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MAY PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes
First week of May
The first rose-breasted grosbeaks and Baltimore 
orioles return after wintering in areas from Mexico 
to northern South America. Both species are known 
as fantastic songsters and come to feeding stations. 
Newly arrived ruby-throated hummingbirds come to 
sugar water feeders. When the common purple lilacs 
bloom, mushroom hunters search for the Minnesota 
state mushroom—the common morel. Asparagus is 
now tall enough to harvest. In northeast Minnesota, 
ruffed grouse drum and common raven young are 
leaving their nests.

May 6, 2020: Common purple lilacs and the first 
crabapple trees began blooming. 

Second week of May
Indigo buntings and scarlet tanagers arrive and 
come to feeding stations. The big warbler migration 
is on and birders can expect to see about 21 species 
of these tiny songsters, including blackburnian and 
chestnut-sided. Remember to spare the dandelions 
and save the bees. Common dandelions, especially 
now in spring, are a critical food source for honey 
bees and other pollinators. Honey bees will fly as 
far as two miles to find flowers—preferably wild, 
abundant, and pesticide-free—and along the way 
a lot of vegetable gardens, flower buds, fruit trees 
and shrubs will get pollinated free of charge. Ruby-
throated hummingbirds return to northern Minnesota 
from their wintering range between south Texas and 
Costa Rica. 

May 8, 2020: The first field corn was up about two 
inches in Carver County. Clove currant shrubs were 
covered with fragrant yellow flowers and eastern 
redbuds were at bloom peak.

Third week of May
Red-eyed vireos arrive and begin singing in the 
forests. Now is the time to enjoy the fragrances and 
visual beauty of many flowering crabapple trees. 
Southern Minnesota and Wisconsin deciduous forests 
have shade, while in the north such early-leafing 
trees as quaking aspens and paper birches have 
tiny leaves. In 2017, the United Nations declared 
May 20 World Bee Day to raise awareness of the 
importance of pollinators. Besides honey bees, there 
are probably more than 100,000 pollinator insect 
species—including beetles, flies, moths, butterflies, 
and wild bees, plus certain birds and bats. Not all 
plants require pollination but it’s estimated that 

three-quarters of the 
global food supply 
depends on it. 

May 15, 2020: The 
University of Minnesota 
Landscape Arboretum 
crabapple collection 
was at overall bloom 
peak; thousands 
of tulips were also 
blooming. 

Fourth week  
of May  
Returning bird 
migrants include 
orchard orioles, 
common nighthawks, 
eastern kingbirds, least 
flycatchers, and finally 
eastern wood pewees, 
signaling that spring 
migration is coming 
to a close. Migrating 
monarch butterflies are arriving, and eastern tiger 
swallowtail butterflies emerge from their chrysalids. 
White-tailed deer fawns are usually born the last 
two weeks of May and first two of June. In northern 
Minnesota, serviceberry and pin cherry trees are 
covered with white flowers, clintonia and bunchberry 
bloom in forests, and marsh marigolds in wetlands. 
White-throated sparrows and winter wrens are vocal, 
and gardeners pull rhubarb.

May 26, 2020: First 80°F day of the year in the Twin 
Cities. Painted turtles had begun egg laying, red pine 
pollen fell into the air, and bridal wreath spirea shrubs 
bloomed nicely.

LOOK FOR...

First monarch 
butterfly arrives 
(Carver County) 

2020 May 25 
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

ERIC GUSTAFSON | BEE ON APPLE BLOSSOM | MENTOR, MN

Working for water equity
Minnesota’s lakes and rivers belong to all of us. That means 
all communities (regardless of wealth and race or ethnicity) 
should share in the environmental, social, recreational, and 
economic benefits of clean water at home and outdoors. 
Because of historic and ongoing inequities, we recognize 
that many Black, Indigenous, and people of color, and 
rural communities, do not enjoy these benefits equally, and 
their voices are often ignored in policies and decisions that 
disproportionately expose them to water-related hazards, 
like flooding or lack of clean drinking water.

