INTERESTING, FACTS ON CANINES:
Domestic dogs vary widely in appearance, particularly in size. The Shih Tzu, for example, is 8” to
11“ in length and weighs 9 to 15 lbs. The Irish Wolfhound is at the other end of the scale,
measuring about 28” to 37 “ at the shoulder and weighing up to about 135 lbs. Coat color, length,
texture, and pattern also vary greatly. The muzzle may appear shortened, as in the Pekingese, or
elongated, as in the Doberman pinscher. Limbs are relatively short in the Basset Hound and
Dachshund, but long in the Greyhound. Ear shape and carriage also vary, but these
characteristics may be influenced by a dog owner’s decision to crop or cut the ears to make them
stand up. Some dogs, notably the Chow Chow, even have a naturally blue-black tongue.
Despite these differences, all breeds of the domestic dog are essentially identical in anatomy.
The skeleton of the domestic dog has an average of 321 bones, with variation reflecting
differences in the number of bones in the tail and the presence of a dewclaw, an extra digit on the
paw that not all breeds have. The rib cage consists of 13 pairs of ribs; the spine has 7 cervical
vertebrae, 13 thoracic vertebrae, 7 lumbar vertebrae, and 3 sacral vertebrae. Rear paws have
four complete digits and front paws have four or five digits. Most puppies have 28 temporary
teeth, which are replaced with 42 permanent teeth at about six months of age.
Some breed differences evolved to help dogs survive in their native environment or occupation.
For example, dogs that lived and worked outdoors, such as the Komondor of Hungary, needed a
thick, weather-resistant coat to protect them from the elements and, perhaps, the biting teeth of
predatory animals. Similarly, the Labrador Retriever developed an oily coat, webbed feet, and a
rudder-like tail to help it perform better in recovering downed waterfowl.
Just as distinct physical characteristics became trademarks in some breeds, unusual sensory
abilities characterize others. Most dogs are able to detect scent information and hear high-pitched
sounds that are beyond human perception, but some breeds have especially acute sensory skills.
The Bloodhound, for instance, can follow a four-day-old track using its highly developed sense of
smell. Other breeds with a keen sense of smell include the German Shepherd, Golden Retriever,
Beagle, and Newfoundland. These dogs have been trained for such varied duties as detecting
hidden drugs, explosives, termites, and even a decomposing body immersed in deep water.
Dogs generally reach sexual maturity at about six months of age, with small breeds often
maturing earlier than large breeds. Female dogs, or bitches, become sexually receptive to mating
during a period called estrus (also called season or heat), which occurs about twice a year for 6
to 12 days. After a gestation period of about 63 days, an average litter of three to six puppies is
born.
Blind and unable to stand, newborn puppies are helpless and spend 90 percent of their time
sleeping and 10 percent nursing. Becoming chilled is the greatest danger facing a healthy
newborn puppy because its immature circulatory system cannot sustain an adequate body
temperature. For this reason, newborn puppies tend to stay close to their mother or cuddle
together for warmth. Mothers clean, nurse, and defend their pups until they can live on their own,
but fathers do not involve themselves in the care of the young.

