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The first Lapita pottery

found in Fiji: Links to an early
Pacific world

Matthew Spriggs

Accession 948 in what is now the Phoebe A. Hearst Museum
of Anthropology of the University of California Berkeley, logged in on
25 October 1948, does not on the face of it seem such an interesting
collection." It consists of an almost random collection of potsherds of
differentstyles and ages, a stone adze and a nondescript stone flake collected
from the Sigatoka Sand Dunes on Viti Levu in Fiji. It was sent to Director
Edward Gifford at the museum by a medical doctor, Lindsay Verrier, who
worked for the colonial administration in Fiji. At the time, Fiji was still
ruled by the UK as a Crown Colony, becoming an independent nation
in 1970.

1 The museum was originally called the University of California Museum of Anthropology
and subsequently the Lowie Museum of Anthropology. It changed to its present name in 1991,
recognising the role of the founding benefactress when it was established in 1901 (see hearstmuseum.
berkeley.edu, retrieved 20 November 2019). I would like to thank museum personnel Leslie Freund,
Ira Jacknis, Adam Nilsen and Linda Waterfield and the staff of the Bancroft Library at University of
California Berkeley (hence UCB) for their assistance in research for this paper, and Paul Geraghty
of University of the South Pacific, Fiji, for translations from Fijian.
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Figure 27.1. Location of the Sigatoka Dune Complex.
Note: Version from Dickinson et al. 1998:4.
Source: Courtesy of David Burley.

Figure 27.2. Geomorphic sketch map of the Sigatoka Dune Complex.

The asterisk near the western end of the Dune Complex marks the Nagarai site
VL 16/22 (version from Dickinson et al. 1998:5).

Source: Courtesy of David Burley.
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We now know that among the collected artefacts were at least three (two
were subsequently glued together) dentate-stamped Lapita sherds. Lapita
is the name of the style of pottery representing the first settlement, about
3,000/2,800 years ago, of those parts of Island Melanesia and Western
Polynesia beyond the main Solomon Islands chain, the area called by
archacologists ‘Remote Oceania’, including Vanuatu, New Caledonia,
Fiji, Tonga and Samoa. Its full distribution is from the island of New
Guinea, through the Bismarcks and Solomons and east as far as Samoa
(Kirch 2017:74-106). Accession 948 included the first sherds of Lapita
pottery found in Fiji and a key clue as to its first settlers. But it took some
years before its significance was realised, the story we will tease out below
(see also Howes, Chapter 15, and Spriggs, Chapter 24, both this volume
for more on the story of Lapita).

The Sigatoka Sand Dunes (Figure 27.1) are among the largest and
highest in the Pacific Islands, covering 240 ha and attaining a maximum
height of nearly 60 m. They are fed by sand brought down the Sigatoka
River, which defines their eastern end and whose freshwater outflow has
prevented the growth of a protective reef. They are thus exposed to the
full force of the waves. Sand blowouts periodically expose ancient land
surfaces with cultural remains on them, the earliest dating to well before
the dunes themselves began to form about 1,500 years ago, back to near
the initial settlement of Fiji about 3000 BP (Figure 27.2). The dunes
have been subject to sometimes intensive archaeological interest since the
1940s, with ongoing excavations as burials and other remains come to
light after storms. The landscape is continually shifting, covering up and
revealing a rich archaeological record (see Anderson et al. 2006; Burley and
Connaughton 2010; Burley and Dickinson 2004, and references therein).

On 24 February 1947 Edward Gifford and his wife Delila (Figure 27.3)
had stepped ashore in Suva, Fiji, from the MV Thor I to undertake the
first major post—World War II archaeological expedition in the Pacific
Islands. During a nearly seven-month stay, Gifford surveyed for sites on
the largest island of Viti Levu (including among the Sigatoka Dunes)
and excavated at two significant places, Navatu and Vuda, directed there
by the then head of the Fijian (Native) Administration, Ratu Sir Lala
Sukuna (Gifford 1951; see also Spriggs 2019). Sukuna had sent along a
young Fijian chief, Ratu Rabici Vuikandavu Logavatu, to assist Gifford
and also be the eyes and ears of the Fijian Administration on the project;
the two became firm friends and continued to correspond until shortly

before Gifford’s death (see Spriggs, Chapter 28, this volume for further
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information on Logavatu). The excavations produced a nearly 2,000-year-
old sequence of occupation for the island when the first radiocarbon dates
were published in 1955, only five years after this direct dating technique
became available to archaeologists.?

