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Abstract: The scope of the present work was to study the effects of heat treatment (at different mild
temperatures) on the physicomechanical properties of pine wood, and to find out if impregnation with
nanosilver may have any potential influence on the impact of heat treatment. Impregnation of wood
with a 400-ppm silver nanosuspension was carried out under an initial vacuum pressure of 0.07 MPa,
followed by a pressure of 0.25 MPa for thirty minutes, before heat treatment. Heat treatment was
carried out under hot air at three relatively mild temperatures, 145, 165, and 185 ◦C. Results showed
improvement of some properties in heat-treated wood at 145 ◦C. This was indicative of the improving
impact caused by hornification and irreversible hydrogen bonding in the course of water movements
due to heat treatment; significant fluctuations in the intensities of FTIR spectra bands at 1750–1500 cm−1

were corroborating evidence of chemical alterations in hemicellulose polymer. The high mass loss at
temperature 185 ◦C, and the extreme thermal degradation thereof, overcame the improving effects
of hornification and formation of irreversible hydrogen bonds, consequently mechanical properties
decreased significantly. Interaction of different elements involved made it hard to predict properties
in specimens modified at 165 ◦C. Impregnation of specimens with nanosilver suspension resulted in
significant increase of mass loss in specimens heat-treated at 185 ◦C, and significant fluctuations in
properties of specimens heat-treated at 145 ◦C.
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1. Introduction

Preliminary studies on heat treatment of wood were carried out more than a century ago with an
aim to improve some of the troublemaking drawbacks of wood [1]. However, heat treatment methods
of wood only became more elaborated and industrially developed in recent decades [2–6].

Changes that occur during the heat treatment process improve dimensional stability and biological
resistance against fungal attack as two main drawbacks of wood [7,8]. However, degradation in
the main cell-wall polymers negatively impacts some other properties, such as bending and impact
strengths [2]. Therefore, finding optimal treatment conditions, under which maximum improvement
in drawbacks are achieved with the lowest negative effects on other properties, is still under progress.
When heat treatment takes place at mild thermal conditions, it is reported that semi-crystalline cellulose
regions change to crystalline [9]. At the same time, polycondensation reactions and cross-linking were
noticed in lignin structure [9,10].
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Nanotechnology seems to have remarkable potential in producing a new generation of materials
with enhanced properties [11]. Nanomaterials have a high surface–volume ratio that enables them to
show greater activities in surface-related phenomena compared to bulky systems with an identical
mass [12–16]. The change in material properties is primarily due to the large interfacial area,
which is developed per unit of volume, since the level of added particles is reduced to nanometres.
Nanomaterials enhance the properties of the original material, show a great compatibility with the
traditional materials, and cause a limited alteration of their original features [17–21].

Nanosized metals can basically be synthesized by mainly using two chemical approaches:
(i) solution-based synthesis (sol-gel, sonochemical, and solvothermal) and (ii) vapour-based synthesis
(combustion and chemical vapour deposition) [22–27]. Their use in wood has the objective to enhance
its physico-mechanical properties and its durability against microorganisms, since it is generally
acceptable that nanosized metals may interact with the bacterial elements, leading gradually to cell
death [19,28] or even to a disruption of the enzyme function [18,28]. A common practice is to disperse
the nanosized metals in an organic polymer resin in order to form a nanocomposite. A key factor in
this process is the proper dispersion of nanoparticles in order to obtain maximum improvements in
wood properties. Nanosized materials, such as metal nanoparticles (gold, copper, and silver) and
metal oxides (zinc and aluminium), are nowadays widely applied to provide wood protection and to
facilitate wood modification.

As far as copper is concerned, while traditional alkaline copper preservatives are solubilized
in aqueous solution, nano-copper compounds are initially dispersed in water, and subsequently,
the suspension is used for the treatment of wood. A fixation of nano-copper compounds primarily
occurs through the deposition on cell wall layers and in pits [29,30]. It was reported that, in some cases,
fungi might not be able to recognize copper nanoparticles. Once nanoparticles enter the fungal cell
wall, they form a reactive oxygen species with the fungus cell. In addition, nanoparticles may also
undergo dissolution and, thereby, interfere with homeostatic processes within the fungal cell [31,32].
Akhtari and Nicholas exposed wood to a termite attack and found that nano-copper formulation could
reduce the mass loss from 46.8 to 0.2% [33]. Treating wood with nano-copper oxide in the presence of
polystyrene improved the dimensional stability [34].

