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TLHLIFE

History is reflected in landmarks for historian
Ephraim J. Rotter. Rotter serves as curator of the col-
lection for the Thomasville History Center, cataloging
and organizing their collection’s nearly 500,000 pho-
tographs and 5,000 objects.

However, his favorite part of the collection is a
building that was once owned by northern banker Oli-
ver Ewart. Inside is one of the oldest single lane bowl-
ing alleys in America, built in 1896 and lacking any
modern electrical or mechanical features. 

“It was a huge craze in the 1890s, and there were
many of these built, but this is one of the very few left,”
says Rotter. 

The Center in Thomasville, Georgia, is now open
Monday through Friday from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. and asks
that visitors follow CDC recommendations for social
distancing, face coverings and hand hygiene. For visi-
tors who would rather have an open-air experience of
Thomasville’s historical sites, Rotter recommends the
Self-Guided Historic Walking and Driving Tour. 

Many structures are listed on the National Register 

Drive-by history
CURATOR CATALOGS FACTS, TREASURES IN THOMASVILLE

The 1896 O.C. Ewart Bowling Alley, on the property of the Thomas
County Museum of History, in Thomasville, Ga. Above, A vintage
car sets the mood for Thomasville’s Historic Walking and Driving
Tour. THOMAS COUNTY MUSEUM OF HISTORY
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When I ran for circuit judge in 2010, I
lost the election. As disappointing as
losing was, it turned out to be a blessing
in disguise because it sent me in unex-
pected and rewarding directions. It was
also humbling. Now, with the benefit of
hindsight, I wouldn’t trade my delayed
route to the bench for a quicker or easier
path.

Losing put me at a crossroad and my
options were to either resurrect my law
practice or start a new career in public
service.

I chose public service by becoming

the General Counsel for the Department
of Business and Professional Regula-
tion. During my 44 months there, I man-
aged 120 employees and annual budgets
in excess of $8 million. Afterward, I
served three months as the General
Counsel for the Florida Lottery before
being appointed Leon County Judge in
March of 2015. 

I worked hard to retain my county
seat in 2016 and in the process learned
that winning an election is even more
humbling than losing one. As of June
30, 2020, I will have served 1,921 days as
your county judge. It has been my hap-
piest and most fulfilling job and the pure
joy of it has been helping regular people
work through their legal problems.

It has been my privilege to serve you
in the people’s court. 

In March of 2020, I faced another

crossroad regarding whether to apply
for an open circuit court seat. It wasn’t
an easy decision because I love being a
county judge and think it is an equally
important job. After praying about it
and discussing the differences between
the jobs with my family, I applied for the
circuit seat. 

I am grateful to our local judicial
nominating committee for including my
name on the list of highly qualified can-
didates it sent to Governor DeSantis. I
am also grateful to the Governor for ap-
pointing me to be your next circuit
judge. 

I resigned my position as county
judge effective July 1, 2020. On that
same day, I’ll take the oath of office to
become your circuit judge, no doubt the
most challenging job I will ever have. I
deliberately turn this page and am hum-

bled by the opportunity to serve you and
the people of Leon, Jefferson, Gadsden,
Wakulla, Franklin and Liberty Counties.

Fully respecting the collective wis-
dom of the people, I conclude with this
observation. If you had elected me cir-
cuit judge in 2010, I would have given
the job my best effort.

In comparison though, I will be a bet-
ter circuit judge for you in 2020 because
of what I learned and experienced dur-
ing the intervening decade. Perhaps this
is best symbolized by my gray and miss-
ing hair.

The Honorable J. Layne Smith is a Le-
on County Judge and author of the in-
ternational bestselling book “Civics,
Law, and Justice—How We Became
U.S.” Email your questions to askjudges-
mith@gmail.com.

Serendipity on the road to being a circuit judge

Ask Judge Smith
Layne Smith

Guest columnist



Tallahassee Democrat - 06/28/2020 Page : C02

Copyright � 2020 Tallahassee Democrat. All rights reserved. Use of this site signifies your agreement to the  Terms of Service  and  Privacy Policy/Your California Privacy Rights  , updated March
2007. 06/28/2020
June 29, 2020 9:19 am (GMT -4:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

Copy Reduced to 80% from original to fit letter page

2C | SUNDAY, JUNE 28, 2020 | TALLAHASSEE DEMOCRAT

Today is Sunday, June 28, the 180th day of 2020.
There are 186 days left in the year. On this date in: 

1863: During the Civil War, President Abraham
Lincoln appointed Maj. Gen. George G. Meade the
new commander of the Army of the Potomac. 

1939: Pan American Airways began regular trans-
Atlantic air service with a flight that departed New
York for Marseilles, France.

1964: Malcolm X declared, “We want equality by
any means necessary” during the Founding Rally of
the Organization of Afro-American Unity in New
York.

