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Woolly Bear Caterpillars in November
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I am not sure who is more unhappy about the weather change — me — or the Woolly Bear Caterpillars! As |
worked in the barn the other day I kept finding Woolly Bear Caterpillars curled up in corners and under the
work bench. I think I moved the same caterpillar several times. He kept crawling back to the same location as
the day progressed. Evidently he thought he had found the perfect spot to hibernate for the winter!

According to a Penn State Extension newsletter there are several species of Woolly Bear Caterpillars, so named
for their fuzzy appearance and winter hibernating habits. They range in color from all black to all white, some
with bands, but all with bristly hairs which serve as protection against predators such as birds. Although some
caterpillars have stinging hairs which can be quite painful to the touch, woolly bears are safe to touch.

When handled, woolly bears curl up into a tight fuzzy ball and “play dead”. The woolly bear of the dogbane
tiger moth is light brown; the hickory tiger moth caterpillar has white and black hairs; the giant leopard moth’s
woolly bear is all black with small red bands; while the spotted tiger moth larva is an all-white woolly bear.

But the best-known is the black and brown banded woolly bear, the larva of the Isabella tiger moth. There are
two generations per year; this harmless caterpillar feeds in summer on plants such as dandelions, asters, clovers,
maples, and weeds. The second-generation woolly bear hibernates over winter’ in the spring, it feeds some
before making a cocoon, from which the adult moth emerges in early summer. The Isabella tiger moth is a
common, medium-sized moth with a stout body and yellowish-orange to cream-colored wings spotted with
black.

The banded woolly bear actually has 13 segments; the bands at either end are black and the middle ones are
reddish-brown. Folklore has long held that the wider the middle brown band, the milder and shorter the coming
winter will be. If the middle brown band is narrow, and the caterpillar is more black than brown, the winter will
be severe, according to tradition.

Actually, the band length has more to do with the caterpillar’s age than the weather prediction. As the caterpillar
grows, it goes through several different stages or instars, molting between each one. Each time it mots, the
reddish band becomes larger and the black bands at either end become smaller. The older it is, the browner it
will be.

If you happen to find a woolly bear you can gently pick him up and let it go near some leaves so it can find
shelter from the coming winter storm!
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