
 
 
Preston Downs, West Melton, Selwyn District  
Archaeological Assessment for Gillman Wheelans Ltd    
 
 

 
 
 
Kevin L. Jones  
 
 
Kevin L. Jones Archaeologist Ltd 
3/17 Blackbridge Road 
Wellington 6012  
kljarchaeologist@paradise.net.nz 
 
23 September 2010 



 2 

Frontispiece  
Test pit 6 one of only two showing gravels beneath a well formed 40 cm-deep silt loam 
topsoil and no cultural modification: charcoal or burning/ splitting of the cobbles. The 
main NW-SE distributary, which will become a reserve area in the proposed subdivision, 
is at top.
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INTRODUCTION  
 
This archaeological assessment has been commissioned by Hamish Wheelans of Gillman 
Wheelans Ltd for an area of land just north of West Melton, Selwyn District. It is 
bounded to the east by Weedon Ross Road and to the north by Halkett Road (Fig. 1).  
The area is currently zoned rural but is subject to a plan change proposal which will 
enable it to be subdivided for sections. As a result of the Commissioners’ Decision on the 
plan change proposal, Gillman Wheelans Ltd has been required to undertake an 
archaeological assessment as a condition of the change. The exact wording of the 
condition in the Commissioners’ Decision is as follows:  
 

a) In Amendment 1.17, add a further clause to Rule 12.1.3.40 as follows; 

“(d)     An archaeological assessment has been undertaken by a suitably qualified expert 
and the results reported to the Council, the Regional Archaeologist at the New Zealand 
Historic Places Trust, and the iwi organisations Te Ngai Tuahuriri and Te Taumutu 
Runanga. In carrying out the assessment, the expert is to consult with the iwi 
organisations.” 

�
The area of the proposed subdivision is about 64 ha in area and comprises Rural Sections 
R.S. 9227, R.S. 9228, R.S. 12569 and Part R.S. 14812. There are about 6 ha of reserves.  
 
Preston Downs is a new name based on part of the area of Preston Farm which was 
owned by the Litten family since 1945. Preston Farm covered a large area of land from 
1863.  Appendix 1 gives some details of the land history from a family member.  The 
Litten family homestead from this era is on the adjacent Gainsborough subdivision to the 
east of Weedon Ross Road.  
 
 
Statutory definitions and protection of archaeological sites  
 
There are two main pieces of legislation in New Zealand that control work affecting 
archaeological sites. These are the Historic Places Act 1993 (HPA) and the Resource 
Management Act 1991 (RMA). 
 
The NZ Historic Places Trust administers the HPA. The HPA contains a consent 
(authority) process for any work affecting archaeological sites, where an 
archaeological site is defined as:  
 
Any place in New Zealand that  
(a) Either –  

(i) was associated with human activity that occurred before 1900; or  
(ii) is the site of the wreck of any vessel where that wreck occurred before 
1900; and  

(b) Is or may be able through investigation by archaeological methods to provide 
evidence relating to the history of New Zealand (HPA section 2).  
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Any person who intends carrying out work that may damage, modify or destroy 
an archaeological site, or to investigate a site using invasive archaeological 
techniques, must first obtain an authority from the Historic Places Trust. The 
process applies to sites on land of all tenure including public, private and 
designated land. The HPA contains penalties for unauthorised site damage or 
destruction.  
 
The archaeological authority process applies to all sites that fit the HPA 
definition, regardless of whether:  
• The site is recorded in the NZ Archaeological Association Site Recording Scheme or 
registered by the Trust,  
• The site only becomes known about as a result of ground disturbance, and/ or  
• The activity is permitted under a district or regional plan, or a resource or building 
consent has been granted.  
 
The Resource Management Act 1991 requires City, District and Regional 
Councils to protect historic heritage from inappropriate subdivision, use, and 
development. Historic heritage is identified as a matter of national importance 
(section 6f).  
 
Historic heritage is there defined as those natural and physical resources that 
contribute to an understanding and appreciation of New Zealand's history and 
cultures, derived from archaeological, architectural, cultural, historic, scientific, 
or technological qualities.  
 
Historic heritage includes:  
 
• historic sites, structures, places, and areas  
• archaeological sites;  
• sites of significance to Maori, including wahi tapu;  
• surroundings associated with the natural and physical resources (RMA section 2).  
 
These categories are not mutually exclusive and some archaeological sites may include 
above ground structures or may also be places that are of significance to Maori.  
 
