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  Context


  Dalton Trumbo was born James Dalton Trumbo on December 5, 1905 in Montrose, Colorado. His father was hardworking yet financially unsuccessful, but the family lived happily. When Trumbo was still young, his family moved to Grand Junction, Colorado, a larger town. Trumbo was obviously too young to fight in World War I, but he remembers his father and the rest of their community voting for Woodrow Wilson to keep America out of the war.


  After Trumbo began college at the University of Colorado, his father decided to move the family to Los Angeles in the hope of making more money. Their financial situation remained shaky, however, so Trumbo dropped out of college and joined them in 1925. In Los Angeles, Trumbo worked at a bakery. In Johnny Got His Gun, many of Joe Bonham's early memories are Trumbo's from Colorado and then Los Angeles.


  After his father's death, Trumbo picked up a second job and enrolled at the University of Southern California. He had begun writing short stories back in Colorado and had continued to do so in California. He began to publish articles and short stories for magazines such as Vanity Fair and The Hollywood Spectator. Trumbo was offered the associate editor position at The Hollywood Spectator, and he finally took it and abandoned his bakery job.


  In 1934, Warner Brothers hired Trumbo as a reader in their story department, thus beginning his long career in the film industry. Trumbo continued to publish short stories and then published his first novel, Eclipse in 1935. He was promoted to junior writer at Warner Brothers, but then was fired when he refused to resign his membership to the left-wing Screen Writers Guild. Rehired by Columbia Pictures, Trumbo went on to be one of the highest-paid writers in Hollywood in the 1940s.


  Trumbo conceived of the project of Johnny Got His Gun early in the 1930s, after reading an article about the Prince of Wales's visit to a Canadian veterans hospital to see a soldier who had lost all of his senses and his limbs. Trumbo did not begin work on the novel until 1937. It was finally published in 1939, two days after the outbreak of World War II. Though the novel was a pacifist piece published in wartime, it was well reviewed and won an American Booksellers Award in 1940. When the first print run finished, however, Trumbo agreed that the novel should not be reprinted until the end of World War II.


  After the war, Trumbo and several other Hollywood writers, directors, and producers were called to testify before Senator Joseph McCarthy's House Committee on Un-American Activities. Ten of these men—who came to be known as the Hollywood Ten—refused to answer questions about their own involvement in the Communist Party or to give names of others. On the stand, Trumbo famously said to chief investigator Richard Stripling, "Very many questions can be answered 'Yes' or 'No' only by a moron or a slave." All ten men were sentenced to prison terms and blacklisted from the film industry.


  Trumbo served his one-year prison sentence and continued to write scripts for the black market. He was able to legitimately write scripts again in 1959. Trumbo continued to write successful screenplays, including a film adaptation of Johnny Got His Gun, until his death in 1976.


  Johnny Got His Gun enjoyed increased popularity around the Vietnam War. Today the novel continues to be read as a prescient anti-war novel, but also as part of a larger movement of proletarian writing during the years of the Depression.


  Plot Overview


  Joe Bonham lies injured in a hospital bed. While conscious, Joe thinks back over scenes from his past: the night of his father's death and the night before he left his girlfriend Kareen to go to World War I. Before his family moved to Los Angeles, Joe grew up in Shale City, a small town in Colorado. He remembers small-town memories and images, such as the food his mother would prepare, the first time an airplane came to Shale City, and the night he lost his girlfriend, Diane, to his best friend, Bill Harper.


  The narrative shifts from the past to the present as Joe thinks regretfully about his decision to join a war that was not any of his business. Slowly, Joe begins to realize that he has been severely injured and treated in a hospital, which is where he currently lies. Joe gradually feels that his arms and legs have been amputated. Furthermore, he realizes that he cannot speak, see, hear, or smell because he no longer has a face—only a mask covering where his face used to be. Joe wonders bitterly abut the doctors' motivation for saving him at all.


  Joe continues to live inside his head, reliving memories and terrorized by nightmares. He wonders how he can even tell whether he is awake or asleep. Joe thinks about his father kept beautiful gardens in a vacant city lot and fed his children well, although he was never officially a success because he never made any money. Joe continues to think bitterly about the foolishness of fighting and dying in a war that had nothing to do with him, and about the deceitfulness of abstract words like "liberty," "democracy," "freedom," and "decency."


  Time passes, and Joe tries to occupy his mind with stories, facts, and figures. One day, he realizes that he should use the skin he has left—the skin of his neck that is not covered by blankets—to try to sense the outside world. Joe develops a plan to wait for the feeling of sunrise so that he can tally the nurses' visits and count the passing of the days. A year later, Joe has accomplished his goal and counted up 365 days. He celebrates the New Year in his mind, just as he has celebrated each Sunday of his year with an imagined walk in the woods.


