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NOTES ON STAGING THE PAGE:  
A DRAMATURGICAL APPROACH TO A FAREWELL TO ARMS	  	  	  
	  

ANDREW QUICK, WRITER & DIRECTOR 
	  
A Farewell to Arms presents numerous challenges when it comes to translating 
Hemingway’s highly individual and evocative prose style into dramatic text for the 
stage.  First of all there is the length and scope of the novel that Hemingway breaks 
down into five books, which, if uncut, would result in a performance lasting over four 
hours.  Then there are the number of characters, many of them Italian and the scenes 
that take place in hospitals, mountain top trenches, lake-side resorts, mountain 

chalets, billiard rooms, race tracks and numerous 
hotels in Switzerland and Italy.  And lastly, there is 
Hemingway’s unique writing style, which in turns is 
sparse, descriptive and highly romantic as it 
describes the doomed relationship between 
Catherine Barkley and Frederic Henry in the final 
year of World War One.  Like all great novels the 
writing’s energy and grip on the reader works via 
certain acts of repetition.  Characters meet and 
gather together again in slightly different 
circumstances.  The novel moves continuously 
between the world of men and the world of women, 
where different aspects of love and death are dealt 
with until both come together in the novel’s closing 
tragic scenes in the hospital in Switzerland.  Then 
there are the highly descriptive scenes of landscape 
and weather that act as structural trope across all 
five books, pulling the reader back into the 

experience of a world that is never stable, always shifting in colour, noise, temperature 
and precipitation. 
 
In facing how to stage this complex and evocative novel we have turned to the idea and 
act of reading as an enduring metaphor in our reworking of Hemingway’s writing.  Our 
version opens when a group of ‘readers’, like archaeologists, break into a ruined 
building that once served as a hospital in the First World War.  For us this space is like 
the book itself, a space that not only contains all the words that make up the novel, but 
also the elements of information that we now have that colours and effects our 
‘reading’ of the novel: the films and literature of the conflict itself, our knowledge of 
Hemingway and his life, other books, poems, paintings, objects that somehow 
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infiltrate our imaginations when we contemplate the book as a whole and the historical 
events that it re-enacts.  
 
One useful quotation that we found when researching this project was from the French 
philosopher Michel de Certeau who wrote that, “Reading makes the text habitable, like 
a rented apartment. It transforms another person's property into a space borrowed for 
a moment by a transient.”  This seemed so apposite when it came to thinking about 
how one might translate a novel into a performance, how actors, like transients, 
borrow the words and space of the writer and make a temporary home in their words.  
Each reading is different and like re-visiting a place we know well, changes with each 
occupation, explaining how re-reading novels can often feel like reading them for the 
first time. 
 
In this version of A Farewell to Arms we will attempt to stage the complex act of 
reading.  This is not a dramatisation, of reading with actors holding the novel and 
reading sections to the audience, a kind of Brechtian or post-dramatic rendering of 
Hemingway’s work.  Rather our dramaturgy is focused on reading as a metaphor, how 
our relationship to fiction shifts depending on what we bring to the act of reading 
itself.  In this instance we will never tell you who these figures are that stage 
Hemingway’s text.  You will never find out where they came from or where they go to 
when they turn off the lights and exit the space in the final scene after Henry 
disappears from the stage in a shower of real rain.  This is not the point.  We will be 
reading the novel along side you as an audience member, taking you on a journey that 
we imagine Hemingway was deeply focused on when he wrote the novel: a journey that 
allows you a certain room for speculation and imagination, where the black and white 
of words can momentarily bloom into colour, sensation and emotion, where the frailty 
of narrative can suddenly be transformed into the warmed flesh of experience and 
wonderment. 
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WRITING THE PAST 
 

PETE BROOKS, DIRECTOR 
 
"The past is foreign country,  
they do things differently there."  
 
So begins L. P. Hartley's classic novel The Go-Between. It's a helpful way to view the 
past, a foreign place where we speak the language badly, if at all, and where the local 
customs are mysterious if not downright incomprehensible. 
 
The First World War has now slipped out of living memory. We can only understand it, 
or try to imagine what it was like by looking at pictures, by reading the diaries of the 
men who fought or the poems and novels written at the time about the conflict. The 
mistake is to think that these documents provide anything but the most limited and 
unreliable window on actual events. They are however all we have left.  

