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Carried by a swift current
Photograph by Carlton Ward Jr., carltonward.com

A North American river otter peers out over a tributary of the Ochlockonee River. The team had paddled for 14 miles, including exploration of Wood Lake, near where this otter and its family were 
seen. The Ochlockonee runs along the edge of Tate’s Hell State Forest and Apalachicola National Forest that, combined with adjacent conservation lands, protect more than a million acres of habitat.

Florida Wildlife Corridor Expedition   |   ’Glades to Gulf, Week 6
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Editor’s note: The three members of the second Florida 
Wildlife Corridor Expedition are filing weekly dispatches 
of their 1,000-mile, 10-week journey to highlight the value of 
keeping an open pathway through the state for wildlife. Here 
is the story of the sixth week. 

BY MALLORY LYKES DIMMITT

W e launch our kayaks one by one into the dark 
waters of the Ochlockonee River, picking indi-
vidual routes through cypress and other trees 
in this flooded forest to open water. Drift-

ing with the current, we position our boats near to hear our 
soft-spoken guest, a local forester named David Morse who 
knows this river well. David informs us that the spot where 
we camped and launched is not normally used as a river 
access, but that with the high water we should be able to con-
nect to the main river channel with some winding but with-
out too much trouble. 

We follow his lead; his slim solo canoe slips effortlessly 
through the downed branches but our craft are not nearly 
as graceful. It’s a slalom course of sorts, and I’m reminded of 
how much I love paddling, and how good it feels to be back 
in a boat and aided by current after wearing ourselves out 
hiking. We’ve just completed a long eight-day stretch of the 
Florida Trail, which culminated in a “swamp tromp” trudge 

through Bradwell Bay.  
The pine flatwoods 

and the titi (pronounced 
tie-tie) and tupelo 
swamps of Apalachic-
ola National Forest (and 
all the landscapes we’ve 
traversed in the first five 
weeks of the Expedition) 
seem like lush green 
anomalies when con-
trasted with the mostly 
bare branches enshroud-
ing the Ochlockonee. It’s still winter here, and we see no 
one else on the river as we descend for 2½ days. It’s peace-
ful and delightfully wild, a perfect way to mark the end of 
week five and begin the second half of our 70-day trek.

We turn north on the Crooked River, a narrowing, mean-
dering backwater that separates St. James Island from the 
mainland. We’re greeted by a stiff wind, and the final mile 
to the primitive camp seems never-ending. We finish out the 
Crooked River the next day, paddling alongside a dolphin 
and under a bald eagle as we wind through the salt marsh to 
Carrabelle. 

The final river in this leg of the trek is Florida’s biggest: the 

Apalachicola. We put in in Blountstown 
under a flat gray sky that precedes a cold 
front, awed by the width of the river and 
the force of the current, making the pre-
vious five days of paddling feel intimate in 
comparison. We’re able to move 5 miles an 
hour in this current when paddling, and 
our first day goes by without much fan-
fare, more concerned with packing out for 
the next four unsupported days and pre-
paring for the freezing temperatures to 
come. The Apalachicola in February is 
windy and lonely, punctuated by vacant 
houseboats tied to bare trees along the 
banks. Spring has not arrived, but if you 
look closely at the bud end of the stems 
overhanging the river, you can see that it’s 
coming. We paddle on, gulf-ward.

Follow their progress here in Perspective, at FloridaWildlifeCorridor.
org, wusfnews.wusf.usf.edu/term/florida-wildlife-
corridor-expedition and on social media: Facebook.com/
FloridaWildlifeCorridor; Instagram: @FL_WildCorridor; Twitter: 
@FL_WildCorridor. Follow Ward’s photography at Instagram.com/
CarltonWard and Facebook.com/CarltonWardPhotography.

Why movie fi ctions become real to us
BY JEFFREY M. ZACKS

T his year’s Oscar nominees 
for best picture include four 
films based on true stories: 
American Sniper (about the 

sharpshooter Chris Kyle), The Imita-
tion Game (about the British mathe-
matician Alan Turing), Selma (about 
the passage of the Voting Rights Act 
in 1965) and The Theory of Everything 
(about the physicist Stephen Hawking).

