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      Context

      
      William Timothy O’Brien was born on
         October 1, 1946, to
         an insurance salesman and an elementary school teacher in Austin,
         Minnesota. He was raised in Worthington, a small town in southern Minnesota
         that he would later describe as what one would find if one “look[ed]
         in a dictionary under the word boring.” As a child, the overweight
         and introspective O’Brien spent his time practicing magic tricks
         and making pilgrimages to the public library. His father’s New
            York Times accounts of fighting in Iwo Jima and Okinawa
         during World War II inspired O’Brien to consider a career in writing.
         When O’Brien arrived at Macalester College in St. Paul, Minnesota,
         he decided to focus his studies on political science. His college
         years, however, were spent trying to ignore the Vietnam War or railing
         against it—he attended peace vigils and war protests and aspired
         to join the State Department. He graduated summa cum laude and Phi
         Beta Kappa and had already been accepted to a Ph.D. program at Harvard
         University’s School of Government when he received his draft notice,
         two weeks after graduation.
      

      
      	Faced with the prospect of fighting in the war he so
         actively opposed, the twenty-two-year-old O’Brien felt pulled between
         his convictions, which could be kept intact by escaping across the
         border to Canada, and the expectations of those in his hometown
         who, he once said, “couldn’t spell the word ‘Hanoi’ if you spotted
         them three vowels.” Though torn, he entered the military for basic
         training at Fort Lewis, Washington, on August 14, 1968.
         When he arrived in Vietnam in February 1969,
         he served in the Fifth Battalion of the 46th
         Infantry, 198th Infantry Brigade, American
         Division until March 1970. O’Brien’s area
         of operations was in the Quang Ngai Province, where he later set The
            Things They Carried. 
      

      
      O’Brien’s service brought him to the South Vietnamese
         village of My Lai a year after the infamous massacre of 1968.
         He was eventually wounded and returned home with a Purple Heart,
         a Bronze Star for Valor, and a Combat Infantry Badge. He also had
         a storehouse of guilt and an endless supply of observations and
         anecdotes that would later comprise his memoir If I Die
            in a Combat Zone, Box Me Up and Ship Me Home. This work
         was published in 1973 as O’Brien was abandoning
         his graduate studies for a career as a national affairs reporter
         for the Washington Post. That reporting stint lasted
         a year. In 1975 he published Northern
            Lights, an account of two brothers in rural Minnesota. Going
            After Cacciato, which won the National Book Award in 1979 over
         John Irving’s The World According to Garp and John
         Cheever’s Stories, was the account of a platoon
         forced to chase one of its AWOL soliders.
         Winning the National Book Award solidified O’Brien’s reputation
         as a masterful writer concerned with the ambiguities of love and
         war. Following this success came The Nuclear Age, a
         novel about a draft-dodger obsessed with the idea of nuclear holocaust,
         published in 1985.
      

      
      After The Nuclear Age’s home-front comedy,
         O’Brien returned his attention to the battlefields. He wrote a short
         story, “Speaking of Courage,” that was originally meant for inclusion
         in Going After Cacciato. In 1990,
         “Speaking of Courage” was one of twenty-two stories included in The
            Things They Carried, a sequence of lyrical and interrelated
         stories that has been heralded as one of the finest volumes of fiction
         about the Vietnam War. The work gained attention and wide acclaim
         not only for its subject matter but also for its honesty and specificity,
         its discussion of fact and fiction, and its commentary on memory
         and on the act of storytelling itself. Much of the material in the
         work has been drawn from O’Brien’s experiences; he felt so close
         to his stories that he dedicated the work to his characters—Jimmy
         Cross, Norman Bowker, Rat Kiley, Mitchell Sanders, Henry Dobbins,
         and Kiowa. The most striking elimination of the boundary between
         fact and fiction is the narrator and protagonist’s name, Tim O’Brien.
         The main character also has grown up in Worthington, Minnesota,
         and has attended Macalester College. Like the real O’Brien, the
         fictional O’Brien becomes a writer who records many of his Vietnam
         experiences in stories and novels. Nevertheless, several discrepancies
         exist between the two men. Unlike his protagonist, for example,
         the real O’Brien never killed a man while at war, and he doesn’t
         have any children.
      

      
      The Things They Carried was a finalist
         for both the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Critics Circle
         Award, and it earned O’Brien comparisons to several eminent fiction
         writers. Two to whom he is often connected are Stephen Crane and
         Kurt Vonnegut. Crane’s The Red Badge of Courage, published
         in 1895, follows a Union regiment during
         the Civil War and specifically concerns a recruit who, like the
         protagonist in The Things They Carried, struggles
         with his fear of cowardice and the “red sickness of battle.” Vonnegut’s 1969 novel Slaughterhouse-Five is
         about a World War II draftee who is taken as a prisoner-of-war during
         the Battle of the Bulge. Like Vonnegut, O’Brien inserts himself
         into his stories—in order to anchor his narratives to a larger world,
         but also because he is unable to escape the often terrifying memories
         of his war experience.
      