 
We accept that a poem or novel may 
distort facts in the name of art, but 
even diaries and letters do not 
necessarily tell the truth. Such 
documents were censored by the 
authorities but more importantly 
they were often self censored by the 
men themselves who did not want to 
commit to paper anything that might 
distress their families or appear weak 
where others appeared brave. Wars 

are only possible because for the majority of soldiers the fear of being killed by the 
enemy is in most cases not as bad as the fear of letting down your comrades or behaving 
like a coward. 
 
The problem with texts is that many of them may not be what they at first sight appear 
to be. A modern novel about the First World War may really be 'about' contemporary US 
foreign policy in the Middle East, (to intervene or not to intervene), but knowing this 
does not always make a difference to the way it changes our perception of the events 
described. Even now, when we think about Richard III, it is difficult to escape the 
impression we have inherited of Shakespeare's malevolent anti-hero.  We may know 
that the play is blatant Tudor propaganda, but the almost certainly inaccurate image of 
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an evil king remains. Photographs are 
frequently staged. The famous image of 
US marines raising the flag on Iwo Jima 
in 1944 was constructed, as was the 
equally famous photo alongside it of 
Russian soldiers raising the red flag 
over the Berlin Chancellery at the end 
of the Second World War in May 1945. 
The fog of war extends well beyond the 
battlefield making it impossible to 
properly understand what goes on 
there. The truth is that it is very 
difficult to really understand the past. 
Almost all history is propaganda, and 
fiction, even when based on first hand 
experience, well fiction we must 
remember is just fiction.  
Unfortunately, the past and our 
understanding of it is primarily based 
on these unreliable forms of 
witnessing. 

3 Suggested reading: 
 
The Face of Battle by John Keegan 

The Iliad by Homer 

The Battle of Maldon by Anon 

Richard III by William Shakespeare 

Sharpe’s Waterloo by Bernard Cornwell 

The Red Badge of Courage by Stephen Crane 

Birdsong by Sebastian Faulks 

Williwaw by Gore Vidal 
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ON HEMINGWAY 
 
Writer Norman Mailer:  

“It may even be that the final 
judgment on his work may come to 
the notion that what he failed to do 
was tragic, but what he accomplished 
was heroic, for it is possible he 
carried a weight of anxiety within 
him from day to day which would 
have suffocated any man smaller than 
himself.” 

 

Advice to journalists 
writing for The Toronto 
Star: 

“Use short sentences. Use short first 
paragraphs. Use vigorous English. Be 
positive, not negative." 

 
Writer Ella Winter:  

“You felt in him such a clean, clear 
strength. I know his legend caught up 
with him in the end and all the beard 
and ‘Papas’ and posing and drinking 
and publicity became part of the 
legend and later the man – I don’t 
know how much he became the 
persona the legend created. But I’ve 
always felt there was a real human 
being, unphoney, unpublicized, 
caring like hell.” 

 
 
 

Critic Max Eastman on 
Death in the Afternoon  

commented that Hemingway’s prose 
had become the equivalent of ‘false 
hair on the chest’. 

 

Actress Marlene Dietrich: 
“I suppose the most remarkable thing 
about Ernest is that he found the time 
to do the things most men only dream 
about. He has had the courage, the 
initiative, the time, the enjoyment to 
travel, digest it all, to write, to 
create it, in a sense. There is in him a 
sort of quiet rotation of seasons, with 
each of them passing overland and 
then going underground and re-
emerging in a kind of rhythm, 
refreshed and full of renewed vigor.” 

 

Writer Tom Stoppard: 
“One of the frequent explanations of 
Hemingway’s “fatal attraction” is that, 
with his atomic prose, he invented a 
new way of describing physical 
experience and the physical world. 
There is something in this. Hemingway 
certainly helped to bury the notion, if 
anyone seriously held it, that the more 
you pile on the adjectives the closer you 
get to describing the thing….It seems to 
me that Hemingway’s achievement, 
whether calculated or instinctive, was 
to get his effects by making the reader 
do the work.” 
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THE BATTLE OF CAPORETTO 
THE CENTRAL CONFLICT IN A FAREWELL TO ARMS 
 

The Battle of Caporetto (1917) is unusual for two main reasons.  First of all, unlike 
most of the fighting on the Western Front, it was a decisive battle with clear winners 
and losers.  Secondly, it is one of the least known major conflicts.  Although the battle 
is at the centre of Hemingway’s novel, the author did not in fact serve during the period 
of the fighting between the Italians and Austrian- German alliance.  

