
 
 

BIRD NOTES by Rick Pyeritz 

 

George Bird Grinnell 
 

 

George Bird Grinnell (1849—1936) was born in Brooklyn.  At the 

age of seven the Grinnell family moved onto the land known as 

Audubon Park.  Although John James Audubon died in 1851, the 

young Grinnell was deeply influenced by Audubon’s life’s work.  

He was tutored by Audubon’s wife Lucy and was friends with the 

families of Audubon’s two sons, Victor Gifford & John Woodhouse. 

Grinnel received a BA from Yale in 1870 and a PhD from Yale in 

Paleontology in 1880.  During his years at Yale, he made a number 

of trips to study the natural history of the West, including one with 

General George Armstrong Custer. He declined to accompany the 

General on his ill-fated trip to the Black Hills. Grinnel became the 

natural history editor of the popular weekly magazine, Forest and 

Stream in 1876, and became its president in 1880. 

 

 

During the last quarter of the 19th century, 

women’s fashion for flamboyant hats 

composed of birds and their feathers were 

in great demand. The millinery industry 

required an increasing supply of birds and 

bird parts.  Hunters were happy to fulfill 

the need.  Highly prized were the long 

breeding plumes, known as aigrettes, 

grown each year by herons and egrets.  One 

bird would produce 30 to 50 of these 

valuable feathers each weighing ¼ of an 

ounce and worth their weight in gold.  A 

ton of feathers would be processed through 

one firm’s salesroom each season which 

meant almost 200,000 birds were shot to fulfill the demand.  Since the feathers were produced 

only during the breeding season, the developing eggs and the young were left to die. 

 

Ornithologists were slow to address the issue of the wanton destruction of birds, until out of the 

ranks of the informal Nuttall Club grew the first professional organization for the study of birds, 

the American Ornithologists’ union (AOU) in 1883.  J. A. Allen was elected president.  

Unfortunately, the committee structure of the AOU revealed that bird conservation would not be 

the focus of its activities. 

➢ Committee on the Nomenclature and Classification of North American Birds 

➢ Committee on Avian Anatomy 

➢ Committee on the Geographical Distribution of North American Birds  

➢ Committee on the Migration of North American Birds 



 
 

At the second annual meeting of the AOU a fifth committee was added to its structure. 

 

➢ Committee on the Protection of North American Birds  

 

William Brewster was named chairmen (also president of the Nuttall Club). An important 

addition to the committee was a young, energetic man, George Bird Grinnell.  It did not take 

long for Grinnell to realize that bird protection was not high on the priority list of the AOU.  

Most members shot birds to add to their personal collection for scientific study.  Elliott Coues 

stated, 

 

“Begin by shooting every bird you can, coupling this sad destruction; however with the closest 

observation upon habits…..fifty birds shot, their skins preserved, and observations recorded, is a 

very good day’s work.” 

 

Another popular view from a future president of the AOU, Charles B. Cory--of Cory’s 

Shearwater fame, 

 

“I do not protect birds, I kill them.” 

 

Grinnell proposed the formation of a new organization called the Audubon Society on February 

11, 1886 for the reason he stated below. 

 

“In the first half of this century there lived a man who 

did more to teach Americans about birds of their own 

land than any other whoever lived.  His beautiful and 

spirited paintings and his charming and tender accounts 

of the habits of his favorites have made him immortal 

and have inspired his countrymen with an ardent love for 

the birds.  The land which produced the painter 

naturalist, John James Audubon, will not willingly see 

the beautiful forms he loved so much be destroyed.” 

  

The goals of the Audubon Society would be to prevent: 

 

➢ The killing of any wild birds not used for food 

➢ The destruction of nests or eggs of any wild bird 

➢  The wearing of feathers as ornaments or    

        trimming for dress 

 

To educate the general public of the above goals, 

Grinnell proposed the formation of branch Audubon 

groups and the publication of a monthly periodical 

called, The Audubon Magazine. Grinnell wrote that the contents would,  

 

“Include complete biographies of John James Audubon and Alexander Wilson, the two great 

pioneer naturalists of America; each monthly number has a bird portrait, reproduced from 

The first issue of The Audubon Magazine 

https://www.google.com/aclk?sa=l&ai=DChcSEwjujvb366npAhWZk7MKHVP3CGEYABA7GgJxbg&sig=AOD64_1K6rAS3Yc8H9bF4XRG9g4U5axkcw&adurl&ctype=5&ved=2ahUKEwi97ur366npAhURI1MKHZa5BT4Quxd6BQgBEIEC


 
 

Audubon’s world renowned plates, and the chapters on descriptive and economic ornithology 

contain an amount of interesting and instructive information about birds and other importance 

in the economy of nature.” 

 

He also encouraged women to contribute writings to the monthly issues.  An excerpt by Celia 

Thaxter’s editorial from the first issue is below. 

 

“I fear we no longer deserve these golden gifts of God.  I would the birds could all emigrate to 

some kindlier planet, peopled with a nobler race than ours, where they might live their sweet 

lives unmolested, and be treated with the respect, the consideration and the grateful love which 

are their due.  For we have almost forfeited our right to the blessing of their presence.”  

                                                                                                                  ----Celia Thaxter 

 

Unfortunately, Grinnell discontinued the Audubon Society and The Audubon Magazine in 

January 1889.  The demands of a national organization, a new monthly periodical, the ongoing 

work with his weekly journal, Forest and Stream, and stresses of a new club formed with 

Theodore Roosevelt 1887 (the Boone and Crockett Club), were a bit much.   Grinnell’s mission 

was soon resurrected by others who believed in the legacy of Audubon and Wilson--- but that is 

another long and interesting story. 

 

Questions and/or suggestions—email me at eapyeritz@gmail.com 
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