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What is a Groundhog? 

 

It is a chilly, February day and a crowd is waiting. Several men in fancy black coats and black top hats 
are standing around waiting for a famous, furry animal to come out of his den. It is Groundhog Day 
and the groundhog that everyone is watching is Punxsutawney (pronounced PUNKS-uh-TAW-nee) 
Phil. Legend says that if he sees his shadow, winter will last 6 more weeks.  

That is all most people know about groundhogs, but what is a groundhog really? Well, in the first 
place, he cannot predict the weather! Groundhogs are known by many different names, but the one 
most commonly used is woodchuck. How much wood can a woodchuck chuck? None actually! While 
woodchucks (or groundhogs) sometimes climb trees, they do not 'chuck' wood. Their name actually 
has nothing at all to do with wood. It comes from a Native American (Cree) word, Wuchak which 
means digger. It was mispronounced by early settlers and the name woodchuck was born. 
Groundhogs go by several different names depending on where you live. They are also called chucks, 
Canada marmot, thickwood badger and my personal favorite, whistlepigs (I dare you to say 
whistlepig without smiling). They are called whistlepigs because of the high-pitched whistle they 
make as a warning.   

A groundhog is a medium-size, stocky mammal with short legs, short ears, a blunt nose, and a 
medium-length bushy tail. It is 13 to 24 inches long, not including the tail, and weighs 5 to 14 
pounds 

A groundhog is a rodent belonging to the squirrel family. Rodents are different from other mammals 
because they have teeth that keep growing throughout their lives. They have one upper pair and 
one lower pair of these teeth, which are called incisors. Rodents spend much of their time gnawing 
or nibbling at hard objects to wear their incisors down. If the incisors grow too long, the rodent 
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cannot eat. The incisors can even grow back into the skull and kill the animal. More than half the 
mammals on Earth are rodents. Rats, mice, squirrels, chipmunks, gerbils, hamsters, lemmings, 
beavers, guinea pigs, and porcupines are all rodents. 

In the wild, groundhogs can live up to six years with two or three being average. In captivity, 
groundhogs reportedly live up to 14 years. That does not mean they make good pets. Adult 
groundhogs can be aggressive when cornered which will pose a problem in captivity. That, along 
with the fact that they burrow, means they are much better off being left in their natural habitat, like 
any other wild animal. 

Habitat  

 

Groundhogs have a wide distribution in North America, especially in the east, being found from 
Georgia and Alabama in the United States to Ontario and northern Quebec. In the west, they go 
northward to Alaska and through the Northwest Territories and southern Yukon. 
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Groundhogs are referred to as an "edge species”, that means they prefer areas where the forest 
meets a well-vegetated open field or meadow. Groundhogs like to be in open areas like fields, 
open forests, clearings, and rocky slopes. They usually establish their burrows where short-growing 
plants such as luxuriant grasses provide food for them. They generally avoid damp, swampy areas. 
Groundhogs originally lived in the forest. When the land was cleared by humans, the groundhogs left 
the wooded areas to take advantage of the abundant food in meadows, especially plentiful in the 
summer. 

There are a few ways to tell if a groundhog has been in the area, but because groundhogs hibernate, 
you will only be able to see them in the spring, summer and fall when the weather is warmer. The 
first way is the easiest way. Groundhogs LOVE to dig holes. Remember what the Cree word wuchak 
means? Right, it means digger! They make their holes away from water in the fields or woods and 
often on a slope. Most of the time there will be a mound of dirt near the hole. This is one of the 
groundhog’s burrows. The hole will be about 5 to 6 inches round and will look like this: 

 
The entrance to a groundhog burrow at Antler Ridge. The iPhone is not the groundhog’s, it is there to show you the size of 

the hole. 

Another way to tell is to look near the bottom of trees. Groundhogs will sometimes chew bark from 
the trees that are near their den when they wake up in the spring. 

A third way to tell is by their tracks. Groundhog tracks look like small hands. Their tracks look like 
those of a raccoon or an opossum but there is an easy way to tell the difference! Unlike raccoons and 
opossums, groundhogs only have 4 toes on their front feet and 5 on their back feet.  
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Diet 

 
One of the many groundhogs that Antler Ridge cares for every year 

Groundhogs are herbivores. Do you remember what that means? If you said that they eat plants 
and grasses, you are right! And boy can they eat. Groundhogs can eat up to a pound of vegetables, 
fruits, nuts, and plants at a time. Some of their favorite foods are clover, alfalfa, dandelions, and 
various grasses. They also love to eat vegetables like peas, corn, beans and even melons. They will 
also nibble on twigs of shrubs and small trees.  

