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Gastronomy and Material Culture: Food in Ernest Hemingway’s “Big Two-Hearted River” 

 Gertrude Stein once said, “[N]othing is as interesting as something you eat.” It is no 

surprise that the author of Tender Buttons could so aptly describe the complexity of material 

culture—an aspect of social reality expressed through the usage, consumption, creation, and 

trade of objects, as well as the behaviors, norms, and rituals that the objects create or take part in 

(Miller)—in its edible form. No matter how seemingly mundane, objects have the capacity to, in 

the words of Ian Woodward’s Understanding Material Culture, “symbolize the deepest human 

anxieties and aspirations” (Woodward, 1); these objects can certainly include food, recipes, and 

ingredients. Ernest Hemingway, a famed food connoisseur, wrote extensively in his letters of the 

meals he ate on his many travels; whole cookbooks have been filled with Hemingway-inspired 

recipes such as “Papa’s Favorite Wild West Hamburger” (Figure 1) or his many signature 

cocktails. Each of his novels reflect his passion for cooking; he makes use of food as material 

culture as identified by Gertrude Stein by sprinkling gastronomic symbolism through each of his 

stories, with one notable exception: “Big Two-Hearted River,” the story of a veteran, Nick 

Adams, escaping the scars of World War I via a fishing trip. In a stark departure from 

Hemingway’s traditional attitudes and writings about food, “Big Two-Hearted River” sees Nick 

consume a seemingly paltry camping meal that serves as material culture representing both the 

aftermath of World War I on Nick’s psyche and his unknowing attempt to metabolize his trauma. 
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 Throughout his life, Ernest Hemingway exhibited a determination to “do things properly” 

when it came to food, a habit he learned from his father, Clarence (Baker). Carlos Baker, 

biographer of Clarence Hemingway, writes that 

… his chief avocations were fishing, hunting and cooking…. He shot all kinds of 

edible animals for the cooking pot, and taught Ernest from the beginning to like 

venison, squirrel, possum and raccoon, as well as pheasant, duck, quail, partridge, 

doves and all kinds of fish . . . He taught Ernest how to build fires and cook in the 

open, how to use an ax to make a woodland shelter of hemlock boughs, how to tie 

wet and dry flies, how to dress fish and fowl for the frying pan or the oven. 

Of Ernest Hemingway, Baker notes that “all his life, [Ernest] shared his father's pleasure of good 

eating, especially of fish and game. Even his liking for onions dated back to the time when his 

father had pointed out that wild onions, stripped clean of clinging loam, made an excellent filling 

for sandwiches” (Baker). In How It Was, an autobiography of his fourth wife, Mary Hemingway 

recalls her husband’s treatment of a lion “with immense fore- and hind-leg muscles and thick 

bones and muscles in his paws” that he shot on safari in Kenya: 

Watching the skinning, Ernest bent down and with his pocketknife cut out a bit of 

the tenderloin beside the spine, chewed some and offered me a tidbit. We both 

thought the clean pink flesh delicious, steak tartar without the capers . . . 

Thereafter, Ernest and I had the lion marinated in sherry with some herbs and 

grilled over N’bebia’s cookfire . . . Later we dressed it up with garlic and onion 

and various tomato and cheese sauces. 

At times, his friends even considered Hemingway’s love of food an obsession; when hunting in 

Wyoming, Hemingway felled two bears, which his friends were wary of due to the grizzlies’ 
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“rank and stringy” meat; however, Hemingway cooked them medium-rare and served them in 

sourdough pancake sandwiches with orange marmalade and “consumed his portion with evident 

gusto, chewing long and appreciatively, his black beard glossy with bear fat” (Baker). Although 

in personal correspondences Ernest Hemingway rarely employed adjectives beyond “wonderful” 

or “very good” to describe food, his novels tell a different story, filled with loving cultivation of 

a culinary experience—take, for example, A Moveable Feast: 

As I ate the oysters with their strong taste of the sea and their faint metallic taste 

that the cold white wine washed away, leaving only the sea taste and the succulent 

texture, and as I drank their cold liquid from each shell and washed it down with 

the crisp taste of the wine, I lost the empty feeling and began to be happy and to 

make plans. 

It is Hemingway’s religious care toward food which makes Nick Adams’s meal in “Big 

Two-Hearted River” stand out all the more. After a “hard trip” (Hemingway, 135) through the 

war-scarred, ashen countryside, Nick sleeps a night in the forest, after which he builds himself a 

camp. In the wake of his exertion, he discovers that “he was hungry. He did not believe he had 

ever been hungrier” (Hemingway, 135) and prepares to fry a can of pork and beans and a can of 

spaghetti. In 1920, four years prior to “Big Two-Hearted River”, Hemingway himself wrote an 

essay for the Toronto Star entitled “When You Camp Out, Do It Right”, a how-to on preparing a 

three-course meal in the wilderness. The essay details all of the specific ingredients and 

equipment necessary, as well as the chronological steps, from remembering to rehydrate the 

dried apricots the night prior to preparing pancakes with apple butter, syrup, and cinnamon sugar 

to tide over your guests as the meal cooks (266-267). Compare this to Nick’s decidedly more 

austere process: 
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Over the fire he stuck a wire grill, pushing the four legs down into the ground 

with his boot. Nick put the frying pan on the grill over the flames. He was 

hungrier. The beans and spaghetti warmed. Nick stirred them and mixed them 

together. They began to bubble, making little bubbles that rose with difficulty to 

the surface. There was a good smell. Nick got out a bottle of tomato catchup and 

cut four slices of bread. The little bubbles were coming faster now. Nick sat down 

beside the fire and lifted the frying pan off. He poured about half the contents out 

into the tin plate. It spread slowly on the plate. Nick knew it was too hot… Across 

the river in the swamp, in the almost dark, he saw a mist rising. He looked at the 

tent once more. All right. He took a full spoonful from the plate (135). 

