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Courage and Prowess Afoot in Homer and 
the Vietnam of Tim O'Brien· 

Thomas G. Palaim a 

I remembered the trut h that in war the legs are far more imp ortant th an th e 
arms. 

Bill Broyles, Brothers i11 An11s, 25 

Combat makes you reali ze how un speakab ly lucky you are to have lost , as yet, 
no limb s. 

Paul Fussell, Doing Batt le, 135 1 

Feet and legs define the role of the soldier in infant ry fighting . It 
is my purpo se in this pap er to explore how and why imagery relat ing tu 
legs and feet was used in Homer 's Ili ad and by Tim O'Brien in his first 
major work abo ut the Vietnam War in order to communicate th e 
essence of war and how indi vidu als perform in the spher e of combat. 
This parallelism between Hom er and O'Brien is not accidental. It is du e 
tO real constants in the nature of infant ry fightin g whether on the plains 
of Troy or in th e jungles and rice paddies of Vietnam: the value of good 
legs in combat , of good looks in leadership, the scarcity of real courage 
in combat situat ions and its extraordin ary effect on others who witness 

• I thank Dan Ho oley and the an ony mous reade rs of CML for their 
constru ctive comm ents. Thi s pap er owes most to the generous and perceptive criticism 
of Paul Woodruff, Leon Golden, Erwin Coo k, James Tatum, Jonatha n Shay, Virginia 
Hagerty, Bill Broyles, Barry and Lorrie Goldensoh n , Rolf Lund en and Herb Go lder 
who comment ed on ea rlier ver sions of this pap er. I was help ed in my thinking by 
presentations to th e department of Classics at UT Austin , to the grad uate sem inar in 
American lit erature at th e Univ ersity of Uppsa la, and at a spec ial session o f the 1999 
an nu al meetin g of th e Classical Association of the Midw est and South. All remaining 
shortcomin gs are my own. 

1 William Broyles, Jr. , Brothers i11 An11s (New York: Knopf, I 986). speak ing of 
his expe riences in Vietnam; Paul Fussell, Doing Battle (Bosto n: Littl e, Brown & Co, 
1996), speaking of his experiences in World War II. 
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it. But it is also due to the fact that O 'Brien in his first work 2 

consciously use s themes and passages from classical literature, 
particularly from Homer and Plato , in trying to make sense of the 
Vietnam War and what it did to the men and women who fought in it. 

O'Brien's entire memoir /novel can be viewed as a meditation 
upon idealized notions of "personal courage and proper action" 
surrounding the martial virtue of cl.pe:-r~ and how ultimately they are 
inapplicable to the experience of regular infantry soldiers in Vietnam .3 

Central to O'Brien's consequent and necessary redefinition of 
courageous behavior is his understanding of how his fellow soldiers use 
their legs and feet. He shares this understanding with Homer who uses 
imagery of feet and legs for the same purpose .4 However , Homer's 
definition of martial courage differ s from O'Brien's because of 
differences in the specific conditions of combat and in the rank of 
combatants who are the primary subjects of narrative treatment. 
O'Brien contrasts the slow, deliberate and anxious placement of feet 
upon the booby-trapped and land-mined terrain of Vietnam with the 
Homeric ideal of swift mobility across the windswept plains outside 
Troy in order to contrast the "survival mode" of the typical "grunt" 
"humping it " in Vietnam with the aristocratic pursuit of xMoc; by swift
footed Homeric warrior chieftains. 

Exploration of such intersections between Homeric epic and 
writing about Vietnam also sheds reflected light on how combat is 
described in the Iliad, specifically the remarkable emphasis on foot speed 
as the defining attribute of its central hero Achilles and as an essential in 
fighting with the hurling spear, the chief form of combat attested in the 
Iliad and in the Linear B tablets from the late Greek Bronze Age. Those 
who understand the realities of armed infantry fighting, ancient or 
modern, may well be astonished at Homer's tales of heroic warriors 
sprinting in combat. The equipment of Homeric chieftains and classical 
hoplites (helmet, breast-plate, greaves, shield, sword and spear) 
encumbered them as much as the gear that weighed down the typical 

2 If I Die I,, a Combat Zone Box Me Up and Ship Me Hom e (New York: Delacone, 
1973) and edition with author's revisions (New York: Dell , 1979). Hereafter Combat 
Zone ( 1973) and Combat Zone ( 1979). 

3 These notions are derived from the cultural myth s to which the young 
soldier-memoiri st O'Brien had been exposed in growing up and in high school and 
college: American litera ture and film , British and American poetry , classical literature 
an d phil osop hy , even pop mu sic. Cf. T. Myers , Walking Point: American N arratives of 
Vietnam (New York: Oxford U Pr, 1988), 70-89. 

'Cf. R. Dunkle, "Swift-Foo ted Achilles," Classical World 90:4 ( I 997): 227-234 . 
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"grunt" in Vietnam. This is what made movement on the run by 
Athenian hoplite s at Marathon so unexpected and therefore effective a 
tactic .5 Tim O'Brien in his best-known short story, "The Things They 
Carried," communicates the psychological and real burdens of infantry 
soldiers in Vietnam by progressively weighing us down as he itemizes 
piece by piece the paraphernalia-standard issue, special equipment and 
psychologically necessary per son al items (Kool-Aid, a girlfriend's panty 
hose, an illustrated New Testament, scented hotel soap, comic books, 
condoms, a family hunting hatchet, and M&M 's for treating the worst 
wounds)-that the men in his unit "humped." 6 Five-pound steel 
helmets, steel-centered nylon flak jackets ( 6. 7 lbs .) , green plasric 
ponchos (2 lbs .), M-16 gas-operated assault weapons (7 .5 lbs.) with 
eight to fourteen pounds of ammunition, fourteen-ounce fragmentation 
grenades, and more encumbered every man. The minimum weight per 
soldier totals just over sixty-five pounds . The maximum well over a 
hundred . O'Brien even introduces us to the overall size of his unit 
through the arithmetic of the weight of things carried. In order to blow 
tunnels in the Than Khe area south of Chu Lai, the men carried one
pound blocks of pentrite high explosives, four blocks to a man, sixty
eight pounds in all.7 Homer's ari stocratic heroes run and run swiftly. 
O 'Brien's fellow soldier s, with a single notable exception , trudge and 
slog. 

Jonathan Shay's celebrated stud/ of the symptoms, and causes, 
of combat-related post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) as depicted in 
Homer 's Iliad and experienced by veterans of the Vietnam War has 
focu sed the attention of humanists on the universal and enduring 
realities of warfare in the earliest western epic. There has been extensive 
recent discussion of the parallels that can be drawn between the 

s Herod otu s 6. I 12 remark s that th e Atheni an foot soldier s at Marathon were 
th e first in the history of Gr eek warfare to advan ce on the run and that the Persian s 
th ought that th e Athenian s we re mad to do so and bent on th eir own total self
de stru ction . 

6 In T. O'Bri en , 77,e 771i11gs The_y Carried (Boston : Hou ght on Mifflin, 1990), 3-
25, and se lected by Jo hn Updik e as th e only "war sto ry " am o ng the fift y-five be st 
American shon stories of th e last century . J. Updik e and K. Kenison, The Best A111erica11 
Short S tories of the Ce11t11ry (Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1999), 616-632 . 

7 O 'Brien (above, note 6) 10. Thi s is the first tim e th e reader kn ows th at th ere 
are sevent een men in O 'Bri en 's unit. 

