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Introduction
What defines the soul of a nation perched at the westernmost tip of Europe, where
land surrenders to sea and history is as palpable as the salt on the Atlantic breeze?
Portugal—a country of salt and sun, of fishermen and poets, explorers and
artisans—invites those who linger at its shores to look beyond its picturesque facades
and discover a deeper, more complex story. This book offers that journey: a vibrant,
immersive exploration of Portugal’s unique culture, resilient spirit, and lasting legacy
as a nation shaped by its elemental ties to the sea and sun.

Salt and Sun: The Making of Portugal is not a dry chronicle or a glossy touristic guide.
Rather, it is an invitation to delve into the living fabric of Portuguese life. The book
weaves together threads of history, local voices, cuisine, and tradition, presenting a
nuanced portrait that balances scholarly insight with engaging storytelling. I draw on
the perspectives of historians, chefs, artisans, and everyday people, seasoned with
personal encounters and moments captured in bustling city squares or quiet village
markets. Every chapter begins with a scene—perhaps the predawn clatter of a fish
auction in Nazaré, the scent of roasting chestnuts in Lisbon, or the haunting chords of
fado drifting through a tiled alleyway—anchoring Portugal's story in lived experience.

Central to this exploration is Portugal’s identity as a seafaring people. The Portuguese
were world-makers: their caravels crossed unknown oceans, and their discoveries
forever altered the course of humanity. Yet, exploration came at a cost—colonial
legacies and forced migrations echo in distant lands, and the story of Portugal is
marked by both audacity and humility. Here you’ll find historical analysis that does not
shy from contradictions, offering a critical but compassionate look at how a small
nation left a global mark, and how it learned to redefine itself after empire’s end.

Food provides a second, equally important lens. The cuisine of Portugal is a map in
itself: a story of salt, cod, olive oil, and the spices brought from faraway shores; of
modest tavernas and bold culinary innovators; of sweets invented in convents and
coffee rituals that hold communities together. Through recipes, interviews, and
sensory detail, you will discover how food expresses both continuity and creativity,
anchoring Portugal’s people across centuries of change.

Resilience emerges as a defining theme as Portugal faces its modern era. From the
devastating earthquake of 1755 and decades of dictatorship, to the peaceful Carnation
Revolution and contemporary economic challenges, the Portuguese have again and
again demonstrated remarkable adaptability. In the cadence of daily life, the rhythm
of festivals, and the beauty crafted from cork or azulejos, a quiet but powerful strength
persists—crafted as much by adversity as by sun and salt.
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This book is for the curious traveler, the thoughtful historian, the culinary explorer,
and for anyone seeking to understand what lies beneath Portugal’s postcard-perfect
surface. Join me in walking cobbled streets, tasting salt on the wind, and listening for
the heartbeats of the Portuguese soul—a journey into the making, the meaning, and
the future of a seafaring nation.
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CHAPTER ONE: At the Edge of Europe: Portugal’s
First Peoples
The Atlantic winds whip through the ancient stones of the Almendres Cromlech, just
west of Évora, carrying whispers of a time before recorded history. Here, a double
circle of ninety-two standing stones, some carved with enigmatic symbols, rises from
the Alentejo plain, silent witnesses to millennia of human presence. Erected in phases
between 5000 and 4000 BCE, this megalithic complex is not just the oldest known in
Europe but also the largest on the Iberian Peninsula, a profound testament to the early
inhabitants who shaped this land long before it bore the name Portugal.

Imagine these early people, organized into communities, laboring to quarry and
transport these massive stones, their understanding of the cosmos perhaps reflected
in the alignment of the monuments. This wasn't merely brute force; it was a
communal effort driven by a shared worldview, a spiritual connection to the earth and
the heavens. The purpose of these megaliths, whether for burial rites, astronomical
observations, or gathering places, remains a subject of speculation, but their sheer
scale speaks volumes about the sophisticated societies that predated more commonly
known empires.

Human presence in the region that is now Portugal dates back approximately 400,000
years, with evidence of Homo heidelbergensis. The earliest continuous signs of
settlement, however, can be traced to around 5500 BCE, particularly in the Mesolithic
middens of the lower Tagus valley. These were hunter-gatherers and fishermen, adept
at living off the land and the abundant coastal resources. Around 5000 BCE, farming
began to emerge, introducing new ways of life and leading to more settled
communities.

