
Born in 1946 in Austin, Minnesota, and raised in Worthington, Minnesota, O’Brien experienced 
childhood in a rural environment. As a young boy, he had a desire to write. After graduating 
from Macalester College in 1968, O’Brien was drafted into the United States Army and served 
in Vietnam as an infantry soldier from 1969 to 1970. This experience would forever shape his 
perspective on writing and life. When he returned home from the war, he attended graduate 
school at Harvard University, and after he graduated his career as a writer officially began.

O’Brien’s generation will always associate its childhood and young adulthood years with the 
Vietnam War; in fact, the turbulent events of the 1960s defines many facets of American 
culture. Following the Vietnam War, over 200 historical novels were written with Vietnam as 
their backdrop. So what makes O’Brien’s novel unique? And what made it the bestseller that 
made its way into American classrooms and stayed there? The novel was not published  until 
1990, written almost two decades after Tim O’Brien returned from Vietnam. Within those two 
decades, O’Brien wrote prolifically about the Vietnam War. He first published an autobiographical 
account entitled If I Die in a Combat Zone, Box Me Up and Ship Me Home (1973) and then 
the war novel, Going After Cacciato (1978). The Things They Carried (1990) developed as an 
outcome of his reflections and growth as both a nonfiction writer and a novelist.

Authors frequently work from the advice to “write what you know.” Since the early 1970s, Tim 
O’Brien has written all that he knows about the impact of the Vietnam War on the individual 
and society, and every book O’Brien has written has the Vietnam experience as its context. How 
does one author write about the same topic for a lifetime? According to O’Brien, The Things They 
Carried is as much a text about Vietnam as it is about the power of writing and storytelling. As 
a published author, O’Brien travels, participating in book signings and public readings. He also 
speaks to veterans of all wars. But his role as a teacher most defines his contributions to the 
writing community, and he believes that all stories, not just those about Vietnam, should reveal 
who we are when we face moral dilemmas. O’Brien made this discovery through his experience 
as a Vietnam veteran, but he believes that every writer faces the unique pressures of his or her 
generation and society.

O’Brien believes that as human beings, we tell stories as a way of structuring our lives. The 
“same” stories get told and retold because we are always searching for truth, and just as we 
develop and change, so, too, do our stories. As a result of this perspective, O’Brien does not 
consider himself a history writer. He considers history to be something so complex that one 
historical event could contain a million different true stories that contradict each other.

Many veterans who hear O’Brien speak or read feel a sense of connection and validation. While 
O’Brien most certainly has established a voice as a Vietnam veteran, he is most in his element 
among writers. As an instructor, O’Brien draws from his own experiences, but he also helps 
his students draw from theirs. He tells his students that their personal experiences reveal the 
truth about our humanity. As a teacher of writing, O’Brien helps his students to unpack all that 
they have carried throughout their lives, and to transfer their experiences into stories, as he 
has.
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KEEP AS NOTES



Directions: Circle the letter of the BEST answer for each question 
based on the article about Tim O’Brien.

1. Tim O’Brien’s involvement in the Vietnam War can be characterized as:
A. comfortable, since he served as a journalist for the army
B. influential, defining his career as a writer
C. lengthy, spanning over eight years of active and inactive duty
D. patriotic, since he entered the army immediately after high school

2. The Things They Carried differs from other novels written with Vietnam as their 
settings primarily because it
A. depicts Vietnam as a peaceful setting
B. is a work of fiction, and other novels are not
C. is written by an American author and not a Vietnamese one
D. was written many years after the war ended

3. The chronological order of O’Brien’s publications about the Vietnam War is:
A. Going After Cacciato; If I Die in a Combat Zone, Box Me Up and Ship Me Home;
and The Things They Carried
B. If I Die in a Combat Zone, Box Me Up and Ship Me Home; Going After Cacciato; and The 
Things They Carried
C. If I Die in a Combat Zone, Box Me Up and Ship Me Home; The Things They Carried; and 
Going After Cacciato
D. The Things They Carried; Going After Cacciato; and If I Die in a Combat Zone, Box Me Up 
and Ship Me Home

4. Tim O’Brien contributes to the writing community by
A. going on book tours and participating in book signings
B. providing historically accurate details in all of his texts
C. speaking to veterans of all wars, not just the Vietnam War
D. teaching others to write by drawing on personal experiences

5. O’Brien’s perspective on historical writing is that
A. people must study history before they read a historical novel
B. it is so complex that no one story can capture an event
C. historical fiction should be as true to life as possible
D. a story can only be told once to be regarded as true