At Freshwater, we recognize the power of elevating all 
Minnesotans’ voices through our proven participatory 
engagement methods, pushing our partners and ourselves 
to gather input from all communities and transform that 
input into concrete actions with undiluted messages. This 
work leads to actions that can advance water equity and 
protect our drinking water, lakes, streams, and rivers.

Visit freshwater.org to learn more.

Among birds nesting in early May are black-capped chickadees. They 
choose natural tree cavities, abandoned woodpecker holes, or nesting 
boxes provided by people. Some excavate their own cavity in soft wood of a 
rotting tree trunk or limb, usually four to ten feet above ground. Loosening 
and discarding chips requires up to 10 days. The actual nest is built of green 
mosses and animal fur, often that from an eastern cottontail rabbit.  

DON SPECHT | BLACK-CAPPED CHICKADEE NEST BUILDING | BLOOMINGTON, MN
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Morning sky
Venus continues to shine in the 
east. Mars, on its eastward march, 
catches up to Jupiter on May 29, 
passing it by a mere 0.6 degrees. The pair gets a May 25 visit from 
the Moon, which then passes Venus on May 27. The annual changes in 
sunrise times begin to slow as they approach 5:30 am. 

Evening sky
Diving quickly into sunset in just the first week of May, Mercury 
disappears into Inferior Conjunction on May 21, passing into the morning 
sky and joining all of the other naked eye planets. The stars of winter 
also disappear into the Sun's twilight glow, with the stars of spring 
taking over the evening sky. 

Highlights
Any specific spot on Earth will 
experience a total lunar eclipse every 
two and a half years. This year, we 
have two! May brings us a beautifully 
timed eclipse on May 15. When the 
Moon passes fully into the Earth's 
shadow, the only light that hits it is 
that which has refracted through the 
atmosphere along the edge of the 
Earth's disk. Will that light be orange? 
Rusty? Blood red? Completely dark? 
It all depends on the condition of the 
Earth's atmosphere at the time. It is the same effect that gives us red 
sunsets. Clean and clear will make for a bright pumpkin color, while dust 
and pollutants will bring a much darker result. After the 1991 eruption of 
Mount Pinatubo, the lunar eclipse in December of the following year went 
completely dark. Local timing (CDT): start of partial: 9:27 pm; start of 
totality: 10:29 pm; max eclipse: 11:11 pm; end of totality: 11:54 pm; end of 
partial: 12:55 am.
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GARDENING TIPS 
w Pull tiny weeds as 

soon as you see them.

w Remove suckers from 
trees and shrubs.

w Water newly planted 
perennials, shrubs, and 
trees frequently.

Blue-gray gnatcatcher (Polioptila caerulea)
Weighing only about six grams (75 individuals together would be one 
pound), the blue-gray gnatcatcher is a tiny, long-tailed songbird native 
to North America. They migrate into southern and central Minnesota for 
nesting after wintering from extreme southern U.S. to Central America. 
They like deciduous forest areas and make themselves known by their 
soft whining calls and constant motion. Adult males are blue-gray on the 
upper parts with white under parts, a slender dark bill, and a black tail 
edged in white. Females are less blue. Both sexes have a white eye ring. 
They eat a wide variety of small insects and spiders, plus wild fruits. A 
menace for spiders, the gnatcatchers eat them, raid insects from their 
webs, and even use their webs as nesting material.  DIANE HERMAN | BLUE-GRAY GNATCATCHER | RICHFIELD, MN
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Welcome to a taste of summer! May 
is a fickle month at the beginning and 
becomes more like summer by the end. 
Average highs reach the 70s for the 
first time since mid-September. 

May also marks the beginning of Minnesota’s severe weather 
season. Warm, moist air begins to make its way up from 
the Gulf of Mexico and clashes with weather systems sliding 
out of the Rocky Mountains or down from Canada, causing 
storms to erupt. Sixteen percent of all of our tornadoes 
happen in May. 

Temperatures across the state can vary quite a bit this month. 
Some years in late May, the ice is still clearing from lakes up 
north. In contrast, Maple Plain hit a whopping 112°F on May 31, 
1944. Quite a month! Enjoy the ride.

SPECIES OF THE MONTH
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