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PROLOGUE
OCCUPATION AND A BANDONMENT OF THE
I SLE OF ONS (OR THE FRAGILITY OF A
PROTECTED LANDSCAPE)
Auga. Ar.
A amnesia do vencido, a atracción do Abismo,
a Arbre ó pé da Arbre, e a ledicia do espacio circundante.
O Atlántico é a Alma e o Acantilado o corpo da súa
chamada Atroz.
Lois Pereiro
(Que é Galicia? guión de televisión
emitido pola TVG o 25 de xullo de 1988)

Ons is the only inhabited island in the
archipelago of the Illas Atlánticas National
Park. In fact, far from being empty, bucolic or
untouched, in 1960 the island’s population
stood at around five hundred people, who lived
in the ninety houses of the neighbourhoods of
iv

Caño, Curro, Canexol, Pereiró, Cucorno, Chan da

of the place. This raises questions about how,

Pólvora and Centulo. The other islands of the

when and by whom the island was inhabited. We

national park were abandoned over the course of

address the questions ‘how, when and who did it

the twentieth century, especially during the 1970s.

belong to? What vestiges remain of the human

Ons also lost most of its permanent population

presence? What is present-day life like for its half

over a very short period of time. However, its

a dozen inhabitants? How does tourism affect the

seasonal population increased, as did tourism;

island?

both these factors, along with the island’s

We have also paid special attention to the

inclusion within the national park, make it a truly

traces left by the human presence on the island

unique place. Here, conflicts and discord as well

over a long period of time. These remnants have

as empathy, harmony and friendship all make up

been made known to us through the inhabitants’

the particular dynamics of this singular and lively

own accounts. Throughout the pages of the book

island.

it is they who tell us about such aspects as daily

This book focuses on the human presence at

life, the land, the sea, the legends and beliefs and

Ons over time. The island’s fragility makes it

the recent changes on the island: its abandonment

particularly important to deepen our knowledge

and reoccupation, the Civil War, the post-war
v

period, the effects of the sunken oil tanker

reflected in both material culture and oral

Prestige and the impact of tourism on its present-

tradition. This book presents the results of our

day population.

research on the Island of Ons, the island’s cultural
heritage and the processes of documenting,

The traces of the past constitute a set of

recording and assessing both the heritage itself

cultural entities of a unique character; these have

and its vulnerability. We would like whoever

been included in the chapter “Places”. The Ons

reads it to dig as deeply into the research as they

archipelago is not only part of the Islas Atlánticas

wish. For instance, the chapter entitled“People”

de Galicia National Park and consequentially, a

grants us direct access to information collected

naturally protected habitat. The archipelago is

through the practice of ethnographic fieldwork.

also the home of a singular cultural landscape,

The chapter about the history of successive

made up of particularly relevant archaeological

occupation and abandonment explains exactly

entities and a traditional landscape. The island

how this part of the research has been carried out.

has been gradually transformed by a distinct set

The historical information offered follows two

of arable and livestock farming and maritime

different time lines: firstly we gain access to the

activities, all of which were carried out by the

people who inhabited the island over time

inhabitants of the island over time, and are

(occupation line), and secondly, to those who
vi

owned the island (property line). It is left up to the reader to decide how far they wish to delve into
the information as they travel the pages of this book.
We invite you to listen to the sounds of the island and the words of its inhabitants, to enjoy the
riches of its cultural entities and to explore the documents of the Isle of Ons.
If you have internet access, we recommend you to watch our documentary
“Ons: sea, land and indentity” available in this link.
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CHAPTER 1

∏

THE ONS

ARCHIPELAGO

AND THE
NATIONAL PARK

The National Maritime Terrestrial Park of the
Atlantic Islands of Galicia includes the
archipelagos of Cíes, Ons, Sálvora and
Cortegada. Located exactly in front of the Rías
Baixas, the Ons Islands constitute a natural
haven from the Atlantic Ocean and enhance the
estuary environment of the rías (rocky sea
estuaries, similar to Scottish firths). The
mainland features dune and sand systems, cliffs
and areas of natural shelter, which have hosted
various human communities overtime. Plant
formations consist of shrubs, coastal gorse,
broom, heather and hairy rock-rose, cliff plants
and small oak woods and blackthorns, as well as
exotic species replanted from off the island,
namely eucalyptus and pine trees.
9

These islands are found on the Rías Baixas.

formed granite rocks. The latter present more

Cíes, Ons and Sálvora are situated at the entrance

oriented minerals and a higher degree of folding

to the rías of Vigo, Pontevedra and Arosa

than those formed in the final stages of the

respectively; and Cortegada is

cycle. As erosion affected

within the Ría of Arousa.

metamorphic rocks, this
caused granite rocks to

The islands are linked to

resurface (Blanco Chao

the geological formation

and Costa-Torrijos 2001;

processes of the rías and

Martínez-Cortizas and

the coastal relief of the

Costa Cortijos 1997).

north west of the Iberian
Peninsula. During the

Several types of granite

Hercinic orogenic cycle,

became the basis of a

sediments were transformed

morphology which is

into metamorphic rocks and

contrasted between east and west,

produced successive risings of magma which

the east being made up of low reliefs and

slowly solidified inside the earth’s crust and

abundant sands, while the west is chiefly
10

dominated by cliffs. Between them and the

Map of Ons and Onza islands

beaches lies a slightly sloping relief which acted as
a bed for sandy materials. This morphology
conditioned both the development of soils and
plant formations and the development of
agricultural crop-growing lands and the

Ons (North)

microclimates which allow human settlement.
The Ons Islands extend along a north-south
line across the Pontevedra Ría and belong

Ons (center)

administratively to the municipality of Bueu.
They include the Isle of Ons itself and the Isles of

Ons (South)

Onza or Onceta (south) as well as the smaller
islands of Centulo (north) and Freitosa (south east).

Onza

Ons is 6 kilometres long by 1.5 kilometres wide

1

and has a surface area of 414 hectares. Its highest

2

3

4

5

This map is an interactive widget

elevation is the Cucorno, a 128 meter-high peak,
11

upon which the island’s lighthouse sits.

zone and Cape Udra, in the municipality of Bueu.
The Isle of Ons presents two distinct aspects.

It is 3.5 kilometres away from the nearest coast

Towards the open Atlantic it is characteristically a

(between the Centulo, in the north of the island

steep and rugged coast with small inlet beaches of

and Punta Faxilda within the municipality of

rolling stones, cliffs and sea caves named ‘furnas’,

Sanxenxo) and 8.5 km from between the southern

which leave barely any space for sand beds.
However,

12

towards the Pontevedra Ría, these sand beds

beach, and the areas of dos Cans, Canexol and

become an important feature, the coast declining

Pereiró. This morphology conditions both the

softly in a straight line into the sea.

development of the soils and the plant formations
and crop-growing areas, as well as the micro-

In the west we find the small sand beds of

climatic conditions which allow for the

Fontiñas, Liñeiros or the inlet Fedorentos, further

establishment of places of habitation.

towards the south. In the east, are the sand beds
of Melide, the beach Praia das Dornas or Curro

13

Onza Island is 32-square-hectare rounded

Ons is the only inhabited island of the National

hillock of rocky contours where two sand beds lie:

Park. At present, fewer than half a dozen people

the Moscas beach to the north and Porta do Sol to

live on the island on a permanent basis. The Isle

the south. The central area is a wide plain

of Ons was private property until the year 1943,

reaching 81 metres of height at the Onza peak.

when the Spanish state expropriated it from the

The vegetation consists of cliff plants, blackthorns

Riobó family under the pretext of military

and natural pasture in the central zone.

defence. Today’s inhabitants descend from the
colonisers who settled on the island from the early

As far as climate is concerned, the Ons islands,

nineteenth century. Almost the entire island was

like the rest of the national park, share the main

cultivated, although cattle also had a major

features of the entire Rías Baixas area: a humid

influence on the economy of the settlers, who

Atlantic climate with a tendency to summer

supplemented it with fishing. The rest of the

aridity, mean temperatures close to 14 degrees,

national park’s islands lost their population

precipitations at about 1.500 annual millimetres

throughout the twentieth century, especially

and a temperature variation of some 11 degrees

during the 1970s. During this decade Ons also

centigrade.

lost its permanent population very quickly.
14

Although the Isle of Onza was never actually

Maritime Terrestrial Park of the Atlantic Islands

inhabited, settlers used to visit it on a regular

of Galicia (Law 15-2002 of the 1st of July),

basis to collect gorse and grass for the cattle at

which included the isles of Cíes, Ons, Sálvora and

Ons, as well as maritime resources. The island’s

Cortegada.

natural value began to be protected in 1980, when

Ons is one of the most visited islands

all of the Cies Islands were officially declared a

throughout the year. The human pressure on

natural park. Previous studies have granted Cíes

cultural entities at Ons is therefore much higher

the category of ZEPA (the Spanish acronym for

than on the other islands. An example of this can

an Area of Special Protection of Birds) in 1988,

be seen at the hill fort of Castelo dos Mouros, whose

along with the Ons islands in 2001, in accordance

surrounding areas have been used for some time

with the Birds Directive 79-40-CEE. Among the

for agriculture and cattle. But the most vulnerable

thousands of birds that use the Ons cliffs to nest

entity within the set of islands which make up the

are the yellow-legged gull (Laurus Michahellis) and

national park is the Roman site of Canexol. It lies

the European shag (Phalacrocorax Aristotelis). The

partly underneath the present-day eastern coastal

legal consideration of these various coastal and

path of the island and has experienced severe

insular areas as a single Atlantic area brought

erosion from the sea. Other vestiges on the island

about the creation, in 2002, of the National
15

include the fortified settlements Punta do Castelo
(or Castelo da Roda) and Castelo de Pereiró; two
severely damaged modern or medieval structures
which stand very close to the cliff. In spite of this,
since they are built directly upon granite, their
erosion process is slower than has been observed
in the case of Canexol, which sits on softer
sediments.

The southern part of the island, where the Buraco
do inferno (Hell’s Hole) is

16

CHAPTER 2

∏

RESEARCH AND
THE WORK TEAM

This book presents some of the results of research

The main focus of the project is the recognition

carried out on the Isle of Ons, based on the

and study of the socio-cultural processes which

documentation, recording, evaluation and

transformed the landscape of the National Park of

vulnerability of its cultural heritage. The

the Atlantic Isles of Galicia, particularly

study is part of the project

the Ons archipelago. The

“Processes of Formation and

interdisciplinary approach of the

Change of the Cultural

research aims to integrate the

Landscape of the National

v a r i o u s s c i e n t i fi c

Park of the Atlantic Isles of

contributions made by

Galicia (HAR2010-22004) of

anthropology, history and

the Spanish Ministry of

archaeology in trying to

S c i e n c e a n d I n n o v a t i o n ’s

characterise the islands’ cultural

Research and Development Plan (I

heritage. Although each perspective

+D), implemented by the Institute of

retains its methodological rigour, the

Heritage Sciences (INCIPIT) of the Spanish

project is closely coordinated from an

National Research Council (CSIC).

anthropological standpoint to ensure that its
holistic character is maintained. The starting
18

points are the present and the practice of
ethnographic fieldwork with the present-day
population, in order to gain a deeper
understanding of the past.
We consider it of paramount importance that this
work should be carried out, as the Ons
archipelago is not only a fundamental part of the
National Park of the Atlantic Isles of Galicia and
a protected natural landscape.

