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Hinterlands, Heartlands and History:
dynamic landscapes in New Zealand archaeology

Karen Greig"* and Richard Walter™?

ABSTRACT

Core-periphery models have been widely used in archaeology. The core implies centrality and richness; the periphery

encompasses ideas of distance, disconnection, marginality, and challenge. The approach is most useful in urban stud-

ies but less appropriate in societies with less well defined social and economic hierarchies, and few technological or

economic dissimilarities such as pre-contact New Zealand. In this study we explore the usefulness of the concept of

hinterland to understand New Zealand history and show how trajectories of change occurred across the entire social

landscape. High mobility, low population density and extreme environmental and climatic diversity shaped circum-

stances where heartland-hinterland relationships were fluid and easily subverted. Working at different scales, we show

how places transitioned across the heartland-hinterland continuum in response to socio-cultural, historical, economic

and environmental processes. In New Zealand heartland-hinterland relationships were temporally dynamic and con-

tingent rather than emerging from fixed principles of geographic resource distribution and accessibility. This is usefully

modelled as raindrops on a pond.

INTRODUCTION

There is a growing interest in ‘hinterlands’ in archaeologi-
cal studies of social complexity. This interest has emerged
as a counter to the core-periphery oppositions that have
had widespread applications in world archaeology. Core-
periphery models developed in social geography with theo-
retical input from Western world systems and dependency
theories (Champion 2005). The core implies centrality and
richness; the periphery encompasses ideas of distance, dis-
connection, marginality, and challenge. The approach is
most useful in urban studies where such dichotomies are
often clearly defined. It may not be as appropriate for de-
scribing relationships between communities with less well
defined social and economic hierarchies, and few techno-
logical or economic dissimilarities (such as in pre-contact
New Zealand) (Kuusela et al. 2018:766). Core-periphery
studies tend to focus on the core with less attention given
to processes of social, economic and political activity in
the peripheries and how these may differ from the core
(Kahn et al. 2016:197). Hinterland studies turn their focus
away from the core and explore how trajectories of change
occur across the entire social landscape. This is particularly
relevant in New Zealand where cores are rarely long-lasting
or well defined either spatially or conceptually.
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Usefully, some recent studies have explored concep-
tions of ‘hinterland’ that move beyond geographic theo-
retical frameworks and recognise multiplicity and inter-
connectivity; ... hinterlands are thus both physical and
metaphysical, immediate and distant, and exist as a mul-
tiplicity of threads that are intrinsically interconnected’
(Damgaard 2009:85). We see potential in this approach
in New Zealand which has a short time span of human
occupation, but one that encompasses major changes in
the socio-political (Marshall, 2004, see also Ballara 1998)
and environmental domains (Holdaway and Jacomb 2000,
McWethy et al. 2010). Damgaard’s (2009) paper advances
a ‘pebble in the pond’ analogy which identifies a nuclear
zone from which °...analysis expands like rings in water
to include the full geographic regions related to the site’
Although he recognises that there are temporal changes in
relationships the model is anchored to a central geographic
and demographic locale (Damgaard 2009; Fig 10.1). We
propose that the long-term history of New Zealand can
be characterised as displaying rapid, spatially discontinu-
ous and discrete, short-lived fluctuations in economic and
social patterns of organisation, and rapid environmental
transformation. This is a model that can be best visualised
as multiple pebbles, or raindrops, falling on a pond; a meta-
phor that captures the dynamic diachronic perspective
more effectively. Figure 1 illustrates the serial and spatially
discontinuous nature of change in New Zealand history.
Each drop can be thought of as a heartland, but it is ephem-
eral and disappears as the ripples expand and are them-
selves overlapped by new drops, ripples and interference
patterns. In the following paper we draw on four examples
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to explore the utility of this model and the way in which
it highlights the fluid and rapidly changing nature of New
Zealand’s social, economic, political and landscape history.
We suggest that a ‘raindrops on a pond’ metaphor is a use-
ful starting point for archaeologists interested in studying
social history in New Zealand.

