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    Influenced by his own personal experiences in the Vietnam War (1955-1975), where he served as an infantryman from 1969 to 1970, Tim O’Brien has written extensively on Vietnam both in fiction and in nonfiction. His reflections on the war – from how it impacted the American social fabric to how it has affected his own psyche even decades after the fact – have received widespread acclaim for their nuance, and for their examinations of what makes a story ‘true’.
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    The Things They Carried is a collection of interconnected short stories that span multiple decades and settings, but have a centring force in O’Brien’s personal connections to Vietnam. While grounded in the factual realities of the war and O’Brien’s experiences, the stories are also partly fictionalised: an important distinction throughout the collection is between ‘story-truth’ and ‘happening-truth’. Happening-truth comprises objective chronological events, while story-truth focuses more on the psychological reality of those events for O’Brien and others involved in the Vietnam War.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE THINGS THEY CARRIED


    First Lieutenant Jimmy Cross and his platoon march endlessly across Vietnam. As the title of the story suggests, the focus is on what all the soldiers carry: not only their physical gear, but also their emotional and psychological burdens.


    The episode centres primarily on Jimmy Cross, who finds himself trapped in an unrequited love with a girl named Martha. His thoughts are frequently preoccupied with her – he carries thoughts of her as a burden – to the point where it affects his ability to lead his platoon. We are repeatedly told of Ted Lavender when the platoon is described, and are constantly reminded that he is to be killed in a later part of the story. When this does finally occur, Jimmy Cross comes to a certain understanding within himself. He thinks it his fault that Ted Lavender was shot, since he was thinking not of his men but of Martha. After a night of crying, he decides the following morning that he in fact loves and hates Martha, and burns a photograph he had of her. From then on, he decides to be a stricter Lieutenant, and to bring his platoon in line.


    NOTES


    The narrator, Tim O’Brien, details his time spent talking with Jimmy Cross several years after the war. After some drinks, Jimmy Cross talks about how he met Martha again at a high school reunion, and while he still loved her, she rejected him. However, she gave him a replacement photograph for the one he burned.


    SPIN


    Tim O’Brien reflects on how memories of the war replay constantly in his head. Most significant is the “bad stuff [that] never stops happening […] replaying itself over and over” (p. 36), but what is often more frequent are the “odd little fragments that have no beginning and no end” (p. 39).


    ON THE RAINY RIVER


    O’Brien tells “one story [he’s] never told before” (p. 43) due to the shame it brings him. On 17 June 1968, his draft notice for the Vietnam War arrives in the mail, and, despite thinking himself a brave person just waiting for a moment where his bravery can be tested and affirmed, he finds himself in a crisis of character, a “moral split” (p. 48). He is nearing the end of his high school years, and the idea of fighting a war he morally does not believe in sickens him – he thinks he is being drawn into a combat zone that will destroy his life, if not leave him literally dead. The solution to this is to escape to Canada and draft dodge, a frequent occurrence in the US during the Vietnam War. On the other hand, the idea of leaving behind his life, family and friends in this way – and to leave with them a sense of deep shame for their relation to him – tears him from the ‘rational’ plan to escape it all. His “emotions went from outrage to terror to bewilderment to guilt to sorrow and then back again to outrage. [He] felt a sickness inside [himself]. Real disease” (p. 49).


    Finally, one morning at work, he decides to leave “with no plan” (p. 50). He flees northward, stopping at the Tip Top Lodge in Minnesota, right across the border from Canada. There, he meets the aged and solitary Elroy Berdahl, who manages the Lodge. Over the course of a week’s stay, O’Brien helps Berdahl with odd jobs, talking little but seeing the man often. After a time, Berdahl calculates O’Brien’s expenses, but winds up offering to pay him for all services rendered, which O’Brien declines – but Berdahl, apparently perceiving O’Brien’s issue by this point, leaves the money in O’Brien’s cabin in an envelope labelled with the words ‘EMERGENCY FUND.’


    On the sixth day, Berdahl takes O’Brien out fishing on the Rainy River, the body of water which acts as the border between the US and Canada. He turns away and, without saying anything, essentially leaves O’Brien to make his decision. O’Brien then realises that, as much as he wants to flee, he physically and emotionally cannot. He sees a hallucination across the river – millions of people from his past and his future. He breaks down crying, after thinking that he “would go to the war – [he] would kill and maybe die – because [he] was embarrassed not to” (p. 62). Berdahl then turns the boat back to Minnesota, and the next day O’Brien returns home.


    ENEMIES


    Two soldiers, Lee Strunk and Dave Jensen, get into a fistfight. Jensen beats Strunk so handily that he gets sent to the hospital to have his nose repaired. When he returns, Jensen grows paranoid that he has a new enemy, imagining that Strunk is now out to get him. Eventually he seems to break down, firing his gun into the air while shouting Strunk’s name before sitting on his own for two or three hours straight. That night, he breaks his own nose, and asks Strunk if things are now even – Strunk says yes, then the next morning “couldn’t stop laughing” (p. 68) over the smallness of what started it: he had stolen Jensen’s jackknife.


    FRIENDS


    Strunk and Jensen have learned to trust each other, and decide to make a pact between them stating that if either of them gets a wound that makes them unable to walk, the other will kill them. A few months later, Strunk has his leg taken off by a landmine, and begs Jensen not to kill him. Jensen says that he will not and that his leg could likely be sewn back on. The soldiers later hear that Strunk died while on the helicopter out, “which seemed to relieve Dave Jensen of an enormous weight” (p. 72).


