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Macrobotanical Analysis Discussion

Uncarbonized and semi-carbonized plant remains

Uncarbonized plant material is a common occurrence on most archeological sites, but 
it usually represents modern rootlets or seeds of modern plants that have made their way into 
the soil either through their own dispersal mechanisms or by faunalturbation, floralturbation, or 
argilliturbation (Keepax 1977; Bryant 1985:51-52; Miksicek 1987:231-232). Uncarbonized plant 
material sometimes also falls into open units during excavation. Most uncarbonized and semi-
carbonized plant parts at Los Adaes are probably modern in origin. Roots, rhizomes, seeds, and 
fungi are expected in the soil. The seed composition at Los Adaes also supports a modern origin: 
1) The seeds consist of weedy annuals expected in an open area of a modern park; and 2) There is 
no overlap between the uncarbonized seeds and the carbonized seeds such as sunflower and grape 
that are more clearly associated with the presidio occupation. 

Uncarbonized and semi-carbonized wood is more difficult to interpret. None of the 
hardwoods recovered in carbonized form on the site were also found in uncarbonized or semi-
carbonized form; only softwoods (mostly pine) were less than fully carbonized. It is possible that 
recent fires account for the continuum of softwoods on the site. 

Examination of uncarbonized and semi-carbonized wood by level, however, suggests that 
the pine wood may indeed have survived from the 18th century occupation of the presidio. As show 
in Table B.5, the ratio of uncarbonized and semi-carbonized wood to completely carbonized wood 
increases with depth. Only screen samples were used to construct the table, since both point samples 
came from Level 3 and the flotation sample came from Level 2. Uncarbonized, unspecifiable pine 
was also excluded since many of these appear to be roots. That relatively more uncarbonized 
wood is present in the lowest excavated level at Los Adaes suggests that better preservation and 
not recent origin could account for its presence. In addition, if the uncarbonized wood originated 
at the surface, it would be expected to become less common with depth. If the semi-carbonized 
and uncarbonized softwoods are associated with the 18th-century presidio, the lack of hardwood 
could be explained by use of hardwood for fuel and softwood for architecture. The sample size 
from Level 3 is small, however, and tree falls, which allow tree branches to enter sub-surface 
deposits, are well-documented at the site. The integrity of the archeological deposits, rather than 
a blanket statement about the botanical remains, should be used to evaluate the possibility that 
semi-carbonized and uncarbonized wood dates to the 18th century occupation of the site on a unit-
by-unit basis.

Table B.5: Wood from Screen Samples, by State and Level

Semi- and 
Uncarbonized 

Wood (g)
Carbonized 
Wood (g)

Semi- and 
Uncarbonized:

Carbonized
Level 1   1.13   16.95 0.07
Level 2 10.96 126.09 0.09
Level 3   1.26     2.97 0.42
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Carbonized plant remains

Wood. Wood was by far the most common plant part recovered at Los Adaes, with 203.20 g 
of wood charcoal recovered. Of the 464 fragments that were identified to family, genus or species, 
pines and Softwood Type 3 made up almost exactly half of the sample. Oaks accounted for another 
33 percent, and hickory and sweetgum were the next most common woods at six and five percent, 
respectively. Thirteen taxa accounted for the remaining six percent of wood (Figure B.1).

As discussed above, it is possible that softwoods on the site represent construction wood 
and the hardwoods were primarily used for fuel. No evidence for architectural use of any wood 
was observed in these samples. Other than a pine limb or pole sawn off by excavators in the profile 
of Unit 10A, no cut wood was noted, whether carbonized, semi-carbonized or uncarbonized. 

Whatever their use, most of the trees represented in the samples could have been obtained 
from forests in the immediate vicinity of the site. Hard Pine Type 2 is one exception, since local 
pines (shortleaf, longleaf and loblolly) fall into the Southern Yellow Pine category of the Hard 
Pine group. Hard Pine Type 2, in contrast, has the narrow growth rings and extremely narrow 
latewood that characterizes Western Yellow Pines such as ponderosa pine (Pinus ponderosa). Only 
three fragments of this wood were recovered, from Units 6 and 7. Softwood Type 3 may represent 
another import. This is a fine-textured softwood with large resin canals and what appear to be 
spiral thickenings in the tracheids. Fragments of Softwood Type 3 wood charcoal tend to break 
into cubic shapes rather than the flat pieces that characterize typical southern pines. The spiral 
thickenings in Softwood Type 3 would indicate Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga sp.), but the large resin 
canals indicate pine. Possibly, this wood and the western-type pine originated in the oak-evergreen 
forests of central Mexico.

FIGURE B.1.  Wood charcoal from Los Adaes.
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Other plants. Corn, peach, sunflower and squash are the cultivated plants represented in 
these samples. Corn was present as both cupules and kernels, indicating that corn processing took 
place at the presidio and not just corn consumption. Cupules are small outer parts of the corn cob, 
each of which anchors two kernels. No true cob fragments were found in these investigations for 
identification of the type of corn present, although earlier investigations have recovered such items 
from the presidio (Avery 2001; Lee 1986).

Hickory nutshell was ubiquitous in the samples, appearing in 12 of 16 units. Like corn 
cupules, nutshell is a processing waste and indicates hickory processing and probably collection of 
hickory nuts by residents at the presidio. Grape, another wild food plant, was represented by two 
seeds. One smartweed seed was also recovered, but it is not clear whether this was an economic 
plant at the presidio. At least one species of smartweed has fruits that act as burs (P. virginianum). 
Such a seed may have been tossed into the fire as a nuisance plant.

The distribution of food plants by unit is shown in Table B.6. Since most food plants are 
represented only by a few specimens each, assessing botanical differences among the units is 
problematic. In this small sample, the contents of the midden areas appear to be fairly uniform. 
Unit 19, a surface midden deposit outside the palisade wall, contained the most diverse assemblage 
of food plants. In Unit 19 and in Unit 9, corn is present as both kernels and cupules. 

Table B.6: Food plants, by excavation unit

Unit Squash Corn Grape Sunflower Peach Nutshell
1 X X X
2 X X
3 X
4 X
6 X
6A X X
7 X
9 X X
10 X
10A X
11 X
12 X
17 X
19 X X X X
20 X X
21
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Summary

Botanical samples from 2010 investigations at Los Adaes resulted in the identification of 
wood, crops, and wild plants. 

Much of the wood was probably used for fuel and came from the uplands, slopes, and 
bottomlands near the site. Western yellow pine and possibly another softwood must have been 
imported to the area. No sawn or cut wood was observed, but hard pines are the most likely 
candidates for architectural wood.

Crops identified in these samples were corn, squash, peaches, and sunflower. Wild plant 
resources were hickory nut mast and grapes.
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