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The Young Deceiver

Ernest Hemingway was born on 1 July 1899 in Oak Park, Illinois. Oak Park was near enough to Chicago to be classed as a suburb, and indeed many of its worthy, male inhabitants commuted to and from the city, but it would be more accurate to see it as a collective rejoinder to the corruption and immorality of the metropolis. From the mid-nineteenth century its inhabitants seemed intent on creating the exact antithesis of its sprawling urban neighbour. It looked like a buttoned-down alternative to a New England village. Timber-framed colonial-style houses were a little too ‘English’ in their quaint homeliness; Oak Park residents preferred so-called Prairie Style, echoing the independent pioneering spirit of the first settlers in the Midwest, an effect belied by the fact that they stood in rows of up to fifty along neatly paved streets. Some churches were allowed the solidity of brick or stone and all were Protestant. There were no bars, a prohibition brought about by a consensus of the citizenry and local edicts enforced by the ten-man police force. An adjacent assembly of homes, barely a quarter of a mile along the dust-ridden main road, was in 1901 obliged by the elders of Oak Park to announce itself formally, with sign posts, as a separate entity – ‘Cicero’. Oak Park’s unilateral declaration of independence from its nearest neighbour was prompted by fear of infection, if only by association. The majority of Cicero’s residents were Irish Catholics, and served by several saloon bars.

By the time Ernest Hemingway was twelve, his home town was caught in a time warp between various states of progress, denial and rabid conservatism. His parents’ house on North Kenilworth was electrified and its servants has access to vacuum cleaners and washing machines. The fire brigade had abandoned the horse-drawn appliance in favour of one pulled speedily to emergencies by two Harley Davidson motorcycles. Main Street was becoming clogged by automobiles built by Ford, Franklin, Packard, Winton and Cadillac. Yet in October 1913 the local paper, Oak Leaves, launched an hysterical warning to citizens against an ‘evil that reaches the suburban family’, the equivalent of the ‘disease germ’ which will ‘aggravate tendencies which civilisation demands be held in sure control’. These dreadful threats to the common good were Latin American music, Parisian ‘gowns’ for women and the waltz. Theatres and the two cinemas were obliged to close on Sundays. No Black people, not even servants, existed in the region before World War I, and Jews were politely discouraged by house agents from purchasing properties in the town. At school formals teenagers might sometimes be allowed to perform the steps of particular dances but they were forbidden from touching each other. The spectacle would certainly have been memorable.

Both of Hemingway’s grandfathers, his mother’s father Ernest Hall and his paternal grandfather Anson T. Hemingway, had served with distinction as officers in the Union army during the Civil War. Hall had commanded one of the few regiments made up of free Black people and was regarded by his peers as an outstanding soldier, a hero. Neither men spoke much of their experiences to their families. Indeed, Hall seemed to adhere to a self-imposed vow of silence. But their respective histories hung like a dark cloud above the forcefully placid atmosphere in which they had settled and brought up their families.

Ernest Hall’s daughter, Grace, was (if early photographs are good records) the sort of young woman most commonly associated with the upper middle classes of Victorian England; ample-bodied, blue-eyed, matronly-before-her-time. She once nearly escaped the parochial confines of Oak Park, her fine control of vocal melody securing her roles in high opera, first in Chicago and later in Madison Square Garden, New York. Her talent as a singer did not falter but scarlet fever, contracted in childhood, weakened her eyes to the extent that floodlights in the major opera houses caused her unbearable pain. On returning to Oak Park she met a boy she’d known at Oak Park High School, Clarence Edmonds Hemingway, or ‘Ed’ as he was known to his friends, and to Grace. In the six years since their schooldays Ed had graduated as a medical practitioner from Oberlin College and Rush Medical College, Chicago, and was now practising in their home town. Their courtship and engagement were brief, less than six months, and they married in 1896. Their first child, Marcelline, was born on 15 January 1898, and their second, Ernest, on 21 July 1899. Four more children would follow, in 1902 (Ursula), 1904 (Madelaine), 1911 (Carol) and 1915 (Leicester).

Ed’s income as a general practitioner was buttressed by money from both sides of the family. Anson had made a small fortune by dealing in real estate, particularly in the booming prosperous outskirts of late nineteenth-century Chicago, and Ernest Hall founded and ran a successful wholesale cutlery business in the city. Both had profited greatly from Chicago and each had invested their wealth in a haven of secure separateness. Here too they helped their respective children, now married, to purchase the sprawling house on Kenilworth Avenue, where each child would have their own bedroom. At one end Grace had a room to herself where she would sing and play musical instruments, and at the other Ed presided over his own small medical laboratory.

Family money also helped Ed to purchase another house, a lakeside ‘cottage’ first called ‘Grace’ and later renamed ‘Windemere’ (as Grace’s tribute to her alleged ancestral roots in the English Lake District; no one was certain of why the ‘r’ was lost). The Michigan version of Windermere was Walloon Lake, reached by ferry and train and the retreat of the Hemingway family every summer from 1900 onwards.

This was where Hemingway formed a taste for the wild outdoors and the slaughtering of its non-human inhabitants. The lake and its tributary streams held a good stock of brown trout, which he fished for with an array of flies and lures, and the surrounding woods and prairies presented game birds, rabbit, hare and sometimes deer that he pursued with shotgun and rifle.

From the moment that Hemingway could first cast a fly or lift a gun his father insisted that fishing and shooting must be governed by a single edict: kill only what you intend to eat. The question of why and when Hemingway became an inveterate transgressor, wilfully different from his peers, remains a matter for speculation but one has to wonder if the paternal insistence on fairness and decency in the killing of animals stirred within him some rebellious curiosity regarding the rest of his environment, with its seemingly inconsistent platitudes and conventions. Clarence had shown him a world where only the rules of nature seemed to obtain, where the Oak Park customs of dressing properly, dancing without physical contact, attending church and praying before meals (both branches of the family were pious Episcopalian Protestants) were if not suspended then at least temporarily forgotten. Yet by insisting that some quasi-biblical morality should obtain even in the killing of wildlife, his father had half opened a door upon an exciting uninhibited elsewhere and then rapidly closed it. In the light of this it is less than surprising that Hemingway should later have invested such energy in the pursuit of creatures which Clarence would have placed at the head of his ‘forbidden’ list; at least if shark fishing in the Caribbean, lion hunting in Africa, ceremonial bull slaughtering in Spain and bear shooting in Ohio had not seemed improbable prospects for an Illinois teenager.

In the summer of 1915, around the time of Hemingway’s sixteenth birthday, he rowed out into the lake with his sister Sunny and took particular care to put up from the reeds and shoot a blue heron. The bird was a protected species and never eaten even by the most desperate country dwellers. Hemingway later claimed that he was ignorant of the regulations and was not certain of the species he’d shot. In both instances he was dissembling. He was challenged first on the shore of the lake by the son of a game warden, who discovered the dead bird under the seat of the rowing boat. He denied knowledge of it and later Windemere was visited by two wardens, who were seen off with a firm rebuttal by Grace. His father learned that the wardens were making further enquiries and he advised Hemingway to flee, first to the home of a local blacksmith Jim Dilworth and next across the state border to his Uncle George’s summer home near Ironton, Michigan. After about a month, once the wardens had given up their chase, his father insisted that he declare himself the perpetrator before a judge in Boyne City. He did so, pleaded guilty, and paid a fine of fifteen dollars.

The adventure would play a significant part in the creation of Hemingway’s longest-serving alter ego, Nick Adams, who came into existence in stories produced while he was still in his teens and outlived his creator in numerous sprawling fragments, most of which were based on incidents from Hemingway’s life.

The story that owes most to the heron-shooting episode is ‘The Last Good Country’, a cut-and-paste job assembled by his executors from various fragments and revisions and published after his death. The heron is replaced by a 12-pointed deer and Nick is joined on his flight from authority by Littless, his younger sister. Aside from the incident in the wilderness involving incestuous sex between the siblings – which has sated the appetites of psychoanalytical theorists for decades – we should take note of something more significant in Hemingway’s transformations of fact into fiction. Nick’s mother, unlike Grace, does not see off the wardens. Instead she answers their questions dutifully, and even provides them with lunch and supper before retiring to her room with a headache. There is no Uncle George to provide him with refuge and a father is never referred to. Nick seems to have become isolated from his family and his sense of resentment against them – with the exception of Littless – permeates the story. This image of Nick as a man alone is the keynote of all of his stories from the very earliest onwards. Often he seems to have no family at all and treats the wilderness as his true home, a place where he can be at one with himself and, he heavy-handedly implies, be released from the rules and stagnating routines of organised humanity. The sixteen-year-old knew precisely that he was committing a crime. Moreover, he chose this particular offence – the killing of a protected species of bird – because it was against the regulations that his father has imported from Oak Park and imposed on the potential wilderness of the lake. He wanted to trigger a chain of events that went against the predictabilities of his life. Throughout the rest of his existence he would be plagued by an obsession with breaking away, testing the patience of his friends, wives and fellow writers, seemingly intent on never allowing contentment or obedience to play a role in what he did and thought. Why precisely he was drawn to this incessant, often self-destructive mindset is an unanswerable question, but the fact that it encapsulated his personality and was the engine for his writing is the key to any understanding of each.

Most writers, and most people who aspire to be writers, show something more than a casual interest in literature by the time they reach their teens; an affiliation that mutates into a preoccupation and quite soon a vocation. Biographers have picked through circumstantial details in search of the young Hemingway as an avid reader of literature, and one detects in their endeavours a slight hint of anxiety, even desperation. Records survive of the Freshman English Course (1913–14) at Oak Park High School, listing, among other set texts, passages from the New Testament, Tennyson’s Idylls of the King and Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography. In their sophomore years, junior and senior, Marcelline and Ernest would have been offered Shakespeare, Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, essays by Addison and Macaulay, and at least some fiction: most probably George Eliot’s Silas Marner and Dickens’s David Copperfield. So, implies Lynn (p. 23), Hemingway entered his late teens as a well-read literary sophisticate. But this heady mix of fiction and non-fiction, verse and discursive prose, promises no sense of a discrimination between ‘literature’ and other forms of writing. The fact that in surviving documents – including his own earliest letters and recollections by his siblings – there is no reference whatsoever to his having even a remote interest in literature is cautiously avoided. One might also wonder about the manner in which high-school students were taught ‘English’ in the early years of the twentieth century, irrespective of the prescribed texts. Even in universities, where English Literature was still in its infancy as an academic discipline, there was no consensus on what exactly literature, particularly novels, meant and involved.

