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Archaeological investigations of site U14/3218, Rowesdale, 
Tauranga; Season II: final report

Introduction

On 3–7, 11, 12 and 25 July 2006 an archaeological mitigation excavation was undertaken at site 
U14/3218, Rowesdale, Oahuiti, Tauranga (Lot 115 DPS328573) under the terms of Authority 
2005/131 issued by the New Zealand Historic Places Trust under Section 14 of the Historic 
Places Act 1993. Rowesdale is being developed as a residential subdivision. Part of site U14/3218 
had been previously investigated in early 2005. In 2006 an adjacent area to the west of the 2005 
excavation was investigated as the area was to be used for borrow to fill another part of the 
development. This encompassed part of the palisaded site (Campbell 2005) (Figure 1).

The topography of the general area consists of rolling stream terraces cut through layers of 
volcanic tephras, though much modified in places by European agriculture and horticulture, 
particularly contouring for kiwifruit. The Ohauiti valley is fairly wide and is open to the north 
and provides good views to Mauao and Tauranga Harbour.

Methodology

Turf and topsoil were removed from three defined areas using a 14 tonne backhoe with an 
1800 mm weed bucket, under archaeological supervision, in order to determine the nature and 
extent of archaeological features. No archaeological features were defined in Area c, the top of 
a small hill south of Area B (Figure 1 and Figure 3). The exposed surface of the site was then 
cleaned down with shovels to define the features. On the basis of what became visible suitable 
strategies were devised to investigate a sufficient sample of each area. The small number of 
features allowed for a relatively full investigation of the site. Eight of the nine pits encountered 
were excavated, either wholly or partially. Fire scoops were half-sectioned and postholes, or just 
the post-moulds where present, emptied out. No in situ deposits of midden were uncovered 
apart from very small amounts in oven scoops and postholes. Because a full environmental 
and dating analysis had been carried out for the site during the previous excavation (Campbell 
2005) it was deemed unnecessary to take any samples.

Features were cleaned down by hand and surveyed using a robotic total station Leica 1200 
and tied in to the development site plan and the plan of the previous excavation (Campbell 
2005: 12, Figure 11). Each feature was given a unique number, e.g., Pit 762.1 Features were digit-
ally photographed before, during, and after excavation. 

Research Design

A series of archaeological investigations recently undertaken in the Waimapu Valley are begin-
ning to demonstrate the importance of the area in our developing understanding of the prehis-
tory of the Western Bay of Plenty. Settlement seems to have taken place quite early, at around 
AD 1450. Research so far has been limited, and many questions remain unanswered regard-
ing settlement in the Waimapu. Most sites investigated to date have been either midden or pit 
sites: occupation sites and garden sites are not well known. Developing an understanding of 
occupation was seen as a priority for research at this stage, in particular whether it consisted 

¹ In the previous season feature numbers up to 670 were used, including all features included in U14/3218, not 
just the palisaded site; feature numbering for the second season started at 700. For ease of description pits are 
referred to as, for instance, Pit 762; this is equivalent to Feature 762.
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Figure 1. Location of site U14/3218, also showing the eastern pit cluster, U14/1972 and U14/3235 
within the Rowesdale development and U14/3207 in the neighbouring Richmond Park development, 
and the location of the development area (insert).

of seasonal occupations, a series of short term occupations or semi-permanent villages. Other 
research themes included: the relationship between the various kinds of recorded sites and the 
natural environment; comparison between Waimapu and Papamoa, which is another focus 
of modern development and associated archaeological investigation, as well as the Waimapu’s 
relation to the wider region; and the origin and duration of this occupation. While these are 
important topics of research, they were not given priority during the current investigation. 
Future research will seek to address them more closely. Finding answers for these questions 
will allow us to begin to place the Waimapu in a wider context of the historical development of 
pre-European Maori society.

The 2006 excavation of U14/3218 was planned as an extension of the 2005 excavations. The 
2005 investigations revealed a rich archaeological landscape, with kumara storage pits, mid-
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dens, house sites and the palisaded site. On this basis it was expected that similar evidence 
might be uncovered during the 2006 season, including further evidence of the palisade. Because 
topsoil stripping in the interim had extended beyond the limit of the 2005 excavation (this had 
not been noted or monitored archaeologically) the two excavation areas were not contiguous, 
with between 6 and 27 m separating them (Figure 2).

