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Introduction
Portugal, perched on the westernmost edge of Europe, is a land where the layers of
history mold the unique character and destiny of its people. As the oldest nation-state
in Europe with essentially unaltered borders since the 13th century, Portugal offers a
fascinating tableau of civilizations, invasions, cultural shifts, and remarkable
achievements. Its landscape, from rugged mountains to sunlit coasts, is etched with
the marks of ancient peoples, intrepid explorers, conquering empires, and the intricate
dance of tradition and innovation.

This book, "A History of Portugal," seeks to guide readers on a comprehensive journey
from the earliest human traces on the Iberian Peninsula to the realities and aspirations
of contemporary Portuguese society. From ancient stone circles and Celtic traditions,
through the formidable presence of Rome and the epochal shift of Germanic and
Islamic rule, the foundations of Portuguese identity were forged over millennia. The
resilience and adaptability of its people shine through periods of both triumph and
hardship.

Central among Portugal’s achievements is its era as a maritime pioneer. The
Portuguese Age of Discovery changed the world, connecting Europe to Africa, Asia,
and the Americas in ways never before imagined. Crowned by legendary figures such
as Henry the Navigator, Vasco da Gama, and Fernão de Magalhães, Portugal’s global
expansion fostered myriad exchanges—of people, ideas, goods, and beliefs—that left
indelible marks on history. Yet glory was often shadowed by loss and crisis, including
the devastating succession crisis of the late 16th century and the corrosive effects of
imperial overreach.

The story of Portugal is also one of reinvention. After surviving union with Spain, civil
wars, and revolutions, Portugal struggled with internal divisions, foreign occupations,
and the tension between tradition and modernity. The turbulence of the 19th and 20th
centuries—including the fall of its monarchy, periods of republicanism and
dictatorship, and the challenges of decolonization—tested the nation anew.
Nevertheless, the nation continually sought to assert its own identity, culminating in
the peaceful Carnation Revolution and the establishment of a democratic society.

Modern Portugal is shaped by its past but looks steadily forward. The process of
European integration, economic transformation, and the forging of Lusophone ties
continue to influence national life. Today, Portugal stands as a testament to the
enduring power of culture, adaptability, and a sense of national unity formed through
centuries of profound change.
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This book aims not only to recount the major events and figures in Portuguese history
but also to illuminate the forces—social, political, cultural, and economic—that have
shaped its unique path. Through examining the past, readers are invited to grasp the
complexity and richness of Portugal’s heritage and to better understand the spirit that
animates this remarkable country today.
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CHAPTER ONE: Prehistoric Origins: The Earliest
Inhabitants of Portugal
Long before kings and empires, ships of discovery and global reach, the land that
would one day be called Portugal was shaped by forces far more ancient. Its story
begins not with written records or grand monuments, but with the faint whispers of
prehistoric life etched into the very bedrock and caves of the Iberian Peninsula's
western edge. This deep past, spanning hundreds of thousands of years, laid the initial
groundwork for the unique tapestry of cultures that would later define the Portuguese
nation.

The earliest confirmed human presence in this corner of Europe dates back
approximately 400,000 years. While definitive fossil evidence is sparse, archaeological
findings suggest the existence of early hominins, likely Homo heidelbergensis, a
precursor species to both Neanderthals and modern humans. These ancient
inhabitants would have lived in small, mobile groups, relying on hunting and gathering
to survive in a landscape vastly different from today.

Their existence was a constant negotiation with the natural world. Armed with
rudimentary stone tools, they hunted large game that roamed the plains and forests,
foraged for edible plants and berries, and sought shelter in caves or temporary
structures. Life was precarious, dictated by the seasons, the availability of resources,
and the ever-present threat of predators.

The Lower Paleolithic period, stretching back deep into time, saw the development of
early stone tool technologies. Simple choppers and flakes, characteristic of the
Oldowan and later Acheulean industries, are found at various sites, silent testaments
to the ingenuity of these early toolmakers. These tools were essential for processing
food, working hides, and perhaps even shaping wood for other purposes.

Moving into the Middle Paleolithic, around 300,000 years ago, new techniques
emerged. Neanderthals, who inhabited Europe for millennia, left their mark on the
region. Their stone tools, often associated with the Mousterian industry, show a
greater sophistication, involving prepared core techniques to produce sharper, more
efficient flakes.

