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AN ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL 

SURVEY OF THE AUCKLAND ISLANDS
Dingwall, P., Jones, K., and Egerton, R. (eds.), 2009. 

New Zealand Archaeological Association Monograph 27. 
317 pp. (NZ$57)

Reviewed by: 
Martin Gibbs, University of Sydney

The Auckland Islands are located 450 km south of the 
South Island of New Zealand, in the sub-Antarctic zone of 
the Southern Ocean. Ever since reading Madelene Allen’s 

‘Wake of the Invercauld’, about a year long struggle for sur-
vival by 20 shipwreck survivors in 1864, these specks of 
rock, covering only about 65,000 hectares, have ranked 
pretty high on my list of places to see. This volume makes 
for a vicarious (if infinitely more comfortable) explora-
tion experience, documenting the results of the 2003 NZ 
Department of Conservation’s expedition. The aims of the 
project were to survey and record all known archaeologi-
cal sites on the island and if possible to discover new ones, 
and to examine the history and chronology of human use 
of this area as a cultural landscape. The various chapters 
also outline the potential for further research on what ap-
pears to have been a series of episodic occupations by an 
interesting array of would-be colonists and unintentional 
visitors.

Given that this was only a two month expedition the 
amount of information recorded is quite impressive. Al-
most as remarkable is the fact that the results were drawn 
together and published as a cohesive whole – a feat which 
is embarrassingly rare. The volume opens with the results 
of Atholl Anderson’s exploratory surveys and excavations 
of pre-historic Polynesian occupation. I confess that, like 
many, my knowledge of Polynesia is focussed on occupa-
tion of the more tropical climes further north, so reading 
about an outlier this far south from at least 650 years ago 
was an eye-opener. The evidence so far is too preliminary 
to really determine the length of occupation, although it 
is likely to have been quite brief, with a seasonal compo-
nent (summer/autumn) and hunting of seals, sea-lions 
and various bird species.

The remainder of the volume is potentially of great 
interest to archaeologists with a maritime bent, provid-
ing historical background to the sequence of industrial 
occupations, attempted settlements, shipwreck survivors, 
wartime lookouts and other small scale and usually short-
duration occurrences. 

The first European occupation was by sealing par-
ties in the early 19th century, and this is documented in a 
chapter by Prickett. Archaeological remains of this period 
are sparse, although future research directions are sign-
posted. Dingwall and Jones follow with their investiga-

tions of the failed Enderby Settlement (1849–52) which 
attempted to re-establish the British Southern Whale 
Fishery in the lower latitudes. The survey makes a good 
effort at relocating and understanding the layout and na-
ture of the settlement at Port Ross which numbered 30 
buildings and several hundred residents, but lasted only 
several years before the lack of success at whaling and the 
distance and cost of provisioning resulted in its closure, 
including the almost complete removal of all structures 
and materials. Well-preserved examples of abandoned 
British colonies of this type are relatively scarce, so the 
potential for further research on this remote and isolated 
outpost is obvious. A similar theme of remote occupation 
is taken up later in Dingwall’s chapter on the various pas-
toral and farming attempts from the mid-1840s. 

Jones documents the evidence for several scientific 
expeditions based at Terror Cove at various times from 
the 1840s through to WWI, including the 1874 German 
Transit of Venus site. I was strangely excited to recognize 
one of the surviving brick instrument pedestals from this 
latter group as almost identical to one I had recorded in 
a remote location on Santa Isabel in the Solomon Islands. 
The local islanders had referred to this ambiguous struc-
ture as the ‘German Monument’, and indeed the area had 
been part of the German Protectorate in the 1880s, so 
thanks to this paper I am now back to researching wheth-
er this site is evidence of a similar expedition.  