Excavation results

Two of the areas where topsoil was stripped contained archaeological features though not, inter-
estingly, the third area on the high point of the small knoll to the south (Figure 2 and Figure 3). 
The two areas were separated by a 3 m baulk down which ran a permanent electric fence, which 
was not removed as the paddocks would be grazed by cattle once excavation and earthworks 
were completed. The eastern area, Area A, was closest to the 2005 excavations and included the 
batter of the earthworks that had taken place on site subsequent to the 2005 excavation, which 
truncated a number of features. To the west Area B exposed a number of pits as well as some 
disturbed midden in the plough zone. The northern limits of Area A were formed by previous 
earthworks that had contoured a paddock for kiwifruit in the 1980s, cutting it down by 4–5 m 
in the process, and for Area B by a runoff control bund. More of the site, including midden, 
visible on the surface, as well as possibly the palisade, probably extends north of the bund, and 
will be investigated during future seasons.

Area A

In Area A most of the features – three pits, 14 oven scoops and 6 miscellaneous postholes – were14 oven scoops and 6 miscellaneous postholes – were 
clustered in the north east quarter, closest to the 2005 investigation. There was only a single 
oven scoop between here and Area B (a gap of 30 m, see Figure 3), so the cluster of features in 
Area A might represent the extent of the palisaded site, with the features in Area B belonging 
to a separate phase of occupation – without further excavation it is not possible to determine 
this. 

Three pits were uncovered in the north east corner of Area A (Figure 4). These were aligned 
on the same east–west axis as were most of the pits from the 2005 excavation (Figure 2, Figure 
3). All three were truncated at their eastern ends by the earthworks batter so their original 
lengths could not be determined. All the pits had a clean homogenous fill, consisting of the 
native yellow-brown tephra with a minor admixture of topsoils and/or charcoal making the fill 
slightly darker than the undisturbed soil around the pits. This homogeneity suggests they were 
deliberately filled.

Pit 736 was the longest of the three, measuring 1220 mm wide with a surviving floor length 
of 3890 mm and a depth2 of 710 mm. A truncated posthole in the earthworks batter suggests 
an original length in excess of 4500 mm. There were six evenly spaced postholes running down 
the centreline of the pit, which would have supported the roof (Figure 5). Of these postholes, 
Feature 749 measured more than 300 mm across by 550 mm deep and was irregular in shape. 

² Depths are measured from the top of the machined surface, and so are somewhat arbitrary. Recent cultivation 
for maize has only employed shallow ploughing but the landowner Bernie Rowe recalls his father breaking in 
the land by using a swamp plough some time in the 1930s. This plough has a single blade that cuts a deep wide 
furrow, up to 400 mm deep and so the area of disturbance would be somewhat deeper than what would normally 
be expected from ploughing. All this ploughed zone was stripped with the digger in order to expose the features 
in the yellow tephra subsoil. Also, there is no way of knowing how much of the site has been truncated by earth-
works either during the current development or by 20th century farming practices. Plough lines were visible run-
ning north–south between Feature 717 and Pit 735. Depth measurements are useful for comparing features that 
are found in close proximity to each other, but not for features from different sites. The exception is the depths of 
features in the bases of pits such as postholes, which are not disturbed; these are measured from the pit floor.
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Figure 2. The extent of excavation to date at U14/3218, the palisaded site.
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Figure 3. 2006 excavations at U14/3218, the palisaded site. Feature numbers are given for pits and 
oven scoops only. For detail of Pit 762 see Figure 9.
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Figure 4. Composite photo of Pits 734 (left), 735 (centre) and 736 (right) after excavation. Scale = 
1 m.

Figure 5. Pit 736 after excavation, looking west from the earthworks batter. Scale = 1 m horizontal, 
0.5 m vertical.
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Figure 6. Buttress/step (Feature 756), sumps (Features 747 and 748) and repaired posthole (Feature 
752) in the western end of Pit 736 after excavation. Scale = 1 m horizontal, 0.5 m vertical.

Feature 752 had a post mould clearly visible in the middle of the posthole, where the post has 
been left in situ when the pit was abandoned. The post in Feature 749 was probably dug out and 
replaced. The function of the two features in the south-west corner of the pit is uncertain but 
they were possibly sumps for water drainage (Figure 6). Feature 747 had a maximum depth of 
493 mm, while Feature 748 was only 226 mm deep. Neither feature was particularly regular. 
Feature 756 in the west wall of the pit measured 330 mm wide, 460 mm high, and projects 180 
mm out from the wall. This may be a buttress or a step, though the pit hardly seems big enough 
to require either (Figure 6).

