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Farming is quite possibly one of the oldest professions in the world. The details have changed drastically over the years, from growing and harvesting small, manageable crops that feed a family, to the machine-operated, industrial mass-production we see today. However, the basic concept remains the same; if you know what to plant, how to plant it, and how to make it grow, you can feed yourself and others. If you further your knowledge still, you can learn to raise livestock, adding milk, eggs, meat, wool, and endless other goods to the self-sufficient world on a farm. The ability to do all of this successfully and run a smoothly functioning farm is not something that everyone can do. It requires a knowledgeable, often peculiar group of people; the farmers themselves. 
These people are professional multi-taskers, raising crops, animals, and often several children as well. In order to smoothly manage all of these responsibilities, farmers often call upon a set of beliefs and knowledge regarding nature.  This collection of useful, humorous, interesting, and often bizarre beliefs is what I suppose you could call “farmer lore.” This wisdom often relies heavily on astrology, the phases of the moon, the weather, and even the Old Farmer’s Almanac, a nostalgic staple in most farmers’ homes. There are signs for everything: When is it going to rain? Snow? When is the best time to plant crops? Harvest them? It can tell you when should you breed your animals, can vegetables, dig a whole, cut your hair, and even wean your children. 
Because there is such an extensive assortment of beliefs among farmers, there are several questions that come to mind. Is this a collective knowledge base shared by all farmers? Do they all abide by the same or similar laws of nature? How accurate are these all-natural predictors? By taking a closer look at the beliefs of various experts and farmers, the famed Old Farmer’s Almanac, and the often-repeated stories of my own grandfather, I hope to come to a better understanding of the beliefs shared by this group of people and maybe gain a little knowledge about how to make the most of the natural world around me. 
My biggest resource on my quest to explore the natural beliefs of farmers is my grandfather. Although he is recently deceased, I will always remember him as he was in his more active days. With an excess of mud on his boots, a handkerchief of questionable cleanliness in his pocket, and an abundance of double-negative drawl in his vocabulary, my grandfather was an amusingly stereotypical image of a rural Illinois farmer. While at first he would not have been viewed as particularly educated by more scholarly individuals, it would only take an afternoon of talking with him and being led around the farm that was his own personal heaven to see that he was very intelligent. He possessed a wealth of knowledge about crops, animals, weather, and many other things that would leave most people clueless. He was also highly adept at math, with the ability to calculate almost anything in his head. Devout Catholics, he and my grandmother raised nine children, which eventually lead to the births of their twenty-five grandchildren. Growing up as number thirteen of the grandchildren, I can remember being taken outside with my grandfather and being shown a constellation, told a story, or taught an old secret about how to know if it was going to rain. He seemed to just know an enormous variety of ways to read nature and he used them almost without even thinking about it. 
One of his favorite things to do was point out a clue or a sign about the upcoming weather to anyone who would listen. Out of necessity, he was constantly aware of the temperature changes, the amount of precipitation, and the ways that each would affect that year’s crops. If you believed in his methods, you could have a pretty good idea of what the upcoming year was going to be like by mid-January. According to a paper of immeasurable value on which he wrote down many of his words of wisdom, “if January second is cold and clear [there will be a] late spring” (Tarter, Letter). Coincidentally, he passed away on January second of this year and I remember it being very cold and quite clear. In what I fondly consider his final prediction, southern Illinois did experience a peculiarly late spring this year. Also included in the letter is the advice that “wind blowing from the south on March twenty-second” could indicate a “dry year” (Tarter, Letter). He also includes that “if it rains on January fifth, we will have a rainy May.” As if he felt someone would challenge his accuracy, he adds at the bottom of the paper, “Just check May 1998 and 2002.” At his request, I looked into those dates on a weather archive and found that, in southern Illinois, it did in fact rain on January second of both of those years, with a rather rainy May following both (“History for St. Louis, MO”). 
