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The Journey Begins Here
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Câmara de Lobos | BOIVIN NICOLAS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

‘Extreme’ is the word that comes to mind when I think of Madeira. With hardly a flat patch of land, rocky beaches accessible only by cable car, and peaks that mingle with the clouds, there's very little that's ho-hum about this island off the coast of Africa. Consider that Madeira is also home to thousands of kilometres of trails, some of the most delicious wine in the world, one of Europe’s best beaches and a fruit larder that can rival Brazil or Southeast Asia, and it becomes clear that this extreme geography welcomes rather than pushes away the visitor.
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Austin Bush

@bushaustin

Austin is a travel and food writer, currently based in Lisbon, Portugal, who has contributed to nearly 50 Lonely Planet titles, as well as to just about every major travel and food publication.






THE BEST

Drink Experiences

On Madeira, it’s not just about the island’s signature wine. There’s an entire repertoire of indigenous cocktails to enjoy as well, not to mention a legacy of rum, homemade cider and a tasty local beer.
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Poncha (white rum and fruit juice) | DABYKI.NADYA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Tour the facilities and taste Madeira wine at Barbeito, the island’s most progressive-minded producer.
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Slam ponchas, Madeira’s cocktail of white rum and fruit juice, in the mountain town of Serra de Água.

Sample local table wines at Quinta do Barbusano, a winery on the island’s north shore. (pictured)

Try pé de cabra, a discombobulating combination of Madeira wine, stout and cocoa powder, at Pé-de-Cabra, the bar where it was invented.
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Buy a bottle of local rum at Engenhos do Norte, one of the only steam-powered distilleries in Europe. (pictured)

Enjoy a Coral, the island’s signature beer, at an oceanside bar such as Bar Praia da Laje.







THE BEST

Cable-car Experiences

Madeira’s geography is so extreme that cable cars were built to shift people and goods from sea level to town. Originally they had a practical purpose; today, they’re largely for tourists.
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The cable car to Praia de Garajau | AUDRIUS VENCLOVA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Experience one of Europe’s steepest cable cars on the seemingly vertical Teleférico das Achadas da Cruz.
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Go from sea level to misty mountain on the Teleférico Funchal-Monte. (pictured)

Descend to an almost tropical strip of coastline on the Teleférico Fajã dos Padres.

Hit the beach with help from the cable car to Praia de Garajau.
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Reach one of the island’s more remote communities with a ride on Teleférico Rocha do Navio.

Hike to the abandoned cable-car station and take in the views at Cabo do Larano. (pictured)







THE BEST

Swimming Experiences

It’s hardly surprising that swimming is high on the list of things to do on Madeira. What is noteworthy is the diversity of the swim spots, ranging from rocky beaches to constructed swimming complexes.
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A natural pool at Seixal | MARCO BOTTIGELLI/GETTY IMAGES ©

Take a cable car down to the isolated, almost tropical-feeling swimming spot at Fajã dos Padres.

Wade in the turquoise waters and golden sands – a rarity in these parts – of Praia do Porto Santo on Madeira’s sister island.

Bob in the natural pools at Seixal on the island’s north shore.

Cool down at the end of a hike on the São Lourenço Peninsula with a dip at Cais do Sardinha.

Take a dip in an isolated mountain pool at Caldeirão Verde.

Take advantage of one of the island’s numerous constructed swimming platforms, such as Complexo Balnear Lido Galomar.






THE BEST

Museum Experiences

Madeira’s museums range in topic from photography that would stand out in any major city to a close look at bananas, with a few unexpected stops in between.

Learn what it takes to be Madeiran at Ribeira Brava’s excellent Museu Etnográfico da Madeira.
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See a snapshot of old Madeira at Funchal’s Museu Photographia Vicente’s.

Be awed by the work of the Flemish masters at Funchal’s Museu de Arte Sacra. (pictured)

Learn everything about whales at Museu da Baleia in Caniçal.
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Get your contemporary art fix at the hyper-modern Mudas Museu in Calheta. (pictured)

Take a deep dive into the local crop at the Centro da Banana da Madeira.






THE BEST

Hiking Experiences

Hiking is one of Madeira’s biggest draws, and active visitors will be overwhelmed by the variety of walking routes, which range from almost desert-like terrain to walks that parallel levadas, the island’s network of water channels.
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Ponta de São Lourenço | UNAI HUIZI PHOTOGRAPHY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Take on the challenge of the dramatic, rocky moonscape of Ponta de São Lourenço in the island’s far east.
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Brace yourself for Madeira’s highest-altitude walk, the peak-spanning Vereda do Arieiro. (pictured)

See a more agricultural side of the island on the Levada dos Maroços, a walk that unites canals and small farms in the island’s east.

Link canals, mountain pools and waterfalls on the various soggy paths that branch off from the Levada do Risco. (pictured)
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Scale some of the highest peaks on neighbouring Porto Santo along the Vereda do Pico Branco e Terra Chã.

Step out on Madeira’s former cross-island foot and horse path, the Caminho Real da Encumeada.







THE BEST

Village Experiences

You may have come to Madeira for its outdoor pursuits, but it would be a shame to skip the island’s small towns and villages, some of which pack 500 years of historical charm.

Experience the hauntingly abandoned, remote coastal settlement of Fajã da Quebrada Nova.
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Pretend like tourism never arrived in Madeira in stunning, quiet Arco de São Jorge on the island’s north shore. (pictured)

Dip your toe into the local surf scene at pretty Paúl do Mar in the island’s little-visited far west.

Explore the charming seaside streets of Ponta do Sol, one of the island’s most enticing urban centres. (pictured)
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Time travel back to a rural, seemingly northern Portuguese village in Santa Maria Madalena.

Explore Machico, Madeira’s oldest settlement, and a microcosm of the island.






THE BEST

Park & Garden Experiences

A semi-tropical climate and a highly advanced network of irrigation means just about anything grows on Madeira, something locals have been taking advantage of for centuries.
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Jardins Botânicos da Madeira | TATIANA BRALNINA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Blend contemporary art and some of the most beautiful gardens you’ll see anywhere at Monte Palace Tropical Gardens.

Take in the aromas of one of the world’s premier rose gardens, Roseiral da Quinta do Arco.

Although the emphasis is on the house, the expansive gardens at Quinta das Cruzes are the real stars of the show.

Walk through tropical gardens and a banana plantation at the Centro da Banana da Madeira.

Wind through banana, avocado, passionfruit, fig, mango and other fruit trees at the Fajã dos Padres organic farm.

See huge cacti, flowers bursting in colour and weird-and-wonderful shrubs and trees at Jardins Botânicos da Madeira.






THE BEST

Local Food Experiences

Madeira has a unique cuisine, differing from that of mainland Portugal in several ways and often revolving around beef, seafood, exotic fruit and sugar cane–based sweets.
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A platter of limpets | | FRANCISCO DUARTE MENDES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Try espetada, Madeira’s dish of skewered chunks of beef, at one of the restaurants serving the dish in Câmara de Lobos. (pictured)
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Make a meal of dentinhos, Madeira’s drinking snacks, at Tasquinha da Poncha.

Brave a sizzling platter of limpets, Madeira’s signature shellfish, at Solmar.

Sample the island’s amazing tropical fruit at Mercado Agrícola do Santo da Serra.
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Try bolo de mel, Madeira’s spiced molasses cake, at Engenhos da Calheta, a sugar-cane refinery that makes one of the island’s best versions. (pictured)

Taste the island staple of gaiado – salted, sun-dried skipjack tuna – at A Fragateira in Porto da Cruz.







THE BEST

Architecture Experiences

With more than 500 years of human habitation, Madeira can boast several hauntingly beautiful ancient spaces, as well as a handful of fascinating contemporary ones.
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Blandy’s Wine Lodge | KUBA PUCHAJDA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Enter the once-off-limits Convento de Santa Clara to witness one of Madeira’s most beautiful religious spaces.

Feel transported to the past at Engenhos do Norte, a steam-powered distillery on the island’s north shore.

Explore the layers of history at Blandy’s Wine Lodge, once a 16th-century convent and then a 19th-century wine cellar.

Glimpse the decadent domesticity of Funchal’s moneyed class on a visit to Casa-Museu Frederico de Freitas.

Wrap your head around Madeira’s most cutting-edge architecture at Calheta’s Mudas Museu.

Appreciate the engineering wonder that is Cristiano Ronaldo International Airport.






Best for Kids

Explore a mini, family-friendly version of the island at Parque Temático da Madeira, a Madeira-themed amusement park near Santana.

Hit the pools, slides and more at Aquaparque Santa Cruz, a seasonal water park in the island’s east.

Take the kids to one of Madeira’s only sand beaches, Praia da Calheta, in the city of the same name on the island’s southwest coast.

Sign the whole family up for a surf lesson at Praia do Porto do Seixal, a beach on Madeira’s north shore.

Explore a different way of travelling on the island by riding the Monte toboggans down to Funchal.





Best for Free

Lace up your boots and take advantage of inland Madeira’s myriad and diverse hiking options.

Grab your swimsuit and head for one of the island’s numerous and free public swimming complexes such as the north shore’s Complexo Balnear da Foz da Ribeira do Faial.

Gaze slack-jawed at Madeira’s awesome landscapes from its seemingly endless viewpoints such as Eira do Serrado.

Take a (free) crash course in the local cuisine at Funchal’s main market, Mercado dos Lavradores.

Try to recall just which part of the world you’re in at Madeira’s numerous free, semi-tropical gardens, such as that at Funchal’s Quinta das Cruzes.







Three Perfect Days

Madeira offers such a whirlwind of experiences that you may struggle to know where to start. Check out our suggested itineraries to help you decide.
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DAY ONE

Only Have One Day in Funchal?

Morning

Start the day with coffee and a queijada, Madeira’s signature pastry, at Penha D’Águia. Visit Funchal’s main market, Mercado dos Lavradores and tour Convento de Santa Clara, a former convent.

Afternoon

After lunch, take the cable car to Monte Palace Tropical Gardens. On returning to sea level, consider a swim at Complexo Balnear da Barreirinha (pictured).

Evening

Have your first poncha, Madeira’s cocktail of white rum and fruit juice, at Venda Velha. Take a taxi to Câmara de Lobos for a dinner of espetada (skewered chunks of beef) at Viola.
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DAY TWO

A Weekend Trip

Morning

Consider a half-day hike in Madeira’s mountainous inland, such as the one that parallels Levada do Furado (pictured).

Afternoon

Refuel with a hearty mountain meal at Faísca. If it’s chilly, warm up with a cortado (barley ‘coffee’ supplemented with Madeira wine). Visit Ribeiro Frio’s trout farm.

Evening

Compensate for a day in the sticks by taking advantage of Funchal’s big-city life. Stop in for a rooftop cocktail at Three House Cocktail Bar then enjoy a Michelin-starred dinner at Desarma.
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DAY TWO

A Short Break

Morning

Leave Funchal, swapping out the capital for a quiet stay on Madeira’s north coast. Follow our driving/walking tour of the former north coast road.

Afternoon

Stop for a swim at the natural pools in Seixal and have a local-style seafood lunch at Solmar, also in Seixal. Continue driving west, taking the cable car to the remote community of Fajã da Quebrada Nova (pictured).

Evening

In Porto da Cruz, visit Engenhos do Norte for a sundowner of local rum. Close with a rustic, local-style meal at A Fragateira.
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If You Have More Time

Consider tacking on another hike in the island’s mountainous interior, such as the high-altitude Vereda do Arieiro. If your legs can’t keep up with the hills, drive (or take public transport) to Curral das Freiras, which offers easier access to the dramatic landscape.

With more time you can explore the island’s far east, in particular the trails and remote swimming spots on the almost moon-like Ponta de São Lourenço peninsula. Stop in at Museu da Baleia, Caniçal’s whale museum, or explore the island’s first city, Machico, on foot.

Alternatively, explore Madeira’s sunny south coast. Have a themed day by learning about the local crop at the Centro da Banana da Madeira and walking the Rota da Banana, or take the cable car to the almost tropical strip of land that is Fajã dos Padres.
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An Island Day Trip

The natural escape from Madeira is the only other inhabited island in the archipelago, Porto Santo. This can be visited as a day trip or with an overnight stay.

You could spend all your time at the island’s highlight: the nearly 8km-long, golden-sand beach, Praia do Porto Santo (pictured).

Alternatively, hire a motorcycle and explore. Scale some of the island’s highest peaks on the Vereda do Pico Branco e Terra Chã, drive to the sand formations at Praia do Porto dos Frades and pack in as many local meals as possible at restaurants such as Mercado Velho.
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On a Rainy Day

On Madeira, a rainy day is an excuse to taste the local wine. In Funchal, book a tour and tasting at Blandy’s and/or H.M. Borges (pictured). If you’ve got wheels, drive to Barbeito.

Madeira’s art scene can be appreciated in any weather. See the Flemish masters at Museu de Arte Sacra, while fans of contemporary art can turn to Monte Palace Tropical Gardens or Mudas Museu.

Ribeira Brava’s Museu Etnográfico da Madeira is a great place to be indoors, as are Funchal’s house museums such as Casa-Museu Frederico de Freitas.
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Get Prepared


Book Ahead

Three months before If you plan to visit Madeira during the summer months, book your airline tickets and accommodation well in advance.

One month before Reserve a table at Michelin-starred Desarma.

One week before Reach out in advance if you’d like to organise a guide for Madeira’s hiking trails.



Manners Matter

Even if you aren’t fluent in Portuguese, saying bom dia (good morning), boa tarde (good afternoon) or boa noite (goodnight; after 8pm) goes a long way.

Always allow locals with children to board buses first. If you’re travelling with children, locals (though possibly not tourists) will inevitably do the same.

Smart-casual attire may be expected in some upmarket restaurants and places of entertainment.

Coffee Talk

In Madeira, a bica is a shot of coffee – an espresso to the rest of us. A carioca is a weak espresso. A garoto is 50% espresso, 50% milk. A chinesa is a strong milky coffee – sort of a cappuccino without the foam. And a galão is as close to a latte as you’re going to get and is served in a tall glass.

Things to Know

English In Madeira, you’ll generally have few problems communicating in English, even in the remotest corners of the island.

Spanish Although Portuguese and Spanish are both Romance languages, originally descended from Latin, and with lots in common, they’ve evolved in different directions, and Spanish will only get you so far. In general, the Portuguese are much more receptive to English.

Menus We have yet to find a place to eat on Madeira that didn’t have an English menu – or one in German, French, Spanish and even Finnish for that matter – though translations can be a bit ropey and sometimes amusing.



TIPPING

Tipping isn’t obligatory, but giving something extra for exceptional service is appreciated. Leave some spare coins on the table at the restaurant, or let them know you don’t need change by saying ‘fica assim’.
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DAILY BUDGET

Budget: Less than €125

• Hostel bed with shared bathroom: from €30

• Cheap meal: from €7

• Guided walking tour: from €15

• Museum admission: from €3

Midrange: €125–250

• Hotel room: €100–200

• Restaurant meal: €15–40

• Madeira wine tasting: from €10

• Car hire: from €60

Top end: More than €500

• One-bedroom house: from €250

• Fancy restaurant meal with wine: from €40

• One-day guided tour: from €85

• Car hire: from €60




Currency

Euro (€)

Language

Portuguese

Time zone

GMT/UTC plus one hour
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WEATHER WAYS

Weather on Madeira is unpredictable. When exploring, keep a flexible mindset and be prepared to change plans at the last minute, or to spend extra time at a viewpoint waiting for the clouds to clear.







When To Go

For fabulous weather, a varied range of festivals, blooming flowers and ideal conditions for outdoor activities, aim for the sweet spot between March and June.


Spring is a busy time on Madeira. Carnaval (40 days before Easter) is arguably when the island is at its busiest and brightest.

July and August see tourist numbers peak, with lots of mainland Portuguese arriving. This period sees the hottest weather, the least rain and all the island’s bathing areas are open.

Winter sees lots of visitors from northern Europe. Christmas and New Year’s Eve are big deals, with Funchal putting on an amazing show to welcome in the New Year.

The Big Events

February/March: Funchal’s Rio-style Carnaval is one of the best in the world and is the island’s biggest party of the year. It’s certainly the most colourful time to be in the city. Other smaller events take place across the island.

April: Funchal’s amazing flower festival, Festa da Flor, takes the form of costumed processions through the city in bloom.

June: Early summer sees the launch of Festival do Atlântico, a weekly fireworks festival held by Funchal’s world-beating pyrotechnicians.

December: One of the biggest events of the year is Fim do Ano. Cruise ships fill Funchal’s harbour to watch the fireworks display that takes advantage of the city’s topography to create one of the most dramatic New Year’s Eve shows anywhere in the world.
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Funchal Weather
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Traditional & Active

January: Madeira is one of the best places to train for running events (especially trail running) over the European winter, and now hosts many events of its own, including the Funchal Marathon.

August: Madeira’s biggest religious festival, Festa de Nossa Senhora, also known as Dia das Sete Senhoras, sees pilgrims flock to Monte.

August/September: Madeira’s Wine Festival unfolds at various points across the island during harvest time. Likewise, nearly every village on Madeira has a gastronomic festival dedicated to some local crop or other.

December: Noite do Mercado is a vibrant Christmas market in and around Funchal’s Mercado dos Lavradores.


ACCOMMODATION LOWDOWN

Accommodation in Madeira is at peak demand – and peak pricing – during the summer months and on New Year’s Eve. Rooms can be hard to find during the winter months, when northern Europeans flock to the island in search of warmer temperatures.







Getting There

The vast majority of visitors to Madeira arrive by air, though some reach the archipelago by cruise ship or passenger ferry to/from Porto Santo.


From Cristiano Ronaldo International Airport to Funchal

By Bus

SAM (sam.pt) runs Aerobus shuttles (single/return €6/10, 4am to 8pm) at least hourly between the airport and Praia Formosa via Funchal city centre and the Hotel Zone.

By Taxi or Rideshare

Cristiano Ronaldo International Airport is 20km from central Funchal. The journey takes around 25 minutes by car. A standard taxi to Funchal should cost around €30.

Rideshares – at this point only Bolt – can sometimes cost less than a standard taxi, though there are few cars and wait times are longer.

Outfits such as Madeira Airport Transfers (madeiraairporttransfers.net) offer pre-booked rides to and from Cristiano Ronaldo International Airport.

By Rental Car

Renting a car is another way to reach Funchal and there are several rental offices in the arrival terminal or near the airport, which are reachable by taxi or, in many cases, rental-car-company shuttle bus.

Other Points of Entry

Porto Santo

The only other entry point to Madeira’s archipelago is the island of Porto Santo, which has an airport with regular flights to/from both Funchal and mainland Portugal (and some seasonal international flights) and a passenger ferry terminal with daily trips to/from Funchal.


Cruise Terminal

Funchal’s cruise terminal is reachable on foot from the city in around 15 minutes. From the city centre, take bus 01, 02 or 04 to the Hotel Zone.







Getting Around

Hiring a car will give you the most flexibility to explore Madeira, especially as the bus network is limited on some parts of the island and taxis to remote areas can be expensive and logistically complicated to organise. That said, the island’s topography makes it a challenging place to drive.


Car Hire

Renting a car grants you the greatest amount of freedom. On the one hand, driving on Madeira is relatively straightforward – the Via Rápida and other new, well-maintained motorways link most parts of the island, and when you’re not in a tunnel you're probably on a bridge high above the coast. Yet as soon as you exit the highways, nearly all of Madeira's roads are steep, narrow and twisting. A lack of parking spaces means that two lanes often become one, and aggressive, impatient drivers compound these difficulties. Debris on the road after rockfalls and intense wind/rain are other things to watch out for. Simply put, to drive on Madeira you need to be relatively skilled and confident. Given these factors, shelling out for the full insurance on a rental car is highly recommended.
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Taxi & Rideshare

Central Funchal has no lack of taxis (pictured), identified by their yellow colour with a blue stripe along the side. In Funchal, taxi fares are metered and start at €4.

Outside Funchal you can often haggle the unmetered price down a bit at quiet times. Many taxi owners/companies also run excursions and island tours. Expect to pay at least €50 for a full day.

Rideshare services – namely Bolt – exist on Madeira, but cars are few.


ESSENTIAL APP

Download iParque Driver for an easy way to pay for parking in Funchal.
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Bus

Apart from the populated areas of the south coast, the more rural parts of the island have only a skeleton bus service with just a couple of buses a day and considerably fewer services at weekends.

Ferry

The only ferry service in the archipelago is Porto Santo Line (portosantoline.pt), which runs between Funchal and Porto Santo once a day (twice daily during summer).

Air

There are daily flights between Funchal and Porto Santo on Binter (bintercanarias.com).

Motorcycle

Scooters are a great way to get around Porto Santo and can be hired in Vila Baleira.

Bus Essentials

Companies

There are three companies operating buses on Madeira.

Horários do Funchal (horariosdofunchal.pt) oversees Funchal city buses plus some mountain services and routes north. Buses depart from just east of the Teleférico Funchal-Monte, where there’s also a ticket kiosk.

