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BRAZIL

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE
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Praia de Joaquina, Florianopolis | MARCOS CAMPOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

In my youth, growing up in the UK, Brazil meant wild Rio carnivals, beach parties with a samba backbeat, Frank Sinatra singing ‘The Girl from Ipanema’ and a shirtless Pelé hoisted atop the shoulders of his teammates after winning the 1970 World Cup. It was a romantic and simplistic image of the world’s fifth-largest country, but one that stuck.

I later got to partially satisfy my itchy Brazil-lust during a brief visit to Rio in the early 2000s, but it was only more recently that I started to obtain a fuller picture, peel off the layers and realize that, beyond Copacabana, there are a hundred equally glorious beaches, and behind the late Pelé, there are a thousand other skillful soccer-ball jugglers. After 20 years of thoughtful (and often distant) contemplation, I feel that I’m finally starting to get to know Brazil. Give me another lifetime and we’ll be positively well acquainted.

Brendan Sainsbury

@sainsburyb

[image: jpg]

My favourite experience is Praia da Joaquina. Blessed with sun, sand, sea and a soccer ball, the lucky denizens of Florianópolis certainly know how to enjoy themselves. It’s impossible not to join in.


WHO GOES WHERE


Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Brazil
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The beauty and the breadth of communities’ resilience and creativity in Chapada Diamantina transformed me. The region’s restorative waterfalls (pictured) washed over me and reminded me of the priority nature must have in my life. It’s powerful to experience Afro-indigenous leadership within the environmental space. Chapada Diamantina’s ancestral knowledge and ecology work left a profound spiritual impact on me that I didn’t anticipate.
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Kathleen Anaza covers travel through the lens of culture, media, and power.

@KathleenAnaza
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Picking a defining destination in a country as vast and dynamic as Brazil is akin to having to choose your favorite chilli. But having done deep dives across 20 of Brazil’s 26 states (and Brasília), it’s hard not to pick Fernando de Noronha (pictured), which is the paradise that defines all paradises for me. The combination of shockingly uncrowded world-class beaches, incredible marine life and conservation infrastructure hits the travel trifecta for me.

[image: jpg]

Kevin Raub is a Bologna-based travel journalist and former Brazilian resident – and the co-author of over 110 Lonely Planet guidebooks on four continents.

@ raubontheroad
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Parque Nacional de Itatiaia (pictured) – small (by Brazilian standards), beautiful and quiet – is far from the busy coast. A nature’s gem filled with kindhearted locals, uncrowded trails, challenging rock climbing and hidden waterfalls and pools waiting to be explored. A place to unwind and reconnect, and an example of Brazil’s precious natural beauty.
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Madelaine Triebe is a travel writer with a passion for horses and a love for Argentina and Brazil. She is the co-author of several guidebooks.

@mymaddytravel

[image: jpg]

VITORMARIGO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The juxtaposition of nature and city is what makes Rio de Janeiro so incredible. Colonial-era buildings become beautiful when a rainforest is trying to tear them down, just as lofty apartment buildings gain glory when gazed upon from on top of the mountain they’re creeping up. Climbing to the top of Dois Irmãos (pictured) and seeing the jungle city is the crux of my Rio de Janeiro.
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Marisa Paska is a travel journalist with a passion for cultural preservation, remote travel and Carnaval.

@_marisamegan
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Wandering the cobblestone streets of Recife Antigo (pictured), where the original Portuguese settlement was built in the early part of the 16th century, prompts thoughts of the fate of empires. It was raided by French pirates, was once the capital of Dutch Brazil and went to war with its neighbor Olinda. The bones of once regal buildings are visible, but heat and time have taken their toll on witnesses and survivors of dramatic histories.
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Michael Grosberg is a co-writer on more than 60 travel guidebooks and has covered a good chunk of Latin America.
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ROBERTO TETSUO OKAMURA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The Pantanal (pictured) is almost everything I like in a destination – huge sweeps of wilderness, abundant wildlife and an array of ways to experience it. As I’m a big fan of hiking, a walking safari is my favorite way to experience an area, but a sunset boat ride isn’t to be scoffed at. One tip: avoid the urge to focus only on jaguars.
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Stuart Butler is a writer and award-winning photographer who specializes in writing about sustainable tourism, wildlife-watching, hiking and conservation.

stuartbutlerjournalist.com
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The Amazon River’s shape is reflected everywhere: much poeticized, yet rarely defined, changing and overflowing with superlatives. It’s the channel around which the life of the Amazon and, in part, the world thrives. I loved traversing its length and following the coursing rapids of the Upper Rio Negro (pictured) down to where it merges at the Meeting of the Waters to become the epic Amazon.
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Victoria Gill is a writer and editor who’s written widely for global glossies, Sunday supplements and style zines.

@Vis4victoria
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ALF RIBEIRO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

For me, as a lover of megacities, it’s always been, the bigger and crazier, the better. Needless to say, São Paulo (pictured) is my kind of place. Here, the lust for life is unparalleled. Whether it’s music, art, food, sport, nightlife or relaxing outdoors, passionate paulistanos dive in head-first to take in the glory of living for the moment.
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Trent Holden has worked as a travel writer for Lonely Planet since 2008, covering megacities from Beijing and Manila to Seoul and Jakarta in between guides from Africa to Australia.

@hombreholden
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Parque Nacional da Tijuca, Rio De Janeiro | VITORMARIGO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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BEACH LIFE

Brazil doesn’t just offer gorgeous beaches, it serves up the animated beach life to go with it – an infectious atmosphere that’s at once laid-back and lively, easygoing and energetic. Roll up with a surfboard or a beach buggy, join in a game of volleyball or soccer, lie back with a caipirinha (cocktail) or an açaí bowl. The nation’s beaches are like high-spirited social forums – a place where all facets of society meet.
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Praia da Joaquina | GABRIEL PHPHY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Beach Food

Traders roam city beaches plying grilled cheese sticks, açaí (above), ice cream, and more. Open-sided beach shacks with liberal dress codes offer more substantial fare.
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Travel Light

Brazilians tend to travel light to the beach, largely because everything they’ll need can be either rented or bought from vendors, from beach chairs to sunglasses.
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CATARINA BELOVA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Essential Beachwear

If there’s one thing you mustn’t forget, it’s the kanga (sarong), the quick-drying wrap-cum-beach-blanket. Towels are for tourists!



BEST BEACH EXPERIENCES

[image: map]

Wear your sarong to Rio’s Praia Ipanema 1, the headquarters for carioca beach life, gastronomy and fashion.

Decamp to the finest of Florianópolis’ 42 beaches, Praia da Joaquina 2, revered for its world-class surfing.

Take your pick from the quiet, classy and laid-back beaches of Ilhabela 3, an island with a strip of sand for every conceivable emotion.

Come and sample the world’s finest freshwater beach at Alter do Chão 4 in the Amazon.

Soak up the low-key charm of Praia da Pipa 5, pride of the Northeast, with its high cliffs and waters replete with dolphins.







ANIMAL MAGIC

Factoring in land mammals, reptiles, amphibians, birds and marine life, Brazil is one of the top countries in the world to view wildlife. It’s also, unquestionably, its most biodiverse. The best region to see critters in their natural habitat is the oft-overlooked Pantanal, where open vistas make animal observation easy. A jaguar sighting is possibly the biggest prize. Slightly easier to spot are caimans, whales, river dolphins, anteaters and tapirs.

[image: jpg]

A jaguar in the Pantanal | WALTER MARIO STEIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Endangered Species

The Nature Conservancy (nature.org) website includes portraits of Brazil’s major ecosystems and information on the country’s endangered species.
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Ideal Season

June to September is the best time for wildlife-watching. It’s the dry season in the Pantanal – animals gather near water sources and roads are mostly unflooded.
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LUCAS LEUZINGER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Protected Animal Habitat

Safeguarding many species in an area almost the size of Venezuela, the Mata Atlântica (Atlantic Forest) is the world’s largest Unesco biosphere reserve.



BEST WILDLIFE EXPERIENCES

[image: map]

Attempt to see an elusive jaguar in the wildlife-watching bonanza of the Pantanal 1.

Visit an inspiring bird rehabilitation and rescue center next to Iguaçu Falls at the Parque das Aves 2.

Immerse yourself in the Amazon’s practically virgin Parque Nacional do Jaú 3 – a sanctuary for endangered birds, reptiles and mammals.

Head to Arraial do Cabo 4 southwest of Búzios in July and August to see humpback whales migrating to the cooler waters of Antarctica.

Make the trek to Mato Grosso’s Cristalino Private Natural Heritage Preserve 5, one of Amazonia’s best spots for rare birds and mammals.







NATURAL WONDERS

Start with the Amazon rainforest, which covers around 40% of Brazil’s total area, and finish with Iguaçu Falls, which makes Niagara Falls look positively diminutive. In between, you’ll find spiky mountains, giant dunes, deep caves and the planet’s most expansive tropical wetlands. You’re in the world’s fifth-largest country – expect to be bedazzled.

[image: jpg]

Sand dunes and lagoons at lençóis Maranhenses | JOCAPHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Unesco Sites

Brazil has seven natural Unesco World Heritage sites including Parque Nacional Iguaçu, the Pantanal Conservation Area and the Central Amazon Conservation Complex.

Organized Tours

Find reputable companies offering organized tours and adventure-based activities by browsing the listings of Abeta (abeta.tur.br), a collective of adventure and ecotourism operators.


BEST NATURE EXPERIENCES
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Behold one of the great wonders of Brazil at Iguaçu Falls 1.

Witness a desert-like landscape of rippling dunes and turquoise lagoons at Lençóis Maranhenses 2.

See the dark-blue waters of the Rio Negro at Encontro das Águas 3.

Find out for yourself if Rio’s emblematic Pão de Açúcar 4 mountain lives up to the hype.

Contemplate the rushing waterfalls, crystal-blue pools and rugged hiking of Chapada Diamantina 5.







PRETTY & GRITTY CITIES

Home to the world’s fourth-largest city, São Paulo, plus a few other big hitters – Rio and Belo Horizonte among them – Brazil has plenty of scope for urban adventures, from pretty Salvador to gritty Recife. The most famous metropolises, Rio and São Paulo, maintain an intense rivalry between beach-loving cariocas and hard-working paulistanos.

[image: jpg]

Pelourinho district, Salvador | LAZYLLAMA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Safety First

Central business districts can be dangerous on Saturday and even more so on Sunday when there are few people around. Be sure to save those visits for weekdays.

Quality of Life

In Brazil, almost all quality-of-life surveys are won resoundingly by Curitiba, which gets top marks for healthcare, safety, public transportation and low pollution.


BEST CITY EXPERIENCES
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Juggle beach days in Rio de Janeiro 1, with evenings spent uncovering the city’s gastronomic prowess.

Spend an evening in São Paulo 2, Brazil’s city of dreams – gourmet food and 24/7 nightlife.

Try the crumbling, but incredibly diverse city of Recife 3, where old neighborhoods hide layers of history.

Make a pilgrimage to Salvador 4, the capital of Afro-Brazilian culture, colonial architecture and African street food.

Examine Brazil’s prototype for sensible urban planning in the salubrious Curitiba 5.







INTO THE FOREST

Brazil’s main forest needs no introduction. The Amazon covers a huge swathe of the country and provides the wood, water, food and carbon storage for a whole lot more. The term ‘the lungs of the planet’ is no euphemism. Less celebrated but equally diverse is the so-called Mata Atlântica, the teeming coastal forests that stretch from Rio Grande do Norte to Rio Grande do Sul, inviting tree lovers to embrace hiking, flora, wildlife and adventure.
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Parque Nacional da Tijuca | CAVAN-IMAGES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Rainy Days

The Amazon Basin (above) averages between 130 and 250 rainy days a year, depending on exactly where you are. August is the driest month.
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Wealth of Trees

The greatest number of different tree species ever found in 1 hectare was 476, recorded in an area of Atlantic Forest in the hills of Espírito Santo state (above).
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LEONARDO MERCON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Forest Code

This controversial law mandates that landowners in the Amazon keep 80% of their land under native vegetation. It’s long proved difficult to implement effectively.



BEST FOREST EXPERIENCES
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Go on a river cruise to Parque Nacional de Anavilhanas 1 through an otherworldly jungle teeming with fauna.

Visit Rio’s Parque Nacional da Tijuca 2, the guardian of the largest urban rainforest in the world.

Have a stab at tree-climbing outside Manaus 3, using a combo of zip lines, ropes, hammocks and platforms for overnight camping.

Hike in the Campos do Jordão 4, home to some of the last remaining virgin araucária (Paraná pine) forests in Brazil.

Enjoy the shade of giant samauma trees, acai palms and stilted jungle restaurants on the verdant island of Combú 5 near Belém.







HISTORIC TOWNS

While the colonization of Brazil has left a sketchy legacy, it did bequeath the country with some inspired townscapes that still prick the interest of tourists, scholars and Unesco. Many of the design features exhibit a discernible Portuguese influence. Visualize whitewashed churches and elaborate blue-and-white azulejos (tiles), brightly painted houses and wrought-iron balconies.

[image: jpg]

Ouro Preto, Minas Gerais | DEBORAGUIMARAESFOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Protective Umbrella

Unesco lists the historic centers of six Brazilian towns and cities as worthy of protection: Salvador, São Luís, Diamantina, Goiás, Olinda and Ouro Preto.

Colonial Models

Colonial architecture in Brazil prevailed for over 300 years up until the 1830s. It was primarily built to Portuguese models by enslaved people using local materials.


BEST HISTORIC TOWN EXPERIENCES

[image: map]

Escape the cacophony of Rio for a blend of colonial architecture and natural beauty in Paraty 1.

Wander the steep streets and baroque churches in the gold-rush town of Ouro Preto 2.

Stroll the streets and squares of Olinda 3– a place of ramshackle tropical charm.

Grab an ice cream in Cidade de Goiás 4 with its cobblestone streets and colonial homes.

Visit Diamantina 5, one of Brazil’s best-preserved colonial towns.







WINE, BEER & MORE

Admit it, you didn’t come to Brazil to organize a wine-tasting trip. But the country’s once dull flavors are slowly reaching maturity. Oenophiles should head directly to Rio Grande do Sul, where erstwhile Italian immigrants have created a mini Tuscany. Beer is a more countrywide obsession, although the south also excels in craft cerveja (take a bow, Blumenau!).

[image: jpg]

Vale dos Vinhedos, Rio Grande Do Sul | KAIOVITORIA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Best Beer

Schornstein Kneipe, Bierland and Das Bier are three of best beers to look out for in the craft-brewing heartland of Blumenau and the adjacent Vale Europeu.

Top Wine Region

The region of Rio Grande do Sul known as the Serra Gaúcha, famed for its sparkling whites, is where 90% of Brazilian wine is produced.


BEST DRINKING EXPERIENCES
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Follow Brazilian beer aficionados to Blumenau 1, preferably during Oktoberfest.

Sample cachaça, a local spirit fermented from sugarcane, in Rio’s lively bar Adega Pérola 2.

Gravitate to the Vale dos Vinhedos 3 for a mellow meander through pastoral countryside dotted with novo-Italian wineries.

Learn about beer-making in Brazil’s oldest brewery in Petrópolis 4.

Make a boozy beeline for Belo Horizonte 5, Brazil’s self-proclaimed drinking capital.







AMAZING ARCHITECTURE

Brazilian architecture encompasses a wide variety of styles, from glittering baroque churches to futuristic art museums. Highlights include colonial town centers like in Ouro Preto and Salvador, as well as groundbreaking designs in Brasília, Rio and São Paulo. Surprises lurk everywhere, including a lavish theater in the heart of the Amazon.

[image: jpg]

Palácio da Alvorada, Brasilia | DIEGO GRANDI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Global Icon

In the 1930s, Oscar Niemeyer began using steel and glass in elemental, aesthetically pleasing shapes. Revered globally today, he’s considered one of the pioneers of modernism.

Protecting Heritage

IPHAN (iphan.gov.br) is a government body responsible for protecting buildings, monuments and structures of historic or cultural importance under federal law. It currently maintains over 1000 sites.


BEST ARCHITECTURAL EXPERIENCES

[image: map]

See the genre-pushing, city of Brasília 1 with its curved lines and futuristic architecture.

Gawp at Manaus’ grand, Teatro Amazonas 2 – a truly memorable place for a night at the opera.

View one of Brazil’s great baroque monuments, the Igreja São Francisco de Assis 3.

See São Paulo’s Theatro Municipal 4, with its mix of architectural styles.

Stroll Salvador’s Pelourinho neighborhood 5, a Unesco World Heritage site.







HIT THE TRAILS

While Brazil might not have the hiking culture of Peru or Chile, there’s a tight community of outdoor enthusiasts and a burgeoning network of long-distance trails. The hugely diverse landscapes are crying out for two-legged exploration. Amateurs should stick to the coast; pros can gravitate to little-reconnoitered highlands and jungles of the interior.

[image: jpg]

Beach hiking trail at Ubatuba, São Paulo State | GUGA ASCIUTTI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Multi-Day Treks

Good hubs for longer trails include the Chapada Diamantina in Bahia, Ilha Grande near Rio, and Monte Roraima near the borders of Guyana and Venezuela.

Long-Distance Trail Info

The Rede Brasileira de Trilhas (redetrilhas.org.br/w3) is an excellent portal for Brazil’s burgeoning trail network with route stats, descriptions, maps and volunteering opportunities.


BEST HIKING EXPERIENCES

[image: map]

Hike the wooded valleys of the Cânion da Fortaleza 1 near Cambará do Sul.

Follow the Trilha das Sete Praias 2 that unites a necklace of beaches near Ubatuba.

Choose from the close-to-the-coast trails through rainforest on Ilha Grande 3.

Take a hike through the Vale do Patí 4 in Parque Nacional da Chapada Diamantina.

Visit the Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Veadeiros for the epic 23km Travessia das Sete Quedas 5.







INDIGENOUS CULTURE

Indigenous culture, though often ignored or denigrated in the past by urban Brazilians, has helped shape modern Brazil and its legends, dance and music. There are almost 900,000 indigenous people in the country split between 305 ethnic groups, over two-thirds of them in the Amazon. Their legacy can be seen in towns, museums and craft-making.

[image: jpg]

Ruins of a Jesuit mission at São Miguel Arcanjo  | ANACOTRIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Food & Drink

Many indigenous foods and beverages, such as tapioca, cassava, potatoes, maté and guaraná (a shrub whose berry is a stimulant) have become Brazilian staples.

Uncontacted Tribes

FUNAI (Brazil’s National Indian Foundation) estimates there are at least eight different uncontacted indigenous peoples living in the Amazon.


BEST INDIGENOUS EXPERIENCES

[image: map]

Don’t miss Săo Paulo’s Museu Xingu 1 with one of the world’s best collections of Amazonian artifacts.

See how Guarani people lived in the Jesuit missions of southern Brazil at São Miguel Arcanjo 2.

Learn about Mato Grosso’s indigenous people at Museu das Culturas Dom Bosco 3.

Head to São Gabriel da Cachoeira 4, an indigenous town of over 20 ethnicities.

Visit 20-plus prehistoric rock-art sites at Parque Estadual de Monte Alegre 5 near Santarém.







ISLAND ESCAPES

Many of the islands that dot Brazil’s rivers and coast act as mellow escapes, cut off from the melee of the mainland by narrow channels or, in the case of Fernando de Noronha, vast swathes of ocean. Their atmosphere and size vary dramatically, from Switzerland-sized Marajó to 27-sq-km Ilha do Mel.

[image: jpg]

Fernando de Noronha | GUILHERMESPENGLER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Car-Less Islands

Several Brazilian islands have mercifully banned motor vehicles. Morro de São Paulo, Ilha Grande and Ilha do Mel are all extra-tranquil car-free zones.

Size vs Population

The island of Marajó is the size of Switzerland while Ilha de Santa Catarina is the size of Barbados, yet Santa Catarina has a larger population.


BEST ISLAND EXPERIENCES
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Ponder the paint-peeled walls of a muscular fort and lighthouse on car-free Ilha do Mel 1.

Drive around the volcanic topography of Fernando de Noronha 2, part of a 21-island archipelago 350km off the Brazilian mainland.

Explore palm-fringed beaches, crinkly mountains and tangerine sunsets on aptly named Ilhabela 3.

Decamp lakeside and go in search of surf and nightlife in Florianópolis on Ilha de Santa Catarina 4.

Chill on Ilha de Itamaracá 5, north of Recife, home to several hammock-and-palm-tree beaches.







AFRO-BRAZILIAN CULTURE

The influence of African culture is ever-present in Brazil, especially in the Northeast. Enslaved people forcibly taken by the Portuguese brought with them their religion, music and cuisine, all of which has become a strong and vital part of Brazilian identity. You’ll see it manifested in samba, Carnaval, Candomblé and capoeira.

[image: jpg]

A festival in São Luis | ERICA CATARINA PONTES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Folk Hero

One of Brazil’s great folk heroes is Chico Rei, an African king enslaved and brought to work in the mines who managed to buy his freedom and later the freedom of his tribe.

Quilombos

These small communities use their Afro-Brazilian roots and strong ties to their land to solidify their cultural heritage, ward off environmental degradation and thwart racism.


AFRO-BRAZILIAN EXPERIENCES
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Try a reggae museum or gate-crash a street party in Caribbean-flavored São Luís 1.

Discover the story of the Afro-Brazilian experience at São Paulo’s Museu Afro-Brasil 2.

Join the Circuito Pequena África 3 touring black history in Rio.

Stop by the Mina do Chico Rei in Ouro Preto, the one-time gold mine of an enslaved African king 4.

Detour to Laranjeiras, where Museu Afro-Brasileiro 5 offers displays on slavery and cultural traditions.







HITTING THE WATER

In Brazil, you’re never far from a river, waterfall or beach. Surfing is practically a national sport. Cruise boats are the primary means of navigating the vast Amazon Basin. Marine and river life is wonderfully abundant, be it southern right whales on Santa Catarina’s coast or pink dolphins and manatees in the rainforest.

[image: jpg]

Iguaçu Falls, Paraná | LU_SEA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Riverboat Travel

Boat travelers in the Amazon should bring a hammock, rope and light sheet. Most boats have a few private cabins, though for the price you may as well fly.

Surf Rental

Renting boards can be difficult outside popular tourist areas. If you plan to do a lot of surfing in less-traveled places, you’ll need to bring your own.


BEST WATER EXPERIENCES
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Learn to kitesurf (or refine your skills) on the wind-whipped whitecaps of Jericoacoara 1.

Take a boat tour and get thoroughly wet as you motor exhilaratingly close to Iguaçu Falls 2.

Ride the waves at Guarda do Embaú 3, a boho surf village and a World Surfing Reserve.

Try plana-subbing in Fernando de Noronha 4– snorkeling while broing pulled by a moving boat.

Scuba-dive the reefs around Maragogi 5 – one of the best places in Brazil for rich, colorful underwater sea life.









REGIONS & CITIES


Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Southward Bound
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Allow: 18 days Distance: 1450km




This trip through Brazil’s southernmost states takes in forested islands, surfing beaches, deep-cut canyons, Bavarian-style towns and one of the great natural wonders of the world. The region is well developed economically, with a good network of roads and reliable public transport.
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Florianópolis | MARCOS CAMPOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Foz do Iguaçu [image: ] 3 DAYS

Whatever your prior expectations, prepare to have them shattered (in a good way) by your first sight of Iguaçu Falls, the natural wonder that sits on the border of Brazil and Argentina. After enjoying a thorough soaking at the cascades, reserve plenty of time to peruse the rescued birds at the Parque das Aves and the engineering intricacies of the Itaipú Dam.
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2 Curitiba [image: ] 2 DAYS

Usually ranked highly in lists of the world’s most sustainable cities, Curitiba impresses with its parks, bold urban initiatives and fascinating neoclassical and art nouveau architecture. Prepare to be enlightened in its well-tended botanical garden and its futuristic art museum.

[image: ] Detour: Take a train ride on the elegante Serra Verde Express through the mountains to Morretes. [image: ] 1 day
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3 Blumenau [image: ] 3 DAYS

No trip to Santa Catarina should omit a visit to the unashamedly German-influenced city of Blumenau. Base yourself around Rua XV de Novembro with its timber-framed buildings, pioneer museums and bars and restaurants. Save time for the quirky theme park Vila Germânica.

[image: ] Detour: Soak up more German-Italian culture in the bucolic Vale Europeu. [image: ] 1 day
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4 Florianópolis [image: ] 5 DAYS

Floripa, as the locals call it, is an island city whose neighborhoods overlook a raft of phenomenal praias (42 in all). There’s every conceivable variety of beach here, from surfing to nudist and from animated to secluded. Beyond the strips of sand, reserve days for hiking along quiet coastal trails and evenings for uncovering a famously ebullient nightlife eclipsed only by Rio.
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5 Cambará do Sul [image: ] 2 DAYS

Cambará is a small frontier-style town with a gaúcho (cowboy) vibe that’s an ecotourism hotspot and ground zero for sorties into the surrounding canyons. Top of the list for most are the colossal canyons of Itaimbezinho and Fortaleza. A small network of trails offers sweeping vistas, or you can switch to a saddle and see them from a horse or bike.
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6 Porto Alegre [image: ] 3 DAYS

The understated star of the South, gritty Porto Alegre is the heartland of Brazil’s gaúcho culture. Decamp here for churrascarias, esoteric art museums, and a buoyant street energy best absorbed after dark in the shabby-chic Cidade Baixa neighborhood.

[image: ] Detour: Earmark a day trip to the Tyrolean-flavored towns of Gramado and Canela, famed for their beer, chocolate and hydrangeas. [image: ] 1 day
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ITINERARIES

Rio & the Southeast

[image: jpg]


Allow: 2 weeks Distance: 1350km




Platinum-blonde beaches, rainforest-covered islands, historic towns and hedonistic cities are just some of the things you’ll experience on this three-quarter loop around the Southeast, taking in Rio and São Paulo states and the erstwhile gold-mining heartland of Minas Gerais. Save time by renting a car.
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Ilhabela | MARCIO PASCALE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Rio de Janeiro [image: ] 3 DAYS

Spend a few days embracing Rio with its beaches, restaurants and incredible music scene. Hang ten on Ipanema, juggle a soccer ball on Copacabana and catch some rays on Leblon, before heading off into the hills – the Pão de Açúcar and the Corcovado are waiting! Any energy left? Hike some trails in the Floresta da Tijuca before hitting Lapa for a samba-fueled bar crawl.
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2 Paraty [image: ] 2 DAYS

On the picturesque Costa Verde, Paraty has long been a favorite carioca getaway. Gorgeous beaches and a stunning mountain backdrop jostle for attention with the multi-hued, charms of the 18th-century town center. If you get bored sunbathing, cool off with a caipirinha (cocktail), go hurtling down a natural waterslide, or enjoy the likes of oxtail and tuna at an elegant local restaurant.
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3 Ilhabela [image: ] 2 DAYS

Rising steeply from the narrow strait that divides it from the continent, the 350-sq-km Ilhabela earns its name (Beautiful Island) from its volcanic peaks, beautiful beaches, dense tropical jungle and some 360 waterfalls. Almost 85% of the island has been turned into Parque Estadual de Ilhabela, a state park and Unesco-protected biosphere, which shelters a remarkable profusion of plant and animal life.
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4 São Paulo [image: ] 3 DAYS

Rivaling the frenetic pace of New York, the modernism of Tokyo and the prices of Moscow but swamping all of them in options, São Paulo city is home to a pool of 22 million potential gastronomes, cocktail connoisseurs and clubbers and nearly 30,000 restaurants, bars and clubs to satiate them. There’s enough to fill three weeks but you’ve only got three days. Enjoy the ride!
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5 Ouro Preto [image: ] 2 DAYS

It’s a long drive but worth it! Of all the exquisite colonial towns scattered around Minas Gerais, Ouro Preto is the finest. Significant historically as a center of gold mining and government, and as the stage for Brazil’s first independence movement, the city remains vital in modern times as a center for education and the arts. The history is tangible.

[image: jpg]
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6 Belo Horizonte [image: ] 2 DAYS

Finish off in buzzing, cosmopolitan Belo Horizonte, a city of countless dimensions. Walk the streets of the Savassi neighborhood on a Saturday evening, eat at one of the fine restaurants in Lourdes, stroll through the densely packed stalls at Mercado Central, attend the exuberant weekend street fair alongside leafy Parque Central, and take in a concert at the Palácio das Artes.
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ITINERARIES

Bahia & the Northeast
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Allow: 18 days Distance: 2580km




Those looking for the soul of Brazil would do well to focus on the Northeast. A mix of music, history and culture amid spectacular natural scenery makes for an unforgettable journey. Speed in a buggy through sand dunes, kitesurf in beach villages, and decamp to cities pulsating with Afro-Brazilian heritage.
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1 São Luís [image: ] 2 DAYS

Fly into the reggae-charged city of São Luís, home to 18th-century buildings, seafood restaurants and buzzing nightlife. The city has a Afro-Brazilian edge and it’s worth planning a trip around one of its many folkloric festivals. The World Heritage-listed historical center is an enchanting neighborhood of steamy cobbled streets and museums, galleries and craft stores.
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2 Parque Nacional dos Lençóis Maranhenses [image: ] 2 DAYS

Alight at the spectacular Lençóis Maranhenses, a 70km-long expanse of high dunes resembling lençóis (bedshee ts). From around March to September, the dunes are partnered by thousands of freshwater lagoons from rainwater filling the hollows between them. It can be visited by 4WD tour, or by boat down the jungle-lined Rio Preguiças.
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3 Jericoacoara [image: ] 5 DAYS

Lodged between a magnificent national park and the sea, Jeri enchants travelers with its combination of hard-to-reach location (access is by unpaved tracks through the dunes), stunning coastal scenery, exciting activities, excellent guesthouses and restaurants, and fun nightlife. The village’s famous twin lakes, Lagoa do Paraiso and Lagoa Azul, are popular places to chill out over drinks during a buggy tour.
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4 Praia da Pipa [image: ] 4 DAYS

It may be worth breaking your journey in Fortaleza before completing the long trek south to Pipa, one of Brazil’s magical destinations. Here, pristine beaches are backed by tall cliffs, dreamy lagoons, decent surfing and dolphin-filled waters, plus a great selection of pousadas, restaurants and nightlife. The main beach, Praia da Pipa, has fishing boats and numerous eating joints.
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5 Olinda [image: ] 2 DAYS

Continue south to reach Olinda, home to some of Brazil’s best-preserved historic buildings and a Unesco World Heritage Site. The town has tranquil winding lanes, colonial churches and artists’ galleries. Its vibrant shared heritage comes together at Carnaval with some of Brazil’s most riotous street festivities, highlighted by music and dance forms such as frevo and maracatu (Afro-Brazilian music).
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6 Salvador [image: ] 3 DAYS

Journey’s end is Salvador, whose energy and unadorned beauty few other cities can match. Once the magnificent capital of Portugal’s colony, today Salvador is the pulsating heart of the country’s Afro-Brazilian community. The Cidade Alta is packed with impressive sights, though you’ll also find worthwhile museums in Vitória, and a wonderfully scenic lighthouse in Barra.
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ITINERARIES

Waterways & Wetlands
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Allow: 21 days Distance: 4670km




Few places ignite the imagination like the Amazon. The planet’s largest rainforest is bisected by its second-longest river and blanketed with an incredible array of plant and animal life. Extend your visit by relocating to inland Brazil’s other wildlife-rich wetland – the Pantanal, slightly less famous but no less elemental.
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Tropical rainforest in the Pantanal | TRAVEL STOCK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Belém [image: ] 4 DAYS

Begin in Belém, a culturally rich city at the mouth of the great river. Explore the waterfront with its museums and bobbing fishing boats, visit the waterfront market, sample highly creative Amazonian dishes and catch a performance at the lavish Teatro da Paz.

[image: ] Detour: Explore the forest-covered island of Ilha de Marajó, with its friendly locals and pictographic cult ceramics. [image: ] 2 days.
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2 Santarém [image: ] 4 DAYS

Santarém is a languid riverside town with a breezy waterfront promenade, parks and several good restaurants. More than that, it’s a fine gateway to several quintessential Amazon experiences. Admire ancient ceramics at the João Fona museum and stock up on supplies in the city’s abundant shops.

[image: ] Detour: Get a bus to Alter do Chão for soulful seafood and an array of fine freshwater beaches. [image: ] 1 day
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3 Manaus [image: ] 4 DAYS

Continue upriver to Manaus, Amazonia’s largest city and a regional arts capital. Visit its belle epoque opera house, flavorful market, indigenous museums and nature parks. Sample giant ants for dinner and take a cruise to the Encontro das Águas, where the Rio Solimões and Rio Negro meet.

[image: ] Detour: Catch a bus to Presidente Figueiredo, the so-called ‘Land of Waterfalls’ after a wealth of pretty cascades. [image: ] 1 day
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4 Brasília [image: ] 3 DAYS

Wash the jungle from your fingernails and catch a flight to the Brazilian capital for a brief urban intermission. Enjoy sun-baked squares, extraterrestrial-looking churches and modernist civic buildings crafted from curvaceous concrete that’s become a feature of Brasília.

[image: ] Detour: Divert to Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Veadeiros for a day hike amid the canyons and waterfalls of the Rio Preto. [image: ] 2 days
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5 Cuiabá [image: ] 2 DAYS

Fly from Brasilia to the city of Cuiabá. A lively place with a vibrant dining scene and some beautiful colonial-era architecture around its main square, Cuiabá is an excellent starting point for excursions to the Pantanal and Chapada dos Guimarães.

[image: ] Detour: Head to Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Guimarães to spend time hiking, freshwater snorkeling and bird-watching. [image: ] 1 day.
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6 The Pantanal [image: ] 4 DAYS

Few places on Earth can match the wildlife-watching experience provided by the Pantanal, a wondrously remote wetland in the heart of Mato Grosso. From cute capybaras to stately storks, the animal life simply abounds and is remarkably easy to see in the open marshy surroundings. From Cuiabá, arrange a tour with a local operator that includes transportation, accommodations on farms, and guides.
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WHEN TO GO


Brazil is the fifth-largest country in the world, and with so much territory to cover, it's not surprising that this is a year-round destination.



Brazil’s size means that it’s ruled by multiple climate zones, and aside from the southernmost states, the overarching themes are hot, humid and tropical.

Brazil’s summer (December to March) is the hottest and busiest time of year. School holidays run from just before Christmas until after Carnaval, making it also the most expensive time to travel and the worst time to get anything done, as the country essentially stops functioning until the Carnaval season comes to an end.

Rainy season?

The north of Brazil is warm year-round, and in regions like the Amazon, seasons are simply defined as ‘less rainy’ and ‘constantly pouring.’ In the south, however, winter can be quite cold and some of the popular tourist spots, like the beaches in Santa Catarina, shut down seasonally.


I LIVE HERE

THE PULL OF THE MOON

Ana Maria Bastick is the owner of Boomerang House in Maraú, Bahia.

“Where I live on the Peninsula de Maraú, the weather is warm and sunny year-round. During the full or new moon, when there are no waves, we get to experience something special. When the moon’s pull is at its strongest, the tide goes so low that amazing natural pools appear. It’s incredible to walk out among the rocks and coral and snorkel in the crystal-clear water before the tide comes up and they disappear.”
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Lençóis Maranhenses | MMPOP/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


SAND-DUNE LAGOONS

July and August are the perfect months to go to the Lençóis Maranhenses, after the rainfall has filled up the sand dunes to make the iconic desert-lakes they’re famous for.





I LIVE HERE

Escape the Summer Heat

Catherina Godeghesi is a marketing project manager in Rio de Janeiro.

“Summer can be unbearable. The cities and coast become especially crowded and 40°C is no joke – it’s so hot, you’ll melt. I always escape to the hillsides of Teresópolis, where it’s a much cooler climate and you’re surrounded by beautiful nature everywhere you turn. There’s an emphasis on fresh, locally produced food that you don’t always find in the city, and you can relax in a peaceful ambience and escape the coastal chaos.”



CARIBE DA AMAZÔNIA

It’s often recommended to visit the Amazon when the rivers are at their fullest (June to August), but their lowest (November to February) is perfect to enjoy famous white-sand beaches in Alter do Chão.

Carnaval, Pride & More


Brazil’s world-famous Carnavai takes place country-wide. The best-known Carnavals take place in Rio de Janeiro, on the street and at the sambódromo; Salvador, where Afro-Brazilian music and traditions reign; Olinda and Recife. [image: ] February or March

Pride parades are huge in Brazil, with the largest taking place in São Paulo and João Pessoa, followed by Rio de Janeiro. [image: ] June and September

The Festas Juninas are the saints’ days of Santo Antônio, São João and São Pedro. Especially popular in the Northeast, the celebrations feature typical food, dance and music from these regions. [image: ] June.

The Festival of Lemanjá is Bahia’s largest religious celebration. In the neighborhood of Rio Vermelho, Salvador, followers of the Candomblê religion celebrate the female orixá (deity) also known as the Queen of the Sea. [image: ] February

Cultural, Folklore & Religious Festivals


Also called Boi-Bumbá, Parintins Folklore Festival takes place in Parintins, Amazonas. The festival originated in the 18th century and became one of the most recognized folkloric dances in Brazil. [image: ] June

Brazil’s premier literary festival, Festa Literária Internacional de Paraty attracts international editors and authors to the charming seaside town of Paraty. [image: ] July

The Cirío de Nazaré attracts nearly 2 million Catholics to Belém on the second Sunday of October to honor Our Lady of Nazareth in what is one of the world’s largest religious processions. [image: ] October

Enjoy two weeks of operatic performances by troupes from across Brazil at Manaus’ Festival Amazonas de Ópera. Events take place for free across the city and in its iconic theater. [image: ] March and [image: ] May
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Jaguar in the Pantanal | HANS WAGEMAKER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

SPOT THE SPOTS

The Pantanal is home to an array of wildlife, including the most anticipated animal – the South American jaguar. Spot one sunbathing along the riverbank between July and November, during the region’s dry season.

Weather through the year (Rio De Janeiro)
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JANUARY

Ave. daytime max: 30°C
Days of rainfall: 12

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

Ave. daytime max: 31°C
Days of rainfall: 8

[image: jpg]

MARCH

Ave. daytime max: 30°C
Days of rainfall: 9
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APRIL

Ave. daytime max: 28°C
Days of rainfall: 7
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MAY

Ave. daytime max: 26°C
Days of rainfall: 6

[image: jpg]

JUNE

Ave. daytime max: 25°C
Days of rainfall: 5
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JULY

Ave. daytime max: 25°C
Days of rainfall: 5

[image: jpg]

AUGUST

Ave. daytime max: 25°C
Days of rainfall: 5

[image: jpg]

SEPTEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 26°C
Days of rainfall: 8

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Ave. daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 8

[image: jpg]

NOVEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 28°C
Days of rainfall: 10

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 29°C
Days of rainfall: 12





GET PREPARED
FOR BRAZIL

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain
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Ipanema Beach | LAZYLLAMA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Clothes

City living: In places like Rio, Salvador, Fortaleza and Florianópolis, street and beachwear are one and the same. If you’re planning time in São Paulo, however, bring more formal attire – fancier clubs and restaurants don’t allow entry in Havaianas.

Regional requirements: In the Pantanal or the Amazon, long pants and sleeves are a must to protect from mosquitoes, while anywhere south of São Paulo in winter will be cold enough for pants and jackets.

Beach must-haves: Sungas are the bathing-suit version of boxer briefs worn by every Brazilian male, regardless of age, and everyone needs a canga (sarong). Bikinis are for all bodies, but bring cover-ups – beachwear may be chic, but it’s polite to get dressed when you leave the beach and go back to town.


Manners

Brazilians are super-friendly, so it’s normal to say ‘hello’ to people on the street.

Polite conversation stretches far beyond the weather, so don’t be alarmed if someone shares their life’s story on the elevator. The more rural the place, the longer the conversation.

Whistling to get your waiter’s attention is perfectly okay in Brazil





READ
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Quarto de Despejo (Carolina Maria de Jesus; 1960) The hand-written diary of a female favela resident in the 1950s.

[image: jpg]

Contos de Axé (Editora Malê; 2021) Short stories inspired by the orixás, spiritual personas of the Candomblê pantheon.

[image: jpg]

Capitães da Areia (Jorge Amado; 1937) The tale of a gang of street children, by Bahia’s most famous author.

[image: jpg]

Memórias Póstumas de Brás Cubas (Machado de Assis; 1881) A story about humanity’s woes, by Brazil’s first Afro-Brazilian novelist.




Words

Olá (oh-lah) means ‘hello,’ while oi (oy) means ‘hi’.

Tudo bem (too-doh ben), literally ‘all good,’ works as both a question (how are you doing?) and a response (all good here).

E ai (e eye), literally ‘and over there,’ can also be used to ask someone what’s up with them.

Bom dia (bon dee-ah) or ‘good morning’ is a polite way to greet anyone on the street. Switch to boa tarde (boh-a tar-gee) in the afternoon.

Obrigada/o (oh-bree-ga-doh/oh-bree-ga-dah) is ‘thank you.’ The literal meaning is ‘I am obliged to you,’ so the gender you use refers to yourself: -o (masculine) or -a (feminine). If there’s ever a question, resort to the masculine ending.

De nada (de na-dah) is the equivalent of ‘you’re welcome,’ though literally it means ‘it’s nothing.’

Por favor (por fah-vor) means ‘please.’

Moço/a (moh-so/moh-sah) is ‘man/woman.’ These terms are great to get someone’s attention (such as a server) or to ask a question in the street.

Senhor/a (sen-yor/sen-yo-ra) is the correct term for people of age or position.

Liçensa (lee-sen-sah) is ‘excuse me’ – good for interrupting someone or to get through on a crowded street.

Posso pedir… (poh-so pi-deer) means ‘can I ask for ...?’ and is a simple, polite way to order food or drinks.

Foi um prazer (foy unh prah-zair) is literally ‘it was a pleasure.’




WATCH
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O Menino e o Mundo (Alê Abreu; 2013; pictured) An animation with no dialogue that brings social inequality into light.

Cidade de Deus (Kátia Lund, Fernando Meirelles; 2002) A lens on life in a violent favela in Rio.

Que Horas Ela Volta? (Anna Muylaert; 2015) Story of a housekeeper, her employers and the daughter she left behind.

Trash (Stephen Daldry, Christian Duurvoort; 2014) A found wallet tangles three boys in corruption.

Tatuagem (Hilton Lacerda; 2013) An LGBTIQ+ romance set in the dictatorship era in Recife.




LISTEN

Chega de Saudade (João Gilberto; 1959) The father of bossa nova’s first album changed Brazilian music forever.

Nó na Orelha (Criolo; 2011) This album, which mixes rap, Afrobeat, reggae, hip-hop and samba, put Criolo on the map.

AmarElo (Emicida; 2019) Social-impact hip-hop by one of Brazil’s most respected MCs, with numerous collaborations.

-Fa-Tal- Gal a Todo Vapor (Gal Costa; 1971) The first live album by one of the most famous voices of Brazil.







THE FOOD SCENE


Brazil’s culinary experiences are explosive and exceptionally varied, with ingredients found nowhere else in the world.
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Moqueca, Brazilian fish stew | BONCHAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Sticky mango juice dripping down your chin; ice-cold, rejuvenating acai smoothies; oven-fresh, elegantly cheesy pão de queijo sitting next to a steaming cup of coffee on a cool mountain morning – the scenes from a Brazilian table are as varied as the country itself, with a myriad of influences to thank for the exceptional culinary diversity.

There are several major ingredients that feature in Brazilian cooking – rice, beans, cassava root, corn, and fresh fruits, meat and fish – and from there, each zone developed its own specialities. Northern states built on indigenous traditions, while the northeast coastline combined African and Portuguese flavors. Immigrants from Italy, France, Germany, Lebanon and even Japan influenced the southern cities, while central regions have farming culture to thank for hearty, abundant meals. With creative gastronomic hubs and iconic restaurants across Brazil, you’ll never tire of filling your plate in a country whose culinary prowess is only rivaled by the warmth of the people cooking it.



Brazilian Staples

Rice and beans are a staple in any Brazilian pantry, and practically anywhere in the country (except in the Amazon, where cassava is king), you’ll find them on your plate.

How did this marriage of the ages come to be? It all started in the early 1800s, after the rice fields in the state of Bahia began to prosper. The royal family arrived from Portugal, and the king ordered that rice be included in the diet of his soldiers. Luckily for us, the soldiers were in close quarters with the slaves, who were fed beans with cassava flour or corn. The leftovers ended up being mixed together, and everyone quickly realized the match could never be undone.

The duo is sometimes dressed up, as with baião dos dois (rice and beans with dried meat, curd cheese and bacon add-ins). Beans are sometimes featured on their own as well. Try feijoada (bean and meat stew) or feijão tropeiro (hearty bean salad with sausage, bacon and veggies).

In the northern and Amazonian regions it’s all about cassava. There are records of indigenous people cultivating cassava more than 4000 years ago, long before the country of Brazil existed. After the Portuguese arrived, this powerful tuber was transported to other Portuguese colonies in Africa, where it quickly took root.

Cassava can be used in nearly any dish, from cakes to puddings and purées, while its flour is the base for an extraordinary number of Brazilian favorites, like pão de queijo (cheese bread). Even better: it’s gluten-free. Once grated, cassava can be made into farinha (flour) for farofa (toasted cassava flour)or tapioca. Both pão de queijo and the famous biscoito Globo sold on the beaches of Rio de Janeiro are made of polvilho.

[image: jpg]

Polvilho Brazilian biscuits | WHASTENGGE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Best Brazilian dishes

MOQUECA

Rich seafood stew made with fish or shrimp.

FEIJOADA

Black-bean and meat stew with spices, usually pork-based.

BOBÓ DE CAMARÃO

Creamy, thick shrimp soup served with rice.

PIRARUCU DE CASACA

Casserole of fried fish with layers of fried ban

PEIXE NA FOLHA DE BANANEIRA

Simple fish dish baked in banana leaves.

RABADA

Although actually made with beef tails, the name means ‘oxtail soup.’

CASQUINHA DE SIRI

Creamy crab-meat mixture braised in its own shell.

PATO NO TUCUPI

Duck cooked in tucupi, a yellow liquid extracted from cassava roots.



Vegetarian & Vegan

According to a 2022 study by the Sociedade Vegetariana Brasileira (Brazilian Vegetarian Society), approximately seven million Brazilians consider themselves vegan (that’s 3.2% of the population). A similar study from 2018 revealed that 14% of the population considered themselves vegetarian. So eating vegetarian or vegan in Brazil isn’t too difficult, depending on the region you’re in. In the big cities, vegan restaurants have become downright chic. Try Teva or O Naturalie in Rio, or Congolinária São Paulo for mouthwatering vegan cuisine.

There are also movements toward healthier eating outside the cities. Many restaurants offer vegan options by substituting meat or fish with banana da terra (plantains) or carne de jaca (the ‘meat’ of the jackfruit). Moqueca de banana da terra is an exceptional treat.

Some zones of the country, like the Vale do Capão in Bahia, have become healthy-eating hubs, with abundant plant-based versions of typical dishes. As the local cuisine in Bahia is already coconut-milk-based, regional specialities ordered without seafood are vegan-friendly.

For vegetarians, life is even easier. Even most street and snack foods come in a cheese or cheese-and-vegetable version, be they pastel (stuffed dough), pão de queijo or empada (pasty). If you can’t find a veg-friendly meal, head to your local per-kilo buffet. This style of eating is ubiquitous across Brazil, and allows you to choose only what you want on your plate. There are dozens of options, many of them vegetable-based, so you can create a healthy meal without any meat. Vegans should ask for ingredients first, as butter or milk may be used in cooking.

In the worst-case scenario you’ll almost always find rice and beans or cassava in some form. Even in the most humble areas you can get a plate of rice, beans, salad and fried bananas, aipim frito (fried cassava), or tapioca with eggs and cheese or avocado.


FOOD FESTIVALS

[image: jpg]
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Festival de Cultura e Gastronomia, Tiradentes 10-day-long event celebrating the gastronomic icons of the Minas Gerais region in August.

Cachaça Festival de Abaíra The cooperative of cachaça (sugarcane rum) producers in Abaíra, Bahia, hosts a lively music and drink festival every September.

Oktoberfest (pictured) Beer flows freely in Blumenau while revelers dance and dine on sauerkraut and schnitzel as the city celebrates its Germanic heritage in October.

Festival da Mandioca Sergipe’s June festival is an ode to this famous tuber, featuring forró and sertanejo shows, beauty pageants and food.

Festival do Camarão, Ilhabela For lovers of prawns, Ilhabela’s month-long festival in August can’t be missed.




Specialities

From sweet to savoury to street food.

Sweets

Canjica (Mugunzá) White-corn sweet porridge served typically at the June festivals.

Rapadura Unrefined cane sugar bought in blocks.

Paçoquinha Candy made of ground peanuts, sugar and salt.

Cocada Grated-coconut and sugar sweet.

Brigadeiro Condensed-milk and cocoa balls popular at children’s parties.

Bolo de fubá A corn-based cake usually served for breakfast.

Salgados (Savory Snacks)

Coxinha Mashed-potato dough stuffed with chicken, deep-fried or baked.

Empada Tiny pot-pies stuffed with chicken, meat or veggies.

Bolinha de bacalhau Fried codfish balls of Portuguese heritage.

Pão de queijo Gluten-free cheese bread made with cassava flour.

Bar Food

Carne de sol Heavily salted cow meat cured in the sun

Aipim frito Fried cassava root served in lieu of potatoes.

Farofa Toasted cassava flour served as a topping on pretty much anything.
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Street Food

Pastel-de-feira com caldo de caña Rectangular shaped dough stuffed with meat or cheese and deep-fried. Served in combo with caldo de caña, aka sugarcane juice.

Acarajé Bean-based dough fried in dendê oil, stuffed with vatapá (a creamy coconut-milk and bread paste) and caruru (okra, onions and toasted nuts), then topped with cooked shrimp. A Bahian speciality.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Origem Salvador’s love letter to Bahian cuisine – the tasting menu highlights ingredients from across the state.

D.O.M. Renowned São Paulo rebel-chef Alex Atala creates a haute-cuisine experience, with Amazonian ants on the menu.

O Naturalie Melt-in-your-mouth plant-based cuisine in a stylish old house-turned-bistro in Rio de Janeiro.

A Casa do Porco An ode to pork in all its incarnations, this cult São Paulo bar serves both gourmet dishes and bar-style snacks.

Xapuri Minas cuisine at its best, cooked over a wood fire on the Trombino family farm in Belo Horizonte.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

Perfect for dishes that highlight crisp, fresh vegetables of the season like pumpkin, eggplant and kale, along with white fish, easily found in the coastal regions.
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SUMMER

A time of plenty, with fresh fruits in abundance across the nation. Try a new juice flavor: graviola, cajú and mangaba are fruits you’ll rarely find outside Brazil.
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FALL

Fall is the season of the popular nut pinhão, a giant pine nut eaten in a diverse number of dishes or simply steamed or grilled as a snack.
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WINTER

Beat the cold with a traditional Brazilian stew, be it a feijoada or a moqueca. For something less heavy, try a simple black-bean soup or a caldo de mandioca (cassava soup) with bacon.
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Amazonian Flavors

Brazil is home to a plethora of unique ingredients, and the Amazonian region is ground zero for many of these specialities.

Take tucupi, for example – a yellow juice extracted from the cassava root by indigenous Amazonians for generations. Tucupi is widely used in Amazonian cuisine, featuring in dishes like the famous pato no tucupi, even though it’s poisonous until cooked.

Then there’s jambu, a herb that creates a numbing sensation when imbibed. Jambu has a varied role in Amazonian dishes, but it’s best known for the tingling alcohol made with its flowers, called cachaça de jambu.

Unsurprisingly, freshwater fish feature frequently on this region’s menu. Tambaqui, a fatty fish with few bones, is one of the most popular, along with tucunaré, a firm white fish most often fried. The king of the river fish is the pirarucu, which fully grown can reach up to 3m in length and weigh upwards of 200kg.

Beyond eating this meaty monster, indigenous Amazonians use its tongue as a food grater, and their inventive kitchen tool is used to turn the guaraná seed into an edible powder. A small eyeball-looking fruit, guaraná contains a natural stimulant called guaraína, said to improve physical and mental functioning. Its syrup is exported for use in both energy and soft drinks.

Time for dessert? Grab a white, sticky cocoa-like fruit called cupuaçu. The seeds of the cupuaçu fruit are processed similarly to cocoa beans and made into cupulate, an Amazonian speciality similar to chocolate, while its sweet pulp makes smoothies and juices, often paired with the region’s most famous export, acai.

Acai is a small purple berry that gained global fame and superfood status. It’s ubiquitous across Brazil. In the southern states it’s practically ice cream, topped with fruit, candies or even condensed milk. In the Amazon and northern regions, it’s served blissfully pure or topped with tapioca pearls.
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THE OUTDOORS


With its myriad jungles, grasslands, canyons and beaches, the world’s fifth-largest country is teeming with outdoor enterprises and pursuits. Don’t resist!
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Brazil’s elongated coastline – all 7500km of it – along with its immense forests and mountainous interior offers a vast stage for alfresco adventures.

Alluringly surfable waves crash against the Atlantic beaches, the wide chapadas (tablelands) are a nirvana for hikers and trekkers, while the Pantanal and the Amazon offer some of planet Earth’s finest wildlife-watching. Other big draws include rock climbing, canyoning, paragliding and diving.

And you haven’t really been to Brazil until you’ve juggled, punted or headered a soccer ball.

Surfing

With Atlantic waves crashing relentlessly into its long, mostly balmy coastline, Brazil might have been designed with surfing in mind. Not surprisingly, the sport is intensely popular, and several Brazilian pros are usually to be found in the top 20 of the world rankings.

There’s surf virtually all along the coast, with particularly good waves in the south. The best and most consistent surf beaches are in Santa Catarina state; the Brazilian championships are held here at Praia da Joaquina, on Ilha de Santa Catarina. Worthy support acts can be found on Ilha do Mel, the coastline immediately west of Rio, Saquarema (100km east of Rio) and Fernando de Noronha. Overall, the country is best known for its excellent beach breaks. Aside from the far north, the waves are best in the Brazilian winter (from June to August).


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Stoke your adrenaline in Balneário Camboriú, a resort town with an aerial tram, beaches, pirate ships and a roller-coaster, all in proximity to the Beto Carrero World amusement park.

Set sail for Ilha Grande near Rio, a tropical-rainforest-covered island with an old abandoned prison, boat trips, snorkeling, lovely beaches and howler monkeys.

Witness the glory of Iguaçu Falls and stick around Foz do Iguaçu afterwards to enjoy a bird park, a Ferris wheel, folkloric shows and various wildlife adventures and boating activities inside the national park. Kids stay and eat for free all over town.

Hit Parque Lage in Rio de Janeiro, a lush space with short walking trails, artificial caves and an aquarium. It’s also a great spot to see monkeys.



Hiking

Almost as big as Europe and home to 73 national parks as well as numerous other conservation areas, Brazil has a boundless capacity for hiking and trekking. All kinds of fun can be organized here: a week-long circumnavigation of Ilha Grande, a sunrise ascent of 2892m Pico da Bandeira, a challenging guided scramble through the deep-cut canyons of Rio Grande do Sul, or an off-the-beaten-track jaunt to caves and archeological sites in Minas Gerais.
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Hiking in Brazil is best done during the cooler months of April to October. During the summer, the tropical sun heats the rock to oven temperatures and turns the jungles into steamy saunas. If you plan to hike in the Amazon, aim to come when the water levels are low (roughly August to December).

Wildlife-Watching

Brazil is the most biodiverse country on the planet, with a huge array of mammals, birds, reptiles and amphibians. For prime viewing, split your time between the Amazon rainforest, the vast cerrados (tropical savannas) of the south and east, the sweeping Pantanal of Mato Grosso (the world’s largest tropical wetlands), the moist araucária forests of the southern states, and the aquatic ecosystems of the coast.

Fauna to look out for includes the ‘big five’ of Brazilian mammals, namely the solitary anteater, the elusive jaguar, the giant otter, the nocturnal tapir, and the fox-like maned wolf. Any serious wildlife-watcher can claim disappointment if they don’t spot a capybara (the world’s largest rodent), a reptilian caiman, and a monkey or two – the endangered muriqui (woolly spider monkey) would be a particular scoop.


Adrenaline & Fun

ROCK CLIMBING

Climb challenging routes amid craggy peaks in Itatiaia in Rio state or undertake guided climbs in the city itself.

DIVING & SNORKELING

Dive amid abundant coral and marine life off Fernando de Noronha, or snorkel the crisp freshwater rivers around Bonito.

VOLLEYBALL & FUTEVÔLEI

Decamp to any municipal beach and there’s a high chance it’ll have nets laid out for volleyball or futevôlei (footvolley).

HORSE RIDING

Saddle up in the cradle of Rio Grande do Sul’s gaúcho culture riding through the plateaus and canyons of Cambará do Sul.

HANG GLIDING & PARAGLIDING

Take to the skies off Pedra Bonita in Rio de Janeiro or launch at Balneário Camboriú.

KAYAKING & CANOEING

The best place to drop an oar is the Amazon, where you can canoe through endless flooded forest.

KITESURFING

Take the national obsession of surfing, add a sail and some strong winds, and decamp to Jericoacoara in the Northeast.





ACTION AREAS


Where to find Brazil’s best outdoor activities.
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BRAZIL

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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RIO DE JANEIRO
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AN EXPLOSION OF COLOR, SIGHTS AND SOUNDS


Dive into the living jungle, artistic incubator and multicultural wonder known as the Marvelous City.
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Before 1502, Rio de Janeiro was inhabited by indigenous people of the Tupi language. They migrated from the Amazon region to the Baía de Guanabara (Guanabara Bay), calling their new home A terra sem males (the land with no evil). Which stuck, at least until the Portuguese arrived.

Many cariocas (Brazilians from Rio) still see their beloved city as a paradise garden. It’s one of the few major metropolises that exist inside of a living jungle – the largest urban jungle in the world, in fact. Monkeys run along the power lines, exotic plants overtake old buildings and tropical caterpillars walk along the tree branches while traffic roars by below. Unsurprisingly, this unique urban-rainforest mixture earned Rio the Unesco World Heritage stamp in 2012 for its Urban Cultural Landscape, and for the art that it inspires.

Artistic expression is an integral part of carioca life. Countless songs are written in tribute to Rio, such as Tom Jobim’s ‘Samba de Avião,’ a love song to Rio from an airplane, or Gilberto Gil’s ‘Rio Eu Te Amo’ (Rio I love you). Art is truly alive in the Marvelous City, where street artists adorn concrete walls with colorful murals and rodas de samba (samba circles) overtake central squares nearly every day of the week.

It took a myriad of cultures to make Rio what it is today. History books note the Portuguese, but much of the city was built on the backs of Africans brought over in bondage, the Jewish escaping religious persecution, as well as the French, Argentine and the countless other immigrants who showed up, and, unsurprisingly, stayed.

Their legacies are woven into the fabric of the city, and their traditions helped to create the modern-day carioca – a Tupi word meaning ‘white man’ that is now used with pride to describe any resident of Rio, be they da gema (from birth) or da alma (from the soul).

As you cycle past the capybara crossings on the lagoon’s bike path, or are greeted by the howler monkeys on the road to Cristo Redentor, breathe in the marvels that surround you, and you’ll understand why the Tupis once called Rio ‘the land with no evil.’
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THE MAIN AREAS

GÁVEA, JARDIM BOTÂNICO & LAGOA

Galleries and jungle.

LEBLON & IPANEMA

Gastronomy, fashion and beach life.

COPACABANA & LEME

Where tradition and tourism collide.

BOTAFOGO, URCA & HUMAITÁ

Student culture, bars and gastronomy.

FLAMENGO, LARANJEIRAS, CATETE & GLÓRIA

Politics, parks and street markets.

SANTA TERESA & LAPA

Street art and music.

CENTRO, PORTO MARAVILHA & ZONA NORTE

History and nightlife.

SÃO CONRADO, BARRA & RECREIO DOS BANDEIRANTES

Nature and sports.





Find Your Way


There’s hardly any language other than Portuguese spoken in the city, which can make navigating tricky. It’s not impossible however, especially with a population so friendly they’ll often accompany you to your next destination.
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Plan Your Time


Days and nights in the Marvelous City are packed with adventures. The city runs from sunup to sunup, with something on offer for every taste.
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DAY 1

Morning

• Wake up early and head to the beach for a surf, workout or stroll. Cool off in the ocean then sit at Hotel Arpodoar’s ARP Restaurant for breakfast with a view. After, make your way to the Jardim Botânico for a tropical plant immersion then a delicious pastry at nearby La Bicyclette.

Afternoon

• Hike up to the Cachoeiras do Horto for a swim, then have a late lunch at Prana Vegetariano before wandering around Parque Lage.

Evening

• Head back to Arpoador for a spectacular sunset, then it’s drinks in Lapa at Vaca Atolada where you can samba until you drop.





DAY 2

Morning

• Start in Santa Teresa for a loaded breakfast at Cafe do Alto. Marvel at the views from the Parque das Ruínas, poke around the bohemian shops, then saunter down the Escadaria Selarón toward Centro.

Afternoon

• Visit the Museu do Amanhã, have lunch at Lilia, then join a Circuito Pequena África tour to learn Rio’s Afro-Brazilian history.

Evening

• Stop for dinner at Cafe Téro in the Morro da Conceição, and if it’s Monday stay for samba at Pedra do Sal. Otherwise, head to the Centro’s Estudantina for forró or Bar Dellas in Gamboa for a true carioca night out.




DAY 3

Morning

• Take an early hike up Pedra Bonita for stunning views of the city, then head down to Pura Rio for breakfast on the canals.

Afternoon

• Stop by Praça Duó, Barra de Tijuca’s skatepark, then make your way out west to undeveloped Grumari Beach. Lounge in the sand, have a late seafood lunch at Bira in Guaratiba then hike up to Pedra do Telégrafo for sunset.

Evening

• Check out Small Riders Surf House before heading back to the Zona Sul, where you can hit the gay clubs in Copacabana or have a late-night food fest at Cervantes.



You’ll Also Want To…

With so many experiences that can’t be missed, you could easily find yourself extending your stay in the Marvelous City.

SAMPLE CACHAÇA

Cachaça is a local sugarcane spirit, used in caipirinhas or enjoyed on its own. Taste at Adega Pérola.
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VISIT A SAMBA SCHOOL

During the lead-up to Carnaval, visit a samba school rehearsal to get the true samba vibe.
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CYCLE THE LAGOA

Rent a bike and circle the 7.5km path around the Lagoa, enjoying breathtaking views.
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GET A BIRD’S-EYE VIEW

Hike a mountain, hitch a ride on a helicopter or paraglide to see Rio is from up high.
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EAT AÇAI

This Amazonian super fruit is eaten as an ice-cold smoothie, often blended with guaraná syrup or honey, and fruit.
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EXPERIENCE ART

Take a Street Art Tour to get to know the graffiti scene, or visit one of the city’s many art galleries.
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SAIL THE ISLANDS

If the sea is calm, take a boat from Urca to the Ilhas Cagarras (Cagarras Islands), an untouched refuge of biodiversity.
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GÁVEA, JARDIM BOTÂNICO & LAGOA

GALLERIES AND JUNGLE


Sitting back-to-back with Parque Nacional da Tijuca, the world’s largest urban rainforest, Gávea, Jardim Botânico and Lagoa are alive with lush vegetation, fragrant flora and macaquinhos (tiny monkeys) running along the telephone wires. Wander the green-lined streets of these affluent neighborhoods, where you’ll find refuge from the crowds and chaos of the beach zones. With more houses than apartments and huge verdant spaces, these three neighborhoods often feel more like small towns than parts of a giant metropolis.

Whether you’re strolling around the Botanical Gardens or simply enjoying a coffee in the shade of a fig tree, admire the unique juxtaposition between gritty city and stunning nature. Spend enough time here, and the greenest neighborhoods in the Zona Sul (South Zone) will easily enchant you into extending your stay.

[image: jpg]

Rodrigo de Freitas Lagoon | NATURE’S CHARM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1 Jardim Botânico

2 Parque Lage

3 Parque Nacional da Tijuca

SIGHTS

4 Carpintaria Art Gallery

5 Casa Bicho

6 Jockey Club

7 OM.art

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8 Sociedade Hípica Brasileira

SLEEPING

9 Gávea BNB

10 Pouso Verde

EATING

11 Arataca

12 Bica

13 Empório Jardim

14 Grado Restaurante

15 La Bicyclette

16 Plage Café

17 Prana Vegetariano

see 14 Sud o Pássaro Verde

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

18 Baixo Bar

19 Bar do Horto

20 Bosque Bar

see 18 Dumont Arte Bar




TOP TIP

Hike to one of the waterfalls in Parque Nacional da Tijuca on the Cachoeiras do Horto circuit. You’ll wash the salt off your skin in the crystal-clear fresh water tumbling down from up high. It’s the perfect way to get away from the crowds and beat Rio’s impenetrable heat.




