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THOMAS ANTHONY GIBBONS 
US ARMY AIR CORPS 1943-1945 

 

Thomas Anthony Gibbons was born in Edina Missouri on 19-JUL 
1920.  Edina was a small farming town in North-Central 
Missouri.  His father was Andrew Michael Gibbons (1881-1968) 
and his mother was Beatrice Teresa Gibbons (1888-1973).  He 
had five brothers: Patrick, John, James, Thomas, and Stephen.  
and four sisters: Ella, Margaret, Agnes, and Rose.  One baby 
brother died at birth.  When Tom registered for the draft, he 
listed his occupation as a farmer.   

Tom reported for training 
to Jefferson barracks in January 1943.  He was 
awarded his wings in February 1944 at Eagle Pass 
Texas.  Tom qualified in the P-40 War Bird and p-47 
Thunderbolt and sent to the Philippines in the Pacific 
theater.  Tom would fly 124 missions in the P-47 
Thunderbolt and P-51 Mustang with the 348th 
Fighter Group in the 5th Air Force until March 1945.  
Their primary missions were ground support, bomber escort, bombing, surveillance in 
New Guinea, Philippines (Leyte Gulf and Luzon), Japan and Okinawa.   

Much of this story is in Thomas Gibbons own words recorded by one of his children. 

When he saw an airplane flying over, he would ask his mother if that was “Lucky Lindy.”  
Lucky Lindy referred to Charles Augustus Lindbergh an American aviator, military officer, 
author, inventor, and activist. At the age of 25, he went from obscurity as a U.S. Air Mail 
pilot to instantaneous world fame by winning the Orteig Prize for making the first nonstop 
flight from New York City to Paris on May 20–21, 1927. 

Airplanes were not a common sight, but airmail, barnstormers, and occasional flyover of 
Army Air Corps airplanes burned in him a desire to be a pilot.   Like many other young 
men, he enlisted when the U.S. entered World War II after the bombing of Pearl Harbor 
in December 1941.  He selected the Army Air Corps – there was no Air Force at that time.  
Being a farm hand, his service was deferred a short time, but in 1943, he was called to 
serve and began his training.  Editor’s note:  As the war progressed, farmers were being 
asked to produce much more food with fewer and fewer workers. As more young men 
were being drafted or enlisted in the military, the farm labor shortage quickly became  
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severe.  All of those forces put the squeeze on farming one of the 
largest employers in the economy before the war. Farmers 
responded, first by putting their wives and kids to work.  When 
farmers and agriculture organizations from across the country 
complained about labor shortages, Congress responded by enacting 
draft deferments for farmers and farm workers.   

Thomas Gibbons started basic training at Jefferson Barracks and 
initial flight training in nonmilitary aircraft at Kansas State.  His flight 
records list the instructor’s comments: “jerky at the controls” in the 

first flight and evolved into “good student, smooth flight.”  Tom would later say, “I am 
happy to report that the instructor never circled the grade of “cocky” on the preprinted 
form.  I do wonder it that is still on the form today.”   

 

Tom was sent to Texas for advanced flight training and then solo in military aircraft.  He 
was awarded his wings at Eagle Pass Army Airfield, ten miles north of Eagle Pass in 
Maverick County.  The field was an advanced single-engine flying school during World 
War II. It was activated in 1942 and converted to a basic flying school in November 1944. 
All flight training at the field was discontinued in April 1945.  Tom was commissioned a 
2nd Lieutenant and was eventually selected to be an 
instructor himself at Majors Air Force Base in Texas.  
Majors Army Airfield provided cadet pilots with preflight 
and primary training. In addition to U.S. Army Air Corps 
pilots, companies of Women's Army Corps members, 
Royal Air Force pilots, and Mexican Air Force pilots were 
trained here. The base became an advanced training 
center before being deactivated on 15-JUL 1945. 

But Thomas Gibbons did not enlist to fly trainers and be an instructor pilot.  He saw a sign-
up on a bulletin board that read, “anyone who wants to checkout in a P-40 and fly in 
combat, sign up here.”  He signed that piece of paper, and several days later was told to 
be on a bus within a few hours to head to the coast of Texas for gunnery and bombing 
training in the P-40 Warbird.   
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Editor’s note:  The Curtiss P-40 Warhawk is an 
American single-engine, single-seat, all-metal 
fighter and ground-attack aircraft that first 
flew in 1938. The P-40 design was a 
modification of the previous Curtiss P-36 Hawk 
which reduced development time and enabled 
a rapid entry into production and operational 
service. The Warhawk was used by most Allied 
powers during World War II and remained in 

frontline service until the end of the war. It was the third most-produced American fighter 
of World War II, after the P-51 and P-47; by November 1944, when production of the P-40 
ceased, 13,738 had been built.   

He was then transported to the east coast to train in the P-47 Thunderbolt.  After 400 
hours of total flight training, he was considered sufficiently trained and sent to the Pacific 
theater to fly with the 348th Fighter Group in the 5th Air Force.   

