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Stretched languidly along the banks of the Tagus River, almost midway up Portugal’s west coast, Lisbon is magnetic.


Consistently ranked among Europe’s top destinations for tourism and quality of life, Lisbon is a thriving city packed with contemporary attractions that sit comfortably among its time-honored facets, a city that effortlessly manages to blend tradition with trendy. Add exciting cuisine, welcoming hospitality, and first-class accommodations, and you get a hugely appealing destination. Another major bonus is that it is a gateway to a vast array of distinct day-trip destinations.


The wonderfully scenic Marginal Road to the Portuguese Riviera offers regal towns and some of the finest beaches in the region. Just north is Sintra, a town whose whimsical buildings could be straight out of a children’s storybook. Slightly farther north still is majestic Mafra, with its extravagant Baroque national palace and beautiful gardens, easily paired with the surfy town of Ericeira or the wonderfully preserved medieval town Óbidos.


Just across from Lisbon, on the south bank of the Tagus River, is the sea-salt-kissed Setúbal Peninsula, where wines and fresh fish are as abundant as vast golden beaches. From the sunny Costa da Caparica and its endless stretch of amber sand, south to quaint seaside town Sesimbra, and east to the vibrant port town of Setúbal, this outcrop of land cradles the lush Sado Estuary, where a pod of wild bottlenose dolphins can be admired in their natural habitat. Finally, to the east in the deep Alentejo region is Évora, a fantastically preserved historic town with strong Roman ties.


A trip to Lisbon should be a priority for any European escapade—not only for the quintessentially Portuguese experience it provides, but for the opportunity it offers to explore a wealth of other incredible destinations, all within easy reach of the capital.
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Sintra’s Moorish Castle wall
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azulejo tile
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Rua Augusta in Lisbon
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tram 28 in Lisbon
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grilled sardines
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Monument to the Discoveries






MY FAVORITE EXPERIENCES
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1 Touring the out-of-this-world Pena Palace in Sintra, whose colorful turrets and towers are the stuff of magic.
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2 Walking the alluring Estoril-Cascais boardwalk, a perfect way to take in the sights, sounds, and smells of Lisbon’s most famous coastal retreats.
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3 Visiting the ancient Almendres Cromlech outside Évora, a mysterious set of standing stones thought to be older than Stonehenge.
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4 Immersing yourself in Templar history at Tomar’s massive Convent of Christ.
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5 Seeing wild dolphins, along with more than 200 bird species, in the glistening Sado Estuary.
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6 Taking in a soulful fado show in the historic Lisbon neighborhoods of Alfama or Bairro Alto.
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7 Indulging in one of Portugal’s many regional delicacies; any trip to Lisbon is incomplete without a mouthful of delicious pastel de Belém.
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8 Hopping on the convenient Transpraia tourist train along Costa da Caparica’s beaches, a 30-kilometer (19-mile) stretch of pristine sand.
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9 Catching a ride up one of Portugal’s many hills, whether it’s via the riverfront cable cars in Lisbon’s Park of Nations or on the historic Nazaré funicular up to the dramatic Sítio headland.






EXPLORE LISBON & BEYOND



BEST OF LISBON


Lisbon can get very busy and hot in summer, so a hat, sunscreen, water, and a healthy dose of patience are useful in warmer months. If you plan to visit in June, make sure you book well ahead, as this is the month in which the Santo António Festival causes the city to explode into party mode.


The Portuguese capital is also rather hilly, which can mean steep climbs. That said, public transport is pretty reliable, and all those hills mean amazing views from the many miradouros (viewpoints) dotting the city. If your feet get tired, the historic and famed No. 28 tram is one of the quirkiest ways to explore the city, trundling through authentic neighborhoods on the time-honored tracks.


After spending three days in the city, experience a few great day trips within a quick drive or train ride, from Lisbon’s favorite beach resorts to the world-famous castles and palaces of Sintra.


DAY 1


▪  Spend the morning discovering downtown Lisbon, beginning at the main Avenida de Liberdade, exploring Comercio Square’s museums and landmarks.


▪  After lunch, take the tram to Belém, where you can visit the Belém Tower and Jerónimos Monastery before indulging in a famous pastel de Belém custard tart.


▪  Head back Lisbon’s Chiado Square for a sunset cocktail before walking up to Bairro Alto for dinner and a show at a typical fado restaurant. After dinner, let loose in one of the many nearby bars.


DAY 2


▪  Today, explore the Baixa, Alfama, and São Vicente neighborhoods by Lisbon’s famous trams, visiting sights such as the National Pantheon, the Fado Museum, Lisbon Cathedral, and the Graça viewpoint.


▪  After all that walking, hop on the train toward Park of Nations and some much-needed retail therapy at Vasco da Gama shopping center. Here you can visit riverfront gardens, explore the Oceanarium, and rest your feet on a scenic cable car ride.


▪  End your day at one of the many restaurants and bars along the Park of Nations waterfront.


DAY 3


▪  Enjoy some of Lisbon’s quirkier sights today, starting by browsing the many stalls of the LX Factory in Alcântara.


▪  From here, walk across the road to the futuristic-looking MAAT—Museum of Art, Architecture and Technology; be sure to take in the views from the rooftop.
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MAAT—Museum of Art, Architecture and Technology





▪  Head toward the 25 de Abril Bridge, where you can take the Pillar 7 Experience, a unique tour in, around, and up one of the pillars of this iconic bridge.


▪  Finish your night with a sundowner at one of the many bars and lounges on the Santo Amaro docks.


