
 
 

 
 
 
 

P.O. BOX 208118 | NEW HAVEN CT 06520-8118 USA | PEABODY.YALE. EDU 

 
 
JOURNAL OF MARINE RESEARCH 
The Journal of Marine Research, one of the oldest journals in American marine science, published 

important peer-reviewed original research on a broad array of topics in physical, biological, and 

chemical oceanography vital to the academic oceanographic community in the long and rich 

tradition of the Sears Foundation for Marine Research at Yale University. 

 

An archive of all issues from 1937 to 2021 (Volume 1–79) are available through EliScholar,  

a digital platform for scholarly publishing provided by Yale University Library at  

https://elischolar.library.yale.edu/. 

 

Requests for permission to clear rights for use of this content should be directed to the authors, 

their estates, or other representatives. The Journal of Marine Research has no contact information 

beyond the affiliations listed in the published articles. We ask that you provide attribution to the 

Journal of Marine Research. 

 

Yale University provides access to these materials for educational and research purposes only. 

Copyright or other proprietary rights to content contained in this document may be held by 

individuals or entities other than, or in addition to, Yale University. You are solely responsible for 

determining the ownership of the copyright, and for obtaining permission for your intended use. 

Yale University makes no warranty that your distribution, reproduction, or other use of these 

materials will not infringe the rights of third parties. 

 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License. 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/ 

 

 



Journal of Marine Research, 42, 395--430, 1984

Equatorial beams

by Julian P. McCreary, Jr.l

ABSTRACT
A linear stratified model is used to study the response of the equatorial ocean to forcing by the

wind at periods from one month to one year. Solutions are represented as double sums of vertical
modes (designated by the index n) and ofthe various types of waves associated with each mode
(designated by the index Q). Waves associated with a considerable number of vertical modes
contribute to the solutions. They superpose in such a way that energy and phase propagate
vertically as well as horizontally.

It is useful to isolate the individual contributions of various pieces of the complete solution.
One way to do this isolates the response of individual vertical modes (that is, specifies a value for
n, but carries out the summation over Q). Pieces of the solution defined in this way tend to focus
energy at specific points on the equator. These focal points, however, are not at all visible in the
complete solution. Another way isolates the response due to waves of a particular type (that is,
fixes a value of Q, but carries out the summation over n). These pieces of the solution form
well-defined beams that carry energy into the deep ocean at slopes predicted by inviscid ray
theory, and they are visible in the complete solution.

Solutions for zonal winds are complicated. A Kelvin beam directly forced by the wind reflects
from the eastern boundary of the ocean as a set of Q = 1,3,5, ... Rossby beams. These beams, in
turn, reflect from the western boundary as Kelvin beams. All of them reflect efficiently from the
ocean surface and bottom. It is the multiple reflection of these beams from basin boundaries that
makes the response so complicated. The most visible beams in the solutions are the wind-driven
Kelvin beam and a reflected Q = I Rossby beam. The response is strong at frequencies of the
order of 211" years-I (or lower), and weakens considerably at higher frequencies.

Solutions for meridional winds are much simpler. At a frequency of 211" months-1 a beam of
Rossby-gravity waves directly forced by the wind reflects entirely poleward along the eastern
boundary as a packet of coastal Kelvin waves, since there are no Rossby waves available for this
reflection. The response is strong at frequencies of the order of 211" months-I, and weakens
markedly at lower frequencies.

1. Introduction
Luyten and Swallow (1976) drew attention to the fact that the deep flow along the

equator is remarkably complex. They report a set of velocity profiles taken in the
western Indian Ocean during May and June of 1976. The currents were characterized
by small vertical scales throughout the water column, and were trapped within a few
degrees of the equator. In addition, all the profiles were similar, suggesting that the
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predominant time scales of the deep currents were longer than one month. Deep
currents have now been observed again in the Indian Ocean (Luyten et al., 1980;
Eriksen, 1980; Luyten, 1982), in the Atlantic Ocean (Weisberg and Horigan, 1981),
and in the Pacific Ocean (Eriksen, 1981; Hayes and Powell, 1980; Hayes, 1981;
Leetmaa and Spain, 1981; Lukas and Firing, 1984). Linear equatorial wave theory has
been used with some success to interpret various aspects of the observations. In
particular, there are several instances where the currents appear to be vertically
propagating equatorial waves. At the present time there are only a few theoretical
studies that are relevant to the phenomenon.

a. Theoretical background. Lighthill (1969) popularized the use of a linear, continu-
ously stratified ocean model that has proven to be a valuable tool for studying
wind-driven tropical circulation. He dropped nearly all nonlinear terms from the
governing equations, retaining only the effects of the vertical advection of density by
linearizing that term about a background density field. Wind stress entered the ocean
as a body force spread uniformly throughout a surface fixed layer, rather than as a
surface boundary condition, and the deeper ocean was inviscid. These simplifications
allowed solutions to be found analytically in two different ways. One approach, used by
Lighthill, represents solutions as expansions of vertical modes that propagate horizon-
tally. A second approach represents them as expansions of meridional modes, and
solves a vertical structure equation to determine how each mode propagates vertically.
Philander (1978) contrasted both methods in some detail.

Several studies have considered the response of a single, vertical mode to low-
frequency forcing by the wind (Schopf et al., 1981; Cane and Sarachik, 1981; Cane
and Moore, 1982). Equatorial Kelvin waves, generated by the wind field over the
interior ocean, reflect from the eastern ocean boundary as a packet of Rossby waves.
Surprisingly, energy associated with this packet does not propagate entirely westward,
but approximately focusses back on the equator at discrete distances from the
boundary. The complete response of a continuously stratified ocean model, however, is
a superposition of solutions associated with many different vertical modes. None of the
above studies carry out this superposition.

Wunsch (1977) studied the response of an equatorial ocean model that was
dynamically very similar to Lighthill's. Forcing in the model was a surface distribution
of vertical velocity (presumably driven by the wind), and had the form of a
westward-propagating sinusoidal wave with a period of one year. The ocean basin was
assumed to be infinitely deep and horizontally unbounded (although at the end of his
paper Wunsch reported effects introduced by a western ocean boundary). He
represented solutions as expansions of meridional modes, and solved the resulting
vertical structure equation by matching the vertical velocity field associated with each
mode to the specified surface distribution and by requiring each mode to exhibit
upward phase propagation at depth (a radiation condition). In qualitative agreement
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with the observations, solutions had a rich vertical structure that was narrowly
confined to the equator.

There have been two studies using numerical models that discuss deep equatorial
currents. Philander and Pacanowski (1981) forced a numerical model with zonal winds
at various frequencies, and discussed the response in the deep ocean at a period of 200
days. Cox (1980) forced a similar numerical model with a realistic representation of
the annual cycle of the Pacific trades. At the time of the year when the surface currents
were most intense, they became unstable and began to meander with a wavelength of
1000 km and a period of 1.1 months. The region of unstable currents then acted as a
forcing region for waves propagating into the deep ocean. Cox noted the presence of
Rossby-gravity waves near a depth of 2000 m at a position 200 east of the forcing
region. The amplitude of the meridional velocity field there was about 10 cm/sec.

b. The present approach. This paper continues the effort to relate the presence of deep
equatorial currents to time-dependent forcing by the wind. The model ocean is
essentially an extension of the Lighthill model that includes both horizontal and
vertical mixing in the deep ocean, although the important dynamics of most solutions
are inviscid. The ocean is forced by a patch of zonal or meridional wind that oscillates
at fixed periods in a range from one month to one year. Solutions are found in both
bounded and unbounded basins.

Solutions are represented as expansions of vertical modes, but it is not possible to
identify the contributions of individual modes in the complete solution; in particular,
equatorial focal points are not evident. Instead, equatorially trapped waves of a specific
type (i.e., Kelvin waves, Rossby-gravity waves and westward-propagating Rossby
waves) superpose to generate well-defined beams that carry energy into the deep ocean
along ray paths, and there is vertical phase propagation across each beam. Dominant
features in the solutions are consistent with some observations of deep equatorial
currents.

The model is similar to the ones mentioned above. It can be regarded as an extension
of the models involving a single vertical mode that includes contributions from all the
modes. It can also be regarded as a generalization of the Wunsch study to a spatially
limited forcing region and to a bounded ocean basin. Aspects of the present solutions
also appear in the numerical solutions of Philander and Pacanowski and of Cox.
Solutions are compared to those in these previous studies at several points in the
paper.

