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ABSTRACT

A single ponderosa pine tree found in the central Black Hills of South
Dakota revealed its age of more than 700 years by its tree rings taken from cor-
ing in 1992. The purpose of this study was to examine historic climatic pat-
terns from the 13th century through most of the 20th century as inferred from
ring widths of this and other nearby trees. The steep, rocky site where this tree
was found helped this tree and its cohorts survive fires and other damaging
agents.

Our analysis indicated that both dry and wet spells of longer duration and
magnitude than the 1930’s drought have occurred previously. For example,
since 1600,  the 1930’s “dust bowl” drought ranks 4th in severity. Further, if ad-
ditional evidence supports the single tree record, the 1930’s drought may be of
even less significance.

INTRODUCTION

The use of dendrochronological techniques to study drought history of re-
gions has been available much of this century. Two of the pioneers include
A.E. Douglass (1914 and 1919)  and H.C. Fritts (1976).   Meko (1982) used these
techniques to study drought history of the western Great Plains     40-1977).(1640-1977).
He suggested that the severity of the 1930’s drought was over-shadowed by
droughts of the 1750’s, 1820’s, and 1860's.The purpose of the present study
is to get a glimpse of even earlier droughts using tree core data collected in
1992 and to explore their severity and periodicity, if any, and to extend the ear-
lier work of DeGaetano and Miller (1990).
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DATA ANALYSIS

Two tree-ring chronologies of ponderosa pine (Pinus ponderosa)  from the
central and southern Black Hills of South Dakota gathered during 1991-1992
are examined. The collection, development, and overall reliability of the data
are described in Sieg et al. (1996). The oldest tree dates to 1281 A.D., while
the most reliable period of the chronology covers approximately 400 years,
starting from 1600,  when at least five independent tree-ring samples were avail-
able. The data set consists of detrended tree-ring widths from 1281-1991.

There is more variability of the tree-ring widths in the first few hundred
years of the chronology when compared to the latter half of the chronology
due in part to the gradual increase in sample size. In order to account for vari-
ability due to sample size, the tree-ring time series was incrementally stan-
dardized from 1281-1393,  1394-1597, 1598-1681, 1682-1768, and 1769-1991.
Each sub-period contained l-2, 3-4, 5-8, 9-15, and 16-22 tree samples, respec-
tively. The choice of the sub-periods was based both on having close to 100
years in each epoch and subjective consideration of the variability in the orig-
inal time series. After this operation was performed, the collective time series
was standardized again to ensure continuous Gaussian characteristics. A simi-
lar procedure has also been performed on the Southern Oscillation index data
to account for differences in monthly variability (Wilks  1995).

Similar to other studies (Stockton and Meko 1983; DeGaetano  and Miller
1990;  Sieg et al. 1996), precipitation from September of the year prior to tree
growth to August of the year of tree growth was chosen to correlate with tree-
ring width. Precipitation data were obtained from: (i) Hill City (1956-1990,  in
the central Black Hills); (ii) Rapid City (1889-1991,  along the eastern Black
Hills); and (iii) a climate region both surrounding the Black Hills and includ-
ing part of the southern Black Hills (18894990,(1889-1990,  cluster “C” in Figure 8 of
Bunkers et al. (1996) - herein denoted BLKHLS).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The one-year correlations were nearly identical among the three precipita-
tion records and the tree-ring widths, but the five-year average (precipitation
and tree-ring width) correlations were notably stronger using both the Rapid
City and BLKHLS region precipitation (Table 1).  The one-year correlation co-
efficients are comparable to those found in the previous studies mentioned
above. The relationship between the September to August precipitation and the
tree ring indices suggests that the tree-ring data can be used as a proxy for sea-
sonal precipitation for the period of record with precipitation data (e.g., Figs.
la, b). Extrapolation to earlier years assumes: (1) a similar growth-precipitation
relationship, and (2) a similar role (or lack thereof) of temperature depen-
dence. The extrapolation necessarily includes years when temperature ex-
tremes could have played a significant role during the Little Ice Age, 1550-1870
(Pielou, 1992).

