


























Table 8. 7 Bird remains at the Washpool Midden Site-Arranged into two size 
groups. 

Size Group 

Larger Birds 

Procellariiformes 
Sphenisciformes 
Pelecaniformes 
Anseriformes 
Falconiformes 
Galliformes 

Level I 

41(18.6%) 

Gruiformes (minus R . philippensis assimiliS) 
Charadriiformes 
Columbiformes 
Nestor meridionalis 
Callaeas cinerea wilsoni 
Heteralocha acutirostris 

Smaller Birds 

Rallus philippensis assimilis 
Cyaooramphus spp. 
Strigiformes 
Coraciiformes 
Passeriformes (minus C • cinerea and 

H. acutirostris 

Totals: 

179(81.4%) 

220 

114 

Level II 

13(36.1 %) 

23(63. 9%) 

36 



Preparation of the Bird Carcass 

As shown above, the identification of bird remains followed a procedure 
which reveals details of the fate of the bird once it was caught. The recorded 
information is very extensive and only two examples are illustrated here. 
These are particularly interesting because they may indicate preservation prac
tices, and also the relative importance of meat and feathers to the Washpool 
people. The examples chosen are the tui (Prosthemaderanovaeseelandiae ) 
and the two parakeet species (Cyanoramphus novaezelandiae and C. auriceps). 
In Tables 8. 8 and 8. 9 the minimum numbers are given for the major anatomical 
parts of each bird. As can be seen, the minimum numbers vary considerably 
for different parts of the body, but very little from the left to right side. The 
observed bilateral differences proved to be insignificant in the case of both 
tui and parakeet (see footnotes to Tables 8. 8 and 8. 9). For easy comparison 
of the results, the various minimum numbers were standardized as a proportion 
of the maximum minimum number, and these are plotted out schematically in 
Figures 8.2 and 8.3. 

Evidently there are major differences in the various parts of the bird 
represented. One obvious possibility is that this reflects either differential 
survival or uneven ability to identify the discrete parts of the body. However, 
close inspection of the figures shows that neither of these claims c n be main
tained. For example , tui are well represented by such fragile remains as the 
mandible, which is relatively difficult to speciate; and yet the same bird is 
very poorly represented by the relatively durable and diagnostic femur. Again, 
the similar minimum numbers for each side argue that the observed pattern has 
some additional significance. Some comments must be made, however, on 
~rticular bones for which the minimum numbers may be somewhat misleading. 

The most difficult bones to assign to species are the phalanges, ribs, ver
tebrae, quadrate , scapula, furcula, carpometacarpus, radius, ulna and man
dible. The carpometacarpus is not particularly diagnostic in shape, while the 
fu.rcula, which is quite diagnostic, is very small and seldom recovered whole 
for these small species. Species identification is relatively easy for the tarso
metatarsus, tibiotarsus, femur, humerus, pelvis, sternum, coracoid, and 
cranium, although complications can arise with the sternum, pelvis and cranium 
due to fragmentation. These factors relating to species identification, however, 
cannot account for the discrepancy between the pelvis and sternum, which are 
represented by 6% and 100% respectively in the case of parakeets, and 7%and 
100% in the case of tui. Taking into account the few possibly unreliable figures, 
the main body area of each bird (Figs. 8. 2 and 8. 3) is conspicuously absent. 
The line of demarcation between what is well represented, and what is under
represented is very similar for the two species, but there are two notable dif
ferences, one in the head region, and the othar in the lower leg area. In the 
case of the tui, the mandible remained at the site, but the cranium was removed 
with the body; in the case of the parakeet the exact reverse was found. It iS 

precisely in these areas that the most valuable feathers on each bird are found. 
The male tui has a tuft of long curled white feathers under the mandible and these 
would be very easily removed by cutting the mandible and upper throat skin away 
in one slice, perhaps with a piece of obsidian. The skin could then be easily re
moved from the mandible. The beak area simply marks a convenient point for 
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Table 8. 8 Cyanoramphus spp. from the Washpool Midden Site Level I 
(minimum numbers for different parts of the anat.omy) 

Anatomy Minimum Number % of Maximum Minimum 
Number 

Carpometacarpus L 3 4.4 
R 7 10.3 

Ulna L 4 5.9 
R 6 8.8 

Radius L 1 1.5 
R 0 0 

Humerus L 18 26 . 5 
R 23 33.8 

Scaima L 7 10.3 
R 5 7. 4 

Coracoid L 25 36.8 
R 17 25.0 

Femur L 9 13.2 
R 10 14. 7 

Tibiotarsus L 17 25.0 
R 12 17.6 

Tarsometatarsus L 25 36.8 
R 30 44 .1 

Quadrate L 0 0 
R 0 0 

Mandible L 7 10.3 
R 7 10.3 

Cranium and Maxilla 21 30.9 

Furcula 1 1.5 

Sternum 68 100.0 

Vertebrae 7 10.3 

Pelvis and sacrum 4 5 .9 

Phalanges 3 4 .4 

Ribs 1 1.5 

Chi-square from Left to Right = 6. 83 , with 9 degrees of freedom . Therefore 
no significant bilateral asymmetry in identifications. 
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Table 8. 9 Prosthemadera novaeseelandiae at the Washpool Midden Site Level I 
(minimum numbers for different parts of the anatomy) 

