
 By Susan Martin 

 

 It is difficult to determine exactly when luminarias (also known as lumi-

naries) were first used in Christmas celebrations.  When the Angel of the Lord 

appeared to the shepherds two thousand years ago, fires were burning to keep 

them warm and to keep the wild animals away.  Even earlier, pagan people in 

Spain lit large bonfires on hills and mountaintops to celebrate the feasts dedi-

cated to their gods. 

 After Christianity was brought into Spain, the custom of lighting the 

bonfires was adopted by the new Christians.  This became a tradition which 

would guide the people to midnight mass on the last night of Las Posadis, 

which is a reenactment of the story of Mary and Joseph’s search for a room in 

Bethlehem.  Las Posadis is a nine day holiday beginning December 16 and run-

ning through December 24th. 

   

 In North America, the use of luminarias began in Mexico and spread 

eventually into New Mexico.  Stories are told of the Pueblo people building 

bonfires on Christmas Eve outside of each house.       This fire was known as a             
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Christmas Eve Luminaries Have Become 

A Buchanan Tradition 

 

The 2008 Calendar of 

the Botetourt County 

Historical Society, Inc. is 

now available.  The cal-

endar features 13 histori-

cal churches of Botetourt 

County in full color and 

can be purchased at the 

museum store or by mail 

order for $11.00 (plus 

handling for mail orders). 
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Dear Fellow Members, 

 

Fall is here and activity with the Botetourt County Historical 

Society has picked up.  

 

The Fall was busy with the final celebration of Jamestown 2007 

which was held in conjunction with our 3rd Annual Founder’s 

Day Dinner. Again, we had a sellout crowd who heard Dr. 

Warren Billings, Professor Emeritus at the University of New 

Orleans who spoke on the lasting impact and significance of the 

Jamestown Settlement. We would like to thank everyone who 

attended in supporting this important fundraiser. In November 

we also hosted the annual Holiday After Hours with the Bo-

tetourt County Chamber of Commerce. Everyone enjoyed the 

food, drink and fellowship. 

 

Work is underway on the countywide historical survey. This is 

made possible by Botetourt being selected for a matching grant 

by the Virginia Department of Historic Resources.   The Bo-

tetourt County Historical Society, Inc. is pleased to be a part-

ner, along with the Botetourt County Board of Supervisors, in 

funding and conducting the survey.  We are grateful to our 

Board of Supervisors and county staff for supporting this initia-

tive. If any of you have particular knowledge about a section of 

the county, please contact us so that we can add you to our 

data bank. 

 

 As we approach the end of the year, please keep the museum 

in mind when making your year-end contributions. The museum 

would not function without your support and we work hard at 

being good stewards of your funding. 

 

In closing, I want to thank every member and volunteer for the 

support you provide and in particular our Executive Director, 

board members and docents who put in many volunteer hours. 

We have much to be proud of Botetourt County’s history and 

our efforts to preserve and present that history. 

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 John Rader Jr. 
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Buchanan Luminaries 

 

luminaria.  In the early 1800s, settlers on the United States Santa Fe Trail used Chinese paper lanterns in 

their doorways.  These were quite expensive, so using a paper bag with the candle inside became the tra-

dition.  The bags were known as “farolitos” which is the Spanish word for little lanterns. 

 Today Santa Fe and Old Town Albuquerque, New Mexico, have huge impressive luminaria displays.  

It is the hope among Christian believers that the lights will guide the spirit of the Christ Child to their 

homes.  These light displays have become popular across the United States.  Entire neighborhoods are 

sometimes decorated along driveways, sidewalks, and rooftops. 

 The tradition of using luminaries, or luminaria displays, on Christmas Eve began over twenty years 

ago in the town of Buchanan, Virginia, in Botetourt County.  In November of 1985 the James River flood-

ed and covered much of the downtown area of the Buchanan.  For days people from the surrounding area 

brought in food, water and other supplies to help the people of Buchanan.  As the holiday season ap-

proached, the citizens wanted to celebrate having survived the ordeal of the month before.  One of the 

townspeople, Jean Baber, had been in the western part of the United States and was touched by the lumi-

nary displays she saw on her visit.  An idea began to take shape.  Why not show the Town’s appreciation 

for the public’s support following the flood and use the empty gallon containers that had held water to 

make luminaries?  The gesture earned the community the nickname of “Buchanan, Virginia, the Town that 

glows with love at Christmas.” 

