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CENTRAL PLACES AND THE TERRITORIAL
ORGANIZATION OF COMMUNITIES:

THE OCCUPATION OF HILLTOP SITES

IN EARLY MEDIEVAL NORTHERN CASTILE

Iﬁaki Martin Viso
The Occupation of Hilltop Sites: Ancient Roots, New Phases

ography on the carly Middle Ages,' the lack of contemporary sources makes

analysis difficult and different explanations exist, many of them highly specu-
lative. One possible way of transcending this problem is through the study of the
social evolution of settlements as part of the transformations of late antiquity and
the carly Middle Ages. In this context, I want to focus my analysis on the
occupation of hilltop sites* whose occupation is revealed in our data from the
fifth century onwards.” Ninth-and tenth-century written documents and chroni-
cles frequently refer to forts, named castra or castella®, in different districts and
archaeology has made clear the vitality of these hilltop sites in some areas of the
Iberian peninsula.® In describing the occupation of these sites, two essential

I n spite of the introduction of new methods and theories in Castilian histori-

! See Escalona, this volume.

% A clear example is the mention of the castella tutiora, in which the population took shelter
from the Suevic incursions, Hydatius, Chronicon, ed. J. Campos (Salamanca, 1984), V1.439-45.

3 See A. Barrios Garcia and L. Martin Viso, ‘Reflexiones sobre el poblamiento rural altome-
dieval en el Noree de la Peninsula Ibérica’, Studia Historica: Historia Medieval, 18-19 (2000-01),
53-83; J. Lépez Quiroga, ‘Fluctuaciones del poblamiento y hébitat “fortificado” de Altura en el
Noroeste de la Peninsula Ibérica (ss. V—IX)’, in Mil Anos de Fortificagbes na Peninsula Ibérica e no
Magreb (500-1500) (Lisbon, 2001), pp.83-91.
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CENTRAL PLACES AND THE TERRITORIAL ORGANIZATION 171

an eighth- or ninth-century inscription, still extant in a wall of the hermitage,
seems to underline the use of this place during that period, although its present
location is not the original one."" According to written records, this place gave its
name toa territorial district or afoz* during the tenth and eleventh centuries, and
it might have been the centre of a supralocal unit*'? Another similar case is
Berbeia, located on one of the promontories near Bachicabo Peak, just above
Barrio de Valdegovia, with visual control of the valley of the Omecillo. Excava-
tions carried out there revealed a cultural sequence that started in the second Iron
Age and continued, although with clear contraction, through the Roman period.
In the Middle Ages, however, this place was used again, with an occupation de-
fined as ‘light’ compared with the pre-Roman phase, and detected on the basis of
some wheel-turned pottery. The settlenient was divided into two sections, a resi-
dential area, with the remains of buildings with stone foundations, and a defensive
one, situated higher up.lzf Written documents reveal its presence as a populated
site in the early medieval period, and it is still mentioned in 1123."

A pronounced hiatus during the early Roman period was apparently common.
Averyrigid view of the archaeological data compels us to consider asudden break-
down in the use of hill forts during the Roman era followed by later reoccupation.
However Roman phases were identified only by the presence of sherds of pottery
known as terra sigillata. Some occupation from the Roman period could, there-
fore, be hidden, particularly in peripheral zones, and only revealed in the late
Roman centuries thanks to late Hispanic sigillata (Terra Sigillata Hispanica
tardia). I want to propose another view, based on the different degrees of intensity
in the use of hilltop sites during successive periods. A territorial hierarchy was
formed, focussed on hill forts with separate residential and defensive functions in
two sections and with a subordinate territory round about. Roman domination
undoubtedly favoured the development of new types of settlement linked to

‘Los despoblados medievales de la Honor de Sedano (Burgos)’, Kobie, 24.(1997), 125-68
(pp.152-53). '

g Andrés Ordax, ‘Arte Burgalés de la alta edad media’, in II Jornadas Burgalesas de Historia:
Burgos en la Alta Edad Media (Burgos, 1991), pp.125-40 (pp.135-36).