The Italian Army suffered major losses at Caporetto in terms of prisoners taken and 
equipment taken. The Italian Army had enjoyed a number of successes around the 
Isonzo area of north Italy in the previous years. However, none of these victories had 
been conclusive. The primary opponents in the Isonzo area had been Austro-Hungarian 
forces and after the Eleventh Battle of Isonzo, there was a general concern amongst 
Germany's senior military commanders that their allies might falter, leaving Germany 
exposed on its southern front. The commander of the Austro-Hungarian forces in the 
Isonzo was Arz von Straussenberg. He asked Germany for more help and Germany's 
commanders felt it was prudent to support him. 

Aerial observations meant that the Italian Army was aware that a build up of sorts was 
taking place, though the Italian commander, Cadorna, did not know the actual figures 
involved. The Germans had decided on a mass attack on a front near Caporetto. It 
was the weakest spot in the Italian front line. Overall, the Italians had a numerical 
advantage over the attacking Germans (by 41 divisions to 35) but around Caporetto, the 
Italian divisions were thinly spread.  

The attack started on October 24th. Aided by mist, the Germans took the Italians by 
complete surprise. The German commander of the German force, Otto von Bulow, was 
shocked by the success of his initial attacks. Cadorna ordered the commander at 
Caporetto to man a defensive line. However, the commander, Capello, adopted a policy 
of aggression against the enemy, which proved very to be costly. 

By the end of the day, the Germans fighting near Caporetto had advanced 25 
kilometres. Other German assaults away from the central attack at Caporetto were less 
successful and an Austro-Hungarian force made little impact on the southern flank of 
the attack. However, the success of the central thrust by the Germans had thrown the 
Italian Army into disarray. To counter it, the Italians would have had to withdraw men 
from the sectors that were doing reasonably well against other attacking German and 
Austro-Hungarian forces - thus handing the advantage to them and possibly initiating 
further German advances in other sectors. 
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Despite his earlier aggressive stance, 
Capello requested that his forces should 
be allowed to withdraw. This was not 
allowed by Cadorna, who hoped that 
the Italian Army would be able to 
regroup and fight back. This was not to 
be. By October 30th, the Italian Army 
had been pushed back to the River 
Tagliamento. It took four days for them 
to cross it. However, it was at this 
point that the Germans and Austro-
Hungarian forces became victims of 
their own success. Their forward 
movement had been so great that their 
supply lines had been stretched too far. 
The Germans were unable to launch a 
fresh attack against the retreating 
Italian Army and in what must have 
seemed like a lull in the fighting, the 
Italians were able to withdraw to the 
River Piave just under 20 miles north of 
Venice. 

The Battle of Caporetto and the 
subsequent withdrawal had a major 
impact on the Italian Army. The Italians lost 300,000 men - of these, about 270,000 
were captured and held as prisoners. Nearly all artillery guns had been lost. Such was 
the state of the Italian Army after Caporetto, the Allies sent to the region eleven 
divisions - six French and five British. Both forces were assisted by air power. 
Ironically, the disaster at Caporetto brought the new government under Orlando and 
the Italian people closer together. Patriotism rallied the nation and previously popular 
anti-war sentiments were effectively squashed.  
 
The numbers arrested and executed after the Battle of Caporetto are not fully known.  
Official records indicated at least 500 were executed but this number is likely to be far 
higher. 

  

3 Suggested reading: 
 
This information is taken from The History 
Learning Site – see:  
 
http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/battle
_of_caporetto.htm 
 
See also: 
 
http://www.worldwar1.com/itafront/capore
tto.htm 
 
An excellent book on this conflict is The 
White War: Life and Death on the Italian 
Front, 1915-1919, by Mark Thompson, 
published by Faber & Faber, 2009. 
 
See also: 
 
Caporetto and the Isonzo Campaign: The 
Italian Front 1915-1918, by John 
Macdonald, published by Pen and Sword, 
2012. 
 



	  

	   9	  

HEMINGWAY BIOGRAPHY  
MORVEN MACBETH

“It’s good to have an end to journey to; but 
in the end it’s the 
journey that 
matters” 
 

Ernest Miller Hemingway, widely 
considered to be one of the 
greatest and most influential 
American writers of the twentieth 
century, was born 21st of July 
1899. His father was a doctor, his 
mother a musician and he was the 
second of six children, raised in a 
suburb of Chicago, Illinois. His 
childhood featured long summer 
visits to the family’s second home 
on Lake Walloon, Michigan, where 
Hemingway’s lifelong passion for 
hunting, fishing, boats and the 
outdoor life was born. His school 
days introduced him to many 
different sports, from boxing to 
water polo to football. It was also 
during this time he first began 
writing, having articles published 
in the school newspaper and 
yearbook. Interestingly, like other 
writers of his generation including Mark Twain, Hemingway began his literary 
career as a journalist, working as a cub reporter for The Kansas City Star after 
leaving high school in 1917. 
 
