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Now that the Poppy Reserveõs visitor Center is closed until next year and the springõs wildflower season is 

drawing to a close, itõs probably a good time to summarize what happened this spring.  Unfortunately, the 

lingering aftereffects of a medical treatm ent I had to undertake prevented me from visiting the Reserve after mid -

March so I missed almost the entire pop py season this year.  All of the readers who were fortunate enough  to 

have visited the Reserve this spring know what I missed.  Thanks to NASA th is statement is not completely 

correct; more on this a little later.   

 

With the Poppy Reserveõs òofficialó weather station accessible through the internet, I was  still able to keep track 

of the Reserveõs weather even from home and can therefore make some comments on how this past winterõs 

weather likely impacted the Reserveõs resulting spring wildflower displays.   

 

There was  so much media hype about this winterõs record rainfalls here, there and everywhere and these record 

rainfalls account for this spring õs outstanding wildflower displays. Neither claim tells the whole truth.  The 

record rainfalls that did occur this past winter were mostly due to the numerous òatmospheric riversó that 

happened to be aimed at the California coast this year.    

 

òAtmospheric riversó are relatively narrow (on average, approximately 300 miles wide)  highly moist masses of air 

that originate in the warm pacific waters near Hawaii and are blown northeast towards the west coast of North 

America by the prevailing jet stream winds.   Because these periodically forming atmospheric rivers contain so 

much moisture, they typically provide 30% to 50% of the west coastõs total rain and snow fall.  The actual jet 

stream pattern that exists when an atmospheric river forms determines what part of North Americaõs west coast 

is impacted from, probably, British Columbia to Southern California and, maybe, even Mexico.  Varying  moisture 

content and speed of  movement dete rmines the actual  impact of  each atmospheric river but the strongest 

atmospheric  rivers  are the cause of historic flooding, snowfall, etc.  For example, one October I was standing on 

a bridge over a river in the Northern  California redwood s and the river was 10 to 15 feet below the bridge. I then 

could look up at a redwood tree growin g next to the bridge and see the high water mud mark 15 to 20 feet above 

the bridge still remaining from a historic flood that had occurred years earlier.   I still remember that experience 

to this day.   Because atmospheric rivers are so narrow , this type o f extreme dama ge impacts only the  small 

length  of the entire coast that is directly facing the atmospheric river.   

 

Even if Northern California had historic snowfalls and Los Angeles had historic seasonal rainfall, the Poppy 

Reserve itself did not come cl ose to having a record seasonal rainfall.   In fact, this winter/spring accumulative 

rainfall total is only approximately half of the record rainfall over the last twenty two years.   Figure 1 shows the 

Poppy Reserveõs total seasonal rainfall for each year beginning in the winter/spring of 1997/1998.  

 

It should first be noted that the seasonal rainfall for this season, W18/S19, is only through 21 May õ19; the time 

of preparing this article.  With rain forecast for several days during the last week in May, the  final total seasonal 

rainfall will likely be slightly higher.   Although this season will be the third wettest in the last twenty two years, it 

will still be only slightly more than 50% of the peak rainfall year, W04/S05.  That year, the Poppy Reserve was 

likely to have b een more directly impacted by several strong  atmospheric river s.  During that season, there were 

two mul ti -day rainstorms that deposited almost six inches of total rainfall  each and a third multi -day rainstorm 

with slightly less total rainfall b ut one day alone had over three inches of rainfall.  

 

This yearõs May rainstorms are actually not that uncommon.  Ten of the last twenty two years have received May 

rainfall.  Although both May 1998 and May 2005 had more total monthly rainfall that this yea r  (0.7 inches) , 

most years have had only a few tenths of an inch or less of total monthly rainfall in May.   

 



Even with this seasonõs higher rainfall, the best fit linear trend line still shows a decreasing seasonal rainfall over 

the last twenty two years.  If this trend continues, it likely will eventually lead to less frequent outstanding poppy 

display years.   

