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By Wayno Poal
stafl writer

West Bloomfield Fire Capt. Jim
Poppelreiter remembers Saturday,
March 20, 1976 — the day a tornado
ripped through his community.

“Some of the things I saw were
‘pretty shocking,” Poppelreiter said.
“I saw a Winnebago smashed into a
bank. I saw bathtubs lying in the
middle of a field more than twe
blocks away from their houses. I saw
-cars that had been lifted up and spun
‘around. I never saw anythlng so
completely destroy things like that.”

West Bloomileld’s well-to-do Orc-
hard Lake/Maple Read distrlet
resembled a tiny toy town left in
grotesque disarray by an angry, ca-
pricious chitd.

“You had some houses severely
damaged, with their roofs blown off
and everything. But, at the same
»time, houses next door would just
-have a shingte off,” Poppelreiter re-
~called, "It was pretty amazing.”

The tornado touched down at 7:18
p.m. Within moments, a teenage girl
was killed, and nearly 60 people
‘were infured.

“It was pretty extreme, but I'm
.told it was far from the worst torna-
do we could have had,” Poppelreiter
said.

EVEN THOUGH tornado spotting
devices are more accurate than
ever, tornadoes remain a fearsome,
violent reminder that mankind isn't
In full control of its universe. And
the lesson is costly.

Super OQutbreak, the April 3-4,
1974, burst that sent 148 tornados
spinning from Alabama to Ohlo,
claimed 148 lives and caused more
than $600 million in damage.

But every tornado is a potential
kilter, according to the National
- Weather Service.

And the flat Midwestern plains,
buffcted by the Appalachian Moun-
tains to the cast and the Rockies to
the west, arc especlally vulnerable
to the deadly twisters,

“I would say Michigan's at the
northern edge of tornado alley (a
“belt stretehing from Texas, north-
:west across the natlon’s heartland),”
-said Martin Kaufman, meterologist
‘In charge of the National Weather
Service Forecast Office in Ann Ar-
“bor.
© Kauiman's office issues tornado
‘watches — notifying outlying areas
the conditions are right for a torna-
‘do. The National Weather Service’s
Detroit office issues tornado warn-
ings, alerting people that a tornado
has been sighted in their area and
adylsing them to take cover as
:quickly as possible.

. ABOUT 16 TORNADOES are
-sighted in Michigan each year — less
-than in some Midwestern states, but
.enough to make skywatching a nec-
-essary springtime habit.

April to June is generally tornado
season, though it's belicved the
heavy winds follow atimosphereic
condltions rather than the calendar.

“If you're going to have springlike
weather then you're going to have
everylhing that goes along with it,"
Kaufman said, recalling a Januray
tornado that blew through the Chica-
go area one mild winter.

Scientists aren't exactly sure how
tornados form — possibly because
no one has dared venturc close
enough to see first hand.

They do know that warm, moist

Whiriwind of destruction

A March 1978 tornado loft scenes of destruction
such as this (above and below) in Wast Bloom-
field.

air flowing north from the Guif of
Mexico, jolned with dry western
winds, cool norhtern air and a south-
west/northeast jet stream in the up-
per atompshere is a tornado-charged
comblnation.

They also know severe thunder-
storms can send one, or dozens, of
tornados scurrying across the coun-
tryside.

NEARLY TWO-THIRDS of all
tornados are called weak — gencrat-
ing wind speeds of 100 miles per
hour or less — aecording to the Na-
tional Weather Service. But the term
isrelative.

Most buildings aren't designed to
stand up to the pounding that accom-
panics all but the mildest tornadoes.

greatly in excess of what any build-
ing code would require,” sald James
Abernethy, professor of architecture
at Lawrence Institute of Technology
in Southfield. .

“With a tornado you have winds in
excess of 100 miles per hour and of-
ten reaching 200 miles per hour.
Building codes gencrally require
structures to stand up to winds of 70-
90 miles per hour, The difference is
essential.”

Flying debris and, ocasionally,
bullding design add to the destruc-
tion.

“We do not require a building to
withstand a blow frem a two-by-four
coming at it at 200 miles per hour,”
Abernethy said. “Sometimes, high
parts of buildings will fall on lower
parts because tornadoes cause build-
ings to blow in, not explode.”

THE NATIONAL Weather Service
offers the following tornado facts:

Tornadoes are violently rotating
columns of air that are In contact
with the ground, A funnel cloud is a
tornado that hasn't yet touched
down. Waterspouts are tornados in
contact with water,

A tornado becomes visible when it
engulfs a cloud or kicks up dust and
debris.

