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ERNEST HEMINGWAY

Hills Like White Elephants

The hills across the valley of the Ebro® were long and white. On this side there
was no shade and no trees and the station was between two lines of rails in the sun.
Close against the side of the station there was the warm shadow of the building and
a curtain, made of strings of bamboo beads, hung across the open door into the bar,
to keep out flies. The American and the girl with him sat at a table in the shade, out-
side the building. It was very hot and the express from Barcelona would come in
forty minutes. It stopped at this junction for two minutes and went on to Madrid.

“What should we drink?” the girl asked. She had taken off her hat and put it
on the table.

“It's pretty hot,” the man said.

“Let’s drink beer.”

“Dos cervezas,” the man said into the curtain.

“Big ones?” a woman asked from the doorway.

“Yes. Two big ones.”

The woman brought two glasses of beer and two felt pads. She put the felt
pads and the beer glasses on the table and looked at the man and the girl. The girl
was looking off at the line of hills. They were white in the sun and the country was
brown and dry.

“They look like white elephants,” she said.

“I've never seen one,” the man drank his beer.

“No, you wouldn’t have.”

“I might have,” the man said. “Just because you say I wouldn’t have doesn’t
prove anything.”

The girl looked at the bead curtain. “They’ve painted something on it,” she
said. “What does it say?”

“Anis del Toro. It’s a drink.”

“Could we try it?”

Ebro: River in northern Spain.
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The man called “Listen” through the curtain. The woman came out from the bar.

“Four reales.””

“We want two Anis del Toro.”

“With water?”

“Do you want it with water?”

“I don’t know,” the girl said. “Ts it good with water?”

“It's all right.”

“You want them with water?” asked the woman.

"Yes, with water.”

“It tastes like licorice,” the girl said and put the glass down.

“That's the way with everything.”

“Yes,” said the girl. “Everything tastes of licorice. Especially all the things
you've waited so long for, like absinthe.”

“Oh, cut it out.”

“You started it,” the girl said. “I was being amused. I was having a fine time.”

“Well, let’s try and have a fine time.”

“All right. I was trying. I said the mountains looked like white elephants.
Wasn't that bright?”

“That was bright.”

“I wanted to try this new drink. That’s all we do, isn’t it—look at things and
try new drinks?”

“I guess s0.”

The girl looked across at the hills.

“They’re lovely hills,” she said. “They don’t really look like white elephants. I
just meant the coloring of their skin through the trees.”

“Should we have another drink?”

“All right.”

The warm wind blew the bead curtain against the table.

“The beer’s nice and cool,” the man said.

“It's lovely,” the girl said.

“It's really an awfully simple operation, Jig,” the man said. “It’s not really an
operation at all.”

The girl looked at the ground the table legs rested on.

“T know you wouldn’t mind it, Jig. It's really not anything. It’s just to let the
air in.”

The girl did not say anything.

“I'll go with you and I'll stay with you all the time. They just let the air in and
then it's all perfectly natural.”

“Then what will we do afterward?”

“We'll be fine afterward. Just like we were before.”

“What makes you think so?”

“That’s the only thing that bothers us. It's the only thing that’s made us un-
happy.”
The girl looked at the bead curtain, put her hand out and took hold of two of
the strings of beads.

“And you think then we’ll be all right and be happy.”

“I know we will. You don't have to be afraid. ['ve known lots of people that
have done it.”

reales: Spanish coins.
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“So have I,” said the girl. “And afterward they were all so happy.”

“Well,” the man said, “if you don’t want to you don’t have to. I wouldn't have
you do it if you didn’t want to. But [ know it's perfectly simple.”

“And you really want to?”

“I think it’s the best thing to do. But I don’t want you to do it if you don’t re-
ally want to.”

“And if I do it you'll be happy and things will be like they were and you'll
love me?”

“Ilove you now. You know I love you.”

“I know. But if I do it, then it will be nice again if I say things are like white
elephants, and you’ll like it?”

“I'll love it. I love it now but I just can’t think about it. You know how I get
when I worry.”

“If I do it you won’t ever worry?”

“I'won't worry about that because it’s perfectly simple.”

“Then I'll do it. Because I don’t care about me.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t care about me.”

“Well, I care about you.”

“Oh, yes. ButIdon't care about me. And I'll do it and then everything will be fine.”

