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The important prehistoric site of Wairau Bar is located at the mouth of the Wairau River,
near Blenheim in the South Island of New Zealand. The cultural deposits discovered
initially by J. Eyles and later excavated by Duff (1956) and others (Wilkes, 1964;
Trotter, 1975; 1977) disclosed an economy centred around the exploitation of extinct
avifauna. Most notable amongst the faunal record are moa, of a variety of species, and the
extinct swan. The material culture stands out in its richness and variety. The types of
adzes and Archaic ornaments found here are unparalleled in any other New Zealand site.
Striking similarities have been noted between the Wairau assemblage and those recovered
from sites in the Society Islands. This evidence has led to the conclusion that, in its
lowest cultural layers, the Wairau Bar site is early in the New Zealand context and has led
one of us (AJA) to suggest that part of the site probably contains burials of the first
generation of Polynesian settlers (Anderson, 1991).

No understanding of the early human colonisation of New Zealand can be reached with
confidence in the absence of a reliable chronology for Wairau Bar. Unfortunately, there is
a paucity of reliable radiocarbon dates from the site. Until now, this problem of obtaining
an acceptable chronology has appeared intractable. Recent work, however, has enabled
us to revisit the question of dating.

Research into the reliability of moa eggshell as a dating material has yielded encouraging
results (Higham, 1993; 1994). Stratigraphically identical samples of eggshell, marine and
estuarine shell, and identified charcoal from three sites have shown no statistical
difference between the radiocarbon assays of the different materials. Higham (1993;
1994) has demonstrated that eggshell is a reliable material, which dates the archaeological
event accurately. In addition, he concluded that eggshell possessed a minimal inbuilt age,
was resistant to post-depositional contamination and is unlikely to have been deposited in
prehistoric contexts as a result of natural processes.

We have obtained a set of thirteen moa eggshell samples from burial features at the
Wairau Bar site for dating. The samples were obtained from the Canterbury Museum in
Christchurch where they have been displayed as part of a permanent exhibition, after
extensive negotiations with Rangitane iwi (the tangata whenua of Wairau). We also
obtained three marine shell samples. We radiocarbon dated the samples using
conventional and AMS techniques. The results will be presented and the archaeological
implications for the prehistoric colonisation of New Zealand will be discussed.
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