DHR\ Virginia Department of Historic Resources

PRELIMINARY INFORMATION FORM (PIF) for INDIVIDUAL PROPERTIES

DHR No. (to be completed by DHR staff) 108-6168

Purpose of Evaluation
Please use the following space to explain briefly why you are seeking an evaluation of this property.

The James Street Holiness Church is a historic church with significant history important to Danville and Virginia.
The church building is_not included in, but is directly adjacent to the North Danville Historic District. The North
Danville Historic District was established in 2003 and includes 426 contributing residential, commercial, religious
and civic buildings. Buildings within the district were constructed from about 1880 to about 1955 and reflect a
wide variety of architectural styles. Some of the notable buildings include the Calvary United Methodist Church
(1886), Shelton Memorial Presbyterian Church (1889), Bellevue Public School (1898), Washington Street
Methodist Episcopal Church (1910), Keen Street Baptist Church (1927), and Woodrow Wilson High School (1926).

The North Danville Historic District application, however, does not describe much of the area’s rich African
American history. This history, including the history of the James Street Church and its founder Bettie Thompson,
needs to be further investigated and the historic buildings associated included into the North Danville Historic
District. (Note: It may be more advantageous or expedient to make a boundary adjustment to include the James
Street Holiness Church (as well as other historic African American buildings in the area), rather than list the church
individually).

Today the James Street Church is no longer a place of worship, but it embodies the rich history and contributions of
African American women in Virginia, North Carolina, and the nation. The church Trustees want the church
preserved and put back to use as a community education center. While listing the church on the National Register
of Historic Places will not provide any specific protections for the church, it will provide a formal recognition of its
importance, as well as opportunities for financial resources and grants.

Trustee Rita Smith stated in a recent local news article ! that she would not want to see Bettie Thompson’s legacy
disappear. Smith’s comments have been far too long the norm, as historians have habitually ignored the lives and
contributions of black women. But in the 19t century and before, Black women, whether enslaved, free, or freed in
later life, resisted the oppressive systems in which they lived and became successful politicians, educators,
entrepreneurs, religious leaders and other successful trailblazers.

In May 2020, Preservation Virginia 2 listed the James Street Holiness Church to Virginia’s Most Endangered Historic
Places List 3 as a way to help raise awareness to save the church and its rich history. Preservation Virginia is
currently assisting the church trustees with a FEMA grant to help repair damage due to Hurricane Michael.

1John Crane. ‘Church landing on endangered historic sites list embodies history of African American community and women in Danville,

historical leader says.” Danville Register & Bee. May 25, 2020. https://www.godanriver.com/news/local/church-landing-on-endangered-

historic-sites-list-embodies-history-of-african-american-community-and-women/article 26475e10-5caa-50a3-abe9-32e77266ed83.html
(Retrieved: June 3, 2020).
2 Preservation Virginia. www.preservatiovirginia.org. (Retrieved: June 5, 2020).

3 ‘Most Endangered Historic Places’ Preservation Virginia. https://preservationvirginia.org/our-work/most-endangered-historic-
places/(Retrieved: June 5, 2020).
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Are you interested in applying for State and/or Federal Rehabilitation Tax Credits?  Yes No _ X

Are you interested in receiving more information about DHR’s easement program? Yes No X

1. General Property Information
Property name: James Street Holiness Church

Property address: 240 West James Street
City or Town:___Danville, VA
Zip code: 24540

Name of the Independent City or County where the property is located:
Danville

Category of Property (choose only one of the following):
Building _ X Site Structure Object

2. Physical Aspects
Acreage: .25

Setting (choose only one of the following):
Urban Suburban Town _X Village Hamlet Rural

Briefly describe the property’s overall setting, including any notable landscape features:

James Street Holiness Church is located in a mostly residential area on West James Street in the North Danville
Community. The church faces James Street with a small grassy yard in the back. The church’s building lot is
approximately .25 acres. A creek exists to the west of the church. Most of the nearby houses are early 20t century,
1-story, cottages and bungalows. A few houses have been demolished, but the street retains most of its integrity.

Due to drainage issues associated with the church’s close proximity to the creek, retaining walls and drainage
ditches were built on the church’s eastern side, extending into the backyard; and on the church’s western side, next
to creek. It also appears that retaining walls were at some point built close to the creek’s border. The backyard has
several large trees that likely date to at least the early 20th century.

