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\+ NO GROUND HOGS UP ON GROUND 
. EOG DAY, SAYS U. S. BIOLOGhT 

i 

. 

Scoffs at Superstition but Says hat 
Day is Go0d .Time to Learn 

About Waodchucks 

lhoevrzr picked February 2 for groand-hog day must have 

gotten his dates mixed. On that day, slays Arthut H. Howell of the Bureau of Biolog- 

Seal Survey, U. S. DepArtment of Agriculture, who is an authority on ground hogs, 

every sensible grbund hog is sleeping sound&y in his underground burrow, 

The pqular notion of the ground’hog as an indicator of weather conditions is 

a superstition that today has only a whimsical foundation, according to the biolo- 

gist. Its origin is unknown, though there are various explanations. It may have 

been imported from &rope, where there is a siyilar long-otanding superstition about \ 
the qi!>ificance of the hedge hog’s appearance on Candlemas’ Day (February-2); early 

. 
! /a* setilers may haPe transferred this belief to the ground hog-- a distinctly different * 

I anti1 . Because the name is ffgrvund--~zog’f day, Mr. Eownll believas tht the super- 
\ 

stlltion met have orig.inatcd in’ southern States. There the animal is called a 

ground hog; in the northern States it is called a wood&&k. &other naturalist has 

fmwdi G?W hx@mb~$* qi the Iv&e& to tih”neg;ro~s al !hs %mdm @id@& S%atea. t~ 

ds a matter Of fact, homver, there are no grounds at all on which to base the 

grouad hog*s reputation as a weather prophet, o&s Mr. Howell; the notion lives to- 

& merely because it is picturesque. . 

If there weru a day on which the woodchuck for&j&es the xinterrs duration,, 

-> k.6 e&d not 3e”lRabmaiy 2 anywhere in the Ur&ted States. ActukL'rscnrds indicate _ , ., , 
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that the sleeper does not rouse himself until the latter half of February and often 

not until the early days of March. The earliest date on record for the ground hogts 

~ppearancc, says Er. Howell, is February 7, and this occurred down in Nort’n Carolina 

where the zinters are not so long as in the northern States. 

So the tradition that the ground hog rouses from its winter’s sleep on Febru- 

ary 2, that it cozies out of its burrow and ends its hibernation if it sees no 

-shadow, aild that its actions have meteorological significance has no value in it- 

self 4 It should be classed with prophecies like these: “As the fir’st of January 

is, so will be all the reat of the nonth, I1 and ifThe second of January determines 

the weather 02 February and also that of September. 1’ As the Beather Bureau of the 

United States Department of Agriculture pointed&t on ground-hog day of 1929, t’he 

best way to tell what the weather is going to be on any number of days is to go on 

each of these days to the little bo-- A in the upper corner of tie’s daily newspaper* 

NOTE TO EDITOR: The follo!;ing may be used if a longer story is desired. 
-- -.--.- - 

Ground-hog day, though, Mr. .Ronell considers 8 good time to take note of 

the interesting &bits of these animals. Scoffer at the superstition and opponent 

of its continuance as he is, he himself on February 2, 1914, described ten new Sup- 

species that he had studied and named. In the scientific publication, at least, 

these marno t s- as the biologists call them- came out on ground-hog day. In the 

following year the Department of Agriculture issued an 80-page publication written 

by bdr. Rome11 and entitled . NILevision of the American Marmots,s describing all the 

American qecies and subspecies of the enimal- ten of which carry Mr. Hogellts 

name as the original describer. 
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The American marmots, says Mr. Xowell in this publication (1Torth 

American Farina No. 37), naturally divide into three distinct groups: !LChe 

woodchucks of eastern United States and Canada; the yellow-footed marmots of 

western United States and southern British Columbia; and the hoary marmots9 

chiefly restricted to the higher mountains of western North America. Animals 

cf the first group are the ones credited with the ability to forejudge the 
1 

1 weat’ner , “l?oodckruck”-- a modification of the Indian llwejackn- is not the only 

n3me for t&m. As mentioned before, in the southern States they are called 

ground hogs. In eastern Canada, among tha’ French Canadians, the name ‘jsif:ZLeur’l 

is current. In central Canada ltwenusk,‘f the Cree indien name, is generally 

used. In southern Virginia the name is 9noonack.I~ This species of marmot, 

the woodchuck, with its various nemes, ranges in the United States over most 

of the East, including some State s west of the Mississippi and excepting only 

the more southern States. 