Initially, he and his squadron flew “light combat” missions out of Port Moresby, New 
Guinea.  Less than 30 days after McArthur had returned to the Philippines, he was shipped 
ahead of his squadron to prepare an advanced base at Leyte Gulf in the Philippines.  But 
monsoons washed out he airfield that the Sea-Bees had created and forced them onto 
the beach where they used steel mesh mats on the sand for a suitable runway.  As if the 
weather wasn’t bad enough, Japanese paratroopers made their job even more 
challenging.   

Editor’s note: Constituted as 348th Fighter Group on 24-SEP 1942 and activated on 30-SEP 
1942, the group prepared for combat with P-47's. They moved to the Southwest Pacific, 
May-Jun 1943, and were assigned to the 5th Air Force.  The group operated from New 
Guinea until Nov 1944.  They flew patrol and reconnaissance missions and escorted 
bombers to targets in New Guinea and New Britain.  It was the most successful P-47 
Thunderbolt unit in the Pacific War. The Group's commander, Colonel Neel Kearby ran up 
20+ kills including a 6 kills in one mission for which he was awarded the Medal of Honor. 
The Group scored 396 kills, over half of all the kills credited to 5th Air Force P-47 and won 
two United States Distinguished Unit Citations. The Group had twenty P-47 aces.   

This was the island-hopping strategy employed by the U.S. and its allies as they made their 
way north to Japan.  They relocated to Luzon and eventually to Okinawa.  In 124 missions 
flown, he provided direct support for ground troops, flew surveillance, escorted bombers 
like the B-25 Mitchell and strafed and bombed airfields.   

P-47 Thunderbolt 
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Along the way, they transitioned to a new aircraft the iconic P-51 Mustang.  Since the P-
51 was also a single seat aircraft, the transition was simple.  Pilots had to demonstrate 
that they knew where all the controls were blindfolded, and they were instructed that the 
aircraft had a lot of torque.  It is said that P-51 
pilots had “noticeably larger right legs” due to 
rudder corrections at take-off.  ‘I never noticed 
that about Dad, though.’ 

Like other pilots of his era, dad loved the P-51.  The 
aircraft was named the “Missouri Miss.” He said, 
“the P-51 just wanted to fly.  The P-47 just wanted 
to land.”  And while that sounded like a good 
thing, landing and taxing could be tricky.  The P-51 

range changed the operations in the Pacific like it had 
in Europe.  Dad’s flight logs recorded missions lasting 
over 8 hours.  The strategy was to continually 
surprise t5he enemy by flying further than they 
expected.  They even flew to remote bases with dirt 
runways, manned by guerilla soldiers to refuel and 
extend their mission.   

One entry in his flight log listed a mission for a bomb 
drop on Nagasaki a week in advance of the atomic bomb drop.  After a mandatory 10-day 
flight stand down, they flew over both Hiroshima and Nagasaki with instructions to stay 
out of the clouds out of concern that they did not know what effect radioactivity would 
have on the aircraft engines.  Dad (Tom) said, “only roadbeds and soot” remained of those 
cities. 

Once the war ended, they were instructed to fly over civilian populations and over POW 
camps to provide a “calming presence.”  Although hostilities with Japan were over, 
America’s attention turned north, and he flew his last combat mission over Korea to 
monitor the Russian advancement.  

In 1945, the Air Corps was split off from the Army and became the US Air Force, making 
Thomas Gibbons a charter member.  He continued his service stateside with the reserves 
locally flying acceptance flights for new aircraft and checkout flights for refurbished 
aircraft.  Like many other returning vets, he took advantage of the G.I. Bill and earned a 
college degree.  After graduating from University of Missouri with a degree in Mechanical 
Engineering, he started at a small, relatively unknown aircraft company located on the 

Thomas' P-51 Mustang 
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north side of Lambert Field called McDonnell Aircraft and worked on a variety of fine 
products from the Banshee (F2H) to the Phantom (F-4) to the Hornet (F-18) and DC-10.   

Tom participated in the following campaigns: 

• New Guinea 

• Bismarck Archipelago 

• Southern Philippines 

• Luzon 

• Air Offensive Japan 

Tom was awarded the following decorations and citations: 

• Asiatic Pacific Theater Campaign Ribbon with 5 Bronze Stars 

• American Theater Campaign Ribbon 

• World War II Victory Medal 

• Air Medal w/1 Oak Leaf Cluster 

• Philippines Liberation Ribbon w/1 Bronze Star 

• Good Conduct Medal 

He married Anna Marie Kurth (1932-2015) on April 
23, 1951, in Edina, Missouri. They had six children, 
three sons: Tim, Mike, and John and three daughters: 
Kathy, Patrice, and Bridget during their marriage. 
Tom’s wife Anna Marie passed away on 28-MAY 2015, 
at the age of 82. They had been married 64 years. Tom 
lives today in Lake St. Louis MO.   

 


