
Man From The South Roald Dahl 1

Man From The South
Roald Dahl

Man From
The South
Roald Dahl

Downloaded
from

evoluir.abar.org.br
by Boyer &

Hooper

THE
UNFORGETTABLE
TENSION OF
ROALD DAHL’S
SHORT STORY
MASTERPIECE

Few writers can weave
a tale of suspense and
human  psychology  as
masterfully  as  Roald
D a h l .  W h i l e  h e  i s
globally  celebrated for
children’s  classics  like
C h a r l i e  a n d  t h e
Chocolate Factory  and
Matilda,  his  work  for
adults reveals a darker,
more  cynical  side  of
human nature.  Among

his  most  potent  and
unsettling short stories
i s  Man  From  The
South Roald Dahl,  a
chilling  narrative  that
has captivated readers
a n d  v i e w e r s  f o r
decades. This tale is a
perfect  example  of
Dahl's ability to turn a
s imp le ,  everyday
scenario—a  cigarette
lighter and a bet—into
a  g r i p p i n g
psychological  thriller.
The story explores the
dangerous intersection
of  pride,  desperation,
and  the  seduct ive
a l lure  o f  a  wager ,
l eav ing  a  l a s t i ng
impression  long  after
the  final  line  is  read.
For  anyone  interested
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in  the  mechanics  of
s u s p e n s e  o r  t h e
complexities of human
folly, this story remains
a must-read.

The
Premise:
A Bet in
the Sun
The  narrative  of  Man
From  The  South
R o a l d  D a h l  i s
deceptively  simple.
The  story  is  set  in  a
casual  outdoor  hotel
pool  area  in  Jamaica.
T h e  u n n a m e d
American  narrator  is
re lax ing  when  he
observes  a  peculiar
interaction  between  a
small,  old  man and a
young, brash American
naval  recruit  named
Carlos.  The  old  man,
impeccably  dressed

and possessing a quiet,
unsettling  confidence,
approaches Carlos and
makes  an  astonishing
proposition. He notices
C a r l o s ’ s  p r i z e d
possession:  a  brand-
new ,  sh iny  Z ippo
cigarette  lighter.  The
o l d  m a n ,  w h o s e
nationality is hinted at
as being from south of
the  Un i ted  States
( l i ke l y  Mex i co  o r
Centra l  Amer ica) ,
offers a wager. He bets
his  brand-new,  luxury
Cadillac that the lighter
will not light ten times
in  a  row.  I f  Car los
loses,  the  old  man
proposes  a  shocking
stake:  he  will  cut  off
the young man’s little
finger.  This  grotesque
and absurd proposition
is  the  engine  that
drives the entire story.
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Character
Analysis:
The
Players in
a
Dangerou

s Game
The  brilliance  of  Man
From  The  South
Roald Dahl lies not in
action  or  plot  twists,
but  in  the razor-sharp
characterizations. Each
character represents a
distinct  facet  of  the
human psyche, making
their  interaction  both
f a s c i n a t i n g  a n d
horrifying.

The Old
Man: The
Architect
of
Sinister
Gambles
The  old  man  is  the
story’s  primary source
o f  m e n a c e .  H e  i s
described  as  small,
neat,  and  wrinkled,
with  a  smile  that  is
d e s c r i b e d  a s  a
"mechanical,  plastic
t h i n g . "  H e  i s  n o t
physically intimidating,
but  his  psychological
p r e s e n c e  i s
overwhelming. He is a
predator who preys on
a r r o g a n c e .  H e  i s
patient,  calm,  and
a l m o s t  b o r e d ,
suggest ing  he  has
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played this game many
t imes  be fo re .  H i s
d e s i r e  i s  n o t  f o r
mater ia l  ga in—he
offers  a  car  worth
t h o u s a n d s  o f
dollars—but  for  the
visceral  thrill  of  risk
and the domination of
another  person.  He  is
the  embodiment  of  a
g a m b l e r  w h o  i s
addicted  to  the  edge,
the  very  precipice  of
disaster. His nationality
is  deliberately  vague,
adding to his alien and
unpredictable  nature.
He  represents  a  cold,
calculating logic that is
completely  detached
f rom  the  mora l  o r
physical  consequences
of  his  wager.  In  the
world  of  Man  From
The  South  Roald
D a h l ,  h e  i s  t h e
tempter,  the  devi l
offering  a  deal  that
seems too good to be
true because it is.