TODAY IN HISTORY

Comedian-director Mel Brooks is
94. Bassist Dave Knights of Procol
Harum is 75. Actress Kathy Bates is
72. Actress Alice Krige is 66. Jazz
singer Tierney Sutton is 57. Actress
Mary Stuart Masterson is 54. Actor
John Cusack is 54. Actor Gil Bellows
(“Ally McBeal”) is 53. Actress Tichina

Arnold (“Everybody Hates Chris”) is 51. Bassist Tim
Nordwind of OK Go is 44. Country singer and former
“American Idol” contestant Kellie Pickler is 34.

CELEBRITY BIRTHDAYS

Pickler

Aries (March 21-April 19). You’ll gladly be some-
one’s safety net. It will be tempting to provide such a
help to one who is already very capable, but, of
course, helping those who really need it is more im-
portant.

Taurus (April 20-May 20). Don’t worry about be-
ing original today. You already are and cannot help
but be. Copying work you admire will prime you for
eventually creating your own masterpiece.

Gemini (May 21-June 21). Whether you like or
agree with a person is probably irrelevant to your
strategy today. In order to make the goal, you must
give the person with the ball your full support.

Cancer (June 22-July 22). You often learn the most
from people you disagree with, which is why it makes
no sense to circulate strictly with people who are like
you. Diversity is strength.

Leo (July 23-Aug. 22). There’s a world of difference
between what people say and what they do. Your
comprehensive understanding comes from observing
others in action, all the while knowing that each move
speaks volumes.

Virgo (Aug. 23-Sept. 22). The pro is just an ama-
teur who has made and recovered from many mis-
takes. Your personal life will benefit from the applica-
tion of a few marketing principles, particularly, know-
ing your niche and differentiating yourself.

Libra (Sept. 23-Oct. 23). One person’s bitterness

may cause mild annoyance for the world at large but
will be potent poison to the bitter individual. For an
immediate health boost, release all grievances and
grudges.

Scorpio (Oct. 24-Nov. 21). Should you impart your
exact vision, or should you be more collaborative?
The art is in what you leave out. When in doubt,
choose space and let people fill it with their imagina-
tions.

Sagittarius (Nov. 22-Dec. 21). You are wise to the
fact that urgency is usually a disguise people use to
get more quickly to the result they want. Take back
the power. Do things on your timetable, not theirs.

Capricorn (Dec. 22-Jan. 19). Different languages
exist within the same language. You listen to what
people speak and speak their language back to them,
thus creating an atmosphere of trust.

Aquarius (Jan. 20-Feb. 18). You’ll find yourself
aware of your own presence and wondering who the
“you” is who seems to be witnessing you. In this way,
you are similar to most of the great gurus and spiritu-
al-seekers who have walked this earth.

Pisces (Feb. 19-March 20). It makes no sense to
worry about what could be. It’s impossible to judge
the probability of this thing you are worried about, so
why try. Let it go. What will be, will be.

Today’s birthday (June 28). It’s all good surprises
this year! You’ll love how relationships support you in
ways you expect, and many you don’t. Aries and Gem-
ini adore you. Your lucky numbers are 19, 6, 22, 9 and 1.

HOROSCOPES HOLIDAY MATHIS

A really superb writer can gather up
all of the ravelings, the dozens of charac-
ters, the seemingly impossible happen-
stances of a novel, and in a few deftly
written pages, offer us a revelatory and
thoroughly satisfying denouement.

It’s not easy.
In “The Smuggler’s Daughter” (Red

Adept Publishing, LLC, July 7, 2020), au-
thor Claire Matturro has accomplished
all of these feats, and more. A story can
be thrilling and mysterious, and keep us
reading on, but if its writing is flat or col-
orless, we will put the book down.

In her newest work, Matturro shows
off her literary chops in descriptions that
are at once gritty and ruthlessly descrip-
tive of Florida’s Gulf Coast at various
times and places, while at the same
time, she shows us the interior struggles
and ambivalence of character after char-
acter. Readers will not want to put this
book down.

The prologue introduces Kitty, who is
being raised in the rough fishing village
of Dolphin Cove, where her father is

barely scraping by in the dying industry.
Times are tough and, just like now, peo-
ple do what they have to do to stay afloat.
And not all of it is pretty, nor necessarily
legal.

Thirty years have zipped by, and we
meet the mature Kitty, now known as
Kate, a librarian and girlfriend of a local
police detective. Ray is a gentle but fairly
burnt-out professional with an atten-
uated drinking problem and a propensi-
ty for losing out on love.

Kate too, seems to have gone through
life with ambiguous feelings about en-
during relationships, but now, needing
to make a decision about Ray, she finds
that her past – and so much she had
shuttered inside – is about to explode in
all of their faces.

Matturro is a former attorney who
taught at the Florida State University
College of Law, and her beloved brother
is a career law enforcement officer. From
these two perspectives, Matturro draws
insights and details that make this book
seem as if we’ve long known these peo-
ple and their practices, the nuances of
the law, and even the mechanics of an
autopsy or how a detective’s suspicious
mind works, all along.

