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Introduction

In Portugal, to step into a café is to step into the rhythm of daily life. Here, coffee is
more than a beverage—it's a social glue, a vehicle for conversation, a pause in a day’s
journey, and an invitation to linger. From the first pale morning light in Lisbon's
bustling squares to the dusk-soaked corners of Porto’s storied boulevards, Portugal’s
cafés are both crossroads and sanctuaries: places where memories are made, news is
exchanged, poetry is written, and the sweetness of life is savored with every sip and
crumb.

This book, Café Culture: From Lisbon to Porto, invites you on a richly layered journey
through Portugal’s coffeehouses—grand and humble alike—and the heritage that
infuses them. Across centuries, Portugal’s cafés have evolved from exclusive salons of
the elite into democratic spaces that welcome all. They are witnesses to history: to
revolutions quietly plotted over bicas, to the musings of poets and philosophers
beneath art-nouveau frescoes, to the intimate dramas and celebrations of ordinary
people. Just as surely, they are repositories of culinary artistry, where the flakiest
pastéis de nata stand alongside regional sweet and savory treasures.

What makes Portugal’s café culture distinct? It is the seamless intertwining of comfort
and elegance, ritual and spontaneity. Portuguese cafés are not just stops on the
traveler’s path; they are integral to community. Whether in the antique grace of
Lisbon’s Martinho da Arcada or the Belle Epoque splendor of Porto’s Café Majestic, the
atmosphere is steeped in both nostalgia and conviviality. The scent of dark-roasted
coffee mingles with bakery warmth and a hum of conversation, drawing patrons back,
again and again, through the day and through the years.

In these pages, you will trace the origins of Portugal’s love affair with coffee: from
colonial trade routes and historic pastéis to the introduction of the “bica” and the
innovation of the espresso machine. You will meet café owners, baristas, bakers, and
regulars—each contributing their stories to the living mosaic of Portuguese society.
Explore not only the iconic establishments in Lisbon and Porto but also family-run
pastelarias in small towns and the regional variations that lend flavor to every corner
of the country.

Beyond history and gastronomy, this book reveals the café as the heartbeat of
Portuguese towns, a communal living room where generations gather, news is
digested, and time graciously slows. You'll discover insights for ordering like a local,
stories from the café floor, and recipes to bring a piece of Portugal into your own
kitchen. As new waves of artisanal coffee and contemporary design breathe fresh
energy into Portugal’s café landscape, you'll witness a culture adapting to modernity
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while rooted in the warmth of tradition.

Whether you are a seasoned traveler, a café enthusiast, or an armchair explorer, may
this journey immerse you in the pleasures, stories, and enduring spirit of Portugal’s
coffeehouses. With each chapter, you are invited to pull up a chair, savor the flavors
and voices of Portugal’s past and present, and let the café’s welcoming hum seep into
your soul.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Beginnings of Portuguese Café
Culture

The aroma of freshly brewed coffee, a scent now synonymous with Portugal, wasn't
always a fixture in its bustling streets and quiet villages. Like many of Europe’s
beloved culinary traditions, the journey of coffee to the Iberian Peninsula, and its
eventual embrace by Portuguese society, is a tale woven with threads of global trade,
colonial ambition, and evolving social customs. To truly understand the heart of
Portuguese café culture today, we must first travel back to its origins, a time when
coffee was a exotic luxury, a whispered secret, before it became the ubiquitous daily
ritual it is now.

The 18th century marked a significant turning point for coffee in Europe. What began
as a rare commodity, brought back by intrepid explorers and merchants, slowly
transformed into a sought-after beverage among the continent's elite. Portugal, with
its vast and influential colonial empire, found itself uniquely positioned to participate
in this burgeoning global trade. While Venice and other Italian city-states were early
adopters of coffee, importing beans from the Ottoman Empire, Portugal’s connection
to the coffee bean would take a different, more expansive route.

The year 1727 is often cited as a pivotal moment in the story of coffee and Portugal. It
was then that coffee plants were first introduced to Brazil, a vast and fertile
Portuguese colony in South America. The tale, often recounted with a romantic
flourish, speaks of Francisco de Melo Palheta, a Portuguese officer sent to French
Guiana to mediate a border dispute. His true mission, however, was to surreptitiously
acquire coffee seedlings. Legend has it that he charmed the French Governor’s wife,
who, at a farewell dinner, presented him with a bouquet containing hidden coffee
seeds and sprouts. These seeds, smuggled into Brazil, laid the foundation for what
would become the world's largest coffee-producing nation, forever linking Portugal to
the global coffee industry.

But Brazil wasn’t the sole source of Portugal’s early coffee supply. The intricate web of
the Portuguese colonial network extended across Africa, encompassing territories like
Angola, Mozambique, Guinea, and Cape Verde. These colonies also played a crucial
role in supplying coffee to the motherland, diversifying the sources and solidifying
coffee’s presence within Portuguese society. This early trade, while driven by
economic interests, gradually introduced the exotic bean to a broader segment of the
population, slowly shifting it from a novelty to a nascent part of daily life.

Initially, coffee remained largely the purview of the wealthy and the aristocratic. It was
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a drink enjoyed in private homes, exclusive salons, or in the nascent, often
clandestine, gathering places that catered to the privileged few. The idea of a public
space dedicated solely to the consumption of coffee was still a relatively foreign
concept, a luxurious indulgence rather than a commonplace activity. Yet, the seeds of
café culture were being sown, albeit quietly, behind closed doors and within the gilded
confines of the upper echelons of society. The very act of preparing and consuming
coffee, with its intricate rituals and exotic origins, lent an air of sophistication and
intellectual curiosity to those who partook.