The Neolithic period saw the arrival of new cultures from Andalusia, bringing with
them not only agriculture and pottery but also the practice of constructing beehive
huts and passage graves. These early societies left behind a rich archaeological
tapestry, including dolmens, known as antas in Portuguese, and mounds, or mamoas.
These structures, often serving as collective tombs, contained grave goods like
weaponry, jewelry, and ceramics, offering clues about their social structures and
beliefs. Some of these ancient dolmens were later repurposed into Christian chapels,
known as anta-capelas or dolmen-chapels, a unique blend of ancient spirituality and
later religious traditions still in use today. The Dolmen de Antelas, near Viseu, for
instance, is internationally recognized for its remarkably preserved red and black
paintings inside its funeral chamber.
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As the Bronze Age dawned around 2000 BCE, metalworking skills arrived in Portugal,
further transforming daily life and social organization. Then, around 700 BCE, a
significant wave of Celtic tribes entered the Iberian Peninsula from the north, bringing
with them iron technology. These Celtic peoples, including the Gallaeci, settled
predominantly in the northern parts of Portugal, particularly the Minho region, and left
a deep imprint on the culture and traditions.

The Celts lived in fortified hilltop settlements known as castros, many of which are still
visible today. Citânia de Briteiros, near Guimarães, is a prime example, a large Celtic
settlement with a complex network of streets, houses, and communal buildings. The
stones here, engraved with enigmatic symbols, along with communal hot springs,
suggest an advanced and spiritual civilization. Even the very name "Portugal" is
thought to derive from a combined Romano-Celtic name, "Portus Cale," where "Portus"
is Latin for "port" and "Cale" is believed to be of Celtic origin, possibly referring to the
Gallaeci tribe. The Celtic legacy in Portugal extends beyond archaeological sites; it can
still be found in folk music, with the gaita (a type of bagpipe), and in festivals and
rituals, such as the Dança dos Pauliteiros, a stick dance from the Trás-os-Montes
region with probable Celtic origins related to fertility rites.

While the Celts dominated the north, other peoples inhabited the Iberian Peninsula.
The Lusitanians, an Indo-European-speaking people, settled in the central part of
modern-day Portugal, extending into parts of western Spain. Their exact ethnogenesis
remains debated, with some scholars suggesting they were indigenous people who
became culturally Celticized, while others link them to Celtic tribes like the Lusones.
Regardless of their precise origins, the Lusitanians were renowned for their fierce
warrior culture and their determined resistance against later Roman expansion.

Alongside these indigenous and Celtic groups, seafaring traders began to make their
mark on the Portuguese coast. The Phoenicians, expert mariners and traders from the
eastern Mediterranean, established salinas (salt pans) along the coast as early as the
9th century BCE. They were drawn to Portugal’s abundant salt resources and sought
valuable commodities like tin for bronze production. Cities like Alcácer do Sal bear the
marks of these early Phoenician settlements, which were later developed by other
powers. Following the Phoenicians, the Carthaginians also established a presence,
particularly in the Lagos region, contributing to its prominence in fishing and
agricultural production, as well as coral capture. The Greeks too engaged in trade with
Portugal around 600 BCE.

These early interactions with outside cultures, particularly along the coast,
foreshadowed Portugal’s later destiny as a maritime nation. The ebb and flow of
peoples, the fusion of cultures, and the adaptation to the Atlantic environment laid the
groundwork for the resilient and diverse nation that would eventually emerge. The
rugged terrain and the vast ocean shaped their lives, forcing innovation and fostering
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a deep connection to the land and sea that would endure for millennia.

The landscape itself, with its fertile plains, mountainous interiors, and extensive
coastline, provided the resources and challenges that forged these early communities.
They learned to harness the sun for salt production, a practice dating back to ancient
times and crucial for food preservation and trade. This "white gold" became a
significant economic driver even in medieval times, with towns like Aveiro becoming
prominent centers.

As the 3rd century BCE approached, a new power began to cast its shadow over the
Iberian Peninsula: Rome. The arrival of the Romans would mark a profound shift, but
the foundations of a distinct Portuguese identity had already been laid by these
ancient roots and the diverse peoples who called this western edge of Europe home.
Their struggles, innovations, and adaptations in this frontier land were the very first
chapters in the long and compelling story of Portugal.
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