Where resource consent is required for any activity the assessment of effects is 
required to address cultural and historic heritage matters (RMA 4th Schedule and 
the district plan assessment criteria).  
 
This report does not deal directly with the question of w� hi tapu which is a matter 
for advice from the runaka of Ng� i Tahu.   
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Topography and soils in the area 
 
The Preston Downs area is marked by the former outwash plain of the Waimakariri River 
including extensive areas of gravels, sand and silt, sand sheets, a small area of dunes, and 
the indented channels of the distributaries of the river (Fig. 2). Dunes and sand sheets 
may have been re-activated by wind and reformed on numerous occasions.  
 
Soils are sandy or gravelly silt loams over extensive beds of sand and gravel of the 
Waimakariri series or older series, i.e. based on gravels and wind-blown sand and silt 
deposited before about 2,500 y B.P. (Rains and Rains 1992: 20).  
 
The channels which are prominent in the Preston Farm area are probably of this age or 
older.   
 
However, there is a chance that some may have been more recent and that the river 
flowed in them in the course of Polynesian settlement, i.e. in the last 800 years. In 
addition the aerial photographs show that some of the old courses are still strips of 
swampy ground. These strips may have been attractive for Polynesian camps or 
settlements.  
 
The wise protection of sites of this era is a kaitiaki function of the relevant Ngai Tahu 
runaka, Te Ngai Tuahuriri and Te Taumutu.   
 
 
PREVIOUS WORK   
 
Challis (1995: 3, 5) records a solid cluster of sites in the lower reaches of the 
Waimakariri River. The sites include M35/1, 3, 4 and 5 all ovens according to an 
Archsite search.  The ovens or umu are entirely in the “Selwyn Age “deposits more or 
less within the modern flood plain of the Waimakariri River (Fig. 2) about one kilometre  
north of Preston Downs.  
 
These known examples are based on surveys by Rains and Rains (1992) who worked in 
the West Melton (catchment board?) reserves area. In disturbed areas such as wind-blown 
sand they observed many scatters of charcoally soil and ovenstones, cracked and flaked 
greywacke gravels and sparse flakes of flint and argillite (Fig. 2). There was one rimmed 
circular depression, probably the bases of an oven or an umu ti (recorded as a raised-rim 
pit, see Challis 1995: Fig. 12).   
 
From their survey it can be concluded that ovens were particularly common within 10 m 
of the channels and near deep (3 m deep) narrow channels.  No moa bone is associated 
with these ovens (Challis 1995: Fig. 3) although it may be assumed that they are of the 
Moahunter era because of the range of radiocarbon ages (only two) obtained by Rains 
and Rains (1992). 
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Rains and Rains (1992) appear to have concentrated their survey on the recent Selwyn 
suite of soils which were sandy and disturbed and where Pinus radiata plantations were 
being established by the catchment authorities. They appear not to have surveyed the 
older stable suites of soils to the south in the West Melton area.    
 
As noted above there is a slight chance that there were active distributaries of the 
Waimakariri River within the last millennium or linear swampy areas (the beds of 
abandoned distributaries) that would have been attractive for Polynesian (Maori) 
settlement.  
 
 
FIELD METHODOLOGY 
 
Sites of Polynesian/Maori origin 
 
I have examined with pocket stereoscope a 1940 aerial photograph pair (SN152 RN 
129/26, 27, 13 September 1940) (Fig. 3) and non-stereo recent vertical aerial photographs 
of the Preston Downs area (Figs 1, 4). They show distributary channels clearly running 
from north-west to south-east in a network throughout the Preston Downs area.  
 
In the aerial photos there are no dark patches or surface-relief features which would 
indicate areas of ovens such as those known for the Waitaki River mouth (see Jones 
1994: 80). 
 
The fieldwork has been designed to exhaust the small risk that there might be 
archaeological sites such as ovens/umu on the banks of the well formed distributaries or 
in the dunes running through the Preston Downs area. Samples of areas on the 
distributaries and in the dunes area were taken with a hydraulic digger using a wide 
bucket on 15 September 2010. The areas opened were about 1.5 x 4 m in plan area and a 
total of 14 test pits were dug (Fig. 4).  
 
Test pits 1-11 had well formed deep silt loam topsoils overlying sand, silt, clay silt or 
gravel subsoils.  Only test pits 6 and 9 had gravel subsoils (see frontispiece) and there 
was no sign of cultural modification in any of the test pits except test pit 14 (see below). 
 
