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SUBJECT AND GRADE English Home Language  - Grade 9 

 

TERM 2 Week 2 

 

LINK TO TEACHING 

&ASSESSMENT PLAN 

Reading and viewing: Short Story – The Old Man on the Bridge 

by Ernest Hemingway 

AIMS OF LESSON Reading and understanding, consolidating knowledge of setting, 

character, themes, narration 

 

INTRODUCTION Content of previous literature lessons to be drawn on.                    

 

 

SKILLS: 1. Read the story The Old Man at the Bridge by Ernest  

Hemingway.                                

 

      2.  Read the following notes to help you understand the story: 

           

           - about the author 

          - the Spanish Civil War 

          - vocabulary 

          - a short summary 

          - setting, characters, themes, narration 
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                  The Old Man at the Bridge  

                          by Ernest Hemingway  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 An old man with steel-rimmed spectacles and very dusty clothes sat by the side of the road. There 

was a pontoon bridge across the river and carts, trucks, and men, women and children were crossing 

it. The mule-drawn carts staggered up the steep bank from the bridge with soldiers helping push 

against the spokes of the wheels. The trucks ground up and away heading out of it all and the peasants 

plodded along in the ankle deep dust. But the old man sat there without moving. He was too tired to 

go any farther.              

It was my business to cross the bridge, explore the bridgehead beyond and find out to what point the 

enemy had advanced. I did this and returned over the bridge. There were not so many carts now and 

very few people on foot, but the old man was still there.             

"Where do you come from?" I asked him.              

"From San Carlos," he said, and smiled.             

 That was his native town and so it gave him pleasure to mention it and he smiled.             

"I was taking care of animals," he explained.              

"Oh," I said, not quite understanding.            

"Yes," he said, "I stayed, you see, taking care of animals. I was the last one to leave the town of San 

Carlos."              

He did not look like a shepherd nor a herdsman and I looked at his black dusty clothes and his grey 

dusty face and his steel rimmed spectacles and said, "What animals were they?"              

"Various animals," he said, and shook his head. "I had to leave them."              

I was watching the bridge and the African looking country of the Ebro Delta and wondering how long 

now it would be before we would see the enemy, and listening all the while for the first noises that 

would signal that ever mysterious event called contact, and the old man still sat there.              

"What animals were they?" I asked.              
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"There were three animals altogether," he explained. "There were two goats and a cat and then there 

were four pairs of pigeons. 

"And you had to leave them?" I asked.              

"Yes. Because of the artillery. The captain told me to go because of the artillery."             

"And you have no family?" I asked, watching the far end of the bridge where a few last carts were 

hurrying down the slope of the bank.              

"No," he said, "only the animals I stated. The cat, of course, will be all right. A cat can look out for 

itself, but I cannot think what will become of the others."             

"What politics have you?" I asked.              

"I am without politics," he said. "I am seventy-six years old. I have come twelve kilometres now and I 

think now I can go no further."              

"This is not a good place to stop," I said. "If you can make it, there are trucks up the road where it 

forks for Tortosa."             

"I will wait a while," he said, " and then I will go. Where do the trucks go?"             

 "Towards Barcelona," I told him.              

"I know no one in that direction," he said, "but thank you very much. Thank you again very much."              

He looked at me very blankly and tiredly, and then said, having to share his worry with someone, 

"The cat will be all right, I am sure. There is no need to be unquiet about the cat. But the others. Now 

what do you think about the others?"              

"Why, they'll probably come through it all right."              

"You think so?"              

"Why not," I said, watching the far bank where now there were no carts.             

"But what will they do under the artillery when I was told to leave because of the artillery?"             

"Did you leave the dove cage unlocked?" I asked.             

"Yes."            

"Then they'll fly."        

"Yes, certainly they'll fly. But the others. It's better not to think about the others," he said.              

"If you are rested I would go," I urged. "Get up and try to walk now."       

"Thank you," he said and got to his feet, swayed from side to side and then sat down backwards in the 

dust.              