Pit 735 measured 1570 mm wide by 440 mm deep, with an extant length of 1530 mm fol-
lowing truncation by 2005 earthworks batter. The bottom 100–150 mm of fill exhibited distinct 
lensing, with alternate layers of charcoal stained soil and mottled soil. This indicates that the 
pit may have been left open for a time after it ceased to be used before being filled. The pit had a 
distinct floor, consisting of a compact, dark layer which would have been formed by trampling 
when the pit was in use. Four postholes ran down the centreline of the pit, though two of them 
were truncated and only visible in the batter, indicating that the pit was at least 3000 mm in 
length. 

Pit 734 was narrowest and shallowest of the three pits in this group, measuring 1030 mm 
wide, 385 mm deep and with an extant length of 1490 mm. The edges were poorly defined, the 
result of several small collapses. The fill was very similar to Pit 735, with the addition of a few 
fragments of fire-cracked rock near the base of the pit. Features 745 and 748, 74 mm and 226 mm 
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Figure 7. Feature 700 excavated in half section showing layers of charcoal and fill. Scale = 1 m 
horizontal, 0.5 m vertical.

Figure 8. Features 706 and 707 after excavation in half section showing postholes forming a possible 
windbreak. Scale = 1 m. 
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deep respectively, are interpreted as sump features. The three postholes in this pit do not all run 
down the centreline and form no obvious pattern.

Other features in Area A included a cluster of 14 oven scoops and six associated postholes. 
There were numerous areas of burning, so all were investigated in half section to determine if 
they were oven scoops or burnt tree roots. 

Feature 700 was a large circular oven scoop 1100 mm across and 302 mm deep, with at least 
three phases of burning and fill indicated by layers of charcoal and reworked tephra (Figure 7). 
Several heat-cracked rocks were also found in the fill. The base was also reddened where the 
soil had been partially baked by the heat of the fire. Feature 717 was of a similar size and form, 
again with burnt clay around the edges and at the base. 

Features 706 and 707 each measured about 550 mm across and were 200 mm deep. The fill 
consisted of black charcoal stained soil, with burnt shell and heat-cracked rock. Up to 0.5 m 
from these two ovens are several postholes, Features 720–725 (Figure 8) suggesting a windbreak 
for the ovens. These postholes vary between 60 and 180 mm in plan and 160 and 450 mm deep, 
and some contained a fill of heat-cracked rock, shells and charcoal stained soil, further suggest-
ing their association with the two oven scoops. 

Several other ovens were also found containing black charcoal stained soil with evidence of 
burning at their base, including heat-cracked rock and reddened bases. At the extreme west of 
Area A one small oven scoop, Feature 731, was found, measuring 550 x 430 mm in plan and 
70 mm deep. It contained a charcoal stained fill, with burnt red soil at its base. Apart from this 
there is a gap of about 30 metres between the features in Area A and the first of the pits in Area 
B.

Area A, then, represents the western edge of the main cluster of pits on the palisaded site 
(Campbell 2005), and just outside the pit cluster, a cooking area. The other cooking area, exca-
vated in 2005, was on the other, eastern, side of the pit cluster – notably, oven scoops were not 
located among the pits, indicating a clear functional separation of the use of various spaces on 
the site.

Area B

Six pits and an oven scoop were located in Area B (Figure 3). There were also patches of dis-
turbed shell midden in the plough zone – the origin of this material is unclear. Probing indi-
cated more intact midden downslope, to the north of Area B. These pits were on a slightly 
different alignment to the pits in the rest of the site, which may be further indication that they 
belong to a different occupation. Pit 762 was a particularly large and complex feature, which 
was fully excavated and is discussed in a separate section below. Because this pit was so com-
plex its excavation took most of the available time, consequently the other pits in Area B were 
only partly excavated to determine their depth only. None of these partial excavations revealed 
any postholes or other features in the pit floors, but given the amount of each pit excavated this 
is not surprising. The fill of each pit was homogenous indicating deliberate filling, though the 
walls of some had collapsed.