Egerton, Burgess, Petchey and Dingwall’s paper on 
the shipwreck era is the longest contribution to the vol-
ume. Only one actual shipwreck site is documented – the 
1864 schooner Grafton which was wrecked on the shore-
line – while most of the rest were underwater and beyond 
the reach of the investigators. In many respects this is a 
favour since it focuses attention on the much more inter-
esting features of the shipwreck survivor camps, signal-
ing points, burial places, and relief attempts. I confess to 
a special interest in these sorts of sites, which often tell 
extraordinary stories of the extremes of survival and ad-
aptation. That so many of the structures and fingerposts 
(signposts directing survivors to emergency shelters, sup-
plies and even boats) survive is a testament to how the re-
moteness of the islands has inhibited the sort of rapacious 
souveniring which has destroyed so many similar sites in 
more accessible locations. The rich photographic record 
of the various informally constructed castaway huts in-
cluded in the volume are amazing in their own right and 
make me itch to get down there and start work. 

Chapter 8 by Bagley, Jones, Dingwall and Edkins 
deals with evidence of WWII. This includes coast-watch-
ing stations, and the 1939 clearings for timber by the Ger-
man trader Erlangen, which fled Otago Harbour at the 
announcement of hostilities with Britain to avoid being 
impounded, but was soon forced to stop at the Auckland 
Islands to find fuel. Once again, the survival of usually 
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fragile and ephemeral archaeological signatures of such 
activities is remarkable. 

Walls’ chapter on botanical evidence of human occu-
pation, documents and summarises a surprising array of 
examples from the last 200 years, including evidence of 
clearing for farming and pastoral purposes, and timber-
getting for fuel and structures. The mixture of inadvertent 
and deliberate introductions of exotic plant species is also 
documented. 

The final paper by Jones and Dingwall attempts to 
draw together much of the preceding discussion, although 
the overall historical narrative would have been equally 
useful at the introduction of the book. This section also 
mentions an 1842–56 occupation of the islands by a group 
of Maori and Moriori from the Chatham Islands. This 
group is mentioned in passing by various other authors 
in the volume, but is never adequately discussed by any of 
them. Prickett in Chapter 3 notes that New Zealand flax 
in Tandy Inlet may relate to their occupation. Dingwall 
and Jones in Chapter 4 report they were already resident 
at Port Ross when the Enderby Settlement was established, 
with some of the Maori men then employed by the whal-
ers. Walls in Chapter 9 tantalisingly refers to them as a 
‘fugitive group’, although similarly, says nothing more of 
their history and activities – such as why they came and 
why they left. This appears to be the only major omission 
in the volume which otherwise attempts to understand the 
full sweep of human occupation and impact.  

As noted, volumes which report on collaborative ven-
tures such as this are surprisingly rare. My own experience 
of such endeavours is that a goodly proportion of the par-
ticipants vanish afterwards and completely fail to complete 
their contribution, meaning the rest can’t be published ei-
ther. For ensuring that the 2003 Auckland Islands expedi-
tion has been published in this way the editors deserve 
congratulations. The contents tend towards the descriptive, 
but this volume is both an interesting read and a valuable 
resource, inspiring anyone who has the time and inclina-
tion towards more detailed investigations in this fascinat-
ing part of the world.

THE EARLY PREHISTORY OF FIJI
Clark, G. and Anderson A., 2009.

Terra Australis 31, ANU E Press, Canberra, 
pp. 437, ISBN 9781921666070 

http://epress.anu.edu.au/ta31_citation.html.

Reviewed by: 
Peter J. Sheppard, University of Auckland

For many students Fiji is a mystery. Is it part of Island 
Melanesia or West Polynesia, or a bit of both and if so, 
how did this come about? If it is part of Island Melane-
sia then why is the linguistic picture apparently so simple 
compared to its neighbours to the west? If it is part of West 
Polynesia why do some people look more ‘Melanesian’ and 
why did they continue to make pottery long after it disap-
peared to the east? Most explanations proposed over the 
last 200 years have looked to the two ‘race’ solution with 
Fiji either being a boundary mixing zone, or with early 
‘Polynesian’ occupation replaced by a later migration of 
more ‘Melanesian’ people coming from the west. Examin-
ing this hypothesis is a challenge for archaeology for how 
do we translate biology and linguistics into archaeological 
categories? When is enough change in the record a sign 
of migration or cultural replacement? This volume, and 
the major project on which it reports, seeks to make a 
substantial contribution to these and other issues by creat-
ing a baseline database and carefully examining the early 
prehistory of the Fijian Archipelago.

