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JOHN LEE THOMAS AND THE THIRSTY THIRTEENTH 
John Lee Thomas was born 29-JAN 1924 to Winston Folk Thomas and Rossie Leona 
Jewel Satterfield Thomas in Huntsville Alabama.  John was employed as an airplane 
engine mechanic before entering the Army in SEPT 1943. John had a thorough 
knowledge of airplane engine operation and maintenance.  John frequently 
performed pre-flight inspections of airplanes frequently replacing worn parts of the 
engine, fuselage, struts and landing gear.  John was employed by the Air Corps at 
Courtland Field AL for nine months.   
 
SGT Thomas served in the US Army Air Corps from 20-AUG 
1943 to 31-MAR 1946.  He was an air crew member assigned 
to the 13th Troop Carrier Squadron.  John was a crew 
member, aerial engineer on a C-47 in World War II.  His 
squadron was known as the Thirsty 13th.  The squadron 
earned 2 Presidential Unit Citations and 7 Battle Stars.   
 
He assisted the airplane pilot in the operation of a multiple engine airplane in flight 
by maintaining a constant check on the mechanical functions of the plane in flight.  
John would monitor the readings on engine, vacuum, pressure instruments and 
maintained a log of engine performance including fuel flow and remaining fuel in 
the tanks in flight.   
 
John’s military education included: 

 Airplane mechanics school – Gulfport Field 
 MS and factory school – Ypsilanti, MI 

 
John was awarded the American Campaign Medal, Asiatic Pacific Theater Medal, 

Philippine Liberation Medal, World War II Victory Medal, 
Army Good Conduct Medal, Honorable Service Lapel Pin.   
 
After World War II, John worked as an airplane mechanic in 
Alabama for Chemstrand.  In 1967 the family moved to 
Florissant Missouri where he worked for Monsanto, Mark 
Aero and Kellwood Company aviation department until his 
death in 1978.  John was also an FAA inspector. 
Annie Ruth Matthews  
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Annie Ruth Matthews was born 5-MAR 1932 to George Will Matthews and Bertha 
Mae Evett Matthews in Jackson County Alabama.  She married John 
Lee Thomas on April 3, 1952, in Morgan, Alabama.  
 
They had three children during their marriage.  

 Johnney Louise Thomas Sloan 31-JAN 1954 in Decatur AL 
 Billy Ray Thomas 10-NOV 1959 in Decatur AL 
 Mary Elizabeth (Lizzy) Thomas 9-DEC 1959 in Decatur AL 

 
Annie was a homemaker who loved to cook.  While living in Alabama she would 
make jelly from the fruit trees and grapevines in the yard.  Annie and her friend 

Francis loved to make cakes, pies, and homemade 
donuts.  She would also make homemade breakfast 
and dinner for the family making biscuits from 
scratch.  Annie loved working in the yard, mowing the 
grass, raking leaves and gumballs, and messing with 
her flowers.   
 
John and Annie loved to go fishing and tend their 

rosebushes and flowers.   
 
John died 27-JAN 1978 in Florissant MO, at the age of 54.   
 
In 2011, Annie entered a nursing home.  It was there the family 
learned that Annie loved to dance.  A man at the nursing home 
gave her the nickname of “The Dancing Lady.”   
 
Annie died on November 4, 2015, in Maryland Heights, Missouri, at the age of 83.  
She is buried in Roselawn Cemetery on Decatur Alabama beside John.   
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13TH TROOP CARRIER SQUADRON 

 
According to an infantryman in the Ninth General Hospital in New Caledonia:  
“Much as it pleased us to see our bombers and fighters up there working for us, 
the only time we actually cheered was when we sighted a C-47. That meant food, 
mail, care for the wounded and all the things we’re fighting this war for.” 
 
Many people, when they think of military airplanes, think of only fighters and 
bombers, but there is a third type: the cargo plane. The C-47 was so important that 
General (and future President) Eisenhower wrote in Crusade in Europe: "Four 
pieces of equipment that most senior officers came to regard as among the most 
vital to our success were the bulldozer, jeep, 2-1/2 ton truck, and the C-47," and 
this was the only aircraft he mentioned. 
 
Flying cargo planes was more dangerous than being in a fighter or bomber, because 
the C-47 was a large, slow (150 MPH), and valuable target (it carried airplane fuel, 
torpedoes, guns, supplies, and important people and messages). It had no 
protective armor (no thick steel plates in the walls near the pilots), and it was 
unarmed. How many people would like to fly one of these into a battle area? Very 
few. 
 
C-47 pilots also faced another and often more deadly force than enemy aircraft: 
the weather. Fighters and bombers usually flew only in good weather and had 
oxygen to climb above low storms. C-47s took off regardless of the weather -- the 
personnel, supplies, and mail had to go through. Because it did not provide oxygen 
for the passengers, they had to stay below 12,500 feet. Many aircrews lost their 
lives due to encounters with bad weather and mountains. Flying cargo planes in the 
South Pacific, an area known for intense storms, long distances over water, and 
mountainous islands, may therefore have been one of the most treacherous flying 
positions in World War II. 
 
The Thirsty 13th was one of the first U.S. Army transport squadrons, and the very 
first in the South Pacific, an area unique for its combination of long distances over 
water, mountains, and challenging weather. 
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The 13th Troop Carrier Squadron arrived in New Caledonia at a critical time in 
World War II during the battle for Guadalcanal, the turning point in the Pacific War. 
It delivered to the Marines supplies that were key to holding the island. It went on 
to support six more battles, in the Northern Solomons, the Bismarck Archipelago, 
the Western Pacific, New Guinea, Luzon, and the Southern Philippines. It was also 
one of the eventually five transport squadrons for the Thirteenth “Jungle” Air 
Force, flying critical supply and evacuation missions into forward areas, and moving 
fighter, bomber, and other units to forward bases.  
 
The squadron’s accomplishments were recognized by twice being awarded the 
highest honor a military unit may receive: the Presidential Unit Citation (Army). It 
also received many commendations. 
 
The Thirsty 13th may be the #1 transport squadron ever, based on its safety record. 
In three years of flying 9.7 million miles, almost entirely over water, through often 
terrible weather, the squadron lost only one load (with 17 passengers) entrusted 
to it. 
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The squadron had four main 
overseas camps, marked here 
with green pins, being (from right 
to left): Tontouta, New Caledonia; 
Espiritu Santo, New Hebrides; 
Biak, New Guinea; and Dulag, on 
Leyte in the Philippines. The air 
echelon was based at these and 
also four additional camps, 
marked with yellow pins: Plaine 
des Gaiacs, New Caledonia; Los 
Negros in the Admiralty Islands; 
and Wakde and Noemfoor, New 

Guinea. Pictured above is “the line” at Tontouta Air Base in New Caledonia in early 
1943. Pictured below are the squadron work buildings and two of its C-47s at 
Mokmer Aerodrome on Biak Island in early 1944. 
 
The squadron operated 43 C-47s overseas. This is the military version of the most 
popular airliner at the time, the DC-3. Of these 43 C-47s, 23 were lost to: 2 fatal 
accidents, 4 non-fatal accidents, 6 accidents by others after the war, and 11 were 
scrapped after the war.  


