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Q: Until now, Mary Welsh Hemingway has always seemed relatively 
neglected compared to Hadley, Pauline, and Martha. Why do you 
think that has been?

A: Mary was associated with Ernest’s decline, and I think people preferred 
to dwell on his early life when he was writing well. Mary was a strong, 
opinionated woman, a challenging person to deal with, who had control of 
Hemingway’s literary estate for many of the twenty-five years she survived 
him. She swore like a sailor, was brusque, and made decisions that offended 
people. The predominantly male scholars and biographers could not accept 
that this Camel-smoking, gin-drinking, tough little woman had a unique and 
invaluable insight into the work of the great Hemingway. They dismissed her 
as merely a supportive housewife, a caretaker wife, or even as Martha Gellhorn 
described—“a maggot of history.” Mary did not have high regard for the work of 
many scholars, and a mutual disdain developed. Mary’s descent into alcoholic 
dementia made it easier for critics to disparage her. 

My fondest hope is that my book will lead to further investigation into 
Mary’s role in Ernest’s literature. Time has passed, scholars who felt insulted 
by Mary have passed, and hopefully, emerging scholars can make a fresh 
assessment. I found her to be brave, disciplined, intelligent, hard-working, and 
an excellent writer who understood Ernest as well as anyone, possibly could. 
Mary was an estimable woman who succeeded in a man’s world in wartime 
journalism, contributed meaningfully to Hemingway’s art, and helped create his 
literary legacy.

The biography of the final Mrs. Hemingway 
not only dissects Mary Welsh’s complicated 
relationship with her ailing husband; it also 
explores how the widow shaped the writer’s 
posthumous legacy. Above, author Timothy 
Christian (with close friend Samuel Clemens) 
at New York City’s Lotos Club, to which 
Stoney Stoneback introduced him, more than 
forty years after Stoney was introduced to it 
by none other than Mary herself. 

Meet the Author 
Tim graduated as a 

Commonwealth Scholar from 
King’s College, Cambridge. During 
a varied legal career, he served as 
a law professor and Dean at the 
Faculty of Law at the University of 
Alberta and as a visiting professor 
in Japan and Taiwan. He read A 
Moveable Feast in the cafes of Aix-
en-Provence when he was a young 
man studying French. 

After a busy practice in law as 
Canada’s Chief Federal Negotiator 
in numerous treaty negotiations 
and as a mediator, he became a 
biographer when struck by the fact 
that no one had written deeply 
about Mary Welsh Hemingway and 
her role in the final era of Ernest’s 
life.

Tim is married to a lawyer and 
abstract artist, Kathryn Dykstra, 
and lives in a Mediterranean 
microclimate on Vancouver Island’s 
beautiful Saanich Inlet. His website 
is http://timothyjchristian.com. 

Positively Fourth Wife: With Hemingway’s 
Widow: The Life and Legacy of Mary Welsh 
Hemingway, the Last of the Mrs. Hemingways 
Finally Receives Her Due. We Get the True 
Gen on Writing a Biography of a Complicated 
Woman and a Complicated Marriage from 
Author Timothy Christian
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A: When I started the project, I 
considered writing a fictional account, 
as Paula McLain did so well in The Paris 
Wife, or a piece of creative nonfiction that 
would allow me to make up certain bits. 
However, as my research progressed, I 
discovered truths stranger than fiction. I 
wanted the reader to know I was telling 
a story based on reliable source material 
instead of inventing it. My background 
in law helped me to work in the field of 
biography. I was used to following paper 
trails, assessing competing evidence, 
interviewing witnesses, and fairly 
adjudicating competing stories. 

The trick was to develop a narrative 
style light enough to attract readers and 
keep them turning pages yet solidly based 
on reliable research. This was my goal, 

but it is for others to decide whether I’ve 
succeeded. The original manuscript was 
ninety thousand words longer, but I took 
Robert Gottlieb’s advice to shorten the 
manuscript. I slaughtered my darlings and 
buried them in the many rabbit holes.