As we will see, there is evidence that his earliest attempts at fiction, some of which would go into print, indicate a creative version of bipolar disorder. Specifically, he was prone to involuntary blendings of fact and invention. In an undated letter to his wife Mary, thought to have been written in the mid-1940s, Hemingway makes some pertinent though by no means entirely coherent comments on the nature of truth: ‘It is not unnatural that the best writers are liars’ (JFK). He shifts the focus back and forth between the notion of ‘lying’ as the telling of untruths in the world we share with others and the invention of another world in which the ‘lie’ is all-encompassing – in short, the work of fiction. Then he appears to reach, or at least grasp at, a conclusion: ‘Lying to themselves is harmful [to writers] but this is cleansed away by the writing of a true book.’

His first recorded piece of writing was entitled ‘My First Sea Vouge’ (the last word being a misspelling of ‘voyage’). He was twelve and it was inspired by stories told to him by his father’s younger brother, Dr Willoughby Hemingway, of his experiences as a medical missionary in China, Tibet and India, a second-hand account, from his mother, of his maternal grandmother’s mysterious journey to Australia, and by a series of books called ‘Little Journeys’ by Elbert Hubbard designed to educate young Americans on the nature of life in Europe. All involved locations that were fantastically imaginable, yet inconceivable for a boy whose only excursion beyond Illinois and Michigan was a train journey with his mother to Woods Hole, Massachusetts. It was his first, brief encounter with the ocean, the route to those places he’d read about and been told of, and so different from Oak Park as to again blur the distinction between the fictional and the actual. They had stayed for a night in Martha’s Vineyard – and in Hemingway’s story he tells of his voyage to Cape Horn, en route to Australia, recalling that he had been born in a small white house in Martha’s Vineyard where ‘my mother died when I was four years old’. We can never be certain if his choice to rid himself of his mother was triggered by some subliminal desire to stay on in Martha’s Vineyard and then board the ship for ever more exciting destinations. He was certainly showing an early inclination to turn fiction and falsifying his life and circumstances into a strange hybrid, one that would preoccupy him thereafter.

Hemingway’s relationship with his parents is a well-documented and heartily debated feature of his later existence. He rarely had serious arguments with them when he lived at Oak Park or when he visited and wrote to them later. But they appear, thinly disguised, in his writing and feature in exchanges with his friends as figures he seems – depending on his mood– to pity, love and loathe.

Grace and Clarence embodied a community, a state of mind, that Hemingway soon began to perceive as a mass of contradictions. His problem, especially during his teens and early twenties, was that he was part of it too, and this feeling of discomfort and involuntary attachment would plague him for the remainder of his days. Even during the late 1950s, Nick Adams, the same age as he was when Hemingway invented him almost four decades earlier, was still trying to make sense of it all and find a way out.

Further disparities between Oak Park and the rest of the world became evident during his visits to the farm of Henry Bacon, close to Windemere. There were dense woods on both sides of the road between the two houses and, hidden by the trees, Indians lived in a camp with hardly more resources than would have been available for such settlements a century earlier. Hemingway had first encountered a native American when Simon Green – who was fully ‘assimilated’ and owned his own large farm four miles from Windemere – would join him and his father on shooting expeditions. He was dimly aware that Simon was somehow different, though neither Clarence nor anyone else was given to acts of prejudice, but it was not until he got to know a friend of Simon, Nick Boulton, that he found himself in the company of people utterly unlike those of his home town. Nick lived in the camp and hired himself out as a utility labourer to farmers and second-home owners. For the Hemingways he was sometimes paid to cut up logs that had drifted on to the beach from the booms that were towed past towards the sawmills. Local gossip had created for Nick a mythology that was almost otherworldly. Some said he was a half-breed though no one could say which parent had indulged in a (shameful) interracial liaison because no one knew who his parents were. Another story had it that he was a white man – he looked lighter than others from the camp – who preferred life in the wild because of the opportunities for licentiousness. He spoke openly of how he had a son by one woman in the camp and a daughter by another, seemingly as an act of provocation to the people he worked for but was disinclined to respect. Kenneth Lynn (1987) refers to him as ‘a muscular and thoroughly disagreeable lout’, making it sound as though he had met him. There is no evidence that he was either disagreeable or loutish and one must assume that Lynn the biographer, like Clarence the patriarch, disapproved of their charge’s friendship, even fascination, with a moral and intellectual inferior.

Hemingway got on well with him and became friends with his two children, Prudy and Billy. The three of them went hunting squirrels with .22 rifles and the legend that Prudy introduced him to sex is based on two stories. Nick Adams, yet again, tells in ‘Fathers and Sons’ of how he and two Indians, Trudy and her brother, are hidden in the bushes listening for squirrels; Trudy puts her hand into Nick’s pocket, explores further, and the two of them roll over into a bed of pine needles for what appears to be a bout of sex. Mary Hemingway claims in her memoirs that in London in 1944 Hemingway offered her a convincingly vivid recollection of how he had lost his virginity to an Indian girl called Prudy Boulton, three years his junior, in the woodlands of Michigan. He was, he claimed, sixteen years old. For all we knew, both stories, Nick’s and his creator’s, are inventions: no one involved in the alleged incidents, apart from Hemingway, said anything of them and all others to whom he spoke, Nick included, are long dead. Yet we can be certain that Prudy, her brother Billy and their disreputable father Nick were very real, and that the actual Nick carried his name into Hemingway’s most puzzling and enduring creation. More significantly they offered Hemingway an exciting alternative to the dull, regulated environment of Oak Park.

There, aged fifteen and a half, he had been allowed to escort one Dorothy Davies to a school basketball game, an event supervised and scrutinised by teachers and a considerable number of parents. The following year he invited Frances Coates for a canoe ride on the Des Plaines river, with the proviso, as both were aware, that they would not be alone. The notion of canoeing hinted at escape, a surrender to the destiny and uncertainty of the river. Chaperoned canoeing, involving senior family in an accompanying boat, was farcical, part of the weird sense of tyranny bred from insecurity that pervaded Hemingway’s home town.

Grace seemed obsessed with creating for Ernest and Marcelline something other than a standard brother and sister relationship. In their early years she had dressed them in a manner that today would be seen as casually transsexual. Sometimes both appeared to be female and on other occasions male. When they reached their teens she encouraged them to coexist, socially, to the exclusion of interlopers. Famously, at the Oak Park High Junior-Senior Prom of 1915 (the same year that Hemingway had his alleged sexual encounter with Prudy) she insisted that they attend as a couple. Common sense, rather than psychological insight, would lead one to conclude that Grace was attempting to corral her two youngest children against something that might lead them elsewhere, with other people – specifically sex.

Throughout his life in Oak Park Hemingway was becoming gradually alert to the existence of worlds that his parents and everyone else in his community appeared intent on pretending did not exist.

In 1916 the family returned from Windemere to find that their house had been broken into and some valuables stolen, notably Clarence’s collection of old coins. The police arrested a teenager who turned out to be the son of a near neighbour, a prominent lawyer. Rumour spread that the young man had recently been warned by his father about associating with youths from Cicero who sometimes ventured into Oak Park carrying bottles of lemonade that might well have contained something more intoxicating and who were given to tempting local youngsters into back-alley gambling dens involving dice and cards. It seemed to all that the lawyer’s son must have been corrupted by outsiders, at least until he confessed that his associates had been two others from the locality, both from respectable families.

From his infancy onwards everything Hemingway encountered would have appeared to be composed of inconstancies, delusions and hypocrisies. What he made of this at the time is a matter for pure speculation, complicated by two factors. First, his numerous biographers have attempted to impose a coherent narrative upon these years with Hemingway as the principal character. Second, they have done so by making up for a scarcity of reliable evidence from stories told later by Hemingway himself – in fiction, and in life – and by the time he left Oak Park for the first time, he was cultivating a habit that would characterise all of his adult existence: he was becoming a habitual dissembler.

A classic example is the story told by Baker (pp. 50–1) of how Hemingway and his two friends, Jack Pentecost and Morris Musselman, had been camping on the banks of the Des Plaines river and in the middle of the night been attacked by ‘prowlers’ who slashed their tent ropes and made off with some of their equipment. Baker reported that Hemingway had hurled an axe at one of these villains and missed his head by only a few inches.

The only authentic account of the incident appeared in the highschool journal Trapeze, which told of how a group of misbehaving seniors who were holding a stag party close to a group of campers had mounted a ‘hoax’ attack on the tents. No names were mentioned and there was no hint that the act might have led to violence. This was part of a fantasy concocted by Hemingway himself when he was fifty – never written down but repeated to indulgent listeners – in which he featured as a teenager who had come close to killing someone. All subsequent biographers omit any mention of this incident and fail to comment on its inclusion by Baker because it is a glaring example of how even the well-documented facts of their subject’s life are compromised by his distortions of truth and recollection. The autobiographical traces in his fiction are a powerful magnet for speculation and it has long been accepted that novelists frequently borrow from and reformulate aspects of their experience. However, with Hemingway this is complicated by the fact that he regarded fabrication as a commonplace of all brands of communication; little that he said or wrote – from letters, through second-hand accounts of his conversational asides and fables, to notebooks and memoirs – can be regarded as reliable. It is an overexercised cliché that some writers are born to their vocation. Hemingway lends to this otherwise simplistic notion some credibility but in a most bizarre manner. In this regard religion was particularly significant. According to Hemingway’s sister, Sunny, every day before breakfast there would be compulsory family prayers ‘accompanied by a bible reading and a hymn or two’. Grace was said before all meals and any evidence of a lack of pious enthusiasm for these rituals would result in the girls being spanked by their mother with a hairbrush and Clarence taking a razor strap to Ernest. Lying or swearing resulted in their mouths being washed out with bitter soap, followed by the requirement that they kneel and beg God for forgiveness.

