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_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Abstract: It has recently been proposed that it may be possible to extend the age range of luminescence dating of 
loess using the far-red (λ=665-740nm) emission from feldspar, as it is thought not to exhibit anomalous fading. 
Studies on red luminescence have been hindered due to technical difficulties in suppression of background and other 
factors.  Recently modifications to apparatus (esp. photo-multiplier plus filter combinations) have been reported 
demonstrating that red IRSL (λ=590-700nm) may be observed from coarse-grained feldspar (Fattahi and Stokes, 
2002a). However, this modified system was not able to detect far-red IRSL (λ=665-740nm) from old (>800ka) 
Chinese loess. In this short note we describe further modifications to the system which have successfully enhanced 
the far-red IRSL signal, and at the same time reduced background signal levels. As a result, routine measurements 
of far-red IRSL from loess are possible. 
 
Introduction
  The luminescence dating of feldspar using UV-blue 
emissions has been hindered by the ubiquitous 
presence of anomalous fading and associated age 
underestimation (e.g. Lamothe and Auclair, 1999; 
Huntley and Lamothe, 2001). Red TL (λ>600nm) of 
feldspar has been demonstrated not to exhibit 
anomalous fading (Zink and Visocekas, 1997). The 
work of Zink and Visocekas (1997) was, however, 
focussed on a relatively small number of samples and 
exploited relatively low temperature (<370oC) red 
TL. A logical extension of their investigations is to 
study red IRSL from feldspar (Fattahi, 2001).  
 
  Recently, Fattahi and Stokes (2002a) have 
successfully demonstrated that it is possible to detect 
red IRSL (λ=590-700nm) from coarse grain 
potassium-rich feldspar by careful selection of novel 
photo-multiplier (PMT) and filter combinations. In 
further testing we have found that their system is not 
able to observe far-red IRSL (λ>665nm) from loess 
sample as old as 800 ka (expected De c. >3,000Gy). 
Here we describe further developments to the 
detection system that allow far-red IRSL from loess 
with doses as low as 50Gy to be measured.   
 
Selection of detection window 
  There are a variety of luminescence emissions of 
feldspar from 280 to 800nm (Krbetschek et al., 
1997). The conventionally used UV/blue emissions 
suffer from anomalous fading (e.g. Lamothe and 
Auclair, 1999). The pioneering work by Zink and 
Visocekas (1997) has shown that while blue TL of 
volcanic feldspars (λ<600nm) suffers severely from 

anomalous fading, red TL (λ>600nm) from the same 
samples does not fade anomalously. Fattahi and 
Stokes (2002b) reported that orange-red IRSL 
(λ=590-700nm) from potassium feldspar derived 
from sediments exhibited anomalous fading, but at a 
level much lower than blue IRSL, and that far-red 
IRSL (λ=665-700nm) showed no fading. It seems 
that the further toward IR we are able to detect red 
IRSL, the more stable a signal we observe. We 
interpret this as a reflection of a progressive reduction 
of the influence of the broad yellow-orange (~570nm) 
emission centre which has previously been 
recognized to exhibit fading (e.g. Fattahi and Stokes, 
2002b).  
 
  It has been demonstrated that loess has a strong far-
red emission (λ=665-740nm) in both natural and 
laboratory irradiated polymineral samples 
(Krbetschek et al., 1997; Lai et al., 2002). Moreover, 
far-red IRSL is highly reproducible and amendable to 
Single Aliquot Regenerative (SAR) techniques 
(Fattahi and Stokes, 2002c; Lai et al., 2002; Arnold et 
al., 2002). As a result, we here further focus on the 
wavelength band of 665-740nm (far-red IRSL) as the 
optimum detection window (filter combination is 
Schott RG 665 + Omega 740 SP, Fig 1). The 
difficulty in detecting far-red IRSL at this wavelength 
is the suppression of high background related to the 
close proximity of the IR stimulation source (λ=830 
± 5nm).  
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Figure 1. 
Detection and stimulation windows.  
 
