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Terry Marsh excavating at Spirit Cave, Thailand, in early March 1971 (Photograph by Chet Gorman,

courtesy of Joyce White and the Institute for Southeast Asian Archaeology, University of Pennsylvania
Museum)

On 30 July 2021, Terry T. Marsh passed away at the age of 83 at his home in Auckland,
New Zealand. An archaeologist who was as ubiquitous as he was mystic, Marsh had
participated in excavations and research at some of the best-known sites in mainland
Southeast Asia during the late 1960s and early 1970s. Although he published only a few
archaeological reports, his interest, kindness, friendship, and dedication made a
significant contribution to our knowledge of Thailand and mainland Southeast Asian
prehistory.
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Marsh attended undergraduate school at Sacramento State College (now California
State University, Sacramento) in 1958-1962. He graduated in spring 1962 with a B.A.
in Fine Arts, specifically ceramics. It was during college that Marsh became friends
with Chester “Chet” E Gorman. They were housemates, along with several other
students, in a rented home near campus. Although Marsh did not formally graduate
with an anthropology degree from Sacramento State College, his journey to
archaeology, anthropology, and Thailand began almost immediately after graduation.
In spring 1962, Gorman had just finished his first year of graduate school in the
Department of Anthropology, University of Hawai‘i when he sent Marsh a telegram
that simply stated: “SUMMER WORK CAVE EXPLORATION OUTER
ISLANDS COME IMMEDIATELY.”" Marsh answered the call, and his journey
to Southeast Asia began.

While in Hawai‘i, Marsh surveyed lava tubes with Gorman as part of a U.S.
government project investigating the use of these caves as nuclear fallout shelters. Once
their survey was completed, presumably in 1962, Marsh later wrote in an unpublished
personal memoir that he “sort of forgot to go home.” He continued working in survey
for the same company on various projects throughout the islands.

After Gorman returned from his first season of archaeological survey in northeast
Thailand in 1964, he and Marsh began living in another rented, shared house
infamously known as “Sutton’s Place.” For all its raucousness, living at Sutton’s Place
put Marsh in contact with several other anthropologists and archaeologists who were
colleagues or friends of Gorman’s at the University of Hawaii. One of these
housemates-turned-friends was an archaeologist named Donn Bayard. Given Marsh’s
background in ceramics and experience working in survey throughout Hawai'‘i, it was
no surprise that Bayard asked Marsh to assist him when he returned to northeast
Thailand in 1968 for the second season of archaeological excavation at a prominent site
called Non Nok Tha.

Marsh’s travel to northeast Thailand was an adventure. Excavations began at Non
Nok Tha in early February 1968, so Marsh likely left Hawai‘i in late 1967 or January
1968. Either way, after booking a berth on a passenger ship from Honolulu to Hong
Kong, he immediately became seasick. Medicine helped — after an initial refusal to take
it which he blamed on being “a young male” — but Marsh later recalled that the vessel
would roll so violently that the swimming pool would slosh and spill over the sides of
the ship. Marsh also noted that the vessel had a herd of cattle in the hold which he
enjoyed visiting. He also enjoyed later eating them during any one of the six daily meals
served on the ship. Marsh’s memoirs and notes are full of food descriptions — he clearly
enjoyed eating, trying new experiences, and immersing himself in new cultures. His
flair for writing helped capture these moments.