PRE-CONTACT NEW ZEALAND SOCIETY

New Zealand was colonised by a significant influx of mi-
grants over a period of decades from a central East Poly-
nesian homeland commencing in the early half of the
fourteenth century (Walter et al. 2017) but clearly follow-
ing a phase of exploration and discovery (e.g., Graves and
Addison 1995, see also Irwin 1992). Some scholars inter-
pret the radiocarbon evidence as supporting a model of
first settlement in the last decades of the twelfth century
(Wilmshurst et al. 2008, Wilmshurst et al. 2011). The direct
evidence of human settlement prior to the 1300s is equivo-
cal, but by 1320 the evidence is widespread and extensive;
hence the argument for a wave of migration (Walter et al.
2017). New Zealand is situated at the southern apex of the
Polynesian triangle. It had no terrestrial mammals before
human arrival, other than two species of bat, and bird taxa
evolved to fill the range of terrestrial niches. Notable bird
species include now extinct megafauna, such as moa, eagles,
swans and geese, and flightless birds such as ground par-
rots and kiwi (Worthy and Holdaway 2002). Continental
geological process resulted in the formation of a range of
high quality and readily accessible stone resources ideal for
tool manufacture (Sheppard 2004). The climate however is
temperate, rather than tropical, limiting the productivity of
the imported tropical plant crops (Barber 2004, Furey 2006).

Fundamental Ancestral Polynesian social structures, as
reconstructed using the comparative method (Kirch and
Green 2001), were brought to New Zealand and persist (in

Figure 1. Raindrops on a pond; a metaphor for history. © Can
Stock Photo Inc. /Babar760
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modified form) in contemporary Maori society. These in-
clude, for example, kinship structures, social relations, and
ritual and religious concepts (Reilly et al. 2018). Although
these social structures remained relatively stable, settle-
ment patterns and regional centres changed radically over
the short duration of New Zealand history (Anderson and
Smith 1996, Jacomb et al. 2010, Walter et al. 2006).

CHANGING HEARTLAND-HINTERLAND RELATIONS

The archaeology of New Zealand demonstrates the vari-
able nature of heartland-hinterland relationships. We use
‘heartland’ here as an alternative to terms like ‘core, ‘centre;,
‘central place’ as it better fits the New Zealand historical
setting. In New Zealand heartlands are ephemeral; they
appear suddenly and change rapidly but are not always
associated with centres of demographic concentration, or
of political power. Nor do they display evidence of long-
term development - as is seen in studies of urbanisation
for example. Heartland-hinterland systems in New Zealand
were underpinned by a wide variety of different economic,
ideological and political contingencies. Hinterlands could
expand and contract, and continue to have relevance in
some social, or behavioural sense after the heartland had
disappeared. None of the systems were strongly bounded.
We show the diversity of heartland-hinterland histories in
four examples.

Murihiku

Southern New Zealand or Murihiku provides a first exam-
ple of changing heartland-hinterland systems (Figure 2). In
the immediate post-colonisation phase of New Zealand
history, the east coast of the South Island, including the
cold, temperate southern coastlines, was a major focus of
human settlement (Anderson 1989:120-140). This is the
region that had a particularly high density of moa and sea
mammal populations (Smith 2005, Worthy 1990, Worthy
and Holdaway 2002). Attracted by these easily won high-
energy food sources, large sedentary settlements were es-
tablished on many of the major river mouths. These were
connected to wider exchange networks that spanned the
country - including the horticultural regions of the north
(Leach 1978, Scott 2008, Walter et al. 2010). Small, scat-
tered settlements in the inland hinterlands of southern
New Zealand were associated with hunting or industrial
procurement. The Hawksburn moa hunting and processing
site is one example (Anderson 1989:144-147). The Hawks-
burn site is located 140 km inland from the east coast of
Otago at an elevation of 660 m. It consists of a series of
small hut sites, ovens and midden dumps located within
a 2700m? zone of stone tool discard. The stone tools are
predominantly silcrete blades, broken blades, flakes and
manufacturing debitage. These tool scatters include two
spatially discrete, functional categories; tool fabrication
and moa butchery. The midden contains a very high den-
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Figure 2. Map showing key locations mentioned in the text.