Adding to his long-term weather predictions, he gave the advice that “each day in February you hear it thunder, mark it on your calendar and on the corresponding day in April it will frost” (Tarter, Letter). Many similar variants of this belief can be found in the ISU Folklore Archives, including one belief from an anonymous informant, “If it thunders in February, it will frost in May that same day” (Anonymous, ISU Folklore Archives).   
Once the seasons shift fully into summer, you should use those warm, muggy nights as an opportunity to listen for the shrill trilling of the Katydid. According to my grandfather, “Once you hear the first Katydid call it will be exactly three months till the first frost of fall” (Tarter, Letter). I quickly found that he was not the only one with this belief. The ISU Folklore Archives revealed several almost identical accounts. Lola Ann Goodwin says, “Expect the first killing frost exactly three months after Katydids start their chirping” (Goodwin, ISU Folklore Archives).
In addition to his own personal methods that helped him predict the weather, my grandfather would frequently turn to the Farmer’s Almanac for an idea of what was coming our way. This nostalgic encyclopedia of all-natural knowledge could always be found in my grandfather’s home. While officially named the Old Farmer’s Almanac, it is also commonly referred to as the Farmer’s Almanac, or sometimes simply the Almanac. 
Regardless of what you call this book, you can expect to find a wide variety of old-fashioned advice concerning just about anything. There are tips for gardening and cooking, lists of home remedies for every illness, ailment, or injury imaginable, methods for managing money, guidelines to maintaining a happy family, and a whole host of bizarre and completely random stories added to the Almanac for no apparent purpose other than to amuse the reader. There is also always a section on astrology, detailing the phases of the moon and when certain stars, planets, and constellations will be visible. The topic for which the Almanac is most famous though, is the calendar of weather predictions for the upcoming year. This calendar is divided by season and region, giving a detailed, sometimes poetically delivered rendition of what you can expect for the coming year’s climate. 
The methods used to predict the weather are top secret, and said to be developed in 1792 by the original founder. The writers for the current Almanac will tell us that they “predict weather trends and events by comparing solar patterns and historical weather conditions with current solar activity” (Thomas 204). They give both a large-scale overview for the entire year and also very specific predicted values for temperature and precipitation on a monthly and daily basis. They proudly claim to have eighty-percent accuracy most of the time (Thomas 204). 
In 2002, Peter Geiger, the editor at the time, put the Almanac’s accuracy to the test, comparing a few months of his predictions with those of a local meteorologist in Philadelphia. According to this small, unofficial study, during those few months, the Old Farmer’s Almanac was correct seventy-six percent of the time and the meteorologist was correct seventy-eight percent of the time. Peter was pleased with these results, wryly adding that the meteorologist made his prediction “the night before and we did it two years before” (Martin n.p.).    
It seems that the public is generally accepting of the Almanac’s accuracy and modern meteorology has not taken away from people’s desire to interpret nature themselves. A statement in American Folklore. An Encyclopedia sums this up well, saying, “Even though meteorological science has taken over the official forecasting of American weather, folklore still offers a significant way for people to seek understand and control of the phenomena that often seem to defy rational analysis” (Tucker 744).  
The Almanac also has a set of proverbs that offer less-specific advice for weather predictions. These are similar to the sayings and phrases my grandfather had stored in his memory. According to the Almanac, these proverbs come from “farmers and sailors- people whose livelihoods depended on the weather.” These observers of weather “quickly connected changes in nature with rhythms or patterns of the weather.” Each month has its list of three or four common proverbs. A few examples are as follows: “Fog in January brings a wet spring. . . Thunder in March betokens a fruitful year. . . A swarm of bees in May is worth a load of hay. . . Fair on September 1st, fair for the month. . . Much rain in October, much wind in December. . . A green Christmas, a white Easter” (Thomas 266).