"I was taking care of animals," he said dully, but no longer to me. "I was only taking care of animals."              

There was nothing to do about him. It was Easter Sunday and the Fascists were advancing toward the 

Ebro. It was a grey overcast day with a low ceiling so their planes were not up. That and the fact that 

cats know how to look after themselves was all the good luck that old man would ever have. 
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Short notes on the story, The Old Man at the Bridge 

Vocabulary: 

1.  pontoon bridge – a floating bridge  

2. artillery -  large-calibre guns used in war  

3. delta -  

4. Fascists – people who follow the political philosophy of Fascism (a dictatorship in which 

opposition is suppressed.) 

In this case the fascists are the invading army. 

A short summary 

The story takes place during the Spanish Civil War and is narrated by a soldier whose job it is to 

check how far the enemy has advanced on the other side of the bridge. Other soldiers are helping 

civilians to leave the town before the arrival of the enemy. The narrator notices an old man sitting 

along the side of the road, too tired to move. 

The old man tells the soldier that he has no family and that when the soldiers came to evacuate his 

home town, San Carlos, he was the last person to leave.  He says that he was reluctant to leave 

because he had to take care of his animals.  He is very concerned about the animals which he left 

behind– two goats, a cat and four pairs of pigeons.  

The soldier tries to get the man to follow the rest of the fleeing civilians. The man does not move. He 

says that he has already walked twelve kilometres and that he is too tired to continue. He says that he 

has no reason to join the people on the trucks since they are going to Barcelona, and he knows no one 

there. 

The soldier mentions that it is Easter Sunday and that the day is overcast which means that the light is 

too bad for the enemy planes to fly.  He hopes that the old man will have some good luck on this 

otherwise grim day.    

The Spanish Civil War took place in 1936-1939.  

It was the rebellion of a group known as the 

Nationalists against the government of Spain.  

The Nationalists eventually obtained power after 

a devastating war which lasted three years. 

  

About the author: 

Ernest Hemingway (1899-1961) was an award-winning 

American author. He worked as a journalist before he 

became well known as an author. He wrote The Old Man at 

the Bridge during the Spanish Civil War when he served 

as a journalist and sent news home about the war. This 

story is about the evacuation of Spanish towns just before 

the arrival of the invading army.  
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 Setting:    

The story is set in Spain during the Spanish Civil War.  Various Spanish towns and locations are 

mentioned: San Carlos, the Ebro Delta, Tortosa and Barcelona. 

Characters: 

1. The Spanish soldier who narrates the story 

- The soldier is faced with the difficult situation of having to get an old man to leave the 

bridge during an evacuation and move to safety.  

- His time is limited as the enemy is approaching and he has other duties to perform. 

- He spends some time listening to the old man’s story. 

- The soldier is sympathetic but also realises that the man will not move and might have to 

be left there with the hope that luck will be on his side.     

2. An old man 

- The old man is an example of an innocent casualty of war. 

- He has done nothing but care for his animals and is ‘without politics’ (He was not involved 

in any political activity that would make him a threat to the enemy.) 

- His hopeless situation makes us feel sympathy for him and others who have to suffer as a 

result of war. 

Themes: 

1. War and its effects on innocent people 

- The author uses one incident in a three-year war to illustrate the dire effects of war on 

innocent people.  

- Whole towns are evacuated, forcing people to uproot and take their families and 

belongings elsewhere – or else be killed.   

- An old man sees no use in saving himself after having left his animals behind. 

- A young soldier faces the difficult decision of what to do to help this man. 

 

2. The devastation of war 

- Spanish towns are destroyed by artillery. 

- Innocent people are killed and displaced. 

- The individual, personal impact is devastating. 

 

3. Sense of duty  

- The old man feels a strong sense of duty to save his animals, regardless of his own safety. 

- The soldier wants to help the old man even though he doesn’t want to be helped.  

-  

4. Compassion  

- Both characters show compassion in the face of adversity. 

