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			Context

			The Things They Carried was originally published in 1990, fifteen years after the fall of Saigon brought an end to the Vietnam War. Tim O’Brien served as an infantryman during the war and wrote his first two books on his experiences: the memoir If I Die in a Combat Zone: Box Me Up and Ship Me Home (1973) and the National Book Award–winning novel Going After Cacciato (1978). Most of the longer stories in The Things They Carried had previously been published in magazines and literary journals. However, many of the shorter pieces, including “Love,” “Notes,” and “Good Form,” first appeared in the book and are crucial to its novel-in-stories form and its key themes.

			The national trauma of the Vietnam War—a conflict that bitterly divided Americans and demoralized the country’s armed forces—led to a wave of books and films attempting to make sense of the experience. The tone and content of these creative efforts varied widely, but many of the earliest and most influential, including Michael Herr’s New Journalism book, Dispatches (1977), and Francis Ford Coppola’s blockbuster film Apocalypse Now (1979), employed bold formal innovations and hallucinatory imagery in an effort to capture the surreal nature of the war. These works were strongly associated with the anti-war movement and sought to bring home to American audiences the shattering experience of fighting in Vietnam. By 1990, however, the focus had shifted to how the nation and its veterans might recover from the war. This guiding interest connects such disparate works as Bobbie Ann Mason’s acclaimed novel In Country (1985), the coming-of-age story of a girl whose father died in Vietnam, and the hugely popular Rambo films starring Sylvester Stallone as a former Green Beret practicing guerilla warfare tactics against corrupt law enforcement officials and America’s Cold War enemies. 

			The Things They Carried synthesizes these two trends in Vietnam War literature. Updating a format—the linked story collection, or novel-in-stories—closely associated with Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio (1919), O’Brien conveys how strange and terrible it felt to be an American foot soldier in Vietnam, and testifies to the power and the limitations of storytelling in helping the war’s survivors to heal. The book’s artful blend of fact and fiction, memory and imagination, has made it an essential work of art about war and trauma, and a staple of English and creative writing courses all over the world. 

		

	
		
			Overview

			Twenty years after his tour of duty in Vietnam, “Tim O’Brien” tells stories about his fellow foot soldiers in Alpha Company. Although the protagonist of The Things They Carried shares a name and a similar biography with the real Tim O’Brien, he is a fictional character. The blend of fact and fiction, or “happening-truth” and “story-truth,” is one of the novel’s key themes.

			Some soldiers did not make it home from the war. Ted Lavender was shot in the head by a sniper. Curt Lemon was playing a game of catch with a smoke grenade when he stepped on a land mine and was blown to pieces. Kiowa, one of the best-loved members of Alpha Company and “O’Brien’s” closest friend, died during a mortar attack. The platoon was camped in a swampy, foul-smelling field, and Kiowa sank deep into the muck and couldn’t be pulled out until the next day. 

			The soldiers who survived are haunted by memories and guilt. First Lieutenant Jimmy Cross blames himself for Lavender’s death because he was daydreaming about a girl when it happened. Norman Bowker went back to his hometown in Iowa, but found he couldn’t talk to anyone about the war. He hanged himself in a YMCA locker room. “Tim O’Brien” considers himself a coward for going to a war he did not believe in. He has recurring visions of a young Vietnamese soldier he killed outside the village of My Khe, and struggles to come to terms with the role he played in Kiowa’s death. 

			Through the magic of storytelling, “O’Brien” can bring the dead members of Alpha Company back to life. He learned to do this when he was nine years old and his classmate and first love died of a brain tumor. Storytelling has also been crucial to “O’Brien’s” healing process. By objectifying his experience he can separate himself from it, thereby gaining the necessary distance to make peace with memories—good, bad, and bizarre—that might otherwise be paralyzing. His nine-year-old daughter thinks “O’Brien” writes war stories because he is obsessed with Vietnam, but only through a story’s unique mix of memory and imagination can he hope to understand what happened during the war, and his feelings about it. 

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Azar: One of the youngest members of Alpha Company. He has a cruel and twisted sense of humor and a lust for battle. Only Kiowa’s death seems to affect him emotionally. 

			Mary Anne Bell: The high school sweetheart of a medic stationed on a hill overlooking the Song Tra Bong. During a visit to Vietnam, she is transformed from an all-American girl into a bloodthirsty soldier. Last seen walking into the mountains alone, she is said to have crossed over to the other side and become a part of the land itself. 

			Elroy Berdhal: The proprietor of the Tip Top Lodge on the Rainy River in northern Minnesota. He seems to know that “O’Brien” is thinking about dodging the draft, but doesn’t raise the topic. He brings “O’Brien” to within a few yards of the Canadian border and bears witness to his decision to go to war. 

			Norman Bowker: A quiet and gentle soldier who wishes his father wasn’t so concerned with winning medals. After the war, he suggests that “O’Brien” write a story about a veteran who feels like he died in Vietnam and drives around town all day with nowhere to go and no one to talk to. 

			First Lieutenant Jimmy Cross: A platoon leader in Alpha Company. He is solitary and thoughtful, but frequently distracted. He cares about his soldiers but longs to leave the war and be with Martha, a college classmate who sends him letters but does not love him. 

			Henry Dobbins: The platoon machine gunner. A big man, he is a superb soldier but unsophisticated and drawn to sentimentality. He wears his girlfriend’s stockings around his neck as a good-luck charm and thinks about becoming a monk after the war. 

			Dave Jensen: A well-prepared soldier who practices field hygiene. After snapping Lee Strunk’s nose in a fight over a missing jackknife, he breaks his own nose so they’ll be square. 

			Bobby Jorgenson: Replaces Rat Kiley as the platoon’s medic. He botches the patch job when “O’Brien” is shot for the second time, but becomes a valued member of the platoon. He endures “O’Brien’s” elaborate revenge plot with honor and self-control. 

			Bob “Rat” Kiley: A courageous and skilled medic. He carries comic books and M&M’s and is devastated by Curt Lemon’s death. When he starts to have hallucinations, he shoots himself in the foot in order to escape the war. 

			Kiowa: The best-loved member of Alpha Company and “Tim O’Brien’s” closest friend. He carries an illustrated New Testament, a pair of moccasins, and his grandfather’s old hunting hatchet. He is moral and compassionate.

			Ted Lavender: The mellowest member of Alpha Company. He takes tranquilizers and smokes marijuana in order to cope with his fear. He is the first man to die under Lieutenant Cross’s watch. 

			Curt Lemon: A member of Alpha Company with a tendency to play the tough soldier role. He brags about his crazy exploits, including the Halloween when he painted his body and went trick-or-treating wearing nothing but a mask, boots, and his M-16, and has either a too high or a too low opinion of himself. 

