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Nostalgia: Longing for
the Past and Regret

They'd talk for a while, catching up on things, and then he'd
Say, "Well, better hit the road, it's five thirty-four,” and she'd
glance at her wrist-watch and Say, "Hey! How'd you do that?’
and he'd give a caSual Shrug and tell her it was just one of
those thingsS you pick up. He'd keep it light. He wouldn't say
anything about anything, "How's it being married?" he might
ask, and he'd nod at whatever she answered with, and he
would not say a word about how he'd almost won the Silver
Star for valor. He drove past Slater Park and acrosSs the
cauSeway and past SunsSet Park. The radio announcer
Sounded tired. The temperature in Des Moines was eighty-one
degrees, and the time was five thirty-five, and "All you on the
road, drive extra careful now on this fine Fourth of July.” If
Sally had not been married, or if hiS father were not Such a
baseball fan. it would have been a good time to talk. "The
Silver Star?" his father might have Said. "YeS, but 1 didn't get
it. Almost, but not quite.” And his father would have nodded,
knowing full well that many brave men do not win medals for
their bravery. and that others win medals for doing nothing,
As a start-ing point. maybe, Norman Bowker might then have
listed the Seven medals he did win
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03t War Emotions:
_ : o
He had worked briefly as an automotive parts saleSman, a janitor,
a car wash attendant, and a short-order cook at the local A&w
fast-food franchiSe. None of thesSe jobs, he Said, had lasted more
than ten weeks. He lived with hiS parents, who Supported him, and
who treated him with kindness and obvious love. At one point he
had en-rolled in the junior college in hiS hometown, but the course
work, he said, seemed foo abstract, too distant, with nothing real
or tangible at stake, certainly not the stakes of a war. He dropped
out after eight months. He Spent hiS mornings in bed. In the K
afternoons he played pickup basketball at the Y. and then at night
he drove around town in his father’s car, moStly alone, or with a
Six-pack of beer, cruising. "The thing iS," he wrote, "there's no
place to go. Not just in this lousy little town. In general. My life, I
mean. It's almost like I got killed over in Nam . . . Hard to describe.

That night when Kiowa got wasted. I Sort of Sank down into the
Sewage with him . . . Feels like I'm still in deep shit.”
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Death as a Final
Means of Escape

"The thing iS." he wrote, "there's no place to go. Not just in
this lousy little town. In general. My life, I mean. It'S almost
like I got killed over in Nam . . . Hard to describe. That night
when Kiowa got wasted, I Sort of Sank down into the Sewage
with him . . . Feels like I'm Still in deep Shit."... In August of
1978 his mother Sent me a brief note explaining what had
happened. He'd been playing pickup basketball at the Y;
after two hours he went off for a drink of water; he used a
jump rope; his friends found him hanging from a water pipe.
There was no Suicide note, no meSSage of any kind. "Norman
was a quiet boy," his mother wrote, "and I don't SuppoSe he
wanted to bother anybody.”
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Themes

Nostalgia/Longing for the past and Regret:

» Norman Bowker returnS home, a Small
town.

- He consStantly thinks of pre-war memories
especially concerning hiS dead friend Max
and his ex-girlfriend, Martha

» AlSo thinks of going up to talk to Martha
who iS now married but he never does

- Parallel to the regret he feels for not
Saving Kiowa in the "shit field"

« Most of the chapter iS of Norman
remembering the past.
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Themes

Post-war Emotions: Life has no PurpoSe: Similar
to previous theme of nostalgia. Now that the
war iS over, the Soldiers feel lost almost like
there iS no more purpose to their lives.

- Bowker thinks of past and what could have
been had he not gone to war.

- Does the same thing every day. An almost
meaningleSs routine.

- Almost everything from his life Seems to
backtrack to the incident from the shit
field. The Smell.

- Finally feelS the need to eScape by killing
himself
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Death as a Final Means of EScape:

- Bowker has Since left Vietnam war behind but

only physically. Emotions are still in Nam and
with his Soldier friends particularly Kiowa.

- He cannot forget memoriesS from war. Almost
like he is still in Nam. Still can smell the shit
field where Kiowa drowned.

- Life haS no purpoSe Since war ended

- SeesS death as only resort So kills himself
without any explanation.
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1. " A good war Story, he thought, but it was not a war for
war Stories, nor for talk of valor, and nobody in town
wanted to know about the terrible Stink. They wanted good
intentions and good deeds. But the town was not to blame,
really.” what do make of the quote above? How does this
explain how Bowker felt he had no one to talk to about his
experiences at war? How did this lead to hisS committing
Suicide?

2. In these chapters, Bowker fixateS on the smell of the
shit field. where else in the novel has a character fixated
on certain imagery? what is Similar between the two
instances? why doeS OBrien make uSe of this SenSual
imagery?

3. Why do you think Norman Bowker felt Suicide was the
only option? why didn't he leave a Suicide not or Some form
of explanation?
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