Analyzing and Discussing the Text
1. What are the implications of the scene sketched for us in the first
paragraph of the essay? How does the humor of the two human
neighbors trading bird calls with each other-rather than real birds
fit Hubbell's purpose? How do the birds in the sixth paragraph de
velop this idea?
2. What strategic point is served by the fourth paragraph's careful dis
tinction between the calendar time used by the hunters and the actual
progress of the seasons?
3. Paragraph 7 of this essay begins with a ringing declarative tone. Is
that sense of a credo repeated elsewhere in the essay? Is it effective
here? Why or why not?
4. The fourth and fifth paragraphs from the end of the essay set up a
very explicit, precise sociological analysis and then quickly proceed to
reject it. What effect does this kind of argument have on the reader?
5. What effect does the repetition of "I want" in the next-to-Iast para
graph achieve? What would change if these sentences appeared ear
lier in the essay?

Experiencing and Writing About the World
L Hubbell's decision to sleep outdoors is her way of letting "wild
things" and "wild places" exert their pull on her. If you were to
enact your own version of ''becoming feral," what actions would
it entail? Would it (wildness) be a temporary or permanent state?
Either enact or imagine enacting such a process, then describe your
experiences in' an essay called "Becoming Feral."
2. Write a long P'!lragraph of "I want ... " sentences like those in
Hubbell's paragraph. Is it difficult to be as concrete and vivid as she
is?
.
3. Develop a short essay from the point of view of one of Hubbell's
male neighbors. Include his view of her activities and values, but do
so in the humorous, indirect way that she employs here.
4. Write a persuasive essay arguing against the feral values expressed
in this selection from A Country Year.
5. Write a comparative essay in which you examine the important con
nections and distinctions between Hubbell's essay and Annie Dil
lard's "Living Like Weasels," which expresses a very similar attrac
tion to wildness.

ALICE WALKER

Am I Blue?
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Alice Walker (1944), the eighth child in a black sharecropping
family, was born in Eatonton, Georgia. Along with her other childhood
memories, she can still recall with pleasure the Georgia countryside
where she "fished and swam and walked through fields of black-eyed
Susans." She won a scholarship to Spelman College in Atlanta, then
she transferred to Sarah lawrence College outside of New York City in
1964. It was there that she started to write, and her first book of poems
(called Once) was accepted for publication in 1965. In that year she also
graduated from Sarah Lawrence and returned to Georgia to spend time
registering black voters. Walker worked for the New York Welfare De
partment until 1967, when she won writing fellowships from the
Foundation and the MacDowell Colony. That same year, Walker mar
ried Mel leventhal, a civil rights lawyer, and they moved to Jackson,
Mississippi, where he practiced civil rights law and Walker taught at
Jackson State College and wrote. They moved to Brooklyn, New York,
in 1973. During the early 1970s, Walker published her first novel, The
Ufe of Grange Copeland (1970), a short story collection called In
Love and Trouble: Stories of Black 'v'ihmen (1973), and another collec
tion of poems, Revolutionary Petunias & Other Poems (1973). In 1976,
Walker and leventhal were divorced, and she published Meridian, a
novel about the Civil Rights Movement that began to win a wider audi
ence for her work. Walker moved to northern California in 1979; in
landscape, which reminded her of her childhood home, she began to
write another novel. The Color Purple has become her best-known work,
winning both the Pulitzer Prize and the American Book Award for fiction
in 1983. Walker's most recent novel is Possessing the Secret of Joy (1992).
Walker also excels at the art of the essay, as her two collections,
In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens: 'v'ihmanist Prose (1983) and Uving
by the 'v'ihrd (1988), make clear. Much of her fiction has concentrated
on feminist and black concerns, and she has been rightly viewed as an
important spokesperson for both groups. As the following essay from
Living by the 'v'ihrd demonstrates, Walker has also begun to express
concern about the rights of nature, especially the rights Of animals. In
a piece called "The Universe Responds" from the same collection, she
says that"Am I Blue?" is /I about how humans treat horses and other
animals, how hard it is for us to see them as the suffering, fully conscious,
enslaved beings they are. It also marked the beginning of my effort to
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become non-meat-eating (fairly successful)." Thus inthis essay we see
how Walkers evolving sense of kinship with animals influences not only
~.QS.he, beUefs, but also he' autwacd behavia'.

