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on the surface o f Ash I) indicate that the remaining v a riables 
of duration of occupation and meat consumption could a l so be 
specified. Whether the r esults would be of general appl icab 
ility is most doubtful, however . The ash shower is such an 
unusual event that it is unlikely tha t people 's behaviour in 
the v icinity would have been at all t ypical . I believe that 
the people walki ng o n Ash I arri ved after the a s hfall , when 
they are likely to have brought f ood with them. This would 
probably have been stored food , which might not have been that 
usually cons umed a t that time o f the year . And f or people 
trying to subsist a t the site, shellfish, wild plants, probably 
birds, and perhaps local stored foods, would have been inaccess
ible, and the fishing too might have been badl y affected . 

More generally , the geological setting of t he site, on t he 
contact between the Waitemata sandstones and the Wa ipapa grey
wackes , makes it probably the c losest source o f workable stone 
for the occupants of the fer tile soils of the Auckla nd area ; 
the roughouts among the beach boulder s support this interpret
atio n, and to the extent that the supply of stone was a ma jor 
factor in the site's l ocation , it cannot be assumed that sub
sistence behaviour there was t ypical of the period as a whole . 

However , the results of the excavation do have very clear 
implications for the s tudy of the subsistence economy of the 
i nhabitants, o nce the meaning o f the acti v ities on the sur
face of Ash I a re understood. 

For some time it was my i dea that the south bank was the 
l iving a rea for the residents o f the valley, which made sense 
for several reasons . The south bank was sunnier and more 
sheltered. Early in the excavation I thought that Bin 1 wa s 
a feature beneath the ash, so occupation there seemed estab
l ished. Features on Ash I were c onsistent with thi s interpre
tation: footprints showed that the inhabitants were taking an 
interest in the area ; and the mark s of the digging stick and 
the patches of distur bance on the surface of the ash looked t o 
me somewhat like spoil deposited by people digging in the ash 
for belongings buried, presumably in their houses , by the firs t 
ash fall. However, it now seems unlikely that the area was 
occupied at the time t he ash fell . It turned out that the 
bins are later than t he ash, and the quite regular undulations 
in the red sand would probably be destroyed if people were 
liv ing among them. 

The fac t that the patches of ' spoil' mixed with sand were 
on top of the high spots had led to to speculate on their resem-
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blance to garden mounds described by Bruce McFadgen, but I 
could not understand why I could no t find the surface of the 
heaps. It was Doug Sutton ' s suggestion that the big spoil
heap at the southern end of Trench H was a garden that drew 
together several pieces of information into an intriguing 
version of events on the south bank during the period of the 
ash fall . 

Crucial t o understanding the site are the patches of 
disturbance on Ash I . The interpretation offered is that 
these are indeed the remains of a garden , made by d igging 
sand into the surface of Ash II. The patches generally 
occur on high spots on Ash I because of the method of digging 
in the sand: just as the topography of Ash I copies the under
lying sand, Ash II copies Ash I . When Ash II was first dug 
over, the surface would have been generally flattened. That 
would have brought the buried surface of the first ash closer 
to the ground surface so a uniform final dig over might catch 
the hummocks , whi le missing the low areas (Fig. 9) . We have 
been very lucky, particularly when most of the footprints run 
down the valleys . 
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FIGURE 9. Stylised section showing nature of disturbance on 

hummocks. 

But as that garden was made on the second shower the fea
tures on the surface of the first shower still need explaining, 
and my interpretation is that these are also associated with 
garden making. This would explain the marks of garden imple
ments , and makes sense of the trails backwards and forwards be
tween the rows of hummocks : I think that these tracks were 
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caused by people carrying kits of sand from the stream bank 
for adding to the ash, and returning. 

The area being dug over at that time has not been found 
yet, but the patch might still have been very small when the 
second shower interrupted the work, and the people might only 
just have come to the island, out of curiosity. 

A juvenile's rather peculiar print, with a very narrow 
heel, appears on both the first and second showers, so people 
seem able to survive the ash. Like modern Aucklanders, these 
people do not seem to have been deterred by the continuing act
ivity, and disturbances over hundreds of square metres of the 
first ash show that this time they were able to dig over a 
large area. 

Prints can be seen in section on top of the third and 
fourth showers, but they Cl:tnnot be interpreted and erosion 
has removed much of this material. The gardening certainly 
persisted, however, and foll owing the ash showers the area was 
occupied by a group of storage pits, and then two successive 
made soils, produced by digging gravel and rolled shell from 
the beach into the weathering surface of the ash. This 
coarser material seems more typical of the additives in Maori 
made soils , but after the first ash shower the beach is likely 
to have been buried, while the sand may well have been exposed 
in the stream bank , and a borrow-pit beside the stream would 
also be closer to the garden area. 

It is almost certain that the borrow-pit for the garden 
on Ash II destroyed that for the garden on Ash I, and I think 
that both were in an area subsequently damaged by the stream. 
The small area of garden on the first ash is probably still 
accessible, however, and it is hoped "" that my inte rpretation 
can be tested by further e xcavation. 

Nevertheless, from the point of view of the question of 
the subsistence base of the residents, the implications of 
these excavations are already clear. Even ignoring the possi
bility of the garden on Ash I, that on Ash II suggests very 
strongly to me that the people were fundamentally horticul
turalists: litera lly before the dust had settled , they had 
taken the chance to make gardens in the freshly fallen fertile 
ash. 
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Eununary of suggested sequence of occupation 

1 . Before the ash, adze making using local stone , with 
casual exploitation of local marine and forest resources . 
2. During the period of ash showers, attempts at garden 
construction on south bank. 
3. After the ash showers, use of storage p its on south bank. 
Perhaps contemporaneously , dog pen and other structures on 
north bank, though these may be associated with: 
4. Development of garden soils on both banks . Use of local 
stone and fauna continues. 
5. Drainage by European farmers. 
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SUNDE SITE Plate 1 . Dog prints in ash. 

SUNDE SITE Plate 2 . Human footprint in ash. 


