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      A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR…

      
        
        The N-Word

        Dealing with a Legacy of Hate

      

      

      Thank you for reading 'The Lake’. At the outset may we discuss something? It’s not pleasant but… As you will see in the following pages I choice to use the word “nigger” throughout the narrative. It is a deliberate and painful decision, rooted in the desire to present an unflinching portrayal of the Jim Crow South. The language is harsh, raw, and real—a mirror of the times that refuses to soften the hard edges of history for the sake of comfort today. It’s a choice that acknowledges the reality of the period, where the term was not just an common insult but a weapon—a linguistic embodiment of the systemic dehumanization that Black Americans endured under post civil war Jim Crow.

      To understand the choice, the reader must enter Walton County in the early 20th century—a place like so many others in the South, where segregation was the law and white supremacy was in the air people breathed. The cotton fields, the segregated schools, the separate entrances to public buildings, and the rules about who could sit where on a bus—all of these were enforced by an unspoken, shared understanding among white and black (called 'Colored' back then) residents. They used “nigger” as more than just a racial slur. It was a term that defined and enforced power, a way of ensuring that the line between White and Black was clearly drawn and never crossed.

      I tried to capture this linguistic reality to reveal the depths of a culture that considered Black people inherently inferior. To me avoiding the term would have been a betrayal of the truth. It was the word spoken in anger and in casual conversation alike, the marker of an entire society’s internalized racism. In everyday exchanges between whites, “nigger” was a way to reduce a person to a category, to something less than human. It was a common word, but one that bore the full weight of oppression, signaling both an individual’s supposed “place” in the social order and the ever-present threat of violence if that line was crossed.

      Please know that the word’s presence in the book is not there to shock for the sake of shock—it’s a necessity for understanding. To ignore its usage would be to obscure the true nature of the power dynamics that structured the region’s racial landscape. It was the word that punctuated the threats and punishments doled out in cotton fields, the word that was muttered under breath in stores when Black patrons dared to make eye contact with the White cashier, the word shouted from the porches of landowners to field hands, and the word used to justify and rationalize the terror of a lynching. It is a word that history cannot reclaim nor should it try; it is a reminder of the ugliest facets of the American past, the embodiment of racial terror given voice.

      While it is semi-fictional, The Lake-Divided Water aims not to offer an easy narrative of right and wrong but to provide a portrayal of a reality where a single word could mean everything. It was a word that signified a history of enslavement, of family separations, of Reconstruction’s broken promises, and of the vicious backlash that followed. In the Jim Crow South, it became a shorthand for an entire culture of segregation, cruelty, and hierarchy—a culture that permeated every aspect of daily life in DeFuniak Springs, from the schools to the churches to the courthouse.

      By choosing to use “nigger” in the text, I’m sorry but I refuse to let myself or my readers hide from the discomfort of that reality. It’s a choice that invites readers to witness history as it was, without the safety net of euphemism or today’s sanitized language. It forces an acknowledgment of the deep and abiding scars that words can leave, and the ways those scars are passed down through generations. The language of the time—vulgar, cruel, and steeped in hate—was a weapon just as much as the rope or the rifle. To omit it would have been to do a disservice to the truth of those who suffered under its weight.

      I believe the use of the term is, therefore, both an act of historical fidelity and a challenge to the reader: to confront what was said, how it was said, and why it was said, in order to understand the legacy of violence and inequality that has left its mark not only on Walton County but on the entire nation. It is a way of bearing witness, of refusing to allow the past to be whitewashed, and of demanding that the full story of the Jim Crow South be told in all its painful, unvarnished reality.

      To those offended please accept my sincere apologies and thank you.

      Tom
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      This is a story about the power of community, the persistence of racism, and the slow but steady fight for justice. Through the lens of one small town in Northwest Florida it seeks to explore the larger struggle for civil rights in the south and America. Lake DeFuniak is a pristine natural perfectly round spring-fed lake one of only two in the world! With a circumference of 5,280 feet, about a mile around, it’s an aquatic jewel loved by all in Walton County, the panhandle and the whole sunshine state. However its picturesque shores hide decades of past racial tension. Beneath the calm surface of Lake Defuniak lies a history of racial animosity and obstruction of social progress.
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      The Lake is both beautiful and symbolic and serves at the heart of our story. From the time Jesus rowed out from the shore with the disciples to modern day full emersion Christian baptism lakes have always had a profound meaning to most. And while unspoken or unpublished restrictions were a reality as far back as the 1920s although nothing was in a legal statute. Local blacks knew that there were only certain times they could 'get away with' a quick swim in the lake and certainly not when whites were swimming there. Back in the day it was not even contemplated. After all in 1920 one in 5 men in the South were members of the Klan.