8 
) . Shay, A chilles i11 Viet11a111: Combat Trauma a11d the U11doi11g of Clwracter (New 

York: Ath eneum, 1994). 
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experiences of Bronze-Age heroes fighting on the plains of Troy and 
tho se of soldiers at war at other times, in other places, and in other 
works of literature or art. 9 O'Brien's Combat :ZOne has been overlooked 
in this discussion , despite the fact that it is, in its use of themes from the 
Iliad as reference points for interpreting the experiences of soldiers in 
Vietn am, the firsthand literary equivalent to Shay's Achilles in Vietnam. 
Literary criticism of Combat Zone has tended to focus on issues of its 
genre definition and narrative strategies, rather than on O'Brien's 
deliberate use of classical or Homeric themes. 10 

The legs and feet of foot soldiers put them "on the ground" and 
expose them to harm and death. It is also through their legs and feet 
that they can escape mortal danger and display prowess that is honored 
by their peers and by the societies that send them off to do battle. This 
was recognized in the Homeric tradition . It is also understood by men 
who have fought on their feet, and even by those who have not fought, 
but who have heard stories, seen images , and can sympathize with foot 
soldiers, infantrymen, "grunts." 

9 See especially the collect ion o f articl es in the issue of Classical Bulleti11 7 l :2 
( 1995) dev oted to "U nd erstandin g Achilles." These articles examine among other 
topics: 1. the th emati c parallels between Achill es and the android Roy Batty in Ridley 
Scott 's Blade Ru1111er and the novel on which that film is based ; 2. Achilles and 
Yossa rian in Josep h Heller's Catc/1-22; and 3 . Achilles and Colonel Kurtz in Francis 
Ford Co pp olla' s Apoca!Jpse Now. Th ey also consider the character and ethics of 
Achilles and whether Achilles should be und erstoo d as a tra gic hero or explained as a 
victim of the kind of combat traum a suffered by Vietnam veterans with PTSO. A 
similar approac h is followed by James Tatum, "Memorial s of the Americ an War in 
Vietnam," Critical Inquiry 22:4 ( 1996 ): 635-650, figs. 1-38. Tatum grounds his study 
of how Americans and Vietn amese memoriali ze th e war and its dead in an opening 
discussion o f how th e ancient Greeks represent ed th e meet ing of Priam and Achilles in 
the Iliad and in later vase paintin g. 

1° Cf. E. J. Schroeder, "The Past and Poss ible: Tim O'Brien's Dialectic of 
Memory and Imaginat ion," in W . J. Searle, ed., Search and Clear: Critical Responses to 
Selected Literature a11d Films of tire Vietnam War (Bowling Green, OH: Bowling Green St 
U Pop ular Pr , 1988), I 16-1 33. This preoccupation with wh ether Combat Zo11e is 
memoi r or nove l, non-fi ction or fiction, is partly due to O'Brien's own genuine 
reluctance to explain his literary intenti ons, his insistence that he is just telling stories, 
and his sub sequ ent blurring of the boundarie s between truth and fiction. Cf. E. J. 
Schroede r, "Two Int erviews: Talks with Tim O' Brien and Robert Stone, " Modem Fiction 
Studies 30: I (Spr ing 1984) : 136- 163. On the manipul ation of narrativ e perspective in 
Combat Zo11e, cf. Mats Tegmark, /,r tire Slroes of a Soldier (Up psala: Studia Anglistica 
Upsaliensia I 05, I 998), 76- 134, the very title of whi ch emph asizes the pre occupa tion 
with feet in O 'Brien 's thr ee m·ain war novels. 
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On an early mornin g in Hanoi in autumn 1984, Bill Broyles, one 
of the first Am rr ican veteran s to return to Vietnam, went out jogging 
and met up with soldiers of the Vietnam Army track team: 11 

They invitt ·d me to join them . I kept up for one lap, as the old couples .::laying 
badmint on cheered and th e young women doing th eir exerc ises sto pped to 
watch . But they picked up th e pace for the second lap and I coasted to a stop. 

After th e race the young man who won picked out a bench in the center of 
the park a11d ostent atiously did ten pu sh-ups . I quietl y lowered myself to the 
ground and d id fifty. When I got back up I was greeted with whi stles and 
applau se. And th en I remembe red the truth that in war the legs are far more 
important 1!,1111 the arms , and size and strength are 110 match for mobiliry and 
endurance. 

This same truth is revealed in Homer's Iliad where the epithet s rt6ocx,;; 
c.ixu,;; ("swift afnot"), rtoOWx-Y),;; ("swift-footed "), and rtooci.px"fJ,;; ("relying 
on his feet") are used almo st eighty times and all but once of Achilles .12 

Mobility and endurance, "good legs," are what elit e Mycenaean and 
Homeric warrior s need most. 

The supr r.me Hom eric warrior hero is swift-foote d and he relies 
on his feet. Thi , is a truth in Homer who is photorealistic about warfare 
and what it does to those who fight and those who are fought for. But it 
is a selective tmth. While Homer concentrates on the foot prowess of 
the elite warrior s, the rank-and-file Myrmidon s, Achaeans , Oanaans and 
Argives may well have slogged slowly und er their burdens much like 
infantrymen in modern warfare . 13 

Roger Dunkle has recently reemphasized how central prowess 
afoot is to the identity and heroism of Achilles. 14 Archaeological and 

11 W . Broyles, Jr. (above, note 1 ), 24-25. Italics min e. 

12 G. Na gy, The Best of the Ac/weans (Baltim ore: Johns Hopkin s U Pr, 1979) , 
326-327. Hector likewise is hymn ed for his rap id movements in fighting (below, no te 
31) . 

13 Disciplin ed feet and sturd y legs supp orted massed move ment s of common 
sold iers such as th e mu sterin g of troops preceding the Ca talogue o f Ship s in Iliad Book 
2 and the deployment of troop s to coasta l command unit s in late Bron ze Age Messenia 
(t he Pylos o-ka tabl ets). For th e la tt er, cf. J. Chadw ick, The Mycena ean World 
(Ca mbrid ge: Cambridge U Pr, I 976), 175- 178. 

14 Dunkl e (above, no te 4). Dunkl e also suggests that Homer highlight s the 
new "hero ism" di splayed by Achille s at th e end of the Iliad by having Achilles not 
empl oy his speed successfully on two important occas ions: ( 1) in th e ultimat e milit ary 
action of the entire epic, th e huntin g down of Hecto r in Book 22; and (2) du r:~.g th e 
funeral games for Patroclu s throu gh which th e Achaean social order and Ach illes' place 
within it are reconstitu ted . 
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textual evidence from the late Greek Bronze Age suggests that the select 
warriors suppli ed with palatial-quality weaponry also would have needed 
to be fast and agile afoot, at least in burst s. 15 The swords from the 
period of Shaft Graves ( ca. 1650-14 70 BCE) through to the end of 
Mycenaean palatial culture ( ca. 1200 BCE) were ineffective in balance 
point, hafting and durability .16 They easily shattered. More reliable as 
prime weapons of warfare, and easier to mass manufacture, were spears 
and javelins . The hurling, running, thrusting and dodging of spear 
warfare among elite warriors would have placed a premium on agility, 
speed and endurance afoot. Notice how prominent feet and spears are 
in this representative battle scene (fliad 20.407-418) : 

Achilles next went after Polydorus, 
Priam's son. His father would not allow him 
To fight at all, since he was his youngest 
And the apple of his eye. He was the fastest too, 
And now he was childishly showing off 
Just how fast he was, running through the front lines 
Until he lost his life. Achilles, the great sprinter, 
Hit him in the back as he flashed by, 
The spear going through just where the corsele t 
Folded under the golden clasps of his belt 
And exiting just beside his navel. 
He fell to his knees with a groan, and as he sank 
In the dark mist, he clutched his bowels to him. 

