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DowN HOME SERIES

by Susan Worley,
Contributing Writer

Again in the year 2002, we’re making our way around Virginia, each
issue visiting a small town and meeting some of the folks who make up the
heart of electric co-op country. On this year’s second stop, we’ll be ...

Down Home in
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“Ain’t No Big Thing,
But It's Growing.”
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edtled in the heat of Virginias

N Pittsylvania County is the town of

Gretna, which ceebrated its 100th
anniversary in 2001

The town sprang up from aralroad stop

that was operationd inthelate 1800s. U.S. 29

Business, north to south, and Route 40, eest to
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weg, intersect a the town's only stoplight.

The town is guided by Mayor Glenna
Lingafelt and Sx councilmen.

The day-to-day business of the town is
conducted by Town Manager David Lilly
and Clerk/Tressurer Margaret Wilson, who
have officesin Town Hal. Town Hdl isaso

Police Chief E.L. FarriesJr. distributes advice and infor mation to young people at the
grand opening of Gretna’s shopping center.
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Always popular at Old Timer’s Jubilee is
“The Great Train Robbery” re-enact-
ment. Sheriff Boyd Ayers (Ieft) points out
the trouble to Deputy David Lilly. In real
life, Lilly is Gretna’'stown manager.

hometo the Gretna Police Department, witha
four-man force under the leadership of Police
Chief E.L. FarriesJr.

“Gretna is a specid place to put down
roots and raise a family, live condructively
during your middle years, or find fulfillment
in lending a helping hand during your retire-
ment,” says Mayor Lingafdt, aretired school
librarian. “During the process, you have the
help of friends and neighbors, churches and
schools, businesses, service organizaions,
volunteer fire department and rescue squ

A Fledgling Town

Gretnasfirgt citizen was Jeremiah Talbott,
who was more than 50 years old when he
enlisted in the Confederate army during the
Civil War to serve on behdf of another man,
acommon practice during the war.
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Gretna's Railroad Park on Main Street
has a caboose that is open for tours.

For his service, Talbott received 408
acres of land in Fittsylvania County and built
the fird house in what was eventudly to
become the town of Gretna

In 1879, the Franklin & Pittsylvania
Railroad was completed. Gretna was then
named Franklin Junction and served asapas-
senger and freight tation. The post officewas
cdled Elba

Talbott sold land to Hunt Tardy and
Thomas C. Creasy, who built stores. Therail-
road stop was becoming atown. More people
moved in, purchased land from Talbott, and
put up homes and buildings to establish busi-
nesses.

Thevillage of Elbahad grown by 1901 to
includefive stores, two livery stables, ahotel,
adrug store and gpproximately 150 residents.
From 1909 until 1922, the sale of tobacco was
the main industry and there were four ware-
houses bordering the town’s dirt streets.

The town was incorporated in February
1901 by specid act of the Virginialegidature.
The charter of the town of Elbawas renewed
and amended in 1912,

By an act of the legidaure of 1916, the
name of the town was changed from Elba
Pogt Office and Franklin Junction Station to
Gretna. The name was sdected by town
council from aligt of names furnished by the
post office department.

Gretna Has Everything

Located about halfway between the cities
of Danville and Lynchburg, Gretnaresidents
have the best of both worlds — quiet coun-
try life, but close enough to enjoy urban
amenities.
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Pictured are GretnaVolunteer Fire Department, Gretna Police Department and Gretna
Town Hall, which share a building in downtown.

One of the oldest homesin town was built by Thomas C. Creasy around 1883.

A prized documentary of thetown’s histo-
ry is alabor of love by Estelle |ronmonger
Tyler — her book entitled: The Junction,
Elba, Gretna, rginia.

Mrs. Tyler and her late husband, Kenneth
S. Tyler S, came to Gretna as educators and
fdl in love with the students and town. She
taught a Gretna High School for 27 years of
her 38-year career and il livesin town. Mr.
Tyler was awell-known and respected Gretna
High School principd.