SAM (sam.pt) operates destinations east of Funchal and into the interior, as well as an airport shuttle. From Funchal, buses depart from a stop on Avenida Calouste Gulbenkian, roughly opposite Forum Madeira, where there’s also a ticket office.

Rodoeste (rodoeste.com.pt) operates buses to destinations west and north of Funchal. Buses pass a stop on Avenida do Mar, roughly opposite the marina in Funchal, and there’s a small office on Rua do Esmeraldo.

Payment

At the time of writing, payment on Madeira’s buses was cash only, but there are plans to unite all fares in an electronic payment network called SIGA.

A single journey ticket with Horários do Funchal costs €1.95. Fares with other providers start at €1.30 and increase with the length of the journey.

Useful Bus Routes

Horários do Funchal (urban routes) 01, 02, 04 city centre to Hotel Zone; 48 Hotel Zone to Monte; 20/21 city centre to Monte; 22 city centre to Babosas

Horários do Funchal (interurban routes) 56/103 Santana via Ribeiro Frio; 81 Curral das Freiras

Rodoeste 80 Porto Moniz via Calheta; 139 Porto Moniz via São Vicente; 6 Encumeada and Arco de São Jorge; 7 Ribeira Brava

SAM 23 Machico; 113 Baía D’Abra via Machico and Caniçal


TRAVEL COSTS

Taxi base fare

€4

Car hire

€30–70 per day

One-way ferry ticket to Porto Santo

€34.65




GIRO CARD

It’s possible to buy a multi-journey Giro card for Horários de Funchal services at machines and newsagents in Funchal.
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A Few Surprises

Unconventional wine, an abundance of tunnels, some unique seafood, rocky beaches and tropical fruit are just some of Madeira’s quirks.
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The Origins of Madeira Wine

The story goes that, centuries ago, while transporting fortified wine from Madeira to Asia, barrels would heat up while in the holds of sailing ships, a happy accident that made the wine taste even better. Today, winemakers on Madeira recreate this effect artificially by storing barrels in attics or rooms that retain heat. This process, along with fortification (the process of adding alcohol to wine to halt fermentation), results in wines that are incredibly stable, meaning that a bottle of Madeira can be left open for months without changing its character.

Madeira’s Tunnels

In the old days, it could take as many as eight hours to drive from Funchal to Porto Moniz, in the island’s northwestern corner. Today, that same drive can be done in just under an hour. This is largely thanks to Madeira’s astounding network of tunnels.

Madeira’s earliest tunnels were known as furados (‘holes’), and until the 1930s there were probably fewer than 30 of them. After Portugal joined the European Union in 1986, it started to upgrade its infrastructure and the boring began in earnest. Today, there are 150 tunnels on the island – an estimated 100km in total. Standouts include the Túnel do Cortado, an underground corridor between Faial and Santana that is 3.17km in length – the second-longest tunnel in Iberia – and the Túnel da Encumeada, which is 3.1km long and cost €80 million to make (that’s €26 million per kilometre).

Madeira can also claim 135 bridges and viaducts, and seven cable cars.

Seafood Paradox

You might assume that Madeira’s position in the Atlantic Ocean means a massive buffet of fish and seafood, but the island’s particular geography means that the catch in these parts is relatively limited. Fish and seafood endemic to Madeira’s waters – and likely to end up on your plate – include chicharro (Atlantic horse mackerel), peixe espada preto (black scabbardfish), bodião (parrotfish), cavala da Índia (wahoo), garoupa (blacktail comber), gaiado (skipjack tuna), atum patudo (bigeye tuna) and lapas (limpets). Just about anything else on seafood restaurant menus is likely imported from elsewhere.
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Peixe espada preto (black scabbardfish) | WJAREK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

No Sand

Those expecting to dip their toes in sand on the beaches of Madeira have another thing coming. The island’s coastline consists of a mixture of black volcanic sand and round basalt stones. The only (natural) fine-sand beach on Madeira is tiny, black-sand Prainha do Caniçal in the island’s far east.

We think there’s something magical about the sound of a zillion round pebbles being shifted in the waves, but if you crave a more traditional beach experience, it’s simply a matter of going to Porto Santo, Madeira’s sister island, which is home to the 7.5km-long golden-sand Praia do Porto Santo.
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Praia Formosa | DENNIS GROSS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Going Bananas

Head to southwestern Madeira and you’ll encounter entire mountainsides and communities carpeted with the emerald leaves of banana trees.

The first mention of bananas on Madeira goes back to 1552. They originate in South Asia, but were brought to Madeira by Portuguese traders and thrived on the island’s sunny southern shore. By 1883, bananas represented 13% of Madeira’s exports; by 1966, they had replaced Madeira’s original cash crop, sugar cane. Banana production took a massive hit in 2000, when ambitious expansion of the island’s infrastructure led to plantations being replaced by roads, bridges and other structures. Today, it’s estimated that there are 3000 banana growers on the island, and in 2021 they produced 3580 tonnes of fruit – 15% of the bananas sold in Portugal. Madeira even has a museum dedicated entirely to bananas: Centro da Banana da Madeira.
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Bananas at a Madeira plantation | AAMORIM/GETTY IMAGES ©


OFFBEAT MADEIRA

Drink Madeira’s homemade wine, known as vinho seco (dry wine) or vinho americano (American wine; named after the grape varietal) at A Fragateira in Porto da Cruz.

Some of Madeira’s early tunnels can be seen up close at Ponta do Sol and along the former northern road.

With a 98% incline, Teleférico das Achadas da Cruz is one of Europe’s steepest cable cars.

Madeira has two beaches made with sand imported from Africa: Praia de Machico and Praia da Calheta.

Gaiado (skipjack tuna that has been salted and dried in the sun) is a traditional snack at bars and restaurants such as Funchal’s Adega da Queimada.








Explore Madeira


Funchal

The South Coast

The North Coast

The East Coast

The West Coast

The Interior

Porto Santo



Madeira’s Walking Tours


Scaling Funchal’s Monte

Wander Along Frente Mar

Wander Ponta do Sol

Explore the Former North Coast Road

Explore Madeira’s First City

West Coast Spin

A Scooter Tour of Porto Santo
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Explore

Funchal

Funchal has something of a dual identity. On the one hand, there are the old lanes, grand churches, abandoned mansions and pretty squares that make up a medium-sized Portuguese city, even if done here with a semi-tropical twist. On the other hand, there are the multistorey hotels, cruise-ship pier, restaurants and bars that cater almost exclusively to tourists. Linking the two are the island’s most important cultural and religious venues, its best shopping and a welcoming buzz from the cafes, tour groups, festivals and local shoppers that pack the streets from morning until sundown.
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See for eating, drinking and shopping listings
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Aerial view of Funchal | PROSLGN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Getting Around

[image: img] Bus

Funchal’s bus service is run by Horários do Funchal and will get you anywhere in the city – even up the almost-vertical roads in the suburbs. The city’s yellow buses are cheaper if you buy a Giro card, which you charge with cash at special machines on Funchal’s seafront.

[image: img] Taxis & Rideshares

Taxis are plentiful in central Funchal, and tend to use the meter. Rideshares – at this point only Bolt – exist but aren’t super plentiful.


THE BEST

HISTORIC SIGHT Convento de Santa Clara

GARDEN Monte Palace Tropical Gardens

PLACE TO SWIM Complexo Balnear da Barreirinha

SWEET Queijada at Penha d’Águia

HANDICRAFTS Artesanato da Madeira
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1Top Experiences

 Convento de Santa ClaraA2

 Mercado dos LavradoresE3

 Museu de Arte SacraC3

 Monte Palace Tropical GardensC1




1Experiences

1Museu Photographia Vicente’sB3

2Blandy’s Wine LodgeB3

3H.M. BorgesC2

4Pereira D’OliveiraC2

5Quinta das CruzesA2

6Universo de Memórias João Carlos AbreuA2

7Casa-Museu Frederico de FreitasA2

8SéC3

9Museu de História NaturalA3

10Museu A Cidade de AçúcarD3

12Madeiran HeritageC2

13Food on FootD3

14Rota dos CetáceosB4

15VenturaD4
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22Museu CR7A5




5Eating

24KampoD4
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27A PreferidaE3
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6Drinking

45Pharmácia do BentoD3

46Venda VelhaG3

47Bar Number TwoF3

48Three House Cocktail BarF2

49Madeira Rum HouseG4

 Santiago Beach Bar(see 16)

 Barreirinha Cafe(see 17)

50BeerhouseB5

51Maia Coffee ShopC3
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54QasbahD5

55Casino da MadeiraH3










TOP EXPERIENCE

Convento de Santa Clara

Largely closed to the outside world for more than five centuries, this convent opened its doors to the public in 2023 in the form of a museum, and it’s now one of the island’s most fascinating religious spaces.


map Google map
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PLANNING TIPS

To see everything in the convent, set aside around 1½ hours. It’s closed to visitors on Sunday and Monday.

[image: barcode]

Scan this QR code for full opening hours.



Convent History

The Convento de Santa Clara was the island’s first monastery for women, originally commissioned in 1476. Until the last resident nun died in 1890, it served as a place to isolate and protect the daughters of the local nobility. As such, the convent was entirely closed to the outside world for the vast majority of its 400-plus years of existence. This also allowed the convent to accumulate a mass of wealth, apparent in the space’s decadent religious art and architecture, some of which is on display for the first time in centuries.

The Church

Elements of the first religious building to exist here – a mausoleum commissioned in 1450 by João Gonçalves Zarco, one of Madeira’s original settlers – have been retained in the form of the Gothic archway inside the compound’s main chapel, Igreja de Nossa Senhora da Conceição. The tiles in the interior and on the spire date to the church’s expansion during the 17th century. The imposing iron gate on the right is an unsubtle effort to separate the nuns from the public. Proceed through a small wooden door to enter the convent proper.

The Cloister

Once through the door, you’re in the formerly closed-off world of the convent. The cloister (pictured) granted the nuns access to fresh air and nature, though they were still obligated to maintain their vows of silence. The footprint of the cloister dates back to the origin of the compound and was allegedly home to as many as 17 chapels, though only four chapels and two oratories remain today. The Chapel of Our Lady of the Mount was reconstructed based on convent documents and archival photographs.


QUICK BREAK

The cafe in the garden of Quinta das Cruzes is a short walk from the convent and looks over the compound.




The Cell & Museum

Proceed upstairs, where you’ll find a re-creation of an 18th-century nun’s cell. Although the women were cut off from the rest of society, their family wealth meant that many of the nuns maintained personal servants and had many possessions.

Continue to the long hall that functions as a museum of the convent’s religious art, some of which was previously display elsewhere in Funchal, including at the Museu de Arte Sacra. The highlight is ostensibly the immense 17th-century, rococo gilded altar, thought to have been made by a well-known artisan from Funchal and previously installed in the church. As with several other pieces in the convent, the altar had been neglected in a storage room for centuries.

The Choirs

Arguably the most beautiful parts of the compound are its choirs. The floor of the Coro de Cima, or High Chorus, has an almost psychedelic conflagration of mismatched, Hispano-Moorish tiles from Seville. Above are ancient wooden beams. The perimeter consists of benches with adjustable seats that are thought to be some of the oldest examples of woodwork on the island.

The Coro de Baixo, or Lower Choir, has more ancient tiles, a painted ceiling and a 3D crucifixion painting/sculpture thought to have been made by a Spanish artist during the 15th century. The wooden box is said to contain the bones of João Gonçalves Zarco, shifted here after his mausoleum was torn down in 1768. It’s here that you arrive after passing through the imposing iron gate.


THE WHEEL ROOM

Upon exiting the convent, you’ll pass through what was known as the Wheel Room. It was here that the nuns were able to receive goods via a rotating device while avoiding direct contact with the outside world. Operating the wheel was a coveted job in the convent, and the role was elected on an annual basis.






TOP EXPERIENCE

Mercado dos Lavradores

Built in 1940 by architect Edmundo Tavares, Funchal’s art deco market is one of its top attractions while still serving as one of the island’s best fresh-food markets.


map Google map


PLANNING TIPS

Arrive early to avoid tour groups. To see everything, set aside around one hour. The market is closed Sunday and Monday.

[image: barcode]

Scan this QR code for full opening hours.



Flowers

The market’s amazing colour begins at the entrance where local women sell all kinds of exotic flowers, shrubs, bulbs and seeds. Over autumn and winter, the Madeiran national flower, estrelícia (bird of paradise), is in bloom. Throughout the year, an array of weird and wonderful triffids is on display, including a selection of the island’s famous orchids.

Fruit

The fruit stalls around the open central courtyard are the real highlight. For every fruit you recognise, there’ll be one nearby you don’t. Those that grow on Madeira include anone (custard apple), banana ananaz (monstera), tomate inglês (tamarillo) and papaya, as well as the island’s famous sweet miniature bananas.

Fish

Pass through the fruit market and up the steps for a grandstand view of Funchal’s main fish market. The stars of the show are the peixe espada preto (black scabbardfish) – dark, slippery, eel-like creatures with rows of razor-sharp teeth and huge watery eyes. Bloodied slabs of tuna also catch the eye, as do the fishmongers, nonchalantly filleting and hacking their way through the day’s catch.




TOP EXPERIENCE

Museu de Arte Sacra

Housed in the 16th-century former bishop’s palace dominating the south side of Praça do Município, Funchal’s most fascinating art collection is a major draw.


map Google map
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PLANNING TIPS

To see everything, set aside around two hours. The museum is closed to visitors on Sunday.
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Scan this QR code for full opening hours.



History of the Palace

The space that houses the museum was formerly known as Paço Episcopal and was the residence of Funchal’s bishops going back to 1594. Most of the works were acquired by rich merchants during Madeira’s sugar-trading heyday and once hung in the island’s grand quintas (estates) and churches.

The tower has recently been opened to the public. It’s home to temporary exhibitions and has a tiled balcony with charming views over Funchal.

Holy Silver

The first rooms you enter contain the museum’s silver collection, with thousands of pieces big and small gleaming magically against dark backgrounds. Solid silver crucifixes, monstrances, huge platters and teapots were sourced from across the island but mainly from the Sé, giving an indication of the wealth commanded by the world’s largest-ever diocese (all of Portugal’s overseas territories, including Brazil and Angola). The highlight is the late-Gothic silver processional cross from the Sé, a truly magnificent piece of 16th-century craftsmanship commissioned by none other than King Manuel I.

16th Century to Baroque

The museum’s middle section is a procession of 16th- and 17th-century religious oils, handless Gothic statuary and baroque sculptures that once graced Madeira’s quintas and churches, though a lot of what is on display is from the once-mega-rich Convento de Santa Clara. Look for the almost life-size sculpture of the Last Supper, with Judas holding a bag of cash, and the remarkably well-preserved 17th-century statue of Isabel Rainha de Portugal.

Flemish Masters

Saving the best till last, the undeniable high point of the collection is the four rooms of Flemish masters on the 1st floor. Van Cleve’s Ascension of the Virgin, Triptych of the Incarnation and Triptych of St Peter, St Paul and St Andrew (pictured) dominate one room, while Provoost’s St Mary Magdalene from the Church of Madalena do Mar and Morrison’s Nativity are found in another. Pieter Coeck van Aalst is represented by his impressive Calvary, with Jesus hoisted high above a lamenting crowd.


QUICK BREAK

The Museu Café & Petisco, in the Museu de Arte Sacra compound, is great for a coffee or meal and boasts lots of meat-free options.






TOP EXPERIENCE

Monte Palace Tropical Gardens

One of the highlights of any visit to Madeira is the Monte Palace Tropical Gardens, a vast area that blends semi-tropical gardens with contemporary art, uniting the best of the outdoor and indoor worlds.


map Google map
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PLANNING TIPS

The museum is open every day except Christmas Day. A half day or more could be spent exploring the grounds.

[image: barcode]

Scan this QR code for full opening hours.



History

The compound dates to the late 18th century when it was a private residence belonging to the British Consul, Charles Murray. In 1897, a Portuguese entrepreneur took over the property and converted it to a hotel – the eponymous Monte Palace – which existed until his death in 1943. In 1987, the compound was purchased by controversial Madeiran entrepreneur José Berardo, who transformed it into a weird-and-wonderful tourist attraction by supplementing the grounds with ponds, exotic plant life and art.

Gardens

The gardens tumble down a steep hill, covering 70,000 sq metres and a claimed 100,000 plant species. Don’t miss the centenary cycads, considered living fossils, the Orchidarium (in bloom from November to April) and the two Japanese-style gardens. Maps posted throughout the compound serve as helpful guides, though it’s a great place to get lost.

A wander will inevitably trickle down to the compound’s central lake (pictured), home to an incongruously contemporary-feeling waterfall. Koi, swans and flamingoes inhabit the lake, and peacocks and chickens strut around the greater compound.

Interspersed among the gardens are numerous sculptures (including the world’s largest vase) and other art. A highlight is one of Portugal’s most extensive tile collections, scattered throughout the gardens. Examples range from Hispano-Moorish pieces dating back to the 15th century, to 20th-century domestic panels used to illustrate local and Portuguese history.

Contemporary Art

Berardo is thought to possess one of the largest collections of modern Portuguese art, a slice of which he shares at the Monte Palace Madeira Museum. At the garden’s highest point, the space spans three stories, with the top two floors hosting an exhibition that changes every few years. When we visited, ‘The World starts here!’ showcased the work of more than 200 artists, with an emphasis on contemporary domestic names such as Joana Vasconcelos but also international artists such as Willem de Kooning.


QUICK BREAK

Monte Palace has a couple of casual restaurants and cafes. Picnicking is encouraged – if you didn’t bring your own spread, Bluehouse Café has a shop with self-service food and tables.






WALKING TOUR

Scaling Funchal’s Monte

Monte, perched 500m above Funchal, was once the stomping ground of wealthy families who preferred its cooler temperatures. Today the greater area has a cluster of sights interspersed with outlandish greenery and exotically perfumed air. Gliding up on the cable car and down on a ‘toboggan’ is part of the fun.


START

Teleférico Funchal-Monte

END

H.M. Borges

LENGTH

10km; half-day


[image: jpg]




1 Art & Nature

Buy a one-way ticket (you’ll be descending by another method) on Funchal’s cable car. Soar over the city’s tiled roofs for a full 20 minutes until you reach Monte Palace Tropical Gardens, one of the island’s finest intersections of gardens and contemporary art.

2 Exotic Plant Life

Buy a round-trip ticket for a different cable car, this one bound for the Jardins Botânicos da Madeira. Spanning a whopping 80,000 sq metres and rising from 150m to 300m above sea level, the 1950s compound is home to the most exotic collection of plant life in Europe.

3 The Church on the Hill

Some 68 stone steps climb dramatically to the doors of one of Madeira’s finest churches – Monte’s Igreja da Nossa Senhora. Rising in eye-balancing baroque symmetry, it was built in the wake of the 1748 earthquake that destroyed the original church. The huge baroque altar bears a tiny statue of Our Lady, one of the island’s most revered icons.

4 Railway Remnants

The only train to ever run on Madeira climbed 4km from Funchal’s city centre to Monte between 1893 and 1943. All that’s left of the railway is Estação do Monte, the renovated former train station on the corner of Monte’s tiny square, and the almost completely straight Rua do Comboio (Train St) that follows the route of the tracks.

5 Glide Back to the City

Toboggans were once the only way goods could be carried across Madeira’s steep landscapes, and Monte’s carros de cesto are a relic of those times. These toboggans are made of Camacha wicker, and the drivers wear straw boater hats, white shirts, white trousers and shoes with rubber soles that help them brake the toboggans as they plunge down the asphalt.

6 Victory Drink

From the toboggan terminus, it’s a (steep) half-hour downhill walk or a brief taxi ride to H.M. Borges, one of Funchal’s three Madeira wine producers, and an excellent way to ease back to sea level.




WALKING TOUR

Wander Along Frente Mar

This sun-drenched walk along the seafront of Funchal’s Hotel Zone is the perfect first-day stroll. These south-facing slopes are carpeted in tropical and subtropical flora, with lizards darting between rocks and bees busy making exotic honey. The plentiful cafes, restaurants, beaches and viewpoints along the route provide ample excuse for never reaching the end.


START

Complexo Balnear do Lido

END

Praia Formosa

LENGTH

3.5km; two hours
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1 Bathing Complex

The popular Complexo Balnear do Lido has a large pool, kids pools, sunbathing areas and sunbeds for hire, though there’s limited access to the sea. A nearby palm-fringed grassy area is where soccer games – tourist kids versus locals – sometimes kick off.

2 Islet

Just west of the swimming complex, the tall tower of rock jutting out of the waves is the picturesque Ilhéu do Lido, opposite a sunbathing area and stony beach popular with locals, yoga classes and visiting families.

3 Garden View

Up a set of steps from the seafront, the terraced Jardim Panorâmico is a sun-catching spot ideal for a lazy afternoon with a book. It’s also a superb place to stop with children as there are go-karts, a soft play centre and crazy golf, as well as a couple of cafes nearby.

4 Leisure Zone

A huge sweep of purple bougainvillea announces your arrival at the Clube Naval do Funchal, an upscale leisure complex with a restaurant, children’s pool, sports facilities, saltwater pool, playground and diving centre.

