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Dear Reader:

If you’re contemplating or already planning an outdoor wedding, then congratulations are in order! Planning any wedding is both a challenge and a joy. While outdoor events present some added considerations, they also provide an opportunity to display your personal sense of style and your unique romantic flair. You can’t be overprepared when you include the always unpredictable Mother Nature on your guest list. I planned my wedding for a full moon night, but as insurance against cloudy, starless skies, I had my florist create an indoor moon of golden chrysanthemums surrounded by glitter-painted starfish.

This book will help you decide whether an outdoor wedding is right for you. It also provides inspiration and guidance as you plan your event and offers the encouragement and reassurance you need to design the day of your dreams. I hope Mother Nature gift-wraps a glorious day for you, but remember that it is your love and the magic between you that will truly make your celebration shine.

Best of luck on your special day,
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To my parents, and to all who say “I do” to love.
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Top Ten Reasons
to Choose an Outdoor Wedding

1.    Celebrate your love in a place that holds special meaning for the two of you.

2.    Take advantage of a spectacular natural backdrop for your wedding photographs.

3.    Invite spontaneity and unexpected drama to color your event.

4.    Host an affair that is as elegant or as casual as you desire.

5.    Set your wedding apart from other celebrations. By selecting a unique and scenic location, you will overlay your event with a distinctive theme, look, and style.

6.    Intertwine spiritual traditions and customs from multiple faiths and cultures in a nondenominational setting.

7.    Hold your ceremony and reception in one location, allowing the party to start immediately, and increase the amount of time available to share with loved ones.

8.    Save money and time on decorations. Mother Nature will do the decorating for you.

9.    Infuse your wedding with personality, originality, and creativity in a space that provides unparalleled freedom to design the event of your dreams.

10.  Begin your wedded life in a place of incomparable beauty that you will remember fondly and can revisit throughout your years together.





Introduction

Many couples dream of an outdoor wedding in an unforgettable setting, but often the logistics of planning such an event and the potential pitfalls are powerful deterrents. This book evaluates the risks and rewards of various types of outdoor ceremonies and receptions and provides practical tips and strategies for ensuring a beautiful outdoor wedding event.

This is not a general wedding-planning guide. You won’t find a list of who pays for what or instructions for tipping your limousine driver. What you will discover is realistic, down-to-earth advice on selecting a location, planning an outdoor event, preparing for contingencies, and making the most of a celebration in a beautiful, open-air environment. You’ll also learn more about portable toilets than most brides and grooms.

Keep in mind that not every tip in this book will apply to you. If you intend to marry in an outdoor gazebo behind the hotel where your indoor reception will follow, you will have far fewer worries than the couple that chooses to hike with guests to a mountaintop for an exchange of vows at sunrise. In a garden setting, bees might be a concern, whereas at the beach, noisy seagulls may be enemy number one.

Though this book necessarily points out the things that can go wrong, it is really meant to encourage you in your pursuit of the wedding of your dreams. An optimistic outlook will go a long way toward ensuring that your wedding day is spectacular. The months ahead will be filled with anticipation, preparation, and collaboration as you work together to design this special day in your lives. Once you decide to embrace the idea of marrying outdoors, go forward with confidence. No rain cloud can dampen your enthusiasm when you look into each other’s eyes and declare, “I do.”






1
Why Wed Outdoors?

Nature is quite a fine decorator, and for many couples, the most compelling reason to wed outdoors is to celebrate this special day in a place of unparalleled beauty. Outdoor weddings have a special air of romance and surprise, and they allow you to share a cherished spot or a dream locale with loved ones. Though the two of you will shine in any setting, a lovely location can set your event apart and provide a dramatic and colorful backdrop that will be captured forever in both photographs and memories.


Your Day in the Sun

You awake to a sparkling day and throw open the windows to let in the breeze as you don your wedding-day attire. As you prepare to meet your beloved on the mountaintop, in the garden, by the sea, at the farm, or in your backyard, the only clouds that dare to dot the sky are a few wispy white accent pieces. Sunlight warms your faces and reflects from the shining rings you exchange as you profess your eternal love. As the party stretches into the evening, you hold each other close and dance under a velvet sky glittering with stars.


newlywed know-how [image: ]

Yuma, Arizona, is America’s sunniest city. On average, Yuma boasts a 93-percent sunshine rate. That means Yuma sees a mere 267 hours of overcast or rainy weather out of the 4,400 hours of sunshine possible each year.



Contemplating an outdoor wedding usually begins with an idealized vision of the possibilities. Close your eyes, and conjure up an image of the perfect wedding scene. Invite your partner to do the same. Did you both picture joining hands, exchanging vows, and sharing a kiss in a space without a roof and walls? Hold tightly to those images. It is only natural that one or both of you will have a few second thoughts as you consider everything that can go wrong with an outdoor wedding. If you truly desire to tie the knot in a scenic spot, your vision will sustain you as you embrace the added complexities and reassure concerned family members and friends who question your sanity.

