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By Laura Snook

BOASTING an uncrowded 
and naturally beauti-
ful oasis of wild plains, 

radiating energies and secret 
beaches, Portugal’s Vicentina 
Coast in the south-western re-
gion of Alentejo and Algarve of-
fers a dream destination bless-
ed by nature.  

Rich with an abundance of 
fresh seafood, maritime his-
tory and a playground for the 
outdoor enthusiast, the re-
gion’s diversity of gastronomic 
pleasures including ‘cataplana’ 
(local fish stew) are always a 
welcome treat after a day of in-
vigorating outdoor pursuits.

Pampered with over 300 
days of sunshine, the area itself 
is embraced by the protected 
Costa Vicentina, a natural park 
offering breathtaking views. 

Whether hiking, cycling, 
horseback riding, surfing or 
bird watching, the Vicentina 
Coast is an optimal destina-
tion for those looking to escape 
and immerse themselves ‘slow’ 
traveller style. 

“Slow travel is about enjoy-
ing the life of a destination, 
immersing in traditional hap-
penings, engaging with locals, 

in turn appreciating a slow and 
thorough exploration of the 
region,” says Antonio Ferreira, 
owner of ‘Aldeia da Pedralva’, a 
delightful hotel nestled within 
the Costa Vicentina.

Once an abandoned village 
entailing a pile of ruins, nine in-
habitants and very poor living 
conditions, Ferreira, an early 
retired high flying ‘adman’, set 
about buying each of the hous-
es and restoring them in their 
natural form to create a quaint, 
typically Portuguese village re-
treat, providing guests an au-
thentic experience of living in 
a ‘real’ Portuguese community. 

Consisting of 30 traditional 
houses, the various designs 
cater to couples, families and 
friends offering a collection of 
one, two and three bedroom 
cottages, a charming grocery 
store selling local produce and 
2 restaurants, one of which is 
the famed Pizza Pazza – a fa-
vourite amongst locals, surfers, 
and weekender ‘Lisbonites’.

Asked the difference be-
tween the Vicentina Coast and 
the nearby famed and fashion-
able Algarve, Ferreira explains: 
“We are a very popular destina-
tion for people wanting to ‘dis-
connect’ from their normal day 
to day life. Enabling visitors to 

engage more intimately with 
the community through vari-
ous outdoor activities we have 
on offer.” 

Not a supporter of tradi-
tional mass-market tour pro-
grammes, Ferreira adds: “If 
a guest wants to go fishing, 
Manell, our local fisherman, 
takes them. Guests love it when 
he shows them how to prepare 
the fish or when he picks local-
ly-grown vegetables to comple-
ment their meal.” 

A popular pastime with the 
locals, fishing is one of the re-
gion’s major industries sup-
porting the various villages 

dotted along the coast. Stroll 
down the cobbled streets of ei-
ther of the towns and you are 
welcomed with swinging black-
boards promoting the various 
‘catch of the day’ or ‘Perceves’ 
– a local delicacy of barnacles. 
Step inside either of the restau-
rants for a taste of traditional 
Portuguese dishes. 

Despite the regions intimate 
size, a selection of top restau-
rants is available. Overlooking 
the town of Vila do Bispo is A 
Eira do Mel, a beautifully rustic, 
mama’s-kitchen-style of res-
taurant serving authentic ‘slow 
food’ fare. Michelin-starred, their 

famed appetiser of chargrilled 
squid continues to delight.

History enthusiasts should 
head to Sagres, home to Saint 
Vincent’s Cape, Europe’s most 
south-westerly point. This fa-
mous landmark has linked 
Europe to Africa and America 
ever since the golden Age  
of Discovery. 

Here, an afternoon is eas-
ily spent treating the inquisi-
tive mind to ancient maritime 
history whilst visiting the 
Fortaleza de Sagres (Sagres 
Fort) and Cabo San Vicente  
(Cape St. Vincent).

Once considered to be ‘the 
edge of the world’ by explorers 
of history’s time, the dramatic 
‘storeys-high’ cliffs play wit-
ness to one of the few locations 
offering both sunrise and sun-
set over the ocean; providing a 
spectacular ‘prelude’ and ‘cur-
tain call’ to each day.

For travellers who like to 
be amongst it all, the hotel 
memmo Baleeira is a fine pick. 
Contemporary and relaxing 
architecture, its position over-
looking the Baleeira harbor 
and Sagres bay offer superb 
views. Equipped with its own 
surf center and outdoor activ-
ity club, renting a bicycle to ex-
plore the region is a top choice.  

Considered one of the best surf 
places in Europe, guests can en-
joy lessons from the pro-level 
team of coaches, qualified by 
the Portuguese Surf Federation.

Offering a completely differ-
ent travel experience, it is no 
wonder Portugal’s tourism ac-
counts for around 10 per cent 
of their gross domestic product 
(Reuters).

Foreign arrivals to Portugal 
rose 54 per cent to 7.7 million, 
the National Statistics Institute 
figures showed, with the UK, 
Spain, France, Germany and 
Brazil proving to be the top five 
visitor markets. 

Each year Saudi Arabia and 
Egypt continue to be within 
the top 25 visitor markets, with 
Saudi recording 1.3 per cent 
of the total annual share and 
Egypt contributing 1.1 per cent.

“Our biggest markets in-
clude the Dutch and Germans, 
amongst those looking for a 
destination which offers this 
new trend of ‘slow’ travel and 
nature tourism,” commented 
Ferreira. “This style of traveller 
wants to arrive at a destination 
and use it as a hub to further 
explore the area through active 
initiatives. The southwestern 
end of the Vicentina Coast ca-
ters perfectly to this.” n

Portugal’s South West ‘refreshingly untamed’
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By Helen McClure

BY THE time we go to press the 
results of the Expo bid will be im-
minent. You can’t move around 
Dubai without bumping into the 
blue signs, passing under adver-
tising boards bearing the logo 
and hearing about the buzz.

