
APRIL PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes
First week of April
No winter lasts forever, and April proves it. Mild 
days with occasional rain or snow and greening 
landscapes characterize the month. Deer tick and 
wood tick season begins. To avoid tick bites, walk 
in the center of trails, wear light colored clothing to 
more easily spot ticks, and spray clothing and shoes 
with permethrin. 

April 10, 2012: With a very early spring, many 
crabapple trees were blooming in the Twin Cities. The 
ice went out on Greenwood Lake in Cook County, 
usually the last in Minnesota to lose its ice cover. May 
7 is the average ice-out for this lake

Second week of April
Listen for the barking calls of wood frogs and 
western chorus frogs that sound like metallic clickers. 
Wood ducks and mallards are beginning to lay 
eggs. The first migrating chipping sparrows, yellow-
rumped warblers, and northern flickers appear. 
Usually ice covers are leaving central Minnesota lakes 
and farmers in the southern part of the state are 
preparing soil for planting. 

April 11, 2019: Spring snowstorm across Minnesota 
brought strong winds, rain, sleet, and much snow; 
about 10 inches fell in the Twin Cities and 20 inches in 
the far west of the state. Many schools closed. Many 
male red-winged blackbirds and dark-eyed juncos, 
plus some fox and song sparrows, showed up at 
feeding stations.

April 13, 2012: Spring unfolded about a month early, 
especially apparent in plant development. Common 
purple lilacs, daffodils, tulips, and hyacinths were 
blooming nicely and very showy.

Third week of April
Gardeners plant potatoes and onions, and seed-in 
leaf lettuce, radishes, peas, and spinach. Woodland 
wildflowers such as bloodroot, sharp-lobed hepatica, 
white trout-lily, and Dutchman’s-breeches have showy 
flowers. Watch for the first returning barn swallows, 
gray catbirds, and brown thrashers. April 22 this year 
marks the 51st anniversary of the first Earth Day, a 
reminder to make every day Earth Day; consider the 
seriousness of climate change and how to be good 
stewards of planet Earth. 

April 20, 2019: Ice-out for Lake Minnetonka; the 
median average over about 160 years is April 14. 

April 22, 2019: 
Early ruby-throated 
hummingbird sighted 
in Cannon Falls.

Fourth week  
of April
Insect-eating house 
wrens are returning 
and singing their 
melodious songs. 
Migrating white-
throated sparrows are 
numerous at feeding 
stations. In southern 
Minnesota, find 
blooming forsythia 
shrubs and magnolias. 
Lawn mowing begins. 
A green tinge is 
covering urban and 
natural forest areas 
as willows, boxelders, 
ironwoods, and other 
trees begin to leaf 
out. Minnesota is the nation’s fourth-largest corn 
producer; farmers like to plant corn by the last week 
of April or first week of May. As ice covers leave, 
common loons are returning to central and northern 
Minnesota and Wisconsin lakes and are filling the 
spring air with their enchanting calls and yodel-like 
songs.

April 28, 2019: Ice-out date for Mille Lacs Lake and 
Lake Bemidji.

LOOK FOR...

First leaves emerging 
in tree tops  
(Carver County)

2019 April 25
2018 May 4 
2017 April 13 
2016 April 15
2015 April 27
2014 May 4
2013 May 12
2012 March 23
2011 April 28
2010 April 9

ROSLYNN LONG | GREAT EGRET FLIGHT | RICHFIELD, MN

Glacial Lakes State Park is a preserved area of a highland that stretches 
from Willmar through Alexandria to Detroit Lakes, and was formed during 
the last glaciation. The undulating landscape and its lakes were created by 
a combination of debris and buried ice that melted centuries later. Located 
near the prairie-forest transition, it is a migration route for over 200 bird 
species and breeding grounds for 100. 

ANN WESSEL | GLACIAL LAKES STATE PARK | STARBUCK, MN

Facilitating progress
Minnesota’s lakes and rivers belong to all of us, and 
so does the work of protecting them. Water resource 
professionals need neighborhood groups, lake 
associations, community professionals, and decision-
makers to be knowledgeable and interested. Getting 
those partners to engage — and stay engaged — can 
be challenging. Gathering public input and turning 
their feedback into concrete actions can be even more 
daunting. It takes time, money, and energy to convene 
people who need to be at the table. 

