
BY AV TAR SINGH

I
’VE FOUND, as I mark the chro n o-
logical milestones of my life—and
as the numbers involved get inex-
orably larger—that the need to
commemorate them in a manner

befitting the solemnity of the occasion is
growing. I mean, if every step I’m taking
f rom now on brings me closer, my Lord, to
Thee, at least let the birthdays themselves
be memorable. Even if what I want is not
to have the greying of my head marked in
calendar terms in the first place. Much
better to wake up one day, I think some-
times, and just discover that I’m old. And
then get on with the rest of my life.

But, like summer sweat and hangovers,
birthdays are annoyingly inevitable. So
w h a t ’s a man to do?

Go to Portugal. With other ex-boys.
I just spent an exhausting month in

Europe celebrating my personal jubilee.
So what if they didn’t light up Bucking-
ham Palace for it. The guys with me were
old friends, old because I’ve known them
from the crib, old because, well… Any-
w a y. Since we were all in the same boat, we
decided to commemorate our birthdays
t o g e t h e r. Egypt came up and was re j e c t e d
(too hot), Morocco came up and was
rejected (too romantic); Madagascar mer-
ited an honourable mention, but was
deemed too hectic to get to—you have to
go to South Africa first, and that’s worth
seeing too, isn’t it? Where, asked the
bankers in the cre w, is the time?

Europe was a consensus choice. But
where, was the question. England is too
expensive and anyway there are too many
Indians, Italy is too done, Scandinavia’s
too cold and white and France is too
French. Eastern Europe is excellent and
a p p a rently it’s full of porn stars, but a sum-

mer of re c o rd rainfall made it unavailable.
Of the options left, Portugal was the most
attractive. We wanted to do a bit of explor-
ing at least, in between wallowing in wine
and carousing in nightclubs; and we want-
ed a place with some flavour.

And Portugal definitely has flavour.
Iberian, with more than a hint of Moor
about the people and places; great food,
local wines, excellent music. Stay away
f rom the Algarve coast, we were told, and
you could be in a Europe you won’t find
anywhere else. Not unless you wander
really far off the beaten track. Because Por-
tugal, unlike most of the rest of the EU, is
still a poor country. And the tourist trade
d o e s n ’t stray too far from the over- d e v e l-
oped Algarve anyway.

Other people who’ve done more
re s e a rch on this than I have say that Port u-
gal survives on tourism, a few agricultural
exports, and EU handouts. Hmm. What
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that means, if you’re going there, is a
c o u n t ry that’s long on value and is vastly
m o re charming for not being a cut-piece
component of an increasingly homoge-
nized Europe. And you can still get a feel
for the place without having to be that
tiresome bore in the café who asks the
waiters how they really feel about tourists.

W E FLEW INTO LISBON.
Coming in to land at Lisbon
as the sun was setting has got

to be one of the most spectacular
a p p roaches I’ve ever made into a city. The
plane comes in over the Tagus (the Te j o ,
as the locals call the river whose banks
Lisbon is built on) and turns over the old
city before landing at the airport which is
a civilized half-hour from the centre of
town. Portugal’s recent experience with
the fallout of a colonial history comes into
sharp focus at the immigration line, where
a high percentage seem to be of African

extraction. Portugal, as we were to learn ,
has done a very good job of integrating
emigrants (called re t o rnados) from its old
colonies. The food, the music, even stre e t
life in the cities reflects the influx of the
retornados from Timor, the African
colonies, Brazil; even, as we all know, Goa.
And you think there are many Fereiras,
Pereiras and Pintos in Bandra. You don’t
know how large those families are till
you’ve been in the mother country. A very
nice man in a restaurant outside the weird
‘old’ Moorish castle of Lisbon (weird
because it was completely rebuilt by
Salazar, Portugal’s dictator till the mid-
70s, to resemble a medieval castle. Which
is what it was in the first place) told us, in
between serving us vindaloo and finishing
us off with complimentary—and obliga-
tory—feni, that he was half-Goan, and
was in the habit of visiting there every
now and then. 

