Hemingway's Cats

By ALICE WALLACE Sun staff writer 

Carlene Brennen is an expert on Ernest, and her latest book explores a true love of his life: his cats

Carlene Brennen's love for Ernest Hemingway has given her many fond memories - but none quite so special as the time Fidel Castro asked for her arm.

"I have this photo and 'the bearded one' has his hand on my shoulder," Brennen says of the time in June 2003 when she was visiting Hemingway's Finca Vigia estate in Cuba and Castro himself - a known Hemingway fan - made a surprise visit.

When the communist Cuban leader found himself having to descend a flight of stairs without the aid of his guards due to a wrong turn, he looked at Brennen and, through his interpreter, asked her to walk him down the stairs.

"He wanted to put his arm on my arm like we're a couple," Brennen said. "Of course, all my Cuban friends said I should have pushed him down the stairs."

Only later did a chuckle from Castro reveal the fact that Brennen had unknowingly acted as an American human shield against possible assassination attempts. But Brennen says the experience still makes for a good story.

"The only reason I was mad at myself is because I never asked him if he was a cat lover," Brennen says with a laugh.

Brennen has been called "the world authority on Hemingway's cats." She spent 11 years researching her recently released biography "Hemingway's Cats" but doesn't necessarily think she deserves "world authority" credentials.

"It's only because I'm the only one who's ever written a book on Hemingway's cats," she says lightly, though her modesty is unfounded, considering she is a Hemingway scholar who has been studying the old man who loved the sea for more than 30 years. She co-wrote the book "Hemingway in Cuba" with Hemingway's niece Hilary Hemingway and acted as a researcher on a PBS documentary of the same name in 2004.

In her book, which was released in March by Sarasota-based publisher Pineapple Press, Brennen details Hemingway's affections for four-legged furry companions, both feline and canine.

Hemingway attributed much of his creativity to the constant companionship of his animals, and Brennen says she discovered a lot about Hemingway's softer side when researching his relationship with his pets and interviewing family members.

"Not only did I acquire a lot of information about Hemingway's sensitive side, but I also came up with new information on Hemingway that had never been published," she says.

Brennen's biography is more than just an overview of the animals Hemingway owned. She uses his animals as a way to delve into his romantic relationships and marriages, his depression later in life, and she is one of the first to offer some insight into his tragic suicide in July 1961.

"I feel the downward spiral started with the loss of Boise the cat in 1956," Brennen says. "And in 1957, his dog of 12 years, Black Dog, was brutally murdered."

The loss of his closest animals companions was only amplified when he was told that he was forbidden to return to his Cuban home after the Bay of Pigs invasion failed in April 1961. He had also lost his ability to write when doctors at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minn., administered controversial shock treatments that affected his memory.

"Hemingway's life, as he knew it, was now over," Brennen writes in the chapter preceding Hemingway's suicide by shotgun.

"A lot of people don't agree with what he did, but I think, through my book, people will be able to understand what he did," Brennen says.

Before Hemingway's deterioration later in life, he was a strong and virile man known for his weakness for women. Brennen's book highlights the fact that his many animal companions were just as essential to his life as the women who sought his company.

Even the nicknames he had for his wives and lovers were usually feline in nature - Feather Kitty for his first wife, Hadley Richardson, Kitten for his third wife, Martha Gellhorn, Kittner for his fourth wife, Mary Welsh.

"I show that he wasn't the womanizer that a lot of biographers try to portray," Brennen says. "The women he married were primarily the aggressors. Hadley said he was almost weak when women loved him."

Though many people are most familiar with the six-toed cats of Hemingway's Key West home, the animals that made the Key West estate their home could not compare to the vast animal family Hemingway developed at his Cuban home, called Finca Vigia, or "Lookout Farm."

In Cuba, Hemingway and his last wife, Mary Welsh, would eventually come to own 57 cats and numerous dogs.

"Hemingway would surprise friends by identifying and naming each and every cat," Brennen writes in her book.

Eventually, the burden of housing so many cats - all of which slept in the guest bedroom on two double beds - became too much for Hemingway's wife.

"Even though Mary was fond of Hemingway's feline friends, she felt the cats needed to have their own room, possibly separate from the main house - particularly Ernest's stud cats that had a terrible habit of spraying," Brennen writes in "Hemingway's Cats."

At the urging of Mary, they constructed a four-story tower outside the main house in which to house the ever-growing population.

"He had the tower built across from the windows of his bedroom, his den and his bathroom," Brennen says. "He could get up in the morning in any of those rooms and see into his cat room."

Brennen says she is already gathering funding to transform her book into a documentary, and casting someone to play Hemingway turned out to be easier than she imagined.

While attending the 26th Annual "Papa" Hemingway Look-Alike Contest in Key West on July 22, Brennen met Chris Storm - the ultimate Hemingway look-alike.

"I was just standing there star-struck," she says excitedly. "I've been researching this man all my life and he looks as close as anyone I've ever seen. He even has the soft-spoken voice."

Storm, 55, who is the president of Sable Realty in Amarillo, Texas, says he would be happy to portray Hemingway in the documentary, though he would be a little nervous.

"If I would be expected to emulate Ernest Hemingway then I would certainly have to do more research, but I've read most of his works," Storm says.

Storm says he has been told by many that he strongly resembles the famous author, and he says he even shares some of Hemingway's passions. He enjoyed hunting, fishing, writing, and has even visited Africa - a place Hemingway was very fond of.

"I'm not much as a raconteur I think, though" Storm says. "I'm very happily married."

Brennen says one of the great things about writing a book about Hemingway and cats is that it brings out the literature fans and the cat fanciers.

Brennen is a cat lover herself - she says she has five shelter cats of her own at her home in the Fort Myers area - and she frequently tries to coordinate her book signings with local pet shelters so Hemingway fans can mimic the author's love of homeless animals by adopting a pet or making a donation.

More than anything, Brennen says she hopes her book will help people get to know the softer, gentler side of the man known to wrangle with giant marlin, hunt wild beasts on African safaris, survive plane crashes and win the hearts of countless young women.

"So many biographers who weren't cat people overlooked this part of his life, so it was important for me to show how important the cats were to his well-being," she says.
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