Pit 757 was a relatively long pit measuring 3700 x 1250 in plan and 670 mm deep. Apart from 
the south wall, which appeared to have collapsed, the walls were straight and regular. Pit 758 
was a smaller pit, measuring 2340 x 1130 mm in plan and 720 mm deep. Pit 759 was a small, 
poorly defined pit measuring 1600 x 720 and 300 mm deep. While clearly a pit feature when 
viewed in plan, the sides had partially collapsed and proved difficult to follow when it was part 
sectioned. Pit 761 was a small pit measuring 2150 x 900 mm in plan and 520 mm deep. Pit 907907 
measured 1460 x 610 mm in plan but was not excavated.
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The only feature in Area B that was not a pit was a small oven scoop measuring 480 x 330 
mm. It was recorded in plan but not excavated. From the exposed surface it could be seen to 
contain shell, charcoal and fire-cracked rock. The area around the oven was also covered with 
a layer of rakeout of the same materials, including burnt shell, but much of this had been dis-
turbed by ploughing.

Pit 762

Pit 762 is the largest pit so far found at Rowesdale – though slightly irregular in outline it meas-
ures roughly 8 x 4.6 m, or about 37 m2 (Figure 9) It had a further 148 features visible in its floor. 
Other larger pits have been recorded in New Zealand but a search of the literature (Law 1999; 
see also Green 1963; Shawcross 1964, 1966; Fox and Green 1982; Fox and Cassels 1983; Lawlor 
1983 and Foster and Sewell 1989) and enquiries among colleagues (Rod Clough, Elizabeth 
Pischief, Don Prince pers. comms.) suggests that the complexity of sub-features is probably 
unique in the archaeological record in New Zealand. Perhaps the nearest is Pit 40 from V16/219 
(N77/587) at the Maruka site, Kawerau, which measured 11.84 x 5.6 m (66.304 m2, the largest 
pit that Law (1999) found in his survey of the literature) and had 73 structural postholes and five 
bin pits cut into the floor (though only 75% of it was excavated) (Lawlor 1983: 232), but without 
the complexity of Pit 762. This suggests two things about Pit 762: firstly, that it had a particular 
significance in the lives of the people occupying the site; and secondly, that it was reused and 
remodelled numerous times (which is not the case for Pit 40 from Maruka, though its sheer size 
certainly indicates that it was significant).

Phasing of Pit 762

The 148 features in the floor of Pit 762 include square postholes/post moulds, round postholes/
post moulds, sumps and small bin pits.3 This is evidence of constant re-use and reconfiguration 
of the pit, but it is extremely difficult to disentangle the complex sequence of events that this 
represents. In the following discussion three phases are recognised – unfortunately Phase 2 is 
a catch all for all the features that can’t be assigned to Phases 1 and 3, that is, the great majority 
of them. A possible Phase 4 is also present.

In Phase 1 the pit is significantly smaller than it became in Phase 2. Two lines of 5 square 
postholes (Features 783, 809, 844, 853, 900, 781, 842, 789 and 896), ranging in dept between 300300 
and 700 mm (the extent of the excavator’s reach), one of which is presumed to have been located 
where Feature 764 was subsequently dug, destroying it, indicate a pit measuring approximately 
6.4 x 2.5 m, though barely any of the walls survived and these dimensions are an approximation 
only (Figure 12). The surface of the fill in these postholes was very compacted, indicating that 
they had been trodden on quite extensively in subsequent phases. Apart from the square posts, 
the Phase 1 pit was an unremarkable feature.

Phase 2 is quite different. Here Pit 762 has been extended to the north and west, to reach its 
maximum size. There is a bewildering array of features visible in the floor of the pit during this 
phase, very few of which seem to form into spatial relationships that can be easily interpreted. 
In Figure 12, postholes that seem to be aligned in Phase 2 are shown in black. There are also 
sumps and further small bin pits visible in the floor of the Phase 2 pit. One of the smaller pits 

³ Bin pit is a term used for small pits that seem to be significantly smaller than a standard kumara storage pit, 
though they may often be quite deep; the term is not well defined. Sumps are irregular features cut into the floors 
of pits, often, around Tauranga, down to the free draining Rotoehu tephra. One possibility is that they were dug 
hurriedly to drain a influx of water during a sudden downpour. Such weather events are common in the Bay of 
Plenty and, while pits would generally have been waterproof, they would have been vulnerable to episodes of 
heavy rain.
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Figure 9. Pit 762 in plan.
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Figure 10. Composite photo of Pit 762 after excavation, looking north.
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Figure 11. Pit 762 after excavation, looking west.

