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EXCAVATIONS AT ROTUTAIU by Jnck qo1son an~ R .• N. Brothers 
• I 

MotutaPu. is i;i. small island in tlic Hauraki Gulf, ·a dissectcid .table- ... ; 
..;_ .. land of grass bounded by cliff"s of 'Hai t cma ta sands tone, standing · in total ! 

contrast to .i;!le iron -bound isl and volcano of · R:mgitoto; sorribre gr~en· . . 
v-ri th pohutµkavra scrub , .yfilich is its immcdia to. neighbour to th_e _,-,~st . ... · 
The bro i s l a nds are l inked by :more th~ the shor t · cau·scway that ·-conn~cts .: 
them: for Motutapu is covered by the ash of a Rangitoto. eruption.- .. 

. . • . , I • .. 

\That is the date of the eruption _ that had bl,oruceted · Motutapti with 
Rangitoto a sh ? Gener ally spea,king the geol o&ists. thoug.~t that thou~ . 

. . geol ogically speaking it was young, it s till ·p r e - dated the arr-ivaJ: of · 
man. Rangi toto 1 s most assiduous b ot:mist, Dr 1Jillener of the Un?--v:ersi:t{r 
of Auckland , ho'7evcr, -.ra.s convinced by_ the con$i s t €!nt yout~ness of 
Ro.ngitoto's vegetn.tion that volcanic activity 1tas of r e cent dl+t c , . 209 . 
to 300 years at most, and tho.t MOtu_tQ.;pu · ash r¢.ght be 'ri. ·more le~lJ,ic ·. 

· r epor d of this activity than· the conip;tex evidences of vol·c<iriieity OFi ~· '. -.. 
·· · -- · Rangi t o t o i ~~elf. 

Herc was o. prob l em to a t tract the archaoologis t : ·on the · ~::me hand 
the presence over a n area pot entially' rich in pr ehistorid 's1tes of a 
geol ogico.1 deposit of a catn.cl ysmic nn.turc , vrhi<;:h, whatever its acttUu 
do:tc might be, i;ms of the so.nc age 1-rherevcr it 1"ias found ·in _primary : 
posi tion; on the other hand the possibility that this ttme horizon . · -. 
might foll within the hurnnn per iod anQ. further ' tha t j rom. the ·evidence. 

~ of".artef acts f ound in position b el ow .or ab ove the o.sl'l" the archaeoiog;Lst . 
might b e able t o help geol ogists and botanists in dating the volcanic. 

:. phase in question. · - -

It was a mor.1ent of some jubilation t h er efore when- ·Mr: J. T. Di~pn.d, ' 
a m<;!nib er of the Auckland Soci e ty, pr odl,lccd · sor.lC adzes salvaged .by "})im 
duriii.g the '\7ar >7hen soldiers haq dug slit trenches through a 1.b.ori work- " 
ing floor in the sandhills of a beach on Adr:ri.ni:s trati on Bay -on the . ~ 
northern coa st of Motutapu. For the o.dz es in question were types . we ·:· ·:· 
have l earnt t o co.11 from South IslD.nd studies Mon-hunter and to regord, 
n.gain from South I s lo..nd studies, as early in the story of' New Zeal-0.hd 
(radiocarbon dates of 12th c.nd 13th centuries). ' Obviously if 1dz3s of' 
this presumed early type could be f'ound in r elationship vd.th Rang~~oto 
ash, .~omething could b e said n.bout the age of' .the erupti on reln.tivc :to 
the dat e of North I s land Mon.hunters assumed froni South Island eViderfoc. 

· Two visits in th~ middle ·of' 1 9 57 were enoug.l'i to show that the site 
f'ro:r.:i which Mr Diamond had r ec overed: his . ·~dzes f'j_f.t'een · yc;rrs . previously .. 
vm.s . still largely inta ct o.nd tho. t the .cul turnl. l evel from. vrhich the 
Hca.:.·h1:1Ilter n.d 3Cs ho.d been dc1~ivcd l ay 9-hove the dep.osi t of Rn.ngi toto a.sh. 

Subscque:it invcstiga tion follo·.recl u ·:o lines : 

j 
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1) Dr R.N. brother s , of the Ckology Department, Univer s ity of Auck- ... 

land, began~ study of the geol ogy of the deposits ·in a profile prei;ared 
on .the .ero0.e3. bea ch front . There proved to be about fifteen feet of 
these from the u:odarn surface to the ash free beach ~ond a t present sea • 
level on t op of 11h.i.ch Rnngi toto o.sh ho.d fallen. The ash · formed a solid 
layer 2-2~ fee t thick above Ylhich crune ·a · complex series _of alternating 
layeL:~ , craI:llll3d iT.i. t:i. .cul turo.l ma terio.l, of dune sand and water l a id ash. 
The l a ttcr is thought t o have been b r ought dovm from the hills behind 
the beach by the c..:-eek ·which drains the area o.nd . to have been periodi
co.11:}.- deposited. in the waters of a lagoon formed for ,a period b ehind 
large ash :eich ~unes TJbich after the eruption b l ocked· the es tunry of 
the ere'ok. Subsequently the duil.c barrier Y/D.S breached, . the l agoon 
:icc rune a swan.p ai1C. the uppermost beds of the sectio_n wer e formed aln:ost 
entirely 0f TT.ind blmm sand. 

