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Flying My Father's War
by Nedda R. Thomas

Daughter of Ned Thomas, 
Cadet - Class 44G, and 

Author of Hump Pilot

What I need to know is how to steer the airplane. Also how 
to take off under jungle conditions, navigate a narrow 
thread of skyway above the earth’s highest summits as 
the enemy wreaks havoc with the radio signals, then 
descend into a lantern-lit landscape and land along a 
jolting airstrip of dirt and rock, all in a non-pressurized, 
Depression-tech rattletrap, the C-46 “Flying Coffin,” and 
to fly the treacherous Himalayas, the “Hump,” and not 
succumb to a crash, vertigo, oxygen deprivation, hellish 
turbulence or any of the tribes of cannibals lurking on 
the periphery.

Training for a suicide mission? No, my father, Ned 
Thomas, was a WWII Hump pilot and I’m writing his 
story.

The worst pilot fatality 
rates of WWII, I learned, 
happened over the 
Hump. Under conditions 
unprecedented for flight, 
men took primitive aircraft 
from upper India, high over 
the roof of the world, and 
down into Asia, providing 
the sole lifeline whereby 
China’s nationalists tied 

down two million Japanese troops who otherwise would 
have been in the Pacific killing Americans. 

By listening to his experiences as a young pilot, I was 
getting to know my father in the context of a different time 
and world. His character — gentlemanly, good-humored, 
simply good — was woven into his earliest story. To see 
this was humbling, and it tugged at my heartstrings.

The PerfecT GifT!
A Membership to the WWII Flight Training Museum 
would make a great gift any time of year for those 

on your list that are interested in WWII aviation, 
history and historic preservation.

Ned Thomas, Cadet - Class 44G

A good read!

The book provides an 
entertaining window 
into what it was like 
flying cargo over the most 
dangerous air route, in 
the worst flying conditions 
imaginable. The book 
brings to light a little 
known facet of WWII.



Selig Sidney "Zeke" Alpern 
We have just been notified that our 
beloved “Zeke” has flown west. We 
would like to give a small recap of 

his wonderful life. 

"Zeke" loved life, all 97 years of it. He loved his family most 
of all. He loved the Mets and kept a box score of every game 
since 1969, in black and white composition notebooks. He 
loved sports. He played first base at CCNY and told everyone 
of his two-week tryout with the Yankees in St. Petersburg. 
When they declared him "all field no bat," 
he forever after, rooted for any team that 
played against them. 

He loved the 92nd 
Street Y where for 
25 years he played 
bridge, was in 
the drama club 
and the memoir 
class, at which 
he emphatically 
declared to his 
classmates, "No 
critiques, just 
listen." He loved 

to write letters, mostly complaints, like the 
one to Kellogg protesting the number of 
raisins in his cereal. He got three free boxes. 

He was proud of his military service as 
a WWII pilot in the South Pacific. In the 
fall of 1942, the outcome of World War II 
was yet to be decided. Japanese forces held 
much of the Pacific, North Africa would 
soon see Americans landing on its shores 
and Europe remained a German stronghold. 
As millions of men and women were 
drafted, many volunteered. Zeke Alpern volunteered and left 
his life as a student at The City College of New York behind.

“In February 1943 I got a phone call and was told to report to 
Grand Central Station or I will be considered AWOL,” said 
Alpern. “I told them it must be a mistake. I was told I wouldn’t 
be called until I finish school. The reply I got was ‘there’s a 
war going on; all bets are off.’ And that was my introduction 
into the military and the war.” 

Zeke spent the next months in training to become a pilot. “I 
became a cadet at Maxwell Field, Ala., then went to Douglas, 
Ga., where I flew solo for the first time,” he said. “From 

Douglas I went to Cochran Army Airfield, Ga. I finished my 
training at Moody Field, got my wings and went on a month-
long furlough.” 

Alpern served his time in the Pacific theater and flew the C-47 
Skytrain, transporting supplies and fuel. “It was easy there,” 
Alpern said. “I flew every third day, and if your name wasn’t 
on the board to fly, you had no responsibilities. I would go to 
the lagoon and swim for two days then fly for one. “I had an 
easy war,” he added. “In 1942, 95 percent of the island was 
under Japanese control but by the time I arrived there were 
practically none. I don’t know what it would’ve been like if I 

went in 1942, but I was lucky.”

He wrote to President Obama 
highlighting his service and the loss of 
his younger brother, Eddie, a fighter 
pilot, shot down in the Korean War. He 
asked how he could "apply" to sleep 
overnight in the Lincoln Bedroom. 
Surprisingly, the President replied, 
thanking him for the family's sacrifice 
and his "bold" request and invited him 
as his personal guest, for a private visit 
to the White House. It was a memorable 

day, even 
without the 
sleepover.

He loved 
food and 
d e c l a r e d 
every meal 
he ate as "the 
best meal I 

ever had." He was an unflagging optimist. 
When asked how his day was he would 
reply "Another million-dollar day." He is 
survived by his wife, Stella, the light of his 
life, whom he adored beyond measure and 

with whom he shared 50 wonderful years. He greeted us every 
day with a loud "Hiya Babe" and we now say to him, "Good 
night Babe, you're tops in taps with us." 

- The Family of Zeke Alpern

Flown West

Selig Sidney "Zeke" Alpern
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New Cadets Added to our Douglas 63rd Roster
Our one-of-a-kind online database at 

https://wwiiflighttraining.org/ contains almost 
5,000 cadets who came through the Douglas base as 
part of the aviation cadet program of World War II. 

