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Post-Pandemic Travels: Expect a Warm Welcome…and a Few Changes

Research for this guidebook was limited by the COVID-19 outbreak, and the long-term impact of the crisis on our recommended destinations is unclear. Some details in this book will change for post-pandemic travelers. Now more than ever, it’s smart to reconfirm specifics as you plan and travel. As always, you can find major updates at RickSteves.com/update.






Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe



Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.


I discovered a passion for European travel as a teen and have been sharing it ever since—through my bus tours, public television and radio shows, and travel guidebooks. Over the years, I’ve taught millions of travelers how to best enjoy Europe’s blockbuster sights—and experience “Back Door” discoveries that most tourists miss.


This book offers a balanced mix of Portugal’s big-city sights and small-town and rural destinations. It’s selective: Rather than listing dozens of Algarve beach towns, I recommend only the best ones: Salema, Lagos, and Tavira. And it’s in-depth: My self-guided sight tours and city walks provide insight into the country’s vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.
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I advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of my money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.


We visit Portugal to experience it—to become temporary locals. Thoughtful travel engages us with the world, as we learn to appreciate other cultures and new ways to measure quality of life.


Judging by the positive feedback I receive from readers, this book will help you enjoy a fun, affordable, and rewarding vacation—whether it’s your first trip or your tenth.


Boa viagem! Happy travels!
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Travel Smart


The Atlantic was the source of Portugal’s seafaring wealth long ago, and remains the draw for tourists today. Buoyed by fresh seafood, hardworking fisher-folk, and miles of sunny coastline, the country’s maritime spirit lives on.


Perched on the Atlantic on the far edge of Europe, Portugal preserves a salty, traditional culture. Gnarled fishermen still mend their nets, and rustically clad women sell fish and produce in markets. Wherever you go, you’re never far from the sea.


But you’ll also experience modern, urban Portugal—with rejuvenated cityscapes, upscale boutiques, and a surging cuisine scene—especially in the culturally rich capital of Lisbon and the second city of Porto. The cities have a worldly buzz: You can munch barnacles bought from a street vendor on a breezy tiled square, or sit down with gastronomic pilgrims for a feast in foodie heaven.


Portugal seems somewhere just beyond Europe—and the pace of life is noticeably slower. While membership in the European Union has brought sweeping changes here, the traditional economy is still based on fishing, cork, wine, textiles, and tourism.


From a traveler’s perspective, Portugal is greater than the sum of its parts. The country has few blockbuster sights. Its cities—while increasingly revitalized—still come with rough edges. Even its ritziest coastal towns are humble, lacking major attractions. And yet the country offers a heady mix—of warmhearted people, vivid culture, dramatic viewpoints, terraced vineyards, and (of course) sun-drenched beaches—that makes traveling here a delight.
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Celebrating history: Monument to the Discoveries (Lisbon) and Monastery of Santa Maria (Batalha)





Portugal is one of Europe’s first modern nation-states. Long before Spain famously expelled its North African Muslim rulers in 1492, Portugal bucked the Moors, establishing its present-day borders (unchanged now for 800 years). Alonso Henriques, who helped chase out the Moors, was officially recognized as the country’s first king in 1179.


Several centuries later, Portugal became one of the world’s richest nations during its Age of Discovery (1400-1600). Explorers such as Vasco da Gama discovered new trade routes and lands to colonize. To this day, Portugal is ethnically diverse, inhabited by many people from its former colonies in Brazil, Africa, and Asia.


The bounty from Portugal’s colonies financed an explosion of the arts back home. The finest architecture from the country’s Golden Age is in Lisbon, represented by Belém’s tower and monastery (in a style called “Manueline,” after King Manuel I). Other great monasteries—with grand tombs and restful tiled cloisters—are north of Lisbon, in Batalha and Alcobaça. Portugal peaked with the wealth harvested from its colonies. As its empire faded, so did the country’s power and affluence.


Saudade—a deep, yearning nostalgia for something you love but that’s forever gone—is a characteristic emotion of the Portuguese people. These days, Portugal is small...“just us and the Atlantic Ocean,” they say. Poets and artists see saudade in melancholy people, well-worn yet still ornate buildings, lampposts, fado songs, and even in port wine.




Bom Apetite!


Portuguese cuisine is sightseeing for your palate—flavored with ingredients and spices originally brought from countries spanning its 15th-century trade routes, including Africa, the Far East, India, and Brazil. One example is piri-piri sauce, made from crushed African chiles—equally delicious on chicken, shrimp, and pork.


You can eat well in mom-and-pop restaurants for about €10, especially outside Lisbon. Bars and cafés are handy for quick snacks. Note that appetizers brought to the table before you’ve ordered are not free—the mini buffet of olives, bread, and other tasty temptations are usually about €1 each. (If you don’t want them, ignore them. Later you can have them taken away.)


The Portuguese are among the world’s biggest seafood eaters. Boiled gooseneck barnacles, called percebes, are a salty delicacy (fresh April-Sept). They’re sold on coastal town streets and in bars as munchies. To eat them, just twist, rip, and bite. They’re expensive because they’re so dangerous to harvest—they grow on rocky promontories in narrow inlets where the waves and currents are fierce.


Seek out fish soup (sopa de peixe), shellfish soup (sopa de mariscos), and bacalhau à Brás, a sort of cod frittata with potatoes, onions, and herbs. For a seafood blowout, look for cataplana (a feast from the sea, simmered in a copper pot). Or, simpler and cheaper, dine on grilled sardines (sardinhas grelhadas). For a mix of surf and turf, carne de porco à Alentejana is an interesting combination of pork and clams—and Portugal’s unique contribution to world cuisine. Bacalhau—codfish that’s dried, salted, and then rehydrated and served a reputed 365 different ways—is the national dish. It’s a soupy culture, and the standard is caldo verde—a tasty garlic-infused kale-and-potato soup usually topped with a slice of sausage.
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Sample the culinary pleasures of Portugal: barnacles (a bar snack good with beer), tasty seafood stew, and versatile cod. Codfish (bacalhau) is dried, then rehydrated, to make many different dishes.





Like their Spanish neighbors, the Portuguese use plenty of olive oil, produce delicious cheeses (such as the top-quality Serra da Estrela), and love presunto, their air-cured ham (porco preto—from black ibérico pigs in Alentejo—is tops).


Try regional specialties wherever you go. The Alentejo region (Évora) has a rustic, hearty cuisine heavy on pork and red wine. In Beira (Coimbra), specialties include suckling pig (leitão) and baby goat (cabrito). In Porto, a specialty to sample—or perhaps avoid—is tripas à moda do Porto, a thick stew of tripe, chicken, beans, and vegetables. Porto’s beloved gut-bomb, the francesinha sandwich, is stuffed with pork, sausages, and cheese, grilled, topped with more melted cheese and often a fried egg, then drenched with spicy sauces.


Pair your cuisine with regional wines, and for dessert seek out local pastries, such as a white-bean tart (pastel de feijão) in Nazaré, or a sweet, eggy pastry (pastel de Tentúgal) in Coimbra. A national favorite is the custard tart, pastel de nata (called pastel de Belém in Lisbon’s fancy suburb of the same name). You’ll also find heavenly concoctions made from egg yolk and sugar, such as barriga de freiras (nuns’ belly) and papo de anjo (angel’s double chin).
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Portuguese enjoy the best air-cured ham, Porto’s gooey francesinha sandwiches, and Lisbon’s warm custard tarts, sprinkled with cinnamon and powdered sugar.








Along with Spain in the 20th century, Portugal suffered through fascist-style rule longer than the rest of Europe: From 1932 to 1974, Portugal endured the repressive regime of António de Oliveira Salazar and his successor Marcelo Caetano—the longest dictatorship in Western European history. This put the country in an economic hole that it’s still struggling to emerge from. When Portugal became part of the European Union (just 12 years after the end of the dictatorship), it was Western Europe’s poorest country.


The EU spurred great investment in Portugal, helping to bring its economy up to speed. But that money came with strings attached, and—especially following the Great Recession—Portugal found itself struggling to repay EU loans. It’s proved challenging to maintain generous social services, keep taxes reasonable, and reduce unemployment. Poverty still exists, particularly in rural areas, but overall, the country is more prosperous than a generation ago. Prices remain low—Portugal is one of the most affordable places to travel in Western Europe.


For a small country, Portugal has many iconic symbols. Azulejos, the colorful, typically blue-hued tiles that seem to decorate every surface, are a Portuguese art form you’ll never tire of seeing. They are as practical in this hot climate (for their cooling properties) as they are beautiful. Only Portugal offers haunting fado music, capturing the sorrowful feeling of saudade in song. The country’s heartland—the arid Alentejo—cultivates cork trees to produce that famously versatile material.
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Enjoying a café stop (framed by azulejo tilework); a Nazaré sunset
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A trolley ride in Lisbon; a cork harvest in the Alentejo heartland





To make good use of all those corks, northern Portugal produces the fortified, aged wine called port. And lovably rickety old trolleys trundle footsore commuters and visitors up and down the hills of Lisbon and Porto. While seemingly clichéd, these are all authentic slices of Portuguese life—each with its own backstory, which proud locals love to tell.


All over Portugal, you’ll see the country’s mascot: the Rooster of Barcelos, with colorful designs on his black body and a proud red pompadour. Inspired by the legend of a roo-ster who came back from the dead to prove the innocence of an unjustly accused man, it symbolizes justice and good luck—and is a souvenir-stand staple.


If your idea of good travel includes friendly locals (who generally speak English), a rich culture, affordable prices, a thriving urban scene, seaside resort towns, and fresh seafood with chilled white wine on a beach at sunset...you’ve chosen the right destination.



Portugal’s Top Destinations



There’s so much to see in Portugal and so little time. This overview breaks the country’s top destinations into must-see sights (to help first-time travelers plan their trip) and worth-it sights (for those with extra time or special interests). I’ve also suggested a minimum number of days to allow per destination.
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				Monastery of Jerónimos





MUST-SEE DESTINATIONS


With limited time, prioritize Portugal’s biggest city and its southern coast. If you have just a week for Portugal, these destinations will fill your time wonderfully.



▲▲▲Lisbon (allow 2-3 days)


Portugal’s lively, hilly port and capital city has fascinating, distinctive neighborhoods: the flat downtown Baixa, flanked by the hill-topping Bairro Alto (with lots of cafés) and the castle-capping Alfama (the old sailors’ quarter, with Mediterranean views). The city’s neighborhoods—dotted with museums, inviting eateries, and squares grand and small—are connected by historic trolleys and mosaic sidewalks. The soundtrack of the night is a mix of happy eaters and soulful fado.


The nearby suburb of Belém, just a trolley ride away, is home to the 16th-century Monastery of Jerónimos, maritime and coach museums, the Monument to the Discoveries, and the namesake, custard tarts—pastel de Belém.



