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ABSTRACT: A method of selecting samples on site for plant remains is discussed. With
large sites, where it is not always possible to sample every feature, a programme of ran-
dom sampling is advised in order to collect data representative of the site as a whole.
The practical application of the method is discussed, as is the selection of extra, so-—

called judgement samples.
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1 INTRODUCTION

One of the most crucial problems all archaeo-
botanists will have to consider during the
analysis and interpretation of their mate—
rial, 1s that of the representativeness of
their data. Although one can frequently
spend a lot of time interpreting the plant
remains from single features, the aim is ul-
timately to reconstruct the function of a
site as a whole, and its relationship with
other sites in the region. In order to re-
construct the function of the site as a
whole, as against the reconstruction of spe-
cific features, we should ideally study the
total population of plant remains present

on site. As it is impessible to sieve/float
all sediments in toto, the archaeobotanist
generally relies on samples. The way those
samples are selected on site will influence
every later phase of the analysis and inter-
pretation. A method of selecting samples on
site, aimed at retrieving data representative
of the entire site, is suggested in this pa-
per.

2 SAMPLING

Ideally samples are taken from every feature
or context. While this may be feasible on
small sites, the practical problems are eno-
rmous on larger sites, as this would gene-
rate many more samples than the archaeobota-
nist could ever look at. As a result, on
larger sites the sampling is frequently left
to the wisdom of the archaeologist, which
can result in a situation where samples are
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only taken from rich, ashy deposits;
on sunny, quiet days; or in the week
ately before the archaeoboraniat i1s known
to come for a site visit. Evidently samples
taken in this way cannot be regarded an
1y representative of all plant
site: while rich deposits should certarnly
not be ignored, it should t hat
they are rarely representative of a
most sites rich depoaita,
To aveid human biases
large sites a programme of
should be applied, whereby the word
is used here in the
giving every feature an equal chance ol
ing selected for sampling. The method wan
developed by Martin Jones and fivat applicd
on a series of Iron Age and Romano-British
settlement sites in the Upper Thames valley
(Jones 1978a). To explain how this programme
of random sampling works, the late Iron Age
site Thorpe Thewles in Cleveland is here ta-

ken as a case study.
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3 THORPE THEWLES - A CASE STUDY

Thorpe Thewles is a late Iron Age settlement
site in Cleveland, north-east England (fig.2).
The site is situated on the boulder clay
foothills of the south Durham plateau and
occupies the summit of a gentle hill. Aeri-
al photographs revealed a crop mark site
consisting of a large (0.7 hectare) sub-rec-
tangular enclosure with a central house, The
site was excavated during 1980 - 1982 by the
Cleveland County Archaeology Unit, under the
direction of Dave Heslop. In total just un-



der 6000 square metres were excavated.

As the site plan shows (fig.3), the exca-
vations have pointed to the existence of
occupation phases both before and after the
main occupation phase, which is represented
by a sub-rectangular bank-and-ditch enclo-~
sure, This main enclosure phase dates from
the 3rd or the 2nd century B.C, During the
1st century B.C. and the lst century A.D.
the bank and ditch were levelled and the
settlement expanded beyond the original en-
closure. During this phase a small amount
of imported Roman pottery (Samian) found
its way to the site. The settlement is not
thought to have continued after the lst
century A.D.

The aim of the programme of random sam-—
pling for plant remains on the Thorpe Thew-—
les site was to collect a body of data re-
presentative of the site as a vwhole, In ad-~
dition, by applying this method, the mate-
rial would be directly comparable to other
gites sampled in this way (i.e, those in
the Upper Thames valley, Jones 1978a, 1978b,
forthcoming), and to sites in the region
that will be excavated in the future, This
will greatly improve our study of the deve-
lopment of crop production in the North of
England and facilitate comparison with de-
velopments in the south of the country.

4 PROCEDURE
4.1 Linear features and point features

The first season of excavations at Thorpe
Thewles had shown that the subsoil features
fell into two categories (see fig.3): lin-
ecar features, i.e. ditches and gullies,

and point features, i,e. pits and postholes.
Contexts like hearths and floors were rare—
ly present due to plough damage. A random
gample of 10% was taken from both categories
of contexts, uging a table of random num- -
bers with a running total,

The procedure adopted for the linear fea-
tures was to take a 107 sample from their
total length. In other words, the length of
each individual linear feature was measured
and combined on an imaginary line, see fig.
1. 107 random sample points (in metres)
wereplotted on this line and these indica-
ted the pointswhere the linear features we-
re to be sectioned. A metre of the feature
would be excavated and the sample taken
from the section, -

The point features were sampled individu-
ally, They were numbered in sequence and
10% of them, chosen with the help of a
table of random numbers, were excavated and
sampled. o