DAY 4: THE PORTUGUESE RIVIERA


▪  Do as the locals do escape from the city for a few days: just a 40-minute drive from Lisbon is the Portuguese Riviera, one of Lisbon’s most popular beach resorts. You can get there either along the A5 motorway or the amazingly scenic coastal Marginal Road.


▪  Stop first in Estoril. Spend the day on the beach, popping into the famous Pastelaria Garrett for a coffee and sweet treat.


▪  Stroll along the 3-km (2-mi) promenade to Cascais, enjoying the chic boutiques and dinner at one of the many restaurants on the marina.


▪  Taxi back to Estoril to spend the night at the legendary Hotel Palacio Estoril.




WHERE TO GO FROM LISBON
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DAY 5: BOCA DO INFERNO, CABO DA ROCA, AND SINTRA


▪  Wake up early to continue your drive west, stopping at the dramatic Boca do Inferno coastal rock formation and Cabo da Roca, Europe’s westernmost point, before swinging inland toward Sintra.


▪  Park on the outskirts of Sintra, as the city center can become quite congested. Purchase a day ticket on the local 434 tourist hop-on hop-off bus (€6.90) so you can save on the leg work and time between monuments, and start by visiting the iconic Sintra National Palace.


▪  Be sure to visit the fairytale Pena Palace, the Moorish Castle, spooky Regaleira Estate, and the historic Monserrate Park and Palace.


▪  After all that sightseeing, order as many small plates as you can eat at Nau Palatina tapas restaurant, followed by a good night’s sleep at Aguamel Sintra Boutique Guest House before heading back to Lisbon in the morning.


BEACHES AND CASTLES: NORTH OF LISBON


Within a quick drive of Lisbon, you can find atmospheric medieval towns and world-renowned surfing. A few places on this itinerary, especially Óbidos, can feel somewhat overrun by tourists. It helps to spend the night to see the towns before and after the tour buses have left, and to park in the outskirts if you’re driving.
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the Medieval Fair in Óbidos





Be sure to pack a swimsuit for a beach day, and, as always in Portugal, a comfortable pair of shoes for walking hilly, cobblestoned streets is also advisable.


The towns on this itinerary are beach towns and therefore summertime destinations; however, they all have something to offer year-round. For example, although Nazaré is a beach town, November is a top time to visit, as this is when the town’s famous waves are at their most formidable.



DAY 1: MAFRA AND ERICEIRA



▪  From Lisbon, head straight to Mafra, just less than an hour’s drive north, to visit the monumental Mafra National Palace. Afterward, enjoy an al fresco lunch on the patio of one of the local restaurants, such as Sete Sois.
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Mafra National Palace





▪  After lunch make the short drive to the edge of Mafra to the Royal Tapada hunting grounds, where you can hike, take an archery class, or maybe even spot some majestic animals.


▪  From here, head to Ericeira to take in the laid-back barefoot vibes of the popular surfing resort. Enjoy a couple of hours on the beach before a fresh seafood dinner at Marisqueira Furnas, and take advantage of Ericeira’s cool bar scene before heading back to your hotel for the night.


DAY 2: NAZARÉ


▪  The next morning, time and sea conditions allowing, book an invigorating surf lesson before heading out for the hour’s drive north to Nazaré.


▪  On the way into Nazaré, stop at the impressive nearby Alcobaça Monastery.




TOP EXPERIENCE


REGIONAL DELICACIES


• Pastel de Belém: Delicious eggy tartlets made from freshly baked, crisp, buttery pastry filled with rich custard, usually enjoyed with a sprinkling of cinnamon, found only in Belém, a short train ride north of central Lisbon.


• Queijadas: Despite being made from cheese, there is nothing cheesy about these sweet, stodgy, sticky delicacies. Many towns are renowned for their own versions of queijadas, but Sintra’s are especially famous.


• Ginjinha: This sweet cherry liqueur, a specialty in the town of Óbidos, is sometimes served in a chocolate cup, with or without a cherry.
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ginginja poured into chocolate cups





• Canja de Carapau: A fishy broth made from mackerel, canja de carapau is the trademark dish of Costa da Caparica.


• Peixe-Espada Preto: Sesimbra is renowned for its freshly caught black-scabbard fish—a fluffy, meaty piece of fish served simply, just charcoal-grilled.


• Polvo á lagareiro: Reflecting the town’s fishing roots, polvo á lagareiro (octopus cooked in a pressure cooker covered in hot olive oil) is synonymous with Nazaré.





▪  Park on the streets set back from the beachfront or in one of the various car parks. Spend the morning strolling along the beachfront and enjoy lunch in one of the town’s many offbeat little eateries, such as Rosa dos Ventos.


▪  In the afternoon make a beeline for the vertiginous funicular up to Sítio old town. Up at the top, the Nazaré promontory, the oldest part of town, is high above the beach and packed with folklore-infused sights, such as the Memorial Hermitage and the landmark lighthouse and fort.


▪  Have dinner at Tosca Gastrobar and spend the night at Hotel Mar Bravo.


DAY 3: ÓBIDOS


▪  Stop at Quinta do Gradil winery on the way into Óbidos for a winery tour and delicious lunch.


▪  Set aside a couple of hours to wander around the medieval walled town, ambling its mazelike cobbled backstreets and following its high walls.


▪  For a small town there’s plenty to fill a morning or an afternoon, not least sampling the local ginjinha and visiting the main Santa Maria church and the Municipal Museum.
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Santa Maria Church in Óbidos





▪  Have dinner away from the main tourist drag at A Nova Casa de Ramiro, followed by a night at the Pousada Castelo Óbidos, your chance to sleep in a real castle.