(trans. S. Lombardo, Iliad 20.420-32 17
) 

The Linear B tablets from Knossos and Pylos attest to the vital concern 
of the palatial centers with manufacturing points made of bronze and 
flint for spears (tyxrnt) and javelins (rrrxho1.ht) and with requisitioning 
suitable wood for working into spear shafts (ooxµrxL), including shafts 
specifica lly described as "for infantry spears" (*m:ot~fl<Xt SC. eyxdrxt). 18 

15 Cf. A. Peatfield, "The Paradox of Violence: Weaponry and Martial Art in 
Minoan Crete," in R. Laffineur, ed., Polemos: Le Contexte Guerrier en Egie a !'Age du 
Bronze (Aegae11111 19: I : Liege and Aust in , I 999), 67-74. 

16 Scenes like the shatteri ng of Menelaus' sword when he strikes Paris' helmet 
with it (JI. 3.361-363) would have been common. Due to their technical unr eliability , 
swords would have been used for killing thrusts to the throat, as in scenes from Shaft 
Grave art, and would have been ineffective for slash ing. 

17 S. Lombardo trans., Homer, Iliad (Indi anapo lis and Cambridge: Hackett, 
1997). 399. 

18 M. Ventri s and J. Chadwick, Documents in Mycenaean Greek' (Cambr idge: 
Cambridge U Pr, 1973 ), 356-358, 511-514 . A tablet like Pylos Jn 829 records a 
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Unlik e swords, spea rs are found almost univers ally in warrior burial s of 
th e period and rrmind us of the predominance of fightin g with spea rs in 
the Iliad . 19 

How much do other auth ors about modern infantry warfare share 
the special insight of Homer and Broyles? Are such authors makin g use 
of Ho meric and classical tr adition or independently reflecting universal 
realiti es of comhat on the ground ? We _ are well aware of th e influence 
of the classical tradition on British "public school" poets in creating a 
race of "uni corns" ready and naively enthusiastic to meet death on the 
western front or the Gallipoli peninsul a.20 At the opening of WW I the 
Classics shep herded flo cks of romantic sheep to slaughter by 
"enco urag[in g] a detached perspective" and "offering th e soldier .. . the 
int oxicatin g prospect of a place in history and literature. "21 Rup ert 
Brooke , on orctns to be sent to the Dardanelles , could spe-:ulate 
dre amily about the prosp ects of engaging the enemy on the hallowed 
ground where Trojan and Achaean warriors fought and fought again for 
ten brut alizing years:22 

Do yo u think perhaps th e fort on th e Asiatic corner will want quelling, 

and we' ll land and come at it from behind and th ey' ll make a sortie and meet 
us on the plains of Troy? .. . 

I've never been qu ite so happy in my life, I think. Not quite so 
pervasive!), hap py ... 

Th e war to end :ill wars was also the beginning of the end of this kind of 
blind romanti c use of Homer and the Classics. But it was not the end of 
man ipulat ing th e classical traditi on in writing about war. 

req uisition of recycled '"temple'" bronze sufficient to manufacture ca. I 50 large bronze 
spear point s of th e son attested in Warri or Graves at Knossos . 

19 Cf. th e course of the init ial co mbat between Paris and Menelau s in II. 3 . I 5-
20 and 3.343-360. 

20 Th e '"uni co rn " image is found in Keith Doug lass' poem '"Aristocra ts," in 
wh ich it is app lied to the lit era lly dying breed of classically educated young men 
offer ing th emse lves with decorous snug froid for ma ss ext inct ion during the African 
campa ign in World War II. Douglass uses an ironi c epigra ph from classical literat ure 
(Suetoni us, Vespasian 23). Cf. J. Sta llwort hy, ed., Tire Oxford Book of War Poetry 
(Oxfo rd and New York: Oxford U Pr, 1984), 268-269. 

21 J. Sta llwonhy (above, note 20) xxvii. 

22 G. Keynes, ed ., The Letters of Rupert Brooke (London: Faber and Faber, 1968), 
662-663. 
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Paul Fussell, himself a veteran of World War II, has observed that 
"(a]ll war is ironic because every war is worse than expected," 23 thus 
drawing our attention to universal aspects of war and of human 
reactions to it. Fussell 's observation also helps us to understand why the 
first reaction to the romantic use of the Classics was irony. Wilfred 
Owen's brutally graphic refutation of the old Horatian lie opens with 
the irony of feet and legs:24 

Bent double, like old beggars under sacks, 
Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge, 
Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs 
And toward s our distant rest began to trudge. 
Man marched asleep. Many had lost their boots 
But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame . .. . 

No shot is fired, no man is killed , but with these six lines, glory and 
honor and the sweetness of youthful self-sacrifice as ideals in modem 
mechanized warfare have been forever called into question. 

In Combat Zone, the young Vietnam veteran Tim O'Brien, the 
most creative and passionate writer of the Vietnam generation, likewise 
questions the meaning of war for the individual foot soldier. O'Brien 
taps into Homer's understanding of what feet and legs signify for 
infantry soldiers and uses it to reveal intimate truths about his own 
experience in Vietnam. This is the only one of O'Brien's many works of 
"fiction" in which he uses classical literature to clarify and come to 
terms with what war on the ground in places like My Khe and My Lai 
meant for himself and his fellow foot soldiers. 25 The protagonist of 
Combat Zone, Tim O'Brien the soldier, discusses and quotes from Plato's 
Laches on courage. He refers to the figure of Socrates in the Crito and 
his decision to face certain death rather than renege on his agreement 

23 P. Fussell, Tire Great War and Modem Memory (New York and London: 
Oxford U Pr, 1975), 18. 

24 W. Owen, "Dulce Et Deconim Est," in C. Day Lewis, ed., 77re Collected Poems of 
Wilred Owen (New York: New Directions, 1964) , 55-56. Recall the irony of Douglass 
(above, note 20). 

25 All but the most recent of O'Brien's later novels grapple with Vietnam and 
its moral and psychological effects and after-effects on human beings and the human 
spirit: Going After Cacciato (New York: Dell, 1978) ; 77,e 111i11gs 77rey Carried (above, note 
6, 1990 }; In tire Lake of tire Woods (Boston: Houghton Mifflin , 1994). Many of the 
themes in Tire Tirings Tirey Carried are identical to those treated nearly twenty years 
earlier in Combat Zone, but all .th e classical baggage has been removed . Jettisoned, too, 
are T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, Ernest Hemingway, Humphrey Bogart, Alan Ladd as 
Shane, the Beatles, Paul Simon and Arthur Garfunkel. 
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with the laws of his country. 26 He traces the tradition of guard duty 
back to "Thucydides and Polybius and Julius Caesar." He compares the 
replacement of his platoon's leader, Captain Johansen, to "the Trojans 
losing Hector." He calls the thinking of a fellow grunt about the 
necessity of warfare "an Aristotelian ethic," and late in the novel, after 
writing again and again about ghastly and pointless human suffering, he 
amplifies Owen's message: "Horace's ol_d do-or-die aphorism- 'Dulce et 
decorum est pro patria mori '-was just an epitaph for the insane. "27 

Earlier he imagines Socrates as a fellow recruit, and in boot camp he 
quotes his fellow "college pussy" friend Erik as saying, "We come to Fort 
Lewis afraid to admit we are not Achi lles, that we are not brave, not 
heroes. " Chapter two is entitled "Pro Patria." Chapter twelve "Mori." 
Chapter nineteen "Dulce et Decorum ." The second- last chapter, 
"Courage Is a Certain Kind of Preserving," begins with a discussion of a 
lengthy passage from Republic 429b-429c; and its main character is one 
Major Callicles. O 'Brien even discusses the use of reported speech in his 
book in Thucydidean term s: 'Td make up dialogue that seemed true to 
the spirit of what was said. "28 

