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Architectural styles and periods of construction in the Danville 
Historic District cover the full spectrum of design preferences in favor 
during Danville's history as a city. Based on avail~ble historic research 0 

two early nineteenth century houses, in all probability the oldest in 
Danville, 770 Main Street and 225 Jefferson Avenue, are located in the 
District. The architectural kaleidoscope continues with examples of the 
Greek Revival, Gothic Revival (notably 893 Pine Street), Italianate, 
Romanesque, Eastlake, American Queen Anne and the Beaux Arts Classicism 
of the early twentieth century. The District contains examples of virtuall j 
all styles and periods which e:xist in Danville, with the exception of · 
industrial structures and mill-housing. 

Existing land and building use in the District is confined to 
res ident.ial, public ·and institutional and office uses, with only a small 
concentration of commercial, at Jefferson and Loyal. Main and West Main 
Streets are characterized by a high number of public uses (primarily 
churches and related) medical- the hospital and a great number of doctor's 
offices, clinic and medically oriented uses, sometimes co,nbined with 
residential, Stratford College, and quality, rather large scale residen­
tial uses interspersed along the entire length of the two streets. The 
area to the east of Main Street is .almost exclusively residential, one 
and two family structures, with a somewhat uniform character and quality. 
There are no incompatible uses of major proportions within the District. 
There are, however, pressures beginning to manifest themselves that may 
be injurious to the character of the District if proper land use planning 
is not followed. 

Building heights in the His-toric District are limited to three ­
stories, with the exception of a new hospital addition and the many ' 
church steeples and towers. The predominant height, both along Main 
and West Main Streets and in the residential area to the east is two 
stories· to two and one-half stories. This factor must be taken into 
account in any new architectural controls that are proposed· for the 
District. _ 

Structural conditions and environmental quality of .properties in 
the District are for the most part excellent. Concentrations of deficient 
structures are limited to Green Street, between Park and Sutherlin Streets, 
a section of Pine near Jefferson, and a one block long strip along Jefferson 1 

Loyal to Patton Streets~ Most of the properties in these limited areas are 
in need of only minor repairs such as painting and general maintenance work, 
with a relatively small number in need of major repairs, which might include 
structural replacements, new siding or roofs, etc. The environmental 
quality of the proposed district is, in general, high, with Green and Jef fer• 
son suffering from lack of maintenance, overcrowding on individual lots of 
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small size, lack of maintenance of lawns and planting, and sidewalk deficieni~ies. 

Facade materials vary throughout the Historic District and 

1 include brick, clapboardi shingle, stucco, stone and artificial s i dings 
such as asbestos, aspha t shingle and aluminum. The pre-dominant 
facade material along Main and West Main Streets is brick, with a 
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number of clapboarded and stucco structures. Clapboard is the predominant 
material in the residential area to the east of Main Street, with some 
brick, shingle, and artificial- siding interspersed. One of the least 
pleasing visual aspects of the proposed district is this use of Artificial 
siding materials--asbestos, asphalt and aluminum, a mid-twentieth century 
phenomenon. 

Building coverage and setback are fairly constant, with most 
buildings maintaining a common setback line along the street frontage. 
This is particularly true in the residential area east of Main Street, where 
the only changes to the setback line occur at the school and large open lot 
on Holbrook Avenue, and two vacant lots along the west side of Green 
Street. The east side 'of Main Street is broken visually in the 800 block, 
with vacant lots between residences and the deeper setback for the Church. 
The lar~e vacant lots at the corners of Main and Chestnut and Main and 
Holbrook are of er it ical importance to the visual character of Ma in Street. 
The Sutherlin House, or Confederate Memorial is set back to its rear lot . 
line, but because of the visual importance of the structure itself, and 
the well kept grounds, this break in Main Street is a welcome open space. 
The one violation to the general rule of setbacks fronting on the west 
side of Ma in Street is the YWCA, while West Ma in Street retains a common 
setback except for a new funeral home at Aiken Street and a parcel now 
under construction at West End Avenue. Lot coverage is not as critical 
in the District, because of the depth of most of the lots. Existing 
zoning is limited to three classifications within the District, Residence 
R-3, Commercial L-C, and Commercial C-2. A review of the zoning regu­
lations points out a serious potential problem in the Commercial C-2 
District, which is centered along Jefferson Avenue. 
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The Danville Historic District boasts IE rhaps the finest and 
most concentrated collection of Victorian and Edwardian residential 
architecture in the Commonwealth. Lining Main Street and adjacent side 
streets is a splendid assemblage of the full range of architectural 
styles from the Ante-Bellum era to World War I. The District is 
particularly rich in distinguished examples of the post-Civil War, styles 
such as the High Victorian Italianate, the High Victorian Gothic, French 
Renaissance Revival, Romanesque Revival, Eastlake, Queen Anne and Beaux 
Arts; styles in which good examples are generally rare in the South. 
The existence of these impressive dwellings can be explained by the fact 
that Danville remained unusually prosperous throughout the late nineteenth 
century. While most of Virginia was suffering an economic depress ion 
brought on by the War and Reconstruction, Danville was thriving from its 
tobacco trade and other industries. In the 1850's, Thomas Neal insti­
gated the "Danville System", an:.o auction warehouse method which revolu- · 
tionized the sale of tobacco throughout the South. This method took 
on new dimensions after the Civil War and many new warehouses were put 
up in Danville. The leaders of the tobacco industry were among the first 
groups to erect handsome mansions along Main Street, and the sumptuous 
Penn-Wyatt house, erected in 1876 by James Gabriel Penn at 862 Main Street, 
stands as visual evidence of the wealth and taste of the tobacconists. 

The houses of the tobacco industrialists soon be~an to vie in 
splendor with those of the leaders of Danville's growing textile 
industry. In 1882, the three Schoolfield brothers alon·g with Thomas 
Fitzgerald founded the textile mil lb. now known as Dan River, Inc., makers 
of world famous Dan River fabrics. The Schoolfields erected several 
fine houses in the District, and 844 Main Street (the Schoolfield­
Compson House) ranks among the finest High Victorian dwellings in the 
state. 

Most of this post-Civil War residential growth took place on 
the hill to the south of the commercial district, in farm land that 
once was dominated by the Italianate villa~style house of Major William 
T. Sutherlin. Long used as the public library, the house now serves 
as the headquarters of the Danville Chapter of the Virginia Museum 
of Fine Arts. The Sutherlin Mansion received fame in 1865 when it served 
as the last off ic ia 1 residence of President Jefferson Davis. 
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The most fashionable address for the Danville industrialists was 
along Main Street, in the vicinity of the Sutherlin Mansion, but many 
equally fine·, dwell in~s were erected along the quiet streets to the east. 
Interspersed amon~ the ornate piles and their more modest neighbors were 
elaborate houses of worship, usually in a Gothic mode. Al though a number 
of important houses have disappeared over the years, and several modern 
intrusions have been introduced, the District as a whole maintains a 
turn-of-the-century character. Unlike many neighborhoods of its age and 
type, the District has not become an economically depressed area, and the 
uses of the buildings have not been changed significantly. Indeed many of 
the houses still are lived in by the families of the builders. Recently 
protected by historic dist·rict zoning the District has been given new hope 
for preservation. 
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