TERTCATIC S CF WECD AR CHARCCQAL FROM ARCHARCLOGICAL SITES.

ynes_of samples.

viood and charcoal(i.e. burnt wood)occur commonly on archeeoleogical sites,Charred wood
consgists 2lmost entircly of carbon,and therefore does not suffer biological degradation,
1t is affected by mechanical breakdown conly,However,unburned wood nrovides a suitable
aubstrate for the activities of decay grganisms such as fungi and bacteria,Therctore

it do only m served L anusunl elrmumnt-o2--,0n some sites, timber is preserved by
waterlogging,as at Carlisla,On other si%es,woec is nreserved where it has been in
contact with a metal such as iron or copner,as at ChelBford,Wicken Bonhunt,and Hucking.

braeparation and identification of samplsc,

The duree of success in identification of wood depends mainly on its state of vreserve-
ation.The structure of burnt wood is of'ten perfectly praserved,and identification may
be made by observation of a freshly fracture: surface under reflected light.The
condition of unburnad wood is much more variable,The structure of waterlogged wood

‘may be well preserved,but sometimes apparently well preserved wood displays very little
structure at a microscopic lavel,

It is usually necaessary to obtain thin sections of woed to allow identification,Thesse
can be very difficult to obtain when the material is very soft,It ia often nossible
to harden the wood sufficiently for sectioning'bBy soakiag in 70 -390 IMS,

Y.aterlogyped wood is of'ten compressed and distorted.The structure may be revived suff-
iciently for identif'ication by treating the sections on the microscepe 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, o ‘

Occasionally,the wood (usually dry samples) is very hard,It may be softenéd by boiling
a amsell cube of the wood about O.Scm.gqq@ein water until it sinks,and then scalking in
50,. alcohol(eg methylated spirits),506 glycerine for about 72 hours. '

Vood which has been preserved by contact with iron is of'ten extremely difficult to
identifyThe iron corrosion products may completely mask the wood structurs.lt may
sometimes be possible to remnove some of this iron with ZDDA.However,of ten there is.
~ no wood remsining,as they havd*been completely renlaced by iron corrosion products,
Very little microscopic detail is preserved,and identifiication is correspondingly
difficult, It is wirtually impossible to section this iron impregnated wood,so
identification must be based on the apnearance under reflectad light,

It is to be honed that future work with the newly acquired scanning electron microscopt
will help overcome some of the problems mentioned above,

-

Inte:pretation-of results,

It is extremely difficult to reconstruct past environmental conditions from a list

of wood identificationg,This is bec€ayse wood was often selectad for a particular
purpose(eg lighting a fire,meking artefachs).Therefore,the sample often will nof
directly represent the propertions of species once growing in the vieinity of the site.
Also,the introduction of timbers from furthur afield cannot.be ruled out,Howaver, it-

is sometimes possible to meke tentative environmental suggestions,particularly when’
many large samples are identified(see Grimes Graves,environmental series 12/74),or.

- when the identifications mey be considered in the light of othér envirenmental evidencs.

eififﬁie ngtha30 7

FI

Aqud,has oftan formed vart of an at?gfact(eg.ai Hucking;Géfiigi




oF

e e T

RN a3 o

e AT ey

&
i
g !
5

dentification of these samples therefore yields teohnoiogioal infomatiuﬂ.
Occasionally,it is possible to obiain some idea of the type of structure which
few wood remnants once formed a part of (eg. at Chelmsford),

infoxmation is sometimes obtained indlcating the selective use of different
timbers for lighting and maintaining a fire.(for example,at Gussage 411 Saints),

Wood ldentification may be of practical uae;for example,at Westow,identification
of the burnt timbers of an Anglo-Saxon house allowed & copy %0 be built,utilising
the gorrect timbers for each part of the struwture.
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