Lost at Sweetwater Creek
Some memories fade with time. Others stay sharp and clear, no matter how many years pass. This is one of those memories.
I was twelve years old when it happened, during a summer field trip with my day camp. On the last day of the program, we boarded a bus headed for Sweetwater Creek State Park in Douglas County, Georgia. There were about seventy-five kids and fifteen adults on the trip, and everyone was excited to be outside on such a warm summer day.
The bus ride was fun. Kids laughed, talked loudly, and shared music. Someone played a Fat Boys cassette tape, which seemed to be everywhere that summer. I sat by the window, watching trees and roads blur together as we drove.
When we arrived at the park, the teachers led us to a grassy spot near the lake for lunch. Ducks swam close to shore, clearly hoping for food. I walked over with my friend Ted and tossed them bread and potato chips. Watching the ducks flap and splash made me forget everything else for a while.
After lunch, we boarded the bus again and headed to the nature trail. A park ranger explained the layout of the park and reminded us to stay with the group. The trail was long and winding, shaded by tall trees.
I walked with my friends Ted, Mario, and Brian. After some time, my legs began to ache. I just wanted to get back to the bus and rest. When I saw Ted walking ahead, I called out to him and asked if he knew a faster way back.
He pointed confidently and said, “Around that hill.”
A little later, Mario and Brian caught up with us. I hesitated and suggested that maybe we should ask an adult before leaving the trail. We turned around and asked Anthony, who looked like an adult but was actually only seventeen. He was walking with a younger child and told us it was okay to go on.
So we did.
At first, it seemed fine. We passed an old abandoned mill and crossed small streams. But the longer we walked, the more tired I became. Eventually, I realized something wasn’t right.
“We’re lost,” I said.
Ted, who was a Boy Scout, disagreed. But when we passed the same pile of stones again—and again—it was hard to deny the truth.
Then something unexpected happened. Ted slipped and fell into the lake with a huge splash. For a moment, all our fear disappeared as we burst out laughing. Sometimes laughter shows up when you need it most.
But after that, things got serious again.
We walked for hours. We saw rock piles, campsites, scraps of old clothing, and signs that other people had been there—but no trail, no road, and no help. As the sun started to set, Brian shared some M&M’s with us and began to cry. We tried to comfort him, but we were all scared.
When darkness fell, we found a clear, safe spot and stayed together for the night. Sleeping on the ground in the woods was uncomfortable, and every sound made us alert. At one point, we heard a helicopter overhead. A bright light scanned the trees, but the forest was too thick for them to see us.
That night, I finally fell asleep wondering if we would be found.
Early the next morning, I woke up and saw something that made my stomach drop. In the distance were people dressed in white robes and hoods. I quietly woke Ted and pointed. He saw them too.
Later, we learned that they were members of the Ku Klux Klan, a group that believes hateful and untrue ideas about others. At the time, we didn’t fully understand who they were—we only knew that we needed to stay quiet and hidden. I was sitting on a log with water moccasins swimming around it and one laying next to me on the log I was sitting on in the creek. Fortunately, I wasn’t afraid of snakes and hadn’t realized that water moccasins were poisonous. I maintained my cool and stayed quiet
They didn’t see us.
After they left, we waited a bit, then stood up and focused on finding the trail again. Ted and I disagreed about which direction to go, so we voted. We followed my choice—and this time, it worked. We found the trail.
Soon after, we heard a helicopter again. Ted took off his red shirt, tied it to a stick, and waved it as hard as he could. The helicopter circled above us.
They had seen us.
Not long after, park rangers, a medic, and prison trustees reached us. We were finally safe. They helped carry us across a creek and walked with us until we reached a sheriff’s car.
When we arrived back at the park, our parents were waiting. They ran toward us, hugging us and crying at the same time. We were dirty, exhausted, and starving—but we were alive and together.
News crews were there, and later that day we learned something else: the Ku Klux Klan had held a rally in a nearby county that same morning. What we had seen was real.
That night, after eating a burger, fries, and a milkshake, I finally felt calm again.
I don’t think about that day often—but when I do, I remember what it taught me:
Staying together matters. Asking for help matters. And even when you’re lost, people are looking for you.