Yes, there are risks, but the odds are tremendous that your outdoor wedding will be absolutely gorgeous. Vow to prepare for potential problems, to maintain your sense of humor, and above all to remember that, sun or no sun, the day will glow with your love for each other. If you’re up for the unique challenges and unpredictable elements inherent in an outdoor wedding, there’s a good chance you’re ready for what lies ahead—marriage.

[image: ]

A Place That’s Near and Dear

For many brides and grooms, the decision to wed outdoors is driven by a desire to gather family and friends in a place that is special for one or both of them. It may be a cherished childhood play place, a spot that holds significance in their romantic history, a family home, or a favorite vacation destination. If the perfect place doesn’t immediately come to mind, or if the site you initially select can’t accommodate your event, you can still enjoy an open-air wedding. With a bit of creative thinking, you can identify other romantic locations that match your vision of the ideal environment in which to express and celebrate your love.

Start in Your Backyard

There is certainly something alluring about a fairy-tale wedding in an exotic, faraway land. The costs and logistics of a destination wedding can be daunting, though, so before you scan the globe, start your search closer to home. These questions may spark your thinking as you compile a list of locations to consider:


	Where do we live?

	Where do our family members and closest friends live?

	Where and how were we engaged?

	What is our favorite restaurant?

	When we want to get away from it all for an afternoon, where do we go?

	What is our favorite picnic spot?

	What local attractions or historic sites have we visited and enjoyed together?

	Where have we attended great outdoor events in the past?
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Before you set your heart on marrying in a public place, such as a park, it is important to determine which governmental agency or organization manages the facility and what specific policies and fees apply to its use for private gatherings.



Widening the Search

You may find that your extraordinary setting simply doesn’t exist within the realm of your everyday experience. If you live in Minnesota, for example, but dream of a lush, tropical wedding by the sea, you will definitely need to widen your search. As you contemplate options further afield, ask yourselves these questions:


	Where did we enjoy vacationing as children?

	Where have we traveled together?

	What is our ethnic and cultural heritage?

	What languages do we speak?

	Where were our parents or grandparents married?

	What movie locations have captivated us?

	In what type of environment do we feel most at ease?



Whether it is as close as your own backyard or as distant as the other side of the world, the outdoor wedding location you select should ultimately reflect who you are as individuals and as a couple. Allow your imaginations to freely roam during this initial brainstorming stage. Although some of your ideas may prove impractical, a true sense of the place that fits will emerge as you put your heads together and ponder the possibilities.

Spectacular Photography

Scan the pages of any bridal magazine, and you’re unlikely to find even a single photograph that could have been part of your grandparents’ or even your parents’ wedding album. There are no pretty bridesmaids all in a row, no serious grooms standing shoulder-to-shoulder with proud parents, no stiffly posed brides with shy smiles and trains neatly splayed.

While traditional wedding shots aren’t complete dinosaurs, a photojournalistic approach to capturing wedding memories on film is increasingly popular. Because these images focus on people and place, rather than pomp and posing, a wedding’s setting is receiving increasingly prominent billing. Glossy candids of newlyweds scampering through fields of flowers, emblazoning their footprints across a sandy beach, or kissing passionately as mountain breezes tousle veils and coattails may have kindled your own yearnings for a natural backdrop for your nuptials.
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Weddings are one of the few occasions that bring together generations of family members from near and far. Even if you’re not planning to pose for traditional family portraits, make plans with your photographer to gather significant family groupings for informal photos.



Natural Light

Take a moment to flip through the pages of your own photo albums. Compare photographs of people taken indoors and outdoors. You’ll likely notice that, as a rule, snapshots taken with natural light tend to be brighter, more three-dimensional, and more flattering, whereas indoor shots are grainier and may be marred by shadows, flash reflections, or the dreaded “red eye.” Though squinting subjects, long shadows, and gray skies can certainly spoil outdoor photos as well, it is fair to say that most amateur photographers fare better when they point and shoot under open skies.

Of course, you will probably hire a professional to photograph your wedding, and your photographer should have the experience and expertise to capture stunning images under any lighting conditions. (Often enthusiastic friends and family members capture the images newlyweds end up cherishing most—after all, they know not only the bride and groom but everyone else at the wedding.) The professional photographer you engage is likely to find, too, that your outdoor wedding presents more variety, potential angles, good color, and dramatic light than a typical indoor event.
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Couples marrying outdoors may want to consider a photographer with digital photography capabilities and experience. Not only does digital imaging allow for quicker delivery of proofs, many digital cameras enable photographers to adapt more quickly to changing light conditions.