Other studies typically reconstruct the annual (September-August) precipi-
tation via multiple linear regression using a combination of the tree growth
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Table 1. Correlation between September-August precipitation and tree-ring
width.

1-year
Hill Citv

0.56
Rapid Citv

0.56
BLKHLS Region

0.53

5-year                       0.59 0.70                       0.70

-1.50 -1.00 0.00 0.50

Standardized Precipitation

11 .vo .1.50

Figure la .  Scatter plot of the 5-year  September-August, Rapid City standard-
ized precipitation versus the 5-year standardized tree-ring indices.

during year T-l, T, and T+1.  Yet other studies have reconstructed the Palmer
drought severity index (PDSI)  using similar tree-growth variables as predictors
(Stable  and Cleaveland 1988).  In the current study, no significant additional in-
formation could be gained by performing a multiple linear regression such as
these for the period of record; rather, the annual (September-August) precipi-
tation was best explained solely by tree growth during year T (i.e., a simple
correlation). Furthermore, we have examined the 5-year-average  annual
(September-August) precipitation since this has the advantage of highlighting
periods of extended drought, and also benefits from the stronger correlations
(Table 1, Fig. lb) . This study also differs from previous studies in that we ex-
amine the standardized precipitation, and not the actual precipitation. Since
September-August precipitation from the selected sites is approximately Gaus-
sian, this facilitates interpretation of the twice-standardized tree-ring widths
during each year in terms of probability. Recently, a drought index (the Stan-
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Figure lb. Plot of 5-year, September-August Rapid City standardized precipi-
tation data (dashed) and the 5-year standardized tree-ring indices (solid).

1281-1991 BLACK HILLS TREES

dardized Precipitation In-
dex) has been developed
which takes an approach
similar to ours in monitor-
ing and assessing drought
(Hayes et al. 1999).

The twice standardized
tree ring index values are
shown in Figure 2 (a table
of actual values is given in
Appendix A). The number
of trees in the sample is al-
so indicated in Appendix A,
which must be considered
when discussing the climat-
ic  features suggested by
this chronology.

A spectral analysis of
the tree-ring chronology is
shown in Figure 3. The
search for cycles that reap-
pear in time revealed 40%
of the variance is explained
by high-frequency  (<10
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Figure 2. Twice standardized tree ring in-
dices shown as standard deviation from the
mean for years 1281-1991.
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Figure 3. Spectral analysis representation of the tree-ring chronology given in
Appendix A.

years) noise (i.e. year to year deviations); and 51% of the variance is distribut-
ed over periods from l0-100  years. Of note is the absence of an 11-year cycle
which would correspond to the sunspot cycle. Other cycles, although weak,
are 22-year (3%), 26-year (<3%), 29-year (>3%), 39-year (5%), 44-year (<3%),          
54-year (<3%), 64-year (6%), 79-year (7%), and 178-year (9%). All of these val-   
ues are very weak in their explanation of periodicity of the variability in the
tree-ring indices. We cannot say with any confidence that there exists any re-
lationship between these periodicities and other physical or astronomical indi-
cators.

The early years of the single tree showed good growth as might be ex-
pected of a relatively young ponderosa pine, but the weather was most likely
very favorable for its early development given its relatively large tree-ring in-
dices (Fig. 2).  In the early 1300’s the tree appeared well established, but its nar-
row rings suggest that conditions were not favorable for growth the first one
hundred years. This agrees with other regional studies by Bryson and Murray
(1977) which showed a general drying of the climate across the South Dakota-
Iowa region as revealed by changes in living habits of the indigenous peoples,
especially in northwest Iowa. The tree-ring data shown in Figure 2 may reflect
an extended dry period from 1300 to 1424 (ninety years of index values were
<0.00). Bryson and Baerreis (1968) suggest this dry period was likely associ- 
ated with an expansion in the westerlies in the northern hemisphere as a
whole, thus restricting the flow of Gulf of Mexico moisture flow northward in-
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to the Dakotas and Iowa. A subsequent change to more favorable climate like-
ly occurred in the 1400's,  about through 1450 or so, as shown by the
tree-ring indices from this one tree. Additional tree-ring samples extending
back into the 1200’s  are needed to determine if these trends are consistent
throughout the region.

