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INTRODUCTION  

 

A section of unsealed highway lies between Whirinaki and Pakanae, on 

the southern side of the Hokianga. This passes over a ridge known as 

Whirinaki Hill, at about 100 m above sea level (Fig. 1). 

 

The Ministry of Works and Development propose to realign and seal the 

road over the hill for approximately 2 km. From the east the route will 

climb a wide moderate slope to the saddle between the Whirinaki and 

Pakanae Valleys. It will cut across the saddle and continue west in a 

gentle curve along the northern slope of the ridge.  

 

At the present time the area has received more attention from local 

historians than from archaeologists (Maingay 1986:83). There have been 

no archaeological surveys in the general vicinity of the proposed 

realignment.  

 

Archaeological inspections of the area were conducted in 1987 by David 

Nevin and Michael Taylor, for the purpose of recording archaeological 

sites and providing management recommendations (Nevin 1987; Taylor 

1987).  

 

This assessment combines information from both of their reports.  

 

 

DESCRIPTION  

 

Whirinaki Hill is situated approximately 600 m east of Hokianga 

Harbour. Creek runs along the west of the ridge and tributaries of the 

Whirinaki River rise on the east. Valley floors on either side contain 

fertile alluvial soils.  

 

The area which will be affected by road construction is partly farmland 

and partly unallocated scenic reserve. The reserve is in regenerating 

native bush and a stand of well-established puriri is situated on the 

property of Mr Dabrowski. The remainder of the land is mainly in  
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LOCATION MAP OF THE WHIRINAKI HILL REALIGNMENT   FIG. 1  
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pasture and teatree scrub. 

 
The ridge has already suffered modification from previous road 

construction and farming activities.  

 

 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE  

 

Prior to 1987 this area had not been surveyed archaeologically although 

two pa sites are shown on map N14, immediately west and north of the 

present road (Fig. 1). 

 
During recent inspections a number of archaeological sites were 

recorded by David Nevin in the general vicinity of the realignment. 

These included sites of traditional Maori significance.  

 

 

Methods  

 

Discussions between Ministry of Works and Development staff and 

Whirinaki kaumatua were held before archaeological inspections took 

place. Agreement was reached concerning protection of a tapu site 

adjacent to the highway.  

 

The area was visited by David Nevin on 19 and 31 March 1987. On these 

occasions the western ridgeline, the saddle and the upper part of the 

eastern slope were examined for archaeological features. Subsequently a 

search was made of old survey plans and aerial photographs at the 

Department of Survey and Land Information, Whangarei.  

 

A further archaeological inspection and consultation with tangata 

whenua was undertaken by Michael Taylor on 23 November 1987.  
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RESULTS 

 

Nine archaeological sites were recorded. Two of these, a tapu area and 

associated burial cave are on the east of Whirinaki Hill.  

 

A single pit site N14/243 was also recorded on the eastern slope but no 

visible features were discovered on the saddle.  

 

The remaining sites, consisting of numerous pits and a few terraces, 

could be defined as a single archaeological complex strung along the 

ridge top. However separate site numbers have been allocated to groups 

of features for convenience of description and management 

recommendations (Table 1). 

 

In total the complex contains 37 pits, five terraces and two possible 

platforms along 750 m of ridgeline. Four sites are in immediate or 

close proximity to the proposed road alignment. Pit and terrace sites 

N14/241 and N14/242 are located on the broad apex of the ridge near 

Mountain Road (Fig. 2), and similar sites N14/239 and N14/240 and lie 

west of Dabrowski's driveway where the ridge is only about 6 m wide 

(Fig. 3). The most impressive of these sites, N14/239, consists of 21 

pits and three terraces along 120 m of narrow ridgeline. 

 

In addition an old-track N14/244 runs along the apex of the ridge in a 

direct line between Whirinaki and Pakanae. This may be an eastern 

continuation of the track shown on a plan made in 1887, SO 4358. As it 

crosses several pits in site N14/239 it is obviously more recent than 

the pit and terrace complex. 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The prehistoric importance of Hokianga Harbour is emphasised in oral 

traditions (Lee 1987), but current archaeological knowledge of the 

southern shore is extremely sparse. While a few major pa have been 

recorded, surveys have been confined to small areas near Waima River 

and Pakanae (Nevin 1981; Maingay and Nevin 1987), and only two brief 
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Table 1 

 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES 

 

Site No.   Grid Ref.     Description  

 

N14/238  950240   1 pit, 1 mound, 2 possible  

platforms. 

 

N14/239  952240   21 pits, 3 terraces, along 120 m 

of ridgeline.  

 

N14/241  954240   7 pits, along 80 m of ridgeline.  

 

N14/241  957241   2 or 3 pits, 1 terrace. 

 

N14/242  958241   6 pits, 1 terrace.  

 

N14/243  961243   1 pit.  

 
N14/244  950240   - 

958241   Old track along ridge.  

 

 

Two sites of traditional importance were also recorded. As these were 

associated with burial practices, their location is not included in 

Table 1.  
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LOCATION OF SITES N14/242 AND N14/241    FIG. 2 
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LOCATION OF SITES N14/240 AND N14/239    FIG. 3 
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'rescue' excavations have been undertaken, both of these at midden and 

stone flaking sites near Opononi (Maingay 1988; Taylor pers. comm.). 

 

Considering the present dearth of information, destruction of sites on 

Whirinaki Hill cannot be justified without first recovering the data 

they contain.  

 

Surface evidence indicates that the ridgeline of Whirinaki Hill was an 

extensive prehistoric storage area for crops grown on the lower hill 

slopes and nearby valleys. The presence of 37 storage pits suggests 

that the area supported a relatively large population and that 

agriculture was an important aspect of the economy.  

 

Five terraces associated with the pits may have been used for house 

sites, and it is possible that parts of the ridge and saddle without 

visible features also contain subsurface evidence of habitation.  

 

Two pa are situated near to the ridge, one approximately 0.6 km and the 

other 1.2 km north of the alignment. The storage complex was probably 

associated with these defensive sites.  

 

It appears inevitable that realignment of the highway will destroy 

sites N14/240 and N14/241, although it should be possible to avoid 

damaging other sites in the area. N14/240 is of considerable 

archaeological interest as it contains a variety of pit types. 

Excavation of the site could provide valuable information concerning 

the construction and function of the pits, the age of the site complex, 

and the contemporaneity of features.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS  

 

1. Pit site N14/243 should be fenced off during construction work to 

ensure that the area is adequately protected.  

 

2.  Damage to sites N14/239 and N14/242 should be avoided by 

retaining a buffer zone of at least 10 m between visible 

archaeological features and the upper edge of the highway batter. 

Again the periphery of the sites should be enclosed by temporary 

fencing.  

 

3.  Destruction of sites N14/240 and N14/241 is unavoidable, given 

essential need for highway improvements. Application should be 

made to the NZ Historic Places Trust for Authorities to destroy 

the sites. It is recommended that Authorities be issued subject 

to the following conditions:  

 

(a) That test excavations are undertaken in the vicinity of 

these sites and on the saddle, to determine the existence 

and extent of subsurface deposits.  

 

(b) That more intensive archaeological excavation takes place 

subsequent to testing and dependent on results of the 

preliminary exercise. 

 

(c) That an archaeologist is present to monitor the initial 

stages of road construction.  

 

Please note. Hokianga County Council has requested that this 

archaeological project be initiated in the immediate future 

to avoid delaying construction work.  

 

4.  Whirinaki kaumatua should be consulted on all aspects of the 

proposed investigations, and their requirements incorporated 

within the archaeological programme.  
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