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Porto Pim beach, Faial






WELCOME TO THE Azores



9 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


THE ISLANDS AT A GLANCE


IF YOU HAVE…


BEST OF The Azores


BEST VIEWS


WILD ENCOUNTERS


The Azores Triangle


BEST HIKES


MADE IN THE AZORES


There’s something quite thrilling about going to a destination relatively few people have heard of, like being part of an intrepid club or exploring uncharted territory. The Azores, European but isolated in the middle of the Atlantic, have been known to explorers since at least the 15th century but are a relatively recent discovery to tourists.


Landing on a small island in the middle of a vast ocean is sobering; the remoteness doesn’t quite hit home until you look around and see endless sea from all sides. The heady fragrance of moist, fertile earth, sea salt, and hot basalt rock perfectly enhances the exoticness of the Azores, with their luxuriant, pristine landscapes, staggering volcanic features, and four-seasons-in-one-day weather. On this archipelago of nine islands you can soak in steaming hot spring water even if it’s rainy, and cool off in craggy tidal pools when it’s hot. If you’re a surfer, diver, or snorkeler, the Azorean coasts are a paradise, with good surfing conditions year-round and some of the most breathtaking dives in Europe. If water sports aren’t your thing, you can trek through jungle-like forests and lava plains, experience some of the best whale-watching on the planet, and enjoy a slow and simple pace of life among friendly and welcoming people.


The influence of Portugal is evident throughout the islands, in genteel, colonial cities like Ponta Delgada on São Miguel and Angra do Heroísmo on Terceira; and in the food, which often riffs on mainland classics like bacalhau and hearty stews. But floating more than 1,500 kilometers (1,000 mi) from the nearest landmass means everything has a twist. In Azorean cuisine, the surprise is the ingredients: fresh cheese, unique volcanic wines, and even pineapples. In the culture, there’s the influence of sailors and whalers, visible in famous port cities like Horta on Faial, and in relics of the whaling industry like vigia watchtowers.


It’s not hard to romanticize the Azores; they’re remote little islands of tranquility, belied by their huge character and overwhelmingly beautiful scenery. But it’s even harder to not want to go back once you’ve been there.
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Fajã do Ouvidor, São Jorge






9 TOP EXPERIENCES






[image: image]



1 Soaking in a hot spring in Furnas on São Miguel, where geothermal activity is part of daily life, from public taps to cooking.
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2 Experiencing São Miguel island’s famous Sete Cidades Lake from every angle, climbing to gorgeous viewpoints and kayaking on the calm, greenish water.
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3 Embarking on an unforgettable whale-watching adventure with majestic Mount Pico as a backdrop.
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4 Lingering in the picture-perfect historic center of Angra do Heroísmo, the oldest town in the Azores and a UNESCO World Heritage Site, on Terceira island.
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5 Exploring some of the more than 70 fajãs on São Jorge. These unique, lush geological formations left over from lava flows are one-stop destinations for hikes, surfing, and stunning views.
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6 Summiting Mount Pico: This dormant volcano, the highest point in Portugal, towers over its eponymous island and calls to hikers around the world.
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7 Sunning on Santa Maria’s beaches, famed for their soft golden sand.
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8 Taking in the salty, gritty atmosphere of the Horta Marina, checking out murals left by passing mariners and having a drink at the famous sailors’ bar Peter Café Sport.
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9 Getting a sense of the Azores’ isolation in the blue vastness of the Atlantic from one of the islands’ best viewpoints.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


The Azores might be part of Portugal, but the archipelago is sharply different from the mainland. Lush, verdant gems with pristine landscapes and nature-infused activities, each of the Azores’ nine islands boasts its own distinct character and appeal.


The Eastern Group


São Miguel


The archipelago’s biggest island, São Miguel is the main gateway and best introductory point to the Azores. A fantastic all-around vacation destination, it is the one to visit if you only have time to explore one island. So verdant it’s nicknamed the Green Island, São Miguel is blessed with awe-inspiring scenery including the famous Sete Cidades Lake, fantastic hikes, and ideal conditions for whale-watching. Its steaming hot springs, great places to take a dip or even have a meal cooked by geothermal heat, are unique among the islands. (The only other visitable hot springs in the Azores are the Termas do Carapacho on the island of Graciosa.) The vibrant little city of Ponta Delgada, the archipelago’s economic capital, hosts a healthy nightlife scene.


Santa Maria


If you want to spend a day or two sunning on the beach, head to São Miguel’s closest neighbor, Santa Maria, a first-class—if somewhat offbeat and rustic—beach resort. Warmer and drier than the other islands, it’s not called the Sunshine Island for nothing. The island is famed for its fine blond sands, a rarity in the volcanic archipelago where most of the beaches are black and rocky, which means it has some of the best swimming conditions in the archipelago. Its sheltered shores and bays are also excellent places for snorkeling and scuba diving.


The Central Group


Terceira


Architectural heritage, ancient winemaking techniques, and cavernous underground lava tubes await visitors to Terceira island. It’s dubbed the Lilac Island for the purple hydrangeas that cover almost every surface in the spring. Despite being the archipelago’s second-biggest island in terms of inhabitants, it’s notably less touristy than São Miguel. It’s home to the archipelago’s oldest city, charming Angra do Heroísmo, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, and the island’s unique architecture extends beyond the bounds of the city in the more than 70 tiny Divino Espírito Santo chapels scattered around the island.


Graciosa


Graceful Graciosa is an undiscovered gem. The archipelago’s second-smallest island lacks the dramatic peaks and volcanic cragginess of its peers, offering visitors a softer, undulating landscape that is easy on the eye and on the legs. It’s called the White Island for the unique white volcanic rocks, known as trachytes, that make up its terrain. Steeped in tradition, Graciosa’s most eye-popping attraction is its gargantuan Caldera; hike its 4-kilometer (2-mi) circumference for excellent views of the coast to one side and the massive crater below on the other.


[image: image]




The Islands at a Glance
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São Jorge


If São Jorge had to be summed up in one word, that word just might be cheese. São Jorge will delight foodies, as it produces one of the Azores’ most famous dairy products, São Jorge cheese, as well as other unique food products including the time-honored Santa Catarina tinned tuna, and locally grown coffee and clams. São Jorge is known as the Brown Island because of the fertile, flat plateaus that jut off its coast on all sides, called fajãs. These remnants of cooled lava flows create unique hamlets and scenic bathing spots as well as great conditions for surfing.
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the landscape of São Jorge





Pico


If you enjoy wines and bucket-list hikes, then make Pico, called the Gray Island because of all its exposed volcanic rocks, your destination. Some of the Azores’ most famous wines come from Pico, whose landscape, webbed with basalt-rock-built vine pens called currais, is a designated UNESCO World Heritage Site. Pico is also home the eponymous Mount Pico, Portugal’s highest mountain and one of Europe’s most epic hikes, and it’s also one of the Azores’ best islands for whale-watching.



Faial



Fair Faial is pretty as a picture, nicknamed the Blue Island for its characteristic blue hydrangeas. A key port of call for transatlantic sailors, it is a vibrant, characterful island home to legendary mid-Atlantic hangouts in its picturesque main town of Horta, with its colorful marina. These serve as the doorway to staggering sights like the almost lunar Capelo Volcanic Complex and its huge Capelinhos Volcano, and unique bathing opportunities including lava-black beaches and gorgeous tidal pools.
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Capelinhos Lighthouse, Faial





The Western Group


Flores and Corvo


Moody, magnetic, and miniscule, Flores and Corvo make up the Azores’ western group of islands. Flores, the Pink Island, is so named for its abundant rosy-hued flora; it’s an island of waterfalls and magical scenery. Nearby Corvo is the Azores’ tiniest, most authentic, and untouched island, called the Black Island for its dark volcanic soil. It’s generally visited as a day trip from Flores: Hike the 6 kilometers (4 mi) up to Corvo’s gigantic Caldeirão Caldera on the island’s only paved road, then head back to town for a snack before getting back on the ferry.




If You Have…


ONE WEEK


Divide your time equally between São Miguel and Terceira.


TEN DAYS


To your three days in São Miguel, add the Azores “triangle” islands, with two days each on São Jorge, Pico, and Faial.


TWO WEEKS


If you’re going to devote two full weeks to really get to know the Azores, the best time to visit is the summer, the weather is most reliable for inter-island travel. Start with three full days on São Miguel, then fly or sail (if the intergroup ferry is operating) to Terceira and spend at least two days there. From Terceira, make your way by plane or ferry to spend a full week ferrying between Faial, Pico, and São Jorge. End your trip with a full day each on Flores and Corvo.





Mainland Portugal


You can get to the Azores from mainland Portugal either via Lisbon or Porto, two cities that offer very different experiences.


Stopover in Lisbon


Lisbon provides travelers with a genteel introduction to a modern Portugal. The city retains its original character and portrays a true picture of the country’s soul and history: Traditional buildings sit alongside chic international fashion boutiques, contemporary museums complement ancient castles and convents, and riverside cable cars give the famous historic trams a run for their money. Busy and bustling, the traffic and throngs of tourists in Lisbon leave no room for doubt that it is indeed a thriving and popular capital city.


From Lisbon Airport, it’s possible to fly direct to São Miguel, Terceira, Pico, or Faial.



Stopover in Porto



Loud and without airs and graces, salt-of-the-earth Porto makes no apologies for its lack of polish. For many, this unpretentious authenticity is where the city’s charm lies. Visiting industrious Porto is an immersive experience that stimulates all of the senses. Its gastronomy—think port wine and decadent francesinha sandwiches—is bold and rich, and the cityscape is haphazard and colorful. Porto’s unique attractions, from its bustling historic waterfront to its Belle Époque train station, tell fascinating stories. And its people are among the friendliest in the country.


From Porto Airport it’s possible to fly direct to São Miguel and Terceira.


