In Country by Bobbie Ann Mason




Read about Bobbie Ann Mason at the AHWIR website (http://www.shepherd.edu/ahwirweb/); click on the Mason page from the AHWIR page and see what you can learn about her writing and her work.  Explore the images at this site about the Vietnam War (http://www.vietnampix.com/intro.htm) and in this video (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E1nBeH0a1gY).  See the timeline for the war at http://www.historyplace.com/unitedstates/vietnam/.  Finally, take a look at the Vietnam Memorial at http://www.tourofdc.org/monuments/VVM/; if you have an opportunity to travel to Washington, see the monument first hand as it rests in the shadow of the Washington Monument.  Why do you think this particular monument has meant so much to Americans who view it and the men and women who fought in this war? 


In Country, a term that references the soldier’s period of deployment to a war zone, is set within the narrative frame of a pilgrimage or journey—a family’s visit to the newly constructed Vietnam Memorial.  Part one and three of the book detail the road-trip to reach the memorial, with the opening portraying a lightness, almost comedic quality, while the intertwining stories of the book itself in part two—Sam Hughes’ coming of age story or journey, her father’s death in Vietnam, and her Uncle Emmett’s story of trying to survive back home as a returning Vietnam Vet—are sandwiched between the road-trip to see the monument.  The journey motif in the novel is thus layered and rich with profundity, as the reader travels with the characters through the book.  As you read, notice the narrative structure of the book and how artfully Mason tells this bildungsroman or “coming of age” story.                                                                                                                                     

 When the novel opens, it has been almost twenty years since the war ended.  Sam’s boyfriend Lonnie is now almost the same age as her father Dwayne when he went off to war and was killed by Vietcong sniper’s fire. Sam’s schoolmates have a different attitude about war and patriotism than does Sam; explain the difference and why Sam feels alienated from her friends.  Why does she become angry when her classmates are so cavalier about America’s getting involved in new conflicts around the world? Disgusted with the whole idea of war and the sometimes casual way a country gets itself into conflict, Sam says, “The least little threat and America’s got to put on its cowboy boots and stomp around and show somebody a thing or two” (221).  What does she mean?
 Why does Sam feel responsible for her Uncle Emmett?  Why does she break up with Lonnie, and why does Dawn’s telling her she is pregnant have such a profound effect on Sam?  Sam is perhaps most angry at her mother; explain that anger.  What does her mom finally do when Sam keeps refusing to come to Lexington and attend the university?
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In her confusion, Sam turns to her Uncle’s Vietnam buddy Tom, ready to offer herself in an affair, but nothing about who she is and the extraordinary cost of war makes any real sense to her until she reads some of her mom’s letters from her father and pays a visit to her grandparents’ home.  There reads her dad’s diary, and discovers both the mundanity and horror of war and what it does to young people who are asked by their country to fight.  However, Sam’s real epiphany comes when she runs away to Cawood’s Pond and Emmett comes to find her.  What do you think Sam learns about herself, her parents, and true patriotism from her experiences?  In Country is an artfully told and “organic” story, filled with important insights and symbols.  What do you think the dilapidated state of the house she and Emmett live in represents in the story?  

      Emmett is fascinated by birds, particularly an egret that he longs to see again, one that he had once seen in Vietnam; what does the egret represent to him and how did this image help him cope with the horrors of war?  Mason includes a great deal of popular culture in the story—TV programs like M*A*S*H and the music of Bruce Springsteen; what part do these play in the story and what is the importance of popular culture in our making sense of the world around us?       

Mason’s narrative ends by returning the reader to the raggle-taggle family road-trip in Sam’s “new” car.  Mamaw, Sam, and Emmett arrive in Washington, D.C., to strains of Bruce Springsteen’s “Glory Days” blaring on the car radio.  There at the Vietnam Wall, they find the name “Dwayne E. Hughes” etched into the black granite.  For Emmett, the experience is cathartic; for Sam it brings this part of her personal journey to a close.  What does Sam find on the wall to help her feel some sense of kinship with Emmett’s and her father’s experiences in the war and to allow her finally to let go of her anger and come to some sense of reconciliation with what has happened to her family?  What does Mason want us to understand about the seriousness of our nation’s making war and sending young people off into the jungles and deserts to fight?  How does she make us understand that war is not an abstract that affects just those men and women who must go off to fight?   What is meant by the term “collateral damage at home” when nations make war? 
