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The Things They Carried

First Lieutenant Jimmy Cross carried letters from a girl named  Mar-
tha, 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 trips into the White 
Mountains in New Hampshire. He would sometimes taste the envelope 
flaps, knowing her tongue had been there. More than anything, he wanted 
Martha to love him as he loved her, but the letters were mostly chatty, elu-
sive 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 poetry; she never mentioned the war, except to say, Jimmy, take care of 
yourself. The letters weighed 10 ounces. They were signed Love, Martha, 
but Lieutenant Cross understood that Love was only a way of signing and 
did not mean what he sometimes pretended it meant. At dusk, he would 
carefully return the letters to his rucksack. Slowly, a bit distracted, he 
would get up and move among his men, checking the perimeter, then at 
full dark he would return to his hole and watch the night and wonder if 
Martha was a virgin.

The things they carried were largely determined by necessity. Among 
the necessities or near-necessities were P-38 can openers, pocket knives, 
heat tabs, wristwatches, dog tags, mosquito repellent, chewing gum, candy, 
cigarettes, salt tablets, packets of Kool-Aid, lighters, matches, sewing kits, 
Military Payment Certificates, C rations, and two or three canteens of 
water. Together, these items weighed between 15 and 20 pounds, depend-
ing upon a man's habits or rate of metabolism. Henry Dobbins, who was a 
big man, carried extra rations; he was especially fond of canned peaches in 
heavy syrup over pound cake. Dave Jensen, who practiced field hygiene, 



carried a toothbrush, dental floss, and several hotel-sized bars of soap he'd 
stolen on R&R in Sydney, Australia. Ted Lavender, who was scared, car-
ried tranquilizers until he was shot in the head outside the village of Than 
Khe in mid-April. By necessity, and because it was SOP, they all carried 
steel helmets that weighed 5 pounds including the liner and camouflage 
cover. They carried the standard fatigue jackets and trousers. Very few car-
ried underwear. On their feet they carried jungle boots—2. 1 pounds—
and Dave Jensen carried three pairs of socks and a can of Dr. Scholl's foot 
powder as a precaution against trench foot. Until he was shot, Ted Laven-
der carried six or seven ounces of premium dope, which for him was a 
necessity. Mitchell Sanders, the RTO, carried condoms. Norman Bowker 
carried a diary. Rat Kiley carried comic books. Kiowa, a devout Baptist, 
carried an illustrated New Testament that had been presented to him by 
his father, who taught Sunday school in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. As a 
hedge against bad times, however, Kiowa also carried his grandmother's 
distrust of the white man, his grandfather's old hunting hatchet. Necessity 
dictated. Because the land was mined and booby-trapped, it was SOP for 
each man to carry a steel-centered, nylon-covered flak jacket, which 
weighed 6.7 pounds, but which on hot days seemed much heavier. Because 
you could die so quickly, each man carried at least one large compress ban-
dage, usually in the helmet band for easy access. Because the nights were 
cold, and because the monsoons were wet, each carried a green plastic pon-
cho that could be used as a raincoat or groundsheet or makeshift tent. 
With its quilted liner, the poncho weighed almost two pounds, but was 
worth every ounce. In April, for instance, when Ted Lavender was shot, 
they used his poncho to wrap him up, then to carry him across the paddy, 
then to lift him into the chopper that took him away.

They were called legs or grunts.
To carry something was to hump it, as when Lieutenant Jimmy Cross 

humped his love for Martha up the hills and through the swamps. In its 
intransitive form, to hump meant to walk, or to march, but it implied bur-
dens far beyond the intransitive.

Almost everyone humped photographs. In his wallet, Lieutenant 
Cross carried two photographs of Martha. The first was a Kodacolor snap-

shot signed Love, though he knew better. She stood against a brick wall. 
Her eyes were gray and neutral, her lips slightly open as she stared 
straight-on at the camera. At night, sometimes, Lieutenant Cross won-
dered who had taken the picture, because he knew she had boyfriends, 
because he loved her so much, and because he could see the shadow of the 
picture-taker spreading out against the brick wall. The second photograph 
had been clipped from the 1968 Mount Sebastian yearbook. It was an 
action shot—women's volleyball—and Martha was bent horizontal to the 
floor, reaching, the palms of her hands in sharp focus, the tongue taut, the 
expression frank and competitive. There was no visible sweat. She wore 
white gym shorts. Her legs, he thought, were almost certainly the legs of a 
virgin, dry and without hair, the left knee cocked and carrying her entire 
weight, which was just over one hundred pounds. Lieutenant Cross 
remembered touching that left knee. A dark theater, he remembered, and 
the movie was Bonnie and Clyde, and Martha wore a tweed skirt, and dur-
ing the final scene, when he touched her knee, she turned and looked at 
him in a sad, sober way that made him pull his hand back, but he would 
always remember the feel of the tweed skirt and the knee beneath it and 
the sound of the gunfire that killed Bonnie and Clyde, how embarrassing 
it was, how slow and oppressive. He remembered kissing her good night at 
the dorm door. Right then, he thought, he should've done something 
brave. He should've carried her up the stairs to her room and tied her to 
the bed and touched that left knee all night long. He should've risked it. 
Whenever he looked at the photographs, he thought of new things he 
should've done.

What they carried was partly a function of rank, partly of field spe-
cialty.

As a first lieutenant and platoon leader, Jimmy Cross carried a com-
pass, maps, code books, binoculars, and a .45-caliber pistol that weighed 
2.9 pounds fully loaded. He carried a strobe light and the responsibility for 
the lives of his men.

As an RTO, Mitchell Sanders carried the PRC-25 radio, a killer, 26 
pounds with its battery.



As a medic, Rat Kiley carried a canvas satchel filled with morphine 
and plasma and malaria tablets and surgical tape and comic books and all 
the things a medic must carry, including M&M's for especially bad 
wounds, for a total weight of nearly 20 pounds.

As a big man, therefore a machine gunner, Henry Dobbins carried the 
M-6o, which weighed 23 pounds unloaded, but which was almost always 
loaded. In addition, Dobbins carried between 10 and 15 pounds of 
ammunition draped in belts across his chest and shoulders.

As PFCs or Spec 4s, most of them were common grunts and carried 
the standard M-16 gas-operated assault rifle. The weapon weighed 7.5 
pounds unloaded, 8.2 pounds with its full 20-round magazine. Depending 
on numerous factors, such as topography and psychology, the riflemen car-
ried anywhere from 12 to 20 magazines, usually in cloth bandoliers, add-
ing on another 8.4 pounds at minimum, 14 pounds at maximum. When it 
was available, they also carried maintenance gear—rods and steel brushes 
and swabs and tubes of LSA oil—all of which weighed about a pound. 
Among the grunts, some carried the M-79 grenade launcher, 5.9 pounds 
unloaded, a reasonably light weapon except for the ammunition, which 
was heavy. A single round weighed 10 ounces. The typical load was 25 
rounds. But Ted Lavender, who was scared, carried 34 rounds when he was 
shot and killed outside Than Khe, and he went down under an exceptional 
burden, more than 20 pounds of ammunition, plus the flak jacket and hel-
met and rations and water and toilet paper and tranquilizers and all the 
rest, plus the unweighed fear. He was dead weight. There was no twitching 
or flopping. Kiowa, who saw it happen, said it was like watching a rock 
fall, or a big sandbag or something just boom, then down—not like the 
movies where the dead guy rolls around and does fancy spins and goes ass 
over teakettle—not like that, Kiowa said, the poor bastard just flat-fuck 
fell. Boom. Down. Nothing else. It was a bright morning in mid-April. 
Lieutenant Cross felt the pain. He blamed himself. They stripped off Lav-
ender's canteens and ammo, all the heavy things, and Rat Kiley said the 
obvious, the guy's dead, and Mitchell Sanders used his radio to report one 
U.S. KIA and to request a chopper. Then they wrapped Lavender in his 
poncho. They carried him out to a dry paddy, established security, and sat 
smoking the dead man's dope until the chopper came. Lieutenant Cross 

kept to himself. He pictured Martha's smooth young face, thinking he 
loved her more than anything, more than his men, and now Ted Lavender 
was dead because he loved her so much and could not stop thinking about 
her. When the dustoff arrived, they carried Lavender aboard. Afterward 
they burned Than Khe. They marched until dusk, then dug their holes, 
and that night Kiowa kept explaining how you had to be there, how fast it 
was, how the poor guy just dropped like so much concrete. Boom-down, 
he said. Like cement.

In addition to the three standard weapons—the M-60, M-16, and 
M-79—they carried whatever presented itself, or whatever seemed appro-
priate as a means of killing or staying alive. They carried 
catch-as-catch-can. At various times, in various situations, they carried 
M-14s and CAR-15s and Swedish Ks and grease guns and captured 
AK-47s and Chi-Coms and RPGs and Simonov carbines and black market 
Uzis and .38-caliber Smith & Wesson handguns and 66 mm LAWS and 
shotguns and silencers and blackjacks and bayonets and C-4 plastic explo-
sives. Lee Strunk carried a slingshot; a weapon of last resort, he called it. 
Mitchell Sanders carried brass knuckles. Kiowa carried his grandfather's 
feathered hatchet. Every third or fourth man carried a Claymore antiper-
sonnel mine—3.5 pounds with its firing device. They all carried fragmen-
tation grenades—14 ounces each. They all carried at least one M-18 
colored smoke grenade 24 ounces. Some carried CS or tear gas grenades. 
Some carried white phosphorus grenades. They carried all they could bear, 
and then some, including a silent awe for the terrible power of the things 
they carried.

In the first week of April, before Lavender died, Lieutenant Jimmy 
Cross received a good-luck charm from Martha. It was a simple pebble, an 
ounce at most. Smooth to the touch, it was a milky white color with flecks 
of orange and violet, oval-shaped, like a miniature egg. In the accompany-
ing letter, Martha wrote that she had found the pebble on the Jersey shore-
line, precisely where the land touched water at high tide, where things 
came together but also separated. It was this separate-but-together quality, 
she wrote, that had inspired her to pick up the pebble and to carry it in her 



breast pocket for several days, where it seemed weightless, and then to send 
it through the mail, by air, as a token of her truest feelings for him. Lieu-
tenant Cross found this romantic. But he wondered what her truest feel-
ings were, exactly, and what she meant by separate-but-together. He 
wondered how the tides and waves had come into play on that afternoon 
along the Jersey shoreline when Martha saw the pebble and bent down to 
rescue it from geology. He imagined bare feet. Martha was a poet, with the 
poet's sensibilities, and her feet would be brown and bare, the toenails 
unpainted, the eyes chilly and somber like the ocean in March, and though 
it was painful he wondered who had been with her that afternoon. He 
imagined a pair of shadows moving along the strip of sand where things 
came together but also separated. It was phantom jealousy, he knew, but he 
couldn't help himself. He loved her so much. On the march, through the 
hot days of early April, he carried the pebble in his mouth, turning it with 
his tongue, tasting sea salt and moisture. His mind wandered. He had dif-
ficulty keeping his attention on the war. On occasion he would yell at his 
men to spread out the column, to keep their eyes open, but then he would 
slip away into daydreams, just pretending, walking barefoot along the Jer-
sey shore, with Martha, carrying nothing. He would feel himself rising. 
Sun and waves and gentle winds, all love and lightness.

What they carried varied by mission.
When a mission took them to the mountains, they carried mosquito 

netting, machetes, canvas tarps, and extra bug juice.
If a mission seemed especially hazardous, or if it involved a place they 

knew to be bad, they carried everything they could. In certain heavily 
mined AOs, where the land was dense with Toe Poppers and Bouncing 
Betties, they took turns humping a 28-pound mine detector. With its 
headphones and big sensing plate, the equipment was a stress on the lower 
back and shoulders, awkward to handle, often useless because of the shrap-
nel in the earth, but they carried it anyway, partly for safety, partly for the 
illusion of safety.

On ambush, or other night missions, they carried peculiar little odds 
and ends. Kiowa always took along his New Testament and a pair of moc-
casins for silence. Dave Jensen carried night-sight vitamins high in caro-

tene. Lee Strunk carried his slingshot; ammo, he claimed, would never be a 
problem. Rat Kiley carried brandy and M&M's candy. Until he was shot, 
Ted Lavender carried the starlight scope, which weighed 6.3 pounds with 
its aluminum carrying case. Henry Dobbins carried his girlfriend's panty-
hose wrapped around his neck as a comforter. They all carried ghosts. 
When dark came, they would move out single file across the meadows and 
paddies to their ambush coordinates, where they would quietly set up the 
Claymores and lie down and spend the night waiting.

Other missions were more complicated and required special equip-
ment. In mid-April, it was their mission to search out and destroy the elab-
orate tunnel complexes in the Than Khe area south of Chu Lai. To blow 
the tunnels, they carried one-pound blocks of pentrite high explosives, 
four blocks to a man, 68 pounds in all. They carried wiring, detonators, 
and battery-powered clackers. Dave Jensen carried earplugs. Most often, 
before blowing the tunnels, they were ordered by higher command to 
search them, which was considered bad news, but by and large they just 
shrugged and carried out orders. Because he was a big man, Henry Dob-
bins was excused from tunnel duty. The others would draw numbers. 
Before Lavender died there were 17 men in the platoon, and whoever drew 
the number 17 would strip off his gear and crawl in headfirst with a flash-
light and Lieutenant Cross's .45-caliber pistol. The rest of them would fan 
out as security. They would sit down or kneel, not facing the hole, listen-
ing to the ground beneath them, imagining cobwebs and ghosts, whatever 
was down there—the tunnel walls squeezing in—how the flashlight 
seemed impossibly heavy in the hand and how it was tunnel vision in the 
very strictest sense, compression in all ways, even time, and how you had 
to wiggle in—ass and elbows—a swallowed-up feeling—and how you 
found yourself worrying about odd things: Will your flashlight go dead? 
Do rats carry rabies? If you screamed, how far would the sound carry? 
Would your buddies hear it? Would they have the courage to drag you out? 
In some respects, though not many, the waiting was worse than the tunnel 
itself. Imagination was a killer.

