
unlocking the past
ASL Archaeology Solutions Ltd, 103 Connell Street, Blockhouse Bay, Auckland 0600

Phone/Fax: 09 6267860
Email: info@archaeologysolutions.co.nz
Web: www.archaeologysolutions.co.nz

6. June 2013

Waipa District Council
Private Bag 2402
Te Awamutu 3840
Attn: Tony Roxburgh

Report on S18-investigation of S15/103 – Orakau pa
Authority #2013/476

Introduction

This report fulfills the condition No.7 of the archaeological authority #2013/476 issued by the 
New Zealand Historic Places Trust on 5. February 2013 under Section 18 of the Historic Places 
Act (1993). 

The purpose of the investigation was to locate Orakau pa accurately with a minimum impact 
onto the archaeological resource. 

Orakau pa was a major engagement between Maori and British/Colonial troops during the 
Waikato Land Wars. After having built a sap these forces took the pa with large loss of life on 
the Maori side. Some of the defenders managed to escape. The trench work of the pa and the 
sap were the target of this investigation. 

Basic  background  information  to  the  Battle  of  Orakau  is  ready  available  from TeAra  (The 
Encyclopedia of New Zealand) and the Ministry for Culture and Heritage:

'ORAKAU, SIEGE OF', from An Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, edited by A. H. McLintock, 
originally published in 1966. Te Ara - the Encyclopedia of New Zealand, updated 23-Apr-09
URL: http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/1966/orakau-siege-of  

'The Battle of Ōrākau - war in Waikato', URL: http://www.nzhistory.net.nz/war/war-in-
waikato/battle-of-orakau, (Ministry for Culture and Heritage), updated 20-Mar-2013 )

The best sketch map of the pa layout and sap can be found at the National Library of Australia 
(nla.map-ra148-21-s1-e) and is reproduced on a later map at the Alexander Turnbull Library, 
National Library of New Zealand (MapColl-832.14hkm 1864 36888 Acc 4317).
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Methodology

Several visits to the battle field were undertaken. The first visit saw a geomagnetic sub-surface 
survey undertaken on areas indicated by NZ Historic Places Trust officers. The main thrust of 
this first investigation was the area around the existing memorial on both sides of the road.

The second visit planned to continue the geomagnetic survey but instead after consultation 
with Warren Gumbley, expert on the Waikato Land Wars and fellow archaeologist, a walkover 
within the vicinity on neighbouring farms was undertaken to search for surface features of 
some of the British/Colonial troops positions, especially the gun position and the start of the 
sap.

The third site visit was undertaken with an authority for intrusive investigations under Section 
18 of the Historic Places Act (1993)  issued by the NZ Historic Places Trust. The road cuts at 
three sections of the road were cleaned and checked for archaeological features. The road acted 
as a large, existing test trench right through the area of interest.

During a fourth visit the area of geomagnetic survey was extended to an area East of the 
monument and following the results two small test trenches were dug to explore for sub-surface 
features of the pa.

Between all site visits a GIS was developed showing modern aerial, historic aerial and contours 
overlaid with historic sketch maps of the battle field.

Results

The initial geomagnetic survey showed only in an area below to the South of the area of the  
memorial  clear  remnants  of  a  trench  system.  The  paddock  close  to  the  memorial  shows  a 
number of large anomalies probably from metal underground, e.g. shell fragments (Figure 3). 
Large remnants of ploughing can be observed too in the geomagnetic survey (Figure 3). Local 
oral  traditions tell  of  extensive ploughing of  these  paddocks  with a horse team due to  the 
uneven ground as a result of the battle  field (sap, trenches and rifle pits).  These anomalies 
'overprint' faint remnants of possible back filled trenches. But none of these anomalies correlates 
to the known shape and extent of the gun fighter pa. The geomagnetic survey on the Northern 
side of the road shows a number of possible rifle pits but no trench system.

