
DECEMBER PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes
First week of December  
Bald eagles are hunting fish where open water 
prevails. A majority of raccoons have retreated to 
winter sleeping quarters. They will be slumbering 
in sheltered places, such as hollow trees and 
abandoned buildings, until well into January or 
February. Minnesota and Wisconsin lakes continue 
to freeze over for the season. Stay off the new 
thin ice on ponds and lakes, and warn and watch 
children. Remember, it takes at least four inches of 
new solid ice in contact with stationary freshwater 
for safe walking, skating, and ice fishing. A 
snowmobile requires five inches of ice; 8-12 inches 
for a car or small truck. You don’t want to fall 
through ice; cold water saps body heat 25 times 
faster than air of the same temperature. In 32°F 
water, a person will last about 15 minutes before 
losing consciousness.

Second week of December
Soon after lakes freeze over the ice sheets can be 
heard cracking, thundering, and rumbling. These 
loud, long roars and rolls don’t necessarily mean 
that the ice is unsafe to walk on, but the eerie 
sounds remind us to respect the ice. Mourning 
doves, northern cardinals, and dark-eyed juncos 
seek out cracked corn spread on the ground below 
seed feeders. Just before and during a snowstorm 
there is a feeding frenzy at wildlife feeding stations. 
About ten species of birds plus gray squirrels are 
numerous and active. Surfers on Lake Superior in 
the Duluth area can catch some big icy waves in the 
morning, and go snowboarding at Spirit Mountain in 
the afternoon.

Third week of December
Eastern chipmunks awaken, but stay in and eat 
from the supply of food stored in their underground 
burrows. White-tailed deer bucks have begun 
dropping their antlers. A dozen or more mourning 
doves gather at some feeding stations. Rochester 
has held more than 50 Christmas Bird Counts; 
the one-day count in 2019 yielded 50 species 
and 10,674 individual birds. Included in the count 
were 4,244 Canada geese, 1,356 American crows, 
1,019 mallards, 406 black-capped chickadees, 183 
northern cardinals, 66 bald eagles, 60 wild turkeys, 
and four ring-necked pheasants.

Dec. 16, 2019: Ice thickness on Lake of the Woods 
ranged from 12 to 16 inches, and ice-fishing was 
good, with saugers and walleyes biting.

Fourth week  
of December
With a heartbeat 
of 700 pumps a 
minute, black-capped 
chickadees need to 
eat the equivalent 
of their own weight 
every day in the 
winter. Individual 
downy and hairy 
woodpeckers roost in 
separate tree cavities 
at night, and will 
retreat there during 
daylight hours if the 
weather is bad. 

December 20-26, 
2019: After seven 
consecutive days with 
thawing temperatures 
in the Twin Cities 
area, Christmas 
was still white, with several inches of snow on the 
landscape. Woodpeckers were drumming and the 
songs of the black-capped chickadee, northern 
cardinal, and blue jay were in the air.

Fifth week of December
December sunlight casts the longest shadows 
of the year. Tree shadows on the snow cover are 
spectacular. Flying squirrels will visit nightly at a 
good number of wildlife feeding stations in wooded 
areas, including city yards. They typically arrive 
about 5 pm to dine on sunflower seeds, peanut 
butter, and suet. Dozens of bald eagles are out and 
about between Red Wing and Wabasha. 

LOOK FOR...

Freeze-up for  
Lake Minnetonka:

2019 December 2
2018 November 28 
2017 December 14 
2016 December 15
2015 December 31
2014 November 27
2013 November 29
2012 December 22
2011 December 16
2010 December 3

ANDREA BERNHARDT | FROST IN THE DISTANCE | SHAKOPEE, MN

Finish your holiday shopping today
The 2022 Minnesota Weatherguide Environment™ 
Calendar and Almanac makes a great gift for most 
everyone on your list. Get extras for friends and family, 
teachers, your book club or sports team, your bridge 
group or fellow gardeners or fishing friends. You get the 
idea. It’s a gift they will enjoy all year long. Plus, your 
purchase supports the work of Freshwater, which has been 
inspiring and empowering people to value and preserve 
our freshwater resources since 1968.

You don’t even need to leave your house! Order online 
at freshwater.org or use the order form included in this 
calendar to mail it in.