On April 16, when Lee Strunk drew the number 17, he laughed and 
muttered something and went down quickly. The morning was hot and 
very still. Not good, Kiowa said. He looked at the tunnel opening, then 



out across a dry paddy toward the village of Than Khe. Nothing moved. 
No clouds or birds or people. As they waited, the men smoked and drank 
Kool-Aid, not talking much, feeling sympathy for Lee Strunk but also feel-
ing the luck of the draw. You win some, you lose some, said Mitchell Sand-
ers, and sometimes you settle for a rain check. It was a tired line and no 
one laughed.

Henry Dobbins ate a tropical chocolate bar. Ted Lavender popped a 
tranquilizer and went off to pee.

After five minutes, Lieutenant Jimmy Cross moved to the tunnel, 
leaned down, and examined the darkness. Trouble, he thought—a cave-in 
maybe. And then suddenly, without willing it, he was thinking about Mar-
tha. The stresses and fractures, the quick collapse, the two of them buried 
alive under all that weight. Dense, crushing love. Kneeling, watching the 
hole, he tried to concentrate on Lee Strunk and the war, all the dangers, 
but his love was too much for him, he felt paralyzed, he wanted to sleep 
inside her lungs and breathe her blood and be smothered. He wanted her 
to be a virgin and not a virgin, all at once. He wanted to know her. Inti-
mate secrets: Why poetry? Why so sad? Why that grayness in her eyes? 
Why so alone? Not lonely, just alone—riding her bike across campus or 
sitting off by herself in the cafeteria—even dancing, she danced alone—
and it was the aloneness that filled him with love. He remembered telling 
her that one evening. How she nodded and looked away. And how, later, 
when he kissed her, she received the kiss without returning it, her eyes 
wide open, not afraid, not a virgin's eyes, just flat and uninvolved.

Lieutenant Cross gazed at the tunnel. But he was not there. He was 
buried with Martha under the white sand at the Jersey shore. They were 
pressed together, and the pebble in his mouth was her tongue. He was 
smiling. Vaguely, he was aware of how quiet the day was, the sullen pad-
dies, yet he could not bring himself to worry about matters of security. He 
was beyond that. He was just a kid at war, in love. He was twenty-four 
years old. He couldn't help it.

A few moments later Lee Strunk crawled out of the tunnel. He came 
up grinning, filthy but alive. Lieutenant Cross nodded and closed his eyes 
while the others clapped Strunk on the back and made jokes about rising 
from the dead.

Worms, Rat Kiley said. Right out of the grave. Fuckin' zombie.
The men laughed. They all felt great relief.
Spook city, said Mitchell Sanders.
Lee Strunk made a funny ghost sound, a kind of moaning, yet very 

happy, and right then, when Strunk made that high happy moaning 
sound, when he went Ahhooooo, right then Ted Lavender was shot in the 
head on his way back from peeing. He lay with his mouth open. The teeth 
were broken. There was a swollen black bruise under his left eye. The 
cheekbone was gone. Oh shit, Rat Kiley said, the guy's dead. The guy's 
dead, he kept saying, which seemed profound—the guy's dead. I mean 
really.

The things they carried were determined to some extent by supersti-
tion. Lieutenant Cross carried his good-luck pebble. Dave Jensen carried a 
rabbit's foot. Norman Bowker, otherwise a very gentle person, carried a 
thumb that had been presented to him as a gift by Mitchell Sanders. The 
thumb was dark brown, rubbery to the touch, and weighed four ounces at 
most. It had been cut from a VC corpse, a boy of fifteen or sixteen. They'd 
found him at the bottom of an irrigation ditch, badly burned, flies in his 
mouth and eyes. The boy wore black shorts and sandals. At the time of his 
death he had been carrying a pouch of rice, a rifle, and three magazines of 
ammunition.

You want my opinion, Mitchell Sanders said, there's a definite moral 
here.

He put his hand on the dead boy's wrist. He was quiet for a time, as if 
counting a pulse, then he patted the stomach, almost affectionately, and 
used Kiowa's hunting hatchet to remove the thumb.

Henry Dobbins asked what the moral was.
Moral?
You know. Moral.
Sanders wrapped the thumb in toilet paper and handed it across to 

Norman Bowker. There was no blood. Smiling, he kicked the boy's head, 
watched the flies scatter, and said, It's like with that old TV show—Pala-
din. Have gun, will travel.



Henry Dobbins thought about it.
Yeah, well, he finally said. I don't see no moral.
There it is, man.
Fuck off.

They carried USO stationery and pencils and pens. They carried 
Sterno, safety pins, trip flares, signal flares, spools of wire, razor blades, 
chewing tobacco, liberated joss sticks and statuettes of the smiling Buddha, 
candles, grease pencils, The Stars and Stripes, fingernail clippers, Psy Ops 
leaflets, bush hats, bolos, and much more. Twice a week, when the resup-
ply choppers came in, they carried hot chow in green mermite cans and 
large canvas bags filled with iced beer and soda pop. They carried plastic 
water containers, each with a two-gallon capacity. Mitchell Sanders carried 
a set of starched tiger fatigues for special occasions. Henry Dobbins carried 
Black Flag insecticide. Dave Jensen carried empty sandbags that could be 
filled at night for added protection. Lee Strunk carried tanning lotion. 
Some things they carried in common. Taking turns, they carried the big 
PRC-77 scrambler radio, which weighed 30 pounds with its battery. They 
shared the weight of memory. They took up what others could no longer 
bear. Often, they carried each other, the wounded or weak. They carried 
infections. They carried chess sets, basketballs, Vietnamese-English dictio-
naries, insignia of rank, Bronze Stars and Purple Hearts, plastic cards 
imprinted with the Code of Conduct. They carried diseases, among them 
malaria and dysentery. They carried lice and ringworm and leeches and 
paddy algae and various rots and molds. They carried the land itself—
Vietnam, the place, the soil—a powdery orange-red dust that covered their 
boots and fatigues and faces. They carried the sky. The whole atmosphere, 
they carried it, the humidity, the monsoons, the stink of fungus and decay, 
all of it, they carried gravity. They moved like mules. 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. 
They marched for the sake of the march. They plodded along slowly, 
dumbly, leaning forward against the heat, unthinking, all blood and bone, 
simple grunts, soldiering with their legs, toiling up the hills and down into 
the paddies and across the rivers and up again and down, just humping, 

one step and then the next and then another, but no volition, no will, 
because it was automatic, it was anatomy, and the war was entirely a matter 
of posture and carriage, the hump was everything, a kind of inertia, a kind 
of emptiness, a dullness of desire and intellect and conscience and hope 
and human sensibility. Their principles were in their feet. Their calcula-
tions were biological. They had sense of strategy or mission. They searched 
the villages without knowing what to look for, not caring, kicking over jars 
of rice, frisking children and old men, blowing tunnels, sometimes setting 
fires and sometimes not, then forming up and moving on to the next vil-
lage, then other villages, where it would always be the same. They carried 
their own lives. The pressures were enormous. In the heat of early after-
noon, they would remove their helmets and flak jackets, walking bare, 
which was dangerous but which helped ease the strain. They would often 
discard things along the route of march. Purely for comfort, they would 
throw away rations, blow their Claymores and grenades, no matter, 
because by nightfall the resupply choppers would arrive with more of the 
same, then a day or two later still more, fresh watermelons and crates of 
ammunition and sunglasses and woolen sweaters—the resources were 
stunning—sparklers for the Fourth of July, colored eggs for Easter—it was 
the great American war chest—the fruits of science, the smokestacks, the 
canneries, the arsenals at Hartford, the Minnesota forests, the machine 
shops, the vast fields of corn and wheat—they carried like freight trains; 
they carried it on their backs and shoulders—and for all the ambiguities of 
Vietnam, all the mysteries and unknowns, there was at least the single 
abiding certainty that they would never be at a loss for things to carry.

After the chopper took Lavender away, Lieutenant Jimmy Cross led 
his men into the village of Than Khe. They burned everything. They shot 
chickens and dogs, they trashed the village well, they called in artillery and 
watched the wreckage, then they marched for several hours through the 
hot afternoon, and then at dusk, while Kiowa explained how Lavender 
died, Lieutenant Cross found himself trembling.

He tried not to cry. With his entrenching tool, which weighed five 
pounds, he began digging a hole in the earth.



He felt shame. He hated himself. He had loved Martha more than his 
men, and as a consequence Lavender was now dead, and this was some-
thing he would have to carry like a stone in his stomach for the rest of the 
war.

All he could do was dig. He used his entrenching tool like an ax, slash-
ing, feeling both love and hate, and then later, when it was full dark, he sat 
at the bottom of his foxhole and wept. It went on for a long while. In part, 
he was grieving for Ted Lavender, but mostly it was for Martha, and for 
himself, because she belonged to another world, which was not quite real, 
and because she was a junior at Mount Sebastian College in New Jersey, a 
poet and a virgin and uninvolved, and because he realized she did not love 
him and never would.

Like cement, Kiowa whispered in the dark. I swear to God—boom, 
down. Not a word.

I've heard this, said Norman Bowker.
A pisser, you know? Still zipping himself up. Zapped while zipping.
All right, fine. That's enough.
Yeah, but you had to see it, the guy just—
I heard, man. Cement. So why not shut the fuck up?
Kiowa shook his head sadly and glanced over at the hole where Lieu-

tenant Jimmy Cross sat watching the night. The air was thick and wet. A 
warm dense fog had settled over the paddies and there was the stillness that 
precedes rain.

After a time Kiowa sighed.
One thing for sure, he said. The lieutenant's in some deep hurt. I 

mean that crying jag—the way he was carrying on—it wasn't fake or any-
thing, it was real heavy-duty hurt. The man cares.

Sure, Norman Bowker said.
Say what you want, the man does care.
We all got problems.
Not Lavender.
No, I guess not, Bowker said. Do me a favor, though.

Shut up?
That's a smart Indian. Shut up.
Shrugging, Kiowa pulled off his boots. He wanted to say more, just to 

lighten up his sleep, but instead he opened his New Testament and 
arranged it beneath his head as a pillow. The fog made things seem hollow 
and unattached. He tried not to think about Ted Lavender, but then he 
was thinking how fast it was, no drama, down and dead, and how it was 
hard to feel anything except surprise. It seemed unchristian. He wished he 
could find some great sadness, or even anger, but the emotion wasn't there 
and he couldn't make it happen. Mostly he felt pleased to be alive. He 
liked the smell of the New Testament under his cheek, the leather and ink 
and paper and glue, whatever the chemicals were. He liked hearing the 
sounds of night. Even his fatigue, it felt fine, the stiff muscles and the 
prickly awareness of his own body, a floating feeling. He enjoyed not being 
dead. Lying there, Kiowa admired Lieutenant Jimmy Cross's capacity for 
grief. He wanted to share the man's pain, he wanted to care as Jimmy 
Cross cared. And yet when he closed his eyes, all he could think was 
Boom-down, and all he could feel was the pleasure of having his boots off 
and the fog curling in around him and the damp soil and the Bible smells 
and the plush comfort of night.

After a moment Norman Bowker sat up in the dark.
What the hell, he said. You want to talk, talk. Tell it to me. 
Forget it.
No, man, go on. One thing I hate, it's a silent Indian.

For the most part they carried themselves with poise, a kind of dignity. 
Now and then, however, there were times of panic, when they squealed or 
wanted to squeal but couldn't, when they twitched and made moaning 
sounds and covered their heads and said Dear Jesus and flopped around on 
the earth and fired their weapons blindly and cringed and sobbed and 
begged for the noise to stop and went wild and made stupid promises to 
themselves and to God and to their mothers and fathers, hoping not to 
die. In different ways, it happened to all of them. Afterward, when the fir-
ing ended, they would blink and peek up. They would touch their bodies, 



feeling shame, then quickly hiding it. They would force themselves to 
stand. As if in slow motion, frame by frame the world would take on the 
old logic—absolute silence, then the wind, then sunlight, then voices. It 
was the burden of being alive. Awkwardly, the men would reassemble 
themselves, first in private,. then in groups, becoming soldiers again. They 
would repair the leaks in their eyes. They would check for casualties, call in 
dustoffs, light cigarettes, try to smile, clear their throats and spit and begin 
cleaning their weapons.  After a time someone would shake his head and  
say, No lie, I almost shit my pants, and someone else would laugh, which 
meant it was bad, yes, but the guy had obviously not shit his pants, it 
wasn't that bad, and in any case nobody would ever do such a thing and 
then go ahead and talk about it. They would squint into the dense, oppres-
sive sunlight. For a few moments, perhaps, they would fall silent, lighting a 
joint and tracking its passage from man to man, inhaling, holding in the 
humiliation. Scary stuff, one of them might say. But then someone else 
would grin or flick his eyebrows and say, Roger-dodger, almost cut me a 
new asshole, almost.

There were numerous such poses. Some carried themselves with a sort 
of wistful resignation, others with pride or stiff soldierly discipline or good 
humor or macho zeal. They were afraid of dying but they were even more 
afraid to show it.

They found jokes to tell.
They used a hard vocabulary to contain the terrible softness. Greased 

they'd say. Offed, lit up, zapped while zipping. It wasn't cruelty, just stage 
presence. They were actors. When someone died, it wasn't quite dying, 
because in a curious way it seemed scripted, and because they had their 
lines mostly memorized, irony mixed with tragedy, and because they called 
it by other names, as if to encyst and destroy the reality of death itself. 
They kicked corpses. They cut off thumbs. They talked grunt lingo. They 
told stories about Ted Lavender's supply of tranquilizers, how the poor guy 
didn't feel a thing, how incredibly tranquil he was.

There's a moral here, said Mitchell Sanders.
They were waiting for Lavender's chopper, smoking the dead man's 

dope.

The moral's pretty obvious, Sanders said, and winked. Stay away from 
drugs. No joke, they'll ruin your day every time.

Cute, said Henry Dobbins.
Mind blower, get it? Talk about wiggy. Nothing left, just blood and 

brains.
They made themselves laugh.
There it is, they'd say. Over and over—there it is, my friend, there it 

is—as if the repetition itself were an act of poise, a balance between crazy 
and almost crazy, knowing without going, there it is, which meant be cool, 
let it ride, because Oh yeah, man, you can't change what can't be changed, 
there it is, there it absolutely and positively and fucking well is.