But Lisbon; what a city it is. We stayed

at the Avenida Palace, a grand old hotel
built a hundred years ago. It still retains
most of its original grandeur, and its spec-
tacular views over the ‘old’ city of Lisbon.
The inverted commas are there for a re a-
son; Lisbon was rebuilt from the ground
up by the Marquis de Pombal after it was
devastated in an earthquake in 1755. The
M a rquis, Prime Minister at the time and a
ruthless visionary (some contemporaries,
prior to being beheaded, might have mut-
t e red ‘megalomaniac’) laid out a modern
city on a grid that would be the envy of
most cities built in this age. In the course
of his care e r, of course, the good Marq u i s
kept Portugal independent, abolished
s l a v e ry within Portugal (though not, obvi-
ously, in the colonies), reformed educa-
tion and taxation, and broke the power of
the Jesuits by abolishing the order in Por-
tugal. Along the way, he systematized the
production of port wine, and for that
alone he deserves a place in our prayers.

THERE IS MORE TO THIS IBERIAN COUNTRY THAN GOAN IMMIGRANTS AND ABU SALEM.
AS IT MAKES ITS WAY TOWARDS THE EUROPEAN SPOT L I G H T, IT STILL RETAINS THE
F L AVOUR OF ITS COLOURFUL HISTO RY. THE WINE ISN’T HALF BAD EITHER…

P H OTOGRAPHS BY A V TAR SINGH
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Nova de Gaia
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His city survives the ‘enlightened despot’,
and it is completely enchanting.

It is more so because Pombal’s city actu-
ally left what survived the earthquake
alone. So, as you wander the streets of the
Alfama, the old Moorish quart e r, with its
higgledy-piggledy cobblestoned streets,
the laundry flying overhead and women
calling to each other from their windows,
you might as well be in another age. Then,
you come out of the shadows to a public
t e rrace that overlooks the river, and there
are bougainvillea-laden gazebos and a
cool blue pool with children frolicking in
it, and the a z u l e j o s, the ubiquitous painted
tiles that tell you the stories of Port u g a l ’s
h i s t o ry or the little defeats and victories of
the houses that contain them, blaze out in
the sun. The medieval cathedral is behind
you, the river below, the castle the Moors
and the Christians fought over is above
and the city of Lisbon beyond.

Or you could wander the Baixa, the
lower part of the city, below the walls of

the castle, with its esplanades and mosaics
on the streets and the rolling squares, so
called because the patterns evoke the
waves that Portugal rode the crests of
when it was, during its all-too-brief Gold-
en Age, the premier seafaring power of the
world. The spirits of Vasco Da Gama and
Fernao Magalhaes (what, you thought
Ferdinand Magellan was Spanish?) and
Prince Henry the Navigator live on every-
w h e re, not least in the incredible nautical-
l y - i n s p i red arc h i t e c t u re called Manueline,
for King Manuel 1, the man who symbol-
ized the Golden Age. And what an age it
was, with the discovery of Brazil, the dom-
inance of the Spice and Slave trades, and
the almost unbelievably ballsy Treaty of
To rdesillas, which effectively split up the
New World between Spain and Portu-
gal—while it was still being discovered! 

It didn’t last, however. The wildly unfair
Treaty of Methuen—which started a pat-
tern of British dependence that Portugal

never shook off, not even with Pombal at
the helm—started the slide, and the
wastefulness of its monarchs and its
inability to cope with its European neigh-
bours meant that Portugal’s time at the
c e n t re of the world was far too short. But if
you walk the streets of Belem and gape at
the Manueline plaster ropes and cock-
leshells and starfish of the Mosteiro dos
Jeronimos and the Torre de Belem, still
washed on three sides by the waters of the
Tejo, you can hear the wind through the
sails of the old caravelles and the sound of
P o rtuguese being spoken in the bazaars of
the New World. Almost.

