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Study Tour to Algarve March 2018. 

Susan Knight. 728. 

 

Introduction: 

 

I am a second year, Professional Gardeners Guild trainee. I am currently on 

placement at The Garden House, Devon. Each year, second year students can 

spend a week working in Sintra, just outside Lisbon. After the week in Sintra, 

we were offered the opportunity to travel to the Algarve and spend a further 

week with members from the Mediterranean Gardening Association, studying 

the native flora and discuss the issues and benefits to gardening in hot, dry 

climates and the issue of planting suitable plants to protect against wild fires. 
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Day 1. Saturday 24th March 

Leaving Sintra, we travelled down, by train to Faro on the Algarve region of 

Portugal. A great way to see the country and view the ever-changing scenery 

as we travelled further down to a warmer climate.  

Arriving at our accommodation, which was in Quinta da Figueirinha, Silves, 

details were given as to what we would be doing for our time here. Our guide 

for the week, Teresa Chuva, is a member of the Mediterranean Garden 

Association in Portugal, was also staying at the accommodation with us, so this 

was very helpful, as we were able to find and get to the nearest shops so to 

buy food for lunches and we could buy, as a group, food to cook our evening 

meals. We arrived late, so after being given our schedule for the week and 

going out for dinner, it was time to sleep before an early start on Sunday 

morning.  

Day 2. Sunday 25th March 

Our first full day on the Algarve. We have a tour of the Quinta, which also 

includes a tour of its botanical gardens. Located in the South-West of the 

Iberian Peninsula, it is in the Barrocal area of the Algarve. The Algarve is made 

up of three ecological areas, the others are known as Serra and Litoral. All 

areas we do get to discover during the week. The Barrocal zone is located 

through the central part of the Algarve coastal strip, between the Serra and 

the Litoral zones. This offers a biodiversity hotspot, offering many genus of 

flora, it is said to have 461 

genus and 101 botanic 

families.  

After having a tour of the 

garden, we also carried out 

some practical work to help in 

the garden. We were set the 

task of helping to lay gravel 

onto a path the has being 

newly constructed to allow for 

better public access to the 

site. The garden relies on 

volunteers to carry out work 
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and hopes to get the local community more involved. The garden had been 

abandoned for many years, this however, has benefited native plants, as they 

have been allowed to recover and spread throughout the area. Some of these 

plants include Carob, almond and olive trees. The garden is roughly 1,000sq 

meters that slopes away to the east and north east.  

 

A Pistachio tree, 

Pistacia vera, at 

the Barrocal 

Botanic Garden. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After finishing work for the day, the evening was spent looking at more plants 

in the Quinta, where we were staying. Having found a variety of plants, we 

then sat around the table in the boy’s 

accommodation and using books and the 

knowledge of Teresa, identified many of the 

plants.  These included, Silene and Asphodelus 

aestivus, which is seen in this picture.  
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Day 3. Monday 26th March 

Today it was another early start to meet Marylin, a British gardener and 

designer who has been living and working on the Algarve since 2008. She is 

going to share her experiences and take us to visit some of the gardens she has 

designed and planted.  

The first garden we visit is over an hour drive away and is based in the Litoral 

zone, thus meaning it is near to the coast. It is only March but already the 

temperature is in the 20’s oc. Or maybe it is because I live in Devon, I find this 

to be warm. It is easy to see how the summer is very hot and dry.  

 

Instead of using grass as a lawn, a 

variety of drought tolerant plants are 

used instead. Plants used in the lawn 

include Thymus and Achillea. Grass is 

not suitable to use as a lawn due to the 

high temperatures and lack of rainfall in 

the summer. Water is also very 

expensive, a few hundred euros per 

month in the summer can be spent on 

watering and its use is monitored so to 

avoid a water shortage in the summer 

months when the regions population 

increases due to the number of tourists.  

After visiting this garden, it was time to 

travel to Monchique, a mountain area on the Algarve, 2640ft above sea level. 

this was another long journey with a stop for a very long lunch, the Portuguese 

take their time over meals. The second garden was different to the first, we are 

now in the Serra zone.  

This image shows the view from 

the second garden across the 

mountains.  

