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Introduction






ERNEST HEMINGWAY died by his own hand on July 2, 1961. He was sixty-one. If you have ever been to Ketchum, Idaho, which is where he killed himself, and especially if it was July when you were there, you understand that he must have been very ill, both physically and emotionally, to do such a thing at such a time, in so beautiful a part of the world. And so he was.


He was born on July 21, 1899, in Oak Park, Illinois, a middle-class suburb of Chicago. He was the second of six children—four sisters and a brother. His father was a physician, whose primary legacy seems to have been a love of the outdoors, not just hunting and fishing, but simply being in the open air. His other legacy, apparently, was a tendency toward deep, crippling depression. Hemingway’s mother was strong-willed with a strict set of conventional moral standards combined with artistic and musical ambitions, but no significant achievement. Hemingway’s father committed suicide in 1928. To suggest that the relationship between his parents was the cause of his father’s suicide is perhaps facile; but it is certainly fair, if we can believe Hemingway himself, to suggest that their relationship and his mother’s imperious personality were contributing factors. Unlike many writers, Hemingway never revisited his childhood and adolescence in Oak Park in his fiction. It is as though he preferred to forget it all—all except his boyhood summers at Walloon Lake near Petoskey in northern Michigan, where the family kept a summerhouse. Those were mostly good times, hunting and fishing, swimming and boating, with close friends. All his life he would try to re-create or recapture this kind of high-spirited camaraderie; all his life he would return to the sometimes exhilarating, sometimes calming environment of the woods and water to restore his physical and emotional health.


After graduating from high school (which would be the end of his formal education) Hemingway moved to Kansas City to work as a reporter on the Kansas City Star. Then in 1918 he volunteered for the Red Cross, which allowed him to wear a military-style uniform and assume the rank of lieutenant. He was sent to Italy’s northern front in the mountains where the Italian army was facing the Austrians and conducting a series of disastrous attacks. Initially he was an ambulance driver, but later he volunteered to supervise a Red Cross canteen located just to the rear of the Italian lines. While delivering chocolates and cigarettes to men in the front line, Hemingway was wounded by an Austrian mortar shell. Shrapnel and debris nearly destroyed his right knee, and he was sent to a military hospital in Milan to undergo surgery and rehabilitation. He was just a few days short of his nineteenth birthday. In the hospital he fell in love with his nurse, Agnes von Kurowsky, one of the most beautiful of all the women in his life—and his first muse. She was eight years older and may not have shared his great passion, but she would become a model for Catherine Barkley in A Farewell to Arms, Hemingway’s 1929 novel of war and romance in the northern-Italian theater. After a while Agnes was transferred to another hospital, and Ernest returned to his home for further rehabilitation, where Agnes sent him a letter breaking off whatever remained—or ever was—of their relationship.


Hemingway spent that summer and fall in northern Michigan, allowing his knee and his emotions to heal, and in 1920 he moved to Toronto to take a temporary job as companion to the disabled son of the editor of the Toronto Daily Star. The connection would prove useful.




His next job took him to Chicago, where he wrote for the Cooperative Commonwealth, an agricultural journal. In Chicago he met Hadley Richardson, whom he would marry the following year. Ironically, perhaps, Hadley, like Agnes von Kurowsky, was also eight years older than Hemingway.


In December of 1921, he and Hadley sailed for Europe, where he would cover European political affairs for the Toronto Daily Star. The couple settled in Paris, which would become not only their base of operations for travel into Switzerland and Austria, Italy and Spain, but also the vital starting point for Hemingway’s literary career.


In Paris he met a variety of artists, some mere bohemian poseurs, others genuine giants of the period—Joyce and Pound and Picasso and, later, Fitzgerald. He made liberal use of Sylvia Beach’s lending library called Shakespeare and Company. Beach also ran a kind of starving authors’ protective society, making loans of money as well as books. (It was Beach who first published Ulysses, when no other publisher wanted anything to do with it.) Hemingway also met and became friendly with Gertrude Stein, who had strong opinions on all things literary and wrote prose that was mostly impenetrable. But she was influential, knew everyone worth knowing in the arts, had a fine eye for modern painting, and ran a kind of literary salon to which she welcomed the eager Hemingway with genuine cordiality. He was an ambitious and alert student; she was well satisfied to give instruction. She and her partner, Alice B. Toklas, would later be godmothers to Hemingway and Hadley’s first son, John, aka Bumby. The godfather was Eric Edward “Chink” Dorman-Smith (who later changed his name to Dorman-O’Gowan), a British professional soldier Hemingway had met during the war. The odd trio of godparents reflects some of Hemingway’s own interests as well as his complexity, personally and artistically. And one of the baby’s middle names was Nicanor, after a matador Hemingway had seen and admired the year before in Spain.




After a brief interlude during which the couple returned to Toronto, where Hemingway continued working for the Daily Star, he quit the job and they returned to Paris, where Hemingway felt they could live cheaply enough to allow him to write fiction full-time.


Years later Hemingway would return to these Paris days in his memoir, A Moveable Feast, back to the “early days when we were very poor and very happy.” It is quite a fine book, made all the more poignant because it was posthumously published.


They were poor in those Paris years, but not desperately so, for Hadley had a modest trust fund that covered their basic expenses. Hemingway was not producing much in the way of income. He was experiencing the usual struggles to get his stories and poetry published. He sold a few stories to German periodicals, but American magazines and publishers were not terribly interested. Fortunately, money went a long way in Paris in those days. They had enough to be happy and enough for him to go now and then to a café where he could write and the waiters were friendly and would not care that he was only nursing a café crème or a cognac. And there was enough money for a little travel. He and Hadley spent winters in Switzerland and Austria learning to ski at a time when there were no lifts and if you wanted to ski down the mountain, you first had to hike to the top. He would revisit those winter days in A Farewell to Arms, after Frederic Henry and Catherine Barkley declare their separate peace and flee by rowboat across Lago Maggiore to Switzerland.


