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Preface


From the Pennsylvania Dutch Country in Southeastern and Central Pennsylvania has spread, during the past two centuries, the fun holiday celebration of Groundhog Day. It is one of the many gifts of the Pennsylvania Dutch to our nation, along with the Conestoga wagon, the bank barn, and the Lancaster rifle, yes, and scrapple, Lebanon bologna, and shoofly pie.


Now firmly ensconced as a national event every February 2, it radiates outward from Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania, self-styled “Weather Capital of the World,” where the sage prognosticating Groundhog, Punxsutawney Phil, has become a national icon. Today the Groundhog Day map includes such far-flung outposts as Wisconsin, where Jimmy the Sun Prairie Groundhog does the honors; Ohio, the realm of Buckeye Chuck; and Georgia, where little General Beauregard Lee waddles out from his white-columned plantation mansion to sniff the air and see if his shadow is available. Many other places have Groundhog Day activities—Vermont, Louisiana, even Ontario and Nova Scotia—and each year additional spots light up on the map.


Groundhog Day derives from ancient, undoubtedly prehistoric, weather lore. It revolves around the time-honored folk belief, brought here from Europe, that if the Groundhog (in Germany a badger or earlier the sacred bear) leaves his hibernation chamber and sees his shadow, he predicts or prognosticates, as the media have it, six more weeks of winter, to the unanimous groans of top-hatted votaries standing around shivering in the cold dawn air.


The Groundhog Day cult gives us all a welcome holiday to celebrate between New Year’s Day and Easter, and in doing so, provides us with a bit of fantasy and lots of festivity—something all of us need occasionally in our everyday workaday world. May the day and its festivities keep spreading!


It has been great fun writing this book. It introduced me and will introduce you to the complicated history of the celebration, from its origins as the midwinter turning point of the year, as marked by our Celtic ancestors all over Western Europe and the British Isles. The book also introduces the Groundhog as a vital if tongue-in-cheek symbol of the Pennsylvania Dutch. This identity is celebrated in the all-dialect Grundsow Lodges (Groundhog Lodges) of Southeastern Pennsylvania, where every February hundreds of Dutchmen meet to spend the evening feasting and frolicking, with pledges of allegiance, the sacred Groundhog Oath, and lots of harmless revelry—all in Pennsylvania Dutch.


You will learn too from these pages how journalists shaped the holiday and helped it spread with their enthusiastic reports, so that today television cameras are focused on Punxsutawney, Quarryville, and all the other hot spots on the Groundhog Day map. Bill Murray’s charming film, Groundhog Day, helped give the holiday national recognition. And a procession of clever writers has created several dozen winsome children’s storybooks about the Groundhog and his day.


Through this holiday, the Groundhog has in a sense been personalized and humanized. It has also helped us humans to recognize our relation to the natural environment. So if you see a shy Groundhog or hear him whistling out in the woods or fields, be nice to him. On February 2, he’ll predict for you whether there will be six more weeks of winter or an early spring.


Don Yoder


Groundhog Day 2003
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Chapter I


Groundhog Day in Punxsutawney


It was cold, bitter cold, on Gobbler’s Knob at 3 A.M. on February 2, 2002, when we got out of the car at the press parking lot and headed for the action at the main stage. And there was action already—several barefoot karate experts dressed in white oriental robes were chopping boards and unfolding their legs into the air at striking angles, all to the accompaniment of loud recordings of rock music, which would continue until dawn, when the music became patriotic and sentimental.


Gobbler’s Knob, the sacred gathering place of American Groundhogism each February 2, is a large hill outside of Punxsutawney, pleasantly dotted with tall trees like a camp-meeting grove or summertime picnic ground. The focus of attention, the main stage, stands at the center of a semi-circular declivity that forms a natural amphitheater. The ground all over the Knob was covered with a layer of hay to shield attendees from the underlying mud, but in the frigid weather the mud was frozen solid.