5 Bathing Spot

A more down-to-earth swimming area is the Complexo Balnear Ponta Gorda. Popular with locals, its pools, cafe-bar, table tennis area and concrete ‘beach’ remain open year-round.

6 Cliffside

A greening bronze of João Gonçalves Zarco looks out towards Cabo Girão from Ponta da Cruz, a huge chunk of rock jutting into the Atlantic. Carry on down the steps beyond the statue.

7 Lunch Stop

The semicircular glazed dining room at Doca do Cavacas juts out of the volcanic rock like an ocean liner, providing 180-degree Atlantic vistas as you munch on its seafood-forward offerings.

8 Rocky Beach

From Doca do Cavacas, a tunnel bores through the rock to Madeira’s biggest beach, Praia Formosa. It starts out as a field of basalt rocks that gives way to a wild stretch of black volcanic sand.




EXPERIENCES

Glimpse Madeira’s Past at Museu Photographia Vicente’sMuseum

map Google map

Set up by Vicente Gomes da Silva in 1865, this exquisitely preserved photographic studio, above a shady cobbled courtyard, was in use until 1982. The exhibitions of yesteryear’s photographic techniques and equipment are fascinating and educational, but the real treasures are the 1.5 million images of Madeira, mostly from the 20th century – it’s by far the most valuable record of island life in existence. Fully renovated in 2020, this is now an unmissable attraction for anyone with an interest in the island’s past.

A semi-hidden courtyard cafe provides even more incentive to linger.

Taste Madeira WineWinery

Madeira wine houses are scattered across the island, but Funchal is home to three houses that also offer tours and tastings.

Blandy’s Wine Lodge map Google map is the best known of Madeira’s wine experiences. Check the website (blandyswinelodge.com) for a variety of tours that span Madeira wine 101 and a perusal of some of the 650 American oak barrels stored at the lodge. Once you know your boal from your tinta negra, it’s time to hit the tasting room. Pro tip: an in-house discount and the ability to pick up bottles inside the airport make this a clever place to buy your bottles.

H.M. Borges (map Google map) is the smallest of Funchal’s Madeira wine operations and its diminutive, timber-rich tasting room feels the furthest from the tourist crush. Book a tour and tasting in advance through the website (hmborges.com).

Pereira D’Oliveira map Google map offers Funchal’s most easily accessible wine experience. Anyone can walk into the aromatic barrel room in central Funchal and try three types of Madeira wine.

Visit Funchal’s House MuseumsMuseum

Some of Funchal’s many grand old houses have opened their doors to visitors. The most famous of these is Quinta das Cruzes map Google map. Originally the home of João Gonçalves Zarco, the Portuguese captain who discovered Madeira, it was remodelled in the 18th century. Among the treasures inside, keep your eyes peeled for Caixas de Açucar, literally ‘sugar boxes’ – hefty cupboards made from the Brazilian hardwood in which sugar imported to Madeira was packed. The gorgeous grounds are a typically exotic example of the type of garden created by the wealthy in the late 19th century.

Across the street, and in an elegant, late-19th-century mansion, Universo de Memórias João Carlos Abreu map Google map is a repository of all manner of collections donated to the city by the eponymous collector.

Nearby, Casa-Museu Frederico de Freitas map Google map, built by the counts of Calçada in the 17th century, is a tasteful mansion rented by a local lawyer, Frederico de Freitas, in the 1940s. Wander the high-ceilinged rooms, each one a shrine to de Freitas’ good taste, packed with fine furniture, carpets and valuable trinkets.

Admire the Sé’s Carved CeilingsChurch

map Google map

Funchal’s 16th-century cathedral once oversaw the world’s largest diocese – all of Portugal’s overseas territories from Madeira to Brazil to Macau – a legacy apparent in its decadent features.

Once your eyes have adjusted to the dim interior, look up at the ornate ceiling made of Madeiran cedar inlaid with shell, rope and white clay. The main altar dates from 1517 and features 12 Gothic panels depicting the Life of the Virgin and the Passion of Christ. Unusual for Madeira is the memorial brass set in the floor of the north aisle. Confirming Madeira’s erstwhile trading links with Flanders, where this sort of brass is common, it depicts wealthy 16th-century merchant Pedro de Brito Oliveira Pestana and his wife.

Outside, on the south side of the cathedral, look up to find odd barley-twist pinnacles, an architectural feature that belongs to the Manueline style (1490–1520). The Sé’s clock tower has dominated the Funchal skyline for five centuries, though sadly it cannot be climbed.

Step into a Wes Anderson Film Set at the Museu de História NaturalMuseum

While not an actual film set, Funchal’s quirky Museu de História Natural map Google map could easily feature in one of Anderson’s highly symmetric, retro-feeling films.

The museum unfolds, in classic Funchal fashion, in a former palace. A grand lobby connects to a ground-floor aquarium that was closed at the time of research. Head up an imposing staircase to linked rooms of glass cases packed with stuffed local fauna, including many sea creatures. Highlights include a display of spiders you definitely didn’t know inhabited the island before you booked your holiday, and a 1950s-era 3D map of Madeira. Anchoring the space is a taxidermy workshop that looks like a time capsule, but that also may still be in use today. It’s lots of fun in an occasionally creepy, charmingly anachronistic way.


Madeira’s Sweet Legacy

Sugar cane, the source of sugar, is a type of grass that most likely originated in what today is known as Papua New Guinea. Arabs brought sugar cane to Sicily, from where Prince Henry the Navigator ordered that it be planted on the recently colonised island of Madeira in the early 15th century. The cane flourished and Madeira became the most important place in the world for sugar production. By the 17th century, aided by the transatlantic slave trade, Brazil had supplanted Madeira as the king of sugar.



Learn about Madeira’s ‘White Gold’ at the Museu A Cidade de AçúcarMuseum

The small Museu A Cidade de Açúcar map Google map revolves around the commodity that put Madeira on the map: sugar. Exhibits cover how sugar cane arrived on Madeira during the 15th century; how it was grown, processed and consumed; and the wealth it brought – though there’s little on the transatlantic slave trade it inspired. The museum building was formerly the address of a Flemish sugar trader that allegedly also had Christopher Columbus as a tenant.

If you’re feeling inspired, head west of the city center to Fábrica Ribeiro Sêco map Google map, where you can buy the company’s signature molasses, bolo de mel (molasses cake), molasses biscuits and recipe books directly from the factory.

Book a Walking TourTourS

A handful of themed walking tours of Funchal are given by clued-up student volunteers operating under the name Madeiran Heritage map Google map. All proceeds go into scholarships and the student union at the University of Madeira. Book online (madeiranheritage.pt) or in the foyer of the university on Rua dos Ferreiros.

If you want to blend exploration and gastronomy, consider a spin with Food on Foot map Google map, which includes 15 different taste experiences.


Cristiano Ronaldo

Cristiano Ronaldo dos Santos Aveiro was born in 1985 in the Funchal suburb of Santo António. It’s said that his parents – working-class funchalese – named him after US President Ronald Reagan. Ronaldo began his soccer career at Andorinha, a fifth-tier club in Santo António, but was soon on his way to Nacional and from there to Sporting Lisbon, Manchester United, Real Madrid, Juventus and Saudi Arabia’s Al-Nassr FC. Ronaldo has achieved pretty much all there is to achieve in his sport, including victory in the European Championship with Portugal in 2016. He’s won the Ballon d’Or for world’s best player an amazing five times.



Spot Whales & DolphinsWhale Watching

Rota dos Cetáceos map Google map offers 2½-hour whale- and dolphin-watching tours in the company of marine biologists for those who are serious about spotting Atlantic wildlife. If you don’t see what you came to see, the company will take you again free of charge.

Ventura map Google map also offers dolphin- and whale-spotting tours, and is one of the few companies running yacht tours to the uninhabited Ilhas Desertas, including rather intriguing overnighters to these rarely visited Atlantic islands.

Take a Dip in the CitySwimming

Nearly every coastal town in Madeira has a bathing complex, and Funchal is no exception. Many a local learned to swim at the Praia de São Tiago map Google map, a hyper-casual, bare-bones swimming area at the foot of the ochre-coloured fort of the same name.

A short walk east is the aquamarine, almost art deco–feeling Complexo Balnear da Barreirinha map Google map, where for a fee you’ll gain access to lockers and a changing room, a sunbathing platform with lifeguards and diving boards, and a small floating dock.

Just west of the city centre, the popular Complexo Balnear do Lido (map Google map) has a large pool, kids pools, sunbathing areas and sunbeds for hire. There’s limited access to the sea.

Nearby, the Clube Naval do Funchal (map Google map) offers an upscale swim experience while the Complexo Balnear Ponta Gorda (map Google map) is more for the rest of us. If you’re willing to go even further west, Praia Formosa (map Google map) is the island’s largest beach.

Pay Homage to Cristiano Ronaldo at Museu CR7Museum

If you’re serious about soccer and Ronaldo, a visit to Museu CR7 map Google map is an obligatory stop. This museum is basically a glitzy public storage cupboard for all the tens of cups, man-of-the-match awards, winner’s medals, fan letters, hat-trick balls, shirts and golden balls Ronaldo has acquired throughout his illustrious career.

Opposite, you can’t fail to notice the Ronaldo statue, a bronze of Funchal’s most famous son, unveiled in his presence in December 2014 in a different location. It depicts the star in his famous ‘ready for it’ pose, but many have commented on how well endowed the figure is, and they’re not talking about his talent with a soccer ball. There was a suggestion the statue be altered to remove the offending area, but the powers that be decided against it. Rubbing the statue in certain areas is said to bring good luck.




LISTINGS

Best Places for...

€ Budget  €€ Midrange  €€€ Top End
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Eating

Contemporary Madeiran

Desarma €€€

map Google map

Chef Octávio Freitas takes diners on a bold, unconventional and occasionally discombobulating trip through Madeira’s gastronomy. Desarma is one of Portugal’s most recent additions to the Michelin-star club. 7-9pm Wed-Sat

Kampo €€€

map Google map

Island chef Júlio Pereira has formed a mini restaurant empire in Funchal. Kampo, with an emphasis on products from the land, is the best of the lot. 12.30-11pm

Basalto € €

map Google map

Perched above the Complexo Balnear da Barreirinha, this semi-open-air place does slimmed-down, slightly refined versions of Madeiran and Portuguese dishes. noon-10pm Wed-Sun

Traditional Madeiran

Adega da Queimada €

map Google map

A rarity in Funchal – a place that caters to local, rather than foreign, tastes. Think drinking snacks such as boiled sea snails, and salads revolving around gaiado (salt-cured, sun-dried skipjack tuna). 11am-11pm Tue-Sun

Restaurante dos Combatentes € €

map Google map

Slightly stuffy in a charming way, with white tablecloths, saucy local dishes and continental classics. 11.45am-3.30pm & 6-10.30pm Mon-Fri, 6-10.30pm Sat

A Preferida €

map Google map

The most inviting of several hyper-casual snack bars that ring Mercado dos Lavradores, with dentinhos (Madeiran drinking snacks) that range from macaroni to a salad of battered and deep-fried scabbardfish. 6am-8pm Mon-Fri, to 5pm Sat, to 1.30pm Sun

Snack-Bar Califórnia €

map Google map

Pile in with local construction workers for tasty, hearty local dishes such as macarronada (macaroni with braised beef) or sopa de trigo (a hearty soup revolving around grains of wheat). 6am-midnight Mon-Sat

Fish & Seafood

Gavião Novo € €

map Google map

One of the only restaurants worth seeking out in Funchal’s Zona Velha entertainment zone, this is the place to get locally sourced fish grilled with a sprinkle of salt and served with sides. 11am-11pm

Ákua € €

map Google map

Chef Júlio Pereira’s homage to seafood has an open kitchen serving dishes with influences that stem far beyond Madeira. 12:30-11pm


Doca do Cavacas € €

map Google map

Mostly open-air, casual seaside platform serving local and imported seafood. 10.30am-11pm Tue-Sun

Cheap Eats

O Leque €

map Google map

Grab a table at the edge of charming Praça do Município and opt for the inexpensive prato do dia (fixed daily menu). 8am-7pm Mon-Fri, 10am-3pm Sat

Mercearia D. Mécia €

map Google map

Semi-hidden and resembling an old-time shop, this is a good place in central Funchal for a quick tosta (panini sandwich) and juice. 8am-10pm Mon-Thu, to midnight Fri, 10am-10pm Sat

Quiosque da Esplanada Jardim Municipal €

map Google map

Hiding in plain sight in central Funchal’s jungly park, this open-air kiosk serves light meals and snacks. 7.30am-10pm

Londres €

map Google map

Join local families at this virtual time capsule for cheap, massive platters of Portuguese dishes. 11.45am-3.45pm & 6-10pm Mon-Sat

Something Foreign

Reid’s Tea Terrace €€€

map Google map

The quintessential British–Madeiran experience is afternoon tea at Reid’s. Some 24 types of tea, as well as cucumber sandwiches, delicate cakes and champagne, are served on the terrace looking over the bay of Funchal. 3-4.30pm

Museu Café & Petisco  € €

map Google map

The Museu de Arte Sacra’s restaurant has an international-leaning menu with lots of meat-free options. 10am-7pm Mon-Fri

Prince Albert Pub € €

map Google map

Funchal’s longest-established British pub touts its bona fides via Sunday roasts and tepid British ale. 5pm-1am

Hamburgueria do Mercado €

map Google map

Attempt the signature Mercado burger – a huge slab of beef oozing with five different cheeses – or go for something lighter. noon-10pm

Art Food Corner €

map Google map

When you can’t face yet another scabbardfish or espetada (skewered, grilled beef), consider a salad or bowl at this cosy, eclectic den. 9am-5pm Mon-Sat, 10am-3.30pm Sun

Sweets

Penha D’Águia €

map Google map

Come here for queijadas, Madeira’s signature pastry that takes the form of small pies filled with sweetened fresh cheese. 8am-6pm Mon-Fri, to 3.30pm Sat

Pau de Canela €

map Google map

Join funchalese families, market workers and the odd pigeon for a coffee and bite at this classic Portuguese-style pastry shop. 7am-8pm Mon-Fri, to 3pm Sat

Fábrica Santo António  €

map Google map

A delightfully old-fashioned shop, with early-20th-century display cases, scales and counters still in place. Biscuits revolve around local molasses and traditional jams. 9am-7pm Mon-Fri, to 1pm Sat


Choux Pâtisserie €

map Google map

A glass case displays delicious, beautiful, highly-refined French-inspired desserts, some of which play on Madeiran ingredients such as passionfruit. 10am-7pm Mon-Sat
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Drinking

Poncha Bars

Pharmácia do Bento

map Google map

Repping the rural Madeiran concept of local grocery functioning also as a bar, Pharmácia do Bento draws flocks of locals for tiny but lethal glasses of Madeira’s signature drink (a cocktail of white rum and juice). 8am-midnight Mon-Thu, to 2am Fri

Venda Velha

map Google map

This inviting poncha bar in Zona Velha is another example of the grocery-slash-taverns of the early 20th century that were once the community hubs across the island. 4pm-1am Sun-Thu, to 2am Fri & Sat

Bar Number Two

map Google map

Slightly raucous Zona Velha venue serving a variety of ponchas and other mixed drinks. noon-2am

Cocktails & Beers

Three House Cocktail Bar

map Google map

Head to the semi-open-air rooftop of this hotel complex for Funchal’s most sophisticated cocktails. 10am-10pm Wed-Sat

Madeira Rum House

map Google map

Offering exclusively Madeira’s own PGI rum, this Zona Velha joint is half museum, half temple to artisan inebriation. Take a rum-tasting session or try a local cocktail mixed with the island’s cane-sugar liquor. 7-11pm

Santiago Beach Bar

map Google map

Local fishermen and foreign tourists come here for cheap glasses of Coral draught and views of Forte de São Tiago. 10am-10pm

Barreirinha Cafe

map Google map

Cool Funchal kids beeline for this place above the Complexo Balnear da Barreirinha at the eastern end of the Zona Velha that boasts streetside DJs and an open-air vibe. 9am-1am Mon-Thu, to 2am Fri & Sat, to midnight Sun

Beerhouse

map Google map

The conspicuous assemblage of tent-roofed structures overlooking the marina is Funchal’s only microbrewery, pumping out an ambitious range of beers. 11am-11pm

Coffee & Tea

Maia Coffee Shop

map Google map

Third-wave coffee culture – Edison bulbs and all – has reached this island in the Atlantic. 8am-6.30pm Mon-Fri, 8.30am-1pm Sat

Loja do Chá

map Google map

More than 100 teas are available at this tiny tearoom, the tables of which spill out onto sunny Praça do Colombo. Snacks, brunch and light lunches accompany the green, black, jasmine and fruit infusions. 9am-7pm Mon-Fri, to 6pm Sat & Sun

Nightclubs

Vespas

map Google map

Madeira’s top nightclub has been around since 1980. It’s still the funnest, funkiest nightspot in these parts and often does its bit for Funchal’s many festivals, such as Carnaval and the Festa da Flor. 11pm-8am Fri-Sun

Copacabana

map Google map

Music from the ’80s and ’90s, a resident DJ, regular live acts from Brazil, Madeira and Portugal and a sometimes mixed crowd make this casino-based nightclub one of the liveliest spots in the Atlantic when the sun goes down. 11pm-4am Fri & Sat

Live Music & Performance

Qasbah

map Google map

By day a restaurant, by night arguably the best place in the Hotel Zone to enjoy a cocktail in the humid Atlantic air as you tap your feet to live jazz, fado and other genres. 11am-11pm Sun-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat

Casino da Madeira

map Google map

Funchal’s Oscar Niemeyer–designed casino hosts regular live-music shows and performances. Smart casual attire recommended. 3pm-3am Sun-Thu, 4pm-4am Fri & Sat

English Church

map Google map

Funchal’s epicentre of British expat life seems to be used more for live music and other events than for Christian worship. There’s something on here at least weekly, with jazz, fado, chamber music and voice recitals regularly featuring.

Teatro Baltazar Dias

map Google map

Funchal’s grand, late-19th-century main theatre is the place to head for highbrow entertainment, including classical music, fado and ballet, as well as film festivals and other events.
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Shopping

Handicrafts

Artesanato da Madeira

map Google map

This exquisitely curated showroom is the place for souvenir hunters looking for the real artisan deal. Everything from wool to wicker, traditional conical hats to corn dolls and ceramics to embroidery are displayed, often with a bit of background provided. 10am-1.30pm & 2-4.30pm Mon-Fri

Bordal

map Google map

Madeira’s top embroidery company – its mark (a hologram) guarantees an item has been made on the island. The shop specialises in fine embroidered linens and the factory upstairs can be visited free of charge. 9am-7pm Mon-Fri, 9.30am-6pm Sat & Sun

Specialist Shops

Livraria Esperança

map Google map

Portugal’s largest bookshop fills an entire surplus palace and claims to stock more than 100,000 secondhand and new titles. Most of the books are in Portuguese, but there is a foreign-language section. 9am-7pm Mon-Fri

O Bordão

map Google map

Had to leave your walking poles at airport security, lost your compass or forgot your hiking boots for Madeira’s levada trails? Then head for O Bordão (The Staff), the island’s only dedicated outdoor-gear shop. 10am-7pm Mon-Sat






Explore

The South Coast

The south coast is where Madeira’s sun shines brightest, with long, light-filled days, dramatic sunsets, and millions of the island’s sweet miniature bananas and Malvasia grapes ripening in the humid heat. Varied and scenically dramatic, the south coast offers a lot to see and do, from sampling traditional food in Câmara de Lobos to riding a cable car to an isolated, jungly strip of beach. The south coast is also home to one of the island’s most important cultural institutions and one of its most charming cities, meaning there’s something for just about everyone down here.
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See for eating and drinking listings
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Getting Around

[image: img] Bus

It’s easy to visit Ribeira Brava, Cabo Girão and Câmara de Lobos in a day using Bus Rodoeste (rodoeste.com.pt).

[image: img] Car

You’ll need a car for most other places, especially if you don’t want to be limited to a single village.


THE BEST

MUSEUM Museu Etnográfico da Madeira

BEACH Fajã dos Padres

TOWN Ponta do Sol

ESPETADA Viola

PONCHA A Venda do André
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TOP EXPERIENCE

Learn about Traditional Life at the Ethnographic Museum

One of the island’s most interesting cultural institutions is the Museu Etnográfico da Madeira map Google map in Ribeira Brava. It provides an engaging look at Madeira’s traditional life, including fishing, wicker weaving, wine production and unique modes of transport.
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PLANNING TIP

The Ethnographic Museum is divided into four distinct themes.
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Scan this QR code for more museum information and opening hours.



History

Although it appears contemporary, the space that houses the museum was originally a 17th-century convent. In the 19th century, the structure was used as a sugar-cane press and distillery and a cereal mill.

Productive Activities

The first hall centres around a traditional Câmara de Lobos xavelha fishing boat. It’s ringed by paraphernalia used to catch the ubiquitous espada (scabbardfish) and other fish and seafood – the massive óculo is something of a reverse periscope for scanning the sea floor. As with the museum’s other exhibits, the displays are given life by large, beautiful and well-curated historical photos. Next are demonstrations on linen, wool and flax production, accompanied on most days by a live weaving demonstration.