Whatever success he had was due in part to his ability to make friends with other writers who had influence, especially Ezra Pound. Pound took him under his wing and helped him find a small publisher for Hemingway’s first book, called Three Stories and Ten Poems, in August of 1923. Pound also got him some editing work with a new magazine in Paris called the Transatlantic Review, which also published some of his stories in 1924.


During that same period his second book, in our time, was published in Paris, then with some revisions republished in London by Boni & Liveright, in 1925.


In April of 1925 Hemingway met F. Scott Fitzgerald in Paris. Hemingway’s reputation, if not his bank account, had grown because of his modest publishing success and because he seemed to have been adopted by the artistic community in Paris, especially Stein and Pound, and touted as a coming man. Fitzgerald was already well established. He and his wife, Zelda, were international figures based in part on their mutual glamour and in part on the success of Fitzgerald’s first novel—This Side of Paradise—and his subsequent short stories, which brought him significant income. Though he was not quite three years older than Hemingway, Fitzgerald was already a bestselling author and lived like one. He would reverse the usual progression of a successful writer’s life—failure, financial distress, and obscurity would come at the end of his career.


Fitzgerald had mentioned to his editor, the justly famous Maxwell Perkins of Charles Scribner’s Sons, that Hemingway was worth considering as a potential author—this on the strength of Fitzgerald’s reading of In Our Time even before Fitzgerald and Hemingway had met in Paris. Fitzgerald did not have Hemingway’s intense and sometimes unappealing competitive instincts, so when he met Hemingway later that same year, he was prepared to be helpful to the younger man. Of course, Fitzgerald was already well established—The Great Gatsby would be published that same month—but that only emphasizes his generosity and perspicacity in recognizing and nourishing a major new talent. Many others in his position would not have bothered.


That summer Ernest and Hadley returned to Pamplona for the bullfights. A crowd of friends joined them there, and Hemingway’s novel, The Sun Also Rises, would come from that experience. The following winter Pauline Pfeiffer, a friend of Hadley’s, arrived at Schruns, the Hemingways’ favorite winter getaway in Austria. Pauline was an editor for Vogue; she was small and slim and rather different from Hadley, who was literally and figuratively matronly. As Hemingway wrote in A Moveable Feast, “The husband has two attractive girls around when he has finished work. One is new and strange and if he has bad luck he gets to love them both.”1


The next year Hemingway’s affair with Pauline led to divorce from Hadley, a sad event for both: “When I saw my wife again standing by the tracks as the train came in by the piled logs at the station, I wished I had died before I ever loved anyone but her.”2


But he had. And although Pauline’s family wealth had little if anything to do with her attractiveness, it nonetheless brought a welcome change to Hemingway’s situation. Her uncle Gus, a bachelor who doted on Pauline, was a cosmetics magnate who would provide useful financial support to the Hemingways throughout their married life. Pauline was also a Catholic, and this no doubt raised some memories for Hemingway of being wounded and receiving absolution from a priest in Italy—a priest who routinely assumed that wounded men must be Catholics. From about this time forward Hemingway thought of himself as a Catholic, although he admitted he was not a particularly good one.


The Sun Also Rises was published at the end of 1926 to generally favorable reviews and surprisingly good sales, for a first novel. The hero is Jake Barnes, whose war wounds left him unable to perform sexually, although his desire is unabated and especially aroused by seeing his great love, Lady Brett Ashley, at Pamplona amid the drunken riot of the fiesta there. Jake endures, but only just, and the title is hardly optimistic, nor is the epigraph by Gertrude Stein: “You are all a lost generation.” The book would be published by Scribner’s, and so began the lifelong business association between Scribner’s and Hemingway. Scribner’s also bought The Torrents of Spring, a minor work parodying the style and content of Sherwood Anderson’s stories.




Hemingway and Pauline were married in 1927. They lived in Paris and traveled extensively—he was not yet willing to abandon his old routines or haunts. Meanwhile, the success of his first novel meant his short stories now were being sought by the magazines, and his literary career was well and truly under way. His second collection of short stories—Men without Women—was published by Scribner’s that same year.


Ernest and Pauline moved back to the United States in 1928. They rented an apartment in Key West, which at the time was a rundown backwater and home to Cuban cigar makers and American bootleggers. But the fishing was good and the living inexpensive. They continued to travel extensively—back to Europe and out West to a ranch near Cooke City, Montana, for hunting and through Piggott, Arkansas, to visit Pauline’s family. Their son Patrick was born that year. Hemingway’s next novel, A Farewell to Arms, was published the following year. Reviews were excellent, as were the sales. In the novel Frederic Henry is a young American soldier in the Italian army who, while on leave, meets Catherine Barkley, a beautiful English nurse; they begin an affair, but Henry must return to the front, where he is wounded by a mortar shell, then hospitalized to recuperate. When he is sent back to the front, he participates in the disastrous battle and retreat from Caporetto, recognizes the futility of it all, makes a “separate peace,” and escapes to Switzerland with Catherine, where they spend an idyllic winter in a mountain chalet. It cannot last, though, and in the end Catherine dies delivering a stillborn child, and Henry is left alone. He is another version of Jake Barnes, wounded both physically and emotionally, and left to endure as best he can.


