
jimmy cross the things they carried
jimmy cross the things they carried is more than just a character; he is a pivotal figure in Tim
O'Brien's seminal novel, representing the emotional and psychological weight of war. This article
delves deeply into Jimmy Cross's journey, exploring his internal conflicts, his relationships, and how
his experiences in Vietnam shape his perception of love, responsibility, and survival. We will
examine his unrequited love for Martha, his guilt over Ted Lavender's death, and the profound
impact of carrying physical and emotional burdens. By analyzing Jimmy Cross's narrative arc,
readers gain a powerful understanding of the human cost of conflict, the nature of storytelling, and
the enduring legacy of The Things They Carried.
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The Burden of Leadership: Jimmy Cross as Platoon
Leader

Lieutenant Jimmy Cross shoulders the immense responsibility of leading his men through the brutal
landscape of the Vietnam War. As a young, inexperienced officer, his initial focus is often on his own
internal world, particularly his infatuation with Martha, a girl back home. This preoccupation with
personal desire stands in stark contrast to the immediate, life-or-death demands of his command.
The dual pressure of wartime leadership and personal yearning creates a significant internal conflict
that defines much of his early experience in the novel. He is tasked with ensuring the safety of his
soldiers, a duty he struggles to fully embrace when his thoughts are elsewhere.

The weight of command is palpable from the outset. Jimmy Cross is responsible for the lives of men
like Ted Lavender, Norman Bowker, and Kiowa, each of whom carries their own unique burdens.
The stark reality of the jungle, with its constant threats of ambush and unseen dangers, amplifies the
pressure on Cross. He grapples with the feeling that he is not fully present for his men, his mind
often drifting to the letters and photographs from Martha. This internal disconnect is a dangerous
liability in combat, where absolute focus can mean the difference between life and death. His
leadership is thus characterized by an internal struggle, a battle between his duty and his desires, a
struggle that O'Brien masterfully portrays.



Initial Inadequacy and Distraction

At the commencement of The Things They Carried, Jimmy Cross is demonstrably ill-equipped to
handle the emotional and practical demands of his role. His primary distraction is Martha, a college
student whose infrequent and ambiguous communications fuel his fantasies. He cherishes her letters
and a pebble she gave him, imbuing them with a significance far beyond their material reality. These
tokens become physical manifestations of his longing and his inability to be fully present. The sheer
volume of these emotional "things" he carries, symbolized by Martha's presence in his mind and the
small trinkets he keeps, weighs him down, diverting his attention from the critical task of leading his
men through a hostile environment.

This mental absenteeism is not merely a personal failing; it has tangible consequences for his
platoon. The narrative highlights how Cross's thoughts are often occupied with deciphering Martha's
intentions and his own romantic aspirations. He imagines scenarios with her, projecting his desires
onto their interactions. This deep immersion in his personal life makes him less observant, less
decisive, and less attuned to the immediate dangers faced by his soldiers. The irony is that while he
carries the "things" of his men, his most significant burden is an intangible one – his unrequited love,
which clouds his judgment and hinders his effectiveness as a leader.

Martha and the Weight of Unrequited Love

Martha, the object of Jimmy Cross's intense affections, serves as a powerful symbol of his longing for
normalcy and a life beyond the war. Her letters, filled with platitudes and lacking any clear
indication of reciprocated feelings, become the focal point of his obsessive thoughts. Cross imbues
these meager communications with profound meaning, creating a private world of fantasy and hope
that is entirely detached from the brutal reality of Vietnam. This unrequited love is not just an
emotional burden; it is a significant "thing" that Cross carries, a constant distraction that impacts his
leadership and his perception of the war.

The physical tokens of Martha's affection – a worn photograph and a smooth, grey pebble –
represent the tangible aspects of his longing. He clutches the pebble, imagining the warmth of her
hand, and rereads her letters, searching for signs of affection. These objects are a stark contrast to
the heavy, functional equipment his soldiers carry, highlighting the different kinds of burdens borne
by men in war. For Cross, Martha represents an escape, a connection to a past and a future that
feels increasingly distant and unattainable. His inability to bridge the gap between his idealized
vision of Martha and the reality of their sparse communication fuels his internal turmoil and his
sense of isolation.