Weddings under the sun also allow professional photographers to use their creativity and their equipment with few or no restrictions. While some houses of worship may prohibit use of a flash or even ban all photography during a marriage ceremony, outdoor venues usually enable the photographer to capture loving moments as they unfold. A photographer can frequently move about to take advantage of more angles in an outdoor setting, as well, and can be much more unobtrusive by avoiding the use of a flash.

Unexpected Drama

A sea swells; a butterfly alights; clouds part; a flower girl plucks a dandelion and tucks it behind her ear. While an interior space might seem to be a controlled environment, in the open air, there is a sense that anything can happen. Those unanticipated, charming surprises are the makings of one-of-a-kind wedding photographs.

For spontaneous couples with a sense of adventure, there’s nothing scary about allowing natural forces to play a role in shaping the day. It is a way to introduce unexpected drama that may yield some of the event’s most vivid impressions. If your photographer is on his toes, these chance occurrences may also inspire some of its most remarkable images.


Advantages of an Outdoor Event

Outdoor events have several additional benefits. For starters, it is frequently possible to host the ceremony and reception in a single location. This not only enhances the flow and intimacy of the event, it minimizes the “down time” that guests often experience between the marriage ceremony and the party that follows. Your wedding day will fly by quickly, and eliminating travel between two sites means more time you can share with your loved ones.

Blending Beliefs

For interfaith couples, an outdoor venue can provide a space in which spiritual traditions are easily intertwined. Free of the constraints that may be inherent in a house of worship dedicated to a single faith, you will have the latitude to design a ceremony that is truly your own. If you opt for multiple officiants, a nondenominational setting will help to ensure their comfort, as well as that of guests with differing beliefs and backgrounds.
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According to Susanna Stefanachi Macomb, an ordained interfaith minister and the author of Joining Hands and Hearts, interfaith marriages are on the rise. In fact, the intermarriage rate is about 60 percent for Buddhists, 50 percent for Jews, 40 percent for Catholics and Muslims, and 30 percent for Mormons.



Something New

Even if you plan to don traditional bridal attire and exchange customary vows, a spectacular natural setting can set your special day apart. Engaged couples are increasingly driven to personalize their unions by adding unique elements. For those with an affinity for wide-open spaces, an extraordinary place can easily serve as a wedding’s defining element.
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Many brides and grooms select a thematic approach to differentiate their wedding and to create a unified thread. This theme can carry through from “save the date” cards and invitations to decorations, favors, and food. When you opt for a wedding in a unique location, you have a built-in theme. As you learn more about the place you have selected—its history, geologic features, and flora and fauna—you will likely find ways to incorporate a sense of this special locale into all of the components of your affair.

Costs of an Outdoor Event

Weddings can certainly cost a bundle. That may seem like a statement of the obvious, but as you make critical decisions about the type of function you’ll host, it is only realistic to acknowledge any worries you have about cost. If you’re considering an outdoor event, the good news is that it need not cost any more than a similar indoor event. While some additional expenses may be incurred, there are also potential savings.

Establishing a realistic budget should be one of your first wedding planning moves, regardless of where your event will be held. Allow yourselves to splurge a bit on one or two items that matter most to you. You can then work to control costs by comparison shopping, negotiating with vendors, taking on do-it-yourself projects, or eliminating components that are less important.

Outdoor Add-Ons

The first major category of additional costs to consider as you build your outdoor wedding budget is rental equipment. From tables and chairs to dance floors, tents, lighting, and port-a-potties, the list of items that may not be readily available at your wedding site can be lengthy. If the location is remote or difficult to access, transportation and delivery costs can mount, as well.

Transportation of bridal party members and guests to the celebration site can be part of the wedding budget. An offshore island may seem a romantic setting until the costs of ferrying guests are calculated. Be sure to consider accessibility issues, too, as they may apply to older relatives or guests with special needs.

Because weather can wreak havoc on outdoor events, you will need to consider your backup plan, which may be costly. If the site you select does not have a built-in, sheltered alternative, and if erecting a tent is not permitted or feasible, you may have to reserve and pay for an alternate site. If you opt for a rain-date approach, there may be additional expenses associated with holding two dates and with communicating a change of plans to guests. If you really fear the damage that might ensue in the event of a hurricane or other weather disaster, wedding insurance may even be something to consider.

Keep in mind that outdoor nuptials are essentially limited to the peak wedding months, when the weather is most likely to be cooperative. As such, you will pay premium prices for your site and for many of your vendors. Choosing to hold your event on a Friday afternoon or Sunday may help you to combat high prices. You might also decide to gamble on a shoulder season date, as long as an indoor backup facility is available.

If your reception will also be outdoors and you must contract with an independent caterer, be sure to ask whether additional charges apply for outdoor food preparation, storage, and serving equipment. Keep in mind that, without convenient refrigeration, your event may generate quite a bit of waste. The costs of site cleanup and trash disposal must also be considered.
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The average cost of a wedding in the United States now exceeds $20,000. That’s about $67 per minute for a five-hour affair. As more brides and grooms are shouldering some, if not all, of that big tab, they are more determined than ever to have a wedding that reflects who they are as a couple.