Yet Hemingway does not deride Nick for his unskilled preparation; rather, Nick finds himself 

awash in a wave of satisfaction. “‘Chrise,’ [he] said, ‘Geezus Chrise,’ he said happily” (135), and 

mops two plates clean; even though his coffee is “bitter”, Nick laughs, because “it made a good 

ending to the story” (136); even though his apricots come from a can, “they were better than 

fresh apricots” (136); even though he acknowledges that he could have camped earlier to satisfy 

his gnawing hunger, “this was good” (135). With a full stomach in the “perfectly quiet” (136) 

night, Nick drifts to sleep, completely sated both physically and spiritually—a far cry from his 

previous night’s sleep, which was “stiff and cramped” (134).  

 Though measly, Nick’s meal changed something in him. It is notable that everything he 

consumes comes from a can; globally, canned foods are regarded as distinctly American, 

something Nick Adams would have passed by daily at American supermarkets or even perhaps 

consumed during his summers in the northern Michigan woods. Nick’s meal could also be an 

Americanized rendition of pasta e fagioli, an Italian staple consisting of pasta, beans, and tomato 
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sauce, which lurk in Nick’s preparation in the forms of spaghetti, canned beans, and ketchup; 

Nick could have frequently encountered pasta e fagioli during his service. Through food, Nick 

“[progresses] from baggage to conscious ordering and organization to realization, consumption, 

and effect” (Justice, 21-22). Although Hemingway could not possibly know that clinical practice 

would soon begin to engage the word “metabolism” to describe the processing of trauma (M. 

Stein), “Hemingway’s choice of food as a site at which to interrogate civilization—its ruptures 

and reunifications—proves theoretically sophisticated indeed” (Justice, 18).  

The significance of food as symbolism in wartime is no mere literary convention; it was 

widely used as political fodder through the course of World War I. According to John Horne’s A 

Companion to World War I, “basic questions about the fairness of food and fuel distribution 

became increasingly politicized and women were active in bread riots, strikes, and protests 

against the regime. As one woman observed: ‘Why should we work, starve, send our men out to 

fight? …The state which called upon us to fight cannot even give us decent food’” (Horne, 271). 

Under such conditions, it would be plausible to imagine that soldiers would relish a return to 

nutritious, home-cooked meals or items that were rare under ration, such as, seeing as they had, 

according to Pershing’s Crusaders: the American Soldier in World War I, for months survived 

on “small quantities of hard bread and canned corn beef” (Faulkner, 117). Nick, a soldier 

himself, “had been that hungry before, but had been unable to satisfy it” (135). However, he 

seems to savor this paltry meal; Hemingway employs the word “happily,” perhaps the rarest of 

all his adverbs. Though some, as Alice B. Toklas, may wonder, “Can one be inspired by rows of 

canned prepared meals?” (Toklas, 305-306), Nick has no such scruples. While Toklas argued 

that, when it comes to food, “One must be closer to creation in order to create,” this meal would 

in fact represent the closest that Nick has come to culinary creation in many years. In wartime, 
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“soldiers frequently claimed that their mess sergeants and cooks kept the best food for 

themselves or sold or traded their unit’s rations for wine or other luxuries for their own use” 

(Faulkner, 110), but at the big two-hearted river, Nick has complete control over his own diet. 

After he “opened and emptied a can of pork and beans and a can of spaghetti into the frying pan” 

(Hemingway, 135), he says out loud, “I’ve got a right to eat this kind of stuff, if I’m willing to 

carry it” (Hemingway, 135)—a simple, even unimportant thought for a mere fisherman; a radical 

declaration of autonomy for a veteran. For Nick, it is not only the food itself that has a 

therapeutic effect. It is also the preparation. After all, when it comes to material culture, it is not 

only the objects that hold importance, but also the behaviors, norms, and rituals that accompany 

them. 

Nostalgic sounds, songs, and actions have the potential to bring back powerful memories, 

yet smell is, overall, the strongest sense tied to memory, with taste not far behind (Mouly). Many 

people have been psychologically wrenched back to simpler times at the taste of a familiar 

family recipe or the scent of their favorite dish being prepared. Therefore, it is no wonder that 

Nick has such a reaction to his rustic camping meal. Though it would be considered banal and 

unrefined to Gertrude Stein, Alice B. Toklas, and even Ernest Hemingway himself, for Nick, 

personally, it has a powerful restorative effect. Even as “Big Two-Hearted River” is, overall, a 

tale of unorthodox therapy, it is ultimately food which has the most immediately and drastic 

effect on Nick’s psyche. 

Oftentimes, the deepest meanings lurk in the simplest places. Food is one of these places. 

As material culture, food and the ritual surrounding it have a drastic effect on those who interact 

with them. Though Ernest Hemingway was himself a foodie and an amateur gastronomist, he 

used food in perhaps its most humble form to represent not only powerful ties to Nick Adams’ 
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past, but also a path to a more emotionally free future. No longer under the thumb of a war which 

restricted his access to hot meals, Nick in “Big Two-Hearted River” exercises his newfound 

freedom and, in doing so, nourishes both body and soul. With full power over both his 

ingredients and their preparation, Nick finds happiness only after metaphorically and literally 

metabolizing his trauma, preparing him for the rest of his fishing trip and for life in the wider 

world. 
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Figure 1 

 

“Papa’s Favorite Hamburger” recipe, with Mary Hemingway’s handwritten notes 

Courtesy of Ernest Hemingway Papers Collection, Museum Ernest Hemingway, Finca Vigia, San Francisco de Paula, Cuba. 