3. Architectural Description
Architectural Style(s): Vernacular

If the property was designed by an architect, landscape architect, engineer, or other professional, please list
here: _ N/A

If the builder is known, please list here: Not Known

Date of construction (can be approximate): 1891

Narrative Description:

In the space below, briefly describe the general characteristics of the entire property, such as its
current use (and historic use if different), as well as the primary building or structure on the
property (such as a house, store, mill, factory, depot, bridge, etc.). Include the architectural style,
materials and method(s) of construction, physical appearance and condition (exterior and interior),
and any additions, remodelings, or other alterations.
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The James Street Church looks much as it did on the exterior as it did when it was built in 1891. It is a vernacular,
1-story, wood-framed, gable-roofed building with a tower on the front gable and a finished basement. The
foundation consists of both brick piers and concrete block. The roof is tin. One evident alteration is the wood siding
has been covered with white asbestos tiles.

Front (southern elevation)

The tower is positioned in the middle of the facade and extends outward by about a foot, creating a small shelter
over the front door. The tower rises and pierces the gable about 3 feet above the roofline. The front door (does
not appear original) has a blue glass-paned transom divided into six lights (unsure if original). Two, original, 6 over
6, double-hung, wood windows exist on either side of the front door. Also on the front is an original foundation
stone with the inscription “Holy Church [hard to determine initials] 1891.” A wooden cross is on the tower. One of
the church Trustees stated that a lighted cross was previously attached to the tower, but at some point it was
removed.

Eastern and Northern Elevations

A shed-roofed, concrete block addition (1950s-1960s) was tastefully added onto the eastern elevation, toward the
back of the church so that the front fagade was not impaired. A handicap ramp exists on the addition’s front
entrance. This addition extends into the backyard, past the original building, about 4 feet. A doorway is located off
the addition’s rear with a wooden staircase that leads to the backyard. A small, shed-roof shelter was constructed
to cover the staircase and a large window at the rear of the building. Also on the rear is the main basement
entrance.

It appears that when the addition was built, a concrete retaining wall was added extending off the addition into the
yard to aid in drainage. Both the eastern and western elevations have a series of six, original, 6 over 6 windows;
however, the addition on the east covers the rear two windows on that side.

Western Elevation

An entrance exists on the western side that allows access to a stairway leading to the main floor vestibule. A
retaining wall runs from the creek to the church, parallel to the street. The basement wall on this side has five
more contemporary-style windows, which may point to the basement being added at a later date.

Interior

The interior of the church consists of a front vestibule that has two doors that open up into the sanctuary. The
sanctuary is a large open space with original wood floors, which is divided into three sections where original pews
remain. Original gas light fixtures, converted to electric, remain in place. The entire ceiling has been covered with
tiles.

The pulpit is an elevated stage with an alcove behind it for the choir seating area. What appears to be original
church furniture including lecterns, tables and chairs remain. A large window behind the choir area appears to
have been added later and was painted with a religious scene at one time. Some other later alterations appear to
have been made to the choir seating area.

The eastern addition created a hallway with adjoining offices, a meeting room, a nurse’s room and a bathroom.
Alterations have been made to the interior including the addition of wood paneling. The basement space may have
been added at a later date by closing in the original foundation. Both brick piers and concrete block make up the
basement foundation, however this is yet to be determined. The basement has several rooms that functioned as a
kitchen, a dining area, classrooms, and a bathroom. Parts of the basement has decorative tin ceiling tiles.

General Condition

The church building’s condition is overall good, but the building has deteriorated after being vacant since 2017
when church services at the church ended. Over the years, flooding from a nearby creek has caused damage to the
church’s basement. In 2018, Hurricane Michael caused one of the biggest flooding events in Danville, and the James
Street Church was not spared. The church’s basement flooded, damage occurred to the roof and to the eastern side
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foundation. As a result, mold damage has occurred in all parts of the building. The damage is currently being
addressed through a 2020 FEMA grant application.

Condition of Roof

In 2017 the church’s roof had started to show signs of deterioration. These roof issues were not exceedingly
serious until Hurricane Michael occurred in 2018. Hurricane Michael’s high winds caused additional damage to the
roof, which allowed an enormous amount of rain to reach the underlying roof structure and the church’s interior.
The water infiltration from the damaged roof has caused mold growth in the church’s first floor.

