
MARCH PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes
First week of March
According to meteorologists, spring in the Upper 
Midwest begins each year on March 1. Astronomers 
tell us that spring begins on the vernal equinox 
(usually March 20). March could be the peak of the 
snow season but it’s also our first month of real 
spring, the awakening season. Between now and 
the last day of the month is a good time to prune 
grape vines, apple trees, and oak trees. In northern 
Minnesota, black bear cubs are now about a month 
old, weigh less than three pounds each, and are in 
dens with their still-sleeping mothers.

March 1, 2017: At Somerskogen Sugarbush in 
Minnetrista, with 1,000 sugar maple trees tapped,  
100 gallons of high-quality maple syrup had already 
been produced.

Second week of March
Most years, unless the snow is too deep, maple 
syrup producers are tapping their maple trees. The 
sap flow is triggered by thawing days reaching into 
the 40s F. Be on the lookout for the first migrating 
flocks of Canada geese returning to the Twin Cities 
area. Canada geese move northward at the edge of 
the 32°F isotherm, when the average temperature 
reaches 32°F. Their travels are often brought to a 
standstill by snowfalls and blizzards. Look for the 
first migrating American robins; they will be flighty 
and noisy, not calm like the overwintering ones. 

March 11, 1878: After the warmest winter on record, 
the ice was out of Lake Minnetonka, still the earliest 
ice-out date for this lake on record. The second 
earliest was March 17, 2016.

Third week of March
Red-osier dogwood twigs look bright red — the 
veins of spring. Weeping willow twigs have a golden-
yellow glow. Short-tailed weasels are turning from 
their white winter coats to brown summer ones. 
Woodchucks that went into hibernation in October 
are now above ground. Bald eagles are active over 
the Mississippi River area of the Twin Cities. It takes 
four years plus a few months for a bald eagle to 
develop a full white head and tail. 

March 17, 2012: Record high of 80°F was set in the 
Twin Cities, the earliest on record for the area. Some 
golf courses opened, maple sap flowed, western 
chorus frogs called, painted turtles were sunning 
on logs, and the ice left many southern Minnesota 
lakes such as Fountain Lake in Albert Lea and Lake 
Nokomis in Minneapolis.

Fourth week  
of March
After the vernal 
equinox each year, 
nights in the Northern 
Hemisphere become 
shorter than 12 hours 
as days grow longer. 
The amount of 
daylight affects the 
sprouting, flowering, 
fruiting, migration, 
courtship, and mating 
of the planet’s living 
things. Many more 
eastern chipmunks are 
now above ground. 

March 21, 2019: First 
50°F temperature of 
2019; first wood duck 
pair and American 
woodcocks returned.

Fifth week  
of March
On these late March mornings, listen for the sound of 
red-winged blackbirds trilling, Canada geese honking, 
mourning doves cooing, and both American robins 
and song sparrows singing. Other migrating birds out 
and about include common loons, great blue herons, 
great egrets, wood ducks, hooded mergansers, and 
eastern phoebes. This is the time for some good 
maple sap flows, and to find the bright scarlet cup 
fungus, the first fresh mushroom of spring. It grows 
on the forest floor on sticks and small logs.

LOOK FOR...

First migrating 
American robin arrives 
(Carver County):

2019 March 19
2018 March 9 
2017 March 15 
2016 March 6
2015 March 12
2014 March 19
2013 March 15
2012 March 2
2011 March 16
2010 March 15
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We know that non-native species — such as buckthorn and zebra mussels — 
can cause significant damage to our native ecosystems; these are referred 
to as invasive. Some non-native species have become harmless additions to 
our landscapes. Garden-friendly crocuses are easily crowded out by other 
plants, making them unlikely to spread and become troublesome.
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Several factors affect when lake ice melts, including 
characteristics of the lake itself, and weather conditions, 
which are changing with our increasingly warmer and wetter 
climate. Minnesota's winter low temperatures have also 
increased, decreasing the duration of lake ice cover. This 
chart shows ice-out statistics for 20 Minnesota lakes.