Fr .:>M d.if f ~rei1t parts of his 15 ft. section Dr Brother ·s took sam
.i;iles of ash ar..d SL.rd f or mechanical analysis to che ck on the nature of 
their Ct.eposition; and of shell o.nd charcoal f or radio- carbon dating. 
::>o.tes .'.l..Ce r:m\' aV"'l.ilDbl e for the :Motu-bpu section (Fer gusson and Rafter 
1959: 234- 235): . . . . . . ·. . . 

(a) .shell from ash· free snnd. beneath the deposit of Rangi t o to 
. £.sh - 1 £.00 A. I'.± 50. 

Th:is _._11u1y be oo::npar.;d with a dri.t e of 1180A. D.±50· from. cruITred uood r e
covered from i.nimerlia tely beneath the ash in another area of the . bay. 

( l,:>) CIUr coal ?rem o. haangi cutting through and ther efore later 
th..:-n the la t est of the bands of •1a t cr l aid ash belonging to 
the 1.9.&Jon.al phase . This lll.'.lrks the end .of intensive occupa
tion ~~ 'the site - 1670 A. D.± 40. 

·2) -During b.:..stc_~ 1958 Mr J. Gol son, 1\nthropology Department, Univer
s ity of •\uclrb .nd. , wi tr.. members of the Archaeol ogical Society, began 
1'.Xchacol0gicaJ_ "7ork on the site. An are,:;i. ·a.long the bc.::i.ch :front n::i.s 
c l eared of ~ecent dune to a depth in places of three f eet and the sur
face· thus expose<'l \7as gridded into t\•el ve· ft. squares, three on the 
beach hc.nt, three behind. Within the 12 ft. grid squares, 8 ft . 
squares vrcr c E.xc3.vc1.teC'., lea ving 4 ft. bo.ulks between squares. The 
richness an.ct corJ".f>l oxi ty of the deposits led t o the extension of vreekerrl 
excava ti ')Il u~ tf) and including !ihzo.c weekend. 

Attracted 1-iy the r esources of beach and lagoon and b y the r eady 
a vailability ri1· fY..1 e,fvic. eke and quartz , prehistoric man had camped, 
cooke.d an(t_ JIJLJlufacturcd s t one tools on this sit~ over a protracted 
:>eriod. ·..i:he evic1.ences of his r ecurring activity. i:rere , in the c l earest 
sectic.ns, nca tly sua'ti.fied between the flood horizons r epr esented by ' 
the water l :ii'1 ash bees on >lhose hardened surface in the periods after 



.. 
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·flooding he . was accilstoD'¥3d to settle. In tvro squares there nas nearly a 
yard of such c+carly str atified occupatio~~ rich in .material, partic~ 
ly half fi.tri.sh~d and broken adzes, but :µtcl':lding fishhooks and. ornamnts. 

In the other sqU:ares the incessant digging of haangi had des tr )yed the 
s tratigraphy beyond hope of reconstruction nnd replaced it with a char
coal rich greasy black earth that recalls the d~scriptions of the Pouna
wea and P apato-rrai Moa-hunter sites • 

The archaeological importance of 'the site ·is that the initial and 
terminal dates of the mo.in occupation have been provided by radiocarbon 
analysis. The m:i.terial· excavated spans the period 1200 to 1675. This 
is the most vital period for the elucidn tion of New -Z9:tlo.nd pr ehistory 
because during .it·thc change from Mon-hunter to c l assic 1hori culture 
took place. · 

. .. . The initial excavations of · 1958 provj_ded sufi'icie.nif material to 
begin some assessment of the cultural sequence on Motutapu, a t l east in 
respect of adzes. - Preliminary study not only appeared to indicate the 
persistence of Moa- hunter traditions throughout the ~hole of the exca
vated deposits, but revealed none of the type~ >IC have come to regard as 
late Maori. This in an area like the Tacok:i: isthP.lus wher e such types 
arc abundant was to sey the least of it surprising. The Faster 1959 
exC'.l.vations were. designed specifically to test these preli.m:inary findings 

and attention was concentrated on that port of the site where the 
stratigraphic record '7as most easily read. Excavation abundantly con
firmed pr evious impressions , P.U"ticularly through the discovery 0f hog 
backed adzes and one . side hafted adze at an appreciable height in the 
deposits . 

