WHEN THREE WOMEN signed the lllinois Te James A. Rose. Secretary of State:
Audubon Society articles of incorporation in 1897, bird ] St i
conservation efforts were at square one, ground zero. We the Wndersiqued,

There were no laws for bird protection, no designated i .
bird reserves, little widespread understanding about
the pressures birds were facing and few ways to dis-
tribute the available knowledge to a larger population.
Yet the founders of this new organization accepted
these challenges. They proclaimed that birds are a
legacy for all people, not merely a commodity for those
causing the most harm; that bird species could be
forced into extinction—and that it was happening now.
At this crucial moment in time 125 years ago, the Illinois
Audubon Society became one of the first bird conser-
vation groups in the country. Hobbyists became advo-
cates. The appreciation of birds transformed into the
defense of birds.

W AN

lllinois Steps Up

In the late 1800s, there was a growing understand-
ing of the link between human activities and the loss
of birds and their habitats. The once-abundant popu-
lation of a seemingly indomitable bird, the passenger
pigeon, was crashing. Indiscriminate hunters and
overzealous bird skin and egg collectors continued to
take their toll, while the lack of bird protections became
an in-your-face issue with women flaunting feather-
adorned hats.

In 1886, George Bird Grinnell had organized a na-
tionwide society under the Audubon name, but over-
whelming demands and insufficient income doomed
this first attempt. A groundwork was laid for later efforts.
Bostonian Harriet Hemenway picked up the cause
eight years later at a time when birdwatching popularity
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was increasing and knowledge of the
commercial egret slaughter in Florida
was spreading through powerful press
reports. Hemenway would gather other
like-minded women, local businessmen,
and ornithologists to form the Massachu-
setts Audubon Society in 1896. They
would soon contact lllinois. The first Illi-
nois Audubon Society report explains
that correspondence was sent by the
Massachusetts society’s secretary to
Sara Hubbard of lllinois asking if “it were
not possible to form an organization in
this State.” It was possible. lllinois would
form the fourth state Audubon Society
in the nation.

How difficult it must have been to
know where to start. The information and
actions that now seem common knowl-
edge and common sense were nonex-
istent. They needed to find solutions,
push for laws and humane measures,
end needless slaughter and protect habi-

tat. Long before Aldo Leopold decried
the dwindling crane populations or
Rachel Carson spurred readers to imag-
ine how desolate life would be without
the return of birds in spring, the founders
of the lllinois Audubon Society needed
to find a way to portray to as many peo-
ple as possible the less tangible value
of birds. They needed to compel people
to care and to encourage the idea that
each individual could make a difference.
And they needed to accomplish this with
few readily available outlets for informa-
tion.

Fortunately for the lllinois Audubon
Society, the founders had the drive and
the conscience to initiate forward-think-
ing measures at a time when the protec-
tion of birds required innovative con-
cepts. One of the three signers of the
articles, Ada Sweet, had already chal-
lenged set ideas when she became the
first woman appointed to disburse

money for the U.S. government, serving
during the administrations of four Presi-
dents. She also organized the Columbian
Ambulance Association in 1894 and was
literary editor of the Chicago Tribune
from 1886-1888. She was lllinois
Audubon Society’s vice president, a po-
sition she took in 1900 and held for sev-
eral years. Ruthven Deane, stepping into
the position of president in its second
year and holding it for 16 more, helped
link Illinois Audubon Society to people
who are considered some of the most
significant figures in the conservation
and science fields.

The emergent lllinois Audubon Soci-
ety members would immediately under-
stand the importance of influencing
young people and swaying legislators—
invaluable tactics yet today—as noted in
annual lllinois Audubon Society reports
and state society summaries published
in Bird-Lore, the “Official Organ of the
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The Birds work for us all, some of us
are trying as best we can to help save
them for us all, cannot more of you hold
up your hands, that we may do what lies
before us in the future better than we
have done what lies behind us in the
past?



BIOS

Jeanne Townsend Handy holds an M.A. in
Environmental Studies and is a member of the
Society of Environmental Journalists. As a

freelance writer, she enjoys exploring the science
and dedication underlying habitat restoration and
protection efforts.

Tom Handy spent a career in visual
communication at SIU School of Medicine while
occasionally freelancing as a photographer, his
work most often published with his wife Jeanne
Handy’s writings. His interests in photography,
painting and music keep his life exciting.
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