Classical texts and themes provide a resonance for O'Brien 's own 
experience in Vietnam. They also seem to have formed the intellectual 
basis for the value system which guided him all the way to Vietnam and 
through which he filter s his Vietnam experience. As Thomas Myers has 
explained, O'Brien uses classical and other literary and cultural reference 
points in a highly personal quest to understand what it is that his fellow 
sold iers and he should be doing in Vietnam, how they should be acting .29 

Despite his bitter assess1nent of Horace 's dulce et decorum est-interpreted 
by O'Brien without any recognition of Horatian iron y-as an "epitaph 
for the insane," O'Brien believes that some kinds of virtue operate even 
in Vietnam . He identifi es the kind of courage that is defined as "wise 
endurance" in the Laches of Plato as an ideal of honorable beh avior that 
might app ly in Vietnam. But he is fully aware that "most soldiers in 

26 Paralleling O'Brien's own anxio us decision abo ut whether to evade the draft. 

27 Combat Zone ( 1973), 168. 

28 E. J. Schroeder (above, note 10) , Modem Fiction Studies 30 :1 (Spring 1984): 
136 . Cf . Thuc. 1.22. 

29 Myer s (above, note 3) 85. 
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Alpha Company did not think about human courage" 30 and that the 
realities of war in Vietnam made aspirations towards Homeric or 
Platonic ideals impo ssible for most soldiers. O'Brien proves his point by 
locating one shining exception to his hard-reasoned rule, the 
"aristocratic" Captain Johansen whom he liken s to Hector and who 
thinks seriously about the meaning of courage .3 1 

If Captain Johan sen is the single exception who can aspire to 
Homeric virtue, hi s successor Captain Smith is the antithesis, an 
extreme example of the kind of foolish and weak-willed officer that 
O 'Brien also confronted in Vietnam. O'Brien thus sets up two extreme 
models of "command behavior" and illuminates the contrast between 
them by using feet and legs thematically. Johan sen can approximate 
Achilles and Hector in his Homeric prowess afoot , and by extension in 
other idealized patt erns of "command behavior." Smith is not only un
Homeric afoot, but his deficiencies as an officer are characteri zed by his 
movements afoot and measured , tragically, in the trauma and suffering 
he causes to the legs and feet of the men under his command . The men 
th emselves think mainly of survival and how not to let each other down 
in crucial situations. 

Fighting on foot in Vietnam gave soldiers the fullest experience of 
the kinds of terrors that were absent from Homeric warfare and not as 
extreme in other modern mechanized theaters of combat: exposure to 
booby traps and land mines, exposure to the isolation , fatigue and 
claustrophobic fear of "humping " on long, Sisypheanly pointle ss patrols 
through the dense bush and across paddies-walking for miles in water 
sometimes waist high. The contrast to the combat environment of 
Homer is conspicuous . Coura ge and terror and time and space are 
measured by O'Brien and others who lived and died in the Vietnam war , 
in their letters hom e, in narrated oral histories, in poems, short stories 
and books , step by step. Jonathan Shay notes that in WW II and Korea 
3-4% of US deaths came from mines and booby traps , but in Vietnam 

3° Combat Zone ( 1979) , 14 1. Th ose intere sted in O 'Brien 's use in Combat :Z011e 
of ideas about courage derived from Plato 's Ladies may now read th e discussion in W . 
I. Miller, The Mystery of Courage (Cambri dge. MA: Harvard U Pr, 2000 ), 29-4 6. 

3 1 Th ere are a numb er o f reasons for O'Brien to have chosen to liken Johan sen 
to Hector, rather than Achill es. Hecto r embodies th e kn owing response to existin g 
dan gers that lies at the cent er of the concept of "wise enduran ce." He also is constant 
in hi s commitment to th e sa fety of th e communit y o f soldiers and civilians wh o 
depend up on hi s comm and and his actions. For Hector' s endurance and speed afoot, 
cf. such similes as Hector and Paris rushing from the gates o f Tro y like sailors worn out 
in th eir limbs by strenu ous rowin g, but revitali zed and sped along by a tail wind (// . 
7. 1-7); and Hector pur suin g th e Achaeans as a dog pur sues a boar or lion , relying on 
TI:OCJLV -ra.xiecrcr, (//. 8.337 -342) . 
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11 % of deaths and 1 7% of injuries came from such devices. 32 This 
totally altered the psychologic al env ironm ent of infantry soldiers and 
contributed directly to the high incidence of PTSD amo ng Vietnam 
veterans. 

O'Bri en devotes an entir e chapter of Combat Zone entitled "Step 
Lightly" to the different kinds of hidden explosive devices that could 
sever toes, detach heels and rip off legs:. Bouncing Betties, toe-poppers, booby 
trapped grenndr:s, the Soviet TMB, Chinese ttntltank mines, directio11al

Jragmentation mines, the con-osive-action-car-killer. He even reckons tim e in 
severed limbs:33 

In th e thr ee days I spent writ ing thi s, mines and men came togeth er thre e more 
tim es. Seven more legs, one more am1. 

Th e Vietnam war went straight for the legs and feet . There is no way of 
making such random forms of death and maiming noble or 
glorious- "Homeric" a la Rup ert Brooke. Thus this section of Combat 
Zone has but a single allusion to high er literature or cultural myth, an 
ironi c reference to Victor Herbert's Babes in Toyland. 

The powerful film Dear America made by HBO and the Vietnam 
Veterans ' Organization in 1989 and based on the collection of letters 
comp iled by the New York Vietnam Veterans Memorial Commission 
em pha sizes the terrors and dangers that patrolling po sed for infantry 
soldiers by visually tracking their descent on foot into Vietnam's 
equivalent of the Heart of Darkness. Opening scenes show young 
soldiers at the outset of the war in 1965 innocently using their legs in 
various anti cs, surfin g, swimming, playing volle yball, and playing 
child like games with their weapons. Suddenly the documentary film 
images shift to mines, pun gee sticks and booby traps ; and the viewer 
then joins a patro l walking through suffocating elephant grass. Here is 
the voice-over from th e lette r of Sp/4 George Olsen of the 7 5th Infantry : 

One oth er impr ession from th a t patro l is th at anyo ne over here who walk s 
more tha n SO feet thr ough elephant grass should aut omati cally get a Purpl e 
Heart. Try to imagine grass 8 to IS feet high so thick as to cut visibility to one 
ya rd , possessing razor-sharp edges. T hen try to imagine walkin g throu gh it 
whil e all aro und yo u are men possessing t he la test automatic weapons who 

32 Jona than Shay (abo ve, note 8) 34 -35. Shay notes that "(p)ro longed 
patrolling in Vietnam led to a decomposition of the normal , the familiar, th e safe . ... 
In such warfare nothin g is wha t it seems; all certainti es liqu efy; stable truth s turn int o 
th eir oppos ites." 

33 Combat Zone ( I 979), 125- 130, qu oted passage p. 129 . 
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despera tely want to kill you . You'd be amazed at how a man can age on one 
patrol. 

