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Parque Natural do Alvão
Alvão’s Reserve

Main Office:
Largo dos Freitas

5000 - 528 VILA REAL

Tel.: (351) 259 302830

Fax: (351) 259 302831

e-mail:pnal@icn.pt
www.icn.pt (only in Portuguese)

How to get there (by car)

I P 4

E N 304 (from Mondim de Basto e Vila Real);
Municipal Road between Vila Real and Mondim de 
Basto (the road crosses the Park).

Population:

1981: 1383 inhabitants
1991: 1095 inhabitants

WALKING TOURS

1. Galegos da Serra-Arnal (begins in Agarez, on the exit to Galegos da Serra)
Entension: 5 Km
Approximate time: 3H00
Main interest: Panoramic view over Vila Real and surrounding mountains
Difficulty: Easy

2. Mondim de Basto/PN Alvão (begins in the “Centro de Interpretação”)
Entension: 50 Km
Approximate time: 2 days
Main interest: Diversity of landscape: Farming land, Fisgas de Ermelo, Rio Olo, tributaries of the river 
Tâmega, handcraft
Difficulty: Medium
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Fisgas do Ermelo

Head to Trás-os-Montes and visit the Nature Reserve of Alvão. Hiking through villages and getting to 
know their inhabitants’ ways of life, looking at the traditional buildings of Alvão, finding out about the 
maronês cattle and gazing at amazing landscapes, like the highest waterfall in the Iberian Peninsula. 
Seeing is believing.   

From village to village

Down in the valley, there’s a stream of pure water. It’s the River Olo, an affluent of the River Tâmega, 
where the local cattle (maronês) graze on its marshlands. The soil is fertile and the animals seem 
happy to roam around, even though these rich pastures are rather small and seem to pop up where you 
least expect them to. 

In a mountainous region like this, all fertile ground is extremely valuable. In the steepest and rockiest 
areas, wild goats roam around, looking for food. In the distance, you can hear church bells ringing. 

But it’s the most fertile areas that are populated, with people who live on farming and sheepherding day 
after day. They are men and women whose faces tell the tale of a lifetime of hard work. The deep 
wrinkles on their faces and feet are living proof that life here is as tough as the climate. The houses 
where they live are the ones where their parents and grandparents used to live: small buildings 
comprised of a ground-floor where the shop or the animal stalls are, and a floor above, where the family 
lives. Traditionally, this division was made by a wooden floor, so as to allow for the heat coming from 
the animals to rise and warm up the owner’s house. Skill and talent are qualities these people have 
always had.  
There are nine villages where people traditionally built this kind of house, the same number as those 
that are now part of the Nature Reserve: Lamas de Olo, Dornelas, Barreiro, Assureira, Arnal, Anta, 
Varzigueto, Fervença and Ermelo. According to their geographical setting (higher or lower in altitude), 
the kind of materials used in building the houses differs. 

In the valleys, the granite walls are covered with thatched roofs made of rye straw. Higher up in the 
plateaus, the schist houses are covered by slate.
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The long awaited waterfalls

As you witness the transition between the granite and the schist areas, you’ll find a waterfall called 
Fisgas do Ermelo. To give you a geological notion of this natural wonder, there’s a sign with a brief 
explanation on the spot. The rocks you’ll be able to see there are about 475 million years old, but 
you can still use them as a bench to sit on while you enjoy the show. 

The river Olo becomes extremely narrow, before it pours down a creek, forming a series of 
waterfalls of different sizes. The highest one is about 50 metres. It is considered to be the highest 
waterfall in the Iberian Peninsula. OK, so where does the name come from?  

Its name is due to the way the river falls down the creek: carving a fissure (fisga) in the rock. And –
strange as it may seem – this river doesn’t come from the highest point of the mountain: it goes into 
the soil and comes out again, from inside the rocks. The current is so strong that the water seems 
to have dug a way out. And the result is the magnificent show you’ll be able to witness once you’re 
there. We can guarantee you that it’s something so amazing you’ll be gobsmacked. It’s certainly a 
good example that the proverb “constant dripping wears away a stone” is very true. It’s certainly 
been the case here. 

Of course, in a place like this, animals and plants have unique conditions to survive in. If you’re one 
of those people who like to watch and learn, then this is the ideal trip for you. 

The landscape looks like it’s from another planet, but your feet are on solid ground.

If you’re really into geology, you’ll be amazed with what you’ll find in the villages of Muas and Arnal. 
They’re totally different from what you’ve seen before, as you’ll find yourself amidst a chaos of 
granite extending as far as the eye can see. If this was on TV, you’d say it was a film set on another 
planet. If Steven Spielberg knew about this place, he might well choose it as the setting of one of 
his adventure movies. Maybe one day he will – you never know. 

You’ll also be able to visit a curious archaeological site. You’ll see a traditional Alvão house where 
there’s an oven, a wine tank, a threshing-floor, a barn and a granary. And of course the common 
areas such as the fountain, the water tank (for washing clothes) and the mill. An interesting way of 
keeping tradition alive. After all, it should never be forgotten. 