Groundhogs forage, that means they search for the food they eat. They eat at almost any time of 
the day. In the summer groundhogs often eat early morning and late evening so they can avoid the 
heat of the day. They can eat up to one third of their body weight a day! Groundhogs are not known 
to drink water but instead are thought to obtain moisture from rain and dew-covered vegetation and 
moist grasses. While eating they raise their heads every ten seconds or so to check the area for 
predators or danger. They are animals of patterns and habits that wear down four to six-inch-wide 
trails between their burrows and their favorite feeding areas. 

In early June, a groundhog’s metabolism slows down. Metabolism means the chemical reactions 
in the body's cells that change food into energy. They eat more, their weight increases by as 
much as 100% as they produce fat deposits to sustain them during hibernation and late winter. 
Instead of storing food, groundhogs’ stuff themselves to survive the winter without eating.  
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Behavior 

 
One of the groundhogs that lives on the property of Antler Ridge 

Groundhogs are active above ground for only an hour or two each day. In the early spring, periods of 
activity vary and can occur during the day or night. In the summer, the groundhog is active for an 
hour in the early morning and an hour or so in the late afternoon. During this time, they are either 
feeding or sunning themselves on a mound of earth in front of their burrow or on a nearby rock. 
Their other main activity is digging their burrows. A burrow is a hole or tunnel dug in the ground 
made by an animal for shelter. A groundhog can dig up around 700 pounds of dirt for a single 
burrow. Burrows are continually reworked, so that several times a week you are likely to see freshly 
dug earth on the mounds in front of their burrow. This is a good indication that the burrow is active. 
Burrows are usually dug on a 30-degree slope of ground and have good drainage, and near fresh 
water with plenty to eat. Groundhogs may have several burrows; some being connected together. 
The burrow is one of the most important things in the groundhog’s life. Each burrow has multiple 
rooms or dens and can be 5 feet deep and 60 feet long. A burrow has one main entrance, that is the 
one with the mound of dirt in front of it. It also has up to 11 other entrances and exits that are more 
well-hidden. They even have spy holes to keep an eye on the nosey neighbors. If that were not 
fascinating enough, they have separate rooms or dens, including a bedroom for hibernating, a 
nursery, and yes, even a separate bathroom! 

In July, groundhogs start to accumulate a layer of fat that will supply them with the nutrients 
necessary for hibernation. By early fall they have added up to a half-inch of fat all over their bodies. 
At this time they shift from their summer burrows which tend to be out in the open, and move to 
winter burrows, which are most of the time, located in the woods or in hedgerows. They line the 
main chamber of their winter burrow with dry leaves and grasses to keep warm. When the weather 



 

Antler Ridge Wildlife Sanctuary 52 County Road 661 Newton NJ 07860  
CONSERVATION EDUCATION RREHABILITATION  

Rescue Rehabilitate Release 
 

gets cold and it is time to hibernate, the groundhog enters the chamber and seals it off with dirt 
from the tunnel. 

 
A groundhog digging out the main entrance to a burrow. 

Hibernation 

Hibernation means to spend the winter in a dormant state. The groundhog is one of the very few 
animals in North America that is a true hibernator! Other animals such as the bear, chipmunk and 
skunk go into a semi-dormant state called torpor, but none of these goes into the deep sleep the 
groundhog does. Many animals save energy in the winter by sleeping more, but these animals are 
not truly hibernating. When an animal just sleeps, its body temperature does not drop much. In 
addition, noise can wake a sleeping animal but not a hibernator. Bears are an example of animals 
that change their activities in the winter but are not true hibernators. They spend most of the winter 
asleep, but their body temperature barely drops. A bear will move around if woken up. 

After the groundhog seals up his burrow, usually in late October or early November, it will curl up 
into a ball and go into hibernation. He will spend up to 150 days in this deep sleep. During 
hibernation, a groundhog will breathe about once every six minutes and maintain a body 
temperature of about 38 degrees F (normal temperature is 96.8 degrees F). During hibernation males 
will lose about 47% of their body weight and females about 37% of their body weight. 

From late March to early April, the groundhogs begin to wake up from their long sleep. Males are 
the first to emerge from their dens.  

Groundhog babies called pups are usually born in late March to early May. There are generally 4 to 6 
pups in a litter. They are born hairless, blind, and helpless. For the first 4 weeks the young remain in 
the nest chamber of the burrow and the mother collects fresh greens for her pups as well as feeding 
them milk. After 4 weeks they may occasionally appear at the mouth of the burrow and play with 
each other. Not until they are six weeks old do they come out of the burrow entrance. They young 
will stay with their mother until about July.  