			Linda: “Tim O’Brien’s” fourth-grade classmate and first love. When she dies of a brain tumor, “O’Brien” makes up elaborate stories to bring her alive in his dreams. 

			Martha: Lieutenant Cross’s college crush. She plays on the volleyball team and has a poet’s sensibilities. After the war she becomes a Lutheran missionary and a trained nurse and never marries. 

			Kathleen O’Brien: “Tim O’Brien’s” young daughter. She thinks it’s weird that her father can’t forget the war, and asks if it’s because he killed someone. For her tenth birthday she joins “O’Brien” on a trip to Vietnam. 

			Tim O’Brien: The narrator and protagonist. He is a forty-three-year-old writer from Worthington, Minnesota, who did not want to fight in Vietnam. Twenty years after his tour of duty, he writes war stories in order to make sense of his experience and his feelings of guilt. 

			Mitchell Sanders: The platoon’s radio operator. He has an ironic sense of humor but a clear code of ethics. Like “O’Brien,” he tries to make sense of his experience by telling stories, but his search for a moral often leaves him frustrated. 

			Lee Strunk: A member of Alpha Company who carries a slingshot and steals Dave Jensen’s jackknife. After stepping on a rigged mortar round and losing his right leg below the knee, he dies in a helicopter en route to the hospital. 

		

	
		
			Summary

			The Things They Carried

			The titular story introduces the members of Alpha Company. The soldiers, or legs, are identified by the things they carry with them on missions, from common items such as dog tags and C-rations to personal mementos such as Kiowa’s illustrated New Testament and Rat Kiley’s comic books. First Lieutenant Jimmy Cross carries letters, photographs, and a good-luck charm from Martha, a college classmate. Ted Lavender carries tranquilizers and marijuana because he’s scared. 

			In addition to tangible items, the men carry emotional baggage, including grief, terror, love, fear of cowardice, and the knowledge that they might die. 

			Lieutenant Cross’s memories of his halting romance with Martha at Mount Sebastian College in New Jersey are interspersed with the story of Ted Lavender’s death during a mission to find and destroy tunnel complexes near the village of Than Khe. Because he can’t stop daydreaming about Martha, Cross blames himself when Lavender is shot in the head by a sniper. Afterward, Cross leads the men into Than Khe to burn the village to the ground. He spends the night weeping in his foxhole. In the morning, he burns Martha’s letters and photographs and vows to be a better, more disciplined officer. 

			Love

			Many years after the war, Jimmy Cross visits his war buddy “Tim O’Brien.” They look at photographs from their time in Vietnam, and after coming across a picture of Ted Lavender, Cross admits that he’s never forgiven himself for his death. 

			Cross reveals that he saw Martha at a college reunion in 1979. She’d become a Lutheran missionary and a trained nurse, and had never married. When Cross confesses he wanted to pick her up and carry her to his dorm room after one of their college dates, Martha says she doesn’t understand how men can do the things they do. The impossibility of a relationship with Martha becomes clear to Cross. Nevertheless, he still loves her. He gives “O’Brien” permission to write a story about his feelings, but asks to be portrayed as courageous and handsome, and a great platoon leader.

			Spin

			“Tim O’Brien” is a forty-three-year-old writer with a young daughter named Kathleen. He writes war stories but contends that he is not obsessed with Vietnam. A writer takes his material from his life, and “O’Brien” remembers so many stories from the war he can’t help but tell them. 

			Many episodes briefly referred to in “Spin”—Kiowa sinking into a field of muck, Curt Lemon’s body parts splayed across a tree, a young Vietnamese man dead on a trail outside of the village of My Khe—are the focus of later stories in the collection. Other fragments capture the surreal nature of the war, the strange blend of boredom, adventure, absurdity, friendship, and terror. Mitchell Sanders mails his body lice to his draft board in Ohio. Azar straps Ted Lavender’s puppy to a Claymore mine and fires. 

			“Spin” takes its title from the things the men of Alpha Company did to alleviate their boredom and fear: “On occasions the war was like a Ping-Pong ball. You could put fancy spin on it, you could make it dance.” In many ways, Vietnam was a different world where the normal rules of society and nature did not apply. 

			On the Rainy River

			The summer after he graduates from college, “Tim O’Brien” lives with his parents and works at a meatpacking plant in his hometown of Worthington, Minnesota. He is against the war, but purely from an intellectual standpoint, not realizing that his own life is at risk—until the day the draft notice arrives. 

			“O’Brien” thinks seriously about fleeing to Canada. One morning he drives a few hundred miles north to the border. On the south shore of the Rainy River he checks into Tip Top Lodge, an old fishing resort. It’s the off-season and the only other person at the lodge is the owner, an old man named Elroy Berdahl, who seems to know what his guest is contemplating but never asks any questions. One day, Berdahl takes “O’Brien” fishing and deliberately stops the boat only twenty yards from the Canadian border. 

			Confronted with the reality of his decision, “O’Brien” is unable to choose between the two courses his life might take. He imagines crowds of people—everyone from his brother and sister to Jane Fonda to the young man he will one day kill outside the village of My Khe—urging him to swim toward one shore or another. He tries to will himself overboard, but the fear of ridicule makes it impossible. In that moment, he submits and decides to go to war—he is too embarrassed not to. Berdahl’s presence makes the decision real, and the next morning, “O’Brien” starts the journey that will take him to Vietnam. 

			Enemies / Friends

			In “Enemies,” Lee Strunk and Dave Jensen get into a fistfight over a missing jackknife and Strunk is hurt so badly he has to be helicoptered back to the rear for medical treatment. He returns two days later with a splint over his nose. Fearing retribution, Jensen grows increasingly paranoid, until one day he breaks his own nose with the butt of a pistol. He shows Strunk what he’s done and asks if they’re square. Strunk says sure, but can’t stop laughing—he really did steal Jensen’s jackknife. 

			In “Friends,” Jensen and Strunk learn to trust each other in the months following the jackknife incident. They sign a pact that if one of them gets a “wheelchair wound” the other will put him out of his misery. A couple of months later, Strunk steps on a rigged mortar round, losing his right leg below the knee. He makes Jensen promise not to kill him—the wound is not so bad, his leg can be sewn back on. Jensen agrees, but when he learns that Strunk died en route to the hospital, he is visibly relieved. 

			How to Tell a True War Story

			“How to Tell a True War Story” can be read as both the full account of Curt Lemon’s death and a statement on the purpose and methodology of the novel’s blending of fact and fiction. 

