JAMES GRIFFITH

A Walk through History:
Tim O’Brien’s
Going After Cacciato

. . . to an incredible degree in Vietnam I think we were
haunted and indeed imprisoned by the past.
—David Halberstam (Knightley 423)

IN TIM O’BRIEN’S
Going After Cacciato, Paul Berlin's surname would (or
used to) suggest that he is a soldier divided against himself.
His immediate circumstance finds him on watch duty atop
an observation post at Quang Ngai, Vietnam, from midnight
to six a.m. in late November 1968. It is ‘‘a bad time"’ (1),
for several of his comrades have been lost. Unmentioned is
the frightful history of the year: the Tet offensive and siege
at Khe Sanh, the massacre at My Lai, the assassinations of
Martin Luther King, Jr. and Robert Kennedy, the riots in
Chicago during the Democratic convention, and, finally,
the prospect of peace talks in Paris—with the shape of the
table first on the agenda. Bad time, indeed. Nevertheless,
these particular facts of history do not explicitly occupy
Paul’s mind.

In If I Die in a Combat Zone, a memoir of his
participation in the history of that time, O’Brien writes that
he was persuaded that ‘‘the war was wrong'’ (26). Even so,
when he was drafted in the summer of 1968, doubts about
his ability to understand the issues, and feelings of duty to
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family and country, prevented him from going to Sweden
by way of Canada: ‘‘I simply couldn’t bring myself to flee.
Family, the hometown, friends, history, tradition, fear,
confusion, exile: I could not run’’ (73). Although O’Brien
served his tour of duty in 1969, he places Paul in Vietnam
a year earlier—a time of several important tides’ turnings,
whether Paul thinks about them or not. The personal issue
of moral courage remains, though, and the novel thereby
becomes what O’Brien has called a fictional “‘flip side”’
(McCaffery 133) of the memoir in which he can imagine
the consequences of running. The novel, however, does
more than revise personal history: it confronts and struggles
with history, personal and national.’

As Dennis Vannatta has correctly observed, the novel has
three kinds of chapters (243). First are those chapters
marking Paul’s hours on the observation post where he tries
to think through his fears and doubts and recollect the order
of terrible experiences since arriving in Vietnam. Second,
in no particular order, are his flashbacks, some of home and
youth, but mostly of terrible experiences of fear and death
in six months of combat, including the deliberately indirect
memory of his complicity in the platoon’s fragging of Lt.
Martin because of Martin’s insistence upon searching
tunnels. Last are the fantastic chapters in which Paul
imagines a mission to pursue and capture Cacciato, the
rather simple-minded soldier who, profoundly disillusioned
by Martin’s murder, has left the war to walk to Paris. (Even
in this fictional world, then, Paul contemplates running only
as a fanciful possibility; moreover, feeling the same doubts
O’Brien mentions in his If I Die in a Combat Zone, Paul
cannot even imagine desertion without the excuse of
pursuing a real deserter, Cacciato.) This fantastic journey
raises the questions I wish to address: Why Paris? For such
a desperate plan, would not Hong Kong or even Rome be
closer? What purpose do the several characters met along
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the way serve? And why does Paul encounter certain kinds
of events?

In broad terms, Eric James Schroeder has described the
journey as more than an escape: when Paul plays solitaire
and pretends he is winning in Las Vegas, ‘“This type of
‘pretending’ is simply escapism. . .”’; but when he imagines
the journey, his ‘‘‘working out of the possibilities’
represents a mode of not only coping with the war’s reality
(paradoxically, through the illusion of escaping it) but also
of coming to terms with his identity as a soldier’” (‘‘The
Past’’ 127). Thomas Myers notes that, even if Paul did wish
for escape in the imaginative journey, the ‘‘pursuit of
Cacciato is filled with the same hazards, personal fears, and
moral quandaries offered by the reality experienced in
unfiltered Vietnam daylight’’ (175). Instead of a replay of
actual conflict, Edward Palm finds a contemporary morality
play in the journey: Cacciato’s ‘‘nondescript quality’’
represents the idea that

the idealistic concepts of honor, courage, and
patriotism we traditionally pursue in time of war
are vague and without substance. Seen in this
light, the pursuit of Cacciato becomes an ironic
allegory for the Vietnam War itself with yet
another character, a young Vietnamese girl
named Sarkin Aung Wan, serving as foil to
Cacciato and representing the tempting expedient
of simply abandoning a futile and pointless quest.
(123-24)

