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JANUARY PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes
First week of January
Great horned owl pairs continue their duet hooting
as they set up nesting territories in forest areas.
Winter is the most challenging part of the year for
Minnesota’s birds and other active wildlife; food is
scarce and these animals must spend most daylight
hours searching for enough calories to beat the cold.
Colonel Josiah Snelling began keeping high and
low temperature readings 200 years ago (in 1819
at Fort Snelling), resulting in very good historical
temperature records for the Twin Cities area.
January 1, 2019: Minus 4°F in Waconia but first-ofthe-year “whi, whi, whi, whi,….” spring song of the
white-breasted nuthatch was heard. Elegant frost
patterns were seen on the insides of some windows.

Second week of January
Many species, including birds and lichen, are valuable indicators of air and
water quality. Lichens, such as tree lungwort, thrive in clean air. Lungwort
is a leaf-like lichen that grows on tree trunks and mossy rocks in rich,
unpolluted, mature woodlands. It is sensitive to sulphur dioxide levels in
the atmosphere, such as that emitted from coal and oil in power plants.

Research and public policy
For over 40 years, Freshwater Society has convened
experts and published reports on issues related to
preserving and protecting our freshwater resources,
with a focus on runoff and groundwater. We bring
recommendations from our reports and analysis
into policy discussions with state agencies, local
government, and the legislature to advocate for sound
policy; with engineers to plan smart; with farmers
to encourage water-friendly practices; and with
communities to inspire leadership and action.
Visit freshwater.org to check out all our reports and
publications, and sign up for our quarterly newsletter,
Facets of Freshwater, for updates on our research and
policy work.

Eastern cottontail rabbits are feeding on the bark
of sumac shrubs and other woody plants sticking
up above the snow. Listen for downy woodpeckers
drumming on resonant tree branches and other
“signal posts.” They do this to announce territories
and establish pair bonds. In northern Minnesota, male
common ravens are performing elaborate courtship
flight maneuvers, including steep dives, tumbles, and
rolls. In 2019, the United Nations released a report
about declining wildlife and plant species around
the world. The report states that we humans are
transforming Earth’s natural landscape so dramatically
that as many as one million plant and animal species
are now at risk of extinction.

January 20, 2019:
The 15 to 20 inches of
ice on Lake Waconia
was thundering and
cracking on this nearzero degree evening.
These eerie sounds
occurred during a
total eclipse of the
moon.

Fourth week
of January

LOOK FOR...

First northern cardinal
“what-cheer, cheer,
cheer...” spring song
heard (Minnetonka):

Feeders make life
easier for backyard
2019 January 25
birds and other wild
2018 January 13
2017 January 21
animals, especially
2016 January 8
during and after a
2015 January 8
storm. Chickadees flit
2014 January 9
in to grab a sunflower
2013 January 5
seed and fly off to
2012 January 4
a nearby branch to
2011 January 12
peck it open. House
2010 January 8
finches and American
goldfinches are visiting
in numbers to eat
hulled sunflower seed parts. Red foxes are normally
solitary but are now pairing up as the mating season
approaches.
January 30, 2019: Coldest day for the Twin Cities in the
previous 10 years, with a low temperature of -28°F and
a high of only -13°F.

January 12, 2019: At Green Prairie Fish Lake near Little
Falls, a giant 500-feet diameter ice carousel spun
slowly around. A chain saw was used to cut through 16
inches of ice to make the 8,000-ton platter of ice, on
which people skated, curled, and socialized.

Third week of January
Beavers share a communal home. Inside their lodge
the temperature can be up to 60°F warmer than
outside. Red squirrels are active all winter. They
prefer evergreen forests in northern Minnesota.
Find ring-necked pheasants and wild turkeys up
in crabapple trees feeding on the fruit. European
starlings, cedar waxwings, and overwintering
American robins also relish crabapples. In parts
of northern Minnesota, ruffed grouse dive into
powdery snow to keep warm at night. Timber
wolves are traveling on the wind-packed snow of
the northern lakes.
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Morning sky

A fresh new year begins with our
coldest month. Statistically speaking,
our coldest time for the Twin Cities
Belinda Jensen
@belindaKARE11
falls around the second week in
Chief Meteorologist
January. Many of us remember
2019 when the polar vortex sucked
Minnesota into a bitter cold for almost four days! However, we
are no strangers to the cold; we know that -40s F in northern
Minnesota is not uncommon, especially if you factor in wind
chill. Typically, our average temperature in the Twin Cities this
month is 22°F, dropping to a chilly 18°F just north in Duluth.
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Mercury spends the month climbing out from behind the Sun into the
evening sky, passing Saturn on 1/9 and Jupiter on 1/11, then reaching
Great Eastern Elongation at 18.6° east on 1/23. Mars spends the month
high in the south at sunset, moving eastward through Aries, with a visit
from the First Quarter Moon on 1/20.

Highlights
People are often surprised
by objects they see in the
night sky, which often illicit
thoughts of aliens and
flying saucers. Today, a new
class of object has people
all atwitter. SpaceX has
launched Starlink, a fleet
of thousands of satellites
that will make broadband
Internet available almost
anywhere in the world. They
are launched into space 60
at a time, and as they pass
Image: Stellarium
overhead at night, sunlight
reflecting off of them makes a long train of lights in the sky.
Eventually they will spread out, each settling into separate orbits,
but so many lights flying in formation is quite a sight to behold.

January typically brings the coldest
air masses of the year to Minnesota.
But with climate change, Minnesota is
warming winter faster than any other
season in Minnesota. NOAA data
show the average winter temperature
in Minnesota has warmed 5°F to 7°F
since 1970. That puts
Minnesota among
the fastest warming
places in the U.S. in
winter!

Image: NOAA/NCEI Climate at a Glance,
Average winter temperature (Dec-Feb).
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Evening sky

January is not only our coldest month, it is also our snowiest,
with an average of 12.1 inches. Of course, sometimes we see
much more, as the snowstorm of 1982 showed us when it
dumped over 40 inches of snow in the metro within a couple
days! If you’re not a fan of the cold or the snow, here’s some
good news for you: by the end of this month we’ll see nearly
an extra hour of potential sunlight. Spring is right around the
corner!

Chief Meteorologist
Weather Blog:
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Sunset

Venus gets a pass from the Moon on
Sunrise
E
1/11, but spends the rest of the month
falling from the morning sky, disappearing into dawn's glare. Jupiter
and Saturn pulled off some amazing formation flying last month, as they
passed within 0.1° of each other, but now they are both being overtaken
by the Sun in our sky. Saturn reaches Solar Conjunction on 1/23 and
Jupiter on 1/28.
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SPECIES OF THE MONTH
Dark-eyed junco (Junco hyemalis)
The dark-eyed junco is a common winter visitor in the southern
part of the state, most often arriving in October. These hardy sixinch gray birds have white bellies and white outer tail feathers
that flash when in flight. Both sexes have dark eyes, but males
have a slate-gray to charcoal chest, head, and back, while females
have light tan to light gray-brown feathers. Some call them
“snow birds.” Listen for their trilled musical songs in March — a
wonderful spring sign — and in April watch for them migrating
north to nest in northern Minnesota and Canada.
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