WHEN TO GO


The best time to visit the Azores really depends on the purpose of your visit. Those interested in outdoor activities will probably get the most from the drier, warmer summer months (May-Sept.), while those who want to enjoy the hot springs and culture could visit at any time. That’s not to say that you can’t also enjoy the outdoors in winter; temperatures vary by only 10 degrees Celsius or so throughout the year. However, the weather is so changeable that you could have a fine morning and a wet afternoon—or vice versa—in any season.


Tourism-wise, the archipelago follows the same pattern as the mainland, with low season being roughly November-February and high season July-August, when hotel prices and car rentals are most expensive and attractions and beaches busiest.


Spring


Spring is a wonderful time to visit the Azores. The flowers are starting to bloom and the weather is starting to warm up, but hotel and rental vehicle prices will still be cheaper than in the summer season. Though temperatures are pleasant in the Azores year-round, spring is the perfect time for hiking, as the region has yet to feel the force of summer’s heat. During spring, temperatures hover between 17-20°C (63-68°F) degrees Celsius. Showers can occur at any time and with little warning, but spring rainfall tends to be short-lived. Whale-watching can also be enjoyed pretty much all year round, but April-September are the best months, with April-May widely regarded as the peak. Spring is also when the archipelago stages its time-honored Holy Spirit or Holy Ghost festivities, an authentic slice of Azorean culture, which take place on all islands between Easter and Pentecost Sunday.


Summer


May-September are the best months to visit the Azores for those who like their weather sunny and warm to enjoy the volcanic tidal pools and beaches. The weather out in the Atlantic archipelago is unpredictable at best, so showers can occur at any given time, but generally, summer is warmest and driest, with July being the driest month and August the hottest, when thermometers can climb to 25°C (77°F) or higher. The lovely beaches of Santa Maria are the sunniest of the islands. June on the westernmost islands—Flores and Corvo—is also misty month, when thick fog tends to enshroud the island and can affect travel.


Summer is also when the islands’ trademark hydrangeas are in full bloom, especially on Terceira (the Lilac Island) and Faial (the Blue Island). It is also when accommodation prices go up, particularly in peak tourist season, July and August.


Fall


In October, the Azores start to gradually cool and become rainier, with average temperatures around 20°C (68°F), although some days can be quite a bit warmer, and hotel prices start to drop. This is also when the islands are most prone to the changeable weather. That said, fall is lovely in the Azores; the foliage starts to change color, the weather is still pleasant and warm, albeit wetter than summer, and the islands are quiet, with fewer crowds.


Winter


Winter (November-February/March) sees the coldest and wettest weather of the year, and thermometers waver around 17°C (63°F), which can be less than ideal for hiking and other outdoor activities. However, the Azores’ thermal natural attractions are very enjoyable to visit during the winter months. Just make sure you pack accordingly, with layers of warm clothes. It’s also wise to remember that stormy weather can affect interisland travel, making flight and ferry departures less reliable.


KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


Getting There


With the exception of a few transatlantic and southern European cruises that might include stops at the archipelago, the only way to get to the Azores is by plane, but never before have so many airlines and flights served the archipelago. There are direct domestic flights from Lisbon and Porto, and direct flights from many other cities in Europe, as well as a few in the United States and Canada.


Of potential interest to international travelers, the Azores’ main airline SATA Azores Airlines (tel. 707 227 282; www.sata.pt) offers a stopover program, whereby international travelers flying to mainland Portugal (Lisbon, Porto) or to the island of Madeira can include a stop in the Azores (the islands of Terceira or São Miguel) of a few hours up to seven days, at no extra cost to the direct flight price. Go to https://stopover.azoresairlines.pt for more information.


From Mainland Portugal


From mainland Portugal, the Azores is a short and cheap flight, usually around 2 hours 30 minutes. Round-trip flights between the mainland, namely Lisbon and Porto, and the Azores can be found for less than €100 most of the year. It’s possible to fly to São Miguel, Terceira, Pico, and Faial directly from mainland Portugal; the other islands will require a connecting interisland flight or ferry.


From Elsewhere in Europe


Chartered seasonal flights from the United Kingdom and other European countries such as Belgium, Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, and Spain are also available. These flights are generally short (around 4 hours), and fairly cheap (€100-200 round-trip), mostly to São Miguel, though flights to Terceira can be found as well.


From North America


SATA Azores Airlines currently operates direct flights to the Azores from Boston in the United States, with a flight time of just 4 hours and round-trip tickets starting from around €500. There are also flights from Oakland (California) in summer. In addition, there are flights from cities in Canada (5-7 hours), including Toronto year-round and Montreal in the summer months. If you’re unable to depart from any of these North American cities, you can connect via Lisbon or Porto.


Getting Around


There are two ways to get between the Azores islands once there: plane or ferry. The islands are divided into three groups: the eastern group (São Miguel and Santa Maria), the central group (Terceira, Graciosa, São Jorge, Pico, and Faial), and the western group (Flores and Corvo). In general, it’s best to fly between island groups, and take the ferry within groups, though there are some exceptions to this rule.
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an Atlanticoline Ferry from Faial to Pico





Ferries are especially useful in the Azores “triangle” of Pico, Faial, and São Jorge; most ferries can also carry vehicles, meaning you can rent a car on one island and take it to another.


On the islands themselves, it’s easiest to rent a car, or even a scooter, as public transport is patchy.


Passports and Visas


US, Australian, and Canadian travelers require a valid passport, but do not need a visa for stays of up to 90 days within any six-month period. While it is not obligatory to have a return ticket, it is advisable to have one.


The same rules apply to the Azores as to mainland Portugal: EU nationals traveling within EU or Schengen states do not require a visa for traveling to the Azores for any length of stay. They do, however, require a valid passport or official ID card (national citizen’s card, driver’s license, or residency permit, for example).


Citizens of the UK and Ireland require a passport to travel to the Azores, valid for the duration of the proposed stay, and can remain on national territory for up to three months. After that, they must register with local authorities. It is not yet known exactly how the UK’s departure from the EU, commonly referred to as Brexit, will affect travel policies.


South African nationals do need to apply for a Portugal/Schengen visa. This should be done at least three months before travel.


As of 2024 most travelers will require European Travel Information and Authorization System (ETIAS) registration. ETIAS is required for visa-exempt travelers to 30 European Schengen countries, including Portugal. The online system verifies travelers’ information for security risks. Once approved, it’s valid for up to three years or until passport expiration. If a new passport is obtained, a new ETIAS application is required.


What to Pack


The Azores, having a maritime, subtropical climate, notoriously experiences “four seasons in one day.” So when it comes to packing, the best advice is to layer up. Feel free to throw in a nice dress or smart-casual wear for going out in the evenings or to a fancier restaurant, but most restaurants are happy to accommodate laid-back shorts and T-shirt looks. A swimsuit is a must, for hot springs any time of year, and for tidal pools and beaches in summer. Old swimsuits are best, as the rusty orange hot spring water can stain clothing. Whether you’re an avid hiker or not, don’t forget sturdy walking shoes, as some of the Azores’ finest features are best seen on foot. A backpack for water and snacks is also a good idea. A roll-up light rain jacket with a hood is a great thing to have in the Azores, to pack in your bag and pull out when necessary.


Travelers from outside Europe should bring a plug adapter. And last but not least, with so many incredible landscapes and photo ops, a camera should be at the top of your list.


If any coronavirus restrictions are still in place, bring enough masks so that you have at least one fresh (or freshly washed) mask for each day. At the time of writing, wearing masks was still required in health facilities and care homes.
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BEST OF The Azores


This weeklong trip is a great introduction to the archipelago, taking in its easiest-to-access islands, São Miguel and Terceira, with their quintessentially Azorean main towns, and some of the Azores’ most iconic sights. A day on less-visited Graciosa at the week’s end gives you a taste of the islands at their most remote and authentic.


This itinerary involves some interisland flights, which you’ll want to book well ahead. Renting a car to pick up at each island’s airport for that leg of the trip will offer you the most convenience and flexibility. Notwithstanding car rental bookings, you’ll find even the most touristy parts of the Azores relatively uncrowded, with little advance planning or reservations needed; the one exception is Restaurante Miroma in Furnas, famous for geothermally cooked São Miguel specialty cozido das Furnas.


São Miguel


Day 1


Put on some comfy walking shoes to spend your first day exploring wonderfully historic Ponta Delgada, São Miguel’s biggest town and the gateway to the Azores. Ponta Delgada hosts the islands’ busiest airport, with frequent flights from mainland Portugal and even from North America and elsewhere in Europe.


In the town’s historic center, meander the waterfront, lined with grand buildings trimmed in distinctive gray basalt stone; the 16th-century Fort of São Brás; the Convent and Chapel of Our Lady of Hope; and the striking old City Gates, guarding the entrance to the ornamental, cobblestoned Gonçalo Velho Square. Have lunch at the Graça Market before more sightseeing at the Carlos Machado Museum and the José do Canto Botanical Garden and Palace of Sant’Ana.


Day 2


Today you’ll be visiting some of São Miguel’s most iconic spots, starting with Sete Cidades Lake, one of the Azores’ most-photographed vistas, on the northwestern tip of the island. After enjoying the awesome view of the crater-lake from the Vista do Rei viewpoint, continue west toward the coast to the Ponta da Ferraria natural pool, where geothermically heated water from the land mixes with refreshing seawater. From here, keep driving along the island’s scenic northern coast clockwise, stopping in a charming village like Ribeira Grande or Rabo de Peixe en route for some lunch, until you reach the Gorreana Tea Plantation. After sampling tea from the only tea plantation in Europe, head back to Ponta Delgada.


Day 3


Your third day on São Miguel will be spent in Furnas, a charming village renowned as a geothermal hotspot—its signature stew, cozido das Furnas, is cooked in the hot sands of the shores of Furnas Lake. Make the lake your first stop: You can walk around its shore, admiring the spooky Chapel of Nossa Senhora das Vitórias, and, if you’re there around noon, see huge pots of cozido being lifted out of steaming holes in the sand and ferried to nearby restaurants. The most famous of these is Restaurante Miroma, where you’ll try the dish yourself for lunch (reserve in advance). Walk it off in the stunning Terra Nostra Park. Wrap up a great day with a soak in the park’s thermal pools, or in the nearby Poça da Dona Beija hot springs.




