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Climatic backdrop for Pueblo 
cultural development 
in the southwestern United States
Victor J. Polyak  1*, Yemane Asmerom  1 & Matthew S. Lachniet  2

While climatic triggers for collapse and population migrations of ancestral Pueblo communities 
have been proposed, little is known about the overall climatic backdrop for the entire pre-Hispanic 
Pueblo period (ca. 1300 to 460 B2K). Here, we report data from stalagmite HC-1, from Hidden Cave, 
Guadalupe Mountains, New Mexico, covering the past 3400 years, showing an interval of increased 
frequency of droughts from 1260 to 370 yr B2K that is coeval with the entire pre-Hispanic Pueblo 
period. Our record suggests that this puebloan Late Holocene climatic interval was the most arid and 
highly variable climatic period of the last 3400 years. Climatic conditions favoring the introduction of 
cultivation existed prior to the Pueblo period during more pluvial-like conditions from at least 3400 
to 1260 yr B2K. Hence, the change from the Desert Archaic/Basketmaker to Pueblo cultures was 
associated with a quick transition to increasing aridity into and through the Pueblo period associated 
with greater urbanization and the establishment of pueblo population centers.

The link between climate and culture in the southwestern United States (SW USA) has been discussed extensively 
in the literature 1–5, although the overall Late Holocene climatic backdrop is not well known prior to 1200 years 
ago, which is beyond most compelling dendroclimatic records6,7. For example, there is a need to place into 
context Late Holocene megadroughts over several millennia. The broadly accepted view is that megadroughts 
lead to cultural disintegration of individual pueblo sites during the pre-Hispanic Pueblo period1. Even the 
causal relationship between drought and dramatic cultural shifts has been challenged8. A clear understanding 
of the climatic backdrop of the Pueblo period compared to the entire cultural and climate history for the last 
several thousand years is essential to comprehend the role of climate on culture during the Pueblo period. This 
perspective is needed to identify and interpret the numerous megadroughts to have reportedly affected indi-
vidual pueblos. The SW USA cultural history during the last 4000 years, the Late Holocene climatic epoch, is 
categorized as Basketmaker (pre-pueblo) and the cultural stages of the Pueblo period using the Pecos classifica-
tion offered nearly 100 years ago9. That classification is still broadly used today1,2. Climatically, the Altithermal 
and Medithermal reported by Antevs4 in the early half of the twentieth century were based on an assessment of 
climate from geologic evidence in the Great Basin and SW USA that is roughly coeval with the Middle and Late 
Holocene climates, where the Altithermal (the Middle Holocene) was considered an interval of drought condi-
tions from ~ 7500 to ~ 4000 yr B2K in the SW USA referred to as the Long Drought. This compares remarkably 
well with pronounced extensive aridity reported between 9000 and 4500 yr B2K based on a synthesis of SW USA 
paleoclimate records10. The Medithermal (the Late Holocene) was considered cooler and had more fluctuations 
of greater moisture, an assessment that is also still held3,10–12. The broader scaled culture-climate association is 
complicated by the lack of coherency between records, which may in part be due to the lack of records with 
comparable high-resolution chronologies.

Long, continuous, high-resolution paleoclimate studies such as those from stalagmites are helpful as climatic 
backdrops to American cultural changes3,13, and they extend beyond tree-ring paleoclimate records that are typi-
cally applied to the study of pueblo cultures.  Here we offer a new record covering much of the Late Holocene 
from stalagmite HC-1 collected from Hidden Cave in the Guadalupe Mountains of southeastern New Mexico 
(Supplementary Information S1 and Fig. S1).  This stalagmite yields a remarkable record of growth from ~ 3400 
to ~ 50 yr B2K that is offered as a template for Late Holocene climate change for the eastern portions of the SW 
USA that provides the climatic context for the cultural changes that took place in the region (Fig. 1).   The Gua-
dalupe Mountains region is important because it is located near areas suitable for rain-fed maize agriculture, 
which in other areas of the SW USA sustained pueblo populations for extended time intervals17. Further, caves 
from the Guadalupe Mountains region are sensitive to summer infiltration due to a strong summer rainfall peak. 

OPEN

1Earth and Planetary Sciences, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, NM  87109, USA. 2Department of 
Geoscience, University of Nevada, Las Vegas, Las Vegas, NV 89154, USA. *email: polyak@unm.edu

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2010-1066
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3440-1294
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5250-0144
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1038/s41598-022-12220-6&domain=pdf


2

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific Reports |         (2022) 12:8723  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-12220-6

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

As such, speleothem paleoclimate records from this area should be sensitive to changing summer and winter 
precipitation amounts, and in particular, to changes in hydroclimate associated with drought cycles.  

The most influential proxy data from stalagmite HC-1 are the changes in mineral assemblages between calcite 
and aragonite. We support these data with stable isotope time-series, which exhibit evidence of kinetic fractiona-
tion that hinders it’s use as an isotopic equilibrium tool. Change from calcite to aragonite indicates a transi-
tion from wet to arid conditions18, although prior calcite/aragonite precipitation can complicate this particular 
interpretation. Prior calcite/aragonite precipitation as stalactites or in epikarst above a cave would be expected 
in caves with large entrances in semiarid areas and would favor a change from calcite to aragonite in stalagmites 
during a transition from wet to dry climate. While this would favor a calcite-to-aragonite transition equating to 
wet-to-dry climate, another issue related to prior calcite/aragonite precipitation is that it could drive long-term 
(1000 s of years) progressive changes in stalagmite proxy trends that are not climate change related19. Shorter-
term (> 30 to 100 s of years) variability and the reverse of such progressive trends, however, should reflect climate 
change. We leverage the growth and mineral assemblage in stalagmite HC-1 and explore the potential of stable 
isotope disequilibrium relationships to provide a climate record that complements an earlier growth record for 
the region3. Stalagmite HC-1 has a high sensitivity to climate change and a robust chronology (Supplementary 
Table S1; Fig. 2) from advances in U-series methods20,21.