Q: How would you rate Mary as a 
journalist during the war? What do you 
think her strengths as a writer were?

A: I read Mary’s writing before, during, 
and after the war. She writes clearly, 
in a confident voice, always finding a 
compelling human-interest angle in her 
stories. Mary was highly regarded by her 
editors. Walter Graebner at Time claimed, 
“without doubt, she is the ablest female 
journalist in London.” And her fellow 
journalist, Michael Foot, later to become 

In Mary Ernest met his match: a woman as rough and gruff as he was … and one equally 
willing to experiment with gender fluidity.

Q: You open with the scene of Mary 
nearly dying in 1946 in Casper, Wyoming, 
when her fallopian tube bursts. What does 
that particular incident say about the 
Hemingways’ marriage?

A: One of a writer’s goals is to be 
read, which requires catching the reader’s 
attention by illuminating events that 
speak beyond the words. The story of 
Mary’s close brush with death after her 
ectopic pregnancy shows Mary’s will to 
live and Ernest’s will to save her. After 
spending years researching and writing 
the book, I thought this scene captured 
essential truths about their relationship, 
which readers would find compelling. 
They faced Mary’s possible death together, 
and Ernest’s bold action helped create 
an enduring bond more robust than any 
wedding vow.

Q: What’s your take on How It Was, 
the 1976 memoir Mary published with 
Knopf? Did you find it a reliable source? 
Or did you find yourself going into rabbit 
holes trying to certify certain events? Or 
did you set it aside and work from your 
own sources?

A: I loved reading Mary’s memoir 
because she writes so freshly and brightly. 
But, of course, one naturally wonders if 
she described how it really was. So, I began 
researching her correspondence, journals, 
and drafts of her memoir, interviewing 
people who knew her, investigating the 
archives of contemporaries, and reading 
all the biographies, memoirs, and period 
histories. 

Not surprisingly, I found that Mary 
had constructed a particular version of 
her life with Ernest. She left out many 
facts and incidents, and I found a larger 
story than she told. I believe her motive in 
writing her memoir was to show the world 
that Ernest adored her, and while their 
marriage had difficulties, she loved him, 
and they had a fine adventure together. 
I periodically returned to her memoir to 
check the discrepancies between what 
she wrote and what I found. I have tried 
to present a fair account which leaves out 
nothing important, good or bad.

Q: The idea of writing a biography 
scares the bejesus out of me. How do you 
find the shape of a life? And how do you 
ensure that your pace isn’t dragging, or, by 
contrast, flying through events? Was there 
ever a stretch of her life that you thought, 
I’m taking too long in here, or I’m moving 
too quickly?
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the leader of the British Labour Party, 
said, “Welsh is without question the best 
female journalist on either side of the 
Atlantic, apart altogether from being the 
most agreeable and amusing.” She learned 
to write quickly and under the pressure of 
deadlines. Ernest recognized that she was 
a far better reporter than he was, for she 
kept facts straight and reported accurately. 
He shaded facts for dramatic effect. 

Q: There’s been deep curiosity about 
Ernest and Mary’s intimate lives since 
the late 1980s when The Garden of 
Eden inaugurated our exploration of 
the androgynous Hemingway and the 
queer Hemingway. I was struck by your 
reminding us that How It Was exposes 
his interest in women sodomizing men 
by describing their very private acts. 
As you write, “It seems reasonable to 
conclude she wanted readers to know 
she was the sexually dominant partner 
in her relationship with Ernest.” Why do 
you think she wanted us to know that—
and why do you think that passage went 
relatively unnoticed for a decade or more?