(Pit 777) might constitute part of Phase 3, in which case Pit 776, which cuts Pit 777 and so is a 
later feature, is the sole representative of Phase 4. Pit 766, the bin pit in the north east of Pit 762, 
may date to before, after or during any phase – excavation with a 20 tonne backhoe tended to 
obscure the fine changes in soil colour that would allow us to tell. It seems probable that Feature 
787 is a posthole in Pit 766. In several postholes (Features 785, 830, 769, 848, 849 and 773) the 
post moulds were hollow, indicating that the posts were left in situ when the Phase 2 pit was 
filled. These were all to the north of the pit. On the other hand, many postholes were found 
beneath the compact, dark brown layer overlying the base of the pit. This layer is interpreted as 
the result of treading, so that postholes were cut and abandoned while pit use continued.

While in general the multitude of features in Phase 2 would indicate several phases of 
repeated occupation and re-use, these cannot be separated. An exception is Feature 804, which 
was a fairly regular ‘sump’ cut through the base of Phase 2 Pit 762 into the underlying Rotoehu 
tephra. The first phase of construction in Phase 2, Phase 2a, is represented by Features 812 and 
822, which may be contemporaneous with Feature 804, but this seems unlikely. It is not clear 
which of these two features came first. Feature 822 is a square posthole (Figure 13, Figure 15), 
but does not seem to form any alignments with any other postholes. Phase 2b is the digging 
of the sump, Feature 804. Phase 2c is represented by the filling of the sump and Phase 2d by 
Features 810 and 811. These two posts left hollow post moulds in the fill, so they were dug into 
the fill – they were not already present when the sump was filled as only Feature 810 extends 
into the base of the sump, and then only 190 mm, not far enough to be supported free-stand-
ing unless it was fixed to the roof members. These posts were then removed and the surface of 



Rowesdale season II  14 
Matthew Campbell and Jaden Harris 
CFG Heritage Ltd.

Figure 12. Phasing of Pit 762.
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the fill was trampled, and perhaps added to, until it became a hard crust that was easily distin-
guished from the soft bulk of the fill, that contained the two post moulds. When first exposed 
there were four visible postholes cut into the hard surface of the fill, Features 805–808 (Figure 
14). Several postholes that cut the edge of 804 are also visible, Features 813, 817, 799 and 797. 
All these features, then, postdate the final filling of Feature 804, and constitute the final phase, 
Phase 2e. These phases are shown in plan in Figure 16.

This complexity of use in a small portion of the Phase 2 pit indicates the type of repeated 
changes in the internal layout and use of Pit 762 during this phase, but it is not possible to 
distinguish them or say what changes in use they represent. We might suspect that during this 
phase Pit 762 had uses other than, or not exclusively, kumara storage, and that different people 
or groups had access to different parts of the pit at different times, but it is not feasible to take 
such speculations too much further.

Phase 3 of Pit 762 occurred after the pit had been filled, and a new pit was dug on the same 
alignment though the walls of the new pit extended slightly beyond the old pit at the south and 
east walls, visible as notches in Figure 9, with the floor cut down to the level of the old pit. The 
alignment of Phases 2 and 3 is quite clear and presumably Phase 3 was dug with knowledge 
of the location of Phase 2. Because the Phase 2 pit may have remained quite visible for a long 
time as a hollow in the ground even after it was filled in the Phase 3 pit may post-date Phase 2 
by as much as a couple of hundred years. However, the best interpretation of the palisaded site 
is that it was occupied once, for a few years only. On this basis it seems probable that whoever

Figure 13. Features 812 and 822 in the base of Feature 804 after excavation. Scale = 0.5 m.
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Figure 14. Feature 804 exposed in the floor of Pit 762, prior to excavation, looking south. Scale = 1 m.

Figure 15. Feature 804 after excavation, looking north. Features 812 and 822 are at bottom left, 
Features 805, 808 and 810 are cut into the base of Feature 804. Scale = 1 m horizontal, 0.5 m 
vertical.
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Figure 16. Phasing of Feature 804.

 dug the Phase 3 pit had first hand knowledge of the location and importance of the Phase 2 pit 
and deliberately dug in the same place.

