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LANDSCAPE EVOLUTION

Most Lapita and Podtanéan bearing horizons are found on fossil beaches built during the
warmer period which followed the last marine transgression, which is dated in New
Caledonia to about 3200 BP. At that time, relative sea level on the western coast was 1 m
above present. It dropped off to -0.5 m around 2900 BP, and then gradually rose to its
current level (Baltzer 1970 and 1982: 23-32). These fluctuations in relative sea level are
difficult to identify precisely at the local level, but probably had a significant influence on
the initial selection of sites for occupation and, subsequently, on their preservation.

At Naia and Ongwé, the base of the stratigraphy in the zone closest to the shore (TON-6)
contains layers of relatively recent date (1745 + 117 BP [ANU 98] for the base of level 1)
and evidence of secondary deposition of pottery with handles. About 100 m in from the
present shore, older layers have been preserved immediately below the surface (2065 + 110
BP [ANU 97] layer II+, TON-7). The lack of older deposits near the shore is an indication
of the movements of the coastline during this period. TON-6 may represent a re-settlement
of the area after the abandonment of TON-7 or a new settlement in an area that had been
uninhabited for some time.

This suggests that the maximum oscillation in sea level and the climatic instability
associated with this event occurred during the Koné period and resulted in settlements that
are now some distance away from the present coastline. There is a slight possibility, as
discussed earlier, that a very ancient occupation (characterised by Lapita?) might have
existed during the period of lower sea level (around 3000 BP) but was later destroyed as
a result of increasing erosion of the beach. If the information we have is correct, the
instability of the coastline during the first few hundred years of occupation might partly
explain the seemingly large extent of these early coastal sites. Significant beach progradation
at the beginning of our era allowed new settlements to be established closer to the present
coastline and helped protect inland remains of older occupations. Stabilisation of relative sea
level and formation of coastal dunes may not have occurred until the early centuries AD,
as is seen from the occurrence of pottery with handles in a redeposited context some 1 to
4 m below the deposits from which they were expected to derive.

There is no known site in New Caledonia with continuous stratigraphy throughout the Koné
and Naia I periods. Even the Tiwi shelter, at the southern tip of New Caledonia, shows
evidence of some stratigraphic disturbance during this time. This suggests some climatic and
landscape instability and does not help resolve the question of cultural continuity.

CONCLUSION

The accumulating archaeological data about the Paita and Saint Vincent Bay region
demonstrate the rich and diversified prehistoric occupation of this part of the coast. From
the time of the earliest human colonisation of New Caledonia, large settlements of the kind
already known from Naia Bay seem to have extended to the adjacent bay of Ongwé and
further north to the bigger islands of Saint Vincent Bay. These settlements contained
structural remains, few of which have withstood the large scale sand quarrying of the coastal
area. We know, however, mostly through the work of Colin Smart, that rectangular
enclosures, round houses and large ovens once stood close to the shore. The chronological
framework is firmly established and recently obtained dates have not contradicted the
cultural sequence previously defined. However, it is still difficult to date single events or
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features accurately and one could speculate that the large scale evidence of a seemingly
uninterrupted settlement during the first millennium BC is but a combination of many
smaller events in a changing environment. Were the first settlers of Naia-Ongwé Bays
fishermen living close together in large villages or small family groups moving from place
to place in a shifting pattern of settlement? More excavations are needed in the surviving
area to help us understand the exact nature of these early settlements.

The early evidence of the presence of people in this area is not as obviously associated
with Lapita as it is in the northern part of the main island and in the Loyalty group. This
suggests that New Caledonia received early influences from several directions during the
early part of its prehistory. These could have contributed to the cultural differentiation
between the north and south of the main island which is well attested for the later part of
the prehistoric sequence (Galipaud 1988a, 1990a).

Pottery is an important element in the prehistory of the region and its abundance in every
level contrasts with evidence from other known settlements in New Caledonia. The most
distinctive type is certainly the Plum ware, or pottery with handles, which appeared at the
beginning of our era. Its origin is hard to trace. The abundance of pottery, the presence of
large stone-covered combustion patches and the results of mineralogical analysis show that
potters were active along this part of the coast; we might be seeing here the place of
production of most of the Plum ceramics in New Caledonia. If this is the case, our view of
the prehistory of this period is biased and it is important to survey and excavate sites of the
same period which have lesser amounts of ceramic material. This will allow us to gain the
necessary understanding of the extent and nature of occupation during the Naia 1 period,
which is at present very poorly known outside this region.

In the later part of the sequence shortly before the arrival of the first Europeans, the region
was well settled by small communities. Interestingly, this is the less visible part of the
archaeological sequence, partly because of the simpler nature of the ceramic material—the
Nera or nubbin pottery—and its early disappearance (before European contact). This again
should warn us not to put too strong an emphasis on pottery when surveying and analysing
the remains of ancient occupation in this pottery-rich country. At the same time, as research
in New Caledonia intensifies, it will be necessary to pay renewed attention to the
identification of pottery production centres and trace the spread of their respective products.
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