When you’re done shopping, step outside and breathe in 
the crisp December air. Notice how snow or ice transforms 
the landscape and listen for wintering birds like the black-
capped chickadee or the downy woodpecker. Appreciate 
the beauty of our unique winter landscapes.

White-tailed deer bucks grow and shed antlers annually, usually dropping 
them after the breeding season, which lasts from late October into 
December. The bucks shed antlers through February, which then become 
important food for mice, squirrels, and other animals that gnaw on them for 
their high calcium and phosphorus content. By summer many of the antlers 
have been consumed, their minerals a part of another animal’s body.

NANCY JAHNEL | BIG BUCK | ST. PAUL, MN
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Remember the Domebuster? It’s been 
10 years since the massive blizzard of 
December 10-11, 2010 collapsed the Hubert 
H. Humphrey Metrodome. For the 5th time! 
It was the largest snowfall for the Twin 
Cities since the 1991 Halloween Blizzard. It 
started late on a Friday night and continued 
through Saturday. 17.1 inches of snow fell 

at Twin Cities 
International 
Airport. It’s 
the largest 
December 
snowstorm on 
record for the 
Twin Cities, and 
the fifth largest 
snowfall to hit 
the Twin Cities 
since 1891. 
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Coyote (Canis latrans)
Coyotes resemble a small German shepherd, with a shaggy, grayish-brown 
coat, cream colored throat and belly, bushy tail, and quite long pointed 
ears. An average male coyote is 30 pounds when fully grown, and a 
female 25 pounds. Their yipping sounds can be heard for miles; they howl 
or bark alone or in groups. We hear them most often in autumn. Found 
throughout Minnesota, coyotes are extremely wary of humans where they 
are hunted or trapped. However, in urban and suburban areas where they 
are less likely to be harmed and more likely to associate people with an 
easy source of food, they can be very bold. Still, there has never been a 
documented case of a coyote attacking a human in Minnesota. The best 
way to keep coyotes away is to make noises and yell.JOEL BAKKER | COYOTE | MINNEAPOLIS, MN
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For most of us, December is a month 
when snow is enjoyable and welcome. 
We love to see snow on the ground, 
bringing anticipation of the holiday 
season. Being the darkest month of the year in terms of 
cloud cover and sunlight, it’s a good thing we have holiday 
lights to brighten things up! December is the second 
snowiest month of the year, bringing an average 11.2 inches. 
This gives us a 70 to 75 percent chance of a white Christmas 
in the Twin Cities, but just a 55 to 60 percent chance for the 
southern part of the state. 
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Morning sky
Mars is finally visible again in the 
morning sky, with a pass by a crescent 
Moon on 12/2. With another pass by 
the Moon on 12/31, they are joined by the red supergiant star Antares 
(the heart of Scorpius, the scorpion), whose name means "rival of Mars". 
Notice the similar brightness and ruddy-red hue. 

Evening sky
Mercury takes a low climb along the twilight's southwestern horizon. On 
the Earth's side of its orbit, Venus moves quickly toward the north each 
night. Saturn and Jupiter start the month low in the southwest at sunset, 
approaching Venus. A crescent Moon joins the trio on 12/6, 12/7, and 
12/8. Finally we add Mercury to the mix by month's end.

Highlights
Canis Minor is prominent in the winter 
sky and part of the Winter Circle. Its 
Latin name means the Little (or Lesser) 
Dog. Along with Canis Major (the Great 
Dog), they are seen as Orion's hunting 
dogs as they follow him closely, just 
east in the sky. Though not even listed 
in the ten smallest constellations, it 
only consists of two stars that are 4.28 
degrees apart: Gomeisa and Procyon. 
Procyon is the eighth brightest star in 
our night sky and shines as one of the 
seven stars of the Winter Circle. Its name means "before the dog", as it 
heralds the arrival of the Dog Star, Sirius, rising just a week prior. Sirius 
was an important agricultural marker, so the first sight of Procyon in the 
morning sky was an important precursor. Like many of the bright stars 
of winter, Procyon is close to us: a mere 11.5 LY away, a bright winter 
neighbor to light the darkest time of the year. Only 13 stars are closer to 
our Sun. 

SPECIES OF THE MONTH
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