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Community Building - Rico Recreation Center 

Fulton County re-purposes school as Rico Recreation Center 
The beloved Rico Elementary School sat vacant until 1982 

when Fulton County entered into a 25-year lease agreement 

with the Board of Education for the building and then re-

opened it as the Rico Recreation Center.  

In its heyday, the Rico Recreation Center offered a 

smorgasbord of arts & crafts classes, afternoon school 

programs, and community functions led by paid staff and 

volunteers including: karate, ceramics, stained glass, 

bowling, wellness walking, community breakfast, cards, 

exercise classes and mother’s morning out.  

Kay Long, a Rico resident, said she worked at the Recreation 

Center when it first opened. “It was a part time job for 

summers back in the day. Debra Harper and Jannea (Jay) 

Sheffield and myself were the three who worked it. We had 

the whole building then but only used the cafeteria and 

library side, best I can remember. The pipes were in bad 

shape and leaked, the roof leaked all over. I had a clothes 

closet on the end where Chief Brett is now. It was full of clothes,  

shoes, household items to help people in need.” 

Judy Henderson, who attended the nearby Rico United Methodist Church, recalls how she started teaching stained glass 

classes at the Recreation Center. “My husband Ernie and me, and our friend Rocky Reeves, were active in scouting at our 

church. As part of the wood badge scout leadership program, I needed to take a class so I took stained glass in north 

Atlanta.  After the class they wanted me to teach stained glass, so I checked with the program leaders at the Rico 

Recreation Center and started teaching classes there.” Stained glass was just one of the many craft classes Judy taught in 

the building over the years.  

  

Chris Ware (left) and Trevor Moulder practice at Rico Recreation 
Center. Photo by AJC 1995. 

Kay Long and children pose out back in Indian costumes they made. Children take a break for a snack at the Rico Recreation Center. 
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Improvements 
By the early 1990s, the building was in serious need of repair and residents contacted their Fulton County Commissioner 

asking for renovations. The County wanted to tear down the building and start anew, but residents wanted to keep the 

former school building because of its sentimental value.  

In 1998, the County made many improvements to the building. They added ADA improvements, removed asbestos, 

painted the interior, put on a new roof, installed tile floor, replaced some of the ceiling, improved lighting, installed a 

flagpole and security lights, and did minor landscaping – all at an estimated cost of $500,000.  

The Closing of the Center 
Fulton County continued operations until 2006 when it announced it was closing three park facilities – Creek Park, 

Burdett Gym, and Rico Community Center – and making program cuts at others. All these actions were sparked by the 

Dec. 1, 2005 incorporation of Sandy Springs. The transfer of tax revenues to the new city left Fulton County with a  

$20 million deficit in funds it used to pay for police, parks, planning and fire services in unincorporated Fulton.  

Judy Henderson recalls the closing of the Center. “Fulton County hardly gave us any notice,” she said. “They closed the 

Center within a week and parents and volunteers had to scramble to get their program supplies out of the building.”  

After the closing, Judy went on a personal mission to talk with Commission Bill Edwards, the District 7 representative for 

the unincorporated Rico Community. “I followed him around everywhere,” she said, “hoping to have a chance to talk 

with him about possibly re-opening the Center.” She finally found an opportunity at a commission meeting.  

“Fulton County Commissioner Bill Edwards spoke to a full-house of concerned residents from all over district 7,” Judy 

recalls. “He said if residents would volunteer, some of the community centers might continue to stay open. One rec 

center had already been saved and he said he had talked to two residents about the Rico Rec Center but they couldn’t 

run the programs. I thought, hum. . . I think I could do that. So, each time he asked for volunteers, my hand went up. But 

Edwards would look everywhere except at me. Just as he was about to adjourn the meeting, I stood up and waived a 

piece a paper over my head and spoke up. I said, ‘What about the Rico Recreation Center? I volunteer to keep it open.’ I 

finally got Edwards’ attention and soon after, he gave me permission to keep the building open.  

The Transition to the Rico Cultural Center 
Judy received the key to the building on March 1, 2006, and enlisted the help of her church members to clean up the old 

Rico Recreation Center. On March 16 she re-opened the building and began referring to it as the Rico Cultural Center. 

Early on Judy had contacted Fulton County to ask about bringing its Book Mobile to the center. She was told it would 

cost (her) $86,000. At the same time, the head of the Fulton County Library suggested Judy start her own library and so 

they sent two collections of books to get her started.     

With the library well on its way to being 

established, Judy began offering arts & crafts 

classes, after school programs, and other 

social activities, and she recruited resident 

volunteers to help teach and lead the 

programs.  With the Center well under way, 

Judy was soon ready to take the next step and 

formalize her efforts into the Community 

Brickworks nonprofit. Gladys Bridges volunteers at the library Halloween at the Rico Recreation Center 

Rico Recreation Center . . .  