The crowds were already arriving and filling the onlookers’ space. As press and special guests, my editor and I could stand directly in front of the platform, where we could see everything and record the proceedings. The karate choppers left, and for the next four hours—till dawn and the awakening of Punxsutawney Phil—various groups of enthusiastic Groundhoggers, mostly college students, danced and cavorted on the stage, among them several groups of boys stripped to the waist in the piercing cold.
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The stage at Gobbler’s Knob, shortly after 3:00 A.M., when the festivities begin.


KYLE R. WEAVER





In his Inner Circle top hat, the emcee greeted each group and periodically asked students from colleges in various states to identify themselves. He also called to the audience in folk festival fashion, “Are you happy?” “Are you cold?” and various other amusing calls, all enthusiastically answered by shouts from all over the hill.


Amusing signs proliferated, held up by enthusiastic spectators. “We love Phil—Let It Snow” was one; “Phil Is A-1 02-02-02,” said another; and best of all, “Here 15 Years and Can’t Get my ‘Phil.’” Among the performers on stage was an Elvis Presley imitator, mingling American popular culture with the folk culture of Groundhog Day.


Over to one side, a huge brush and log fire had been kindled. The fire reminded the historian in me of the great festal fires lighted on the hills by our pre-Christian Celtic forefathers in Europe on the turning points of their calendar year: November 1, February 1, May 1, and August 1. We walked over to it to gather some warmth in the bitter cold. It was surrounded by numerous attendees with the same idea, but the site was too smoky, so we headed back to the car to recover from the cold. While we thawed out in the car, we could hear everything that was going on at the stage. Once we had warmed up, we ventured forth from our shelter and began exploring again. A snack shanty was serving hot coffee and soup, but the line was too long.
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Phil fans wave signs and shout the Groundhog’s name.


KYLE R. WEAVER





This was a festival indeed! Everyone was dressed for it—quilted coats and stocking caps were everywhere—and everyone was friendly and courteous. I directed some pity toward the 38,000 attendees who weren’t allowed to drive to the Knob but had to ride schoolbuses from town, a line of which constantly discharged passengers. These revelers had no refuge from the cold, and thousands of them stood out in it for over four hours.


Things speeded up as the dawning of Groundhog Day approached. Just before dawn, there was a fifteen-minute display of the fanciest fireworks I have seen in years—glorious stars of brilliant color bursting just over our heads, rockets shooting into the heavens and forming striking designs. As the sky grew lighter, the music changed to herald the main event—the summoning of Punxsutawney Phil from his burrow for his annual meteorological prophecy. I turned and looked at the now fully gathered audience filling the natural amphitheater—a magnificent sight indeed.


Now the formal Groundhog Ceremony began. Down the privileged fenced pathway marched in formal procession the Inner Circle, top-hatted, frock-coated Punxsutawney officials and business leaders. They mounted the stage and all were introduced personally, along with their mostly humorous titles. Bill Anderson, Phil’s Official Scribe, is publisher of Hometown Punxsutawney magazine and other Pennsylvania newspapers, as well as author of Groundhog Day 1886 to 1992: A Century of Tradition in Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania (1992). Bill Cooper is President, and the genial Bill Deeley is Phil’s Handler, who presents the animal to the assembled multitudes each year. In addition, there are the Cloud Builder, Fog Spinner, Storm Chaser, Big Flake Maker, Dew Dropper, Iceman, Stump Warden, Head Hailmaker, and Burrow Master.
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Some of the forty thousand people who traveled to Punxsutawney to see Phil give his forecast.


PUNXSUTAWNEY GROUNDHOG CLUB INNER CIRCLE
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Phil and the Inner Circle take the stage.


PUNXSUTAWNEY GROUNDHOG CLUB INNER CIRCLE
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Card listing the members of the Punxsutawney Groundhog Club Inner Circle.


PUNXSUTAWNEY GROUNDHOG CLUB INNER CIRCLE





The official Groundhog Handler, Bill Deeley, now opened the ceremonial cage and held up the fat, lethargic Phil, who looked around weakly, saw forty thousand pairs of eyes staring at him, and undoubtedly wished he were back in his burrow. But the ritual began. A paper was held before his snout, and the hero of the day saw his shadow.
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The official prognostication, appropriately political, for Groundhog Day 2002.


PUNXSUTAWNEY GROUNDHOG CLUB INNER CIRCLE
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Phil mugs for the cameras after making his prediction.