On the other side of the Baixa rises the
B a i rro Alto, another warren of tight little
streets disappearing into one another.
During the day, the azulejos and the
facades of the houses and the shade
offered by the art nouveau cafes tempts
you in; at night, the Bairro becomes the
c e n t re of Lisbon’s nightlife with its innu-
merable bars and restaurants and little

holes that you ring a bell at, waiting to be
admitted. As with everything else in the
world, you’re better off with a local to
show you around. But Lisbon is the sort of
place, and the Portuguese are the sort of
people, who’ll happily drop whatever it is
they’re doing to tell you exactly what to
do, where to do it, and who to do it with.
And, if you’re lucky, you’ll hear f a d o.

Chances are, if you’ve heard of one Por-
tuguese musician (and it isn’t Cesaria
Evora, who’s actually from Cabo Ve rde) it
will be Amalia Rodriguez. This cultural
icon—she was given a state funeral, with
t h ree days of national mourning when she
finally passed on—brought f a d o out of the
back streets of Lisbon. But, as she said,
that’s where it belongs. For it is a music
b o rn of sadness, and longing, and melan-
choly. A lover who has sailed away, a
woman waiting on the docks for her lover
to re t u rn; a nation waiting for the re t u rn of
its Golden Age. 
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You can hear the windt h rough the s a i l s o f
t h e old carave l l e s and the s o u n d o f
Po rt u g u e s e being spoken in the bazaars o f
the N ew Wo rl d. Almost…



If you manage to figure it out, perh a p s
you’d be good enough to tell me what
s a u d a d e means. No, it’s not a sort of exoti-
cally misspelt Iberian sausage. Rather, it’s
an emotion the Portuguese glory in; oddly
enough, it is melancholic. Odd, because
the Portuguese are such happy people.
Odd, because people actually revel in this
feeling of being bereft: of what, I don’t
k n o w. But they’re bereft, and they’re lov-
ing it. I don’t pretend to know what
saudade means, though people tried to
explain it to me. But Portugal has been
reeling from one mishap to another for
centuries, and when you listen to fado,
s a u d a d e becomes, at least for the duration
of the song, something that you can
understand. 

I saw a brace of old men hunkered over
their disappearing bottle of whisky, and
they kissed the backs of their hands and
their glasses as the woman with them
sang. The woman was well past her prime,
the men loaded well past  their personal
Plimsoll lines; but there was nothing
pathetic about it. I guess you have to be
t h e re and drink the wine and hear the f a d o
sung. Then you’ll know.

INTERESTING AS LISBON is, what
lies around it is just as nice. Nicer, if
you like the mountains and the sea.

Estoril is close at hand, with its casinos
and golf courses to relieve you of your for-
eign exchange. Cascais, the once charm-
ing but now booming seaside ‘village’—
think the ‘village’ of Santa Monica in Los
Angeles—has many bars and nightclubs
to keep the punters happy. But what is
really charming in the area, is the little
hillside village of Sintra. The old rulers of
Portugal used to come here to play.
Blessed with a micro-climate that could
give you fog when the rest of Lisbon is
melting, it has many wooded walks, fairy-
tale castles—including one with two
gigantic white kitchen chimneys that
looks like nothing so much as a two-
mouthed giant’s icecream treat—and love-
ly little hotels; in short, all the fixings for a
restful little stay if you’ve overdosed on
Lisbon’s hectic, and very reasonable,
nightlife. And since it’s only forty minutes
away by local train you could even go
clubbing from Sintra. This is Iberia, after
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The many charms of Portugal: the
port boats at Vila Nova de Gaia; the
local fauna; Lisbon in the evening;
more port, this time with Porto in
the background; Lisbon’s funicular
services; MIMI!!! against her 200-
year old azulejos; the boys strike a
pose; the old university of Coimbra;
yet more posing; the old and the
new in Coimbra; water babies…



all. The nightclubs only start up at 2 A.M.
If you choke up in your party duds at 11,
you’re liable to get laughed at. Hectic for
an old-man-in-waiting, but it’s definitely
worth the effort if you can keep yourself
awake. Try the Luxe, with its liberal door
policy, many bars, and the fact that John
Malkovich is ru m o u red to be a share h o l d-
e r.

