
 
 
 
 
 

Acharacle Primary School playing field; 
analysis and dating of the worked wood 

assemblage 
           
 
 

Anne Crone 
Dec 2009 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



TITLE: DOCUMENT TYPE 

© AOC Archaeology 2008      |    PAGE 1 OF 5     |    www.aocarchaeology.com 

 

Acharacle Primary School playing field; analysis and dating of the worked 
wood assemblage 
 

Introduction 

During a watching brief on the digging of drainage ditches across the proposed playing field at Acharacle 
Primary School a group of five wooden planks were retrieved from one of the newly-cut ditches (Robinson 
2009). A visual assessment of the planks suggested that they might be of some antiquity. A survey of the 
sub-peat topography and a palaeoenvironmental assessment of the peat cover around the findspot were 
undertaken so that the context of the findspot could be more fully understood (Clarke 2009). The analysis 
and dating of the planks are described below and the results placed in context.  
 
 
The worked wood assemblage 

All of the planks were oak (Quercus sp.) and were waterlogged. ACH5 is a chord cleft from the outside of a 
tree and shows no signs of having been deliberately worked; the way it had been converted from the tree 
made it unsuitable for dendrochronological analysis. The other four planks have been deliberately fashioned. 
They had been radially split from the tree and their ends roughly squared. ACH2 and ACH3 were both 
complete; each end had been dressed square (Figure 1). ACH2 was 0.91 m in length while ACH3 was 0.94 
m in length and they were both 0.03 m thick at the bark edge. The longest example was ACH4 which 
measured 1.42 m in length but this was incomplete. One end was dressed square but the other end had 
decayed. ACH1 was 1.14 m long and was the thickest of the planks, tapering from 0.09 m at the bark edge 
to 0.03 m. One end had been squared while the other end appears to have been chopped at an oblique 
angle. The squared end bore a series of toolmarks, of either an axe or an adze (Figure 2). Toolmarks were 
not visible on the ends of the other planks, nor were they visible on the faces of the planks. This may be due 
to decay but the elongated triangular cross-section of the planks suggests that their faces had not been 
dressed after splitting. The bark edge were present on three of the four radially split planks. 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 1: top - ACH3. bottom – ACH2 
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Figure 2: toolmarks on the squared end of ACH1 
 
 
Dating of the worked timbers 

 
Dendrochronological analysis 
Slices, 0.10 m thick were removed from ACH1- 4 for analysis. Their surfaces were pared using a razor blade 
and powdered chalk was rubbed into the surface to enhance the ring-pattern. The results of their analysis 
are presented below in Tables 1 and 2. 
 
 
Table 1: dendrochronological data Table 2: correlations within the assemblage (t-values 

over 3.5 are considered significant) 
 

Sample  No. rings Outer rings   ACH1 ACH2 ACH3 ACH4  
          
ACH1 167 bark edge  ACH1 /    } 
         } 
ACH2 159 bark edge  ACH2 10.32 /   } 
         } ACHMNx4 
ACH3 104 bark edge  ACH3 9.02 15.39 /  } 
         } 
ACH4 97 /  ACH4 6.28 5.54 6.13 / } 

 
 
Only ACH1 had a complete sequence, from pith to bark edge but they all yielded reasonably long ring-
patterns. The four sequences all correlated well with each other and a site chronology, ACHMNx4 was 
constructed, 168 years long. The statistical correlations between ACH1 – 3 are so high as to suggest that 
they had been cleft from the same tree. The correlations between ACH4 and the other three sequences are 
lower so it is possible that it came from another tree. 
 
The site chronology, ACHMNx4 was then compared against a suite of regional and site chronologies from 
Ireland and Scotland. This yielded a number of low but consistent correlations against the SCOTLAND 
master, the Belfast long chronology and one other Scottish site chronology, from the River Kelvin, near 
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Glasgow (Table 3). Previous dendrochronological work on the west coast of Scotland has been relatively 
unsuccessful and this has been attributed to the different climate and growing conditions that prevail on the 
west coast in comparison to lowland Scotland where most of the dated tree-ring chronologies come from 
(Crone 1998, 489; Crone 2002). Consequently, radiocarbon dates were sought to corroborate the 
dendrochronological date. 
 