sity of moa bone and this comprises butchered remains of
a small number of complete individuals, which may have
been hunted close to the site. It also contains the remains of
a large number of birds without marginal parts, suggesting
that these individuals were hunted and part-butchered in
distant hunting zones before being brought to Hawksburn
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for processing or consumption. The site has been inter-
preted as a place where moa were butchered and processed.
The intention may have been to transport meat down the
Clutha River to the east coast. This pattern fits the model
of heartland-hinterland relationships structured around
natural resource distribution patterns.
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In the Southern New Zealand settlement zone certain
hinterland regions were particularly susceptible to changes
in resource distributions. The Catlins Coast and Duned-
in region were major centres of occupation and activity
during the first century of settlement (Hamel 1982, 2001).
There the sites included large, rich villages with abundant
evidence for moa hunting and sea mammal exploitation.
In the Catlins the best described of these sites is Papatowai.
Excavations have taken place at Papatowai since the 1930s
when it was first described as a ‘large moa-hunter camp’
(Hamel 1977, 1982, Lockerbie 1953, Teviotdale 1938). The
river mouth site contains extensive midden remains with a
strong emphasis on seal and moa hunting. Smith (1985:162)
estimates that the site might have contributed as much as
45% of the meat weight at the site. The site also contains a
wide range of stone tools and examples of some of the most
iconic early East Polynesian artefact forms such as whale
tooth pendants and necklace reels, as well as a perforated
moa egg. To the south, Foveaux Strait was settled by 1350
and more than ten sites on either side of the Strait, have
been radiocarbon dated to the early fifteenth century (Ja-
comb et al. 2010: Table 3, Figure 2). The southern coastline
has been well surveyed (Greig and Walter 2017) but not
as comprehensively dated as many northern coastlines.
Nevertheless, and despite representing the most extreme
cold and inhospitable climate on mainland New Zealand,
the record strongly suggests that Foveaux Strait was settled
as early as any part of the country (Jacomb et al. 2010:33).
While the settlement zones in the Catlins and Dunedin
region were thriving, Foveaux Strait operated as a viable
hinterland zone and small sites associated with fishing,
birding, and stone extraction and reduction, are well rep-
resented along the coasts (Greig and Walter 2017, Jacomb
et al. 2010). Once moas and sea mammals were extinct or
locally extirpated, however, the heartland-hinterland pat-
tern changed. The southern hinterland zone was no longer
linked though resource networks to the large sites and
resource centres in the Catlins and Dunedin region, and
Foveaux Strait experienced a period of massive popula-
tion decline (Jacomb et al. 2010). The Catlins and Dunedin
region became hinterlands in their own right, support-
ing small-scale and possibly transitory settlements, while
population centres moved to the north (Jacomb et al. 2010,
Walter et al. 2018).

After centuries of being either devoid of population
or in an earlier hinterland relationship with centres to the
north, a major transformation occurred in Foveaux Strait
in the early nineteenth century (Coutts 1972). With the
arrival of whalers operating out of North American or
Australian ports, and increased shipping into Australia, Fo-
veaux Strait, and especially Bluff Harbour, emerged as one
of the country’s major trade centres. Maori populations
increased there, drawn by the opportunities for trade with
whalers and for ships using the southern shipping lanes
into Australia (Hall-Jones 1976, McNab 1913). By as early
as 1813 Maori potato gardens up to 40 hectares in size were
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observed in Bluft (Sinclair 1990:16). During the 1840s the
great warrior chief Tuhawaiiki established a major com-
mercial centre on Ruapuke island where he dominated the
Bluff Harbour and Foveaux Strait trade (Hall-Jones 2003),
as the Nga Puhi chiefs had dominated trade with European
shipping out of Kororareka in the north (Belich 1996:198).
Here the transition from abandoned hinterland to social
and economic heartland was driven by global economic
forces and the accidents of location - the encroachment
of the international whaling industry and the fact that the
fastest routes from Europe to Australia followed the wind
belts south of New Zealand making Bluff Harbour an ideal
way point.

