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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 – 12 pm = Excavation work 

• 1:30 pm = Lunch 

• 2 pm – 4pm = Siesta  

• 4 pm – 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 archaeologists of Portugal as ‘Bastions’, but do be advised that there is no evidence of 

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 

‘fortified settlements’, 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.  



Maria Kaehne PEATS Portugal 24/07/2017 

7 
 

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 

‘refurbished’ over time. For practicality, there is a shed on site 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 

conversation about the site: “What do you think you might be looking at here”, or “what do 

you think this feature was used for”? Any guesses and ideas were welcomed, and that really 

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 

archaeological approaches. Whilst we are used to reading English papers about ‘ritual 

deposits and processes’, the supervisors were less inclined to 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.  
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5. Finds 

You should expect to find at least 3 types of finds on the site.  

1. Pottery 

2. Clay 

3. Lithics 

The pottery comes in different shapes and sizes, but also from various features. Sometimes 

sherds would have been deposited into the walls, and sometimes they were found as 

discarded broken pieces. We even had an example of a complete pot. Much of the pottery is 

decorated, and this has likely been done with the use of a comb. If in doubt, brush the 

pieces lightly, and you will soon see the temper appear in form of for example mica. They 

can be a little difficult to distinguish from some of the schist used for construction, but you 

will overcome this fast and easily.  

 

Pottery excavated from Castanheiro do Vento, 2017. 
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The clay generally has an orange hue to it, and will appear lumpy. Sometimes, if the clay has 

a flat base, you can see indentions of plants. This can potentially help environmental 

specialists identify the faunal assemblage of the site during the particular time of the 

context. The clay would also be used in construction work.  

The lithics are a broad term of what you can expect to find. Quartz was used for various 

tools such as hammer stones and flakes. If you identify quartz, I would suggest that you 

keep it. João is an expert in lithics, and would be happy to tell you about the find and what it 

was used for. Whetstone and pebbles are somewhat common finds too, as well as saddle 

querns made of granite. Some of the saddle querns have been used in the construction of 

circular features on the site. You might also be able to find beautiful flint arrow heads. I 

believe 3 were found during our placement. 

 

Quartz hammer stone, Castanheiro do Vento 2017. 
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Other things you may find include copper tools (rarely), loom weights, bone, beads and 

charcoal. When charcoal or bone is identified, do call your supervisor for assistance. They 

will record the context and save it for dating purposes. The soil in your area will likely need 

to be dry-sieved as well, so make sure you do not send your bucket to the spoil heap.  At the 

end of the excavation day, all finds will be dropped off at the local museum for cleaning and 

storing.  

6. Museum Work 

The museum work would commence at 4pm on weekdays, till about 6pm. We would drive 

past a local café for an ice cream or a coffee first, which was a much appreciated part of the 

experience. Once at the museum, jobs would be delegated to us. The main job was finds 

cleaning. This took place in an outdoor courtyard with plenty of shade for our comfort. We 

would fill buckets with water and be supplied with brushes for the pottery and lithics to be 

brushed. Clay was not washed, but dry-brushed. Other jobs could include storage and 

archiving inside the museum facility.  
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Pottery drying at Museum, 2017. 

It was a relaxing job, and we had music playing from our phones and cold drinks available, 

which we bought in the local café on the way. There was plenty of opportunity for small 

talk, story-telling and a good laugh. The supervisors trusted us to take a break when we felt 

so inclined, and they were always around in case we had questions and queries. Sometimes, 

when the team was big, the roles would be split. This could mean, that a permanent team 

would go to the museum in the morning, whilst others went to excavate. On these days we 

did not go to the museums in the afternoon, and we had time to socialise instead.  

7. Social Activities 

During our stay, we were given plenty of time to explore and socialise. We of course had the 

evenings off to do as we pleased, and we would either stay in the bar at our accommodation 

or go to a local bar for a drink and snacks. We had all weekends off, and the supervisors 

went above and beyond to find exciting things for us to do. This included day or evening 

trips to archaeological sites and museums in the area.  

On the first weekend, we spent the Saturday going to the local archaeological museum. 

Freixo has 2 different museums, the one in which we store the finds from the site, and the 

one which has displays of prehistoric and early historic significance from the local area. 

Museo da Casa Grande is only a one minute walk from the museum where we work, and it 

has an incredible array of artefacts from prehistoric to Roman times. The guide is fantastic 

and very engaging, and we had a really good time exploring the museum. On the Sunday we 

went for a walk to a local Roman site called Prazo. It has prehistoric features too, but the 

Roman columns definitely stand out. The view from the site is rather fantastic too, and 

some of the Portuguese students went for evening walks there as well, to see the sunset. 
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The UK team at Prazo Standing Stone 
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Prazo Roman site, 2017.  