After arriving in Hong Kong, Marsh caught another passenger ship which was
sailing for Singapore, but once landed, decided that, since he “was on the same
landmass as Thailand,” it would be possible to buy a Honda 90 motorbike and ride
north. Marsh was able to cross the Singapore-Malaysian border without incident, but
once he reached the border with Thailand his fortunes changed. He was not allowed to
cross and was instead forced to exchange his motorbike for a train ticket. Following a
36-hour train ride, he arrived in Bangkok, but not before eating a plate of rice and
vegetables. This was a memorable meal for Marsh because he “was well into the green
vegetables” before realizing they were Thai green chilies. He found a way to finish the
meal, but suffered a temporary lack of ability to taste.
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Marsh eventually arrived at Non Nok Tha in early 1968, where he helped Bayard
with site photography, field drawings, ceramic analysis, and, as both Bayard and Marsh
remembered, driving a much-needed four-wheel drive vehicle. What Marsh excelled
at, and the kind of assistance Bayard most needed, was analyzing the thousands of
ceramic sherds recovered from their excavation. Extending over millennia, Non Nok
Tha’s deep sequence provided over 12,000 ceramic sherds; Marsh immersed himself in
their analysis during and after the excavation season (which ended in late April or early
May). At that time, virtually no prehistoric ceramic sequence had been described for
northeast Thailand. Marsh’s work supporting Bayard was innovative in this regard.

‘Working at Khon Kaen University between at least September and October 1968,
Marsh conducted various ceramic analyses (Marsh 1968). His work involved kiln
testing to understand firing temperatures and providing an analysis and overview of
ceramic manufacturing techniques, types, designs and variations and similarities
throughout the assemblage. Marsh had a clever but subtle wit about him in his writing.
For one unique vessel he wrote, “Donn says the pot is rather out of place and
unplaceable. It’s not proper at all, and violates Rules . . . when they weren’t burying
people they were breaking rules” (Marsh 1968). Non Nok Tha was a significant site,
and Marsh’s pioneering work on the ceramic assemblage proved consequential for
Bayard’s future work and publications.

During this post-excavation period in late 1968, Bayard eventually returned to
Honolulu, but his dissertation advisor, Wilhelm G. Solheim II, was interested in
having additional archaeological surveys completed in this part of northeast Thailand.
Solheim decided to fund Marsh to continue working there. Although Marsh was
based out of the provincial capital, Khon Kaen, he ventured farther north for
archaeological surveys along the Nam Mong (Mong River), within Udon Thani and
Loei Provinces. Given that this region of Thailand bordered Laos, and this was the
height of the Vietnam War (or American War in Vietnam), it is not surprising that
Marsh remembered the area as “sensitive” because of perceived communist-leaning
communities in the region. Regardless, he identified several new sites and test-
excavated a portion of them (Marsh 1969). Marsh was clear in attributing his success
at finding archaeological sites to the local people he met and worked with. He fondly
remembered that at one village — where Marsh was undoubtedly the first non-Thai,
western individual anyone there had met — the elder headman’s wife asked, “What
does it eat?”

Marsh eventually returned to Khon Kaen in 1969, where he rented a house to share
with his partner, Madge Schwede. In December, at the recommendation of Solheim,
he travelled to Bangkok to meet Charles Higham and then joined his upcoming survey
project in Lam Dom Noi Valley, located in the far eastern area of Ubon Ratchathani
Province. Here, their plans for the project were to conduct an archaeological survey
before the construction of the Sirindhorn Dam. However, just prior to beginning
work, a last-minute telegram from Solheim indicated that the U.S. National Science
Foundation had rejected his funding proposal; this forced Higham, Marsh, and their
colleagues — including R. H. Parker, Angela Calder, and Mei Mei Burke — to rapidly
change plans. Working with the Thailand Fine Arts Department and using Higham’s
funding from the University of Otago, they received permission to conduct an
archaeological survey in Roi Et Province. Higham remembers that on Christmas Eve,
1969, the team drove from Bangkok to Khon Kaen in Solheim’s old Austin Gypsy,
driving carefully due to their occasionally failing brakes (pers. comm. 2022).
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The team spent Christmas Day in Terry and Madge’s house in Khon Kaen before
traveling to Roi Et where they began survey and excavations near a salt flat that had
functioned in the past as a salt mine. This work continued into early 1970 until their
team moved back to Khon Kaen Province and began working in the area near Non
Nok Tha. Surveys in this region led to the discovery and excavation of another site
called Non Nong Chik. Unfortunately, due to lack of funding, their project ended by
February 1970. Higham and Parker returned to New Zealand, Burke to the University
of Hawai‘i, Calder to the village of Ban Koeng to conduct her ethnoarchaeological
thesis research (pers. comm. 2022), and Marsh to Khon Kaen where he began teaching
English.