 It was decided to display the luminaries in the town on Christmas Eve.  Originally, gifted students 

in Elizabeth Provost’s class at Buchanan Elementary School spearheaded the project.  The sixth grade stu-

dents cut a flap in each jug, and the fifth grade students filled them with sand.  On Christmas Eve groups of 

volunteers spread the 800 luminaries along Main Street and even placed them on the bridge crossing the 

James River. 

 Even though Mrs. Provost has retired and putting out the luminaries is no longer a school project, 

the project continues to grow each year.   Volunteers from the Buchanan Special Events Committee and 

Buchanan Downtown Revitalization Program became involved with the Christmas Eve Luminary project 

attracting more volunteers and community participation.  Each year volunteers gather at 3 PM to load lu-

minaries on wagons and in truck beds then transport the containers and place them at regular intervals 

along all of the downtown streets, at each of the churches and civic buildings.  At 6 PM the volunteers re-

turn to light the luminaries at which time many of the downtown merchants and home owners join in the 

lighting of the containers in time for church goers to enjoy this spectacular display of lights.  With the 

strong attachment to this display and the dedicated volunteer efforts of individuals such as Elizabeth and 

Charles Provost, Dale and Gloria Carter, Barbara Stull, Trish Kidd, Kathryn Brett, Mike and Jessie Burton, 

Larry and Vickie Vines, Peggy Ramsey, Kim Bennett, Harry Gleason, and many other volunteers, Buchanan 

will continue to expand its luminary project and continue to earn the reputation of “the Town that glows 

with love” for many Christmas seasons to come. 

 

 

(Editor’s Note:  Information for this articles was gathered by the author using research from the internet and infor-

mation provided by Elizabeth Provost and Harry Gleason.) 

 

(continued from page 1) 
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Museum “Dolled Up for the Holidays 
   

 

 The Botetourt County Historical Museum has caught the holiday spirit and wants to share it.  The Fincastle 

Garden Club has decorated the museum with lovely arrangements filled with greenery, berries, and ribbons.  The 

beautiful arrangements are displayed throughout the museum and appreciation is expressed to garden club mem-

bers Elaine Allred, Edna Bolton, Mary Bosserman, Patricia Farris, Shirley Mullins, Betsy Peckham, Patsy Powell, Sha-

ron Smith and Barbara Vassar for contributing their time and talents. 

 In addition to the festive arrangements the museum is 

featuring a special antique doll collection as a part of our cele-

bration of the holiday season.  Adorning a Christmas tree in 

the Botetourt Room on the first floor of the museum is a col-

lection of dolls, many of them handmade, that have come from 

three generations of the Woods and Firebaugh family lines of 
Botetourt County.  They were donated to the Botetourt 

County Museum in February, 2007 by Barbara Braithwaite of 

Dallas, Texas, in memory of her daughter, Bridget (1959—

2006).  The dolls are dated from the 1930s through 1970s. 

 Over 25 dolls and puppets have been used to decorate 

the tree or are on display around the tree.  Many of the dolls 
show Mrs. Braithwaite’s interest in dolls from around the 

world.  For example the Hungarian doll dates back to 1937.  

Mrs. Braithwaite’s father, Courtney Trosper submitted an idea about the Hatfields and McCoys to the radio show 

We The People, produced by Phillips Lord in New York.  Mr. Trosper’s ideas were incorporated into the show and 

off he went to New York.  Upon his return, he presented Barbara with a little Hungarian doll dressed in her na-

tional costume.  Mrs. Braithwaite reminded us that even though she was a Hungarian doll, she actually came to her 

from New York. 

 The Braithwaite Doll Collection is a wonderful example of the generosity of family members from through-

out Botetourt County and across the country who have donated artifacts to the museum for display.  Our collec-

tion continues to grow and we are always interested in acquiring more historically significant artifacts that will help 

us to tell the story of Botetourt County’s rich history. 