They were tough.
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. They crawled into tunnels and walked point and 
advanced under fire. Each morning, despite the unknowns, they made 
their legs move. They endured. They kept humping. They did not submit 
to the obvious alternative, which was simply to close the eyes and fall. So 
easy, really. Go limp and tumble to the ground and let the muscles unwind 
and not speak and not budge until your buddies picked you up and lifted 
you into the chopper that would roar and dip its nose and carry you off to 
the world. A mere matter of falling, yet no one ever fell. It was not courage, 
exactly; the object was not valor. Rather, they were too frightened to be 
cowards.

By and large they carried these things inside, maintaining the masks of 
composure. They sneered at sick call. They spoke bitterly about guys who 



had found release by shooting off their own toes or fingers. Pussies, they'd 
say. Candy-asses. It was fierce, mocking talk, with only a trace of envy or 
awe, but even so the image played itself out behind their eyes.

They imagined the muzzle against flesh. So easy: squeeze the trigger 
and blow away a toe. They imagined it. They imagined a quick, sweet 
pain, then the evacuation to Japan, then a hospital with warm beds and 
cute geisha nurses.

And they dreamed of freedom birds.
At night, on guard, staring into the dark, they were carried away by 

jumbo jets. They felt the rush of takeoff. Gone! they yelled. And then 
velocity—wings and engines—a smiling stewardess but it was more than a 
plane, it was a real bird, a big sleek silver bird with feathers and talons and 
high screeching. They were flying. The weights fell off; there was nothing 
to bear. They laughed and held on tight, feeling the cold slap of wind and 
altitude, soaring, thinking It's over, I'm gone!—they were naked, they were 
light and free—it was all lightness, bright and fast and buoyant, light as 
light, a helium buzz in the brain, a giddy bubbling in the lungs as they 
were taken up over the clouds and the war, beyond duty, beyond gravity 
and mortification and global entanglements—Sin loi! they yelled. I'm sorry, 
motherfuckers, but I'm out of it, I'm goofed, I'm on a space cruise, I'm gone!—
and it was a restful, unencumbered sensation, just riding the light waves, 
sailing that big silver freedom bird over the mountains and oceans, over 
America, over the farms and great sleeping cities and cemeteries and high-
ways and the golden arches of McDonald's, it was flight, a kind of fleeing, 
a kind of falling, falling higher and higher, spinning off the edge of the 
earth and beyond the sun and through the vast, silent vacuum where there 
were no burdens and where everything weighed exactly nothing—Gone! 
they screamed. I'm sorry but I'm gone!—and so at night, not quite dream-
ing, they gave themselves over to lightness, they were carried, they were 
purely borne.

On the morning after Ted Lavender died, First Lieutenant Jimmy 
Cross crouched at the bottom of his foxhole and burned Martha's letters. 
Then he burned the two photographs. There was a steady rain failing, 
which made it difficult, but he used heat tabs and Sterno to build a small 

fire, screening it with his body, holding the photographs over the tight blue 
flame with the tips of his fingers.

He realized it was only a gesture. Stupid, he thought. Sentimental, too, 
but mostly just stupid.

Lavender was dead. You couldn't burn the blame.
Besides, the letters were in his head. And even now, without photo-

graphs, Lieutenant Cross could see Martha playing volleyball in her white 
gym shorts and yellow T-shirt. He could see her moving in the rain.

When the fire died out, Lieutenant Cross pulled his poncho over his 
shoulders and ate breakfast from a can.

There was no great mystery, he decided.
In those burned letters Martha had never mentioned the war, except to 

say, Jimmy, take care of yourself. She wasn't involved. She signed the let-
ters Love, but it wasn't love, and all the fine lines and technicalities did not 
matter. Virginity was no longer an issue. He hated her. Yes, he did. He 
hated her. Love, too, but it was a hard, hating kind of love.

The morning came up wet and blurry. Everything seemed part of 
everything else, the fog and Martha and the deepening rain.

He was a soldier, after all.
Half smiling, Lieutenant Jimmy Cross took out his maps. He shook 

his head hard, as if to clear it, then bent forward and began planning the 
day's march. In ten minutes, or maybe twenty, he would rouse the men 
and they would pack up and head west, where the maps showed the coun-
try to be green and inviting. They would do what they had always done. 
The rain might add some weight, but otherwise it would be one more day 
layered upon all the other days.

He was realistic about it. There was that new hardness in his stomach. 
He loved her but he hated her.

No more fantasies, he told himself.
Henceforth, when he thought about Martha, it would be only to 

think that she belonged elsewhere. He would shut down the daydreams. 
This was not Mount Sebastian, it was another world, where there were no 
pretty poems or midterm exams, a place where men died because of care-



lessness and gross stupidity. Kiowa was right. Boom-down, and you were 
dead, never partly dead.

Briefly, in the rain, Lieutenant Cross saw Martha's gray eyes gazing 
back at him.

He understood.
It was very sad, he thought. The things men carried inside. The things 

men did or felt they had to do.
He almost nodded at her, but didn't.
Instead he went back to his maps. He was now determined to perform 

his duties firmly and without negligence. It wouldn't help Lavender, he 
knew that, but from this point on he would comport himself as an officer. 
He would dispose of his good-luck pebble. Swallow it, maybe, or use Lee 
Strunk's slingshot, or just drop it along the trail. On the march he would 
impose strict field discipline. He would be careful to send out flank secu-
rity, to prevent straggling or bunching up, to keep his troops moving at the 
proper pace and at the proper interval. He would insist on clean weapons. 
He would confiscate the remainder of Lavender's dope. Later in the day, 
perhaps, he would call the men together and speak to them plainly. He 
would accept the blame for what had happened to Ted Lavender. He 
would be a man about it. He would look them in the eyes, keeping his 
chin level, and he would issue the new SOPs in a calm, impersonal tone of 
voice, a lieutenant's voice, leaving no room for argument or discussion. 
Commencing immediately, he'd tell them, they would no longer abandon 
equipment along the route of march. They would police up their acts. 
They would get their shit together, and keep it together, and maintain it 
neatly and in good working order.

He would not tolerate laxity. He would show strength, distancing 
himself.

Among the men there would be grumbling, of course, and maybe 
worse, because their days would seem longer and their loads heavier, but 
Lieutenant Jimmy Cross reminded himself that his obligation was not to 
be loved but to lead. He would dispense with love; it was not now a factor. 
And if anyone quarreled or complained, he would simply tighten his lips 
and arrange his shoulders in the correct command posture. He might give 
a curt little nod. Or he might not. He might just shrug and say, Carry on, 

then they would saddle up and form into a column and move out toward 
the villages west of Than Khe.

On the Rainy River

This is one story I've never told before. Not to anyone. Not to my par-
ents, not to my brother or sister, not even to my wife. To go into it, I've 
always thought, would only cause embarrassment for all of us, a sudden 
need to be elsewhere, which is the natural response to a confession. Even 
now, I'll admit, the story makes me squirm. For more than twenty years 
I've had to live with it, feeling the shame, trying to push it away, and so by 
this act of remembrance, by putting the facts down on paper, I'm hoping 
to relieve at least some of the pressure on my dreams. Still, it's a hard story 
to tell. All of us, I suppose, like to believe that in a moral emergency we 
will behave like the heroes of our youth, bravely and forthrightly, without 
thought of personal loss or discredit. Certainly, that was my conviction 
back in the summer of  1968. Tim O'Brien: a secret hero. The Lone 
Ranger. If the stakes ever became high enough—if the evil were evil 
enough, if the good were good enough—I would simply tap a secret reser-
voir of courage that had been accumulating inside me over the years. 
Courage, I seemed to think, comes to us in finite quantities, like an inher-
itance, and by being frugal and stashing it away and letting it earn interest, 
we steadily increase our moral capital in preparation for that day when the 
account must be drawn down. It was a comforting theory. It dispensed 
with all those bothersome little acts of daily courage; it offered hope and 
grace to the repetitive coward; it justified the past while amortizing the 
future.

In June of 1968, a month after graduating from Macalester College, I 
was drafted to fight a war I hated. I was twenty-one years old. Young, yes, 
and politically naive, but even so the American war in Vietnam seemed to 
me wrong. Certain blood was being shed for uncertain reasons. I saw no 



unity of purpose, no consensus on matters of philosophy or history or law. 
The very facts were shrouded in uncertainty: Was it a civil war? A war of 
national liberation or simple aggression? Who started it, and when, and 
why? What really happened to the USS Maddox on that dark night in the 
Gulf of Tonkin? Was Ho Chi Minh a Communist stooge, or a nationalist 
savior, or both, or neither? What about the Geneva Accords? What about 
SEATO and the Cold War? What about dominoes? America was divided 
on these and a thousand other issues, and the debate had spilled out across 
the floor of the United States Senate and into the streets, and smart men in 
pinstripes could not agree on even the most fundamental matters of public 
policy. The only certainty that summer was moral confusion. It was my 
view then, and still is, that you don't make war without knowing why. 
Knowledge, of course, is always imperfect, but it seemed to me that when a 
nation goes to war it must have reasonable confidence in the justice and 
imperative of its cause. You can't fix your mistakes. Once people are dead, 
you can't make them undead.

In any case those were my convictions, and back in college I had taken 
a modest stand against the war. Nothing radical, no hothead stuff, just 
ringing a few doorbells for Gene McCarthy, composing a few tedious, 
uninspired editorials for the campus newspaper. Oddly, though, it was 
almost entirely an intellectual activity. I brought some energy to it, of 
course, but it was the energy that accompanies almost any abstract 
endeavor; I felt no personal danger; I felt no sense of an impending crisis 
in my life. Stupidly, with a kind of smug removal that I can't begin to 
fathom, I assumed that the problems of killing and dying did not fall 
within my special province.

The draft notice arrived on June 17, 1968. It was a humid afternoon, I 
remember, cloudy and very quiet, and I'd just come in from a round of 
golf. My mother and father were having lunch out in the kitchen. I 
remember opening up the letter, scanning the first few lines, feeling the 
blood go thick behind my eyes. I remember a sound in my head. It wasn't 
thinking, just a silent howl. A million things all at once—I was too good 
for this war. Too smart, too compassionate, too everything. It couldn't 
happen. I was above it. I had the world dicked—Phi Beta Kappa and 
summa cum laude and president of the student body and a full-ride schol-

arship for grad studies at Harvard. A mistake, maybe—a foul-up in the 
paperwork. I was no soldier. I hated Boy Scouts. I hated camping out. I 
hated dirt and tents and mosquitoes. The sight of blood made me queasy, 
and I couldn't tolerate authority, and I didn't know a rifle from a sling-
shot. I was a liberal, for Christ sake: If they needed fresh bodies, why not 
draft some back-to-the-stone-age hawk? Or some dumb jingo in his hard 
hat and Bomb Hanoi button, or one of LBJ's pretty daughters, or West-
moreland's whole handsome family—nephews and nieces and baby grand-
son. There should be a law, I thought. If you support a war, if you think 
it's worth the price, that's fine, but you have to put your own precious flu-
ids on the line. You have to head for the front and hook up with an infan-
try unit and help spill the blood. And you have to bring along your wife, 
or your kids, or your lover. A law, I thought.

I remember the rage in my stomach. Later it burned down to a smol-
dering self-pity, then to numbness. At dinner that night my father asked 
what my plans were.

"Nothing," I said. "Wait."

I spent the summer of 1968 working in an Armour meatpacking plant 
in my hometown of Worthington, Minnesota. The plant specialized in 
pork products, and for eight hours a day I stood on a quarter-mile assem-
bly line—more properly, a disassembly line—removing blood clots from 
the necks of dead pigs. My job title, I believe, was Declotter. After slaugh-
ter, the hogs were decapitated, split down the length of the belly, pried 
open, eviscerated, and strung up by the hind hocks on a high conveyer 
belt. Then gravity took over. By the time a carcass reached my spot on the 
line, the fluids had mostly drained out, everything except for thick clots of 
blood in the neck and upper chest cavity. To remove the stuff, I used a 
kind of water gun. The machine was heavy, maybe eighty pounds, and was 
suspended from the ceiling by a heavy rubber cord. There was some 
bounce to it, an elastic up-and-down give, and the trick was to maneuver 
the gun with your whole body, not lifting with the arms, just letting the 
rubber cord do the work for you. At one end was a trigger; at the muzzle 
end was a small nozzle and a steel roller brush. As a carcass passed by, you'd 
lean forward and swing the gun up against the clots and squeeze the trig-



ger, all in one motion, and the brush would whirl and water would come 
shooting out and you'd hear a quick splattering sound as the clots dis-
solved into a fine red mist. It was not pleasant work. Goggles were a neces-
sity, and a rubber apron, but even so it was like standing for eight hours a 
day under a lukewarm blood-shower. At night I'd go home smelling of pig. 
It wouldn't go away. Even after a hot bath, scrubbing hard, the stink was 
always there—like old bacon, or sausage, a dense greasy pig-stink that 
soaked deep into my skin and hair. Among other things, I remember, it 
was tough getting dates that summer. I felt isolated; I spent a lot of time 
alone. And there was also that draft notice tucked away in my wallet.

In the evenings I'd sometimes borrow my father's car and drive aim-
lessly around town, feeling sorry for myself, thinking about the war and 
the pig factory and how my life seemed to be collapsing toward slaughter. I 
felt paralyzed. All around me the options seemed to be narrowing, as if I 
were hurtling down a huge black funnel, the whole world squeezing in 
tight. There was no happy way out. The government had ended most 
graduate school deferments; the waiting list for the National Guard and 
Reserves were impossibly long; my health was solid; I didn't qualify for 
CO status—no religious grounds, no history as a pacifist. Moreover,  I 
could not claim to be opposed to war as a matter of general principle. 
There were occasions, I believed, when a nation was justified in using mil-
itary force to achieve its ends, to stop a Hitler or some comparable evil, 
and I told myself that in such circumstances I would've willingly marched 
off to the battle. The problem, though, was that a draft board  did not let 
you choose your war.

