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By Joseph A. Lieberman

Photojournalist

I ooking down from the top of
a castle tower, the world
looks very different. Of

course, that’s how it was designed to
be. At one time, what soldiers and
kings on top of castle towers could
see coming in the distance might
determine the fate of a nation.

At least, that’s how it was in
Portugal’s south-central Alentejo
region, where a series of lofty
citadels offers panoramic vistas of
the once-hostile Spanish frontier.
Today, the so-called “Castle Route”
is still dotted with fortified hilltops
that enclose feudal villages. I went
there hoping to get a glimpse of life
around the time early Portuguese
explorers were first setting foot in
Japan.

Within these walled communities,
not a lot has changed since then.
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In Alentejo, it’s
still possible to
visit a royal
horse farm, be
awed by blue-
tiled Gothic
churches, or wander through the
world’s largest cork forest.

The horses, called Lusitanos, rep-
resent a regal breed of stallions.
Claudia Marques supervises the sta-
bles, museum and coach house at
Coudelaria Nacional de Alter Real,
as the stud farm is called in Portu-
guese.

“King D. Joao V founded this farm
in 1748 to insure a supply of pure-
bred Lusitanos for the royal riding
school,” Marques said. “Lusitania
was the ancient name for Portugal,
so the horses became a symbol of the
nation.”

Stable attendants cared for the
stallions as if the animals were roy-
alty, and trainers gave the horses les-
sons in a covered riding ground. In
the falconry, there were eagles, owls,
and of course, lots of trained falcons
with fancy leather hoods covering
their eyes.

“The hoods are to keep them
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docile,” Marques explained. “They
react nervously to visual stimuli,
so if they cannot see anything,
they don’t get alarmed.”
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Alentejo is also home to cork
forests that produce more than half
the world’s supply. Aurora DiMelo,
a woman living in the village of
Amieira do Tejo, has tended the
nearby cork trees since she was a
child.

“Cork’s been used for centuries
to seal the richness of fine wines,”
DiMelo said. “It’s environmentally
friendly, biodegradable, and the
only tree that can regenerate its
outer bark. We strip off the bark
every nine years, and then it grows
back again.”

With so much cork, Portuguese
winemakers have no shortage of
stoppers. Good wines deserve good
food, and this region is famous for
its luscious cheeses, roast lamb, and
sericaia, a dessert made with eggs,
milk, cinnamon and sugar.

Paulo Costa, executive chef at the
charming Hotel Lusitano in the vil-
lage of Golega, explained how Por-

tugal has influenced Japanese cui-
sine since 1542.

“As the first Europeans in Japan,
Portuguese explorers and mission-
aries introduced ‘pan’ (bread) and
tempura,” he said. “I heard that
Shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu loved
this, but unfortunately died from
food poisoning after eating red snap-
per tempura. Is that true?”

I told him historical data is not
always precise. In fact, history is
changing even now in the Alentejo.
What were once the ruins of aban-
doned manor houses, warehouses
and desecrated churches have today
been resurrected as bistros, night-
clubs and boutique hotels.

In the town of Crato, for example,
a former monastery and palace
called Flor da Rosa has been con-
verted into a pousada, or historic
inn. In the ancient market city of
Santarém, a guide named Guiomar
Fragoso told me how the Convent
of Sao Francisco survived two huge
earthquakes and an 1834 change
in government that drastically
reduced religious authority. Today,
the convent is a museum, but
Santarém’s Church of Marvila is

still a place of worship, beautified
by interior walls covered with 17th-
century blue-and-gold tiles.

In some cases, an artisan becomes
a living treasure. José Antonio
Louro preserves the craft of Nisa
pottery, while his assistant Maria
Antonia imbeds beaded surface
ornamentations into each clay pot.
And while a few medieval buildings
in places such as Portalegre have
become specialized art centers, the
entire walled villages of Marvéo and
Castelo de Vide are themselves
living museums. Marvéao has the
largest feudal fortress in the region,
and Castelo de Vide is known for its
ruined castle and ancient Jewish
quarter.

All these locations contain archi-
tectural and cultural reminders of
ancient conquests by Carthagini-
ans, Romans and Moors. In the
past, each of these groups held
power in Portugal until another
wave of invaders or revolutionaries
drove them out. Their influences
are still felt, but today Portugal has
its own very unique identity, dra-
matically on display in the Alentejo
region.
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