12 Becerro Gético de Cardefia, ed. L. Serrano (Valladolid, 1910), doc. 270; I. Martin Viso,
‘Monasterios y Poder Aristocriticos en Castilla en el siglo XT', Brocar, 20 (1996),91-133 (doc. 6).

13 J. A. Algorreta and others, ‘Castro de Berbeia (Barrio-Alava): Memoria de excavaciones,
Campafia de 1972, Estudios de Arqueologia Alavesa, 8 (1975), 221-92.
Y Coleccion Diplomdtica Condes de Castilla, ed. Zabalza Duque, docs 30 and 73; Los

Cartularios Gético y Galicano de Santa Maria de Valpuesta (1090-1140), ed. S. Ruiz de Loizaga
(Vitoria, 1995), Gético, doc. 136.
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CENTRAL PLACES AND THE TERRITORIAL ORGANIZATION 173

refers to the presence of lands and mills ‘in Rabanales’ and perhaps refers to a
territory, although this is not certain.'” Its location seems to be the current village
of the same name, situated on a hill 970 m high, controlling an area of pasture
near Mount Ijedo as well as the basin of the river Panero.'® There are no remains
of fortifications at this site but, since they could have been of timber, they would
probably have been destroyed by the present residential area. Little is known
about the early medieval settlement pattern; the only contemporary remains in
the area — although problematic — are cemeteries of graves cut into the rock in
the neighbourhood. They probably were linked to a dispersed pattern, but we
need more information and research on these sites. The definition of this territory
isbest explained by the exploitation of summer pastures on Mount Ijedo, together
with the lowland ones of the Panero basin (Fig. 8.2)."

A similar site is Castrillo de Valdelomar, the centre of the district of Valdelo-
mar, a stretch of valley in the West Valderredible. This site is located at the top of
a hill, from where there is visual control of the plain of the Mardancho stream,
close to Mount [jedo and the bleak plateau Lora. Although there is little docu-
mentary evidence for Castrillo de Valdelomar, previous occupation can be
accepted on the basis of the existence of a cemetery of graves cut into the rock on
the hill where the present-day parish* church stands.”® A local route, traversing
the valley horizontally, had great influence in connectingthe places of the district.
Therefore, the main impulse was the control of the natural resources of an area
which preserved strong communal ownership and whose origin was probably
linked to this territorial organization.21 The third hilltop site is Alfania, in the
middle of Valderredible, whose location can be identified with the so-called
Ermita del Monte, on the foothills of Mount Jjedo, 2 km away from the present-
day village of Villanueva la Nia. This site and its district, defined as an 2/foz, were
mentioned in the first half of the eleventh century.” Its location seems to be

Y7 Coleccion Diplomdtica del Monasterio de Sabagin (siglos IX y X), ed. J. M. Minguez (Ledn,
1976), doc. 207.

BR. Bohigas Roldan, Yacimientos Arqueolégicos Medievales del Sector Central de la Montasia
Cantdbrica (Santander, 1986), pp.190-91 and 196.

1% This last area was part of the a/foz of Bricia after the division of Castile between Garcia I11
and Fernando I in the middle of the eleventh century. Burgos, doc. 178.
- 2 Bohigas Rold4n, Yacimientos, pp.188-89.
1 See J. Ortega Valcircel, La Cantabria Rural: Sobre la Montasia (Santander, 1987),
pp-15-16.