Savings Strategies to Offset Added Costs

Now that you have considered an outdoor event’s potential negative impact on your wedding budget, it’s time to focus on something more pleasant—potential savings. For starters, you may be able to cross decorations right off your budget worksheet, as most outdoor settings provide more than enough visual splendor. Aisle runners, pew bows, floral arrangements, balloons, candles, and other decorations may actually detract from the natural beauty of the environment.

If you are fortunate, you may discover that the site usage fee for your location is less than renting a hall or hosting your event at a restaurant or hotel. You may want to inquire about scheduling your event on a day other than Saturday, as that may also reduce fees. Be sure to ask if reduced site usage fees are available to members or supporters of sites owned and operated by not-for-profit organizations. A tax-deductible contribution may make sense if it reduces your costs.
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Scheduling both the ceremony and the reception in the same open-air location can also reduce overall expenses. There is frequently a fee or suggested donation for use of a church, chapel, synagogue, or other house of worship. Concentrating everything in a single location can also help you rein in transportation costs for the bridal party.

Depending on the availability of electricity, your event may be limited to daylight hours. As a rule, daytime events are more casual and, thus, less costly. In fact, you may want to embrace the informality of the setting wholeheartedly and shave your expenses by opting for less fancy bridal party attire, beer and wine instead of a full bar, lighter reception fare, ice cream or watermelon instead of cake, and outdoor games instead of a DJ or band and dancing.


Trends in Outdoor Weddings

Weddings infused with personality, originality, and creativity are all the rage these days. The growth in the number of weddings held in outdoor settings is part of a much larger trend. It used to be that brides were shaking things up by opting for Pachelbel’s Canon instead of Wagner’s traditional “Wedding March” and by having both parents escort them down the aisle. Today, however, couples are finding new ways to imprint the occasion with their own style, from the moment invitations are mailed until the evening’s final farewell.
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How common are outdoor weddings?

According to Conde Nast Bridal InfoBank’s American Wedding Survey, 15 percent of weddings are held outdoors. That number may seem small at first glance, but when you consider that 2.3 million marriages occur annually in the United States, you’ll be in the company of about 345,000 other couples if you opt to wed outdoors.



Outdoor weddings aren’t really anything new. For decades, brides and grooms have tied the knot in her parents’ backyard or sought to be outrageous by marrying on a ski slope, underwater, or in a hot air balloon. What has changed is that outdoor weddings are no longer solely the domain of the daring or the financially limited. An outside event, even one held in the backyard, can be every bit as elegant and moving as one that occurs within a traditional venue, and outdoor locations are frequently selected not for shock value but with a sense of reverence for the spirituality and beauty of nature’s gifts.

Who Marries Outdoors?

There is no hard and fast rule that says you have to love hiking, camping, and boating to be inclined to marry in the great outdoors. Couples who choose the scenic route are a diverse lot, but one thing most have in common is confidence in what appeals to them and in how they would like their wedding to unfold. If you feel apprehensive or uncertain about choosing this path, an outdoor wedding may not be for you.

Finding yourself engaged at the same time as your college roommates, your sister, and your next-door neighbor may be what stimulates you to think outside the traditional wedding box. There can be competition among people whose weddings are close together. Here’s a word of caution: Don’t simply pick an outdoor spot because it is different from what your friends are doing. You must be completely committed to the concept of marrying outdoors and passionate about the place you have chosen in order to gracefully shoulder the additional complexities inherent in planning this type of event.

Because a wedding’s location can help make it more dramatic, outdoor weddings are more common when the bride or groom or both have been married before. Some second-time brides and grooms try to make this event as different from their first wedding as possible, particularly if the guest list includes many of the same family members and friends. A more informal celebration may also be warranted, and an outdoor setting can offer flexibility and set a relaxed tone for the event. Once again, while doing something completely different may be a valid reason to consider this approach, only marry outdoors if both you and your spouse-to-be feel comfortable with and inspired by the idea.

More Places with Open Spaces

Outdoor weddings are also on the rise, in part because more and more facilities are catering to this trend. Weddings are big business, and owners of banquet halls, inns, restaurants, and other traditional wedding reception sites realize they need to stay attuned to the desires of brides and grooms in order to compete for bookings. As the demand for picturesque settings has grown, many facilities have added outdoor options by installing gazebos, landscaped gardens, charming water features, or arches. Often, they can offer the best of all worlds—a lovely outdoor environment if the weather cooperates and a nearby sheltered backup should storm clouds darken the day.