			The story of Curt Lemon’s death is told in three distinct versions. Each version reveals new and important details. In the first, Lemon “step[s] from shade into bright sunlight” and the sunlight lifts him into a tree. In the second version, we learn that after Lemon’s death, his best friend, Rat Kiley, shot a baby water buffalo to pieces. In the third version, it becomes clear that Lemon stepped on a booby-trapped artillery round and was blown into a tree. 

			According to “O’Brien,” true war stories do not leave you feeling uplifted, do not abstract or generalize, often seem untrue, and have no moral. Each of these qualities can be applied both to the story of Lemon’s death and to the novel as a whole. The moment Lemon stepped on the booby trap is told three different ways because such events are never seen in their totality. Running for their lives, witnesses miss key details; the picture gets jumbled. Only by viewing it from many different angles can Lemon’s death be fully seen.

			The poetic description of sunlight lifting Lemon into the tree is no mere literary artifice. Because it happened in the instant he took a step from shade into sunlight, placing his foot in the one wrong spot, it must have seemed to Lemon that the sunlight was killing him. In order to know his final truth, readers must be made to believe that sunlight was the cause of his death. 

			In the story’s final paragraphs, “O’Brien” contends that “How to Tell a True War Story” is not really a war story, it’s a love story. Every detail has been invented in order to get at the real truth, which has as much to do with the sorrow Rat felt after Lemon’s death as it does with the war. True war stories are never actually about war—they’re about the way war is experienced by those sent to fight and die. 

			The Dentist

			In an effort to guard against sentimentalizing the dead, “O’Brien” tells another story about Curt Lemon. During a mission to a quiet area of operations near the South China Sea, Alpha Company is visited by an Army dentist who performs checkups and minor repair work. Waiting for his personal exam, Lemon gets very tense. When it’s finally his turn, he faints.

			Mortified, Lemon spends the rest of the day alone, cussing himself out. Late that night, he creeps into the dentist’s tent and insists that he has a monster toothache. The dentist can’t find the problem, but finally yanks out a perfectly good tooth. In the morning, Lemon is happy.

			Sweetheart of the Song Tra Bong

			This is a story “O’Brien” heard from Rat Kiley, who was once stationed with a medical unit on a hill overlooking a river called the Song Tra Bong. Their situation was so relaxed and predictable it felt like they weren’t in the middle of a war, so one of the medics arranged for his seventeen-year-old girlfriend to visit. 

			Vietnam changes Mary Anne Belle. First she picks up a little bit of the language and helps to treat casualties. Then she cuts her hair, stops wearing makeup and jewelry, and starts coming back to her boyfriend’s bunker later and later at night. One night she doesn’t come back at all. When her boyfriend learns she was out on ambush with the Green Berets, he insists Mary Anne return to the States. 

			But instead of leaving, she goes out on patrol with the Greenies again. When she comes back three weeks later, her eyes have turned from blue to a deep jungle green. The boyfriend breaks into the Green Berets’ bunker and finds Mary Anne wearing a necklace made of human tongues. She tells her boyfriend that she feels full of electricity, as if she’s glowing in the dark. She wants to eat the dirt and death of Vietnam so it can be inside her. She finally knows exactly who she is. 

			After he’s transferred to Alpha Company, Rat hears that one morning Mary Anne walked into the mountains by herself and never returned. Sometimes when the Green Berets are out on ambush, they start to feel like the rain forest is watching them and they almost catch a glimpse of her—she has crossed to the other side and become a part of the land. 

			Stockings / Church

			This pair of story fragments focuses on Henry Dobbins and the role of faith and religion among the members of Alpha Company. 

			In “Stockings,” Dobbins is a superb soldier but unsophisticated, and drawn toward sentimentality. His one eccentricity is to wrap a pair of his girlfriend’s stockings around his neck before he goes out on ambush. The stockings serve as a talisman—they give Dobbins “access to a spiritual world” and keep him safe. Even when his girlfriend dumps him, he believes the magic of the stockings remains.

			In “Church,” the platoon sets up a base of operations in the yard of a pagoda tended by two monks. The monks take a special liking to Dobbins. Talking to Kiowa, Dobbins says he might join the monks after the war. In high school he thought about becoming a minister, not because he was interested in church or religion, but because he’s good at being nice to people. Kiowa, who carries a Bible everywhere he goes, thinks it’s wrong for the platoon to have set up near the pagoda because it’s like a church. During this conversation, the monks have been helping Dobbins to clean his rifle. He gives them each a can of peaches and a chocolate bar and tells Kiowa that he’s right.

			The Man I Killed / Ambush

			Taken together, this pair of stories offers the full account of the death of a young Vietnamese man on a trail outside the village of My Khe. 

			“The Man I Killed” begins with a long description of the corpse, juxtaposing the mundane—his lightly freckled forehead and clean fingernails—and the shocking: his neck split open all the way to the spinal cord, a star-shaped hole where one eye used to be. As “O’Brien” stares at the body, he imagines a life story for the young man. His family has lived in My Khe for centuries and his ancestors have always fought in the struggle for independence. He was a scholar, not a fighter, and dreaded going to war, but there was never a question he would defend the land. After graduating from university and marrying a classmate, he returned to My Khe and enlisted. He was a soldier for only one day before he was killed. 

			As “O’Brien” stares, Kiowa speaks. He tells “O’Brien” that there was nothing else he could do, this is war and the young man was a soldier—he was dead as soon as he stepped on the trail. But “O’Brien” is lost in his imagination. The story ends with Kiowa begging his friend to talk. 

			“Ambush” takes place after the war, when “O’Brien” is an author. After his nine-year-old daughter asks if he keeps writing war stories because he killed someone, “O’Brien” imagines he will tell her what happened outside the village of My Khe when she’s an adult. 

			The patrol had set up an ambush site, and “O’Brien” was on watch when he saw the young man come out of the fog at dawn, walking up the center of the trail. “O’Brien” threw the grenade as a reflex, not because he hated the young man or wanted to kill him. Years later, “O’Brien” will look up from reading the paper and watch the young man emerge from the morning fog, pass within a few yards, and “continue up the trail to where it bends back into the fog.”

			Style

			A young girl dances in front of the ruins of her house. Her family is dead, but the girl keeps dancing as their bodies are pulled from the rubble. Azar guesses her dancing is part of some weird ritual, but Henry Dobbins says that she just likes to dance. Later, Azar mockingly imitates the girl’s dance and Dobbins picks him up, carries him to a well, and asks if he wants to be dumped in. When Azar says no, Dobbins responds, “All right, then … dance right.”

			Speaking of Courage

			Norman Bowker drives the seven-mile loop around the lake in his hometown over and over again. He is behind the wheel of his father’s Chevy and it is the Fourth of July. The quaint town looks the same as it did before the war, but now it feels remote to Bowker. There is no one to talk to. 