The interest in silver nanoparticles for different types of applications has grown worldwide [35].
This type of nanoparticle has also gained popularity in the improvement of wood properties and has
been the subject of numerous studies. The possibility to improve the sorption behaviour of wood
by applying a nano-silver-based compound was recently studied [36]. The compound reduced the
total sorption of water vapour to a great extent. Similar results were also reported elsewhere [37,38].
Silver nanoparticles were applied to improve the durability in a series of tropical series [38]. In all cases,
the treated woods were classified as highly resistant for white decay fungi, as opposed to untreated
wood, of which the mass losses were more than 20%.

Zinc-based nano-compounds have also been applied to wood to improve its durability [39]. It was
found that the mass loss due to fungi and termite attacks was significantly inhibited by the zinc-based
preparations. In an another study, lime wood treated with a zinc-based nano-compound had about a
56% higher resistance against Trametes versicolor—A white-rot fungus—And a 40% higher resistance
against Coniophora puteana—A brown-rot fungus [40,41].

In other studies, nano-compounds based on zinc and copper have been applied to examine
the resistance against mould and termite [39,42]. The results revealed that the compound based on
zinc is more effective in terms of termite mortality, the inhibition of termite feeding, and the decay
by the white-rot fungus. Nano-compounds based on zinc seem to be most appropriate for wood
protection [43,44]. Bak and Nemeth [45] studied the efficacy of five different nanoparticles, namely (zinc
oxide, zinc borate, copper borate, silver, and copper) against fungi. They found that the most effective
nanoparticle treatments were those containing borate. However, only the zinc oxide, silver, and copper
nanoparticles showed a resistance to leaching and, therefore, they concluded that only the zinc oxide
provided effective protection after leaching.
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In our previous study, the physical and mechanical properties of thermally modified beech wood
were investigated, a popular and abundant industrial hardwood species, impregnated with silver
nanosuspension, and we examined their relationship with the crystallinity of cellulose [46]. The aim of
the present work, therefore, was twofold:

i. To investigate if any potential increase in thermal conductivity, due to silver nano-particles,
can be beneficial in both achieving positive effects of mild thermal conditions, and at the
same time, avoiding high degradation in cell-wall polymers at higher temperatures. Therefore,
target temperatures were planned as low as 145 ◦C, 165 ◦C, and 185 ◦C to make sure that the
potential effects of an improved thermal conductivity in the small dimension specimens would be
detectible. Temperatures below 145 ◦C would hardly affect wood, and temperatures higher than
185 ◦C would be too high to clearly demonstrate the effects of impregnation of small specimens
with silver nanosuspension;

ii. To compare the results obtained in our previous study, which utilized a hardwood species, with the
results of the present study, which utilized a softwood species with inferior properties, namely pine,
and to identify potential different behaviour between hardwood and softwood species.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Sample Preparation

Five Scots pine planks (Pinus sylvestris L.) were purchased; they were originally grown in Republic
of Tuva (Russia), located in south-central Siberia, Asia. The plunks were from the sapwood portion
of trees. Density of the wood was 0.47 g·cm−3. The amount of acetone soluble extractives was 5.2%.
The harvesting area was about 50◦ north latitude and 90◦ east longitude. They were already seasoned,
so they were kept for two months at Shahid Rajaee University campus (20 ± 3 ◦C; 40 ± 3% relative
humidity) to make sure their moisture contents were equal in all parts. Twenty one specimens for each
of the tests were cut and randomly categorized into seven treatments; these include control specimens
(not treated), heat-treated (HT) specimens, and heat-treated specimens impregnated with nanosilver
suspension (NS-HT), both at three temperatures, 145 ◦C, 165 ◦C, and 185 ◦C. All specimens were
seasoned for three months at room conditions to about 8% moisture content to eliminate the effects of
thermo-hygromechanical behaviour on the results [47].