[image: image]


Furnas Village
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tree in Terra Nostra Park





Terceira


Day 4


Fly from São Miguel to Terceira (just under an hour’s flight) and head to its main town, Angra do Heroísmo, which will be your base for the next two nights. Spend the day exploring the Azores’ oldest, history-rich town, designated a UNESCO World Heritage Site, and its plethora of sights and attractions, including the Church of the Holy Savior’s Cathedral, the central Old Square, the Angra do Heroísmo Museum, and the magnificent Duke of Terceira Garden. Set aside an hour or two to trek around voluptuous Mount Brasil, on a peninsula that juts out south of the town, with the 17th-century Fortress of São João Baptista and incredible viewpoints.



Day 5



Terceira island has some amazing volcanic features, and today’s itinerary will take in the main ones, conveniently located within walking distance of each other in the middle of the island. The dark, damp, and mysterious Algar do Carvão Cave—the cavernous inside of an extinct volcano—is Terceira’s most famous attraction. A 5-minute drive away, the Natal Cave is a long underground tube formed by lava that beckons to be explored. In the middle of the two is the Furnas do Enxofre fumarole field, where a wooden walkway takes visitors through rolling hills pitted with steaming vents.


Graciosa


Day 6


From Terceira, make the short 30-minute hop by plane to petite Graciosa, the Azores’ second-smallest island and one of its less-visited. Classified a UNESCO World Biosphere Reserve, Graciosa has one big attraction, a supersized Caldera: Hike around its verdant rim, taking in panoramic views, before taking a relaxing dip in the stunning Carapacho Natural Pools, cement tanks nestled in a breathtaking sheltered bay south of the Caldera. Head back to the tiny main town, Santa Cruz, stopping in its Main Church and Ethnographic Museum, before an authentic dinner and a good night’s sleep.


Return Home


Day 7


Pack your bags and prepare to bid a fond farewell to the Azores after a full trip.


With More Time


If you have more time to spend in the archipelago, head back to Terceira Island and take a short (35 minutes) interisland flight west to Pico and one of the “triangle” islands. It’s hard to miss Pico’s main attraction, the stratospheric Mount Pico, the highest mountain in Portugal, which dominates the skyline. You’ll need to stay at least two nights if you want to climb Mount Pico, which takes a full day. Otherwise, spend two days experiencing the island’s unique wine culture and taking a whale-watching trip.


Santa Maria Option


Given its proximity to São Miguel, the island of Santa Maria (the Azores’ most southwestern island) offers an opportunity to explore another one of the archipelago’s gems. Known as “Sunshine Island” for its white, sandy beaches, Santa Maria is typically drier and warmer than the other islands that make up the archipelago. Short flights (30 minutes) operate year-round between Santa Maria and São Miguel.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Best Views


You may not realize just how small and remote the Azorean islands are in the vast expanse of blue Atlantic until you fly here; the experience of landing on a tiny green speck after a few hours in a plane over nothing but water is humbling. Once safely arrived, you’re constantly reminded of the archipelago’s isolation, for example, when you’re able to circumnavigate an island in just a few hours by car, with the ocean on all sides. Still, there are some viewpoints throughout the Azores that are particularly humbling. These are some of the islands’ best coastal views.
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• Ponta do Sossego, São Miguel: This stunning viewpoint on São Miguel’s eastern coast is only enhanced by terraced gardens, dropping steeply into the sea.


• Gonçalo Velho Lighthouse, Santa Maria: This dramatic lighthouse perches on a thin peninsula, Ponta do Castelo, that protrudes into the sea on southeastern Santa Maria.


• Mount Brasil, Terceira: This landmass formed by a volcano sprouts off the coast of Angra do Heroísmo and offers views of the picturesque town, bays, or the ocean depending on the direction you’re facing.


• Rosais Point, São Jorge: The entire island of São Jorge is a skinny, mountainous strip, and this is its northwesternmost tip, where almost-vertical cliffs form a sharp point over the Atlantic.


• Monte da Guia, Faial: A volcanic cone forms a uniquely shaped peninsula south of the town of Horta on Faial, with privileged views of the ocean and surrounding islands.







Wild Encounters


When it comes to getting up close and personal with nature, the Azores are places of superlatives: Some of the best whale-watching, snorkeling, and scuba diving in the world can be enjoyed just off all of the Azores islands, and their isolation in the middle of the Atlantic means they are home to some unique bird species. You can inquire at almost any of the islands’ information centers or with your accommodation about what type of aquatic and avian species can be seen, but here’s where these activities can be experienced at the best of the best.
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DOLPHIN- AND WHALE-WATCHING


Though whales can be seen around the Azores year-round, the best season is generally thought to be April-September. Along with many species of dolphins, it’s possible to see whale species including sei whales, pilot whales, sperm whales, fin whales, humpback whales, and even blue whales, depending on your luck.


Ponta Delgada, the Azorean capital on São Miguel, is a great base for a whale-watching trip, but Lajes do Pico on Pico could be considered the archipelago’s whale-watching capital.


DIVING AND SNORKELING


It’s difficult to say which of the Azores could be considered the best for snorkeling and diving; each island has its own superlatives, from the high probability of seeing a whale shark off Santa Maria to the Edwin L. Drake shipwreck off São Miguel.


BIRD-WATCHING


A number of migratory birds visit the Azores throughout the year, and the islands are also home to a few rare endemic species. Bird-watching is at its best April-October. São Miguel is home to the extremely rare Azores bullfinch. Terceira is a particularly good place to spot seabirds and migrating species, such as Nearctic ducks and a variety of gulls. And the Fajã dos Cubres on the northern coast of São Jorge is known as one of the best places in the Azores to bird-watch.


COWS


Over your time in the Azores, you will inevitably have at least one encounter with their notably contented and well-fed cows, whether you catch one by surprise on a hike, or a herd blocks your car on a rural road. If you want to get to know these wonderful island residents, which sometimes outnumber the humans, book a Dairy Farm Experience on Terceira, a 2-hour farm tour that includes a cheese-tasting and a chance to milk the cows.
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The Azores Triangle


The islands of Faial, Pico, and São Jorge, in the Azores’ central group, are nicknamed the Azores “triangle” for their close proximity, and are conveniently connected by frequent, short ferries. Each of these islands is distinct and unique, making this a surprising, dynamic, and rewarding part of the Azores. Once on one of the “triangle” islands, you can rent a car for the duration of your stay, as the ferries carry vehicles between the islands.


If it’s on your bucket list to summit Mount Pico, the highest point in Portugal, be sure to reserve in advance at the Mountain House (tel. 967 303 519; http://parquesnaturais.azores.gov.pt), as the number of people allowed on the mountain at any one time is limited.


Faial


Day 1


Despite being the smallest island of the trio, Faial is generally the starting point of the Azores’ “triangle.” You can fly to fabulous Faial either via São Miguel or Terceira; less frequent flights from mainland Portugal are also available.


Stay in the main town of Horta. Spend your first day getting up close and personal with this quirky sailors’ town. Enjoy a pleasant 45-minute walk to Monte da Guia hill, south of Horta; stroll along Porto Pim Bay; enjoy the colorful Jetty Murals decorating the Marina; and make sure to have a gin or cold beer in the legendary Peter Café Sport bar.


Day 2


Today, venture farther afield to see Faial’s famed landmark, the gargantuan 2-kilometer-wide (1-mi-wide), 400-meter-deep (1,300-ft-deep) crater known as the Caldera. Enjoy the bird’s-eye island views as you trek around the rim and stop at the Caldera viewpoint for the best vantage point of the cauldron, a giant bowl covered in a kaleidoscope of greens that change as the sun flits across. Aim to catch a ferry to make the short crossing between Horta and the town of Madalena on Pico in the late afternoon. Tuck in early tonight, to rise bright and early to conquer the iconic Mount Pico the next day.


Pico


Day 3


Pack a backpack with essentials like a windbreaker, snacks, and water, and head off bright and early to Mount Pico. The starting point is the Mountain House, where you can get information about the route as well as learn about the history and geology of the mountain; make sure to register there in advance, and hiring an experienced guide for the trek is recommended. This hike is a daylong job, taking 7 or 8 hours to complete. After scaling Pico, head back to Madalena to celebrate with a well-earned dinner and drinks at the stunning Cella Bar.




[image: image]


a view to Pico from Faial at sunset





Day 4


On your second day on Pico, take in sights like the famed Landscape of the Pico Island Vineyard Culture, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, where lattice-like webs of low basalt stone walls protect the vines. Sample wine at the Pico Wine Museum and explore the Torres Cave, the longest lava tube in Portugal. Prepare to sail to São Jorge early the next morning.


São Jorge


Day 5


There are regular crossings between Madalena and Velas, São Jorge’s main town, which will be your base for the next two nights. Spend your first day on the island indulging in the unique food products produced there, from famous São Jorge cheese made at the São Jorge Union of Agricultural and Dairy Cooperatives, to coffee grown at Café Nunes, to, quirkily, tuna ethically fished and canned at the Santa Catarina Tuna Factory. In the late afternoon, visit Rosais Point in the Sete Fontes Natural Reserve, the dramatic northwesternmost tip of this thin, dagger-shaped island.




Best Hikes


The Azores are a hiker’s paradise. With incredible scenery—rolling massifs, jagged volcanoes, gargantuan calderas, pretty hamlets, and endless ocean views—around every corner, walking in the Azores can be as leisurely or as challenging as you like. From climbing the highest mountain in Portugal to circling the ring of a volcanic crater, hikes in the Azores are magnificent and memorable.
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• Mount Pico, Pico: The Azores’ ultimate hiking challenge, this epic daylong trek reaches the highest point in Portugal, at over 2 kilometers (1 mi) high.


