
OCTOBER PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes
First week of October
Enjoy the color-splashed landscape featuring 
fantastic reds on sugar maples and sumacs. Now 
is the big push for American robins, blue jays, 
and northern flickers migrating through southern 
Minnesota, where much combining of soybeans is 
happening. The sugar beet harvest is in full swing 
in south central and western Minnesota. In the cool 
bogs of northern Minnesota and Wisconsin, wild 
cranberry fruit is ripe. Moose are in their rutting 
season in northern Minnesota. 

Oct. 2, 2020: The first frost was seen on rooftops and 
in lower areas.

Oct. 8, 2020: Overall fall color peaked for the 
Minnesota Landscape Arboretum and all of the Twin 
Cities, plus west to Green Lake at Spicer and south 
to St. Peter and Faribault. Many trees, shrubs, and 
woody vines combined to make this autumn leaf 
splendor possible. 

Second week of October
Migrating white-throated sparrows and dark-eyed 
juncos visit feeding stations, announcing that cold 
weather is on the way. Short-tailed weasels are 
turning from brown to white. If you want to walk in 
crunchy fallen leaves, smell the aroma, and see great 
colors, this is the time to be in a deciduous forest. 
In northern Minnesota, snowshoe hares are starting 
to turn from brown to white. Black bears are usually 
heading for their winter dens between Sept. 24 and 
Oct. 24.

Oct. 9, 2020: High temperature of 80°F in the Twin 
Cities. Quaking aspens had golden-yellow leaves at fall 
color peak. The last migrating monarch butterfly report 
came from southern Minnesota, where one was seen 
heading south over the Henderson area.

Third week of October
Ripe Honeygold, Haralson, and Fireside apples, plus 
garden raspberries continue to be picked. Migrating 
flocks of American robins and red-winged blackbirds 
are still moving through. After lawn trees have shed 
their foliage, many of the leaves can be shredded 
with a rotary mower where they fell. These ground-
up leaves will enrich a lawn and help grass roots hold 
moisture.
Oct. 18, 2020: Low temperature in upper 20s resulted 
in first ice on birdbaths. The cold temperatures marked 
the end of the growing season by killing the blooming 
geraniums, petunias, marigolds, and more.

Oct. 20, 2020: A heavy, 
wet seven inches of 
snow fell on Waconia 
and the Twin Cities 
area. It was perfect 
for making snow 
sculptures, accumulated 
on pine and spruce 
boughs, and stuck to 
branches and even 
golden-yellow leaves 
on sugar maples. Yes, it 
was early winter beauty.

Fourth week  
of October  
Look and listen for 
the first flocks of 
migrating tundra 
swans. Most deciduous 
forests look quite 
bare, but pockets of 
fall colors remain. 
Bittersweet vines 
have dropped their 
leaves, leaving the bright orange clusters of fruit. On 
sunny days, expect late sightings of painted turtles 
on logs in ponds, basking in the warm light. Late 
leopard frogs are moving back to lakes, ponds, and 
slow-moving streams where they will hibernate. Bald 
eagles, rough-legged hawks, and American crows are 
heading down the North Shore toward Duluth. 

Oct. 24, 2020: First ice-covered small ponds, but with a 
high temperature of 55°F a week later the ponds were 
ice-free again.

LOOK FOR...

Peak day for autumn 
foliage colors  
(Twin Cities):

2020 Oct. 8 
2019 Oct. 17
2018 Oct. 14 
2017 Oct. 14 
2016 Oct. 14
2015 Oct. 14
2014 Oct. 14
2013 Oct. 13
2012 Oct. 1
2011 Oct. 4

JUSTIN PRUDEN | WOLF CREEK FALLS | SANDSTONE, MN

Give sustainably with a Weatherguide calendar
Give your friends, family, employees, and clients a 
sustainable gift they will appreciate all year—the 2023 
Minnesota Weatherguide Environment™ Calendar and 
Almanac. When the year is done, calendars can be recycled 
or shared with others. Many of our longtime users have 
framed the photos to hang on their walls or give as gifts! 
Call us with your order of 10 or more for a discounted rate.

We also offer fundraising opportunities, including online 
and in-person sales that can earn your group up to $10 
for every calendar sold. Many schools, churches, lake 
associations, and others have raised hundreds of dollars to 
support their activities and programs. Weatherguides are 
an easy sell (you know—you’ve got one in your hands!) and 
they support the work of Freshwater. It’s fundraising that 
benefits you and the environment.

Contact us at freshwater@freshwater.org or 651-313-5800 
to learn more.