Beyond this, or at the very center, was the raw fact of terror. I did not 
want to die. Not ever. But certainly not then, not there, not in a wrong 
war. Driving up Main Street, past the courthouse and the Ben Franklin 
store, I sometimes felt the fear spreading inside me like weeds. I imagined 
myself dead. I imagined myself doing things I could not do—charging an 
enemy position, taking aim at another human being.

At some point in mid-July I began thinking seriously about Canada. 
The border lay a few hundred miles north, an eight-hour drive. Both my 
conscience and my instincts were telling me to make a break for it, just 
take off and run like hell and never stop. In the beginning the idea seemed 

purely abstract, the word Canada printing itself out in my head; but after a 
time I could see particular shapes and images, the sorry details of my own 
future—a hotel room in Winnipeg, a battered old suitcase, my father's 
eyes as I tried to explain myself over the telephone. I could almost hear his 
voice, and my mother's. Run, I'd think. Then I'd think, Impossible. Then 
a second later I'd think, Run.

It was a kind of schizophrenia. A moral split. I couldn't make up my 
mind. I feared the war, yes, but I also feared exile. I was afraid of walking 
away from my own life, my friends and my family, my whole history, 
everything that mattered to me. I feared losing the respect of my parents. I 
feared the law. I feared ridicule and censure. My hometown was a conser-
vative little spot on the prairie, a place where tradition counted, and it was 
easy to imagine people sitting around a table down at the old Gobbler Café 
on Main Street, coffee cups poised, the conversation slowly zeroing in on 
the young O'Brien kid, how the damned sissy had taken off for Canada. At 
night, when I couldn't sleep, I'd sometimes carry on fierce arguments with 
those people. I'd be screaming at them, telling them how much I detested 
their blind, thoughtless, automatic acquiescence to it all, their simple-
minded patriotism, their prideful ignorance, their love-it-or-leave-it plati-
tudes, how they were sending me off to fight a war they didn't understand 
and didn't want to understand. I held them responsible. By God, yes, I 
did. All of them—I held them personally and individually responsible—
the polyestered Kiwanis boys, the merchants and farmers, the pious 
churchgoers, the chatty housewives, the PTA and the Lions club and the 
Veterans of Foreign Wars and the fine upstanding gentry out at the coun-
try club. They didn't know Bao Dai from the man in the moon. They 
didn't know history. They didn't know the first thing about Diem's tyr-
anny, or the nature of Vietnamese nationalism, or the long colonialism of 
the French—this was all too damned complicated, it required some read-
ing—but no matter, it was a war to stop the Communists, plain and sim-
ple, which was how they liked things, and you were a treasonous pussy if 
you had second thoughts about killing or dying for plain and simple rea-
sons.



I was bitter, sure. But it was so much more than that. The emotions 
went from outrage to terror to bewilderment to guilt to sorrow and then 
back again to outrage. I felt a sickness inside me. Real disease.

Most of this I've told before, or at least hinted at, but what I have 
never told is the full truth. How I cracked. How at work one morning, 
standing on the pig line, I felt something break open in my chest. I don't 
know what it was. I'll never know. But it was real, I know that much, it 
was a physical rupture—a cracking-leaking-popping feeling. I remember 
dropping my water gun. Quickly, almost without thought, I took off my 
apron and walked out of the plant and drove home. It was midmorning, I 
remember, and the house was empty. Down my chest there was still that 
leaking sensation, something very warm and precious spilling out, and I 
was covered with blood and hog-stink, and for a long while I just concen-
trated on holding myself together. I remember taking a hot shower. I 
remember packing a suitcase and carrying it out to the kitchen, standing 
very still for a few minutes, looking carefully at the familiar objects all 
around me. The old chrome toaster, the telephone, the pink and white 
Formica on the kitchen counters. The room was full of bright sunshine. 
Everything sparkled. My house, I thought. My life. I'm not sure how long 
I stood there, but later I scribbled out a short note to my parents.

What it said, exactly, I don't recall now. Something vague. Taking off, 
will call, love Tim.

I drove north.
It's a blur now, as it was then, and all I remember is a sense of high 

velocity and the feel of the steering wheel in my hands. I was riding on 
adrenaline. A giddy feeling, in a way, except there was the dreamy edge of 
impossibility to it—like running a dead-end maze—no way out—it 
couldn't come to a happy conclusion and yet I was doing it anyway 
because it was all I could think of to do. It was pure flight, fast and mind-
less. I had no plan. Just hit the border at high speed and crash through and 
keep on running. Near dusk I passed through Bemidji, then turned north-
east toward International Falls. I spent the night in the car behind a closed-
down gas station a half mile from the border. In the morning, after gassing 
up, I headed straight west along the Rainy River, which separates Minne-

sota from Canada, and which for me separated one life from another. The 
land was mostly wilderness. Here and there I passed a motel or bait shop, 
but otherwise the country unfolded in great sweeps of pine and birch and 
sumac. Though it was still August, the air already had the smell of Octo-
ber, football season, piles of yellow-red leaves, everything crisp and clean. I 
remember a huge blue sky. Off to my right was the Rainy River, wide as a 
lake in places, and beyond the Rainy River was Canada.

For a while I just drove, not aiming at anything, then in the late morn-
ing I began looking for a place to lie low for a day or two. I was exhausted, 
and scared sick, and around noon I pulled into an old fishing resort called 
the Tip Top Lodge. Actually it was not a lodge at all, just eight or nine tiny 
yellow cabins clustered on a peninsula that jutted northward into the 
Rainy River. The place was in sorry shape. There was a dangerous wooden 
dock, an old minnow tank, a flimsy tar paper boathouse along the shore. 
The main building, which stood in a cluster of pines on high ground, 
seemed to lean heavily to one side, like a cripple, the roof sagging toward 
Canada. Briefly, I thought about turning around, just giving up, but then I 
got out of the car and walked up to the front porch.

The man who opened the door that day is the hero of my life. How do 
I say this without sounding sappy? Blurt it out—the man saved me. He 
offered exactly what I needed, without questions, without any words at all. 
He took me in. He was there at the critical time—a silent, watchful pres-
ence. Six days later, when it ended, I was unable to find a proper way to 
thank him, and I never have, and so, if nothing else, this story represents a 
small gesture of gratitude twenty years overdue.

Even after two decades I can close my eyes and return to that porch at 
the Tip Top Lodge. I can see the old guy staring at me. Elroy  Berdahl: 
eighty-one years old, skinny and shrunken and mostly bald. He wore a 
flannel shirt and brown work pants. In one hand I remember, he carried a 
green apple, a small paring knife in the other. His eyes had the bluish gray 
color of a razor blade, the same polished shine, and as he peered up at me I 
felt a strange sharpness, almost painful, a cutting sensation, as if his gaze 
were somehow slicing me open. In part, no doubt, it was my own sense of 
guilt, but even so I'm absolutely certain that the old man took one look 
and went right to the heart of things—a kid in trouble. When I asked for a 



room, Elroy made a little clicking sound with his tongue. He nodded, led 
me out to one of the cabins, and dropped a key in my hand. I remember 
smiling at him. I also remember wishing I hadn't. The old man shook his 
head as if to tell me it wasn't worth the bother.

"Dinner at five-thirty," he said. "You eat fish?"
"Anything," I said.
Elroy grunted and said, "I'll bet."

We spent six days together at the Tip Top Lodge. Just the two of us. 
Tourist season was over, and there were no boats on the river, and the wil-
derness seemed to withdraw into a great permanent stillness. Over those 
six days Elroy Berdahl and I took most of our meals together. In the morn-
ings we sometimes went out on long hikes into the woods, and at night we 
played Scrabble or listened to records or sat reading in front of his big 
stone fireplace. At times I felt the awkwardness of an intruder, but Elroy 
accepted me into his quiet routine without fuss or ceremony. He took my 
presence for granted, the same way he might've sheltered a stray cat—no 
wasted sighs or pity—and there was never any talk about it. Just the oppo-
site. What I remember more than anything is the man's willful, almost 
ferocious silence. In all that time together, all those hours, he never asked 
the obvious questions: Why was I there? Why alone? Why so preoccupied? 
If Elroy was curious about any of this, he was careful never to put it into 
words.

My hunch, though, is that he already knew. At least the basics. After 
all, it was 1968, and guys were burning draft cards, and Canada was just a 
boat ride away. Elroy Berdahl was no hick. His bedroom, I remember, was 
cluttered with books and newspapers. He killed me at the Scrabble board, 
barely concentrating, and on those occasions when speech was necessary 
he had a way of compressing large thoughts into small, cryptic packets of 
language. One evening, just at sunset, he pointed up at an owl circling over 
the violet-lighted forest to the west.

"Hey, O'Brien," he said. "There's Jesus."
The man was sharp—he didn't miss much. Those razor eyes. Now 

and then he'd catch me staring out at the river, at the far shore, and I could 

almost hear the tumblers clicking in his head. Maybe I'm wrong, but I 
doubt it.

One thing for certain, he knew I was in desperate trouble. And he 
knew I couldn't talk about it. The wrong word—or even the right word—
and I would've disappeared. I was wired and jittery. My skin felt too tight. 
After supper one evening I vomited and went back to my cabin and lay 
down for a few moments and then vomited again; another time, in the 
middle of the afternoon, I began sweating and couldn't shut it off. I went 
through whole days feeling dizzy with sorrow. I couldn't sleep; I couldn't 
lie still. At night I'd toss around in bed, half awake, half dreaming, imagin-
ing how I'd sneak down to the beach and quietly push one of the old 
man's boats out into the river and start paddling my way toward Canada. 
There were times when I thought I'd gone off the psychic edge. I couldn't 
tell up from down, I was just falling, and late in the night I'd lie there 
watching weird pictures spin though my head. Getting chased by the Bor-
der Patrol—helicopters and searchlights and barking dogs—I'd be crash-
ing through the woods, I'd be down on my hands and knees—people 
shouting out my name—the law closing in on all—my hometown draft 
board and the FBI and the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. It all seemed 
crazy and impossible. Twenty-one years old, an ordinary kid with all the 
ordinary dreams and ambitions, and all I wanted was to live the life I was 
born to—a mainstream life—I loved baseball and hamburgers and cherry 
Cokes—and now I was off on the margins of exile, leaving my country for-
ever, and it seemed so impossible and terrible and sad.

I'm not sure how I made it through those six days. Most of it I can't 
remember. On two or three afternoons, to pass some time, I helped Elroy 
get the place ready for winter, sweeping down the cabins and hauling in 
the boats, little chores that kept my body moving. The days were cool and 
bright. The nights were very dark. One morning the old man showed me 
how to split and stack firewood, and for several hours we just worked in 
silence out behind his house. At one point, I remember, Elroy put down 
his maul and looked at me for a long time, his lips drawn as if framing a 
difficult question, but then he shook his head and went back to work. The 
man's self-control was amazing. He never pried. He never put me in a 
position that required lies or denials. To an extent, I suppose, his reticence 



was typical of that part of Minnesota, where privacy still held value, and 
even if I'd been walking around with some horrible deformity—four arms 
and three heads—I'm sure the old man would've talked about everything 
except those extra arms and heads. Simple politeness was part of it. But 
even more than that, I think, the man understood that words were insuffi-
cient. The problem had gone beyond discussion. During that long sum-
mer I'd been over and over the various arguments, all the pros and cons, 
and it was no longer a question that could be decided by an act of pure rea-
son. Intellect had come up against emotion. My conscience told me to 
run, but some irrational and powerful force was resisting, like a weight 
pushing me toward the war. What it came down to, stupidly, was a sense of 
shame. Hot, stupid shame. I did not want people to think badly of me. 
Not my parents, not my brother and sister, not even the folks down at the 
Gobbler Café. I was ashamed to be there at the Tip Top Lodge. I was 
ashamed of my conscience, ashamed to be doing the right thing.

Some of this Elroy must've understood. Not the details, of course, but 
the plain fact of crisis.

Although the old man never confronted me about it, there was one 
occasion when he came close to forcing the whole thing out into the open. 
It was early evening, and we'd just finished supper, and over coffee and 
dessert I asked him about my bill, how much I owed so far. For a long 
while the old man squinted down at the tablecloth.

"Well, the basic rate," he said, "is fifty bucks a night. Not counting 
meals. This makes four nights, right?"

I nodded. I had three hundred and twelve dollars in my wallet.
Elroy kept his eyes on the tablecloth. "Now that's an on-season price. 

To be fair, I suppose we should knock it down a peg or two." He leaned 
back in his chair. "What's a reasonable number, you figure?"

"I don't know," I said. "Forty?"
"Forty's good. Forty a night. Then we tack on food—say another hun-

dred? Two hundred sixty total?"
"I guess."
He raised s eyebrows. "Too much?"

"No, that fair. It's fine. Tomorrow, though ... I think I'd better take off 
tomorrow."

Elroy shrugged and began clearing the table. For a time he fussed with 
the dishes, whistling to himself as if the subject had been settled. After a 
second he slapped his hands together.

"You know what we forgot?" he said. "We forgot wages. Those odd 
jobs you done. What we have to do, we have to figure out what your time's 
worth. Your last job—how much did you pull in an hour?"

"Not enough," I said.
"A bad one?"
"Yes. Pretty bad."
Slowly then, without intending any long sermon, I told him about my 

days at the pig plant. It began as a straight recitation of the facts, but 
before I could stop myself I was talking about the blood clots and the 
water gun and how the smell had soaked into my skin and how I couldn't 
wash it away. I went on for a long time. I told him about wild hogs squeal-
ing in my dreams, the sounds of butchery, slaughterhouse sounds, and 
how I'd sometimes wake up with that greasy pig-stink in my throat.

When I was finished, Elroy nodded at me.
"Well, to be honest," he said, "when you first showed up here, I won-

dered about all that. The aroma, I mean. Smelled like you was awful 
damned fond of pork chops." The old man almost smiled. He made a 
snuffling sound, then sat down with a pencil and a piece of paper. "So 
what'd this crud job pay? Ten bucks an hour? Fifteen?"