Mrs. Tyler says Gretnais “afriendly town
with the kind of people who wave to
drangers”

Her book traces the town's people and
events. One dgnificant event mentioned in
her book is the establishment of the loca
Mecklenburg Electric Cooperdive Didtrict.
Clyde Midkiff, retired district manager,
remembersthe stories of the firgt office being
located a Pete Moon's livery gtable in the
year of 1938. This served asthe building base
for providing eectricity to the rurd areas sur-
rounding Gretna.

Also mentioned is the famous bank rob-
bery of 1946 when three robbers pulled a

caper a Peoples Bank and escaped by pickup
truck. They got away with about $7,000, a
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big haul for the times. The three were later
gpprehended and prosecuted.

Gretna has the usud small-town atmos-
phere where everyone knows everyone and
al about their lives, but Gretnaa so has many
things that other small towns don't have.

Gretna has one of Pittsylvania County’'s
industria parksthat is hometo severd indus-
tries. The county recently purchased 100
acresfor expangon of the park.

Hometo Three County Schools

Gretna is home to three Pittsylvania
County schools: Gretna High School on
Coffee Street; Gretna Middle School on
Northside Drive; and the newly constructed
Gretna Elementary School on Franklin
Boulevard.

The county recently passed a bond refer-
endum to build four new middle schools and
one of them will be built in Gretna. Construc-
tion isto begin later this year.

The Riddle Learning Center was dedicat-
ed in 2000. It combines a branch of the
Fittsylvania County Public Library with adis-
tance-learning center for Danville Com-
munity College.

Gretnaslibrary wasformed in 1965 under
the sponsorship of the Jaycees and was locat-
ed in a small red house on Franklin
Boulevard. Addressing the need for anew li-
brary, Friends of the GretnaLibrary organized
in November 1996. These volunteers single-
handedly spearheaded a mammoth fundrais-
ing project that included children and adults
from al walks of life working together to
make the library possible.

Gretna has two large parks with picnic
shelters, athletic fields and playground
equipment.

The town aso has two aitractive mini-
parks that are just for relaxing. The Railroad
Park on Main Street features a bright-red
caboose, a section of narrow-gauge track
from the old F & P Railroad, benches and a
swing built by the Boy Scouts. Thereisdsoa
mini-park on the corner of Franklin
Boulevard and Wetts Street that offers beauty
and solitude.

The Gretna community has two medical
centers. Centra Health Gretna Family
Practice Medicd Center is part of Centra
Hedlth, a regiond hedth-care system head-
quartered in Lynchburg and associated with
Lynchburg Generd and Virginia Baptist hos-
pitasto the north.

A second medicd fecility — Danville Re-
giond Medica Heathcare Center — islocated
on Main Street and associated with Danville
Regiona Medica Center to the south.

GretnaHedth Care Center, dsointown, is
a 90-bed skilled-care facility that mests the
needs of the community.

Gretnais blessed with nine churches. This
year saverd community churches, under the
leadership of First Baptist Church of Gretna,
worked together to build a home through
Habitet for Humanity.

The town'’s first shopping center, “The
Junction at Gretna,” opened last year.
Deveoper Cecil Creasy of Wilmington, N.C.,
hasaspecid interestin Gretna. Hisfamily has
owned property in town since it began.

Last February, the town hosted a 100th
birthday party. The gaa event brought out

Special guest at Gretna's 100th birthday
party in February 2001 was 5th District
Congressman Virgil Goode, who pre-
sented a flag that had flown over the
nation’s capitol to Gretna Mayor Glenna
Lingafelt.

young and old to enjoy musical entertainment
by the Gretna High School chorus, Gretna
Elementary School chorusand GretnaMiddle
School band.

Residents brought old photographs and
memorabiliafor display. The afternoon birth-
day cake and punch were sponsored by
Mecklenburg Electric Cooperdtive.

A Great Placeto Live

Gretnadoesn't gop a thetown limits. It is
a community filled with caring people who
don't just talk about needs and problems —
they pitch in and do something about them.
This spirit of community service makes
Gretnaagreet placeto live.