Results and discussion
Stalagmite growth, mineral assemblage, and U‑series chronology.  To document changing sta-
lagmite growth and mineral assemblage, we analyzed thin sections from the central growth axis of stalagmite 
HC-1 to construct a high-resolution time-series of alternating calcite and aragonite from grayscale imaging, in 
which the aragonite layers are darker in transmitted light (Supplementary Information S2; Fig. S2).  We interpret 
the aragonite layers to represent episodes of drier climate, an idea supported by the slower growth of aragonite 
and associated growth hiatuses, making them physically distinct climate indicators, and that these calcite and 
aragonite layers represent original growth that is interrupted by hiatuses and inclusion levels that can record 
changes in environmental conditions22.  Stalagmite HC-1 hosts several aragonite layers tied to a high-resolution 
chronology (Fig. 2). Our interpretation is supported by previous work that has demonstrated a change to arago-
nite from calcite is associated with increased aridity in arid and semi-arid regions, resulting from increased drip 
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Figure 1.   The Hohokam, Anasazi, and Mogollon cultures represent generalized ancestral pueblo cultures of 
southwestern North America as commonly depicted in the literature14–16. Hidden Cave and Carlsbad Cavern 
are in the eastern Mogollon region. Major pueblo complexes of these regions are Casa Grande Ruins (CGR) and 
Canyon de Chelly (CdC) in Arizona, Casas Grande (CG) in northern Mexico, Mesa Verde (MV) in Colorado, 
and Chaco Canyon (CC), Grand Quivera (GQ), and Gila Cliff Dwellings (GCD) in New Mexico. Smaller pueblo 
sites closest to Hidden Cave are pueblos in the Hueco Bolson (HB) in west Texas, and Madera Quemada pueblo 
(MQ), and pueblos near the Capitan Mountains (CP) in southern central New Mexico. Google Earth was used 
to construct state borders (http://​www.​google.​com/​earth/​index.​html).

http://www.google.com/earth/index.html
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water supersaturation with aragonite associated with slower drip intervals and lower cave humidity in moisture-
limited regions like the SW USA (Supplementary S3; Fig. S3).

Stalagmite HC-1 chronology uses 34 U-series ages (Supplementary Table S1; Fig. 2) to construct the δ13C, 
δ18O, and gray value time-series (Supplementary Table S2 and Fig. 3) using COPRA23.  Growth of the stalagmite 
began 3320 ± 200 years before 2000 CE (yr B2K, extrapolated basal age). The thickest sequence of uninterrupted 
stalagmite growth is a 1300-year interval from 2576 ± 49 yr B2K to 1258 ± 46 yr B2K, where no distinct aragonite 
layers/hiatuses formed (Supplementary Fig. S4). The average stalagmite growth rate from ~ 3320 to ~ 1260 yr B2K 
is 0.085 mm/yr (Fig. 2).  Markedly slower and interrupted growth occurred between 1258 and 366 ± 80 yr B2K, 
an interval with an average growth rate of 0.015 mm/yr that includes two 1–2 mm-thick aragonite layers, and 
several other hiatuses and thinner aragonite layers.  There is however, a very noticeable change in grayscale (fluid 
inclusion density) at 1416 ± 50 yr B2K.  The two thick aragonite layers are each associated with a growth hiatus 
from ~ 950 to ~ 860 yr B2K and ~ 560 to ~ 370 yr B2K.  About 250 years of fast and continuous calcite growth 
followed the long ~ 210-year growth hiatus interpreted as an extended period of megadrought conditions dubbed 
a ‘super drought’24.  Note that comparing our record with individual events such as the early twentieth century 
droughts or tree-ring defined megadroughts is made difficult by our larger 2σ absolute age uncertainties that 
range from ± 15 to ± 80 years from 3100 to 20 yr B2K.  These uncertainties, however, accurately define our sub-
periods.  Also, we consider the change from calcite to aragonite growth or growth hiatuses in stalagmite HC-1 
as subtle but substantial changes in climate, rather than extreme, that exceed a threshold related to this stalag-
mite’s growth response to drip water chemistry and cave enviornment.  For this stalagmite record, we consider a 
drought to be a prolonged period of effectively dry weather that translates to aragonite growth and growth hia-
tuses.  Pluvial is considered to be a prolonged normal or wet period that translates to continuous calcite growth.