			If someone were to listen, Bowker might tell about the time he almost won the Silver Star. It happened during monsoon season, when Alpha Company bivouacked in a swampy field along the Song Tra Bong. Old women from a nearby village warned the platoon that the field was bad news, but Lieutenant Jimmy Cross shooed them away. Later that night, the rain got worse, raising an awful stink. Eventually the men realized they were camped in the village toilet—“a goddamn shit field.”

			Suddenly the field explodes—mortar fire. There is nowhere to run, and after three rounds hit close by, Bowker hears Kiowa screaming. By the time Bowker reaches him, Kiowa is almost completely under the mud. Bowker grabs Kiowa by the boot and tries to pull him out, but can’t. He lets go of the boot and Kiowa disappears under the waste and water. 

			Back home, Bowker stops at the A&W for a burger. After he’s finished eating, he pushes the button on the intercom again and the voice on the other end asks what he really needs. He starts to tell about Kiowa and the shit field, but stops himself. On his twelfth trip around the lake, fireworks go off. Bowker parks the Chevy and wades into the lake. He puts his head under the water and opens his mouth to taste it. 

			Notes

			“Tim O’Brien” reveals that “Speaking of Courage” was written at the suggestion of Norman Bowker. After reading “O’Brien’s” first book, Bowker sent the author a letter describing how he felt like he had died in Vietnam, like he was still over there in the shit field with Kiowa. He suggests that “O’Brien” write a story about a veteran who spends his days driving around town with nowhere to go, who wants to talk about his experience but can’t. 

			“O’Brien” recognizes that his writing has allowed him to work through memories that might have paralyzed him. By objectifying his experience, he’s been able to separate himself from it. He decides to take Bowker’s story suggestion and make it a chapter in the novel he’s working on. Many of the details must be changed, however, and “O’Brien” immediately feels a sense of failure. He was afraid to tell the truth about the night of Kiowa’s death. 

			After reading the story, Bowker sends “O’Brien” a bitter letter complaining about the missing details. Eight months later, he hangs himself. “O’Brien” revises “Speaking of Courage,” restoring the central incident—the night in the shit field along the Song Tra Bong. He admits that for years he’s avoided thinking about Kiowa’s death and his own complicity in it, and concludes “Notes” by confessing that he was the one who let go of Kiowa’s boot, not Bowker. 

			In the Field

			On the morning after Kiowa’s death, the platoon searches for his body. Lieutenant Jimmy Cross knows that he made a mistake by setting up in the shit field. In his head, he composes a letter to Kiowa’s father taking the blame for his son’s death. The soldiers tramping across the field look to Cross like golfers searching the rough for a lost ball.

			Meanwhile, a young soldier stands apart from the rest of the platoon, searching through the muck on his own. He blames himself for Kiowa’s death. They were best buddies, and last night had huddled together under a poncho, talking about their families and hometowns. The young soldier switched on his flashlight to show Kiowa a picture of his girlfriend and the field exploded. The young soldier heard Kiowa screaming. He crawled to over to Kiowa, but there were only bubbles where his head should have been. The young soldier grabbed Kiowa’s boot and tried to pull him out of the muck, but had to let go.

			After Norman Bowker and the rest of the platoon find Kiowa’s body and dig it out, the young soldier walks over to Lieutenant Cross. He wants to confess that he’s to blame for Kiowa’s death because the flashlight was like a target for the enemy. But Cross isn’t listening. With his eyes closed, he lays back and floats in the shit field, letting himself slip away to a golf course in New Jersey—a world without responsibility. Maybe he will write a letter to Kiowa’s father after the war is over, maybe he won’t. 

			Good Form

			“Tim O’Brien” states that he is forty-three years old and once fought in Quang Ngai Province as a foot soldier. Everything else in the book is invented. The inventions are key to the book’s form, in which “story-truth” is truer than “happening-truth.” As a young soldier, he was too afraid to look at the many dead bodies he encountered. Only by inventing the story of the young man on the trail near My Khe can he make present the “faceless responsibility and faceless grief” he feels twenty years after the war. Therefore, when his daughter asks if he ever killed anybody, the answers “yes” and “no” are both equally honest. 

			Field Trip

			A few months after completing “In the Field,” “O’Brien” and his daughter visit the site of Kiowa’s death. The trip to Vietnam is a present for Kathleen’s tenth birthday, but she doesn’t know what the war was about and thinks it’s weird her father can’t forget it. 

			Twenty years ago, the field swallowed his best friend and his pride, and since then it has embodied all the waste that was Vietnam. But now it just seems ordinary. “O’Brien” has brought Kiowa’s old moccasins with him. He strips to his underwear and wades into the water at the spot where Norman Bowker found Kiowa’s rucksack. He wedges the moccasins into the muck. Watching “O’Brien,” an old farmer raises a shovel over his head like a flag. Kathleen asks if the farmer is mad at her father, but “O’Brien” says no: “All that’s finished.” 

			The Ghost Soldiers

			“O’Brien” was shot twice during the war. The first time, Rat Kiley treated his wound with courage and skill in the midst of a firefight. The second time, the platoon had an inexperienced new medic. “O’Brien” almost died of shock and developed a borderline case of gangrene. As he healed he thought of ways to get back at the medic, Bobby Jorgenson. 

			Transferred to the battalion supply company at base camp, “O’Brien” misses the danger of being out in the bush. When Alpha Company comes back to the base for stand-down, he feels excluded—he’s basically a civilian now. Jorgenson tries to apologize for messing up, but “O’Brien” refuses to accept the apology. He asks Mitchell Sanders for help in getting revenge, but Sanders refuses because Jorgenson is part of the group now and “O’Brien” isn’t. Azar, however, agrees to help.

			Out on a mission, American soldiers sense Vietnam to be full of spirits. They call the enemy “ghosts.” “O’Brien’s” plan is to spook Jorgenson when he is on night watch. Over the course of a long night, he and Azar return numerous times to Jorgenson’s bunker, setting off noisemakers and trip flares and throwing tear-gas grenades. “O’Brien” has the ghostly (and authorial) experience of hovering above the scene, seeing it from Jorgenson’s perspective as well as his own. He becomes one of the spirits of Vietnam that haunt American soldiers. 

			Toward the end of the night, “O’Brien” wants to stop tormenting Jorgenson, but Azar refuses. When they use a rope and pulley to float a white sandbag in front of the bunker, Jorgenson shoots the sandbag and shouts “O’Brien’s” name. The show is over. Disgusted with “O’Brien’s” timidity, Azar kicks him in the head. Jorgenson treats the wound and suggests that with his flare for the dramatic, “O’Brien” should become a filmmaker. 