Thetown and surrounding community are
fortunate to have Gretna Volunteer Fire
Depatment and Gretna Rescue Squad. The
fire department was organized in 1935 and
the rescue squad in 1968.

Members are men and women who
donate their time for training and service.
They conduct fundraisersto purchase needed
units, equipment and supplies. The rescue
squad building isrdatively new and plansare
underway for anew fire station.

Dedicated Volunteers

The Merchants Associdion of Gretna an-
nualy sponsors activities and projects to
enhance the town. Members are dedicated
volunteers who organize Old Timer's Jubilee
and the Gretna Horse Show, and name a
“Citizen of the Year” and “Business of the
Year” each December.

Organized in 1985, Gretna PACE Club
sponsors activities, community events and
educational scholarships. Membership is
open to anyone who wants to be part of a
working organization.

The club co-gponsored the Miss Pittsyl-
vania County Pageant, a preliminary to Miss
Virginia, for 15 years before taking a bresk
from pageant planning in 2001. Also, ared
holiday crowd pleaser is the PACE Club's
annua Country Christmas Show.

Gretna Lions Club was chartered in 1953
and has been an active part of community life
since. In addition to participaing in service
projects of Lions Internationa such as assist-
ing with sight- and hearing-rdlated problems
and providing exams, glasses or hearing aids
to those who cannot afford them, Gretna
Lions Club dso gives scholarships to locd
sudents.

Last year Lions Internationd gave the
Gretna Club a $30,000 grant to assit in con-
sructing a home built through Habitat for
Humanity.

Gretna Junction Lions Club organized in
1984 as the ladies counterpat to Gretna
Lions. Junction Lions conduct similar Lions
projects and sponsor the “Tree of Lights’ a
Chrigtmas, which illuminates bulbs in honor
or memory and funds scholarships for high
school seniors.,

Gretna Ruritan Club was chartered in 1999
and conducts activities to better the town and
community through various projects.

GretnaAmerican Legion Post 232 became
active following World War Il. The post
home, located on Leftwich Street, wasbuiltin
1950 and isavailableto family businessesand
civic groups. The post conducts service proj-
ects and makes donetions.
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Adding to the beautty of the town are proj-
ects of Weed and Weep Garden Club, orga
nized in 1959, and Gretna Garden Club,
organized in 1949. The clubs adternate spon-
sorship of the Christmas door decorating con-
test held each December.

Anderson Masonic Lodge No. 258A.F &
A.M. received its charter in 1894. The lodge
maintains a clothes closat in Gretnathat pro-
vides clothing and other necessities to fami-
lieswho lose their homesto fireand to others
in need. Thelodge aso provides scholarships
and donates to Grand Lodge charities.

Gretna has an active youth sports program
that organizesteamsfor softbal, basebal and
football.

Theface of thetown has changed over the
years. Some businesses or indudries have
closad, new ones have located, and others
have renovated and remodded. Some res-
dents have lived in Gretna dl ther lives,
raised children and grandchildren and are
content to spend retirement here. Others are
new families moving in, eager to enjoy the
quality of smal-town life.

Resdents Enjoy Smple Pleasures

“Gretna folk tend to enjoy the smple
things of life— a Little League bdl game, a
country music band complete with harmoni-
ca player, agood book from the new library,
a computer class, a school sports event, a
Veteran's Day program, Old Timer’s Jubilee
and the great train robbery, an antique car
show, rescue squad and fire department
sews, a musical benefit, horse show, a
leisurdy walk around town, chatting at the
post office, a cup of coffee with friends, an
outdoor symphony, a band of former high
school students and teschers, area school
activities and band concerts, and people who
meke you fed a home” says Mayor
Lingafelt.

“Gretna is a place of caring, imperfect,
hard-working people who volunteer for al
kinds of needs (or things). And, when you go
away for awhile, you tell everyone who will
ligen where you are from, and you just can't
wait to get back hometo Gretna,” she adds.