▲▲▲The Algarve (2 days)


The country’s southern coast is strung with villages, historic sights, and sandy beaches with seascapes.


My favorite destination on the coast is the fishing village of Salema, with the region’s best beach and easygoing restaurant scene. Nearby is the historic “end of the road”—Cape Sagres—where Henry the Navigator founded his school and organized far-ranging expeditions.


The party town of Lagos is the transit hub of the coast, with beaches and boat tours. The river-straddling village of Tavira, with a fun beach island a boat ride away, makes a pleasant stop between Lagos and Spain.
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Lunch in Lisbon’s Alfama; world map at Monument to the Discoveries; seafront dining in Salema; Algarve beach
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Sintra’s Pena Palace





WORTH-IT DESTINATIONS


You can weave any of these destinations—rated ▲ or ▲▲—into your itinerary. It’s easy to add some destinations based on proximity (if you’re going to Lisbon, Sintra is next door), but some out-of-the-way places can merit the journey, depending on your time and interests.



▲▲Sintra (half-day)


Formerly an aristocratic retreat, the town is famous for its fairy-tale castles dotting the hilly terrain. Sintra makes a great day trip by train from Lisbon.



▲▲Évora (1 day)


Encircled by medieval walls, this college town is riddled with history, from a prehistoric stone circle (nearby), ancient Roman temple, 12th-century cathedral, medieval chapel of bones, and 16th-century university, to a lively market street dating from Roman times.



▲▲Nazaré & Central Portugal (2 days)


Nazaré, a traditional fishing village turned small-town Atlantic resort, makes an ideal beach break. It’s also a jumping off point for day trips to the monastery at Batalha, the Fátima pilgrimage site, Portugal’s largest church in Alcobaça, the Knights Templar complex in Tomar, and the cute, touristy walled town of Óbidos.



▲▲Coimbra (1 day)


Portugal’s Oxford bustles with students from its prestigious university; the historic section is open to visit. The Arab-flavored old town is fun to explore by day and the place to go at night, especially for fado, sung here by young men.
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Évora evening scene; pilgrim at Fátima; fado performance in Coimbra; Nazaré beach fun






▲▲Porto (1-2 days)


Portugal’s gritty but up-and-coming second city hosts steep and picturesque neighborhoods, a scenic riverfront, lively shopping streets, port-wine tastings, and boat tours of the Douro Valley.



▲▲Douro Valley (1 day)


The pretty terraced valley—the birthplace of port wine—is lined with ample countryside quintas (farms with vineyards), offering tastings and accommodations.
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Riverfront perch in Porto; port wine tasting tour in Porto; the origin of port wine—terraced vineyards in the Douro Valley
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Planning Your Trip


To plan your trip, you’ll need to design your itinerary—choosing where and when to go, how you’ll travel, and how many days to spend at each destination. For my best general advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and more, see the Practicalities chapter.


DESIGNING AN ITINERARY


As you read this book and learn your options...


Choose your top destinations.


My recommended itinerary (see the sidebar on the next page) gives you an idea of how much you can reasonably see in two weeks, but you can adapt it to fit your own interests and time frame.


If you love what big cities have to offer—great sights and museums, lively neighborhoods, an enticing array of eateries, and ample nightlife—you could easily linger for a week in Lisbon. And several sights are within easy day-tripping distance of Lisbon: Sintra, Évora, and Óbidos.


Historians will find much to study in Portugal: ancient Roman ruins (Évora), medieval monasteries (Batalha and Alcobaça), knight sights (Tomar), castles and palaces (Sintra is tops), and remnants from the country’s Age of Discovery and Golden Age (in Belém and Cape Sagres). To witness a pilgrimage, visit Fátima when the pilgrims do (every 12th and 13th, May-Oct).


Art lovers are drawn to Lisbon’s Gulbenkian Museum. Connoisseurs of port savor Porto, the Douro Valley’s quintas, and Lisbon. For a youthful university vibe, visit Coimbra. Beach baskers happily unroll their towels in Salema or Nazaré—some never want to leave. Photographers want to go everywhere.




Portugal’s Best Two-Week Trip by Car








	Day

	Plan

	Sleep










	1

	Arrive in Lisbon

	Lisbon






	2

	Sightsee Lisbon

	Lisbon






	3

	Lisbon

	Lisbon






	4

	Optional side-trip to Sintra by train

	Lisbon






	5

	Morning in Lisbon; in the afternoon, pick up car and drive to the Algarve (3 hours)

	Salema






	6

	Beach day in Salema

	Salema






	7

	Side-trip to Cape Sagres and more beach time

	Salema






	8

	To Lagos (30 minutes), then Évora (3 hours)

	Évora






	9

	Morning in Évora; afternoon to Nazaré via Óbidos (3 hours)

	Nazaré






	10

	Nazaré

	Nazaré






	11

	To Coimbra (2 hours) with possible stops in Alcobaça, Batalha, Fátima, or Tomar

	Coimbra






	12

	Coimbra

	Coimbra






	13

	To Douro Valley (2.5 hours)

	Douro Valley






	14

	To Porto (2 hours), drop off car

	Porto






	15

	Porto

	Porto






	16

	Fly home

	









For Drivers: Driving times are estimates and could be longer in bad traffic. If you plan to fly home from Lisbon, park your car while in Porto, then drive to the Lisbon airport (about 3 hours) and drop it there.


By Bus and Train: Using public transportation, modify the itinerary as follows: From Lisbon, take the bus to Salema (change in Lagos). Take the bus or train to Évora (with transfers). From Évora, bus to Nazaré (changing in Lisbon). Using Nazaré as your home base, see your choice of nearby sights (Alcobaça, Batalha, and Fátima; add an extra night to fit in everything), or skip the sights as it’s less efficient without your own wheels. Or consider spending the night in far-flung Tomar before heading to Coimbra. From Nazaré, take the bus straight to Coimbra. From Coimbra, catch the train to Porto. Visit the Douro Valley on a day-long boat tour from Porto. Fly out of Porto or return to Lisbon by train for your flight out.
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	Ponte Luis I Bridge at sunset in Porto





Decide when to go.


Spring and fall offer the best combination of good weather, light crowds, long days, and plenty of tourist and cultural activities.


Summer months are the most crowded and expensive in the coastal areas. Beach towns (such as Nazaré or along the Algarve) are packed with vacationers in July and especially in August—when rates go sky-high and it can be tough to find a room. Those same towns are a delight in shoulder season (mid-May-June and Oct), when the weather is nearly as good and the crowds subside—but they can be dreary and pretty lifeless in the winter.


In the off-season (roughly Nov-March), expect shorter hours, more lunchtime breaks at sights, and fewer activities; confirm your sightseeing plans locally.


For weather specifics, see the climate chart in the appendix.


Connect the dots.


Link your destinations into a logical route. For a Portugal only trip, you’d likely fly into and out of Lisbon (although Porto has growing service from its international airport). For an Iberian trip, you could, say, fly into Barcelona and out of Lisbon. Begin your search for transatlantic flights at Kayak.com.


Decide if you’ll travel by car or public transportation, or a combination. A car gives you the freedom to stop whenever you want, but is useless in big cities (pick up the car after visiting Lisbon). Portugal is compact and well-connected by good roads; you’ll pay tolls to use the superhighways, but it’s worth it for the time saved.


If relying on public transportation, buses are usually your best bet, though some train routes are useful, particularly the Lisbon-Coimbra-Porto line. With more time, everything is doable without a car.


To determine approximate travel times between destinations, study the driving map in the Practicalities chapter or check Google Maps. The durations of bus and train journeys are given in this book (in the “Connections” sections per chapter); as for schedules, confirm bus departures locally and see Bahn.com for trains. For travel beyond Portugal, check budget intra-European flights at Skyscanner.com.


Write out a day-by-day itinerary.


Figure out how many destinations you can comfortably fit in your time frame. Don’t overdo it—few travelers wish they’d hurried more. Allow enough days per stop (see estimates in “Portugal’s Top Destinations,” earlier). Minimize one-night stands. It can be worth taking an evening drive or bus ride to settle into a town for two consecutive nights—and gain a full uninterrupted day for sightseeing. Include sufficient time for transportation; major destinations are roughly two to three hours apart by car (a little longer by bus or train, especially when transfers are necessary).
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Porto’s elegantly tiled São Bento train station; rooms for rent in Salema
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The adorable town of Óbidos; appreciating art in Lisbon’s Gulbenkian Museum





Staying in a home base (like Lisbon) and taking day trips can be more time-efficient than changing locations and hotels.


Take sight closures into account. Avoid visiting a town on the one day a week its must-see sights are closed; for example, give Lisbon and Porto a miss on Monday (or plan activities other than museums).


Check if any holidays or festivals fall during your trip—these attract crowds and can close sights (for the latest, visit Portugal’s tourist website, www.visitportugal.com). Note major sights where advance reservations are smart or a free Rick Steves audio tour is available.


Give yourself some slack. Every trip, and every traveler, needs downtime for doing laundry, picnic shopping, people-watching, and so on. Pace yourself. Assume you will return.




Trip Costs Per Person


Run a reality check on your dream trip. You’ll have major transportation costs in addition to daily expenses.


Flight: A round-trip flight from the US to Lisbon costs about $900-1,500, depending on where you fly from and when.


Public Transportation: For a two-week trip, allow $300 for buses and second-class trains ($400 for first class).


Car Rental: Allow roughly $250 per week, not including tolls, gas, parking, and insurance.


AVERAGE DAILY EXPENSES PER PERSON
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Budget Tips


To cut your daily expenses, take advantage of the deals you’ll find throughout Portugal and mentioned in this book.


Buses are often more flexible and affordable than trains, and sometimes the only choice on certain routes. It’s economical to buy bus and train tickets as you go. Rail passes are a waste of money for a Portugal-only trip.


Some businesses—especially hotels and walking-tour companies—offer discounts to my readers (look for the RS% symbol in the listings in this book).


Reserve your rooms directly with the hotel. Some hotels offer a discount if you pay in cash and/or stay three or more nights (check online or ask).


Rooms can cost less outside of peak-season summer. In resort towns, consider quartos (a room in a private home) for a low-cost alternative to hotels. And even seniors can sleep cheap in hostels (most have private rooms) for about $30 per person. Or check Airbnb-type sites for deals.


It’s no hardship to eat inexpensively in Portugal. You can get tasty, affordable meals at cafés, bars, bakeries, and takeout shops. Cultivate the art of picnicking in atmospheric settings.


When you splurge, choose an experience you’ll always remember, such as a food-tasting tour or a fado concert. Minimize souvenir shopping; focus instead on collecting wonderful memories.
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Trolley ride; ginjinha tasting at a Lisbon bar; market scene in Coimbra
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BEFORE YOU GO


You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more information on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter, and check RickSteves.com for helpful travel tips and talks.