2.2. Nanosilver Impregnation

Specimens were first cut to size for different tests and then, impregnated with a 400-ppm silver
nanosuspension. The dimensions of specimens for each test are mentioned in the following sections
(Section 2.5). The pH of the nanosuspension was 6–7. Two kinds of surfactants (anionic and cationic)
were used as stabiliser of nanosilver clusters. Concentration of surfactants was equal to nanosilver
clusters. The size of 70% of silver nano-particles ranged from 20 to 100 nm. Specimens were put in a
sealed pressure vessel to be impregnated. First, a 0.07 MPa vacuum pressure was applied for twenty
minutes. Then a 0.25 MPa pressure was applied for thirty minutes (Figure 1). Once impregnated,
they were kept in room conditions (25 ± 3 ◦C; 35 ± 3% relative humidity) to be dried for a period
of three months. Separate specimens were impregnated simultaneously for checking the depth of
penetration of nanosuspension. Immediately after the impregnation, these specimens were cut in half
to visually investigate the depth of penetration of nanosilver suspension. It was observed that all
throughout the specimens (and all of the inner parts) were fully impregnated with the suspension,
confirming that the suspension had reached all of the surface and inner parts of the specimens equally.
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Figure 1. Laboratory scale pressure vessel for impregnating of specimens cut to size for different tests.

2.3. Heat Treatment

Specimens were heat-treated under hot atmospheric air, using a laboratory oven and under
atmospheric pressure (model Memmert UFE 700). No water or water spray were used during heat
treatment. Target temperatures were planned as low as 145 ◦C, 165 ◦C, and 185 ◦C to make sure that
the potential effects of an improved thermal conductivity in the small dimension specimens would be
detectible. HT-145 and NS-HT-145 specimens were heated for 24 h at 145 ◦C. For specimens HT-165
and NS-HT-165, as well as HT-185 and NS-HT-185, another approach was made. Specimens were first
heat treated at 145 ◦C (24 h duration) and afterwards were heat-treated for four hours at 165 ◦C or
185 ◦C. A narrow strip of three-layer plywood was put beneath each specimen to avoid direct contact
of the specimen with the metal tray of the laboratory oven. Once heat treatment was done, the door of
the oven was opened, by an inch, to allow the specimens inside to slowly cool off. Then, all specimens
were kept in room conditions (25 ± 3 ◦C; 35 ± 3% relative humidity) for four weeks to reach moisture
content of 6.5%.

2.4. Total Crystallinity Index (TCrI)

Absorption bands in the Fourier Transform Infrared Spectroscopy (FTIR) have long been used
to determine chemical compositions of materials. As for cellulose, different FTIR spectroscopy
methods have been developed to characterize small differences in the structures of crystalline cellulose,
including dynamic, and static [48], and to establish relation between certain FTIR bands to crystalline
and amorphous cellulose [49,50]. In the present study, the total crystallinity index (TCrI or TCI)
was considered the baseline to measure and report the amount of crystallinity [50–52]. In this index,
the band (at 1372 cm−1) is attributed to C-H deformation, and the band at 2900 cm−1 is attributed to
C-H and CH2 stretching. To calculate TCrI in this method, the area under C-H band is divided by
the area under the band of C-H and CH2 stretching. The obtained index represents total crystallinity
(Equation (1)). No deconvolution was conducted in the measurement of the area under the curve for
either of the bands because the above-mentioned bands were distinct and no particular overlapping
was observed. TCrI measurement with this method is usually done for cellulose fibres and yarns,
though it has also been used for solid wood [50]. However, apart from other objectives to measure
some physical and mechanical properties of heat-treated and nanosilver-impregnated specimens,
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the present study used this method to give a primarily experiment on the potentiality of measuring
total crystallinity using this method. X-ray diffraction (XRD) was not carried out in this study, but it
is reported that a linear relationship exists between the results from TCrI with those obtained from
XRD [53]. Still, further studies may be carried out with an aim to compare the results of crystallinity
measurement based on the above-mentioned two methods.