Upstairs you’ll find exhibits on cereal production, including a re-creation of a water-powered mill – once a feature of this very building. A display on wine production centres around a massive wine press and some fascinating background on wine barrels. Don’t miss the photo of borracheiros – men who transported freshly pressed grape juice in repurposed goat skins.


Transport

Ground-floor displays on the methods of transport once used on Madeira reveal that the famous carros de cesto (the wicker ‘toboggans’ that continue to slide down from Monte) were not the only sled-like form of transport used on this snow-free island.

Domestic Spaces

Upstairs and downstairs are a re-creation of a bedroom and kitchen from a 19th-century Madeiran home.

Traditional Commerce

The 1st floor is home to a re-created venda (traditional Madeiran-style grocery store). The bulk of the space is dedicated to the sale of goods, often in bulk, while a smaller portion functions as a bar – a business model still found in more rural parts of the island.


QUICK BREAK

If you find that you’ve spent too much time indoors taking in the displays, grab a drink or bite at the open-air, seaside esplanade at D. Luís.






TOP EXPERIENCE

Sample Espetada in Câmara de Lobos

Espetada (skewered, grilled beef) has become Madeira’s signature dish, and the area around Câmara de Lobos is home to the island’s most famous restaurants that serve it.


map Google map
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PLANNING TIP

If you didn’t rent a car, Câmara de Lobos is a relatively easy taxi ride from Funchal.

[image: barcode]

Scan this QR code for background on this dish.



The Beef

Espetada takes the form of chunks of beef seasoned with crushed bay leaves and garlic, sprinkled with coarse salt and grilled over coals. The skewers are typically made from steel, though traditionally they were made from laurel (bay leaf) branches. After being grilled, the skewers are hung from nifty contraptions, from which diners pluck the chunks of smokey, salty, fragrant beef.

The Sides

When eating espetada, you generally have two carb options. Bolo de caco is a Madeiran flatbread, sometimes made in part with sweet potatoes, and typically slathered with garlic butter. Experienced espetada diners know to position the bread under the hanging skewer to collect the dripping juice. The other common carb is milho frito – polenta, often supplemented with lard and thyme, cut into cubes and deep fried until crispy on the outside and molten inside.

It’s common to pair espetada with a crispy, acidic mixed salad and wine.

Where to Go

Our favourite venue for espetada is Viola. Its menu includes local beef – a rarity – you can opt for laurel branches instead of steel skewers, and the sides, including local table wine (another rarity), are excellent. Don’t miss the dessert of grilled local bananas flambéed with Madeira wine.

For something more casual and inexpensive, consider O Polar, where a clever technique allows the espetada to be constantly drizzled with garlic butter.

With its stucco walls, exposed beams and wrought-iron skewer holders, As Vides feels the most traditional of the lot.

A clean-cut interior and floor-to-ceiling windows looking over Câmara de Lobos’ port make Vila da Carne the most contemporary option, while a chic space and serious wine list make Santo António the most luxe espetada destination in Câmara de Lobos.


QUICK BREAK

Consider a pre- or post-espetada glass of poncha (Madeiran cocktail of white rum and juice) at Filhos do Mar, a bar in Câmara de Lobos’ picturesque bay.






WALKING TOUR

Wander Ponta do Sol

Ponta do Sol is, as the name suggests, the island’s sunniest spot. The densely populated seaside village is also one of Madeira’s most charming and boasts several attractions worth exploring on foot, from a cultural centre to one of the island’s best urban swimming spots.


START

Miradouro de Ponta do Sol

END

Miradouro do Perro

LENGTH

500m
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1 View over Town

Start at the town’s viewpoint, Miradouro de Ponta do Sol, which offers a pretty panorama of the town’s tiled roofs and the Atlantic Ocean.

2 Culture Stop

Head southwest to Centro Cultural John Dos Passos. This contemporary-feeling cultural space has previously hosted art exhibitions, readings and performances; stop by or look online (facebook.com/CCJohnDosPassos) to see what’s on while you’re in town.

3 Coffee Break

Head southwest along tiny Largo do Pelourinho, a car-free street that is home to several tourist-leaning cafes and restaurants – the perfect place for a pit stop.

4 Beach Intermission

Upon exiting the street, you’ll encounter Ponta do Sol’s highlight, an inviting pebble beach, the east end of which is bordered by rock formations built out with steps and a diving platform that serve as one of Madeira’s more atmospheric swimming spots. Stop here for a dip in the Atlantic.

5 The Old Road

From the beach, head northwest through the old tunnel (now essentially a car park) to a stone bridge that was once part of caminho velho, the first road to circle the entire island, a project that began in the 1830s. Below the bridge is Cascata do Mito, a waterfall that spills into the Atlantic. Across the bridge, you’ll also see the entrance of a former prison, carved directly into the cliff.

6 Viewpoint

South of the mouth of the tunnel is Miradouro do Perro, a pretty lookout over rocky, cactus-studded cliffs and Ponta do Sol’s beach. Return back the way you came.




EXPERIENCES

Descend to Hidden Fajã dos PadresFarm/Beach

Clinging to a speck of coastline west of Câmara de Lobos is Fajã dos Padres map Google map, an isolated, fecund enclave accessible by cable car.

From above, the fajã takes the form of an almost-jungle-like green strip, with the 250m-long area subject to its own microclimate. A three-minute cable-car ride on Teleférico Fajã dos Padres map Google map escorts visitors to sea level, 300m below. It’s also possible to reach the fajã by charter boat from Câmara de Lobos or Funchal.

The fajã is privately owned and functions as a working organic farm – stone pathways wind through banana, avocado, passionfruit, fig, mango and other fruit trees. The area was also once home to a community of priests who planted grapes and established a winemaking tradition that continues to this day. Some of the buildings have been turned into vacation homes (fajadospadres.com), where it’s possible to overnight.

There’s a small, rocky bay that’s adequate for swimming, a sunbathing area where loungers and umbrellas can be rented during summer, and a restaurant.

Go Bananas at BAMMuseum

The new, highly interactive Centro da Banana da Madeira map Google map (BAM), located between Ponta do Sol and Ribeira Brava, tells the story of the fruit and also grants access to a working banana plantation.

Inside the museum, visitors swipe screens, watch holograms and videos, and scan archival photos and documents that provide background on Madeira’s signature fruit. The displays do a great job of describing how and why bananas, which originated in Southeast Asia, came to arrive on Madeira, and what it takes to grow them on the island’s sunny but dry southern shore.

Directly behind the museum, a path leads to two greenhouses, where you can see sprouting banana plants. From here, you can wander freely among a banana plantation, taking in the plants with their shaggy trunks propped up with metal poles and their prehistoric-looking blossoms.

There’s a cafe on the grounds with banana-flavoured sweets and drinks, and banana-themed merch.

Walk to Calhau da LapaHiking

To the south of the village of Campanário, just off the Via Rápida west of Câmara de Lobos, is a beauty spot that only Madeira could serve up. The descent to the pebble beach known as Calhau da Lapa map Google map involves around 700 steps (we gave up counting). Once at sea level, you’ll find a pier and lots of caves – some natural, some hacked into the cliff. A few of these serve as weekend houses and two are tiny one-room guesthouses where you can stay – surely Madeira’s oddest accommodation option. There are showers and an on-off cafe.

Taste Wine at BarbeitoWinery

The island is home to seven producers of fortified Madeira wine, and Barbeito map Google map, northwest of Câmara de Lobos, is both the most traditional and most forward-thinking house. Book ahead (vinhosbarbeito.com) to arrange a tasting of its bright, balanced wines that will almost certainly reshape your perception of Madeira as purely a dessert drink.

Wander Among the Bananas in Madalena do MarHiking

Wedged into the mouth of a deep creek, tiny Madalena do Mar has a long, stony beach and a quiet, undisturbed atmosphere that feels a long way from Funchal. It’s also the jumping-off point for one of the island’s simplest walks.

The Rota da Banana map Google map, also known as RB 2 or Vereda do Nateiro, kicks off in a narrow, signed alleyway west of A Taberna Madalena do Mar. Head north, following the path and signs, winding through dense, walled banana plantations where locals stack piles of the fruit for sale on an honour system. If you take the optional side routes, the trail is about 1km and can be walked in 30 minutes or so.

Go Weak at the Knees at Cabo GirãoViewpoint

Around 3km west of Câmara de Lobos, Madeira’s highest sea cliffs rise 580m to loom high over the village and the Atlantic’s sapphire expanse. The panorama from the viewing platform is nothing short of spectacular, unless you look down – the platform floor is made of glass and hangs over the cliff edge – when it’s a knee-weakening, toe-curling experience.

Cabo Girão map Google map means Cape of Return – in the 15th century, Captain João Gonçalves Zarco is said to have turned his ship around here on his first recce of the coast. He’d probably now turn back in the face of the souvenir stalls that have filled what was once a peaceful, overgrown spot.

Culture & Cuisine in Ribeira BravaTown

The highlight of Ribeira Brava is the wonderful Museu Etnográfico da Madeira, but there are more reasons to linger in this village.

Dating from the 15th century, Igreja de São Bento map Google map is one of Madeira’s most attractive churches. Almost as wide as it is long, the three-nave interior is divided by high Gothic arches, which reach up to a curved, embossed ceiling. From this hang the church’s most impressive feature: two giant crystal chandeliers.

When you’ve had enough culture, take a drink at D. Luís, a local-style sandwich at A Parada Brava or a seafood meal at Muralha Terrace. Ideally, tack on a dip in Complexo Balnear da Ribeira Brava, a round, artificial bay fronting a pleasant pebble beach.


WHERE TO SWIM ON THE SOUTH COAST

The cable car to Fajã dos Padres and the hike to Calhau da Lapa lead to some amazing swimming spots, but there are other accessible options on the south shore. Try the following.

Complexo Balnear das Salinas

map Google map

Câmara de Lobos’ picture-perfect bay is mostly a fishing port, but swimming is possible at this aquatic centre.

Ponta do Sol

map Google map

Opt for the pleasant rocky beach or the diving platform.

Complexo Balnear da Ribeira Brava

map Google map

Two protected artificial bays form this swimming area.

Praia da Madalena do Mar

map Google map

Madalena do Mar’s long boardwalk leads to a quiet rocky beach with a pier.



Paraglide over Madalena do MarParagliding

The cliffs above Madalena do Mar serve as a launch point for paragliders with Madeira Paragliding map Google map. Because weather is unpredictable, it’s a matter of showing up at the outfit’s office in Arco da Calheta around 11am and, if the conditions are right, suiting up for a 15-minute tandem flight.

Taste Madeira Wine at Henriques & HenriquesWinery

Henriques & Henriques map Google map only uses grapes from its own vineyards in Quinta Grande and Câmara de Lobos. The wine is finished off in huge barrels at its modern, specially designed headquarters. Visitors can try the four types of three-year-old wine for free. Anything older normally incurs a charge.
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Eating

Fish & Seafood

Vila do Peixe € €

map Google map

Câmara de Lobos’ best seafood restaurant offers the highest-quality Madeiran fish and seafood grilled over coals with little more than a sprinkle of coarse salt. noon-10.30pm

Muralha Terrace € €

map Google map

This ochre box perched above Ribeira Brava’s beach has a reputation for treating its seafood well; the menu also has a few meat-free items. 12.30-10pm Wed-Sun

A Poita €

map Google map

Locals and tourists flock to this bright, cheery shack in Madalena do Mar for inexpensive seafood dishes. noon-midnight Wed-Mon

Snack Like a Madeiran

A Parada Brava €

map Google map

This Ribeira Brava snack bar has a hand-written menu of local-style sandwiches, stuffed with ingredients from porco vinha d’alhos (chunks of pork braised in wine and garlic) to espada (battered and deep-fried scabbardfish fillets). 6.30am-9pm

A Taberna Madalena do Mar €

map Google map

Casual seaside place in Madalena do Mar specialising in local-style petiscos (tapas/snacks) such as griddled limpets, sandwiches and picadas (cubes of seared meat in a white-wine sauce served with French fries). noon-11pm Tue-Sun

D. Luís €

map Google map

Occupying a large slice of the Ribeira Brava seafront, this popular, mostly outdoor restaurant does a bit of everything, from local-style limpets to pizza. 9am-11pm

[image: img]
Drinking

Local-style Cocktails

A Venda do André

map Google map

This classic venda (old-school Madeiran-style grocery store/bar) near Cabo Girão has largely abandoned the grocery and focuses instead on delicious, made-to-order glasses of poncha. 9am-midnight Tue-Sun

Pé-de-Cabra

map Google map

This bar claims to be the originator of the contemporary Madeiran cocktail, pé de cabra (Madeira wine, cocoa powder, sugar and stout combined with a hand blender). 6am-10pm Mon-Sat, 2-10pm Sun

Os Castrinhos

map Google map

This bar is one of the island’s go-tos for Madeiran-style cocktails and dentinhos (local snacks paired with drinks). 8am-midnight Mon-Sat, 9am-3pm Sun






Explore

The North Coast

Madeira’s rugged north coast, with its high cliffs rising vertically from the seething Atlantic, feels a world away from the sun-splashed south. The moody, often rainy weather compounds this contrast, discouraging the sun worshippers, meaning this is a slice of Madeira with a smaller tourist footprint. Those who come will inevitably be charmed by the north coast’s villages, wowed by its viewpoints and most likely overwhelmed by its spread of active pursuits, which range from hiking along abandoned roads to splashing in some of Madeira’s best swimming spots.
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See for eating, drinking and shopping listings
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Traditional house in Santana | PETR POHUDKA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Getting Around

[image: img] Bus

The north coast is served by two Funchal bus companies – Rodoeste and Horários do Funchal – though services are limited.

[image: img] Car

With buses few and far between, you’ll need a car if you plan to do a lot of exploring around the north coast.


THE BEST

SWIMMING SPOT Seixal’s Piscinas Naturais

VIEWPOINT Teleférico Rocha do Navio

LOCAL MEAL A Fragateira

MARKET Feira Agrícola de Santana

WALK Fajã do Mar Faial
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1Top Experiences

 Swimming at SeixalC1




1Experiences

1Quinta do BarbusanoD4

2Roseiral da Quinta do ArcoF3

3Arco de São JorgeE4

4Engenhos do NorteH5

5Teleférico Rocha do NavioG4

6North Coast RoadA3

7Calhau de São JorgeG3

 Ruinas de São Jorge(see 7)

8Miradouro do GuindasteH4

9Fajã do Mar FaialH4

10Thatched A-Frame CottagesG4

11Aquário da MadeiraA2

12Grutas e Centro do VulcanismoC4

13Parque Temático da MadeiraG4

14Piscinas NaturaisA2

 Praia da Alagoa(see 4)

15Complexo Balnear da Foz da Ribeira do FaialH4

16Complexo Balnear da Ponta DelgadaE3




5Eating

 Cabo Aéro Café(see 7)

17Quinta do FurãoG4

18Talho SeixalC1

19Restaurante Vila BelaH5

 A Fragateira(see 19)

20SolmarC2

 A Pipa(see 19)

 Caldeirão Verde(see 26)

 Estrela do Norte(see 26)

 Cachalote(see 11)

21Peter’s GrutasH4

22QuebramarC4




6Drinking

23Porto de AbrigoC4

24Bar Praia da LajeB1




7Shopping

25Friends Of 4 Patinhas Charity ShopC4

26Feira Agrícola de SantanaG4









TOP EXPERIENCE

Swimming at Seixal

Seixal is home to three excellent yet distinct swimming spots: one that boasts one of Madeira’s few sandy beaches, one made up of a series of pools formed by ancient lava, and a wide, rocky bay.


map Google map
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PLANNING TIP

In addition to swimming spots, Seixal can boast a couple of worthwhile eateries, making it possible to combine a swim with a meal in an excursion that could take up a half-day or more.



Praia do Porto do Seixal

Located just east of the town centre, Seixal’s black-sand beach (pictured) is a stunner – it was even declared Europe’s third best beach in 2022 on the European Best Destinations website. Unfurl your towel on sand a shade of black you never knew existed and watch the waves roll in against a steep backdrop of vineyards tumbling down to the water. The beach is popular and can get crowded on sunny days. Madeira Surf Center (madeirasurfcenter.pt) offers surfing lessons at the beach.

Directly north of the beach is a natural pool where kayaks and the like can be hired. A relatively large bar/cafe also fronts this area.

The areas are linked by a public bathroom as well as changing room.

Piscinas Naturais

map Google map

A short walk west of ‘downtown’ Seixal are the Piscinas Naturais (Natural Pools). From above, the aquamarine water forms a stark contrast to the dark lava rocks that, over millennia, have formed arches and other photogenic shapes. Drive or walk down a super-steep descent and a closer look reveals stairs and other artifical elements. Access to the swimming area is free.

There’s a bathroom/changing room and, occasionally, a stall selling drinks and snacks.

Praia da Laje

Continue just west of the Piscinas Naturais and you’ll encounter yet another rocky outcrop. The bay that sweeps west from here is Praia da Laje – known to locals as Praia da Jamaica (Jamaica Beach) for the string of palm trees that edge the Atlantic. On the west side of the outcrop there’s a pier suitable for swimming and a popular bar. The views west are stunning, and the only ‘crowds’ are likely to be a few local dudes fishing.


QUICK BREAK

Perched above the Piscinas Naturais, the tiny Talho Seixal butcher shop offers an open-air, DIY barbecue with one of the island’s best restaurant views.






DRIVING TOUR

Explore the Former North Coast Road

Road number 101 was Madeira’s most dramatic and scenic road, a barely car-wide strip of tarmac clinging to the side of cliffs. Today, it’s been supplanted by the tunnels and wide lanes of the VE2, but some sections are still open and accessible.


START

Boaventura

END

Ribeira da Janela

LENGTH

26km
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1 Cliffside Road

Starting at the roundabout in Boaventura, drive north along ER101 as far as the roadblock. Continue on foot along a cliff-clinging road that’s severely degraded and neglected, with crude tunnels and excellent views over Ponta Delgada. As with all these stretches of ER101, there’s a real risk of falling rocks and landslides. It’s possible to continue all the way to Ponta Delgada, but you’ll need to return to your car.

2 Bridge View

Drive west to Ponta Delgada’s roundabout, from where you’ll follow a maintained stretch of ER101 to São Vicente. Just west of town, park at Restaurante A Cataplana and take the path that branches right at the mouth of the tunnel. Follow sharp curves and two tunnels before reaching an impressive viewpoint onto two bridges over the river. Return the way you came.

3 Degraded Road

Continue west along the VE2 and park near the Cascata do Córrego da Furna. From here, it’s possible to backtrack and walk a short section of ER101. Parts of the route are very steep and degraded; take care.

4 Viewpoint Stop

Continue west along the VE2 and immediately after exiting Túnel de João Delgado, turn right. A viewpoint here offers a peek of a waterfall as well as sections of ER101 that have almost entirely returned to nature.

5 Maintained Stretch

From the parking lot, take the exit that branches to the right before the tunnel – this section of ER101 is still used as a one-way approach to Seixal. Take a swim or lunch break here.

6 Waterfall

West of Seixal, follow the sign to Ribeira Funda. This dead-end stretch of ER101 leads to Cascata da Ribeira da Pedra Branca, an impressive waterfall. Return the way you came.

7 Rock Towers

Continue west along VE2 to the car park at Miradouro Ilhéus da Ribeira da Janela. The big draw here is the eponymous towering rocks. This is also a jumping-off point for one of the more accessible stretches of ER101 – walk southeast through a long tunnel, which connects to a shorter tunnel. The road edges the Atlantic and, on a windy day, you’ll be sprayed with sea foam. Walk as far as you want, though this section of ER101 is often blocked by landslides.




EXPERIENCES

Taste Wine at Quinta do BarbusanoWinery

On Madeira’s north coast, cool weather, volcanic soil and rain mean that grapes thrive, with vineyards spilling down almost to the sea. Much of this harvest goes into Madeira’s signature fortified wine, but there are also several producers of table wine.

Quinta do Barbusano map Google map is located just outside of São Vicente, on a steep hillside close enough to the Atlantic that the salinity comes through in some of its bottles. Reach out in advance (facebook.com/quintadobarbusano) to book a winery tour and tasting of six non-fortified Madeiran wines on an open-air terrace with magnificent views of the surrounding valley and hillsides.

Explore the Rose Gardens of Quinta do ArcoGarden

map Google map

Arco de São Jorge is home to one of the world’s largest rose gardens. Roseiral da Quinta do Arco map Google map is like an English garden on steroids, home to a supposed 1500 varieties of roses, including some rare varieties developed on Madeira, as well as many other tropical and semi-tropical plants and flowers. It’s a charming, beautiful, fragrant place in which to get lost.

The garden is behind the walls of the Pestana Quinta Do Arco hotel – a €12 fee grants entry and includes a drink in the lobby bar.

If you still have the energy after smelling the roses, Arco de São Jorge map Google map is one of the prettiest villages on the island, fecund with plant life, including lush vineyards, but with little in the way of tourist infrastructure. It’s worth a wander.