% Coleccién Diplomdtica Condes de Castilla, ed. Zabalza Duque, docs 64 and 75; Coleccion
Diplomética San Salvador de Oria (822-1284), ¢d. ]. del Alamo (Madrid, 1950), doc. 35.
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Figure 8.3. The territory of Alfania-Paredes Rubias.

mentioned above. Nevertheless, not all the valley was organized into territories
around these hilltop sites and some areas were excluded, because another pattern
of territorial articulation emerged during these centuries. The most evident sign
is the villa-estate of Santa Maria de Hito, whose residential area was used as a
cemetery after the Roman era.”® The establishment of the nearby monastery of
San Martin de Elines, which retains some remains of an carly medieval ‘mozara-
bic* church,” would have been closely connected with the transformation of the
social basis of the aristocracy in the post-Roman period. The local elite invested
in this religious centre to strengthen its legitimacy and safeguard extensive,
indivisible ownership.?” This zone must be identified with the territory of Va/ de
Ripa Yble, a space without a central hilltop site.”®

25 R. Gimeno Garcia-Lomas, ‘El conjunto de cerdmicas medievales de Santa Marfa de Hito’,
in I Congreso de Arqueologia Medieval Espaiiola, 5 vols (Zaragoza, 1985), 11, 385-401.

26 Bohigas Roldén, Yacimientos, pp.199-200.
27 See Halsall, this volume.

2 See Burgos, doc. 20.
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Figure 8.4. The arca of Tedeja.

tribute and the establishment of political power structures into which the local
leaders were undoubtedly inserted. A similar case was Buradén, a site of Roman
origin formed by a fort, probably used between the fifth and tenth centuries, and
byasettlement on the slope. This place controlled the gorge of ‘Conchas de Haro’
and it was close to the basin of Miranda, a very rich agrarian plain. Archaeological
work has revealed a military structure and a church, perhaps raised in the fifth
century, which underwent enlargement during the early Middle Ages.>' Both
elements were connected with the area’s political and religious frameworks. On

1 M. Unzueta and A. Martinez, ‘Proyecto de variante y tiinel entre las Conchas de Haro y
el Cruce de Brifias’, in Arqueologia de Urgencia en Alava, 19891993 (Vitoria, 1994), pp.43-60.



26— dd «(zp0T “ouoiBo) aren (g e1sayd]
] 9p ] '[ "P100> Jraspapy vuvdsg v] ua 43poJ ap so1rdsg soT Ul ¢ (IX-TIIA SO[SIS) UQIEIUET 3P
OPEPUO [ :[EASIPIWOI[E B[135EY) ] U3 [e1008 tIn1onmss £ 0onyjod 19pog, ‘0SI A URIRN T39S
-¢8 0P
“(9L6T BOUSTEA ) BINIY OV P2 (9LOI—6SL) P]1950D 7] 2P WE[IHN UV S 3 01T nIr) ve
-uo1da1 wermse)) sy asurede udredwes qery ue 01 Surrrogax
“axa1 siy2 ut pazonb sea (efopat, jo 3003 aya uo sodueliyy) vyzuvsyyy o (g1qvs) pio] pa[ea-0s
oy 1, e 1d (6661 “eSPRIN) ZORZUQD) ZOPUTUIS] Y P Swywpu-1y op vi40sstE] “Wep] uqy .
“H—¢ SOUI[ ‘6 UOIIDS (CHET ‘PLUPLIA)
v8req op zonbzy A T 'po Yuryrug touvs vy doosidy stueasngeresoe]) stuonerq noues

