Thelma Stone - Historical ongoing research
Born - 12-1904 (actual day of each month still missing) Passed: 2/28/1981
Daughter of the late Charles and Janie L. Morgan Whitten

Some historical locations of interest related to Thelma Stone and her family.

1934 -Jane’s Greenleaf Sandwich Shop at 224 Ellis St, Bluefield WV (Jane Whitten’s
(Thelma’s Mother) home and restaurant location.

1934 - Jane’s Greenleaf Sandwich Shop moved to 133 Wilson Street, Bluefield WV.

1934 - Record of Oltha Stone (Thelma’s Husband) was “counterman” at Jane’s Café (name
change from Jane’s Greenleaf Sandwich Shop) - Address still133 Wilson Street.

1935 - (5-16-1935) Address and name change to Greenland Café at 844 Bland Street, WV

1938- Possible name change back to Jane’s Greenleaf Sandwich Shop at 844 Bland Street,
WV

1938 - It appears Jane Whitten’s sister, Helen Whitten took over the original Jane’s
Greenleaf Sandwich Shop at 224 Ellis Street, Bluefield WV. Renamed it Blue Ribbon Cafe
. Some research suggests a new owner - in name only - to be Thelma Stone.(On going
research here may prove of interest as this was Thelma’s original home with Mother Jane).
It now appears (as per Google “Street View”) to be an empty lot.

1942 - Thelma Stone - current Manager of Florence Hotel at 105 Wilson Street Bluefield
WYV. Chas. A. Florence - owner of this Hotel catered exclusively to colored individuals.
Restaurant at this Hotel named “Jane’s Dining Room”.

1945 - 09-20-1945 Oltha Stone - Thelma Stone’s husband passes away - Buried at Oak

Grove cemetery.

1947 - In March Thelma Stone buys 1/4 interest in the future Hotel Thelma. She also
acquires the remaining 3/4 interest that same mont, by separate deed . In 1950 the 3/4 deed
is Court Ordered to be re-executed due to defective drafting.

The above recapitulation, while taken from reputable publications of the time, required
extensive cross-checking, as not all journalist “got it right”. The foregoing not withstanding, 1
leave you with the assurance that you may place a high degree of confidence in the days and dates
set forth herein.

Joélle K.D. Mahoney
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Staff photo by Charles Boothe

Rev. James Mitchell, left, and Skip Crane stand in front of
Hotel Thelma on Wayne Street in Bluefield, making plans to
launch a project to restore the historic hotel, which was list-
ed on the ‘Green Book’ during the 1950s and 60s.

Project under way to restore
historic Hotel Thelma

By CHARLES BOOTHE
Bluefield Daily Telegraph

he long-abandoned

Hotel Thelma’s faded

cinderblock exterior
sits now in contrast to the
large ‘block glass” windows
in front that beckon to a past
when it was once a haven for
African-American travelers in

Bluefield.

The two-story rectangu-
lar building still sits on the
corner of Wayne and Logan
streets on the city’s North

Side, near the Grant

Street

Bridge, and a historic mark-
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er in front briefly tells the Board Tuesday that restoring
hotel's story, a story now the landmark is an “import-
being revived in an effort fo ant issue,” especially during
restore and promote one of Black History Month.
Bluefield’s most significant “Hotel Thelma was more
landmarks. than just a hotel,” he said.
Rev. James Mitchell Sr., ‘It was a symbol of hope and
who now owns the hotel, told
members of the Bluefield City Hotel, A-7
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hospitality for the black
community, offering refuge
for black travelers.”

The hotel was on the
list of places to stay for
African-Americans in the
“Green Book,” which was
circulated in the black
communities from 1936
to 1967 so visitors would
know where they could
stay during an era that
Jim Crow laws prevented
African-American citizens
from staying in most hotels
or eating in most restau-
rants.

Those laws also applied
to many up-and-coming
black musicians who need-
ed places to stay when
they came into cities to
perform.

In fact, Hotel Thelma
hosted many of America’s
most famous musicians,
Mitchell said, including
Ike and Tina Turner, Sam
Cooke, Etta James, James
Brown, Little Richard
and many others who
performed in the Bluefield
Auditorium.

“The Green Book served
as a guide for African-
Americans to navigate the
Jim Crow laws,” he said.
“Hotel Thelma became
a popular destination
during the 50s and 60s with
emerging black jazz and
pop musicians.”

Travelers Inn, a smaller
hotel during the era, is
still intact and sits nearby
Hotel Thelma.

