Tallassee Forest: Avian Gem in the Greenway Necklace
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Figure 1: Red-shouldered Hawk
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Early on a typical spring morning,
Tallassee Forest is bursting with avian
sounds—some raucous, others quite
melodious. If you ramble through the
forest, you are almost certain to hear the
insistent kee-aah of the Red-shouldered
Hawk (Fig. 1) as it soars overhead. In the
bottomland forest near the river, you may
detect the bold, musical notes of the
Hooded Warbler (Fig. 2), back from its
winter sojourn in the tropics and ready to
defend a territory and find a mate. If you’re
really lucky, you might catch a glimpse of
its stunning yellow face and black hood
when it flies up to an exposed branch to
advertise its territory with song. You’re
less likely to spot another warbler, the
Ovenbird (Fig. 3), which typically skulks
about the leafy understory; but you may
hear its robust teacher, teacher, teacher
reverberating throughout the forest. Most
ovenbirds pass through our area to breed in
the mountains or farther north, although a
few linger in large tracts of mature
hardwood forest, like Tallassee, to breed.

These bird species and many more have been seen
in Tallassee Forest. Censuses by members of Oconee
Rivers Audubon Society during the peak of spring
migration have turned up, on average, between 30 and
50 bird species, just during several hours in the
morning! The birds that call Tallassee home vary
with the seasons. For year-rounds residents, like the
Red-shouldered Hawk, and migratory breeders, like
the Hooded Warbler, the forest is important breeding
ground where birds rear young families. For species
that winter in the tropics and breed in the mountains
or the northern U.S. (e.g., the Black-throated Blue
Warbler; Fig. 4), Tallassee is an important stop-over
for rest and refueling during migration. In winter it is
home to species such as the Hermit Thrush (Fig. 5)
that depart come spring to breed in forests of the
northern and western U.S.
The breadth of environments that Tallassee Forest
includes accounts for this remarkable avian diversity. Figure 4: Black-throated Blue Warbler
Habitats range from more open forest edges to rich
bottomlands. Thanks to more than a linear mile of frontage along the Middle Oconee River,
Tallassee has bottomland hardwood forests that are extraordinary in their absence of invasive
Chinese privet thickets. The complex topography along the river creates a mosaic of habitats
with a rich aquatic invertebrate fauna; these in turn nourish an abundance of birds. Among its
wetlands are springs, small streams, and a beaver-maintained marsh. One of the cleanest streams

Figure 5: Hermit Thrush

Figure 6: Belted Kingfisher

in the region runs through the eastern side of the tract, providing food for birds that depend on
high-quality wetlands, like the Belted Kingfisher (Fig. 6). Tallassee Forest includes seven
habitats that the Georgia Department of Natural Resources (e.g., Figs. 7 and 8) has classified as
high-priority, meriting particular conservation attention—including canebrakes. Mature stands
of American holly, which is extensive in Tallassee, are rarely seen in Piedmont Forests. A
significant portion of the tract is old growth, with trees that are over 75 years old. Such large
tracts of forest not only provide habitat for sensitive bird species like the Ovenbird, they are also
more likely to allow landscape-scale processes (e.g., flooding) to occur naturally. All of this
makes Tallassee Forest a veritable smorgasbord of habitats for resident species and migratory
birds that pass through our area.

Figure 7: Floodplain forest with river oats understory

climate change. Future
projections paint a similar
picture—these trends are
expected to continue. A
recent analysis by the
National Audubon Society
reported that a significant
percentage of North
America’s bird species are at
risk of appreciable range loss
over the coming decades.
Some will shift their ranges
and gain new acceptable
habitat to offset losses, while
more sensitive and more
restricted species will face
local extinction.

Against a backdrop of rapidly
changing environments,
preservation of large tracts like
Tallassee Forest becomes
particularly critical. The
Breeding Bird Atlas of Georgia
(2010) provided a snapshot of
Georgia’s breeding birds at the
start of the 21st century. Over
the preceding several decades,
some species were able to adapt
to the many environmental
changes that occurred, while
more vulnerable species were
not. These changes included
not only urbanization, but
habitat loss and changes in food
supplies that accompanied

Figure 8: Upland oak-hickory forest

The Piedmont is the most urbanized ecoregion in Georgia, and Clarke County is a prime
example. Within this rapidly developing area, Tallassee represents one of the few large,

unfragmented forests that remain in the county. Its connection to other forests that are part of the
Oconee Rivers Greenway and its wealth of habitats make it easier for birds and other wildlife to
fine-tune their distributions to meet their needs in the face of future environmental change. In
short, this relatively undisturbed tract is truly an ecological gem that is crucial to preserve.
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