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Twenty years ago, Betsy Lowe had an idea that made a lot of 
people pretty skeptical.

Let’s put a world-class science education center in the middle 
of the Adirondacks, she said. People will come from across 
the park—no, across the state—no, across the world—to learn 
about this one-of-a-kind place that balances the human 
experience with natural protection.

Now, we’re doing exactly what Betsy imagined. But we’re doing 
it in ways she never could have envisioned.

After 20 years, a lot of organizations get rigid and set in their 
ways. One of the things that continually amazes me about The 
Wild Center is how nimble it still remains—we are always open 
to a good idea. We’re even more open to a crazy one. After all, 
crazy ideas are how we got our start.

Those out-there ideas are at the root of everything we’ve 
become, and everything we’ll be. A symphony in the forest? A 
treetop walkway? Where else will you find those but The Wild 
Center?

And at the same time that we’ve sought new ways to teach 
about science, we’ve also become ever more committed 
to our charge to have a positive influence on society. Our 
Youth Climate Program has achieved world-wide reach to 
inspire young people about the powers they have to change 
the world for the better. And just this year, we launched our 
Ways of Knowing partnership with the Six Nations Indian 
Museum, the Akwesasne Cultural Center and the Native North 
American Travelling College. This project, years in the making, 
is as ambitious as anything we’ve ever done—to awaken 
our non-Native visitors to a millennia-old perspective on our 
relationship to the natural world.

Thanks to Betsy, people are a lot less skeptical now when we 
pursue a crazy idea. We’re grateful for the confidence people 
have built in us over the past 20 years. It makes us even more 
excited to imagine what’s in store over the next 20. 

Stephanie Ratcliffe
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Of all the routine parts of the day at The Wild Center, perhaps 
nothing crystallizes exactly why we do what we do as when students 
stream into our lobby, eyes wide, hardly knowing which way to turn 
first. The otters? The fish? Naturalists’ Cabinet? Wild Walk? 

Their excitement to learn is exactly what Betsy Lowe dreamed of 
inspiring when she first thought of this museum. Education is the 
essence of our mission: Here, children and adults alike can learn 
more about the Adirondacks and the world around us, and what we 
can each do to be good stewards of the planet, wherever we live.

To honor that, and her, we’ve established the Betsy Lowe Fund for 
Adirondack Education. This fund will support visits by students from 
L.P. Quinn Elementary School in Tupper Lake and other schools 
across the Adirondacks. Your gift will help defray the costs of our 
school education programs and keep visits affordable for thousands 
of children a year—last year alone, we hosted more than 5,500 
students.

“Nothing we do is more important than awakening children to just 
how special the Adirondacks are, and how important it is that we 
strive every single day to protect our environment,” said Nancy 
Simpkins, president of The Wild Center. “We’re thrilled to honor 
Betsy Lowe’s vision in this way.”

hElp us REach EvERy child in ThE adiRondacks. givE Today.

You can make a gift with cash, check, credit card or securities. 
Donors may call, write or contact the Development Office online to 
contribute. If you send a contribution, please specify your gift is for 
“The Betsy Lowe Fund for Adirondack Education.” 

ThE powER  
of an idEa



why ThE  
wild cEnTER 
maTTERs
by philip g. TERRiE
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We asked Philip G. Terrie, a renowned 
scholar of the Adirondacks, to mark the 20th 
anniversary of Betsy Lowe’s idea to establish 
a natural history museum by contributing his 
thoughts on the significance of The Wild Center. 
He replied with this essay. 

 
In a 2006 book, Last Child in the Woods: Saving 
our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder, 
Richard Louv paints a dreary picture of a critical 
corner of modern American life (and probably of 
life far beyond our shores). Too many children 
today don’t know where milk comes from, let 
alone what photosynthesis is. These kids are 
unfamiliar with the spiritual uplift, the jolt of 
transcendence, that a sunrise, a mountain vista 
or even a glimpse of a robin on the lawn can 
provide. They see the sunrises, the mountains 
and the robins, of course, but through no fault 
of their own, their lives have been constructed 
in such a way that a true appreciation of these 
natural wonders is elusive.  