The Ambiguity of Martha's Affection

The ambiguity of Martha's feelings is a central element in understanding Jimmy Cross's internal
conflict. Her letters are carefully worded, never explicitly confirming or denying any romantic
interest. This vagueness allows Cross to project his own desires onto her words, creating a fantasy
relationship that sustains him amidst the horrors of war. He interprets innocent phrases as veiled



confessions of love and clings to the hope of a future together. This act of self-deception is a coping
mechanism, a way to maintain a sense of purpose and desire in an environment that offers little in
the way of comfort or affection.

The narrative emphasizes the power of these imagined connections. Cross spends considerable time
dwelling on his idealized image of Martha, envisioning their reunion and romantic encounters. This
mental escape is so potent that it often renders him oblivious to the immediate dangers his platoon
faces. The "things" he carries, in this context, extend beyond the physical gear; they include the
weight of his unfulfilled desires and the elaborate mental constructs he builds to sustain them. The
pebble from Martha, though small and insignificant to others, becomes a potent symbol of his hopes
and his vulnerability, a constant reminder of what he is fighting for, or perhaps what he wishes he
were fighting for.

Guilt and Responsibility: The Death of Ted Lavender

The death of Ted Lavender serves as a tragic turning point for Jimmy Cross, forcing him to confront
the devastating consequences of his distracted leadership. Lavender, known for his nervous energy
and his penchant for tranquilizers, is shot and killed while on patrol, a moment of sudden, senseless
violence that shatters the platoon's fragile equilibrium. Cross's immediate reaction is one of
profound guilt. He blames himself, recognizing that his preoccupation with Martha contributed to a
lack of vigilance that may have led to Lavender's demise. This event marks a significant shift in his
character, stripping away his romantic illusions and forcing him to face the harsh realities of his
command.

The weight of Lavender's death is a heavy burden that Cross carries, both physically in the context
of the war and emotionally in his conscience. He burns Martha's letters and photographs,
symbolically severing his ties to the fantasies that had consumed him. This act signifies his attempt
to purge himself of the distractions and to finally embrace the full responsibility of his leadership
role. The loss of Lavender is not just the loss of a soldier; it is the loss of innocence for Cross, a stark
realization that his thoughts and actions have direct, fatal consequences for the men under his
command.

The Aftermath and a New Understanding

In the wake of Ted Lavender's death, Jimmy Cross undergoes a profound transformation. The initial
shock and guilt give way to a grim determination to be a better leader. He acknowledges the folly of
his earlier infatuation and dedicates himself to the task of keeping his men alive. This newfound
resolve is not born of any particular inspiration but of the painful understanding that leadership in
war demands unwavering focus and a commitment to the well-being of every soldier. The narrative
shifts from Cross's internal romantic musings to his external efforts to protect his platoon.

The "things they carried" by the soldiers in the aftermath of Lavender's death take on a different
significance. They are no longer just tools of war but symbols of shared trauma and a collective
burden. Cross begins to truly see and understand the individual burdens of his men, recognizing the
psychological toll of combat. His leadership becomes more empathetic, more attuned to the needs



and fears of those under his command. This transformation, though born of tragedy, marks a crucial
step in his development as a character, showcasing the brutal lessons war teaches about
responsibility and the true meaning of carrying one's load.

The Nature of the Things They Carried: Physical and
Emotional Loads

Tim O'Brien's novel masterfully explores the multifaceted nature of the "things they carried,"
extending beyond the tangible gear of soldiers to encompass the intangible emotional and
psychological burdens they bear. For Jimmy Cross, these burdens are particularly pronounced.
Initially, he carries the weight of his unrequited love for Martha, a pervasive emotional load that
distracts him from his duties. This internal preoccupation is symbolized by her letters and the small
pebble she gave him, objects that, while physically light, carry immense psychological significance.
These personal "things" represent his longing for a life outside the war and his struggle to reconcile
his personal desires with his professional responsibilities.

