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Catarina Tente, No smoke without fire: burning and changing settlements in 10th-century central-northern Portugal. In: 
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No smoke without fire
Burning and changing settlements in 10th-century 
central-northern Portugal

Catarina Tente*

Abstract
In the last decade, several settlements dated to the 10th century have been under 
excavation in central-northern Portugal (the districts of Guarda and Viseu). They all 
share similar features: small in area, built with perishable materials (including palisades), 
and occupied by kin groups. An intriguing coincidence is that they were all destroyed 
around the transition between the 10th and the 11th centuries by a fire that led to their 
abandonment and to dramatic changes in settlement patterns. This paper discusses the 
extant field record and points out some of the causes and consequences of the fires. 
Clearly, changing sociopolitical scenarios in a frontier zone between Christians and 
Muslims and the emerging lordship systems in the region are unavoidable contexts in 
which to understand these events.

Keywords: Local communities, local elites, lordship system, peasant lifestyles.

Résumé
Pas de fumée sans feu. Habitats incendiés et déplacés du centre-nord du Portugal du Xe siècle
Au cours des dix dernières années, plusieurs établissements datant du Xe siècle ont 
été excavés dans le centre-nord du Portugal (districts de Guarda et de Viseu). Ils 
présentent tous des caractéristiques similaires: surfaces d’occupation réduites, construits 
en matériaux périssables (y compris les palissades), et occupés par groupes familiaux. 
Une coïncidence intrigante est qu’ils ont tous été détruits autour de l’An mil par le 
feu qui a conduit à leur abandon et à des changements dramatiques dans les modes 
de peuplement. L’article traite le dossier des données de terrain disponibles et souligne 
certaines des causes et des conséquences des incendies. De toute évidence, l’évolution 
des scénarios socio-politiques dans une zone frontalière entre chrétiens et musulmans et 
les systèmes de seigneuries émergents dans la région sont des contextes incontournables 
pour comprendre les événements mentionnés.

Mots clés: communautés locales, élites locales, système de seigneurie, mode de vie 
paysanne.
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Zusammenfassung
Kein Rauch ohne Feuer. Brennende Siedlungen im zentral-
nördlichen Portugal des 10 Jahrhunderts
In den letzten 10 Jahren wurden mehrere Siedlungen aus 
dem 10. Jahrhundert in Zentral-Nord-Portugal (Bezirke 
Guarda und Viseu) ausgegraben. Sie alle teilen ähnliche 
Merkmale: klein in der Fläche, gebaut mit organischen 
Materialien (einschließlich Palisaden) und bewohnt 
von Familienverbänden. Durch einen Zufall sind die 
Siedlungen am Übergang vom 10. zum 11. Jahrhundert 
durch ein Feuer zerstört und aufgegeben worden, was zu 

dramatischen Änderungen der Siedlungsmuster führte. 
In diesem Dokument werden die verfügbaren Felddaten 
besprochen und einige der Ursachen und Konsequenzen 
der Brände aufgezeigt. Zweifellos bieten wechselnde 
soziopolitische Szenarien in einer Grenzzone zwischen 
Christen und Muslimen und die aufkommenden neuen 
Herrschaftssysteme in der Region die Grundlage, um die 
genannten Ereignisse zu verstehen.

Schlagwörter: Lokale Gemeinschaften, Lokale Eliten, 
Herrschaftssystem, bäuerlicher Lebensstil.

Introduction
In 711, Muslims entered the Iberian Peninsula and 
conquered the Visigoth kingdom. Between that year 
and the middle of the same century, an emirate state 
dependent on the Damascus caliphate was established 
on the peninsula. A vast area under Muslim control was 
then formed between northern Iberia and the southern 
territories. A buffer zone was consequently established in 
the frontier between Christians in the north and Muslims 
in the south. The buffer zone was not controlled politically 
by either the Muslims, who were settled in the southerly 
areas, or by the northern Asturian kingdom (Fig. 1), 
and the communities in this zone remained politically 
independent from the dominant powers on the Iberian 
Peninsula at the time.

In the second half of the 9th century, King Alfonso III 
of Asturias started a series of military campaigns against 
the Muslims. His objective was to take control of the 
frontier territories south of his kingdom. During his 
reign, he succeeded in advancing the line of frontier to the 
Mondego River Valley in the south, and the Côa valley 
in the east. By the end of the 9th century, the southern 
frontier embraced the Mondego Valley (Barroca 2003).

