
on the rainy river questions and answers
on the rainy river questions and answers offers a comprehensive exploration into Tim
O’Brien’s acclaimed short story, a pivotal piece in his collection "The Things They Carried."
This article aims to provide readers with detailed insights and thorough explanations
regarding the narrative, themes, and characters within "On the Rainy River." By addressing
frequently asked questions and offering well-researched answers, this content serves as an
invaluable resource for students, educators, and literature enthusiasts. The discussion
covers the story’s plot summary, thematic elements, symbolism, character analysis, and
the historical context surrounding the Vietnam War, which forms the backdrop of the
narrative. Additionally, the article examines the moral dilemmas and internal conflicts faced
by the protagonist, enriching understanding of the story’s deeper meanings. This structured
approach facilitates an in-depth comprehension of "On the Rainy River" through targeted
questions and answers. The following table of contents outlines the main sections covered
in this article for easy navigation.

Plot Summary of On the Rainy River

Themes and Symbolism

Character Analysis

Historical Context and Setting

Common Questions and Detailed Answers

Plot Summary of On the Rainy River
The plot of "On the Rainy River" centers on the internal conflict of the narrator, Tim O’Brien,
who faces the prospect of being drafted into the Vietnam War. The story unfolds as Tim
receives his draft notice and experiences a profound moral crisis. Unable to reconcile his
personal beliefs with the societal expectations of patriotism and duty, he decides to flee to
Canada. The narrative reaches a critical moment when Tim arrives at the Rainy River,
which forms the border between Minnesota and Canada. Here, he encounters an elderly
man named Elroy Berdahl, who offers him shelter and quiet companionship. Through this
interaction and the time spent on the river’s edge, Tim grapples with the fear, shame, and
uncertainty of his decision. Ultimately, he chooses to return home and face the draft, a
decision that haunts him throughout the story.

Key Events in the Story
Understanding the sequence of events in "On the Rainy River" helps clarify the
protagonist’s emotional and psychological journey. The story’s key moments include:



Receiving the draft notice and the initial shock

Deciding to escape to Canada to avoid the war

Meeting Elroy Berdahl at the Tip Top Lodge

Spending days contemplating his choices beside the Rainy River

Confronting the moment of truth when he almost crosses the border

Choosing to return home and accept the draft

Themes and Symbolism
The story "On the Rainy River" explores several profound themes, primarily focusing on
courage, morality, and the complexities of personal conscience during wartime. Tim O’Brien
uses rich symbolism to enhance these themes, making the narrative resonate deeply with
readers.

Major Themes Explored
The primary themes include:

Moral Ambiguity: The protagonist’s struggle illustrates the difficulty in making
ethical decisions when societal pressures conflict with personal values.

Courage and Cowardice: Tim questions what it means to be brave or cowardly,
ultimately revealing that courage is often a matter of perspective.

Shame and Identity: The story delves into how shame can shape identity and the
powerful influence of societal expectations on individual actions.

War and Its Consequences: The narrative critiques the Vietnam War by highlighting
the personal costs and psychological trauma experienced by those drafted.

Symbolism in On the Rainy River
Several symbols stand out in the story, enriching its meaning:

The Rainy River: This river symbolizes the boundary between two worlds—the
United States and Canada, duty and escape, life and death, as well as the internal
divide within Tim himself.

Elroy Berdahl’s Lodge: The Tip Top Lodge represents a neutral space for reflection



and decision-making, a temporary sanctuary away from societal judgment.

The Draft Notice: A symbol of external pressure and the inevitability of the war, it
triggers Tim’s internal crisis.

Character Analysis
The characters in "On the Rainy River" are crucial to understanding the story’s emotional
depth and thematic concerns. The protagonist’s internal conflict is mirrored and supported
by other characters, primarily Elroy Berdahl.

