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War Memories of James C. Lindsey as remembered in 1999

United States Army

4th Infantry (Ivy)Division-Company D

Note: The grammar errors were left for authenticity.

On December 7, 1941 when I was 16 years old, Pearl Harbor was bombed.  It was about 3 or 4 o’clock in the afternoon, and I was chopping lightered wood when I heard about it. I don’t think we had a radio.  Somebody must have told us.  I probably didn’t take it serious because I was just a kid.  I do remember thinking that they won’t ever get me because it will be 5 years until I would be 21.  That was the age they were taking soldiers.  They cut the age back to 18 after the bombing, and two years later they got me.

It was the first of July when I got my greeting card from Uncle Sam.  I had just turned 18. For some reason it didn’t worry me.  I looked forward to it, but Mama was worried to death. I had to go to Camp Shelby in Hattiesburg, Mississippi to take my physical.  I stayed there for about 2-3 days. When I got my blood test, my vein rolled, and the nurse started gouging.  The more he gouged, the sicker I got to my stomach; and bam, out I went. I had only been to one doctor in my whole life, and I had never had a needle stuck in me. They sent me back home and gave me 30 days to get my business straight, but I didn’t have any business.  I went back to Shelby in October 1943 and was issued my clothes, then shipped to Fort McClellon, Alabama for my basic training.  There we were issued our gear.  I thought I was ruined.  The sergeant talked big, and rough.  He would tell us to “Wipe that damn smile off your face.  You’re in the Army now!” The sergeant wouldn’t have to do much to keep us straight because we were all scared to death.  They had the meanest people they could find for officers.

The bugle would blow at 5 o’clock for us to get ready for revelry (roll call) at 6 o’clock.  You had to make your bed and it had to be tight.  The sergeant would throw a quarter on your bed, and it had to bounce.  If it didn’t, you had to remake it.  Your shoes had to be shined and looking good, and you had to be shaved.  Every button had to be buttoned, or the sergeant would pull it off, and you would have to sew it back on.  We had to exercise, and then we were dismissed for breakfast.

We went to classes all day 5 days a week.  We had our classes outside under trees.  It was in the fall and winter of the year from October through January, and it would be so cold. They told use how to use rifles, bazookas, handgaunades, machine guns, pistols, and how to watch out for mines.  I just thought I knew something.  I never fired a mortar gun till I was overseas.

We had to go on 30-mile hikes with all of our gear and weight on us, but we didn’t carry any guns.  We would hike till we gave out, and then just keep on hiking.  No talking was allowed.  We sometimes had to hike over a mountain at Ft. McClellon.  A lot of people would pass out, and they would just leave them. I never fell out.  I was always right up there with them.

During basic training, they showed us a lot of movies about venereal disease.  That was the worst looking stuff I had ever seen.  They would check us every few months to see if everything looked ok.  We had to take our clothes off and put on a greenish looking raincoat.  Seems like they always picked a real cold day to check us.  That old raincoat was so cold.

On the weekend, I had to pull guard or K.P.  You had to walk your post for 2 hours.  You had to stand up straight, walk to the end of the post, put your gun down, and go through a special routine before turning around.  When I pulled K.P., I would peel Irish potatoes, set the tables, and wash pots and pans. I was so lonesome.  I had only spent a few nights away from my parents, and that was with my grandparents when Mama would have a baby. I was just a little country boy. I thought I was ruined.

It was the fall of the year.  I had been at Ft. McClellon for 16 weeks of training when my outfit was sent China.  I was the only one left behind.  I don’t know why and I didn’t ask them.  They would have just told me that it was none of my business.  Somebody later told me that you had to be 19 years old to fight, but I made the invasion one month before I turned 19. I guess they thought that was close enough to 19.

I worked in the kitchen for 2 months after my unit left.  I never cooked.  The cook made good money and didn’t have to go to the front lines.  I didn’t know anything, and didn’t have anybody around to help me get special jobs.