Jane Lefferts and Leedom Lefferts moved to Khon Kaen in December 1970,
where they lived immediately next door to Terry and Madge (pers. comm. 2022).
They remember that Marsh built a small blue sailboat which he sailed across Khon
Kaen City Lake in Bueng Kaen Nakorn. He sold the boat to an American before he
and his partner left in spring 1971. Marsh did not stay long in Khon Kaen because
his old friend Chet Gorman had arrived back in Thailand to excavate Spirit Cave
for a second season and asked for his assistance. Marsh traveled to the provincial
capital, Mae Hong Son, in far northwestern Thailand to meet Gorman in February
1971.

Marsh wrote that Mae Hong Son was a much more rural area of Thailand than what
he had experienced in Khon Kaen, but he loved the environment and the local people.
For example, travelling to Spirit Cave from Mae Hong Son at that time required a
several hour drive north on a winding dirt road that was only usable during the dry
season. The road had been partially completed by the Japanese during World War Two.
Once the road ended, it took them several more hours to walk and hike to the site.
Today, the drive between Mae Hong Son and Spirit Cave only takes slightly more than
an hour. Marsh, Gorman, and their colleagues packed in all their food and gear, but it
was never enough. Marsh remembered:

Villages in the area had no surplus to sell so one of our workers went out to get a bag of
rice. It took him five days. Another found a turtle in the creek, and that fed us. Gibbons
swung noisily overhead and I managed to shoot one with my pistol; that fed us for two
days, but we were all unhappy about that. We filled up on the insides of wild banana stalks —
no food value, but lots of fiber.

In the final days of February 1971, Marsh worked with Gorman to prepare for
excavations at Spirit Cave. They camped at the site and started digging on 1 March
1971; Gorman’s entry in his site journal for this day noted, “C1-C2 Surface
(T. Excavating).”” It is unclear if Marsh kept his own journal or records during that
time, but Gorman’s notes and archival photographs (including the one reproduced
above) detail their work. Several new units were excavated during this short season —
only lasting until 11 March 1971 — and Gorman kept track of each day’s events and
what Marsh and their colleagues discovered.

After the pioneering first season of excavation at Spirit Cave, including the
publication of several early radiocarbon dates, it is not surprising that Gorman’s notes
from the second season are filled with entries such as, “T has found lumps of organic
material from the white layer at bottom of his 2 . . . Very ashy deposit. Look for RICE
etc.” between notes on discovered artifacts, stratigraphic descriptions, and where they
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collected radiocarbon samples. Gorman was looking to expand and support his record
at Spirit Cave and Marsh was there with him, enjoying it all. At one point, on 6 March,
Gorman was apparently excited to note the time and wrote, “4:30pm by T’s trusty
watch.” Given that Gorman rarely ever recorded the time in his journals, this was
notable.

Eventually, their excavation ended, and Gorman wrote on the last day: “Taking
sights + sample of wood from coffin. Then Aloha Spirit Cave.” They hiked, walked,
and drove back to Mae Hong Son. It is significant to remember that Marsh had joined
Gorman on his final excavation of Spirit Cave. Their experience was never published
and Chet likely never returned to his famous site prior to his early death a mere decade
later in 1981.

Sometime after March 1971, Marsh made it back to Khon Kaen from Mae Hong
Son, but he decided to leave Thailand entirely in mid-to-late 1971 or early 1972 for
Australia to try and find paid work there. After taking a train to Singapore and a vessel
to Perth, Marsh found work as a construction surveyor for an iron ore mine and plant
in far northwestern Australia, about 1000 miles north of Perth. Once this job ended, he
took a train across Australia and eventually found his way to Townsville in northeastern
Queensland. True to his interests, Marsh found an art gallery in Townsville that was
looking for a pottery instructor. He immediately began working for them and even
built their first kiln, a double-chamber gas type of which he was quite proud.
Inevitably, though, Thai archaeology and Gorman were not far away. In 1972, Marsh
heard from Gorman again asking for his help to excavate another cave site in Mae
Hong Son: Banyan Valley Cave.

