
Medieval towns, sun-kissed beaches, colourful fishing villages, and more — 

Portugal is a small country big on attractions. Prachi Joshi, who spent two 

weeks on the road there, tells us more about the sights that captivated her.

Charmed by Portugal

Porto’s old town, by the Duaro river, is a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site
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P
ortugal is a small country, spanning just 560km from north 

to south, and 220km from east to west. And yet, there’s 

overwhelmingly much to do and see there. I recently spent 

two weeks on the road exploring the country — especially 

its art, culture and architecture — on the north-south Porto 

to Lisbon route, which is among the most popular ones for travellers. 

These were the pitstops that kept me busy. 

Porto
Portugal’s second city is no poor cousin. From the riverfront Ribeira 

(the historic old quarter) to the bustling nightlife of Galerias de Paris, 

Porto seamlessly blends the old and the new. As I walked the narrow 

alleys of Ribeira, I couldn’t help noticing how the city has preserved 

its past by restoring its colourful 17th-century townhouses, hotels, 

hostels, restaurants and shops. In the vestibule of the São Bento station, 

I found another nod to Portugal’s history: the massive azulejo (tile 

paintings) depicting important events in the country’s heritage. If you’re 

a bibliophile, Livraria Lello is a must-visit. Considered one of the most 

beautiful bookshops in the world, its Gothic-Art Nouveau architecture and 

its stunning red spiral staircase are absolutely Instagram-worthy. One of 

my favourite stops in Porto was the Serralves Museum of Contemporary 

Art, located in a modernist building designed by local architect and 

Pritzker Prize winner Álvaro Siza Vieira. And, when in Porto, you have to 

try port wine — cross the river Douro on the Luís I bridge to the Gaia 

hillside, where you can go cellar-hopping and taste port wines of varying 

vintages.

Just a 10-minute drive north of the city, I followed my nose to 

Matosinhos, often called the dining room of Porto. This former fishing 

village has grown into a port city, which prides itself on its quality of fish: 

sardines, mackerel, clams, goose barnacles, and more are caught fresh 

and go straight onto your platter at the numerous restaurants in the city. 

The famed Douro Valley is a detour worth making from Porto. It’s 

one of the oldest designated wine regions in the world, and this is where 

Portugal’s famous port wines are made, before being fortified in the 

cellars of Gaia in Porto. Stay in Pinhão at one of the wine estates, and 

take a guided tour of the terraced vineyards, and, of course, try some of 

the best port wines from the region. 

Aveiro
From Porto, I made my way south to Aveiro, in central Portugal, a beautiful 

town known as the Venice of Portugal. Surrounded by a lagoon and an 

estuary, Aveiro’s man-made canals, criss-crossed by painted bridges, 

make a pretty picture, made even more charming by the colourful 

moliceiro boats plying up and down. These boats were used to transport 

harvested seaweed, but they now take tourists for joyrides on the canals. 

The historic town centre is home to some bold Art Nouveau buildings 

especially the eye-catching white-and-turquoise fronted Museu de Arte 

Nova, which also houses a beautiful teahouse in the back. You cannot 

leave Aveiro without trying the ovos moles, a sweet egg-and-sugar 

confection. 

Just 6km south of Aveiro is Ílhavo, the seaside town most associated 

with one of the most important ingredients of Portuguese cuisine: 

bacalhau or salted cod. The town has an impressive Maritime Museum, 

and also hosts the Codfish Festival in August 

every year. After eating more than my fair 

share of bacalhau dishes at a charming 

restaurant on the outskirts of Ílhavo, I visited 

the Vista Alegre factory and the adjoining 

Vista Alegre Museum for a fascinating peek 

into the world of Portugal’s most famous 

porcelain brand. Time your visit such that 

you can watch the artisans hand-painting the 

stunning ceramic pieces. 

CoimbrA
The medieval capital of Portugal, Coimbra is 

today an atmospheric city on the banks of 

the River Mondego, with its old centre cascading down a hillside in a 

picture-perfect manner. It’s also home to the country’s greatest and one 

of Europe’s oldest universities. I visited the jewel in Coimbra University’s 

crown: the Biblioteca Joanina, an 18th-century library done up with 

beautifully carved rosewood, gilded bookshelves, and elaborate frescoes 

on the ceiling, not to mention a treasure trove of more than 60,000 books, 

many of which are rare, ancient manuscripts. Don’t miss the National 

Museum, which is built over an ancient Roman forum, parts of which are 

open to visitors. The 12th-century Romanesque Coimbra Cathedral is 

worth a look, as is the flamboyant 18th-century Igreja de Santa Cruz. In 

the evenings, the old city walls seem to reverberate with the haunting 

The staircase at Livrario Lello,  
a beautiful bookstore in Porto
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Coimbra and Lisbon are 
the best Portugese cities to 
catch a fado performance

Flaked cod with 
bread crumbs, low 
temperature egg 
and exploding 
olives at the 
restaurant Cantinho 
do avillez in Lisbon

a seafood platter 
in Matosinhos
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Colourful moliceiro boats and fisherman 
houses add to the prettiness of aveiro, 

often called the ‘Venice of Portugal’
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tunes of Coimbra fado — the cultural centres Fado ao Centro and Á 

Capella have daily performances in an intimate setting. 