Each of these views suggests points worth pursuing, but
none specifically addresses the questions raised above about
the particular characters and events. The answers lie in
seeing that, as Schroeder writes, the journey turns into more
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than a wishful escape: to be precise, Paul tries to imagine
a walk to Paris, but the implied author directs his route
through history, a six-hour fantasy that blends six months
of Paul’s history with the country’s; if not the literal allegory
that Palm claims, the fantasy certainly places mimetic
details of Paul’s life in a much larger context of political
issues. That is, the itinerary and events force Paul to relive
some of his recent, chaotic past—as Myers suggests—and,
unconsciously, to retrace some of the war’s history. Along
the way, Paul confronts the difficulty of making sense of
his role in the war’s moral and political confusion, for he
has no settled ideas about the conflict. An implied author,
on the other hand, ‘‘will never be neutral toward all values.
Our reactions to his various commitments, secret or overt,
will help to determine our response to the work’ (Booth
71). In this instance, the implied author, quite aware of the
contesting parties’ histories and the war’s outcome, hopes
to show how this war cruelly forced soldiers personally to
face terrible issues—with sometimes heroic and sometimes
ignoble results—for politically vain reasons.

The sense of history holds much importance in the novel.
Along the road to Paris, Paul’s squad spends a night in
Ovissil, Afghanistan. The town’s mayor, their host, is a
“‘history-teller’” (whose stance resembles the implied
author’s over Paul’s story): ‘‘Fortune telling is for lunatics
and old women. History is the stronger science, for it has
the virtue of certainty without the vice of blasphemy’’
(179). He then tells Lt. Corson’s history but refuses to tell
Paul’s: ‘““You are young. . . . I cannot tell unmade
histories’” (179). Paul feels slighted, insisting he has a
history, and the ensuing chapter recounts—in fewer than
two pages—his life up to the age of twenty when he was
drafted.

Although Paul does not realize it, his first two decades
were the easy part. His last six months present the
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difficulties and hardly reflect any ‘‘virtue of
certainty’’: ‘‘Keeping track wasn’t easy. The order of
things—chronologies—that was the hard part’’ (49). This
confusion will never disappear for Paul or for the reader.
Careful attention allows us to put many events in order, but
we cannot resolve the contradictory facts that Pederson is
present when Bernie Lynn dies in Chapter 14 and that
Bernie Lynn is present when Pederson dies in Chapter 20.
(In addition to questions brought on by Paul’s confused
memory, we might also ask how his imagination, in
November 1968, could accurately predict that Dwight
Eisenhower would die about the time the squad arrives in
Paris on April Fools’ Day 1969.) Nevertheless, the
imaginary trek gives Paul the opportunity to review and, at
least, attempt to comprehend his recent past.

