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BREAKING DOWN BARRIERS
Jason Ward is changing the face of birding.
After working with Audubon and becoming the host of the popular 
YouTube series Birds of North America, Jason’s love for birds has evolved 
into an even bigger role in the conservation movement.
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THE LATEST

Jason Ward looks toward a bright, colorful future in birding
From the Bronx to birding

by Sarah Randolph, Outreach & Communications Director
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If  you haven’t heard of  Jason Ward in 
the birding community, time to take 

notice—he’s a game changer. Those 
of  you who have gotten to meet Jason, 
whether at our Hale County Black Belt 
Birding Tour (above) or our Summer 
Audubon Talk, already know he’s got a 
great story to tell. We’ve enjoyed getting 
to know Jason this year while working 
with him as our Fund II Apprentice,* 
and we thought you might like to get to 
know a little more about him, too. We 
asked Jason what birds mean to him, 
and here’s what he had to say: 
 
SR: How did you get into birding? 
 
JW: My love for birds in general began 
as a child. It began with dinosaurs and 
grew from there. Birds wound up being 
my favorite, due to their resemblance 
to dinosaurs and due to the fact that 
they aren’t limited by their immediate 
surroundings. They can always leave, in 

search of greener pastures. Six years ago, 
I purchased my first pair of binoculars 
and joined an Atlanta Audubon bird 
walk. I was instantly hooked. I wanted 
to learn as much about these birds as I 
possibly could—and fast! Eight months 
later, I was leading my own bird walks. 
 
SR: What’s your favorite bird? 
 
JW: My favorite bird is the Peregrine 
Falcon. In actuality, it should be 
everyone’s favorite bird. It’s the 
perfect prototype for a winged animal, 
equipped to do pretty much anything it 
wanted. When I was fourteen, my family 
and I were living in a homeless shelter. 
Those were pretty dark days overall. 
One day, I noticed a bunch of feathers 
floating by my window and discovered 
that a bird of prey was plucking feathers 
off of a pigeon about twenty-five feet 
from me—it was a Peregrine! That 
moment temporarily allowed me to 

escape my reality and transport myself 
to a happier place. 
 
After some quick research, I was initially 
attracted to this bird’s mind-numbing 
speed, capable of stooping at 240 miles 
per hour! I learned it was a bird that can 
be found on six of the seven continents. 
That plus its strong, powerful flight are 
reasons why it’s called “the wanderer.” 
In fact, its latin name Falco peregrinus 
translates to “wandering falcon.” I’ve 
always wanted to travel, to see the 
world; this was a bird who had the 
ability to do that, simply by flying.
 
SR: What have you learned through 
your experiences volunteering and 
now working with Audubon? 
 
JW: I’ve learned that I’m not alone, by 
a long shot. There is a vast network 
of bird nerds out there who are just 
as passionate about these birds and 



conserving the places they call home as 
I am. It’s been great to work so closely 
with kindred spirits of sorts. I’ve been 
involved with Audubon in some form 
or another for six years now. I began by 
attending bird walks, and my role has 
grown from that point forward. I’ve 
seen my role mature over the years. I 
started out as a bright-eyed, mid-twenty-
something guy who wanted desperately 
to soak up as much knowledge as I 
could from people who knew so much 
more than I did. Now, I’ve seen my role 
evolve to somewhat of a teaching role. 
People are coming to me for advice 
more often, which I love, because 
education is important. We all never 
stop learning. I’m just glad I’m able to 
assist people in any way that I can. 
 
SR: Tell us about what it’s like being 
the host of  Birds of  North America. 
 
JW: It’s been a literal dream come true. I 
remember as a kid, dragging my parents 
through the Bronx Zoo, teaching them 
about all of the animals that were on 
exhibit. Little did I know, I was training 
for a job that I’d have in the future, 
where I’d share my love and knowledge 
for animals with people all over the 
world. Birds of North America never feels 
like work. The most rewarding part has 
been complete strangers thanking me 
for the show. I’m incredibly grateful that 
teachers are showing it to their students, 
and people are grabbing their loved 
ones and gathering in front of their TVs 
to watch the newest installment. It’s all 
surreal to me. The support fuels me to 
continue working just as hard as before. 
 