Later on, the period 1792 through 1844  was a 5-decade period of lesser
variability in the severity of wet and dry years; it appeared as the most stable
climate period in this 711-year record- a sign of little variability in the general
circulation over the region. 1845-1877 was a period with extreme drought, as
has been noted in other studies across the Great Plains (e.g., Woodhouse and
Overpeck 1998).

Finally, the remainder of the graph follows closely the known official pre-
cipitation record as measured at Rapid City beginning in 1888. It is character-
ized by a slight dry period from through 1902, a wet spell through 
a drought from 1911-1913, the major drought of the 1930's,1930's,   another downward
trend in growth in the 1950's and yet another in 1988  which corresponds with
the occurrence of several major forest fires in the Black Hills.

Table 2 shows the rank, estimated magnitude, and duration of the major
dry and wet spells as suggested by the examination of this tree ring chronolo-
gy. The magnitude of the droughts and wet spells are estimated by summing
the consecutive negative and consecutive positive standardized index values,
respectively, in the years shown. This summary helps us to put recent droughts
in perspective. Since 1600,  the 1930’s “dust bowl” drought ranks 4th (note that
using this summation of indices method of estimated magnitude of the drought,
the 1930’s  was about 50% as severe as the worst drought); the 1950’s drought
ranked 12th. The 15-year drought associated with “The Great American Desert”
period, 1859-1873, ranked 3rd.

Should additional samples support the record inferred by the single tree
extending into the 1200’s, the 21-year dry period from 1531 through 1551 could
be the most severe drought in this 711-year chronology. By comparison, the
1930’s  “dust bowl” drought of the present century ranked 7th.

SUMMARY

The data from the Black Hills trees suggest dry and wet periods of similar
magnitude to the 1930’s drought have occurred since the late 1200’s. One mea-
sure of drought indicates that the 1933-1942 period was only 50 percent of the
magnitude of the 1531-1551 period, and ranks seventh overall. Caution should
be used, however, when interpreting the early part of the tree-ring record as a
sample size of one tree is likely not adequate to infer climatic patterns, and
variables other than precipitation may be influencing the growth.
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Table 2. Duration and magnitude estimates of 15 dry and 15 wet spells.            

  Rank

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

Sum of
indices

-20.15

-18.30

-16.62

-14.70

-13.25 

-10.34

-10.08

-8.76

-8.40

-6.48

-5.98

-5.96.

-5.44

-5.30

-5.00

Dry  Periods* Wet Periods**

Y e a r s No.
Years

% of  Sum of
indices

Y e a r s

1531-1551a 21

1325-1344a 20

1859-1873 15

1397-1411a 15

1710-1725 16

1780-1791 12

1933-1942 10

1753-1761 9

1660-1668 9

1580-1598a       9

1852-1857 6

1956-1961         6

1467-1472a       6

1377-1388a        12

1637-1640         4

100.0      29.03 1429-1448a

90.8       23.3 1284-1297a

82.5       19.15 1559-1574a

73.0       15.57       1609-1617

65.8       10.37       1762-1769

51.3        9.14 1882-1892

50.0 8.92        1683-1695

43.5 8.15        1792-1806

44.7 7.89 1903-1910

32.2 7.57        1962-1969

29.7 7.09 1773-1779

29.6      6.13        1832-1842

27.0        6.10        1726-1733

26.3       5.97 1943-1947

24.8       5 . 66       1641-1645

No.  % of
Years MAX

20 100.0

14 80.3

16 66.0

9     53.6

8     35.7

11  31.5

12 30.0

15  28.1

8     27.2

8     26.1

7     24.4

11   21.1

8     21.0

5     20.6

5     19.5

* "harrow rings"  ** "wide rings"
asample size < 5 trees, and is likely not adequate to reliably infer precipitation
patterns.
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APPENDIX A 

Twice-Standarchzed Tree-Ring Indices 
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