Fear dominates that recent past, and Paul feels ashamed
of his lack of courage. In fact, he knows he could have killed
a comrade in panic, actually firing the rounds himself—
quite a different matter from his passive complicity with the
squad’s murder of Lt. Martin. The mission to capture
Cacciato ends on a hill where the squad thinks they have
Cacciato surrounded. As they charge, Paul begins firing
uncontrollably, even setting the grass on fire. Fortunately,
Cacciato has decamped, for otherwise he would certainly
have been caught in the fusillace of Paul’s automatic
weapon. Soon thereafter, in Paul’s imagined continuation
of the mission, Stink’s capture of some refugees imaginatively
revises the act. Stink shoots suddenly, without warning,
“‘without aiming,’’ on automatic fire—‘‘It was Quick Kill.
Point blank, rifle jerking’’ (52)—and slaughters two water
buffalo while miraculously missing the three women on the
cart.® Stink boasts of his quick reactions, but the others call
him stupid, much as they were disgusted with Paul on the
hill. At the end of the imaginary mission, however, Paul
cannot displace the responsibility onto Stink, nor displace
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his panic with something like Stink’s bravado: when the
squad bursts into Cacciato’s Paris apartment, Paul shoots
up the room uncontrollably. Paul realizes that the room,
like the hill, “‘was empty’’ (332), but he knows that he
could not have stopped his panicky firing in any case.* Paul
calls the charge up the hill the ‘‘last known fact’’ (325), but
in his imagination, the fear that ensues is the first and lasting
fact—a fear that can cause one to turn on innocents and
comrades.

Of course the war has much that anyone would reasonably
fear. For instance, the elaborate system of tunnels led
soldiers to believe that the enemy could pop up and just as
suddenly disappear anywhere. Also, for a platoon under the
command of a Lt. Martin, finding a tunnel entrance
requires, according to Standard Operating Procedure,
dispatching one man into the tight, dark hole to search it.
On the fantastic journey, when ‘‘a hole in the road to Paris”’
spills the squad into an international network of tunnels, the
lone Vietcong, Li Van Hgoc (a Southeast Asian
““Leewen’ ve¢k?’’), pushes Paul to look through a periscope,
forcing hin. .0 examine that particular fear out of the recent
past. Through the mouth of a tunnel, Paul watches a replay
of two comrades’ deaths, those of Frenchie and Bernie
Lynn: having been threatened with court martial, Frenchie
has crawled into the tunnel and been shot; when no one
volunteers to go in after him (although Cacciato is willing),
Bernie Lynn swears, drops his gear, and goes in where *‘his
feet were still showing when he was shot’’ (90). Paul also
sees himself standing aside, ‘‘careful not to look at anyone’’
(90) when Lt. Martin is asking for volunteers. As Li Van
Hgoc tells him, ‘‘From down below, or from inside out,
you often discover entirely new understandings’’ (91).

By force of imagination, Paul manages to escape this
tunnel with his remaining comrades, but reminders of fear
and death persist along the road to Paris. In Tehran, they
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witness the beheading of an Iranian soldier who had gone
AWOL. Besides reminding Paul that running is a crime, the
execution also recalls a kind of shame and futility
surrounding death in combat. Buff, another comrade killed
in action, is found dead in the ‘‘unpretty’’ position of
kneeling face-down: ‘‘. . . all hunched up on his knees, ass
stickin’ up in the air. . . . like the way Arabs pray. . .”
(282). After a helicopter removes Buff’s body, the rest of
the platoon notices his face has been left in the helmet. Doc
says it is ‘‘not decent. . . . not respectable’’ (286-87) to
leave Buff’s face that way, and Cacciato casually disposes
of it in some tall grass, ‘‘like 2 woman emptying her wash
basin—’" (287). The Iranian soldier, kneeling face-down
before the chopping block, as Paul observes, shows no
emotion until a fly settles on his face: ‘It was not fear. It
was shame. . . . The boy’s tongue was still groping toward
his nose when the axe fell’’ (189). The fear of death grips
deeply enough, but the cruel feelings of ridiculous futility,
embarrassment—the literal loss of face—linger for those
whom death spares.

The squad’s escape from Tehran—they have been
arrested for desertion—recalls another fearful sensation
Paul would have felt in combat: the feeling of chaos.
Cacciato springs them from Savak’s jail and sends them off
in a Chevy Impala, but they soon find themselves
surrounded in a traffic circle:

The sounds of the rifle fire were lost in the deeper
sounds of artillery, but the soldiers were firing,
and red tracers made pretty darts in the wind.
The car bucked. There was the sudden smell of
burning metal, then tearing sounds. The red darts
made holes in the door. A window crashed open
and the wind sucked in.
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. . Stink’s door had come open. He was
weeping, hanging on to the elbow rest, but
spinning forces kept the door open, dragging
Stink out. He screamed and clawed at the door.
. . . Paul Berlin tried to get his eyes to close.
(246-47)

