
JANUARY PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes
First week of January
Watching nuthatches, northern cardinals, and 
woodpeckers at a feeding station doesn’t warm 
the day, but their actions warm the heart. The bird 
feeder birds —and mammals such as both gray and 
red squirrels, eastern cottontail rabbits, and short-
tailed shrews—are around day after day, a reminder 
that life outlasts every winter. Great horned owl pairs 
continue their duet hooting some nights. 

Jan. 4, 2020: On the Pelican Rapids Christmas Bird 
Count this day, 29 species were observed including 
46 Eurasian collared-doves, 40 wild turkeys, eight 
northern shrikes, and two northern cardinals. Also on 
this day, the Roseau Christmas Bird Count recorded 
29 species observed, including pine siskins, snow 
buntings, Bohemian waxwings, spruce grouse, and a 
great gray owl.

Second week of January   
Listen for the clear whistled “fee-bee”—first note 
higher—of the black-capped chickadee. This special 
song lifts our spirits. It’s thought of as a very early 
spring sign and some of us hear it as “spring-soon.” 
Bunches of boxelder seeds provide visual interest 
throughout winter and supply nutritious food for 
squirrels and a variety of birds. A Minnesota DNR 
survey reported that 439 packs and over 2,200 
individual timber wolves live within the state’s wolf 
range, which is primarily in the northern half. 

Jan. 15, 2020: At a feeding station on the edge of 
Northfield, about 20 bird species were coming daily, 
including an average of 20 mourning doves and 10 
blue jays at one time. More than 60 northern cardinals 
arrived in the late afternoons to pick up cracked corn, 
millet, and sunflower seeds on the ground.

Third week of January
During warm spells we smell skunks and see 
raccoons. The long dark tree shadows are beautiful 
on white snow cover. Red squirrels, active all winter, 
prefer the evergreen forests, which explains why 
they are far less abundant in southern Minnesota 
than in the north. Newly fallen snow on Carver  
Park near Victoria this week in 2020 provided 
observers the chance to see many fresh images 
on a white carpet, including wing prints left by an 
owl, shrew tunnels, river otter slides, and small bird 
and mouse foot prints, plus distinct tracks of wild 
turkeys, pheasants, cottontail rabbits, squirrels, 
deer, and coyotes.

Jan. 16, 2020: 
Temperatures in the 
-20s were common in 
northern Minnesota, and 
-9°F was the monthly 
low temperature in the 
Twin Cities. 

Fourth week  
of January
Look for ring-
necked pheasants 
and wild turkeys up 
in crabapple trees 
feeding on the fruit. 
European starlings, 
cedar waxwings, 
and over-wintering 
American robins also 
relish crabapples. 
Most summer nesting 
trumpeter swans 
remain in Minnesota 
year-round. We see 
them in open water 
areas of the Mississippi 
and Minnesota rivers and other open water areas, 
where they feed on water plants, and also in corn 
stubble fields. Common ravens in northern Minnesota 
and Wisconsin perform awesome aerial acrobatics, 
preparing for the mating season. 

Jan. 27, 2019: About sundown, close to 3,100 over-
wintering American robins were counted as they flew 
into a spruce grove on the edge of LeSueur to spend 
the night.

GRANT BOWERS | WINTER CARDINAL | BRAINERD, MN

LOOK FOR...

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

2020 Feb. 2
2019 Jan. 25
2018 Jan. 13 
2017 Jan. 21 
2016 Jan. 8
2015 Jan. 8
2014 Jan. 9
2013 Jan. 5
2012 Jan. 4 
2011 Jan. 12

Freshwater works to protect water for all
Healthy water is the lifeblood of our communities and 
essential to public health, our economy, and our way of 
life. Minnesota is intertwined with it: our state’s name is 
rooted in the Dakota phrase meaning “sky-tinted water”; 
we host over 11,000 lakes and are the headwaters of 
three continental watersheds. Yet, much of our water is 
more polluted than it should be. Threats include climate 
change, polluted runoff, emerging contaminants, and 
disproportionate impacts on communities who are 
Black, Indigenous, and people of color. Freshwater 
programs are designed to turn the tide on these 
challenges by developing community leadership for 
water. We hope to achieve our vision of clean and safe 
water for all who depend on it, now and in the future. 

Learn how you can get involved at freshwater.org.