Cristo Redentor

CORCOVADO’S WORLD-FAMOUS STATUE

Situated 709m above sea level on the top of Corcovado hill is the iconic art deco statue of Cristo Redentor (Christ the Redeemer). The Redeemer statue has been a symbol of Rio de Janeiro since its inauguration in 1931, and is visited by nearly two million people annually. Arrive by car, private taxi, tour operator or train, or even hike up from Parque Lage to visit (beware, it’s a two-hour hike uphill). Fun fact: according to the National Institute of Spatial Studies, the Redeemer statue is hit on average by six lightning bolts per year.
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Parque Lage

ART SCHOOL AND ROMAN PALACE IN THE RAINFOREST

Parque Lage was the former residence of Henrique Lage and his wife, Italian opera singer Gabriela Besanzoni. Designed by architect Mario Vodret in 1920 as a perfect replica of a palazzo romano to please Besanzoni, the mansion was built in the middle of Rio’s Atlantic rainforest. The house and its grounds were declared cultural and environmental heritage in 1957, and eventually became home to the Escola de Artes Visuais do Parque Lage, (Parque Lage Visual Art School). Visitors can roam freely around the galleries and gardens, complete with artificial caves, towers and a small aquarium, without reservations. To enter the main house, make a free reservation online, or visit the poolside cafe for a drink.
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Cachoeiras do Horto

A CIRCUIT OF FRESH-WATER WATERFALLS

In the Horto neighborhood you’ll find a number of waterfalls where you can clean the salt off your skin. Follow the road past the Jardim Botânico up into the Parque Nacional da Tijuca, and on the right side you’ll see the entrance for the Cachoeiras do Horto (Horto waterfalls). Some of the trails are steep and require some climbing, and while others are easier to access, you’ll need a guide or a friend who knows the route. Bring a bathing suit and a towel. The fresh waters are sure to renew you after a hot day in Rio.
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Casa Bicho

INDEPENDENT ARTISTS IN A ONCE-ABANDONED MANSION

This 850-sq-meter once-abandoned mansion at the foot of Corcovado was revitalized and reopened in 2019 as an autonomous space for art and culture. With 28 rooms spread over four floors and expansive views of the city, Casa Bicho has become an atelier, exhibition and event space, with the aim to strengthen the independent art scene in Rio. Casa Bicho’s goal is to provide a creative haven for underrepresented artists by bringing marginalized voices into the mainstream, thus promoting a democratization of Rio’s artistic universe.


Parque Nacional da Tijuca

THE WORLD’S LARGEST URBAN RAINFOREST

Parque Nacional da Tijuca is home to the largest urban rainforest in the world, with more than 350 different animals and 1600 species of plants, 48% of which exist in no other place on Earth. With over 200km of trails, the park also has some of the best urban hiking in the world, with exceptional viewpoints like the Pico da Tijuca. Not a hiker? Take a taxi up to Vista Chinesa and the Mesa do Imperador before continuing on to see the Cristo Redentor statue.
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Jardim Botânico

TROPICAL GARDENS AND RESEARCH CENTER

Officially known as the Institute of Studies of the Botanical Garden of Rio de Janeiro, the Jardim Botânico is one of the most important research centers in the world for botany and the conservation of biodiversity. The gardens, which were founded in 1808 by Dom João VI as a place to acclimatize plants from across the globe, are currently home to nearly 6500 species of flora and fauna, some close to extinction. The 54-hectare space is open to the public for a small entrance fee and can be wandered freely with or without a guided tour, no reservations needed.
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MORE IN GÁVEA, JARDIM BOTÂNICO & LAGOA

A Day at the Races

HORSES IN THE MARVELOUS CITY

Between Gávea and the Lagoa Rodrigo de Freitas is a surprisingly easy-to-miss horse racing track known simply as the Jockey Club. Doubling as a for-rent event space, it has been a fully functioning thoroughbred horse-racing track since its inauguration in 1938. The Jockey Club hosts Brazil’s premier horse racing event, the Grand Prix Brazil (usually held in June), and throughout the rest of year, the 640,000-sq-meter track has races on Sunday at 2pm as well as Monday and Tuesday at 6pm. Entrance is free and bets can be placed for a little as R$2, making for an inexpensive and exciting afternoon out.


Just around the Lagoa (lagoon) set along the Jardim Botânico neighborhood is another stop for horse lovers, the Sociedade Hípica Brasileira (Brazilian Equine Society). Located on the Lagoa Rodrigo de Freitas, the SHB is the oldest equine club in the city. Although it principally functions as a full-service members club, horseback riding lessons are open to both members and nonmembers. While the price is steep (it’s the only riding center in the south zone of the city), equine lovers will swoon at the impeccable facilities and quality training.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT IN GáVEA, JARDIM BOTâNICO & LAGOA

Sud o Pássaro Verde

Chef Roberta Sudbrack’s creative space resembles a private residence, where innovative food is served without pretension or reservations. $$$

Arataca

Those who appreciate Amazonian flavors will delight in Arataca’s deeply delicious dishes. $$

Prana Vegetariano

Prana champions its producers, artisanal products and the slow-food movement with mouthwatering vegetarian fare. $$

Grado Restaurante

Italian-Brazilian chef Nello Garaventa cooks true Italian fare in a homey atmosphere with reasonable prices. $$



WHERE TO STAY IN GÁVEA, JARDIM BOTÂNICO & LAGOA

Gávea Tropical Boutique Hotel

Asian-style decor, beautiful views and a spa are highlights at this hilltop boutique hotel. $$

Gávea BNB

Cozy, colorful B&B offering spacious rooms with private balconies and laid-back common areas. $$

Pouso Verde

Clean, simple B&B with bright rooms, hearty breakfasts and heartwarming hosts, steps away from the Jardim Botânico. $$

Gab at Galleries Galore

ART ABOUNDS

Art is the word in this part of town, where some of the most important artistic institutions in the city find their home. Check out the Carpintaria Art Gallery, a subsidiary of the Fortes d’aloia & Gabriel Gallery located in the Jockey Club, which represents over 40 established and emerging artists with more than 15 exhibitions year-round; OM.art, a new gallery by designer and visual artist Oskar Metsavaht, the man behind Brazilian fashion house Osklen; or the Institute Morales Salles, a reference in the Brazilian cultural scene, especially for works in photography, music, literature and iconography (temporarily closed from mid-2023 for renovations). If you’re lucky, you might even catch the Circuito das Artes, an annual event where artists open their ateliers for visits and exhibitions, complete with parallel happenings and a gastronomic itinerary.

Cafe Culture

BRUNCH IS THE WORD

The Jardim Botânico neighborhood is one of the best places in the city to brunch. Sunday mornings, cafes can be packed to the brim, so be sure to make a reservation. Notable options include La Bicyclette, an exceedingly popular French-style cafe situated in front of Globo TV Studios; Bica, a charming cafe with vintage decor and plenty of gluten-free options in a corner building; or the Empório Jardim, twice voted the best breakfast in Rio de Janeiro (and now has two other branches). It’s also worth noting Plage Café in Parque Lage, for its incredibly special setting by the Parque Lage mansion’s courtyard pool. Cariocas aren’t known for being early diners, so when in doubt, arrive early and you’re likely to get a table.


CYCLIST’S PARADISE

Climbing the hills in the Parque Nacional da Tijuca is a popular pastime for road cyclists in Rio. A seemingly constant stream of bicycles wheel by on weekend mornings, with several bars and shops catering to this specific clientele. Rent a bike and head up, or enjoy the beautiful, flat bike path that circles the Lagoa (lagoon). You can even follow the red bicycle paths all the way from the Jardim Botânico to the beach. Just be aware of traffic – although cycling is widespread, not all drivers respect bicycles on the road.



WHERE TO DRINK IN GÁVEA, JARDIM BOTÂNICO & LAGOA

Bar do Horto

Cozy, unpretentious bar with colorful decorations in a lime-green corner house in Horto. $

Dumont Arte Bar

A spot for music, food and cocktails in Baixo Gávea, attracting a more mature crowd. $$

Bosque Bar

Animated party spot at the Jockey Club with an extensive drinks list. $$$



LEBLON & IPANEMA

GASTRONOMY, FASHION AND BEACH LIFE


When Tom Jobim and Vinícius de Moraes wrote’Garota de Ipanema’ (The Girl from Ipanema), they had no idea their song would help turn a 3.5km stretch of sand into an international destination. The headquarters for carioca beach life, gastronomy and fashion, Ipanema and Leblon hold some of the most coveted addresses in Rio.

Heading to the beach is a daily ritual for residents. Beach vendors, quiosque (kiosk) owners and equipment renters all make a living from the sun worshippers, while lifeguards keep watch, often enacting multiple rescues per day. (The Tupi-Guarani people didn’t name it Ipanema, meaning ‘dangerous waters,’ for nothing.)

Walk the roads where the famous Garota de Ipanema sauntered; stop into high fashion shops; rent a chair and an umbrella from beach vendors and order an água de coco (coconut water) or a caipirinha – in short, live life like a true carioca.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Ipanema Beach

2 Pedra do Arpoador

SIGHTS

3 Arpoador Beach

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4 Estúdio Casinha

5 Laces and Hair Salon

6 Saraswati Yoga Studio

7 Spa Maria Bonita

see 5 Vidya Yoga

SLEEPING

8 Hotel Arpoador

9 Ipanema Beach House

10 Janeiro Hotel

11 L’Homme de Rio

12 Mango Tree Hostel

EATING

13 BB Lanches

14 Broth Ipanema

15 Le Pulê

16 Oro

17 Pizza Canastra

18 Spaziano

19 Talho Capixaba

20 Teva Ipanema

21 Zazá Bistro

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

22 Aussie Coffee

23 Jobi

ENTERTAINMENT

24 Casa da Cultura Laura Alvim

SHOPPING

25 Blue Man

26 Cantão

27 Fabrikafro

28 General Osório Hippie Market

29 Haight Clothing

30 Lenny Niemeyer

31 Osklen

32 Redley

see 5 Salinas

33 Totem




TOP TIP

Wake up early to enjoy the beach before it gets crowded. You’ll never be alone on the sand – the morning hours are for dog owners and fitness fanatics – but the calming vibes of the early morning in Ipanema are the perfect way to start a day in Rio.




Sunset in Arpoador

YES, THERE IS CLAPPING

Watching the sunset from the rock in Arpoador is a quintessential carioca experience. After a beautiful day on the beach, crowds gather on the giant Pedra do Arpoador at the end of Ipanema to watch the sun go down over the Atlantic Ocean, with the iconic Dois Irmãos (Two Brothers mountain) in the background. Caipirinhas are imbibed. Clapping ensues. On the most perfect day, you’ll even get to turn around to watch the full moon rise over Copacabana.
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Arpoador Rock | LUIS WAR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

General Osório Hippie Market

BOHEMIAN ART AND ARTISAN MARKET

Every Sunday General Osório Square in Ipanema hosts the Hippie Market, an unpretentious gathering of artisans and artists from across the city selling their work and wares. Once a carioca-only event, the arrival of backpackers in the late 1960s transformed this weekly market into the bohemian open-air art gallery that it is today. The Hippie Market is the best place to purchase handcrafted gifts, paintings or home decor, as well as sample the street-fair delicacies from across the country. The white-clad women serving street food from Salvador are not to be missed.
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Vidigal & Chácara do Céu

TOURIST-FRIENDLY FAVELAS WITH BREATHTAKING VIEWS

At the end of Leblon, spilling down the hillside of Dois Irmãos mountain are Vidigal and Chácara favelas. These two favelas (informal communities) are some of the most frequented in the city, with many locally run restaurants and guesthouses geared toward tourists. Try the Bar da Laje or Alto Vidigal for drinks with arguably the best views in the city, or the mouthwatering Italian–South American restaurant Flor do Céu in Chácara do Céu for an unparalleled culinary experience. If you’re looking to stay the night, book a bed at Varandas do Vidigal or the Sol e Mar Hostel, or try Mirante do Arvrão for a higher-end offering.




Ipanema Beach

Rich or poor, everyone is the same in sungas

Beach culture in Rio is a world in itself, and knowing where to go can help you find your tribe. Beaches in Rio are divided by numbered ‘posts,’ with Ipanema and Leblon running from Arpoador’s Post 7 (Rio’s surf scene) to Leblon’s Post 12, where some of the wealthiest cariocas and those from Vidigal share sand. Post 11 is full of families, while Post 10, in front of the dunes, is one of the quietest stretches. Celebrities and influencers strut around at Post 9, while just a bit further toward Post 8 is rainbow flag territory.

Every 50m or so there is a barraca (stand) where you can rent beach chairs and umbrellas and buy ice-cold drinks. They are conveniently numbered.

You’ll likely be elbow to elbow with your closest neighbor, especially on weekends in the summer, so be careful of your belongings. Don’t hesitate to ask a friendly face to watch your bag so you can pop in the water for a mergulho (dip) to help beat the heat.
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Rio Fashion

Tá NA MODA (IT’S IN STYLE)

A far cry from the sleek runways of São Paulo, fashion in the Marvelous City fits the lifestyle it portrays. Carioca style is colorful, laid-back and ready for everything – chic enough to hit the sand and still head straight for a night out. Legacy carioca brands like Osklen and newcomers like Haight Clothing embody this fully, along with other fashion staples like Cantão, Redley and Totem. For bikinis, there’s nothing more Rio than the colorful ones from Blue Man or Salinas, or try the slightly more conservative take of Lenny Niemeyer. For Afro style, head to Fabrikafro in Ipanema, a collective for African-inspired fashion.
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MORE IN LEBLON & IPANEMA

Healthy Living

LIFE IS MOVEMENT

Ipanema and Leblon are all about living well, so it’s no surprise these neighborhoods are overflowing with yoga and pilates studios, salons, spas and sports teams.

For pilates try Estúdio Casinha, a charming wellness house on a quiet Ipanema street, while yogis can check out Saraswati Yoga Studio, or Vidya Yoga if hot yoga is your game. Spa Maria Bonita is the go-to for excellent massages that won’t break the bank, and if your hair needs some TLC after too many beach days, then indulge in a hair treatment at Laces and Hair Salon in Leblon.

Ipanema and Leblon are full of fitness fanatics, and when in Rio, you’ll want to join in. Run along the beachfront path at any hour of the day or night, or pump up at the open-air muscle beach at Arpoador. More of a sport’s lover? Beach volleyball, beach tennis, ocean swimming, Hawaiian canoeing and stand-up paddling are just some of the sports you’ll see out every morning – just ask any friendly athlete where you can rent equipment or take a lesson.

Surfers, aspiring or otherwise, will find their tribe at Arpoador beach, which has been the heart and soul of carioca surfing since the sport first took hold of Brazil in the ‘50s and ‘60s. While the Zona Oeste has the best waves in the city, there are plenty of surf schools inside of the Zona Sul at Post 7, where you can rent gear, take a lesson or find a photographer to shoot your mad skills. Surf Glória and Team Bispo are two reliable options for learners of all ages.

For a more informal take, join in a game of altinha (a group game of juggling with football touches, played in the sand), frescobol (aka paddle ball by the sea) or futêvolei (exactly like volleyball but with, you guessed it, football touches). These sports were all born on the Rio beaches in the 50s and 60s, and are a veritable part of carioca heritage.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN LEBLON & IPANEMA

L’Homme de Rio

Boutique hotel with huge rooms and an excellent view next to the Pavão Pavãozinho favela. $$

Hotel Arpoador

Beachfront hotel with rooftop pool, spa and arguably the best breakfast on the block. $$$

Ipanema Beach House

Unfussy hostel-style accommodations with a pool in the heart of Ipanema. $$

Mango Tree Hostel

One block from the beach in a colonial house and well-loved for its social atmosphere. $

Janeiro Hotel

Luxury reigns at this all-too-chic beachfront boutique hotel in Leblon. $$$



BEST BARS & CAFES IN LEBLON & IPANEMA

Talho Capixaba

A deli and bakery serving artisanal breads, breakfast spreads and sandwiches to adoring cariocas since 1958. $$

Jobi

One of the most traditional pubs in Leblon, Jobi is a cultural intersection between Portugal and Brazil. $$

BB Lanches

Named in homage to Brigitte Bardot, BB Lanches has the largest selection of fresh fruit juices in the city. $


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN LEBLON & IPANEMA

Teva Ipanema

Vegan, sustainable, organic and very chic, Teva is a healthy-eater’s dream. $$

Zazá Bistro

This eclectic tropical bistro cooks up Brazilian fare with an Asian twist in a bright corner mansion. $$

Oro

Chef Felipe Bronze’s Oro vanguard Brazilian cuisine in a sleek setting; two Michelin stars. $$$

Le Pulê

In General Osório square you’ll find this chic, French-style bistro. $$

Spaziano

This vegan spot inside Spa Maria Bonita is one of the least expensive and most delicious buffets. $



A Home for the Arts

CASA DE CULTURA

The Ipanema beachfront is home to one of the most important cultural centers in the city – the Casa de Cultura Laura Alvim. Laura Alvim was a girl who dreamed of being an actress, but was barred by her family. Instead, she spent her life as a dedicated supporter of the arts. Alvim built a stage in the back of her Ipanema home and provided space for friends and other artists to meet and rehearse. Six months before her death in 1983, Alvim willed her house to the government of Rio to continue to be used for this purpose, and in 1986 the Casa de Cultura Laura Alvim opened its doors. The space has a theater, a cinema, an auditorium and three rooms where artistic and cultural courses are offered, along with an art gallery used for exhibitions as well as book and album launch parties. The house is open from Tuesday to Sunday, and nearly all events and performances are open to the public.

BEST BARS & CAFES IN LEBLON & IPANEMA

Pizza Canastra

Pizza, wine, cheese and cocktails with an informal vibe and an unpretentious address. $$

Aussie Coffee

Possibly the only place to get a real flat white in the city. Australian Daniel Hobbs brings specialty coffee to Ipanema. $$

Broth Ipanema

An unpretentious local lunch spot where home-cooked healthy food is served by the kilo. $



COPACABANA & LEME

WHERE TRADITION AND TOURISM COLLIDE


For much of the 20th century, Copacabana was the heart of Rio’s glitz and glamor. Bossa nova was born and films were made. Yet until 1880, Copacabana was just a small fishing town, until a tunnel connected it to the rest of Rio. Then, Av Atlântica, Copacabana and Leme’s ocean-front road, was built, along with the famous black-and-white stone sidewalk. A few years later the Copacabana Palace opened its doors, and the fabric of the neighborhood changed forever.

Tourists arrived in droves. To meet the demand, the beach was artificially extended from its original 20m to over 70m. While Copacabana continues to be the most internationally known neighborhood in Brazil, the hype has died down. Together with its sister neighborhood Leme, Copa is a laid-back zone full of tradition and, unsurprisingly, tourism. Yet in the hearts of many, Copacabana lives on as an icon of the Rio that came before.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Copacabana Palace

SIGHTS

2 Beco das Garrafas

3 Copacabana Beach

4 Forte de Copacabana

5 Morro da Babilônia

6 Rasta Beach

7 Revolusolar

SLEEPING

8 Eco Pousada Estrelas da Babilônia

9 Pura Vida Hostel

10 Selina Copa

EATING

11 Amir

12 Azumi

13 Bardana Cozinha Natural

14 Ellas

15 Estação Sabor

16 Gaia Art & Café

see 1 Mee

see 13 Temperarte

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

17 Adega Pérola

18 Bar Bip Bip

19 Bar do David

20 Belmonte

21 Boteco da Garrafa

22 Cervantes

23 Pavão Azul

24 QG Pub

ENTERTAINMENT

25 Black Cat

26 Pink Flamingo




TOP TIP

The Morro de Babilônia and Chapéu Mangueira are arguably the safest favelas in the city, with beautiful natural hiking trails, delicious restaurants and exceptional views. If you have ever wanted to visit a favela and get to know and support its residents, climb the stairs behind Leme to these two communities.






Adega Pérola

IBERIAN-STYLE TAPAS WITH DECADES OF TRADITION

This well-loved bar is an Iberian-inspired hole-in-the-wall with the widest array of tapas in the city. The bar sits behind the Siqueira Campos metro station, where for the past 65 years it has sold Portuguese and Spanish delicacies in 100g portions, accompanied by ice-cold beers or cachaça (sugarcane liquor). You’ll find 56 tapas options to choose from behind a glass-fronted bar, which was taken over from its original owners by former clients who have preserved the space to the very last detail.
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Adega Perola tapas bar | SELMY YASSUDA ©

Morro da Babilônia

HILLTOP COMMUNITY WITH PLENTY ON OFFER

The Morro da Babilônia is as much a favela as it is a protected area of Atlantic rainforest. The community itself is considered one of the safest in the city, together with its sister favela Chapéu Mangueira, and is home to the Mural of Babilônia, originally a 140m-long mosaic that keeps on growing. There are numerous hostels and guesthouses, beautiful hilltop hiking and some of the best botecos (bars) in Rio. You’ll also find the headquarters of an NGO called Revolusolar, which works to develop low-income areas sustainably through solar panel installations. (Administrative volunteers accepted.)
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Copacabana Palace

COPACABANA’S ICONIC HOTEL

The Copacabana Palace is an icon of past grandeur. Built in the early 1920s to attract tourism to the city’s southern zone, the original beachfront hotel and casino changed Copacabana forever. Its decadence continued until the 1970s, when newer hotels took the spotlight. Set to be demolished in 1985, the Copacabana Palace was instead preserved as cultural patrimony. Four years later, the Orient Express Group (now Belmond) purchased and refurbished the property to modern luxury standards, without losing its look. Nonguests can visit one of the three on-site restaurants: the one-star pan-Asian restaurant Mee, two-star Italian dining classic Cipriani, or the more laid-back Pérgola, serving breakfast, lunch and dinner.


Rasta Beach, Leme

JAMAICAN FLAGS AND GOOD TIMES

On the sands of Leme beach is a daily celebration of Afro-Brazilian beach culture, at the appropriately named Rasta Beach. Commanded by brothers Derik and Andrey Machado, barraca number 20 flies Jamaican flags high, hosts events and spontaneous sunset parties, and celebrates inclusion of all people, regardless of gender, economic situation, sexual preference or skin color. The brothers, who live in the Morro da Babilônia, started the barraca seven years ago, and it has since become the most popular spot on Leme beach.

Forte de Copacabana

COPACABANA’S FORT AND CAFE

The Copacabana Fort sits on a small rock peninsula that separates Copacabana from Ipanema. The area is a military zone, so an official visit to the fort is the only way to access the outpost and its beautiful views. On site you’ll find the Military Museum, which recounts the history of Brazil’s military during the colonial era, but the true highlight is a stop at Café 18. Located inside the fort, Café 18 is one of the best places in the city to brunch, combining an overloaded breakfast with soothing ocean views.
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Forte de Copacabana | ANDRE_MA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Heritage Bar Tour

FOR THE LOVE OF TRADITION AND BEER

Botecos (also botequins) are small, frequently family-owned bars serving drinks, snacks and sometimes meals. More importantly, they are laid-back places to meet up and socialize, and are carioca institutions. In fact, the city of Rio declared 26 traditional botecos as Carioca Cultural Heritage, and even created an official Registry of Bars and Traditional Botequins of the city. Botequins make it onto the registry for their historical relevance and preservation of the original decor over the years, and Copacabana is home to more than a few. Treat yourself to a self-made tour of these iconic spots, including the original Belmonte, Pavão Azul, Bar Bip Bip, Cervantes and Boteco da Garrafa.
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MORE IN COPACABANA & LEME

South America’s Top Gay Destination

LGBTIQ+ RIO

Rio de Janeiro is one of the most gay-friendly cities in the world, so it’s no surprise that LGBTIQ+ culture is thriving. Copacabana is both an exceptionally gay-friendly beach (note the rainbow flags nearly everywhere) as well as the center of gay nightlife. QG Pub, a cornerstone on the gay nightlife circuit, is a laid-back bar where you can eat, drink, dance and flirt with gays, lesbians, bisexuals, trans and drag queens alike. The action does turn up the later it gets, but if you’re looking for a real clubbing experience, try the Black Cat, a two-story nightclub on the Leme side of the strand, or the Pink Flamingo, one of the most popular gay clubs in Rio (since The Week closed, that is). The music at this pop club is run by drag queens, and while the doors open early, the party doesn’t turn up until well after midnight. Then of course there is the culmination of it all – Rio Pride, which takes place every September. Join in with thousands of people from around the world on the Copacabana beachfront to celebrate diversity and acceptance.
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CHAMPIONS OF THE SAND

In the 1930s, a new sport was imported from California to Brazil, which soon took over the Copacabana sands. Rio caught beach volleyball fever, and cariocas quickly showed themselves to be a powerful force on the international stage. These days, many of the world-champion beach volleyball duos are Brazilian, and professional beach volleyball teams from no less than 11 countries are trained by Brazilian coaches. Some of the biggest beach volleyball tournaments are still held on Copacabana Beach at the Copacabana Arena, a removable arena that’s put in place any time there’s an international event. If one coincides with your trip, it’s a spectacle worth watching.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN COPACABANA & LEME

Cervantes

Serving overloaded sandwiches and ice-cold beer from noon until daybreak for nearly 70 years. $

Bar do David

Two-time medalist in the Comida di Buteco festival and a must visit for patrons passionate about bar food. $

Azumi

The most traditional Japanese restaurant in the city where you’ll find true sashimi that melts in your mouth. $$

Amir

The delectable dishes from this Lebanese restaurant are worth every second you spend waiting for them. $$

Mee

Treat yourself to a spectacular meal at this single-star pan-Asian bistro at the Copacabana Palace. $$$

Gaia Art & Café

A cafe bringing healthy food, quality coffee, culture and sustainability to a quaint space in Leme. $


The Birth of Bossa

IT ALL STARTED WITH BOTTLES

In a backstreet alley in Copacabana in the late 1950s, the popular music style known as bossa nova was born. This stylized samba influenced by American jazz was contrived over time by young musicians who played at the bars on Duvivier St, where some of today’s most famous bossa artists performed their first shows. Not everyone loved the new music. Inebriated clients of the bars would throw bottles at the bohemian musicians to get them off the stage – which led culture reporter Sérgio Porto to dub the area beco das garrafadas, which turned into Beco das Garrafas, or Bottles Alley, and stuck. The bars have since been remodeled but still host concerts, and although they’ve lost their popularity, the bars at Beco das Garrafas are considered Intangible Heritage of Rio.


LGBTIQ+ ACROSS THE CITY

LGBTIQ+ friendly bars aren’t just in Copacabana. Check out Boleia Bar in Botafogo, a for-girls-by-girls friendly-to-everyone nightlife spot, or Sacadura 154 in Centro, an event spot that regularly hosts spectacular gay-centric parties.



Eat at a Kilo

PICKY EATERS DELIGHT

Looking for an easy lunch? Try a ‘kilo’ or a buffet. Buffets offer a fixed price for all you can eat, while kilo restaurants allow you to select the food that you want and pay – you guessed it – by the kilo. Local tip: prioritize lighter, more expensive food over cheap and heavy items like rice and beans. Copacabana is home to infinite by-the-kilo offerings such as Estação Sabor, Ellas and Temperarte, with some, like Bardana Cozinha Natural, even specializing in vegan fare.

There is one other eating option – rodizio. At rodizios, diners pay a fixed fee for all-you-can-eat delights, brought directly to your table by waiters making the rounds. Most rodizios are themed: pizza or sushi are popular, but the classic treat is churrasco, aka Brazilian barbeque. Fill up your plate at the salad and side bar, then simply sit down and wait for the servers to come around with platters of hot, fresh food you can choose from – or in the case of churrascos, meat cut from huge skewers.

You’ll often get a ‘stoplight’ on your table. Leave it on green and the food will keep coming, or turn it to red when you’re getting too full to chew.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN COPACABANA & LEME

Eco Pousada Estrelas da Babilônia

A family-run guesthouse and restaurant located at the top of the Morro da Babilônia with excellent views. $

Copacabana Palace

This Brazilian icon with huge rooms and impressive amenities is an experience to remember. $$$

Selina Copa

Colorful hostel close to the beach with a rooftop bar and an ocean-view restaurant. $$

Pura Vida Hostel

Basic but well-loved party hostel just a short walk from the beach. $





BOTAFOGO, URCA & HUMAITá

STUDENT CULTURE, BARS AND GASTRONOMY


Botafogo, Urca and Humaitá are some of Rio’s oldest neighborhoods. In fact, it was in Urca that the city was born. Although the terrain has changed significantly since then, this tiny enclave that’s home to one of Rio’s top tourist attractions, the Pão de Açúcar (Sugarloaf Mountain), still maintains a small-town feel. The neighborhood is primarily residential, and it’s one of the safest in Rio.

Botafogo and Humaitá are nearly as longstanding, dating back to the mid-1500s. Humaitá is relatively calm with lots of historical houses, while its sister, Botafogo, is a student zone known for its lively bar scene and football team. Fun fact: Botafogo’s name is derived from the words bota (to put) and fogo (fire), meaning ‘to set fire to,’ which was the nickname of a Portuguese battleship of the era.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Pão de Açúcar

SIGHTS

2 Como Coworking

3 Mirante Dona Marta

4 Parque do Martelo

5 Praia Vermelha

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

6 Evolution Indoor Climbing

SLEEPING

7 Farfalla Guest House

8 Hotelinho Urca

9 O Veleiro Bed & Breakfast

10 Urca Hotel

11 Yoo2 Hotel

EATING

12 Garota da Urca

13 O Naturalie

14 Oteque

15 Refeitório Orgânico

16 Sorvetes Hoba

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

17 Bar de Urca

18 Boleia Bar

19 Boteco Cabidinho

20 Chanchada Bar

21 Cobal do Humaitá

22 Fuska

23 Quartinho Bare

ENTERTAINMENT

24 Bukowski

SHOPPING

25 Junta Local




TOP TIP

Hike up the Morro de Urca, the smaller mountain that’s next to the Sugarloaf. Entrance is free, the trail is relatively easy, and all the information you need is at the trailhead – just follow the Pista Cláudio Coutinho to its end to find it. You can even take the cable car back down.




Co-working Como

A COZY SPACE TO COWORK

Unsurprisingly, the wave of coworking that spread across the world has washed over Rio de Janeiro as well. Since the first creative coworking in Brazil, O Templo, opened its doors in 2019 (although it pivoted during the pandemic to become a consulting firm), coworking spaces have sprouted like weeds across the city. One lovely such space is Como Coworking in Botafogo, which has indoor and outdoor spaces full of natural light and greenery, with day, weekly and monthly passes for both individual workers and small companies.
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Mirante Dona Marta

TAKE THE PERFECT PICTURE

Many claim that the Mirante Dona Marta offers the most perfect postcard view of Rio, and we wouldn’t argue. This former helicopter landing site sits 360m above sea level, offering uninterrupted views of the Sugarloaf Mountain and the Guanabara Bay, Cristo Redentor, the Maracanã and the Lagoa Rodrigo de Freitas. The site sits above the Dona Marta favela in Botafogo, and can be accessed by passing through the community itself or by taking a taxi from Cosmo Velho, following the same road that takes you to Corcovado. During the daytime, the Mirante has security and is considered safe. Those looking to arrive at sunrise or stay after nightfall would do well to bring a guide.
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Rua Capitão Salomão

THE POST-BEACH BAR SCENE

After a tough day at the beach, you’ll need a drink to relax, so follow the crowds to Botafogo for the perfect pós-praia (post-beach) atmosphere.

The intersection between Visconde de Caravelas and Capitão Salomão streets turns into a mini-outdoor festival, with people pouring out onto the asphalt from the bars on each corner (we like Fuska).

Talk, drink, laugh and make lots of new friends at this lively late afternoon haunt, which continues to be animated well into the night, especially on weekends.




Praia Vermelha

RIO DOES HAVE QUIET BEACHES

The 200m-long Praia Vermelha (Red Beach) is one of the calmest, most beautiful beaches inside of the city. Hidden away in the quiet Urca neighborhood, Praia Vermelha sits sandwiched between the Sugarloaf and the Morro da Babilônia, complete with postcard views and excellent security thanks to the military club located there. Praia Vermelha is the perfect place to escape the crowds or an ideal stop after riding the cable cars. Grab a drink at the nearby Bar Urca to finish the day in style.
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Bukowski

ROCK AND ROLL NEVER DIES

The oldest rock and roll nightclub in the city has been home to rock lovers since 1997. Located in a huge historical house in the heart of Botafogo, Bukowski has three stages where DJs play all imaginable genres of rock and roll until the sun comes up. Plus, there’s an outdoor covered area and three bars to make sure the party goes all night long. The owners have a heart – professors at the public universities, such as the UFRJ in Urca, never pay to enter.

Pão de Açúcar

MY KINGDOM FOR A SUGARLOAF

The Pão de Açúcar (Sugarloaf Mountain) is one of the most iconic sites in Rio, and its cable cars have been a top tourist attraction for over a hundred years. The bondinhos (cable cars) were first inaugurated in 1912, when they carried 17 passengers the 528m to the top of Urca hill in around six minutes. A few months later, the 750m section between Urca hill and Pão de Açúcar was completed. Today’s bondinhos carry 65 passengers to the top in just three minutes, with resplendent views. There are always crowds, but it’s still worth the visit, especially at sunset. Alternatively, sports lovers can hike to the top of Urca hill, or even rock climb their way up and take the cable car down.
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MORE IN BOTAFOGO, URCA & HUMAITá

Buy Local

SUPPORT SMALL BUSINESSES

Rio is a city of entrepreneurs, where small businesses and brands are constantly popping up. Many get their start at street markets, which exist to support the exposition and growth of these innovative creators. These markets are brands in their own right, traveling across the city with more or less the same vendors, but in different locations across the city.

A favorite market is the Junta Local, where you can find specialty items such as organic, vegan and gluten-free products, artisanal foods and liquors, and small, eco-friendly local brands. While many offerings at the Junta are food based – Mate do JhonJhon, Don Choripan and Cerveja Sem Rotolo are a few favorites – there are nonfood brands on-site as well. Locally made, sustainable bicycle bags by Piola are particular crowd pleasers, along with Biorgin Organic Cosmetics. If it’s clothing or home decor you’re after however, you’re better off at the Babilônia Feira Hype, an open-air market in Lagoa that exhibits up-and-coming designers from across the city. The primary focus is fashion, design and decoration, although culinary and art also make appearances at this market that’s been helping small brands grow for nearly three decades.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT IN BOTAFOGO, URCA & HUMAITá

Garota da Urca

Classic boteco serving Brazilian, Italian and Portuguese dishes with a view over the Guanabara Bay. $$

O Naturalie

A chic vegetarian bistro with healthy takes on Brazilian classic dishes. $$

Refeitório Orgânico

All-vegetarian kilo-style restaurant set in an old house. Good food and accessible prices. $

Oteque

The two-Michelin-star restaurant from Alberto Landgraf; sit at the open kitchen’s table for a show. $$$

Sorvetes Hoba

Possibly the best vegan ice cream you’ll eat in the city now has a Botafogo address. $



WHERE TO DRINK IN BOTAFOGO, URCA & HUMAITÁ

Quartinho Bar

A super-hip bar with epic food, dynamic drinks and a too-cool crowd.

Boteco Cabidinho

This classic-style bar is the after-hours go-to to end your night right.

Chanchada Bar

A hipster go-to with musical decor and plenty of competition for the tables that line the sidewalk.

Hidden Parks of the City

PARQUE DO MARTELO

In the Humaitá neighborhood lies hidden a little oasis unknown to even the majority of cariocas – the Parque do Martelo (Hammer Park). Administered by the local neighborhood association, the Parque do Martelo spans 16,000 sq meters of dense forest, with strategic clearings where you’ll find playgrounds, picnic areas, a community garden, outdoor exercise equipment and more. The parkland was won by the association after a 30-year battle to impede real estate development, and now functions as a veritable healthy living community center, complete with yoga and art lessons, as well as an organic food market held every Thursday. Compared to the bustle of the city, the quiet is astounding, and there is an exceptional view of Cristo Redentor that’s well worth meditating on.

Climber’s Delight

GOING UP?

Rio de Janeiro is a dream for climbers, with numerous outdoor routes marking the face of the city’s granite hilltops. There is climbing for everyone, from beginners to world-class athletes, and Climb in Rio can help you find your way. The certified instructors offer guided climbing around the city, including routes that summit some of Rio’s most famous peaks, such as Corcovado or the Sugarloaf. The proceeds from the guided tours support the nonprofit C.E.U, which provides free climbing instruction for young people from the favela of Rocinha.

If you want to train for harder climbs, pass a rainy day or escape from the midday heat, head to Evolution Indoor Climbing. Rio’s largest indoor climbing gym is located in a spacious warehouse on the edge of Botafogo. Evolution has two large bouldering walls – one 3m tall, one 5m – plus an extensive wall for rope climbing and a resistance training room. Situated at the end of a residential street, the space is just a short walk from the Botafogo metro station and has a picturesque view of Corcovado to boot.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN BOTAFOGO, URCA & HUMAITá

Yoo2 Hotel

Modern hotel with an amazing view of Sugarloaf and Corcovado from the rooftop bar and pool. $$

O Veleiro Bed & Breakfast

B&B in a lovely green-filled home with comfy rooms, delicious breakfast and warm hosts. $$

Farfalla Guest House

Simple, clean rooms in a great location in Botafogo. Best value for the money. $

Hotelinho Urca

Mini guesthouse with spacious, clean rooms; also has a simple apartment. $$

Urca Hotel

Chic, pet-friendly guesthouse with six suites on a charming residential street. $$$



WHERE TO DRINK IN BOTAFOGO, URCA & HUMAITÁ

Boleia Bar

An LGBTIQ+ for-girls-by-girls dream that came true, with delicious food, drinks and decor to boot.

Cobal do Humaitá

This former tramcar depot is now a bohemian hotspot full of gastronomic bars.

Bar de Urca

A cultural patrimony and a must-stop for a sunset beer after a trip up the Sugarloaf.



FLAMENGO, LARANJEIRAS, CATETE & GLóRIA

POLITICS, PARKS AND STREET MARKETS


Flamengo, Laranjeiras, Catete and Glória are the ideal neighborhoods to get an insight into true carioca living. Many best-kept secrets live along their streets, so green that it’s no surprise the indigenous Tupi word catete means ‘intense forest.’

From 1896 to 1960, Catete was headquarters of the national government, which is now housed in Laranjeiras at the Palácio Guanabara. But it’s not all politics: the musical style known as chorinho became popular here. See musicians in action in the Praça São Salvador; then visit the Parque Guinle, where you’ll forget you’re in a city.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Feira da Glória

2 Museu de Arte Moderna

SIGHTS

3 Aterro do Flamengo

4 Largo do Boticário

5 Largo do Machado

6 Marina da Glória

7 Maze

8 Museu da República

9 Our Lady of

Glória Church

see 11 Palácio das Laranjeiras

10 Palácio Guanabara

11 Parque Guinle

SIGHTS

12 Casa Caminho do Corcovado

13 Discovery Hostel Rio

14 Hey, Rio! Hostel

see 4 Jo&Joe Largo do Boticario

15 Villa25

EATING

16 Mamma Rosa Italian

17 Maya Café

18 Symposium Bistro

19 Taberna 564

20 Tacacá do Norte

21 Tasca do Edgare

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

22 Armazém Cardosão

SHOPPING

23 Feira Da General Glicério

24 Jacaré Livros

25 Sebo Beta de Aquarius




TOP TIP

Rua General Glicério’s Saturday street market is full of amazing vendors and classic Carioca Choro, while the Feira da Glória is known for promoting small local brands and its Sunday samba.




The Maze

HANDMADE MOSAIC MASTERPIECE WITH A VIEW

The Maze is a handmade artistic triumph built at the top of the Morro de Tavares Bastos, a small favela in Rio located behind Catete. Founded by Bob Nadkarni, an English artist who moved to Rio more than 40 years ago, the Maze was once a community center, B&B, gallery, bar and jazz club until it closed in 2019. In 2022 the Maze’s terraces were allowed to open back up to visitors, who can explore the handmade mosaics and incredible view. The B&B and jazz nights are on hold but it’s still more than worth a visit.
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The Maze | GEORG ISMAR/PICTURE ALLIANCE VIA GETTY IMAGES ©


Armazém Cardosão

FEIJOADAS AND SAMBA JAM SESSIONS

The original Armazém Cardosão was a mini-market and bar that opened its doors in 1954. Revitalized in 2019, Armazém Cardosão lost the mini-market but none of its bohemian and bucolic charm. This corner bar on a green-lined street in the heart of Laranjeiras hosts one of the friendliest samba-jazz-jam sessions in the city every Tuesday evening and a traditional feijoada (traditional stew) on Saturdays and Sundays. Of course, you can also order all the delicious bar fare and ice-cold drinks you want on any other night.
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Feijoada (traditional stew) | RAFAEL BAUER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Museu de Arte Moderna

CONTEMPORARY ART MUSEUM AND EVENT SPACE

The Museu de Arte Moderna (MAM; Museum of Modern Art) doesn’t just exhibit a collection of nearly 15,000 modernist Brazilian works of all mediums. It also hosts a range of events, from talks on climate change or the role of indigenous lifestyles in modern society, to screenings from its film library and good old-fashioned parties. The building itself is a reference for modernist architecture, designed in the 1950s by architect Affonso Eduardo Reidy to contrast the contours of the city’s hills. These days, co-artistic directors Kenya Eleison and Pablo Lafuente work to interweave Black and indigenous art in their curation, overcome the historical gap caused by a museum fire in the 1970s, and create a more accessible experience for Brazilians of all income levels.
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Museu de Arte Moderna | ANTHONY CORREIA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Aterro do Flamengo

EXTENSIVE URBAN PARK BY THE SEA

The Aterro do Flamengo is the largest urban park by the sea in the world. The Aterro (from the Portuguese word aterrar, which means ‘to cover or fill with dirt’) artificially extended Flamengo’s shoreline in the 1960s to create a fast-moving traffic zone between the south and central zones of the city, with an urban park to boot. The park was designed to provide residents with ample green space to use for any activity they chose, creating a sense of liberty not found in the overplanned urban parks of the era.

With over 1.2 million sq meters of space, Flamengo park extends from Aeroporto Santos Dumont to Flamengo Beach. It was designed by landscape architect Roberto Burle Marx, who also created Copacabana’s boardwalk. Like the beachfront roads in Copacabana and Ipanema, the highway in front of the Aterro do Flamengo is closed to cars on Sundays so pedestrians can freely enjoy the waterfront.
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Aterro do Flamingo | CESAR LIMA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Feira da Glória

EMERGING BRANDS AND SUNDAY SAMBA

The Feira da Glória has become the place to be on a Sunday morning, where those of the scene go to see and be seen. It’s also the place to check out emerging new brands, from clothing to natural cosmetics to artisanal foods, or simply to buy your fruits, veggies, fish and pastries from the local vendors. Located just at the exit of the Glória metro station, at the foot of Santa Teresa, the organizers claim that it’s the largest open-air market in Rio. Runs from 8am to 4pm Sunday; stay after for the samba.
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MORE IN FLAMENGO, LARANJEIRAS, CATETE & GLóRIA

Street Market Life

VIDA DE FEIRA

While there are plenty of supermarkets in Rio, those in the know will get their fruits and veggies at their neighborhood feira. Rio has a widespread culture for feiras, selling food, clothing and artisanal products in locations across the city.

Most happen weekly, with everything from veggies and exotic fruits to fresh meat and practically still-swimming fish on offer. Each neighborhood has their own, and if you stay in the same place for very long you’ll likely get to know the ones nearby. A few even boast all-organic produce – you can check the Abio RJ website (abiorj.org) for schedules.

Weekend markets on the other hand, are attractions in and of themselves. Two such must-visits are the Feira Da General Glicério, which takes place every Saturday morning, and the Feira da Glória, on Sundays. These bigger markets have artisanal food and local brands on offer, along with popular ‘market foods’ like pastel da feira (fried dough pastries stuffed with meat, cheese or veggies), caldo de cana (sugarcane juice), and acarajé, a traditional street food from Bahia.

Weekend markets are also well known for their musical performances in the afternoon. At the Feira Da General Glicério, for example, Brazilian choro (a syncopated musical style with an upbeat rhythm) takes center stage, while the Feira da Glória is the go-to for samba. There is samba every Sunday, but on the third Sunday of every month one of the most traditional rodas de samba, Samba da Gloriosa, plays. If you’re lucky enough to be in town for it, it’s a musical event that can’t be missed.
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Pastel da Feira (fried dough pastries) | PABST_ELL/GETTY IMAGES ©


BOOKS, BOOKS, BOOKS

Books are a relatively expensive commodity in Brazil. The cost of printing is high so the consumer price is too, and secondhand books aren’t always easy to come by. This is why places like Sebo Beta de Aquarius in Catete are truly a dream come true. This oasis for bibliophiles has everything from antique European relics to foreign and Brazilian literature, as well as art, science and philosophy works. With more than 10,000 titles both new and used, it’s possible to keep up a reading habit without spending a fortune. If you still can’t find what you’re looking for, try the nearby Jacaré Livros in Laranjeiras for even more literary finds.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN FLAMENGO, LARANJEIRAS, CATETE & GLÓRIA

Tasca do Edgar

A very local option for ice-cold beer and delicious Portuguese-style bar food. $

Mamma Rosa Italian

Italian dining with a charming terrace and the option to eat family-style. $$

Tacacá do Norte

Serving culinary traditions from the Northeast of Brazil, this joint is also the place for lovers of pure açaí. $

A Walk Through History

PARKS AND PALACES GALORE

These four central neighborhoods are so packed with historical sights that it’s nearly impossible to list them all. Whether you’re a history buff or simply an admirer of old buildings, take yourself on an impromptu walking tour to soak it all in. Stop at the Museu da República, the former presidential palace where Brazil’s longest-running president, Getúlio Vargas, famously committed suicide. The palace and its beautiful rolling gardens were preserved by the state as a museum, open to public visits. Next, head to the Largo do Machado, a central square in Laranjeiras headed with the neoclassical Our Lady of Glória Church; followed the Largo de Boticário, just near the train to Corcovado, a famous plaza with tropical colonial houses that were once the center of carioca society (now a hotel).

Don’t forget to visit the huge Parque Guinle, a relatively safe place to pass a languid afternoon thanks to the majestic Palácio das Laranjeiras, official home of Rio’s governors, located onsite. It’s worth one more stop at the Palácio Guanabara , formerly known as Isabel’s Palace, as it was the home of Brazil’s final female monarch, Princess Isabel. The Palácio Guanabara is now the headquarters of Rio’s municipal government, although the royal family fought for nearly 125 years to try to recover rights to the property (they failed).

Before heading home, pass by the Marina da Glória, Rio’s central marina that hosted the Olympic sailing in 2016, where you can watch the sailing boats come and go, or set out yourself for a magical sunset on the Guanabara Bay.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN FLAMENGO, LARANJEIRAS, CATETE & GLóRIA

Jo&Joe Largo do Boticario

Mix between a hotel and a hostel in neoclassical mansions that were once a tourist attraction. $$

Villa25

Historical house turned hostel and restaurant, with beautiful outdoor spaces and tiny, clean rooms. $$

Hey, Rio! Hostel

Budget-friendly hostel with a good location and friendly service. $

Casa Caminho do Corcovado

Beautiful, verdant B&B with spacious rooms and all the comforts of home. $$

Discovery Hostel Rio

A feel-at-home hostel with attentive staff, laid-back vibes and a central location. $



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN FLAMENGO, LARANJEIRAS, CATETE & GLÓRIA

Maya Café

Down-to-earth cafe serving breakfast, brunch and lunch in a cozy atmosphere. $$

Symposium Bistro

Bistro-style offering for true vinophiles, where the menu is designed for the wine it will accompany. $$$

Taberna 564

A reasonably priced pizzeria and barbecue spot set on a huge, lively veranda with open views. $$



SANTA TERESA & LAPA

STREET ART AND MUSIC


Pull yourself off the beach, take the metro to Glória and walk up the hill to Santa Teresa, the city’s coolest neighborhood with just the right mixture of gritty and glam to easily welcome all walks of life. Santa, as the locals call it, was once a central colonial area, as sprawling mansions attest. Today, it’s home to artists and intellectuals. Graffiti murals peacock along the streets; samba spills out of every bar while patrons dance and laugh in the evening’s low light.

Settle in at a table for some grilled sausages or a feijoada. Order a chope, bem gelado (ice-cold beer) and allow the music to wash over you. Then head down the hill to Lapa where Afro-Brazilian culture rules with a soundtrack compiled of samba, rap, rock and roll and funk; the veritable epicenter of the carioca music scene.
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Samba performance in Carioca da Gema samba club, Lapa | JOHN MICHAELS/ALAM PHOTO ©

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1 Bonde

2 Escadaria Selarón

SIGHTS

3 Parque das Ruínas

SLEEPING

4 Hostel Lapa 166

5 Hotel Santa Teresa

6 Mama Ruisa

7 Mambembe Hostel

EATING

8 Bar do Mineiro

9 Bonde Boca

10 Cafe do Alto

see 5 Térèze

10 Cafe do Alto

DRINKING

& NIGHTLIFE

11 Bar do Gomez

ENTERTAINMENT

12 Beco do Rato

13 Carioca da Gema

14 Circo Voador

15 Fundição Progresso

16 Teatro Municipal

17 Teatro Rival

18 Vaca Atolada




TOP TIP

Catch a show in Lapa, be it samba at the Vaca Atolada, a rock concert at the Circo Voador or an immersion into Baile funk at the Fundição Progresso. Music is central to Rio’s – and Brazil’s – culture, and it’s a part of the carioca experience you won’t want to miss.




The Bonde

SANTA TERESA’S CHERISHED YELLOW TRAM CARS

The iconic yellow tram cars known as the bonde began running up and down Rio’s streets in 1859, first pulled by horses and then connected to electric tracks in the 1890s. Seventy years later, the bonde left the streets of greater Rio but remained in Santa Teresa, bringing residents up and down the hilltop enclave until a tragic accident in 2011 killed six and left 60 injured. The bonde was taken off the tracks, under much protest from residents, until it was reinstated in 2021. It remains an important symbol of these emblematic neighborhoods, and an essential part of the public transportation system.
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Circo Voador

BIRTHPLACE OF BRAZILIAN ROCK

Right next to the Arcos de Lapa sits one of the most well-known concert venues in the city, the Circo Voador. The Circo got its start at Arpoador beach in the 1980s, originally an improvised space where theater, dance and music troupes could practice and perform. Then, a project called Rock Voador transformed the Circo into sacred ground for the youth of the era, and it became the platform for launching the rock and roll movement in Brazil. The Circo was moved to Lapa at the end of 1982, where it remained open until 1996 when the mayor forced its closure and demolition. In 2002, after a long judicial fight, supporters of the Circo won the right to rebuild the venue, which operates to this day as one of the most coveted show spaces in Rio. Learn more about the history of the Circo or the rock and roll movement in Rio in Maria Juçá’s book Circo Voador – A Nave or Roberto Berliner’s documentary A Farra do Circo.
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Silversun Pickups perform at Circo Voador | RAPHAEL DIAS/GETTY IMAGES ©

Escadaria Selarón

BRIGHTLY COLORED STAIRCASE BY ARTIST SELARóN

Two hundred and fifty brightly decorated steps lead from Lapa to Santa Teresa, hand decorated by Chilean painter and ceramist Jorge Selarón. After traveling to more than 50 countries, Selarón settled in Rio in 1983 where he became annoyed by the deteriorating state of the staircase in front of his house. So, he started decorating it. Selarón sold paintings to finance his 125m-long masterpiece, which now includes more than 2000 individual tiles from 60 countries, with 300 hand-painted by the artist. Even after its completion, Selarón continued to change tiles until his death in 2022. The Escadaria Selarón is currently the third-most-visited tourist point in the city.
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Parque das Ruínas

STEAMPUNK MANSION WITH A VIEW

There are two reasons to go to the Parque das Ruínas: the building and the view. The latter is a spectacular, nearly 360-degree view that stretches from the center of Rio across the Baía de Guanabara to the Sugarloaf. You’ll be awestruck by the 1st floor. On your way up to the top, marvel at architect Ernani Freire’s ingenuity in turning the ruins of the Palacete Murtinho Nobre into a steampunk-in-the-jungle masterpiece. Check the park’s Instagram for a list of events and exhibitions.

[image: jpg]

Parque Das Ruínas | ANTONIOSOUZA97/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Fundição Progresso

INDEPENDENT CULTURAL CENTER

In an ancient factory next to the Arcos de Lapa (Carioca Aqueduct) is one of the largest independent cultural centers in the country, where art, culture, education and environment come together in an aim to create positive social impact. Founded in 1999 by Perfeito Fortuna, the Fundição functions as much as a development network for artists as a space for theater, circus, dance groups and musicians to practice and perform. One of the principal show spaces in the city, there is also a hanging garden that’s used as a laboratory for urban agriculture. Check the website for shows and events.
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MORE IN SANTA TERESA & LAPA

Art on the Street

GRAFFITI ART AND ATELIERS

Street art is at the heart of Santa Teresa. Some of the most renowned artists in the city got their start painting Santa’s streets. Join a Rio Street Art Tour to learn about graffiti culture and the artists driving the movement. Tours are in English by reservation and can take place across the city, featuring works by artists such as Marcelo Ment, Toz, Rafamon, Os Gemeos, Acme and Di Couto. You can even book a special tour with artist accompaniment.

If you’re in Rio in July and August you can join the Arte de Portas Abertas festival, a cultural event where artists of the neighborhood open the doors to their ateliers to visitors. Like most events in Rio, the festival usually turns into a street party.
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Street musicians, Santa Teresa | A. M. TEIXEIRA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


WHY I LOVE SANTA TERESA
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Marisa Paska, writer Santa Teresa is like a small town inside of a city, with the biggest concentration of artists, musicians and intellectuals driving the scene. Head to a bar at the Largo de Guimarães or the Largo das Neves and you’ll inevitably end up in a friendly debate with a university professor or have a cartooning contest with local street artists. It’s a place where people are involved in making positive changes – local politics are strong and residents create projects to support their causes. Santa is also the center for some of the best Carnaval street parties in the city, like the traditional Céu na Terra. It’s an otherworldly energy that can’t be missed.



Music, Ballet & Drag Queens

WHERE TO ENJOY MUSIC AND THEATER

Santa and Lapa are the heartbeat of Rio’s music scene. Everything from samba to rock or forró to funk can be found among the gritty streets and music venues here.


In Lapa, samba lovers can stop at Vaca Atolada or Beco do Rato for some of the most traditional samba in the city (forget about breathing room). For a more mellow samba experience, try Carioca da Gema, a samba club with jazz club–style seating.

Large performances of all genres are held at the Circo Voador or Fundição Progresso; the stately Teatro Municipal in Cinelândia hosts ballets, operas and orchestra shows. The nearby Teatro Rival supports a diverse range of performers; it’s most famous for the drag shows by trans artists it hosted even throughout Brazil’s repressive dictatorship.

WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN SANTA TERESA & LAPA

Território Aprazível

Chic Brazilian fare served on suspended bamboo terraces with expansive views of the city. $$$

Bonde Boca

A traditional kitchen with a heart of gold, where you’ll find hearty meals exploding with flavor. $

Bar do Mineiro

An institution on the Santa streets serving the best Minas Gerais dishes in the city. $$

Funk Culture

CARIOCA FUNK IT UP

Since its appearance on the scene in the 1970s, Carioca funk has exploded across both Brazil and the world. Popularized by DJ Marlboro’s 1989 album Funk Brasil, the genre takes its cues from Miami bass, freestyle, hip-hop and rap. Over time, Carioca funk developed its own danceable beat and made waves for its unbridled lyrical stylings and literal high volume. Funk is one of the most popular musical genres in Brazil today, and certainly the most polemic.

Lyrics can be pornographic, or speak openly about drug consumption and even trafficking, and critics of the genre claim it lacks creative prowess. Supporters insist that funk gives voice to a marginalized section of society – those from the favelas or the city’s outskirts – and strengthens their unique cultural identity. The lyrics, they say, reflect their daily reality.

Women funkeiros (funk artists) haven’t been excluded from the mix and in fact were key drivers to the genre’s internationality. Singer Tati Quebra-Barranco was one of the first famous female funk voices and became a symbol of female empowerment for her lyrics, while Deize Tigrona’s song ‘Injecão’ was used as the basis for MIA’s ‘Bucky Done Gun.’

While most baile funks (funk dance parties), where the music is on showcase, take place in favelas in the city’s far reaches, funk can be found across Rio. The Fundição Progresso in Lapa is home to a development program for up-and-coming artists called #EstudoFunk, where funkeiros learn how to turn music into a full-fledged career.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN SANTA TERESA & LAPA

Hotel Santa Teresa

One of the most luxurious hotels in the city, a stay at HST is worth treating yourself to. $$$

Mambembe Hostel

Clean rooms, helpful staff, cool common areas and a great vibe right next to Lapa. $

Hostel Lapa 166

An old facade hides a clean and organized hostel in the heart of Lapa. $

Casa 48 Guesthouse

Lovely private suites with breathtaking views make the uphill walk home very worthwhile. $$

Mama Ruisa

Well-loved boutique hotel with a central location, large rooms and delicious breakfast. $$$



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN SANTA TERESA & LAPA

Cafe do Alto

This Northeastern Brazilian joint is well known for its overloaded, crowd-drawing brunch. $$

Térèze

French haute cuisine with an exceptional view, perfect for a sunset cocktail or a star-studded dinner. $$$

Bar do Gomez

Informal and friendly traditional boteco set in a 1920s corner warehouse that always delivers a good vibe. $



CENTRO, PORTO MARAVILHA & ZONA NORTE

HISTORY AND NIGHTLIFE


The central zone of Rio boasts enough museums, ateliers and galleries to make art lovers swoon, while the newly renovated Porto Maravilha is a hub of attractions. You’ll find everything from street art to a giant observation wheel, plus the revitalized Pier Mauá where technology conferences, gastronomy weeks and art fairs are held.

The port’s renovations uncovered several sites important to Rio’s African history, which were subsequently preserved as cultural heritage, making this zone the ideal spot to learn about Brazil beyond white colonialism.
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Museu de Amanhã | SERGIO SHUMOFF/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Sambadrome

SIGHTS

2 A Gentil Carioca

3 AquaRio

4 Armazém Docas Dom Pedro II

5 Cultural Center of the Bank of Brazil

6 Mural Etnias

7 Museu de Arte do Rio

8 Museu do Amanhã

9 Pedra do Sal

10 Pier Mauá

11 Rio Star Observation Wheel

12 Valongo Pier

SLEEPING

13 Casa Nova Hotel

14 Hotel Vila Galé Rio de Janeiro

15 Prodigy Santos Dumont

16 Sanga Urbana

17 Selinas Hostel




TOP TIP

Whether you’re looking for an evening samba at Pedra do Sal, a forró fest at Estudiantina or heading to one of the many nightclubs, the central zone of Rio is where to go to dance ‘til you drop. Leave your valuables at home, take a taxi and don’t forget to hydrate.






Museu do Amanhã

IT’S TIME TO THINK ABOUT TOMORROW

Rio’s Museu do Amanhã (Museum of Tomorrow) is an interactive science museum that raises the question: what will our world look like 50 years from now? Permanent and temporary exhibitions help visitors to understand the effect that humans have on the natural world and our potential role in changing the outcome of tomorrow. The jewel of the newly renovated Praça Mauá, the museum’s extraordinary structure was designed by Spanish architect Santiago Calatrava, is covered in photovoltaic panels and was LEED-certified by the Green Building Council.
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Pier Mauá

MAKING RIO’S CENTER EVEN MORE MARVELOUS

The recently renovated Pier Mauá is making a name for itself on the Rio scene. The waterfront warehouse spaces host everything from tech conferences to art fairs to raging parties, all with views of Baía de Guanabara. External walls are decorated with street art murals, like the Guinness record–winning Mural Etnias, and integrated with the VLT tram for easy access. Towards the end of the pier you’ll find Rio’s aquarium AquaRio, the Rio Star Observation Wheel, and the port for arriving cruise ships, all part of the urban revitalization project recently undertaken in the area known as Porto Maravilha.
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Rio Star Observation Wheel | DONATAS DABRAVOLSKAS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Circuito Pequena África

TOUR RIO’S BLACK HISTORY

The Circuit of Little Africa tour takes you through 12 sites central to black history in Brazil. The tour, which was contrived by the Instituto de Pretos Novos (IPN; Institute of the New Blacks), includes sites that were uncovered during Porto Maravilha renovations and subsequently proclaimed Cultural Patrimony by the city of Rio and the UN. Stops include the Armazém Docas Dom Pedro II, built by black engineer André Rebouças, a champion to the abolitionist cause who refused slave labor for the construction; and the Valongo Pier, once the largest port in the world for arriving slaves. Join in Saturdays from 9am to 11am, free of charge with confirmed participation (Portuguese only). Tours in English can be organized via the IPN’s website.


Sambódromo

CARNAVAL’S CENTER STAGE

The Sambódromo da Marquês de Sapucaí is the home of Rio Carnaval’s spectacular samba parades, and while it may not be the most beautiful construction in the city, the 700m-long runway is iconic, both for its architecture and the history it holds. Officially named the Passarela Professor Darcy Ribeiro, the Sambódromo was designed by Brazilian architectural legend Oscar Niemeyer, who is also famous for designing the spaceship-like Contemporary Art Museum (MAC) in Niterói and the UN headquarters in New York City. The Sambódromo was completed in 1958, on the same site where the samba schools already held their annual parade. It also hosts concerts and events, has its own on-site Museum of Samba and even held part of the 2016 Olympic Games. Pro tip: check out the Sambódromo outside of the Carnaval season. From December on, the samba schools hold rehearsals on weekend evenings, where you can enjoy the vibe or even join in.
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Dancer at the Sambódromo | CHRISTIAN ENDER/GETTY IMAGES ©

Pedra do Sal

EPICENTER OF AFRICAN CULTURE

Birthplace to the first carioca sambas and even the first Carnaval bloco (block party), Pedra do Sal was once a meeting point for the dockworkers of Rio, as well as the main access to the Morro da Conceição. Its name, Salt Rock, came from the salt shipments unloaded from arriving ships. After the Paraguayan War in the 1860s, the region became so concentrated with an Afro-Brazilian population that it was unofficially baptized Little Africa and turned into the epicenter of African culture in Rio de Janeiro. Tradition continues to this day with an animated open-air roda de samba every Monday evening.


MORE IN CENTRO, PORTO MARAVILHA & ZONA NORTE

The Church of Football 

WATCH A MATCH AT THE MARACANã

Football is more than a religion in Brazil – it’s a way of life. The country virtually stands still when the national team plays in the World Cup, and similarly, the city stops when its top clubs go head to head, when all eyes turn towards the Maracanã. The Maracanã was inaugurated on June 16, 1950, and has been the heart and soul of carioca football ever since. At the time, it was the largest stadium in the world, capable of holding nearly 200,000 spectators. Its first World Cup match was played a week later, with Brazil beating Mexico 4 to 0. Prior to the 2014 World Cup, the Maracanã was modernized to fit Fifa’s standards, substituting the standing-room-style seating for stadium chairs and reducing spectator capacity to just under 80,000 people.

The stadium is easily accessed by metro, and tickets are available online or at the door, although pre-purchase gives you more seating options. The torcidos (fan clubs) congregate behind their respective goals for nonstop singing, drumming and heckling, while the west section offers a (relatively) calmer experience. Bring sunscreen and beer money.

Note: watching football is always done with other members of your torcida, so as to avoid potential conflict. Certain bars will be taken over by those cheering for Botafogo (black and white) and other bars for those cheering for Fluminense (red and green), however it’s mostly the iconic red-and-black jerseys of Flamengo that you’ll see around, because even in soccer-obsessed Brazil, Flamengo can boast the largest fan base in the country. If you’re ever unsure of what to wear on a night out, sporting your team’s jersey will always be in fashion.
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Maracanã stadium | A.RICARDO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST PLACES TO EAT & DRINK IN CENTRO, PORTO MARAVILHA & ZONA NORTE

Lilia

Creative and chic without pretension, Lilia is a lunchtime favorite for those in the city’s center. $$

Cafe Téro

An oasis of charm in the Morro de Conceição offering homemade, artisanal pastas and irreverent mock- and cocktails. $$

Confeitaria Colombo

Perhaps the most famous sweet-ery in the city is known as much for its resplendent decor as its cakes and pastries. $

Labuta Bar

Unpretentious mouthwatering bar fare enjoyed carioca style – on bar stools and beach chairs on the street out front. $



Rio on Exhibit

FOR THE CULTURALLY MINDED

The center of Rio is full of galleries and exhibition centers, and is the perfect place to get a global view on Brazil’s artistic universe. Both the Cultural Center of the Bank of Brazil (CCBB) and the Museu de Arte do Rio (MAR; Rio Art Museum) are institutional museums that host exhibitions and educational offerings from Brazilian and international artists alike. The CCBB is located inside a beautifully preserved neoclassical building in the center. The MAR, located in the Praça Mauá, connected together the historical Dom Jõao VI Palace and an old bus terminal via modern sky bridge and terrace, and was purpose built as part of the Porto Maravilha urban renovation project.

