
MARCH PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes

First week of March
This is usually the time to tap sugar maple trees and begin 
collecting sap to make maple syrup. Red and silver maples, 
along with boxelders (also called ash-leaved maples), can 
also be tapped, but are normally not as productive. Listen for 
male ring-necked pheasants rowing; the “double squawk” is 
the call of a courting rooster. Tiny springtails, also called snow 
fleas, hop on the surface of the snow in forest edges near 
wetlands when the air temperatures are above 27 degrees. 

March 1, 2024, marked a historic early ice-out for Clear Lake 
at Waseca, breaking the long-standing record of March 6, 
1878. A new record was also set for Lake Osakis in Todd 
County on March 8, breaking another 1878 record of March 
13. Meanwhile, Lake Nokomis in Minneapolis experienced ice-
out on March 3, after only being ice covered since January 
10 – less than two months of ice cover.
On March 7, 2024, the season’s first ruffed grouse was 
observed drumming in the Lutsen area, while black bears 
were out and about in Sax-Zim Bog area.

Second week of March
Look for the first returning American robins, killdeers and 
common grackles. Sounds of spring include Canada geese 
honking, house finches singing, red-winged blackbirds trilling 
and sandhill cranes calling. Migrating bald eagles return to 
the North Shore of Lake Superior.

In 2023, pasqueflower was blooming on Kasota and Ottawa 
prairies near St. Peter. Sharp-lobed hepatica also began 
blooming in the forests near Faribault.
On March 10, 2024, a huge gathering of migrating white-
fronted geese and snow geese, estimated at 60,000 birds, 
was observed at Salt Lake in Lac Qui Parle County.
After only two months of ice cover, March 13, 2024, was the 
official ice-out for Lake Minnetonka – missing the 1878 record 
by just two days. It also marked the fifth day in March with 
high temperatures above 60 degrees in the Twin Cities area. 

Third week of March
Most years, this week holds some of the best maple sap runs 
of the season, with sunny warm days and freezing nights. 
Watch and listen for male red-winged blackbirds claiming 
their wetland nesting territories. Look for the first or more 
eastern chipmunks and woodchucks to be out of their winter 
underground tunnels. Listen for male mourning doves cooing.

March 16, 2024, was ice-out for Mille Lacs Lake, which had 
only been frozen over since January 4; that’s just two months 
and 12 days of ice cover!

In 2023, March 17 had a 
low of just 7 degrees in 
the Twin Cities. Beautiful 
sundogs were seen on 
this coldest St. Patrick’s 
Day in 30 years. March 
17 is also the average 
opening date for the 
shipping season on the 
Mississippi River at Saint 
Paul.

Fourth week  
of March
Rhubarb and chives begin 
to poke up in gardens. 
Expect to see elms and 
silver maples blooming, 
with honey bees and 
other insects gathering 
pollen from the tiny 
flowers. Eastern bluebirds 
and wood ducks claim 
nesting boxes. Black bears 
in northern Minnesota and 
Wisconsin usually begin emerging from hibernation; some in 
cooler habitats will wait until April. 

On the night of March 23, 2023, there was a great display of 
the northern lights, seen by many observers in northern and 
southern Minnesota.
On March 30, 2023, the sounds of spring continued with 
American robins and red-winged blackbirds very vocal, along 
with the first spring thunderstorm. Hooded mergansers and 
wood ducks returned in numbers, but we ended the month 
with a snow depth of about a foot in the Twin Cities area.

LOOK FOR ...

First migrating  
American robin arrives  
(Carver County):
2023	 March 8
2022	 March 14 
2021	 March 8
2020	 March 6 
2019	 March 19
2018	 March 9 
2017	 March 15 
2016	 March 6
2015	 March 12
2014	 March 19

SCOTT MONGE | ROBIN ON STATUE | MINNEAPOLIS, MN

EDWARD LEE | TREE SWALLOWS AND MOON | GRANTSBURG, WI

Methods to determine ice-out vary from lake to lake, so researchers 
and agencies like the DNR look for consistency from their volunteer 
monitors. This chart shows ice-out statistics for 20 Minnesota lakes.