For Hemingway some relief from this regime came from his friendship with Bill and Katy Smith, whom he met when he was sixteen. Katy would later marry John Dos Passos, which initiated a long-term friendship between the two men, poisoned by Hemingway in the late 1930s. In 1916 the Smiths were anomalies in the Oak Park region. Their father, an atheist academic, had written a book in which he sought to prove that Jesus Christ had never existed and his children were content to share his opinions. Hemingway had never encountered their like before, but rather than importing their radicalism into the family home he chose to divide his affiliations between his new friends and their parents, who held all forms of organised religion in contempt, and the parental home where he maintained the demeanour of an Evangelical Christian. When he wrote to his mother from Kansas (16 January 1918) he reassured her that he was still a devout follower of Christ: ‘Now dry those tears Mother [...] Don’t worry or cry or fret about my not being a good Christian. I am just as much as ever and pray every night and believe just as hard so cheer up!’ Some might see this as an act of kindness towards his mother and father but in truth it was a symptom of Hemingway’s growing addiction to existing simultaneously in two contradictory worlds. As late as the 1920s he was assuring his mother in letters that he was still a ‘good Christian’, in the full knowledge that it would gradually become evident to her that he was not. His bizarre pseudo-conversion to Catholicism when he married his second wife, Pauline, has been explained in terms of his wish to accommodate a faith fervently espoused by his new partner and her family. It was far more capricious than that. Part of the attraction of Catholicism, at least for Hemingway, was its association with the rituals of Spanish society and culture – bullfighting in particular involved a quasi-sacrificial connotations – and equally he found in it the opportunity to become or appear to become the kind of Christian that his parents abhorred. As adherents to a branch of Protestantism that traced its origins to the original Puritan settlers they would have found agnosticism more tolerable than the teachings and practices of the Church of Rome. Beneath Hemingway’s performance as a Catholic convert – which he often foreswore to friends as a falsehood – there is no clearly detectable sense of what he really felt or believed, if anything. He was not even a convincing atheist. At various points in this voyage from the boy he was to the man he would become he gradually lost the ability or the inclination to discriminate between the actual and the manufactured.

The high-school magazine noted in the summer of 1917 that Hemingway was due, in the fall, to enter the University of Illinois and to major in journalism. No one knows why he chose not to go to college but by late summer his father’s brother Alfred Tyler Hemingway had secured him a job on the Kansas City Star. Tyler lived in Kansas and Hemingway stayed at his uncle’s house during the first few months of his career as an apprentice journalist. Before Christmas he moved to the apartment of Carl Edgar whom he’d known in Horton Bay, a small town near Walloon Lake, and soon afterwards took ‘lodgings’ – a single room – of his own and began to spend time with Theodore Brumback who also worked at the Star.

Accepted wisdom has it that Hemingway’s move to Kansas City was a transformative gesture: the moment at which he asserted his independence from Oak Park and began to grow as an individual. Once again this perception is buttressed by later accounts of the period from Hemingway who perpetually reinvented his past. In Kansas he was geographically detached from the stifling controlled environment of his home town, but initially he showed no inclination to be or do anything radical and unorthodox. That came when he met Brumback.

Brumback was a Cornell University graduate who treated with scepticism the notion of a college education as an aid to intellectual maturity. He had spent the summer of 1917 driving ambulances in France for the American Field Service, and though he never preached any kind of ideology he epitomised a blend of disillusionment and heedless romanticism that Hemingway had never previously encountered. He entranced his young friend with stories of his life on the Western Front, without serving as a combatant, and of the moral irresponsibility that had informed France, facing imminent defeat. He told Hemingway of a nation behaving badly.

Accounts of Hemingway’s enthusiasm for active service and his attempts to join the regular army vary radically in terms of what actually occurred. His most recent biographer, Mary Dearborn (2017), states that ‘father and son both knew that Ernest’s poor eyesight, according to family legend inherited from his mother, would keep him out of any US unit’ (p. 53). Dearborn does not try to authenticate this exchange between Hemingway and his father because there is no evidence that it took place. Like much else involving the former’s early life it is the product of hearsay and speculation. Other biographers have stated that it was Brumback who advised him that he might fail an eyesight test, but again these claims are based on purely circumstantial evidence. There is no evidence that Brumback told Hemingway that his eyesight problem would prevent him from enlisting because Brumback had no firsthand experience of what the medical examination for enlistment involved. He had not attempted to enlist because he assumed that at some point it would be noticed that he had only one eye, the result of an accident when he was seventeen. In a letter to Marcelline (circa 30 October to 6 November 1917) Hemingway announces that he has been in touch with Major Biggs and Lieutenant Simmie at the Canadian Mission in Kansas and intends to join the Canadian army. Canadians, along with Australians and New Zealanders, had served on the front line in France since 1914. Nowhere in the letter, nor anywhere else, does he state that he has chosen the Canadian forces because he has been rejected by their US counterparts. He does, however, inform Marcelline that he has also joined the Missouri National Guard and purchased a full uniform and overcoat. The US government had already made clear that National Guard Units would make up a major part of the Expeditionary Force soon to leave for France. They would see action alongside their full-time comrades and, one assumes, would subject new conscripts to the same examination of their suitability for military service. Records of how such examinations were employed suggest a certain degree of randomness and inconsistency. There were no specified regulations regarding eyesight tests. It is, for example, well known that Harry S. Truman enrolled for front-line duty despite the fact that without his glasses he could make out little beyond a distance of twelve feet. No one noticed this because he did not tell them. Certainly Hemingway’s left eye was imperfect – by his thirties he would, reluctantly and occasionally, wear glasses – but there is no record of it causing him to be refused entry to the regular army. The stories that it did are entirely anecdotal, such as the recollection by his sister Marcelline of what he told her during his return to Oak Park in Christmas 1917. He entered in her journal: ‘We all have that bad eye like Mother’s, but I’ll make it to Europe some way, in spite of the optic.’

It was not that Hemingway was attempting to cover up any deliberate avoidance of front-line service. He had many regrettable traits but cowardice was certainly not one of them; on numerous occasions during his life he was suicidally courageous. Thurber’s Walter Mitty would not come to glorious fictional life until 1939 but Hemingway was at once his precursor and his complete opposite. While Mitty substituted fantasy for the real world, Hemingway had a tendency to project aspects of a life imagined or as yet unlived into the letters or stories as a kind of rehearsal for what he would attempt to make real. In this regard Ted Brumback was far more significant for him than anything he had read. He was a living story, something greater than the enticements brought about by fiction, and Hemingway began to insinuate himself into the narrative of his friend’s life. Brumback had decided that he wanted to return to Europe, this time not as part of the US Field Service but as a driver for the American Red Cross. This would enable him to go beyond France, to the Italian front. He told Hemingway this and his young friend imitated him, counterfeiting the eyesight problem and becoming Brumback’s dedicated acolyte during their trip to Europe. Both men volunteered, on the same day in January 1918, in Manhattan. Hemingway returned to Kansas in February, but he and Brumback were back in New York in early May to receive their uniforms and visas and prepare for embarkation to Europe later that month. It was during this period that he began to write prose fiction, albeit involuntarily. His letters, principally to his family, are bizarre in that he went further than attempting to create an image of himself as the newly commissioned heroic narrator, something one might not be too surprised of from an eighteen-year-old Midwestern teenager now in New York and sporting an officer’s uniform. He begins his report to his ‘Folks’ on 14 May with a meticulously detailed account of the hotel in Greenwich Village, ‘half a block from 5th Avenue’, where he is quartered, along with the ‘Howard Bunch’. His roommate is Brumback and his listing of the items of ‘US officers uniform’, from shoulder insignia to woollen socks, borders on the obsessive. He sounds like a child who has just unwrapped his Christmas presents and feels that he needs to keep some record of his good luck, just in case the wonderful spectacle might suddenly vanish. The high-octane temper of the letter carries us on through his visits with Brumback to the top storey of a skyscraper, and a boat trip on the river, where he is enraptured by the ‘Libber of Godderty’ (Statue of Liberty) and Grant’s Tomb, and again we sense that he can’t quite believe that it is all happening to him. Then:


It is a wonderform I have an engagement the Mrs. And have already investigated the possibility of the Little Church around the corner. I’ve always planned to get married if I could ever get to be an officer, you know.

The ‘Mrs’ was Mae Marsh, one of the first stars of the silent movie era. In 1918, then aged twenty-four, she had already appeared in more than thirty films, most notably D.W. Griffith’s classic The Birth of a Nation (1915), and Hemingway had in an earlier letter informed his family that he met her soon after his arrival in New York and that within a week they were engaged to be married. Aside from having watched her on the screen, Hemingway had never even seen her and was apparently ignorant of the fact that she had recently married a Goldwyn Films publicity agent.

His mother wrote to him on 18 May reminding him that ‘marriage is a wonderful thing’ involving ‘prayerfulness’, and that the one he was about to enter into seemed to her ‘unnatural and apt to bring great sorrow’. She continued: ‘You may come home disfigured and crippled; would this girl love you then’. Grace clearly regarded the sort of ‘girl’ who made a living from the movies as innately untrustworthy and fickle. On the 18th she wrote to him again, this time appealing to him as the ‘little yellow-headed laddie’ who used to ‘hug me tight’, implicitly comparing her unconditional love for him with that of the rather doubtful Miss Marsh, and asking him to wait for a girl ‘worth waiting for and working for’. On 19 May, Hemingway began to realise that his family had become so unsettled by his news that they might go so far as to visit New York before he departed for Europe and attempt to persuade him in person to break off his engagement with Miss Marsh. He telegraphed his father: ‘CHEER UP AM NOT ENGAGED MARRIED OR DIVORCED [...] JUST JOKING’. Despite his jovial tone he did not deny that he had been seeing her, and only confessed that he had exaggerated the true nature of their relationship. On the same day that he sent the telegram, he wrote and posted a letter to Dale Wilson, fellow novice reporter on the Star, telling his friend of how, during a stroll along Broadway, in his officer’s uniform he had been saluted 367 times by other ranks. He continues:


By virtue of his manly form and perfect complexion the one and only Hemsteith has been made Ye Top Cutter [...] Me duties consist largely of being ye right guide of ye 1st or initial platoon. Today as ye right guide I stalked all alone down the old avenue and felt lonesome as hell. But at eyes right I had a fine look at Woodrow

The parade of 75,000 servicemen down 5th Avenue was indeed reviewed by President Woodrow Wilson. It took place not ‘Today’, as he reported to his friend, but the previous one, the 18th, and apart from his account in the letter there is no record of his having taken part, let alone of having been selected by virtue of his impressive physical presence as formation leader, the officer effectively in charge of the unit who delivers a salute to the president.

