
SEPTEMBER PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes
First week of September 
Sept. 1 is the first day of meteorological fall.  
Across the state the green prime is ending and we 
see tinges and patches of fall foliage colors. Tan-
brown leaves and tilting cobs tell us field corn is 
drying. American robins, American crows, wood 
ducks, wild turkeys, and other birds eat ripe wild 
grapes. Butternuts and red oak acorns fall. The 
monarch butterflies that are migrating through and 
headed for Mexico are typically the great-great-
grandkids of the ones that made the same migration 
trip the year before. They stop to nectar on wild 
asters and goldenrods, along with Mexican sunflower 
and autumn joy sedum in gardens. Yellow-jackets 
find us when we eat outdoors. To avoid getting 
stung, remember to act like a tree, don’t move fast, 
and don’t try to swat them.
Sept. 3, 2020: Close to 1,000 migrating monarch 
butterflies gathered in a small grove of trees on the 
edge of Henderson for the night.

Second week of September
Great and common ragweeds continue shedding 
pollen into the air. The first common milkweed pods 
burst open and the seeds with their silky hairs are 
carried by the wind. Soybean fields show much 
golden-yellow foliage. Gardeners pull beets, dig 
potatoes, snip leaf lettuce, and pick cucumbers, 
tomatoes, and eggplants. Some late sweet corn is 
still being harvested. Dahlias, mums, and garden 
roses, plus annuals such as morning glories and 
snapdragons, continue to have showy flowers. 
Most ruby-throated hummingbirds leave northern 
Minnesota by Sept. 15 and southern Minnesota by 
Sept. 25. They winter from south Texas to Costa Rica 
and usually migrate by day, but can also fly long 
distances at night.

Third week of September
Farmers begin harvesting their fourth crop of alfalfa. 
Fall leaf colors, like golden-yellow on green ash trees 
and reds on sumacs, are coming on fast. Maples on 
forest edges display big patches of reds and burnt-
oranges. Honeycrisp, McIntosh, Cortland, and Sweet 
Sixteen apples are ripe. Wild asters are blooming 
nicely, including smooth, arrow-leaved, heath, and 
New England. Muskrats build dome-shaped homes 
for winter in marshy waters. Common loons are 
assembling on larger lakes in northern and central 
Minnesota, before migrating to the Gulf Coast or 
Atlantic seaboard. Good numbers of migrating hawks 
have been passing over Hawk Ridge in Duluth on 

their way to southern 
wintering grounds. 
For hawks and close 
relatives, clear skies 
and a northwest wind 
provide the best 
conditions for flying. 
Fall colors are peaking 
in the Isabella, Finland, 
and Gunflint Trail 
areas.

Fourth week  
of September
Dahlias, garden roses, 
and chrysanthemums 
are blooming nicely. 
Green fruit from black 
walnut trees continues 
to fall. Wild rose hips 
have turned red, and 
highbush cranberry 
shrubs display red 
leaves and clusters 
of bright red fruit. 
The growing season 
is coming to a colorful end with colonies of sumac 
shrubs displaying brilliant tones of red and sugar 
maples showing burnt-oranges and reds, plus green 
ash and eastern cottonwood trees glowing with 
golden-yellow foliage. The wild rice harvest continues 
in central and northern Minnesota. It’s the peak 
of the fall color season in northern Minnesota and 
Wisconsin. Both moose maple and sugar maple trees 
exhibit beautiful reds and burnt-oranges and paper 
birches are covered with golden-yellow leaves.

LOOK FOR...

Last Baltimore oriole 
leaves to winter in 
Central America 
(from Minnetonka):

2020 Sept. 7
2019 Sept. 10
2018 Sept. 16 
2017 Sept. 15 
2016 Sept. 14
2015 Sept. 9
2014 Sept. 17
2013 Sept. 14
2012 Sept. 8
2011 Sept. 3

NILE FELLOWS | PUMPKINS GROWING | ST. PAUL, MN

Actions YOU can take for water
The Minnesota Water Stewards certification program 
offers a great opportunity to join a network of energized 
volunteer leaders to tackle water challenges in your 
community. Stewards learn about Minnesota’s water 
science and water issues, and explore how to engage 
friends and neighbors in work for healthy water. From 
whiskey barrels turned rain barrels to schoolyard gardens, 
shoreline restorations to winter salt use legislation 
reform, stewards’ projects reflect their passions. 