Linear and point features are very common
on crop mark sites. However, other catego-
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ries can easily be defined to suit other
sites: hearths, floors etc. If no informa-
tion is available about the site beforehand,
a random sample out of the total number of
features could be taken. If, however, the
information is available, it should be used
in order to improve the quality of the sam-
ple obtained. By stratifying the sample in-
to archaeologically recognisable categories
(i.e, ditches, pits etc.), a representative
sample of all features will be guaranteed.
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4,2 Judgement samples

The programme of random sampling produced
a collection of samples representative of
the site as a whole. Howeveyr, in addition

to the objective, random strategy, a 'human' !

subjective one was carried out as well, in
that the excavator could choose extra sam-
ples, in addition to the random ones, where-
by his choice could be entirely directed

by subjective criteria, like the occurrence
of rich, ashy deposits or the apparent gaps
left by the random sampling strategy. These
samples were numbered separately and were
named 'judgement' samples.

The distribution of the three categories
of samples:
@ samples from point features (both ran=-
domly chosen), and M judgement samples, is
shown in fig.4 .

Each sample was two buckets of sediment
in volume (ca. 28 litres)., The total number
of samples is: 64 linear samples, 9 point
gamples and 28 judgement samples.

@ samples from linear features, '

Urban areas

1!4 Location of
Study Area

THORPE
THEWL

Fig.2?
5. RESULTS

The plant remains were afialysed from all
three types of samples. and the resslts are
presented in triangular diagrams (fig.5,6,7)-
The composition of the samples is grouped
into three categories: cereals, chaff and
weeds. Their relative proportions were cal-
culated and plotted on the diagrams, where-
by each circle represents one sample, and
the diameter of the circle represents the
number of fragments in one litre of sedi-
ment. The analysis is still in progress, so

only those samples analysed so far are plot--

ted on the diagrams.

As will be apparent from the diagrams,
the results from the three groups of samples
are remarkably similar, The proportion of
cereals is consistently low, generally be-
low 20% and rarely above 30%Z. The proportion
of chaff 1s generally below 50% and rarely
above 607, while the weeds are normally do-
minant, generally above 40% and frequently
above 607.

When we compare the results of the random
samples with those of the judgement samples,
the similarity in the proportions of cereals,
chaff and weeds is striking. The main dif-
ference lies in the fact that the quantity
of seeds in the judgement samples is greater
than in the random samples, which corrobo-
rates the point made earlier that excavators
tend to go for rich, ashy deposits. The av-
erage number of seeds in the linear samples
ig 135, in point samples 129, and in judge-
ment samples 416.

The fact that the judgement samples show
roughly the same results as the random sam-

ples can perhaps be explained by the fact
that on this particular site all features
contain more or less the same categories of
plant remains; there are no marked differ-
ences in the composition of the samples a—
cross the site., Every deposit contains few
cereals, and slightly more weeds than chaff.
Within the weed category the grasses are
consistently the dominant class, A detailed
discusgsion of the results of the analysis
is forthcoming (Van der Veen, forthcoming).

6, POST-SCRIPT

The application of & random sampling stra-
tegy on large sites is the only guaraatee

of obtaining a representative body of data.
It is a method easily applied and causes
very little disruption of the day to day
excavation routine, It provides an objective
unbiased collection of data, However, a ran-—
dom sampling strategy does not expect or

ask the excavator to ignore and shovel onto
the spoilheap a pit ful of carbonised grain,
Such features can always be sampled in addi-
tion to.the randomly selected samples, as
long 'as they are clearly recorded as judge-
ment samples, Thus the random sampling stra-
tegy is rigid in that it applies strictly
objective criteria in the selection of sam-
ples, giving every feature an equal chance
of being selected, but is not rigid in the
sense that it prevents the sampling of ex-
tra, special features.

The most important aspect of the method,
is that the technique can be applied on any
site, which will greatly enhance the possi-
bility of comparing results from different
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Fig.5 Triangular diagram showing the relative proportions
of cereals, chaff and weeds for linear feature samplesé .
lach circle represents one sample.
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l"i;{.() Triangular diagram showing the relative proportions
ofcereals, chaff and weeds for point feature samples @,
Iach circle represents one sample,
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Fig.7 Triangular diagram showing the telative proportions
of cereals,chaff and weeds for judgement sanples M.
Fach circle represents one sample,

sites, excavated by different excavators Estate, Abingdon (Oxfordashive) 1974 1%/6.
(for an example of this: Jones, forthcoming). C.B.A.Research Report 24, 94 10,

By random sampling one produces a body of Jones, M. forthcoming. Archacobotany Leyond
data directly comparable to data from other subsistence reconstraction. in ¢ W W It
sites, provided that they were also random— ker & C,Camble (eds.), Yeyvond domest foat ron,
ly sampled. This will greatly improve our Academic Press.
chances of interpreting the economic/arable  Veen, M. van der forthcoming. The plant e
function of the site and its relationship mains. in D. Heslop, The excavatioas al
with other sites in the region, which is Thorpe Thewles, Cleveland.

one of the main aims of archaeobotany.
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