2. Tbe model ocean
In a state of no motion the model ocean has a stably stratified background density

structure Pb(Z) and an associated Vaisala frequency Nb(z). The model equations of
motion are the familiar set that is linearized about this background state.
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Under suitable conditions it is possible to represent solutions as expansions of the
vertical normal modes ofthe system (see McCreary, 1980a, 1981a or McCreary et al.,
1984). These eigenfunctions, 1/In, satisfy

NiJz1/Inz = - -2 1/Indz,
Cn -D

subject to the boundary condition

(1)

(2)

where z = 0, -D are the depths of the ocean surface and bottom, and they are
normalized so that 1/In(0) = 1. It is convenient to order them so that the eigenvalues Cn
decrease monotonically. The n = 0 eigenfunction is unique in that Co = 00; this
eigenfunction is the barotropic mode of the system. The remaining eigenfunctions form
an infinite set of baroclinic modes.

The solutions for the zonal and meridional velocity fields and the pressure field are
then given by

(3)

(4)

where the expansion coefficients are functions only of x, y and t. It is easy to verify that
the barotropic response is dominated by the baroclinic response obtained here, and so
that mode is not included in the expansions (3). In addition, the sums over the infinite
number of baroclinic modes are necessarily truncated at a finite value, N. Solutions
converge rapidly enough with n that N need not be too large.

The equations governing the expansion coefficients are

(al + Alc~)un - fVn + Pnx = Fn,

(al + AI c~)vn + fUn + Pny = Gn + Vh Vnxx,

(al + AI c~)Pnl c~ + Unx + Vny = o.
The forcing of each mode is

Fn = T
X /1: 1/1~dz, (5)

where T
X and TY are the zonal and meridional components of the surface wind stress.

The equatorial ,B-plane is adopted throughout, so that the Coriolis parameter is given
by f = ,By. Coefficients of vertical eddy viscosity and diffusivity are

v = K ~ AINi, (6)

resulting in the terms proportional to A/c~. Horizontal mixing has the simple form



1984] McCreary: Equatorial beams 399

VhVnx.o in order that solutions can be represented as expansions of Hermite functions, as
in (10).

Neither vertical nor horizontal mixing are significantly involved in the dynamics of
the solutions found here. For most of the solutions there is no vertical mixing at all in
the deep ocean (the solutions of Figures 10 and 11 are the sole exceptions). Horizontal
mixing only acts to damp short-wavelength Rossby waves that reflect from the western
ocean boundary, and has virtually no effect on the radiation field in the interior
ocean.

Solutions are found for bounded, as well as unbounded, oceans. When boundaries
exist they are vertical barriers located at the positions x = Xo, XI' and there are no
northern or southern boundaries. No-slip conditions are adopted at these barriers, so
that basin boundary conditions are

(7)

3. The solution
In this paper solutions to Eqs. (4) are found when the wind stress fields have the

separable form

The coupling coefficients are then given by

Fn = Gn = ToX(X) Y(y)e-;ut /1:1/;~dz

== TOnX(X) Y(y) e-;ut ,

(8)

(9)

where TOn is defined in the obvious manner. Here X(x) and Y(y) are arbitrary
functions, in which Y(y) weakens away from the equator, and X(x) is nonzero only in a
region of finite extent; hence, the model is forced by a patch of wind confined to the
ocean interior.

The method of solution is essentially the same as that in McCreary (1980a, 1981a),
although the algebra involved is somewhat more complicated due to the presence of
horizontal mixing. For this reason, details of the derivation are not presented here. (A
more detailed description of the derivation is available from the author on request.)

a. The unbounded solution. Most quantities in the following should be labelled with
the subscript n (the exceptions are f, CT, X, Yand (3). For notational simplicity, this
subscript is subsequently deleted unless confusion might result from its absence.

Because! = (3y, and because horizontal mixing has such a simple form, solutions can
be expressed as expansions of Hermite functions, cb2(T/), where T/ = «(3fC)'/2y. The
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solutions are
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(10)

where the expansion coefficients are only functions of x and u. Just as in the sum over
vertical modes, in principle, an infinite number of Hermite functions contribute to the
sums (10). In practice, the upper limit must be truncated at a finite value, L. For
realistic choices of Y(y), solutions converge rapidly enough with Q so that L need not be
too large.

For purely zonal winds, V2 is

4

V2(X) = i L pJ JX exp [-ikJx] Xdx exp [ikJx - iut]
J-I Lj

where kJ is one of the four roots of the quartic equation

(
') R [ 2]Vh 4 lWVh 2 /J 2 W~ k - 1 - - k - - k - ao(2Q + 1) - - = 0,

lW c2
W c2

and

(11)

(12)

(13)

withj,j',j" andj''' all having different values. The expressions [1] Y]2 and [Y~h are the
Hermite expansion coefficients of 1] Y and Y~,respectively, W = u + i A/ c2

, and ao =

(~/C)I/2. The lower limits on the integrals are chosen to satisfy appropriate radiation
conditions [see the discussion of Eqs. (18)].

Again for zonal winds, U2 is

1 I
U2(X) = ,fi(Q + 1)1/2R + ,fi QI/2S + {D20T}

= - ,; ao(Q + 1)1/2 t e+~J+l / [JX exp [-ikJ+1X] X dX] exp [ikJ+'x - iut]
v2 j-l j + W C Lj

+ ';aoQl/2tk2_~J-1 / [JxeXP[-ikJ-lx]Xdx)eXP[ikJ-lx-iut]
v 2 j-l j - W C Lj

+ {D20;~ Yo[.{X e-i(w/c)xX dx]ei(w/C)X-;u} (14)

where 1520 is the Kronecker 15, and R, Sand T are defined in the obvious manner. The
corresponding expression for P2 is

(15)



1984] McCreary: Equatorial beams 401

(16)

The solution for purely meridional winds is the same as that for zonal winds except
that

p£ _ TOn (k))2 - W2/C2 Yo
j - Vh (k) - k})(k) - k})(k) - k}.) £,

and the terms in curly brackets are not present in Eqs. (14) and (15). Y£ is the Hermite
expansion of Y(17).

b. Equatorial waves. Let k be any of the five quantities kj or w/c. Then, each term in
(11), (14) and (15) has the form

{Cn ~x e-ikx X dX} eikx-i~t. (17)

This expression describes a wave with wavenumber k, and amplitude given by the
expression in curly brackets. The wave with wavenumber w/c is an equatorially
trapped Kelvin wave that is damped toward the east by vertical mixing, and the four
waves with wavenumbers k) satisfy the quartic dispersion relation, (12).

When horizontal mixing is weak (as it is here) the roots of (12) separate into two
distinct types. Two of them still exist when Vh -- O. In this limit (12) reduces to the
familiar quadratic dispersion relation for equatorially trapped Rossby and gravity
waves, and it is therefore appropriate to refer to these two waves as Rossby or gravity
waves. The two roots, labelled here k~and kt correspond to waves with westward and
eastward group velocities, respectively. They are damped both by vertical and
horizontal mixing in the direction of their group velocity. The other two roots, labelled
here q and kt decay rapidly to the west and east, respectively, with an e-folding scale
of the order of 100 km. These highly damped waves are important only in boundary
layers at the edges of the wind patch and at basin boundaries.

Because the amplitude in (17) is proportional to an integral of X, rather than to X
itself, the amplitude is not necessarily zero outside the wind forced region. The choice
of lower limit in these integrals thus governs whether radiation appears to the east, the
west, or on both sides of the wind patch. Waves with eastward (westward) group
velocity, or equivalently waves that decay eastward (westward) can only appear east
(west) of the patch. The choices

(18)

satisfy these requirements.
As we shall see, two types of waves that can be significantly excited by the wind are

equatorially trapped Kelvin waves and Rossby-gravity waves (the waves that corre-
spond to the indices ~ = 0, j = 3). Kelvin waves appear only in the last terms of (14)
and (15), and so are generated only by zonal winds. Rossby-gravity waves can couple
very efficiently to meridional winds. According to (13), they can also be generated by
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zonal winds, but only by a component that is antisymmetric about the equator. Since
the antisymmetric component is typically weak, Rossby-gravity waves do not couple
efficiently to zonal winds.

c. Boundary effects. The unbounded solution (10) does not satisfy the constraints (7).
It is necessary to add to it packets of free waves excited at ocean boundaries. Moore
(1968) showed how to choose the amplitudes of these waves to ensure that Un = 0 at
meridional barriers, and his method has been used extensively by others [see for
example, Anderson and Rowlands (1976), Cane and Sarachik (1977), McCreary
(1980a, 1981a)]. The present approach is an extension of Moore's method.