TCrI =
area under the curve in band 1372 cm−1

area under the curve in band 2900 cm−1
(1)

2.5. Physical and Mechanical Properties

Specimens were first cut to size, and then impregnated with nanosilver or heat-treated.
Specimens were weighed with a digital scale (0.1 g precision), both before and after impregnation with
nanosilver and heat treatment processes to calculate silver nanosuspension uptake and mass loss in
each treatment. Physical and mechanical tests were carried out based on ASTM D0143-94 standard
specifications [54]. For modulus of rupture (MOR) and modulus of elasticity (MOE), specimen size
was 25 × 25 × 410 (mm) centre-point loading bar, and for compression strength parallel to the grain,
specimen size was 25 × 25 × 100 (mm). Tests were carried out at room conditions (25 ± 3 ◦C; 35 ± 3%
relative humidity). Loading was applied through the bearing block to the tangential surface nearest
the pith. Modulus of rupture (MOR), modulus of elasticity (MOE), and compression strength parallel
to the grain (Pc‖) were calculated using Equations (2)–(4), respectively.

MOR =
1.5 FL

bd2 (MPa) (2)

MOE =
FL3

4bd3D
(MPa) (3)

Pc|| =
Fmax

A
(MPa) (4)

where F: Maximum force at first failure; L: Span length; b: Width of specimen; d: Thickness of specimen;
D: Deflection at failure; Fmax: Maximum force; A: Cross-section area of specimen.

Physical properties of water absorption and thickness swelling were measured and calculated
with Equations (5) and (6)

Water Absorption =
Mx − Mi

Mi
× 100 (%) (5)

where Mx and Mi are masses (g) at time x and initial mass (g), respectively.

Thickness Swelling =
Tx − Ti

Ti
× 100 (%) (6)

where Tx and Ti are thickness of specimens (mm) at time x and the initial thickness (mm), respectively.

2.6. Statistical Analysis

SAS software program was used to carry out statistical analysis in the present study
(version 9.2; 2010). To discern significant difference among different treatments and produced panels,
one-way analysis of variance was performed at 95% level of confidence. Then, Duncan’s multiple
range test (DMRT) was done for grouping among treatments for each property. In order to find
degrees of similarities among different treatments based on all properties studied here, hierarchical
cluster analysis from SPSS/18 (2010) software was used. For graphical statistics (fitted-line, contour,
and surface plots), Minitab software was utilized (version 16.2.2; 2010).
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3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Physical and Mechanical Properties

By taking into account the mass measurements before and after the impregnation,
silver nanosuspension uptake was measured to be 0.28 ± 0.02 g/cm3. Based on the grouping of
Duncan’s Multiple Range test at 95% level of confidence, mass loss increased significantly, as the
treatment temperature increased (Figure 2). At the temperatures of 145 ◦C (3.3%) and 165 ◦C (7.5%),
low and statistically insignificant difference in mass loss was observed between the un-impregnated and
NS-impregnated specimens. However, heat treatment at 185 ◦C illustrated a mass loss difference of 50%
between the un-impregnated and NS-impregnated specimens. Previous studies on beech and poplar
wood under the same conditions reported a difference of 11% and 42% between the un-impregnated
and NS-impregnated specimens heat-treated at 185 ◦C, respectively [46,55]. Heat treatment of wood
can also cause oxidation and burning out the extractives, and evaporation of moisture content as well,
eventually increasing mass loss. Therefore, part of the mass losses measured can be attributed to
other components of wood (such as different extractives, and moisture content) other than cell-wall
polymers (cellulose, hemicelluloses, and lignin), especially at low temperature of 145 ◦C. However,
only comparing degradation in three major cell-wall polymers, the mass losses at temperatures of 145 ◦C
and 165 ◦C are mostly attributed to degradation of hemi-cellulose and lignin, as cellulose is reported to
have higher resistance against thermal degradation [46,55–60]. In this connection, intensities of finger
print region in wave number 1750–1500 cm−1 are mainly related to C = O stretch in ketones, carbonyls,
and ester groups, and in aromatic skeletal vibration as well, all related to hemicelluloses components.
Figure 3a,b clearly shows significant difference in intensities of these wave range, indicating that
hemicellulose was significantly affected at all temperatures, as a results of heat treatment. Moreover,
bands of different curves for the six heat-treated specimens demonstrated significant intensities at
1595 cm−1 and 1512 cm−1, both related to aromatic rings in lignin (Figure 3a,b) [61,62]. The significant
difference in the intensities at these bands was also corroborating evidence of the effect of heat treatment
on lignin.
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Figure 3. Infrared spectra of control and heat-treated (a) and control and NS-impregnated heat-treated (b)
Scots pine specimens (HT = Heat-treated; NS = nano-silver impregnated).