That Christmas, me and 2 other fellows got a pass to leave the base.  We were allowed to go only as far as Birmingham, Alabama because that was as far as we had time to go and get back.  Well, I decided to come home to Laurel, MS.  I met Papa at 4 o’clock down under the hill waiting for me.  He had been walking back and forth since 2 in the morning.  I was supposed to leave at 5 P.M going back.  I went to the bus station and found out that the bus was over-loaded and there was no room for the 3 of us.  Gas rationing was on and it was hard to get gas for cars. Lavelle Martin (my sister-in-law Lucille Lindsey’s brother) had a friend with a car. My brother Henry paid for the gas and we were going to pay him back later.  The other fellows never paid their part. My brother and sister (Henry and Opal) always went the extra mile.  They treated me so good.  I didn’t deserve it.  We left going back to Alabama around 8 o’clock.  On the way back, we all went to sleep. We weren’t worried. The fellow driving got lost and we didn’t get back on time.  The next morning just after roll call and just after everyone was dismissed, we walked in.  We were reported AWOL.  Boy, we thought we were ruined.  Each one of us had to talk to the First Sergeant.  I was so scared.  I was humble and nice. He made us do KP on the weekends for a month.

In March of 1944, I came home and had a 15-day delay en route before leaving for overseas.  I remember leaving for the railroad to catch the Southern.  It was 10 o’clock in the morning.  I had my duffel bag on my shoulders walking down through the branch to town, and I could hear Mama hollering and crying all the way to Uncle Thad’s.  It was hard to leave like that.  I got on the Southern and went to Washington, D.C.  A fellow was there to pick me up, and then I took a bus to Fort Dicks in New Jersey where I got my shots and got ready to ship overseas.

We were loaded on a ship in New York and stayed in the same place for a week.  I would be thinking we were on the ocean, but look out, and we would be sitting in the same place.  There were about 40 boats in our convoy.  We were double loaded on the ships.  Beds were all over the floor.  They only fed us two meals a day. We had nothing to eat but soup, but it didn’t matter because people would just vomit it up anyway.  I remember seeing boys lay in their bunks.  They didn’t eat; they didn’t shave.  They looked just like corpses.  They didn’t doctor you either. I never got sick one time on the ship.  One time we had bad weather for several days.  We had a long table on the boat, and the dishes would slide from end to the other and all that soup would splatter everywhere.  They had a time feeding us.

Our ship would change directions a lot to keep the enemy from finding us. Sometimes our ships would shoot at German submarines, and you would just know they had you.   We would have to take cover inside, but we never got hit.  I never saw anybody cry because we were mean after 4 months of basic training.  We were tempered up and made where we didn’t have no tears.

I stayed by myself on deck a lot.  I didn’t know anybody, and I thought the fresh air would be good for me.  I watched the swordfish jump up and down, and I watched the other ships.  You could look up and see ships way up.  It looked just like they were up in the clouds and we were way down in the hollow. We were told if we ever had to jump into the water, to jump feet first because the salt water was so hard that it would bust our heads.  No smoking was allowed on deck because the enemy could see the fire.

We landed in England around midnight.  After thirteen days on the ship, we could hardly walk.  We would stagger around.  We then loaded on a train in London.  They kept us moving. We traveled mostly in the dark.  They took us by bus out to our tents.  I stayed in a tent that held about 20 men and had rows of cots in it.  For entertainment, we exercised; played cards, and pulled weeds they called heather.  I remember men down on the dirt shooting dice.

Most men gambled a lot of the time.  I remember gambling one night, and I won a lot of money.  I ended up giving the money back because I didn’t think it was right to keep it. I wasn’t raised to gamble.  It just wasn’t in me.

We had a mean bunch and a good bunch.  The good bunch was scared to make a move.  We had to pick up cigarette butts, sticks and anything.  We had to break the cigarettes and scatter the tobacco over the ground and then tear the paper into little pieces and roll it up and put it in our pockets until we got to a trash can.

We ate hot food while we were in London, but after that it was K-rations. We would have steak sometimes when we had hot meals. I had never eaten steak before. We were always too poor to buy it, and Papa never ate steak either. I wouldn’t eat it, so on days we had steak, man, the other soldiers would really butter me up.  They wanted mine, and I’d give it to’em too.

We had to dig trenches to use for the bathroom.  I don’t know how I ever made it going in front of all those people. We used our steel helmet to bathe in. I don ’t even remember ever brushing my teeth, but I guess I did.  I shaved every day. They said I was going to get shot because the enemy was going to see my white shiny face. If you leave the dirt and beard on, it would look more camouflaged, but I couldn’t stand not to be clean-shaven.

