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official seat of the county government until 1988, when it was replaced by 
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Gwinnett County evolved from a typical southern rural place to 
the bustling and diverse suburban place it is today, with all the 

challenges one might imagine that accompany such a radical change. At 
first a western place, Gwinnett in 1820 enumerated less than 5,000 souls 
with the Cherokee Nation directly across the Chattahoochee River. It 
soon became a southern place, as Gwinnett’s population rose to about 
13,000 people through the Civil War, with one fifth of its population 
enslaved. Gwinnett’s population slowly grew from 19,000 in 1880 to 
30,000 people in 1920. Then the decline in agriculture and race relations 
resulted in a population decrease, only reaching above 30,000 citizens 
again in 1950. As transportation to Atlanta improved in the 1950s, 
Gwinnett’s growth became suburban rather than rural. White flight from 
Atlanta in the 1970s crowded Gwinnett, while the 1980s introduced the 
racial, ethnic and religious diversity that is the hallmark of Gwinnett 
today. Forethought and planning by civic and business leaders created 
growth, which also brought challenges for providing jobs, housing, 
transportation, and a quality of life to sustain that growth into the 21st 
century. In 2015, the Census Bureau estimated Gwinnett’s population 
at nearly 900,000, and its ethnicity distribution as roughly 40% White 
(non-Hispanic), 28% African American, 21% Hispanic or Latino, 12% 
Asian, and nearly 3% self-identifying as multiracial. Because Gwinnett 
became such a different place than most other counties in Georgia, it has 
a story worth telling.

Even before Gwinnett County was created, the area played a role in 
frontier settlement in Georgia. Since the late 1780s, Georgia maintained 
small forts along the frontier with Native Americans, including one at 
Hog Mountain near the headwaters of the Appalachee River on the 
“Hawkins Line” that separated the lands of the Cherokee and Creek 
Indians. During the War of 1812, General Allen Daniel ordered the 
replacement of the old fort at Hog Mountain to better protect Georgia’s 
western frontier from attack from the Creek Indians. Daniel also ordered 
the construction of a road from the newly renamed Fort Daniel in Hog 
Mountain to another new fort on the Chattahoochee River. Lt. George 
R. Gilmer (future governor of Georgia) and his men, marked out the 30 
mile road to Standing Peachtree in 1814, known as the Peachtree Road, 
the original Peachtree Road in Metro Atlanta. Old Peachtree Road in 
Gwinnett still follows portions of George Gilmer’s frontier defense road.



4

Gwinnett County history officially began on December 15, 1818, 
when Georgia’s General Assembly created Walton, Gwinnett, Hall, and 
Habersham counties from recently acquired Creek and Cherokee lands. 
The act creating Gwinnett County specified that Gwinnett’s Justices of 
the Inferior Court would operate county government from Elisha Winn’s 
property near Hog Mountain until they chose a site for a permanent 
courthouse. 

Another law that year specified that all new lands in Gwinnett would 
be distributed by lottery. The eastern portion of Gwinnett County 
created from part of Jackson County had been distributed by headright, 
under which local politicians could distribute small tracts of land. After 
the 1790s, Georgia instituted a new lottery system that surveyed the 
land into lots, and then granted title to a lot by a lottery among the adult 
white males of the state. Winners only needed to pay a nominal fee to 
get title to the land, and speculators frequently bought the lots as soon as 
someone acquired title. Adding some Jackson County lands to Gwinnett 
guaranteed that Gwinnett possessed sufficient population to form a 
government from the start, which is why the authorizing law specified 
Elisha Winn’s well-established place of business as the temporary 
headquarters of the county.

Gwinnett County was named for Button Gwinnett (1735-1777), one 
of Georgia’s three delegates to the Second Continental Congress who 
signed the Declaration of Independence in 1776. Gwinnett was born in 
Gloucestershire, England, and moved to Georgia in 1757. After a series of 
controversies with Lachlan McIntosh, one of the elite leaders in Georgia, 

The Elisha Winn House
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McIntosh denounced Gwinnett as a scoundrel. In the duel that followed, 
both were wounded. Gwinnett died three days later on May 19, 1777.

