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Holidaying to Portugal may 
conjure up visions of busy 
beaches and golf tours, but 

venture inland beyond the mountains 
of Monchique and you’ll find the 
lesser-known landscape of the 
Alentejo: rolling plains smattered with 
chestnut trees, fields of wheat, cork 
plantations and whitewashed villages. 
This sparsely populated region is 
famed for its arts and crafts, and is  
a complete departure from the tourist 
trail. You are best off navigating it by 
car, or better still with the help of a 
local guide. Arriving in Northern 
Alentejo – a land of fortified towns, big 
skies and laid back locals – we found 
the fields carpeted with wild flowers. 
Our guide, Olga, told us that spring is 
the prettiest time of year to visit, before 
the land becomes more arid. 

From hilltop towns to low-lying 
villages crowned by monasteries, you 
are spoilt for choice when it comes to 
places to stay, and the medieval-walled 
fortress town of Marvão is no 
exception. It perches 850 metres above 
sea level in mountainous surroundings, 
offering a 360 degree panorama. We 
stayed at Pousada de Marvão and dined 
in the restaurant, overlooking the craggy 
mountainside and distant green plains.

Sporty types will enjoy hiking 
through the Park Sao Mamede,  
a preserved area of natural beauty, or 
horse riding at the sun-soaked estate 
Alter do Chão Stud, dotted with 
apricot coloured farm buildings. 

For an insight into the area’s unique 
tapestry-making, we headed to Museu 

da Tapeçaria in Portalegre to 
see how elaborate paintings can 
be reproduced in tapestry form. 
Nearby, a group of local women 
weaved stunning carpets using 
age-old methods at the 
Manufactura de Tapeçarias.  

Foodies won’t be 
disappointed by portion sizes in 
the Alentejo. The locals love 
their food and wash it down 
with generous amounts of the 
region’s wine. Sweet chestnuts 
are served with venison, while 
typical starters include 
Portalagre smoked sausage and 
Queijo de Nisa, a tangy sheep’s 
cheese. You’ll find references to 
peasant food too, like bread pudding 
and simple soups. Best of all are the 
egg-filled desserts, baked according to 
old convent recipes. 

Gargantuan lunches can be walked 
off at Castelo de Vide, a 14th century 
hilltop castle town with close-knit 
cobbled alleys and a Jewish quarter 
dating back to the Middle Ages. 

We retired to Hotel O Poejo,  
a pretty boutique hotel, where we were 
welcomed like old friends and given  
a taster painting lesson by local Dutch 
artist, Leone Holzhaus. A delicious 
three course dinner followed, the 
highlight being a succulent rabbit stew.  

Next stop: Nisa, famed for exquisite 
embroidery and unique pottery, which 
is best showcased at Museu do 
Bordado e do Barro. Stop for lunch at 
the superb Taverna da Vila and treat 
yourself to delicious battered fish. 

Those seeking a touch of grandeur 
should end their stay at Pousada Flor 
da Rosa in Crato, a monastery-fortress 
that has been luxuriously renovated 
into plush accomodation. 

Whether you’re after sunshine, 
crafts or outdoor activities, this largely 
undiscovered region can meet your 
needs. Take a detour from the Portugal 
you think you know and discover an 
idyllic portion of this fantastic country. 
Mary-Jane Wiltsher 

TRAVEL

Sunvil Discovery offers tailormade 
itineraries across the Alentejo, call  
020 8758 4722 or visit sunvil.co.uk

 For further information about the Alentejo, 
see visitalentejo.pt/en/

TAP Portugal; flytap.com
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 Marvão is one of the 
Northern Alentejo’s most 
magnificent hilltop towns 

 Meander through 
sun-soaked cobbled 
streets