The eastern gray squirrel is one of Minnesota’s most common wildlife 
species. Black (melanistic) and white (albino) phases of the species are 
genetic mutations that can be quite common in isolated areas of the 
state. Usually squirrels are vegetarians, eating various kinds of nuts, 
seeds, fungi, and wild fruits. In early spring they lick sweet sap and eat 
swelling buds. 

LEANNE PHINNEY | BLACK SQUIRREL IN FALL | ST. PAUL, MN
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40



Lake Superior ice cover trending lower

Lake Superior ice cover is very sensitive to 
even small winter climate changes. In my 
conversations with Jay Austin from the UMD 
Large Lakes Observatory, he tells me that just 
2–3°F change in winter average temperature 
makes the difference between little ice and 
complete ice cover on Lake Superior. Minnesota 

winters have warmed about 5°F on 
average since 1970. So we’re seeing 
more years with little ice cover, and 
fewer years with extensive ice cover 
on Superior. 

Less lake ice near shore means winter 
waves have more time to pound the 
shore. That’s caused an increase in 
shoreline erosion—a very expensive 
repair for lakeshore owners. 
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Gray catbird (Dumetella carolinensis)
Named for its cat-like call, the gray catbird also sings long songs of 
melodious notes and phrases. Some individuals are good mimics. This 
medium-size, nine-inch, slate-gray perching bird has a black crown 
and thin black bill. It is sometimes seen with its tail lifted up exposing 
a chestnut patch under the tail. Gray catbirds eat insects and ripe tree 
and shrub fruit, and will feast on the grape jelly many birders put out for 
orioles. Also, they cannot resist a dish of dried old raisins. They can be 
hard to see in the low dense thickets in woodlands where they reside, but 
can often be heard singing and calling. Many arrive in Minnesota early in 
May and stay until September or October. In summer they nest throughout 
the state and in winter are found along the Gulf Coast from Florida 
through Texas and all the way down to Central America and the Caribbean. CAROLINE LILIENTHAL | CATBIRD | EDEN PRAIRIE, MN
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It wouldn’t be October in Minnesota 
without a mention of the 1991 
Halloween blizzard! Two years ago 
we saw a good October snow, too. 
In fact, there was more October snow in 2020 than there 
was in 1991! On Halloween night in 1991, 8.2 inches fell before 
midnight, making that October the snowiest on record at the 
time. The storm total through Nov. 3 was 28.4 inches. 

But October 2020 now holds the top spot for snowiest October 
on record with 9.3 inches for the month. I guess records are 
made to be broken! And as much as we’d love to trick or treat 
without coats, more often than not we have to layer up on 
Halloween night. Every once in a while we luck out with a really 
warm day. The warmest Halloween on record was 83°F back in 
1950! How fun! The coldest was a low of 15°F in 1878.

Morning sky
Mercury is at Greatest Western 
Elongation on Oct. 8. Rising at 5:44 am, 
see if you can spot this elusive inner planet, less than 17 degrees above the 
horizon at sunrise. Venus finally leaves the morning sky, reaching Superior 
Conjunction on Oct. 22. Just after midnight on Oct. 12, the Moon will pass 
in front of Uranus. At a magnitude of 5.68, it is very near the limit of our 
visual acuity. Binoculars will help to see the turquoise disk. Uranus will 
disappear behind the Moon at 12:36 am and reappear at 1:03 am. 

Evening sky
Mars spends the entire month between the stars marking the horns of 
Taurus: Elnath and Tianguan. It appears to slow as Earth catches up in its 
orbit. The Moon sees Saturn on Oct. 5 and Jupiter on Oct. 8. As the days 
get shorter, we see these giants heading south. Appearing lower each 
night, they travel through the part of the sky where the Sun will be when 
it reaches its lowest point: the Winter Solstice. 

Highlights
Aurora Borealis (which means "Northern 
Dawn") occur when charged particles 
from the Sun follow the field lines of our 
magnetosphere down to strike our upper 
atmosphere. They excite the gases in 
our atmosphere and make them glow. 
These field lines make a circle around 
the magnetic poles of the Earth, referred 
to as the "auroral circle." Along this line, 
which travels through northern parts 
of Asia, Europe, and North America, aurora are a weekly occurrence, but 
it's only when the flow of particles grows strong that we see them as far 
south as Minnesota. That happens once every couple months, on average, 
with larger storms occurring every few years. Though often associated 
with winter, autumn seems to have more auroral displays and scientists 
aren't sure why. For your chance to see them, stay tuned to the Space 
Weather Prediction Center for auroral forecasts (swpc.noaa.gov). 

SPECIES OF THE MONTH
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Erosion at cabin near Grand Marais.  
Image: Paul Huttner/MPR News
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