Neanderthals were well-adapted to the varying climates of the Ice Age. They were
skilled hunters, capable of bringing down large animals, and they likely had complex
social structures. Evidence from other parts of Europe suggests they cared for their
sick and buried their dead, hinting at a nascent sense of community and ritual.
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The Upper Paleolithic period, beginning roughly 40,000 years ago, marked the arrival
of anatomically modern humans, Homo sapiens. This era witnessed a significant
cultural explosion. Sophisticated tools made from bone and antler appeared alongside
refined stone blades. Art began to flourish, though direct evidence in Portugal is less
extensive than in neighboring Spain or France.

These early Homo sapiens groups were highly mobile hunter-gatherers, moving across
the landscape in response to the movements of game herds and the changing
availability of plant resources. Their ability to adapt and innovate allowed them to
thrive in diverse environments, from coastal areas to inland river valleys and
mountainous regions.

The end of the last Ice Age, around 10,000 years ago, brought about significant
environmental changes. As glaciers retreated and temperatures rose, the landscape
transformed. Large game species declined, and forests expanded. This shift ushered in
the Mesolithic period, a time of adaptation and diversification in subsistence
strategies.

Mesolithic peoples became more reliant on smaller game, fish, shellfish, and a wider
variety of plant foods. Coastal sites show evidence of intensive exploitation of marine
resources, with large shell middens indicating sustained settlements. Their tools
became smaller and more specialized, including microliths that could be hafted onto
arrows or spears.

While still hunter-gatherers, Mesolithic communities developed a deeper
understanding of their local environments. They likely had complex knowledge of plant
cycles and animal behavior, allowing them to optimize their foraging efforts. Their
existence, though still nomadic, might have involved more settled periods tied to
seasonal resource availability.

The transition to the Neolithic period, beginning in the 6th millennium BC in the Iberian
Peninsula, represented a fundamental shift in human history: the adoption of
agriculture and settled life. This "Neolithic Revolution" gradually spread from the Near
East, bringing with it domesticated plants and animals, pottery, and new social
structures.

For the inhabitants of what would become Portugal, this meant learning to cultivate
cereals like wheat and barley, and to herd animals such as sheep, goats, cattle, and
pigs. This shift from a purely extractive economy to one based on production led to
more sedentary lifestyles and the establishment of permanent villages.

Pottery production was another hallmark of the Neolithic. Clay vessels were essential
for storing grains, cooking food, and carrying water. The styles and decoration of
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pottery can provide clues about the connections and cultural exchanges between
different Neolithic communities.

Perhaps the most striking legacy of the Neolithic period in Portugal is the proliferation
of megalithic structures. Dolmens, or burial chambers constructed from large stones,
and menhirs, upright standing stones, are scattered across the landscape, particularly
in the Alentejo region. These impressive monuments speak to the organizational
capabilities and symbolic beliefs of these early agricultural societies.

The construction of megaliths would have required considerable communal effort,
suggesting a degree of social cohesion and perhaps emergent leadership. They served
various purposes, most notably as tombs, but likely also held ritualistic or territorial
significance, marking the landscape with the presence of these settled communities.

Following the Neolithic, the Chalcolithic period, or Copper Age, saw the first
widespread use of metal. Around the 3rd millennium BC, communities began to smelt
copper, initially for decorative items and later for tools and weapons. This marked the
beginning of more complex technological development.

The Copper Age also saw the rise of more fortified settlements, often located on
hilltops, suggesting increased social complexity and perhaps inter-group conflict.
These settlements were centers of production and trade, facilitating the exchange of
goods, including metal artifacts.

The Bronze Age, starting around the late 3rd millennium BC, brought with it the
mastery of bronze, an alloy of copper and tin. Bronze was stronger and more durable
than copper, leading to the production of more effective tools, weapons, and prestige
items. This further fueled trade networks, as sources of tin were not widespread.

Bronze Age societies became increasingly hierarchical, with evidence of social
stratification in burial practices and the types of grave goods interred with individuals.
Specialized craftspeople, such as metalworkers, would have held important positions
within these communities.