Waves generated at western boundaries, designated by a prime, must have either
eastward group velocities or decay to the east. These waves are

(19a)

where Q = 0,1,2, ... , aJ ~ ckJ - w, hJ = ckJ + w, and A~ and A: are, as yet, arbitrary
amplitudes. An additional eastward propagating wave, labelled the Q = -1, j = 3
wave, is the equatorially trapped Kelvin wave,

(19b)

but there is no Q = -1 damped wave.
Waves generated at eastern boundaries, designated by a double prime, must have

westward group velocities. The appropriate waves are

(20a)

where Q 1, 2, 3, ... , and A~ and A~ are arbitrary amplitudes. When Q = 0 an
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additional westward decaying wave is

" AO b~ ¢, . 0Uo = 20 Mexp [lk2(x - Xl»), p~ = cu~,
a2 v2

v'~= _,_'b~A~¢o exp [ik~(x - xd)'
cao (20b)

but the Q = 0 Rossby wave does not exist.
At a western ocean boundary A~and A: are chosen to cancel all components of zonal

flowproportional to ¢R+] and all components of meridional flow proportional to ¢R' For
Q ~ 0 this choice results in two equations for A~ and A: that involve the amplitudes
A~+2,A:+2, A~ and A~+2,and also the forcing terms UR+I(XO) and VR(XO) from (14) and
(11). For Q = -1, there is only a single equation for A3l since there is no Q = -1
damped wave. Similarly, at an eastern ocean boundary A~ and A~ are fixed to cancel all
components of zonal flow proportional to ¢R-l and all components of meridional flow
proportional to ¢R' For Q ~ 1 this choice results in two equations for A~ and A~ that
involvethe amplitudes A~-2, A~-2, A~ and A~-2 as well as UH (Xl) and VR(X1), For Q = 0
there is only a single equation for A~,since the Q = 0 Rossby wave does not exist.

In principle, the number of boundary waves needed is infinite. In practice, only a
finite number, L, are used. It is possible to eliminate the coefficients A~ and A: from
equation pairs. The resulting set of equations forms a system of 2L + 2 equations in the
2L + 2 unknowns, A 31

, ••• , Ai, A l, ... ,Af. They can be written down in the form of a
highly banded matrix equation, which can be efficiently solved on a computer. It is
easy to modify this approach to find the boundary response in an ocean with only a
single ocean boundary.

4. Dynamics
The radiation field in the equatorial ocean is a complex superposition of many

different equatorially trapped waves. The three parts of this section discuss important
properties of this radiation field. The first part points out that at the low frequencies of
interest here waves associated with a large number of baroclinic modes are strongly
excited by the wind. The second part shows that these waves necessarily superpose to
carry energy vertically as well as horizontally along ray paths. Finally, the third part
defines pieces of the complete solution that exhibit either equatorial focal points or
equatorial beams.

a. The importance of high-order modes. Recall that the amplitude of a particular
wave is given by the expression in curly brackets in (17), and so depends both on Cn and
the value of the integral. A measure of the amplitude of the integral in the far field is
the absolute value of the integral taken across the entire wind patch, that is, the
absolute value of the Fourier transform of the wind, IX (k) I. This subsection discusses
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how each of these factors depends on n. As we shall see, it is IX (k) Irather than Cn that
primarily determines which vertical modes appear in the solution.

For all waves in the model en is proportional to the coupling coefficient Tan' If the
background density state has a strong near-surface pycnocline, like the curved profile
in Figure 2, then Tan decreases rapidly with n. This property suggests, and has often
been used to argue, that only low-order modes will significantly contribute to the
solution. Cn> however, usually depends on c as well as 'Tan>and for this reason can be a
slowly varying function of n. For example, according to (14), Cn is proportional to 'Tonic
for the u-field associated with a Kelvin wave. For the linear profile in Figure 2, 'Tonic
actually increases with n for the first ten modes or so before beginning a gradual
decrease, whereas for the curved profile it decreases slowly for all values of n. Thus Cn

is not a very sensitive measure of wave amplitude.
There is one exception to the preceding conclusion. For the Rossby and gravity

waves Cn contains the factor [(kj - kj') (kj - kr) (kj - kj"')]-l. The amplitude of the
radiation field can be significant when this factor is large, even if IX(k) I is not large.
This property occurs near resonance points, where kj = kj'. (Two gravity-wave
resonance points are indicated by crosses in the right panel of Fig. I). At the low
frequencies of interest here gravity-wave resonances occur only for large mode
numbers (n "" 37 and n "" 61 in Fig. I), and small amounts of vertical mixing act to
eliminate these resonances. Rossby-wave resonances occur for sufficiently large
east-west wavenumbers that they are weakened considerably by the horizontal mixing
in the model. Resonant excitation of Rossby and gravity waves will not be considered
further in this paper.

IX (k) I is a very sensitive measure of wave amplitude. For the X(x) defined in (31)

I -(k) I = Ifli.x/2 11"X -ikx d I = 211" I cos kD.xl2 IX cos e x 2I 2 k2'-li.xf2 D.x D.x 11" D.x -

so that the strongly excited waves must satisfy the inequality

(21)

(22)

Thus, only waves with wavelengths (211"lkr) and decay scales (kit) longer than the
width of the wind patch couple efficiently to the wind.

The two panels of Figure 1 illustrate graphically which waves in the present model
satisfy (22) at periods of one year and one month. As mentioned in the last section, the
waves that are present in the interior ocean are weakly affected by horizontal mixing
and for most solutions found in this paper there is no vertical mixing in the deep ocean.
To a good approximation, then, these waves satisfy the familiar, inviscid, disperions
relations. The curves in Figure 1 show these dispersion relations for all the baroclinic
modes; only the scale factors, ao and 0"0 = ao c, differ for each mode. Let the values of ao
and 0"0 correspond to those of the linear density profile in Figure 2. Then, the thin
horizontal lines indicate where q = 211"/year for the n = 1, 5, 15, and 25 modes (left
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Figure 1. Dispersion curves for inviscid, equatorially trapped waves. The left panel shows the
curves for the Kelvin wave and the Q - 1,3 and 5 Rossby waves; the right panel also includes
the curve for the Rossby-gravity wave and the Q - 1 and 2 gravity waves. Note the change in
vertical scale between the two panels. The shaded areas indicate the regions, .Am for the n =

20 mode (left panel) and for the n = 10 mode (right panel). The thin horizontal lines indicate
where (1 = 211"years-1 for the n - 1, 5, 15 and 25 modes (left panel), and where (1 = 211"
months-1 for the n - 1,10,15,37 and 61 modes (right panel). The crosses indicate resonance
points for the gravity waves.

panel), and where (] = 21l"/month for the n = 1,10, 15,37 and 61 modes (right panel).
The intersections of the nth line with the dispersion curves give the wave numbers of the
possible waves associated with the nth mode.

For each mode inequality (22) defines in Figure 1 a different region, .Am given by
Ikjao 1< 21l"/(aodx). Values of 21l"/(aodx) are .53, .24, .17, .14, .12, and .11 for the n =

1,5,10,15,20 and 25 modes, respectively, and the shaded areas in the figure illustrate
the regions .A20 (left panel) and .AIO (right panel). A graphical interpretation of
requirement (22) is that only if the nth line intersects a dispersion curve inside the
region .An will the wave corresponding to that intersection by significantly excited by
the wind.

