Newton County Reopens Historic Gym

Historic gym reopens for a new generation of basketball players in metro Atlanta

The Wolverine Gym at the Cousins Community Center was reopened in Covington, Georgia last week after months of extensive remodeling.  The preservation of this site honors the history of Covington and Newton County’s vibrant African American community.  
The Wolverine Gym is on the site of the former gym at the old R.L. Cousins High School.  The school educated a generation of Newton County’s African American students during the lingering days of segregation in Georgia.    
R.L. Cousins High had a tradition of sportsmanship, from an outstanding football team to the  undefeated basketball team of 1965, who went on to place second in the State Class A tournament that year.  Members of the 1965 champion team attended the dedication service for the new gym last week.  
Also in attendance at the dedication ceremony were a number of local community leaders, including the Honorable Horace Johnson; Sheriff Ezell Brown; Mayor Kim Carter; Kathy Morgan, Chair of the Newton County Board of Commissioners; and Mr. John Bare, V.P. for Sports Philanthropy at the Arthur M. Blank Family Foundation.  
A number of R.L. Cousins alumni, including Janet Goodman; Chester Benton; Flemmie Pitts; Rochester Pitts; and Al and Josie Cook, were also in attendance.     
A historic site

R.L. Cousins High School was established in 1957 as an all black school in Newton County.  For thirteen years it served the African American community with sports and academic excellence.  Georgia did not fully integrate their education system until the Court Order of 1970, sixteen years after the Brown v. Board of Education decision banning segregation.     
The site then became an integrated middle school until it closed in 1999.  

From 1999 to 2002 the vacant school and its grounds and gym deteriorated.  A group of community leaders formed the Cousins Community Center, Inc. with the intent of preserving and restoring the old school and its grounds.  

In recent years, the site has seen the Department of Motor Vehicles set up residence, as well as the Challenge Charter Academy, the Department of Juvenile Justice, and other administrative offices.   
In 2007, work began on the football field, which was dedicated in 2009 and required a budget of $400,000 using capital outlay monies from the Newton County Board of Commissioners.
The Wolverine Gym

The Wolverine Basketball Gym is the latest and last in the string of renovations.  The original quote to redo the gym was $1.7 million but with the help of the Cousins Community Center, the renovation was achieved at less than half that estimate.  Local contractors were used wherever possible – helping some small businesses stay open in the depths of the recession.   
The $750,000 renovation was funded through $500,000 in SPLOST funds and with a $250,000 grant from the Atlanta Falcons Youth Foundation.  According to Tommy Hailey, Director of the Newton County Recreation Commission (NCRC), the primary drivers behind the renovation were Commissioner J.C. Henderson, Cousins Alumni and Recreation Commission Board Member Flemmie Pitts, and former State Representative Denny Dobbs.  The effort also received support from the Newton County Board of Commissioners and the NCRC - “the best recreation staff in the state of Georgia.”   
The extensive renovation is a successful example of public and private partnership and “what happens when we all pull together” says Denny Dobbs.  
A unique structure
The refurbished gym is striking with its unique shape and soaring ceilings.  The original bleachers were restored and the carpeted court was replaced with an absorbent wood floor to protect players’ joints.  Offices and storage room have been added around the court’s perimeter and the bathrooms have been updated.  With input from the community, the facility will soon display memorabilia from its champion history.     
As Flemmie Pitts stated, the renovation was both “an act of love and preservation”.  Cousins’ pride is visible in the Wolverine mascot image emblazoned across the wooden floor, as well as logos of the NCRC and the Atlanta Falcons Youth Foundation.    
Though contractors and NCRC staff are still placing some finishing touches, the NCRC has already begun scheduling games at the new gym.  John Prescott took a break from work to throw a few shots on the new court and said “this is a classy gym and now my favorite, they did a good job.”       
Future plans for the gym include opening it to the general public for basketball and other athletic events.  The Charter Academy in the old R.L. Cousins school will also use the gym in return for upkeep and maintenance of the facility.  

The renovated Wolverine basketball gym at the old R.L. Cousins school is located at 8134 Geiger Street in Covington, Georgia, thirty five miles east of downtown Atlanta.   
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��Major proponents of the renovation, J.C. Henderson and Flemmie Pitts, cut the ribbon.  On the left: Johnny Presley, Chair of NCRC; Sheriff Ezell Brown; Rev. Ronny Brannen.  On the right: Kathy Morgan, Chair of Newton County BOC; Tommy Hailey, Director of NCRC; John Bare, VP at the Atlanta Falcons Youth Foundation; Anthony Avery, NCRC.   Photo: J. Mullins
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