L. I. Liberty  / Radio Free Tuesday :  2002-01-29  --  Nothing But Twos (Groundhog Day)


This Saturday will be a very remarkable day.

It’s the second time in over 90 years that the day, the month, and the year of the century are all the same.

For those in America who insist upon writing dates in scrambled order, with the month first, then the day, then the year, the date is:
02/02/02
In Europe and elsewhere, when people write the date in a slightly more logical way:  ascending order: day/month/year – this Saturday’s date will also be written as:
02/02/02
Of course, descending order of fields is by far the most sensible way to write a date.
(Computers sort such dates chronologically.  That’s why international standards, such as ISO 8601, use descending order.)  In year/month/day order, this Saturday’s date will also be written as:
02/02/02
So, regardless of which convention you use, dates will have none of their usual ambiguity this Saturday when Punxatawney Phil pops out to look for his shadow.  This year, Groundhog Day is 02/02/02 regardless of which convention the animal may use.

Last year, New Years Day was 01/01/01 for everybody, regardless of how they write a six-digit date.  However, the last time before that when we had a date with all three parts the same was in 1912.  12/12/12
A decade or so from now, we’ll also have an 12/12/12 and over the next eight years we’ll have date triples like  03/03/03 and so forth, up thru 09/09/09 and 10/10/10 and 11/11/11.  That last date, Veterans’ Day nine and ¾ years from now, can be written only with ones, not even zeroes are needed.

The one before that was in 1911.  However, Veterans’ Day wasn’t invented until 1918, when it was first called Armistice Day.  Regardless of what the day was called, and regardless of what order people used, that date was written with all ones:  11/11/11.  

So, this Saturday’s date, which can be written as 02/02/02, may not seem so unusual until you consider the century.  All of the dates in the last century really should have had a 1900 in front of the year.  For a little over two years, now, the full date has a 2000 added to the two-digit year.  So, while the day, month, and year of century were the same in all of the above examples, the full dates also had either a one and a nine in front of the year, or a two and a zero.  This Saturday, the full date can be written with nothing but twos.  Using the ISO 8601 format (YYYY-MM-DD), the date this Saturday is:  2002-02-02.  Ignoring the zeros, the date is written with nothing but twos.

The last time that a date could be written completely with only one nonzero digit was nearly nine hundred years ago, in the year 1111.   In fact, that date could be written entirely with ones, and no zeroes at all:  1111-11-11 .  

Groundhog Day two years ago was the first time since the year 888 (August 8th, to be exact) that a full date could be written entirely with even numbers.  There will be many more all-even dates during this millennium, it will not be possible to write dates using only odd digits.  The last time that was possible was November 19th in the year 1999.  There won’t be another all-odd date until the year 3111.

Anyhow, this Saturday is Groundhog Day.

When I teach introductory programming language courses during the Spring semester, I often use Groundhog Day as a convenient example for algorithm development and the syntax of conditional statements.  (In the Fall semester, lessons about subroutines often fall near Thanksgiving, allowing different modularization of the turkey to provide convenient examples – but that’s another story.)

According to legend, the groundhog is programmed to follow a very specific rule regarding his shadow, thereby dictating how the weather will be for the next 40 days.  According to the legend, if he pops out of his hole on February 2nd and there is no shadow, then he will scurry around looking for acorns or whatever and observers will delight in the fact that the weather is thereby programmed to become pleasant and warm, with an early Spring.  However, if he does see a shadow, then the sight of it scares him, he retreats back into his burrow, and the world will know that there will be another miserable month of Winter weather.  

While that may be a good model for students to use in writing simple IF/THEN/ELSE control structures, the legend itself seems illogical and backward.  Think about it:

· If he sees his shadow, that is supposed to mean that the weather will be bad.  However, Groundhog Day itself must be sunny for there to be a shadow.

· On the other hand, good weather is predicted when Groundhog Day is cloudy and sunless.

That’s entirely backwards and illogical!  Somebody ought to explain all this to Phil, as well as to the National Weather Service!

Notwithstanding all of the above, the Groundhog Day story is only a rural legend, and misleading to boot.  The origin of the festivities that were held at Gobblers Notch was quite different from the celebration that today has become a tourist event for the nearby town.  In years gone by, the primary purpose of the event was to partake of roasted groundhogs, captured and cooked for the gustatory benefit of the participants.  Usually, the lack of a shadow was due to poor weather, which in turn made it hard for the furry meteorologist to observe the lurking predators.  Conversely, he had good reason to be scared of the sun -- scurrying back into the hole meant survival for the groundhog but disappointment for the hungry revelers.

