‘Hemingway’s Cats’ 

Highlights author’s sensitive side
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Myths, legends, and tall tales to the contrary, Ernest Hemingway was a

sensitive man. This is the story Carlene Brennen tells with her latest Hemingway biography, “Hemingway’s Cats.”
    Brennen, a life-long Florida resident who now lives in Fort Myers,

discovered Hemingway when she first read “The Old Man and the Sea.” She

found herself “blown away” by his understanding of nature.

    From that introduction, she went on to become a Hemingway scholar.

“Hemingway was a naturalist, and a hunter,” she said.

    Hemingway also loved the circus, and thought larger animals quite

intelligent. 

    Brennen’s book focuses on Hemingway’s love of the smaller animals and the

cats and dogs he adopted around the world.

    “Biographers seem to ignore this side of Hemingway,” she said. “They try to

make him into a womanizer. The myth was really his own fault. That seems to

sell. I felt that he had been portrayed not correctly. I wanted to show this

side of him”
     In her research, Brennen uncovered Hemingway’s extreme love and devotion to

cats ‹ and to a lesser extent, dogs.

    “He just loved animals,” Brennen said. “His parents loved animals. They

comforted him when he was sick as a child.”
     Hemingway constantly referred to cats, Brennen said.

   “All his wives, but one, were given nicknames of cats,” she said. “He always

made references to cats. He signed letters as ‘Your Big Kitten.’ Cats

represented a comfort, companionship.”
    Hemingway kept cats around while he worked, calling their company “valuable

aid.” Even when the writer lived in Paris and did his work in Parisian

cafes, he made friends with the stray cats nearby.

“It began early,” Brennen said. “When he first became a writer, he had a cat

by his side.” 

     Hemingway also incorporated some of his favorite toms and kittens into his

stories. Friendless, one of Hemingway’s favorite tomcats, made an appearance

in “Islands in the Stream.”
     “People will be amazed about his animals in his novels,” she said.

     Oddly, though, the cats that people most associated with the author were not

his. The six-toed cats, polydactyls, on Key West, were not Hemingway’s cats,

Brennen said. 

     “Hemingway never owned a cat on Key West,” she said.

     His then wife was allergic to them; the polydactyl cats were frequent

visitors, though. “At first I was really sad that Hemingway didn’t have any cats in Key West,” she said. “I couldn’t imagine Hemingway living somewhere without the

companionship of cats.”
     Hemingway lived 10 years in Key West, and he loved Florida, Brennen said.

“His family vacationed on Sanibel,” she said.

     Although Hemingway never visited Sanibel himself (his grandparents said he

was poorly behaved), “I think if he did, he would’ve fallen in love and

stayed here,” Brennen said. “He truly loved Florida. He loved the fishing,

he loved the wildlife.”
    Brennen found an anecdote that, for her, highlighted Hemingway’s love of

animals. 

    During an evening drive to Havana, Hemingway saw a cat lying dead on the

side of the road. He stopped, and the cat reminded him of his favorite cat,

Boise. 

    “He was so distraught by seeing the cat,” Brennen said.

    Hemingway moved the cat to the side of the road, and, thinking that the cat

had an owner, left it there for them to find ‹ but only after he promised

himself that he would bury the cat if it was still there when he returned.

    “I came across so many things that showed the sensitivity of this man,” she

added. “I tried in the book to show the sensitivity.”
    When Hemingway came across a fisherman and his dog who were starving for

want of a boat, Hemingway gave them the money to buy a new boat,

specifically so the man could support his dog.

     When Hemingway lived in Cuba, at Finca, he had a study on the fourth floor,

which was rarely visited by the cats, Brennen said. He found himself missing

their valuable aid for his work.

     “Hemingway’s Cats,” Brennen said, came from a combination of reading,

research and interviews. Little investigation had been done into the

sensitive side of the rugged, masculine Hemingway.

“These stories just appeared,” she said. “His sons all said he was a

fabulous father. Most of his wives said they never fell out of love with

him. He was a very generous, caring person. There’s just so many wonderful

things he did.” 

     Brennen, who spent 11 years researching for “Hemingway’s Cats,” has found

the same comfort with her cats.

     “When I work, my cats spread around,” she said. Brennen’s three cats are

Princess of the Wild, Charlie and Bugsy. Like the cats Hemingway loved in

Key West, Bugsy is a polydactyl.

    “I like to write by hand and share this time with my cats,” Brennen said.

Hemingway favored black and white cats, Brennen said, and even tried to

create his own breed of black-and-whites.

Those 11 years of research often took her away from her cats. Brennen made

four trips to Cuba, and in one of those trips, met Fidel Castro.

      “While I was there, I interviewed a lot of people that knew Hemingway,” she

said. “No one, up to now, has ever written about Hemingway and his cats.”
       Brennen made the trips to Cuba with Hilary Hemingway, Ernest Hemingway’s

niece and a Cape Coral resident, with whom she co-wrote “Hemingway in Cuba.”
       Hilary Hemingway also wrote the forward to “Hemingway’s Cats.”
      Because of her meeting with Castro, Brennen closed “Hemingway’s Cats” with

the story of Castro’s visit to Finca, Hemingway’s Cuba residence, after

Hemingway’s death. 

      “I visualize what it would have been like,” Brennen said. She paints a

picture of Castro, who is 6-foot-4 and bearded ‹ like Hemingway, climbing

the stairs as many, many pairs of cat eyes watch him.

      In Brennen’s vision, the cats sense something familiar about this tall,

bearded man, and his voice makes them all miss the man who cared so much for

them, Ernest Hemingway.

