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were identified from distinctive spines but may also be represented by vertebrae. 
One fragment of crab was found. 

TABLES 
MINIMUM NUMBERS OF INDIVIDUALS OF IDENTIFIED FISH SPECIES 

Taxon number* Taxoo name 
2 Angwil/a sp. 
9 Chrysophrys auratus 

12 Elasmobranchi.i 
64 Zeus japonicus 
27 Polyprio11 oxygeMios 

• In Ot.ago fishbone data base 

ARI'EFACTS 

Common name 
Eel 
Snapper 
Sharks and Rays 
John Dory 
Groper 

MNI 
29 
10 
12 
2 
1 

Artefacts were a worked piece of wood, and two modified columns of gastropods which 
appear to have been used for polishing the haft of something like a wooden spear. The 
survival of wood indicates that either the site is young or there were anaerobic conditions 
in the midden. Anaerobic conditions are relatively unlikely, given the seasonal and longer 
term fluctuations in the water level. No European artefacts were found and none occur in 
the deflated areas nearby, suggesting a late prehistoric or early nineteenth century date. 

DISCUSSION 

A reconstruction of the environment, and historical records, suggest that eels were an im
portant part of the diet in the Rangitikei-Manawatu area in prehistory. Eel bone has, how
ever, seldom been found in archaeological sites in New Zealand, even in areas where large 
scale eel fishing is well attested in nineteenth century accounts. This has created doubts 
about the extent to which historical accounts of eel fishing may be extrapolated to the pre
historic context (Marshall 1987). In the vicinity of Te Awamate pa, however, there are two 
forms of archaeological evidence of eel fishing. 

Eel-trapping channels at Te A wamate are not unlike eel-trapping channels in Horowhenua 
(Adkin 1948, Sheppard and Walton 1983). Mature eels migrate seaward in late summer or 
early autumn (Todd 1981). Passage need not be through water, but passage across dry land 
is eased by following damp patches of ground. Eel-trapping channels were designed to 
concentrate the migration of eels into a confined path to facilitate capture. Channels with 
a damp base could be readily created by" excavating a relatively superficial layer of very 
dry sands or sandy loam topsoils into damp sand. This would explain the apparent lack 
of evidence suggesting actual water flows in the channels at Te Awamate, or at Tangimate 
(Sheppard and Walton 1983). 

The multiplicity of channels also deserves some comment. Apart from running across 
the lowest section of the higher ground separating one low-lying area from another there is 
little pattern. Other interpretations of these features considered were that they were stock 
tracks, or boundary trenches for Maori horticulture. However, three of the four sections 
excavated across one channel, and the one section cut across another channel, indicate 
a distinct cutting of the channels, making stock tracks an unlikely explanation. Trench 
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boundaries are also unlikely as there is no sign of deep cultivation of adjacent soils in the 
manner generally recognised for Maori cultivated soils (e.g., Pullar and Vucetich 1960), 
and other soils in the vicinity, such as the well drained Karapoti silt loam, would appear to 
have fewer limitations for gardening. 

The channels may all have been in use at the same time and provided different groups 
with access to the resource. Such groups may have had an exclusive interest in a single eel 
channel. 

The antiquity of the channels has not been established. Adkin (1948) suggested the 
Horowhenua eel trapping channels he described belonged to the comparatively recent past 
The Te Awamate channels probably also date to the late eighteenth or early nineteenth 
century. 

S23nl is unusual in that it does contain eel bone, but the remains are probably those of 
young elvers migrating into the lakes and swamps rather than mature eels taken during their 
migration to the sea. The latter were the focus of eel fishing according to historical records. 
The possibility that large scale eel fishing was a development of the contact period is not 
ruled out by the results of this excavation. It does, however, seem unlikely that a rich food 
resource such as the eel fishery was developed as late as the contact period, particularly 
when changes in the environment, such as clearance of forests (McGlone 1983), might be 
expected to have made it important in late prehistory. 

The composition of the middens on Te Awamate pa, and most of those in the vicinity, with 
the exception of s23n1, is similar and suggests that they belong to the same subsistence 
and settlement patterns. Oral traditions indicate that Te A wamate pa was occupied late, 
and the radiocarbon date indicates a late date for S23{7 l. 

s23n1 may represent a seasonal camp site of a family group, associated with the set
tlement of Te Awamate. While at the site they made several trips to the ocean beach to 
collect tuatua and, on at least one occasion, they brought back food from the estuary of the 
Rangitikei River. &eshwater shellfish were also collected from nearby swamps and lakes 
and water fowl taken. 

The absence of pelagic fish such as kahawai or barracouta seems rather surprising. The 
volume of marine species is not large and it is possible that those represented were collected 
dead from the beach. Line fishing even for the deep-dwelling species cannot, however, be 
ruled out A plausible argument could be made for contents of the midden being gathered in 
an opportunistic manner in the course of other activities. This would explain the collection 
of odd species from a variety of activities. Certainly the midden is not a product of intensive 
exploitation of any one species. 

The vegetation of the immediate area seems to have been scrub, rather than forest, at the 
time of occupation, although forest was near enough for tawa berries and kaka to have been 
a source of food. Flax, raupo, and toetoe would have been available locally but the use of 
such materials seldom leaves any trace in the archaeological record. 

The excavation has shed light on the life of the late prehistoric people who occupied the 
swamp and lake country that commonly occurs behind the sand dunes of the west coast 
This habitat was a major resource zone and the lakes provided good sites for fortified vil
lages, from which people spread out in certain seasons for subsistence activities. Te Awa
mate is at the intersection of extensive sand country wetlands, river backswamps, and within 
reach of river and coast. 

Change in the prehistoric landscape of New Zealand in the span of human occupation 
has long been recognised: forest cover diminished and there were changes in coastal and 
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river systems (McGlone 1983; Grant 1985; McPadgen 1985). The general effects of envi
ronmental change on subsistence have been much discussed (see Davidson 1984: 130-137) 
but the archaeological record does not seem to be telling the whole story, and relevant in
fonnation may survive only in few sites. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The conclusions that can be drawn from the excavations, although limited, must be viewed 
against a background of a paucity of archaeological data relating to late prehistoric subsis
tence patterns in the Rangitikei, Manawatu, and Horowhenua areas. Along with Foxton, 
Te Awamate demonstrates the importance of wetland ecotones in the settlement of the re
gion. The problem of "missing data" remains a key one in discussions of late prehistoric 
subsistence in this region. 

The vicinity of Te A wamate pa was occupied in late prehistory and into the nineteenth 
century. Wetlands were the most important resources of the site locality, including eels and 
water fowl. The area had a cover of fairly open scrubland, with patches of bush which were 
more extensive inland from the site. Most of the linear depressions at Te Awamate were 
eel channels. The channels did not necessarily have a distinct flow of water but were dug 
through sandy, dry topsoils to gleyed or moist sandy subsoils on a high water table. The 
moist subsoils attracted eels to these channels in their migration path. 
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