It is also the

custodian of a unique cultural landscape,
consisting of highly relevant archaeological
entities and the practices of traditional
agriculture, cattle-herding and fishing carried out
by the island’s dwellers over time. These are
reflected in both the island’s material culture and
oral traditions.
19

An understanding of the Ons archipelago’s past

natural environment. Therefore, the study

from an archaeological, historical and

highlights the need to articulate ways of

anthropological point of view allows us to

preserving, studying and spreading knowledge

understand the older habitation processes. From

about the landscape which is managed as a living

there we can begin to understand the formation

resource, where inhabitants speak of cultural

and transformation processes which interplayed

values in defining their own identity.

in the formation of this landscape. In other words,

The precedents of this work go back to the 2009

in this undertaking we intend to:

project “Archaeological and Ethnographic Study

-Understand the formations and the elements of

of the Cultural Landscape of the Isle of Ons

the island’s cultural landscape.

(Bueu, Pontevedra)” partly financed by the

-To collect a duly contextualised set of data

National Park of the Atlantic Isles of Galicia,
partly by Incipit-CSIC, a memorandum of which

-To understand the processes of change which

was submitted to the Xunta de Galicia in May

have taken place over a long period of time

2010. At this time, as in latter stages of the

We must highlight that this work rests on the

project, we carried out fieldwork which

assumption that the island constitutes a cultural

encompassed archaeological prospecting and

landscape, that is, the result of social action on the
20

participant observation with the islander

historical documentation of the Isle of Ons, as

community, while carefully piecing together the

well as of finding content for the historical part of

historical records available to understand the data

the present work.

collected.

Cristina Cancela Cereijo, was part of the

Many researchers have taken part in this long

technical team and contributed to the treatment of

process of work and study. It is thanks to their

archaeological data.

efforts that we are now able to dig into the past,

Virginia Castro Hierro, was part of the technical

as well as the present of the island and its

team and took part in the treatment of

inhabitants.

archaeological information.

Paula Ballesteros Arias, directed the

Felipe Criado-Boado is part of the scientific

archaeological work and the ethnographic

direction of the projects linked to this study.

fieldwork team. She has coordinated this

Juan Martín Dabecíes, carried out most of the

electronic book as well as the visualisations and

video recordings on the island as well as making

final text.

the video: ‘Ons: Sea, Land and Identity’ included

Mariña Bermúdez Beloso has been in charge of

in this book.

the tasks of collecting bibliographic materials and
21

Alejandro Guimil-Fariña is part of the technical

the anthropological work and is part of the

team and a collaborator in the treatment of

ethnographic fieldwork team.

archaeological and geographic data.
Elías López-Romero, was part of the technical

This work has also relied on the many people who

team and took part in processing the

collaborated and continue to collaborate

archaeological data, as well as carrying out the

generously; to the managers and workers of the

study of the vulnerability of the cultural heritage,

national park, who have always made the

alongside Marie-Yvone Daire of the CReAAH,

completion of our work possible without further

University of Rennes.

complications, to Ángela Ballesteros for opening

Anxo Rodriguez-Paz, carried out the drawings of

up the doors of the islanders, to Santiago Corral

the archaeological materials on the island and

for keeping me posted with the latest events on

collaborated in the design and organisation of the

the island, to Xurxo Mouriño for his knowledge

historical part of this work.

of nature. But above all, we would like to express

Cristina Sánchez-Carretero, main researcher of

our immense gratitude to the people of the island.

the project that this work is part of, coordinates

Without them, their kind openness and hospitality

22

it wouldn’t have been possible to finish this work,
much less to do so in such a rewarding way.

Research team

23

CHAPTER 3

∏

PEOPLE

The island of Ons has been permanently

The people living on the island today are

occupied since the nineteenth century. The mid

descendants of the old settlers, who established

twentieth century marks the peak of its

themselves on the island from the mid

population process, which then began to

nineteenth century. They came from the Salnés

decrease. During the 1970s and 1980s this

area, especially Sanxenxo, from Noalla and

decrease intensified, the houses becoming

later on from the Morrazo Peninsula: Loira,

derelict and arable land abandoned. At present,

Meira, Bueu or Cangas. At first it was the

the island has about half a dozen permanent

people from the closer coastal areas who used

inhabitants, as well as several National Park

to work the empty lands, where they used to

employees (one guard and several other

graze their cattle, and from which they

workers). The population increases during

collected gorse to fertilise the croplands on the

summer months, when most of the families

mainland. All of this took place on an island

return home, the number of park employees

that was the property of the church. It was at

increases and tourism takes off; summer brings

the time of the 1836 ecclesiastical confiscations,

great social dynamism to the island and fosters

when the island was first sold to the Valladares

a growing impact on the local economy.

family, then to the Riobós, that some of those
early settlers decided to establish themselves on
25

the island and face the challenge of working

Let’s imagine a moment of intense activity

lands which had been untouched for centuries.

around the island in the mid twentieth century:

In order to use the land, which they didn’t own,

People working in the sea: in 1942 there

they had to pay rent to the owner, or

were 150 dornas (traditional wooden

master, in the form of a share of the

Galician fishing boats) registered

‘fruits of the land’ (corn) or

as octopus fishers; others

‘fruits of the sea’ (they were

worked in the salted fish

forced to sell all the octopus

factories, at the octopus

they fished).

driers, fishing, harvesting

Far from being empty,

seafood and seaweed, etc...

bucolic or untouched, in 1960

People working on the land:

the island’s population stood at

this was the main way to make

around 500; dwelling in the eighty

a living in the winter, when

houses of the neighbourhoods Caño, Curro,

frequent and lengthy blizzards made it

Canexol, Pereiró, Cucorno, Chan da Pólvora and

impossible to work on the sea. We believe that

Centulo.

virtually the entire territory of the island was
26

farmed; any areas that were not were used to

cattle feed. The occasional pine tree may also

collect the small gorse for fertilising the land,

have been discreetly stolen.

the larger gorse being used to heat the kitchen.

Let us now imagine for a moment the

Finally a set of versatile multi-purpose patches

transition between the island and the mainland,

were used to feed the cattle. Land resources

for example, fishing and the collection of the

were limited with the territory being enclosed

island’s marine resources, such as the octopus

by the sea. There was a school where children

and the barnacle, which were subsequently

would go whenever they could spare time from

taken across the sea for sale. In the world of

domestic chores; there were basic economic

symbolic imagery, the procession of the dead,

exchanges, taverns and communal work.

the “Santa Compaña” (The Holy Company)

The Civil War and the post-war famine also

always comes from the nearest mainland point,

descended upon the island. A shortage of

in la Lanzada; crossing the sea to arrive at the

firewood mean that those with fewer resources

island through the Melide sand bed, before

and less land had to take their boats to Onza to

finally disappearing into the island’s cemetery.

collect the larger gorse, whilst everyone went

The parish church is in Beluso, where, if the

there to collect the naturally growing grass for

priest failed to turn up in the island, people
27

would go to baptise, to get married and, more

new church was built to replace the previous

recently, to be buried.

one in Canexol, where a replacement boy-girl
segregated school was also constructed. A

But the 1960s came and with them the
seizure of the island by the Spanish state,
which handed it over to the National Institute
of Colonisation. At that time it was decided to
make a comprehensive reform of the island,
arguing, as in other cases on the peninsula, that
a full-scale social and economic reform of the
land had to be carried out after the Civil War.
These new parameters saw the building of a
new hamlet in Curro. There were now to be

Boat to the island

public buildings there, occupying the land of
the old fish-salting factory, in order to
centralise public and commercial services for a
more effective control of such activities. Thus, a
28

house was built for the school teacher, one for

shelter and in the face of the state’s continuous

the priest and one for the doctor. The forest

refusal, the island’s inhabitants slowly left for

guard’s stall was also built at this time, as were

Bueu, where an operative dock did exist. The

communal open-air laundries and even a

sailors left and so did their families. The school

Castilian-style granary. Still, the new dock that

was short-lived and the priest’s and doctor’s

the islands’ sailors required was not built. Most

houses were left untouched, as was the

of these sailors were by then moving onto new

grainery. By 1980 the island was practically

motorized boats. Unlike the traditional dornas,

abandoned.

these boats wouldn’t get stuck on the beach.

Nowadays it is a different island. Today, a

The sailors needed a dock that would act as a

markedly seasonal population faces completely

29

different problems that arise from the island’s
status as a national park. The island is now put
to other uses unrelated to those of the past and
has other conflicts to manage.
Ons is not uninhabited. Life, death, feasts,
diseases, cures, the fire, the stories, the legends,
the wind, the sea, the land… the knowledge of
the people of the island still lives in the memory
of some, while creating a new island and
memory for the future generations. Those that
remain have inherited absolute knowledge of
the land and of the cycle of life and death that
comes with it.

30

Day-to-day Life

We now turn to the theme of daily life, such
as domestic chores, the rivers where clothes
were washed and water was collected, looking
after children, the school, festivities, contact
with the mainland and “the continent”…

31

When children were born…
“When the children were born we
would cut the umbilical cord
ourselves. You’d have to get hold of
your fingernail and burn it. You’d
put the nail on the fire and then
you’d put on the belly-button so it’d
scar quicker, because that way it
healed better”.

Pancho’s boat, the connection to the
mainland

(Chefa, fieldnote)

Isolina tells us how to make soap while
doing her washing
32

Esther tells about how they used to go to do
the washing and fetch water to the river in
Canexol

Pepe and Cesáreo
remember the most
beautiful things on the
island...the celebrations,
especially carnival...

The school

Isolina tells us how they used to look
after new-born babies and about cures
to make belly buttons scar.

A working day for
Victoria

33

The Land

The island is a generous piece of land, cultivated
to the limits imposed by the sea. People used to
work on the land and fertilise it with gorse and
dung, as well as with the seaweed that the tide
brought in. Here, they tell us about the names with
which they used to identify each patch of land, the
crops, the corn, the bread and the influential
presence of the wind…
34

Scaring away the birds…
“The rain would come and along came the
crow…when we sowed seeds we’d have to
look out so that the crows wouldn’t eat
them. They used to eat the corn, both when
we’d sow and when it sprang (…) There
had to be one person on each allotment.
People carried slings and used stones to
scare off the birds. Emilio can remember a
man who used a gas canister to scare them
off with the explosions, but soon enough
they’d get used to the noise and come back.

The soil’s names

(Emilio, field note April 2011)

Plowing the land and sowing it: “The couple
were too much”
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Agricultural tools: Esther tells us how to
use a gancha (reaper) and other country
tools.
Grass for the cattle
used to be collected
at Onza

Dung was used to
fertilize the fields, as
well as seaweed, known
as ‘golfeiro’ or ‘that
dung’

Carmen tells us that when they were
children they used to graze the cattle in
the woods... “Everything was full of
croplands”...
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The crop lands and the blizzard.

The hand mill and
the taste of bread

Esther tells us about the different types of “stone
bowls”: Some are for hens and some are for pigs.
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The Sea

Traditional fishing and shellfishing techniques,
the names of the sea and the rocks…the sea has
always provided opportunities for survival which,
in time, brought about the introduction of a
monetary economy into the lives of the island’s
families.
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The traditional fishing equipment. The
tanza type fishing thread, and the
octopus traps rañas and cotelos.
Octopus fishing.

The piteras, also traps to fish
octopuses

Ana selects and cleans the barnacles
that the rest pick

The sea names: O Cairo, Os Cons
Pequenos, A Laxe do Crego... The
legend of the Clergyman’s Rock. The
rock called Malaca de Fora and the
one caled Malaca de Terra.
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Legends and Beliefs

A magical and mysterious landscape
emerges before us, made of visions and beliefs
where the world of the dead and the world of
the living share the same space. The divide
between both sides is so thin that it
sometimes dissolves and disappears.
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The moors were on the island: The
gunpowder at Chan da Pólvora (Gunpowder
floor in Galician)

The Cova dos Mouros: Pepe tells what
the hill fort looks like from the sea

The moors were on the island: The
gunpowder at Chan da Pólvora
(Gunpowder floor in Galician).
(Continuation)

A Laxe do Crego (Clergyman’s Rock)

41

The Santa Compaña.