Tim O’Brien – The Narrator and Protagonist
Tim O’Brien is portrayed as a young man caught between his personal convictions and the
demands of society. His narrative voice is reflective and honest, revealing his vulnerability
and fear. The story captures Tim’s hesitation, his desire to escape, and his eventual
acceptance of his fate. His character embodies the universal struggle of making difficult
moral decisions under pressure.

Elroy Berdahl – The Silent Guide
Elroy Berdahl is a quiet, stoic figure who provides Tim with shelter and space to think. He
does not explicitly influence Tim’s decision but offers subtle support through his actions and
presence. Elroy’s character represents wisdom, patience, and understanding without
judgment. He allows Tim to confront his conscience in a safe environment.

Historical Context and Setting
The setting of "On the Rainy River" is integral to its meaning, rooted firmly in the historical
context of the Vietnam War era. The story takes place during the 1960s, a time marked by
widespread social and political upheaval in the United States.

The Vietnam War Draft
The military draft was a controversial and divisive issue during the Vietnam War. Many
young men were compelled to serve in a conflict they did not support, leading to protests,
draft evasion, and moral conflicts such as the one experienced by Tim O’Brien. "On the
Rainy River" vividly portrays the emotional turmoil caused by the draft and the difficult
choices faced by draftees.



Geographical Significance of the Rainy River
The Rainy River physically separates the United States from Canada, symbolizing a crossing
point between compliance and resistance. Canada was a popular destination for draft
dodgers seeking to avoid participation in the Vietnam War. The river’s presence
underscores the tension between staying and fleeing, duty and dissent.

Common Questions and Detailed Answers
This section addresses frequently asked questions related to "On the Rainy River,"
providing clear, concise, and informative answers to enhance comprehension of the story.

What is the main conflict in On the Rainy River?
The main conflict is internal, centered on Tim O’Brien’s struggle to decide whether to
comply with the draft and fight in the Vietnam War or to resist by fleeing to Canada. This
moral and psychological conflict drives the narrative and highlights the theme of personal
conscience versus societal expectations.

Why does Tim O’Brien almost cross the Rainy River?
Tim nearly crosses the Rainy River to escape the draft and avoid fighting in a war he does
not believe in. The moment represents his temptation to reject societal pressure and follow
his moral convictions, but fear of shame and uncertainty about the consequences
ultimately prevent him from doing so.

How does Elroy Berdahl influence Tim’s decision?
Elroy’s influence is subtle but significant. By providing Tim with a safe space free from
judgment, Elroy allows him the freedom to reflect deeply on his choices. His silence and
non-interference encourage Tim to confront his fears and values honestly.

What role does shame play in the story?
Shame is a powerful motivator in Tim’s decision-making process. He fears being labeled a
coward by his family, friends, and society if he flees to Canada. The story explores how
shame can pressure individuals into conforming to expectations even when it conflicts with
personal beliefs.

What message does On the Rainy River convey about



courage?
The story suggests that courage is complex and subjective. It challenges traditional notions
of bravery by showing that what society deems cowardice may be an act of moral strength,
and vice versa. Tim’s ultimate decision reflects the nuanced nature of courage in the face
of difficult ethical dilemmas.

How does the story fit within the larger work, The
Things They Carried?
"On the Rainy River" is a foundational story in Tim O’Brien’s collection "The Things They
Carried," which examines the experiences of soldiers during the Vietnam War. This story
provides a personal backstory for the narrator’s involvement in the war and sets the tone
for themes of memory, trauma, and moral complexity that permeate the entire collection.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main conflict in 'On the Rainy River'?
The main conflict in 'On the Rainy River' is the narrator's internal struggle with the decision
of whether to go to war in Vietnam or to flee to Canada to avoid the draft.

Who is Elroy Berdahl in 'On the Rainy River'?
Elroy Berdahl is the owner of the fishing lodge on the Rainy River where the narrator stays.
He acts as a silent guide and provides a safe space for the narrator to contemplate his
choices.