Historical lake ice-out median dates and extremes for Minnesota lakes

Lake Name County Median Ice-out Earliest Ice-out Latest Ice-out Yrs of Data
Bemidji Beltrami April 26 4/9/2017 5/22/1950 81
Big Sandy Aitkin April 21 3/26/2012 5/12/2013 64
Big Stone Big Stone April 10 3/16/2016 5/8/2013 66
Clear Waseca April 4 3/7/1931 4/29/2018 108
Green Kandiyohi April 16 3/20/2012 5/8/2013 88
Gull Crow Wing April 21 3/26/2012 5/18/1950 58
Itasca Clearwater April 23 3/26/2012 5/18/1950 76
Leech Cass April 28 4/2/2012 5/23/1950 82
Lake of the Woods Lake of the Woods May 3 4/8/2012 5/21/2014 33
Mille Lacs Mille Lacs April 25 3/26/2012 5/16/2013 62
Minnetonka Hennepin April 13 3/11/1878 5/5/2018 141
Minnewaska Pope April 15 3/21/2016 5/11/2013 112
Osakis Todd April 19 3/13/1878 5/14/1950 149
Pepin Goodhue/Wabasha March 31 2/19/2000 5/20/1843 93
Rainy Koochiching May 4 4/5/2017 5/22/1950 87
Shetek Murray April 4 3/8/2000 4/30/2018 51
Tetonka LeSueur April 3 3/14/1987 4/29/2018 42
Vermilion St. Louis April 30 3/28/2012 5/23/1950 98
Waconia Carver April 10 3/7/2017 5/4/2018 68
White Bear Ramsey April 13 3/16/2016 5/4/2018 90
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Morning sky
In the morning sky of 3/6, Mercury will 
reach Greatest Western Elongation, then 
head back into the solar glare. Venus is 
lost behind the Sun, finally passing into 
the night sky with Superior Conjunction on 3/26. Jupiter and Saturn 
continue to climb out of the glare of dawn, meeting Mercury and the 
Moon on 3/10.

Evening sky
Mars spends the month passing between two star clusters: the 
Pleiades to the west and the Hyades to the east. These both belong 
to Taurus, the bull, and on 3/19 the Moon will split between Mars and 
bright red Aldebaran, the bull's menacing eye. Though 65 light years 
(LY) away, this red giant shines brighter than Mars, a scant 150 million 
miles away. 

Highlights
March brings the annual 
"spring ahead" of our clocks, as 
we adjust for Daylight Saving 
Time (DST). This practice has 
always been controversial, with 
recent data suggesting some 
detrimental health effects from 
the switch over. Originally, DST 
ran from the last Sunday in 
April until the last Sunday in 
October, but since 2007, it has 
run from the second Sunday in 
March through the first Sunday 
in November. With only four months of standard time, some states 
are lobbying to make DST permanent. Though the Uniform Time Act 
of 1966 allows states (such as Arizona) to opt out of DST, moving to 
DST permanently would require an Act of Congress.  
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Mallard duck (Anas platyrhynchos)
The mallard is the main ancestor of most breeds of domesticated ducks, 
and is probably the most abundant wild duck throughout most of the 
Northern Hemisphere. The adult male mallard is well-known for its green 
head, rust-brown chest, and white neck ring; the hen is a combination of 
browns and tans. They are primarily vegetarians, feeding from the surface 
and “dabbling” from deeper water; with their hind ends in the air, they 
dabble with their feet for balance. Mallards feed on duckweeds, seeds 
from sedges and grasses, corn, and acorns, though will also eat animal 
matter including snails, aquatic insects, and even fish. Their average 
lifespan in the wild is three to four years.JENNIFER STROM | MALLARD PAIR | ST. PAUL, MN
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March likes to tease us with its  
spring-like tendencies, but then 
harshly remind us that winter can 
still rear its head. This is our third 
snowiest month, with an average of 10 inches in the Twin 
Cities. Back in 1951, 40 inches of snow fell in the metro! We 
also experience a wide array of temperature. Back in 2012, 
on St. Patrick’s Day we hit 80°F in the Twin Cities. This was a 
record high and the earliest 80°F reading.

The average temperature begins at 34°F and increases to 
49°F by the end of the month. Daylight savings time begins, 
giving us later sunsets and longer time to enjoy the sunshine. 
While March may take us on a rollercoaster of weather ups 
and downs, it is officially meteorological spring and that 
warmer air starts to creep in.
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SPECIES OF THE MONTH

March in Minnesota can be a paradox; it's 
still more winter than spring at this latitude. 
The Vernal (spring) Equinox occurs Saturday, 
March 20, 2021 at 4:37 am in Minnesota. But 
our higher sun angle now melts snow rapidly 
on sunny milder days. The sun reaches 
45° above the horizon at solar noon on 
the spring equinox. The March sun is high 
enough in the sky to really feel the growing 

warmth on sunny days! And that warm, sunny feeling tells us 
spring is getting closer every day.
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