Louv runs through a familiar litany of 
explanations for the growing disconnect 
between our children and the natural world: 
over-structured play, with organized leagues for 
everything but little time for kids to poke about 
in the woods on their own; the creepy seduction 
of high-tech toys like smartphones, television 
and video games; a shameful paucity of green 
spaces in urban areas, especially in poor 
neighborhoods; and the absence of hands-on 
experience with nature in the science curricula 
of many, if not most, of our schools. If kids don’t 
get acquainted with the joys of real science by 
the time they leave middle school, they probably 
never will. 

The result is human lives that 
may be technologically hip but 
are spiritually impoverished 
and scientifically barren.
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As Adirondack Murray reminded 
us nearly a century and a half 
ago, the wilderness is good 
for you. It’s good for the mind, 
burdened by the stresses and 
anxieties of modernity, and it’s 
good for the body, neglected 
in the chair-bound and screen-
fixated regimen of contemporary 
life. A walk along the river will 
not cure all your ills, but you’ll 
be better off afterwards than 
you were before. Knowing 
something about the migratory 
and foraging habits of a black-
throated blue warbler won’t 
make you an ornithologist, but 
it can make your daily life richer 
and more meaningful and make 
you a better citizen in a world in 
desperate need of widespread 
understanding of how sound 
science works. 

For not only do our children 
need the spiritual sustenance 
that nature provides, they 
need to know that nature is a 
complex, interconnected system 
and that its intricacies will 
eventually reveal themselves 
to the patient and sensitive 
mind. Our tattered planet is 
in trouble. The catastrophic 
decline of biodiversity; the 
fouling of air, water, and soil; 
and looming above everything 
else the apocalyptic threat of 
global climate change—for these 
and so many more reasons, our 
only planetary home needs our 
help. And we can’t help it if we 
don’t understand the problems. 
Scientific illiteracy is one of the 
great crises facing our species 
today. People who can’t grasp the 
complexities of the atmosphere 
can be led to believe that there 
is no such thing as climate 
change, that it’s a hoax. If there 

is anything that we can do to 
prepare our children and our 
grandchildren for a perilous 
future, it is to encourage them 
to understand how this once-
magnificent planet and all its 
complicated, interconnected 
systems work.  

The Adirondack institutional 
response to what Louv calls 
“nature deficit disorder” is The 
Wild Center. It does what every 
science teacher in the world 
is trying to do: make nature 
interesting and make nature 
fun. If hope remains for our 
continuing habitation of this 
threatened earth, it is in the 
efforts of The Wild Center and 
all the other science educators 
in thousands of schools and 
science centers who are doing 
their best to address the 
alienation of our children from 
the intricacies and glories of 
nature. 

Last year more than 5,500 
students came to The Wild 
Center. When you contemplate 
the environmental threats to 
our health and sanity, when 
you ponder what’s wrong with a 
culture that denies demonstrable 
facts in the name of profit, think 
about all those yellow school 
buses pulling in to the parking 
lot at The Wild Center. Think 
about the Ways of Knowing, 
a new program to introduce 
children (and their parents) to 
how Indigenous knowledge and 
ways of understanding take us to 
a better appreciation of how the 
natural world nurtures our bodies 
and souls. Think about the 
Wild Walk, where children (and 
their parents) go up to the top 
of the forest canopy and reach 
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for that elusive combination of 
education and joy. Think about 
the Youth Climate Initiative, with 
its international perspectives—an 
inspiration for youth summits 
held around the world. Think 
about Visual Thinking Strategies, 
a curriculum developed to help 
children and their perceptions of 
nature. Most of all, think of how 
The Wild Center has imaginatively 
fashioned the 6-million-acre 
Adirondack Park as its own 
endlessly fascinating laboratory 
and classroom.  

Twenty years ago a flame was lit 
in the energetic mind of Betsy 
Lowe. Lots of people have good 
ideas. It takes a special sort of 
individual to devote mind, body 
and energy to turning good 
ideas into reality. In a very short 
time, Betsy marshaled legions 
of people, raised incredible 
amounts of money and stirred 
us all. The Wild Center in such 
a short time has become such 
a landmark on the Adirondack 

cultural and educational scene 
that imagining its absence is 
impossible. The almost-daily 
caravans of yellow buses turning 
off Hosley Avenue onto Museum 
Drive are a constant reminder of 
The Wild Center’s mission and its 
accomplishments. And they are 
substantive evidence of what a 
dedicated woman can do.  