• Vila do Porto to Formosa Beach, Santa Maria: This 7-kilometer (4-mi) scenic coastal route from the Fort of São Brás in the island’s main town of Vila do Porto ends at Formosa Beach, perhaps the most beautiful strand in the Azores.


• Monte Brasil Route, Terceira: Jutting out from the town of Angra do Heroísmo, Mount Brasil is guarded by the strapping 16th-century Fortress of São João Baptista. The luxuriant mount beyond can be explored via a 7-kilometer (4-mi) circular route.


• Serra do Topo-Caldeira de Santo Cristo-Fajã dos Cubres, São Jorge: This 10-kilometer (6-mi) hike is the only way to get to the Fajã da Caldeira de Santo Cristo, a dramatic, flat green peninsula at the foot of São Jorge’s mountainous spine.


• Caldeira Hike, Faial: Circumnavigate the rim of a volcano on this unusual hike. It takes around 3 hours to walk around the crest of this 2-kilometer-wide (1-mi-wide) crater, with sea views on one side and the gaping caldera on the other.





Day 6


Today, set out to explore São Jorge’s fajãs, flat, coastal lava plateaus from which São Jorge earns its nickname, Island of the Fajãs. The magical Fajã da Caldeira de Santo Cristo is accessible only by a lovely hike from another lava plateau, the Fajã dos Cubres. When you arrive at the Fajã da Caldeira de Santo Cristo, consider a surfing lesson from Caldeira Surf Camp, and definitely stop by the restaurant O Borges to sample island clams, a specialty found only in the fajã’s lagoon—nowhere else on São Jorge.
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Fajã da Caldeira de Santo Cristo





Return Home


Day 7


After spending your last night in the Azores “triangle” on São Jorge, it’s time to head back to Faial and catch your flight home, either via Terceira, São Miguel, or the Portuguese mainland.


With More Time


If you have more than a week to dedicate to the Azores, you can extend your trip to the western islands, Flores and Corvo. Flores is easily accessible from Faial, a 45-minute plane ride, and Corvo is a 40-minute ferry trip north of Flores. Each island needs about a day, with Corvo best experienced as a day trip from Flores.




Made in the Azores


The Azores’ unique position in the middle of the Atlantic means they have their own microclimate, making it possible for some crops that may not have had much of a chance on the Portuguese mainland to flourish here. On their way between the Old and New Worlds, explorers, settlers, traders, and sailors brought and left exotic fruits like pineapples; luxury beverages not grown elsewhere in Europe like tea and coffee; and even cows, who roamed the lush green hills and now produce dairy products considered among the world’s best.


CHEESE


Arguably the most famous Azorean product, cheese from the islands is justifiably famous, produced from the milk of cows that roam the archipelago. You’ll find it in almost every restaurant and market, and it’s possible to visit factories where the cheese is made on many islands, including Queijo Vaquinha on Terceira and the São Jorge Union of Agricultural and Dairy Cooperatives.


WINE


Though mainland Portugal has a formidable winemaking tradition, wine from the Azores holds up, if only for its uniqueness. Grown in basalt stone pens to protect it from the sea air and battered by changeable weather, Azorean wine is known for its salty, minerally notes. The majority of wine from the archipelago comes from the celebrated Landscape of the Pico Island Vineyard Culture, but you can also try wines near the town of Biscoitos on Terceira.


TEA


On São Miguel’s northern coast, the Gorreana Tea Plantation specializes in green and black teas, a perfect souvenir to take home from your trip. The tea is available across the islands, but why not visit the tea fields yourself for a friendly tour and tasting?
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Gorreana Tea Plantation





PINEAPPLES


This South American transplant grows smaller and sweeter in the Azores. São Miguel is the largest producer; you can see for yourself where these tropical fruits grow at the Augusto Arruda Pineapple Plantation, just outside Ponta Delgada.


COFFEE


Another Azorean oddity is the coffee produced at tiny Café Nunes on São Jorge, a mini coffee plantation said to have been initially seeded with Arabica from the coffee plantations of Brazil.


TUNA


Among the quirkier food products to come out of the archipelago is tinned tuna from the Santa Catarina Tuna Factory on São Jorge; of course, the fish has its own island twist, harvested via sustainable pole-and-line methods and canned by local women using traditional techniques.
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hiking down to Fogo Lake







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Carvão Cave: Delve into this deep open-air cave and explore a rare and ancient lava tube, the longest on the island at over 1,900 meters (6,200 ft) (click here).


S Diving and Snorkeling: With the Edwin L. Drake shipwreck just a few hundred meters offshore and some of the islands’ most impressive underwater flora, São Miguel is one of the best places in the Azores to dive (click here).
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S Cult of the Lord Holy Christ of the Miracles Festival: The streets are covered in flowers, and pilgrims from around the globe return home for this springtime festival, which celebrates a statue of Christ that made its way to São Miguel 300 years ago (click here).


S Sete Cidades Lake: Stand and gaze in awe at this stunning blue lake in the crater of a dormant volcano (click here).


S Furnas’s Hot Springs: Stroll through the tropical Eden that is Terra Nostra Park before taking a dip in its steaming red spring pool, or hop from tank to tank at the Poça da Dona Beija hot springs in this geothermal village (click here).
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snorkeling in São Miguel
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Sete Cidades Lake.








Dubbed the Green Island, the Azores’ biggest island, São Miguel, is fun and stimulating. With pools of rusty-red hot spring water and wild flora interspersed with pretty towns and fishing villages, the volcanic island’s landscape is vastly diverse. An emerald tapestry of verdant woodland and meadows—hence its nickname—is hemmed in by dramatic coastal scenery and peppered with postcard-perfect seaside hamlets around a busy main city. While the island currently welcomes a growing number of visitors, São Miguel remains authentic and vibrant, showing few signs of pandering to mainstream tourism.


The unofficial main gateway to the Azores, São Miguel is home to the archipelago’s administrative capital and biggest municipality, Ponta Delgada, and its main international airport. Ponta Delgada is also the archipelago’s economic pillar, with a high concentration of banks and businesses as well as local commerce, and its higher education nucleus injects a shot of youth into the island.
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Elsewhere on São Miguel, life moves at an unhurried pace. Outside Ponta Delgada, traffic is sparse and the countryside vast and open, with views of the endless ocean from almost anywhere on the island. Farmers leisurely tend to their land, deep green fields inhabited by the famously “happy cows” that graze carefree on the lush vegetation and provide the delicious island meats and cheeses that are must-tries when visiting. This picturesque tranquility adds to the island’s general laid-back feel. São Miguel is also where many of the Azores’ most famous sights can be found, such as Sete Cidades Lake and Terra Nostra Park, with evocative landscapes and excellent gastronomy far off the beaten track.


GETTING THERE


Even if their main destination is another island, the majority of travelers to the Azores will likely start their trip on São Miguel, which has the islands’ largest airport.


A growing number of transatlantic and European cruises now also stop in Ponta Delgada, including cruises operated by companies MSC Cruises, Royal Caribbean, P&O Cruises, AIDA Cruises, and Holland America Line.


Air


Ponta Delgada Airport


(Aeroporto de Ponta Delgada)


Ponta Delgada; tel. 296 205 400; www.aeroportopontadelgada.pt


Ponta Delgada Airport (PDL), on São Miguel, is the Azores’ main airport, also called João Paulo II Airport for Pope John Paul II. It’s just a 10-minute drive from the center of Ponta Delgada, the island’s main city. It receives the vast majority of international flights to the islands and most domestic flights from mainland Portugal; most travelers to the Azores will start here.


From mainland Portugal, TAP, SATA, and Ryanair have regular direct flights from Lisbon and Porto that are short and cheap—around 2 hours—and often available for less than €100 round-trip. SATA also operates direct flights between the Azores and the US and Canada, notably from Boston (which takes just 4 hours), Toronto, and Montreal (only in the summer months). There are regular and seasonal direct flights from Europe, including from the UK, Germany, Brussels, Finland, Denmark, and the Netherlands.


There are interisland flights to Ponta Delgada Airport from every island in the Azores except Corvo and Graciosa. Interisland flights are typically short: The longest possible flight, from São Miguel to Flores in the west, clocks in at 1 hour 15 minutes, and most flights between islands can be found for €100-150.


Ferry


Ferry routes between São Miguel and the other islands of the Azores are assessed on a yearly basis, and in some years, no ferries run to or from São Miguel. When ferries do run (usually to/from Santa Maria and Terceira), they use the Ponta Delgada Ferry Terminal (Portas do Mar; tel. 296 629 424; open 24/7) and are operated by Atlanticoline (tel. 707 201 572; www.atlanticoline.pt). Due to the rough Atlantic waters, ferry service, when it is running, is slow and often unreliable. Some years, an interisland ferry that stops at all the Azores’ islands is operated.


GETTING AROUND


São Miguel has a public bus network that covers most coastal areas and main sights, but not rural inland areas. Buses are cheap but patchy, infrequent on weekends, and can be slow. A rental car is the best way to explore São Miguel. Guided excursions and taxis for longer trips can be costly; renting a car generally proves to be cheaper and provides more flexibility for exploring the island.


Car


A rental car is your best option for getting around São Miguel. Fuel is cheaper than in mainland Portugal, good highways cover the island, and navigating the quiet, winding roads is easy: Keep the sea on the left, and eventually you’ll come full circle (driving around the island in its entirety without stopping takes 4-5 hours). A half-dozen rental companies operate at Ponta Delgada Airport. The desks can get crowded, particularly early in the morning when cars are being returned, so allow more time than usual to drop off the car. Local companies such as Autatlantis (tel. 296 205 340; www.autatlantis.com) and Micauto (tel. 296 284 382; www.micauto.com) have offices in Ponta Delgada’s city center and offer competitive rates. Reserve a car well in advance, as they sell out in peak seasons, especially summer.


