
 

NEW ZEALAND ARCHAEOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION NEWSLETTER 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This document is made available by The New Zealand 
Archaeological Association under the Creative Commons 

Attribution‐NonCommercial‐ShareAlike 4.0 International License.  
To view a copy of this license, visit 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by‐nc‐sa/4.0/. 



- 66 -

HARD ROCK AND THE CLASSIC ADZE 

S . Best 

Abstract 

A rock used in the manufacture or 'Classic ' adzes 
is identified and described, and the distribution of adzes 
in the material shown . Tests of the rocks strength 
indicate that this may have been the quality most prized 
by the Maori . More distribution patterns in later adze 
material must exist and would repay examination. 

The high value put on fine - grained easily flakeable 
rock as adze material by the early Maoris has long been 
realised . The 1 distin~tive' appearance of some or the 
D'urville Island argillite in polished form has enabled 
an extremely widespread distribution pattern to be traced, 
although the reliability of macroscopic identification of 
this rock has yet to be determined . 

A fine-grained basalt , from Tahanga Hill, Opito , has 
been studied by Shaw (196J ) Moore ( 1975) and Best (1975) . 
Using C14 dates and/or associated cultural assemblaecs from 
excavated sites containing this material , and relying on 
typolo(:Y in o th<"r cases, l t appears ccr Lain that Ure 

distribution of the basalt was widest in the early period ; 
very few Duff 2B or Classic Adzes havintr been found in thi~ 
materia l , even on the Coromandel Peninsula itself. 

The volume of waste rock, numb<'r or brokcn or discardPd 
rout;houls , a n d lhc ecn<.'ra l extent of lh<" Tahane,a and D' urville 
Island quarrics , lOCPlher with the visibility of the rock in 
adze form i n dicate the i mportance atlrib11IPd to such ro~ks 
by the early Maori . 
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With t h e 2B adze however n o s u ch evidenc.:- has b<.'l' II 
available . No exten sively u sed q u arries h ave bee n fo 11 11d , 
a n d n o widespread distribution pattern s describt.•u . Bo lh 
these may be products of' the assumption that almost u11y 
river pebble of' the right size was con sidered s u itubll' as 
adze material ( Baueke 1928 : 8 ). However t h e i mportance of 
a specif'ic rock f'or Classic a dzes is clearl y r0corded : 

" Thus the Tuhoe, or Urawt?ra Tribe , who haVl' i11 t.hl'ir 
own Tribal domain no stone suitable for ma n ufae turine; into 
the best type of adzes , were wont to obtain such from till' 

Wai - kato and Poverty Bay districts . In lhe former c-asl' 
it was probably obtained by barter , but. i11 reearJ t.o I.Ill' 

latter locality we are informed that parties of Tul 1oe u:,; 0d 
to make occasional expedi lions to a famous quarry 0 11 llw 
headwaters of the Wai - paoa River , in t.hc Pov0r t.y Day di s l 1' i c I , 

where , :from the livine; rock, they obtained pieces or s lo tH' 
Lo be worked into implements when they returncrl home " . 

RecenL work (Best 197 5) ha:,; s hown ltowr vcr t.hu L, i11 l11(' 
Northland - Auckland area at l east , the distribution or ii sp<·c i l'i , . 
rock , used C'Xc lusive ly for 2 B adzes , cun b<· plot.I <'<L 

lt wa s pointed out to Lite writ.er by D . Simmons , 
Ethnoloei::,t aL thC' Au c kla11d Mu;-, r u111 , t.11at 111a11y 28 auzes l'n,111 
NorLhland were of a dist.incLiv<' a nd puissibly s imilar 1·01·1, . 
In spec Lion of the a dz e c oll cc l i o 11 o1 I 111<• m11s<•1 1111 1·t·V<'iilt•cl 
sevC'ral hundrrd such adzes . A pro1:ram1111· u 1· 111 i 11 - s,•c· 1 i or1 
st.udy indicaLed t.hat the rock was i11t1, ·,· d di. st.i. 11<'1 iv<' , Iii.ii 

adzes mad<' from iL were found l'rom Norll1 Cup<· lo 111<• 11;, y ol ' 

Pl c nt.y , a nd tl1..il U1e ha11d- S p<' <' i111c•n ;q,p,•:11·:111c<· w:i,-, :, 1·,· L i,il,1, · 
rrul d e L<> idc·11 Lll'i ca Llon . 1'wo liu11d , ., ·cl " " d t ,,.. L v , · ., cl/.t ' ,-, , "1 · 

whic-11 14 h ad bcrn examined i n fl 1i 11- s,., · Lior1 , ,,.,,., .,. id, •111 il ' i, · d 

as beine; maul' i. 11 Lhis ma Lcr i.al . 