 
About the author: Phil Terrie has 
been researching and writing 
about the Adirondacks for nearly 
50 years. A former assistant 
curator at the Adirondack 
Museum, he is professor 
emeritus of American Culture and 
Environmental Studies at Bowling 
Green State University. He has 
also taught at SUNY-Plattsburgh, 
SUNY-Potsdam and Hamilton 
College. He is a Forty-Sixer and 
sits on the Board of Directors of 
Protect the Adirondacks. He lives 
in Ithaca and Long Lake.
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Betsy Lowe this summer at her camp, where she first imagined The Wild 
Center 20 years earlier.
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Even devices that are plugged in draw juice, as these students attending the  
10Th adiRondack youTh climaTE summiT discovered. Jen kretser, The wild 
center’s director of programs, says one of the event’s greatest legacies is empowering 
youth to take action to make a difference. “when you hear about climate change on the 
news it doesn’t feel great,” she says. “That feeling slips away at our climate summits—
we’re focused on solutions, and the future, and where climate change intersects with 
issues like equity, poverty, hunger and immigration.”



in august, The wild center organized its first member bus trip and brought more 
than 50 members and guests to the akwEsasnE inTERnaTional powwow.
This two-day event, held on akwesasne Territory on cornwall island, ontario, 
celebrates the culture of first nations in the u.s. and canada, featuring the 
talents of drummers, dancers and artists.
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There’s no need to be up a creek without a paddle—not when long lakE paddlE 
makER calEb davis is at The wild center. in a pair of daylong classes last summer, 
davis showed students how to make a traditional paddle using hand tools.  he’ll be 
back in summer 2019.
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ouR hands-on aRT sTaTion has long been a highlight for families visiting The 
wild center—and it’s open again, after it took a brief time off to make way for a 
traveling exhibit this summer. here, lakotahitakeh hall of akwesasne works on a 
drawing. (you can see her work on display at the we are all Related exhibit.)
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When the curators of The Wild Center’s new art exhibit, We Are All 
Related, approached Danielle Oakes to share her driftwood sculptures, 
she demurred.

“I had it in my house,” she says of the elaborate work, which consists 
entirely of branches, bark and other materials she’s found in nature. 
“I’m not one to brag.”

But Oakes, whose Native name is Ka:hén to:retha, gave it a little 
thought, and had a change of heart. “Everybody here on Earth is here to 
be a teacher,” she says. So she decided to share her talent.

That’s how Oakes wound up participating in her first show, joining more 
than 30 artists from Akwesasne who are displaying paintings, pottery, 
beadwork, basketry and traditional clothing, now on view at The Wild 
Center. Curated by David Kanietakeron Fadden, Jaclyn Hall, Sue Ellen 
Herne and Victoria Ransom, the exhibit explores the relationship of 
Akwesasne Mohawk artists to their immediate families, their community 
and the natural world.

Fadden, whose family operates the Six Nations Indian Museum in 
Onchiota, says Indigenous cultures very much consider the natural world 
a part of their family. “You don’t just think of humans. You think of the 
Earth. We call it Mother Earth,” he says. “That’s a relative, too. Without 
Mother, you don’t exist.”

The centerpiece of the show, perhaps, is Fadden’s stunning depiction 
of an oft-ignored period of U.S. and Canadian history in which Native 
children were sent to boarding schools and forced to cut their hair, wear 
Western garb and speak English. The work’s title, Kill the Indian, Save 
the Man…Fail, refers to a policy that tried to extinguish a culture. 

The era left a lasting trauma, but it didn’t work—which is why the grim-
faced, gray children on the left of the image gradually gain rainbow hues. 
“We can show our culture now,” Fadden says. “We don’t have to hide it 
in the basement.”

This summer, as he led a group of Akwesasne children through his 
museum, he says something remarkable happened: “For the first time, I 
think in my life, I heard two young children—6, 7 years old—conversing in 
Mohawk. For my whole life, I’d heard only elders conversing in Mohawk.”