Thanks to some new photos and documents submitted to 
the Museum, three new cadets have been identified who 
were not previously on our rolls. Pictures with instructor 
Bill Lynam were submitted by his son leading to the new 
find. One of the pictures shows Lynam with three cadets, 
and on the back were the three cadets’ names. After further 
research, volunteer Sue Harrington determined that they 
were in the Douglas class of 1942-H, a class for which 
we had no yearbook and which was formed based on the 
memories of Paul Schlundt and others. In addition, she, 
with the help of Steven Burris, found further information 
about the three cadets:

Sidney Ray Styles
Born January 13, 1920 in Cullman, AL, enlisted as an 
aviation cadet on Sept. 26, 1941 and entered training on 
January 1, 1942. He attended Newberry College in South 
Carolina as part of the Aviation Cadet program and was 
sent to Maxwell Field, Alabama for his preflight training. 
After graduation on August 6, 
1942, he was an instructor for a 
little over a year at the Transition 
Section of the 4th Ferrying Group, 
8th Ferry Squadron at the municipal 
airport in Memphis, Tennessee. 
He then went to Europe, probably 
serving as an air transport pilot. 
He returned from Europe October 
1945 and was stationed at MacDill 
Field, Tampa, FL. He obtained the 
rank of Captain. He served another 
tour of duty at Templehof Air Base 
in Berlin with the European Air 
Transport Service in 1947. He was 
also an airlines flight captain and 
check pilot. He died September 17, 
1983 in a car accident 3 miles south 
of Atlanta.

Claude Vaxter McLemore
Born August 22, 1920 in Rayville, LA. He joined the AAF 
in December 1941. He graduated from Spence Field, GA 
September 6, 1942. On February 16, 1943, he was in 
the 13th Fighter Squadron, 53rd Fighter Group at Page 
Field, Fort Myers, FL where he had a landing accident 
in a P-39F. In November he was at the Sarasota (FL) 
Air Base with the 77th Fighter Squadron. He went to the 
South Pacific and flew 135 combat missions in P-38s and 
P-39s for 14 months in the 13th AAF. He received the Air 
Medal with one Oak Leaf Cluster (OLC) on March 29, 
1944, and an additional two OLCs as element leader on 
April 16 and 19th, 1944. He obtained the rank of Captain 
on April 13, 1944. He died April 16, 1986.

Walter Siegel
Born January 11, 1918 in New York City, enlisted 
January 2, 1942. We believe that he may have had a 
landing accident causing a ground loop at Turner Field, 
Albany, GA, on July 9, 1942, while flying an AT-17 (a 
twin-engine advanced trainer). It is not known where he 
eventually served. He was released from the service on 
December 29, 1945. He died December 14, 2002 and 
is buried Riverside Cemetery, Saddle Brook, Bergen 
County, New Jersey.

walter siegel, claude v. Mclemore, instructor Bill lynum, sidney r. styles



MiSSion 
StatEMEnt

The wwii flight Training Museum 
is a non-profit organization that 
is entirely funded by donation, 
grants and contributions. it is 

dedicated to sharing the story of the 
courage and spirit of the american 

men and women who became pilots 
during the second world war. 

Our primary mission is to preserve, 
protect, develop and advance 

the understanding of our nation’s 
aviation training heritage through 
collections, research, exhibits and 
interpretation of the 63rd flight 

Training detachment. Our secondary 
mission is to try to maintain the 

heritage and as much of the 
historical integrity of the raymond-

richardson aviation school 
as possible.

The WWII Flight Training Museum
3 Airport Circle, Douglas, GA 31535 • 912-383-9111

 www.wwiiflighttraining.org
email: douglas63rd@windstream.net

The WWII Flight Training Museum
3 Airport Circle
douglas, ga 31535

RETURN SERVICE REQUESTED

$50 ANNUAL MEMBERSHIP BENEFITS
• WWII Flight Training Museum card

• Quarterly museum newsletter 
• Free visits to the museum for your family and guests 

• Opportunity to help restore and maintain vintage aircraft 
• Honoring our veterans with your commitment 

• 10% discount on museum merchandise 
• Participation in special museum events

The 63rd Preservation Society is a 501c3 non-profit educational foundation. 
(Proceeds go toward museum maintenance)

Name:

Address:

City:               State:               Zip:

Email:

Phone number:

2020 63rd Preservation 
society MeMbershiP

cut along dotted lines

Mail to:
The 63rd Preservation Society, Inc. 

WWII Flight Training Museum
P. O. Box 2770 • Douglas, GA 31534

in december of 2003, a small group of local 
citizens interested in history, aviation and 
heritage preservation gathered together 
to both protect the site of the Raymond-
richardson aviation school in douglas, 

georgia, and to create and operate a 
historical museum that would tell the story of not only our 
community’s role in wwii, but also share the lives of the men and 
women who lived, worked and trained at the facility. Thus, the 
63rd Preservation society was formed.

The WWII Flight Training Museum is operated by this non-profit  
organization and is entirely funded by donations, gifts and grants. 
we believe that the museum can make a great contribution to the 
preservation of our heritage and to the education of both children 
and the public in general.

is it a future worth securing? we think so. we hope you do, too. 
Become a friend of the museum through membership and help 
us preserve wwii aviation’s beginnings.

YOU CAN HELP!


