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CLASS 9
ENGLISH LITERATURE
STORY: OLD MAN AT THE BRIDGE
INTRODUCTION:
The story ‘Old Man at the Bridge’ was written by Ernest Hemingway, who was an American novelist, short story writer and a journalist. The story is in the form of conversation between a soldier and an old man who had to leave his hometown during the Spanish Civil War. The story begins with an old man with spectacles and very dusty clothes sitting exhausted by the side of the road near a pontoon bridge on the river Ebro. The soldier (narrator of the story) got engaged in conversation with the old man. During the conversation the soldier came to know that the old man was worried about his animals that he had left behind. The old man told the soldier that he had the charge of two goats, a cat and four pairs of pigeons. He said that a captain had told him to leave the town and the animals because of artillery fire. He had no family but he expressed concern about what would happen to his animals. He said that the cat would be all right because cats could look after themselves, but he did not know what would happen to his other animals.
The soldier was concerned about the old man’s safety whereas the old man was concerned about his animal’s safety. He told the soldier that he was 76 years old and had come 12 kilometres and was too tired to walk up the road and catch a ride on a truck to Barcelona. The old man thanked the soldier for his concern for his safety but he continued to express his concern over the fate of the animals he had left behind. The old man remained obsessed with the thought about the safety of his animals. At the end of the story the soldier felt pity for the old man and thought “There was nothing to do about him.”He realized that he could not remove the old man’s concern about the safety of his animals. The story reflects the theme of depression and imminent death.
CHARACTERS:
1. Old Man:
The old man is the main character of the story, he is 76 years old and is healthy and physically fit. During the Spanish Civil War, he has to walk 12 kilometres from his hometown to the bridge. He has to leave his place because a captain told him to leave the town because of artillery fire during the Spanish Civil War.
He has no family but he loves his animals, he has the two goats, a cat and four pairs of pigeons. He is forced to leave his house and animals behind. But he is worried about the safety of his animals. During his conversation with the soldier at the bridge, he reveals that he is not worried about the safety of his own life because he is a fatalist (a person who believes all events are predetermined and there is nothing he can do to change it); but he expresses his deep concern about the safety of his animals. He tells the soldier that he is not worried about the cat because cats can look after themselves, but he is worried about the fate of other animals. He cannot get rid of the thought about the safety of his animals. The old man symbolizes the men and women who have to leave their homes as victims of war with which they have nothing to do.


2. The Narrator:
The narrator in the story ‘Old Man at the Bridge’ is the soldier who comes in contact with an old man at the bridge where people are crossing to flee from the Spanish Civil War. The soldier is a scout whose duty is to cross the bridge and find out how far the enemy has advanced. He engages himself in conversation with the old man.
During the conversation, he comes to know that the old man is worried more about the safety of his animals than his own safety. On the other hand, the narrator is worried about the safety of the old man. He tells the old man to take a ride on a truck to Barcelona, and save himself, but he refuses to do so. The narrator feels sad about the inevitability of the old man’s fate and feels pity for him, saying “There was nothing to do about him”. The conversation reflects the old man’s fatalism and the narrator’s despair in a subtle manner.
SUMMARY:
· The conversation between the soldier and the old man:
The story is related through a conversation between the soldier and the old man who had to leave his hometown because of the Spanish Civil War. During the war there was panic and anxiety all around. Everyone was aware of the impending death and was hurriedly leaving the town. An old man with rimmed spectacles had walked 12 kilometres from his hometown and sat exhausted by the side of a road near a pontoon bridge that crossed river Ebro. Carts, trucks and men, women and children were crossing the bridge. Peasants, refugees and Republican soldiers laden with munitions and supplies fled the advancing Fascist army. The narrator, who said that his mission was to cross the bridge and find out how far the enemy had advanced. He saw the old man sitting beside the bridge when he crossed towards the enemy. He found him still sitting there when he crossed back. He began talking to the old man and came to know that his hometown was San Carlos. He was the last person to leave the town, as he was worried about his animals.
· The narrator asks the old man about his animals:
The narrator, who was nervously awaiting the arrival of the Fascist army, he asked the old man about his animals. The old man said that he had two goats, a cat and four pairs of pigeons. He said that a captain had told him to leave the town and the animals because of artillery fire. He also told the narrator that he had no family. He, then, expressed concern about what would happen to the animals. He said that the cat would be all right because cats could look after themselves, but he did not know what would happen to the other animals. The narrator asks the old man that if he had opened the cage in which he had kept his pigeons. The old man said yes, then the soldiers tell him not to worry about the pigeons as the will fly away.
· Old man’s political views:
The narrator, who was more concerned for the old man’s safety than those of the animals, enquired what the old man’s .politics was. The politics here refers to what side he belonged to, the Republican or the Fascists. The old man replied ‘I am without politics’. He told the narrator that he was an old man of 76 years and had come 12 kilometres and was too tired to go further. The narrator told him to walk up the road and catch a ride on a truck to Barcelona (a city in Spain).