According to Esther the cave used to be a
hiding place for the moors at the time of
the war

How you could avoid The Santa Compaña’s fires

The Cova dos Mouros: Describes what the
cave is like and its legend
42

Recent Changes on the Island

Here we touch upon recent events, such as the
abandonment and reoccupation of the island, the
Civil War and the post-war period; the wrecking of
the Bersac, a Second World War French warship
and the disastrous sinking of the oil tanker Prestige...
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Pepe remembers that in the post-war period: “We
were very hungry.” “The governor brought a very
bitter bread. You couldn’t eat it unless you boiled
it”

In the post-war: “You couldn’t even buy
bread”. “Back then there were some 500
people on the island”..
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The Second World War, the sinking
of the warship Bersac in 1940. The
Bersac was a French ship that sailed
through the Galician coast trying to
hedge off German submarines. The
crew was made up of 62 men of
which 45 were rescued from the sea
alive, 7 dead which according to
Pazos (2002, 187) were taken to
Vigo and 10 went missing. Marcelino
tells that some sailors from the isle of
Ons took part in the rescue on a day
of extreme weather conditions, and
how some of the dead were buried in
the island’s cemetery.

There was no quay. Associates had to take it
in turns to sleep on the boats so that they
wouldn’t get stolen. “When the wind blew
from the South we had to go into the port.”

The island was slowly deserted and when people
went back to it “everything was full of weed”.
There were no toilets. “There was nothing at all...”
as Ana remembers.

The sinking of
the oil tanker
Prestige

Aurita tells us what her house was like before
being renovated. The first toilet on the island.
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Sights and Sounds
Listen to the island...
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Silo, picking some barnacle on a quiet
day. The sound of the sea and seagulls.

The sound of the sea and seagulls on
Onza island
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Isolina doing the washing

The sea splashes against the west
coast on a sunny day

A night on the island: Camilo plays
the box drum

The Caniveliñas Fountain

The sound of the sea
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A goat in Pereiró

The day of the patron saint, Saint
Xaquín procession

The sea splashes on the west coast on a
foggy day.

Esther feeding the hens
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CHAPTER 4

∏

PLACES

Over time, all the national park’s islands

the rías further intensifies its isolation from the

underwent similar situations due to their relative

open sea. These areas, being best protected from

proximity to the coast: they were all either
occupied by or became in touch with several

Map of reference

different human groups at different chronological
and cultural stages in prehistory and history,
leaving a greater or lesser mark on each one of
them.
Identified occupation on the Isle of Ons is
concentrated on the eastern and south eastern
parts of the island: that is, facing towards the
interior of the rías and the mainland. This
organisation is due to several factors. These areas
have a less steep topography and are better
protected from the ravages of the Atlantic Ocean;

Tap over the image to launch map. Requires
Internet connection.

the island’s position at the centre of the mouth of
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the north and west winds, are used for

For the Neolithic period we have a similar

disembarkation and mooring. Their position allows

situation (4750-2600 BC). Xurxo Lourenzo wrote

for visual contact to be kept with the mainland and

in his 1934 Archaeological Diary, that on his short

the other islands. Finally, the abundance of fresh

trip around the island he heard of burial sites and

water was one of the main factors which permitted

“covered paths” although he could not confirm

the population to settle on the islands.
The earliest occupation of the islands is only
born witness to by bibliographical references.
According to this literature, evidence potentially
related to the Palaeolithic and Epipalaeolithic
periods (11,000-5,000 BC) might include a gneiss
scraper and a trapezoid-shaped piece of chipped
granite (Villas et al 2005). Both these are highly
relevant lithic materials, although their providence,
archaeological context and deposit are unknown to
us.
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their presence. Álvaro das Casas (1934) also

the Iron Age (800 BC-100 AD), and a Roman

wrote about these alleged sepulchres and the

fish-salting facility (1st - 4th Century AD). From

human bones found far from the present-day

the Medieval (4th to 15th centuries) and Modern

cemetery.

(15th to 18th) periods, there is evidence of
monastic and military occupations, and other

However, as early as the Bronze Age

more recent types of remains which correspond to

(2600-900 BC) we find an ample record of

more traditional settlements, religious

material culture which attests to human

constructions, structures for fishing, commercial

occupation and slowly formed

and fishing activities, or even maritime landmarks

an artificial landscape over

such as lighthouses.

time. Examples include
several rock

Within this constructed heritage we must bear

engravings and

in mind a fundamental element in the island’s

two Bronze-Age

cultural formation and construction: the traces of

heeled hatchets,

the traditional agricultural landscape. The

a f o r t i fi e d

landscape redoubles the island’s insularity since

settlement from

the long winter blizzards make it impossible to
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earn a living from the sea and therefore limits

and the dorna were the basis of the island’s

sources of income to mere subsistence. The

household economy”. Connected to this economic

agricultural landscape consists of terraces and

diversity, a varied set of buildings emerge, such as

crop-growing plots, separation walls, tracks,

the houses themselves, graineries, bridges,

irrigation and diversion channels, among others.

warehouses, croplands and other buildings which

In this sense, the island is rich in seasonal

helped maintain the island’s traditional character.

streams, fountains and aquifers. All the

The houses are organised into relatively

neighbourhoods across the island had access to

centralised groups called neighbourhoods. These

water sources and laundries, which allowed water

are named as follows: Curro, Caño, Canexol, Pereiró,

to be reused for the irrigation of croplands. These

Chan da Pólvora, Cucorno and Centulo. The literature

laundries were not only used to wash clothes, but

on the island sometimes mentions the

also to fetch water for the toilets. This was and

neighbourhood Labenco, situated between the

still is called ‘going down to the river’.

final few houses of Caño and the first houses of

Likewise, the aforementioned is complemented

Cucorno. Espedregalla is also sometimes

by the seascape, as in the words of Staffan

mentioned, between the neighbourhoods of

Mörling (2006) “The pair of cows, the oxen yoke

Canexol and Pereiró, with only one dwelling.
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The neighbourhoods of Curro and Caño have

In the southern part of the island was the

the largest number of houses. At Curro there are

neighbourhood of Pereiró, with its interesting and

docks, the national park facilities, bars and

singular distribution of houses and a small sand

restaurants, and the visitors’ centre. Chan da

bed which occasionally served as a dock. The

Pólvora, which was a continuation of

Xunta de Galicia camp facilities were

the neighborhood of Cano to the

also there.

west, consists of a small group

As we move south, the house

of houses located on a step that

distribution becomes more

precedes the broad expanse

dispersed. So in Cucorno,

south of As Xabreiras, where

despite there being an

the camping area can be found.

significant number of houses

The Canexol neighbourhood was

with extensive crop growing areas,

once a fairly crowded place, where

they are not as concentrated as in the

both the church and the school were located.

other neighbourhoods, and some of the houses are

Between them was the eirao, the spot where the

in ruins; it should also be remembered that this

patron saint was celebrated.

area is in a higher position (this is where the
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lighthouse sits), on the top of a hill and further

or were in ruins. At that point, in the 1980s, only

away from the docks.

four of the twenty buildings in Cucorno were

The neighbourhood of Centulo lies at the
northernmost point, where houses are completely
dispersed and do not cluster together. These were
the last houses to be built and the first to be
abandoned; in fact, today, despite the fact that
many of the houses have been renovated and
were adapted to be used during the summer, some
of the houses at Centulo are still in ruins.
It is worth noting that in 1981, de Llano
recorded that between Caño and the northwest
edge of the island, Centulo, the best-preserved
buildings are the closest to the docks. The rest,
including the eight inhabited buildings of Centulo,
situated on Melide beach, had either disappeared
56

temporarily occupied (de Llano 1981, 29).

Fragment of a cartographic map.
1:50.000, 184, O Grove. Instituto
Geográfico y Catastral, 1st edition 1942."
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Map of Ons and Onza islands

Fragment of an army’s cartographic map,
1:25.000, 184-II, published in 1959.
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Castle of the Mouros - O
Castelo dos Mouros
In Galician tradition Iron Age hill forts are often referred to as
castles –Castelos-inhabited by mythical doppleganger-type creatures,
the Mouros. This particular one sits on the top of a hill called the
Alto de Altura, on the narrowest part of the island, on what was
previously arable land. The people on the island call it O Castillo or
O Castillo Vello (the Castle or the Old Castle).
The settlement has a single residential area, pointing east, that is
surrounded by a moat and a wall, both of which are deeper around
the north-west-south arch. In addition to what appear to be two
small ditches separated by a small parapet.
The notes donated by José Manuel Caamaño Gesto, taken from
an archaeological survey of the island in 1985, offer a more detailed
description, as the vegetation at that point was less dense making it
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easier to access the enclosure and view the

side, which is the most accessible.

associated structures:

According to Caamaño “common Roman

“The Castreño site has an elliptical shape. The

pottery has been found, as have fragments of

central part of the hill fort inclines towards the

Roman tégula roof tiles. The remains of

east. It has ditches and slopes. In the western

rectangular walls can be seen, uncovered by

zone, three ditches alternate with slopes and

looters. These constructions are in the northern

walls. In the south west area, the first ditch is cut

part of the hill fort. The remains of a small

into the stone. This is the very moat that

shelling area were also found in this zone,

surrounds the entire

including limpets, mussels and animal bone

hill fort.”

remains”. He even mentions that “later he saw a

Pepe tells us about the hill
fort and the Buraco dos
Mouros (Moor’s hole).

fragment of hispanic sigillata pottery that had been

With regards to the

found on the hill fort”.

means of entry, no
access gate is clearly

This data was contrasted during our own

visible, but we believe

prospecting of the hill fort, in 2012. At the highest

it may have been

point, in the north, we were able to document a

located on the eastern

shell deposit at an excavation carried out by
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O Castrelo dos Mouros

Geographical location
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looters. From its scarcity we may infer that it is a

on the west side, reaching the line of the present-

small and marginal part of a larger and better

day cliff.

defined deposit, or simply a singular deposit. It

Close to the hill fort, some 10 kilometres from

basically consists of limpets and small-sized

the first ditch, where a great granite wall lies,

mussels. On the surface there were remains of

which was broken down and adapted to this first

Roman tégula and ímbrice roof tiles, as well as

ditch, is the Cova dos Mouros (Ballesteros-Arias

several different building materials, varying in

2009, 87). According to a local legend, which

size and unevenly preserved. This is an indicator

forms part of the oral tradition on the Isle of Ons,

that the use and occupation of this fortified

this natural cave connects the fortified settlement

settlement continued until at least the Roman

(through an imaginary tunnel) with Cairo Island,

period.

which lies in front of the Canexol sand bed.

From the interpretive point of view, once the
place has been recognised, and associated
information cross-referenced, it may be confirmed
that the defensive structures close the settlement
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Cave of the Moors - A cova dos
Mouros
Also known among the islanders as O Buraco dos Mouros (Hole of
the Moors), this legendary cave is found in the vicinity of the Castelo
dos Mouros, to the south of the first ditch. Access to the cave is
through a narrow gap between two granite slabs, which today are
covered in vegetation. From here a small enclosure can be accessed,
from which another small passage leads westward into a further
enclosure. This cave generated a popular legend, according to which
a tunnel led from here to the Isle of O Cairo, situated in the middle of
the sea, in front of Canexol, and which, due to its size and shape,
stands out prominently from the surrounding rocks. In fact, the
name O Cairo (dog’s tooth in Galician) came from its craggy, pointy
shape. So an imaginary bond links the hill fort to an island in the sea
via an imaginary tunnel.
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A further legend was recollected by Álvaro das

said to her: don’t be scared my daughter, that’s

Casas (1934)

just a spell” (das Casas 1934, 173).