KYLE R. WEAVER





In “Groundhogese,” or so it goes, Phil communicated his message to the world, which was translated into English and formally read out by one of the top-hatted Inner Circle. This year it was a patriotic message, and to accompany it, the “Star-Spangled Banner” was sung, top hats removed. Thus the rite was concluded.


In the morning sun, now fully up, many of the attendees walked down the hills to the town of Punxsutawney rather than wait for the buses. We headed for our motel some twenty miles north, at DuBois in Clearfield County, the nearest we could get to Groundhogtown, for a generous and enjoyable buffet in a pleasantly warm breakfast room.


The Weather Capital of the World


Punxsutawney is a smallish town, with a little over six thousand inhabitants, up in the woods on the Allegheny Plateau in Northwestern Pennsylvania. When you drive west on Interstate 80 over those magnificent mountains, you pass an important watershed: The streams to the east flow into Chesapeake Bay, those to the west flow into the Ohio and the Mississippi, and their waters eventually reach the Gulf of Mexico. And then you reach DuBois—formerly Rumbargertown, named for pioneer settler John Rumbarger, a Pennsylvania Dutchman from Huntingdon County. DuBois is the turnoff point for Punxsutawney, twenty miles away.
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Punxsutawney is in Jefferson County in Western Pennsylvania.





Punxsutawney has what many consider an unpronounceable and unspellable name that derives from words in the local Indian language meaning “place of the sand flies.” This gave rise to its nickname of “Gnat-Town” when rival towns thought it was getting too uppity. The locals affectionately abbreviate the name to “Punxsy,” even in advertising. But whatever it is called, Punxsutawney is known all over Pennsylvania and the nation as “Groundhog Town,” the “Weather Capital of the World,” and the official residence of the fabulous Punxsutawney Phil, who never fails to prophesy the weather on February 2.


Punxsutawney is in Jefferson County, a division of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania established as a political community in 1804 and named for then president Thomas Jefferson. This county, along with the entire northwestern corner of the state, was at that time frontier territory, still in the process of settlement. And it took a long time for the area to be settled.


Jefferson and its adjoining counties of Armstrong, Clarion, and Indiana formed a strong Pennsylvania Dutch enclave in Northwestern Pennsylvania. Many of these settlers came before the Civil War from the Mahantongo Valley area of Schuylkill and Northumberland Counties, and from the adjoining areas of northern Dauphin County, particularly the Lykens Valley. In these northwestern sister counties Pennsylvania Dutch customs were planted, and various settlements in the four counties were centers of Pennsylvania Dutch dialect speech up into the 1930s, when several now famous Dutch Jubilee picnics were held, for which the broadside poster advertisements were entirely in the Pennsylvania Dutch language. And among the traditional lore that the Jefferson County Dutchmen brought with them across the mountains from the Dutch Country of Eastern Pennsylvania was that of Groundhog Day.


Today it would be difficult to locate any speakers of Pennsylvania Dutch in the area, except for elderly people who grew up in Dutch-speaking households. But the area is still beautiful. The Mahoning River runs through Punxsutawney, and the river valley towns of the area, such as Big Run, Red Mill, Battle Hollow, Clover Run (groundhogs revel in clover), Desire, and Green Valley, have nostalgic charm with their white frame houses and tall-spired churches. There are farms along the main roads, but because of the surrounding woodlands, Jefferson County is great hunting country, and hunting season is a favorite time of year for the county’s menfolk. Groundhogs, beware!


Punxsutawney Borough, with a population of 6,271 according to the 2000 U.S. Census, is a prototypical middle-size American town. It is like hundreds of others in Pennsylvania, a front-porch and backyard-garden town with its rural and woodland surroundings. The population of the greater Punxsutawney area is 20,619, and of Jefferson County, 49,932, again according to the 2000 census figures. In recent years, the borough has become a university town, housing the Punxsutawney campus of Indiana University of Pennsylvania, which includes the Academy of Culinary Arts.


