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New life to building in Church Haill

By Jeremy M. Lazarus

There 13 evadence of the greatness of Bill
“Bojangles” Robinson 1n Church Hill

Though faded, there are the heel prints
and the signature of the legendary tap
dancer and move star who was born m
Jackson Ward.

Those ympressions can be found in the
sidewalk at 2903 Q St

The sidewalk s 1n front of a long neglected
burlding, which used to be the Robinson
Theater, a once busthing movie house named
for the tap dancer He helped open 1t 1n the
mid-1930s by putting those impressions in
the wet cement

Now, decades after Mr. Robinson left hus
mark, about $1 mullion is bemng invested to
turn the building into a community space
whose offerings would include danee and
drama classes for voung people

Michael J Thaler and Mitchell A. Ben-
nett are undertaking the investment to

create the Robinson Theater Communuty
Arts Center

The partners expect the work to be
completed and the restored building to be
open for use early next year '

The goal 1s to provide space for commu-
nity events, classes and cultural Programs
for youths, weddings, private meetings and
51111;11511‘ actinities, according to Mr. Ben-
nett, full-time missions managing director
for the Mechanicsville Chnstian Center, a
900-member mterdenominational church
in Hanover County

Onginally built 1n the art deco style
that was popular 1n the 1920s and “30s_ the
l)ulldmg will include a i._nrg:r- space of about
6,000 square feet and several smaller rooms
Mr Bennett said

Mr. Bennett and Mr Thaler a financal
planner with Equuty Concepts of Richmond,
bought the old theater in 2006 for about
$175,000 after coming across it in a search
for investment opportunities

Mr. Bennett said they firat explored
the wdea of restoring it a8 a movie the.
ater. It closed as clnema 1n the 1950s
Realizing the building was too small,
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The new Robinson Theater Community Arts Center takes shape In Church Hill. Betsy
Hari, center executive director, stands In front of a plywood wall at 2903 Q St. that
blocks the view of the work going on inside the old movle theater that is named for Bill

“Bojangles” Robinson.

Mr. Bennett said, they came up with the
center 1dea

“We plan to serve people of all ages. from
k1ds to the elderly,” said Betsy R. Hart, who
has been hired as executive director

“This theater used to be a community
hub, and we want to bring that back to life
said Ms. Hart, 25. a Mechamesville native

and Virginia Commonwealth University
graduate
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for programs at the building that was last
used as a mightspot and pool hall before
being boarded up 1in 1986.

For example, Ms. Hart said the center 18
teaming up with nTleos, a Virgimia-based
cell phone company. in a fundraising event
for the center — a thruﬂ-on-thri}e basket-
ball tournament that will be staged at the
University of Richmond on Friday, Nov. 28.
the day after Thanksgiving.

Ms. Hart said she wants the center’s of.
ferings to complement ex1sting programs in
the area, such as the Salvation Army Boys
and Garls Club and Several city recreation

centers, including one at the old Armstron
High School v

She also believes the Robinson center

will fit in ‘B:ﬂth 4 proposed teen center that
the area's Council Tépresentative, Delores L.
Mti(z;:mn, has ::lpent several vears trying to
ge € City to evelop in a vﬁcant |

near the theater .

Ms. McQuinn éxpects the

Center to be a good Rﬂblnson

neighbor for the teen
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