Elisha Winn, his property, and his family are very important to the 
early history of Gwinnett County. Winn was born in Lunenburg, 
Virginia, in 1777, and died in Lawrenceville in 1842. The county held its 
elections and government operations at Winn’s property until Winn, on 
behalf of the county,  purchased a centrally located 250 acre lot for $200 
for the purpose of establishing the county seat. Gwinnett County had a 
fully elected county government by spring 1819, and began the move to 
the new county seat in 1820. Elisha Winn’s son-in-law, William Maltbie, 
suggested the county seat be named for James Lawrence, the War of 1812 
commander who was famous for saying, “Don’t give up the ship!” The 
Georgia General Assembly incorporated Lawrenceville on December 15, 
1821, and a brick court house was built for $4,000 on the court house 
square in Lawrenceville by 1824.

Gwinnett County formed part of the border of Georgia with the 
Creek Nation until 1826, and the Cherokee Nation until 1839, and thus 
made a transition from a western place to a southern place during that 
time. The majority of Gwinnett’s early inhabitants would have focused 
on “safety first” crops, mostly corn and livestock. Most farmers would 
have considered themselves yeomen, meaning they owned their own 
land. Their needs would be fairly simple since the lack of transportation 
would have limited their choices. But a smaller group of wealthier people 
also developed a slave-based economy in the county, which would have 
required access to transportation to enable the market relations that 
stretched outside Gwinnett. Merchants also played an increasingly 
important role in Gwinnett’s economy. It is the change from safety first 
to market relations that changed Gwinnett from a western to a southern 
place. 

Slavery played an important role in Gwinnett County before the Civil 
War. Most of Gwinnett’s slave owners held fewer slaves than the 20 

needed to be considered a planter. Over the course of the antebellum 
period, about 20% of Gwinnett’s population remained enslaved and 
about 20% of all households owned some slaves. There were never more 
than a few free persons of color in the county during this period. Cotton 
production made slavery work. Gwinnett produced the equivalent of 
about 113 bales of cotton in 1840. By 1844, Gwinnett’s cotton began to
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be shipped from the Georgia Railroad depot at Stone Mountain, and so 
in 1850 the county reported producing 2,656 bales of cotton. In 1860 
when slavery was at its height, the average slave-owning household in 
Gwinnett contained 7.1 slaves, and the county produced 2,446 bales of 
cotton. While we do not yet understand exactly how slavery worked in 
Gwinnett, it is clear that it was indeed a Southern place in 1860. 

The event with the greatest national importance in Gwinnett’s history 
occurred in 1831. After Georgia extended its laws over the Cherokee, 
white men living among the Cherokee violated Georgia law by refusing 
to obtain passports from the Governor. Tried in Lawrenceville in August 
1831, the jury found them guilty. Two of the convicted appealed to the US 
Supreme Court in Worcester v Georgia, which ruled that only the national 
government has jurisdiction over native lands. This ruling remains the 
basis of governmental relations with all Native people today. In 1835, the 
US government negotiated a treaty removing all Cherokee from Georgia 
by 1839. In 1838, Gwinnett provided two companies of infantry for a year 
of service aiding General Winfield Scott in rounding up the Cherokee 
who had not voluntarily left and “escorting” them to Oklahoma. Thus the 
Trail of Tears took some of its first steps through Lawrenceville.

Gwinnett County buried its citizens killed in the Second Creek War 
on its courthouse grounds in 1837.  Gwinnett mustered two volunteer 
companies of 100 men each, and sent them to subdue the Creek Indians 
near Columbus. Hammond Garmony’s Mounted Volunteers went to 
Stewart County, where they engaged the Creek at Shepherd’s Plantation on 
June 9, 1836, which resulted in the deaths of eight men under Garmony’s 
command. In February 1837, Gwinnett citizens reinterred the remains of 
those killed at Shepherd’s Plantation on the Gwinnett Courthouse square 
in a single grave, and erected a monument to honor them. 

