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1. Introduction 

 

On the 20th of June 2017, I and 7 other UK students embarked on a journey to Portugal, 

where we were to spend approximately 1 month assisting with an archaeological 

excavation. We had all applied to take part via the Grampus Heritage website, and our point 

of contact was Joanne Stamper. She was extremely helpful, and only ever an e-mail away 

with responses to any of our queries. The application process was easy and took no more 

than a few days. Personally, I already knew 2 other applicants for the placement, and we 

stayed in touch with each other to confirm any updates, news and to generally share our 

sheer excitement about the commencement of the project itself.  

The process was made extremely easy, and I was pleasantly surprised to find that the vast 

majority of expenses for the trip was taken care of by the organisations in charge. This 

included: 

1. Return Flights + 1 check-in suitcase included each way. 

2. Insurance 

3. Accommodation in Porto for the first night. 

4. Accommodation near the site of excavation for the duration of the stay. 

5. 3 meals per day (apart from breakfast on weekends). 

We were also given a fantastic welcome pack, which consisted of all the needed paperwork, 

Portuguese phrase books, a book about Portugal and an Archaeology Passport for our 

supervisors to sign. We were also given a generous amount of spending money, which we 

had to budget for ourselves. Much of it went towards transport, meals out and other social 

activities, of which there were plenty. We also spent some of it on a hotel on our last night 

in Porto. At no point did we run out of money, and personally I did not have to use my own 

savings.  

I flew out from Heathrow airport along with the 2 students from my own University, and 

here we met another 2 students from a different institution. We travelled with them to 

Porto, where we got off at Sao Bento station. The hotel which had been pre-booked for us 

was only a short walk away, and a lovely place for us all to meet and really get to know each 
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other. We had a bit of time the following day to explore Porto. Breakfast was included in our 

hotel stay, and we had lunch together at a lovely little outdoor restaurant. The group 

dynamics were at this point already incredible, and by then everyone had arrived from the 

UK. We got a train together to Freixo, a journey which took 3.5 hours. I would recommend 

to bring snacks and drinks on the train, and then to just sit back and enjoy the amazing view.  

We were picked up at the station by the site supervisors João, Ana and Sérgio and 

subsequently taken to the place where we would be staying throughout the month. The 

view from the van was incredible. The rolling fields, that are cultivated with olives, almonds 

and the vineyards stretch for miles. 

 

The group exploring Porto, 2017. 
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2. The Accommodation.  

When we arrived at Freixo de Numão, we were given ensuite rooms to share. I shared a 

room with my 2 University friends, and we had 3 beds (1 double bed and 1 bunk bed). The 

UK team took up 3 rooms altogether, each room with a fully functional shower, bathtub and 

toilet. There are mosquitos, so I would recommend bringing mosquito plug-ins and/or 

mosquito spray. After having quickly settled in and dropping off our suitcases and bags, we 

went outside to a communal area with chairs and tables to chat to the Portuguese 

supervisors and students. There was a biweekly rotation of students from different 

Portuguese universities, and they were all lovely. We practiced our Portuguese with them, 

which provided plenty of entertainment for all of us.  

The meals were provided by the charismatic Dona Candida and Dona Paula. Every warm 

meal would start with a vegetable or chicken soup, followed by a main meal consisting of 

meat, rice/potatoes/chips and salad. We helped tidy up the tables and prepare it for the 

following meal along with the Portuguese students. Breakfast was served at 6 am on all 

weekdays, and along with that we were provided with 1.5 l water in a plastic bottle to take 

to the site. The general week day would go on as follows: 

¶ 6 am  = Breakfast 

¶ 6:30 am = Journey to the site 

¶ 7 am ς 12 pm = Excavation work 

¶ 1:30 pm = Lunch 

¶ 2 pm ς 4pm = Siesta  

¶ 4 pm ς 6 pm = Work at the local museum (with a stop for ice cream or coffee on the 

way.  