All heat-treated specimens showed significant lower volumetric swelling (VS) in comparison to
the control specimens (Figure 4a,b), and a decreasing trend in VS was observed along with the increase
in temperature. The decrease in VS was partially attributed to the irreversible hydrogen bonding in the
course of water movements within the pore system of cell walls, forming rather permanent bonds with
hydroxyl groups of cell-wall components and making them unavailable for water molecules, eventually
decreasing hygroscopicity in wood [63]. Intensities of wave numbers of 3300–3100 cm−1 and 1600 cm−1

are related to O-H stretch and hydroxyl groups [61,62]. FTIR spectra of the treatments in the present
study demonstrated distinct fluctuations in intensity, indicating that the hydroxyl groups at these
bands were unavailable to make bonds with water molecules (Figure 3a,b). This was considered one of
the main reasons of the significant decrease in VS in all heat-treated specimens. VS values followed no
distinct pattern between the un-impregnated versus NS-impregnated specimens. VS values in pine
specimens generally showed lower values in comparison to beech specimens studied previously [46,55].
This was attributed to lower woody mass in pine wood in comparison to beech wood. This was
also associated with higher water absorption (WA) values in pine specimens in comparison to beech,
indicating the impact of lower density and higher cell cavities on both physical properties of VS and
WA. As to water absorption values, all heat-treated specimens illustrated higher WA values after 24 h
of immersion in water in comparison to the control specimens, though no regular pattern was observed
(Figure 4c,d). This may be attributed to occurrence of micro-checks and cracks that were reported as a
result of heat treatment in hardwood species [64,65]. However, microscopic imaging should be done to
come to a final firm conclusion with regard to WA.
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Figure 4. Physical properties of volumetric swelling after 2 h (a) and 24 h (b), as well as water
absorption after 2 h (c) and 24 h (d), in Scots pine specimens heat-treated at 145, 165, and 185 ◦C and
impregnated with silver nanosuspension. (HT = heat-treated at a determined temperature; NS =

nano-silver impregnated. Letters on each column represent statistical groupings of mean values based
on Duncan’s Multiple Range test at 95% level of confidence. Error bars represent standard deviation).

