
Cleaning
Iron finds are more fragile than they look 
so care is needed when cleaning them. 
The most important thing to look out for 
are mineralised organic materials. These 
are materials that look like iron corrosion 
but are the original shape and size of a 
decayed organic object, often textiles or 
wood, that were originally in contact with 
the metal. 

The preserved organics shown here 
show lines of a textile on the side of a 
sword (image 1) and wood remains inside 
an axe head (image 2). These preserved 
traces provide clues to how the object 
was made and used. 

Conservation of iron finds 
Pieta Greaves
Iron is a common metal which was 
widely used in the past, yet it is 
poorly represented on the PAS 
database compared to copper alloy 
and other metals.

Many detected iron objects 
are likely to be old machinery or 
modern debris and are of little 
archaeological value when found 
in topsoil. But it is always worth 
giving a piece of iron a second look 
just in case it’s important. Look out 
particularly for iron that’s found in 
association with non-iron finds, this 
is likely to indicate that the finds are 
worth further consideration.  
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After initial examination, I use a special 
abrasive machine with conservation grade 
abrasive powder (a bit like a very small 
sand blaster) to clean iron finds. This gives 
a controlled cleaning process which allows 
me to carefully clean an object. This can 
take several hours. I don’t use any heavy 
tools or chemicals to remove corrosion as 
this can damage the object. Any cleaning 
of corrosion should ideally be undertaken 
by a conservator: if you choose to do this 
yourself make sure you record the object 
with your FLO first.   

Coatings can be used to protect iron 
objects, but the only appropriate way to 
protect iron is with a coating of Paraloid 
B72. This will darken the surface but is 
completely reversable and will not damage 
the object. Irreversible coatings or materials 
that will rot after application should not be 
used, this includes olive oil, renaissance wax, 
polishes or natural waxes. 

Completely cleaning an iron object is not 
always the right choice. These two Saxon 
spearheads before and after conservation 
(Images 3 and 4) have only been cleaned far 
enough to reveal their shape and size. Not 
fully cleaning the surface around the shaft 
protects the mineralised wood inside the 
objects for future analysis. 

Composite objects
Iron can be found as composite objects with 
other materials, such as an iron knife with 
bone handle. Often composite objects are 
found on waterlogged sites which preserve 
the organic element. DO NOT simply dry the 
find out as the other material may crumble, 
especially if it’s bone, ivory or antler. It is 
best to contact your FLO and seek advice 
before you dry out composite objects. 

X-rays
The biggest difficulty with iron finds is the 
thick corrosion products they produce, 
sometimes encasing the whole object and 
obscuring what it is. If you suspect a piece 
of iron to be an interesting object, it is a 
good idea to get it x-rayed to reveal the 
object inside. Most FLOs will not have access 
to an x-ray machine but these services are 
available commercially. 

It’s a good idea to keep costs down to put 
many objects on one x-ray plate: you could 
share the costs between detectorists or club 
members. 

Here is a great example (Images 5 and 6). 
It looks like nothing but when you x-ray it, 
the corrosion hides a medieval buckle inside. 
More information about x-rays can be found 
in The Searcher (January 2020, page 48)

Image 1 textile on  sword blade

Image 2 wood preserved on axe (the handle)

Image 3. Spearheads before conservation

Image 5. Iron Lump

Image 4. Spearheads after conservation

Image 6. Iron Lump xray with medieval brooch insde



Active corrosion
Iron can be very temperamental and corrode 
if the environment is too moist. There are 
obvious signs that you should look out for, 
including splitting of surfaces, loss of the 
surface (Image 7) and orange corrosion dots 
(Image 8). The object below has all of these 
problems and the corrosion will not stop 
unless action is taken. 

The best way to treat iron finds with 
active corrosion is to put them in a dry box 
(Image 9) with silica gel. Water from the 
air is needed to drive the corrosion process 
so removing the water with silica gel will 
help to stop any corrosion. Use a box with 
a good seal like Stewart brand boxes. Silica 
gel is available from a variety of sources 
and despite its name is hard pellets, which 
absorb any extra water from the air that 
remain inside the sealed box. Silica gel 
should never come into direct contact with 
an object. Place a piece of acid free tissue 
between the object and the silica gel. 
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If you have a important iron object that 
needs care and you cannot do it yourself, 
speak to your FLO to see if there is a 
museum who may wish to curate it long-
term.

Image 9 Drybox

Image 7 Active iron corrosion

Image 8.Orage spotting