Smaller galleries in the area, such as A Gentil Carioca, a contemporary gallery founded by three local artists, feature up-and-coming artists and are key drivers of the artistic conversation in the city. Don’t miss a stop at the Fabrica Bhering, a giant warehouse space with multiple artist ateliers in a perfectly gritty urban setting that’s open to public visits. It’s as much of an artistic immersion as it is a social vibe, with a ground-floor cafe, a rooftop terrace and even a used bookstore, making it an easy place to while away hours. The center is also host to the city’s largest art fair, ArtRio, which takes place annually in September at the Pier Mauá’s warehouses, with artists in exhibition from around the world.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN CENTRO, PORTO MARAVILHA & ZONA NORTE

Sanga Urbana

A quiet, comfortable and clean hostel with a yoga studio and vegetarian restaurant. $

Hotel Vila Galé Rio de Janeiro

A colonial villa in the center of Rio with spacious rooms and a large pool. $$

Prodigy Santos Dumont

A comfortable hotel and great breakfast with exceptional views over the Guanabara Bay. $$

Casa Nova Hotel

A well-organized hotel with friendly staff and a rooftop pool. $$

Selinas Hostel

Popular hostel with a rooftop deck and option for private rooms. $$



WHERE TO PARTY IN CENTRO, PORTO MARAVILHA & ZONA NORTE

Sacadura 154

A for-rent event space hosting some of the best dance parties in the city. Check Instagram for upcoming events.

Wells Beer & BBQ

Artisanal beer and BBQ bar in the center of Rio that’s home to all-night samba and street parties.

Gafieira Estudantina

The place to go if you’re serious about dancing. Each night hosts a different musical style.

Rio Scenarium

Vintage decor and popular music make this weird and wild club on the Rua de Lavradio a worthwhile attraction.

Bar Dellas

A truly unpretentious, local haunt that guarantees a good time and ice-cold beers.

Heaven Club

Three-level, two-dance-floor techno and house club in Rio’s center popular with the gay crowd.



SãO CONRADO, BARRA & RECREIO DOS BANDEIRANTES

NATURE AND SPORTS


São Conrado, Barra and Recreio dos Bandeirantes, also known as the Zona Oeste, are less developed and often more reminiscent of rural Brazil. Prices are lower and service is slower, but conversation is one of the main sports. There’s also surfing, kitesurfing, skateboarding, paragliding, hang-gliding, stand-up paddling and serious trekking. More laid-back travelers will enjoy deserted beaches, rustic oceanfront restaurants and spectacular views.
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Hang gliding towards São Conrado Beach | LAZYLLAMA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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SIGHTS

1 PIlha da Gigoia

2 Joantinga

3 Museu Casa do Pontal

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4 Pedra Bonita

5 Pedra da Gávea

6 Praça Duó SkatePark

7 Small Riders Surf House

SLEEPING

8 Grand Hyatt Rio

see 7 Longboard Paradise Hostel

9 More RJ Hostel

10 Pousada Barra Sol

see 1 Pousada da Gigoia

EATING

11 Ocya

12 Pura Rio Vegan

13 Soga Beach Club

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 1 Bar do Caiçara




TOP TIP

If it doesn’t scare you, go flying. Paragliding and hang-gliding are both viable options, and both leave from the Pedra Bonita launchpad. Contact Xplora Crew (xploracrew.com) to organize your flight.





Grumari Beach

UNDEVELOPED COASTAL BEAUTY

In between Recreio and Barra de Guaratiba is a little piece of sandy paradise. The undeveloped beach of Grumari is a dream in and of itself, and visiting is like being transported to a sandy jungle coastline far away from city life. You can enjoy breathtaking natural surroundings, yet still have enough beach vendors to keep you rolling in cold coconuts. Note: at the end of the beach closest to Recreio is the Praia de Abrico, the only nudist beach in the area.
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Grumari Beach | RANIMIRO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Praça Duó Skatepark

THE BEST SKATEPARK IN RIO

An old amphitheater transformed into a beachfront skatepark, Praça Duó is frequented by cariocas of all ages. Located at the beginning of Barra, the skatepark has a street skate zone and a large transition bowl with illumination to allow for nighttime skating. The square is walking distance from the metro, free to enter and great for all levels. There are a number of small skate schools offering lessons at the park so just ask if you’re looking to learn. Skate with friendly locals or show up to watch one of the competitions hosted here throughout the year.

[image: jpg]

Praça Duó skatepark | FERNANDA BALSTER/FOTOARENA/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©


Joatinga

TUCKED-AWAY BEACH WITH DRAMATIC CLIFFS

In between São Conrado and Barra de Tijuca is one of the loveliest little hidden beaches in Rio. Set at the foot of dramatic beachfront cliffs, Joatinga is located inside a condominium of houses in the neighborhood called Joá. It’s a tiny beach, with only 300m of sand that virtually disappears at high tide, but it’s a favorite for its exceptional beauty and relative exclusivity. Access to the beach is through the condominium, which not everyone realizes is open to beach-goers, and as relatively few public transport options pass there, the crowds are limited, making for a more laid-back beach day.
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Joatinga Beach | VITORMARIGO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Ilha da Gigoia

ISLANDS IN THE CITY

In between the neighborhoods of Joá and Barra de Tijuca is an area called Barrinha, where the river holds a set of nine small islands divided by a series of canals. The islands are accessible only by boat taxi, which you can find just behind the Jardim Oceânico metro station. The most well-known is Ilha da Gigoia, which has a few thousand inhabitants and a small number of cafes, restaurants and even one or two guesthouses where you can spend the night. Hop on a boat to grab lunch or a sunset beer at one of the canal-front eateries. Bar do Caiçara is a classic, or make a reservation at Ocyá on Ilha Primeira for a special night out.
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Ilha da Gigoia | IMANTSU/GETTY IMAGES ©


Museu Casa do Pontal

BRAZILIAN POPULAR ART MUSEUM

The largest museum for popular art in Brazil, the Museu Casa do Pontal is an important reference in Brazilian culture. The experience here was considered by Unesco to be one of the most complete anthropological offerings about the Brazilian people. The museum sits inside an ecological reserve in Recreio dos Bandeirantes, with gardens designed to integrate into the landscape and a 5000-sq-meter exhibition space. There is also a full calendar of events and theatrical guided visits for students and tourists.
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Museu Casa do Pontal | MJ PHOTOGRAPHY/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

Bira Restaurant

LUNCH ALL DAY LONG

Known for its incredible seafood, Bira restaurant is a tourist attraction in its own right. Located in Barra de Guaratiba, a relatively undeveloped far-west region of Rio, going to eat at Bira is like being transported to rural Brazil, where everyone is smiling, no-one’s in a rush and each plate has enough food for three. You’ll be treated to traditional fisherman recipes perfected over years, in a rustic setting surrounded by mangroves. Be forewarned: a lunch at Bira can easily turn into an all-day event. Open Thursday to Sunday, and holidays, by reservation only.


MORE IN SãO CONRADO, BARRA & RECREIO DOS BANDEIRANTES

Trekkable Heights

HIKE UP RIO’S ICONIC PEAKS

There are many peaks you can hike in Rio, with the best in Zona Oeste. Pedra da Gávea is a difficult, six-hour climb with hugely rewarding views and the possibility to camp at the top; while at the far end of Grumari Beach you’ll find Pedra do Telégrafo, a beautiful precipice allowing for the most Instagrammable photos. Pedra Bonita is the easiest trek – it’s only about 40 minutes each way – yet the views are just as breathtaking. Pedra Bonita is also the launch point for para- and hang-gliders. Even if you’re not looking to soar, it’s still exciting to watch the flyers jump off the cliffside.
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Pedra Bonita | VINNIKAVA VIKTORYIA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Surf Culture

WAVES GALORE IN THE WEST

Zona Oeste is a mecca for surfers, with long, uncrowded coastlines and some of the best waves in Rio. It’s no surprise that surf culture is thriving, with projects popping up across the zone to support the surfing community. At Praia da Macumba in Recreio dos Bandeirantes, life is all about longboarding, and Small Riders Surf House is ground zero. There is an on-site restaurant and coworking space, a small art gallery and a display of gorgeous classic surf crafts – favorites by Caio Teixeira Surfboards. Music and events are frequent on weekends; check on Instagram. If you’re looking for a custom-made board for your stay, contact Suzana Till, the creator of Mulheres Fazendo Pranchas, whose elegant surfboards are enviable in the water. For more female surf action, check out the Bailarinas do Mar, a longboard surf-gal crew whose meetups are soul affirming and open to all. Both are also on Instagram.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN SãO CONRADO, BARRA & RECREIO DOS BANDEIRANTES

More RJ Hostel

Peaceful and impeccably clean hostel located close to Barrinha, with lovely views. $

Longboard Paradise Hostel

Hostel on the beachfront in Macumba Beach with surf lessons on offer. $

Grand Hyatt Rio

Uncontested luxury between Praia da Reserva and the Marapendi Lagoon. $$$

Pousada da Gigoia

Informal yet comfortable B&B on the island of Gigoia. $

Pousada Barra Sol

Unfussy, clean lodgings with a central location at the beginning of Barra de Tijuca. $



WHERE TO EAT IN SÃO CONRADO, BARRA & RECREIO DOS BANDEIRANTES

Pura Rio Vegan

A small, laid-back vegan restaurant in Barrinha with creative dishes and an attentive staff. $

Soga Beach Club

This beach kiosk on the Sao Conrado strand has become the place to be on a Sunday afternoon. $$

Ocyá

High-end seafood cuisine on Ilha Primeira, a small island in Barrinha accessible only by boat.$$$





SÃO PAULO
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BRAZILIAN MEGACITY OFFERING UNMATCHED DIVERSITY


Packed with culinary highlights, dynamic art, exhilarating nightlife and diverse cultural attractions, São Paulo is one city you won’t want to miss.
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Straight off the bat, we’re calling it: São Paulo is one of the coolest cities on the planet. But given this pulsating megalopolis of 22 million is the cultural, food and nightlife capital of Brazil, it shouldn’t come as a surprise. At least not to paulistanos, who’ll be the first to claim they live in the greatest city on Earth.

With elegant, old-fashioned skyscrapers that rival those in New York City, pockets of grandeur reminiscent of Rome, a culinary scene as dynamic as Tokyo’s, the electrified energy of Bangkok, a more LGBTIQ+-friendly vibe than Amsterdam, and romance and nightlife on par with Paris and Berlin – all fueled by a tropical backbeat of samba and caipirinha – this edgy, cosmopolitan city is where it’s at.

Among it all is plenty of ugly concrete, and yes, the weather can be fickle in the ‘land of drizzle’ (pack that umbrella). You’ll get traffic jams (which big city doesn’t?), and poverty in places can be confronting (though it’s much safer than most US cities), but the legendary Brazilian love for life far outweighs any cons.

Long before diversity became a buzzword, São Paulo was a living example of where race, religion, skin color and sexuality bind into everyday life. It’s home to the biggest Japanese and Italian communities outside their respective countries – along with Middle Eastern immigrants and ethnic groups from across Brazil – so to call it simply ‘multicultural’ would be an understatement. But before the Portuguese arrived, the indigenous Tupi people had resided in the area for thousands of years. Today, topics of colonization and slavery are open for discussion as the city revisits dark chapters of its history.

As well as being South America’s most progressive city, São Paulo is one of its most cultured and sophisticated. The food scene is renowned, with local chefs creating Brazilian gastronomy to go with artisanal cocktails and buzzing botecos (neighborhood bars). It’s sporting mad, too – football is an unmatched passion of locals. Throw in a world-class art scene, beautiful green spaces, astonishing street art and festivals, and you start to get an idea of why this is a city at the top of its game.
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Museu de Arte de São Paulo | ALISON NUNES CALAZANS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

AVENIDA PAULISTA, JARDINS & AROUND

Sampa’s cultural and financial center.

CENTRO & AROUND

Gritty downtown crammed with culture.

PARQUE IBIRAPUERA & AROUND

Modernist architecture and art-filled parkland.

PINHEIROS, VILA MADALENA & AROUND

Bohemian foodie and nightlife enclave.






Find Your Way


The sheer size of São Paulo may appear intimidating at first glance, but thanks to an efficient, far-reaching metro system and ever-ready fleet of rideshare taxis, it’s a pretty easy city to navigate. If you can manage to avoid rush hour, getting around will be even easier.
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Plan Your Time


There’s a lot to take in, so you’ll need to be painstakingly selective in prioritizing what galleries, sights, restaurants and bars to visit. Otherwise, just plan to stay a bit longer!
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Mercado Municipal de São Paulo | RAFAEL TOMAZI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


DAY 1

Morning

• Start at Luz cultural precinct to take in its historical railway station and Museu da Língua Portuguesa before checking out Brazilian modern art at Pinacoteca de São Paulo. For lunch, head to Mercado Municipal de São Paulo for a mortadella sandwich.

Afternoon

• Walk the length of Av Paulista as you visit its cultural centers and SESC Paulista for stunning views. Don’t miss MASP for works by the world’s master painters.

Evening

• Enjoy a rooftop aperitivo at Seen before settling in at D.O.M. for gastronomic Brazilian fare. If you’re looking to kick on, Rua Augusta’s heady bar scene awaits.




DAY 2

Morning

• Head downtown to gritty República for modernist skyscrapers and old-school espresso before grabbing breakfast at modern Cuia Café e Restaurante. Check out Rua Augusta, then have lunch at the acclaimed A Casa do Porco.

Afternoon

• Wander across the bridge to Centro for a succession of cultural and architectural highlights. Check out Sampa’s countercultural crowd at Galeria do Rock.

Evening

• Make a reservation at rooftop Notiê for contemporary Brazilian before heading to the regal Theatro Municipal for a cocktail at Arcos Bar, then catch a performance.




DAY 3

Morning

• Start off with a cuppa at Coffee Lab before exploring Vila Madalena’s famed street art at Beco do Batman. Head across to Parque Ibirapuera to cycle around modernist architecture, museums and galleries. Treat yourself to a rooftop lunch with spectacular views at Vista.

Afternoon

• If you’re not too exhausted, Museu do Ipiranga is another blockbuster attraction, a 15-minute taxi ride away. Otherwise, check out Liberdade for local Japanese culture.

Evening

• Head to Pinheiros and settle in at a boteco for traditional food and fruity caipirinha. Then hit the town for classy cocktails and samba clubs till dawn.



You’ll Also Want to…

In a city of this size there’s countless ways to spend your time – the epicurean highlights are just the beginning.

CATCH A FOOTBALL GAME

Few football fans are as passionate as Brazilians. Experience it first-hand at a game or Museu do Futebol.
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ATTEND A FESTIVAL

From Carnaval and the Pride Parade to the Bienal de São Paulo and São Paulo Grand Prix, the city has a packed calendar of events.
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GO ON A WALKING TOUR

A walking tour that takes in São Paulo’s most celebrated sights offers plenty of cultural insights to what makes this city tick.
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EAT IN ZONA NORTE

Don’t miss the north zone’s gastronomic highlights like Mocotó for northeastern cuisine and Bar do Luiz Fernandes for its bolinhos (croquettes).

[image: jpg]
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EXPERIENCE LGBTIQ+ CULTURE

São Paulo has a strong LGBTIQ+ community. República and Rua Frei Caneca are home to lively scenes.
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SAMPLE CRAFT BEER

The craft beer revolution is here to stay in São Paulo. Hopheads will be in their element sampling Brazilan ales in the city’s many cervejarias (breweries).
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TRY PIZZA PAULISTANA

Given São Paulo has one of the world’s largest Italian communities, it’s no surprise that its pizza paulistana is a huge culinary attraction.
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AVENIDA PAULISTA, JARDINS & AROUND

SAMPA’S CULTURAL AND FINANCIAL CENTER


What Times Square is to New York City, Av Paulista is to São Paulo: both the tourist epicenter and a place where locals gather en masse to celebrate anything from New Year’s Eve to Brazil winning the World Cup. The place known for political demonstrations is also the site for São Paulo’s huge Pride Parade, making this a hub for not just democracy but diversity too.

Beyond Av Paulista are some of Sampa’s ritziest neighborhoods, with Jardins, Higienópolis and Jardim Paulista home to the swankiest restaurants, hotels, galleries and high-end shopping. Nightlife is also a big lure – Rua Augusta is famous for its hedonistic club scene, while Rua Frei Caneca is the main drag for LGBTIQ+ culture.
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Sunday antique fair at Museu de Arte de São Paulo | WTONDOSSANTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Mirante SESC Paulista

2 Museu de Arte de São Paulo (MASP)

3 Parque Trianon

SIGHTS

4 Casa das Rosas

5 Instituto Moreira Salles

6 Japan House

7 Mequi 1000

8 Museu Judaico de São Paulo

9 Museu Xingu

10 Parque Augusta

11 Prédio da FIESP

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

12 Escola de Samba Vai-vai

EATING

13 Calçadão Urbanoide

14 Charco

15 D.O.M.

16 Frevo

17 Murakami

18 Pão de Queijo Haddock Lobo

19 Picchi

20 Restaurante Président

21 Taquería La Sabrosa

22 Z Deli Sandwiches

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

23 Dogma

24 Presidenta

25 Soul Café

ENTERTAINMENT

26 Centro Cultural Afrika

see 24 La Reve Club

27 Selva

28 Studio SP

SHOPPING

29 Água de Coco

30 Galeria Melissa

31 Havaianas




TOP TIP

For the best atmosphere, visit Av Paulista on a Sunday when the entire street is pedestrian-only (7am to 4pm), with market stalls, street performers and an antique market beneath MASP. The metro line runs directly beneath the avenue with three stops along its length to ensure easy access.




Parque Trianon

TRANQUIL BIRD-FILLED FOREST

A remarkable find dead-center in Av Paulista’s concrete jungle is this remnant of Brazilian Atlantic Forest. Sitting across from MASP, the mini swathe of rainforest (which once covered 330 million acres of Brazil) is a peaceful city escape to forest-bathe among 135 species of plants including native araribá, juçara palm and jequitibá – the largest of the Atlantic Forest trees. Along the way, you’ll pass art sculptures and plenty of birdlife. It may seem a bit sketchy, but police presence ensures a safe stroll.
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Parque Trianon | FELIPECBIT/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Mirante SESC Paulista

PREPARE TO BE HUMBLED

For a different perspective of Sampa’s prized avenue, head up to the 17th floor of the SESC Paulista cultural center with stunning rooftop views. Unlike at the city’s other observation decks, entry is free and you’ll get a sense of not only Av Paulista’s grandeur, but of the sheer scope of São Paulo itself. Seeing just how far the city’s high-rises span into the horizon is astounding. Note that the viewing deck is closed if it’s raining; however, you can still get views from the terrace bistro at Café Terraço over a drink or a meal.
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View from SESC Paulista | BEATRIZALEXANDRE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Museu de Arte de São Paulo (MASP)

MODERN ART AND ARCHITECTURE

Arguably the city’s most famous cultural landmark is this much-loved art gallery, home to all the big names under one roof. But with its unique hanging ‘crystal easels,’ it’s the art you’ll be appreciating, not the names – the likes of Picasso and Van Gogh are strategically listed on the back to allow visitors to engage with the works rather than their repute. Showcasing contemporary Brazilian works, its other temporary galleries are equally a highlight. The building itself is also an attraction – a brutalist structure hoisted above by four red pillars, it’s a design that divides those who either love it or loathe it. Entry is free on Tuesday and the third Thursday of the month.




MORE IN AVENIDA PAULISTA, JARDINS & AROUND

Cultural Paulista

ART, HISTORY AND CULTURAL DIVERSITY

Av Paulista may be São Paulo’s high-flying financial district but thanks to its spread of cultural attractions, there’s nothing soulless about this area.

For a glimpse of what it once looked like, drop by Casa das Rosas, a French-influenced mansion built in 1935. Today it’s a museum with rotating exhibitions on the days this was a residential area for coffee barons. Among the handful of remaining art nouveau mansions is Mequi 1000, São Paulo’s most famous McDonald’s complete with a colonnaded facade.

At the top of Av Paulista is the slick Instituto Moreira Salles, a cultural center with world-class photography exhibitions, art-house cinema and classy Balaio IMS restaurant. At its other end is Japan House, dedicated entirely to Japanese culture – a salute to the city’s Japanese community, the largest outside Japan. Outside, the iconic 52m-high mural of Oscar Niemeyer by renowned Sampa street artist Eduardo Kobra is a tribute to Brazil’s famed modernist architect.


In the street’s middle lies Prédio da FIESP, most notable for its 92m-high pyramidal digital canvas that famously screened a tribute to Pelé upon his passing in 2022.

Nearby, tiny Museu Xingu has a fascinating collection of Amazonian artifacts, plus a fair-trade gift shop with wonderful jewelry and handmade souvenirs. Museu Judaico de São Paulo gives a lowdown of Brazilian Jewish history within a heritage-listed synagogue (c 1932). Escola de Samba Vai-vai is a famed samba school at the site of the former Quilombo da Saracura, and Centro Cultural Afrika is dedicated to black culture with evening performances.

For galleries, head to Higienópolis to check out its stately Museu de Arte Brasileira and nearby mansion of Paço das Artes.
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THE BEAUTIFUL GAME

Synonymous with Brazil’s national identity, futebol is life, and in São Paulo you’ll find some of the most passionate supporters in the world. Even if you’re not a fan of the ‘beautiful game,’ attending a match – or watching a World Cup game with locals – is a memorable experience. Local teams include Corinthians, Palmeiras, São Paulo and Pelé’s former club Santos, who all play in the Campeonato Brasileiro Série A (April to November).

Museu do Futebol offers cultural insights and the chance to ride all the ups and downs, from the triumph of winning five World Cups to the despair of the nation’s losses. There are plenty of interactive features, including stepping up to take a penalty goal shoot.



WHERE TO GO FOR COCKTAILS

Seen

Fashionable rooftop bar of the five-star Hotel Tivoli Mofarrej for sunset cocktails among suave decor.

Riviera Bar

Local institution evoking old-world charm with an inviting curved bar, and famous for its Fitzgerald cocktail.

Bar Astor

Corner retro cocktail bar on Rua Oscar Freire with an open deck to enjoy well-mixed concoctions.

High Life on Rua Oscar Freire

FINE DINING AND HIGH-END SHOPPING

Running a few blocks parallel to Av Paulista is São Paulo’s other famous street, the tree-lined Rua Oscar Freire. It’s one of the world’s most luxurious shopping strips so comparisons with Rodeo Drive are inevitable. As with its LA counterpoint, even if you’re not in the market for the latest Vuitton handbag or Armani suit, it’s worth visiting for the people-watching (think Chihuahuas clutched in purses) alone.

Running through the wealthy Jardins neighborhood, this famous fashion street may be home to all the luxury brands but right among them is an homage to the humble flip-flop. Brazilian brands don’t get more famous than Havaianas, and here you’ll find its flagship store dedicated to both classic and one-off designs. Other Brazilian boutiques include Água de Coco for local-designed swimwear and Galeria Melissa, the high-end plastic footwear brand with designers ranging from Vivienne Westwood and Zaha Hadid to acclaimed locals.

Going hand in hand with retail therapy are stops for food and refreshments, and there’s plenty of those in the vicinity. In addition to classy D.O.M., options include Restaurante Président for upmarket French cuisine by chef Érick Jacquin; Murakami for award-winning Japanese food; Michelin-starred Picchi for Italian fine dining; and Charco for a nine-course degustation menu of southern Brazilian fare.

If you want something more casual, Z Deli Sandwiches does one of the best burgers in the city, while Pão de Queijo Haddock Lobo has done a brisk trade in pão de queijo (Brazilian cheese bread) since 1968. Dogma has a taproom here for beer lovers.


BEST PLACES TO EAT

D.O.M.

Contemporary Amazonian-inspired cuisine by celebrity chef Alex Atala; regularly nominated on the world’s ‘top 50’ lists. $$$

Balaio IMS

Casual diner run by Rodrigo Oliveira of Mocotó fame, offering modern northeastern Brazilian dishes and cocktails. $$

Jiquitaia

Contemporary Brazilian cuisine by chef Marcelo Bastos, including a fantastic cachaça drinks list. $$

Tordesilhas

This pioneering restaurant takes on regional Brazilian dishes with a contemporary twist. $$

Kan Suke

Intimate, Michelin-starred sushi bar with delectable dishes prepared by sushi master Keisuke Egashira. $$



WHERE TO GO FOR COFFEE

Santo Grão

Streetside bistro doing Rua Oscar Freire’s best single-origin Brazilian coffee, plus breakfasts, brunch and cocktails.

Fechado

More than a bar, this inviting spot does hearty brekkies and quality coffees using Brazilian beans available by the bag.

Padaria Bella Paulista

Famous bakery just off Av Paulista that’s open 24 hours for breakfasts, coffee, lunch and cocktails.


Clubbing on Rua Augusta

A NIGHT ON THE TOWN

Offering a showcase of Sampa’s diversity, Rua Augusta’s stretch of clubs is where you’ll find all walks of life to party till the sun comes up. Though the area has become more gentrified than in the sordid days gone by, it retains its hedonist edge, where scenesters, gringos, emos, clubbers, artists, trans, gay, young, old and mainstream come to mingle as one.

By day, Rua Augusta paints a very different picture. Though São Paulo may not have a beach, Parque Augusta is the city’s new hotspot for those in bikinis and bathers to head to when the sun’s shining. For all-important coffee, Soul Café, tucked down a side alley, does fantastic filters using Brazilian beans, while across the road old-school Frevo has been serving its famous sandwiches since 1956. If tacos are on your mind, Taquería La Sabrosa is the real deal. And if you’re still to make up your mind, Calçadão Urbanoide has you covered with a food-truck complex comprising bars, burgers and global cuisine.

But it’s from around 10pm when the area truly comes alive and all tribes converge. You can’t really go wrong with any clubs and bars, so check out a few spots to feel the vibe they offer. La Reve Club in a colonial-era building is a good all-rounder with DJs to show off your dance moves; likewise, Selva attracts a mixed fun-loving crowd. Studio SP is the place for live music, while Presidenta is a cool, intimate underground bar where things get loose. In the street, take care of your belongings, particularly with passing cyclists looking to snatch phones.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY

Soul Hostel

Cozy backpacker well placed one street back from Av Paulista. $

Tapera Hostel

Attached to a lanchonete (snack bar), with a more localized feel and very friendly staff. $

Pousada Zilah

A taste of old-world Sampa, with mosaics, stained-glass windows and garden setting. $$

Rosewood

Hip design hotel set in an Italianate villa, with stylish art, an alluring pool plus bars and restaurants. $$

Hotel Fasano

The city’s swankiest luxury hotel, with classy rooftop pool and rooms decked in modernist furnishings. $$$



WHERE TO CATCH LIVE MUSIC

Blue Note

Classy NYC-style music bar on Av Paulista, with live jazz, samba, blues and bossa nova.

Rabo di Galo

Atmospheric bar in the Rosewood hotel with live samba; it provides instruments for punters to play along.

Barretto

Intimate bar ins’ide the Hotel Fasano famous for jazz and samba by quality local musicians and the odd celebrity.



CENTRO & AROUND

GRITTY DOWNTOWN CRAMMED WITH CULTURE


São Paulo’s gritty downtown is enthralling. Though it’s seen better days, it’s also seen much worse, and in recent years some of Sampa’s hottest bars, restaurants and cafes have moved into the slowly gentrified area, transforming it into an epicurean and nightlife destination. Packed with architectural masterpieces, art museums and historical landmarks, downtown’s distinct areas – Luz, República, Sé, Liberdade, São Bento and Santa Cecilia – offer excellent sightseeing too.

Among the grand churches and skyscrapers, you’ll witness the broad spectrum of humanity on show. Here office workers, sex workers, hipsters, tourists, drag queens and celebrity chefs all go about their business. Though it’s perfectly safe to walk here during the day, the level of homelessness and substance abuse can be an eye-opener. Avoid walking at night; take an Uber instead.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Edifício Itália

2 Mercado Municipal

3 Theatro Municipal

SIGHTS

4 Edifício Copan

5 Edifício Esther

6 Estação da Luz

7 Memorial da Resistência

8 Museu da Língua Portuguesa

9 Museu de Arte Sacra

10 Museu Histórico da Imigração Japonesa

11 Parque da Luz

see 7 Pina Estação

12 Pinacoteca Contemporânea

13 Pinacoteca de São Paulo

14 Praça da República

15 Templo Busshinji

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

16 Minhocão

EATING

see 4 Bar da Dona Onça

17 Cora Restaurante

see 4 Cuia Café e Restaurante

18 Holy Burger

19 Johny's

20 Lamen Kazu

21 Restaurante Lamen ASKA

22 Tabuleiro do Acarajé

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

23 Bar Bagaceira

24 Bar Moela

see 4 Café Floresta

25 Chest of Wonders

26 Dogma

27 Drosophlya

see 4 Fel

28 Izakaya Issa

29 Lekitsch

see 4 Paloma

30 Papo, Pinga e Petisco Bar

31 Tap Tap

ENTERTAINMENT

32 Sala São Paulo

SHOPPING

33 El Cabriton

34 Sogo Plaza Shopping




TOP TIP

The best approach to tackling downtown is to break each area into individual itineraries, all of which can be walked in a circular route. Factor in at least two days to do the area justice, but three to four is better. Take care of your phone and belongings.






Edifício Itália

ARCHITECTURAL LANDMARK WITH DIZZYING VIEWS

If you think this stylish mid-century skyscraper is imposing from ground level, wait till you reach the top! It may run second to the nearby Edifício Copan as República’s most famous landmark, but the views from atop this towering 165m-high building (the city’s second-highest) can’t be beaten. There’s an observation deck, but better yet, drop by Bar do Terraço to enjoy gobsmacking 360-degree views with drink in hand as you gaze out to the city’s skyline that stretches into the horizon.
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Theatro Municipal

ARCHITECTURAL MASTERPIECE, COCKTAILS AND PERFORMANCES

One of the city’s most stunning buildings is this opulent theater (c 1903) featuring a lavish display of architectural styles incorporated into its facade. Inside is no less impressive, with a foyer richly decorated with chandeliers, golden gilding, stained-glass windows, statues and a majestic grand staircase. Guided tours are held at 11am on Thursday and Saturday (book via email), but if you can, try to see a performance of São Paulo Municipal Symphonic Orchestra. Otherwise, Bar dos Arcos is another reason to drop by – it’s one of the best cocktail bars in the city.
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Mercado Municipal de São Paulo

A SANCTUM FOR FOOD LOVERS

Arguably São Paulo’s biggest tourist attraction, this sprawling food market is abuzz with vendors, shoppers and foodies who come to sample the city’s most iconic dishes. Inside the grand neo-baroque building (c 1933) with domed vaulted ceilings and stained-glass windows are stalls with wine and cheese and fruit vendors offering ‘free’ samples – confirm before trying! Here you’ll find culinary institutions, such as Bar do Mané, famed for its sandwiches loaded with an obscene amount of mortadella and cheese, and Hocca Bar for salted-cod pasteis (fried, stuffed pastries) – both paired beautifully with a cold beer. For seafood, Casa das Ostras is a popular choice, while there are plenty more options upstairs, too.


MORE IN & AROUND CENTRO

Modernism & Bar-Hopping in República

BARS, FOOD, MID-CENTURY SKYSCRAPERS AND DIVERSITY

Downtown’s most compelling neighborhood, República is as electrifying as it is confounding. It lives and breathes diversity with a thriving LGBTIQ+ community and lively, hip crowd, plus some of the hottest restaurants and bars in town. But among its shabby mid-century elegance, the deep divisions are glaring with a lot of homelessness and people doing it tough. At its center lies Praça da República, with a helpful tourist information booth on Sundays and an open-air crafts market and food stalls.

Opposite is Edifício Esther, São Paulo’s first modernist building (c 1930s) and once-bohemian enclave that today has a rooftop French restaurant. Around the corner is the towering Edifício Itália and the granddady of them all, Edifício Copan. Designed by modernist master Oscar Niemeyer, this wavy S-shaped structure is Latin America’s largest residential building. In addition to a rooftop observation deck (closed for renovations), you’ll find ground-floor bars and restaurants: Cuia Café e Restaurante and Bar da Dona Onça, classy Paloma wine bar, Café Floresta for old-school espresso, and Fel for long-lost cocktails of the 20th century.
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Further along near Praça Franklin Roosevelt (where the cool kids hang out) is a string of fun-lovin’ bars. Lekitsch attracts an alternative and LGBTIQ+ crowd, and Papo, Pinga e Petisco Bar is great for local cachaças; both are lively on weekend afternoons, which morph into evenings. Drosophlya is a more relaxed option with a rooftop bar and speakeasy in a colonial mansion that’s home to São Paulo Urban Distillery and its fine gins. For craft beer, divey Tap Tap is on the ground floor of an apartment building around the corner.
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REPÚBLICA’S BEST PLACES TO EAT

A Casa do Porco

Downtown’s hottest seat and gastronomic homage to everything pork. $$

Esther Rooftop

Classy French bistro in a modernist space overlooking Praça da República. $$$

Cuia Café e Restaurante

Trendy cafe offering creative Brazilian dishes by chef Bel Coelho. $$

Bar da Dona Onça

Popular bistro attracting a bohemian crowd for contemporary Brazilian food and cachaça cocktails. $$

Lanches Estadao

A 24-hour diner famous for its pernil à brasileira (pork sandwiches). $

Ponto Chic

Home of the iconic Bauru sandwich. $



WHERE TO STAY IN & AROUND CENTRO

Novotel São Paulo Jaraguá

Centro’s most iconic hotel where everyone from Yuri Gagarin to Queen Elizabeth II has stayed. $$

Hostel Ipê

Budget private rooms run by a Japanese-Brazilian family in a residential street that feels like a suburb of Tokyo. $

Hostelaria SP Boutique

Comfortable dorms with friendly management, bike hire and location across from happening bars. $


ROCK ‘N’ ROLL GALLERY

Those interested in getting a lowdown on the local underground scene need go no further than Galeria do Rock. A one-stop shop for everything rock/punk/metal, this crusty old mall is where you’ll find every subculture under the one roof. It’s been the hangout for rock ‘n’ rollers since the late 1970s, and among the record stores you’ll find tattooists, bondage wear, skate shops, graffiti-art supplies, Afro-punk hairdressers and a few dive bars thrown in for good measure.

For live music itself, Hangar 110 is São Paulo’s premier rock/punk/metal venue. For hip-hop, weekly battles take place late Saturday afternoons at an open-air atrium down from Mosteiro de São Bento.



Boteco-Hopping in Santa Cecilia

CITY HIPSTER HANGOUT

Running north of Republicá is downtown’s ‘new’ hotspot for cool paulistanos, who flock here for the lively botecos and merrymaking. Once-elegant apartment buildings, now grimy and graffiti-splattered, add to its character, but overall the vibe here is less edgy than in the surrounding neighborhoods.

Aim to visit on a weekend both for the buzzing, packed bars and to stroll the Minhocão, a 3.4km elevated highway with a backdrop of incredible murals that decorate its high-rises. During this time, the congested highway is closed off to traffic and taken over by joggers, skaters and cyclists.

Santa Cecilia is all about eating and drinking, so hopefully you’ve worked up an appetite walking the Minhocão. Tucked down Rua Jesuíno Pascoal, Tabuleiro do Acarajé is a vibrant Bahia eatery doing the best acarajé (stuffed fritters) in town, paired beautifully with beers or cachaça cocktails. On the corner is Bar Bagaceira, voted by Veja SP magazine as the city’s best boteco in 2022 and great for a streetside beer and torresmos de barriga de porco (pork cracklings).

A few blocks west is Dogma’s flagship brewhouse with the city’s best IPAs, as well as popular botecos such as Bar Moela and Johny’s – both great spots for cold beers, caipirinhas and classic Brazilian dishes; the latter does a fantastic feijoada. Nearby is El Cabriton, known for its cool T-shirts with unique local designs.

For something classier, make a booking at Cora Restaurante, a rooftop restaurant with upmarket sharing plates, artisanal cocktails and attentive staff. Further along, Holy Burger gets many plaudits as one of the city’s best – enjoy it sidled up at its retro diner counter.

WHERE TO GO FOR COCKTAILS

Balsa Bar

Take the stairs up to this hip, unpretentious Centro rooftop hangout with great city views.

Bar do Cofre SubAstor

This old bank vault in the basement of Farol Santander has inventive cocktails made with native Brazilian ingredients.

Tokyo

Japanese-inspired rooftop bar in República for karaoke and cocktails.

Exploring Museums & Galleries in Luz

HISTORICAL CULTURAL PRECINCT

A powerhouse of downtown’s cultural attractions, enigmatic Luz balances urban decay with regal architecture and world-class museums. Nicknamed cracolândia (crackland), like other parts of the city center this area is an eye-opener. Stick to the usual big-city precautions, take an Uber at night and don’t stray far from the tracks. Fortunately, all sights are close to Luz metro station.

The emblematic Estação da Luz (c 1901) is Brazil’s grandest railway station, a lavish British-built structure complete with landmark clock tower that could pass as a small slice of London. It shares space with the innovative Museu da Língua Portuguesa featuring state-of-the-art interactive exhibits delving into Brazil’s languages.

Across the road, Parque da Luz is the city’s oldest park – a bit run-down but retaining its antiquated charm with bandstands, open-air sculptures and elegant palm-lined paths. Adjacent is Pinacoteca de São Paulo, a stunning neoclassical building (c 1905) that houses Sampa’s oldest gallery. It remains one of the city’s best, with 19th-century and modernist Brazilian masterpieces spread across its vast collection. Also check out the newly opened Pinacoteca Contemporânea up the road.


Heading west, its other branch, Pina Estação, features contemporary art shows. In the same building is the Memorial da Resistência, a museum for dissidents who were interred and tortured by State Department’s Political and Social Order from 1940 to 1983. Next door is the grand Sala São Paulo concert hall.

A short walk north leads to Museu de Arte Sacra, an18th-century monastery showcasing ecclesiastical pieces from the 17th to the 20th centuries. Along the way are some wonderful multicultural food stops.


FOOD WORTH THE TRIP

Mocotó

Any foodie worth their salt will happily make the trek up to Zona Norte for Rodrigo Oliveira’s northeastern Brazilian cuisine and cachaças. $$

Bar do Luiz Fernandes

Another Zona Norte classic, this lively boteco is famous for its bolinhos (croquettes) and ice-cold beers. $

Frangó

This classy bistro in Freguesia do Ó has Sampa’s best coxinha (chicken croquettes) and most varied selection of craft beers. $

Komah

São Paulo’s most famous Korean eatery features plenty of contemporary twists; located in Barra Funda. $$



WHERE TO EAT IN CENTRO

Notiê

Suave restaurant on the rooftop of a retro department store offering contemporary Brazilian dishes alongside city views. $$

Casa Godinho

Sampa’s oldest grocery store (established in 1888) with gourmet produce, wines and empanadas to go. $

Panificadora Santa Tereza

Local institution with amazing coxa creme coxinha made using chicken drumsticks; go upstairs for Catedral da Sé views. $

Liberdade’s Japanese Heritage

RAMEN, ZEN TEMPLES AND MANGA

With an estimated 1.6 million paulistanos being of Japanese descent, São Paulo is home to the world’s largest Japanese diaspora and Liberdade is its epicenter. It’s an atmospheric place to stroll, with red torii (gate) and lantern-style street lamps, ramen restaurants and Hello Kitty–themed cafes. Even the McDonald’s here appears as a traditional teahouse, complete with a Japanese garden.

Before the Japanese arrived, the area had a dark history as a site for the public execution of enslaved people and convicts. At Praça da Liberdade, on one occasion a rope broke from the gallows allowing a convict to escape as the crowd cheered Liberdade! (Freedom!) – certainly a nicer name than the previous Campo da Forca (Field of the Gallows).

Museu Histórico da Imigração Japonesa is the best place to get a rundown on São Paulo’s Japanese heritage, with displays covering everything from model ships of early arrivals to kimonos and samurai swords. Around the corner is Templo Busshinji, a Zen Buddhist temple dating from 1955.

Japanese food is, of course, a highlight – favorites include Izakaya Issa for sake, shochu and bar food, and Restaurante Lamen ASKA or Lamen Kazu for slurping down ramen.

For something quirky, drop by Chest of Wonders, a maid cafe doing a cutesy menu of sparkling pink drinks served by cosplay waitresses. Sogo Plaza Shopping, meanwhile, has you covered for all your manga, anime and J-Pop needs.

Visit on Sunday for Praça da Liberdade’s lively food market. Paying homage to the area’s African roots is the statue of Madrinha Eunice, a matriarch of São Paulo samba and local black activist.


LGBTIQ+ SÃO PAULO

São Paulo is home to the largest LGBTIQ+ community in Latin America and the world’s biggest pride festival, and República has long been the LGBTIQ+ epicenter. Within its metro station is the Diversity of Sexuality Museum, worth checking out for its well-curated, ever-changing programs. Keep an eye out for its new branch opening in Jardim Paulista.

Jardins is another area where strolling same-sex couples are the norm. Rua Frei Caneca is home to the main bars and clubs, with Shopping Frei Caneca also embraced by the gay community. Perennial favorites include Casa Fluida for drag shows, along with Bar da Lôca, Club Jerome, Barouche, Yacht Club and, further afield, the super-club Komplexo Tempo.



MULTICULTURAL EATS IN LUZ

Esfiharia Effendi

You may not have come to Brazil to eat Armenian, but you’ll be glad you did after tasting the esfihas (flatbreads) here. $

Amazo Cozinha Peruana

Delicious and authentic Peruvian cuisine; it’s best to get an Uber here. $$

Shoshana Delishop

Just north of Luz is grandma’s European Jewish homestyle cooking with a modern twist. $



EXPLORING CENTRO HISTóRICO
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After admiring 1 Theatro Municipal, cross the 19th-century 2 Viaduto do Chá over the Rio Anhangabaú as you look into the palm-filled gardens of 3 Vale do Anhangabaú. At its end stands the 4 Edifício Matarazzo, notable for its monolithic architecture and elaborate bas reliefs.

Proceed through the city’s first plaza at 5 Praça do Patriarca and past 6 Igreja de Santo Antônio, one of its oldest churches. Go down Rua São Bento to reach the 17th-century 7 Paróquia São Francisco de Assis next to the 8 College of Law.

Mind your belongings as you make your way to Praça de Sé’s monumental 9 Catedral da Sé, the city’s most famous church. Inside, admire its soaring Gothic arches and columns. Across from here is 10 Caixa Cultural, a neoclassical building with an art gallery and bank museum.

Wander ahead to 11 Solar da Marquesa, an 18th-century house, and 12 Páteo do Collégio, the site where São Paulo was founded in 1554. Pass the epic 13 Monumento Glória Imortal São Paulo, exploring the elegant cobblestone streets to reach the neoclassical 14 Centro Cultural Banco do Brasil São Paulo (c 1927), a multi-level cultural center. Ahead is the outstanding 15 Farol Santander, a 161m-tall skyscraper based on the Empire State Building. After visiting the viewing deck, check out the gallery spaces, the world’s highest skate park and the basement cocktail bar.

Walk by the beaux-arts 16 Edifício Martinelli (c 1929), once the tallest building outside the US, and arrive at the neo-Gothic 17 Mosteiro de São Bento. Take in its astonishing interior, and pick up baked goods and beer produced by the monks.





Parque Ibirapuera & Around

MODERNIST ARCHITECTURE AND ART-FILLED PARKLAND


Defying any preconception that São Paulo is one giant concrete sprawl, this swathe of green space is the perfect antidote to the frenetic energy of downtown. It’s also a cultural destination packed with blockbuster sights – Museu Afro-Brasil, Museu de Arte Moderna and Museu de Arte Contemporânea da Universidade de São Paulo – and home to the highly anticipated Bienal de São Paulo. With the modernist works of Oscar Niemeyer on show, it’s one for design enthusiasts, too.

Nearby Museu do Ipiranga is the talk of the town, having just reopened after a nearly 10-year closure. Out here you’ll also find affluent neighborhoods like Vila Mariana, Vila Olímpia and Moema, all worthy of exploration for a more upmarket perspective of the city.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Museu Afro-Brasil

2 Museu de Arte Contemporânea da Universidade de São Paulo (MAC-USP)

3 Museu de Arte Moderna (MAM)

SIGHTS

4 Instituto Biológico

5 Japanese Pavilion

6 Monumento às Bandeiras

7 Museu da Casa Brasileira

8 Oca

9 Parque Ibirapuera

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

10 Marquise do Ibirapuera

EATING

11 Bar Veloso

12 Bráz Pizzaria

13 Casa Tucupi

14 Eatly

15 Foglia – Forneria Artigianale

16 Huto

17 Kinoshita

18 Mila

19 Pão com Carne Hamburgueria

20 Quintal de Betti

see 7 Restaurante Capim

21 Ryo Gastronomia

22 Selvagem

23 Varanda

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

24 Ciccillo Matarazzo Pavilion

ENTERTAINMENT

25 Ibirapuera Auditorium

SHOPPING

26 JK Iguatemi




TOP TIP

The closest metro station is a 2km walk away (Paraíso or Brigadeiro), so an Uber here may be your best bet. There’s a bike lane inside the park, so cycling is a good way to explore. There’s a bike-share dock on the park’s north side; download the app bikeitau-com-br.





Museu de Arte Moderna (MAM)

BRAZILIAN MODERNIST ART

One of Parque Ibirapuera’s premier attractions, this classy gallery is in fact Brazil’s oldest modern art museum. In a building designed in 1950 by, you guessed it, Oscar Niemeyer, it was further modernized by Italian-Brazilian architect Lina Bo Bardi (who designed MASP) in 1982. Its collection of more than 5000 works features modern, contemporary and experimental Brazilian artists. A quality cafe overlooks MAM’s open-air sculpture garden designed by landscape architect Roberto Burle Marx. Entrance is free on Sunday.
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Museu de Arte Contemporânea da Universidade de São Paulo (MAC-USP)

MODERN ART, FINE FOOD AND CITY VIEWS

This museum, set over nine floors, is one of São Paulo’s biggest and best art galleries. It’s another of Niemeyer’s designs – this one a former department building for a car manufacturer.

MAC-USP moved in here in 2012 to showcase its vast collection of mid-century modern art. There’s a good representation of Brazilian and international artists. The rooftop restaurant Vista is another reason to visit, both for the gastronomic Brazilian fare by Marcelo Corrêa Bastos (of Jiquitaia fame) and the 360-degree views.
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Museu Afro-Brasil

A DEEP DIVE INTO AFRO-BRAZILIAN CULTURE

This important museum to the north of the park covers Afro-Brazilian culture in the context of both past and present. In a building designed by Oscar Niemeyer, you’ll be privy to a selection of some of 8000 works related to history, art and ethnology. The permanent collection traces the dark chapter in history when nearly five million enslaved Africans were brought to Brazil to work in agriculture between the 16th and 19th centuries. A sobering account of ensuing hardships and trauma, it’s balanced with an empowering focus on the legacy brought to current-day Brazilian culture and agricultural innovation.

Temporary galleries cover impactful themes relating to Afro-Brazilian art, religion and music and 21st-century urban culture. Free entry for all visitors on Wednesdays.


MORE IN & AROUND PARQUE IBIRAPUERA

Escape to Parque Ibirapuera

SãO PAULO’S SHOWCASE PARK

One of Latin America’s great parks, this modernist marvel opened in 1954 to commemorate the city’s 400th anniversary. Comprising 391 acres of scenic parkland, lake, fountains, towering monuments and museums, it attracts up to 130,000 on Sundays, as picnickers, cyclists, skaters and dog walkers come to escape the city’s commotion.

Parque Ibirapuera was designed as a collaboration by landscape architect Roberto Burle Marx and modernist master Oscar Niemeyer, with the latter’s pavilions a highlight. As well as all the park’s museums and galleries, Niemeyer’s works include the concrete Marquise do Ibirapuera, a 620m-long covered walkway supported by 121 columns connecting the park’s landmarks.


The striking geometric form of Ibirapuera Auditorium is another of his famous works, conceived of in the 1950s but not built till 2005. The internal capacity is 800, but when the rear door’s lowered, the stage opens to an audience of 15,000. Niemeyer also designed the heritage-listed Ciccillo Matarazzo Pavilion, home to the world-famous Bienal de São Paulo during even-numbered years. Oca is one of his more distinctive designs, a dome-shaped structure inspired by indigenous architecture and used as a cultural event space.

One building not designed by Niemeyer is the elegant Japanese Pavilion; a gift from Japan, it was inspired by Katsura Palace in Kyoto and imported here piece by piece in 1954. Other monuments include Victor Brecheret’s huge Monumento às Bandeiras commemorating the city’s pioneers, a controversial piece in light of the enslavement of indigenous and African people.

To the park’s south, foodies shouldn’t miss Selvagem for its eclectic menu of Brazilian cuisine including seafood, barbecue and vegan dishes.
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MORE ON NIEMEYER

Though São Paulo offers a good representation of Niemeyer’s work, it merely scratches the surface of this genius’ work. For the full picture, head to the Museu Oscar Niemeyer in Curitiba.




BEST CITY TOURS

São Paulo Free Walking Tour

Passionate, fun and informed English-speaking guides offer plenty of local insights as you wander the downtown, Vila Madalena and Parque Ibirapuera.

Flavia Liz di Paolo

Immersive tours, including themed trips customized to your interests.

Bike Tour SP

Accessible, all-ages cycling tours across the city with payment in the form of 2kg non-perishable food for local charities.

São Paulo Turismo

Download the 17 thematic São Paulo tours focusing on everything from LGBTIQ+ and Afro-Brazilian sights to ecotourism and street art.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND PARQUE IBIRAPUERA

Hotel Unique

Shaped like a giant ship, this aptly named luxury hotel was designed by famous architect Ruy Othake. $$$

Pullman Hotel

Reliable business-chain hotel with all your luxury amenities and close to Parque Ibirapuera. $$

Nomad in Art & Hostel

Vibrant, social backpacker within walking distance of the park and Ave Paulista. $

History Lesson at Museu do Ipiranga

RESPLENDENT ARCHITECTURE AND HISTORY

The palatial building of Museu do Ipiranga, overlooking its regal gardens, feels more fit for royalty than a museum. After closing its doors back in 2013 – for both restoration and expansion – the majestic museum has finally reopened after a decade to much fanfare.

Completed in 1895, it was built not as a residence but a monument to honor Brazilian independence. Designed by Italian architects and based upon opulent designs of Renaissance-era palaces, it looks out to the stately French-inspired gardens of Parque da Independência embellished with fountains, mosaics and Monumento à Independência. It was here, or near to, where Emperor Pedro I proclaimed the country’s independence in 1822.

Inside is an equally impressive affair. Stepping foot into the lavish foyer, you’ll find grandiose statues, oil paintings and a grand staircase decorated in vases carrying water from Brazil’s major rivers. But offsetting this ostentatious display of colonialism, the museum takes a progressive approach by challenging visitors to critique how history is taught and encouraging them to view the past through the indigenous perspective.

Apart from exhibits dedicated to the building itself, the museum covers pre-colonial and post-independence and has quirky 20th-century cultural displays. But of its 3000 exhibits and interactive displays, the most iconic feature remains its epic Independence or Death painting. Don’t miss the rooftop for wonderful views of the area.

To the rear of the building, an urban forest extends to University of São Paulo’s Museum of Zoology – good for kids wanting to check out one of Latin America’s largest natural-history collections, including Amazonian species and Brazilian dinosaur fossils.


WHY I LOVE PARQUE IBIRAPUERA
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Trent Holden, writer

In a city blessed with so many cultural precincts, trying to pick your favorite is no easy feat. Centro with its art deco skyscrapers, Luz’ lavish museums, Av Paulista for MASP – each has their time and place. But for me, Parque Ibirapuera is something truly special. There aren’t many cities in the world with such good taste to commission a purpose-built arts destination in the form of a glorious modernist-designed park. I love it not just for its world-class art, museums and architectural marvels but, of course, for the park itself. Such a beautiful, calming escape from downtown and where on weekends you’ll see all walks enjoying life as only Brazilians can.



WHERE TO GO FOR NIGHTLIFE

Skye Bar

Famous city rooftop bar atop Hotel Unique for sunset cocktails and Parque Ibirapuera views.

Bardega

Unique self-serve enoteca allowing you to sample wines of the world, including Brazilian varietals.

Bourbon Street Music Club

Legendary blues bar that’s hosted the likes of BB King and Ray Charles; also has Sunday night salsa.

Exploring Around Parque Ibirapuera

CHIC AREAS WITH FINE FOOD AND CULTURE

Surrounding Parque Ibirapuera you’ll find some of the city’s most well-heeled neighborhoods, with the likes of Itaim Bibi, Vila Mariana, Vila Olímpia, Morumbi and Moema home to chic restaurants and shopping.

Vila Mariana’s Bar Veloso is one of the city’s most famous gastronomic botecos and gets packed with those here for the coxinha and exotic fruit caipirinhas. Nearby Casa Tucupi is a wonderful spot to sample Amazonian cuisine. The Instituto Biológico has the world’s largest urban coffee farm, a 2.5-acre plantation created in the 1950s (guided tours available by appointment).

In the financial district of Itaim Bibi, don’t miss Museu da Casa Brasileira, a grand 1940s Palladian-style mansion with cultural exhibitions and the wonderful Restaurante Capim for Brazilian cuisine in a sprawling garden.

In addition to the city’s best steaks (Varanda) and burgers (Pão com Carne Hamburgueria), Japanese food is well represented with Michelin-starred restaurants of Ryo Gastronomia and Kinoshita, and Huto further south in Moema. For authentic Italian cuisine, you’ll be treated at the likes of Mila, Foglia – Forneria Artigianale, Eataly and Bráz Pizzaria.

For mid-century architecture, take an Uber east to Morumbi’s Fundação Maria Luisa e Oscar Americano, a modernist mansion set in a garden where you can take high tea. Out this way is also Quintal de Betti, a trendy steakhouse, and JK Iguatemi, Brazil’s most luxurious shopping mall.

Finally, if you enjoyed the peacefulness of Parque Ibirapuera, you should make the trip 10km south to Jardim Botânico de São Paulo – its 146 hectares of Atlantic Forest are home to armadillos, howler monkeys, sloths and toucans.


REMEMBERING AYRTON SENNA

What Pelé is to football, Ayrton Senna is to Formula One, and just outside Parque Ibirapuera on Praça Ayrton Senna you’ll find a poignant memorial dedicated to this legendary three-time world champion. Born and bred in São Paulo, Senna was tragically killed in his prime in 1994, but he’s still very much revered across the city. Look out for the Senna mural near Av Paulista by famous street artist Eduardo Kobra. as well as the Monumento Ayrton Senna en route to the airport; even the local highway is (appropriately) named after him. Diehard fans can also visit his grave in Morumbi. But for the current crop of F1 stars, aim to visit São Paulo Grand Prix at Interlagos, famous for its fanatic supporters.



WHERE TO GET BURGERS AND BEERS

Pão com Carne Hamburgueria

Well worth the queue for what’s probably the city’s very best hamburger. $

Hamburguer do Seu Oswaldo

Flipping burgers since 1967, this retro joint is an Ipiranga institution. Beer Rock Club is a few doors up. $

Gorilla Beer House

Outdoor deck for beers among the treetops in Vila Mariana.



PINHEIROS, VILA MADALENA & AROUND

BOHEMIAN FOODIE AND NIGHTLIFE ENCLAVE


Swapping shopping malls and fast-food chains for independent stores and botecos, Vila Madalena and Pinheiros offer a different flavor of São Paulo. The domain of community-minded intellectual and creative types, these adjoining areas blend seamlessly into one: Vila Madalena the wilder sibling to the more mature Pinheiros, which has more upmarket taste but can still party hard.

The area’s hedonistic, counterculture spirit was born of a time when students, artists and social activists were lured here by cheap rent and the proximity to the university. Though real-estate prices have since shot up, it’s retained its free-thinking, artsy character.

At the weekend, botecos are packed with revelers for cheap sidewalk beers, making this a great spot to hang out with locals. The food scene is amazng, as are the samba clubs, cocktail bars and coffee.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Ambar

2 Beco do Batman

3 Mercearia São Pedro

SIGHTS

4 Instituto Tomie Ohtake

EATING

5 Cabruca

6 Corrutela

see 5 Dengo

7 Evvai

8 Jun Sakamoto

9 Kotori

10 La Borratxeria

11 Mani

12 Mercado Municipal de Pinheiros

13 Nou

see 13 Piccolo

14 Pirajá

15 Preto

16 Z Deli Sandwiches

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

17 Bar Astor

18 Bar do Mário

19 Boca de Ouro

20 Cervejaria Nacional

21 Coffee Lab

22 Croma Beer

23 Guarita Bar

24 Guilhotina

25 Pitico

26 Posto 6

27 Salve Jorge

28 Santana

29 São Paulo Tap House

30 Sensory Coffee Roasters

see 17 SubAstor

31 Tan Tan

32 Tank Brewpub

33 Tantin

ENTERTAINMENT

34 Bar do Baixo

35 Ó do Borogodo

SHOPPING

36 Casa do Giro

37 Feira Benedito Calixto

38 Patuá Discos




TOP TIP

Both Vila Madalena and Pinheiros have metro stations, making them easily accessible. Both are best explored on foot, allowing you to peruse boutiques and stumble upon your new favorite bar by chance. With that said, some of Vila Madalena’s streets can be very steep, so be prepared.




Beco do Batman

STREET ART AND BOHEMIAN CULTURE

Nowhere better represents Vila Madalena’s urban subculture than these graffiti-splattered alleyways. Now celebrated, not long ago it was an arrestable offence and plenty of street artists did jail time for their edgy works protesting social inequalities. It all began with an innocent enough mural of Batman in the 1980s, and has since sprung into the open-air gallery you’ll find today among dive bars, vegan cafes and street performers. São Paulo Free Walking Tour is a good way to learn about the area.
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Ambar Cervejas Artesanais

HOPPY ALES AND FRUITY SOURS

You’ll find cervejarias (breweries) and taphouses all over the city, but some of the best nanobreweries are centered in Vila Madalena and Pinheiros. There’s no shortage of places in these streets that are run by passionate, fiercely independent producers offering a dozen or so local beers on tap. Ambar and its sister Tank Brewpub are both shining examples. Here a husband-wife team brews plenty of styles for craft-beer fans to get through, from its seasonals and sours to its American IPAs, which are all the rage – the bigger and hazier, the better.
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Mercearia São Pedro

STREETSIDE BEVERAGES AND TRADITIONAL SNACKS

What the pub is to Londoners, the boteco is to paulistanos, and in these neighborhoods they are on every corner. Known for cheap cold beers, caipirinhas (cocktails) and bar snacks, these no-frills neighborhood bars are a beloved institution. For a quintessential boteco experience, the less fancy the better. This old-school example in Vila Madalena attracts a cooler, literary rock ‘n’ roll type; it’s where Nick Cave hung out in the 1990s and penned many songs from The Good Son. The more upmarket botecos are sought out by foodies for gastronomic menus and exotic caipirinhas. Whether you’re settling in for a long lunch, a casual afternoon beer or messy late night, grab a streetside table for a taste of local life.
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MORE IN & AROUND PINHEIROS & VILA MADALENA

Good Times in Vila Madalena

NIGHTLIFE, BOTECOS AND STREET ART

A regular nominee for the lists of the world’s coolest places, this hip inner-city neighborhood is known for its alternative culture, boisterous bars and indie boutiques.

Coffee makes a good starting point, and Vila Madalena has some of the best in the city. Coffee Lab is the top choice for expertly prepared third-wave filter coffees. Beco do Batman is the area’s main drawcard, so take a look around its murals and surrounding boutiques. Casa do Giro is great for local fair-trade gifts, while Patuá Discos has cool Brazilian stuff on vinyl. Also around here are many relaxed craft-beer bars, including Croma Beer and São Paulo Tap House.

For nightlife, trendy Rua Aspicuelta is where the real action lies. Bars spill out onto the streets, attracting a diverse crowd with 1L beers and cheap cocktails. Settle on whichever one takes your fancy; one bar merges into the next, but favorites include Salve Jorge and Posto 6.


Corrutela, listed among Latin America’s top 50 restaurants, is all about sustainable, seasonal, organic, creative cuisine with BYO wine. Tucked away in a leafy nook is the art deco Bar Astor and its speakeasy SubAstor for a late-night tipple. If you’re looking to kick on, gritty Bar do Baixo attracts a cool alternative crowd for live samba.
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DON’T-MISS SIGHTS

Museu das Culturas Indígenas

An important stop for insights into indigenous cultures featuring artists from across Brazil.

Latin America Memorial

Complex featuring Oscar Neimeyer’s iconic 7m-high hand dripping in blood, symbolizing oppression Latin America endured under brutal dictatorships.

Praça Pôr do Sol

Just west of Vila Madalena, this sunset viewpoint attracts a counterculture crowd for a mesmerizing nightly light show.

Roda Rico

A more family-friendly way to get high is on Latin America’s largest observation wheel, which opened in Parque Villa Lobos in December 2022.



WHERE TO STAY

Guest Urban

Boutique hotel in a 1930s mansion, perfectly positioned for Pinheiros’ epicurean offerings. Bike rental, too. $$

Selina Madalena

Budget design hotel in a great location with a cool lobby bar and choice of private rooms, capsules and dorms. $

Uotel Vila Madalena

Serviced apartments across the city including this comfortable option in a leafy part of town. $$

Pinheiros after Dark

TREAT YOURSELF TO A NIGHT ON THE TOWN

Mixing Vila Madalena’s heady nightlife with Jardim Paulista’s culinary scene, Pinheiros takes in the best of its surrounding areas to stake its claim as São Paulo’s most happening neighborhood.

For creative Brazilian cuisine, Preto serves modern food from Bahia in a stylish house. At Dengo, learn how their single-origin chocolate is made (including making your own bar), before heading upstairs to Cabruca for moqueca (seafood stew) and other traditional dishes incorporating estate-grown cacao.

Michelin-starred Mani does contemporary takes on traditional dishes; Nou is likewise popular for its diverse menu of modern Brazilian food. Other quality choices include Michelin-starred Italian at Evvai or Piccolo, or Jun Sakamoto and Kotori for high-end drinks and yakitori.

But perhaps the best reason to visit Pinheiros are its cocktail bars. You’ll find some of Latin America’s best mixologists, including award-winning bars Tantin and Tan Tan. Santana and Guilhotina are likewise classy affairs shaking up Brazilian-inspired concoctions. Boca de Ouro gets our vote for best neighborhood bar, attracting a cool crowd with an enticing drinks list and delicious bar snacks including the famed house bolovo (a version of Scotch eggs). Guarita Bar does one of the cheapest caipirinhas in town.

For craft beer, Cervejaria Nacional is one of the first to get the ball rolling in Sao Paulo and still going strong. For more of a backpacker party vibe, head to Rua Guaicuí – its many choices include Pitico container bar. And for live samba, Ó do Borogodo is one of the best bars in town.
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THE PERILOUS ART OF PIXACAO

Sampa is home to some of the world’s most stunning murals that transform the city’s ugly high-rises into an open-air gallery. Street Art Museum 360 (mar360.art.br) documents current and past works, including pieces by famous artists such as Eduardo Kobra, Zezão and Cranio, among others who drew inspiration from NYC’s 1980s street-art scene. But a more localized São Paulo style is pixacao, that prevalent scrawl high on city buildings that looks halfway between hieroglyphic and something from a heavy-metal album cover. It’s a form of social protest bringing light to class inequalities. The more perilous a space is to tag, the more credential to the artist, pushing the boundaries to thrill-seeking levels that have resulted in many deaths.



BEST HOSTELS

Ô de Casa

Relaxed place to hang out during the day, as well as a place to party with a popular on-site bar. Friendly staff. $

Garoa Hostel

In the heart of Rua Guaicuí’s bar precinct, this place sees plenty of action. Good choice of rooms and helpful staff. $

Viva Hostel Design

A relaxed option close enough to the bars, but far enough to get some quiet. $

Pinheiros By Day

MARKETS, GALLERIES AND MORE FOOD

Further to fine dining and hangovers, Pinheiros offers some great options during the day. Sensory Coffee Roasters is a cure for sore heads, with specialty beans from across Brazil to go with hearty brunches.

Mercado Municipal de Pinheiros is also a relaxed starting point to ease yourself into what’s essentially an epicurean destination. Among the fresh produce are classy eating options, such as Mocotó Cafe (an offshoot of the famous Zona Norte restaurant to sample a limited version of its menu), or Rainha do Mercado and Comedoria Gonzales for Brazilian and South American classics. On the ground floor, Instituto Ata is a cultural emporium set up by chef Alex Atala of D.O.C. fame with great fair-trade gifts from the Amazon.