The left panel of Figure 1 indicates that at the annual frequency the above criterion
is satisfied for all the Kelvin waves associated with the n < 20 modes (only the
intersection of the n = 25 frequency line with the Kelvin-wave dispersion curve lies
clearly outside .A2S)' On the other hand, the criterion is satisfied for a much smaller
number of Rossby waves. For example, the n = 5 frequency line does intersect the
dispersion curve for the Q = 1 Rossby wave inside .As but does not do so for the Q = 3 or
Q = 5 Rossby waves; for the n = 10 mode none of the Rossby wave intersections lie
inside the shaded region, .A 10' Thus, a wind patch oscillating at the annual period
efficiently generates Kelvin waves associated with a large number of vertical modes
(provided that the wind is zona!), but excites Rossby waves to a lesser degree.
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The right panel of Figure 1 indicates that at the monthly frequency only the gravest
mode Kelvin waves, and no Rossby waves at all, are significantly excited by the wind.
On the other hand, Rossby-gravity waves associated with the modes 10 $ n $ 15, the
£ = 1 gravity wave for the n "" 37 modes, and the £ = 2 gravity wave for the n "" 61
modes all couple efficiently to the wind. The gravity waves, however, occur for such
large mode numbers that even a small amount of vertical mixing virtually eliminates
them, and so gravity waves are not an important part of any of the solutions found in
this paper (see the discussion of Fig. 11). Thus, a wind patch oscillating at a period of
one month efficiently generates only Rossby-gravity waves (provided that the wind is
meridional).

b. Vertical propagation. It is not obvious that waves associated with several baroclinic
modes must superpose to exhibit vertical propagation of phase and energy. One method
of demonstrating this property is to avoid entirely the expansion into vertical modes by
representing solutions as expansions of meridional modes (Philander, 1978). In
contrast, the method discussed in the following modifies the solution found in Section 3
by representing solutions as expansions of a continuous, rather than discrete, set of
vertical modes.

According to WKB theory (Bender and Orszag, 1978), approximate solutions to (1)
and (2) have the form

1/In(z)~ A(z) cos (jZ mdz), (23)

where A(z) = Nt/2, m = Nb/c is a local vertical wavenumber, and c-1 = mr l~Nbdz == ~.
Let b == Nb/ Nbz measure the vertical scale of Nb(z). Then the WKB solution is valid to
order (mb)-2. Since the cosine in (23) can be written as the sum of two complex
exponentials, it is apparent that each vertical mode consists of one wave with phase
propagating upward and another with phase propagating downward.

To determine where energy associated with superpositions of these waves goes, it is
useful to write the solution in an integral form that does not involve sums over a
discrete set of vertical modes. Suppose that the depth of the ocean increases, and that

Nb approaches a constant value in the deep ocean. Then, since l:Nbdz increases with
D, the allowed values of ~ become ever more densely packed, and in the limit D - 00

they become continuously distributed (Morse and Feshbach, 1953). The mathematical
development in the previous section can be easily modified to describe this situation.
The important difference is that in (3) the discrete sums over n are replaced by
integrals over the continuous variable ~. (A finite-depth ocean bottom can be included
in this new formulation by using the method of images. In that case, both the discrete
and integral representations produce identical solutions.) It is now possible to utilize
the method of stationary phase (or similar technique) to determine where the solution
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is large in the far field (Lighthill, 1978). It follows that waves of a specific type (that is,
for a given value of 11) superpose to carry energy along ra'y paths.

The ray paths are determined by the dispersion relations of the various waves. With
the replacement c = Nb/m the dispersion relation for inviscid, equatorially trapped
Kelvin waves becomes

(24)

Similarly, according to (I2), the dispersion relation for inviscid, Rossby-gravity waves
becomes

k = um/Nb - fJ/u (25)

and that for low-frequency, low-wavenumber, inviscid Rossby waves [for which the k2

and w2 terms in (I2) are negligible] becomes

u = -k Nb/m
211+ I

(26)

for 11 = 1,2,3,. , . Let the zonal and vertical components of group velocity be cgx and Cg2"

The slope of ray paths is tan Be ~ cgzlCgx = ±Um/Uh where the upper (lower) sign holds
for waves with upward (downward) phase propagation. Values of tan Be obtained from
(24), (25), and (26) are +u/Nb, +ff/Nb, and ± (211+ I) ff/Nb, respectively. Thus,
when phase propagates upward, energy propagates downward to the east for Kelvin
and Rossby-gravity waves and downward to the west for Rossby waves. The slopes are
quite small. With Nb = .0045 sec-1 (the value corresponding to the linear density
distribution of Fig. 2) and at the annual frequency, u/Nb ~ 45 m/IOOO km; at the
monthly frequency, u/ Nb = 530 m/ I000 km.

An oscillating wind patch in the ocean interior excites waves with both upward and
downward phase propagation. Wave packets with upward phase propagation carry
energy directly away from the wind patch down into the deep ocean. Wave packets
with downward phase propagation, however, carry energy toward the ocean surface.
They subsequently reflect from the surface as a packet of waves that carry energy
downward. Consequently, the only waves that appear in the deep ocean (outside the
region of direct influence by the wind and before they reflect from the ocean bottom)
are waves with upward phase propagation.

By definition, lines of constant phase in the x-z plane have the slope tan Bp = -cz/

Cx = +k/m. For Kelvin waves and the Rossby waves that satisfy (26) it is easy to verify
that Bp = Be. Thus, for these waves lines of constant phase are everywhere parallel to the
direction of energy propagation. A very different property holds for Rossby-gravity
waves. Because the Rossby-gravity waves that are significantly excited by the wind
patch are large-scale (k < 27r/fu« fJ/ff), k is negligible in (25). For these large-scale
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waves, then,
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(27)

It also follows that Op "" 0, so that lines of constant phase are essentially horizontal.
When there is a sharp pycnocline, so that b becomes a small number, the WKB

approximation is not valid for low-order vertical modes. The effect is that some energy
can reflect off the pycnocline (Philander, 1978), rather than propagate along ray paths
through it. Surprisingly, for the pycnocline structure used here ray theory appears to
work very well (see the discussion of Figs. 8 and 11). Rothstein (private communica-
tion) is currently studying the reflection of energy from various pycnoclines in detail.

c. Focal points and beams. Let q be any of the fields u, v or p. Then the complete
solution can be summarized as

N L L L

q = S [~qR(MTJ) + ~~l q2 + f; q~] tfn(z), (28)

where the q~ are defined in (II), (14) and (15), the q2 in (19) and the Q2' in (20). Eq.
(28) is complicated, and it is useful to separate out the individual contributions of less
complex pieces of (28). Since the solution is a double sum over n and ~, this separation
can proceed conveniently in two very different ways.

One way considers the response of an individual baroclinic mode, that is, specifies a
value of n and carries out the summation over all values of ~. As discussed in the
introduction, several studies have already considered the response of a single mode to
low-frequency forcing, and have found that Rossby waves reflected from the eastern
boundary tend to focus energy back to the equator at specific points. Currents are large
in the vicinity of these focal points, but are small elsewhere. One might expect that near
these focal points a particular baroclinic mode will stand out above all the others in the
complete solution. As we shall see, however, such a dominance is not at all apparent in
the solutions found in the next section.

The other way specifies the value of ~ and carries out the summation over all values
of n. For example, the contribution of ~ = A Rossby waves generated at the eastern
boundary is

N

Ql\ = I: q~ tfn(z),
n-l

and the contribution of Kelvin waves generated at the western boundary is
N

q-I = I: q'-I tfn(z),
n-l

(29)

(30)

Pieces of the solution calculated in this manner form well-defined beams of energy
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that exhibit all the properties discussed in the previous subsection, and they are visible
in the complete solution (see the discussion in Section 5c). They are, in fact, analogous
to the vertically propagating meridional modes in Wunsch's model.

5. Results
The model was used to study the response of the ocean to a zonal and meridional

wind patch with a simple, but geophysically relevant, structure. The wind field has the
form (8) with TO = .125 dyne/cm2

,

and

(

COS (-7rX/ L\x),
X(x) = 0,

IxlsL\x/2

Ixl>L\x/2 (31)

(32)

where L\x = 5000 km and L\y = 1000 km. For y < L\y, Y(y) is virtually constant, and
none of the results discussed below depend on the structure of Y(y). The shaded region
of Figure 3 indicates the extent of the wind patch, and the thin line its zonal profile. For
zonal winds almost always u = 211'years-I, the sole exceptions being the solutions
shown in Figure 7. For meridional winds usually u = 211'months-I, the exceptions being
the solutions in Figure 10.

Figure 2 shows the two profiles of background density structure, Pb(Z), assumed
here. Both profiles have a surface mixed layer of thickness H = 75 m. Unless stated
otherwise, the choice of density profile is always the one that varies linearly with depth
ben~ath the mixed layer. The linear profile has the advantage that ray paths are
straight lines and therefore it is easier to interpret the response in the deep ocean. The
curved profile is described by

(

Po, Z ~ -H
Pb(Z) = A [1 -(z+Hl/bl]Po + !J.PI - e

+ L\P2[l - e-(z+Hl/b2], Z < -H, (33)

where bl = 200 m. b2 = 1000 m, Po = I gm/cm3
, L\PI = .003 gm/cm3

, L\P2 = .002
gm/cm3

• This profile has a strong near-surface pycnocline, typical of the density
structure in the central tropical Pacific.

