CONSTANCE A. BROWN

Severed Ears:
An Image of the Vietnham War

A piece of something dark and waxy,
like a fig, ridged like a question mark,
a human ear.

THAT DESCRIPTION COMES
from a poem by Walter McDonald entitled ‘‘Digging in a
Footlocker,”” which lists items found in a World War II
trunk: uniforms, snapshots, medals, weapons, and human
remains (teeth, bones, and the single ear). The enemy ear
as war memento, unexpected in reference to World War II,
is a recurring image in Vietnam War literature. Its
recurrence in autobiography, fiction, and journalism
testifies to its reality: U. S. soldiers did collect Vietnamese
soldiers’ ears. A recent newspaper column on the possible
effects of Agent Orange on Vietnam veterans, their wives,
and their children begins by describing a twenty-year-old
snapshot of a soldier ‘‘wearing an Army helmet and holding
a human ear in each hand’’ (Martin). The brevity of the
description implies a familiar frame of reference for
columnist and reader alike, a shared acquaintance with the
image of severed ears.

In his discussion of helicopters and punji sticks, J. Palmer
Hall argues that such imagery can tell us much about
soldiers and about war. In books and films, helicopters and
punji sticks (later, land mines) come to symbolize the
American and Vietnamese ways of going to war. Large,
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mechanical, noisy, the helicopters prove ineffectual against
the primitive, handmade, hidden punji sticks and land
mines, America’s blustering technology ineffective in the
face of the dogged patience and endurance of the
Vietnamese (Hall 150-160). Severed ears, also very real,
constitute another recurring and increasingly resonant
image in Vietnam war literature.

With what language, what imagery, and what moral view
do narrators choose to present us with severed ears? The
works under discussion are Philip Caputo’s A Rumor of
War, Tim O’Brien’s If I Die in a Combat Zone, Michael
Herr’s Dispatches, Larry Heinemann’s Paco’s Story, and
Stephanie Vaughn’s story ‘‘Kid MacArthur.”’

For Philip Caputo, in 1965 among the earliest of
American combatants in Vietnam, the severing and
displaying of human ears comes as an extraordinary shock.
And he expects such shock for his readers. Describing some
tough Australian commandos (with more experience of
Vietnam than the Americans had yet had), Caputo tells how
one of them

. . pulled something from his pocket and,
grinning, held it up the way a fisherman posing
for a photograph holds up a prize trout. It was
an educational, if not an edifying, sight. Nothing
could have been better calculated to give an idea
of the kind of war Vietnam was and the kind of
things men are capable of in war if they stay in
it long enough. I will not disguise my emotions.
I was shocked by what I saw, partly because I
had not expected to see such a thing and partly
because the man holding it was a mirror image
of myself—a member of the English-speaking
world. Actually, I should refer to ““it’’ in the
plural, because there were two of them, strung



















































