him the material for what became his very successful fifth novel, For Whom the Bell Tolls.

In 1940, Ernest and his journalist wife, Martha Gellhorn, secured assignments  to cover the war in China. They spent time in Hong Kong, met with Chang Kai-shek, traveled on the road to Mandalay, and wound up in Rangoon.

By 1944, Ernest, eager to be back in Europe, secured a contract from Colliers magazine to cover the war. Preceded by his reputation, he was warmly received in London. He suffered a severe concussion in an automobile accident on the way home from a welcoming party. He nevertheless was issued a Royal Air Force uniform with a “correspondent“ designation, and on June 5, 1944, he boarded an attack transport that was part of the flotilla crossing the English Channel to the Normandy coast. On D-Day, however, he was shuttled to another ship and was  not permitted to land on Omaha Beach. A few days later, he was flying missions from Portsmouth and was very aware of what was going on in Normandy. Subsequently he joined a US infantry division, where his knowledge of French and German led him to be particularly useful in gathering intelligence. This put him in a position to be on the road to Paris. Since he often worked in his shirtsleeves, French soldiers who were deprived of seeing his “correspondent” stripes, mistook him for an officer. This subsequently led to his almost being jailed for impersonating an officer, and he had to deny the successful leadership role he had actually played in briefly assuming command of French forces. Recognize that he, at age 45, did not spend his entire time during the war at the Ritz, though he spent a good deal of time there; he was actually wandering through fields and sleeping in barns much of the time. He was present in Paris when it was liberated on August 25, 1944.

HEALTH AND DRINKING 

Hemingway was a big man, about 6 feet tall and occasionally weighing as much as 260. But he often suffered from illness and was extremely accident-prone.  John Dos Passos wrote: “I never knew an athletic vigorous man who spent so much time in bed as Ernest did.” (Meyers, p. 202). Dos Passos was with him in Montana when he had an auto accident in 1930, after which he spent seven weeks in a hospital and complained that he could work more than three or four hours a day because he could not see. The list of his accidents then and always was long. Biographer Meyers said, “There were both physical and psychological reasons for Hemingway’s numerous accidents. He was a huge clumsy man with defective vision in one eye and very slow reflexes. He had a bad temper, behaved recklessly and irrationally, drank heavily and was frequently out of control. He deliberately placed himself in risky situations in driving, boxing, skiing, fishing, hunting, and war. He was also extremely strong and able to take punishment, felt that he was indestructible and had amazing recuperative powers. He willingly tested his body, to the point of self-destruction, and a self-hardening process that proved he was indifferent to wounds and pain.” (Meyers, p 202). Later, between 1945 and 1947, he broke six ribs and had a serious injury to his skull during another auto accident. He suffered from liver ailments much of his life. In 1953, he was in two airplane crashes in Africa; the second left him with concussion, a ruptured liver, spleen, and kidney, temporary loss of vision in his left eye, loss of hearing in his left ear, a crushed vertebra, a sprained right arm and shoulder, a sprained left leg, paralysis of the sphincter, and first-degree burns on his face, arms and head. Nevertheless, he was able to dictate from Nairobi a 15,000 word article for Look magazine.

Famously, Hemingway was a big drinker. As a young man in Paris, drinking hard liquor as well as wine was very much a part of the life of the Brits and Americans who were his close companions, notably Zelda and Scott Fitzgerald. From time to time In Key West and Havana, he might give up drinking in the morning, which was when he worked, waiting until noon before starting on a Tom Collins or two before lunch, which was typically accompanied by wine. Three Scotches before dinner was the norm.  It was not unusual for him to down several or even a dozen daiquiris at Sloppy Joe’s in Key West or the Floridita in Havana. 

But perhaps his greatest illness was psychiatric. He had always been exceedingly moody, and by 1960 he was seriously depressed and delusional.  While he was searching for German submarines off the coast of Cuba during World War II, the FBI had kept track of his activities. He was convinced that the FBI was watching him in Idaho in the late 1950s.  Several times he told his wife Mary that he was going to kill himself, and she found him attempting suicide. Afterward, Mary, in conjunction with A. E Hotchner, who was adapting some Hemingway short stories for television, worked with a New York psychiatrist and a local doctor to have Hemingway admitted incognito to the Mayo Clinic for six weeks. There he was treated with electroconvulsive therapy. He returned to Ketchum in early 1961, but was back at the Mayo in the spring. After being released once again, he managed to kill himself on July 2, 1961, just a couple of weeks before his 62nd birthday. For five years his wife denied that he committed suicide, so the excommunicated Catholic was able to be given a Catholic burial, but no mass was said for him.

WOMEN 
“True creativity, he felt, came to full flowering only from being in love.” (Baker, p.484)  Hemingway was often in love with two women at a time. “His romantic idea was to be on good terms with his past wives, have a devoted present wife and enjoy dalliance with a  young girl who might become his future wife.” (Meyers, p 441).  