DOLPHINS AND THE BONE CHURCH: SOUTH OF LISBON



For this three-day itinerary, pack your swimsuit and beach towel for a jaunt to Portugal’s largest uninterrupted stretch of beach. As with most places in Portugal, comfortable walking shoes are a must, and you may want hiking shoes to experience the Setúbal Peninsula, a land of seaside cliffs and the spectacular Arrábida Natural Park.


Though the beaches of Costa da Caparica are popular, they are so extensive that they rarely feel crowded, and many parts of the Setúbal Peninsula feel almost deserted. One attraction worth booking in advance is the popular Sado Estuary dolphin excursions.


DAY 1: COSTA DA CAPARICA


▪  From Lisbon, drive just over a half an hour via the 25 de Abril Bridge over the Tagus River to Costa da Caparica.
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Costa da Caparica





▪  Take the tiny Transpraia tourist train to spend the day on one of the Costa’s various beaches—with 30 kilometers (19 miles) of sand making up Europe’s longest beach, there are dozens of spots to choose from.


▪  When the weather is cooler at the end of the day, walk the promenade along Costa da Caparica town south to the authentic Fisherman’s Quarters, stopping at a bar for a sundown drink.


▪  Have dinner at Borda d’Agua and spend the night at Tryp Lisboa Caparica Mar Hotel.




CAPES, CLIFFS, AND VIEWPOINTS


Dramatically situated along Europe’s most beautiful coastline, with many cities and towns famously set into picturesque hills, Portugal is a great place to get some altitude and take in awe-inspiring views of the sea. The following are some of the most jaw-dropping viewpoints, or miradouros, covered in this book.


• Lisbon’s Best Views: Gorgeous miradouros abound in Lisbon, from the famous Graça viewpoint to the romantic Miradouro da Nossa Senhora do Monte.


• Cabo da Roca: Be amazed by the vastness of the Atlantic Ocean as you stand on the high cliffs of mainland Europe’s westernmost point.


• Cabo Espichel: Walk paths where dinosaurs once roamed on the eerily remote and rugged Espichel Cape.


• Sítio Headland: Take the vertiginous funicular up to Sítio headland, where the bird’s-eye views over Nazaré give as big an adrenalin rush as watching the monster-wave surfers.





DAY 2: SETÚBAL PENINSULA


▪  Set off early toward Setúbal, stopping at the Costa da Caparica Fossil Cliff Protected Landscape en route.


▪  Drive 40 minutes south to the Cabo Espichel promontory, where you can see a lighthouse and dinosaur footprints.


▪  Head east to Sesimbra, where you can enjoy an hour on the beach before lunch in one of the excellent quay-side fresh fish restaurants.


▪  After lunch set off for Setúbal city via the Arrábida Natural Park, stopping at the postcard-perfect Portinho de Arrábida for refreshments.


▪  In Setúbal, walk the town and enjoy its unpolished attitude. Join a late afternoon dolphin excursion to the Sado Estuary, before spending the night in one of Setubal’s dockside hotels.


DAY 3: ÉVORA


▪  Head straight east into the Alentejo region, to its largest city, Évora, a city of intriguing monuments and offbeat sights. Park in one of the various car parks on the outskirts of town.


▪  Spend the morning visiting the chilling Chapel of Bones, the Roman Temple of Diana, and the nearby Convent.


▪  Enjoy lunch in the bustling Giraldo Square or sample authentic local fare at the Cartuxa Wine Cellar, near the Roman Temple.


▪  After lunch and exploring Évora city, leave time for a couple of compelling sights on the city’s outskirts: the Cartuxa Estate winery and the fascinating Almendres Cromlech neolithic stone site.



BEFORE YOU GO



WHEN TO GO


HIGH SEASON


May-September offers the best beach weather; average temperatures for this time of year will range from the mid-20s to the mid-30s Celsius (mid-70s to mid-90s Fahrenheit). June-August constitutes the peak of high season, when Portugal is at its busiest—and priciest. Most of the country’s major events, such as the traditional Popular Saints festivities and local festivals, are held in summer. But don’t feel obliged to visit Portugal when it’s at its hottest; peak summer season can mean extremely busy monuments and beaches, packed hotels, and parking at a premium. Inland areas such as the Évora in Central Portugal can be sweltering (more than 40ºC/104°F) in summer and are much more enjoyable in spring or autumn. Just outside peak season—June and September, even October—are also beautiful times to visit, when the weather is milder and the pace is more relaxed.
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traditional Manjerico plants are given as gifts during Popular Saints festivities





LOW SEASON


Spring, autumn, and winter are mild and mostly sunny, with temperatures that can range from the mid-teens to low 20s Celsius (mid-50s to low 70s Fahrenheit), although Portugal does have rainy months, December being the wettest; January is the coldest, when thermometers can sometimes dip to single digits (30s Fahrenheit), particularly at night. Sintra, Tomar, and Évora, are year-round destinations. Hotels will again be close to full over Christmas and New Year, but outside that, low season in most of Portugal will mean fewer tourists and a more tranquil, relaxed pace of life.




WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW


• Currency: Euro (€)


• Conversion rate: €1 = £0.87 GBP; $1.11 USD (at time of publication)


• Entry requirements: No visa needed for travelers from the US, Canada, UK, Europe, Australia, or New Zealand. South African nationals need to apply for a Portugal-Schengen visa.


• Emergency number: The common European emergency number is 112.


• Time zone: Western European time zone (WET)


• Electrical system: 230-volt, 50-hertz electricity and type C or F sockets (the standard European round, two-prong plugs)


• Opening hours: Vary; most businesses open between 9am and 10am and close between 6pm and 7pm. Shops may close 1pm-3pm for lunch, but this is increasingly rare.





