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SOUTH SALEM

ON a wooded hillside here, the sound of howling wolves breaks up 

the quiet in an area that feels secluded despite its proximity to 

homes and a major road.

The leader, or alpha, of one of the packs, Apache — an Arctic gray 

wolf with a heavy white coat and golden eyes — starts the baying, 

and other wolves in both his and neighboring packs join in. 

The howl is remarkable because it has been more than a century 

since wolves roamed the Northeast, victims of a nationwide 

eradication that led to their near extinction by the 1970s. The last 
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PACK MENTALITY Spencer Wilhelm with 

some of the Wolf Conservation Center’s 

“ambassadors.” 
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wild wolf confirmed in New York was found in 1893 — and that 

wolf was dead.

“Wolves really are political and emotional hot potatoes,” said 

Maggie Howell, managing director of the Wolf Conservation 

Center, where Apache, one of its four wolves used for educational 

programs, lives, as do critically endangered Mexican gray and red wolves.

“Wolves are a symbol of our wildlife like lions are in Africa,” Ms. Howell said. 

The Wolf Conservation Center, started as an educational center in 1999 with four wolves born in 

captivity, has transformed its mission. In the last few years it has emerged as one of the few centers in 

the country dedicated exclusively to wolf conservation and education.

Since 2002, the center has participated in national species survival and recovery plans for Mexican 

gray and red wolves, which are among the rarest mammals in North America. The long-term goal is 

that at least some of the wolves born and housed on the center’s property will return to the wild. The 

25 Mexican gray wolves now there, Ms. Howell said, amount to one-sixteenth of the total Mexican 

gray wolf population.

Deborah Heineman, the center’s executive director, said that only 400 Mexican gray wolves live 

worldwide, and only 7 existed before the endangered species protections of the 1970s. 

Having started with three wolves in 2002, the center has been particularly successful with Mexican 

gray wolves. The most recent additions include seven pups born on Earth Day in April.

Similar efforts to expand the number of red wolves have not reaped the same rewards. The center’s 

two red wolves — only about 300 exist nationwide — have not reproduced, center officials said.

Wolves at the center live in packs, much as they would in the wild, in enclosures that are between one 

and three acres. Human contact is kept to a minimum, and the wolves are fed carcasses — coming 

from road kill, butchers and hunters — to keep their experience as close to the wild as possible.

The endangered wolves are off-limits to the public, as wolves fear people. Conservationists want to 

keep it that way for animals that could be returned to the wild, Ms. Howell said.
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Apache and his three counterparts, deemed “ambassador wolves” by the center, however, are there to 

teach people about wolves and conservation, she said — that wild wolves are not dangerous to people, 

are not pets and have an important role in the larger ecosystem. 

One of the wolves, Atka, has visited schools, traveled to Washington and Vermont and recently 

helped promote a book about wolves at the Borders bookstore in Mount Kisco.

The center’s efforts reflect a nationwide recovery project for wolves, whose numbers in the lower 48 

states plunged from their pre-Colonial height of about 250,000 to 1,000 or fewer by the 1970s, Ms. 

Howell said.

Long the bane of ranchers and a target of hunters, Rocky Mountain gray wolves were recently 

reintroduced into Yellowstone National Park. They helped control elk populations, which in turn 

rejuvenated trees and other wildlife, including river otters, moose and birds, Ms. Howell said. 

Officials of the center said they would like some of their wolves to be part of that experience.

“What we really want to see is some of our wolves out there trying to bring back the ecosystem to 

where it should be,” Ms. Howell said. 
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