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MAGICAL
MOUNTAIN TOUR

In part two of his Portuguesé adventure,
John Pearson drives amazingroutes in the -

e're on a relentlessly
steep, slippery, loose
rock climb. The track is
hewn precariously into
the side of the mountain
—with a scary plunge of
more than half a mile to the valley floor to the
side and a tangle of hairpins to negotiate. I'm
concentrating hard on maintaining traction,
while marvelling at what my 20-year-old ex-
G4 Challenge Defender 110 is achieving in this
dramatic, hostile terrain.

I'm with a group of Land Rovers high in what
the Portuguese call the Magical Mountains, :
from where the lower tracks we drove earlier
look the size of strands of spaghetti that have
been dropped across the landscape.

If I give the Td5 engine too much throttle
it'll be chucking loose rocks out the back and
going nowhere; not enough power and, well,
it'll still be going nowhere. So, it's gently does
it, low range, easy on the throttle and chug
slowly to the top of the pass — where the views
are breathtaking. These mountains are indeed :
magical, and I'm savouring every minute.
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This is the second instalment of a new

. adventure series that I'm doing in Portugal,
. led by my good friend José Almeida of Dream
i Overland. In the previous issue we crossed

the top of the country east-to-west — to the

Atlantic coast at Caminha. This issue’s route
i heads inland again, before cutting south
¢ down the central spine of mountains.

i extreme rocky tracks

One bonus of visiting this part of Portugal is

i thatyou're rarely far from a mountain track.

¢ On the outskirts of Caminha, where we stayed
. in a beach-side campsite, we're straight into

i the Serra de Arga, with cracking views back to
the Atlantic and the river Minho estuary. The

i tracks are initially gravel, but get tougher as

we climb —with a long, tricky rock crawl.
Crossing the A28 road, there are more rocky

i sections before we take a break to visit the

MagicalkMountains.andscales Hell's Gate =

¢ former Benedictine monastery of Sdo Jodo

i D'Arga - St John the Baptist — which dates

¢ back to the 13th century. Apparently, the
place is heaving with pilgrims in late August,
i but all's quiet today as we look around the
former monks' quarters that border three

i sides of the small chapel. And the the chapel
¢ itself is ornately finished.

Then it's on to some high routes past

© numerous wind turbines that are turning lazily
i in the gentle breeze, before we encounter

a deeply washed-out section with some

: jagged rocks to be wary of. This is followed by
¢ another demanding rock crawl and equally

¢ tricky descent over loose, rolling rocks. My
ex-G4 Challenge Td5 110 is well armoured

i underneath with rock sliders plus diff, steering
i and tank guards, but I'm still taking it steady

© to avoid any potential damage. On the climb

i it'sin first gear, low range, gentle on the

© throttle —and on the descent I'm easing down
i the rock steps using clutch and brake to keep

. itsteady and avoid any jolts.

Portugal suffered some horrendous wildfires

© in the extreme temperatures that affected

most of Europe in the summer just
past —and Land Rovers did their
bit to fight them, as they have over
many years.

We're making a detour into the town
of Ponte de Lima to visit the former base of
the Bombeiros Voluntarios, the fire service,
where they store a delightful collection
of retired tenders. These include a charming
Series | that retired in 1988 after 40 years'
duty, and a 2.6 six-cylinder Series Ill that was
working until 2004. Duty commander Hugo
Fernandes is showing us around, and tells us
they have three Td5-engined Hi-Cap
Defenders that are still operational. He says
that while the off-road prowess of Land Rovers
makes them ideal for fighting fires on high
mountain tracks, they're also handy for urban
use. ‘They can get through the narrow streets
more easily than bigger vehicles,” he explains.

Back in the mountains, the next steep climb
is the most demanding of the trip so far. The
first rocks we encounter are loose, then they
get bigger and more jagged further up —and
there are some tricky steps to negotiate.

Magical fire
tenders too

We think they were
‘moo-ve over’
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Defender’s rear diff locker
proved its worth on this
mighty steep, rocky climb

José needs several attempts to scale it in his
black Td5 90, but my 110 leaves him and
photographer Bob Atkins open-mouthed by
clambering effortlessly to the top at the first
attempt. | eventually let them into the secret
— it too would have struggled without the
Terrafirma electronic locker fitted to the rear
diff. This is the first time on this adventure that
I've really needed it — and what a difference

it makes. It just does the business, delivering
consistent grip all the way. That one climb
alone made fitting it worthwhile.

