
and off for several years, with reporting forthe Washington Post and with writing about 
the war he could not forget. His first book, IfI Die in a Combat Zone, Box Me Up and 
Ship Me Home (1973), consists of a series of sketches based on his experiences in 
Vietnam. His first novel Northern Lights (1974) is set in Minnesota and focuses on the 
complex relationship between a Vietnam veteran and his brother. Between his first 
novel and his second, Going After Cacciato (1978), parts of which were published 
separately as prize-winning stories, O'Brien officially ended his work at Harvard in 
order to concentrate on writing. When Going After Cacciato won the National Book 
Award, it reinforced his reputation as one of the finest fiction writers of his generation, 
and as its best writer of war fiction. 

In The Things They Carried (1990), a collection of interrelated stories about a 
platoon of foot soldiers in Vietnam, O'Brien aggressively works the border between 
fiction and nonfiction. Running through all of the stories are two recurring themes­
the impossibility of seeing anything clearly in a war zone, and the difficulty of seeing 
and conveying the truth under any circumstances-that reinforce our sense of 
O'Brien's work as fiction grounded in a concerted effort to achieve some larger 
truthfulness. O'Brien's latest book is a novel, In the Lake of the Woods (1994). 

Further Reading: 
M. J. Bates, "Tim O'Brien's Myth ofConrage," Mod, M. Kinney, "American Exceptionalism and Empire 

ern Fiction Studies 33: 263-279 (Summer 1987). in Tim O'Brien's Going after Caccia to, " American 
S. Kaplan, Understanding Tim O'Brien, 1995. Literary History 7: 633-653 (Winter 1995). 

Text: 
The Things They Carried, 1990. 

The Things They Carried 

First Lieutenant Jimmy Cross carried letters from a girl named Martha, a junior at 
Mount Sebastian College in New Jersey. They were not love letters, but Lieutenant 
Cross was hoping, so he kept them folded in plastic at the bottom of his rucksack. In 
the late afternoon, after a day's march, he would dig his foxhole, wash his hands under 
a canteen, unwrap the letters, hold them with the tips of his fingers, and spend the last 
hour of light pretending. He would imagine romantic camping trips into the White 
Mountains in New Hampshire. He would sometimes taste the enve~ flaps, knowing,.. 

$ tongue had been there. More than anything, he wanted Martha to love him as he 
~ved her, but the letters were mostly chatty, elusive on the matter of love. She was a 
virgin, he was almost sure. She was an English major at Mount Sebastian, and she wrote 
beautifully about her professors and roommates and midterm exams, about her respect 
for Chaucer and her great affection for Virginia Woolf. She often quoted lines of po 
etry; she never mentioned the war, except to say, Jimmy, take care of yourself. The let 
ters weighed 10 ounces. They were signed Love, Martha, but Lieutenant Cross under­
stood that a of si ning and did not mean what he sometimes 
~e ded it meant. At dusk, he would care u y return the etters to his rucksack. 
Sowly, a bit dIstracted, he would get up and move among his men, checking the 

perimeter, then at full dark he would return 1V 11'" ..~.- -' 

if Martha was a virgin. 

Th' thinl\' 'h'y ,,,,i,d we" '"gdy dd"min,d hy n"",ity. Among the n",,,,iti" m 
near_necessities were P-38 can openers, pocket knives, heat tabs, wristwatches, dog tags, 
mo,quito "pdkn , ,hewing gum, ",ndy, dg'''''''' "It "bid', p"ke" of Kool·Aid, 

tlighte'" m,,,h,,, ,ewing kit., MiIi"'" p,ym,nt C,rtift"te', C "tion', ,nd twO m th''''
 
"nte"" ofwa ,. Tog,th", th'", item' weigh,d bdW"n IS ",d 20 pound', dep,nding
 

te
upon' m"'" h'bi" 0' "te of md,bo\ism. Htn", Dobbin" who w"', big m,n, ""ied
 
,xtm lOtion'; h' w" "peti,lly fond of "nned p,,,h" in h"VY 'y,Up ov" pound "k<.
 