In the next paragraph it is evident that he has already informed Wilson of his relationship with Mae Marsh and he updates him: ‘am out there [apparently at her apartment] for dinner tomorrow evening [...] Miss Marsh no kidding says she loves me’. He continues the fantasy he has already spun for his parents regarding the imminent wedding in the ‘little church around the corner’ and embellishes this with a subplot borrowed from the real world, specifically his mother’s warning that a woman such as Marsh might not be a dependable partner if he returned severely wounded, or even worse:


she opined as how ye war widow appealed not to her. So I spent the 150 plunks [dollars] Pop gave me in a ring so I am engaged anyway. Also broke. Dead. I did have about another 100 but I bought a pair of 30 buck cordovan leather boots.

He did buy the boots, adding a dashing quality to his officer’s uniform, and one cannot but be amazed by his ability to interweave truth with complete fabrication. In the closing passages of the letter he tells of how Mae ‘loves me and she believes I am going to be a great newspaper man’, adding that Wilson ‘can tell Punk Wallace’ (who also worked at the Star) ‘about my being engaged’ and, as if in reply to his mother’s sceptical comments, ‘[Mae] says she will wait for me’.

That he managed to write this letter within hours of sending the telegram which disentangled him from some of the lies he had told to his family might seem astonishing, even a symptom of some mental imbalance, but it also offers us a vital insight into the bizarre relationship between Hemingway and much of his writing. His made-up relationship with Mae was not a Walter Mitty fantasy in that Mitty was a tragi-comic extension of an endemic human predisposition. Most of us entertain brief rhapsodical leaps from what we are to what we would like to be, while recognising that the latter is attractive because it is all but impossible. For Hemingway his fabulations were perversely authentic. He treated the stories he made up as anticipations of what was about to occur, a projection of who he was into what might happen to him. He was a good-looking officer about to be dispatched to the front line and he saw it as inevitable that someone as glamorous as Mae would be attracted to him. The fact that this had not yet occurred did not prevent him from treating it as a forthcoming episode in the narrative that he both inhabited and controlled. Mae was not so much an invention as a rehearsal for things to come, and he was treating his life much as a novelist would deal with a story over which he had omnipotent control. In Italy he would meet the real-life version of Mae, Agnes von Kurowsky – second-generation aristocrat rather than film-star, but equally beau monde. Things did not go as he planned and he wrote her out of the narrative. She would remain all but invisible until evidence of her existence began to emerge after his death.

All of Hemingway’s biographers treat the ‘sketches’ he wrote during his first months back in the US in 1919 after military service as his first forays into literature. He sent them to magazines and all were returned with rejection slips. The impression that he was attempting to write short stories – that is, consciously formed works of fiction – is based mainly on the fact that most, if not all, of the characters’ names were invented. But aside from this, the stories themselves amount to confections of autobiographical material from his time in Italy and tales he had made up for friends and family. Clearly the letters were a prototype for his first attempts to get into print, but whether he was fully conscious in both instances of the boundary between telling the truth and pure invention is unclear.

At the beginning of June he, Brumback, another ambulance driver Howell Jenkins and two Polish officers, both counts whose aristocratic forebears had emigrated to the US in the previous century, boarded the French merchant ship Chicago and set sail for Bordeaux. He wrote to his parents, reporting on how they had, so far, avoided the attention of U-boats and admitting that he, like most of his comrades, was subject to seasickness. The only female aboard was a Frenchwomen, called Gaby, an amiable prostitute who serviced clients in one of the ship’s lifeboats. Or so we are led to believe. The Polish aristocrats and Gaby flit like ghosts through various biographies of Hemingway, though notably Reynolds does not mention them, and the assumption that they existed at all is based entirely on anecdotes, originating from stories told by Hemingway in the 1950s when he was still treating his life and his fiction as identical.

Hemingway and Brumback spent a night in Bordeaux before boarding the train for Paris, which was a city under siege. German units were 120 kilometres to the north-east but Parisians were being bombarded throughout the summer of 1918 by rail-mounted long-range German artillery that could hurl high-explosive 240 lb shells into the capital. The story that Hemingway, on his only full day in Paris, hailed a chugging two-cylinder taxi, insisted that Brumback accompany him and ordered the driver to take them to where the shells were falling has become legend. Allegedly, the driver was initially gripped by terror and persuaded to set off only when Hemingway offered him a generous wad of francs. He then transported them to Place de la Madeleine just in time to see the magnificent neoclassical church damaged by a giant shell. It might all have happened, but we should consider that this tale of addiction to danger was told much later when Hemingway was enjoying a reputation as a gregarious man-of-letters and adventurer. The driver would have had no idea whatsoever of how to locate specifically targeted regions of the city because the Germans were shelling at random. After 120 kilometres in the air shells could fall at any point over a six-kilometre radius. Perhaps the driver knew that his passengers were credulous newcomers and it was due to pure luck that the shell struck the church as they approached it. On 3 June he reported to his family that Parisians had come to ‘accept the shells as a matter of course [...] We had our first shell arrive soon after Breakfast’, adding that despite the noise of explosions throughout the day, ‘no one evinced any alarm or even interest’. The rest of the letter is an account of how he and Brumback had visited Napoleon’s Tomb, ‘the Champs Elysees’, ‘Louvre’, ‘Arc D’Triomphe etc’ while listening to the sounds of shells landing at various points across Paris, at some distance from them.

There are two stories here, one he told many years later and one he posted to his family in a letter written during his only full day in the city. Given his tendency to present himself to his parents and siblings as a Romantic hero, why would he have left out his shell-chasing adventure to Place de la Madeleine?

On 5 June, Hemingway and Brumback left Paris by train for Milan where they were roughly eight kilometres away from the battle lines established in the ongoing conflict between Italian and Austrian forces. On 7 June, Austrian artillery targeted a Swiss-owned munitions factory in Bollate, north of Milan. Thirty-five civilian workers were killed immediately and more than a hundred severely wounded, some fatally. Hemingway and Brumback were close by but the most vivid, frequently quoted record of his involvement appeared almost fifteen years later in Death in the Afternoon. The passage is shockingly precise and seems driven by his swings between fascination and cold resignation, remarking that a dead, dismembered woman wore her hair fashionably short and on how the human body could fragment in such an untidy way with no respect for dignity or symmetry. He does not explain why this passage appears in a book on bullfighting, but he no doubt assumes the reader will discern uneasy parallels between one form of slaughter and another. While he never suggests that his first encounter with the horrific effects on civilians of mechanised warfare is in any way comparable with his enthusiasm for the ritual killing of bulls, his maintenance of a detached mood in descriptions of both enables him to construct a persona. In each he is demonstrating inner strength where others might admit to anguish. In a letter to his father written the day after his experiences at the munitions factory explosion he says nothing at all of the event. Instead his manner is jovial and enthusiastic. ‘We’ve been treated like kings. Been two days here. Wonderful in Alps’ (9 June 1918). In all of the letters he wrote and posted to family and friends in America over the following few days he mentions the incident only once, in a postcard to an unnamed colleague at the Kansas City Star:


Having a wonderful time!!! Had my baptism of fire my first day here, when an entire munition plant exploded. We carried them in like at the General hospital Kansas City [...] Oh boy!!! I’m glad I’m in it. They love us down here in the mountains. (9 June 1918)

It seems that the teenage Hemingway was exempting his family and friends from the horrors he’d witnessed while storing away the traumatic details of the explosion for fourteen years to be reported in suitably unsparing prose. Throughout this period he would switch personae, sometimes concealing or suspending his emotional registers and on other occasions dramatising events that were themselves invented or exaggerated. He had yet to explore the potentialities of writing beyond journalism, but his behaviour resembled the manner in which fiction writers observe and privately incubate events.

Three weeks after he wrote to his father a very different experience would turn Hemingway into a minor celebrity. We know for certain that at the end of June he was released from his ambulance unit after volunteering to serve in canteens that the Red Cross had set up in Piave Valley to offer coffee, soup, sweets and cigarettes to off-duty soldiers serving on the nearby front line. Earlier he had informed Brumback that he was bored and wanted to ‘find out where the war is’. His pursuit of it prompted him to volunteer for a more dangerous role; specifically, he would be one of the Red Cross officers who would bicycle to the trenches and transport provisions to troops under fire. On 15 July a Red Cross telegram informed his family that on 8 July he had been injured by a ‘trench mortar’. All of this is true, but thereafter the story of the exact nature of his injuries, of the events immediately following the explosion and during the subsequent weeks is riddled with anomalies and self-contradictions.

His parents received their first detailed account of what had happened in a letter from Brumback. This was posted the day before they received the telegram but arrived more than a week later. He tells of how the explosion had rendered his friend unconscious, and that Hemingway awoke to find the beheaded corpse of an Italian infantryman close by. Another soldier had lost both legs and was in Hemingway’s opinion fatally wounded, but he picked up an injured man he thought might survive and carried him to the nearest dugout. The following day he found himself in hospital with no recollection of these events, but an Italian officer had informed him of what had happened and what he had done and ‘said that it had been voted upon to give him a medal for the act of valour’. The legend of Hemingway the wounded war hero then began to acquire a momentum of its own. Hemingway sent his own cable to the family on 16 July:


Wounded in legs by trench mortar; not serious; will receive valour medal.

On 20 July, Oak Leaves published a report, based on an interview with Grace and Ernest senior, that their son had ‘received a baptism of fire’ and has ‘won a citation for bravery’. Other local papers, along with the Chicago Evening Post, carried a version of the same story, all emphasising his decoration for valour. It should be noted that the details of the narrative are based exclusively on Brumback’s letter to Hemingway’s parents, and that Brumback himself had witnessed nothing, spoken to no one involved in the aftermath of Hemingway’s injury and had based his letter exclusively on what his friend had told him when he visited Hemingway in hospital in Milan.