Back in Sintra, we stayed at the Villa Das
Rosas, the old family home of the charm-
ing Felicidade (Mimi) Ferreira. Two hun-
d red years old and famous for the a z u l e j o s

of roses that give it its name, this really is a
fantastic place. More so, because Mimi
herself, while giving you coffee and dire c t-
ing you to her part n e r ’s re s t a u r a n t — w h i c h
s e rves the best steaks in Portugal. Really.
The lucky heifers are raised on beer in the
Azores before being served up on your
plate—is a mine of opinionated inform a-
tion about Portugal, the state of the EU,
and the position men should have in the
world. You can laze in her kitchen, aro u n d
the pool, on the tennis court; and always
with the healing thought that Mimi is

close at hand to bend your ear. I really
liked Sintra, obviously. I suggest you give
it a shot.

W E WENT ON to Porto from
Sintra. Porto is the city that
gave the country of Port u g a l

its name. On the bank of the river Douro ,
it is compellingly placed on the lip of the
gorge, a few short kilometres before the
Douro slides into the Atlantic Ocean.
Along the waterfront are moored the old
p o rt boats, which would bring the fruit of
the Douro valley down the river before
being shipped out to the UK and the re s t
of the world. I speak, of course, of port
wine. I hope those of you wearing hats are
d o ffing them. 

P o rto gave its name to the fortified wine
that is synonymous with the country. An
evening spent in a port wine export e r ’s cel-
lar will render you incapable of saying
synonymous. Good stuff, port. The smart
thing to do is to wander from one
exporter’s cellar to another—they’re all
next to each other. The Ferreira and
Sandeman’s cellars are especially friend-
ly—and leverage their tasting sessions.
H o w e v e r, since all the port shippers are on
the far side of the river, in Porto’s twin
town of Vila Nova de Gaia, there’s every
chance of you falling into the Douro on
your way home. Which is not to be re c o m-
mended. Not for all the port in Port u g a l .

However, there is a way for you to do
some sightseeing and drink port while
y o u ’ re about it. There are lovely cruises up
the Douro river, right into the heart of the
port wine country (Port, incidentally, is
claimed by the Portuguese to be the oldest
o fficial appellation of any wine region in
the world. Another credit in Pombal’s
ledger). You can sit and soak in the sun—
or cook in it. The heat of the Douro valley
is deemed essential to the wine—while
you drink the port on off e r, and you get a
tour of a winery at the end. You re t u rn to
Porto on a charming narrow gauge train
that makes its run, for the most part, along
the river. Very nice, and all that port sets
you up nicely for the evening. 

For it is nightlife that Porto does best.
P o rto laughs at the pretensions of the Lis-
boetas, and prides itself on being the
working heart of Portugal. The adage of
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Lisbon, from the Avenida Palace Hotel



‘work hard, party hard’ fits this city well.
The city’s bars, restaurants, and night-
clubs have it all; excellent food and drink,
again very reasonably priced, and options
to bewilder the partyseeker. And again,
w h e re it really scores is how friendly the
people are. Stagger out at 6 A.M., and
t h e re will be people who’ll insist on buy-
ing you breakfast before they drop you
home to your hotel. Every night. Okay, so
that was due to our collective charm, but
I’m sure it’s happened to other people as
w e l l .

But, as with other commercial cities,
t h e re is more to Porto than just its night-
clubs (called discos, incidentally. In Por-
tugal, a ‘nightclub’ means a place to ogle
naked women and pick up prostitutes).
Since it never suffered an earthquake, it
still survives, more or less, as the medieval
city it is. The municipal station of Sao
Bento has some of the most incredible
a z u l e j o s in the country. The cathedral, or
S e, commands an incredible view over the
city, river, and Vila Nova de Gaia across
the water. Walking around Port o — y o u ’ l l
find English tourists calling it Oporto.
Don’t. The locals will snicker—you can
also partake of one of the great treats that
this country has in store for the culinary
tourist. Its pasticerias, cafés, and little
restaurants serve up a bewildering range
of freshly baked and cooked goodies, both
sweet and savoury, all served with coff e e
that will melt the hair right off your head.
E s p resso doesn’t even begin to compare .
And of course, the Portuguese share the
rest of Euro p e ’s civilized attitude toward s
drinking. Begin early, and top up re g u l a r l y.
The old guys holding up the bar at the
numerous stand-up-and-eat counters
have got to be some of the most chilled
characters I, personally, have ever seen.
And the restaurants themselves are
c h a rming, some art nouveau, some older,
with panelling and murals on the walls
that make you think more elegant
thoughts than you’re used to having.
Makes you feel like wearing a bere t .