What goes up must eventually come down,
and there's a scarily steep, gnarly descent as
we head towards the narrow, grape-vine-lined
streets of a small village before climbing again
to more than 2300 feet.

In the last instalment | explained how
wolves in Portugal were literally driven near
to extinction in the 19th and early 20th
centuries by the use of wolf traps. The hapless
creatures were forced between converging
high stone walls and into a pit, where they
were slaughtered. And there's a perfectly
preserved example of that brutal method of
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Exquisite hilltop
sanctuary interior

We drove some good
technical tracks here

extermination up here, the Fojo do Lobo de
Gondomar, the 10-foot-deep pit being built
from solid stone blocks.

After this, the downhill section of track
through a forest is seriously washed-out from
recent storms. In fact, judging by the amount
of debris washed on to the track it must have
looked like a river at the time.

We've looped east to stay overnight at the
excellent Parque Cerdeira near Campo do
Gerés, where we camped during our crossing
of the north in the October issue. It's a quality
campsite with great facilities and a superb
restaurant serving traditional Portuguese
meals and a good stock of beers in the fridge.

Day 2 Campo de Gerés to
Mondim de Basto, 70 miles

Highlights: Filling our boots with mountain tracks

Now we're heading south towards the town
of Gerés along the spectacularly scenic but
scarily precipitous EM533 road. Those of a
nervous disposition who don't like heights and

Woodland tracks © «
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narrow roads without barriers in places should
look for a detour around this one.

Visiting Portugal with José is more than just
the driving; we're also here to experience the
country’s rich history and culture. However,
today is most definitely about the driving; it's
a fill-your-boots-with-off-roading delight, with
mile after mile of stunning mountain tracks.

After Gerés we're on to some twisty,
washed-out chalky sections, climbing 3000
feet into a spectacularly wild area. Then
we're high along the spine of a range before
clambering even higher on tracks that get
rougher, rockier and narrower. There's a
testing rock crawl through woodland before
climbing into the clouds on a route that
crosses several big rock slabs and goes into
an area strewn with loose rocks. It's tricky,
requiring steady throttle control as we climb
towards the Serra da Cabreira at 3829 feet.

What a morning! It's been tough going in
places, but hugely enjoyable and the scenery
is totally wow-inducing.

That scenery disappears for a while as we
make our way through a dark pine forest

before opening out into an area that's
reminiscent of the Pyrenees — big valleys and
high, narrow tracks with big drops to the side.

We detour to eat our lunch on a high point
where there’s a small chapel, the Capela de
Porto d'Olho. It's a steep, narrow tarmac road
that takes us up there, but worth the drive
because the views are mighty, even though
the weather is currently gloomy.

We're driving through an area where several
watermills were built during the reign of King
Dinis in the 13th century, with water to power
them being brought from the mountains in a
17,000ft-long granite gutter (levada). Our next
track crosses the gutter then runs alongside
it for a while before climbing steeply into
woodland, with several hairpins to negotiate.

There's a sinuous tarmac climb up one of
the Volta a Portugal cycle race’s most famous
stages, the Senhora da Graga, named after the
sanctuary that sits proudly at the top. We take
time out from driving to visit the exquisitely
fitted-out place of worship and climb the bell
tower, which —if you have a head for heights —
gives amazing views over the countryside.

Ponte de Lima
Serra de Arga
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THE ROUTE

Last time we crossed the
north of Portugal, finishing
in the coastal resort of
Caminha. That's where we
set off from in this issue, PORTO
cutting back inland before

turning south down the

mountain routes which

form the backbone of

the country. Our journey

ends at Fraguinha, in the

Magical Mountains.
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Today's overnight stop is at the Parque
Campismo de Mondim de Basto; yet another
one with decent, well-maintained facilities.