As pointed out by folklorist Elizabeth Tucker, a common prediction that people seek is what the coming winter will bring. A bitter cold or particularly snowy winter may require some preparation in advance, and many people begin looking for indicators of the coming winter long before the cool breezes of autumn arrive. A well-known winter predictor involves the “willie worm,” those easily identified caterpillars with thick white, brown, or black fuzz on their backs. Some people believe that the amount of hair on these caterpillars, as well as cats, dogs, and other animals, is indicative of the cold of the coming winter; the thicker the coat, the colder it will be (Tucker 744). The ISU Folklore Archives provides countless almost identical beliefs from various people. It is impossible to give credit to them all, but the general consent among these informants is that the color of the caterpillar’s hair has predictive qualities; the more snow that is coming, the darker the hair so that the worms better stand out against the white snow. According to Kathy Koltofen, a completely black caterpillar implies a massive amount of snow, or “blackout winter” is on its way (Koltofen, ISU Folklore Archives). 
In keeping with the theme of using animals as winter-weather predictors, Todd King provides this information to the ISU Folklore Archives, “The higher the squirrels build their nests in the trees, the more severe the winter is going to be” (King, ISU Folklore Archives). 
In addition to these interesting methods, a widely known weather predictor used by the Old Farmer’s Almanac is the famous persimmon seed. Countless articles in the ISU Folklore Archives mention the fated fruit and, of course, my grandfather does as well. It seems that the beliefs behind the meaning of the seed and its winter-predicting shape is universal, coming down to the same basic concept, no matter who you talk to. My grandfather’s version is no different than any of the others; the spoon represents the shovel used to dig yourself out of the massive amounts of snow that will be coming, while the knife alludes to cutting, bitter cold winds. The fork means a mild winter, possibly with some powdery snow (Tarter, Letter).   
Besides these long-term predictions, there are a few tricks for predicting the forecast of the near-future as well. Interestingly enough, you can just look at the way smoke is coming out of your chimney or off of a pile of burning leaves if you want to know when it is going to rain. Smoke that hangs “low and flat” means rain is on its way, while high rising smoke means “fair weather is in the making” (Tarter, Letter). This phenomenon has some readily available scientific merit to it. Smoke binds easily and quickly to particles of moisture in the air. The more moisture available for it to attach to, such as when there is a chance of rain, the heavier the smoke gets, causing it to “hang” or hover closer to the ground. If the air is relatively dry with little moisture for the smoke to bind to, it floats away, high into the sky. My searching revealed that this piece of information is relatively well-known and that many people -- from farmers to boy-scouts -- use it often. Many sources, including an article about nature forecasting, give a clever rhyme to help people remember the trick; “If smoke goes by, no rain comes by. If smoke hangs low, watch out for a blow” (Jenkin “Can Folklore Forecast the Weather?”).  
In addition to the use of smoke as a predictor of precipitation, my grandfather believed that if the sun set behind a cloud bank on Sunday, “it will rain before Wednesday” (Tarter, Letter). According to an educational weather website from the Univeristy of Illinois, these low lying clouds are called “nimbostratus” and usually contain moisture (“Cloud Types”). These moisture-heavy clouds hang lower in the sky for the same reason chimney smoke will remain close to the horizon. It is only a matter of days, approximately the amount of time between Sunday and Wednesday, before the moisture they are holding is released as precipitation.      
All of the above information about precipitation, temperatures, and the seasons illustrates that farmers are obsessed with the weather. Nonetheless, weather is quite possibly one of the most important factors in a famer’s life. It is the driving force behind when they can plant and harvest and how well the crop, which defines their livelihood, will turn out.  So it seems only natural that a farmer’s knowledge would extend beyond just the weather, and into the realm of what is affected by the weather; the crops. 
My grandfather, along with farmers everywhere, understood the complexities behind growing crops and learned to observe the natural world around him. Rather than trying to control the crops regardless of the environment around them, farmers have learned to work with nature to yield the best results. This seems a wise choice since nature manages to successfully grow countless wild and untamed items each year without any help from the farmers.   