The Iron Age arrived in the Iberian Peninsula in the first millennium BC. Iron was more
abundant than copper and tin, making metal tools and weapons more accessible. This
period saw further technological advancements and changes in social organization.

It was during the Iron Age, in the first millennium BC, that significant migrations of
Celtic peoples from Central Europe began to reach the Iberian Peninsula. These
migrations were not a single, sudden influx but rather a gradual process of movement
and settlement over several centuries.

These Celtic groups brought with them their own languages, customs, and material
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culture, including distinct styles of pottery, metalwork, and burial practices. As they
moved into the western parts of the peninsula, they encountered the existing
indigenous populations, who had inhabited the land for millennia.

The interaction between the arriving Celts and the native peoples was complex. It
involved both conflict and cultural exchange, leading to the formation of new, hybrid
cultures and distinct ethnic groups in different regions of what is now Portugal. These
groups often shared a common Celtic linguistic and cultural substratum but developed
their own unique identities.

Among the most prominent of these groups were the Lusitani, who inhabited a large
territory south of the Douro River. They were known for their fierce independence and
martial prowess, and they would later pose a significant challenge to the Roman
expansion.

Further north, in the region of present-day northern Portugal and Galicia, lived groups
like the Callaici. These communities often lived in fortified hilltop settlements known
as "castros," a characteristic feature of the Iron Age landscape in this area. The
"Castro Culture" is a term often used to describe the material culture of these
northwestern Iberian peoples.

These Iron Age societies were typically organized into tribes or kinship groups, with a
warrior aristocracy often holding significant influence. Their economies were based on
a mix of agriculture, animal husbandry, and metalworking. Trade networks connected
them with other parts of the peninsula and beyond.

Religious beliefs in this period are less well understood, but evidence suggests a
pantheon of deities associated with nature, warfare, and fertility. Sacred sites might
have included groves, springs, and hilltop enclosures. Animal sacrifice and other
rituals likely played a central role in their religious practices.

The arrival of the Celts and the subsequent interactions with the indigenous
populations created a diverse cultural landscape across the territory that would
eventually become Portugal. This blend of influences, with distinct regional variations,
formed the complex human backdrop against which the next major historical force
would arrive.

This period, from the earliest hominins to the Iron Age and the establishment of
distinct Celtic and Celtiberian groups, represents the deep foundation of Portuguese
history. It is a time shrouded in the mists of prehistory, where archaeological
discoveries continue to shed light on the lives and cultures of the people who first
called this land home. Their legacy, though not always visible on the surface, is
embedded in the landscape and perhaps even in the enduring character of the
Portuguese people.
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The vibrant mix of indigenous traditions and Celtic influences created a rich cultural
mosaic on the western edge of the Iberian Peninsula. These communities, living in
scattered villages and fortified settlements, had developed intricate social structures
and a deep connection to their land, setting the stage for the dramatic changes that
were on the horizon.

Their lives were dictated by the rhythm of the seasons, the fertility of the land, and the
skills of their hunters and farmers. Metalworking became increasingly important,
transforming not only their tools and weapons but also their social hierarchies as
access to bronze and later iron conferred power and status.

The castros of the north, with their sturdy stone walls, speak of a need for defense,
suggesting a landscape where inter-tribal relations were not always peaceful. Yet,
these sites also reveal evidence of vibrant communities, with houses, workshops, and
public spaces.

Religious practices likely involved animism, the belief that spirits inhabit natural
objects and phenomena. Sacred stones, trees, and bodies of water may have been
focal points for worship and ritual, reflecting a deep reverence for the natural world
that sustained them.

Funerary practices varied, ranging from individual burials with grave goods to
communal tombs. These practices provide valuable insights into their beliefs about the
afterlife and their social structures, indicating what was considered important to take
into the next world.

Trade routes, both overland and coastal, facilitated the exchange of goods such as
metal ores, finished artifacts, pottery, and perhaps even foodstuffs and livestock. This
interaction with neighboring regions and cultures contributed to the development of
local economies and the spread of new ideas.

The languages spoken by these peoples were primarily Celtic or pre-Celtic Iberian
languages, which have largely disappeared, leaving only traces in place names and
inscriptions. Reconstructing these ancient tongues is a complex task for historical
linguists.

