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NOVEMBER PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes
First week of November
Norway maples and Lombardy poplars display 
beautiful golden-yellow leaves. We see tundra swans 
overhead and hear their muffled musical whistles—a 
wonderful sign of fall. They are coming from their 
summer range, which is mainly north of the Arctic 
Circle, and heading for their wintering range along 
the Atlantic coast. Look for hundreds, sometimes 
thousands, of tundra swans at the Mississippi River 
and backwaters a couple miles south of Brownsville. 
The swans stop here to feed on water plants and rest. 
Gray squirrels collect fallen leaves and strips of bark 
from branches to add to their winter nests. Snowshoe 
hares in northern Minnesota are showing much white 
as they change from their brown summer coats. 
Statewide, farmers labor to finish up the combining of 
corn and other field work. 

Second week of November  
Dried flowerheads of Japanese silver grass and 
common milkweed seed carriers glow silver-white in 
late afternoon sunlight. Numerous gossamers, single 
strands of spider silk, are floating in the air or caught 
between twigs of trees and shrubs; they glisten in the 
sunlight. Look for big rafts of American coots that 
may contain more than 1,000 birds on some lakes. In 
southern Minnesota, Franklin’s gulls and ring-billed 
gulls follow farmers doing fall plowing to pick up 
worms and other small animals in the soil. 

Nov. 7, 2020: New record high temperature of 74°F in 
the Twin Cities. A few garter snakes were out sunning 
and late leopard frogs headed to lakes and other 
permanent water spots for hibernation.

Third week of November
The last broccoli is cut from gardens and parsley is 
still green and growing. Red cedar trees have taken 
on a maroon-brown look for winter. November brings 
long chilling nights with bright stars and hooting owls. 
Some days are clear with ocean-blue skies, while 
others are cloudy, producing beautiful fiery sunrises 
and sunsets. Ice begins to form on ponds and lakes 
on the first calm freezing day or night after the body 
of water reaches 39°F throughout, the temperature 
where water is most dense. Lighter, cooler water stays 
on top, reaches 32°F, and then freezes.

Fourth week of November
In the cold air, steam fog rises from open water of 
lakes and streams. A heated birdbath is popular with 
birds and other wildlife. Chickadees, blue jays, pine 

siskins, red squirrels, 
and more come 
to drink. Pileated 
woodpeckers and 
nuthatches search 
dead trees for 
wintering insects. 
The rutting season of 
the white-tailed deer 
reaches its peak during 
the last two weeks of 
November.

Nov. 21, 2020: Lutsen 
Mountains ski area 
opened for the season. 
Snow buntings, 
Bohemian waxwings, 
and white-winged 
crossbills were seen in 
the area.

Fifth week  
of November
The low-angle sunlight 
makes driving more 
difficult these late fall mornings and afternoons. Frost 
digs its way into the ground. Evergreens such as 
pines, spruces, and arborvitae add much interest to 
the November landscape.

Nov. 28, 2020: High of 50°F in the Twin Cities. We 
found an active banded woollybear caterpillar and saw 
fishing boats out on Lake Waconia.

Nov. 30, 2020: Freeze-up date for Winsted Lake in 
McLeod County, Lake Como in St. Paul, Lake Hendricks 
in Lincoln County, Fish Hook Lake at Park Rapids, and 
Lake Bemidji in Beltrami County.

Freeze-up for  
Lake Waconia  
(Carver County)

2020 Dec. 24  
2019 Dec. 2
2018 Nov. 28
2017 Dec. 7 
2016 Dec. 9
2015 Dec. 19
2014 Nov. 21
2013 Nov. 27
2012 Dec. 10
2011 Dec. 6

LEANNE PHINNEY | MILKWEED SEEDS | ST. PAUL, MN

LOOK FOR...

We are thankful for  
your support of Freshwater

Freshwater is a community-supported organization 
working for clean and safe water for all. Members, 
donors, and charitable contributions from people like 
you are a significant part of our annual operating 
budget and provide the resources required for our 
work in research, policy, and community engagement. 
Join today with a gift to improve the lakes, rivers, and 
drinking water we value. Give online, by check, or  
over the phone—through stock, a Donor Advised 
Fund, your IRA, legacy giving through your will or 
estate, and more.

Call us at 651-313-5800 or visit freshwater.org/donate 
to invest today.

Migrants such as American robins and cedar waxwings, and year-round 
birds such as ring-necked pheasants and wild turkeys, look to crabapple 
plantings for winter food. Less than 1% of the American robins we see 
from early spring into autumn don’t migrate to states south of us but 
spend the winter here in low, swampy areas and valleys where they can 
escape the cold winds.