Radiocarbon dating 
Samples of the outermost rings on ACH3 and ACH4 were submitted for radiocarbon assay, the assumption 
being that these represented the two trees present in the assemblage. The radiocarbon dates were virtually 
identical, both dates calibrating to AD 1290 – 1410 at 2-sigma. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 3: 2-sigma calibrated ranges for ACH3 (SUERC-26864) and ACH4 (SUERC-26865) 
 
 
Discussion 
The dendrochronological analysis suggests that the tree from which the planks were cleft was felled in AD 
1318. The radiocarbon dates span this date, providing corroboration that the dendrochronological date is 
correct. The outermost ring is just beginning to form under the bark indicating that the tree represented by 
ACH1-3 was probably felled in the spring of AD 1318, just as the new growth was beginning to form. 
 
 
Table 3: correlations against regional & other chronologies 
 
Regional & site ACHMNx4 SUNART2 
chronologies (AD 1151 - 1318) (AD 1115 - 1315) 
   
SCOTLAND 5.74 5.59 
   
BELFAST (BLC) 4.87 3.66 
   
River KELVIN 4.38 4.88 
   
SUNART2 5.9 - 

 
 
The site chronology was also compared with other undated material from the west coast and yielded a 
significant correlation with a single timber from Sunart. SUNART2 was one of a group of five unworked oak 
logs found in peat deposits in the Achnanellan forest on the south shore of Loch Shiel, lying along the edge 
of the hills bordering Claish Moss and the loch (Crone unpubl). The position-of-match with the Acharacle 
master was replicated by significant correlations with the SCOTLAND master and the Belfast long 
chronology (Table 3) dating the outermost surviving ring to AD 1315; this provides additional corroboration 
for the Acharacle dendro date. The outermost surviving ring lay on the heartwood/sapwood boundary so, 

Atmospheric data from Reimer et al (2004);OxCal v3.10 Bronk Ramsey (2005); cub r:5 sd:12 prob usp[chron]

1000CalAD 1100CalAD 1200CalAD 1300CalAD 1400CalAD 1500CalAD 1600CalAD 
Calibrated date

SUERC-26864  615±30BP 

SUERC-26865  610±30BP 
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after the addition of an allowance of 10 – 46 rings for missing sapwood (the sapwood estimate for British 
oaks – EH 1998, 11) we can estimate that SUNART2 was felled, or died sometime between AD 1325 and 
1361. 
 
 
Discussion 

The peat survey has shown that the subsurface topography comprises three ridges of possible redeposited 
glacial till overlying the raised beach deposits (Clarke 2009). Peat now covers the entire site; over the ridges 
this peat is thin and podzolised but between the ridges it is deeper and more organic, exceeding 3 m in 
places. In antiquity these pockets of deeper peat were likely to have been pools of standing water which 
infilled over time. The good preservation of the worked planks and of the unworked oak trunks and branches 
visible in some of the drainage ditches suggests that these were deposited into a stable, permanently 
waterlogged environment. 
 
What was the purpose of the worked planks? We originally proposed that they might be the remains of a 
trackway or platform, the unworked trunks perhaps forming a basal layer over which the planks were laid to 
create a flat surface. However, the sub-peat survey has demonstrated that there was no large open pool to 
be crossed so a trackway would not have been necessary.  Alternatively, the planks may represent a small 
cache prepared in the nearby woodland and left in a pool of peaty water so that they did not dry out before 
they were finished; unfinished bowls (ie Crone 1993), troughs and even logboats have been found in peat 
bogs indicating that this was a common procedure.  
 
One other possible explanation is that they were the cargo of the logboat found in the vicinity in the late 
19th/early 20th century (Robinson 2009, 11). This interpretation has been prompted by the example of the 
Iron Age Hasholme logboat which, although very different in age, also contained several radially-split oak 
planks which were interpreted as cargo (Millet & McGrail 1987). The Acharacle logboat was apparently found 
just to the east of the playing field, near to the shore of Loch Shiel. The presence of a log felled at a similar 
date further east along the shore of the loch suggests an interesting scenario. Perhaps these dated oak 
represent the remnants of forestry operations during the 14th century, the oaks along the loch being felled 
and converted into planks in the woodland and then rafted and guided by logboats up past Acharacle and 
into the river Shiel for shipment to other parts of Scotland. After all, the woodlands along Loch Shiel had 
been exploited in this way for many centuries; Adomnan describes how during the 7th century AD oak 
timbers were drawn to Iona by currachs from what has been identified as the mouth of the river Shiel 
(Anderson & Anderson 1961, 329). 
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