Six months later in early 1918, when the First World War had already been 
raging for four years, Hemingway signed up to be an ambulance driver at the 
Italian Front. He had been in Italy for just over a month when he was badly 
injured by mortar fire. Much of A Farewell to Arms is widely considered to be 
autobiographical in nature and certainly incidents from this time in 
Hemingway’s life became material for his seminal novel. Like his protagonist 
Frederic Henry, he suffered serious shrapnel wounds, underwent several 
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operations, recuperated in a hospital in Milan and fell in love with a Red Cross 
nurse. He was awarded the Silver Medal of Military Valour by the Italian 
Government for his bravery. This is, however, where fact and the fiction of the 
novel part ways: although Hemingway and nurse Agnes Von Kurowsky planned 
to marry, after his return to the USA in 1919 they never saw each other again. 
Agnes became engaged instead to an Italian officer, and experts on the novelist 
have commented that this painful experience engendered Hemingway’s lifelong 
fear of rejection by the women in his life. 
 
Upon his return to America a family friend offered him a job as a correspondent 
with The Toronto Star which he accepted, filing stories for the paper from his 
new base in Chicago. It was here that he met his first wife Hadley Richardson. 
They married in September 1921 and, upon Hemingway accepting the post of 
foreign correspondent for the Star, he and his new wife left for Paris. It was 
while living in this vibrant, artistic, exciting city that Hemingway developed his 
narrative style, eventually rejecting journalism in favour of pursuing a career as 
a novelist. Many writers, poets and painters had made Paris their home in the 
1920s and influences included Gertrude Stein, Ezra Pound, James Joyce, Pablo 
Picasso and F Scott Fitzgerald, to name but a few. It was F Scott Fitzgerald, 
suitably impressed by Hemingway’s writing, who made the introduction to his 
publisher Charles Schribner. Indeed, before Fitzgerald had even met the man, he 
wrote to his editor ‘This is to tell you about a young man named Ernest 
Hemingway, who lives in Paris (an American), writes for the transatlantic 
Review + has a brilliant future’. The relationship then forged between Schribner 
and Hemingway was to last the rest of their lives. 
 
Keeping up work as a journalist and correspondent, the couple returned to 
Toronto in 1923 where their first son John (or ‘Bumby’) was born. It was whilst 
the family were back in Canada that Hemingway’s first book, Three Stories and 
Ten Poems, was published. Famously, much material intended for this book 
vanished when Hadley lost a small valise full of manuscripts and their carbon-
copies, (she’d decided to pack both) on a train journey to visit her husband who 
was away from Paris working in Switzerland. She later described his reaction as 
one of quiet disappointment, infinitely worse than anger and some biographers 
have suggested this was the beginning of the end of Hemingway’s first marriage 
as he found it impossible to forgive her carelessness. Hadley later said “He was 
very brave about it but his heart was broken”. 
 
The first full novel Hemingway published, which many consider to be his finest 
work, was The Sun Also Rises (or Fiesta) and, like A Farewell to Arms to follow, 
is semi-autobiographical in nature. His lifelong love of bullfighting was born in 
1923 upon his first visit to the Festival of San Fermin in Pamplona, Spain. He 
returned the following year and again in 1925 but this time with a group of 
friends, including the woman who would soon become his lover and later his 
second wife, Pauline Pfeiffer. As soon as the festival had ended, he began work 
and within two months the book was more or less complete. Hemingway later 
commented that, as he ‘knew nothing about writing a novel’, he wrote ‘too fast 
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and each day to the point of exhaustion’. Critics have commented that the novel 
could only have been written in 1925, so perfectly did it capture the period 
between World War 1 and the Great Depression. His marriage to Hadley, under 
strain for some time, finally collapsed one month after The Sun Also Rises was 
published in the autumn of 1926 when she asked for a divorce. 
 