~~

"Am, !h,,,, tea'" m!h""
eyes tellin' you?"·

For about three years my companion and I rented a small house in
the country that stood on the edge of a large meadow that appeared to
run from the end of our deck straight into the mountains. The moun
tains, however, were quite far away, and between us and them there
was, in fact, a town. It was one of the many pleasant aspects of the
house that you never really were aware of this.
It was a house of many windows, low, wide, nearly floor to ceiling
in the living room, which faced the meadow, and it was from one of
these that I first saw our closest neighbor, a large white horse, crop
ping grass, flipping its mane, and ambling about-not over the entire
meadow, which stretched well out of sight of the house, but over the
five or so fenced-in acres tDa! were next to the twenty-odd that we had
rented. I soon learned that the horse, whose name was Blue, belonged
to a man who lived in another town, 'but was boarded by our neighbors
next door. Occasionally, one of the children, usually a stocky teen-ager,
but sometimes a much younger girl or boy, could be seen riding Blue.
They would appear in the meadow, climb up on his back, ride furiously
for ten or fifteen minutes, then get off, slap Blue on the flanks, and not
be seen again for a month or more.
There were many apple trees in our yard, and one by the fence
that Blue could almost reach. We were soon in the habit of feeding him
apples, which he relished, especially because by the middle of summer
the meadow grasses-so green and succulent since January-had dried
out from lack oi rain, and Blue 'stumbled about munching the dried
stalks half-heartedly. Sometimes he would stand very still just by the
apple tree, and when one of us came out he would whinny, snort loudly,
or stamp the ground. This meant, of course: I want an apple.
It was quite wonderful to pick a few apples, or collect those that
had fallen to ,the ground overnight, and patiently hold them, one by·
one, up to his large, toothy mouth. I remained as thrilled as a child
by his flexible dark lips, huge, cubelike teeth that crunched the apples,
.core and all, with such finality, and his high, broad-breasted enormity;
beside which, I felt small indeed. When I was a child, I used to ride
horses, and was especially friendly with one named Nan until the day
I was riding and my brother deliberately spooked her and I was thrown,
'©1929 Warner Bros., Inc. (renewed). By Grant Clarke and Harry Akst.

139

head first, against the trunk af a tree. When I came to, I was in bed
and my mother was bending worriedly over mei we silently agreed
that perhaps horseback riding was not the safest sport for me. Since
then I have walked, and prefer walking to horseback riding-but I had
forgotten the depth of feeling one could see in horSes' eyes.
I was therefore unprepared for the expression in Blue's. Blue was
lonely. Blue was horribly lonely and bored. I was not shocked that this
should be the case; five acres to tramp by yourself, endlessly, even in
the most beautiful of meadows-and his was-cannot provide many
interesting events, and once rainy season turned t9 dry that was about
it. No, I was shocked that I had forgotten that human animals and
nonhuman animals can communicate quite well; if we are brought up
around animals as children we take this for granted. By the time we
are adults we no longer remember. However, the animals have not
changed. They are in fact completed creations (at least they seem to be,
so much more than we) who are not likely to change; it is their nature
to express themselves. What else are they going to express? And they
do. And, generally speaking, they are ignored.
After giving Blue the apples, I would wander back to the house,
aware that he was observing me. Were more apples not forthcoming
then? Was that to be his sole entertainment for the day? My partner's
small son had decided he wanted to learn how to piece a quilt; we
worked in silence on our respective squares as I thought....
Well, about slavery: about white children, who were raised by black
people, who knew their first all-accepting love from black women, and
then, when they were twelve or so, were told they must "forget"
the deep levels of communication between themselves and "mammy"
that they knew. Later they would be able to relate quite calmly,
"Myoid mammy was sold to another good family." "Myoid mammy
was _ _ _ _." Fill in the blank. Many more years later a white
woman would say: "l can't understand these Negroes, these blacks.
