
Viood and charcoal ( i. e. burnt ,·,ood) occur comnoonly on archaoological si tes.Charred wood 
consisb almost entirely of cariJon,and therefore! does not suffer biologioal degradation. 
It i3 affected by mechanical breakdown only .lIowev8I·, unburned wood nrovides a suitaole 
substrata for the activi tics of decay orGanisms such as fungi and bacteria.Theret'ore 
it i[~ onl? """ ffl"h,,' lnu~}\...\:).l cirn11;-:!"t":-:;---.On some ;;)ites,timbar is preserved by 
waterlogging,as at (;arli313. On other 3i",C3, ViOou is nreserved where it has been in 
contact with a metal such 9." iron or co~ner, as at Ghe~ford,Wioken Bonhunt, and l,!ucking. 

?reparation and identification of samrlcs. 

The ~rae of success in identii'icatlon of wood dependn :Tlawly on ita state of n1'8SerV
ation.The struoture of burnt wood is often perfectly prcser'red,and identification ma,y 
be made by observation of a freshly fracture(, surface under reflected light. The 
condi tion of unburned wood is much more variable. The structure of wa terlog"ed wood 
ma,y be well preserved, but sometimes apparently well preserved wood displays very little 
struoture at a miorosoopic level. 

It is usually necessary to obtain thin [lections of wood to allow iuentificationShese 
oan be very difticul t to obtain when the material is very 30ft. It is often nos'liblo 
to :lare'"n th" wood sufficicll tly for seotioning' by soak i:Jg in 70 -90;: IllS. 

Y.atorlogc:ed wooD. is often compressed aWl <li3"corted.~he struoture may be revived suff'
iciantly for identification by treating the sections on the mioroBc.pe slide with 
strong sodium hypoohlorite solution,followed by washing with distilled water. This 
treatment was successful with the Cattericlc wood, but over treatment results in 
de~ truotion of the sample. .. . 

Occasionally,the wood (usually dry samples) is very hard.It ma,y be softened by boiling 
a small cube of the wood about O. 5cm. sq~ein water until it sinks,and then soaking in 
50;. alcohol(eg methylated sririts) ,50% glycerine for about 72 hours. 

'/iood Vlhioh has been preserved by contact with iron is orten extremely diff~cul t to 
identif~he iron corros ion ;>roducts may cOrll1letely mask the wood structure. It may 
sometimes be possible to remove some of this iron Vii th :':D'::'A.lIowever, often there is. 
no Vlood remaining,as they h:iv'il'been com111etely renlaced by iron corrosion products. 
Very little microsoopio detail is preser',ed,and i(ientification is correspondingly 
difficult.It is virtually iml10ssible to section this iron im~regnated Vlood,so 
il:dntification must be based on the apnG: .... :a.nc~ under rei'lected light. 

It is to be honed that future work with the newly acquired scanning electron microscope 
will help overcome some of t;18 problems mentioned above. 

Interpretation of results. 

It is extremely difficult to reconstruct past environmental conditions from a·list 
of wood identifioationa.This is because woodwaa often selected tor a particular 
purpose( eg lighting a fire ,making artafacils). Therafore. the sample often will not 
direotly represent the proportions of speoies onoe growing in 'the vicini~ of thc site, 
,Uso,the introduction of timbers from furthur afield cannot be ruled out.However,it 
is sometimes possible to make tentative environmental suggestions,particularly when 
many large sam~les are identified(see Grimes Graves,environmental.seriea 12/74),01' 
Vlhen the identifications ma,y b.e oonsidered in the light of. other environmental evidence, .. ",' " . - '-

Wood hM of tan formed part of an at.t~fact(ag. at Mucking,carii~e.Little Waltham). 

\. 



,,,, .. '~tllr:l.,ca1~lCIll of these samples therofore yields toohnological Womation. 
Oc(laJ!11o'na~.IJ"it is possible to obtain some idea ot the type ot struoture whioh 

tfIW wood remnantB once tormed a part at (eg. at Chelmstord) • 

• Information is sanetimes obtained indicating the selective USe of ditterent 
'tjmbera tor Ughting and maintaining a tire.(tor example, at Gussage J.l1 Saints). 

Wood ident1tication may be of practioal use;tor example, at Weataw.identification 
ot the burnt tjmbers of an Anglo-~on house allowed a oopy to be bui1t,utilis1ng 
the oorrect timbers tor each part of the Struature. 
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