Carlos:
The
Arrogant
American
Youth
Carlos, the young naval
recruit,  is  the  perfect
victim for the old man.
He is young, confident,
and deeply invested in
his  own  image.  His
prized  lighter  is  more
than  a  too l ;  i t  i s  a
s y m b o l  o f  h i s
sophistication,  his
adulthood,  and  his
identity. He is the "ugly
A m e r i c a n "
stereotype—loud,  self-
a s s u r e d ,  a n d
dismissive of  potential
danger. He accepts the
bet  not  because  he
needs  a  Cadillac,  but
because  his  pride  will
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not allow him to back
down  in  front  of  an
a u d i e n c e ,  w h i c h
includes  the  narrator
and a group of curious
w o m e n .  C a r l o s
represents folly  driven
by ego. He fails to see
the  inherent  absurdity
and  danger  o f  the
wager  because  he  is
bl inded  by  his  own
c e r t a i n t y .  H i s
willingness  to  risk  a
finger  for  a  lighter  is  a
powerful  metaphor  for
the foolish risks people
take  to  protect  their
vanity.

The
Narrator
and the
Bystande

rs: The
Chorus of
Morality
The unnamed narrator
serves as the reader’s
surrogate.  He  is  an
observer,  in it ia l ly
amused  and  then
increasingly  horrified.
His presence allows us
to process the bizarre
scenario  in  real-time.
Alongside  him  are  a
g r o u p  o f  w o m e n ,
i n c l u d i n g  a n  o l d
w o m a n  w h o  l a t e r
reveals  a  shocking
connection  to  the  old
man. These characters
form  a  kind  of  Greek
chorus,  reacting  with
laughter,  nervousness,
and ultimately,  horror.
Their  presence  raises
the  stakes  for  Carlos;
he  cannot  back  down
w i t h o u t  l o o k i n g
cowardly  in  front  of
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t h e m .  T h e  s o c i a l
pressure they create is
a crucial element in the
story’s  tension.  They
are  the  silent  judges
who  push  the  wager
forward.

THE ANATOMY OF
SUSPENSE: HOW
DAHL BUILDS THE
TENSION

The  power  o f  Man
From  The  South
Roald  Dahl  i s  i t s
masterful pacing. Dahl
does  not  rush  to  the
c l i m a x .  H e
meticulously builds the
scene,  describing  the
setting, the characters’
movements,  and  the
exacting details of the
bet.

The Rules
of the

Game
A key  element  of  the
s u s p e n s e  i s  t h e
formalization  of  the
wager.  The  old  man
insists on clear, almost
legalistic  rules.  The
l i g h t e r  m u s t  b e
snapped shut between
each  successful  light.
The finger is  placed on
a table, and a waiter is
summoned  to  bring  a
small,  sharp  carving
knife. This bureaucratic
approach to a barbaric
act  makes  it  all  the
more chilling. The cold,
p r e c i s e  s e t u p
transforms  a  simple
bet  into  a  ritual.  This
attention  to  process
forces  the  reader  to
visualize  the  grisly
potential  outcome,
making  the  suspense
almost  unbearable.
D a h l  u s e s  t h e s e
mundane  details—the
sound  of  the  lighter



Man From The South Roald Dahl 7

7

clicking  shut,  the  feel
o f  t h e  k n i f e ,  t h e
nervous  sweat  on
Car los ’ s  f ace—to
create a  symphony of
tension.