Thetown may not be 0 big, but the heart
of its people is huge. The friendly, caring
amosphere exudes welcome and southern
hospitality. Travelers entering town are greet-
ed by a Sgn proclaiming “Gretna, Virginia
Ain't No Big Thing, But I1t's Growing.” =

Susan Worley is a Pittsylvania County native
and writer for the Star-Tribune, the county’'s
only newspaper, which was started in 1869. She
is also on the board of directors and secretary
of The Merchants Association of Gretna.
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If You Go...

he only blockhouse standing in

Pittsylvania County and possibly the state
is Yates Tavern, located on U.S. 29 a fourth of
a mile south of Gretna.

It was built around 1750 and sheltered
travelers in what was a western wilderness. It
is said to be the only dwelling in Virginia
constructed with Elizabethan or Tudor over-
hangs on front and back jetties.

Deemed a blockhouse because of the 10-
inch overhang of the second story, it is
believed that the overhang was necessary so
occupants could shoot down on the enemy
in the event of attack.

Just outside of town and worth a drive-by
is Whitethorn Buffalo Ranch. The home of
Dallas and Mary Lee Riddle, who operate a
local business, the ranch has the only herd of
buffalo in Pittsylvania County.

The Merchants Association of Gretna
annually sponsors the Gretna Horse Show,
which attracts entries from across the state
and North Carolina. The show is normally
held in the spring.

The third Saturday in October is Gretna’s
Old Timer’s Jubilee, which is sponsored by
the Merchants Association of Gretna.

Located a short drive to the west is
20,600-acre Smith Mountain Lake, with 500
miles of shoreline shared by Pittsylvania,
Bedford, and Franklin counties. Smith
Mountain Lake State Park, 423 acres with
four miles of shoreline, is accessible from
Pittsylvania County by car or boat.

Leesville Lake, a downstream reservoir
created by the hydro-electric design of Smith
Mountain dam, has 100 miles of shoreline
just north of Gretna.

Canoeing, rafting and fishing are popular
on the Pigg, Staunton, Banister and Dan
rivers, Burton Lake west of Gretna near
Climax and Cherrystone Reservoir near
Chatham. Gretna is in close proximity to any
of these rivers and lakes.

Old Timer’s Jubilee always features a
“Parade of Power” for tractors.

Just south of town is Yates Tavern, a block-
house built around 1750.

Hunting opportunities are available on the
2,710-acre White Oak Mountain Wildlife
Management Area south of Gretna and the
Smith Mountain Game Refuge at Smith
Mountain Lake. Both are operated by the
Virginia Commission of Game and Inland
Fisheries.

Tomahawk Mill and Winery is located
west of Gretna and offers tours and demon-
strations.

About 15 miles west of Gretna is the
Callands community and location of the
annual Callands Festival. The festival takes
place the first Saturday in October and focus-
es on an acre of crafts and demonstrations.
On the site is the county’s earliest clerk’s
office, built around 1770, and the courthouse
and gaol (jail) believed to have been built in
1773. Also on the site is an impressive veter-
an’s memorial.

The Town of Chatham is located 12 miles
south of Gretna. Chatham First sponsors
Christmas in Colonial Chatham the first Sat-
urday in December.

Chatham, as the county seat, is also a good
place to see the Pittsylvania County Court-
house built in 1853. It is listed as a state and
national historic landmark.

Chatham also has one of the county’s early
clerk’s offices, built in 1813. It is restored and
houses collections of the Pittsylvania
Historical Society.

Climax Ruritan Club sponsors the
Sorghum Festival at Climax the third Saturday
in September. Climax is located about 11
miles west of Gretna.

The birthplace of Rachel Donelson
Jackson is on Route 686 east of Gretna. Only
a chimney remains. Rachel, the wife of
President Andrew Jackson, was born in 1767
at her homeplace along the Banister River.

Cedar Forest Grist Mill on Route 761 near
Long Island is a short drive northeast of
Gretna, but worth a morning or afternoon trip.
It is the county’s only working mill that pro-
duces flour and corn meal.

Mount Airy Roller Mill on Stinking River
east of Gretna is also a working grist mill, but
produces feed for animals. m
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