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Following on from the assessment of the charred plant remains from this site, it was 

decided to assess 13 contexts for charcoal. This was based on the amount of charcoal 

observed during the assessment of charred plant remains and on the identification of 

contexts by the excavator which were of archaeological interest, and where there was 

no evidence of contamination. The aim of this assessment was to see if the charcoal 

assemblages could provide evidence for: 

 

• Changes in the type of woods used over time which might reflect changes in local 

vegetation 

• The types of wood used in funerary rites 

• The types of wood burnt as part of the activities taking place prior to the 

construction of the barrows. 

 

The following contexts were chosen for assessment: contexts 1053 and 1057 from the 

possible excarnation platform underlying Barrow 1 (phase 1), context 1059 and 

samples from skeletons 75502/03 from the cyst (phase 2), context 3045 from a 

possible grave (phase 2) associated with Barrow 1, context 1019 from the first phase 

of the Barrow 1 mound (phase 3), the fill of a cremation, context 3030, associated 

with Barrow 1 (phase 4), and context 1058 second phase of the Barrow 1 mound 

(phase 4). In addition to these contexts, charcoal assemblages from 5 contexts (2008, 

2009, 2078, 2078 and 2058) associated with activity prior to the construction of 

Barrow 2 (phase ?4) were also assessed. 

 

Methods 

 

One sample from each of the selected contexts was chosen for assessment. The 

samples assessed, as well as the numbers of samples available from each context is 

given in table 1. Samples chosen for assessment were sieved through 4mm and 2mm 

sieves, and each fraction sorted for charcoal. Fragments of charcoal greater than 2mm 

across in all directions were sorted into rough taxonomic groups using a binocular 

dissecting microscope at magnifications up to x 40. A few fragments from each of 

these groups, or where numbers were small, all fragments >2mm across in all 

directions were then identified using a transmitted light microscope at magnifications 

up to x 400. In addition to the identification of a small number of fragments from each 

sample, notes were made on the general condition of the charcoal fragments. The 

results of this work are given in Table 1.  

 

Discussion of the results 

 

No sample produced more than 20 fragments of charcoal >2mm in diameter and in 

many of the samples pieces larger than 4mm were absent. The surfaces of the 

majority of fragments were covered with sediment with the exception of the 

fragments of pine charcoal recovered from sample 5092.2, context 1058. These were 

very fresh in appearance, suggesting that they may be of recent origin. 
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Samples from contexts associated with the excarnation platform of Barrow 1 

produced small amounts charcoal, principally hazel, with ash and Prunus sp. (sloe, 

plume, cherry etc.) also present. Contexts associated with pre-Barrow activity under 

Barrow 2 produced ash, Pomoideae (hawthorn, apple, Sorbus spp.), and hazel 

fragments. Many fragments showed evidence of charring at high temperature, which 

might suggest that they derive from cremation pyres, or large bonfires. 

 

The charcoal associated with the cyst (1059, 75502/03) produced ash and Pomoideae 

charcoal, and a possible fragment of oak. Some small diameter roundwood was also 

noted. Sample 5162 from context 3045 only very small fragments of charcoal, which 

may be derived from elsewhere. No worth further work is justified on this possible 

grave. The sample from the cremation (context 3030) appeared to contain only ash 

charcoal, though the fragments were small and rather friable. A single twig that had 

been burnt at high temperatures was also present. 

 

The samples from both phases of the Barrow 1 mound both produced heather type 

(from low-power scan) charcoal. This may be of recent origin, but did not have the 

fresh appearance of the pine charcoal recovered from context 1058. The mixed nature 

of the assemblage from context 1058 and the paucity of charcoal remains from 1019 

means that no further work is justified on these contexts. However, it might be worth 

dating the heather type charcoal to determine whether a change to heathland 

conditions took at some stage in the Bronze Age.  

 

 

Statement of potential 

 

The results indicate the use of ash, hazel and Prunus sp., and Pomoideae type wood at 

the site. The presence of heather type charcoal in the Barrow 1-mound contexts may 

indicate a change to heathland conditions in the local area or a shortage of wood fuel. 

However, the heather charcoal may be of recent origin.  