I could have chosen the Army, Navy or Paratroopers, but I didn’t know anything so I chose the Army.  I was placed in Company D of the 4th Infantry (IVY) division and the 12th Infantry Regiment as mortar gunner. The sergeant picked me out and put me in the mortar outfit because I had broad shoulders and was strong enough to could carry the guns.  He picked small people for riflemen because the smaller the person, the less chance he had of getting hit when somebody shot at him. He could run and get around faster than a heavy person, but those riflemen didn’t last long.  The average life of a rifleman was 36 days before he got wounded or killed.

When I saw those Navy people, I felt jealous. They always looked clean.  They looked like people in a hotel.  We lived like hogs. They poured our food in old metal plates.  You had to eat everything on your plate, or you would get in trouble, so you had to be careful what you took.  I could never eat mutton.  It made me sick smelling it, like chitterlings.  We always had hot tea at every meal when we had hot food.

On the front line we had K-rations. I liked ‘em. For breakfast we had ham and eggs that were ground up and mixed together, crackers to scoop our food with, a chocolate candy bar and coffee. I believe that candy bar had extra vitamins in it to give us energy. The food was in a brown wax box that protected it from water, and then we could burn the box on the fire to heat our food. We had to be down in our hole when we did this so the enemy didn’t see us. It didn’t smoke much.  It burned real slow and made a blue looking fire. We would make powdered lemonade in our canteen cup. For our lunch we had roast beef, crackers, a chocolate candy bar and lemonade.  For the evening meal, we had cheese and crackers, a chocolate candy bar, and lemonade. We had the same thing at every meal when we had K-rations. I don’t think we had spoons or anything to eat with. We always got 4 cigarettes in every K-ration package, but they wouldn’t let us strike a match above ground at night. The people that operated the big equipment got hot food all the time.  The men on the front lines stayed on the ground all the time, and there was no hot food for us.

While we were in England, they gave me two weekend passes to town, and that Sunday afternoon I ran into Burnice Hayes, my first cousin.  I didn’t know anybody, and I couldn’t understand the language, so it was so good to see Burnice. After we got out of the service years later, Bernice was killed on an oilrig in a foreign country.

After a couple of days, we were loaded on a boat.  We didn’t know where we were going.  They didn’t tell you anything because they didn’t know who was spies. We didn’t even know what was happening with the war because we didn’t have any way to communicate.

We, the First Army, were the first unit to land and cross the Normandy beaches on D-Day. Because of the weather, we landed in the wrong place which turned out to be to our advantage.  After we landed on Utah Beach there were no more tents.  We had to go underground most of the time. Two men stayed together, and one man had to pull guard at all times.  My buddy lasted only one day. On Utah Beach, we lost 200 men.  The Omaha beach invasion next to us were getting slaughtered and we didn’t even know it.  They lost 4,500 men. They would stick up rifles in the ground to let the people know where the dead soldiers were so they could pick them up when they could get to them. It would sometimes be a week before they could get them.

I dug holes all over Europe.  Most nights in my foxhole, I would say the alphabet and multiplication tables to try to get to sleep.  On really bad nights, I guess I just prayed hard.  Two men stayed together and one man had to pull guard at all times. On nights that it rained, the foxhole would fill up with water, and we would have to scoop the water out with our helmets.

Everybody was nice to each other on the front lines because you didn’t know if the next shell had your name on it or not. It didn’t matter if a person was from the North or from the South.

I went in as #3 ammunition bearer, which is the lowest you can get.  I carried six mortar shells, three in front and three in back.  The first few days we lost four men out of six.  I then went to #2 mortar gunner, which meant that I carried the barrel of the gun.  I never had fired a mortar shell and didn’t know how. The first time I fired, I damaged my eardrum.  We didn’t have any earplugs, and I didn’t know I was supposed to duck when I fired.  I had to learn by experience.  My ear rang for a long time.  I never reported my ear problem because I thought that was how it was supposed to be.  I got to be the best #2 gunner they had.  I could get fifteen rounds before the first shot hit the ground.  I got to be known for getting the most rounds in the air.  I stayed gunner.  I let two men go around me for promotion.  I knew what was going to happen to them.  They were ammunition bearers.  They carried ammunition back and forth to the men, and this exposed them more to the enemy.  Every new replacement wanted to be sergeant.  I didn’t want to be sergeant because I wanted to live.  I played it just right.  I let them make sergeant and staff sergeant.  I didn’t want to be on the front lines directing the shooting.  I didn’t volunteer for nothing.  Others like to get the praise.  I just kept quiet and didn’t do anything unless I was told.