      Fast forward 40+ years and the administration of President Johnson in passing the civil rights act, voting rights act and similar legislation had basically made discrimination and race restrictions at public facilities like the lake, illegal. So rather than share the lake with 'the colored', town fathers restricted the lake so no one could swim there. This went on for more than 40 years. As the confederate battle flag flew over government buildings in the county and in the humid 100+ degree heat of the south no one could use the lake to cool off. No one. And this isn’t ancient history… it’s 1964!

      In a special session meeting on May 6, 1964 — in the midst of strong southern opposition in Congress and locally to the proposed federal Civil Rights Act of 1964, signed into law by President Lyndon Johnson on July 2 of that year — the DeFuniak Springs City Council took action that shut down the lake ahead of the prospect of having Black and White people swimming together.

      Nothing had changed since before WWII and the town elders in ’64 made it very clear; nothing would change and that hell would freeze over before they’d see little Black boys and girls swimming with little White boys and girls. So like an immature 7 year old rather than share the lake’s cool clear waters, they prohibited everyone from publicly using the lake. I say 'publicly' as it was common knowledge back in the day, that local law enforcement would allow the town elders and those of the fairer complexion who were well connected, to sometimes hold twilight swim parties on a hot Saturday night under torch light or in later years, the headlights of pickups lining the shore. It was the height of privilege and race restriction and it was one of the last vestiges of the old 'Jim Crow' south in NW Florida.

      The term 'Jim Crow’ typically refers to repressive laws and customs once used to restrict Black Americans' rights, but the origin of the name itself actually dates back to before the Civil War.  In the early 1830s, the white actor Thomas Dartmouth “Daddy” Rice was propelled to stardom for performing minstrel routines as the fictional 'Jim Crow,’ a caricature of a clumsy, dimwitted Black enslaved man. Rice claimed to have first created the character after witnessing an elderly Black man singing a tune called 'Jump Jim Crow Jump’ in Louisville, Kentucky. He later appropriated the Jim Crow persona creating a minstrel act where he donned blackface and performed jokes and songs in an unflattering stereotypical dialect.

      And even after 50+ years the confederate flag still flew above the county courthouse and city hall. It was only taken down in 2015. And even today we have monuments to the confederacy in our southern communities. Witness historic Seville Square in Pensacola which hosts a large obelisk memorial to confederate war dead. Like most I find these monuments an inappropriate salute to the treasonous who fought to destroy the United States of America. I feel it’s also important to realize that the state of Miss. only ratified the 13th Amendment to free the slaves in 2013!
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      And to those who say it is all about "heritage and not hate’. I would submit it is both. The confederate battle flag is a flashpoint and is highly offensive. Many times when flown by locals it’s about 'trying to piss off the liberals or the blacks' and done by young white men who have no idea who Andrew Jackson was let alone what the civil war was about. And to those that say it was about 'states rights'… you are correct. The right for those states to hold others humans as slaves because of the color of their skin. While it may be cute to dress up as confederate soldiers and officers thank god the men in Grey did not prevail.

      Lake DeFuniak in DeFuniak Springs, Florida was closed in 1964 to avoid desegregation. The City Council closed the lake to all activities, including swimming, boating, skiing, and fishing, under the guise of water pollution. The decision was made after a petition from citizens, a report from the Walton County health department, and strong local opposition to the Civil Rights Act of 1964. After 57 years, Lake DeFuniak reopened for swimming in 2022. The lake is now open for swimming from March 1 through September 30 in a designated area behind the local library.
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      With effort and time now a place once stained by exclusion and injustice has become a beacon of hope for future generations both black and white. I live in the southland by choice and have for most of my adult life. While I may have been born a yankee and I still love my Detroit Tigers, I have the heart of a rebel. I love grits, moonshine, dirt track racing, Fishin, the FSU Seminoles, the UF Gators and sunsets on the Gulf. It got in my blood since coming down in high school during the mid-70s. The south has come a long way since then and certainly from the old cross burning days of the Klan, although they’re still around. Racism is much more subtle these days I hope this semi-fictional story pulled from historical documents and interviews, mixed with some fictional characters to help illustrate the story with lessons of the old South.

      I hope I’ve woven together an inspirational narrative showing that while progress may be slow and painful, it is possible. 'The Lake' helps its understand that the fight for equality is always worth the struggle. If the events of recent history have shown us anything it is that America and the southland have a long way to go to achieve true racial equality and harmony. Together I do hope we’re on the road to a more perfect union.

      Tom

      2025
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Good 'ol Days

          

          Roots of Racism in Walton County

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It is never too late to give up your prejudices.

