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land, moved at age three 
with his family to New Eng 
land, and grew up in Jamaica 
Plain, a working-class neigh 
borhood of Boston where the 
predominant local wildlife 
consisted of pigeons, star 
lings, and sparrows. In spite 
of the limited ecosystem, a 
nearby park and the natural 
history programs and field 
trips of the Children's Mu 
seum in Jamaica Plain 
sparked in Baird an early 
fascination with the natural 
world and he went on to be 
come one of the foremost 
birdwatchers in New Eng 
land. Now, not unlike the or 
ganization he has served for 
nearly 25 years, Jim Baird 
has gradually expanded his 
work to include entire eco 
systems. 

Before coming to the Soci 
ety in 1961, Baird directed 
the Norman Bird Sanctuary 
in Rhode Island, where he 
initiated an extensive bird 
banding program to generate 
accurate data on Atlantic 
Coast bird migration. He was 
an integral part of the rapid 
transformation of Massachu 
setts Audubon in the late 
1950s and early 1960s from a 
somewhat sleepy bird club 
into an activist environmen 
tal organization, a change he 
attributes largely to two 
catalytic events: the acquisi 
tion of Drumlin Farm, and 
the hiring of a new executive 
vice president, Allen H. Mor 
gan, who had very strong 
ideas about what role the 
Society should take regard 
ing environmental preserva 
tion. 

One of the first causes of 
the new Massachusetts Au 
dubon tackled was DDT, 
which at the time was dis 
missed in much the same 
way that acid rain is down 
played by some today. "But," 
says Baird, "we were right 
about DDT and we're right 
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Kenya, and Iceland in 1985 
and, in January 1986, Antarc 
tica. Baird has led trips all 
over the world. (He can't 
even say where he'll be 
headed this year-"I tend to 
fill in where I'm needed .") He 
explains that, in addition to 
the enjoyment they give, the 
rationale behind the tours is 
"to expand people's con 
sciousness about worldwide 
problems in the environ 
ment." 

Baird is also overseeing 
Massachusetts Audubon's 
new assistance program  to 
the Audubon Society of the 
tiny Central American coun 
try of Belize. This sister or 
ganization has been given 
the task of managing that 
country's  national  parks  and, 
if things go well, more park 
lands may be designated. "A 
good proportion  of  our New 
England  birds  spend  their 
winters  in Central America," 
he points out, "and if  they 

don't  have  any habitat  to go 
to because  it's all  been  
turned   into  cattle  ranches, 
then  that's  going  to ad 
versely  affect  them." 

Baird's eclectic tastes are 
also evident in his private 
life: he is co-owner with his 
wife, Carol, of an antique 
business and is something of 
an authority on American 
art. He and his wife are pres 
ently restoring a house in 
Petersham built in 1740. 

Though this low-profile 
jack-of-all-trades  has seen 
many changes in the Massa 
chusetts Audubon Society, he 
still feels its most important 
message "is to show that 
birds don't exist by them 
selves, they exist in a con 
text of an ecosystem, a 
world around them." 

 

  Gale Warner 

Gale Warner is a freelance 
writer with an interest in 
peace issues. 

 

 