"e1a03op[eA pue BUIRqO], JO SAS[[RA 92 $SOID IBYI $IINOI SYI JO IDUINJUOD
o2 01 syueys urod oi8orens € 38 01qy 2y3 jo 98103 ® Suryooriaso 10ds € jo
asn 571 p21€2doI UOIILIO] SIT 3991103 ST UOLIEIYIIUIPI STY3 J *SPULIS MOU UQILIUET]
9p URIEA UeS JO 93BITWIY Y3 SIAYM IS OY3I UO £1qeqoad sem 31 Inq ‘umouyun
[13$ ST UOHIEI0] $I] . "UOTIEIYIUN 910§2q SIIUNOD UEI[IISED) UTEW Y3 JO UO JO
T35 ‘uoIEIUE] S JuedgTUdIs 350w oy 1, $2315 dOI[[FY UTEIIID WO PIssnooy 1omod
30 saoed mau Jo uonEdId Y1 parnoaej drysioped] [ed0] O siseq [eanrjod-oros
ay3 yo sdusurwrad 93 YIIm Paurquiod £y1I0YINE [€1IUD JO IOUISQE YD “IIAIMOL]
“3[1358)) UIDYIOU U UoTurwop [eanzjod o sixe ue se souearodwrs oe[d ey 109321
PIROAYOTYA, ‘UOPEING UTIUNOD SE 96 UT PIUOIUIW SLM ZI[FZUO) UFUID] dwes
oY1 ‘puey I9YI0 Y3 U() "ZI[PZUOL) UEUIA] JO 2108y 32 PUNOIE O¢6 WOIj Paseq
uonewoj [esnarjod 3y3 03 3511 2413 3938] P[ROM ITYI  G98 UT paygLIULPI sanjod oy
JO 2UO JO SIOINU UTEW 53 UG IABY 03 SWIdS efopay, ‘»7asaus 93 ut pareaddesip
1amod pazifeniusd Aue usym ‘sa1m3udd Yiutu pue YaySo ay3 Sunmp sanrjod Jues
-1y 81y [eo1arjod-0150s JO UOTIR[NOIE 313 03 A5 Y3 Jo7e] sEM UId1IEd 3B T "O1ISED)
ursya10u ur 231s dOIY[IY JO PUTY STY3 JO — 2ATJA] prsSuore — sased Afuo aya axe Loy
Ing *213U50 SY3 WOIJ INO PIIBIPE IT IYLINY 93 1oxeaM urwrooaq ySnoya ‘amse)
WISYIIOU UT PIPUIXD sem 1omod $31 YoM woij LILI0YIne Jo SPUE]S], ur1oy 013]qe
sem opa]a], o wopSury d1y103IsT A 9Y3 Y3 1198sE 01 ST MO[[e sF[dWEXS Yr0g

‘ *O1qI[Ig PI[[E AT0I11I23 9Y3 JO SIXE Y SEM YOTYM ‘UQpeIng
01 payury 1utod-3uons paryIIIo] € Sea O3S IST] SIY3I 3eYd oG pInom sisayr0dAy
aqrssod su ) “231s [[ews STY3 UT PaATasaId ST $2INIONIIS EUNWWOD Y3 U UMouyUn
2df1 ® Jo ‘s3p0[q du03s 1e[NTax Jo IpEW [[eM JO YOIAMIS Y 'SPUEIS MOU OIQI[Ig
P $901[9 Ueg JO 2FeIrwIay 9Y3 319y ‘ssed 313 JO IPIS IIYIO0 Y3 UO PIIEIO] U]
oaey surewo1 pasoddns asoym  (wnzqirg wenfjagsrs) 110§ € se AINIUID YIUIAIS
oy ur pauonuaw 25¢[d  ‘OIqI[Ig 03 PIYUI[ 9q ISNW IS STY T, *331s snorSnsaxd e
SE N0 1 JTBUW P[OM JUOIS UT I[ING DIIM SISTIOY Y3 IBY2 10¥F 53 ‘PUBY I2YI0 Y3

oSt ULV 14r U] 8L1




CENTRAL PLACES AND THE TERRITORIAL ORGANIZATION 179

Nevertheless, there are no remains of fortifications; if they existed, they have been
demolished. The aim was the control of the rich agrarian areas of Valdegovia and
Miranda, in which some minor territories focussed on hilltop sites endured.? 6

