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PORTRAIT
OF
HEMINGWAY




PREFACE


I first met Ernest Hemingway on the day before Christmas in 1947, in Ketchum, Idaho. I was on my way back to New York from Mexico, where I had gone to see Sidney Franklin, the American bullfighter from Brooklyn, about whom I was trying to write my first Profile for The New Yorker. Hemingway had known Franklin as a bullfighter in Spain in the late twenties and early thirties. I had gone to some corridas in Mexico with Franklin, and had been appalled and scared to death when I got my first look at what goes on in a bull ring. Although I appreciated the matador’s cape work with the bulls, and the colorful, ceremonial atmosphere, I wasn’t fond of bullfighting as such. I guess what interested me was just how Franklin, son of a hard-working policeman in Flatbush, had become a bullfighter. When Franklin told me that Hemingway was the first American who had ever spoken to him intelligently about bullfighting, I telephoned Hemingway in Ketchum. Hemingway liked spending vacations there, skiing and hunting, away from his home in San Francisco de Paula, near Havana, Cuba, and later on he bought a house in Ketchum. When I called, Hemingway was staying in a tourist cabin with his wife, Mary, his sons—John, Patrick, and Gregory—and some fishing friends from Cuba, and he hospitably invited me to drop in and see him on my way back East.

The first time I saw Hemingway was about seven o’clock in the morning, in front of his tourist cabin, shortly after my train got in. He was standing on hard-packed snow, in dry cold of ten degrees below zero, wearing bedroom slippers, no socks, Western trousers with an Indian belt that had a silver buckle, and a lightweight Western-style sports shirt open at the collar and with button-down pockets. He had a graying mustache but had not yet started to wear the patriarchal-looking beard that was eventually to give him an air of saintliness and innocence—an air that somehow or other never seemed to be at odds with his ruggedness. That morning, he looked rugged and burly and eager and friendly and kind. I was wearing a heavy coat, but I was absolutely freezing in the cold. However, Hemingway, when I asked him, said he wasn’t a bit cold. He seemed to have tremendous built-in warmth. I spent a wonderful day of talk and Christmas shopping with the Hemingways and their friends. Mary Hemingway, like her husband, was warm and gracious and knowledgeable, as well as capable of brilliantly filling the difficult role of famous writer’s wife. She enjoyed the same things he did, and seemed to me to be the perfect partner for him.

Shortly after my Ketchum visit, Hemingway wrote to me from Cuba that he thought I was the person least suited in the world to do an article on bullfighting. Nevertheless, I went ahead, and eventually did finish the Profile of Franklin. After the magazine’s editors had accepted it, I sent Hemingway some queries about it, and he replied most helpfully in a letter winding up with the statement that he looked forward with horror to reading it. In the meantime, though, The New Yorker published a couple of shorter pieces of mine, and Hemingway and his wife, both regular readers of the magazine (he once wrote me that my mob was his mob, too), seemed to like them. When the Franklin Profile was published, I had a letter from Hemingway, scrawled in pencil, from Villa Aprile, Cortina d’Ampezzo, Italy, in which he said that what he called the Sidney pieces were fine. In his crowded life, he did his best to remember exactly what he had said to you before, and he made a point, generously, of correcting himself when he felt that it was necessary. His compliments were straight and honest, and they were designed to make people feel good. He might call you reliable and compare you to Joe Page and Hugh Casey, and you wouldn’t have to be an archivist of baseball to realize you were being praised. The way he wrote in his letters, the way he talked, in itself made me feel good—it was so fresh and wonderful. He was generous in his conversation. He didn’t hoard his ideas or his thoughts or his humor of his opinions. He was so inventive that he probably had the feeling there was plenty more where that came from. But whatever his feeling might have been, he would have talked as he did out of sheer generosity. He offered so much in what he said, and always with fun and with sharp understanding and compassion and sensitivity. When he talked, he was free. The sound and the content were marvellously alive.