The Phase 3 pit had two rows of four postholes, which were subsequently dug out when the 
pit was finally filled, leaving wide, deep holes in the base of the pit: Features 764, 839, 770, 771, 
765, 768/836, 771 and 894; respectively 780, 600, 680, 650, 710, 420, 670 and 490 mm deep. The 
fill in these was very soft. Feature 839 does not seem to have been dug out, though it is not clear 
why. The post mould was round, and so it may be assumed that the other posts in the Phase 
3 pit were also round. The process of removing the posts dug into the white, sandy Rotoehu 
tephra beneath the floor level and spread it around across the floor of the Phase 3 pit. While 
the bulk fill of Pit 762 was being emptied by the digger a clear line could be seen in the fill with 
clean, yellow-brown post-Rotoehu tephras to the north and the white Rotoehu tephra to the 
south, marking the walls of the Phase 3 pit (Figure 17). A very shallow notch in the floor of the 
Phase 2 pit running east from Feature 907 marked the base of this wall. The Rotoehu tephra 
is unsuitable for digging pits into as it is very  poorly consolidated, though it probably drains 
very well and sumps are often cut to this level, as was the case for Feature 804. Pit 777 probably 
belongs to this phase (Briggs et al. 1996). It follows a familiar pattern of a narrow, deep bin pit 
located off the end of a larger pit – this pattern was evident in the 2005  excavation, for instance 
(Campbell 2005: 12, Figure 11.).

If Pit 777 belongs to Phase 3, then the sole feature that can be assigned to Phase 4 is Pit 776, 
which cuts Feature 777 and is 170 mm deeper than it.170 mm deeper than it.mm deeper than it.

Pit use

It is generally assumed that pits were used for kumara storage. Kumara, in the temperate 
climate of New Zealand, requires storage in frost free conditions in order to protect the winter 
food stock and the spring seed stock; kumara left in the ground over winter will rot. Storage 
requirements include darkness and relatively constant humidity and temperature. These sorts 
of conditions are met by digging semi-subterranean storage facilities that act as root cellars.
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Figure 17. Pit 762 during initial hand cleaning, showing the lighter fill containing the Rotoehu 
tephra outlining the Phase 3 pit, looking north. Other features including the postholes of Phase 3 
are becoming visible. Scale = 1 m. 

 However, as Lawlor (1983) points out, this was not the only possible function of pits in 
Maori society, which could be used for:

food (kuumara, taro, aruhe and European potato) and water storage; as rubbish 
receptacles; to facilitate the fermentation of foodstuffs (hiinau and European 
maize); for rat (kiore) catching; for the temporary storage of food and material 
goods; as dwellings; as repositories for sacred objects; and as a place for the practice 
of ‘witchcraft.’

Even so, kumara storage is considered to be by far the most common use of such features. 
There is no evidence of any other use from the Rowesdale sites, but at the same time, there is no 
direct evidence that they were indeed used for kumara storage, though such evidence has been 
obtained at Pouerua pa in Northland in the form of charred kumara (Leahy and Nevin 1993) 
and at Hamurana Road near Rotorua in the form of kumara starch (Campbell and Horrocks 
2005: 111). The size and complexity of Pit 762 hints at a different use, or different uses, but there 
is no direct evidence of what these may have been. Different parts of the pit may have been by 
different groups or sub-groups but the confusion of features makes it difficult to define separate 
spaces within the pit. One such use, however, could be the maintenance and display of mana.

Square posts may be easily split with an adze, from a totara log for instance. Most posts in 
kumara pits, throughout the country, not just Rowesdale or the western Bay of Plenty, seem to 
have been round, which is generally taken to indicate that they are straight tree branches or 
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small trunks, perhaps with the bark stripped but generally not in any way remarkable. Splitting 
square posts out of a larger trunk is probably not very remarkable either – it involves more 
work, but probably not much and might indicate the raw materials that were closest to hand, 
such as large totara trunks rather than small manuka ones. What does seem to be unusual is 
digging the posts back out again. Given that most posts were not dug back out there seems to 
have been little pressure to recycle building materials, besides which new posts are less likely to 
have built up fungal spores that might infect the stored kumara. In this context using new posts 
makes sense. Digging posts out does indicate recycling, though the posts were not necessarily 
recycled into a new pit.