Day 3 Mondim de Basto to
Lamego, 62 miles

Highlights: Fisgas de Ermelo waterfall, roasted
goat takeaway, more great tracks

Out of the campsite the next morning we're
soon on to some dusty, rutted mountain
tracks, ascending through eucalyptus and pine
forests. There's a dramatically steep, loose
rock climb with an open vista to the right; and
on the left the pine trees are festooned with
plastic bags collecting resin, which José tells
me is used to make commercial adhesives,
cosmetics, paints and rubber.

Next is an even tougher climb with a step
inconveniently positioned halfway up. Now,
the last thing you want to do on a steep climb
is back off the power halfway up, but then
neither do you want to lose traction through
getting airborne. So, it's a case of gentle
throttle over the step and hope for the best.
Fortunately, we both make the top of the
climb, where we stop to have a look around at

i the majestic scenery before tackling the long,
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C722"F  mountain tracks, then £

steep, loose-surfaced descent. It's tricky going,
so we ease our way down in low gear. ‘This is
really difficult in the wet," advises José.

We're into the Alvao Natural Park now. Not
far from the village of Ermelo, we turn off the
N304 towards the Fisgas de Ermelo waterfall.
This is one of the biggest falls in Portugal, with
the Olo river dropping 650 feet between the
cliffs. It's not especially dramatic today, but still
worth the walk from the road.

Back on the move again, there are more big
roller-coaster tracks, with amazing vistas in all
directions. The surfaces are rocky, loose and
testing — good technical driving.

Climbing a tight, twisty track with numerous
hairpins to more than 4000 feet we reach an
avenue of wind turbines that are swooshing
around rapidly in today’s strong wind.

From up here we can see the Douro river,
and the famous wine-growing region named
after it. That's where we're heading, but
there’s a difficult long descent to overcome
first. Big rocks, loose rocks, hairpins, washouts
and sheer drops all add to the excitement.

Every inch of every hillside is crammed
with grape vines as we head towards Peso
da Régua and then Lamego, where we're
stopping for the night. Camping Lamego is no

i run-of-the-mill campsite, situated as it is in the

& Across the spine
# of the country

grounds of a grand old lodge that overlooks
the city. Campervans and roof tent/pop-top
dwellers like José and me park in the cobbled
courtyard, while photographer Bob is in an
adjacent grass area with his ground tent.

It's a lovely place to stay, with ice-cold beers
at the bar and a delicious takeaway of roasted
goat organised by the very amiable site
owners Mr. Nuno and Clara Menezes. With a
glass of Douro red wine, of course.

Day 4 Lamego to Fraguinha,
55 miles

Highlights: Massif da Gralheira and then the
Montemuro mountain ranges

Just around the corner from our campsite is
the impressive Santudrio de Nossa Senhora
dos Remédios. There are more than 600 steps
for worshippers to climb to reach it, or you
can drive up the road round the back, which
we did. Heading south-west from Lamego, we
climb out of the village of Penude de Baixo
on to a steep, sandy track that's rocky and
severely washed-out.

We're really into the mountainous spine of
Portugal now, driving through the Massif da
Gralheira and then Montemuro mountain

Roast goat - not your
usual takeaway

range at more than 4200 feet. Unfortunately,
we've climbed into soggy low cloud, which
has drawn a curtain over what are potentially
stunning views. So, we stop initially for a
coffee in the village of Gralheira; and because
of the weather we stay for lunch.

Conditions aren't much better in the
afternoon, but we continue through the
mountains. Some tracks are tricky, some easier
going. Eventually we reach our overnight stop,
Parque de Campismo Retiro da Fraguinha.

José is a master at finding excellent
campsites like this. He spends a lot of time
between customer adventures doing recces,
driving countless miles of mountain tracks,
and attempting to find the most suitable
places to stay. This one offers an experience
close to wild camping, but still has reasonable
facilities — with, thankfully on this damp
evening, a welcoming bar and restaurant.

Day 5 Fraguinha round trip,
67 miles

Highlights: The Magical Mountains

Today sees us out on a big loop around the
Serras da Freita e Arada, known by locals

i as the Montanhas Magicas — the Magical

_..'; Fab camping by a
i woodland stream

Okay, so the sun didn't
shine all of the time

PORTUGAL NEED
TO KNOW

® VISA: UK passport holders can visit
Portugal for up to 90 days without a visa.
Since Brexit, UK passports are stamped when
entering the EU, which can cause delays.