As the narrative progresses, especially after the death of Ted Lavender, the nature of the "things"
Cross carries evolves. The emotional weight of guilt and responsibility intensifies. He must now
carry the memory of Lavender's death, a burden that fuels his resolve to be a more effective leader.
The physical items that soldiers carry – their weapons, ammunition, rations, and gear – become
secondary to the invisible cargo of fear, trauma, and memory. For Jimmy Cross, the transition from
carrying fantasies of Martha to carrying the palpable weight of his men's lives signifies his growth
and the brutal education of war.

Physical Gear and Its Symbolic Meaning

The physical equipment carried by the soldiers in The Things They Carried is meticulously detailed,
and for Jimmy Cross, this gear takes on symbolic meaning in relation to his internal state. His M-16
rifle, his flak jacket, and his rucksack are not just tools of war; they are extensions of his role as a
leader and the responsibilities that come with it. Initially, his attention is divided, and these physical
burdens are almost secondary to the emotional "things" he carries. He might adjust his pack or
check his weapon, but his mind is often elsewhere, replaying conversations with Martha or
imagining their future together.

However, the narrative subtly illustrates how the sheer weight and utility of this gear contribute to
the overall burden of war. Each soldier carries an average of 20 to 30 pounds of equipment, a
constant physical reminder of their environment and their mission. For Jimmy Cross, especially after
Lavender's death, the physical act of carrying becomes a grounding force. The weight on his
shoulders serves as a constant reminder of the physical dangers his men face and the importance of
his leadership. The rifle is no longer just an object of war; it is a symbol of his protective duty, and
the gear becomes a tangible representation of the immense responsibility he must now fully
embrace.



The Emotional Toll of War

Beyond the physical manifestations of war, the emotional "things" that Jimmy Cross carries are
arguably the most profound. His initial infatuation with Martha represents a form of emotional
escapism, a way to shield himself from the harsh realities of combat. This unrequited love is a
significant emotional burden, creating a disconnect between his internal life and his external
responsibilities. He carries the hope for a future, the fear of rejection, and the yearning for
connection, all of which cloud his judgment and impact his leadership.

The death of Ted Lavender marks a crucial shift in the emotional landscape for Cross. He is forced to
confront the devastating consequences of his emotional distraction, leading to immense guilt. This
guilt becomes a powerful emotional burden, one that he cannot easily shed. The trauma of
witnessing a fellow soldier's death, especially when he feels indirectly responsible, is a scar that
remains. The "things they carried" by Jimmy Cross, therefore, are a complex tapestry of physical
gear, imagined love, and the indelible marks of guilt and responsibility, all of which contribute to his
character development and the novel's powerful message about the human cost of war.

Transformation and the Search for Meaning

Jimmy Cross's journey in The Things They Carried is fundamentally one of transformation, a painful
evolution from a naive young man consumed by personal desires to a leader grappling with the
profound weight of his responsibilities. The crucible of war, particularly the tragic death of Ted
Lavender, acts as the catalyst for this change. His initial focus on Martha and the fantasies she
represented is shattered by the stark reality of loss. This event forces him to shed his illusions and
confront the grim consequences of his inattentiveness. The burning of Martha's letters is a symbolic
act of renunciation, a deliberate shedding of the emotional baggage that had hindered his ability to
lead.

In the aftermath, Cross begins a desperate search for meaning in the chaos of war. He recognizes
that his purpose is no longer to pursue an idealized love but to ensure the survival and well-being of
his men. This newfound commitment is not glamorous; it is a grim, determined effort to fulfill his
duty. The "things they carried" by his soldiers now take on a deeper significance as he begins to
understand the individual burdens each man bears. His transformation is marked by a growing
empathy and a more profound understanding of the human condition in extremis, demonstrating
that even in the midst of destruction, there can be a search for purpose and a redefinition of self.

Shedding Illusions for Reality

The core of Jimmy Cross's transformation lies in his shedding of illusions and his reluctant embrace
of reality. His infatuation with Martha was a powerful illusion, a romantic construct that allowed him
to avoid confronting the harshness of his situation. He clung to her letters and the memory of their
brief encounters, creating a fantasy world where his love was reciprocated and his future secure.
This mental escapism, while understandable as a coping mechanism, ultimately made him a less
effective leader. The narrative emphasizes how the small trinkets from Martha, particularly the



pebble, became potent symbols of this illusion, representing a fragile hope that was ultimately
unsustainable in the face of war's brutal truths.

