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EAST HADDAM -- Walking in the Harlo N. Haagenson Preserve, Nancy MacKinnon and Gus Carlson marvel at not just the beauty of the 57 acres, but at what they see as its potential.

Carlson, a former architect, has the design of the preserve all worked out in his head. He points to the dirt road that leads into the land. Pave that, he says, and make some parking. An education center could be built near the entrance. There could be a nesting area for eagles.

But conservationists and nature lovers in East Haddam are going up against an unlikely opponent in their fight to protect the land - the Audubon Society. Since they discovered a few weeks ago that the Audubon Society had put the Haagensen preserve up for sale for about $775,000, conservationists have been scrambling to prevent its sale and any development of it.

Harlo Haagenson, a resident of East Haddam who died in 1995, donated the land to the Audubon Society in 1989. At the time, MacKinnon said, the local land trust was a fledgling organization and Haagenson wanted to give it to a more established group.

Haagenson, an engineer, lived in a stone house on the property that he filled with Rube Goldberg-type inventions that he designed. It was his wife, who died in the 1980s, who particularly loved the land.

"She was the birder, the avid conservationist," said MacKinnon, who works at her family's nursery. "He followed through with her wishes."

But she also thinks that Haagenson had come to appreciate the land as much as his wife did in his later years.

"When you're faced with your own mortality, you see the bigger picture," MacKinnon said. "There's something bigger than ourselves, and something more valuable than money."

The Audubon Society put the land on the market last August because, it says, it doesn't fit the society's criteria for a nature center or sanctuary. Residents learned the property was for sale only a few weeks ago. Since then, a number of local conservation groups have gotten involved in the fight.

Several residents in East Haddam say Haagenson had made it clear that he wanted the land to be kept open to the public in perpetuity and, ideally, be home to a nature education center.

All of which may be true, say officials at the Audubon Society - but all they have to go on is the legal agreement signed at the time of the land transition. And there's nothing in writing that outlines Haagenson's wishes for the land. It was an unrestricted land donation, and the society is constantly reviewing its properties and deciding which to keep and which to sell off.

That prompted East Haddam residents to put together a sort of oral history by interviewing friends and neighbors who knew Haagenson, and presumably his intent. Some of those residents have written letters to the Audubon Society

Neil Sheriden, a friend and neighbor of the Haagensons, wrote that nothing less than the Audubon Society's reputation is at stake in carrying out Haagenson's dream. He suspects Haagenson placed so much trust in the Audubon Society that he didn't feel a need to legally spell out his intentions.

"However, it is clear to me and many other friends and neighbors of the Haagensons that their intention was no sale, no development and certainly no additional housing on the property," he wrote in the letter. "It was to be nature preserve for all to enjoy."

MacKinnon knows such testimonies don't put the Audubon Society under any legal obligation. But she hopes that, as one group of conservationists to another, they can cause the Audubon Society to reconsider. Doing otherwise, she says, sets a dangerous precedent. If the Audubon Society, of all groups, can sell off land such as this, others may be discouraged from donating their properties to land organizations.

The situation put local conservationists in a tough spot. On one hand, they wanted to take a stand - but wondered how it would look if it seemed that conservationists couldn't work with each other.

Earlier this month, representatives from the Audubon Society met with about 30 East Haddam residents to come to an understanding. MacKinnon and Carlson offer differing views on the meeting.

"I think they understood that we're a little defensive and ...," MacKinnon started.

"They wouldn't give an inch," Carlson interjected. "Excuse me, Nancy, but I'm a little more of a hardliner. Basically, they always responded with `We'll work with you.' But when we asked if they could remove the land from the market until we work out a solution, they said no."

The Audubon Society did, however, promise to get back to them before selling the land to anyone.

Society officials say they're selling the property because it "cannot properly serve our environmental education mission."

"Because of its location, terrain, access issues and habitat potential, CAS' Land Acquisition Committee has determined that the Haagenson Preserve does not meet our criteria for a nature center or sanctuary," wrote Robert Martinez, president of the Audubon Society to the East Haddam residents.

But Carlson and MacKinnon think this notion is misguided. With some work, the site could become much more accessible to the public. The Salmon River and Chapman Pond are nearby and the area is rich in wildlife and geological oddities. It's hard to say what's exactly at the Haagenson site, since a thorough wildlife inventory hasn't been done in a long time. MacKinnon said she and others in town hope to fix that - and hope to have enough time to complete something so involved.

Officials with the Audubon Society say they appreciate the environmental value of the land. To that end, they've placed restrictions on who can buy it. They won't entertain offers from anyone planning a subdivision. Also, any transition of the land would come with a "a lock-tight conservation easement" which would include public access and preservation of all of the land's critical habitats, wetlands and terrain.

Heather Siano, spokeswoman for the Audubon Society, said the easement would guarantee public access to about 85 percent of the land.

As for the maintenance of the land, she said, the Audubon Society is willing to work with local and state conservation groups to figure out how the land should be taken care of.

MacKinnon said the sale requirements ease some worries, but still leave room for concern.

For one thing, anyone who buys the land would likely want to build a house at the top of the hill in the middle of the site. Just building a house would likely affect the ecosystem of the entire site.

And despite the Audubon Society's willingness to work out the issue of maintaining the land, the oversight of easements is always a tricky matter.

Meanwhile, MacKinnon says residents will continue to look for a solution. There's a public meeting on the matter tonight at 7:30 at the stone meeting house behind Ballek's Garden Center on Maple Avenue.

And while they work with the Audubon Society, MacKinnon said she and the other residents will appeal to private investors who share their vision of a nature education center. There's also the possibility that the state will help, she said.

"It is, realistically, a state treasure that should be maintained as a state treasure," she said. 