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 4/2/2012 5/22/1950 92
Big Sandy Aitkin April 21 3/16/2024 5/12/2013 94
Big Stone Big Stone April 10 3/14/2024 5/8/2013 74
Clear Waseca April 3 3/1/2024 4/29/2018 150
Green Kandiyohi April 16 3/15/2024 5/8/2013 127
Gull Crow Wing April 21 3/17/2024 5/18/1950 74
Itasca Clearwater April 23 3/26/2012 5/18/1950 95
Leech Cass April 28 4/2/2012 5/23/1950 88
Lake of the Woods Lake of the Woods May 3 4/8/2012 5/21/2014 37
Mille Lacs Mille Lacs April 25 3/16/2024 5/16/2013 74
Minnetonka Hennepin April 13 3/11/1878 5/5/2018 169
Minnewaska Pope April 15 3/13/2024 5/11/2013 118
Osakis Todd April 19 3/8/2024 5/14/1950 157
Pepin Goodhue/Wabasha March 29 2/29/2000 5/20/1843 181
Rainy Koochiching May 4 4/6/2012 5/22/1950 94
Shetek Murray April 4 3/2/2024 4/24/1962 64
Tetonka LeSueur April 4 3/3/2024 4/29/2018 51
Vermilion St. Louis April 30 3/28/2012 5/23/1950 131
Waconia Carver April 10 3/7/2017 5/4/2018 84
White Bear Ramsey April 13 3/8/2024 5/4/2018 96
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Morning sky
Venus emerges from dawn's glow near the end of 
the month, low in the east. Saturn and the Moon 
will join Venus on 3/28. Notice, just before first 
light, that the summer constellations are up. This 
is the part of the sky that shines due south on a summer's night. As the Earth orbits 
the Sun, it will cover 90° of its orbit every three months. We can see that change in 
our sky when the stars of the next season provide a preview in the pre-dawn hours.

Evening sky
The Moon, Jupiter and Aldebaran make a lovely triangle on 3/5. Mars is high due 
south after dark. Mercury is low in the west after sunset, just 6.35° from Venus and at 
Greatest Eastern Elongation on 3/8. A full 17° above the horizon at sunset: the best 
time of the year to view Mercury. By month end, both Venus and Mercury disappear 
into the setting Sun, passing it on 3/22 and 3/24, respectively. Saturn reaches Solar 
Conjunction on 3/12, and Neptune on 3/19.

Highlights
A year after America's total solar eclipse, we get 
a total lunar eclipse on 3/14. In 2024, only those 
within the Moon's 110-mile wide shadow got to 
see it. However, during a total lunar eclipse, 
Earth's shadow is 5,700 miles across! This 
means the entire hemisphere gets to see it. 
Instead of the four minutes of solar totality last 
year, this lunar totality lasts 66 minutes! With no 
atmosphere, the Moon's shadow has a sharp 
edge. Not so the Earth, with an atmosphere hundreds of miles thick. Therefore, 
during lunar totality, some sunlight sneaks through our atmosphere and casts upon 
the Moon. If Earth's atmosphere is clear, this light will provide an orange hue to the 
Moon. Atmospheric pollution will make that light a darker red or rusty, or maybe 
even a deep brown. You are going to have to stay up late for this (all times CDT). 
Start of Partial: 12:09 a.m.; Start of Totality: 1:26 a.m.; Maximum Eclipse: 1:59 a.m.; 
End of Totality: 2:32 a.m.; End of Partial: 3:48 a.m.
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Rain or snow?

March used to be the snowiest month of the year 

on average in Minnesota. But our warmer climate 

is producing more rain and ice in the shoulder 

seasons than it did 40 years ago when colder air 

was more persistent.

The average snowfall for 

March in the Twin Cities 

was 10.2 inches in NOAA’s 

1981-2010 30-year climate 

normals. That amount fell  

to 8.2 inches in the 1991-

2020 climate normals. 

December has now claimed 

the lead in monthly average 

snowfall with 11.4 inches! 

January is a close second 

with an average of 11 inches 

of snow.

Paul Huttner
@MPRweather

Chief Meteorologist

Weather Blog:  
mpr.org/updraft

Heavy snowfall at the Weather Lab in Victoria, Minnesota. 
Photo by Paul Huttner.

Image: NASA

Bur oak (Quercus macrocarpa)
The oaks include about 400 species of deciduous and evergreen trees and shrubs. 
They occur worldwide with 90 species in the United States. Except for the aspens, 
the oaks may be the most abundant trees in Minnesota where there are seven 
species. Quercus is the classical Latin name for an oak tree, meaning “beautiful tree.”

The bur oak is the most common oak species in Minnesota. It is found statewide, 
but more commonly in the southern and western counties. The fringe of curly awns 
around the cup that holds the acorn nut gives bur oak its name. These rugged 
trees are drought tolerant, can live 400 plus years, and reach a height of 100 feet. 
Whether their branches are snow or leaf covered, bur oaks add beauty and strength 
to their surrounding environments.

GLENDA MUELLER | BUR OAK | ROCHESTER, MN

SPECIES HIGHLIGHT by Jim Gilbert

JOHN'S JOTTINGS
The month that has it all! March is the great 
transition month with wild temperature swings 
creating a chance of major snowstorms or even 
severe weather. The record low of the month is 
March 1 at -32 degrees, and the record high is 83 

degrees (which has been hit four different times). 
Every March seems to leave us on our toes, with 
some years feeling like the dead of winter and others feeling more 
like May.

The biggest snowstorm fell on March 22, 1952, with 13.7 inches, and 
the earliest tornado in history is March 7. The wild weather of March 
makes it a meteorologist's dream to forecast. For me, the best part 
of March is the added sunlight, making it the month with the most 
sunlight added. The peak amount of sunlight added daily happens 
during this month – 3 minutes and 9 seconds to be exact – starting on 
March 11 through March 23.

John Zeigler
@JohnZeiglerWX

Meteorologist
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