
The Seasons of California 

Immigrants to California from the East or Midwest will often say that they miss the seasons, 
the colors of fall and the snow, those familiar, dramatic changes that define the natural year.  It's 
true, California is not like that.  The four-season model of Winter, Spring, Summer, and Fall just 
doesn't fit.  California is different, with its own seasons, both dramatic and subtle.  California is a 
land all its own.  

What if we were to set aside ideas from other parts of the world and look at nature here, on 
its own terms?  What if we ask ourselves, "What are the seasons of California and what are their 
names?"  

At first, we might think there are just two seasons, the rainy season and the dry season.  
Water is fundamental, and life is defined by its presence or its lack.  True, but there is another 
season.  As the weather warms and the rains taper off, from mid-February to mid-June, we have 
four glorious months when the still-moist land explodes with color and life.  We might be 
tempted to call this time spring, but that would be misleading, for in California, nature has 
already been springing forth for four months, ever since the first rains.  The third season is when 
nature blossoms forth.  It is Wildflower season, and wildflowers make California a place like no 
other on Earth.  

So we can think of California as having three seasons: the Rainy season, Wildflower season, 
and the Dry season.   Each spans a third of the year and each is about four months long.  They 
are the rhythms of our land, the framework through which all species must find their way.  

Each season is clearly marked.  Rainy season begins when the first rains soak the ground in 
October.  From that point forward, life starts afresh and the land begins to green.  Rainy season 
ends and Wildflower season begins, in mid-February, with the leafing out of the Buckeyes.  
Wildflower season lasts until mid-June, with the passing of the Mariposas and Clarkias in the 
drying grass.  The Dry season, the time of brown hills and heat, is when life winds down to rest. 
It lasts until the first rains in October.  

The Rainy Season  

There is no calendar date for the start of the Rainy season, but its onset each year is clear and 
precise.  It begins with the first big rain, usually in October -- the most dramatic day of the year - 
the day when the thirsty land drinks again, becomes moist and fragrant, and soon green.  For 
California, it is New Year's Day and the first day of Spring all wrapped up together.  

The first seedlings appear within a week, and so do the newts.  In the first month, the bulbs 
and roots are up - Soap Root, Lace Plant, Buttercups, and mushrooms.  In December, as Buckeye 
balls dangle and fall, the trees and shrubs join the parade: first the pink and white bells of 
Manzanita appear, and then the chartreuse flowers of Bay.  

The Rainy season brackets the winter Solstice with four months of cool, wet weather, shorter 
days, and slanting light.  In between storms, there are clear days, days of fog, frosts, and the best 
sunsets.  



By New Year's, the catkins of Alder and Hazelnut appear, as do shoots of Elderberry and the 
Pussy Willows.  The Currants then bud and bloom.  

By the first of February, the hills are greening.  For four months now, new life has been 
sprouting and growing, and the long spring that spans two seasons is already half over.  
Buckeyes leaf out, in the rain, heralding the onset of the next season.  They are the curtain rising 
on the second half of the play.  

Wildflower Season  

Wildflower season unfolds in three phases: the early, wet phase; the balmy, showy phase; 
and, the closing, drying phase.  The first phase, late February and March, is still wet.  The creeks 
are flowing, the ground is often soggy, and it can flood.  But the storms become warmer, farther 
apart, and are often followed by warm, moist days with puffy white clouds.  

The woods are first to blossom: as Buckeyes unfold their leaves, Milk Maids and Trillium 
blossom in the woods.  Soon come Forget-me-nots, and out in the openings, Buttercups and 
Shooting Stars.  The first Bumblebees appear, and with warming nights, Tree Frogs sound.  By 
the end of March, with the light now stronger, the early bloomers are already making seeds.  

The showy phase comes in April, with shirtsleeve days and dwindling rain, and the explosion 
of the wildflowers.  After six months of leafy growth, they blossom forth in all those remarkable 
colors and shapes: Poppies, Larkspur, Lupine, Tidy Tips, Fiddlenecks, Owls' Clover, Mule Ears, 
the whole menagerie.  Wildflower season is the great time of insects, butterflies, bees, and 
thousands of others, feeding from and pollinating the flowers.  It is also the birthing time for 
mammals, Gopher, Coyote, and Deer.  The big, deciduous Oaks finally green up and birds are 
everywhere, singing, mating, and nesting.  The hills are emerald green and it's great to get out 
and savor the pure joy of just being alive.  

But by May, the rains have finished and the land begins to dry.  There may be a storm or two, 
but the ground is getting harder, grasses are seeding, and the noses of the ridges are turning 
brown.  Now come the bulbs -- Brodiaea, Onions, and Mariposas -- more butterflies, and many 
beetles.  Wildflower season comes to a close with them and the Clarkias, those elegant pink cups 
and frills, blooming in the drying grass.  

The Dry Season  

The Dry Season settles in with the relentless spread of hard soil, brown hills, and stickers.   
During June and July, there is still plenty of plant and animal activity, but things are quieting 
down.  This is when the hardy Californians step forth and shine, those tough souls who bloom in 
the dry heat - Soap Root, Yampah, Milkweed, Tarweeds, and later on Asters and California 
Fuchsia.  Insects are still active, with the serenade of the Crickets on warm summer nights, but 
on the whole they are more solitary, like Tarantula Hawks on Milkweed, and Dragonflies 
cruising far from the creeks.  

These bursts of action stand out against the general trend, life ebbing and coming to rest.   
Seeds ripen and fall, bulbs and roots rest underground, leaves wax and thicken.  The creeks 



either slow to a trickle or dry up altogether. Most insects and some mammals burrow under to 
rest.  

Nature enters a hot, dry slumber.  Buckeyes say it best by browning their leaves.  The land 
becomes still, and a day out in the hills in August will be suffused with quiet, rest, a good 
baking, and a search for shade.  It is the dormant time, in content much like the deep snowy 
winters of the East and Northern Europe.  It is the time when all living things put into play their 
various water strategies - to rest, or toughen up, or lie low - to survive the heat and the dry.  

But by September, the heat begins to lose its power.  One day, that familiar yellowish light is 
back, signaling change.  Over the month, maples yellow, rose hips and honeysuckle berries 
redden, and Poison Oak turns to pink and violet.  Monarchs drift west, to their resting spots on 
the coast.  The sun moves visibly south, its light ever thickening.  

The days shorten, but they are still warm.  The air is often smooth and dreamy.  Some days, 
time just seems to stop, bathed in a balm of sweet, amber sunlight. /  

By October, the nights cool down, and the dew becomes heavy.  Some leaves fall, too, in the 
crinkled woods, but this is not the Fall of other lands.  These are the final days of the year, filled 
with the bittersweet of endings and the promise of renewal.  

Soon high in the West, come Horsetail clouds - crystals of moisture blown ahead of the 
storms, now forming out over the sea.  Seeds lie waiting, ready to sprout, and eyes turn towards 
the sky.  Our thoughts turn to green in these final dry days, and we wait, and wait, for rain.  

 

Glen Schneider, from Touching the Earth: a Field Guide to East Bay Nature, manuscript. 