“Another young man, and I am truly sorry I
can’t remember his name, told me that the Buraco

Portela Pazos (1954) describes the cave as

dos Mouros contains a lot of gold and precious

follows:

stones. Many neighbours tried to find it and dug

“At the end of the first stretch of that passage

in search for it for weeks on end, but after digging

there are three or four descending steps. Another

into the land for some time, the fires would go

few sections follow, also with steps at the end of

out: it appears that the island’s goblins live there

each one of them; it’s hard to tell how many, for

and they blow out all the lights if they think

no one dares go beyond the third and, once one

they’ve been caught. According to 68-year-old

reaches this, oil lights and candles are all caused

Ramona Domínguez, inside this caveher

to go out, either by an imperceptible air current

daughter-in-law said she was once grazing her

or for lack of oxygen. Some kind of scientific

cattle and she saw a priest all dressed up and with

investigation is needed.” (Portela Pazos 1954, 72)

a walking stick in his hand; she shivered and cried
for her dad, all in goose-bumps, and her father
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The Moors’ cave

Esther tells us what the Cova dos Mouros is
like. She used to go in as a child, along with
other children.

Geographical location
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Similarly, Irene Patiño Otero, an islander from
Ons, told us the following about the cave in an
interview from 2007:
“I used to hear the elders say that there was a
tunnel that went from the Buraco dos Mouros, that
you went down some stairs there and you ended
up in O Cairo, beneath the sea. When we were
kids and used to graze our cattle there, we used to
go to through the hole and down the staircase but
when it got dark we’d run back out. We could
hear people who had been there say that there
was lots of gold there, but we never saw it
ourselves…” (Ballesteros 2009, 87).
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The Roman Site of Canexol
Located along the profile of the Cove of Canexol is what was
potentially a former fish-salting facility, closely related to the fishing
and commercial activity of the island, and the rest of the islands and
the mainland (Ballesteros-Arias 2009) where such activities are
abundant (Suárez Piñeiro 2003). Based on the structures that we
have documented and the building and ceramic materials that we
have found, it can be ascertained that this archaeological site dates
back to Roman times.
Amongst the vegetation that covers part of the profile, we can
distinguish three different structures, including a remarkable southnorth oriented U-shaped ditch of unknown use. The next structure
that appears corresponds to part of a wall made from granite
stonework with square sides. Between the natural soil horizons, a 3
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to 4-cm-thick foundation, consisting of quartz and

the walls are covered in

lime mortar, is visible which runs along almost the

mortar made from highly-

entire stratigraphic profile of the sand bed.

fragmented pebbles and lime.

Further south, horizontally-laid granite slabs act

This tightly-compacted mortar

as a bridge, although the ditch they cross is full of

is also present in previous

stones and boulders of various sizes.

sections. This is known as opus
sigininum, a mortar used to

South of this structure are the most visible

waterproof hydraulic

vestiges of this site, the most obvious connections

constructions such as

between this place and the Roman fish-salting

channels, ponds, latrines,

facility. On top of the natural regularised horizon

pools, etc. The quartz has a

lies a bed of boulders and irregularly-shaped and
quadrangular rocks.

high quantity of silica dioxide,

On this bed stand three

which works as a natural

parallel walls about 1.5 metres apart from each

desiccant and isolates

other. These walls are double-sided, built from

humidity wherever it is found.

thin quadrangular granite stones arranged one on
top of another, like tiles. The base and interior of

Based on onsite observation
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and comparison with the archaeological
record documented on other similar sites, it
seems that these walls formed part of great
fish-salting vessels. Each one of these
structures appear to be clogged by rocks,
tégula (plain-edged Roman slates) and
About the site of Canexol

ímbrices (curved slates) rolled and fragmented
to different extents, coals of various sizes,
mammal and fish bones; these could have
ended up here as a result of the structures’
original function, becoming mixed up with
demolition waste or from their subsequent
use as a landfill. On top of these structures is
a not very organic layer of fine grain soil, very

More about the site of
Canexol

similar to the one which originally covered
the ditch, which makes us think that it was all
deposited at the same time with the intention
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of covering these different structural elements to
even up the ground for a new purpose.
It is worth clarifying that the covering
materials, the tégulas and ímbrices which appear on
this site, are clear signs of Romanisation; their use
ceases towards the Early Middle Ages to be
substituted by a course of parallel-lined ímbrices,
alternating back and forth, a system which
continues to this day. On the other hand, tégulas
have not only been used for roofs, but also to
make pavements, channels, tombs, etc. The use of
these materials seems to have been extended

Fragility of the site of Canexol

overtime as they continue to appear in early
medieval records.
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Roman site of Canexol

Geographical location
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Chan da Pólvora Petroglyph 1
This Petropglyph lies in the Chan da Pólvora plain, which unfolds
along the island’s south-central area, and leads south towards a
valley called As Xabreiras. The petroglyph consists of an outcrop of
schist with a general north-south orientation. Carved into it are
various motifs: cups, circles and fragments of concentric circles with
a central bowl, all of different sizes and degrees of preservation.
The petroglyphs were made using the most horizontal plains of
rock, at both floor level and at higher levels, with the possible
intention of making the motifs more visible. The engravings are
concentrated in the eastern and south-eastern half of where the
outcrop is highest and its surface is flattest. The visible remains of
the concentric circles are highly eroded, with erosion sometimes
eliminating half of the motif. We cannot rule out the possibility that
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the panel may have originally featured more

for the chronological and cultural moment when

figures; presently unrecognisable due to the

the petroglyph was made, the concentric circles

extent of their deterioration. From the

are among the most characteristic motifs of the

engraving the southern half of the island

Atlantic style, which is widely ascribed to the

is clearly visible,

Bronze Age. In fact, two heeled hatchets which

including the

were found in the mid twentieth century could

east and

also be attributed to this time, although it is not

south coasts,

very clear where exactly they were collected,

as well as the

what the precise archaeological context was or

Island of

who exactly made this discovery. We may

Onza and the

suppose, from the scarce information available,

Islands of

that several heeled hatchets may have been

Cíes.

collected on the isle of Ons, possibly during the
1950s. According to the Archaeological Chart of

As

Pontevedra province, (Filgueira and Alén 1954, 76)
they were double-ring type hatchets, while the
literature places them in the deposits of the
73

Pontevedra Museum with the numbers 2811 and

Archaeological Museum of Pontevedra, but the

2823. In his time, Luís Monteagudo drew and

location of the second axe is unknown.

wrote about axe number 2811, which appears in

This engraving was found in 2009 by the

his work Die Beile auf der Iberischen Halbinsel (1977,

Piñeiróns Association following the directions of

228). Nowadays this axe is in the deposit of the
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Fernando Alonso Romero, who had discovered it
with his wife María Castroviejo, in the 1970s.
Chan da Pólvora Petroglyph I

Geographical location
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Chan da Pólvora Petroglyph 2
This petroglyph was also made on a north-south oriented schist
outcrop in the Chan da Pólvora plain, in the south-central area of the
island, which leads south to a valley called As Xabreiras. Several
motifs, including cups of various sizes, have also been carved into
the different planes of the rock, as well as on the edges that protrude
from it.
The chronology of the engraving cannot be easily specified either,
since both the cups and the simple circles are difficult to date; such
motifs are frequent and recurrent over time and are loosely
connected to prehistory. However, without undertaking a more
intensive study, it is difficult to specify a period with greater
certainty.
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Both the setting of these petroglyphs and their
visibility, the short and long distances to the sea
Chan da Pólvora Petroglyph II

and the entrance to the estuary, could be
associated with the coastal sailing routes (links
between Galician petroglyphs and maritime
traffic having been suggested by Santos and
Seaoane, 2006 and Seoane 2005). Like all the
other coastal petroglyphs, those at Ons are placed
at strategic points, from which they exercise
ample visual control over the estuary. This would
suggest that having a clear view of these entrance
zones was the main rationale behind their location

Geographical location

(Ballesteros-Arias and Seoane-Veiga, 2012).
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A Laxe Petroglyph
This petroglyph is found in the area known as A Laxe, in the
neighbourhood of Caño. It has been carved into granite rock on the
southern edge of slabs which are broad at ground level, in an area
that projects slightly east, and where the Rego do Caño flows nearby.
The motifs found are cups of different sizes, some larger and more
prominent, some recessed. Occasional grooves can be seen although
they appear quite eroded. The engravings are carved on the upper
part of this outcrop, to the south east, in which direction they also
gently slope.
This engraving overlooks a wide area of the estuary and the
Castelo dos Mouros can also be seen southwards, although in a
secondary position, as in this case, the predominant view from this
rock is the sea.
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View of the engraving

As in the previous case, the engraving’s
chronology cannot be established precisely, as
both cups and simple circles are common and
recurrent motifs over time; as previously
mentioned, these elements are generally
considered prehistoric, until more detailed
studies can suggest more specific dates.
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A Laxe petroglyph

Geographical location
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The Cleric’s Rock -A Laxe do
Crego
This is a formless isolated sepulchre, cut into a granite rock which
stands in the sea, at some 120 metres from the beach Area dos Cans
(Dogs’ shore), which is only accessible when the tide is low. The
height of the rock, which prevents it from ever being completely submerged by the sea, and the intense colouring caused by exposure to
the sun, saltpetre and seabird dung, make it a prominent feature in
the seascape.
The sepulchre has a rectangular form, of north-south orientation, its
overflow perimeter juts out and its edges are rounded, although they
might have been altered from their original square shape into more
rounded edges. The sides of the sarcophagus are quite vertical, although the base narrows down slightly in relation to the mouth. The
base is flat and the fracture concave. The head is –oriented north
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and has an oval shape, creating a semicircle of con-

vegetation in an area where the remains may lie

cave walls and fractures and a semi-flat base. On

prevents a more thorough examination to detect

the north edge of the sarcophagus, a length of

evidence in support of this hypothesis. According

shaft, possibly from a cross, can also be recogni-

to A. de las Casas (1934, 169) “Tradition has it

sed. Its section is quadrangular and has concrete

that in ancient times the land went well beyond

fragments at its base. On the southern
side opposite, a small semicircular-shaped step can also be seen, as if to rest

the rock and that an incredibly beautiPepe tells us about
A Laxe do Crego.

ful monastery used to stand here, which
was knocked down at the time of the

one’s feet. This north-south orientation

French.” This text mentions heavy coas-

is unusual, as generally the head should

tal erosion and places the sepulchre on

point eastwards, towards the direction

terra firma, which could significantly

of the sunrise, from which God is to

challenge interpretations about its cu-

appear in the final judgement, according to the

rrent location.

Christian rite which is also based upon the rising

Finally, it is worth pointing out that until more re-

and setting of the sun. The origin of this sarcopha-

mains appear or further evidence is collected it

gus is unknown. A convent or some other kind of

cannot be ascertained whether this sepulchre was

religious building may have existed, but the thick
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intended for an abbot or a religious person, as it
may also have been used to bury a lay person of
distinguished rank, in which case it would date to
the Middle Ages.
According to oral testimonies, a cover which was
originally collected from the beach at the Area dos
Cans, and is currently deposited at the visitors’
centre on the Island of Ons, also belongs to this
sarcophagus.

