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Not simply lured by its
fortified wine,

charukesi ramadurai

on my first evening in Porto, I set out on a literary

pilgrimage of sorts, following in the footsteps of
one of my favourite modern writers. As a Harry
Potter fan, my destination is the 110-year-old
Livraria Lello, to see where JK Rowling had
sought refuge during her years as a struggling
writer in the early 1990s.
With rich wooden panelling and stunning art
nouveau spiral staircase at its very heart, the
Livraria Lello seems more like an ancient church
than a contemporary bookstore. Looking up to
catch the glorious sunlight pouring in through the
stained glass ceiling on top, I realise it is easy how
this bookshop would fire a writer’s imagination.
After a quick browse through the eclectic
Portuguese and English collections, I walk out

into the summer evening, turn the corner, and
come face to face with an actual church — the
Igreja do Carmo (Carmo Church), built in the
late 18th century. What catches my eye is the
profusion of blue tiles on its facade, covering the
entire side wall.
Ah, the famous azulejo art of Portugal, from
the Arabic term “az-zulayj”, meaning “polished
stones”. Brought into Spain first by the Moorish
invaders during the 15-16th centuries, this
technique of painting on glazed tiles soon became
popular in Portugal. They can now be found all
over the country, decorating everything from
churches and monasteries, to railway stations
and apartment buildings.
And as I was to learn soon, Porto has some of
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the best traditional examples of azulejo art.
A quick query to the Google gods suggests
that more exquisite azulejo are to be found at the
Sao Bento railway station. And that is where we
make our way next, my husband and I, the former
slightly perplexed by the fact that the evening has
suddenly taken on the shape of a tile-hunt he is
not ready for.
From outside, the Sao Bento, although majestic,
offers no hint to what lies within. It is located on
the site of an erstwhile Benedictine monastery,
the atrium welcoming me with a profusion of
over 20,000 azulejo tiles narrating all kinds of
tales from Portuguese history. From the evolution
of transportation and farming techniques to
victories on the battlefield, there are hundreds of
stories painted on these glorious blue and white
tiles that seem to fill up every available inch.
Not surprisingly, my husband has a tough time
dragging me away from here, but he reminds me
that we have only a couple more days left in Porto.
Visitors to Porto usually come lured by the
heady scent of port wine, which lends the city its
name. They unpack their bags and head straight
for the cellars of Gaia across the Douro river for a
tour and tasting, probably followed by an ambling
sunset cruise.
However, Portugal’s second largest city after
Lisbon has much more to offer even the casual
walker, as I discover in that very role. Given my
limited time in the city — like most travellers to
Portugal, I had spent several days in and around
Lisbon, throwing Porto into the itinerary only as
an afterthought — I have decided to stick to the
heart of the old town, designated as a UNESCO
World Heritage Site.
The Ribeira neighbourhood (Cais da Ribeira),
part of this historic centre, goes back 2,000
years. It is a mishmash of pastel-coloured
structures, so tightly packed they almost seem
to sit on top of each other. Along the river
promenade, al fresco cafes are doing brisk
business with endless mugs of chilled beer
and fresh catch from the water. On impulse,
we hop on a boat for that much-touted sunset
tour; for an hour, we drift along the banks of the
Douro, taking in the sights and sounds of this
atmospheric precinct, making note of every
alleyway that seems worth exploring.
It does not take me long to discover why Porto
has been voted Best European Destination for
2017 (in an annual poll by Brussels-based tourism
organisation European Best Destinations). What
is tougher to understand, though, is why this
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utterly attractive and delightful city is so woefully
under the tourism radar.
As we huff and puff our way back up — Porto
is built on a hill — towards our B&B, we find
ourselves getting hopelessly lost in the tangle
of lanes in Ribeira. We are not complaining: Is
there a better way to discover, or indeed enjoy,
the charms of a new city? At one point, we find
ourselves drawn by the sounds of high-pitched
music floating out of a small restaurant, the
unmistakable tones of fado.
Fado, the traditional music of Portugal,
may have originated in the working-class
neighbourhoods of Lisbon, but it has also turned
into a somewhat tasteless tourist attraction in that
very city over time. In Porto, my B&B hostess, who
turns out to be a former fadista (singer), says that
there are still a few authentic fado spots. And of all
serendipitous moments that travel can throw up,
this is one of the restaurants on her very small list.
We walk up to the entrance and shamelessly
use her name to gain entry; we have already had
dinner but who says we can’t have more wine?
And so, with port wine warming our insides and
the wistful notes of fado ringing in our ears, we
end our first day at Porto.
The next morning brings a visit to the Sé do
Porto, the main cathedral that is a quirky blend
of architectural styles, built first during the 1200s
and then rebuilt over and over in the following
centuries. Although the main altar is free to
enter, I willingly hand over a small fee to climb
the stairs to go up to the Gothic cloister where
more gorgeous azulejos await. As a bonus, there
is an open plaza, from where Porto stretches out
beneath us on all sides, a sea of sloping red roofs
and white walls.
Later, I stroll once more through the winding
alleys of Ribeira, this time towards the two-tiered
Dom Luis I bridge, built by a student of Gustave
Eiffel. The top level, where I am, also has space
for the metro rail, while regular city traffic flows
on the lower deck. I feel like a daredevil as I click
selfies against the backdrop of a train whooshing
past just behind me, as the Douro river and the
cheerful old town spreads out expansively ahead.
From here, the hilltop homes of Porto resemble a
delicate stone cascade, likely to come tumbling
down at the slightest sneeze.
All too soon, it is time to leave Porto, and I
have not yet ticked off the most popular activity
— a cruise on the river down Douro valley to the
vineyards. But hey, I need a reason to go back,
and I can’t think of anything better.
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