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      What If You Were A Treasure Hunter?
      So, you want to be a treasure hunter. Good. Because there is more buried treasure on
      Earth right now than has ever been dug up. Most of it is not gold. Most of it is stranger
      than gold, older than gold, and tells a better story than gold ever could.
      Stand anywhere outside, and you are standing on top of someone. Everywhere humans
      have ever lived, they have left traces in the ground beneath where the next humans
      walked: the foundations of their buildings, the pottery they broke, the tools they lost, the
      food they discarded, and — eventually — the structures that collapsed and were buried by
      centuries of soil and new construction.
      The ground beneath your feet is a layer cake of human history. The principle is called
      stratigraphy
      : the oldest layers are at the bottom and the youngest are at the top,
      because new material accumulates on top of old — the way your desk accumulates newer
      papers on top of older ones. Each layer represents a period of time. The archaeologist
      reads these layers the way the geologist reads rock strata — as a timeline written in soil.
      The past is not only in a museum. The past is also beneath your feet.
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      What archaeology offers that no other field does is direct physical contact with the past.
      Holding something last touched a thousand years ago — something made or used or lost —
      is an experience that doesn’t diminish. The past is not abstract to archaeologists. It is in
      their hands.
      Archaeologists divide what they find into three kinds. 
      Artifacts
       are the objects people
      made and used: pottery, tools, jewelry, weapons, coins. 
      Ecofacts
       are the natural materials
      that reveal what people ate and what the world around them was like: animal bones, seeds,
      pollen, shells. 
      Features
       are the structures built into the ground itself and cannot be
      carried away: walls, floors, hearths, pits, burials. Together — recorded exactly where they
      were found — they tell the story of a community: how they lived, what they ate, how they
      built, who they traded with.
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      Here is the secret that separates the archaeologist from the looter: a looter digs to find
      objects, such as a gold coin or an ancient vase. The looter removes the object from the
      ground. The context is destroyed. The object is now information-poor — beautiful,
      perhaps valuable, but separated from the 
      story
       it was part of.
      An archaeologist digs to find stories. The object is important, but the object’s 
      position
       is
      even more important. A gold coin found loose tells us: this is a gold coin from
      approximately this period. The 
      same
       gold coin found in a specific layer, next to a burned
      wall, with destruction debris, tells a rich story about when the destruction happened, what
      caused it, and who lived there.
      Picture the kind of find an archaeologist gets excited about. A broken cooking pot, still in
      the floor of a 3,000-year-old house, with charred lentil seeds inside. The remains of
      someone's last dinner. That dinner reveals what the family ate, what crops they grew, and
      who they traded with. A cooking pot with lentils tells you more about how people lived
      than a gold coin ever could. The real treasure is not the object. The real treasure is the
      story
      .
      What A Treasure Hunter Actually Does
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