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T he sun is rising above white-domed churches. It’s dancing

across the rooftops of simple cubist buildings and the

contrasting wedding cake-style balconies and terraces of the

merchants’ houses. The skyline of the eastern Algarve town of Olhao

is waking. Storks atop chimneys — where they have built strawy,

shambolic nests — are shaking their wings and the water of the Ria

Formosa natural park is beginning to shimmer in the light.

I am marvelling at this dawn autumn vista from the rooftop of Casa

Amor, a new ten-room boutique hotel in the middle of Olhao’s old

quarter. The smell of freshly baked cakes is wafting up the stairwell

and it draws me down to the dining room, where breakfast includes

fruits, eggs, charcuterie and cheeses from the nearby market. In the

kitchen is Walter Dellazoppa, a former financier who retrained as a

pâtissier and brought his skills from Paris to this underrated town

east of Faro. His flaky pastries, cakes and savoury tarts are the star

not only of the breakfast buffet but the hotel’s sweet little coffee shop,

which is open to the public until late afternoon.

I sit down with Jack Chaniol, Dellazoppa’s partner, as he explains the

couple’s love for Olhao, a shabby-chic old fishing town that’s

pronounced all-yow, like miaow but with a nasal twang.

“Olhao is a diamond that hasn’t been polished yet and that’s why we

love it,” he says. “Life is authentic here. If you’re a food lover, the

market is incredible. There’s no beach, so you need to take a ferry to

the barrier islands in the Ria Formosa — Armona, Culatra and Farol.

It’s a place where you rediscover the notion of time and a slower life.

But more than the sun, more than the beach, the most important

thing is the light.”

One of the biggest draws is that Olhao is a 15-minute drive from Faro

airport. Another is that it has a railway station connecting it to the

bijou town of Tavira and the city of Vila Real de Santo Antonio, on the

banks of the Guadiana River, and a short ferry hop from the town of

Ayamonte in Spain. There’s no need for a car. It is a perfect place for a

long weekend away from the UK in search of blue skies in winter. It

was that light that also held me smitten when I first came here in

2009.
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• 14 of the best hotels in the Algarve

Then there was the fresh, sweet and, importantly, cheap seafood, the

salty smell of the Ria Formosa, the warren-like streets, the walls

covered in bougainvillea and the many-coloured tiles on buildings on

every corner. As a cook I was entranced by the two red-bricked halls

that house a fish market and a vegetable and meat market, and by the

even more beguiling Saturday market, when stalls spill out along the

waterfront offering produce from smallholdings and farms in the

countryside nearby.

It became the place I returned to time and time again. I came here

during the pandemic, ending up locked down on the idyllic island of

Armona, a 15-minute ferry ride away. I bought a house by the beach

but adore the town. Yet perhaps more than all of the physical things

about the town, it was the locals I loved the most: the Olhanense are a

warm-hearted, loud, funny people who have a rebellious spirit and a

pride in the history of their previously down-at-heel town. They

reminded me of Glaswegians (I am one) but in sunshine.

• Where is hot in June? 17 of the best sunny destinations for 2025

Once grungy and smelly — the fish canning industry was a past

mainstay — Olhao is now in a renaissance. A more fragrant and

spruced-up place, it still resolutely eschews the big high-rise buildings

and boisterous bar life that dominates many of the Algarve resorts

north of Faro. It has kept its character.
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Chaniol and Dellazoppa also lost their hearts to Olhao and found an

almost derelict old guesthouse that had what they call “a wow effect”.

Now the meticulously renovated Casa Amor is filled with Portuguese

crafts and vintage pieces the couple discovered on road trips across

the country. After many delays, their exquisite boutique hotel opened

last spring.

Olhao’s waterfront — with its transfixing sunsets — has recently been

redone with reclining benches, tables and chairs dotted under the

trees. A 2.5-mile pathway for walking and cycling along the edge of

the Ria Formosa was inaugurated last year and a new park is being

created out on the salt flats on the western edge of town. There’s a

swish new marina complex full of yachts and chichi restaurants and

bars. My favourite is Cais Latino Sunset Bar, particularly on a Sunday,

when there’s a band and dancing with a spectacular sundown view

(instagram.com/caislatinobar).

This is a town full of artists and dreamers — you can come on a

residential painting course at the boutique hotel Casa Rosa

(casarosavillaolhao.com); buy art at Sala Simba or the Corte Real

gallery at Casa Amor; or take in an exhibition at the wonderful

Republica 14, which hosts live concerts as well as classes in

Portuguese, dance, qigong and capoeira (republica14.pt). Casa Fuzetta,

a once-dilapidated townhouse refurbished into a luxurious space by a

British couple, Tara Donovan and Jonathan Tod, offers yoga,

meditation and other retreats as well as a week-long residential on

how to write a bestseller by the London agent Jacq Burns (seven

nights’ full board from £2,500pp; casafuzetta.com). The luxury

furniture designer Julian Chichester also recently refurbished one of

the old merchants’ houses downtown. One of the Algarve’s most

celebrated chefs, Noélia Jeronimo (nicknamed the queen of the Ria

Formosa), has just opened a restaurant in the town, while other new

places such as O Cantinho da Cristina continue to up the culinary

game (realmarina.realhotelsgroup.com).

