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MAY PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes
First week of May
The first ruby-throated hummingbirds, Baltimore 
orioles, and rose-breasted grosbeaks have returned 
and are coming to feeding stations. Look for the 
first Canada goose goslings and mallard ducklings. 
Lawns are green and growing, and we notice the first 
shade in forests from leafing-out boxelders, eastern 
cottonwoods, and more. Remember to spare the 
dandelions and save the bees. Common dandelion 
flowers, especially now during the spring, are a critical 
food source for honey bees and other pollinators. 
Young common dandelion leaves have long been used 
fresh in salads.

May 4-5, 2019: At Lutsen, Superior National was open 
to golfing and Lutsen Mountains for skiing; some 
people skied or boarded in the morning and played 
golf in the afternoon.

Second week of May
Typical lake surface temperatures are in the 50-60°F 
range for the Minnesota fishing season opener. 
Waves of migrating warblers are passing through the 
treetops. Other arriving migrants include warbling 
and red-eyed vireos, chimney swifts, common 
nighthawks, and scarlet tanagers. Look for numerous 
pairs of Canada geese with young goslings. Usually, 
lilacs are blooming in southern Minnesota and 
mushroom hunters are searching for the state 
mushroom, the common morel. May 12 is the normal 
time to transplant small tomato plants into the 
garden. With the wonders of nature all around us, 
make an effort to get outside and observe. Every 
forest, marsh, and prairie remnant is full of spring 
signs — evidence that our planet Earth is designed as 
a place for life.

May 14, 2019: Lake of the Woods lost its ice cover. 
Median ice-out for this huge lake is May 3.

Third week of May
Enjoy the superb fragrance and visual beauty of 
crabapple and apple trees in bloom. Most often, 
crabapples are considered apple trees with fruit two 
inches or less in diameter. If you missed the lilac 
and apple tree blossoms, go north of the Twin Cities 
about 50 to 100 miles to enjoy them now. Newly 
hatched broods of wood duck young are jumping 
from their nest boxes or tree cavities; around 8 a.m. 
is the prime jumping time. 

May 16, 2019: First 80°F day of the year. American 
toads called loudly and leopard frogs were “snoring.” 

Farmers worked hard 
to get acres of corn 
seeded in, but wet 
fields made planting 
of all crops difficult to 
impossible over much 
of Minnesota. 
May 20, 2019: 
The crabapple 
tree collection at 
the University of 
Minnesota Landscape 
Arboretum was at 
peak bloom. Masses of 
common dandelions 
were blooming.

Fourth week  
of May  
The first monarch 
butterflies are arriving. 
Hooded merganser 
ducklings are out. 
Eastern bluebirds 
are feeding young nestlings. Blue and purple tall 
bearded iris, lily-of-the-valley, and bridal wreath 
spirea are blooming. Gardeners are harvesting leaf 
lettuce, radishes, green onions, and hopefully the 
first strawberries. Silver maple seeds are falling in big 
numbers and eastern cottonwood trees are shedding 
seeds on cotton carriers. Young eastern chipmunks 
come out of their burrows to explore. In the north, 
common loons are incubating their eggs, black flies 
are becoming bothersome, and wild blueberry shrubs 
are showing their first white flowers. 

May 26, 2019: Minnesota farmers were late planting 
because of wet conditions. Statewide, 66 percent of 
corn and 30 percent of soybeans were planted.

LOOK FOR...

First monarch 
butterfly arrives 
(Carver County) 

2019 May 26
2018 May 18 
2017 May 14 
2016 May 24
2015 June 1
2014 May 21
2013 May 31
2012 May 2
2011 May 25
2010 May 15
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Farm fields and water ways
Runoff of sediment and nutrients from agriculture peaks 
at varying times of the year. Understanding the risk 
periods and what can be done to reduce the losses are 
key to improving downstream water quality. May is a very 
vulnerable time because it's one of our wettest months, 
and emerging crops are unable to use all the moisture 
and nutrients. Rainwater moves from the fields through 
tile and ditch systems, carrying nitrogen and dissolved 
phosphorus — and just too much water — directly to 
the rivers. Peaks in stream flow erode riverbanks and 
contribute sediment and more phosphorus to the river. 
Over 50% of annual nutrient and sediment losses occur 
during 1-2 rain events per year, typically in May or June. 