Hemingway sent his first detailed account of events to his family on 21 July, seven days after Brumback’s, and while it is possible that he had recovered from amnesia in the interim it is odd that he does not mention having suffered it at all. He does, however, offer a minutely detailed description of his injuries. Aside from countless shell fragments he had been hit by several machine-gun bullets. The one in his knee had, miraculously, caused only a flesh wound by lodging ‘under the side of the knee cap’. A second bullet was in his right foot, but had not caused significant damage. He explained that both pieces of metal had been removed without leaving him with any permanent disability, as had the ‘other bullets’ – locations unspecified – and often bulky shell fragments. One of these ‘about the size of a Timken roller bearing’ had been taken from his left knee, but again had not had a major impact on his patella. He concluded the letter with a rough sketch of his bandaged body, adding: ‘227 wounds’. He also reported that he was the ‘first American wounded in Italy’, which was technically true but, as Hemingway was aware, Edward McKey of the Canteen Service had been killed by shellfire on 16 June.

On 4 August he informed his family that, though still bedridden, a ‘body guard of about six Italian officers’ had lifted him out onto the Plaza in Milan so that he could review troops at a ‘big parade’:


The crowd cheered me for about ten solid minutes and I had to take off my cap and bow about 50 times. They threw flowers all over me and everybody wanted to shake my hand and the girls all wanted my name so they could write to me.

He was, he states, ‘known to the crowd as the American Hero of the Piave’. Next, he claims that his recommendation for the ‘medal of valor’ had come not from the officer he’d encountered after his injury but from ‘the Duke of Aosta [...] brother of the king’, and that it is of equal esteem to the Victoria Cross and the French Légion d’Honneur, Médaille Militaire and the Croix de Guerre.

Writing on 18 August, he informs his family of what occurred ten days earlier on the 8th. His recollection is clear and meticulous, as if everything had happened twenty-four hours earlier: from how the ‘machine gun bullet just felt like a sharp smack on my leg with an icy snow ball’, through how he had ‘got my wounded to the dugout’, to the Italian officers who rescued him but who ‘couldn’t figure out how I had walked 150 yards with a load [the wounded infantryman] with both knees shot through and my right shoe punctured in two big places’. One must sympathise with the Italian officers’ incredulity. It was well-nigh impossible for the 2,500 feet-per-second rifled shells of the Austrian guns not to have shattered, or more likely disintegrated, bone tissue in his knee and foot, let alone at those places struck by the unspecified ‘other bullets’.

Hemingway would for the remainder of his life wear his scars as proudly as he did his medals, but no one could prove conclusively if any of the former were caused by a machine gun; or, as we shall see, whether he came to be recommended for the medals, and by whom.

Eric ‘Chink’ Dorman-Smith was an Ascendency Irishman, scion of minor gentry with an estate in County Cavan. He was Acting Major with the Royal Northumberland Fusiliers, had served in Belgium and France since 1914 and been awarded the Military Cross with two bars. This spare, self-deprecating man could have walked out of a novel by Kipling. He was little more than three years older than Hemingway, and a friendship that would last until the 1950s began when they met on the day of the Armistice in the Anglo-American Club in Milan. Carlos Baker interviewed Dorman-Smith about their conversations in the club 50 years later, and quotes him verbatim on ‘this harmless-looking Red Cross youngster [who] had been badly wounded leading Arditi troops on Mount Grappa’ (p. 79). In Baker’s unpublished notes Dorman-Smith’s recollections are much longer than the passages quoted and present us with a man entranced by the story offered by his young brother-in-arms of his time with the Arditi, the Italian storm troopers. Hemingway had no connection with the Italian regular army, let alone the elite Arditi troops, but not once does Dorman-Smith display any doubts about the veracity of the latter’s lifelong friend’s account, perhaps a prescient clue to his eventual vocation as a convincing storyteller. On 19 August 1961, a month after Hemingway’s death, Dorman-Smith wrote: ‘When Hem was 21 – and I Was Rising 25’, for Today magazine. It is a brief, warmly nostalgic account of their time in Italy, in which Chink retells his new-found friend’s stories of battles with the Arditi and Hemingway’s tale of when, in Sicily, the nymphomaniac hostess of a small hotel had hidden all his clothes so that she could have her way with him day and night for a week. He had not even visited the island. Baker knew the truth and perhaps his decision not to disclose it to Dorman-Smith or to the readers of his biography is laudable. Aside from lying to Dorman-Smith about how he acquired his injuries serving at Vittorio Veneto, the last major battle of the Italian front, he had also spun an elaborate fantasy on his abandonment of ambulance driving and enrolment as a soldier in the Italian Army. He had certainly entertained thoughts of travelling to Vittorio Veneto, yet it seems bizarre that he could have sustained for himself and his friend a falsehood that involved him being injured in a battle that occurred two months after he was admitted to hospital in Milan. Perhaps Dorman-Smith’s stories of his experiences on the Western Front made Hemingway feel inadequate. He reported to family (1 November 1918) that he ‘had the satisfaction of being in the offensive’ against the Austrian army, despite this experience being shortened by an attack of jaundice. It was intriguing enough that he had pretended to be part of something that had already taken place. More disquieting is the evidence that he had planned the lie before he told it. Seven weeks earlier he had informed his father (11 September) that rather than returning to ambulance driving he would now be part of the Italian regular army: ‘I will probably take command of some 1st line post up in the mountains.’ To his sister Ursula (16 September): ‘Your brother is now a full-fledged 1st Lieut. and all the 2nd Lieuts salute him.’ Marcelline and Madelaine were told (21 September) that ‘I have been commissioned as 1st Lieut. But know that I will have chance of a front line post’. He had entertained the fantasy of his front-line service with the Arditi long before he created it.

It is of course not uncommon for a teenager who ventures from his closeted provincial environment into a war on another continent to exaggerate and embellish reports of his experiences. Indeed, in a letter to Marcelline (8 August 1918) he projects the persona he is cultivating for his family into the image of a glorious homecoming. ‘If but the girls of our village could see me in my dress uniform, I am of great fear that the men would be wifeless.’ But for Hemingway something more unusual accompanied, perhaps motivated, his compulsive fabrications: he had embodied a fiction long before he created one for publication.

His second novel, A Farewell to Arms (1929), is perversely autobiographical. The locations and the principal characters are all based on his experiences in Italy. Hemingway appears as the hero and narrator Frederic Henry, and his description of how he is injured in action is a near replica of what happened to his author. I emphasise ‘near’ because Hemingway seems preoccupied with those parts of the episode that he had made up. In the novel Henry does his best to carry a severely injured Italian soldier to safety but finds that his own leg injuries prevent him from properly standing let alone hoisting his comrade on to his shoulder. Was he in someway exhibiting remorse for the self-aggrandising letters, even confronting himself, in fiction, with the implausibility of his having carried a man more than 150 yards, when his leg injuries would leave him bedridden for the subsequent two months?

The novel also includes an account of how Henry’s comrade, Passini, has both legs blown off and begs to be shot dead, a version of the stories that Hemingway would tell of his injury. One of the most farcical, embarrassing passages in the book is the conversation between Henry and an Italian officer on what grade of medal he deserves for his heroic acts – bronze or silver – and on whether he should also be consulted by English officers regarding his eligibility for a medal recognising his courage in a battle involving British troops. Henry, despite what we, the readers, know, refuses to say anything of his courageous activities. Hemingway is having his cake and eating it, apologising, via Henry’s denials of bravery, for his fantasies, while presenting them in the same novel as the truth. When he wrote the book he had no idea of what the legacy conferred by literary greatness would involve.

The intractable power of the Hemingway myth has blinded writers and editors to the anomalous relationship between what he said and the truth. On 29 November 1918 he wrote to his family of his visit to Lake Maggiore, where he stayed in an opulent hotel which he does not name but whose stationary he used for the letter: ‘Grand Hotel Et Des Iles Borromées’. He has, he reports, met Signor Bellia, ‘one of the richest men in Italy [...] here with three beautiful daughters’. He adds that Bellia ‘and mother Bellia have adopted me and call themselves my Italian mother and father’. In subsequent letters he tells of how Pier Bellia has invited him to stay at his home in Turin, without informing them of whether or not he went there, and that Bellia had sent him a conspicuously expensive box of chocolates after his return to the convalescent hospital in Milan. His ‘friendship’ with the Bellia’s acquired a self-affirming legitimacy after Hemingway’s death, but when we examine the evidence it is as suspect as his claims about serving with the Arditi.

In volume one of the ongoing Cambridge edition of the Letters, Pier Bellia is listed in the index of recipients. In 1922 Hemingway had addressed a postcard to ‘Carrissmo Papa’ during his motor trip to Switzerland. The card, depicting a nearby chateau, informs Bellia that ‘We are near here and having a good time’, which indicates that he was writing to a man with whom he was on familiar terms, or at least it would had he posted it. He did not. Instead he took it back to Paris, claiming that he had forgotten to send it, at the same time that he was entertaining Hadley with stories of his wartime exploits and encounters with the Italian aristocracy. The only evidence that Hemingway’s acquaintanceship with the Bellias was anything more than brief and inconsequential comes from his own claims in his letters. Decades of credulity and self-delusion are distilled into Richard Owen’s Hemingway in Italy (2017). Owen quotes a journalist who claims to have interviewed Bianca, one of the Bellia daughters, around whom Hemingway had spun stories of courtship and romance, extending to his visit to the family home in Turin. The interview took place more than 60 years after her encounter with Hemingway in 1918, and her most resonant comment is that ‘we knew almost nothing about him’. Quite, because in 1918 nor did anyone else. Perhaps she meant that the man she encountered briefly in 1918 and might otherwise have forgotten, suddenly sprang to life through a combination of global fame and a journalist’s insistence that she had fallen for him. After his dispatching of stories to his parents in 1918 the only link between Hemingway with the Bellias is a vague, unspecific comment he made to Hotchner when they visited Turin in 1954: ‘I almost married a girl here’. Hotchner was his adoring, credulous confidant and Hemingway knew that anything he told him would be recorded unquestioningly in the former’s forthcoming account of their friendship. Owen also tells of how in 1978 the Italian film director Mario Soldati had interviewed a woman, then in her nineties, who had been head nurse in the Milan hospital. Her junior colleague, an Italian girl, had become pregnant during Hemingway’s stay and, following a period in the Catholic equivalent of Purdah, given birth to a boy who bore an exact likeness to ‘Ernesto’. Adding to this the rumour of yet another brief liaison amour, Owen concludes that Hemingway ‘fell for at least four young women in Italy while still in his late teens’. Hemingway did not calculatedly engineer the dense fabric of stories that now obscure any clear notion of what happened during his life. The former gained a momentum of its own, but it all began with his habitual fabrications.