 

The apparent absence of Pomoideae type charcoal in the contexts associated with the 

excarnation platform, as opposed to the charcoal obtained from later contexts may 

indicate a slight change in wood use/ local woodland at the site. However, it may also 

relate to the nature of the later activity. 

 

The fact that the contexts associated with pre-barrow activity at Barrow 2, and the 

charcoal associated with the cremation-related deposit (context 3030) both produced 

charcoal derived from high temperature fires might suggest some relation, although 

this requires further investigation. The apparent dominance of ash in the cremation-

related deposit is consistent with the results from other cremation-related deposits 

studied in Britain, which also tend to produce assemblages where one taxon is 

dominant. This would appear to reflect the careful choice of fuel for cremation ritual. 

A number of factors may be related to this choice including gender, age, status, the 

physical condition of the deceased, and magical or ritual considerations as well as the 

local availability of woodland (Campbell, forthcoming). 

 

Although the charcoal assemblages from each sample are very small by combining 

samples from the same context or related contexts sufficiently large assemblages 

should be obtained to allow questions concerning wood use at the site to be addressed. 
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The study of charcoal assemblages from Longstone Edge has the potential to provide 

evidence of changing wood use through time and also provide evidence for the nature 

of the activity under lying Barrow 2 and its relation to cremation/ burial ritual. Some 

of this work however will depend on the accurate dating of the contexts involved by 

means of radiocarbon dating. 

 

Recommendations for further work 

 

It is recommended that the charcoal assemblages from contexts associated with the 

possible excarnation platform and pre-barrow activity at Barrow 2 be analysed in full 

making full use of the multiple samples obtained from these contexts. Full analysis of 

the charcoal from the cyst burial and the cremation –related deposit is also 

recommended. No further work is recommended on the Barrow 1-mound contexts, 

although the dating of heather type charcoal from these contexts may be worthwhile. 

 

It is estimated that this work would take approximately 12 days. 

 

Methodology for analysis 

 

Between 20-30 samples will be analysed for charcoal as outlined above. All 

fragments of identifiable size (i.e. 2mm across in transverse section) recovered from 

the samples will be examined. Fragments will be examined initially under a low 

power-dissecting microscope at magnifications up to x40 in order to determine the 

general structure and to aid fracturing in three planes (transverse, tangential and 

longitudinal). Identification will take place using a high power incident light 

microscope at magnifications between x50 and x500. Reference will be made to the 

modern comparative collections held at the English Heritage Centre for Archaeology 

or elsewhere, and to the identification criteria published in Schweingruber (1978), and 

Gale and Cutler (2000). Where whole branches or stems are recovered, annual rings 

will be counted and the diameter measured where possible. An attempt will be made 

to differentiate between narrow round wood (less than 20mm) versus larger branches 

and mature timber. Nomenclature will follow Stace (1997). 
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Table 1: Assessment of charcoal from selected contexts at Longstone Edge 
 

Sample Context No of samples 
from each context 

Notes 

5105.3 1053 2 1 frag. of hazel, one of ash, one fragment was-not charcoal - from charcoal sorted from the residue. 
Fragments were coated and very brittle. 

5103 1057 13 1 fragment >4mm identified as hazel. 7 fragments in 4-2mm fraction. Two twiggy pieces, 3 fragments too 
small to identify, plus 1 fragment of hazel and one fragment of Prunus sp.   

51091.1 1059 4 >4mm contained 5 fragments. 4-2mm fraction contained 13 fragments, all of which were very small. >4mm 
fragments inlcuded, one indeterminate piece, 3 Pomoideae (hawthorn type) fragments and one possible 
fragment of ash. 4-2mm included one possible fragment of oak. One cf. barley grain noted (placed in seed 
tube) 

5110 75502/03 4 No charcoal in >4mm fraction. Very small fragments in 4-2mm fraction, 11 in total including one small 
diameter roundwood and one stem /stalk. Two of the larger fragments were examined under high power. 1 
Fragment was ash the other was  too poorly preserved for identification at this stage. All well- coated with 
sediment 

5162 3045 3 No charcoal in >4mm fraction. 4-2mm very small fragments. One identified as ash, rest not removed. No 
twiggy material. 