% of Maximum Minimum 
Anatomy Minimum Number Number 

C arpometacarpus L 5 8 . 8 
R 6 10.5 

Ulna L 7 12.3 
R 8 14.0 

Radius L 8 14 .o 
R 8 14. 0 

Humerus L 27 47 .4 
R 36 63 . 2 

Scapula L 15 26.3 
R 15 26.3 

Coracoid L 27 47 .4 
R 30 52.6 

Femur L 3 5.3 
R 2 3.5 

Tibiotarsus L 49 86.0 
R 44 77.2 

Tarsometatarsus L 10 17 . 5 
R 18 31.6 

Quadrate L 2 3.5 
R 3 5.3 

Mandible L 20 35.1 
R 23 40 .4 

Cranium and Maxilla 3 5 . 3 

Furcula 6 10.5 

Sternum 57 100.0 

Vertebrae 2 3.5 

Pelvis and sacrum 4 7 . 0 

Phalanges 3 5.3 

Ribs 1 1.8 

Chi-square from Left to Right = 3.68, with 10 degrees of freedom. Therefore 
no significant bilate ral asymmetry in identification. 
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F ig. 8. 1 Avian limb bone fragments r ecorded . 

Fig. 8 . 2 Washpool Tuis. 
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Fig. 8.3 Washpool Parakeets. 
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beginning the cut. The red and yellow-crowned parakeets, on the other hand, 
have what their common names imply, an area of red and yellow feathers on 
the top of their heads. Removal of these may have involved a similar process 
as in the tui (cutting at the back of the beak area) but this time removing the 
cranium from the rest of the body. 

The second notable difference is in the lower leg region. The tui tibio
tarsus (and the rest of the lower leg) stayed at the site, and the femora were 
removed with the body, whereas the demarcation line in the parakeet is a joint 
lower. Only the leg from the tarsometatarsus down remained at the site. This 
difference is explicable by reference to the outward appearance of each bird. 
The tui, a hopping bird, has practically no meat or feathers from the tibiotarsus 
down, and the obvious place to cut and discard the leg is at this point. The 
parakeet, however, is a walking bird, and has more muscle and feathers on the 
tibiotarsus; thus the obvious dividing line is one joint below that of the tui. It 
is suggested then that one of the operations involved in preparing these bird 
carcasses was to 'top and tail' them, as is done today, and the appropriate parts 
saved and discarded were determined by the presence of valuable feathers in 
the head area, and the presence of meat in the leg region. 

The following interpretation is offered as a likely explanation of the observed 
patterns. When the tui were processed at the site the useless lower leg portion 
was cut off and discarded on to the midden. Then the lower beak (of the males) 
was sliced off with the piece of throat skin to which the white tuft of feathers 
was attached. Taking the mandible with the skin was for convenience of cutting 
only, for it was then cut from the throat skin and also thrown on to the midden. 
The wings were removed next, along with the sternum and the rest of the shoul
der girdle. This contains a large portion of the meat of the bird and could only 
be removed with some tearing action as well as cutting. Presumably this part was 
eaten on the spot before discarding, for it also found its way on to the midden. 
The rest of the bird, which includes the drumsticks, and the remainder of the 
body cavity along with intestines, was removed from the site, perhaps preserved 
in fat for trading or eating elsewhere . The procedure applied to the parakeet 
must have been very similar except that the head was removed for its feathers, 
the skin presumably taken off separately, and the cranial bones discarded on 
the midden. The tibiotarsus was left on the body as having more useful meat 
than the tui. 

Conclusion 

The bird bones deposited at the Washpool midden site provide an insight 
into the nature of the surrounding environment and man's influence upon it over 
a period of about five hundred years, as well as the manner in which birds were 
treated as items of food and as a source of decorative feathers. Thus these 

' remains, in common with other types of e conomic di:!bris, can form a prime 
source of information on natural history as well as culture history. Anyone who 
has worked with bird bones will realise what a tantalizing medium they present. 
Identifications are fairly difficult, and many must be made to achieve a 'minimum 
number' of even one. Eve n though the rewards of these labours always appear 
worthwhile in retrospect, it is important for archaeologists to be continually 
striving to maximize the return of information from this work. Ron Scarlett 
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has contributed a great deal to this quest over the years by maintaining a high 
quality and an incomparable quantity of identifications for archaeologists. 
Above all, he has steadfastly demanded that even tiny fragments be included 
in any material sent to him. The documention of these fragments from the 
Washpool has helped uncover aspects of behaviour which would not have been 
possible by a more conventional analysis. 
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