Based on Marsh’s archived notes (1972—1973), he arrived in northwest Thailand
sometime during late 1972. His first day surveying and test-excavating sites within Mae
Hong Son Province was 4 December 1972. Although Gorman required assistance
excavating Banyan Valley Cave, he also asked Marsh to continue surveying for new
sites and test-excavating sites that he and his colleagues (including Vincent Jenkins and
Kevin Jones) had discovered between 1971 and 1972 (they test-excavated Banyan
Valley Cave in March/April 1972). Excavations at Banyan Valley Cave began
18 December and lasted until 31 December 1972.

Unlike the 1971 season at Spirit Cave, Gorman was accompanied by Marsh, Charles
Higham, and several Lahu villagers at Banyan Valley Cave. The site was very remote.
Higham remembers meeting Terry on his arrival in Mae Hong Son and driving to the
Lahu village where the road ended, then walking along paths through a thick jungle,
accompanied by a cacophony of monkey calls, until they reached the cave at dusk (pers.
comm. 2022). They slept on a raised bamboo platform next to a rushing stream that
dived into a deep sinkhole just outside the cave mouth.

Their work at the site was detailed and well-documented. They uncovered a
complex stratigraphy with numerous finds, including rice. A testament to the trust and
friendship that Gorman and Marsh shared appears in Chet’s notebook from Banyan
Valley Cave.” Gorman allowed Marsh to write in his personal excavation journal — the
only time this occurred to my knowledge — to describe various excavations carried out
at the end of December. When excavations ended on New Year’s Eve, Gorman wrote
that they enjoyed drinking ten bottles of whiskey to celebrate the “End of Dig Party.”

There is a gap in Marsh’s (1972-1973) personal fieldnotes from early December
until well after excavations at Banyan Valley Cave ended. He began writing again on
22 January 1973, when he and two colleagues began surveying and test-excavating
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previously discovered sites from the past year and a half. Marsh’s notes were always
detailed regarding the location and discoveries of archaeological sites and finds,
especially for ceramics, but as any field archaeologist does, he liked to include personal
observations, too. At a site called Thiam Mong (Mong Cave) on 23 January 1973, he
wrote, “Dammed [sic] little is coming out. Believe we may be wasting time here. There
wasn’t much on the surface. 2 appears sterile; went in 10 cm. “Tis sterile. Away!” At
another site just two days later, he candidly noted, “Gave up. Pain, bees, heat, dust. Ifit
were up to me I'd give it to a real arrogant M. A. candidate who thinks it’s easy” (Marsh
1972-1973).

Marsh and his Thai colleagues persevered and by 20 February 1973 were test-
excavating a site (Site 116) he called “Thaam Phii Maéaen,” which translates
approximately to ‘Spirit Cave’ and is similar to the Thai name for Gorman’s ‘Spirit
Cave’. Intriguingly, Marsh’s description of this site and the general location match
almost perfectly with the known site of the Ban Rai Rockshelter excavated by Rasmi
Shoocongdej over 30 years later. Marsh wrote, “A large horseshoe shaped bay in the
rock, approx. 75M. across at the open, NNW end, in which there are the remains of
over 30 boat coftins. A pit dug into the post-pit of a support yielded a lot of pottery and
some stone tools.” They excavated an additional test unit before leaving Site 116.

