
JUVENILE MATURITY

WILD MILESTONES
Most wolves born in captivity spend their lives there, but twelve lucky Mexican gray wolf pups born across the United 
States in 2019 were destined for the wild!

Over the course of two months in spring 2019, pups born at the Endangered Wolf Center (MO), Sedgwick County 
Zoo (KS), Mesker Park Zoo (IN), and the Wolf Conservation Center (NY) were flown to Arizona and New Mexico and 
successfully placed in the dens of wild wolf families through a series of “cross-fosters.”  Cross-fostering is a coor-
dinated effort between the Mexican gray wolf Interagency Field Team and the Mexican Wolf Species Survival Plan 
(MWSSP) and is a technique employed to enhance the genetic health of the wild gene pool of Mexican wolves. Cap-
tive-born pups are introduced into a similar-aged wild litter so the pups can grow up as wild wolves and aid in the 
recovery of their endangered species. 

Today, wild Mexican gray wolves are as related to one another as full siblings. This cross-foster recovery technique 
provides the opportunity to augment the population’s genetics with the hope the pups will eventually spread their 
genes to the greater population.

The almost four-week old Mexican wolf 
pups are eating solid food! 

The gradual process of weaning has 
begun. The pups’ menu has expanded 
to include small pieces of deer meat 
regurgitated by their parents and older 
siblings. 

In between napping and eating, the 
pups are romping, playing, biting, and 
tackling one another. Beyond being 
great fun for the siblings, the pups are 
sharpening important skills, establish-
ing a pecking order in the family hierar-
chy, and strengthening family bonds.

Born blind and deaf with their 
eyes and ears closed, wolf pups 
rely solely on their sense of smell 
and the feel of their surroundings 
to navigate for their first couple of 
weeks. 

Their eyes (blue in color for now) 
begin to open at 10-12 days and 
their ears should open up soon. 
Generally, pups begin to hear at 
about 21 days old and their ears 
will begin to stand up too!

At about six months of age, Mex-
ican wolf pups have undergone 
dramatic growth and have dis-

proportionately large paws and 
heads. Their eyes have changed 
from blue to striking yellow-gold, 

and their winter fur and adult 
guard hairs are apparent.

Pups begin to accompany adults 
on hunting trips and learn valu-

able lessons. Passing down 
knowledge from one generation 

to the next also allows the family 
to maintain traditions unique to 

that pack.

Pups born. Wolves are born 
in April - June. Females give 
birth to “litters” of 4 - 6 pups 
on average.

Vocalizations begin. At 
about 3 weeks old, pups be-
gin to make noise - squeaks 
and growls are common.

Leaving the den. At two months of 
age, adults abandon the den and 
move pups to a rendezvous site.

Howling with family.  At one month, 
ears are up and open, and they begin 
howling as both a communication tool 
as well as a method of family bonding.

Helping their family. Yearlings will 
assist their parents in rearing their 
younger siblings by regurgitating 
food for them and even babysitting!

Finding a mate.  Wolves may leave 
their families around 2-3 years old 
to find a mate of their own. Together, 
they will create a new family.
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