Geographical location
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The Sepulchre Cover
This cover, which allegedly belongs to the anthropomorphic
sepulchre of A laxe do Crego, is made of granite, is rectangular in
shape and the corners have been rounded by erosion. On its reverse
side, a bevel goes around its entire perimeter, a design which allows
it to fit on top of the sepulchre. Several cuts made with a metal
chisel are also visible on the reverse side, which may be due to this
part of the cover having been sculpted less carefully. Although the
shapes on the front side have been heavily eroded by the sea, it
could be argued that this is a memorial stone, cut into three sides
without corners, representations or reliefs. The cover is missing part
of one of the edges.
The type of memorial stone would indicate that it belongs loosely to
the Middle Ages, but more specific information is lacking, making it
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difficult to ascribe it to a more specific chronological or cultural phase. Still, its size would suggest
close links with the anthropological sepulchre of A
Sepulchre cover

Laxe do Crego, which it fits perfectly.
According to oral references this sepulchral cover
was found years ago in Area dos Cans. It was then
moved into a house to be used as a hearthstone, although it was never actually used for this purpose. In 2012 it was moved to the Island of Ons Visitors’ Centre, where it is currently on display.
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Castelo da Roda or Ponta do
Castelo
This is the remains of one of the two batteries located on the
island’s coast, on a spur facing the Ria of Pontevedra, to the north of
Curro beach. It consists of a single guardhouse, and sits directly
upon granite mother rock, acting as a natural fortifying barrier.
The Galician cleric and historian Portela Pazos describes these
two batteries as follows:
“The ruins of two castles or fortresses are visible: one in the
hamlet of Curro; the other in Pereiro”. (Portela 1954, 71).
The Castle of Roda has an east-facing, rounded U-shaped or halfmoon layout, the walls forming parallel lines to the west. The
fortress is built of well-squared, hewn granite masonry, including
some gigantic pieces with no mortar between them. Some of the
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original east-facing structures, such as the moon-

“Castillo” (Spanish). From the morphological

shaped sections and the southern wall, are still

perspective it is typical of the kind of military

preserved. On the other hand, a large part of the

batteries which are dispersed along the coast, to

northern wall has completely collapsed. Some of

provide surveillance of and respond to any

the stones from the battery walls have fallen down

possible attack from sea, to have visual dominion

the cliff, some lie scattered in the
vicinity and others have been looted

Detail of the wall of the Castelo
da Roda

and reused to build other structures
on the island. To the west we find the
present-day access to the buildings,
although it is not certain whether this
was one of the original entrances to
the enclosure.
Local toponymy and oral accounts
refer to the two sets of battery
remains as “Castelo” (Galician) or
87

over coastal access points and
control over

movement of shipping.

road leads from underneath the sea out to the
Coast of Portonovo”.

This is currently one of the points of interest on
the Ruta do Castelo (Castle Route), one of the
tourist trails available to the island’s visitors.

View of the north part of the island, the Melide
sand bed and Centulo from the Castelo da Roda

Likewise, the watchtower is open to visitors and
is easy to find using the signs
that mark the route along
the island.
Álvaro das
Casas (1931,
169) recollected
a legend,
according to
which “beneath
its granite
platform, a
88

Castelo da Roda o Punta do Castelo
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Pereiró Castle
This is the remains of one of the two batteries which can be found
on the coast, on a spur in the area of Pereiró, overlooking the
Pontevedra Ría in the south of the island. Just like the Castelo da
Roda, it has only one guardhouse and sits directly upon the granite
mother rock, which also acts as a natural protective wall.
Portela Pazos describes the batteries as follows:
“The ruins of two castles can be seen: one in the hamlet of Curro,
the other one in Pereiro. In 1931 the remnants of the second, which
was broader-based, with a gateway to the sea, consisted of walls of
more than meter and a half in height. These disappeared piece by
piece, as the stone was taken and reused to build houses. Today,
little more than the floor plan is left.” (Portela 1954, 71).
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The Castle of Pereiró has an east-facing moon-

land, where there is a gap in the ground that is

shaped layout, culminating in a triangular or

thought to be connected with the building.

arrow shaped edge to the west, as can be seen on
aerial photographs. Inside the enclosure, in
addition to the collapsed sections, there appears

Pereiró Castle

to be a transverse wall, although the dense
vegetation prevents a clearer view. This is built of
large well-squared granite blocks, including some
enormous pieces with no mortar between them.
Some of the stones from the walls have
tumbled down the cliff, whilst others are
dispersed in the surrounding area or have been
plundered and reused for other buildings locally.
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The western part of the building is interrupted by
a road giving access to the surrounding arable
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Arch with an Engraving
This is a piece of granite cut into the form of an arch with an
inscription. It has been placed on the interior wall, facing south, from an
intersection.
The inscription has been made with a metal chisel and reads SANTA
MA (Holy Ma) and seems to have been cut off, so the original
inscription must have continued. From a stylistic point of view it is
written in a humanistic style, in a font which was typical of the period
dating from the sixteenth century to the present, but would correspond
in this case to either the sixteenth or seventeenth century.
Its original location is unknown. However, a reference from 1598,
which describes an archbishop’s visit and documents the number of
parishioners as 19, tells us that the island had a church dedicated to
Saint Mary of the Isle of Ons, within the archdiocese of Salnés

92

(Santiago Cathedral Archive (1598), archbishop’s
visits, Book iii 1598, IG-277, f. 186 vo).

Barn adjacent to the house where the remains of the arch are
located
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Rego do Castelo Mill
The ruins of a watermill are situated on a low valley through
which the waters of the streams Rego do Castelo and Entenza flow, on
the eastern side of the island. It was discovered during the 2012
pruning and cleaning campaign carried out by the staff of the
national park. Once the area had been cleared, the catchment and
bypass channels were revealed, as well as the remnants of the
foundations. As far as we could determine, this was a watermill of
the type that used to be built over streams where flow was weaker
and subject to seasonal variation, yet these structures made it
possible to mill almost all year round. Part of the wall is preserved,
revealing the cavity where the paddle wheel and the water outlet are
found. This section consists of a granite-based dry stone wall laid
with well-squared masonry blocks. None of the grindstones have
been preserved.
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This structure sits on a slope with many

with the elders of the island have confirmed

agricultural terraces and water channels. The

memories of a mill which belonged to the Riobó

extra water from what we believe to have been a

family and was driven by the Entenza stream.

mill was probably used as irrigation for the
Mill of the Rego do Castelo

various croplands and fields that continue down
this slope.
The recent nature of this discovery does not
allow for a more detailed description. To this we
may add that neither modern records nor surveys
carried out among the inhabitants had revealed
the existence of a watermill on the island. The
locals say that whenever cereal needed milling,
they would go to either Portonovo or Bueu, or, if
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the weather was too bad for these short trips, the
peasants would finish off the job with circular
hand grindstones. However, recent interviews
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Old Church of San Xaquin
The old church of San Xaquin is in the neighbourhood of Canexol,
near the cemetery. It is currently closed, having been replaced in the
1960s by the new church in the neighbourhood of Curro.
The church has a rectangular floor plan, with its chancel pointing
northwest and its front pointing southeast, contrary to the Christian
rite which determines that the chancel should face eastwards
towards the rising sun. Its internal layout consists of a single nave
and the building material is granite masonry. The corner posts and
plinth are reinforced with distinguishably better quality granite
masonry. Many of these pieces of masonry have preserved the
stonemason’s marks on their sides. One of the pieces on the south
eastern corner has the letter “J” cut into it.

96

This church has three openings: one of which,

cross has a squared section crossed by horizontal

above the southeast-facing entrance door, is small

arms with poly-lobed finishes.

and circular. The other two openings are small

Around the church lies the churchyard.

windows, one to either side of the end of the

According to Portela Pazos (1954, 67) those who

chancel, both with a protruding lintel. On the

died on the island used to be taken to the Beluso

outside elevation of the wall, it is notable that the

parish cemetery, until one day a blizzard

height of the church has been increased by adding

prevented a corpse from being transported. This

smaller stone slabs during a renovation of the

was the first of the deceased buried to the north of

roof. The gabled roof is made with local slate.

the island’s chapel and from that day on until the

On the painted white façade there is a belfry

1970s all the island’s dead were buried in this

made of three pieces of granite, partially covered

churchyard. Behind the church there appear to be

with cement. It has a single opening and a

a number of gravestones without names; these are

continuous lintel of the same material. A stone

the victims of the Bersac shipwreck, who were

cross sits at the top of the opposite side of the

interred here when the weather conditions

covered area. It has a three-bodied shaft. The

prevented them from being taken for burial on the
mainland. The whole enclosure is surrounded by
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a perimeter wall made of granite blocks built in
the 1950s. The access door is a wrought iron
lattice gate, the space outside of which constitutes
an open area similar to a natural atrium, closed
only on the left-hand side of the road.
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San Xaquin Church
This church, dedicated to San Xaquín, was built along with the
new neighbourhood of Curro, by order of the National Institute of
Colonisation during the 1960s. This centralised all the new public
buildings and other spaces such as the warehouse, schools, and
houses for the teachers, the priest and the doctor.
The church has longitudinal layout, with a side annex for the
baptismal font. The chancel faces north and the front of the building
to the south, again disregarding the Christian rite concerning the
positioning of churches (chancel facing east, the front facing west).
The walls are made of granite stone, with reinforced lower sections.
The upper parts of the walls are painted white. The gabled roof is
made with locally-made curved slates. On top of the main façade
stand three iron crosses. The windows are made of cement with
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fragments of coloured glass that imitate stained-

“This little Galician Island, IÑA, the defense of

glass window panes. The central part of the main

our Ría and devoted to Saint Xaquinciño, the

façade is decorated with white ceramic tiles with

Father of The Virgin Mary.”.

blue motifs. At the centre of the upper section is a

There are several religious scenes around the

cross with representations of the four evangelists,

door jamb of the entrance.

and on one of the sides is the following

On the rear side of the church there is the bell

inscription:

tower, made of concrete, with a belfry in its centre

“HOLY SAINT XAQUINCIÑO (IÑO being

and a balcony above, at the same height as the

the affectionate Galician diminutive) OF THE

bell. Access is from the rear, through an iron

ISLAND, GIVE US A LITTLE WIND

staircase which leads to the upper part.