The sources of background 
  There are two main contributions to background----
dark counts from the photo-multiplier tube (PMT), 
and reflected light from IR stimulation (Fattahi, 
2001). The dark count of the extended range PMTs 
used for red emission studies is constant and can be 
reduced by an order of magnitude down to about 200 
c/s by cooling the PMTs down to ∼-15oC (Fattahi and 
Stokes, 2002a). The remaining primary contribution 
to the background signal is from reflected incident IR 
stimulation photons and related emissions, due to the 
close positioning of detection (665-740nm) and 
stimulation (830 ± 5 nm) windows.  
 
  A suitable PMT should be chosen for the purpose of 
detecting far-red IRSL, and at the same time reducing 
the background from IR stimulation. There is no ideal 
PMT with high quantum efficiency (QE) at far-red 
emission and 0% QE at other wavelengths (see Fig 1 
in Fattahi and Stokes, 2002a). While the 
conventionally used EMI bialkaline 9635 PMT (blue) 
is highly sensitive to UV/blue emission and has also 
been used for quartz orange-red TL (c. 600-620nm) 
detection (e.g. Miallier et al., 1991), it has no QE at 
wavelengths greater than 650nm, making it 
unsuitable for far-red emission detection.  The EMI 
bialkline S20 9650 (red) PMT has high QE (5%) at 
700nm. However, it has a QE of 1% at 830nm (the 
stimulation peak), which typically results in high 
background (~>106c/s). The EMI Biakaline D716A 
S11 (green) PMT has a QE of 0.1% at 700nm and a 
QE of less than 0.01% at 830nm, making it 
acceptable for far-red IRSL detection (Fattahi, 2001; 
Stokes and Fattahi, 2002).  
 
  In efforts to detect far-red IRSL from fluvial coarse 
grain feldspar, Fattahi and Stokes (2002a) have made 

the following adjustment to the standard Risø TA-15a 
TL/OSL system (Bøtter-Jensen, 1997), which 
incorporates an IR laser diode (400mW, 830±5nm) 
and a 90Sr/90Y beta radioactive source: 

1. An extended EMI D716A S11 (green) PMT 
was used.  

2. An S 600 Photocool Thermoelectric 
Refrigerated Chamber was fitted to cool the 
PMT (c. ~ - 20oC). This reduces PMT dark 
counts by an order of magnitude, down to c. 
200 c/s.  

3. The far-red IRSL was detected using a 
combination of Schott RG665 + 2*Corion 
FR400S + Schott BG39 filters, with an 
estimated detection band of 665-700nm 
(Fattahi and Stokes, 2002c).  

  The above modifications make it possible to detect 
far-red IRSL from fluvial coarse grain feldspar 
(bright sample), with background at a level of below 
500 c/s (Fattahi, 2001). However, using this 
configuration it has not been able to detect far-red 
IRSL from loess. Figure 2 shows IR exposure decay 
curves measured using this configuration. While 
coarse grain feldspar (sample 15/1, 90-120µm, age c. 
23.2 ± 1.8ka) gave a relatively high signal to noise 
ratio (3.64), no signal was distinguishable above 
background for a natural loess sample (age c. 800ka, 
De > 3,000Gy, grain size of 4-11 µm). By increasing 
the grain size to 11-78µm it is possible to detect a 
small red emission IRSL signal from this sample 
(initial signal = 400 c/s above background, ~0.13 
c/Gy), but at a level which is not suitable for routine 
dating application.  
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Figure 2. 
  Far-red IRSL signal level of loess and fluvial coarse 
grain feldspar using the detection system 
development by Fattahi and Stokes (2002a).  IRSL 
was measured at 150oC.  
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  S11 PMT (Green) Sample: 15/1     
    S  N  S/N S-N  
No. Filter combination (Signal) (Noise)  (Net signal) 
1 740SP+RG665 301,158  188,157  1.6 113,002  
2 FR400S+RG665 346,106  281,803  1.2 64,303  
3 2*FR400S+RG665 37,542  6,950  5.4 30,592  
4 2*FR400S+740SP+RG665 25,954  4,489  5.8 21,465  
5 FR400S+740SP+RG665 61,418  20,178  3.0 41,241  
6 BG39+2*FR400S+RG665 3,677  815  4.5 2,862  
7 BG39+FR400S+RG665 7,598  1,862  4.1 5,737  
8 BG39+740SP+FR400S+RG665 6,668  2,459  2.7 4,208  
9 BG39+740SP+RG665 28,499  19,549  1.5 8,950  
10 SWP685+2*FR400S+RG665 5,527  1,097  5.0 4,430  
11 SWP685+FR400S+RG665 15,244  6,018  2.5 9,227  
12 SWP685+740SP+FR400S+RG665 8,952  1,903  4.7 7,048  
13 SWP685+740SP+RG665 19,697  4,630  4.3 15,067  
14 SWP685+RG665 7,579,798  7,077,072  1.1 502,727  
         