Bus


Three different companies provide collective transport around the island, together covering a decent network of stops in key places. From Ponta Delgada, Auto Viação Micaelense (tel. 296 301 350; www.autoviacaomicaelense.pt) serves the west end of the island, stopping at spots including Sete Cidades. Company CRP (Caetano, Raposo e Pereiras; tel. 296 285 244; www.crp-caetanoraposopereiras.pt) serves the north and east coast, as well as inland to Furnas. Varela E Cª. Lda. (tel. 296 301 800; www.grupobensaude.pt [URL inactive]) runs mainly along the south coast to São Roque and also inland to Furnas. For an updated timetable of all three companies and their stops and tariffs, see: https://horarios.visitazores.de/SaoMiguel_Turismo.pdf.


The bus services most frequently used by tourists include a circular and frequent service between Ponta Delgada Airport and Ponta Delgada town center, operated by ANC Aerobus (tel. 926 449 624; www.facebook.com/ancaerobus/; €4.50 one-way) hourly, every day of the week, 5am-midnight. Tourists may also want to take the bus between Ponta Delgada and Furnas: Two services—the 110 and 318 (http://horarios.visitazores.de/smiAVM.pdf)—depart from various locations in Ponta Delgada, including along the main waterfront avenue, arriving in Furnas in roughly 1.5 hours (€5 one-way).


Taxi


Taxis are readily available in and around Ponta Delgada, along the waterfront and at the airport, outside the Ponta Delgada Airport arrivals terminal. They undertake regular door-to-door transport as well as run to and from São Miguel’s key attractions and hiking spots. As São Miguel’s popularity has soared, so have the prices for hiring a taxi for the day to explore the sights. However, if you’re not renting a car for your stay on São Miguel, and if there are three or four people sharing, it could be cheaper to hire a taxi for a trip or a sightseeing tour, splitting the cost, than to pay for an organized excursion. Ponta Delgada’s main taxi company is Central de Taxis de Ponta Delgada (tel. 962 959 255, 918 252 777, 296 302 530, or 296 382 000; www.taxispdl.com; open 24/7); check their website for more information on prices per kilometer, set routes, and island tours.


Tours


If the comfort and security of an organized tour is your preferred way of exploring a new destination, then there are plenty to choose from on São Miguel. Top tour operators on the island include Pure Azores (tel. 932 532 200; www.pureazores.com), whose trips range from walking and kayaking in Sete Cidades lake (€70 pp) to western and eastern island van tours (from €65 pp), and Greenzone Azores (tel. 962 770 410; https://greenzoneazores.com), whose fun Jeep tours (from €35) are a great way to get off the beaten track.


Bike and Scooter


Exploring São Miguel by bicycle is an option, but given the size of the island, distance between main towns and attractions, hilly terrain, and busy, narrow roads (often poorly surfaced inland), it’s not really the ideal place for a leisurely cycle. Even mountain-bikers and experienced cyclists may find this island a challenge. But those tough enough to try the island out by pedal-power are rewarded with unspoiled mountainous views, exciting terrain, and one of the best cycling workouts in Europe.


If the weather is fine, renting a scooter is cheaper than renting a car if for one or two people, and it’s a fun way to explore the beautiful island at leisure. Make sure to wear your helmet; it’s compulsory.


Nuno Vasco Carvalho Bicycle and Scooter Rentals


Rua António Joaquim Nunes da Silva 55A; tel. 966 256 212; daily 9am-6pm; bicycles from €10/day, scooters from €25/day


You can rent both bicycles and scooters from Nuno Vasco Carvalho Bicycle and Scooter Rentals, which has a shop in Ponta Delgada.


Futurismo Azores Adventures


Portas do Mar, Shop 26; tel. 296 628 522, 967 805 101; www.futurismo.pt [URL inactive]; daily 8am-6pm


Another Ponta Delgada company, Futurismo, runs bike tours from €30.


ORIENTATION


São Miguel is long and slender, meaning exploring the island can easily be divvied up into two or three sections. Ponta Delgada, the main city and home to the international airport, is on the southern coast, toward the western side of the island. Crossing the island from south to north, across its skinniest point in the middle (from Ponta Delgada to the town of Rabo de Peixe, directly north of Ponta Delgada), takes just 20 minutes, whereas traversing from west to east (or vice versa) would take around 1.5 hours, as there is no road directly across its 64-kilometer (40-mi) longitude. The main EN1-1A road runs around the rim of the island. Follow this road and eventually (4-5 hours for the full loop) you will come full circle.


Many of the island’s main attractions, such as Fogo Lake, Congro Lake, the village of Furnas and its hot springs, and the Caldeira Velha thermal pools, are located inland, to the eastern part of the island; the stunning Sete Cidades Lake is located on its western tip, while some of the most picturesque villages are on the eastern fringe, along with laurel forests famous for bird-watching opportunities.


In this guidebook, eastern São Miguel is defined as everything east of Ribeira Grande in the north, east to the village of Nordeste (the northeasternmost point on the island) heading south and back around to Ponta Delgada, not including the central area of Furnas. Fogo Lake, Congro Lake, and the Caldeira Velha thermal pools are located in eastern São Miguel.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


In a rush, the island could be visited in a day, but it’s better to dedicate one day or more each to the east and west ends. São Miguel’s western half is packed with must-see attractions, such as the Sete Cidades Lake and Ponta da Ferraria natural pool, as well as Ponta Delgada city, making for one great day. Popular spots including Furnas village, Furnas Lake, and Fogo Lake occupy the island’s center, and some of the prettiest little coastal towns and wild laurel forests are on the eastern half; both could easily fill another day each. Renting a car is the best way to make your way around at leisure.


If possible, set aside another whole day to explore Ponta Delgada city center and to enjoy a dolphin- and whale-watching trip. Book these trips in advance to avoid disappointment.


Some of the Azores’ most resplendent sights are a short drive from Ponta Delgada, making it a good place to base yourself during your time on the islands. In the western and eastern parts of the island, accommodations are fewer and more remote, with fewer amenities.


Outside of Ponta Delgada, Furnas village is another popular place to spend a night due to the wealth of interesting attractions on its doorstep, such as the Terra Nostra Park, Dona Beija hot springs, and the village itself, with its restaurants selling the traditional cozido das Furnas earth-cooked stew.


On São Miguel, make sure you always have a swimsuit and a towel with you, as jumping into steaming hot springs is a tempting treat, whatever the weather—but make sure it’s an old swimsuit, as the iron-rich waters can turn clothes orange. São Miguel has a number of sandy beaches, albeit with black volcanic sand, and lots of lovely natural tidal pools.


Thanks to its year-round mild weather, São Miguel is less of a seasonal destination than some mainland destinations, but there are a few things to bear in mind when planning a trip: the ferries to other islands from São Miguel may not be running, depending on the year; winter (Nov.-Feb.) is rainiest and coolest; the whale-watching season runs roughly from April to September; and the busiest months are July and August, reflecting the summer holidays on the mainland.


It’s wise to book hotels well in advance for the busier months, and reservations for the most popular restaurants, particularly A Tasca in Ponta Delgada and those selling the typical cozido das Furnas in Furnas village, are also highly recommended year-round.


[image: image]


Itinerary Ideas


DAY 1: WESTERN SÃO MIGUEL


Be sure to wear comfortable clothes and shoes, and pack a swimsuit and towel, for this is an active day of exploring western São Miguel.


1 From Ponta Delgada, after breakfast, head straight to the Sete Cidades Lake, following the EN1-1A and then the EN9-1A. Stop first at the Grota do Inferno viewpoint for breathtaking views of the largest freshwater lake in the Azores.


2 From this viewpoint, make the short drive west to the Vista do Rei viewpoint, which offers the most iconic views of the lake.


3 Jump back in the car and drive to the Sete Cidades village, where you can rent a kayak from Garoupa Canoe Tours in order to see the lake up close and personal.


4 After working up an appetite, grab lunch at lakeside Green Love.


5 Back in your car, drive westward toward Ponta da Ferraria natural swimming pool on the coast for a quick dip in the ocean, where volcanic hot water and refreshing seawater merge in a natural rock pool.


6 Continue the scenic drive around the western tip of the island, following the EN1-1A through traditional little coastal villages like Mosteiros and Capelas, ending up at Rabo de Peixe, a typical fishing village. Spend an hour exploring the port and the streets full of colorful houses.


7 Cut south across the island on the EN3-1A to Rua Duarte Borges to get to the black-sand Pópulo Beach, just east of Ponta Delgada on the island’s southern coast, for a memorable sundown drink at one of the many beach bars.


8 Make your way back to Ponta Delgada on the EN1-1A for dinner at A Tasca—be sure to make reservations in advance.


DAY 2: FURNAS


Pack your swimsuit and a towel for a day in geothermal Furnas, where you’ll soak in some of the village’s many hot springs. Be sure to make a reservation at Restaurante Miroma, the iconic restaurant famous for the local specialty cozido das Furnas, beforehand.


1 Start your morning exploring Ponta Delgada’s city center, stopping at Graça Market to see some of the island’s intriguing local produce and get something to eat for breakfast.


2 From Ponta Delgada, head along the southern coast east toward Furnas, about a 50-minute drive on the EN1-1A. Start at the Furnas Lake Hot Springs, where you can see the bubbling geysers and fumaroles where the local specialty cozido das Furnas is cooked.


3 Follow this up with a short 10-minute drive to the village center; walk around to admire the manicured gardens and the many natural water springs in what’s known as Largo das Caldeiras, or Calderas Square. Try a corn on the cob (maçaroca) cooked in the bubbling underground waters from one of the local kiosks.


4 Then, head to the nearby Poça da Dona Beija Hot Springs for a relaxing pre-lunch dip.


5 Dry off and make your way back into the heart of Furnas village on foot for lunch at the well-known Restaurante Miroma. Enjoy the local specialty cozido das Furnas, a stew slow-cooked underground in the volcanic heat of the lake’s shores.


6 After lunch, walk off your meal in the paradisiacal Terra Nostra Park gardens and have another soak in the bright orange waters of the park’s steaming thermal pool.