In the letter from Lake Maggiore he informs his family that ‘The second night I was here the Old Count Grecco who will be a 100 years old in March took charge of me and introduced me to about 150 people.’ The Count who ‘took me under his wing’ had, apparently, dined with ‘Maria Theresa the wife of Napoleon the 1st’. No one has explained why Count ‘Grecco’ would eventually mutate into Count ‘Greppi’, except that the latter would later feature in Hemingway’s letters about his past, and it might be assumed that this is an instance of Hemingway’s habit of deliberately misspelling names, usually as an indication of close acquaintanceship. In the late 1940s and early 1950s he frequently mentioned Greppi in correspondence, once telling his editor Max Perkins that the aristocrat and diplomat had acted as his close adviser on Italian and European politics, and informing Evelyn Waugh that Greppi had ‘adopted’ him during his time in Italy, the role he had originally assigned to Bellia. Greppi certainly existed, and if they did meet on his ‘second night’ there is no evidence that they saw each other again. Carlos Baker and Michael Reynolds cooperated in attempting to solve the puzzle of whether Count Greppi was Giusseppi or his younger relative Emanuele: they decided on the former. The problem arose from the fact that Hemingway was equally uncertain of whom he had briefly encountered, never once using the nobleman’s Christian name in his letters. The two biographers were determined to identify the real Greppi because Hemingway had reinvented him as the sagacious Count Greffi in Farewell to Arms. During the eighteenth century, when the English novel was in its infancy, many readers were so perplexed by this new manner of imitating life in words that they assumed the characters were real and the stories true. Hemingway’s web of private fabrications and fictional inventions was so beguiling that it seems to have had a similar effect on his most eminent biographers. The strange conversations he conducted with himself and others in 1918 and the 1920s would later spiral into something even more nebulous and inchoate, in which the distinction between his fiction and the lies he told to himself and others would all but disappear.

When he left Italy, Hemingway carried in his rucksack a short notebook of what can best be described as creative fragments. Some bear the hallmarks of fiction, being third-person narratives, but the storyteller, Nick Granger of Petoskey, Michigan, is a weird combination of who Hemingway really was and the individual he created for his family and friends. Nick, in hospital at the time of the Armistice, reads through the citations for his two medals. Despite being wounded in action he volunteers once more for active service and leads his platoon into an attack against enemy lines during his final battle of the war. ‘Wounded twice by the machine guns of the enemy he continued to advance [...] until struck in the legs by the shell of a trench mortar’. Hemingway’s story of having served with the Arditi following his mortar shell injuries becomes for Nick a life lived in the strange hinterland between memory and invention.

It is likely that Hemingway consulted these fragments when he began his drafts for A Farewell to Arms, at least as a form of an aide-memoire, but the most fascinating aspect of these unpublished pieces is what they tell us of a man who seemed unable to properly differentiate between what he’d experienced and what he’d made up.

Nick is far more seriously injured than his creator. The wound to his arm leads to amputation and both of his legs are so horribly mutilated by the mortar shell that there is little left to repair. The horror of the attack is no doubt bound up with Hemingway having witnessed the Italian soldier whose legs were blown off by the same shell that wounded him: but for a few yards he too could have been permanently disabled or killed. Nick reflects on the nature of war, mortality and death: ‘I had a rendezvous with Death – but Death broke the date and now it’s all over. God double crossed me’ (JFK).

The story is a condensed, dramatised version of a letter he wrote to his parents:


We all offer our bodies and only a few are chosen. They are just the lucky ones. I am very happy that mine was chosen [...] All the heroes are dead [...] Dying is a very simple thing. I’ve looked at death, and really I know. If I should have died it would have been very easy for me. Quite the easiest thing I ever did. (18 October 1918)

Hemingway’s homily on the grandeur of death echoes Nick’s lament at being cheated of it, left for the rest of his existence maimed and denied the opportunity to again face the prospect of gallant annihilation on the battlefield. He has secreted a bottle of mercury bichloride, a deadly poison, in his box of medals and when the nurse leaves him he drinks it. The two documents are variations on Hemingway’s growing preoccupation with a nihilistic form of heroism. His declared appetite for the arbitrary, visceral nature of danger was genuine – as he put it to Brumback, he joined the Canteen Service simply to be part of ‘the war’ – but this was underpinned by an equally strong addiction to delusional self-aggrandisement. His earliest fiction was distilled from this strange mixture and throughout his life as a writer the formula endured.

Consider his medals. We begin with Brumback, who tells Hemingway’s parents of how the Italian officer promises to recommend their son for the Silver Medal of Military Valor minutes after he rolled into the dugout. Brumback was speaking for his friend but there is no evidence that anyone on the front line actually witnessed his acts and nominated him for them. The legend of the brother of the King being so impressed by the heroism of the young American that he insisted on the award is ludicrous, in that apart from Hemingway’s own report, there is no record of the Italian Royal Family being remotely connected with the bestowing of military awards, let alone a special citation for a courageous American. In fact, Hemingway left Italy without having received the medals. He had acquired ribbons, of questionable authenticity, which he stitched to his tunic, but he was not awarded the medals until 1921.

Shortly after the Armistice he was befriended by Nick Neroni. Neroni was a decorated Italian Army veteran whose family, minor aristocrats, had a small estate in the Abruzzo region of central Italy to which he invited Hemingway for hunting and trout fishing. He was a Latin variation on Dorman-Smith and once more he stirred in Hemingway a blend of hero worship and stumbling narcissism. He offered Neroni an inflated version of his experience in the Piave Valley with the Arditi when they met again in Chicago in 1921, where Neroni had been appointed to a post in the Italian Legation. The latter was shocked to hear that his friend had yet to receive his decorations and promised to make use of his contacts to ensure that the Silver Medal of Military Valor would be presented to him in the US. It would, along with the citation, become part of the Hemingway mythology. The citation was composed when the medal was delivered in 1921 and was based entirely on the story Hemingway told Neroni in Chicago involving how, ‘before taking care of himself, he rendered generous assistance to the Italian soldiers more severely wounded by the same explosion and did not allow himself to be carried anywhere until after they had been evacuated’.

Nick Adams would accompany Hemingway as his alter ego and confessor through much of his short fiction. He inherited his forename from Nick Granger, who came to life shortly after Hemingway met Nick Neroni. Granger treats his medals with something close to scorn, as reminders of his destiny as a cripple, and later in A Farewell to Arms Frederic Henry affirms his utter indifference towards the two awards he is due to receive for his exploits at the Battle of Caporetto (in 1917), where Nick Neroni had won his Gold Medal of Military Valor. This is not an accidental pattern of nuances and overtones. Hemingway’s fiction reflected his private addiction to dissimulation.

Agnes von Kurowsky would spend most of her life in contented obscurity until Hemingway’s brother Leicester told of her relationship with Ernest in a memoir published with disconcerting speed in 1961, just months after Hemingway’s suicide. Leicester provided scandal-hungry readers with the story of their romantic entanglement in 1918–19, her allegedly heartless abandonment of Hemingway and her re-emergence as Catherine Barkley in A Farewell to Arms. Kurowsky came from a family of German gentry who emigrated to America in the nineteenth century. Her parents were comfortably wealthy and she was something of a nonconformist, abandoning her career as a librarian to train and volunteer as a Red Cross nurse for no other reason than she was captivated by the conflict in Europe. In this last respect she had much in common with Hemingway, whom she met several weeks after his hospitalisation in Milan. She was beautiful, witty, assertively independent and one of the two women, along with Martha Gellhorn, who caused Hemingway to feel inferior. What we know of their relationship is based mainly on the interviews she submitted herself to during the 1960s, prompted by Leicester’s revelations, and later from the disclosure of letters she wrote to Hemingway when she was posted to other parts of Italy.

Her love for him is self-evident: they spent time alone together, initially in his hospital room, and when he could walk with a crutch they took meals and drank wine in the cafes of Milan; eventually they would have a sexual relationship. When she was posted away to another hospital south of Milan her letters to him are candid and unreserved on how much she adores him: ‘Dear, I sometimes wonder at myself, because I think so much of you and want you so badly [...] It certainly is a new sensation for me – I never cared for anybody before in my life’ (29 October 1918, JFK). ‘I guess every girl likes to have someone tell her how nice she is [...] when you say these things I love it and can’t help but believe you’ (17 October 1918, JFK).

‘I miss you so dear and I love you so much’ (2 November 1918, JFK). ‘I just buried my head in the pillows and laughed for joy I am going to see you in Milan when I get back’ (1 November 1918, JFK). She loved him, but a question remains regarding her decision to abandon him.

He refers to her on twelve occasions in his letters to his parents and siblings but, curiously, not once does he mention her name or provide any information on her age or background. He is uninhibited, sometimes histrionic about his joyous mood, but its source is simply ‘the girl’ or in one moment of candour ‘my wonderful American girl’. His enthralment with her is clear in virtually every letter to his family written during their relationship but there is a contrasting, obsessive desire to keep her secret, as someone whose name and character is known only by him. In one letter to his mother he assured Grace that he was not engaged to the mysterious ‘girl’ and he did so in a manner that is almost an exact replica, in style and phrasing, of his assurance that he was not planning to marry the film star Mae Marsh. The latter was, of course, a lie born from a fantasy. They were not engaged because they had never met. Strangely, the woman with whom he did have a relationship, and to whom he proposed marriage shortly before he wrote to his mother denying that he had, would have sounded to his family as oddly unreal.

On 26 October, Agnes responded to his letter of the 24th. His letter is lost but it is evident that she is impressed by his reports of his involvement with the Arditi battalion during the last major action of the war: ‘I know now for sure that you have gone back to be in the thick of the action’ (26 October 1918). At some point after writing this she discovered inconsistencies between his account of front-line experience and her knowledge of where he actually was at that time. When she broke with him she wrote to explain why she thought the relationship would be disastrous for both of them. She prevaricates, soothes, praises him and then comes to the point:

So kind (still kind to me and always will be) can you forgive me some day for unwittingly deceiving you? You know I’m not really bad, and don’t mean to do wrong, and now I realize it was my fault in the beginning that you cared for me, and regret it from the bottom of my heart. But, I am now and always will be too old, and that’s the truth, and I can’t get away from the fact that you’re just a boy, a kid [...]