At the Richmond Park site (U14/3207), directly adjacent to the Rowesdale subdivision and 
400 m north of U14/3218, Pit 4 had two rows of three postholes from which the posts had been 
dug out. Moulds in the bottom of the post holes showed that these posts had been square, and 
it was proposed that they were dug out because of some status attached to them that made it 
inappropriate to leave them to rot (Campbell 2004a). In other words, what was being recycled, 
or rescued, was not the raw material, but mana. The posts may not have been reused at all; 
they may have been disposed of in a manner more suited to the mana they represented. It was 
further proposed that this mana was the mana of the chief and the community that dug and 
used the pits, indicating that the kumara stored there was set apart for a particular purpose. It 
was speculation whether or not the posts had been carved rather than just squared, but this is a 
reasonable possibility (Campbell 2004a).

At U14/3235, another site in the Rowesdale subdivision, 300 m north east of U14/3218, the 
largest pit was Pit 22, which had two rows of five postholes in the base. These posts were not only 
round, they were clearly left in the pit when it was filled as the moulds could be seen through 
the fill as it was removed by the digger (Campbell 2005: 28). There is no cultural necessity, then, 
where there are large pits with more than one row of postholes for the posts in those holes to be 
treated in any way that marks them as different or special in the archaeological record. In Pit 
762 numerous square posts seem not to have been dug out, so even square posts don’t neces-
sarily seem to be special in this way. While in general Pit 762 is unusual, both by reason of its 
exceptional size and the complexity of features within it, it is Phase 3 where the posts were dug 
out that stands out as being the most significant.

While pits have an essentially economic function, that is the storage and protection of an 
economically important resource, they also have social functions relating to their construction 
and use. Law (1999) examined the dimensions of pits from a number of sites, including sites 
from the Bay of Plenty. He concluded that pits could be grouped according to either their size 
(floor area in m2) or length to width ratio. Pits greater than 10 m2 were classed as ‘large pits’, 
with occasional pits greater than 35 m2 classed as ‘super pits.’ Pit 762, at 37 m2, is one of these,. 
Pits with a length to width ratio greater than 2.9:1 were classed as ‘long pits.’ He argued that 
large pits, and particularly super pits and long pits, were important in the display of wealth. 
Since pits must be dug into the ground and roofed, extra depth, which isn’t visible from outside, 
cannot be used as a means of display, so extra length was adopted instead.

In each of the main sites excavated at Rowesdale or nearby, U14/3207, U14/3235 and the 
U14/3218 palisaded site, there is one pit that is much larger than the others (Table 1, Figure 18). 
None of these are long pits, by Law’s classification. In each case they are wide enough to have 
more than one row of postholes, although it might seem easier to dig a long pit with the same 
floor area and have a much narrower roof with only a single row of posts down the centreline. 
All are large pits, though there are other large pits in the sites,  but only Pit 762 is a super pit. 
Although three pits is a small sample to generalise from, there is a consistent pattern between 
them, suggesting that part at least of the point of them may have been to build a pit with more 
than one row of posts, perhaps as a demonstration of skill or manpower, or of mana.
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Table 1. Dimensions of the largest pits from each of sites U14/3207 (Richmond Park), and 
U14/3235 and U14/3218 (Rowesdale).
Site Pit length (m) width (m) area (m2) length:width
U14/3207 4 4.5 2.6 11.7 1.73
U14/3235 22 4.64 3.25 15.08 1.43
U14/3218 762 8 4.6 36.8 1.74

Figure 18. Scatter plot of pit lengths against widths for U14/3207, U14/3218 and U14/3235.

It is often tempting when confronted with something in the archaeological record that is par-
ticularly unusual to claim that it is related to ritual. This discussion does not make such a claim. 
Ritual may be defined as “formal acts that take place in the context of religious worship … more 
commonly, however, anthropologists use ‘ritual’ to denote any activity with a high degree of 
formality and a nonutilitarian purpose” (Barfield 2000). Pit 762 represents neither of these – it 
is neither formal worship nor, being unique, is it representative of formal (hence repeated) ritual 
actions. It is quite possible that the pit was used to store kumara or other resources, including 
mana, that were subsequently used for ritual purposes. Alternatively, it may just be a big pit, 
part and parcel of the variation in everyday life even if at one extreme of that variation.

On a general note, Law pointed out that large and long pits were generally associated with 
occupation sites, that is communities were displaying their wealth (in the form of kumara) 
to visitors. No evidence of houses, in the form of postholes or other features, were found in 
association with Pit 762. However, the 2005 excavation of U14/3218 revealed at least two houses, 
and probably parts of others subsequently partly destroyed by kumara pits, so people were 
living on parts of the site. Another possibility is that such pits may be purely economic in 
function with their large size catering for large quantities of kumara. The variation in pit sizes 
indicates a similar variation in the size and status of the groups whose pits they are. Some of the 
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large pits may have served the community (hapu) while others were the property of particular 
families (whanau).