Make sure your travel documents are valid. If your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it. Allow up to six weeks to renew or get a passport (www.travel.state.gov). You may also need to register with the European Travel Information and Authorization System (ETIAS).


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Overall, Kayak.com is the best place to start searching for flights. Figure out your transportation options: If renting a car, reserve it before you go. (If relying on trains and buses, buy tickets in Portugal.) Drivers: Consider bringing an International Driving Permit (sold at AAA offices in the US, www.aaa.com) along with your license. If traveling beyond Portugal, book any cheap European flights you’ll need. (You can wing it once you’re there, but it may cost more.)


Book rooms well in advance, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals.


Reserve ahead for crowded Sintra sights. To save time in line, purchase tickets online for the Pena Palace, Moorish Castle, and National Palace a few days before your visit. It’s also smart to reserve a timed-entry ticket for King João’s Library—the highlight of the university in Coimbra.


Hire local guides in advance. Reserve ahead by email; popular guides can get booked up.


Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.


Call your bank. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. Ask about transaction fees and get the PIN number for your credit card. You don’t need to bring euros for your trip; you can withdraw euros from cash machines in Europe.


Use your smartphone smartly. Sign up for an international service plan to reduce your costs, or rely on Wi-Fi in Europe instead. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, translators, transit schedules, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar).


Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a day pack. Use the packing checklist in the appendix as a guide.
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Rick’s Free Video Clips and Audio Tours


Travel smarter with these free, fun resources:


Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains over 400 short clips excerpted from my public television series. Enjoy these videos as you sort through options for your trip and to better understand what you’ll see in Europe. Check it out at Classroom.RickSteves.com (just enter a topic to find everything I’ve filmed on a subject).
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Rick Steves Audio Europe, a free app, makes it easy to download my audio tours and listen to them offline as you travel. For this book (look for the [image: ]), my “Lisbon City Walk” audio tour covers sights and neighborhoods in Lisbon. The app also offers interviews from my public radio show with experts from Europe and around the globe. Find it in your app store or at RickSteves.com/AudioEurope [URL inactive].
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Travel Smart


If you have a positive attitude, equip yourself with good information (this book), and expect to travel smart, you will.


Read—and reread—this book. To have an “A” trip, be an “A” student. Note opening hours of sights, closed days, and any crowd-beating tips. Check the latest at RickSteves.com/update.


Be your own tour guide. As you travel, get up-to-date info on sights, reserve tickets and tours, reconfirm hotels and travel arrangements, and check transit connections. Visit local tourist information offices (TIs). Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the road, bus, or train you’ll take when you leave.


Outsmart thieves. Pickpockets abound in crowded places where tourists congregate (like Lisbon’s trolley cars). Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Keep your cash, credit cards, and passport secure in a money belt tucked under your clothes; carry only a day’s spending money in your front pocket or wallet. Don’t set valuable items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten.


Minimize potential loss. Keep expensive gear to a minimum. Bring photocopies or take photos of important documents (passport and cards) to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up photos and files frequently.


Beat the summer heat. If you wilt easily, choose a hotel with air-conditioning, start your day early, take a midday siesta at your hotel, and resume your sightseeing later. Churches offer a cool haven. Take frequent breaks.


Guard your time and energy. Taking a taxi can be a good value if it saves you a long wait for a cheap bus or an exhausting walk across town. To avoid long lines, follow my crowd-beating tips, such as making advance reservations, or sightseeing early or late.


Be flexible. Even if you have a well-planned itinerary, expect changes, strikes, closures, sore feet, bad weather, and so on. Your Plan B could turn out to be even better.


Attempt the language. Many Portuguese—especially in the tourist trade and in cities—speak English, but if you learn some Portuguese, even just a few phrases, you’ll get more smiles and make more friends. Practice the survival phrases near the end of this book, and even better, bring a phrase book.


Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the Portuguese people. Ask questions; most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Set up your own quest for the best seafood, fado bar, viewpoint, or custard tart. When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes.”
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Portugal...here you come!
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Lisbon is ramshackle, trendy, and charming all at once—an endearing mix of now and then. Vintage trolleys shiver up and down its hills, bird-stained statues mark grand squares, taxis rattle and screech through cobbled lanes, and Art Nouveau cafés are filled equally with well-worn and well-dressed locals—nursing their coffees side-by-side. It’s a city of proud ironwork balconies, multicolored tiles, and mosaic sidewalks; of bougainvillea and red-tiled roofs with antique TV antennas; and of foodie haunts and designer boutiques.


Lisbon, Portugal’s capital, is the country’s banking and manufacturing center. Residents call their city Lisboa (leezh-BOH-ah), which comes from the Phoenician Alis Ubbo, meaning “calm port.” A port city on the yawning mouth of the Rio Tejo (REE-oo TAY-zhoo—the Tagus River), Lisbon welcomes large ships to its waters and state-of-the-art dry docks. And more recently, it has become a hugely popular stop with cruise ships.


Romans (2nd century BC) and Moors (8th century) were the earliest settlers in Lisbon, but the city’s glory days were in the 15th and 16th centuries, when explorers such as Vasco da Gama opened new trade routes around Africa to India, making Lisbon one of Europe’s richest cities. Portugal’s Age of Discovery fueled rapid economic growth, which sparked the flamboyant art boom called the Manueline period—named for King Manuel I (r. 1495-1521).


On the morning of All Saints’ Day in 1755, a tremendous offshore earthquake rocked Lisbon, followed by a devastating tsunami and days of fires. Chief Minister Marquês de Pombal rebuilt downtown Lisbon on a grid plan, with broad boulevards and generous squares. It’s this “Pombaline”-era neighborhood where you’ll spend much of your time, though remnants of Lisbon’s pre-earthquake charm survive in Belém, the Alfama, and the Bairro Alto district. The bulk of your sightseeing will likely be in these neighborhoods.
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As the Paris of the Portuguese-speaking world, Lisbon (pop. 548,000 in the core) is the Old World capital of its former empire, which once had some 100 million people and stretched from Europe to Brazil, and Africa to China. Portugal remains on largely good terms with its former colonies—and immigrants from places such as Mozambique and Angola add diversity and flavor to the city; it’s likely that you’ll hear African music as much as Portuguese fado.


With its characteristic hills, trolleys, famous suspension bridge, and rolling fog, Lisbon has a San Francisco feel. Enjoy all that this world-class city has to offer: elegant outdoor cafés, exciting art, fun-to-browse shops, stunning vistas, delicious food, entertaining museums, and a salty sailors’ quarter with a hill-capping castle.



PLANNING YOUR TIME



Lisbon merits at least three days, including a day for a side-trip to Sintra. If you have more time, there’s plenty to do.


Day 1


Get oriented to Lisbon’s three downtown neighborhoods (following my three self-guided walks): Alfama, Baixa, and Bairro Alto/Chiado. Start where the city did, at its castle (hop a taxi or Uber to get there at 9:00, before the crowds hit). After surveying the city from the highest viewpoint in town, walk downhill into the characteristic Alfama neighborhood and end at the Fado Museum. From there, zip over to the big main square (Praça do Comércio) to explore the Baixa, then ride up the Elevador da Glória funicular (or taxi) to begin the Bairro Alto and Chiado walk. Art lovers can then hop the Metro or a taxi to the Gulbenkian Museum (open until 18:00, closed Tue), while shoppers can browse the boutiques of the Chiado neighborhood and Príncipe Real. Consider dinner at a fado show in the Bairro Alto or the Alfama. For more evening options, see “Entertainment in Lisbon,” later.


Day 2


Trolley to Belém and tour the monastery, tower, and National Coach Museum. Have lunch in Belém, then tour the Museum of Ancient Art on your way back to Lisbon.


Day 3


Side-trip to Sintra to tour the Pena Palace and explore the ruined Moorish castle.


More Time


With extra days, slow down and relax—spreading the “Day 1” activities over two days. Or use the time to explore and window-shop characteristic neighborhoods and nurse drinks bought from kiosks on relaxing squares. You could also head to the Parque das Nações or take a food tour.


Monday Options


Many top sights are closed on Monday, particularly in Belém. That’d be a good day to visit the Gulbenkian Museum, take my self-guided neighborhood walks, day-trip to Sintra, go on a guided walking tour (see “Tours in Lisbon,” later), or head to Parque das Nações for a dose of modern Lisbon.


Orientation to Lisbon


LISBON: A VERBAL MAP


Greater Lisbon has close to three million people and intimidating sprawl. Most visitors spend virtually all their time in the old city center, a delightful series of parks, boulevards, and squares in a crusty, well-preserved architectural shell. But even on a brief visit, you’ll also want to venture to Belém, the riverfront suburb with many top sights.
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Here’s an overview of the city’s layout:


Baixa (Lower Town): Downtown Lisbon fills a valley flanked by two hills along the banks of the Rio Tejo. In that valley, the neighborhood called Baixa (BYE-shah) stretches from the main squares—Rossio (roh-SEE-oo) and Praça da Figueira (PRAH-sah dah fee-GAY-rah)—to the waterfront. The Baixa is a flat, pleasant shopping area of grid-patterned streets. As Lisbon’s main crossroads and transportation hub, touristy Baixa has lots of hotels, venerable cafés and pastry shops, and kitschy souvenir stands.


Alfama: The hill to the east of the Baixa is the Alfama (al-FAH-mah), a colorful tangle of medieval streets, topped by São Jorge Castle. The lower slopes of the Alfama are a spilled spaghetti of old sailors’ homes.


Mouraria: The old Muslim Quarter and the birthplace of fado, this district (next to the Alfama, between the castle and Praça Martim Moniz) is now the center of Lisbon’s international community and emerging as a fun and trendy place to explore.


Bairro Alto (High Town): The hill to the west of the Baixa is capped by the Bairro Alto (BYE-roh AHL-too), with a tight grid of steep, narrow, and characteristic lanes. Downhill toward the Baixa, the Bairro Alto fades into the trendy and inviting Chiado (shee-AH-doo), with linger-a-while squares, upmarket restaurants, and high-fashion stores.


Modern Lisbon: From the historic core, the modern city stretches north (sloping uphill) along wide Avenida da Liberdade and beyond (way beyond), where you find Edward VII Park, the Gulbenkian Museum, breezy botanical gardens, the bullring, and the airport.


Away from the Center: Along the riverfront are several worthwhile areas. Three miles west of the center is the suburb of Belém (beh-LAYNG), home to much of Lisbon’s best sightseeing, with several Age of Discovery sights (particularly the Monastery of Jerónimos)—and you can visit the Museum of Ancient Art along the way. Five miles north of the center is Parque das Nações, site of the Expo ’98 world’s fair and now a modern shopping complex and riverfront promenade (the National Tile Museum is about halfway there). And across the Rio Tejo, Cacilhas (kah-SEE-lahsh) is a tiny and characteristic little port that few tourists visit (an easy ferry ride from the center; from there you can bus or taxi to the towering Cristo Rei statue).