All four mechanical properties studied here decreased after heat treatment at 165 ◦C and 185 ◦C,
though the decreasing values were not statistically significant in some cases (Figure 5a–d). This was
attributed to degradation of cell-wall polymers [2]. However, heat treatment at 145 ◦C did not have a
regular effect on mechanical properties; some properties even increased, such as MOR and impact
bending, though crystallinity decreased (Figure 6). This was opposite to the increased crystallinity at
145 ◦C that was observed in beech specimens [47,55]. The increase in some of the properties can partly
be attributed to hornification [63]. This phenomenon is the consequence of irreversible hydrogen
bonding during which, the mobility of molecular chains within wood cell wall is increased, resulting in
structural rearrangement [56,57]. During the rearrangement, and along with removal of water molecules
because of the heat treatment, irreversible hydrogen bonds are formed between adjacent carbohydrate
elements [63,65–68]. In the present study, the improving effects caused by hornification mitigated the
negative effects of thermal degradation of cell-wall polymers, eventually keeping the values at the
same range or even more than control specimens. Another phenomenon that may have influenced the
process is the glass transition of lignin [2,69,70]. Amorphous polymers change their glassy state to
a gel-like state at a point where the whole structure gradually softens; this point is called the glass
transition temperature. In this transition process, the covalent bonds between hemi-cellulose and lignin
are broken, and lignin fragments are formed with low molecular weight and high reactivity [9,11].
Though it some literature it is reported that glass transition of lignin occurs with increasing temperature
up to 200 ◦C based on the moisture content of wood specimens [71–73], some others indicated
glass transition (broad transition, α1) temperatures of 80 ◦C and 100 ◦C for spruce and sugar maple,
respectively [70]. In this regard, intensities of all six heat-treated specimens at bands 1595 cm−1 and
1512 cm−1, which are both related to aromatic rings of lignin, illustrated significant difference with that
of control specimen (Figure 3a,b). One of the effects of this significant difference in the aromatic ring
can be translated into the changes that occurred during glass transition of lignin. Therefore, it can
be hypothesized that the improvement in some of the properties can also be partially attributed to
repolymerisation of lignin during which these fragments were bonded together, eventually improving
the overall strength of wood structure.
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Figure 5. Mechanical properties, including modulus of rupture (a), modulus of elasticity (b), impact
bending (c), and compression strength parallel to grain (d) in pine specimens heat-treated at 145,
165, and 185 ◦C and impregnated with silver nanosuspension (HT = heat-treated at a determined
temperature; NS = nano-silver impregnated. MOR = modulus of rupture; MOE = modulus of elasticity.
Letters on each column represent statistical groupings of mean values based on Duncan’s Multiple
Range test at 95% level of confidence. Error bars represent standard deviation).
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Figure 6. Crystallinity in control along with six heat-treated pine specimens (HT = heat-treated at a
determined temperature; N = nano-silver impregnated).

Increase in thermal conductivity both in solid wood and engineering panels due to addition of
metal and mineral nano-particles was previously reported and therefore, thermal conductivity was
not directly measured in this study. However, its significant effect on MOR and mass loss values in
specimens heat-treated at 185 ◦C was observed. The effects of heat treatment on other properties and at
the other two temperatures did not follow a regular trend; that is, both increasing and decreasing trends
were observed. These fluctuations are originated on the interacting effects of different phenomena that
simultaneously affect the properties, like degradation of cell-wall polymers, hornification, as well as a
decrease in the number of hydroxyl groups.
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3.2. FTIR Analysis

Infrared spectra were in close agreement with the above-discussed fluctuations in both mechanical
and physical properties (Figure 3a,b). Clear and distinctive differences were observed in wave
numbers 3350–3000 cm−1, and these were related to hydroxyl groups of cell-wall polymers. Important
differences were also observed in the intensities of finger print region of wave number 1700–1500 cm−1

(C = O stretching); this is the case in both un-impregnated and NS-impregnated treatments. It is worth
to mention that the peak of 1733 cm−1 was reduced in intensity in all heat-treated wood samples.
This particular wave number is assigned to the stretching vibrations of carbonyl groups; these belong
mainly to hemicellulose. HT145 and HT165 treatments revealed more similarity at this wave number
in comparison to HT185, showing that degradation at these two temperatures mostly happened in
hemicellulose and lignin. However, impregnation with silver nanosuspension in NS-HT165 made
more cellulose to be degraded and therefore, in the NS-impregnated graph (Figure 3b), NS-HT165
showed more similarity to NS-HT185. It should be taken into account that crystallinity measurement
in the present study demonstrated a decrease in the absolute values of crystalline cellulose, as the heat
treatment temperature increased (Figure 6). In this connection, another study that used TCrI reported
that crystallinity decreased in hot-pressed poplar as a result of heat treatment at 150 ◦C and 200 ◦C
temperatures [50], which are near the temperature range in the present study (namely, 145 ◦C and
185 ◦C). However, a previous study indicated that the relative amount of crystalline cellulose increases
due to heat treatment [9]. The cited authors further argued that it is still a matter in dispute whether
the increase is attributed to the degradation of more amorphous cellulose than that of crystalline
cellulose, or it is due to crystallization of part of amorphous cellulose, adding to the absolute amount
of crystalline cellulose. It is also possible that both phenomena occur at the same time. With due
consideration of the findings on the effects of heat treatment on crystallinity in the present and previous
studies, it can be concluded that there is still scepticism on the extent of the effects of heat treatment
at mild temperatures on cellulose crystallinity. Based on the above mentioned facts, further studies
should be carried out to specifically compare relative and absolute values of crystallinity using two
methods, namely TCrI measurement (the method described in present study), and X-ray differentiation
(XRD). In these supplementary studies, heat treatment of different hardwood and softwood species at
a wider temperature range may be carried out for comparison purposes, including mild temperatures
(below 200 ◦C), and higher temperatures as well. Comparison of the results, thereof, is essential to
come to a conclusion on the increasing or decreasing trend in crystallinity of cellulose, and authenticity
of TCrI based on intensities of FTIR spectra as well. Moreover, further studies on absolute amounts
(not relative amounts) of crystalline and amorphous cellulose at different heat-treatment temperatures
should also be carried out to conclude on this issue.