However, a century later, the Muslims recaptured 
a large area in the north-west sector of the peninsula. 
The person responsible for those campaigns was the 
commander of the Cordoba caliph army, al-Mansor, who 
created a professional army and therefore improved its 
fighting capacity. Between 978 and 997, he attacked the 
most important cities in the north-west, reaching as far 
north as Santiago de Compostela (Sénac 2011, 93-99). As 
a result, the region between the Douro and the Mondego 
Rivers came under the political control of the caliphate.

But this situation did not last for long. After the 
death of Caliph Hisham II in 1012/1013, the caliphate 
collapsed and several small, independent Islamic 
kingdoms formed, known as taifas (Macías 1992). 
This new political scenario in Muslim Iberia created 
the conditions for new Christian military campaigns. 
Between 1055 and 1064 the Christian king Fernando I 

carried out a campaign in the area between the Douro 
and Mondego Rivers, which passed definitively to the 
Christian domain (Barroca 2003).

It is precisely in this buffer zone between Christians 
and Muslims that our study area – and the archaeological 
sites that will be presented below – is situated.

The area is located in the highlands of central-northern 
Portugal, between the Douro and the Mondego River 
basins (Fig. 1). These highlands are bordered by a series of 
mountains, of which Estrela Mountain to the east is the 
highest summit at 1,993 masl. To the north, the territory 
is delimited by the left banks of the Douro River and its 
surrounding hills. It is also separated from the coastal plain 
to the west by a chain of mountains. Two important river 
basins (the Mondego, the Vouga, and their tributaries) 
cross this territory and drain to the Atlantic, respectively, 
by the south-west and the west.

Archaeological data for the 10th century in 
central-northern Portugal
Among the several sites that have been under excavation 
in recent years, I have chosen 4 for which there is presently 
more robust information. There are, of course, other sites 
known in the region, but these have not been excavated or 
did not provide relevant information.

Why are these sites important, and what do they have 
in common? An important aspect is that they all share 
the same chronology. Given the lack of well-structured 
pottery typologies or type fossils, a project of systematic 
radiocarbon dating of short-lived samples was carried out 
to obtain detailed absolute chronologies (Tente – Carvalho 
2011). This project determined that these sites were built 
and destroyed around the 10th century. Moreover, these 
are all ex novo foundations. Only in one case (Penedo dos 
Mouros) was it possible to identify a previous occupation 
datable to the Early Neolithic period (Carvalho et al. 
2017). All sites are enclosures, with walls and palisades, 
hidden in the landscape, with a limited visual control 
over the surrounding territory. Clearly the aim was, 
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in most cases, to obtain some visual control, while 
remaining invisible in this landscape characterized by 
granite outcrops. In the majority of cases, the structures 
were formed by a thick stone wall, with a height of less 
than one metre. On top of the walls palisades were built, 
usually using oak or chestnut trunks. The use of perishable 
materials was a common feature to all sites (Tente 2010; 
2012; Tente et al. 2018a). The sites are also similar in size; 
with a small surface area and inhabited by 3 to 6 families. 
We estimate periods of occupation of between 2 and 4 
generations (Brookes et al. 2017). Both necropolises and 
settlements indicate a household organization. These were 
communities deeply rooted in their territory, exploiting 
locally available resources. There is direct evidence for 
agriculture, herding of sheep and goats, hunting of 
cervids and wild boar, and gathering of wild food sources 
(Tente 2012; Tente et al. 2018a; Tereso et al. 2016). These 
communities were also able to produce most of their 
everyday utensils, such as pottery, using local resources 
only (Tente et al. 2014).

In Penedo dos Mouros (which means literally ‘Boulder 
of the Moors’), several excavation seasons identified a 

fortified settlement located on a platform overlooking the 
Boco stream valley, which is the most fertile sector of the 
surrounding area. The valley must have been exploited by 
this group, since hundreds of broad beans among other 
botanic remains were recovered during the excavations. 
A big granite tor in the south sector of the settlement 
dominates the area: it supported a wooden structure with 
at least two storeys and a rock-cut tomb on top of the tor. 
In this sector there is also a rock shelter where two main 
occupations were identified: one in the Neolithic and the 
other in the early medieval period, when the space was 
used as a sheepfold. The site was abandoned after a fire 
that took place, probably sometime in the second half of 
the 10th century (Tab. 1), leading to its destruction and 
the collapse of the wooden building.

