
MARCH PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes
First week of March
Northern cardinals now sing loud and long; they do 
this to declare nesting territories. Some American 
goldfinches have begun showing a few yellow neck 
feathers: another subtle spring sign. It's time to 
look for the first eastern chipmunks out and about. 
Migrating American crows and bald eagles return to 
northern Minnesota, where deep snow usually covers 
much of the landscape and offers the best cross-
country skiing and snowshoeing of the winter.

March 1, 2020: High of 50°F in the Twin Cities and 
warmest day of the year so far on this first day of 
meteorological spring. Many people were out ice 
fishing, maybe because of the warm weather, but also 
because all fish houses had to be off the southern 
two-thirds of Minnesota lakes by the next day. Some 
migrating waterfowl such as white-fronted geese, 
northern shovelers, and redhead ducks moved into 
southern Minnesota.

Second week of March
We begin looking for the first migrating American 
robins, red-winged blackbirds, and Canada geese, 
but cold temperatures and strong winds from the 
north can hold them in Iowa. Now is usually a good 
time to tap maple trees; sap flow is triggered by 
thawing days reaching into the 40s.

March 7, 2020: High of 53°F in the Twin Cities. Many 
Canada goose flocks were seen, migrants for sure. First 
common snowdrops were blooming at the Minnesota 
Landscape Arboretum. First case of new coronavirus 
reported in Minnesota (Ramsey County).

Third week of March
March can be a snowy time, but by the end of the 
month, storms are more likely to bring rain than 
snow. We expect the first wood ducks to return 
about this time, so get those nesting boxes cleaned 
out and ready. Pairs of American crows check out 
possible nesting sites and carry nesting materials in 
their bills. Look for many eastern chipmunks to be 
above ground by now. 

March 14, 2020: Start of social distancing to slow the 
spread of COVID-19. Just patches of snow left. Maple 
syrup producers experienced many varying sap runs 
the last three weeks of the month.

March 17, 2012: The earliest 80°F ever recorded in  
the Twin Cities caused silver maples to bloom,  
grasses to green on south-facing slopes, common 
loons to arrive, and the ice cover to leave Lake 
Nokomis in Minneapolis.

Fourth week  
of March
It sounds like spring, 
with western chorus 
frogs sounding like 
metallic clickers, 
Canada geese honk-
ing, and male red-
winged blackbirds 
trilling in wetlands. 
Now is the peak of 
American woodcock 
courtship displays at 
Carver Park Reserve, 
from about 7:30 to 8:15 
pm. March 22 is the 
average start date for 
the shipping season on 
the Mississippi River in 
St. Paul. 

Fifth week  
of March
Tundra swans migrate 
in large Vs through southeastern Minnesota, including 
the Twin Cities, and some flocks stop to rest on open 
water. Listen for eastern phoebes and song sparrows, 
and watch for the first turkey vultures. More 
eastern chipmunks, 13-lined ground squirrels, and 
woodchucks are out and about after spending the 
winter in underground burrows. Rhubarb and chives 
could begin poking up in gardens. Good to excellent 
maple sap runs can be expected, and we look for the 
bright scarlet cup fungus in the forest.

March 28, 2020: Ice-out date for Loon Lake at Waseca, 
West Jefferson Lake near Cleveland, Swan Lake at 
Nicollet, and Cedar Lake near Morristown.

LOOK FOR...

First migrating 
American robin arrives 
(Carver County):

2020 Mar. 6 
2019 Mar. 19
2018 Mar. 9 
2017 Mar. 15 
2016 Mar. 6
2015 Mar. 12
2014 Mar. 19
2013 Mar. 15
2012 Mar. 2
2011 Mar. 16

DOUG DEDECKER | TRUMPETER SWAN | MONTEVIDEO, MN

Cold season roosts of birds such as crows, European starlings, Canada 
geese, and wintering American robins break up in March as pairs take off 
for nesting duties. They disperse every morning from their roost in small 
groups to feed and then return in the same way at sunset. You can find 
the roosts by watching the direction toward which groups are flying in late 
afternoon or come from at dawn.  

CHAD HILLESHEIM | FULL MOON CROWS | CLEVELAND,, MN

There is no one best way to determine ice-out on lakes; 
methods vary from lake to lake so researchers and agencies 
like the Department of Natural Resources look for consistency 
from their volunteer monitors. This chart shows ice-out 
statistics for 20 Minnesota lakes from around the state.

