ERNEST HEMINGWAY (1899-1961) was born in Oak Park, Dlinois, but ke
spent most of his boyhood in Michigan, where his Jather, a doctor, encouraged his
enthusiasm for camping and hunting. Active as a reporter for his high school newspy-
per, Hemingway decided not to go on to college. Instead he worked as a reporter on the
Kansas City Star for a few months before volunicering to serve in an American
ambulance unit in France during World War 1. Then he wet to Italy, served at the
front, and was severely wounded in action just before his nineteenth birthday. After
the war he was too restless to settle down in the United States, s0 he lived in Paris and
supported himself and his wife as a newspaper correspondent. He worked hard at
learning how to write fiction; as he later said, “I found the greatest difficulty, aside
from knowing what you really felt, rather than what you were supposed to feel, or had
been taught to feel, was to put down what really happened in action: what the actya
things were which produced the emotion that you experienced.”

In America Hemingway had admired the work of Sherwood Anderson,
especially the colloquial, “unliterary” tone of his stories, and in Paris he came under
the influence of Gertrude Stein, telling Anderson in a letter of 1922 that “Gertrude
Stein and me are just like brothers.” As the critic A. Walton Litz and many others
have recognized, Hemingway was receptive to several diverse influences as a young
writer forging his literary style. He was also aware of the work of the experimental
poet Ezra Pound, whose advice in essays written in 1913 on the composition of imag-
ist poetry is suggested in the style developed in Hemingway's early fiction:

L. Direct treatment of the “thing,” without evasion or cliché.

2. The use of absolutely no word that does not confribute to the general
design.

3. Fidelity to the riythms of natural speech.

4. The natural object is always the adequate symbol.

Hemingway's first book, In Our Time (1925), is a4 collection of stories and
sketches. His early novels, The Sun Also Rises ( 1926) and A Farewell to Arms
(1929), established him as a master stylist, probably the most influential writer of
American prose in the first half of the fwentieth century, In 1938 he collected what he
considered his best short fiction, forty-uine stories. After publication of The Old Man
and the Sea, he was awarded the Nobel Prize for literature in 1954. Seven years later,
in poor health and haunted by the memory of the suicide of his father, who had shot
himself with a Civil War pistol in 1929, Hemingway killed himself with a shotgun in
his Idaho hunting lodge.

Hemingway's concise way of developing a plot through dialogue, as in “Hills
Like White Elephants,” attracted many imitators. He once explained how he achieved
an intense compression by comparing his method to the principle of the iceberg:
“There is seven-eighths of it under water for every part that shows. Anything you
know you can eliminate and it only strengthens your iceberg. It is the part that doesn’t
show. If a writer omits something because he does not know if then there is a hole in the
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- story.” The most authoritative collection of Hemingway's stories, The Complete

Short Stories of Ernest Hemingway: The Finca-Vigia Edition, was published in

1991. ' .
RELATED STORY: Russell Banks, “Black Man and White Woman in Dark Green

Rowboat,” page 115.

ERNEST HEMINGWAY

Hills Like White Elephants

The hills across the valley of the Ebro were long and white. On this si«r‘le
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, hun.g across t}le
open door into the bar, to keep out flies. The American and the girl with him
sat at a table in the shade, outside the building. It was very hot and the express
from Barcelona would come in forty minutes. It stopped at this junction for
two minurtes 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 Fhe
felt pads and the beer glasses on the table and looked at Fhe‘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.

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

“No, you wouldn't have.” ’

“I might have,” the man said. “Just because you say [ 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?”

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?”

“Tdon’t know,” the girl said. “Is 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. 1 was trying. [ said the mountains looked like white ele-
phants. 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?”

“1 guess $0.”

The girl looked across at the hills.

“They’re lovely hills,” she said. “They don't really look like white e}e-
phants. Tjust 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 o Jet
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
unhappy.”

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. I've known lots of people
that have done it.”

“50 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. Tweouldn't
have you do it if you didn’t want to. But I know it’s perfectly simple.”

“And you really want to?”

T think it’s the best thing to do. But I den’t want you to de it if you don’t
really want to.”

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

“1 love you now. You know I love you.”

“1 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 [
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. But I don’t care about me. And I'll do it and then everything
will be fine.”

“I dont 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 musin’t feel that way.”

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

“I don’t want you to do anything that you don’t want to do —~

“Nor that isn’t good for me,” she said. “1 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 yoy
don't want to. I'm perfectly willing to go through with it if it means anything
to you.”

“Doeesn’t it mean anything to you? We could get along.”

“Of course it does. But I don’t want anybody but you. I don’t want any
one 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 talk-
ing?”

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’s nothing wrong with me. I feel fine.”

(1927]