The next few years the Hemingways traveled between Key West and Europe and Montana. In 1931 with financial help from Uncle Gus they bought a house in Key West while Ernest was writing Death in the Afternoon, his nonfiction book about bullfighting. That same year their second son, Gregory, was born.




After the publication of his short story collection Winner Take Nothing, Hemingway took his first safari to Africa at the end of 1933, courtesy once again of Uncle Gus’s largesse. The experience led to Green Hills of Africa, in 1935, an experimental nonfiction book that was not particularly well received, certainly not in comparison to his novels. That same year Hemingway bought Pilar, his thirty-eight-foot fishing boat and probably his best-loved possession.


In December of 1936 he met Martha Gellhorn—a young and attractive writer of both fiction and journalism. They began an affair shortly thereafter, and when the civil war in Spain broke out, they went there to cover the story. Hemingway’s fifth and perhaps greatest novel, For Whom the Bell Tolls, came from his experiences in Spain. The hero, Robert Jordan, is a partisan sent to destroy a bridge behind enemy lines. He works with a group of Spanish guerrillas, meets and falls in love with one of them, a girl named Maria, blows up the bridge successfully, but is wounded and forced to stay behind during the retreat. At the end he is lining up an enemy cavalry soldier in the sights of his machine gun.


Pauline turned a blind eye to the affair with Martha for a while, but ultimately started divorce proceedings. Pauline would stay in the house in Key West; Martha and Ernest rented a farmhouse called Finca Vigia near Havana—a house they would buy toward the end of 1940, the year they were married.


Shortly after the wedding the couple took off to cover the war in China. They would spend the first half of the year in the Far East reporting on the various theaters of war. They returned to Cuba in June but then left for Sun Valley, Idaho, for several months.


In the early months of World War II, Hemingway initiated a voluntary counterintelligence operation in Cuba, involving his cronies and associates; this operation soon expanded to include patrols in Pilar looking for U-boats and for enemy agents operating from obscure islands off the coast of Cuba. It was a serious business, for Cuba then was a hotbed of fascist sympathizers as well as a strategically important location lying at the center of U-boat routes into the Gulf of Mexico.


The patrols of Pilar lasted until the end of 1943. The next year both Ernest and Martha went to Europe to cover the war there. They went separately because the strains in their relationship—strains that had been there from the beginning—grew intolerable. Almost as soon as Ernest landed in London, he met Mary Welsh, a reporter for Time. Their affair culminated in a divorce from Martha and a fourth marriage for Hemingway, a second for Mary.


In Europe, Hemingway flew some missions with the RAF, then transferred to the U.S. Army as a correspondent. He spent some time with the French Resistance and the American OSS (forerunner of the CIA), during which time he had the pleasure of entering Paris well before the city was completely under control and before the main body of Allied troops arrived. Later he joined up with the U.S. Twenty-second Regiment and reported on the horrific fighting at Hürtgen Forest.


After the war he returned to Cuba, this time with Mary, who seemed to adapt well enough to life at Finca Vigia. Mary, like all Hemingway’s wives, except Martha, made him her number one priority, so that if he liked living in Cuba, she was content to live there, too.


The next few years were rather fallow, although Hemingway did begin work on the book that would eventually become Islands in the Stream—the last section of which describes a hunt for the crew of a U-boat. In 1947 he was awarded a Bronze Star for his service in Europe. Hemingway turned his World War II experience into the novel Across the River and into the Trees. By this time he had met Adriana Ivancich, who would become another in his series of romantic images and would serve as a model for the heroine in Across the River and into the Trees, the story of a middle-aged American professional soldier who is suffering from heart disease and living out his last days in Venice, duck hunting and reminiscing and having an affair with a young Italian woman. This book was not well received by critics, even though Hemingway thought it among his best work. It was published in 1950.


In 1951 he began work on The Old Man and the Sea, which was originally intended to be a part of a larger work encompassing “the air, land and sea.” It is the well-known story of an epic battle between Santiago, an aged fisherman, and a giant marlin. The book was published in Life magazine and then in hardcover by Scribner’s. It immediately restored Hemingway’s reputation, which had been damaged by Across the River and into the Trees and by the lengthy creative hiatus caused primarily by the war years. In 1953 he won the Pulitzer Prize for The Old Man and the Sea.


That same year he and Mary went to Pamplona for the bullfights. It was the first time he had been there since 1931. From there they traveled to Africa for a five-month safari, which ended disastrously when the small plane that was carrying them on a sightseeing trip crashed. Worse, the second plane that had come to evacuate them also crashed on takeoff. The first crash caused some bumps and bruises; the second, burns, damaged kidneys and liver, and two broken vertebrae for Hemingway. Mary had two cracked ribs and numerous bruises.


All his life Hemingway had suffered serious injuries in addition to his World War I wounds—a broken arm in a car crash in Montana, a head wound from a falling Parisian skylight, a self-inflicted wound in his left calf (while fishing aboard Pilar, he was trying to shoot and gaff a hooked shark and his .22 pistol accidentally went off), another concussion from a car wreck in London when he first arrived there in 1944, a recurrence of concussion while being shelled in France, and now these plane crashes. There is a grim irony in all this, for the man himself seemed the very model of robust health—someone who would dominate any room he entered from the sheer force of his physical presence and from the strength of his personality. At six foot one, over two hundred pounds with a burly upper body, he seemed indestructible, and perhaps his various accidents proved the point, for he survived them all. But after these plane crashes Hemingway was in pain for the rest of his life, and the pain along with the residual effects of the concussions, which were exacerbated by his habitual heavy drinking, must certainly have contributed to his mental state at the end of his life. What’s more, he suffered from high blood pressure most of his life, and the medications he was taking for it were not without serious side effects in those days.