 We hope you will visit the museum during the holiday season (and throughout the year)!  We are open 

seven days a week, Monday through Saturday from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. and Sundays from 2 p.m. to 4 p.m. 
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Third Annual Founders Day Dinner Attendance Tops 160 

 Approximately 160 guests joined us for our Third Annual Founders Day Dinner on Friday, October 26, 2007 at the Family Life 

Center of the Fincastle United Methodist Church.  Established in 2005 as a celebration of the founding of the Botetourt County Historical 

Society, Inc. and the establishment of the Botetourt County Historical Museum, the dinner has become a popular social occasion and an 

important fundraiser for the society.  It has also become an opportunity to bring distinguished speakers to Botetourt County who have 

shared their knowledge and expertise. 

 Our speaker for 2007 was Dr. Warren Billings, Profes-

sor of History, Emeritus, at the University of New Orleans and a 

distinguished author and editor.  Dr. Billings wowed the audience 

by presenting a lively and informative talk on the importance of 

the establishment of Jamestown and the representative govern-

ment that developed in the Virginia Colony, discussing the signifi-

cance of these events in the development of the United States 

for years to come.  He also shared his experiences as a boy living 

on Jamestown Island.  Remarkably, Dr. Billings spoke for approxi-

mately forty minutes without referring to a single note.  He was 

joined by his wife who is recently retired as the historian for the 

Louisiana Supreme Court.  Dr. and Mrs. Billings spent two days 

in Botetourt County and had an opportunity to visit all around 

the county.  They were very impressed with our museum, telling 

us what a wonderful treasure we had.  He offered several sugges-

tions and offered to provide us with additional information and 

suggestions whenever we needed them. 

 Dr. Billings was invited to speak to us and was intro-

duced at the dinner by Judge Malfourd (Bo) Trumbo, who has 

served with him on the federal Jamestown 400th Commemora-

tive Commission.  We are extremely grateful to Judge Trumbo 

for his support and assistance in making the arrangements for Dr. Billings’ visit to Botetourt County. 

 In addition to the keynote address by Dr. Billings the historical society announced the 2007 recipients of the Emily Gordon 

Honts Heritage Award and the Garland Stevens Outstanding Service Award (see accompanying article.)   The wonder-

ful buffet dinner was enjoyed by all and music was provided during dinner by A-Chord. 

  Planning for the 2008 dinner will begin soon.  Suggestions are welcomed and volunteers are needed.  Please contact Weldon 

Martin, Executive Director, or any member of the Board of Directors if you have suggestions or want to help as a volunteer. 

 The Botetourt County Historical Society, Inc. is grateful to all who attended and supported our dinner.  We are especially thank-

ful to those who made an additional contribution to the dinner as Founders Day Dinner Patrons and to our corporate sponsors who are 

listed below. 

 

President John Rader Greets Guests at the Founders Day Dinner 

Third Annual Founders Day Dinner Corporate Sponsors   

   Gold Level:     Silver Level: 

   Bank of Botetourt    Cash Building Supply 

   Bank of Fincastle 

   Digital Image Printing 

   Roanoke Cement Company 

   Santillane 
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 BCHS Awards Announced at Founders Day Dinner 
 

Emily Gordon Honts Heritage Award and Garland Stevens Outstanding Service Award 

 Recipients Are Honored 

 
 The Botetourt County Historical Society, Inc. announced the 2007 recipients of The Emily Gordon Honts Heritage Award at its annual dinner 

on October 26.  The Honts Award is presented annually to individuals who have demonstrated a commitment to preserving and promoting the great 

historical heritage of Botetourt County.  The award, established in 2005, honors the late executive director whose passion for history and leadership of 

the society continues to be an inspiration to many. 

 Three individuals were honored with the 2007 award.  The late Bessie Hannah Stoner, a lifelong resident of Botetourt County who passed 

away in 1989, was involved in many community activities.  She was active with her church and was involved in garden club activities at the local, state and 
national levels.  She served faithfully in her local garden club and as District and State President of the Virginia Federation of Garden Clubs.  In 1965 she 

was the organizing regent of the Botetourt County Chapter of the D.A.R.  The Botetourt County Historical Museum was one of her loves and she was 

one of its original founders.  Her legacy lives on with the continuing operation and growth of the museum and the historical society. 