On the market theme, try to make it to Feira Benedito Calixto on a Saturday afternoon to browse handicrafts and antiques to the soundtrack of live chorinho music.

The Instituto Tomie Ohtake is dedicated to Brazil’s esteemed abstract artist Tomie Ohtake. Its striking building was designed by her renowned architect son, Ruy Ohtake. Here you’ll find Brazilian and international works; past exhibitions include everyone from Frida Kahlo and Yayoi Kusama to Joan Miró and Pablo Picasso.

True to its working-class roots, botecos are a big feature around Rua dos Pinheiros; two favorites are the Rio de Janeiro–inspired Pirajá and Bar do Mário, a Pinheiros institution for feijoada (bean stew) and cold beer. Also here are two of the best burger joints: the renowned Z Deli Sandwiches (go the double cheeseburger) and Argentine-owned La Borratxeria, a shrine to charcoal-grilled meats and craft beer.


PIZZA PAULISTANA

Speranza

One of the original pizzerias in the Italian neighborhood of Bixiga (since 1958), famous for its traditional margarita.

Bráz Pizzaria

A favorite recommended for the pão de calabresa (pepperoni bread) appetizer and smoked-ham pizza with Catupiry cheese.

Leggera Pizza Napoletana

Fanatical in its efforts to ensure the authenticity of its wood-fire Neapolitan pizzas.

Carlos Pizza

A Vila Madalena classic doing Neapolitan-style pizzas enjoyed in a sumptuous low-lit ambiance.

Castelões Cantina & Pizzaria

Dating from 1924, this is São Paulo’s oldest pizzeria and still one of the best!



BEST VEGAN AND VEGETARIAN EATS

Congolinária

Vegan Congolese spot serving mind-blowing dishes like meat-free feijoada with mushroom, kale and peanut sauce. $

Banana Verde

A Vila Madalena classic, this vegetarian restaurant uses traditional flavors from Minas Gerais. $$

Quincho Cozinha & Coquetelaria

Plant-based international and local dishes, from mushroom croquettes to vegan burgers. $






THE AMAZON
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LEGENDARY JUNGLE WARRIOR OF THE WORLD


A rainforest of cultures, legends, waterways and wildlife that pulses more vitally than anywhere on the planet, the Amazon is a jungle epic waiting to be adventured.
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‘Early on in life, each of us has drawn an ideal Amazonia in our minds,’ Euclides da Cunha noted on assignment to the region, and much of what the 19th-century writer reported still holds true today. Of central importance to the planet’s survival, the largest rainforest in the world occupies almost 40% of South America and is home to one-tenth of the world’s animal species. With 60% of its jungle in Brazil, the Amazon also won the last presidential election for Lula da Silva.

With its tributaries flowing from Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and Venezuela, the coursing fresh waters sometimes called ‘the river sea’ are the second-longest (by a whisker, after the Nile) in the world, gaping 50km wide during the high-water season between December and May. When the forests flood, wildlife becomes more visible – the best time for visiting the comparatively lusher natural habitat of the upper Amazon. During the sunny, dry season, islands and white-sand beaches emerge, a gift to visitors to Pará exploring the southern state’s heritage culture, spellbinding resorts and Unesco-accredited cuisine.

Post-pandemic, Amazonian tourism bounced back with a new vigor and novel propositions for quenching the wanderlust of adventure-hungry travelers.

While for the most part it’s not the rainforest of Disney’s Jungle Cruise, the planet’s lungs is a near-mythical land that unveils a unique path to all who choose to enter.
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THE MAIN AREAS

MANAUS

Metropolitan jungle heart.

RIO NEGRO BASIN

Virgin rainforest and fabled culture.

BELÉM

Peerless culture and legendary heritage.

SANTARÉM

Adventures on water and spellbinding beaches.





Find Your Way


The Amazon rainforest covers two fifths of the landmass of Brazil. Traveling the river’s length from Marajó by the Atlantic Ocean up to São Gabriel da Cachoeira near the Colombian border, each destination has a jungle personality all of its own.
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Plan Your Time


The legendary Amazon is a near-mythical natural world to explore. Sample a rainforest taster in the capital, explore the waterways and wildlife upriver, and discover why Santarém is the jewel of the region today.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Head straight for Manaus. Immerse yourself in the atmosphere of Largo de São Sebastião, browsing the bijou galleries and artisanal shops. Take a tour of the beautiful Teatro Amazonas or catch a performance that evening.

• In the afternoon, join a boat trip to see the Encontro das Águas en route to Parque Ecologico Janauari, stopping for lunch at a floating restaurant before venturing into this rainforest within the reaches of the city. That evening, follow the stalls and entertainments along Ponta Negra beach, then enjoy traditional Amazonian cuisine at Banzeiro.




Staying for a Few Days

• The next morning, drive 200km on to Novo Airão, gateway to the Rio Negro and Parque Nacional de Anavilhanas. Browse the beach town’s artisanal crafts centers and boutiques and have a late floating lunch at Flor do Luar, after which you can SUP or canoe around the opaque waters. In the evening, take a ‘red-eye tour’ and try spotting the wildlife of the Amazon – 80% of the Rio Negro’s only emerges after dark.

• The next day, join a boat cruise around the archipelago to see river mammals such as giant otters, Amazonian manatees and pink dolphins between beach-hopping and jungle walks.




If You Have More Time

• Take a flight or a fast boat to Santarém, luxuriating in the beaches of Alter do Chão by day and sampling outstanding paraense cuisine with a view at beachfront restaurants such as Casa do Saulo by night. Embark on tours providing a chronology of the Amazon, discovering the communities, nature and hospitality of the protected Floresta Nacional do Tapajós, the rubber history of Henry Ford’s Belterra and prehistoric wonders of Monte Alegre State Park. If you’re in town on a Thursday evening, the fervor of the Quinta do Mestre carimbó circle is a highlight of any visit.



Seasonal Highlights

In the dry months, waterways shrink, uncovering islands, beaches and forests. In the high-water season, landscapes transform dramatically.

JANUARY

As the waters rise, islands and forests are submerged and wildlife becomes more visible in the igapó (forest flooded with black water).
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MARCH

Manaus’ two-month operatic overture sees performers from across the world gather to play at the Festival Amazonas de Ópera.
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APRIL

Dia do Índio is marked on April 19 throughout Brazil, but its biggest celebrations are in the country’s indigenous heart.
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JUNE

Boi-Bumbá is Parantins’ annual folklore festival that’s second only in scope to Carnaval in Brazil.
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AUGUST

Festribal sees the protected indigenous communities of the Upper Rio Negro showcase their culture in São Gabriel da Cachoeira.
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SEPTEMBER

The apex of the dry season is ripe for rainforest hikes, river bathing and exploring the Amazon’s scintillating beaches.
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OCTOBER

So important that it’s been inscribed by Unesco, Belém’s Círio de Nazaré culminates in a procession joined by millions.
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MANAUS
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Known as the ‘gateway to the Amazon,’ Manaus is a modern metropolis rising formidably from the rainforest, with a strong artistic pulse, young history and open heart. One of the first towns in Brazil to receive electricity, it was the epicenter of the nation’s 19th-century ‘black gold rush’ that saw Manaus catapulted to the position of South America’s richest city. ‘Manaus, rubber exports, jobs, business, tourism, everything was growing,’ observes author Milton Hatoum in Orphans of Eldorado.

Just a century earlier, it was still a small village of some 300 people – named Lugar da Barra – when the Portuguese installed a pottery and port on the banks of where the Negro and Solimões rivers meet to form the Amazon. Proclaimed a city in 1848, it usurped Barcelos upriver as the capital of Amazonas state two years later. Named after the mighty Manaós who once championed the upper Amazon, today Manaus is a legend all of its own.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Encontro das Águas

2 Teatro Amazonas

SIGHTS

3 Casa das Artes

4 Casarão de Idéias

5 Centro Cultural Oscar Ramos

6 Galeria Amazônica

7 Galeria do Largo

8 Mercado Municipal Adolfo Lisboa

9 Museu do Seringal Vila Paraíso

10 Paço da Liberdade

11 Palacete Provincial

12 Ponte Rio Negro

13 Praia da Lua

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

14 Amazon Tree Climbing

15 Jaguar Tours

EATING

16 Biatüwi

SHOPPING

17 Banca do Largo

TRANSPORT

18 Catalão Floating River Community

19 Parque Ecologico Janauari




TOP TIP

There are three time zones in the Brazilian Amazon. Manaus is one hour forward from Pará state (four hours ahead of GMT). At the time of writing, attractions opened and closed earlier than elsewhere. Most are open from 8am to 4pm, so start early to seize the day.




Capital of the Arts

SURFING CENTRO’S CREATIVE CURRENT

Welcome to the arts capital of the Amazon, where facades dazzle with sweeping street art and the creative talent of the region calls this city home. Colorful, cobblestone Largo de São Sebastião surrounds the centerpiece Teatro Amazonas.

The green building opposite the opera house is the long-established Galeria do Largo. Showcasing works by regional artists, it has a popular balconied cafe. Next door is Galeria Amazônica, the enterprise of community organizations spearheading indigenous crafts.

It’s easy to overlook the square’s diminutive Banca do Largo, but this bookseller is renowned for having the most comprehensive selection of Amazonian literature in the world. The ochre building it faces is Casa das Artes, with local and national contemporary art across a series of rooms. Head down Barroso for coffee in the environs of a library, neon gallery and arthouse cinema: Casarão de Idéias is an immersive, multilevel cultural emporium.

Further east, on Praça Dom Pedro II, you’ll find the powerful wall art Aldeia da Memória Indígena de Manaus, created on Dia do Índio 2021. The yellow building at its end is Paço da Liberdade, with an interactive botanical display and chronology of Manaus. Stepping out, admire the multicolored houses of one of the city’s oldest streets to your left, where you can catch an exhibition at the Cultural Center Oscar Ramos.

Look past the tired appearance of Praça da Polícia to imagine Clube da Madrugada – Manaus’ influential arts and literary collective – meeting here under a tree during the 1950s. Catch one of the seven exhibitions at Palacete Provincal, or visit Mercado Municipal Adolpho Lisboa, styled on Paris’ Les Halles, for architecture, crafts and river views.
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WHERE TO STAY IN MANAUS

When visiting a city, nothing compares to stepping out from your hotel into the middle of history. Two five-stars – Juma Ópera House and Hotel Villa Amazonia – have upped Centro’s hotel game, while Local Hostel Manaus presents proximity, quality and value. Choose carefully, though, when booking accommodations in the center – some longer-established lodgings haven’t updated their hospitality offer to reflect their prices.

Further out, the skyscraper hotels of the business district of Adrianopólis add fantastic value to quality – Adrianopólis All Suites and Mercure Manaus are four-star accommodations at two-star prices. For something different, flutante (floating) accommodations dot the Rio Tarumã; if you don’t want to go it alone, try booking into Abaré Hostel.



FOOD WITH A VIEW

Caxiri

A smart dining room overlooking Largo de São Sebastião, showcasing Deborah Shornik’s haute Amazonian cuisine.$$$

Abaré

On the Rio Tarumã, Abaré is a floating restaurant (and sometimes club) with SUP extending the views. $$

Vista Rio Café

Overlooking the Rio Negro, this smart cafe serves endless vistas and Manaus’ legendary coboquinho sandwich. $

A Night at the Opera

AN AUDIENCE WITH TEATRO AMAZONAS

One of the world’s most beautiful opera houses and certainly the most famous building in the Amazon, Teatro Amazonas rises from Largo de São Sebastião like a boto rosa (pink dolphin) springing up from its scaled-mosaic island bed. The queue snaking its salmon-pink walls braves the evening humidity for an hour to join the audience at the most improbably located opera house in the world.

Teatro Amazonas was conceived at the apex of both opera and Manaus, then at the peak of the rubber boom and one of the world’s wealthiest cities. The glass tiles of its iconic cupola gleam gold, green and blue in tribute to Brazil, shaped like fish scales in homage to the river. Ambitious governor Eduardo Ribeiro commissioned the neoclassical frescoed ceiling celebrating the five arts from France in 1883, and unveiled the Amazon’s first building with electricity in 1896.

As the original painted curtain depicting the Meeting of Waters rises, revealing the touring philharmonic orchestra, the sense of excitement is palpable. The view down from the boxes (though you won’t see a thing from these unless you’re seated in the front row) surveys hundreds of masks curiously lining the Doric columns of the ornately embellished interior. When the light from the centerpiece drop chandelier fades, all eyes turn to the proscenium as the superlative acoustics bathe the lyre-shaped auditorium in music.

Some shows at Teatro Amazonas are ticketed, but most are free and allotted to the first queuers. Tours of the opera house run every hour throughout the day in multiple languages. A highlight of Manaus’ annual calendar, the Festival Amazonas de Ópera dazzles here between March and May.


EPITAPH TO MANAUS

‘When I look at the Amazon, my memory takes flight,’ reminisces Arminto Cordovil, the protagonist of Orphans of Eldorado. Award-winning author Milton Hatoum writes evocatively about everyday life in Manaus, the city of his birth. The novelist’s characters chart their daily routines against the landmarks of the capital – the Rio Negro, Mercado Municipal Adolpho Lisboa and Teatro Amazonas all feature poetically in his characters’ journeys. While no longer a resident of the city (Hatoum moved to Brasilia as a teenager, then settled in Sao Paulo), his four novels – Tales of a Certain Orient, Two Brothers, Ashes of the Amazon and Orphans of Eldorado, all set against the backdrop of Manaus’ streets – are recommended reading before or during your trip here.



WHERE TO DRINK

Cabaret

Strobe lights, performers and late nights at this immaculate club just off Largo de São Sebastião.

Old 88 Garage

Bikes, beer, beef, bands and a barber: this rock-themed bar is found on Adrianopólis’ main drag.

Juma Ópera Terrace

Refined drinks are enjoyed on the terrace of this five-star overlooking the Teatro Amazonas.


Stomach Bugs

THE CRUNCH ON BIATüWI

Manaus’ first indigenous restaurant, Biatüwi, opened in late 2021 to share the Ramos family’s intergenerational recipes with a wider audience.

What’s drawn worldwide attention to the innocuous-looking, high-ceilinged white dining room is the menu’s signature ingredient: giant, rust-colored ants. Imbuing grilled fish and soups with zest and crunch, alongside various health benefits, the redas species emit a distinct citron flavor and aroma, while the maniwara variety taste like popcorn and were in short supply when we visited.

With an artisanal crafts shop to the front, Biatüwi (open for lunch Wednesday to Saturday) is set on beautiful, cobblestoned Ramos, one of the oldest streets in Manaus. Traveling beyond the Amazon? Edible ants have scuttled from the rainforest onto the menus of Banzeiro here in Manaus (with an offshoot in São Paulo), as well as Michelin-starred D.O.M. by Alex Atala in São Paulo.

Stars of the River

FLOATING MANAUS

Amazon water lilies are the star attractions of Parque Ecologico Janauari, though they’re occasionally upstaged by the side acts of squirrel, capuchin and howler monkeys frolicking in the treetop canopy lining the tottering 10m-high wooden walkways to the lake. If the virgin rainforest is a jungle banquet, the bowl of Lago Janauari – situated off an Iranduba channel running between the Solimões and Negro rivers – is the hors d’oeuvre. Contemplate the finale over lunch at one of the floating restaurants lining the entrance. It’s best to visit from November to June: if the water level is too low, access isn’t guaranteed.

Cruising on, you’ll encounter Manaus’ most seminal sight – the Encontro das Águas – where the milky brown Solimões coursing down from the Andes joins the opaque dark waters of the Rio Negro. The line between two of the world’s largest rivers is curiously delineated for some 6km before merging to form the mighty Amazon. Disembark from your boat to soak in this liquid phenomenon.

Next, cruise along a river street of pets lazing, babies playing and congregations singing from the rooms and terraces of the bobbing school, restaurants, chapel, sweet shop and colorful wooden homes of the Catalão floating river community. Heading back to Manaus, you’ll pass under Brazil’s longest cable-stayed bridge. Opened in 2011, Ponte Rio Negro achieves the uncontested feat of straddling the banks of one of the Amazon’s major rivers. Pulling up to shore, observe the port’s water-level marker, which had risen dramatically over the past three years when we visited, then contemplate joining one of the riverboats making the pilgrimage to the region’s furthest reaches.
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I LIVE HERE: INDIGENOUS IDENTITIES IN MANAUS
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Chermie Ferreira (@wira_tini) is a street artist and the founder of the first Women’s International Graffiti Festival.

The Indigenous Lives Matter and Indigenous Identities movements in Brazil and specifically the Amazon are great, spearheaded by the youth that for a long time felt invisible to society. Through social networks, the struggles articulated have become prescient issues today, giving strength to those people who did not see themselves as indigenous to reconnect and identify with their ethnicities. In Manaus, many artists use the indigenous culture of the Amazon as references, evidenced in the galleries and street murals of Centro.



WHERE TO DRINK

Ponta Negra Beach

Enjoy cocktails overlooking the water at one of the many botecos (bars) lining Manaus’ most buzzing beach.

Tambaqui de Banda

Popular spot on the terrace at Largo de São Sebastião for beer, cocktails and people-watching.

Villa 948

Don’t bother dining here – dancing and cocktails are the main draws at this glamorous late-night haunt.


STARS OF THE WATER

In Santarém’s Canal do Jari you can not only view a garden of giant lily pads but also taste them fried and baked on the menu of Jardim da Vitória Régia restaurant.



Tapping into the Past

EXPLORE MANAUS’ RAINFOREST RUBBER ESTATE

Past a floating petrol station and magnificent Praia da Lua, some half an hour by boat from Marina Davi, a throwback from 150 years ago emerges from the jungle. At Museu do Seringal Vila Paraíso you’ll follow a former rubber tapper who dons tools, gun and poronga (carbide headlamp) from the antique workshop into the rubber estate to scrape sap from the trees and roll it in your palms until it melds into gummy latex.

Tour the plantation’s chapel, pristine showhouse of the rubber baron, and then the smokehouse to see how the rubber was torched. Next, view the adjoining jungle platform where the seringueiro (rubber tapper) lived, sleeping in a hammock with a shotgun on their chest to fight off leaping jaguars. You may chance upon sightings of ‘handy animals’ such as monkeys and sloths during a tour of this fascinating living-history museum.


THE SHOW MUST GO ON

Ponta Negra Beach

Live music, children’s entertainment and an amphitheater for concerts and shows at the ‘Copacabana of the Amazon.’

Arena da Amazônia

Built for the 2014 World Cup, the Amazon’s largest stadium hosts big-name concerts.

Amazonas Dragway

This racing concourse in Iranduba has classic and racing cars competing in timed laps.

Manauara

The city’s newest and largest mall also has a theater, live music and cinema.

Sambódromo Manaus

The Sambódromo hosts concerts year-round and is a must-visit during the Boi festival in October.



TOP TOUR GUIDES

Real Amazon Experience

The owner, aka Jungle James, guides tourists through days camping in the jungle or staying in his simple lodge.

Maia Expeditions

Big operator offering overnights around Lago Mamori as well as multi-itinerary days out.

Amazon Private Tours

Milton Fernandez is a professional accredited guide specializing in small-group tours around Manaus and beyond.

Head for the Heights

CLIMBING THE RAINFOREST

You’ll need more than a foot up to mount the big daddies of the rainforest – ancient samaumas have flourished for hundreds of years looming up to 70m tall. Thankfully, tour guides are on hand with hotel pickups, harnesses, hard hats, ropes and aerial hammocks for that all-important treetop contemplation. Amazon Tree Climbing is an established operator with professional instructors steering intrepid dendrophiles to the heights, while Eco Forest Adventure has dedicated land outside Manaus with hiking, zip lines and bungalow jungle platforms for camping overnight.

A Matter of Survival

SURVIVING AND THRIVING IN THE JUNGLE

Survival tours teach everything intrepid travelers need to know about thriving in one of the world’s most impenetrable habitats. Learn indigenous techniques and hacks for life in the jungle from starting fires to harnessing the power of medicinal plants, following tracks, canoeing and navigating the terrain. Of course, any Bear Grylls enthusiast knows they’ll need to eat to survive and that the rainforest provides richly. Lessons in Amazonian fruits, spearfishing, salt extraction, making animal noises and crafting (and using) blowpipes come with the rugged terrain. Expeditions envelop everything from half-day tours to four nights camping out in the jungle – you’ll master all the skills for building your bedroom from sticks and palm leaves. Ney Eco Adventures leads gung-ho adventurers around the Rio Urubu, while Jaguar Tours venture into the wilds beyond the Rio Mamori.


WILD IN THE CITY

Horticulture fans, rejoice! The Museu da Amazônia (MUSA; an annex of the Adolpho Ducke Botanical Garden, the largest urban forest reserve in the world) is an open-air museum spanning jungle trails, factual displays and installations centered around the fauna and flora of the region. Skip the tired exhibitions to the front, remember to bring closed shoes if you don’t want to rent wellies from reception, and come with strong legs to navigate the 13 trails and 42m-high observation tower with views across Manaus. The vegetation-lined walkways pulse with facts, specimens and information from the rainforest – spot native wildlife as you venture deeper into nature.




Getting Around

Manaus has pronounced tourist areas that are relatively safe to walk day and night, such as Largo de São Sebastião, much of Centro’s historic area, Adrianopólis and Ponta Negra beach. Buses travel frequently around Centro and run from there to Marina Davi, Ponta Negra and MUSA.

If you’re planning to concentrate your visit around Centro, two feet are sufficient. If you’re intending to visit Manaus’ attractions beyond the center or are staying in Adrianopólis, you can drive (also a good option for exploring the towns beyond Manaus). Uber is ubiquitous, as are private-hire taxis. Boat tours and water taxis reach Museu do Seringal Vila Paraíso, Encontro das Águas and Parque Ecologico Janauari.






Beyond Manaus


[image: jpg]

The Lower Rio Negro Mosaic is the jungle garden of Manaus, where adventures in spellbinding nature enchant.


If Manaus is the gateway to the Amazon, the encircling rainforest is the destination. Here you’ll find pulsing jungle, traditional communities and wildlife – the jungle terrains surrounding the capital are a paradigm of eco-adventures and natural wonders to explore.

The opening of the Ponte Rio Negro in 2011 connected the capital to Iranduba and opened up a world of travel possibilities around Manacapuru, with a burgeoning array of jungle accommodations today. This tranche of the protected Lower Rio Negro Mosaic has a slick tourism proposition catering to adventurers entering through the capital of Amazonas state. Elsewhere, the town of Presidente Figueiredo is a land of waterfalls and adventure waiting to be discovered.
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TOP TIP

If no room availabilities show on booking sites in destinations outside the Amazon’s main towns and cities, contact a hotel or pousada (guesthouse) directly – we found this a surer way of reserving accommodations in the region.





BOATS OF THE AMAZON

Riverboat

Large boat for long-distance travel with hammocks, a restaurant and cabins.

Lancha

A powered vessel transporting dozens of people; usually for interstate travel.

Fast boat

Airport-style seating, and journey times a third of the traditional riverboat.

Voadeira

River speedboat transporting up to 10 passengers; it can be a bumpy ride.

Motorized canoe

Used by the people of the Amazon in place of a car and ideal for short journeys.

Balsa

Slow, people- and vehicle-carrying boat used to cross between riverbanks.



Chasing Waterfalls

CASCADES AND MORE IN PRESIDENTE FIGUEIREDO

Accessed via full or three-quarter day tours from the capital, or a straight 125km drive or bus journey across the BR-174, Presidente Figueiredo is one of the few destinations beyond Manaus reachable by land. This cute boho town was only established in 1981 and has more than a hundred cascades, earning it the nickname ‘Land of Waterfalls.’ From the Cachoeira da Iracema with its grottos, diving boards and boulder passageways to the gentle rapids of kid-friendly Parque Urubuí with its many surrounding botecas (bars) and churrascarias (restaurants featuring barbecued meat), Presidente Figueiredo has a waterfall for every mood and occasion.


Explore the protected prehistoric complex of Caverna do Maroaga with its epic formations and poster-worthy Gruta da Judéia, where you can shower in the descending cascade. Hike through the verdant rainforest to reach more remote flumes, such as Arara beyond Iracema and Neblina, accessed via a 6km trek to where camping and rappelling reward. Or, relax by the pristine, topaz waters of the jungle-fringed Lagoa Azul (Blue Lagoon), where water sports and freshwater swimming beckon. Canyoning, zip-lining, hiking and canoeing are widely available in the area, too. Most of the waterfall sites have food and drink vendors to provide for visitors, and all offer parking. If you have the luxury of time, consider an overnight or weekend in the nature around this pretty town. Tourism is the mainstay of Presidente Figueiredo and there is a plethora of pousadas and campsites alongside shops and restaurants – waterfall views are optional.
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WATERFALL WONDERLANDS

The Amazon is blessed with waterfalls throughout its land. To see them in virgin surrounds, adventure on to Parque Nacional do Jaú in the Central Amazon Conservation Complex.



WHERE TO STAY IN PRESIDENTE FIGUEIREDO

Amazon Emotions

A luxury glamping and lodge experience with activities, set on the jungle doorstep of Presidente Figueiredo. $$$

Pousada Paraíso do Calango Azul

Good rooms in a tidy waterfall-side pousada with great restaurant and bar. $$

Local Hostel Figueiredo

Clean, colorful and friendly hostel with pool table in the heart of the town center. $

Lodge Land

ECO-RETREATS BEYOND MANAUS

In the fertile rainforest of inland Careiro, across the river south of Manaus, the Mamori and Juma watersides team with jungle accommodations. Designed in harmony with the spellbinding natural surrounds, these are spaces in which to be truly immersed in the Amazon: lazing in hammocks, serenaded to sleep by a chorus of frogs, waking to birdsong and feasting on traditional foods. Three hours away from Manaus, lodges organize hotel transfers to cross the Rio Negro, after which you’ll adventure by road to your speedboat to cruise on to your chosen retreat (spotting the virgin rainforest’s wildlife en route).

After arrival, wind down in a waterside wooden stilted bungalow, floating bedroom, hostel, thatched-roofed lodge, tree house or dormitory (the lodgings vary by budget; authenticity is guaranteed). Canoe on the river, meet local communities, spot diurnal wildlife and that which emerges after dark, too. Learn about medicinal plants, take a survival tour, try ornamental fishing, hike rainforest trails, camp out in the jungle and plant or climb trees in itineraries spanning from two days to a week. Factor in all excursions, meals and transport being inclusive when considering the price. The accommodations beyond Manaus are one-stop-shop jungle retreats – everything is taken care of, so all you need to focus on is adventure and otherworldly retreat.


I LIVE HERE: PROTECT THE AMAZON, SAVE THE WORLD
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Philip Fearnside is an award-winning environmental scientist at the National Institute of Amazonian Research in Manaus.

Amazonia’s environmental services such as recycling water, stocking carbon and maintaining biodiversity are essential to the region’s people, Amazonian countries and the world. Deforestation and degradation through logging, droughts and forest fires destroy the forest’s ecological functions and its vital role in maintaining the indigenous and other traditional peoples.

Maintaining the forest is essential to avoid catastrophic global warming. The carbon stock in the trees and soil is so large that, if it were emitted to the atmosphere over a few years, it would push the global climate system past a tipping point. Keeping that from happening requires containing direct destruction of the forest .



BEST LODGES

Juma Lodge

Luxury treetop lodgings with observation tower, museum and an overnight jungle tapiri (hut) around the Lago Juma. $$$

Dolphin Lodge

Sleep in simple, rustic bungalows facing the river. Larger accommodations available for groups. $$

Caboclos House Eco Lodge

Authentic jungle lodge set in charming waterside chalets. Run by locals; experiences are in tune with the surrounds. $


Dark-Water Discoveries

ENTER THE RIO NEGRO

Across the Rio Solimões, the well-established lodges of Careiro have been joined by a variety on the Rio Negro fringes of Manacapuru, where lodges line the Acajituba waterways two hours away from Manaus. The uniquely opaque, dark waters here are spellbinding; the wildlife, however, is less abundant than in the rainforest around the Amazon (though with that come fewer insects, too). The indigenous life is well preserved.

Lodges dot the banks of the Rio Negro all the way from Manaus up through to the Unesco-inscribed Central Amazon Conservation Complex. Here, travelers can indulge in the range of activities that are also offered in Careiro, in addition to local traditions such as carimbó dance classes and artisanal food, soap-making and crafts workshops. Fans of abandoned spaces can see the ruins of the prototypal tree-house ecolodge, Ariaú, which famously hosted King Charles and Bill Gates, and take expeditions to the stunning Parque Nacional de Anavilhanas, located just an hour upriver.


THE WARRIOR KING OF MANAUS

Army commander and figure of the resistance, Ajuricaba was the leader of the indigenous Manaós during the early 18th century and rallied his contemporaries to defend the lands around Manaus from the colonizers. Both a diplomat and a warrior, Ajuricaba gained allegiance and fought alongside the Banibas, Muras and Barés of Amazonas and later even allied with the Dutch to hold back the Portuguese. Today, several streets in Manaus, Novo Airão and Barcelos, where he was born – as well as a town in southern Brazil – are named after this legendary freedom fighter.



Night Vision

RED-EYE SPOTTING AFTER DARK

Venturing into the rivers and flooded forests after dark is like entering a natural wonderland. Some 80% of the Rio Negro’s wildlife is nocturnal, and by night the waters pulse with life. The so-called ‘red-eye tours’ – which are offered throughout the Amazon and should feature on every nature enthusiast’s travel itinerary – are named after the eyes of the caiman, which glow scarlet above the water in the darkness. Treetop sloths – the prey of the diurnal harpy eagle – venture out after nightfall to feed and, as the daytime boat traffic desists, botos (river dolphins) frolic, fish leap, boas slither through the waterways and the jungle chorus becomes ever louder and the adventure more thrilling. Most lodges in the Amazon offer these tours as part of their itineraries; nocturnal explorations by operators such as Olimpio Carneiro, Maia Expeditions and Amazon Amazing depart by boat from Manaus in the late afternoon to explore the Rio Negro, returning around three hours later.


Getting Around

Wheels are the primary mode of travel beyond Manaus. Reach Presidente Figueiredo via a straight drive along the BR-174; buses leave Manaus in the morning and return from Presidente Figueiredo in the evening. Once in the town, it’s best to travel between the waterfalls and caves with a car or bicycle – all have parking areas – or take a tour or guide to explore the different sites.

If staying in a lodge near Manaus, accommodations will arrange pickup from the airport and Centro or Adrianopólis hotels. There is a balsa (boat crossing) to Careiro, and Iranduba is linked by the Ponte Rio Negro. Once there, you’ll be transferred and need to make your way around the waterways by boat.





RIO NEGRO BASIN
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The Rio Negro is the largest black-water river in the world. When the Portuguese first sailed through the Amazon, they dubbed the waters here the ‘black river.’ In fact, the Rio Negro’s sandy soil and highly acidic makeup, formed from millions of years of erosion, lend the liquid highway an opaque sheen, a photogenic curiosity that’s mesmerizing at every glimpse.

From its headwaters in Colombia and Venezuela, the Rio Negro meets the Rio Solimões at its mouth lining Manaus, sweeping over the two largest freshwater archipelagos in the world, the virgin rainforest wilds of the Central Amazon Conservation Complex, intriguing villages, towns and protected reserves along the way. Due to its remoteness, this was one of the least-penetrated terrains by the Europeans, lending to the sense of having found ‘the real Amazon’ upon entering its upper climes.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Parque Nacional de Anavilhanas

2 Parque Nacional do Jaú

SIGHTS

3 Casa Rosa

4 Ilha do Sol

see 3 Pedra Sanduíche

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 4 Comunidade Areal

see 4 Comunidade Mirim

see 6 Flutuante dos Botos

see 3 Grutas do Madadá

5 Serras Guerreiras

SLEEPING

6 Anavilhanas Jungle Lodge

EATING

see 6 CamuCamu

see 6 Flor do Luar

see 4 La Cave du Conde

see 4 Restaurante do Francês

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 6 Alex Saloon

ENTERTAINMENT

see 4 Feira Tuyuca

SHOPPING

see 4 Amiarn

see 6 Associação dos Artesãos de Novo Airão

see 4 Casa das Artes

see 6 Fundação Almerinda Malaquais

see 4 Mercado Municipal

see 6 Waimiri Atroari

see 4 Wariró

INFORMATION

see 6 Associação Anavilhanas de Transporte Aquaviário e Turismo de Novo Airão




TOP TIP

City hotels are well versed with the needs of guests traveling onto the further reaches of the Amazon – all offer secure luggage storage. Pack an extra backpack or carry-on to leave your suitcase in the city. Besides, you’ll need the extra space for the inevitable souvenirs picked up along the way.




Artisans & Dolphins: A Day in Novo Airão

GATEWAY TO THE RIO NEGRO

Pristine, tranquil Novo Airão is the gateway to the Parque Nacional de Anavilhanas and offers a taster of Rio Negro life and culture. Spend the morning perusing the excellent artisanal spaces dotting the pretty beach town. The thriving workshop of Fundação Almerinda Malaquais reclaims the rich palette of native rainforest woods for the magnificent marquetry applied to ornamental game sets, furniture, objets d’art and dinnerware. Elsewhere, Waimiri Atroari purveys traditional basketry and the Associação dos Artesãos de Novo Airão (AANA) has a vast workshop, exhibition space and a showroom that’s supported the area’s artisans for nearly 30 years.

Stop for lunch at Flor do Luar. This long-loved floating restaurant has an excellent fish menu of freshly caught delicacies such as grilled giant pirarucu and tucupi (cassava sauce) ceviche. Take a dip from the deck, then check out the water-sports center opposite to embark on guided SUP (stand-up paddleboarding) or hire a canoe to roam the surrounding bay. Once back on dry land, head north to visit the Flutuante dos Botos (Dolphin Floating Platform; closed Mondays) along the beach. An eight-year-old girl loved to walk from her house to the riverfront to feed the dolphins, or so the narrative goes. Today, the video reveals, she’s at the helm of Novo Airão’s biggest attraction, as she steps forward, now a fully fledged adult inviting visitors to swish their feet in the waters from the deck until the legendary playful pink dolphins swim up to amaze visitors.

In the evening, contemplate the astonishing sight of the island archipelago and life of the jungle over Yanomami broth and a superlative salt-baked pirarucu at CamuCamu. Head back to the town center afterwards to watch the Novo Airão world pass by over drinks at Alex Saloon.
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WHAT TO PACK FOR THE AMAZON

Clothing

Top-to-toe cotton clothing for shade and protection, swimwear and aqua shoes for river bathing, hiking boots and trainers; one set of smart clothes.

Accessories

Sunglasses, hat and a lightweight rain poncho plus a waterproof covering for tech.

Pharmacy

Sunscreen, mosquito repellent and zapper, malaria tablets for parts of Amazonas and all medications used back home.

Entertainment

Binoculars for spotting wildlife at distance and in trees, a torch and books for long stretches without internet, while traveling, or both.



WHERE TO STAY IN NOVO AIRÃO

Anavilhanas Jungle Lodge

Ultra-luxe retreat and one-stop shop for exploring the rainforest and archipelago; itineraries from one to six nights. $$$

Pousada Bela Vista

Chic, popular town-center hotel on the river with sun decks, pool and agency arranging tours. $$

Pousada Novo Airão

Simple, clean and friendly town-center pousada with swimming pool; can organize trips into the archipelago. $

Jungle Cruise

ISLAND-HOPPING THE ANAVILHANAS ARCHIPELAGO

More than 400 jungle islands comprise the second-largest freshwater archipelago in the world. The Parque Nacional de Anavilhanas occupies the lower part of the Central Amazon Conservation Complex, stretching some 130km up from Novo Airão to the Parque Nacional do Jaú. The archipelago and skies – most dramatic during sunset – appear on the Rio Negro’s dark, iridescent liquid highway as a mirrored reflection. Don’t venture here alone – the habitat is home to parrots, toucans, endangered giant otters, Amazonian manatees, bald uakaris, giant armadillos and frolicking botos (river dolphins), but also black caimans and boa constrictors, which those embarking on nocturnal tours can spot.

In this otherworldly dimension, you’ll pass resident fishing folk and boaters going about their daily lives, and during dry season alight onto verdant tropical islands for jungle walks. Discover the endemic and giant vined macucu trees, and bathe in the opaque waters of the Rio Negro from the islands’ virgin white sands. When the river rises, cruise between the treetops of the igapó a sensational and surer season for wildlife spotting as the dry land shrinks, confining land mammals to the now-submerged islands’ peaks. Whatever the weather, the Anavilhanas Archipelago’s unique topography entrances, as one of the only destinations in the Amazon from where to explore the rainforest from a major river.


MARIUá ISLAND-HOPPING

The largest freshwater archipelago in the world, Mariuá Archipelago extends from the Parque Nacional de Anavilhanas up past Amazonas’ first capital, Barcelos, and onto Daracuá. Mariuá’s 700 islands forms part of the Unesco-inscribed Central Amazon Conservation Complex. The tourism offer is less developed but the region is every inch as beautiful with giant otters, manatees and macaws to spot, island communities to visit and sensational white-sand jungle beaches dazzling against a backdrop of the mesmerizing waters of the Rio Negro.




NOCTURNAL WILDLIFE-SPOTTING

Nocturnal or ‘red-eye tours’, named after the color caiman’s eyes glow in the darkness, run throughout the Amazon but are optimal in the Rio Negro where 80% of the wildlife only emerges at night.



RIO NEGRO DAY CRUISES

Aatra

Accredited boat station providing water taxis and tours from Novo Airão along the Rio Negro’s lower half.

Em Cantos da Amazonia

Specialized tours exploring everything from nocturnal wildlife to all the sights upriver to Parque Nacional do Jaú.

Taxi Fluvial Voadeiras

Barcelos water taxi station to hire a boat and driver for navigating the Mariuá Archipelago.


Cave Explorations

THE JUNGLE GROTTOES OF MADADá

On the Lower Rio Negro’s banks, equidistant from Novo Airão and Parque Nacional do Jaú, stands Casa Rosa, a small pink museum with an exhibition on riverine life that’s the starting point for explorations of the Grutas do Madadá (Madadá caves). The curious, millennia-old Pedra Sanduíche (Sandwich Stones) boulders – seemingly balanced atop one another at the trail’s entrance – signal a precursor to the formations that dazzle on the 1½-hours’ hike inland through dense, virgin rainforest: the 10-million-year-old Madadá caves.

The ancient cave system sprawls out from the middle of the jungle, a network of tunnels and rooms said to have sheltered indigenous chiefs taking refuge from Portuguese incursions long ago. Today they’re home to bat chambers and otherworldly formations from which to emerge into the pristine enveloping jungle and spot its native wildlife. The land bank leading to the Grutas do Madadá is just over an hour’s boat ride upriver from Novo Airão. The town’s two most luxurious lodgings have set their sights on this cave complex, too. Anavilhanas Jungle Lodge has a retreat in the area, and Mirante do Gavião is in the process of building perhaps the most remotely located luxury jungle hotel on the Rio Negro’s banks, Madadá Lodge – so for how much longer these ancient, otherworldly caves stay hidden, remains to be seen.


THE HERMIT OF THE RUINS

It’s viable that the ‘hermit of Velho Airão’ is more famous than the ruins he protects. Some 20 years ago, Shigeru Nakayama moved to the first colonial settlement along the Rio Negro, slowly swallowed by the jungle since being abandoned in the 1950s after the rubber-boom bust. Now the sole resident of Velho Airão, the septuagenarian enjoys a solitary life in these desolate wilds, dedicated to caretaking the ruins and showing them to the occasional tourist. Velho Airão stands on the borders of the Parque Nacional do Jaú, 100km upriver from Novo Airão, and is only reachable by boat.



Enter the Jungle

EXPLORE PARQUE NACIONAL DO JAú

The Parque Nacional do Jaú might just be the Amazon that every human being has imagined since they were small. The pristine, virgin jungle was crowned Unesco’s maiden area of protected rainforest in 2000. Two years later, it was joined by the Parque Nacional de Anavilhanas and Amanã and Mamirauá Sustainable Development Reserves to form the 60,000-sq-km Central Amazon Conservation Complex, stretching some 380km along the Rio Negro from Novo Airão through to Barcelos and extending through the jungle to the Rio Solimões’ banks.

Jaguar-spotting is relatively common here, but one of the world’s greatest areas of biodiversity is a sanctuary for other endangered species such as the golden-backed black uakari, yellow caiman and harpy eagle, too. Liveaboard boat tours venturing deep into the Jaú and Unini rivers span days or even weeks totally immersed in pristine and protected jungle. Shorter sojourns are still highly rewarding, though – private-hire boat journeys from Novo Airão can take passengers for a day-trip taster. Visit the Associação Anavilhanas de Transporte Aquaviário e Turismo de Novo Airão (Aatra) with your documents a day or more in advance to arrange a pass and guide.

Once there, you’ll be immersed in virgin nature that rewards all those who make the journey. During the high-water months, you can canoe through the igapó. When the terrain is dry, hiking to discover waterfalls, ancient petroglyphs from the land’s earliest inhabitants and white-sand beaches is a gift. Overnight camping in the pulsing jungle or sleeping on the hammock of a boat, immersed in the call of the wild, is an adventure in itself.
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Pedra Sanduíche (Sandwich Stones) | GUENTERMANAUS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


AMAZON RIVERBOAT TRAVEL

Among the dreamiest ways to chart the Rio Negro, long riverboat journeys span several days sleeping in hammocks, immersed in the waters and sounds of the Amazon.



RIO NEGRO DAY CRUISES

Luane Tour

Novo Airão operator with local insight on the Anavilhanas Archipelago, Grutas do Madadá and beyond.

Amazon Amazing

Round trips from Manaus exploring the jungle and Anavilhanas Archipelago with treks along the way.

Maia Expeditions

Full day traveling from Manaus to the Anavilhanas Archipelago and back, with beach contemplation assured.


GREAT CATCH

The towns of Barcelos (Amazonas’ first capital) and Santa Isabel do Rio Negro are bait for keen fishers. When indigenous tourism was authorized in the protected lands surrounding the Rio Negro in 2015, so too was one of the communities’ traditional practices: sportive fishing.

The area is host to more than 700 species of fish, the widest variety in the world. Many boat tours and a handful of good town pousadas cater to those looking to catch ornamental peacock bass, pirarara and the legendary pirarucú. You’ll need strong arms to reel them in, though – they reach up to 3m in length and a weight of 220kg.



Warriors of the Peaks

RIO NEGRO MOUNTAIN COMMUNITY STAYS

Four hours upriver from Santa Isabel do Rio Negro, the flow of the black river’s rapids can be seen and heard from the heights of the Serras Guerreiras, the six riverside mountains known as ‘the warriors.’ The jungled peaks trill with rare birdsong and are dotted by green and yellow butterflies that flutter like confetti. The local guides say a prayer before ascending so that the mountains protect their guests – it’s one of many rituals shared, such as not taking a bite on a hike without first washing the mouth.

In an increasingly globalized world, the Middle and Upper Rio Negro basin remains reassuringly remote. The legendary, sprawling indigenous lands in its interior – home to hundreds of communities, some of which are uncontacted – are heavily protected. When we visited, permits were taking 45 days to clear, but the life along these waterways is quietly opening to tourism.

Nine Nheengatu-speaking communities along this remote track welcome visitors under the new Serras Guerreiras de Tapuruquara initiative supported by the Federação das Organizações Indígenas do Rio Negro (FOIRN; foirn.org.br). You can spend nights enjoying their hospitality, locally produced food and regional music, moving between the intimate sanctuaries of the different groups’ malocas (traditional communal living spaces), lulled to sleep in hammocks by a concert of pan flutes and rainforest song. By day, learn indigenous cooking techniques, visit a cassava-flour house, play football with residents, hike through virgin rainforest and canoe the waterways. Of course, you’ll be climbing each of the six sacred riverside mountains, too, emerging from this once-in-a-lifetime journey with a profound knowledge of one of the world’s least-penetrated cultures.
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Wicker basket being made by the Baniwa community | KAROL MORAES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


I LIVE HERE: YANOMAMI ECOTOURISM
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José Mario Yanomami is the president of the Associação Yanomami do Rio Cauaburis e Afluentes (AYRA).

Why did we do all this training to work with ecotourism in the Yanomami territory? Because here we had several invasions by miners and other people from the outside, so to minimize contamination in the soil, in the rivers, we started to work with ecotourism. Because tourism doesn’t contaminate the soil, it doesn’t contaminate the rivers, and it doesn’t destroy fish and hunting. That’s why we accept ecotourism in the Yanomami territory. We had many formations to work with it, we spent seven years preparing. So this work is very important for all of us Yanomami.



RIO NEGRO LIVEABOARD ADVENTURES

Tauá Tours

Good boats, including liveaboards, from insider guides from Manaus to Novo Airão and Parque Nacional do Jaú.

Lo Peix

Well-established operator sailing along the Lower Rio Negro and into Parque Nacional do Jaú.

Katerre Expedition

Leading Novo Airão operator with gleaming boats and years of experience organizing tours and liveaboard adventures.

RIO NEGRO LIVEABOARD ADVENTURES

Barco Angatu

Established fishing specialists with three liveaboard boats coursing along the Medio Rio Negro.

Project Piaba

Nonprofit annual research liveaboard expedition exploring the fisheries from Manaus up to Barcelos.

Captain Peacock

Luxury floating hotel sailing along the Medio Rio Negro with community visits and SUP.

Heart of Crafts

THE AMAZON’S ARTISANAL HERITAGE

At first glance, the handicrafts sold and used throughout the Amazon might look like innocuous, everyday wares. In fact, they’re among the uniting elements of the indigenous communities of the rainforest. Made for and from the jungle, these pieces hold deep spiritual, social, familial and cultural significance among the peoples of this land.

Kuripo, Baniwa and Tariano community representatives travel for days from the protected interior to diminutive Casa das Artes in São Gabriel da Cachoeira to sell their basketry and woodwork. All are accepted by owner Janette Lana, perhaps with some recommendations for finessing their craft. Two days’ journey away lives a Baré community of a hundred people. They produce and perfect the elaborately woven palmeira-frond-fringed skirts, headdresses and coconut-shell tops embellished by beads and parrot feathers. Worn for ceremonial occasions, they’re synonymous in many western imaginations with the Amazon’s traditional clothing. Their family member Elizangela showcases these handmade works of sartorial heritage in her AMIARN (Rio Negro Indigenous Women’s Association) boutique.

In the town center, the capacious, FOIRN-backed Wariró showcases sophisticated glazed, spiked Tukano pottery, gleaming Baré woodwork and idiosyncratic curiosities such as bows, arrows and idolatry drawn from across the protected indigenous communities of the Rio Negro.

Join Luciana to hike through dense vegetation for an hour to her jungle house, where she scours the land to strip the bark and leaves of an arumá tree that will form the basis of the handicrafts she fashions. Back in the jungle backyard of her Comunidade Areal home, birdsong and the trill of Arawak (one of four official languages in São Gabriel da Cachoeira) serenade nimble fingers wefting and warping the fibers she’s sourced. As Luciana demonstrates and instructs the plaiting of the dyed rush into pega moça (ceremonial courtship accessory), baskets and mats in her community situated a short drive from the city’s Camanaus port, you can craft and treasure a legacy from your journey, too.


FESTIVALS IN THE AMAZON

Those thirsting to encounter the communities and experience the culture and traditions of the legendary protected peoples of the upper Amazon can visit São Gabriel da Cachoeira for Festribal. In August each year, thousands descend on the town to watch pole climbing, fireworks and the dances of remote communities. The fanfare takes place in the town’s stadium, which is emblazoned with an iconic mural of two women’s faces daubed in ceremonial paint and accompanied by the creatures of the Amazon. Every town in the Amazon has its own annual festival – the largest of these is Parantins’ Folklore Festival, aka Boi-Bumbá, in June.



WHERE TO STAY IN SÃO GABRIEL DO CACHOEIRA

Pousada Bawary

Pousada (guesthouse) set in nature on the outskirts of town. Great hosts and star-attraction standalone jungle suite. $

Elite Flat Hotel

Tidy rooms in the center of town; this is the longest-established hotel in the area. $

Hotel La Vitrine

Smart new hotel overlooking the river, with pool, bar and traditional effects across contemporary bedrooms.$


Sundays in São Gabriel da Cachoeira

EXPERIENCE LIFE AS A GABRIELENSE

Welcome to the ‘real’ Amazon, the indigenous town made up of 23 ethnicities whose trajectory hasn’t been changed too much by colonialism or tourism. Start your day the São Gabriel da Cachoeira way with a visit to the Mercado Municipal. Behind the market’s fruit and craft stalls beckon the butchers. A closer inspection reveals the meats here are armadillo, turtle and tapir – national laws authorize traditional husbandry of these otherwise protected creatures.

Down at the undulating riverfront, bathe in the cool, crystalline waters of the Upper Rio Negro or sunbathe on the sands while waiting for a water taxi to Ilha do Sol. On the central island of the bay’s small archipelago, enjoy a buffet lunch under the palapa (palm-leaf-roofed shelter) and swim off the white-sand island beloved by locals and visitors alike.

Back on the mainland, drop by the thatched, painted Feira Tuyuca (Tuyuca fair), welcoming all to its weekly Sunday party where the traditional music, tapiocas and dancing flow. Book a few days in advance to visit Comunidade Mirim’s superlative maloca (shared living space), where you can learn the community’s dances, culinary techniques and musical instruments. In the evening, enjoy French jungle cuisine in the discreet garden dining room of Restaurante do Francês or hilltop Amazonian recipes at La Cave du Conde. Afterwards, immerse yourself in the barracas (stalls or huts), music and proud soul of São Gabriel da Cachoeira as the riverfront transforms with children’s entertainment, live music and bars that pulse late into the night.


MOUNTING THE AMAZON

The Upper Rio Negro is unique in the Brazilian Amazon for its mountainous terrain. The 20-minute walk up Pedra da Cosama is an essential rite of passage for visitors to São Gabriel da Cachoeira to watch the sunset over the impossibly beautiful, jungle-fringed, mountain-backed archipelago bay coursed by ever-flowing rapids.

When the weather’s good, climb the protected Morro da Boa Esperança, which juts out from and over the town. It takes around an hour to climb to the boulder-top bridge leading to the small altar at the summit. Of course, this is prime preparation if you’re planning – as many of the area’s international visitors are – to climb the highest mountain in Brazil, Pico da Neblina.




Getting Around

Novo Airão is a 200km drive from Manaus past Iranduba, which is connected by bridge with the capital. Buses to and from Manaus depart three times a day, and shared taxis leave by Ponte Rio Negro – wait for them to fill up. Driving this long and straightforward journey is recommended; once in the town, you can use a car or hire a bicycle to get around.

All the destinations beyond Novo Airão up to Parque Nacional do Jaú are reached via private boat or tour – you can hire one at the Aatra station on the riverfront or arrange a tour via your hotel or pousada. You’ll need to hire a car or jump in one of the shared taxis to get around São Gabriel da Cachoeira and its surrounds. The latter you flag down and jump in with fellow passengers – be prepared to detour as they drop and collect passengers en route. For all other destinations, hike upon alighting.





BELéM
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Touching down in Belém, the city’s lights sparkle like a diamond rising from the river. The sight of towering skyscrapers dotted by the antique colors of the colonial-era mansions at their base is one to behold. Belém is not only the gateway to the Amazon and capital of the state of Pará, but also the center of culture and gastronomy in the region. It was designated a Unesco Creative City of Gastronomy in 2015, and its paraense cuisine – a blend of indigenous, African and Portuguese cooking – has been adopted in Michelin-starred restaurants across Brazil. The city is set on the Guajará Bay, not far from where the mighty Amazon meets the Atlantic Ocean, and its pivotal position saw it as the epicenter of colonial Brazil. The legacy of that era is evident all around, while increasingly celebrating its indigenous history through a progressive museum scene that’s unmatched in the Amazon.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Mercado Ver-o-Peso

SIGHTS

2 Basílica de Nossa Senhora de Nazaré

3 Estação das Docas

4 Mangal das Garças

5 Museu Paraense Emílio Goeldi

6 Solar da Beira

ENTERTAINMENT

7 Teatro da Paz




TOP TIP

Many of Belém’s hotels are concentrated in the central Campino district. While in the vicinity of the city’s major sights, they aren’t on their doorstep. The Nazaré district is safer and more walkable, with upmarket shops, good restaurants and relatively newer hotels.





Market of the Senses

EXPLORING VER-O-PESO’S LIVING MUSEUM

If you only have an hour to understand the matrix of Belém, its historic Mercado Ver-o-Peso – meaning ‘check the weight,’ from the Portuguese custom of imposing taxes on goods arriving here to and from the Amazon – is an enlightening introduction. The explosion of sights, sounds, smells and tastes experienced while wandering this vast, 17th-century working market envelops live animals, herbal potions, artisanal crafts and exotic fruits. The blue, turreted riverfront building is iconic; so too is the ornate art nouveau ironmongery of the meat market opposite and the neoclassical Solar da Beira, now home to artisanal stalls and a pop-up cultural space on the mezzanine floor. For a truly immersive finale, wind past the cacophony of characters, radios and TVs to taste the intergenerational paraense recipes of tucupi boiled, açai squeezed and nuts shelled at the barracas (stalls) to the market’s east.
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Market stall, Mercado Ver-o-Peso | KAREEN BROODRYK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


I LIVE HERE: BEST PARENSE DISHES
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Thiago Castanho (@thiagocastanho), presenter of TV series Iron Chef and Sabores de Floresta, recommends some must-try dishes:

Tacacá

A soup of tucupi (cassava juice boiled to a broth to remove its toxic qualities) infused with jambú (pepper), dried shrimp and tapioca.

Pato no tucupi

Duck stewed in tucupi with jambú, alfavaca (Amazonian basil) and chicória do Pará (chicory). Delicious!

Maniçoba

Processed manioc leaves are boiled for up to a week, then stirred with pork for the Amazonian answer to feijoada (bean stew).

Caldeirada paraense

A rich and colorful stew of fish, prawns, eggs, regional vegetables and herbs.

Vatapá

Manioc stew with salty dried shrimp, coconut milk and palm oil, served with rice.



Jungle Music

PARá’S MUSIC SEDUCES ALL AROUND

Skirts swirling, beats thumping, flutes trilling, footwork shuffling and hands on hips to melodies that serenade the soul – carimbó is the music you’ll hear all around you in the state of Pará, and it was formed in Belém. This is where rainforest’s signature instruments – recorders, maracas, banjos and vio las sertanejas – meet the rousing rhythms of African reco-reco and abé percussions. Bands from across the state appear at Nazaré’s Espaço Cultural Apoena. Book a table, then hit the dance floor, or simply watch the moves of the seasoned and the brave while enjoying petiscos (bar food) over a jambú caipirinha (Brazil’s national cocktail infused with the region’s famous lip-tingling pepper). Carimbó nights are a highlight across Pará; check the schedule at Estação das Docas or time your visit with the Dia do Carimbó on August 26.

ICONIC EATS

Casa do Saulo

Definitive Tapajós cuisine, river views and historic surrounds collide at the state’s most lauded chef-restauranteur. $$$

Restaurante Manjar das Garças

Award-winning paraense cuisine in a glass-paneled tree house in an avian sanctuary. $$$

Remanso de Peixe

This superlative restaurant from celebrity chef Thiago and family began life in the Castanhos’ living room. $$

Secret Gardens

WHERE RAINFOREST, DINING AND CULTURE COMBINE

Worlds apart from the bustle of Belém, the city’s green spaces afford sanctuaries in which to relax, reflect and glimpse the life and nature found deeper within the Amazon. The old town’s Mangal das Garças (closed on Mondays) is home to an array of free-roaming exotic birds and reptiles. Climb the 47m-high observation tower, wander the butterfly house or peruse the boating museum. Dining options span a tearoom, à la carte paraense restaurant and lakeside barracas (stalls).

The Parque Estadual do Utinga (closed on Tuesdays) centers around two lakes surrounded by various trails that can be coursed by foot, bicycle or canoe: the popular monkey trek stretches from Lake Bolonha to the visitor center. Set in a designated environmental protection area, the variety of wildlife here is vast and oft-spotted. Highlights include guided walks, tubing, zip-lining and the indigenous artifacts displayed at the Memorial of the Original Peoples of the Amazon Verônica Tembé.

It’s a 15-minute boat ride from Praça Princesa Isabel to the verdant Ilha do Combú (tell the barqueiro your preferred stop). Bring your bathing suit: the elaborate, city-facing restaurants are styled like beach clubs with river pools, rainforest showers, hammocks and floral swings. Sweeping down the furo (channel), you can observe local communities, giant samauma trees, açai plantations and an open-air street-art gallery on the jungle inland. Visit famed chocolatier Dona Nena for a personal tour of her workshop and the cacao trees in her garden where 120kg of Brazil’s favorite artisanal chocolate is produced each month. Confident river-goers can hire a motorized canoe, jet ski or even SUP to navigate these waterways like the locals do.


HISTORY BEYOND THE CENTER

Museu Paraense Emílio Goeldi

The new museum set within the sad zoo has exhibitions on paleontology, biology and indigenous archaeology, and perhaps the Amazon’s first VR experience.

Basílica de Nossa Senhora de Nazaré

Each October over a million people descend on Belém to follow the religious procession of the Cirio de Nazaré – explore the legacy in this beautiful church.

Teatro da Paz

A predecessor of the more famous opera house in Manaus, with a baroque interior. Nightly recitals and Amazonian ballet; tours throughout the day.




RAINFORESTS WITHIN REACH

If you want to luxuriate in the Amazon’s spellbinding nature and discover more wildlife, head to one of Belém’s islands such as Marajó or Cotijuba.




Getting Around

While Belém is served by frequent buses and navigable by car, we were advised to only travel by Uber around the city and not to walk in the streets after 5pm or use phones outside due to high crime levels at the time of visiting. In Nazaré it’s feasible to walk in the street during weekday evenings.





WALK THE WATERFRONT
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Embrace the sweeping view over Guajará Bay from the jetty of 1 Casa das Onze Janelas. Step into the yellow mansion for contemporary mixed-media Brazilian art or a meal at Saulo Jennings’ restaurant. Then visit the 2 Forte do Presépio, a 400-year-old battlement where photo opportunities of the riverfront’s faded facades abound. Pop into the Museu do Encontro for excellently preserved prehistoric artifacts excavated throughout the Amazon.

You can’t miss the grand ecclesiastical white buildings on Praça Frei Caetano Brandâo. Opposite is Belém’s oldest church, 3 Catedral Metropolitana de Belém; to your left, the iconographic displays of 4 Museu de Arte Sacra. On Malcher, stop to grab a coffee, bite or souvenir at 5 Amazônia Artesanal. Returning to the square, turn right to Praça Dom Pedro II; the state and art museums were closed indefinitely when we visited. Instead, head on to the bijou 6 Museu do Círio, a joyful space teaming with exuberant installations from the Cirío de Nazaré, the city’s most important festival.

Continuing downhill, take the second left to meander across the square past the faded frontages and art nouveau 7 English clock tower towards the fishing boats in the harbor. Turning right, follow the riverfront to explore the 8 Mercado Ver-o-Peso, Latin America’s most famous market, then unwind at the nearby 9 Estação das Docas – three vast, connected former marine warehouses converted into restaurants, shops, a theatre and exhibition space. Outside, you’ll find the wharf’s original mustard-yellow cranes towering over decorative boats that ferry day-trippers to Ilha dos Papagaios, Ilha do Combú and on sunset tours.






Beyond Belém
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Relax and reset while exploring the unique personalities, cultures and cuisines of the beautiful beach resort islands surrounding Belém.


An estuary archipelago of 42 jungled islands fans Belém. Popular weekend escapes for the inhabitants of Pará, they reward with a languid pace, beautiful beaches, riverfront restaurants and resort relaxation. Marajó is an island the size of Switzerland, with a fascinating ancient legacy and one of the best wildlife destinations in Pará. Mosqueiro and Cotijuba are beach islands blessed with golden sands and acclaimed gastronomy. All three islands can be easily accessed from Belém. Further out, Algodoal is a sleepy beach destination devoid of cars, while the alien statues of Colares are a throwback to the 1970s when the island made headlines with UFO sightings. These storied idylls are paradises waiting to be explored.
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Cotijuba Island | RICARDO LIMA/GETTY IMAGES ©


TOP TIP

The fast boat Expresso Golfinho arrives straight into Salvaterra and Soure in Marajó without the need for a connecting bus from Camara, as most other boats do.





ANCIENT EXCAVATIONS

At the Museu do Encontro in Belém and in museums throughout the Amazon and beyond, excavated ancient Marajoara pottery occupies prominent positions within central displays.




WHERE TO EAT IN COTIJUBA

Beira Mar

Set on a quiet beach, this riverfront restaurant serves local dishes and has an outpost near the port. $$

Meu Tapiri

Small, friendly and colorful bar and restaurant on Praia do Vai Quem Quer, with massages out front on weekends and great tapioca. $

Sonho Meu

One of the island’s best-regarded chefs showcases outstanding local cuisine, sometimes serenaded by live bands, on Praia do Vai Quem Quer. $$

Delicias da Praia

Rustic, authentic beachfront haunt serving textbook regional fare on the water. $$



Past, Present & Future

EXPLORING THE ISLAND OF COTIJUBA

One hour from Belém, reached via the frequent fast boat from the pier of the pottery port of Icoaraci, time seems to slow down on the region’s third-largest island, Cotijuba. Stepping out from the lancha, the walkway leads to the eerie monolith of the ruins of the first jailhouse of Pará, built in 1933. Indeed, such was the establishment’s success that at one point Cotijuba was reimagined as a penal colony – thankfully, that’s given way to botecos (bars) and jungle walks today.

No cars are allowed on the island, but you can take a cart from the Ruínas do Presídio to one of the 13 sensational snaking beaches for which Cotijuba is famed (the name translates from Tupi as ‘golden path’). Praia do Vai Quem Quer is the most celebrated – and developed – on the island, buzzing with restaurants and sometimes dance parties on weekends. Its golden sands extend onto tranquil Pedra Branca, dotted with snapshots of local culture such as an apiary and artisanal wares.
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Marajoara ceramics | F DE JESUS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Book ahead to visit the Movimento de Mulheres das Ilhas Belém (Belém Islands’ Women’s Movement), where you can join a cookery class learning how to make (and taste) paraense cuisine or participate in a bio-jewellery-making workshop. After alighting back on mainland Icoaraci, check out the ceramics market of Paracuri on the promenade of the district, the artisanal heart of the capital’s pottery movement today.
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WHERE TO STAY IN COTIJUBA

Pousada Doda

Simple and beautiful wooden chalets on a secluded beach for when tranquility in nature is desired. $$

Skamboo Hostel

Breezy accommodations – palapa-topped with indigenous wall art – near the riverfront, just off Praia do Vai Quem Quer. $

Pousada Aldeia Cotijuba

Chic, treehouse-style beach huts adjoining a river restaurant with DJs. $

Fazenda Safari

STALK WILDLIFE IN THE SAVANNA

Fazendas (farms) have long been a mainstay of the water-buffalo-dominated territory of Marajó, a couple of hours by boat from Belém. Legend has it that a ship carrying the livestock sank off the island’s coast and the 400,000 water buffaloes that dominate the streets, agriculture and, ergo, menus of the island today are the progeny of those that swam to shore. In the Soure savanna, past the kitsch gaúcho (cowboy) statues dotting the streets of Centro and over the red roughshod roads ubiquitous in the Amazon, an animal kingdom awaits.

Across grassland, swamps and mangroves sloths loll, a herd of capybaras frolic, caimans sunbathe and a rarity of scarlet ibis takes flight. Naturally, there are grazing water buffaloes and horse families galore. Fringed by the dreamily desolate Céu beach, the foot safari through Bom Jesus Farm follows a 4km trail.

A number of Soure’s fazendas welcome visitors, some of which offer accommodations, too. Located along the road to spectacular Praia do Pesqueiro, São Jerônimo, Retiro São Jorge and Mironga are the most geared up to tourists – maybe too much so for some. Back in the center, buffalo leather is tanned, crafted and sold at Cortume Art Couro Marajó. Our guide was booked through Amazon Star and a pro at bird noises. Binoculars are recommended.


I LIVE HERE: BEST EATS IN MARAJó
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Carmen Nunes opened the wildly popular Restaurante Tucupi in 2021. Here are her recommendations for where and what to eat in Marajó:

In Marajó, the cuisine is unmissable as we work with our local fish, prawns, crab and buffalo meat and cheese.

 Restaurant Pai D’Egua on Barra Velha beach has fantastic tacaça (Pará’s famed sour and spicy soup) alongside Marajó specialties such as pimento and prawns.

 Restaurant Céu is attached to a small pousada on a deserted beach serving fresh fish dishes in a magical setting.

 Canto do Francês is a garden-courtyard restaurant on the outskirts of town which blends French cooking techniques with Marajoara ingredients.