	A simple piece of knowledge from my grandfather concerns the ways to assess the quality of corn. His written record states, “if [the] sweet clover has white blossoms [there will be a] poor corn crop. If [there are] yellow blossoms, [you will] get a good corn crop” (Tarter, Letter). 
He also believed that “if it rains on June second, there won’t be any blackberries that year” (Tarter, Letter). There must have been rain free Junes when I was growing up, because I vividly remember my late summers being spent with him picking, and me eating, countless fat, juicy blackberries from his backyard. 
	The Old Farmer’s Almanac also offers some advice for crops based on what else is going in nature at the time. By observing when certain flowers bloom, a gardener can best judge when to plant particular vegetables. The Almanac advices when lilacs and daffodils begin to bloom, lettuce, peas, and spinach should be planted for best results. The best time to plant tomatoes and peppers is when the dogwoods and daylilies start to bloom. Cucumbers and squashes should be planted a little later when the lilacs begin to fade. Blooming dandelions signal the best time to plant beets and carrots. And small elm leaves “the size of a squirrel’s ear” indicate the time to plant corn. This section of the Almanac is followed by a complex chart denoting when to fertilize and water the newly planted garden (Thomas 273). 
It would appear that whether you are planting large fields of crops or just cultivating a small vegetable garden, growing produce of any kind is no easy feat. An amusing story in American Folklore. An Encyclopedia demonstrates a farmer’s humorous pride in his skills; “A clergyman congratulates a farmer on his success with a rocky plot of land, saying ‘You and God certainly have done a nice piece of work here.’ ‘Yeah,’ the man answered, ‘you ought to have seen it when God had it all alone’” (Cash 244). 
	As we delve further into factors believed to affect the quality of crops, it is necessary to understand what many farmers feel is a big influencing factor; the moon. Besides the obvious fact that the moon waxes and wanes faithfully every month, there are many lesser known beliefs about those phases and what they mean. According to the Farmer’s Almanac, the time period while the moon is waxing is a time of growth. Tasks related to strength, growth, fruitfulness, productivity, and life should be performed during this phase of the moon. Such tasks include cutting your hair or the grass in your lawn to increase growth, planting crops, baking, cleaning, digging holes, getting married, and trying to conceive a child. Alternatively, when the moon is waning, this symbolizes a time of decline and it is best to harvest crops, can vegetables, sell a home, cut hair and grass to slow growth, fill holes, quit smoking, and start a diet (Thomas 231). My grandfather recounts that you should “cut hay in the dark of the moon and it will dry quicker” and “fill holes in the lane in the dark of the moon” in order to achieve the longest time before they need filled again (Tarter, Letter). 
	To write about these kinds of signs in the Farmer’s Almanac requires a certain amount of scientific and folk expertise, a combination possessed by Bob Berman, an astrologer and writer for the Old Farmer’s Almanac. A graduate of Ohio University, Berman is now an established astrologer and teacher with several published books, including Secrets of the Night Sky and Strange Universe. Both books combine his knowledge of astrology with the everyday lives of the common man. For the topic of the moon, his expertise is extremely helpful (Keyser n.p.). 
	While Berman is skeptical about many “moon myths,” he does give some credit to the farmer’s belief that planting by the moon yields a better crop. His reasoning is that the moon may slightly affect underground water in the same way it affects the tides of the ocean, pulling it up to the surface and providing the newly planted crops with more water to absorb (Berman, “Secrets of the Night Sky” 57). He does point out, however, that a more likely reason the moon helps farmers know when to plant is that it provides a simple and reliable way to keep track of the calendar and know when the right season has arrived (Berman, “Strange Universe” 135). 