SR: What are some obstacles that 
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Save the date for our 73rd Winter Banquet
Featuring award-winning author Jennifer Ackerman 
Jennifer Ackerman has been writing about science and nature for the past three 
decades. Her most recent book, The Genius of  Birds, is an international bestseller 
and has been described by Scientific American as “a lyrical testimony to the wonders 
of  avian intelligence.” We’re excited to announce this year’s Winter Banquet will 
also feature a silent auction with local art, books, gift cards to local businesses, and 
more. Make plans to join us for this special event Thursday, December 5th!

More details and registration coming soon to 
birminghamaudubon.org/winterbanquet.

SPECIAL EVENT

black birders/birders of  color face, 
of  which others may not be aware? 
 
JW: We have to consider things that 
other birders don’t. There are still 
places in this country where the simple 
thought of  a lone person of  color 
looking around with binoculars will be 
greeted with lethal force. I know when 
I’m out birding, I’m hyper aware of  my 
surroundings. Not just in a birdy sense, 
but I’m also hyper aware of  what people 
are doing around me. Is anyone staring? 
Does this person look friendly? The  
fact is, I’m scared of  being pulled 
over by police officers, no matter 
the scenario. It’s not just a minor 
inconvenience for me. 
 
SR: Birmingham Audubon strives 
to be an “Audubon for Everyone,” 
a conservation organization that 
works proactively to break down 
barriers between historically 
underrepresented communities and 
the conservation movement. What 
advice would you offer to help our 
community be more inclusive? 
 
JW: Birding is becoming increasingly 
popular. With popularity, comes shifts 
in demographics. Birding has the 
potential to become more diverse in 
more ways than one. So you’ll begin to 
have organizations strategize on ways 
they can be effectively inclusive. To 
me, the answer is simple. Hire people 
who speak the language of those 
formerly excluded. If you want to be 
more inclusive towards members of the 
LGBTQIA community, hire someone 
talented from the community. Put your 
money where your mouth is. If you  

want to reach out to communities 
of color, hire someone from that 
community. Not only is it the 
right thing to do morally, it’s also 
super effective. Growing up in a 
predominately black and brown 
community, it meant so much more 
when someone FROM my community 
came to talk to us. They spoke my 
language. I was able to identify with 
them and see myself in them. That’s  
the best way to be inclusive.  
*** 
 
Jason, thank you for sharing your story 
and your love of birds with us. We 
appreciate your hard work reaching  
new audiences and educating people 
about birds and the importance of 
protecting the places they need.  
 
*This program is funded by a grant from the Fund II 
Foundation. Find out more at fund2foundation.org.
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3    Birmingham Audubon’s Flicker Flashes

New Course: Advanced Bird Identification (Day I). Learn useful tools for identifying confusing fall 
and early winter birds with Paul Franklin as he teaches field tips and tricks during the season when the 
greatest number of confusing ID problems are present. Six class meetings at our Birmingham office 
in September and October on Monday nights (9/16, 9/23, 9/30, 10/7, 10/14, 10/21), 6–8 p.m. $75/
members; $100/non-members (one-time registration fee covers all six classes) Pre-registration is required.  
Register online at: birminghamaudubon.org/classes

16 September
Monday

Swift Night Out #1: Tuscaloosa, 6:30 p.m. to 7:30 p.m. Join us for our inaugural Swift Night Out in T-Town as we 
search for migratory “swiftnados” in the evening skies following our opening reception of the Gosse exhibit. Meetup 
is at 6:30 p.m. at a large chimney TBD in Tuscaloosa by our Alabama SwiftWatch volunteers; the swifts put on their 
show just before sundown. Details on our website: birminghamaudubon.org/event/2019-09-14-2

14 September 
Saturday

02 September 
Monday

Russ Bailey Memorial Beginner Bird Walk at Ruffner Mountain, 7 a.m. to noon. Join us for our annual half-day event 
celebrating the life and legacy of Birmingham birder Russ Bailey with trip leader Greg Harber. Meetup is at 7 a.m. at 
the main Ruffner Mountain Nature Preserve parking lot (1214 81st St. S., Birmingham). All ages and abilities welcome!  
*Wheelchair accessible. Details on our website: birminghamaudubon.org/event/2019-09-02

18 September
Wednesday

Gosse  Nature  Walk  #23:  Vulcan Trail,  noon to 1 p.m. Come take 
a stroll with us at this popular trail in the heart of Birmingham. Greg 
Harber will lead this walk. Meetup is at noon in the parking lot off of 
Richard Arrington Jr. Blvd. S. *Wheelchair accessible. Full details and 
directions at: birminghamaudubon.org/event/2019-09-20

19 September 
Thursday

Board of Directors meets, 5:45 p.m. at our Birmingham office.