      
   
      Plot Overview

      
      The protagonist, who
         is named Tim O’Brien, begins by describing an event that occurred
         in the middle of his Vietnam experience. “The Things They Carried”
         catalogs the variety of things his fellow soldiers in the Alpha Company
         brought on their missions. Several of these things are intangible,
         including guilt and fear, while others are specific physical objects,
         including matches, morphine, M-16 rifles, and
         M&M’s candy. 
      

      
      Throughout the collection, the same characters reappear
         in various stories. The first member of the Alpha Company to die
         is Ted Lavender, a “grunt,” or low-ranking soldier, who deals with
         his anxiety about the war by taking tranquilizers and smoking marijuana.
         Lavender is shot in the head on his way back from going to the bathroom,
         and his superior, Lieutenant Jimmy Cross, blames himself for the
         tragedy. When Lavender is shot, Cross is distracting himself with
         thoughts of Martha, a college crush. It is revealed in “Love” that
         Cross’s feelings for Martha, whom he dated once before leaving for
         Vietnam, were never reciprocated, and that even twenty years after
         the war, his guilt over Lavender’s death remains.
      

      
      In “On the Rainy River,” the narrator, O’Brien, explains
         the series of events that led him to Vietnam in the first place.
         He receives his draft notice in June of 1968,
         and his feelings of confusion drive him north to the Canadian border,
         which he contemplates crossing so that he will not be forced to
         fight in a war in which he doesn’t believe. Sitting in a rowboat
         with the proprietor of the Tip Top Lodge, where he stays, O’Brien
         decides that his guilt about avoiding the war and fear of disappointing
         his family are more important than his political convictions. He
         soon leaves, going first back home to Worthington, Minnesota and
         later to Vietnam.
      

      
      In addition to Ted Lavender, a few other members of the
         Alpha Company are killed during their mission overseas, including
         Curt Lemon, who is killed when using a grenade to play catch with
         the medic, Rat Kiley. Though O’Brien is not close to Lemon, in “The Dentist,”
         he tells a story of how Lemon, who faints before a routine checkup
         with an army-issued dentist, tries to save face by insisting that
         a perfectly good tooth be pulled. Lee Strunk, another member of
         the company, dies from injuries he sustains by stepping on a landmine.
         In “Friends,” O’Brien remembers that before Strunk was fatally hurt,
         Strunk and Dave Jensen had made a pact that if either man were irreparably
         harmed, the other man would see that he was quickly killed. However,
         when Strunk is actually hurt, he begs Jensen to spare him, and Jensen
         complies. Instead of being upset by the news of his friend’s swift
         death en route to treatment, Jensen is relieved. 
      

      
      The death that receives the most attention in The
            Things They Carried is that of Kiowa, a much-loved member
         of the Alpha Company and one of O’Brien’s closest friends. In “Speaking
         of Courage,” the story of Kiowa’s death is relayed in retrospect
         through the memory of Norman Bowker, years after the war. As Bowker
         drives around a lake in his Iowa hometown, he thinks that he failed
         to save Kiowa, who was killed when a mortar round hit and caused
         him to sink headfirst into a marshy field. O’Brien realizes that
         he has dealt with his guilt over Kiowa’s death differently than
         Norman Bowker in “Notes.” Just before the end of the war, O’Brien
         receives a long letter from Bowker that says he hasn’t found a way
         to make life meaningful after the war. O’Brien resolves to tell
         Bowker’s story, and the story of Kiowa’s death, in order to negotiate
         his own feelings of guilt and hollowness.
      

      
      Like “Love” and “Notes,” several of O’Brien’s stories
         are told from a perspective twenty years after the Vietnam War,
         when he is a forty-three-year-old writer living in Massachusetts.
         Exposure to the guilt of old friends like Jimmy Cross and Norman
         Bowker prompts him to write stories in order to understand what
         they were going through. But two stories, “The Man I Killed” and
         “Ambush,” are written so that O’Brien can confront his own guilt
         over killing a man with a grenade outside the village of My Khe.
         In “The Man I Killed,” O’Brien imagines the life of his victim,
         from his childhood to the way things would have turned out for him
         had O’Brien not spotted him on a path and thrown a grenade at his
         feet. In “Ambush,” O’Brien imagines how he might relay the story
         of the man he killed to his nine-year-old daughter, Kathleen. In
         this second story, O’Brien provides more details of the actual killing—including the
         sound of the grenade and his own feelings—and explains that even
         well after the fact, he hasn’t finished sorting out the experience.
      

      
      In the last story, “The Lives of the Dead,” O’Brien gives
         another twist to his contention that stories have the power to save
         people. In the stories of Curt Lemon and Kiowa, O’Brien explains
         that his imagination allowed him to grapple successfully with his
         guilt and confusion over the death of his fourth-grade first love,
         Linda.
      

   
      Character List

      
      
         Tim O’Brien -  The
            narrator and protagonist of the collection of stories. O’Brien is
            a pacifist who rationalizes his participation in Vietnam by concluding
            that his feelings of obligation toward his family and country are stronger
            influences than his own politics. When the war is over, he uses
            his ability to tell stories to deal with his guilt and confusion
            over the atrocities he witnessed in Vietnam, including the death
            of several of his fellow soldiers and of a Viet Cong soldier by
            his own hand.
         