      

 

 

FIGURE 1: AV CALIF POPPY RESERVE SEASONAL RAINFALL  

 

 

Having clearly refuted that the Poppy Reserve had record rainfall this winter/spring, lets address that this yearõs 

large rainfall resulted in the outstanding poppy displays.  This can easily be done by noting that W02/S0 3 had, 

at least  as good  if not even better , spectac ular poppy displays that  year  even though it had only 70%  of this 

yearõs total seasonal rainfall.   There is even some data that supports that only seven to eight inches of total 

rainfall is required to have outstanding poppy displays.   This  uncertainty in even the amount of rainfall required 

for outstanding poppy displays  points out the importance of establis hing a methodology that quantitative ly ranks 

the quality of each yearõs poppy displays which , in turn,  could lead to  a better understanding of the  combination 

of factors that results in  outstanding poppy displays.  

 

One of the primary objectives for  the volunte er researchersõ mid-March Reser ve visit was to take  the first  

panoramic photographs from a series of set locations established on the Reserve with the intent of repeating 

these photographs throughout the poppy season.   Having a consistent set of photographs document ing the 

progression of poppy color throughout the season would, hopefully, eventually lead to the development of a 

grading system allowing the quality of one season to be compared to previous seasons .  This data might also  

better define the timing  of the peak poppy color and how the peak color location moves through the season.  

 

Figure 2 shows three  of several dozen photographs taken on  13  March õ19.  Except for one or two other 

photographs, only these three photographs showed the faintest flush of  generalized poppy color.   All the 

photographs show south facing slopes.  Photograph òAó shows the western side of the Reserve.  Because the 

color is so faint, I marked two areas that I think are showing a little color.  Actually, the color looks more like  

goldfields than poppies  in this photograph .       
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Figur e 2 A,B&C: SET PHOTOGRAPHS ON 13  MARCH 2019  

 

The photograph in Figure 2B  shows the slopes below Kitanemuk Vista P oint and the photograph in Figure 2C is 

a vi ew further east below the Light ning Bolt trail.  I believe both photographs are showing the first flush of poppy 

color.  The eastern part of the Reserve appears to be markedly greener than further west but that could be the 

cameraõs automatic exposure adjustment.  

 

Figure 3 shows the progression of the poppy displays from mid -March to very early April.  The pho tographs  

shown in this figure  were taken by NASA photographer Jim Ross  as he flew over the Reserve on 2 April õ19.  At 

first, the color intensity  in these photo graphs  made me speechless  and that is hard to do.  Their awesome beauty 

simply took my breath away.   These photos certainly donõt need arrows to point out color.  And then I started to 

look a little closer at where the poppy displays were the greatest.  In  some years, the best poppy displays have 

been outside the Reserve in the surrounding areas.  For this spring season, the best poppy displays were limited 

largely to the Poppy Reserve and even here actually only  the south facing slopes.   North of the but tesõ summits 

the generalized poppy color is quite patchy and in the central and more western section of the Reserve were also 

limited.  For example, there are limited poppies south of the maintenance yard and  the poppy color stops just 

south of the southern loop of the Poppy Loop Trail.  Except for the southern facing slope below Tehachapi Vista 

Point, it appears from the NASA photographs that the outstanding poppy color was largely limited to the 

southeast section of the Reserve.  The satellite image posted b y CNN, Figure 4, confirms the limited poppy 

displays in the surrounding areas.   

 

Although the media broadly talked of super blooms everywhere, the media wonks  really la ck historical 

perspective and hype  helps sell newspapers , as the old saying goes.  The t erm historic Super Blooms might truly 

hold for other locations like Walker Canyon  (I donõt have the history to judge) but I believe that the Antelope 

Valley has  actually  had better poppy displays in a few past years.  I would say that this year was a very, very 

good poppy season but not really a truly outstanding  one.  Having not even seen this springõs wildflower displays 

C 



at their peak, I might be overstepping my right to make these conclusions.  Iõm open to hearing your view of this 

springõs poppy displays.    
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