I tried hard to make you understand a bit what I was thinking on that trip from Padua to Milan, but, you acted like a spoiled child, and I couldn’t keep on hurting you. Now, I only have the courage because I’m far away. (7 March 1919)

At first Agnes believed everything that he told her of his acts of heroism, including his service with the Arditi, but now her image of him as a precocious hero was beginning to disintegrate. ‘I am still very fond of you but it is more as a mother than as a sweetheart’. On 23 November 1918 he had written to Marcelline. He disapproves of her ‘being so strong for Sam Anderson’ who ‘seem an awful simp to my humble view’. While conceding that his sister was two years older than him he claims seniority by virtue of his experience as a soldier and lover. ‘Really Kid I’m immensely older. So when I say I’m in love with Ag it doesn’t mean that I have a case on her. It means that I love her [...] I’ve wondered what it would be like to really meet a girl you will really love always and know I know. Furthermore she loves me’. He asks her to impress her Italian teacher with the news that her ‘kid brother’ is ‘tre volte ferrite, decoratio due volte per valore ance promosso Tenente per merito di Guerra’ (three times wounded, decorated twice for valour, promoted First Lieutenant for merit of war service). Marcelline was the only member of his family to whom he had confided the true depth of his commitment to ‘Ag’, and the only one who knew her first name, albeit abbreviated. He goes further and insists that he and Ag will marry, but he adds, ‘don’t say anything to the folks because I’m confiding in you’. While not stating why exactly he wishes her to keep this from their parents, panic and uncertainty begin to inform the letter: ‘when I do marry I know who I’m going to marry and if the family don’t like it they can lump it and I never will come home. But don’t say anything’. The love-struck war hero seems as much in fear of his parents’ disapproval as the adolescent who had yet to leave Oak Park, and one begins to appreciate why Agnes decided to end their relationship: as she put it, ‘you’re just a boy, a kid’. The only others to whom he confided details of his feelings for Agnes were three men with whom he had served in Italy in the Red Cross: Bill Horne, James Gamble and Howell Jenkins. Again, he asked each to keep things to themselves, at least until Agnes returned to the US and he became formally engaged to her. He refers to her routinely as his ‘Missus’. He rarely told outright lies about her but, when the relationship was drawing to a close, he began to ration out and redistribute details of it and accounts of his emotions, as though his old comrades had become a means of testing variations on the truth.

On 5 March he wrote to Horne asking him to be his best man at the ‘Little Church’ after Agnes’s arrival in the US. At this point she had already told him that she had accepted an offer out to dinner from an officer in the Italian artillery, that she was considering further dates. She was, as kindly as she could, asserting her independence; she could go out with whomever else she wished to. Three weeks later he received her unequivocal announcement that she no longer wished to see or communicate with him and he wrote to Horne, at length, of his dejection. ‘She doesn’t love me Bill. She takes it all back. A “mistake” [...] All I wanted was Ag and happiness. And now the bottom has dropped out of the whole world [...] Aw Bill I can’t write about it. ‘Cause I do love her so damned much’ (30 March 1919). Little more than two weeks after that James Gamble was informed that ‘There is a good deal of news which should be retailed to you tho. First I am now a free man. All entangling alliances ceased about a month ago and I know now I most damnably lucky’ (18 April 1919). It is difficult to take this announcement of relief seriously, given that in his later correspondence with Horne he continued to stress the possibility of the renewal of their relationship. Bizarrely, he said nothing at all in his letters to Marcelline and the rest of the family. For them it was as if he was attempting to sweep the recent past into oblivion, something he acknowledges in a letter to Horne later that year. ‘After I wrote you last I went through a process of cauterization [...] And “Ag” doesn’t recall any image in my mind at all. It has just been burnt out’ (2 July 1919). This last comment is eerily prophetic, given that Hemingway never referred to her again to anyone. His sustained act of erasure has been overlooked by his biographers, despite the fact that Agnes features nowhere in future correspondence and nor is she mentioned by wives and lovers, friends, literary associates or family members who would speak to researchers and writers after his death. He wrote to Agnes only once more, from Paris, telling her of his marriage to Hadley and his forthcoming debut novel, but we know of this only from her amicable reply, and the first person to see her letter was Baker who found it among Hemingway’s private papers after his death.

Describing his visit to Milan with Hadley in 1922, Reynolds remarks that ‘maybe he even told her more about Agnes von Kurowsky’ (p. 54, Hemingway: The Paris Years). Reynolds’s presumption that he offered any information to his wife about the woman with whom he’d fallen in love, in that same city, less than four years earlier is based entirely on speculation. Like Hemingway’s other biographers he would have found it difficult to accept that he effectively annulled his first emotional adventure. In her book The Hemingway Women, Bernice Kert is revealing in that while she too does not state specifically that Hemingway consigned his first love to a void, she provides circumstantial evidence that he did. None of her other interviewees – Hadley included – had any knowledge of Agnes during Hemingway’s lifetime.

In August 1959 press agencies carried news that Hemingway had fallen ill at a bull ring in Malaga, probably with a heart attack. Within a week he wrote to his then wife Mary advising her to inform the press that the reports were false. In the interim, Betty Bruce, then working in the public library in Key West, was asked by her colleague if it was true that ‘Ernie’ had indeed suffered a heart attack. Betty, whose husband Toby had been close to Hemingway since the 1930s, knew that only his friends referred to him as Ernie and asked her fellow librarian if she had met him. Agnes Stanfield, née von Kurowsky, answered that, yes, she’d known him quite well, in Italy, four decades ago. The next day Agnes brought in photographs of the two of them together in Milan and later asked Betty if she’d contact Hemingway to see if he’d like to have them. Eventually Hemingway replied to Betty advising her to send them to Scribner’s to be filed confidentially with other material related to his life and work. He had kept letters from Agnes but concealed them, and he did not wish to explain to Mary the identity of the woman in the photographs. This faintly bizarre episode was not disclosed until after his death. Hemingway had caused Agnes to disappear, for everyone he knew, but she lived on vibrantly in his novels and short stories, notably as Catherine in A Farewell to Arms. The early letters to his friends and family on their ongoing relationship and its demise read like drafts by a fiction writer who can’t quite decide on how he feels about his creation and how the narrative they share might continue, or close. When he wrote A Farewell to Arms he re-enacted the ‘what if’, ‘if only’, and ‘what might have been’, permutations in the letters on the actual relationship by continually revising the end of the novel. Catherine dies, and though Agnes lived on, Hemingway performed a private, morbid rite of extinction. From his teens onwards he would continue to tread a very narrow line between existence and invention.

On 4 January 1919 Hemingway was discharged from the Red Cross, and on the same day left Italy for New York on board the Giuseppe Verdi. By the end of the month he had joined his family in Oak Park.

Several sons of the town had distinguished themselves in the war. Lieutenant John Cadman returned with a Croix de Guerre, Lieutenant Roy Peck, Air Corps, had become an ace and gained a Distinguished Service Cross, Lieutenant John Gleeson earned himself the same honour by leading an attack through a minefield against a machine-gun post. Baldwin Reich received a posthumous Distinguished Service Cross. All had served in western France. Before leaving Italy, Hemingway had bought an Italian Army officers’ cape, and as he learned of the exalted status of his peers in the community he wore it every day, and promoted himself to a First Lieutenant in the Italian Army. Invited to speak at the high school he told of how he had been alongside Arditi commandos who had stuck cigarettes into their bullet wounds to cauterise the blood and enable them to keep on fighting. At the Longfellow Women’s Club he distressed the ladies of the town with his story of how, when he was first injured, he offered his pistol to a fatally wounded Italian infantryman who begged to be relieved of his pain. None in the audience knew that Red Cross personnel were not allowed side arms. Soon afterwards he was interviewed for the Oak Parker newspaper and told of his miraculous survival after being hit by thirty-two 45-calibre bullets, twenty-eight of which had been extracted without anaesthetic. One must ask when self-aggrandising mendacity segues into fiction, and while some of the stories that gripped the ladies of the Longfellow Club would resurface in A Farewell to Arms, far more convincing evidence of his ability to blur the difference between lies and literary invention would emerge in a short story written five years later and published in 1925. ‘Soldier’s Home’ is an extraordinary piece of writing, treated by critics and biographers as a harrowing anticipation of the post-traumatic stress disorder suffered by servicemen, a minor masterpiece which captures the consequences of mental breakdown in the tightened, inexpressive style that would soon become Hemingway’s trademark. No one has recognised its true significance. Krebs returns to his Oklahoma home town after his time on the Western Front. ‘He felt the need to talk but no one wanted to hear about it. His town had heard too many atrocity stories to be thrilled by actualities.’ Like Hemingway, Krebs finds that his fellow servicemen had got home first and transfixed the community with tales of courage, medals and almost unimaginable scenes of horror. So what does he do? Like his creator, he makes things up:


Krebs found that to be listened to at all he had to lie [...] His lies [...] consisted in attributing to himself things other men had seen, done or heard of, and stating as facts certain apocryphal incidents familiar to all soldiers [...] Krebs acquired the nausea in regard to experience that is the result of untruth or exaggeration, and when he occasionally met another man who had really been a soldier and they talked a few minutes in the dressing room at a dance he fell into the easy pose of an old soldier among other old soldiers: that he had been badly, sickeningly frightened all the time. In this way he lost everything.

At the opening we are told that he had ‘been at Bellau Wood, Soissons, the Champagne, St Mihiel’, but we know nothing of what happened to him, of whether he saw action at all. We suspect that he had been at the front only because we fall prey to the game of self-delusion and mendacity by which he creates for himself an image comparable to the real experiences of soldiers with whom he associates. We are not even clear about the nature of his lies, other than that they are untruths. The sentence that links Krebs with his creator is ‘In this way he lost everything’. He is not protecting himself from his memories; rather he is attempting to forget that he has made them up. Two years after this story he wrote one called ‘In Another Country’. The unnamed first-person narrator is an American, injured while serving with the Italian regular army and recovering in hospital in Milan. Again this involves a blend of authenticity and fantasy identical to Hemingway’s accounts of his experiences in Italy. His Italian comrades ask him how he obtained his medals and he shows them ‘the papers, which were written in very beautiful language [...] but which really said, with the adjectives removed, that I had been given the medals because I was an American’, which is patent nonsense given that the Italians did not decorate soldiers because they were foreigners. ‘I was a friend, but I was never really one of them [...] because it had been different with them and they had done very different things to get their medals’. The narrator seems to be implying, modestly, that while each of them is equally deserving of their awards he, as an outsider, is less worthy of his.