Hemingway’s marriage to Pauline Pfeiffer followed soon after and not only saw 
his conversion to Catholicism but also his return to America. By the end of 1927 
Pauline was pregnant and the couple decided to return to the U.S, to eventually 
settle in Key West, Florida following the extremely difficult birth, eventually by 
Caesarean section, of their son Patrick (or ‘Mouse’). It was around this time that 
Hemingway began work on the first draft of ‘A Farewell to Arms’. As he 
describes in an introduction he wrote for an edition of novel in 1948, “This book 
was written in Paris, France, Key West, Florida, Piggott, Akansas, Kansas City, 
Missouri, Sheridan, Wyoming and the first draft of it was finished near Big 
Horn, Wyoming” so peripatetic was the young family’s life at this time. It was 
just before Christmas 1928 when Hemingway, preparing to return to Key West 
with his youngest son, was given news of his father Clarence Hemingway’s 
suicide. He’d shot himself in an upstairs bedroom of the family home in Oak 
Park, Illinois, with a Smith and Wesson Civil War revolver. Grace Hemingway, at 
her son’s explicit request, sent Ernest the gun three months after the funeral. He 
writes of “the fine times and the bad times we had in that year” but adds 
“making the country and the people and the things that happened I was happier 
than I had ever been…The fact that the book was a tragic one did not make me 
unhappy since I believed that life was a tragedy and I knew it could have only one 
end”. In fact A Farewell to Arms was finally published only after Hemingway had 
written up to seventeen endings (including ‘The Nada Ending’, The Religious 
Ending and The Live-Baby Ending’)  in Sept 1929 on the eve of the Wall Street 
Crash and the beginning of the Great Depression. 
 
Now would seem a good point to outline a series of accidents that seemed to 
follow from his father’s suicide and continued to haunt him throughout his life. 
He had already had to have nine stitches in his forehead whilst living in Paris, 
after pulling at what he mistakenly thought was the toilet cistern chain. It 
turned out to be the chain-cord to the skylight which he managed to pull down 
onto his head. The scar remained for the rest of his life.  
 

o 1930: broke his arm in a car accident in Montana, hospitalized for seven 
weeks, the damage to his writing hand took a year to heal properly. 

o 1933: contracted amoebic dysentery in Africa, which resulted in a 
prolapsed intestine, necessitating his evacuation by plane to Nairobi. 

o 1935: on a fishing expedition aboard Pilar he accidentally shot himself in 
the legs whilst aiming at a shark 

o 1944: a car accident in the UK saw him hurled through the windscreen of 
the vehicle. He needed fifty seven stitches to his head. 

o 1944: he fell from a motorbike in Normandy, attempting to evade 
German gunfire. 
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o 1945: in another car accident, this time in Cuba, he shattered his right 
knee and smashed his head into the rear-view mirror causing another deep 
laceration. 

o 1950: fell over drunk aboard Pilar, concussing himself 
o 1954: two successive plane crashes in Africa,within 24 hours of each 

other, left Hemingway with a fractured skull, cerebrospinal fluid leaking 
from his ear, temporary loss of vision in his right eye, deafness in his left 
ear, a ruptured liver, spleen and kidney, crushed vertebra, a sprained arm, 
leg and shoulder, paralysis of the sphincter muscle, first degree burns to 
his face, arms and head. 

o 1954: trying to extinguish a bush-fire, still in Africa, he suffered second 
degree burns to his legs, stomach, chest, face and arms. 

 
And this is by no means an exhaustive list. 
 
Following the critical success of A Farewell to Arms he began writing his next 
book, a non-fiction work on bullfighting titled Death in the Afternoon. By now 
something of an authority on the subject, Hemingway claimed to have seen 
fifteen hundred bulls killed in the ring. He wrote, “The only place where you 
could see life and death ie violent death now that the wars were over, was in the 
bull ring…I was trying to learn to write, commencing with the simplest things, 
and one of the simplest things of all and the most fundamental is violent death”. 
When not in Spain at this time, the Hemingways divided their time between the 
Florida sunshine and the wide open spaces of Wyoming. Friends would join him 
there on hunting expeditions and Hemingway would later comment to Ava 
Gardner “I spend a hell of a lot of time killing animals and fish so I won’t kill 
myself”. 
 
In November 1931 their second child, Hemingway’s third son Gregory (or ‘Gigi’) 
was born. The young family was soon living a seemingly idyllic existence. 
Pauline was from a wealthy family and her uncle had bought them a very 
generous house in Key West. Hemingway wrote a letter to a friend from his 
Parisian days, Janet Flanner, describing family life, the house, the garden, the 
animals they kept, saying “we have been (and are) damned happy. I could stay 
here damned near all the time and have a fine time watching the things grow and 
be happier than I understand’. But the writer was restless. Soon he was traveling 
again, spending up to eight months at a time abroad during Gregory’s early life, 
visiting Africa, going on safari, returning to Paris before taking the boat back to 
New York.  
 