From Utah Beach, we fought our way to Cherbourg.  It was a hard fight.  I was scared to death and really don’t have any memory at all.  I guess I blocked it out.   I know I stayed on the ground all the time. The Hedgerows came next.  These were fields with hedgerows around them that the Frenchmen had used for fences before the war.  They had been there so long they had high banks on the sides.  When an American tank tried to go over these hedgerows, it would rear up, and the enemy would shoot under the bottom.  This was the weakest spot.  We solved this problem by putting a bulldozer blade in front of the tank and pushing through the hedgerows instead of trying to go over them.  They would call for the tanks every time we got pinned down.

They killed a lot of animals around the hedgerows in Normandy.  It would be pretty streams running, and you would go up there, and it would be full of dead people and dead animals.  They had a pill they issued us to put in our canteen of water every time to purify it.  When you got out of water, you would fill up your canteen and drink water out of that.  You couldn’t always get water when you needed it.  Sometimes they couldn’t get supplies to you.  I remember one time finding a clear stream of water, and after I dranked it walking up a little ways and seeing dead soldiers laying in the water. I didn’t get sick though.

Normandy had a lot of apple orchards.  When we searched the houses for the enemy, we would find attics filled with apples.

The 4th division spearheaded St. Lo on July 25, 1944 and were supposed to attack at sunrise. We had to walk 10 paces apart, and they made us unload our guns so that if somebody panicked, they wouldn’t give away our location.  Snipers started shooting at us, and there we were pinned down with no ammunition in our guns. The enemy tanks were set up to crossfire.  They would let us get right in the middle before they would start shooting.  We would have to call back to get tanks. The American tanks and the German tanks would be just right over us shooting, and we couldn’t move.  The whole earth would be shaking.  A lot of people’s nerves were shot, and they panicked. I dug a hole while I was laying face down on the ground and stayed in the hole most of the time.  It looked like I was going to die anytime.   Shells were exploding all around me.  A little piece of shrapnel stuck in my knee.  I had leggings on, and I thought I could feel blood in my shoes.  I never stopped though.  I was so scared and didn't know where to go to report it.  Anytime an injury in battle brings blood, you are entitled to a Purple Heart.  At discharge, they wanted to hold me for further exam, but I wouldn’t stay.  I could have gotten a military pension if I had stayed for the exam, but I just wanted to get home.

We were moving up at the battle at St. Lo, Normandy, and the Germans started shelling us real bad.  Shells were falling everywhere. It was some of the roughest shelling that I was ever in. I saw a hole over there and went for it.  I went right in on a German. He held up his hands and surrendered.  I had my gun, but he didn’t have his.  I think his group ran off and left him. We didn’t do no talking.  I couldn’t understand him no way.   He just lay 

there with me for 30 or 40 minutes.  We couldn’t come out.  Shells were falling everywhere. I sat there looking to get killed any minute by the shelling. You know it’s hard for a fellow to get killed if he’s in a hole. I brought the German out and turned him over as a prisoner. He was blessed.  He got out of it, and I had to keep going.

After St. Lo, the enemy retreated.  We got to ride on a 2½ ton GM truck instead of walking. We rode from Mortain to the outskirts of Paris.  Then it was by foot again.  We had enemy contact.  We entered Paris on August 25.  The people were standing by the road, giving us drinks, hugging and kissing us.  They treated us so good.  We stayed in Paris a few nights.  One night some of us slipped off and went to town to a joint to get something to drink.  The lights were on all over the place, and it looked like they were having a party, but I didn’t like the idea of going around people I didn’t know. We went back and spent the night in a park in Paris.  We weren’t expecting the enemy, but here they started bombing us.  We couldn’t dig a hole because the ground was cement.  We were scared to death.  Everybody ran around like chickens with their heads cut off.  They quit bombing after while, and not one man got hurt. You know, it’s harder to kill people by bombing than you would think.  I have seen so many bombs dropped that you would think nobody could have survived, and then afterwards, people would start coming out from everywhere.  That proves to me that God is always in control of the situation.