® CURRENCY: Euro.

©® RIGHTS OF WAY: Many tracks are legal to
drive, but not in National Parks. Any private
areas or routes closed due to fire risk will
usually have a barrier across but check local
restrictions, especially during summer when
wild fires can be a problem.

©® DRIVING: Drive on the right. Most
motorways have electronic tolls: these can be
pre-paid online or at services booths - or get
an Emovis tag (also usable in Spain).

® CAMPING: Parque de Campismo Orbitur
Caminha, (orbitur.pt); Parque Cerdeira,
Campo do Geres (parquecerdeira.com);
Parque de Campismo Mondim de Basto,
(email: mondim.basto@fcmportugal.

com); Camping Lamego, Douro Valley
(campinglamego.wixsite.com); Parque de
Campismo Fraguinha, Lugar da Fraguinha
(retiro-da-fraguinha8.webnode.pt).
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Disused Minas
de Regoufe

Mountains in English. José has enlisted a

local guide for the day, Bruno Costa —whom

I met 10 years ago during my second trip to
Portugal. He runs Desafios, a company that
arranges and guides visitors on activities

such as hiking, canyoning, canoeing,
paddleboarding, mountain biking and
climbing as well as 4x4 tours like this. Bruno
drives a 1994 300Tdi Range Rover Classic, and
he's here today with pals Adelino Cardoso and
Gaspar Oliveira in Adelino’s 2000 Td5 90.

The weather has reverted to the default for
Portugal — hot sun and blue sky. Out on to the
mountain tracks, we thread our way down
numerous hairpins towards the deserted
village of Drave, in the heart of a remote
valley. According to Bruno, the last family
moved away from here in the early 1990s.

We pass the pretty village of Pena, which has
the legend of the ‘path of the dead that killed
the living’. Bruno explains that villagers were
carrying a coffin to a graveyard when one
slipped and was fatally injured by the coffin.

We're continuing to work our way up the
track that I mentioned at the very beginning.
It's a fabulous, technical climb; steep and
loose-surfaced with immense views — well
worth pausing at the top of the pass to savour
what is indeed a magical 360° view.
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It's mine, all
mine...

From here we cross over the scary-sounding
Hell's Gate, a tarmac section of road over
a pass where the mountain plunges away
dramatically from both sides. But I've a
confession here —there are barriers at both
sides, so it's not actually as potentially
treacherous as the name suggests nor as the
climb we've just made.

Next we're taking a series of tracks to the
Minas de Regoufe, a former tungsten and tin
mine that closed in the 1950s. We look around
the site and stop for lunch among the remains
of the mine buildings and rusting machinery.
Bruno says that both the British and Germans
mined in the area during the second world
war, when Portugal was a neutral country.
‘They were just a few miles apart, extracting
tungsten to make weapons and ammunition.’

More mountain tracks take us to a 360°
viewpoint in the Serra da Freita, before
stopping in the village of Castanheira to see
the Pedras Parideiras, the ‘stones that give
birth to stones’. No. I'm not making this up.
Apparently, the stones that are ‘born” are of
a different type of rock to the ‘mother’, and
work their way out over many years through
ingress of water and temperature changes.

Anyway, it's been a fabulous drive today;

i superb tracks, stunning scenery, and the

Guide Bruno is =
on the far right

The epitome of
a Portugal trip

bizarre tales of the path of the dead that killed
the living, and stones that give birth to stones!
Can we top that in the third and final
instalment of this adventure? Next time we'll
be continuing down the spine of Portugal
before scaling the country’s highest mountain
routes. Oh, and both Land Rovers are struck by
mechanical maladies. Don't miss it. LRO

DREAM OVERLAND

When travelling in Portugal with José
Almeida’s Dream Overland you get a lot
more than a guided tour. José delivers
extensive local knowledge in terms of
places to visit, the best tracks to drive,
local culture, history and experiences and
the best places to eat, drink and stay. He's
also fluent in English and has a network of
contacts for any emergencies.

Dream Overland runs guided tours across
the north of Portugal and in the mountains,
plus the south (Alentejo and Algarve
regions), with two new ones planned for
2023: historical villages, and a food and
wine tour. More info: dreamoverland.com.




