Good-bye Lucama
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LUCAMA -- When the last bell rang at Lucama Elementary School Wednesday afternoon, it signaled the beginning of Christmas vacation and the end of an era of a school that has come to mean so much to students, faculty and the community for nearly 80 years. 
Lucama Elementary School closed its doors Wednesday. It will be demolished and a new facility built over the next 17 months. 
While the new school is being constructed, students and faculty of Lucama Elementary School will operate out of the old Springfield Middle School. They will return to a brand new elementary school in 2003. 
Walking down the halls of Lucama, it is obvious that a change is under way. The walls that once held children's colorful artwork are now bare. Trophy cases that were home to sports awards from the 1930s have been emptied. 
Boxes filled with school supplies are scattered throughout half-empty classrooms. The books that used to decorate the library have already been shipped to Springfield. 
The children might not realize the significance of Lucama Elementary School, which was built in 1924, but the teachers do. 
To them, Lucama Elementary is more than just a school -- it's their home as well. The school, which became an elementary school in 1979, currently serves around 500 students. 
Lucama operated kindergarten through 12th grade from 1921 until 1978, when the last senior class graduated. The cost of the new school, which will be rebuilt on the same site, is projected at $7.8 million and is scheduled to open for the 2003-04 school year. 
Peggy Flowers, a teaching assistant, graduated from Lucama in 1962. She has worked there since. Now, her daughter is a kindergarten teacher at Lucama. 
Flowers said it really hit her Tuesday night that the elementary school was going to be demolished. "I cried most of the night," she said. "I have a lot of fond memories of the school." 
Sandra Askew and Linda Pittman, both first-grade teachers, spent the morning reminiscing about their high school days at Lucama, as they thumbed through an old scrapbook. Askew and Pittman graduated from Lucama in 1961 and 1969, respectively. 
"I was part of the third class to graduate in the auditorium," Askew said. "I could write a book about all of our times here." 
While Askew is upset that the school she holds so close to her heart is going to be torn down, she knows how important it is to build an up-to-date facility. The floors in many of the classrooms are warped, and mold decorates many of the walls and ceilings. 
"I am going to miss the school, but the kids deserve something better, more technological," she said. 
Pittman has spent the past 26 years teaching in the same classroom where she attended first grade. "I tried to explain to the kids that they won't come back here to this classroom. They don't understand," she said. 
"But I'm excited about the new school. I want to teach in it." 
The students are excited about finishing out the school year in a different building. 
"It's going to be different," said Courtney Narron, a fifth-0grader. "It's farther away from what we are used to." 
Haley Raper, a third-grader, will miss the expansive playground that Lucama has. When Lucama is rebuilt, the playground will not be as large. 
Frances Vick, a third grade teacher at Lucama for 22 years, agreed with Haley. "I will definitely miss the beauty and spaciousness of the campus." 
Fifth-grade teacher Lisa Rouse has taught at Lucama for the past 15 years. She is keeping her spirits high as she and the rest of Lucama prepare to make the move. "I'm trying to be positive, but I love this building, the history, and the lives it has touched," she said. 
"But I'm looking forward to the new school," she said with a smile. "The people are the heartbeat of a school, and we have a good family here." 
To prepare the students for the transition to the old Springfield Middle School, principal John Joyner took each grade individually to tour the school. 
"They were real excited and happy about going to a new school," he said. "And, of course, they are anticipating a new one when they get back." 
He said he even found himself a little emotional throughout the day as well. 
"This was the first school that I started out as a principal," he said. "That means a lot. Since 1924, a lot of heritage and tradition has gone on at Lucama and I'm proud to say I was a small part of it. I look forward to starting a new one when we come back."