How does 'On the Rainy River' explore the theme of
courage?
'On the Rainy River' explores courage by depicting the narrator’s fear and shame about
going to war, yet ultimately showing courage in his decision to face the draft despite his
moral objections.

What is the significance of the Rainy River in the story?
The Rainy River symbolizes the border between the United States and Canada,
representing the narrator’s choice between fighting in the war or escaping to avoid it.

Why does the narrator consider fleeing to Canada?
The narrator considers fleeing to Canada to avoid being drafted into the Vietnam War,
which he morally opposes and feels unprepared to fight in.



How does Tim O'Brien’s narrative style contribute to
'On the Rainy River'?
Tim O'Brien uses a first-person narrative style with vivid descriptions and emotional
honesty, which helps readers connect deeply with the narrator's internal conflict and moral
dilemma.

What role does shame play in the narrator's decision in
'On the Rainy River'?
Shame plays a crucial role as the narrator fears judgment from his community and himself,
which influences his decision to go to war despite his objections.

How does 'On the Rainy River' reflect the broader
themes of The Things They Carried?
'On the Rainy River' reflects broader themes such as the burdens of war, moral ambiguity,
and the complexity of courage, which are central to the entire collection The Things They
Carried.

Additional Resources
1. On the Rainy River: A Study Guide
This guide provides a comprehensive set of questions and answers designed to deepen
understanding of Tim O'Brien's "On the Rainy River." It includes chapter summaries,
character analyses, and thematic explorations that help readers grasp the moral dilemmas
faced by the protagonist. Ideal for students and book clubs, it facilitates engaging
discussions and critical thinking.

2. Understanding Tim O'Brien's On the Rainy River
This book offers an in-depth analysis of the story, focusing on the historical context,
narrative style, and emotional impact. It answers common questions about the
protagonist's internal conflict and the Vietnam War backdrop. Readers gain insight into
O'Brien's use of storytelling to explore courage and fear.

3. On the Rainy River: Themes and Symbols Explained
Focusing on the key themes and symbols in "On the Rainy River," this book breaks down
the complex ideas of duty, morality, and identity. It explains how the river itself serves as a
metaphor for the protagonist’s journey. Perfect for readers seeking to understand the
deeper meanings in the text.

4. Discussion Questions for On the Rainy River
A compilation of thought-provoking questions designed to spark classroom or book club
discussions. This book includes questions that challenge readers to consider ethical choices
and the impact of war on individuals. It also provides sample answers to guide meaningful
conversations.

5. On the Rainy River: Character Analysis and Insights



This volume delves into the psychological and emotional dimensions of the characters,
especially the narrator. It explores the motivations, fears, and growth of the protagonist in
detail. Readers will find explanations that clarify character development and narrative
perspective.

6. Exploring Moral Dilemmas in On the Rainy River
This book examines the ethical questions raised by the story, focusing on themes of
conscience, courage, and societal pressure. It provides answers to common questions
about the protagonist’s decision-making process. It serves as a valuable resource for
understanding complex moral issues.

7. On the Rainy River: Historical Context and Analysis
Providing background on the Vietnam War era, this book helps readers understand the
setting and its influence on the story. It answers questions related to the draft, political
climate, and cultural attitudes of the 1960s. This context enriches the reading experience
and comprehension.

8. Teaching On the Rainy River: Lesson Plans and Questions
Designed for educators, this book offers structured lesson plans, quizzes, and question-
answer sets. It aims to facilitate effective teaching of the story’s themes and narrative
techniques. Teachers will find practical tools to engage students in critical analysis.

9. On the Rainy River: Literary Techniques and Style
This book analyzes Tim O'Brien’s narrative style, use of imagery, and storytelling methods
in the story. It includes questions and answers that highlight literary devices and their
effects on the reader. Ideal for students and literature enthusiasts looking to appreciate the
craft behind the story.
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