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THE BEGINNING OF WINTER

IN the discussions relating to the beginning of
winter that have appeared from time to time in
ScIENCE, one phase of the question seems to have
received hardly sufficient attention.

If we look up what the Century and Standard Dic-
tionaries have to say about winter or the seasons,
we find that historically and, apparently until recent
times, popularly, the general conception of winter
was that it covered the three coldest months of the
year. The idea involved was simply our experience
of average meteorological or climatic conditions. In
most parts of the north temperate zone the interval
from the first of December to the end of February
was regarded as representing this period, and modern
meteorological data seem to indicate that this does
represent a satisfactorily close approximation. The
exact beginning of the coldest period doubtless varies
somewhat in different regions. In the District of
Columbia it falls on the seventh of Becember;® in
Minneapolis apparently about the third of December.?

More recently there has been manifest a growing
tendency, especially in the United States, to change
this conception and to assert that winter should be
regarded as beginning with the winter solstice and
ending with the vernal equinox.
ascertain, this is due to a certain number of astrono-
mers, with the enthusiastic support of a multitude of
newspaper scientists. The favorite expression of the
latter group is that “astronomically considered, winter
begins at the winter solstice.” Of course, “astronomi-
cally considered,” winter does nothing of the kind.
If it is possible to consider astronomically an event
which is not astronomical in nature, it is the middle
of winter that, in the northern hemisphere, should be
regarded as coinciding with the solstice, for it is at
the solstice that the sun appears farthest to the south,
the day is shortest, and the heat received per second
on unit area of horizontal surface is a minimum. As
a matter of fact, however, there is a lag in the seasons
such that the coming of winter is considerably de-
layed, though not to the degree that would cause its
beginning to coincide, even approximately, with the
solstice. As far as winter is concerned, the solstice
is the solstice, and nothing more.

In spite of ancient usage, it might be desirable to
modify the conception of the term winter, if any good
reason could be advanced for making the change, but
all the argument seems to point in the contrary direec-
tion. To nearly every one, scientific men and laymen
alike, the coldest quarter of the year, the hottest
quarter, and the quarters of intermediate temperature
are of direct personal interest and importance. They
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govern many of our daily habits, plans and activities.
To very few people except astronomers are the sol-
stices and the equinoxes of more than general interest.
Educated people are supposed to have a fair idea of
their significance and time of occurrence, but to en-
force this knowledge by erecting them as monuments
by which to date the seasons hardly seems wise. It is
not the way to teach science or respect for science.
In fact, it seems to be generating a distinetly wrong
Many people seem to have acquired the
idea that something occurs at the solstice which, ac-
cording to the laws of nature, definitely fixes this as
the beginning of winter. They do not realize that to
declare that winter begins at the solstice is as arbitrary
as it would be to declare that it begins on the nine-
teenth or the twelfth or the twenty-fifth of December.

There is evident at times an unfortunate tendenecy
on the part of one or another group of scientific
workers to take a word of general usage and give it a
special meaning which adapts it better to their par-
ticular purposes, and then to insist that this should
be accepted as the essential meaning. If astronomers
find it useful to have a name for the period from the
winter solstice to the vernal equinox, it would be de-
sirable, in order to lessen the misapprehension and
confusion that are resulting, to choose another term
than winter. Failing this, they should be especially
careful to point out to inquirers that their use of the
word is in a special sense, which does not affect and
is not intended to supersede the old-established mean-
ing.
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QUOTATIONS

ONE TOOTH GONE WRONG

THIs week’s excitement about the “million dollar
tooth” from Nebraska is a trifle belated. It is now
two months since Dr. William K. Gregory, one of the
original examiners of this famous tooth, decided that
it had belonged neither to an ape nor a man and pub-
lished this conclusion in ScieNxce. No evolutionist
slept less well for this explosion of the tooth’s signifi-
cance. To correct conclusions that turn out to be
false is a continual duty of scientific men, and even
false assumptions not infrequently result in progress
by uncovering facts or engendering ideas previously
unknown. It is to be noted, too, that the scientists
who now reject the man-like origin of the Nebraska
tooth are the same who originally accepted it. They
are merely correcting a mistaken theory which they
previously proposed, something which all scientific
men do almost daily and as a matter of course.