S O MY FRIENDS c o u l d n ’t tear them-
selves away from Porto and its
fleshpots. But I wanted to see the

oldest university in Europe (the sniffs of
B o l o g n a ’s dons notwithstanding), and car-

ried on to Coimbra. Coimbra lies on the
Super Fast TGV train line that links Port o
to Lisbon, which is a very convenient,
c o m f o rtable, and surprisingly re a s o n a b l e
way to travel. It’s also a great way to enter
Coimbra, for the contrast between the
gleaming new train—plane on tracks,
more like. It cranks up to 250 kms/hr.
Take that, Shatabdi—and the medieval
hill-town it pulls into is huge.

Coimbra was Port u g a l ’s capital for over
a century (1143-1255), and the university
was founded in 1290. Astonishingly, it
was Portugal’s only university until the
beginning of the 20th century. What that
means is that it has a wealth of old facul-
ties, cathedrals—yes, two—churches
galore, and plenty of old mansions that
alumni built to live in, or for their chil-
dren. Imagine walking through a
medieval city without cars, in the shade
between buildings along streets that twist
and climb and fall into each other; and
walking out into the bright sunshine in a
little plaza with cafés strewn about and
young college kids playing their guitars
and singing the intellectualized fado
Coimbra is famous for. The contrast
between the youth and energy of its

inhabitants (they’re all students) and the
age and gravitas of Coimbra itself gives
this place an atmosphere that I haven’t
seen anywhere else. Performances on
s t reet corners, to-let signs in windows, old
women shouting at young kids in pony-
tails to move their butts, or else; if you’ve
been to Berkeley, imagine it 800 years
hence, and then you’ll have a notion of
what Coimbra’s all about. It seems only
a p p ropriate that much of the force behind
the final overt h row of the Portuguese dic-
tatorship—Salazar was already dead—
came from the students and faculties of
Coimbra. 

The best part of this city is, it only has
80,000 people. Yes. You can walk from
one end to the other; if you stay long
enough, you’ll probably meet all the other
inhabitants. I thoroughly enjoyed it.

ALL TOO SOON, though, it was
time to go back to Porto, to re j o i n
my merry band and ring my own

jubilee bell. That I did it at the Museo dos
Presuntos—literally, the Museum of
Ham—is a tale I will tell elsewhere, with a
more detailed description of the whole
smoked pigs that are in wooden frames,
I’m not kidding you, on the whitewashed
walls. Tacky meets hard tack, you could
describe it as. The meal, as will happen
with places like this, was excellent. And
then it was back to Lisbon, and a quick
stay with Mimi again in Sintra, and then
back to London.

I didn’t spend long enough in Port u g a l ,
obviously. I don’t think you can. And I
know I only scratched the surface of the
place. The last redoubt of the Knights
Templar at To m a r, the hokey religiosity of
Fatima, the old Roman cities of Santare m
and Conimbriga and the churches of
Braga; there’s so much to see, so many
forests in the north to trek through, so
much wine still left to drink. But the peo-
ple are so nice and the country itself so
inviting that I have no doubt I’ll be back.
P e rhaps in a more restful setting than with
a bunch of ageing ex-boys looking to
re c a p t u re our youth; perhaps with them,
again. After all, we all fell in love with the
p l a c e .

I suggest you go. Before Europe swal-
lows it up.
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Of course, t h e
Po rt u g u e s e s h a re
the rest of E u ro p e ’s
c i v i l i zed at t i t u d e
t owa rds d r i n k i n g.
B egin e a rl y, and
t o p up reg u l a rly 