During the antebellum period, Gwinnett worked to improve the way 
of life in the county. By 1851, a textile mill opened in Lawrenceville to 
provide a local use for Gwinnett cotton. Capitalized at $90,000, the 
Lawrenceville Manufacturing Company fell on hard times by mid-decade 
and was sold at a sheriff ’s sale in 1858. The new entrepreneurs brought 
in Enoch Steadman, a well-known textile manager, to run the Gwinnett 
Manufacturing Company, which would continue operations until it 
burned in January 1864. While partially insured, the Gwinnett factory 
was never rebuilt. 
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Lawrenceville also opened an academy in 1824, a manual labor school 
in 1836, and a female seminary in 1838. Most of these schools operated 
intermittently since their entire operating fund came from tuition. 
Although a bit far from the cotton belt and modern transportation, 
Gwinnett enjoyed many of the same improvement activities found in 
other towns during the period.

With Abraham Lincoln’s election as US President, Georgia 
Governor Joe Brown called for a secession convention to be 

held in Milledgeville on January 16, 1861. The majority of delegates were 
tentatively committed to keep Georgia in the Union, and Gwinnett’s 
delegates belonged to this majority. James P. Simmons, Richard D. 
Winn, and Thomas J. P. Hudson represented Gwinnett, with Simmons 
taking the lead of the delegation. The Gwinnett delegation stayed loyal 
to their constituents and opposed every move to take Georgia out of the 
Union, voting with the minority against the ordinance of secession on 
January 19, 1861. Simmons then authored a protest to the ordinance, 
but with Georgia’s secession, he pledged his loyalty to his state. When the 
convention resolved to make opposing secession into an act of treason, 
Simmons moved to strike the resolution, but was outvoted.

Once the Civil War began, Gwinnett County contributed to the war 
effort. The county mustered at least four companies for the Confederate 
Army in 1861, and another five companies in 1862, as well as at least six

James P. Simmons (left) and Richard D. Winn (right) were two 
of Gwinnett County’s representatives at Georgia’s secession 

convention
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state guard units in 1863 and 1864. Companies composed entirely or 
mainly of Gwinnett soldiers fought in various Virginia campaigns, at the 
Battle of Vicksburg and in the Battle of Atlanta campaigns, among others. 
Several Gwinnett units serving in Virginia were reorganized into a single 
Georgia Sharpshooters company, under the command of Lt Col. Nathan 
L. Hutchins, Jr., of Gwinnett. The Gwinnett Factory contributed to the 
war effort by making salt bagging, and manager Enoch Steadman helped 
chair the textile manufacturers’ convention in Atlanta in 1863 to try to 
balance the needs of the military with the needs of civilians.

War itself came briefly to Gwinnett in late 1864 after the Battle of 
Atlanta. While no major battles took place in Gwinnett, Yankee soldiers 
were sent out from DeKalb to forage for supplies by stripping farms of 
livestock and crops, as well as looting anything of value. Gwinnett’s home 
guard “rangers” frequently fought the “bummers” sent to scavenge the 
countryside for supplies. On October 27, 1864, Union troops invaded 
Gwinnett looking for forage. A force of 400 Gwinnett rangers destroyed 
the bridge over the Yellow River, but Union cavalry still advanced into 
Lawrenceville scattering the rangers. Special notice should be given to 
Thomas Maguire, who kept a journal of daily events of his plantation near 
Rockbridge from 1859 to 1866. When the Union Army came foraging, 
Maguire’s plantation suffered several attacks, and he lost crops and 
livestock and several of his outbuildings were burned. It has been said that 
Margaret Mitchell used Maguire’s journal in researching daily life during 
the Civil War in writing Gone with the Wind.

Following the end of the Civil War, Gwinnett was treated like most 
Southern places. Federal troops briefly bivouacked in Lawrenceville. 

Most adult white males started signing loyalty oaths to the United States, 
which gave them amnesty from prosecution for treason. The Republican 
Party eventually pushed for citizenship and voting rights for African-
Americans, and the formerly enslaved people required their elected 
officials to push for social equality. In reaction, violence against African-
Americans became regular in the South, though less so in Gwinnett. 
Gwinnett’s government opposed the violence. Desperadoes burned 
Gwinnett’s 1824 brick court house on September 10, 1871, in order to 
destroy the Sheriff ’s evidence against them, which also destroyed most of 
the county’s records to that date. A grand jury found the fire to be an act 
of arson, and the county built a new court house by 1885. This building
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remained the official courthouse until 1988 when the new Gwinnett Justice 
and Administration Center was completed.