3.3. Potential Effects of Species

Comparison between the results of the present study with those previously carried out under
the same temperatures and conditions on beech wood (as a popular industrial hardwood species)
demonstrated lower weight losses as a result of heat treatment in all treatments [46]. At temperatures
of 145 ◦C and 165 ◦C, neither of the species (beech or Scots pine) showed difference in weight loss
between un-impregnated and NS-impregnated specimens. However, at a temperature of 185 ◦C,
the difference was higher in pine wood in comparison to beech wood. Though fluctuations can be
observed between the two species, the overall decreasing trend in VS was obvious in both species.
All mechanical properties of beech were significantly higher than their counterparts in pine wood,
which is only natural considering the higher density of beech wood (0.62 g.cm−3 and 0.47 g.cm−3 for
beech and Scots pine wood, respectively).

FTIR spectra of both species demonstrated high and significant alteration in the intensities of
wave numbers 1750–1500 cm−1. Wave number 1738 cm−1 is related to C = O stretching in carbonyl and
ester groups of hemicellulose [61,62]. Considering the fact that hemicellulose of hardwood contain
mostly xylans, while that of softwood species contain glucomannans, the significant difference in
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intensities of the control spectra of these two species would be explained. Heat treatment at different
temperatures seemed to affect differently on these two species, which can partially be related to the
difference in these building blocks mentioned above. However, further studies consisting atomic
absorption analysis should be carried out to quantitatively analyse alteration in each element, in order
to conclude how, and to what extent, each ingredient can be affected and degraded.

Similar clear differences were observed between the intensities at wavelengths of 1600 and
1500 cm−1, which are both related to aromatic compounds that are plenty in lignin structure.
The difference in the above-mentioned intensities is mainly attributed to the difference in guaiacyl and
syringyl units that form lignin in softwood and hardwood species. However, further supplementary
studies, specifically focused on chemical composition of lignin and their alterations as a result of
thermal degradation at different temperatures, should be carried out to be in a position to conclude on
the fluctuations in intensities of FTIR spectra.

Heat treatment at different temperatures resulted in significantly different effects on intensities
discussed above. In this connection, it is to be noted that, in both the present study, and the previous
study on beech wood as well [46], heat treatment was carried out at mild temperatures (below 200 ◦C).
This means that the thermal degradation in cell-wall polymers mainly occurred in hemicellulose and
lignin compounds, as thermal degradation occurs in cellulose at higher temperatures [9,46,55,60].
The differences in building blocks of hemicellulose and lignin in softwood and hardwood species
that were discussed above can clarify the great differences on the effects of heat treatment at each
temperature on fluctuations in wave number intensities.

