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B O OK S

AN INTERVIEW WITH CHRIS WARREN BY KRIS KING

Cooke City, Montana’s, 
Chris Warren came 
upon threads of Ernest 

Hemingway’s time in the 
Yellowstone high country and 
spent nearly a decade gather-
ing material to weave a compre-
hensive tapestry of Hemingway’s 
time in the region. The result-
ing book, Warren’s first, details 
Hemingway’s five summers in 
the 1930s at the L—T Guest 
Ranch on the Clark’s Fork of 
the Yellowstone River at the 
Wyoming-Montana border. He 
includes photographs, time-
lines, key players, a literary 
map, and the ways the region 
and Hemingway’s experiences 
impacted his literature and 
personal life.

“Whenever something needed 
finishing, he would head west for 
the summer and fall, to a place 
where he could hunt, fish, and 
work,” Warren writes.

This place and time are 
largely unstudied in Hemingway 
lore. Warren’s book shines a lucid 
Montana light on what is likely 
Hemingway’s happiest time with 
his family; immersed in wilder-
ness, riding, hunting and fish-
ing, and the source of a literary 
and personal legacy that lives 
on. Both an intimate album and 
an academic study of a crucial 
decade in the famous author’s 
life, this biography illuminates 
both Hemingway and an incom-
parable region of America. KRIS KING

Hemingway in the High Country
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Warren’s work on this book led to the Hemingway 
Society’s biennial conference being held next summer in 
the Yellowstone high country. Warren is a father to two and 
splits his time between Cooke City and Portland, Oregon.  

MQ: Is there anything you’d like readers to know going 
into this book? 

Chris Warren: Go into it with an interest in the area or 
history, but rid yourself of pop culture caricature precon-
ceptions of Hemingway. 

MQ: What was the genesis of this book?
CW: My life in Cooke City. I’ve lived there since 1993 

and it’s a very special place; at the end of the road for 
much of the year, with buffalo and grizzly bears patrol-
ling the street and no police, high school, or hospital. I 
met old timers whose fathers had known Hemingway so 
there were still living connections to Hemingway around. 
Tom Weaver of Red Lodge, whose father Chub was close to 
Hemingway and was his son Patrick’s godfather, gave me 
a copy of True at First Light, which mentions Cooke City 
and other area landmarks. That got me started on the trail 
of Hemingway’s time in the region. Among others, I met 
Dink Bruce of Livingston and Key West, whose father was 
Hemingway’s longtime friend and driver, and he shared 
photos of Hemingway hunting in the area. I was nervous 
to approach the Hemingway family about the project, but 
they were welcoming and supportive. What started out as 
an article became a book.

MQ: What did you discover that surprised you? 
CW: How important that time and place was to 

Hemingway’s work. Every bear, elk, and bighorn sheep 
he shot was within 20 miles of Cooke City and what he 
considered the best fly fishing of his life was right there. 
Hemingway wrote prolifically while here and mailed 
final drafts of major works from the Cooke City General 
Store. While Hemingway enjoyed memorable times 
with his second wife and sons at the L—T ranch over 
the years, he also left them there, leading to divorce on 
grounds of abandonment. Still, all his children chose to 
live out part of their lives in Montana. Hemingway strug-
gled with his father’s 1928 suicide, and he dealt with it 
physically by throwing the gun his father used to shoot 
himself into a deep lake in the Beartooth Mountains, 
and then literarily in For Whom the Bell Tolls. The more 
I discovered, the more I found this hole in Hemingway 
scholarship.

MQ: Why do you 
think Montana draws 
writers? 

CW: The wildness 
and staggering beauty 
of Montana makes it a 
muse. Montana attracts 
people with nontradi-
tional goals and aspira-
tions who want a freer 
life, and I’d be remiss not 
to mention the drinking 
culture which coincides 
with a lot of authors. You 
meet interesting people, see beautiful things, and don’t 
have to live a nine to five life; all of that is conducive to 
writing. 

MQ: How did your research change your impression of 
Hemingway? 

CW: Previously, I was put off by his popularity and 
image and uninterested other than Hemingway’s iceberg 
principal (a writing style exposing only “tip of the iceberg” 
surface elements with deeper meanings deliberately omit-
ted but implicit). For my research I read all the biog-
raphies about him, tracked down local knowledge and 
created a timeline of his stays and the writing he did in 
the area. Then I read all his work to identify Yellowstone 
high country references. I was left with the impression of 
a much more nuanced, sensitive, and troubled man than I 
was expecting.

MQ: Why do you think Hemingway remains more 
famous and influential than his contemporaries?  

CW: The time in which he lived spanned the modern-
ization of human history. He was born in 1899 before 
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cars and electricity were widespread, grew up during Teddy 
Roosevelt’s presidency, and when he died there were cars, TV, 
the space race, and Kennedy’s presidency. He was impacted by 
great political upheaval: his grandfather was in the Civil war, 
Hemingway lived through World War I, the Great Depression, 
Prohibition, the Spanish Civil War, and World War II. He also 
lived fast, had four wives, children, traveled widely, did lots 
of hunting, fishing, drinking, was a war correspondent and 
knew lots of interesting people. So, compared to other writers, 
his life was probably more vibrant. He wrote about so many 
different things and places, but all with intentional ambiguity 
so you can reread Hemingway over time and discover different 
meanings. 

MQ: Is there a Hemingway work you think exemplifies life 
in Montana?

CW: It’s tempting to say the short story A Man of the World, 
because of the Cooke City connection, but I think it’s more 
brutal and darker than either the area or Hemingway. Of all 
the works referencing the region, I’d pick For Whom the Bell 
Tolls because the protagonist is from Red Lodge and consis-
tently flashes back to his life in Montana. 

MQ: How did the larger size photos and format of your book 
come about?

CW: I knew I had two groups of prospective readers: 
Hemingway scholars and fans, and Yellowstone area visitors. 
I wanted a local publisher who knew area bookstores, and 
Riverbend was my first pick. The size and format were the 
publisher’s idea. I wanted to showcase photos and chose the 
cover photo of Hemingway on a hunting trip near Cooke City 
when he looks like area guys I’ve known—not the stereotype 
of the old guy with the white beard. 

MQ: What does hosting the 2020 International Hemingway 
Conference entail? 

CW: Lots of logistics—I submitted a proposal in Paris, did 
a budget and schedule, secured locations, assembled volun-
teers, involved surrounding communities, and I’m the liaison 
between the Hemingway Society and local communities. I’ve 
worked in the tourist industry for a long time, so I know a lot 
of places and people that’ll help make the conference a great 
experience for participants. The theme is “writing place, a 
place to write” so it’s perfect for the area. If anyone is inter-
ested in attending the July conference, taking place both 
around Sheridan and Cooke City, the first step is to join the 
Hemingway Society, which has a number of benefits in addi-
tion to conferences. 


