Hemingway’s Cats purrs
By Anne W. Bellew



The founder of the Sanibel-Captiva Shopper’s Guide ‹ some 30 years ago now – has created an absolute gem for cat and Hemingway lovers both in her new book, Hemingway’s Cats – An Illustrated Biography. Carlene Frederica Brennen herself falls into both categories: currently mom to four cats and the author of the well-respected book, Hemingway in Cuba, she has been a writer for many years. 

Hemingway in Cuba is good, very good but, in this book, Brennen has found the perfect format for her style of writing – short essay-like chapters, each of which tells its own little story…

·  Boise (a stray Cuban cat with unusual black and white markings – Ernest’s all-time favorite who helped him write and joined him at the table for meals) ·  Princessa (a purebred female Persian from the Silver Dawn Cattery in Miami and the mother/grandmother of many ensuing generations of Hemingway cats  the real ones “… such a delicate and aristocratic cat, smoke gray, with golden eyes and beautiful manners and such great dignity…) 

·  Will (named in honor of Nelson Rockefeller … a beautiful Angora tiger cat from Guanabacoa, a Christmas present from a local fisherman)

·  And there’s Negrita, the curly-tailed Cuban dog Hemingway also loved dearly; Negrita reminded him of Wax Puppy, the adorable little dog Hemingway gave to his first wife, Hadley, in Paris. 

Brennen tells about her visit to Finca Vigia, Hemingway’s home in Cuba, and her meeting with Fidel –  “In his late seventies, still sly as a fox” – whom she thanked “for his thoughts on Hemingway’s life,² although (as she put it) “his use of me as a human shield while walking down the stairs of the Finca in 2003 was not in my best interest…” 

But just as much as we learn about the ³purr factories² (as Hemingway called them) we also learn about the author, about Papa himself, his wives and loves. And we learn that the six-toed cats of Key West were not, despite all legends, Hemingway’s own cats. 

Intriguing details stemming from his various relationships with his cats, Brennen explains, were incorporated into his books, and the personalities and character of the women he loved he showed up in the personalities and characters of the women in his novels. To illustrate, Brennen quotes extensively from both letters to family members and Papa’s books.

Carlene Frederica Brennen has discovered, –  somewhat to her own surprise – and written about “a kinder, gentler man known only to family and close friends, quite different from the macho character he himself helped to create –  a man part fact, part fiction. … His animals often helped him to cope with his failing relationships, deep-seated loneliness, and life -threatening diseases.”

These are perfect little vignettes. and the book is loaded with family pictures, both human and cat. Not only is the format of the book good but, editorially, Carlene, who was a newspaper reporter for several years before starting the Shopper’s Guide, wrote for her then-new publication and has written features for the Islander, has jumped up several rungs of the ladder this time in her climb toward fine writing. Somewhat like Eliza Doolittle… “I do believe she’s got it, she’s got it, she’s got it…”

This is a very readable, well laid out and beautiful piece of work, and the author, her editor, and her photo reproduction artist is worthy of high praise.

Brennen’s book-signing at Bonita Bill’s Waterfront Restaurant on Fort Myers Beach was a happy mob scene. According to Hollie Smith of Sanibel Island Bookshop, they sold almost 200 of the new book and over 70 of Hemingway in Cuba. Carlene reports signing from 10:30, as soon as she got there Saturday morning, straight through ‘til 2:30 in the afternoon!