Sample Rum in Porto da CruzDistillery

Top billing in pretty Porto da Cruz is Engenhos do Norte, a century-old, steam-powered rum distillery where you can peruse the distilling equipment and, if you’re here at the right time (from March to May), cane crushing and distillation. Most of Madeira’s PGI rum is made here exclusively using cane from the 172 hectares still given over to sugar production on the island. The company also produces excellent molasses.

With advance notice (facebook.com/engenhodonorte), it’s possible to arrange a formal rum tasting, and there’s also a bar and gift shop.

Teleférico Rocha do NavioCable Car

map Google map

The Teleférico Rocha do Navio cable car has long been a lifeline between Santana and a handful of residents on the isolated coastal community known as Rocha do Navio, 330m below. Damage to a car in 2022 led to its use being restricted to locals only, but at the time of writing it was set to reopen to the public. Alternatively, there’s a footpath to the bottom, but it’s subject to frequent landslides and isn’t considered safe.

Rocha do Navio – Ship Rock – was named after a 19th-century Dutch shipwreck, making it a name that serves as a constant reminder of the towering, dangerous rocks perched off its coast. Today, the area is a nature reserve spanning 1710 hectares that also includes the seabed, which is up to 100m deep.

Even if the cable car isn’t running, it’s worth stopping in for what is one of the island’s most dramatic views. From the cable-car station, you can see the tiny community and its famously rocky shoreline backed by sheer cliffs with waterfalls spilling down.

North Coast Road Road

map Google map

Road number 101 once struck fear into the heart of every Madeiran driver, until it was replaced by the modern VE2. The old route was the island’s most dramatic but also most beautiful road, clinging to the edge of cliffs and splashed by waterfalls and waves. Some sections (usually marked Antiga ER101) are still open, while others are accessible on foot only – we’ve put together a driving and walking tour that connects these sections.

Explore the Ocean SustainablyTours

Based in Porto Moniz, Onda Solar (facebook.com/catamaransolar) offers a variety of excursions of Madeira’s north shore on its solar-powered catamaran.

Swim at the Foot of RuinsBeach

Calhau de São Jorge map Google map is a place no one would have ever stumbled upon were it not for the very Instagrammable stone archway – the ruins of a former sugar mill – leading onto the rocky beach. Scramble up the rough cliff paths either side of the bay for stunning north-coast views. Nearby is a swimming pool and two cafes.


A Bottle of Rum

One result of Madeira’s legacy of sugar-cane production is rum, known locally as aguardente de cana (cane brandy). Madeira is one of only a handful of places in the world making ‘agricultural rum’, meaning that it’s distilled from freshly pressed sugar-cane juice rather than from molasses. Madeiran rum is 37.5% alcohol by volume and is a staple ingredient in poncha, the island’s signature cocktail, as well as a few local recipes. Six distilleries remain on the island – Engenhos do Norte is one of the only steam-powered factories remaining in all of Europe.



Explore the Coast Near FaialViewpoint

To the north of the pretty village of Faial is Miradouro do Guindaste map Google map. Two glass-floored walkways leap boldly from the clifftop, providing heart-stopping views of the surf below and as far east as Ponta de São Lourenço. Installed in late 2022, the walkways became an instant Instagram hit.

Just as impressive – and decidedly less popular – is the easy 2km walk (or drive) just north to Fajã do Mar Faial map Google map, a small, seemingly hidden fishing pier where you’re likely to encounter no more than a local angler or two. The views of the coast from here are stunning.

See Traditional Houses in SantanaArchitecture

map Google map

The tiny, bright-red, A-framed, thatched-roof cottage has emerged as something of a symbol of Madeira. They’re mostly found in and around the village of Santana, with some overtly touristy examples in the city centre and more authentic specimens in various states of disrepair dotted through gardens around the area.

If you’re house hunting in Santana on Friday or Saturday, don’t miss the farmers market that unfolds on the square opposite the tourist cottages.

Visit Aquário da MadeiraAquarium

map Google map

Madeira’s top aquarium hides away like a hermit crab in a renovated stone fortress in Porto Moniz. Inside, 12 tanks represent various ocean habitats around the island – the largest contains 500,000L of water and is large enough to accommodate divers. The entire colourful underwater world is here, though most visitors’ attention is taken by the sharks in the big tank.

Explore the Island’s CavesCaves

Top for some visitors on Madeira’s north coast will be the Grutas e Centro do Vulcanismo map Google map, just outside of São Vicente. The first part of the experience is a guided tour of the caves – 900,000-year-old lava tubes studied by English geologist James Johnson in the 1850s. The second part is the Centro do Vulcanismo – a 3D, interactive look at Madeira’s volcanic birth and volcanoes in general. It’s a real hit with kids and a great wet-weather activity.

At the time of writing, the caves and the Centro do Vulcanismo were both closed to the public for renovation; it was unclear when they would reopen.


Madeira’s Fajãs

On Madeira, you’ll likely encounter the word fajã in more than one place name. The term refers to a piece of land that was created when earth or lava slid down cliffs into the ocean, a geographical phenomenon also common on Portugal’s Azores islands.



See Madeira in MiniatureAmusement Park

An engaging place to take the kids, the slightly ageing Parque Temático da Madeira map Google map, a Madeira-themed amusement park outside Santana, has a boating lake, a maze, a Monte train, mock-ups of Santana A-frame houses, a large kiddie playground, some Madeira-specific exhibitions and a cafe.

Swim at Porto MonizSwimming

map

Natural pools formed from volcanic rock (assisted by some concrete here and there) can be found at both ends of Porto Moniz’s busy seafront. Those near the Cachalote restaurant are free, wilder and less affected by high waves. Those at the other end charge admission and are a touch tamer, but are swamped when the Atlantic shows even mild fury.


WHERE TO SWIM ON THE NORTH COAST

The natural pools at Seixal and Porto Moniz get all the press, but there are some other inviting places to take a dip on the north coast.

Praia da Alagoa

map Google map

Porto da Cruz’s beach, backed by cliffs and equipped with a small pool and cafe, is a handsome one.

Complexo Balnear da Foz da Ribeira do Faial

map Google map

A tiny, spherical, black-rock-lined bay is the centrepiece here. There’s a small pool and an expansive cafe/bar.

Complexo Balnear da Ponta Delgada

map Google map

Ponta Delgada’s modern swimming complex is part swimming pool and part fishing pier.






LISTINGS

Best Places for...

€ Budget  €€ Midrange  €€€ Top End
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Eating

Impressive Views

Cabo Aéro Café €

map Google map

Perched at the edge of a cliff overlooking Calhau de São Jorge is this utterly casual, open-air grill. Opt for the grilled tuna belly or the espetada (skewered, grilled beef) , and make friends with the resident cats. 10am-8pm Mon, Tue, Thu & Fri, to 6pm Sat & Sun

Quinta do Furão € €

map Google map

This excellent, stylishly rustic hotel-restaurant sets some of the highest standards on the island with dishes that link Madeira and mainland Portugal. Book a table on the terrace with its astonishing north-coast views. noon-9.30pm

Talho Seixal €

map Google map

Perched above the natural pools in Seixal is this butcher shop with a couple of picnic tables. Pick your skewer, proceed to the DIY grill and take in one of the best ‘restaurant’ views on the island. 9am-6pm

Restaurante Vila Bela € €

map Google map

The restaurant at the seafront Vila Bela hotel enjoys one of the best dining locations on the north coast, with tables set almost within splashing distance of the waves and with dramatic cliff views of Porto da Cruz’s curving promenade. noon-10pm Fri-Tue

Something Traditional

A Fragateira €

map Google map

This charming, family-run place in Porto da Cruz does local-style sandwiches and a couple of hearty Madeiran dishes on a daily basis. It’s particularly known for its vinho seco (homemade wine). 10am-10pm

Solmar € €

map Google map

Portuguese diners stream here for arroz de lapas (limpets rice), ideally paired with grilled parrotfish, a speciality of Seixal. Try to snag a seat on the balcony that overlooks the town’s tiled roofs. 9am-9pm Thu-Tue

A Pipa €

map Google map

The most popular place to eat in Porto da Cruz is this atmospheric, old, wood-beamed, basalt-block pub. Expect large portions of inexpensive seafood, fish and filling Madeiran meat dishes, plus sarnies and other snacks. noon-11pm Tue-Sat

Caldeirão Verde €

map Google map

Day-tripping families, forestry workers and Santana’s police officers meet here over slabs of cheap grilled meat and Portuguese reds. 8.30am-10pm

Estrela do Norte €

map Google map

As the bus-friendly parking lot indicates, this places serves local-leaning dishes to large groups of tourists. If you’ve had your fill of regional cuisine, there are also decent pizzas and house specials.

Quirky Settings

Cachalote € €

map Google map

Around since the late 1960s, the ‘Whale’ wins the prize for Madeira’s craziest restaurant location, embedded into the crumbly volcanic rock on Porto Moniz’s seafront. 10am-7pm

Peter’s Grutas €

map Google map

One of only two cave-based eateries on the island, this snack bar–restaurant, en route from Faial to points south, offers Madeiran and international dishes. 9am-9pm

Quebramar € €

map Google map

On São Vicente’s seafront, seafood-forward Quebramar serves up 360-degree views of the coast and seascape inside a dining room that slowly revolves. 9am-6pm Mon, to 10pm Tue-Sun

[image: img]
Drinking

Atmospheric Drinks

Porto de Abrigo

map Google map

A little piece of history on São Vicente’s seafront, this ancient, stone-built warehouse has been converted into a very atmospheric bar with an impressive selection of local wines, rum and other drinks. 11am-2am

Bar Praia da Laje

map Google map

Semi-hidden and slightly reggae, this open-air beach bar outside of Seixal has a lengthy drinks menu and terrific views along the north coast. 10am-midnight

Engenhos do Norte

map Google map

Porto da Cruz’s historic distillery has a small, casual bar that serves house rums and rum-based cocktails such as poncha. 9am-6pm Mon-Fri, from 10am Sat & Sun

[image: img]
Shopping

Secondhand Finds & Farmers Markets

Friends Of 4 Patinhas Charity Shop

map Google map

This charity shop belongs to a São Vicente organisation that pays veterinary bills for poor locals and ships stray dogs to Germany. Contains lots of bric-a-brac left behind by departing expats, including that rare commodity – English books. 9am-5pm Mon-Fri

Feira Agrícola de Santana

map Google map

Local farmers come together at Santana’s main square to sell exotic fruit and other food items. 10am-6pm Fri-Sat






Explore

The East Coast

The ‘second city’ and former capital Machico, the island’s main port at Caniçal and the stilt-walking Cristiano Ronaldo International Airport are all found at the sunrise end of Madeira. Outside of Funchal, the east is the island’s most heavily populated area. It’s an action-packed, sun-drenched zone of gliding Boeings and rocky beaches, but also one of fertile farms, stupendous views and a dramatic peninsula. If you came to Madeira seeking sun, adventure and perhaps a bit of history, you’ll find it here.
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See for eating, drinking and shopping listings
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The view from Cabo do Larano | ZEDSPIDER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Getting Around

[image: img] Bus

As eastern Madeira is the most populated area outside the capital, bus services are more frequent than in the west or north. The vast majority of services are operated by SAM (sam.pt).

The airport is connected to Funchal city centre and the Hotel Zone by a dedicated airport bus, also operated by SAM. The small EACL (eacl.pt) bus company runs services to Caniço and Garajau.


THE BEST

HIKE Ponta de São Lourenço

MUSEUM Museu da Baleia

BEACH Praia de Garajau

VIEWPOINT Cabo do Larano

DRINK Pé de cabra at Bar da Chupa
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1Top Experiences

 Museu da BaleiaF2

 Ponta de São Lourenço PeninsulaF1




1Experiences

1Cristo ReiA6

2Praia de GarajauA6

3Levada dos MaroçosC2

4Cristiano Ronaldo International AirportD4

5Cabo do LaranoC1

6Complexo Balnear Lido GalomarB6

7Praia dos Reis MagosB6

8Aquaparque Santa CruzC4




5Eating

9Talho do CaniçoB5

10Muralha’s BarF2

11O MoinhoB5

12Arepazo Snack BarD4

13A CentralB5

14GaleriaB5

15Mercado VelhoE3

 Atlantis(see 6)

 MaréAlta(see 15)

 Aquarium(see 10)




6Drinking

16Bar da ChupaD2

17A Venda do SócioC5

18Canecas BarF2

19Bar O CaniçalC2




7Shopping

20Casa das Bordadeiras de MachicoD3









TOP EXPERIENCE

Explore Ponta de São Lourenço

The snaking Ponta de São Lourenço peninsula forms the eastern extent of Madeira. Most of its highlights are approached along an 8km trail that features swimming spots and amazing vistas. It’s worth noting that this hike is a very different beast from the island’s levada walks, with lots of ups and downs and no shade.


map Google map
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PLANNING TIPS

Buses and taxis leave hikers at the Baía D’Abra car park, where you’ll find a route map (numbered PR 8). The trail should take around four hours; be sure to bring plenty of water and perhaps even lunch.

[image: barcode]

Scan this QR code for a map and details of the trail.



Swimming

Located before the trailhead, Prainha do Caniçal is one of the only fine-sand beaches on the island. A romantically secluded suntrap, this wild arc of black sand is backed by cliffs, under which there’s a basic cafe. At high tide, the water comes right up to the rocks, leaving no sand – get there early and you’ll have the place to yourself (for a while at least). There’s parking on the clifftop and Caniçal buses stop here on request.

On the trail itself is Praia de São Lourenço, a very secluded beach that’s good for a dip in the sea. In the morning, you’ll likely share this and the views of the Ilhas Desertas with nobody else. Further along, just past the bird-watching post, a short path runs down to Cais do Sardinha, where swimming and diving are permitted. If you’d rather not walk, this point can be reached on boat tours.

Views

The Miradouro de São Lourenço looks over toweringly stranded chunks of volcanic rock that the seething Atlantic has separated from the mothership. The reds and greys of the rocks contrast photogenically with the white surf.

Behind the Casa do Sardinha rises the Morro do Furado, a huge hillside marking the end of the peninsula’s accessible section. It’s a bit of a slog to the top on crumbly and slippery ground, but the Atlantic panoramas from the top are magnificent.

Casa do Sardinha

Near the terminus of the trail, and built by Manuel Bettencourt Sardinha in 1905 as a holiday home, Casa do Sardinha is a pretty, tropical oasis of a house that was sold to the regional government by his granddaughter in 1996. It now serves as a reception centre for the protected area, and houses a cafe.


QUICK BREAK

On the trail, picnic tables near Casa do Sardinha provide the perfect lunch spot, while the complex also includes Sea Spot Cafe, a casual cafe/restaurant.






TOP EXPERIENCE

Museu da Baleia

For four short decades, Caniçal was the centre of Madeira’s whaling industry. The whole thing came to a halt in the 1980s when demand for whale products dried up due to conservation concerns. Its legacy is retained at this museum dedicated to whales and whaling.


map Google map
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PLANNING TIPS

This is one of the best rainy-day activities if you’ve brought the kids to Madeira. There’s plenty of parking outside.

[image: barcode]

Scan this QR code for full opening hours.



Four Decades of Whaling

Once a minor exhibition housed in a small seafront building, Caniçal’s Whale Museum was moved to a large, multimillion-euro, ultra-modern complex in 2012, making it possibly the world’s top museum devoted to the topic. The first hall is packed with exhibits examining Madeira’s whaling industry from its beginnings in longboats and lookout towers to its end in the early 1980s, as global attitudes towards whaling began to change – the International Whaling Commission’s moratorium on commercial whaling was announced in 1982 and came into effect in 1986. A small cinema shows a film on a loop about the industry with lots of blood-and-guts footage of the whale hunt and the dismemberment process on the shore.

Cetaceans Galore

The museum’s second huge hall is all about whales, seals and other sea life – it’s the most popular section with children as it’s all 3D and interactive. Dive deep in a submarine, learn about the anatomy of a whale, admire the life-size models of various cetaceans hanging from the ceiling and hear about their life cycles. If you have budding marine biologists on board, expect to spend a long time here.

Scrimshaw & Gregory Peck

Without this seafront museum, you’d never know that Madeira’s main freight port had ever had a whaling industry. But a scruffy kiosk on the promenade houses one tiny last piece of its legacy – vintage scrimshaw, aka whalebone carving. Here you can buy real pieces of marble-white whalebone art, which is understandably pricey as the last whale was hunted here in 1981. Another eternal legacy of the Madeiran whaling industry is the 1956 film Moby Dick, starring Gregory Peck and filmed on location in Caniçal.


QUICK BREAK

The museum has its own cafe serving coffee and cakes on a terrace with stupendous Atlantic views. If you’re after something more substantial, try Muralha’s Bar on Caniçal’s seafront.






WALKING TOUR

Explore Madeira’s First City

Machico was Madeira’s first capital and the place where the Portuguese first landed to claim the island for the king back in Lisbon. With its mountaintop viewpoint, swimming complex and ancient churches, it can be approached as a microcosm of the island.


START

Miradouro do Pico do Facho

END

MaréAlta

LENGTH

2km; two hours
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1 Bird’s-eye View

Drive or ask a taxi to take you to the top of Pico do Facho, 280m above Machico. The views of Machico, the airport and out across the seemingly endless Atlantic are simply stupendous. There’s also a year-round refreshments stand, a barbecue area and lots of cats to keep you company. After taking it all in, follow the 1.25km trail that winds down the southeast face of the mountain to Machico.

2 Swimming Break

You might appreciate a dip at this point, and Praia de Machico is a gently sloping beach created with golden sand shipped in from Morocco and protected by two artificial breaks. Facilities include toilets, a volleyball court and showers. There are a couple of places to eat nearby as you watch planes gliding low across the mouth of the bay.

3 Miraculous Chapel

Head west to Capela Do Senhor Dos Milagres. The original chapel was famously washed away in a flood in 1803, but the crucifix was found bobbing in the Atlantic by an American galley. ‘Miracle!’, the locals declared; hence its name.

4 Church Stop

Continue west, crossing the river to Igreja Matriz de Machico. The church is one of the island’s largest, reflecting Machico’s former status as Madeira’s capital. The musty, ancient-feeling interior is adorned with a baroque inventory but strangely no azulejos (painted glazed tiles).

5 Waterfront Fortress

Head southeast to the triangular, ochre fortress on Machico’s seafront. It dates from 1706 and was built to protect the town from pirates. There’s not much to see now save for a few old cannons – it once served as the tourist office but is now home to the office of the local MEP.

6 Refreshment Break

Cap your walk off with a drink and/or meal at the waterfront MaréAlta restaurant.




EXPERIENCES

Dip into Garajau and its surroundsStatue

The upmarket village of Garajau hangs for dear life on the side of a cliff, 6km as the crow flies from central Funchal. On an often-blustery promontory below the village stands the Cristo Rei map Google map, a late-1920s mini version of Rio’s Christ the Redeemer statue, arms outspread, eyes gazing into the infinite blue of the Atlantic.

Praia de Garajau map Google map, the stony beach below, was once used for dismembering and boiling up whales caught by boats off Madeira. It’s since been turned into a bathing complex with a restaurant and other facilities. It’s reached by cable car near the statue, or by a very long and zigzagging road.

Walk through MaroçosHike

Levada dos Maroços map Google map is an easy, 6.3km walk that parallels one of the few canals in Madeira’s dry east. The hike begins just west of the village of Maroços and ends at the edge of Machico and, unlike other levada walks, it passes largely through inhabited and agricultural areas – specifically, terraced plots known as poios. You’re likely to encounter people at work tending to the fields. Indeed, there’s so much agriculture here that locals will often set out fruit for hikers to purchase on an honour system – bring cash.

It’s possible to connect this trail with Vereda da Boca do Risco and Vereda do Larano.

Check in at Cristiano Ronaldo International AirportAirport

map Google map

Few airports can be counted as true places of interest, but Madeira’s airport, with its runway sticking into the Atlantic on stilts and hemmed on two sides by mountains, definitely can be. From Santa Cruz, head uphill along the ER207, which runs high above the runway, providing great views of planes performing the tricky landing manoeuvre. You can also plane-watch at an open-air viewing platform equipped with a bar inside the terminal.


Madeira’s Discovery

So just who got to Madeira first? Portuguese history books say it was Captain João Gonçalves Zarco, dispatched in 1419 and again in 1420 by Prince Henry the Navigator, who was acting on a hunch. However, a Medici map of 1351 shows the Madeiran Archipelago, and even the Romans may have been aware of it – Pliny the Elder mentions the islands in his Natural History. But it was Zarco who really kicked off the human story on Madeira and Porto Santo. He became governor of half the island (fellow explorer Tristão Vaz Teixeira got the other half) and established Funchal, which quickly took over from Machico as the island’s capital.



See the View from Cabo do LaranoViewpoint

map Google map

This viewpoint, at a disused cable-car station more than 300m above sea level, takes in dramatic vistas of the island’s sheer northeast coast. Unlike some of Madeira’s other viewpoints, there’s little infrastructure here and a visit feels like exploration.