  S20 PMT (Red) Sample: 1023/2    
    S  N  S/N S-N  
  Filter combination (Signal) (Noise)  (Net signal) 
15 2*FR400S+RG665 716,193  655,953  1.09 60,240 
16 2*FR400S+RG665+SWP685 36,918  34,904  1.06 2,013 
17 2*FR400S+RG665+SWP685+BG39 36,354  35,175  1.03 1,179 
18 2*FR400S+RG665+SWP685+HA3 250,189  234,695  1.07 15,494 
19 2*FR400S+RG665+SWP685+740SP 162,993  152,562  1.07 10,431 
20 2*FR400S+RG665+740SP 184,213  172,559  1.07 11,653 
21 2*FR400S+RG665+BG39 343,481  324,731  1.06 18,750 
 
Table 1. 
   Results of filter combination and PMT tests 
Bright potassium-rich samples (90-120µm) 15/1 (age c. 22.2 ± 1.8ka) and 1023/2 (age c. 86 ± 6ka) (Colls, 1999) 
were used. It has been demonstrated that far-red IRSL from these samples exhibit no sensitivity change (Fattahi, 
2001). Sample were mounted on stainless steel discs, bleached and administered a dose of 110Gy. IRSL was 
measured at 30oC for 100s after preheat at 250oC for 10s, and the IR diode power is kept at 90%. IRSL was then re-
measured to obtain a background. The far-red IRSL signal was integrated over the first 1 s. The thickness of filters 
used: 740SP 4mm; FR400S 8mm; BG39 1mm; others 3mm.    
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Tests of additional signal pass filters 
  The purpose of using IR-cut filters in front of a 
photo-multiplier tube is to block the reflected light 
from IR laser diode. The IR-cut filters available are 
Schott BG 39, Omega 740 SP, Corion FR 400S, and 
Delta SWP BL 685 (Fig 3). Fattahi and Stokes 
(2002a) presented data for a variety of IR-cut filter 
combinations. However, most of their testing focused 
on a detection band of 590-700nm. This orange-red 
region feldspar emission has been shown to exhibit 
anomalous fading (Fattahi and Stokes, 2002b) due to 
possible influence of a 570nm emission centre. We 
have tested additionally filter combinations with far-
red (λ=665-740nm) transmission, together with both 
S11 (Green) and S20 (red) PMTs (Table 1).  
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Figure 3. 
 Transmission characteristics of IR-cut filters 
(redrawn from Fattahi and Stokes 2002a). (a) Schott 
BG 39; (b) Corion FR 400S; (c) Delta SWP BL 685; 
(d) Omega 740 SP. 
 