This exhibit was organized in cooperation with the Six Nations Indian 
Museum, the Akwesasne Cultural Center, the Native North American 
Travelling College and SUNY-ESF’s Center for Native People and the 
Environment. This project was supported, in part, by The Workforce 
Development Institute, a statewide non-profit that works to grow and 
keep good jobs in New York State.

cREaTivE           
       connEcTions



For kids growing up in the 
Adirondacks, The Wild Center has 
become a go-to destination for 
hands-on learning.

Our new Teen Museum Educators 
program is giving a group of them 
the chance to do some hands-on 
teaching.

Seven high schoolers got the 
opportunity to work one-on-
one with Wild Center staff 
this summer and share their 
knowledge of the Adirondacks 
and nature with museum 
guests. Leanne Favreau, the 
staff naturalist who oversaw the 
program, says it was proposed 
by an anonymous donor who 
wanted area students to have 
more experiences with STEM 
(science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics). These high-
demand fields are expected to 
grow rapidly in coming years.
The students, all between the 
ages of 14-18, led programs 

both indoors and out. At Planet 
Adirondack, for example, they 
led talks about animal migration, 
ocean currents, light pollution 
and other topics, sometimes 
working one-on-one with guests 
and other times in groups of up 
to 40. Elsewhere, they collected 
water samples from Green Leaf 
Pond with guests and examined 
them under microscopes, and led 
hands-on activities on Wild Walk 
and indoors. 

“We’re trying to empower youth 
to create their own unique path 
going forward,” Favreau says.

To Favreau, the Teen Educator 
program paid immediate 
dividends for guests: Adults who 
interacted with them were treated 
to a different perspective than 
they get from our more typical 
volunteers; and our younger 
visitors could view the teens as 
young, passionate role models.  

14
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NATIVE 
INTERNS
Maie Thomas, a junior at 
SUNY Potsdam, was excited 
by The Wild Center’s effort to 
explain science from a different 
perspective with the Ways of 
Knowing project. After being one 
of the first to enter the Center’s 
Native internship program, she 
was wary about the role she’d 
play: “Instead of being an exhibit 
guide, I’d become part of the 
exhibit,” as she put it.

That apprehension didn’t last 
long. Thomas had a chance 
to work with several Native 
institutions that participate 
in the partnership. And by 
interacting one-on-one with the 
public, she had a unique chance 
to present a non-Eurocentric 
view to visitors. “I really liked the 
idea of being able to decolonize 
an institution,” she says.

Thomas was joined by Jackie 
Hall, Marla Jacobs and Tusha 
Yakovleva in forming the first 
class of Native interns. They 
helped Wild Center visitors not 
only learn about the Indigenous 
relationship of humans to the 
world around them, but also 
open people’s eyes to a world 
that also includes a thriving 
Native presence.

“I knew we had a culture, but 
not everybody knows it,” says 
Hall, who also helped curate the 
new exhibit of Akwesasne art, 
We Are All Related (see story, 
p.13). “They’re becoming aware 
that we’re here. We’re still here. 
And we’re not in teepees and 
wearing headdresses. It’s slowly 
changing, and I can see the 
progress already.”

So what did the teens gain 
from the experience?

“I’m not as horribly shy as I 
thought I was,” says Leena 
Keal, from Saranac Lake.

“I learned I could be a lot 
more independent than I 
think,” says Delilah Kramer.

“Adults don’t engage 
as much,” says Maggie 
Carpenter. “But kids light up.”

In 2019 we plan to again 
welcome teen volunteers, 
and depending on funding, a 
group of Teen Educators. Call 
the Development Office if you 
are interested in supporting 
this program.
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First, a bit of myth-busting: 
porcupines don’t shoot 
their quills when they feel 
threatened.

They will, however, make 
those quills stand on end, 
perhaps even swiping at you 
with their tails. So, leave 
them some space—or better 
yet, come to The Wild Center, 
where you can visit our 
resident porcupines, Stickley 
and Spike. 

Stickley, seen here, is 11. 
She came to Tupper Lake 
as a porcupette (that’s what 
you call a baby porcupine) 
after she was attacked by a 
dog and her mother couldn’t 
be found. (We’re pretty sure 
Stickley is a she. Porcupines 

don’t have external genitalia, 
and her vet hasn’t found 
evidence that she’s a male.)

