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Day 1
A rather delayed start at the Airport was followed by
a warm, sunny afternoon drive from Lisbon, over the
Vasco da Gama Bridge and the longest one in Europe,
to the lovely walled town of Évora. Our base for 4
nights.
On the way we visited our first of many ‘seven stone
antas’. These passage graves are common in the
Alentejo. They were built typically with a passageway
leading to a chamber consisting of 7 tall upright
orthostats, leaning slightly inwards and topped by a
large capstone. Entrances consistently point within
the arc of summer and winter solstice sunrise.
Our first encounter was with Anta Grande da
Comenda da Igreja (Great Tomb of the Church
Commendation). One of the most well preserved
examples, with a surrounding mamoa (mound) still visible, an 11 metre passage and an
impressive 4.5m wide polygonal chamber capped with a broken capstone. A hint of what
was to come!

Day 2
The morning was spent with local archaeologist
Mário Carvalho of Iberia Megalithica. A really
informative visit to the Cromeleque dos Almendres,
the Menir dos Almendres and Anta Grande do
Zambujeir.
The Cromeleque dos Almendres.
Over 90 granite menhirs. 10 with engravings. Set in
circular and ovoid enclosures with lunar equinox
Connections. What a spectacle! Why so many?
What were they used for?
And the problems of conservation……. erosion and
tourists.
The Menir dos Almendres.
3.5 m high and containing a carving of a hafted axe.
The menir is 1.3 km north-east from the
Cromeleque dos Almendres and their alignment
coincides with the Summer solstice.
The last site, was the spectacular Anta Grande do
Zambujeiro, one the largest Dolmans in the world!
And unfortunately in need of some TLC after a
poorly devised excavation in the 1960’s left it
eroding and destabilised. The Dolman contained some impressive grave goods, including a
number of the intriguing slate plaques “breast plates”. We saw these later in the museum.

Mário was brimming with information and enthusiasm and made the monuments come
alive. Further discussion concerning an explanation of current archaeological issues and
local politics was interspersed with pointing out surrounding flora and fauna.
Ever wondered where the words Passover came from??
A very informative morning.
In the afternoon we visited the Cromeleque do Portela de Mogos and had a picnic amongst
the 40 menhirs arranged in two elliptical circles, with a row of 5 stones inside one - a
whopper in the middle!
There was much discussion and searching for the carvings originally recorded by Henrique
Leonar Pinner in 1966 and Gomes 1995 on 6 stones. ….

But where were they?
We scooted back to Évora
and hiked up to the top of
the town to the Museum.
The collection was housed
in the 16th century Bishops
Palace. An impressive
building. Here we found the
objects found in Anta
Grande do Zambujeiro, and
saw for the first time
examples of the decorated
slate breast plates. Each
one different. Really
special. There was also a fine collection of local finds from Prehistory to Roman and through
to the Medieval Period.
A very exciting day.

Day 3
Today we drove east towards the Spanish
border.
First stop was Barrocal, a massive menhir.
This huge stone was found in 1993 on the
ground. After a failed attempt at righting it (it
fell after a week), the original post hole was
found and a team of 300 people with ropes,
helped eventually by heavy lifting gear,
managed to re erect the stone after 3 days….. .
78 engraved pictures have been identified on the
stone, amongst these are big wavy lines - early
Neolithic, 2 ritualistic figures - mid Neolithic
and some cup and ring marks and concentric
circles - Bronze Age. Difficult to see most of
these in strong sunlight.
We tried.
Remains of an oval setting and an artificially
flattened surface suggests this great stone had
company originally.
Then we went in search of Antas 1 & 2 do Olival
da Pega. 2 was easy to find but 1 proved a little
more difficult ….
Antas 2 do Olival da Pega.
A complicated site. It began as 7 stone Anta and
morphed into a complex structure containing 5
funerary monuments. These were difficult to
identify as the monument had undergone full
excavation (Victor Gonçalves 1990’s) and has
since been re-covered. Gonçalves found a 16m
long passage extending from the original phase
and later tombs connected to this either side.
We had fun trying to work out where these
were. A vast amount of finds were recovered
including 134 slate “breast plates” 200 ceramic vessels, arrowheads, polished stone …. And
an estimated 118 people. The remains of large burial site, but sadly could also do with some
TLC.
Antas 1 do Olival da Pega.
The search. Located nearby across the field but where? This proved difficult to find as it
was disguised as a bush!