¶ 7:30 pm = Dinner 

¶ 8 pm = Socialising and relaxing  

Of course, during the siesta you are free to sit outside, go to one of the local cafes or have a 

nap (working in the sun will tire you out, so chances are you will need to shower and nap 

before working at the museum).  Be advised, that there are washing facilities, and you will 

be provided with clean bed sheets approximately once a week. 
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3. The Site 

Castanheiro do Vento is a prehistoric site, spanning from the Portuguese Chalcolithic to 

Bronze Age. It is situated on top of a hill in the Parish of Horta do Douro, in the Guarda 

district. The structures comprise of stone enclosures bound together by walls. Inside the 

enclosures, circular stone features have been identified and excavated. These are known to 

the archaeologƛǎǘǎ ƻŦ tƻǊǘǳƎŀƭ ŀǎ Ψ.ŀǎǘƛƻƴǎΩΣ ōǳǘ Řƻ ōŜ ŀŘǾƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ 

military activity on site. 

 

Photograph of the excavated site of Castanheiro do Vento, July 2017.  

There are other similar sites in the surrounding landscape. They have been known as 

ΨŦƻǊǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΩΣ but their use is not yet entirely understood. It is believed, that these 

sites were occupied only at certain times of the year, and that the people of Castanheiro do 

Vento generally lived in the nearby valleys. Throughout the years, the area has been 

extensively ploughed, and this has caused for some of the structures to be partially 

destroyed. The hilltop is also covered in shrubs, so it may be necessary to spend a few days 

cleaning the area chosen for excavation.  
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The chronology of the site is not easy to determine, however there is no doubt that it has 

been in use for a span of around 4000 years, and that structures have been both added and 

ΨǊŜŦǳǊōƛǎƘŜŘΩ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΦ CƻǊ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭƛǘȅΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƘŜŘ ƻƴ ǎite where the vans park every 

morning during the excavation. This holds tools such as brushes, trowels, clippers etc. 

However, do bring your own trowel and brush if you wish to do so. I would also recommend 

bringing protective gloves, because some of the shrubs have prickly leaves. The site toilet is 

in fact a shrubbed area, downhill from where the shed is situated. But what I can say about 

that, is that you probably will never find a toilet with a better view.  

 

4. Fieldwork and Excavation 

As previously mentioned, fieldwork would take place Monday-Friday, and commence upon 

arrival on site. The fieldwork would take place between 7am and 12pm during the working 

week. Once we had collected our tools from the shed, the supervisors would delegate jobs 

to all of us. The first hours of excavation were pleasant, because a breeze blows in over the 

site. From 9-10am it does get warmer, and I would recommend to bring a sun hat and lots of 

sun block to the site. The shed was available for us to enter, if we needed a water break and 

some shade. The supervisors were very attentive and understanding of the fact that the UK 

students were not used to the intensity of the heat. Personally I became acclimatised very 

quickly, and found it easier to cope with the hot climate on day 2 of excavation already.  
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A photograph of feature drawing, Castanheiro do Vento 2017. 

The supervisors were generally fantastic at recognising individual strengths and weaknesses 

and would encourage us on a daily basis. The working environment was very relaxed, and 

because of the soil texture and finds, we were advised to excavate carefully and take our 

time. This was a great relief, mainly because of the heat. I would encourage anyone taking 

part to ask plenty of questions. The supervisors are extremely enthusiastic and helpful. One 

thing that I really enjoyed, was that the supervisors would also ask you to engage in 

ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜΥ ά²Ƙŀǘ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ȅƻǳ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƘŜǊŜέΣ ƻǊ άǿƘŀǘ Řƻ 

ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘƛǎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊέΚ !ƴȅ ƎǳŜǎǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜŀǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǿŜƭŎƻƳŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 

made us feel like we were a genuine part of the team.  
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A small, worked flake made of quartz at Castanheiro do Vento, 2017. 

One thing you might notice while working on the site, is the general differences in cultural 

ŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎΦ ²Ƙƛƭǎǘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǇŀǇŜǊǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨǊƛǘǳŀƭ 

ŘŜǇƻǎƛǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΩΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇŜǊǾƛǎƻǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƭŜǎǎ ƛƴŎƭƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ assume these presumptions at 

Castanheiro do Vento. There was a deep appreciation for the unknown, and that was what 

made the site and the staff so interesting.  

 

 