GETTING THERE


FROM EUROPE


Traveling to Lisbon Airport from anywhere within Europe is quick and easy—and even better, it’s less expensive, thanks to the growing number of low-cost airlines. Gatwick, Stansted, Heathrow, and Luton in London usually have two or three daily flights to Lisbon on low-cost carriers such as Ryanair and easyJet. Flag carriers TAP and British Airways also fly direct to Lisbon from London.


Bus and train services connect Portugal with Spain, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom. Driving to Lisbon from within Europe is also possible thanks to a good international road network and the EU open-borders policy.


FROM OUTSIDE EUROPE


There are direct flights from the United States to Lisbon from cities including New York, San Francisco, Miami, Boston, Washington D.C., and Chicago, and from Toronto in Canada.


There are no direct flights between South Africa or Australia and Lisbon, but travel is possible on flights with main European carriers via other major European cities such as Madrid, London, Paris, Frankfurt, and Amsterdam, or via Dubai, Doha, and Luanda. There are directs flight between Lisbon and Dubai with Emirates and Doha with Qatar Airways.



GETTING AROUND



Thanks to its compact size and a good road network, Portugal is easily traveled by car. Hiring a car also provides greater flexibility for exploring off the beaten track. But an efficient bus and train network also connects most major towns and cities. Train travel can often be more scenic and cheaper than the bus, but train stations can sometimes be located far outside the town centers. Bus travel is almost always quicker than the train.


CAR


Portugal’s road system is decent and major routes are kept in good condition, although the same cannot be said about smaller regional or municipal roads. Some are in urgent need of repair, particularly in rural areas, and on certain stretches signage could use updating.


Motorways are generally in good condition, although major motorways (autoestradas) have tolls, signaled with a large, white V on a green background. Cars drive on the right-hand side of the road—the same as the rest of mainland Europe and the United States.


TRAIN


Portugal’s train service Comboios de Portugal (CP) (www.cp.pt/passageiros/en) is efficient and inexpensive but complex. Despite being comprehensive, the national rail network isn’t as direct as bus services, and, oddly, some major cities have no train station, while many cities and towns have their train stations on the outskirts, requiring a taxi ride to the center. On the plus side, Portugal’s trains tend to be spacious and clean on the inside, and offer cheaper second-class tickets and more privacy and comfort in first class, sometimes in private compartments.
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Lisboa Oriente train station







BUDGETING


• Small espresso coffee: €0.70


• 1.5-liter bottle of water: €0.50


• Sandwich: €2


• Local bus ticket: €2


• Museums: €2-5


• Small glass of wine or beer: €1.50-2


• Hotel room: €60-90 d





BUS


There are many different bus companies in Portugal, including three major intercity long-distance bus companies; most of the regions in this book are serviced by national Rede Expressos (www.rede-expressos.pt). Local and regional buses link towns, villages, and parishes within municipalities. In Lisbon, the local public transport company is Carris, which operates buses, trams, and funiculars. Lisbon also has a safe and efficient subway, the Lisbon Metro, whose four lines total 44.2 km (27.5 mi) of route and serve 56 stations. Bus travel in Portugal is inexpensive but not always the most comfortable, although long-distance express buses are mostly equipped with air-conditioning, TVs, toilets, and even onboard drinks and snacks.


TRAVEL DOCUMENTS


All travelers entering Portugal are required to have a valid ID.


European Union nationals traveling within EU or Schengen states do not require a visa for entering Portugal for any length of stay. They do require a valid passport or official ID card. European citizens traveling between Schengen Area countries are not required to present an identity document or passport at border crossings, as an open-borders policy is in effect. However, it is recommended that travelers have ID documents with them, as they may be requested at any time by the authorities.


Citizens of the United Kingdom and Ireland must produce a passport to enter Portugal, valid for the duration of the proposed stay, and can stay for up to three months. Further documentation might be required post-Brexit.


People from non-EU countries always require a passport, valid for at least six months; some may require a visa. Australian, Canadian, and U.S. travelers require a valid passport but do not need a visa for stays of up to 90 days in any six-month period. While it is not obligatory to have an onward or return ticket, it is advisable.


South African nationals need to apply for a Portugal-Schengen visa. This should be done three months before travel. Applicants must have a South African passport valid for six months beyond date of return with at least three blank pages.


WHAT TO PACK


Key items to pack include mosquito repellent and sunblock (sunblock is expensive in Portugal) plus a hat for May-October, a windbreaker for all seasons (Portugal can be breezy year-round), and warm sweaters, a jacket, and a light raincoat for winter. Comfortable shoes for walking are advised if your trip is more than a beach holiday, and don’t forget a plug adapter for chargers. Pack a concealable pouch to carry documents and cash while out and about exploring, and never carry cash and documents together.
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HIGHLIGHTS


S SÃO JORGE CASTLE: On a hilltop in the heart of Lisbon, this imposing Moorish monument commands spectacular views of the historic city center and the Tagus River (click here).


S NATIONAL TILE MUSEUM: Where else can you see a collection of traditional hand-painted tiles housed in a 16th-century convent (click here)?


S CALOUSTE GULBENKIAN MUSEUM: One of Lisbon’s less-celebrated treasures, the collection ranges from Greco-Roman antiquity to contemporary pieces (click here).


S CARMO CONVENT: Once the largest church in Lisbon, these ruins starkly show the devastation of the 1755 earthquake (click here).