Two test pits in a prominent area of dunes were: 
 

·  a deep (2 m) section test pit 12 about 15 m long down the side of the dune (Fig. 5)  
to see whether there has been past disturbance of the sand dune and possible re-
burial of archaeological sites in the dunes area and  

·  a wide area (about 3 x 10 m) shallow test pit 13 of a more or less level area (Fig. 
6) in the lee of the dunes.  

 
Test pit 12 (in the dune) showed no sign of buried soils or re-deposition of sands. 
Therefore it is unlikely that there are deeply buried archaeological deposits in these 
dunes. 
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Test pit 13 in a level area in the lee of the dunes was opened out in plan to search for 
possible structural evidence such as hearths, drains or postholes. None was observed.   
 
A small mound just east of test pit 13 had a cap of modern gravel fill (dumped by a small 
truck perhaps) over natural sand and had no archaeological significance. 
 
Test pit 14 near Weedons Ross Road showed a series of parallel lines scored in the 
yellow silt subsoil and filled with dark topsoil (Fig. 7). This was probably caused by a 
single plough-share working back and forth to a depth of about 35 cm. There is no sign of 
ploughing in the 1940 aerial photograph so this patch of plough markings is younger than 
70 years and is not an archaeological site under the Historic Places Act s. 2 definition.    
 
All test pits were made good by re-deposition of subsoil followed by topsoil with grass 
turves and compacted with the bucket.   
 
 
Sites of European (farming) origin 
 
Because Preston Farm was in existence from 1863 (see Appendix 1) it is necessary to 
attempt to determine the age of the farming features on the property.  
 
No buildings or ruins show on SOs or early certificates of title on the Preston Downs 
property (see Fig. 8 for example) supplied to me by Hamish Wheelan. 
 
There were no structures of the European period (post 1850) showing in the 1940 aerial. 
 
A small grove of Pinus radiata (one of which still survives as a fine specimen tree) had 
in 1940 been used as shelter for intensive stock grazing such as feeding out. As noted 
above, there was no trace of yards such as postholes in test pits 2 and 3 in the lee of these 
trees.  
 
The yards and farm shed building on Weedons Road are of 1950-60s vintage and have no 
archaeological significance and are of minor heritage merit.  
 
The fences on the property date to the era before 1940 and feature massive (12” square) 
recycled hardwood strainer posts. The wire is standard no. 8 and there is no sign of wire 
repairs such as old staples or fragments of cut wire on the posts.  At least two posts had 
very old diagonal bracing (totara?) posts with double wire holes (see Fig. 9) probably 
very old strainer posts recycled. Almost all the wire fences are knitted in with gorse.  
 
On the west of the property there is a boundary fence with a bank and adjacent irrigation 
channel. This is not unlike a ditch and bank fence, specimens of which usually date to the 
period before the introduction of post and wire, i.e. before 1870. However, the bank 
partly buries a fence similar to those described in the previous paragraph and must post-
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date the fence, i.e. it is later than the earlier part of the 20th century.  Irrigation as a 
general rule did not commence until about the 1930s (Jones 1994: 254). 
 
It seems likely therefore that the fences have been erected in the earlier part of the 20th 
century and are not archaeological sites under the Historic Places Act s. 2 definition.    
 
Towards the south of the Preston Downs area is a substantial weatherboard stables 
building with four large looseboxes, probably for Clydesdales. There is a derelict drill 
and a harvesting machine in the yard around the stables. The building has a modern style 
of 6-inch weatherboards. It is in an advanced stage of dereliction with the north-west 
wind having removed much of the western elevation (Fig. 10).  
 
The stables must date to the period after 1940 since it does not show on the aerial 
photograph of that date. It must be a building of the Litten family era (post 1945). It is 
therefore not an archaeological site under the Historic Places Act s. 2 definition.   Hamish 
Wheelans will consult a local farm machinery museum about the significance of the 
harvesting machine and arrange for its removal.   
 
 
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS   
 
A review of aerial photographs and a programme of test-pitting in the northern part of the 
Preston Downs area has not revealed any evidence of charcoally soils, burnt or split stone 
or midden that could be Polynesian/Moahunter ovens.  
 
A review of the built farm structures and the 1940 aerial photograph indicates that, with 
the exception of the fences, they are all post 1940 in age. The fences post-date 1900. 
 
There is therefore no reasonable cause to suspect that there are any archaeological sites 
under the Historic Places Act s. 2 definition in the proposed Preston Downs plan change 
area.  

 
There is no need for Gillman Wheelans Ltd to apply for an authority under s. 11 or s. 12 
of the Historic Places Act 1993 to carry out the earthworks needed to create the service 
network, internal roading and other facilities needed for a subdivision.  
 