The death of Ted Lavender serves as a harsh, undeniable reality check. It shatters Cross's fantasy
and forces him to confront the direct consequences of his distracted state. The burning of Martha's
letters is a pivotal moment where he actively chooses to abandon his illusions. This act is not just
about rejecting a past love; it is about rejecting the way he had chosen to cope with the war. He
begins to understand that true meaning and purpose are not found in fantasies but in the arduous,
often painful, act of facing reality and fulfilling one's obligations. The "things they carried" in this
new phase are the heavy burdens of responsibility and the stark understanding of human mortality.

Embracing Responsibility and Empathy

Following his disillusionment, Jimmy Cross embarks on a path of embracing responsibility and
developing empathy. He recognizes that his role as platoon leader extends far beyond the battlefield
tactics; it involves understanding and supporting the emotional lives of his soldiers. This shift is not
immediate or easy, but it is a conscious effort to become the leader his men need. He begins to pay
closer attention to their individual burdens, the things they carry both physically and emotionally.
The narrative highlights his newfound awareness of men like Norman Bowker and Kiowa,
understanding their struggles and anxieties.

The "things they carried" become a lens through which Cross now views his men. He sees the fear in
their eyes, the weariness in their movements, and the silent anxieties they try to suppress. His
empathy grows as he recognizes the shared trauma and the common human experience of carrying
burdens. He understands that his own emotional load, once a source of distraction, can now inform
his leadership by fostering a deeper connection with his soldiers. This period marks his transition
from a self-absorbed young man to a more mature and compassionate leader, capable of
understanding and sharing the immense weight of their collective experience.

The Enduring Significance of Jimmy Cross

Lieutenant Jimmy Cross is more than just a character in Tim O'Brien's acclaimed novel; he is an
archetype of the soldier caught between the pressures of war and the persistent pull of personal
desire. His journey through The Things They Carried offers a profound exploration of leadership,
guilt, love, and the human capacity to endure immense psychological and emotional strain. Cross's
initial preoccupation with Martha, a symbol of his unrequited love and a means of escape, starkly
contrasts with the brutal realities of Vietnam. His eventual realization and the profound guilt he
experiences after Ted Lavender's death mark a critical turning point, forcing him to confront the
true cost of his distracted leadership.

The novel uses Jimmy Cross's narrative to illustrate the complex concept of "the things they carried,"
demonstrating that these burdens are not solely physical but are often intangible, consisting of
memories, fears, and unspoken desires. His transformation from a distracted young officer to a more
empathetic and responsible leader highlights the profound, often tragic, lessons war can impart.
Jimmy Cross's story resonates because it speaks to the universal human experience of grappling



with responsibility, the pain of unfulfilled longing, and the enduring search for meaning in the face
of overwhelming adversity. His character arc serves as a testament to the psychological impact of
war and the complex nature of the human spirit.

A Symbol of the Duality of War

Jimmy Cross embodies the inherent duality of war: the constant tension between the external
demands of combat and the internal lives of soldiers. His infatuation with Martha represents the
yearning for love, normalcy, and a life beyond the battlefield. This internal world, fueled by letters
and fantasies, exists in stark contrast to the immediate, life-or-death situations he faces as a platoon
leader. The "things they carried" by Cross, in this initial phase, are heavily weighted towards the
emotional and the imagined, a stark counterpoint to the tangible gear his men are burdened with.

This duality is not just a personal struggle for Cross; it is a reflection of the broader human
experience in wartime. Soldiers are simultaneously men with personal histories, loves, and
aspirations, and instruments of war tasked with survival and duty. Cross’s internal conflict highlights
the difficulty of reconciling these two aspects of self when faced with extreme circumstances. His
journey underscores how the mind, even in the midst of intense physical danger, can become a
battlefield of its own, where personal desires and professional obligations clash, shaping the
soldier's identity and actions in profound ways.

