
MAY PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes

First week of May
The landscape has an emerald look, layered with tones of 
new green from grasses, and newly emerged leaves from 
deciduous trees and shrubs. Rose-breasted grosbeaks, 
ruby-throated hummingbirds and chimney swifts return. Also, 
look for the first Baltimore orioles coming from their winter 
homes in Costa Rica and other parts of Central America. With 
a strong homing instinct, they often come back year after 
year to nest in the same yard. Statewide, farmers plant field 
corn, sweet corn, soybeans, sugar beets, potatoes and spring 
wheat. Enchanting wails, yodeling and quavering laughter 
fill the air when common loons return to many central and 
northern Minnesota lakes.

May 5, 2023, was ice-out for Mille Lacs Lake, Otter Tail Lake, 
Lake Itasca, Lake Bemidji, and Upper Red Lake.

Second week of May
Colonies of common dandelions bloom. Notice shade in 
deciduous forests. It’s blooming time for the common purple 
lilac in southern Minnesota and Wisconsin.

Watch for the first migrating monarch butterflies to appear, 
and for apple orchards to be in bloom. Listen for the very 
vocal American toads, common tree frogs and boreal chorus 
frogs. In northern Minnesota, marsh marigolds are blooming, 
quaking aspens have small leaves, and ruby-throated 
hummingbirds and ovenbirds return.

May 12, 2023, was peak bloom for tulips at the University of 
Minnesota Landscape Arboretum, where 40,000 bulbs were 
planted the previous fall. May 16 was peak of bloom for the 
Arboretum’s crabapple collection.

Third week of May
We now expect to see many southern Minnesota farm fields 
with rows of tiny corn and soybean plants. Red-eyed vireos 
arrive and start singing in forests. Baltimore oriole females 
begin weaving hanging nests. Black-capped chickadees are 
busy feeding young nestlings, and newly hatched mallard 
ducklings are swimming with their mothers. Young gray 
squirrels leave their nests.

May 18, 2023, was the last ice-out of the year for a 
Minnesota lake – Greenwood Lake in northeastern  
Cook County.
On May 19, 2023, common purple lilac shrubs were still 
blooming, and morel mushroom hunting was good. We again 
experienced a hazy sky caused from wildfires in Alberta and 
other areas north and west of Minnesota.

Fourth week  
of May
Warbling vireos, gray 
catbirds and house 
wrens fill the air with 
their vocalizations. 
Purple martins and barn 
swallows build nests. 
Green frogs begin calling. 
White-tailed deer fawns 
are arriving. Northern 
Lights azaleas, American 
highbush cranberry, bridal 
wreath spirea shrubs and 
black locust trees are 
all blooming with showy 
flowers. White Dutch 
clover, red clover and 
yellow sweet clover begin 
to bloom. Gardeners 
harvest leaf lettuce, 
radishes and green 
onions. Evergreen such 
as yews, firs and spruces 
display new bright-green 
growth on the tips of branches. In northern Minnesota, moose 
calves are being born.

LOOK FOR ...

First monarch butterfly 
arrives (Carver County) 
2023	 May 15
2022	 May 10
2021	 May 21
2020	 May 25 
2019	 May 26
2018	 May 18 
2017	 May 14 
2016	 May 24
2015	 June 1
2014	 May 21

SHEILA SKOGEN | BALTIMORE ORIOLE | ELK RIVER, MN

MIKE PATTEN | TENDING THE NEST | CAMBRIDGE, MN

PROTECT WATER IN YOUR OWN BACKYARD 

Reduce pollution coming from your yard

 Use native plants when you can.

 Reduce or eliminate fertilizers and pesticides.

 Limit the amount of lawn or turf areas.

 Sweep up clippings and debris from sidewalks.

 In winter, use less salt on your sidewalks and driveway.

Capture stormwater

 Direct rain gutters to your lawn or other garden areas.

 Replace hard surfaces with paths that absorb water.

