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The first time that I saw Banks Lake Wildlife Refuge, I was riveted at its’ edge, sensing an experience so different from any that I have known, I wanted to grasp a whole lot more about it.  Incredibly, it has a close proximity to the City of Lakeland, to Lanier County High School, and to Highway 122.  Eventually, I saw a map and realized that the lake dominates a large part of Lanier County.  I began to realize that there’s a good reason that Lakeland named itself Lakeland!
It is amazing to see that there are cottages and homes literally nestled on its banks.  Also, there are the lucky few with homes across the road and panoramic views.  Later on, I was dazed to learn how recently some of those homes have been built, because I reckoned that everyone around this area would want to be out near the lake!
I’ve always found water to be calming and inspirational, whether it’s packaged in the form of a sprinkler, a fountain, a pool, or some larger aquatic form.  I must admit that I don’t know much about swamps or wetlands, nor have I had the opportunity to be near them.  My most memorable swamp introduction came from the Yul Brynner movie, The Buccaneer.  The mystery of the swamp embedded itself in my mind, as I was given my first glimpse of a cypress-filled swamp, and it made me a bit curious about what life in or near the swamp was like.  There is certainly a whole lot more to engage my senses when standing in front of the real thing!  
          I had been told that the lake was a “must see” and given directions after interviewing for my teaching position.  If I had enjoyed the interview and the faculty at the high school, I loved the school’s proximity to Banks Lake Wildlife Refuge more.  Astonishingly, I discovered that it was possible to live in a home nearby and I became one of a number of residents who live west of Lakeland in the Banks Lake Pointe Housing Addition, directly across from the lake.  My husband hopes to be part of a Friends of Banks Lake group.  He’s experienced as he helped found the Friends of Sapelo Island with whom we spent some of our courting time together in their volunteer activities.  There’s nothing like getting out on the water!
My heart cries out and sings loudly with every daily trip past the lake on my way into town.  If I’ve had a tiring day and need a lift, I can always stop by the lake and rejuvenate by sitting awhile breathing in its calm and regaining the inspiration to get myself going again.  It didn’t take me long to develop an occasional routine of grabbing some local take-out and parking myself on the boardwalk to eat.  Sometimes, though, I’m literally sitting on the boardwalk, because there are only two visitor picnic tables.  It’s important to come prepared with your own foldable chair if you want more comfort than the boardwalk on those busy occasions.  For me it is like stepping into another time and space.  If people are friendly and interesting in town, they are more so by the lake.  One local well-known resident told me that she met her husband at Banks Lake, and she has a wonderful photo-mural in her home.  I’m certain that she’s not the only one who went to Banks Lake on one type of romantic venture and it moved to an emotional one.
Fish lines are dropped in daily, along with boats that cruise and fish out on the lake.  I’ve heard tell that people swim in the lake, but it’s still hard for this former Oklahoma girl to envision swimming when I know there are alligators out there!  I’m in envy of the boat owners because they get to do more than just stand or sit on the sidelines.  While I know that I could rent an outpost canoe, paddling anything brings out the remnants of a car accident, crippling my hands for days afterwards.  I found this out the hard way when I kayaked around a portion of St. Simons Island one week end.
My one surprise about living in a version of the Garden of Eden is that there isn’t much real connection between the City of Lakeland and Banks Lake National Wildlife Refuge.  I have yet to find anyone who provides lake tours, nature talks, lakeside cottages to rent for a night or two, or a restaurant along the lake.  It would be exciting to pitch a tent!  Gosh, it would be unbelievable to attend a waterside music program, get involved with an en plein air art group or a writer’s group that meets in this locale for their inspiration.   One day I hope to have the leisure time to paint outdoors and use Banks Lake as mine.  As you can see, I’ve already used it for my writing stimulus.  I could see a little art gallery with art supplies and instruction nearby.  After all, part of Lakeland’s reputation and recognition are its’ murals.  We should be developing all of our resources and build on what we’ve already got going for us! I suspect that there’s a whole cottage industry that has yet to develop alongside that beautiful God-made place.
I believe that Joseph Conrad said it best when he wrote that “the true peace of God begins at any spot a thousand miles from the nearest land”.  Lanier County certainly has a slice of that peace and inspiration just a mile or so from town!  If you haven’t been there lately, what are you waiting for?
 
 