Also fueling the outdoor wedding movement is the expanding number of historic sites, museums, aquariums, zoos, botanical gardens, and public parks that now open their gates for private functions. For many nonprofit groups, hosting weddings has become a much-needed source of income. It is also a means of building goodwill within a community and recruiting new supporters and members, who may be introduced to the organization’s offerings for the first time as the result of a wedding invitation. The availability of these properties opens up a colorful spectrum of possibilities for couples in search of a unique outdoor setting.
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Weddings That Go On and On

It is rare these days to marry the boy or girl next door. Communications technologies and modern mobility have made it possible for couples to connect in new and unpredictable ways. Combine that with the fact that both men and women are marrying later in life, and the upshot is that just about any bride-and-groom combo will likely want to share their special day with friends and family across the nation—maybe even around the globe.

As weddings have increasingly evolved into travel events instead of hometown affairs, they have also mushroomed in many instances into much more than a five-hour party on a Saturday. Celebrations that incorporate pre- and post-wedding activities are becoming quite common. This is particularly true in the case of destination weddings, when even the bride and groom are visitors from out of town.

When an outdoor ceremony or reception is the centerpiece of several days of fun and merry-making rather than the main event, there is a bit less pressure for everything to be perfect. If rain does fall or an untimely cold front moves through, it will only put a small damper on days filled with loving moments, happy memories, and sunny interludes. With a days-long celebration, it is unlikely that your entire event will be a washout. If you crave all of the beauty and freedom of an outdoor celebration but feel compelled to hedge your bets, you may find that spreading the celebration over several days is a way to alleviate some worry and boost your confidence.






2
Weather Concerns

The threat of foul weather is enemy number one to the outdoor wedding. No matter how sure you are that an outdoor wedding is the choice for you, you can’t help but worry about whether storms and other weather calamities might mar your day. Most couples who are contemplating an outdoor event wonder, “Is there anything we can do to stack the odds in our favor so that the date we select will be radiant with sunshine?”


Conquering Your Biggest Fear

Weather is a legitimate concern for anyone planning an outdoor event. The key is to approach this potential hazard logically and to rationally assess your ability to cope with circumstances beyond your control. The first step in conquering any fear is to accept and verbalize the anxiety that you are feeling. Talk to your partner, parents, or friends about the specific things that are worrying you. Try to tap into the true source of your fears. “I want to hold my wedding outdoors, but it might rain,” is a starting point, but from there, ask yourself what troubles you most. It could be any of a number of things, such as, “My hair gets really frizzy when it rains,” or “Our photos might be dark and dreary,” or “Our guests might feel uncomfortable if the weather is damp and chilly.”
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Mark Twain once quipped, “Everybody talks about the weather, but nobody does anything about it.” It is important to accept that the weather is not within your realm of control. Instead of agonizing, focus your energy on preparing a celebration that will be wondrous, whatever the weather. Then everybody will talk about how splendid your wedding was, rain or sun aside.



Once you have identified the specific causes for your greatest concerns, step back a bit and think through whether opting for an indoor venue completely eliminates all of your worst weather nightmares. You are likely to realize that a torrential downpour or other unfortunate weather event could create some havoc, even if you plan to be mostly inside. One distinct advantage of an outdoor wedding is that you will entertain the possibility of bad weather from the outset and will be prepared to cope with whatever nature sends your way. If storms brew, instead of scrambling to find oversized umbrellas at the last minute and fretting about how you will keep your eight-foot cathedral train from dragging in the mud, you’ll have all of your foul-weather gear and a backup location in place, and you’ll know that you’ve selected attire that will hold up under the rigors of outdoor wear. Worst case, you will wind up inside or under cover, rather than in the outdoor setting you preferred.

Though weather can certainly alter your plans, it doesn’t have to ruin the day. Only you, however, can judge how well you are likely to handle any disappointment that stems from having to go with Plan B. Remember that emotions can run high on your wedding day, and even if you have coped gracefully in the past with washed-out plans for beach parties or backyard barbecues, you might not feel quite as unfazed on this particular day. It is not always easy to accept that some things are completely out of your control. If you are likely to spend the night before your nuptials wide awake and in tears because meteorologists are forecasting storms, you won’t look and feel your best, even if the rain never materializes.

Long-Range Weather Forecasting

You’re ready to select a wedding date that is six months, a year, or even further away. As you look at a calendar and contemplate possible dates, you can’t help but wonder—what will the weather be like? Is there any way to know this far in advance?

Weather Technology

Admittedly, weather forecasting technology has come a long way. Super computers, mathematical models, space satellites, Doppler radar, and other instruments provide enhanced atmospheric data, improved storm monitoring, and greater understanding of the weather we experience. News outlets now rely on scientists with degrees in meteorology instead of weather reporters with attractive features to provide the public with dependable weather-prediction services.

If you want to know what to wear tomorrow, chances are the forecast you hear on the nightly news will be quite accurate. Modern technology makes even the three-day forecast a reliable indicator. Studies have shown that today’s three-day forecast is as accurate as the one-day forecast was twenty-five years ago. According to the American Meteorological Society, there have also been dramatic improvements in the past two decades in the accuracy of mediumrange (three- to seven-day) forecasts.