  In Joe's fourth year, he is amazed to feel that the hospital staff is prepared him to be shown to visitors. When he feels the visitors lay something on his chest, he realizes he is being given a medal. Joe becomes angry and shudders in his bed, trying to remove his mask to show the visitors how much damage men like him sustained in the war while generals emerged unscathed. Joe feels the vibrations of the men leaving the room. An idea comes upon him that if he can sense the outside world through vibrations, perhaps he might also communicate to the outside world with vibrations. Joe begins tapping SOS in Morse code with his head, but his regular nurse assumes that he is having seizures and sedates him.


  Joe awakens from his sedation to realize that he has a new day nurse. The new day nurse tries to communicate with Joe by spelling out "MERRY CHRISTMAS" on his chest. Joe signals with his head that he understands, and he begins trying to tap Morse code to her. After trying to appease his tapping by making him more comfortable in various ways, the nurse eventually realizes he is trying to communicate in words.


  The nurse goes to get a man who understands Morse code. This man taps onto Joe's forehead the words "WHAT DO YOU WANT?" Joe spends some time thinking about the inappropriateness of the question and then tries to think about what in fact it is that he wants. Joe asks in Morse code to be taken around the outside world as an educational exhibit on the realities of war. The man listens to his response and returns a while later to tap into his head, "WHAT YOU ASK IS AGAINST REGULATIONS."


  The man continues tapping other messages, but Joe is no longer paying attention. He is still trying to process this betrayal on the part of the people for whom he fought a war when he feels the hospital staff sedating him again. Joe taps the question "why? why? why?"—wondering why they will not let him talk or acknowledge that there is still a person inside his mangled body. Joe suddenly realizes that they are afraid to let him out, to let other men see him as the "new messiah of the battlefields." If other men see Joe, they would no longer agree to fight in wars—especially wars ordered by the upper classes, but fought only by the lower classes of peaceful, working men.


  Character List


  
    Joe Bonham - The protagonist and narrator of the novel. Joe grew up in Shale City, Colorado, then moved to Los Angeles with his family where he worked in a bakery. An infantryman in World War I, Joe sustained serious injuries when a shell exploded near him. Lying in his hospital bed, Joe slowly realizes that he has no limbs, nor a face, and therefore cannot move, smell, see, hear, taste, or speak.

  


  
    Bill Bonham - Joe's father, who died before Joe went to war. Bill Bonham was a hard worker and was close with his son and his wife. He kept a large garden that fed his family well, but never made enough money to be a financial success.

  


  
    Macia Bonham - Joe's mother, who was very close with Joe's father. Macia would cook and bake delicious meals with the food that he produced on their property.

  


  
    Old Day Nurse - Joe's regular day nurse, whom he senses is a heavyset woman with a lot of nursing experience. The old day nurse, Joe guesses, is middle-aged and gray- haired. Joe likes her efficiency and her affection for him.

  


  
    New Day Nurse - From the vibrations of her steps, Joe senses that the new day nurse is shorter, lighter, and younger that the old day nurse. The new day nurse has a sympathetic connection with Joe and understands that he is trying to communicate.

  


  
    Kareen - Joe's nineteen-year-old girlfriend when he left for the war. Kareen is beautiful and tiny, and Joe teases her about her Irish background. Kareen gave Joe her ring the night before he left.

  


  
    Mike - Kareen's father, a crotchety man. Mike worked as a coal miner for twenty-eight years and then worked on the railroad.

  


  
    Bill Harper - Joe's best friend in Shale City, Colorado.

  


  
    Howie - A boy with whom Joe grew up in Shale City. Howie and Joe were not good friends, but they decided to work on a section gang together one summer when they both learned their girlfriends had cheated on them.

  


  
    Diane - Joe's girlfriend in Shale City until she cheated on him with Glen Hogan.

  


  
    Jose - A Puerto Rican man who was hired to work in the Los Angeles bakery where Joe worked. Jose had been a chauffeur in New York City and was looking for a job in a film studio. He tried to be courteous and generous, especially toward Jody Simmons, who gave him his job.

  


  
    Jody Simmons - The night shift manager at the Los Angeles bakery where Joe worked.

  


  
    Pinky Carson - A worker at the bakery in Los Angeles. It was Pinky's idea for Jose to try to get himself fired by being clumsy.

  


  
    Corporal Timlon - The corporal in charge of the English regiment stationed next to Joe's regiment just before Joe was hit. Timlon was charged, by his superior, with the task of burying and then reburying the body of "Lazarus," the German his regiment shot and left hanging on the barbed wire.

  


  
    Laurette - A prostitute at Stumpy Telsa's in Shale City. Laurette and Joe became friends as Joe was finishing high school. Joe imagined that she was in love with him.
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