The Evolution of Groundhog Day


The Groundhog Day celebration in Punxsutawney has been traced back to at least the year 1886, when the local newspaper, the Spirit, referred to February 2 as “Groundhog Day,” saying, “although up to the time of going to press the beast has not seen its shadow.” The first Groundhog Picnic, involving the feasting on groundhog, took place in 1887. So step by step the groundhog celebration evolved, along with the statewide, now nationwide, reputation of Punxsutawney as Groundhog Town.




Clymer Freas


Who was Clymer Freas, the major shaper of Punxsutawney’s early Groundhog Day celebration and in effect creator of Pennsylvania’s entire groundhog mystique? He was born in Porter Township, Jefferson County, in 1867, to a Pennsylvania Dutchman, Jesse B. Freas, and his Irish-born wife.


This particular branch of the Freas family was evidently planted in America by emigrant ancestor Martinus Fries, who arrived at Philadelphia on October 4, 1751, on the ship Queen of Denmark, sailing from Rotterdam and touching at Cowes on the Isle of Wight before heading across the Atlantic.


Clymer Freas’s great-grandfather, John Freas (1762–1844), served in the American Revolution from Sussex County, New Jersey. After the war, he moved to Upper Mount Bethel Township, Northampton County, Pennsylvania, where he married Dorcas Hoffman. In 1795, they moved across the mountains to Briar Creek, near Berwick in what is now Columbia County, in the valley of the North Branch of the Susquehanna River. They bought a heavily forested tract, and it is reported that while the settler was clearing enough land for a few fields and space for a log cabin, they lived in their covered wagon. The Indians were evidently still a problem, and when alarms were sounded, the little family fled to Fort Jenkins. John and Dorcas Freas are buried at the Stone Church at Briar Creek.


Clymer’s grandfather and Jesse’s father, Henry Freas (1798–1877), settled in Red Bank Township, Armstrong County, in 1822, moving to near Ringgold, Jefferson County, in 1834. The area was then a forested wilderness, and Henry bought a tract of about five hundred acres, for which he paid $2 an acre. In the course of time, this was divided into four separate farms. With his first and second wives, Hannah Huntsinger and Susanna Hilliard, Henry Freas had seventeen children, some of whom scattered as far as Rhode Island, Kansas, and Nebraska. Two of his sons, Capts. Jacob Freas and Phillip Freas, served with distinction in the 105th Pennsylvania Regiment during the Civil War.
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Clymer Freas, the father of the Groundhog Day celebration in Punxsutawney.


PUNXSUTAWNEY AREA HISTORICAL AND GENEALOGICAL SOCIETY





Clymer Freas attended the country schools in Porter Township and later the Edinboro State Normal School. His brother, Phillip Odessa Freas, served Punxsutawney for many years as burgess, the equivalent of mayor in a borough. Clymer’s obituary, which appeared in the Punxsutawney Spirit on October 22, 1942, calls him “father of the conception that Punxsutawney is the home of the ‘Groundhog.’”





The Punxsutawney Groundhog Club was organized in 1899, the brainchild of a character (in the best sense of that word) named Clymer H. Freas (1867–1942), then city editor of the Punxsutawney Spirit. It was Freas, as a clever and imaginative journalist, who created the Punxsutawney reputation as “Weather Capital,” “home” of the Groundhog, and even chose Gobbler’s Knob for the Groundhog’s annual prognostications. He is credited with creating the recherché language known as “Groundhogese,” of which a much-needed dictionary has recently been published. Freas was involved in the very first Groundhog Feast at Punxsutawney in 1899, when Groundhog was festively eaten accompanied by a powerful beverage called Groundhog Punch. To the Groundhog Hunts and Feasts in September, all colorfully reported on by Freas, were added the Groundhog Prophecies on Gobbler’s Knob on Candlemas, February 2.


