The Things They Carried - Passages for Close Reading

From “The Things They Carried”

1. They carried all they could bear, and then some, including a silent awe for the terrible power of the
things they carried. (7 paperback)

2. They carried all the emotional baggage of men who might die. Grief, terror, love, longing—these were
intangibles, but the intangibles had their own mass and specific gravity, they had tangible weight. They carried
shameful memories. They carried the common secret of cowardice barely restrained, the instinct to run or
freeze or hide, and in many respects this was the heaviest burden of all, for it could never be put down, it
required perfect balance and perfect posture. They carried their reputations. They carried the soldier’s
greatest fear, which was the fear of blushing. Men killed, and died, because they were embarrassed not to. It
was what had brought them to the war in the first place, nothing positive, no dreams of glory or honor, just to
avoid the blush of dishonor. They died so as not to die of embarrassment....

By and large they carried these things inside, maintaining the masks of composure. (21-22 paperback)

From “How to Tell a True War Story”

3. A true war story is never moral. It does not instruct, nor encourage virtue, nor suggest models of
proper human behavior, nor restrain men from doing the things men have always done. If a story seems moral,
do not believe it. If at the end of a war story you feel uplifted, or if you feel that some small bit of rectitude has
been salvaged from the larger waste, then you have been made the victim of a very old and terrible lie. There
is no rectitude whatsoever. There is no virtue. As a first rule of thumb, therefore, you can tell a true war story
by its absolute and uncompromising allegiance to obscenity and evil. Listen to Rat Kiley. Cooze, he says. He
does not say bitch. He certainly does not say woman, or girl. He says cooze. Then he spits and stares. He’s
nineteen years old—it’s too much for him—so he looks at you with those big sad gentle killer eyes and says
cooze, because his friend is dead, and because it’s so incredibly sad and true: she never wrote back.

You can tell a true war story if it embarrasses you. If you don’t care for obscenity, you don’t care for
truth; if you don’t care for truth, watch how you vote. Send guys to war, they come home talking dirty. (68-69
paperback)

4. “But the guys don't say zip. They just look at him for a while, sort of funny like, sort of amazed, and the
whole war is right there in that stare. It says everything you can’t ever say. It says, man, you got wax in your
ears. It says, poor bastard, you'll never know—wrong frequency—you don’t even want to hear this.” (75
paperback)

5. How do you generalize?

War is hell, but that’s not the half of it, because war is also mystery and terror and adventure and
courage and discovery and holiness and pity and despair and longing and love. War is nasty; war is fun. War is
thrilling; war is drudgery. War makes you a man; war makes you dead.

The truths are contradictory. It can be argued, for instance, that war is grotesque. But in truth war is
also beauty. For all its horror, you can’t help but gape at the awful majesty of combat...It's astonishing. It fills
the eye. It commands you. You hate it, yes, but your eyes do not. Like a killer forest fire, like cancer under a
microscope, any battle or bombing raid or artillery barrage has the aesthetic purity of absolute moral
indifference—a powerful, implacable beauty—and a true war story will tell the truth about this, though the
truth is ugly. (80-81 paperback)



6. Mitchell Sanders was right. 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 old rules are no longer
binding, the old truths no longer true. Right spills over into wrong. Order blends into chaos, love into hate,
ugliness into beauty, law into anarchy, civility into savagery. The vapors suck you in. You can’t tell where you
are, or why you’re there, and the only certainty is overwhelming ambiguity.

In war you lose your sense of the definite, hence your sense of truth itself, and therefore it’s safe to
say that in a true war story nothing is ever absolutely true. (82 paperback)

From “Sweetheart of the Song Tra Bong”

7. What happened to her, Rat said, was what happened to all of them. You come over clean and you get
dirty and then afterward it’s never the same. A question of degree. Some make it intact, some don’t make it at
all. (114 paperback)

From “Speaking of Courage”

8. There was nothing to say.

He could not talk about it and never would. The evening was smooth and warm.

If it had been possible, which it wasn’t, he would have explained how his friend Kiowa slipped away
that night beneath the dark swampy field. He was folded in with the war; he was part of the waste.

Turning on his headlights, driving slowly, Norman Bowker remembered how he had taken hold of
Kiowa’s boot and pulled hard, but how the smell was simply too much, and how he’d backed off and in that
way had lost the Silver Star.

He wished he could’ve explained some of this. How he had been braver than he ever thought possible,
but how he had not been so brave as he wanted to be. The distinction was important. (153 paperback)

From “Notes”

9. In ordinary conversation | never spoke much about the war, certainly not in detail, and yet ever since
my return | had been talking about it virtually nonstop through my writing. Telling stories seemed a natural,
inevitable process, like clearing the throat. Partly catharsis, partly communication, it was a way of grabbing
people by the shirt and explaining exactly what had happened to me, how I'd allowed myself to get dragged
into a wrong war, all the mistakes I’d made, all the terrible things I’d seen and done.

| did not look on my work as a sort of therapy, and I still don’t. Yet when | received Norman Bowker’s
letter, it occurred to me that the act of writing had led me through a swirl of memories that might otherwise
have ended in paralysis or worse. By telling stories, you objectify your own experience. You separate it from
yourself. You pin down certain truths. You make up others. You start sometimes with an incident that truly
happened, like the night in the shit field, and you carry it forward by inventing incidents that did not in fact
occur but that nonetheless help to clarify and explain. (157-8 paperback)

10. The writing went quickly and easily. | drafted the piece in a week or two, fiddled with it for another
week, then published it as a separate short story.