Char<1ct.erisLi c-:-, 

Th e ro<'k i;-, a cabbro , wi.Lli a dl :-, l i 11 .. 1 iv •· l1:, 11d-,-.tJ< ·<·i 1111·11 

apprarall<'<' c·,, u !-> l 'U by !:il .im i 11 L•·1·l 01· k.i111~ I',· L,,p;, 1· I ; , 11,. .,., , "'" '"' 1 

appar<'n L ,dv·n t l10. sur1'uce ,,r Ll r<· ad/r· Ii:,:-. w,·:, 1.11<'1 ·1·<1 , 1111 I ,-. 1 i 1 1 
Yisib l C' und"r a l1if~h pol i ~lr . 
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Fig.1. Oi!:.tribution of Mcrthland gabbro adzQs. 
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Colour of' weathered surfaces v a riea considerably, wi tl1 
extremes of dark greenish grey , g reyish bla c k, li t;ht ol iv,• 
grey and pale olive (Rock colour c h a rt 1963 }. 

Microscopically the texture is hypidiomorphic - t_:-ra111 1la t· . 

Major minerals are p l agioclase , a u g ite , c hlori 1:e, hor11blt·11d ,· 
and opaques . Minor mine r als inc lude sphene and apa tit,• 
(R . Briggs, pers. c omm . ) . 

The f'ie l d e xperience of' th e a bove Ge olo/~is (. l'JLabl,· d hi111 
to s uggest a p ossibl e source !'or the ro c k , i t bC'inr, similar 
to dyke material occurring in th e Taneih ua 111ass ifs . Tl11• 
large opaques, a nd the a lteration oi' a uei te to hor11bll' JHl 1• , 
are typica l of , and possibly unique to , so111 1• or l:lte Ta111 ;· i 111 1,1 
intru sives . Two furth er features how<'ver , a bl11 e fr i 111,•' l " 
the end s of the hornbl e nde crystal s , a nd a hit;h C'ld ori 1 ,. _ 

hornblende percentage , made it dif'feren t !'ro111 any or lhL' d y k ,· 
materia l yet examined in the above area . 

The distribution of these adzes is s h own i.11 l•'i 1,. I. 
The source of the rock has n ot y<•t be e n l'n u11d, b11L /;L'o l o1, i,· ;1I 
eviden ce , which i s not t'e l'uLe d by Llw .id:.c.L· ditd, ributi.on , 
i nd icates that the most l ikely source area is so111 Pwh e 1·, , in 
the 60% of the Tanr;i llua 5 n ot y<'L sL u ui 1; d L>y /~l·o l u1, i sLs . 

No t ime d epth C'Xists l'ur Lit<.' 11 ::;1· or 1.l1 i. s rock . Al I 
specimens are !'rom s ur!'ace c o ll Prtions , u 11 d 110 <·u rl y 1·on11 
or adze h as yet b een fow 1d in LIH· matc·r i a l. 

The presen ce o(' a wide - sprt•,Hl ui s Lril>ul.i.on p,1Ltc·1 · 11 i11 
t h e rock indica te s Ll1aL Lhc maL()r i u l was l1i. 1•;'1L y p1 ·i z1• d, ·, ·.,, . 
aes th e tic or fun c ti o n a l reason s , by 1.11 <· Mil ur· i. 

Edce - damac-1~ u. n u rross - s , · r: Li 0 11 L,·s l.s c o111p,11 · i 11 1•; udz ,• s 
:i.11 gabh r o, b asu. 1 1- , ar1~i JliL<! ,utd 1;1·, ·, ·11 sl.011,· lndi1 ·;i l.,· 111<• 
cabbro to be J';Jr s u pnrior to th,· b asa l I i.l lld u1·1·; i l Ii t.,· (11 ,·:sf 1'1',-, ) 
a n d a 1, l eas L eq u a l in s l;rength 1, c, 1.11< • 1,1 ·1·1·11s Lo11< • ;, d z, · 11 s,·d 
i n t lw Lest . 
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The above work has described the distribution pattern 
of a 2B adze material, and has indicated that it was the 
working performance of the rock that caused it to be 
actively sought after and traded . It is only to be expected 

· that a strong rock a ble to hold an edge would have been 
prized and that , political systems permitting, such a rock 
would have travelled far from its source, 

Petrological e xamination of Classic adzes in other 
material s will almost certainly lead to the recognition of 
other distribut ion patterns . When these are given a third 
dimension by excavation the archaeologist has a useful tool 
with which to examine trade systems ; their extent , time 
depth, changes in the relative importance of distribution 
centres, and use as chronological markers. Changes in 
economy or technology may also become apparent, as may the 
movements of men themselves. 

I thank D. Simmons for permission to sample the adzes , 
and G. Irwin for comments. 
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