In 1954 Hemingway was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature. From that point until the end of his life he worked mostly on books that would be published after his death—The Garden of Eden, The Dangerous Summer, Islands in the Stream, True at First Light. And, perhaps best of all, A Moveable Feast. And despite his many accidents and mishaps, he and Mary continued to travel to Europe and the American West.


The last two years of his life were filled with rapidly accelerating paranoia and depression. As a last resort Mary took him to the Mayo Clinic, where they administered electroshock therapy. Hemingway had brief periods of calm afterward but then relapsed. And after several attempts at suicide, he finally succeeded, using his well-loved English, custom-made shotgun, there in his house in Ketchum.

















Chapter One


A SERIOUS MAN




Sometimes you know the story. Sometimes you make it up as you go along and have no idea how it will come out.


Hemingway, the Paris Review interview







For a moment of night we have a glimpse of ourselves and our world islanded in its stream of stars.


Henry Beston










SAILORS who have studied celestial navigation remember the first time they worked on a complicated navigational fix and their calculations actually came out correctly. Three lines drawn on a chart and derived from the angles of three stars intersect at the same pinpoint, and the navigator knows his exact position in the universe. The pleasure of the moment comes in part because the process of measuring and plotting is not that easy, at least not when you are new to the business. But there is pleasure also in the poetry of knowing you are precisely in this place because the stars have said so. You are at the juncture of three streams of light that began their travels millions of years ago. It’s a moment for humility and, at the same time, for a kind of pride of place and an affirmation of self, which is both satisfying and comic, given that you are miles from land and at the complete mercy of that very universe in which you have so accurately and skillfully placed yourself. In calculating where you are, you are reminded that your ship is very small. And you, star plotter, even smaller. Still, you are at the center of it all, “islanded in its stream of stars,” and you know it. It is a wonderful conceit. A fine and complicated moment. Full of irony and whatever the opposite of irony is. These moments are fleeting, of course. After all, even the best star fix is accurate only for a short time, for the ship moves on, as do the stars. And that brief period, when everything comes together, just right, passes quickly.


In 1942 Ernest Hemingway must have experienced a similar moment of recognition—that he was just then at the top of his arc, that vectors from many different directions had come together—his writing, his physical well-being, his professional reputation and success, his three sons, his friendships, his pastimes and pleasures. All these major forces had joined to place him at or near his personal and professional zenith. Of course, from the zenith there is only one future direction, and the emotion of the moment would have been complicated by a rueful reflection or two. Still, Hemingway had every reason to savor his position. He had a talented and attractive wife, international acclaim, a farmhouse outside Havana within easy reach of his well-loved Gulf Stream and near also to the little port town of Cojimar, where he kept his fishing boat, Pilar. His most recent novel, For Whom the Bell Tolls, had been published two years before and had been a smashing commercial and artistic success. A six-figure offer to do a film script was in the works. Though his country was at war, he was in his early forties, still vigorous, but too old to be expected to fight. As with most people and especially artists, his life was not uniformly serene and satisfying; he still had his dark moods, fits of temper, and worries now and then. And Hemingway and his wife, Martha Gellhorn, had periods of tension. But those times aside, it was all just about as good as it could get, just then, in Cuba, and he could hardly be criticized for sitting beside his swimming pool, relishing his achievements and enjoying the view from the heights. Certainly he was justified in saying to himself, “Out of all the things you could not have there were some that you could have and one of those was to know when you were happy and to enjoy it all while it was there and it was good.”

1


But from the summer of 1942 through the whole of 1943, Ernest Hemingway did not spend much time resting on his considerable laurels. Nor did he do any writing of consequence. Instead, he spent a great deal of his time cruising in his thirty-eight-foot fishing boat, Pilar, along the north coast of Cuba and out into the Gulf Stream. He was looking for German submarines. U-boats.


That sounds like something he would do. It’s certainly in line with the popular image of the man, an image created partly by the author himself and partly by the media, for whom he was good copy, always. But this was no publicity stunt. While Hemingway was ostensibly trolling for large fish, he was actually looking for even larger and infinitely more dangerous quarry during a time in the war when the U-boats were winning and America’s resources to fight them were absurdly thin. The patrols were his idea, but they were sanctioned by the local American embassy and done in cooperation with the military, both in Cuba and America. In short, this was a serious business.


It’s also important to understand that Hemingway was hunting U-boats at a sacrifice to his work—and his income. He could have ridden the wave of critical acclaim in any number of ways. But he did not. He set aside his work to volunteer. And not writing was more than a simple matter of losing revenue, for as he said later, “The time to work is shorter all the time and if you waste it you feel you have committed a sin for which there is no forgiveness.”

2 He was at his best when he was working and he knew it; writing defined him. “Writing is a hard business…but nothing makes you feel better.”

3 Even so, he gave that up for a time—a long time—and went looking for U-boats.


But Hemingway’s quest does raise a number of questions, and the most fundamental is—if he ever actually found a U-boat, what did he expect to do with it? It seems like looking for a wolf to grab by the ears. Had he suspended his imagination to the point of foolhardiness? (As he said in Men at War, “Cowardice, as distinguished from panic, is almost always simply a lack of ability to suspend the functioning of the imagination.”) Or was his imagination actually in heroic overdrive, like that of some modern Don Quixote? More likely it was the latter. And certainly the project appealed to Hemingway’s artistic sense. U-boats were unpredictable, ruthless, impersonal, and fearsome, and as such they were a particularly appropriate metaphor for Hemingway’s view of the universe—a universe that alternated between indifference and sudden violence. To Hemingway, Pilar versus the U-boat was an irresistible and compelling representation of man’s fate: a small wooden boat confronting an iron-and-steel machine of industrial war, knowing the odds against success or even survival were long, but confronting nonetheless, for dignity lay in making the attempt.