From Porto da Cruz, drive until the sealed road peters out, parking a short walk from the viewpoint. Alternatively, you can continue along this route on foot, following the Vereda do Larano. It connects with the viewpoint at Boca do Risco and on to Machico or Maroços for a challenging hike of around 12km.


SWIMMING ON THE EAST COAST

In addition to the artificial beach at Machico, the cable-car-linked beach at Garajau and the excellent but hard-to-reach swim spots at Ponta de São Lourenço, there are several other places to swim on the east coast.

Complexo Balnear Lido Galomar

map Google map

Take the lift down from Caniço de Baixo’s Hotel Galomar to discover this secluded, sun-trapping bathing area with sea access and pools.

Praia dos Reis Magos

map Google map

East of Garajau, this beach complex has a semi-natural pool and boardwalk.

Aquaparque Santa Cruz

map Google map

Madeira’s only water park is situated southwest of Santa Cruz. Open June to September.






LISTINGS

Best Places for...

€ Budget  €€ Midrange  €€€ Top End
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Eating

Something Madeiran

Talho do Caniço €

map Google map

Your meal starts when you order an espetada (grilled skewers of beef) at this seemingly standard butcher shop in Caniço. Next, escort your skewer of beef to the back of the house, where staff will grill it over coals and where you can order sides and drinks. noon-10pm Thu-Sat

Muralha’s Bar €

map Google map

This Caniçal institution specialises in local-style drinking snacks such as gaiado (salted, sun-dried skipjack tuna) and picados (cubes of meat seared and served in a wine sauce with French fries), as well as more substantial, often-seafood-based dishes. 11am-11pm

O Moinho € €

map Google map

Looking over the Atlantic from the peak of a mountain east of Caniço is this rocky refuge boasting a menu of hearty, meaty Madeiran dishes. It’s a decent place to dip into the local cuisine. 11am-10pm Tue-Sun

Foreign Flavours

Arepazo Snack Bar €

map Google map

Madeira has a palpable Venezuelan population, who have brought their cuisine to the island. Come to this bare-bones place in Santa Cruz for arepas (something like a flatbread made from cornmeal) or hearty platters of rice, beans, plantains and meat. 9am-midnight Mon-Sat

A Central €

map Google map

A smoky aroma of grilling meat wafts from the door of this central Caniço churrascaria (traditional grill). The rodízio brasileiro – 14 types of skewered meat – sorts the carnivores from the kids. 12.30-4pm & 6.30pm-midnight Thu-Tue

Galeria € €

map Google map

When you tire of local flavours, this upscale restaurant in Caniço’s Quinta Splendida Hotel boasts a menu that ranges from Italy to Thailand – we’re guessing it’s the only place on the island to get the latter cuisine. 6.30-10pm

Mercado Velho € €

map Google map

The eclectic menu at this long-established restaurant, ensconced in the former market building in Machico, emphasises grilled fish but extends to meat as well as pastas, soups and salads. 10am-10pm Wed-Mon

Seafood

Atlantis € €

map Google map

The aptly named Atlantis looks as though it’s risen from the waves and clamped itself to the cliffside above the Lido Galomar swimming complex. The menu emphasises seafood, and boasts some local wines. noon-4pm & 6-9.30pm

MaréAlta € €

map Google map

This seafront glass box, just metres from the waves, contains Machico’s best seafood restaurant. Every marine inhabitant of Madeira, plus many from elsewhere, swims through the menu. 11am-11pm

Aquarium € €

map Google map

The blue-tinted glass of this Caniçal restaurant makes it look from the outside as though diners are feeding inside a huge aquarium (hence the name). It serves typical fish and meat dishes as well as a cheap, post-museum kids’ menu. noon-11pm Mon & Thu, from 11am Tue-Wed & Fri-Sun

[image: img]
Drinking

Local Tipples

Bar da Chupa

map Google map

This classic Madeiran grocery/bar is beside an unremarkable roundabout in Machico. Follow the lead of locals and order the pé de cabra, a blend of red wine, cocoa powder and stout that somehow actually works. 6am-10pm Mon-Sat

A Venda do Sócio

map Google map

East of Caniço, this former local grocery turned bar serves the entire scope of local drinks, from ponchas (white rum and juice) to nikitas (blend of vanilla ice cream, pineapple and beer), as well as dentinhos (bites paired with drinks) and light meals. 7am-midnight Tue-Thu, to 1am Fri & Sat, to 10pm Sun

Canecas Bar

map Google map

Head to this rustic fisherman’s bar in Caniçal, where a drink order is paired with a local-style dentinho such as a tiny plate of braised tripe, salt-cured skipjack tuna or even boiled tuna bones with the meat still on. 7am-midnight

Bar O Caniçal

map Google map

Ascend a winding mountain road northwest of Machico to find this stuck-in-time Madeiran bar. The house drink is homemade cider, sweetened with a pinch of sugar and served with lemon peel. 8am-10pm

[image: img]
Shopping

Handicrafts

Casa das Bordadeiras de Machico

map Google map

This tiny (work)shop belonging to a local cooperative is the place to pick up some authentic, locally made embroidery. Keeps slightly erratic hours and staff speak no English. It’s a 10-minute walk southwest from the bus station.






Explore

The West Coast

Madeira’s west coast, with its sheer, rocky cliffs and isolated villages, feels remote and imposing. The challenging geography means that it’s the least populated part of the island, with relatively few access points to the sea. The communities that exist here feel local rather than touristy and take a bit of effort to reach, meaning that visiting this side of the island comes with a sense of exploration. When you’re done exploring, the west coast rewards you with cultural comforts such as contemporary art and one of the island’s best cocktail bars.
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See for eating and drinking listings
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Getting Around

[image: img] Bus

Rodoeste (rodoeste.com.pt) has a monopoly on bus transport west of Funchal, though most communities beyond Câmara de Lobos have only a skeleton service with a couple of buses a day.


THE BEST

BEACH Praia da Calheta

ART MUSEUM Mudas Museu

VIEWPOINT O Precipício

SURFING Paúl do Mar

COCKTAILS Pukiki
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1Top Experiences

 Achadas da CruzD2

 CalhetaE7




1Experiences

1Paúl do MarC6

2Ponta do PargoA3

3Quinta PedagógicaD6

4Santa Maria MadalenaD1

5Praia do Paúl do MarB6

6Praia do Portinho do Jardim do MarC7




5Eating

7RazãoD8

 Abrigo dos Prazeres(see 3)

 Snack Bar dos Pescadores(see 1)




6Drinking

8PukikiD8

 Bar de Pedra(see 5)

 Casa da Sidra(see 3)

9O PrecipícioB5









TOP EXPERIENCE

Explore Achadas da Cruz

Madeira’s northwest corner is home to one of the island’s most remote villages, a mostly abandoned agricultural community accessible on one of Europe’s steepest cable cars. The area makes for a fun, if sometimes windy, half-day trip.


map Google map
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PLANNING TIP

The cable car at Achadas da Cruz runs only between June and September. It’s not accessible by public transport.



Cable Car

The mountaintop village of Achadas da Cruz is linked to the shore – 451m below – by the Teleférico das Achadas da Cruz (pictured). One of Europe’s steepest cable cars, it has a vertical-seeming 98% slope that spans 600m, and the trip takes around five minutes. On a windy day (which is common), the car will rock. If this is too terrifying to consider, it’s still worth coming simply for the views.

Alternatively, you can walk to the bottom along a steep 4km path that starts near the cable-car station.

Fajã da Quebrada Nova

From above, Fajã da Quebrada Nova appears as a tidy patchwork of walls, homes and gardens, bordered by a rocky beach and the aquamarine sea. At ground level, it becomes apparent that there’s little remaining of what was one of the island’s most remote communities. Once home to a handful of agricultural families, today there’s only one or two semi-permanent residents. The detritus of its former life – abandoned homes, rusting agricultural tools – make it a fascinating, slightly melancholy place to explore.

A clear, well-maintained walkway links the northern and southern ends of the community, which is bookended by shallow bays. Rough waves and rocky shores mean this isn’t a great place for swimming.

Miradouro do Ponta da Ladeira

For another perspective on this corner of the island, head to Miradouro do Ponta da Ladeira. Located northwest of Achadas da Cruz, just outside Santa Maria Madalena, the scruffy viewpoint grants stunning views of Fajã da Quebrada Nova, the dramatic coastline and the remains of tiered plots of land carved into impossibly steep hillsides. You’re likely to be the only one here.


QUICK BREAK

There’s a small cafe in Fajã da Quebrada Nova, but it’s open intermittently; consider bringing food and drink for an atmospheric but windy picnic. Alternatively, Calhau Snack Bar, at the upper cable-car station, is well stocked.






TOP EXPERIENCE

Art, Rum & Sand in Calheta

Sunny Calheta, around 45 minutes’ drive west of Funchal, was an anonymous community until the addition of two artificial beaches and what is ostensibly Portugal’s furthest-flung contemporary-art gallery. Together, these attractions warrant a visit and can be approached as a half-day trip that blends culture, gastronomy and swimming.


map Google map
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PLANNING TIP

Rodoeste buses 8, 80 and 142 serve Calheta’s beach directly from Funchal. Make sure you don’t miss the last one back to Funchal as it’s an expensive taxi ride.



Mudas Museu

Housed in an almost Minecraft-like building high above Calheta, Mudas Museu is a contemporary-art space that includes a gallery, shop, cafe, auditorium and workshop area. Exhibitions change every few months, and Paulo David’s architectural achievement in basalt is dramatic. Depending what’s on, it’s easy to spend a couple of hours here. The museum is open Tuesday to Saturday – it’s worth getting a taxi from the beach as it’s a hard slog on foot.

Engenhos da Calheta

A visit to Calheta’s old distillery kicks off in a small, simple museum that explains Madeira’s sugar-cane legacy and how the stuff is crushed and reduced into molasses or distilled into rum. Proceed upstairs to the factory, packed with lots of fascinating old equipment that’s only in use if you happen to visit during the sugar-cane harvest, which takes place some time around May and June. The visit ends in a small gift shop where you can buy jugs of molasses and bottles of rum.


Praia da Calheta

Madeira’s first artificial beach (pictured) – actually two sandy spots facing each other – was created in 2004 with sand imported from Morocco, and is a feature that dominates Calheta’s seafront. Fine, golden sand is the rarest of things on the island, and Calheta is one of its sunniest spots, meaning it’s a popular destination. Access is free and facilities include a bar area and changing rooms.

Staying in Calheta

In recent years, several decent hotels have appeared in Calheta, making the town an appealing accommodation alternative to Funchal’s Hotel Zone, particularly for those travelling with children, who will appreciate the well-sheltered sandy beach.


QUICK BREAK

Engenhos da Calheta has a shop and simple cafe where you can buy or sample one of the island’s best versions of bolo de mel, a spiced molasses cake, ideally paired with coffee supplemented with a splash of the house rum.






DRIVING TOUR

West Coast Spin

This drive takes in a couple of Madeira’s little-visited west-coast villages before climbing one of the island’s windiest roads and terminating at its westernmost point. If you’re not comfortable driving a manual car on steep, winding roads, this drive may not be for you.


START

Jardim do Mar

END

Ponta do Pargo

LENGTH

20km; three hours
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1 Seaside Village

Kick off your drive in pretty Jardim do Mar, a secluded, seaside village with an old church at its centre and houses that appear to tumble down to the Atlantic – it’s a place that feels more residential than touristy. Its seafront promenade, which includes an abandoned sugarcane press and distillery, is worth a brief stroll.

2 Surf City

Perching precariously on a ledge under high cliffs, the narrow lanes of Paúl do Mar are a joy to explore with their pretty cottages and flowerpots. The town is also Madeira’s premier destination for surfing, so be sure to check out the waves.

3 Swimming Break

Drive – or walk – northwest along Caminho do Paúl do Mar until the road abruptly ends; it’s here that you’ll find a simple pier that’s a popular swimming spot for locals. Take a dip or have a drink at Bar de Pedra, just opposite the pier.

4 Tunnels & Hairpin Turns

Backtrack to Paúl do Mar and turn north along Estrada Fajã de Ovelha; it’s here that the drive begins to climb. This old road is one of the most twisting on the island (which is saying a lot) and it passes through numerous hairpin turns and short, narrow, dripping tunnels. The clearly marked lookout of Miradouro do Paúl do Mar, at the beginning of the ascent, offers a great view of your progress thus far.

5 Viewpoint

When you’re just about done climbing, at the edge of the village of Fajã de Ovelha, you’ll reach O Precipício. This workaday cafe/bar serves as a well-timed drink break, the views from the winding balcony putting into context those insane turns and tunnels you’ve just navigated.

6 End of the Road

Continue north along winding ER101. Your last stop is Madeira’s most westerly point, Ponta do Pargo, which boasts dramatic views along the west coast and a lighthouse that also houses a small museum dedicated to Portugal’s lighthouses.




EXPERIENCES

Surfing on the West CoastSurfing

Pretty Paúl do Mar map Google map is considered the surfing capital of Madeira and once hosted a leg of the World Surfing Championships. The waves break big here, and close to the rocky shore, meaning it’s a place for experienced surfers only. Autumn and winter are the best times of year for waves. Nearby, Jardim do Mar also once hosted some of the island’s best waves, but an artificial seawall has impacted the break negatively. It’s also made surfing here increasingly dangerous.

Based in Jardim do Mar, but offering surf lessons and tours across the island, is Madeira Surfing (madeirasurfing.wixsite.com).


WHERE TO SWIM ON THE WEST COAST

Other than the sandy beach at Calheta, swimming spots on Madeira’s dramatic west coast are relatively few.

Praia do Paúl do Mar

map Google map

The long, rocky beach at the island’s premier surfing destination terminates in a pier that’s a popular local swimming spot.

Praia do Portinho do Jardim do Mar

map Google map

A small port that also acts as a swimming hole when the water’s calm.



Ponta do PargoViewpoint

Madeira’s most westerly point is Ponta do Pargo map Google map (Red Snapper Point). Beyond the village of the same name, you can drive all the way to the end of the road where there’s a lighthouse housing an exhibition on Madeiran and Portuguese faróis (lighthouses). The real reason to come here, however, is for the spectacular Atlantic vistas, which are especially dramatic at sundown.

PrazeresTown

Overlooking the coast but with a distinctly inland, mountain vibe is the town of Prazeres. Agriculture still rules in this area, in particular the cultivation of apples and pears, which make their way into the local cider. The Quinta Pedagógica map Google map, on charming Rua da Igreja, is a microcosm of the community, bringing together a garden, a working farm, an art gallery and a cider bar.

Santa Maria Madalena Town

map Google map

To see a different side of Madeira, head north and west to the utterly workaday village of Santa Maria Madalena. With its heavy stone houses, traditionally dressed residents and cool, misty weather, it feels a lot like a mountain village in rural northern Portugal.
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Eating

Local Flavours

Razão € €

map Google map

Chef Octávio Freitas of Michelin-starred Desarma also oversees the restaurant at Calheta’s Socalco Nature Hotel. Come for an ever-changing menu of seafood- and vegetable-forward dishes, the latter often sourced from an on-site organic farm. noon-11pm

Abrigo dos Prazeres €

map Google map

Like a Madeiran truck stop – but in a good way – this simple, rustic place in Prazeres specialises in grilled meats. It also does a mean poncha. 11am-midnight Mon, Tue & Thu, to 1am Fri & Sat, to 7pm Sun

Snack Bar dos Pescadores €

map Google map

Crusty old fishermen and foreign surfer dudes cross paths – most likely over a Coral and a picado (cubes of seared meat served in a wine sauce with French fries) – at this hyper-casual bar/restaurant in Paúl do Mar. 6am-midnight
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Drinking

Cocktails, Ciders & Views

Pukiki

map Google map

A tiki bar on Madeira makes total sense, given the presence of its own rum and abundant tropical fruit. This longstanding bar located west of Calheta pours delicious cocktails that are low on kitsch and high on flavour. 3.30-11.30pm Tue-Sat

Bar de Pedra

map Google map

Located at the far northern end of Paúl do Mar’s lengthy boardwalk is perhaps Madeira’s beachiest bar. Order one of several fruity cocktails, or just grab a cold beer from the fridge. 10am-midnight Sun-Fri, to 2am Sat

Casa da Sidra

map Google map

This tiny bar in Prazeres pours tart, homemade cider served local-style – with a pinch of sugar and a lemon peel. 10am-1pm & 2-6pm Sat & Sun

O Precipício

map Google map

This utterly standard Portuguese-style snack bar has a balcony that, rather paradoxically, offers one of the island’s most dramatic viewpoints. 10am-10pm Mon-Sat






Explore

The Interior

Madeira’s mountains rise from sea level to more than 1800m in just 12km, meaning the interior is where the island’s extreme topography is most apparent. The sharp basalt peaks, plunging valleys and abyssal gorges are an adventure playground and, not surprisingly, inland Madeira is also where you’ll find the best of the island’s trails and levada hikes. The interior is also home to high-elevation towns and villages where perpetual mist and old-growth trees provide a stark contrast to the sun and banana plantations of the south coast.
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See for eating listings



[image: jpg]

Vereda do Arieiro | PIOTR KRZESLAK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Getting Around
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SAM, Rodoeste and Horários do Funchal all operate services into the mountains.

[image: img] Car

Hiring a car is the most convenient way to reach some of the inland walks and hikes, but it can make things complicated if you don’t return the way you came, or if the hike isn’t a loop.


THE BEST

HIKE Vereda do Arieiro

VIEW Eira do Serrado

SWIM Caldeirão Verde

MARKET Mercado Agrícola do Santo da Serra

PONCHA Taberna da Poncha
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1Top Experiences

 Mercado Agrícola do Santo da SerraH4

 Curral das FreirasD4

 Madeira’s LevadasG3

 Serra de Água PonchaB4




1Experiences

1Pico do ArieiroE4

2Ribeiro FrioF4

3Ribeiro Frio Trout FarmF4

4Boca da EncumeadaB3

5CamachaG6

 Mercadinho da Camacha(see 5)




5Eating

6Adega do PomarG6

 O Cesto(see 5)

7FaíscaF3

8Abrigo do PoisoF4

9Vale das FreirasD4

 Sabores do Curral(see 9)

 Restaurante Ribeiro Frio(see 2)









TOP EXPERIENCE

Hike Madeira’s Levadas and Veredas

One of the reasons people come to Madeira is to hike. The island is crisscrossed by a network of veredas (trails), but many are drawn specifically to the levadas – paths that parallel more than 2500km of irrigation channels through some of Madeira’s most dramatic, beautiful and challenging landscapes.


map Google map
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PLANNING TIP

Madeira’s hikes are normally, though not always, accessible by bus. Many walkers arrange for a taxi to wait at the end of the route to return them to Funchal.



The Story of the Levadas

Many countries around the world have created irrigation systems, but none are quite like Madeira’s levadas. They are feats of engineering, determination and ingenuity, but it’s their accessibility and the truly spectacular landscapes to which they give access that make them unique. They are the lifeblood of the island, providing water to taps, fields and gardens, as well as electricity to homes and businesses through hydro power. Madeira has no real stable rivers, so without the levadas human habitation on the island would be nigh on impossible.

So how did this small island come to have such a mammoth network of levadas? The first settlers soon realised that the rainfall and mist that drenched the mountainous interior somehow needed to be channelled down to the warm, dry south coast. More than 2m of precipitation a year can fall across the north of the island, while the fertile south coast may not see anything substantial for months. Work to create fast-flowing aqueducts began in the 16th century, and over the next three centuries the network was developed, often using slave labour. Many people died carving out the channels through impossibly rugged mountain areas, but by the 1900s 1000km of levadas were supplying water for agriculture and drinking.

But there was a problem – many levadas were privately owned and the distribution of precious water was often unfair. In 1939 the state stepped in to study the irrigation system and commission more channels. By 1970 the system was essentially complete, though minor work is ongoing. The island’s longest levadas, such as the Levada do Norte and the Levada dos Tornos, were built at this time and are vital pieces of infrastructure.

Following is a selection of Madeira’s more popular hikes – levadas and otherwise – presented in order of length.


TRAILHEAD GUIDES

At the trailheads of Madeira’s more popular hikes you’ll find handy signs equipped with detailed maps and other helpful information.




Vereda dos Balcões (PR 11)

Start & Finish Ribeiro Frio

Length 1.5km; 30 minutes

An easy and well-signposted climb out of the village of Ribeiro Frio brings you to one of the most spectacular viewpoints on Madeira – the aptly named Balcões (Balconies). From here, you get a bird’s-eye view of the island’s highest peaks, the huge cauldron of rock below them and even out across the Atlantic to the island of Porto Santo. A snack bar hangs off the cliff edge halfway along the path.

Vereda do Arieiro (PR 1)

Start Pico do Arieiro

Finish Pico Ruivo

Length 7km; four hours

Arguably the most dramatic high-altitude walk on Madeira, this occasionally challenging mountain route links the island’s three highest peaks. Above the clouds, the views are astounding.

Come prepared – sturdy footwear, warm clothes, a torch (flashlight), water and food are essentials. The walk can be done independently, but with rockfalls along the trail an issue, a guide is recommended.