The building of railroads began to take Gwinnett out of relative 
geographic isolation in the last decades of the 19th century. In 1857, the 
Air Line Railroad incorporated with Atlanta Mayor Jonathan Norcross as 
its president to build a line directly from Atlanta to Charlotte through the 
Georgia upcountry, and was completed in Gwinnett by 1871. The towns 
of Norcross, Duluth, Suwanee and Buford owe their existence to the Air 
Line railway, with the town of Norcross specifically named for the railroad’s 
founder. The Air Line eventually became the Southern Railroad, and today 
provides both passenger and freight service on its tracks.  A narrow gauge 
track was completed from Suwanee to Lawrenceville in 1881, and replaced 
with standard width in 1911. The Seaboard Air Line Railroad made a second 
connection through Lawrenceville from Atlanta to Athens (and beyond) 
in 1892. Along this road, the towns of Auburn, Dacula, Lawrenceville, 
Gloster, Luxomni, and Lilburn were located. Then the Seaboard line built 
a branch line from Lawrenceville to Loganville in 1898. These railroads 
began integrating Gwinnett County into the national economy.

Buford was named after the president of the railroad at that time, A. S. 
Buford, and quickly became the dominant town in Gwinnett for nearly 
one hundred years as a leather tanning center. R. H. Allen established 
a tannery and harness factory even before Buford was incorporated in 
1872. With the coming of the railroads, Buford became the leather 
capital of the southeast with competing tanneries of R. H. Allen and his

Buford Square in 1908
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younger  brother, Napoleon “Bona” Allen. Bona Allen took over his brother’s 
tannery when it failed following a merger with a leather corporation from 
Chicago. Buford became so dominant that in 1905 it sought to become 
the seat of a newly formed county, but the legislature denied the town’s 
request. In 1902, the state legislature allowed Buford to have its own city 
court, for the Sugar Hill Militia District, so the factory workers wouldn’t 
waste time travelling to the county courthouse in Lawrenceville to take 
care of legal business. The Buford City Court for Sugar Hill Militia District 
operated separate from regular county government until 1970. 

The origin of the towns described in the next paragraphs are based on 
their respective websites. The town of Suwanee began as a Shawnee Indian 
village. The federal government recognized Suwanee as a town when its Post 
Office was established in 1838. Howell’s Crossing was renamed “Duluth” 
in 1871 after the city of Duluth, Minnesota, because of similarities in the 
arrival of railroad service to both towns. The new railroad increased the 
economy of Duluth. The town elected the first woman mayor in Georgia, 
Mrs. Alice Strickland, in 1922.

Other towns began springing up soon. The town of Grayson was 
founded in 1879 by James P. McConnell. It was first known as “Trip” 
because it was a “trip” from Lawrenceville to get there. By the end of 
1907, the town was incorporated as Grayson. Loganville was chartered 
in 1887 and is unique because it is located in both Gwinnett and Walton 
Counties. Dacula, originally called Hoke, was officially named in 1905 
when the postmaster allegedly mixed up the letters in Decatur and Atlanta

Suwanee Depot (date unknown)
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to come up with Dacula. Lilburn was chartered in 1910, but had been 
known as McDaniel settlement since 1820. 

Snellville began in 1879 when two friends from London, James Sawyer 
and J. Thomas Snell, opened a crossroads store and called the area New 
London. It is unknown when New London officially became known as 
Snellville, but that is the name the two young men referred to in their 
advertisements. The city of Snellville received its charter from the State of 
Georgia in 1923 and the first mayor of Snellville was Gladston Snell. After 
several periods of being dormant until World War II, the charter has since 
remained active. Other cities in the county are Rest Haven, chartered in 
1938, Sugar Hill, chartered in 1939, Berkeley Lake, chartered in 1948, and 
Peachtree Corners, chartered in 2012.