But the U-boats were real. The shells and bullets they would be firing were not metaphorical, and wood versus steel is an interesting literary trope but a decided mismatch in battle. To imagine a story is one thing; to go in search of an immensely more powerful enemy is something else. And so it’s fair to ask—was Hemingway really serious? If so, was this just part of an ongoing and well-advertised death wish? Who went with him and how did he convince them to go along? Why did he go looking for U-boats in the first place? Was he gathering material for fiction? Does this period tell us anything about the man as artist? Or the man himself? And how many U-boats were in the area, really? Were the occasional sightings merely random, or was this area of the Gulf of Mexico an active theater of the war? Did Hemingway think deep down that the odds of encountering a U-boat were infinitesimally small and that he could therefore broadcast his intentions, knowing that he would never be put to the test? Was it all just bravado, a farce, an unintentional opera bouffe, the product of a blustering middle-aged man playing at war while actually just fishing? Some thought so; his wife, Martha Gellhorn, for one—especially when she was angry with him. Those who were not his admirers, and there were many, characterized these patrols as little more than self-aggrandizing stunts. Was there any truth in this?


Some, perhaps. But not much. Instead, it’s much fairer, and closer to the truth, to realize that Hemingway, like any sailor at the start of a patrol in wartime, did not know, could not know, what lay ahead. And this not-knowing constituted an act of—if not bravery—at least a kind of mental and physical fortitude that is, in itself, worthy of respect. His experiences during World War I and the Spanish Civil War provided hard lessons in the inherent uncertainty of war. As he wrote in the introduction to Men at War, “War is the province of chance.” Things rarely go the way you think they will; and a great many things could go wrong during a search for a U-boat. And yet he went to sea, not once, but repeatedly from June of 1942 until the end of 1943, each time putting himself, his boat, and the friends who went with him potentially into harm’s way. It’s easy to look back on history, knowing the outcomes, and make judgments about the way things happened and the way people acted. It’s not so easy to be in the moment, when those outcomes are not guaranteed or even fully imagined.


Undoubtedly, Hemingway was thinking over many of these same questions as he guided Pilar out the channel of Havana harbor, past the fortress of El Morro, and out into the open water in search of the enemy. The flying bridge of a fishing boat is a fine place for introspection. And when that boat is also a ship of war, and you are in command, responsible for the vessel and crew, the bridge is where your thoughts become most truly serious. It is not a place for illusions. Or self-delusions.


And perhaps in the waters north of Havana, the captain of a U-boat was standing on his own bridge, similarly thoughtful.















Chapter Two


MARTHA AND SPAIN: LOVE AND WAR




I hear you are marrying one of the most beautiful people I have ever seen. Give her my best remembrance.


F. Scott Fitzgerald letter to Hemingway, November 8, 1940







Granted she’s lazy and spoiled, and rather stupid, and enormously on the make. Still she’s very beautiful, very friendly, and very charming and rather innocent—and quite brave.


The Fifth Column










THE story of Hemingway’s hunt for U-boats has its origins a few years before the outbreak of World War II. For it was in Spain, during the 1936–39 civil war, that a number of themes and events—internecine warfare, espionage, complicated blood-feud politics, cynical international maneuvering—came together to solidify Hemingway’s understanding of the mortal dangers of political fanaticism in general and of fascism in particular. The Spanish Civil War was also the source of arguably his greatest literary achievement, as well as the scene of his most complex love affair. Moreover, his activities in Spain laid the foundation for political difficulties that complicated his U-boat hunting in Cuba a few years later. Aside from his service in World War I, the Spanish Civil War was the most formative and important period of his life, personally, artistically, and politically.


Hemingway had loved Spain from his first trip there with his wife Hadley in 1923, so it’s not surprising that, when the disastrous civil war broke out, he wanted to go back to witness and share in its agonies. It was a nervous time in 1936. People could not be confident that the timorous or isolated democracies could summon up the will to confront what seemed to be the wave of history, when it seemed possible that the world would soon be divided between the jackbooted totalitarians and everyone else who would either be their vassals or the victims of their charnel houses. Many viewed Spain as the first battle on the first line of defense against fascist dictatorships; to lose there would be to unleash the dogs of war throughout the world. And so it proved.


During the civil war Hemingway went to Spain three times for extended visits lasting several months, both to observe and report, often from the front lines and under fire. And during those times he developed and refined his hatred for the Spanish fascists, who—in league with their Italian and German allies—were despoiling the country. And a few short years later, when the U-boats appeared in the waters around Cuba in 1942, Hemingway knew well that the Nazis who were sinking unarmed merchant ships in the Gulf of Mexico were the same people who helped supply the artillery shells that rained down on Madrid while he was there and whose pilots bombed helpless Spanish civilians in Guernica. These Germans were well-remembered enemies whose ruthlessness and military professionalism had been on display in Spain.


 


Toward the end of 1936 Hemingway was already thinking about going to Spain. Just then, another writer entered the picture, a  woman who also wanted to cover the civil war there: Martha Gellhorn.


