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Howling permits long-distance communication, and is 
done singly, as a duet, or in a group.

(Courtesy Oliver Matla)

Two wolves tenderly greet one another with a muzzle 
hold, reaffirming their bond. Muzzle holds will also be 
used to discipline, in play, and as part of a rally before 
going out on a hunt, and is a common activity amongst 
wolves. (Courtesy Oliver Matla)
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Is my dog a wolf?

often lifted bodily off the ground, thrown, and even flung against trees in the 
chase. Their legs are straight and long, Ô table-toppedÕ  under the shoulders and 
hips and not sloping away; elbows are tight to the chest and turned in, and 
feet slightly webbed to create Ô snow shoesÕ  that allow movement through deep 
snow that is lighter and quicker than that of their prey.

Wolves are said to be digitgrade: ie, they run on their toes. Massive paws, 
and big powerful claws help with balance and grip, and only the front feet have 
dew claws (and never double ones). The dew claws help to rip open a carcass 
or hold on to bones while cracking and sucking out bone marrow.

Wolves have chests that are narrow and even more keel-shaped than 
that of a greyhound: I struggle to fit all four fingers of one hand between 
their forelegs, and my hands are tiny. This shape is helpful in cutting through 
snow, but I also suspect that it holds all of the internal organs in place more 
efficiently so they are less likely to suffer from conditions such as gastric 
torsions. Wolves carry very little fat (although more in winter for warmth), and 
can utilize food very quickly. A wolf near to starvation can recover condition 
and weight in days if he receives sufficient food; in the summer he will look 
very lean as winter fat is shed along with the undercoat to aid cooling.

Backs are straight, lean and muscular, and in summer have an outline 
similar to that of a greyhound. The average length of a wolf is between 
five and seven feet (1.5-2.1m) from the tip of the nose to the tip of the tail. 
Females tend to be slightly shorter in length and lower in height. At their 
tallest wolves can stand around 36in (915mm) at the shoulder, and weigh on 
average 70-120lb (32-55kg), although itÕ s not unheard of for wild male wolves 
to weigh up to 170lb (77kg).

Everything is designed for ease and efficiency of movement: they appear 
to float over the ground. Wolves can lope all day long at around five to eight 
miles (8-13km) per hour; their long, strong legs and large paws mean they are 
built for speed and agility. The forelegs appear pressed into the wolfÕ s narrow 
chest, with the elbow turned inward and the paws turned outward. This allows 
the wolfÕ s fore and hind legs to swing in a straight line so that the hind paw 
falls into the impression that the front paw left. This means only two holes are 
needed in deep snow, and every member of the pack can use the foot holes 
of the front runner. With regard to power, think of a dog of around the same 
size but with at least double the strength. Wolves can easily leap about eight 
feet (2.4m) vertically into the air from a standing Ð  or even a laying Ð  start, and 
can achieve speeds of 30-45 miles (48-72kph) per hour in short bursts, which 
is comparable to a greyhound (the average dogÕ s top speed seems to be 
16-31 (26-50km) miles per hour. 

Tails are long and straight Ð  never kinked Ð  and have a special gland 
(the pre-caudal) situated about 4 inches (10cm) down from the croup on 
the upper side of the tail, which takes the shape of a dark thumbprint with 
coarser hair growing over it. Scientists are not sure what its role is, but wolves 
have been observed lifting their tails and rubbing the gland on the entrance 
of a den, suggesting scent-marking. Whether or not todayÕ s dogs still have 

The claws of a wolf are large and powerful, and 
are often employed to help hold carcasses when 

feeding. (Courtesy Patrick Melton)

Wolves are very narrow in the chest ....
(Courtesy Chris Senior)
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with what we want to hear, or misunderstand the initial response. Years 
ago, when working for Guide Dogs for the Blind as a kennel staff member, 
I regularly witnessed dogs acquiring bad reputations. If a trainer deemed a 
dog to have a certain trait or fault, this would stay with the animal until others 
Ð  who had never even worked with the animal Ð  could be heard commenting 
about these ‘faults.’ If the first trainer was wrong in their assessment, 
ultimately, the dog became labelled as difficult and suffered for that.

ItÕ s the same with training methods. The founder of a training method will 
have their work interpreted by others, often incorrectly, and influence others 
with their take on the method concerned, which, before long, bears no relation 
to the original concept. 

A contemporary study of how pack hierarchy operates is a good example 
of this. The evidence from completed questionnaires I had students complete 
demonstrates that few truly understand the theory or application of the 
dominance method. For example, most people believe there is only one 
alpha per group. (Use of the term Ô alphaÕ  has been largely abandoned among 
wolf biologists for the last twenty years: this will be fully explained in the next 
chapter.) However, a pack always has two leaders: a male and a female 
(referred to in the wolf world nowadays as the breeding pair). 

Owners and trainers sometimes persist with old, Ô dominantÕ  behaviour 
without fully understanding the reason behind the idea. Take eating before 
your dog, for example. Numerous people eat before their pet, and even mimic 
eating from the dogÕ s bowl before giving Fido his dinner, in the mistaken belief 

that, in the wild, the alpha always eat first. I feed my dog when it is convenient, 
planning her walk and feeds so as not to exercise her on a full stomach. After 
IÕ ve eaten my evening meal, the last thing I want to do is break my relaxation 
and get up again to feed and walk her. She knows that my food is not for 
her and pays no attention to me when I eat it. If feeding her first makes her 
dominant, would she not be showing her dominance by trying to take my food 
from me? 

Another example. The reason why we should go through doorways before 
our dogs is that this is safer for all concerned, not because we need to prove 
we are the boss: after all, wolf leaders do not always lead their pack from the 
front.

Conclusion
Like us, dogs fit into many categories, and not all want to rule. All animals – 
whatever their species Ð  will try and push the boundaries, itÕ s part of life and 
learning. Teenagers usually try to stay out a little longer each night: if we let 
them know the consequences of this, chances are they wonÕ t try it again. 
How you deal with that attempted boundary-push is the important factor. Your 
teenager is not dominating you, he or she is testing you, and dogs may also 
try this.

DonÕ t run the risk of permanently spoiling the relationship between you by 
dealing too forcibly with the issue.

Motomo at UKWCT. 
(Courtesy Lee Piper)
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Like dogs, wolves will also tuck their hindquarters 
right under, giving them a hunched appearance, and 

can even run in this posture. The face clearly says ‘stay 
away’ but the ears, tail and body tell us he is feeling 

threatened, and is also fearful. (Courtesy Oliver Matla) 

Both of these dogs are alert, but the dog on the right-
hand side is also concerned. He has tucked in his chin, 
is showing slight whale eye, and his ears are tight and 
slightly back. The dog on the left is the more confident 
in this exchange. (Photo by Lee Piper, taken courtesy of 

the Walkabout Dog Training Group)

Torak is relaxed; on this occasion, his 
backward-pointing ears have nothing to 
do with how he feels: he is simply listening. 
Sometimes, it’s easy to misinterpret the message 
if just body language is read: it’s important to 
take into account what’s going on around 
the animal at the same time. (Courtesy Patrick 
Melton)

Right: Mai is slightly worried, as can be seen 
by the set of her ears. In addition, her lips 

are tight and forward, and her eye is ever so 
slightly hooded. (Courtesy Paul Denton) 
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How to understand your dog
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