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@ ARCHAEOLOGICAL DIG
Excavation reveals secrets
of 14th-century village

Sandra Cox Greymouth

The remains of a large,
successful village of Polynesian
settlers whose inhabitants left
behind good qualig tools are
being uncovered slowly near
Westport. 3

The 14th-century site is one
of the best preserved and earliest
sites of settlement likely to be
found in New Zealand.

Excavation co-director
Richard Walter and an Otago
University team have returned
to the lha site near Carters
Beach, 5km west of Westport, to
add to the picture of life of the
first settlers.

Walter said carbon testing
indicated the inhabitants created
the village in around 1290 and
abandoned it 50 years later.

Some of the artefacts un-
earthed appeared to be east
Polynesian. fit

The village would once have
been at the mouth of the Buller
River and the beach, but land
build-up meant it was now lkm
from both.

“Its a large, relatively
wealthy community living on
good resources but probably for
a short period of time and then
moving on,” Walter said. y

Up to 100 people lived in
around 25 houses,

Numerous ovens had been
found, suggesting’ large mam-
mals were once plentiful. :

But as the supply of moa and
seals diminished, the inhabitants
left because the area did not
support good agriculture, :

The presence of many half-
finished tools meant the village

Digging deep: archaeological team members work at the excavation

site near Carters Beach.

was also a manufacturing site.
However, the people had left
behind many good quality
artefacts that the archaeologists
expected they would have taken,
he said.

Some of the stone tools they
found had come from all over
New Zealand, including the Bay
of Plenty, D’Urville Island and
Kaikoura, suggesting the village
was part of an exchange route.

“This successful community
has access to the best tools of the
day and raw material from all
aver the country, which suggests
they come from somewhere
quite central within New
Zealand networks.”

For the first time on the dig,
the team was using a machine
that detected subtle changes in
soil composition.

Photo: Chartes Bruning

It had shown great potential
and had revealed the sites of
hangi and storage pits.

It also revealed the location
of ancient housing post holes
which filled with top soil when
they were pulled up or broken
down.

“The alignments of holes
show where walls were to define
the houses and, as we move
along, we can define the cooking
areas. We build up the picture of
the household, the family unit
and the community unit.”

The site is in 2 paddock and
was known locally for nearly a
century  but grst detailed
excayations occurred in 2004
The work had the support of iwi
Kati Wae Wae and Taranaki-
based iwi Ngati Apa, which had
a presence in Westport.
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