
AUGUST PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes
First week of August 
Gardeners harvest cucumbers and ripe tomatoes 
while farmers harvest their third crop of alfalfa. 
Blooming fields of sunflowers have all flowerheads 
facing east. The stable fly is the one that gives us the 
painful bites around our ankles while we’re out in a 
boat or on shore enjoying nature. Fledglings recently 
out of nests include cedar waxwings, red-tailed 
hawks, and green herons. Black bears in northern 
Minnesota are feasting on wild red raspberries, 
blueberries, and other native fruits. 

August 1, 2020: First wild grapes were ripe. More than 
100 white pelicans gathered on a pond in Waconia.

Second week of August
Great and common ragweeds shed pollen into the air 
to be carried by the wind. In our part of the country, 
these native ragweeds with their green flowers 
account for more hayfever symptoms than all other 
plants combined. Colonies of Canada goldenrod have 
bright golden-yellow flowers that do not shed pollen 
into the air or cause hayfever symptoms. Long lines 
of about 1,000 barn swallows on utility wires tell of 
early staging for migration. Both butternut and black 
walnut “fruits” (nuts covered with husk) are full-size 
but still green and hanging on the trees. Stand-up 
paddleboarding, kayaking, tubing, sailing, canoeing, 
and swimming are all enhanced by the warm water 
conditions (usually upper 70s or warmer).

August 12, 2018: Wild blueberry picking continued 
in northern Minnesota with reports of abundant fruit 
coming from Hubbard County, the Ely area, and the 
upper part of the Gunflint Trail. 

Third week of August
European mountain ash trees are loaded with 
big clusters of bright orange fruit that American 
robins, cedar waxwings, and other birds relish. 
Beekeepers have begun extracting honey. White-
lined sphinx moths that resemble hummingbirds 
visit petunias, impatiens, and other garden flowers. 
We see common tree frogs on screens and 
windowpanes summer evenings and also on zinnias 
and other garden flowers. Spotted touch-me-not, a 
hummingbird favorite, is blooming in wetlands. Wild 
clematis vines are loaded with small white flowers.

Fourth week of August
Look for monarch butterflies heading south, one by 
one. Common nighthawks are migrating to winter in 
South America. These dark colored birds, with long 

pointed wings and a 
white patch on each 
outer wing, can be 
seen in loose flocks 
gliding, diving, circling, 
feeding on insects in 
the air, and definitely 
headed south. Beacon, 
State Fair, and Zestar 
are Minnesota apple 
varieties that are 
now ripe. American 
wild plum trees 
have ripe red and 
yellow fruit. Thickets 
of wild plum are 
common throughout 
southern and western 
Minnesota, and the 
plums can be eaten 
raw, cooked as sauce, 
or made into a jam  
or jelly.

August 24, 2020: The 
Hawk Ridge Observatory in Duluth reported that a total 
of 27,580 common nighthawks flew over on this day, 
marking the peak number for this species.

Fifth week of August
It’s peak time for warbler migration with up to 20 
species seen in some locations. Apple growers 
start to pick SweeTango and Chestnut crabapples. 
Poison ivy, staghorn sumac, and Virginia creeper 
foliage have patches of autumn colors. Bur marigold 
blooms and is showy in wetlands. Canada goldenrod, 
Jerusalem artichoke, smooth aster, and heath aster 
all bloom nicely on sunny uplands.

LOOK FOR...

First common ragweed 
shedding pollen

2020 July 31
2019 Aug. 3
2018 Aug. 3 
2017 Aug. 4 
2016 July 31
2015 Aug. 1
2014 Aug. 7
2013 Aug. 4
2012 July 18
2011 Aug. 3

LYNELL ACKERMAN | SUNFLOWER TRIO | DAYTON, MN

Weatherguides at the Minnesota State Fair
Get your best deal of the year on Weatherguides at the 
Minnesota State Fair! Stop by our booth at the KARE 11 
Barn (across from the DNR Park) for a Buy-One, Get-
One-Half-Off Deal. You might also get your calendar 
signed by famed naturalist Jim Gilbert or your favorite 
KARE 11 meteorologist.

