
MARCH PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes

First week of March
Maple sap flows well when day temperatures are above 40 
degrees. If we have a warm spell, pussy willow twigs can be 
cut and brought indoors for a touch of spring. In southern 
Minnesota, temporary ponds may begin to dot the landscape 
as snow melts and frost remains in the ground. Wild turkeys 
have started their spring courtship with the tom turkeys 
gobbling and flaring their tails.

March 3, 2024: Record temperature high of 74 degrees in the 
Twin Cities, where the old record of 65 degrees was set in 
1905. High of 71 degrees in Waconia where Goose, Reitz and 
Swede Lakes lost their ice-covers.

Second week of March
In southern Minnesota, eastern bluebirds claim nesting boxes, 
and early-arriving red-winged blackbirds are seen and heard 
on their wetland territories. House finches are investigating 
nesting sites; they often nest in old holiday wreaths and 
hanging plant baskets. 

More American crows and bald eagles return to northern 
Minnesota, where deep snow usually covers much of 
the landscape, offering the best cross-country skiing and 
snowshoeing of the entire winter.

Third week of March
Most years, sugarbush operators look for some of the best 
maple sap runs of the season. This can also be the week of 
many firsts, as killdeers, song sparrows and brown-headed 
cowbirds return. The first garter snakes may come out of 
their underground dens for some early spring sunning. 
Woodchucks that went into hibernation in October can  
once again be seen above ground. Pairs of American crows 
check out possible nesting sites and carry nesting materials 
in their bills.

Fourth week of March
Some early returning bird migrants may include American 
woodcocks, eastern phoebes and great blue herons. Gray 
and fox squirrels begin birthing pups. By the end of March, 
storms are more likely to bring rain than snow.

The ruffed grouse is 
a permanent resident 
throughout the deep 
woods of Minnesota 
from the southeast to the 
northern half of the state 
except the western tier 
of counties. The males 
make a drumming sound 
with their cupped wings 
moving in the air, which 
is most frequently heard 
in the spring. A male 
ruffed grouse stands on 
a log, stump or boulder, 
raises the tuft of feathers 
on his head, fans his tail 
feathers and drums with 
his wings to take claim to 
his territory and to attract 
females.

March 31, 2024: American 
robins were singing, red-
winged blackbirds trilling 
and sandhill cranes calling 
this early morning as a big V-formation of tundra swans flew 
over Lake Waconia heading northwest.

LOOK FOR ...

First migrating  
American robin arrives  
(Carver County):
2024 March 5
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

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 93
Big Sandy Aitkin April 21 3/16/2024 5/12/2013 95
Big Stone Big Stone April 10 3/14/2024 5/8/2013 75
Clear Waseca April 3 3/1/2024 4/29/2018 151
Green Kandiyohi April 16 3/15/2024 5/8/2013 128
Gull Crow Wing April 21 3/17/2024 5/18/1950 75
Itasca Clearwater April 23 3/26/2012 5/18/1950 96
Leech Cass April 28 4/2/2012 5/23/1950 89
Lake of the Woods Lake of the Woods May 3 4/8/2012 5/21/2014 38
Mille Lacs Mille Lacs April 25 3/16/2024 5/16/2013 75
Minnetonka Hennepin April 13 3/11/1878 5/5/2018 170
Minnewaska Pope April 15 3/13/2024 5/11/2013 119
Osakis Todd April 19 3/8/2024 5/14/1950 158
Pepin Goodhue/Wabasha March 29 2/29/2000 5/20/1843 182
Rainy Koochiching May 4 4/6/2012 5/22/1950 95
Shetek Murray April 4 3/2/2024 4/24/1962 65
Tetonka LeSueur April 4 3/3/2024 4/29/2018 52
Vermilion St. Louis April 30 3/28/2012 5/23/1950 132
Waconia Carver April 10 3/7/2017 5/4/2018 85
White Bear Ramsey April 13 3/8/2024 5/4/2018 97

As day length and the sun angle increase, the natural world 
changes its rhythms. The March sunshine readily melts snow on all 
surfaces. Overnight refreeze often results in the formation of icicles 
hanging off rooftops and tree branches. The impending sunlight 
shines on the icicles, leading to their melting and a musical beat of 
drops landing on the surfaces below.

Take a walk and observe the sounds of the emerging spring 
season. Listen to the sounds of your footsteps on different surfaces 
such as snow, mud, grass and in a puddle. Periodically stop and 
listen to nature; the dripping of water, the singing of birds, and the 
wind interacting with the tree branches.

Gather your observations in a journal. Include both descriptions 
of the sounds and a list of sounds you hear. Compose a rhythmic 
poem or song inspired by the music and feel of the day.

For more outdoor learning resources, visit jeffersfoundation.org.

Traditionally, spring is when the Ojibwe tapped Maple trees for clear running sap that was then boiled to make maple syrup and 
sugar. This activity is called sugarbush (zhiiwaagamizigan’ike). This is also the season when the Ojibwe fished on frozen lakes and 
streams using spears. Hunting and trapping also occurred every springtime.