 The second recipient was Robert Harshbarger, who moved to Botetourt County after his retirement in 1984 from the Pentagon as Chief 

Scientist-Deputy Director of the National Military Command System Support Center.  Mr. Harshbarger was looking for a challenge after his retirement 

and was recruited to volunteer at the Clerk of Court’s Office in Fincastle.  He continued his volunteer work for 13 years, during which he indexed sur-

vey, marriage, court order books and later chancery boxes and civil war pensions.  His work has greatly simplified the efforts of countless genealogists 

who are researching their family histories using Botetourt County records. 

 The third recipient, Dorothy Simmons Kessler, has been referred to as a “go to” person when it comes to information about records, his-

tories and any other information relating to Botetourt County history, and especially the history of Fincastle.  Her extensive volunteer efforts include 

serving as president of Historic Fincastle, Inc., chairing the committee that developed the popular book Around Town, writing or co-writing many of His-

toric Fincastle, Inc.’s publications including The Fincastle Rifles, Fincastle 1772 and Lewis and Clark:  The Fincastle Connection, and organizing the Fincastle 

Museum at the Early Cabin.  Her archives, many of which have been donated to the Fincastle Library’s genealogy room, are extensive. 

 The awards committee announced the creation of a new award at the 2007 annual dinner.  The Garland Stevens Outstanding Service Award 

will be presented to individuals who have provided outstanding service to the Botetourt County Historical Society, Inc. and to the Botetourt County 

Historical Museum.  It was named to honor longtime museum volunteer Garland Stevens, a lifelong Botetourt County resident and retired educator who 

was a faithful supporter of the historical society.  Mr. Stevens served for many years as the curator of the museum and also served as a member of the 

Board of Directors. 

 Three individuals were honored with the award in 2007.  The first was Janice Thompson, a long time member of the Board of Directors 

who has devoted countless hours of volunteer service as a member of the board and a museum worker.  Mrs. Thompson and her husband Howard 

could often be found at the museum over the years doing odd jobs, cleaning, arranging artifacts, folding newsletters or whatever else needed to be done.  

She has donated numerous artifacts to the collection over the years. 

 The second recipient, Ms. Susan Hayes, has spent countless hours transcribing the Kyle House ledger and organizing the information for use 

as a valuable resource for future generations.  The ledger is on display at the museum and the transcription is now available for use as needed by re-

searchers.  Ms. Hayes resides in northern Botetourt County and works in the Virginia Room of the Roanoke City Library. 

 The third recipient of the award, Alice J. Crowder is a current member of the Board of Directors and a member of the Founders Day Plan-

ning Committee.  She works tirelessly on whatever project is presented to her.  She folds newsletters, does historical research, serves on the museum 

committee organizing, rearranging, cleaning and whatever else needs to be done.  She is tireless in her support of the Founders Day Dinner and has trav-

eled throughout Botetourt County soliciting doorprizes and selling tickets.  In addition to her many activities in support of the historical society she is a 

dedicated community servant in many different capacities with other groups and organizations.  She was described at the dinner as a “Botetourt County 

treasure.” 

Dorothy Kessler receives award at Founders Day Dinner Robert Harshberger accepts his award. 
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Listed below are the new and renewed memberships received since the last newsletter and up to December 10, 2007.   New and renewed 

memberships received after that date will be listed in the next newsletter.  Please accept our apology in advance if we have inadvertently 

left anyone’s name off the list.  We appreciate being notified if names have been listed incorrectly or misspelled. 

Life Members     ($500 and up) 

Breckinridge, Jane Wells 

Fitzwater, Gail Henderson 

Marek, Nancy D. 

 

Patrons         ($100 and up) 

Black, Paul Garry & Evelyn A 

Carper, Glenn & Shirley 

Corather, Johanna 

Cornett, Patti P. 

Damerel, Anna Noel 

Hicks, Henry Howard & Karen M. 

Jones, Bob & Wendy 

Powell, Mr./Mrs. Roy Breckinridge 

Walker, Lee & Donna 

Zans, Gretchen 

 

Friends          ($25-$99) 

Bagnoli, Bob & Sue 

Bolton, Norman M. 

Burke, J. Paul 

Camper, Joseph 

Carico, Melville 

Cunningham, Mike & Shirley 

Douthat, Andy 

Eastman, Terry & Victoria 

Farmer, Lois N. 