Narration: 

- A narrator is someone who tells a story. 

- This story is narrated by the Spanish soldier. 

- We get to ‘see’ the events through his eyes and from his perspective. 
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ACTIVITIES/ 

ASSESSMENT 
- The questions below should be answered after all the 

reading/activities above have been completed. 

- Students must refer to the material above to answer the 

questions. 

 

 

A. Choose the correct answer: 
1. What was the old man doing in his native town?   

 a.  taking care of animals     b.  begging on the streets   c.  helping the 

soldiers     d.  talking care of children  

 2. What is special about the day the narrator encounters the old 

man?   

 a.  It is Easter Sunday.     b.  It is the last day of the war.   c.  It is 

Thanksgiving.     d.  It is Christmas Day.   

3. The old man leaves the animals because:    

a.  the children are taking care of them.      b.  he has lost interest in 

them.    c.  they have all died.       d.  he is ordered to flee the enemy 

artillery.  

 4. Which animal/animals is the old man least concerned about?   

 a.  the goats    b.  the pigeons   c.  the cat    d.  the dog   

5. The trucks are crossing the bridge and going to:   a.  Vera Cruz   

b.  Barcelona   c.  San Carlos   d.  Tortosa  

 6. What is the old man's native town?   a.  Vera Cruz   b.  Ebro Delta   

c.  Barcelona   d.  San Carlos   

7. What is the narrator's job?  a.  He questions people before they 

cross the bridge.   b.  He protects the people who cross the bridge.   c.  

He scouts ahead for the enemy's location.    d.  He stops people from 

crossing the bridge.   

8. Why does the old man stop and not go across the bridge?    

a.  He is asked not to cross the bridge.     b.  He doesn't need to cross the 

bridge.   c.  He is too tired to cross the bridge.     d.  He isn't interested 

in crossing the bridge.  

 9. The old man is a symbol of what?    

a.  the causes of war      b.  the patience of the soldiers   c.  the civilian 

victims of war    d.  the apathy of the civilians   

10. How old is the old man?   a.  ninety-four   b.  sixty-six    c.  eighty-

four   d.  seventy-six  

 

B. Answer each of the following questions in a short 

sentence (or paragraph where necessary.) 
11. Explain why the narrator takes so much time to converse with the 

old man. Use details from the story to support your answer.  

12. Quote one statement from the story which suggests that the old 

man is about to give up on life.  

13. How is the narrator portrayed in the story? How does he treat the 

old man? Give examples from the story to support your answer.  

14. What does the old man mean when he says that he is ‘without 

politics’? 

15. How does Hemingway show that war is disrupting the lives of 

ordinary people?  
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16. What is the setting of the story? Give details from the story to 

support your answer.  

17. What kind of life has the old man been leading? What keeps him 

going? Use details from the story to support your answer.  

18. What do you think the writer intended the main message of this 

story to be?   

  

CONSOLIDATION The concepts of setting, character, theme and narration should have 

been covered and students should be able to identify  and comment on 

these in a short story. 

MEMORANDUM Memorandum: 
Question 1 A 

1.  a 

2.  a 

3.  d 

4.  b 

5.  b 

6.  d 

7.  c  

8.  c  (or d?) 

9.  c 

10.  D 

Question 1 B 

11.  He is concerned about the man’s safety and wants him 

to move with the other people who are being 

evacuated. He tries to help by listening to his story and 

finding out about his circumstances. 

12.  “… I think now I can go no further.” 

13.  He is kind and considerate.  He also an efficient 

soldier. This he shows by his regular checking of 

whether the enemy soldiers are near. 

14.  He does not follow any political ideology therefore he 

poses no threat to anyone    in this conflict. 

15.  People are being displaced – having to leave their 

homes for fear of their safety. 

16.  Spain: various Spanish towns are named. 

17.  He led a simple life with his animals. His main 

concern is for his animals and he fears for their safety 

because he was forced to leave them behind. 

18.  War has a devastating effect on ordinary people. 
-  

 