TRADITIONAL ACTIVITIES FOR SPRING (ZIIGWAN) by John Roterman

MUSIC TO YOUR EARS: 
WINTER TURNS TO SPRING

ASHA PRASAD | FROZEN MINNEHAHA FALLS | MINNEAPOLIS, MN
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Morning sky
On 3/7, Mercury passes the Sun in Inferior 
Conjunction and moves into the morning sky, 
on 3/15 passing 4° north of Mars, which is slowly 
clawing its way into the morning sky. They are 
both joined by a waning crescent Moon on 3/17 low in the east-south-east. Saturn 
reaches Superior Conjunction with the Sun on 3/25 and moves into the morning sky, 
but it will be mid-April before you can spot it. The Moon is near Antares on 3/10.

Evening sky
Venus, in the west at sunset, passes 1° north of Saturn on 3/8. Saturn soon disappears 
into the twilight. As Jupiter grinds to halt, its retrograde ends on 3/10. It spends the 
entire month suspended between the twins of Gemini. At 1:20 p.m. on 3/20, the Sun 
will be due south at 45°. Spring is here! The Sun is exactly halfway between the Winter 
Solstice and the Summer Solstice. Actually, the exact time for Spring’s arrival is 9:46 
a.m., when the Sun crosses the equator. 

Highlights
An annular solar eclipse occurred in Antarctica 
on 2/17, and when there is a solar eclipse, 
there is a lunar one. That’s because the 
Moon’s orbit is passing through the point 
where the Sun, Moon and Earth are in a line. 
Either two weeks prior or two weeks after a 
solar eclipse, we experience a lunar eclipse, 
and so on 3/3, when the Moon has moved to 
the other half of its orbit, the Earth will block 
the Sun’s light and plunge the Moon into darkness. The only light cast upon the 
Moon will be that which sneaks through the Earth’s atmosphere, creating a pumpkin 
orange, rusty red or deep brown color. The eclipse begins as the Moon slowly moves 
into the Earth’s shadow at 3:50 a.m. Darkness continues to crawl across the surface 
until totality at 5:04 a.m. It will stay covered until 6:03 a.m., when it begins to emerge 
from the shadow. However, before the partial phase can end at 7:17 a.m., the Moon 
will set at 6:50 a.m. and bring the eclipse to a premature close.
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Gray wolf (Canis lupus)
Gray wolves, also called timber wolves, once roamed across much of North America. 
Now they’re found only in Alaska, Canada and a few sparsely settled parts of the 
lower United States including northeastern Minnesota, and northern Wisconsin 
and Michigan. They can vary in color from white to black, but most often are 
predominately gray. Being the largest wild dog species, adults range in weight from 
about 50 to 150 pounds. An estimated 2,700 gray wolves live in Minnesota. These 
wolves are social, living in packs of a few to a dozen – mostly family members. They 
mark their territories with urine and feces, and howl to announce their whereabouts. 
Being omnivores, wolves eat small to large animals such as insects, mice, hares, fish, 
deer and moose, but also wild fruits and other plant material.

JEAN BRISLANCE | GRAY WOLF | LUTSEN, MN

SPECIES HIGHLIGHT by Jim Gilbert

BEN’S WEATHER NOTES
March is a month when we can witness all 
types of weather extremes. Case in point 
last year, when MSP got nearly 10 inches of 
snow followed by our first 70 degrees less 
than 10 days later! It’s not uncommon to see 
winter storm headlines and tornado warnings 
mentioned on the same map. Our earliest 
tornado in the state occurred on March 6, 2017.

The nice part about a March snow is that the sun’s energy helps to 
quickly melt whatever falls. Most of the time, our temperatures are 
governed by how much snow we have left on the ground. If we have 
a deep snowpack, winter temps tend to linger longer as energy 
from the sun goes into melting the snow instead of warming up the 
ground. Long stretches of bare ground and warmer than average 
temperatures can lead to a lengthy wildfire season. This is truly a 
month you can see it all.

Ben Dery
@BenDeryKARE11

Meteorologist

mprnews.org/podcasts/climate-cast

Earlier ice-outs
March is the month when the ice typically begins 
to leave our southern Minnesota lakes. And we’re 
losing seasonal ice cover as our climate warms. 
The Minnesota DNR reports our state has lost 
10 to 14 days of lake ice in the past 50 years on 
average. Some popular, iconic lakes have lost 
almost three weeks of ice!

Lake Minnetonka lost ice on March 29 in 2025. That’s a full two weeks 
earlier than the long-term average date of April 13.

Paul Huttner
@paulhuttnerwx
Chief Meteorologist

Weather Blog:  
mprnews.org/

updraft

Ice breaking up on Lake Minnetonka in 2011. Photo by Paul Huttner.
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