As this is the Serra zone, it has a 

much milder climate than the 

Litoral zone we had spent the 
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morning. So here, gardening conditions are different and the diversity of plants 

that can be used are different. This garden is a few years old now and some of 

the plants are well established, some have taken a little more time. It is a 

garden that requires maintenance in the form of weeding and pruning back 

shrubs. Again, there is no lawn. It is diverse in its planting and contains many 

pollinating plants, this is a much more rural location and perfect for attracting 

bees and butterflies.  The flowering season is however a few weeks behind, 

due to a wet winter, followed by drought, which has resulted in some plants 

flowering at much shorter heights than usual.   

 Plants in this garden included. 

Euphorbia sequierian, and native 

Iris subbiflora, with its purple 

flowers and Lavandula multifida.  

I asked the question about 

autumn colour. I was told they 

have little autumn colour but do 

have some autumn flowering 

bulbs. Frosts in the winter are 

also very rare but the occasional 

air frost can occur.  

 

 

 

Romulea bulbocodium, a 

bulb, looking much like a 

crocus, found at the top 

of the Monchique 

Mountain. This flowers at 

a short height from March 

to July, flowering at this 

height means it is 

protected from winds and 

does not compete with 

taller plants.  
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Day 4. Tuesday 2th March 

The morning comprised of a trip to a local nursey, to talk to the owners about 

the work involved in growing the plants and the challenges they face running 

their business. This nursery is called Caminhos Sombreados.  

This nursery was set up by a 

local couple who also ran 

their own landscaping and 

maintenance business, they 

now just focus on the 

nursey. The types of plants 

grown here are smaller 

plants and shrubs, grasses 

and bedding plants. The 

larger trees and shrubs are 

bought in from France and 

Spain. Bigger trees were 

planted around the nursery 

during the time of the 

recession, as people were 

just not buying plants, this 

had an impact on the 

business. Now, many 

Russians, French and Dutch 

have moved to the area and 

have the money to spend, so 

larger plants are once again 

bought in and sold. Small 

nurseries all trade and work 

together on the Algarve as it 

is a small area.  

Plants are placed in concrete 

to prevent them falling over 

in the wind.  

A variety of plants are sold to 

suit many conditions of the 

zones the Algarve is divided into. Shade loving plants are sold and are placed in 
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the shaded polytunnel area of the nursery. Irrigation is used to water the 

plants, but we were told how important it is not to over-water the drought 

tolerant stock.  

This was an 

interesting and 

informative visit. I 

learnt about the 

challenges of 

running a 

business, where 

you rely on 

wealthy members 

of the overseas 

community to 

provide you with 

an income and 

the challenges 

faced in sourcing 

and growing 

appropriate stock 

for the different 

areas of the 

Algarve.  

It is important to educate people on planting native plants to encourage 

wildlife and that native plants are adapted to live in hot dry climates. Native 

trees are also important as they are more resistance to wildfires, that last year 

had a huge impact across Portugal.  

After the nursery it was on to visit another garden, owned by a British 

architect. Large pine trees are used to offer the garden some shade, these are 

around the edge of the garden. Providing shade then reduces the amount of 

watering that must be done. The use of pots, where succulents are grown can 

be moved around the garden throughout the day and through the year. This 

garden is very typical of the Mediterranean region. It has terraces and is a 

gravel garden which includes a pool.  
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Once a week a 

gardener comes to 

carry out 

maintenance such as 

weeding and 

pruning. No 

machinery is used, 

there are no hedges 

to cut or lawn to 

mow. This garden is 

very well established 

and has had much 

money spent, it is 

now a case of just maintaining it to a high standard. I enjoyed this garden. It 

had a very nice feel to it, felt very relaxing with different areas to explore and 

seating placed in the shade, so you can enjoy the garden. This was a very hot 

day, it was nice, after the tours had finished to get back to the accommodation 

and prepare for another busy day of garden visits tomorrow.  

Day 5. Wednesday 28th March 

A day in Moncarapacho area of the Algarve. We are going to visit gardens of 

Alison, Sue and Rosie, all of whom are members of the Mediterranean 
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Gardening Association and have lived in the area for some time. We look at 

their use of plants which are suited to the climate and the use of native plants.  

The use of a 50 thousand 

litre water tank used in this 

garden, which is under 

construction. The soil here is 

very poor, heavy clay, 

resulting in poor drainage so 

plants here must suit this.  