The second site is Soida. This placename is of Arabic 
origin, meaning ‘high place’. It is a narrow plateau 
in the northern sector of the Estrela mountain range 
where a fortified medieval site was identified. From the 
location, it is possible to control the whole surrounding 
landscape, including the lowlands of the Mondego Valley. 
In contrast, it should be noted that the site is not easily 

Fig. 1: Basins of the Mondego and Douro Rivers showing a distribution of sites mentioned: 1 – Senhora do Barrocal; 2 – Penedo dos Mouros; 
3 – São Gens; 4 – Soida (© Catarina Tente and Tomas Cordero).
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Fig. 2: Soida (© Catarina Tente).

Fig. 3: São Gens (© Catarina Tente).
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identifiable from below. Some huts built in perishable 
materials were identified, as well as the remains of a wall 
and a collapsed palisade (Fig. 2). Given its location on a 
high mountain plateau, Soida probably specialised in the 
seasonal mountain grazing of sheep and goats and was 
perhaps dependent on lowland settlements (Fernández-
Mier  – Tente 2018). Unfortunately, the lack of faunal 
remains prevents further considerations. Like Penedo dos 
Mouros, Soida was destroyed by a fire probably in the 
second half of the 10th century (Tab.1)

The third site is São Gens (Fig. 3). It is an archaeological 
complex that is almost imperceptible in the landscape and 
with very limited visual control over the area. In the valley 
where it is located, there is also a Roman settlement that 
was abandoned by the end of the 4th century or the start 
of the following. The medieval settlement had a walled 
perimeter, oval in shape. Excavations inside brought to 
light its wall and palisade. Immediately adjacent to the 
settlement there is also a necropolis with more than 50 
rock-cut graves (Brookes et al. 2017). Several huts and 
fireplaces were identified and, like the other contemporary 
settlements, the huts were built in perishable materials 
(Oliveira et al. 2017). Radiocarbon determinations 
showed that the site was abandoned after a fire, just like its 
counterparts of Penedo dos Mouros and Soida (Tab. 1).

The last site is Senhora do Barrocal. It is found on 
top of a large granite tor that provides topographic 
conditions for defensive purposes (Fig. 4). Apparently, the 
option to build a settlement here aimed to control the 
surrounding territories, but without a prominent location 
in the landscape. Three seasons of excavations enabled the 
study of 2 habitation areas. They also recovered thousands 
of burnt seeds of pulses and charcoal remains (Tereso 
et al. 2016; Tente et al. 2108b). These were all very well 
preserved because, once again, this site was subjected to a 
fire that completely destroyed it, probably by the end of 

the 10th century. However, unlike the previous examples, 
Senhora do Barrocal was not abandoned after the fire. The 
building of the wall must have taken place only a few days 
or weeks after the fire, as the wall was built over boulders 
that were still darkened with soot, and the inner part of 
the wall was filled with debris from the fire – the sediments 
still contained potsherds, charcoal, and burnt seeds. This 
is a crucial observation, because it demonstrates that 
this site was not abandoned after this event; it reveals a 
life history that contrasts with the evidence obtained 
elsewhere in the region. Although the pottery production 
and the metal artefacts are similar to those identified in 
the other settlements, a few artefacts stand out because of 
their singularity. This is the case of exogenous pottery in 
Islamic style – a find that contrasts sharply with material 
cultures identified elsewhere in the region  – that were 
found in the destruction level associated with the local 
productions. These are exceptional pieces, not only in this 
specific northern Christian context, but also at any Islamic 
site. They can therefore be considered prestige goods. To 
these pottery finds we can also add an iron spur, which is 
a unique find in the region. But at Senhora do Barrocal 
there is another remarkable find: an inscription that was 
discovered some years ago (Estefânio 2009). It contains a 
date: 2 February AD 971. This inscription came from a 
religious building that was located on the site of a modern 
chapel, built in the 18th century. The church itself was a 
prestige item, according to the definition of Quirós Castillo 
of the three groups of social inequality markers visible in 
the archaeological record (those expressing power, those 
deriving from the elite’s lifestyle, and those resulting from 
the exercise of power (Castillo 2013; 2014). It should be 
noted that epigraphic elements were added at the church of 
Senhora do Barrocal, which clearly shows the knowledge 
of epigraphic rules by its builders. The date referred to in 
the inscription and its correlation with the radiocarbon 