The walkover revealed old terracing and some other surface features in the neighbouring farm 
which could relate to the gun position and might be related to the sap works. These surface 
features  were  used  to  enhance  the  location  of  the  historic  sketch  map  overlays.  Fruitful 
discussions during the walkover lead to three possible options of the location of the pa, which 
were targeted in the Section 18 authority.

The clean down of three sections of the road – opposite the memorial and both sides East of the 
car park (Figure 4) – revealed a pit with a fire event and the remains of an alcohol bottle of the  
approximate  age  of  the  battle  (Figure  5).  This  pit  is  on the  northern edge of  the  corner  of 
Arapuni Road and the access road to the farm Northeast of the car park. No trench system was 
observed.
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The  second  geomagnetic  survey  showed  again  large  anomalies  from  the  post  Land  War 
ploughing. Though in addition a number of anomalies do not seem to relate to any European 
farming. Two small test trenches show archaeological features that most likely relate to Orakau 
pa (Figure 7 & 8). The first test trench shows three features that look like burnt out palisade 
posts and the second test trench shows a back-filled trench. The first test trench contained one 
piece of 19th century bottle glass (Figure 9). Each test trench was less than one square metre and 
excavation stopped at the top of the features without excavating these features.

• The most likely position of the pa is on a small elevation East of the memorial.

• the sap is likely some of the geomagnetic anomalies to the South of the memorial – 
clearly  in  one  part  of  the  geomagnetic  survey  and  faintly  on  the  main  part  of  the 
geomagnetic survey.

Conclusions

The results of the test trenches are consistent with features of Orakau pa. It is therefore most 
likely the location of the pa (Figure 1), though only a larger excavation could reveal more detail 
and eliminate any doubts. This is not desirable as it would disturb an urupa. The elimination of 
any location of the pa within the road due to the results of cleaning down the road cuts does 
mean that the location of the pa as shown by the test trenches is relatively secure within 10 or 15 
metres accuracy. 

The  strong  plough  lines  within  the  geomagnetic  surveys  verify  the  local  oral  traditions  of 
extensive ploughing of the two paddocks, which originally must have been a single one.

The sap location is also relatively secure due to the trench system visible within one of the  
geomagnetic surveys. Further hints of trench systems can be seen in the geomagnetic surveys, 
as well as the possible location of the final gun position only 30 metres away from the pa. This is  
consistent with the fact, that the final gun position was within the sap on 'point blank' range to 
the pa. The sap presumably will have extended by some 50 metres to the South West from the 
end of the trench as indicated by the geomagnetic survey.

The  proposed location  of  the  pa  site  is  therefore  consistent  with  many facets  of  the  battle 
account, e.g. that the bush rangers had difficulties to extract themselves when they dug in too 
close to the pa (there is a small rise North of the pa, which would have prevented a safe retreat 
of the bush rangers, see Figure 2). 
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Recommendations

• An authority under Section 11 of the Historic Places Act (1993) will have to be sought  
from the NZ Historic Places Trust before any earthworks can be undertaken within the 
likely position of the pa and sap buffered by 15 metres (Figure 10).

• It is strongly recommended to seek an authority from the NZ Historic Places Trust for 
any earthworks within the paddocks containing the remains of the pa and the sap, as 
physical remains of the battle will most likely cover a wide area surrounding the pa and 
sap.

Dr. Hans-Dieter Bader
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Figure 1: Overlay of most likely position of pa, showing test trenches 1 and 2.

Figure 2: Best fit of sketch map (after Cowan) with existing landscape.
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Figure 3: Most likely position of pa and sap with geomagnetic survey in background.

Figure  4:  Road cut  clearing opposite  the memorial,  no archaeological  
features are present.
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Figure 6: Road cut clearing, community involvment.

Figure 5: Pit with fire event and alcohol bottle of the 1860's, at road corner.
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Figure 7: Test Trench 1 with interpretation (burnt out palisade?), North to the left.

Figure 8: Test Trench 2 with interpretation (back-filled trench on the right), North to the left.
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Figure 9: Bottle glass fragment from Test Trench 1.

Figure 10: Buffer within an authority from NZHPT will be required for any earthworks.