Cult Ceramics

DISCOVER MARAJó’S ANCIENT LEGACY

Turtles, anteaters, snakes, pubic coverings, earpieces and death: the ceramics excavated on Marajó reveal a wealth of information about the island’s ancient civilization. Their complex, narrative, geometrical designs are lasting evidence – alongside the mounds and hierarchical funerary systems discovered here and stilt houses that still abound – of the sophisticated society that flourished here for a millennium from 400 CE.

Today, highly skilled artisans keep the tradition thriving – perfecting the pottery’s iconic thick rims, white slips, red paints and geometric incisions – at ateliers across Marajó. In Soure, the ancestral designs at M’Barayó impress; you can pass by the workshops at Praia do Pesqueiro for a demonstration, too. A handicraft-shopping stop at Salvaterra’s Casa do Artesão is a must. Soure’s Arte Mangue Marajó welcomes visitors to try their hands at creating a piece of this world-revered pottery themselves. Model the soft clay that has been moulded here for millennia, paint its decorations and then engrave it with Marajoara iconography in workshops lasting from one to three hours.

Examples of prehistoric Marajoara ceramics can be found further out. Set on the forested outskirts of Soure, the Instituição Caruanas do Marajó Cultura e Ecologia is as much a feast for the eyes as the soul. This NGO envelops a school for hundreds of children living in poverty, ceramics center and micro-museum showcasing examples of historic Marajoara artifacts such as loincloths, urns and idols alongside contemporary jewelry.

The island’s excavated prehistoric pictographic pottery is displayed at Museu do Marajó in Cachoeira do Arari, which was reopened and renewed at the beginning of 2022, as well as in Belém, New York, London and across the globe. These highly prized artifacts are collected by and displayed at the world’s most important museums.


WHERE TO BEACH

Marajó is the size of Switzerland, yet only the island’s eastern tip is accessible to visitors. The northernmost town, Soure, is Marajó’s capital. The estuary beaches here vie with Brazil’s best: windswept Praia do Pesqueiro is set in a picturesque fishing village in a marine reserve with traditional stilt cabanas to dine in; further up the coastline lie isolated Céu and Cajúuna. The buzzing, brightly colored botecas of mangrove-lined Barra Velha are closer to the town’s center.

Salvaterra is a strollable resort town with beachfront pousadas. Its sweeping, crescent-shaped Praia Grande has a seaside feel. The kitesurfing beach at Joanes, the southernmost of Marajó’s towns, has Jesuit ruins, a quiet, romantic allure and simple beachfront pousadas.



WHERE TO STAY IN MARAJÓ

O Canto de Francês

Rustic-chic rooms set around a garden, a 20-minute walk from Soure’s center. Don’t miss the tapioca breakfasts. $$

Casarão da Amazônia

This characterful hotel occupying a 19th-century mansion is set one block back from Soure’s beachfront. $$$

Hospedagem Casa do Pescador

In the mind to unwind? Zone out at this homestay in a picturesque fishing village. $

Pousada Princesinha Marajó

Set on Salvaterra’s prime beach, this restaurant with rooms has small, river-facing accommodations. $$

Pousada Vila Joanes

This pretty beachfront property was the first to lure peace-seeking tourists to Joanes. $

Pousada Ventania do Rio-Mar

Zen out in the brightly colored river-facing chalets close to Joanes’ ruins and village center. $


Island Dining

CRUISING MOSQUEIRO’S RESORT-RESTAURANT SCENE

About 95km beyond the frenetic backdrop of Belém, across the rolling fazenda territory of the capital’s hinterland, extends the bridge connecting the mainland to the city’s favorite weekend island hangout.

Cross over into Mosqueiro’s entryway, lined with mango trees, seafood vendors, vegetable hawkers and artisanal stalls, then ride along the highway to the beach-fringed far side of the island. Head left for the westerly stretching, golden sands of friendly Farol, with its beachfront restaurants serving smiles and magnanimous fresh seafood to a soundtrack of carimbó and rock. Continuing east, just before Praia do Murubira, is an always-heaving outpost of the celebrated Sorveteria Cairu ice-cream shop set in a walled garden. Jurubeba holds court at the next beach along, Ariramba; it’s a resort-style restaurant with beach cabanas and rooms from which to contemplate the river over a jambú caipirinha cocktail. Coursing east, bear left after the pousada territory of Praia São Francisco to visit one of the island’s best restaurants: secluded and superlative Casa Moqueio has its own jetty, a library and terrace yoga classes on weekends. It may seem like you’ve reached the sands’ end. You’ll need to drive on through the town center, past the lively fish market and over the furo (channel), to reach the island’s most beautiful and secluded beaches.

At Praia Paraiso, the dreamy wooden restaurants of Cozinha da Praia and Barraca Hawaii beckon, set on stilts above the sand washed by the incoming waves. At neighboring Praia do Marahu, the fabulous JC Restaurante serves up pool, prawns and an array of fresh-seafood sharing plates before an expansive beach that’s a gift to swimmers. Consider sleeping over in one of the island’s many pousadas to recharge by the cool, silvery freshwaters of this charming river-island resort.


THE CAIRU STORY

What began life as a Belém ice-cream bar is now known by epicureans across the globe after featuring in the world’s best ice-cream rankings. National treasure Cairu sells dozens of flavors, but it’s their Amazonian fruit varieties for which the queues, deservedly, clamor. Delicacies such as guarana and uxi can only be savored in the region due to their fragility and fast expiry; frozen and blended, they enjoy greater posterity. House blends such as Carimbó – a mixture of the sourish regional favorite cupuaçu blended with nuts – are also popular. With outposts now in Rio, Manaus, throughout Belém and here in Mosqueiro, Cairu should surely come with a warning: once tasted, you’ll be craving for more.




Getting Around

Both Marajó and Mosqueiro are navigable by car and bicycle and are a pleasure to cycle. In Marajó, shuttle buses leave the port for the inner towns, and frequent balsa and speedboats connect the ports of Soure and Salvaterra. Regular taxis are available, but mototaxis are the most popular form of private-hire vehicle on the island. Mosqueiro is best explored by car or on foot. On car-free Cotijuba transport is largely by cart, bicycle or on foot.





SANTARéM
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Known as the ‘oldest town in Brazil,’ Santarém is equidistant from the trading hubs of Manaus, Belém and Matto Grosso, which has empowered its strategic seat and wealth on the region’s interstate route since prehistoric times. Set at the confluence of three rivers – the blue Tapajós, green Arapiuns and fawn Amazon – a mighty chiefdom occupied the region from at least 5000 BCE. As colonial rule and successive booms waned by the latter part of the last century, so too did Santarém’s renown. Until the city pioneered its own rush – that of tourism. Buzzy, breezy Alter do Chão began garnering headlines in the new millennium for having the finest freshwater beaches in the world, and travelers fell in love with Santarém all over again. Today, a burgeoning array of chic pousadas, fashion and crafts boutiques and restaurants make the ‘Caribbean of the Amazon’ an ecotourism and resort destination unlike any other in the world.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Floresta Encantada

2 Ilha do Amor

SIGHTS

3 Ponta de Pedras

4 Ponta do Cururu

5 Ponta do Muretá

6 Praia do Jutuba

7 Praia do Pindobal

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8 Lago Verde

EATING

9 Casa do Saulo




TOP TIP

The Tapajós’ low-water months (July to December) are high season here, when Alter do Chão’s beaches are most gloriously visible. There’s still plenty to see and do, though, if visiting between January and June when the river rises, shrinking and submerging those celebrated sands.





STROLL SANTARéM
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Alight at the 1 Museu João Fona to appreciate the unique prehistoric ceramics from the Tapajoara culture such as the astonishing caryatid vessels and idols excavated from the surrounding region and paintings by local artists. An English-speaking guide is available upon request. Then walk across the square and head down Braga, taking the second left on cobblestoned Fonseca to visit 2 Museu Dica Frazão. It’s set in the home of the late fashion designer Dona Dica Frazão, who crafted elaborate designs from natural materials such as wood pulp and palm fronds that were gifted to a pope and a Belgian queen. Her daughter (and if you’re lucky, pet parrot) will guide you around the showcase of her flamboyant creations.

Exiting the museum, retrace your steps until you reach Corrêa on your left and head to the riverfront. Take a boat from the 3 Terminal Fluvial Turistíco, which is around five minutes along the beach to your left, to see the 4 Encontro das Águas, the line where the clearwater Tapajós and brown Amazon rivers meet up close. Afterwards, you can enjoy drinks and food over river views at 5 Massabor on the jetty here, picking up artisanal souvenirs from its craft market or 6 Loja Regional Muiraquitã to your right across the street. Santarém’s shops are among the most abundant in the Amazon, so you can partake in some retail therapy in its labyrinthine streets. Finally, take in the sight of the sky-blue 7 Catedral Metropolitana NS da Conceição to your left as you head north along the riverfront to 8 Feira de Peixe. Time it right to chance upon discarded catch being enjoyed in the Amazon’s waters by the playful dolphins.





MANAUS’ MEETING OF THE WATERS

Santarém’s meeting of the waters is a must-see, but to experience the Encontro das Águas in all its dramatic glory, view the phenomenon in Manaus where the Rio Negro and Rio Solimões meet to form the Amazon.




WHY I LOVE SANTARÉM

Victoria Gill, writer

Alter do Chão and its surroundings feel like a destination on the ascent. I love the surprise of discovering a resort in the middle of the Amazon jungle, and Santarém’s heritage artisanry, feel-good quality of life and mighty culture, formed of its geography and sweeping from ancient to modern history. For some, it may be ‘Amazon-lite’ but for a beach lover like me – and Ilha do Amor is among the best in the world – I love being able to explore the rainforest and its culture, then retreat to the peace of a jungle resort.



Beach-Hopping in Alter do Chão

DISCOVER THE AMAZON’S BEST BEACHES

Formed from the clear Tapajós river, Alter do Chão’s golden sands are considered the finest in the Amazon and have rightfully crowned Santarém’s sister town the region’s most fashionable resort. It all begins at Ilha do Amor – regularly named the top river beach in the world and one of Brazil’s finest. The astonishing, boteca-lined sandbar stretching from the promenade to the jungle hinterland overlooks a heart-shaped bay (in high-water season canoes shuttle back and forth; when the water’s low it’s possible to shuffle across). You can paddle, canoe, SUP and banana-boat in the waters here.

Escape the crowds at the arrow-shaped, lagoon-side spit of Ponta do Muretá or Praia do Jutuba, which is set close to the popular, palapa-lined Ponta de Pedras. Water taxis depart from the Atufa river station to the left of the town square, or you can drive. Half an hour away, en route to Floresta Nacional do Tapajós (FLONA), Praia do Pindobal is one of the area’s most beautiful beaches – a kilometer-long, rainforest-backed crescent of golden sand teeming with restaurants and water sports. Just before nightfall, join the crowds at Ponta do Cururu to float on waters tinted pink by the setting sun.
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WHERE TO STAY IN ALTER DO CHÃO

Cabanas do Tapajós

Authentic cabanas in a central location hosted by a friendly and helpful American couple. $$$

Vila Flor

Botanical reserve B&B with jungle-lodge-styled rooms, open rainforest showers and pool. $$

Pousada do Mingote

Town-center three-star where some of the clean, modern rooms overlook Ilha do Amor. $


Floating-Forest Bathing

EXPLORE ALTER DO CHãO’S INTERIOR

The high-water season between January and June – when much of Alter do Chão’s beaches are submerged – is prime for exploring the surrounding rainforest and wildlife. Whatever the weather, you can swim in crystal-clear waters among thousands of fish at the Lago Verde (Green Lake), which laps from Ilha do Amor into the jungle. Formed from 14 natural springs, it’s a reliable habitat for spotting monkeys and sloths.

The first half of the year is best for accessing the Floresta Encantada (Enchanted Forest) in Caranazal. That’s when the risen lake gives visitors the opportunity to float between the tops of the jungle’s submerged trees, winding through arced-branch tunnels and getting closer to the resident wildlife. There’s a restaurant in the center of the forest for canoeing stops.

Saulo’s Soul Cooking

DISCOVER SANTARéM’S STATE CHEF

Santarém native Saulo Jennings’ rise as one of Brazil’s leading chef-restaurateurs has both mirrored and fueled the meteoric ascent of Alter do Chão itself. Jennings ditched the day job in 2009 to teach kitesurfing. Five years later, he set up a simple five-table restaurant at Carapanari beach to feed pupils after class, inspired by his father’s recipes with fish caught from the Tapajós. Today, Casa do Saulo welcomes over a thousand guests a day, is a requisite stop for photos from its beach and treetop walkways, and has sister restaurants in Belém, Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo.

With a low waste and carbon footprint, Saulo’s dishes pioneer ingredients from small Santarém producers. The pirarucu and suburim are fished from the Tapajós, while his spicy honey sauce hails from the Arapiuns, heightening homegrown dishes such as tapioca cubes in cupuaçu jelly and cassava-flour-breaded shrimps, served on artisanal ceramics. There’s a new gastronomy school to teach the techniques of his self-coined Tapajónic cuisine at Belterra’s science museum and a restaurant in Brasilia soon to follow. For total Saulo immersion, the chef also has 10 river-facing jungalows and two boatels on-site.


I LIVE HERE: WHERE TO PARTY
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Ana Elisa Alho (@alho.anaelisa), carimbó dancer, on where to party in Alter do Chão and Santarém:

Vai Tapajós

Culinary festival by day, electronic music festival by night, drawing big-name DJs for beach and boat parties in the lead-up to Reveillon (New Year’s Eve).

Çairé

September’s indigenous festival, where community figures perform at Alter do Chão’s riverfront arena.

Espaco Alter do Chão

Large outdoor club in the town center with DJs, live music and good food.

Quinta do Mestre

A carimbó circle taking place every Thursday in the Chico Malta Center that plays a vital role in preserving carimbó legacy.

Simbora

Vast Santarém club space with big-name acts from the region and late, late nights.




Getting Around

The beach district of Alter do Chão is easily walkable, as is the old town of Santarém. To travel between them, you can take the regular bus AC that leaves every half an hour, drive or cycle across the superhighway some 37km connecting the two destinations. Paths to the further-flung attractions are navigable on two or four wheels. Water taxis from the Atufa station on the riverfront in Alter do Chão are a scenic, if expensive, way to navigate the area’s attractions.






Beyond Santarém
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The Tapajós’ history presents like a chronology of the Amazon. With hidden communities and showstopping nature, this is a destination of endless surprises.


If Alter do Chaõ’s beaches are the resort lure for visitors to Santarém, the culture beyond them is the reason people stay. Excursions to the fascinating surrounding river communities, pristine rainforest, stunning white-sand beaches and unique ancient and modern historical sites provide a chronology of the Amazon – from Monte Alegre’s 13,000-year-old rock paintings to Henry Ford’s rubber towns and the micro-communities inhabiting the jungle. Supported by the Centro Experimental Floresta Ativa (CEFA) under the Saúde e Alegria initiative, this is sustainable tourism and eco-conservation at its most crucial. Santarém was originally named Tapajós (like the river), and it’s clear to see why the river’s banks have attracted harmony and awe for thousands of years.
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TOP TIP

Dual sites covered here can be combined in a single trip. Belterra is en route to FLONA and Canal do Jari lies on the Arapiuns river route.




Rainforest Discovery

EXPLORING THE LIFE OF FLONA

Some 70km from Santarém, alighting from the bus from the city, drive beyond Belterra or boat from Alter do Chão into the rainforest, serenity permeates the air. The 5440-sq-km Floresta Nacional do Tapajós (FLONA) was designated a conservation area half a century ago and today incorporates sustainable and ecotourism immersing visitors in its communities and astounding topography. Bordered by pristine beaches and the Encontro das Águas, shaded by towering rainforest trees and surrounded by mesmerizing fauna, the jungle is dotted with thatched wooden homes and welcoming community structures.

Artisanry has been prevalent in the Tapajós region for millennia: intense archaeological focus is given to the prehistoric ceramics excavated here. Today, the communities prefer to work with the rubber from their small seringal plantations set deep within the jungle, selling patterned adornments and textiles through their community shops.

Pass the two smaller communities of São Domingo and Maguari to reach FLONA’s most developed, Jamaraquá (ask for their resident English-speaking guide). In each of the settlements you can eat organic home-cooked food in their restaurants and sleep in hammocks and simple rooms of beachfront pousadas. Hike guided trails deep into the rainforest to visit FLONA’s famed 1000-year-old samauma tree amid the jungle orchestra of avian life. The highlight is a canoe ride through the flooded forest or brook leading from the river – bring your bathing costume if you plan to join the residents for a customary swim. Overnighters may indulge in an evening ‘red eye’ nocturnal-wildlife-spotting tour and barbecues on the beach.
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FORD’S FIRST AMAZON EXPERIMENT

For diehard fans of urban decay or disappearing history, a fast boat taking seven hours leaves Santarém once a day for Henry Ford’s first rubber-boom town, Fordlândia, or an overnight ferry departs weekly on Fridays. Reaching it from Santarém via the Trans-Amazonian Hwy is possible, but when we visited the roads were precarious and the pousadas that once welcomed had closed and many of the original buildings had been pillaged. That said, it’s a pilgrimage worth taking to view the eerily twee working-man and jaguar statues of the town, built in 1928, iconic Ford-logoed water tower and abandoned sawmill, hotel and pool and hospital here before they’re swallowed by the jungle.



Rubber-Boom Ghost Towns

EXPLORING HENRY FORD’S AMAZON LEGACY

Emerging from the jungle track leading from Pindobal to FLONA, the road transforms from clay into asphalt, the tidy curbs dotted with scarlet fire hydrants for a vision of 1930s Americana. Henry Ford’s ambitious vision to build working towns for the mass production of rubber for his motor company saw him transfer operations from Fordlândia upriver to Belterra in 1934.

From the late 19th century, the Amazon supplied rubber to the world, accounting for 80% of Brazil’s GDP at that time. Then in 1876 Henry Wickham smuggled seeds from Santarém to the UK; they were successfully planted in southeast Asia, rerouting the world’s supply. So Henry Ford decided to create his own. However, within two decades blight, worker mutinies and the invention of synthetic rubber forced him to close the Tapajós operations at a loss of $200 million.

Ford’s loss is Santarém’s gain. In the Vila Americanamunicipal complex, the Science Museum of the Amazon (MuCA) is housed in Belterra’s former hospital. Its displays on zoology, the biosphere, plants and archaeology were poised to open when we visited. There’s a gastronomy training center and restaurant by Saulo Jennings, and work is underway building a hotel, guesthouse, restaurant and convention center.

Other sights include Ford’s own House 01, the high-society Club House, the town church and a water tower that still trickles supplying Belterra. There are several shops and casual restaurants, or grab a bite to eat over panoramic river views from one of the sculptured seats of the ornamental garden near the entrance from Santarém.


LEGENDS OF THE MUIRAQUITã

If you’ve noticed the ubiquitous green stone frogs permeating the prehistoric collections of Pará’s museums, perhaps the muiraquitã is calling you! These lucky talismans, carved from jade and nephrite, have been carried by people from the Tapajós and beyond to ward off illness and infertility for thousands of years. Vaunted ceramicists and artisans, the ancient civilization here also chiseled figures from green stone. Such was the popularity of the muiraquitã that the amulets were traded throughout the Amazon and beyond. They were discovered as far away as the Caribbean and swept Europe in the 18th century.




RUBBER BOOM

To discover more about the original rubber boom, see the legacy of its wealth and learn about its working culture, visit Manaus which was the epicenter of the ‘black gold rush’ in the 1800s.



FLONA COMMUNITIES TO VISIT

São Domingo

The first settlement you reach at FLONA; there’s a restaurant, simple pousada, hammocks and even a resident healer.

Maguari

The second community in from Santarém has an attractive pousada, bar and restaurant right on the beach.

Jamaraquá

The last and largest settlement with two pousadas and restaurants, an English-speaking guide and canoe tours.

Jaguarari

Newly opened to tourists, 100km from Santarém; there’s a pousada, snaking sandbars and lazy river-style igarape (creek).

Acaratinga

This newer entry opening up to tourists, 100km from Alter do Chão, has a pousada, stunning beach and 12km trail.

Piquiatuba

On the further reaches of the forest, offering canoeing, waterfalls, a cave trail, good wildlife and a pousada.


Prehistory Rewritten

EXPLORING THE AMAZON’S ANCIENT LEGACY

When archaeologist Anna Roosevelt explored the prolific prehistoric rock art at Monte Alegre, it didn’t just herald a landmark for the archaeology of the Amazon but the global understanding of South America, too. The popularity of the oldest-known inhabited cave in the Americas, Pedra Pintada – literally translated as ‘painted stone’ – stems back 13,000 years. Prior understanding was that humans only reached the Americas in 5000 BCE. Through the findings at Monte Alegre and the other 300 or so rock-art sites discovered across the Amazon, it’s now been universally accepted that the human settlement of South America began in the Paleolithic era.

It’s a pleasant hour-and-a-half fast boat across the Amazon from Santarém’s new hidroviária (boat terminal) to Tapará. Boats depart several times a day. Be sure to have booked a 4WD or guide before you arrive. The road leading to Parque Estadual de Monte Alegre (PEMA) is around a 45-minute journey en route to the main town. After bumping along red roughshod roads for a further hour, guides at the entrance can escort visitors on the five-hour hike exploring some of the 20-odd prehistoric rock-art sites discovered around the state park. Caverna da Pedra Pintada is the oldest and most widely known – a corridored and multi-roomed cave with yellow- and red-pigment drawings of birds and geomorphic designs inscribed by Paleolithic foragers. The face of Serra da Lua, the most accessible complex, is decorated with 200m-long geomorphic and anthropomorphic circular shapes. Pedra do Pilão, one of the park’s oldest sites, has dense symbols and zoomorphic figures, plus a popular rock formation to climb, affording views across the surrounding valleys.

Hidden River Villages

DISCOVERING THE ARAPIUNS

It’s a bumpy two-hour speedboat ride – stopping by isolated dune beaches for river bathing en route – to reach the communities residing along the banks of the Rio Arapiuns. A paradigm of sustainable living, the artisans of Urucureá will demonstrate how their handicrafts from tucuma fiber are made. In the Ana community, you can stroll the forest apiaries buzzing with stingless melipona bees, and on the Atodi land, a forest of Brazil nut trees. Coroca has a vast turtle reserve around a lake where you can view the creatures up close via a floating platform.

Each of these remote domains welcomes with restaurants offering generous meals of fresh, organic meat, fish and vegetables and competitively priced, beautifully made artisanal souvenirs. To truly be immersed in the community, they have spaces in which to sling your hammock for a night or more. The Arapiuns river route is a more recent sustainable-tourism initiative by the Saúde e Alegria (saudeealegria.org.br) foundation, which supports these communities in developing infrastructure.
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I LIVE HERE: THE AMAZON’S HIDDEN HISTORY
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Bruna Rocha is a professor of archaeology at the Federal University of Western Pará in Santarém.

The main Amazonian towns and cities are on top of archaeological sites, and Santarém sits above the largest we know of in the region. Increasingly, people are becoming aware of the fact that the Amazon isn’t just a virgin forest but also a cultural forest. The misconception is that it’s a forest empty of people, that it was pristine and untouched, but that is behind policies that remove local communities from their territories on the pretext of managing the forest. They are the people who best know how to look after the Amazon and continue its biodiversity, and through archaeology that concept is becoming more accepted.



MONTE ALEGRE GUIDES

Nelsi Sadeck

The go-to guide in Monte Alegre for exploring the caves – Sadeck aided Anna Roosevelt’s excavations.

NW Transfer and Tourism

Knowledgeable guides to collect and drive visitors between the rock-art sites within the park.

Amazon Star

Based in Santarém, this reputable agency organizes daily and overnight tours to Monte Alegre.


HEART OF CRAFTS

For more superlative crafts and understanding of the indigenous communities of the Amazon, a visit to São Gabriel da Cachoeira should be on every ethnographic traveler’s list.



Floating Wonders

HIDDEN GEMS OF THE CANAL

Cruising across the Tapajós from Alter do Chão, Dulce Oliveira’s water-lily garden floats on the wildlife-rich Canal do Jari. When she noticed the native animals nibbling on her pads, she began to cook their leaves. Today the plant is tempura-battered, boiled and baked in the recipes of the former marina officer’s restaurant, Jardim da Vitória Régia. Also on Canal do Jari is the home of Dona Rosângela, who rows visitors along the Trilha da Preguiça ‘sloth trail’ leading from the back of her home. Don’t be misled by the tour’s name – it’s frequented by s, too.


TOUR OPERATORS TO KNOW

Gil Serique

FLONA native and one of the area’s most established guides, Gil provides narrative tours with a lively slant throughout the region.

Selvagem Tours

One of the area’s most developed agencies, with multilingual guides for tours through the Arapiuns, FLONA, Enchanted Forest and beyond.

Santarém Viagens e Turismo

Longstanding agency with multilingual guides offering day and half-day trips to the area’s best sights.

Muriki Ciclotoursmo

A young operator steering cyclists through the road-accessible sites of this part of the Amazon.




Getting Around

Belterra and the communities of FLONA are accessible by road and connected by regular buses leaving Santarém throughout the day. Drive via the Estrada do Pindobal from Alter do Chão or take the BR-163 from Santarém; continue on the Trans-Amazonian Hwy to reach the more remote FLONA communities and Fordlândia. Boats are a fun mode of traveling the Tapajós and the only form of travel in the Arapiuns, for which you’ll need to book a tour. To access the Parque Estadual de Monte Alegre, you’ll need a 4WD; a shuttle connects the boats arriving into Tapará or you can drive.








RIO DE JANEIRO STATE

[image: ]

BEACHES, LUSH ISLANDS AND MOUNTAINS


Tropical islands, hiking, emerald green waters, forest-clad mountains and white beaches: welcome to beautiful Rio de Janeiro state.
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Rio de Janeiro state is quintessentially Brazilian, with its stretches of white sand, rainforest, clear waters, tropical climate and warm, fun-loving inhabitants.

Situated in southeastern Brazil and one of the country’s smallest states, it’s home to some surprisingly varied and attractive destinations.

Ilha Grande is a lush car-free island with more than 100 sandy beaches and dozens of trails to secluded shores and waterfalls. Paraty is home to Brazil’s biggest literature festival and an Old Town dating back to the 16th century, as well as being a gateway to the off-the-beaten-track Gold Trail hike – the route where gold was transported from inland Brazil to the coast to be shipped to colonial powers in Europe. Northwest of Rio de Janeiro city lies the country’s very first national park: Parque Nacional do Itatiaia. Here you can rock climb, watch black capuchin monkeys gather food along the state park road, and swim in natural pools far away from the hustle and bustle of the coast.

For those who want to revel in some lavish carioca decadence then Búzios is your best bet. It’s a popular getaway for luxury-loving Argentine and Brazilian vacationers who choose to spend the hot summer months of January and February in beach buggies or yachts, zooming their way around the peninsula’s beaches and partying the night away in the resort’s high-end nightclubs.
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THE MAIN AREAS

PARATY

Literature, cobblestoned streets and emerald waters.

ILHA GRANDE

Island life, hiking, beaches and jungle.

PARQUE NACIONAL DO ITATIAIA

Rainforest and national park.

PETRÓPOLIS

Beer, royal palaces and hiking.

BÚZIOS

Upscale seaside resort, beach buggies, boutiques.



Find Your Way


Rio de Janeiro is a small state by Brazilian standards and is well connected, with regional buses departing from Novo Rio bus terminal in Rio de Janeiro city taking you to most corners of the state.
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Plan Your Time


Rio de Janeiro state is a place to kick back and enjoy the good things in life. Relax on the beach, hike through the jungle, swim in natural pools and party with fun-loving cariocas.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Head straight to Paraty to enjoy 18th-century churches, emerald green waters, and pristine beaches. Popular with both Brazilians and international visitors, the town offers excellent pousadas, culinary delights, and plenty of islands and hidden beaches to discover during the day.

• Check into Pousada Literaria de Paraty and book a private boat tour exploring the secluded beaches and coves not reached by cars, including uninhabited island Ilha dos Cocos with its fine clear waters ideal for snorkeling. Wander around the old town in the afternoon and end the day with caipirinhas and music at Casa Coupê watching the vibrant street life.




Four Days to Travel Around

• After a day in Paraty head west to Paraty Mirim and stay in the middle of the Brazilian Atlantic Forest.

• Head to Praia de Paraty-Mirim the following day and ask one of the boats that moor along the shore to take you to Saco do Mamanguá. Hike the short, albeit steep, trail up to Pico do Pão de Açúcar and enjoy the stunning views of the bay and the evergreen deep Mata Atlântica forest and visit some of the secluded beaches.

• Stop for lightly battered prawns and a vegetarian moqueca (stew from Bahia) served on plantain at Restaurante Mare Manso on Praia Grande do Saco do Mamanguá.




More Than a Week

• To fully enjoy the remoteness of Saco do Mamanguá, stay a night or two and don’t miss Parque Nacional do Itatiaia, Brazil’s first national park. If you get here during the week you’ll have pretty much the natural surroundings to yourself.

• Stay at least a couple of nights inside the park to get the best views. Then head to Visconde de Mauá, a picturesque river valley with plenty of charming chalets to enjoy a glass of red in front of an open fire or take a hot bath. Many chalets come with your own private Jacuzzi.



Seasonal Highlights

Summers in Rio de Janeiro state are hot, humid and crowded. In spring and autumn prices are generally lower and it’s quieter.

JANUARY

Peak of summer when most of South America goes on vacation, including the Brazilians. The weather is hot and rainfalls common, but usually short.
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FEBRUARY

Carnaval is the busiest, most expensive yet best time to visit if you want to party. Book accommodations well in advance.
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MAY

Laid-back Saquarema hosts a 10-day international surfing competition, Oi Rio Pro Saquarema – the surf highlight of the year.
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JUNE

Petrópolis celebrates its Germanic legacy with a 10-day festival of free-flowing beer, dance, music and food.
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JULY

Brazil’s biggest literature festival, Festa Literária Internacional de Paraty, attracts modern novelists and visitors for five consecutive days.
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AUGUST

Whale season in Arraial do Cabo, where you can spot humpback whales migrating to colder waters down south.
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OCTOBER

Low season and a good time to escape crowds and enjoy lower prices. Weather can be wet, so be prepared.
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PARATY
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Quirky Paraty is a favorite among Brazilians and international tourists for its cobblestone streets, whitewashed houses, quaint restaurants, cultural events and natural surroundings. It’s usually packed on the weekends, with city-escaping cariocas enjoying the emerald green waters. Weekdays are usually way less busy, so avoid the weekends if you want to avoid the crowds.

A Unesco World Heritage Site since 1958, Paraty is probably one of Brazil’s most-photographed towns. Although granted Unesco status for its old town, the indigenous Guainás lived in this area long before the Portuguese arrived in the 16th century. In the middle of the gold-mining rush, when the precious metal was discovered in Minas Gerais, Paraty became an important town, as this is where the gold was shipped to Europe from Brazil. The port was busy, and affluent Europeans built ornate churches and luxurious houses, many of which attract visitors to the old town today.
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SIGHTS

1 Antiga Prisão

2 Cachoeira do Tobogã

see 1 Casa de Cadeia

3 Centro Histórico

4 Forte Defensor Perpétuo

5 Igreja Santa Rita dos Pardos Libertos

see 5 Museu de Arte Sacra

6 Pico do Pão de Açúcar

7 Praia da Lula

8 Praia do Pontal

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9 Ilha dos Coco

10 Paraty Explorer

11 Paraty Tours

EATING

12 Casa Coupê

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

13 Café Café Paraty

SHOPPING

see 1 Casa do Artesão

TRANSPORT

14 Paraty Experience




TOP TIP

Paraty’s old town dates from the 16th century and has wobbly, uneven, potentially ankle-twisting cobblestone streets. During the rainy season (October to April) flooding is common, so bring suitable footwear if you plan to stroll around the historic center.





Colonial Churches & Cobblestone Streets

TRACKING PARATY’S OLDEST BUILDINGS

From the bus station you can easily set off on foot to explore Paraty’s Centro Histórico (old town). Start at Casa de Cadeia, a building that served as the town’s prison until the late 1800s. It’s located by the beautiful bay of Paraty and now serves as the town’s public library. It also houses Casa do Artesão, selling products from the region. Continue to Igreja Santa Rita dos Pardos Libertos just across from the old prison. The church was built in 1722 for all the inhabitants (predominantly of color) that were refused entry to the church of the ruling elite. This would have included freed enslaved people, indigenous people and illegitimate children of the aristocracy. Today it’s home to Museu de Arte Sacra, showcasing religious artifacts.

For some sweeping views of the bay, climb up Forte Defensor Perpétuo, a former Portuguese fort built in 1703 to defend the gold shipments passing through town from pirates. It’s situated a 20-minute walk north of the city center, past Praia do Pontal. There’s a small museum on local history and culture.


Head back to the historical center to wander along the pedestrianized cobblestoned streets and photograph the white 18th-century buildings with colorful wooden doors in the golden afternoon light. You’ll be accompanied by plenty of Brazilian visitors looking for those little charming alleys with flowers adorning the house walls that work as an ideal background to their travel shots. Finish your afternoon with a smooth cappuccino and bolo (cake) at quaint Café Café Paraty. Slide into the evening with petiscos (snacks/light bites) and a cold kiwi caipirinha at the usually crowded Casa Coupê.
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WHERE TO EAT IN PARATY

Banana da Terra

Elegant Paraty restaurant, with dishes like stewed oxtail and tuna with coriander and ginger sauce. $$$

Thai Brasil

In the old town, serving flavorsome Thai food. Dishes include classics: papaya salad and pad thai. $$

Manuê Sucos

Popular and LGBTIQ+-friendly corner cafe, with healthy juices and smoothies, coffee and acai. $

Quintal das Letras

Part of Pousada Literaría hotel, refined restaurant serving regional food with a fine-dining twist. $$$



WHERE TO SHOP IN PARATY

Canoa Arte Indígena

Indigenous craft from around Brazil, including beaded jewelry, handmade baskets, hammocks and wooden artifacts.

Livaria das Marés

Bookshop in the old town; everything from children’s books to international classics and novels by Brazilian authors.

Armazém da Cachaça

One of the best places to buy cachaça, the national sugarcane spirit, in town.

Beaches & Boat Trips

EXPLORING PARATY’S COAST BY BOAT

You’ll find Paraty’s best beaches outside of town. The most accessible (and comfortable) way to enjoy what the area has to offer is by boat. Book a private boat tour if you are a few people sharing – this way you can get to the beaches and the most remote islands before everyone else (and in a more intimate setting; you don’t have to share the beach with numerous other Brazilians arriving on the popular schooner tours). Paraty Experience offers five-hour tours where you can pick the destinations of your choice. Make sure your itinerary includes Ilha dos Coco, a remote island with clear waters perfect for snorkeling, and Praia da Lula – a short white stretch of sand with dense Mata Atlântic rainforest and no restaurants or food stall in sight (a good indicator of a less-visited island).

For a truly Brazilian experience, taking an escuna (schooner) is another – albeit, much more crowded – option. It’s by far the most popular traditional day-trip among nationals; the slow ships are especially attractive, as they are relatively affordable (starting from R$50) and comfortable, lazily cruising the waters and serving freshly made seafood, such as fried squid and prawns, with cold cocktails and drinks. Board one of these many big sailing ships, looking like vessels from a fairy-tale pirate era, which depart from Paraty harbor every day, alongside large groups of Brazilian friends, couples and families socializing, singing and talking, and drinking ice-cold caipirinhas and beers, enjoying their time off.
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THE GOLD TRAIL HIKE

Laid by enslaved people on the grounds of trails made by the indigenous Guainás who inhabited the area before the Europeans arrived, the Gold Trail Hike runs from Ouro Preto in Minas Gerais to Paraty in Rio de Janeiro state. Off the beaten track and part of Brazil’s gold-mining history, the trail, also known as Caminho do Ouro in Portuguese, offers a spectacular 1931km hike through the dense Mata Atlântica rainforest and Parque Nacional Serra da Bocaina, with various pousadas, waterfalls and natural pools to stop at along the way. For those who want to do the whole shebang, a guide is highly recommended.



Traversing the Mata Atlântica

LUSH SURROUNDINGS, EXCELLENT HIKING OPPORTUNITIES

Surrounded by rich vegetation and the beautiful Mata Atlântica rainforest, Paraty is an ideal base to discover the area’s many waterfalls, impressive viewpoints and hidden beaches. One of the most rewarding and popular day hikes takes you to the top of Pico do Pão de Açúcar, where you get a spectacular view of the fjord-like bay Saco do Mamanguá and the tree-covered mountains. The hike is short, 1.6km, but don’t let the distance deceive you – it’s steep and takes on average two to three hours to get to the top and down again. If you don’t have a car, book a tour with a local operator, which will usually take you by boat to Saco do Mamanguá, where you start the hike. Get back to Paraty and take a day’s rest. Then strap on the boots again and take on another adventurous hike. This time head off the beaten track and get a taste of the Gold Trail hike. A day tour will take you around parts of the trail, with the possibility to visit some of Mata Atlântica’s waterfalls, such as pretty Cachoeira do Tobogã. Again, book a guided tour if you don’t have a car and also want to get some historic context to your experience. Both Paraty Tours and Paraty Explorer organize hikes here, some of them as short as just 3.5km, making for an easy day trek.


WHERE TO STAY IN PARATY

Pousada Literária de Paraty

Official host of the literary festival, this guesthouse’s library contains 1500 books and movies. $$$

Casa Mar Paraty

Attractive pousada 12km from the center of Paraty with private staircase leading to the beach. $$$

Arte Colonial

Right in the historic center, intimate inn offers charming rooms in 300-year-old colonial house. $$




Getting Around

Most of Paraty’s renowned stretches of sand are found on remote islands and hidden among dense rainforest – the best way to access them is to either strap on your hiking boots or ask one of the many local boat drivers to take you there. For more popular, albeit spectacular, long stretches of sand, such as Trindade, you can hop on one of the local buses or vans.






Beyond Paraty
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Paraty’s surroundings offers excellent off-the-beaten-track hiking, as well as bird-watching, dense jungle and secluded beaches.


Surrounded by the Mata Atlântica, Paraty is blessed with a gorgeous environment: lush mountains, clear waters, cascading waterfalls, natural pools and hidden small stretches of sand are some of the things you can find venturing outside of town. Strap on your hiking boots, pack your swimsuit and take in the beauty. About 25km south of Paraty, Trindade has long been a surfer’s paradise. The once sleepy fishing village takes up a long stretch of appealing coastline where you can hike some of the area’s finest beaches and surf Costa Verde’s best waves. There’s also Paraty-Mirim, 17km southeast of Paraty, where the local beach makes a great base to explore the stunning fjord-shaped Saco do Mamanguá.
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TOP TIP

A car or a boat is the best way to discover the area’s hidden and often fairly remote natural treasures.




Afro-Brazilian Legacy & Culture

FEMALE REBEL SLAVE COMMUNITY

Founded by three enslaved women who escaped servitude in the 19th century, Quilombo do Campinho da Independencia is a piece of Brazil’s and Paraty’s slave history as well as the rebellion against it. Situated a 15-minute drive from Paraty, on Km 588 on the BR-101 towards Ubatuba, the quilombo (a community of runaway slaves) is a thriving home to more than 100 families who have kept much of their cultural heritage. It is an essential stop on your itinerary if you want to learn more about Brazil’s colonial history. Set off in the morning and take the bus or a minivan from Paraty’s bus terminal, or take a rideshare. Once you arrive, make sure to book yourself i nto a tour of the compound, where you learn about local customs, craftwork and cuisine. If your visit coincides with Brazil’s Black Awareness month (held every November), the community also arranges different events, from capoeira performances to samba sessions.


Don’t miss out on a delicious lunch at the popular open-air restaurant, serving traditional and home-cooked food to visitors and locals. You’ll find everything from prawn and seafood dishes to meat stews and feijoada on the menu.
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THE GUARANI PEOPLE

In Brazil’s south the Guarani are divided into three different subtribes: Nhandéva, Mbyá and Kaiowá, where language and culture set them apart. Fifteen kilometers southeast of Paraty, on the dirt road to Paraty Mirim beach, is one of the area’s two Guarani villages, Aldeia Itaxim Guarani M’Bia. You will probably pass members of the community singing and performing traditional dances in the historic center, but for those wanting to learn more about the indigenous culture you can book a guided visit with a few selected local tour operators, such as Paraty Per Te. If you want to support the community independently, it’s possible to buy merchandise (beaded jewelry and colorful handwoven baskets) at the aldeia village.).



WHERE TO SLEEP

Remo Hostel

Hostel in a wooden house in the middle of the rainforest in Paraty Mirim. $

Refúgio Mamanguá

A pousada of 10 suites with a true off-the-grid experience in Saco do Mamanguá. $$

Eco Hostel Radical Adventure

Hostel in the hills of Mata Atlântica, 10km southwest of Paraty. Super-welcoming host. $

Exploring Saco do Mamanguá

SHELTERED BEACHES AND RAINFOREST

Roughly a 20-minute speedboat trip from Praia de Paraty Mirim and an hour from Paraty, Saco do Mamanguá is only reached by boat. Marketed by tour operators and business as the only tropical fjord (it’s actually a coastal inlet) in the world, Saco do Mamanguá is undoubtedly stunning. Surrounded by tree-covered mountains, it’s cut 8km into the lush Mata Atlântica and home to 33 secluded beaches and eight different communities in the rainforest. Enjoy the stunning natural surroundings and get an insight into local life, but bear in mind that you can only access the bay by sea. From Paraty you can easily arrange your ride – there are plenty of local fishers and tour agencies who will take you to the bay from the town harbor. Alternatively, start early in the morning by getting the bus to Praia de Paraty Mirim and asking one of the local boat drivers that moor on the beach to take you to the inlet. Ask around for prices, though you’ll most likely get a similar quote from all the drivers. Whatever you choose, make sure to include a visit to one of the local caiçaras communities (the traditional population, usually fishers of the area) and a swim at one of the quieter stretches of sand. Most boat drivers will suggest a visit to a beach with a restaurant, but to get to the really secluded ones, ask them to also take you to one without any amenities. Later, stop for lunch at either Restaurante do Cruzeiro on Praia do Cruzeiro or Restaurante do Dadico, to enjoy fresh fish and seafood. Restaurante Mare Manso on Praia Grande do Saco do Mamanguá is also a great option for some midday moqueca.

To get the full immersive Mamanguá experience – away from it all – stay a few nights at Refúgio Mamanguá and listen to the sound of the sea and birds while lying in your hammock on your own private wooden deck. Spend at least a day renting a kayak to access parts of the bay where motorized vehicles aren’t allowed.


BEST BEACHES AROUND PARATY

Praia da Trindade

About 25km south of Paraty, comprising five smaller beaches. Praia Brava/Praia do Cepilho attracts surfers.

Praia do Sono

Stunning beach 35km southeast of Paraty. Only accessible by foot or boat.

Praia Saco da Velha

Included on most schooner tours from Paraty, arrive early on a weekday to avoid crowds.

Praia da Lula

Small stretch of white sand only accessible by boat. Plenty of operators offer tours here.




Getting Around

Your best bet to get around is by car, but even your own motorized vehicle won’t take you everywhere. By boat or foot you’ll get to the most inaccessible places and natural treasures.





ILHA GRANDE
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A crown jewel on the Costa Verde, Ilha Grande has managed to retain a lot of its original charm from when it was an island mainly inhabited by local fishers. Immensely popular among Brazilians and international tourists, this car-free island attracts plenty of visitors with its numerous jungle trails, remote beaches, enticing waterfalls and charming and relaxing vibe, where tanned locals walk around in board shorts and bikini tops, passing people they know everywhere they go. The majority of the island is protected as a national park, leaving it a paradise for nature lovers. Vila do Abraão is the main settlement and will most likely be your first stop – this is where the majority of visitors end up staying, although there are plenty of other – more remote – options that are a boat ride or longer hike away.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Praia Lopes Mendes

SIGHTS

2 Praia da Julia

3 Praia de Palmas

4 Praia do Pouso

5 Praia Preta

see 5 Ruínas do Lazareto

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 5 Circuito do Abraão

see 2 Kayak Sup Ilha Grande

EATING

see 4 Marola




TOP TIP

Avoid accommodations along the shoreline of Vila do Abraão. Most restaurants and bars have live music and jolly guests drinking beer until late, especially in high season, leaving light sleepers awake at night.




Hiking Around the Island

A HIKER’S PARADISE

A hikers’ dream, Ilha Grande offers more trails than roads and vehicles, so leave a few days to walk through the island’s virgin Atlantic rainforest. There are 16 signposted trails and you can easily do them without a guide. For other trails, a guide is highly recommended. Make sure to bring plenty of water, bug repellent, any kind of food you need and a flashlight (in case you head back after dark).

From Vila do Abraão start the day with the 4km-long Circuito do Abraão, an easy walk taking about two hours for a return trip. It takes you to Praia Preta and Ruínas do Lazareto – the remains of a former prison, and Poção, a small natural pool. Note there’s nowhere to buy food on the way.

Sometimes you have locals selling ice cream and cold beer at Praia Preta but they usually don’t arrive before midday. Make sure to start early so you get to Praia Preta before any day-tour visitors from the massive cruise ships that arrive. After a refreshing swim in the sea, some time in the sun and a visit to the prison, continue to the natural pools before you head back.

On your second day, head to the crown jewel of the island (considered by some one of Brazil’s most beautiful beaches), Praia Lopes Mendes. With what seems like endless stretches of white sand and waves, it’s no surprise it’s revered among surfers. The beach is accessible by one of the island’s most popular trails. Start the 6.1km-long trail at the eastern end of Abraão beach, cross the hills to Praia de Palmas, then follow the shore to Praia do Pouso. If you feel like a bite to eat here, head to lovely floating restaurant Marola before you continue to Praia Lopes Mendes. Keep in mind that when hiking to some beaches, it is possible to walk one way and get the boat back.
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WHERE TO STAY BEYOND VILA DO ABRAãO

Pousada Lagamar

Relaxing inn with friendly owners nestled in the jungle at Praia Vermelha. $$

Mar da Lua

Situated on Praia de Araçatiba just by the water; has wooden deck perfect for sunbathing. $$

Atlantica Jungle Lodge

Lodge with four rooms, 15-minute walk from Praia Lopes Mendes, in the middle of the jungle. $$$

Cabanas Paraíso

Bungalows on Praia Brava de Palmas. Simple units with shared bathrooms/luxury options with sea views. $$

Ponta da Barca

Intimate little inn with simply decorated rooms and friendly owners. $$



Paddling Around the Island

KAYAKING AND CANOEING

One way to go against the crowd and the numerous tour agencies trying to sell you boat trips is to discover the island by canoe or kayak. Most people visiting Ilha Grande go for the motorized option but for something unique and more environmentally friendly book yourself onto a Hawaiian canoe or a guided kayak tour.

Indio Ilha Grande offers custom tailored and reasonably priced half-day tours on his Hawaiian canoe. Slowly paddle the clear waters and take in the lush scenery as Indio guides you to the island’s best-kept secrets. An islander for more than 20 years, he knows you don’t have to go far to discover the island’s secluded treasures. If you’re lucky you might even spot a turtle as you leave the shores of Vila do Abraão. Try to start your tour at 6am; this way you get the bonus of watching the sun rise over the island and wherever you choose to go you’ll have the beaches to yourself. If you want to do all your own paddling in a traditional kayak, head to Praia da Julia where Kayak Sup Ilha Grande and its owner Juan Pablo offers guided day and multiday tours for very experienced paddlers around the island.
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WHERE TO EAT ON ILHA GRANDE

Restaurante Lua e Mar

Popular seafood and fish restaurant right on the beach. Try the moqueca. $$$

Atelie Cafeteria

Cute cafe and restaurant serving pratos feitos (daily dishes), charcuterie and sandwiches. Vegan options available. $$

Marola Flutuante

Floating restaurant on Praia do Pouso (only accessible by boat/hiking) serving delicious seafood, cold drinks. $$


BEST PLACES TO STAY ON ILHA GRANDE

O Sítio Ilha Grande

Exclusive family-run boutique hotel between the rainforest and the sea on Praia do Abraãozinho. $$$

Casa Flutuante

Ilha Grande’s most unique accommodations; a boathouse off the shore of Abraão’s Praia do Matriz. $$$

Pousada Costa Verde

Cozy and quiet pousada with comfortable rooms run by multilingual and friendly Argentine Ricardo. $$

Mambembe Hostel

Hostel with a pleasant garden and friendly staff 300m from the beach. $

Holandes Hostel

Cute hostel tucked away in the jungle, with private huts and clean spacious dorms. $




Getting Around

Cars are not allowed on the island (except for the odd medical vehicle, school bus and garbage truck) and even roads where you can cycle are limited and concentrated in the island’s main hub Abraão. The best way to get around the island is either by foot or by boat.






Beyond Ilha Grande
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A nature’s paradise in itself, there are still some exciting lush wonders beyond the island to explore.


One of the largest protected areas of the Mata Atlântica rainforest – 104,000 hectares (1040 sq km) in total (its outer border stretching all the way to Ilha Grande) – Parque Nacional da Serra da Bocaina on the mainland is easily worth three to four days of your time. Founded in 1961, the park is divided between São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro State and makes for an adventurous detour on your way to Paraty. Home to the historic Gold Trail hike running from Minas Gerais to Brazil’s Atlantic coast, it also offers numerous other trails, waterfalls and mountain-bike tracks. Some high-altitude escapades await; the highest peak of the park – Pico do Tira Chapéu, measuring over 2000m – is ideal for rock climbing.
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TOP TIP

To explore Parque Nacional da Serra da Bocaina use a good tour operator. This way you can access the park’s most remote parts, as they often require expertise.




Waterfalls & Natural Pools

CASCADING WONDERS, REFRESHING SWIMS

A car is essential in these parts of Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo state. The ferry from Ilha Grande to Angra dos Reis takes about 45 minutes, then it’s a three-hour drive from Angra dos Reis to São José do Barreiro.

Hope to spend your days discovering Parque Nacional da Serra da Bocaina’s waterfalls and natural pools? Once you arrive to Angra dos Reis, pick up a rental car and head to São José do Barreiro in the state of São Paulo, where you’ll find the main entry point to the park. Make the most of the experience by staying in a cozy chalet surrounded by rainforest with your own private balcony at Pousada Encanto da Bocaina and book a guided hike in the park. If you’re up for a proper challenge, consider the two-day backpacking adventure Trilha do Ouro, a 53km-long trail arranged by the hiking experts at MW Trekking. The hike starts in São José do Barreiro and takes you through the dense Mata Atlântica rainforest, passing spectacular waterfalls as you make your way towards Vila Histórica de Mambucaba on the Atlantic coast.

For something a bit lighter, head to Cachoeira de Santo Izidro, accessed via a 3km hike, passing streams and huge azaleas, and taking around 1.5 hours return trip, where you can easily enter the wide natural pool for a refreshing dip at the bottom of the waterfall. There’s also a sandy beach, making it suitable for children.
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INDIGENOUS WORDS

You’ll find plenty of indigenous names around Rio de Janeiro state, many of them borrowed (taken) from the Tupi language and its different subgroups – historically spoken from the Andean mountains in the south to Paraguay and southeastern Brazil in the north. Words such as cariocas (the name for the inhabitants of Rio de Janeiro) comes from the Tupi word kara’i oka meaning ‘white man’s home’, whereas Paraty means ‘river of fish’, and Itatiaia translates as ‘many-pointed rock’ in English.

The Tupian people were widespread on the Latin American continent – it was one of the biggest Brazilian indigenous groups before colonization.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND ILHA GRANDE

Hotel Fasano Angra dos Reis

Five-star hotel right on the beach. Spa, wellness center, marina and an 18-hole golf course. $$$

Pousada e Mergulho Jamanta

Seven-minute drive from Angra dos Reis, seaside pousada with a variety of room types. $$$

Hostel 365

Short walk from the Angra dos Reis pier: convenient choice on way to/from Ilha Grande. $

Climbing the Pico do Tira Chapéu

HIGHEST PEAK IN THE PARK

A car is essential in this part of Brazil. The ferry from Ilha Grande to Angra dos Reis takes about 45 minutes; from there, it’s a three-hour drive from Angra dos Reis to São José do Barreiro. Add another hour to get to the national park from São José do Barreiro.

Measuring 2088m above sea level, Pico do Tira Chapéu is the highest peak in Parque Nacional da Serra da Bocaina, and hiking up it offers a breathtaking 360-degree view of the surrounding hills and Vale do Rio Paraíba. On a clear day, standing on the big rock, you can see all the way to Paraty and the coast. The hike here is fairly easy, altogether a 22km-long round trip; it’s possible to do it in a day, as long as you set out early enough, and the journey takes you through lush forest and stretches of open, flat landscapes. Most international visitors don’t venture this far into the interior of Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo – you’ll most likely meet groups of Brazilian hikers on your way to the peak.

Bear in mind you have to bring food, drinks and your own gear if you want to stay the night en route or once you reach the top; there are no official campsites here, but camping in the wild and waking up just in time to watch the sun rise over the hills is an unbeatable experience.

If you want to make it a bit easier for yourself, São José do Barreiro–based tour operator MW Trekking arranges day tours here, as well as Ecovaletur, a tour company based in São José dos Campos. Alternatively, you can do the hike independently but then you’ll need your own vehicle.


MATA ATLâNTICA FLORA & FAUNA

Stretching 3000km along the coast, from northern Brazil down south to Uruguay, the Mata Atlântica is a tropical rainforest covering 17 Brazilian states. It is home to 20,000 species of plants, including bromelia, orchids and araucaria (monkey-puzzle pines), as well as more than 2000 species of animals. Among the abundant wildlife is the endemic golden lion tamarin (a small long-tailed monkey), jaguars, sloths and numerous birds. Unfortunately, the rainforest is threatened by the ever-growing urban areas of Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo, but thankfully there are locals devoted to protecting it; in Reserva Biológica Poço das Antas, close to Rio de Janeiro, villagers offer ecotourism tours.




Getting Around

The easiest way to get around is by car; public transport is, unfortunately, scarce.





PARQUE NACIONAL DO ITATIAIA
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Skipped by most foreign travelers, Parque Nacional do Itatiaia, a three-hour drive from Rio de Janeiro and founded in 1937, is Brazil’s oldest national park and home to some thrilling climbing and trekking opportunities. For those seeking a more chilled visit, there’s also a tamer side to explore, with easy trails leading to pretty waterfalls and natural pools. More than 400 species of native birds live among the lush, dark treetops as well as the brown capuchin monkey, the sloth and the very elusive jaguar. Although very tropical looking, the scenery can be deceiving: this is the only place in Rio de Janeiro where you can see snow, albeit rarely and on the higher altitudes of the park. In winter (June/July) temperatures can drop below zero and, even in the lower parts of the park, nights and evenings can be chilly outside of summer. Bring warm clothes!
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Parque Nacional do Itatiaia

SIGHTS

2 Agulhas Negras

3 Cachoeira Véu da Noiva

4 Mirante do Último Adeus

5 Serra de Mantiqueira

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

6 Abrigo Rebouças

7 Garganta do Registro

8 Três Picos

SLEEPING

9 Hotel do Ypê




TOP TIP

For the best views and surroundings, book accommodations within the park. There are locals living inside the park and some rent out chalets or rooms. To get a good insight of daily life, your best bet is to stay with a private host.




Climbing Agulhas Negras

HIGHEST PEAK IN THE PARK

At almost 2791m above sea level and the highest peak in Rio de Janeiro state (and Brazil’s third-largest mountain), Agulhas Negras is a thrilling hike. Prior authorization from the park administration, climbing equipment, as well as a guide is required to ascend to the peak; contact Resende-based Grupo Excursionista Agulhas Negras, which arranges guided tours all year round, or check out the national parks website for a list of licensed independent guides.

Start your adventure by arriving at the park gate Garganta do Registro in the upper part of the national park. Bear in mind that this entrance is not accessible by public transport, and to get here a 4WD is required (another reason why going on a guided tour is your most straightforward option). Traveling 2–3km past the park gate, you’ll reach a mountain hut no longer in use (Abrigo Rebouças), which marks the start of the trail. The hike will take you through some difficult passes; there will be a rope hanging down to help you up the first shelf, and after that it’s time to put on the climbing gear and ascend to the top. Bring a rain jacket and warm clothes, as the high altitude makes for a cooler climate. Once at the top you’ll enjoy a stunning view of the Serra de Mantiqueira and on a clear day even further; all the way Serra do Mar in the east and to Serra da Bocaina to the south.

WHERE TO STAY IN PARQUE NACIONAL DO ITATIAIA

Chalé Gaia

Privately run accommodations in the middle of the park offering chalets and private rooms. $$

Hotel do Ypê

Classic hotel with park views, slightly dated chalets and rooms. Restaurant serves popular lunch buffet. $$

Vista Linda Hotel

Incredible view over the mountains, 3km from the national park. The deluxe chalet comes with Jacuzzi. $$

Easy Hikes & Wild Swimming

LOVELY WATERFALLS, UNCROWDED TRAILS

Try to arrive in the middle of the week to enjoy crowd-free trails and so that the beauty of the waterfalls is more easily accessed. Head straight to the park’s lower part, where you’ll find easy-to-navigate trails and pleasant accommodation. This is one of very few national parks where you’ll actually find private homes inside the park borders, some of which even rent out chalets and rooms. Start your tour at the visitors center, situated 5km from the lower entrance and acquaint yourself with the flora and natural history of the area. Then continue to take in the sweeping views of the dark-green Atlantic rainforest and the Rio Campo Bello valley at the very accessible viewpoint Mirante do Último Adeus.

To get your stamina going, take on one of the park’s best hikes, Três Picos, starting at the remnants of the overgrown grounds of an abandoned hotel complex. For something more low-key visit the park’s prettiest waterfall Cachoeira Véu da Noiva, which is a fairly straightforward ascending hike. You can’t really swim here, as there are a lot of rocks and the water is shallow, so save the refreshing dip for later. There are plenty of natural pools around – a selection known only by locals – as access to some require passing through private property. One bonus of staying at Hotel do Ypê is you can ask the staff to recommend quiet places for a swim nearby and they can provide directions.


I LIVE HERE: PARK FAVORITES

Victor Silvestre Silva, resident and local of Parque Nacional do Itatiaia for more than 20 years, shares his favorite spots in the park.

Poronga

This is my favorite waterfall, which has a huge pool for bathing in addition to its elegant fall in the middle of the forest.

Couto x Prateleiras trail

In the upper part of the national park, we have the longest walks, adventure trails and always with beautiful views that reveal the grandeur of the Itatiaia massif. This is my favorite hike in this area. The trail is 13km, with breathtaking views and viewpoints.




Getting Around

Parque Nacional do Itatiaia is, unfortunately, inaccessible by public transport, so the easiest method is with your own car. Alternatively, you can book a rideshare (what is locally referred to as an Uber, but it needs to be prebooked through WhatsApp; it doesn’t go through the official app) to get to the park, but bear in mind that these drivers are limited in town and that if you arrive at the bus station in Itatiaia there are no official taxis.






Beyond Parque Nacional do Itatiaia
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Parque Nacional do Itatiaia’s outskirts deliver quaint towns and relaxing weekend getaways; treat yourself in a chalet with an open fireplace.


With elegant villages and quirky towns within easy reach, the area around Brazil’s oldest national park offers some memorable experiences. Penedo, a Finnish colony founded in the 1930s and today a popular vacation resort, lies a 20-minute drive southeast of the park. This is where city dwellers come on the weekend to immerse themselves in Brazil’s take on Finnish culture and enjoy the scenery; the town is surrounded by a handful of attractive trails and pretty waterfalls. About 30km north of Penedo you’ll find Visconde de Mauá, a picturesque river valley with charming inns and a gorgeous natural environment. Stay a few nights somewhere special with a private balcony and enjoy the views of the tree-covered mountains.
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TOP TIP

Avoid the weekends when many cariocas and paulistanos come to escape the hustle and bustle of the city.




Finnish Influences

FORMER COLONY

Traversing Rio de Janeiro state, little would you expect to discover a Finnish colony bordering the tropical setting of Parque Nacional do Itatiaia. But just next to the park, Penedo (a four-minute drive away), created by Toivo and Liisa Uusikallio in the 20th century, still celebrates its Finnish heritage and all things non-Brazilian today. Penedo is a straightforward bus journey from Rio de Janeiro and a popular weekend getaway for paulistanos and cariocas. Do as most Brazilian visitors do and fully immerse yourself in the Scandinavian experience.

Most of the hotels have a Finnish sauna, and Clube Finlandia in the lower section of town still hosts Finnish folk dances on the first Saturday of every month. Once you arrive, start with a late lunch at the restaurant of Pequena Suécia (with the quintessentially Swedish red Dala horse in its logo) and order the smörgåsbricka for two, then continue to the Finnish museum (Museu Finlandês da Dona Eva) to learn more about the history of the Finnish settlement. The museum is run by Clube Finlandia and usually only open on Sundays, though occasionally otherwise. For some souvenirs, venture around the little artisan shops selling homemade preserves, jams and liquors.

Once sated with the Brazilian take on Finnish culture, head to Alto do Penedo, the upper part of town, and enjoy some of the luxuriant natural beauty surrounding the former colony. Poco do Ceu, with its clear turquoise water, makes for an excellent stop on a hot summer day.
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GOLDEN LION TAMARIN

Native to the Atlantic rainforest, the golden lion tamarin – a tiny orange primate – has lost the majority of its habitat due to deforestation and illegal logging, as well as urbanization, leaving it an endangered species. There’s an estimated 3200 left in the wild, with the biggest concentration of the long-tailed primate found in Reserva Biológica Poço das Antas, a roughly 11,000-hectare (110 sq km) reserve outside of Rio de Janeiro. If you don’t get to see it in the wild, you can also find the cute little monkey depicted on the national R$20 banknote.



WHERE TO EAT IN PENEDO & VISCONDE DE MAUá

Rosmarinus Officinalis

Lovely little restaurant in the woods (with an enticing garden) that serves delicious dishes. $$$

Casa Veg

Restaurant belonging to Hotel Pequena Suécia focusing on vegetarian and natural ingredients. $$

Restaurante Warabi

Hotel Warabi’s Japanese restaurant, serving delicious sushi and sashimi to both in-house and outside guests. $$$

Sweeping Views & River Valleys

CHARMING CHALETS AND DEEP FORESTS

Right on the state border of Rio de Janeiro and Minas Gerais, tucked between the hills of Serra da Mantiqueira, Visconde de Mauá (a seven-minute drive from Parque Nacional do Itatiaia) is a popular destination with pretty waterfalls and deep forests. The river valley comprises three different villages: Mauá, the largest; Maringá, 6km to the west; and then Maromba, 2km further away. It feels like a world of its own, mostly thanks to the limited access to the area. There are only two roads leading here: a 27km stretch from Penedo, taking you through steep mountaintops; or a very bumpy dirt road from Liberdade in Minas Gerais. Your most convenient option is to get here by car, as pretty much all of Visconde de Mauá’s nearby beauty spots are not accessible by public transport (if you don’t have your own vehicle your option is to go on guided tours). Put your feet up at picturesque Pousada Casa Bonita, where you are served three meals a day, and listen to the sound of the nearby river. In winter, relax with a book in front of the fireplace in your private chalet. Once rested and relaxed, most visitors are ready to explore the gorgeous wildflower-fringed environment and enticing waterfalls. Rio Preto, which forms the state border of Rio de Janeiro and Minas Gerais and runs through the three different villages, has plenty of small beaches and natural pools. And in only a ten-minute drive from town of Vila da Maringá, you’ll find one of the area’s nicest waterfalls, Cachoeira Santa Clara.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN VISCONDE DE MAUá

Hotel Warabi

Lovely inn run by a Brazilian-Japanese couple. Impeccably decorated rooms with open fires. $$$

Pousada Polessas

Charming inn. The cozy chalets come with bathtubs, private verandas and Nespresso machines. $$$

Mauá Brasil Hotelaria

Well-run pousada offering chalets with stunning views of the mountains. Tennis court and pool on-site. $$$

Pousada Fazenda do Mel

Situated in an idyllic valley, this inn comes with its own waterfall. Charmingly decorated chalets. $$$

Pousada Remorini

Stay in generously sized wooden chalets with showstopping mountain views. $$$




Getting Around

It’s possible to get to Visconde de Mauá by public transport, but once here it’s best to have a car to explore the waterfalls and nature; local public transport is slim to none.





PETRóPOLIS
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Founded in 1845 by German immigrants with money from emperor Dom Pedro II and situated 800m above sea level in the Órgãos mountains, Petrópolis offers tremendous hiking and well-preserved imperial architecture. It’s home to the impeccably tendered Museu Imperial, the former summer palace of Dom Pedro II, and a short bus ride from town you’ll find the striking Parque Nacional da Serra dos Órgãos.