The next part of Olsen's written letter, not used in the film, continues 
with its focus on men and their legs and feet, and how their feet and legs 
mark their courage : 

But as far as being soldiers, we're proud of gur outfit 11n<I its hist ory , and nre 
definitely among th e bi,~t lfoop s over here . . . . Men have gone Ott gperations 
here with brok en ankles in order not to let th eir buddies down. . . . I'm going 
out now for a run in the sand to tou ghen my feet up .3' 

O'Brien dedicates a prose hymn to the left leg that captures the 
intense concern of foot soldier s for the safety of their legs and feet in 
such treacherously threatening surroundings. 35 

W e walked along. Forward with the left leg, plant the foot, lock the 
kne e, arch the ankle. Push th e leg into the paddy , stiffen the spine. Let the 
war rest there atop the left leg: th e ruck sack, the radio , the hand grenades, the 
magaz ines of golden bullets, the rifle, the steel helmet , the jingling dogtags, the 
body's own fat and water and meat, the whole contingent of warring artifacts 
and flesh . Let it all perch there, rockin g on top of the left leg, fastened and 
tied by latc hes and zippers and snaps and nylon cord . 

Packh orse for th e soul. The left leg does it all. Scolded and trained. 
The left leg stretches with magnific ent energy, long mu scle. Lumbers ahead. 
It 's the strong est leg, th e pivot. The right leg comes along, too, but only a 
comp anion. Th e right leg un folds, swings out, and th e right foot tou che s the 
ground for a moment, just qui ckly enough to keep pace with the left , then it 
weakens and raises on th e soil a pattern of desolation. 

Arms move about , taking up the rhythm . 
Eyes sweep the rice paddy. Don ' t walk there , too so ft . Not there, 

dangerous, min es. Step th ere and ther e and there, ca reful , careful, watch. 
Green ahead. Green light s, go. Eyes roll in the sockets. Prote ct the legs, no 
chan ces, watch for the fuckin' sniper s, watch for ambu shes and punji pits. 

Recall that Achilles, the chief warrior -hero of the epic that defines war in 
western culture, ha s a virtually exclusive claim to the epithets "swift
footed," "swift afoot," and "relying on his feet, " and that this is what an 
epic tradition, attuned to the realities of warfare on the ground, wished 

3
' B. Edelman, ed., Dear America: Letters Home fro m Vietnam (New York : W.W . 

Norto n, 1986), 50. George Olsen 1969-7 0 America! Div. Chu Lai, killed in action 
Marc h 3, 1970. The men patrolling on broken ankles with their "brother s in arms" 
echo Owen' s (above , note 24) men , many of whom "had lost their boots/ But limped 
on, blood-s hod. All went lame .... " 

35 O'Brien, Combat Zme (I 973), 26. 
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to memori alize about him. 36 Hector, too , displays agility and speed 
afoot (above, note 31 ). Both aristocratic warriors use their prowe ss 
afoot in displays of <ipn~ and in successful pursuit of x).fo,; in battle. 
Their footspeed is a key element in the climactic confrontation between 
them in Iliad Book 22. 37 In Vietnam, however, as O'Brien's use of foot 
and leg im age ry makes clear, this Homeric ideal was virtually 
unattainable. Footspeed, like noble Homeric or Platonic concepts of 
courage, is reserved for the rare exception, Captain Johansen. The foot 
soldiers themselves rarely think of abstractions like courage or public 
honor, and they use their feet and legs cautiously to "hump it" on patrol 
and to "step lightly" and warily in hope of self-preservation. 

O'Brien tries to come to terms with the way that the Vietnam war 
wasted feet, legs and lives and to identify the potential for virtuous 
action amidst such random and pointless carnage. He uses a further 
Homeric dichotomy between hero and anti-hero that itself rests on the 
legs and feet of the contrasting infantry officers. O'Brien sets up his 
comparison between the two extremes Captain Johansen and Captain 
Smith in ways that directly parallel the contrast between Achilles and 
Thersites in Homer 's Iliad. That O 'Brien explicitly likens Captain 
Johansen to Hector and elsewhere uses Achilles as a model for bravery 
strengthens the novel's Iliadic subtext. 38 Thersites is a singular anomaly 
of anti-aristocratic appearance and action on the plains of Troy, but in 
Vietnam Captain Smith is an ironically fine example of a familiar type. 
O'Brien, by implicit analogy to this Homeric contrast, pinpoints the 
anti-heroic reality of Vietnam, "[s)tripped finally of classical, literary, 
and Hollyv.rood touchstones." 39 Thus O'Brien's point is made. If 

36 Even when there is a metr ica lly eq uiv alent ep ith et , e.g., "grea t- sp irit ed" 
(µ.cy<iSuµo,;) for "swift afoot" (miS11.,; wxu,;), Homer prefers to emphasize Achilles' 
speed an d agility. 

37 Cf. Dunkle (above, note 4). Their race is prefaced by Apollo disguising 
him self as Agenor and tri ck ing Achilles into trying to run him down (II. 2 1.600- 22.20). 
Again it is trul y and myt hically hero ic that the y can race three times around the walls 
of Troy in full battle gear. Achilles is singled out as galloping like a prize-bearing hor se 
ove r the plain while he All.L4''1)p1X ltOOll.<; Xll.L youvi,,,' evwµi,, (JI. 22.24) . 

38 The epic is just as much the tragedy of Hector as it is the tragedy of Achilles, 
and the two heroes, as a composite, face the range of terrible cho ices and aw ful 
responsibilities that war places on exceptional co mm an ders, whether they are fighting 
as aggressors or defenders. Cf. ) . M. Redfield, Nature and Culture i11 the Iliad : The 
Tragedy of Hector (Chicago: U of Chicago Pr, 1975), 69-127. 

39 Myers (above, note 3) 86-87, calls Captain Smith, "Hecto r's antithesis," 
th ereby recognizing the H omeric allusion, but ove rlook ing the underlying analogy to 
the Homeric dichotomy between Thersites as unheroic and Achilles/Hector as heroic . 
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warfare is stripped of traditionally defined heroic s, common foot soldiers 
are left without ideal models for proper action, but with an int ense 
appreciation for rare acts of true valor and a grimly ironic sense of 
con noisseurship for incompete nt screw-ups, especially those who waste 
human lives. 

The contrast between Achilles (the supreme courageous warrior) 
and Thersites (an ugly and undisciplined lesser warrior) is worked out 
dearly in Iliad 2.212-220 where Thersites has his single moment on the 
epic stage. 40 We need to discuss here the Thersites episode in the Iliad 
at some length in order to understand how the theme of legs and feet 
fits into the fuller explicit contrast between hero and anti-hero. 

Homer' s under sta nding of the realities of infantry combat help s 
to exp lain why he emphasizes the foot speed of Achilles and the 
contrasting lameness of Thersites as attributes that define their 
ident itie s. It takes Homer a mere nine hex ameter line s to present 
Thersites vividly to hi s audience and later reader s. The entire self
contained Thersites episode runs a mere 66 lines (II. 2. 212-277). The 
nine-line introduction of Ther sit es is followed by hi s abusive verbal 
attack upon the conduct and character of Agamemnon . After this 
speec h , Ody sseus immediately puts Thersites in hi s place with an 
equally sharp and contempt-laden response and threatens physical 
punishment for any future mi sconduct. The episode ends when 
Odysseus admini sters a beating to Ther sites with the royal scepter of the 
Atreid dynast y of Agamemnon, the quintessential symbol of aristocratic 
command authority. The gathered troops approve of and laugh at the 
humili at ion of Thersites. His attitudes and actions are thus categorically 

