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',ood DW! charcoal(i.e. burnt \;ood)occur cor:uronly on nrchaeological sitos.Charred wood 
con::: iGt~)'llmoct entlr'l1y of caroon,and thnrl~for,' does not suffer biological degradation. 
It i:3 3ff'ented by mechanical breakdown only.l!owever,unburned wood nrovidas a au, t{lole 
substrate! for the activ 1 tiOf1 of declly or«~anisms such as funei and bacteria.Therefore 
it i.:" only '"\, U!""d .iHu:,,1:;.1 cirnw:!'.i:- :~ .On some ;Jites , timber is nreserved by 
w'lterlogglng,a;3 at ;;arli::;':':;:.Or~ oth3r' ::.:~"C::~,WO():" is nI'(~served where it has been in 
contact with a :o.etal such ~l~) irun or co TlT',er , as at (Jhe~ford,Wicken Bonhunt, and t.~ucking. 

The ~ree of succoso in identifica~lon of woou depeudn :nalnly on it7 sta~e. of ~l'eserv
atlon.'The structurtl of burnt wood ~s often ptlrfectly praserved,and ~dentif~cahon ffil.\Y 
be made by observation of a fresr.1y fracturo'; ::.mrface under reflected light.The 
condition of unburned wood is much more variablle.'J'he structure of waterlog;.;ed wood 
rna:! be well ~re3erved,but sometimes apparently well 'Preserved wood disl1ll\Ys very little 
structure at a microscopic IOVdl. 

It is· usually necessary to obtain thin Bectio!1:, of wood to allow iuentificationShese 
c~m be very difficult to obtain when the l.'1aterial is very soft.It is oftennosGiulc 
to ?w.l':'en thn Y;()od suffiG1G!ltl.l for sectiollinR; 'oy 2,on.k Lab in 70 -90f~ D!.s. 

'"atorlog!red woo.3 is often compressed ana distorted-The structure ma:! be revived sut£
iciently for identification by treating the sections on the microsc.pc slide with 
strong sodium hypochlorite aolution,followed by washing with distilled water.This 
treatment was successful with the Oatterick wood,but over treatment results in 
destruction of the sam~le. 

Occasionally,the wood (usually dr,y samnles) is very hard.It ~ be softened by boiling 
a small cube of tile wood about O. Scm. sqt#ein water until it sinks,and then soaking in 
5q; alcohol(eg methylated aririts) ,50';;; glycerine for about 72 hours. 

V.-ood which has been preserved by contact with iron is often extremely diff~cu1 t to 
identif,;,Che iron corrosion 7lroducts ma,y cOr.1f1lctely mask the wood structure. It may 
sometimes be possible to remove SOMe of this iron with :~rt:'A.lIowever, often there is 
no wood reu.ining,a5 they h&ite~been completely renlaced by iron corrosion 'Products. 
Very little microscollic detail is proaer'tod,anf. identification is corresnondingly 
difficult.lt is virtually impossible to section this iron impregnated wood,so 
identification must be based on thlO) apne:tranc,~ under reflected light. . 

It is to be hoped that future work with the newly acquired scanning electron microscope 
will help overcome some of tIle problems mentioned above. 

Interpretation of results. 

It is extremely difficult to reoonstruot past environmental conditions from a list 
of wood identificatio~"l'his is beCause wood was often selected for a particular 
p~rpose(eg lighting a fire,making artefacte).Therefore,the sample often will not 
d1rectly ~epresent the proportions of speoies once growing in the vioini~ of the site. 
~lso,the mtroduction of timbers from furthur afield cannot be ruled out.However,it 
~s sometimes possible to make tentative environmental suggestions,particularly when 
many large sarnnles are identified{see Grimes Graves,environmental series 12/74) or 
when the identifications may be considered in the light of, other environmental ~vidence. 

'!Iood has of ton formed nart of' an a.~ef'!.\ot(eg. at Mucking,Carllsle,Little Wal tha.m). 

http:microsc.pc
http:fresr.1y
http:arli::;':':;:.Or


Identification ot theae sample8 taeretore yields technological information. 
Oeouionally, it 1. pos"ible to obtain some idea ot the type ot struoture which 
a tft wood remnants once tormed a part of (eg. a.t Ohelmatord). 

Information i" sometimes obtained indicating the selective uae of ditterent 
t1aabers tor lighting and maintaining a tire.(tor example,at GU8aage J.l.l Saints). 

Wood identification may be ot praotical uaeiter example,at Weatow,ident1tioation 
of the burnt timbera ot an Anglo-Saxon hou8e allowed a oopy to be bullt,utilising 
the oorrect timbers tor each part ot the 8truwture. 



.~. ~ .• Lab. 

No identif'iaole wood s~_ructure was observed in the following snmrles:
lt1e) ,~'e5 ,Fe6, ft~ 7 .. 

Tl;ree sa~nT'l e!~ 

il·an nails:-
Fte1 ••••••• . . . .. . . . ......... 

contai!1ef identif'iab ~ .J wood fragments, preserved cy contact ·,vi th the 

Oak .. 
CaK (bo·.~.h f'ragt!'len ts) . 
Oak \ " ,, j .. 

In l<1e2 and .FejA two 3e··:tr~1te .t.'ragrr.Gnts of wood were aJhering to the nail .. In 
both cases, t:1e longitucin>U axis o1' the upper fragment was orientated at dght 
angles to the lower fr;oo;ment.'rhe relationship between the two fragments is 
indicated in the following sketche,.At the side of each sketch is a diag,·am 
showtng the likely relationship between the two origin>U pieces of wood, 
assuming that they were longitudinally split nlanks. 
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