Details of this chaotic ambush—the sounds of gunfire and
the wind, the holes shot through metal, the burning smell,
the inability of one soldier to maintain his balance, and the
inability of another to watch—come directly from memory
of the hot landing where Pederson was eventually cut down
by the indiscriminate ‘‘friendly fire’’ of the helicopter’s
door gunners:

Then there were new sounds. Like dog whistles,
high pitched and sharp. . . . Holes opened in the
hull, then more holes, and the wind sucked
through the holes, and Vaught was shouting. A
long tear opened in the floor, then a corresponding
tear in the ceiling above, and the wind howled
in all around.

. . . There was a burning smell—metal and hot
machinery and the gunners’ guns. Harold Murphy
was still on the floor, smiling and shaking his
head and trying to get up, but he couldn’t do it.
He’d get to his knees and press, and almost make
it, but not quite, and he’d fall and shake his head
and smile and try again. Pederson’s eyes were
closed. He held his stomach and sat still. He was
the only one still sitting. (129-30)

This bedlam in combat brings about the death of
Pederson. In the imaginary replay of the scene as they
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escape from Tehran, no casualties from ‘‘friendly fire’’
occur, but Paul’s mind quickly turns to another self-inflicted
defeat, the fragging of Lt. Martin: ‘“The way events led to
events, and the way they got out of human control’’ (248).
Paul does not want to fight in Vietnam, and Cacciato does
not want to kill Lt. Martin, but both are ‘‘pressed’’ into
service: the draft brings Paul to Vietnam, and, as one event
uncontrollably leads to another, he presses Cacciato’s hand
onto the grenade that the squad has touched to signify their
votes for Lt. Martin’s murder.

Paul thinks now that ‘‘Cacciato was dumb, but he was
right’’ (249). Thus, even if Paul cannot simply walk away
from the war, he cannot completely dismiss this response
in anyone else. In Paris, the men never actually lay hands
on Cacciato, and even before their final attempt to capture
him, Lt. Corson and Sarkin, the refugee whom Paul loves,
disappear as well: ‘‘Heading east. A long walk but we’ll
make it’’ (327). Out of Paul’s recent, chaotic history, then,
the imaginary trek leads to difficult resolutions: the first
and last fact is fear, and the first and last escape is walking
away—unless he can face that dominating fear.

These imagined events sort out and rehearse Paul’s recent
past the way dreams may refashion events and feelings from
waking life: some leave tremendously awful impressions—
such as the hot landing that ends with Pederson’s death—or
strangely minor ones—such as Cacciato’s getting *‘‘bites’’
while fishing in rain-filled craters, a detail that transforms
into Stink’s getting bitten by Cacciato on the road to Paris
(that is, a bite from something that is not there). Thus, to
the extent so far discussed, the daydream’s fearsome events,
as those in a nightmare, have no more motivation than the
emotion of fear and the reaction of flight. On another level,
however, above the concerns of the character, the implied
author uses Paul’s imaginative escape to dramatize some
of the larger historical issues about which Paul is ignorant.
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Paul seems, as mentioned earlier, unaware of the extraordinary
turmoil that marked 1968. With no knowledge of current
events, he certainly will have little understanding of their
historical context, a circumstance that, Myers states, raises
the difficult question of ‘‘how to act properly within a
configuration that affords the entrapped soldier little
historical understanding or moral justification as he
experiences the most jarring imagery of waste and death”’
(171). James C. Wilson emphasizes that Going After
Cacciato succeeds because, like so few other novels set in
Vietnam, it perceptively ‘‘explores the problem that arises
from the absence of historical perspective’” (56). The
chapter ‘‘The Things They Didn’t Know’’ neatly summarizes
this ignorance:

Not knowing the language, they did not know
the people. They did not know what the people
loved or respected or feared or hated. (263)