A: Mary’s objective in writing her 
memoir was to show Ernest adored her, 
and nothing demonstrated his close 
sexual connection to her better than the 
entry he made in her journal when they 
were in Africa. He described graphically 
the sort of sexual relations they enjoyed, 
and Mary published Ernest’s account in 
her memoir to show the world just how 
sexually compatible and adventurous they 
were. She quoted Ernest himself, and their 
sexual practices found direct expression in 
The Garden of Eden. 

When I read the journal entry, I 
thought the biographical implications 
of the passage were at least as important 
as the literary ones. Mary celebrated 
their gender fluidity long before it was 
acceptable to speak of such things. 

Q: Your photo section includes images 
you yourself took of important sites in 
Mary’s life: her childhood home, the Finca 
Vigía, Torcello, even the site on the Piave 
where Hemingway was wounded in 1918. 
Was there any location you couldn’t travel 
to in covering the arc of the couple’s lives?

A: I tried to travel to every place Ernest 
and Mary lived or visited so that I could 
write authentically about those places. 
I wanted to walk the terrain, taste the 
food, drink the wine, inhale the air, and 
interact with the people so that I could 
feel what Mary and Ernest felt—though 

sake, please don’t mention this to him).” 
Mary thought Baker was a prude and 
doubted he could have understood Ernest 
as a person. 

What surprised me about Baker’s 
biography was his almost complete 
reliance on Buck Lanham—and Lanham’s 
changing view about Ernest. In the 
beginning, Buck idolized Ernest, but as 
he read Baker’s draft chapters, he became 
an almost spiteful critic and provided 
damning vignettes. Buck’s wife, Pete, 
wrote two letters to Baker, which he used 
uncritically. She excoriated Ernest, and 
between them, the Lanhams diminished 
Ernest’s reputation. Baker rewarded Buck 
by dedicating his biography to him. Mary 
didn’t realize until it was too late that Buck 
had turned against Ernest—and her. 

Q: You made me track down “That 
Magnificent Man and His Converter 
Machine,” the blistering repudiation of 
A. E. Hotchner’s Papa Hemingway that 
appeared in the long-lamented Fact 
magazine in 1966. [It’s available online 
at https://fact.110west40th.com/volumes/
volume-3-3#1]. I think I had only read 
it maybe once, long ago, poring over 
ephemera (and Fact has its own highly 
interesting history). What’s your take on 
that piece as a literary takedown? How 
should we regard Hotchner now that he’s 
passed on?

A: I think the metaphor of the money 
machine is a bit strained, but the intensity 
of Mary’s anger at Hotchner is not an 
exaggeration. She was truly appalled that 
he sought to profit by telling the story 
of Ernest’s mental decline and ultimate 
suicide because she believed Ernest’s 
medical history was a private matter. Mary 
had maintained in public for five years that 
Ernest had died by accident—not suicide. 
She tried to silence Hotch by applying for 
an injunction, but her legal action was 
misconceived. As soon as the injunction 
was denied and Papa Hemingway was 
being serialized, Mary gave an interview 
to Oriana Fallaci. Mary admitted for the 
first time, five years later, that the cause 
of Ernest’s death was suicide. If Mary 
had succeeded in silencing Hotch, we 
might not know the truth today. Some 
questioned the ethics of Hotch in revealing 
Ernest’s failing health and suicide. I think 
that Papa Hemingway is fascinating and 
vital to understanding Ernest’s last days. 
As a biographer, I am glad Mary could not 
prevent the truth from emerging. 

Tim signs books at the KGB Bar during the 
biography's New York launch, April 26, 
2022.

years later. Nothing is more grounding 
for a biographer than seeing the places 
where the action took place. I hope the 
reader senses the particularity of place in 
the book. I regret I could not visit Kenya 
because the pandemic intervened, but I 
will go there someday to feel it.

Q: Was there a particular moment 
or incident where you surprised yourself 
with the compassion or empathy you felt 
for Mary?

A: In Mary’s memoir, there is a scene 
when she is weeping by the lychee tree 
at the Finca because Ernest has just said 
something terrible to her. She wishes 
she had a big brother to help her, and 
sometimes when I was writing this book, 
I thought I was like her big brother, or her 
lawyer, trying to get her a fair hearing.

