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Susan Rohrabaugh rides a miniature train 
with one of the children her daughter, 
Shannon Casas, is fostering. Publishing 
photos of the children is not permitted 
due to privacy concerns. 

Kelly Rohrabaugh, left, and Kirsten 
Rohrabaugh push the swing for a little boy 
their sister, Shannon, is fostering.

Above, Kelly 
Rohrabaugh 
holds the little 
girl her sister is 
fostering. At left, 
Kelly watches 
the girl play on 
the floor at a 
children’s store.

Daniel Rohrabaugh plays with the little boy 
his sister, Shannon, is fostering.

When my husband and I decided to become fos-
ter parents, we considered how it would affect our 
daily life, what saying goodbye to these children 
would feel like and whether we would ever adopt.

What I didn’t really consider was how much our 
decision would affect our families, too.

A little boy and girl have now been living with 
us for much longer than some of our relatives 
expected.

The kids are also a lot more adorable and seem-
ingly “normal” than 
my family guessed 
they would be. 

The little boy loves 
trains, chocolate ice 
cream and drawing 
spiders. The little 
girl loves to sing, 
dance and play “This 
Little Piggy Went to 
Market.”

To be sure, there 
are some tears and 
plenty of screams of 
“No!,” which some-
times looks too cute 
to get mad about and 
is sometimes not cute 
at all.

I snap photos of 
them wearing my 
high-heeled shoes and 
videos of them hav-
ing a ball playing in a 
big box, sending it all 
along to my family by 
text message.

My mom loves 
to show the photos 
around. And I do the 
same at work, too.

Most of my family lives about an hour away, so 
they also get to spend time with the kids.

My sisters came to my house to celebrate each 
of their birthdays. 

The kids had their own little table next to the 
adult table at Thanksgiving at my parents’ house.

They’re the only little ones in my family, so 
they get plenty of attention.

In other words, the kids are a huge part of my 
life. And they’ve become a part of my extended 
family’s life, too.

But unlike families with biological grandchil-
dren added to the fold, we all know these children 
won’t be around forever.

And just spending time with them can some-
times be complicated.

The kids can’t just stay with Grandma and 
Grandpa. Grandma and Grandpa must get fin-
gerprinted and submit to a background check in 
order to babysit. They also have to babysit at our 
house unless they outfit their home with various 
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The lights decorating the 
Gainesville Civic Center and its 
front campus provide a perfect 
bookend to the annual Christmas 
on Green Street with the holly tree 
lighted by the Rotary Club at the 
other end of the historic street.

The decorations at the equally 
historic Civic Center are courtesy 
of Gainesville’s Park and Rec-
reation Agency, which this year 
marks its 90th year in formal exis-
tence. Its activities and programs, 
though much broader in scope 
and reach today, have for much of 
its history focused on the adjacent 
City Park.

The seed for a Gainesville rec-
reation department actually was 
planted in the late 1800s, and City 
Park was ground zero from the 
beginning. In 1886, the city paid 
$1,000 to the estate of Martha B. 
Banks for the tract of land now 
known as City Park. In the deed 
conveying the 50 acres, the city 
declared its intent to use the land 
as a park.

According to the deed, the prop-
erty was bounded by what was 
then called Cleveland Road, now 
Ronnie Green Parkway, and the 

Gen. James Longstreet farm. The 
Civil War general, whose statue 
now stands on his former home 
site at the intersection of Park Hill 
Drive and Longstreet Place, still 
lived there at the time, and the 
present adjacent neighborhood 
bears his name, Longstreet Hills.

While City Park was used by 
residents in the late 1800s and 
early 1900s for all sorts of rec-
reational activities, picnics, etc., 
it would be 1924 before the city 
established a park and recreation 
department. It would be funded by 
a property tax from 0.75 to 1 mill, 
a mill being $1 levied on every 
$1,000 assessed value of property.

Early recreation programs usu-
ally were managed by high school 

coaches or physical education 
teachers, and it wasn’t until June 
1955 when Gainesville authorized 
a full-time director. He was Clay-
ton Deavers, former University 
of Georgia football lineman and 
Gainesville High School coach.

Since that time, park and rec 
has had only a handful of direc-
tors: Billy Joe (Dude) Thompson, 
former Georgia and Gainesville 
High football star (1960-62); Walt 
Snelling (1962-66); Bill White 
(1966-73); Jimmy Hope (1973-88); 
Melvin Cooper (1989-- ). Cooper, 
who has been with the department 
since 1972, is the longest serving 
director and has presided over an 
award-winning department that 
has experienced growth in every 
area.

When most all activities were 
in City Park, many memories 
were made for longtime residents. 
Horse shows drew crowds of 
spectators and participants from 
all over North Georgia and even 
other states. State championship 
baseball and football games were 
played on its fields. Political ral-
lies, rodeos, poultry festivals, 
barbecues, band competitions and 

concerts and other events were 
common.

The park expanded to provide 
fields for youth sports, and they 
continue today, along with the 
added sports of soccer and even 
lacrosse on Bobby Gruhn Field, 
the main space in City Park.

Tennis courts also are a part of 
today’s park facilities.

When Lake Lanier was filling 
in the mid-1950s, the park and rec 
agency began to grow its inven-
tory of parks, among them such 
lakeside sites as Holly Park off 
Thompson Bridge Road, Long-
wood Park on Pearl Nix Parkway 
and Lanier Point, which also is 
a baseball/softball complex off 
Dawsonville Highway. Smaller 
parks dot the city, and the Long-
wood Park connects with Wilshire 
Trails, Ivey Terrace, Rock Creek 
and through downtown to the mid-
town trail, still under construction.

Green Street Pool, which 
opened in 1931 adjacent to City 
Park, is no longer, the same with 
Pine Street and Fair Street swim-
ming pools. They were succeeded 
by Frances Meadows Aquatic and 
Community Center on Jesse Jew-

ell Parkway.
The Civic Center, then called 

the Civic Building, was supposed 
to be built before World War II as 
an armory. The war intervened, 
and it wasn’t completed until 1947. 
It has undergone several transfor-
mations and improvements and 
today remains headquarters for 
park and rec’s 39 employees who 
manage 19 parks, 16 tennis courts, 
13 playgrounds, 20 athletic fields, 
13 picnic shelters, eight miles of 
walking trails, the aquatic center, 
and numerous other facilities.

It was 90 years ago this month 
when about 400 Gainesville voters 
approved by a two-thirds majority 
the concept of an organized recre-
ation program. 

They would be amazed today 
at the far-flung activities and 
facilities that sprang from the city 
spending $1,000 for 50 acres for a 
park 128 years ago.

Johnny Vardeman is retired editor 
of The Times. He can be reached 
at 2183 Pinetree Circle NE, 
Gainesville, GA 30501; phone, 770- 
532-2326; email vardeman1956@
att.net.
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