After the turn of the century, the Groundhog Hunts at Punxsutawney became popular and ritualized, attracting devotees from Pittsburgh and elsewhere. For their annual hunt on September 19, 1907, the Punxsutawney and Pittsburgh Groundhog Club wore specially designed badges showing the Groundhog dressed in top hat and bow tie, and carrying in his left paw a huge unfolded umbrella and in his right a bundle of papers marked “Weather for Today.” The fact that the umbrella was closed indicated that the day’s weather was supposedly, or so it was hoped, fair. The hunt was widely attended, with a special train bringing a delegation from Pittsburgh, led by three colonels, probably all Civil War veterans. Other groups zeroed in from Reynoldsville, DuBois, Big Run, Indiana, and other towns in the Punxsutawney vicinity. It was reported that “the scouts have already rounded up a score of woodchucks, and the prospects are that the feast which will mark the close of the day’s hunt will be a notable one.” All this was dutifully reported in the Spirit on September 19, 1907.


The reputation of Punxsutawney as Groundhog Town was further promoted—again by Clymer Freas, Secretary and Poet Laureate of the Groundhog Club—in a sensational Old Home Week in August 1909. This was a festive week of parades, circus and vaudeville performances, baseball games, class reunions, and fireworks, all of which led up to Friday, August 27, which was dubbed Groundhog Day. On this day, the high point of the week’s celebration, the Punxsutawney Groundhog Club staged a magnificent mile-long parade appropriately called the Circumgyratory Pageant of the Astrologers, Horoscopists, Magicians, Soothsayers, and Meteorological Attachés of the Punxsutawney Weather Works. Magnificent floats represented the four seasons, and the “57 Varieties of Weather” (a veiled salute to Pittsburgh?), including snow, sleet, hail, rain, blizzards, squalls, and floods. It was no wonder that the Philadelphia North American reported that Groundhog Day was the obvious pièce de résistance of Old Home Week.


The town was honored on this day by the presence of Governor Edwin S. Stuart, Judge John P. Elkin of the Supreme Court, and Congressman John K. Tener (later governor). Clymer Freas, enthusiastic and hyperbolic as ever, describes in the Spirit’s columns the Governor’s Banquet held after the Circumgyratory Parade:




The guests once seated were not long in disposing of the menu until groundhog à la Punxsutawney and groundhog punch à la Doc Hughes appeared on the bill. Congressman John K. Tener and Supreme Court Justice John P. Elkin, in the order named, also exhibited diplomacy in eulogizing the flesh of the only simon pure [vegetarian] on this planet, and each, under the subtle influence of partaken woodchuck and assimilated punch grew eloquent and combed the earth, sea and sky with metaphor and simile, couched in the most beautiful phraseology.


Leigh Mitchell Hodges, the brilliant Philadelphia orator, optimist and gifted writer of the North American, in his eulogy on the newly-elevated national mascot simply tossed aside all barriers to his well-known storehouse of polished oratory and in one of the most eloquent speeches ever heard in this city lauded what he had consumed to the realms of scientific investigation… . His address was one climax of grandiloquence after another culminating in a rhetorical gem to wit: “I consider this banquet the greatest gastronomical event since the time Adam and Eve attended that decollate function in the Garden of Eden.”


Mr. Hodges’s subsidence occurred amid prolonged cheering after he stated that if he should never eat another bite of groundhog the impressions made upon his gastronomical organs by that which he had already eaten would remain undimmed as long as life should last.





This unique banquet was brought to a “happy and illustrious conclusion” at 1:15 A.M., with the final speech by the Hon. J. N. Langham, congressman of the Punxsutawney district.


The records of the Punxsutawney Groundhog Club include a listing of “Phil’s Past Predictions (Since 1887),” when he first saw his shadow on Gobbler’s Knob. The first front-page coverage of the event came in 1908. In 1911, fifty-five couples attended the Groundhog Day Dance, and in 1913, a new dance, the Groundhog Roll, was demonstrated. It appears that the Punxsutawney Groundhog was not always named Phil; in 1915, the Prognosticator bore the name of Wiley William Woodchuck. In 1928, the Groundhog Day event was broadcast on KDKA radio, from Pittsburgh. In 1940, the Groundhog was photographed with the first Groundhog Day Queen. In 1952 came the first appearance of Frau Groundhog on “The Dave Garroway Show” on NBC. In 1958, the Groundhog prepared for blastoff in his “Chucknik” spacecraft. In 1960, he made the “Today” show, and in 1962, he was reported as having returned from his second trip to the moon. In 1986, Punxsutawney Phil made a state visit to President Reagan in the White House. In 1987, he celebrated the one-hundredth anniversary of Groundhog Day. In 1993, the film Groundhog Day, starring Bill Murray, was released in time for Phil’s prediction, adding immeasurably to Phil’s reputation and Punxsutawney’s national renown. In 2000, he saw his shadow at 7:28 A.M. and announced the dawn of a “new Phillennium.” In 2001, the event was broadcast live at Times Square. And in 2003, Phil had the pleasure of meeting Pennsylvania’s new governor, former mayor of Philadelphia Ed Rendell.