Covariation of δ18O versus δ13C values as a climate proxy.  We pair the mineral assemblage observa-
tions to the absolute values of stable isotopes and the degree of δ18O/δ13C covariation. The correlation of δ18O 
and δ13C in stalagmite HC-1 is strong (R = 0.82, p < 0.00001). We interpret the covariation and strong Pearson 
correlation as driven by kinetic fractionation with higher values representing greater epikarst or drip water 
evaporation associated with aridity. The highest δ18O and δ13C values are associated with aragonite layers. Both 
δ18O and δ13C values begin to increase from baseline values of around -6.0 and -8.0‰, respectively, for about a 
century prior to the occurrence of the aragonite layers (Fig. 3). The aragonite layers have δ18O and δ13C values 
around -4 and -2‰ VPDB, respectively. We also observe that intervals of stronger correlation (higher Pearson R 
values) are associated with a greater spread in absolute δ18O and δ13C values. We thus focus on the climatic sub-
periods broadly defined by stalagmite HC-1 mineral assemblage that show δ18O and δ13C covariability (Fig. 4; 
Supplementary Information S4). Although the precise cause of this covariation may be multivariate, we favor 
an interpretation that higher δ18O and δ13C values indicate a drier, more evaporative climate. In contrast, lower 
values indicate near-equilibrium precipitation of calcite during more humid climate. For example, covariation 
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Figure 2.   Stalagmite HC-1 high-resolution chronology consists of 34 uranium-series dates. Three intervals of 
growth are apparent, and compared with cultural periods, the most obvious association is the interval of slow 
stalagmite growth that takes place coincident with the Pueblo cultural stages. The age model 2σ uncertainty 
envelope shown as orange curves was generated using COPRA23. The symbols for aragonite layers (small black 
arrows) are only tied to distance (x-axis).
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between δ18O and δ13C values has been reported as a proxy for evaporation/aridity in lake25,26 and speleothem 
records27,28, and due to prior calcite precipitation tied to aridity in a Great Basin stalagmite record29. Support for 
our interpretation is the increase in stable isotope values preceding periods of aragonite precipitation, and the 
higher absolute δ18O and δ13C values of the aragonite. In contrast, the interval of continuous calcite growth from 
3320 to 1260 yr B2K is characterized by calcite with lower δ18O and δ13C values, which we interpret to be close to 
isotopic equilibrium with the drip waters and supports an interpretation of pluvial-like climate during this time 
(Fig. 4). For example, the δ18O values of drip waters from > 10 sites in Carlsbad Cavern, also in the Guadalupe 
Mountains, have a mean value of -7.5 ± 0.2‰ VSMOW30,31. At a cave temperature of ~ 11.0˚C at Hidden Cave, 
the expected δ18O values of calcite and aragonite precipitated at or near equilibrium are -6.5 and -6.0‰ VPDB, 

Age (yr B2K)

Pluvial Late Holocene

Puebloan Late
Holocene

Figure 3.   Stalagmite HC-1 grayscale, and stable isotope COPRA-generated time-series showing disruptions 
to each proxy coeval with the Pueblo period. Two significant growth hiatuses (or intervals of very slow growth) 
also occur during the Pueblo period.
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Figure 4.   δ18O versus δ13C values illustrate an isotope fractionation trend due to evaporation and rapid CO2 
degassing. This trend is color-coded for each climatic sub-period and exhibits higher values along the trend that 
are coincident with the Pueblo period and with the last 150 years. Top and bottom graphs represent the same 
data uncorrected (A) and corrected (B) for percent of aragonite, respectively (Supplementary Information S4).
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respectively, using the fractionation equations for abiogenic calcite32 and biogenic aragonite33 as reformulated in 
Lachniet34. An abiogenic value for aragonite using the Kim et al.35 equation is -6.6 ‰ VPDB. In comparison, the 
δ18O values of calcite deposited in the pre-Pueblo sub-period are -5 to -7‰ VPDB, which fall within the range of 
those expected for equilibrium calcite precipitation and support our interpretation that the pre- and post–pre-
Hispanic Pueblo climatic sub-periods were less arid (Figs. 3 and 4).

Increased evaporative conditions would lead to decreasing relative humidity in the cave air, slower drip rates 
and possibly enhanced stalactitic prior calcite/aragonite precipitation resulting in growth hiatuses and arago-
nite layers. The stalagmite interval representing the slowest growth, between 1260 and 370 yr B2K, contains 
multiple aragonite layers, two growth hiatuses, and the highest δ18O and δ13C values, all of which supports an 
interpretation of greater aridity. The interval from 370 to ~ 120 yr B2K was a time of near-equilibrium continuous 
calcite growth and supports an interpretation of a return to a wetter climate. From ~ 120 to ~ 50 yr B2K, multiple 
aragonite layers and higher values of δ18O and δ13C in stalagmitic calcite and aragonite represent an increas-
ingly drier climate into modern times. Covariation of δ18O versus δ13C values appears to reveal humid and arid 
stalagmite growth intervals suggesting that this approach represents a viable climate proxy in stalagmites from 
evaporative cave sites.

Transition from middle to Late Holocene.  The interval from the end of the Middle Holocene in our 
study area at 4250  yr B2K36 to the beginning of more pluvial conditions starting ~ 3400  yr B2K is less well-
represented by our stalagmite collection and studies, which suggests that this is a subtle climatic transition in 
the SW USA. The beginning of the Late Holocene climate transition to wetter and cooler conditions at 4250 yr 
B2K in the Great Basin and SW USA10 coincides with the timing of the well-documented introduction of maize 
into the SW USA37. In Grand Canyon, this is the time exactly represented by split twig figurines, animal figures 
constructed of single elongated split twigs made between 4400 and 3700 yr B2K, that are reported as linked to an 
increase in climate variability in that area possibly driven by the onset of the increased influence of the El Niño/
Southern Oscillation38. Late Archaic and early Basketmaker cultures (S5) implemented the cultivation of maize 
coincident with this earliest Late Holocene interval37 that we interpret to be an onset of slightly wetter climate in 
the SW USA3, but slightly drier than the following two millennia starting ~ 3400 yr B2K. Examination of both 
climate and human responses necessitates climatic sub-periods defined by stalagmite HC-1 that also satisfies the 
timing of cultural periods; for instance, the wettest sub-period, herein referred to as the pluvial Late Holocene, 
and the driest sub-period, herein referred to as the puebloan Late Holocene, fit well with the defined cultural 
periods2.

