Chiltern Archaeology


Standard Finds Method

Objectives

To remove, conserve and store finds in such a way that they are to be quickly located and retrieved:

· To provide comprehensive information for further research

· To provide details needed for data collection by computer

· To provide information for the completion of a site report

· To provide ease of access for future archaeologists

Procedures to follow on site:

· The site supervisor will determine the differences in the classification of bulk and small finds

· For each designated site there will be an information sheet that will indicate what are to be classed as the small finds

Bulk finds

· Bulk finds are finds in quantity that are not of significant diagnostic value.

· Bulk finds will be determined by the type of site, but in general include ceramic building materials, stone (except carved stone), ceramic pottery, animal bone (except worked bone).

The process:

· For each context being excavated there will be a separate finds tray.

· Two waterproof labels with the site code, context number, and where relevant the trench number, is included in the tray.

· Excavators should place all finds obtained from the context they are digging into the finds tray allocated.

· Finds should not be left on working surfaces or trench baulks (to avoid incorrect context allocation or loss).

· When a new context is identified during the excavation the trench supervisor will allocate a new context number and set up a new finds tray.

· During excavation, but certainly at the end of each day, the trench supervisor will collect and empty all finds trays. The finds and the two labels will be placed in a plastic bag with the site code and context number also written clearly on the outside of the bag. The bags should be perforated to allow moisture to escape.

· Finds trays should be emptied of all debris before re-use.

Special conditions

· If a bulk or other find is found to be fragile then it should be taken as soon as possible to be conserved.

· All fragile objects should be packaged in solid containers.

· The general rule is that fragile items should be kept as close as possible to the conditions in which they were found (e.g. dry objects kept dry; waterlogged items kept wet).

· Metals should be kept in dry conditions (except if found waterlogged)

· To keep metals dry place approximately the same weight of silica gel in a sealed polythene container.

· Fragile metal objects should not be cleaned. Place on acid free paper in individual polythene containers with silica gel if dry. If wet then place in sealed polythene bag which is then placed in a solid container. Keep in the anaerobic conditions found or oxidisation may destroy the artefact.

· Arrangements should be made to X-ray corroded metal finds at an early stage.

· Materials to keep in damp conditions are: glass, delicate ceramics, jet, shale, amber, worked bone or ivory. Place wet foam in a perforated polythene bag and place in the bottom of a polythene container with a RH indicator. Place object into container and seal lid tightly.

· Organics such as wood or leather should be sealed into self-seal polythene bags without punched holes and periodically sprayed with water if they are to be kept on site for some time. 

· Any objects found in anaerobic conditions need to be maintained in the same conditions (oxygen will otherwise allow fungi and bacteria to grow on organic material). Waterlogged items need to be kept in the fridge to prevent biological activity. Biocides should not be added as they can interfere with carbon-14 dating.

Sieved finds

· The site supervisor will determine the number of spoil buckets to be sieved

· As far as possible all spoil put into buckets should be from the same context.

· Before sieving commences label a polythene bag with the site code, trench number, context number and ‘sieved finds’.

· All sieved finds from the same context should be placed in the same bag. Perforate bag to allow moisture to escape. Place two waterproof labels inside the bag before sealing.

· When bulk sieving if an object regarded as a ‘small find’ is found then treat as for small finds and record appropriately.

Small finds

· On locating a small find, the find-spot should be marked on the ground.

· The find is then removed and is taken to the Finds Processor. 

· A record will be made in the Finds Register of: the find number, description and context no. The ‘Finds Register’ comprises the initial field register, and then the computerised register.

· The Finds Processor will (1) write a label for the excavator to take back to the find-spot with a nail, and details on the label are used for future recording; (2) labels (inside and out) a polythene bag for the find, which is placed in a separate box for later processing and identification.

· At a suitable later time, the location of the find is taken (easting, northing and level), which is then recorded also in the Finds Register.

· The labels are only removed from the trench when all the drawing and recording is finished, and a further layer is being excavated or backfill started.

Small finds register

· The Finds Processor registers the find with site code, find number, description and context in the Finds Register. Each find has a unique finds number, which run consecutively in the register and no number is duplicated.

· The find is placed in a polythene bag (or as appropriate to specimen), and the site code and find number is written clearly on the outside. By convention, the Find Number is written in a black triangle.

· The ‘Small Finds Register’ comprises the initial field register and also the computerised register.

Small finds recording sheet

· The Finds Processor records the same details of site code, find number, description and context on the Small Finds Recording Sheet.

· This sheet accompanies the find throughout its progress through processing, identification and conservation.

· An identification code can be added to this (use BCM standardised codes for glass, wood, metal, stone, etc).

Processing and conservation

All finds should be processed, conserved and recorded as soon as possible, during or soon after the fieldwork.