TOURIST INFORMATION



Lisbon has several tourist offices—all branded “ask me L¿sboa”—and additional information kiosks sprout around town during the busy summer months (www.visitlisboa.com). The main city TIs have the same hours (daily 9:00-20:00) and are located on Praça dos Restauradores at Palácio Foz (+351 213 463 314; national TI in same office; there’s also a kiosk across the street) and on Praça do Comércio (two locations; +351 210 312 810). Another TI is at the airport (daily 7:00-24:00, +351 218 450 660).


Smaller TI kiosks are at the bottom of Rossio; across the street from the monastery in Belém; at Parque das Nações, at the riverfront side of the Vasco da Gama mall; and inside Santa Apolónia train station (end of track 3). At any TI, you can buy a LisboaCard (see next) and pick up the free city map and information-packed Follow Me Lisboa booklet (monthly, cultural and museum listings—also available at www.visitlisboa.com, “Publications” tab).


LisboaCard: This card covers all public transportation (including trains to Sintra and Cascais) and free entry to many museums (including the Museum of Ancient Art, National Tile Museum, National Coach Museum, Monastery of Jerónimos, and Belém Tower). It also provides discounts on river cruises, my two recommended city tours, and many museums (including sights at Sintra). You can buy the card at Lisbon’s TIs (including the airport TI), but not at participating sights. If you plan to museum-hop, the card is a good value, particularly for a day in Belém, though it does not allow you to skip lines at busy monuments (like those in Belém). The card is unnecessary if you’re a student or senior, for whom most sights are free or half-price. Carry the LisboaCard booklet with you—some discounts require coupons contained inside (€20/24 hours, €34/48 hours, €42/72 hours, kids 5-11 nearly half-price, includes excellent explanatory guidebook, www.visitlisboa.com). Remember that many sights are closed on Monday—it’s best to buy the card when you can use it for consecutive days.


ARRIVAL IN LISBON


For complete information on arriving at or departing from Lisbon by plane, train, bus, and cruise ship, see “Lisbon Connections” at the end of this chapter.


By Plane: International and domestic flights arrive at Lisbon’s Portela Airport. On arrival, check in at the handy TI—it’s a smart place to buy your LisboaCard. Options for getting into town include taxis, Uber, Aerobus, or Metro (all described later).


By Train: Lisbon has four primary train stations: Santa Apolónia (Spain and most points north), Oriente (Algarve, Évora, Sintra, and fast trains to the north), Rossio (Sintra, Óbidos, and Nazaré), and Cais do Sodré (coastal Belém, Estoril, and Cascais). For schedules, see www.cp.pt.


By Car: It makes absolutely no sense to drive in Lisbon. Dump your rental car at the airport and connect to your hotel by taxi or Uber (car return clearly marked; the airport is also a good place to pick up a car on your way out of town).
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If you must drive and are entering Lisbon from the north, a series of boulevards takes you into the center. Navigate by following signs to Centro, Avenida da República, Marquês de Pombal, Avenida da Liberdade, Praça dos Restauradores, Rossio, and Praça do Comércio. If coming from the east over the Vasco da Gama Bridge and heading for the airport, just follow the signs. There are many safe underground pay parking lots in Lisbon (follow blue P signs; the most central is at Praça dos Restauradores), but they discourage longer stays by getting more expensive by the hour. Expect to pay over €20/day.


HELPFUL HINTS


Free Days and Monday Closures: The Gulbenkian Museum is free every Sunday after 14:00 (and one of the few museums open on Monday). Many major sights are closed on Monday, including Lisbon’s Museum of Ancient Art, National Tile Museum, and Fado Museum, as well as Belém’s Monastery of Jerónimos, Coach Museum, and Belém Tower.


Theft Alert: Lisbon has piles of people doing illegal business on the street. Enjoy the sightseeing, but wear your money belt and keep your pack zipped up. Pickpockets target tourists at popular sights and on trolleys, elevators, and funiculars. Some thieves pose as tourists by wearing cameras and toting maps. Be on guard whenever you’re in a crush of people or jostled as you enter or leave a tram or bus. Beggars are often pickpockets. Teams of pickpockets create confusion and congestion.


Violence is very rare, and you’ll see lots of police stationed throughout town. While the city is generally safe, if you’re looking for trouble—especially after dark—you may find it.


Market Days: Tuesdays and Saturdays are flea- and food-market days in the Alfama’s Campo de Santa Clara. On Sundays, the LX Factory zone, in the shadow of the 25th of April Bridge, hosts a lively farmers market (9:30-16:00; for location, see the “Lisbon Overview” map, earlier).


Pedestrian Warnings: Lisbon’s unique black-and-white patterned tile pavement, while picturesque, can be very slippery. And trams can be quiet and sneak up on you if you’re not paying attention. Even some of the tuk-tuks are “eco” (electric) and can zip up behind you silently.


Laundry: Centrally located 5àSec Lavandaria can usually provide same-day service if you drop off early (Mon-Fri 8:00-20:00, Sat from 10:00, closed Sun, next to the bottom level of the Armazéns do Chiado mall and lower entry to the Baixa-Chiado Metro stop at Rua do Crucifixo 99, +351 213 479 599). WashStation Baixa-Castelo is a small self-service launderette just up from Praça da Figueira (daily 8:00-22:00, Rua da Madalena 231, mobile +351 919 772 701). For locations, see the “Lisbon Center Hotels” map on here.


Travel Agency: GeoStar is helpful for train tickets (Portugal only) and flights (Mon-Fri 9:00-18:30, closed Sat-Sun, Praça Duque da Terceira 1, near the Cais do Sodré station, +351 213 405 380).


Ticket Kiosk: The green ABEP kiosk at the bottom end of Praça dos Restauradores is a handy spot to buy a city transit pass, LisboaCard, and tickets to bullfights, soccer games, concerts, and other events (daily 9:00-20:00).


GETTING AROUND LISBON


By Public Transit


Lisbon is easy—even fun—to navigate by Metro, funicular, trolley, and bus. And one transit card covers them all.


Tickets


If you have a LisboaCard (see “Tourist Information,” earlier), you can use it to ride Lisbon’s public transit. Otherwise, buy a Viva Viagem card, which works on the Metro, funiculars, trolleys, buses, Santa Justa elevator, ferry to Cacilhas, and some short-distance trains (on some transit you can buy tickets from the driver, but that’s more expensive). For transit information, see www.carris.pt.


Viva Viagem Card: Transit tickets are issued on the scannable, reloadable Viva Viagem card (€0.50 for the card itself, not shareable—each rider needs one). You can buy or reload the card at ticket windows or machines in Metro stations (touch “without a reusable card” for first-time users, or “with a reusable card” to top up; bright yellow machines accept only credit cards). Keep your Viva Viagem card handy—you’ll need to place it on the magnetic pad when entering and leaving the system.


You can use the Viva Viagem in three ways:


A single-ride ticket costs €1.50 (good for one hour of travel within Zone 1). But if you’re taking even a few rides, “zapping” is a much better deal (see later).


A 24-hour pass costs €6.40 (this version does not cover trains). If taking five or more rides in a day, this is the best deal. If you’re side-tripping to Sintra or Cascais, consider the €10.60 version, which includes trains to those towns (but not the bus at Sintra). Skip the €9.55 version of the 24-hour pass, which adds the ferry to Cacilhas (it’s cheaper to buy that separately).


“Zapping” lets you preload the card with anywhere from €3 to €40 and lowers the per-ride cost to €1.35 for all forms of transit. Figure out how much you’ll need and load it up (estimate conservatively—you can always top up later, but leftover credit is non­refundable). Unlike the 24-hour pass, zapping can be used for trains to Sintra and Cascais.


Without Viva Viagem: Although it’s possible to pay the driver as you board buses (€2), trolleys (€3—more than double the Viva Viagem price), funiculars (€3.80 for two trips), and the Santa Justa elevator (€5.30), only suckers do that. It’s much cheaper if you get comfortable zapping with Viva Viagem.


Metro


Lisbon’s simple, fast, and color-coded subway system is a delight to use (runs daily 6:30-1:00 in the morning). Though it’s not necessary for getting around the historic downtown, the Metro is handy for trips to or from Rossio (M: Rossio or Restauradores), Praça do Comércio (M: Terreiro do Paço), the Gulbenkian Museum (M: São Sebastião), the Chiado neighborhood (M: Baixa-Chiado), Parque das Nações and the Oriente train station (both at M: Oriente), Sete Rios bus and train stations (M: Jardim Zoológico), and the airport (M: Aeroporto). Metro stops are marked above ground with a red “M.” Saída means “exit.” You can find a Metro map at any Metro stop, on most city maps, and at www.metrolisboa.pt.
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Sightseeing by Metro: To make your sightseeing commutes quicker and easier, link together sights on the same Metro line. For example, Praça do Comércio, Rossio, and the Gulbenkian Museum can be laced together by Metro faster than via taxi. You can even sightsee as you travel: All Metro stations have wonderful, museum-worthy tile panels. The blue line between Parque and Colégio Militar/Luz has some of the best art; with a 24-hour transit pass, you can hop on and off and explore as many stations as you like.



Buses and Trolleys


Buses and trolleys usually share the same stops and routes. Signs for bus stops list the bus number, while signs for trolley stops include an E (for eléctrico) before or after the route number. Though Lisbon’s buses are fine, for fun and practical public transportation, ride the trolleys (and funiculars—see later).
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Like San Francisco, Lisbon sees its classic trolleys as part of its heritage, and has kept a few in use: Trolleys #12E (circling the Alfama), #24E (to Campolide), and #28E (a scenic ride across the old town) use vintage cars; #15E (to Belém) uses a modern, air-conditioned version. Make sure you have a ticket or pass and that you validate your Viva Viagem card as you enter...or risk a big fine on the spot. Trolleys rattle by every 10 minutes or so (every 15-20 minutes after 19:00) and run until about 23:00. Most pickpocketing in Lisbon takes place on trolleys, so enjoy the ride, but keep an eye on your belongings.


While lines #28E and #12E seem made-to-order for tourist use, they are often unbearably crowded. If you can deal with the often-overwhelming crowds (see the tips, next), these trolleys can work as hop-on, hop-off do-it-yourself tours. For a stop-by-stop rundown, see “Touring Lisbon by Trolley” in the next section.