Figure 27.3. Delila and Edward Gifford in San Francisco, immediately
prior to their departure for Fiji, 1947, from the frontispiece of Delila’s
Fiji scrapbook, in possession of Mrs Maureen Frederickson.

Source: Photograph courtesy of Mrs Maureen Frederickson.

2 Gifford had received the first Fijian radiocarbon date earlier and had published it in 1952, but the
full suite of dates, including the c. 2000 BP date, only became available later: see Gifford 1952, 1955.
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The major monograph on Gifford’s work was produced in a most timely
fashion in 1951, printed by the University of California Press (Gifford
1951).2 In it was additional information derived from the small collection
sent by Dr Verrier, at the time the acting medical officer for Nadroga-
Navosa at Lawaqa, where fortuitously Ratu Rabici Logavatu was also
now stationed as a provincial scribe. Verrier and Gifford had met during
Gifford’s expedition the previous year, when Verrier was posted as the
medical officer at the main airport serving Fiji at Nadi. He had visited
Gifford’s excavation at the Vuda site in company with the US Army
Representative in Fiji, Captain Leo Moore (University of California,
Berkeley [UCB], Bancroft Library, CU-23, Box 187, Leo Moore to
Gifford, 22 October 1947 and Gifford to Moore, 12 November 1947).
In September 1948 Verrier wrote to Gifford about a package of artefacts
from Sigatoka that he was separately sending to him in San Francisco:

at one or two spots there have been appearing weathered skeletons
and about a dozen house-platforms or mere fire-hearths with
artefacts. I have been down several times and have gathered (and
now send you) all samples of interest, bearing decoration, also
a broken axe, and a flint that seems to have been used as a scraper.
You will see that two of the pieces (3 really, but 2 of them fit
neatly into a single whole) have queer decoration in disjointed
lines. I cannot imagine how this can be done, nor can anyone
I have asked. The people nowadays do not do anything like this,
I think. (UCB, Bancroft Library, CU-23, Box 187, Verrier to
Gifford, 11 September 1948)

From the photograph included in Gifford’s monograph (reproduced
in Spriggs, Chapter 28, this volume, Figure 28.2) it is clear that this
‘queer decoration’ (Figure 27.4) was in fact Lapita-style pottery (Gifford
1951:Plates 19¢ and d).

In the same letter, Verrier noted ‘I have been down several times (once with
Rabici)’ and presented a theory on the development of the Sigatoka Sand
Dunes based on human-induced erosion of the uplands of the Sigatoka
Valley, a hypothesis largely confirmed by subsequent archaeological and
geomorphological research (Anderson et al. 2006; Dickinson et al. 1998).

3 Page ii of the published work records that the manuscript was submitted by the editors on
19 September 1950 and issued on 23 February 1951.
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Figure 27.4. ‘Queer decoration’: The Lapita sherds sent by Lindsay
Verrier to Edward Gifford in 1948.

Source: Photograph by Matthew Spriggs.