“I don’t want you to do it if you feel that way.”

The girl stood up and walked to the end of the station. Across, on the other
side, were fields of grain and trees along the banks of the Ebro. Far away, beyond
the river, were mountains. The shadow of a cloud moved across the field of grain
and she saw the river through the trees.

“And we could have all this,” she said. “And we could have everything and
every day we make it more impossible.”

“What did you say?”

“I said we could have everything.”

“We can have everything.”

“No, we can't.”

“We can have the whole world.”

“No, we can't.”

“We can go everywhere.”

“No, we can’t. It isn’t ours any more.”

“It's ours.”

“No, it isn’t. And once they take it away, you never get it back.”

“But they haven't taken it away.”

“We’ll wait and see.”

“Come on back in the shade,” he said. “You mustn’t feel that way.”

“I don't feel any way,” the girl said. “I just know things.”

“1don’t want you to do anything that you don’t want to do—"

“Nor that isn’t good for me,” she said. “I know. Could we have another beer?”

“All right. But you've got to realize—"

“I realize,” the girl said. “Can’t we maybe stop talking?”

They sat down at the table and the girl looked across at the hills on the dry
side of the valley and the man looked at her and at the table.

“You've got to realize,” he said, “that I don’t want you to do it if you don’t
want to. I'm perfectly willing to go through with it if it means anything to you.”

“Doesn’t it mean anything to you? We could get along.”
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“Of course it does. But I don’t want anybody but you. I don’t want anyone

else. And I know it's perfectly simple.”
“Yes, you know it's perfectly simple.”

“It’s all right for you to say that, but I do know it.”

“Would you do something for me now?”

“I'd do anything for you.”

“Would you please please please please please please please stop talking?”

He did not say anything but looked at the bags against the wall of the station.
There were labels on them from all the hotels where they had spent nights.

“But I don’t want you to,” he said, “I don’t care anything about it.”

“I'll scream,” the girl said.

The woman came out through the curtains with two glasses of beer and put
them down on the damp felt pads. “The train comes in five minutes,” she said.

“What did she say?” asked the girl.

“That the train is coming in five minutes”

The girl smiled brightly at the woman, to thank her.

“I'd better take the bags over to the other side of the station,” the man said.
She smiled at him.

“All right. Then come back and we'll finish the beer.”

He picked up the two heavy bags and carried them around the station to the
other tracks. He looked up the tracks but could not see the train. Coming back, he
walked through the barroom, where people waiting for the train were drinking. He
drank an Anis at the bar and looked at the people. They were all waiting reasonably
for the train. He went out through the bead curtain. She was sitting at the table and
smiled at him.

“Do you feel better?” he asked.

“I feel fine,” she said. “There nothing wrong with me. I feel fine.”

QUESTIONS

1. From what point of view is the story told?

2. Since the story offers so little information about the background and ap-
pearance of the characters, discuss the implications of such details as are
provided.

3. How is the setting at a Spanish railroad crossing appropriate to the theme?

What is the significance of the title?

5. As the man drinks his Anis, he thinks to himself, “They were all waiting
reasonably for the train.” What is the force of the word “reasonably”?
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TMA TE NOCI byla podivné Ziva, prostoupena pryst&nim
tajemného svétla. Byla ticha jako po néjakém otfesu, pronik-
|a blaZzenosti zahadné spoluviny. Jasnost andélskych kfidel
naseho détstvi v ni zanechala nehasnouci stopy.

Krajina byla protkana neviditelnymi drahami, po nichz
se pohybovaly tmave postavy, sotva hustSi neZli okolni vzduch.
Nechavaly za sebou zachumlané a spici dédiny a putovaly tak-
fka nezvucné po umrzlych cestach, bélajicich se v slabém od-
razu hvézd, k onomu mistu, které bylo stfedem této noci.