Crowd-Beating Tips: Lisbon’s trolleys are an absolute joy...if you’re sitting down and looking out the window with the wind in your face. But if you have to stand, you won’t be able to see out the (low) windows, and you’ll spend the jostling ride trying to steady yourself. At peak times, hordes of tourists wait at trolley stops (particularly at starting points) and pickpockets abound. To enjoy a trolley with fewer crowd frustrations, consider these strategies:


1. Rather than being determined to take a particular trolley at a particular time, keep an eye on trolleys as they roll by. If an empty trolley pulls up, hop on and take advantage of the open space.


2. Consider waking early and making a trolley ride your first experience of the day. Trolleys “open” before any museums, so if you arrive in the early morning you can beat the tourist crush, get a seat, and see the city wake up. Late departures (after dinner) also have fewer crowds.


3. Ride line #24E, which runs a less-touristy route and can be less crowded.


4. Take a private trolley tour (see “Tours in Lisbon,” later).


5. If you’ll be going to Porto, wait to enjoy a vintage trolley there: Porto’s trolleys are just as memorable as Lisbon’s and have no crowds.
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Funiculars


Lisbon’s funiculars include the Elevador da Glória (linking Avenida da Liberdade to the Bairro Alto) and the Elevador da Bica (rising from Rua de São Paulo, near the river, to the Bairro Alto). Funiculars depart about every 10 minutes.


By Taxi or Uber


Lisbon is a great taxi town. Especially if you’re with a companion, Lisbon’s cabs are a cheap time-saver; groups of three or four should taxi everywhere. Rides start at €4, and you can go anywhere in the center for around €6. Window decals clearly spell out all charges in English. Be sure your driver turns on the meter; it should start at about €4 and be set to Tarifa 1 (Mon-Fri 6:00-21:00, including the airport) or Tarifa 2 (same drop rate, a little more per kilometer; for nights, weekends, and holidays). If the meter reads Tarifa 3, 4, or 5, simply ask the cabbie to change it, unless you’re going to Belém, which is considered outside the city limits.


Cabs are generally easy to hail on the street (green light means available, lit number on the roof indicates it’s taken). If you’re having a hard time flagging one down, it’s likely because you’re standing near but not quite at a taxi stand. Ask a passerby for the location of the nearest taxi stand: praça de taxi (PRAH-sah duh taxi). They’re all over the town center.


Lisbon is also an excellent Uber town. The ride-sharing app works here just like back home; it’s at least as affordable as a taxi (often cheaper, except during “surge” pricing); and the drivers and their cars are generally of great quality. If you’ve never tried Uber abroad, do it here. Sit in front and talk!


Tours in Lisbon


ON WHEELS



▲▲Touring Lisbon by Trolley


Lisbon’s trolleys—many of them vintage models from the 1920s—shake and shiver through the old parts of town, somehow safely weaving within inches of parked cars, climbing steep hills, and offering sightseers breezy views (rubberneck out the window and you die). You can use the following trolley lines as an inexpensive way to tour the city. As you board, swipe your Viva Viagem card or pay the driver, and take a seat (zapping tickets are good for an hour, and a 24-hour pass comes with unlimited hopping on and off).


Be aware that lines #28E and #12E are jam-packed with tourists and often come with ridiculous lines. Trolley #24E runs away from the central tourist zone and can be less crowded. For tips on riding the trolley, including avoiding crowds, see “Getting Around Lisbon,” earlier.




Lisbon’s Best Viewpoints
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The first three viewpoints are included in the self-guided walks described in this chapter:


• Miradouro de São Pedro de Alcântara (view terrace in Bairro Alto, at top of Elevador da Glória funicular; see the “Bairro Alto and Chiado Stroll,” later)


• São Jorge Castle (on top of the Alfama; see photo above and the “Alfama Stroll and the Castle,” later)


• Miradouro das Portas do Sol (south slope of Alfama; see the “Alfama Stroll and the Castle,” later)


• Elevador de Santa Justa (in the Baixa, here)


• Cristo Rei (statue on hillside across the Rio Tejo, here)


• Edward VII Park (at north end of Avenida da Liberdade)


• Miradouro de Santa Catarina (near the top of the Elevador da Bica funicular)


• Miradouro da Graça and Miradouro da Senhora do Monte (same neighborhood overlooking the São Jorge Castle)





Trolley #28E


Trolley #28E is a San Francisco-style Lisbon joyride (runs about 5:45-22:30; after 21:15, service is limited to stops between Estrela and Graça). The following are notable stops from west to east:


Campo Ourique: The Prazeres Cemetery, at the western terminus of route #28E, is a vast park-like necropolis with good bridge views, dense with the mausoleums of leading Lisbon families and historic figures dating back to the 19th century (daily 9:00-17:00).


Igreja Sto. Condestável: The first stop after the cemetery is next to an angular modern church. Hiding just behind the church is the Mercado de Campo de Ourique, a 19th-century iron-and-glass market that’s now a trendy food circus (see here).


Estrela: Two stops later, the trolley pulls up in front of another large church (on the right). The 18th-century, late Baroque Estrela Basilica has stairs winding up to the roof for a view both out and down into the church (€4, daily 10:00-18:00). Across the street is the gate into Estrela Park, a cozy neighborhood scene with exotic plants, a pond-side café, and a playground.


Assembleia da República: At the next stop, you’ll see a garden poking up on the left behind a high wall (which hides the prime minister’s residence). Next up is the huge, stately Assembly of the Republic building—home to Portugal’s parliament. Soon after, the trolley enters a relatively narrow street at the edge of the Bairro Alto.


Santa Catarina: A couple of stops into the Bairro Alto, this area is enjoyable for a stroll through characteristic streets downhill to the Miradouro de Santa Catarina, a view terrace with inviting cafés and bars.


Calhariz-Bica: Keep an eye on the streets to your right. You’ll spot the top of the Elevador da Bica funicular, which drops steeply through a rough-and-tumble neighborhood to the riverfront.


City-Center Stops: From here, the downtown stops come fast and furious—Chiado (at Chiado’s main square, Lisbon’s café meeting-place); Baixa (on Rua da Conceição between Augusta and Prata); Sé (the cathedral); Miradouro das Portas do Sol (the Alfama viewpoint); Campo de Santa Clara (flea market on Tue and Sat); and the pleasant and untouristy Graça district (with two excellent viewpoints, one at Graça Church and another nearby at Nossa Senhora do Monte). The route finishes at Praça Martim Moniz.


Trolley #12E


For a colorful, 20-minute loop around the castle and the Alfama, catch trolley #12E on Praça da Figueira (departs every few minutes from the stop at corner of square closest to castle; runs about 8:00-20:45, shorter hours on Sat-Sun). The driver can tell you when to get out for the Miradouro das Portas do Sol viewpoint near the castle (about three-quarters of the way up the hill), or you can stay on the trolley and be dropped back where you started. Here’s what you’ll see on this loop ride:


Leaving Praça da Figueira, you enter Praça Martim Moniz—named for a knight who died heroically while using his body as a doorjamb to leave the castle gate open, allowing his Christian Portuguese comrades to get in and capture Lisbon from the Moors in 1147. These days, this gathering point is nicknamed “Dragon Square” for the modern sculpture erected in the middle by the local Chinese community to celebrate the Year of the Dragon.


At the next stop, on the right, is the picturesque Centro Comercial da Mouraria, a marketplace filled with products and aromas from around the world. The big, maroon-colored building capping the hill on the left was a Jesuit monastery until 1769, when the dictatorial Marquês de Pombal booted the pesky order out of Portugal and turned the building into the Hospital São Jose. Today, this is an immigrant neighborhood with lots of cheap import shops.


Turning right onto Rua de Cavaleiros, you climb through the atmospheric Mouraria neighborhood on a street so narrow that a single trolley track is all that fits. Notice how the colorful mix of neighbors who fill the trolley all seem to know each other. If the trolley’s path is blocked and can’t pass, lots of horn-honking and shouts from passengers ensue until your journey resumes. Look up the skinny side streets. Marvel at the creative parking and classic laundry scenes. This was the area given to the Moors after they were driven out of the castle and Alfama. Natives know it as the home of the legendary fado singer Maria Severa as well as modern-day singer Mariza. The majority of residents these days are immigrants from Asia, making this Lisbon’s most visible melting pot.


At the crest of the hill—at the square called Largo Rodrigues de Freitas—you can get out to explore, eat at a cheap restaurant (see “Eating in Lisbon,” later), or follow Rua de Santa Marinha to the Campo de Santa Clara flea market (Tue and Sat).


When you see the river, you’re at Largo das Portas do Sol (Gates of the Sun), where you’ll also see the remains of one of the seven old Moorish gates of Lisbon. The driver usually announces “castelo” (cahzh-TAY-loo) at this point. Hop out here if you want to visit the Museum and School of Portuguese Decorative Arts (see here), enjoy the most scenic cup of coffee in town, explore the Alfama, or tour the castle.


The trolley continues downhill. First you’ll pass (on the right) the stout building called Aljube—a prison built on a site dating from Roman times that, more recently, housed political opponents of Portugal’s fascist dictator Salazar (now housing a museum about that regime; see here). Just downhill is the fortress-like Lisbon Cathedral (on the left—see here). Finally you roll into the Baixa (grid-planned Pombaline city—get off at Praça do Comércio to take my self-guided Baixa walk). After a few blocks, you’re back where you started—Praça da Figueira.


Trolley #24E


Although it doesn’t go past many of my recommended sights, a 20-minute ride on line #24E can show you a nice slice of workaday Lisbon (runs about 7:00-20:00, shorter hours on Sat-Sun). Catch the trolley at Praça Luís de Camões (just uphill from Chiado); ride past Príncipe Real and its beautiful park, prime shopping, and good restaurants; the enormous cistern at the end of the aqueduct; and the Amoreiras mall, ending in Campolide. Hop off and hop on again right away, or wander over to Edward VII park to stroll down the tree-lined Avenida da Liberdade to return to the city center.


Private Trolley Tours


Yellow Bus—the dominant local tour operator (see next)—operates two 1.5-hour hop-on, hop-off trolley tours that use the same tracks and stops as the public trolleys described above. Though pricier and less frequent than public trolleys, Yellow Bus trolley tours often have fewer crowds, come with recorded commentary, and allow you to hop on and off as often as you like for 24 hours. Both tours start at Praça do Comércio and run every 30 minutes (fewer off-season). There are two lines: Hills Tramcar Tour (€20, runs 9:30-19:00, 13 stops, red trolleys) and Belém Tramcar Tour (€15, runs 10:00-18:30, 9 stops, green trolleys).


Hop-On, Hop-Off Bus Tours


Various companies operate hop-on, hop-off bus tours around Lisbon. While uninspiring and not cheap—and Lisbon’s sights are compact enough to easily see on your own—these tours can be handy and run daily year-round.


