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is almost beyond the scope of 
comprehension, making any 
“red wolf” or “Mexican wolf” 
hybrids encountered by a res-
cue professional highly, highly 
suspect.

Physical characteristics 
of the dog

Physical characteristics vary 
widely between dog breeds-
there are dogs with short legs, 
dogs with long legs, dogs with 
curly and straight tails, dogs 
with long muzzles and flat 
faces, dogs with eyes of all col-
ors, dogs with long coats and 
dogs with short coats, etc. Sci-
entists have made much of how 
“plastic,” or changeable, dog 
genetics is - after all, roughly 
the same genetic code is pro-
ducing animals as different as 
the Toy Poodle and the Afghan 
Hound. Dogs can look like any-
thing, from a teacup Yorkie to a 
German Shepherd — and note 
that “anything” does include 
the wolf. After all, the wolf is 
the original “template” for the 
dog. It’s logical then that some 
dogs would turn out still look-
ing like the original template, 
notably breeds like the Alaskan 
Malamute and Siberian Husky.

Compared to wolves-who, 
as mentioned before, do not 
show great variation in size and 
shape-dogs range in size from 
the Chihuahua to the New-
foundland. Head shape also 
varies tremendously, from the 
flat-faced Bulldog and Japanese 
Chin to dogs with prominent 
muzzles like the Borzoi and 
Bull Terrier. Some breeds look 
so different from each other 

that it is hard to imagine that 
they belong to the same species 
of animal. Under the heading 
“dog” come animals as varied 
as Pomeranians, Border Col-
lies, Greyhounds, Beagles, and 
Xoloitzcuintli (a hairless breed 
whose ancestry traces back 
to the Aztecs). The amount of 
individual variation is signifi-
cant between breeds-and even 
among individuals of only one 
breed-and is still highly notice-
able. For example, Labradors 
come in black, chocolate, and 
yellow colors. Poodles come 
in “toy,” “standard,” and “gi-
ant” sizes. German Shepherds 
come in various bloodlines 
which produce huge, lean, 
long-bodied individuals, all-
white individuals, long-haired 
individuals, or small, muscular, 
beefy individuals.

Usually, female dogs come 
into heat, or estrous, two times 
a  year, at any time of year. Male 
dogs are generally fertile all 
year round. Litter size depends 
on the size of the dog in ques-
tion, but generally tends to be 
larger than litters of wolves. 
Puppies can be born year round 
(although gestation is still ap-
proximately sixty-two days, 
like the wolf).
Behavioral characteristics 

of the wolf
“Koani’s a good wolf, but 

she’s a really bad dog.

- Pat Tucker, Wild Sentry

As a whole, wolves in the 
wild are under significant en-
vironmental pressure every 
day to be independent, intelli-

gent, ambitious animals whose 
primary goals are obtaining 
food, rising  in social rank, and 
defending territory which in-
cludes one’s food, one’s sleep-
ing space, and potential mates. 

These factors form the basis 
of wolf behavior. Wolves also 
have other goals, and some 
wolves are less focused on their 
goals than are others, but most 
are pretty intensely focused 
upon food, rank, and territory. 
In the wild, wolves who are per-
sistent enough to obtain these 
things survive, and are able to 
successfully reproduce, period.  
The wolves who don’t fight for 
their food, rank, and territory 
don’t get food, rank, or territory. 
Therefore, we don’t  see a lot of 
their offspring as a result.

Wolves need a pretty big 
brain, compared to dogs, in 
order to  accomplish all these 
goals in the wild. They need to 
be able to pick out the one elk 
with a suspicious limp, to avoid 
flying bison hooves and horns, 
and to not eat dangerous things 
like snakes or porcupines. They 
need to be able to keep a careful 
eye on other wolves and watch 
for the “opportune moment” to 
sneak in and snatch a potential 
mate, a bit of food, or a higher 
rank, and to be aware when 
other wolves are planning such 
a move on them. They need to  
be able to track prey in snow 
and on rocks and in sand, to 
avoid inclement weather, and 
to avoid humans. Wolves  pay 
a lot of attention to their en-
vironment and are constantly 
analyzing it for patterns and 
testing its  boundaries.