Sadly this site was so overgrown it was difficult to
photograph. It was also once a grand site with a
large polygonal chamber and a 8.6m passageway. It
was excavated by Vera and Georg Leinster in the
late 1940’s. It also contained a wealth of finds,
including 134 slate plaques (examples adjacent)
and the remains of possibly 135 individuals. So sad
to see such a grand monument in such an unloved
state.
A few miles down the road we visited another reerected menhir. Menhir Da Bulhoa. This one had
been restored with pride. An avenue leading to new
paved setting.

Numerous engravings could be clearly seen. Another impressive example.

We travelled to our lunch stop. A short distance away and up a winding road to the walled
hill top town of Monsaraz. A settlement with occupation dates starting in Prehistoric times.

The town’s strategic location made it a popular target
for invading newcomers. It was occupied by the
Romans, Visigoths, Moors …. King Sancho II and
eventually the Clifton Antiquarian Club!
An impressive castle, narrow cobbled streets,
whitewashed houses all tucked inside a protective wall.
We had a picnic on the steps of the church and a wander
around the town, checking out the spectacular views
across Portugal and Spain.

We headed back on a circular route, passing
into more hilly country side and stopping at
yet another seven stone Anta with an odd
addition. Anta da Herded da Candiera was
perched on a hillside. Not much left of its
passage way and mound, but a curious hole
had been added to a rear stone, as if the place
had been once used as a dwelling with an
added window…..
We carried on passing walled hilltop towns.

The next two monuments were reached down a long dirt road, a test for any driver and
magnificently negotiated by Laurie at the wheel.
Anta 1 and 2 Paço da Vinha, Canaviais.
No 1 was a spectacular size and quite well preserved and not far from the track. A chamber
4 m. wide and 2 m. high. A capstone in its original position and a passage 9.5m long.
Impressive!

No 2 was a hike across two fields and in rather a sorry state. Very difficult to work out what
had been where originally. Still a dramatic statement on this flat plane.

A short drive back to Évora and this was the evening of our accidental “fine dining”
experience!
How much was that?

Day 4
Investigating Évora.
The town has Celtic origins and was conquered by the Romans in 57 BC. It then passed into
the hands of the Visigoths in 584, then the Moors - and finally the Christians, led by
Geraldo the Fearless 1165. Each conquest left behind distinctive features which make the
town such an attractive and interesting space, and now with UNESCO World Heritage
status.
Our first stop was the Cappella dos Ossos (the Temple
of the Bones).
This bizarre chapel became the last resting place for
thousands of bones removed from former graveyards
in the 16th century. They decorate the walls and
ceilings making patterns and filling archways. Above
the chapel door are the words “We bones are here,
waiting for yours”. A strange atmosphere prevailed.
We walked to the top of the town to visit the Roman
Temple of Diana and the Cathedral da Sé. The Temple
is a spectacular surviving Roman structure dominating
the city skyline at the top of the town. It was probably
constructed around 1st century AD in honour of
Emperor Augustus. In the 14th C it became a strong
house for the castle. In the 15th century stone was
removed for building projects. During the Middle Ages
it became part of a tower and then an abattoir up until
1836. This last phase helped preserve what was left before it was restored to what we see
now.

The Cathedral’s first church was
built between 1184 and 1204. It
was then remodelled between
1280 and 1340 in an early gothic
style and with many similarities
to Lisbon Cathedral. The cloisters
were added in the 14 century.
The main chapel was completely
rebuilt in the 18th century and is
considered a Baroque masterpiece.
The cathedral also has the oldest
working organ in Portugal.
We went straight up to the roof
for some splendid views. Then a
meander around the cloisters and
the Cathedral.
It was now time to search out the
Agua de Prata Aqueduct.
The first Aqueduct was built by
the Romans. In Medieval times,
with the growing demand for
fresh water, it was rebuilt and
probably on the foundations of
the previous Roman one. It was a
major engineering project and
opened by the King. The granite
arches leading into the city are
well preserved and stretch for
miles. We found the “small” end
and walked along the route as far
as the city walls. the arches got
larger and larger. Some have
houses built within. A unique
structure.
A quick snack in the main square
and we set off to trace the city
walls.
There are two sets. The Old Wall - Cerca-velha was a mix of Roman and Medieval
masonary. It contains different shaped defensive towers that pop up here and there within
the old town. As the city expanded the New Wall - Cerca-nova was built in the 16th century
and added to in the 17th Century. The New wall circles the city and is punctuated by
impressive gateways and bastions.