While I was gone, Mama and Papa would go to my brother Henry’s house every night and listen to the war news on the radio.  The military would put out a lot of propaganda, and people here would believe it.  They had to make it sound real to fool the enemy. After one of the bad battles, the news reported that my company had been wiped out.  Papa and Mama thought that I had been killed.  Papa wrote my name with the date on a wall outside on the porch.

All of our mail was opened and censored. If you wrote something they didn’t like, they would cut it out with the scissors or tear it up and never let you know what happened. One time when the fighting was real bad, we couldn’t get mail for about a month.  Sometimes, I would get a whole armload of letters in one day.  I’d be so happy.

My sister Opal would send me cookies and fruitcake.  There would be nothing but crumbs when I got it, but it was good.  She watched over me as best as she could.  She did a good job. She wrote me letters and quoted scripture in every letter.  She sent me a Bible that had a metal plate over it to protect my heart.  Somehow it got lost years after I got back home. I hate that worse than anything I ever lost.  I guess some of the kids thought it was junk since it was all beat up from crawling on my stomach so much.

Sometimes they would find an old barn and show us a movie. They would let a few people at a time go because they didn’t want a lot of people congregating together.  I don’t remember ever going because I was scared that I would get trapped out there.  I was always overly cautious, and I wasn’t in the mood to see a movie. I was nearly crazy all the time.  Sometimes we would have church up on the front lines when everything was quiet.

We crossed the Belgium border on September 6, 1944 and got into some hard fighting.  We lost a lot of riflemen and machine gunners. In the Hurtegen Forest in the Ardennes, snow was all over the place, knee deep.  There were lots of pine trees. We dug us some good holes, put logs on top with dirt on top of that with just a little opening to get in.  My wool overcoat had gotten wet, and I built a fire trying to dry it out.  The enemy saw the smoke coming up and fired.  I jumped into my hole.  The shell tore that overcoat to pieces and put the fire out, and that fire was right at the edge of my hole.  You could make it pretty good if you knew how to protect yourself.  I believed in holes.  I was a good digger.  I wasn’t lazy.  I guess God thought if I wanted to live that bad, he was gonna spare me. We wore the same clothes while we were in the forest for a month and a half, and we couldn’t smell each other either. A lot of soldiers had problems with frozen feet. We were issued two pair of innersoles to rotate wearing in our shoes. During the day, we would put one pair inside our shirt next to our chest to dry.

At night when I had to pull guard, I would take one shoe off at a time and rub my feet.  I would rub the dirt, sweat, and dry skin off, and it would feel so good when I put my shoe back on. Our guard duty lasted about 3 hours at a time.  During the night around midnight, you could always hear somebody shooting themselves in the foot.  You’ll hear them holler “Aide Man!”  They did this so they could get to go back to the rear to a hospital.

I remember sometimes laying all day in ditches.  The enemy would zero in on us and shoot every tree in half all the way around us.  It looked like a tornado had hit, and you couldn’t do anything. I’d move over a little, and then a shell would hit in the very place I had been sitting.  Must have been the Lord moving me. One time I sat in a hole in Hurtgen Forest for a month.

We had just left the Hurtgen Forrest around December 13, and were taken to a deserted castle where we got hot meals, a hot bath, and tetanus shots.  That was the last hot bath we had for a couple of months.   We spent 3 nights there.  When we walked out of the castle, American planes were flying overhead and opened fire on us.  It was December 16, 1944, and the Battle of the Bulge had begun.  We spent Christmas of ‘44 cut off in a big old building that looked like a gristmill.  The Germans had captured the American planes and were shooting at us.  We didn’t know who was who.  This got us all upset.  The Germans got a lot of the American equipment and used it against us so we couldn’t tell who was Americans and who was Germans.  We shot a lot of our own men.  My squad was told to go up with the riflemen to support them.  We got up there, and Germans were all over the place, and there were no riflemen.  I guess they were all killed.  We lost communications, and the Germans started shooting at us.  They had us pinned to the ground.  Pretty soon we ran out of food and ammunition.  I got some C-ration food off a dead soldier and ate it, and it must have been spoiled because I got the GI’s. I had no way to clean myself up for 5 days.  I just had to live with it. C-rations were in a can instead of a wax package like K-rations.