Located 60km north of Rio de Janeiro, Petrópolis is a popular getaway; weekends are usually packed with visitors. It’s possible to make a day-visit from Rio but to fully enjoy the natural surroundings, try to stay at least a couple of nights. The views from the road leading here from Rio, a windy stretch up the mountains looking out over deep gullies and evergreen Atlantic rainforest, are spectacular in fine weather; make sure to sit on the left-hand side of the bus on your way up.
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TOP TIP

If visiting Museu Imperial, bring cash. The museum doesn’t accept cards or other types of payment. If you want to camp in Parque Nacional da Serra dos Órgãos, bring your own gear; there are no outlets that rent out equipment in town.




Brazilian Royalty & Imperial Buildings

EXPLORE BRAZIL’S REGAL HISTORY

A favorite of Dom Pedro II (the second and last emperor of Brazil), due to its favorable weather when Rio de Janeiro summers got too hot and sticky, Petrópolis is jam-packed with both imperial and historic buildings that served the country’s elite. The finest and most well-preserved example is the former summer palace of Pedro II and his family, which today exhibits various royal possessions: Museu Imperial. The palace’s pink exterior and classical columns are pretty attributes of this neoclassical building, as well as the dark wooden floor and the many regal artifacts, including the crown jewels of the Brazilian royal family, on display inside the museum.

Another building that used to belong to the family is the Palácio da Princesa Isabel. This pink neoclassical building on Av Koeler was built in the 1800s and used to be the summer house of Princess Isabel, the daughter of Dom Pedro II and Empress Teresa Cristina. The veranda of the house is considered to be the place of the last photograph of the royal family. The palace is not open for visitors and can be viewed from the outside only. Another building worth a visit is the Catedral São Pedro de Alcântara. The church was finished in 1925 and houses the tomb of Dom Pedro II and other royalty, including Regent Dona Isabel. You can easily get here on a guided visit from Rio or, if you travel independently by public transport, there are buses running from Rio’s main bus terminal about every 40 minutes on weekdays (slightly less frequent on weekends).
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WHERE TO EAT IN PETRóPOLIS

Majórica Churrasceria

Popular steakhouse serving all the traditional trimmings, such as toasted manioc flour with banana. $$$

Restaurante Alcobaça

Charming restaurant belonging to the inn with the same name, a 15-minute drive from Petrópolis. $$$

Duetto´s Bistrô e Café

Cute cafe in the park of Museu Imperial with an ambitious menu and delicious cakes. $



WHERE TO STAY IN PETRóPOLIS

Hotel Solar do Império

Elegant hotel dating from the late 1800s, with inviting gardens and spacious rooms. $$$

Casa Rosa Hotel Boutique

Cute, central little pink building with clean and modern rooms. Breakfast includes freshly squeezed juice. $$$

Hostel Petropólis

Close to the center. No dorms, but single and double rooms with shared bathroom available. $

Beer & Microbreweries

SAMPLE BRAZIL’S BEST BEER

Founded by Bavarian immigrants, Petrópolis’ German heritage still lives on today. Home to some of Brazil’s best beer and plenty of microbreweries, it’s a popular destination for any lover of the hop-based drink. You’ll most likely find the produce of Itaipava, the town’s most famous brewery, in shops and supermarkets around the country; but once here you can discover a multitude of other brands.

Start with a tour (half self-guided, half guided) of Cervejaria Bohemia, Brazil’s oldest brewery, where you’ll learn about the history of beer-making. Then head to the adjacent, largely outdoor, bar to quench your thirst; here you can taste different beers made by the brewery, and it’s the only place in Brazil where you can sample Bohemia on draft. Continue left just a minute’s walk down the road to Casarão da Cervejaria Odin (named after the Nordic god) and grab a table on its outdoor terrace, looking out over a picturesque stream. There are also guided tours at the Itaipava Brewery every Saturday twice a day (five people minimum), a 40-minute drive from the Casarão da Cervejaria Odin. Grab a rideshare and head 15 minutes southwest to Cervejaria Brewpoint, where you can book a one-hour guided visit to the brewery (every Saturday between 10am and 3pm) and finish with a tasting of the beers produced on-site. If you want the full celebration of the town’s German heritage and love for beer, pencil in a visit on June 29, when Bauernfest takes place: a 10-day festival with free-flowing beer and German food.


HISTORIC BUILDINGS IN PETRóPOLIS

Casa da Ipiranga

Victorian mansion with ornate furniture and golden chandeliers built in 1884 that used to belong to a wealthy coffee patron.

Casa de Santos Dumont

With some quirky features, this house (now a museum) features an outside staircase that you can only climb starting with your right foot and the one inside only with your left foot. It used to be the summer home of the founder of the wristwatch.

Palácio de Cristal

Dating from 1884, this glass and iron building was originally built in France and then shipped to Brazil as a place to exhibit flowers and birds. Today it’s used as a cultural center.




Getting Around

Petrópolis is easily accessible by public transport. There are plenty of daily buses running here from Rio and, locally, the town is well connected with city buses. Rideshares are also readily available here, making it affordable to move around if you don’t have a car.






Beyond Petrópolis
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Surrounded by the lush hills of Serra dos Órgãos, the area around Petrópolis offers excellent hiking, picturesque pousadas and a mild climate.


While Petrópolis is the star city attraction in the area, its surroundings are all about natural beauty and European heritage. Here you’ll find one of Brazil’s most breathtaking hikes: the 42km-route traverses Petrópolis to Teresópolis, passing through the dramatic rock formations and organ-shaped hills of Parque Nacional da Serra dos Órgãos, as well as numerous waterfalls and swimming holes. It’s one of the country’s most striking landscapes and a favorite among hikers. Then, 127km northeast of Petrópolis, you have Nova Friburgo, founded by settlers from Switzerland, with a handful of splendid restaurants focusing on continental cuisine and Alps-inspired architecture.
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TOP TIP

There are plenty of trails in the surrounding area, so leave a few days to properly explore the awe-inspiring hills.




Artisan Fairs, Scenic Routes, European Flavors

PRETTY MOUNTAIN VIEWS, EUROPEAN HERITAGE

Although there are plenty of buses running from Petrópolis to Teresópolis (one hour, 50 minutes with public transport), it’s best to have access to your own vehicle if you want to explore further.

It’s the highest city in the state, and it was to Teresópolis, right in the mountains of Serra dos Órgãos, where Empress Teresa Cristina (the city is named after her) would escape the steamy hot summers of Rio de Janeiro. Enjoy the refreshing climate and some seriously astonishing mountain views and European heritage by hiring a car and taking the scenic route between the towns of Teresópolis and Nova Friburgo. There are plenty of stops to make along the 68km-long stretch, including the viewpoint of Mulher de Pedra at Km 12 and Restaurant Cremerie at Km 16, focusing on European cuisine, where you can savor French dishes, including foie gras, duck and pepper steak and buy homemade goat’s cheese. There’s also the option to savor Swiss cheese at Queijaria Suíça, and then pop into the small museum just next to it and learn more about the Swiss culture in the Friburgo area. For a little bit of nature, head to Cachoeira dos Frades, turning off at an unpaved side road at Km 21.5, taking you to the pretty waterfall. For more food, the grilled meat at Linguiça do Padre at Km 33 is also worth a stop. Back in Teresópolis, don’t miss out on the artisan fair on Praça Higino da Silveira, where you’ll find hundreds of different stalls, selling everything from jewelry and clothing to furniture and food.

[image: jpg]

Cachoeira dos Frades | PEDRO CARRILHO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


COFFEE COUNTRY

The Paraiba Valley, 200km west of Petrópolis, used to be Brazil’s biggest coffee producer in the 19th century. Grown on fazendas (plantations) using enslaved people to work, it was a lucrative business. With free labor and the profits from the bean that was sold to Europe and the US, the coffee barons quickly became part of the new Brazilian aristocracy. However, the glory was short-lived; when slavery was abolished in the country in 1888, growing coffee became bad business and the production declined, to eventually disappear. Today the main evidence of the valley’s coffee country days are the many fazendas dotted around the state.




PRINCESS ISABEL ABOLISHES SLAVERY

The eldest daughter of Dom Pedro II and his wife Empress Teresa Cristina, Princess Isabel was the heir to the throne after her two brothers died in infancy. She was born in Rio de Janeiro and acted as the regent of Brazil during her father’s travels abroad. During one of those periods she supported the abolition of slavery; during an event in Palácio de Cristal in Petrópolis in 1888, she signed a paper freeing 103 people. On May 13 later the same year she signed the Lei Áurea (Golden Law), abolishing slavery in Brazil. The pen that she signed the paper with is on display in Museu Imperial.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND PETROPóLIS

Bromélia Sabiá & Cia

Bordering Parque Nacional da Serra dos Órgãos, all rooms come with their own private balcony. $$$

Pousada Taverna do Golf

Cute little pousada with pool table and chessboards. Rooms are comfortable; cheaper ones slightly cramped. $$$

Kanawha Hotel

Gorgeous hotel with impeccable rooms and chalets. Restaurant serves Brazilian dishes and fondue. $$$

Hiking & Mountain Scenery

BRAZIL’S MOST BREATHTAKING HIKE

The public transport in this part of the state is decent. There are buses running from Petrópolis to Corrêas taking about 40 minutes. From there it’s then a 20-minute bus ride to Parque Nacional da Serra dos Órgãos.

Considered by Brazilian hikers as one of the finest trails in the country, the popular walking route between Petrópolis and Teresópolis is stunning. Leading through one of Brazil’s best-looking mountain regions in Parque Nacional da Serra dos Órgãos, the 32-km-long trail takes you through high Atlantic rainforest, cocooned by the evergreen trees. Breathe in the damp morning air while admiring dramatic pointy rock formations above a white fluffy bed of clouds, with intermittently sweeping views of the surrounding mountain tops bathing in soft afternoon sunlight. From Petrópolis you can get bus 600 to Corrêas and then change to the 616 bus to get to the entrance of the national park. However, arriving from Teresópolis is much easier; the main entrance is just south of town and served by hourly buses. The hike between the two cities normally takes three days, walking roughly seven hours a day with many steep climbs and descents; you need at least some basic hiking experience and to be in good physical shape. Starting from Petrópolis, the first leg of the hike will take you through dense forest, passing waterfalls and traversing high peaks. Stay the night at Açú Castles, where you have a breathtaking view of Rio de Janeiro and Guanabara Bay on a clear day. The following day get up early enough to catch the sun rise. On day two you’ll head through mountain valleys and yet again steep terrain, towards Pedra do Sino, one of the park’s most notable peaks. The third and last leg of the trip is the longest, roughly 11km, but the least demanding. Descending towards Teresópolis, make a stop at the park’s prettiest waterfall, Cachoeira Véu da Noiva, where the landscape changes from grassland to leafy tropical rainforest, before you reach your final destination. For those wanting something less strenuous, there are plenty of day hikes in the lower sections of the park; ideal for a picnic or visiting some of the park’s waterfalls and natural pools.
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WHERE TO EAT BEYOND PETRóPOLIS

Crescente Gastronomia

Atmospheric restaurant serving European-style dishes (tagliatelle with squid and prawns; filet mignon). $$$

Trilhas do Araçari

Vegetarian restaurant with a lot of vegan options, pleasantly surrounded by forest and mountains. $$

Nando Comida Descolada

Modern restaurant in Teresópolis with brick walls, and Brazilian and international dishes on the menu. $$$

Exploring Nova Friburgo

SWISS-BRAZILIAN HERITAGE

Started by 30 families from Fribourg canton in Switzerland, Nova Friburgo (a two-hour drive from Petrópolis) has many elements of a Swiss mountain village. It’s situated in the Serra de Nova Friburgo mountains, 846m above sea level and a popular summer mountain resort, with various waterfalls nearby. Get here by car from Teresópolis on the scenic Circuito Turístico route to enjoy the best views. Revel in the Swiss-Brazilian heritage and wander around admiring the Alpine-styled architecture and neat floral gardens. The following day, if the weather is warm enough, plunge into the swimming holes of the surrounding cascades. For the best views in the area, head to Pico da Caledônia, 2310m above sea level, and hike the 6km-long trail uphill from the Alto do Cascatinha neighborhood – on a cloud-free day you can see all the way to Rio and Baía de Guanabara. For more panoramic views, there’s Brazil’s longest chairlift, which runs from the center of Nova Friburgo up to Morra da Cruz. For more adventures in nature and to get the adrenaline rising, opt for some whitewater rafting in Lumiar, around 30km southeast of Nova Friburgo. Once back in the Swiss-inspired Brazilian town, have a refreshing beer in the sun in the lovely gardens of Bierhaus, before dinner at the family run Crescente Gastronomia to savor fine French-inspired dishes with a bottle of wine from a list featuring more than a dozen countries, including Brazil, Chile and Argentina.


BEST HIKES BEYOND PETRóPOLIS

Trilha Petrópolis–Teresópolis

Classic and beautiful hike. Takes three days to walk, 42km long.

Trilha Pedra do Sino

Fairly hard hike up to Pedra do Sino, 2275m above sea level, passing Cachoeira Véu da Noiva, dense woods and grassland.

Trilha Cartão Postal

Easy 1.2km-long hike. Offers a picture-perfect view of Dedo de Deus (God’s finger) and the mountains.

Pico da Caledonia

A 6km-long hike in Nova Friburgo. Once at the top, enjoy a striking view all the way to Rio.




Getting Around

The area is well served by regional and local buses. However, to enjoy some scenic routes at your own pace and to access certain pousadas, a car is most convenient.





BúZIOS
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Adored by the Brazilian jet set and beach-loving Argentines, Búzios’ days as a quiet fishing village are long gone, although the natural beauty of the peninsula remains. Blessed with 17 beaches and filled with boutiques, posh pousadas and fine restaurants, it’s no wonder it’s popular. This is where the rich and famous flock in summer, after French actress Brigitte Bardot put it on the global map when she visited in the 1960s with her then-boyfriend Brazilian singer Bob Zagury.

The seaside resort is not one single town but divided into three different parts; Ossos, Manguinhos and Armação dos Búzios. Ossos, on the northern tip of the peninsula, is the prettiest and least developed, with dramatic cliffs along the shore and appealing beaches. Manguinhos is much more commercial, and Armação in the middle is the touristic center, where you’ll find the majority of travel agencies, restaurants and boutiques geared toward visitors.
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SIGHTS

1 Praia Brava

2 Praia da Ferradura

3 Praia do Ferradurinha

4 Praia Olho de Boi

EATING

5 74 Restaurant

6 Ban Thai

7 Belli Belli Gastrobar

8 Cigalon

TRANSPORT

9 Best Rent a Car




TOP TIP

To avoid the massive crowds in summer (the population of 50,000 people triples in the months of January and February, with the influx of partygoers) head to Búzios in March, April and May, when prices and visitor numbers are lower but the weather still pleasant.




Beaches & Buggies

INVITING STRETCHES OF SAND

The best (and most popular) way to get around Búzios is to rent a beach buggy. The closer you get to Ossos at the far end of the peninsula, the more you’ll see the bright and colorful open-roofed vehicles driving up and down the steep streets. After arriving at the seaside resort it’s easy to find a rideshare and head straight to Best Rent a Car in Armação and pick up a bright-yellow beach buggy.

There are almost 20 different stretches of sand to discover in and around Búzios, but focus on the ones on the northern and eastern side, as the ones to the west are a bit too public if you want to just relax and wind down. You’ll be given a free map of the area, but you probably don’t need it; the peninsula is small and extremely well signposted. For good surf, head to Praia Brava, scenically located between green hills on the eastern side.

If you want to get into your birthday suit, you can walk the small rocky trail from Brava’s southern end to Praia Olho de Boi; it’s unofficially a nudist beach. A little further south you’ll find Praia da Ferradura, where you can bask in the sun at one of the peninsula’s beaches that is least spoiled by hotel developments. Here you can still watch fishers work throughout the day. For calmer waters and beautiful natural swimming pools, continue to Praia do Ferradurinha.
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WHERE TO STAY IN BúZIOS

Vila de Santa Hotel Boutique & Spa

Tastefully decorated hotel with two swimming pools (one heated), a block from Praia dos Ossos. $$$

Casa Búzios

Charming small pousada with only six rooms on Praia da Armação. $$$

Bamboo Búzios Hostel

Hostel right on the beach with dorms and private rooms. Lovely little pool and courtyard. $

Casa Mirador Boutique Hotel

Relaxing hotel with a stunning sea view and a wooden deck among the lush treetops. $$$

Casa Brancas Boutique Hotel & Spa

Stylish boutique hotel with bright neat rooms. There’s an on-site restaurant and outdoor pool. $$$



First-Class Dining

FINER THINGS IN LIFE

With swanky yachts bobbing around the bay in summer, Búzios is filled with stylish, high-quality restaurants that cater to discerning and affluent jet-setters. Needless to say, there’s plenty of fine food to sample throughout the peninsula.

Most of the best restaurants are centered around Armação. For French food head to one of the area’s prettiest restaurants: Cigalon on Ruas das Pedras, where you can order steak au poivre and chocolate fondue, and enjoy refined cocktails. Try the gin pesto with passion fruit, mint and gin. For another fine culinary experience, book a table at sophisticated 74, where chef Gonzalo Vidal creates contemporary Mediterranean-inspired dishes, such as grilled tuna with kimchi and goats cheese ravioli with sage butter.

You can also order a bottle of Cristal if you feel like splurging on some Champagne. For delicious tapas, pay a visit to Belli Belli Gastrobar, located right on the beach at Porto da Barra. Or there’s Ban Thai, run by famed award-winning Rio chef Marcos Sodré. Here you’ll find sophisticated Thai classics and Asian-inspired food with an international twist, such as spicy tom kah gai soup and Massaman curry, as well as grilled fish with banana curry and duck with fried rice. There’s also a decent cocktail list and a good selection of wine.
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WHERE TO HAVE A DRINK IN BúZIOS

Bar do Zé

Beachfront bar and restaurant. Enjoy a well-mixed caipirinha or delicious frozen banana daiquiri.

Mané

Bar just by the pier, serving ice-cold beer and tasty drinks. Sometimes has DJs spinning records.

Maria Maria Café

Cafe and ice-cream place serving coffee caipirinhas and espresso martinis, as well as nonalcoholic brews.


BRIGITTE BARDOT’S BRAZIL MOMENT

A French actress, model and singer with her heyday in the 1960s, Brigitte Bardot starred in almost 50 films and recorded over 60 songs. From 1963 to 1965 she lived together with then-boyfriend Brazilian musician Bob Zagury, and it was during this time, in 1964, that the French star visited a sleepy little fishing village on the Brazilian coast. Her public admiration of Búzios made it immensely popular and soon the bold and beautiful people of Rio followed. Paying tribute to her for putting the resort on the world map, Búzios has honored Bardot with a bronze statue, created by sculptor Christina Motta in 1999, on the main promenade.




Getting Around

There are buses running from the northern to the southern end of the peninsula, but the best way to explore the area is by beach buggy. There are also rideshares available, but waiting times vary greatly throughout the day.






Beyond Búzios
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Beyond Búzios, along the very developed Costa do Sol, you can still find a few little pockets of peace if you look hard enough.


A stretch of coast starting at Niterói just north of Rio and extending all the way to Búzios, Costa do Sol is best known for its beaches and as a favorite holiday destination for Brazilians and Argentines. Due to its popularity, most of the coast has seen an explosion in hotel and holiday home development, and it’s hard to find the charm of small coastal fishing villages anymore. Having said that, coastal towns Arraial do Cabo and Saquarema have managed to retain most of their local essence and, at the right time of year, you can enjoy some of the state’s most powerful waves and watch humpback whales pass on their way to cooler waters in the south.
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TOP TIP

Beaches on Costa do Sol usually get very busy on weekends and holidays; pick another time if you want to avoid the crowds.




Wildlife-Spotting on the Coast

WHALE-WATCHING IN BLUE WATERS

Roughly an hour’s drive southwest of Búzios, Arraial do Cabo is best known for its stunning beaches as well as being an excellent spot to watch the humpback whales pass offshore on their migrating route to the cooler waters of Antarctica. Head here in July and August – although the full season runs from June to September – the prime time for whale watching, and climb up to Pontal do Atalaia – one of the most popular points in Arraial to watch the big mammals pass by. If you are lucky enough, you will be able to see the shape of the dark sea creatures in the turquoise water below or watch them come up for air. You can easily get to the eponymous beach by boat or by car. Another popular viewpoint that draws a lot of visitors is Mirante para as Ilhas dos Franceses, on the west side of the peninsula and reached by a short hike.

Alternatively, and with the chance to see even more animals, including dolphins, manta rays and turtles, opt for a boat tour, but make sure to pick one with a leisurely speed and you’ll have more time to spot the animals. Most local boat-tour operators in the area make four-hour trips around the bay, but hopping on the boat of Embarcaçao EricKa Barreto, you get an extra couple of hours on the sea. Sightings can never be guaranteed but, once spotted, there’s nothing like the feeling of watching a wild animal in its natural setting.
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BEACHES ALONG COSTA DO SOL

Praia do Farol

Stunning beach with white sand on Ilha do Cabo Frio. Only accessible by boat.

Praia de Itaúna

Three kilometers east of Saquarema, this is one of Brazil’s best surf spots.

Praia Grande

Unspoiled beach situated northwest of Arraial and accessed through a 1km-long path from Praia dos Anjos.

Praia do Forno

Vast beach west of Arraial, with turquoise water and good surf.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND BúZIOS

Maasai

Beachside hotel with a swimming pool and spacious rooms. $$

Pousada Marina dos Anjos

Cozy dorms and private rooms 600m from Praia dos Anjos. Bike rental, shared lounge area. $$

Hotel Eco Sítio Nosso Paraíso

Set in hills 8km from Saquarema, this pretty hotel offers elegant rooms and horseback riding. $$

Surfing in Saquarema

TOP BRAZIL SURF SPOT

Public transport is decent in this part of Rio de Janeiro state. However, getting the bus from Búzios to Saquarema, you’ll need to change twice (in Arraial do Cabo and Bacaxá), the journey taking roughly four hours in total.

Second only to Florianópolis in Santa Catarina in the south, Saquarema is considered Brazil’s surfing capital. Every year in mid May this small town of roughly 90,000 people hosts a 10-day international competition known as Oi Rio Pro Saquarema, as well as drawing surfers from around the country all year around. There’s also the Saquarema Surf Festival in October that fills the streets, bars and beaches with visitors coming to watch some of the best in the sport compete. To get in on the culture, there are a few surf schools around; check out Escola de Surf de Saquarema or Tàpui Surf & Kite for lessons, and Saquarema Surf Store for board shorts and gear.

For some of the best waves in the country, head to Praia da Itúana, 3km east of town. The second of the town’s two main beaches, Praia da Vila is also good for surfing. For windsurfing, head to Lagoa de Araruama, a lake just east of Saquarema. Once you are done hitting the waves for the day, soak up the post-surfing vibe with an ice-cold beer and some fried prawns at Casa da Praia. This is where beach revelers come to quench their thirst to the sound of rhythmic Brazilian live music, chilled reggae tunes and the crashing Atlantic waves. There’s also Casa do Surf – a combined pousada, shop and restaurant – in front of Praia da Itúana, for some fine fish and to listen to live bands.
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WHERE TO HAVE SEAFOOD BEYOND BúZIOS

Casa da Praia

Bar and restaurant in Saquarema with plenty of seafood mains. Fried prawns are highly recommended. $$

Casa da Piedra

Popular, charming Arraial do Cabo restaurant. Try gratinated lobster; prawn stews served in orange pumpkins. $$$

Bacalhau do Tuga

Portuguese restaurant in Arraial do Cabo. Fish/octopus dishes: gratinated cod, white fish with mango. $$

José Restaurante

Sleek restaurant in Cabo Frio. Top-notch ceviche, as well as fresh squid and fish. $$$




Getting Around

The bigger towns like Cabo Frio, Arraial do Cabo and Saquarema are well served by regional buses. For visits to more remote beaches, having your own vehicle is your best choice.








CEARÁ & MARANHÃO
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ELEMENTAL LANDSCAPES AND WIND-WHIPPED BEACHES


There’s no end to the dune-backed coastlines, a national park of desert-like panoramas and big cities that are no slouches.
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Iracema – A Lenda do Ceará, José de Alencar’s classic Brazilian novel about a love affair between a Tabajara indigenous woman and a Portuguese colonist, is set in these relatively remote states. Mixing myth and history, it’s meant as a perhaps naively hopeful allegory for the creation of the modern Brazilian. As such it’s a metaphor for the forces that shaped Ceará and Maranhão, and the country as a whole.

The region was a bit of a backwater early on in Portugal’s colonial occupation. In the early decades of the 1600s São Luís was founded by the French and the Dutch built a fort at Fortaleza. Both were pushed out soon after by the Portuguese, who displaced indigenous peoples and populated the area with settlers from the Azores islands. Sugar and cotton plantations, worked by slave labor, and cattle ranching monopolized the economy. Small-scale fisheries and fishing villages were pushed out of the big cities, whose coastlines were engineered in the 20th century for other purposes, including tourism.

However, they’re still thriving elsewhere and the daily rhythms and cuisine of much of this coastline follows their lead.

If you’re looking for the quintessential tropical beach holiday, you’ll find it here. One of the greatest challenges, other than arranging 4WD transportation along coastal dunes, will be whether to settle down in one spot or hopscotch your way between urban and remote shores.
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THE MAIN AREAS

FORTALEZA

Bustling beachfront backed by high-rises.

JERICOACOARA

Laid-back beach party in remote national park.

SÃO LUÍS

Colonial-era mansions and cobblestone streets.




Find Your Way


Stretching for 1000km, interspersed with rivers, estuaries and mangrove deltas, the coastlines of Ceará and Maranhão would take months to explore properly. We’ve highlighted hubs to begin your journey.




[image: jpg]


Plan Your Time


There are no wrong sections of this region to explore, and your route might be determined by your gateway airport or starting point. Choose spots with subtly different vibes, but don’t take on too much.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• See the inland desert dunescapes and swim in the lagoons of Lençóis Maranhenses, a unique national park. Take your pick of tour: on foot, 4WD, horseback or plane. To get there, fly into São Luís, base yourself in the historic district, and spend a day wandering its cobblestone streets. Arrange your Lençóis trip here through your accommodations, or via WhatsApp with a tour company based in the town of Barreirinhas. Book a shared morning van to Barreirinhas, then relax in your hotel’s pool and get up early for a tour the following day, or get in a quick same-day afternoon 4WD tour of the dunes.




Five days to travel around

• Because it can be time-consuming to reach Jericoacoara, once there you’ll want to spend a minimum of three nights; most would choose a week (or be tempted to drop out and make it their permanent home).Try the local surfing break or a coastal kitesurfing safari, go on an all-day buggy tour in the dunes with sand-sledding in the mix, or take a plunge in one of the aquamarine lagoons. End your days gazing at magical sunsets with a drink in your hand and wondering how you got to be so lucky.




If You Have More Time

• Traveling between Fortaleza and São Luís (fly into and out of either city’s airports) with stops in between can take a week or months: it depends on your sunscreen and time. The lively city beaches at Fortaleza will whet your appetite. Spend a night or two at one of the small beach villages to the northwest. Arrange a buggy further on to Jericoacoara, the Northeast’s most happening spot. Onward transport north is more complicated. But make your way to Atins, where you’ll want to ditch your previous life and become a professional kitesurfer. Visit Lençóis Maranhenses from here or from Barreirinhas.



Seasonal Highlights

Lagoons and pools are swimmable from May to October. Kitesurfers head to these shallow waters from August to January.

FEBRUARY

For a week in mid-February, the central Fortaleza is the epicenter for Carnaval festivities in Fortaleza.
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MARCH

The Hang Loose Pro surf contest is held on Fernando de Noronha the last few days of February into the first week of March.
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APRIL

This month (also March and May), offers some of the best surfing around Jeri, including at central Praia de Jericoacoara.

[image: jpg]

JOHANES DUARTE/GETTY IMAGES ©


JUNE

São Luís’ – and Brazil’s – syncretic culture is on full display during Bumba Meu Boi, a boisterous street festival.
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JULY

Fortaleza’s aptly named Carnaval-equivalent Fortal draws hundreds of thousands of revelers to the city in the last weekend in July.
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OCTOBER

Strongest onshore winds peak in October (and November), including in the waters around Atins, which sees a large influx of kitesurfers.
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DECEMBER

The comedy club capital of Ceará honors practitioners of comedic skits in the Festival de Esquetes.

[image: jpg]

ALESSIO MOIOLA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©



FORTALEZA
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With tower after modern high-rise tower, Fortaleza’s profile is fitting as the engine of the region’s economy and as the fifth-largest city, population-wise, in Brazil. The city was founded by the Dutch in 1631, but they were quickly expelled by Portuguese colonizers. It’s fair to say many Fortalezenses are fitness-concerned, judging by the numbers jogging, cycling and exercising along Av Beira Mar, the wonderful beach promenade that runs 4km from the Ponte dos Ingleses pier to Praia do Mucuripe, just before the port of the same name. The latter, formerly an area of dunes occupied by a community of fishers, is emblematic of the city’s evolution and only Parque Ecologico do Cocó, a riverine estuary and conservation area, remains. Neighborhoods of high-rise condominiums and low-rise shopping plazas are just to the south in Aldeota and Praia do Futuro; to the north is 8km of wind-whipped beaches, and bars and restaurants.
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SIGHTS

1 Avenida Beira Mar

2 Centro Cultural Dragão do Mar

3 Memorial da Cultura Cearense

4 Museu de Arte Contemporânea

5 Praia de Iracema

6 São Pedro Building

7 Statue of Iracema

SLEEPING

8 Pauli Boutique Hotel

9 Refugio Hostel Fortaleza

EATING

10 50 Sabores

11 Benévolo Café

12 Cantinho do Frango

13 Coco Bambu

14 Empório Delitalia

15 Mar de Rosas

16 Moleskine Gastrobar

17 Pratinho da Madrugada

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

18 Barraca da Boa

19 Cervejaria Turatti

20 Pirata Bar

ENTERTAINMENT

21 Autoral Comedy Bar

22 Lupus Bier

23 Piadaria Comedy Club

SHOPPING

24 Feira de Artesanato do Beira Mar

25 Mercado Central




TOP TIP

There are several places with concentrations of restaurants and drinking spots, including all along Av Beira Mar, especially just east and west of the Feira de Artesanato do Beira Mar, and at Praia de Iracema, including several blocks back from the beach.




Enjoy Avenida Beira Mar

TRAVERSE THE AVENUE FROM END TO END

Strolling along this wide, paved boulevard that stretches for 4km, the beach to one side, high-rise condominiums the other, is Fortaleza par excellence. All of Praia de Iracema deserves attention, but the eastern end especially. You can’t miss the São Pedro building, an unconventional sight, just a block back from the beach. It’s a seven-story structure that was built as a hotel in the 1950s and abandoned decades later. Now it’s a graffitied ruin that wouldn’t look out of place in a war zone. A well-known statue of Iracema, the namesake character of José de Alencar’s eponymous novel, this one holding a bow, is near the pier. Drink carts, many selling mixed alcoholic ones (though those selling fresh coconuts are nearly as common) are parked in various spots; an especially large concentration are by the beach near the long jetty on Praia Iracema. Dozens queue up at Pratinho da Madrugada, a single food-cart on the beach-side of the promenade, around where Rua Tubúrcio Cavalcante intersects with Beira Mar, doling out Styrofoam containers that are stuffed with your choice of grilled chicken, beef, creamy rice, beans, salad, potatoes and more (R$15 to R$20). It’s a regional specialty with as many varieties as grandmothers. There are other carts and small shopfronts serving pratinho elsewhere, but this location is the most convenient. Further east, after the foot volley courts, keep going to the lively open-air seafood market set along the sea break at the far eastern end of Praia do Mucuripe. You’ll immediately be approached by hawkers selling shellfish, shrimp and fish priced per kilo; the nearby stalls do the cooking, which you’ll also pay for per kilo.
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WHERE TO EAT IN FORTALEZA

50 Sabores

An always-busy ice-cream institution on Av Beira Mar; there’s far more than 50 flavors. $

Empório Delitalia

The city’s best deli and high-end grocery with prepared foods; omelets, waffles and tapiocas recommended. $

Moleskine Gastrobar

Grill-heavy menu with especially good BBQ meat attracting the young, hot and trendy of Fortaleza. $$

Find Regional Specialties at Craft Markets

DON’T GO HOME EMPTY-HANDED

Two places, the open-air Feira de Artesanato do Beira Mar and the sports stadium–sized Mercado Central, are great places to do some shopping, picking up regional specialties and gifts in Fortaleza. Mercado Central, one of the largest markets in the country, originally began as a small meat and produce market in 1809. It survived in one form or another until 1931, when the government ordered shops to stop selling meat. Hence, it’s conversion to crafts. Last updated in 1998, the market looks like a combination of an inside-out Centre Pompidou and MC Escher lithograph, all snaking ramps that appear to skip levels, and piping, columns and support scaffolding revealed rather than concealed. Cashews, hammocks, wooden figurines and carvings, leather goods, straw hats and bottles of cachaça (sugarcane liquor) are on sale at hundreds of closely packed stalls. It’s a lively scene with shopkeepers on different floors and sides yelling to each other. You can take a break at one of several restaurants and cafes. In the evenings, from 6pm to 11pm, head to the outdoor Feira de Artesanato do Beira Mar, midway on Praia Meireles, with row after row of hundreds of stalls selling similar goods as Mercado Central, with maybe a touch more emphasis on jewelry and clothing. The area is lit up, lively and a safe place to stroll, with plenty of bars and restaurants nearby. Barraca da Boa is a deservedly popular spot with a wide-ranging menu; it’s equally good for late-night drinks and people-watching. Bartering at both markets, non-aggressively, can lead to better deals, especially if buying in volume.


CITY FOUNDATIONS

Like many Brazilian cities that have been remade over and over, Fortaleza’s old age and early origins aren’t immediately visible. According to some historians, in fact, the Spanish navigator Vicente Yáñez Pinzón landed on Praia do Mucuripe on February 2, 1500, more than two months before Portuguese Pedro Álvares Cabral sighted Monte Pascoal in Bahia, which is generally recognized as the moment of European ‘discovery’ of Brazil.

Of course, there were indigenous people living in the area. The Tapeba, who were settled nearby in what is now known as the municipality of Caucaia, have been recognized as having some territorial claims. However, like other native groups in Brazil, documenting their historiography and genealogy is a challenge.



WHERE TO EAT IN FORTALEZA

Coco Bambu

With a reputation as large as its menu, this iconic eatery covers every taste (seafood is the specialty). $$

Cantinho do Frango

City landmark packed to the gills, specializing in grilled chicken and other meats. $$

Colosso

Uniquely situated on a city lake with paella, pizzas and beautiful sunsets. $$$

Fortaleza’s Best Beach

INTOXICATING MIX OF DRINKS, SUN AND SAND

Fortaleza’s east-facing beach, and its best, certainly as far as partying goes, is Praia do Futuro, 7km to the east of Praia Meireles. The nicest and cleanest parts start several kilometers south of the large, industrial port at the north end. Though it stretches for 8 glorious kilometers, it can feel crowded in parts and you might have to arrive before noon to snag a beachfront table at the more popular barracas (large informal beachfront restaurants). Some more closely resemble nightclubs (with accompanying loud music), such as Orla Praia Club. Others are large megabarraca complexes, like Crocobeach bar, which has kiddie pools, showers and lockers, as well as large-screens showing futebol games to enthusiastic crowds, all shaded by giant coconut palms. Chico do Caranguejo, with locations elsewhere in the city, is a festive seafood emporium featuring live music most evenings and daytime weekends. Some clubs turn exclusive at nighttime with muscled bouncers, velvet ropes, expensive cover charges and overpriced drinks. You might enjoy yourself more grabbing cheap cocktails at entrepreneurially minded kiosks set up just outside. If looking to just zone out, this might not be the best beach. Depending on the day and tides, it’s a good and popular surf spot; rough waves can sometimes mean it is best only for strong swimmers. Surprisingly, there are few accommodations along Futuro. It’s by far best to take a taxi or Uber there and back. However, it is possible to reach Futuro on the 40 Caça e Pesca bus running east on Av Monsenhor Tabosa, Av Historiador Raimundo Girão and Av Beira Mar.


FORTALEZA FOR KIDS

Beaches and swimming aside, Fortaleza is an especially good city to visit with children. There are fewer child-friendly roadways in the region than Av Beira Mar, where you can rent rollerskates, tricycles, kid-sized bicycles and other wheeled transport at all hours. Brazil’s largest water park, Beach Park, is only 25km to the south and it’s possible to take a guided tour to get you there and back easily. Sports fans can catch a match at Arena Castelão, the city’s premier soccer stadium, located 9km south of the center. The city’s two top clubs, Ceará and Fortaleza, both play their home games there.



WHERE TO STAY IN FORTALEZA

Refugio Hostel Fortaleza

An old mansion shaped into Fortaleza’s best hostel with original tiling and hardwood floors and a sunny patio area. $

Crocobeach Hotel

Large resort complex with fairly standard rooms; a good choice for those who prefer Praia do Futuro for a base. $$

Pauli Boutique Hotel

Trendy design features and upscale comfort with professional staff, near Praia do Mucuripe. $$

Traditional & Progressive Art, & More

ART AND NIGHTLIFE COMPLEX

The Museu de Arte Contemporânea and the Memorial da Cultura Cearense, as well as a film center and planetarium (with tailor-made programs for kids), anchor the graffitied Centro Cultural Dragão do Mar, located just a few blocks southwest of Praia de Iracema. Architecturally interesting for how the disparate styles of the buildings coexist, the complex’s most striking feature might be the red catwalk bridge, literally connecting downtown and Iracema. Check out the calendar online (dragaodomar.org.br) for its equally eclectic programming of talks, dance performances and theater.

Perhaps fittingly for its namesake, 19th-century abolitionist Francisco José do Nascimento, nicknamed Dragão do Mar (Sea Dragon), it retains a culturally progressive mission. One of the more interesting permanent exhibitions in the museum addresses the lives and legacy of Brazilian vaqueiros (cowboys) and the cult of the cangaceiros, the legendary nomadic outlaws of the sertão (backlands of the Northeast) who held the nation to ransom from the late 19th century until the 1930s. Well-curated photography and other visual arts exhibitions are displayed throughout the year. The Caixa Cultural Fortaleza, across Av Pessoa Anta on the northern edge of Dragão do Mar, also has top-flight visual arts exhibitions.

A cafe here does excellent espresso drinks, sandwiches and desserts. You might stumble upon an outdoor dance class during the day. Come nighttime, a handful of drink and food carts are rolled out and several nightclubs in the surrounding streets of partly restored older buildings get going till late. It’s mostly a student and twenty-something crowd. It’s yet to regain its pre-COVID vibrancy, and the reopening trajectory has been slow and staggered.


BEST PLACES TO DRINK IN FORTALEZA

Mar de Rosas

Cool and cozy Iracema spot with bohemian vibe and good food as well as cocktails.

Cervejaria Turatti

Stylish and enormous open-air microbrewery with artisanal drafts in Varjota neighborhood.

Pirata Bar

The ‘Segunda-feira Mais Louca do Mundo’ (Craziest Monday in the World) at Pirata is still legendary.

Av Beira Mar

The city’s beachfront promenade is lined with drink carts, particularly around Praia de Iracema.

Benévolo Café

Every style of coffee drink, decadent desserts and a large menu of salads and sandwiches.




Getting Around

If staying in the Meireles neighborhood, there are plenty of restaurants and bars within walking distance. Check out Bicicletar, the city’s bike-share program, which is a good way to see the length of Av Beira Mar (stations are all over the city). Register on the website or app (24-hour pass R$5). Taxis or Ubers are best for getting to Praia do Futuro; moto-taxis for shorter distances. Buses are convenient for other areas of the city.

The best way to reach Jericoacoara from Fortaleza is with direct door-to-door van service (R$100, five hours).






Beyond Fortaleza
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Ultimate relaxation is available at small villages and a coastline with lakes, rivers, dunes and, of course, wind and waves.


Whichever way you travel, southeast or northwest of Fortaleza, it’s primarily one glorious beach after another, in gradations of low-rise touristy development. Many offer ideal conditions for kitesurfing and surfing. Buggies are the means of transport, the only way of navigating roadless dunes and beaches; some stretches are only possible at low tide. Not exactly the geographic midpoint between Fortaleza and Natal, Canoa Quebrada nevertheless is useful as a midway break if taking public transport between the two. Southeast of Canoa is a 30km stretch of beautiful beach, backed by colorful cliffs, sweeping round to the red-rock headland of Ponta Grossa. North of Canoa, a large area of high dunes stretches 12km to the mouth of the Rio Jaguaribe.
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TOP TIP

Travel agencies offer day-long minibus trips to beaches along the coast to the east and west. You can take them one way, just be aware they don’t go direct.




Village Life in Canoa Quebrada

BEACH BACKED BY CLIFFS AND CHARMING VILLAGE

On top of a plateau, the traveler-friendly village of Canoa Quebrada (160km south of Fortaleza) runs down the narrow, pedestrianized Rua Dragão do Mar, simply referred to as Broadway. It’s one small restaurant and bar after another, nearly the entire way. Continuing on after Broadway ends, down a short climb, is the beach. You can enjoy a few lost days here, in what is maybe the most appealing beach town leaving Fortaleza on the way to Natal.

Just to the south of town along the beach, Lue e Estrela, a star and crescent moon (also the name of a song by Brazilian singer Caetano Veloso) carved into a red sandy cliff in the 1960s, has been adopted as Quebrada’s symbol. No longer primarily a haven for the bohemian set, a contingent of European expats, many who are business owners, give Quebrada a low-key international vibe. So far it’s escaped the perils of mass tourism, with small-scale pousadas catering to travelers looking for more intimacy. Paragliding and kiteboarding are popular, however the number-one activity is chilling out with seafood and drinks at one of the barracas; as the tide comes in, you and your table, might have to retreat to a spot underneath the restaurant’s stilts.

Il Nugrahe, at the town’s entrance, with an attractive pool area and large breakfasts, and the centrally located Ravenala Boutique Hotel are recommended. Public buses to and from Quebrada, while comfortable, aren’t frequent, and generally arrive and depart from early to late evening. Those heading south to Natal depart from Aracati, 12km inland.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY ON THE COAST NORTHWEST OF FORTALEZA

Dolce Vita Guesthouse

Lagoinha boutique hotel with only six stylish rooms, personable service and plunge pool overlooking the beach. $$

Casa na Lagoa

In Paracuru, overlooking a lagoon, these uniquely and artfully designed suites are the inspiration of the Brazilian-French designer owner. $$

Rede Beach

Great for families, this Guajiru low-slung beachfront complex is dotted with palms amid the lounge area and large grounds. $$

Pousada Casa Caju

Beautifully designed large palapa-roofed rustic-chic bungalows with pool in Cumbuco. $$




Getting Around

All but the smallest beach towns are linked with Fortaleza by direct bus services (São Benedito the only one for Canoa Quebrada). However, not all have frequent departures and some frustratingly have only early-morning or early-evening departures.





JERICOACOARA
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The road from Jijoca to Jericoacoara (je-ri-qua-co-qua-rah), known simply as ‘Jeri’ to most, is a bumpy, sandy affair with little to signal what lies ahead. So it’s a surprise to find a fully-developed village with a cosmopolitan hippie-cum-chic flavor surrounded by a national park (since 2002). Combine Sahara-like dunes inland, albeit one with crystal-clear lagoons, and a long flat coastline of beaches with offshore winds, ideal for kiters and surfers, and you have one of Brazil’s most beguiling destinations. If lounging on the beach (Praia Principal can get crowded) or an ocean-facing bar with a drink in hand feels too sedentary, trips of nearly every means of locomotion are offered, including Hawaiian canoes, kayaks, fat bikes and ATVs. In late afternoon, groups migrate along the shore to Duna do Pôr do Sol, a rare west-facing vantage, waiting for the sunset like theatergoers anticipating the curtain to drop.
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SIGHTS

1 Buraco Azul Caiçara

2 Buraco Azul Castelhano

3 Guriu

4 Lagoa Azul

5 Lagoa do Paraiso

6 Lagoa Tatajuba

7 Preá

SLEEPING

8 Jerizz House

9 Pousada Jeriba

10 Villa Chic Hostel

EATING

11 Bistro Caiçara

12 Gelato & Grano

13 Na Casa Dela

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

14 Club Ventos

15 Doce Divino

16 Praia Principal

17 Samba Rock Café




TOP TIP

Save time by paying for and filling out (and printing if possible) the national park tourism entrance form and tax in advance online at speedgov.com.br/satjij/servlet/com.satweb.gerataxatur1. Otherwise, you’ll have to wait in line to register at the office in Jijoca. You need to show it upon entering and exiting the village.




Buggy West

DUNE SLIDES AND LAGOON DINING

It’s undeniably thrilling – zipping along sandy shorelines, up and over steep dunes and zigzagging through roadless expanses like survivors of an apocalypse in the film Mad Max. Well, survivors who also have a number of bathing suit–clad co-passengers. Wandering touts and dozens of storefront shops offer an array of day trips via your choice of buggies, 4WD trucks and quad bikes – though only the last of these can you drive yourself. It’s definitively worth trying if you’re comfortable. You’ll be given a helmet for safety, but there’s no shade from the sun.

The two most popular buggy trips are advertised as the ‘east’ and ‘west’ routes. Both are enjoyable, but we recommend the west, which involves two short riverboat crossings on pontoon-like wooden rafts and several stops with discretionary activities for additional small fees, including a fairly uninteresting paddleboat tour of mangroves (promoted as an experience to ‘see’ seahorses, which means observing one trapped in a jar), sand sledding and water sliding into the Lagoa Tatajuba. Nearly two hours of the day is spent feasting on seafood at Tatajuba – primarily grilled lobster, shrimp or fish served with rice and beans, a small tomato salad and farofa (toasted cassava powder) – at tables set in the water. Shade is provided courtesy of palm fronds instead of umbrellas. Cool off in one of the hammocks; once in you’re nearly completely submerged. Sometimes it can seem like the stops are choreographed for Instagram-loving Brazilians, especially Guriu, one of the final stops on the way back. Nothing more than a dead zone of mangroves, a few have wooden swings tied between them for posed photo shoots.
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WHY I LOVE JERICOACOARA
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Michael Grosberg, writer

One of my favorite walks is to the arch rock formation of Pedro Furada, 3km east of town, and one of the postcard images most associated with Jeri. I love how the way there changes with the tides – you have to check the schedule before heading out. Begin at Jeri’s most congested spot, Praia Principal, past the surfing beach of Praia de Malhada. It’s rocky in parts, so wear sandals; there’s not much beach during high tide. In that case, you walk along the cliff above. Between June 15 and July 30, the arch famously turns into a picture frame for the setting sun. By the time you’re back to Praia Principal, drink carts are out and the night begins.



WHERE TO STAY IN JERICOACOARA

Villa Chic Hostel

Boutique pousada guesthouse that also offers several dorm options; not a party scene. $

Jerizz House

Off the main drag, kite-surfer friendly guesthouse with several all-white rooms with private balconies and hammocks. $$

Pousada Jeriba

Fantastic location atop Jeri’s surfing beach, with luxurious-zen atmosphere and garden-area pool. $$$

Blue Lagoons & Blue Holes

SWIMMING SPOTS AND DRINKING HOLES

Often confused, Jeri’s famous twin lakes Lagoa do Paraiso and Lagoa Azul are actually different sections of the same snaking body of water. These aren’t places to go for solitude, but rather to chill out with drinks and seafood (and pay an admission fee for the pleasure) with a crowd of others; that is, unless you go early or late in the day. One of the classic images of the Northeast (you’ll see plenty of people posing and posting to Instagram) is holding a cocktail while kicking back in a hammock in the water. It doesn’t necessarily live up to the hype, both the lagoons and the hammocks – in the latter, you’re often fully submerged in chilly waters. Most people visit as part of the ‘east’ buggy tour, but it’s easy enough to visit on your own. If you prefer to simply bathe, it’s possible to get to other access points on foot; however they’re without infrastructure. The lakes are on the outskirts of Jijoca and trucks will drop you here on the run between the two towns. Arrange a way back.

Two other nearby spots are Buraco Azul Caiçara and Buraco Azul Castelhano (sometimes collectively referred to a ‘Buraco Azul’). Both formed in 2019 after rainwater filled big pits that were dug up to provide sand for a regional road-building project. Depending on the amount of sun and recent rain, the water’s color ranges from creamy to turquoise to translucent blue. Somewhat smaller and shallower Caiçara is usually part of the ‘east’ buggy tour, whereas deeper Castelhano has higher walls; people jump from both.


KEEP IN MIND…

Jeri’s isolated position is a blessing and a curse. Don’t walk on the dunes alone in the wee hours or leave valuables unattended in restaurants or on the beach. With the exception of the beach, don’t go barefoot in Jeri: wear flip-flops in town and on the Pôr do Sol (Sunset) dune to avoid bicho-de-pé (chigoe flea), a parasite that can embed in your foot and reproduce, which isn’t fun.

It’s not common but the waters around Jeri are occasionally plagued by águas-vivas, a stinging jellyfish. If no one else is in the water, ask before diving in.



Kitesurfing Jeri

SKIM THE SURF POWERED BY WIND

It’s the sort of sport the uninitiated fantasize about. Levitating above whitecaps at the speed of a racing boat, the snowboard-like base an extension of their body with the ease of changing directions at the flip of a wrist. But you don’t have to only be a spectator – there’s more than a dozen International Kiteboarding Organisation-certified schools and even more freelance instructors in the village. Kitesurfers from around the world come to Jeri (as well as nearby Preá and the entire Northeast coast for that matter) to take advantage of winds that blow at an average of 23 to 30 knots for eight months of the year. But it’s the village’s overall appeal that makes it an especially good base no matter the skill level. From late June to February the breeze springs up mid-morning and blows until sunset; it’s strongest in September and October. The best spot for beginners is Preá (13km east of Jeri, with its fair share of quality resorts) at low tide, where there’s idyllic side-on-shore wind conditions. Other good spots are the river-mouth waters at Guriú, 12km west of Jeri (though it can get crowded) and along the shore for several kilometers back toward Jeri; and Tatajuba, 12km beyond Guriú, where there’s a flat-water lagoon. The 25km of downwind conditions from the Pôr do Sol (Sunset) dune all the way to Tatajuba is a coveted route for advanced kitesurfers. It’s even possible to kitesurf the entire journey from Fortaleza to Jericoacoara! Kitesurfing schools usually provide buggy transport for these longer adventures.
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KITESURFING HOTSPOTS

Strong, steady trade winds blowing across the Atlantic from Africa during the second half of the year mean Brazil’s Northeast coast is among the world’s very best for kitesurfing. Other top locations include Icaraí de Amontada and Atins.



WHERE TO EAT IN JERICOACOARA

Gelato & Grano

Going on 10 years, this chic artisanal gelato shop in Jeri’s main square with 20 flavors is always swarmed. $

Bistro Caiçara

Second-floor patio overlooking Rua Principal with creative chef-driven menu, with stand-out seafood specialties. $$

Na Casa Dela

Cue the romance at this courtyard spot serving excellent pasta, risotto and Brazilian seafood dishes. $$


BEST PLACES TO DRINK IN JERI

Club Ventos

Stake out a lounge chair long before sunset for cocktails at this oceanfront terrace for dreamy views.

Praia Principal

With more than half a dozen carts lined up, drinks don’t get cheaper or the atmosphere more festive at this spot on the beach.

Samba Rock Cafe

Live music, including sertanejo, forró, and DJs spinning eclectic mix, occupying a corner of Jeri’s main square.

Doce Divino

Postage stamp–sized spot for espresso drinks and delicious house-made pastries and cakes.




Getting Around

The entire village of Jeri is easily navigated on foot. And in fact, Jeri itself is closed to unauthorized vehicles, though there is still more traffic than there should be. Beware the ‘authorized’ 4WD trucks and buggies sharing the sandy roads. The main streets (of sand) run parallel to each other, westward toward the beach. In the middle is Rua Principal. To the north are Rua do Forró (where buses arrive) and then Rua da Igreja (also called Rua da Matriz); to the south (the dune side) are Rua São Francisco and Rua das Dunas.

If traveling to Jeri by car, it’s best to leave your vehicle in Jijoca, where there are safe parking lots for around R$20 per day; it’s easy to damage vehicles on the trip to Jeri, and rental insurance is void in the sand. Even if you make it to Jeri, unauthorized vehicles are not permitted to circulate in the town. From Jijoca, get a D-20 or buggy on to Jeri. The former leave regularly from the BR gas station (also where Guanabara buses regularly depart and has an office where you can pay the sustainable tourism tax) at the corner of Av Alfonso Fontes and Av Manoel Marques Albuquerque.






Beyond Jericoacoara
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Most people understandably beeline for Jeri. But don’t ignore lesser-traveled roads to the mountains, a river delta and lower-key coastal spots.


Much of the coast east and west of Jeri, ideal for long-distance buggy tours and kitesurfing journeys, has palm-lined bays and scenic spots where rivers empty into the sea. And there’s no shortage of small seaside villages, undeveloped tourism-wise, boasting natural attributes that may not always remain under the radar. Parnaíba, in the state of Piauí, is a convenient place to break up longer journeys, with access to a lesser-visited river delta where you can spot the red ibis in numbers. And for a change of pace from the lowlands, travel inland to compact Parque Nacional de Ubajara for giant caves, flowing waterfalls and mountain scenery.
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TOP TIP

Typical Cearense cuisine is the norm in less-touristy places: find baião de dois (rice and beans) with plenty of fish along the coast and carne de sol (sun-dried beef) in the interior.




Charming Icaraí de Amontada

QUIET TOWN WITH PALM-LINED BEACH

Everybody knows your name, or they will, after a few days at this bucolic fishing village 148km from Jeri, affectionately known as Icaraizinho (‘Little Icaraí’) to differentiate it from the other Icaraí only 18km north of Fortaleza. The same strong winds that originally brought windsurfers, and continue to bring kitesurfers, to Icaraí have also brought huge wind turbines. Whether they’re a blight on the landscape or take on an eerie beauty, especially at sunset, depends on your sensibilities.

Some like to compare Icaraí to Jericoacoara a few decades ago. While Icaraí’s palm-lined, sandy beach is beautiful and there are dunes worth visiting outside of town, the scenery isn’t as dramatic. The flip side, however, is rather than throngs of people, there are usually only a handful of others sharing spectacular sunsets from high atop the dunes to the west.

There’s more here than sunbathing and lazily passing the hours at your pousada pool or restaurant (if you’re a kitesurfer there’s no shortage of day and overnight journeys you can take). Buggy north along the beach, past giant turbines with a stop for panoramic photos at Ponta de Moitas (like other places along the coast it’s been converted into a de rigueur Instgrammable spot with a swing to frame the shots) to the mouth of the Rio Aracatiacu, where you board a small wooden flat-bottomed boat for a tour of the mangroves. It becomes prettier and prettier as the channels narrow and the branches form a de facto canopy. There’s a stop at Ilha das Ostras (you can also buggy directly here), a tranquil little riverside spot where you can enjoy a drink (or another swing photo) and then one final stop for the setting sun.

[image: jpg]
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KNOW YOUR TIDES

Wherever you go on the coast, keeping abreast of the time of the tides can be important. Wide beaches disappear and routes between locations become unpassable by foot and sometimes by boat. Natural pools circled by coral reefs reveal themselves when the tide is out; and shallow muddy flats turn into swimming spots when it’s in. Maps might appear to show uninterrupted access, whereas in reality it depends on the time of day and month. Apps and websites that track the tides may include weather and wind forecasts, the latter especially useful for kiteboarders and surfers. A couple worth recommending are magicseaweed.com and tides4fishing.com/br.



WHERE TO STAY IN PARNAÍBA

Pousada Vila Parnaíba

Ideally located a few blocks from the riverfront; boutique-style rooms, excellent service, pool and gardens. $$

Casa de Santo Antônio Hotel

Unique and charming, rambling property in the center of the city with leafy central pool and lounge area. $$

Arrey Hotel Beach

Large, modern resort complex, bit isolated, out of town to the east, with big central pool. $$

Rio Parnaíba Boat Tour

RIVER DELTA FOR SCENERY AND WILDLIFE

The sliver of the state of Piauí separating the coastal route between Ceará and Maranhão (the boundaries of Maranhão and Piauí extend far inland) is noteworthy for the city of Parnaíba (211km west of Jericoacoara), a logical stopover between destinations and the base for riverboat tours of the nearby delta. Sometimes referred to as the Delta das Américas, it’s a unique ecosystem, including labyrinthine channels, massive sand dunes, lagoons, and perhaps most striking, the possibility of seeing hundreds of almost cartoonishly red guará birds (red ibis) skimming over the Rio Parnaíba.

A wide variety of boat sizes are available, including large ‘party’ boats or small fast boats that can take you all the way to Tutóia (seven hours), to individual boatmen for shorter journeys in motorized canoes. Head down to Porto das Barcas and pop in to one of the half dozen or so agencies to book a tour, or at Pousada Vila Parnaíba, the best place to overnight in town. It’s conveniently located a few blocks from the waterfront with tastefully designed upscale rooms and an elongated pool that snakes through an attractively landscaped central garden area. At nighttime, head to a narrow cobblestone alleyway, a short block from where the road to the port dead-ends at the river (look for an ice cream shop at the corner), where a few restaurants set up tables outside.


THE REGION OF THE RED IBIS

Maranhão is trying to gain recognition as the Floresta dos Guarás (Forest of the Red Ibis) for its colonies of these colorful birds. Parnaiba is the most convenient access point. The colonial town of Alcântara (also the site of the Alcântara Space Center, Brazil’s Cape Canveral), just across the Baía de São Marcos from São Luís, is another option. However, low water levels and low tides mean boat transport is unreliable. Other much further-flung spots aren’t developed for tourism. The small fishing port of Apicum-Açu, 80km beyond the town of Cururupu and home to the largest community of albino people in Brazil, is the starting point for a 3½-hour boat ride to the Ilha dos Lençóis, a large sand island with beaches, a fishing village, dunes like those found at Lençóis Maranhenses and mangroves that are sanctuary for red ibis.



Caves, Waterfalls & Mountain Vistas

BRAZIL’S SMALLEST NATIONAL PARK

The rather-steep 550m teleférico (cable car) descent over the treetops of the eastern escarpment of the Serra da Ibiapaba, fogbound in the early mornings, is a thrilling ride. It is worth the long journey inland to the Parque Nacional de Ubajara, 190km south of Jericoacoara (325km west of Fortaleza), in and of itself, but also leads to equally worthy subterranean sights. Shut down for several years and reopened in 2022, the three-minute cable-car trip saves visitors an otherwise challenging 7km hike to Ubajara’s large, illuminated cave system extending more than 500m into the side of a mountain (only about a third is open to the public). There are nine chambers, each named for their otherworldly limestone formations.

If you plan well, you can also make it to one of the park’s waterfalls. It’s a 6km round trip to Cafundó where you can cool off post-hike in the pools; the more picturesque Cachoeira do Gavilão, which falls 110m over layered slabs like a wedding cake, is a more ambitious 8km trek.

Either way, be sure to hit the well-organized visitors center, which displays archeological finds and photos of typical flora and fauna in the park, the country’s smallest. An elevated walkway leads to a lookout point with breathtaking views. All activities apart from the lookout require a guide; each comes with its own small fee. The park’s main entrance is 3km east of the town of Ubajara, which has several quality accommodations and places to eat. Taxis to the visitors center are easy to come by.
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WHERE TO STAY IN ICARAÍ DE AMONTADA

Pousada Malea

Excellent-value fan-cooled chalets with large grounds, garden and pool, close to the sea. $$

Casa Zulu

Four rustically stylish bungalows and four apartments set around beautiful leafy gardens with beach access. $$

Villa Mango

Luxurious wooden chalets on idyllic, perfectly manicured grounds on an isolated end of beach. $$$


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN THE REGION

Espaco Gourmet

Small spot with no menu, instead offers a chef-driven daily menu of fresh-caught sushi, sashimi, gourmet pasta and other dishes. $$

Café Zapata

Garden restaurant toward the east end of Praia Icaraí serving seafood and pasta. $$

Maria Bonita

Big international menu and welcoming open-air space on the way to the park from the center of Ubajara. $$

Comilão

Pizza, pasta and everything in between on a cobblestone alleyway in Porto das Barcas in Parnaiba. $$




Getting Around

Guanabara runs two morning buses from Bareirinhas to Tutoia (two hours) and from there to Parnaíba (two hours). It’s another four hours to Jijoca, the gateway to Jericoacoara.

Between Ubajara and Jericoacoara, there’s a daily morning Gontijo bus to Granja (two hours); from its main square in town, you can then pick up the Fretcar bus to Jijoca (one hour) at noon or 4:30pm.





SãO LUíS
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On the eastern side of a large peninsula, the city’s compact historical center, awarded Unesco World Heritage status, occupies a nub of land where the Rio Mearim empties into the Baía de São Marcos. It’s filled with cobblestone streets lined with pastel-colored buildings, some newly restored to their 18th- or 19th-century glory with azulejos (often blue and white tin-glazed ceramic tiles), others with crumbling facades. It’s a picturesque and charming neighborhood to wander. At nighttime, the area, with an Afro-Brazilian vibe (the city has the third-highest Afro-Brazilian population), comes alive, especially in the blocks around Rua Trapiche and Largo do Comércio.

Atlantic Ocean–facing beaches are to the north, accessible via several bridges over the Rio Anil and traffic-clogged streets through neighborhoods of modern high-rises, shopping plazas and fenced-in private homes.
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SIGHTS

1 Museo do Reggae Maranhão

SLEEPING

2 Casa Frankie

3 Casa Lavinia

4 Palma Hostel

EATING

5 Cafefinho da Tía Dica

6 Flor de Vinagreira

7 Restaurante Senac




TOP TIP

When eating out, be sure to try regional specialties, such as casquinha de caranguejo (stuffed crab), ururu ao leite de coco (mussels stewed in coconut milk), amarela (yellowfin hake) and the ubiquitous arroz de cuxá (rice with shrimp, toasted sesame and vinagreira).




Bumba Meu Boi Festival

TRADITIONAL AFRO-BRAZILIAN BLOWOUT PARTY

Much of São Luís is transformed into one big street party in the month of June when Bumba Meu Boi, a fascinating and wild folkloric festival, is celebrated. Derived from African, indigenous and Portuguese influences, it’s a rollicking mixture of music, dance and theater. Miolos, primarily men, are the mostly anonymous performers who don elaborately designed ox costumes, and along with other costumed and masked performers, dance, sing, act and tell the story of the death and resurrection of the bull.

The story and its portrayal differ throughout the Northeast, but the general plot is as follows: Catrina, goddaughter of the local farm owner, is pregnant and feels a craving to eat the tongue of the best boi (bull) on the farm. She cajoles her husband, Chico, into killing the beast. When the dead bull is discovered, several characters (caricatures drawn from all levels of society) track down the perpetrator of the crime. Chico is brought to trial, but the bull is resuscitated by magic incantations and tunes. A pardon is granted, and the story reaches its happy ending when Chico is reunited with Catrina.


These festivities, partly celebrations of justice, have been going on for several hundred years and take place all over Maranhão. But São Luís’ blowout, when hundreds of groups take to the streets, with newly inspired and improvisatory songs and dances, is the largest. Accommodations book up in advance, but once settled, step into the streets of the Centro Histórico and you’ve entered the party. Rehearsals, which traditionally start on Easter Sunday and are open to the public, are nearly as enthralling as the actual festival.
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SãO LUíS’ HISTORY

In 1612 three French ships sailed for Maranhão to try to commandeer a piece of South America. Once established at São Luís, the only Brazilian city founded by the French, they allied themselves with the Tupinambá, and together attacked tribes around the mouth of the Amazon. Not long after the Portuguese attacked in 1614, the French fled. There was a brief Dutch interlude between 1641 and 1644, which once again gave way to the superior Portuguese forces. Sugar and cotton plantation owners, who used the port of São Luís, prospered on the back of African slave labor and by the early 19th century it was one of the wealthiest cities in Brazil. Later in the 19th century, demand for regional crops and goods lessened and the city declined.