Several days later, Marsh excavated two sites called U Mong East and U Mong West,
which comprised a series of caves and rockshelters, and a newly discovered site that
truly excited him and was called “Gunpowder Cave.” At his first view of the cave,
Marsh wrote, “A fantastic cave complex facing South + Southeast, reached by a
curving tunnel like the curved entrance tunnel to a refuge cave in Hawaii.” Marsh took
detailed notes on the stratigraphy and finds and roughly mapped the site on
21 February 1973. He returned on 9 March 1973 for additional excavations. While
noting tracks that suggested “tiger + deer frequent this place,” he and his colleagues
mapped additional excavation squares and began digging. They collected numerous
samples for radiocarbon dating and noted stratigraphic changes. Marsh continued to
find artifacts at the base of their excavated unit approximately one meter below the
surface, including a burnt turtle carapace. A complex stratigraphy including a large pit
and disturbance ended their excavation that week, but they soon returned to dig again
at U Mong East and U Mong West. On 16 March 1973, Marsh wrote about one
ceramic filled unit from U Mong West:

Still plenty pottery; down near the base of the layer and getting a few flakes. Clearing off
the 4 surface (brown to gray — brown, slightly harder). 4 has a few sherds impressed right
into the surface, lying flat (taken off with 3) and some ashy bits. I think it’s probably an
interface layer so may have a few sherds; but the next one ought to be free of them (hope?).
HAW HAW Doubt it. It has enough sherds to imply 5 will still have some; who knows?

Marsh’s survey and excavation work in northwest Thailand ended around 27 April
1973, but not before he had two more memorable experiences. Marsh worked closely
with local Lahu and Tai Yai (Shan) people in Mae Hong Son to find potential
archaeological sites. At one location, local villagers showed him the tracks of a python
which he estimated had been a foot wide and forty feet long. On 22 April 1973, he

wrote:

Nota Bene: rather large tiger tracks in the sand of the streambed near the site. Or unusually
large leopard? At least 10 cm. across, and very recent. Make an interesting match for that
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bloody great rock python in T. Pha Thong Cing, but I'd bet on the python. If any
‘sporting’ bastard reads this with eyes agleam for ‘trophies’, do take note of the fact
Thailand has recognized the danger of the extinction of wild beasts. The possession of skin,
head, et cetera is rather fiercely punishable.

Marsh, always an elegant writer, also wrote about one of the most remarkable caves
he witnessed while in northwest Thailand. That was Thaam Kut Loong, which he
visited on 24 March 1973:

One approaches this cave through a botanical garden of great beauty; the first sight of the
cavern, through shiny dark leaves, is awe-inspiring, and closer approach leaves the mouth
agape with amazement. The roof, obscured with stalactites like an inverted, grey pine
forest, is at least forty metres above the gravelly floor. From side to side the width is twice
that. The Nam Lang Stream flows quietly out of the stygean [sic] darkness. Inside, it’s cool,
pleasant. On an upper terrace to the right are the remains of many boat-coffins; in the
eternal darkness of caverns further in and up are dozens more; and there in the lightless
deeps where snakes softly slide, sucking witless bats oft the slimy stone, lie drifts and piles of
bones of small hapless creatures against the pitiless columns and buttresses of the
mountain’s roots.

Following the end of fieldwork in late spring 1973, Marsh departed Thailand once
again, but not for long. He traveled to Dunedin, New Zealand, to begin a Master of
Arts program in the Department of Anthropology, University of Otago. Almost as
quickly as he arrived, Marsh departed for Thailand one final time to participate in
Bayard’s Pa Mong Archaeological Survey Program, which involved additional survey
and excavation in Udon Thani and Loei Provinces, the area where Marsh had worked
in 1969 (Daisy Bayard, pers. comm. 2022). This work continued through 1975, but
Marsh left Thailand for the last time and returned to Dunedin to finish his thesis during
spring 1974.

‘While working with Bayard, Parker, and Higham, he completed his thesis, entitled
“The analysis of technological characteristics in ancient ceramics: five sites in
Northeastern Thailand,” in 1976, his coursework in 1977, and his degree was
formally awarded on 23 May 1978 (Tim Thomas, pers. comm. 2022). Marsh’s thesis
focused on trying to establish a replicable technique for analyzing ceramics from
prehistoric Thailand using color, hardness, cord characteristics, angles, and
exploratory X-ray fluorescence analyses. He examined 424 total sherds from Bo
Phan Khan, Don Ta Phan, and Non Dua in Roi Et Province and Non Nong Chik
and Non Nok Tha in Khon Kaen Province; a smaller sample from these sites was
tested only for hardness. His results provided an insightful look into the potential of
using ceramics to understand aspects of inter-site variability, dating, and cultural
processes within northeast Thailand.