Kapiti Coast

The Kapiti Coast in the early 1800s provides an interest-
ing contrast to Murihiku. Here the establishment of a
heartland-hinterland system was driven, at least initially,
by indigenous Maori politics not by economic or envi-
ronmental factors. The Kapiti Coast on the west coast of
the lower North Island appears to have been settled by the
fourteenth century but there is no archaeological evidence
to suggest it ever supported large, dense populations before
1800 (Brooks, Jacomb & Walter 2016). The late pre-contact
record appears to represent the transient or short-lived
activities of fairly mobile groups moving along the coast-
lines. It was a hinterland zone, probably serving largely as
a transport route, between tribal heartlands to the north in
South Taranaki and south around Porirua and Wellington
Harbours. In the early nineteenth century major political
upheavals in the North Island saw the rise of a number of
ambitious political leaders, of which the best known was
Tuhawaiiki’s great northern rival the Ngati Toa warrior
chief Te Rauparaha. From an initial base in Kawhia Har-
bour where his people were under threat from tribes to the
north and east, Te Rauparaha had ambitions to expand his
sphere of influence into the Lower North Island and Upper
South Island (Burns 1980, Te Rauparaha and Butler 1980).
To facilitate this he exploited the strategic location of the
Kapiti Coast as a staging point from which he could domi-
nate Cook Strait — the strait separating the North from the
South Island. He established a stronghold on Kapiti Island
which became a military, political and symbolic centre, and
the settlement patterns of the Kapiti Coast changed. On the
mainland a series of small coastal settlements were estab-
lished, along with a number of other fortified strongholds
including those associated with his nephew the warrior
chief Te Rangihaeata. Pit and terrace complexes were also
constructed representing the expansion of horticultural
activities to support the new population. The coast became
part of a semi-militarised landscape; the military and po-
litical centre was located on Kapiti Island and the newly
established settlements of Ngati Toa and related hapu on
the mainland were tied together by a single loosely aligned
confederacy of tribal factions (Carkeek 1978).
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Wairau Bar

Southern New Zealand and the Kapiti Coast provide ex-
amples of the ways in which physical structures such as
resource distribution patterns, global trade pressures and
political strategy can underpin the development, and re-
structuring, of heartland-hinterland relationships. Wairau
Bar in the Upper South Island is an example of a place
where ideological factors may have played some role in
these processes. Wairau Bar is the best known example of
New Zealand’s settlement phase — sometimes referred to
as the ‘Archaic’ (Brooks et al. 2009, Duff 1942, Duff 1950,
Jacomb et al. 2014). It is a habitation site of at least 11 hec-
tares occupied for up to a century (Brooks et al. 2011). It
contains a vast and diverse assemblage of East Polynesian
style artefacts which, when first investigated, provided the
most compelling evidence for New Zealand having been
settled directly from tropical East Polynesia (probably the
Cook Islands or Society Islands) (Duff 1950). It became
identified as the New Zealand type-site for the East Polyne-
sian ‘Archaic’ (Golson 1959). Stone tools from the site derive
from geological sources across the entire country suggest-
ing that Wairau Bar lay at a nexus within a wide area com-
munication network (Walter et al. 2017:364). It also lay
200 kilometres from the high quality argillite sources of
D’Urville Island and the Nelson region that were amongst
the most favoured materials in the early period (14th to
early 15th century) adze industry (Best 1977, Prickett 1989).
Wairau Bar produced an assemblage of many hundreds of
fine quality argillite adzes, and preform reduction floors at
Wairau Bar suggest they were finished on site and possibly
manufactured for export through inter-regional exchange
networks. As well as moving finished goods into the ex-
change systems, Wairau Bar may also have been providing
services of an ideological nature to hinterland communi-
ties (Walter et al. 2017).

The site contains a burial ground with some of the
richest grave goods found in any New Zealand site. Stable
isotope analyses of individuals buried at Wairau Bar, show
that some of the individuals were born in tropical Poly-
nesia (Kinaston et al. 2013). The earliest cluster of burials
includes individuals buried with elaborate grave goods
and personal adornments typical of the East Polynesian
‘Archaic’ in sites from the Cook Islands and French Poly-
nesia (Golson 1959). Other individuals buried at the site
appear, on the grounds of Strontium isotope ratios, to have
spent most of their lives in New Zealand, but not close to
Wairau Bar (Kinaston et al. 2013). A large cooking feature
and associated faunal remains attest to large-scale ceremo-
nial activities taking place at the site. These features lie
within 40 m of the first burial group and comparisons have
been made to the tangihanga death ceremonies of modern
Maori society which draw participants from distant locales.
It has been argued that Wairau Bar, with its direct connec-
tions to the homeland in Polynesia, may have had a ritual
or ideological significance for first and second generation
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New Zealanders (Walter et al. 2017). As is common today
in Maori society, some of the later burials may represent
individuals who came back to Wairau Bar later in life, or
after death, for burial.