Unless stated otherwise, the model ocean has both eastern and western boundaries at
Xo = - 5000 km and XI = 5000 km. The positions of the boundaries are indicated in
Figure 3. The depth of the ocean is D = 2500 m. The value of horizontal eddy viscosity
is Ph = 107 cm2/sec. Usually A = 0 so that there is no vertical mixing beneath the
surface mixed layer, the exceptions being the solutions in Figures 10 and 11. It is
necessary to choose sufficiently large values of Nand L in the sums of (3) and (10).
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Figure 2. Profiles of background density structure, Pb(Z), One profile has a constant gradient
below a surface mixed layer 75 m thick. The other profile has a strong near-surface pycnocline
typical of the tropical oceans, and is described by Eq. (33). Most results correspond to the
linear profile.

The choices N = 50 and L
converged.

75 adopted here ensure that solutions are well

a. Solutions for zonal winds. Three velocity sections describe the three-dimensional
flow field. Figure 3 shows the positions of these sections relative to the equator and to
ocean boundaries. Figures 4a and 4b show zonal and meridional circulation patterns
corresponding to Sections 1-3 of Figure 3 at time t = O.There is considerable energy in
the deep ocean. Considering the small amplitude of the wind, the strength of the
response is surprising.
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Figure 3. A schematic diagram showing the locations of Sections 1-4, the position of ocean
boundaries, and the structure of the wind field. The shaded region indicates the extent of the
wind field, and the thin line its zonal profile. Its meridional profile is very nearly latitude-
independent. The wind stress varies sinusoidally reaching an eastward or northward
maximum at t = 0, and has a maximum amplitude of .125 dyn/cm2 in the center of the ocean
basin. The structure ofthe wind is described more precisely in Eqs. (31) and (32).

The flow field in Figure 4 is complicated. The most prominent feature in the
equatorial section is the presence of a band of energy that descends from a depth of
250 m at the eastern boundary to a depth of 1700 m at the western boundary. There are
also two regions where energy appears to be bottom trapped: near x = - 1500 km and
near x = 2500 km. The meridional sections illustrate that currents are highly trapped
to the equator. Along Section 2 the strongest currents occur between 1300 m and
2000 m, and are to a large degree associated with the band of energy evident in Figure
4a. Along Section 3 the flow field has a remarkable honeycomb structure, with more
cells appearing deeper in the water column.

The response of each of the baroclinic modes that contributes to Figure 4 has distinct
focal points at the expected positions along the equator. Curiously, these focal points
are not at all evident in Figure 4a, where the contributions from all the modes are
summed. For example, there are no regions where a single vertical mode visually
dominates the solution. This fact suggests that it is not particularly useful to separate
the solution into a set of contributions from individual baroclinic modes. On the other
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Figure 4a. A section of zonal velocity along the equator, when the ocean is forced by a patch of
zonal wind that oscillates at the annual frequency. The contour interval is 20 em/sec, there is
no zero contour line, and shaded regions indicate westward (negative) flow. Dashed contour
lines are ± 10 em/sec, and are included only if they help to identify prominent features of the
flow field. The section is taken at t = 0, the time of maximum eastward wind. There is
considerable energy in the deep ocean.

hand, vertical phase propagation occurs virtually everywhere along the equator. There
are regions where phase propagates upward, and also many places where phase
propagates downward. This property suggests that it is useful to interpret the solutions
as being a superposition of equatorial beams, and the rest of this section pursues this
interpretation.

i. The effect of boundaries. How important are ocean boundaries for the generation of
energy in the deep ocean? Figure 5 shows three sections of zonal velocity that are
comparable to Figure 4a except that the ocean is unbounded, has only a western
boundary, and has only an eastern boundary in the upper, middle and lower panels,
respectively.

Without ocean boundaries there are no strong currents anywhere in the deep ocean.
Energy goes into the deep ocean primarily along two beams that propagate east and
west of the wind patch with specific slopes. To the east of the wind patch the beam has
the slope -(1/Nb, and so is composed of Kelvin waves. To the west of the wind patch the
beam has the slope 3(1/Nb, and so is composed of fl.= 1 Rossby waves. Phase propagates
upward and there is a 21r-phase shift across each beam. The presence of a western
boundary only slightly modifies the unbounded response. The fl.= 1 Rossby beam
reflects from the western boundary as a Kelvin beam that is visible at a depth of about
1000 m in the middle panel, but there is very little energy in this reflected beam. The
presence of the eastern boundary has a dramatic effect on the unbounded response.
The Kelvin beam reflects from the eastern boundary as a collection of beams of Rossby
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Figure 4b. As in Figure 4a, except showing sections of zonal and meridional velocity along
Section 2 (upper panels) and Section 3 (lower panels) of Figure 3. The shaded regions indicate
westward or southward (negative) flow.The contour interval for zonal velocity (left panels) is
10 em/sec, and the dashed contours are ±5 cm/sec. The contour interval for meridional
velocity (right panels) is 2.5 cm/sec and the dashed contours are ± 1.25 cm/sec. The currents
have a distinct cellular structure that is trapped to the equator; this property is especially
evident along Section 3.

waves that propagate energy into the deep ocean. Note that the prominent band of
energy in Figure 4a is evident in the lower panel. Clearly an eastern ocean boundary is
required in order to get significant radiation into the deep ocean.

In apparent contrast to the present study, the Wunsch (1977) model.produced a
great deal of energy in the deep ocean even though the ocean basin was unbounded.
The important difference between the two models is that the forcing in Wunsch's
model was not limited zonally. The analog of Wunsch's solution in the present model
occurs when X(x) in (31) is replaced by X(x) = cos (rrx/ t::..x)for all x. So, the flow field



o

m

-2500

o

m

-2500

o

m

-2500
-5000

km
5000

Figure 5. As in Figure 4a, except that the ocean basin is unbounded in the upper panel, lacks an
eastern boundary in the middle panel, and lacks a western boundary in the lower panel. The
contour interval in the upper and middle panels is 10 em/sec, and the dashed contours are
±5 em/sec. The contour interval in the lower panel is 20 em/sec, and the dashed contour lines
are ± 10 em/sec. A strong beam of Kelvin waves, generated by the wind, is evident in all the
panels. It propagates into the eastern ocean with the slope -(i/ Nb• Only when the ocean has
an eastern boundary does significant energy get into the deep ocean.



1984J McCreary: Equatorial beams 415

in the upper panel of Figure 5, u(x,z) say, results from only one piece of this sinusoidal
forcing, the piece contained in the region Ix 1< d x /2. The analog solution is therefore
L (-It u(x - n dx, z). In this solution, then, radiation will appear in the deep

;;Ce;n near x = 0, but it will have been produced by a remote part of the forcing (for
which In I» 1). The same conclusion holds for the Wunsch solution.

ii. Equatorial beams. Figure 6 shows the contribution of various boundary-generated
waves to the flow field of Figure 4. The three panels of Figure 6a show the
contributions of the 2 = 1,3, and 5 Rossby waves, as defined in (29), that are generated
at the eastern boundary. Figure 6b shows the contributions of Kelvin waves, as defined
in (30), that are generated at the western boundary. Figure 6c shows meridional
sections of each of these contributions along Section 3 of Figure 3.

In each case the waves superpose to form well-defined beams of energy that
propagate along the equator at the slopes predicted by ray theory, that is, at the slopes
±u/Nb for the Kelvin beam, and ±3u/Nb, ±7u/Nb, ±l1u/Nb for the 2 = 1,3 and 5
Rossby beams, respectively. Phase lines are everywhere parallel to beam paths. Phase
propagates upward across Rossby (Kelvin) beams that slope downward to the west
(east), whereas phase propagates downward across upward-sloping beams, and there is
a 211'-phaseshift across each of the beams. Beams readily reflect from the ocean bottom
and surface. Wherever such a reflection occurs downward and upward beams interfere
to produce locally a bottom or surface trapped structure that resembles a standing
wave. Phase propagates through this structure westward (eastward) for Rossby
(Kelvin) beam reflections. The meridional structures of the beams have more current
reversals and are less equatorially trapped as 2 increases. This property is expected,
since as 2 increases they are composed of higher-order Hermite functions.