Pluvial Late Holocene.  Our study of stalagmite HC-1 indicates faster and more uniform continuous cal-
cite growth during an interval starting ~ 3400 yr B2K and ending ~ 1260 yr B2K, an interval during which stalag-
mite HC-1 exhibits only two distinct brief growth hiatuses defined by thin aragonite layers at ~ 2576 ± 87 yr B2K 
and 1258 ± 62 yr B2K (Supplementary Fig. S4).  The HC-1 stable isotope time-series for this interval compares 
well with a Belizean and a Spanish stalagmite time-series, with all three records potentially tied to northern 
hemisphere temperature and climatic behavior (Supplementary Information S6; Fig. S5).  The interval between 
these two brief hiatuses is coeval with an interpreted wettest Late Holocene interval from a study of spring 
mounds in western New Mexico11.  Increased effective moisture in the SW USA at this time coincides with canal 
and early agricultural development on the New Mexico Colorado Plateau 3000 to 1000 years ago39.  We consider 
this interval from 3400 to 1260 yr B2K to be the effectively wettest and likely coolest climatic phase since the 
middle Early Holocene in our study area3,40,41.  This pluvial Late Holocene climatic interval defined by stalagmite 
HC-1 growth is remarkably coeval with the Basketmaker II and Basketmaker III cultures of the SW USA.  Our 
stalagmite HC-1 record cannot discern Basketmaker III climate from Basketmaker II (Supplementary Informa-
tion S5).  By our interpretation, this pluvial sub-period from ~ 3400 to ~ 1260 yr B2K suggested by our stalagmite 
growth would have been a good time for populating the SW USA, particularly if the wetness were associated 
with summer monsoon rains that fed maize agriculture2,17.

Puebloan Late Holocene.  A cluster of aragonite layers and growth hiatuses are exhibited in stalagmite 
HC-1 during this interval from 1260 to 370 yr B2K, a climatic period that is remarkably coeval with the Pueblo 
cultural stages I-IV (Figs. 2, 3 & S6; Supplementary Information S5), and thus referred to as the puebloan Late 
Holocene. The abundant aragonite layers and brief hiatuses in stalagmite HC-1 indicate that stalagmite HC-1 
growth was disrupted during this interval due to increased aridity and climate variability (Supplementary 
Fig. S4). Pueblo I starts at 1300 yr B2K2, which is close to the first aragonite-defined drought at 1258 ± 62 yr B2K 
marking the end of two millennia of pluvial climate. Pueblo I ends ~ 1110 yr B2K just prior to another set of 
droughts, but between these sets of droughts at the beginning and end of this period is ~ 50 years of average cal-
cite growth indicating that this interval bounded by droughts was pluvial-like climate in the middle. Aragonite-
defined droughts were more numerous during the 190-year Pueblo I stage than during all previous decades back 
to 3400 yr B2K. But our stalagmite-based interpretation suggests that Pueblo I experienced far fewer of these 
aragonite-defined droughts than the next three Pueblo stages as shown in Fig. 5, a gray time-series that shows an 
increase in aragonite layers from Pueblo I to Pueblo II, which is compared to a tree ring record from the living 
blended drought atlas43 for our study area. A comparison of Pueblo I-IV grayscale histograms is offered in Fig. 6.

Pueblo II in the stalagmite HC-1 record is a 255-year interval of more frequent aragonite-defined droughts 
(Fig. 6).  The age model placed an ~ 90-year growth hiatus or very slow growth after 950 yr B2K, indicating that 
the SW USA experienced relief from these droughts around 860 yr B2K.  Pueblo II would appear to have been 
much drier than Pueblo I.  Pueblo III in the stalagmite HC-1 record is an ~ 140-year span of numerous but less 
severe droughts compared to Pueblo II.  Our HC-1 record suggests that Pueblo II was a period of highly variable 
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climate with ~ 14 evenly spaced aragonite-defined growth hiatuses (droughts; Fig. 6C).  This evenly spaced climate 
variability indicated by the occurrence of aragonite layers in stalagmite HC-1 from the late Pueblo II into early 
Pueblo III, by our interpretation, would have been an ~ 140-year interval of ‘predictable’ climate variability, and 
possibly easier for cultures to adapt.

From 685 to 560 yr B2K, aragonite layers suggest that the driest interval of our puebloan Late Holocene 
record was Pueblo IV, which is represented by slower stalagmite growth, aragonite layers, and the lengthiest 
growth hiatus in our 3400-year record (Fig. 6D). The end of the Pueblo IV stage and the beginning of the modern 
period is marked by a significant ~ 210-year growth hiatus in stalagmite HC-1 from 560 ± 30 to 370 ± 41 yr B2K, 
the Super Drought24. The Spanish explorers made their way into the SW USA 460 yr B2K during the stalagmite-
indicated Super Drought, when ancestral American populations, clustered along permanent water ways44, were 
by this time well-adapted to drought.