The Role
of the
Audience
The  small  crowd  that
gathers  around  the
table is essential to the
story’s  effect.  Their
reactions  mirror  our
own: nervous laughter,
gasps,  and  strained
s i lence .  They  a re
complicit  in  the  act.
They could stop it, but
they don't. This shared
culpability  is  a  dark
commentary on human
nature.  We are drawn
to  the  spectacle  of
danger.  The  audience
in  the  story,  and  the
reader by extension, is

transfixed  by  the
potential  for  disaster.
Dahl  uses  this  group
psychology  to  amplify
the pressure on Carlos,
making  it  harder  for
him  to  simply  walk
away.

THE SHOCKING
CLIMAX AND ITS
TWIST

The  story  reaches  its
peak as Carlos begins
to light the lighter. The
first  few  attempts  are
e a s y ,  a n d  h i s
confidence  grows.  The
tension,  however,  is
not in the failure of the
lighter but in the sheer
number  of  attempts
required. As he gets to
the  seventh,  eighth,
and  ninth  successful
lights,  the  reader’s
heart  races.  The  old
m a n  r e m a i n s
impassive.  The  climax
of  Man  From  The
South Roald Dahl is a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n



8

8 Man From The South Roald Dahl2022-09-30

dramatic  irony.  We
know  that  something
must go wrong. But the
twist  Dahl  delivers  is
not  that  the  lighter
fails.  It  is  a revelation
about  the  o ld  man
himself.  Just as Carlos
is about to light it  for
t he  t en th  t ime ,  a
frant ic  o ld  woman
bursts onto the scene,
screaming.  She  is
revealed to be the old
man’s  wife,  and  she
tells the stunned crowd
that  he  has  no  fingers
left on his left hand. He
has  been  playing  this
bet for  years and has
lost  them  all,  one  by
one. He is not a winner
but  a  serial  loser,  a
m a n  w h o  i s
p a t h o l o g i c a l l y
compelled  to  gamble
with  his  own  body.
This  final  twist
reframes  the  entire
story.  The old  man is
not  a  predator  with  a
foolproof system; he is

a  victim  of  his  own
compulsion.  His  calm
d e m e a n o r  i s  n o t
confidence  but  a
hollow, desperate shell.
The Cadillac he offered
was likely not even his
to give. The real horror
is not that he will  cut
off a finger but that he
has already lost  all  of
his own. The story ends
not  w i th  a  b loody
amputation but with a
psychologica l  gut
punch. The young man,
shaken  but  intact,
learns  a  lesson  about
the  dangers  of  pride.
The old man, however,
is revealed as a tragic,
broken  figure,  forever
chasing a win that will
never come.

MAJOR THEMES IN
A SHORT STORY

Despite  its  brevity,
Man From The South
Roald  Dahl  is  dense
w i t h  t h e m a t i c
r e s o n a n c e  t h a t
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elevates  it  beyond  a
simple thriller.

Pride and
Vanity
The  most  obv ious
t h e m e  i s  t h e
destructive  nature  of
pride.  Carlos  risks  a
finger not for a car but
to  prove  a  point.  His
vanity  is  his  fatal  flaw.
He is  more concerned
with  appearing  manly
and  confident  in  front
of strangers than he is
with  his  own  physical
safety.  Dahl  suggests
t h a t  t h i s  k i n d  o f
arrogance is a form of
s tup id i t y ,  a  doo r
through  which  great
harm  can  enter.

Gambling

and
Addiction
T h e  o l d  m a n  i s  a
representat ion  of
pathological  gambling.
His  addiction  is  not
about the car or even
the lighter. It  is about
the act of betting itself.
The thrill of the risk has
become his sole reason
for  living.  The  final
revelation that he has
already  lost  al l  his
fingers  shows  that  his
addiction  has  already
consumed  him,  piece
by piece. The story is a
stark  warning  about
t h e  n a t u r e  o f
compulsion  and  the
w a y  i t  e r o d e s  a
person’s  l i fe.