Accuracy at Long Range

What happens when weather predictions are made for more than a week in advance? The short answer is that the accuracy drops substantially, with precipitation forecasts less reliable than temperature predictions. Though it is certainly frustrating, unless you are searching for a day in the next week or so to spontaneously elope with your sweetheart, the weather for your wedding day will remain a mystery until your “I do’s” are just days away.
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According to the American Meteorological Society’s policy statement on weather analysis and forecasting, “There has been a revolution in the accuracy and utility of weather forecasts in the past several decades.” However, “no verifiable skill exists or is likely to exist for forecasting day-to-day weather changes beyond two weeks. Claims to the contrary should be viewed with skepticism.”



Why is it practically impossible to forecast the weather far into the future? Without delving too deeply into a discussion of chaos theory, the conceptual explanation stems from the fact that Earth’s atmosphere is subject to an infinite number of variables. No matter how advanced computers and modeling systems become, most meteorologists concur that while short-range forecasts may improve in accuracy, dependable predictions beyond two to three weeks will remain forever elusive.

That said, the National Weather Service’s Climate Prediction Center does offer seasonal outlooks that attempt to analyze whether rainfall and temperatures will be above, below, or near normal in various U.S. regions for the year ahead. These long-term forecasts can be accessed online at www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov. While this trend data may provide a few clues as to whether the season you are contemplating will be excessively wet or unusually warm, keep in mind that these are generalizations that do not necessarily apply to any given date in any selected location. Also, the reliability of these outlooks varies with the region and the season. For example, accuracy is known to be lower during transition times, such as during the months of April, May, and June, when weather can fluctuate dramatically from day to day.

Folklore and Other Fun Prognosticators

Though they lack sophisticated forecasting equipment, animals have been given a lot of credit over the years for their weather prediction abilities. When cows lie down in a field, it is going to rain. If the groundhog sees his shadow, it means that spring is still six weeks away. If an owl hoots on the east side of a mountain, it foretells bad weather. The shorter the middle brown band on a woolly bear caterpillar, the more severe the impending winter.

Is there any scientific basis for trusting these animal indicators? Not really. Nor is there any evidence that other common weather folklore is any more reliable, though it is fun to consider old weather sayings, such as “A summerish January, a winterish spring” or “When the stars begin to huddle, the Earth will soon become a puddle.”
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If you decide to consult the Old Farmer’s Almanac, you certainly won’t be the first couple to seek wedding date input from North America’s oldest continuously published periodical, a source of long-range regional forecasts since 1792. The almanac’s first editor, Robert B. Thomas, devised a secret weather-forecasting formula based on sunspots and solar cycles that is still kept under lock and key at the publication’s New Hampshire offices. While the Old Farmer’s Almanac claims its predictions are 80-percent accurate, and it certainly won’t hurt to see what the forecast is for the dates you’re considering, it’s important not to rely too heavily on this information. Keep in mind that these predictions cover rather large regions. While it may be true that heavy rain will fall somewhere in New England on a forecasted date, the chances that there will be heavy rain everywhere in the region are slim.
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Wedding weather superstitions are many. You may hear that rain is a sign that you will have many children. Since wedding lore from various cultures is contradictory as to whether rain is a good or bad omen on your wedding day—think positive! As one encouraging old saying goes, “A wet knot is more difficult to untie,” so a long married life may await those who marry under rain clouds.



Since precipitation is a primary concern for those planning an outdoor wedding, you may also be intrigued by a system that claims an 85-percent accuracy rate in predicting dry weather days as much as 18 months in advance. Ruch Weather Services of Santa Ana, California, claims its DRYDAY Planning Forecast system is mathematically tuned to identify days that will be free of rainfall. Monthly DRYDAY forecasts for specific cities and towns in the continental United States are available for purchase at www.dryday.com. The company makes its thirty-day reports available free online, so you can evaluate their validity before you buy.

If you’re inclined to read your daily horoscope, you may also want to pay a visit to www.weathersage.com. Carolyn Egan’s Web site is devoted to astrometeorology—the practice of divining the long-range forecast via the stars. Egan provides her forecast for the season ahead, and you can learn more about astrological techniques used since the seventeenth century to predict future storms and other weather events.

Selecting a Season

Winter is romantic. Spring is lively. Summer is sensual. Fall is colorful and passionate. The season a couple selects for a wedding is usually a matter of personal preference and convenience. For celebrations taking place in an open space, however, the time of year becomes something to consider quite carefully.

Summer Splendor

Summer is the most popular season for outdoor weddings, and it is easy to understand why. Temperatures are most reliably warm. Everything is green. The sun lingers in the evening sky. Long holiday weekends give guests time to travel. And picnics, barbecues, and other outdoor festivities are already a summertime ritual.
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Why is June the most popular month for weddings?