Return to pluvial climate.  Continuous calcite growth resumed at 370 ± 41 yr B2K for ~ 250 years in stalag-
mite HC-1 and at its initiation had low δ18O and δ13C values. From about 370 to 125 ± 30 yr B2K, climatic condi-
tions were pluvial-like, which seems consistent with tree-ring records6,7. However, after 125 yr B2K, droughts 
became more frequent, and δ18O and δ13C values gradually increased to the top of the stalagmite. The aragonite 
layer at the stalagmite top shows that this stalagmite was broken by cave visitors during an interval of drought 
at 60 ± 40 yr B2K.
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Figure 5.   Gray time-series and thin section images through Pueblo I. (A) The thin section image shows the 
first cluster of aragonite (dark) layers after 1300 yr B2K illustrating the onset of drier conditions going into the 
Pueblo period. Several decades later, five aragonite layers (droughts) occur within a span of ~ 30 to 40 years 
(~ ≤ 8 years per drought defined by aragonite layers) starting at 1180 ± 125 yr B2K. The four dates in magenta 
between 1050 and 1300 yr B2K represent the timing of droughts from charcoal layers in ice deposits in Cave 29 
of El Malpais National Monument42. The date at 913 yr B2K on charcoal attached to a corrugated pottery sherd 
also likely represents a drought42. All of these are comparable with droughts represented by aragonite layers in 
stalagmite HC-1. PDSI (Palmer Drought Severity Index) for much of the greater Southwest for the area defined 
as 29.71°N—38.83°N and 111.64°W—101.64°W is plotted as a 25-yr spline43.
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Comparison to more regional cultural and climatic changes.  We emphasize the aridity and climate 
variability of the puebloan Late Holocene sub-period (1260 to 370 yr B2K). This seems to be a climatic inter-
val that affected other distant cultures as well, such as the hunters and gatherers along the coast of California, 
the Mississippian mound-builders, and Mesoamericans. The puebloan Late Holocene sub-period is roughly 
coeval with cool sea surface temperatures along the California coast that caused cool dry climatic conditions 
on land from ~ 1550 to 700 yr B2K that was described as a time of increased sociopolitical complexity45. Settle-
ments along the more southern Mississippi Valley may have experienced similar climatic and cultural changes46, 
where drought conditions may have driven people from southern drought-stricken areas to more northern 
less-drought-stricken areas by 800 yr B2K47. Simultaneously, the Mesoamerican region experienced more com-
plex climatic variability between Maya highlands and lowlands linked to the rises and falls of several Mayan 
societies48–51.

Most SW USA climate and culture studies focus on the climatic comparison between individual pueblos or 
specific droughts related to the migration, disintegration and abandonment of pueblo societies1,2. A study of 
seven SW USA cultural traditions from 1100 to 500 yr B2K could not show a statistically robust relationship 
between drought and dramatic cultural change8, which is in contrast to many earlier studies. Our study dif-
fers because it contextualizes the entire pre-Hispanic Pueblo period as the climatically driest part of the Late 
Holocene. Our stalagmite HC-1 results clearly suggest that the pluvial Late Holocene and the post-Pueblo I-IV 
pluvial sub-periods that bookended the interval defined by Pueblo I-IV were effectively wetter. This would argue 
for a possible interpretation that Ancestral American cultures in the SW USA shifted to pueblo development to 
adjust to ever-increasing aridity, forcing pre-Pueblo settlements towards greater integration and urbanization as 
a coping strategy. This interpretation contrasts with the development of three Mayan cities (Teotihuacan, Tula, 

Figure 6.   Gray time-series and thin section images through Pueblo cultural stages. (A) The thin section image 
shows the first cluster of aragonite (dark) layers after 1300 yr B2K illustrating the onset of drier conditions 
going into the Pueblo period. (B) Pueblo II is defined by closely spaced aragonite layers and ends with a thick 
aragonite layer and terminal growth hiatus. (C) Thin section image shows Pueblo III starting as calcite growth 
and transitioning to numerous more evenly spaced aragonite layers. (D) Pueblo IV consists of mostly thick 
aragonite layers and the period ends in a lengthy growth hiatus.
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and Tenochtitlan; Mexico) during transitions from drier to wetter climate52, but both scenarios seem to dem-
onstrate human adaptation to climate change. Such adaptations are proposed by Bocinsky and Kohler17 where 
more extreme environmental changes will force human behavioral changes that drive adoption or development 
of alternative strategies.

Conclusion
Drought has been blamed for the abandonment of pueblos and episodic human migration during the North 
American Pueblo period. Much interest in this subject has been focused on individual megadroughts and pueblo 
sites. The rise of the pre-Hispanic Pueblo period and its climatic backdrop remain enigmatic. Our continuous 
high-resolution climate record for the SW USA from stalagmite HC-1 serves as a climatic backdrop to the cultural 
periods including the interval that extends through pueblo cultural development. The stalagmite record shows 
that climate was effectively wetter during Basketmaker II and III, and drier and more variable from Pueblo I-IV. 
We suggest that the onset of a drier climate was a factor that forced ancestral Americans to develop alternative 
strategies to subsist, leading to greater urbanization and explaining the development of pueblo communities. 
Our view is that pueblo cultural development was a way of coping with overall drier and more variable climatic 
conditions that extended through the entire pre-Hispanic Pueblo period.

