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to work well with people, and 
how selecting solely for being 
“good with people” may have 
given rise to all of the other 
ways that dogs differ from their 
wolf ancestors. But for now, 
keep the concepts of “good 
with people” and “good social 
hunters” in focus as you read 
the rest of this chapter.

Physical characteristics 
and varieties of the wolf

Wolves range in weight 
from 70 to 120 pounds. Indi-
vidual animals living in desert 
environments tend toward 
the lower end of the range 
while those in areas with colder 
weather and a lot of snow tend 
toward the higher end of the 
range. They are approximately 
twenty-six to thirty-two inches 
tall at the shoulder and about 
five to six feet long from nose 
to tail tip-about the size of a big 
German Shepherd.

They are born with blue 
eyes, but as adults their eyes 
turn yellow, gold, or orange, 
or sometimes a pale yellow-
green. Their tails are straight 
and do not curl over the back 
as is seen in the Siberian Husky 
and Malamute. Wolves are gen-
erally agouti colored, with fur 
banded in black, tan, and white, 
but their fur can come in any 
shade from white to black. Fur 
color does not affect behavior or 
personality, and pups of all col-
ors can be born in the same lit-
ter. Although black wolves can 
have patches of white on their 
chest, muzzle, or feet, wolves 
do not come in “spotted” vari-
eties with large patches of white 
on their species.

Wolves have one breeding 
cycle per year, and neither sex 
is fertile outside of the breeding 
season. Exact dates can vary 
depending on geographical 
location, but generally mating 
occurs in late January or Feb-
ruary and the pups are born 
sixty-one to sixty three days 
later, in late April or early May 
(Seal et al., 1979). The average 
litter size is two to six. The pups 
emerge from the den around 
four to six weeks of age. They 
will reach ninety percent of 
their adult size by the end of 
their first year.

When we speak of “Wolves” 
in this book, we refer primar-
ily to “gray wolves,” Canis 
Lupus. “Wolves” do come in 
different “flavors,” or subspe-
cies, of course, just like dogs 
come in breeds. The current 
list of subspecies of the gray 
wolf varies as scientists learn 
more about the population ge-
netics of wolves. Today, there 
are generally considered to 
be five subspecies of wolves 
in North America: the Arctic 
wolf (Canis Lupus Arctos); the 
eastern, or eastern timber wolf 
(Cl. lycaon); the great plains, 
timber, or buffalo wolf (Cl. Nu-
bilus); the northwestern, Rocky 
Mountain, or McKenzie Valley 
wolf (Cl. occidentalis); and the 
Mexican gray wolf (Cl baileyi). 
Since the distinctions between 
subspecies seem to be a matter 
of personal preference on the 
part of individual researchers, 
and reclassifications take place 
every few years, there is not a 
need to be overly concerned 
with the variation between the 

subspecies.

Beyond the gray wolf, the 
wolf variations one is most 
likely to encounter in the Unit-
ed States are the Arctic wolf, 
the Mexican gray wolf, and the 
Red wolf (Canis rufus), which 
is not actually a subspecies of 
gray wolf, but another species 
of wolf altogether. Keeping 
things brief, the Arctic wolf is, 
of course, a wolf with white 
fur (and dark, pigmented skin, 
differentiating it from an al-
bino animal). The Mexican gray 
wolf looks like a gray wolf, but 
with longer fur. The red wolf 
looks much like a coyote, with 
shorter, redder fur than a gray 
wolf. The Arctic wolf is reason-
ably common in captivity and 
does not differ significantly 
from “standard” gray wolves 
other than through its striking 
coloration. 

The important thing for 
rescue professionals to know 
about the Mexican gray wolf 
and the red wolf is that they are 
both critically, unimaginably 
endangered, with only about 
one hundred individuals of 
each species living in the wild 
and a small, carefully managed 
population living in captivity.

Mexican gray wolves live 
wild only in a small portion of 
Arizona and New Mexico. Red 
wolves live wild only in two 
tiny refuge areas in northeast-
ern North Carolina according 
to the US Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice. For a private individual 
to have possession of one of 
these animals, or a hybrid of a 
dog and one of these animals, 