FVoodchucks live for the most part in pairs or family groups, ill burrows 

which they dig for themselves, preferably underneath or among rocks. As a 

2~18 they stay close to the earth, but occasionally they climb into trees and 

bushes. 2~ey live chiefly on clover, alfalfa, and grass, though they sometimes 

@a:- and scratch the’ bark of young fruit trees. Ike tongue-twister, lrHon n,lch 

wood would a wcoddlruck chuck if a woodchuck would chuck wood?” is true in its 



the animal has very little to do with wood, although it formerly was 

an inhabitant chiefl: of forests, 

Thickeet and clumsy, with short, stout legs, and a rather short, flat- 

tened, and densely haired Iail, the vroodchuck is equipped for underground 

work, 5uti not for speed. Its safely lies in stayin 9; near a hole in the ground. 

The animal may of*,enObe seen standing erect on its haunches-alert, observant, 

and ready to dive into its hole. One who sees the animal in this character- 

istic -po$e m.ill note ‘dne short, broad head; the short, ‘oroad, rounded, and ** 

well-haired ears ; and heavy coat of hair, The woodchuck has hairs of two 

kinds -- a dense, soft, somev!hat woolly underfur confined chiefly to the back 

and sides, and longer, coarser hairs covering the whole body. The underfur 
is usually gray or dark brown, tipped v:itll lighter color, and the longer IX&LB 

ate usually brown, hazel, or black, tipped with buff or white. 

The animal seldom vocalizes, *Jut when alarmed it utters a loud shrill 

whistle--the hahit that has given it the name “siffleurl’ in eastern Canada. 

The woodchuck’s most interesting habit, of course, is its hibernation. 

The aminal does not sSore z?ood for winter and could find little forage avail- 

able. So it fattens itself during the summer and early fall, especially on 

the new gras,: that grows when the ralas come after haying time, leaves the 

meadolFs and open fields for the woods, finds a burros, Turls ur,, and goes to 

sl ecp. During hibernation the antial appears to be dead, and an observer 

would have to use instruments even to determine that it is breathing. I”;lis 

quiet life begins in September, or sometimes October, and ends in February 

or March. 

For weeks before hibernation the woodchuck becomes more and more 



sluggish. Thereas it usuaajrventu:es forth several times during the day I 

and occasionally in the moonlight, late in the fall it comes out only 

in the heat of the day and rather drowsily suns itself,. On emerging 

from hibernation early in the spring, however, the woodchucks are alert 

and full of energy -- quite different from the sluggish, slee-py creatures 

of the late autumn, If thers is snow on the surface, the animal tunnels 

to the green grass to satisfy hunger. It is at this season,. however, . 

that it uses U~TI the stored fat , not much of w:lich, strange as it may 

seem, is consumed during the dormant period. . 

Then the moodchuck starts a new year it also often starts anew 

a serious problem for the farmer. Its habit of digging burrows in meadons 

and of consuming grasses and cro;s makes it a nuis,ance sometimes and gives 

occasion for a kind of ground-hog day different from the one honoring the 

marmot. as a prophet. Several years ago the moodchucks in one county of 

Iowa, for instance, had steadily increased until the many holes and 

burroms had become a menace to livestock in meadows, and pastures. Farmers 

and the county agent geUve the matter serious consideration, ar$&ek 

beginning h!ay 15 was set aside for a united effort to reduce the number 

of woodchucks in the county. Vth the met’?ods developed by the Biological 

Survey(which are explained. in the Department of Agriculture Leaflet 21-L 

Woodchuck Control in tLe Eastern States, It by James Silver), the farmers 

succeeded in killing about 2,000 grolti boss during tile week of the drive. 

In that county May 15 nas ground-hog day, that year; on February 2 there 

would have been no woodchucks avake. 

--TM-- 

640-32 