(VENTIÑO) ON THE POPA (on our stern) so

A North of the church is a small granite

we can make it to port, as our sails lie in

masonry construction with a painted white upper

pieces.”

section, standing against the church’s lower east

On the other side of the cross is the inscription:

wall and corresponding to the vestry. The gabled
roof is tiled. The windows are on the east and rear
façades. The entrance is located to the south,
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through the portico, which leads onto the festive
area in front of the cruceiro. This is the place
where San Xaquin is honoured in the month of
August, and which sometimes functions as a
music stage.
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Ons Cruceiro
The Cruceiro stands at the top of the neighbourhood of Curro, on
the east side of the church of San Xaquin opposite the vestry, in a
garden area where celebrations in honour of the patron saint take
place.
The cruceiro is made of granite rock and stands on three small
square-shaped staircases. Its base is square and has no inscription or
decorative motifs. The shaft section is squared, its corners
chamfered. On two sides of the shaft are two small images in relief,
facing northeast is the Virgin Mary holding the Baby Jesus in her
arms and on the south-western side is a saint. The capital is a single
square piece of granite bearing twelve human figures, three on each
side, which could correspond to the twelve apostles.
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On the capital stands the Latin-shaped and
square-sectioned cross. The reverse side, facing
southwest displays an image of the crowned

Ons cruceiro

Virgin with the Baby Jesus in her arms. The front
has an image of Christ crucified with three nails,
the cloth of purity around his waist and his head
leaning towards the right. Both the Virgin Mary
and the image of Christ have rounded forms, as
do the other figures on the cruceiro.
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Old School
The old school of Ons was situated among a group of houses and
annex structures in the neighbourhood of Canexol. The main
building corresponds to two neighbouring houses, but was originally
a farmhouse and only later became the island’s school, where the
schoolteacher also lived. According to Álvaro de las Casas the
school was built in 1923 and opened in 1925 (das Casas 1934, 168)
and was used as such until 1967 when the new school of Curro
became functional.
The house has a rectangular layout, with two floors, and was built
from granite masonry with reinforced corners and windows which
were later renovated. The gabled roof has a chimney on its west
side.
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Behind the houses are the island’s hórreos: two

the inside of the yard. The roof is made of well-

monumental granaries belonging to the island’s

cut stone slabs with cemented joints and curved

owner, Mr Riobó. They have identical

tiles along the small roof that covers the central

characteristics, one is the mirror image of the

beam. The east-facing frontispiece has granite

other, and they both stand in an east-west

crosses as decorative motifs. These granaries used

orientation. The actual granaries supported by

to store the corn from the rent of the island’s

these four-legged structures are built from a mix

settlers. It appears that one held corn for Riobó

of rough stone, masonry, and, in the case of the

himself, and the other for the person who

south granary in particular, several pieces reused

administered his rent and lived in this group of

from previous constructions. They both have two

houses.

doors and tornarratos (literally mouse turners),

Between these granaries is a field where the

semi-circular pieces at the juncture between the

celebrations in honour of San Xaquín were held,

granary itself and the four posts that hold it up.

this was called the “campo da festa” or festivity

These block access to the granary box, preventing

field. The celebration took place at the end of

mice from getting at the grain. The grain box is

August and on Sundays after the celebration of

made of masonry with horizontal grooves. Each

the Assumption of the Holy Virgin, patron saint

one has a door in the back wall, pointed towards
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of Beluso. This was usually attended by
large numbers of neighbours from Noalla,
Bueu, Ribera, Portonovo, etc. with the
celebrations continuing on into the next
few days in honour of the Virgin de los
Remedios (of the remedies) and Saint
Ramón (Portela Palacios 1954, 68-69).
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Ons Lighthouse
The lighthouse stands on the highest point on the island, the 128metre-tall peak of Cucorno. It was originally built in 1865 with a tower
and a U-shaped floor plan. It is one of the few remaining nonautomated lighthouses; lighthouse keepers still live in this very
unusual and well-preserved building. At one time it contained an oven
where the keepers would make bread.
As the lighting reform plan was passed in 1902 it was decided that
the lighthouse’s light must reach a greater distance. It was agreed that
the best solution would be to rebuild a new lighthouse on top of the
foundations of the old one. The old tower was partially demolished
and a second, octagonal floor-shaped tower was raised, culminating in
a 3.70-metre-diameter lamp.

107

The new works were inaugurated on the 4th of

The enclosure is surrounded by a fence and

July 1926, with optics developed by the British

wire and is accessible from the south. Outside and

Company Chance Brothers. The lighting was by

to the southeast of the enclosure is the heliport.

means of an oil vapour system which created
incandescence from pressure. The details of this
system can be read in the following article:(http://
www.apmarin.com/es_faro_ons.html)
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O Buraco do Inferno(Hell’s
Hole)
This is a deep natural crack in the floor, very close to the sea cliff,
circular in shape and situated to the south of the island, and which
communicates with the sea through a cavern. This geological
formation is one of the tourist attractions of what is referred to as
the “Southern Route” (Villas et al. 2005, 185-86).
In addition to the hole itself, which is surrounded by a stone wall,
there are two crosses upon the surrounding rocks in memory of the
deceased. One of these crosses stands in memorial of a member of
the military, dated 18-10-1863 and is made of concrete with an iron
structure. The other cross is dedicated to the memory of a young
man who died in the 1990s. This cross is made of granite with the
tips of the arms engraved with floral motifs. Also engraved on the
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cross is the name Ángel, along with the dates of
his birth and death: 27-11-71 and 16-08-93.
This profound geological depression is known
as Hell’s Hole, possibly in reference to its direct
link to the underworld. Alonso Romero tells us
the following about the possible legends
associated with the hole:
“I have personally visited Hell’s Hole several
times and also tried to gather information about it
but I couldn’t find any, perhaps there is none to
be found; no legends, beliefs, rites or superstitions
related to this chasm, apart from the profound
fear that it inspires in the islanders. It is indeed
very easy, due to the gradient, to slip and fall
inside its imposing mouth. The fishermen usually
get to their boats (dornas) through the marine
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cave (furna) that communicates with the sea.
Seafood is abundant in this area and endless
species of seabirds nest there. Whether or not the
‘Hell’s Hole’ was linked to ancient beliefs about
t h e ‘ O t h e r Wo r l d ’ , t h e s e b e l i e f s h a v e
unfortunately been lost.” (Alonso Romero 1981,
298)
H o w e v e r, t h e m a g a z i n e “ O C a n d i l ” ,
coordinated by Arturo Sánchez Cidrás and
written by the teachers and students of the Public
Secondary School A Pedra de Bueu, dedicated its
issue number 15 (1997) to the stories and legends
compiled by the boys and girls. The
schoolchildren carried out some very interesting
interviews with their families in reference to this
hole:
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“There is this hole where, if you throw a rock
through it, it sounds as if you were cutting a tree.
You can’t get there by land but you can by sea
and when the tide is high you can see the water

O Buraco do Inferno (Hell’s Hole)

from the top”. María del Carmen Reiriz.
“On stormy days you can hear screams and the
shouts of the souls who have been trapped by the
devil”. María Jesús Acuña.
“A soldier that was passing by felt as if he was
being pushed to make him fall and so it was.
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There were several expeditions to the hole, but
they couldn’t find him. It is thought that the
soldier could be sitting on a stone seat
somewhere.”. José Manuel Sánchez Dosantos,
parent’s account (Sánchez Cidrás 1997, 19).
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Military Guardhouse of Onza
This was built for military purposes at the time of the Francoist
dictatorship, upon a spur to the east of the sand bed of the Porta do
Sol. This is a strategic position from which the maritime traffic can
be controlled, as well as the Cíes islands and the coastline of the ría.
The construction is in ruins and part of the walls and the roof are
missing.
When the structure was built, two granite outcrops were
incorporated as part of the camouflage. Its floor plan is square and
measures 4.70 metres on its west side by 3.65 metres to the north,
the door points north and one of the windows faces west. It was
constructed from bricks and cement.
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Ruins of Onza
This is an accumulation of collapsed earth and stones which sits
on the highest part of the isle of Onza, on the central plain of the
island. These collapsed materials could be connected to the remains
of an ancient cabin or shelter which may have been used as a refuge
on expeditions to find grass for the cattle. Judging by the materials
used, it could be linked to the time when the military guard house
was built.
	

These remains are on the margins of a granite crest and are
made of various-sized stones and a large number of curved slates
forming a small arch-shaped dispersion area.
	

The Catastro del Marqués de la Ensenada was one of the first
statistical surveys undertaken by the Spanish Crown. Part of an
enlightened policy to scrutinise the wealth of the land, the Catastro
was the materialisation of the Marquis of Ensenada’s efforts to
115

gather information for the collection of the King’s

south of the aforementioned island and with a

taxes. The Catastro (1750-53) describes the island as

circumference of approximately a quarter of a league;

follows:

its terrain is quite useless and, for the most part rocky,
except for the odd patch here and there which may

	

“Isle of Onza. Also belonging to this jurisdiction

provide grazing for a mule if one wished”.

is another small island called Onza, to the immediate
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Dock
Located on the east of the island in the neighbourhood of Curro, it
is the only dock on the island. Its construction began at the time of
the Second Spanish Republic (1931-1936) was improved in 1946
and further enlarged. Next to this quay is the sand bed of Curro or
las dornas, where, in 1942, 150 traditional boats or dornas were once
dedicated to octopus fishing. The few which are still aground on this
part of the island attest to this today.
The dock is a 220 metre-long structure made of stone with a
cement surface. It is wider on the east edge, where a small signalling
lighthouse stands. It can be accessed on both sides from ramps and
stone staircases leaning against the wall.
At the time when most of the island’s sailors were substituting
their tradional dorna boats for motorized ones, they requested the
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construction of a new dock to provide shelter for

difficulties that entailed having to sleep on the

new vessels. This had never been a problem

boat because of the storms, islanders gradually

before, as dornas could lie aground on the beach.

moved to Bueu, where a dock existed that did

In the face of continuous refusals and the

have the right conditions for mooring.
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Melide Outdoor Wash Basin
This communal wash basin is found in the O Centulo area, north of
the island. The wash basin stands next to a brook which flows into
the Melide sand bed, a few metres away from the beach in a very
shady area, covered in dense vegetation. The wash basin is
accessible along a track which is presently closed to the public, but
used to serve the houses of the surrounding area in the north of the
island.
The wash basin is rectangular in shape and is made of cement,
brick and concrete. It has a gabled roof. The washing stone is
arranged in line and placed on the north side. This wash basin is
currently abandoned and covered in vegetation.
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These wash basins were used by the islanders
who would also fetch water from them for their
home toilets. The walk used to be and is still
called “going to the river” as these constructions
are relatively recent and washing cloths used to
be done directly on the riverside.
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Cucorno Outdoor Wash Basin
This basin was built in the 1950s and is found in the
neighbourhood Cucorno, which benefits from the waters of the
Cucorno brook. The wash basin is partially dug into the floor and
accessible by means of a stone staircase. There is also a water
chamber with a sink.
It is rectangular shaped and built in brick, cement and concrete.
The roof is held up by two square-shaped columns and two walls
that occlude the enclosure. It is a gabled roof, made of cement sheets
and without slates. Painted on the west-facing cornice of the roof is
a mural of a climbing plant which decorates the entrance. Inside this
enclosure is a rectangular sink and two washing stones, which are
opposite one another. The water enters from the west and drains to
the east, straight into the irrigation pipes.
121
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Entenza Wash Basin 1
This is one of the wash basins in the Entenza area, a deep trough
on a pronounced slope, within a wooded area of oaks, chestnuts and
pines, which extends from the Cucorno neighbourhood into the
neighbourhood of Curro. This particular wash basin is found
specifically in the upper part of la Entenza.
It is small, rectangular-shaped and receives its water supply from
the west and channels the surplus towards the east. The wash basin
is made of cement, brick, concrete and stone masonry. The washing
stone is in a linear position and behind it is a long bench for the
washerwomen. Nowadays the sink, along with the rest of the
structure, is covered with earth and vegetation. In the northwest
corner is an alcove which could correspond with part of the mine
where water used to be collected directly for domestic service.
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The roof is gabled and consists of a concrete

the 1945 aerial photograph, along with part of the

slab without roof tiles. Standing out on the

woodlands where most of the islanders would

exterior of the roof pediment, is a cement relief

obtain their wood.

with a yoke and arrows, a symbol of the Franco
dictatorship. The Francoist regulation made it
compulsory to leave the Fascist party’s emblem on
all constructions or renovations on the island to
signify that they had been done by the Social
Service of the Movement1.

.