The story goes that she came into his life in Sloppy Joe’s in Key West. It was December in 1936. The civil war in Spain had been under way since July, but although he was following the news there with intense interest, Hemingway’s plans to go there were not firm yet. What’s more, he was still working on his novel To Have and Have Not. But not on that day. Instead, he was in his accustomed place at the bar when Martha walked in with her mother and her brother. Martha’s black dress set off her long blond hair nicely. Some say she was there hunting for him. If she was, she never admitted it and in fact went out of her way to deny it. Whatever the truth—and neither Hemingway nor Martha was completely reliable when it came to truth telling—the result would be the same. She was twenty-eight. Hemingway, thirty-seven. He was famous. She was a published author who had been featured on the cover of the prestigious Saturday Review. Her book of short stories, The Trouble I’ve Seen, had been published in England and America to favorable reviews. There had been an earlier novel, too, as well as some freelance journalism. At her age she had every right to think well of herself as a writer not only of promise but of some solid achievement.


At the time Hemingway was married to his second wife, Pauline, and living in Key West. That meeting in Sloppy Joe’s was the start of a love affair that lasted more than three years and culminated in Martha’s becoming wife number three—much to her, and his, eventual chagrin.


People said Martha was beautiful. Hemingway thought so. And Scott Fitzgerald, who could fairly be regarded as having a good eye for that sort of thing, certainly said so. Anyone who has written about her, or quoted people who knew her, has said the same.


Her photographs, though, suggest something different. Attractive, yes. But hardly beautiful. Not even conventionally pretty, really. She must, therefore, have had something else, a physical allure that communicated itself instantly, especially to the men she encountered, something that a camera could not capture. Martha must have radiated a rare combination of intelligence, energy, sexual appeal—and good humor. A long line of lovers, both before and after Hemingway, could attest to that. Many people observed that she had glamour—an attribute the other Hemingway wives manifestly did not. Even Pauline, who had worked in Paris for Vogue and who knew something about fashion, could hardly be called glamorous.


And there was something else about Martha—a kind of sexual ambivalence…an attitude that must have suggested availability mixed with a paradoxical lack of real interest. Her response to attempts at seduction seemed to be “Well, all right, if it means that much to you, but don’t expect me to get all that involved.” Many men would consider this a challenge; that suggestion of indifference would only enhance her allure.


By nature and by profession Martha wanted to be where the action was. She liked to be around men who were part of what was going on. Sex was one means to make those connections; she understood perfectly the effect she had on men. It would have been easy to fall in love with Martha Gellhorn; lots of men did. It would not have been so easy to be in love with her; lots of men found that out. She didn’t really care for the physical part of the arrangement; sex was not a necessary evil so much as a necessary bother.


As she wrote in one of her many self-exploratory letters:




Now back to love and sex; what a fascinating topic. I don’t know whether I’m prim; I sure haven’t lived it. I started living outside the sexual conventions long before anyone did such dangerous stuff and I may say all hell broke loose and everyone thought unbridled sexual passion was the excuse. Whereas I didn’t like the sex at all; I only believed in honesty and besides the man wanted it and what I wanted was to live at top speed…. I never ever thought you got something for nothing in this life, and fair’s fair, and besides all my life idiotically, I thought sex seemed to matter so desperately to the man who wanted it that to withhold was like withholding bread, an act of selfishness. But myself, I was not ‘awakened’ if that’s the word; often attracted, often horribly in love, but the bed part didn’t come off—I think due to the clumsiness of the men and partly (largely?) due to a Victorian upbringing; sex and love were different….


I accompanied men and was accompanied in action, in the extrovert part of life; I plunged into that; that was something altogether to be shared. But not sex; that seemed to be their delight and all I got was a pleasure of being wanted, I suppose, and the sort of tenderness (not nearly enough) that a man gives when he is satisfied. I dare say I was the worst bed partner in five continents.

1




It would seem that the earth did not often move for Martha, if at all.


Living at “top speed” did not mean living a life of pleasure, not in the usual sense. As a journalist and an author of fiction—and the two would overlap from time to time—she was in many ways a pioneer. Throughout her long life, work, that is, writing, was her main concern—and her primary source of strength. As she said, only work gives one “a real sense of life, of the wonder and surprise and joy of being alive.”

2 Early on she adopted a motto from André Malraux—Travail—opium unique.

3 Or, “Work, the only drug.” And while her relationship with Hemingway certainly opened many opportunities for her professionally, she had already achieved a measure of professional success before she ever met him. She would go on to future successes while they were together, and to other successes after they had parted.


Like her adored mother before her, Martha went to Bryn Mawr, a prestigious women’s college in suburban Philadelphia with a reputation for turning out independent women. She quit after her junior year, having become bored with academics. After a few years of traveling in Europe, living with Bertrand de Jouvenel, the married son of a French politician—an affair that resulted in two abortions and a difficult breakup—she returned to America, where she got a job working for Harry Hopkins, veteran New Dealer and future head of the WPA. Hopkins had an idea that the only way to find out what was going on in America was to send writers out there to see for themselves and report back. His first hire was Lorena Hickok, a bulky, pipe-smoking, hard-drinking close friend of Eleanor Roosevelt’s—their relationship sparked a number of rumors of the predictable kind. Hickok spent a year driving around the country and sending back reports of widespread misery—creating a kind of anecdotal Grapes of Wrath.


The obvious objective was to gather evidence to justify the New Deal programs. Hopkins was apparently satisfied with Hickok’s roving reports, thinking that they conveyed nuances of misery that mere statistics could not. So he decided to expand the staff. Martha, having been introduced to Hopkins by a reporter friend, got the job of covering the textile mills of North and South Carolina as well as New England.