Each film has been criticized for fac-
tual inaccuracy. Doesn’t Selma ignore 
Lyndon B. Johnson’s dedication to 
black voting rights? Doesn’t The Imi-
tation Game misrepresent the nature 
of Turing’s work, just as The Theory of 
Everything does Hawking’s? Doesn’t 
American Sniper sanitize the military 
conflicts it purports to depict?

You might think: Does it really mat-
ter? Can’t we keep the film world sepa-
rate from the real world?

Unfortunately, the answer is no.
Studies show that if you watch a 

film — even one concerning historical 
events about which you are informed — 
your beliefs may be reshaped by “facts” 
that are not factual.

In one study, published in the jour-
nal Psychological Science in 2009, a 
team of researchers had college stu-
dents read historical essays and then 
watch clips from historical movies con-
taining information that was inaccu-
rate and inconsistent with the essays. 
Despite being warned that the movies 

might contain factual distortions, the 
students produced about a third of the 
fake facts from the movies on a subse-
quent test.

In another study, published in 
Applied Cognitive Psychology in 2012, 
another team of researchers, repeating 
the experiment, tried to eliminate the 

“misinformation effect” by explicitly 
asking the students to monitor the clips 
for inaccuracies. It didn’t work. If any-
thing, the students were more prone to 
accept the untruths. The more engaged 
the students were by the clips, the more 
their memories were contaminated.

Why do we have such a hard time 

sorting film “facts” from real facts? One 
suggestion is that our minds are well 
equipped to remember things that we 
see or hear — but not to remember the 
source of those memories.

Consider the following evolutionary 
story. As our distant ancestors became 
increasingly able to communicate 
facts to one another via language, and 
to store them in their memories, this 
helped them survive. If a hunter on the 
savanna approached a watering hole, 
being able to remember that there had 
been a lion attack at that hole could be 
a lifesaver. But retrieving the source 
of the memory (Did my cousin tell me 
about it? Or was it my brother?) was 
less critical. As a result, our brain’s sys-
tems for source memory are not robust 
and are prone to failure.

This story is speculative, but it is 
consistent with what we know about 
source memory. Cognitively, source 
memory develops relatively late in chil-
dren; and neurologically, it depends 
selectively on the prefrontal cortex, a 
region of the brain that is also late to 
mature.

Source memory is also fragile, highly 
sensitive to the vicissitudes of aging, 
injury and disease. Patients with dam-
age to the prefrontal cortex exhibit fail-
ures of source memory that exaggerate 
the everyday errors we all make. One 
research subject who had suffered a 
lesion to his prefrontal cortex believed 
that a particular building in his vicinity 

was being used for sinister purposes; 
only later did it emerge that his para-
noid interpretation of the building was 
a result of a spy film he had seen some 
40 years before.

In a 1997 study, patients with simi-
lar lesions were presented with lists of 
words or sentences read by two differ-
ent experimenters, one male and one 
female. The patients were pretty good 
at recognizing whether they had heard 
a sentence or not, but they were signif-
icantly impaired at identifying which 
speaker had read it. It’s important to 
note, however, that this task was fairly 
difficult for healthy control subjects as 
well. None of us are immune from the 
perils of source memory. The weak-
ness of source memory leaves us, to 
some degree, at the mercy of inaccurate 
films. Is there anything we can do?

This research did reveal one tech-
nique that helps: Having the misinfor-
mation explicitly pointed out and cor-
rected at the time it was encountered 
substantially reduced its influence. But 
actually implementing this strategy — 
Creating fact-checking commentary 
tracks that play during movies? Always 
bringing a historian to the theater with 
you? — could be a challenge.

Jeffrey M. Zacks, a professor of psychology 
and radiology at Washington University 
in St. Louis, is the author of “Flicker: Your 
Brain on Movies.”
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Based on the 
book by Chris 
Kyle, the film 
American 
Sniper 
takes great 
liberties with 
what he 
says really 
happened.

Warner Bros. Pictures

Paramount Pictures

Likewise, 
Selma 
presents 
a version 
of Lyndon 
Johnson 
that is 
contrary 
to what 
history says 
was LBJ’s 
attitude 
toward the 
Civil Rights 
Act.