In the spring of 1950, I wrote a Profile of Hemingway for The New Yorker. It was a sympathetic piece, covering two days Hemingway spent in New York, in which I tried to describe as precisely as possible how Hemingway, who had the nerve to be like nobody else on earth, looked and sounded when he was in action, talking, between work periods—to give a picture of the man as he was, in his uniqueness and with his vitality and his enormous spirit of fun intact. Before it was published, I sent a galley proof of it to the Hemingways, and they returned it marked with corrections. In an accompanying letter, Hemingway said that he had found the Profile funny and good, and that he had suggested only one deletion. Then a strange and mysterious thing happened. Nothing like it had ever happened before in my writing experience, or has happened since. To the complete surprise of Hemingway and the editors of The New Yorker and myself, it turned out, when the Profile appeared, that what I had written was extremely controversial. Most readers took the piece for just what it was, and I trust that they enjoyed it in an uncomplicated fashion. However, a certain number of readers reacted violently, and in a very complicated fashion. Among these were people who objected strongly to Hemingway’s personality, assumed I did the same, and admired the piece for the wrong reasons; that is, they thought that in describing that personality accurately I was ridiculing or attacking it. Other people simply didn’t like the way Hemingway talked (they even objected to the playful way he sometimes dropped his articles and spoke a kind of joke Indian language); they didn’t like his freedom; they didn’t like his not taking himself seriously; they didn’t like his wasting his time on going to boxing matches, going to the zoo, talking to friends, going fishing, enjoying people, celebrating his approach to the finish of a book by splurging on caviar and champagne; they didn’t like this and they didn’t like that. In fact, they didn’t like Hemingway to be Hemingway. They wanted him to be somebody else—probably themselves. So they came to the conclusion that either Hemingway had not been portrayed as he was or, if he was that way, I shouldn’t have written about him at all. Either they had dreary, small-minded preconceptions about how a great writer should behave and preferred their preconceptions to the facts or they attributed to me their own pious disapproval of Hemingway and then berated me for it. Some of the more devastation-minded among them called the Profile “devastating.” When Hemingway heard about all this, he wrote to reassure me. On June 16, 1950, he wrote that I shouldn’t worry about the piece and that it was just that people got things all mixed up. A number of times he wrote about the attitude of people he called the devastate people. Some people, he said, couldn’t understand his enjoying himself and his not being really spooky; they couldn’t understand his being a serious writer without being pompous.



Death puts certain things in perspective. No doubt if some of the people who misunderstood the Profile were to read it now, they would see it for what it is. When I wrote the Profile, I attempted to set down only what I had seen and heard, and not to comment on the facts or express any opinions or pass any judgments. However, I believe that today—with the advantage gained by distance—almost any reader would see that although I did not reveal my viewpoint directly, implicit in my choice and arrangement of detail, and in the total atmosphere created, was my feeling of affection and admiration. I liked Hemingway exactly as he was, and I’m content if my Profile caught him exactly as he was during those two days in New York.

While I’m at it, as somebody who has never been concerned with “rating” Hemingway’s works but has simply been grateful for whatever joy his writing has offered, I might as well throw in a word about those critics who took an injured, censorious tone when discussing the life that Hemingway led in later years and what they considered a decline in his work. They sometimes sounded as if they thought that Hemingway made a point of letting them, specifically, down, in order to disport himself as a public figure, whereas, as I saw it, he was heroically and uncorruptedly and uncompromisingly occupied day after day with writing as hard as he could and as well as he could until the day he died. And when he was unable to write or was between books, he still did what he could, which was to live life to the full and then, with that limitless generosity of his, make his private experience public, so that everybody else could also have a wonderful time.

Hemingway was generous in so many different ways. In his letters and in his conversations with friends, Hemingway gave away the very substance out of which another man might have created an entire body of work. The style of Hemingway’s letters was a separate style, free and loose and (since he knew that time was short) full of his own shorthand—much freer, as one might expect, than his formal writing. He was a tireless correspondent. I went out to Hollywood for a year and a half after the Profile appeared, to write a series of articles about the making of a movie, and I received scores of letters from Hemingway out there, giving me his views on movies and movie-making and life on the Coast, and also keeping me informed, and entertained, with accounts of his fishing and other adventures in Cuba. When he went to Africa to hunt in 1953, he wrote about the wonders of life there. Africa, he told me, was in many ways the best life of all, and I ought to come there and try it. He usually ended his letters by asking you to write soon. He didn’t like to stop writing letters, he once told me, because then he wouldn’t receive any, and that would make it lonely. Occasionally, Mary would write a letter, and it would have Hemingway’s own kind of enthusiasm and humor. She would write from Kenya that it was the greatest place in the world for waking up in the morning, and that you had to encounter a live, two-ton rhinoceros before dawn, on your way to wash your face, to appreciate what living could be. A lot of other people the Hemingways knew—people who knew them better than I did—probably also got invitations to come there and try it. The Hemingways were always hospitable and friendly. They were always inviting you to visit them in Kenya or in Paris or at their farm in Cuba. I’m sorry that I was never able to do it.
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“Lillian Ross was a pioneer
and remains an enormous

influence on other writers.”
—DAVID REMNICK
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