Yellow Bus (www.yellowbustours.com) and Gray Line (www.cityrama.pt) run multiple loops through town, targeting different sights; figure around €15 for 24 hours on one loop, or about €25 for 48-hour access to all loops. Each company also offers a dizzying array of combo- tickets (trolley tours, tuk-tuks, boat trips, Segway tours, museum discounts, and so on). Buses depart from Praça da Figueira (buy tickets from driver). When comparing your options, note that Yellow Bus tickets include some Lisbon city transit as well (public trolleys, buses, Elevador de Santa Justa, and funiculars, but not the Metro).


Tuk-Tuks


Goofy little tuk-tuks—Indian-style, three-wheel motorcycles—have invaded Lisbon. You’ll see them parked in front of tourist landmarks all over town. They have no meter—negotiate with the driver for a tour or hire one for a point-to-point ride. Tuk-tuks are most practical as a way to tailor your own private tour (€45/hour, €30 if demand is slow and the driver owns his own rig). The key is finding a likeable driver with good language skills and a little charm. A ride comes with light guiding, can get you into little back lanes, lets you hop on and off for quick visits and photo stops, and leaves you where you like.




Ways to Get from the Baixa Up to the Bairro Alto and Chiado


• Ride the Elevador da Glória funicular (a few blocks north of Rossio on Avenida da Liberdade, opposite the Hard Rock Café), or hike alongside the tracks if the funicular isn’t running.


• Walk up lots of stairs from Rossio (due west of the central column).


• Taxi or Uber to the Miradouro de São Pedro de Alcântara.


• Take the escalators at the Baixa-Chiado Metro stop. From outside the station on Rua do Crucifixo, you’ll first ride down, then walk past the turnstiles for the Metro entrance, then ride back up, up, up.


• Catch trolley #28E from Rua da Conceição.


• Hike up Rua do Carmo from Rossio to Rua Garrett.


• Take the elevators inside the Armazéns mall (go through the low-profile doors at Rua do Crucifixo 89 or 113); ride to floor 5 and pop out at the bottom of Rua Garrett.


• Take the Elevador de Santa Justa, which goes right by the Convento do Carmo and Chiado (long lines at busy times—but if it’s jammed, other options are nearby).





BY BOAT


To get out on the Rio Tejo, take a sightseeing cruise or ride a public ferry. Either way, the main destination across the river is the port of Cacilhas.


Tourist Cruise: Yellow Boat—part of the big Yellow Bus tour company—offers a 1.5-hour loop that links Terreiro do Paço (near Praça do Comércio) to Belém. You can hop on and off, but there are just eight boats per day (€20/24 hours, discounts and combo-tickets with their bus tours and other offerings, May-Oct only, details at www.yellowbustours.com).


Public Ferry Ride to Cacilhas: For a quick, cheap trip across the river with great city and bridge views in the company of Lisbon commuters rather than tourists, hop the ferry to Cacilhas from the Cais do Sodré terminal. See here for details.


ON FOOT


Two walking-tour companies—Lisbon Walker and Inside Lisbon—offer excellent, affordable tours led by young, top-notch guides with a passion for sharing insights about their hometown. Both have an easygoing style and small groups (generally 2-12 people); with either, you’ll likely feel you’ve made a friend in your guide. These tours can be time and money very well spent (both give my readers a discount).




Lisbon at a Glance


In Lisbon


▲▲▲Alfama Stroll and the Castle Tangled medieval streets topped by São Jorge Castle.


▲▲▲Baixa Stroll The lower town—Lisbon’s historic downtown—gridded with streets and dotted with major squares.


▲▲▲Bairro Alto and Chiado Stroll The high town’s views, churches, and Chiado fashion district.


▲▲Gulbenkian Museum Lisbon’s best museum, featuring an art collection spanning 5,000 years, from ancient Egypt to Impressionism to Art Nouveau. Hours: Wed-Mon 10:00-18:00, closed Tue.


▲▲Museum of Ancient Art Portuguese paintings from the 15th- and 16th-century glory days. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-18:00, closed Mon.


▲▲Parque das Nações Inviting waterfront park with a long promenade, modern mall, aquarium, and the Expo ’98 fairgrounds.


▲Fado Museum The story of Portuguese folk music. Hours: Tue-Sun 11:00-17:00, closed Mon.


▲São Roque Church and Museum Fine 16th-century Jesuit church with false dome ceiling, chapel made of precious stones, and a less-interesting museum. Hours: Mon 14:00-18:00, Tue-Sun 9:00-19:00—until 18:00 in winter, Thu until 20:00.


▲Lisbon Cathedral From the outside, an impressive Romanesque fortress of God; inside, not much. Hours: Tue-Sat 9:00-19:00, Sun-Mon until 17:00.


▲Aljube Museum of Resistance and Freedom Exhibits documenting fascist António Salazar’s rise to power, housed in a former prison building. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-18:00, closed Mon.


▲Mouraria District Historic Moorish quarter turned buzzing international zone with inviting eateries.


▲National Tile Museum Tons of artistic tiles, including a panorama of preearthquake Lisbon. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-18:00, closed Mon.


In Belém


▲▲▲Monastery of Jerónimos King Manuel’s giant 16th-century, white limestone church and monastery, with remarkable cloister and the explorer Vasco da Gama’s tomb. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-18:30, Oct-April until 17:30, closed Mon.


▲▲National Coach Museum Dozens of carriages, from simple to opulent, displaying the evolution of coaches from 1600 on. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-17:00, closed Mon.


▲Casa Pastéis de Belém Sprawling café and bakery where you can enjoy Lisbon’s famous custard tarts where they were first created. Hours: Daily 8:00-23:00.


▲Maritime Museum Salty selection of exhibits on the ships and navigational tools of the Age of Discovery. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00, Oct-April until 17:00.


▲Monument to the Discoveries Giant riverside monument honoring the explorers who brought Portugal great power and riches centuries ago. Hours: Daily 10:00-19:00; Oct-April Tue-Sun until 18:00, closed Mon.


▲Belém Tower Consummate Manueline building with a worthwhile view up 120 steps. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-18:30, Oct-April until 17:30, closed Mon.





Lisbon Walker


Standard tours include “Lisbon Revelation” (best 3-hour overview, with good coverage of Baixa and main squares, quick look at Bairro Alto, and trolley ride across town to Portas do Sol viewpoint); “Old Town” (2.5-hour walk through Alfama that examines the origins of Lisbon); and “Downtown” (2-3 hours, covers 1755 earthquake and rebirth of Lisbon). Each tour includes a shot of ginjinha or a tasty pastel de nata—two edible icons of Lisbon (€20/person, RS%—€15 with this book; tours run daily year-round—check schedule online; meet at northwest corner of Praça do Comércio near Rua do Arsenal, in front of the TI—see map on here, +351 218 861 840, www.lisbonwalker.com).



Inside Lisbon


Tours include the “Best of Lisbon Walk” (good 3-hour highlights tour of the main squares, Chiado, and Alfama; €18/person, €13 with this book; daily year-round at 10:00) and food and wine tours (see “Food Tours,” later). Most tours meet at the statue of Dom Pedro IV in the center of Rossio and last three to four hours (reserve a day ahead via website or phone, mobile +351 968 412 612, www.insidelisbon.com). They also offer daily private tours and day trips by minivan (€75/person, RS%—€5 discount with this book or online with code “RICKLISBON”) to Sintra/Cascais (8 hours) and Obidos/Fátima (9 hours). You can organize a private city tour with them, or use their helpful website as a resource for seeing Lisbon on your own.


Lisbon Chill-Out Free Walking Tours


Many companies offer “free” tours, but most are led by expats who memorize a script and are cluttered with cross-selling and promotions. In the end, you’ll be hit up hard for a tip. If you’re looking for a free tour, I’d choose Chill-Out. Your Chill-Out guide is a local who will share cultural insights as you walk through the Bairro Alto, across the Baixa, and into the Alfama. It’s refreshing to get a hometown perspective, and they are upfront about “it’s not really free—you tip what you like at the end.” Three-hour walks start in the Bairro Alto at the statue on Praça Luís de Camões (look for the guide wearing the yellow travel bag) daily at 10:00 and 15:00 (www.lisbonfreetour.blogspot.pt).


FOOD TOURS


Guided food tours are trendy these days. Several companies offer three- to four-hour multistop tours that introduce you to lots of local food culture while filling your stomach at the same time. This is a quickly evolving scene, so it pays to do a little homework on the latest offerings. But I’ve enjoyed tours by several good outfits, listed below. In each case, the groups are small, the teaching is good, and—when you figure in the cost of the meal—the tours are a solid value.


Inside Lisbon offers three food-related itineraries (RS%—€5 discount with this book): Their “Food and Wine Walk” makes five to six short, tasty, and memorable stand-up stops (€45/person, 3 hours, Mon-Sat at 16:30). The “Sunset, Fado, and Tapas” walk includes an evening stroll and samples of local food and music (€65/person, 4 hours, departs at 19:00, 5/week in summer, 2/week in winter). And their “Lisbon Experience Walk” is a tour through the Mouraria neighborhood with some food stops mixed in, ending with a ferry to Cacilhas for seafood (€45/person, 4 hours, Mon-Sat at 10:30; www.insidelisbon.com).


Taste of Lisboa food tours, designed by Filipa Valete, connects you with a Lisboan guide and offers a fast-moving feast with lots of visits and lots of information. Their primary tour is the “Lisbon Roots, Food & Culture Walk” with seven stops (€70/person, 4 hours, Mon-Sat at 15:00 and 15:45, 2 to 12 per group, English only, sign up at www.tasteoflisboa.com). They offer several other cultural food experiences, all explained on their website.


Eat Drink Walk does a €85 “Tapas Downtown” walk (3-4 hours, 5-6 stops in the Baixa), as well as a €95 “Chiado Gourmet” walk (4-5 hours, www.eatdrinkwalk.pt [URL inactive]). Both tours run Mon-Sat at 11:30 and are expertly led by Filomena or Duarte, both locals and pioneers in the food tour world of Lisbon.


LOCAL GUIDES


Hiring a private local guide in Lisbon can be a wonderful luxury: Your guide will meet you at your hotel and tailor a tour to your interests. Especially with a small group, this can be a fine value. Guides charge roughly the same rates (€125/half-day, €200/day; car and driver options are available).


Cristina Quental works with a trio of good local guides (€150/half-day, €240/day, mobile +351 919 922 480, www.lisbon4smile.com, anacristinaquental@hotmail.com).


Claudia da Costa, who appears on my Lisbon TV show, is also excellent (mobile +351 965 560 216, claudiadacosta@hotmail.com).


Cristina Duarte knows Lisbon well, also appears on my TV show, and leads private tours in Lisbon when not on the road leading Portugal tours for my company (mobile +351 919 316 242, www.lisbonbeyond.pt, acrismduarte@gmail.com).