			Night Life

			This story fragment explains why Rat Kiley wasn’t with the platoon the second time “O’Brien” got shot. Alpha Company was out on patrol in a dangerous area and for two weeks could only move at night. They called it “living the night life.” As the medic, Rat has seen too much gore to be able to operate in the pitch black. He can’t stop picturing himself dead, with mutant bugs eating his body. Eventually he shoots himself in the foot so he’ll be evacuated to a hospital. Nobody in the platoon blames him. They try to cheer him up by telling him how great the nightlife is in Japan.

			The Lives of the Dead

			On “O’Brien’s” fourth day in Vietnam, Lieutenant Jimmy Cross calls in an air strike on a village. The only confirmed kill is an old man missing his right arm. One-by-one the soldiers shake the man’s remaining hand and say hello, but “O’Brien” can’t go near the body. It’s too real to make jokes about. Later, Kiowa compliments him for refusing to shake the corpse’s hand. “O’Brien” says it reminded him of a girl he took on his first date. 

			When he was nine years old, “Timmy O’Brien” was in love with a classmate named Linda. They went to the movies on a double date with his parents and Linda wore a new red stocking cap. “Timmy” made a comment about the cap and his mother looked at him as if he’d brought up an awful secret. At school, Linda got teased because she always wore the red cap. One day a bully snuck up behind her in class and pulled it off, revealing a row of black stitches over her ear. She’d developed a brain tumor and would die a few months later. 

			At the funeral home with his father, “Timmy” hoped Linda would give him a secret signal. But as much as he tried to pretend she was taking a nap, she didn’t look asleep; she looked dead. Lying in his bed at night, “Timmy” made up elaborate stories to bring Linda alive in his dreams. Once in a dream he asked her what it was like to be dead and she told him it was like being in old book no one has checked out of the library in a long time. 

			A story is like a dream, and through the “spell of memory and imagination” that is storytelling, “Tim O’Brien” still can dream Linda alive. Twenty years after their deaths, he can do the same for Kiowa and Ted Lavender and Curt Lemon. He can even save the life of “Timmy,” the nine-year-old boy who had yet to go to Vietnam, who was young and happy and would never die. 

		

	
		
			Character Analysis

			Norman Bowker: A gentle and quiet young man burdened by his father’s obsession with winning medals, Bowker cannot find meaning in life after Vietnam. His suicide represents the struggles of an entire generation of veterans coming to terms with painful memories of the war. Bowker wants to talk about his experience, but can’t. His father’s generation, which came of age during World War II, views war as a crucible to be endured for the sake of the nation and the good of the individual soldier. His friends who did not go to Vietnam cannot understand the tragedy and terror of the experience. Left with no one to talk to, Bowker reaches out to a fellow member of Alpha Company in an effort to make himself heard. But “O’Brien’s” first attempt to tell Bowker’s story is disappointing because it is not truthful. In this way, Bowker represents the guilt that “O’Brien” feels, both for his role in Kiowa’s death and for his ability to create a meaningful postwar life while so many others can’t. 

			First Lieutenant Jimmy Cross: As platoon leader, it is Cross’s duty to enforce discipline and achieve command objectives. His ultimate responsibility, however, is to see his men safely through the war—an impossible task, but one he takes seriously. Like “O’Brien,” he did not want to go to Vietnam. In college, he had signed up for an ROTC course because he had friends in the program and it was worth a few credits. He was unprepared for war. He never forgives himself for Ted Lavender’s death because up until that point he had not accepted the reality of his situation. Cross vows to stop daydreaming and become a better soldier, to sacrifice his love for Martha in order to better love his men. His sacrifice and his acceptance of the burdens of blame and grief make Cross a Christ-like figure. His initials and last name are clues to the symbolism.

			Kiowa: The focus of three separate stories—“Speaking of Courage,” “In the Field,” and “Field Trip”—and referenced on many other occasions—Kiowa’s death is the ultimate symbol of the senseless tragedy of Vietnam. Honest and compassionate, Kiowa is the best-loved member of Alpha Company and serves as a positive role model for “O’Brien.” He articulates what the other men feel, but don’t want to acknowledge, about Ted Lavender’s death—it was both shocking and meaningless, and proved life is cheap in Vietnam. Any one of them might face the same fate. A devout Baptist and a Native American, Kiowa synthesizes two conflicting strains of American history and offers a practical example of how the sins of the past might be overcome—he carries both the illustrated New Testament and his grandmother’s distrust of the white man. The ignominy and senselessness of his death symbolize all the wasted potential of the thousands of young Americans who died in Vietnam. 

			“Tim O’Brien”: The book’s protagonist and narrator, his presence links the stories to one another and gives the novel its form. While his point of view dominates, many of the stories are told from a fellow soldier’s perspective, or in the omniscient third-person. Therefore, every figure—from Azar to Kiowa to Mary Anne Bell—is in some sense a manifestation of “O’Brien’s” character. At a young age, “O’Brien” learned to use his imagination to come to terms with traumatic events and understand realities that are not his own. Yet he is aware of the limitations of storytelling. It cannot absolve him of the guilt and shame he feels for going to a war he did not believe in, nor for killing a man he could have let live. Stories cannot make the war real for his daughter. And stories, like the memories that give birth to them, can become an obsession—the moral, or truth, will remain forever out of grasp. But “O’Brien” knows that the alternative—to keep silent and let the flood of memories paralyze you—is deadly, so he continues to tell war stories in order to save himself and to honor the men who didn’t make it back from Vietnam. 

		

	
		
			Themes and Symbols

			Fog: A recurring motif throughout the novel, fog symbolizes the surreal, otherworldly nature of the war, as well as the blurred lines between fact and fiction. In “How to Tell a True War Story,” Mitchell Sanders tells the story of a six-man patrol that encounters a spooky fog and begins to hear weird music coming out of the rocks. The mountains are covered in fog the night Mary Anne Belle wears a necklace of human tongues. In the burning village where the platoon encounters the dancing girl, smoke ripples like fog. The young man killed on the trail outside the village of My Khe steps out of the fog and, in “O’Brien’s” recurring visions, “continue[s] up the trail to where it bends back into the fog.” 

			Ghosts and spirits: Surrounded by death, the members of Alpha Company see ghosts and spirits everywhere. Lee Strunk makes a funny ghost sound when he emerges from searching a tunnel complex just before Ted Lavender gets shot. Curt Lemon wears a ghost mask on Halloween. Enemy soldiers are called ghosts, boogiemen, and spirits because they are invisible, spooky, and death-dealing. The memories of dead comrades haunt survivors like ghosts. Vietnam itself is a spirit world where the normal laws of nature and society do not apply. And storytelling is a kind of conjuring whereby “memory and imagination and language combine to make spirits in the head.”