WHERE TO EAT IN SÃO LUÍS

Cafefinho da Tía Dica

Somewhat cramped, with a lively lunchtime crowd enjoying shrimp, seafood and meat dishes, and live music. $$

Flor de Vinagreira

Occupies central plaza with outdoor seating. Service can be slow, but portions of regional specialties large. $$

Restaurante Senac

Branch of well-known cooking school pulls out all the stops with fantastic all-you-can-eat buffet. $$$

The City of Reggae

MUSICAL SOUNDSCAPE OF SãO LUíS NIGHTLIFE

Known as the Brazilian Jamaica because of reggae’s popularity, São Luís’ musical identity is all its own. One explanation of its origins: the city’s relative proximity to the Caribbean meant shortwave radios picked up Jamaican music. DJs in the 1970s started playing the music on radiolas (basically, old-fashioned record players) at parties and Afro-Brazilians in São Luís connected with the milieu, style and spirit of peaceful protest pictured on the album covers. The best place to learn more is at the Museu do Reggae Maranhao in the Centro Histórico. Songs are sampled, including from greats like Calia Sampio (her style more African than Caribbean) and Tribo de Jah, from the museum’s speakers. Young guides, Portuguese-speaking only, are on hand to take you around the small space and can share their favorites, past and contemporary. The Maranhão style is generally more romantic and sensual in lyrics, beats and dance style – called agarradinho, combination ballroom and grind – than its Caribbean counterparts. Street parties and dance circles, some impromptu, others regular, break out at night in the blocks of the Centro Histórico and elsewhere. These, of course, aren’t all reggae, and feature other traditional dance rhythms. The fluid and casual way passerbys join in the choreography, dance and music can be intoxicating; nearby drink carts also help. But try out enough street parties, clubs and bars and you’ll think you’re in Jamaica. One business, Reggae Cruises, takes the party to the water with occasional Saturday evening boat tours with DJs spinning tunes. Ask for latest recommendations for bars and clubs at the museum.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN CENTRO HISTóRICO

Palma Hostel

Not quite a hostel, but rooms of various configurations in centrally located historic building. $

Casa Lavinia

Aesthetically refined restoration of a 19th-century mansion with enormous rooms, charming decor and leafy courtyard. $$

Casa Frankie

Restored mansion with especially attractive common spaces and a small courtyard pool; rooms vary in quality. $$




Getting Around

The cobblestone streets of the Centro Histórico, where most people base themselves, is easily navigated on foot (no need to drive). There are some hilly spots and steep steps, which may present challenges for those with accessibility issues. Ubers, taxis or local buses (pay in cash upon boarding) are needed to reach the northern beaches. The latter, of course, are slow and can get crowded; best avoided at night. Traffic on the main arteries in and out of the city can get very heavy.






Beyond São Luís


[image: jpg]

Secluded Atins and the dunes and lagoons of Lençóis Maranhenses, one of the Northeast’s most unique landscapes, are within reach.


Far to the west and northwest of São Luís, there’s a gradual transition to the vast Amazonian rainforests. The road more commonly traveled to the east isn’t promising to start, passing through typical sertão (backlands) landscapes of flat, parched expanses with clusters of babacu (palms). On the way, you glimpse the peripheral infrastructure of several megaprojects from the 1980s that helped stimulate and continue to buoy the region’s economy, especially the big port complex at Itaqui, just west of São Luís, and Alcoa’s enormous aluminum-processing plant on the highway restarting operations in 2023, purportedly with 100% renewable energy. But veering northward toward the coast, asphalt slowly turns to sand and dunes, and beaches and rivers become the terrain and scenery.
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TOP TIP

Plan trips to Lençóis Maranhenses and boat transportation to Atins at least a day in advance (several days for holidays and high season).




Spectacular Lençóis Maranhenses

TOWERING DUNES WITH STUNNING VISTAS

White-sand, Sahara-like vistas, with thousands of small pools and lagoons (especially from May to September), make up the 1550-sq-km Parque Nacional dos Lençóis Maranhenses. The 1½-hour 4WD drive from Barreirinhas (260km east of São Luís) along a sandy, teeth-chattering bumpy track cuts through dense vegetation with tree branches, including cajuejro (cashew trees; some passengers choose to get out and pick a few to taste) whipping loudly against the sides of the truck – keep your arms and head inside. It feels like bouncing on a yoga ball, best avoided by those inclined to car sickness. (There’s also a very brief crossing of a river on a car ferry.) However, any minor discomfort is forgotten when you scale the steep slope and take in your first sight of the never-ending expanse of wind-whipped dunes shaped into irregular waves and ripples, resembling lençóis (bedsheets). Set against an azure sky with turquoise lagoon waters in the distance, it’s a revelation.

Lagoa Azual, Lagoa Bonita and Lagoa do Esperanca (the water isn’t as clear here as at other lakes) are common destinations, and log-rolling or jumping down the steep, sandy incline of surrounding dunes into these waters isn’t just for children. It is generally well managed and organized despite dozens of other vehicles visiting at the same time, and even more on weekends and holidays. Wear a bathing suit and bring a towel, some cash (if you want to grab a snack at one of the food kiosks where trucks wait to return back to Barreirinhas), plenty of drinking water and a sealable small bag to keep your phone and any other valuables safe from blowing sand. The fairly nondescript, if pleasant and traveler-friendly, city of Barreirinhas, outside the southeast corner of the national park, is the most common base for Lençóis trips, Atins is the other. At both locations, most commonly, you’re picked up at your accommodations, either departing around 9am with a 1:30pm return or departing at 2pm and returning after sunset. (Afternoon 4WD trips from Atins usually include beach chairs to be anchored in the sand at the top of a dune to take in the setting sun.) Accommodations in Barreirinhas are spread around town, but the majority of the restaurants and bars are found on or just off the promenade along the Rio Preguiças (this is also where boats to Atins depart from).
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The above trips are standard. However, there is no shortage of other ways to experience the park, including on the back of a horse. And there is no shortage of companies offering their services. It’s worth considering an overnight or multiday trek if you have the time. On the latter, you’re guided through Lençóis in the early morning, with lunch and afternoon visits to lagoons before overnighting in homes in small dispersed villages on a three-day trek. You’ll cover from 7km to 22km each day. Baixa Grande and Queimado do Britos are usually part of the itinerary. O Gente do Brazil, run by Franck Lechenet out of Casa Lavinia in Sao Luís, specializes in Lençóis treks. There are also private 4WD tours running for a half- or full day. For spectacular aerial views two companies, Ava and Voar, run short flights over the dunes out of the airport in Barreirinhas.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN ATINS

Pousada Velho Bateau Atins

The chance to sleep in a beached old fishing boat, or bungalows and dorms. $

Convento Arcádia

Brightly painted chalets with comfy furnishings set amid a leafy property with pool and a highly recommended restaurant. $$

Atins Charme Chalet

Personable São Paulo couple designed these beautifully made, tastefully furnished wood chalets with hammocks and pool area. $$

La Ferme des Georges

French-owned resort of white-washed luxurious bungalows set in manicured grounds with a swimming pool and gourmet meals. $$$




BEST PLACES TO EAT IN ATINS

Barraca Isabel

Basic food and drinks, but what a setting! Worth the walk to the lonely, far western end of the beach. $

Jungle Burger Atins

Loungey spot with unique menu including meat, crab or vegetarian ‘burgers’ in your choice of seaweed or bread. $$

Casa de Juja

Organic and seasonal ingredients flavoring seafood and other dishes at bucolic Convento Arcádia setting. $$

Restaurante Pininga

French chef–run, gourmet three-course set dinners in romantic, candlelit outdoors. $$$



WHERE TO STAY IN BARREIRINHAS

Hotel Pousada do Buriti

Conveniently located midrange complex; rooms large if generic; has pool and restaurant. $$

Pousada Vila de Charme

Small, intimate place with windowless rooms, but charming plunge pool and central courtyard. $$

Porto Preguiças Resort

Riverside large resort 3km north of town with several pools, tennis courts and even playground for kids. $$$

WHERE TO EAT IN BARREIRINHAS

Café no Ponto

Grab a stool and hang with locals and taxi drivers with coffee, sandwiches, tapiocas. $

Nautz Burger & Sushi Lounge

Occupies most of an alleyway with several menus and specialties, including excellent sushi and sashimi. $$

O Jacare

French-owned riverfront restaurant with wide-ranging menu, including large beer and cocktails selection. $$

Losing Yourself in Atins

ROADLESS KITING PARADISE

Already firmly on the map for kitesurfers, some locals worry that it’s only a matter of time before Atins really booms. New upscale boutique lodgings signal changes. And Travessia, a 2022 Brazilian telenovela that included shots here and in Lençóis Maranhenses, will only add to its popularity.

But the journey to Atins, a pleasure in and of itself, should abate those worries. Most commonly, travelers take a scheduled boat from the Beira Rio dock in Barreirinhas down the Rio Preguiças; there’s usually a morning and midday trip. Private boat hire is another option. Boats zip through channels, alongside mangrove shorelines with towering palms – you’re bound to get a little wet in choppy, open-water areas. (You can also travel in a 4WD truck from Barreirinhas through the dunes, but it’s a very rough and bumpy trip.)

Sometimes at midday and on holidays, when tour-group day-trippers and private speed boats pack the beachfront seafood barracas, Atins feels post-’discovered.’ Other times, and in the evening, you’ll feel you are sharing the long, flat beach and village with just a few lucky others.

Keep in mind that the beach in Atins mostly disappears during high tide and trudging through the deep, soft, sandy ‘streets’ can be taxing; this is why most get around in a 4WD vehicle or buggy. It’s only 10 minutes or so from the village into Parque Nacional dos Lençóis Maranhenses and there are far fewer trucks and buggies here than entering via Barreirinhas. Morning tours might be best as these include a stop for lunch at Antônio’s, a remote fish restaurant; however, afternoon ones offer spectacular sunsets. Green-tinged Lagoa Tropical and Lagoa Lorena are especially beautiful.


I LIVE HERE: A FEW OF MY FAVORITE SPOTS

Olaf Loerz, owner of Convento Arcádia in Atins (@convento.arcadia), shares his top three ways of experiencing the beauty of the Lençóis.

Maranhenses

Head to the very end of the beach, inside a grove of cashew trees you’ll find Cabana da Izabel or Roots Cabana. Great fish and pastries. At low tide you can play in the pools and on the sandbanks.

Trip to Ponta do Mangue, either hiking, on horseback or by 4WD. Mixed types of vegetation, dunes and a ‘green’ lagoon’

Hike to Baixa Grande, the closer of the two oases inside the national park. My favorite spot there is Regina’s, where you can stay for lunch or even overnight (hammocks provided).




Getting Around

Guanabara has several daily trips from São Luís’ central bus terminal to Barreirinhas (seven hours). However, the better option is to arrange transport with one of the companies running minibuses on the same route (four hours, R$90 one-way) with convenient pick-up and drop-off at your accommodations, any of which can make reservations for you. A private taxi for up to four runs around R$400. To reach Atins, you need to travel via Barreirinhas, either by one of the twice-daily public boats, pricier private boat or rough overland 4WD through Lençóis Maranhenses. One possible route moving onward from Atins involves a short boat trip to Cabure and then a 6½-hour 4WD trip, mostly along the sand to Jeri.







PERNAMBUCO, PARAÍBA & RIO GRANDE DO NORTE
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HISTORY AND TROPICAL BEACHES


Leave no dune or cove uncovered in search of your ideal combination of sea and sand.
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The site of early Portuguese settlement, this swathe of the country’s northeast coast is a microcosm of modern Brazil’s foundations: colonizing powers fought among themselves, collectively subjugating the region’s indigenous peoples, and African slaves made the sugarcane plantations run.

Today, driven by its geographic blessings and the imperatives of tourism, a good portion of the coastline of these three states offers travelers all the pleasures of an endless summer: swaying coconut palms along archetypal tropical beaches, magical sunsets and translucent waters. Some are isolated and remote, perhaps the gem is the island of Fernando de Noronha.

Migratory birds and humpback whales from North America use Fernando de Noronha as a way station further south, whereas the well-off of Brazilian society, divers, surfers and others fly here for more hedonistic pleasures.

Other beaches are in, or short drives from, some of Brazil’s largest cities. Natal’s Ponta Negra might be the best and João Pessoa’s the most low-key.

Big and brash Recife, by contrast, is noteworthy for its history-laden neighborhoods, cultural institutions and musical heritage. Fluorescent-colored, open-air 4WD buggies ply the seashore, coastal sand dunes and lagoons, with breaks in villages that teem with day-trippers, but turn tranquil and bucolic come nighttime.
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THE MAIN AREAS

FERNANDO DE NORONHA

Galápagos-like fauna on stunning island.

RECIFE

Crumbling, picturesque streetscapes.

JOÃO PESSOA

Lively beachfront promenade.

NATAL

Best of the Northeast’s city beaches.





Find Your Way


Stretching for 1000km, interspersed with rivers, estuaries and mangrove deltas, the coastlines of Ceará and Maranhão would take months to explore properly. We’ve highlighted hubs to begin your journey.
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Plan Your TIme


Sipping coconuts, downing caipirinhas and chowing on seafood meals at beachfront barracas (stalls) with waves nipping at your heels – this stretch of the northeast is the tropical Brazil of your dreams.
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If You Only Visit One Place

• Relatively easy to get to from Natal, Praia Pipa has an easygoing vibe, array of beaches and an outstanding bar and restaurant scene that make it hard to muster the will to leave. Beginner and advanced surfers have their choice of breaks and kayakers can get up close to spinner dolphins. From backpacker-friendly to luxurious, Pipa’s guesthouses are generally low-key and intimate. One of the pleasures is walking Pipa’s narrow main street, Av Baía dos Golfinhos, which runs about 2km through town, with small streets and lanes running off it, joined by couples dressed to the nines, and shirtless surfers, then popping into a bar to people-watch.




Five Days to Travel Around

• Get to know less-touristy parts of Recife and its environs, combining history walks and the arts. You need a half-day each for Recife Antigo and Olinda. It’s possible to combine the two into a packed day of historical sights and cobblestone streets, but probably best to also give yourself an afternoon at the beach. You can visit the two Brennand family museums in the city’s suburbs on the morning of day two. Get a taxi, bus or rideshare to Porto de Galinhas; enjoy the party or for more quiet, try nearby Praia do Carneiros or Tamandare.




If You Have More Time

• On many Brazilians’ bucket list, Fernando de Noronha is one of the country’s most exclusive destinations, though still very Brazilian, meaning characteristically friendly and laid-back. You need four nights minimum to do Noronha justice and to justify the extra costs. One day on a driving tour orienting yourself to the island’s highlights and geography, another on a boat and snorkeling tour, and at least two days experiencing the island’s many beaches and dreamy nightlife. If the hedonistic pursuits feel, well, too hedonistic, go on a guided hike or climb Piquinho for stunning views.



Seasonal Highlights

Strong winds and sunny skies from August to November, giving surfers and kitesurfers an abundance of choice.

JANUARY

Performances of nearly every theatrical genre are held in Recife, Olinda and other Pernambuco cities during the Janeiro dos Grandes Espetáculos.
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FEBRUARY

Recife and Olinda, two of the country’s top spots for celebrating Carnaval, pull out all the stops.
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MARCH

World Surfing League’s Hang Loose pro contest hits the beach at Cacimba do Padre on Fernando de Noronha in the first week of March.
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JUNE

Featuring forró music, Pernambuco celebrates Festas Juninas, parties for three saints, Santo Antônio, São João and João Batista, on different dates in June.
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JULY

Known as Pernambuco’s Switzerland, the relatively high and cool town of Garanhuns celebrates Festival de Invierno.
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AUGUST

The Northeast’s music and folklore is celebrated in Olinda at the end of the month at the Folklore Nordestino Festival.

[image: jpg]

KARLA VIDAL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

DECEMBER

Natal’s Carnatal, held the first week of the month, is one big street party with trios elétricos (bands playing atop mobile speaker-trucks) providing the soundtrack.
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FERNANDO DE NORONHA
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Brazilian territory, despite being closer to Cabo Verde than São Paulo, this archipelago of 21 closely grouped islands is essentially one thinly populated tropical paradise with clear, turquoise waters. The magnolia and laurel trees Charles Darwin observed on his stop aboard the Beagle are long gone. Turned into a penal colony in the 19th century, most of the forests were destroyed to ensure prisoners couldn’t build escape rafts; a cautious measure considering the island’s location 350km from the Brazilian mainland. Ironically, though Darwin’s first inklings regarding evolutionary theory were years in the future, Noronha’s volcanic topography and marine and bird life echo that of the Galápagos Islands both home to red-billed tropic birds; frigatebirds; brown-footed, red-footed and masked boobies; Sally lightfoot crabs; shark species; dolphins and marine turtles.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1 Piquinho

SIGHTS

2 Baía do Sancho

3 Porto do Santo Antonio

4 Praia do Atalaia

5 Praia do Cacimba

6 Praia do Leão

ACTIVITIES,

COURSES & TOURS

7 Morro São José

SLEEPING

8 Beco de Noronha

9 Ihla Hostel

10 Teju-Açu Ecopousada

EATING

11 Açai e Raizes Noronha

12 Mesa da Ana

see 9 O Pico




TOP TIP

The island is pricey. Most goods, including accommodations and food, are around double the mainland. Some ways to save a few Brazilian reais include taking the bus or walk, and shopping for groceries and eating at places oriented to locals.




Climbing Piquinho

BOUNDLESS VIEWS AFTER SHORT, STRENUOUS CLIMB

From atop Piquinho, essentially the base of volcanic Moro do Pico, the highest point on the island, the views are breathtaking, nearly 270-degree glimpses of Fernando de Noronha (aforementioned Moro do Pico blocks a full panorama). About 1.1km and no more than 35 minutes each way, the steep path, with nearly 120m of elevation gain, is cut out of a densely vegetated forest with teju lizards scurrying underneath the brush and doves, terns and tropic birds soaring overhead. The lizards, as in the Galapagos where invasive species made the island their home, the lizards were imported to address a rat infestation in the 1950s, around the same time the island’s prisoners were freed. However, they instead preyed on small birds during the day, leaving the rats to hunt at night. Along the trail, you’ll brush past what appear to be thickly corded hanging vines, but are in fact vertical roots of the endemic Gameleira ficus noronhae. The final stretch involves a scramble up a boulder field and two choices, essentially left or right, up to different spots. Both are massive rocks themselves; don’t get too close to the edge trying to capture the perfect selfie.

[image: jpg]

Piquinho | JOHN COPLAND/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


The path begins just beyond the entrance to Teju-Açu Ecopousada on the left – feel free to pop in for help if you can’t find the start. Also, Teju-Açu’s restaurant, one of the best on the island, is a good place for an after-hike meal or drink. The hike certainly can be done on one’s own; however, the trail is somewhat difficult to discern in a few spots, so hire a guide if in doubt of your own trail-finding skills.
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I LIVE HERE: WHAT A LOCAL LOVES ABOUT THE ISLAND
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Ana Maria Miranda, owner of Teju-Acu Ecopousada (@pousadateju), shares her recommendations on visiting Fernando de Noronha.

Our island community is one of the most warm and hospitable in Brazil.

Come to the island in August to November, where in addition to the incredibly calm sea we have the seasonal waterfall at Praia do Sancho – one of the most beautiful in the world. In addition, knowing the trails on horseback is a great option. I recommend all the guided trails with special attention to Atalaia longa and Piquinho. Watch the sunset daily and go to the darkest spots at night (here there is no violence, you can go calmly) to observe the stars and planets.



WHERE TO STAY IN FERNANDO DE NORONHA

Ihla Hostel

Conveniently located in center of Vila de Remedios with spacious common areas and clean, well-organized rooms. $$

Beco de Noronha

Within walking distance of town, eclectically and quaintly furnished, with leafy garden and excellent breakfast. $$$

Teju-Açu Ecopousada

Intimate idyll with stylish, low-key luxury in bungalows surrounding pool lounge area, and fabulous breakfast. $$$

The Far Side of the Island

OFF-THE-BEATEN-PATH TRAILS

Most visitors to the island experience the inner sea beaches (those facing the South American continent); fewer the outer sea, those facing the African continent. And the best way to see the latter, with only a few others in tow, guaranteed, is to hire a local guide in advance (reservations required) and hit the handful of protected trails in the national park.

Reservations (numbers are limited per day) are generally accepted up to four days in advance at the Centro de Visitantes (parnanoronha.com.br). There are about 200 Portuguese-language guides on the island, including some English- and Spanish-speaking. You can find a list of recommended guides and their contact details at the Centro de Visitantes or call in at the Associacão dos Condutores de Noronha office in the same complex. English-speaking Daniel Oliveira (81 9792-8859), a trained ornithologist and naturalist, is highly recommended. The hike to Morro São José is a deservedly popular one, one of our favorites. You have two options of arriving at the crystal-clear swimming hole: swimming much of the way, the easier option, or clambering over rocks at low tide, at times extremely slippery and challenging. Another that gets booked in advance runs from Vila do Trinta to Praia do Atalaia, where there’s good snorkeling in tidal pools (no flippers or sunscreen allowed). You can combine this trail with the Trilha Pontinha Pedra Alta, which continues on to Trilha Pontinha Caieiras, where there are more tidal pools; note that the last 2km is on tough volcanic rock and a guide is obligatory for this part. It’s about three to four hours round trip.


WHY I LOVE FERNANDO DE NORONHA
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Michael Grosberg, writer

The beach at Baía do Sancho is often ranked as one of the most beautiful in the world. Of course, I find it stunning and accessing it via long ladders cut into the cliffside adds to its mystique. My favorites are slightly less heralded, or at least because of their size less crowded. Praia do Cacimba, one of the island’s best sunbathing and surfing beaches, should be visited at sunset when fishermen throw nets into the shallows, competing with sharks and diving masked boobies for schools of sardines. And finding solitude at the long and broad Praia do Leão, fronted by gradually darkening blue waters, makes me feel like I’ve reached the end of the world.



WHERE TO EAT IN FERNANDO DE NORONHA

Açai e Raizes Noronha

Casual roadside spot serving relatively inexpensive tapiocas, sandwiches and açaí bowls. $

O Pico

Run by Michelin-trained French chef and local wife, best known for ceviche and prawn risotto. $$$

Mesa da Ana

Reserve a seat at the communal table for an intimate four-course seafood meal dictated by the day’s catch. $$$

Explore the Island by Boat

UNDERWATER AND ISLAND VIEWS

On sunny days with clear blue skies (which is most days), a half-day boat tour of Fernando de Noronha’s northwest coast feels particularly hedonistic. Get a clearer picture of the island’s undeveloped profile from the water and see, and even swim with, spinner dolphins, marine turtles and tropical fish.

All trips leave from the Porto do Santo Antônio, where you’ll need to show proof of having paid the marine preserve tax (download the QR code in advance). On the boat you’ll have the opportunity to try plana-subbing, where you snorkel while hanging onto a board attached to the boat with a rope. Simply, grab onto the front edge of the board and jump back into the water. You might experience some unease at first, as your boat’s speed picks up and the water around your submerged head creates a little bubbling wake. If very comfortable, you can angle the board downward and dive up to 4m (regular old snorkeling at Baía do Sancho is usually also offered). When passing back through the harbor on the return, plana-subbers can see two ships that were sunk in the harbor for snorkeling and beginning scuba divers. Afterwards, relax with a drink as fish and skewered shrimp are barbecued onboard; then dig into a lunch that is usually supplemented with fruits, nuts and salad. There are several operators, but Lancha Pescador Noronha is highly recommended; all accommodations book as well.


ISLAND TAXES FOR VISITORS

There are two taxes levied on visitors to Fernando de Noronha. It’s helpful to pay online (and print out), especially for the mandatory general environmental tax (sounoronha.com.br/en/tpa-noronha) as you’ll move quicker through airport arrival where it’s checked (keep proof since it’s checked again on departure). This tax is around R$87 per day. The marine tax is R$358 (valid for 10 days in a row), payable online at tickets.parnanoronha.com.br or at any kiosk where it’s required, including Baía Sueste, Fort Sao Joaquim do Sueste, tip of Caracas, Praiado Leão, Praia Caieira, Baía dos Golfinhos, Baía do Sancho, Baía dos Porcos, Capim AçuTrail, Abreu Cove, Praia Atalaia, Pontinha Caieira trail, Morro São José and any scuba-diving spots.




Getting Around

Buggies, fun and colorful, though not inexpensive, are the vehicle of choice, providing flexibility and access to beaches at the end of rough roads. Electric bikes are available for rent. Buses run the length of the island every half-hour between the port and Praia do Sueste, with 24 stops, usually with shelters, clearly signposted. And, of course, on an island that’s 10km long and 3.5km long, much of it’s walkable (midday is tough because of the heat and sun).

Azul services Fernando de Noronha with more than half a dozen flights a day from Recife. Gol was set to resume its route between Natal and the island. Prices can fluctuate dramatically; book as far in advance as possible and avoid holidays.





RECIFE
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Olinda-born musician Chico Science, who created manguebeat, a blend of regional and foreign rhythms, summed up one vision of Recife (heh-see-fee) in the song ‘Rios, Pontes e Overdrives’ (Rivers, Bridges and Overdrives). Crumbling buildings, some from the 18th and 19th centuries, others modern high-rises, sit partly abandoned on block after block in the center.

Recife’s appeal to travelers can seem uncertain, but its grittiness is the point. Its inequities and challenges are less obscured than elsewhere, but so too is its cultural ferment. Excellent restaurants and lively bars are sprinkled around the upscale beachfront Boa Viagem neighborhood. Ground zero of Portuguese settlement along the coast, Recife Antigo and Santo Antônio are fascinating places to explore and case studies in urban renewal and decay.
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SIGHTS

1 Concatedral de São Pedro dos Clérigos

2 Memorial Chico Science

3 Praça da República

EATING

4 Armazém Rio Branco

5 Restaurante Leite

see 2 São Pedro Restaurant

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

6 Bodega de Véio

7 Mercado da Boa Vista




TOP TIP

Because swimming in Recife’s waters is less appealing than other coastal cities, in part because of the danger of shark attacks, few accommodations are located along Boa Viagem’s waterfront. Many hotels cater to business travelers in the Pina neighborhood and elsewhere, whereas nearby Olinda has offerings for independent travelers.




The Eclectic Brennands

ONE FAMILY, TWO MUSEUMS

The suburb of Várzea, 11km west of central Recife, surprisingly is home to two of the largest and most interesting art institutions in the Northeast. Founded by cousins of the Brennand family, they are wildly eclectic. The larger of the two, idiosyncratic to say the least, is the Instituto Ricardo Brennand. Housing the largest collection of medieval weapons and armory in South America, it was the passion of billionaire cement-magnate Ricardo, who passed away in 2020. The long, grand-looking driveway lined with palm trees opens up to reveal a complex designed to resemble a Tudor castle, replete with moat and drawbridges. It’s a bit of a maze, with galleries displaying everything from armor for dogs, rococo furniture, tapestries and an enormous collection of Brazilian landscape paintings by 17th-century Dutch artist Frans Post, who visited Pernambuco and other parts of the Northeast. Exhibit labels (in Portuguese) are few and far between.

More focused and somewhat of a smaller affair is the Oficina Ceramica Francisco Brennand, featuring the ceramics, paintings and sculpture of the museum’s namesake. Widely recognized as Brazil’s most accomplished ceramicist, Francisco reopened the family factory after returning from Europe in 1971, and built it up again from a state of ruin. The lovely grounds, including Moorish arches and a couple of temples, are one big sculpture park and worth a long stroll.

You can visit both on a single trip as they’re only 6.5km apart (much closer as the crow flies, but you have to drive out of the way to cross the Rio Capibaribe). Taxis will take you to Várzea.
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MUSIC OF LUIZ GONZAGA

Arguably no musician has contributed more to the cultural identity of Northeast Brazil than Pernambucan-born Luiz Gonzaga. Along with Humberto Teixeira he helped invent a new Brazilian musical genre called baião, whose heyday was in the mid-1940s to mid-’50s. His muse was the sertão (backlands) where he was born. It meant his style, both in how he dressed (he wore the type of leather hat associated with cangaceiros, nomadic outlaws of the backlands) and his music’s rhythm (accordion-based), endeared him to millions who felt overlooked by tastemakers in Rio where Gonzaga went to seek his fortune. The Casa de Sertão in Recife Antigo has exhibits dedicated to Gonzaga.



WHERE TO STAY IN RECIFE

Cosmopolitan Hostel

The pickings are slim in Recife for budget lodgings; has small backyard garden. $

Maria’s Home Guest House

Several nice rooms available in two quirky penthouse floors with great rooftop pool and Jacuzzi; use of kitchen. $$

Kastel Manibu Recife

Busy with big groups so service can be slow, but comfortable rooms close to Boa Viagem beach. $$

Explore Pátio de São Pedro

HAVEN IN THE CITY CENTER

A refuge from the nearby run-down alleyways of Santo Antônio, the second-oldest district in Recife, is the Pátio de São Pedro. Much of Santo Antônio is a hodgepodge of architectural eras and styles, some 18th- and 19th-century, including regal-looking government buildings in the Praça da República, and others, some high-rises, that wouldn’t look out of place in a war zone. When shops are open and people are about it can be an interesting place to stroll and feel the pulse of the city. Otherwise, when the storefront gates are down and alleyways empty, it’s sketchy and foreboding.

The relatively well-kept and orderly whitewashed buildings surrounding São Pedro are worth a visit: only in the daytime. The 18th-century Concatedral de São Pedro dos Clérigos, which anchors the south side of the plaza, is one of the city’s finest examples of ornate baroque. On the west side, the small footprint of the Memorial Chico Science isn’t proportionate to the influence of the mangue beat creator (and his group Nação Zumbi), who was tragically killed in a car accident in Recife aged 30. It’s a few small rooms showing video clips and photos from concerts from the 1990s, when young bands combined traditional forms such as maracatu with electrified instruments and rhythms of rap, hip-hop and electronica. They did a lot to connect the younger generation with the traditions of their ancestors. Next door, with patio seating on the cobblestone street, the sophisticated São Pedro Restaurant has a chalkboard menu with a half-dozen dishes, including an overstuffed caldo do mar (seafood soup).


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN RECIFE

Armazém Rio Branco

Daily menu of half-dozen regional dishes served on cobblestone patio seating in Recife Antigo. $$

Cá-Já Restaurante

Worth a taxi to Aflitos neighborhood for young chef’s inventive takes on Brazilian cuisine. $$

Parraxaxá

Pay by the kilo at this Northeastern-themed buffet with costumed staff and live music at night. $$

Chica Pitanga

Upscale gourmet por kilo restaurant, including, unusually, large salad and seafood selections. $$$

Restaurante Leite

Considering the run-down surroundings, it’s a shock to enter this fine-dining temple. $$$




Getting Around

Driving in the city can be a slog, so many rideshares, including BlaBlaCar, drop off and leave from the south side of Praça do Derby, 5.5km north of Praia do Pina. Factor this into your planning, as it can take a good 20 minutes or more to reach Derby from accommodations in town. Fortunately, the airport is only 3.5km from central Boa Viagem.





RECIFE ANTIGO WALKING TOUR
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The best day for this tour is Sunday, when the neighborhood’s roads are closed to cars and taken over by cyclists and pedestrians. Don’t wander at night. A good starting place is where the Portuguese first established a settlement in 1537 at 1 Marco Zero, signaled by a small plaque in the center of Praça Rio Branco, an expansive waterside plaza. Just across the square, pop into 2 Caixa Cultural, which offers temporary exhibitions, including photo archives of the port and regional musical instruments. Cross back over to the waterfront side and stop at the 3 Centro de Artesanato de Pernambuco for high-quality regional handicrafts. Continue north alongside the concrete structure which houses the airy and well-curated 4 Casa de Sertão, whose artifacts and exhibits are dedicated to the music and culture of inland Pernambuco.

Take Rua Vital de Olivera one block west to Rua de São Jorge and walk south to the central Praça do Arsenal. Anchoring the southern end is the 5 Paço do Frevo, painted bright red and dedicated to frevo, the distinctive dance of Recife’s Carnaval. The glassed-in top floor is the highlight. Make a right on Rua Domingos José Martins. Just down the block on the right, 6 Sinagoga Kahal Zur Israel is the oldest synagogue in the Americas. Wind your way down Rua de Boom Jesus and further south down Avenida Marquês de Olinda. The formally baroque, 18th-century 7 Igreja Madre de Deus is on the right on the eponymously named street. Next door, on your left, is the polished and stylish 8 Livraria Jaqueria, no doubt the equal of any bookstore in Brazil. It includes a cafe, espresso bar, massive wine selection and kids’ area.






Beyond Recife
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Seemingly never-ending sands to the south and to the north, and one of Brazil’s prettiest colonial towns.


Perhaps more than other large Northeastern cities, because of Recife’s size it takes time to escape the congestion along the coastline north and south. But it also boasts Olinda, a neighboring city of nearly equal interest and declared a Unesco World Heritage site, worth several days of attention. And not much further along, lies Ilha de Itamaracá, a palm-lined island with a 17th-century Dutch fort. But it’s to the south where Recife residents go for long weekends, to glorious palm-fringed sandy beaches, with great waves and crystal-clear reef pools. Fun-loving Porto de Galinhas has a bit of a Jersey Shore vibe, with calmer, still-developed resort towns to the south all the way to Maragogi in neighboring Alagoas state.
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TOP TIP

On weekend evenings an impromptu party breaks out on Olinda’s Alto da Sé, often accompanied by capoeira and live samba or other rhythms.




Olinda, Sacred & Profane

HILLSIDE FORMER CAPITAL

After periods of ascendancy and decline, gutted by fire and war, Pernambuco’s original capital is still standing. Signs of its former glory and import are marked by church-front plaques, and its neglect by an overall air of tropical dilapidation. History aside, its steep cobblestone streets are pleasant and picturesque to wander – your quads and glutes will get a workout. Officially accredited guides, outfitted in matching shirts of varying colors, are generally found roaming Praça João Pessoa, at the base of the hill, and Alto da Sé at its top. Few speak English, though they might be able to pass you to one who does, if only a little and oft uncredited. The best spot to get oriented is Alto da Sé, a broad plaza filled with tapioca stands (tapioca shell with fillings; great for a quick and cheap meal), craft shops and unobstructed views over Olinda’s red-tiled rooftops all the way to Recife’s high-rises (10km south). A few specific places worth checking out are also within a short walk, including Casa dos Bonecos, which displays a collection of massive puppets used in Olinda’s Carnaval. The child-sized colorful umbrellas, distinctive icons of Olinda’s and Recife’s Carnaval celebrations, are sold everywhere, including the Mercado do Artesanto Silvia Pantual. Nearby, tucked behind Casa dos Bonecos, Imaginário sells artisanal crafts, paintings and clothing printed with prototypical Olinda colors and scenes. Olinda’s largest colonial-era structure, the Convento de São Francisco, is just down from here and deserves a peek, if only to marvel at its size and imagine its former glory.
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PERNAMBUCO MUSIC & DANCE

Several uniquely Brazilian dance and music rhythms originated in Pernambuco: Frevo has fast brass- and-percussion music and frenetically energetic dancing. Its origins are thought to lie in the marching-band music of Carnaval, as well as capoeira. Afoxé is an Afro-Brazilian music-and-dance genre based on the rhythms and spirit of Candomblé. Maracatu nação involves large African-style drum ensembles with dancers dressed as baroque-era Portuguese courtiers.

Maracatu rural is rooted in heavy drum rhythms, with dancers representing a mélange of characters and spectacular caboclos de lança (spear-carrying guards with beehive-like headdresses).

Caboclinho has roots in the rituals of Brazil’s indigenous groups. A set of characters dance to the pífano flute, maracas and big drums.



WHERE TO STAY IN OLINDA

Pousada dos Quatro Cantos

High ceilings, leafy grounds and pool make this rambling, 19th-century guesthouse one of Olinda’s best. $$

Hotel 7 Colinas

Olinda’s largest, with tropical gardens, pool, modern rooms and exceptional breakfast buffet. $$

Pousada do Amparo

Refined and atmospheric 18th-century house with lovely rooms with wide, wood-plank floors. $$$

Relax on Ilha de Itamaracá

ISLAND RETREAT WITH HISTORIC FORT

Once arriving at Ilha de Itamaracá, just 47km north of Recife, the odors and noise of the city drift away. While still busy at weekends with day-trippers, at other times, including stunning sunsets, there’s a tranquility amplified by the solid immensity of Forte Orange on the southern tip of the island, a kind of memento mori of empire. Built by the Dutch in 1631, later renovated and expanded by the Portuguese in the early 18th century, most of its well-preserved cannons point out to sea. Others face incongruently towards sunbathers, swimmers and barracas on the Praia do Forte Orange. The beach won’t win awards compared to others in the region, and at low tide it turns into muddy flats a good way out. But on a sunny day, with a slight breeze and backed by palm trees, it’s a pleasant spot for a drink and meal. To the south is islet Coroa do Avião, essentially a long sandbank with a barraca or two, drink carts and waterside hammocks. Small speedboats ferry people across from the main beach. Or you can take a longer boat trip out to natural swimming pools; depending on the tide, good for snorkeling. Vila Velha, a small port 3km west of Forte Orange, once important to the area’s sugar industry, is worth visiting. It’s one of the oldest Portuguese settlements in all of Brazil and Nossa Senhora da Conceição, on the main plaza, dates back to 1526, making it one of the oldest churches in the country. There are some hiking trails inland, and plenty of beaches along the island’s 15km shore; the further north you go, generally the prettier.
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BEST PLACES TO DRINK IN OLINDA

Bodega de Véio

Funky bar and one of Olinda’s most popular, serving local cachaça (sugarcane rum) and good beer selection.

Estação Café

Artsy cafe with strong espresso drinks, tapiocas and live music some weekend nights.

Bar do Amparo

Rustically attractive space with tasty small food plates and live music most nights of the week.

Cavalloti Cervejaria Pub

Artisanal beers and cheap burgers. Weekend nights can spill out onto the cobblestone street.



WHERE TO EAT IN OLINDA

Cafeteria Alto da Se

Great views and known for its bolo de noiva and bolo souza leão, also filling tapiocas. $

Oficina do Sabor

One of the Northeast’s best; well-known chef does seafood and baked pumpkin with assorted fillings. $$$

Bejupirá

After a short funicular ride down through the trees, enjoy romantic views and creatively done seafood. $$$

Natural Pools in Porto de Galinhas

AQUAMARINE NATURAL SWIMMING HOLES

Jangadas, small, flat-bottomed colorful boats with triangular sails, have become synonymous with Porto de Galinhas, along with chicken figurines and other chicken-based paraphernalia. The poultry association isn’t cheerful, but dark. When the slave trade, not slavery, was banned in Brazil between 1853 and 1888, crates of chickens were a cover for the human cargo that landed here.

Today, this bustling beachside resort town 55km south of Recife throngs with day-trippers and weekenders grabbing a few feet of space on its packed sands; walking a few hundred meters in either direction from its center brings you more privacy. Walking south towards Praia Maracaípe brings you to nearly empty palm tree–backed white sands and walking north to Praia do Cupe and Praia Muro Alto leads to more sparsely populated beaches backed with some larger resorts, some all-inclusive, and condominiums. Pedestrianized streets, filled with restaurants, bars and gift shops stretch for several blocks back from the beach, with little networks of alleyways and shopping plazas off to the sides.

Bejupirâ, a branch of the well-known Olinda restaurant, and Muganga Bistro on the beachfront are recommended for seafood. When it’s low tide – there are several apps that track the schedule – flotillas of jangadas are there to ferry people out past the main reef to a large sheltered inlet where piscinas naturais form natural aquariums, some with lots of tropical fish (tours include snorkels and mask). You can walk and swim, if you’re a strong swimmer, out to the pools, regardless of tide; wear reef shoes and only what fits in a dry-seal bag.


PRAIA DOS CARNEIROS & TAMANDARE

Two stunning beaches south of Porto de Galinhas are steadily being turned into retreats for wealthy Recife residents, with a growing number of condominium and apartment complexes (some are the sort sold as time-shares at Recife malls). Day-trippers also visit and the beaches are often stops on tours starting out of Galinhas.

Praia dos Carneiros, 55km south of Galinhas, is better-known than Tamandare, 6km further south, or at least more photographed because of Igrejinha de Carneiros, a tiny beachfront 18th-century chapel. Beach access can be challenging because much is backed by private property; one way is to pay for parking and eat and drink at one of the barracas. At low tide, natural pools are swimmable.




Getting Around

All of these destinations can easily be visited in a day from Recife, but keep in mind that it can be one long traffic jam to and from the city, especially south to Porto de Galinhas. Public buses aren’t good choices since they move even slower and stop frequently. The ride-share service BlablaCar is convenient. It’s also easy enough to fly into Recife’s Guararapes International Airport and grab a taxi, BlablaCar, Uber or pre-arranged van service to southern beaches or Olinda and Ilha de Itamaracá.





JOãO PESSOA
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Brazil’s third-oldest city, also known as Jampa (a play on São Paulo’s nickname of Sampa) and known for its green space and arboreal promenades, is widely regarded by other Brazilians as extremely livable. The high quality of course isn’t available to all, but its easygoing charms are immediately felt by travelers. Worlds apart from the coastal-adjacent high-rise condos and shopping plazas, the city’s historic center 7km inland includes blocks of architecturally interesting 16th- to 18th-century churches and government buildings. Shaped like a massive concrete wheel, the defunct Hotel Tambaú, an artifact of 1970s-era architecture and environmental sensibility, marks the geographic center of the city’s 20km-long beachfront. You can’t go wrong in either direction: palm tree–lined Praia de Manairá to the north has restaurants (try Mangai for a gut-busting buffet and Camarada Camarão for shrimp), cafes and gelato shops, and Praias Tamba and Cabo Branco to the south have loads of barracas, coconut sellers and drinks kiosks.
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TOP TIP

Avenida Beira Mar, which runs the length of the city’s beaches, is closed to vehicular traffic from 5am to 8am, when it’s swamped with runners, cyclists, inline skaters and those out for a casual walk. Bring some reais to cool down after with fresh coconut water or an açaí bowl.





CENTRO HISTORICO WALKING TOUR
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To reach the beginning of this route through the center of the city, it’s best to take a taxi to its start. Praça Dom Adauto’s baroquely designed 1 Igreja de Nossa Senhora do Carmo, circa 16th century, sits directly opposite the Casarão dos Azulejos. Head right on Av Visconde de Pelotas and left on Rua Vigário Sarlen for half a block to 2 Centro Cultural São Francisco which looms over a paved courtyard, where at the foot is an equally formidable-looking cross. Turn right and head down Ladeira São Francisco. On your right is 3 Casa da Pólvora, built in 1710 to house the city’s gunpowder reserves. Worth a stop for views of the Rio Paraíba do Norte below. Turn back the way you came, up the hill, past the Praça Dom Ulrico to the intersection with Av General Osório. You can’t miss lime-green–painted 4 Bistrô 17, easily the nicest restaurant in the area. Take a break in the leafy patio for sandwiches or delicious cakes and pastries. Catty-corner to it is the Benedectine 5 Igreja de São Bento, a complex built over time from the 17th and 18th centuries. Continue for four blocks and then left on Rua Peregrino de Carvalho, which ends at the 6 Igreja da Misericórdia, one of the city’s oldest buildings.

Further south along, Rua Duque de Caxias, it turns into a pedestrian shopping plaza, crowded with informal vendors, and widens out at the 7 Praça João Pessoa. Exit at the northeast corner of the plaza and walk north two blocks on Praça 1817; veer right on Av Padre Meira and the walk ends at the 8 Parque Sólon de Lucena, where you can circumambulate its lagoon or take a spin in a swan-shaped paddleboat.





NATAL
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The capital of Rio Grande do Norte isn’t reminiscent of many seats of government. It’s more Rio, less Brasília, at least in terms of vibe and tourism. Ponta Negra, the beach and neighborhood, are why travelers, Brazilian and international, flock to Natal; it’s also a base for day-long buggy tours and serves as the gateway to small beach towns to the north and south. Construction on the well-preserved, five-pointed-star-shaped Forte dos Reis Magos began in 1598 when the Portuguese arrived (after an earlier settlement failed because of resistance from the local indigenous people) to keep the French at bay. It’s worth a visit, both for its historical significance, as well as the views of the city, the Ponte Nova and dunes across the Rio Potengi. Much of the older parts of the city, including Cidade Alta, the city center, aren’t of much appeal to visitors.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Ponta Negra

SIGHTS

2 Morro de Careca

EATING

3 Camarões Potiguar

4 Casa de Taipa Tapioca

5 Curío

6 Mexícano Territorio

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

7 La Praia Beach Lounge

8 Old Five




TOP TIP

There’s little reason to stay in central Natal, or even at one of the large resort complexes near Parque das Dunas. Great options for every budget abound in Ponta Negra and a wide selection of restaurants and bars are a short walk away.




Day at the Ponta Negra Beach

SUN, SAND AND EASY LIVING

The Northeast’s most distinctive urban beach, Ponta egra, becomes a veritable sea of beach umbrellas come midday when Brazilian tourists claim a table and slowly accumulate plates of seafood and drinks as the tide comes in and recedes. It’s bookended in the south by Morro de Careca (no access), a 120m-high dune surrounded by lush vegetation and backed by a rocky seawall and a long promenade lined with shops and restaurants. The draw – white sands, turquoise waters and all the conveniences of city living – is a heady one. La Praia Beach Lounge, perched atop a rocky outcropping at the southernmost spot on Ponta Negra, or next-door Old Five bar both afford great views of much of the entire stretch of beach and the high-rises beyond. You can rent surfboards and stand-up paddleboards (SUPs) at a handful of places. Solo beachgoers interested in a swim but not in renting a table can stash their belongings behind boulders in the seawall. Volleyball and foot-volley courts are always busy.

Three streets run parallel to the beach, up a hill to the highway and low-rise neighborhoods filled with good restaurants and bars. Alto de Ponta Negra, basically the upper part of the neighborhood, on and around Av Praia Ponta Negra between Av Praia de Genipabu and Av de Praia Pirangi is densely packed with both. There are plenty of hotels and guesthouses in the area; ones fronting the promenade or beach-facing are at a premium. Save a few reais by choosing one just a block or two away.
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BEST RESTAURANTS IN NATAL

Casa de Taipa Tapioca

Famous tapiocaria serving up gourmet versions of the ubiquitous street food in a lively and festive restaurant. $$

Mexícano Territorio

Quality burritos, tacos and quesadillas with shrimp, meat, chicken, vegetarian and vegan options. $$

Curío

Bustling atmosphere, inside and out, with large menu of Brazilian specialties and creative cocktails; try the coxinhas (chicken croquettes). $$

Camarões Potiguar

Always crowded, upscale and stylish dining experience for haute cuisine shrimp lovers. $$$




Getting Around

Most people stay around Ponta Negra so plenty of restaurants and bars are within walking distance. Ubers and taxis are widely available to get elsewhere. Useful public bus routes are 26, 46 and 73 north to the Praia Shopping and Via Direta malls; and 56 along the Via Costeira to Areia Preta then inland toward the city center. Pick them up from stops north of Rota do Sol on Av Engenheiro Roberto Freire in Ponta Negra.

Natal’s airport is inconveniently located 45km northwest of Ponta Negra. Buses aren’t a good option, as they’re very slow and you’d have to transfer. Shared van services await arrivals outside or try a taxi or Uber.






Beyond Natal
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A coastline with dozens of beaches, the further you go from Natal, the emptier and quieter they become.


You might be wondering why Natal residents feel the need to ‘escape’ for the weekend. Their own wonderful beaches are a short taxi ride away or nearly on their doorstep. But for Brazilians, it’s a question of nuance. Dunes or cliffs. Straight or curved. Packed or deserted. And the nearly 400km of coastline between Natal and the Ceará state border (along which the coast veers from east-facing to north-facing) is a growing playground for weekenders and day-trippers. The further from Natal you go, the more isolated the beaches become. The route south toward João Pessoa is no slouch either, with Praia Pipa, one of the more developed villages, only growing in allure.
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TOP TIP

Avoid the day-tripping crowds at Lagoa de Guaraíras, 8km northwest of Pipa behind the river mouth at Tibau do Sul. It’s a stunning landscape with a dune- and mangrove-bound lagoon. However, the beach gets thronged at midday. But sunsets from the dockside Creperia Marinas don’t get any better.




Buggy Dunas Genipabu

GIANT DUNES AND LAGOONS

When many Brazilians think of traveling to Rio Grande do Norte they picture a day trip like this: perched on the back of a dune buggy zipping up and down towering dunes. You start out on major roadways heading north, cross the Ponte Newton Navarro over the Rio Potengi and later cross the Rio Ceará-Mirim on a wooden raft. At Dunas Genipabu you’ll be asked if you want the trip com ou sem emoção (with or without excitement). Choose com for thrills such as the Wall of Death and the Vertical Descent. Lagoa Pitangui is a crowded stop, with tables and hammocks, some in the water, where you can chow down or drink up. The small falls at Cachoeirinha de Pitangui is a prettier spot, and drinks are once again served in the water. Lagoa de Jacuma has a few thrill-seeking alternatives, like zip-lining and the ‘kamikaze’ (slide down a steep waterslide on a boogie board and skim across the lagoon). There’s no shortage of companies hawking these trips, including every other kiosk or shop along the Ponta Negra promenade. Most trips involve more than a half-dozen stops, some worthwhile, others, like camel-riding wrapped in a makeshift keffiyeh, feel free to pass on. Parts of the route can be reached in your own car, but the dunes are strictly for 4WD buggies and experienced drivers. Longer day trips, worth doing, especially if you skip a couple of the more tourist-kitschy stops, involve a 15km buggy drive along the beach from Genipabu to Jacumã, with a river crossing on a raft.
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WORLD’S LARGEST CASHEW TREE

For an Avatar-like experience head to the town of Pirangi, 15km south of Ponta Negra. It’s amazing to consider that this cashew tree, which covers nearly 8500 sq meters, like any ordinary tree has only one root system. Everything else you see are branches in a tangled web, and it’s still growing. To truly appreciate its size, climb to the top of the lookout. From November through January it produces 1 to 2 tons of cashews! Of course, they’re for sale, along with cashew juice and cashew alcohol. Par for the course for this region, there’s a beautiful beach in Pirangi as well.



WHERE TO STAY IN PIPA

Pousada Paraiso das Tartarugas

Beachfront wooden and rustic shacks on the beach. Challenging with heavy bags. $$

Recanto de Ibiza

Idyllic refuge tucked within a tiny property; handful of charming wood-floored rooms with hammocks. $$

Toca de Coruja

Sprawling tropical gardens and luxurious bungalows with wraparound verandas and top-notch facilities. $$$

Beaches Galore at Pipa

GORGEOUS BEACHES AND WILDLIFE

The rival of any beachy, tourist-friendly village in Brazil (and stiff competition for regional competitor Jericoacoara), Pipa (83km south of Natal) is a dreamy mix of cliff-backed beaches, laid-back nightlife and charming low-key and low-rise hotels. Argentines, Italians, Germans, Swiss and Brazilians from across the country give it a cosmopolitan ambience. There are beaches galore, of course. Praia do Central gets crowded with foot-volley and impromptu juggling groups; when the tide is out, kids can frolic in the shallows. A prime gathering spot for sunset viewing is at Orishas Restobar, on the far eastern end. Stepping your way between rocks around the headland, you get to Praia do Amor, a long surfing beach (there are spots to rent boards, as well as a handful of barracas) backed by high cliffs. There are small pools at low tide at the southernmost point. Above here is Chapada Hill (walk up the stairs into the cliff from Praia do Amor or reach it via a road from town), another popular place for sunsets. Surfers can also head to Praia Cacimbinas, 6km to the north with left and right breaks and a sandy bottom; it’s less crowded than Amor. Pipa also offers the chance to get up close to spinner dolphins by kayaking from Praia Madeiro in the Baia dos Golfinhos (rentals available here). You can walk here from town, past Praia dos Golfinhos, only during low tide. Otherwise, you might take a trail through the Santuário Ecológico, a small rainforest sanctuary that protects monkeys and turtles (you can see hatchlings between January and June). You must pay the entry fee, even if just passing through.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN PIPA

Cafe e Padaria Central

One of few places open for breakfast, featuring freshly baked variety of croissants and espresso drinks. $

Tapas

Inventive Brazilian small plates, with other international flavors thrown in, served up in a casual, stylish space. $$

El Farolito

Pipa’s large Argentine expat community, and others are well-served by imported Argentine beef and wine selection. $$

Cicchetti

Upscale Italian with São Paulo vibe, thin-crust pizzas, creatively imagined pastas, and tartare and carpaccio small plates. $$$




Getting Around

Natal’s international airport is well connected domestically and has direct flights from Lisbon, Portugal. Unfortunately, it’s a less-than-convenient 45km west of Ponta Negra. Buggies are the preferred method of transport, allowing more direct access, almost as the crow flies, to beachfront villages. Otherwise, you’ll often have to backtrack to the main highway north and south before turning coastward again.








SERGIPE & ALAGOAS
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COASTAL UNDERDOGS OF THE NORTHEAST


Sergipe and Alagoas’ expanding infrastructure, together with their enviable coastlines, artisanal heritages and natural parks, will start to attract a broader audience of travelers.
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Sergipe and Alagoas are two tiny powerhouses whose unique assets travelers are only just beginning to appreciate. The abundance of cultural gems here play an integral role in the economy of the Northeast, along with biodiversity ranging from picturesque beaches and swampy mangroves to arid grassland.

The migration of agricultural workers from the sertão – the dry interior region of Northeast Brazil – to the coast shaped both states’ economic development. This cultural transformation pushes the region’s crafts and production skills to the forefront of its economy.

Their acumen in leatherwork, embroidery, basketweaving and ceramics are odes to the knowledge passed onto them by their indigenous and African ancestors. Violent historic struggles like the battle between the Lambe-Sujo and Caboclinhos reflect the traumas suffered by indigenous and Afro-descendant communities in the formation of Sergipe and Alagoas.

Today, their artisan movement is an effort to preserve, promote and empower their cultural knowledge. Aracaju is diversifying its tourism economy with handicrafts instead of beaches. Exhibits at Museu da Gente da Sergipana and vendors at Mercado das Artes 31 and Mercado Municipal Antônio Franco are part of amplifying tradition and creating economic opportunities for artisans throughout the region.

Maceió is the capital famous for its Caribbean-reminiscent waters and natural pools. Still, the strength of its communities like Quilombo dos Palmares and the vibrancy of the urban performing arts scene hold untapped potential.

[image: jpg]

Aracaju | LEO AVILA FOTOGRAFIAS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

ARACAJU

Seaside city with artisans and entrepreneurs.

MACEIÓ

Coral reefs, lagoons and unexpected arts.




Find Your Way


The region’s small geographic area and accessible capitals make it perfect for short trips. With more extended stays, a traveler can take their time to get to know these states well.
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Plan Your Time


Start your journey in the state capitals – Aracaju (Sergipe) and Maceió (Alagoas) – full of traditional northeastern culture with beachfronts, art districts and architecture, before venturing to the islands and the jewels of the interior.
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If You Only Have One Day

• Start your day in Maceió on Praia do Francês, one of the city’s most famous beaches, before eating at one of the nearby restaurants. In the afternoon, stroll around the historic center and stop by the city’s colonial-era Igreja Nossa Senhora do Livramento, paying respects to the descendants of the enslaved people.

• Later, take an evening guided walking tour of Maceió’s historic neighborhood of Jaraguá and shop at Mercado das Artes 31, the artisanal market packed with handicrafts and local culture – look out for beautiful filé (the region’s traditional woven tapestries).




Three Days to Travel Around

• See the highlights of Maceió, then head to Aracaju for some beach time at Praia da Cinelândia, where you can stroll the boardwalk and enjoy the views. Buy some local snacks from the vendor stalls before heading back to Aracaju. There, sample local nightlife with a drink at one of the bars on Passarela do Caranguejo.

• The next day, travel an hour away from Aracaju to Parque Nacional Serra de Itabaiana to tackle hiking trails such as Poço das Moças, where you’ll cross blue-tinted natural pools – perfect for cooling off.




Five or More Days

• After you’ve soaked up the best of Maceió and Aracaju, take some time for reflection in União dos Palmares, which is home to Parque Memorial Quilombo dos Palmares. This park, dedicated to the historic Palmares quilombos led by resistance warrior Zumbi, is the place to learn about Brazil’s refugee communities of escaped enslaved Africans. A two-day guided tour will give you a unique community experience, including visits to important quilombo sites such as Comunidade Quilombola Muquem for lessons from local artisans and dance presentations, and Museu Casa Maria Maria to learn about the history of the region.



Seasonal Highlights

April and May are low seasons, but the rest of the year has many festivals and events for you to enjoy.

JANUARY

Summer draws everyone Northeast. Maceió showcases Alagoas’ culture with the huge Verano Massayó festival.
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FEBRUARY

Aracaju hosts Carna Caju, perfect for lovers of frevo and axé music, highlighting Sergipe’s musical talent and drawing large crowds.
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MARCH

Alagoas closes summer with the memorable two-day Festival Carambola with a diverse lineup of independent musicians.
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JUNE

Forró and festivals go hand-in-hand in the Northeast in June with the music festival Forró Caju and the celebration of São João.
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OCTOBER

Reenact the battle that changed the course of Sergipe’s history with the Lambe-Sujo vs Caboclinhos in Laranjeiras.
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NOVEMBER

Combining low-season affordable prices and weather warm enough to enjoy beaches, November is an excellent time to visit Alagoas and Sergipe.
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DECEMBER

December, packed with Christmas festivities, marks the start of high-season summer with crowds heading to Sergipe and Alagoas beaches.
\
[image: jpg]

NALDO TEIXEIRA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©



ARACAJU
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Aracaju, Sergipe’s capital, has the infrastructure of a Brazilian metropolis but the hospitality of a small seaside town, giving it just the right amount of hustle and bustle. It’s easy to understand why this is considered to be the Northeastern capital with the best quality of life.

While the beaches here are wonderful, and you should certainly escape to the beachfront walkways such as Passarela do Caranguejo or Macro dos Corais, they’re not the only things of interest. The city is home to entrepreneurial development focused on equity for its creators and small business owners, who are preserving their cultures through traditional crafts. Immerse yourself in their history at Museu da Gente Sergipana and their daily realities at Mercado Municipal Antônio Franco. Folk traditions and celebrations are an integral part of the cultural heritage of Aracaju and as a visitor you’ll want to engage with it.
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TOP TIP

Visiting during the low season months means better value for accommodations, but Aracaju is definitely best experienced in summer high season when local investment in holiday programming is obvious with many festivals and performances taking place. Simply put, come here in the low season and you’ll miss out.




Beaches & Parkland

RELAX IN THE CITY CENTER

So many unique experiences happen around Aracaju that it’s possible to forget about some of the simple pleasures within the city. Spend a chilled-out day exploring urban green spaces and soaking in views that will leave you feeling invigorated.

Parque Augusto Franco is a large green park with gardens and courtyards. Start your day with a brisk dawn walk while spotting canaries, macaws and woodpeckers along the palm-tree-lined walkways. The next attraction to consider is Parque da Cidade, home to the zoo and cable car. While zoos aren’t for everyone, a cable-car ride offering superb high-up views overlooking Aracaju is certainly something worth doing.

Praia da Cinelândia is a beach with a long boardwalk, many bars and restaurants – the perfect place to linger for something to eat and drink after exploring the city. This locally loved beach is close to the tourist-concentrated areas and is a popular meeting point for surfers. Time your visit for sunset or sunrise for a delightful view as you stroll along its shores.
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CORDEL LEAFLETS

Cordel are printed leaflets full of prose and poetry and are an essential part of Sergipano folk art. While cordel traditions are present in many Northeast cities, they are strongest in Sergipe. You will find cordel for sale or available to read at cafes and local businesses throughout Aracaju.

The Clodomir Silva Library in Siqueira Campos holds an impressive cordel collection and you can hear the pieces performed at Museu da Gente Sergipana. Sergipe celebrates Cordel Municipal Day on July 19, touting famous cordel poet João Firmino as one of its defining voices.



WHERE TO EAT

Restaurante Caçarola

Self-service, made-to-order dishes, sergipana specialties, fresh juices and creative desserts. $$

Mangará

Regional cuisine in a beautiful, cozy setting. $$

Ágape Natural

Specializes in vegan and vegetarian local cuisine in a lush, natural atmosphere. $$


Meet Traders at Market Square

MARKET SHOPPING FOR TRADITIONAL GOODS

Aracaju’s market square in the Santo Antônio neighborhood is right in the heart of the city’s commercial district. Wandering through Mercado Municipal Antônio Franco is an exciting journey through the unique handicrafts made across Sergipe. Here you’ll find aisles of leather goods, lace and embroidery, home decor, crochet clothing and wooden figurines, all crafted in the state. Chatting to vendors is a way to learn about the makers’ culture throughout Sergipe’s interior towns, and any money you spend here supports the continuation of these traditions.

Pass through the Passarela das Flores for any flower or O Rei da Pimenta for artisanal-infused oils, before heading into Mercado Thales Ferraz and its carousel of regional flavors and goods, such as mangaba fruit and cashews.

After shopping, treat yourself to a delicious meal at Restaurante Caçarola. It offers various sergipana specialties such as moqueca da sergipana (Sergipe’s take on the Bahian seafood stew) or camarão de cueca (shrimps with a coconut milk-infused sauce).

Tales of Sergipe

FOLKLORE, CULTURE AND HISTORY

A visit to the Museu da Gente Sergipana will help you better understand the history, culture and geology of the state of Sergipe. See interactive exhibits that expose you to the songs of workers of the sertão and forró (Brazilian music) pioneers, or hear famous cordel leaflets performed by their authors.

Afterwards, cross the street to Largo da Gente Sergipana, a boardwalk lined with statues from Sergipe’s folklore. All aspects of life, from gastronomy to ecology, are covered here. You’ll leave with a sense of what is culturally significant and an overall awareness of Sergipe’s historical focal points. Take a moment to admire these monuments and take the perfect photo overlooking the water.

Once you’ve learned about Sergipe from its people and legendary tales, go to Palacio Museu Olimpio Campos to understand the region’s history from the opposite side – its governmental palace. Here, the local heritage is showcased through its art gallery, furniture and antiques. It’s the perfect stop for history buffs.


BEST NIGHTLIFE IN ARACAJU

Vegas Karaokê Bar

LGBTIQ+-friendly nightclub with three areas featuring different sounds to meet your party-going needs. Attracts an 18 to 30s crowd.

Doca

Cultural center that hosts everything from art shows to collaborative performances to local vendor events. Also has a bar and music venue.

Macaw

LGBTIQ+ club with a variety of regular performers and themed nights, including karaoke.

Sky Club

Traditional nightclub setting with packed dance floors and a DJ playing to the crowd.




Getting Around

Aracaju is one of the few planned cities in the Northeast, which is obvious from its grid system. Far-reaching bike lanes make cycling a good option for getting around, and it’s easy to rent bikes from companies such as Bike Beach or Jota A Bike. The infrastructure is good for walkers too, with adequate sidewalks along most bike paths. The city bus operates regularly, with stops near most attractions. Moto-taxis and rideshares are also available. If you opt to rent a car, check beforehand for the parking situation at your accommodations. Beaches and major attractions tend to have parking lots available.






Beyond Aracaju
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Around Aracaju, explore culturally relevant Afro-Brazilian centers, the historic town of Laranjeiras and some beautiful natural wonders.


Resistance movements here helped shape the state of Sergipe, which you will see in the interior town of Laranjeiras where historic 17th-century churches attest to the region’s history as being on the frontlines of early European colonization in Brazil. People here preserve rare traditions and artifacts through their cultural celebrations, backed with a high concentration of historic architecture. Beyond the brutal history of slavery represented in the towns are natural landscapes, national parks crisscrossed with hiking routes and a wonderful canyon that begs to be boated through. Join in with cultural events such as a Parafuso performance in Lagarto to better understand and engage with the history and traditions that make this such a special region to visit.
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TOP TIP

It is important to plan your visit to Laranjeiras between 9am to 5pm on weekdays, Tuesday through Fridays, if you want to visit the historic churches and museums that the city is famous for.




Sergipe’s Main Character

HISTORICAL SITES IN LARANJEIRAS

A short drive from Aracaju lies Laranjeiras, the architecturally magnificent city that once was the cradle of Sergipe politics. It was also the site of many cultural clashes between Protestants, Catholics, Jesuits, Lambe-Sujos and Caboclinhos, so its museums and religious sites are an integral part of Sergipe’s history. Many of its churches, like Igreja Matriz Sagrado Coração de Jesus, are on Brazil’s National Historic and Artistic Heritage Institute register (IPHAN).

If you are interested in Afro-Brazilian spirituality or religious syncretism, Nossa Senhora do Rosário e São Benedito church is a necessary stop. Built by enslaved Africans, it became the site of many of the folk traditions celebrated today, such as São Benedito, Cacumbi, Taieira, Chegança and São Gonçalo, or the Nagô Yam Festa de Reis.

Laranjeiras’ history of religious syncretisms brings together the practices of Islamic Malês, Nagô people worshipping orixá (gods of Afro-Brazilian religions) and Catholicism. The Museu de Arte Sacra de Laranjeiras reflects this history in its small collection and visiting exhibits, including sacred objects from the Xocó indigenous community and photography and costumes from the Lambe-Sujo and Caboclinhos reenactments. Continue at the small Museu Afro-Brasileiro de Sergipe, the first Afro-Brazilian museum in the country. Displays cover themes of religion, enslavement and sugarcane production in Sergipe, painting a picture of the lives of the enslaved and the cruelty they faced.
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LAMBE-SUJO VS CABOCLINHOS

The Lambe-Sujo were formerly enslaved people fighting under the leadership of their quilombo king against the Caboclinhos, indigenous men hired by enslavers to recapture them.