But still very few people seem 
to understand what the Expo is 
and what it means.

The first Great Exhibition took 
place in 1851 at Crystal Palace in 
London, a project enthusiastically 
managed by Prince Albert, Queen 
Victoria’s husband. The aim was 
to showcase the technological 
wonders of the industrial age. 
Technological advancement is 
only truly awe-inspiring, however, 
when you are reminded of the 
starting point. It’s about a journey. 
The Expo’s journey later focused 
on cultural exchange, and in more 
recent times, nation branding, but 
it still has an important impact on 
society on a number of levels, in-
cluding international trade, edu-
cation and tourism. 

So it may be a little hard to un-
derstand why, after 162 years, 
the reputation of this world-
unifying event has not preceded 
it when it comes to the traveller 
and man on the street. In terms 
of brand recognition the market-
ing campaign may have been a 
great success. However, in terms 
of long term impact and legacy, 
there is still work to be done. And 
how the travel industry capital-

ises on this moment in time is 
another question.

Dubai is already significant 
on the map. It is known for its 
world records: the biggest fish 
tank, tallest building, tallest foun-
tains… the list goes on. Tourists 
flock here to see the gold-dipped 
“Las Vegas of the Middle East”. 
And most are not disappointed. If 
that is all you know about Dubai, 
any visitor can easily tick these 
attractions off their must-see list.

However, once you scratch the 
gold-dipped surface, what do you 
find? A small fishing village with 
a proud history in pearl fishing, 
a Trucial state protected from 
pirates by a Western power, and 
ultimately a travel hub where 
east meets west. It is the ignorant 
who think that because Dubai is 
a melting pot of cultures it is de-
void of its own culture, and toler-
ant of all. The abaya-clad woman 
will tut at the leggy blond who 
refuses to cover up in the mall. 
The divide between men and 
women is greater in a patriarchal 
society. The hospitality is legen-
dary but little experienced by a 
largely expat populace. Dubai has 
its own way of doing things. 

The problem comes when the 
myth is supported by a travel in-
dustry that promotes the more 
superficial side of Dubai, and its 
reputation continues as a Las Ve-
gas of the Middle East.

Dubai’s bid theme is ‘Connect-
ing Minds, Creating the Future’, a 
vision of progress and develop-
ment. If Dubai wins its Expo bid 

as expected, its legacy should 
be to remind travellers that 
Dubai does have it all. But it’s 
not limited to skyscrapers and  
sand beaches. 

This is a fantastic opportunity 
for the travel industry: it opens 
more doors, and not just in terms 
of increased footfall. Visitors 
have the pick of the top hotels 
here. That’s a tick in the box. But 
do they have the pick of the au-
thentic, historical Dubai? Yes, Du-
bai has a great museum and you 
can take an abra across the Creek, 
but can the traveller really get to 
grips and experience the true Du-
bai? Is it even possible to offer 
cultural experiences without it 
becoming pastiche and fake?

The true authentic Dubai will 
only be recognised if the full sto-
ry is told. It’s not about the big-
gest and best of everything. It’s 
about the humble starting point 
and the journey.

So surely authenticity should 
be Expo’s story as well. Its legacy 
will only continue if people are 
reminded what it is for. It’s not 
a photo opportunity or a five-
minute spotlight. It’s a chance 
to recognise that a success story 
that started with a piece of grit 
has turned into a pearl.

Helen McClure is the founder of 
www.expatexplorers.org, which 
aims to encourage families to be 
more adventurous by offering in-
dependent in-depth insights into 
trips undertaken by a young fam-
ily, as well as excursion ideas, itin-
eraries, tips and photographs. n

Exposing the potential legacy 
of Expo 2020

By Kim Thomson

AT THE time I stayed with the new Ramee 
Grand Hotel and Spa in Bahrain, it was only 
in its soft opening. And yet, the welcome 
and service I received was second to none 
and I was very impressed. From the valet 
parking to check in and being shown to my 
room, the journey was very smooth and 
seamless, which meant I could get back “on 
the road” to my afternoon meetings.

The hotel’s interiors feature posters of 
the famous ‘Tree of Life’ across the corri-
dors, rooms and lobbies, and having lived in 
Bahrain for eight years, the images of this 
iconic tourist attraction brought back love-
ly memories of weekends out in the desert 
with friends near the site.   

My deluxe room was very spacious with 
floor to ceiling windows which provided 
excellent views around its location in the 
heart to Al Seef Area.  

The bathroom too was very spacious 

with the added advantage of a big bathtub 
which was a definite plus for me as I enjoy a 
relaxing bath after a long day of work.

At the time I stayed, only two of the res-
taurants were opened – the all-day dining 
with an impressive buffet selection which 
included a live cooking station for eggs and 
the Italian Rialto. As I happen to love Ital-
ian food, the latter was perfect to catch up 
with old friends from my days in Bahrain 
for dinner. 

Our waitress was from Italy as well, so 
she was very helpful in choosing our meals 
and beverage. Sadly, I missed the opening of 
the Indian Restaurant Rasoi, by just a day, 
which offers live ‘Gazal’ music.  

I look forward to returning to enjoy 
the full experience of Ramee Grand Hotel 
and Spa, the group’s first five-star prop-
erty. On my list will be the Japanese out-
let on the 24th floor that boasts of excel-
lent views over the capital Manama, the 
Night Club and a pampering session at the  
Reborn Spa. n

New star in the city