7 On your way back to Ponta Delgada, stop at the idyllic Bar Caloura, in the tiny village of Água de Pau on the island’s southern coast, for a romantic oceanside drink and seafood meal. It’s about a 45-minute drive westward on the EN1-1A, just 15 kilometers (10 mi) or so east of Ponta Delgada.


DAY 3: EASTERN SÃO MIGUEL


Again, wear comfortable clothing and shoes, and pack a bathing suit and towel just in case for this active day, which involves visits to a few plantations and an afternoon hike.


1 Start your morning at the Augusto Arruda Pineapple Plantation on the outskirts of Ponta Delgada, where you can get a free tour and tasting of the plantation’s sweet pineapple. It’s about a 15-minute drive from Ponta Delgada city center.


2 From here, head to the island’s northern coast on the EN3-1A to the ER3-1 and eventually the EN1-1A, for a scenic coastal drive toward the Gorreana Tea Plantation in Maia, where you’ll be able to get another tasting, this time of tea made in the only tea plantation in Europe.


3 Continue east on the EN1-1A to the Ponta do Sossego viewpoint on the island’s eastern coast, where terraced gardens angle downward into the ocean.


4 Continue on the EN1-1A, turning back westward to Povoação for a light lunch at Café Restaurant Jardim, and a local specialty, fofa, for dessert.


5 Continue west to Fogo Beach, a black sand beach whose sands and waters are at times warm, heated by submarine hydrothermal vents.


6 Head back toward Ponta Delgada for dinner at the Restaurante São Pedro; afterward, enjoy a night out on the marina.



Ponta Delgada



The gateway to the Azores, Ponta Delgada is toward the western end of the island’s south coast. Developed from a humble fishing port into a cosmopolitan city, it is quaint yet polished and retains its small-town feel. Its architecture is distinctively two-toned, with whitewashed walls and black basalt trim. Grand monuments, such as the 16th-century Church of São Sebastião, the Portas da Cidade old City Gates, the Convent and Chapel of Our Lady of Hope, and the imposing Fort of São Brás, are scattered around, evoking Ponta Delgada’s days as a trading port. Most of the vessels that sail into its harbor today are privately owned yachts on transatlantic voyages, the odd transatlantic cruise ship, and ferries to other Azores islands. A must while in Ponta Delgada is whale-watching, with trips departing from the marina at the far eastern end of the harbor promenade.
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Ponta Delgada is a busy and bustling city oozing local charm. Elegant gardens give it a genteel feel, tourists mingle with locals, and while the city largely escapes the trappings of tourism, it does cater well to visitors, with plenty of hotels and restaurants, a large, well-equipped hospital (the archipelago’s main hospital), good roads, a modern shopping center, and clean streets. The streets throughout Ponta Delgada are an attraction in themselves, boasting fancy black-and-white cobblestone designs in stripes, stars, chains, and other eye-catching symmetrical patterns; make sure you have the camera ready to capture the fanciful cobblestone creations on every sidewalk.


ORIENTATION


Devoid of high-rises but densely built, the city is easy to navigate on foot, with most of the restaurants, cafés, shops, and bars located along several streets in the old part of town that frames the harbor. Here visitors will find aristocratic black-and-white buildings, pretty cobbled squares, and manicured gardens. Avenida Infante Dom Henrique, a beautiful harborside promenade, is a pleasant stroll from the formidable 16th-century Fort of São Brás on the western tip of a cosmopolitan marina, with chic restaurants and trendy bars.


Opposite the fort is another of Ponta Delgada’s main squares, the pretty 5 de Outubro Square (Praça 5 de Outubro), with its charming little central bandstand, flanked by handsome buildings. The Convent and Chapel of Nossa Senhora da Esperança is also just across the road from the fort. A little farther down are the imposing old City Gates to the city, historic stone archways with the decorative Gonçalo Velho Square stretching before them. From the harbor and old town center it’s also walking distance to the Graça Market and Carlos Machado Museum, and if you want to indulge in a little retail therapy, have a wander around the maze of streets in the downtown and explore the quirky little shops.


Most of the city’s restaurants and hotels are also centered around the waterfront, or scattered among the streets just set back from it. Finding a spot to park in Ponta Delgada can be a chore, even though there is plenty of parking along the waterfront (meter fees apply). At busier times there are plenty of parking lots (main city parking lots require payment, while parking on streets on the outskirts is often free) within the city and a large underground parking lot on the marina. Park up and explore the city on foot.


SIGHTS


City Center and Marina


City Gates and Gonçalo Velho Square


(Portas da Cidade, Praça de Gonçalo Velho)


The imposing old gates to the city, a trio of large freestanding arches with a royal coat of arms on top, were built in the 18th century and are symbols of Ponta Delgada. This iconic gateway was formerly next to the old quay but was painstakingly deconstructed, relocated, and rebuilt in the decorative Gonçalo Velho Square at the same time that the main waterfront avenue was being built. An age-old local saying goes that those who walk through the gates twice will return to São Miguel, while those who walk through three times will return to the island to stay.
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Church of São Sebastião


(Igreja de São Sebastião)


Largo da Matriz 62; tel. 296 285 321; Mon.-Fri. 8am-7pm, Sat.-Sun. 9am-1pm and 5pm-7pm; free


Rising from its starry cobblestone base like the centerpiece on a fancy cake, the magnificent São Sebastião church, also referred to as the city’s Mother Church (or main church), is a wonderful example of 16th-century Manueline architecture, with the Azores’ trademark white with black trim. It was built on the site of a small chapel and expanded following extensions in the 18th century. The inside of the church is lavish, with intricate carvings, paintings from the 17th and 18th centuries, and swathes of opulent gilding. It also has the distinction of hosting the only tall clock tower in the city.


Carlos Machado Museum


(Museu Carlos Machado)


Rua do Dr. Guilherme Poças 65; tel. 296 202 930; www.museucarlosmachado.azores.gov.pt [URL inactive]; Tues.-Sun. 10am-6pm; €5


Located inside the former site of the impressive 16th-century Santo André Monastery (Convento de Santo André), this museum explores natural history and local farming and fishing. Divided between the monastery and two additional sites within walking distance, the museum collection also includes local sacred art. It’s a great option for a rainy day.


Convent of Nossa Senhora da Esperança


(Convento de Nossa Senhora da Esperança)


Campo de São Francisco; tel. 296 284 453; convent: Mon.-Fri. 11am-noon and 5pm-6:30pm summer months, 5:30pm-6:30pm winter months, chapel: Mon.-Fri. 7:30am-5:30pm, Sat.-Sun. 7am-1pm; free


Located on the main 5 de Outubro Square, the Convent of Our Lady of Hope is one of Ponta Delgada’s most popular attractions. Completed in 1541, the convent section of the voluminous, bulky building today still houses nuns of the order of St. Francis. The adjacent Chapel of Senhor Santo Cristo dos Milagres (Santuário do Senhor Santo Cristo dos Milagres) is closely linked to the worship of the Christ of the Miracles, a revered, spectacularly embellished statue in the image of Ecce Homo said to have been brought to the island in the 16th century. This statue is often hidden away in a sanctuary for safekeeping and can only be viewed at specific times (usually 5:30pm-6:30pm daily in winter, and 11am-noon and 5pm-6:30pm daily in summer), when the nuns allow visitors in.




The Streets of Ponta Delgada


Ponta Delgada’s streets are genuine works of art, elaborate masterpieces of a typically Portuguese craft that is today sadly a dwindling trade: On the mainland most of the streets are also cobbled, but few as decoratively as in Ponta Delgada. Using the typical hand-laid white limestone cobblestones with contrasting black basalt stone, cobbles are painstakingly positioned to create striking mosaic-like paving masterpieces that are deserving of admiration.


WHERE TO LOOK DOWN


Wander the town and you’ll find even the most nondescript street can have an extraordinary cobblestone pattern trim. Squares, stripes, stars, waves, circles, flowers, intricate links—Ponta Delgada is carpeted with extraordinary cobble patterns from corner to corner. Even with so much to see in the city, don’t forget to look down!


• The waterfront avenue, Avenida Infante Dom Henrique, is paved with elongated black and white stripes.


• The square laid out in front of the City Gates is as intricate as a tapestry, with its ornamental knots, twists, and stars (click here).


• The area flanking the main Church of São Sebastião is constellation of stars (click here).





The Convent and Chapel of Our Lady of Hope is one of the main pillars of the extravagant Cult of the Lord Holy Christ of the Miracles Festival (Festa do Senhor Santo Cristo dos Milagres) celebrations, when the building is dressed top-to-toe in lights.


Fort of São Brás


(Forte de São Brás)


Rua Engenheiro Abel Ferin Coutinho 10; tel. 296 304 920; www.monumentos.gov.pt; Mon.-Fri. 10am-6pm; €3


Situated on a promontory on the western tip of the marina, this formidable, historic 16th-century Renaissance fort is today occupied by the Portuguese Navy and houses a museum dedicated to Azorean military paraphernalia, which, for anyone with a keen interest in this field, is a treat. The exhibition halls of this once-active military post house an array of intriguing and characteristically Portuguese equipment and artifacts, ranging from army vehicles to weapons, and an exhibition dedicated to the Overseas War in the 1960s and early 1970s. A pleasant surprise for a rainy day.
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1: Ponta Delgada 2: Fort of São Brás 3: Carvão Cave 4: Pesqueiro Natural Pool





Considered the most important example of 16th-century military architecture and the most powerful fortification on the island, the squat, bulky quadrangular fort was built to defend the city against pirate attacks that were once a regular occurrence in this part of the Atlantic Ocean. Building of the fort started in 1552, and it underwent several changes and additions in the 19th century.