  The S20 (red) PMT was found to result in high 
backgrounds using all filter combinations and yields 
poor signal to noise ratios. For the S11 (green) PMT, 
the filter combination of 2*FR400S + 740SP + 
RG665 gives the highest signal to noise ratio (5.8), 
and produces high net signal (21 kc/s) with a 
background level of 4.5 kc/s. The filter combination 
of 2*FR400S + RG665 gives a signal to noise ratio of 
5.4, and produces higher net signal (30 kc/s) with a 
background level of 6.9 kc/s. The combination of 
BG39 + 2*FR400S + RG665 has the lowest 
background level (815 c/s) with a signal to noise ratio 
of 4.5, but produces very low net signal (2.9 kc/s). 
The BG39 is not ideal for far-red IRSL detection, as 
the transmission at 700nm is less than 1%. As a 
result, the combination of RG665 + BG39 focuses the 
band of below 700nm (665-700nm) which has 
possibly more influence from the 570nm emission 
peak. For bright, coarse-grained potassium-rich 
feldspar samples, the combinations of 

2*FR400S+RG665 and 2*FR400S + 740SP + RG665 
are suitable for far-red IRSL detection (λ=665-
700nm), combined with a cooled S11 (green) PMT. 
 
  The combination of 740SP and RG665 filters results 
in a very high net signal (113 kc/s), but also gives a 
high background (188 kc/s). This high signal pass 
combination would be suitable for loess sample, if 
the background could be reduced. There are two 
possible means by which the background derived 
from the IR stimulation source might be reduced: (1) 
Shifting the wavelength of the stimulation source to a 
longer value, while remains within the feldspar 
resonance; (2) Filtering the existing IR source (λ=830 
± 5m) in order to remove or reduce any associated 
short wavelength emissions. In the absence of 
alternative IR sources at our disposal, we have 
investigated filtering of the existing source.  
 
Long-pass and interference filtering of the IR 
stimulation sources 
  To maximize far-red IRSL emission the detection 
window should closely match that of the far-red 
emission centre (c. λ=720-740nm, Krbetschek et al., 
1997). Our attempts to exploit this wave band have 
consistently resulted in   high backgrounds (c. 250 
kc/s with IR laser diode power at 90%) which we 
attribute to reflected and scattered Raman and other 
emissions from the IR source (Fig 4a,b).  
 
  We have tested a number of filter combinations to 
restrict short wavelength (i.e. λ<c. 780nm) 
transmission from the IR source. Firstly, various 
thickness (3-12mm) of Schott RG780 (Fig 1) long 
pass filter was attached to the front face of the IR 
laser diode. The IR laser stimulation source was then 
switched on at a constant power and the reflected IR 
from a blank stainless steel disc was detected. We 
found that 6mm of RG 780 was capable of reducing 
the background down to c. 124 kc/s (Fig 4c). 
Addition of further RG 780 filters was problematic 
given the limited amount of space available within 
the Risø diode array housing. We additionally tested 
an interference filter to try to both reduce background 
and minimise the total thickness of filters. For this 
purpose we used a Comar Industries 830IL12 filter 
(transmission 830 ± 12nm, Fig 1). The filter was 
tested alone, and in combination with 6mm RG780. 
We found that the optimum background (c. 4.2 kc/s) 
was achieved via a combination of both filters (Fig 
4d).  
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Figure 4. 
 Background reduction for far-red IRSL detection via 
additional filtering of IR light source. IRSL was 
measured at 30oC for 100s on a blank stainless steel 
disc except in (f). Detection filter combination is 
RG665 + 740SP. PMT is S11 (green). (a) 
Background vs stimulation time for a range of IR 
laser diode power levels; (b) Background counts vs 
IR diode power for (a); (c) Background vs 
stimulation time for a filtered IR diode source (filter 
is 6mm RG780); (d) Background vs stimulation time 
for a filtered IR diode source (filter combination is 
6mm RG780 + 830IL12); (e) Comparison of 
background levels of filter combinations in front of IR   

 
 