Here are some fun facts about weather at the State Fair:
• Hottest temp: 104°F, September 10, 1931
• Hottest Fair average temp: 92.6°F, 1931 
• Coldest high temp: 52°F, September 7, 1911
• Coldest low temp: 33°F, September 13, 1890
• Coldest Fair average temp: 64.2°F, 1898
• Wettest Fair: 9.48” of rain, 1977
• Driest Fair: .02” of rain, 2003

See more State Fair weather facts at dnr.state.mn.us/
climate/journal/state_fair_weather.html.

Note the swirling rows of seeds forming in the head of this sunflower. 
Looking closely, we can find sometimes hundreds or thousands of small 
flowers—called disk flowers—packed together in the head. Disk flowers 
attend to pollination and production of seed. The outside yellow flowers are 
called the ray flowers, and although most flowers normally serve to produce 
seeds, the sunflower's ray flowers serve only to attract insects. 

ELIZABETH ANN ROBINSON | SUNFLOWER BEAUTY | ISANTI, MN
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GARDENING TIPS 
w Plant a cover crop in 

your vegetable garden 
one month before 
freeze.

w Sedums, asters, 
solidago, and 
chrysanthemums 
will provide food for 
pollinating insects in 
the fall.

w Remove and replace 
any annuals that are 
exhausted and no 
longer flowering.

Trumpet lichen (Cladonia fimbriata)
The trumpet lichen grows on soil or rotting wood in full sun or partial 
shade. Its trumpet-shaped stalks rise about three-fourths inch from a scale-
like surface. As rain drops splash into the cups, tiny vegetative particles are 
forcefully ejected from the lichen to a nearby spot, hopefully to grow into a 
new lichen body. Lichens are sensitive to atmospheric pollution; in clean air 
they can be abundant. A lichen is actually two organisms—a fungus with an 
alga—functioning as a single stable unit. The alga possess the chlorophyll 
and use sunlight to produce food from water and carbon dioxide. The 
fungus provides the structure. Lichens provide forage, shelter, and building 
materials for moose, deer, birds, and insects.MYRA SMISEK | TRUMPET LICHEN | BOUNDARY WATERS IN MN
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Summer is starting to slip away! The 
sunshine is brilliant and the skies are 
crystal blue, except for periods of 
wet or stormy weather. Even though 
thunderstorm activity begins to decline, Minnesota is still 
one of the most active states in the nation for severe storms 
and tornadoes. Almost four and a half inches of rainfall is 
typical. 

Afternoon temperatures fall from the lower 80s to the mid-
70s by the end of the month. Daylight fades by two to three 
minutes per day, resulting in a total loss of nearly an hour 
and 20 minutes of sun. However, this month is excellent 
for swimming in the lakes, with water temperatures rising 
and almost at their peak! More good news—humidity is 
dropping. The chance that a given day will be muggy rapidly 
decreases over the course of the month. 

Morning sky
While Venus gets lower, sunrise gets later, 
making Venus appear to stand still. Watch 
for Venus not at the same time each night, 
but at the same amount of time after 
sunset—about two minutes later each evening this month. Though it moves 
noticeably south, it stays at a similar altitude. While Mars remains in the 
east-southeast, it is climbing higher, getting a close pass from the Moon on 
Aug. 19 and reaching 50 degrees above the horizon by month's end.

Evening sky
Mercury rides very low in the west all month, passing the bright star Regulus 
on Aug. 4 and reaching Greatest Eastern Elongation on Aug. 27. Saturn 
reaches Opposition on Aug. 14. This ringed giant will be up all night long, the 
biggest and brightest it will be all year. It gets a visit from the Moon on Aug. 
11, while Jupiter gets one on Aug. 14. 

Highlights
Ophiuchus appears in the southern 
evening sky this month after sunset, 
stretching high across 50 degrees 
into the sky. Its name means "serpent-
bearer" and the artwork of the 
constellation is in fact a man holding 
a snake: the constellation Serpens.  Its 
brightest star, alpha Ophiuchi, called 
Rasalhague, means "head of the serpent 
charmer." Serpens is unique in that it is 
the only constellation that has two disconnected halves: Serpens Caput 
(Serpent Head) to the west and Serpens Cauda (Serpent Tail) to the east. 
In between is Ophiuchus. According to Roman mythology, he is the healer 
Asclepius, who was raised by the centaur Chiron and was taught the art 
of medicine and healing. Asclepius became a great physician and learned 
to make medicines from the poisons of snakes and plants. One of the 
nearest stars to our sun, Barnard's Star lies within Ophiuchus.

SPECIES OF THE MONTH
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