        Henry David Thoreau

      

      

      DeFuniak Springs, nestled in the heart of Walton County, had once been a small community where nature seemed to defy the social and economic turmoil that plagued the rest of the South. The town boasted a lake with a perfect, circular shape, an almost miraculous marvel that was as rare as it was beautiful. Its waters had always been a place for gatherings—a haven of sorts where locals and visitors, black and white alike, could enjoy the cool escape from the scorching Florida sun. But that was before the Great Depression. That was before the racial lines, the ones that had always simmered beneath the surface of Southern life, hardened into immovable walls.
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      After reconstruction, like most of the southern states Florida passed 'Jim Crow' laws that segregated public facilities and transportation. This included restrictions on all public buildings and facilities as well as separate railroad cars and waiting rooms for different races. By the late 1930s, the depression’s grip on the nation had been relentless, but in the South, where agricultural economies were already fragile, its effects were devastating. As cotton prices plummeted and tenant farming left both Black and White families destitute, the racial animosity that had always simmered began to flare into open hostility. Politicians eager to secure their hold on power amplified the message of segregation, offering white communities a false sense of superiority and security in the face of their own desperation.

      In Walton County, as in much of Northwest Florida, this rising tide of racial hatred took on a cruelly pragmatic form. Jobs became scarce, and those that were available went first to the white workers. Schools, already inadequate, became even more starkly divided along racial lines, as did public facilities. And most symbolic of all was the transformation of DeFuniak Springs’ beloved lake, once a shared retreat, now the focal point of segregationist policy. It became off-limits to the Black families who had enjoyed its shores for years. Quiet signs, first unofficial, later permanent, began to appear on the lakeshore: “Whites Only.”
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      This was the world Elijah Johnson grew up in.

      Elijah had always felt that the lake had a special pull, like a piece of himself lived within its waters. As a child, he remembered sitting by its edge with his father, watching the way the sun played over the surface, catching reflections of trees that stretched high into the sky. He had splashed and laughed there, the cool water licking his ankles while other children from town, Black and White, dove in deeper, unbothered by the world beyond the water’s reach. Those were the moments that made life seem full of possibility.

      But things changed. Slowly, but they did change. It was the summer of 1933 when the first sign went up. Elijah was only eight years old, but he remembered it as clearly as the sunburned skies that stretched above them. He had gone with his father to the lake, eager to feel the cool water between his toes. Instead, he found himself standing beside a rough wooden post, staring up at the sign nailed to it, the words “Whites Only” glaring down at him.

      His father, John Johnson, stood still for a moment, his expression unreadable. Elijah glanced up at him, waiting for a protest or for some explanation, but none came. Instead, John placed a gentle hand on his son’s shoulder and said quietly, “We’ll find another place.”

      They didn’t, though. That was the reality. The other places didn’t have the same quality of water, the same shade from the oak trees that Elijah had loved so much. His childhood had been cleaved in half by that day. It was a memory that marked him, a quiet ache that deepened over the years as he watched the lake become increasingly more of a symbol—a reflection of how Walton County drew its borders tighter around its white citizens while excluding the rest.

      The Johnsons were no strangers to hardship, but John and his wife, Linda, instilled in their children a belief in the power of dignity and quiet resilience. Their small home in DeFuniak Springs was modest, the paint chipped and the roof in need of repair, but it was filled with warmth. Elijah’s siblings, two brothers and a sister, helped their parents with the farm work, but Elijah had always been drawn more to books. Lila saved her pennies to buy him tattered copies of whatever she could find—history, poetry, stories from far-off places. She wanted her son to understand that there was a world beyond Walton County, beyond the rules of segregation that hemmed them in.

      Elijah’s quiet, determined spirit mirrored that of his father. John Johnson rarely raised his voice but commanded respect wherever he went. Even among white landowners who dealt with him grudgingly, there was an acknowledgment that John wasn’t a man to be taken lightly. He knew his worth, even in a world that refused to recognize it.

      As Elijah grew older, he carried that same quiet strength. He became acutely aware of the fact that his family lived under a constant shadow—not only of economic hardship but of the racial divide that seemed to tighten year after year. The lake was a particularly sharp reminder. Though he would sometimes walk by its edges, the cool water that had once been a source of joy now felt like an insult, a freedom denied.
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      In high school, Elijah watched as other Black families quietly left the county, seeking better lives in larger cities like Pensacola or farther north. But the Johnsons stayed, rooted in the land that had been theirs for generations. It wasn’t out of stubbornness. John and Lila believed that running from Walton County wouldn’t erase the broader struggle facing Black people across the South. The lines of segregation were drawn everywhere, but the Johnsons
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