"Less."
Elroy shook his head. "Let's make it fifteen. You put in twenty-five 

hours here, easy. That's three hundred seventy-five bucks total wages. We 
subtract the two hundred sixty for food and lodging, I still owe you a hun-
dred and fifteen."

He took four fifties out of his shirt pocket and laid them on the table.
"Call it even," he said.
"No."
"Pick it up. Get yourself a haircut."



The money lay on the table for the rest of the evening. It was still there 
when I went back to my cabin. In the morning, though, I found an enve-
lope tacked to my door. Inside were the four fifties and a two-word note 
that said EMERGENCY FUND.

The man knew.

Looking back after twenty years, I sometimes wonder if the events of 
that summer didn't happen in some other dimension, a place where your 
life exists before you've lived it, and where it goes afterward. None of it 
ever seemed real. During my time at the Tip Top Lodge I had the feeling 
that I'd slipped out of my own skin, hovering a few feet away while some 
poor yo-yo with my name and face tried to make his way toward a future 
he didn't understand and didn't want. Even now I can see myself as I was 
then. It's like watching an old home movie: I'm young and tan and fit. I've 
got hair—lots of it. I don't smoke or drink. I'm wearing faded blue jeans 
and a white polo shirt. I can see myself sitting on Elroy Berdahl's dock 
near dusk one evening, the sky a bright shimmering pink, and I'm finish-
ing up a letter to my parents that tells what I'm about to do and why I'm 
doing it and how sorry I am that I'd never found the courage to talk to 
them about it. I ask them not to be angry. I try to explain some of my feel-
ings but there aren't enough words, and so I just say that it's a thing that 
has to be done. At the end of the letter I talk about the vacations we used 
to take up in this north country, at a place called Whitefish Lake, and how 
the scenery here reminds me of those good times. I tell them I'm fine. I tell 
them I'll write again from Winnipeg or Montreal or wherever I end up.

On my last full day, the sixth day, the old man took me out fishing on 
the Rainy River. The afternoon was sunny and cold. A stiff breeze came in 
from the north, and I remember how the little fourteen-foot boat made 
sharp rocking motions as we pushed off from the dock. The current was 
fast. All around us, I remember, there was a vastness to the world, an 
unpeopled rawness, just the trees and the sky and the water reaching out 
toward nowhere. The air had the brittle scent of October.

For ten or fifteen minutes Elroy held a course upstream, the river 
choppy and silver-gray, then he turned straight north and put the engine 

on full throttle. I felt the bow lift beneath me. I remember the wind in my 
ears, the sound of the old outboard Evinrude. For a time I didn't pay 
attention to anything, just feeling the cold spray against my face, but then 
it occurred to me that at some point we must've passed into Canadian 
waters, across that dotted line between two different worlds, and I remem-
ber a sudden tightness in my chest as I looked up and watched the far 
shore come at me. This wasn't a daydream. It was tangible and real. As we 
came in toward land, Elroy cut the engine, letting the boat fishtail lightly 
about twenty yards off shore. The old man didn't look at me or speak. 
Bending down, he opened up his tackle box and busied himself with a 
bobber and a piece of wire leader, humming to himself, his eyes down.

It struck me then that he must've planned it. I'll never be certain, of 
course, but I think he meant to bring me up against the realities, to guide 
me across the river and to take me to the edge and to stand a kind of vigil 
as I chose a life for myself.

I remember staring at the old man, then at my hands, then at Canada. 
The shoreline was dense with brush and timber. I could see tiny red berries 
on the bushes. I could see a squirrel up in one of the birch trees, a big crow 
looking at me from a boulder along the river. That close—twenty yards—
and I could see the delicate latticework of the leaves, the texture of the soil, 
the browned needles beneath the pines, the configurations of geology and 
human history. Twenty yards. I could've done it. I could've jumped and 
started swimming for my life. Inside me, in my chest, I felt a terrible 
squeezing pressure. Even now, as I write this, I can still feel that tightness. 
And I want you to feel it—the wind coming off the river, the waves, the 
silence, the wooded frontier. You're at the bow of a boat on the Rainy 
River. You're twenty-one years old, you're scared, and there's a hard 
squeezing pressure in your chest.

What would you do?
Would you jump? Would you feel pity for yourself? Would you think 

about your family and your childhood and your dreams and all you're 
leaving behind? Would it hurt? Would it feel like dying? Would you cry, as 
I did?

I tried to swallow it back. I tried to smile, except I was crying.



Now, perhaps, you can understand why I've never told this story 
before. It's not just the embarrassment of tears. That's part of it, no doubt, 
but what embarrasses me much more, and always will, is the paralysis that 
took my heart. A moral freeze: I couldn't decide, I couldn't act, I couldn't 
comport myself with even a pretense of modest human dignity.

Ail I could do was cry. Quietly, not bawling, just the chest-chokes.
At the rear of the boat Elroy Berdahl pretended not to notice. He held 

a fishing rod in his hands, his head bowed to hide his eyes. He kept hum-
ming a soft, monotonous little tune. Everywhere, it seemed, in the trees 
and water and sky, a great worldwide sadness came pressing down on me, a 
crushing sorrow, sorrow like I had never known it before. And what was so 
sad, I realized, was that Canada had become a pitiful fantasy. Silly and 
hopeless. It was no longer a possibility. Right then, with the shore so close, 
I understood that I would not do what I should do. I would not swim 
away from my hometown and my country and my life. I would not be 
brave. That old image of myself as a hero, as a man of conscience and 
courage, all that was just a threadbare pipe dream. Bobbing there on the 
Rainy River, looking back at the Minnesota shore, I felt a sudden swell of 
helplessness come over me, a drowning sensation, as if I had toppled over-
board and was being swept away by the silver waves. Chunks of my own 
history flashed by. I saw a seven-year-old boy in a white cowboy hat and a 
Lone Ranger mask and a pair of holstered six-shooters; I saw a 
twelve-year-old Little League shortstop pivoting to turn a double play; I 
saw a sixteen-year-old kid decked out for his first prom, looking spiffy in a 
white tux and a black bow tie, his hair cut short and flat, his shoes freshly 
polished. My whole life seemed to spill out into the river, swirling away 
from me, everything I had ever been or ever wanted to be. I couldn't get 
my breath; I couldn't stay afloat; I couldn't tell which way to swim. A hal-
lucination, I suppose, but it was as real as anything I would ever feel. I saw 
my parents calling to me from the far shoreline. I saw my brother and sis-
ter, all the townsfolk, the mayor and the entire Chamber of Commerce 
and all my old teachers and girlfriends and high school buddies. Like some 
weird sporting event: everybody screaming from the sidelines, rooting me 
on—a loud stadium roar. Hotdogs and popcorn—stadium smells, stadium 
heat. A squad of cheerleaders did cartwheels along the banks of the Rainy 

River; they had megaphones and pompoms and smooth brown thighs. 
The crowd swayed left and right. A marching band played fight songs. All 
my aunts and uncles were there, and Abraham Lincoln, and Saint George, 
and a nine-year-old girl named Linda who had died of a brain tumor back 
in fifth grade, and several members of the United States Senate, and a 
blind poet scribbling notes, and LBJ, and Huck Finn, and Abbie Hoffman, 
and all the dead soldiers back from the grave, and the many thousands 
who were later to die—villagers with terrible burns, little kids without 
arms or legs—yes, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff were there, and a couple of 
popes, and a first lieutenant named Jimmy Cross, and the last surviving 
veteran of the American Civil War, and Jane Fonda dressed up as Bar-
barella, and an old man sprawled beside a pigpen, and my grandfather, and 
Gary Cooper, and a kind-faced woman carrying an umbrella and a copy of 
Plato's Republic, and a million ferocious citizens waving flags of all shapes 
and colors—people in hard hats, people in headbands—they were all 
whooping and chanting and urging me toward one shore or the other. I 
saw faces from my distant past and distant future. My wife was there. My 
unborn daughter waved at me, and my two sons hopped up and down, 
and a drill sergeant named Blyton sneered and shot up a finger and shook 
his head. There was a choir in bright purple robes. There was a cabbie 
from the Bronx. There was a slim young man I would one day kill with a 
hand grenade along a red clay trail outside the village of My Khe.

The little aluminum boat rocked softly beneath me. There was the 
wind and the sky.

I tried to will myself overboard.
I gripped the edge of the boat and leaned forward and thought, Now.
I did try. It just wasn't possible.
All those eyes on me—the town, the whole universe—and I couldn 't 

risk the embarrassment. It was as if there were an audience to my life, that 
swirl of faces along the river, and in my head I could hear people screaming 
at me. Traitor! they yelled. Turncoat! Pussy! I felt myself blush. I couldn't 
tolerate it. I couldn't endure the mockery, or the disgrace, or the patriotic 
ridicule. Even in my imagination, the shore just twenty yards away, I 
couldn't make myself be brave. It had nothing to do with morality. Embar-
rassment, that's all it was.



And right then I submitted.
I would go to the war—I would kill and maybe die—because I was 

embarrassed not to.
That was the sad thing. And so I sat in the bow of the boat and cried.
It was loud now. Loud, hard crying.
Elroy Berdahl remained quiet. He kept fishing. He worked his line 

with the tips of his fingers, patiently, squinting out at his red and white 
bobber on the Rainy River. His eyes were flat and impassive. He didn't 
speak. He was simply there, like the river and the late-summer sun. And 
yet by his presence, his mute watchfulness, he made it real. He was the true 
audience. He was a witness, like God, or like the gods, who look on in 
absolute silence as we live our lives, as we make our choices or fail to make 
them.

"Ain't biting," he said.
Then after a time the old man pulled in his line and turned the boat 

back toward Minnesota.
I don't remember saying goodbye. That last night we had dinner 

together, and I went to bed early, and in the morning Elroy fixed breakfast 
for me. When I told him I'd be leaving, the old man nodded as if he 
already knew. He looked down at the table and smiled.

At some point later in the morning it's possible that we shook 
hands—I just don't remember—but I do know that by the time I'd fin-
ished packing the old man had disappeared. Around noon, when I took 
my suitcase out to the car, I noticed that his old black pickup truck was no 
longer parked in front of the house. I went inside and waited for a while, 
but I felt a bone certainty that he wouldn't be back. In a way, I thought, it 
was appropriate. I washed up the breakfast dishes, left his two hundred 
dollars on the kitchen counter, got into the car, and drove south toward 
home.

The day was cloudy. I passed through towns with familiar names, 
through the pine forests and down to the prairie, and then to Vietnam, 
where I was a soldier, and then home again. I survived, but it's not a happy 
ending. I was a coward. I went to the war.

How to Tell a True Story

This is true.
I had a buddy in Vietnam. His name was Bob Kiley, but everybody 

called him Rat.
A friend of his gets killed, so about a week later Rat sits down and 

writes a letter to the guy's sister. Rat tells her what a great brother she had, 
how together the guy was, a number one pal and comrade. A real soldier's 
soldier, Rat says. Then he tells a few stories to make the point, how her 
brother would always volunteer for stuff nobody else would volunteer for 
in a million years, dangerous stuff, like doing recon or going out on these 
really badass night patrols. Stainless steel balls, Rat tells her. The guy was a 
little crazy, for sure, but crazy in a good way, a real daredevil, because he 
liked the challenge of it, he liked testing himself, just man against gook. A 
great, great guy, Rat says.

Anyway, it's a terrific letter, very personal and touching. Rat almost 
bawls writing it. He gets all teary telling about the good times they had 
together, how her brother made the war seem almost fun, always raising 
hell and lighting up villes and bringing smoke to bear every which way. A 
great sense of humor, too. Like the time at this river when he went fishing 
with a whole damn crate of hand grenades. Probably the funniest thing in 
world history, Rat says, all that gore, about twenty zillion dead gook fish. 
Her brother, he had the right attitude. He knew how to have a good time. 
On Halloween, this real hot spooky night, the dude paints up his body all 
different colors and puts on this weird mask and hikes over to a ville and 
goes trick-or-treating almost stark naked, just boots and balls and an 
M-16. A tremendous human being, Rat says. Pretty nutso sometimes, but 
you could trust him with your life.

And then the letter gets very sad and serious. Rat pours his heart out. 
He says he loved the guy. He says the guy was his best friend in the world. 
They were like soul mates, he says, like twins or something, they had a 
whole lot in common. He tells the guy's sister he'll look her up when the 
war's over.



So what happens?
Rat mails the letter. He waits two months. The dumb cooze never 

writes back.

A true war story is never moral. It does not instruct, nor encourage vir-
tue, 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 alle-
giance 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 the truth; if you don't care for the truth, 
watch how you vote. Send guys to war, they come home talking dirty.

Listen to Rat: "Jesus Christ, man, I write this beautiful fuckin' letter, I 
slave over it, and what happens? The dumb cooze never writes back."

The dead guy's name was Curt Lemon. What happened was, we 
crossed a muddy river and marched west into the mountains, and on the 
third day we took a break along a trail junction in deep jungle. Right away, 
Lemon and Rat Kiley started goofing. They didn't understand about the 
spookiness. They were kids; they just didn't know. A nature hike, they 
thought, not even a war, so they went off into the shade of some giant 
trees—quadruple canopy, no sunlight at all—and they were giggling and 
calling each other yellow mother and playing a silly game they'd invented. 
The game involved smoke grenades, which were harmless unless you did 
stupid things, and what they did was pull out the pin and stand a few feet 
apart and play catch under the shade of those huge trees. Whoever chick-

ened out was a yellow mother and if nobody chickened out, the grenade 
would make a light popping sound and they'd be covered with smoke and 
they'd laugh and dance around and then do it again.

It's all exactly true.
It happened, to me, nearly twenty years ago, and I still remember that 

trail junction and those giant trees and a soft dripping sound somewhere 
beyond the trees. I remember the smell of moss. Up in the canopy there 
were tiny white blossoms, but no sunlight at all, and I remember the shad-
ows spreading out under the trees where Curt Lemon and Rat Kiley were 
playing catch with smoke grenades. Mitchell Sanders sat flipping his 
yo-yo. Norman Bowker and Kiowa and Dave Jensen were dozing, or half 
dozing, and all around us were those ragged green mountains.