D,vele"'tn, who p""i"d "Id hY,""n', "mioJ ,toothbn" , ,n" 0", 'u "VU'

hotd.,~,d hat' of ,o'p he'd Mltn on R&R in Sydney, Au",·Ii,· Ted Lovendd' who w"
 
",,,d, ,,,,itd ,mnquil"'" until h' w" ,hot in th' h,~d ou"id' tht ,ilI,.e ofTh,n Kht
 
in mid-Aptil. By u",,,ity, ,nd b"'u" it w"' SOP, they ,ll ,,"i,d "ed hdmct' th,t
 
weigh'd 5 pound' induding th' lin" ,ud "moufl.g' to"''' Th'y ""i,d th' ,"nd"d
 
fatigu' j,ckd' 'nd ttOU"'" V,'" few ,,"i,d undetw'''' On th,i' feet th,y "",i'd jun'
 
gI' boot~2.1 pound~,nd \.lov' Itn"n c",,'d th'" p,i" of '0'" 'nd' "n of D,.
 
Scholl', foot powd" " , p,,,,ntion ,goin,t tttn,h foot. Until b' w" ,hot, ToJ Lovendd 
sa"'ed ,ix 0' "ven oun'" of "mium do , whi,h f w"' • net,,,ity. Mitch'll 
",n"", ' 0, ,,"ied lOndom'. No,m,n Bowk" ""I,d, di'",. Rat Kiley ,,,'i'd 
lOmic hooh Kiow', , devnut B,pti", ,,,,i,d '0 i1\us",ted New T""m,nt that had 
be,n p,,,ontcd to him by hb f,th'" who ,"ught Sund'y ,thool in Old,hom' City, old,­othd 
hom'. A" h,dg' ,g,inst b,d tim", hoWlV", Kiowa ,ho ,,"ied hi' grandm , di,­
ttu,t of tht white m,n, hi' gtaodf,th"" old hunting h,tch''- Ne",'ity di,"t,od. "'''U"' 
th, I,nd wa' mined ,nd booby-,,,pp,d, it w" SOP fo' ",h m,n to w'" ' ""t-t,o­
""d, nylon-wve"od flak j"ket, whith weighed 6.7 pound;, bu' whi,h on hot d,y'n 
",m,d muth h"vi,t. "'''u", you wuld di' '0 quickly, ,,,h m. ,"'itd ,t k"t 00' 

10'1\' wmp"" b,n~n'h' helm,t b.nd fo' ""I ,cc,,,, B"'U" th' nigh" 
w", wid, ,nd b,"u" the monsoon, wcr' w,t, ",h c",i,d , gt,~ pandiO "" ­
wuld be u,oJ", , "iow,t 0' gtound,heet oc m,k"hifi tent. With i" quilted lind, the 
pon'ho weigh,d ,Imo,t twO pound" but it w" worth ''''''' oun". 1n Aptil, fo' in"'o'" 
when T,d L,vendcr "'" ,hot, they u"od hi, ponchO to wmp him up, th,n to ,,,ty bim 

acrosS the paddy, then to lift him into the chopper that took him away. 

They were called legs or grunts.To "tTY 'om'thing w" to hump it, "when Li,uten,nt limmy Cm" hump,d hi' 
love fo' M,rth' up th' hil~ ",d thiough th' ,w,mp'· 1n i" intmnsitive fmm, to hump 
meant to walk, or to march, but it implied burdens far beyond the intransitive. 

Almo,t ev,,,,on' hmop,d photogtaph,. [n hi' w,lkt, Lieuten"" C,o" ","'d twn 
photogtaph, of M"th" Th, fi'" w" , Kod"oloc ,",p,hot 'igned Love, though h' 
kn'w b,tt't. Sh, "ood ,g.un,t , b"eI< w,l\. H" ,y" wet< g"y ,nd neu"'1. hcr lip' 
,lightly open" ,h' ,,,,,d ,,,,ight-oo at th' "me"· At night, 'om'tim", Li,uten,nt 
CtO" wond"oJ who h,d "k,n th' pi"u", h"'u" h, kn,w ,h, h,d boyfri'nd', be­et 

"U" h' loved het '0 much, ,nd b,"u" h' wuld '''' ,h' ,h,dow ofth' pi"u"·,,k 
'P",ding out ,g,in" the b",k w,ll. The ,,'ond pho,og"ph h,d beeo dipped ftOm th' 
1968 Mount Stb"ti,n y",book. It w" ,n ,,,ion "hot_women', volleyb,l\--and 


