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THE GREAT NEW ZEALAND
ARCHAEOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION
CONFERENCE FIELDTRIP
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Department of Anthropology, University of Otago

Why do New Zealand archaeologists regard fieldtrips as an integral part
of their conferences? There can be no question that they do, for of the 48
conferences (or extended Annual General Meetings) held from 1956 to 2003, at
least 39 featured one or more fieldtrips, and since 1981 fieldtrips have been
held every year. In choosing to document the facts of those fieldtrips, presented
in Table 1, I became interested, as archaeologists do, in the origins and meanings
of this curious archaeological activity which is neither field-survey nor
excavation, and which can hardly be considered field work other than vicariously.

On a personal level I could identify several reasons why I look forward
to conference fieldtrips. Within the confines of a moving bus they capture a
group of fellow archaeologists from other parts of New Zealand with whom I
normally interact only by letter, telephone or email. For several hours we catch
up with news about archaeology (and gossip about archaeologists). In the middle
of the outing there is a picnic lunch that somebody else has prepared. There is
the anticipation, invariably fulfilled, that we will see sights and sites on private
land that as individuals we might otherwise not visit. Of course, such personal
benefits, even if shared by all the others present, are not the rationale of the
institution we call the conference fieldtrip, merely a satisfying and stimulating
outcome.

Pinning down the origins of the institution is more difficult. Is it simply a
form of tourism? Just as literary tourism exists, for example to the home of the
Bronte�s, archaeological tourism flourishes, as on eastern Mediterranean cruise
liners. Is the conference fieldtrip a more modest version of a Swan�s Hellenic
Cruise?

Delving into the history of travel and tourism I found that in medieval
times, pilgrimages were made to see holy relics such as the preserved body parts
of saints. Though ostensibly for spiritual improvement, such visits created a
commercial infrastructure that enriched the abbeys that held the relics (Turner
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Figure 52. To see is to learn... conference field trip to Banks Peninsula, 1973.
Photo Helen Leach.

1993: 16). This has been described as an early form of religious tourism, with
antiquarian elements. Although the report of the 1974 NZAA conference fieldtrip
to Wairau Bar referred to it as a �pilgrimage� (NZAA Newsletter 17(3): 150), the
sites visited on most fieldtrips do not normally inspire such reverence.

Does the Grand Tour of the Renaissance provide a better prototype?
Under the guise of educational enhancement wealthy European travellers sought
out the glories of ancient Rome, Greece and the eastern Mediterranean. Their
writings depict a desire to see both the natural and cultural wonders of the world.
Where these were combined in one location, as at Pompeii and Herculaneum at
the foot of Vesuvius, the sight/site was doubly attractive. Souvenir collecting
became a significant element of this tourist experience and remains so today.
The Grand Tour, and the more modest Home Tour of the British Isles, established
a pattern of mainstream tourism that was duplicated in 19th or 20th century
New Zealand. The awe-inspiring equivalents of Vesuvius and Pompeii were the
Pink and White Terraces prior to the eruption of Tarawera in 1886, and the
Buried Village after it. Milford Sound and the Southern Alps evoked awe in the
20th century, while New Zealand lakes were the picturesque equivalent of the
much-visited English Lakes District. Jet boat rides and bungy jumping are now
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pre-requisites for the �awe-some� tourist experience. But �aweful� is not an apt
description for archaeologists� reactions to sites seen on fieldtrips.

A particular branch of British tourism that emerged in the 18th century
focused on megaliths such as Stonehenge, stone circles, and barrows. Though
antiquarians attempted to measure and describe and eventually excavate these
sites, tourists were rather more stimulated by the fantastic speculation that
surrounded their obscure origins. With the rise in public taste for Gothic ruins as
theories of the picturesque took hold at the end of the 18th century, such
archaeological sites were appreciated not just for their mysterious past but as
part of an ideal landscape (Ousby 2002), to the point where mock Gothic ruins
were constructed in English landscape gardens. New Zealand archaeologists
have not subscribed to the claims of ancient Chinese barracks, Celtic ruins or
Egyptian petroglyphs periodically aired in the media, so we can dismiss the
conference fieldtrip as the local equivalent to immersion in Druid or New Age
hysteria.

Should we trace the origins of the institution to the profusion of learned
societies that existed in Britain just prior to the colonisation of New Zealand?
Implicitly modelled on the Royal Society, gentlemen�s societies and literary and
philosophical societies were a common feature of 18th century provincial England
(Allen 1994: 142). In turn these inspired the natural history societies of the early
19th century that maintained libraries and cabinets of curiosities, published
transactions and provided a forum for gentlemen scholars. The philosophical
societies and institutes that were incorporated within the New Zealand Institute
from 1868 (subsequently reconstituted as the Royal Society of New Zealand)
are the direct descendants of this movement. However the field observations
that generated the institutes� museum collections were usually undertaken by
members acting as individuals.

