
    By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

Most people recognize the woolly bear caterpillar. They are cute, furry and curl up into a ball when disturbed. They 
begin to show up in large numbers around the time of the first frost in the fall. They are usually found crawling across 
paved areas like roads, driveways and sidewalks. Supposedly, the colors on their 13 segmented bodies, can predict the 
severity of the upcoming winter. If there are more brown segments the winter will be mild. If there are more black 
segments the winter will be severe. 
 

This whole myth got started after an informal study was done by entomologists from the 
American Museum of Natural History in 1948. They collected only 15 caterpillars and used 
them as the basis for their predictions. In order for a study like this to have any validity it 
would have to be done over many years, with a greater number of caterpillars and be 
conducted over a large number of geographic areas. So basically the myth is based on an 
unsound study. 
 

Actually, as with all caterpillars, the woolly bear will go through several molts (instar stages) as it grows. Each time a 
molt occurs, some of the black segments are replaced with brown segments, thus as the caterpillar grows, it ends up 
with more brown segments. So the brown color may actually be an indicator of the age of the caterpillar rather than a 
crystal-ball view into the upcoming winter.   
 

Over the years many scientific studies have been done on this subject and no correlation has been found between the 
number of brown versus black segments and the winter weather that follows. Some entomologists think that fewer 
brown segments actually refers back to the previous winter. If that winter was heavy and long, the development of the 
woolly bear would be slowed down so that fewer molts occurred. Therefore the orange band would be smaller- 
indicative of the previous hard winter. 
 

Also known as the banded woolly bear (Pyrrharctia Isabella), the caterpillars are recognized by their middle band of 
brown segments with black segments on the ends. Other colors can occur including orange, rust, tan and blonde.  Their 
bodies are covered with bristles called setae. At maturity the caterpillar is about two inches long. It is found throughout 
the U.S., southern Canada and Mexico in fields and woodlands. It is a generalist feeder and will eat just about any type 
of herb or forb including meadowsweet, grass, nettle and lettuce. 
 

In its adult stage, the woolly bear is known as the Isabella tiger moth. It is a rather unremarkable moth with a wingspan 
of two inches. The wings are yellow-brown in color with a few darker spots. It certainly will not get people’s attention 
the way it does during its immature, or larval stage. 
 

The woolly bear overwinters as a caterpillar in leaf litter, or under logs, siding or boards. That’s why we notice them 
this time of year—they are looking for a place to hunker down over the winter. Since they pass the winter in a larval 
stage they develop cryoprotectants (anti-freeze) in their bodies. This prevents them from freezing solid which would 
cause tissue damage. The setae assist in this transition by cooling the body slowly from the outside to the inside. When 
the caterpillar becomes active again in the spring it will feed for a short period of time and then form a cocoon.  
Metamorphosis takes place and it emerges as a moth that will then mate to begin the cycle again. There are two 
generations of woolly bear per year—in May and in August. 
 

At any rate, the woolly bear makes a fun topic for discussion. Since it is such an easily recognized insect, it is a good 
way to introduce nature and cycles to children! 
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