What do they want? They're so different from us."
And about the Indians, considered to be "like animals" by the "set
tlers" (a very benign euphemism for what they actually were), who did
not understand their description as a compliment.
And about the thousands of American men who marry Japanese,
Korean, Filipina, and other non-English-speaking women and of how
happy they report they are, "blissfully," until their brides learn to speak
English, at which point the marriages tend to fall apar\. What then
did the men see, when they looked into the eyes of the women they
married, before they could speak English? Apparently only their own
reflections.
I thought of society's impatience with the young. "Why are they
playing the music so loud?" Perhaps the children have listened to much
of the music of oppressed people their parents danced to before they
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were born, vvith its passionate but soft cries for acceptance and love,
and they have wondered why their parents failed to hear.
I do not know how long Blue had inhabited his five beautiful, bor
ing acres before we moved into our house; a year after we had arrived
and had also traveled to other valleys, other cities, other worlds-he
was still there.
But then, in our second year at the house, something happened in
Blue's life. One morning, looking out the window at the fog that lay like
a ribbon over the meadow, I saw another horse, a brown one, at the
other end of Blue's field. Blue appeared to be afraid of it, and for several
days made no attempt to go near. We went away for a week. When we
returned, Blue had decided to make friend!;, and the two horses ambled
or galloped along together, and Blue did not come nearly as often to
the fence underneath the apple tree.
When he did, bringing his new friend with him, there was a differ
ent look in his eyes. A look of independence, of self-possession, of in
alienable horseness. His friend eventually became pregnant. For months
and months there was, it seemed to me, a mutual feeling between me
and the horses of justice, of peace. I fed apples to them both. The look
in Blue's eyes was one of unabashed "this is itness."
It did not, however, last forever. One day, after a visit to the city, 1
went out to give Blue some apples. He stood waiting, or so 1 thought,
though not beneath the tree. When 1 shook the tree and jumped back
from the shower of apples, he made no move. 1 carried some over to
him. He managed to half-crunch one. The rest he let fall to the ground.
I dreaded looking into his eyes-because 1 had of course noticed that
Brown, his partner, had gone- but I did look. If I had been born into
slavery, and my partner had been sold or killed, my eyes would have
looked like that. The children next door explained that Blue's partner
had been "puq.vith him" (the same expression that old people used, 1
had noticed, when speaking of an ancestor during slavery who had been
impregnated by her owner) so that they could mate and she conceive.
Since that was accomplished, she had been taken back by her owner,
who lived somewhere else.
Will she be back? 1 asked.
They didn't know.
Blue was like a crazed person. Blue was, to me, a crazed person.
He galloped furiously, as if he were being ridden, around and around
his five beautiful acres. He whinnied until he couldn't. He tore at the
ground vvith his hooves. He butted himself against his single shade
tree. He looked always and always toward the'road down which his
partner had gone. And then, occasionally, when he came up for apples,
or I took apples to him, he looked at me. It was a look so piercing, so
full of grief, a look so human, 1 almost laughed (I felt too sad to cry) to
think there are people who do not know that animals suffer. People like
me who have forgotten, and daily forget, all that animals try to tell us.
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"Everything you do to us vvill happen to you; we are your teachers,
as you are ours. We are one lesson" is. essentially it, I think. There are
those who never once have even considered animals' rights: those who
have been taught that animals actually want to be used and abused by
us, as small children "love" to be frightened, or women "love" to be
mutilated and raped.... They are the great-grandchildren of those who
honestly thought, because someone taught them this: "Women can't
think," and "niggers can't faint." But most disturbing of all, in Blue's
large brown eyes was a new look, more painful than the look of despair:
the look of disgust vvith human beings, vvith life; the look of hatred.
And it was odd what the look of hatred did. It gave him, for the first
time, the look of a beast. And what that meant was that he had put up
a barrier within to protect himself from further violence; all the apples
in the world wouldn't change that fact.