In the vanguard of the revitalisation of the town is the British

journalist Kevin Gould, who came to write a story and ended up

changing the story of his life. Gould bought a house here and soon

decided to quit London to open a glorious and quirky restaurant, Cha

Cha Cha (mains from £15.50; chachacha.pt). Now he shops for produce

from the market every day and devises his menu based on the fresh

things he finds. This fills him with joy. “Olhao is changing and people

are discovering how beautiful it is,” he says. “But what’s important to

me is being part of and giving back to the community. The people

who work here are stakeholders in the restaurant. I like turning

people on to a nice sun. And that sun is not just for the customers.”

During the pandemic Gould also founded a charity, Love for All

Olhao, that feeds, clothes and supports people in need in the town.

Gould’s kindness is returned with smiles and hugs as he goes about

the place. The restaurant’s neighbouring barber allows him to place a

few tables outside the front door when it closes at night.
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I love this town in winter, when the days can be warm and bright but

the nights cold. May and September are my favourite times, when

things are less frenetic. In July and August pavement cafés and

restaurant esplanades are full of a mix of holidaying Portuguese,

international visitors and locals. There’s a Festival do Marisco across

three days in August every year, with trestle tables laid out along the

waterfront for the eating of prawns, clams and oysters harvested

directly from the muddy salt beds and the waters just beyond.

• Read our Algarve guide

On this October trip, it is mellow and golden. At sunset on the

waterfront an orange glow bounces off the cobblestones and across

the estuary, and lights it up with a fire. People come to have a drink or

eat, and to sit and watch. They may be looking at storks, egrets or

flamingos flying off into the distance, or a fishing boat pootling back

with sea bass, sea bream, sardines or mackerel. Or they may well be

sitting plotting their return. Olhao’s magnetism does that.

This article contains affiliate links, which can earn us revenue.

Audrey Gillan was a guest of Casa Amor, which has B&B doubles from

£133 (casaamor-olhao.com). Fly to Faro
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Five more Portuguese coastal escapes

By Ellen Himelfarb

1. Aethos Ericeira, Encarnacao, Lisbon

The Silver Coast, a surfer’s favourite an hour from Lisbon, is backed

by striated cliffs beaten to a fine, sugary sand by the relentless waves.

Aethos Ericeira rises above it all on a bluff pivoted to maximise

daylight. The two-storey block has deep-set rooms and covered

terraces, each with access to a pool club, outdoor spa, sauna and cold

plunge, plus a double-height lounge and bar that flows easily into an

all-day restaurant serving fish from a nearby peninsula. It’s a

heavenly feeling, gazing out at the sea from rooms panelled in wood

the colour of a suntan. All hotels should be designed this simply and

effectively. What do people do around here? Shut off completely, with

sunset walks down to Calada beach and hikes in the hills behind.

Details Room-only doubles from £160 (aethos.com). Fly to Lisbon

2. Domes Lake, Apartado, Algarve

The lake in question has its own boating dock, boardwalk and sandy

beach, overlooked by two gargantuan turquoise pools. But it’s a

misnomer, really, as Falesia beach — possibly the Algarve’s finest —

dominates the view beyond. Interiors incorporate a mile of marble

between the spa, bathrooms and triple-height rotunda foyer. Given

Domes is a Greek brand, the on-site fine-dining restaurant does

spectacular seafood and a colourful Mediterranean breakfast is

served in a sunny window overlooking the lake. Avoid the

holidaymakers in town and head inland for the Saturday markets in

Loule, an old fortified town uphill.

Details B&B doubles from £151 (domesresorts.com). Fly to Faro

3. The Rebello, Vila Nova de Gaia, Porto

You might have noticed the Rebello as you gazed across the Douro

River from Porto. It occupies a suite of refurbished wine warehouses

on the waterfront in Gaia, just before the river opens up to the

Atlantic. Every room is a suite with its own kitchen and travertine

breakfast bar and cool, curvaceous furnishings for enjoying the views.

Yet in between are two restaurants and two bars — one on the roof

that serves small plates with your Christ the Redeemer cachaca

cocktail (£10). The pool is indoor for year-round use, along with a full

spa. With most of the city’s port wine houses within a short walk,

you’ll never go thirsty.

Details B&B doubles from £144 (therebello.com). Fly to Porto

4. Villa Red Chalet, Armacao de Pera, Silves

Overlooking white coastal cottages, yellow beach parasols and blue

sea, the Red Chalet looks like it was plonked down by a French tycoon

with dreams of the Côte d’Azur. But nope: it was built right here

nearly a century ago as a rather conspicuous belle époque holiday

home and converted a few years ago by the luxury villa purveyor Vila

Vita. With an almost unimaginable beachfront location and its own

sizeable pool, it comes as a package. But for the hefty rate, it sleeps

eight in four double bedrooms. Breakfast comes included, along with

a hamper of goodies and daily housekeeping. The rest of the town is

sleepy but here on the waterfront, cafés and taverns are buzzing

round the clock.

Details One night’s B&B for eight from £1,843; three-night minimum

(vilavitacollection.com). Fly to Faro
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5. Cabanas No Rio, Comporta, Alentejo

Occupying the grey area between hotel and self-catering, these twin

fishermen’s huts come with daily housekeeping and full delivered

breakfast — the owners call them “serviced accommodation”. They

were renovated from their original weathered wood by the popular

Lisbon architect Manuel Aires Mateus, who designated one for

sleeping and the other for living and placed them so close to the Sado

River you could practically leap in from the bedroom threshold.

Cycling to the beach at Comporta takes about 15 minutes on free

bikes, with a lively town just behind for cocktails or hammock-

shopping, but you’ll have to contend with other people.

Details B&B doubles from £208; two-night minimum (silentliving.pt).

Fly to Lisbon
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Olhao eschews the boisterous bar life that dominates many of the Algarve resorts
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