The Movie


After spreading through the media across the country, Groundhog Day finally made it to Hollywood in 1993. The theme of the movie Groundhog Day, directed by Harold Ramis, is simple and intentionally monotonous. Comedian Bill Murray plays the part of a weather reporter from a Pittsburgh TV station who travels by van north to Punxsutawney, accompanied by his nerdish cameraman (Chris Elliot), who drives, and his producer (Andie MacDowell), who provides off-and-on love interest throughout the film. The reporter’s task is to narrate the Groundhog’s prophecy and all the doings on Gobbler’s Knob. But unfortunately for his peace of mind, each day as he rises from his bed in one of Punxsutawney’s Edwardian mansions, now a sumptuous bed-and-breakfast, it turns out to be Groundhog Day, again, again, and again.


The film is thus an adult fantasy, played for comedy. Several horror scenarios—fantasies or perhaps dream sequences—are included to contrast with the ordinary small-town atmosphere of Punxsutawney and its population. In one of these, the reporter steals Punxsutawney Phil from his keepers and drives away in a stolen truck—with the Groundhog at the steering wheel—pursued by the police, a car full of top-hatted Inner Circlers, and the TV van. The chase ends with the truck, Groundhog, reporter, and all, going over a huge cliff and exploding into flames at the bottom. But next morning, the reporter is up as usual, and the holiday is repeated. The reporter finally breaks this frightening pattern of repetition by deciding to marry his producer and stay in Punxsutawney.


For those who have attended the once-a-year festivities on Gobbler’s Knob outside Punxsutawney, it comes as a surprise to see the Groundhog festivities transferred to the main city square, where the Groundhog’s prophecy takes place surrounded by a huge crowd of colorfully dressed people, dozens of them dancing in the band pavilion to the tune of the “Pennsylvania Polka.”


It’s a virtual Punxsutawney that appears on the screen, since the film, for tactical reasons, was actually shot in Woodstock, Illinois. The town is portrayed as a pleasant, old-fashioned town with big front-porch houses; wide, tree-shaded streets; and interesting old brick public buildings. The film brought worldwide attention to Punxsutawney and Punxsutawney Phil, and has helped promote the cult of Groundhogism and the holiday of Groundhog Day across the country. The caricaturing of Punxsutawney’s solid citizenry, especially the top-hatted Inner Circle, making them almost—but not quite—urban Appalachian hillbillies, is highly exaggerated and all part of the fun.




[image: ]


The 1993 Harold Ramis film starring Bill Murray brought widespread national attention to Punxsutawney.








And so it went, as the event gained national momentum. Today it is a national popular-culture phenomenon, complete with Groundhog Day cards, carols, children’s books, and other accoutrements, and it has been projected into all forms of media—radio, television, and film.


“Where the Groundhog Grows”


On Groundhog Day 2001, Punxsutawney Phil, as Ambassador for Pennsylvania to the Big Apple, accompanied Governor Tom Ridge—at least on live television on the huge Times Square screen—to New York. Bill Cooper, president of the Punxsutawney Groundhog Club, who interprets Phil’s “Groundhogese” prophecy and translates it into English, made the statement, “Groundhogs always like apples, and the bigger the apple, the better!”
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Punxsutawney Phil gives his greeting from a postcard.


PUNXSUTAWNEY GROUNDHOG CLUB INNER CIRCLE





Phil’s TV tour to the Big Apple was sponsored by the state’s Department of Tourism, Film, and Marketing. Its purpose was to advertise to the nation Pennsylvania and Pennsylvania’s products, including such major national items as Hershey Chocolate, and make trade contacts for the commonwealth. So before Phil made his appearance on the Broadway screen, tourist films of Pennsylvania’s mountains and river valleys were projected to a somewhat surprised audience of New Yorkers walking to work before 8 A.M.


