
Bringing life back to  
The Old Cotter School Gym: 

THE NORTH ARKANSAS YOUTH CENTER  
    In 1981, Cotter City Councilman Marshal Berg, serving on the city’s parks committee, became 
interested in Warrior Park, a portion of the site of the former Cotter School.  He and then-Mayor, Rex 
Bayless, “wanted to do something with that whole area,” Berg said.  
    The school had burned in the 1970’s, leaving only the gymnasium standing.  Berg said, “At that time 
there were still the crumblings of the old school left.  We got a bulldozer and covered it all over and then 
we contracted to get the tennis courts built.  At that time, Peter Peitz, owner of White River Industries in 
Cotter, gave $12,000 toward the project.  The city also got a grant of $22,000, with labor and donations 
making up the match.”  
  It was the intention to put an old railroad caboose, then housed at Cotter City Hall, on the old school 
property and to make it a railroad museum, but following an episode of vandalism, that idea was 
abandoned.  
    Swings and a merry-go-round were placed on the property as well as park benches of laminated 
timbers.  
    In about 1992, Berg had a conversation with Jack Burkhart, Cotter’s police chief who was the 
then president of the Cotter School Board.  The talk resulted in the school district “selling” the 
gymnasium itself to the city for $1.  
    “The gym’s ceiling was falling in big places,” Berg said.  “There was no heat in it.  There hadn’t been 
any decent electricity in there.  There were broken wires up in the ceiling.  The floors buckled.  There was 
water coming through in an area where they had the old gas line and that was damaged.  The whole south 
part of the basketball court in there was damaged because there was water leaking down from the 
ceiling.”   
    The last year the gym was used was 1978, when a new gym was built at Cotter’s new school complex 
farther up the hill. 
    Berg said it was when he and others, including Danny Ponder, from Eastside Baptist Church in 
Mountain Home, were planning a youth rally and realized there was no place where the youth of the area 
could congregate that would provide good, wholesome fun, that they began searching for a good facility.  
    “From the time they ceased having school down there,” Berg said, “they boarded up all the 
windows.  They were busted out and the gym was being vandalized.  The city had the keys to it and they 
would let people go in and play basketball, but it was in bad shape.”   
    “We looked at the old gym,” Berg said.  They formed an organization called the North Arkansas Youth 
Center board, with Ponder as president and Berg as secretary-treasurer.  “We decided we’d get in there 
and get the place cleaned up and put it to use.”  
    With funds from the governor’s office and from Baxter County and with community donations, plus 
another $4,000 from Peter Peitz, the board had collected $80,000.  
     
 



Also, the board began offering alumni plaques for sale, to be hung at the entryway of the new youth 
center.  The marble plaques were made by Doug Collins at Gainsville, Mo.  Berg said, “He had a contract 
with the Department of the Army for making the white tombstone crosses for military graveyards.  When 
they cut the cross out, there’s always all that left over, pieces about an inch thick and 4 ¼ inches high and 
about 13 or 14 inches long, just ideal.”  They could get the plaques including the engraving, for $10 each.   
    “One of the first things we did, we got the stuff hanging off the ceiling and got the old light fixtures 
out.  We started working in February of 1993 - myself, Elvan Hudson, Joe Kilmala came a little bit 
later, John Urban helped on the outside.  We cleaned that whole outside and then started working on the 
inside.  We got rid of all that old gas heating.  Jimmy Thrasher (also a school board member when the 
gym was sold to the city) and I built a 30-foot scaffold, which was the only way we could reach those 
ceilings.  We tore out the old floor and raised it up above the base concrete.”  
    They brought the restrooms up to floor level, redid the kitchen with Elvan Hudson building all the 
cabinetry and more.  Resident Margaret Rowe and other helped clean the bleachers. 
    Berg said, “We took out of the attic three or four tons of bat manure.  We had prisoners on work release 
up there vacuuming it out, bringing it down by bags and bags.   
 
There were covies of bats living up there and wherever they lived for the last 40 or 50 years, there was a 
pyramid of manure, one of the about 5 ½ to 6 feet across and 4 ½ feet high.  That’s what was causing the 
ceiling to fall in.”  He rebuilt the partitions in the ceiling, screwed in new drywall and plastered over 
it.  “If we had someone do it commercially, it would have cost $30,000 to $40,000 just for the ceiling,” he 
said.  
    Former mayor Louis Dennis, while a student at the old Cotter High, had painted an Indian chief (the 
school’s warrior emblem) on one wall and a peace pipe on the other.  Berg said workmen painted around 
that because it was something the board wanted to preserve.  
    The gym was completely usable by Labor Day weekend of 1995 and a grand opening was held in 
March 1996 with Gov. Mike Huckabee giving the dedication speech and many dignitaries in 
attendance.  
    Today, the gym continues to be a gathering point for youth after school and on weekends 
    Berg said, “It was a good thing to do, and it’s done.”  
    Berg resigned from the board when he injured his food during the project, with 11 years under his belt 
as a city councilman, four or five years as a volunteer for Cotter Care Crews and two years of working at 
the gym every night and every Saturday.  
    “It was a good project,” he said, “and it was all done by donations, and we kept all the spending within 
the $80,000.”  
    The North Arkansas Youth Center’s organizing board consisted of Danny Ponder, president; Wayne 
Ward, vice president; and Marshal Berg, secretary/treasurer.  Its first director was Roger Smith.   
  
    Its current officers are Wayne Ward, president; Dr. Donald Fonte, vice president; Lisa Hammett, 
secretary, and Randy Queen, treasurer.  Board member in charge of publicity is Mary Wolverton and 
board’s liaison with the City of Cotter is Wanda Fielding.  The cities of Gassville and Cotter assist the 
center with a portion of its utility bills.   



    Glennard Blevins is director and Wanda Collie, youth director.  
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