This garden is 3 years old, 

planting is new and very 

much a case of seeing what 

works, what will thrive in 

the climate and the soil 

much work is still to be done but access to the site is difficult, so all work is 

carried out by hand. I would find this a challenge in the heat, it is very labour 

intensive and on such a baron landscape. A good find in this garden though 

was the Wild Tulip.  

 This garden 

has a natural 

feel to it and 

blends well 

into the 

surrounding 

landscape.  

Of the other 

gardens visited, 

we discussed 

problems, such 

as watering. 

Bore holes are 

used but this 

does have issues, at times the water can contain salt from the sea, the salt 

water will harm the plants. Rosie’s garden was of much interest. It was 

established in 2004 and covers 4 acres. It is a south facing garden, 53meters 

above sea level. Some shade has been created for the garden. 3 weeks prior to 
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our visit a tornado tore through the area, so it was amazing to see the damage 

and how quickly gardens and infrastructure was repaired.  

A pool in Rosie’s garden. It 

contains natural water from 

springs and some rain, it is 

cleaned using plants around the 

margins. The plants around the 

edge, create, in effect a hedge, 

which also acts as a habitat for 

wildlife, grass snakes have been 

seen here.  

Today was another long but 

very interesting day and I feel I have seen many areas of the Algarve and talked 

about the importance of native planting a great deal. It is something maybe we 

should all be much more aware of when planning and planting up our own 

gardens. It has certainly made me think more about the plants I would 

consider using.  

Day 6. Thursday 29th March 

Today saw some of the group head back to England. So, the morning was spent 

taking one member back to Faro airport. We then went for a walk along the 

coast at Faro before heading into the town of Faro, a few hours after dropping 

the first person at the airport we had to go back to drop a further 2 people off. 

It was nice to walk along the coast and look at the variety of coastal plants and 

compare to what we have growing along our coast line.  

Once everyone who was leaving had been dropped at the airport Teresa had 

arranged for the rest of us to visit a nature reserve just outside Faro, Parque 

Natural da Ria Formosa. Here we had the 

chance to look at the wild flowers 

growing in the reserve. This image shows 

Orobanche alba, growing along the edge 

of the reserve near the coast.  At this 

reserve we had a good chance to look at 

the flora and fauna of the area and 

understand how the reserve is managed 

to protect it for the future. It was sad to 
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be told that earlier in the week, someone had entered the reserve and stolen 

the clump of Fritillaria.  

Day 7. Friday 30th March 

Final day of the trip. We took the long drive to Cabo de S. Vincente, the very 

bottom tip of the Algarve. This was the chance to look for more interesting 

wild flowers and find some orchids along the way.  

 

Researching plants 

found. At least we 

had a Portuguese 

guide to help us 

translate! The plants 

found along here 

were very different 

to what we had 

been finding and 

seeing during the 

rest of the week. 

We were now along 

the coast, on top of 

a cliff with huge waves crashing below. The image shows the barren landscape 

of Cape St. Vincent. Hard to 

believe any flora can 

establish and survive in these 

conditions.  
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Examples of plants found on 

Cape St. Vincent.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map to show the 

areas and how far we 

travelled during the 

week in the Algarve.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Day 8. Saturday 31st March 

A very early, 3am start to head to Faro airport for the return journey to 

Heathrow. Am leaving the Algarve and my time in Portugal full of new ideas 

and enthusiasm for horticulture abroad and at home. Have learnt many new 

plants and increased my knowledge in practical gardening. Having spent 9 

hours delayed at Lisbon airport, it is now time to leave the warm and sunny 

Mediterranean behind and head back to temperatures of -5, snow and wind 

back in Devon. 
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Conclusion 

This was my first trip abroad to study native flora. I went feeling nervous about 

how little I knew of Mediterranean culture and views on horticulture. How was 

I ever going to be able to identify wild flowers found along verges, in reserves, 

peoples gardens and on cliff tops? In fact, most of us were in the same 

position. I was very lucky to have a knowledgeable guide and provided with 

books that would help. Just like us gardening in the UK, people here have very 

similar ideas and views as we do. We all want to create and preserve our 

habitats and flora and fauna. We are looking at the importance of native plants 

and planning gardens and planting schemes that suit our climate and thinking 

about preserving water supplies but also creating areas that are not labour 

intensive and are fit for purpose.  

This trip has really helped my development and understanding of how to 

garden and has really improved my ability to botanise. A very valuable 

experience that I was privileged to be a part of.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