New: Philip Henry Gosse: A Naturalist’s Sojourn in Alabama at the Alabama Museum of Natural History, 4 p.m. 
to 6 p.m. Take a journey back in time to 1830s Alabama with English naturalist Philip Henry Gosse’s hand-painted 
illustrations. Come to our opening reception on the campus of the University of Alabama (Smith Hall, 427 Sixth Ave., 
Tuscaloosa) with a presentation by Gary Mullen and book signing. Bonus: Following the reception, we’ll have our first Swift 
Night Out in Tuscaloosa! Details: birminghamaudubon.org/gosse.

14 September 
Saturday

Introduction to Birds & Birding (Day I). Master birder Greg Harber teaches you everything you’ll need to 
know about your new favorite hobby. Seven class meetings at our Birmingham office (3720 4th Ave. S.) in 
September and October on Wednesday nights (9/18, 9/25, 10/2, 10/9, 10/16, 10/23, 10/30), 6–8 p.m. $75/
members; $100/non-members (one-time registration fee covers all seven classes) Pre-registration is required.  
Register online at: birminghamaudubon.org/classes

55th Annual Fall Bird Count and Bird-a-thon. It’s our fall count with a competitive twist! As in previous years, we 
will count all of the birds seen within our assigned areas at a wide variety of sites located in Jefferson, Shelby, and St. 
Clair counties. This year, we invite our members and the public to pledge a donation for the number of species seen 
that day. This can be ten cents or $10 per species, or anything in between! Your pledges support our conservation 
efforts throughout Alabama. All field participants in the count must RSVP for protocols and instructions by Friday, 
September 20th. Detail: birminghamaudubon.org/event/2019-09-28

28 September 
Saturday

21 September 
Saturday

Birding trip: Oak Mountain State Park and Dunnavant Valley Greenway. Search for fall migrants with us at Alabama’s 
largest park with a visit to the Alabama Wildlife Center and nearby greenway. Greg Harber and Anne Miller lead this 
full-day trip. Meetup is at 7 a.m. at the information center just before the entrance to Oak Mountain State Park  
(1 John Findlay Drive, Pelham). *Some wheelchair accessibility. Details: birminghamaudubon.org/event/2019-09-21-2

21 September 
Saturday

20 September 
Friday

Your support is critical to our continued success protecting the birds you love. Donate online at birminghamaudubon.org/give.

PHOTO BY DEBBIE MCKENZIEPHOTO BY DEBBIE MCKENZIEHabitat Restoration Day at the Audubon-Datnow Forest Preserve 
at W. E. Putnam Middle School,  9 a.m. to 2 p.m. Join Birmingham 
Audubon and Jones Valley Teaching Farm as we team up to remove invasive species from the nature trail at  
Putnam (1757 Montclair Rd.). All are welcome! Details on our website: birminghamaudubon.org/event/2019-09-21
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FALL 2019    4

05 October
Saturday

Gosse Nature Walk #24: Moss Rock Preserve, noon to 2 p.m. Special guest Ken Wills, co-author of Exploring 
Wild Alabama: A Guide to the State’s Publicly Accessible Natural Areas, joins us to provide an expert’s take 
on this special urban preserve. Meetup is at noon—full directions and registration details on our website:  
birminghamaudubon.org/event/2019-10-11

11 October
Friday

Birding trip: Cheaha State Park. Join Greg Harber and Paul Franklin for a full day field trip to Alabama’s loftiest peak 
for a day of soaring hawks, migrating songbirds, and more. Meetup is at 7 a.m. at the Eastwood Chick-fil-A (1648 
Montclair Rd., Irondale). *Some wheelchair accessibility. Details: birminghamaudubon.org/event/2019-10-05

12 October
Saturday

Birding trip: Turkey Creek Nature Preserve. Plan to join us for a half-day field trip at this Forever Wild gem, home to 
some of Alabama’s most outstanding natural beauty. Trip leaders are Susan Barrow and Matt Hunter. Meetup is at 8 
a.m. at the Birmingham Botanical Gardens (2612 Lane Park Rd., Birmingham). *Some wheelchair accessibility. Details 
on our website: birminghamaudubon.org/event/2019-10-19