Practices such as buffer strips, cover crops, and targeted 
fertilizing can reduce these impacts, protecting both 
water quality and the farmer’s bottom line. 

For more information and to learn more about how 
Freshwater is engaging on this topic, visit freshwater.org. 

Spruce and pine trees are both part of the conifer family but come from 
different genera and are often confused. The easiest way to tell them apart 
is to look at their needles. Spruces have short needles attached individually 
around the twigs. The needles of pine trees are longer and grow in clusters 
of two to five. Minnesota has only two native spruce species — white and 
black, and three native pines — red, eastern white, and jack.
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Morning sky
Jupiter and Saturn hold court in 
the morning sky, staying low to 
the horizon but moving westward, 
almost due south by sunrise. The Moon meets up with them the first 
week in May and then again at the end of the month. On 5/23, Saturn 
halts its eastern motion, relative to the stars in Capricornus, and begins a 
retrograde march to the west. 

Evening sky
Mercury climbs higher into the evening sky, getting a visit from the 
Moon on 5/13 before finally reaching Greatest Eastern Elongation on 
5/17. At that point, it will be 19° above the horizon at sunset, higher than 
any other time this year, and offering the best time to see it. It will be 
joined by Venus on 5/28, separated by less than half of a degree. Mars 
starts the month low in the west at dusk. With a visit from the Moon on 
5/15, it continues its descent into twilight.

Highlights
About twice every three years, there 
is a total lunar eclipse in the night 
sky. These occur when the Moon 
moves into the shadow of the Earth, 
blocking the light from the Sun. 
The only light reaching the Moon is 
sunlight refracted through the Earth's 
atmosphere. Though the one on May 
26 is a total, we will only see a portion 
of it here in Minnesota, with the Moon 
setting before totality. Only those in 
eastern Asia, Australia, and the Pacific 
will see it in its entirety. The eclipse 
will begin in the morning at 4:45 am CDT, as the Full Moon approaches 
the western horizon, and will end when the Moon sets about an hour 
later, at 5:40 am CDT.
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GARDENING TIPS 
w Prune roses. Uncover 

and prune out dead 
and broken foliage from 
hybrid tea, grandiflora, 
and floribunda roses.

w Plant cool season 
annuals. You can now 
safely plant annuals like 
pansies.

w Aerate the lawn. Every 
two to three years give 
your lawn a breather.

American toad (Bufo americanus)
Soon after emerging from their underground hibernating spots 
in late April or early May, male American toads move to grassy 
ponds for breeding and begin their trilled calls. Each trill is a high-
pitched whistle that lasts for 20 seconds or longer, when the throat 
is puffed out. The sound is made by air drawn in at the nostrils 
and passed back and forth from lungs to the mouth over the vocal 
cords, the puffed-out throat acting as a resonator. Females arrive 
at the breeding ponds a few days after the males and lay long 
strands of eggs, which are then fertilized by the males. Contrary to 
popular superstition, you won’t get warts on your hands by picking 
up a toad.NANCY JAHNEL | MID-CROAK | RICHFIELD, MN
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May seems to be many Minnesotans' 
favorite month, for numerous reasons! 
It’s a very comfortable month — not 
too cold, not too hot, not too humid, 
and not too dry. Our average monthly high sits around 70°F. 
The days get increasingly longer, with around 14 hours of 
daylight on May Day and up to nearly 15-½ hours by the 31st.

May can be a very volatile month as well, with close to 15% 
of the average tornadoes occurring during this time. One 
storm in particular comes to mind: on May 6, 1965, cool air 
was streaming in and clashing with humid air that was sitting 
in southern Minnesota. Six tornadoes touched down that day, 
one in Fridley that packed winds of 206-260 mph. By the time 
this EF-4 tornado had passed, 16 people had lost their lives 
and over 600 were injured. One in every four homes in Fridley 
was either destroyed or damaged. May is the month to be 
weather savvy; look to the sky and stay tuned!
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