Condition of Basement

The James Street Church was built beside a small drainage that feeds into the Dan River. According to church
Trustees, the creek has flooded previously, but not to the extent it did during Hurricane Michael. Hurricane
Michael’s flooding caused the creek to overflow and inundate the church’s basement. A layer of silt from the
flooding still exists in some parts of the basement. Mold is clearly evident on the walls, furniture and ceiling. The
flooding also caused mold damage to the exterior siding, especially on the western side, closest to the creek.

Briefly describe any outbuildings or secondary resources (such as barns, sheds, dam and mill pond,
storage tanks, scales, railroad spurs, etc.), including their condition and their estimated
construction dates.

No other buildings or secondary resources exist on the site other than the church.

4. Property’s History and Significance
In the space below, briefly describe the history of the property, such as significant events, persons,
and/or families associated with the property. Please list all sources of information used to research
the history of the property. (It is not necessary to attach lengthy articles or family genealogies to
this form.)

If the property is important for its architecture, engineering, landscape architecture, or other
aspects of design, please include a brief explanation of this aspect.

The James Street Holiness Church was founded by Bettie Thompson in 1891. Thompson, a young African American
woman, founded the church during a time when African Americans, women, and the religious movement she
embraced were all being excluded and ill-treated. Under Thompson’s guidance, the James Street Holiness Church
endured and grew to become a successful church that, at its height, had over eight hundred members.

Bettie Thompson was born sometime in the 1860s-1870s (the exact date is currently unknown) in the Oberlin
Neighborhood of Raleigh,* a freedman’s village established by African Americans after Emancipation. While a
young woman, Thompson joined a local Holiness group to her parents’ distress. An article from the Wilmington
Messenger in 1892 reads, “The family of Bettie Thompson are seeking to recover that lamb from the wolf’s
clutches. Bettie was one of the prettiest mulatto girls in Oberlin and was one of the ‘Holiness’ women whom Loney
[a leader of the local holiness Movement] made crazy.”s

The Holiness Movement, which began in the 19t century, traces its roots to the Methodist Church, but developed
into its own sect with different practices, such as sanctification and perfectionism. While members of the Holiness

4 Oberlin Village, Raleigh Historic Development Commission. Raleigh Historic. https://raleighhistoric.org/tours/show/16. (Retrieved: June
3,2020).

5 ‘Our Raleigh Letter.” The Wilmington Messenger, Wilmington, North Carolina. December 22, 1892. Page 1. www.newspapers.com.
(Retrieved: March 19, 2020).
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Movement were often violently treated early on,® the Movement grew in numbers, and included many African
American and women leaders.”

Based on written documents provided by church Trustees8, Bettie was called to be a religious leader in 1886. She
first went to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania to preach and later moved to North Danville? in the late 1880s. Thompson
initially preached “door to door,” and after gaining supporters, she started a “mission” in Hodnett Wilson’s grocery
store on North Main Street. In September 1891, Thompson and the other church members purchased the land at
240 West James Street and built the James Street Holiness Church. 10

Danville, at one time known as the “World’s Largest Tobacco Manufacturer,” was a tobacco marketing and
manufacturing town located in the heart of the “Old Belt”—the Piedmont region of Virginia and North Carolina
known for growing bright-leaf tobacco.

Despite Danville’s economic advantages from its strong tobacco-based economy, it, like many southern cities,
struggled with civil unrest during Reconstruction as white residents began to resent the political, economic and
social gains of freed African Americans. In 1883, the “Danville Riot,”!! a racially motivated street fight between
Danville citizens, ended in the deaths of at least five people and began an unfortunate downward turn for mobility
among local African Americans. Still, eight years later, a young Bettie Thompson had enough drive and resources to
start her own church in Danville.