On December 27, we captured a German and told him that we would let him live if he showed us the way out of the forest.  We crawled our way out but had to leave our equipment.  When we got back to our unit on the 28th, I went on sick leave for a few days.  When I got back, I found out that the sergeant was mad at us for losing our equipment and was sending us to the front lines to replace the machine gunners who had all been killed.  When we got there, the ground was covered with pamphlets the Americans had dropped out of planes telling that they were going to bomb at 1:00 P.M.  I thought that was the craziest thing in the world to tell the enemy when you were going to bomb.  They did this so the civilians could leave. The German infantry outsmarted us and came at 12:45 to attack us.   I had never fired a machine gun in my life, and the enemy was coming.  I dug me a hole and didn’t stick my head up until the battle was over.  I don’t think I fired my gun the first time. The barrel of those machine guns would get red hot.  They could shoot 400-500 shells in a round.  I knew it was hell out there, and I didn’t know how to fire that gun.  I knew if I came out, I would be killed.  Boy, those Germans laid some fire on us.  The Americans came on the loud speaker and said for any Germans left to surrender. A few Germans were left. The Germans were smart people.  I think if they had not run out of fuel, they would have won the war.

After the Hurtgen Forest battle, we moved around a lot. The Germans were running from us.  They knew the war was at an end.

We went up through Germany next to the Alps Mountains close to Berlin.  We just sat there.  My foxhole buddy was Henry “Hank” Roussou from Michigan.  He had worked in a carnival before the war.  He was always saying “O Red Reedy, O Red Hot.  Onion in the middle, and a pickle on the top.  Looks like chicken. Tastes like turkey, but it’s hamburger.”  He said this over many times.  We didn’t have anything to talk about.  I don’t know anything about him, and he wouldn’t know anything about me.

The last part of March and the first of April, we went in where Hitler had his prison camps. We liberated some of the concentration camps where the Germans were keeping their Russian prisoners. Those Russians were just about starved to death. They were so happy to see us.  I remember them hugging us and kissing our feet.

The Germans tried to fight their way over to surrender to the Americans because the other countries treated their prisoners so bad.  Some made it and some didn’t.  The German prisoners told us that the next war will be with the Russians.  I always remembered that.  The Russians are real stubborn people.

I got to come home on 30-day leave.  When I got to New York, the band was playing, and all the pretty girls were welcoming us back.  They put on a big one.  The lights looked so pretty.

My family knew I was coming home, but weren’t sure when because it took so long to get letters. My brother Henry was working on the switch engine at the time.  He would stop at all the troop trains and investigate to see if I were on one.  I left Camp Shelby and came by the Illinois Central after dark so my family missed me. I got home the next day on July 13, 1945.  Mama and Papa were picking butterbeans, and when Mama saw me, she liked to have had a heart attack.

I was already home on a thirty-day leave waiting to be shipped to the Southern Pacific when the atomic bomb was dropped. I heard about it while I was in town. I don’t remember exactly where I was or my feelings.  I called about coming back.  I stayed at home for 3 months.  All I did was ride the bus back and forth to Ft. Braggs, North Carolina every month to get my orders.  I did this until November 10, 1945 when I was discharged. I was lucky.  Some men had to stay overseas for two or three more years waiting for transportation to get back home when the war ended.

I had eleven months and eighteen days of continental service and one year, three months, and six days of Foreign Service when the war ended. I had fought in battles in Northern France, Normandy, Ardennes, Central Europe, and Rhineland.

I received a bronze star medal, an European-African-Middle Eastern Campaign Medal w/silver service star, an Army of Occupational medal with German Clasp, a Presidential Unit Emblem, a Combat Infantryman Badge, a World War II Victory Medal, American Campaign Medal, and a Good Conduct Medal.

When I was discharged, I was 5 ft. 9½ in. tall, and weighed 132 pounds.  I probably lost part of my mind along the way, so there’s no way to remember everything like it really happened.
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