3.4. Analytical Statistics of Treatments

Fitted-line plot between crystallinity values and mechanical properties revealed that R-square
values were not very high. The highest correlation was found between crystallinity and impact bending
(77.7%) (Figure 7). Fitted-line plot between crystallinity and VS was 71% (Figure 8). This can partially
be attributed to the formation of irreversible new hydrogen bonds. The rather low R-square indicated
that there were also other factors (along with crystallinity) that affected the mechanical properties;
the interactions between these factors did not let R-square to go higher than about 77%. Contour and
surface plots also presented direct three-sided relationships among mechanical properties (Figure S1)
and physical properties (Figure S2) versus ATR-crystallinity (Attenuated Total Reflectance). Although,
some minor distortions were observed, which were related to the interaction of different contradicting
impacts of heat treatment, such as degradation of cell-wall polymers on one side and formation of
irreversible new hydrogen bonds between hemi-cellulose and lignin on the other.
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Figure 7. Fitted-line plot between Attenuated Total Reflectance-crystallinity versus impact bending in
the seven treatments of Scots pine studied.
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Cluster analysis related to the four physical and four mechanical properties, and the
ATR-crystallinity values illustrated that HT145 and NS-HT145 treatments were clustered very close
to control specimens (Figure 9). This indicated that although mass loss measurement showed slight
thermal degradation at 145 ◦C, other effects of heat treatment on cell-wall polymers, such as hornification
and formation of new hydrogen bonds, managed to compensate for the loss and, therefore, the overall
properties could be considered rather the same as the control specimens. Similar clustering of HT145
treatments was reported for beech wood [46]. Therefore, it can be concluded that heat treatment at this
temperature can only slightly affect the overall properties in low and medium density wood species.
Moreover, the change on the properties is not necessarily negative while heat treatment can form new
irreversible bonds between cell-wall polymers, eventually improving a number of properties at 145 ◦C.
However, further studies should be carried out for every species to closely observe variability among
different species in order to reaffirm this conclusion. Heat treatment at 165 ◦C and 185 ◦C illustrated
distinctly different clustering compared to the control specimens, revealing significant effect of heat
treatment at these two temperatures. Both un-impregnated and NS-impregnated treatments at 165 ◦C
revealed very close clustering, implying that the improved thermal conductivity caused by silver
nanoparticles had insignificant effect at this temperature on wood properties. However, the improved
conductivity had higher effect at temperatures of 145 ◦C and 185 ◦C.
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values of the seven treatments studied in the present project (HT = heat-treated at a determined
temperature; NS = nano-silver impregnated).

4. Conclusions

Cut-to-size Scots pine specimens were impregnated with a 400-ppm silver nanosuspension and
were heat-treated at three relatively mild temperatures: 145 ◦C, 165 ◦C, and 185 ◦C. Different physical
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and mechanical properties were measured in the six treatments (untreated and NS-impregnated) to
be compared with those of control specimens. Results indicated interacting effects of heat treatment
on different aspects, the results of which demonstrated opposite outcome at different temperatures.
At treatment temperature of 145 ◦C, low mass loss implied low thermal degradation in lignin and
hemicellulose. The low degradation along with hornification, and formation of new bonds between
lignin fragments and hemi-cellulose, eventually resulted in an improvement in some of the properties.
At temperature of 185 ◦C, however, high degradation of the main cell-wall components (cellular
polymers) overcame the improving effects of hornification; consequently, heat treatment had negative
effects on all physical and mechanical properties. FTIR spectra demonstrated significantly different
intensities at bands related to hemicelluloses and lignin, providing corroborating evidence on the
effects of heat treatment on these cell-wall polymers. The interaction of the above-mentioned thermal
effects made it hard to predict the final outcome on the different properties of specimens heat-treated
at 165 ◦C. Based on the results, it was concluded that heat treatment at low temperatures between
145 ◦C up to about 165 ◦C can cause hornification, which in turn compensates the negative effects of
thermal degradation, to some extent. However, at a temperature of 185 ◦C, thermal degradation is
rather high and cannot be compensated. Impregnation with silver nanosuspension intensifies the
above-mentioned effects.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/1999-4907/11/4/466/s1,
Figure S1. Contour and surface plots among mechanical properties (impact bending and compression parallel to
grain) versus ATR-crystallinity., Figure S2. Contour and surface plots among physical properties (VS after 2 and
24 h immersion in distilled water) versus ATR-crystallinity (VS = volumetric swelling).
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