 
 
diode. Full circle: 6mm RG780 and 830IL12; full 
triangle: 6mm RG780; full diamond: none; Empty 
circle (right Y-axis) is the enlargement of full circle 
for clarity. All error bars are smaller than the 
symbols. (f) IR exposure decay curves of far-red IRSL 
from laboratory irradiated loess, using the 
configuration in (d). IRSL was measured at 30oC for 
100s after preheat at 250oC for 1min. Sample is 
L9/M, grain size 11-78µm, polymineral.  
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Discussions 
  We have extended the investigations of Fattahi 
(2001) by exploiting the combined result of filtering 
both the incident (IR) and reflected samples-derived 
luminescence. By filtering the IR laser diode with 
both glass and interference filters we successfully 
reduced the background to an acceptable level, and at 
the same time by exploiting Omega 740SP and Schott 
RG665 filters in front of the S11 (green) PMT, 
maximized the signal from the sample. Figure 4f 
shows measurements of dose response of far-red 
IRSL from loess using the present PMT + filter 
configurations.  A 50Gy dose generated a net initial 
signal level of 1.8 kc/s with a signal to noise ratio of 
2.0 and a background level of 1.9 kc/s. The 150Gy 
has a net initial signal level of 4.3 kc/s with a signal 
to noise ratio of 4.0.  
 
Conclusions 
  For routine analysis of far-red IRSL from loess we 
recommend the use of an EMI biakaline D716A 
(green) PMT (S11). The EMI S20 9650 (red) PMT is 
less suitable due to the difficulties in suppression of 
background. The filter combination of Omega 740SP 
+ Schott RG665 is chosen for the detection of far-red 
IRSL (λ=665-740nm) from loess. This combination 
produces high net signal from sample, but result in 
high background, and low signal to noise ratio. The 
background can be reduced to an acceptable level 
(<2,000 c/s) by attaching additional filters (a 830IL12 
plus 6mm of RG780) in front of IR laser diode. The 
system developments described here enables routine 
detection of far-red IRSL from loess samples.  
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Addendum to “Absorbed dose fraction for 87Rb β particles” 
 
M.L. Readhead 
Defence Science and Technology Organisation, P.O. Box 44, Pyrmont, NSW, 2009, Australia 

 
(Received 30 September 2002) 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
  This recent paper (Readhead, 2002) calculated the 
absorbed dose fraction for β particles emitted by 87Rb 
sources uniformly distributed in a spherical grain of 
quartz, when surrounded by a region not containing 
any 87Rb sources.  The converse situation, of 87Rb-
free quartz grains embedded in an medium uniformly 
emitting 87Rb β particles, was considered by Adamiec 
and Aitken (1998).  Thinking that an “approximate 
evaluation of this factor is not available”, they 
“arbitrarily” took the attenuation factor for coarse-
grain dating to be 0.75 (see the footnote to Table 8).   
  The two absorber-emitter situations are 
complimentary, and a more accurate attenuation 
factor for the latter case can be obtained from 
Readhead (2002) by simply replacing Equation 1 
with .  Table 1 can then be 
used to obtain the attenuation factor.  For example, 
for 100 µm diameter grains the attenuation factor is 

, leading to an absorbed dose 
of  MeV/N

( ee SEND −= 100 )

)488.01(512.0 −=
512.00825.0 × 0 or 512.03580.0 ×  

µGy/a/(ppm Rb).  Note that the attenuation factor 
differs substantially from the value used by Adamiec 
and Aitken (1998), although in most dating situations 
this difference will only have a minor affect on the 
age of the sample.   
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A note on the variance of a background-corrected OSL 
count  
Rex Galbraith  
Department of Statistical Science, University College London, Gower Street, London WC1E 
6BT, U.K. 

(Received 14 May 2002; in final form 25 October 2002) 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
  It is common practice to calculate the relative 
standard error of a background-corrected optically 
stimulated luminescence (OSL) count by assuming 
Poisson errors. This note corrects a formula given by 
Banerjee et al. (2000) and suggests alternative 
formulae for use when the variation in background 
counts is larger than that implied by the Poisson 
distribution. For moderately bright samples, the 
contribution to the relative standard error from 
estimating the background rate is small, whichever 
formula is used.  