MYRA SMISEK | CRABAPPLE FEAST | ROSEVILLE, MN

DID YOU KNOW...
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Striped skunk (Mephitis mephitis)
The striped skunk thrives in both rural and urban environments. They are 
intelligent and usually good-natured but can be carriers of rabies. Rabid 
ones may bite and even chase people into buildings; a normal one will 
run away. They have a glossy black coat with a white stripe between their 
eyes and two stripes down the back. Though only the size of a house cat, 
few wild animals are willing to tangle with its obnoxious odor, which can 
spray up to 15 feet. They are omnivorous but seem to prefer insects and 
their larvae, mice, and carrion. Skunks are active at night. During the day 
they sleep in dens, which are usually underground but may be found in 
stream or pond banks, brush piles, crawl spaces, or beneath porches. NILE FELLOWS | SKUNK | COOK CO., MN

SUN DECLINATION
NOVEMBER 20

ASTRONOMY
Ron Schmit
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The “gales of November” are a force to 
be reckoned with. The advancing cold 
meets the fleeting summer warmth, 
generating large storm systems that 
can bring howling wind and typically our first snowfall of the 
season. The snowiest day ever recorded at MSP was on Nov. 
1, 1991. This was the famed Halloween Blizzard (named that 
despite most of the snow falling in November). 

Most of the leaves are now off the trees, letting deer hunters 
see farther into the woods. During a particularly cold 
November, you might see ambitious ice anglers getting a 
head start on the early ice fishing season. Other years, a warm 
month will keep golfers on the courses through Thanksgiving. 

November is our cloudiest month. Roughly two-thirds of its 
days are fully overcast, meaning you’ll see a sunny day only 
about once a week. Daylight Saving Time ends, and you’ll 
really notice the shortening days when the sun sets at 4:33 pm 
by month’s end!

BEN'S WEATHER 
NOTES
KARE11.COM/WEATHER

Morning sky
In the early morning hours of Nov. 6, we turn 
our clocks from Daylight Time back to Standard 
Time. This will provide an earlier sunrise but it will also make the sunset 
before 5:00 pm for the rest of the year. Though there are no planets to 
see in the morning sky, the stars of the Winter Circle are high in the south, 
heralding the arrival of our snowy season. They shine especially bright in 
the quiet air of an autumn morning. 

Evening sky
Mercury passes into the evening sky after Superior Conjunction on Nov. 
8 and is joined by Venus, spending the month lost in the glare of sunset. 
Mars has entered retrograde. Though its orbital motion has not changed, 
its appears to move west relative to the background stars. This occurs as 
the Earth overtakes Mars in its orbit and continues through December. 
The Moon visits Saturn on Nov. 1, Jupiter on Nov. 4, and Mars on Nov. 10.

Highlights
Every month, the Full Moon aligns with the 
Earth and the Sun. Since the Moon's orbit 
is tilted relative to the ecliptic, it typically 
passes above or below the shadow cast by 
the Earth. On Nov. 8, the orbital plane of the 
Moon and the ecliptic will coincide, sending 
the Moon right through the shadow. This is 
a total lunar eclipse, our second for the year. 
Over three hours and 40 minutes the Moon 
will gradually get darker and then take on 
a rusty or red-brown color. The eclipse will 
be visible throughout eastern Russia, Japan, Australia, the Pacific Ocean, 
and parts of western and central North America. The Sun will rise just 
12 minutes after dawn and the Moon, already low in the west-northwest, 
will set just 12 minutes after that. Here is the local timing (CST): Start of 
partial: 3:09 am; total eclipse begins: 4:16 am; maximum eclipse: 4:59 am; 
end of total eclipse: 5:42 am; end of partial: 6:49 am.

SPECIES OF THE MONTHPaul Huttner
@MPRweather

Chief Meteorologist
Weather Blog:  

mpr.org/updraft

As extreme weather increases, Minnesota 
homeowner insurance cost has tripled

Since 2000, Minnesota has experienced 
23 extreme weather events that caused a 
billion dollars or more in damage. And those 
billions are costing cities and homeowners 
through higher insurance rates.

Minnesota homeowner insurance premiums 
have more than tripled in the past 15 years. 

Storm related insurance losses in Minnesota have been near 
the top of the nation for the past several years.

Mark Kulda, vice president of public affairs at the Insurance 
Federation of Minnesota told me on MPR News Climate Cast 
that rates are likely to increase into the future.

A record of 22 billion-dollar weather disasters occurred in 
2020 in the United States.

Ben Dery
@BenDeryKARE11

Meteorologist

Image: NASA

45