The name Entenza probably comes from the
word tenza, a word used to designate each portion
of land that mountains are divided into, or a
communal patch of cropland. In fact this was an

1Note

of the translator (N.T.): The Movimiento was a short form of the phrase
Movimiento Nacional (National Movement). The term was used successively to
refer to the military coup which led to the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), the
war itself and, finally, the several parties and organisations (ranging from fascist to extreme-right wing and traditionalist organisations) which supported
the political institutions of the Francoist dictatorship (1939-1976).

area of intensive cultivation, as attested to by the
terraces built along contour lines, the remains of
which are still visible today. They can be seen on
124
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Entenza Wash Basin 2
This wash basin is found in the lower part of Entenza, next to the
spring and the houses of the neighbourhood of Curro.
The large wash basin was built in the 1960s, when the island
already belonged to the Spanish state and was accountable to the
National Institute of Colonisation. It was built at the same time as
the New Civic Centre to centralise public and communal buildings.
The design is similar to other constructions of the time, both
architecturally and in terms of the materials used, which alternate
between stone and whitewashed surfaces.
This wash basin is rectangular in shape with a tiled roof. It has
window-style openings on its southeastern side, facing the smaller
front wall. The entry door is on the west wall. On the inside is a
rectangular-shaped central wash basin, divided by three gates and
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surrounded on four sides by the washing stone,
made of concrete. In 2009 renovation works were
made on the structure.
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Caño Wash Basin
This wash basin is in the neighbourhood of Caño, and uses the
water from the Caño brook. It is rectangular in shape and built of
brick and cement. The gabled roof has been recently reformed. It is
a structure of timber beams and crossbeams covered with locallymade slates. The remnants of the original construction have been
preserved on this roof, such as the lintel in the area that provides
access to the wash basin. The wash basin is reinforced with cement,
the same material from which the base of the cover is made and in
which the building or renovation date is inscribed (1962), along
with the relief with the yoke and arrows, a symbol of the Francoist
dictatorship.
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The wash basin is enclosed by two walls in an
L-shape. Within this enclosure are the actual
basin and the E-shaped wash stone, made of
granite slabs.
The Caño River is channelled from nearby at a
higher ground level, where a channel drives the
water into the wash basin. On the other side the
river runs past the fountain of Caño 50 metres to
the south east. The remaining water which isn’t
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channelled by these constructions goes straight
into the irrigation channels through the Caño area,
under a bridge and runs towards the east coast of
the island, down A Laxe to the river mouth at Area
dos Cans beach.
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Canexol Wash Basin
This is found in the neighbourhood of Canexol and uses water
from a stream of the same name. It is situated on the left-hand side
of the old road which used to lead to the arable land around the hill
fort. According to data collected in the course of ethnographic
fieldwork, this basin was built in the 1970s on the site of an old
granary.
The wash basin is rectangular in shape and made of brick, cement
and concrete. The cover slab is gabled and made of locally-made
slate, held up by three columns and a wall at an angle. It is partially
dug into the soil and the water comes in through the west wall while
the surplus water goes out of the east wall, onto a cement basin. On
the south-facing outside wall is a mural of the bottom of the sea,
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which was painted in 1997 by the young boys and
girls from the island’s annual work camp.
The wash basin’s washing stone is made of
cement and is in the shape of an L. Two
interesting features are its horizontal scrapers to
help wash clothes and the spaces for the washerwomen to leave their soap.

Geographical location
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Old Canexol Wash Basin
This wash basin was made in the 1950s and uses the water from
the Canexol brook. It sits on the right-hand side of the old road that
used to lead to the arable lands around the hill fort. This north-south
oriented wash basin is dug into the soil, rectangular-shaped and
built of brick, cement and concrete. The roof consists of a gabled
slab with no slate covering. It is enclosed by three walls, leaving the
access free on the east wall. Inside this enclosure is the wash basin
itself and the rectangular-based and U-shaped wash stone with a flat
base.
One of the main external features, on the roof’s pediment, is the
relief of the yoke and arrows, a symbol of the Francoist dictatorship.
Various reasons led to this washbasin being left unused, a new
one being rebuilt later on in the 1970s, a few meters away.
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Pereiró Wash Basin
This wash basin was built in the 1950s and is found in the
neighbourhood of Pereiró, in the south of the island. It uses
the waters from the Pereiró brook, which runs between
the houses that make up this neighbourhood. The
wash basin is partially dug into the ground, has a
rectangular floor design and is made of brick,
cement and concrete. The roof consists of a
gabled slab covered in locally-made slates.
The roof is held up by two quadrangular columns
and two L-shaped walls to the west and to the south.
Inside this enclosure is the washing stone, which consists
of three granite slabs in a line. These stones are remarkably worn
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out and eroded, due to continuous use for
washing over the years. The water enters via a
channel on the west wall.
The basin drains to the east, where the water
collects in a pond with a small bridge.
This may have been used as a
trough for the animals as well as
serving to irrigate the
surrounding fields.
Geographical location

This wash basin was repaired
recently and it is one of the few
that are still used by the islanders.
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Ignacio Wash Basin
This wash basin has a fountain and stands on the island’s east
coast, between the edge of the island at Ponta do Río (river point) and
Melide beach. It was previously possible to get there using several
paths which are currently overgrown with vegetation and it is now
only accessible from the coast and
the sea. It was used by islanders
from the north of the island. It is
the only washbasin not to have
been modified by the Francoist
Social Services, and therefore lies
untouched in its original state. It
is of a very rustic manufacture,
oval-shaped with washing stones
sitting around the basin.
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Melide Fountain
This fountain is stands on the south coast of Melide beach. It is in
fact a natural spring which falls down the cliff face. It can be
accessed from a path that passes through the present-day eucalyptus
forest of this Southern part of Melide. The outlet pipe is metal and
embedded into a concrete structure or box. The sink is made of
quadrangular-shaped brick coated with a concrete surface.
In the 1980s, when Melide was
a free-camping area, campers
used to wash and use fresh water
from this fountain. It was said to
be one of the best fountains on
the island. Nowadays it is in an
abandoned state.
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Fonte do Gaiteiro Bagpiper
Fountain
This fountain sits on the western slope of the Alto da Cancela
peak, in front of Gaiteiro (Galician for bagpiper) island. The water
comes from a natural spring and runs down the cliff. In terms of
artificial elements associated with the fountain there is a metal outlet
pipe, embedded in a structure which is completely covered in
concrete. As there is no sink, the water falls directly on to a natural
outcrop.
Álvaro das Casas recalled a legend associated with this fountain,
according to which David Otero, 60, saw “a queen combing her hair
at the bagpiper’s fountain: she was covered in a silver cloak, had a
crown of precious stones and her comb shone as if made of
glass” (das Casas 1934:174).
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Fontiñas Fountain
This fountain sits on the hill that slopes down to Fontiñas beach.
It is completely covered by low forest vegetation. The wall which
forms the box is made of granite masonry reinforced in cement. The
spout is non-existent. The water comes out of a rubber hose through
which it is channelled. In this exit area, the drainage hole is visible
in the lower part of a cutaway wall.
In the upper part of this structure, some 5 metres to the east, is a
circular-shaped half-buried deposit. It is made of granite masonry,
reinforced with cement. The top of the cover is also completely
covered in cement.
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O Castelo Fountain
This spring flows into a circular concrete deposit which connects
with the natural channel, in a very shady and wooded area. The
water passes through a metal pipe and flows onto an area where it is
dammed by a small retaining wall of masonry and granite blocks.
This wall channels the stream towards the south east, where its
waters flow through surrounding croplands.
The fountain and its access stand on a steep hill, where several
agricultural terraces with retaining walls of stone and soil run along
the contour lines. The water from this fountain must have enabled
the irrigation of the surrounding arable lands.
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Curro Fountain
This fountain and drinking trough lies in the upper part of the
neighbourhood of Curro, near the church, on a back road of the
path that leads to Melide. It has a central rectangular-shaped body
made of pieces of granite, masonry and cement, where there were
once three water outlets, but
now only the central one
remains. This remaining outlet
is in the eastern section where
there is a quadrangular sink
made of granite slabs. To its
north and south, some
rectangular cement basins used
as drinking troughs.
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Curro Beach Fountain
This is a fountain of modern-day construction, situated on the
beach named Curro beach or Dornas beach, after the old fishing boats
which used to moor here and still do so to this day, albeit
anecdotally. The fountain stands against a slope between the beach
and the hill leading up to the smallholdings known as Charrúa de
Curro (Curro’s plow).
It consists of a projection in the form of a half-sink made from
small pieces of granite reinforced with cement, from which a pipe
and a tap extend. Underneath, almost at floor level, is a small
rectangular sink, made of stone.
There was formerly a fountain in this place, which A. das Casas
refers to as the Curro Area fountain (De las Casas 1934, 168).
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Caño Fountain
This fountain stands in the neighbourhood of Caño, on the path to
the campsite and the lighthouse. It is presently covered with vegetation,
although some large granite blocks are still visible. It is very likely that
at some point these may have been part of this construction. The
fountain sits at the base of a
small concave-shaped
terrace, from which the
water is collected in a pool
that empties into the Caño
brook. The brook passes
beneath a bridge on the road
and flows into the river
mouth at Area dos Cans
beach.
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Caniveliñas Fountain
This fountain is located in Caniveliñas amongst very high cliffs on
the west coast. It can be found halfway down a slope along a
sharply-descending dirt track. It sits in the middle of an irregular
polygonal-shaped base made of cement and brick with several
plastic tube outlets. As well as the concrete staircases which lead to
this enclosure, there are several concrete rails and a shed housing
the motor pump that provides water to other areas of the island. The
fountain is frequently used by the campers of Chan da Pólvora.
Originally this fountain was a simple outlet from one of the
island’s many water sources.
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Houses
In this section we shall give a general description of the houses
and other domestic structures on the island, as they all share a
common set of characteristics ranging from placement, architectural
form, construction materials, orientation, etc. which result from a
series of climatic, topographic, economic, social, cultural and
historical factors:
The houses are situated upon the east-facing slope, exposed to the
rising sunlight and sheltered from the north winds. To this sheltered
location we must add the topographical factor, as this specific area is
where the orography is smoothest and most of the streams flow, as
well as being where the best arable land, sand beds, shellfishing
areas, mooring zones and areas of greatest accessibility from the sea
are to be found.
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In order to protect them from the wind, these

and occupy a casal. The poorer ones, whose

houses have been partially buried into the slope,

sons and daughters gradually left, usually by

forming a terrace to house the foundations where

getting married, work land of 15 to 20 ferrados

the back wall acts as a retaining wall. Most of
these houses have a longitudinal floor plan, their
façades facing east and south east. This way, the
main façade, the largest wall, is exposed to
sunlight and heat for the longest part of the day.
The typology set forth by Álvaro das Casas
(1934) distinguishes two types of dwellings on the
island: the casal and the caseta. According to das
Casas, the Marquis of Valladares, the owner of
the island at the time, had divided the islanders
into two groups depending on the time they had
spent on the island and the rent that they paid.
“…the oldest and richest work some fifty ferrados
151

and occupy a caseta (hut)” (das Casas 1934,

excavated into the rock or the ground. The

169). This distribution also varies according to

internal distribution of poorer houses is reduced

the situation of the croplands, with the poorer

to a kitchen and a common room where the whole

houses standing to the north and the richer to the

family used to sleep. The toilet is a recent

south, where the best labouring lands are found.

addition; in fact, in most houses it was made by
either adapting one of the stables or by adding an

The main house is built in a traditional country

annex. Today several dwellings of this type can

fashion called (casa terreira) which is longitudinal

still be seen, although they are in the minority, as

in shape and has one floor and a gabled roof.

the economy brought greater solvency to the

Three different types of spaces can be

islanders. These renovations, which are not

distinguished on the inside, also depending on the

always elegant, bear the influences of fashion in

economic possibilities of each family unit: the

the form of new constructive elements and the

kitchen, the hall and the bedrooms are all

government’s passive attitude towards housing

organised along a long corridor. The kitchen and

renewal, space and ultimately, the landscape.

the living room are the widest and best ventilated
spaces, and lead onto the façade. The bedrooms