  The usual scenario is as follows. Optical stimulation 
of an aliquot of quartz produces a series of counts - a 
number of recorded photons for each of N equal 
length consecutive time intervals (channels). For 
example, Banerjee et al. (2000) used a stimulation 
period of 60 s with counts in N = 250 channels each 
lasting 0.24 s. The OSL "signal'' is measured from the 
total count in the first n channels minus an estimate 
of the contribution to this count from background 
sources. Often n is taken to be quite small, for 
example n = 5, corresponding to the first 1.2 s of 
stimulation. The background emission rate is 
assumed to be constant over the whole 60 s, and is 
estimated from counts near the end of this period, 
where the contribution from the signal is assumed to 
be negligible.  

  Mathematically, the above may be expressed as 
follows. Let yi denote the OSL count from channel i, 

for i = 1, 2, …, N, and let be the total 

count over the first n channels. Write 

∑
=

=
n

i
iyY

1
0

Y0 = S0 + B0  

where S0 and B0 are the contributions to Y0 from the 
signal (or source of interest) and background 
respectively. Of course S0 and B0 are not observed 
directly. Assume that S0 and B0 are independent 
random quantities with expectations µS and µB, and 
variances σ2

S and σ2
B, respectively. Then the 

observed count Y0 will have expectation µS + µB and 
variance σ2

S + σ2
B. An estimate of the signal µS is 

thus obtained by subtracting an estimate of µB from 
Y0, i.e.,  

BS µYµ ˆˆ 0 −=  

We want to calculate the relative standard error of 
this estimate.  

  An estimate of µB is usually obtained from the 
average OSL count over the last m channels, for 
some suitable m chosen so that the contribution from 
the signal is negligible. It is useful to choose m be a 
multiple of n: let m = nk, say. For example, Banerjee 
et al. (2000) used the last m = 25 channels (6 s) of the 
series, corresponding to k=5 when n=5. Then let Y1, 
Y2, …, Yk denote the total counts in the last k sets of 
n channels, i.e.,  

Yj = 
N−jn+n 
∑ 
i=N−jn+1  

yi  

 

for j = 1, 2, …, k. Thus Y1, Y2, …, Yk are all counts 
over n channels (the same as for Y0) and we assume 
that they are independent random quantities from the 
same distribution as that of B0 (i.e., the signal is 
negligible). In particular, each has expectation µB and 
variance σ2

B. The estimate of µB may then be written 
as  

                   ∑
=

==
k

j
jB Y

k
Y

1

1µ̂  

and this has variance Hence the 
variance of the estimated signal (corrected for 
background) is 

kBB /)ˆvar( 2σµ =

kY BBSBS /)ˆvar()var()ˆvar( 222
0 σσσµµ ++=+=          (1) 

and the relative standard error is  
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222 ++

=            (2) 

In order to calculate this relative standard error in 
practice, we need estimates of σS

2 and σB
2 in addition 

to the estimate of µS.  

In the usual case where Y0, Y1 …, Yk are assumed to 
have Poisson distributions, σS

2 = µS and σB
2 = µB. 

Then (1) becomes  

kBBSS /)ˆvar( µµµµ ++=  

which may be estimated as Y0 −⎯Y + ⎯Y + ⎯Y/k = Y0 
+ ⎯Y/k. Substituting these estimates into (2) gives the 
following estimated relative standard error:  

            
YY

kYY
rse s −

+
=

0

0 /
)ˆ(µ                          (3) 

This differs slightly from the formula on page 833 of 
Banerjee et al. (2000), where the second term in the 
numerator is equivalent to 2⎯Y/k. The above 
argument shows that the factor 2 should not be there.  

  A drawback with equation (3) in practice is that 
there is sometimes evidence that the background 
counts do not have a Poisson distribution, but are 
over-dispersed (e.g., Galbraith et al., 1999, p 348). 
For example, the variance 

sY
2 = [ 1/(k−1)] ∑j=1

k (Yj − ⎯Y)2 

 may be substantially larger than the mean count ⎯Y 
(see below). Then we may write 

 σB
2 = µB + σ2  

for some positive value of σ2 to be estimated. An 
obvious estimate is 

                        YsY −= 22σ̂                                   (4) 

provided this is positive. But there is a drawback with 
this too: in order to be confident that the contribution 
to ⎯Y from the signal is negligible, it might be 
necessary to use a quite small value of k (e.g., k=5 as 
above), so that sY