      

      
      
         Jimmy Cross -  The
            lieutenant of the Alpha Company, who is responsible for the entire
            group of men. Cross is 
            well intentioned but unsure of how to lead his men. He is wracked
            with guilt because he believes that his preoccupation with his unrequited
            love for a girl named Martha and his tendency to follow orders despite
            his better judgment caused the deaths of Ted Lavender and Kiowa,
            two members of Alpha Company. 
         

      

      
      
         Mitchell Sanders -  One of the most likable soldiers in the war. Sanders
            strongly influences the narrator, O’Brien. He is kind and devoted,
            and he has a strong sense of justice. Because of these qualities,
            he is a type of father figure. Though his ideas of storytelling
            may or may not agree with O’Brien’s in the end, his ability to tell
            stories and to discuss their nuances makes a profound impression on
            O’Brien.
         

      

      
      
         Kiowa - 	O’Brien’s
            closest friend and a model of quiet, rational morality amid the
            atrocities of war. Kiowa’s death, when the company mistakenly camps
            in a sewage field, is the focal point of three stories. Since it
            is a prime example of arbitrary, unforgiving cruelty in war, Kiowa’s
            death is given more prominence than his life.
         

      

      
      
         Norman Bowker -  A
            man who embodies the damage that the war can do to a soldier long
            after the war is over. During the war, Bowker is quiet and unassuming,
            and Kiowa’s death has a profound effect on him. Bowker’s letter
            to O’Brien in “Notes” demonstrates the importance of sharing stories
            in the healing process.
         

      

      
      
         Henry Dobbins -  The
            platoon’s machine gunner and resident gentle giant. Dobbins’s profound
            decency, despite his simplicity, contrasts with his bearish frame.
            He is a perfect example of the incongruities in Vietnam.
         

      

      
      
         Bob “Rat” Kiley -  The platoon’s medic. Kiley previously served in the
            mountains of Chu Lai, the setting of “Sweetheart of the Song Tra
            Bong.” O’Brien has great respect for Kiley’s medical prowess, especially
            when he is shot for a second time and is subjected to the mistreatment
            of another medic, Bobby Jorgenson. Though levelheaded and kind,
            Kiley eventually succumbs to the stresses of the war and his role
            in it—he purposely blows off his toe so that he is forced to leave
            his post. 
         

      

      
      
         Curt Lemon -  A
            childish and careless member of the Alpha Company who is killed
            while tossing a grenade in a game of catch. Though O’Brien does
            not particularly like Lemon, Lemon’s death is something O’Brien continually
            contemplates with sadness and regret. The preventability of his
            death and the irrational fears of his life—as when a dentist visits
            the company—point to the immaturity of many young American soldiers
            in Vietnam.
         

      

      
      
         Ted Lavender -  A
            young, scared soldier in the Alpha Company. Lavender is the first
            to die in the work. He makes only a brief appearance in the narrative,
            popping tranquilizers to calm himself while the company is outside
            Than Khe. Because his death, like Lemon’s, is preventable, it illustrates
            the expendability of human life in a senseless war.
         

      

      
      
         Lee Strunk -  Another
            soldier in the platoon and a minor character. A struggle with Dave
            Jensen over a jackknife results in Strunk’s broken nose. In begging
            Jensen to forget their pact—that if either man is gravely injured,
            the other will kill him swiftly—after he is injured, he illustrates how
            the fantasy of war differs from its reality.
         

      

      
      
         Dave Jensen -  A
            minor character whose guilt over his injury of Lee Strunk causes
            him to break his own nose. Jensen’s relief after Strunk’s death
            is an illustration of the perspective soldiers are forced to assume.
            Instead of mourning the loss of his friend, Jensen is glad to know
            that the pact the two made—and that he broke—has now become obsolete.
         

      

      
      
         Azar - 	A
            soldier in the Alpha Company and one of the few unsympathetic characters
            in the work. Every time Azar appears, he is mean-spirited and cruel,
            torturing Vietnamese civilians and poking fun both at the corpses of
            the enemy and the deaths of his own fellow soldiers. His humanity
            is finally demonstrated near the end of the work, when he is forced
            to help unearth Kiowa’s body from the muck of the sewage field.
            This moment of remorse proves that a breaking point is possible
            even for soldiers who use cruelty as a defense mechanism.
         

      

      
      
         Bobby Jorgenson -  The medic who replaces Rat Kiley. The second time
            O’Brien is shot, Jorgenson’s incompetence inspires O’Brien’s desire
            for irrational revenge. Although Jorgenson’s anger prompts him to
            kick O’Brien in the head for trying to scare him, he later apologizes, redeeming
            himself as a medic by patching things up with O’Brien.
         

      

      
      
         Elroy Berdahl -  The
            proprietor of the Tip Top Lodge on the Rainy River near the Canadian
            border. Berdahl serves as the closest thing to a father figure for
            O’Brien, who, after receiving his draft notice, spends six contemplative days
            with the quiet, kind Berdahl while he makes a decision about whether
            to go to war or to escape the draft by running across the border
            to Canada.
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