Artefacts

Five flakes of obsidian were recovered. These have yet to be analysed.

Chronology

Two types of chronology are discussed here: relative chronology, where one feature can be 
shown to be older or younger than another due to their stratigraphic relationship; and absolute 
chronology, where the age of a feature can be fixed in calendar years, in this case by radiocar-
bon dating.

Radiocarbon dating

No suitable samples for radiocarbon dating were found during the 2006 excavation but the site 
had been well dated following the previous season. The five radiocarbon dates already returned 
for the site all fall within a close range in the late 15th to 16th centuries; this same range of 
dates has been obtained from several recent investigations in the Waimapu (Campbell 2003, 
2004a, 2004b, 2005; Furey 2004). The main occupation of the Waimapu, then, falls within a 
200 year range, AD1450–1650. Both the beginning and end of this occupation are surprisingly 
early: the beginning is within a few generations of the first settlement of New Zealand – it is the 
same time as the beginnings of occupation on the Papamoa dune plain; the end is 50–100 years 
before the end of occupation on the Papamoa. The archaeological evidence of the excavated 
sites indicates several repeated occupations, which, coupled with the high site density, provides 
a picture of intense activity over a fairly brief period.

Phasing of U14/3218

Other than the phasing of Pit 762 already discussed, there area few clues to the phasing of the 
whole site (see Campbell 2005).The pits in the two areas are on slightly different alignments to 
each other, with the long axes of pits in Area A running at roughly 100�, and in Area B roughly100�, and in Area B roughly 
75�. The great majority of pits from the 2005 excavation also ran at the same bearing as the 
Area A pits, or perpendicular to it. There are several possible explanations for the change of 
alignment seen in Area B, all of which are equally valid at this stage of the investigation. One 
possibility is that they represent different phases of occupation of the site. Until the full extent 
of the palisade can be determined we can’t even be sure that they are part of the palisaded site, 
and so they may belong to an entirely different occupation. Alternatively, there is a gap of 30 
m between the Area A features and the Area B features, so they may represent different parts 
of the site, used by a different group or sub-group, or for a different purpose. The complexity 
of Pit 762 reinforces the latter possibility. The Area A and Area B pits clearly form two distinct 
groups, representing two separate, though not necessarily unrelated, occupations of the site. 
Although there is a break of 30 m between the two groups, it is no more than a stones throw, so 
it would be premature to suggest that Area B constitutes a separate site.

No intercutting pits were found as they were in the palisaded area in the 2005 season, where 
overlapping pits and changing alignments indicated different phases of pit construction, infill 
and reconstruction. 
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Summary and Conclusion

The 2006 investigations at U14/3218 have extended our knowledge and understanding of the 
site, for which excavation is not yet complete. Previous excavation, including the eastern pit 
cluster and sites U14/1972, a disturbed midden, U14/3235, a pit site that included two houses 
as well as U14/3207 , a pit site in the neighbouring Richmond park development, had indicated 
the nature and variation in occupation, as well as its timing and duration. Also the relationship 
between the occupations and the natural environment was investigated. The separate use of 
different spaces on the site is becoming clearer, with a cluster of pits in the middle and cooking 
areas to the west and east on either side, all contained within a palisade.

Overall the sites are dominated by kumara storage pits, but some features excavated in 2005 
were found for the first time in the Waimapu, specifically houses and an extensive palisade. The 
palisaded site is the largest site found so far at Waimapu. Although only two definite houses 
were found there were strong hints of several others, so that while the pits outnumber the other 
features, the site can be referred to as a small, semi-permanent village (how permanent is a 
matter for speculation). The 2005 excavation was neatly contained within the palisade, which 
served as both a site boundary and a highly visible marker of the presence of the occupants and 
their right to the land. The 2006 excavation did not encounter the palisade, the line of which 
runs several metres to the north, and so it remains unclear if Area B is part of the palisaded 
site.

The 2006 excavations revealed several fairly ordinary pits and a cooking area. Pit 762, 
on the other hand, was not ordinary – it seems to be unique in the archaeological record in 
terms of the complexity of sub-features cut into its floor, and hence in terms of the extent and 
variety of activities that may have taken place there. Just what those activities were is open to 
interpretation.
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