It was upon his return to the US after a long trip overseas that Hemingway 
finally realized a long-held dream – he scraped together what funds he could and 
bought a forty foot long, ocean-going fishing boat, Pilar. Interestingly, one of 
the first things he ever drew, aged two and a half on a sheet of his father’s 
medical stationery, alongside a giraffe, was a sailing boat. Previously, in a letter 
to fellow writer Thornton Wilder, he had expressed a heartfelt desire to “buy a 
boat with what dough I can get together and shove off”. And through out the 
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rest of the thirties and forties, from the Caribbean to Cuba, he’d spend fair 
amounts of his time doing exactly that. In fact, over the course of the following 
years Hemingway would become a well-respected authority on the marine life of 
the area and in 1935, from the decks of Pilar caught the largest marlin ever 
landed, weighing an incredible 1175 lbs. Indeed, he would only produce one 
novel, To Have and Have Not, later referred to by the author as a “bunch of 
junk” in the decade that seemed filled by much else besides literary endeavour.  
 
The same year the novel was published, and leaving his beloved Pilar behind in 
the Bahamas, Hemingway accepted an offer to travel to Spain to report on the 
Civil War which had begun the previous year. Ostensibly there as a 
correspondent for the North American Newspaper Alliance, Hemingway also 
became involved in the making of a film, The Spanish Earth, supporting the 
Republican cause. He co-wrote the film with longtime friend John Dos Passos 
and provided the narration for one version of the film. He also wrote his only 
play, The Fifth Column, about a female journalist who falls in love with a war 
correspondent who turns out to be a spy. He witnessed the conflict first hand, 
perhaps most notably at the Battle of the Ebro which was a disaster for the 
Republicans. In a battle that lasted nearly four months, they lost tens of 
thousands of men.  
 
Hemingway would later write,“Never think that war, no matter how necessary, 
nor how justified, is not a crime”. 
 
This period in Spain is also significant as it brought him together with the 
woman who would become his third wife, journalist Martha Gellhorn. The pair 
had already met. The twenty eight year old Martha spent the Christmas of 1936 
in Key West with her recently widowed mother and younger brother. They 
happened to stop by at a bar called Sloppy Joe’s, a favourite Key West haunt, 
where Hemingway bought her a drink. The pair then spent much of the next 10 
days deep in discussion on literature, journalism and the craft of writing. In 
January 1937, having accepted a commission from Collier’s to report on the Civil 
War, she hitch-hiked her way across Spain, joining Hemingway in Madrid. 
 
By the time Hemingway returned home his affair with Martha was well 
established and it was only a matter of time until she joined him. After a difficult 
period of separation from Pauline, his marriage of twelve years was over and he 
left Key West, taking Pilar with him, for Havana, Cuba. Martha Gellhorn and 
Ernest Hemingway were married in November 1940, after he had completed 
work on perhaps his most celebrated and famous novel For Whom the Bell Tolls 
which was published in the October of that year. Set during the Spanish Civil 
War, telling the story of an American volunteering for the Republican fighters, 
the Pulitzer Prize-nominated book was dedicated to Martha. 
 
Just a few short months after their wedding, Martha traveled to China as a war 
correspondent for Collier’s once again, writing about the country’s defences 
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against the Japanese. Hemingway joined her, somewhat against his better 
judgement, on what he would later half-jokingly call their ‘honeymoon’. 
 
The USA joined World War II  in December 1941 after the Japanese attack on 
Pearl Harbor by which time the couple were back in Cuba and Hemingway’s 
attention returned to Pilar but this time not for fishing expeditions but as a 
military vessel. Working with the Havana section of the U.S Office of Naval 
Intelligence, he had permission to turn his boat into a gunship of sorts, armed 
with heavy artillery as well as small arms. The idea was that local boats would 
maintain the appearance of a normal fishing vessel; if a Nazi submarine surfaced 
then they would attack, aiming to sink the enemy. It is worth noting that by this 
time the novelist had attracted the attention of the FBI and more specifically of 
J. Edgar Hoover, who, since the Spanish Civil War, believed Hemingway to be a 
Communist, or at the very least a communist sympathizer. Agents of The 
American Embassy in Cuba were keeping a close eye on his activities. In the 
1980s when, following a Freedom of Information request, Hemingway’s FBI file 
was released, it ran to over 120 pages. And so a mutual paranoia grew, which 
lasted certainly for the rest of Hemingway’s life and indeed may have been a 
factor in his death.   
 
