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Since Teviotdale (1932) considered the origins of the southern "moa hunters" in the
1920s, seasonality has been a variable of importance in understanding the economic and
social patterns of the earliest inhabitants of southern New Zealand. Teviotdale (1932)
suggested that the moa-hunters' of the southern South Island were not permanent settlers
in the area but seasonal visitors, migrating in search of big game from bases in the North
Island. In the 1960s and 70s an increasing emphasis on economic prehistory resulted in
the development of a number of practical methods designed to determine the nature of
prehistoric seasonality in southern New Zealand. Coutts (1970, 1974), Coutts and
Higham (1971), Coutts and Jurisich (1972), Coutts and Jones (1974), Teal (1975),
Leach and Leach (1978), Anderson (1981), Till (1984), Smith (1985), Till and Blattner
(1986), Smith (1989), Higham (1990; 1996) and Samson (1996) have made seasonality a
central issue in their research (see Higham, 1996 for full references). Leach (1969) and
Anderson (1982) have attempted to integrate some of these results towards developing a
regional synthesis of settlement patterns and seasonality. Despite some significant
developments, the overriding problem has continued to be the inflexible nature of the
region's faunal spectrum. Ideally, the prehistorian requires plants or animals which are
restricted in their seasonal availability to a narrow time range. Unfortunately, many of the
plants and animals available to southern Maori were available all year round. The
exception is the muttonbird (Puffinus griseus), but because these birds were preserved
and traded, finding their remains in sites is no guaranteed indicator of seasonality, except
perhaps on the islands of Foveaux Strait, where the birds breed. Many of the faunal
remains that have been used often possess large margins of error that hamper precision.

The site of Shag River Mouth (NZAA site number S155/5) is located at the mouth of the
Waihemo, or Shag River, near Palmerston in North Otago, New Zealand. It is over 2 ha
in size and has a long history of archaeological investigation beginning with Von Haast in
1874. In 1988, after a series of smaller test excavations, Anderson and Allingham
directed a large research investigation involving detailed examinations of dating and
chronology, stratigraphy and taphonomy, flora and fauna, seasonality, geology and lithic
technology (Anderson etal., 1996). The most extensive excavation comprised one large
10x10 metre square on the highest part of the dune (SM/C:Dune) and smaller test
excavations along it and down onto the lower marsh land (Anderson et al., 1996). This
excavation and the subsquent analyses of material from it are described in Anderson et al.
(1996).

This paper addresses seasonality at the Shag River Mouth site. A 2 m section in layer 4 of
the SM/C:Dune site was left as a baulk in 1988 to enable the stratigraphic profile (~2m) to
be more carefully investigated. Within the baulk, detailed lensing and microstrata could be
identified. Claassen (1991) has suggested that one of the most important variables in
determining seasonal and prehistoric shell-bearing site formation more accurately is
emphasising finer stratigraphic resolution and more rigorous attention to retrieving
midden components. At Shag River Mouth, seven sub-layers, or spits, were excavated
within the 2m baulk to refine the precision of subsequent seasonal analyses and enable a
detailed assessment of the components of each and their season of deposition.

In this paper, a variety of seasonal methods were utilised including 18O analysis of blue
mussel shell carbonate and growth ring analysis of estuarine bivalves. In addition, sagital
otoliths of red cod excavated from the site were sectioned and the annual and seasonal
growth rings formed during the fishes' life were analysed for seasonal information. This
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has enabled a detailed analysis of the seasonality of this discrete area of the Shag River
Mouth site. The significance of the results for understanding the prehistoric seasonal
round of activities within the site and its wider orbit is presented.
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