Levada do Furado (PR 10)

Start Restaurante Ribeiro Frio

Finish Portela

Length 11km; four hours

One of the best and most accessible levada walks, this classic route runs from chilly Ribeiro Frio through some rip-roaringly spectacular landscapes, across the sides of sheer cliffs and through the thick UNESCO-protected laurisilva forest, with the fast-flowing Levada do Furado accompanying you most of the way.

You’ll need to arrange for a taxi to pick you up in Portela; otherwise, SAM buses 20, 53 and 78 make the trip back to Funchal.


BOOK RESOURCES

The Sunflower guides to Madeira by John and Pat Underwood set the standard for all others. Levadas and Footpaths of Madeira by Raimundo Quintal provides a lot of background on the hikes. Cicerone’s Walking in Madeira maps out 60 routes across the island, while Walk Madeira by Shirley and Mike Whitehead plots a range of hikes for all abilities.
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Levada do Risco (PR 6.1) & Around

Start & Finish Rabaçal

Length 12km; four hours

The Rabaçal area is a watery wonderland of springs and waterfalls, and the point where several popular hikes converge. This walk takes in three of them.

Starting at Casa do Rabaçal, follow Levada do Risco (PR6.1) to its eponymous waterfall, which plunges 100m into a lagoon. Return the way you came and take the fork in the path, turning onto a route that leads to Levada das 25 Fontes (PR6). In around 30 minutes, you should reach the 25 Fontes, another pool fed by numerous waterfalls. From here, retrace your steps back towards Casa do Rabaçal. Around 200m from Casa do Rabaçal is the junction to Vereda da Lagoa do Vento (PR6.3), a 3km side trip to another waterfall-fed basin.

There’s no way to reach Rabaçal by public transport. Organising a ride from Calheta works out cheapest; otherwise; you’ll have to hire a car.
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ONLINE RESOURCES

Good online resources include Visit Madeira (visitmadeira.com), which is frequently updated with trail closures and repairs. WalkMe (walkmeguide.com) is a website with frequently updated feedback and also an app with GPS maps.



Caminho Real da Encumeada (PR 12)

Start Boca da Corrida

Finish Estalgem Encumeada

Length 12.5km; four hours

This dramatic walk through the mountains follows one of the main horse and foot routes across the island before roads were built. The clearly marked and well-maintained trail skirts the feet of some of Madeira’s highest peaks, taking you well above the tree line. Always check the weather forecast.

Rodoeste bus 96 leaves Funchal twice in the morning for Corrida. Buses deposit hikers at a lonely terminus from where it’s a stiff climb up an asphalt road to the start of the hike. You can grab a coffee at Estalgem Encumeada and catch the bus back to Funchal (Rodoeste buses 6 and 139). Check the timetables before you leave Funchal.


Levada do Caldeirão Verde (PR 9)

Start & Finish Queimadas

Length 13km; four hours

A popular levada, this is also one of the most picturesque on Madeira, running for 6.5km (plus 6.5km back) through show-stopping landscapes. The walk pushes through some seemingly impossible territory, clinging to the sides of vertical rock faces and burrowing through several tunnels, before emerging at the ‘Green Cauldron’ (pictured), a 100m-high waterfall gushing into a lake and encircled by a tall amphitheatre of plant life.

A torch (flashlight) is essential for the tunnels along this hike, as might be swimwear for a dip at the end.


ADVANCE PLANNING

It’s a good idea to contact the tourist office to find out if the hike or levada you intend to walk is affected by weather or repair work.






TOP EXPERIENCE

Drink Poncha in Serra de Água

Poncha, Madeira’s indigenous cocktail of white rum and fruit juice, was supposedly invented by fishermen in Câmara de Lobos, though inland Serra de Água is home to the island’s best poncha scene, with some of its most famous bars.


map Google map
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PLANNING TIP

Designate a driver or consider a taxi for this boozy excursion, a half-hour drive from Funchal.



What is Poncha?

Poncha is a combination of white Madeiran rum and fruit juice whipped together with a wooden tool known colloquially as a caralhinho (little dick). The poncha pescador (fisherman’s poncha) is said to be the original version of the drink and combines rum, lemon juice and sugar. The poncha regional (local poncha) unites rum, orange juice, lemon juice and honey. Nowadays there are countless variants on these, revolving around ingredients ranging from passionfruit to bananas.

Poncha is served in small, heavy-stemmed glasses and is always accompanied by a dentinho (snack). This is often little more than a pile of peanuts or a small plate of lupin beans, but it can also take the form of macaroni, cubes of pork braised in white wine, or a salad revolving around fish.

Other Drinks

Bars that serve poncha also typically make Madeira’s other indigenous cocktails. These include pé de cabra (a combination of Madeira wine, cocoa powder, stout and sugar mixed with a hand blender and served over ice with a lemon peel) and nikita (vanilla ice cream, pineapple and beer, blended to a smoothie-like consistency). In colder, mountainous areas, you can also find cortado, a hot drink that combines barley ‘coffee’, Madeira wine, sugar and a lemon peel.


Where to Drink

Just south of Serra de Água, Taberna da Poncha (pictured) is probably the island’s most famous poncha bar. Fresh pitchers of the drink are whipped up regularly, the floor is coated with peanut shells and the walls are plastered with business cards.

In town, Tasquinha da Poncha is known for its scope of dentinhos. A glass case holds a few largely fish-based options, while the kitchen serves up more substantial items such as braised tripe and gizzards.

South of Serra de Água is O Bau dos Reis, a tiny, longstanding, roadside bar that also does a mean nikita.

Taberna da Serra has something of a truck-stop vibe, albeit one that serves boozy ponchas and tasty dentinhos.


QUICK BREAK

Take in the dramatic valley scenery from Miradouro da Terra Grande, a viewpoint just north of Serra de Água.






TOP EXPERIENCE

Explore Curral das Freiras

The village of Curral das Freiras (Nun’s Valley), set at the bottom of a huge cauldron of rock, is one of the most popular day trips from Funchal and is home to that typical Madeiran combination of awe-inspiring mountain scenery, an easygoing walk, regional specialities and welcoming locals.


map Google map
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PLANNING TIP

Curral das Freiras is a short (but almost vertical) Horários do Funchal bus ride from the bustle of Funchal’s seafront.



Hike from Eira do Serrado

A scenic way to approach Curral das Freiras is to take the bus (mornings only) to the lookout point at Eira do Serrado, 1094m above sea level, and hike down to the village from there. Enjoy the truly astounding views down to the valley floor, around 700m below, before taking the downhill path from behind the hotel and souvenir stalls. The popular 4.5km hike is mostly on rounded steps and downhill, until the very last section along the road. The path is safe, but care should be taken after heavy rain. Along the way, high outcrops of volcanic rock make excellent picnic stops, and interesting flora such as eucalyptus trees and camphor plants scent the air.

The Village & Surrounds

Worth a visit in Curral das Freiras is the pretty Igreja Matriz do Curral das Freiras, which is interesting for its cliff-edge position just off the main road. Next to the Vale das Freiras restaurant, you’ll find the Museu da Castanha, a museum highlighting local life in the valley through everyday objects. There are several walks that head out from the village – the downhill route leads to a bathing area by the river. Beyond the village, you’ll encounter remote-feeling settlements where locals grow vegetables in ever-steepening gradients the further you progress up the valley.

Chestnuts & Ginja

Curral das Freiras is a great place to sample some unique local culinary specialities. Chestnuts are harvested here between October and January, but are available year-round as an ingredient in soups, bread, biscuits, cakes, liqueurs and sweets. The village holds a Festa da Castanha (Chestnut Festival) in early November and ‘exports’ its products to the tourist hotspots of Funchal. The area is also known for its ginja, a cherry liqueur drunk across the island.


QUICK BREAK

Vale das Freiras has a menu of traditional chestnut-based dishes. Sabores do Curral has a slightly more gourmet feel, with international dishes.






TOP EXPERIENCE

Shop & Snack at Mercado Agrícola do Santo da Serra

Funchal’s Mercado dos Lavradores might get all the attention, but the island’s best market unfolds every weekend in the mountaintop town of Santo António da Serra, in the inland east. It’s not huge, but the scope of produce is impressive and its additional function as an open-air bar/restaurant sets it apart from other markets.


map Google map
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PLANNING TIP

The Mercado Agrícola do Santo da Serra takes place on Saturday and Sunday, from 9am to around 5pm. Horários de Funchal bus line 77 has a handful of weekend services between Funchal and Santo da Serra.



The Market

The weekend market at Santo António da Serra has two distinct halves. To the west is a traditional market equipped with marble benches from which vendors sell produce, dry goods, sweets, flowers and prepared foods. Across the street, the market’s almost tent-like eastern half has more emphasis on domestic items – bedsheets, agricultural equipment, cheap clothing – interspersed with souvenir stalls and a couple of restaurants.

The Produce

The market’s western half boasts what is almost certainly one of the most exotic selections of produce in Europe. Fruit vendors sell custard apples, finger limes, tamarillos, prickly pears, Cape gooseberries, papaya, various bananas, figs, Surinam cherries, strawberry guavas, mangoes, loquats, delicious fruit (Monstera deliciosa), passionfruit, sugar cane and even more items that one would expect to see in a market in Brazil or Southeast Asia.

There are also vendors selling more traditional European produce interspersed with items such as taro and sweet potatoes. Loaves of homemade bread are available, as are grains of unhulled, local wheat, an ingredient in a local soup. Several vendors set up spreads of sweets ranging from cookies to bolo de mel, the island’s famous spiced molasses cake. Knots of vendors sell exotic flowers, including clippings and seeds.

Eating & Drinking

For many, the market is less a place of commerce and more an opportunity to socialise, and there are practically as many vendors selling prepared food and drink as there are selling produce.

Several vendors set up as bars serving local drinks such as poncha, cortado and locally produced cider, all of which are served with dentinhos. There are also stalls and restaurants selling everything from simple, porky sandwiches to heartier local-style dishes. There’s even a butcher shop selling skewers of beef for a DIY espetada, complete with tables equipped with the devices for hanging the grilled beef skewers.


QUICK BREAK

If stalls aren’t your thing, there are a couple of restaurants in the immediate area, including A Nossa Aldeia.






EXPERIENCES

Pico do Arieiro Mountain

map Google map

If you’d rather not walk, you can drive to the top of Pico do Arieiro, Madeira’s third-highest mountain. At the top is a cafe, a Portuguese Air Force radar station and stupendous views. Try to get up here for 
sunrise, though you won’t be enjoying the spectacle alone.

Explore Ribeiro FrioVillage

Deep in the mountains but below the tree line, Ribeiro Frio map Google map is the jumping-off point for some of Madeira’s most accessible walks and has a couple of cosy restaurants. A beverage specialty in these chilly parts is the cortado, a hot drink that combines barley ‘coffee’ supplemented with Madeira wine, sugar and lemon peel.

The village’s other attraction is a popular trout farm (map Google map). Hundreds of trout chase each other around huge tanks fed with icy-cold levada water.

Boca da Encumeada Landmark

map Google map

The Encumeada Pass sits between the two deep-cleft valleys that almost slice Madeira in two. From this dramatic point 1083m above sea level, you can see the north and south coastlines. It’s also the starting point for several hikes and long-distance trails.

A tunnel under Encumeada means 99% of traffic now bypasses the pass, but it’s worth seeking out the old route (ER 228), which (if begun in São Vicente) passes through arguably Madeira’s most beautiful wine country, with steep slopes blanketed with vineyards.

Camacha Town

map Google map

If you’re looking for a quiet, inland, mountain base for your Madeira stay, consider Camacha, a town that’s all about one traditional product – wicker. Harvested in the nearby mountains, it’s dried and graded before being twisted and woven into myriad objects of varying degrees of usefulness (including the wicker ‘toboggans’ that descend from Monte). A couple of shops in the town centre still sell wicker items, though these days it’s a dying industry.

On weekends, Mercadinho da Camacha map Google map hosts a tiny farmers market.


The Origins of the Island

Recent studies have shown that Madeira is a mere seven million years old, formed by volcanic activity that thrust a mass of rock and lava through the Atlantic’s choppy waters. Probably never inhabited by indigenous people, the island spent millennium after tranquil millennium unacquainted with the human race.






LISTINGS

Best Places for...

€ Budget  €€ Midrange  €€€ Top End
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Eating

Hearty Mountain Fare

Adega do Pomar € €

map Google map

One of the best restaurants in inland Madeira is this hotel- and farm-linked complex in Camacha with massive, delicious servings of Madeiran and Portuguese dishes. Don’t sleep on the ciders, made in-house. 11am-11pm

O Cesto €

map Google map

This cosy, family-run place in Camacha offers one or two hearty, tasty Madeiran options as part of its pratos do dia or ever-changing menu. noon-4pm Fri-Wed

Faísca €

map Google map

Ribeiro Frio’s best-known restaurant is noted for its bowls of Madeiran-style tomato soup supplemented with a poached egg, and some legendary pregos (steak sandwiches served on local bread). 8am-7pm

Abrigo do Poiso € €

map Google map

This rustic mountain refuge in Poiso plates up Portuguese and Madeiran favourites in a charmingly rustic dining room. It’s just the place to warm up with a cortado and a meal after a hike in the hills. 8am-10.30pm Tue, to 9.50pm Wed, to 10.30pm Thu, to 11pm Fri & Sat, to 10pm Sun

Unique Ingredients

Vale das Freiras € €

map Google map

Curral das Freiras is known for its chestnuts, and this restaurant-cafe specialises in all sorts of dishes made from them (though there are other Madeiran staples, too). There’s a complimentary chestnut liqueur for all diners and an adjoining shop selling…yes, you guessed it, chestnuts. 8am-8pm

Sabores do Curral € €

map Google map

At this Curral das Freiras restaurant, order from a simple but well-executed menu of traditional Madeiran dishes, including local chestnut specialities, with a snifter of local ginja (cherry liqueur) to start. 9.30am-6pm Tue-Sun

Restaurante Ribeiro Frio € €

map Google map

With Ribeiro Frio’s trout farm almost opposite, it’s no surprise that the freshwater fish features on the menu here. The wood-rich interior is warmed by cast-iron stoves, a welcome sight after a day on a damp levada. 9am-6pm






Explore

Porto Santo

You’ve undoubtedly heard the word ‘archipelago’ spoken in relation to Madeira – that’s because the main island is not alone. The Desertas and Selvagens islands are uninhabited, but 40km to the northeast, Porto Santo has a population of around 5000. Measuring just 14km by 8km, it’s very different from Madeira, being arid and low-slung with one of Europe’s finest golden-sand beaches. A visit to Porto Santo isn’t only about lazing at the water’s edge, however. The island has hikes that rival those on Madeira, as well as a small but delicious food-and-drink scene.
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See for eating and drinking listings
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Getting There & Around

[image: img] Air

Binter Canarias (bintercanarias.com) operates two flights a day to/from Cristiano Ronaldo International Airport on Madeira.

[image: img] Ferry

Porto Santo Line (portosantoline.pt) runs a daily ferry (twice daily during summer) to/from Funchal.

[image: img] Bus

There’s typically a bus waiting at the ferry terminal to take passengers into town.

[image: img] Motorcycle

Scooters are available to hire at a handful of places in Vila Baleira.


THE BEST

BEACH Ponta da Calheta

HIKE Vereda do Pico Branco e Terra Chã

VIEWPOINT Miradouro da Portela no Porto Santo

MUSEUM Casa Museu Colombo

LOCAL MEAL Mercado Velho
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TOP EXPERIENCE

Porto Santo’s Beaches

Porto Santo’s main 7.5km-long, golden-sand beach is the reason most people head to Madeira’s little sister. This one beach is worth the trip alone, but the island is also home to a few other worthy beaches.


map Google map
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PLANNING TIP

During summer, Porto Santo’s beaches are at their liveliest, and more businesses are open. Alternatively, you can have them to yourself in winter.



Praia do Porto Santo

Extending from the ferry port to the island’s southernmost point, Praia do Porto Santo is nothing short of spectacular – it’s regularly voted one of the top 10 stretches of sand in Europe. The large grains are tiny fragments of coral – the remains of reefs dating back 20 million years – and are considered to have therapeutic properties. Gently shelving into the cooling Atlantic and backed by Porto Santo’s extinct volcanic cones, the beach has relatively little development and retains a wild feel. In summer, the beach attracts Portuguese families escaping the heat of the mainland.

Ponta da Calheta

Although technically part of Praia do Porto Santo, Ponta da Calheta (pictured), at the beach’s far southern end, has its own unique feel with its photogenic rock formations and amazing views of Ilhéu da Cal, an uninhabited island, over the turquoise waters. There’s a small cafe/restaurant and bathing facilities.

Praia do Zimbralinho

Follow a bumpy dirt road in the island’s far southwest corner to find the path to Praia do Zimbralinho, a tiny, rocky beach dramatically hemmed in by ancient lava formations and fronting a giant natural pool of azure water.


Porto das Salemas

A long, steep, slippery footpath leads to Porto das Salemas on the island’s northern shore. There’s a relatively small sand beach, but the highlight is the natural pools – visible at low tide only – formed by magma bubbling up through water millions of years ago.

Praia do Porto dos Frades

At the island’s far eastern end is Praia do Porto dos Frades. Bookending the rocky beach are some almost fantastical, windswept, layered sand formations that terminate in a series of small canyons and caves. It’s a short walk from the beach to a series of natural pools and the remains of salt mines and a lime factory. You’re likely to be the only one here.


QUICK BREAK

Stop in for a poncha (white rum and juice cocktail) and the eponymous snack of broad beans at Fava Rica, a rustic beach bar in the middle of Praia do Porto Santo.






SCOOTER TOUR

A Scooter Tour of Porto Santo

One of the best ways to explore Porto Santo is by scooter, available for hire at a few places in Vila Baleira. This driving tour covers nearly the whole island and can be done in a half day or so. Pack plenty of sunblock and don’t forget your swimming gear.


START

Vila Baleira

END

Ponta da Calheta

LENGTH

24km; four hours
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1 Viewpoint

Head east from Vila Baleia along ER 233. After passing a set of windmills, you’ll arrive at the viewpoint of Miradouro da Portela no Porto Santo, from where you can truly take in the scope of Porto Santo’s main beach.

2 Quiet Cove

Head north and upon reaching the almost oasis-like village of Serra de Fora, take a right and continue to Porto dos Frades, a quiet beach with interesting sand formations, rock pools and ruins. Return the way you came and continue north.

3 House Museum

Stop in at Casa da Serra, a former house on the island’s east coast that acts as a sort of cultural museum. The owner is happy to take visitors through various rooms equipped with furniture and household items from Porto Santo’s past. There’s an on-site cafe that makes for a handy drink break on this trip.

4 Rocky Views

If you’re feeling ambitious, you could tackle the Pico Branco and Terra Chã hiking trails. Otherwise, continue along ER 111 to Miradouro do Pedregal, a roadside viewpoint looking out over the island’s remote and rocky north coast.

5 Headlining Beach

Follow ER 111 back through Vila Baleira, and head southwest along ER 120, the road that parallels Praia do Porto Santo, the island’s main beach.

6 Swimming Spot

Continue southwest to Ponta da Calheta, the stunning beach that marks the end of the road and the ideal spot for a celebratory dip at the end of this scooter tour.




EXPERIENCES

Explore Vila BaleiraTown

Porto Santo’s largest settlement is sleepy Vila Baleira map Google map, where you’ll find the tourism office (map Google map) and the vast majority of the island’s services. It’s one of the archipelago’s oldest towns, founded in 1419 by the first governor, Bartolomeu Perestrelo.

Pretty, whitewashed Largo do Pelhourinho has a beautiful old church and lots of cafe tables. The square is also home to Casa Museu Colombo map Google map. Purportedly Christopher Columbus’ former home, the museum contains exhibitions on the colonisation of the New World and Columbus’ voyages, though there’s no real evidence Columbus actually lived in this particular house.

Hike Pico Branco and Terra ChãHiking

Located on the island’s northeast corner is the trailhead for Vereda do Pico Branco e Terra Chã map Google map, one of Porto Santo’s most accessible and rewarding hikes. The 5.4km trail culminates in some astounding viewpoints from 450m above sea level.

The hike was formerly an access point to tiered barley fields, some of which are still apparent. Near the end of the route, you’ll encounter a short side trail to Pico Branco, the island’s second-highest peak. After walking through cedar trees, Terra Chã has a few picnic tables; bring some lunch. Also bring water, as the route is largely exposed.

Scale Porto Santo’s Volcanic PeaksMountains

Porto Santo is a much, much older island than Madeira (by around 13 million years) and the volcanoes that pushed through the Atlantic’s surface have been worn down into odd-shaped peaks by rain and wind. The highest of these is Pico do Facho map Google map (516m), northeast of Vila Baleira, where fires were once lit to warn Madeira of impending pirate attacks. Just west is Pico Castelo map Google map (437m) and in the island’s far southwest is Pico de Ana Ferreira map Google map (283m). Each of the peaks can be climbed for magnificent Macaronesian views.