Figure 6 illustrates that the amplitudes of the Rossby beams decrease markedly with
2, so that higher-order Rossby beams (2 ~ 7) contribute very little to the equatorial
currents. To a good approximation, then, the flowfield of Figure 4a is the superposition
of the upper panel of Figure 5 with Figures 6a and 6b. With the aid of these figures it is
now possible to identify the contributions of individual beams in Figure 4a. In
particular, the prominent band of energy is an 2 = 1 Rossby beam. The two regions of
bottom-trapped energy are identified as places where an 2 = I Rossby beam and an
2 = 3 Rossby beam reflect from the ocean bottom. Regions of downward phase
propagation occur whenever a beam has reflected from the ocean bottom. Similarly,
the lower left panel of Figure 4b is approximately a superposition of all the panels of
Figure 6c with the near-surface Kelvin beam directly driven by the wind (see the upper
panel of Fig. 5). The honeycomb structure in this panel occurs because the contributing
equatorial beams all appear at different depths, with the Kelvin beam most shallow
and the 2 = 1,3 and 5 Rossby beams at ever increasing depths.

There are three Rossby beams evident in each of the panels of Figure 6a. They
originate at the eastern boundary near the ocean surface at a depth of about 250 m, and
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Figure 6a. As in Figure 4a, except-that only the contributions of Rossby waves generated at the
eastern boundary are shown. The figure shows the 2 = 1 Rossby waves in the upper panel, the
2 = 3 Rossby waves in the middle panel, and the 2 = 5 Rossby waves in the lower panel. The
contour intervals are 20, 10 and 5 cm/sec 'and dashed contour lines are ± 10, ±5, and
±2.5 cm/sec in the upper, middle and lower panels, respectively. Beams of Rossby waves
propagate from the eastern boundary with the slopes ± (22 + 1) 11/Nb• There are three obvious
sources of these beams at depths of about 250 m, 1200 m and 2200 m.
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Figure 6b. As in Figure 4a, except that only the contributions of Kelvin waves generated at the
western boundary are shown. The contour interval is 5 cm/sec, and the dashed contour lines
are ±2.5 cm/sec. Beams of Kelvin waves propagate from the western boundary with the slopes
±u/ Nb• The sources of the two strongest beams, one sloping downward toward the east and
the other sloping upward occur at depths of 1700 m and 1500 m, respectively.

much deeper at depths of about 2200 m and 1200 m. It is convenient for the discussion
in the following paragraph to label the three Q = 1 Rossby beams Rl, R2 and R3,
respectively. There are also three Kelvin beams prominent in Figure 6b. A downward-
sloping Kelvin beam originates at the western boundary near a depth of 1700, and an
upward-sloping one begins at 1500 m. The third beam originates at a depth of 250 m.
These beams are labelled K1, K2 and K3, respectively.

This collection of beams is the result of multiple reflections of Kelvin and Q = 1
Rossby beams between ocean boundaries in the following way. The Kelvin beam
directly generated by the wind (see the upper panel of Fig. 5) reflects from the eastern
boundary at a depth of about 250 m predominantly as R1 (although Q = 3, 5, ... ,
Rossby beams are also generated by this reflection). R1 reflects from the western
boundary at a depth of 1700 m as Kl. Kl, in turn, reflects from the eastern boundary
at a depth of 2200 m predominantly as R2. R2 reflects first from the ocean bottom and
then from the western boundary at 1500 m as the Kelvin beam, K2. K2 reflects from
the eastern boundary at 1000 m as R3, and R3 reflects first from the ocean surface and
then from the western boundary at 250 m to generate K3.

iii. The dependence on model parameters. It is important to know how the response of
the model varies with the choice of free parameters. Since Ph does not significantly
affect the deep flow, the important parameters are (f, Pb(Z) and A.

Figure 7 shows two sections of zonal velocity comparable to Figure 4a except that
(f = 411'years-I and (f = 811'years-1 in the upper and lower panels, respectively. In both
panels it is easy to identify the wind-driven Kelvin beam and one reflected Q = 1 Rossby
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Figure 6c. Similar to Figure 4b, except that only the contributions of waves generated at ocean
boundaries are shown, and the sections are all taken along Section 3 of Figure 3. The figure
shows ~ = I Rossby waves in the upper left panel, ~ ~ 3 Rossby waves in the upper right panel,
~ = 5 Rossby waves in the lower left panel, and Kelvin waves in the lower right panel. The
contour intervals are 10, 5, 2.5 and 2.5 cm/sec in the upper left, upper right, lower left and
lower right panels, respectively. The meridional structures of individual beams have mOTl
current reversals as ~ increases.

beam (equivalent to Rl in Fig. 6a), but other equatorial beams are not as readily
apparent. As expected, in the upper panel beam slopes are twice as large as they are in
Figure 4a, and in the lower panel they are four times as large. Note that the amplitude
of the deep ocean response decreases markedly as (] increases. The reason for this
decrease is that at higher frequencies fewer Kelvin waves can couple efficiently to the
wind field (see the discussion in Section 4a), and so the wind-driven Kelvin beam itself
is much weaker.

Figure 8 shows a section of zonal flow that is comparable to Figure 4a except that
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Figure 7. As in Figure 4a, except that the wind oscillates with a period of 6 months in the upper
panel, and with a period of 3 months in the lower panel. The contour interval in the upper
panel is 10 cm/sec, and dashed contour lines are ±5 cm/sec. The contour interval in the lower
panel is 2.5 cm/sec, and dashed contour lines are ± 1.25 cm/sec. The wind-driven Kelvin beam
and the 2 - I Rossby beam are evident in each panel. The amplitude of the currents weakens
markedly as frequency increases.

Pb(Z) is now the depth-varying profile in Figure 2. Because Nb is not constant, beam
paths are no longer straight; they slope more steeply in the deep ocean where Nb is
smaller. Note that the beams readily pass through the pycnocline, so that the
pycnocline does not act to trap the flow field near the ocean surface. One effect of this
steepening is that beams broaden considerably as they propagate into the deep ocean.
Several equatorial beams are visible in the figure. Again, the wind-driven Kelvin beam
and the reflected ~ = 1 Rossby beam (equivalent to Rl) are most prominent. An ~ = 3
Rossby beam can also be seen leaving the eastern boundary at a depth near 200 m,
reflecting from the ocean bottom near x = 0, and returning almost to the surface at the
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Figure 8. As in Figure 4a, except that Nb varies with depth in a realistic manner. The contour
interval is 20 cm/sec, and the dashed contours are ± 10 cm/sec. Beams are stilI evident in the
flow field, but their paths are now curved. The Q ~ I Rossby beam is most evident. The Q - 3
Rossby beam reflects from the ocean bottom and returns near to the surface in the western
ocean.

western boundary. Another Q = 1 Rossby beam (equivalent to R2) leaves the eastern
boundary near a depth of 2000 m, propagates upward and arrives near the surface at
the western boundary. The source of this deep beam is a Kelvin beam (equivalent to
Kl) that leaves the western boundary near a depth of 1500 m, reflects from the ocean
bottom near x = 2000 km, and reaches the eastern boundary near a depth of 2000 m.

Vertical mixing acts to weaken equatorial beams in their direction of propagation,
and to broaden them both vertically and meridionally. This broadening occurs because
waves associated with higher-order vertical modes are preferentially damped out of the
beam. In spite of these effects energy still propagates along ray paths, in agreement
with inviscid theory. McCreary (1980b, 1981 b) showed a solution comparable to the
one in Figure 4, except that A was set so that v = .55 cm2/sec. The broadening of
equatorial beams is evident in that solution. In particular, the vertical extent of the
prominent Q = 1 Rossby beam in the central and western ocean increases to 750-
1000 m.

iv. Comparison with a numerical model. As mentioned in the introduction, Philander
and Pacanowski (1981) describe the response of their model in the deep ocean when the
wind stress has a period close to the semi-annual (200 days). Beneath a sharp
pycnocline confined above 200 m, their initial density state was weakly stratified with a
constant value of Nb = ].8 X 10-3 sec-I. The value of Nb for the linear profile of Figure
2 is Nb = 4.5 X 10-3 sec-I. Thus, beam slopes in this model are about 2.5 times steeper
than they are in the upper panel of Figure 7, and so have about the slope that they do in
the lower panel of the figure.
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Figure 9a. As in Figure 4a, except that a patch of meridional wind oscillating at the monthly
frequency forces the ocean. The shaded region indicates southward flow, and the contour
interval is 5 em/sec. A beam of Rossby-gravity waves propagates into the ocean with the slope
-u/ Nb• There are no Rossby waves available to reflect this beam from the eastern boundary,
and so the beam reflects entirely poleward as a beam of coastal Kelvin waves.