The social organization of these tribes was likely based on kinship, with chieftains or
elders holding authority. Warriors held a respected position, and military prowess was
valued, especially as interactions with other groups, including later arrivals, became
more frequent.

Agriculture continued to evolve, with improvements in tools and farming techniques
leading to increased food production. This surplus supported larger populations and
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allowed for greater specialization of labor beyond basic subsistence.

The transition from the Bronze Age to the Iron Age marked a significant technological
leap. Iron was harder and allowed for more efficient tools, transforming agriculture
and warfare. This shift also democratized access to metal, as iron ore was more widely
available than the copper and tin needed for bronze.

As the first millennium BC progressed, the peoples of the western Iberian Peninsula,
including the ancestors of the Portuguese, had established complex societies with
distinct cultural identities. They were skilled farmers, metalworkers, and warriors,
deeply connected to their land and traditions.

This period of prehistory, while lacking written records from the inhabitants
themselves, is vividly brought to life through the painstaking work of archaeologists.
Their discoveries, from ancient tools and pottery to burial sites and fortified
settlements, allow us to piece together a compelling picture of life in this region
thousands of years ago.

The influence of these early inhabitants, particularly the Celtic groups and the
indigenous populations with whom they mingled, would persist for centuries,
contributing to the unique cultural blend that would later emerge in Portugal. Their
resilience and adaptability in the face of environmental change and external contact
laid a foundation for the future.

Understanding this prehistoric past is crucial to appreciating the layers of history that
have shaped Portugal. It reminds us that the story of this nation began not with
kingdoms and empires, but with the fundamental human struggle for survival,
adaptation, and the development of complex societies on the western edge of the
European continent.

The landscape itself holds many clues to this ancient past. The distribution of
megalithic tombs, the remnants of Iron Age castros on strategic hilltops, and the
presence of ancient mining sites all bear witness to the activities of these early
inhabitants, their relationship with the land, and their developing technologies.

The arrival of the Celts added another significant layer to this existing cultural
substratum. Their traditions, languages, and social structures integrated with those of
the indigenous peoples, creating the diverse mosaic of tribes and cultures that
inhabited the region on the eve of the next great historical turning point.

This was a world without written history, where knowledge and traditions were passed
down through oral storytelling and communal rituals. Their understanding of the world
was deeply intertwined with the natural environment, the cycles of the seasons, and
the spirits they believed inhabited the landscape.
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The development of metallurgy, from the early smelting of copper to the mastery of
bronze and iron, represents a significant technological progression that transformed
these societies. It allowed for more efficient tools for farming and warfare, contributing
to changes in social structure and power dynamics.

The fortified settlements of the Iron Age suggest a period of increased competition and
conflict between different tribal groups. Defense became a priority, leading to the
construction of impressive stone fortifications that still stand as silent sentinels across
the landscape.

Despite the challenges of piecing together this ancient history, the archaeological
record provides compelling evidence of vibrant and complex societies that thrived in
the region for millennia. These were the distant ancestors of the Portuguese, the
original inhabitants who laid the groundwork for the nation that would eventually
emerge.

Their legacy is not just in the artifacts they left behind, but in the very contours of the
land they shaped and inhabited. The ancient paths they trod, the fields they
cultivated, and the sacred sites they revered are all part of the deep historical tapestry
of Portugal, a story that began long before the arrival of written records and historical
empires.

The diverse tribal groups of the Iron Age, with their distinct customs and territories,
represented the culmination of this long period of prehistoric development. They were
the people who occupied the land when the first significant external force, one that
would profoundly alter the course of their history, began to cast its shadow over the
Iberian Peninsula.

This initial chapter of Portugal's history, though challenging to fully illuminate, is
essential to understanding the subsequent developments. It provides the deep roots
from which the later, more well-documented periods of Romanization, Germanic
kingdoms, and Muslim rule would sprout, ultimately leading to the formation of the
Portuguese kingdom.

The lives of these prehistoric inhabitants, from the earliest hunter-gatherers to the
settled farmers and metalworkers of the Iron Age, were characterized by resilience,
adaptability, and a deep connection to the land. They navigated environmental
changes, developed new technologies, and built complex societies, leaving an
enduring mark on the landscape and the human story of this corner of Europe.
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