In contrast, the early Victorian field clubs made the fieldtrip the core
activity. Their nomadic programme involved gatherings at inns, with sorties out
in groups according to their special interests, whether in fossils, ferns, or
butterflies, followed by a convivial show and tell at the end of the day, invariably
accompanied by a meal and drinks. Archaeological and antiquarian interests
were frequently represented in the field clubs, but though the desire to collect
was influential in the choice of the destination, accounts of their outings show
that it was camaraderie that lay behind their long-lasting success.

As in Britain, the format adopted by the philosophical societies of
Victorian-era New Zealand was evening meetings in which papers were delivered;
no fieldtrips are mentioned in their proceedings. However in Canterbury and
Otago the branches of the New Zealand Institute played an important role in
fostering field clubs. Peter Thomson, Vice-President of the Otago Institute,
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proposed the formation of a field naturalists� group in 1871, to study the geology,
flora and fauna of the district and to collect specimens for the museum and for
private collections (Griffiths 1998: 511). The Dunedin Naturalists� Field Club
was formally constituted in 1872, and remains active 132 years later. In 1890
the President of the Philosophical Institute of Canterbury advocated a similar
group �as an aid to the Institute� (Meeson 1891: 625).

New Zealand field clubs were rather more serious than their English
forerunners, producing scholarly publications and formulating systematic
collecting plans. But fieldtrips remained their core activity. In all but one respect
they provide a model for our conference fieldtrips. The difference lies in our
respective attitudes to collecting. Initially the difference was not marked, as
when the first NZAA conference fieldtrip of 1958 included a visit to a private
museum at Aramoho (NZAA Newsletter 1(4): 4). At the 1966 Annual General
Meeting the NZAA adopted a set of principles for membership that emphasized
excavation by approved organisations led by properly trained archaeologists
and the deposition of archaeological material and records with a local public
institution. Members were prohibited from trading artefacts �for personal or
monetary gain� (NZAA Newsletter 9(3): 139). Behind these principles was an
implicit rejection of private collecting. Any fossicking for souvenirs on conference
fieldtrips was unacceptable, to the extent that the discovery of an artefact eroded
from a road or river section was almost an embarrassment.

Only one partial lapse was reported in the Newsletter: on the 1984
conference fieldtrip from Oamaru, the bus stopped at the site of a recent discovery
of moa bones in a swamp. Encouraged by the report that the local museum had
taken away a large quantity, as had �busloads of school children�, some of the
fieldtrip participants followed their example. The incident was reported thus:
�Nor was New Zealand�s archaeological élite slow when it came to their turn!
Which goes to show what frustrated fossickers we are� (NZAA Newsletter 27(2):
73). Of course natural moa bones are not artefacts, but even in 1984 the value of
controlled excavation of natural deposits was being pointed out by
palaeontologists.

Inevitably codes of conduct change, and will continue to do so. In the
last decade Maori speaking on behalf of the tangata whenua have joined fieldtrips
at particular sites and provided a commentary alongside those of the archaeologist
leading the group. NZAA members are more sensitive to the multiple readings
of the New Zealand landscape, and more conscious of protocol. Though we
have a dash of field club conviviality and love of the outdoors in our history, our
conference fieldtrips now have a different agenda.

Though it relates to heritage, it should not be confused with heritage
tourism, as I learned from Priscilla Boniface and Peter Fowler�s (1993) book
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Heritage and Tourism in �The Global Village.� In this work they describe the
�aloha experience� encountered at a global heritage tourism congress in Hawaii.
Because Fowler is an English archaeologist with a particular interest in field
systems he travelled separately to see three field systems in Kaua�i and Hawai�i
after the congress. In comparison with what he termed the �constructed
authenticity� amounting to a �heritage conspiracy� presented to the congress
members, the relict landscape of rectilinear fields overlooking Kealakekua Bay
struck him as �authentic Hawaiian heritage.� He found these field systems to be
undervalued (except locally) and inadequately protected from tourist-driven
developments such as hotels and golf courses. Although non-indigenous, he felt
a sense of ownership: �as a student of early agriculture and historic landscapes
worldwide, I was surrounded by the raw material of my trade and, therefore, by
what in a sense was my heritage too� (Boniface and Fowler 1993: 55, 58).

To my mind, Peter Fowler�s words capture the rationale of the conference
fieldtrip. We construct our itineraries to see the raw materials of our trade
(archaeological sites) in their widest possible context. We brave horizontal rain
and bitter winds to experience their setting in the landscape. We gather round to
hear their excavators describe the history of the fieldwork. In short, fieldtrips
breathe life into excavation reports and encourage us to celebrate our
archaeological heritage.
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