Hemingway’s direct involvement in the Second World War, largely as a 
correspondent, began in 1944 as he traveled initially to London then on into 
Europe. By accepting a commission from Collier’s to cover the Allied invasion, he 
effectively demoted his wife, as no publication had more than one reporter at the 
front. The relationship had already begun to deteriorate anyway. 
 
Upon arriving in London he met yet another journalist, Time correspondent Mary 
Welsh, and fell in love immediately, proposing marriage on their third meeting 
(they were wed in 1946). A furious and exhausted Martha, who had made her 
way to Britain from the US on a Norwegian freighter loaded with dynamite, 
found her husband in a London hospital, following a drunken car accident, and 
told him she was “through, absolutely finished”. When their marriage was 
finally over it ended bitterly, Martha writing to her mother, “I simply never 
want to hear his name mentioned again”. 
 
While Martha Gellhorn traveled and wrote on the liberation of Europe, arriving 
in Belsen not far behind the Allied Forces, Hemingway saw a good deal of 
military action in the remainder of his time as a war correspondent, later being 
awarded a Bronze Star for his bravery. He witnessed the Normandy Landings 
and reported on the Liberation of Paris, indeed becoming (and thereby directly 
flouting the Geneva Convention) the leader of a small resistance militia just 
outside of the city.  
 
In the years following the war, life turned increasingly sour for Ernest 
Hemingway. Friends and close contemporaries began to die (Yeats, F.Scott 
Fitzgerald, James Joyce) and he bitterly referred to this time as ‘vintage years for 
death’. In 1947 his eighteen year old son Patrick was seriously injured in a car 
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accident (Gregory was driving), suffering an undiagnosed concussion.  On a trip 
to Cuba some months later visiting his father, he began to complain of headaches 
and went into violent deliriums. He was given shock treatments. Hemingway 
slept on the floor outside Patrick’s room and his own health deteriorated 
markedly. He claimed he averaged two hours sleep a night and drank heavily in 
an attempt to cope with his anxiety over his son’s state. 
 
During the war Hemingway had not turned his hand to writing fiction at all but 
in spite of several setbacks he had begun work on new projects and in 1948, 
whilst visiting Venice with Mary, Hemingway met a new muse, a green-eyed 19 
year old Italian girl named Adriana Ivancich. And so began a platonic love affair 
which saw Adriana (accompanied by her mother) travel to Cuba to stay with the 
Hemingways as the author enjoyed one of the most prolific writing periods of his 
career. As one biographer has noted; “Fifty one years old, sicker than most 
knew, and eleven years without a successful novel, Ernest Hemingway seemed 
to have reached the end of his career”. But the early 1950s saw the publication 
of Across the River and Into the Trees, work on what became Islands in the 
Stream and The Old Man and the Sea. Gregory Hemingway, in his memoir Papa, 
quotes his father telling him at this time, ‘God, I feel strong and I don’t think I 
even need to sleep, but Adriana is so lovely to dream of and when I wake I’m 
stronger than the day before and the words pour out of me”. And yet he raged at 
the critical failure of the novel Adriana had inspired, Across the River, and on 
occasion his behaviour was so outrageous that Mary threatened to leave him.  
 
Indeed the early 1950s was a strange and difficult period for the writer in spite 
of the energy he had found for writing, with death seemingly at every turn. His 
mother Grace, losing her battle with her own mind, died in the mental ward of a 
county hospital in Memphis. He paid for, but did not attend, her funeral. His 
father-in-law was dying of prostate cancer. His first grandson (Bumby’s child), 
survived for just five hours. In August, Gregory Hemingway was arrested for 
entering the female toilets of an LA cinema in drag. The police department 
contacted his mother, Pauline, who against her son’s wishes, informed his 
father. There followed a violent argument between the parents of the troubled 
nineteen year old boy, during which Pauline was heard “shouting into the phone 
and sobbing uncontrollably”. Later that night Pauline was rushed to hospital 
with severe abdominal pain. Three hours later she was dead. Ernest Hemingway 
found out by a telegram sent the next day. 
 