S CHRIST THE KING: Arms outstretched high above the Tagus River, this iconic statue affords dazzling views over the city (click here).


S BELÉM TOWER: At the mouth of the Tagus River, this fortified tower was the last and first sight the country’s intrepid sailors had of their homeland when setting off and returning from their voyages (click here).


S JERÓNIMOS MONASTERY: Home to the national archaeological and naval museums, Belém’s stunning centerpiece is a marvel of ornate Manueline architecture and took the entire 16th century to construct (click here).


S AVENIDA DA LIBERDADE: An appealing mix of historic and contemporary buildings, high-end boutiques, and tree-shaded cafés lines the country’s most famous avenue (click here).


S BAIRRO ALTO NIGHTLIFE: Historic Bairro Alto has reinvented itself as the city’s liveliest and coolest nocturnal hangout, with chic wine bars, historic fado houses, and renowned jazz clubs (click here).





Portugal’s magnificent capital is currently one of Europe’s most up-and-coming cities—vibrant and culturally rich, where the historic blends seamlessly with the cool and contemporary. At the mouth of the Tagus River (Rio Tejo), the “City of Seven Hills” is buzzing and cosmopolitan, home to melodic fado music and a vivid nightlife scene. Traditional tile-clad facades and redbrick roofs conceal a tangle of charming cobbled streets and elegant avenues that beckon to be explored.


Lisbon’s impressive monuments, historic neighborhoods, and edgy vibe welcome visitors to drink in stunning bird’s-eye views from many panoramic miradouro viewpoints or hip hotel rooftop bars. Stroll the chic boulevards with their many boutiques, admire striking riverfront monuments, explore the many museums, or for the classic Lisbon experience, take the famous tram 28 around the city’s historic nooks and crannies before enjoying mesmerizing fado in one of the many original haunts in Alfama or Bairro Alto.


Less than an hour from the heart of the city are the upscale towns of Estoril and Cascais as well as magical Sintra, which famously has a microclimate all its own.


ORIENTATION


Hilly Lisbon is divided into many neighborhoods and parishes, or bairros. The heart of Lisbon’s historic area is the Baixa Pombalina, often simply referred to as the Baixa; it’s the main downtown commercial and banking area along the river. Baixa is immediately fringed by several of the city’s other most famous neighborhoods: labyrinth-like Alfama and hilltop São Vicente, cultural and hip nighttime hangout Chiado and Bairro Alto, cool and arty Cais do Sodré, and chic Estrela and Lapa. Alcântara, a former docks area currently enjoying a hipster revival, is west of the downtown area.
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Heading north from downtown is the Avenida da Liberdade, one of the city’s most famous avenues, surrounded by some excellent museums and historic monuments. On the western extremity of the heart of Lisbon is the culturally rich area of Belém, while at the opposite side, on the northeast, is the modern area of Park of Nations (Parque das Nações), dramatically developed for the 1998 World Exposition. And if you want visit a palace without venturing to Sintra just yet, just a 20-minute drive north is the commuter suburb of Queluz, home to the beautiful Queluz National Palace and Gardens.


BAIXA


Fronted by the Tagus River, the Baixa Pombalina (BYE-shah pom-bah-LEE-nah) or just Baixa, or “downtown Lisbon,” is the city’s central shopping and banking district—and its tourist hub. The name derives from the distinctive Portuguese Pombaline architectural style employed to rebuild the city after the 1755 earthquake, under the guidance of Sebastião José de Carvalho e Melo, the 1st Marquis of Pombal. Elegant neoclassical facades and patterned cobbled streets give the neighborhood an air of graceful uniformity. Two main streets, Rua Augusta and Rua da Prata, are laden with buzzing shops and restaurants. The main Metro stops in the Baixa area are Avenida, Restauradores, Rossio, Baixa-Chiado, and Terreiro do Paço, on the Green and Blue Lines.


ALFAMA


Alfama (al-FAH-mah), just east of Baixa, is Lisbon’s oldest and most soulful neighborhood and claims to be the birthplace of fado, although Bairro Alto also makes this claim. Inhabited from the 5th century by the Visigoths, the narrow cobbled streets of this unpolished neighborhood create a stepped labyrinth of historic houses and quirky shops. It was once rough and home to dockworkers and seafarers. As the city’s port prospered, so did Alfama, although its rugged charisma remains. Alfama boasts monuments, traditional fado houses, and many fabulous viewpoints along its slopes.


In the northern part of Alfama, the stately and traditional area around São Jorge Castle, is known as Lisbon’s birthplace and often called Castelo. One of the city’s finest neighborhoods, it has fabulous views from almost every street corner.


SÃO VICENTE


Two major monuments, the National Pantheon and the São Vicente de Fora Church, are in São Vicente (sown vee-SENT), among a cascade of historic homes on the hillside toward the Tagus just east of Alfama. Peaceful and poised most of the week, São Vicente comes alive every Saturday morning for the famous Feira da Ladra flea market, next to the National Pantheon.


AVENIDA DA LIBERDADE


This broad, leafy avenue is home to some of Lisbon’s most upscale shops and priciest real estate. The Avenida terminates in Marquês de Pombal Square, with the towering statue of the Marquis de Pombal guarding the entrance to Eduardo VII Park, and is surrounded by some of the city’s best museums, such as the Calouste Gulbenkian Museum.


CHIADO AND BAIRRO ALTO


Just northwest of Baixa, centered on the Chiado Square, Chiado (SHEE-aah-doo) neighborhood is the core of Lisbon’s cultural scene—a district packed with theaters, museums, and galleries. Sandwiched between the Baixa and Bairro Alto, the emblematic square is lined with traditional commerce, fashionable boutiques, and cultural venues galore.