			Jumbled pictures: In war, an event such as Curt Lemon’s death is never seen in its totality. Men are running for their lives and miss key details; the picture gets jumbled. Therefore, in order to be true to the experience, stories must be told in bits and pieces. The novel-in-stories form offers a perfect structure to mirror the experience of war, as key events are told and retold, in overlapping versions, each one adding new details or different perspective. The deaths of Ted Lavender, Kiowa, and the man on the trail outside of My Khe are told multiple times, as is the story of Lemon painting his body and going trick-or-treating on Halloween. Mitchell Sanders tries out different conclusions for the story of the six-man patrol spooked by the music of Vietnam, and Rat Kiley tells the story of Mary Anne Belle so often that Sanders knows its rhythms and weak points. 

			Shame, embarrassment, and fear: Much more than courage or honor, these three emotions motivate the characters in The Things They Carried. The fear of embarrassment leads “O’Brien” to go to a war he does not believe in. The shame of cowardice causes men to adopt tough soldierly façades. Fear causes them to kill men who pose no threat. Shame over his inability to pull Kiowa from the muck keeps Bowker from talking about his war experiences, which in turn leads to more shame. He doesn’t leave a suicide note because he doesn’t want to bother anybody. One of the qualities of a true war story is that it embarrasses you. In The Things They Carried, pure acts of bravery are rare. As such, the book exposes historic myths that have justified war as noble and honorable. 

			The shit field: On his return trip to the site of Kiowa’s death, “O’Brien” is surprised to find that the field, which for twenty years “had embodied all the waste that was Vietnam, all the vulgarity and horror,” now seems ordinary: “It was just what it was.” But the field is still a symbol. All the marks of Alpha Company’s presence have been erased, just as the influence of America was erased with the fall of Saigon and the creation of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam. The old farmer who raises a shovel over his head like a flag symbolizes all the foot soldiers, Vietnamese and American, who were pawns in a war between Cold War superpowers, and no longer have reason to hate each other. “O’Brien’s” daughter’s boredom and disgust symbolizes the younger generation’s willful ignorance of the war and eagerness to bury it in the past. The entire story of the shit field—from the miscommunication between the villagers and soldiers to the shared blame for Kiowa’s death to the distortion between “O’Brien’s” memories of the field and its present reality—can be read as a symbol of the folly and tragic legacy of the American war in Vietnam.

			“Story-Truth” vs. “Happening-Truth”: As explained in “Good Form,” “story-truth is sometimes truer than happening-truth.” In order to fully convey the experience of Vietnam, details must be invented and a narrative structure applied. The “happening-truth” is that “O’Brien” saw many dead bodies but was afraid to look at their faces. The “story-truth” is that he killed a young man on a trail outside the village of My Khe and stared at the star-shaped hole where one eye used to be. Only the “story-truth” can convey the grief and guilt that “O’Brien” feels after the war. The relationship between these two kinds of truth is the key to the novel’s form and content, and can be seen in the distinction between the real Tim O’Brien and “Tim O’Brien” the fictional character, as well as in the multiple versions of Curt Lemon’s death.

			Tangible and intangible burdens: The title story introduces the main characters and establishes one of the key themes of the novel. Every man in Alpha Company carries a foot soldier’s equipment, including rifles, helmets, and C-rations, as well as personal mementos, including good luck charms and letters from home. But they also carry intangible feelings, such as grief and longing and love. By giving emotions the same metaphorical weight as physical objects, the story reveals that these men are more than soldiers; they are human beings who bring with them a wide range of backgrounds, personalities, and prejudices. More importantly, the things these men carry cannot be left behind once the war is over. Bowker will carry back with him the shame of not winning a Silver Star. “O’Brien” will carry the memory of the man he killed outside of My Khe and the knowledge that it had not been a matter of life or death that caused him to throw the fatal grenade. Lieutenant Cross will carry the guilt that because he loved Martha more than his men, Ted Lavender died.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“By daylight they took sniper fire, at night they were mortared, but it was not battle, it was just the endless march, village to village, without purpose, nothing won or lost.”

			This description of Alpha Company’s daily experience in Vietnam signals that The Things They Carried is a different kind of war novel. There are no climactic battle scenes, or important strategic objectives won. The only sighting of a living enemy soldier occurs when “O’Brien” kills the man on the trail outside of My Khe. To the soldiers of Alpha Company, the war is essentially meaningless.

			“I was a coward. I went to the war.”

			In “On the Rainy River,” “O’Brien” admits that the fear of being called a coward led him to go to Vietnam even though he opposed the war. Twenty years later, he recognizes that true bravery would have been to cross the border into Canada and leave his friends, family, and hometown behind. By reversing the stereotype—brave men fight, cowards flee—“O’Brien” exposes the false myths that led America into the war and locates a primary source of his feelings of guilt.  

			“As a first rule of thumb, therefore, you can tell a true war story by its absolute and uncompromising allegiance to obscenity and evil.”

			The actual experience of war is not uplifting, virtuous, or moral. Therefore, be wary of any war story that has those qualities—it is a lie. Rat Kiley killed a baby water buffalo and called Curt Lemon’s sister a hateful, vulgar word when she didn’t write back to him. He did those things because his best friend was blown to pieces and he felt sad, lonely, and scared, but to obscure his actions would be to lie about who Rat Kiley was and what the war did to him. 

			“For the common soldier, at least, war has the feel—the spiritual texture—of a great ghostly fog, thick and permanent. There is no clarity. Everything swirls.”

			The contradictory nature of the war experience—it is grotesque and beautiful, thrilling and dull; you’re never more alive than when you’re about to die—leaves soldiers with a sense of overwhelming ambiguity. Everything is true and almost nothing is true. This quote establishes the connection between a recurring motif—fog—and one of the book’s key themes: “story-truth” vs. “happening-truth.”

			“It was not a matter of live or die. There was no real peril. Almost certainly the young man would have passed by. And it will always be that way.”

			“O’Brien” threw a grenade at a young man on the trail outside of My Khe purely as a reflex. In the moment, he had no time to ponder morality or politics, or to hate the man as his enemy. As a survivor, however, “O’Brien” must think about these things for the rest of his life. In “Good Form,” he confesses that he did not actually kill the man, but the story is truer to his feelings of guilt and responsibility about the war than the details of what really did happen.

			“Sometimes you were very brave up to a point and then beyond that point you were not so brave.”

			In “Speaking of Courage,” Norman Bowker wishes he could tell his father that he almost won a Silver Star for rescuing Kiowa from the shit field. But in order to do so, he would have to change his father’s definition of courage: you either have it or you don’t. Because they are not speaking the same language, Bowker and his father cannot communicate. This is the same problem faced by countless Vietnam veterans, and by storytellers seeking to make the experience real for people who have never been to war. 