Cyril Nedoma Sel vedle své matky po cesté svych détskych
let, po uzkeé silnici mezi holymi stromy, spojujici Pfisenice
s vesnici, v niz byl farni kostel. Vpravo vlevo lezela ve tmé pole
pokryta snéhovym popraskem, stale taz v stfidani rocnich dob,
pfechazejici s otce na syna, s pokoleni na pokoleni. Lezela
tiSe v mrazu a ve tmé&, erna a hola, ackoli se na tomhle mis-
té z jara vinilo obili s hnizdem skfivan€im, ackoli kousek dal
nasli jednou v zité mrtvého tulaka (pochovali ho potom beze
jména), ackoli tam a tam (kolik je tomu let?) pfepadly Stazku
Roubalovu pfi se€eni porodni bolesti, a pochovali je potom
oba, matku i s ditétem... Pole lezela miCky ve tmé, dnes jako
loni a jako pFedloni, jako pred desiti i pfed sto lety. Kolikrat
uz byla pfeorana, kolik Slépéji, kolik slz a kolik kleteb, kolik
tajnych hficht bylo zahrnuto do jejich brazd! Jaka sit osudu
zahadné spletenych zatahuje tento kraj, kolik tvafi, muzskych
i Zenskych, mladych i starych, kolik rukou, které hnétly tuto
hlinu, které ji tiskly k srdci!

Cyril Nedoma slySi zvuky svych krokt i krok(l matcinych, a z
dalky (daleké? nedaleké?) k nému zaznivaji tytéz kroky, jen-
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Ze o dvacet let mladsi, kroky ditéte a mladeé Zeny, a ty zvuky
jsou tak znamé, tak skutec¢né, kdezto dnesni chlze je tak ne-
pravdépodobna, tak neuvéfitelna! Jak se to stalo? Kdy uplynulo
téch dvacet let, které ucinily z ditéte muze a z mladé Zeny ma-
lem stafenu?

Je v lidském zivoté jista mez, ktera rozdéluje vék raného
mladi, vék hledici kupfedu, nepocitajici dny, vék nadéji a oCe-
kavani, vék neodpovédny a prozatimni, vék, kdy se ustavicné
téSime, Zze nas Ceka v budoucnosti néco rozhodujiciho, slav-
ného a krasného, a vék prvni zralosti. Mladi je pres svou siro-
bu, pfes své smutky vékem bezstarostnym, zijicim pod pfi-
stfeSim minulosti, avSak najednou pfijde chvile (nevime nikdy
presné, kdy vlastné nastala) chvile, kdy si uvédomime, Ze sto-
jime sami tvafi v tvar skuteCnosti, Ze musime vzit bfimé svého
Zivota na sva vlastni bedra, ze se uznemame na koho vymlou-
vat, proti komu se bourit, a nic slavného a krasného ze uz nas
bezpochyby nepotka. Co jsme v svém Zivoté zbfidili, z(stava
zbfidéno, co jsme promeskali, zkazili a poSpinili, to zUstava
promeskano, zkazeno a posSpinéno. Konec trvalé dovolene,
kazdy krok je od nyné&jSka krokem ke hrobu, krokem do véc-
nosti!

Kroky zvonily o umrzlou silnici a Cyril Nedoma je poslou-
chal jako kroky nékoho druhého. Jejich rytmus i spad mu byly
znamy, vel- mi znamy, vzdyt jesté loni znély vedle ného po této
silnici, uprostred téchto poli, tyz holy Sipkovy kef trcel tady
u toho pfikopu, vpravo na svahu se tmél v paprscich hvézd tyz
pruh lesa a z brazdy se vzneslo s tymz poplasnym kiikem hejno
koroptvi, kdyz zaznél vedle Cyrila hlas, ktery slychaval od své-
ho détstvi, hlas v té chvili docela samoziejmy.

Cyril sebou trhl a ztmul takika ohromenim, kdyz uvidél vedle sebe
prazdné misto. Pohlédl tazavé na druhou stranu, kudy Sla matka,



a tak nému také otocila hlavu a Cyril poznal, Ze mysli na touz véc,
Ze take slySi kroky toho, ktery tudy s nimiloni Sel, a letos uz nejde.
Vidéli potmé, ze se ji oci zalily slzami, a odvratil zase hlavu.

Jak se jimv poslednim ase stala divérnou tvar smrti! Véru,
mohli se dosyta vynadivat do jejich ocCi, obracenych v sloup
gicky pohyb ruky, smérfujici ustaviéné k Celu, jako by chtéla
rozehnat tmu, ktera se kladla mezi dusi a drahé véci tohoto
svéta!

Jaka prazdnota se okolo nich udélala! Jak stali uprostfed
ni obnazeni, jako terC zdaleka viditelny! Jak se chvéli v tajem-
ném pruvanu, ocekavajice nové navstiveni!

