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CHANGE AND PERSERVERANCE - A GLIMPSE INTO HOW
THE SPRINGFIELD TORNADO ALTERED BIRDLIFE
I was paddling the Connecticut River the other day with Fran and some other
Naturalists’ Club members. As the sun shone and the wind graciously pushed us
along our course, Fran fascinated me with her nature observations. She lives in
East Forest Park, one of the neighborhoods hit four years ago by the tornado that
trampled many parts of Springfield and beyond. Our conversation got me thinking
about how changeable and enduring nature is.
Prior to the tornado, evergreens populated Fran’s neighborhood – huge spruces,
along with rows of hemlocks and the occasional white pine. Interspersed among the
evergreens were some maples and other deciduous trees. All these trees provided
shade for humans and shelter and food for birds. Fran regularly hosted tufted
titmice, nuthatches, downy woodpeckers, mourning doves and blue jays in her
yard. Cardinals were abundant and goldfinches profuse. Plenty of black-capped
chickadees and dark-eyed juncos frequented her feeder every winter.
Now, four years after that fateful June 1st storm, the skyline in Fran’s neighborhood
is bare. She has a few small hemlocks and just one pine. No spruce, no maples.
The quantity and diversity of birdlife has changed dramatically. The goldfinches
– previously so abundant – are no longer there. Nuthatches, titmice, downy
woodpeckers and cardinals that were so plentiful before, are now hardly ever seen.
Mourning doves and blue jays still come around occasionally and a red-tailed hawk
patrols overhead, its view no longer obscured by trees. Interestingly, European
house sparrows, seldom seen before the tornado, now visit regularly in droves.
These introduced sparrows are quite adaptable, and their presence in this disrupted
area is a reminder of how their species has been able to spread so far and wide.
Sue, from another section of East Forest Park, suffered the tornado’s effects as
well. In her neighborhood, sites once beautifully shaded are now laid bare. Huge
maples and beautiful trees on the tree belt are now gone and solar panels have been
installed to capture the light that now reaches some re-built and newly constructed
homes. At least twenty-five species of birds frequented her yard prior to the tornado.
All the species that had visited Fran, Sue also observed in her yard. In addition,
brown creeper, yellow-shafted flicker, yellow-bellied sapsucker, yellow-bellied
woodpecker, cowbird, white-throated sparrow, catbird, red-winged blackbird, and
grackle round out Sue’s list of regular visitors before the storm.
Interestingly, each of these observant women has traced similar events following
the tornado. Like Fran, Sue now sees only an occasional cardinal and an infrequent
downy woodpecker, blue jay and a hopeful hawk. She, too, is overrun with European
house sparrows, which hide out in her one recently planted pine tree, flushing out in
a mad dash when disturbed. She has had to change feeders to discourage these birds
from dominating the feeding stations. Pigeons, who had never visited before, are
finding the open space suitable to their needs. The diversity and abundance of birds
Sue enjoyed when the life-giving trees flourished in the neighborhood are now only
memories.
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Natural disasters are nothing new in nature. Tornados, floods, hurricanes and fires dramatically change
ecosystems, quite often in one fell swoop. Even if able to escape the event itself, wildlife that inhabited an
area prior to such a disruptive force must find suitable habitat elsewhere. Where is “elsewhere” exactly? Does
Springfield have enough alternative habitats to accommodate the displaced populations? I can think of no better
reason to promote preservation of natural space than to ensure diversity and continuation of wildlife we already
enjoy.
Sue and Fran and many others, I’m sure, are going to continue to provide for the birds that so enrich our lives.
They will keep watch to see when and if any of their old friends return. It will be many years before the young
tree growth is able to shade homes and nourish a diversity of wildlife but eventually that will happen. Natural
disasters will continue to affect us and wildlife alike. When that happens, we can glean a tried-and-true lesson
~ Nancy Condon
from nature: adapt and persevere. In time, things change. Nature knows no other way.

Rest is not idleness, and to lie sometimes on the grass on a summer day
listening to the murmur of water or watching the clouds float across the sky,
is hardly a waste of time. ~ John Lubbock
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