It was just the thing for her. Though she found the experience thoroughly depressing, it gave her the opportunity to work and to exercise her considerable talent for indignation. The misery she saw was profound, the attempts to relieve it through government programs, inept to the point of criminality. The bosses who kept the pathetic workers in thrall through credit schemes at the company stores were hopelessly venal. She wrote, “It is probable—and to be hoped that one day the owners of this place will get shot and lynched.”

4 As for the workers themselves, they were fast becoming “useless human material,” beset by venereal diseases and ignorant hopelessness. No one involved in this triangle of misery—the bosses, the workers, the government agencies—seemed to be able to break free from ignorance, incompetence, or venality. To Martha everyone was contemptible; only the victimized workers deserved any sympathy, perhaps because she did not believe they had either the means or the imagination to change their lot. Still, the phrase “useless human material” suggests her complicated response toward them—a mixture of empathy with revulsion at the victims themselves, much the way a fastidious person might regard a ragged, reeking street person: pity and loathing mixed together. Her emotional connection to society’s casualties, while real, remained abstract. Her first lover, de Jouvenel, said she “combined ‘an ever-flowing deep rage against injustice, imbecility and weakness,’ with an odd lack of real compassion.”

5 De Jouvenel found this combination interesting and attractive; others would find it frustrating and inconsistent.


Her work led her to an introduction to the White House—an introduction facilitated by her mother’s friendship with Eleanor Roosevelt (they had attended Bryn Mawr together). The friendship with Mrs. Roosevelt became a constant in Martha’s life, for she admired the older woman’s passionate devotion to the causes that touched her, mostly involving the suffering of the forgotten and helpless. Eleanor became something of a role model for Martha—“She gave off light. I cannot explain it better.”

6 Martha, though, understood that she lacked something that Eleanor had—an ability to concentrate and stay focused for the long term. All her life Martha alternated between bouts of furious energy and work, including travel to far-off and difficult and dangerous places, with a sudden need to escape from it all, to stay put and be alone. This would last until boredom sent her back into action, so that she came to live her life as a series of exciting episodes strung together by periods of solitude, refreshing at first and then gradually becoming intolerable. She did not have the kind of constancy that she admired in Mrs. Roosevelt. She was like the submarines her husband would later be searching for—always in need of time to recharge batteries. This is not an unusual human trait, but in Martha’s case it was more pronounced than in most.


From that first meeting at the White House she corresponded with Eleanor Roosevelt as long as the latter lived, sometimes asking for advice, sometimes telling her about the latest love affair and signing “love, Marty.”


Though she was politically liberal all her life, Martha’s experience in the Depression made it hard for her ever to accept the idea that any government or institution was an effective solution. This stance is contradictory, of course, since dedicated liberals generally place great faith in the efficiency of government, but it stemmed from her belief that market economies or private action were even less efficient. In fact, she came to doubt the effectiveness of any system—not as a result of careful analysis, really, but more because of her eyewitness observations of the people in charge and her streak of haughty contempt for almost anyone she met in a position of power, with the possible exception of the Roosevelts. She dwelled on the left side of the political spectrum because, in her view, people there at least seemed to care about injustice and poverty and all the other social ills, whereas the right didn’t give a toss for any of it and cared only about accumulating wealth.


Her political ideas also shared a distinct snobbery common among intellectuals of the thirties, and beyond. Like many of her contemporaries in the arts and journalism, Martha came from a comfortable background. She grew up in St. Louis, a thoroughly Middle American city. Her father was a physician, her mother well educated and cultured. That Martha was half-Jewish never seemed to matter to her in a religious way, but it might have given her a sense of being somewhat apart from the Babbitts* of her world—that and the fact that her extended family, parents, and brothers had distinguished careers and solid achievements in their lives. Martha’s mother was an early feminist and activist in a variety of social causes. So Martha undoubtedly grew up thinking she was somehow different from Main Street America, the people Richard Nixon would later call the Silent Majority. She maintained this prejudice her entire life. Speaking of Alger Hiss, she once said, “He doesn’t understand why Whittaker Chambers and Richard Nixon were out to kill him, I do; he was the very embodiment of everything they were not and could not be, an educated upper class American, an American gentleman; they hated him.”

7 Hiss was also a Communist spy, but Martha and the people who believed as she did would not accept this; to them, the charge was all part of a middle-class conspiracy against the well educated and well tailored—the revenge of the envious “booboisie,” to borrow H. L. Mencken’s priceless term. Still, reading Martha’s comments, it’s hard not to think that style—or the lack of it—was part of the intelligentsia’s indictment of Middle America; and style in this case meant something much more important than fashion; it meant the way ideas are expressed, including the behavior of the people who expressed them.†


It’s hard to determine which aspect Martha detested more—American mainstream values or the way they were presented and represented. Perhaps she never bothered to separate the two. All those eager men in rumpled suits endlessly scurrying after the next dollar, the hardware clerks and insurance agents, Rotarians and Elks, all the potluck suppers and church bazaars, all the unimaginative wives who stayed contentedly at home and thought Modernism meant better refrigeration and gave little if any thought to the plight of society’s victims—none of it was for her. Even worse were the ostentatious nouveaux riches or the country-club people who spent their weekends playing golf. She disliked most of what Middle America stood for and never changed her mind about that. She sympathized only with the intellectual elites and the under-classes, albeit in an abstract way, whereas she regarded the vast majority with profound suspicion: “I never for a moment feared Communism in the US but have always feared Fascism. Fascism, it’s a real American trait.”

