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Discuss the impact of changing ground conditions on the preservation of wood and human/animal remains and how these factors influence the nature of the questions that can be addressed in an archaeological project.  Selecting from at least three or more sites, illustrate your answer with reference to a range of sites and conditions.

Our planet since it came into being has been evolving, the surface has changed every day even though these are minute changes be it from weather, tectonic plate movement, erosion, natural disasters, and in my opinion the worst changes come from humans but the list is endless. While some of the factors I have just stated can have a negative effect on the archaeological world such as desecration of sites they can also help open up previously undiscovered sites such as “Sea Henge” see Figure 1 below.
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 Figure 1. Sea henge during excavation in 1998. 
John Lorimer was taking  stroll with his dog in 1998 on Holme beach where due to the continuous shift in the sand of the beach it revealed an upturned tree trunk, upon further inspection he discovered a bronze age axe head. Mr Lorimer reported his find to Norwich Castle museum and they sent down the experts.
The experts dated this site and believe it to be around 4000 years old. This site consisted of an upturned oak tree trunk and 55 smaller wooden posts to create a circle around the main trunk. 4000 years ago the ground conditions were different and the circle was build on a peat. The peat preserved the wood and then over time the sea level rised and the sea covered the site.
Due to changing ground conditions i.e the shifting sand the site was revealed. Now that this site was revealed , it wouldn’t last long as the elements such as the salty sea water. The salt water would soak the wood twice daily as the tide came in and out and then during the tide being out the wood would dry and this started to decay the previously peat preserved wood. The locals wanted the site to become a tourist attraction but if it was left unprotected in the elements it would just rot and disappear. 
Thankfully the archaeologists won the legal battle and moved the wood to Flag Fen (bronze age centre) in Peterborough. Here they were put in fresh water tanks and cleaned. They were then transported to Portsmouth and cleaned yet again and then freeze dried. Now they are on show in the Lynn Museum in Norfolk see Figure 2 below.
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Figure 2. the preserved upturned oak tree trunk and a few of the oak posts.
“Sea Henge” can influence the nature of the questions as it makes you think about how the environment is now and how it must have been at the time the site was in use. This site at the present day is a sand covered beach but 4000 years ago it was a salt marsh. So if it was a salt marsh was it inhabited, was it just a ritual site, and how the people lived on the marshes, could they live on marshes even. The peat is just a brilliant preservation of majority of substances, not just wood but plant matter and even human and animal remains. A good case study of this, are the “Bog Bodies”.
“A bog body is a human cadaver that has been naturally mummified in a peat bog. Such bodies, sometimes known as bog people, are both geographically and chronologically widespread, having been dated to between 8000 BCE and the Second World War. The unifying factor of the bog bodies is that they have been found in peat and are partially preserved; however, the actual levels of preservation vary widely from perfectly preserved to mere skeletons” ( Sanden 1996. p. 7).
Peat is such a great ground to preserve majority of this, I am talking about this as it is one of few ground conditions that generally stays unaffected by what the world throws at it. Like at “Sea Henge” the sand and sea engulfed the peat and yet didn’t taint the site. The same goes for numerous sites like the bog bodies.
 The most famous of all is said to be the “Tollund Man”. See figure 3 below. [image: ]
Figure 3. the Tollund man as discovered, due to poor care only the head remains.
A massive player in the ground conditions situation is the weather. The weather can freeze the ground and then when it thaws it can cause damage if the process is repeated and repeated. A good case study of how the weather and changing ground conditions is “Otzi the Iceman” see figure 4 below.
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Figure 4. Otzi the iceman all cleaned up in the lab.
4000 years ago Otzi the man was living his life, taking his last walk through the Otztal Alps where he was murdered. Thankfully for Archaeologists sakes he was throw in a 3 by 7 metre gully. “The rocky gully was probably free of ice when Ötzi died there. Subsequently, he must have been covered by snow and the glacier ice. When the mummy was found in 1991, the ice had melted considerably due to the warm summer, and this is why his upper body was clearly visible protruding from the melt water.” (Spindler, 1993) see figure 5 below for picture.
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Figure 5. Otzi the Iceman as the warmer climate melted the surrounding ice that protected him for 4000 years.
As Spindler stated the change in ground conditions caused by the weather revealed Otzi and also preserved him.  The ground changed as the ice started to melt. The nature of the questions that can be asked would have changed as maybe this Iceman shows that for the last 4000 years this area has been frozen, but maybe it wasn’t 4000 years ago. Maybe the environment suddenly changed and an ice era began.
In the UK, the last ice age ended 10,000 years ago leaving most of the landmass covered in a Glacier. See figure 6 below. This preserved all the sites and history underneath from thousands and thousands of years ago, unfortunately when it melted all it washed majority of that history away into the sea.
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Figure 6. above is showing the ice sheet that covered most of the UK.

