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REUNION OF WILSONIANS IN LONDON-1944 

Maybe he was homesick for some Eastern North Carolina Barbecue, but who knows 

what led Sgt. W. Gardner Ashe to put buy an advertisement in the London edition of the "Stars 

and Stripes" armed forces newspaper, asking all Wilsonians in the London area to meet at the 

Rainbow Corner Red Cross Club, two blocks from Piccadilly Circus, on January 3, 1944. One 

supposes that he hoped to find just a few people who pronounced "Wilson" with a "t" just like 

they did back home. 

By 1944 "the Rainbow" was one of London's most fashionable clubs for soldiers, and 

many American celebrities, and celebrated Londoners, both visited the club and volunteered 

their time there. Fred Astaire's sister, Adele (Lady Charles Cavendish) volunteered at the club 

to help "the boys." She would write letters to their mothers, wives and sweethearts. One 

might see Irving Berlin, George Raft, Jimmy Stewart, or General Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., or 

even General Eisenhower sticking their heads in from time to time. Glenn Miller made his 

"Eagle Broadcasts" from the Rainbow, and Artie Shaw's Navy Band played on a special occasion. 

A young girl, then unknown, named Petula Clark sometimes performed for the soldiers. Nearly . 
70,000 people passed through its doors on VE-day alone. 

So, when Gardner Ashe placed the ad in the "Stars and Stripes/, not having had contact 

with any of his friends from home he likely expected only a few people to show up. What 

actually happened was far different. Here is how Major Needham Holden described the event 

in a letter home: "Finally, however, I reached the right spot and found-not five or six-but 

sixteen men from the Wilson vicinity. Ranging in sizes from Doug Hackney [small] to Gardner 

Ashe [husky] . Ranging from blond Fully Edmundson to brunette Horace Ricks. From private to 

major. But all alike in one respect--beaming countenances and broad smiles. I've never been 



more pleased to see a bunch in my life. I've never seen a gang in better spirits and better 

health. You know-that well fed look- especially Billy Herring. 

"We did nothing but sit around and gas for a number of hours. But we've agreed to try 

it again on February 15 if things allow. Then we'll have a meal together and hope to have a 

large number. Pretty sure we will. So you might give us a thought on February 15 at 7:00 PM 

(2:00 PM to you), and I assure you we shall think of you ." [Wilson Daily Times clipping, exact 

date uncertain, in January 1944]. Major Holden recorded the following people as being present: 

S. Sgt. William E. Flowers, Pvt. Jeff Barnes, Lt. John F. "Fully" Edmundson, Sgt. William C. "Billy" 

Herring, Pfc. Horace O. Ricks, Sgt. William G. "Gardner" Ashe, Lt. Tommy Owens, Jr., Pfc. Willis 

D. Hackney, Lt. Jack Riley, T. Sgt. Champ C. Lucas, Lt. Selby Skinner, Lt. Charles A. Baker, Sgt. 

Oscar C. "Carol" Kemp, Major Needham C. Holden, T. Sgt. Donald A. Decker and T./3 Frank E. 

Blaine (the last two were in Company A while in Wilson), as well as Sgt. George J. Leloudis of 

Rocky Mount. One wonders how many Wilson soldiers and airmen showed up as scheduled on 

February 15th
, or even if circumstances permitted another gathering. 

[Note: Lt. Tommy Owens died in April 1944 when his P-47 was shot down over 

Germany, and Lt. Jack Riley was killed in Normandy after the D-Day landings. It appears all the 

rest made it home after the war.] 