LORRIE ROFF | GUNFLINT MAIL RUN | GRAND MARAIS, MN

The annual Gunflint Mail Run takes place in Cook County, in extreme 
northeast Minnesota, on a Saturday in early January and serves as a kick 
off to the sled dog racing season in the Upper Midwest. Up to 30 teams 
compete in two classes: a 12-dog, 100-mile race and an eight-dog, 65-mile 
race. Competitors come from as far away as Alaska. Spectators are 
welcome, as long as they leave their pets at home. 

DID YOU KNOW...
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New 30-year climate "normals" show 
dramatic warming in Minnesota

NOAA released updated 30-year climate 
normals in 2021. The latest update shows 
Minnesota is rapidly trending warmer and 
wetter. In fact, the pace of climate change 
in Minnesota is accelerating. Overall, 
Minnesota is about 3°F warmer and three 
inches wetter since 1900.

The NOAA update includes weather data from the decade 
of the 2010s. The past decade is the warmest in the global 
surface temperature dating back to 1880.

To learn more, visit dnr.state.mn.us/climate/journal/twin-
cities-normals-1991-2020-compared-1981-2010.html.

Happy New Year! Wow, 2022—that’s 
wild, isn’t it? January, as we all know, is 
our coldest month of the year with an 
average high of only 23.6°F and 8.8°F 
for a low. January 2021 was warm 
with an average daily high of 22.1°F, 
which was 6.5°F above normal. We had 7.8 inches of snow last 
January, which was about four inches off from the average 12.1 
inches. We had 13 days with snow, 14 cloudy days, and 17 days 
clear or partly cloudy. 

I think back to a very memorable and bitter cold January 2014. 
The month started out with very cold single-digit or below-
zero highs on six out of the first eight days, and wrapped 
up with very similar frigid air, with a sliver of warmth in the 
middle. The average temperature was only 8°F! Not only cold, 
but snowy—we had 22.7 inches of the white stuff. Snow and 
cold don’t always go hand in hand, but they did in 2014! It 
ended up being the coldest January in 30 years and we went 
on to have a very cold winter—in fact, the misery index called 
it the second most miserable winter in Twin Cities history. Let’s 
hope we don’t repeat anything like that in 2022!

BEL’S WEATHER BLOG 
KARE11.COM/WEATHER

Morning sky
Venus passes Inferior Conjunction 
on Jan. 8. It spends most of the rest 
of the year in the morning sky. Rudy Mars appears in the southeast 
before sunrise. It is joined by the Moon on Jan. 29. Despite the chill, the 
constellations of summer are moving into the morning sky.

Evening sky
Mercury reaches Greatest Eastern Elongation on Jan. 7, joining Jupiter, 
Saturn, and the Moon low in the western sky as twilight fades. Per its 
namesake, Mercury moves quickly, passing Inferior Conjunction on Jan. 
23 and moving all the way into the morning sky by month's end. 

Highlights
Antares is the heart of 
Scorpius. The 15th brightest 
star in the sky, this red 
supergiant is nearly 700 
times the size of our Sun. 
Placed in the center of our 
solar system, its surface 
would stretch all the way 
out to Jupiter's orbit—it 
would engulf the first 
four planets! If our star 
were Antares, we would 
be somewhere inside it, 
very close to the middle, 
badly burned up! Despite 
its size, at 550 light years 
it appears in the sky about the same size and hue as Mars. In fact, its 
name is derived from Ancient Greek meaning "rival to Ares", which 
is the Greek name for Mars, because they look so similar. Find out 
for yourself as they rise together in the southeast predawn sky.
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Blue jay (Cyanocitta cristata) 
We know from bird banding that some Minnesota blue jays travel to 
Texas for the winter, but a significant number are here for the cold 
months. The male and female are identical in appearance. Blue jays 
don’t have blue pigment; it’s refracted sunlight that casts blue light. 
These handsome jays are highly intelligent, good problem solvers and 
communicators, and one of the few birds to cache food. This jay rarely 
eats at a feeder. Rather they cram food into a throat pouch until there 
is no more room and then fly away. They eat some food in a quiet spot 
and cache other food. Blue jays also like peanut parts, plus cracked 
corn scattered on the ground. They lower their crests when gathering 
food peacefully. 

SUN DECLINATION
JANUARY 20

Belinda Jensen
@belindaKARE11
Chief Meteorologist

SHEILA LANGER | BLUE JAY | OUTING, MN

SPECIES OF THE MONTH
Paul Huttner

@MPRweather
Chief Meteorologist

Weather Blog:  
mpr.org/updraft
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