The UK was previously attached to the rest of Europe but yet again due to temperature rising and glaciers melting the English Channel was formed. See figure 7 below. The melting of ice has eradicated so many sites of importance as it has made the sea level rise and the sea has claimed so much land.  It is thought that many people live in caves but when the sea level rose this has hidden many of these. A good example of one of these is the Cosquer cave.
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Figure 7. left is how the landmass looked prior to the ice sheet melt and to the right is how the modern day landmass looks now.
The Cosquer cave named after the diver Henri Cosquer who discovered it in 1985 yet kept it secret from the public until 1991, stumbled across this find while diving near  Calanque de Morgiou in Marseille, France.  This cave was full of prehistoric wall art ranging from rock engraving to hand stencils (the person placed their hand against the surface and blew a paint like substance over and surrounding the hand thus leaving the void of the hand print) but unfortunately due to sea level rising a vast amount of the artwork has been damaged or permanently destroyed. “Four fifths of the cave, including any cave wall art, were permanently or periodically submerged and destroyed by sea water as 150 instances of cave art remain. including several dozen painting and carvings dating back to the Upper Palaeolithic, corresponding to two different phases of occupation of the cave” (Clottes and Courtin, 1996).
Due to the Holocene sea level rise the entrance to this cave is located 36m below sea level as you can see from the below diagram figure 8. This shows that caves were inhabited and in use before sea levels claimed the caves. Its begs the question what other caves and sites have been lost due to the rise in sea levels. There are cases of the opposite happening in which water has retreated and left historians baffled as to how certain events occurred. My favourite example of this is Thermopylae.
[image: ]
Figure 8. depicted above is the sea level rise and the affect it had on the cave.
In the ancient world, its was known as Malis but is more commonly known as Thermopylae. Majority of people have heard the story of what happened. It is said that King Leonidas of Sparta led 300 Spartans against thousands of Persians led by Xerxes but in fact its more like Leonidas led an army of around a 1000 mixed nations against a formidably larger Persian army.  If you look at the lay of the land at present time you cannot fathom how such an out numbered army could be so successful. Thanks to the discipline of paleo-environmental archaeology we are able to see how this occurred.
If you gaze upon the diagram below figure 9 you can see how the coast line has decreased making the present Thermopylae a vast plain. During the battle, the coast line was very thin and the Spartans gained the higher ground and channelled the Persians into the pass.
How did the ground conditions change so much? Researchers have found that due to the movement of tectonic plates which in turn has caused the sea to retreat and in so causing a plain/swamp to form. “the importance of tectonic uplift and downwarp relative to sediment input and changes in eustatic sea level.” (KRAFT, RAPP and ASCHENBRENNER, 1975). Due to the uplifting plates, the whole area has changed from a vast sea to a swampy lagoon to braided rivers and now modern day backswamp/ open plain. Knowing how the ground has changed can help modern occupants of the coastal zone in coastal planning and in considering the rates and nature of shore transformation at the head of the Messenian embayment, this information can also be transferable in comparison to other sites.

[image: ]
Figure 9. the red line above depicts the shoreline during the infamous battle of the spartans and Persians.
[bookmark: _GoBack]There are many factors that are changing the shape of our world and the ground conditions. These changes can be good, revealing unfound sites, preserving finds or giving you the hindsight on how the underdogs achieved great things at battle. Sometimes the changes are bad like the ice sheet melting and washing away sites or raising water levels flooding sites. All we know for certain is that these changes have been going on for Millenia  and will continue on for many Millenia to come and with that I wonder what sites will be brought back to the light and which sites will be lost in darkness forever.
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