Weather Folklore

We are all fascinated by the weather, and most people know one bit of folklore associated with weather predictions.  Many of these predictions are closely tied to reading the countryside and wildlife seen.

Weather and wildlife behaviour folklore is a fascinating subject and includes many beliefs about how forecasts of forthcoming weather can be made by watching what wildlife is doing.

In the past, people worked and lived in closer association with the land. It was important to identify patterns of weather to ensure correct timings of activities, for example crop sowings. Significant weather patterns were recalled and passed across generations by rhymes and stories.  It is good these traditions continue, and for many they are a link to the natural environment.

When deciding whether they are fact or fiction, you need to take a look at the science behind the folklore. A tree bountiful with bright berries does not necessarily mean a harsh winter – it actually reflects the weather conditions at the time the tree was setting the fruits. Birds are attracted to berries by their colour and they are not necessarily stockpiling, but actually enjoying the benefits of a full natural larder!

Some folklore does reflect the changes in atmospheric pressure associated with approaching weather fronts, so scientific fact can provide a base. For example, the tumbling behaviour of rooks in autumn, as they chase insects, indicates a low pressure developing and changeable weather coming. We also see this in summer when swifts chase insects low to the ground just before rain (again due to the low pressure affecting where the insects fly).

Many sayings, though, are based on a single event on one day. For example, if you want to know if it will snow on Christmas Day, be prepared for a spot of wildlife recording: 

"If ducks do slide at Hallowtide, At Christmas they will swim;
If ducks do swim at Hallowtide, At Christmas they will slide."

Many stories and folklore relate to specific areas, with slight variations based on local traditions. However these are great ways to record countryside and wildlife events, so if you have memories about wildlife, write them down and pass them on. The countryside comes alive with such stories!

Why not start a nature diary of your own and record your stories inspired by folklore?

As for snow at Christmas ……. we will have to wait and see!

To find out more information, contact the Holly Hayes Environment and Resources Centre, 216 Birstall Road, Leicestershire LE4 4DG, telephone (0116) 2671950, 

e-mail wildlife@leics.gov.uk or visit www.leics.gov.uk/celebrating_wildlife.