Gwinnett reported only two gold 
mines during Georgia’s gold rush 

years, but a gold craze struck Gwinnett 
in the 1890s. Starting in 1831, Adam 
Q. Simmons operated Gwinnett’s 
most successful gold mine on Level 
Creek between modern day Suwanee 
and Buford. William Chambers later 
opened a forty-foot deep gold mine on 
Richland Creek near Lawrenceville. 
After 1849 most Georgia miners moved 
to California, but by 1889, interest in 
Gwinnett gold arose again with assays 
made of ores between Buford and Flowery 
Branch. By 1893, a mining syndicate organized at Suwanee, and gold veins 
in Gwinnett brought about $12 in gold per ton of ore. Most considered the 
Shelley mine, located three miles west of Buford, to be the best prospect for 
developing the gold industry in Gwinnett, with a vein of 6 inches to several 
feet across. However, by 1910, the Gwinnett gold industry was abandoned.

Farming in Gwinnett changed significantly following the Civil War. 
Since farmers in Gwinnett lacked the money to hire laborers to help 
grow their crops, and laborers could not afford to pay rent on a farm, 
sharecropping became the means of paying for agriculture. Everyone grew 
cotton as a cash crop to pay their rents, and the price of cotton dropped 
every year after 1873 due to oversupply. Gwinnett increasingly grew more

Adam Q. Simmons
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cotton, and Gwinnett farmers became poorer. This trend reached its peak 
in 1920 for Gwinnett, when it produced about 31,000 bales of cotton. 
The coming of the boll weevil destroyed the cotton crops after 1920, until 
inspection and supervision by the federal government stabilized cotton 
production during the New Deal in the 1930s. As farmers found ruin in 
their livelihood, they moved on to other things. After 1930, cotton became 
less and less important to Gwinnett’s economy, and sharecropping ended 
by the 1940s.

The loss of stability and prosperity in farming resulted in the rise of 
educational and political efforts to reverse the trends. By the 1890s, 
Gwinnett farmers understood that people outside the local area seemed 
to control the farmers’ future. They believed they needed to organize, first 
the Grange, then the Alliance, and finally a political party for the farmers, 
The People’s Party, also known as the Populists. In 1890, Gwinnett elected 

an Allianceman to represent them 
in Congress, and other Alliancemen 
as representatives in the General 
Assembly. By 1892, both Congressman 
Thomas Elisha Winn and the Gwinnett 
legislative delegation left the Democratic 
Party and joined the Populist Party. The 
Gwinnett Populists voted with Gwinnett 
Republicans in the 1894 election, 
alienating many Gwinnett farmers. In 
the 1890s, if you voted Republican in the 
South, there was a 90% chance you were 
African-American. Gwinnett, like most 
rural South places, joined in punishing 
the African-American vote by rigidly 

establishing segregation through Jim Crow laws. By 1900, the Populist 
movement had died, but Jim Crow was increasingly alive in Gwinnett.

Race relations in Gwinnett reflected those throughout the South. With 
the failed alliance between poor blacks and poor whites during Populism, 
segregation became the law throughout the South. Unsurprisingly between 
1910 and 1950, the African American population of Gwinnett decreased 
significantly from 4,431 to 3,052 people. It then rose again slowly after 
1950 to 4,154 in 1980 which nearly re-achieved the total number of black 
people living in the county in 1910. 

Thomas Elisha Winn
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Modern conveniences came to Gwinnett towns long before the 
rural parts of the county. Lawrenceville’s telephone exchange 

became a reality in 1894. By 1903, the town built an electrical plant to 
power the lights throughout the town, and then planned a water system 
as well. In 1900, Southern Bell connected Buford and intermediate places 
to Atlanta by telephone. Buford and Norcross received electricity from 
North Georgia Power Company in 1907. Bona Allen Company supplied 
fresh running water to the town of Buford from the company’s reservoir 
starting in 1904 and continued until the town voted water and sewage 
bonds to replace it with municipal water in 1919. Outside the towns, 
electricity would await the coming of the New Deal. After passage of the 
Rural Electrification Act in 1936, most Georgia electric membership 
co-operatives organized by 1939. The federal government loaned the 
EMCs the money to run electrical power to farms throughout the 1940s, 
as funds became available. By 1950, 90% of Gwinnett households had 
access to electricity.