Wairau Bar, along with the other large fourteenth cen-
tury river mouth villages of the South Island’s east coast,
was abandoned with the demise of moa populations. Lo-
cated on a barren spit Wairau Bar reverted to a hinterland
status that it retained for the next 450 years until European
arrival. In the 1840s a river mouth settlement, with at least
three hotels, grew up there to serve shipping up the Wairau
and Opawa Rivers into the new settlements of Marlbor-
ough. Once more Wairau Bar became an important place
providing services to a wide hinterland (McIntosh 1977).
But this situation was short-lived when the settlement was
abandoned following a major earthquake in 1855 (Holda-
way 2016).

Northern New Zealand

The complex structuring role of social, economic, ideo-
logical and political forces that can operate at different
scales to support the emergence of heartland-hinterland
relationships is well demonstrated at Rangihoua Bay in the
northern Bay of Islands.

Rangihoua Pa, a stronghold of Nga Puhi chiefs in the
early 1800s, occupies a headland in the centre of the bay.
At the time, the Bay of Islands was occupied by many small
related tribal factions with a number of powerful chiefs
but there was no single economic or political centre (Bal-
lara 1998: 61). The Hohi mission station was established in
1814, partly on invitation from one of the most powerful
Nga Puhi chiefs Ruatara. The mission was situated on land
below Ruatara’s pa, Rangihoua and placed under its protec-
tion (Salmond 1997).

The Hohi mission was the first permanent European
settlement and one of the earliest missions in the South
Pacific. It became a community of around 25-30 European
men, women and children. It was a household mission
where the missionaries lived as families ‘displaying the
model of the Christian ideal’ (Middleton 2013:164). The
missionaries were not self-sufficient and relied on the pa
for protection and basic items of food (Middleton and
Smith 2014). The pa was a centre of Maori social and politi-
cal life, and the chiefs gained prestige and power from their
association with ‘their Pakeha’ (Salmond 1997). Conversely,
the mission was on the frontier of British expansion — the
extreme hinterland of the British Empire — and was de-
pendent upon its Maori patrons for survival. Nonetheless,
their presence gave Europeans a toehold in New Zealand.
Rangihoua Bay was a place where the social networks of
two cultures overlapped and for a brief moment in history,
it became the centre for two interdependent heartland-
hinterland systems. The first was indigenous; association
with Europeans and their trade provided influence to the
occupants of Rangihoua over the surrounding area. The
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second was colonial. Protected by Ruatara and his people,
the Hohi mission became a fleeting, yet stable, place of
contact for European activities in the south seas.

CONCLUSION

In the case of New Zealand, high mobility, low population
density and extreme environmental and climatic diversity
shaped circumstances where heartland-hinterland rela-
tionships were fluid and easily subverted by historical pro-
cesses. Heartland-hinterland relationships were temporally
dynamic and contingent rather than emerging from fixed
principles of resource distribution and accessibility. We
have argued that the best visual metaphor for New Zea-
land’s short but complex history is raindrops on a pond’ In
this visualisation the multiple drops represent a series of
events which have an effect upon a wider landscape. The
events themselves are not necessarily tightly anchored to
place and can be replaced quickly by new events and their
wider influences. This is a simple metaphor, but one that
reflects the dynamism and complexity that characterises
New Zealand’s short history. Furthermore, it is consistent
with the patterns of Maori oral history and tradition which
do not follow the linear trajectories of European accounts.
Instead they are anchored to time and place, and narra-
tives coalesce around specific events and individuals. These
narratives overlap in time and space and sometimes mix
myth and history (Tau 2003:18). They can be both contra-
dictory and mutually reinforming in different contexts but
always relevant (Anderson et al. 2014: 44). Applied as part
of a landscape framework, we suggest that the metaphor
of ‘raindrops on a pond’ may serve as a useful device for
informing future archaeological studies of social change.
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