At first glance, this large edited volume of 16 chapters 
and 11 authors is rather daunting and threatens to be a 
series of dry descriptive reports. But persevere, there is 
something thought provoking for everyone! The first and 
last chapters serve to contextualise the reports and pull 
them together under a series of research questions. These 
include: when and from where was Fiji settled?; what was 
the pattern and timing of regional Lapita settlement after 
initial colonisation?; to what extent might we characterise 
early Lapita subsistence as food producing or food collect-
ing as seen in the ‘strandlooper’ debate?; what evidence 
do we have for contacts to the west, and what evidence 
do we have for a significant break or transformation in 
the post-Lapita archaeological record? Chapters Two to 
Four provide data on the palaeofauna from non-cultural 
sites, and vegetation change. These investigate the impact 
of human settlement on the Fijian environment. The re-
markable large herpetofauna, which includes crocodile, 
tortoise, iguana and frog, is described along with the giant 
megapodes and flightless pigeon. As elsewhere in the Pa-
cific, such megafauna and ground-dwelling birds are now 
extinct, however, there has yet to be found a significant 
archaeological deposit of extinct fauna raising the ques-
tion of whether we have yet found first contact sites in Fiji. 
In contrast, the pollen record, which includes more than 
20 records for Fiji, is notable for its variability, showing 
clear evidence of fire prior to 3000 BP and, it would seem, 
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sustained human impact only after 2700 BP. The authors 
also see no evidence for a marked environmental change 
associated with the Little Ice Age.

Chapters Five and Six describe the fieldwork on 
Southern and Northern Fiji, and Beqa and Mago Islands. 
This includes much new excavation as well as re-visiting 
older sites to try and resolve problems or improve samples. 
The Sigatoka Dune is re-visited to try and set it within 
the context of environmental change in the Sigatoka Basin 
and to evaluate models of site formation and the possi-
bility of earlier occupation in the dunes. The models of 
Dickinson (1998) and de Brian (2001) are supported. In 
Northern Fiji, Natunuku is re-visited to see if any Lapita 
deposits remain. As with Sigatoka it was difficult to re-
establish old excavation grids. Despite all the discussion 
and plans provided I cannot help but wonder if archae-
ologists will have similar problems in 25 years’ time. Per-
haps we need detailed real-world co-ordinates provided 
for some datum points. Navatu 17A, excavated by Gifford 
and used by Green to establish a Fijian culture history, is 
also re-visited and reassessed.  The collection of all these 
site descriptions and evaluations in one place will be a 
great boon to future workers.

Chapter Seven provides the dating results from the 
project as well as an inventory of all (300+) Fijian archae-
ological dates. Again this is a real treasure of carefully 
presented and evaluated primary data. Radiocarbon cali-
bration was made using the Southern Hemisphere curve. 
Although it has become popular lately to use the North-
ern Hemisphere curve citing the effects of the southern 
movement of the ITCZ, it should be remembered that this 
annually moves north as well as south of the geographic 
equator. Perhaps folks north of the equator should use 
the Southern Hemisphere curve. Until an appropriate 
model is proposed, it might in my opinion – on a day 
when the wind is howling from the south and satellite im-
agery shows a whirling mass of cloud from the Solomons 
to Antarctica – be best to stick with our own geographic 
hemisphere. The short chronology for Lapita settlement 
has been revised once again, and occupation of Fiji ap-
pears to be shortly after that in the Reef/Santa Cruz in 
the 2950–3080 cal. BP range, with Bourewa the earliest site. 
Some time lag is proposed for Lapita appearance in the 
Lau Group. Consideration of mid-sequence dating con-
firms rapid change in ceramics at 1440–1300 cal. BP, but 
also shows other rapid changes around the same time such 
as population expansion and the appearance of cannibal-
ism and fortifications. 