José do Canto Botanical Garden


(Jardim Botânico José do Canto)


Rua José do Canto; tel. 296 811 973; www.josedocanto.com; daily 10am-5pm Oct.-Mar., daily 9am-7pm Apr.-Sept.; €4


North of the city center, the José do Canto Botanical Garden is a peaceful floral oasis in the heart of busy Ponta Delgada. Comprising colorful flowerbeds, exotic trees, and a large lake, this area is also home to the Palace of Sant'Ana (Palácio de Sant’Ana; Rua José Jácome Correia; tel. 296 301 000; www.azores.gov.pt; Tues.-Sun. 10am-5pm; €2), an impressive salmon-colored palace. Also known as the Palácios da Presidência, today it’s the seat of the office of the Presidency of the Regional Government. Built in the second half of the 19th century, it remained a family home until 1977, when it was purchased by the government. It’s a lovely little refuge providing peace and tranquility and cooling shade on hotter days.



Outskirts of Ponta Delgada




S Carvão Cave



(Gruta do Carvão)


Rua do Paim - 2ª Circular; tel. 961 397 080 or 296 284 155; http://grutadocarvao.amigosdosacores.pt; daily 10am-12:30pm and 2pm-6pm; €8


On the northern outskirts of Ponta Delgada, the Carvão (coal) Cave is actually an ancient lava tube, believed to date back some 5,000-12,000 years, and is classified as a Natural Monument. Of great geological importance, the volcanically formed cave’s walls are covered in spectacular speleological structures such as lava stalactites and stalagmites, balconies, benches, bridges, and ribbed walls. It is the biggest such formation on the island at nearly 2 kilometers (1 mi) in length. One of São Miguel’s top attractions, it brings in some 15,000 visitors annually.


The experience starts at the little visitor center, which from the outside is rather underwhelming but inside is packed with information on the attraction. Pay at the ticket counter, then follow a long, narrow passage to a flight of stairs that leads to the belly of the pit. The walls drip with humidity as your eyes take a little while to adjust to the dark; overhead, an opening to the surface unexpectedly lets light in, relieving the claustrophobia of being underground. That being said, this is not an experience for the claustrophobic or less able-bodied.


Two tours are available: a shorter €5 tour, taking around half an hour; and an expanded guided tour for 2-5 people (€20, approx. 3 hours), led by an experienced speleologist, which goes deeper into the cave’s various stretches and should be booked in advance to avoid disappointment. Visitors are also free to look around the smaller main cavity by themselves as opposed to taking part in one of the tours. Inside the cave is damp and uneven underfoot, so good walking boots or sneakers with thick, nonslip soles are recommended.


Augusto Arruda Pineapple Plantation


(Plantação de Ananases Augusto Arruda)


Rua Doutor Augusto Arruda; tel. 296 384 438; www.ananasesarruda.com; daily 9am-8pm (closes 6pm Nov.-Mar.); free


Delve into the sticky-sweet joy of the famous Azores pineapples with a trip to this historic plantation, which has a history spanning over 100 years and is open and free for the public to visit. Learn how pineapples are grown and harvested, understand their importance to the local economy, explore the greenhouses, and, of course, sample the delicious fruit. An on-site gift shop sells all kinds of pineapple souvenirs, from jams and liqueurs to actual pineapples.


BEACHES AND POOLS


There are no beaches in Ponta Delgada itself, as the town is fronted by the marina and harbor. However, a short drive to the east of Ponta Delgada you’ll find a string of sandy beaches, like Pópulo Beach, and a 45-minute drive northwest brings you to one of the best sandy beaches on the island, the surfing hotspot of Mosteiros Beach. The coast to the west of Ponta Delgada is peppered with tidal pools. The harbor does have a swimming pool of sorts, the Pesqueiro Natural Pool, fashioned from the sea, which is enjoyed by locals for daily exercise after work and on weekends.


Pesqueiro Natural Pool


(Piscinas do Pesqueiro)


Ponta Delgada Marina; open 24/7; free


Located at the far end of Ponta Delgada’s marina is this natural sea pool, where locals come daily for their exercise. Stairs provide access to the water, and a large cement deck offers space to stretch out and dry off afterward. Public bathrooms and showers are also on hand.


KAYAKING AND STAND-UP PADDLE BOARDING


Dotted with mirror-like lakes surrounded by magical scenery and boasting a jaw-dropping coastline, São Miguel is a natural kayaker’s playground. Kayaking and stand-up paddle boarding (SUP) are some of the best ways to really become immersed in the island’s stunning beauty, and there are plenty of reputable companies based out of Ponta Delgada now operating such activities.


Though kayaking and SUP are possible around the marina and open ocean just off Ponta Delgada (kayakers and SUP-ers should avoid the port due to its activity), one of the best places to get out on the water is the Sete Cidades Lake in western São Miguel. The tour providers listed here all provide kayaking and SUP tours to this part of the island.


Futurismo Azores Adventures


Portas do Mar, Shop 26; tel. 296 628 522 or 967 805 101; www.futurismo.pt [URL inactive]; daily 8am-6pm; hourly SUP rentals from €10


With almost 30 years’ experience, Futurismo Azores Adventures aims to showcase the incredible natural diversity of São Miguel on land and sea. Glide on the peaceful waters amid the amazing landscape of the Sete Cidades Lake on a kayak or stand-up paddle board, one of Futurismo’s top-selling experiences.


Azores Epic Adventures


Bairro da Misericórdia 32; tel. 964 874 556 or 913 354 197; www.azoresepicadventures.com; open 24/7; from €40 half day of kayaking


Epic by name, epic by nature, this company’s activities are designed to provide personalized outings for small groups, built from their extensive experience in nature tourism on the island. Though they also offer other types of outdoor activities, particularly canyoning and rock climbing, one of their more popular activities is a kayaking and SUP tour on Sete Cidades Lake.


Azores Adventure Islands


Rua da Praia dos Santos 2; tel. 296 385 620 or 925 80 350; www.azoresadventureislands.com; daily 9am-5pm; 3-hour tours from €40


Canoe, kayak, or stand-up paddle in the tranquility of São Miguel’s iconic lakes or open ocean. A personalized service by experienced guides promises fun and unforgettable experiences.



S DIVING AND SNORKELING



The underwater scenery off the shores of São Miguel is exciting and varied. With shipwrecks and submerged volcanoes, seamounts and sharks, the most beautiful underwater flora in the archipelago, and interesting marine life, the waters around the island are justifiably among the Azores’ top dive spots.


São Miguel also has some great spots for snorkelers. The best snorkeling in São Miguel is found away from the shoreline, such as at the famous wreck of the Edwin L. Drake, or the hydrothermal vents off the Vila Franca do Campo Islet. Various companies, such as those listed below, run snorkeling and dive excursions to these spots from Ponta Delgada. Joining one of these tours is the easiest and safest way to explore São Miguel’s best dive spots, some of which are quite remote.



Dive Spots



Wreck of the Edwin L. Drake (SS Dori)


Off Ponta Delgada


Explore this unique dive site, a designated Subaquatic Archeological Park, located about 800 meters (2,600 ft) off the parish of São Roque, just east of Ponta Delgada, one of the most popular wreck dives in the Azores. This Liberty Ship, a cargo ship mass-produced in the United States, was built during World War II and sank off Ponta Delgada in 1964, en route from Europe to New Orleans, and has since attracted divers in droves. It’s an awesome and eerie underwater landscape. The artificial reef it created over the decades teems with marine life, flora, colorful reef fish and grouper, octopus, and moray eels. Its well-preserved stern is particularly impressive, sitting at a depth of 9 meters (30 ft). Dive specialists, including Ponta Delgada-based AzoresDiving, organize dives to the SS Dori wreck.


Diving Centers


Season Challenge Diving Center


Booking Center: Av. Dr. João Bosco Mota Amaral; tel. 914 464 511; www.seasonchallenge.pt; daily 8am-8pm; from €45


This local Ponta Delgada-based company provides professional and personalized services for all levels of divers and trips to the best dive spots around the island.


Azoresdiving/Açordiving SSI/Mares Dive Center


Marina Pêro de Teive, Kiosk A; tel. 296 285 900 or 927 382 023; www.azoresdiving.com; Mon.-Fri. 8am-8pm, Sat.-Sun. 8am-3pm; from €34 (certified divers)


A highly qualified and experienced team with modern equipment promises safe and unforgettable diving experiences in some of the many fascinating dive spots around the São Miguel coastline. Scuba diving (from €55 pp) and dive courses are also available.


Best Spot Azores Dive Center


Marina Pero de Teive, Kiosk B; tel. 963 469 932 or 912 108 658; www.bestspotazores.com; daily 8am-7pm; from €50


Specializing in water activities and diving, Best Spot Azores runs dives and courses for everyone from beginners to the experienced, with customer satisfaction, safety, and sustainability underpinning the company’s mission.


FISHING


From deep-sea fishing to a leisurely few hours casting off around the lakes, São Miguel island and its local companies cater to all genres of fishing. On land, Fogo Lake is a renowned spot for trout fishing, while the Sete Cidades Lake is popular among fly-fishers for carp, pike, perch, bass, and trout, among others.


However, fishing in lakes independently could require a license; double-check on the Citizens Advice Portal (https://riac.azores.gov.pt) before you venture off. Befriending a local with a little boat (most recreational fishermen will have one) is another way to reach the secret spots just offshore that locals fish in; otherwise, it may be easiest to join a tour organized by any of the companies below. For the best and biggest São Miguel fishing, join an organized fishing trip and be rewarded with lots of different—and large—species that thrive in the Azores’ warm azure waters, like the famous tuna and marlin.


Oceantur Sportfishing Azores


Av. Infante Dom Henrique; tel. 915 744 048; www.azores-sportfishing.com; daily 8am-5pm; half day of big-game fishing from €700 per boat (max. 4 people)


All aboard one of Oceantur’s two boats for a few hours of exciting big-game fishing on the Azores’ deep blue waters. An experienced captain and team are on hand to assist with all activities, from deep-sea fishing to shark and big-game fishing, family fishing, and sunset and sea tours. Tours can be enjoyed even by those with little or no experience.