The Lasting Impact of His Narrative

The enduring significance of Jimmy Cross's narrative lies in its raw honesty and its unflinching
portrayal of the psychological toll of war. Tim O'Brien uses Cross's character arc to explore
fundamental questions about courage, responsibility, and the nature of storytelling itself. Cross's
initial failings as a leader, his paralyzing guilt, and his subsequent attempts at redemption offer a
nuanced perspective on the human capacity for both error and growth. The "things they carried" by
Jimmy Cross, both tangible and intangible, become a powerful metaphor for the collective burdens of
soldiers and the enduring impact of their experiences.

His story serves as a reminder that the true weight of war is often carried in the mind and heart. The
emotional scars left by conflict can be as debilitating as any physical wound. Jimmy Cross's journey,
from a distracted lieutenant consumed by fantasy to a leader burdened by guilt and striving for
empathy, is a testament to the human struggle to find meaning and purpose amidst destruction. The
lasting impact of his narrative is its ability to humanize the soldier, to reveal the complex inner lives
that exist beneath the uniform, and to underscore the profound and often invisible weight that
veterans carry long after the fighting has stopped.

FAQ



Q: Who is Jimmy Cross in "The Things They Carried"?
A: Lieutenant Jimmy Cross is a central character in Tim O'Brien's novel "The Things They Carried."
He is a young, inexperienced platoon leader in the Vietnam War whose internal struggles,
particularly his unrequited love for a woman named Martha, significantly impact his leadership and
his perception of the war.

Q: What is the main internal conflict Jimmy Cross faces?
A: Jimmy Cross's primary internal conflict is the tension between his duties as a platoon leader and
his obsessive thoughts about Martha, a woman he loves from afar. This infatuation distracts him
from the immediate dangers and responsibilities of leading his men, leading to significant emotional
turmoil and guilt, especially after the death of Ted Lavender.

Q: How does Martha influence Jimmy Cross's actions?
A: Martha, the subject of Jimmy Cross's unrequited love, profoundly influences his actions by serving
as a constant distraction. He cherishes her letters and a small pebble she gave him, often replaying
their scant interactions and fantasizing about their future together. This preoccupation prevents him
from being fully present and attentive to the dangers his platoon faces, a fact he later comes to
regret deeply.

Q: What is the significance of Ted Lavender's death for Jimmy
Cross?
A: Ted Lavender's death is a pivotal and tragic event for Jimmy Cross. He blames himself for
Lavender's death, believing his distraction due to his thoughts of Martha contributed to a lapse in
vigilance. This realization forces him to confront the severe consequences of his leadership failures
and initiates a profound transformation, leading him to shed his illusions and embrace his
responsibilities more fully.

Q: What does it mean that Jimmy Cross carries "the things
they carried"?
A: For Jimmy Cross, "the things they carried" initially refers to his physical gear but extends
significantly to his emotional and psychological burdens. He carries the weight of his unrequited
love for Martha, the guilt over Ted Lavender's death, and the immense responsibility of leadership.
These intangible "things" are often heavier than any physical object he carries, shaping his
perception and actions throughout the war.

Q: How does Jimmy Cross change throughout the novel?
A: Jimmy Cross undergoes a significant transformation. He begins as a distracted, somewhat self-
absorbed young lieutenant preoccupied with romantic fantasies. After Lavender's death, he
experiences intense guilt, which compels him to shed his illusions, burn Martha's letters, and
dedicate himself to being a more attentive and responsible leader. He develops a greater



understanding of his soldiers' burdens and a more mature perspective on the realities of war.

Q: What does Jimmy Cross do with Martha's letters and the
pebble?
A: After Ted Lavender's death, Jimmy Cross burns Martha's letters and her photograph, and he
discards the pebble she gave him. This act symbolizes his renunciation of the fantasies that had
consumed him and his commitment to shedding the emotional baggage that had hindered his
leadership. It marks a crucial step in his transformation towards accepting the harsh realities of war.

Q: What message does Jimmy Cross's story convey about
leadership in wartime?
A: Jimmy Cross's story conveys that effective leadership in wartime requires complete presence,
attentiveness, and the ability to bear immense responsibility. It highlights the dangers of distraction,
the heavy burden of guilt, and the moral imperative to protect one's soldiers. His arc demonstrates
that true leadership involves confronting harsh realities rather than escaping into fantasy.
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