And so Blue remain'ed, a beautiful part of our landscape, very
peaceful to look at from the window, white against the grass. Once
a friend came to visit and said, looking out on the soothing view: "And
it would have to be a white horse; the very image of freedom." And 1
thought, yes, the animals are forced to become for us merely "images"
of whal they once so beautifully expressed. And we are used to drinking
milk from containers showing "contented" cows, whose real lives we
want to hear nothing about, eating eggs and drumsticks from "happy"
hens, and munching hamburgers advertised by bulls of integrity who
seem to command their fate.
As we talked of freedom and justice one day for all, we sat down
to steaks. I am eating misery, 1 thought, as I took the first bite. And spit
it out.

Analyzing and Discussing the Text
1. From her first reference to Blue as "our closest neighbor," Walker
carefully chooses her words to establish a community that includes
both "human animals and nonhuman animals." Look for other lan
guage in the essay that accomplishes this same purpose.
2. Why do you think Walker takes her title and her epigraph (introduc
tory quotation) from an old blues song?
3. The extended commentary on slavery and oppression in paragraphs
7-10 occurs almost at the exact center of the essay. Is it essential to
the essay's meaning? Why? Would it have worked as well elsewhere?
How would the effect of the essay change if this commentary were
omitted?
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"In Moulmein, in lower Burma, I was hated by large numbers of
'people-the only. time in my life that I have been important enough
for this to happen to me. I was sub-divisional police officer of the
town, and in an aimless~ petty kind of way anti-European feeling
was very bitter. No one had the guts to raise a riot, but if a Euro
pean woman went through the bazaars alone somebody would prob
ably spit betel juice over her dress. As a police officer I was an ob
vious target and was baited whenever it seemed safe to do so. When
"a nimble Burman tripped me up on the football· field and the ref
'eree (another Burman) looked the other way,. the crowd yelled with
hideous laughter. This happened more than once. In the end the
:sneering yellow faces of young men that met me everywhere, the
.,insults hooted after me when I was at a safe distance, got badly on
my nerves. The young Buddhist priests were the worst of all. There
iwere several thousands of them in the town and none of them
'seemed to have anything to do except stand on street comers and
'jeer at Europeans.
All this was perplexing and upsetting. For at that time I had
already made up my mind that imperialism was an evil thing and
the sooner I chucked up my job and got out of it the better. The
.oretically:-and secretly, of course-I was all for the Burmese and all
against their oppressors. the British. As for the job I was doing.
I hated it more bitterly than I can perhaps make clear. In a job
like that you see the dirty work of Empire at close quarters. The'
wretched prisoners huddling in the stinking cages of the lock-ups,
the gray. cowed faces of the long-term convicts, the scarred buttocks
of the men who had been flogged with bamboos-all these oppressed
me with an intolerable sense of guilt. But I could get nothing into
perspective. I was young and ill educated and I had had to think.
oUt my problems in the utter silence that is imposed on every Eng
lishman in'the East. I did not even know that· the British Empire
is dying. s,till less did I know that it is a great deal better than the
3
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younger empires that are going to supplant it. All I knew was that
I was stuck between my hatred of the empire I served and my rage
against the evil-spirited little beasts who tried to make my job im
possible. With one part of my mind I thought of the British Raj
as an unbreakable tyranny, as something clamped down, in saecula
saeculorum> upon the will of prostrate peoples; with another part
I thought that the greatest joy in the world would be to drive a
bayonet into a Buddhist priest's guts. Feelings like these are the
normal by-products of imperialism; ask any Anglo-Indian official, if
you can catch him off duty.
One day something happened which in a roundabout way was
enlightening. It was a tiny incident in itself, but it gave me a bet
ter glimpse than I had had before of the real nature of imperial.
ism-the real motives for which despotic governments act. Early one
morning the sub-inspeCtor at a police station the other end of the
town rang me up on the 'phone and said that an elephant was
ravaging the bazaar. Would I please come and do something about
it? I did not know what I could do, but I wanted to see what was
happening and I got on to a pony and started out. I took my rifle,
an old ·44 Winchester and much too small to kill an elephant, but
I thought'the noise might be useful in terrorem. Various Burmans
stopped me on the way and told me about the elephant's doings.