And the author is not stingy with the
realities of what happens when you’re
knee-deep in extra-legal behaviors —
even if you’re an attorney, even if you’re
very, very rich. Several attorneys pay the
price along the way. Those who cavalier-
ly degrade the environment do too. And
Kate? Nobody’s hands are clean, its just
a matter of what she’s willing to give up
to keep hers “out of sight.”

For anyone who relishes the details of
a book whose author has done her
homework, who can tell you what high-
way leads to which fish joint, or how
much a dead body needs to be weighted
to stay submerged, this no-holds-
barred, tell-Florida-like-it-is tale is as
rich as buttery lobster.

Brilliantly drawn characters, totally
believable dialogue, suspense until the
very end. You’ll be very glad you got to
know “The Smuggler’s Daughter” and
her friends, even the ones who give you
the shivers.

Marina Brown is a member of Talla-
hassee Writers Association. She is the
author of The Orphan of Pitigliano,
Land Without Mirrors, Lisbeth,The Leaf
Does Not Believe It Will Fall, and other
books.

BOOK REVIEW

‘Smuggler’s Daughter’ tells gritty Florida tale
Marina Brown
Special to Tallahassee Democrat

USA TODAY NETWORK – FLORIDA

of Historic Places with architecture that
dates back to the 1800s. Building mark-
ers indicate both the year of construc-
tion and the original business or family
that occupied the structure prior to its
current tenants. Rotter says that many
of the homes on the tour are still private
residences, so it is important to respect
the owner’s privacy and admire them
from a distance. 

“It’s been a success story for the city
and all the business owners and organi-
zations that have contributed to making
it happen,” says Rotter who highlights
historic downtown as a main attraction
on the tour. 

The tour stretches 4.3 miles and
guides visitors through Thomasville’s
84 historic homes and buildings. First
published in 1978, Rotter says he joins a
group of nearly twenty individuals who
have contributed individual entries to
the map over time. 

Rotter explains how the map tells the
story of Thomasville as a small southern
town that boomed during the “Victorian
resort era” of the late 19th century. The
town allowed many northerners to not
only settle in the region, but purchase
land and help establish Thomasville as
an economic and cultural hub.

“All the people who moved here
brought different ideas,” says Rotter,
who is a transplant from New Jersey. 

He first became enchanted with the
region when he started his position at
the Thomasville History Center over a
decade ago. His interest in history
reaches back even further to a fourth-
grade viewing of the comedy musical,
“1776” about the American Revolution. 

Rotter went on to major in history at
Stockton University and earned his
master’s degree from Rutgers in public
history. He worked for a brief period of
time on the Battleship New Jersey after
graduation. Rotter experienced the
unique stories tucked away in the maze-
like battleship museum, which proved
to be a non-traditional workspace as
former veterans found his offices below
deck and would share stories from
WWII, the Vietnam War, and more. 

In one instance, a gentleman with

Alzheimer’s led Rotter through parts of
the ship that hadn’t been accessed in
years, sharing memories from his time
on the ship 50 years prior. Rotter credits
these experiences and his professors at
Stockton for giving him a unique ap-
proach to interpreting history beyond
names and dates. 

“Rather than learning periods of
time, classes were based around the
four governing concepts of history,
which are power, nature, identity and
belief,” says Rotter. “Whenever you dig
into a historical event, you’ll find these
four driving forces, sometimes one
more than others.” 

The Center has also recently part-
nered with the Thomasville Center of
the Arts, the Jack Hadley Black History
Museum, Pebble Hill Plantation and the

Thomas County Public Library system
to create a project where the community
can donate photographs, artifacts and
documents related to their experiences
during the pandemic.

Rotter hopes this combined effort will
not only add to Thomasville’s historical
narrative but will also provide a rare op-
portunity for residents to actively shape
their own legacy.

In light of the pandemic, and when-
ever faced with the present-day news
cycle, Rotter always asks if it can be tied
to an event that has happened before.

He’ll dig through old newspapers and
digital archives, unearthing stories that
can often be sorted into those four prev-
alent narratives—power, nature, identi-
ty, belief—and allow them to guide his
interpretations. When sharing Thomas-

ville’s history in the Center or through
the walking and driving tour, the focus
always remains on larger themes. 

“It’s more important to me that
someone walks away knowing Thomas
County was a frontier town and the psy-
chological effects of being in a frontier
town, or that the antebellum economy
was based on the labor of enslaved Afri-
cans and the continuing effects of that,”
says Rotter. “Those facts are far more
important, and those concepts help
people understand Thomasville and
Thomas County a lot better.” 

Amanda Sieradzki is the feature
writer for the Council on Culture & Arts.
COCA is the capital area’s umbrella
agency for arts and culture (www.talla-
hasseearts.org).
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Typewriters from bygone eras at the Thomasville History Center. EPHRAIM J. ROTTER