But it was the determina-
tion of Thelma Stone, for
whom the hotel is named,
that created this piece of
Bluefield history.

“In 1947, the ambitions
Thelma Stone walked into
the Flat Top National Bank
to apply for a loan despite
discrimination faced by
African-Americans during
this time,” Mitchell said.
But she did secure the loan
and built Hotel Thelma,
which opened in 1949.

Restoring the historic
hotel would help bring
communities together, he
said.

“We need to embrace
the history of this city,” he
said. “Mercer County has

Lewis

the highest percentage of
blacks than any county in
the state. That should be
recognized.”

Mitchell said the recog-
nization comes from sup-
porting people of color and
bringing everyone together
as a community for the
city.

“We have to lead by
example,” he said of mak-
ing everyone in the city
part of the wider communi-
ty, which was neglected in
the past.

“We are all part of
Appalachia,” he said. “We
have to listen to each
other. We have to educate
each other.”

Mitchell has applied for
non-profit status for the
hotel so can undertake
fundraising efforts and
he asked the city and the
community to help with
the project, which can help
make the East End and
North Side “viable to the
city, but also part of the
community.”

Skip Crane, a member of
the board of the Bluefield
Arts Revitalization Corp.
(BARC), said this is a
project to bring people to
Bluefield because people
will get off the interstate to
see a Green Book hotel

“People get off the inter-
state for experiences,”
he said, and delving into
history is an experience,
so the hotel could serve as
a museum, reflecting that
history.

Crane pointed to the
restoration and success
of the Granada Theater in
Bluefield, which was on the
verge of ruin before a proj-
ect was started to restore
it. The Granada reopened

in August 2021 and now
is a showcase facility for
movies, music and perfor-
mances.

“We are asking for some
help,” he said. “We can do
this. We can do this togeth-

No one knows more
about Hotel Thelma and
Thelma Stone than Dr.
Carolyn Bailey Lewis, who
is now retired and lives
in Athens, Ohio and has
a distinguished career of
her own, including being
the first woman and first
African-American to
be general manager of
a Public Broadcasting
System television station.

“Mama Thelma” was
Lewis’s great-aunt and
took her in when she was
6 months old after her
own mother became ill in
Pittsburgh.

“I grew up in Hotel
Thelma,” she said. “I was
wiping off tables when I
was 3 years old. I later
cooked. We did every-
thing.”

She said Mama Thelma
learned her cooking and
business skills from her
mother, Janie Whitten,
who ran Janie’s Green
Leaf Restaurant on Bland
Street.

Lewis said Mama Thelma
taught her how to work
hard and be successful as
the hotel, which included
a restaurant and grocery
store on the first floor, was
a “hopping place.”

“She got up at 4:30 or 5 in
the morning and worked
until 10 or 11 at night,”
Lewis said. “She was
phenomenal. I learned so
much from her.”

Lewis eventually ran the
grocery store.

Lewis said everyone
would get extra excited
when billboards went up
promoting a well-known
artist, like James Brown,
coming to Bluefield, and
being connected with
Hotel Thelma gave them
a chance to see the big
names up close.

“When I was 7 years old,
I took dinner to room 22,”
she said, which turned out
to be Ike and Tina Turner’s
room. “She took the tray
and gave me a dollar. I
thought I was in heaven.”

Hotel Thelma

Lewis is now in the
process of writing a book
about her life there and
the working title is: “Mama
Thelma:Her Life, Purpose,
and Legacy”

Lewis said when she was
12 years old, her parents
were in El Paso, Texas and
sent word they wanted her
back.

Here is an excerpt from
her book on the trip:

“The Green Book was
full of history and listings
of where ‘Negroes’ could
stay and eat in each state.
Mama Thelma was fair-
skinned and could ‘pass’
in some southern white
restaurants. Of course
1 couldn’t being dark-
skinned, so she would tell
me to stay down in the
car while she went in to
get takeout. There were
times she would go into a
grocery store and buy food
that she would cook road-
side at a rest stop or wher-
ever we would see a road-
side grill. God certainly
protected us. We arrived in
El Paso and, after a week’s
visit, I told my parents
my home was with Mama
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Thelma. To celebrate my
decision, this brave, entre-
preneurial woman drove
on to California (she had
friends in Anaheim) and
we went to Disneyland!
The farther west we went,
the less segregation.
Mama Thelma and I had
such a love for each other.
Driving herself, with the
Green Book and me (1

was the navigator some-
times), she motored across
country and back to West
Virginia - about 5,000 miles
round trip. What lessons I
learned along the way.”