5065 1019 2 1 fragment of heather type charcoal only 

5136 3030 2 2 fragments in > 4mm fraction and 6 fragments in  4-2mm fraction. Some material suggests burning at high 
temperature (small twig). 1 fragment identified as ash. ? All ash.  

5092.2 1058 2 1 fragment of charcoal in > 4mm fraction. Twiggy material in 4-2mm including heather type charcoal. 1 
fragment of ? Prunus sp. burnt at high temperature and 1 fragment of Pomoideae type charcoal. 6 fragments 
of pine charcoal which are all very fresh in appearance.  

5066 2008 3 Fragments in 4-2mm fraction very small some stem/straw. 4 fragments in >4mm fraction, two idenitifed as 
hazel and 2 as ash 

5067 2009 (sub-
soil) 

2 3 fragments in >4mm fraction and 6 in 4-2mm fraction. Preservation very poor - mixed taxa?. One fragment 
was unidentified due to buring at high temperature. One fragment identified as mature hazel. 

5134.2 2078 (sub-
soil) 

2 No fragments in >4mm fraction. 6 largish pieces in 4-2mm fraction. 1 twig/stem, 1fragment of Pomoideae, 
one possible Pomoideae, and two fragments of hazel 

5139 2079( natural 
limestone) 

1 1 fragment too small to identify 

5100.1 
2058(sub-
soil) 3 Odd twiggy fragment and tuber. No wood charcoal. 
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Sample 

number 

Context  

number 

Heavy 

residue 

fraction 

Number  

of 

fragments 

Sufficient size 

for 

identification 

Conventional 

C14 dating 

possible 

Worth 

analysing? 

5159 1106 > 5 mm 1 Yes No Yes 

5171 1052 > 5 mm 1 Yes No No 

5027 1004 > 4 mm 5 Yes No No 

5033B 2002 > 4 mm 3 ? Yes No Yes 

5042 2003 > 4 mm 1 Yes No Yes 

5062A 2008 > 4 mm 14 Yes No Yes 

5066 2008 > 4 mm 1 Yes No Yes 

5073 2060 > 4 mm 1 Yes No No 

5075.15 1055 > 4 mm 6 Yes No Yes 

5081 1057 > 4 mm 1 Yes No Yes 

5085 2066 > 4 mm 1 Yes No No 

5090.1 1058 > 4 mm 1 Yes No Yes 

5100.10 2058 > 4 mm 3 Yes No Yes 

5100.1 2058 > 4 mm 1 Yes No Yes 

5100.4 2058 > 4 mm 5 Yes No Yes 

5105.2 1053 > 4 mm 1 Yes No Yes 

5105.3 1053 > 4 mm 3 Yes No Yes 

5111.1 1055/ 1056 > 4 mm 2 Yes No Yes 

5111.8 1055/ 1056 > 4 mm 1 Yes No Yes 

5117 1057 > 4 mm 2  Yes No Yes 

5126 1090 > 4 mm 2 Yes No No 

5132 2080 > 4 mm 2  Yes No Yes 

5135.7 1057 > 4 mm 1 Yes No Yes 

5143.3 1095 > 4 mm 1 Yes No Yes 

5161 3040 > 4 mm 11 Yes No Yes 

5162.1 3045 > 4 mm 1  Yes No Yes 

5167 N/A > 4 mm 5 Yes No No 

5169 N/A > 4 mm 3 Yes No No 

5044 1011 > 2 mm 12 Yes No Yes 

5045 1013 > 2 mm 6 Yes No Yes 

5061A 2007 > 2 mm 5 Yes No Yes 

5062C 2008 > 2 mm 15 Yes No Yes 

5118.3 1087 > 2 mm 4 Yes No Yes 

5118.7 1087 > 2 mm 8 Yes No Yes 

5128.3 2074 > 2 mm 1 Yes No Yes 

5128.4 2074 > 2 mm 6 Yes No Yes 

5130 1088 > 2 mm 3 Yes No No 

5143.1 1095 > 2 mm 7 Yes No Yes 

5143.5 1095 > 2 mm 5 Yes No Yes 

 

 