To celebrate summer solstice, the supervisors took us to the site of Castelo Velho. This site 

is similar to Castanheiro do Vento, situated on the top of a hill, and it has a walking bridge so 

that you can experience the full scale of the previously excavated site. Funerary objects 

were found there during excavations, and it would seem that human bones and other 

artefacts were brought to the site. It is a little windy there, which you may find to be a nice 

relief. 
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Castelo Velho, 2017. 

We also visited the Côa Museum. It is a very modern museum, which aims to teach you 

about the prehistoric art of the Côa River Valley. The art from the area is wonderfully 

replicated on the walls and on locally sourced stones. It teaches you everything you could 

possibly wish to know about the rock art found in the valley itself. After the museum tour, 

we went to the museum shop and got ourselves some nice souvenirs. They sell local foods, 

drinks, books etc. The museum café is definitely worth a visit. We had a cold drink there, 

and the view is perfectly breath taking.  
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The team enjoying cold drinks at Coa Museum café, 2017.  

On the 2nd Sunday, we were dropped off at the local swimming pool. It was fresh, clean and 

had a snack bar and a restaurant. You can rent sunbeds for very little money and the price 

of entry is 2-3 Euro pp. This soon became a Sunday ritual for us, and offered a nice, cooling 

and relaxing end to the week. We came back to this swimming pool on the remaining 

Sundays of our stay.  



Maria Kaehne PEATS Portugal 24/07/2017 

18 
 

 

The swimming pool where we spent most Sundays, 2017.  

We visited Rumansil, another Roman site in the local area. It is a little further away that 

Prazo, but we got the van there so we did not suffer from the heat. It was a Roman 

production site, and you can still see the pottery kilns and grape stomping grounds. Again, 

you will notice that the view is out of this World. A great place for photo opportunities with 

your team.  



Maria Kaehne PEATS Portugal 24/07/2017 

19 
 

 

The team stomping imaginary grapes with Supervisor Ana at Rumansil, 2017.  

We spent a day visiting the Caste of Numao. It was on a top of a hill, and has a small 

dedicated museum which displays the finds from the site. The castle site has Prehistoric, 
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Roman and Medieval contexts, and was a very interesting spot to visit. After that, we went 

to swim in the Douro River, under the willow trees. Your skin will feel amazingly soft after 

that swim, because the sediment is full of nutritional minerals.  

 

Castle of Numao, 2017. 
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The River with the Willows, 2017. 

My favourite trip of them all, was an evening excursion to see some of the Upper 

Palaeolithic rock engravings from the UNESCO World Heritage site. We were guided by 

Barbara, a lovely local archaeologist and friend of our supervisors. She brought the site to 

life for us, and with a torch illuminated the beautiful engravings on this starry evening. The 
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engravings can be difficult to see in the day time, and access to the site can be quite 

restricted, so the visit took a while to arrange. But it was worth it. We also saw shooting 

stars, and rumour has it that if you see a shooting star and make a wish on the site, it will 

definitely come true. I would suggest bringing mosquito spray here, as they hatch by the 

river and are plentiful in the area. It was an experience I will never forget.  

 

Upper Palaeolithic engravings. Can you spot the animals? 2017.  

Apart from the archaeological sites of interest, there was also plenty of time for socialising 

and even a few local parties. At the parties, the Village inhabitants would gather at the local 

square, where live music will be played and dancing will take place. Drinks are cheap, and 

the Pimba music is a fun way to experience the local culture. We all had a dance with each 
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other and the locals. On one of the last evenings, our supervisors arranged a wine and 

cheese tasting evening. They sourced everything locally, and it was a real treat.  

 

Wine and cheese evening, arranged by our supervisors, 2017.  
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The Team visiting Museo da Casa Grande, 2017.  
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Summer Solstice at Castelo Velho, 2017.  

8. Conclusion 

This journey to Portugal has been the experience of a lifetime for me and the team with whom 

I travelled. We have gained plenty of knowledge which in turn will help us as we start our 

careers as archaeologists. Taking the time to learn the local language, experience the local 

customs and foods has been incredible. Most importantly, we have made new contacts to 

specialists in the field of Archaeology, and gained a small ‘family’ of new friends. I will 

personally always look back on this experience with gratitude and happiness, and I would 

encourage anyone who is thinking about doing a field school abroad to take this opportunity. 

If the idea of being away from home for a month scares you, let me assure you that you will 

never feel alone or left to deal with anything by yourself. You will have so many amazing 

people around you, and most of them will be in the same situation as you. Lastly, I want to 

thank all organisations involved for this opportunity. I do hope, that I can participate again 

next year. 
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