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OCTOBER PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes
First week of October
Beautiful red autumn foliage is appearing on Virginia
creeper vines, Amur maples trees, and many sumac
shrubs. Eastern cottonwoods, lindens, honey
locusts, and green ash trees glow in golden-yellow.
Migrating monarch butterflies continue to nectar
on New England asters and other garden flowers.
Common cattails are shedding myriads of seeds
on small carriers. Shaggy mane mushrooms are up.
Fall color is peaking in central Minnesota and along
the North Shore of Lake Superior. Kinglets, whitethroated sparrows, juncos, and sharp-shinned hawks
are the most numerous of the North Shore bird
migrants. Birds are a litmus test of our environment,
an indicator of its health. A decrease of about 30
percent of North American birds since 1970 is cause
for great concern.

Sugar maples are common in forests throughout much of Minnesota.
The tallest ones in a canopy, and those on the edges of forests or out
in the open, display burnt-oranges and fiery-reds in the fall because
long exposure to sunlight makes their leaves produce more sugar, which
combines with other substances to produce red pigment. Sugar maples
in the shade produce less sugar and have leaves in golden-yellow.

Give sustainably with a Weatherguide calendar
Give your friends, family, employees, and clients a
sustainable gift they will appreciate all year — the 2022
Minnesota Weatherguide Environment™ Calendar and
Almanac. When the year is done, calendars can be recycled
or shared with others. Many of our longtime users have
framed the photos to hang on their walls or give as gifts!
Call us with your order of 10 or more for a discounted rate.
We also offer fundraising opportunities, including online
and in-person sales that can earn your group up to $10
for every calendar sold. Many schools, churches, lake
associations, and others have raised hundreds of dollars to
support their activities and programs. Weatherguides are
an easy sell (you know — you’ve got one in your hands!)
and they support the work of Freshwater. It’s fundraising
that benefits you and the environment.
Contact us at freshwater@freshwater.org or 651-313-5800
to learn more.

Second week of October
Look for lingering flocks of American robins, redwinged blackbirds, and common grackles. Farmers
hope to have finished combining their soybeans and
corn, or at least have a good start. At harvest time
it’s best if the corn has dried down to 15 percent
water and soybeans down to 13 percent moisture
so farmers don’t have the expense of drying before
storing or selling. Late season apples such as Connell
Red, Haralson, Regent, and Fireside are ripe for
picking. Boston ivy vines, growing up on the sides
of schools and other buildings, display colorful red
foliage. Turkey vultures and flocks of American crows
are migrating down along the North Shore. At the
end of the Gunflint Trail, lake trout are spawning in
the shallows of Saganaga Lake, and aspen trees still
show golden-yellow foliage. Wild cranberry fruit
ripens in the cool bogs of northern Minnesota and
Wisconsin. The commercial cranberry harvest is well
underway in northwest and central Wisconsin.

Oct. 21, 2019: Along
the North Shore, rivers,
creeks, and waterfalls
looked like spring
with their fast rushing
waters. Lake Superior
water level was 15
inches above normal.

Fourth week
of October

LOOK FOR...

Peak day for autumn
foliage colors
(Twin Cities):

Chrysanthemums
keep adding floral
2019 October 17
color to gardens as
2018 October 14
many varieties can
2017 October 14
withstand some frost
2016 October 14
and a temperature as
2015 October 14
low as 28°F. Both red
2014 October 14
and white oaks display
2013 October 13
dark red and rich
2012 October 1
brown leaves. Sugar
2011 October 4
maples in forests
2010 October 6
have golden-yellow
leaves. Migrating redwinged blackbirds
and common grackles are flying in long river-like
flocks. Watch for big Vs of tundra swans heading
southeast over the Twin Cities area. We expect
to see nice fall colors over much of far southern
Minnesota. It’s spawning time for brown and brook
trout in southeast Minnesota streams. Minnesota and
Wisconsin farmers continue combining soybeans and
corn, and fall plowing.
October 28, 2019: The last of the season for apple
picking, with Haralson and Keepsake apples being
harvested. The following day’s temperature in the low
20s F damaged fruit still on trees.