It was not, of course, a wild elephant, but a tame one which had
gone "must." It had been chained up, as tame elephants always
are when their attack of "must" is due, but on the previous night
it had broken its chain. and escaped. Its mahout, the only person
who could manage it when it was in that state, had set out in pur-.
suit, but had taken the wr~mg direction and was now twelve hours'
journey away, and in the morning the elephant had suddenly re:
appeared in the town. The Burmese population had no weapons
and were quite helpless against it. It had already destroyed some
body's bamboo hut, killed a cow and raided some fruit-stalls and
devoured the stock; .also it had met the municipal rubbish van and,
when the driver jumped out and took to his heels, had turned the
van over and inflicteQ violences upon it.
The Burmese sub-inspector and some Indian constables were wait
ing for me in the quarter where the elephant had been seen. It was
a very poor quarter; a labyrinth of squalid bamboo huts, thatched
with palm-leaf, winding all over a steep hillside. I remember that
it was a cloudy, stuffy morning at the beginning of the rains. We
began questioning the people as to where the elephant had gone
and, as usual, failed to get any definite information. That is in
variably the case in the East; a story always sounds clear enough
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at a distance, but the nearer you get to the scene of events the
vaguer it becomes. Some of the people said that the elephant had
gone in one direction, some said that he had gone in another, some
professed not even to have heard of any elephant. I had almost
made up my mind that the whole story was a pack of lies, when
we heard yells a little distance away. There was a loud, scandalized
cry of "Go away. child! Go away this instant!" and an old woman
with a switch in her hand came round the corner of a hut, vio
lently shooing away a crowd of naked children. Some more women
followed, clicking their tongues and exclaiming; evidently there was
something that the children ought not to have seen. I rounded the
hut and saw a man's dead body sprawling in the mud. He was an
Indi:m, a black Dravidian coolie, almost naked, and he could not
have been dead many minutes. The people said that the elephant
had come suddenly upon him round the corner of the hut, caught
him with its trunk, put its foot on his back and ground him into
the earth. This was the rainy season and the ground was soft, and
his face had scored a trench a foot deep and a couple of yards long.
He was lying on his belly with arms crucified and head sharply
twisted to one side. His face was coated with mud, the eyes wide
open, the, teeth bared and grinning with an expression of unen"
durable agony. (Never tell me, by the way, that the dead look peace.
ful. Most of the corpses I have seen looked devilish.) The friction
of the great beast's foot had stripped the skin from his back as
neatly as one skins a rabbit. As soon as I saw the dead man I sent
an orderly to a friend's house nearby to borrow an elephant rifle.
I had already sent back the pony, not wanting it to go mad with
fright and throw me if it smelt the elephant.
The orderly came back in a few minutes with a rifle and five
cartridges, and meanwhile some Burmans had arrived and told us
that the elephant was in the paddy' fields below, only a few hun
dred yards away. As I started forward practically the whole popu
lation of the quarter flocked out of the houses and followed me.
They had seen the rifle and were all shouting excitedly that I was
going to shoot the elephant. They had not shown much interest in
the elephant when he was merely ravaging their homes, but it was
different now that he was going to be shot. It was a bit of fun to
them, as it would be to an English crowd; besides they wanted the
meat. It made me vaguely uneasy. I had no intention of shooting
the elephant-I had merely sent for the rifle to defend myself if
necessary-and it is always unnerving to have a crowd following
you. I marched down the hill, looking and feeling a fool, with the
rifle over my shoulder and an ever-growing army of people jostling
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at my heels. At the bottom, when you got away from the huts, there
was a metalled road and beyond that a miry waste of paddy fields
a thousand yards across, not yet ploughed but soggy from the first
rains and dotted with coarse grass. The elephant was standing eight
yards from the road, his left side toward us. He took not the slightest
notice of the crowd's approach. He was tearing up bunches of grass,
beating them against his knees to clean them, and stuffing them
into his mouth.
I had halted on the road. As soon as I saw the elephant I knew
with perfect certainty that I ought not to shoot him. It is a serious
matter to shoot a working elephant-it is comparable to destroying
a huge and costly piece of machinery-and obviously one ought not
to do it if it can possibly be avoided. And at that distance, peace
fully eating, the elephant looked no more dangerous than a cow.