Cyril pohlédl kradmo na drobnou postavu té, ktera Sla ved-
le ného, rysujic nachylenim hlavy posunek odvéké pokory. Jeho
matka! Co se asi déje v jeji dusi? Ozyvaiji se v ni také zasy-
paneé vrstvy Casu, Zije v ni jeSté malé dévcatko, hopkujici
v zahradce okolo zahonku a trhajici u plotu kopfivy housatkim,
vzpomina si jesté na onen pohled, kterym tenkrat vidéla bar-
vu oblohy a zeleri stromU a bélost pésin? Z jaké dalky se nyni
asi diva na onen kout, ktery byl rajem jejiho détstvi, na ona
dveé okénka plna muskatl a na vlahost stinu pod stromy ved-
le potoka? Je to asi svét podobny jeho vliastnimu svétu (vzdyt
je to jeho matka!), jenze trochu posunuty, lamajici svétlo v ji-
ném uhlu (ponévadz je to jeho matka a ponévadz kazda zi-
vouci bytost je jina, aCkoli jsou vSechny naroubovany
na tajemnou jednotu). Ach, ten svét ma jisté jiny pfisvit, vzdyt
je zjizven a roztrhan tolika ranami, které jeho, Cyrila, nepro-
nikly! Jak si predstaviti srdce panny, ktera se méni zahad-
nym pfechodem v Zzenu a v matku, jak ma muz pochopiti ta-
jemstvi jejiho studu a jeji lasky, jak pochopiti jeji vztah k détem,
tvoriim vyslym z jejiho téla! Jak si pfedstavit, co asi citi mat-



ka, kdyz ji po prvé pohlédnou do oCi dvé oCi nové narozene,
oCi noveho Clovéka, oCi jejiho ditéte! A co se asi déje v jejim
srdci, kdyz drzi své décko v naruci a vidi, jak mu modraji rty
a jak se mu télicko napina smrtelnou kreci! Kdo mize pocho-
pit, jak vidi matka své déti, jak vidi rozkvétat jejich dusi, jak
pozna, chfadne-li Zalem nebo je-li nemocna skrytym zlem!

V té chvili Sla po této silnici se svym nejstarSim a zdalo se ji
nepravdépodobno, Ze by to byl tyz hoSik, kterého nosivala
v naruci a kterého ucila slabikovat prvni slova OtéenaSe,
a Cyril vidél sam sebe jako svého dvojnika, jako svuj neprav-
dépodobny prelud.

Vidél se uprostfed tohoto kraje, uprostred sveho kraje, za-
stfeného noci podivné bdélou, vidél se uprostifed ného
v pruvodu tvari, s kterymi se kdy setkal, slySel jejich hlasy, sly-
Sel svUj hlas, ne ten hlas, kterym mluvival mezi lidmi, hlas cizi,
strojeny, namahajici se pretvofit a zakryt svou pravou melo-
dii, vyslovuijici slova, za ktera se hanbil pfi vzpomince na tento
kraj, nesnasejici Izi z jeho ust. Vlekl po této silnici, k Betléemu
sveé farnosti, vSecky své porazky, své zrady, vSecku svou han-
bu, svou horkost, vSecky své pohmozdéniny, vSecku svou li-
tost pro tolik marnych a posetilych slov, ktera jsou uzZ nena-
pravitelné vyslovena, vSecky kfivdy, které utrpél a kterych
se dopustil, vlekl to pfetézkeé bfimé po cesté sveho détstvi,
bok po boku vedle své matky, jediné bytosti na svété, ktera
by to vSecko pochopila a ktera by mu odpustila — jediné by-
tosti na svété, ktera by mu vSecko odpustila. Bohuzel, jeho
usta jsou zamc€ena a Zadna moc na sveété by je nedovedla
otevrit.

Kus vpfedu, na navrsi, se najednou objevilo svétlo, osvétlu-
jici oblouk brany. ,Ave, Stella maris!“ je tam napsano zlatymi
pismeny nad gotickou soSkou Panny Marie, vzpomnél si Cy-



ril a rozhlédl se po kraji, ktery se rozprostiral pod navrsim jako

Vi wvaivs

v,

na zmrzlé pudé byl ¢im dal tim hlasitéjSi a ¢erné obrysy lid-
skych postav houstly na vSech stranach, jako by se vynofovaly
ze zemeé. Cyril s matkou predesli nékolik téch postav, tma-
vych a micenlivych, obklopenych svym tajemstvim, znamym
jenom Bohu, a nepoznalijich. Kdo vi, snad to byli jejich sou-
sedé, snad lidé z farnosti docela cizi, lidé docela neznami —
jenom jejich tvare prosvitaly podivnou bledosti a zdalo se, ze
Z nich vychazi zvlastni tichy smich, pronikajici rouskou jejich
tajem- nosti, smich nepochopitelné ironicky...