Methods
Uranium-series and stable isotope analyses methods typical of this type of study are well represented in the 
literature21,24. Subsample powders (20–200 mg) were dissolved in 15 N HNO3, mixed with a mixed 229Th – 233U 
– 236U spike solution. One to two drops of perchloric acid (0.07 ml) were added to dissolve organics and help 
equilibrate the sample and spike. Once dried down, the spiked subsample solution was re-dissolved in 7 N HNO3. 
Anion resin in columns is cleaned, then conditioned with 7 N HNO3. Thorium was separated in the columns 
using 6 N HCL, and uranium was collected using water. U and Th were analyzed on a Thermo Neptune multicol-
lector inductively coupled plasma mass spectrometer using a static measuring routine where all isotope signals 
are collected in Faraday cups except for 230Th and 234U, which were collected in a secondary electron multiplier. 
Gain values between the cups and multiplier were monitored during the runs using an in-house 230Th – 229Th 
solution and the NBL-112 U standard.

Most speleothems analyzed in the Guadalupe Mountains have high initial 230Th/232Th values making age 
corrections more challenging. These values negatively correlate non-linearly with 232Th concentration, where 
higher 230Th/232Th values are probably derived as 230Th contribution from the bedrock at the time of stalagmitic 
calcite/aragonite crystallization, and where lower 230Th/232Th values are probably derived as 230Th contribution 
from the soil53,54. This relationship is probably related to differences in residence time in the bedrock and soil 
thickness. The initial 230Th/232Th correction to the uranium-series ages is substantial compared to the commonly 
used 4.4 × 10–6 atomic ratio. See Supplementary Table S1. Consequently, larger errors accompanying these values 
result in larger absolute uncertainties on the ages. A better understanding of these corrections53 and improve-
ments in uranium-series methods21 have increased our accuracy and reduced these uncertainties to half in the 
more recently measured ages that make up our new HC-1 chronology. The uncertainties related to milling trench 
diameter and ability to follow along layers is ~ 5–15 years and smaller than the final analytical uncertainties.

Thin sections were custom-cut to ~ 50 rather than the standard 30 µm thickness to enhance the imaging 
of stalagmite layering (annual and decadal banding and hiatuses). Thin section images were collected using a 
Nikon Coolscan V slide scanner to minimize distortion. Images were also collected on a Hirox KH-7700 digital 
microscope. Grayscale histograms were created using Digital Micrograph version 1.71.38. Grayscale was collected 
from transmitted light through thin sections at 50 to 100-pixel transect widths (~ 1 mm), which more accurately 
depicts the growth history and helped filter out some of the noise. The grayscale time-series was constructed 
by tying the grayscale histogram to our uranium-series chronology (Fig. 2). Micro-cracks along the layering in 
the stalagmites produce false layers in the grayscale time-series and were manually removed from the collected 
data for the final dataset.

Stable isotope powders were milled at 0.5 mm resolution, except for two areas milled at 0.25 mm resolution. 
Powders for δ13C and δ18O analysis were analyzed at the Las Vegas Isotope Science Lab (LVIS) of the University 
of Nevada, Las Vegas. Stalagmite powders were reacted with three drops (0.1 ml) of anhydrous 104% phosphoric 
acid at 70 °C in a Thermo Electron Kiel‐IV automated carbonate preparation device coupled to a Delta V Plus 
mass spectrometer. Values are reported in standard permil (‰) notation with respect to Vienna Pee Dee Belem-
nite (VPDB) with precisions of 0.08 and 0.06‰ VPDB for δ18O and δ13C, respectively, relative to an internal 
standard USC-1, which was run 42 times during the 553 sample analyses. δ13C, δ18O, and gray value time-series 
were constructed using COPRA23.

Data availability
All data needed to support the conclusions of this paper are included in the main text and supplementary files.

Received: 24 November 2021; Accepted: 5 May 2022

References
	 1.	 Benson, L. V. & Berry, M. S. Climate change and cultural response in the prehistoric American Southwest. Kiva 75, 87–117 (2009).
	 2.	 Bocinsky, R. K., Rush, J., Kintigh, K. W. & Kohler, T. A. Exploration and exploitation in the macrohistory of the pre-Hispanic 

Pueblo Southwest. Sci. Adv. 2, e1501532 (2016).
	 3.	 Polyak, V. J. & Asmerom, Y. Late Holocene climate and cultural changes in the southwestern United States. Science 294, 148–151 

(2001).



10

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific Reports |         (2022) 12:8723  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-12220-6

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

	 4.	 Antevs, E. Geologic-climatic dating in the West. Am. Antiq. 20, 317–335 (1955).
	 5.	 Holliday, V. T. Middle Holocene drought on the southern High Plains. Quatern. Res. 31, 74–82 (1989).
	 6.	 Cook, B. I. et al. North American megadroughts in the Common Era: Reconstructions and simulations. Wiley Interdiscip. Rev. 

Climate Change 7, 411–432 (2016).
	 7.	 Meko, D. M. et al. Medieval drought in the upper Colorado River Basin. Geophys. Res. Lett. 34 (2007).
	 8.	 Kintigh, K. W. & Ingram, S. E. Was the drought really responsible? Assessing statistical relationships between climate extremes 

and cultural transitions. J. Archaeol. Sci. 89, 25–31 (2018).
	 9.	 Kidder, A. V. Southwestern archeological conference. Science 66, 489–491 (1927).
	10.	 Lachniet, M. S., Asmerom, Y., Polyak, V. & Denniston, R. Great Basin Paleoclimate and Aridity linked to Arctic warming and 

tropical Pacific sea surface temperatures. Paleoceanogr. Paleoclimatol., e2019PA003785 (2020).
	11.	 Onken, J., Smith, S. J., Palacios-Fest, M. R. & Adams, K. R. Late Holocene hydroclimatic change at Cienega Amarilla, west-central 

