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Secret places

A 
pleasure of the cruising 
liveaboard’s lot is being 
able to linger in 
attractive places as and 
when one encounters 
them. For us the 

Guadiana River was just such a place.
We had enjoyed predominantly dry, 

warm, sunny and calm weather 
throughout the winter in Lagos, 
Portugal, but when we left our winter 
berth, the weather turned quite windy. 
This made our first anchorages at 
Portimão and Culatra somewhat 
uncomfortable, so we headed for the 
sanctuary of Ayamonte marina at the 
mouth of the Rio Guadiana, the 
border between Spain and Portugal.

Having not been able to make 
contact with the marina by radio or 
phone we headed for the first available 
berth on the outer pontoon, the strong 
wind very helpfully blowing us 
sideways onto it. The town was 
charming with a useful chandlery and 
a small but fantastic market, where we 
bought the most delicious and freshest 
clams we’d had yet.

There was a fresh headwind as we 
motored upriver, passing tentatively 
under the bridge – our calculations 
showed we should have clearance, but 
it’s always a tense time! We enjoyed the 
vistas and spotted spoonbills, herons 
and egrets, but kept a careful eye on 
the depth sounder. We anchored 
mid-river between the towns of 
Alcoutim on the Portuguese side and 
Sanlucar on the Spanish. 

Although we like being at anchor, 
the next day we moved to the one 
remaining space on the pontoon at 
Sanlucar, to gain some relief from the 
stream of bamboo and other flotsam 
passing up and down the middle of 

the river with the significant tide. We 
found a mini-liveaboard community 
at Sanlucar, with a number of people 
having over-wintered either on the 
pontoon or at anchor, and a friendly 
bunch they were too. 

After a few days, we motored 
further upriver to anchor just above 
Rio Vascão, aka Turtle Creek. Another 
night of disturbed sleep followed as 
more vegetation collected on the 
anchor chain, which we had to clear a 
couple of times during the night. The 
wind was still blowing the next day, 
but at slack water we rowed the dinghy 
to Turtle Creek, spotting our first 
turtles within minutes. 

We pottered around, enjoying the 
serenity of the creek, catching glimpses 
of colourful bee-eaters, golden orioles 
and many more turtles. When we 
returned the next day with a camera, 
we were richly rewarded by seeing 
dozens of turtles basking on the mud 
at low water. Rowing stealthily rather 
than using the outboard, we could get 
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remarkably close to them before they 
slipped back into the water. All this in 
silence save the sublime soundtrack of 
a nearby woodpecker.

Returning to Pipit, we headed 
upriver to Pomarão and, after a tricky 
bit of pilotage round submerged rocks 
(and trucks, allegedly, after a severe 
flood some years ago), we anchored 
above the village in a very peaceful 
spot, albeit with a persistent gusty 
wind. The next morning, no wind, 
clear skies and a beautifully tranquil 
river - is what we had in mind! We did 
not get it, so what else to do but sit in 
the cockpit and mend the vacuum 
– the glamorous liveaboard lifestyle!

We spent a week at anchor in this 
most idyllic of locations, the only 
passers-by being friendly local 
fishermen. We pottered in the dinghy, 
and We are so glad we took the time to 
explore the Guadiana. We were blessed 
with lots of wildlife, if not perhaps the 
weather we hoped for, in what is a 
truly tranquil ‘secret place’. 

Tell us about your own secret place, or share your thoughts river cruising or on any sailing issue 
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Odet river:  47º56’.29N  004º06’.16W

Sanlucar marina
After going alongside in Sanlucar, 
we went on a hunt and eventually 
found someone to pay for the 
berth. This involved filling in a form 
at the tourist office, taking the boat 
documents and passports to the 
town hall to be photocopied (36 
cents) and returning to the tourist 
office to pay €7 (c£5.90) per night, 
including power, water and 
showers. The latter were 
interesting as we had to stand on a 
foot switch which liberated no 
more than a dribble of water. It was 
a hot dribble though! We stayed for 
three nights, but subsequently 
showered aboard.

Alcoutim
From atop the ramparts of 
Alcoutim Castle, jutting out of the 
hillside just above the town there 
are panoramic views of the river 
and across to the Spanish Castle of 
San Marcos at Sanlucar.  A short 
walk from the Castle brings you to 
Praia Fluvial – a Blue Flag beach 
(complete with imported sand) in 
Ribeira de Cadavais, a rivulet 
immediately north of the town.  
Walk a little further on a Saturday 
morning and you’ll come to a small 
fresh produce market, together 
with meat and fish vans.

Pilotage
Navigation requires care up the Rio 
Guadiana and we found The 
Guadiana Pilot by José Gomez a 
great help. It includes a chart CD.  
www.upriverpilot.com/id181.htm

Follow Andy and Ann, 
www.yachtpipit.com

turtle creek:  37º 31’ .38N,  007º 30’ .46W

Pipit’s Nestaway pram 
dinghy came into its own 
for exploring upriver


