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~ NO GROUND BOGS UP ON GROWND
‘ HOG DAY, SAYS U. S. BIOLOGIST

Scoffs at Superstition but Says That
| : Day is Good Time to Learn
‘ : About Waodchucks '

Whoever picked Februéry 2 for groand-hog day must have
gétten hig dates mixeds On that day, says Arthur H. Howell of the Bureau of Bioiog-
ical Survey, U. 'S. Department of Agriculture, who ;’Ls an authority on ground hogs,
every sensible ground hog is sleeping sound;j.y»in his underground burrow.

The popular notion of the ground hog as an indicator of weather conditions is
a superstition that today has only a whimvical foundation, accordmg to the biolo~
glstse Its origin is unknown, though there are various explanations. It may have
\ beeh imported from Zurope, where there is a similar long-standing superstition about
'éhe si-mificar_xcs of the hedge hog'é appearance on Gandlemaslfv Day (February-2); early
/setﬁtlers mayAhave transferred this belief to the ground hog— a distinctly different
| aniral, Because the name is 5'gmund.-—“1og" day, Mr, Howsll believes that the super-
st‘ition mast have originated in southern States. There the animal is called a
ground hog; in the northern States it is called a woodchuck, JAnother naturalist has
traced ths begloning- of the belief to the negrors of the "sastern middle Statea.!
As a matter of fact, however, thers are no grounds at all on which to base the
ground hogls reputation as a weather prophet, says Mr, Howellj the notion lives to—

day merely because it is picturesque.
 If there were s day on which the woodclmck forejudges the winterls duration,
& T Ay eould not be February 2 anywhere in the United States. Actual records indicate
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%ﬁat tile sleeper does not rouse himself until the latter half of February and often
?ot uptll the early days of lMarch. The earliest date on record for the ground hog's
%ppearance, says lir, Howell, is February 7, and this occurred down in North Caroclins
where the win@ers 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, taat it coues out of its burrow and ends its hibernation if it sees no

~ ghadow, and that its actions have meteorological significance has no value in it-
gself, It should be classed with prophecies like these: "As the first of January
is, so will be all the rest of the month," and "The second of January determines
fhe weatier of February and also that of September." As the Weather Bureau of the
United States Department of Agricﬁlture pointed’but on ground-hog day of 1929, fhe
best way to tell what the weather is going to be on any number of days is to go on

each of thiese days to the little box in the upper corner of che'!s daily newspaper,
) D

NOTE TO EDITOR: The following may be used if a longer story is desired.

Ground-hog day, tuaough, Mr., Howell considers & good time to take note of
the interesting habits of these animals. Scoffer at the superstition and opponent
of iﬁs continuance as he is, he himself on February 2, 1914, described ten new sub~
species tnat he nad studied and named. In the scientific publication, at least,
these marmots— as the biologists call them—— came out on ground-hog day. In the
following year the Departmeht of Agriculture issued an 80-page publication written
by Mr. Howell and entitled . "Revision of the American Marmots,” describdbing all ﬁhe‘
American species and subspecies of the animal-~ ten of which carry Mr. Howellls

name as the original describer.
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The American marmots, says Mr. Howell in this publication (ITorth
American Fauna No. 37), naturally divide into three distinct groups: The
woodchucks of eastern United States and Canada; the yellow-footed marmots of
western United States and southern British Columbia; and the hoary mammots,
chiefly restricted to the higher mountaing of western North America. = Animals
¢f the Tirst group are the ones cred‘.ited with the ability to forejudge the
weather. "WoodchuckM-- a modification of the Indian "wejack"— is not the only
name for them. As mentioned before, in the southern States they are called
ground hogse In eastern Canada, smong the French Canadians, the name "siffleur!
is current. In central Canada "wenusk," the Cree Indian name, is generally
used, In southern Virginia the nsme is "moonack." This species of marmot,
the woodchuck, with its various names, ranges in the United States over most
of the Bast, including some States west of the Hississippl and excepting only
the more southern States.

Woodchucks live for tine most part in pairs or family groups, in burrows
which they dig for themselves, preferably underneath or among rockss As a
rule they stay close to the ea.fth, but occasionally they climb into trees and
bushess They live chiefly on clover, alfalfay and grass, though they sometimes
M't"and geratch the bark nf young fruit trees. The tongue-twister, "How much
wood would a woodchick chuck 1f a woodchuck would clmck wood?" is true in its

implication;
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the animal has very little to do wiﬁh wood,.although it formerly was
an 1lnhabitant chiefly of forests.

Thickéef and clumsy, with short, stout lezs, and a rather short, flat-
tened: and densely haired ;ail, the woodchuck is equipped for underground
work, out not for speed., Its safely lies in staying near a hole in the ground.
The animal may often'be seen standing erect oOn its haunches~--galert, observant,
and ready to dive into ite hole, One who sees the animal in this character—
istic pode will note the short, broad head; the short, broad, rounded, and a°
well-haired ears; and heavy coat of hair, The woodchuck has hairs of two
kinds ~-- a dense, soft, éomewhat woolly underfur conrined chiefly to the back
and sides, and longer, coarser halrs covering the whole vody. The underfur
is usually gray or dark brown, tipped with lighter color, and the longer hairs
atre usually brown, hazel, or btlack, tipped with buff or white.

The animal seldom vocalizes, Dut when alarmed 1i: utters a loud shrill
whistle—~-the habit that has given it the name "siffleur" in eastern Canada.

The woodchuck's most interesting habit, of course, is its hibernation.
The aminal does not siore 7ood for winter and could find little forage avail-
able., So it fattens itsélf during the summer and early fall, especially on
the new gras~ that grows when the rains come after haying time, leaves the
meadows and 0pen_fields for the woods, <inds a buwrrow, ~urls up, and goes to
sleep. During hibernation the animal apvears to be dead, and an observer
would have to use {instruments even to determine that it is breathing., This
quiet 1ife begins in Septemver, or gometimes October, and ends in February

or March.

Tor weeks before hibvernation the woodchuck becomes more and more
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sluggish. Thereas 1t usualy ventures forth several times during the day
and occasicnally in tae 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 slugegish, sleepy creatures
of the late autumn. I theres is snow on the surface, the animal tunﬁels
to the green zrass to satisfy hunger. It is at this season, however,
that it uses un the stored fat, not much of which, strange as it may
seem, is consumed du?ing the dormant period.

When the woodchuck starts a new year it also often starts anew
a serious problen for‘the'farmer. Its havit of digging durrows in meadows
and of consuming grasses and crors makes it a nuisance sometimes and zives
occasion for a kind of ground-hog day different from the one honoring the
marmot as a propaet. Several years ago the woodciwucks in one county of
Iowa, for instance, had steadiiy increased until the'mamy holes and
burrows had tecome a menace to livestock in meadows, and pastures, Farmers
and tke county agent gave the matter serious consideration, ang?geek
beginning May 15 was set aside for a unitsd effort to reduce the number
of woodcaucks in the county. With the methods developed by the Biological
Survey(which are explained in the Department of Agriculture Leaflet 21-L
"Woodchack Control in the Zastern States," by James Silver),the farmers
succeeded in killing avout 2,000 ground hozs during the week of the drive.
In that county May 15 was gzround-hog day.that year; on February 2 there
would have been no woodchucks awake.
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