A bit further northwest, Bairro Alto (BYE-rroo AL-too) has long been Lisbon’s bohemian hangout, a favorite haunt for artists and writers. In the evenings, its grid of steep streets echoes with melancholic fado. Visit after 11pm, when the innumerable small bars and colorful nightspots really start to hit their stride. The neighborhood’s historical significance dates to its expansion in the 16th century to accommodate the city’s booming economic and social transformation.


CAIS DO SODRÉ


Fronting Lisbon’s downtown to the west is Cais do Sodré—or the Sodré Docks—a trendy, underrated part of Lisbon on the riverside. Historically important and one of the city’s busiest areas for nightlife, Cais do Sodré is also the location of one of the main ferry terminals for crossing the Tagus as well as the train terminus for the Lisbon-Cascais train line. Because of this, the area sees heavy traffic of students and commuters passing through daily.


ESTRELA AND LAPA


Northwest of Cais do Sodré, with grand properties and elegant streets, peaceful Estrela (eesh-TREH-lah) was settled by the well-heeled during the city’s expansion in the 1700s and remains one of Lisbon’s most affluent areas. The adjoining Lapa (LAH-pah) neighborhood is home to many foreign embassies.


ALCÂNTARA


Wedged halfway between downtown Lisbon (Baixa) and Belém, directly beneath the 25 de Abril Bridge, is Alcântara (al-KHAAN-ta-ra), a riverside area of significant urban revival, popular among locals. Said to take its name from the Arabic word for “bridge,” the former port and industrial area is today one of the city’s busiest nightlife spots, its old warehouses having given way to hip bars and restaurants. With a growing art scene, it is one of Lisbon’s liveliest areas.


Across the 25 de Abril Bridge, technically in the town of Almada, is the the Christ the King statue, whose outstretched arms dominate the skyline of the Tagus’ west bank.


BELÉM


Just west of downtown in bright and breezy Belém (beh-LAYN), iconic landmarks such as the Jerónimos Monastery and Belém Tower pay tribute to key chapters in Portugal’s history, sharing a riverside location with modern museums, cafés, and gardens. During the Age of Discoveries, this is where ships set off to explore the globe. Belém, home of the famous pastel de Belém tart, can be uncomfortably busy, particularly in the heat of summer; expect long queues.


To get to Belém from downtown Lisbon, take tram 15 or 127 from the main Comércio Square, or the Cascais train from Cais do Sodré to Cascais. Jump off when you see the Jerónimos Monastery, and walk to the sights. A taxi from downtown Lisbon costs around €14 one-way.


PARK OF NATIONS


Northeast of Lisbon, Park of Nations, or Parque das Nações (park dazh nah-SSOYNS), is an über-modern neighborhood developed for the 1998 World Exposition, with mirrored high-rise apartment blocks and twin sail-shaped skyscrapers. It is linked to the south side of the Tagus River by the sinewy, 17-kilometer-long (10.6-mile-long) Vasco da Gama Bridge, Europe’s longest. Family attractions such as the Altice concert arena and the Lisbon Oceanarium are here, along with cosmopolitan restaurants and bars.


SAFETY


As with many tourist destinations, Lisbon is afflicted by petty and opportunistic crime. Take basic precautions such as not walking along dark streets alone at night, not leaving valuables in rental vehicles, and not carrying large amounts of cash. Pickpockets are an issue, so make sure backpacks are worn in front in crowded areas and on public transport. Better still, use concealed pouches and never keep cash and documents in the same pouch. Call the PSP tourist police (tel. 213 421 623) or visit the nearest police station. In an emergency, call 112.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Much of Lisbon’s city center can be covered in a day, but it’s worth spending at least two or three days. A great way to cover the must-sees is either a hop-on hop-off bus that stops at all main attractions and landmarks, or tram 28, which circumnavigates Lisbon’s main neighborhoods. Other good options to explore include a neatly organized subway, nifty tuk-tuk carts, and a hop-on hop-off ferryboat. Set aside more days to explore the many day trips within a few hours’ drive of the city. While in Lisbon, an absolute must is dinner at a fado restaurant in Bairro Alto. Make reservations well in advance, as these are popular attractions.


In mid-June, the traditional Santo António festivities, dedicated to the city’s patron saint, explode into party mode. In December, Christmas trimmings and roasted chestnuts bring warmth to the city. July and August can get very hot, and even though many of the city’s residents head south for summer vacation, it is still packed with tourists. Summer and New Year are tourism high seasons, when hotel prices soar and the city is full of visitors. Good times to visit are March-May and September-October, when the weather is pleasant and the hotels less expensive.
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Itinerary Ideas



DAY 1: BAIXA AND BAIRRO ALTO


1 Spend the morning discovering downtown Lisbon. Begin by walking the main Avenida da Liberdade, heading south toward the Tagus River. Peruse the glamorous window displays and stop for a mid-morning coffee at one of the picturesque cafés.


2 In the main downtown area, explore famous Comércio Square and its museums and landmarks—they’re all within walking distance. Make sure you climb to the top of the Triumphal Arch on Rua Augusta.


3 A few streets back from the main square is the Santa Justa Elevator, also called the Carmo Lift. This historical contraption transports passengers from downtown up to the famous Bairro Alto neighborhood. Hop onto the elevator and admire how the old-fashioned machinery comes to life, taking you to the viewing platform at the top.