Cyril pohlizel s hriizou do téch tvafi, které mijel, a na pamét
mu pfichazela jména lidi davno zemfrelych, sdruzena s nena-
podobitelnym posunkem, s nenavratnym pfizvukem hla. su
se v§im, co se uz po druhé neuvidi. Zdalo se mu, ze ten starik
v beranici a s holi, ktery tluCe silné do silnice podpatky
s podkuvkami, je neboztik Ztratil, co umfel pfed lety
v pastouSce — Cyril tenkrat jesté ani nechodil do Skoly, ale
pamatuje se, ze se fikalo, Zze ho snacha umofila hladem —ta
Zenav Cerné Sale okolo hlavy, jdouci tak zpfima a hrdé, to je
dcera sedlaka Nechleby, ktera si vzala navzdory rodi¢iim
nadenika Simu a ktera potom umfela v blazinci, ten vysoky
ramenaty obr v botach s holinkami, to je Josef Roubal, o tom
se Suskalo, ze mél dité se svou vlastni dcerou, kterou potom
nasli utopenou v rybniku...

Cim vice se bliZili k farnimu kostelu, tim bylo téch postav vic,
hrnuly se odevSad cestou necestou a byly tak blizké a zarover
tak daleké, tak neproniknutelné. Schazely se ze vSech deviti
osad farnosti, az se cely kraj hemzil t€mito tajemnymi poutni-
ky, ktefi si vypuj€ili tvare zivych, proménujice své zZivouci potom-
ky v stina v pfelud, a Cyrilovi se zdalo, jako by se nékdy roz-



délovali v nékolik postav a pak zase splyvali v jednu. Na navrsi
nad kostelni branou horelo svétlo nad jeslemi Novorozeného
a po cestach uprostfed poli pfitékaly nové a nové proudy ta-
jemnych pfichozich, déti tohoto kraje, ktery se proménil v jediny
kraj zemé, v krajinu betlémskou, v udoli radostného poselstvi.
Tato cesta, po které Sel Cyril s matkou, cesta jeho détstvi,
byla cestou jedinou, cestou vSech dusi, cestou vedouci do veéc-
nosti. Tato uzka venkovska silnice s nizkymi stromy
po stranach, vroubena chumacdi zvadlé travy, tato tichounka
cesta poznamenana jeho détskymi Slépéjemi byla najednou
povySena nade vSechen €as, stala se Cestou.

Cyril Nedoma uz neslysel kroky, slySel jen Suméni vzduchu
prorazeného pohybem nescislnych postav, kterée letély nad
zemi nedotykajice se pldy, a kdyz se znenadani ohlédl po své
matce, ztuhl lekem, nebot’ se mu zdalo, Zze se mu zatim také
promeénila v jednu z téch zahadnych postav bez vahy a beze
stinu, polotemnou, poloprisvitnou, Selestici tichym ironickym
smichem.

Vykfikl, a ackoli ten vykfik slySel jenom on sam, vySinuté
véci se ihned vratily do své obyCejné polohy.

»--- Vi§, bylo to pod tou starou jabloni, co stala v dédeckové
zahradce u samého plotu,” fekla matka, dokoncuijic jakési vy-
pravovani.

Matka a syn na sebe ve tmé pohlédli a usmali se. ,Tak
se pozname, az procitneme nadobro,“ pomyslil si Cyril.

Nez se nadali, byli u brany a vstoupili do kostela. Trpytil
se vSecek stfibrem umélého jini a zdravé tvare venkovanu, za-
lité svétlem, neprozrazovaly nic ze své nedavné promény. Cyril
vSak byl jesté vSecek pronikly vanutim nezemskych mist a kdyz
od oltafe zaznélo ,,Christus natus est nobis,” vhrkly mu do oci
slzy a srdcem mu projelo sladké ustknuti.
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