However, the latter half of the 18th century witnessed a gradual but significant shift.
As coffee became more readily available and its allure grew, the first public cafés
began to appear in Lisbon. These pioneering establishments were not merely places to
drink coffee; they were emerging social epicenters, stages where ideas were
exchanged, news was disseminated, and social boundaries, however subtly, began to
blur. They represented a new kind of urban space, a departure from the traditional
taverns and inns, offering a more refined and stimulating environment.

Among these early trailblazers, Martinho da Arcada stands as a testament to Lisbon's
enduring café heritage. Founded in 1782, it is celebrated as the city's oldest café and
continues to grace the Praca do Comércio today. Imagine the scene: horse-drawn
carriages clattering over cobblestones, the Tagus River glinting nearby, and within its
walls, a diverse clientele of rulers, politicians, soldiers, artists, and writers converging.
It was a microcosm of Lisbon itself, a vibrant hub where the city's pulse could be felt
and its stories unfolded. The presence of luminaries like the renowned poet Fernando
Pessoa, who would later become one of its most illustrious regulars, underscores the
café’s early role as a sanctuary for intellectual and creative minds.

Not far behind Martinho da Arcada, Café Nicola emerged as another significant
landmark. While its current Art Deco incarnation dates to 1935, its origins as
"Botequim do Nicola" in the 18th century cemented its place in Lisbon's coffee history.
Located in the bustling Rossio Square, it quickly became a magnet for intellectuals
and, notably, social agitators. Here, amidst the clinking of cups and the murmur of
conversation, radical ideas might have been quietly debated, plans hatched, and the
very fabric of society subtly challenged. The poet Bocage, a figure known for his sharp
wit and often rebellious verses, was among those who frequented its premises, further
solidifying its reputation as a crucible for both literary and political discourse.

The 19th century saw a continued, albeit slow, expansion of the café scene, gradually
making coffee more accessible to a broader segment of society. While still retaining an
air of sophistication, these establishments began to shed some of their exclusivity,
becoming more democratic spaces where different social strata could interact, albeit
often in designated sections. The growing popularity of coffee, coupled with
advancements in brewing methods, fueled this expansion, laying the groundwork for
the more widespread café culture that would truly flourish in the early 20th century.
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It was during this period that the Italian perfection of the espresso machine truly
revolutionized coffee consumption across Europe, and Portugal was no exception. The
arrival of these marvels of engineering allowed for the rapid production of
concentrated, potent coffee, forever changing the way Portuguese people consumed
their daily brew. The Portuguese, with their characteristic ingenuity and taste
preferences, quickly adapted the espresso to their liking, giving birth to the iconic
"bica." This small, intense coffee, typically made from a dark-roasted blend of Arabica
and Robusta beans, was not just a drink; it became a national symbol, a testament to
Portugal’s distinctive approach to coffee. The word "bica" itself is said to have
originated at Café A Brasileira in Lisbon, an abbreviation of "beba isto com acucar"
(drink this with sugar), a playful encouragement to make the then-novel, strong coffee
more palatable.

The early 1900s, therefore, witnessed a golden age for Portuguese cafés, a period of
burgeoning popularity and cultural significance. Establishments like A Brasileira,
founded in 1905 in the heart of Lisbon's Chiado district, quickly became iconic. Adriano
Telles, its founder, aimed to sell "genuine Brazilian coffee," and in doing so, created a
hub that would attract Lisbon’s intellectual elite. The bronze statue of Fernando
Pessoa, seated outside A Brasileira today, serves as a poignant reminder of the literary
discussions and creative ferment that took place within its elegant Art Deco interior.
These were not just coffee shops; they were living rooms, offices, and impromptu
lecture halls rolled into one, shaping the intellectual and artistic landscape of the city.

In Porto, a similar flourishing of café culture was underway. While distinct in its
character, Porto's café scene shared Lisbon’s rich history and deep connection to
community life. The year 1903 saw the establishment of Porto’s own A Brasileira,
founded, like its Lisbon counterpart, by Adriano Teles. This northern sibling played a
pivotal role in popularizing the habit of drinking coffee by the cup in public places in
Porto, further embedding the café into the city’s daily rhythm. These establishments,
both North and South, marked a significant departure from the private sphere, inviting
citizens to gather, converse, and simply be in shared public spaces.

The turn of the century also heralded the arrival of other grand cafés that would come
to define the architectural and social landscape of Portuguese cities. Confeitaria
Nacional, founded in Lisbon in 1829, not only became a bastion of traditional
Portuguese pastries but also a showcase of magnificent Pombaline-style décor, hinting
at the architectural grandeur that would become a hallmark of many Portuguese
cafés. Benard, established in 1868 in Lisbon's Chiado district, began as an aristocratic
tea house, evolving into a celebrated coffee shop known for its old-world charm,
complete with marble-topped tables and wooden paneling, hinting at the burgeoning
popularity of coffee over tea.

These early cafés, from their modest beginnings as exclusive havens to their
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transformation into public gathering places, laid the essential groundwork for the
vibrant café culture that thrives in Portugal today. They were instrumental in
democratizing coffee, making it accessible to a wider audience, and fostering a unique
social dynamic centered around the shared experience of a cup of coffee. The stage
was set for the flourishing of grand, ornate establishments, the development of
specific coffee rituals, and the deep intertwining of coffee with Portuguese social,
political, and cultural life. The journey from exotic import to national treasure was well
underway, proving that sometimes, the simplest of pleasures can have the most
profound impact on a nation’s identity.
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