			“Late at night, on guard, it seemed that all of Vietnam was alive and shimmering—odd shapes swaying in the paddies, boogiemen in sandals, spirits dancing in old pagodas.”

			To an American soldier tramping through the jungles, swamps, and mountains of Vietnam, the land itself is the enemy. One wrong step and you’re blown to pieces. The landscape takes on all the qualities of the living Viet Cong soldiers the men of Alpha Company almost never see—it talks, it watches, it hunts. And because it is an ancient country, full of myths and practices that Americans don’t understand, Vietnam haunts. 

			“In a story, which is a kind of dreaming, the dead sometimes smile and sit up and return to the world.”

			A dream, like a story, is a combination of memory and imagination—emotions and experiences from your daily life are transformed through the power of the unconscious into narratives that seem real but aren’t. As a nine-year-old, “O’Brien” developed the ability to bring Linda back to life in his dreams. It felt like he was communicating with her, even though he was only “talking” to his unconscious. As an author, “O’Brien” performs a similar feat of magic. The soldiers of Alpha Company are both real people and figments of his imagination; by telling their stories he is both bringing them back to life all the while saving himself. 

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					Tim O’Brien served from 1969 to 1970 with the 23rd Infantry (Americal) Division in an area of the Quang Ngai Province known as “Pinkville.” A company from this group had been responsible for the My Lai massacre nearly a year before O’Brien’s arrival in the same area. The massacre had not yet been uncovered during O’Brien’s tour of duty. 

					Pinkville got its name because on military maps the area was shaded a bright pink, signifying that it was a populated region. 

					As many as five hundred Vietnamese men, women, and children were killed at My Lai. Of the fourteen American soldiers charged with war crimes, only Second Lieutenant William Laws Calley Jr. was ever convicted or served time in jail. Found guilty of the premeditated murder of “not less than” twenty-two civilians, he was sentenced to life in prison. After four months, the punishment was reduced and he was under house arrest for three years, until President Nixon pardoned him in 1974. 

					During his tour of duty, O’Brien received a Purple Heart for the shrapnel wound he took from an exploding grenade and a Bronze Star for rescuing a fellow soldier. 

					Unlike his fictional alter ego, Tim O’Brien does not have a daughter named Kathleen. At the time he wrote The Things They Carried, he did not have any children. He is now the father of two boys, Timmy and Tad. 

					He once said he was inspired to become a writer by his father’s personal account—published in the New York Times—of the World War II battles at Iwo Jima and Okinawa.

					At various times, O’Brien has cited Ernest Hemingway, Jorge Luis Borges, Gabriel García Márquez, and Joseph Conrad as influences on his work. On other occasions, he has claimed that all his real influences he read as a kid: Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, The Hardy Boys, Larry of the Little League, and comic books. 

					One of O’Brien’s closest friends during the war was an African-American soldier named Chip Merricks. People called the two of them “Black and White.” In May 1969, Merricks stepped on a booby-trapped artillery round and was blown into a hedge of bamboo. The incident inspired the story of Curt Lemon’s death. 

					Linda in “The Lives of the Dead” is based on Lorna Lou Moeller, a nine-year-old classmate of O’Brien’s who died. Lorna’s mother read the story in Esquire, recognized her daughter, and sent O’Brien a five-page letter and a dozen photographs.

					After publishing In the Lake of the Woods in 1994, O’Brien vowed to stop writing fiction. However, once he had suffered through the suicidal depression chronicled in his New York Times Magazine article, “The Vietnam in Me,” he started writing Tomcat in Love (1998). 

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			AO: A military term meaning “Area of Operations.”

			ARVN: Army of the Republic of Vietnam. The military force of South Vietnam and America’s ally in the fight against the communist Democratic Republic of Vietnam.

			Bivouac: To camp in an open field in tents or some other kind of improvised structure. 

			Boonies: Infantry slang for the boondocks, or an area far from the comforts of civilization.

			Bouncing Betty: A type of land mine that launches from the ground into the air and detonates at waist level, sending shrapnel in all directions. Used extensively by German forces during World War II, it was designed to be most effective in open areas against infantry soldiers.

			C-ration: A ration of canned food used by American land forces. First used in World War II.

			Charlie Cong: American soldier slang for the Viet Cong (see below). 

			Chi-Com: Abbreviation for Chinese communist. China was an ally of North Vietnam in the war against South Vietnam. 

			Claymore antipersonnel mine: A land mine carried by the US infantry which, when detonated, propelled shrapnel in a fan-shaped pattern. 

			Di di mau: Vietnamese phrase meaning to “go, go quickly.” 

			Dustoff: Evacuation by helicopter. Typically requires the creation of an LZ, a landing zone. 

			Grunts: Military slang for US infantrymen or foot soldiers, so called because their primary directive is to march long distances. Also known as “legs.”

			Hanoi: The capital of North Vietnam, and now the capital of the unified People’s Republic of Vietnam. During the war, it was often used as shorthand for the communist leadership. 

			Ho Chi Minh (1890–1969): A Vietnamese Communist revolutionary leader and the president of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (North Vietnam) from 1945 to 1969. He led the North Vietnamese Army and the Viet Cong in the war to defeat the US-supported government of South Vietnam. 

			Hootch: Military slang for a place to live in, especially a thatch-roofed hut common to rural villages. 

			Hump: To walk or to march, as well as to carry the supplies, equipment, and personal items across long distances. 

			KIA: Killed in action, or killed in the line of duty.

			Eugene McCarthy (1916–2005): Democratic congressman from Minnesota who served in the House of Representatives and the Senate. He ran for president in 1968 on an anti-Vietnam War platform, but lost in the Democratic primary to Vice President Hubert Humphrey. 

			MIA: Missing in action. After the war, it was estimated that approximately 1,700 US servicemen had gone missing during combat actions, or were being held as prisoners of war (POWs). Efforts to account for these soldiers became a major political issue and source of controversy in the 1980s and 1990s. It is estimated that as many as 300,000 Vietnamese soldiers were unaccounted for at the war’s conclusion. 

			NVA: North Vietnamese Army, also referred to as the Vietnamese People’s Army. They were the military force of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, and the enemy of the United States during the war.

			Pagoda: In East Asia, a tiered tower built to serve a religious function. Common in the Buddhist tradition, they were often constructed over a sacred relic or as an act of devotion. Kiowa believes it is wrong for the platoon to set up near a pagoda because it is like a church. 

			Poppa-san and Mama-san: An old Vietnamese man and woman, respectively. 

			RFs, PFs: The regional forces of South Vietnam, also known as Ruff-Puffs. 

			RTO: A radio telephone operator. Their job is to carry a field radio to communicate with base camp, call in air strikes, etc. Mitchell Sanders was Alpha Company’s RTO.