New Mexico, USA. Quatern. Res. 87, 227–245 (2017).
	12.	 Hall, S. A. & Penner, W. L. Stable carbon isotopes, C3–C4 vegetation, and 12,800 years of climate change in central New Mexico, 

USA. Palaeogeogr. Palaeoclimatol. Palaeoecol. 369, 272–281 (2013).
	13.	 Polyak, V. J., Asmerom, Y., Burns, S. J. & Lachniet, M. S. Climatic backdrop to the terminal Pleistocene extinction of North Ameri-

can mammals. Geology 40, 1023–1026 (2012).
	14.	 Diamond, J. Collapse: How societies choose to fail or succeed (Penguin, 2011).
	15.	 Fiedel, S. J. Prehistory of the Americas (Cambridge University Press, 1999).
	16.	 Nelson, B. A., Villalpando Canchola, E., Punzo Díaz, J. L. & Minnis, P. E. Prehispanic Northwest and adjacent West Mexico, 1200 

BC–AD 1400: An inter-regional perspective. Kiva 81, 31-61 (2015)
	17.	 Bocinsky, R. K. & Kohler, T. A. A 2,000-year reconstruction of the rain-fed maize agricultural niche in the US Southwest. Nat. 

Commun. 5, 1–12 (2014).
	18.	 Fairchild, I. J. & McMillan, E. A. Speleothems as indicators of wet and dry periods. Int. J. Speleol. 36, 69–74 (2007).
	19.	 Sherwin, C. M. & Baldini, J. U. Cave air and hydrological controls on prior calcite precipitation and stalagmite growth rates: 

Implications for palaeoclimate reconstructions using speleothems. Geochim. Cosmochim. Acta 75, 3915–3929 (2011).
	20.	 Asmerom, Y., Polyak, V., Schwieters, J. & Bouman, C. Routine high-precision U-Th isotope analyses for paleoclimate chronology. 

Geochim. Cosmochim. Acta 70, A24 (2006).
	21.	 Cheng, H. et al. Improvements in 230 Th dating, 230 Th and 234 U half-life values, and U-Th isotopic measurements by multi-

collector inductively coupled plasma mass spectrometry. Earth Planet. Sci. Lett. 371, 82–91 (2013).
	22.	 Perrin, C. et al. Aragonite–calcite speleothems: Identifying original and diagenetic features. J. Sediment. Res. 84, 245–269 (2014).
	23.	 Breitenbach, S. F. et al. Constructing proxy records from age models (COPRA). Climate Past 8, 1765–1779 (2012).
	24.	 Asmerom, Y., Polyak, V. J., Rasmussen, J. B., Burns, S. J. & Lachniet, M. Multidecadal to multicentury scale collapses of Northern 

Hemisphere monsoons over the past millennium. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 110, 9651–9656 (2013).
	25.	 Horton, T. W., Defliese, W. F., Tripati, A. K. & Oze, C. Evaporation induced 18O and 13C enrichment in lake systems: A global 

perspective on hydrologic balance effects. Quatern. Sci. Rev. 131, 365–379 (2016).
	26.	 Li, H.-C. & Ku, T.-L. δ13C–δ18C covariance as a paleohydrological indicator for closed-basin lakes. Palaeogeogr. Palaeoclimatol. 

Palaeoecol. 133, 69–80 (1997).
	27.	 Nehme, C. et al. Climate dynamics during the penultimate glacial period recorded in a speleothem from Kanaan Cave, Lebanon 

(central Levant). Quatern. Res. 90, 10–25 (2018).
	28.	 Nehme, C. et al. Reconstruction of MIS 5 climate in the central Levant using a stalagmite from Kanaan Cave, Lebanon. Climate 

Past 11, 1785–1799 (2015).
	29.	 Steponaitis, E. et al. Mid-Holocene drying of the US Great Basin recorded in Nevada speleothems. Quatern. Sci. Rev. 127, 174–185 

(2015).
	30.	 Chapman, J. B., Ingraham, N. L. & Hess, J. W. Isotopic investigation of infiltration and unsaturated zone flow processes at Carlsbad 

Cavern, New Mexico. J. Hydrol. 133, 343–363 (1992).
	31.	 Ingraham, N. L., Chapman, J. B. & Hess, J. W. Stable isotopes in cave pool systems: Carlsbad Cavern, New Mexico, USA. Chem. 

Geol. Isotope Geosci. Sect. 86, 65–74 (1990).
	32.	 Tremaine, D. M., Froelich, P. N. & Wang, Y. Speleothem calcite farmed in situ: Modern calibration of δ18O and δ13C paleoclimate 

proxies in a continuously-monitored natural cave system. Geochim. Cosmochim. Acta 75, 4929–4950 (2011).
	33.	 Grossman, E. L. & Ku, T.-L. Oxygen and carbon isotope fractionation in biogenic aragonite: temperature effects. Chem. Geol. 

Isotope Geosci. Sect. 59, 59–74 (1986).
	34.	 Lachniet, M. S. Are aragonite stalagmites reliable paleoclimate proxies? Tests for oxygen isotope time-series replication and equi-

librium. Bulletin 127, 1521–1533 (2015).
	35.	 Kim, S.-T., O’Neil, J. R., Hillaire-Marcel, C. & Mucci, A. Oxygen isotope fractionation between synthetic aragonite and water: 

Influence of temperature and Mg2+ concentration. Geochim. Cosmochim. Acta 71, 4704–4715 (2007).
	36.	 Walker, M. J. et al. Formal subdivision of the Holocene Series/Epoch: a discussion paper by a working group of INTIMATE (Integra-

tion of ice-core, marine and terrestrial records) and the subcommission on Quaternary Stratigraphy (International Commission 
on Stratigraphy). J. Quat. Sci. 27, 649–659 (2012).