The Transformations From the Eighth to the Eleventh Centuries

Social, political and economic organization between the sixth and eleventh cen-
turies in the Duero basin was based on very different cells of local power, such as
hill forts, cities, monasteries or villa-estates. Each one worked as an arena wherein
any real influence of central power had to be negotiated. But the system experi-
enced a great change during the eighth century, due to the collapse of central
authority. The new status quo is explained by the disintegration of the Visigothic
kingdom after the Arab invasion of 711, the low interest of the Umayyads in the
direct control of the northern Iberian plateau and the inability of the regional
aristocracies to restore a central political apparatus. The local units, well-adapted
to the particular needs of their communities, consolidated their role in a frag-
mented world.? Many small-scale leaderships emerged throughout this region,
but none achieved hegemony. The formation of some polities was a long process,
culminating in this part of the meseza in the crystallization of the County of
Castilearound 930. A determinant factor was the promotion of some aristocratic
groups, distinguished by a strong military ethosand able to be inserted into a new
large-scale system, working as the dominant social group.®® The supralocal units
were transformed into the basic axis of the configuration of aristocratic power,
because they were, at the lower, smaller-scale, level, the arena for economic, social,
political and religious organization. Many were focussed on hilltop sites, although
there are outstanding exceptions. These transformations should be connected
with the progressive feudalization of Castilian society, which produced very dif-
ferent effects. I want to draw attention to one of them, the ‘aristocratization’ of
the hilltop scttlementsand the gradual loss of their function asa main focus of the

3¢ See Martin Viso, ‘Poder politico’, pp.538-39.

37 . Castellanos and L. Martin Viso, “The Local Articulation of Central Power in the North
of the Iberian Peninsula (500-1000)’, Early Medieval Europe, 13 (2005), 1-42; Escalona Monge,
Sociedad y territorio, pp.58-72; L. Martin Viso, Fragmentos del Leviatdn: La articulacion politica
del espacio zamorano en la alta edad media (Zamora, 2002), pp.39-65.

38 1. Alvarez Borge, ‘Estructuras de poder en castilla en la alta edad media: sefiores, siervos,
vasallos’, in Sesiores, Siervos, Vasallos en la Edad Media (Pamplona, 2002), pp.269-308.
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counts means that they were considered as cells of the territorial articulation of the
new authority. However, Castilian central power did not possess the means to create
these districts, so its aim was the control of some processes and areas in order to insert
them in its network.* This integration did not mean that all situations were similar,
or that all the districts developed an identity as 4/foz; nor did it mean the general
implementation of this pattern. In the areas where supralocal units were stronger,
it was generally expedient to include them into the new political construction.
The hilltop sites could function as one of the main types of central place on a
small scale, but in other areas monasteries could carry out this function.

It is necessary to analyse how the a/foces located in districts that initially did
not constitute the axis of the formation of Castilian power worked. One of them
is Siero, quoted as an 4/foz in the tenth and eleventh centuries, including a great
part of the valley of Rudrdn into its territory. The latter area probably lay outside
itsinitial area of activity, so there some small hilltop sites, like Castrillo de Butrén
and probably Sedano, were inserted into it. Another very similar case is Alfania,
controlling the eastern part of Valderredible — an area without hilltop sites —
during the reign of Garcfa ITI (1035-54), when this zone was a frontier area.”’
This expansion came together with a change of the place-name in favour of
Paredes Rubias,”® a modification linked to the construction of the small fortress
near the village of Bascones de Ebro.* Both examples show how hilltop sites and
their territories were bases for the formation of new districts during the imple-
mentation of Castilian authority. This involved a new arrangement of the hilltop

* This hypothesis can be deduced through some recent studies, such as Alvarez Borge,
‘Estructuras’; Escalona Monge, Sociedad y territorio; or 1. Martin Viso ‘Pervivencia’.

$SeeC. Estepa Diez, ‘El alfoz castellano en los siglos 1X al X1V, in Ex la Espasia Medieval, IV:
Estudios Dedicados al Profesor D. Angel Ferrari Nitfiez, 2 vols (Madrid, 1984),11, 305-41; Alvarez
Borge, Monarquia feudal, pp.7-54; Escalona Monge, Sociedad y territorio, pp.85-184.

# A good example is the monastery of Valpuesta. The role of the ecclesiastical centres is well
known; see E. Pefia Bocos, ‘Ecclesia y Monasterium: elementos de ordenacién de la sociedad de la
Castillaaltomedieval’, in Sezzorio y Feudalismo en la Peninsula Ibérica (siglos X11-X1x), ed. E. Sarasa
Sénchez and E. Serrano Martin, 4 vols (Zaragoza, 1993), 111, 379-98.