Two-floor houses are quite unusual. In 1981,

are small internal spaces that face a wall

de Llano (1981, 39) mentions two of them in
152

Canexol, the old school and house number 83.

manufacture: the best materials are used for both

These days there are more due to renovation

structural features and those which require more

work which has been done on some of the houses

elaborate work and preparation (corners, lintels

on the island.

and the frames of doors and windows) while
pinewood is used for the floor, beams, doors and

Being on an island tends

windows. The rest of the materials generally have

to affect the constructive

a coarse finish, looking almost the same as when

features of the houses:

they were extracted from the quarries or collected

most of the building

from the beach (boulders). Between 1940 and

materials are local, which

1950 masons from the town of Bueu worked here.

results in simple and fully

In some houses ashlar from other buildings can be

functional houses adapted

found, which may have been reused for several

to their environment. The

structures around the island.

basic material is granite

Roofing

stone, used for different
constructive features

The roofs of the houses are gabled while the

according to quality and

roofs of auxiliary facilities, such as pigsties and
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stables, are single sloped. The locally made slate

Republican flag, the last one having disappeared

sits directly upon the timber frame. Small and

fairly recently.

medium-sized stones were placed on top of the

N.T.: A ferrado is a traditional measurement unit used in Galicia originally for
land and later for volume. When used to refer to land area, as is the case in das
Casas’ text, it was equivalent to 400 to 600 square meters, depending on the
area.

tiles to prevent them from being moved by the
wind and inclement weather. Today most of the
houses have been renovated, with roofs being one
of the most frequently replaced features, and
traditional roofing materials have given way to
cement, concrete and fibre cement.
Chimneys
Brick and mortar chimneys began to appear
during the first third of the twentieth century. In

Group of houses and auxiliary constructions in
Pereiró. This is one of the few houses which
remain almost unaltered

fact, Álvaro das Casas’ (1934) description makes
no mention of chimneys on any houses
whatsoever. The islanders say that some of the
houses in Pereiró bore the colours of the Spanish
154

Other Domestic Constructions
Next to the houses stand a series of structures which were used to
help with the household tasks of each family. These are the sties,
stables, sheds, granaries and allotments. Each of them has its own
function and constructive features. The existence, or otherwise, of
these annexed structures depended on the economic level of each
household, for example, whether they had livestock or not, or even
the amount of land available for crops.
Barns: These are places for keeping livestock, quadrangularshaped and with dry masonry walls and a single-sloped roof. The
openings for doors and windows are of small dimensions, made
thirty or forty centimetres from the ground and mostly of coarse
stone outline.
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The stables are similar to the barns, although

floor or bed. When they did, they were at a

smaller in size and are used to keep the pigs.

separate space near the house, sometimes
surrounded by masonry or lined up stones; other

The threshing floors. This was where the grain

times they are just open spaces. Only very seldom

was threshed, especially the rye, the island’s most

are these floors regulated by ashlar proper, as

important cereal, although it is often told that

most were simply soil with a very thin layer of

some wheat used to be grown. Not all the
houses on the island used to have a threshing
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cow dung to even the floor. Once dried up, the
soil was ready to thresh some cereal.

Barn upon a rocky outcrop. It is made of
unelaborated and very irregular pieces of stone

N.T.: The Spanish Republic (1931-1936) is the short democratic period
which preceded the Spanish Civil War and the ensuing Francoist dictatorship.
The national flag was changed from the imperial red and yellow colours to a
tricolor emblem: red, yellow and purple. After their victory in the Spanish Civil War, Franco’s nationalists changed it back to red and yellow.
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Granaries or Hórreos
On the island these are also called hornios or piornios. They are
built of granite stone, brick and mortar. Formerly they were also
made of timber, although no such examples survive, save for the
constructive features made from stone. They were supported by feet
with individual tornarratos (literally ‘mouse turners’), but the
majority have side walls and grainbins running along the length of
the chamber.

Those chambers which are made of stone are

constructed from large quadrangular blocks arranged in horizontal
rows with a gap for ventilation along the upper surface.
Surprisingly, with regard to both the finish and the size of these
blocks, they are of much more careful construction than the houses
with which they are associated. Those with concrete chambers
resemble the shapes of the vertical balusters with horizontal bands.
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The gabled roof is made of local tile or fibre

granaries in nearby (but mainland) Beluso in the

cement, with slightly projecting eaves and

municipality of Bueu, which also bears other

finishing in a frontispiece with covers.

constructive resemblances.

It is

decorated with crosses and pinnacles

Two granaries on the island are

which are also called lampions

particularly monumental. These are

(lanterns).

the granaries at Canexol, property

The frontispieces of the

of the last owner of the island,

granaries are either

Mister Riobó. They share

decorated with parallel

identical building

longitudinal slits, the covers,

characteristics, each one being

or with a bowl with an opening

the mirror image of the other and

in the centre. However there is

in an east-west direction. The

another more frequently repeated

granary itself is made of a variety of stones

motif: two convex grooves through which the air

which mixes ashlar, masonry and, especially in the

comes in, sometimes decorated with a cross at the

south granary, several pieces from other older

centre or with a cup. This motif is found on some

constructions. They both have two doors. They
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both have a single linear tornarratos (lit. ‘mouse

and curve slates along the longitudinal beam. As

turner’) along the side, upon which the granary

decorative elements, the east-pointing

sits. This is made of masonry with a horizontal

frontispieces have granite crosses. The granaries

groove. Each one has a door on its side wall

used to contain the corn in which the islanders

pointing inwards to the yard. The roof is made of

paid their rent. It seems that the corn kept inside

well-finished stone slabs with cement at the joints

one of the
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granaries was for Mister Riobó

and the other one for the person in charge of
managing the rent, who used to live in these

Hórreos

houses.
The most frequent orientation for these
granaries was north-south, although some point
east-west, such as the ones in Canexol which we
have just described.

Ruined stone granary with an elongated
tornarratos (literally ‘mouse turner’). These
features keep mice and other animals from
getting at the grain

161

The Neighbourhood of Curro
The Neighbourhood of Curro is the social centre of the island. At
one time it was the site of the fish-salting factory owned by the
Riobó family, an octopus dryer’s and the taverns.

In 1954 the

factory was already dismantled (Portela Pazos 1954, 68) but in its
time it served as accommodation for the administrators and its final
proprietor, Mr Didio Riobó, as well as the parish priest of Beluso
when the parish belonged to the island.

It was a single storey

building with an extense balcony that enjoyed sea views.

In the

paddock there appears to have been a mill and an oven for the use of
the islanders.
	

In 1965, when the island was already in the hands of the state
following its apropriation and was under the dominion of the
National Institute of Colonisation, a new civic centre was built. The
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National Institute of Colonisation commenced its

presupposed a transformation of space, of the

activities as an agency under the Ministry of

buildings themselves and of the habits of the

Agriculture in October 1939. It was created with

people.

the intention of carrying out social and economic

design of the new constructions was similar to

reform of the country, deemed necessary after the

that of other new towns within the Spanish state

Civil War.

In accordance with these criteria it

at the time. What is more, their design has more

was decided that a new settlement should be built

to do with towns in the south of the peninsula

upon the site of the former fish-salting factory,

(white walls, porches, overhangs, interior patios,

with the aim of centralising its public and

agricultural outbuildings such as warehouses,

commercial use to have greater control over such

barns, etc.) than with Galician architecture.

activities. Thus a new church was built, together

Today it continues to be the island’s social centre,

with a boys and girls’ school to replace the one in

although some of the buildings were adapted into

Canexol, and houses for the school teacher, for the

homes and facilities of the national park,

priest and for the doctor (the latter pair of which

including the visitors’ centre, which was formerly

were never actually occupied) community

the school.

laundries and even a barn that was never used as
such.

The construction of a new village
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From an architectonic perspective, the

Geographical location
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Today’s islanders are the descendants of the

However, times have changed and people have

colonisers who settled on the island from the mid

slowly returned to their houses, albeit with a

nineteenth century. In medieval times the island

difference: they are now resident only during the

belonged to the church and when it passed into

summer season. Crop-cultivation has been

private hands in the twentieth century, the first

reduced to a few kitchen gardens, tourism has

colonists who decided to settle on the island

risen, boat timetables are more frequent than

permanently were faced with labouring lands that

anywhere else on the mainland and since 2002 the

hadn’t been worked on for centuries. They never

island has belonged to the National Park

owned the land and were expected to pay a share

managed by the Autonomous Community of

of the ‘fruits of the earth’ (in corn) and the ‘fruits

Galicia

of the sea’ (all the octopus the islanders could fish

.

had to be sold to the owner exclusively) as rent to

The undertaking of this historical and

the landowner. The mid twentieth century saw

documentary research resulted in exhaustive

island’s population peak, after which point it

research and analysis of the modern historical

began to drop, especially during the 1970s and

documentary sources. Also, in-depth

1980s, when population levels plummeted, houses

bibliographical research of the isles of Ons, was

fell into ruin and arable land was abandoned.
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carried out, including subjects related to the

were able to contact the Riobó family, who kindly

island itself and other more general aspects linked

granted us some of the documentation in their

to the focus of this work.

possession.

In order to do this, documentary explorations

In the course of our research we obtained

were carried out at the following archives: the

relevant documentation which, on the one hand,

Historical Archive of the Provincial Government

helped us to reconstruct the history of the island,

(Diputación) of Pontevedra, Historical Archive of

and on the other hand, made us conscious of the

the Pontevedra Province, the Historical Dioceses

great historical gaps regarding the subject,

Archive of Santiago de Compostela, the Cathedral

especially prior to the modern age. This study of

Archive of Santiago de Compostela, the Historical

the island has been carried out according to the

Archive of the Bueu Municipality and the

chronological order of the existing historical

National Historical Archive. We also visited both

records on the Isle of Ons, from the earliest

the Museum of Pontevedra and the Massó

Roman evidence to the present. In fact, more

Museum in Bueu. In the course of this research,

information has been yielded with regard to the

in addition to the documents provided by the

contemporary era, partly due to changes in the

relatives of Mrs. Joaquina Gelabert Castella, we

municipal assignation of the islands and the
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ensuing administrative problems. These go back

Bishop of Compostela (Lucas Álvarez, 1997).

as far as the petition signed by the Marquis of

From this date on, we have found other

Valladares asking for the isles to be handed over

documents that allow us to observe the various

to Bueu. There is also much information about

changes in ownership and the economic

how the Civil War and especially the harsh post-

interactions overtime.

war period influenced islanders’ lives, both

There is a similar process with regard to

socially and economically, as the island became

population. Archaeological entities allow us to

the property of the state.

talk about prehistoric settlement in the area,

At the same time, this historical study has made

whether on a lasting basis or not. In the

it possible to understand the dynamic processes of

eighteenth-century documents of the Catastro of

habitation, abandonment and repopulation

the Marques de la Ensenada, the island appears

associated with changes in ownership and types

uninhabited and several times before the records

of property.

begin we see a pattern of alternate occupation and
abandonment, until it was inhabited on a

So, for example, the historical records of the

permanent basis in the nineteenth century.

islands go back to the year 899, when King
Alphonse the III granted the Isle of ‘Aunes’ to the
168

N.T.: Autonomous communities are a form of regional government which grants some historically, politically and culturally
distinct regions in Spain a certain degree of self-government. Autonomous communities do not imply a recognition of these regions as nations by the Spanish state but they are entitled to legislate, to various
degrees, over such aspects as education, health, etc.
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Island Occupation
Press any dot to display information
This timeline includes data from archaeological research, historical documents and contemporary documents about
population changes on the island, from prehistoric settlements to the present. The bigger circles provide summaries and the
smaller ones show transcriptions and reproductions of original sources.
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