The package sent by Verrier was eventually received on 25 October 1948,
accessioned as No. 948 and catalogued as 11/3267-3291 (UCB,
Accession 948, copy of Hearst Museum Accession files). Gifford thanked
Verrier the next day and sent him an international money order to cover
the postage costs for the package (UCB, Bancroft Library, CU-23, Box
187, Gifford to Verrier, 26 October 1948).* The following day Gifford
wrote to Logavatu, noting that ‘you and he [Verrier] were on a collecting
trip in the sand dunes’ and seeking to establish where exactly the artefacts
were found; in Verrier’s original letter of 11 September he had merely
noted that they came from the ‘west side’. Gifford and Logavatu had
themselves visited the dunes on 13 May and 15 May 1947 accompanied by
Nemani Tubou of Volivoli village and the Mbuli (local chief) of Sigatoka,
finding artefacts at two separate sites described by Gifford as ‘Eastern
Singatoka Sand Dunes (Site 20)’ and ‘Nanggarai, Western Singatoka
Sand Dunes (Site 21)” (Gifford 1951:251-252).° From Logavatu’s reply

4 Verrier had been transferred to Labasa on the Island of Vanua Levu, leaving on 13 September, the
day he posted the package to Gifford from Suva (see UCB, Bancroft Library, CU-23 Box 187, Rabici to
Gifford, 18 November 1948). Although they exchanged letters after that date, no further information
pertaining to the Sigatoka collection is found in the correspondence in the Bancroft Library collection.
5 It seems likely from his site descriptions (Gifford 1951:251-252; Gifford fieldnotes in the Hearst
Museum) that Gifford’s site numbers were designed merely to designate the western and eastern parts of
the dune system, but later renumbering by the Fiji Museum of the sites as VL16/1 and VL16/2 referred
to more restricted areas where material was visible in the early 1960s; some of the subsequent confusion
derives from this shift in site designation. In a letter in Fijian dated 16 May 1947, reporting back on
Gifford’s activities to G. Kingsley Roth, Deputy to Sir Lala Sukuna, Logavatu wrote (English translation
by Paul Geraghty): ‘On Thursday morning we went again to the sand dunes past Volivoli (Naqarai is the
general name for all the sand dunes). In a gully were found many fragments of pots, but it is not known
if it was a village formerly or not; no local knew.” The original letter is in Cambridge University Library,
G.K. Roth Collection, MS. Add. 8780, Box 7, item 65, ‘Excavations’.
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of 18 November 1948 Gifford determined that the site the pottery came
from was Site 21 and stated so in his monograph. Logavatu had written
(phrasing as in original):

All specimens were collected from the same places we hunted but
most from the spot where brown soil visible. There also few pieces
which you may have noticed have wavy or ?cross markings similar
to some of Uluinavatu. Those were found on different location.
They are from a valley pass [sic: past] our starting point towards
Yadua, in other words on Lautoka side. If I remember well our trip
to sand dunes with Dr Verrier was in May, probably on the 16th.
(UCB, Bancroft Library, CU-23 Box 187, Rabici to Gifford,
18 November 1948)°

The description of a valley past their previous starting point towards Yadua
must refer to a location somewhere west of where Gifford and Logavatu
had observed and collected material at Site 21, with the valley referred
to presumably being the Yalasuna River/Creek valley that debouches
immediately east of Yadua village (see map in Kumar et al. 2004:112).

The ‘wavy or ?cross markings’ presumably describe the Lapita sherds,
further confirming that they were found on the trip when Logavatu
accompanied Verrier. Logavatu’s interpretation of them as similar to that
which Gifford and he had excavated at Navatu appears to have influenced
Gifford’s later description of them as representing the ‘later Fijian style’.
In both cases this was because of unfamiliarity with this ‘new’” type of
pottery and the small size of the sample available.” The description of the
Lapita sherds as coming from further west than the other sherds collected
by Verrier would seem to confirm Gifford’s interpretation of an origin
from Site 21 sensu lato. It was — in the absence of knowledge of this key
piece of correspondence — later disputed by Green and Palmer (1964).
They adjudged the Lapita sherds to have in fact come from Site 20 instead
(later renumbered by the Fiji Museum as site VL16/1). Green and Palmer
published this contention in journal of the Polynesian Society, admitting
that they had asked Verrier himself to describe where he had found the
sherds ‘without informing him of our suspicions’ (1964:329): but which
sherds? Logavatu was describing two separate sites, one to the west