· The old man thanked the narrator:
When the narrator told the old man to walk further and catch the truck to Barcelona, the old man thanked him, but the continued to express his concern over the fate of the animals he had left behind. The narrator reassured him by saying the animals would be fine. The narrator told him that the pigeons would fly away, but the old man continued to worry about the goats. The narrator told him that it was better not to think about them and he should get up and walk towards the trucks and leave that place. He thanked the narrator and got to his feet, swayed from side to side and then sat down backwards in the dust. He reflected his obsession about the fate of his animals when he said ‘I was only taking care of animals’. The narrator felt pity for the old man and remarked that there was nothing to do about him. He thought that the old man’s only luck was that cats can look after themselves and that the day was overcast, so the Fascists were unable to launch their planes.
WORD MEANINGS:
1. Pontoon bridge – a temporary bridge
2. Staggered – walked with unsteady steps
3. Peasants – poor farmers 
4. Plodded – walked slowly 
5. Bridgehead – end of the bridge 
6. Artillery – heavy guns moved on wheels (military tanks)
KEY POINTS:
· The hometown of the old man was San Carlos. He was 76 years old.
· Old man took care of a cat, two goats and four pair of pigeons.
· The soldier is the narrator of the story and his duty was to cross the bridge and find out how far the enemy had advanced. 
· The old man had walked 12 kilometres and had no politics. 
· The old man was not worried about the cat because cats can look after themselves, but he was worried about the other animals. 
· The soldier tells the old man to catch a truck to Barcelona.
· Old man’s only luck was that cats can look after themselves and that the day was overcast, so the Fascists were unable to launch their planes.
THEME OF THE STORY:
The story ‘Old Man at the Bridge’ deals with the themes of resignation, depression and impending death. This theme is reflected in a conversation between a soldier and an old man who had to leave his hometown during the Spanish Civil War. The old man is gripped by panic and anxiety. He is a fatalistic hero of the story who is resigned to his fate as a casualty of war. When the soldier who is concerned about the safety of the old man tells him to walk up the road and catch a ride on the truck to Barcelona, he tells him that he is an old man of 76 and is too tired to go further. So he resigns himself to his fate.
WORKSHEET 4
Answer the following questions:
1. What was the duty of the narrator of the story?
2. Who sat by the side of the road? Where he had come from?
3. Why did the old man leave his town? Why did he leave it reluctantly?
4. What animals the old man take care of? 
5. Why was the old man worried about his animals?
6. How old was the old man? How does his old age affect him?
7. Why does the narrator tell the old man that it is not a good place to stop?
8. Why is old man not worried about the cat and the pigeons?
9. What does the narrator think of the old man at the end of the story?
10. Why did the old man thank the narrator?
SOLUTION TO WORKSHEET 3 UPLPOADED ON 1st JUNE, 2020
1. Who is described as a ‘friend of sun and sky’?
Answer: A tree is described as a ‘friend of sun and sky’. The tree is personified as a friend of the sun and the sky as the tree, being a living entity, provides a companionship to both.
2. How is a tree the glory of the plain?
Answer: A tree ensures growth and development of the country. It helps to clean the environment and spreads greenery. It brings richness and prosperity to the country and saves the land from pollution. It provides cool shade and tender rain, which help in development of the crops and seeds whose benefits can be reaped in the future.
3. How does a tree become ‘the forest’s heritage’?
Answer: A tree becomes ‘the forest’s heritage’ because it leaves behind a history that lasts for many years. It reflects a tradition of the past. It serves us a living legacy for the next generation and symbolises the social fabric of the times. 
4. How does a tree planter do civic good?
Answer: A tree planter does civic good by planting a tree. The tree benefits all the neighbours around and saves the surroundings from pollution. It provides shade to the people in summer and protects them from the scorching heat of the sun. 
5. Whom does a tree give shelter? How?
Answer: A tree gives shelter to birds by allowing them to build their nests. It provides a home to the birds.
6. How does a person contribute to a nation’s growth by planting a tree?
Answer: The person who plants a tree holds all the growth of his country. The poet emphasises the fact that a country’s growth and development depend upon its wealth of trees. Thus, by planting a tree a tree planter increases the wealth of his nation. 
7. How is a tree compared to a flag?
Answer:The poet compares the leafy branches of the tree to a flag and the stem of the tree with the pole of the flag that stands tall. Like a flag flutters in the breeze, the leaves of the tree also flutter in the breeze. 
8. What does the poet means by years fading and flushing?
Answer: The poet wants to convey that a tree establishes a link between our present and future. It serves as a living legacy for the next generation. It provides a link between the present and the future as it will produce seeds and buds for the future generation. Years will pass by and the old trees will wither away but the seeds of today will produce new trees in the future.
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