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TREE-RINGS AS A RECORD OF PRECIPITATION IN
WESTERN NEBRASKA

Harry E. WEARLY*

The material used in this study is entirely Eastern red cedar, J uniperus
virginiana, from Lincoln County, Nebraska. For tree-ring study, this
species leaves much to be desired. Perhaps one cross-section in four is
of sufficient symmetry to be usable. This is the only softwood available;
hardwoods have thus far proved of little value.

Numerous sections of logs which had been used in some of the buildings at
Fort McPherson and also a number of specimens from old log houses erected
by some of the early settlers of this territory have been studied. Also, some
specimens have been uncovered in old fills in the bottoms of a number of
canyons. Some of this old buried material has given very readable ring
sequences, but as yet it has been impossible to assign actual dates.

The material that has been dated so far gives an unbroken sequence back
to about 1480 A.D. Settlement of this section of the country began about
1860. The early settlers, tie cutters for the Union Pacific railroad, soldiers,
and immigrants who passed along the old California and Oregon trail, cut
practically every tree of any size in the country, so that very few of the
cedars now growing in the canyons along the edge of the Platte Valley
exceed 75 or 80 years in age.

The larger trees cut by the early settlers ran from about 175 years to over
200 years old. The buried trees predate these by many years, as in some
cases they have been found beneath a substantial fill in old gully or canyon
floors with the stumps of 200-year-old trees in place in the soil many feet
above them. At the level of the tops of these old buried trees there is a
three to six inch layer of charcoal, and all those observed by the writer or
‘reported to him show evidence of having been burned off at the old level
of the earth fill about them. This charcoal bed is present in practically all
the canyons in this vicinity and lies at depths varying from one to as much
as six or even more feet below the surface. The material below it is largely
aeolian in nature, whereas that above is both colluvial and alluvial in its
general aspect.

The amount of wind-blown material in the lower portion of these canyon
fills would indicate a drought period of considerable duration and severity.

=Junior Agronomist, Bureau of Plant Industry, North Platte Sub-station, University of
Nebraska.