Chapters Eight to Ten report on the archaeological 
fauna. The molluscan and fish remains present a pattern 
of broad spectrum exploitation of species from a variety 
of niches. Contrary to common expectations, there is 
no evidence of selective collection in the Lapita period. 
Discussion of the faunal remains concludes with a use-
ful discussion of commensals and impact on indigenous 
fauna. Chickens remain rare in the Fiji sequence and the 

evidence for pig and dog in the Lapita period is still un-
confirmed – it is concluded that they must have played a 
minor role. The limited amount of turtle and sea birds is 
curious.

Chapters 11 to 13 deal with the ceramic record. Chap-
ter 11 describes the ceramic assemblages with a series of 
very useful diagrams, photos and tables, while Chapter 12 
tackles the issue of Post-Lapita ceramic change. I am very 
sympathetic to a model of local development rather than 
migration and intrusion, but as the authors note, migra-
tion did occur in the Pacific and it is probable that in some 
cases population replacement or swamping, such as in the 
Polynesian Outliers, did occur. To propose it for a set of 
large islands with a well established population seems, 
from first principles, to be unwise, especially if the source 
regions are more than 800 km downwind and share the 
same population growth start date. Clark reviews the 
sharp change seen by Burley within a few hundred years 
at Sigatoka and argues that the Fijian Plainware and the 
subsequent Navatu ceramics actually share high percent-
ages of vessel forms and decorative techniques. Review 
of Cochrane’s use of cladistics, which indicates transmis-
sion between Vanuatu and Fiji, suggests problems with 
the identification of homologies not resulting from simi-
lar ancestral traditions. Clark analyses whole vessels from 
Fiji and Vanuatu, and concludes there is little support for 
mid-sequence intrusion from Vanuatu. This paper left me 
wondering if analysis of other regional sequences might 
not see similar rates of change in situations where we have 
never argued for intrusion. More first hand comparative 
research on collections is needed. Reepmeyer has clearly 
shown that the ‘Vanuatu’ obsidian in Fiji is not from Va-
nuatu, but where it comes from is still a mystery; an un-
known Fiji source seems improbable.

Chapter 13, which deals with ceramic compositional 
analysis, is a model study and I have recommended it to 
students as good example of combining petrographic, 
megascopic and geochemical analysis. Questions arise 
about post-depositional alteration of sherd chemistry 
contributing to differences. My students have found that 
sherds from inter-tidal sites have elevated values of some 
elements clearly related to their immersion. The use of dis-
criminant analysis to test cohesiveness of site based groups 
is a useful trick, but of course unknown sources will not 
show and all ceramics will be assigned to one of the 
‘known’ sources. Examining probabilities of assignment 
might be useful for identifying cases forced into a group. 
I like the concluding discussion of the difference between 
‘interaction’ and ‘community mobility’, something useful 
to think about when comparing early and late patterns of 
compositional variability.

Chapters 14 and 15 cover stone tool manufacture and 
sourcing. The chapter on manufacture provides a useful 
set of questions for investigating Pacific collections, but 
as with the study of shellfish, we might find it hard to get 
more useful information beyond counts and weights. The 
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work on the distribution of stone sources is a good start to 
that study. The contribution to the study of adze rock is a 
useful compilation of information and provision of some 
new analyses. I was impressed with the fact that only one 
sample seemed to be basalt based on geochemistry. Some 
petrographic analysis or basic rock type description based 
on major elements would be useful. The attempts to char-
acterise chert are a brave attempt at an intractable problem. 
Again I think petrography would be useful and I wonder if 
some of the distinctions based on colour and the separa-
tion of jasper from other materials may be problematic. 
The coralline chert from Vanuabalavu can vary in a single 
hand specimen from translucent brown to red.

I leave the readers to consider the authors’ conclud-
ing chapter, which makes good reading for any student 
of Fijian prehistory. In sum this is an encyclopaedic work 
which should be on the shelf of all Pacific archaeologists; 
the theoretical and methodological approaches used can 
serve as a starting point for many graduate theses.