A .search for col!Iparable sites on other J'1Iotutapu beaches was sporad
ically conducted by individual members of the So~iety and Mr R. Sunde 
discovered traces o"f: occupation on a beach site at North Y7estern Bay 
beneath Rangi.toto ash. Further evidence has recently been recovered from 

the ne-r1 site for the occupo. tion of 1Jotu ta.pu before the eruption 0f 
- Rangitoto .. in the form of faunal r emains and a sand.stone fil e beneath the 

ash. 
Mr Colin Smart, a graduate in Zoology from Victoria non studying 

.Anthropology at Auckland, was present o.t the ·discovery of o. skull "f:rag
ment, thought to be . dog, adhering to the underside of the ash. This he 
took avro.y for proper identification o.nd has come to the conclusion that 
it belongs to one of the Anoma.loptery moo.s . The implications of this 
"!:ind are too obvious to need elaboration. 

In vie'7 of the importo.nce of the Motutapu CXC'.l.Vations, the o.ccessi
bility of the site from Aucldand, and its suitability as o. training 
ground for new student rneni>ers of the Society, further y.rork a t Motut..-ipu 
·,:ill be conducted in 1959 and 1960. 
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·.rt.aru.s OYq cue to Lands and Survey on >mo sc land the site lies,. a.I)d ... 

to the .tu."'Il'zyt"au;;hcritics ago.inst whose nilitary es tn.blishitlcnt ;it . abuts , . 
'for perrniss~,m to curry out exco..vo.tions : and ... in particul ar to· Mr BeP.- , · 
f'ord, LD.nls .m:iC!. 8-..irvey Mann.ger of . Motutn.pu , Y.rho has made t:rnnsport a-0xul..• 
c .. ble f or ~i.."l.ge of gear o.nc1 personnel at some inconvenience t o hims°'lf .. 
nnd his s to.ff; Mr and Mrs Peter Sibley, .of the Aninlal Qu.orantine . J ;. 

G".;u tion, nave shcvm ·iruch apprecia tcd hospi toJ.ity to members of· the :· . . . 
Society. 1r .:1.C. Gr een, of Harvard University, has supervised the .. ·· 
mn.pping vT --!he ·site. · · · 

. ! ..... 

.i!'crguss.ori , . 

Reference 

~.J. and Rafter, T •. A.' 1959 "N~l z'enlond' 
14c "A.ge . 

·Measurements - 4" N. Z. J ourno.l .of': GcoloB;?. nnd 
Ceophysi cs, 2 no . 1 : 208- 241 • · 

SITE SJRVM' 01<' SOUTH KAIPARA. HEAD : 

·. 

PRELIUINARY EESULTS by L . M. Groube · 
and ~ ~ · _Green~ 

Il.-er o luction . .. . ,· 
M?s t assvciatiori: mcrribcrs· arc l?rorobly nlre~y ~l.\"!~e that th~ ' hand·-

. book on si tE.. !'f!corC.ing r esulted from the experience and knowledge gained 
f'roL. xralcing .this survey of the South Kai.para Head. They iro.y be temp:ted ' 
~ as1<., h.Jwevcr, what uere the actunl results. The first ci.nd perhaps 
mos t typical i:esul t, is that the society has decided 'tq go· back and . . 
finish t'Lc ·rv0rk. · · The job \70.S bigger than: expected ond takes time'. . ' 
None- the-less, 20 people in five parties roonagcd t o record in 'detail 24 
sites 0£ vari'JUS kind~, including the internal T~atures of some quite 
cor.lflex ~· The v.rhole group felt that the successf'ul outcome of the . 
trip vras largely due to the ti~g o.nd prep~ations m::i.d~ before trucing ·. 
to the field. 'll:ey recomm~~d such projects to o:ther local groups as a ·-
pl ec..Sa.'lt c:..nd 2rocuctive club activity. · 

Tr.e University Ar~hn.eologicnl Society is >7ell pleased with these, 
tli.e i:esults ')f one day's field trip • . The club had· bean· interested for 
SC'!"l.e time in South 1\aipara as n. :regl.on for inteµ,:;;ive field study. Its 
0omrarn.tive nearness, its gebgro..phical compactness and the possibility 
of testing the N.Z. lirchaeological .\ssociation Recor& forms initiated 
tl:o field trip. /,. prelimina.t.--y party vrent out to look ·over the area, 
as s~tiS the ~ossib:i,lities .of a f'ull- scole field trip , and to make con- . 
tacts Yrith the local farmers. 

·-

The society 17ould like to r~cor~ grate:Pully the co- operation and 
h.)spi tali ty riffercd. to us by ' 1ir-s :C.D.B. Sheffield of Kaipara South Hen.a, ' 
·,7:n is vitally inte:rns t ed in the Maori history o:f her dist:rict. From 
h "Jr r.:.z;1y of t.l-ie 1&1.o:c:i na.r..es for :£::!. sites v1ere ob.tD.inca. Sl.e .nlso con- · 
~A.ct.en. and [7linod ~e perm-!:csion i"rom stUTounUing f0IT.1Crs ove:::- w~1ose : 

. 
• 