Columbus & Porto Santo

Commissioned to buy sugar on Madeira by a Lisbon merchant house, Christopher Columbus arrived in Funchal in 1478. He probably knew Porto Santo’s governor, Bartolomeu Perestrelo II, son of the island’s first governor, from their early days in Genoa. Columbus married his daughter, Dona Felipa Moniz, that same year and moved to Madeira’s lesser sibling. Tragedy struck when Felipa died, leaving Columbus alone to wander and wonder. Heartbroken, he left soon after, and the rest is história.






LISTINGS

Best Places for...

€ Budget  €€ Midrange  €€€ Top End
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Eating

Island Eats

Mercado Velho €

map Google map

This Vila Baleia restaurant has taken over the town’s former market space, serving a menu that could also function as an encyclopedia of local dishes. A tasty, fun introduction to local cuisine. 10am-midnight Mon-Thu, to 1am Fri & Sat

Teodorico € €

map Google map

Landlocked in Serra de Fora, this cosy restaurant boasts a short menu of local-leaning dishes – think grilled tuna collar, espetada (grilled skewers of beef) and delicious sides of bolo de caco (a Madeiran flatbread) and fried polenta. 7.30-10pm Wed, 12.30-10pm Thu-Mon

Sabores na Brasa € €

map Google map

The emphasis in this restaurant, just north of ‘downtown’ Vila Baleira, is on meaty, grilled dishes, the origins of some of which can be traced to South Africa or Brazil. 10.30am-11pm

Pxo Grill € €

map Google map

In the village of Camacha on the island’s north side, this popular place offers superbly executed meat and fish dishes. 10am-midnight

Pé na Água € €

map Google map

As the name (Foot in the Water) implies, this buzzy restaurant southwest of Vila Baleira sits right on the beach, with a seafood- and pasta-leaning menu. 10am-midnight Sun-Tue & Fri, to 2am Wed, Thu & Sat

[image: img]
Drinking

Local-style Drinking

Girassol

map Google map

With a sports-bar vibe, Girassol, around halfway along Praia do Porto Santo, serves seemingly the full scope of Madeiran-style cocktails and draught Coral, which locals pair with the excellent fried snacks, especially the samosas. 7am-2am

Golfinho

map Google map

This Vila Baleira bar is about as beachside as it gets. Opt for a local-style sandwich of battered and deep-fried scabbardfish, or a salad of sun-dried tuna, and a chilled Coral. Jump in the water between bites. 7am-7pm Mon-Fri, from 9am Sat

Fava Rica

map Google map

This beach bar in the middle of Praia de Porto Santo serves poncha, beer and, if the season’s right (typically late summer), the eponymous snack of broad beans. 9am-1pm & 3-7pm Mon, 9am-9pm Tue-Sun

3Vs

map Google map

Typically only open during summer, this Vila Baleira bar is the go-to place for wines made on the island, which are coupled with charcuterie boards and other bites. noon-midnight
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Family Travel

Madeira is one of the most enjoyable places in ‘Europe’ for kids. Which kid wouldn’t enjoy the island's black-sand beaches, countless playgrounds, sunny weather and cafes stacked with sugary treats?



Loving Locals

It’s really the Madeirans themselves who make this island such a child-friendly place to holiday. Bus drivers will rarely take a fare for a child, and in restaurants you can be sure of that little bit of extra food should you have a child with you.



Eating Out

Most restaurants are family-friendly and accommodating to children, but not all will have cadeiras de bebé (highchairs) for younger kids. A few will specifically have a menu infantil (children's menu) with smaller portions or special dishes, but most places serve meias doses (half-size portions). Alternatively, batatas fritas (French fries), soup, bread, cheese and butter are always available.

Sandy Beaches

Most of Madeira's beaches have pebbles instead of sand, but the beaches at Calheta and Machico have (imported) fine sand.


Swim Areas

Madeira's complexos balneares (swimming complexes) are typically equipped with shallow pools and facilities for children.




BABY FACILITIES

Nappy-changing facilities (fraldários) are available at the airport and a few restaurants and cafes. Cobblestones and footpaths that are narrow to sometimes non-existent make navigating some towns with a pram difficult.
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Admission Fees

In most museums, entrance is free for children under the age of four, and kids between five and 12 (or 14) get half-price admission. Some museums have special fees for families of two adults and two children (under 14).







Accommodation

The majority of Madeira's accommodation is in Funchal, but other areas of the island can offer a unique stay.


Where to stay if you love…

Nightlife

Funchal The obvious choice if you want easy access to entertainment as well as the island's most sophisticated bars and restaurants.


OUR PICK

We Love to Stay in...

The North Coast.

Madeira's northern shore may not get as much sun as the south, but we love it as an atmospheric, less touristy base. For something that feels almost entirely off the tourist trail, consider Arco de São Jorge or, if you want a few more facilities, stay in Seixal.



Hiking

Curral das Freiras and Camacha If you're serious about hiking, consider basing yourself in one of these inland towns. Both are convenient to a variety of hikes, levada (water channel) walks and other outdoor activities.

Culture

Calheta and Ribeira Brava Outside of Funchal, Madeira's southwest corner, especially in and around these two towns, is home to the greatest concentration of art galleries and museums.

Surfing

Paúl do Mar If you're looking to hit the waves, this town on the island's southwest shore is home to Madeira's premier surf scene.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN

Hostel bed with shared bathroom from
€30

Hotel room from
€100

One-bedroom house from
€250



Beaches

Porto Santo If you have a traditional, sandy beach in mind, Madeira's sister island is home to the archipelago's only (natural) fine sandy beaches.







Food, Drink & Nightlife

Allergies & Intolerances

By law, restaurants and cafes must list ingredients that could trigger an allergic reaction. Most of the time, these are listed on the menu, but always inform your server of any allergies before ordering.

HOW TO SAY


	I'm allergic to…	Faço alergia a…

	nuts	frutos secos

	peanuts	amendoim

	seafood	marisco

	dairy products	lacticínios

	gluten	gluten




HOW TO ASK...

Is this gluten free?

Isto é sem gluten?

Does this contain nuts?

Isto contem frutos secos?

Is there a vegan option?

Há alguma alternativa vegan?




LAPAS

A common starter on Madeira is lapas (limpets). These shellfish are typically served on a sizzling platter and drizzled with garlic and butter, along with a wedge of lemon. Squeeze the lemon and eat the limpets with your hands oyster-style.



How to… Pay the Bill

Unless the restaurant is busy, servers will only bring the bill once you ask for it. Just raise your hand and say, 'A conta, por favor'.

Splitting the bill: Bills are split evenly. To confirm if you want to split the bill, waiters ask 'Tudo junto ou separado?' (Together or separate?).

Tipping: Tipping isn't mandatory, so it's not included in the bill. For exceptional restaurant service, 5% to 10% is standard; for cafes and bars, round up to the nearest euro. For cash payments, say 'Fique com o troco' ('Keep the change').

Bolo de Caco

One of the most ubiquitous food items on Madeira is bolo de caco (pictured), a flatbread often made with sweet potato in addition to wheat flour. It's typically toasted or griddled, slathered with garlic butter and eaten as an appetiser, although nowadays it's also used in sandwiches.



PRICE RANGES

The following price ranges refer to the average cost of a main course, drinks not included.

€ less than €10

€€ €10–20

€€€ more than €20




OPENING HOURS

Cafes 7am to 6pm

Restaurants noon to 9pm; some restaurants close after lunch at 3pm and reopen for dinner at 6pm

Snack bars 9am to 10pm



Going Out

In general, Madeira is more about daytime activities and less about nightlife, though there are some options.

Bars There are bars scattered across the island, though they're not always obvious to outsiders. Nearly every complexo balnear (swimming complex) is equipped with a hyper-casual cafe/bar that serves a short menu of drinks. These also serve as the social centre for locals. A particularly Madeiran phenomenon is the venda, a grocery store that also functions as a bar.

Clubs Madeira is home to a handful of clubs, the vast majority of which are found in and around Funchal. Outside of the capital, there's not a whole lot of nightlife and things tend to close early.

When to go Show up at bars around 9pm. Clubs open at 11pm.

Dress code Overall, the atmosphere at bars and clubs is pretty laid-back. Wear something casual to blend in with the crowd.
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HOW MUCH FOR A

Imperial (20cl glass of draught beer)
from €1.50

Prato do dia (dish of the day)
€7–10

Bica (espresso)
€0.80–1

Bottle of Brisa Maracujá (a local soft drink)
€1.50–2

Glass of Madeira wine
from €2

Dinner at an espetada (grilled skewers of beef) restaurant
from €20 per person

Queijada (traditional pastry)
from €1.50









LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Madeira is a safe destination for LGBTIQ+ travellers, though there are very, very few LGBTIQ+-specific venues and events.


Local LGBTIQ+ Scene

Legally, same-sex marriage has been allowed in Portugal since 2010, and adoption by same-sex couples since 2016. It looks great on paper, but the local mentality has much catching up to do. Madeira's LGBTIQ+ community still faces discrimination, and many hide their sexual identity from friends and co-workers to avoid family shame and social isolation. That said, in 2019 Funchal opened what was Portugal's second LGBTIQ+ centre. While things are improving and minds are a little more open in the big city, the same can't be said of more rural parts of the island. Same-sex couples travelling to Madeira won't be openly discriminated against, but they might be met with some discomfort.
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OUR PICKS

LGBTIQ+-friendly Businesses

There aren't any LGBTIQ+-specific bars or other businesses on Madeira, but the majority of the island's businesses are generally open-minded and welcoming to all comers.




MADEIRA PRIDE

Nearly a decade old now, Madeira Pride happens in late September. There's a march through central Funchal followed by an open-air party.




GAY MADEIRA

Scan this QR code for the website that's probably the best tracker of the island's tiny LGBTIQ+ scene.
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Resources

● Rede Ex-Aequo Nationwide support organisation for LGBTIQ+ people between 16 and 30 years of age. rea.ptl ● Dezanove Resource for LGBTIQ+ events across Portugal. dezanove.pt







Health & Safe Travel

The crime rate is very low in Portugal, which is considered one of the world's safest countries. Madeira is no exception to this.


Health Care

Only Funchal has fully equipped hospitals open 24/7. The rest of the archipelago relies on Centros de Saúde (public health clinics) with a fixed staff of at least one nurse and one doctor for primary care, including GP appointments, vaccinations and treatment of minor injuries not requiring surgery. Pharmacies and medication dispensaries are available, with at least one in Funchal working 24/7 on fixed days of the week.


HIKING RISKS

Every year at least a couple of hikers have accidents – sometimes fatal – on the levadas. Be extra careful on narrow, exposed sections and never try to walk after dark. Rock fall is also an issue on Madeira – stay well away from any areas signposted as dangerous.




Driving

Only confident drivers should hire cars on Madeira, and never take shortcuts when behind the wheel.



High-altitude Weather

Don’t underestimate the weather in Madeira's high-altitude areas. While sunbathers frolic in the Hotel Zone, there can be snow on Pico do Arieiro. If you're embarking on a hike above the tree line, bring appropriate clothing such as a sweater and long pants and be prepared for wet conditions.


TAP WATER

Tap water is safe to drink everywhere in Madeira. If you ask for a glass of water at restaurants and cafes, it's never bottled.




QUICK INFO

Sightseeing
Respect the 'do not cross' signs in protected nature areas.

Swimming
Avoid swimming in places without lifeguards and mind the advice of locals.

Hiking
When hiking alone, let someone know which trails you'll be taking.









Responsible Travel

Follow these tips to leave a lighter footprint, support local and have a positive impact on communities.


Go Digital

To help reduce paper waste, the trailheads of Madeira's more popular hikes and levadas have signs with detailed maps and other useful information, all of which can also be accessed via QR codes (or by taking a photo with your phone). Another good paper-free resource for hiking on Madeira is WalkMe (walkmeguide.com), a website with an app with GPS maps.

Plastic

By law, single-use plastics such as coffee stirrers, forks and cups are forbidden in cafes and restaurants. Plastic bags at supermarkets, grocery stores and shops cost €0.10.


OUR PICKS

Razão

Chef Octávio Freitas of Razão, the restaurant at the Socalco Nature Hotel, has earned recognition for his eatery's organic garden, reliance on solar energy and other sustainable practices.



Renewable Energy

In 2022, 33% of Madeira's electricity came from renewable sources. Much of this is from wind, but it was also accomplished through the island's canals, which not only transport water from the wet north to the drier south for human use and agriculture, but also serve as a source for hydroelectric power. This figure is expected to reach 50% in the coming years.
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Resources

● sustainableforall.visitmadeira.com A resource for sustainable initiatives on the island. ● @zerowastemadeira Activities, initiatives and ideas to reduce waste on Madeira.



MARCA PRODUTO DA MADEIRA

The Marca Produto da Madeira logo signals that a product or service is certified as genuine and produced in Madeira.



Sustainable Transport

In 2017, Horários do Funchal inaugurated a fleet of 100% electric buses in and around Funchal. The archipelago's bus networks have since expanded, including across to Porto Santo, and in 2024 SAM and Rodoeste also received a fleet of electric buses.

Additionally, some car-hire agencies on Madeira offer electric cars, and at the time of writing the island had more than 100 charging stations, with the majority in Funchal.


RESURGENCE.ORG

There are many online carbon calculators that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey. Scan this QR code for one such calculator.
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Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling; Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint, which will mainly come from air travel. While there often isn’t an alternative, travellers can look to minimise the number of flights they take, opt for newer aircrafts and use cleaner ground transport, such as trains. One proposed solution—purchasing carbon offsets—unfortunately does not cancel out the impact of individual flights. While most destinations will depend on air travel for the foreseeable future, for now, pursuing ground-based travel where possible is the best course of action.

The UN Carbon Offset Calculator shows how flying impacts a household’s emissions
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The ICAO’s carbon emissions calculator allows visitors to analyse the CO2 generated by point-to-point journeys
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Accessible Travel

Accommodation

Modern hotels in Funchal's Hotel Zone must, by law, have facilities for people with disabilities. Newer and larger hotels elsewhere on the island tend to have some adapted rooms, though the facilities may not be up to scratch. Ask at Funchal's posto de turismo (tourist office).

Accessible Activities

Some 2km of the Picodas Pedras to Queimadas trail has been made wheelchair-accessible. The cable car to Monte is accessible. Monte Palace Tropical Gardens has a golf cart for those with mobility issues. The Cabo Girão viewpoint is accessible.


OUR PICK

Several of Madeira's beaches have facilities and/or are accessible for those with mobility issues or in wheelchairs. Standouts include Complexo Balnear do Lido and Praia Formosa in Funchal, Praia de Machico in the island's east and Complexo Balnear da Foz da Ribeira do Faial on the north shore. For a full list of accessible beaches on the archipelago, see the website of Visit Portugal (visitportugal.com).




PUBLIC TRANSPORT

Nearly half of Horários de Funchal's city buses have wheelchair access. Outside of the capital city, things are not particularly wheelchair-friendly.



Equipment

In addition to offering a variety of tours for travellers with mobility issues, Madeira Best (madeira.best) hires out electric wheelchairs, mobility scooters and other electric devices for those with mobility limitations.


AIRPORT

Madeira's airport offers a MyWay assistance service for passengers with reduced mobility. Request the service from your airline 48 hours before departure.



Resources

● madeiraacessivelbywheelchair.pt/en This outfit specialises in tours for people with reduced mobility.
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Nuts & Bolts

Opening Hours

Hours may vary depending on the season. It's common for bars, cafes and restaurants in remote villages and towns to not open during the week or if they don't have reservations, despite what may be officially listed.

Banks 8.30am–3pm Monday–Friday

Bars 5pm–2am

Cafes 7am–11pm mostly

Post Offices 9am-6pm Monday–Friday; smaller branches might close for lunch (1–2pm)

Restaurants noon–10pm

Shops 10am–6pm Monday–Friday, some to 1pm Saturday

Supermarkets 9am–9pm


Aberto

Open

Fechado

Closed



Smoking

Smoking (including e-cigarettes) is not allowed in public buildings, hospitals and schools, or on public transport. It's also not allowed in bars, restaurants, cafes (including outdoor terraces and interior courtyards if they are semi-enclosed) and hotels, unless there's a separate and enclosed area for smokers.


QUICK INFO

Time zone Madeira Standard Time (GMT/UTC plus one hour)

Country code +351

Emergency number 112

Population 253,945



ELECTRICITY

230V/50Hz
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Public Holidays

Shops, banks and offices are closed on the following feriados (public holidays):

Terça-Feira de Carnaval (Shrove Tuesday) 13 February

Páscoa (Easter) Good Friday and Easter Sunday; March/April

Dia da Liberdade (Liberty Day) 25 April

Dia do Trabalhador (Labour Day) 1 May

Corpo de Deus (Corpus Christi) May/June

Dia de Portugal (Portugal Day) 10 June

Dia da Madeira (Madeira Day) 1 July

Dia das Sete Senhoras 15 August

Dia da Cidade do Funchal (Funchal Day) 21 August

Implantação da República (Republic Day) 5 October

Dia de Todos os Santos (All Saints' Day) 1 November

Restauração da Independência (Independence Day) 1 December

Imaculada Conceição (Immaculate Conception) 8 December







Language


Portuguese Basics

Hello.

Olá. o·laa

Goodbye.

Adeus. a·de·oosh

Yes.

Sim. seeng

No.

Não. nawng

Please.

Por favor. poor fa·vor

Thank you.

Obrigado/a. o·bree·gaa·doo/da

You're welcome.

De nada. de naa·da

Excuse me. (to get attention)

Faz favor! faash fa·vor

Excuse me. (to get past)

Com licença. kong lee·seng·sa

Sorry.

Desculpe. desh·kool·pe



Fast Phrases

Do you speak English?

Fala inglês? faa·la eeng·glesh

I don't understand. Não entendo. nowng eng·teng·doo


	I'd like…

	Queria… ke·ree·a


	a beer.

	uma cerveja oo·ma ser·ve·zha


	a red/white wine.

	um copo de vinho tinto/branco oong ko·poo de vee·nyoo teeng·too/brang·koo


	a menu (in English).

	um menu (em inglês) oong me·noo (eng eeng·lesh)




Please bring the bill.

Pode-me trazer a conta. po·de·me tra·zer a kong·ta

How much is it? Quanto custa? kwang·too koosh·ta

Where can I find the toilets?

Onde são as casas de banho? ong·de sowng ash kaa·zash de ba·nyoo

Could you please speak more slowly?

Podia falar mais devagar, por favor? poo·dee·a fa·laar maish de·va·gaar poor fa·vor

Where's an ATM?

Onde há um caixa automático? ong·de aa oong kai·sha ow·too·maa·tee·koo

I'd like a receipt, please.

Queria um recibo, por favor. ke·ree·a oong rre·see·boo poor fa·vor


Sightseeing

Can I take a photo (of you)?

Posso(-lhe) tirar uma fotografia? po·soo(·lye) tee·raar oo·ma foo·too·gra·fee·a

Could you take a photo of me/us?

Pode-me/-nos tirar uma fotografia? po·de·me/·noosh tee·raar oo·ma foo·too·gra·fee·a

When's the museum open?

Quando é que o museu está aberto? kwaang·doo e ke oo moo·ze·oo shtaa a·ber·too

When's the next tour?

Quando é a próxima excursão? kwang·doo e a pro·see·ma shkoor·sowng

I'd like a guide Queria um guia. ke·ree·a oong gee·a


MEALS

pequeno almoço pe·ke·noo aal·mo·soo breakfast

almoço aal·mo·soo lunch

jantar zhang·taar dinner

lanche lang·she snack

Eu queria … e·oo ke·ree·a … I'd like …



Signs

Saída Exit

Entrada Entrance

Aberto Open

Fechado Closed

Mulheres Women

Homens Men

Casa de Banho WC/Toilets

Informação Information

(Não) Há Vaga (No) Vacancy

Não Fumar No Smoking

Não Fotografar No Photography

Proibido Prohibited

Listen for

Passaporte paa·sa·por·te Passport

Visto veesh·too Visa

Posso ajudar? po·soo a·zhoo·daar Can I help you?

O que deseja? oo ke de·ze·zha What would you like?


COFFEE

um café oong ka·fe kong lay·te an espresso

uma bica oo·ma bee·ka an espresso

um café com leite oong ka·fe a caffe latte

um café duplo oong ka·fe doo·ploo a double espresso

um carioca oong ka·ree·o·ka a weak espresso

um galão oong ga·lowng an espresso with hot milk served in a tall glass

um garoto oong ga·ro·too an espresso with a dash of milk




Numbers

1

um oong

2

dois doysh

3

três tresh

4

quatro kwaa·troo

5

cinco seeng·koo

6

seis saysh

7

sete se·te

8

oito oy·too

9

nove no·ve

10

dez desh









Send Us Your Feedback

We love to hear from travellers – your comments help make our books better. We read every word, and we guarantee that your feedback goes straight to the authors. Visit lonelyplanet.com/contact to submit your updates and suggestions.

Note: We may edit, reproduce and incorporate your comments in Lonely Planet products such as guidebooks, websites and digital products, so let us know if you are happy to have your name acknowledged. For a copy of our privacy policy visit lonelyplanet.com/legal.
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