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Must See Gardens of California   -   Cynthia Zimmerman 
 

“A garden to walk in and immensity to dream in—what more could he ask?” 
Victor Hugo, Les Miserables. 

 
October is a wonderful time to be in the garden; a time of cooler temperatures, changing colors, 
clean-up and preparing it for a winter’s nap.  Once the chores are done, the dreaming begins of 
what might be, come spring.  Inspiration for those dreams can be found in seed catalogs, 
magazines, gardening books, and the gardens of others.  After the chores are done, fall is a great 
time to reward yourself with a visit to a botanical garden.  In California we are blessed with many 
such gardens, big and small; some close, some distant. 
 
I recently came across a website that piqued my interest; sort of a bucket list of must see 
botanical gardens in our state.  I wish I could say that I’ve had the opportunity to check out their 
suggestions in person; instead by going to the individual websites, I was able to wander through 
the gardens by mouse; the photos and information so enticing, whetting my appetite to visit in 
person.  Space does not allow me to go into detail but I am sharing with you some basic 
information and websites for you to go mousing in case you’d like include these lovely gardens 
in your travels around our state. 
 
Mendocino Coast Botanical Gardens      https://www.gardenbythesea.org/ 
47 acres located on North Highway 1 near Fort Bragg; an experience of the rugged coast mixed 
with a peaceful garden by the sea with the mission to display and conserve plants in harmony 
with the Northern California coastal ecosystems; pet friendly. 
U.C. Botanical Garden at Berkeley     http://botanicalgarden.berkeley.edu/the-garden 
34 acres holding one of the largest and most diverse collections in the U.S.; more than 13,000 
plant species including rare and endangered plants arranged primarily by continent of origin or 
by region.  No pets. 
San Francisco Conservatory of Flowers    https://conservatoryofflowers.org/ 

Located in Golden Gate Park; offers an intimate up-close experience with rare and endangered  
plants; galleries filled with tropical plants including Corpse Flower; free entry on first Tuesday of 
every month. 
Forestiere Underground Gardens     http://www.undergroundgardens.com/about/ 
Located here in Fresno on West Shaw; California Historical Landmark #916 & listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places; 10 acres of subterranean tunnels, chambers, and grottos with 
multiple fruit-bearing trees and vines growing as much as 20 feet below ground; open 
Wednesday through Thursday, April through November.   
Santa Barbara Botanic Garden     http://www.sbbg.org/ 
78 acres with 5.5 miles of paths situated on the hilly east side of Santa Barbara; focuses on 
California’s native plants; historic Mission Dam and aqueduct built in 1807 to supply water to the 
Santa Barbara Mission; authentic Japanese Teahouse and Tea Garden;  offers guided walks, bird-
watching sessions, book signings, lectures, and workshops on painting and photography. 
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The Huntington     www.huntington.org/ 
Spread across the 120-acre historic Huntington estate near Pasadena; 15,000 plant varieties; 16 
different gardens; 1,400 different varieties in the Rose Garden; Chinese Garden featuring lake, 
stone bridges and waterfalls; Frances and Sidney Brody California Garden home to 50,000 Golden 
State natives and dry-climate plants. 
Rancho Santa Ana Botanic Garden     https://www.rsabg.org 
86-acres; largest botanic garden focusing solely on California natives; located on northeast side 
of Los Angeles County in Claremont; more than 22,000 native plants, some of which are rare or 
endangered. 
Fullerton Arboretum     http://fullertonarboretum.org/home.php 
On the north end of the Cal State Fullerton campus; more than 4,000 plants, ponds and streams; 
collections devoted to woodland, desert, and Mediterranean species, extensive cultivated 
garden, new orchard, and new wildflower section.  CA native plant sale Nov 3-4, over 100 
varieties of California native plants for sale. 
Moorten Botanical Garden and Cactarium     http://moortenbotanicalgarden.com/ 
Family run arboretum of winding trails displaying 3,000 types of desert-loving plants.  Tours given 
by Master Gardener volunteers from late fall to mid spring. 
Writgley Memorial & Botanic Garden 
https://www.catalinaconservancy.org/index.php?s=visit&p=wrigley_memorial_and_botanic_ga
rden   On Santa Catalina Island; 45-minute cruise from Long Beach; 38 acre garden with special 
emphasis on plants endemic to California islands.  Originally designed by Ada Wrigley with 
horticulturist Albert Conrad to showcase desert plants from all over the world. 
Balboa Park Botanical Building and Gardens     
https://www.balboapark.org/gardens/botanical-building 
https://www.balboapark.org/explore/gardens 
One of the world’s largest lath houses built for the 1915-16 Panama-California Exposition;  
Timken Museum of Art with towering tree ferns and exotic orchids with indoor collection of 2,100 
tropical plants with seasonal flower displays; Old Cactus Garden, Desert Garden and the  
California Native Plant Garden showcasing succulents, cacti and other drought-resistant plants; 
Alcazar Garden patterned after Alcazar castle in Seville, Spain; Australian Garden; Japanese 
Friendship Garden; EthnoBotany Children’s Peace Gardens filled with edibles; The Zoro Garden 
home to a number of butterfly species.  
 
I have not included entry fees (all are very reasonable) or days and times open.  This information 
is available on the websites, as well as location maps, availability of food and facilities, and other 
notes of interest. 
 
I hope many of you have the opportunity to enjoy these gardens in person. 
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