•
0 It is debated whether Thersites is actua lly a rank-and-file soldi er or an 

abe rration within the aristocratic warrior elite . W . G. Thalmann, "Thers ites: Comedy, 
Scapegoats and Hero ic Ideo logy in the Iliad ," Tra11sactio11s of the A merica11 Philological 
Association I 18 ( 1988): I , argues that "Ther sites is evidently a common soldier- the 
on ly one individually desc ribed in the Iliad-and is the absolute antit hesis of the 
hand some, stro ng and brave 'Homer ic Hero'." Thersites' lack of a patronymic is cited 
in suppon of his non-aristocratic standing. Yet the brevity of the only scene in which 
he appears may account for the lack of patronymic. In II. 2.247 Odysseus assens that 
Ther sites should not try to cont end with those who have the title of ~Gt'.<JLAtuc;. His 
uglines s cenainly stands at odds with aristoc rati c notions of xG<Mc; xciyG<Soc;, an d it can 
be argued that this alone places him among the rank and file . Nonetheless we sho uld 
keep in mind th at th e description and treatment of Thersites among the ~Gt<1LA~cc; are 
in man y ways analogous to how Hephaestus is described and treated among the gods . 
Yet we do not for that reason conclude that Hephaestus is not one of the gods. In the 
Iliad Homer concentrates on the exploits and conduct of the elite. It make s sense to 
view Thersites, whatever hi s spec ific rank, as the uglie st-and lit era lly most 
ignoble-a mong those warriors who came within Home r's field o f vision and the orb it 
of Achilles and his peers. 
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rejecte d by th e heroic world of Homer. In O 'Brien's Vietnam , officers 
like Capta in Smith are in ready supply. 

0epatni, o' en µouvo, CXfLE't'poe1t'iJc;a EXOA<:icxb 

5, p' bm x cpprnl v ~a, v cixoaµcx ,E 1toAAcxc n ~O'I), 

µcx<J,, ,hcxp OU XCX't'<X xoa µov, lp,~i:µev,n ~ClaLAEUCTLVd, 
CXAA' 0 TL ol eLacct.'t'O yEAolt.ov 'ApyELoLat.v 

EfLfLEVCXL e. cxi'.ax_La't'Os OE cxv'iJpf IJTCO "IALOV ~Afk 

q,oAxoc;A1 E'/)V, X"'AO<; o' E't'Epov 1t00CXA2. 't'W OE ol WfL<il 

xup't',.;B I , e1tt a't'iJ&oc; aUVO;((,)X0't'EB2. (l\JT<Xp U1tep&e 

q,ol;oc; €7)V XE<flCXAl)Vc, <J,eoviJ o' E1tEVlJVO&E ACX;(V7)D, 

ifx_&La't'O<;g o' 'A;(LA'i)L fL«ALCTT ~v '1)0' 'Oouai),· 
(2.2 12-220) 

But one man, Thersites, still railed onb , nons top a. 

His head was full of obsceniti esc, teemin g with rant , 

all for no good reaso n , insubo rdin ate, baitin g the kingsd

anyt hing to provoke some laughter from the troopse . 

Her e was th e ugliest manf who ever came to T roy. 

Bandy- IeggedA I he was, with one foot clubb edA2, 

bot h shoulders hump ed toget herB 1, curvin g over 

his caved-in chest 82, and bobb ing above them 

his skull warp ed to a point C, 

spro uting clumps of scraggly, woolly hairD . 

Achi lles despised him mostg, Odysseus too--
(Fagles 2 .246 -256 41

) 

Ther sit es is a grotesq ue aberration among Homeric warrior
heroes, here rep resent ed by Ach illes in his physical prowes s, valor , 
comm itm ent to actio n and sparene ss of words, and by Od ysse us as 
master of effective and appro pri ate speech , shrewd intelli gence, the 
cunnin g plan , and clever impl ement atio n of command decisions. 
Th ersites' ways of speaking and reasonin g are highlighted , as would be 
expected in a coun cil scene. Hi s speech is unmeasured (&.µe,pornl)c;) 
and un contro lled. He speaks- actually we are told that he emi ts the 
sound of the jackdaw txoAC\>a-w ithout any sense of structure or 
proportion (ixxocrµa) the many words and di sconne cte d thoughts of 
which his mind is full , always playing to the crowd rat her than seriou sly 
address ing issues. Od ysse us later (2.246) addresses Thersites as 
iixpt -r6µu~e or "one who has no powers of discrimin ation in speec h. " 
W e und erstand that Th ersite s is the maste r of cheap iron y and the 

41 R. Fagles, trans., Homer, The Iliad (New York: Penguin , 1990 ), 106. 
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cheap laugh (saying whatever he thought would provoke laughter from 
the Argive troops). He challenges authority without being capable of 
propo sing effective altern at ives (baiting the kings insubordinately and in 
violation of good order). The pitch of his voice even grates on the ears 
like the jackdaw's shrill cry (txoAci>o:). 

But notice the care Homer takes in depicting Th ersites physically . 
He walks with a dragging limp (cpoh6c;) and is lame in one foot (xwMc; 
o' he:pov 1t600:). Thes e are the first words used to describe him (Al and 
A2). Then Homer moves his oral poetic camera up Thersites' body in a 
pannin g shot. Thersites is droop-shouldered (B 1) and weak-chested 
(B2), and his head is pointy (C) and covered with sparse, coarse, patchy 
hair (D). For the se qualitie s, Thersites is the ugliest (o:fo-xLcr,oc;) man at 
Tro y-the word o:tcrxLcr,oc; has both moral and physical implications . 
Ther sites is most hateful (exlhcr,oc;) to Achilles and Odysseus who 
themselves are the "best of the Achaeans ." Odysseus (2.248) later says 
th at no other mort al is xe:pe:Lo,e:pov "worser" (a form that is a 
comparative of a comparative) than Thersites. 

We meet a like anti-aristocratic composite of physical deformity, 
int ellectual incontinen ce, inappropriate wit and logorrhea in O'Brien's 
company in Vietnam , and like Ther sites he is placed in direct contrast 
to an Achilles figure . He is the new captain of O'Brien's unit, and his 
first action as a lead er involves planting his two legs, which he will 
subsequently use only in grotesquely anti-heroic ways .42 

We watc hed Johanse n salute and shake hands with our new commander , a 
short , fat ROTC officer. 

The new capt ain looked like a grown-up Spanky of "Our Gang." 
Like sevent y percent of the officers aro und, he was from th e South, a 

Ten nessea n named Smith . He planted his legs and gave us a pep talk . He 
want ed a good, tough fighting unit. He wanted professiona ls, he sa id , just as 
the batt a lion motto ca lled for in big gold letter s. He tried to sound 
auth orit at ive, but it did not work. No one trust s a green officer, and if he's 
short and fat and think s he's a good soldier , he had bett er be Patto n him self. 

With Smith lead ing Alpha Company, we return ed to the My Lai-My 
IG1e area. It was a two-day operat ion , simpl y a sweep through a string of 
villages .. . . 

Helicopte rs ferried us into a paddy to the north of one of the villages at 
My !Ole. Smith 's face was red. He yelled at everyo ne, and nobody list ened . 
He told us to spread out , watch the tree line . . . . 

Then he smiled like a jolly fat man and said he always wanted to be a 
soldier. "My daddy used to say, Bobby, stay away from women and hard 
liquor. Join the army, my daddy said . Join the army and stay with it , and 

'
2 T he following Capta in Smith excerpt s come from O'B rien, Com bat Zo11e 

( 1979), 148-16 I. 
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you' ll live to be a hun dred. But, by cracker, those guys better keep th eir eyes 
open . In tel says thi s is a bad place." 

. Ca pt a in Smith sa t by th e radio. "Pretty goo d str ategy, huh , 
Timmy boy? ROT C's pretty good trainin', not so bad as th ey say. Hee, hee . 
Actu ally, to tell th e truth now, it is pretty bad trainin '. Should 've gone to th e 
Point , I guess, but oh well , Daddy always said, sta rt at th e bottom . Hee , hee. 
An ' ROTC's th e bottom." 