“I am who I am because
of her,” Lewis, who has
many professional acco-
lades and will soon join her
long-time friend Dr. Patrice
Harris in the Academy of
Distingnished Alumni at
West Virginia University,
said about Thelma Stone.

Harris, also a Bluefield
native, was the first
African-American
woman to be president
of the American Medical
Association. Lewis said
Harris was actually born at
Hotel Thelma.

Lewis spearheaded the

windowworldofbeckley.com
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drive to get the historical
marker placed in front of
the hotel and is now work-
ing with city leaders on the
Hotel Thelma project.

“I have talked with Cecil
Marson (Bluefield City
Manager) and Peter Taylor
(City Board Vice Chair)
about a plan,” she said. “If
they (and Mitchell) can get
the funding, if they can get
it restored, I am all for it.”

Lewis said it would be
great for the hotel to be
turned into something that
can be toured.

After integration, the
hotel was no longer need-
ed, she said, and eventu-
ally was turned into an
apartment building until
it closed in the mid-1990s.
Mama Thelma died in 1981.

But its legacy, as well as
the woman who created it,
is rich with history.

Mayor Ron Martin is on
board with the project.

“I think it’s a great proj-
ect,” he said. “And I think it
is needed.”

Martin said plans need
to be put together and the
city is willing to help.

— Contact Charles
Boothe at choothe@bdton-
line.com

Got
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NEWS OF THE COLORED
PEOPLE
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CHURCH OF GOD IN CHRIST

844 Bland street., Service tonight
at 8 REider W. M. Patterson In
charge. All are walcome.

PR —

e

i

PLAYGROUNDS OPEN

Playgrounds will be open on the
north and south sides today and
Monday afternoon from 1 to 4. Be-
ginning Tuesday afternoon thev will
be open from 2 to 4

CHURCH OF GOD IN CHRIST

(Pentecostal)

200 Wilson street ézular church
services tonight at 8 with preaching
by Bishop C. F. Kyle. All are cor-
dially invited.
gram will be rendered at the church
Sunday evening in connection with
the special rally beine staged dur-
ing the day for the benefit
church.

BIRTH NOTICE
Born to the Rev, and Mrs. T. B
Wright Wednesday morning, a fine
10«pourid son. Mrs. Wright hefore
her marriage was Miss Ethel Mae
Ulements, of Roanoke, Va

EMERGENCY CLUR

The Emergency club of the Scott|

Street Baptist church will meet
Friday evening at the home of Mrs.
Bessie Brown, 153 Jones street, at
7:30. All members are asked to be
pressnt

MRS, SANDERS PASSES
Mrs. Janie L. Saunders, 319 North

— — oA o -

of the!

Mercer stireet. passed quietly away|

"a native of Mercer county.
survived
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at 5 & m. Thursday At her home
after a lingeriag iliness. Mrs,
Saunders i¢ well known throughout
the ¢ity, having resided here for the
past 10 years. Bhe was & member
of John Stewart M. E. church and
She is
husband, Walter
Saunders; four daughters, Mrs,
Thelma Stone, Mrs, Helen Woods,
Mrs. Mary Woods and Mrs. Ruby
Johnson, all of Biuefield: one broth-
er of Maybeury, and one sister of
Pittaburgh. Funeral arrangemaents
will be announced later.

RECEPTION

The ninth anaiversary of the pas-
tor of N. & United Holy church
came to a close Wednesday night,
July 24, with a reception given in
honor of the pastor and her guests
at the home of Mr. and Mra, G. W,
Daniels, 504 Park street. The din-
ing room was beautifully decorated

by her

An #nteresting pro-|in the color scheme of yellow, red

and green and garden flowers, AR
appetizing two-course dinneér Was

READERS

Friday Morning, July 26, 1

DAILY TELEGRAPH

BY TRUE “B.0.”
CONFESSION

35,

——

'nrvu to the Rev., MZs, Mary L.
Glenn. the Rev, Mre. Marian Calla-
way, Elder and Mrs. T. Brown, Mrs,
Emma B8pencer, the Rev. W, H.
Hawthorne, Deacon W. D. Green
and Deacon Otis Phenazee. The
presents were presented by Mrs.
Zeola Brown,

SEMI-ANNUAL

Manhattan Sale

Manhattan Shirts
Pajamas and

Sportswear Greatly
Reduced!

SHAMAN’S

Dixie Clothing Co.
410 PRINCETON AVE.
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