Teresa Ferreira works in Lisbon and the surrounding area (mobile +351 966 139 564, www.borninlisbon.com, maria-te@live.com.pt).


Your Friend in Lisbon is a group of four guides who book private three-hour walks for €120 (price for one or two, more for larger groups, daily at 11:00 or 15:00, mobile +351 919 292 151,www.yourfriendinlisbon.com alex@yourfriendinlisbon.com, run by Alex Almeida). They also have a minivan and driver (€400 for all-day, for up to six).


NEIGHBORHOOD WALKS IN LISBON


ALFAMA STROLL AND THE CASTLE


1 São Jorge Castle Gate and Fortified Castle Town


Map: Alfama Stroll


2 Miradouro de São Jorge (Viewpoint)


3 São Jorge Castle


4 Castle Town


5 Largo Santa Luzia


6 Museum and School of Portuguese Decorative Arts


7 Heart of the Alfama


8 Fado Museum


BAIXA STROLL


Map: Baixa Stroll


1 Praça do Comércio (Commerce Square)


2 Lisbon’s Riverfront


3 Rua do Comércio


4 Rua de São Julião


5 Church of St. Nicolas (Igreja de São Nicolau)


6 Praça da Figueira (Fig Tree Square)


7 Church of São Domingos


8 Largo de São Domingos


9 Liquid Sightseeing (Ginjinha Bars)


10 Rossio Square


11 Rossio Station


12 Praça dos Restauradores


13 Avenida da Liberdade


BAIRRO ALTO AND CHIADO STROLL


1 Miradouro de São Pedro de Alcântara (Viewpoint)


Map: Bairro Alto & Chiado Stroll


2 Bairro Alto Detour


3 São Roque Church (Igreja São Roque)


4 Cervejaria da Trindade


5 Largo do Carmo


6 Convento do Carmo


7 Elevador de Santa Justa


8 Café A Brasileira


9 Rua Garrett


Exploring More of the Bairro Alto


The essential Lisbon is easily and enjoyably covered in three ▲▲▲ self-guided walking tours through three downtown neighborhoods: Alfama, Baixa, and Bairro Alto/Chiado. You can do them as individual walks, or lace them together into a single tour (allow a minimum of five hours for all three, but could be done as a more leisurely all-day experience—or, for maximum lingering, spread it over two days). You can do the walks in any order, but starting with the Alfama gets you to the castle before the crowds hit, kicking things off with a grand city view from Lisbon’s fortified birthplace. And you’ll finish in the liveliest quarter for evening fun—the Bairro Alto/Chiado.


[image: ] My free Lisbon City Walk audio tour covers the same territory as the walks, from Praça do Comércio through the Baixa, and up through the highlights of the Bairro Alto (but not the Alfama or castle).


ALFAMA STROLL AND THE CASTLE


On this ▲▲▲ walk, you’ll explore the Alfama, the colorful sailors’ quarter that dates to the age of Visigoth occupation, from the sixth to eighth centuries AD. This was a bustling district during the Moorish period, and eventually became the home of Lisbon’s fishermen and mariners (and of the poet Luís de Camões, who wrote, “Our lips meet easily, high across the narrow street”). The Alfama’s tangled street plan, one of the few features of Lisbon to survive the 1755 earthquake, helps make the neighborhood a cobbled playground of Old World color. While much of the Alfama’s grittiness has been cleaned up in recent years, it remains one of Europe’s more photogenic neighborhoods.


When to Go: The best times to visit are during the busy midmorning market, or in the cooler late afternoon or early evening, when the streets teem with residents.


Getting There: This walk begins at the highest point in town, São Jorge Castle. Get to the castle gate by taxi; by minibus #737 from Praça da Figueira; or by two free elevator rides up from the Baixa and then a short uphill walk. To find the elevators, head to Rua dos Fanqueiros and go through the easy-to-miss door at #178 (for location, see the map on here; you’ll see faint, white lettering spelling out elevador castelo on the red rooftop—illuminated at night). Ride the elevator to the top floor and exit, angling left across the street and through the little square. Then head up Largo Chão do Loureiro, where you’ll see the second elevator (elevador castelo; handy supermarket at bottom, view café and fine panoramic terrace at top). When exiting the second elevator, simply follow brown Castelo de S. Jorge signs up to the castle (right, then hooking left; about 8 minutes uphill).


1 São Jorge Castle Gate and Fortified Castle Town


The formidable gate to the castle is part of a fortification that, these days, surrounds three things: the view terrace, the small town that stood within the walls, and the castle itself. The ticket office and the turnstile are situated so that those without a ticket are kept away from the view terrace and castle proper (castle entry-€8.50, daily 9:00-21:00, Nov-Feb until 18:00).
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If money is tight, the castle and view are skippable—the castle is just stark, rebuilt ruins from the Salazar era, and while the hill-capping park has a commanding view, there are other fine views coming up...just jump ahead to stop #4 on this walk.


• If you decide to go in, follow the cobbles uphill past the first lanes of old Lisbon to the yellow ticket office, and then into the...


2 Miradouro de São Jorge (Viewpoint)


Enjoy the grand view. The Rio Tejo is one of five main rivers in Portugal, four of which come from Spain. (Only the Mondego River, which passes through Coimbra, originates inside Portuguese territory, in the Serra de Estrela.) While Portugal and Spain generally have very good relations, a major sore point is the control of all this water. From here, you have a good view of the Golden Gate-like 25th of April Bridge, which leads south to the Cristo Rei statue. Past the bridge, on a clear day, you can barely see the Monument to the Discoveries and the Belém Tower (under and past the bridge on north side).
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Look up at the statue marking the center of this terrace. Afonso Henriques, a warlord with a strong personal army, was the founder of Portugal. In 1147, he besieged this former Moorish castle until the hungry, thirsty residents gave in. Every Portuguese schoolkid knows the story of this man—a Reconquista hero and their country’s first king.


Stroll inland along the ramparts for a more extensive view of Pombal’s Lisbon, described in a circa 1963, tiled panorama-chart (which lacks the big 25th of April Bridge—it was built in 1969). From Praça do Comércio on the water, the grid streets of the Baixa lead up to the tree-lined Avenida da Liberdade and the big Edward VII Park, on the far right. Locate city landmarks, such as the Elevador de Santa Justa (the Eiffel-style elevator in front of the ruined Convento do Carmo) and the sloping white roof of Rossio station.


•Continue walking along the viewpoint, passing several old cannons. Just after going under the second arch (just before the café terrace), take a right into the mostly ruined courtyard of...


3 São Jorge Castle (Castelo de São Jorge)


While the first settlements here go back to the 7th century BC, this castle dates to the 11th century when Moors built it to house their army and provide a safe haven for their elites in times of siege. After Afonso Henriques took the castle in 1147, Portugal’s royalty lived here for several centuries. The sloping walls—typical of castles from this period—were designed to withstand 14th-century cannonballs. In the 16th century, the kings moved to their palace on Praça do Comércio, and the castle became a military garrison. Despite suffering major damage in the 1755 earthquake, the castle later served another stint as a military garrison. In the 20th century, it became a national monument.
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The strolling peacocks remind visitors that exotic birds like these came to Lisbon originally as trophies of the great 16th-century voyages and discoveries. (Today the jaded birds ignore the tourists and cry as if to remember some long-forgotten castle captives.)


Bear left to find the inner castle—the boxy, crenelated fort in the middle. There’s little to see inside the empty shell, but it’s fun to climb up the steep stone steps to scramble around the top of the ramparts and towers, with ever-changing views of Lisbon, the Alfama, and the castle itself. (Up top, you’ll also find a thrillingly low-tech camera obscura, which is demonstrated twice hourly—times and languages posted.)


As you explore the castle’s inner sanctum, imagine it lined with simple wooden huts. The imposing part of the castle is the exterior. The builders’ strategy was to focus on making the castle appear so formidable that its very existence was enough to discourage any attack. If you know where to look, you can still see stones laid by ancient Romans, Visigoths, and Moors. The Portuguese made the most substantial contribution, with a wall reaching all the way to the river to withstand anticipated Spanish attacks.


When finished, head back out the inner castle gate, and continue straight ahead toward the castle’s entrance. On your right, you’ll pass the café, then the humble museum. This houses archaeological finds from the 7th century BC to the 18th century, with emphasis on the Moorish period in the 11th and 12th centuries. You’ll also see 18th-century tiles from an age when Portugal was flush with money from the gold, diamonds, and sugarcane of its colony Brazil. While simple, the museum has nice displays and descriptions.


•Leave the castle. Across the ramp from the castle entrance is a tidy little castle district, worth a wander for its peaceful lanes and a chance to enjoy the Manueline architecture.


4 Castle Town


Just outside the castle turnstile is the tiny neighborhood within the castle walls built to give Moorish elites refuge from sieges and, later, for Portuguese nobles to live close to their king. While it’s partly taken over by cute shops and cafés, if you wander up Rua de Santa Cruz do Castelo (to the left as you exit the castle) and stroll into its back lanes, you can enjoy a peaceful bit of Portugal’s past. (Make a big clockwise loop back to where you entered—you can’t get lost, as it’s within the walls and there’s only one way in or out.) Most of the houses date from the Middle Ages. Poking around, go on a cultural scavenger hunt. Look for: 1) clever, space-efficient, triangular contraptions for drying clothes (hint: see the glass bottle bottoms in the wall used to prop the sticks out when in use); 2) Benfica soccer team flag (that’s the team favored by Lisbon’s working class—a hint that the upper class no longer chooses to live here); 3) short doors that were tall enough for people back when these houses were built; and 4) noble family crests over doors—dating to when important families wanted to be close to the king.




Pombal’s Lisbon


In 1750, lazy King José I (r. 1750-1777) turned the government over to a minor noble, the Marquês de Pombal (1699-1782). Talented, ambitious, and handsome, Pombal was praised as a reformer, but reviled for his ruthless tactics. Having learned modern ways as the ambassador to Britain, he battled Church repression and promoted the democratic ideals of the Enlightenment, but enforced his policies with arrests, torture, and executions. He expelled the Jesuits to keep them from monopolizing the education system, put the bishop of Coimbra in prison, and broke off relations with the pope. When the earthquake of 1755 leveled the city, within a month Pombal had kicked off major rebuilding in much of today’s historic downtown—featuring a grid plan for the world’s first quake-proof buildings. In 1777, the king died, and the controversial Pombal was dismissed.





When you’re ready to leave, make your way back to where you started, and head down the ramp to return to the real world. On your way out, just before exiting the lower gate, notice the little statue in the niche on your right. This is the castle’s namesake: St. George (São Jorge; pronounced “sow ZHOR-zh”) hailed from Turkey and was known for fighting valiantly (he’s often portrayed slaying a dragon). When the Christian noble Afonso Henriques called for help to eliminate the Moors from his newly founded country of Portugal, the Crusaders who helped him prayed to St. George...and won.