6 Gifford’s reply was dated 8 January 1949: UCB, Bancroft Library, CU-23, Box 187.
7 Gifford’s initial reaction to seeing photos of Lenormand’s (1948) Lapita pottery from the Ile des
Pins was that ‘It suggests the later Fijian style of decoration, but is more elaborate’, a similarly erroneous

judgment: see UCB, Bancroft Library, CU-23, Box 187, Gifford to Jean Hagen, 5 January 1949.
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with Lapita sherds (from his description to the west of where they had
previously visited at Site 21) and the other further east along the dunes,
which almost certainly was Site 20. Gifford too seems to have failed to
appreciate this distinction but was at least more correct in attributing the
Lapita sherds to his Site 21 area — that is, to the western end of the dunes
— than to Site 20, towards the eastern end.

The Green and Palmer article drew a vigorous response from Verrier in
a letter to the editor (1965). He wrote:

The two gentlemen who called on me on 24th August last without,
as they report, telling me what they had in mind, succeeded so well
in hiding their aim that they managed to conceal their meaning
too. Consequently your readers may be assured that any site-
attributions made by my friend the late Professor E.W. Gifford
remain, for the present, so far as I am concerned, precisely where

he left them. (Verrier 1965:125)

Lateracademics, following Palmer’s original dismissal of Verrier’s ‘retraction’
(Palmer 1966:373), appear simply to have ignored his objections. But in
fact the clue to the real location of the first Lapita pottery found at Sigatoka
is perhaps to be found on the next page of Palmer’s article, where he
notes that ‘other Lapita sherds have come from an excavated site VL16/22
which lies well to the west of Gifford’s site 21” (Palmer 1966:374). He was
here referring to the 1965 excavations of Lawrence and Helen Birks of the
site of Nagarai as part of the Fiji Museum’s Sigatoka Research Project —
significantly the site name ‘Nanggarai’ that Gifford attributed to Site 21.
Palmer had also the previous year admitted in relation to site VL16/1
(Gifford’s Site 20) that the Lapita sherds supposedly from there illustrated
by Gifford ‘are the only examples amongst the tens of thousands examined
at Sigatoka’ (Palmer 1965:26), although later research did reveal a small
number of dentate-stamped vessels (Birks 1973). The lack of such sherds
at the time, however, appeared to give him no cause to doubt his and
Green'’s ‘revision’ of the find spot to the eastern end of the Sigatoka Dunes,
and also does not appear to have troubled other archaeologists who have

followed their lead!

It could be argued that it would be more plausible to attribute the Lapita
sherds found by Verrier and Rabici to present-numbered site VL16/22
Nagqarai or its vicinity (arguably included within Gifford’s conception of
Site 21) than it is to attribute them to VL16/1 (certainly Gifford’s Site 20)
as every archaeologist since Green and Palmer has done. Or, rather, it might
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be had Birks (1973:113) not illustrated an almost exactly identical Lapita
sherd to Gifford’s (1951) Plate 19¢, one of five sherds of Pot 55, said to have
been excavated from Locality 42A/X within VL16/1 in the 1965 season,
featuring Mead motif M30.2 (Mead 1975). Birks notes the similarity to
the sherd collected by Verrier and Rabici, noting it as ‘probably from the
same vessel’ (Birks 1973:27). Palmer (1966:374) had earlier flagged this
connection, noting that the Birks ‘have one particular sherd identical with
that figured by Gifford and it could conceivably come from the same dish’.
It thus appears that identical sherds almost certainly from the rim of the
same vessel were found 17 years apart at VL16/1 and that Rabici’s memory
of where the earlier Lapita sherds were from was confused.®

There is some more recent evidence to back up the attribution of the
Verrier/Rabici sherds to VL16/1 in the form of a very distinctive Lapita
pot excavated in 2004 from the site and reported on by Burley and
Connaughton (2010). They note that the upper band of decoration is
Mead’s motif M12.2 (Mead 1975) but failed to observe that this is exactly
the same motif (albeit not from the same pot) as that in Gifford’s (1951)
Plate 19d, the other dentate-stamped sherd sent by Verrier. On this basis
we have to conclude that the reattribution of the Verrier/Rabici Lapita
sherds from Site 21 to Site 20 (the later VL16/1) was justified.

