
 This article is part of a weekly series 
published in the Batavia Daily News by 
Jan Beglinger, Agriculture Outreach 
Coordinator for CCE of Genesee County. 

 

Master Gardener Corner: Can a Caterpillar Predict the Winter?  
Originally Published: November 10, 2020 
 
The woolly bear is a common and well-known 
caterpillar, possibly the most recognizable caterpillar 
around, mainly because of its reputation of being able 
to forecast the upcoming winter.  Woolly bear 
caterpillars, sometime called woolly worms or fuzzy 
bears, have dense, bristly hair (setae) that cover their 
bodies.  There are at least 8 species in the U.S. that 
could be called a woolly bear but the best-known is 
officially named the banded woolly bear (Pyrrharctia 
isabella). 
 
Banded woolly bears can be found throughout the 
U.S., southern Canada, and Mexico.  The caterpillars are about two inches long with black bands at both 
ends and a broad reddish-brown band in the middle.  While there are 2 generations of caterpillars (May 
and August), it is the second generation that gets the fame.  We usually notice them crawling along 
sidewalks, crossing roads or out in the garden.  This second generation is looking for a sheltered location to 
spend the winter.  It could be under fallen leaves, a log or somewhere in your garage.  In the spring they 
will feed briefly before making a cocoon and eventually emerging as an Isabella moth.  The adult moth is 
an unimpressive, small, yellow-orange moth with a fuzzy body, with a 2-inch wingspan.  Since they fly at 
night, most of us have probably never noticed it. 
 
There are several fun stories surrounding the forecasting abilities of the woolly bear.  The most common is 
based on the color of its bands.  The caterpillar’s body has 13 segments that are either rusty brown or 
black in color.  According to folklore the black bands predict just how bad winter will be - longer black 
bands means a longer, snowier, colder winter.  The position of the longest black band indicates which part 
of winter will be worse.  If the head end is longest, the beginning of winter will be severe.  If the tail end is 
longest, the end of winter will be cold.  If you are rooting for a milder winter, then look for a woolly bear 
with a wider brown middle section. 
 
The woolly bear’s coat can also tell us how bad winter could be.  If the coat is very woolly, it will be a cold 
winter.  The direction it is travelling may also give us a clue.  Woolly bears headed south (to escape winter) 
indicate a cold winter but if they are headed north, the winter will be a mild one.  Not sure what it means if 
they are headed east or west. 
 
How did a caterpillar come to be a weather prognosticator?  Apparently, the lore started during colonial 
times, but the woolly bear owes its fame to Dr. C. H. Curran, who was the curator of insects at the 
American Museum of Natural History in New York City.  Dr. Curran collected caterpillars between 1948 and 
1956 to see if the weather lore could be proven scientifically.  He counted the average number of reddish-
brown segments to make his forecast.  His initial observations were published in the New York Herald 
Tribune in 1948 and the rest is history. 
 
 
 



Science has pretty much debunked the woolly bear myth.  Entomologists do agree that some of the band 
variation is due to differences in species and the larval stage.  There are some woolly bear species that 
have completely black or yellow caterpillars.  The giant woolly bear caterpillar is completely black.  Some 
change their band colors slightly after each molt so the amount of black varies with the caterpillar’s age.  
Caterpillars shed their skins 6 times before reaching adult size.  Their colors change with each molt, orange 
hairs replacing some of the black ones, so the orange band grows wider.  Temperatures when the eggs 
hatch can also have an effect. 
 
Some entomologists also think that yearly variations in the bands are dependent upon the environmental 
conditions during their development.  A hot, dry summer could mean a shorter middle band than if it were 
chilly and wet. 
 
Woolly bears are not often seen until fully grown.  They tend to be hidden and feed mostly on weeds.  
Although they seldom feed on ornamental plants, they may move on to flowers and other landscape plants 
if no other food is available.  If this happens picking the caterpillars off the plants is an option.  Trying to 
control these caterpillars late in the season is not necessary. 
 
During fall, the mature caterpillars start looking for a protected spot to spend the winter.  Woolly bears 
favor rocks, logs and tree bark but may shelter in any good spot where they are protected from exposure 
to the elements.  The caterpillars can produce a type of antifreeze in their tissues that enables them to 
survive the winter.  Once warm weather arrives, they thaw out and eat as much as they can, pupate and 
emerge as adult moths. 
 
If you have ever picked up or disturbed a woolly bear, it probably curled up into a tight, bristly ball.  It gets 
the nickname of hedgehog caterpillar for this reason.  You should be aware that for some, those bristly 
hairs can irritate your skin. 
 
Even though science has pretty much debunked the weather forecasting abilities of the woolly bear, it’s 
still fun to be on the lookout for them every fall and come up with your own winter forecast. 
 
Resources for this article include:  University of Illinois, Iowa State University, University of Delaware, 
University of Maryland, The Old Farmer’s Almanac, National Weather Service and University of Nebraska. 
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