While weather is certainly a factor, the tradition of June weddings actually dates back to ancient Rome, when it was believed that Juno, goddess of marriage, would protect those who wed during her namesake month.



There are a few drawbacks to this bright season, though. For starters, in some locations, summer is simply too hot. In other places, humidity can make cavorting outdoors unbearable at worst and moist and uncomfortable at best. Summer is also the season for bugs, surprise thundershowers, and vacations and other family commitments that may keep some guests from attending your event. During the busiest wedding months, you will also need to compete with many other couples for everything from ceremony and reception locations to the services of DJs, florists, seamstresses, and limousine drivers.

Spring and Fall

In many locales, spring and fall have the advantage of lending natural beauty to an outdoor event as new blossoms awaken or trees turn vibrant shades of crimson and gold before shedding their leaves. Bouquets, bridesmaids’ gowns, table linens, and other accents can all coordinate with the vibrant pastels of spring or the rich, warm tones of autumn. Temperatures are most often moderate. And the competition from other events is a bit less intense.
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Interest in fall weddings has been on the upsurge in recent years. According to The Knot.com, 20 percent of all weddings occur in September and October. An added plus of an autumn honeymoon is that resorts are less crowded and more tranquil, since children have returned to school.



The one hurdle presented by these otherwise desirable seasons is unpredictability. The degree of seasonal variation is more dramatic in some geographical regions than others, so if you are marrying away from home, it is important to familiarize yourselves with the potential range of weather conditions. How likely is an April heat wave or an October frost? When does hurricane season begin and end? Take into consideration, as well, that it is impossible to predict precisely when spring flowers will erupt in full bloom or when fall foliage will reach its peak color.

Winter Warmth

In northern climes, an outdoor winter wedding is largely out of the question unless you and your sweetie dream of a somewhat novel celebration at a skating pond or a ski slope. The key, then, to marrying outdoors between November and March is to plan the event for a southerly spot where snow is rare and winter temperatures remain warm. Alternatively, if you must marry in winter and travel beyond cold, northern regions is not an option, explore interior settings that offer the flavor of the outdoors, such as an atrium, greenhouse, aquarium, butterfly conservatory, indoor water park, or even a casual seafood or barbecue restaurant.
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Keep in mind that even in areas where conditions are relatively mild year-round, winter can be a season of temperature fluctuations and increased precipitation. Warm weather destinations are also subject to price spikes and crowded conditions in winter as snowbirds and vacationers flee the frigid North. While the holiday season may seem a romantic time to embark on your journey as husband and wife, keep in mind that this is also a terribly hectic period for your invited guests. For those who must travel, high fares, unpredictable weather, and packed planes and trains can all be deterrents.

Anecdotal and Statistical Evidence

There is no way to know what kind of weather you will have for your wedding day. However, a bit of research can still shed some light on what conditions are probable. Before you make your final date selection, ask around and check some data.

Talk About It

The weather is a favorite topic of conversation, so it is easy to do some investigative research and to gather anecdotal evidence. Talking to locals is of particular importance if your wedding will occur in an unfamiliar location where you do not live year-round. Chat with the people who manage the property where your wedding will be held. Pop into a diner or coffee shop and talk to employees and regulars. Seek out a local gardener or farmer who may be particularly attuned to weather happenings, or call the local department of agriculture or cooperative extension.

While you will need to keep in mind that memories are not perfect and that past weather does not guarantee a repeat performance, you may be surprised to hear similar advice from several individuals. Unlike popular but unsubstantiated weather sayings and lore, what you learn from the locals is based on experience in the exact location where you intend to hold your event. You may just discover some interesting things, such as, “It’s always hottest around the Fourth of July,” or “It never rains around here in August,” or “We always seem to have one last snowstorm in early spring,” or “The leaves really don’t start changing until the first of October.” Though not scientific by any measure, you may do well to heed the counsel of those who are kind enough to share their recollections and observations.

Finding Weather Data

Regardless of whether the location for your wedding is familiar, it may be sensible to take a look at weather statistics that indicate what is normal and the range of potential deviation. A good starting place is the local newspaper, which may feature an almanac section that includes information about such things as normal precipitation and temperatures for the month as well as record highs and lows set on specific dates. You may need to visit the local library to look at back issues for a particular month.
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Visit www.weatherbase.com for extensive, free summary statistics for cities and towns across America and around the world. You will find such helpful weather stats as monthly average high and low temperatures, highest and lowest recorded temperatures, average precipitation, average number of clear and cloudy days, and average probability of sunshine.




Rain Is Not the Only Enemy

Certainly, rain tops the list of unwelcome intruders at an outdoor wedding. It is important to keep in mind, though, that even if the clouds don’t shed a drop, there are other weather demons that might rear their ugly heads and cause some mischief. Though you may not be able to foresee every foul-weather possibility, anticipating potential problems will help you to plan ahead for whatever surprises the atmosphere might have in mind.