    HOW TO TELL A TRUE WAR STORY


    Bob ‘Rat’ Kiley’s friend, Curt Lemon, dies. Kiley writes his sister a long letter about Lemon, but when she does not write back, he gets angry at her.


    O’Brien intersperses fragmented stories of Vietnam with similarly fragmented pedagogical excerpts of what makes war stories true: “A true war story is never moral. […] There is no virtue. […] you can tell a true war story by its absolute and uncompromising allegiance to evil” (p. 76).


    O’Brien details Curt Lemon’s death. Lemon and Kiley were playing with a smoke grenade when Lemon stepped on a rigged 105 shell and died instantly.


    The truth of a war story does not necessarily need to be factual – O'Brien’s details often seem fantastical, or are undercut by him blatantly saying afterward that certain parts were made up or altered. He relates a story he heard from Mitchell Sanders of a patrol that was ordered to spend a week listening to enemy movement. The group, in the deep mist of a mountainside and their own quiet, begins to hear things. Eventually, they order a bombing on noises that do not even make sense being there, music and voices “like at a cocktail party” (p. 81). They do not tell their superior why they ordered a bombing. “You can tell a true war story,” O’Brien says, “by the way it never seems to end” (p. 83).


    Sanders comes the following morning to say that the sounds he said the patrol heard were made up, but that they did hear things. O’Brien asks what the moral of the story was, then, and Sanders says that the quiet of Vietnam is his answer.


    After Curt Lemon’s death, the soldiers find a baby water buffalo. Kiley shoots it over and over again in non-lethal areas, until it is near death, before walking away crying.


    “Often in a true war story,” O’Brien says, “there is not even a point” (p. 88).


    THE DENTIST


    O’Brien tells a story about Curt Lemon to “guard against” getting “sentimental about the dead” (p. 95). Lemon, who was infamous for his boastful nature, harboured a deep fear of the dentist. When one came to perform minor repair work for everyone, Lemon fainted before the dental work even began. Afterward, he insisted that he had a toothache, persisting until he convinced the dentist to pull out “a perfectly good tooth” (p. 97). This appeared, strangely, to placate Lemon.


    SWEETHEART OF THE SONG TRA BONG


    Rat Kiley tells a story which he vehemently insists is true, despite his penchant for exaggeration. During his time as a medic in the mountains near Tra Bong, an easygoing area in the context of the war, another medic named Mark Fossie claimed that a soldier could in fact bring their girlfriend to Vietnam if they so desired. So, Fossie does: Mary Anne Bell arrives six weeks later.


    The couple are “almost disgusting[ly]” (p. 106) romantic. Mary Anne seems at first to be a typical, naive American teenage girl, but she quickly grows curious about her surroundings. She pushes more and more to explore the surrounding area and starts to adopt the style and mannerisms of soldiers. One night, she leaves and does not return. Fossie checks with Rat that she has not been sleeping with any of the other medics, nor that she is in the perimeter of the camp. They cannot find her. The following morning, she returns from ‘ambush’ with the Green Berets who were stationed at the camp apart from the medics.


    Fossie angrily insists on talking to Mary Anne, and afterward things return to a semblance of normality: the couple see each other all the time, and Mary Anne dresses in her civilian garb again. But there is “a strained [...] quality to the way they treated each other” (p. 114), and after Fossie arranges to send her home, Mary Anne grows despondent before disappearing with the Green Berets yet again. This time, she does not return for three weeks.


    Fossie goes to the Green Berets’ tent to confront her. Rat and another medic, Eddie Diamond, follow and observe. Inside, the tent is “like an animal’s den, a mix of blood and scorched hair and excrement and the sweet-sour odor of moldering flesh” (p. 119). Bones are littered everywhere, many of them apparently Vietnamese. Mary Anne wears her American clothes, but also a necklace made of tongues. She says that Fossie does not “know what [Vietnam is] all about” (p. 121).


    Rat’s story ends there, and he says that the rest is but hearsay — everything before he had witnessed firsthand. Purportedly, “Vietnam had the effect of a powerful drug” (p. 123) on Mary Anne. She began to do things that made even the Green Berets uncomfortable, before vanishing for longer and longer periods of time. After a while, she vanished and never was seen again.


    STOCKINGS


    O’Brien’s platoon simultaneously snickers and marvels at Henry Dobbins’ good luck charm: his girlfriend’s panties. With them, he has survived multiple situations of almost certain fatality. Even after the couple break up, Dobbins continues to tie them around his neck, stating, “The magic doesn’t go away” (p. 130).


    CHURCH


    The platoon comes across a pagoda inhabited only by two monks. The monks especially like Henry Dobbins, the three having a “quietness they shared” (p. 134). Dobbins one day tells Kiowa that perhaps he will join the monks after the war. This prompts a brief discussion on religion and churches between the two.


    THE MAN I KILLED


    Tim O’Brien has killed a man. He stares mutely at the body for an indefinite amount of time, but likely for many minutes, if not some hours. The details not only of the gore, but also of the person, are meticulously pictured. O’Brien also ascribes an entire life to the man, hypothesising that he was someone with a distaste for war and love for calculus, only fighting because it was expected, similarly to O’Brien himself. Kiowa attempts to snap O’Brien out of his daze, urging him to talk to him, but O’Brien says nothing.


    AMBUSH


    O’Brien’s daughter, who is nine years old, asks if he has ever killed anyone. He tells her no, but reflects on how he killed the man in the previous story. While O’Brien was on guard during an ambush in My Khe, the man walked by his position. Though “There was
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