Rocket Boys by Homer Hickam

                                           http://www.shepherd.edu/ahwirweb/hickam/ 
Before you read, explore the AHWIR Homer Hickam website above.  Read the essay about Hickam’s work and notice the variety of literary genre in which he has written.  Peruse this link on Coalwood, West Virginia, and see what you can discover about the company store and the company town.  Checkout the excellent Wiki piece on Appalachia, and scroll down to “Coal Mining” to read about the importance of this resource to the mountain economy and its checkered impact on the history of the region.  What is the condition of Coalwood today?   Explore this site about the turbulent 1960s?  [image: image2.jpg]


   
Rocket Boys is a memoir and a bildungsroman or “coming of age” story.  It follows a family from Coalwood, West Virginia, a struggling company town in the 1950s and 1960s: Homer Hickam, Sr., the mine superintendent, his wife Elsie, and their two boys, Jim and Sonny.  The time period is unique, with the country sitting on the cusp of change or what writer Terry Kay calls a time of “giving way,” where one way of life will be eclipsed by another.  How will be country, West Virginia, and the town of Coalwood be changed by events on the horizon?  What are some of the social, educational, and cultural changes about to occur in America as the 1960s loom ahead?  How does the figure of John F. Kennedy serve as a symbol for the changing times?  Study these images and explain some of the ways American and Coalwood were destined for change.[image: image3.png]


 


The tension in the Hickam family is intensified as Elsie’s hopes and dreams for her sons conflict with her husband’s, and as the competition between the two boys for the father’s approval adds another level of complexity to the family dynamic.  Jim is a football hero, while Sonny (Homer Hickam, Jr.), not as athletically inclined as Jim, has ambitions to be a rocket scientist and follow his hero Dr. Wernher von Braun to NASA.   What happens to the football team that turns the town’s attention to the group of “nerds” who are experimenting with building rockets?  How does the town, particularly the miners, become involved in the Rocket Boys’ attempts to build a rocket that will fly off toward the stratosphere?  Describe Coalwood as a company town; what does this mean—both positive and negative—for the people of Coalwood and the Rocket Boys?  Not everyone is enamored by the Rocket Boys’ attempt to build the perfect rocket propulsion system.  What are some of the obstacles that confront the Big Creek Missal Agency (BCMA) as the boys call themselves?  How does Ms. Riley, their chemistry teacher, help the boys?
Who is Reverend Richard, and what part does he play in Sonny’s coming of age story.  What characteristics are portrayed as the Rocket Boys meet both technical and social obstacles to their goal?  What happens when they find themselves in Chicago for the National Science Fair and how does the town continue to support the boys?  What are the themes that stand out in the book and continue to make reading Rocket Boys a worthwhile and absorbing task?