9


Occasionally her contempt for politicians and political theory drifted into cynicism: “It does not matter in the least that Communism does not work, nor bring ‘economic justice and happiness’ hope in the unknown is always powerful if the known is dreadful.”

10 This assertion is stunning and could be used as a text for any would-be tyrant: “Let them eat hope.” Either that or it is entirely nihilistic: “Nothing works anyway, so what does it matter?”


The comment is also indicative of her tendency not to care all that much about the means employed as long as the ends were, in her view, noble, and this relates to her attitude toward truth in journalism, something that challenged her throughout her career. Perhaps she believed in a higher truth, one in which the facts were simply one component—which means simply that she believed a little poetic license was justified if the resulting story more effectively dramatized the plight of the victims she was interested in portraying and thereby assisting. She had no patience for what she called “all that objectivity shit.”

11


Martha’s tendency surfaced first in a story she did in 1936 about the lynching and burning of a black man in Mississippi. She wrote the piece as if she had actually witnessed the event, but she had only heard about it secondhand when she met a drunken redneck who told her the story, which may not have been true. She sent the story to her agent in London, who sold it to the Spectator, and from there it found its way to Reader’s Digest. Somewhat embarrassed, Martha confessed the deception to Mrs. Roosevelt: “The point is, that article was a story. I am getting a little mixed up around now and apparently I am a very realistic writer (or liar), because everyone assumed I’d been an eye-witness to a lynching whereas I just made it up.”

12 Mrs. Roosevelt advised her to keep quiet about the whole thing—this from a woman Martha described as “a moral true north.”

13


Well, that could be excused as a youthful journalistic misjudgment. But interestingly Martha had the story reprinted in her 1988 collection called The View from the Ground. Apparently she was no longer troubled by the deception. Or, more likely, she could not bring herself to omit what she considered a good story from the collection. For it was a good story. But to call her a journalist is inaccurate—she was a writer who went into the world to experience it and write down her impressions. Her first object was simply to be where history was happening, and her second object was to effect change where she thought change was needed, although she did not much believe in the possibilities: “And of course I do not believe in journalism; I think it changes nothing.”

14


Ironically, Martha expressed a lifelong distaste for what she called apocryphiars, a word she made up to describe people “who rewrote history, particularly to their own advantage.”

15 She apparently saw no inconsistency between the concepts of “apocryphiars” and “objectivity shit.” And when she met Hemingway, she was willing, at least temporarily, to overlook his outsize apochryphying tendencies.


But Martha was far from being the only young activist who was willing to bend the truth and the facts to fit a particular set of ideals or objectives. Nor was she the most radical. The 1930s were a breeding ground of leftist ideas and programs, and many of the most active, unsurprisingly, were the young intellectuals and artists—few of whom seemed to have risen from the ranks of the proletariat. For example, consider the manifesto created in 1932 by Edmund Wilson (son of a lawyer, graduate of the exclusive Hill School and Princeton University, friend of Fitzgerald’s, critic and novelist):




	a. The ruling castes, hopelessly corrupted by the very conditions of their emergence, must be expelled from their present position.


	b. A temporary dictatorship of the class conscious workers must be set up as a necessary instrument for abolishing all classes based on material wealth.


	c. A new order must be established, as swiftly as can be, in which economic rivalry and private profit are barred; and in which competition will be lifted from the animal plane of acquisition to the human plane of cultural creation.

16






In those times being on the left was expected of an artist or intellectual; it was the norm. (Even Norman Rockwell endorsed the WPA in some of his Saturday Evening Post covers.) 

17 Individuals might, and did, squabble violently over various doctrines within the faith, but disagreed little about the essential idea that something was fundamentally wrong about Main Street America and capitalism. The Depression was proof of that. And so were the Babbitts.


Martha pretty much agreed. But although she was probably unconscious of the irony, she shared with the Babbitts of the world a fundamental belief in individualism. She only differed from them in her vision of how to spend her freedom. While she was perfectly willing to have government organize other people’s lives for their own good, she would draw the line at having anyone organize hers: “I want to be myself and alone and free to breathe, live, look upon the world and find it however it is.”

18 Or, again: “I have lived my life exactly as I thought best and it is a perfectly good life and I don’t give a goddam what anyone…thinks about it.”

19


This, then, was the person who walked into Sloppy Joe’s and who would become Hemingway’s third wife—an attractive, sexually experienced woman at the peak of her physical perfection, aggressive and ambitious, impressed with Hemingway’s work and reputation and willing to tell him so—to his great satisfaction; a woman with numerous talents, especially for writing and for indignation and disapproval; a woman who was available physically, but strangely unreachable and disengaged and therefore all the more maddeningly desirable; an independent operator with an ingrained suspicion of authority and a thorough contempt for bourgeois ideas and ideals; an outspoken advocate who believed that if she could only expose the truth of an evil in her writing, people might (but probably would not) respond, and if she had to adjust the facts a little, well, so be it; an adventuresome traveler who quickly grew bored if tethered to any one spot, or activity, too long; an athlete who all her life sought out lonely beaches where she could swim naked and then soak up the sun in solitude; a woman who loved being around men and loved the action of politics and war but would not submit to being ordered around or to playing second fiddle to anyone, either as a writer or a reporter…in short, a woman who was exactly the wrong sort for Hemingway to marry. He wanted his wife to be a junior partner in the Hemingway firm, someone who would look after things and leave him alone while he traveled and wrote and relaxed; someone who might also be taught to enjoy his great passions for fishing and shooting and the good things of life and be available when wanted—but never to be demanding. Martha didn’t exactly meet these criteria. They would both learn those hard lessons later, though they should have known better from the start.
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