2. Weather Signs

<Sig'ns and superstitions about the
weather naturally seem important to a
people who live by tilling the soil, and
are taken very seriously in the Ozark country. There is no deny-
ing that some old hillmen are extraordinarily acute in their
short-range predictions of rain and frost. The old-timer gen-
erally speaks dogmatically of bad luck, death bells, ghosts,
witches and the like) But he becomes a bit more cautious in
discussing the weather. “Nobody ever claimed that them old
signs was always right,” a gentleman in Jasper county, Mis-
souri, said reasonably. “But I’ve been a-watchin’ the weather
for sixty years, an’ I believe these here goosebone prophets are
just about as good as the government men we’ve got nowa-

days.”

The spotty nature of the Ozark weather, with conditions
varying widely between one hollow and another a few miles dis-
tant, may also give the local weather predictor a slight edge.
“Them government weathermen do pretty well on a flat prairie,
like Kansas or western Oklahoma,” an old man told me, “but
they aint worth a damn in a hilly country.”

The most colorful official of the United States Weather
Bureau in the Ozarks is C. C. Williford, who has been giving
a daily broadcast over a local station at Springfield, Missouri,
since 1933. Williford differs from most of his colleagues in
his readiness to argue with the “groundhog watchers” and
other defenders of superstition. He takes a lot of ribbing
about this, particularly when the gooscbone meteorologists
predict the weather more accurately than the government
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weather prophets, as sometimes happens. The backwoods Chris-
tians known as “Holy Rollers,” in Taney county, Missouri,
have more than once held public prayers for “that feller in
Springfield that lies so much about the weather.” Williford
gets many astonishing items by mail; as an example of Ozark
innocence in these matters, here is a letter dated Oct. 21, 1939:

We thought maybe you would say something about the moon falling
Sunday night. There might not have been many saw it but we sure did.
There was six of us witnessed it. It looked to be about 1 or 2 hours
high when it just suddenly turned over and fell like a star would
fall, making a ball of firc which could be seen down low for 5 or 10
minutes. No one around here ever heard of the moon falling, even
people 50 years old. Some wouldn’t believe it. It was between 7:30
and 8 o’clock. If you or anyone else ever heard of this before I wish
you would please mention it.

Paul Murrell

Strafford, Mo. Route 3
To this communication Mr. Williford replied soberly that
what Paul Murrell and his friends saw was probably a pilot
balloon from the Weather Bureau, since one was lost that
night. The records show, he added, that at the hour mentioned
the new moon was almost invisible—a faint sickle riding low
on the horizon. An account of this episode was printed in the
Springfield News & Leader, Oct. 22, 1939, under a two-column
head: “Extra! The Moon Falls on Strafford Route Three!”
There are so many rain signs, and they vary so widely in
different sections of the Ozarks, that one frequently encounters
contradictions and differences of opinion as to their proper in-
terpretation. One old fellow told me that when the tall grass
is bone-dry in the morning he “allus figgered on rain afore
night” but he also insisted that a heavy dew is one of the most
reliable rain signs known. Some time later, during a prolonged
drouth, I showed him that neither statement had any great
merit, but he was not at all disturbed. “All signs fail in dry
weather,” quoth he and seemed perfectly satisfied to let it go
at that. And even Will Talbott, who used to be the govern-
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ment weatherman of Greene county, Missouri, in 1930, was
quoted as saying “the only sure thing about the weather is
that a dry spell always ends with a rain.”

Many common indications of rain are found in the activities
of animals. If rabbits are seen playing in the dusty road, if
dogs suddenly begin to eat grass, if cats sneeze or wash behind
their ears or lick their fur against the grain, if large numbers
of field-mice are seen running in the open, if sheep turn their
backs to the wind, if wolves howl before sunset, the hillman
expects a shower. Any backwoods farmer will tell you that
when a hog carries a piece of wood in its mouth there is bad
weather a-comin’, and I am almost persuaded that hogs do
sometimes pile up leaves and brush for nests several hours
before a storm.

(When horses’ tails suddenly appear very large, by reason
of the hairs standing erect, it means that a drouth will soon
be broken. If cattle and horses refuse to drink in very dry
weather, the farmer expects a cloudburst. When horses sud-
denly stop feeding and begin scratching themselves on trees
or fences, it is a sign of heavy rains. Farmers who live in the
river bottoms are alarmed when they see dogs or cats carrying
their young to higher ground, believing that these migrations
indicate floods or cloudbursts

Mrs. Mabel E. Mueller, of Rolla, Missouri, says that “if
the cat lies in a coil, with head and stomach up, bad weather
i8 coming, but if it yawns and stretches, the weather will be
good.”

Some country women believe that chickens are somehow able
to tell what the weather is to be for several days in advance.
When chickens or turkeys stand with their backs to the wind,
so that their feathers are ruffled, a storm is on the way. If
hens spread their tail feathers and oil them conspicuously, it is
sure to rain very soon}

A rooster’s persistent crowing at nightfall is regarded as a
sign that there will be rain before morning:
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If a cock crows when he goes to bed,

He'll get up with a wet head.
This jingle is evidently very old and is one of the few instances
in which the male fowl is called a cock in the Ozark speech.
In ordinary conversation the hillman says crower or rooster
mstead.

In front of my cabin near Sulphur Springs, Arkansas, a
rooster crowed repeatedly at high noon. “What’s that a sign
of P’ T asked an Ozark girl who sat beside me. “Oh, that aint
no sign at all,” she answered. “I reckon he’s just a-crowin’
up company.”

In this same connection Mrs. Mueller says that her
neighbors are much impressed when chickens suddenly go to
roost outside the henhouse. One might suppose that, if the
fowls really know what they are about, this would be an in-
dication of fair weather, but the people near Rolla regard it as
a sure sign of rain. A storm is expected, too, if the chickens
are seen going to roost earlier than usual. Mrs. Mueller says
also that “if chickens stand on the woodpile and pick their
feathers, rain is on the way.”

CWhen chickens and other fowls are seen feeding in the fields
during a shower, it means that the rainy weather will continue
for at least twenty-four hours longer. When ducks or geese
or guineas suddenly become very noisy, without any visible
reason, it is a sure sign of rain. When crows, or woodpeckers,
or hawks make more racket than usual, the hillman expects
rain in twenty-four hours or less. If robins suddenly begin
to sing near the cabin, when they are not accustomed to sing
there, the housewife prepares for a shower. The call of the
yellow-billed cuckoo, which the Ozarker knows as the rain crow,
is widely recognized as a sign of wet weather. If a big owl
hoots in the daytime, or calls loudly and persistently near the
house at night, there will be a heavy rain within three dayé

When kingfishers and bank swallows nest in holes near the
water, the hillman expects a dry season; if these birds nest
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