Gifford’s opinion of the date of the sherds we now know to belong to
the Lapita tradition was that they were associated with the Late period in
Fiji; that is, the last few hundred years (Gifford 1951:236). He detected
decorative similarities of this ‘roulette-incised” ware with pottery reported
in 1948 from the Ile des Pins (Lenormand 1948) and with pottery
found during his and McKern’s 1920-21 expedition to Tonga (McKern
1929:Plate VI). No dates were available for any of this pottery when
Gifford was writing, but all this was to change after his next expedition in
1952 to New Caledonia, accompanied by Delila Gifford, Richard Shutler
Jr and Mary Elizabeth Shutler (Gifford and Shutler 1956).

This included the first formal excavations at Site 13 on the Foué Peninsula
near Koné on the west coast, the site recorded by Gifford as ‘Lapita’.
The site had first been recorded in the early 1900s (Piroutet 1909), and
its ‘pointill¢’ decoration noted on a visit by Fritz Sarasin in 1911 (Sarasin

8 It does seem almost too good to be true that almost completely identical sherds, in terms of size
and coverage of an exactly similar segment of the design could have been found at that distance in
time from continuously shifting dunes. Enquiries of the Fiji Museum in November 2019 failed to
locate the sherd in question from the Birks’ excavation.
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1917a:119, 1917b:122).° This is what we now know as dentate-stamped
decoration, produced by impressing toothed stamps of different sizes and
lengths into the wet clay of the pot prior to firing. Jacques Avias (1949)
had earlier suggested, on the basis of the published description, that
pottery from what would later be known as Site 13 or Lapita would turn
out to be similar to that from the Ile des Pins and more significantly to
that from Watom Island, off the coast of East New Britain in the Bismarck
Archipelago discovered by Father Otto Meyer (see Howes, Chapter 15,
and Spriggs, Chapter 24, both this volume for further details). And so
it was. Gifford (1953) had completed the comparison, bringing in the
Verrier collection sherds from Sigatoka and the Tongan pottery as well.

How the name for all of this pottery came to be the ‘Lapita style’ is another
story (Spriggs in press), but in part it was to do with Site 13 Lapita being
the first directly radiocarbon dated site of this culture, with dates of
‘846 B.C.” and ‘481 B.C.” being given (Gifford and Shutler 1956:89-92)
— this was of course in the days before recalibration of radiocarbon dates
to calendar years, which would push the ages back slightly further. This
gave the clue that the Sigatoka sherds were early rather than late, and
similarly provided a much greater antiquity than thought for the Tongan
pottery as well.

Gifford’s journey to establishing the age and full distribution of the Lapita
culture had not started in Fiji but in Tonga in 1920-21, but those few
sherds sent in Verriers parcel late in 1948 were very quickly to assume
a key significance. Links between the design on these sherds and those
from the Ile des Pins led directly to Gifford’s decision to mount his next
Pacific archaeological expedition to New Caledonia and the excavations
at Site 13 or Lapita. Recognition of this pottery as being part of an early
‘community of culture’ (Golson 1961:176) linking Polynesia and Melanesia
led directly to further work at Sigatoka in the mid-1960s that has continued
almost every year to the present, and to further elucidation of the spread of
this foundational culture through Near Oceania and into Remote Oceania,
and the tracing of its links back into Island Southeast Asia.

Objects highlighted in this chapter were on display at the Phoebe A. Hearst
Museum of Anthropology from February to March 2020.

9 Technically speaking the term ‘pointill¢’ is the designation by the French translator of Sarasin,
Jean Roux (Sarasin 1917b:122). In the original German version of the same year the term was ‘mit
Einstichmustern’ (Sarasin 1917a:119).
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