2 will be based on a small number of 

degrees of freedom. A more reliable estimate may be 
obtained by pooling the background variances for 
several series. For example, for four series of 
stimulation with background means ⎯Y1, ⎯Y2, ⎯Y3, 
⎯Y4 and variances sY1

2, sY2
2, sY3

2, sY4
2, each with k−1 

degrees of freedom, one may use  

)(
4
1)(

4
1ˆ 4321

2
4

2
3

2
2

2
1

2 YYYYssss YYYY +++−+++=σ   (5) 

i.e., the average variance minus the average 
background count for the four series. This pooled 
estimate of over-dispersion could be used for each 
series, while at the same time using separate 
estimates of background level.  

  It is not so straightforward to obtain a corresponding 
estimate of σS

2 because the expected counts change 
rapidly at the start of the stimulation period. But there 
is perhaps a case for assuming that S0 does have a 
Poisson distribution, while B0 does not. The former 
comes from pure OSL emissions while the latter 
comes from other sources such as scattered light and 
instrument noise, which may not exhibit Poisson 
variation. Then we still have σS

2 = µS and the 
resulting estimated relative standard error is  

    
YY

kkYY
rse S −

+++
≈

0

2
0 )/11(ˆ/

)ˆ(
σ

µ          (6) 

This formula will agree closely with (3) when  is 
small, but may be preferable when  is large.  

2σ̂
2σ̂

  To get a feel for the numerical consequences, 
suppose Y0 = 12500 and ⎯Y = 50, with n=5 and k=5. 
These numbers are comparable with the "bright" 
sample in Banerjee et al. (2000). Suppose also that 

 = 75, corresponding to a reasonably substantial 
amount of over-dispersion (σ

2σ̂
B

2/µB ≈ 2.5). Then the 
relative standard errors from (3) and (6) are 0.00898 
and 0.00902, respectively, which are practically 
equal. The corresponding absolute standard errors are 
111.8 and 112.2. Indeed, if we treated the background 
as being known exactly, the relative standard error of  

would be 0.00896, also practically the same. But 
for a weak signal, with Y

2σ̂
0 = 200 and the same ⎯Y 

and  as above, the two relative standard errors are 
0.0966 and 0.1155, and the two absolute standard 
errors are 14.5 and 17.2. In general, when the signal 
is weak, equation (6) may give a somewhat larger 
relative standard error than (3). But when the signal is 

2σ̂



Ancient TL Vol. 20 No 2 2002                                                                                                                                                                51 

strong, both equations give similar answers and in 
fact the error in estimating the background is 
practically negligible.  

ad to 
the following estimated relative standard error:  

  An alternative assumption when there is over-
dispersion is that neither S0 nor B0 have Poisson 
distributions, but that the ratio of the variance to the 
mean is the same for each, i.e., σS

2/µS = σB
2/µB. It is 

perhaps hard to think of a physical justification for 
this: it would imply a multiplicative error mechanism 
that affected all counts from whatever source. So it 
would presumably be error associated with the 
measurement process rather than the process 
producing the counts. In any case, this would le

YY
kYY

Y
rse S −

+
×+≈

0

0
2 /ˆ

1)ˆ( σµ              (7) 

quation (3
o

where  2σ̂ is given by (4) or (5). Here e ) is 
multiplied by a factor corresponding t  Bµ/ . In 

the above examples this factor would 

Bσ 2

5.2  ≈ 1.6. In 
general, this formula is more conservative than (3) or 
(6).  