Except for the laughter things were quiet.
At one point, I remember, Mitchell Sanders turned and looked at me, 

not quite nodding, as if to warn me about something, as if he already knew, 
then after a while he rolled up his yo-yo and moved away.

It's hard to tell you what happened next.
They were just goofing. There was a noise, I suppose, which must've 

been the detonator, so I glanced behind me and watched Lemon step from 
the shade into bright sunlight. His face was suddenly brown and shining. 
A handsome kid, really. Sharp gray eyes, lean and narrow-waisted, and 
when he died it was almost beautiful, the way the sunlight came around 
him and lifted him up and sucked him high into a tree full of moss and 
vines and white blossoms.

In any war story, but especially a true one, it's difficult to separate 
what happened from what seemed to happen. What seems to happen 
becomes its own happening and has to be told that way. The angles of 
vision are skewed. When a booby trap explodes, you close your eyes and 
duck and float outside yourself. When a guy dies, like Curt Lemon, you 
look away and then look back for a moment and then look away again. 
The pictures get jumbled; you tend to miss a lot. And then afterward, 
when you go to tell about it, there is always that surreal seemingness, 



which makes the story seem untrue, but which in fact represents the hard 
and exact truth as it seemed.

*     *     *

In many cases a true war story cannot be believed. If you believe it, be 
skeptical. It's a question of credibility. Often the crazy stuff is true and the 
normal stuff isn't, because the normal stuff is necessary to make you 
believe the truly incredible craziness.

In other cases you can't even tell a true war story. Sometimes it's just 
beyond telling.

I heard this one, for example, from Mitchell Sanders. It was near dusk 
and we were sitting at my foxhole along a wide muddy river north of 
Quang Ngai. I remember how peaceful the twilight was. A deep pinkish 
red spilled out on the river which moved without sound, and in the morn-
ing we would cross the river and march west into the mountains. The 
occasion was right for a good story.

"God's truth," Mitchell Sanders said. "A six-man patrol goes up to the 
mountains on a basic listening-post operation. The idea's to spend a week 
up there, just lie low and listen for enemy movement. They've got a radio 
along, so if they hear anything suspicious—anything—they're supposed to 
call in artillery or gunships, whatever it takes. Otherwise they keep strict 
field discipline. Absolute silence. They just listen."

Sanders glanced at me to make sure I had the scenario. He was playing 
with his yo-yo, dancing it with short, tight little strokes of the wrist.

His was blank in the dusk.
"We're talking regulation, by-the-book LP. These six guys, they don't 

say boo for a solid week. They don't got tongues. All ears."
"Right," I said.
"Understand me?"
"Invisible."
Sanders nodded.

"Affirm," he said. "Invisible. So what happens is, these guys get them-
selves deep in the bush, all camouflaged up, and they lie down and wait 
and that's all they do, nothing else, they lie there for seven straight days 
and just listen. And man, I'll tell you—it's spooky. This is mountains. You 
don't know spooky till you been there. Jungle, sort of, except it's way up in 
the clouds and there's always this fog—like rain, except it's not raining—
everything's all wet and swirly and tangled up and you can't see jack, you 
can't find your own pecker to piss with. Like you don't even have a body. 
Serious spooky. You just go with the vapors—the fog sort of takes you in ... 
And the sounds, man. The sounds carry forever. You hear stuff nobody 
should ever hear."

Sanders was quiet for a second, just working the yo-yo, then he smiled 
at me.

"So after a couple days the guys start hearing this real soft, kind of 
wacked-out music. Weird echoes and stuff. Like a radio or something, but 
it's not a radio, it's this strange gook music that comes right out of the 
rocks. Faraway, sort of, but right up close, too. They try to ignore it. But 
it's a listening post, right? So they listen. And every night they keep hear-
ing that crazyass gook concert. All kinds of chimes and xylophones. I 
mean, this is wilderness—no way, it can't be real—but there it is, like the 
mountains are tuned in to Radio fucking Hanoi. Naturally they get ner-
vous. One guy sticks Juicy Fruit in his ears. Another guy almost flips. 
Thing is, though, they can't report music. They can't get on the horn and 
call back to base and say, 'Hey, listen, we need some firepower, we got to 
blow away this weirdo gook rock band.' They can't do that. It wouldn't go 
down. So they lie there in the fog and keep their mouths shut. And what 
makes it extra bad, see, is the poor dudes can't horse around like normal. 
Can't joke it away. Can't even talk to each other except maybe in whispers, 
all hush-hush, and that just revs up the willies. All they do is listen."

Again there was some silence as Mitchell Sanders looked out on the 
river. The dark was coming on hard now, and off to the west I could see 
the mountains rising in silhouette, all the mysteries an unknowns.

"This part," Sanders said quietly, "you won't believe."
"Probably not," I said.



"You won't. And you know why?" He gave me a long, tired smile. 
"Because it happened. Because every word is absolutely dead-on true."

Sanders made a sound in his throat, like a sigh, as if to say he didn't 
care if I believed him or not. But he did care. He wanted me to feel the 
truth, to believe by the raw force of feeling. He seemed sad, in a way.

"These six guys," he said, "they're pretty fried out by now, and one 
night they start hearing voices. Like at a cocktail party. That's what it 
sounds like, this big swank gook cocktail party somewhere out there in the 
fog. Music and chitchat stuff. It's crazy, I know, but they hear the cham-
pagne corks. They hear the actual martini glasses. Real hoity-toity, all very 
civilized, except this isn't civilization. This is Nam.

"Anyway, the guys try to be cool. They just lie there and groove, but 
after a while they start hearing—you won't believe this—they hear cham-
ber music. They hear violins and cellos. They hear this terrific mama-san 
soprano. Then after a while they hear gook opera and a glee club and the 
Hanoi Boys Choir and a barbershop quartet and all kinds of weird chant-
ing and Buddha-Buddha stuff. And the whole time, in the background, 
there's still that cocktail party going on. All these different voices. Not 
human voices, though. Because it's the mountains. Follow me? The 
rock—it's talking. And the fog, too, and the grass and the goddamn mon-
gooses. Everything talks. The trees talk politics, the monkeys talk religion. 
The whole country. Vietnam. The place talks. It talks. Understand? 
Nam—it truly talks.

"The guys can't cope. They lose it. They get on the radio and report 
enemy movement—a whole army, they say—and they order up the fire-
power. They get arty and gunships. They call in air strikes. And I'll tell 
you, they fuckin' crash that cocktail party. All night long, they just smoke 
those mountains. They make jungle juice. They blow away trees and glee 
clubs and whatever else there is to blow away. Scorch time. They walk 
napalm up and down the ridges. They bring in the Cobras and F-4s, they 
use Willie Peter and HE and incendiaries. It's all fire. They make those 
mountains burn.

"Around dawn things finally get quiet. Like you never even heard 
quiet before. One of those real thick, real misty days—just clouds and fog, 
they're off in this special zone—and the mountains are absolutely dead-flat 

silent. Like Brigadoon—pure vapor, you know? Everything's all sucked up 
inside the fog. Not a single sound, except they still hear it.

"So they pack up and start humping. They head down the mountain, 
back to base camp, and when they get there they don't say diddly. They 
don't talk. Not a word, like they're deaf and dumb. Later on this fat bird 
colonel comes up and asks what the hell happened out there. What'd they 
hear? Why all the ordnance? The man's ragged out, he gets down tight on 
their case. I mean, they spent six trillion dollars on firepower, and this 
fatass colonel wants answers, he wants to know what the fuckin' story is.

"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. Then they salute the fucker and walk away, because cer-
tain stories you don't ever tell."

You can tell a true war story by the way it never seems to end. Not 
then, not ever. Not when Mitchell Sanders stood up and moved off into 
the dark.

It all happened.
Even now, at this instant, I remember that yo-yo. In a way, I suppose, 

you had to be there, you had to hear it, but I could tell how desperately 
Sanders wanted me to believe him, his frustration at not quite getting the 
details right, not quite pinning down the final and definitive truth.

And I remember sitting at my foxhole that night, watching the shad-
ows of Quang Ngai, thinking about the coming day and how we would 
cross the river and march west into the mountains, all the ways I might 
die, all the things I did not understand.

Late in the night Mitchell Sanders touched my shoulder.
"Just came to me," he whispered. "The moral, I mean. Nobody  lis-

tens. Nobody hears nothin. Like that fatass colonel. The politicians, all the 
civilian types. Your girlfriend. My girlfriend. Everybody's sweet little virgin 
girlfriend. What they need is to go out on LP. The vapors, man. Trees and 
rocks—you got to listen to your enemy."



And then again, in the morning, Sanders came up to me. The platoon 
was preparing to move out, checking weapons, going through all the little 
rituals that preceded a day's march. Already the lead squad had crossed the 
river and was filing off toward the west.

"I got a confession to make," Sanders said. "Last night, man, I had to 
make up a few things."

"I know that."
"The glee club. There wasn't any glee club."
"Right."
"No opera."
"Forget it, I understand."
"Yeah, but listen, it's still true. Those six guys, they heard wicked 

sound out there. They heard sound you just plain won't believe."
Sanders pulled on his rucksack, closed his eyes for a moment, then 

almost smiled at me. I knew what was coming.
"All right," I said, "what's the moral?"
"Forget it."
"No, go ahead."
For a long while he was quiet, looking away, and the silence kept 

stretching out until it was almost embarrassing. Then he shrugged and 
gave me a stare that lasted all day.

"Hear that quiet, man?" he said. "That quiet—just listen. There's your 
moral."

In a true war story, if there's a moral at all, it's like the thread that 
makes the cloth. You can't tease it out. You can't extract the meaning with-
out unraveling the deeper meaning. And in the end, really, there's nothing 
much to say about a true war story, except maybe "Oh."

True war stories do not generalize. They do not indulge in abstraction 
or analysis.

For example: War is hell. As a moral declaration the old truism seems 
perfectly true, and yet because it abstracts, because it generalizes, I can't 
believe it with my stomach. Nothing turns inside.

It comes down to gut instinct. A true war story, if truly told, makes the 
stomach believe.

*     *     *

This one does it for me. I've told it before—many times, many ver-
sions—but here's what actually happened.

We crossed that river and marched west into the mountains. On the 
third day, Curt Lemon stepped on a boobytrapped 105 round. He was 
playing catch with Rat Kiley, laughing, and then he was dead. The trees 
were thick; it took nearly an hour to cut an LZ for the dustoff.

Later, higher in the mountains, we came across a baby VC water buf-
falo. What it was doing there I don't know—no farms or paddies—but we 
chased it down and got a rope around it and led it along to a deserted vil-
lage where we set up for the night. After supper Rat Kiley went over and 
stroked its nose.

He opened up a can of C rations, pork and beans, but the baby buffalo 
wasn't interested.

Rat shrugged.
He stepped back and shot it through the right front knee. The animal 

did not make a sound. It went down hard, then got up again, and Rat took 
careful aim and shot off an ear. He shot in the hindquarters and in the lit-
tle hump at its back. He shot it twice in the flanks. It wasn't to kill; it was 
to hurt. He put the rifle muzzle up against the mouth and shot the mouth 
away. Nobody said much. The whole platoon stood there watching, feeling 
all kinds of things, but there wasn't a great deal of pity for the baby water 
buffalo. Curt Lemon dead. Rat Kiley had lost his best friend in the world. 
Later in the week he would write a long personal letter to the guy's sister, 
who would not write back, but for now it was a question of pain. He shot 
off the tail. He shot away chunks of meat below the ribs. All around us 
there was the smell of smoke and filth and deep greenery, and the evening 



was humid and very hot. Rat went to automatic. He shot randomly, 
almost casually, quick little spurts in the belly and butt. Then he reloaded, 
squatted down, and shot it in the left front knee. Again the animal fell 
hard and tried to get up, but this time it couldn't quite make it. It wobbled 
and went down sideways. Rat shot it in the nose. He bent forward and 
whispered something, as if talking to a pet, then he shot it in the throat. 
All the while the baby buffalo was silent, or almost silent, just a light bub-
bling sound where the nose had been. It lay very still. Nothing moved 
except the eyes, which were enormous, the pupils shiny black and dumb.

Rat Kiley was crying. He tried to say something, but then cradled his 
rifle and went off by himself.

The rest of us stood in a ragged circle around the baby buffalo. For a 
time no one spoke. We had witnessed something essential, something 
brand-new and profound, a piece of the world so startling there was not 
yet a name for it.

Somebody kicked the baby buffalo.
It was still alive, though just barely, just in the eyes.
"Amazing," Dave Jensen said. "My whole life, I never seen anything 

like it."
"Never?"
"Not hardly. Not once."
Kiowa and Mitchell Sanders picked up the baby buffalo. They hauled 

it across the open square, hoisted it up, and dumped it in the village well.
Afterward, we sat waiting for Rat to get himself together.
"Amazing," Dave Jensen kept saying, "A new wrinkle. I never seen it 

before."
Mitchell Sanders took out his yo-yo. "Well, that's Nam," he said. 

"Garden of Evil. Over here, man, every Sin's real fresh and original."

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. You stare out at tracer rounds 
unwinding through the dark like brilliant red ribbons. You crouch in 
ambush as a cool, impassive moon rises over the nighttime paddies. You 
admire the fluid symmetries of troops on the move, the harmonies of 
sound and shape and proportion, the great sheets of metal-fire streaming 
down from a gunship, the illumination rounds, the white phosphorus, the 
purply orange glow of napalm, the rocket's red glare. It's not pretty, 
exactly. 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 micro-
scope, any battle or bombing raid or artillery barrage has the aesthetic pur-
ity of absolute moral indifference—a powerful, implacable beauty—and a 
true war story will tell the truth about this, though the truth  is ugly.

