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He spent his life surrounded by a colony of characters, many of them cats. They tip-toed over his papers and purred over the quiet, all the while inspiring a man whose words would touch so many. 

Through family photographs, shared letters and excerpts from his books, Carlene Brennen's latest release "Hemingway's Cats," proves the deep devotion he possessed for his cats. From Boise and Big Boy Peterson, to Friendless and Friendless' Brother, these cats watched as Hemingway earned respect and world-wide acclaim, and now they get theirs. 

Although many books have been written about Hemingway, they only touched on his love for animals. After 11 years of research in both Key West and Cuba, Brennen drenched readers with nostalgia on a subject that had been overlooked. She said, "I was able to show the gentle, caring side of Ernest Hemingway up till now only known to family and close friends." 

Not only did she capture the softer side of Hemingway, she cleared up some misconceptions along the way. For instance, the book informs readers that Hemingway never owned a cat while living in Key West. Despite the impressive arrangement of felines on the Whitehead Street property today, when Hemingway moved here with his second wife Pauline, she was clear about not wanting to share the home with cats. Their two children grew up on 'The Isle of Cats,' as Key West was called, and had no trouble finding feline friends. Hemingway's son Patrick remembered how the neighbor's cats would climb over the walls, and photos prove that he and his brother Gregory had plenty of company. 

Hemingway's childhood was filled with cats and animals and his love for nature poured into adulthood. As he aged, and his life grew complicated, the presence of his pets helped him to stay grounded and feel loved. Brennen does an excellent job of walking the reader through the confusion of his marriages and his homes with touching photos and anecdotes she gathered from friends and family. The "Cast of Cats" index in the back recognizes not only the names of the cats that Hemingway acquired over time, but also their nicknames, and the place they held in Hemingway's heart. While he had his obvious favorites, Brennen compiled a lovely toast to all the animals who graced him with their company, even if was just for a short while. 

Most of the book focuses on Hemingway's life in Cuba when his third wife, Martha, convinced him to purchase the Finca Vigia. Meaning "Lookout Farm," the property once housed 57 cats, all of whom Hemingway knew by name. His dearest companion was named Boise, aka Dillinger, and produced numerous litters with the help of the regal Persian named Princessa. 

Hemingway often wrote to family and friends to update everyone on the condition of his empire, especially when he was lonely. He wrote to his son Patrick in 1943, "Your Will as fine as ever. Boisie very loving and good. Friendless has gotten to be a great cat. Thruster mean and distant. Tester nice with me but mean with everybody else. Furhouse and Bro fine. Fats is as big as a skunk and moves the same way. He is a fine slow friendly good cat." 

Excerpts from Hemingway's letters fill the 200 pages and are accompanied by restored family photographs. Readers can flip through his private moments like a slide show and fully grasp the character of the images. It's a calming collection that's arranged purposefully and aesthetically throughout. 

Although his life was tumulus, the cats seemed strategically placed to keep him stable and at peace. Their soothing sense and their constant company was dearly missed while he was away on trips. Boise was equally tormented by their separation and missed walking beside Hemingway like a dog. In "Islands in the Stream," Hemingway said that when they would load up to leave, Boise would have to be locked inside so he wouldn't try to follow them onto the highway. 

Brennen related to Hemingway's lifestyle and had has her own following. During the course of her project, she was diagnosed with breast cancer, and said, "my cats, Bugsy, Charlie and Princess of the Wild were always at my side giving me, as Hemingway once said, 'valuable aid'." 

She said that this project was her labor of love, "I wrote this book for people who care about cats as well as for those who have an interest in Ernest Hemingway." So far, she says that cat lovers have been very pleased with the book and instantly forthcoming with their own stories. 

Even if you don't share your home with a cat, this book evokes the substance that comes from such a union and the void that accompanies their death. The joy that they provide while a part of our lives is an equal measure to the pain felt after their loss. 

Hemingway spent his life being trailed by his tailed friends, and now with the publication of this book, they can continue to follow him through history with dignity. 
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