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This poster presents the results of two pilot phases of prospection in the Babia region 
of the Cantabrian Mountains, in Northern Spain (figure 1).  
 
Upland areas in the 
Cantabrian Mountains 
constitute a void in the 
regional archaeological 
knowledge of North-Western 
Iberia. Interpretations about 
the long-term anthropization 
of these mountains rely 
mainly upon 
palaeoenvironmental 
datasets. These demonstrate 
an earliest anthropogenic 
impact during the Late 
Neolithic (ca. 4000 BC) in the 
form of forest clearance; this 
pressure both increased and 
decreased during subsequent 
periods – a warning against 
evolutionary readings on the 
diachronic shaping of cultural 
landscapes in this area (González Álvarez forthcoming, 2019). Mobile herding 
strategies are assumed to be the main human inputs in the anthropisation process, 
with human communities taking advantage of the verticality in the local geography to 
exploit the different biotopes that can be found over short distances. The lack of 
archaeological datasets prevents us from building detailed narratives about the social 
and productive forms used by pastoralists over the course of time. Traditional herding 
activities from 19th and 20th centuries described by travellers and ethnographers 
constitute our main reference to understand the preindustrial exploitation of the 
uplands. Therefore, historical/archaeological interpretations of the cultural 
biographies of the Cantabrian Mountains are quite static and ahistorical (González 
Álvarez et al. 2016). 
 

Aiming to recover archaeological information from the uplands and draw a more 
complex archaeological interpretation of long-term anthropization, we have designed 
a pilot project in the uplands of Babia (North of Léon) in order to identify ancient sites 
and thus to address a better understanding of prehistoric herding activities in the 

 

Figure 15: Location of the study areas  
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uplands. Along with remote-sensing prospection, pedestrian field-walking, the 
excavations of test-pits and ethnoarchaeological investigations, geophysics is one of 
the key strategies to conduct our field-project. The results from our 2017 and 2018 
campaigns are quite promising so far, having identified more than 100 sites related 
with herding activities between 1600 and 2000 m asl, ranging from the Early Bronze 
Age to the present day. 
 
Phase 1: aerial prospection 
An initial assessment was made of the survey polygons using aerial imagery and 
LiDAR DEMs datasets available at the Centro Nacional de Información Geográfica 
(website: https://www.cnig.es/). Potential anthropogenic features were searched for 
by visual inspection, and then digitised into the project GIS along with preliminary 
classifications and observations. There were no archaeological inventories from the 
study area prior to our work, having identified so far more than 100 potential 
structures of archaeological interest 
 
Phase 2: Pedestrian survey 
Field walking teams, equipped with RTK GPS and printed GIS extracts visited all of 
the identified ‘features’ discovered in phase one, and completed recording for each of 
them. The RTK GPS was used to record additional features not seen in the aerial 
images, or correct mistakes in the interpretation using more closely observed points 
on the ground. Additional features in the landscape of archaeological interest, but not 
seen in phase one, were also recorded. Some fieldwalking was also conducted 
where visibility allowed it, particularly at locations where erosion processes exposed 
the surface, to establish potential dating and functions for the structures observed. 
 

 

Figure 16: Processed 
Gradiometer Data from a 
current summer farm at Las 
Verdas 
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Phase 3: Gradiometer and Magnetic Susceptibility surveyAreas adjacent to and 
including upstanding features logged in phase 2 were targeted for small-scale 
gradiometer surveys. We were necessarily restricted to hand-held instruments on 
gridded surveys due to the practicalities of getting equipment up to the survey sites, 
which were reached by 4x4 and then by further hiking. Nevertheless, results in 
previous fieldwork in a similar landscape in Northern Calabria by one of the authors 
(see de Neef et al. 2017) suggested that magnetic contrasts sufficient for detection 
do exist on upland archaeological sites in limestone landscapes. This proved correct 
in Babia as well, with the detection of buried limestone structures showing as 
negative anomalies against magnetically enhanced soils. This was not the case on 
every site, with results proving challenging to interpret in around half of the surveys. 
This is in part thanks to the low contrast environment, the ephemeral nature of the 
occupation of some of the sites, and the small and fragmented surveyable areas 
encountered in the uplands. The sites where buried (we assume) limestone 
structures were identified all showed signs of being long term foci of occupation, with 
upstanding features from a variety of periods present and all showing signs of re-
occupation and re-use. Identifications include a pastoralists’ hut (Figure 2) just 
meters from a modern hut and an early phase of an enclosure system with multiple 
revisions (Figure 3), now disused.We tested large scale magnetic susceptibility 
survey at Lagüezo (North of La Cueta) with a group of five readings taken in a c. 1m 
spot zone, roughly every 5m. This worked was conducted with a Bartington MS2 with 
D field loop. The averaged measurements are plotted in Figure 4. This was a 
continuation of testing begun by van Leusen and colleagues in Italy (2014), to 
examine the possibility of MS survey as an adjunct to fieldwalking for the 
identification of small rural archaeological sites. In this case, the results are 
complicated by the co-presence of archaeological sites and currently used summer 
farms, which produce thick layers of animal dung over large areas. This can be seen 
in the aerial photograph used as the background for Figure 3. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: Processed 
Gradiometer data 
from an enclosure 
at La Machadina 
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Phase 4: Test pitting 
Archaeological excavations constituted the 
last phase in our pilot project aiming to 
assess the chronology and function for a 
sample of the sites explored. We have 
excavated 15 small test-pits and trenches 
so far, including huts, enclosures for 
animals, caves and small shelters at 
different locations. These works have 
resulted in the identification of seasonal 
pastoralist sites from different 
chronologies, ranging from Early Bronze 
Age to Contemporary period. Further 
investigations will hopefully reveal a 
chronological patterning in the sites 
location or typologies. Future research will 
include open area excavations at selected 
sites and extending palaeoenvironmental 
and radiocarbon sampling at 
archaeological layers. 
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Figure 4: Average surface MS at Lagüezo 