Blowing in the Wind

A gentle breeze can ease the oppressiveness of a sweltering day, tickle petals and feathery grasses, coax colorful balloons into a jubilant dance, and infuse the air with an invigorating freshness. When the wind picks up a notch, though, trouble could be brewing. Even on a dry day, gusty, blustery winds can force outdoor revelers to head for cover.
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In 1939, the International Meteorological Committee adopted a wind-speed scale that describes winds as follows: 0–7 mph, Light; 8–12 mph, Gentle; 13–18 mph, Moderate; 12–24 mph, Fresh; 25–38 mph, Strong; 39–54 mph, Gale; 55–72 mph, Whole Gale; 73 mph and higher, Hurricane.



What problems can wind whip up? On the level of mere annoyance, it can tousle the string quartet’s sheet music, disrupt carefully styled hair-dos, blow napkins off tables, and flip the pages of the officiant’s sermon notes. High winds become a serious problem when they are capable of overturning chairs and tables, tipping over candles and glass vases, sending bridesmaids’ billowy skirts skyward, and knocking out electrical power. A beach wedding can be particularly problematic in the face of heavy gusts, as weddings are tear-inducing enough without sand stinging guests’ eyes.


Heat Waves and Cold Snaps

If you’ve done your homework, you likely know what the average temperatures are for the month and place in which you intend to wed. The question is, how dramatically can temperature conditions vary from the norm? Some geographic locations will be more subject to fluctuations than others, but it is relatively safe to say that abnormal temperatures do occasionally occur just about everywhere.

A heat wave is generally defined as a period of uncomfortably hot and usually humid weather that can last for several days or even weeks. Whether or not your wedding day occurs in the midst of a wave or is simply subject to a sudden temperature spike that sends the mercury climbing, you will need to take the heat into consideration. Possible ill effects of heat include fatigue, dehydration, sunburn, sweat, heat cramps, fainting, overheated vehicles, heat exhaustion, and sunstroke. Sustained high temperatures can also tax the power grid and lead to brownouts and blackouts.
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On the opposite end of the temperature spectrum, a cold snap can also make an outdoor celebration challenging. You can contend with a slight chill by making sure you’ve purchased a jacket or shawl that coordinates with your bridal gown. You might also rent outdoor propane heaters and have a few warm blankets on hand for elderly relatives or anyone who is particularly subject to shivering. On the rare day when it snows in May, though, you will likely need to activate Plan B and move the affair to shelter in order to avoid slipping on icy ground, forcing guests to huddle for warmth, and uttering vows through chattering teeth.


Extreme Weather

Though it is not an everyday occurrence, some brides and grooms do have to decide what to do when a severe weather event is forecast for their wedding day. The good news is that the science of meteorology and constant monitoring of atmospheric conditions have made it pretty tough for hurricanes, tornadoes, floods, and other extremes of weather to sneak up on us. Whether your wedding is planned for indoors or out, when you hear that really extraordinary weather is on the way, you need to heed advisories and evacuation orders and make safety your first priority.
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The Atlantic hurricane season runs from June 1 until November 30, with most of history’s worst storms occurring in the fall. The Eastern Pacific hurricane season begins May 15 and extends through November 30. The National Hurricane Center provides the latest information on hurricane activity (online at www.tpc.ncep.noaa.gov).



Though postponing your wedding may involve a certain amount of confusion, disappointment, and added expense, it is always better in the big scheme of things to be safe than sorry. On the bright side, you will have an interesting story to tell and an excuse to celebrate two anniversary dates for the rest of your lives.

Let a Smile Be Your Umbrella

If love does indeed conquer all, your joy and happiness will certainly chase away any gloom that might be cast by dark, leaky clouds. Vow to view the weather as neither a good thing nor a bad thing but as something that simply is. Every couple dreams of a perfect wedding day, but true perfection lies in being able to stand side by side, laughing and loving through the unpredictable and imperfect incidences of everyday life.
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If you need additional incentive to smile as you confront a wet wedding day, keep in mind that rainy conditions mean longer-lasting bouquets; a dewy complexion; fresher makeup; passionate-kiss-concealing umbrellas; misty, romantic photographs; and extra excuses to cuddle.



Try to remember that rain can be exceedingly romantic. Ensconced safe and dry inside a tent or building, surrounded by those you cherish most dearly, you may even be glad for the focus and intimacy foul weather has brought to your day. A change of plans is always a bit difficult to swallow at first, but try to keep the weather in perspective. Years from now, wild winds, torrential rains, beating sun, or frost-nipped buds will be either completely forgotten or a treasured aspect of what made your “I do” day one you’ll forever remember.
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Choose the perfect location, expect the unexpected,
and have a beautiful wedding your guests will remember!

oKim Knox Beckius
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