During his final year of graduate school studies, Marsh decided to leave Dunedin for
the coastal countryside. He wrote that he experienced culture shock by living in New
Zealand after spending so many years in Thailand. Marsh started to build another
sailboat, then fell in love and married a fellow student that he had met at the University
of Otago. They later sold the sailboat and moved to Wellington, where he began
working at a Government Printing Office. Marsh, longing for the water (he was
an avid sailor), bought and repaired a more modern racing yacht and subsequently built
an additional rowboat to sail around Wellington Harbor.
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Marsh and his wife eventually decided to leave Wellington for her father’s dairy farm
in Waikato. Sometime after this move, they divorced, but Marsh decided to stay in the
area, living in Arapuni and working for the New Zealand Electricity Authority. After
several years, he left New Zealand for California, where his sister and family lived. He
found a remote home outside Oroville with the goal of writing a novel. He finished
the novel, but it was never published. His sister, Nancie Barker, remembers that the
publisher requested too many revisions that Marsh did not wish to make (pers. comm.
2022).

Living in Oroville affected Marsh in other ways and reminded him once more of
Southeast Asia. He wrote that the mountains and forest near Oroville were remote, so
much so that American veterans returning from Vietnam also sought seclusion and
privacy in this area. Marsh experienced their trauma through the sounds of automatic
gunfire emanating from the forests at night.

Marsh left his home near Oroville to teach English to immigrant communities in
Sacramento, but he became disillusioned with the city and ultimately decided to return
to New Zealand. This time, he moved to Auckland and worked as a subeditor for a
newspaper. He gained New Zealand citizenship, bought a home, bought another yacht
and built a rowing skift, and settled down for the last chapter of his life.

In his later years, Marsh combined his love of sailing with a newfound love of
fishing. He took his friends and neighbors out on his boat and enjoyed the experiences.
Marsh continued working for magazines and editing until at least 2003, but retired
shortly thereafter. Never one to sit idly by, Marsh discovered new interests and hobbies
in gardening, native plant restoration, and eventually the Waitakere Tramline, where he
volunteered to help maintain the rails and carriages as part of the tramline society.
Marsh qualified to drive the tram, which he treasured because it made people happy:
“The excursionists are wonderfully thankful, and the expressions on the faces of the
children are a great reward.”

Terry Marsh might not be a name that many present-day Southeast Asian
archaeologists have heard, and in some ways, I think Terry himself might chuckle about
that. Marsh experienced archaeology in Thailand during a transformative period: he
excavated at famous, significant sites, and worked, studied, and analyzed collections
that proved foundational for future work by others. But to Terry, as evident from his
writing, fieldnotes, and photographs and to the friends and colleagues who knew him
best, it was never really about the archaeology. Marsh was an artist at heart, a writer,
someone who cared about his friends and enjoyed the experiences that he created and
those that life threw his way. Today, Marsh’s excavation collections are curated at the
Penn Museum, his fieldnotes and site records at the Institute for Southeast Asian
Archaeology, and his MA thesis at the University of Otago. But Marsh’s legacy? That
lives on in the rice paddies and footpaths of Khon Kaen and the forests and caves of Mae
Hong Son. Terry Marsh will be missed.

—Cyler CoNrAD

NOTES

1. Unattributed quotations in this memorial essay are from an archive of Marsh’s unpublished papers and
personal memoirs, hardcopies of which his family shared with the author.

2. Gorman’s Spirit Cave Field Notebook on file at the Institute for Southeast Asian Archaeology,
University of Pennsylvania Museum (UPMAA-007).

3. Gorman’s 1971-1973 Survey and Excavation Field Notebook on file at the Institute for Southeast
Asian Archaeology, University of Pennsylvania Museum (UPMAA-005).
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