There are no significant historic sites, structures, places, and areas including 
archaeological sites on the Preston Downs property. In terms of the assessment of 
effects under the Resource Management Act 4th Schedule two classes of structure 
need to be considered. 
 
The fences are of 20th century age and reflect common practices such as recycling 
and re-use of older materials. The pattern of land subdivision into paddocks will 
be lost. The massive posts mentioned in the body of this report will be used as an 
element in the new landscaping of the area.  
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The stables are post 1940 in age and are in an advanced stage of dereliction, 
beyond economic repair. The stables have been photographed. Provided the 
harvesting machine mentioned in the body of this report is offered for evaluation 
and removal to an agricultural or other museum, the effect of demolition of the 
stables is minor. 
 
Sites of significance to Maori, including wahi tapu, are being investigated by related 
consultation with the pertinent runaka: 
 
Te Ngai Tuahuriri Runanga 
219 Tuahiwi Road, RD1, Kaiapoi 7691 
03 313 5543 
Amour.Ryan@ngaitahu.iwi.nz 
 
Te Taumutu Runanga 
P O Box 3214, Christchurch 8140 
03 371 9397 
maani.stirling@ngaitahu.iwi.nz 
 
Results of that consultation will be separately reported.   
 
 
APPENDIX 1 
 
Preston farm and the Litten family 
 
The following is from Leonie Litten, youngest daughter of Jack Litten, previous owner of 
Preston Downs land. 
 
This is the history of the place as far as I know it: 
 
In 1851 the Canterbury Association set a price of three pound per acre, for great 

areas of land on the Canterbury Plains.  West Melton (although it wasn't 
named at that stage) was situated in the The Ashfield Run (I don't know the 
run's size, but it must have been huge). 

 
Later in 1851 Ashfield was divided into two, West Melton now being part of The 

Tresillian Run (10,000 acres).   
 
In 1863  On the break up of the big runs, individuals bought smaller lots of land.  

Henry Shepherd from Somerset, England bought one lot and he named it 
‘Preston’.  The land took on the identity it holds today – it’s been 
Preston Farm for 144 years.  

 
1906-1945 A number of owners and lessees had the land.  I understand that most went 

‘broke’ and walked off. 
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1945 Dad (Jack Litten) bought the property for seven pound ten shillings an acre, 

and as was the ‘thing to do in the country’ retained it name.  This he never 
regretted, naming one of the first foals born on the property ‘Preston’.  (refer  
www.addington.co.nz/Timeline.asp   choose 1987 and scroll down) 

 
 
Great great grandfather Litten was one of 21 children; 20 of whom were boys, before the 
last, a girl arrived.  Breeders they continued to be, but mainly of daughters.  On my 
father’s death in 1987, the name ‘Litten’ died out. 
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FIGURES 
 

  
 
Fig. 1. Modern aerial photograph of the Preston Downs farm area, Halkett Rd at top, 
Weedons Ross Rd at right. Old river channels are prominent on the west of the property 
(to left) showing as light and dark areas in a young crop.   The dunes are in light 
shrubland cover just west of the prominent shelter belt.   
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Fig. 2. General soil classes and the distribution of known Polynesian (Moahunter) sites in 
the West Melton area (from Rains and Rains 1992). Approximate location and area of 
Preston Farm is shown. 
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Fig. 3. Crown copyright vertical aerial photograph 1940 of Preston Downs area showing 
pattern of old Waimakariri distributary channels and dunes. The dunes right of centre and 
the fence lines have a cover of gorse. There are no irrigation channels. Courtesy: New 
Zealand Aerial Mapping Ltd. 
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Fig. 4.  Test pit locations shown numbered. The dunes are under gorse. 
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Fig. 5. Test pit 12 section down the north flank of the dune. 
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Fig. 6. Test pit 13 in the level area in the lee of the dune. 
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Fig. 7. Plough marks from a single plough share in test pit 14. 
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Fig. 8. Early 20th century SO plan which shows no buildings on the Preston Farm area 
(south of Halketts Rd and west of what was then Waimakariri and Ross Rd.  
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Fig. 9. The western boundary fence with bank and irrigation ditch looking south, Preston 
Downs to the left. The strainer is a 12-inch square recycled hardwood post and the 
bracing timber seems to have been recycled from an earlier strainer post.   
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Fig. 10. The derelict post-1940 stables and (horse-drawn?) mowing machine. 
 
  