Óbidos
From Coimbra, I drove further south to arrive at Óbidos, a UNESCO City 

of Literature and an enchanting medieval town. Park your car outside the 

Porta da Vila (the main gate to the walled town) and make your way on 

foot. I felt as if I was walking back in time on the cobbled streets flanked 

by whitewashed houses with bright colours on the edges, and topped 

with terracotta roofs. As I made my way up to the hilltop castle, which is 

now restored into a luxury hotel, I found a curious space — it looked like 

a church from the outside, but seemed to have stacks of books inside. 

The Grande Livraria de Santiago is, indeed, an old church, which has 

been converted into a gorgeous bookstore, as part of the town’s literary 

project. Óbidos has several of these repurposed bookstores, including 

the organic market, a wine cellar as well as a defunct bus stop. Before 

Lisbon City Centre and 
its iconic tram
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• The Yeatman Restaurant (the-yeatman-hotel.com), in Porto, is a 

two Michelin-starred restaurant serving contemporary Portuguese 

cuisine paired with an unbeatable view of the city.

• Casa De Chá Da Boa Nova (ruipaula.com), in Matosinhos, in Porto, 

for inventive seafood in a stunning seaside setting. 

• Esplanada Marisqueira Antiga (esplanadamarisqueira.com), in 

Porto, has the freshest seafood platters, and Anthony Bourdain 

approves of it!

• Maria da Apresentação (m1882.com), in Aveiro, for the famed 

ovos moles. 

• Bela Ria (Rua da Mota 69, 3830-142 Gafanha de Aquém) is a 

rustic restaurant near Aveiro, where you can sample excellent cod 

fish dishes. 

• Bar Ibn Errik De T. Nobre (R. Direita 100, 2510-106 Óbidos) is the 

best place to sample the famous ginjinha cherry liqueur of Óbidos. 

• Any of José Avillez’s (joseavillez.pt) seven restaurants in lisbon for 

fine Portuguese dining.

• The Michelin-starred Feitoria Restaurante (restaurantefeitoria.com) 

offers seasonal, modern Portuguese cuisine, along with a fantastic 

view of Lisbon’s riverfront. 

• Clube de Fado (clube-de-fado.com), in Lisbon, is a great place to 

catch a fado performance over dinner. 

• Pastéis de Belém (pasteisdebelem.pt) is a must-visit for the best 

custard egg tarts in Lisbon.

Where to eat

The Duoro Valley is the 
one of the world’s oldest 
designated wine regions
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heading down to Lisbon, I wandered up the winding roads to reach the 

top of Óbidos’s town walls for a last look at the panoramic vista of this 

picturesque town. 

Lisbon
Portugal’s capital city is just 85km south of Óbidos, an hour-long drive 

at the maximum. In Lisbon, I began my exploration by taking the vintage 

tram 28, which runs through most of the city, giving a much-needed 

orientation of its seven hills. I hopped off at the hilltop São Jorge Castle 

to admire its Moorish towers, and to get a view of the iconic red rooftops 

of Lisbon. After lunch on the castle’s ramparts, I wandered through 

the narrow alleys of Alfama, the oldest extant part of Lisbon, which 

survived the great earthquake in 1755. Just beyond Alfama lies Mouraria, 

once notorious for its illicit activities, but now an upcoming, cool 

neighbourhood. In central Lisbon, walk along the Avenida da Liberdade, 

the city’s most important boulevard, flanked by 19th-century buildings 

in pretty pastels. The boulevard runs all the way to downtown Baixa and 

the busy Rossio Square, a favourite meeting spot of the Lisboetas. At the 

riverfront, I climbed the Rua Augusta Arch, which stands at the edge of 

Praça do Comércio square and gives a sweeping view of the River Tagus, 

and of downtown Lisbon all the way up the castle. In Belém, I dropped 

by to see the extravagantly decorative Jerónimos Monastery, the Belém 

Tower, and the Discoveries Monument, and to get a taste of Lisbon’s 

famous custard tarts, at Pastéis de Belém. The area is home to the Centro 

Cultural de Belém, which hosts an ongoing programme of the performing 

arts, and also houses the Berardo Museum of modern and contemporary 

art. Further along the waterfront is another cultural attraction: the 

futuristic Museum of Art, Architecture, and Technology. 

Just across the river in the town of Azeitão, I visited the Renaissance-

era Palácio da Bacalhôa, an iconic manor house owned by the Bacalhôa 

winery. The palace houses an interesting museum that brings together 

wines, nature, and art. Combine the visit with a tasting of Bacalhôa’s 

excellent wines, complemented with the typical Azeitão cheese. Another 

short detour worth making from Lisbon is the UNESCO World Heritage 

Site of Sintra, to visit its many castles and palaces: the flamboyant Pena 

Palace nestled in the pine forests of Serra de Sintra, the 10th-century 

Moorish Castle, the wonderfully preserved medieval royal residence 

Palácio da Vila in the town centre, and the palatial 20th-century Quinta 

da Regaleira. 
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The cobbled streets 
of the hilltop town of 
Óbidos are quite a sight

The ornate Jeronimos Monastery, in 
Lisbon, is an illustrious example of 
the Manueline style of architecture 
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after lunch on the castle’s 
ramparts, i wandered through 
the narrow alleys of alfama, the 
oldest surviving part of Lisbon


