Significant Quotations

from On the Rainy River  by Tim O’Brien
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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 reservoir of courage that had been accumulating inside me over the years.  Courage, I seemed to think, comes to us in finite quantities, like an inheritance…
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…You can’t fix your mistakes.  Once people are dead, you can’t make them undead.

I had taken a modest stand against the war.

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.

Receiving the draft notice:  I remember …feeling the blood go thick behind my eyes.  I remember a sound in my head.  It wasn’t thinking, it was just a silent howl.  …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 scholarship for grad studies at Harvard. 

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 slingshot.  (humor) 

If you support a war, if you think it’s worth the price, that’s fine, but you have to put your own life on the line.  You have to head for the front and hook up with an infantry unit and help spill the blood.  

I remember the rage in my stomach.  Later it burned down to a smoldering self-pity, then to numbness.
I felt isolated…drive aimlessly 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…options seemed to be narrowing.

…a draft board did not let you choose your war.

…the raw fact of terror.  I did not want to die.  Not ever.  But certainly not then, not there, not in a wrong war.  I imagined myself dead.

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.

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.

I detested their blind, thoughtless, automatic acquiescence to it all, their simple-minded patriotism, their prideful ignorance, their love-it-or-leave-it platitudes…I held them responsible.
I was bitter, sure.  But it was 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.

…the full truth.  How I cracked.  I felt something break open in my chest.  It was a physical rupture—a cracking-leaking-popping feeling.

Escape:  a sense of high velocity…riding on adrenaline…a giddy feeling…dreamy edge of impossibility to it…pure flight, fast and mindless.  I had no plan.

Rainy River:  separated one life from another.

Elroy Berdahl:  the hero of my life…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 presence.  Six days later, when it ended, I was unable to find a proper way to thank him…if nothing else; this story represents a small gesture of gratitude twenty years overdue.

His eyes had the bluish gray color of a razor blade…his gaze were somehow slicing me open…a kid in trouble.  The man was sharp…those razor eyes.  He accepted me.
Ferocious silence; cryptic packets of language…he was no hick, his bedroom was cluttered with books and newspapers…he never pried.
Owl circling over the violet-lighted forest to the west:  “There’s Jesus.”

He knew I was in desperate trouble.  I was wired and jittery.  My skin felt too tight.  I vomited…sweating, dizzy with sorrow…gone off the psychic edge…

The man understood that words were insufficient.  The problem had gone beyond discussion.  Intellect had come up against emotion…the plain fact of crisis…the man knew.
…what it came down to, stupidly, was a sense of shame.  Hot, stupid shame.  I did not want people to think badly of me.  I was ashamed of my conscience, ashamed to be doing the right thing.  
…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.

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?

…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.  All I could do was cry…a great worldwide sadness came pressing down on me, a crushing sorrow, sorrow like I had never known it before.

I understood that I would not do what I should do…I would not be brave.  The old image of myself as a hero, as a man of conscience and courage, all that was just a threadbare pipe dream.
Helplessness…a drowning sensation.

Hallucination allusions:  Abraham Lincoln, Saint George, LBJ, Huck Finn, Abbie Hoffman, Jimmy Cross, Jane Fonda dressed up as Barbarella, Gary Cooper.  

Others:  parents, brother, sister, townsfolk, mayor, Chamber of Commerce, teachers, girlfriends, high school buddies, cheerleaders, marching band playing fight songs, aunts and uncles, 9 year old girl named Linda who died of a brain tumor in fifth grade, members of the United States Senate, a blind poet scribbling notes, dead soldiers back from the grave, Joint Chiefs of Staff, popes, last surviving veteran of the American Civil War, old man beside a pigpen, grandfather, kind-faced woman carrying an umbrella and a copy of Plato’s Republic, a million citizens waving flags, faces from my distant past and distant future, my wife, my unborn daughter, my two sons, drill sergeant named Blyton, a choir in purple robes, cabbie from the Bronx, a young man I would one day kill with a hand grenade…

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.

I would go to the war—I would kill and maybe die—because I was embarrassed not to.

Elroy…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.

I survived, but it’s not a happy ending.  I was a coward.  I went to the war.
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