Ernest’s first serious romantic relationship was with  Agnes von Korowsky, a nurse he met when he was recovering from war wounds in a hospital in Milan in 1918 . Although she was eight years his senior, he believed that she would marry him, but she broke off the relationship after he returned to the United States. In 1920, he met Hadley Richardson of St. Louis. She was an accomplished pianist, also eight years older. Their courtship was largely through correspondence. They were married and moved to Paris in 1921.  Although they were not planning to have children at the time, their son John was born in 1923. He was called Bumby and eventually acquired the nickname “Jack.” 

During his marriage to Hadley, he had an affair with a sophisticated and attractive married British woman named Duff Twysden. But that did not cause his divorce. Instead, the divorce ensued after years of Ernest’s affair with Pauline Pfeiffer, whom he married in 1927. Pauline was Catholic, and refused to practice birth control. They had two children, Patrick in 1928 and Gregory in 1931, both delivered by Caesarean section. Pauline had had a difficult delivery and was warned not to have any more children because it would jeopardize her life. Their subsequent sex life, or lack thereof, was said to have been one of the difficulties in the marriage according to son Gregory. But actually the marriage followed the typical pattern: Ernest began an affair in Cuba with an interesting and attractive woman named Jane Mason. And then, in Key West,  Ernest fell in love with yet another bright, attractive, interesting woman; this time, the novelist and journalist Martha Gellhorn. They traveled extensively in Europe and Asia and carried on their affair in Europe during the time they were both correspondents covering the Spanish Civil War. 

When Ernest went to London to begin coverage of the Second World War, he met another married journalist and fell in love once again. Her name was Mary Walsh. She was from Minnesota, had graduated from Northwestern and then spent five years as a writer for the Chicago Daily News before moving to London to write for the Daily Mail.  They carried on an affair while Martha pursued her journalistic career. But Martha, not quite as docile as Hadley or Pauline, insisted on a separation and was not on good terms with Hemingway after their divorce on December 24, 1944.

Ernest married Mary shortly after both of them had finalized their divorces, and Mary was still married to Hemingway when he died in 1961. That did not mean she did not have to put up with the Ernest’s unfaithfulness. However, his infidelity was largely confined to professionals in Cuba, while his romantic interest was lavished upon a very young Italian noblewoman, Adriana Ivancich. She was just 19 when they met. He called her “daughter,” a term of affection he applied to many younger women since he was by then known to everyone as “Papa.” While they probably never consummated their attraction, she became obsessed with Hemingway after he died. Both of her marriages were disasters, and eventually she hanged herself.

Gertrude Stein had said , “Anyone who marries three girls from St. Louis hasn’t learned much .” It would appear the entire history of his marriages would prove that Ernest had not learned much.

SPORTS/SPORTING

Ernest’s love of the outdoors started when he was very young at his family’s summer house on Lake Walloon in upstate Michigan. By the time he was 12 he was very good with a rifle or shotgun as well as a fishing rod.  Later, he took up boxing and used boxing metaphors all his life. Although he was active in sports during high school, he acknowledged that he was not particularly good at or interested in team sports. Throughout his life he hunted, shooting game on African safaris as well as deer, elk, and bears in Wyoming, Montana and Idaho. During his years in Spain, he developed a strong interest in bullfighting, befriending several matadors and becoming very knowledgeable. He recognized that Americans were repulsed by the sport, but he felt compelled to explain bullfighting to an audience unfamiliar with the culture. Fishing for marlin in the Caribbean was a constant feature of his life in the 40s. 

 It is been said that Hemingway liked the killing he was involved in during World War II and that he said war was the greatest outdoor sport.

RELIGION  

Ernest was raised as an observant Protestant in a town where there were no Jews and the Catholics were recent immigrants. Nonetheless, he converted to Catholicism for about a decade. The story goes that he was experiencing some sexual inadequacy just after his marriage to Hadley, with whom he had had a fine relationship before they were married. Living in Paris, the nearest church was a Catholic one. After he went to there to pray, everything was satisfactory and he was grateful, so he converted. A study of his work suggests that Hemingway was more interested in ethics and morality than in religion, which he mostly disdained as he disdained most institutions.

WORK / WRITING / SUCCESS

Ernest began his writing career as a very young reporter for the 
Kansas City Star, a paper whose then famous handbook of style encouraged brevity and clarity. During his early career in Paris, he was a European reporter for American publications from 1922 to 1923. Throughout his life, he continued to seek reporting jobs, earning money writing magazine articles as well as serving as a war correspondent in the Spanish Civil War and World War II. Nevertheless, as a novelist at heart, desirous of pleasing his readers, his reporting often mixed fact and fiction—“ a writer trying to tell the truth as he had personally learned it.” (Baker, p346). He considered writing very hard work, and he could devote just 4 to 6 hours to writing any day. Always an early riser, when he was writing he completed his work by noon, keeping exact tabulations of the number of words he wrote each day. He was very concerned with his legacy, obsessed by the concept that his work should outlive him. Carlos Baker put it this way: “writing was what he had come on earth to do. It was his true faith, his church, his politics, his command.” Hemingway himself told his publisher, Charles Scribner, that his work was a disease, a vice; he had to write to be happy “… since he wished to write better than anyone else had ever done, the vice quickly became an obsession.” (Baker, p.347)

Although lacking a formal college education, Hemingway had had a fine secondary education and was influenced by the company he kept; in Paris in his early 20s, Hemingway was very much a part of the intellectual/literary scene of well-read, well-educated American and British writers, and he was a friend of several French painters. He read widely and credits painters – and Bach – as well as authors, notably Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky, Turgenev, Kipling, Twain, DH Lawrence and TE Lawrence, as serious influences.