Most of The Wild Center’s 
menagerie arrived 
through animal rescues or 
rehabilitation assignments. 
Leah Valerio, The Wild 
Center’s curator, says staff 
struggled with whether to 
release Stickley, but decided 
to keep her because she 
faces a variety of human 
threats in the wild. People 
often take aim at porcupines 
because they eat the bark 
off valuable timber trees, 
and are considered a 
nuisance by some. Not to us, 
though. “She’s been a great 
ambassador,” says Valerio.

cREaTuRE fEaTuRE

namE: stickley 

spEciEs: north american 
porcupine (Erethizon dorsatum)

diET: seeds, berries, leaves, 
twigs, bark and other plant 
material.

habiTaT: northeastern & western 
u.s., most of canada, and 
northern mexico

siZE: 25 lbs.

whERE ThERE’s a Quill: Every 
porcupine has about 30,000 
hollow quills. Each one is covered 
with barb-like scales facing one 
direction. so while they pierce 
skin quite easily, they are a lot 
harder to remove.
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visitor max lau (@max_lau_photo) of new york city shared this peak-foliage 
shot of the eagle’s nest on wild walk, taken just before it closed for the season. 
make plans to migrate back to wild walk in may, when it reopens again. four 
free passes and a gift from the wild supply co. heading max’ way!  

what did you see during your trip to The wild center? Tag your pix #wildcenter 
and post on social media—we’re all eyes. 

bEsT nEsT



YOU’RE 
THE KEY  
When people come to The Wild 
Center, they not only leave with 
a new understanding of the 
relationship between people and 
nature. They also leave with a 
sense of hope, in seeing steps 
they can take to have a positive 
impact on the world.

We need your support more 
than ever to achieve outcomes 
like that. It’s expensive to 
house and feed a menagerie 
that includes otters, owls, 
porcupines, hawks, turtles 
and trout. Our broad range of 
science-education programming 
requires resources, as well as 
dedicated staff. And annual 
maintenance on this wonderful 
facility and grounds adds up 
quickly. 
 
plEasE usE ThE EnclosEd 
EnvElopE To hElp ThE wild 
cEnTER conTinuE To shinE.
• $50 covers a week’s worth of 
art supplies in the Art Studio.
• $125 serves a year’s worth of 
meals to our frugal snakes.
• $200 will keep our birds of 
prey—hawks, owls and kestrels—
well-fed for 3 weeks.
• $350 will provide a month’s 
worth of fish and treats for the 
otters.
• $1,500 gives a week of 
warmth with locally produced 
wood pellets.

For more information on 
investing in the work of The Wild 
Center, or to turn your passion 
for the Adirondacks into a legacy 
gift, please contact Tim Holmes 
at tholmes@wildcenter.org or 
518.359.7800 x1107.
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TRy iT!

• Jell-O or equivalent

• 2 or more plastic containers  
    of the same size

• Thermometer

• Cotton T-shirt, wool mitten or  
    scarf, down vest or jacket,    
    leaves

1. Make a batch of gelatin using 
the directions on the package 
and separate equal amounts 
into the containers.

2. Let the gelatin set at 
room temperature. Take the 

temperature of your “animal” 
before you take it outdoors.

3. On a cold day, go outside 
and find sheltered spots for the 
gelatin. Will you place it in the 
hollow of a tree? Beneath a pile 
of leaves? Buried in the snow?

4. Wrap or cover your containers 
with insulators, and leave them 
for 30 minutes.

5. When you come back, take 
the temperature of the gelatin. 
Which “animal” lost the most 
heat? Did any freeze?

Winter has arrived in the North Country—and, with it, bone-chilling 
temperatures. If you’ve ever wondered how creatures manage to make 
it through our rough winters without freezing, this How-To sheds some 
light.
Some animals migrate to warmer places, but plenty of others, like 
bears, squirrels and chipmunks, tough out the season. To combat 
the cold, they must seek sheltered spots in which they can stay warm 
as possible. Because if their body temperature drops too much, they 
won’t survive. 
Here, we’ll use containers of gelatin instead of animals, and different 
insulating materials to see how well each does in warding off the chill.