Seazores



Marina de Ponta Delgada Portas do Mar; tel. 962 812 678 or 962 642 737; www.seazores.net; daily 7:30am-7:30pm; from €750 full day coastal fishing (8 hours)


Family-activity-oriented Seazores operates three types of fishing trips—big-game fishing, coastal fishing, and family fun fishing—and has the know-how to suggest the best techniques and spots to get the most from all options.


Alabote Sportfishing Charters


Tel. 296 636 592 or 917 405 792; https://sportfishingazores.com; daily 7am-11:30pm; from €600 half day (5 hours)


This experienced local crew specializing in sportfishing and trolling for big-game species has been operating from Ponta Delgada since 1998. Fully equipped with all safety equipment, insured, and licensed, the spacious Alabote boat and its team—all lifelong fishermen, among them a marine biologist—is the go-to for a rewarding fishing experience.


DOLPHIN- AND WHALE-WATCHING


The Azores’ deep waters are home to one of the largest whale populations on the planet, with both resident and migrating species roaming the royal blue depths. Dolphin- and whale-watching trips run year-round, although generally the best time to see the graceful giants is spring, in April and May, when the seas are busiest with migrating species. Numerous companies operating on São Miguel specialize in these tours; a sighting is almost guaranteed on every trip. Dolphin- and whale-watching trips can be booked via hotel receptions or directly at the marina and normally run twice a day, morning and afternoon, starting from around €40.


Azores Whale Watching Terra Azul


Tel. 296 581 361; www.azoreswhalewatch.com; daily 8:30am and 12:30pm; €55-68 for approx. 3 hours


This is one of Ponta Delgada’s foremost whale-watching companies. Based at the Vila Franca do Campo marina (25 km/15 mi east of Ponta Delgada) and with more than 15 years of experience in whale-watching, the company provides a thrilling and educational experience. Trips are guided by experienced marine biologists and naturalists. Ponta Delgada hotel pickup and drop-off service can be arranged for an extra €10 per person, depending on fleet availability.


Moby Dick Tours


Av. Infante Dom Henrique; tel. 919 942 831; www.mobydick-tours.com; daily 9am and 2pm; €50


Jump onboard this restored former ferry to spend a few hours sailing the deep blue waters of the Atlantic in search of majestic whales. Be mesmerized as playful dolphins jump out of the water to frolic in the boat’s wake. You might even spot a turtle gliding gracefully alongside the boat. An insightful experience is provided by the family-run company, who knows the Azores’ waters like the backs of their hands.


Terra do Pico


Rua do Porto, Mosteiros; tel. 910 330 029 or 296 915 264; https://terradopico.com; daily 9am and 2:30pm; from €60


Get up close and personal with some of the biggest mammals in the oceans on one of Terra do Pico’s whale-watching excursions. Two tours are available—half day (2.5 hours) and full day (5 hours). Head out to some of the best spots to see the amazing wild animals in their natural habitat with this knowledgeable and experienced crew. Terra do Pico operates excursions from Ponta Delgada in winter and from Mosteiros in summer. A pickup and drop-off service for hotels in Ponta Delgada can be arranged via a partner company, for an extra cost.


BigBlue Adventures


Rua de São Gonçalo; tel. 966 078 829; www.bigblueadventures.pt; dolphin- and whale-watching from €55 for 4 hours


Explore São Miguel by sea or on foot with BigBlue Adventures, who specialize in island hikes and whale-watching tours. Embark on memorable adventures across the island, see its iconic sights, and learn everything there is to know from BigBlue Adventures’s insightful guides.


BIRD-WATCHING


The best time to visit the Azores for bird-watching is between April and October, but there’s always something exciting happening on the islands for ornithologists. São Miguel houses a wide variety of habitats, from craggy coastal areas to boggy marshes, woodlands, lagoons, and misty mountains. One of the primary attractions for bird-watchers on São Miguel is the chance to spot the rare and elusive Azores bullfinch, found only in a small area of in the northeast part of the island. It’s one of Europe’s rarest birds. Cory’s shearwater and roseate terns can also be seen on São Miguel, as can a wealth of migrant birds from the United States, ranging from shorebirds and wildfowl to wood-warblers and vireos, which pass through the islands circa October. The Vista do Rei viewpoint hike in western São Miguel is a particularly popular trail among bird-watchers.


Picos de Aventura


Marina Pêro de Teive, Av. João Bosco Mota Amaral; tel. 296 283 288; https://picosdeaventura.com; €75 full day


Get ready for a full day of bird-watching with Picos de Aventura, whose guides take participants from the famous laurel forests of the northeast of the island to the island’s coasts and lakes to see some of the more than 30 species of birds that can be found on the island. A picnic lunch is included. Binoculars and comfortable walking boots are a must!


SPAS AND RELAXATION


Spa Vital


Hotel Antillia, Rua do Peru n 105; tel. 296 098 889; www.spavital.pt; Mon.-Fri. 10am-7pm, Sat. 9am-6pm; treatments from €30


Professionalism and impeccable attention to detail have made this little privately owned spa hugely popular among visitors and locals. A wide range of pampering treatments—some incorporating island produce such as Gorreana tea—at reasonable prices provide a relaxing and restorative experience for mind and body.


ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS


The Arts


Teatro Micaelense


Rua de São João s/n; tel. 296 308 340; www.teatromicaelense.pt; ticket office hours Mon.-Fri. 9am-12:30pm and 2pm-6pm; prices vary per event


Once visited by legendary actor John Wayne, among other illustrious guests, the Teatro Micaelense cultural center was designed to promote local and regional culture as well as engage locals in the performing arts. Evocative of the grand theater of the 1950s, it shows an ever-changing program of cinema, plays, musical concerts, and dance productions. Inaugurated in 1951, the center occupies a historic building—a former convent—in the heart of Ponta Delgada.


Festivals and Events



S Cult of the Lord Holy Christ of the Miracles Festival



(Festa do Senhor Santo Cristo dos Milagres)


Convent of Nossa Senhora da Esperança; starting fifth Sun. after Easter


Reaching its pinnacle on the fifth Sunday after Easter, the time-honored, weeklong Cult of the Lord Holy Christ of the Miracles Festival dates back to the 17th century and is the most popular annual festival in the Azores and one of the most ancient in Portugal. It is intrinsically linked to local religious belief, and it attracts thousands of people every year to take part in and witness the processions and merriment.


The celebration venerates an ancient and ornate wooden statue of Christ in the Renaissance style, which is believed to date back as early as the 16th century. This cult image is usually tightly guarded in the Sanctuary of the Lord Holy Christ at the Convent of Nossa Senhora da Esperança. It is believed that the sacred statue was gifted in the 16th century by Pope Paul III to a group of nuns who went to Rome to request establishing their convent, which would become the first on the island, near Ponta Delgada. Devotion to the statue gained pace in the 17th and 18th centuries. History has it the roots of the festival are embedded in the year 1700 (although some historians would argue the late 1600s), when a series of earthquakes rattled São Miguel. Ponta Delgada’s devout noble folk believed if they paraded the revered image along the streets it might calm God’s wrath and stop the tremors. And so it became an annual tradition. The exact date of the very first procession is a point of controversy, with April of the years 1698 and 1700 both being put forward.




[image: image]


Convent of Nossa Senhora da Esperança





Once a year the statue is brought out of the confines of the sanctuary and gleefully paraded through the main streets of Ponta Delgada, feted and festooned in bejeweled flowers and colorful garlands. It seems that the island’s entire population pours into the streets of Ponta Delgada, along with pilgrims from all over the globe, to take part.


The festivities usually start on Friday; Saturday is marked by the Blessing of the Bread and Meat, and the celebrations end on Ascension Thursday. The highlight is the huge three-hour procession on Sunday, with hundreds of brightly dressed participants singing and hoisting the revered statue. The entire city is decked out for the occasion, with flower rugs carpeting the main streets. In addition to what seems like São Miguel’s whole population in attendance, many thousands of Azores emigrants also return home at least once in their lives for the time-honored event.
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Go here if you enjoy Terceira (4 hrs), Sao
exploring underrated Jorge (2 hrs 15 mins).
but characterful places.
Sao Jorge Brown SaoJorge s full of quirks.  Air: From Terceira (30 mins), 2 days
Island Its fajas and cheese are Sao Miguel (50 mins).
its trademarks, but itis Ferry: Year-round from Pico
also one of the Azores’ (1 hr 40 mins). Seasonal
top surfspots (along with  from Terceira (5 hrs 45 mins),
S&o Miguel and Terceira).  Graciosa (2 hrs 15 mins).
Pico GrayIsland  On Pico, you can climb Air: From Lisbon (2-3 hrs). 2-3days
Portugal’s highest Flights to Terceira (35 mins),
mountain, MountPico.It  Sao Miguel (50 mins).
isalso one of the Azores’  Ferry: Year-round from
best whale-watching spots Sao Jorge (1 hr 40 mins),
(along with Sao Miguel Faial (30 mins)
and Terceira) and produces
the Azores’ unique wines.
Faial Bluelsland Its maritime history and Air: From Lisbon (2 hrs 2days
heritage make Faial a must- 45 mins). Flights to Sao
stop. And itis also the best Miguel (50 mins), Terceira
island to see the Azores’ (35 mins), Flores (45
iconicblue hydrangeas.  mins), Corvo (45 mins).
Ferry: Year-round from
Pico (30 mins) or Sdo
Jorge (2 hours).
Flores Pinklsland Head to Flores if youwant Air: From Sao Miguel (1.5 Overnight
to experience something  hrs), Faial (45 mins), Graciosa
truly magical. Flores is (50 mins), Corvo (15 mins).
aunique Jurassic-Park- Ferry: Year-round to Corvo (40
like Eden; a symphony mins). Seasonal to Faial (9 hrs).
of lush vegetation and
mystical waterfalls.
Corvo BlacklIsland Takea trip from Flores Air: From Flores (15 Day trip
to Corvo to experience mins), Faial (45 mins). from
its remote isolation, Ferry: Year-round from/ Flores

staggering crater,
and traditional sense
of community.

to Flores (40 mins).
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Ponta Delgada Center and Marina
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