Just outside the city walls some of us managed to find the Convento dos Remédios which
contained an excellent exhibition of local artefacts. Downstairs was the Megalithica Ebora,
Centro Interpretativo do Megalitismo Eborense. More local Prehistory exhibits and some
very entertaining 3D models of life in the Neolithic. Upstairs was a fascinating exhibition
on the making of the Medieval Aqueduct.
Our final evening in town was spent having a few beers in the main square and revisiting
our favourite restaurant.
Day 5
Heading back towards Lisbon.
The first stop was unscheduled to Anta de Aguiar. A roadside sign sent us off down a small
road to investigate this Anta and local picnic spot. Some imagination was required to fill in
the missing details.

Then off to the small town of Viana do Alentejo and a visit
to the Gothic style Castle built in 1313. The ground plan
was unusually pentagonal, with 5 fine cylinder towers in
each corner. Inside were two churches. The larger Church
of the Misericórdia, along its northwest wall, had a
beautifully carved door surround. In the centre of the
courtyard was the ancient cross of Viana do Alentejo, with
a rare depiction of the Virgin Mary on one side.

Onto the Anta de Pinheiro do
Campo 2, also in need of some
respect.
Access was difficult, barbed
wire to negotiate. The local
farmer had also fenced down
one side of the monument
adding to its ambience!
Dramatically leaning orthostats,
giving a rather cathedral like
appearance to this one.
And what is this????
Is that Donovan coming
out of the gents???
Is it an Anta house?
Is it a Catholic Chapel?
or is it an Anta disguised
as a Catholic chapel?
yes!
Anta-Capela de Nossa
Senhora do Livramento.
Five of the orthostats and
the capstone roof can be
clearly seen and serve as
the porch of the - Dolman
- Chapel of our Lady of Livramento. The Anta was converted during the 17th century when
the chapel was added to the “porch”, plastered and whitewashed. Traces of the Anta’s
passage way can be seen to the east. The chapel is associated with childbirth.
It is also a place for locals to gather to invoke the rains after a long drought. A few days
after our visit, there was a violent storm……. after a long drought. Coincidence?
A short stop followed at a very small village for a coffee and much curiosity from the locals.
What on earth were we doing there?
Then down the road for an escorted visit to the only Prehistoric Cave Art Site in Portugal.

Gruta do Escoural and a tour with Sonia.

Marble quarrying opened up the cave
in 1963 and human bones with grave
goods were discovered. A year later the
archaeologist Manuel Farinha dos
Santos studied the site and identified
the cave as a Neolithic necropolis.
More studies revealed the cave had
been used much earlier by Neanderthal
hunters in the Mid Palaeolithic.
Modern humans left their marks too,
with engraved and painted areas found
on the cave walls dating from probably
two phases - 18,000 BC and 13000 BC.

Our group had to don hairnets and helmets before
accompanying Sonia down into the
electrified cave. A very enthusiastic guide, full of
information, explanations and interpretations of
the just visible cave art dotted around different
parts of the cave. How much of the painted
images had disappeared over time was debatable.
Traces of colour could be seen and images were
vague. We moved around the cave and she
pointed out the sometimes difficult to see
engravings and paintings.
What was this a horse’s head with a horn?
a figure with a horses head?
a one legged stick man?
Fantastic to see images made so long ago …
Thank you Sonia.
We continued to Lisbon to our Boutique hostel, braved the underground and had our last
Portuguese dinner in the old district of Alfama - a maze of cobbled streets.

Day 6
We spent the morning traveling around on the famous Lisbon trams and admiring the
views in the old town before returning home to the UK.

