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Former Executive Director Roland Clement leading a group of birders at Little Compton, 1958.

Rhode Island’s didn’t, thanks largely to Alice Hall Walter, a volun-
teer and forceful personality who served it from 1906 to 1946, raising 
money, organizing nature walks, recruiting other volunteers, serving on 
the board and chairing its Education Committee. “I’d call her the grande 
dame of the Society movement,” the late Roland C. Clement, the Soci-
ety’s first full-time executive director, said in an interview with Weber.

By the 1930s, Audubon had acquired its first two wildlife refuges, 
Kimball Bird Sanctuary in Charlestown and the first tract of the Parker 
Woodland Wildlife Refuge in Coventry. Educational efforts continued 
to expand, and Audubon began publishing its Bulletin, a 16-page maga-
zine issued several times a year. Its first part-time employee, field execu-
tive Harold L. Madison, expanded into radio and television broadcasts 
and a program on nature therapy at Providence’s Butler Hospital. Yet 
amid all this progress, there was conflict about Aububon’s direction and 
emphasis. Should Audubon continue to be largely a bird club, or should 
it become more politically active and issues-oriented? 

The discord came to a head in the early 1950s, Weber writes, at a meet-
ing described as a “knock-down, drag-out battle.” A new president, Wil-
liam Dean – leader of a younger, more aggressive faction – was elected, 
and Audubon’s course was set. 

Clement had been hired in 1950 as the society’s first full-time execu-
tive director. Trained in wildlife conservation, he began photographing 
Rhode Island, developing illustrated lectures to tell the story of the state’s 
ecology, including the pollution of the Blackstone River watershed. He 
also began a live weekly program on WJAR-TV and sparked a revival of 
interest that led to an increase in Audubon’s membership. That allowed 
the hiring, in 1955, of a second full-time employee, to run the Society’s 
educational programs in elementary schools: Alfred L. Hawkes.

Hawkes became executive director when Clement left in 1958, and 
Audubon – which had bought its first permanent home, a Victorian on 
the East Side’s Bowen Street - entered an era of unprecedented activism.

Sparked by Rachel Carson’s 1962 book “Silent Spring,” people across 
the country had become concerned about DDT, a pesticide that in Rhode 
Island was sprayed from planes to fight gypsy moths and mosquitoes. 
“Tons and tons of DDT, billowing out of the planes like smoke,” Hawkes 

recalled in a 1996 interview. “It was awful.” The state’s ospreys were in a 
steep decline because of the pesticide – just one of its ill effects. Hawkes 
and Audubon fought DDT for years, until finally, the state banned it in 
1965. 

As it fought environmental battles, Audubon didn’t stand alone. 
Hawkes found allies, both local and national. In the 1960s and early 
’70s, “Allens Avenue was a mess in terms of scrap metal and industrial 
pollution,” Eugenia Marks, former Audubon Senior Director of Policy, 
recalled in a 2021 interview. Audubon “had very privileged connections 
on the East Side. That was its history,” she said. So big-name lawyers 
got involved.

Around the same time, Marks said, “Al was very active with the 
National Wildlife Federation and the Wildlife Society.” He was key to 
forming the Environment Council of Rhode Island, ousting the Rhode 
Island Wildlife Federation – composed of rod and gun clubs – as the 
state’s affiliate of the national federation. That meant a sea change in 
how birds and other creatures were perceived: as part of an ecosystem 
instead of as potential targets for hunters. 

Hawkes wanted to develop an Audubon refuge within 20 minutes of 
every school in Rhode Island, Marks recalled. That goal was eventually 
achieved through multiple land acquisitions across the state. He also set 
up a model for the organization with three main emphases: advocacy; 
education; and land conservation. 

As Hawkes wrote in the ASRI Report in 1979: “In the beginning, the 
concern was for egrets, terns and other birds exploited by the feather 
trade. Soon, the concern grew to encompass more than birds. Only then 
did it become apparent that effective laws against the wholesale slaugh-

1897
Audubon Society of  Rhode Island 
founded to stop the slaughter of  birds 
for fashion.

1924–1928
Acquires first properties in 
Charlestown and Coventry. 

1950
Roland Clement becomes first 
executive director: increased 
programming, directed purchase 
of  first headquarters, and began 
relationships with the media. 

1958
Al Hawkes named executive director: 
Audubon grew exponentially under 
his direction with a new focus on 
environmental advocacy.

1965
Guides the enactment of  the RI Salt 
Marsh Act.

1969
Caratunk Wildlife Refuge in Seekonk, 
MA is donated by Charles Greenhalgh.

1972
2,000 members recorded.

1975
Summer camp programs begin at 
Caratunk and Ruecker Wildlife Refuges.

1980
Mary Louise Alcott donates 81 acres 
in Smithfield, becoming Powder Mill 
Ledges Wildlife Refuge. 

1984
Acquires Lewis Dickens Farm on Block 
Island. 

1985
Established the first International 
Coastal Cleanup in Rhode Island. 

1987
Current headquarters opened in 
Smithfield. 

1988
First tract of  Fisherville Brook Wildlife 
Refuge donated by George and Rose 
Matteson and others.

1989
The Federal Environmental Protection 
Agency ruled against the Big River 
Reservoir. One of  Audubon’s largest 
environmental victories. 

1992
Claire D. McIntosh donates Bristol 
property to become the McIntosh 
Wildlife Refuge. 

1993
Lee Schisler becomes third executive 
director: developed the Environmental 
Education Center with then Board 
President Sam Hallowell.

1997
Florence and Richard Knight Fort 
Wildlife Refuge opens.

2000
Grand opening of  the Audubon 
Environmental Education Center; 
renamed the Nature Center and 
Aquarium in 2018.

2001
Summer camp offered in Bristol for the 
first time. 

2004
Environmental Education for Urban 
Schools Initiative launched.

2005
Lawrence Taft becomes fourth 
executive director: instrumental in the 
acquisition of  the 295 acre Maxwell 
Mays Wildlife Refuge. 

2008
April marsh fire damages Bristol 
boardwalk, reopened in July.

2010
Accepts management of  Osprey 
Monitoring Program from RI DEM.

2010
Launches Providence Peregrine Webcam.

2011
Maxwell Mays Wildlife Refuge opens.

2016
Opposes the Burrillville Invenergy 
Powerplant to protect critical habitat 
and stress greenhouse gas reduction 
goals.

2018
The Palmeiri Pollinator Garden is 
planted in Bristol.

2018
Bee Rally at the Statehouse brings 
hundreds to support protection of  
pollinators and their habitats. 

2020
Providence Stormwater Innovation 
Center is launched: Audubon a key 
supporter of  this stormwater initiative. 

2020
Kept trails open during the pandemic, 
offered numerous virtual and online 
programing for students, families, and 
educators. 

2021
Landmark Act On Climate legislation 
passed; Audubon co-led the campaign 
on this critical climate legislation.

2021
New director of  avian research position 
is created. 

125 YEARS OF ENVIRONMENTAL LEADERSHIP
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“…it became apparent that effective laws against the whole-
sale slaughter of birds or other wildlife are of no value if the 
habitat they need to survive is destroyed.”  

     – Former Executive Director Al Hawkes, 1979
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