. . . [Paul] didn’t know who was right, or what
was right; he didn’t know if it was a war of
self-determination or self-destruction, outright
aggression or national liberation; he didn’t know
which speeches to believe, which books, which
politicians; he didn’t know if natons would
topple like dominoes or stand separate like trees;
he didn’t know who really started the war, or
why, or when, or with what motives; he didn’t
know if it mattered; he saw sense in both sides
of the debate, but he didn’t know where truth
lay; he didn’t know if Communist tyranny would
prove worse in the long run than the tyrannies
of Ky or Thieu or Khanh—he simply didn’t
know. (266)
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. . . They did not know even the simple things: a
sense of victory, or satisfaction, or necessary
sacrifice. They did not know the feeling of taking
a place and keeping it, securing a village and
then raising the flag and calling it a victory. . . .
They did not know how to feel when they saw
villages burning. Revenge? Loss? Peace of mind
or anguish? . . . They did not know good from
evil. (272-73)

The imaginary walk to Paris does not resolve such doubts
for Paul, but in the arrangement of incidents that refer to
larger historical issues, we can perceive the shape of
O’Brien’s belief.

The simple act of crossing the border out of Vietnam
should recall the expansion of the war into Laos and
Cambodia—incursions that were more common than the
public realized until Nixon made the operations public in
1970. The squad’s mission is to pursue Cacciato who is
seeking respite from the war by fleeing Vietnam; the
American military’s tactics were to pursue Vietcong who
sought sanctuary in neighboring countries. If the objects of
pursuit differ, the national strategy and the squad’s mission
yield similar results. The squad’s mission is doubly
fruitless: Cacciato always eludes them, and inasmuch as
Paul wishes to escape the war, his imaginative journey keeps
returning him to the war, its sensations and its issues.
Crossing borders solves no problems; in fact, it leads to
confronting them instead, for Paul, unlike Cacciato, cannot
simply walk away from the war.

For the US, the incursions into Laos and Cambodia were
fruitless and even destructive. In Laos, proxy bombing raids
in the early 1960s and then actual US bombing, in a
decade’s time, forced over 140,000 people off the Plain of
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Jars and onto the road as refugees (Isaacs 160-62). Another
proxy incursion by Army of the Republic of Vietnam
(ARVN) troops to cut the Ho Chi Minh trail within Laos
resulted in disaster when the troops were drawn in,
surrounded, and then cut up despite heavy American air
support; the ARVN suffered a 50% casualty rate, and supply
traffic along the trail returned, not only to normal, but
reached even higher than previous volumes within three
months (Fitzgerald 553-55). All along, the diplomatic
struggles of Souvanna Phouma, favoring the North Vietnamese
and later turning a deaf ear to the bombing of their supply
routes in his country, came to naught when, upon the US’s
general withdrawal from southeast Asia, Phouma had to
negotiate for a coalition government that the Pathet Lao
quickly abandoned and overran (Isaacs 173-81).

Similarly, the more infamous invasion of Cambodia
yielded no real benefits. US troops destroyed plenty of
materiel but inflicted relatively few casualties, thereby
delaying the ‘“North Vietnamese offensive by no more than
a year’’ (Fitzgerald 553). Prince Norodom Sihanouk, like
Souvanna Phouma, allowed the bombing of enemy supply
lines without complaint, and his political life fared as well
as his neighbor’s in Laos. Faced with contending ideas on
how to handle the challenge of the indigenous Khmer
Rouge, Sihanouk’s government was overthrown by Lon
Nol; Lon Nol first adamantly condemned all foreign
intervention in Cambodia but soon asked for help—which
came in the form of the US incursion that the Nixon
administration had planned already (Karnow 604-6). Of
course, when the secrecy of Nixon’s Cambodian moves was
revealed, the backlash at home was politically costly and
even incendiary at Kent State where four students died
during protests on campus. As for Cambodia, in the
intervening years 1970 to 1975, Lon Nol’s government
relied on the support of the US, and the American
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