In 1894, three years after the James Street Holiness Church was established, several local newspapers, as well as
the New York Times, printed articles that revealed how some Black Baptist leaders in Danville thought Thompson
was deluding people to join her church, and how they wanted Thompson and her followers excommunicated. The
article states:

The colored Baptist churches and their pastors in this city, North Danville, and the surrounding
country are thoroughly stirred up and alarmed over the work of this woman. This alarm has been
intensified because a church in North Danville has gone over almost bodily to Bettie Thompson’s
beliefs, including the pastor. The preachers have held a meeting and threaten to withdraw the hand
of fellowship from the church, and have resolved to excommunicate all their members who run
after the Thompson woman. The colored preachers and members of their flocks declare the fight is
on and they will not rest content until the woman shall be driven from this section.!2

6 ‘North State Cullings.’ Bryson City Times, Bryson City, North Carolina. September 4, 1896. www.newspapers.com. (Retrieved: March 19,
2020).

One of the most violent episodes against members of the Holiness Movement in North Carolina was an attack on a group called “the
Sanctified Band” who were living in boats on the Chowan River. Newspaper articles state that about 150 heavily armed people shot at the
boats for hours, killing at least one person and wounding several others.

7 The Editors of Encyclopedia Britannica. ‘Phoebe Worrall Palmer, American Evangelist and Writer’. Encyclopedia Britannica.

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Phoebe-Worrall-Palmer. (Retrieved: June 3, 2020).

8 James Street Holiness Church Trustees written documents.

9 Teresa Douglass, Peggy Nickell, Phil Thomason, Thomason & Associates. North Danville Historic District, National Register of Historic Places
Registration Form. December 2, 2003.

https://www.dhr.virginia.gov/VLR to transfer/PDFNoms/108-0113 North Danville HD 2003 Final Nomination.pdf North Danville, also
called Neapolis, was a commercial and residential community on the north side of the Dan River north of Danville City proper. North Danville
was later annexed into Danville City. Today North Danville is a National Register of Historic Places Historic District and it maintains a strong
sense of time and place of its turn-of-the-century character.

19 James Street Holiness Church Trustees written documents.

11 Brendan Wolfe, ‘Danville Riot.” Encyclopedia Virginia. Virginia Humanities.
https://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/Danville Riot 1883#start entry (Retrieved: June 5, 2020).
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Clearly Thompson overcame this hostility and the James Street Holiness Church remained active until 2017. News
articles and census records provide a glimpse of what Bettie Thompson's life. Census records from the early 20t
century and Thompson’s 1951 death certificate list her profession as either “pastor,” “minister,” or “preacher.”

Pastors of James Street Holiness Church after Thompson’s death included the following: Reverend W.V. Corbitt,
Reverend Aquilla Lawson, Reverend Edward Prunty, Reverend Jacob Wimbush, Reverend Minnie Thacker,
Reverend Thomas Brooks and Reverend Henry Anderson. The Reverend Aquilla Lawson preached Bettie
Thompson’s funeral in 1951.13

Further research is necessary to uncover additional details about the James Street Church and Bettie Thompson,
including Thompson’s life growing up in the Oberlin Community, her decision to join a Movement that was heavily
persecuted at the time, her parents’ distress over her spiritual leanings, and her leadership skills and charisma.

5. Property Ownership (Check as many categories as apply):
Private: X Public\Local Public\State Public\Federal

Current Legal Owner(s) of the Property (If the property has more than one owner, please list each below
or on an additional sheet.)

name/title: James Street Holiness Church

organization:

street & number: 240 West James Street

city or town: Danville state: VA zip code: __24540
e-mail: __ritasmithdanville@gmail.com telephone: 434-429-7997

Legal Owner’s Signature: Date:

¢ ¢ Signature required for processing all applications. * *

In the event of corporate ownership you must provide the name and title of the appropriate contact person.
Contact person: Rita Smith
Daytime Telephone: 434-429-7997

Applicant Information (Individual completing form if other than legal owner of property)
name/title: _Sonja Ingram

organization: __Preservation Virginia

street & number: 204 W. Franklin Street

city or town: __Richmond state: VA zip code: _23220

e-mail: _singram(@preservationvirginia.org telephone: __434-770-1209

6. Notification
In some circumstances, it may be necessary for DHR to confer with or notify local officials of
proposed listings of properties within their jurisdiction. In the following space, please provide the
contact information for the local County Administrator, City Manager, and/or Town Manager
name/title: _Ken Larking, City Manager

locality: Danville, Virginia
street & number: __ Mailing: P.O. Box 3300 _ Physical: 427 Patton Street
city or town: Danville state: _ VA zip code: _24543

telephone: 434-799-5100

13 James Street Holiness Church Trustees written documents.
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