I thought then and 1 think now that his attack of "must" was al
ready passing off; in which case he would merely wander harm
lessly about until the mahout came back and caught him. More
over, I did not in the least want to shoot him. I decided that I
would watch him for a little while to make sure that he did not
turn savage again, and then go home.
But at that moment I glanced round at the crowd that had fol
lowed me. It was an immense crowd, two thousand at the least and
growing every minute. It blocked the road for a long distance on
either .side. I looked at the sea of yellow faces above the garish
clothes-faces all happy and excited over thi~_bit of fUn, all certain
that the elephant was going to be shot. They were watching me
as they would watch a conjurer about to perform a trick. They did
not like me, but with the rp.agical rifle in my hands I was mo
mentarily worth watching. And suddenly I realized that I should
have to shoot the elephant after all. The people expected it of me
'and I had got to do it; I could feel their two thousand wills press
ing me forward, irresistibly. And it was at this moment, as I stood
there with the rifle in, my hands, that I first grasped the hollow
ness, the futility of the white man's dominion in the East. Here
was I, the white man W,ith his gun, standing in front of the un.
armed native crowd-seemingly the leading actor of the piece; but
in reality I was only an absurd puppet pushed to and fro by the
will of those yellow faces behind. I perceived in this moment that
when the white man turns tyrant it is his own freedom that he de
stroys. He becomes a sort of holloW, posing dummy, the conven
tionalized figure of a sahib. For it is the condition of his rule that
he shall spend his life in trying to impress the "natives," and so in
every crisis he has got to do what the "natives" expect of him. He
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wears a mask, and his face grows to fit it. I had got to shoot the
elephant. I had committed myself to doing it when I sent for the
rifle. A sahib has got to act like a sahib; he has got to appear reso
lute, to know his own mind and do definite things. To come all
that way, rifle in hand, with two thousand people marching at my
heels, and then to trail feebly away, having done nothing-no, that
was impossible. The crowd would laugh at me. And my whole life.
every white man's life in the East, was one long struggle not to be
laughed at.
But I did not want to shoot the elephant. I watched him beat
ing his bunch of grass against his knees with that preoccupied
grandmotherly air that elephants have. It seemed to me that it
would be murder to shoot him. At that age I was not squeamish
about killing animals, but I had never shot an elephant and never
wanted to. (Somehow it always seems worse to kill a large animal.)
;Besides, there was the beast's owner to be considered. Alive, the
elephant was worth at least a hundred pounds; dead, he would
only be worth the value of his tusks, five pounds, possibly. But I
had got to act quickly. I turned to some experienced-looking Bur
:inans who had been there when we arrived, and asked them how
the elephant had been behaving. They all said the same thing: he
took no notice of you if you left him alone, but he might charge
if you went too close to him.
It was perfectly dear to me what I ought to do. I ought to walk
up to within, say, twenty-five yards of the elephant and test his
behavior~ If he charged, I could shoot; if he took no notice of me,
it would be safe to leave him until the mahout came back. But
also I knew that I was going to do no such thing. I was a poor shot
with a rifle and the ground was soft mud into which one would
sink at every step. If the elephant charged and I missed him, I
should have about as much chance as a toad under a steam·roller.
But even then I was not thinking particularly of my own skin, only
of the watchful yellow faces behind. For at that moment, with the
crowd watching me, I was not afraid in the ordinary sense, as I
would have been if I had been alone. A white man mustn't be
frightened in front of "natives"; and so, in general, he isn't fright
ened. The sole thought in my mind was that if anything went
wrong those two thousand Burmans would see me pursued, caught,
trampled on, and reduced to a grinning corpse like that Indian up
the hill. And if that happened it was quite probable that some of
them' would laugh. That would never do. There was only one aJ.·
ternative. I shoved the cartridges into the magazine and lay down
on the .road to get a better aim.