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

DID YOU KNOW...
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Morning sky
Just before sunrise on Mar. 2 you might 
catch a glimpse of Mercury passing 
Saturn as it heads around the back side 
of its orbit. They are almost equally bright 
even though Saturn is the most distant naked-eye planet from the Sun, 
while Mercury is the closest. By month's end, Mercury is lost in the glare 
of the Sun. Venus grinds to a halt, reaching Greatest Western Elongation 
on Mar. 20; on Mar. 28 it is joined by Mars, Saturn, and the Moon. 

Evening sky
Jupiter finally leaves the evening sky, reaching Solar Conjunction on Mar. 
5 and leaving none of the naked-eye planets in the nighttime sky. All 
five are now within 45 degrees of the Sun in the sky. The only planets 
remaining in the evening sky are the distant ice giants Uranus and 
Neptune, but they are beyond our visual range. 

Highlights
It started small, as beginnings often do. 
In 1997, the Pathfinder probe set down 
on the Red Planet. Mars, named after 
the Roman god of war, also lends its 
name to the month of March. Onboard 
the lander, a rover named Sojourner, 
the size of a small microwave, became 
the first wheeled vehicle on another 
planet. Why be content to stay in one 
spot when the idea is to explore? Rovers 
are the answer. Though it only traveled 0.1 kilometer, it was a start. In 
2004, the identical twins Spirit and Opportunity didn't bother with 
a lander: The golf-cart-sized rovers were the probes. Though built to 
last three months, they roamed for six years and 15 years, respectively. 
The size of a small car, Curiosity was next, in 2012. In 2021, its fraternal 
twin, Perseverance, landed with a new kind of vehicle on board—a small 
autonomous helicopter: Ingenuity. The size of a tissue box, it achieved 
the first powered flight on another planet. Another small start.
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Gadwall (Mareca strepera)
The gadwall is one of two dozen duck species found in Minnesota. A few 
gadwalls overwinter here, most migrating from southern states in early 
spring with a peak in late March to early April. Their habitat includes 
ponds, lakes, and marshes, and their food consists mainly of aquatic 
plants and seeds, along with small aquatic animals. In autumn, gadwalls 
often leave the water to forage for acorns under trees. Male gadwalls are 
mainly gray with a sandy brown head. Females are a mottled brown. Both 
sexes are best distinguished by white wing patches. They are nearly as 
large as mallards, and like them tip up when looking for food under water. 
That puts mallards and gadwalls in the group called dabbling ducks.JEANETTE MAYO | GADWALL DRAKE | SHAKOPEE, MN
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March can be a wildcard month. 
Its longer days and warming 
temperatures can bring hope after a 
particularly brutal winter—the earliest 
80°F day was on St. Patrick’s Day in 2012. Or it can lengthen 
wintry scenery with heavy, wet snowfall. March 31, 1985 saw 14.7 
inches of snow. 

Average high temperatures start out at 34°F and increase to 
49°F by the end of the month. Daylight saving time begins, 
bringing later sunsets. And we’ll soon have more daylight than 
nighttime with the spring equinox on March 20. Battles between 
the fleeting winter cold and warming spring temperatures can 
generate strong storm systems, and we occasionally see our 
first thunderstorms of the year this month. The earliest tornado 
recorded in the state was March 6 back in 2017. We’re also 
entering the windiest time of year, statistically. 

BEN'S WEATHER 
NOTES
KARE11.COM/WEATHER

SPECIES OF THE MONTH

Record wind turbine shipment in Duluth

Shipping season on the Great Lakes is near. 
2020 brought a record tonnage of wind 
turbine shipments through Duluth harbor. A 
record 525,000 freight tons of wind energy 
cargo passed through the port of Duluth in 
2020, blowing away the previous record of 

306,000 freight tons in 2019, 
according to the Duluth Seaway 
Port Authority.

That produced jobs for port 
workers, truckers, and wind 
installers in the Upper Midwest. 
40 percent of Iowa’s electricity 
generation comes from wind. 
Minnesota is at about 19 
percent. South Dakota is at 24 

percent and North Dakota generates about 27 percent.
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