by Jessica Edberg, International Wolf Center Intern

in your cozy sleeping bag near

a crackling fire. You are just
turning in after a long day of hiking
in the woods. The stream nearby
is gurgling, and the peepers are
chirping, but there is a chill in the
fall air. You curl tighter in your

Imagine lying under the stars

sleeping bag and turn toward the
fire for warmth. How do wild
animals stay warm on brisk, fall
nights without a fire or sleeping bag?
How about during the long winter
nights soon to follow?

Wolves and other wild animals
have special adaptations or tools that
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help them keep warm or
cool while living in the wild.
Fur is a great attribute that
not only insulates wolves
but also protects them.

Wolves possess two
types of fur. The guard hairs
cover the surface of the
fur layer and have two
main purposes. They help
protect a wolf’s skin, and
they act as a raincoat. The
moisture from rain or snow
hits the guard hairs and
sheds off. Guard hairs act
as a barrier for the other
type of fur, the underfur
The underfur layer does the
same job as our own winter
parka. It insulates the wolf
during the long, cold
winter months. It starts
growing in late summer
and sheds in late spring so
the wolf can stay cool
during the summer.

When the weather is harsh,
wolves don’t have a heated home to
go into like we do—they have to find
shelter in nature! During inclement
weather wolves may find a stand of
fir trees to hunker down in and get
out of the wind. On cold days they
curl up in a tight ball and cover their
faces with their thick, fluffy tails to
keep the cold air out and body heat
in. On a sunny winter day they may
find a nice spot out of the wind to
catch the radiant heat from the sun’s
rays. Hot, buggy days may send a
wolf to the shady refuge of the forest
or into a burrow to escape the biting
insects common in summer. Cooling
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off in water is also a great
option. To avoid the heat of
the day, during summer wolves
move more at night.

Wolves have adapted well
to their environment. The
amount of fur they grow is
regulated by where they live.
A wolf inhabiting North Carolina
doesn’t need as much underfur as a
wolf in Alaska. These adaptations are
similar to our own. We humans have
developed clothes such as parkas,
hats, mittens and boots for winter,
and shorts, tank tops and sandals
for summer—not to mention having
houses with heating and air condi-
tioning! What other adaptations can
you identify that help wolves survive
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Physical ability to work in the field
(snowshoeing, snowmobiling, hiking,
canoeing) and an awareness of limita-
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the natural world—rocks, plants and
animals. Ask questions about things in
nature, and go outside and investigate!

a life in the wild?

On cold days wolves curl up in a tight ball and
cover their faces with their thick, fluffy tails to
keep the cold air out and body heat in.

Michael Nelson is a wildlife research
biologist for the U.S. Geological
Survey, working out of the Kawishiwi
Field Laboratory near Ely, Minnesota.
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