Notes to The Things They Carried
Tim O'Brien

Best known for his fictional portrayal of the Vietnam War, Tim O'Brien is an American novelist and short story writer who has been compared to Ernest Hemingway, Stephen Crane, and Joseph Heller.  In Going After Cacciato (1978) and The Things They Carried (1990), the novels that established his reputation, O'Brien explores the horrors and ambiguities of war in a style that is eloquent, precise, and highly evocative.  An intensely passionate writer, O'Brien has attempted to move beyond the tag of "war writer" by composing works that reveal the ways in which love and civilian life can resemble war.  In his novel In the Lake of the Woods (1994), which portrays a defeated politician struggling with a secret past and imperiled marriage, O'Brien brings the fear and torment of Vietnam to the Minnesota wilderness. 

First Lieutenant Jimmy Cross

More than any other character, Lieutenant Jimmy Cross has to deal with the weight of responsibility.  All the other soldiers experience death and horror, but they also all seem to take solace in the senselessness of war.  Because he is in charge of the platoon, however, Jimmy Cross blames himself for every soldier's death. 

Dave Jensen

Jensen is a minor character in the platoon, who is never fully developed.  Jensen is only a significant character in two stories, "Friends" and "Enemies," in which Jensen's complex relationship with Strunk is portrayed. 
Kiowa

Kiowa is the narrator's best friend in the platoon, who dies when the platoon mistakenly camps in a latrine on the banks of the Song Tra Bong.  Kiowa's death is given greater prominence in the text than his life.  When Kiowa does speak, he is shown to be a character of great compassion and intelligence.  His death, more than any of the others, speaks of the senseless cruelty of the war. 
Rat Kiley

Rat Kiley is the platoon's medic.  The narrator has great respect for Kiley, especially for his medical prowess and nerve.  There are two moments, however, when Kiley displays disturbing violence and instability. 

Lee Strunk 

He is another soldier in the platoon, a minor character who dies in "Friends" when he steps on a mortar round.  Strunk's only other significant appearance is his brief, tense trip into a Vietnamese tunnel. 

Mitchell Sanders

Sanders is one of the most likeable soldiers in the platoon, and the one who makes the greatest impression on the narrator.  Sanders is kind, devoted to his fellow soldiers, and possesses a keen sense of justice. He makes his impression on O'Brien by serving as the platoon's chief storyteller and story critic. As such, Sanders is a kind of father figure in the book, guiding the narrator towards his own revelations about memory and writing. 

Norman Bowker

He is a quiet soldier during the war, and we learn that a few years after the war, he commits suicide.   Bowker embodies the damage that the characters carry with them even after the war is over. His story, particularly his letters to the narrator, demonstrates the importance of talking and of sharing one's stories. 
Henry Dobbins

He is the platoon's hulking machine-gunner. He is a fairly constant presence in the book, but does not occupy a position of real significance. His profound decency seems out of place with his big, bearish frame, and he serves as a prime example of the incongruities that one encounters in these stories.

Ted Lavender

He is the first soldier to die in the book, and although he only appears for a brief instant, his ghost hangs over the rest of the text. Before his death, Lavender is young and constantly terrified, and takes tranquilizers as a way of dealing with the fear. His death seems almost inevitable from the start.  