Do you remember what a groundhog’s favorite thing to do is? That is right, it is digging! Have you 
ever heard of a groundhog archaeologist? Well the state of Ohio has! Groundhogs digging their 
burrows dug up the previously unknown Ufferman Site in Ohio which is believed to have been built 
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by the peoples of the Cole culture. The Cole people were a group of Native Americans from the 
woodland period over 1200 years ago! Groundhogs were responsible for bringing up significant 
numbers of human and animal bones along with pottery from the site. 

Fun Facts 
1. A male groundhog is called a he-chuck 

2. A female groundhog is called a she-chuck and a baby ground hog is called a pup. 

3. A groundhog burrow is called a “sette” pronounced set.  

4. Newborn groundhogs are pink, hairless, and only about the size of a matchbox car. 

5. Groundhogs have a curved spine that allows them to have a great deal of flexibility and agility. 

6. Groundhogs are diurnal, meaning they are active during the day.  

7. Groundhogs are very good swimmers and can climb trees.  

8. The groundhog is the only rodent with its own day named after it! 

9. Groundhogs live near fence lines, vegetable farms, corn fields or fruit orchards. 

10. Groundhogs sometimes greet each other by touching noses 

 
One of the baby groundhogs Antler Ridge rescued last year, cuddling a stuffed frog.  
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Why groundhogs are important to the environment. 
The groundhog is important for providing homes for other animals: skunks, foxes, weasels, 
opossums, and rabbits all use abandoned groundhog burrows for their dens. 

Also, as they move tremendous quantities of subsoil as they dig, groundhogs aerate and mix the soil. 
This improves soil quality for plants and other beneficial organisms and helps the soil to absorb rain 
and other water. 
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Quiz 
Draw a line to match the word to the definition 

 

Wuchack     Semi-dormant state 

 

Rodent      Active during the day 

 

Edge Species     The cree word for digger 

 

Herbivore     To spend the winter in a dormant state 

 

Forage      A hole or tunnel dug in the ground 

 

Metabolism     Eats plants and grasses 

 

Burrow     Search for food to eat 

 

Hibernation     have teeth that keep growing throughout their lives 

 

Torpor      Reactions in the body's cells that change food into energy 

 

Diurnal      Where the forest meets a field or meadow 
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Quiz 
 

1. What do we mean when we say groundhogs are herbivores? 

 a. They eat meat. 

 b. They hunt during the day. 

 c. They hibernate in the winter. 

 d. They eat plants. 

2. What is another name that groundhogs are sometimes called? 

 a. Sword pigs 

 b. Forest pigs 

 c. Woodchucks 

 d. Squirrel pigs 

3. When groundhogs hibernate, what are they doing? 

 a. Hunting for food to store for the winter. 

 b. Predicting the weather. 

 c. Digging dens to live in. 

 d. Sleeping deeply through the winter. 

4. A groundhog is a rodent. What is a rodent? 

 a. A tiny mammal that lives in trees. 

 b. A mammal that eats insects.  

 c. A mammal with sharp upper and lower teeth that continually grow. 

 d. A mammal that hibernates.  

5. Groundhogs are burrowers. What does this mean? 

 a. They hollow out trees to live in. 

 b. They build dams from wood and scraps to live in. 

 c. They make nests using grass, twigs, and branches. 

 d. They dig deep holes to live in.  
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6. Why are groundhogs sometimes called whistlepigs. 

 a. Because of the high-pitched noise they make as a warning. 

 b. Because they look like small pigs. 

 c. Because they make an oink noise. 

 d. Because they roll in the mud. 

7. On which continent(s) can groundhogs be found? 

 a. Africa and Asia 

 b. North America 

 c. North and South America 

 d. Europe 

8. How many toes does a groundhog have? 

 a. 4 toes on the front feet and 4 toes on the back feet. 

 b. 3 toes on the front feet and 5 toes on the back feet. 

 c. 5 toes on the front feet and 5 toes on the back feet. 

 d. 4 toes on the front feet and 5 toes on the back feet.  

9. Groundhogs are diurnal. What does that mean? 

 a. They are active during the day. 

 b. They are active mostly during the night. 

 c. They hibernate.  

 d. They live in burrows.  

10. How do groundhogs sometimes greet each other. 

 a. Shake paws. 

 b. Lick each other. 

 c. Touch noses. 

 d. Whistle loudly.  
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Groundhog Coloring page 
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Color and cut out your own Groundhog Mask 
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One of the baby groundhogs that Antler Ridge is currently caring for. 

 
 