To generalize about war is like generalizing about peace. Almost every-
thing is true. Almost nothing is true. At its core, perhaps, war is just 
another name for death, and yet any soldier will tell you, if he tells the 
truth, that proximity to death brings with it a corresponding proximity to 
life. After a firefight, there is always the immense pleasure of aliveness. The 
trees are alive. The grass, the soil—everything. All around you things are 
purely living, and you among them, and the aliveness makes you tremble. 
You feel an intense, out-of-the-skin awareness of your living self—your 
truest self, the human being you want to be and then become by the force 
of wanting it. In the midst of evil you want to be a good man. You want 
decency. You want justice and courtesy and human concord, things you 
never knew you wanted. There is a kind of largeness to it, a kind of godli-
ness. Though it's odd, you're never more alive than when you're almost 
dead. You recognize what's valuable. Freshly, as if for the first time, you 
love what's best in yourself and in the world, all that might be lost. At the 
hour of dusk you sit at your foxhole and look out on a wide river turning 
pinkish red, and at the mountains beyond, and although in the morning 
you must cross the river and go into the mountains and do terrible things 
and maybe die, even so, you find yourself studying the fine colors on the 
river, you feel wonder and awe at the setting of the sun, and you are filled 
with a hard, aching love for how the world could be and always should be, 
but now is not.



Mitchell Sanders was right. For the common soldier, at least, war has 
the feel—the spiritual texture—of a great ghostly fog, thick and perma-
nent. 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.

Often in a true war story there is not even a point, or else the point 
doesn't hit you until twenty years later, in your sleep, and you wake up and 
shake your wife and start telling the story to her, except when you get to 
the end you've forgotten the point again. And then for a long time you lie 
there watching the story happen in your head. You listen to your wife's 
breathing. The war's over. You close your eyes. You smile and think, 
Christ, what's the point?

This one wakes me up.
In the mountains that day, I watched Lemon turn sideways. He 

laughed and said something to Rat Kiley. Then he took a peculiar half 
step, moving from shade into bright sunlight and the booby-trapped 105 
round blew him into a tree. The parts were just hanging there, so Dave 
Jensen and I were ordered to shinny up and peel him off. I remember the 
white bone of an arm. I remember pieces of skin and something wet and 
yellow that must've been the intestines. The gore was horrible, and stays 
with me. But what wakes me up twenty years later is Dave Jensen singing 
"Lemon Tree" as we threw down the parts.

You can tell a true war story by the questions you ask. Somebody tells 
a story, let's say, and afterward you ask, "Is it true?" and  if the answer mat-
ters, you've got your answer.

For example, we've all heard this one. Four guys go down a trail. A 
grenade sails out. One guy jumps on it and takes the blast and saves his 
three buddies.

Is it true?
The answer matters.
You'd feel cheated if it never happened. Without the grounding real-

ity, it's just a trite bit of puffery, pure Hollywood, untrue in the way all 
such stories are untrue. Yet even if it did happen—and maybe it did, any-
thing's possible—even then you know it can't be true, because a true war 
story does not depend upon that kind of truth. Absolute occurrence is 
irrelevant. A thing may happen and be a total lie; another thing may not 
happen and be truer than the truth. For example: Four guys go down a 
trail. A grenade sails out. One guy jumps on it and takes the blast, but it's 
a killer grenade and everybody dies anyway. Before they die, though, one 
of the dead guys says, "The fuck you do that for?" and the jumper says, 
"Story of my life, man," and the other guy starts to smile but he's dead.

That's a true story that never happened.

Twenty years later, I can still see the sunlight on Lemon's face. I can 
see him turning, looking back at Rat Kiley, then he laughed and took that 
curious half step from shade into sunlight, his face suddenly brown and 
shining, and when his foot touched down, in that instant, he must've 
thought it was the sunlight that was killing him. It was not the sunlight. It 
was a rigged 105 round. But if I could ever get the story right, how the sun 
seemed to gather around him and pick him up and lift him high into a 
tree, if I could somehow recreate the fatal whiteness of that light, the quick 
glare, the obvious cause and effect, then you would believe the last thing 
Curt Lemon believed, which for him must've been the final truth.

Now and then, when I tell this story, someone will come up to me 
afterward and say she liked it. It's always a woman. Usually it's an older 
woman of kindly temperament and humane politics. She'll explain that as 
a rule she hates war stories; she can't understand why people want to wal-
low in all the blood and gore. But this one she liked. The poor baby buf-



falo, it made her sad. Sometimes, even, there are little tears. What I should 
do, she'll say, is put it all behind me. Find new stories to tell.

I won't say it but I'll think it.
I'll picture Rat Kiley's face, his grief, and I'll think, You dumb cooze.
Because she wasn't listening.
It wasn't a war story. It was a love story.
But you can't say that. All you can do is tell it one more time, 

patiently, adding and subtracting, making up a few things to get at the real 
truth. No Mitchell Sanders, you tell her. No Lemon, no Rat Kiley. No trail 
junction. No baby buffaloes or moss or white blossoms. Beginning to end, 
you tell her, it's all made up. Every goddamn detail—the mountains and 
the river and especially that poor dumb baby buffalo. None of it hap-
pened. None of it. And even if it did happen it didn't happen in the moun-
tains, it happened in this little village on the Batangan Peninsula, and it 
was raining like crazy, and one night a guy named Stink Harris woke up 
screaming with a leech on his tongue. You can tell a true war story if you 
just keep on telling it.

And in end, of course, a true war story is never about war. It's about 
sunlight. It's about the special way that dawn spreads out on a river when 
you know you must cross the river and march into the mountains and do 
things you are afraid to do. It's about love and memory. It's about sorrow. 
It's about sisters who never write back and people who never listen.

Speaking of Courage

The war was over and there was no place in particular to go. Norm 
Bowker followed the tar road on its seven-mile loop around the lake, then 
he started all over again, driving slowly, feeling safe inside his father's big 
Chevy, now and then looking out on the lake to watch the boats and 
water-skiers and scenery. It was Sunday and it was summer, and the town 

seemed pretty much the same. The lake lay flat and silvery against the sun. 
Along the road the houses were all low-slung and split-level and modern, 
with big porches and picture windows facing the water. The lawns were 
spacious. On the lake side of the road, where real estate was most valuable, 
the houses were handsome and set deep in, well kept and brightly painted, 
with docks jutting out into the lake, and boats moored and covered with 
canvas, and neat gardens, and sometimes even gardeners, and stone patios 
with barbecue spits and grills, and wooden shingles saying who lived 
where. On the other side of the road, to his left, the houses were also hand-
some, though less expensive and on a smaller scale and with no docks or 
boats or gardeners. The road was a sort of boundary between the affluent 
and the almost affluent, and to live on the lake side of the road was one of 
the few natural privileges in a town of the prairie—the difference between 
watching the sun set over cornfields or over water.

It was a graceful, good-sized lake. Back in high school, at night, he had 
driven around and around it with Sally Kramer, wondering if she'd want 
to pull into the shelter of Sunset Park, or other times with his friends, talk-
ing about urgent matters, worrying about the existence of God and theo-
ries of causation. Then, there had not been a war. But there had always 
been the lake, which was the town's first cause of existence, a place for 
immigrant settlers to put down their loads. Before the settlers were the 
Sioux, and before the Sioux were the vast open prairies, and before the 
prairies there was only ice. The lake bed had been dug out by the southern-
most advance of the Wisconsin glacier. Fed by neither streams nor springs, 
the lake was often filthy and algaed, relying on fickle prairie rains for 
replenishment. Still, it was the only important body of water within forty 
miles, a source of pride, nice to look at on bright summer days, and later 
that evening it would color up with fireworks. Now, in the late afternoon, 
it lay calm and smooth, a good audience for silence, a seven-mile circum-
ference that could be traveled by slow car in twenty-five minutes. It was 
not such a good lake for swimming. After high school, he'd caught an ear 
infection that had almost kept him out of the war. And the lake had 
drowned his friend Max Arnold, keeping him out of the war entirely. Max 
had been one who liked to talk about the existence of God. "No, I'm not 
saying that," he'd argue against the drone of the engine. "I'm saying it's 
possible as an idea, even necessary as an idea, a final cause in the whole 



structure of causation." Now he knew, perhaps. Before the war, they'd 
driven around the lake as friends, but now Max was just an idea, and most 
of Norman Bowker's other friends were living in Des Moines or Sioux 
City, or going to school somewhere, or holding down jobs. The high 
school girls were mostly gone or married. Sally Kramer, whose pictures he 
had once carried in his wallet, was one who had married. Her name was 
now Sally Gustafson and she lived in a pleasant blue house on the less 
expensive side of the lake road. On his third day home he'd seen her out 
mowing the lawn, still pretty in a lacy red blouse and white shorts. For a 
moment he'd almost pulled over, just to talk, but instead he'd pushed 
down hard on the gas pedal. She looked happy. She had her house and her 
new husband, and there was really nothing he could say to her.

The to seemed remote somehow. Sally was married and Max drowned 
and his father was at home watching basebal on national TV.

Norman Bowker shrugged. "No problem," he murmured.
Clockwise, as if in orbit, he took the Chevy on another seven-mile 

turn around the lake.
Even in late afternoon the day was hot. He turned on the air condi-

tioner, then the radio, and he leaned back and let the cold air and music 
blow over him. Along the road, kicking stones front of them, two young 
boys were hiking with knapsacks and toy rifles and canteens. He honked 
going by, but neither boy looked up. Already he had passed them six times, 
forty-two miles, nearly three hours without stop. He watched the boys 
recede in his rearview mirror. They turned soft gray in color, like sand, 
before finally disappearing.

He tapped down lightly on the accelerator.
Out on lake a man's motorboat had stalled; the man was bent over the 

engine with a wrench and a frown. Beyond the stalled boat there were 
other boats, and a few water-skiers, and the smooth July waters, and an 
immense flatness everywhere. Two mud hens floated stiffly beside a white 
dock.

The road curved west, where the sun had now dipped low. He figured 
it was close to five o'clock—twenty after, he guessed. The war had taught 
him to tell time without clocks, and even at night, waking from sleep, he 
could usually place it within ten minutes either way. What he should do, 

he thought, is stop at Sally's house and impress her with this new time-tell-
ing trick of his. They'd talk for a while, catching up on things, and then 
he'd say, "Well, better hit the road, it's five thirty-four," and she'd glance at 
her wristwatch and say, "Hey! How'd you do that?" and he'd give a casual 
shrug and tell her it was just one of those things you pick up. He'd keep it 
light. He wouldn't say anything about anything. "How's it being mar-
ried?" he might ask, and he'd nod at whatever she answered with, and he 
would not say a word about how he'd almost won the Silver Star for valor.

He drove past Slater Park and across the causeway and past Sunset 
Park. The radio announcer sounded tired. The temperature in Des Moines 
was eighty-one degrees, and the time was five thirty-five, and "All you on 
the road, drive extra careful now on this fine Fourth of July." If Sally had 
not been married, or if his father were not such a baseball fan, it would 
have been a good time to talk.

"The Silver Star?" his father might have said.
"Yes, but I didn't get it. Almost, but not quite."
And his father would have nodded, knowing full well that many brave 

men do not win medals for their bravery, and that others win medals for 
doing nothing. As a starting point, maybe, Norman Bowker might then 
have listed the seven medals he did win: the Combat Infantryman's Badge, 
the Air Medal, the Army Commendation Medal, the Good Conduct 
Medal, the Vietnam Campaign Medal, the Bronze Star, and the Purple 
Heart, though it wasn't much of a wound and did not leave a scar and did 
not hurt and never had. He would've explained to his father that none of 
these decorations was for uncommon valor. They were for common valor. 
The routine, daily stuff—just humping, just enduring—but that was 
worth something, wasn't it? Yes, it was. Worth plenty. The ribbons looked 
good on the uniform in his closet, and if his father were to ask, he 
would've explained  what each signified and how he was proud of all of 
them, especially the Combat Infantryman's Badge, because it meant he 
had been there as a real soldier and had done all the things soldiers do, and 
therefore it wasn't such a big deal that he could not bring himself to be 
uncommonly brave.

And then he would have talked about the medal he did not win and 
why he did not win it.



"I almost won the Silver Star," he would have said.
"How's that?"
"Just a story."
"So tell me," his father would have said.
Slowly then, circling the lake, Norman Bowker would have start by 

describing the Song Tra Bong. "A river," he would've said, "this slow flat 
muddy river." He would've explained how during the dry season it was 
exactly like any other river, nothing special, but how in October the mon-
soons began and the whole situation changed. For a solid week the rains 
never stopped, not once, and so after a few days the Song Tra Bong over-
flowed its banks and the land turned into deep, thick muck for a half mile 
on either side. Just muck—no other word for it. Like quicksand, almost, 
except the stink was incredible. "You couldn't even sleep," he'd tell his 
father. "At night you'd find a high spot, and you'd doze off, but then later 
you'd wake up because you'd be buried in all that slime. You'd just sink in. 
You'd feel it ooze up over your body and sort of suck you down. And the 
whole time there was that constant rain. I mean, it never stopped, not 
ever."

"Sounds pretty wet," his father would've said, pausing briefly. "So 
what happened?"

"You really want to hear this?"
"Hey, I'm your father."
Norman Bowker smiled. He looked out across the lake and imagined 

the feel of his tongue against the truth. "Well, this one time, this one night 
out by the river ... I wasn't very brave."

"You have seven medals."
"Sure."
"Seven. Count 'em. You weren't a coward either."
"Well, maybe not. But I had the chance and I blew it. The stink, that's 

what got to me. I couldn't take that goddamn awful smell."
"If you don't want to say anymore—"
"I do want to."
"All right then. Slow and sweet, take your time."

The road descended into the outskirts of town, turning northwest past 
the junior college and the tennis courts, then past Chautauqua Park, where 
the picnic tables were spread with sheets of colored plastic and where pic-
nickers sat in lawn chairs and listened to the high school band playing 
Sousa marches under the band shell. The music faded after a few blocks. 
He drove beneath a canopy of elms, then along a stretch of open shore, 
then past the municipal docks, where a woman in pedal pushers stood 
casting for bullheads. There were no other fish in the lake except for perch 
and a few worthless carp. It was a bad lake for swimming and fishing both.