. One calculates the Poisson 
index of dispersion  

  Some further remarks may be useful. Firstly, there is 
a simple statistical test for assessing whether the 
counts Y1, Y2, …, Yk vary consistently with a 
Poisson distribution

YskI Y /)1( 2−=  

and assesses its significance from the χ2 distribution 
with k−1 degrees of freedom (see for example Kotz 
and Johnson, 1987, p 25). The quantity I is akin to a 
χ2 statistic, a significantly large value of I being 
evidence of over-dispersion, i.e., the ratio sY

2 / ⎯Y is 
too large to be consistent with σB

2/µB = 1. Of course 
there are various ways to test whether data agree with 
a Poisson distribution; this is a useful method when 
there is only a small number of counts.  

orm of the 
single-aliquot regenerative-dose protocol,  

  Secondly, estimating a palaeodose typically uses 
products and ratios of background-corrected OSL 
counts. Then the approximate relative standard error 
of the product or ratio is simply obtained by 
combining the individual relative standard errors in 
quadrature. For example, for the simplest f

palaeodose    =   
 sn

sr

× 
 tr 

 
tn

×  regenerative dose  , 
 

where sn, tn, sr and tr are estimated from background-
corrected counts arising from optical stimulation of 
the natural dose, a subsequent test dose, a 
regenerative dose and its corresponding test dose, 
respectively. Then the relative standard error of the 
palaeodose estimate (assuming the regenerative dose 
is known exactly) is just the square root of the sum of 
the squared relative standard errors of the estimates 
of sn, tn, sr and tr.  

  Thirdly, subtracting an estimated background level 
from a weak signal can produce inappropriate 
estimates. An alternative approach is to estimate the 
signal in the presence of the background using 
statistical models (e.g., Galbraith et al., 1999).  

  Finally, when estimating palaeodoses or other OSL 
parameters from several aliquots of quartz, whether 
using single- or multiple-aliquot methods, there are 
usually other sources of variation to account for in 
addition to those reflected in (3), (6) or (7). These 
may be more substantial and work on estimating 
them is in progress.  

  I thank John Prescott, Bert Roberts and Andrew 
Murray for useful comments on an earlier version of 
this note.  
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Obituary 
 
 John C. Alldred   1941-2002 

__________________________________________________________
 

 
John Alldred died in March this year aged 

61, shortly after being diagnosed with lung cancer 
(not unexpected to those of us who knew him as a 
chain smoker). 

John was at the Research Laboratory for 
Archaeology at 6 Keble Road, Oxford when I arrived 
there in 1969. He was employed as a research 
engineer and was responsible for electronic 
developments, principally for the 
thermoluminescence group. Particularly in those 
days, success in research was highly dependent upon 
a laboratory’s expertise in equipment development, 
appropriate commercial products not usually being 
available. A critical advance in utilizing the generally 
low levels of thermoluminescence involved in the 
dating of pottery was development by John of the 
photon counting system now widely used in 
luminescence studies; this was presented at the 
Second International Conference on Luminescence 
Dosimetry held in Gatlinburg, Tennessee in 1968. 
Among his other developments was the fluxgate 
gradiometer, the forerunner of one of the two types of 
equipment presently used in the magnetic location of 
buried remains. 

John had studied Physics at Brasenose 
College, Oxford (subsequently completing an 
M.Phil.) and this enabled him to be much more than 
an electronic boffin; he was patient with the 
electronically ignorant and he gave freely of his time 
to other researchers. He was a valued member of a 
number of fieldwork expeditions. His publications 
include one which became a basic reference paper in 
luminescence dating:- Aitken, M.J. and Alldred, J.C. 
(1972) The assessment of error limits in 
thermoluminescent dating. Archaeometry, 14, 257-
267. 

After a number of years in the Research 
Laboratory for Archaeology, John joined Protovale 
Oxford Ltd, designers and manufacturers of 
Industrial Metal Detectors and Instruments for Non-
destructive Testing in Civil Engineering. He was also 
well known as a writer of a web site that helped 
people create their own web sites. At a personal level, 
he was self-effacing, quietly supportive of those 
around him; outside the laboratory he helped many 
people who, like him, had an addiction to alcohol. In 
his case, he gained an extra 23 years by giving it up 
completely. Fortunately, his other great love, Indian 

Cuisine, was indulged in every night without 
affecting his health. 
 
Ann Wintle 
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