In 1952 The Old Man and the Sea was published and to great success. The 
critically acclaimed novel won the Pulitzer Prize and, surely the pinnacle of any 
writer’s career, the Nobel Prize for Literature two years later in 1954. It must be 
said that there is no little irony in the fact that Hemingway was too ill and 
injured to accept the prize in person. Earlier that year, whilst on another trip to 
Africa, he managed to survive not one but two near-fatal plane crashes within 
the space of 24 hours. On a flight organized over Murchison Falls in the Congo 
(supposedly his early Christmas present to Mary that year) the plane was forced 
to crash land, injuring both of them severely enough to warrant medical care in 
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Entebbe. The next day they boarded a plane to take them to a hospital there 
which exploded upon take-off. Surrounded by flames, Hemingway apparently 
charged the door of the plane twice, striking his head hard each time, resulting 
in the leaking of cerebral fluid and massive concussion. He was widely reported 
as dead. Did the obituary notices that inevitably followed play some part in his 
being awarded the Nobel Prize? What we do know is that they caused 
Hemingway considerable amusement and some consternation as he read them 
over breakfast in the early days of his recuperation in hospital. In his acceptance 
speech, read out at the official ceremony in Stockholm, he said: 
 
“It would be impossible for me to ask the ambassador of my country to read a 
speech in which a writer said all of the things which are in his heart. Things may 
not be immediately discernable in what a man writes and, in this, sometimes he 
is fortunate. But eventually they are quite clear and by these, and the degree of 
alchemy that he possesses, he will endure, or be forgotten”. 
 
Hemingway spent the next two years trying to recuperate from the injuries he 
had sustained in the plane crashes (he also suffered yet more burns to his body 
and face trying to extinguish a bush fire months later during a visit to Africa 
from his son Patrick and his wife). Add these physical ailments to the catalogue 
of traumas already suffered by his body and you have a picture of an ageing man 
with rapidly failing health, both mental and physical. He drank yet more in an 
attempt to combat the pain. 
 
In late 1956 he was well enough to travel to Europe and stumbled upon a new 
lease of literary life when he remembered that he had left trunks filled with 
notebooks and manuscripts in storage at the Ritz Hotel, Paris in 1928, just 
before his return to America. Upon his return to his home in Cuba in 1957 he 
began a brief period of frenzied activity, working once again on The Garden of 
Eden, Islands in the Stream amongst other projects and started compiling his 
memoir A Movable Feast which it was hoped would be ready for publication in 
1958. 
 
With the work came huge frustration however as Hemingway began to realize 
that his skill as a writer was slipping away from him. 
 
Life in Cuba was changing, politically and socially for the Hemingways, and he 
was increasingly disenchanted with life there (although initially he was in favour 
of the overthrow of Batista by Fidel Castro). For many years he had spent 
significant amounts of time in Idaho but he now began to consider making a 
permanent move there and bought a large, rather ugly house just outside 
Ketchum (his son Gregory christened it ‘Fort Hemingway’). Their hand was 
finally forced when they heard news that Castro would nationalize all property in 
Cuba owned by foreign nationals and they left Cuba for good in the summer of 
1960. 
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In spite of his failing health he was still traveling, still writing. Life magazine 
had asked him to write a series of articles on bullfighting. His publisher had also 
agreed to consider a book version to be titled The Dangerous Summer. Whilst in 
Spain in the summer of 1960 Hemingway became so ill that Mary feared for his 
life. On August 15th he wrote to her about his panic of a “complete physical and 
nervous crack-up”. Decline had set in. Upon his return to the US his wife took 
him straight from New York back to their Idaho home where his mental and 
physical condition were soon judged to be poor enough to warrant 
hospitalization. The press reported that Hemingway had been admitted to the 
Mayo Clinic, Minnesota to be treated for high blood pressure. In his memoir his 
son Gregory remembers that his father wrote to him that he was suffering from 
hemachromatosis, a rare and fatal form of diabetes. “That my father would tell 
me the truth about his mental illness was unthinkable. Something physical, 
sure. But mental, never.” He goes on to say, “They said it was his machismo. I 
think it deserves a nobler word. His act of deception was as much one of love as 
it was one of pride”.  
 
What we do know is that he was given scores of electroconvulsive therapy 
treatments over the course of his time at the Mayo Clinic (he was discharged 
briefly but readmitted). Mary fought against his final release at the end of June 
1961, asking that he be transferred to another institution, but the doctors 
treating him at that time believed him to be well enough to go home again to 
Ketchum. He arrived at the house on the night of Friday the 30th of June; in the 
early hours of  Sunday morning he put the barrel of his favourite shotgun into 
this mouth and pulled the trigger. Mary, hearing a noise in the house, got out of 
bed and discovered his dead body, lying against the wall in the entrance foyer. 
 

“The best way to find out if you can trust 
somebody is to trust them” 
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