Fig. 4: Senhora do Barrocal (© Catarina Tente).
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determinations (Fig. 5) suggests that the church may have 
been built before the fire and may have been rebuilt by 
the same community (or family) who used the imported 
Islamic pottery and practised a very diversified form of 
agriculture. This community reproduced models of 
expressing power that would be typical of regional elites. 
Contrasting with communities at other sites in the region, 
this one was of clearly differentiated social rank. It is likely 
that the inhabitants of Senhora do Barrocal in the 10th or 
early 11th century were local lords related either directly 
or indirectly to the Islamic powers, despite the supposed 
integration of the region with the Asturian kingdom. 
According to this hypothesis, this archaeological record is 
testimony that control over the territory by the kingdom 
was very localized in geographical terms. Other sectors of 
this frontier region may have been controlled by emerging 
local powers with which both Asturian and Islamic powers 
had to negotiate.

The reoccupation that took place after the fire, 
when the wall was raised, was not like the previous one. 
Although it is still under study, it seems to correspond 
to a very short military occupation of the granite tor. 
It is probable that this reoccupation was not carried 
out by the same population; instead, this second 
occupation may have been carried out by the people 
responsible for the fire.

Discussion
At all the sites, a fire occurring around the second half of 
the 10th century and the beginning of the following was 
identified (Tente  – Carvalho 2011). With the exception 
of Senhora do Barrocal, the majority of the sites possess 
a single occupation level, which was destroyed by a fire 
that allowed the preservation of plant remains. Fires are 
unexpected in settlements where the dominant building 
material is wood or straw. The extraordinary thing with 

these fires is the coincidence in their chronology (Tab. 1). 
With the exception of Senhora do Barrocal, the sites were 
all abandoned afterwards. The question arising from the 
data is twofold: What was the cause of the dramatic shift 
in settlement strategies at the time? And what, or who, 
was behind this large-scale phenomenon? Associated with 
this question is the reason for why the only site to reveal a 
large spectrum of social markers expressing power is also 
the only site that was immediately reoccupied.

Looking at the available radiocarbon chronologies, 
and comparing them with the military campaigns that 
took place between the 8th and the 12th centuries, only 
those led by al-Mansor fall within the time period during 
which these fires occurred. Therefore, the temptation is 
obvious to relate these fires with al-Mansor. However, two 
obstacles must be pointed out.

Firstly, a Muslim author, Ibn Idahari, writing about al-
Mansor’s life, mentions that before the attack on Santigo 
de Compostela in 997 he met in the town of Viseu, right 
in the middle of our study area, with Christian counts, 
who accepted his authority and supported him in his 
attack on Santiago de Compostela. If this was indeed the 
case, there was no need for the Muslim army to destroy 
these settlements because al-Mansor was already counting 
on the support of the local elites or perhaps of the local 
communities. Also of interest in this regard is the fact 
that, according to another Muslim author (Al-Kardabus), 
al-Mansor would later admit that he should have destroyed 
all the territories he conquered (Sénac 2011, 101).

Secondly, even if the intention of al-Mansor and 
Caliph Hisham II was to change the settlement structure 
in the region, they did not have the necessary time to do 
so. Between the attack on Santiago de Compostela and the 
fall of the caliphate, there was little more than a decade.

Then the question remains: If these fires and the 
shift visible in the settlement system were not due to the 
al-Mansor campaigns, what may have been the cause of 

Site Provenance Lab Number Sample Date BP cal BC/AD

Penedo dos Mouros

Sector I, SU22 Sac-1947 Vicia faba L. var. 
minuta

1070 ± 45 876-1036 (95.4%)

Sector I, SU22 Sac-1950 Vicia faba L. var. 
minuta

1060 ± 40 892-1028 (95.4%)

São Gens

Sector 10, SU9 (collapsed palisade) Wk-25175 Quercus sp. (cork) 1161 ± 30 773-906 (72.8%), 916-968 (22.6%)

Sector 10, SU8 (hearth) Wk-27455 Quercus pyrenaica 1136 ± 30 777-793 (4.6%), 802-847 (9.0%), 
856-985 (81.8%)

