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A walk on base’s wild side
Photograph by Carlton Ward Jr., carltonward.com

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service fisheries biologist Bill Tate nets an Okaloosa darter from a creek on Eglin Air Force Base. The darter is a special case — 95 percent of its entire population lives within the 
base. With help, the darter has rebounded. Eglin protects 464,000 acres of land — more than half open for public recreation — and is a key hub of the Florida Wildlife Corridor in the Panhandle.   
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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 ninth week. 

BY MALLORY LYKES DIMMITT

O ur team likes to joke that you can forecast when 
the next winter storm is arriving just by scan-
ning the expedition itinerary, as bad weather is 
perfectly timed with the first day of each of the 

planned backcountry, fully self-supported legs of our trek. 
We’re proud of this unerring correlation when we look back, 
and humbly resigned to this truth when planning and pack-
ing out the next mini-journey in our adventure.

True to form, our first day of backpacking on Eglin Air 
Force Base in the Florida Panhandle was rainy and wet, fol-
lowed by cool and windy and then cold and windy. We did 
our best to defy the elements for a time, blocking the wind 
from the camp stove, starting a fire and feeding it, moving 
closer and closer to the hot coals until the desire to get in our 
sleeping bags overpowered the waning warmth of the fire.

The next morning was sunny and crisp.  It’s not every 
day that you get to hike or paddle your way through a 
military base, or so I’d thought. When we went to pick up 
our permit at Jackson Guard, we learned that much of the 
base is open to the public for various types of recreation 
via a permit system and a map of planned area closures 
that is updated each evening for the following days. 

Florida Trail folks and 
Eglin managers worked 
to route miles of the 
Florida National Scenic 
Trail along the north-
ern periphery of the 
base, and to implement 
a registration system to 
allow through-hikers 
to camp at designated 
sites. Volunteers con-
struct and maintain the 
trail here just like the 
rest of the trail, and we 
found it in excellent condition, with sturdy bridges and 
creek crossings, and elevated timbers to keep feet dry 
in the persistently wet locations. There were no signs 
of military training despite the warning of unexploded 
ordinances, and the rumbling noises in the distance were 
the only reminders that you’re on an active base. This 
hiking on Eglin is varied, with plant communities and 
topography ranging from the top of sandhills and along 
steephead ravine edges down to innumerable sparkling, 
sandy-bottomed, clear water creek crossings.  

I’d been looking forward to Eglin for a long time, and 
it did not disappoint. The base and its partnerships are 
known in conservation circles for pioneering the use of 
prescribed fire, and for all aspects of longleaf pine ecosys-
tem restoration. Longleaf has been reduced to less than 3 

percent of its original range across the 
southeastern United States, and Eglin 
has some of the remaining and rare 
old growth. Eglin is also lauded for 
conservation successes with recovery 
of threatened and endangered species, 
such as the Okaloosa darter, a fish that 
lives almost entirely in six streams on 
the base. The 460,000-plus-acre size of 
the base is impressive and important 
for conservation. In addition to its core 
mission, the base is the keystone in the 
middle of a connected and protected 
landscape that spans more than a mil-
lion acres from the Choctawhatchee 
River to Conecuh National Forest in 
Alabama. We hike on, anxious to be on 
time to meet Brig. Gen. David Harris, 

Florida Agriculture Commissioner Adam Putnam, and 
adjacent private landowners MC and Stella Davis, to cele-
brate the different strands of fabric of land ownership that 
weave together to embody the Florida Wildlife Corridor.

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.

A Little Perspective

Born that way:  
evolving views 
Are people born gay or lesbian, or do 
they become that way due to their 
upbringing or environment? Though 
opinions are changing, America is 
still deeply divided on this 
“nature vs. nurture” 
question. Gallup polls 
taken over nearly four 
decades show a sharp 
rise in the view that 
people are born gay or les-
bian, from about 12 percent 
in 1977 to 42 percent in 2014. 
The percentage of people 
saying that homosexuality 
is due to a person’s upbring-
ing or environment has fallen, 
from more than 50 percent in 
the late 1970s to less than 
40 percent today. These 
responses vary depending 
on a person’s education. 
Americans with a college 
or postgraduate degree are 
more likely to say that people are 
born gay or lesbian than those 
with less education.
Ana Swanson, Washington Post

No, not born 
that way
Parents who believe their kids are bet-
ter, more special and deserve more 
than other kids can pass that point 
of view on to their children, creating 

young narcissists who feel superior 
to others, and entitled to privileges, 
according to a study in PNAS.