He drove slowly. No hurry, nowhere to go. Inside the Chevy the air 
was cool and oily-smelling, and he took pleasure in the steady sounds of 
the engine and air conditioning. A tour bus feeling, in a way, except the 
town he was touring seemed dead. Through the windows, as if in a 
stop-motion photograph, the place looked as if it had been hit by nerve 
gas, everything still and lifeless, even the people. The town could not talk, 
and would not listen. "How'd you like to hear about the war?" he might 
have asked, but the place could only blink and shrug. It had no memory, 
therefore no guilt. The taxes got paid and the votes got counted and the 
agencies of government did their work briskly and politely. It was a brisk, 
polite town. It did not know shit about shit, and did not care to know.

Norman Bowker leaned back and considered what he might've said on 
the subject. He knew shit. It was his specialty. The smell, in particular, but 
also the numerous varieties of texture and taste. Someday he'd give a lec-
ture on the topic. Put on a suit and tie and stand up in front of the Kiwa-
nis club and tell the fuckers about all the wonderful shit he knew. Put out 
samples, maybe.

Smiling at this, he clamped the steering wheel slightly right of center, 
which produced a smooth clockwise motion against the curve of the road. 
The Chevy seemed to know its own way.

The sun was lower now. Five fifty-five, he decided—six o'clock, tops.
Along an unused railway spur, four workmen labored in the shadowy 

red heat, setting up a platform and steel launcher for the evening fire-
works. They were dressed alike in khaki users, work shirts, visored caps, 
and brown boots. Their faces were dark and smudgy. "Want to hear about 
the Silver Star I almost won?" Norman Bowker whispered, but none of the 



workmen looked up. Later they would blow color into the sky. The lake 
would sparkle with reds and blues and greens, like a mirror, and the pic-
nickers would make low sounds of appreciation.

"Well, see, it never stopped raining," he would've said. "The muck was 
everywhere, you couldn't get away from it."

He would have paused a second.
Then he would have told about the night they bivouacked in a field 

along the Song Tra Bong. A big swampy field beside the river. There was a 
ville nearby, fifty meters downstream, and right away a dozen old 
mama-sans ran out and started yelling. A weird scene, he would've said. 
The mama-sans just stood there in the rain, soaking wet, yapping away 
about how this field was bad news. Number ten, they said. Evil ground. 
Not a good spot for good GIs. Finally Lieutenant Jimmy Cross had to get 
out his pistol and fire off a few rounds just to shoo them away. By then it 
was almost dark. So they set up a perimeter, ate chow, then crawled under 
their ponchos and tried to settle in for the night.

But the rain kept getting worse. And by midnight the field turned into 
soup.

"Just this deep, oozy soup," he would've said. "Like sewage or some-
thing. Thick and mushy. You couldn't sleep. You couldn't even lie down, 
not for long, because you'd start to sink under the soup. Real clammy. You 
could feel the crud coming up inside your boots and pants."

Here, Norman Bowker would have squinted against the low sun. He 
would have kept his voice cool, no self-pity.

"But the worst part," he would've said quietly, "was the smell. Partly it 
was the river—a dead fish smell—but it was something else, too. Finally 
somebody figured it out. What this was, it was a shit field. The village toi-
let. No indoor plumbing, right? So they used the field. I mean, we were 
camped in a goddamn shit field."

He imagined Sally Kramer closing her eyes.
If she were here with him, in the car, she would've said, "Stop it. I 

don't like that word."
"That's what it was."
"All right, but you don't have to use that word."

"Fine. What should we call it?"
She would have glared at him. "I don't know. Just stop it."
Clearly, he thought, this was not a story for Sally Kramer. She was 

Sally Gustafson now. No doubt Max would've liked it, the irony in partic-
ular, but Max had become a pure idea, which is its own irony. It was just 
too bad. If his father were here, riding shotgun around the lake, the old 
man might have glanced over for a second, understanding perfectly well 
that it was not a question of offensive language but of fact. His father 
would have sighed and folded his arms and waited.

"A shit field," Norman Bowker would have said. "And later that night 
I could've won the Silver Star for valor."

"Right," his father would've murmured, "I hear you."
The Chevy rolled smoothly across a viaduct and up the narrow road. 

To the right was open lake. To the left, across the road, most of the lawns 
were scorched dry like October corn. Hopelessly, round and round, a 
rotating sprinkler scattered lake water on Dr. Mason's vegetable garden. 
Already the prairie had been baked dry, but in August it would get worse. 
The lake would turn green with algae, and the golf course would burn up, 
and the dragonflies would crack open for want of good water.

The big Chevy curved past Centennial Beach and the A&W root beer 
stand.

It was his eighth revolution around the lake.
He followed the road past the handsome houses with their docks and 

wooden shingles. Back to Slater Park, across the causeway, around to Sun-
set Park, as though riding on tracks.

The two little boys were still trudging along on their seven-mile hike.
Out on the lake, the man in the stalled motorboat still fiddled with his 

engine. The pair of mud hens floated like wooden decoys, and the 
water-skiers looked tanned and athletic, and the high school band was 
packing up its instruments, and the woman in pedal pushers patiently 
rebaited her hook for one last try.

Quaint, he thought.



A hot summer day and it was all very quaint and remote. The four 
workmen had nearly completed their preparations for the evening fire-
works.

Facing the sun again, Norman Bowker decided it was nearly seven 
o'clock. Not much later the tired radio announcer confirmed it, his voice 
rocking itself into a deep Sunday snooze. If Max Arnold were here, he 
would say something about the announcer's fatigue, and relate it to the 
bright pink in the sky, and the war, and courage. A pity that Max was 
gone. And a pity about his father, who had his own war and who now pre-
ferred silence.

Still, there was so much to say.
How the rain never stopped. How the cold worked into your bones. 

Sometimes the bravest thing on earth was to sit through the night and feel 
the cold in your bones. Courage was not always a matter of yes or no. 
Sometimes it came in degrees, like the cold; sometimes you were very 
brave up to a point and then beyond that point you were not so brave. In 
certain situations you could do incredible things, you could advance 
toward enemy fire, but in other situations, which were not nearly so bad, 
you had trouble keeping your eyes open. Sometimes, like that night in the 
shit field, the difference between courage and cowardice was something 
small and stupid.

The way the earth bubbled. And the smell.
In a soft voice, without flourishes, he would have told the exact truth.
"Late in the night," he would've said, "we took some mortar fire."
He would've explained how it was still raining, and how the clouds 

were pasted to the field, and how the mortar rounds seemed to come right 
out of the clouds. Everything was black and wet. The field just exploded. 
Rain and slop and shrapnel, nowhere to run, and all they could do was 
worm down into slime and cover up and wait. He would've described the 
crazy things he saw. Weird things. Like how at one point he noticed a guy 
lying next to him in the sludge, completely buried except for his face, and 
how after a moment the guy rolled his eyes and winked at him. The noise 
was fierce. Heavy thunder, and mortar rounds, and people yelling. Some of 
the men began shooting up flares. Red and green and silver flares, all col-
ors, and the rain came down in Technicolor.

The field was boiling. The shells made deep slushy craters, opening up 
all those years of waste, centuries worth, and the smell came bubbling out 
of the earth. Two rounds hit close by. Then a third, even closer, and imme-
diately, off to his left, he heard somebody screaming. It was Kiowa—he 
knew that. The sound was ragged and clotted up, but even so he knew the 
voice. A strange gargling noise. Rolling sideways, he crawled toward the 
screaming in the dark. The rain was hard and steady. Along the perimeter 
there were quick bursts of gunfire. Another round hit nearby, spraying up 
shit and water, and for a few moments he ducked down beneath the mud. 
He heard the valves in his heart. He heard the quick, feathering action of 
the hinges. Extraordinary, he thought. As he came up, a pair of red flares 
puffed open, a soft fuzzy glow, and in the glow he saw Kiowa's wide-open 
eyes settling down into the scum. Briefly, all he could do was watch. He 
heard himself moan. Then he moved again, crabbing forward, but when 
he got there Kiowa was almost completely under. There was a knee. There 
was an arm and a gold wristwatch and part of a boot.

He could not describe what happened next, not ever, but he would've 
tried anyway. He would've spoken carefully so as to make it real for anyone 
who would listen.

There were bubbles where Kiowa's head should've been.
The left hand was curled open; the fingernails were filthy; the wrist-

watch gave off a green phosphorescent shine as it slipped beneath the thick 
waters.

He would've talked about this, and how he grabbed Kiowa by the 
boot and tried to pull him out. He pulled hard but Kiowa was gone, and 
then suddenly he felt himself going too. He could taste it. The shit was in 
his nose and eyes. There were flares and mortar rounds, and the stink was 
everywhere—it was inside him, in his lungs—and he could no longer tol-
erate it. Not here, he thought. Not like this. He released Kiowa's boot and 
watched it slide away. Slowly, working his way up, he hoisted himself out 
of the deep mud, and then he lay still and tasted the shit in his mouth and 
closed his eyes and listened to the rain and explosions and bubbling 
sounds.

He was alone.



He had lost his weapon but it did not matter. All he wanted was a 
bath.

Nothing else. A hot soapy bath.
Circling the lake, Norman Bowker remembered how his friend Kiowa 

had disappeared under the waste and water.
"I didn't flip out," he would've said. "I was cool. If things had gone 

right, if it hadn't been for that smell, I could've won the Silver Star."
A good war story, he thought, but it was not a war for war stories, nor 

for talk of valor, and nobody in town wanted to know about the terrible 
stink. They wanted good intentions and good deeds. But the town was not 
to blame, really. It was a nice little town, very prosperous, with neat houses 
and all the sanitary conveniences.

Norm Bowker lit a cigarette and cranked open his window. Seven 
thirty five, he decided.

The lake had divided into two halves. One half still glistened, the 
other was caught in shadow. Along the causeway, the two little boys 
marched on. The man in the stalled motorboat yanked frantically on the 
cord to his engine, and the two mud hens sought supper at the bottom of 
the lake, tails bobbing. He passed Sunset Park once again, and more 
houses, and the junior college and the tennis courts, and the picnickers 
who now sat waiting for the evening fireworks.

The high school band was gone. The woman in pedal pushers 
patiently toyed with her line.

Although it was not yet dusk, the A&W was already awash in neon 
lights.

He maneuvered his father's Chevy into one of the parking slots, let the 
engine idle, and sat back. The place was doing a good holiday business. 
Mostly kids, it seemed, and a few farmers in for the day. He did not recog-
nize any of the faces. A slim, hipless young carhop passed by, but when he 
hit the horn, she did not seem to notice. Her eyes slid sideways. She 
hooked a tray to the window of a Firebird, laughing lightly, leaning for-
ward to chat with the three boys inside.

He felt invisible in the soft twilight. Straight ahead, over the take-out 
counter, swarms of mosquitoes electrocuted themselves against an alumi-
num Pest-Rid machine.

It was a calm, quiet summer evening.
He honked again, this time leaning on the horn. The young carhop 

turned slowly, as if puzzled, then said something to the boys in the Firebird 
and moved reluctantly toward him. Pinned to her shirt was a badge that 
said EAT MAMA BURGERS.

When she reached his window, she stood straight up so that all he 
could see was the badge.

"Mama Burger," he said. "Maybe some fries, too."
The girl sighed, leaned down, and shook her head. Her eyes were as 

fluffy and airy-light as cotton candy.
"You blind?" she said.
She put out her hand and tapped an intercom attached to a steel post.
"Punch the button and place your order. All I do is carry the dumb 

trays."
She stared at him for a moment. Briefly, he thought, a question lin-

gered in her fuzzy eyes, but then she turned and punched the button for 
him and returned to her friends in the Firebird.

The intercom squeaked and said, "Order."
"Mama Burger and fries," Norman Bowker said.
"Affirmative, copy clear. No rootie-tootie?"
"Rootie-tootie?"
"You know, man—root beer."
"A small one."
"Roger-dodger. Repeat: one Mama, one fries, one small beer. Fire for 

effect. Stand by."
The intercom squeaked and went dead.
"Out," said Norman Bowker.
When the girl brought his tray, he ate quickly, without looking up. 

The tired radio announcer in Des Moines gave the time, almost 
eight-thirty. Dark was pressing in tight now, and he wished there were 



somewhere to go. In the morning he'd check out some job possibilities. 
Shoot a few buckets at the Y, maybe wash the Chevy.

He finished his root beer and pushed the intercom button.
"Order," said the tinny voice.
"All done."
"That's it?"
"Hey," the voice said. "What you really need, friend?"
Norman Bowker smiled.
"Well," he said, "how'd you like to hear about—"
He stopped and shook his head.
"Hear what, man?"
"Nothing."
"Well, hey," the intercom said, "I'm sure as fuck not going anywhere.  

Screwed to a post, for God sake. Go ahead, try me."
"Nothing."
"You sure?"
"Positive. All done."
The intercom made a light sound of disappointment.
"Your choice, I guess. Over an' out."
"Out," said Norman Bowker.
On his tenth turn around the lake he passed the hiking boys for the 

last time. The man in the stalled motorboat was gone; the mud hens were 
gone. Beyond the lake, over Sally Gustafson's house, the sun had left a 
smudge of purple on the horizon. The band shell was deserted, and the 
woman in pedal pushers quietly reeled in her line, and Dr. Mason's sprin-
kler went round and round.

On his eleventh revolution he switched off the air conditioning, 
opened up his window, and rested his elbow comfortably on the sill, driv-
ing with one hand.

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 remem-
bered 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. Max Arnold, who loved 
fine lines, would've appreciated it. And his father, who already knew, 
would've nodded.

"The truth," Norman Bowker would've said, "is I let the guy go."
"Maybe he was already gone."
"He wasn't."
"But maybe."
"No, I could feel it. He wasn't. Some things you can feel."
His father would have been quiet for a while, watching the headlights 

against the narrow tar road.
"Well, anyway," the old man would've said, "there's still the seven 

medals."
"I suppose."
"Seven honeys."
"Right."
On his twelfth revolution, the sky went crazy with color.
He pulled into Sunset Park and stopped in the shadow of a picnic 

shelter. After a time he got out, walked down to the beach, and waded into 
the lake without undressing. The water felt warm against his skin. He put 
his head under. He opened his lips, very slightly, for the taste, then he 
stood up and folded his arms and watched the fireworks. For a small town, 
he decided, it was a pretty good show.