Freshwater uses proven participatory engagement 
methods to help organizations move from conversation 
and ideas to action. Our trained facilitators work with 
partners toward meeting our shared goals: to protect 
Minnesota’s lakes, rivers, and streams, and ensure we 
have safe, clean drinking water. 

Visit freshwater.org to learn more.
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“Blue skies, smiling at me, Nothing but blue 
skies, do I see"          — Ella Fitzgerald

Ella had it right. April in Minnesota brings a 
deeper brand of pristine blue sky. But 
climate change is causing more smoky sky 
days above Minnesota. A 2018 study found 
smoke plumes overhead an average of 9 to 

12 days a month between June 
and September in the Upper 
Midwest.* A Climate Central 
study shows large fires in western 
North America have more than 
tripled since 1970; a hotter, drier 
climate is likely the biggest single 
factor. Smoke from those fires 
comes our way, causing smoky 
skies and frequent air quality 
alerts, according to MPCA data.

Morning sky
Find Jupiter and Saturn in the 
southeast pre-dawn sky, being joined 
by the Moon on 4/6 and 4/7. Continuing to separate, they are 15° apart 
by month's end. 

Evening sky
Mercury is passing behind the Sun on 4/18, moving into the evening sky. 
Though climbing higher through the month, Venus never emerges from 
twilight. Mars soars high above Orion, meeting the Moon on 4/17 and 
moving into Gemini by month's end. 

Highlights
There will be three Super Moons 
this year: April 26, May 26, and 
June 24. A Super Moon occurs 
when the full moon is within 90% 
of its closest approach to Earth. 
Since the Moon's orbit is not a 
perfect circle, its distance from 
the Earth changes as it orbits. The 
closest point is called perigee. At 
this point, the Moon will look 14% 
bigger than at its most distant 
point: apogee. Now, this is an 
actual change in apparent size 
— a real and measurable effect — but it should not be confused with 
the Moon Illusion. This occurs, at any phase, when the Moon is close to 
the horizon. The proximity to trees and buildings on the horizon makes 
it appear bigger. The great Leonardo da Vinci surmised that it was an 
atmospheric effect, refracting the lunar light to make it larger in the sky. 
Too bad he didn't bother to check: it's an optical illusion! If you measure 
the angular size of the Moon, as it rises, and compare it to later, when it's 
high above the horizon, you will find it is the same size. Even if it is a trick, 
it still looks lovely.
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Greater prairie-chicken  (Tympanuchus cupida)
Prairie-chickens are brown, hen-like birds with long vertical bars. The 
sexes look very similar, but males display inflated golden-orange neck 
sacs during courtship on a lek. Leks are small open areas — also called 
booming grounds — where male prairie-chickens vie for the attention 
of females in the spring, making low-frequency booming vocalizations, 
a hollow “oo-loo-woo” that can be heard for miles. Historically, prairie 
chickens were widespread throughout the tallgrass prairie of the Upper 
Midwest but their numbers declined greatly over the years as true prairie 
was converted to farmland. Today their population in Minnesota is 
relatively stable, but low. They are omnivorous, consuming a wide variety 
of food including insects, fruits, and seeds.  DIANE HERMAN | PRAIRIE CHICKEN | TWIN VALLEY, MN
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We’ve all heard the quote, “April 
showers bring May flowers.” However, 
April doesn’t even fall in the top five 
wettest months, coming in behind May, 
June, July, and August. It’s really the 
sun's warmth that brings up those flowers. While rain and storms 
can be expected this month, so can snowfall. On average April 
receives 2.66 inches of snow. Our wettest April ever was in 2001 
with seven inches of precipitation!

Early April average temperatures near 50°F will rise to the mid-
60s F by month’s end. This causes lawns to green and trees 
to bud, our most recognizable signs of spring. April is also the 
typical ice-out month for most Minnesota lakes.

Cold air tends to linger from winter and warmer air moves in 
from the south, which can cause thunderstorms to develop. 
Remember, April is a great month to get reacquainted with 
severe weather safety, to keep you safe in any situation.
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*mprnews.org/story/2020/05/04/wildfire-smoke-is-reducing-blue-sky-days-in-minnesota

Average days per month with HMS plume overhead
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