Fate and
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Chance
The  story  plays  with
the  idea  of  luck  and
randomness .  The
outcome  of  the  bet
d e p e n d s  o n  a
mechanical  object—a
lighter—that  works
perfectly  well.  The
tension  comes  from
the sheer improbability
of failure. Yet, the real
"bad luck" in the story
is  not  a  faulty  lighter
but the intervention of
the  old  man’s  wife.
Chance  is  a  fickle
f o r c e ,  a n d  D a h l
suggests that while we
think we are in control,
we  are  often  at  the
mercy  of  forces  we
cannot  predict.

LITERARY
DEVICES: THE
DAHL SIGNATURE
STYLE

Roald Dahl’s writing is
distinct  for  its  clarity,

economy,  and  dark
humor.  In  Man From
The  South  Roald
Dahl,  his  signature
style is on full display.
H e  u s e s  s i m p l e ,
declarative  sentences
to  create  a  strong
sense of reality, which
makes the bizarre bet
feel  plausible.  His
dialogue  is  sharp  and
realistic,  revealing
character  without
exposition. The use of
a  framing  device  (the
narrator telling a story
from the past) adds a
layer  of  distance  and
reflection.  Most
importantly, Dahl uses
the technique of  "the
reveal"  perfectly.  The
story builds and builds,
on ly  to  p ivo t  on  a
single,  stunning  piece
of  information  that
changes  everything.
This is the hallmark of
his  best  short  fiction:
the ability to shock the
reader  with  a  single,
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p e r f e c t l y  p l a c e d
sentence.

ADAPTATIONS AND
CULTURAL IMPACT

The  story  has  proven
t o  b e  i n c r e d i b l y
resilient and adaptable.
Its simple yet powerful
premise  has  been
adapted multiple times
for  television  and  film.
T h e  m o s t  f a m o u s
adaptation is likely the
1960 episode of Alfred
Hitchcock  Presents
(titled  "Man  from  the
South"),  which starred
Steve McQueen as the
young  man and  Peter
Lorre as the old man.
This version is a classic
of  television,  perfectly
capturing  the  tense,
c l a u s t r o p h o b i c
atmosphere  of  the
story.  The  story  was
also  adapted  into  a
segment  of  the  1995
film  Four  Rooms,
directed  by  Quentin
Tarant ino.  In  that

version, the characters
are  updated,  and  the
tone  is  more  comedic
and  frantic,  but  the
core  o f  the  wager
remains  intact.  The
enduring  popularity  of
these  adaptat ions
proves  the  timeless
appeal  of  the  central
concept. The idea of a
s i m p l e  b e t  w i t h
h o r r i f y i n g
consequences  has
entered  the  cultural
lexicon,  becoming  a
template  for  stories
about  high-stakes
gambling  and  human
folly.  Even  without
knowing  the  source,
m a n y  p e o p l e  a r e
familiar with the trope
of  the "lighter  bet,"  a
t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e
story's  influence  on
Man From The South
Roald  Dahl  and  the
wider thriller genre.
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Further
Reading
and
Related

Works
I f  you  enjoyed  the
chilling  suspense  of
this  story,  you  should
explore  other  short
stories  by  Roald  Dahl
for  adults.  Excellent
companions  to  Man
From  The  South
Roald Dahl include:

"Lamb to the
Slaughter": A
darkly comic tale
of a housewife
who kills her
husband with a
frozen leg of

lamb and then
cleverly disposes
of the evidence.
"The
Landlady": A
deeply unsettling
story about a
young man who
checks into a bed
and breakfast
run by a
seemingly sweet
but deeply
sinister old
woman.
"The Wonderful
Story of Henry
Sugar": A
longer, more
fantastical story
about a man who
learns to see
through playing
cards to win at
gambling,
exploring themes
of greed and
kindness.
"Skin"


