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Our 2017 paddling season got off to an adventurous beginning with a first-time exploratory trip 
to Portugal.  This is the country of Henry the Navigator and Vasco da Gama, a land with a rich 
history, breath-taking scenery, and the soil that nourishes the grapes  that are used to produce 
the world famous Port wine.  In keeping with this spirit of exploration, Cathy and I led our own 
pioneering adventure from the new world to the old as we landed in Portugal’s namesake city, 
Porto, to begin and exciting trip of discovery on the west coast of the Iberian peninsula.


I tend to relish my first impressions and what struck me immediately about Portugal was the 
color.  For me color became the singular quality of the country. The vibrant hues stood out 
against the gray evening sky on the outskirts of the coastal city of Porto and the impact was 
striking.  I think it was the site of the flowering Jacaranda trees, bright lavender in color, that set 
the stage for a vibrant palette of color wherever we turned.  From the city streets to the 
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countryside, 
Portugal is alive, 
smiling, and 
welcoming all who 
are willing to step 
forward.  We were 
surrounded by sight 
and sound.  The 
beat and sound of 
music provided an 
aural backdrop, 
there was action 
everywhere.  
Colorful Moorish-
inspired tile work 
appeared at every 
turn, and the 
ceramic theme was 

carried through in the mosaic walkways and streets, a striking contrast to the monochromatic 
grays, blacks and white that have become so prevalent in urban areas these days.  We arrived 
five days before our group of guests, which gave us time to get a feel for the city and its distinct 
districts, each unique to itself.


It was the history of the place 
that struck me next.  Winding 
medieval roadways, so narrow a 
car could barely pass through 
the space between the balcony-
lined streets…or not!  Hidden 
cafes, patisseries, or secluded 
inns could be discovered should 
one choose to make that turn off 
the main thoroughfare.  There 
was an unrestored authenticity 
here.  Porto has neighborhoods 
that allow you to step back in 
time, as well as others that 
embraced modernity with a 
cluttered contrast of old and 
new… It was a wonderful arrival 
and first step into the old world.  
There is no better way to 
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acclimate than to find a quiet place or square to sit and enjoy the sights and people as they pass by.


As our intrepid team of explorers arrived, the activity ranged from city walks on the mosaic-covered 
sidewalks, including some challenging uphill climbs, to informative Tuk-Tuk rides on the ubiquitous 
little three-wheeled conveyances, which interestingly, ended up being a favorite of our crowd.  There 
were sights rte be seen - centuries-old cathedrals, the dour river waterfront, on one side cozy cafes 

and across the river the historic warehouses and Port wine tasting salons, the country’s namesake 
vintage, and so much more.  The melody of Fado, Portugal’s unique lyrical music, at once both sad 
and happy, always lingered in the background.  A perfect introduction and staging point for the next 
part of our trip.


The Duoro River Valley UNESCO World Heritage site 
A 2-hour drive on clean and uncluttered highways took us upriver and on to tortuous mountain 
roads, 180 degree hairpin turns and narrow one lane stretches, both uphill and downhill, leading to 
our destination, the village of Armamar.  He we stayed at an historic inn which has been in the same 
family for over two centuries.  This was the beginning of our trip - the river surrounded by terraced 
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vineyards that came down to the water’s edge, 
a thrilling opportunity as paddlers, to 
experience a 100’ drop within the confines of 
the river’s lock system, and meandering our 
way down the winding waterway often 
accompanied by eagles, comparable in 
numbers, to the osprey we have here in Maine.  
The eco-system was pristine, we were greeted 
by the sounds of birds, not only in the morning 
but all day long,  fish jumping near our kayaks, 
and our local guides filling us in on the history 
and the unique features of the area.  I was 
lucky enough to take a side trip on land to a 
hilltop dark-age fortress, which offered 
spectacular views over the valley, and was 
remarkably well-preserved, definitely a spot off 
the typical tourist route.


I the fall, the wineries allow their guests to 
participate in the crushing or stomping of the 
grapes by foot in ancient granite vats.  A fun 
time as music plays in the background of the 
slurping dance steps while the grape mash 

and skins rise to the surface, prior to the distilling process.


To finish off our trip, we journeyed to Portugal’s lively capital, Lisbon, a city full of activity, charm, 
and architectural wonders.  The tile work so prevalent on the buildings throughout the city is 
beautiful and the sweeping vistas of the red-roof tops one gets from the city high points, are 
breathtaking.  On every street and down every alley, we found cafes, local shops, and historic 
landmarks.  Music in the streets, in the squares, and in parks overlooking the river, provided an 
ambience of fun and enjoyment.  It was the perfect ending to a great adventure and we will be back.
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