47 Coleccién Diplomdtica San Salvador de Ofia, ed. Alamo, doc. 35 (1048.04.10).

# Although the term had appeared in the foundation endowment of San Salvador de Ofa,
dated 1011, it was more common from the second half of eleventh century. Burgos, doc. 34.

# R. Bohigas Rold4n, ‘Fuentes arqueolégicas y organizacién social del espacio en el reino de
Castilla’, in Del Cantidbrico al Duero, ed. Garcia de Cortdzar, pp.75-121 (p.115).
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Villalba, both royal boroughs from the twelfth century. Their survival as simple
villages was, however, more common, although the site’s survival was sometimes
linked with the continuation of a supralocal unit based on the hilltop site until
the thirteenth century, above all in those areas removed from the great foci of
lordship.

Probably the last reason explains why the hilltop continued to be an important
sitein the mountain areas. The communities of the southern European highlands
have been characterized as very strongand cohesive, allowing the conservation of
asettlement pattern that had been abandoned in other areas.”> Pernfa — a moun-
tain district located in the high valley of the river Pisuerga — may stand asa good
example to illustrate this situation in northern Castile. In spite of the problems
of the archacological data and the scant carly medieval written references, three
territories focussed on hilltop sites seem to be revealed: Piedras Ncgras,54 Resoba®®
and Tremaya.’® There were probably another two: Castillerfa — whose name
derives from the word for castle — and Mud4, mentioned as an 4/foz in the
delimitation of the bishopric of Palenciain 1059.”” All of them controlled narrow
stretches of valley, where complementary use of lowlands and uplands can easily
be developed. The survival of pre-Roman place-names of some of the central
places and villages seems to be connected with a pre-medieval origin. The absence
of geo-strategic interests, because there was no important route crossing the dis-
trict and Pernfa was never an area whose control was contested between different

53 About mountain areas of the Iberian north-west, see M. Fernindez Mier, Génesis del Terri-
torio en la Edad Media: Arqueologia del Paisaje y Evolucién Histérica en la Montasia Asturiana
(Oviedo, 1999) and J. A. Gutiérrez Gonzélez, ‘Sobre los origenes de la sociedad asturleonesa:
aportaciones desde la arqueologia del territorio’, Studia Historica: Historia Medieval, 16 (1998),
173-97.

5% 1. Pérez de Urbel, Historia del Condado de Castilla, 3 vols (Madrid, 1945), 111, doc. 129bis;
J. L. Martin, Origenes de la Orden Militar de Santiago (1170-1195) (Barcelona, 1974), doc. 113.
It could be identified with the hilltop site of Pefias Negras, near the village of Arbejal.

55 Pérez de Urbel, Historia, 111, doc. 129bis; Documentacién de la catedral de Palencia
(1035-1249), ed. T. Abajo Martin (Palencia, 1986), docs 82 and 91; Martin, Origenes, doc. 118.

56 Coleccién Documental del Archivo de la Catedral de Leén, 1V (1032-1109), ¢d. . M. Ruiz
Asencio (Ledn, 1990), doc. 952, and Martin, Origenes, doc. 183. The place was probably near
Santibdfiez de Resoba.

7 Documentacion de la catedral de Palencia, ed. Abajo Marin, doc. 9. See also Coleccion
Diplomdtica del Monasterio de Sahagin, II (1000-1073), ed. M. Herrero de la Fuente (Ledn,
1988),doc. 530.Some historians have thought that there wasa castle inside the territory, although
its location remains unknown even now.
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Figure 8.5. Hilltop sites and territories in the district of Pernia.

apparatus, with its residential functions located on the plain. The first two possi-
bilities were the most usual and they implied an initiative by communities. The
occupation of the hilltop sites must be connected with the transformation of the
social basis of aristocratic groups after the collapse of the Roman system. These
changes could take different forms, according to previous regional conditions, and
the occupation of hilltop sites in varying forms was their consequence.



