T at A kienk
NTIRONERN AL

Carola 4 Yaevpax

CHELESFORD




TOSLTIRTOATTC 53 O LOCD i CHANCCAL FQU ARCUASCLOGICAL SITES,

Tynes of samples,

vood ond charceal(i.e. burni woodjoccur comronly on archacological sites.Charred wood
consistis nlmost entiraly of carvon,and therefore does not suffer biological degradation,
It i3 affected by mechanical breakdown cnly.lowever,unburned wood nrovides a suitavle
substrate for ths activitien of decay organisms such as fungi and bacteria,Therciore

it do oniy m fervad Lo ounusuicl clrounst-on o ,On osome sites,timber is vreserved by
waterlogging,as at Uarlisls,On othsr ci‘es,wouu is preserved where it has been in
contact with a metal such as iron or coprer,as at CheYdford,Wicken Bonhunt,and Mucking,

Praparation and identification of samplec.

The &iree of success in identif'ication of wood depends malaly on its state of preserv-
ation.The structure of burnt wood is often perfectly preserved,and identification may
be made by observation of a freshly fracture: surface under reflected light.,The
condition of unburned wood is much more variable.The structure of waterlogzed wood

may be well vreserved,but sometimes apparently well rreserved wood displays very little
structure at a microscopic level,

Tt is usually necessary to obtain thin seotions of wood to allow identification.These
can be very difficult to obtain when the material is very soft.It is of'ten nossivle
to harfen the weod sufficicntly for secticning by coaking in 70 =900 IMS,

vaterlogred woed is often compressed and distorted,The structure may be revived suff-
iciently for identifiication by treating the sections on the microscape slide with
strong sodium hypochlorite solution,followed by washing with distilled water,This
treatment was successful with the Catterick wood,but over treatment results in
destruction of the sample, ‘ R

Occasionally, the wood (usually dry samples) is very hard,It may be softenéd by boiling
a small cube of the wood about O.EGm.sngein water until it sinks,and then soeking in
50, alcohol(eg methylated spirits},50% glycerine for about 72 hours, °

Yood which has been preserved by contact with iron is often extremely difficult to
identifylhe iron corrosion products may completely mask the wood structure,lt may
sometimes be possible to remove some of this iron with ZDPA.lHowever,of ten there is
no wood remaining,as they haveé‘been completely renlaced by iron corrosion products,
Very little microscopic detail is preserved,and identification is correspondingly
difficult,It is virtually impossible to section this iron impregnated wood,so
identif'ication must be based on the apnearance under reflected light. V

It is %o be hored that future work with the newly acquired scanning electron microscope
will help overcome some of the problems mentioned above, '

Interpretation of results,

Tt is extremely diffiocult to reconatruct past environmental conditions from a list

of wood identifications,This is be€suse wood was often selected for a particular
purpose(eg lighting a fire,making artefacs).Therefore,the samnle often will not
directly represent the proportions of species once growing in the viecinity of the site,
%1so,the introduction of timbers from furthur afield cannot be ruled out.However,it

1s sometimes possible to make tentative environmental suggestions,particularly when
many large samples are identified(see Grimes Graves,environmental series 12/74) ,or

when the identifications may be considered in the light of. other environmental evidence,

%ood has oftan formed nart of an attefact(eg.at Wucking,Carlisle,Little Valtham).
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Identification of these samples therefore yields technological information,
Cecasionally,it is possible to obtain some idea of the type of structure which
a few wood remnants once formed a part of (eg., at Chelmsford).

Information is sometimes obtained indiocating the selective use of different
timbers for lighting and maintaining a fire,(for exsmple,at Gussage All Saints),

Wood identification may be of practical use;for example,at Westow,identification
of the burnt timbers of an Anglo-Saxon house allowed & oopy to be built,utilising
the correct timbers for each part of the strusture.
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No identifiable wood s ructurs was observed in the following samrles:-
¥e3,*e5,Feb, P27,

Three samnles containec identif'iablz wood fragments,preserved cy contact with the
jzon nails;~ '
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In Fe2 and ¥a3d two se-arate ragments of wood were ajhering to the nail.iIn
both cases,the longitucinal sxis of’ the upper fragment was orientated at right
angles to the lower fraogment,The relationship between the €two fragments is
indicataed in the following sketches.At the sids of each sketch is a diagram
showing the likely relationsnip between the two original pieces of wood,
assuming that they were longitudinally split planks,
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