			Shrapnel: Fragments of metal or other material scattered by an exploding bomb or shell.

			SOP: Standard Operating Procedure, or rules to follow in order to ensure discipline and safety. It was SOP for each man of Alpha Company to carry a steel helmet and flak jacket.

			Viet Cong (VC): Also known as the National Liberation Front, the Viet Cong was a political and military organization operating in South Vietnam that allied with communist North Vietnam. The group practiced guerilla warfare and organized peasants and villagers to provide logistical support and resist American and South Vietnamese forces.

			Ville: US military slang for a village or group of huts in rural Vietnam. 

			Wheelchair wound: A permanently disabling wound, such as the loss of a limb. Lee Strunk and Dave Jensen make a pact that if one of them gets a wheelchair wound, the other will put him out of his misery. 

			Willie Peter: White phosphorus mortar or artillery rounds. An incendiary device used to set fire to an area or to create a smoke screen. 

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					Chicago Tribune Heartland Prize

					National Book Critics Circle Award finalist

					New York Times Book of the Century

					Prix du Meilleur Livre Étranger (France)

					Pulitzer Prize finalist

					Title story selected for Best American Short Stories of the Century

					Title story winner of the National Magazine Award in Fiction

			

			“On one level, it is a shattering fictional portrait of a group of foot soldiers, mired in one of the war’s obscure campaigns. On another level, it is an elegiac tribute to the powers of storytelling itself—a tribute that celebrates the transformative powers of the imagination, even as it acknowledges its limits.” —Michiko Kakutani, The New York Times 

			“A daring performance, especially in an area where stringent realism has commonly been the ultimate goal. O’Brien, both drawing on and disowning his authority as a veteran, seems to be claiming as an ideal the power of fiction rather than that of witness.” —Stewart O’Nan, The Vietnam Reader: The Definitive Collection of Fiction and Nonfiction on the War

			“[O’Brien] makes sense of the unreality of the war … by turning back to explore the workings of the imagination, by probing his memory of the terror and fearlessly confronting the way he has dealt with it as both soldier and fiction writer. In doing all this, he not only crystallizes the Vietnam experience for us, he exposes the nature of all war stories.” —Robert Harris, The New York Times Book Review

			“O’Brien’s work, like the work of other great war writers, makes violence inseparable from pity … It’s a redemptive understanding of [soldiers’] capacity for good and evil both, and of the way that war, more than any other human endeavor, leaves them nowhere to hide.” —George Packer, The New Yorker

			“[O’Brien’s] blend of poetic realism and comic fantasy remains unique … His Vietnam stories are really about the yearning for peace—aimed at human understanding rather than some ‘definitive’ understanding of the war.” —Gene Lyons, Entertainment Weekly

			“The best of these stories—and none is written with less than the sharp edge of a honed vision—tell us not where we were but where we are, and perhaps where we will be … It is an ultimate, indelible image of war in our time, and in time to come.” —Richard Eder, Los Angeles Times 

		

	
		
			About Tim O’Brien

			Tim O’Brien was born in 1946 in Austin, Minnesota, and raised in the small town of Worthington in the southern part of the state. His father was an insurance salesman who had been a sailor in World War II. His mother was an elementary school teacher and a member of the US Navy’s Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service (WAVES) during the war. 

			O’Brien was student body president at Macalester College in St. Paul, Minnesota, and graduated in 1968 with a degree in political science. He received his draft notice the summer after graduation, and reported for duty at Fort Lewis, Washington, in August 1968. O’Brien was sent to Vietnam in April 1969 to join the 46th Infantry Regiment, 23rd Infantry (Americal) Division. He spent his thirteen-month tour of duty in Quang Ngai Province.

			After the war, O’Brien attended Harvard University’s John F. Kennedy School of Government, but had plans to become a writer. If I Die in a Combat Zone: Box Me Up and Ship Me Home, a memoir, was published to critical acclaim in 1973. He joined the Washington Post as a national affairs correspondent but left after one year to pursue his writing full time.

			Following Northern Lights (1975), a novel about two brothers trapped in a blizzard in northern Minnesota, O’Brien turned his attention back to Vietnam. Going After Cacciato (1978), a magical realist novel about a soldier who goes AWOL and the platoon that follows him from Vietnam to Paris, France, was a surprise winner of the National Book Award, defeating John Irving’s The World According to Garp. 

			Twelve years later, The Things They Carried (1990) was a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Critics Circle Award. In the Lake of the Woods (1994) was named Time magazine’s best novel of the year and won the James Fenimore Cooper Prize from the Society of American Historians. O’Brien’s other books are The Nuclear Age (1985), Tomcat in Love (1998), and July, July (2002). 

			Among many other honors, O’Brien is the recipient of the Katherine Anne Porter Prize from the American Academy of Arts and Letters, the Richard C. Holbrooke Distinguished Achievement Award from the Dayton Literary Peace Prize Foundation, and the Lifetime Achievement Award from the Pritzker Military Library. A longtime professor of creative writing at the University of Texas at San Marcos, O’Brien gave up his writing career in 2004 in order to have more time to devote to his sons. 

		

	
		
			For Your Information

			Online

			“About Tim O’Brien: A Profile.” Ploughshares. 

			“Celebrating the Twenty-Fifth Anniversary of The Things They Carried.” Harry Ransom Center Blog. 

			“Document: Tim O’Brien’s Archive.” Paris Review Daily. 

			“Literature and the Vietnam War.” Dissent. 

			“NEA Big Read: ‘The Things They Carried.’” NEA Big Read Blog. 

			“A Storyteller For the War That Won’t End.” The New York Times Book Review. 

			“‘The Things They Carried,’ 20 Years On.” NPR. 

			“The Vietnam in Me.” The New York Times. 

			“Tim O’Brien on Writing the War.” Entertainment Weekly. 

			“Voicing Vietnam: Tim O’Brien’s ‘Things They Carried,’ Read by Bryan Cranston.” The New York Times. 

			“Writing Vietnam.” University President’s Lecture at Brown University. 
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			365 Days by Ronald Glasser, MD

			A Rumor of War by Philip Caputo
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			Casualties of War by Daniel Lang 

			Dispatches by Michael Herr

			In Country by Bobbie Ann Mason

			The Sympathizer by Viet Than Nguyen

			Vietnam by Mary McCarthy

			We Were Soldiers Once … and Young: Ia Drang—The Battle that Changed the War in Vietnam by Lt. Gen. Harold G. Moore and Joseph L. Galloway

			Books by Tim O’Brien

			If I Die In a Combat Zone: Box Me Up and Ship Me Home

			Going After Cacciato

			In the Lake of the Woods
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