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position of the small cast iron blubber stove is not known. A folded blanket confirms that
this part of the hut was used for sleeping.

The stratigraphic sections recorded (Fig. 8) consisted of layers of ice and wind deposited
feathers, guano, beach sediment and wood fragments. The latter are blown in by late
summer and autumn storms while ice layers reflect heavy snow years. Once provision cases
became frozen to the floor, they served to trap snow. With the exception of a dark
sulphurous chemical which appeared to have originated from box #11 (Fig. 7), only five
meaningful strata could be distinguished. Beneath surface debris of frozen snow, beach
sediment, wood and other organic material, a freeze-thaw layer consisting of a semi-frozen
mass of ice with sand, pebbles, wood fragments, etc., was present. This ranged in thickness
from 3-7 cm. The ice layers in the deposit were generally hard and crystalline in texture.

Photographs indicate that with the exception of the south-east corner, an average of only
1-2 cm of sediment and organic matter has accumulated since 1961. Layers of beach
sediment, feathers and guano down to floor level may be attributed to major storms from
the east-south-east in particular. No evidence of old penguin nests was found. Blocking up
the entrance in 1973 has prevented birds entering the hut. The depth of 1989 snow
accumulation in the south-east corner could be distinguished by salt encrustation on the
walls at 134 cm above the freeze-thaw layer.

The excavation was completed in fine weather over three days and, once the floor was
cleared, the true extent of damage due to ice beneath the hut was apparent. The floor
beneath the deposit was in worse condition than the remainder. Some floor boards were split
and raised up to & cm above the exposed part of the floor, which also had a fall of 9 cm
at the north-east corner. The south wall, and particularly the east wall, were bowed outwards
at the base, 2-3 cm from the floor. This was also attributed to ice beneath the hut and the
presence in the east wall of only one strengthening rod. With the hut cleared, storage was
provided for artefacts collected from around the site, including the bow of a whale boat
blown out to sea in a storm on 20 March 1899 and then smashed on the beach. It was later
placed by Borchgrevink’s party near the huts, upright and guyed, perhaps as a latrine.

One unfortunate aspect of the work was the complete disintegration of several boxes of
bulk pack 1899 expedition Spratts dog food within hours of removal from the ice. This was
a problem not encountered during the excavation by Ritchie and Cross of Bowers stores
annex at Cape Evans in 1988, when Colmans flour boxes recovered remained intact.
However, the wood was brittle and would break if levered (Ritchie pers. comm.). Cases of
New Zealand butter, located when the ice-filled stables were cleared at Cape Evans in
January 1989, also remained intact. Although the type of timber used and corroded nails
may have been contributing factors in their collapse, water had penetrated the boards,
freezing and splitting the wood. When they thawed, the cases and decomposed contents fell
to pieces. Only stencilled case boards were retained. These were left in the stores hut and
remaining pieces were placed in the porch of the 1911 expedition hut. No instance of this
problem is reported elsewhere, although Janes (1982) notes that wood recovered under such
conditions requires slow thawing to enable the gradual reduction of moisture content.
Defibring of some wood surfaces, presenting a fur-like appearance, was noted on some cases
in the ice. Hughes (1986, 1988) first recognised this problem at Mawson’s Hut,
Commonwealth Bay, where high humidities have been recorded. Cases were exposed and
as a result of moisture, high humidities and nutrients from the guano, some algae was
growing. A small corroded zinc container thought to be associated with the blubber melter
also collapsed following the melting of ice inside. Janes (ibid.) who excavated a 25 x 9 m
unroofed storehouse on Dealy Island in Arctic Canada, has pointed out that organic
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materials can deteriorate rapidly when they are removed from their frozen environment, and
considers in situ stabilisation is the only sensible alternative.

CONCLUSIONS

Of the artefacts recovered from this excavation, only a few were considered to be in situ
from 1911. Many comprised examples not previously represented at the historic sites in the
Ross Sea region, and the majority could be assigned with certainty to either the 1899 or the
1911 expeditions. The preservation quality of the ice, which completely encased many
artefacts, was evident. The stratigraphy reflected various storm events of the past 79 years.
Of particular interest were the sleeping platforms and evidence of probable partitioning and
heating within the hut during its occupancy by the Northern Party.

The excavation was completed during the last few days of the five week expedition, which
also attached new cladding to the roof of the 1899 expedition living hut (Harrowfield 1990a,
1990b). In retrospect, the archaeological work should probably not have been undertaken.
Not only was a materials conservator not present, but specialised conservation equipment,
such as insulated containers, freezer packs, and vapour phase inhibitors to prevent metals
deteriorating, was not available. In contrast to the situation at some historic sites in the Ross
Sea region, which are receiving increasing numbers of visitors, most of the artefacts in the
stores hut were in little danger except from exposure to the elements. One alternative would
have been to leave the frozen assemblage in situ and mount a return visit in the near future
to install an insulated floor above the deposit, as was done at Kellett’s storehouse on Dealy
Island (Janes ibid.). Another would have been to delay excavation of the deposit until a
conservator with appropriate equipment and further knowledge on excavating frozen historic
sites was available.

To date, because of financial and logistic constraints on the New Zealand Antarctic
Research Programme, professional conservators have not taken part in any field events
involving historical archaeology. It must be recognised that it is impossible to remove
artefacts from a stable environment such as ice when no provision has been made to
safeguard against deterioration and, as Amold (1982) states, such sites are ‘a non-renewable
resource’. Since completion of the work at Cape Adare, a new five year conservation plan
has been prepared by the Antarctic Heritage Trust (Cochran ef al. 1990). The Trust
recognises that artefacts encased in ice are apparently only deteriorating slowly, and that
those at present buried are not a priority. When archaeological excavation takes place, a
materials conservator should be present and any artefacts recovered must remain in
Antarctica. It should be noted that Karel Peters and Lyn Campbell, materials and paper
conservators respectively, began a detailed assessment of artefacts at the Ross Island sites
in 1990-91, and Jack Fry (conservator) and Chris Cochran (conservation architect) have
previously been to Antarctica.
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