This might seem an admirable conceit, making us think again about routine conceptions of identity, honour and patriotism, but in actuality we find Hemingway once more using fiction to revisit, privately, his legacy of mendacity. The narrator draws a shroud over what actually happened to him, substituting for this a numinous and collective sense of trauma. Hemingway had lied about his medals and the heroic exploits that brought him such recognition, and in the story he exchanges the facts about his narrator’s war service for something he appears too decent and honourable to boast about. It is commonplace to treat fiction as an exaggeration, a refashioning of its author’s experience – never before, as far as I’m aware, had it been used as a means of burying their lies and self-delusions.

His audiences believed him, his family believed him, but by spring 1919 his mother had begun to regard him as feckless and dissolute. She encouraged him to go to university and he refused, without explanation. Nor did he look for work in the locality. Instead he spent time in the family home and at Windemere, relying on his family for financial support. When he wasn’t fishing or hunting he wrote but said nothing to family or friends of what he was writing or what kind of writer he hoped to become. At the end of February he sent a story to the Saturday Evening Post, which the paper rejected without comment. During 1919 he composed several more short pieces, all of which were returned by the Post and the Redbook. The only one that survived was ‘The Woppian Way’, an assembly of the exaggerations and outright inventions he peddled to friends and family about his experiences in Italy.

Biographers treat this period as Hemingway’s literary apprenticeship, but it is evident from the surviving material that he was either evolving an utterly radical genre of his own, a combination of reportage and invention, or that he was not quite certain of how one differed from the other. The Toronto Star published his first news article, ‘Circulating Pictures a New High-Art Idea in Toronto’ (unsigned), on 14 February 1920, and for the next eighteen months paid him as a freelance for features on various events in Michigan and Canada. He still relied on his family for regular subventions but he could at least advertise journalism as a potentially viable career: in July 1920 Grace had evicted him from Windemere and told him not to return until he had shown some inclination to do more than entertain local groups and societies with stories of his heroism. From 1919 to mid-1921 he lived in Chicago and introduced himself to all he encountered as the city correspondent for the Star, a lie but one which opened doors, most importantly to Sherwood Anderson, whose first two novels had introduced a brutalist strand of realism into US fiction. Anderson’s letters of introduction would enable Hemingway to enter the coterie of avant-garde artists and writers of 1920s Paris.

Ralph and Harriet Connable were a wealthy Toronto-based couple – Ralph was head of Woolworth’s in Canada – who in January 1920 employed Hemingway as tutor and companion to their disabled nineteen-year-old son, Ralph Junior. A few months after his arrival in Toronto Ralph Senior introduced Hemingway to Gregory Park, the Star’s feature editor, and the editor J.H. Cranston. He offered his services to them as a freelance correspondent but both, initially, perceived him as unstable and immature, Clarke treating his trademark narrative of recent military heroics with scepticism. As he later recalled, he appeared to be ‘a [...] weird combination of quivering sensitiveness and preoccupation with violence’. In due course, however, both were worn down by his relentless energetic presence, and they invited him to submit copy. Harriet Connable had first encountered him at one of his talks on his exploits in Italy, at the Petoskey Public Library. Impressed and credulous, she felt that this young man, only a year older than her son, would for Ralph Junior be an ideal exemplar of confidence and courage. Thus Hemingway’s route to Paris, without which provincial obscurity and freelance journalism would have been his likely destiny, began with a convincing exercise in fibbing.

In October 1920 Hemingway moved to Chicago. He still received money from his parents, supplemented by modest payments for his pieces for the Star and fifty dollars a week as assistant editor of the Co-operative Commonwealth, a magazine purchased mainly by the working-class investors in the Co-operative Society of America. He shared apartments with old friends, Bill Horne and Kenley Smith, and, along with others involved in journalism – notably Krebs Friend, Don Wright and Bobby Rouse – cultivated an image as young men on the edge of a decadent, criminal hinterland: Chicago. The city was riven with gang-based lawlessness and prostitution was widespread, as was police corruption, and supposedly honest citizens turned boxing matches into drink-fuelled celebrations of violence for its own sake. Hemingway revelled in the city’s growing reputation as dangerous and anarchic, and the Toronto readers of the Post enjoyed, with prurient relief, his reports on the dreadful state of their southern neighbour.

In November 1920 Hemingway met Hadley Richardson at a party in the Smiths’ apartment. She was from St Louis and her friend Katy, Kenley Smith’s sister, had suggested that a visit to Chicago might provide some solace after years of emotional turmoil in her home city. Hadley was twenty-eight, her mother had died in October, her father had committed suicide seventeen years earlier and her family appeared stricken by a particularly malevolent branch of fate: her younger sister expired horribly when her clothing was ignited by a candle. In her youth Hadley herself had fallen from a window and been confined to a wheelchair. Although she was not seriously injured, her mother insisted that she would forever be disabled or at best physically abnormal. She went to Bryn Mawr, a prestigious college for largely upper-class young women, but dropped out in her first year; her mother persuaded her that higher education had limited benefits. In 1919 she dated Leo Loeb, a forty-eight-year-old physician, who at first seemed besotted by her but suddenly, after three months, abandoned her without explanation.

A comfortable trust fund secured her financially but aside from that she seemed in a state of limbo, caught between awful memories and a future that betokened little more than respectable spinsterhood. She was attractive in a way that some might describe as comely – reassuringly well proportioned and quite different from the classically beautiful Agnes.

Her encounter with Hemingway at the party is treated by all biographers as a quintessential case of love at first sight, an impression drawn from Hadley’s sympathetic portrait of her husband long after their divorce, and from Leicester Hemingway’s questionable recollections of conversations with his brother. Something did happen that evening: their exchanges of intimate, earnestly committed letters after her return to St Louis testify to that. But it would be more correct to see them as drawn to each other in a mutually desperate attempt to resolve their personal dilemmas. The men at the party seemed to Hadley to be speaking a different language, based mainly on an idiolect that Hemingway had cultivated in his letters. Food was ‘eatage’, death ‘mortage’ and absurdity ‘laughage’. They exchanged their actual names for invented versions that seemed like the cast list from a gothic pantomime. Hemingway was the most prolific, renaming himself Ernie, Oinbones, Nesto, Hemmy, Hemingstein, Stein, Wemedge and several more.

Hadley was enchanted by the clubbish, rather adolescent atmosphere. Everyone seemed to be performing, pretending to be part of a gang with its own rituals, a harmless echo of the various mafiosi groups which were already establishing an underworld in Chicago. Hemingway was constantly in motion, shifting back and forth on the balls of his feet and accompanying conversational exchanges with sparring, punches always pulled, and holding everyone’s attention, Hadley’s included. He was, self-evidently, making his presence felt as team leader and impresario, and it is quite likely that Hadley recognised beneath his performance a sense of isolation and insecurity similar to her own. They knew something special had happened, and despite having said little they made up for this during the remainder of Hadley’s visit, little more than a week, and arranged to exchange letters and meet again following her return to St Louis. Their courtship was wholly conventional, and chaste, and when Hemingway visited St Louis he made a point of taking with him his Italian military tunic, medal ribbons attached, and his glamorous – though entirely inauthentic – cape. A few servicemen wore their uniforms after the cessation of hostilities, but only because they were still members of the armed forces.

For Hadley he was the kind of romantic hero she might otherwise only have read about, while Hemingway had found a woman who was both intelligent and willingly credulous. She loved drink – spirits especially – and dancing, and she wanted to travel. Both craved a licence to transform themselves and each sensed an opportunity to do so in their courtship. Hemingway lied even more outrageously than before about his past and his exploits, and Hadley, eager for a fantasy she could make real, accepted it all with awestruck naivety.

They married in Horton Bay, Michigan in May 1921, less than six months after they had met. The ceremony went some way to resolving Hemingway’s alienation from his family, especially his mother, given that he presented Hadley to them, and she presented herself, as quintessentially decent, upper middle class; the kind of woman who might restore some equilibrium to his recent bouts of recklessness. She moved with him to an apartment in Chicago and two events there would change both of their lives forever.

Despite the fact that Hemingway had produced nothing resembling fiction or verse, Sherwood Anderson assumed that he had literary ambitions, though his grounds for doing so remain unclear. Neither of them left any record of what they talked about, but Hemingway is certain to have known of Anderson’s recently earned acclaim. Winesbery, Ohio (1919), a novel made up of interconnected short stories, combined this experimental structure with unadorned portraits of the mundane lives and conditions of lower-middle-class and blue-collar Americans. It became associated with the evolving mood of counter-orthodoxy in the US and Europe that as yet had no shape or identity and would later be classified as modernism. During his writing of the book he exchanged letters with Gertrude Stein, who provided anecdotes of her association with a motley group of painters, musicians and writers who were united in a disrespect for everything associated with the artistic establishment. All of this was happening in Paris where Stein now lived as an American expatriate. Anderson had no firsthand knowledge of the place, but we can assume that he passed on to his young friend these tales of an alluring cultural nirvana, a cauldron for a revolution which would have radical consequences for the future of art – literary, visual and otherwise – and for the individuals who were part of the insurrection. He entranced Hemingway with Stein’s accounts of her friends – James Joyce, Ezra Pound, Ford Madox Ford, Sylvia Beach, Picasso and others – and promised to write letters of introduction to all, so that if Hemingway chose to go to Paris he would be welcomed as a fecund apprentice to the new cause of the avant-garde. Anderson was a kind, generous man and Hemingway’s sheer vivacity convinced him that this young writer was a modernist in the making. In truth Hemingway had never heard of Stein’s companions and nor had he any understanding of the intellectual and artistic upheavals that were brewing in Europe.

The second occurrence seemed more expedient. The Toronto Star offered him the post of European correspondent, based in Paris. He was expected to report on the aftermath of World War I, on how Europe was restoring a form of order following what was supposed to be the war to end all wars. Paris would beget Hemingway as a writer, but never before or since has a literary celebrity been delivered by such a series of bizarre coincidences. He set out for Europe as a journalist with a vague sense of literature as an adjunct, recreational activity. The French capital and its personnel turned him into something unique, as a man and a writer.
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