Q: I was struck by Mary’s mixed 
feelings toward Carlos Baker. She 
originally wanted her old boss, Paul 
Mowrer, to write his authorized 
biography—which might have been a bit 
of a conflict of interest since Paul Mowrer 
was Hadley Richardson’s second husband. 
Wisely, Mowrer turned down the job. You 
write we don’t know if Baker ever knew 
he was her second choice. How differently 
did you see Baker by seeing him through 
Mary’s eyes?

A: Mary didn’t want Baker to write the 
book because she thought his writing style 
was too academic. She told Harry Brague 
at Scribner’s, “It would seem curious to 
me to read about Ernest in the rather 
pretentious, professorial language that Mr. 
Baker sometimes employs. (for heaven’s 
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Q: The biography begins with a 
preface by H. R. Stoneback, who passed 
away not too long after he completed 
it. What does including his marvelous 
reflections on both Mary and the life of a 
Hemingway scholar mean to you now that 
he’s gone?

A: I was astounded by Stoney’s preface, 
which must be one of his last published 
works. Not only is it a brilliant piece of 
writing, which illuminates Mary and 
brings her to life, but it is a generous 
commentary on my book. Without 
Stoney’s encouragement in 2016, when I 
was getting underway with the project, I 
may not have continued. He read a draft 
chapter and welcomed me as an outsider 
to enter Hemingway country to research 
and write about his friend Mary. 

Over the years, Stoney continued to 
support my work, and he gave me practical 
help. For example, he introduced me to 
Bonifacio Brass, the owner of Locanda 
Cipriani, and my wife and I spent five 
days in the rooms Ernest and Mary 
occupied. I chatted with Bonifacio about 
stories his aunt told him concerning 
the Hemingways. I walked the island 
of Torcello, absorbing the atmosphere, 
which Ernest recounts in Across the River 
and Into the Trees. I saw the leaning 
tower of Burano across the water, and the 
magnificent depiction of the last judgment 
in the basilica.

Stoney was larger than life, and 
each time we met, we enjoyed exciting 
adventures.  When my book was about to 
be released, the Lotos Club invited me to 
do a presentation about Mary—the first 
woman admitted to membership in the 
history of the Club in 1977. Mary then 
sponsored Stoney’s membership in 1978. 
I asked Stoney if he would introduce 
me. We were excited about the cosmic 
convergence, for we would be introducing 
Hemingway’s Widow to the Club, where 
Mary launched her book tour for How it 
Was. Stoney wrote to me, “Brother Tim, 
Wonderful news! You’ll love the Lotos 
Club—the ambiance, the food, the steaks, 
and excellent wine cellar, the art, the 
famous nudes, the portrait of my fellow 
club member, Mark Twain—and we’ll sit 
in the wing chairs under the portrait of ol’ 
Mark and have a drink and celebrate.” 

Sadly, we never had that drink because 
Stoney died on December 22, 2022. I miss 
my mentor in Hemingway country terribly. 
Over the years, we became close friends 
through our correspondence, exchanging 
short stories and travel yarns and making 

comments about our work. The day after 
I received Stoney’s preface, my daughter 
told me to cherish the moment because 
it could never get any better than this. I 
told Stoney about her comment, and he 
said she was an intelligent person and he 
wanted to meet her. He planned to visit 
Victoria on a stopover during a cruise to 
Alaska. Unfortunately, it was canceled due 
to the pandemic. 

Stoney loved Edith Piaf ’s immortal 
song, “Je ne regrette rien,” which Mary, and 
Stoney’s wife Sparrow, sang in harmony. 
I think Stoney embraced that idea. He 
lived a full life, loved music, and I hope he 
regretted nothing. ■

Ernest and Mary Hemingway at the Finca Vigia, Cuba