Ferkler, William and Kay 

Haley, Natalie & Keith 

Hannah, Frank 

Hanson, Mr. & Mrs. Charles 

Hertz, Robert S. 

Hickle, Robert W. 

Jones, Garland & Jane 

Lanford, Mr. & Mrs. S. F. 

Mitchell, Maxine Otey 

Nelson, Prewitt 

Obenshain, Joseph 

Snapp, Mr. & Mrs. Riley 

Tucker, Paul & Terry 

Van Cleef, Scott & Barbara 

Vinal, Richard & Barbara 

Waid, Bobby & Meredith 

Woodie, Bobbie & Phyllis 

Yochim, Marie Hirst 

 

Individual/Family ($10-$24) 

Alexandria Public Library 

Armentrout, Ellen 

Atkinson, Esther 

Bolton, Edna B. 

Boone, Rebecca 

Brugh, Latane & Anne 

Bryan, Malcolm 

Crotty, Gene 

Dillman, Rex 

Dogan, Betty 

Dubois, W. J. 

Dyer, Pat 

Firebaugh, Anita 

Foster, Paul & Janet 

Fullhart-Spidel, Frances 

Garland, Paul Griffith 

Harlow, Mary L. 

Johnson, Marcia 

Kegley, Sallie 

Kessler, Dorothy S. 

Lecky-Chascsa, Nancy 

Mader, Rhea 

Martin, Gail 

McClellan, Nancy & Ted 

McDaniel, Diane 

Moore, Tommy 

Morlang, Florence 

Oakes, Jane 

Painter, Wid 

Reeder, William J. 

Sage, Deana 

Seufert, Linda 

Shelton, Huey & Phyllis 

Skillman, John E. III 

Smith, Deborah Jewell 

   and Glick, Eugene 

Spell, Jane 

Sprinkle, Lisa 

Stoutamire, Warren P. 

Sykes, Betsy Cloyd 

Tate, J. B. 

Thomas, Bernice N. 

Thompson, Howard & Janice 

Tosh, William H. 

Vaughn, Ellalee (Noonie) 

Webb, Betty 

White, Mark & Roxie 

Willis, Robert & Karen 

Wood, Dennis E. 

 

Corporate Members 

 

James River Club ($500 and up) 

Bank of Botetourt 

 

Blue Ridge Club ($250—$499) 

Layman Family Foundation 

 

Colonial Club ($100—$249) 

 

Frontier Club (Up to $100) 

Lawrence Transportation 
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We Appreciate Your Membership and Support!!! 

Please Check Your Mailing Label 
 We could not do the important work that we do in operating the Botetourt County Historical 

Museum and in sponsoring the other projects and activities of this society without your generous financial 

support.  Our Board of Directors are faithful and conservative stewards of our resources.  They are very 

aware that their leadership of this society is a privilege that is not to be taken lightly. 

 This newsletter is the main way that the society keeps its members and friends informed of the activi-

ties and projects that are being carried out.  The newsletter goes out to over 1600 addresses all across the 

United States and its publication is a major undertaking, both financially and in terms of manpower. 

 In the future we are hoping to implement a more sophisticated system of notifying members of their 

membership status. However, at this time the only means that we have to notify members and friends of their 

status is through the mailing label on the newsletter.  Your membership status is noted on your newsletter 

mailing label.  If any of the information is incorrect, we would appreciate your letting us know.   The date on 

your mailing label indicates when we last heard from you with a membership renewal, a muse-

um visit or a purchase from our museum store.    If the date on your membership label is December 

2006 or earlier, we respectfully request that you send us a membership renewal as soon as possible at one of 

the membership levels listed on the enclosed Membership/Order Form.  It is vitally important to the ongoing 

success of our society that you update your membership annually and that you consider an additional gift to 
support the work of the historical society.  Your membership dues and additional financial support is used to 

help us operate the Botetourt County Historical Museum and to promote the history of Botetourt County in 

other ways, including assisting with genealogy research, publishing this quarterly newsletter, and operating a 

museum store and mail order business (we ship books all over the country). 

  We hope that you will want to continue to hear from us and support us in our goal to promote histo-

ry and genealogy. 

 

 PLEASE LET US HEAR FROM YOU!!! 

 