-2500
-5000

Their figures suggest that the deep flow in their model is similar to that developed in
this one. In particular, their deep flow appears to be dominated by a wind-driven
Kelvin beam and the primary, reflected Q ~ 1 Rossby beam (equivalent to Rl in Fig.
6a). In the central ocean above 750 m and below the pycnocline the flow field exhibits
upward propagation of phase (their Fig. 6), consistent with the presence of a Kelvin
beam. At a position 1600 km from the eastern boundary the flow is concentrated above
1500 m and again exhibits upward phase propagation (their Fig. 16), consistent with
the presence of the Kelvin beam and a reflected Q = 1 Rossby beam. At a position
3200 km from the boundary, a region of deep flow (distinct from the near-surface
currents) extends from a depth of 1000 m to the ocean bottom; although there is clear
evidence of upward phase propagation, the vertical structure of this flow also has some
characteristics of a standing wave (their Fig. 16). Bottom currents are strongest in a
region 2000-4000 km from the eastern boundary, and they exhibit westward phase
propagation (their Fig. 15). The meridional structure of the zonal velocity field near
the bottom is strongly trapped to the equator with a single weak current reversal
somewhat off the equator. All these properties are consistent with the presence of an
Q = 1 Rossby beam that reflects from the ocean bottom at a position centered about
3000 km from the eastern boundary.

b. Solutions for meridional winds. Figures 9a,b show zonal and meridional circulation
patterns corresponding to Sections 1 and 4 of Figure 3 at time t = O. A beam of energy,
highly trapped to the equator, descends into the deep ocean at the slope -q /Nb• Phase
lines are not parallel to the beam path, but rather are horizontal. Finally, the vertical
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Figure 9b. As in Figure 9a, except showing sections of zonal velocity (left panel) and of
meridional velocity (right panel) along Section 4 of Figure 3. The shaded regions indicate the
presence of westward or southward (negative) flow, and the contour interval in both panels is
2.5 em/sec. Currents are highly trapped to the equator.

wavelength of the beams is exactly that predicted by (27). These properties indicate
that the beam is composed of Rossby-gravity waves. Considering the small amplitude
of the wind, the strength of the response is again surprising.

In contrast to Figure 4, the solution of Figure 9 has a very simple structure. The
complex response of Figure 4 is entirely due to the fact that at low frequencies Rossby
waves reflect a considerable amount of energy back into the interior ocean. At a period
of one month, however, there are no Rossby waves available for this reflection. (A
graphical interpretation of this property is that none of the horizontal lines in the right
panel of Figure 1 ever intersect any of the dispersion curves for Q > 2 Rossby waves.)
Instead, the Rossby-gravity beam reflects entirely poleward via ~-plane Kelvin waves
as discussed by Moore (1968) (also see McCreary, 1980a).

Figure 10 shows the model response at a somewhat lower frequency, (J = 27rj...fi
months ~I. In the upper panel A = 0, so that there is no mixing in the deep ocean,
whereas in the lower panel A is set so that v = .25 cm2jsec there. Consistent with (27),
the vertical wavelength of the response decreases by a factor of 2. Without vertical
mixing the Rossby-gravity beam descends into the deep ocean, just as in Figure 9. With
vertical mixing, however, the Rossby-gravity beam decays markedly away from the
ocean surface. At even lower frequencies this decay is much more severe because the
vertical wavelength decreases so rapidly with 0'. As a result, the deep response of the
model to this meridional wind patch at periods greater than one month is negligible.

Figure 11 shows a section of meridional flow that is comparable to that in Figure 9
except that Pb(Z) is now the depth-varying profile in Figure 2, and there is vertical
mixing in the deep ocean. According to (6), since Nb(z) is not constant, mixing
coefficients vary with depth. Just beneath the mixed layer Nb attains a maximum
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Figure 10. As in Figure 9a, except that the frequency of the wind is decreased by a factor of .,fi.
In the upper panel there is no vertical mixing, whereas in the lower panel v = .25 cm2/sec. The
contour interval in both panels is 10em/sec. The vertical wavelength of the beam decreases by
a factor of 2. Vertical mixing acts to weaken severely Rossby-gravity beams at lower
frequencies.

value, and so v and K reach a minimum value, Vmin' A is set so that Vmin ~ .25 cm2 jsec. As
in Figure 8, beam paths are no longer straight, but slope more steeply in the deeper
ocean, becoming nearly vertical there. As a result, the Rossby-gravity beam reflects
first from the ocean bottom near x = 3500 km before it reflects from the eastern
boundary. The radiation in the deep eastern ocean is a combination of downward and
upward propagating Rossby-gravity beams and so forms a standing wave pattern with
no vertical propagation.

As discussed in Section 4a gravity waves associated with very high-order vertical
modes can be generated by the wind patch. For the depth-varying density profile of
Figure 2, Q ~ 2 gravity waves for the n "" 48 modes couple efficiently to the wind
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Figure 11. As in Figure 9a, except that Nb varies with depth in a more realistic manner and
Pmin = .25 cm2/sec. The contour interval is 5 em/sec. The Rossby-gravity beam now follows a
curved path, reflects from the ocean bottom, and begins to return near the surface in the far
eastern ocean. The response in the deep eastern ocean is a standing wave pattern, because it is
the result of interference between downward and upward propagating beams.

(rather than for the n ""61 modes as in Fig. 10). Without vertical mixing these waves
are a source of short vertical-wavelength noise that is comparable in amplitude to the
Rossby-gravity beam itself. With Prnin = .25 cm2jsec this noise is completely eliminated,
and the structure of the Rossby-gravity beam is hardly affected at all.

The Cox model generated a Rossby-gravity beam similar to the one in Figure 11. A
difference between the two cases is that his surface forcing propagated westward with
a specific zonal wavenumber, ko. So, the analog of Cox's solution in the present model
occurs when X(x) in (31) is replaced by X(x)eikoX, so that the wind has the form of an
amplitude-modulated travelling wave. The Fourier transform of this wind field is
peaked about k = ko rather than k = O. Thus, the strongly excited Rossby-gravity
waves necessarily have zonal wavenumbers near ko. The major effect on the deep flow
is that phase propagates horizontally as well as vertically; phase lines are no longer
horizontal, but have a slope approximately given by tan 8p = (u/Nb)ko/(ko + fJ/u).
The slope of the beam is still tan 8. = -(u/Nb). Similar properties hold for the Cox
solution.

c. Comparison with observations. For zonal winds the most visible aspect of the
solutions are the Kelvin beam directly generated by the wind, and the fl = 1 Rossby
beam excited by the reflection of the Kelvin beam at the eastern ocean boundary, as in
Figure 8. For meridional winds the dominant feature is a Rossby-gravity beam, as in
Figure 11. The two important characteristics of these signals are that phase propagates
vertically and that energy propagates along ray paths. Is it possible to observe such
signals in the real ocean? One observational difficulty is that to identify a beam in its
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entirety requires a long time series of observations that extend throughout the water
column and that are widely separated zonally. Another is that forcing by the wind is
not generally peaked about a single frequency as assumed here, with the possible
exception being the annual cycle and its harmonics. Finally, the zonal structure of the
real wind does not have a form as simple as that assumed here. As a result, at the
present time an observational base does not exist that can prove or disprove the
existence of beam-like signals in the equatorial ocean. There are some observations,
however, that are consistent with such an interpretation.

The best evidence for the existence of an Q = 1 Rossby beam is that presented by
Lukas and Firing (1984). Monthly hydrographic sections were taken at one-degree
intervals across the equator in the central Pacific (at 150W, 153W and 158W) for a
16-month period during the NORPAX Hawaii-to Tahiti shuttle experiment. Lukas
and Firing extracted the annual cycle from this data set, thereby determining the
amplitude and phase of the temperature signal as a function of latitude and depth. The
amplitude had two relative maxima roughly symmetric about the equator and located
at a depth of 450 m near 2N and 25. Upward phase propagation was evident in the
signal from a depth of 900 m to the near-surface pycnocline (near 150 m). By
extrapolating the signal deeper into the ocean they inferred that a vertical wavelength
(2'/f-phase shift) of 2200 m was associated with the signal. Eriksen (1981) reported an
annual signal in the deep equatorial zonal current somewhat farther west (at 175E);
the amplitude of the signal at a depth of 1200 m and 1400 m was 5-10 cm/ sec. Lukas
and Firing suggested that this signal was related to the one they observed. They
interpreted both to be due to the presence of an Q = 1 Rossby beam, originating either
at the eastern boundary (as in Fig. 8) or directly forced by the wind (as is evident in the
upper panel of Fig. 5).