•Exit the castle complex grounds through the large archway, follow the castle wall, then turn right down the second street, Travessa do Chão da Feira. Follow this striped lane downhill through Largo do Contador Mor. This small, car-clogged square has a Parisian ambience, some touristy outdoor restaurants serving grilled sardines, and the inviting little Miss Can shop and eatery—where traditional Portuguese canned fish gets a modern twist (for ideas on lunching here, see here).


Exit the square at the bottom, continue downhill 50 yards farther, pass the trolley tracks, and jog right around the little church to reach a superb Alfama viewpoint at...


5 Largo Santa Luzia


From this square (with a stop for trolleys #12E and #28E), admire the panoramic view from the small terrace, Miradouro de Santa Luzia, where old-timers play cards and Romeos strum their guitars amid lots of tiles.


In the distance to the left, the Vasco da Gama Bridge (opened in 1998) connects Lisbon with new, modern bedroom communities south of the river.
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At your feet sprawls the Alfama neighborhood. We’ll head that way soon, to explore its twisty lanes. Where the Alfama hits the river, notice the recently built embankment. It reclaimed 100 yards of land from the river to make a modern port, used these days to accommodate Lisbon’s growing cruise ship industry.


On the wall of the church behind you, notice two 18th-century tile panels. The one on the left shows the preearthquake Praça do Comércio, with the royal palace (on the left). It was completely destroyed in the 1755 quake. The other tile (10 steps away, to the right) depicts the reconquest of Lisbon from the Moors by Afonso Henriques. You can see the Portuguese hero, Martim Moniz, who let himself be crushed in the castle door to hold it open for his comrades. Notice the panicky Moors inside realizing that their castle is about to be breeched by invading Crusaders. It was a bad day for the Moors. (A stairway here leads up to a tiny view terrace with a café.)


For an even better city view, hike back around the church and walk out to the seaside end of the Miradouro das Portas do Sol catwalk. The huge, frilly building dominating the ridge on the far left is the Monastery of São Vicente, constructed around 1600 by the Spanish king Philip II, who left his mark here with this tribute to St. Vincent. A few steps away, next to a statue of St. Vincent, is a kiosk café where you can enjoy perhaps the most scenic cup of coffee in town.


•Across the street from the café, you’ll find the...



6 Museum and School of Portuguese Decorative Arts



The Museum and School of Portuguese Decorative Arts (Museu Escola de Artes Decorativas Portuguesas) offers a stroll through a richly decorated, aristocratic household. The palace, filled with 15th- to 18th-century fine art, offers the best chance for visitors to experience what a noble home looked like during Lisbon’s glory days (€4, Wed-Mon 10:00-17:00, closed Tue, Largo das Portas do Sol 2, +351 218 814 640, www.fress.pt). Inside, a coach on the ground level is “Berlin style,” with a state-of-the-art suspension system, on leather straps. The grand stairway leads upstairs past 18th-century glazed tiles (Chinese-style blue-and-white was in vogue) into a world of colonial riches. Portuguese aristocrats had a special taste for “Indo-Portuguese” decorative arts: objects of exotic woods such as teak or rosewood, and inlaid with shell or ivory, made along the sea routes of the age.
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From here, it’s downhill all the way. From Largo das Portas do Sol (the plaza with the statue of local patron St. Vincent, near the kiosk café on the terrace), go down the loooong stairs (Rua Norberto de Araújo, between the church and the catwalk). A few steps down on the left, under the big arch, notice the public WCs and the fun, vivid cartoon mural illustrating Lisbon’s history (if you know the key dates, you can enjoy it even without understanding Portuguese).
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The massive eighth-century fortified wall (on the right of the staircase) once marked the boundary of Moorish Lisbon. Consider that the great stones on your right were stacked here over a thousand years ago. At the bottom of the wall, continue downhill, then turn left at the railing...and go down more stairs.


•Explore downhill from here. The main thoroughfare, a concrete stepped lane called Escadinhas de São Miguel, funnels you to the Alfama’s main square.


7 Heart of the Alfama


This square, Largo de São Miguel, is the best place to observe a slice of Alfama life. When city leaders rebuilt the rest of Lisbon after the 1755 quake, this neighborhood was left out and consequently retains its tangled medieval streets.


If you’ve got the time, explore the Alfama from this central square. Its urban-jungle roads are squeezed into confusing alleys—the labyrinthine street plan was designed to frustrate invaders. What was defensive then is atmospheric now. Bent houses comfort each other in their romantic shabbiness, and the air drips with laundry and the smell of clams. Get lost. Poke aimlessly, peek through windows, buy a fish. Locals hang plastic water bags from windows in the summer to keep away the flies. Favorite saints decorate doors to protect families. St. Peter, protector of fishermen, is big in the Alfama. Churches are generally closed, since they share a priest. As children have very little usable land for a good soccer game, this square doubles as the neighborhood playground.
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The tiny balconies were limited to “one-and-a-half hands” in width. A strictly enforced health initiative was designed to keep the town open and well-ventilated. If you see carpets hanging out to dry, it means a laundry is nearby. Because few homes have their own, every neighborhood has a public laundry and bathroom. Until recently, in the early morning hours, the streets were busy with residents in pajamas, heading for these public baths. Today, many younger people are choosing to live elsewhere, lured by modern conveniences unavailable here, and old flats with older residents are under the watchful eye of real estate developers. Many long-term residents have been evicted due to landlords claiming “necessary reforms,” only to sell the entire building for development as tourist housing. In just one generation, the Alfama is feeling the pressure of gentrification.
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Traditionally the neighborhood here was tightly knit, with families routinely sitting down to communal dinners in the streets. Feuds, friendships, and gossip were all intense. Historically, when a woman’s husband died, she would wear black for the rest of her life—a tradition that’s just about gone.


The Alfama hosts Lisbon’s most popular outdoor party dedicated to St. Anthony (whose feast day is June 13, but the party goes on all month). Imagine tables set up everywhere, bands playing, bright plastic flowers strung across the squares, and all the grilled sardines (sardinhas grelhadas) you can eat. The rustic paintings of festive characters (with hints of Moorish style) remind locals of past parties, and strings and wires overhead await future festival dates when the neighborhood will again be festooned with colorful streamers.


While there are plenty of traditional festivals here, the most action on the Alfama calendar is the insane, annual mountain-bike street race from the castle to the sea (which you can see hurtle by in two minutes on YouTube; search “Lisboa downtown race”).


Continue exploring downhill from here. Just below the square you’ll see A Baiuca, a recommended amateur fado restaurant. Then, a few steps farther downhill, you’ll hit the cobbled pedestrian lane, Rua São Pedro. This darkest of the Alfama’s streets, in nearly perpetual shade, was the logical choice for the neighborhood’s fish market. Modern hygiene requirements (which forbid outdoor stalls) killed the market, but it’s still a characteristic lane to explore.


•Turn left and follow Rua São Pedro out of the Alfama to the square called Largo do Chafariz de Dentro and, across the street, the...


8 Fado Museum


This ▲ museum tells the story of fado in English—with a great chance to hear these wailing fisherwomen’s blues. Three levels of wall murals show three generations of local fado stars, and the audioguide lets you listen to the Billie Holidays of Portugal (€5, includes audioguide, Tue-Sun 11:00-17:00, closed Mon, Largo do Chafariz de Dentro, +351 218 823 470, www.museudofado.pt).


•This walk is over. To get back downtown (or to Praça do Comércio, where the next walk starts), walk a block to the main waterfront drag and cruise-ship harbor (facing the museum, go left around it) where busy Avenida Infante Dom Henrique leads back to Praça do Comércio (to the right). While it’s a 15-minute walk or quick taxi ride to Praça do Comércio, just to the left is a bus stop; hop on any bus for two stops, and you’re there in moments. (Also, bus #759 goes on to Praça dos Restauradores.)


BAIXA STROLL


This ▲▲▲ walk covers the highlights of Lisbon’s historic downtown, the Baixa, which fills a flat valley between two hills. The district slopes gently from the waterfront up to Rossio, Praça dos Restauradores, Avenida da Liberdade, and the newer town. The walk starts at Praça do Comércio and ends at Praça dos Restauradores.


•Start your walk at the statue of King José I in the center of Praça do Comércio. Find a spot of shade in José’s shadow (or take cover under the arcades) and read a bit about the Baixa’s history.
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Background: After the disastrous 1755 earthquake, the Baixa district was rebuilt on a grid street plan. The uniform and utilitarian Pombaline architecture (named after the Marquês de Pombal, the chief minister who rebuilt the city—see sidebar, earlier) feels almost military. That’s because it is. The Baixa was constructed by military engineers who had experience building garrison towns overseas. The new Lisbon featured the architecture of conquest—simple to assemble, economical, with all the pieces easy to ship. The 18th-century buildings you’d see in Mozambique and Brazil are interchangeable with those in Lisbon.


The buildings are all uniform, with the same number of floors and standard facades. They were designed to survive the next earthquake, with stone firewalls and wooden frameworks that had flexible crisscross beams. The priorities were to rebuild fast, cheap, and shake-proof.


If it had been left up to the people, who believed the earthquake was a punishment from God, they would have rebuilt their churches bigger and more impressive than ever. But Pombal was a practical military man with a budget, a timeline, and an awareness of his society’s limits. Large churches didn’t fit into the new, orderly grid. In those austere postearthquake days, Pombal got his way.
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The Baixa has three squares—two preearthquake (Comércio and Rossio) and one added later (Figueira)—and three main streets: Prata (silver), Aurea (gold), and Augusta (relating the Portuguese king to a Roman emperor). The former maze of the Jewish quarter was eliminated, but the area has many streets named for the crafts and shops once found there.


The Baixa’s pedestrian streets, inviting cafés, bustling shops, and elegant old storefronts give the district a certain charm. City-government subsidies make sure the old businesses stay around, but modern ones find a way to creep in. I find myself doing laps up and down Rua Augusta in a people-watching stupor. Its delightful ambience is perfect for strolling.


•Now turn your attention to the square itself.


1 Praça do Comércio (Commerce Square)


At this riverfront square bordering the Baixa—along the gateway to Lisbon—ships used to dock and sell their goods. This was the site of Portugal’s royal palace for 200 preearthquake years, but after the 1755 earthquake/tsunami/fire, the jittery king fled to more stable Belém, never to return. These days, government ministries ring Praça do Comércio. It’s also the departure point for city bus and tram tours, and boats that cruise along the Rio Tejo. The area opposite the harbor was conceived as a residential neighborhood for the upper class, but they chose the suburbs. Today, the square has two names (“Palace Square” and “Commerce Square”) and little real life. Locals consider it just a big place to pass through.
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