A “Good Roads” movement swept the nation during the 1910s, and 
many states, including Georgia, reformed their prison systems to use 
convict labor to build roads. Over the 1920s, the State of Georgia provided 
the materials and oversight while Gwinnett provided the convict labor to 
pave Lawrenceville Highway (U.S. Highway 29), which they completed 
by 1931. Buford Highway (U.S. Highway 23) became the second paved 
road in Gwinnett. In reality, highways became a necessity with the growth 
of inexpensive automobiles in the 1920s. By 1931, one still had to drive to 

Roadwork on Perry Street, Lawrenceville
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Lawrenceville from Buford to access a paved road to Atlanta, and many 
decried the road from Lawrenceville to Decatur a death trap because it 
was designed and graded for slower travel than was actually taking place 
on the road. By the 1940s, the modern layout of state roads was firmly 
in existence, but local roads were still mostly made of dirt. The miles of 
paved roads in Gwinnett came to outnumber the unpaved only in the early 
1970s.

Both Buford and Lawrenceville provided jobs through industry in 
the 20th century. Bona Allen produced leather goods in Buford starting 
in the 1870s, with its heyday in the 1930s employing as many as 2,200 
people and declaring Buford a depression-proof city. In the 1940s, Bona 
Allen began closing its facilities as leather works suffered a steady decline 
as agriculture throughout the country became mechanized. The Allen 
family sold the company to a corporate conglomerate in 1967 which 
closed the tannery in 1971, and the tannery building burned in 1981. 
In Lawrenceville, the story sounds similar. In 1899, local people began 
building a $100,000 cotton mill. The factory was sold and merged with 
other companies several times in the next 20 years, and in 1927, the 
Amoskeag Cotton Mills of Massachusetts purchased the cotton mill 
in Lawrenceville, with plans to update it with thousands of dollars 
in new equipment. The Lawrenceville factory shut down during the 
Great Depression. In 1939, the General Shoe Company of Nashville 
(Genesco) purchased the vacant Lawrenceville facilities, and expected 
to employ 500 when it reopened. By the 1950s, Genesco produced a 
line of shoes for sale by Sears and Penny’s department stores. However,

The Lawrenceville Cotton Mill
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the factory shut down in September 1973 due to the high cost of 
modernizing its equipment. About 300 people, some who worked there 
since its opening in 1939, lost their jobs.

The construction of Buford Dam changed Gwinnett’s topography 
forever. In 1946, the US Army Corps of Engineers proposed damming the 
Chattahoochee River north of Atlanta to create a reservoir that would feed 
a “Little TVA” project south of Atlanta, with barge and boat traffic on the 
Chattahoochee all the way from the Gulf of Mexico to Atlanta. Originally 
estimating costs at about $21 million, the Corps in 1949 expanded 
the projected size of the lake behind Buford Dam, which increased 
estimated costs to $43 million. Atlanta’s Mayor Hartsfield and 5th District 
Congressman, James C. Davis, consistently pressed for adoption and 
funding of the project, when other Georgia congressmen waffled in support 
of the project. The Army broke ground on the dam on March 1, 1950, and 
the gates of the completed dam were closed on February 1, 1956.  In 1955, 
the lake was officially named for Sidney Lanier, who immortalized the 
Chattahoochee River in poem. National, state and local officials dedicated 
the completed Lake Sidney Lanier on October 7, 1957. By May 1959, the 
lake reached its full pool. 

The construction of the Northeast Expressway (now called I-85) brought 
Gwinnett County firmly into metropolitan Atlanta and eventually led 
to Gwinnett becoming a suburban place. The Georgia DOT completed 
I-85 to Suwanee exit on December 1, 1958, allowing Gwinnett citizens 
to commute to Atlanta for work. After a delay, I-85 was finally completed 
through Gwinnett in August 1965. What became I-985 began soon 
afterwards, to be completed to Gainesville in 1969.  A housing boom in 
Gwinnett started that same year as school integration in Atlanta became 
a reality. By the time recession curtailed the construction boom in 1974, 
Gwinnett had become part of the suburban white belt that surrounded an 
increasingly black Atlanta.
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Modern industrial development began in earnest with the locating of 
Western Electric to Gwinnett in 1971. In 1969, Bell Labs of AT&T decided 
to locate its new cable production plant on a 175-acre site just south of the 
Norcross-Tucker Road (now called Jimmy Carter Blvd.) interchange of 
I-85. When completed, it employed 2,100 people with an annual payroll 
of $15 million. Soon other corporations located to Gwinnett, and the two 
water towers north of the Jimmy Carter interchange regularly broadcasted 
Gwinnett’s enthusiasm for growth. 

