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Thousands of people gather in the dark on a windblown hill, during the coldest time of one of the coldest days of the coldest season, to await a weather prediction made by an animal, “interpreted” by men in top hats and tuxedos. That’s Groundhog Day in Punxsutawney, PA.
Seriously, how does something like this evolve? Why does such a silly prediction annually make news across the country? What enables the lowly groundhog to attain superstar status?

Punxsutawney Phil has met a president of the United States, he’s been interviewed by Oprah; a Pennsylvania governor visited him at Gobbler’s Knob. Hollywood made a major motion picture, centered on and named for the event.
Back in the early 1980s, I covered the annual February 2 event as a television reporter, working for Altoona’s WTAJ-TV. The highlight for me was watching Phil’s top-hatted handler struggle to maintain his dignity while trying to free his hand from Phil’s clenched teeth.
While the public’s fascination with Groundhog Day is one of those culture phenomenons that makes no rational sense, I suspect that its popularity has a lot to do with that old real estate adage of “location, location, location.” “Location” in this instance refers to the sun.
On February 2, the sun’s position relative to the northern hemisphere is halfway between the winter solstice (when it’s farthest away) and the spring equinox (when it is equally distanced between the northern and southern hemispheres). People have been using this midway point as a reason to look toward spring for thousands of years.
On the old Celtic calendar, February 2 was a “cross-quarter day.” The Celts had an eight-part year, based upon the natural seasons. “Quarter days” marked the beginning of each season, and cross-quarter days marked the mid-point of the seasons.

For the Celts, February 2 was the mid-point of winter. According to The Old Farmer’s Almanac, the Celts called the day “Imbolc,” a reference to lambing season, or Brigantia, which was the name of their female god of light.

After the Celts became Christianized, the day became known as “Candlemas.” Candles were lit in churches to commemorate the presentation of the Christ child in Jerusalem’s temple.
Culturally, however, the day’s weather has always been soaked with significance. From the earliest records, sunshine on February 2 was considered a harbinger of continued cold and snow, while overcast skies were thought to bring rain and thawing conditions.

So how did a Celtic tradition transition to groundhogs in Punxsutawney? The Punxsutawney Groundhog Club provides the rest of the story at www.groundhog.org.
Conquering Romans carried Celtic traditions to the Teutons, who tied the bad omen of sunshine to the shadows of hedgehogs. The Teutons eventually became the Germans, and German farmers were among the earliest Europeans to settle within the Allegheny mountains in 18th century America.

While the Germans didn’t find hedgehogs here, they found plenty of groundhogs. They decided that any groundhog, emerging from its burrow on Candlemas and seeing its cold shadow, would return to the comfort of its lair for another six-week-sleep.
Pennsylvania Germans around Punxsutawney privately observed annual groundhog weather predictions until 1887, when the first public observance was held on Gobbler’s Knob.

Does this answer the question of why we pay so much attention to this annual event? Not exactly. But here’s my theory:

We thrive on light. Because we have been enduring the darkest period of our solar year since Halloween (another cross-quarter day that the Celts called “Samhain”), we are hungry for more light.
Imbolc, Candlemas, Groundhog Day – whatever the name – marks the time when we can see the approach of winter’s end. We are willing to gather during the coldest, darkest time of the year to celebrate even the promise of more light – and, at some level, virtually all of us care. 
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A Celebration of Returning Light
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