Habitat Restoration Day at the Audubon-Datnow Forest Preserve at W. E. Putnam Middle School,  9 a.m. to 2 p.m. 
Here’s a second opportunity to help Birmingham Audubon and Jones Valley Teaching Farm as we team up to remove 
invasive species from the nature trail at Putnam and plant native species (1757 Montclair Rd.). All are welcome! 
Details on our website at: birminghamaudubon.org/event/2019-10-12

Swift Night Out #2: Birmingham, 6 p.m. to 9 p.m. Don’t miss this chance to see migrating Chimney Swifts downtown. 
Plus we’ll have a fun after-party with live music in the courtyard of the Pizitz Food Hall! Meetup is 5:45 to 6 p.m. 
at a large chimney TBD in Birmingham by our Alabama SwiftWatch volunteers. Together we’ll wait for their nightly 
“swiftnado” just before sunset. *Wheelchair accessible. Details: birminghamaudubon.org/event/2019-10-04

19 October
Saturday

04 October 
Friday

Announcing the Audubon-Datnow Forest Preserve
Our habitat restoration at Putnam Middle School gets some improvements
We’re thrilled to unveil our site plans for the Audubon-Datnow Forest Preserve 
at Putnam Middle School. Working with our partners and habitat volunteers, 
we’ll continue to remove invasive species and install native plants as part of  our 
ongoing work at this Birmingham City School. Special thanks to Claire Datnow for 
establishing the trail and outdoor classroom! Learn more and support our efforts at 
birminghamaudubon.org/putnam.

CONSERVATION



NOVEMBER CALENDAR

Birding trip: Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge. Come see this haven for winter waterfowl species, a priority spot for 
many southern birders’ bucket lists. Trip leaders are Greg Harber, Matt Hunter, and Dwight Cooley. Meetup is at 7 
a.m. at the Fultondale Chik-Fil-A (215 Howell St.)—full directions and details on our website: 
birminghamaudubon.org/event/2019-11-16 

16 November 
Saturday

New: Gosse Nature Walk #25: High Ore Line Trail, noon to 2 p.m. Special guest Carolyn Buck, Freshwater Land 
Trust’s Red Rock Trail System Director, is teaming up with us again to debut this new trail, which now connects to Red 
Mountain Park. Meetup is at noon at JCDH Western Health Center (631 Bessemer Super Hwy., Midfield).  Details: 
birminghamaudubon.org/event/2019-11-08

08 November 
Friday

02 November 
Saturday

Birding trip: James D. Martin Wildlife Park. Join us as we explore the backwater of the Coosa River near Gadsden, 
with superb views of the birdlife of this rich and varied ecosystem. Greg Harber and Anne Miller lead this half-day trip. 
Meetup is at 7 a.m. at the Eastwood Chick-fil-A (1648 Montclair Rd., Irondale). *Wheelchair accessible. Details on our 
website: birminghamaudubon.org/event/2019-11-02

Fall Audubon Talk: John Northrop, group leader of CCL-Birmingham, the local chapter of Citizens’ Climate Lobby—
an international, volunteer, non-partisan organization building political will for climate action. Reception starts at 6 
p.m., talk runs from 6:30–7:30 p.m. Details: birminghamaudubon.org/event/2019-11-07

07 November 
Thursday

Hale Co. Black Belt Birding Tour Highlights   20 July 2019
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“This is what conservation looks like.” - Dr. J. Drew Lanham
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MEMBERSHIP

Join us welcoming our new and returning local members:
Birds of a feather

LAURA ANDERSON
JOHNNY AUTERY
JARROD BAINS
ANITA BAKER
CATHY BARRINGTON
LANCE BELLENGER
RICHARD BRONSON
CINDY BRUSHABER
PETER BRUSHABER
MARY BURKE
JOHN CHICHESTER
MICHELLE CURTIS
MEEGAN DALE
LANCE DAY
KATHERINE DIGGS
CAROLINE EGEA
WAVERLEY EUBANKS
CINDY GARNER

ALAN GARNER
LARITA GILES
HOLLY GOODBODY
DAVID GRAY
LISA GREENE
LINDA GUNNOE
AMY HELSER
JIM AND OLIVIA HOWARD
CLINT JONES
RICK JONES
JEAN MADDEN
DIANA MARBURY-SHARP
CHRIS MCCAULEY
ROBERT MELCZAREK
ANTHONY MEYER
KELLY MURPHY
CAROL PETERSON

