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LISBON

The Portuguese know how
to throw a Christmas party
and nowhere is this more
obvious than in the 42
squares and cobbled streets
of their capital, which are
illuminated this year by
around two million LEDs. It
used to have the tallest
artificial Christmas tree in
Europe (making the
Guinness World Records in
2005 and surpassing that in
2007, with a 249ft
structure) but now it is
more about elegance than
elongation, with this year’s
tree a petite 98ft.

Every year at the end of
November, fireworks above
the city signify the turning
on of the lights on the tree
in beautiful 18th-century
Praca do Comercio which
opens out on to the Tagus
river. It is not just here that
Christmas is in evidence,
though: it is in the smell
from the bakers where the
Bolo-rei is being baked, the
traditional king’s cake that
we eat at this time, made
from soft white bread with
candied fruit and raisins;

HAUTE SAVOIE,
FRANCE

There’s no rest for the
- wicked in my food-
obsessed village in France
~on Christmas Eve.
Shopping for the grandest
feast of the year - Le
Réveillon, aka a Dec 24
all-nighter - beckons. And
this being agricultural
Haute-Savoie on the rural
shores of Lake Geneva,
there is exceptional local
produce to be sampled at
each titillating port of call.

Caviar pearls, scallops,

fleshy white lake-caught
féra, garlicky snails,
guinea fowl or goose, and
a chocolate log from the
village boulangerie are
Réveillon staples. The
French pop briny Breton
oysters like sweets at
Christmas, and those with
epicurean nous join the
festive queue at a seasonal
street kiosk that sprouts

and in the music that seeps
out from under the church
doors where Christmas
concerts are held. I try to
catch one in the 16th-
century Church of Sao
Roque, whose plain
exterior gives no hint of the
opulent baroque interiors
ornate with lapis lazuli,
gold, silver and agate,
considered a masterpiece
of European art.

In the Praca de Luis de
Camoes — named after
Portugal’s greatest poet,
who lived in the 16th
century - a huge Father
Christmas stands guard
beside a statue of Camoes
himself. Children are
allowed to stay up on

slurp of plump mollusc

before buying several

dozen to take home.
On nearby rue Saint-

| Sébastien, aromatic wheels

of Beaufort and Comté
ripen in subterranean
cellars at Fromagerie
Bougon. Choosing from
the 400 different cheeses,
hand-churned butters,
bowls of creamy fromage
blanc and boutique Alpine
cheeses - impossible to
find elsewhere - is agony.
No cheeseboard is
complete without an
incongruously ugly chunk
of ginger-crusted,
green-veined Bleu de

Christmas Eve, eating

traditional bacalhau (dried
cod) and a variety of cakes
and pastries. The moment
they long for arrives on
their return from Midnight
Mass where they find that
baby Jesus has arrived in
the crib and finally they
can open their presents.
Mary Lussiana
[JAbercrombie & Kent
(01242 547703;
abercrombiekent.co.uk)
offers a week-long trip to
Lisbon, staying at the
Pousada de Lisboa from
£1,215pp including
easyJet flights and private
transfers, on a B&B basis. & = =
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