Governor Ridge good-humoredly admitted that he felt upstaged by Phil on this occasion but added, “Phil is quite a cultural icon.” When Phil’s prediction of “six more weeks of winter” was announced, the governor’s fifty or so guests groaned. But he was equal to the occasion. “That’s good news,” he said, “for the ski resorts in northeast and south-central Pennsylvania.”


In 2003, Groundhog Day was marked and made especially festive by the state visit paid to Punxsutawney by newly inaugurated Pennsylvania governor Ed Rendell, former mayor of Philadelphia. His visit was the first such gubernatorial honoring of the town and its Groundhog tradition since 1909, when Governor Edwin S. Stuart, also a Philadelphian, attended the great Groundhog Banquet in connection with Punxsutawney’s Old Home Week.


Rendell spoke at the Groundhog Banquet on February 1, Groundhog Eve. Accompanied by his wife, Midge, both wearing Groundhog caps and gloves, the governor took part in the early morning festivities at Gobbler’s Knob on February 2. Among the chants and signs on the occasion was one electioneering for “Phil for Governor.” Phil is probably a Republican, since the Punxsutawney area is typically a rock-ribbed Republican bastion. Democrat Rendell is Pennsylvania’s forty-fifth chief executive, and Phil was coaxed out of his hole for the 117th time to make public his yearly weather prognostication.


One of the most recent and spectacular spinoffs of the Punxsutawney Groundhog Day frenzy is the increasing number of couples who come to Phil’s Wedding Chapel in the town to be married on Groundhog Day by Mayor John Hallman. In 2001, ten couples were married or renewed their wedding vows. The high point of the day was the wedding of Dick Dollard of Memphis and Sandy Hanlon of Indianapolis, with Sandy’s best friend, Linda Stevens, wearing a Groundhog suit as the Groundhog of Honor. “We’re doing it for the love of the holiday,” Stevens was reported as saying in the Altoona Mirror. The group stayed at the town’s distinguished old hotel, the Pantall, where the Groundhog of Honor reserved the room used by Bill Murray on his research visit to Punxsutawney for the 1993 film.


Once Groundhog Day proper is over, Punxsutawney continues throughout the year with Groundhog-related events and celebrations, all of which attract locals and tourists. In midsummer, around the July 4 holiday, the weeklong Summer Groundhog Festival is held downtown. Among the highlights are evening shows of free entertainment, a food alley, craft booths and demonstrations, Children’s Day, a city garden tour, and a classic cars cruise. Featured also is the Groundhog Festival 5K Race; later in the year comes the Groundhog Fall 50K Race. All of these events are announced in attractive, glossy, poster-size brochures available from the Punxsutawney Area Chamber of Commerce.


As the town’s Chamber of Commerce puts it, “Punxsutawney Phil saw the country through five wars, journeyed to the moon, visited the White House and starred in his own major motion picture.” Yet in spite of his wide traveling and his other accomplishments, “the century-old Groundhog continues to delight millions with his mystique and charm and shadow-casting magic each February 2nd in Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania … the town where the Groundhog grows!”


Punxsutawney Phil invites the world: “Meet me at Gobbler’s Knob!” In this invitation to share in what has become “an American tradition,” Phil is joined by the Inner Circle of the Punxsutawney Groundhog Club. And to make it official, Phil signed his signature with his pawprint.
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‘Hear Yel Hear Yel Hear Yel
On Gobbler's Knob this momentous Groundhog
02-02:02, Punxsutawney Phil, anufdwymmdhoA
Seer of Seers, Pontif of all the tribes of Marmota Monax
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Handle, Bill Decley, who held him high so he could greet
Bill placed Phil
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to president Billin Groundhogese directing him to select
the appropriate scroll which reads:

‘Thank God I live in the land of the free and the brave,
and Ilive in a burrow and not a cave.

Toaly come out o eat and have fun,
My Groundhog Day job st study the sun.
s strong —

Sixmore weeks long!