Third week of October
The last of the migrating monarch butterflies stop
to nectar on New England asters, and other lateblooming garden plants. Broccoli, cauliflower,
carrots, and leaf lettuce are doing well in many
gardens. Common witch-hazel is covered with small
spider-like yellow flowers and is the last woody plant
to bloom each year. Cover garden roses with soil now
so they will survive the winter. Perennial flowers such
as peonies, and container trees and shrubs, can still
be planted in our yards. Snowshoe hares in northern
Minnesota are turning from brown to white.
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Evening sky
This month, as Venus turns the corner it moves less than 10° in the sky.
It gets a visit from the Moon on 10/9 and reaches Greatest Eastern
Elongation by 10/29. Though a full 47° from the Sun, it still languishes
near the horizon. The retrograde motion of Saturn and Jupiter both
come to a halt on 10/11 and 10/18, respectively, and begin their direct
motion to the east. They get a visit from the Moon on 10/14 and 10/15.

Highlights
Though most of the objects
in our solar system orbit in a
similar plane, the alignment
is not perfect. The tilt of
Mercury's orbit (or inclination)
is 7°, relative to the plane of
the solar system. The Moon's
inclination is 5.145°. So it's
often a surprise when these
objects actually do line up. One
of those occasions is coming
on 11/3. The Moon will pass
right in front of Mercury in the
sky. Since this occurs during
Image: Stellarium
daylight, it will be difficult to
see. Binoculars will allow you
to see the action, but it will be hard locating the Moon in the sky since it is
so close to New. Mercury will begin to disappear at 2:21 pm and reappear at
3:15 pm.

Cooler temperatures and decreasing daylight do signify
the approach of winter. Some of you may remember the
Halloween snow storm of 1991 that brought over eight
inches of snow! It’s common to see around a half-inch of
snow by the end of October, but it is very rare to see any
large accumulation. Savor the pleasant weather for as long
as you can.

Here is a little October surprise. We tend
to think of October as a cold month. And
colder air masses do blow south this
month. But when you think of October
and April, which month is warmer? On
average, October (48.9°F) is actually
slightly warmer than April (47.5°F) in
Minnesota. That
makes October
the 6th warmest
month of the year
on average. April
ranks 7th!

Fall color in Victoria.
Image: Paul Huttner/MPR news
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Mercury passes in front of the Sun
Sunrise
E
on 10/9, reaching Greatest Western
Elongation in the morning sky on 10/24. Mars is lost in conjunction
behind the Sun on 10/7, finally moving into morning as the Sun overtakes
it in our sky.

It’s hard to find anything to complain
about during October, a month almost
Belinda Jensen
everyone can enjoy. October is true
@belindaKARE11
autumn in Minnesota, with comfortable
Meteorologist
days and chilly nights. The cool
overnight temperatures combined with
decreasing daylight cause the chemical reaction in leaves
to bring us beautiful fall landscapes. Fall colors are at peak
vibrance for most of the state by October 8, but they fade
quickly so don’t miss them! We’ll end the month with a high
of 51°F but it’s not uncommon for that seasonal lag to keep
us a bit warmer.
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SPECIES OF THE MONTH
Woollybear caterpillar (Pyrrharctia isabella)
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Found throughout Minnesota and much of the United States, woollybear
caterpillars are often seen in autumn after they have left their food
plants — grasses, plantain, dandelion, and nettles — and are searching
for a sheltered spot where they can hibernate for the winter. Each fuzzy
1.5-inch long woollybear wakes up on a spring day and continues to feed
before forming a cocoon. In about two weeks, a golden-orange, twoinch moth emerges, with three rows of black dots on its abdomen. These
Isabella tiger moths are active at night during summer. Some folklore
says that a woollybear's color band can help us predict the upcoming
winter’s severity, but coloring is based on how long the caterpillar has
been feeding and its age. A very good growing season results in a
narrow, red-orange band.
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