Soon Smith ha s his men moving with a troop of armored 
personnel carriers or "tracks." As th e foot soldiers ent er a rice padd y 
mar sh with mud up to th eir thighs, th ey climb onto the tracks and 
hapha zardly disarm. Th ey are shelled by rocket-propelled grenade s and 
scramble off the trac ks in disordered pani c, becoming mired in the deep 
muck , while reaching desperat ely for helmets and rifles and ammo belt s. 
In the increasing chaos the tra cks use a standard defensive maneuver , 
the y go into reverse. 

They ran us ove r. Ther e was no way to move, as in a nightm are when 
your legs are filled with concrete and not attac hed by nerves to your brain .43 

The tracks ran over Paige, taking away his foot. One of th e lieutenant s 
was hit, but he went to pull Paige out of th e mud . O rtez was cushioned by the 
muck when a trac k went over him, but his leg was broken. He went stumblin g 
past me, bloody and without hi s helmet or machin e gun . He thr ew his cant een 
away, and his ammo belt. He sto pped and turn ed and hop ped away from th e 
track, crying. 

A tr ack ran ove r a littl e guy nam ed McElhaney. He cou ldn't move 
because he carried a radio, and he was smoth ered and crushed dead .... 

T he tracks stop ped in front of us. 
Smith walked ove r and said he wanted to call headquarters and get an 

air strik e on th e village. He wiped off his glasses and chuckled .... 
Then th e tracks formed a stra ight line and moved out. W e walk ed 

between and behind the monsters, looking for McElhan ey. The mud came up 
to our knees, and the wate r was sometim es nea r the crotc h , and we st rutt ed 
like Fourth of July majorettes. But th e steps were horribl e to take . No one 
really wanted to be the man to find Mac. Capta in Smith lagged behind .... 

Up front somebody found McElhaney under two feet of water. 
Most of th e blood was out of him . He was littl e to begin with .... 
Capta in Smith joined us. He joked, he didn 't smoke, he didn 't help 

with McElhaney, and he asked what we thought abo ut all thi s. 
"Sir, I think we should just turn th e tracks aro und and get away from 

these villages. Tha t' s my adv ice, sir." 

°ฟ� Cf. th e app arent allusion here to th e famo us drea m ima ge in th e Homeric 
scene of Achilles pursuing Hector(// . 22. 199-202) : 

w<; 0' Ev OvELp½) oU OUvaxa:1. cptUyov-rcx 01.Wxe:t.v · 
0U-c1 ci.p' 6 -r:Ov OUva:-ra:t. Unor.pe:Uye:t.v oUS' 6 Ot.Wx.e1.v· 
we; I, T OV OU OUVIX'l'O µcip4111, 7tocrlv, ou8' oc; <XAU~IXL, 

1t&\c; 81: xcv ' Ex-rwp x11p11<; u1tc~i::cpuytv &avci-row .. 



18 THOMA S G. PAl.AlMA 

"Well, T immy boy, th at' s why I'm an officer. We've got our orders." 
"Okay, sir. But if th e ground commander think s it's best to ... " 
Capta in Smith jerked a finger int o the air and did a comic double-take , 

actin g, and he smi led like a fool, acting. "Right, Timmy boy. I almos t forgot 
that. Maybe I'll talk to the track commander abo ut yer idea. Thanks , Timmy 
boy." 

... Cap tain Smith ambled ove r and sat down on the dike. "Got me a 
littl e scratc h from that mine . Here , take a look. Got myself a Purple Heart." 
He showed me a hole in his shi rt. It looked like a mot h had done it, that 
small. 

Smith and the track commander argue about strategy and reach 
an impa sse. Smith's platoon leaders will simp ly not jeopardi ze their 
men again by going along with the track commanders . 

. . . When the platoon leader s sulked and delayed, Smith waddled ove r to the 
command tra ck and conti nu ed the argum ent. In ten minutes he waded back 
and told us to get aboard. Th e track commander was tired of arguing, it was 
late in th e day , and everyone was in a hurry to eat hot chow. We turned our 
backs on the village and rode away. 

After thi s disaster, Captain Smith tried to regain his leade rship, but the 
lieutenants gracefu lly avo ided him . He was open ly ridiculed by the men. 
There was half-serious talk about his being a mark ed man. 

The gruesome farce of Smith's command continues. At night he 
opens fire upon movement on the perimeter and "in the mornin g we 
kicked a dead pig." He sends out a patrol to inspect the base of the hill 
on which he encamps , ignores a subsequent explosion, and waits for one 
of the men to burst back upon them, bleeding and sobbing that "two of 
the men were dead , and one lost his leg, and the others couldn't move." 
Near the end of July , again at night and while encamped in a Buddhist 
mona stery, men throw grenades at perceived movement, ignite a 
Claymore mine, and blow bits of stone from the belly of a stat ue of 
Buddha. "During the first days of August, Captain Smith was relieved 
of his command of Alpha Company." 

O'Brien then offers us what the overall design, scale and scope of 
the Iliad preclude Homer from giving us, a month in the career of 
Thersites in command. Thersites in Vietnam is Thersitean: short , fat 
and waddling , a grown-up version of a comic child movie star, red in a 
face all too often creased ,vith the irritating smile of an artificially jolly 
fat man. Just as in the Iliad , O'Brien's Thersites is characterized quickly 
and efficiently as a physical anti-hero. As with the Homeric Thersites, 
we learn straightway that Captain Smith is an inept speaker, affecting 
an authoritative voice that carries no authority. In both introductions 
to character, the mere name presence of the contrasting figure of the real 
hero-here Joh ansen simply shakes hands \vith Smith as command is 
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changed-is enough to place a sharper accent on the deficiencie s of the 
false or anti-hero. 44 A month with O'Brien in Alpha Compan y under 
Smith reveals a man who is garrulous, trivial, self-referentia l, and given 
to a self-defen sive humor that is pathologically obtuse about the human 
suffering hi s own failings as a captain have caused. In short he is 
offensive in ph ys ical appearance, dµe:-cpoe:rc~.; (undisciplined as a 
speaker) , ixxpt-coµu&o.; (lack ing in any ._ discernment) , and strives for 
whatev er Is yc1,oltov (an easy laugh), regardlt!ss of the circumstances . 
H e is eventually shunned by his subordinate officers and openly 
ridiculed by his men, a condition in which Ody sseus ' verbal and physical 
abu se leaves Thersites. 

Captain Johan sen , as we have mentioned , is Achilles and Hector 
at once. Like Achilles throughout most of the Iliad, he is a hero apart, 
sepa rated from others by what O 'Brien calls "a deadfall canyon of 
characte r an d temperament." Like both Hector and Achilles, he clearly 
grasps what fate and circum sta nces require of his courage at any given 
moment, especially in th e potentially ultimate moment. He is direct, 
con trolled, and authoritative in his speech. O 'Brien notes Johansen's 
disciplined aristoc ratic bearing, West Point, not ROTC. He is physically 
beautiful. Like Achilles and his peers , Johansen strives "constantly to 
excel," the defining virtue of an epic hero. 45 Like Hector and Achilles, 
who recognize their fates in advance and go to meet them head on, 
Johansen sees what has to be done and does it. 

Johansen was sepa ra ted from his soldiers by a deadfa ll ca nyo n of 
· . chara cte r and temperament. They were th ere and he was here. He was quit e 

alone , resting agai nst his poncho and pack, hi s face at rest, his eyes rela xed 
against the coming of dark . He had no compani ons . . . . 

"I'd rath er be brave," he sudden ly said to me. ''I'd rather be brav ;: than 
almost anything . How does that st rike you?" 