materials/directions:
 

 

 
Many of the materials we use for insulation mimic the materials  
that animals use to stay warm. 
Down jackets = snowy owls or geese—the feathers retain warmth.
Warm blankets = mice or voles—burrowing under leaves.
Wool = river otters—dense hair insulates and repels water.
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Printed on paper proudly produced at International Paper’s Ticonderoga mill 
using fiber from sustainably managed Adirondack forests. 
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The Otter is published by  
The Wild Center 
45 Museum Drive  
Tupper Lake, NY USA 12986 
wildcenter.org   
1.518.359.7800 

Nancy K. Simpkins 
President 
Stephanie Ratcliffe 
Executive Director 

The Wild Center is a not-for-
profit 501(c)(3) organization 
chartered as an educational 
institution by the New York 
State Board of Regents.

2019 winter Events and programs

carl heilman photo workshops
Sunday, February 10: Winter Landscapes and Ice Castle Photography. $
Saturday, May 4: Photo Composition: Refining Your Vision. $
Saturday, May 18: Spring Landscapes and Full Moon Photography. $

fEEd back – The food Justice summit
Thursday, February 28, 8 a.m.-6 p.m.
This event will explore ways to create a more equitable food system in 
this region. Sponsored by the North Country Food Justice Working Group, 
comprised of non-profits, businesses, community members, government 
agencies and more. Info: craigardan.org/events/foodsummit2019.

building a greener adirondacks
Thursday, March 21, 8:30 a.m.-4:30 p.m.
Contractors and vendors gather at this expo to discuss the latest green-
building techniques. $

Teacher climate institute
Friday, March 22, 8 a.m.-3 p.m.
Teachers will learn how to create interdisciplinary climate-change lessons 
while drawing on The Wild Center’s extensive resources. Offered in 
partnership with FEH BOCES. 

maple weekends
Saturday-Sunday, March 23-24;  
Saturday-Sunday, March 30-31, 10 a.m.-4 p.m.
Tour our sugar shack, taste fresh maple syrup, learn about our Community 
Maple Project and more during NYS’ annual Maple Weekends. Free for 
members or with paid admission.

pancake breakfasts
Saturday, March 23 & 30, 8:30-10:30 a.m.
Enjoy pancakes, local sausage and sweet, sweet syrup from our Community 
Maple Project. RSVP. $
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see all the details at wildcenter.org/events

sensory-friendly day
Saturday, April/May TBA, 10 a.m.-5 p.m.
We’ll turn down sounds, limit attendance and offer a range of tactile activities 
during this day meant for guests who prefer a quieter, less-stimulating 
environment. RSVP. $ (free for members)

otter birthday
Friday, May 3-Sunday, May 5, 10 a.m.-5 p.m.
Louie, Scarlett and Squirt are having a party, and you’re invited! Face painting, 
hands-on art, games and, of course, cake. Free for members or with paid 
admission.

beyond the peaks student film festival
Friday, May 10, 5-8 p.m.
Adirondack middle and high school students will create and screen films 
in genres including animation, drama, horror/science fiction and others. 
Sponsored by AdkAction in partnership with the Tupper Lake Film Class at 
Tupper Lake Central School District. For more info: AdkAction.org/filmfest. 
RSVP. 

forest bathing – immerse your senses in nature
Saturday, May 11, 9-11:30 a.m.
A wellness activity to open yourself to the sights, sounds, smells and textures  
of an Adirondack forest. Led by certified guide Suzanne Weirich. $
 

wEEkly EvEnTs
family winter weekends
Fridays-Sundays, January 4-March 31
Join us every weekend for fun winter programs, inside and out. Free for 
members or with paid admission.
 
behind-the-scenes Tours
Fridays-Sundays, January 4-March 31 and May 3-26, 3-4 p.m.
Get an up-close look at our green energy system, animal care areas and more 
on this guided tour. $

community maple sugaring
Fridays-Sundays, March 1-31
Locals bring their sap to the Center, where it gets boiled into delicious maple 
syrup. Have a taste and learn more about our sweet community collaboration. 
Free for members or with paid admission.

fees apply where noted: $ 
many events have limiTEd spacE - please register early. 
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