	37.	 Merrill, W. L. et al. The diffusion of maize to the southwestern United States and its impact. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 106, 21019–21026 
(2009).

	38.	 Emslie, S. D. & Coats, L. Late Holocene Climate Change and the Origin of the “Figurine Complex” In Grand Canyon, Arizona. J. 
Ethnobiol. 33, 170–179 (2013).

	39.	 Damp, J. E., Hall, S. A. & Smith, S. J. Early irrigation on the Colorado Plateau near Zuni Pueblo, New Mexico. Am. Antiq. 67, 
665–676 (2002).

	40.	 Polyak, V. J., Rasmussen, J. B. & Asmerom, Y. Prolonged wet period in the southwestern United States through the Younger Dryas. 
Geology 32, 5–8 (2004).

	41.	 Asmerom, Y., Polyak, V., Burns, S. & Rassmussen, J. Solar forcing of Holocene climate: New insights from a speleothem record, 
southwestern United States. Geology 35, 1–4 (2007).

	42.	 Onac, B. P., Baumann, S. M., Parmenter, D. S., Weaver, E. & Sava, T. B. Late Holocene droughts and cave ice harvesting by Ancestral 
Puebloans. Sci. Rep. 10, 1–10 (2020).

	43.	 Cook, E. R. et al. Megadroughts in North America: Placing IPCC projections of hydroclimatic change in a long-term palaeoclimate 
context. J. Quat. Sci. 25, 48–61 (2010).

	44.	 Hill, J. B., Clark, J. J., Doelle, W. H. & Lyons, P. D. Prehistoric demography in the Southwest: Migration, coalescence, and Hohokam 
population decline. Am. Antiq. 69, 689–716 (2004).

	45.	 Kennett, D. J. & Kennett, J. P. Competitive and cooperative responses to climatic instability in coastal southern California. Am. 
Antiq. 65, 379–395 (2000).

	46.	 Benson, L. V., Pauketat, T. R. & Cook, E. R. Cahokia’s Boom and bust in the context of climate change. Am. Antiq. 74, 467–483 
(2009).

	47.	 Comstock, A. R. & Cook, R. A. Climate change and migration along a Mississippian periphery: A Fort Ancient example. Am. 
Antiq. 83, 91–108 (2018).



11

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific Reports |         (2022) 12:8723  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-12220-6

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

	48.	 Kennett, D. J. et al. Development and disintegration of Maya political systems in response to climate change. Science 338, 788–791 
(2012).

	49.	 Medina-Elizalde, M. et al. High resolution stalagmite climate record from the Yucatán Peninsula spanning the Maya terminal 
classic period. Earth Planet. Sci. Lett. 298, 255–262 (2010).

	50.	 Akers, P. D. et al. An extended and higher-resolution record of climate and land use from stalagmite MC01 from Macal Chasm, 
Belize, revealing connections between major dry events, overall climate variability, and Maya sociopolitical changes. Palaeogeogr. 
Palaeoclimatol. Palaeoecol. 459, 268–288 (2016).

	51.	 Lachniet, M. S., Bernal, J. P., Asmerom, Y., Polyak, V. & Piperno, D. A 2400 yr Mesoamerican rainfall reconstruction links climate 
and cultural change. Geology 40, 259–262 (2012).

	52.	 Lachniet, M. S., Asmerom, Y., Polyak, V. & Bernal, J. P. Two millennia of Mesoamerican monsoon variability driven by Pacific and 
Atlantic synergistic forcing. Quatern. Sci. Rev. 155, 100–113 (2017).

	53.	 Polyak, V. & Asmerom, Y. in 15th Inernational Congress of Speleology. (ed William B. White) 1060–1064 (International Union of 
Speleology, 2009).

	54.	 Polyak, V. J., Rasmussen, J. B. & Asmerom, Y. Drip water measurements from Carlsbad Cavern: implications towards paleoclimate 
records yielded from evaporative-zone stalagmites. Int. J. Speleol. 47, 9 (2018).

Acknowledgements
This research was supported by NSF grants EAR-0326902 (UNM), ATM-1503133 (UNM), ATM-0703353 
(UNM), and ATM-1503144 (UNLV). We thank the Lincoln National Forest Service for past collection permits.

Author contributions
V.J.P. designed the research and wrote the paper; V.J.P., Y.A., and M.S.L. analyzed and contributed data. Y.A. and 
M.S.L. improved the manuscript. V.J.P. and Y.A. provided the sample. All images taken and provided by V.J.P.

Competing interests 
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https://​doi.​org/​
10.​1038/​s41598-​022-​12220-6.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to V.J.P.

Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.

Publisher’s note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access   This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://​creat​iveco​mmons.​org/​licen​ses/​by/4.​0/.

© The Author(s) 2022

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-12220-6
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-12220-6
www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Climatic backdrop for Pueblo cultural development in the southwestern United States
	Results and discussion
	Stalagmite growth, mineral assemblage, and U-series chronology. 
	Covariation of δ18O versus δ13C values as a climate proxy. 
	Transition from middle to Late Holocene. 
	Pluvial Late Holocene. 
	Puebloan Late Holocene. 
	Return to pluvial climate. 
	Comparison to more regional cultural and climatic changes. 

	Conclusion
	Methods
	References
	Acknowledgements