"It' s nothing to laugh at, sir." 
... A month before, on a blistering day, Johan sen had charged a Viet 

Cong so ldier. He'd killed him at chest-t o-chest range, mor e o r less, first 
throwing a gre nade, then running flat out across a paddy, up to the Viet 
Cong's d itch, then shooting him to death. With th e steady, blood-headed 

14 For the 1979 edition, O'Brien intentionally altered his text here in o rder to 
make Johansen the officer who shakes hands wit h Smith . In th e or igina l 1973 version, 
Johansen says a few brief words, and a soldier named Anderson shak es Smith's hand . 
Compare Comba t Zo11e ( 1973), 142, and Combat Zo11e ( 1979). 148. 

45 Cf. S. Schein, The Mortal Hero (Berkeley: U California Pr, 1984), 80, for a 
succinct discussion of th e not ion of <ipccr-i-dcx and the meanin g of th e verb <ipccrnuccv 
in the Ili ad. <ipccrnuccv means somet hin g like "to be (or try to be) best and bravest in 
battle ." 
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inten sity of Sir Lancelot, Captain Johan sen was brave . It was strange he 
thou ght about it at all. ... 

I thought about courage off and on for the rest of my tour in Vietnam . 
When I compared subseque nt company commander s to Johansen , it was clear 
th at he alone cared enough about bein g brave to think about it and try to do 
it . .. . 

But losing him was like th e Trojans losing Hector. .. . 
Ca pt ai n Johan sen was one of the nation' s pride. He was blond, 

m~tic ulously fitir, brave, tall, blue-,:ycc;I nnd an officer. 46 

Johansen' s defining act of bravery is "running flat out across a 
paddy, up to the Viet Cong 's ditch" and shooting his enemy at close 
range-after resolving consciously to do what he was doing. Such a 
display of speed and valor is singular in O'Brien's memoir /novel. The 
mot if of speed and agility afoot (and its opposite) is the key physical 
element in the analogy between Achilles-Thersites and Johansen-Smith. 
As we have seen, Achilles' distinguishing epithets in the Iliad focus on 
his mobility and reliance upon his feet. In addition, Achilles' swiftness 
of foot is stressed in other key contexts , such as Iliad 22 .229-230, where 
his elemental might (~L 1J) is linked twice with his swiftness in tracking 
down Hector as they run around the walls of Troy . 

Recall that Homer, in describing (2 .217-220) Thersites' anti
Achillean physical appearance, had us see first and foremost the 
deformity of his legs and feet : "he walked with a dragging limp and was 
club-foot ed" (cpoAxoc; E1JV, xwMc; o' he:pov 7t00<X). These defects place 
Th ersites at the other end of the heroic physical spectrum from Achilles. 
The remaining description of Thersites' body , of course, simply 
reinforces, as we have already noted, that he is the complete opposite of 
the hero who is "best of the Achaeans" in both his appearance and in 
the skills required of warriors at Troy . 

Nor can Ther sites in Vietnam match the heroic prowess afoot of 
Achilles. Captain Johan sen in his defining moment of courage races 
"flat out across a paddy ." Captain Smith's very first gesture towards his 
new company was "plant[ing] his legs" and giving a pep talk . We are 
certainly to under stand from the absurdity of the pep talk that the pose 
he stru ck with his legs was likewise ridiculous . 

O 'Brien's account of Alpha Company's entire month with 
Captain Smith is filled with vivid anti-Homeric descriptions and poetic 
images of how the infantrymen and their leader moved or suffered afoot. 
We have the nightmarish horror of legs "filled with concrete and not 
attached by nerves to your brain ." The men chum in the mud in trying 
to escape the moving per sonnel carriers . Paige smokes while on 

46 O'Brien, Combat Z.011e (1973), 128- 142 = Combat Z.011e ( 1979), 134-148 . 
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morphine to cover the pain of his severed foot. The men, in mud up to 
their knees and with water somet imes reaching their crotches, "strutted 
like Fourth of July majorettes." A medic "stumbled across the exposed 
paddy , running with high, fullback strides." Even a critically wounded 
seventy -year-old Vietnamese woman "scrambled like a wet fish." 

Amidst all this intense trauma to legs and feet, amidst desperate 
churning, strutting, stumb ling, and scramb ling upon concrete-filled legs, 
Captain Smith "sat by the radio," "walked over," "lagged behind," 
"a mbled over and sat down," and "waddled over and continued the 
argument." It is obscenely ironic that Smith "waddles over" to argue 
with the track commanders about whether his men will have to walk three_ 
miles over potentially mined terrain or can sit and ride in relative safety atop 
the personnel carriers. Indeed Captain Smith is the antithesis of Hector 
and Achilles, and O'Brien's clever thematic use of feet and legs drives 
home the contrast. 

In Combat Zone, O'Brien links himself firmly to Homeric 
tradition 47 by giving us straight the horrors of war, by drawing e-<plicit 
comparisons and contrasts to the Homeric heroes Hector and Achilles , 
and by manipulating images that remind us that for soldiers who fight 
on the ground, danger and courage are still measured by what they do 
with their legs and feet. But O 'Brien uses Homeric images and themes 
in order to accentuate how anti-heroic conditions and behaviors are for 
most soldiers in Vietnam. O'Brien's is a simple reading of Homer 
equivalent to his straight take on Horace's dulce et decorum est (above, 
note 27). He refers to the noblest and ignoblest warriors in Homer and 
ignores the many variations of aristocratic behavior in between . In 
Vietnam O'Bri en's prim ary concern is the rank and file whose own 
"virtuous behavior" mostly operates within a narrow band somewhere 
on the spectrum between Achilles, Hector and Johansen on the one end 
and Smith and Thersites on the other. The experience of these common 
foot soldiers is not illuminated directly by the Homeric examples. Yet 
Homer has explanatory power for O'Brien in identifying the extreme 
poles. The ordinary soldier is afraid of being like Smith and longs to be 
like Johansen , but in combat he forgets about such concerns and just 
wants to stay alive. 

In the Iliad, heroic warrior leaders, demon strating dpe:-r~ and 
pursuing XAEO<;, sprint like hounds , charge like prize-winning hor ses, and 
ru sh like sturdy oarsmen with strong winds at their backs . In O'Brien's 
Combat Zone, the race has few meanin gful prizes beyond personal 
survival; and it goes not to the swift, but to tho se who churn and 

47 And the tradition of realist ic ironists like Owen and Fusse ll. 
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stumble and step lightly and luckily enough to stay alive. Tim O'Brien 
tests the idealized notions of physical prowess and abstract concepts of 
personal courage and nobility of action that he brought to Vietnam from 
the works of Homer and Plato and from popular myths . When he 
discovers that they do not apply, he no longer makes use of them in his 
later works. The war in Vietnam has revealed itself step by step to O'Brien 
as a world unto itself with its own complex rules of conduct and its own 
necessary ways of moving through a threatening and treacherous 
landscape . In Tim O'Brien 's Vietnam :48 

You add things up .... [S]ome stories of valor are tnie ; dead bodies are heavy , 
and it 's better not to touch them; fear is paralysis, but it is better to be afraid 
than to move out to die, all limbs functioning and he art thumping and 
charging and having your chest torn open for all the work; you hav e to pick the 
times not to be afrai d, but when you are afraid you mu st hide it to save respect 
and reputati on. You learned that old men had lives of their own and that they 
valued th em enough to try not to lose them; anyone can die in a war if he trie s. 

These are the truths common foot soldiers in Vietnam and in 
comparable modern combat situations carry with them. And so they are 
wise to endure and to step lightly. 

Universi0J of Texas at Austin 

48 From the last two pages of Combat Zone ( 1973), 198- 199. 
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