	Berman discusses many other moon phenomena commonly known to farmers such as the well-known but little-understood “blue moon.” Berman states that there are two kinds of blue moons, the commonly known version where there are two full moons in one month and a rare, literally blue-colored moon that occurs from chemical pollution build-up (Berman, “Strange Universe” 156). However, a magazine article in The News and Observer debunks Berman’s first theory, stating that a blue moon is not exactly two full moons in one month. It is actually a fourth full moon in any normally three-moon season. Farmers had to give this extra full moon its name to separate it from the other full moons and keep their seasons in order. This more accurate definition means that a blue moon is even rarer than what is commonly thought, adding to its slang use in speech; “once in a blue moon” (Shaffer n.p.).
	In addition to Berman’s wealth of knowledge, there is also a wide base of beliefs circulating throughout the general population of farmers. One popular website Gardening by the Moon relates many of the same principles used by the Farmer’s Almanac and my grandfather and presents the ideas in an easy format for novice and experienced gardeners to use. The beliefs presented on this website support the idea that gravitational pull of the full moon on water is beneficial to the plants, and also propose that moonlight has a positive effect on leaf growth. The website advises that the period of the new moon be used to plant above ground crops such as lettuce, broccoli, cucumbers, cabbage, and spinach because as the moon waxes it promotes leaf and stalk growth (“Phases of the Moon”). 
A piece of information from Jennings Hoffman in the ISU Folklore Archives supports this belief; “In the light of the moon you should plant your things that grow on top of the ground like beans or cabbage” (Hoffman, ISU Folklore Archives). 
The opposite advice is true for the full moon; as the moon wanes, this is the ideal time for plants whose edible parts grow underground. Crops such as potatoes, carrots, and onions grow best as the growth is focused underground on the roots (“The Phases of the Moon”). 
These beliefs are also supported by the Old Farmer’s Almanac, which gives almost identical advice. Not only does the Almanac agree that it is best to plant above-ground plants while the moon is waxing and below-ground plants while the moon is waning, it also gives a detailed list of thirty-six common garden plants and the best dates to plant them for that particular year (Thomas 232). 
	In a combination of moon beliefs and the previously discussed weather predictors, my grandfather often told me to watch for a ring of light around the moon. If a ring was present, it meant moisture was in the air and rain or any other precipitation would be coming soon. You could further your accuracy by counting any stars inside that ring; the number of stars was equivalent to the number of days until that precipitation would come (Tarter, Letter). According to Elizabeth Tucker, this is a common technique used by African Americans as well. “If a circle around the moon encloses three stars, there will be rain in less than three days” (Tucker 743).
Similar to the ring around the moon, spying a sundog also meant rain was on its way. A sundog is a small prism of light usually off to the side of the sun. Sometimes they display all of the colors of the spectrum and sometimes they are just a bright white color. The belief that this phenomenon brings rain is evidently central to Illinois, where my family is from. Elizabeth Tucker offers a very specific version, explaining that “Illinois folklore states that. . .a sun dog north of the sun means rain from the northwest, while a sun dog south of the sun means rain from the southwest” (Tucker 743). Berman briefly touches on this phenomenon, giving credit to its accuracy by explaining that these halos and colors appear when a low sun shines through a thin layer of moisture-heavy clouds and creates an effect somewhat like a rainbow. As more moisture accumulates over the next few days, rain is likely to result (Berman, “Strange Universe” 69). 
The color of the sky can also be predictive of the weather to come. While this proverb is not listed on my grandfather’s written record, I can remember him saying it frequently; “Red sky at night, sailors’ delight. Red sky at morning, sailors take warning.” While clearly meant more for sailors than farmers, this proverb implies that bad weather can be expected if you wake to a red sky. It is common enough that it is also mentioned in American Folklore. An Encyclopedia (Tucker 743).