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The crowd grew very still, and a deep, low, happy sigh, as of
people who see the theater curtain go up at last, breathed from
innumerable throats. They were going to have their bit of fun after
all. The rifle was a beautiful German thing with cross-hair sights.
I did not then know that in shooting an elephant one would shoot
to cut an imaginary bar running from ear-hole to ear-hole. I ought,
therefore, as the elephant was sideways on, to have aimed straight
at his ear-hole; actually I aimed several inches in front of this,
thinking the brain would- be further forward.
When I pulled the trigger I did not hear the bang or feel the
kick-one never does when a shot goes home-but I heard the dev
ilish roar of glee that went up from the crowd. In that instant, in
too short a time, one would have thought, even for the bullet to
get there, a mysterious, terrible change had come over the elephant.
He neither stirred nor fell, but every line of his body had altered.
He looked suddenly stricken, shrunken, immensely old, as though
the frightful impact of the bullet had paralyzed him without knock
ing him down. At last, after what seemed a long time-:it might
have been five seconds, I dare say-he sagged flabbily to his knees.
His mouth slobbered. An enormous senility seemed to have settled
upon him. One could have imagined him thousands of years old.
I fired again into' the same spot. At the second shot he did not col
lapse but climbed with desperate slowness to his feet and stood
weakly upright, with legs sagging and head drooping. I fired a third
time. That was the shot that did for him. You could see the agony
of it jolt his whole body and knock the' last remnant. of strength
from his legs. But in falling he seemed for a nioment to rise, for
as his hind legs collapsed beneath him he seemed to tower upward
like a huge rock toppling, his trunk reaching skyward like a tree.
He trumpeted, for the first and only time. And then down he came,
his 'belly toward me, with a crash that seemed to shake the ground
even where I lay.
,/'
I got up. The Burmans were already :racing past me across the
mud. It was obvioq.s that the elephant W:ould never rise again, but
he was not dead. Ue was breathing very rhythmically with long
rattling gasps, his great mound of a side painfully rising and fall
ing. His mouth was wide open-I could see far down into caverns
of pale pink throat. I waited a long time for him to die, but his
breathing did not weaken. Finally I fired my two remaining shots
into the spot where I thought his heart must be. The thick blood,
welled out of hi:n;t like red velvet, but still he did not die. His body
did not even jerk when the shots hit him, the tortured breathing
continued without a pause. He was dying, very slowly and in great
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agony, but in some world remote from me where not even a bullet
could damage him further. I felt that I had got to put an end to
that dreadful noise. It seemed dreadful to see the great beast lying
there, powerless to move and yet powerless to die, and not even to
be able to finish him. I sent back for my small rifle and poured
shot after shot into his heart and down his throat. They seemed
to make no impression. The tortured gasps continued as steadily
as the ticking of a clock.
In the end I could not stand it any longer and went away. I
heard later that it took him half an hour to die. Burmans were
bringing dahs and baskets even before I left, and I was told they
had stripped his body almost to the bones by the afternoon.
Afterward, of course, there were endless discussions about the
shooting of the elephant. The owner was furious, but he was only
an Indian and could do nothing. Besides, legally I had done the
right thing, for a mad elephant has to be killed, like a mad dog.
if its owner fails to control it. Among the Europeans opinion was
divided. The older men said I was right, the younger men said it
was a damn shame to shoot an elephant for killing a coolie, be
cause an elephant was worth more than any damn Coringhee coolie.
And afterward I was very glad that the coolie had been killed; it
put me legally in the right and it gave me a sufficient pretext for
shooting the elephant. I often wondered whether any of the others
grasped that I had done it solely to avoid looking a fool.
1936

1::.

A Hanging
v
~t was in Burma, a sodden morning of the rains. A sickly light,

like yellow tinfoil, was slanting over the high walls into the jail
yard. We were waiting oJl!:side the condemned cells, a row of sheds
fronted with double barS, like small animal cages. Each cell meas
ured about ten feet by ten and was quite bare within except for a
.plank bed and a pot for drinking water. In some of them brown
silent men were squatting at the inner bars, with their blankets
draped round them. These were the condemned men, due to be
hanged within the next week or two.

