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Suspect in Pitt-
sylvania County
triple homicide
appears in court.
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By Amie Knowles
Special to the Bulletin

BASSETT — Nestled between Mar-
tinsville and Roanoke sits Bassett, which
saw its heyday throughout the majority
of the 1900s, first as a railroad stop and
then as a furniture mega producer.

Unfortunately, in 1989, the area expe-
rienced the first of many drastic chang-
es. The first Bassett Furniture Industries
plant, known to locals as Old Town,
closed its doors.

When the North American Free Trade
Agreement went into effect in 1994, the
prosperity previously found in Bassett
and surrounding areas rapidly made its
way out of the country.

During the past two decades, major
area employers including DuPont, Tul-
tex, Stanley Furniture, Pluma Fleece,
Ashmore Sportswear, Bassett-Walker
Apparel, Fieldcrest Cannon and Pa-
nill Knitting Company all closed their
doors, laying off workers and forcing
former employees into other job mar-
kets.

But instead of watching the town fade
away and the stories of those who lived
and thrived there disappear with it, lo-
cal residents and leaders gathered with
a plan: They created an annual event
with a focus on the vitality of the be-
loved southern Virginia town.

This Saturday will commemorate the
26th annual Bassett Heritage Festival.
And at least one of the vendors on hand
will provide a bit of irony.

Over 3K people expected to
come to 26th annual event

BASSETT

By Cara Cooper
cara.cooper@martinsvillebulletin.com

T
he marquee sign at Stuart
Family Restaurant on Main
Street in Stuart read simply
“Congrats 87”.

WHEO-AM (1270) in the town has
been providing updates every week-
end with race results from Motor Mile
Speedway in Radford.

“Everybody in Patrick County is so
behind us, it’s unreal,” said Billy Mar-
tin, a Stuart resident who owns the late
model race team Billy Martin Racing.

Martin’s driver, Mike Looney, won
the first late model race of the season
at Motor Mile back in April, and since
then he has kept winning and winning
and winning even more.

Looney won both of the late model
races during Saturday night’s season
finale at MMS, giving him 12 victories
at his home track this season. He’s just
the third driver in track history to reach
double-digit victories in a season.

“I’m the luckiest man in the world,”
Looney told reporters at the track
Saturday night. “Everybody in my life
has sacrificed for me to race. It’s just so
special. Without Billy Martin, none of
this would have been possible.”

Looney also has a win at Langley
Speedway, in Hampton, this season.
In 30 races between MMS, Langley,
South Boston Speedway and Dominion
Raceway, he has finished in the top five
23 times.

As of Tuesday, with one week left in
the season, Looney and company were
tops in the NASCAR Whelen All-Amer-
ican Series national championship
points standings, leading by 10 points
with one race remaining.

Martin and Looney first met at Frank-
lin County Speedway in 1996, when
Martin was driving late models and
Looney was driving a street stock car.

“I watched him, and he could drive.
I could tell he could drive,” Martin, 72,
said by phone Monday. “And Mike’s dad
and I, we got to talking, and I said I’m
going to have to get him to drive for me
one of these days.”

It was nearly 20 years later, in 2013, a
year after Martin retired from the sport,
when he finally got Looney in his car.
Martin didn’t have his future driver’s
phone number, so he had to call Loo-
ney’s brother instead.

“I said, ‘Do you think Mike would be
interested in driving my race car?’” Mar-
tin said. “And he said, ‘I think so,’ so I

‘DREAM SEASON’
Stuart’s Billy Martin Racing, driver Mike Looney’s focus set on national championship

By Paul Collins
paul.collins@martinsvillebulletin.com

The estate of an infant who
died in a bassinet at a daycare
and the church that operated
that daycare have reached a
settlement in a wrongful death
lawsuit.

Layah M. Bonds was 6 months
old when she suffocated to death
Oct. 19, 2016, at King’s Academy,
a daycare operated by Freedom
Baptist Church at 790 Irisburg
Road in Axton.

The church in an order entered

Sept. 3 agreed to pay $805,000 to
Layah’s estate to settle a $10 mil-
lion wrongful death lawsuit filed
in October by her mother, Lori
Lowe-Bonds, the estate’s admin-
istrator.

The suit, filed in city of Roa-
noke Circuit Court, also named
Pastor Larry Luffman; Donnie
Hall, administrator of Freedom
Baptist; Lea Ann Seig, who was
director of King’s Academy; and
Jill Coleman and Rachel Hodge,
who were employees of Free-
dom Baptist Church who were
responsible for monitoring and

supervising infants in the nurs-
ery. The suit had sought interest
from the date of death, legal fees
and other damages.

The lawsuit said that Luff-
man, Hall and Seig were respon-
sible for hiring and training the
employees of Freedom Baptist
Church who worked in King’s
Academy, which operated a day-
care for children aged 6 weeks to
toddler and a preschool for chil-
dren older than 4.

Terms of the settlement

SEE ‘DREAM’ | A6

CHAD FLETCHER/MOTOR MILE SPEEDWAY

Stuart’s Billy Martin (front), owner of Billy Martin Racing, and driver Mike Looney pose af-
ter Looney swept both late model races at Motor Mile Speedway Saturday night for a track
championship, the first title since the duo started racing together in 2013.
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Church settles wrongful death suit
Family of Layah Bonds, 6 months old when she
suffocated at daycare in 2016, had sought $10M
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Layah Bonds was 6 months old when she died. Her estate has settled a
lawsuit with the daycare where she died.
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The Bassett Fire Department participates in
the parade, which is one of the highlights of
the annual Bassett Heritage Festival.

“I just want to thank everybody for pulling for us and
my local sponsors. ... The national points, I don’t know
... it’s just a dream. I would have never thought we’d
even be running for them.” — Billy Martin, Billy Martin Racing owner
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Heritage
festival
returns
Saturday