Both Ezra Pound and James Joyce critiqued his early short stories. Joyce taught him how to pare down his work to the essentials and to suggest rather than state his meaning. Fitzgerald, more a contemporary, made editorial suggestions which were welcomed early on but repudiated later.

In fact, Hemingway bristled at criticism, often becoming enraged and railing against critics, suggesting that they tried to (in his words) to “put him out of business”. The Sun Also Rises (1926) met with mixed reviews and had not been a big financial success; A Farewell to Arms (1929) did better, and by 1937, the year in which To Have and Have Not was published, Fitzgerald referred to Hemingway as  “… practically his country’s most eminent writer…”  Financial success had been achieved. Book advances were rolling in, royalties were running high. Ingrid Bergman and Gary Cooper starred in the movie version of A Farewell to Arms. Collections of his stories were published; his books were serialized in the Saturday Evening Post. By 1952, when The Old Man and the Sea was published in Life, over 5 million copies of the magazine were sold within eight hours. It was also a Book-of-the-Month club selection, and it won the Pulitzer for fiction in 1953 and the Nobel Prize for literature in 1954. 

CHARACTER / PERSONALITY / BEHAVIOR

But who was this complicated man? He was not just irritable, but a man with a ready temper who would fly into rages that precipitated brutal behavior. He preyed on the weaknesses of others, frequently luring them into boxing matches, famously punching out the much older poet and insurance executive, Wallace Stevens, in an altercation in 1937. That bout ended jovially when Hemingway’s anger dissipated quickly and he regained his composure, a not unusual turn of events. Carlos Baker labels him not just temperamental but manic-depressive. Hemingway himself complained of insomnia and nightmares. He was immensely ambitious in his youth, and unfailingly competitive, as well as desirous of perfection or at least fabulously good work. All of this comes out in his letters to numerous friends during the 1920s and thereafter. (There are over 2500 letters from Hemingway and many responses in the Kennedy Library in Boston.) 

He was often making scenes in public places, insulting William Saroyan and Charles Boyer in restaurants over the protestations of his companions, for example. By the 1930s, while he was remorseful over his affairs, he was petulant, quarrelsome, and almost pathologically suspicious. (Baker, p.324) In the late 1950s, he said that his wife Mary called him heartless, thoughtless, selfish, basically stupid, spoiled, un-perceptive, and on the skids from egotism and publicity seeking (Baker, p. 550). He had a very bad habit of permanently alienating his friends (Dos Passos, Fitzgerald,  MacLeish) and speaking ill of them after friendships ended. Nonetheless, many, including Dos Passos, Fitzgerald,  MacLeish, spoke well of him. Some described him as generous, and, once he was holding, he often gave money to friends in need. Hemingway was helpful to younger writers, like George Plimpton and JD Salinger. Furthermore, he recognized his behavioral deficiencies, and could be conciliatory after his anger subsided. For example, he wrote several letters of apology to Archibald MacLeish, condemning his own boastful, lying, obscene, boring, overbearing, ill tempered, touchy, vindictive and self-righteous character. (Meyers, p.282) In one of the letters, he said that he had been “…self-righteous, no-good and dastardly as in my great 1937 – 38 epoch when [I] alienated all my friends (who I miss like hell),( not to mention my sonofabitching epoch of 1934, when was even worse).. Too awful for anybody to stand...” (Meyers, p 282)

Perhaps, like others, he mellowed with age. When Lillian Ross interviewed him at the Sherry Netherland over two days in New York for her 1950 New Yorker Profile, Marlene Dietrich was on hand; she found Hemingway a dear friend. He got on very well with his publisher, Charles Scribner and his editor, Max Perkins. He was also a close friend of Gary Cooper for decades. 


In sum, biographer Jeffrey Myers talks of the “swaggering hero of the 30s, drunken braggart of the 40s, the sad wreck of the late 50s (Meyers, p70).” And so, he ended it all.
**************************************************************
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N ovels: 

(1926) The Torrents of Spring

(1926) The Sun Also Rises

(1929) A Farewell to Arms

(1937) To Have and Have Not

(1940) For Whom the Bell Tolls

(1950) Across the River and into the Trees

(1952) The Old Man and the Sea

(1970) Islands in the Stream

Collections[edit]

(1923) Three Stories and Ten Poems

(1925) In Our Time

(1927) Men Without Women

(1933) Winner Take Nothing

(1938) The Fifth Column and the First Forty-Nine Stories (This collection include the one in "In Our Time" and "Men Without Women")

(1947) The Essential Hemingway

(1961) The Snows of Kilimanjaro and Other Stories

Non-Fiction:

 (1932) Death in the Afternoon

(1935) Green Hills of Africa