4 Once up in Bairro Alto, visit the Carmo Convent.


5 For lunch, hop on the Metro (from Baixa-Chiado to Cais do Sodré) or take a 20-minute walk west to the bustling Time Out Market Lisboa, set back from the Cais do Sodré quay. This eclectic food hall showcases the finest Portuguese products.


6 Head back to downtown Lisbon via tram, bus, or taxi, stopping at Chiado Square to enjoy a late afternoon cocktail on a panoramic terrace. The Hotel Mundial Rooftop Bar & Lounge, just off Chiado Square, is a good choice.


7 From here, it’s a 20-minute stroll west to Bairro Alto for dinner at the typical fado restaurant O Faia. After dinner, let loose in one of the many nearby bars.


DAY 2: ALFAMA AND PARK OF NATIONS


1 From Lisbon’s Baixa, head to the historic Alfama and São Vicente neighborhoods on one of the city’s emblematic trams (no. 12 or 28). Spend a few hours ambling Alfama’s maze of ancient cobbled streets, visiting sights including the Lisbon Cathedral.


2 Don’t miss the Graça viewpoint, a short 15-minute walk north from the Cathedral.


3 Make your way toward São Jorge Castle for a spot of lunch with a view.


4 After lunch walk northeast toward the river to the Santa Apolónia train station. Jump on a train for a 10-minute journey north toward Park of Nations (Azambuja line; trains run every 15 minutes). Exit at modernist Oriente station. Here you can spend the afternoon browsing the huge Vasco da Gama Shopping Centre and walking the riverfront gardens.


5 Kids of all ages will enjoy exploring the Lisbon Oceanarium.


6 Follow this up with a fun ride on the scenic riverside cable car.


7 End the day with a meal at Restaurante D’Bacalhau, along the Park of Nations waterfont, maybe followed by a boogie in one of the many bars nearby, before heading back to your hotel in a cab or an Uber.


LISBON LIKE A LOCAL


1 For a slower-paced day in the city, start by heading to the LX Factory in Alcântara (halfway between Baixa and Belém) for a leisurely browse of the stalls, enjoying a spot of brunch.


2 From here, walk across the road to the futuristic-looking MAAT museum; take in the views from the rooftop.


3 Walk west along the riverside to Belém, enjoying the sights and cafés on the way, or rent one of the many bicycles or electric scooters scattered along the stretch. Find a shady spot near the Jerónimos Monastery to sit and relax for a while, before enjoying a late lunch in one of the many restaurants located just behind it.


4 Now it’s time to visit the famous Pastéis de Belém bakery to sample a pastel de Belém custard tart.


5 Catch a train back into downtown Lisbon, getting off at the Alcântara-Mar stop, to enjoy a sundowner at one of the many bars and lounges on the Santo Amaro docks underneath the 25 de Abril Bridge. Don’t miss the Pillar 7 Bridge Experience while you’re here—a unique tour in, around, and up one of the pillars of the iconic bridge.


6 Finish your day with a delicious meal at Feitoria.



Sights



BAIXA


COMÉRCIO SQUARE


(Praça do Comércio)


This vast square, with views of the Tagus River, bustles with visitors and has the statue of King José I on his horse. The impressive colonnades that frame it on three sides house several ministries, museums, shops, and restaurants. It’s one of the city’s main transport hubs, with many trams and buses running from here; it’s also directly across from the Cais do Sodré ferry terminal. Two museums on the square are worth a visit—the Beer Museum and the Lisbon Story Centre.


Beer Museum


(Museu da Cerveja)


Terreiro do Paço, Ala Nascente 62-65, tel. 210 987 656, www.museudacerveja.pt, daily 11am-midnight, €5, Metro Terreiro do Paço, Blue Line


The Beer Museum (Museu da Cerveja) boasts a plethora of different beers and ales from around the world.


The Lisbon Story Centre


Praça do Comércio 78, tel. 211 941 099, www.lisboastorycentre.pt, daily 10am-8pm, €7, Metro Terreiro do Paço, Blue Line


The Lisbon Story Centre recounts the key chapters of Lisbon’s history through state-of-the-art interactive multimedia.


AUGUSTA TRIUMPHAL ARCH


(Arco da Rua Augusta)


Praça do Comércio, tel. 210 999 599, www.visitlisboa.com, daily 9am-8pm, viewing terrace €2.50, Metro Terreiro do Paço, Blue Line


The formal entrance to the Baixa neighborhood, the decorative Augusta Triumphal Arch was built to mark the city’s resilience and glorious rebirth following the 1755 earthquake. Historical Portuguese figures such as explorer Vasco da Gama and the Marquis of Pombal adorn the gateway’s six columns, gazing over Comércio Square and out to the river. Inside the arch a narrow, spiral staircase made from solid stone climbs to a viewing terrace that offers sweeping views of the plaza.


ARCHAEOLOGICAL CENTER OF RUA CORREEIROS


(Núcleo Arqueológico da Rua Correeiros)


Rua dos Correeiros 15-23, tel. 211 131 004, Mon.-Sat. 10am-6pm, free, Metro Baixa-Chiado, Green/Blue Lines


Overlooked by many tourists, the Archaeological Center of Rua Correeiros showcases a wealth of Roman artifacts uncovered during the construction of the bank next door. Free guided tours of Roman ruins beneath the streets of Lisbon must be booked in advance and are available in English.