 Install a rain barrel.
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Morning sky
Mercury races toward the Sun, passing behind 
it at Superior Solar Conjunction on 5/29. Venus 
seems stuck in the East as it runs away from 
us in its orbit. Earth is no slouch, with an orbital 
speed of 66,616 mph, but it's no match for 
Venus at 78,874 mph. Venus takes all month to 
finally reach Greatest Western Elongation on 5/31. Find it in the east, an hour before 
sunrise. Saturn continues to climb, getting a close visit from the Moon on 5/22.

Evening sky
Mars moves into the Beehive Cluster, also known as Praesepe, a Latin term 
meaning "manger," or "crib." It is an open cluster of around 1,000 stars, about 550 
light-years from Earth. It is an easy binocular object, especially on a moonless night, 
so don't bother when the Moon stops by on 5/3. Mars moves on to Leo by month's 
end. At Solar Conjunction on 5/17, Uranus leaves the evening sky. Jupiter sits low in 
the west, just below a skinny crescent on 5/28.

Highlights
Every 11 years, solar activity peaks: known as Solar 
Max. Predicted for 2025, solar storms and flares 
will increase and batter the planets. The effect 
on Mars is of interest to NASA as they consider 
future robotic and human explorers. Since 2014, 
the Mars Atmosphere and Volatile Evolution 
(MAVEN) spacecraft has been in orbit. Its mission 
is to monitor changes in the Martian atmosphere. 
Billions of years ago, the inside of Mars cooled 
and halted the spinning molten metal core, which produced the magnetosphere. 
Without the protection of this force field, the solar wind tore the atmosphere off Mars, 
leaving it just 1% that of Earth's. MAVEN will be able to monitor the effects of Solar 
Max on the atmosphere. From the surface, the Curiosity rover (landed in 2012) will use 
its Radiation Assessment Detector (RAD) instrument to study solar particles making it 
down to the Martian surface, providing insight into the magnitude of the danger. 
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Wild columbine (Aquilegia canadensis)
Found throughout Minnesota, columbine grows two to three feet tall, has leaflets 
with three lobes, and displays drooping red and yellow flowers from May into June. 
The nectar tubes extending upward make it a favorite flower of hummingbirds and 
long-tongued moths. In rocky terrain, wild columbine is seen growing at odd angles, 
sometimes precariously perched among the rocks where soil is scarce, but its roots 
reach deep into the earth. It is also found along roadsides and in open forests. 

Our native columbine is an easy wildflower to grow. Seeds sown in a garden 
produce seedlings that bloom the second year. Collect seeds only; don’t dig up 
the plants. Later in summer, the papery pod-like fruit splits along its side to release 
many shiny round seeds.JENNIFER STROM | COLUMBINE | ROSEVILLE, MN

	⊲ Get your warm weather 
vegetables, flowers and  
herbs in the ground.

	⊲ Be aware of late frosts,  
and cover plants as needed.

	⊲ Plant gladiola and  
dahlia bulbs.

	⊲ Check for pests such as 
aphids, squash bugs and 
cabbage loopers.

GARDENING TIPS FROM GROW WITH KARE
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SPECIES HIGHLIGHT by Jim Gilbert

JOHN'S JOTTINGS
My all-time favorite month! May is the month 
where leaves on the trees began to bloom, and 
the lakes are certainly not frozen (except in those 
rare years like in 2018 when Lake Minnetonka had 
its latest ice-out date ever on May 5). The hours of 

daylight are abundant in May with around 15 hours 
each day by the later part of the month.

May is also the first big thunderstorm month with a strong late spring jet 
stream fueled by the clash of warm moist air from the south and cooler 
air from the north. Minnesota averages 4.3 tornadoes in the month 
of May – ranking third behind June and July. This is a great time to 
make sure you know where to go in case of a severe thunderstorm or 
tornado warning as summer storms move into the area.

John Zeigler
@JohnZeiglerWX

Meteorologist
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