The goal was to balance industrial growth with population growth in 
order to reduce homeowner’s tax burden as the county modernized. 
Other technology companies followed. By the early 1980s, Norcross and 
Duluth in particular earned a reputation as Georgia’s high tech corridor. 
Technology firms saddled both sides of I-85, and up Peachtree Industrial 
Blvd. The growth based on new industries and jobs in the 1980s did 
not mimic the population growth based on white flight in the 1970s. 
Gwinnett did not become a bedroom community, but instead became a 
part of modern America, in which diversity is the hallmark.

The ‘Gwinnett is Great’ water towers stood off of I-85
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As the county population grew and diversified, so too did services and 
culture in Gwinnett. The county created a professional police force in the 
1950s to take over traffic responsibilities while the Sheriff ’s Department 
focused on investigations. Today, the Gwinnett Police Department 
provides most police functions while the Sheriff ’s Department specializes 
in delivering warrants and running the county jail. Joan Glancy Hospital 
in Duluth opened in 1944 as the county’s first hospital. In 1957, Button 
Gwinnett Hospital opened in Lawrenceville, and in 1966, Buford 
General Hospital opened to service the northern part of the county. By 
1983, the Gwinnett Hospital Authority replaced the two aging hospitals 
with a new Gwinnett Medical Center in Lawrenceville, and replaced the 
Joan Glancy unit with a new larger unit in Duluth in 2006.

Gwinnett County Public Schools (GCPS) consolidated many smaller 
high schools in the mid-1950s to create 3 new high schools – South 
Gwinnett, Central Gwinnett, and North Gwinnett for Whites, and it 
renovated the Hooper Renwick School for Blacks. In 1968, Hooper 
Renwick closed following integration of Gwinnett County schools. In 
2017, GCPS is the largest school system in Georgia with 139 schools and 
approximately 180,000 students.

The opening of Gwinnett Place Mall near the Pleasant Hill interchange 
of I-85 in Duluth in February 1984 secured Gwinnett’s place in suburban 
culture. Davison’s, Sears and Rich’s originally anchored the one million 
square-foot mall, with other department stores to follow. As the county’s 
population continued to grow in the 1990s, the creation of other large 
malls, including Discover Mills (now Sugarloaf Mills) and the Mall of 
Georgia, had the same impact of creating demand for additional retail 

The Mall of Georgia, located in Buford, is the largest in the state
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locations on its periphery in every direction. Today, Gwinnett boasts 
everything an urban place normally supports: jobs, a large water and 
sewer system, a bus system, retail, industry, schools, parks, and police and 
fire protection. 

The county’s latest addition is higher education. Beginning in 1979, 
Gwinnett County sought post-secondary education as it grew. Proposed 
in 1979, Gwinnett Tech, a branch of the Technical Colleges System 
of Georgia, opened in January 1984 at Atkinson Road and Highway 
316 (University Parkway), focusing on both high-tech and traditional 
vocational training. Georgia Gwinnett College grew out of a much 
longer term plan. As early as 1982, the Gwinnett Chamber of Commerce 
started seeking the establishment of a college in Gwinnett, approaching 
several colleges to provide undergraduate and graduate college courses. 
In the late 1990s, county officials proposed the Gwinnett University 
Center to house Georgia Perimeter College to offer general education 
courses, the University of Georgia to offer upper division courses leading 
to a Bachelor’s Degree, and 2 other schools to offer specialized training. 
Once completed in 2002, Gwinnett students found the location at Highway 
316 and Collins Hill Road in Lawrenceville attractive, and the facilities 
were turned over to a new stand-alone college, Georgia Gwinnett College, 
in 2006. An accredited branch of the University System of Georgia, Georgia 
Gwinnett in 2017 boasts a student population of nearly 13,000. That 
number nearly equals Gwinnett’s entire population at the start of the Civil 
War. What changes this county has seen in its 200 years!

Georgia Gwinnett College
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This 1885 Railroad Map by George Cram shows the boundaries of 
Gwinnett County before the creation of Barrow County
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