Through Freshwater’s Art for Water program, artists 
explore new and vibrant ways to engage people to 
protect water. Muralist Geno Okok’s bright, multi-
colored fish painted on the street cause people to 
stop, and remind them that storm drains flow directly 
into our lakes and rivers. Other recent projects include 
sculptures, music, coloring books, and puppets. 

Learn more and apply at minnesotawaterstewards.org.

In the animal world, many young are not cared for by their parents after 
eggs are deposited. (Exceptions are birds, mammals, and a few others.) 
June is the prime egg laying time for snapping turtles. Females leave their 
water habitats to excavate nests on land in a location where the soil is not 
too dry and there is enough sunlight for successful incubation. Snapping 
turtle eggs incubate for 80 to 100 days, so many hatch in September. 

SHEILA LANGER | SNAPPING TURTLE HATCHLING | OUTING, MN

DID YOU KNOW...
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I love September. July is my favorite 
month in Minnesota, but September 
is a close second. We have beautiful 
weather in September. It is typically 
the driest month since April. We tend 
to have less humidity each week, which gives you those 
brilliant blue skies. Gardens are bursting with produce and 
the fall perennials are peaking, with summer blooms still 
going strong. It’s a great month to really soak in each hour of 
late summer heat because, as we know, it’s fleeting. 

The average high temperature drops from 78°F to 67°F. We 
lose an average of three minutes of daylight per day for a 
total loss of a full hour and half by the end of the month. The 
sun is also 20% less intense by the end of September. The 
median date for the first frost is the first week of October, 
but 80% of the time it can happen in the last week of 
September. Enjoy those last few tomatoes from the garden 
before the frost!
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GARDENING TIPS 
w Divide and replant 

spring-blooming 
perennials.

w Clean up fallen fruit 
from crabapples to 
eliminate disease and 
pest problems.

w Store spring-blooming 
bulbs to pot up and 
force indoors over  
the winter.

Highbush cranberry (Viburnum trilobum)
Highbush cranberry is a large native shrub with multiple stems that 
easily reach nine to 12 feet high. It grows throughout Minnesota except 
in the southwest, commonly in a variety of upland and lowland forest 
types, mostly with hardwoods but occasionally with evergreens. It seems 
to prefer edges and partial openings but is moderately shade tolerant. 
Leaves have three pointed lobes, flowers appear in May or June, and the 
clusters of bright red berries mature in August or early September, often 
persisting through winter. Highbush cranberries aren’t related to true 
cranberries that grow in bogs but the fruit tastes similar. While the fruit 
is not a favorite of many birds, it is a very important winter survival food.  DAVE MAGNUSON | HIGHBUSH CRANBERRY | SPICER, MN
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ASTRONOMY
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MY NATURE NOTES
 

 Morning sky
Venus's slow crawl continues, finally 
lost in dawn's glare. Moving at 35.02 kilometers per second, it takes 
just seven months to orbit the Sun but it has been in the morning sky 
for 10 months. That's possible because the Earth is also moving in its 
orbit at a tidy 29.78 kilometers per second. At those rates, it takes 
19.5 months for Venus to catch up and pass the Earth. 

Evening sky
The Moon swings by Saturn on Sept. 7 and Jupiter on Sept. 10. Mars 
enters the evening sky, closing in on Aldebaran while the Moon stops 
by on Sept. 17. Though Mercury's orbit is driving it closer to the Earth, 
its lit portion faces away making it hard to see. It passes Inferior 
Conjunction on Sept. 23. Jupiter reaches Opposition on Sept. 26: the 
best time of year to view it.

Highlights
The Autumnal Equinox will occur 
at 8:03 pm on Sept. 22. The word 
"equinox" comes from Latin aequus, 
meaning "equal", and nox, meaning 
"night." As you can see in the image 
of the Earth, the Sun will shine 
directly on the equator and light up 
the Earth from pole to pole. Though 
the Earth's axis is tipped, on this day 
it lies exactly perpendicular to the 
Sun's rays. This brings equal amounts 
of day and night to the entire world. This is the first day of autumn in 
the Northern Hemisphere. From this day, the north pole will begin to 
tip away from the Sun, its rays striking us obliquely as the days get 
shorter and we move into winter. In the Southern Hemisphere, they 
have the opposite effect. For them, this is the first day of spring and 
warmer temperatures are on the way. 

SPECIES OF THE MONTH
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