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New fossil evidence claims first discovery of
taro in Maori gardens

April 9 2019, by Julianne Evans
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This 1s a map of the South Pacific Ocean showing the southern Polynesian
islands (brown dashed line) examined in this study (blue boxes). Insets A-C show

the study islands, including sediment core locations and high elevation points.
Credit: Matthew Prebble

The first discovery of Polynesian taro grown in Maori gardens in the
1400s can be claimed by an archaeological research project on Ahuahu-
Great Mercury Island.

Jointly carried out by the University of Auckland and Auckland War
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Memorial Museum, the project's new evidence displays the
sophistication with which early Maori first utilised the New Zealand
environment, and also that they developed wetland gardens for taro.

Previous archaeological evidence favoured kumara as the only viable
crop in New Zealand's cooler climates but this new research, which
explored the history of Maori settlement on the island, indicates taro was
also an important crop in the early Maori diet, alongside leafy greens
such as puha and watercress.

During extensive field work on the private island off the eastern coast of
Coromandel, palynologist Matthew Prebble of the Australian National
University, alongside a team of archaeologists from the University of
Auckland and Auckland War Memorial Museum, analysed buried
sediments from swamps which contained the pollen of taro and other
leafy greens.

The deposits have been radiocarbon-dated to the 14th century, around
600 to 700 years ago. Along with the taro and kumara, some of the green
leafy plants were probably introduced by Ttupuna Maori, and the gardens
on Ahuahu are among some of the earliest known of in New Zealand.

Team member, the University of Auckland's Professor Simon
Holdaway, says archaeologists have long considered the cooler climate
of New Zealand, compared to the warmer climate of Polynesian islands,
hindered early attempts Maori's early attempts to grow traditional
Polynesian crops such as taro.

"This evidence for early taro production refutes the long-held view that
only kumara could be grown in New Zealand," he says.

"It indicates Tupuna Maori may have initially focused on taro and
created specialised wetland gardens for the purpose; kumara then
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became the main crop after AD 1500."

Photomicrographs of the invertebrate fossil taxa. B, Al (head, EA204, 210 cm
to 220 cm, early garden), B, A2 (head, RAIDA4, 90 cm to 95 cm, late garden),
B, A3 (elytron, EA204, 210 cm to 220 cm, early garden), B, A4 (thorax, EA204,
210 cm to 220 cm, early garden), and B, AS (prothorax, EA204, 210 cm to 220
cm, early garden) are C. desjardinsi; B, B (forceps, TUKOU?2, 58 cm to 60 cm,
late garden) is E. annulipes; B, C1 and C2 (elytra, EA204, 170 cm to 180 cm,
late garden) are Ataenius cf. picinus; B, D1 and D2 (heads, EA204, 170 cm to
180 cm, late garden) are Aleocharinae spp.; B, E1 (head, EA204, 190 cm to 200
cm, early garden) and B, E2 (pronotum, EA204, 190 cm to 200 cm, early
garden) are Carpelimus sp.; B, F1 (elytron, EA204, 80 cm to 90 cm, PEC) is
Dactylosternum cf. marginale; B, F2 (elytron, RAIDA4, 100 cm to 105 cm, late
garden) is D. abdominale; B, G1 (elytron, EA204, 190 cm to 200 cm, early
garden) 1s Saprosites sp.; B, G2 (elytron, RAIDA4, 50 cm to 55 cm, PEC) is S,
pygmaeus; B, H (head, TUKOU2, 74 cm to 76 cm, late garden) is Tetramorium
pacificum (Formicidae); B, I (head, EA204, 90 cm to 100 cm PEC) is
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Hypoponera cf. punctatissima (Formicidae); and B, J (head, RAIDA4, 95 cm to
100 cm, late garden) is Nylanderia sp. (Formicidae). (Scale bar, 0.5 mm.) Credit:
Nicholas Porch and Matthew Prebble

Pre-European Maori gardens were also thought to have been relatively
weed free, but the fossil pollen remains from Ahuahu suggest indigenous
edible leafy herbs such as watercress and puha were common. The early
Maori diet was balanced by a range of vegetables.

Based on this information, it's now thought that Ahuahu was used by
Tupuna Maori to grow gardens because of the limited amount of kauri
and rimu forests which were difficult to clear with fire, the limited
exposure to frosts and the similarity of the island to the Polynesian
homeland islands.

Matthew Prebble has also analysed swamp cores from islands in southern
French Polynesia, in Raivavae and Rapa, which showed many of the
same weeds also lived in early taro gardens in the subtropics and tropics.

The new evidence suggests that Polynesians gardeners were inventive
and adapted the environment to continue growing their staple food, taro.

A paper on this ground-breaking research, authored by Matthew
Prebble, was published today in the Proceedings of the National Academy
of Sciences.

More information: Matthew Prebble et al. Early tropical crop
production in marginal subtropical and temperate Polynesia, Proceedings
of the National Academy of Sciences (2019). DOL:
10.1073/pnas.1821732116
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