Soida Sector II, SU5 (hearth) Wk-27454 Sorbus aucuparia 1098 ± 30 888-1013 (95.4%)

Senhora do Barrocal

Sector 1, UE9
(fire level)

Wk-40079 Vicia faba
(broad bean)

1040 ± 21 974-1025 (95.4%)

Sector 1, UE125
(fire level)

Beta – 46513 Secale cerale
(rye)

1170 ± 30 771-903 (80.8%), 918-965 (14.6%)

Tab. 1: Radiocarbon determinations for the four sites mentioned in the text (© Catarina Tente). Calibrations were obtained using Version 3.10 
of the OxCal Program (Bronk-Ramsey 2009) and based on the IntCal09 curve (Reimer et al. 2013).
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this phenomenon? The period is marked by the start in 
the region of the implementation of the lordship system. 
For this specific process, I propose a twofold origin: one 
external as result of Alfonso III’s military campaigns, 
although with very localized impact in the territory. 
Indeed, the Asturian elites started to establish themselves 
in some areas from the second half of the 9th century on, 
as testified to by the building of castles and churches. The 
other possible origin is an internal process, originating in 
the local elites who found in the political instability in 
the region a window of opportunity for their territorial 
ambitions. These elites became more visible in written 
documents from the 11th and 12th centuries.

Three areas can be noted as the first to be integrated 
into the lordship system: the Côa Valley located in the 
north-east sector of the region, where a document dated 
to 960 mentions a number of counts’ castles. Another 
focus is in and around the town of Viseu. A third focus is 
in the Lafões area, known for its Roman baths that were 
still in use in medieval times. Here a group connected to 
a brother of King Alfonso III was established (Real 2014). 
In this area, documents from the 10th and 11th centuries 
also provide an account of the churches that were being 
donated to monasteries by their owners. Indeed, the 
lordship powers start to establish themselves in these areas 
from the end of the 9th century on.

On the other hand, all scenarios are admissible in a 
frontier area, as the Viseu territory was in the second half of 
the 10th century. Despite being under Asturian authority 
between the last quarter of the 9th century and the end of 
the 10th, sites such as Senhora do Barrocal show the capacity 
of some groups for the acquisition of exceptional imported 
goods. On the other hand, the region must have been 
kept under the authority of the caliphate after al-Mansor’s 
military campaigns, though this authority was probably not 
effective. Indeed, even before the campaign of Fernando I, 
Islamic attacks must have taken place, like the one led by 

Abu-l-Qasin Muhammad on the northern sector of the 
Viseu area in 1025 (Maillo Salgado 2016, 38). This type of 
attack shows that the region was not effectively controlled 
by the Islamic authorities. The most likely scenario is that of 
a region where local communities played a major role in its 
control, with some sectors within the communities having 
stood out. These must have become important enough to 
be able to act outside the local space and to establish lasting 
relations with both the dominant caliphal and Asturian 
powers. Probably, these were groups that rose to become 
an ‘upper social class’, as defined by Reyna Pastor as one of 
the group types within the ‘free rural communities’ (Pastor 
1980, 43). It is possible that these emerging elites in frontier 
areas were some of the actors responsible for the changes in 
settlement visible in the region around the passage from the 
10th to the 11th century.

According to the current state of research, I suggest 
that the fires that are being identified in the archaeological 
record are the consequence of an emerging lordship 
system that was starting in the 10th century in the region. 
It is possible, from this point of view, to consider that this 
process mainly involved the local elites and their struggle 
to control territories and communities.

The inception of the lordship system has been seen 
as a piecemeal, negotiated process, in which violence 
took place when communities resisted it (Mattoso 2015, 
310-312). These fires, I believe, clearly show that this 
process was not always negotiated. It may sometimes have 
included war, which means that there was some resistance 
by the smaller communities.

We do not know where the populations from the 
burned villages may have been relocated to. They were 
probably displaced to found the modern-day villages, 
where castles would be built during the second half of the 
11th century. In order to test this hypothesis, we will need 
to excavate selected areas of the modern villages, which 
has not been possible to date.

Fig. 5: Graph showing the 
radiocarbon determinations for 
the fires and the several principal 
military campaigns that affected 
the study area (© Catarina Tente).
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