	In addition to the phases of the moon and its meaning for weather and crops, there is the Zodiac calendar to consider. The moon has added meaning depending upon which sign it is in at the time. These positions are named one of two ways, either with the classic Zodiac name or with a body part. The more well-known signs of the Zodiac include Aquarius, Pisces, Aires, Taurus, Gemini, Cancer, Leo, Virgo, Libra, Scorpio, Sagittarius, and Capricorn. The lesser-known signs of the body include the Legs, Feet, Head and Face, Neck, Arms, Breast, Heart, Bowels, Reins, Secrets, Thighs, and Knees respectively. These signs are used for many parenting decisions including weaning, potty training, and teaching how to walk (“Zodiac Signs, Astrology and Astronomy Explained”).
My own mother was raised on many of these methods and has a vivid memory of growing up hearing about these signs, so she agreed to be interviewed and share what she remembers of my grandfather’s belief systems. She relates that the most important thing she can recall is to wean your children during the sign of the feet. This way the kids are not thinking about what you are taking away from them. If you wean during the sign of the face or breast, all they will think about is breast-feeding, bottles, or pacifiers (Ehrat, Interview).
Teaching a child to walk is done during a sign of a lower body part such as the legs, thighs, knees, and feet in order to give them strength and balance. She says she was obviously too young to remember any of these methods being used on her, but she did say that she used them on her children and always had good results (Ehrat, Interview). 
Although it was harder to find information on this topic in the ISU Folklore Archives, there were a few informants who spoke of the moon’s help when parenting. Sandy Swanson advises, “You are supposed to wean a baby by the light of the moon” but also includes “I don’t know why, though” (Swanson, ISU Folklore Archives).
In addition to raising children, these methods can also be used for raising chickens. According to the Old Farmer’s Almanac, chickens “born under a waxing moon in the fruitful signs of Cancer, Scorpio, and Pisces” will be “healthier and mature faster.” By calculating when these optimal days are, farmers can decide when to “set eggs” or incubate them (Thomas 230). 
This interpretation of the moon in order to best raise children seems to round out the wealth of knowledge possessed by farmers, implying that they are masters of not only their crops, animals, and the weather, but also of their own families. My grandfather leaves no one out of his beliefs, even giving some advice to my grandmother; “A morning shower never lasts long. . . the wind will rise and it will be a good day to hang quilts on the clothes line” (Tarter, Letter). 
Through my research into the Old Farmer’s Almanac, words of wisdom from Bob Berman, and the stories and advice from my grandfather and mother, I have found much more information about the weather, crops, the moon, and many other farm-related phenomena then I ever anticipated. The ISU Folklore Archives yielded such massive amounts of information that there is no way I could ever hope to include it all in one paper. The internet, although definitely the newest edition to the farming world, had an overwhelming wealth of information as well, proving that just because some farming is becoming industrialized does not mean that the simple act of planting a garden and watching the sky for signs of rain has become obsolete. I was surprised to find that, now more than ever, people are searching for these old beliefs and time-tested methods in order to preserve a simpler life and reap the most from nature. 
My research showed me that I was most likely not the only little girl growing up with a grandfather full of stories and predictions about the weather and his crops. Not only were these beliefs a common theme among farmers, they were a common theme among humans. Whether out of necessity or pure curiosity, it seems that people everywhere know of some way to interpret nature. Boy scouts, sailors, gardeners, campers, star-gazers, cultural groups, people with rural addresses, and countless others are familiar with these old proverbs, using them to interpret the natural world better than any technology ever could. I came in contact with such an overwhelming response to my questions that it seems as though there is a universal desire to connect with the natural world around us.
I was not only surprised at these findings, but also extremely happy that the beliefs that hold so much nostalgic value for me are not dying out with the passing of each old farmer. In fact, they are very much alive on a much larger scale than I could ever have imagined. I have also gained a larger appreciation for the often-repeated ramblings of my grandfather and am now curious to test some of his methods. There is a good chance I will be using my new knowledge and paying more attention to what is around me, marking my calendar, watching the moon, counting stars, and looking to the sky rather than the television to see if it is going to rain. 
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