Almost immediately, thought, there was a sense of failure. The details of Norman Bowker’s story were
missing. In this original version, which | still conceived as part of the novel, | had been forced to omit the shit
field and the rain and the death of Kiowa, replacing this material with events that better fit the book’s
narrative. As a consequence I'd lost the natural counterpoint between the lake and the field. A metaphoric
unity was broken. What the piece needed, and didn’t have, was the terrible killing power of that shit field. (159
paperback)



From “In the Field”
11. When a man died, there had to be blame. Jimmy Cross understood this. You could blame the war. You
could blame the idiots who made the war. You could blame Kiowa for going to it. You could blame the rain.
You could blame the river. You could blame the field, the mud, the climate. You could blame the enemy. You
could blame the mortar rounds. You could blame people who were too lazy to read a newspaper, who were
bored by the daily body counts, who switched channels at the mention of politics. You could blame whole
nations. You could blame God. You could blame the munitions makers or Karl Marx or a trick of fate or an old
man in Omaha who forgot to vote.

In the field, though, the causes were immediate. A moment of carelessness or bad judgment or plain
stupidity carried consequences that lasted forever. (177 paperback)

From “Good Form”
12. | want you to feel what | felt. | want you to know why story-truth is truer sometimes that happening-
truth.

Here is the happening-truth. | was once a soldier. There were many bodies, real bodies with real faces,
but | was young then and afraid to look. And now, twenty years later, I’'m left with faceless responsibility and
faceless grief.

Here is the story-truth. He was a slim, dead, almost dainty young man of about twenty. He lay in the
center of a red clay trail near the village of My Khe. His jaw was in his throat. His one eye was shut, the other
eye was a star-shaped hole. | killed him.

What stories can do, | guess, is make things present.

| can look at things | never looked at. | can attach faces to grief and love and pity and God. | can be
brave. | can make myself feel again.

“Daddy, tell the truth,” Kathleen can say, “did you ever kill anybody?” And | can say, honesty, “Of
course not.”

Or | can say honestly, “Yes.” (180 paperback)

From “Field Trip”

13. This little field, | thought, had swallowed so much. My best friend. My pride. My belief in myself as a man
of some small dignity and courage. Still, it was hard to feel any real emotion. It simply wasn’t there. After that
long night in the rain, I'd seemed to grow cold inside, all the illusions gone, all the old ambitions and hopes for
myself sucked away into the mud. Over the years, that coldness had never entirely disappeared. There were
times in my life when | couldn’t feel much, not sadness or pity or passion, and somehow | blamed this place for
what | had become, and | blamed it for taking away the person | had once been. For twenty years this field had
embodied all the waste that was Vietnam, all the vulgarity and horror. (184-185 paperback)

14. The sun made me squint. Twenty years. A lot like yesterday, a lot like never. In a way, maybe, I'd gone
under with Kiowa, and now after two decades I'd finally worked my way out. A hot afternoon, a bright August
sun, and the war was over. (187 paperback)

From “The Ghost Soldiers”

15. | was down there with him, inside him. | was part of the night. | was the land itself—everything,
everywhere—the fireflies and paddies, the moon, the midnight rustlings, the cool phosphorescent shimmer of
evil—I was atrocity—I was jungle fire, jungle drums—I was the blind stare in the eyes of all those poor, dead,
dumbfuck ex-pals of mine—all the pale young corpses, Lee Strunk and Kiowa and Curt Lemon—I was the beast
on their lips—I was Nam—the horror, the war. (209 paperback)



16. “There,” | whispered. “Now you know.”

| could read his mind. | was there with him. Together we understood what terror was; you’re not
human anymore. You’re a shadow. You slip out of your own skin, like molting, shedding your own history and
your own future, leaving behind everything you ever were or wanted or believed in. You know you’re about to
die. And it’s not a movie and you aren’t a hero and all you can do is whimper and wait.

This, now, was something we shared.

| felt close to him. It wasn’t compassion, just closeness. His silhouette was framed like a cardboard
cutout against the burning flares. (211 paperback)

From “The Lives of the Dead”

17. And then it becomes 1990. I'm forty-three years old, and a writer now, still dreaming Linda alive in
exactly the same way. She’s not the embodied Linda; she’s mostly made up, with a new identity and a new
name, like the man who never was. Her real name doesn’t matter. She was nine years old. | loved her and then
she died. And yet right here, in the spell of memory and imagination, | can still see her as if through ice, as if
I’'m gazing into some other world, a place where there are no brain tumors and no funeral homes, where there
are no bodies at all. | can see Kiowa, too, and Ted Lavender and Curt Lemon, and sometimes | can even see
Timmy skating with Linda under the yellow floodlights. I’'m young and happy. I'll never die. I’'m skimming across
the surface of my own history, moving fast, riding the melt beneath the blades, doing loops and spins, and
when | take a high leap into the dark and come down thirty years later, | realize it is as Tim trying to save
Timmy’s life with a story. (245-6 paperback)
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