MARY POWERS
NOREAN PRITTS
JAMES RAYNES
IRIS RINKE-HAMMER
BOB RITCHEY
TAMMY ROBBINS
MARTIN SCHULMAN
JULIA SHIELDS
NANCY SIMMER
ANDY TARPLEY
A. CATHERINE TAYLOR
CATHERINE THOMAS
MICHAEL THOMPSON
EMILY TOMPKINS
CAROLINE WELLESLEY
FRANK WILLIAMS
HANNAH WRIGHT

SCIENCE NEWS

Walter F. Coxe research grants push conservation efforts forward
Birmingham Audubon supported research

Dr. Stephanie Burgess, a recent graduate 
from the University of  Mississippi’s 
Department of  Biology and a 2017 
recipient of  the Walter F. Coxe Research 
Grant, has recently reported new 
findings from her study on the effects 
of  landscape on the dispersal of  the 
Mississippi slimy salamander, Plethodon 
mississippi. Dr. Burgess’ work was 
conducted in Holly Springs National 
Forest in Mississippi, and in Bankhead 
National Forest in Alabama. Dr. 
Burgess used a method called landscape 
genetics, where researchers compare 
how genetically similar individuals are to 
the type of  landscape in between them 
to determine how landscape features 
such as agricultural areas, pine forests, 
hardwood forests, roads and buildings, 
and wetlands influence how salamanders 
disperse. Using this method, if  
researchers find consistent evidence 
that individuals separated by a particular 
landscape type—hardwood forests, 
for example—are genetically similar, 
they can deduce that the landscape is 
relatively easy to disperse through. In the 
same vein, if  individuals are genetically 

dissimilar, they can deduce that the 
landscape between them is difficult to 
disperse through. 
 
Dr. Burgess found that although Holly 
Springs and Bankhead National Forests 
both contain the same types of  habitat, 
this habitat is configured differently 
across the landscape, leading to different 
salamander dispersal patterns. In Holly 
Springs National Forest, wetland areas 
are not well connected. This lack of  
connectivity appears to lead salamanders 
to disperse shorter distances so they 
do not exit the wetlands. However, in 
Bankhead National Forest, wetlands 
are well connected, and this increased 
connectivity appears to increase 
salamander dispersal. 

These findings highlight the need to 
consider not just habitat type, but 
also habitat configuration in 
conservation plans. They also provide 
valuable insight into the relationship 
between Mississippi slimy salamanders 
and their environment. 
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Birmingham Audubon’s Walter F. Coxe 
Research Grants provide up to $2,500 to 
support scientific research directly applicable 
to the exploration and conservation of  
Alabama’s plant and animal life. The 
annual deadline is December 15th. 
For more details on how to apply, visit 
birminghamaudubon.org/waltercoxe.

PHOTOS BY STEPHANIE BURGESS
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“I saw their pale feathered forms flying through the glow of a waxing bay moon. I could feel 
their wild hearts’ murmurings; I longed as they did for other places far away but close to heart. 
I took flight in that swan dream. I took flight and sailed with kindred spirits over salt marsh and 
fallow field.”

—Dr. J. Drew Lanham
An excerpt from “A Dream of Swans”

MISSION

To promote conservation and a greater 
knowledge of birds, their habitats, and the 
natural world. 

CONTACT INFO

Birmingham Office
3720 Fourth Avenue South, 2nd Floor
Birmingham, Alabama 35222
Phone: (205) 719-3678

Mobile Office
118 North Royal Street, Suite 505
Mobile, Alabama 36602
Phone: (251) 410-8600

http://birminghamaudubon.org
info@birminghamaudubon.org

Follow us on social media
Facebook: @BirminghamAudubon
Twitter: @BhamAudubon
Instagram: @BhamAudubon

PEOPLE

Birmingham Audubon publishes Flicker Flashes four times a year. 
Editor: Sarah Randolph
Contact: sarahrandolph@birminghamaudubon.org

Flicker Flashes

While Birmingham Audubon is a chapter of the National Audubon Society, we are also 
an independent 501(c)(3) organization that relies on your support to carry out our 
outreach and conservation work. By giving directly to Birmingham Audubon, you ensure 
that every dollar stays in Alabama for the benefit of our state’s birds and bird lovers. 