MONEY MUSEUM


(Museu do Dinheiro)


Largo de São Julião, tel. 213 213 240, www.museudodinheiro.pt, Weds.-Sun. 10am-6pm, free, Metro Baixa-Chiado or Terreiro do Paço, Blue Line


Part of the Bank of Portugal’s premises in the heart of downtown Lisbon, this fascinating, interactive multimedia museum is probably one of Lisbon’s more underrated sights. It takes visitors on a trip covering the entire history of global currency, from pre-currency civilization to payments in the modern world. In a lofty, converted 17th-century church, you can handle a real bar of gold, visit old Roman ruins in the basement, see currency from all over the world, and learn about how money is made, before popping into the on-site café.




LISBON’S BEST RESTAURANTS


S CAFÉ NICOLA: Frequented by poet Manuel du Bocage, this art deco landmark epitomizes European coffee culture (click here).


S SOLAR DO BACALHAU: This is one of the best spots to enjoy the Portuguese specialty bacalhau (click here).


S CERVEJARIA RAMIRO: Expect long queues at this famed institution where a steak sandwich replaces dessert (click here).


S CHAPITÔ À MESA: This restaurant is part of a famous circus arts school, so expect a fun and fanciful meal (click here).


S CASA DO LEÃO: Dine inside the São Jorge Castle, where the dishes are culinary masterpieces and the views are remarkable (click here).


S CERVEJARIA TRINDADE: This beautiful brewery and banquet hall dates from the mid-1800s, when it was the place of choice for writers, poets, and politicians (click here).


S TIME OUT MARKET LISBOA: Hundreds of gastronomic goodies are under one roof (click here).


S PASTÉIS DE BELÉM: No visit to Lisbon is complete without a stop at this birthplace of Portugal’s famous pastel de Belém tart (click here).





SANTA JUSTA ELEVATOR


(Elevador de Santa Justa)


www.carris.pt, daily 7:30am-11pm May-Oct., daily 7:30am-9pm Nov.-Apr., round-trip €5.15, Metro Baixa-Chiado, Green/Blue Lines


Also called the Carmo Lift, the 19th-century neo-Gothic, wrought-iron Santa Justa Elevator is the only vertical lift in Lisbon, connecting the Baixa area to the Bairro Alto neighborhood, saving a steep climb. Inaugurated in 1902, it is classified as a national monument. Standing at 45 meters (148 feet) tall, it was designed by engineer Raoul Mesnier de Ponsard in a style similar to that of the Eiffel Tower. The lift is stunning at night when lit up and has a fabulous viewing platform at the top. Intriguingly, it can transport more people going up than coming down. It is accessed via Rua do Ouro at the bottom or Carmo Square at the top. The viewing platform (€1.50) is also accessible directly from Carmo Square, up the hill behind the lift.


ROSSIO SQUARE


(Praça Dom Pedro IV)


Metro Rossio, Green Line


The beating heart of Lisbon, located downtown, Rossio Square has long been one of the city’s main meeting places, a lively, genteel square of Pombaline architecture lined with cafés, trees, and two grand Baroque fountains at either end. Housed in the impressive buildings framing the square are the stately Dona Maria II National Theater (Teatro Nacional de Dona Maria II) and the historic Café Nicola, which dates to the 18th century and was one of the first cafés to emerge in Lisbon. Also nearby is the ornate Rossio train station, which is typically Manueline in its architecture. One of the square’s distinguishing features is the wavy black-and-white cobblestone paving.




LISBON’S BEST ACCOMMODATIONS


S YES! LISBON HOSTEL: This hostel has it all: excellent location, fantastic service, and budget-friendly prices (click here).


S HOTEL MUNDIAL: The rooftop bar at this four-star hotel has one of the best views in Lisbon (click here).


S SOLAR DO CASTELO: Sleep in medieval-contemporary style at this eco-retreat within the walls of the São Jorge Castle (click here).


S MEMMO ALFAMA DESIGN HOTEL: This chic urban retreat blends in with the historic Alfama neighborhood (click here).


S BAIRRO ALTO HOTEL: This grand 18th-century hotel enjoys a dominant position on the main square, within walking distance of shops and restaurants (click here).


S HELLO LISBON CAIS DO SODRÉ APARTMENTS: These self-catering apartments reflect the youth and energy of frenetic Pink Street (click here).


S HOTEL PALÁCIO DO GOVERNADOR: Located in the 16th-century Governor’s Palace is an oasis of tranquility in one of Lisbon’s prettiest neighborhoods (click here).


S VIP EXECUTIVE ARTS: This streamlined four-star hotel is close to convenient transportation, shopping, and nightlife (click here).





GLÓRIA FUNICULAR


(Elevador da Glória)


www.carris.pt, Mon.-Thurs. 7:15am-11:55pm, Fri. 7:15am-12:25am, Sat. 8:45am-12:25pm, Sun. and holidays 9:15am-11:55pm, round-trip €3.60


The quirky Glória Funicular puts the “fun” in funicular. It has become an emblem of Lisbon, its graffiti scrawl only adding to its charm, mirroring its urban surroundings. Inaugurated in 1885, it connects the Baixa (Restauradores Square) to the São Pedro de Alcântara viewpoint in Bairro Alto via a steep track that cuts straight through a dense residential area packed with 19th-century buildings. Practical for locals, it’s a treat for visitors.


ALFAMA



S SÃO JORGE CASTLE



(Castelo de São Jorge)


Rua de Santa Cruz do Castelo, tel. 218 800 620, www.castelodesaojorge.pt, daily 9am-9pm Mar.-Oct., daily 9am-6pm Nov.-Feb., €8.50


The São Jorge Castle sits on a summit high above historic Baixa. The original fortress was built by the Visigoths in the 5th century and expanded by the Moors in the mid-11th century due to its prime defensive location. It contains the medieval castle, ruins of the former royal palace, stunning gardens, and part of an 11th-century citadel.
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