In a similar analysis, Lukas (1981) formed bimonthly averages of all available
hydrographic data from the eastern tropical Pacific. He extracted both the annual and
semiannual cycles from this data at two locations on the equator (at 82W and 92W).
There was a clear upward propagation of phase in the semi-annual signal at both
longitudes in a depth range from 500 m to 100 m, with an inferred vertical wavelength
of about 800 m. This property is good evidence that this signal is remotely forced, and
so is likely to be a combination of an incoming Kelvin beam and a reflected Q = 1
Rossby beam. Upward phase propagation was not as apparent for the annual cycle.

There is indirect evidence of an annual, equatorial Kelvin beam in the Atlantic.
Picaut (1983) observed upward phase propagation of the annual upwelling event in a
depth range from 300 m to 50 mjust off the coast of Africa at 5N near Abidjan (4W).
He concluded that this signal was a beam of coastal Kelvin waves that was remotely
generated by the reflection of an equatorial Kelvin beam from the coast of Africa.
McCreary et al. (1984) modelled this reflection process in a study similar to the
present one. An equatorial Kelvin beam generated by zonal winds in the western
Atlantic reflected primarily not only as an Q = 1 Rossby beam, but also as a beam of
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coastal Kelvin waves along the coast at 5N, in good agreement with Picaut's
observations.

Luyten and Roemmich (1982) discussed current records taken in the western Indian
Ocean (47E-59W) from April, 1979 to June, 1980. Current meters were situated at
depths of 200 m, 500 m and 750 m. In the Indian Ocean a semi-annual oscillation
dominates the zonal component of the wind. The semi-annual oscillation also
domina ted the zonal component of the flowfor all the current meters, but was absent in
the meridional component. There was no detectable phase lag of this signal between
instruments separated horizontally. Cross-correlation of records from instruments
separated vertically, however, showed upward propagation of phase with an inferred
vertical wavelength of about 2800 m. Current records from the same location but
several years earlier (Luyten, 1982) showed a weak semi-annual signal at 1500 m and
virtually none at greater depths. All these observations are consistent with the presence
of an Q = 1 Rossby beam that is confined in the upper ocean. The reflected beam in the
upper panel of Figure 7 slopes rapidly into the deep ocean. It is therefore more likely
that their signal is the result of an Q = 1 Rossby beam that is directly generated by the
wind, rather than one that has reflected from the eastern boundary.

McPhaden (1982) discussed a two-year time series of current profiles collected
every week in the central Indian Ocean (73E) in a depth range from 200 m to the
surface. As expected the zonal currents had a strong semi-annual component. In the
surface mixed layer the flow was in-phase with the wind. Beneath the mixed layer the
amplitude of the signal decreased markedly with depth. In addition, phase decreased
with depth, indicating that phase propagates upward in time. These properties are
consistent with the presence of a wind-driven Kelvin beam (or an Q = 1 Rossby beam)
just beneath the well-mixed upper layer.

Weisberg and Horigan (1981) describe current records taken in the eastern,
equatorial Atlantic (4W) from June, 1976 to May, 1978. From August to December
an oscillation with a period of one month appeared in the meridional component of the
flow, but not in the zonal component. There was clear upward propagation of phase
with a vertical wavelength of about 1000 km. Weisberg and Horigan interpreted this
signal to be a beam of Rossby-gravity waves, and with the aid of the dispersion relation
for these waves [Eq. (25)] estimated a horizontal wavelength of 1200 km. They
concluded that their signal must be forced by unstable surface currents, as in the Cox
model. The present results support this conclusion. The fact that the data are
associated with a short horizontal wavelength indicates that the source is not a
large-scale oscillating wind patch, as for the solution in Figure 11. If it is generated by
the wind it must be due to a periodic, westward-propagating disturbance with a
wavelength of 1000 km, and there is no observational evidence that such a wind field
exists.

O'Neill (1982) analyzed in detail the velocity profiles first reported by Luyten and
Swallow (1976). She found evidence for the presence of two Rossby-gravity waves in the



1984] McCreary: Equatorial beams 427

data. One of them had a period of 57 days, was associated with upward phase
propagation, had a vertical wavelength of 450 m and an estimated horizontal wavelength
of 730 km. The other, and more prominent one, had a period of 72 days, a vertical
wavelength of 1200 m, and an estimated horizontal wavelength of 300-400 lan.
Remarkably, phase propagates downward for this signal indicating upward energy
propagation. The origin of either of these waves is unknown.

6. Summary and discussion
A linear, continuously stratified model is forced by a patch of zonal or meridional

wind that oscillates at periods from one month to one year. Solutions are represented as
sums over vertical modes and also over the various types of waves associated with each
mode, as in (28). Typically, the responses associated with a considerable number of
vertical modes contribute to the solution. This property is a bit surprising since wave
amplitudes, Cn, are proportional to TOn' and TOn typically decreases rapidly with n.
However, wave amplitudes depend on Cn as well as TOn' For example, the zonal velocity
field corresponding to a Kelvin wave is proportional to Toni cn and this quantity
decreases slowly (or even increases) with n. Wave amplitudes are also determined by
the Fourier transform of the wind field, X(k), and this factor is a very sensitive
measure of Cn• Essentially, all waves will be strongly excited that have wavenumbers
for which IX(k) I is large, regardless of which vertical mode they are associated with.

Because the solution is represented as a discrete sum of vertical modes, it is not
obvious that energy must propagate vertically as well as horizontally. By letting the
ocean bottom become infinitely deep, discrete sums are replaced by integrals. It is then
possible to use various mathematical techniques (like the method of stationary phase)
to determine where the solution will appear in the far field. It follows that waves of a
given type propagate energy along their respective ray paths.

Pieces of the solution corresponding to a particular vertical mode [for a fixed value
of n in (28)] focus energy back on the equator at distinct points. Focal points, however,
are not at all visible in the complete solution. Pieces of the solution that correspond to
waves of a particular type [for a fixed value of Q in (28), as in (29) and (30)] form
well-defined beams that carry energy into the deep ocean along ray paths. There is a
21r-phase shift across each beam, and they readily reflect from basin boundaries.
Beams are visible in the complete solution.

Zonal winds efficiently generate a Kelvin beam that reflects from the eastern
boundary as a set of Rossby beams. The resulting flow field is very complex. There are
many features having a short vertical scale. There are regions where phase propagates
upward, where phase propagates downward, and also regions of apparent bottom-
trapped flow. Little energy appears in the deep ocean when the basin has no eastern
boundary, indicating that reflected Rossby waves playa crucial role in the dynamics of
deep, low-frequency currents in the model. The model response is strongest when the
wind has a period of one year, and weakens markedly at higher frequencies.
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Meridional winds efficiently generate a beam of Rossby-gravity waves. At a period
of one month this beam reflects entirely poleward along the eastern boundary as a
packet of coastal Kelvin waves, since there are no Rossby waves available for the
reflection. The resulting flow field is much simpler than that for zonal winds. Energy
descends into the deep ocean with a small vertical scale, and there is upward
propagation of phase. The reflection of the Rossby-gravity beam from the ocean
bottom produces a standing-wave pattern.

The best evidence for the presence of beams comes from observations of vertically
propagating, equatorially trapped signals. Observations discussed by Lukas (1981),
McPhaden (1982) and Picaut (1983) are consistent with the presence of a wind-driven
Kelvin beam. The observations of Lukas and Firing (1984) and of Luyten and
Roemmich (1982) suggest the existence of an Q = 1 Rossby beam. Variability in the
deep ocean discussed by Weisberg and Horrigan (1981) and by O'Neill (1982) appear
to be Rossby-gravity waves. Because the estimated horizontal wavelength of these
waves is short, however, they cannot be generated by a large-scale oscillating wind
patch, as in Figure 11.

The important result of this paper is that it provides a theoretical picture of the deep
ocean currents that are generated by low-frequency winds. Although these flowscan be
quite complex they simplify considerably when viewed as superpositions of equatorial
beams. It is hoped that the ideas discussed in this paper will facilitate the understand-
ing of more comprehensive, numerical models of the deep, equatorial ocean. More
importantly, it is hoped that the notion of equatorial beams will provide a useful way of
interpreting some of the observations of deep currents.
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