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THE PENGUIN HISTORY OF NEW ZEALAND 

volcanic phenomena originated'. Nor can we be sure that there 

were witnesses to the cataclysm in the land of its occurrence -

no evidence of occupation, in other words, nor stories based 

on it. 

One other piece of evidence relating to this period intrigues 
by its ambiguity. Carbon dating of the bones of kiore, the 

Polynesian rat, suggests that the creature may have become 

established in New Zealand as long as 2000 years ago. The 

contemporary decline of birds - the owlette-nightjar, for 

example, and one species of duck - appears to support the 

presence of rats at that time. Should these dates be confirmed 

and the supporting evidence verified, they would support an 

irrefutable argument in favour of an early Polynesian landing 

on the coast of New Zealand. 

The only means of transport available to kiore was Polynesian 

vessels. The rats' presence in the country so far ahead of 

organised human settlement, for which there is as yet no 

evidence, suggests that a discovering canoe landed in both the 

North and South Islands around 2000 years ago and then 

headed back to Island Polynesia, or that the occupants of a canoe 

remained somewhere in New Zealand at that time but failed, 

because of low numbers, single gender or lack of adequate 

resources, to establish a corrtinuing colonising population. A 

third possibility is that a small founding group abandoned the 

country or was wiped out because of some unexpected natural 

disaster, such as the catastrophic effects of the Tau po eruption. 

The inescapable fact remains, however, that to date no direct 

evidence has been found of a human occupation of New Zealand 

- no hearth fires, no tools, no human remains or the remains of

creatures butchered by humans - earlier than the thirteenth

century AD. And it is in the latter period, when occupation and

evidence coincide, making it possible to build narratives, that
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