“Loving your child is healthy and 
good, but thinking your child is 
better than other children can 
lead to narcissism, and there is 
nothing healthy about narcis-

sism,” said Brad Bushman, 
a professor of communi-
cation and psychology at 
Ohio State University and 
co-author of a new paper 

that found a direct correla-
tion between parents who 
overvalue their children 
and children who are nar-
cissistic. “People are not 
just born narcissists and 

there is nothing you can do 
about it,” he said. “Our research 
shows that the way parents treat 
their children can predict how 
narcissistic their kids are.”

Deborah Netburn, L.A. Times

Good medicine 
is all timing
What transforms the doctor from huge 
disappointment to miracle worker in 
dealing with many common, mundane 
ailments is simply the velocity with 
which the patient seeks medical care. 
The average ache, sprain or virus is 
not amenable to much in the way of 
treatment. Each will run its course in a 
predictable arc of misery sometimes 
made a little better by rest, heat, ice, 
fluids, soup and various pharmaceuti-
cal pats. For colds, it’s about five days. 
Come in for care too early, and noth-
ing I do ever helps. Come in later, and 
I become a miracle worker. But it is 
the timing that is miraculous: These 
patients had already begun to slide 
down nature’s curve from sick to well. 
 Only when a treatment is studied 
methodically and given to thousands 
of ailing people along the curve of ill-
ness can anyone figure out if it actually 
changes that curve. Otherwise, it’s all 
an illusion of timing.
Dr. Abigail Zuger, New York Times

What living 
does to genes
Physicist and writer Michael Brooks 
wants readers to take a new look at 
things we think we already understand, 
and he has an engaging way of mak-
ing his point. Take genetics: After the 
human genome was sequenced, 
many scientists hailed a new “golden 
age” in which genes would explain 
almost everything about us. But that 
hasn’t happened, Brooks writes in 
his book, At the Edge of Uncertainty, 
“because genes don’t just exist, or not 
exist. They are turned on and turned off 
by chemicals in their environment.” To 
demonstrate, he points to Audrey Hep-
burn, who as a teenager lived through 
the “Dutch Hunger Winter” of 1944. 
Starved like many others under Nazi 
rule, Hepburn emerged with a lifelong 
legacy that was not determined by her 
DNA: anemia, jaundice, respiratory 
problems, endometriosis, depression 
— and the “delicate, elfin features” 
that made her a screen icon. Her story 
is part of a chapter on the revolution in 
epigenetics — the study of how non-
genetic factors influence gene expres-
sion. Brooks takes on 10 other “radical 
insights” in his book.
Nancy Szokan, Washington Post

Beer: rented 
or recycled?
Milwaukee has been famously con-
nected with beermaking since the 
mid 1800s, and as a new micro-micro-
microbrew demonstrates, the local 
spirit of zymurgy (fermenting and brew-
ing) is alive and well. But as Kathy Fla-
nigan reports in the Milwaukee Journal 
Sentinel, Theera Ratarasarn’s home 
brew — called “Activated Sludge” — is 
altogether different: It’s brewed with 
purified Milwaukee Metropolitan Sew-
erage District wastewater plant efflu-
ent. He’s a wastewater engineer and 
creating a pleasant-tasting beer from 
effluent — water that’s not quite fit to 
drink but is routinely released into lakes 
and streams — was kind of a mission. 
In much of the world, he notes, potable 
water is hard to come by. “Effluent is 
not as dirty as people think it is,” he told 
a local TV station, “and if we can treat 
the water to the point where it can be 
consumed, then there’s so much more 
we can do with it.” Before turning efflu-
ent into beer, he boiled, chlorinated, 
dechlorinated, filtered, distilled and 
added nutrients to it. The pale-gold 
brew has an alcohol content of 5.15 per-
cent and is pretty good.
Nancy Szokan, Washington Post