One-third are termed strong, with
wind speeds of 200 miles per hour.
Only 2 percent of all tornados ex-
ceed wind speeds of 300 miles per
hour, but these tornadoes account
for 70 percent of ail deaths,

Reductions in a tornado’s slze are
misleading. During late stages tor-
nados may tilt and shrink but are no
less deadly.

Exceptionally large tornadoes
may lack the usual funnel shape and
can appear on the horizon as large
turbulent clouds or dlstant fires.

Tornadoes travel at average
speeds 30-40 miles per hour, but
speeds as high as 70 miles per hour
have been reported,

Even though most follow a south-
west/northeast route, travel pat-
terns can become erratic, making it
risky to try to flee in an automobile.

The National Weather Service re-
ports that more than half the people
killed in a 1979 tornado in Wichita
Falls, Kans., died while attempting

to flee,

While hail doesn't precede all tor-
nadocs, large hailstones are a good
indicator a tornado is approaching.

While most tornadoes are reported
between 3-7 p.m., they can oceur at
any hour.

In all cases, the National Weather
Service advises people to seek shel-
tervas quickly as possible. Base-
ments or small, secluded rooms near
the center of a building — such as a
bathroom or closet — are recom-
mended.
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Because most tornados
travel southwesl to norlh-
east, persons hiving north-

west and coutheast of
sighlings need nol tal
precaution:

Because large hail indicates
a tornado is on its way,
persons should seek shelter
as so0n as farge hail starts
faling.

FALSE. While it's true
lornados generally follow a
southwsest/northeast route,
lornado movement is subject
to swill changes.

TRUE. But it's imporiant to
nole thal tornados aren't
always preceded by hail.

Continue Lo seek sale sheller
tor up to 30 minutes afler
hail stops latling.

Because flying debris poses
a greater injury threat than
the high winds themselves,
people should seek shelter
in small spaces near the
center of lheir dwalling
whenevar possible,

TRUE. Closets and bathrooms
are particularly recommended.

Because wind speeds in-
crease wilh atornado's
height, it's best 1o seck

shelter
as close 1q the ground
as possible.

TAUE. Stgrm cebars and well
constructed basements
are parlicularly recommended

Tornados are silent, thereby
increasing their danger.

Peak tornado months are
Apnil - Jung and peak hours
are 3-7p.m.

FALSE. Tornados produce a
high-powered roar, sinular
1o that of a fasl moving
airplane or frain. At night
or during heavy rainstorms,
the roar might be the only
signat a tornado 1s at hand

TRUE. But 10rnados can occur
dusing any time ol the year
and at any hour of the day.

The question mark is one of the tirst buttertlics of spring.
B . 4

This butterfly takes an early flight

By Timothy Nowlick|
speclal wriler

Grays and browns of winter are
gradually giving way to the colors of
spring. Grass is turning green, and
some of our ecarly woodland and
w!ldﬂuwcm are beglnning to bloom.

Hepatica and bloodroot are two
wildflowers that bloom early and
add a splash of color to a woodland's
neutral winter tones. Vivid violet
petals of hepatica and chalky white
petals of bloodroot contrast sharply
to catch the cye.

And as you walk stowly, soaklng (n
the warm rays of spring sunshine
you may sec another kind of flashy
spring arrival. Beautiful rusty
orange butterflics can be scen flltt-
Ing about. A cornmon specics of ear-

'

Iy spring is the question mark. Itlsa
member of the brush-footed butter-
flies, the largest family of true but-
terilies.

BRUSH-FOOTED BUTTER-
FLIES have foreshortened, halry
{ront legs, hence the common name
brush-footed, Many are orange-
brown in color and are striking when
seen with wings outstretched on the
gray bark of a tree.

A good place to watch for them is
a tree leaking sap. The dilute sugar
water of the tree is very attractive
to butterflies and other insects.

Question mark butterflies emerge
in spring from under bark of trees or
from log cavities, where they
wintered as an adult. That is why we
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are able to sec adult butterflies, in-
stead of caterpitlars, this carly in the
spring.

In sharp contrast to the striking
red rusty-orange color on the upper
surface of the wings, the under sur-
face is 2 very cryptle gray-brown.
To avold being seen by a predator, 2
question mark butterily will {old its
wings mg:‘mvr over its back. When

placed on the trunk of a tree in this
posltion, it becomes atmost invisible

Adults will lay cggs on elm, bass-
wood, or hackberry trees so that the
caterpillar will be able to feed. As
many as two breods may be rafsed [n
Michigan during the summer. Those
adults ative in the fall will winter
and wait for warm spring days to
comne the lnllolwin;; year.