On October 2 each year in the streets of Laranjeiras and Itaporanga, participants come together to reenactment the historic battle. Those performing as Lambe-Sujo wear red caps and shorts while painted black with charcoal. The other group performs as Caboclinhos, painted brown and wearing a headdress.

The Lambe-Sujo lost their battle, but this celebration honors how hard they fought against slavery and the strength of their resistance. This battle was pivotal in Sergipe’s history and represents two of the ethnic groups that many residents trace their ancestry to today.



BEST FOODS TO TRY IN THE INTERIOR

Pamonha

A sweet corn mixture, with a filling of protein and cheese, steam-cooked in corn husks like a tamale.

Munguzá

A sweet porridge made with white corn hominy cooked with milk, sugar and cinnamon; also known as canjica.

Quentao

A cachaça (sugarcane rum) mulled with apple, ginger, lime, orange, cinnamon and sugar.

Hiking Trails & Perfect Pools

UNDER-THE-RADAR NATIONAL PARK

Engage with Sergipe’s natural landscapes with a visit to Parque Nacional Serra de Itabaiana, located in Areia Branca. The Poço das Moças trail is an entry-level route that is about 3km on foot, but can also be completed by mountain bike. On the hike, you’ll pass Poço das Moças, blue-tinted natural pools that are the perfect place to take a break and cool off with a swim.

Hikers looking for a longer trail should add the Circuito Parque dos Falcoes to their agenda. Falcon Park Circuit is 6km and more challenging than Poço das Moças, but it’s worth it as you get up close with birds of prey. Start the trail at Falcon Park, an initiative that protects and rehabilitates falcons, eagles, owls, and hawks, then continue your hike through this protected zone of Atlantic Forest and caatinga (shrubland).

Row Boats & Adventure

SAIL THROUGH CANYON CORRIDORS

A trip to Canyon Xingó, at the intersection of Bahia, Alagoas and Sergipe, is an opportunity to explore the green crystalline waters of Rio Velho Chico, just three hours outside Aracaju in the town of Canindé de São Francisco.

Travel the day before your tour to experience the town’s way of life, staying at some waterfront accommodations such as Pousada Castanho, with its private pool and popular restaurant, Restaurante Ecologico Castanho. The next day, you’ll leave by catamaran on a guided tour of the Rio Velho Chico. The catamaran doesn’t fit down the narrow corridors of Canyon Xingó, so once at the entryway, hire a boat and guide to row you through to see where the sun’s rays create magnificent green lights reflected in the canyon walls.

On the way back, take a swim in the river or head back to Canindé de São Francisco, home to a quaint museum of archaeology called Museu de Arqueologia de Xingó.


I LIVE HERE: DIVE INTO HISTORY

Photographer and researcher Gabriel Freitas (@1olhar.fotografico) focuses on communities and society and shares his favorite cultural destinations in Sergipe.

São Cristovão

A historic city, the fourth-oldest in Brazil, reveals everything about real life in Sergipe today.

Cachoeira da Macambria

Engage with your surroundings, swim the rivers and witness nature’s raw beauty.

Laranjeiras

A city full of cultural celebrations such as Reisado, Taieiras, Lambe-Sujo and Caboclinho.




Getting Around

It’s 20km from Aracaju to Laranjeiras, which can be visited as a day trip from the city. Many visits are organized through travel agencies. Those who rent their own car can easily navigate their journey with GPS.





MACEIó
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Alagoas, meaning people who live by lagoons, is a befitting name for the state whose capital is Maceió, with beaches and the famous turquoise waters of its lagoons and natural pools. What’s less known is how maritime cultures and trade led to the formation of Maceió’s beautiful architecture, vibrant creative centers and legacy of quilombo communities formed by escaped enslaved Africans.

The beauty of beaches like Praia do Gunga and Praia do Francês garner the most traveler attention, but there is more. Artist-driven communities in Ilha do Ferro are closing the gap between the art and trade worlds in local gastronomy and by showcasing the creative value of crafts produced by fishers and influenced by fishing communities, such as the weaving practice of filé.
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TOP TIP

Coordinate and book your accommodations and transportation (particularly boats) in advance because, unless this is done with a tourism agency, availability for these trips isn’t reliable.




It All Starts with Jaraguá

TOUR MACEIÓ’S KEY NEIGHBORHOOD

To understand Maceió, start with the neighborhood of Jaraguá, which has been instrumental to the city’s growth since its original role as a port. The city grew around it, and Jaraguá and the fisherfolk’s culture was Maceió’s link to European trade.

Walking tours of Jaraguá are available by day, but for greater atmosphere and fewer other visitors, take an evening walking tour with @penaruaMaceió. Seeing the city at night is a unique opportunity to admire the well-lit architecture with little distraction, so you can focus on the historical accounts provided by the guides.

The neoclassical buildings in Jaraguá are largely untouched, and renovated mansions and warehouses allude to the neighborhood’s prominence as a commercial center. Your guide will weave you through sites including Museu da Imagem e do Som de Alagoas, with displays of antique cameras and telephones, and Mercado das Artes 31, the artisanal market with handicrafts that reflect the neighborhood’s port origins, such as the woven items used in fishing communities.
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FILé, LABOR & ART

Everywhere you go in Maceió, you will see colorful, woven tapestries reminiscent of the nets within a dream catcher. These are filé, inspired by the designs of traditional fishing nets used on the shores of Alagoas, and a creative representation of the fishing roots of these local neighborhoods.

Both the fishing nets and filé are woven with a needle from the rare regional tree called jenipaparana, but with filé the size is modified with colorful stitches within the netting. This technique became a protected part of Alagoas’ cultural heritage and is one of the most famous handicrafts in the state. You can buy filé at Bordado Filé, Art Rênia and other craft markets.



BEST CITY BEACHES

Praia do Francês

Enjoy the turquoise waters and relax on the white sands of Maceió’s most popular beach.

Praia de Tabuba

A beach with great shores to explore during low tide, a spectacular sunset view, and natural pools.

Praia de Ipioca

Clean, tranquil shores free of beach clubs. The azure waters make Ipioca an excellent option.


Calling All Foodies

EXCITING GASTRONOMY IN LAGOA MASSASGUEIRA

Maceió is home to many delicious eateries, but the small fishers’ village of Lagoa Massasgueira near Marechal Deodoro is becoming the epicenter of the local gastronomy scene. It’s the spot to get traditional flavors and seafood-based dishes you can expect in the coastal Northeast like moqueca (stew), shrimp and crab. It’s also home to fusion, offering dishes rare in the region such as duck or stingray prepared in an innovative way. Head to Bar do Pato or Aratu Restaurante for unique dining experiences championed by locals with meals like siri de coral, fertilized Siri crab with its eggs or roe intact.

If you have a sweet tooth, the stalls of Cocada Cultural await. Try sequilhos, light and airy cookies unique to the region, or experimental takes on cocada, staple coconut candies in Latin America. Local legend Morena owns Cocada da Morena, a stall that experiments with cocada by adding non-traditional elements like meringue and fruits. Look also for doce de caju de Ipioca, a candied caju (cashew) fruit.

Churches, Mysteries & Elegance

TWO CHURCHES IN CENTRO’S PAST

Architecture lovers appreciate the preservation of Maceió’s cathedrals, which remain unchanged from their day of prominence. Many were constructed in the 19th century, reflecting the city’s importance during the colonial era, and are within walking distance of the historic center.

The Catedral Metropolitana de Maceió is the most important church in Alagoas. You’ll spot its two giant bell towers and stark white finish from afar. A winding staircase at its entrance gives the exterior an elegant look, and the impressive interior mixes neoclassical and Corinthian styles with detailed woodwork, iron and marble pieces.

Nearby Igreja Nossa Senhora do Livramento was originally constructed for free multiracial communities in the 18th century. During reconstruction in the mid-19th century, many remains were found on the grounds; there’s speculation that these were victims of the Cabangem, a revolt that began with landowners wanting to restore Dom Pedro I’s reign and evolved into an antislavery movement led by cabanos, a mixed group descended from the formerly enslaved people. Others believe the space was previously used as a cemetery. This remains a sacred site for many of the city’s residents.


AGRICULTURAL TOURISM

Sergipe promotes its agricultural roots within the sertão through various tourism initiatives that highlight the importance of mandioca, or cassava crops, in various facets of life here. Sergipe’s annual Festival da Mandioca, held in the town of Largato, brings visitors beyond Aracaju to experience the region’s rural and indigenous roots.

Sergipe is also developing Rota da Farinha, the Flour Route, which includes the cities of Campo do Brito, Macambira, and São Domingos (home to over 600 flour mills). The route will pair mill tours with natural attractions to bring more travelers beyond Aracaju.




Getting Around

City buses on the Aeroporto to Ponta Verde line have accessible stops throughout the city. Be mindful that transfers are at an additional cost. Ride-sharing apps like Uber and 99 are readily available throughout the city. Some travelers choose to rent a car for their journeys because navigation is reliable and parking is available at many accommodations and attractions.






Beyond Maceió
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Never run out of beauty, adventure or coastline in the lagoons, islands and communities that enrich Maceió.


Beyond Maceió’s city limits are many unique communities and exciting landscapes that draw visitors to this attractive region.

From the most famous quilombo in the world to the distinct islands of Ilha do Ferro and the beaches, cliffs and lagoons of Barra de São Miguel, there are natural beauties here that look like they’re straight out of a blockbuster movie. Alagoas’ border is also overflowing with art and history. Since the state is compact, it’s easy to keep journey times to a minimum, allowing you to experience different sites and cultures without going far. Booking a local guide through tourist agencies will help you make the most of your visit.
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TOP TIP

Maragogi is equidistant from Recife and Maceió. If you’re heading straight there, flights into Recife are usually more affordable.




Land of Rebels

AFRO-BRAZILIAN ORIGINS IN PALMARES

Brazil is home to many fascinating quilombos (communities of runaway enslaved people), but there’s only one Palmares, the legendary quilombo government led by Zumbi dos Palmares.

A short drive from Maceió lies the Serra da Barriga, where history was made at Unia͂o do Palmares, Parque Memorial Quilombo dos Palmares. The Palmares quilombo inspired resistance and abolition movements around Brazil and remains a driving influence on Afro-Brazilian culture today. Local quilombolas (descendants of the Palmares quilombo) created museums, exhibitions and tours to preserve their ancestors’ memory. Visiting this area is an unparalleled opportunity if you’re interested in Afro-Brazilian culture.

Choose between a one- or two-day experience with a local tour guide, such as Guide Dandara (@visitaquilombopalmaresal) or tourism agencies, who can tailor your visit to your interests. Many different museums here – Museu Irinéia, Museu Casa Maria Maria, Museu Quilombola, Museu do índio – reflect the nuanced ancestry of locals. Casa Museu Fazenda Ahumas is one of the small museums that tells the history of Serra da Barriga, and you can also watch cultural presentations from Comunidade Quilombola Muquem members. Eat Afro-Quilombola cuisine at Baobá Raízes e Tradições including dishes such as feijoada á moda Baobá (pork and black-bean stew) or mojubá (beef prepared with ground shrimp). Accommodations include Pousada dos Palmares and Quilombo Fazenda Hotel.
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WHO IS ZUMBI?

Zumbi dos Palmares was the leader of the most prominent quilombo in Brazilian history, Quilombo dos Palmares. His legacy and the Palmares quilombo inspired collective organizing between various traditional and Maroon communities in Brazil. The Quilombo dos Palmares was one of the first free communities in the Americas.

The Palmares cultural foundation, the Federal Foundation for Promotion of Afro-Brazilian Culture, is named in honor of the Palmares quilombo. It works to affirm the identity and culture of Afro-Brazilians. Día da Consciência (Day of Black Consciousness) on November 20, which honors Zumbi’s death, is colloquially called ‘Zumbi Day’.



WHERE TO EAT

Baobá Raízes e Tradições Restaurante

Traditional Afro-Quilombo cuisine using clay-pot cooking methods. $$

Netun Restaurante Maragogi

Brazilian and Mediterranean fusion offering vegetarian, vegan and seafood dishes. Beach view. $$$

Restaurante Janga Praia

Beautiful seafood dishes prepared with Italian flair and good service. $$$


Adventures in Barra de São Miguel

NATURAL BEAUTY AND ADRENALINE SPORTS

Tucked between the Atlantic Ocean and Lagoa do Roterio are wonderful coconut-tree-lined beaches. The beautiful dunes, epic cliffs and contrasting fresh and salt waters of Praia do Gunga make it a popular beach just 50 minutes from Maceió.

You can try tubing and jet skiing here, or soak in the views at Mirante do Gunga, where the sun sets over the region’s largest palm forest. Lagoa de Roteiro offers the perfect waters to frolic in, with natural, freshwater pools and activities like diving, paddleboarding and swimming. For a closer view of the coral reef formations, take a boat trip to the lagoon’s edge.

But the main draw here is racing along the breathtaking cliffs, Falésias do Gunga, where colored sediment is layered like a rainbow, and roads are lined with coconut trees. Go by ATV or buggy to tour the picturesque cliffs. Adrenaline junkies can drive their own ATV as they make their way around the 5km route. Some choose to hike the cliff trail, a lengthy 10km round trip.

Whether you’re chilling by the ocean or racing on the cliffs, Barra de São Miguel feels like something from a movie set.

Romantic Retreat in Maragogi

POPULAR COUPLE’S DESTINATION

Home to many beaches, Maragogi is an excellent destination for all travelers and a popular romantic spot, with natural pools, year-long hot weather and seafood-based cuisine.

Snorkelers can witness the fauna of ‘Brazil’s Caribbean’ up close here. Beach enthusiasts will find plenty of space for lounging, relaxation and peace. To really disconnect, head to Praia Xaréu, where there are few vendors and other beachgoers, enabling you to fully tune out.

During low tides, hop to Praia de Barra Grande to explore the sandbank, Caminho de Moises, for an island-like experience you won’t forget. Then treat yourself to a chic dinner at Restaurante Camurim attached to Pousada Camurim Grande Maragogi, where the pool-lit, hammock-lined setting is as immaculate as the food. The restaurant fuses contemporary Northeastern Brazilian cuisine with French and Italian influences, using fresh seafood straight from Maragogi’s waters.


WHY I LOVE ILHA DO FERRO
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Kathleen Anaza, writer

I’ve worked with a few fishing communities in Northeastern Brazil and gained some insight into their struggles to preserve their way of life and adapt to shifting economic and environmental realities. Watching the people of Ilha do Ferro preserve their cultures and collectively interpret their identities through art and craftsmanship makes me excited about the artistic possibilities of other communities that share their artisanal fishing heritage. I find the story of Seu Fernando, the pioneering fisherman artist, really fascinating. He motivated the rest of Ilha de Ferro and demonstrated that one person’s vision can impact a whole community.




Getting Around

Renting a car to get around Barra de São Miguel independently or getting to Maragogi may be best. The beaches are far apart, and public transportation and Uber can be confusing and limiting for visitors. Transportation to Parque Quilombo dos Palmares will be coordinated with tour guides via shuttle or bus.







BAHIA
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CULTURALLY RICH COMMUNITIES IN IDYLLIC LANDSCAPES


Culture-defining capital, palm-tree-lined coastline, remote islands steeped in history and diverse natural parks – welcome to Bahia.
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If Brazil were a map, Bahia would be its legend, the compilation of symbols, descriptions, and explanations that enable a better understanding of the country. Bahia’s influence pumps through the veins of Brazil’s cultural movements and creations. It is a regional powerhouse and a cultural tastemaker. Brazil’s first capital, Salvador, is considered the epicenter of Candomblé, the Afro-Brazilian religion of Bahia, as well as capoeira, the Brazilian martial art.

Its neighborhoods stood at the forefront of Afro-Brazilian resistance and mobilized enslaved Africans from Bahia’s Recôncavo and coastal regions. Parque Nacional da Chapada Diamantina is a nature lover’s playground. The diverse flora and fauna of the swamps, waterfalls, mountains and natural pools intersect with Afro-indigenous communities preserving their linkages to the garimpos (miners), quilombos (communities of runaway slaves), and vaqueiros (cowboys) who built the region.

Bahia’s Dendê and Cacao coastlines are perfect for travelers that are looking to withdraw from fast-paced urban life.

Morro de Sa͂o Paulo as well as the other islands on Tinharé connect you with the sea giving you a taste of the traditions that shaped much of Bahia’s seafood and palm oil-infused gastronomic sensibilities. The strength of Bahia’s cultural identity, subcultures, and ecological diversity stimulates adventure and exploration in travelers with something for all experience levels.
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THE MAIN AREAS

SALVADOR

Brazil’s first capital and cultural hub.

PARQUE NACIONAL DA CHAPADA DIAMANTINA

Breathtaking terrain.

MORRO DE SÃO PAULO

Bahia’s remote islands.





Find Your Way


From the eastern shores of All Saints Bay to the western borders in the heart of the sertão – the dry interior region of northeast Brazil – this sprawling state has awe-inducing natural parks and densely-packed cities.
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Plan Your Time


From its urban metropolis, Salvador, to its remote mountains in Chapada Diamantina, Bahia is a state where Brazil’s African heritage really comes to life.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Start to explore Salvador with an Afro-Brazilian history guided tour in magnificent Pelourinho. Walk the historic cobblestone streets lined with cultural centers, learn about the arts and entertainment scene and buy souvenirs. Dip into Casa do Carnaval da Bahia, where you will get a multimedia education on Salvador’s Carnaval history and the neighborhood. Head to the Elevador Lacerda for a breathtaking view and ride the elevator down to the lower city. Move on to Feria de São Joaquim, the bustling market known for its Candomblé- and Umbanda-related materials, where the cultures of Salvador converge.




Three Days to Travel Around

• Spend a day in Salvador, then make your way to Terminal Marítimo de São Joaquim to take the ferry to Terminal da Valença and transfer for Morro de São Paulo

• After a long day traveling, check in at your accommodations and grab a meal at Chez Max. Spend a day beachside sipping fresh-fruit caipirinhas. At night, stop by Toca do Morcego for sunset and a little dancing. The following day embark on a Volta à Ilha boat tour, where one of the many highlights is a swim in the natural pools of Garapuá.




More Than a Week

• If you have more time, mix and match your choice of day tours, treks and cultural events in Lençóis with other municipalities like Igatu, Vale do Capão and Andaraí.

• From Lençóis, head into Parque Nacional da Chapada Diamantina, where you can embark on a challenging trek through Vale do Patí, witnessing the remains of the Atlantic Forest, or explore the caves such as the Gruta Lapa Dolce. Also consider doing an immersive community-led experience like the Protectors of the Herculano Waterfall route, organized by the Europa Community.



Seasonal Highlights

In Bahia, summer, with its jam-packed schedule of events and hot weather, reigns supreme in the hearts of all.

JANUARY

Lavagem do Bonfim is a multi-faith pilgrimage to Igreja do Bonfim when the church stairs are ceremonially washed by Candomblé practitioners.
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FEBRUARY

Followers of Iemanjá hold processions on February 2, delivering offerings to her in the sea, followed by parties in Salvador.
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MAY

On May 13, the city of Santo Amaro celebrates Bembé do Mercado, commemorating Brazil’s abolition of slavery.
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JUNE

In Mucugê in Chapada Diamantina, São João festivities include multiple quadrilha (square dancing) and accordion performances.
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AUGUST

In Cachoeira, Festa da Irmandade da Boa Morte honors Nanã Buruku (grandmother of the orixás), the Virgin Mary and the legacy of enslaved ancestors.
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OCTOBER

Festival de Lençóis brings Brazilian musicians together in Lençóis for performances that also promote environmental education.
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DECEMBER

Celebrate Réveillon (New Year) with events like Festa da Virada Salvador, a festival on the beach with national artists and fireworks.
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SALVADOR
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It’s a gift and a curse to possess an enigmatic culture that attracts millions annually to your city. Salvador’s beautiful beaches set the background for the real star, the soteropolitanos (residents born and raised here). Their history, resistance and vision birthed endless subcultures, and their energy, performance and spirituality incubated an environment almost mythical for its celebrations and heritage.

After a traumatic pandemic, Salvador welcomes visitors back to the city on its terms. From the city-wide festivals like Festival de Iemanjá to the beaches like Praia Săo Tome de Paripé, everywhere in this city is an entry point to learning about Brazil. Community neighborhoods like Riberia, Liberdade and Bonfim are ready to celebrate their visions for the future with you.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Pelourinho

SIGHTS

2 Casa do Carnaval da Bahia

3 Igreja Conceição da Praia

4 Museu Afro-Brasileiro da UFBA

5 Museu da Música Brasileira

6 Museu de Arte Moderna da Bahia

7 Praia Solar Unhão

8 Solar do Unhão

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9 Funceb

EATING

see 14 Camafeu de Oxossi

see 14 Maria de São Pedro

10 Ré Restaurante Dona Suzana

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

11 Batekoo

12 Communidade Solar Unhão and Gamboa

13 O Cravinho

SHOPPING

14 Mercado Modelo




TOP TIP

Summer season places Salvador in high demand along with the rest of the Northeast. Flexible travelers should consider visiting between Festa de Iemanjá and Carnaval, the time some locals refer to as ‘pre-Carnaval’. Keep track of events through their Instagram account @rodaculturaloficial.




The Cobbled Streets of Historic Pelô

TOURISTY BUT VERY NECESSARY

Pelourinho rebranded its painful legacy as a significant entry point for the enslaved in the Americas into an epicenter for history and tourism. Many will refer to it as Pelô in acknowledgement of the severity of Pelourinho’s direct translation – pillory – a place where the enslaved were publically punished and tortured, its legacy as the first marketplace of the enslaved in the Americas, and its associated trauma.

You can dip your foot into the depths of Salvador’s history through guided tours and visits to fantastic curated museums like Casa do Carnaval da Bahia or Museu Afro-Brasileiro da UFBA. After some traditional tourist activities like souvenir shopping, catching live performances and sampling street food, attend events held by some of Salvador’s oldest community-based organizations.

This Unesco World Heritage site is thriving at night, with clubs, popular performance venues, capoeira academies and folk ballet centers found all on the same block. In summer, sample multiple flavors of the infamous sugarcane rum cachaça at Cravinho while hopping between free concerts.

Pelô is a community where residents proudly represent Salvador and regularly draw many other organizers and cultural influencers. Split your time with adjoining Santa Antônio, home to many locally owned stores and restaurants that attract a mix of locals and visitors.
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WHERE TO STAY IN SALVADOR

Hostel Galeria 13

A hit with backpackers, located in the historic center, complete with a swimming pool and Moroccan-style lounge. $

Bahiacafé Hotel

Chic but low-key boutique hotel with an excellent location close to the center of the action in Pelourinho. $$

Casa do Amarelindo

Charming boutique hotel in a colonial mansion, with impeccable rooms and a petite rooftop swimming pool. $$$

Cruise the Carnaval Circuits

LEGENDARY PARTIES AND CELEBRATIONS

Salvador’s legendary Carnaval celebrations attract over two million visitors every year and the city is jam-packed with different kinds of circuits.

TheBarra/Ondina Circuit, also known as the Dodô Circuit, draws the largest crowds and biggest Brazil superstars. It will have you dancing around, whether you’re watching in the streets or from party boxes that overlook the event by the shore. From Farol da Barra to Ondina, you will party alongside axé music legends like Daniela Mercury and Ivete Sangalo or next-generation leaders like Leo Santana or Parangolé who perform to huge audiences. This circuit also attracts national superstars such as Anitta, Ludmilla and Pabllo Vittar to Salvador during Carnaval season. If you want a ‘for the people by the people’ experience, pop over to Campo Grande’s Circuit, also known as the Osmar Circuit. This runs along historic Sete de Septembro and prioritizes accessibility to the masses of Salvador all while preserving Carnaval’s heritage. It is the traditional circuit where axé and Afro-Blocos reign supreme, representing Salvador’s Afro-Brazilian heritage and traditions. You will catch legendary bands like Ilê Aiyê, Olodum and Malê de Balê, followed by the full power of their musicians and dancers. Samba megastars will also perform in blocos (groups of musicians and dancers) representing Salvador’s samba scene.

In the historic area of Pelourinho, the Batatinha Circuit offers you an intimate Carnaval experience. You can dance the night away to drum lines, Bahian folk samba, and afoxé music.

From Praça da Sé to Praça Castro Alves, concert stages are set up for you to bounce between acts like you’re at a festival. The drumming here is mesmerizing, and if you’re an afoxé lover this circuit needs to be on your schedule! The Pelourinho Circuit also offers family-friendly options with a children’s Carnaval.

If you’re feeling like stepping away from the traditional Carnaval circuits, tap into the community-centered alternative circuits in Liberdade and Amaralina de Nordeste. You’ll experience emerging talent in Brazilian music genres including pagode, pagada͂o, axé, rap and funk. Become part of the community as you dance alongside residents who will showcase their community’s talent. These circuits challenge narratives of poverty and biases about the communities’ safety while offering inclusive circuits for soteropolitanos of all economic backgrounds.


WHAT ARE AFRO-BLOCOS?

With their present fame and popularity, it’s easy to assume that Afro-Blocos were always respected performers in Salvador. However, they emerged in the mid-1970s as a collective response to the exclusion and discrimination of the city’s black residents from Carnaval processions, organizing themselves around shared values, musical interests and community-development goals. Today, they continue to report bias in the Carnaval infrastructure while creating a space for black entertainers to express their cultural heritage. Afro-Blocos perform throughout the city and host events to demonstrate magic only found in Salvador, inspiring appreciation for Afro-Brazilian culture worldwide.



WHERE TO GET ACARAJÉ

Acarajé da Neide

This hidden treasure of Vila Ruy Barbosa has freshly made, affordable acarajé (stuffed bean fritters) with unique varieties. $

Acarajé com Dendê

Some claim this Liberdade favorite as the city’s best acarajé with its crispy dough and flavorful fillings. $

Acarajé da Cira

A tourist favorite centrally located in Rio Vermelho serving tasty acarajé after a night out. $$

QPOC in Salvador

AT THE INTERSECTION OF BLACK AND LGBTIQ+

If you’re a queer person of color, Salvador is a city you should experience at least once. In a region usually excluded from the conversations of premier LGBTIQ+ destinations, Salvador has so many spaces, events, and cultural traditions centering on the LGBTIQ+ community that it only sometimes designates or labels an event as queer-friendly. This is particularly found in neighborhoods heavily frequented by tourists, such as Rio Vermelho, Barra and Ondina, where you’ll find clubs, restaurants and beaches where people feel free to be themselves and have fun openly. Batekoo, a leading local LGBTIQ+ organization, hosts events where you can experience the black queer movement that spread across Brazil with the unparalleled vibe only its hometown can supply. Dance alongside performers from Afrobapho, a collective of LGBTIQ+ youth, as they fuse Bahian sounds with ballroom culture for energizing vogue performances. On the weekend, find a spot at Praia do Buracão, the city’s newest queer-centered beach, for some fun in the sun.
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BATEKOO & AFROBAPHO

Salvador is a city built on resistance, especially black resistance, and the city’s new generation of LGBTIQ+ organizers and activists ensures it continues to be a safe space for all identities. Batekoo, created in 2014, is a leading voice in this movement, creating an inclusive, accessible space for black queer youth to feel represented and party without restriction.

Afrobapho is another voice emerging from this movement, an integrated art collective comprising black LGBTIQ+ youth. They are performers, creatives and community organizers expressing themselves and giving a platform to talented youth from the most marginalized neighborhoods in the city. See them performing with emerging artists in local dance companies throughout the city.



BEST BARS IN SALVADOR

OXE Drinks

A chic gastronomy-influenced bar with innovative cocktails; has popular Barra and Pituba locations.

O Cravinho

Famous for its infused cachaça, this Pelô staple is always full of locals and tourists.

Pub Casa N1

Affordable, fresh cocktails served as live musicians hold jam sessions in this cozy watering hole in Barbalho.

Party & Pilgrimage

HONOR THE CITY’S GODS

Join Salvador in an unfiltered celebration of Candomblé and Iemanjá, mother of the seas. Iemanjá is one of the most dominant orixás – gods of Afro-Brazilian religions – in Bahia and the northeast. On the eve of February 2, join the festivities in her honor organized on Praia da Paciência in Rio Vermelho. Local fishing organizations partner with Casa de Yemanja to create a beautiful procession where you can protect the Afro-Brazilian cultural and religious manifestation. Present your offerings to Iemanjá, surrounded by other worshippers dressed all in white following Candomblé traditions. Everything from parties to sambas will fill Rio Vermelho as you celebrate. Other celebrations occur throughout the city shores, with some neighborhoods celebrating with closed processions or with more community-based events, such as presenting an ecological gift at the historic building Solar do Unhão.


TASTES OF SALVADOR

Moqueca

Seafood or fish stew cooked with tomato, palm oil, coconut milk and seasoning, served with rice.

Acarajé

A black-eyed pea fritter fried in palm oil, served stuffed with pepper sauce, dried shrimp and a tomato and bell pepper mixture.

Abará

Tamale-like dumpling, made of ground black-eyed peas mixture, steamed in a banana leaf.

Passarinha de Frito

Seasoned ox spleen fried in palm oil.

Caruru

A staple side dish made of okra, palm oil, onion, dried shrimp and spices.



BEST COURSES IN SALVADOR

Fundação Mestre Bimba

A capoeira school run by the son of the founder of Capoeira Regional, Mestre Bimba.

SENAC

Bahian culinary school for both locals and tourists; one course focuses on the preparation of popular street foods.

Idioma Escola de Português

Group classes and private sessions in Barra, in addition to capoeira, cooking and scuba-diving.


Energetic Art-Filled Communities

MINGLE WITH SALVADOR’S CREATIVES

Experience the best of the local art scenes by getting involved in the events hosted on the street art-filled corridors of Communidade Solar Unha͂o and Gamboa. These neighboring communities in the lower city ooze a creative and relaxed energy that’s made them the new spot for the next generation of Salvador trendsetters.

In recent years these two communities have reclaimed their narrative and moved to the forefront of cultural events and ecology work. Follow Communidade Solar Unha͂o’s Instagram to get all the info on upcoming events, which might include rap battles, street art installations and creative photoshoots. Be sure to visit the incredibly welcoming Ré Restaurante Dona Suzana for her world-famous moqueca (seafood stew made with palm oil) and other Bahian classics. She cooks like the auntie you wish you had and you’ll feel like you’re having a dining experience with family.

Round out your time in the neighborhood on the rocky shores of Praia Solar Unha͂o where the vibe of creativity continues at the watering holes that attract a young and fashionable crowd.

Souvenir Shopping

TWO MARKETS IN THE LOWER CITY

If you’re a shopper, crafter, foodie or want a centralized spot to pick up all your souvenirs, you need to go to Mercado Modelo. It contains booths for other 250 stores representing artisans around Bahia. When hunger hits, take a break at one of the snack stands where you can try regional favorites like cocada (traditional local confectionary) or fresh juice. If you need a full meal, treat yourself to a well-prepared, sit-down Bahian meal at Maria de São Pedro and Camafeu de Oxossi.

Nearby is an entirely different style of market, Feria de Săo Joaquim. For over a century, this market was the meeting point for local fishing communities, vendors and city residents. While Mercado Modelo is clean and curated, Sa͂o Joaquim is gritty and vibrant, a space where you can find everything from a Yemanja figurine to fresh sururu (mussels). It is a market known to cater to the Candomblé practitioners and local residents wanting supplies for weekend moqueca and an unfiltered piece of the city’s history. Once you’ve found all you need, go upstairs for a meal of freshly caught seafood, drink and a great view of the sunset.


THE PESCADOR’S IMPACT

Traditional and artisanal fishing people, known as pescador(a), are essential cultural components in Salvador because the city’s trade, tourism and gastronomy come from the sea. Most of soteropolitano’s ancestors worked the sea including their grandparents, so it remains a focal point, particularly at Feria de São Joaquim, an intersection of traditional culture in this metropolitan city.

Today many small-scale fishing communities face challenges, with food supply and low-quality beaches impacting livelihoods throughout the city. Communities in Salvador and its surrounding suburbs are culturally motivated to actively engage in ecological preservation and advocate against environmental degradation to preserve the region’s bodies of water.



BEST ENTERTAINMENT

Balé Folclórico da Bahia

The most astounding professional show is put on by this world-renowned folkloric ballet company.

Jam no MAM

Saturday-evening jazz and bossa nova at Museu de Arte Moderna is a must for music lovers.

Teatro Castro Alves

Salvador’s finest venue has weekly concerts throughout summer in its Concha Acústica (amphitheater).


Peninsula of the People

THE BEAUTY OF EVERYDAY LIFE

The Itapagipe Peninsula is your entryway to the part of the city where family and community reign supreme. Neighborhoods, including Bonfim, Ribeira, Uruguai, Caminho de Areia and Massaranduba, make up this corner of the city and it’s where you can go beyond the tourist perspective by inserting yourself into how generations of soteropolitanos (residents of Salvador) live. Your tourist dollars will also help support local enterprises.

Go on a weekend to visit Mercado Iaô, an initiative to promote the city’s creative economy by highlighting local artisans and small businesses to encourage people to buy locally. Check the website for information on scheduled programs and events where local performers and presentations take place, or come on a whim to eat, shop and connect with local traders.

Spend a chunk of your time on the beach at Praia da Penha, a less-crowded spot frequented by families and fisherfolk. The best way to cooll down after a day by the sea is with a scoop of fresh ice cream from one of the peninsula’s many sorveterias. A popular choice includes Sorveteria da Riberia, serving up tasty chocolate and Neapolitan as well as regional flavors such as umbu and caca͂o, all freshly made with natural ingredients. Another option on the same street is Museu do Sorvete, an ice-cream museum with accompanying sorveteria serving Sorvete Real, a favorite flavor of the Northeast.
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CATCH A SHOW

Teatro Castro Alves, Campo Grande

Largest performing arts theater in the city, where renowned orchestras, theater companies, recording artists, and ballets have performed.

Teatro Miguel Sanatana, Pelô

Watch the Fundação Bale Folclórico da Bahia perform the ballet of the orixas.

Teatro Sesc-Senac, Pelô

A theater and cultural space hosting music, dance, circus and theater from around the world.

Teatro SESI, Rio Vermelho

Theater and cultural hub representing talents from all over Salvador promoting accessible theater for all the city’s communities.




A Night of Black Beauty

A CULTURE PACKED BEAUTY PAGEANT

You’ll never look at beauty pageants the same way after attending Noite da Beleza Negra (Night of Black Beauty) hosted by legendary Afro-Blocos Ilê Aiyê at their headquarters in the Curuzu neighborhood (also known as Cuzuru, Liberdade), home to most of the city’s black population. This neighborhood is a hub of Afro-Brazilian history, resistance and culture.

Every year, about 15 days before Carnaval, contestants compete for the title of Reina de Ilê, the Deusa de ébano, through demonstrating their community engagement, talent in the performance through the dance of the orixás and knowledge of Ilê Aiyê’s and Afro-Brazilian history. The pageant festivities are a window into the culture of Curuzu. The dances and songs performed reflect the importance of Afro-Brazilian religions, Candomblé and Umbanda to this community, home to the city’s highest concentration of terreiros (Candomblé temples).

This bustling event fills the streets of Curuzu with attendees dressed to perfection. It is an opportunity to support local businesses – look for the neighborhood’s Baianas de Acarajé (female acarajé vendors dressed in all white) selling their famous acarajé (stuffed bean fritters), feijoada (bean stew) and other snacks and drinks to the sound of performances by Ilê Aiyê.

The Deusa de ébano wins the honor of performing with Ilê Aiyê during Carnaval season, and after being part of this stimulating celebration, you will also feel like a winner. This event thrusts you into the heart of black Salvador and makes you want to learn more about Ilê Aiyê’s legacy of preserving, promoting and increasing the visibility of Afro-Brazilian culture throughout Brazil.

Train with the Best

DANCE STUDIOS OF SALVADOR

Have you ever watched dancers from Ilê Aiyê or passistas (a school’s best dancers) samba effortlessly and wondered how they moved like that? Want to join a capoeira circle (Brazilian martial art/dance performed to rhythms) and see how hard it is? There are studios in Salvador that offer affordable and accessible one-off group classes or a series of lessons in Afro-Brazilian arts. The cultural association, Funceb, runs free and small-fee classes and courses in various cultural art forms with a dance school running holiday courses where instructors from throughout Bahia train students in capoeira dance, contemporary African, folk dance (dance of the orixás or gods), or other niche dance specialties. Salvador is home to some of Brazil’s most famous capoeira academies. To stay updated on rodas, exhibitions and resources or to find the best academy for your needs, visit online pages like Capoeira Movement of Bahia where you can choose between various masters of both regional capoeira and capoeira Angola.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT IN SALVADOR

Roma Negra

Unique, affordable offerings from the Afro-diaspora in a friendly dining environment in Pelô. $$

Solar da Gastronomia

A gourmet approach to Brazilian cuisine with a contemporary flair in Rio Vermelho. $$$

Bar Zulu

Live music and al-fresco dining accompany Bahian classics in Pelô. $$

Resturante Zanzibar

Hybrid African and Afro-Brazilian home-cooked flavors, with refined service in Santo Antônio Além do Carmo. $$

Restaurante Origem

Distinct regional flavors in a tasting menu spearheaded by chefs in Pituba. $$$



LEGENDARY AFRO-BLOCOS

Olodum

A world-renowned samba-reggae sound that addresses human rights and social justice in their music.

Ilê Aiyê

The first Afro-Bloco, leading black empowerment with music rooted in Yoruba sounds and religious traditions.

Cortejo Afro

Promotes inclusion, family values and diversity while fusing Afro-Brazilian rhythms and electronic pop.

Malê Debalê

Founded in Itapúa, renowned for Afro-ballet dancers and championing inclusion and anti-racism.

Didá

All-female Afro-Bloco, challenging the gender bias and promoting black women’s empowerment.

Muzenza

Formed in homage to Bob Marley, they fuse Candomblé and samba-reggae.

Unite Under the Sun

JOIN AN UNFORGETTABLE PROCESSION IN BONFIM

Walking alongside soliteripanos and visitors in a procession led by Bahian afoxé players, leaders and priests from Igreja Conceição da Praia to Igreja do Bonfim under the intense Salvador sun is a bonding activity unique to the city. The Lavangem do Bonfim festival takes place in January, and fosters a unique sense of solidarity between participants as you get sweaty side by side in the streets of Salvador. After an 8km procession to Igreja do Bonfim, witness a ceremonial washing of the church steps and blessing of the audience.

Candomblé practitioners, Catholics and believers of different faiths come together in this event, Salvador’s second-largest after Carnaval, to receive a blessing, promote religious syncretism between the city’s faiths and enjoy a packed block party in the historic Bonfim neighborhood. Tie a Bonfim ribbon to receive three wishes or tie one on the church for the saints. After you make your wishes, join in the celebrations with live music and street food bought from the many local vendors.


WHY I LOVE SALVADOR
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Kathleen Anaza, writer

The first time I visited Salvador, I experienced artistic, cultural and intellectual stimulation that made me extend my trip and ultimately move there. From Carnaval’s energy to the peaceful life in the Itapagipe Peninsula, Salvador remains thought-provoking and entertaining.

Before the pandemic, Salvador was my home base from which I got to know the rest of Bahia, linking me with the movements of quilombos in Ilha de Maré and the Recôncavo Baiano, and leading me to coastal towns. While Salvador faces structural and economic challenges, it is unmatched in its accessibility to Afro-Brazilian culture and arts, and its connection to the rest of Bahia and the Northeast.




Getting Around

While at times inconsistent and frustrating, Salvador’s buses are the city’s most cost-effective and popular mode of transportation. The Metrô offers a clean, air-conditioned ride from Lapa to Salvador Airport. Ferries from Terminal Marítimo de São Joaquim take you to Ilha Itaparica to get to Bom Despacho Terminal (travel on from there to Valença, Morro de São Paulo, and Boípeba).






Beyond Salvador
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Be captivated, informed and impacted as you visit the fascinating small towns and beautiful islands surrounding Salvador.


Salvador’s culturally rich neighborhoods can overshadow the depth of culture and history just beyond its city limits. A short drive outside Salvador places you in the heart of the Recôncavo Baiano (the region surrounding All Saints Bay), and it’s just a short boat ride to Ilha de Maré (the island within All Saints Bay). Both these areas hold origins of Afro-Brazilian history and customs that many soteropolitanos trace their roots to.

Locals of these areas are keen to engage with visitors – they want their voices, history, and experiences heard. From the environmental issues of Ilha de Maré to participating in generational traditions in Cachoeira, one-of-a-kind cultural experiences await travelers willing to explore beyond the big city.
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TOP TIP

Accommodations availability is limited in smaller towns and islands, especially during popular cultural events so book in advance.




Toxic Tour

A LOCAL PERSPECTIVE ON ENVIRONMENTALISM

Get first-hand accounts of Brazil’s environmental issues from fisherfolk on the front lines on a ‘toxic tour’ with the quilombos of Ilha de Maré. As they guide you through the waters their enslaved ancestors escaped through, you will receive an education on the effects of water and atmospheric pollution and toxic waste contamination that textbooks can’t replicate. Through personal accounts of adverse health impacts and intimidation, these tours aim to educate about the environmental damage to the waters here, unite international activists and regional supporters behind local needs, and create more public support for the community’s environmental movement against oil companies in All Saints Bay. Tours can include homestays and powerful community town halls. Since the pandemic, there are also online conferences and educational panels about environmental and social issues.

Ilha de Maré’s organizers have arranged blockades, occupied headquarters, presented at city council meetings and even the 42nd UN Human Rights Campaign session to spread awareness and ultimately protect All Saints Bay from further contamination. Any open event on the island is an opportunity for visitors to support some of Brazil’s leading voices of quilombo and traditional activism. As quilombolas (residents of a quilombo), they’ve historically fought to receive government protections such as access to health care and protection of their land and waters. Some key groups on the island can be followed on Instagram: Movement of Artisanal Fishermen and Fisherwomen (@mppbahia) and activist-leader Eliete Paragaussu (@elieteparaguassuoficial).
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ACTIVISM OF THE QUILOMBOS

Ilha de Maré’s islands in All Saints Bay are officially designated quilombos – communities made up of runaway enslaved people. Residents here are descendants of these enslaved Africans who now make their living fishing within the island’s mangroves and selling seafood in Feria de São Joaquim’s markets. There is a long history of resistance here – the community is currently leading an environmental movement to raise awareness about contamination of the waters by oil companies in All Saints Bay. As rural, low-income black communities they feel their health and wellness is not prioritized by the government and they are advocating for access to better health care and education services.



WHERE TO STAY

Hotel da Purificação

A popular choice with classic amenities and quality customer service in Santo Amaro’s historic center. $$$

Pousada Convento do Carmo

A historic convent in Cachoeira now an inn with an antique vibe, pool and delicious breakfasts. $$

Pousada & Restaurante Pai Thomaz

An inn with a restaurant highly regarded for its regional gastronomy in Cachoeira. $$

Roots of the Recôncavo

BEMBÉ DO MERCADO IN SANTO AMARO

Santo Amaro is a quiet town an hour away from Salvador, but every year on May 13 it pulls out all the stops to celebrate Bembé do Mercado, the anniversary of Brazil’s emancipation from slavery. Bembé do Mercado festivities reflect the liberation of the enslaved after emancipation to practice their faith openly. Under a barraca͂o (large tent) in front of Santo Amaro’s market, the orixás are worshipped, and the city’s history is remembered through maculelê performances (a dance created by the enslaved, performed with sticks and machetes) and dance, poetry and music. Then the gifts are released into the waters of Praia Itapema, while Candomblé practitioners sing in honor of the orixás. Dances evoke xiré, the euphoric feeling when the orixás are said to ‘land’ in this world to play with their ‘children’ (Candomblé practitioners).

Bembé do Mercado is a celebration distinct to Santo Amaro, where not only is emancipation celebrated but the religious freedom and cultural pride of Recôncavo Baiano, the region around All Saints Bay, that came with it.

Spiritual Exploration in Cachoeira

FESTIVAL HONORING BLACK WOMEN

About an hour’s away drive from Salvador, in the Recôncavo Baiano, lies an ancestral celebration that spiritual explorers will not want to miss. In the town of Cachoeira witness the Festa da Irmandade da Boa Morte, which is held on the second week of August, usually between August 13 and 17, when Cachoeira’s cobbled streets are home to a syncretic celebration honoring black women’s struggles during the colonial era in a place considered the heart of Brazil’s independence.

The Irmandade da Boa Morte is a religious association of black female descendants of enslaved Africans in the Recôncavo region of Bahia. The celebration opens with a funeral procession honoring Nossa Senhora da Boa Morte, carrying her photo and singing an ancestral song under candlelight towards the Igreja Matriz de Nossa Senhora do Rosário.

The next morning a procession dedicated to Nossa Senhora da Glória leaves for Igreja Matriz, followed by a local band. There, a Mass takes place celebrating her ascension. A community celebration with food and samba runs throughout the five days of activities.

These parties hold great significance for Bahians and are opportunities to participate in a more traditional, intimate, spiritual Afro-Brazilian experience.
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ORIXá CHEAT SHEET

Essential orixás (deities of Afro-Brazilian religions) include the following:

Iemanjá

The goddess of the sea, protector of fisherfolk, sailors and children.

Oxum

The goddess of femininity, fertility, beauty and love.

Oya

The goddess of wind, lightning, storms, death and rebirth.

Xangô

The god of lightning and thunder, who can breathe fire.

Ogum

The god of war, hunting and technology.



WHERE TO EAT

Restaurante Frutos Do Mar

This cozy restaurant in Santo Amaro offers regional seafood specialties, including moqueca de arraia (stingray moqueca). $$

Restaurante Sol E Lua

Try regional delicacies maniçoba (cassava leaves and pork stew) and carne de porco defumada (smoked pork) in Cachoeira. $$

Restaurante Dona Maria

Homemade affordable Recôncavo dishes are served in this Santo Amaro restaurant. $


BEST PLACES TO DRINK IN CACHOEIRA

Licor Roque Pinto

Sample over 20 flavors of artisanal cachaças (sugarcane rume) and other liquors in this factory and tavern.

Licor Cachoeira Colonial

Come here for regional fruit-infused liquor in flavors like cupuaça, jabuticaba and cajú.

Arraiá Do Quiabo

One of the best places to buy liquor in the region with great flavors like açaí and goiaba (guava).




Getting Around

To visit the island quilombos of Ilha de Maré, you will need to coordinate with the traditional boat operators that run from Praia São Tome de Paripé to their shores in advance of arrival. Residents use these boats to come back and forth to the island. On the island, you will get around mostly on foot. Having a car will give you the most flexibility for visiting the towns in the Recôncavo Baiano.





PARQUE NACIONAL DA CHAPADA DIAMANTINA
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The name of Chapada Diamantina alludes to its diamond-mining legacy, and the area is home to garimpo, quilombolas and ranching communities.

The region’s natural beauty and the tranquility of its small colonial towns have attracted hiking and nature enthusiasts for decades. These introduced residents spearheaded an ecological movement in direct opposition to the extractive mentality of diamond mining. Finally, the government established the Parque Nacional da Chapada Diamantina in 1985.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Andaraí

2 Lençóis

3 Vale do Capão

SIGHTS

4 Cachoeira da Fumacinha

5 Cachoeira do Buracão

6 Cachoeira do Herculano

see 12 Galeria Arte e Memoria

7 Itaetê

8 Marimbus Pantanal

see 2 Parque Municipal da Muritiba

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9 Ibicoara

10 Quilombola de Remanso

11 Vale do Patí

EATING

see 2 Cozinha Aberta

see 2 O Bode Resturante

ENTERTAINMENT

12 Igatu

13 Mucugê




TOP TIP

Consider bringing cash. Credit card technology sometimes lose connectivity and ATMs can run out of money.




The Microcosm of Chapada Diamantina

THE HUB TOWN OF LENÇÓIS

Lençóis is more than just an entry point for Parque Nacional da Chapada Diamantina, it is welcoming hub that holds together the intertwined communities of the region and a place full of resources, including guides. If you only have a short time in the region, this is an excellent location to experience a little bit of everything.

Lençóis has the most infrastructure of the municipalities, with accommodations and touring agencies within walking distance. You can book tours in-person or before arrival that connect you with a certified guide. Your guide will take you on a visit to Parque Municipal da Muritiba in the heart of Lençóis, where gentle natural pools, micro waterfalls and beginner-friendly trails await you.

Return to the town square to feast on a buffet of delicious regional dishes served by the kilo at O Bode Restaurante, or for a unique gastronomic experience, eat at Cozinha Aberta, where garimpo flavors and local ingredients are given an Italian twist. Round out your day with live music before resting up for the next day’s adventures in a range of accommodations, from affordable hostels to pousadas, small family-run guesthouses.
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GARIMPOS & VAQUEIROS

The work done by garimpos and vaqueiros was integral to Chapada Diamantina’s economic foundation long before it became a tourist destination.

Locals in the region proudly trace their heritage to communities forged by these workers, whose needs originated many defining customs. From energy-sustaining foods like farofa de garimpeiro, a Brazilian staple side dish of farofa (toasted cassava flour) prepared with carne de sol (sun-dried meat), to long-haul horse rides or processions known as cavalgadas seen near Piata, their legacies are everywhere. Understanding these cultures is part of Chapada Diamantina’s heritage. Explore these rural tourism options at farms like Fazenda Pousada Vaccaro or Fazenda Riacho da Tapera.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN CHAPADA DIAMANTINA

Pousada Flor de Açucena

Charming inn in Igatu with freshwater pool, natural clay bath and innovative architecture. $$

San Felipo Hotel

Luxury in Rio de Contas, with apartment-like suites, beautiful views and quality breakfast. $$

Pousada Vila Serrano

Charming eco-friendly guesthouses with a colonial style in the center of Lençóis. $$$

Art Amongst the Ruins

A GALLERY SET IN STONE

During the second quarter of the year, travelers flock to the small municipality of Igatu for a three-day festival in fantastical surroundings where presentations and workshops will immerse them in art, literature, music, theater and culture.

While in Igatu, visit the Galeria Arte e Memoria for a gallery experience that represents the foundation of Chapada Diamantina’s economy. Within the ruined stone houses of the region’s mining community, the gallery features an open-air section containing a sculpture gallery with an exhibit showcasing garimpo culture through preserved work tools and other outdoor installations. There’s also a well-curated indoor gallery featuring the multimedia work of regional artists. Take in the gallery and its breathtaking views while enjoying locally produced artisanal coffee and pastries at the gallery’s cafe.

Waterfalls & Coffee

EXCURSIONS AND PRODUCE IN IBICOARA

Parque Nacional da Chapada Diamantina is saturated with majestic waterfalls, and Ibicoara is a great place to base yourself if you want to combine visits to these dazzling natural sights with some of the region’s best local coffee and cachaça. Your guide will drive you to the entry point for Cachoeira do Buraca͂o and lead you on a gentle trek to a viewpoint where you can witness all the visual wonders of this waterfall that drops 85m into an expansive pool, perfect for a refreshing swim.

Follow this up the next day with a quick visit to a village that’s part of Chapada’s community-led tourism collective. Residents here operate an inn, cultivate eco farms and produce cassava products. From there you will make the physically demanding trek through pools and smaller waterfalls to be rewarded with Cachoeira da Fumacinha, a 100m waterfall many deem the most impressive in the region.

When you’re not on waterfall excursions, sample locally-produced , award-winning cachaça and coffee and experience the complete production process on tours of manufacturers, highlighting Ibicoara’s innovative biodynamic production techniques.


I LIVE HERE: BEST OF CHAPADA DIAMANTINA
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Icaro Jordan is a Lençóis local and an experienced certified tour guide. Here are some of his must-see natural attractions in Chapada Diamantina.

Fazenda Pratinha

See a river turned blue due to high mineral concentration as it emerges from a limestone grotto (73km from Lençóis).

Gruta Lapa Dolce

Explore the these fantastic subterranean caverns, 68km from Lençóis.

Morro do Pai

For one of the most beautiful views of the region’s mountains take this tiring but short hike (26km from Lençóis).

Parque Municipal da Muritiba

This accessible 4.5km trail in Lençóis takes 3–4 hours. See Poços do Serrano, Halley’s Poço, Primera da Cachoeira and many great views.



WHERE TO EAT IN CHAPADA DIAMANTINA

Pizzaria Capao Grande

A unique spin on woodfire pizza in in Vale do Capão with vegetarian options. $$

Bistrô Orquídea Negra

A bistro fusing Brazilian, African, French, Italian and Spanish cuisine in Vale do Capão. $$$

Mix Café Pizza Bar e Restaurante

A catch-all spot in Barra da Estiva. Locally sourced coffee, pizzeria and bar at night. $$


Sounds of Mucugê

A MUSIC-LOVER’S MASTERCLASS

The city of Mucugê celebrates the rich musical cultures that underlie the region. Throughout the year, it holds various festivals drawing national and international guests to celebrate regional sounds.

Mucugê holds Festival de Forró da Chapada, a renowned forró (Brazilian music) festival annually (dates vary). It combines technical training and rehearsals for current and aspiring forró musicians and dancers. Here you could hone your talent in percussion and improve your footwork and rhythm through skills-based workshops by day and at night, all while enjoying the offerings of the genre’s top talent like Adelmário Coelho, Claudinho do Acordeon and Renato Borghetti. Locals and visitors come together from all over Brazil to dance the night away to forró.

Additionally, Mucugê holds Festival de Chorinho, celebrating the traditional sounds of the chorinho style, and Festival of Voices, for choirs and other group vocalists to train and participate in themed activities. These festivals bring a convergence of talent and tourism to Mucugê. More importantly, they help expose uniquely Brazilian music genres like chorinho and forró to wider audiences. Mucugê’s festivals do not have fixed dates, so check online or confirm through a local tour agency to be sure of upcoming event schedules.
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CONSERVATION & SUSTAINABILITY

Although the region was developed through mining, those activities stopped once the ecological and historical value of Chapada Diamantina was realized. The region’s expansive biodiversity houses numerous protected species, such as the hooded visorbearer (a type of hummingbird), blond titi monkey and white-necked hawk. Its conservation is critical to preserving the primary water sources of Bahia, the Serra do Sincora, and Brazil’s overall biodiversity research. The region has established different protection zones to aid conservation, like the Marimbus-Iraquara Environmental Protection Area and Parque Nacional da Chapada Diamantina itself. These zones are examples of the community-led efforts to protect the region’s environment.



WHERE TO EAT IN LENÇÓIS

Cozinha Aberta

A gastronomic experience in Lençóis with a modern take on traditional garimpo flavors. $$$

Restaurante Quilombola

A Lençóis favorite reflecting the merger of cuisines from quilombo and indigenous cultures. $$

Restaurante O Bode

A self-service, per kilo restaurant in Lençóis. Try tasty garimpo dishes in a cozy atmosphere. $$


Beautiful Treks & Environmentalism

COMMUNITY STAYS IN VALE DO PATÍ

Avid hikers and campers will not want to miss a unique trek through Vale do Patí. Many visitors consider the route one of the most beautiful in Brazil and a visit here is an unparalleled experience. Staying with the families of Vale do Patí gives you a chance to learn their approach to environmentalism by minimizing their impact on their surroundings, growing chemical-free produce and filtering their own water.

It’s a physically demanding trek through the valley, requiring you to hike 15km to 25km a day and have the endurance to maintain that pace for three to five days. You’ll eat chemical-free, organic food grown in the valley while witnessing the remnants of the Atlantic Forest. The people here have harvested the land for centuries and now they preserve it and host visitors. Alternatively, stay at adjacent communal campgrounds.

Tour agencies throughout the region will help you coordinate a trek here. Guides enjoy collaborating with groups interested in longer treks and there are options to serve travelers of all identities; for example, those specializing in creating safe spaces for groups of women and/or LGBTIQ+ hikers.

Healers’ Haven

THERAPEUTIC HEALING IN VALE DO CAPÃO

Engage with your own health and wellness and connect with intentional living communities in Vale do Capao, a village of locals, travelers-turned-locals and visitors that has developed a cult-like following over recent decades due to its distinct character.

The restaurants in this village offer locally grown health food and serve an abundance of vegetarian and vegan options. Local stores sell artisanal oils, crystals and teas. With regular offerings of yoga, massage, aromatherapy and legendary herbalists, you can experiment with new ways to feel your best. Staying in Vale do Capa͂o is a great way to engage with your wellness needs and explore and connect with various approaches to therapeutic healing.

Vale do Capao’s local expertise in herbal medicine attracts visitors and has drawn the attention of other medical and specialists to create a Brazilian hub of therapeutic healing. The village attracts healers of all kinds to study techniques like Theta healing, planned home births and general integrative practices under Dr Áureo Augusto.


YOU MUST HAVE A GUIDE

Even experienced outdoors people need a guide in Chapada Diamantina. They are equipped to answer a range of questions and are an invaluable resource. Hiring a certified tour guide will not only enable you to customize the experiences and activities you desire, but provide you with an abundance of genuine local knowledge that improves your safety.

It’s for this reason that the region’s attractions do not permit visitor entry unless accompanied by a certified guide, helping to ensure safety and the park’s maintenance. You can find guides through agency packages on sites like Chapada Mar or arrange directly with contractors via the Association of Divers and Guides of Lençóis.



WHERE TO DRINK IN LENÇÓIS

Casa dos Licores

Try some of the best flavored liquors of Chapada Diamantina in Lençóis.

Benditto Restaurante

Broad selection of wines on offer within pousada Villa Lagoa das Cores in Vale do Capão.

Talismā Gastrobar

A chic bar serving creative drinks, cocktails and experimental dishes (jackfruit ravioli) in Lençóis.


Get an Insider’s View

STAY WITH THE EUROPA COMMUNITY

Squatting usually has a negative connotation, but it has benefited the residents and visitors to the municipality of Itaetê. The Europa Community was formed by a collective of family farmers who organized and took over abandoned farmland and buildings to create community-led businesses and farms in these spaces. They established opportunities for tourists to learn regional farming and environmental skills, experience nature and engage with local people. The Europa Community hosts a Protectors of the Herculano Waterfall program where you can observe their production of raw sugar, visit a Jarê terreiro (temple), watch local craftspeople at work, try homemade cuisine, and of course, visit the Cachoeira do Herculano. There are other routes and three-day itineraries designed and offered by the four villages of Rosely Nunes, Colônia, Baixao and Europa.

Safe Spaces & Subcultures

FIND YOUR PEOPLE IN CAPÃO

Whether you arrive for innovative therapy or to experience health-based gastronomy, you can freely express yourself and explore your interests in Vale do Capao. From the acrobats and other circus performers regularly hosting shows with the Capao Circus to the village’s famous Jazz Festival, it’s a space for creatives to come together.

Even the village’s accommodations foster community. You can choose between traditional hotels, local-run Airbnb, or intentional living communities where you can meet other like-minded residents. Hostels like Casa das Irmas are not only accommodations but spaces creating a collaborative community of women creators, artists and travelers. Kokê House Capao is another camping-based co-living option owned by a queer couple, centering camping, gastronomy, and art. Ori Hostel is a communal hostel that fosters harmony and peace with nature through its programming. Community living options based on different interests or identities are available in the village. Ultimately, the village is full of open-minded locals and alternative travelers who create a welcoming environment that helps you understand why visitors to Vale do Capao keep staying and becoming residents.
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NATIVO KNOWLEDGE & LEADERSHIP

Indigenous communities were the region’s first residents and remain cultural leaders today. They have a strong presence in Chapada Diamantina, with many locals proudly self-identify as nativos or others claiming both quilombo and nativo descent. The Payayá community is preserving the production of artisanal products and disseminating their knowledge of herbal medicine endemic to the region. The Payayá community is organizing with other traditional communities throughout Bahia to develop programming that educates visitors on their ecological preservation work, like the reforestation of native plants and seedling cultivation.



BEST FESTIVALS

Ressonar Festival

Piatã hosts the perfect festival for nature-loving electronic music enthusiasts.

Festival de Lençóis

Megastars and up-and-coming musicians come to Lençóis to play a series of free gigs.

Cachaça Festival

Sample the award-winning cachaça in Abaíra, courtesy of the Coopama, a cooperative of cachaça producers.

Jarê Ceremonies

UNIQUE SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCE IN ANDARAÍ

Many travelers to Brazil are aware of Candomblé, but few – even other Bahians – are familiar with Jarê. Within the temples, known as terreiros, of Andaraí, you can experience Jarê, a unique amalgamation of spiritual practices from the Nagôs (Yoruba people) and Cariris e Maracás (indigenous communities of eastern Brazil) that converged in Chapada Diamantina.

Ceremonies are festivals and parties (also referred to as ‘sambas’) held on the birthdays of the Catholic saints São Cosme, São Damião (September 7) and Santa Bárbara (December 4) rooted in a subset of Candomblé called Candomblé de caboclo. Jarê sambas are open to the public and encompass musical rhythms, fireworks and various celebratory practices seen by practitioners as the sustenance of their spirituality. These celebrations are significant to Andaraí and Lençóis and unique to Chapada Diamantina. Communities, including Europa and Colônia, have established community-led tourism models whose package of activities includes visiting Jarê terreiros.

Biodiversity in the Wetlands

MEMORABLE RIVER JOURNEY

Experience the wetlands of Marimbus Pantanal, nicknamed ‘Mini Pantanal’ due to the tremendous biodiversity seen here, only 22km from Lençóis. On a visit here you might see capybaras, caimans and tucanares, all while you connect with culture and tradition as you weave fishing nets, visit medical healers and listen to the music of Reisado (traditional music style) groups.

Begin your tour in Quilombola de Remanso. This Ministry of Culture–recognized quilombo originated in the 1920s and operates canoe and cultural tours into the wetlands.

You will travel on the Rio Marimbus, an Area of Environmental Protection (APA), for 8km on a small row boat. From there, walk through the former Roncador Farm to reach the famous river cauldrons and natural whirlpools for an enjoyable swim. End your tour with a tasty, locally prepared lunch and a rest in the community before heading back to Lençóis.
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WHERE TO FIND ADVENTURE BEYOND HIKING

Rappelling and rock climbing

Climb to the top of caves like Gruta do Lapão, enjoy the view and rappel down.

Mountain biking

Ride through rugged trails like Recanto da Chapada or Volta da Serra on half-day or full-day tours.

Stand-up paddleboarding or canoeing

Paddle through the calm Marimbus marsh in the Rio Marimbus.

Hang gliding or paramotor

Glide through the sky from Serra do Orobó.



LOCAL PRODUCTS TO TRY

Coffee

Award-winning coffee beans are grown here. Look out for the brands Gourmet Piata, Serra das Almas and Latitude 13.

Cachaça

Visit distilleries in Abaíra where cachaça is praised as the best in Brazil.

Dried fruits

Communities in Lençóis, Mucugê and Morro do Chapéau produce toxin-free dried fruit sold in weekly markets.


BE PREPARED FOR YOUR ADVENTURE

If you’re not an experienced outdoors person, any physical preparation beforehand will help you more confidently engage with outdoor activities in this region. There are many novice options for non-swimmers or new hikers, but those more skilled in the outdoors such as rappellers, rock climbers and cyclists, will find limitless options to explore.

Unfortunately, Chapada Diamantina is very difficult for wheelchair-users and travelers with mobility challenges. Many municipalities have unpaved, dirt roads and unleveled cobblestones that require quality traction shoes. During hikes and treks, the mobility requirements increase as you go.




Getting Around

Lençóis is the entry point for most of the region. Visitors must arrange a taxi from the airport in Lençóis to the city center, usually through a hotel or tourism agency. Bus lines (Real Expresso, Rapido Federal) run from Salvador direct to Lençóis, some with a stop in Tanquinho (also known as Octaviano Alves), which has connections to other regional municipalities.

Rideshare apps found in other parts of Brazil, like Uber and 99, are not available in this region – take a traditional taxi or moto-taxi instead. Driving is only recommended for travelers that know the area well. The rental cars available in Chapada Diamantina are guaranteed to be equipped for the region’s terrain. Getting around here can require multiple forms of transit to reach a bus station in different municipalities, and not all the schedules align – coordinate transport through a guide or tourist agency to get to places like Vale do Capão or Igatu.





MORRO DE SãO PAULO
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In a state overflowing with beautiful coastlines and picturesque beaches, Morro de Săo Paulo still has a standout reputation as an island getaway. It’s within the archipelago of Tinharé, part of the illustrious Dendê Coast, praised for palm-tree-lined beaches and ecological preservation. In the last 20 years, this area has cultivated a fan club of beach-loving party-goers who escape here whenever possible.

Trade in the congested traffic and metropolitan hassle of the mainland for car-free roads and sandy beaches. Disconnect from everything during a series of beach, mangrove and natural-pool tours, or be energized by surfing, diving or whale-watching expeditions. Nourish your body with fresh cacao juice during the day, and at night try the caipirinha version while you party on the beach or in energetic nightclubs. This is a place for everyone, from beach-loving families to those looking for nightlife.
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TOP TIP

High season on Morro de São Paulo is December to February, which is when places to stay will be at their busiest and prices will be high. Book in advance to guarantee the accommodations you want are available. The area reaches capacity on New Year’s Eve and around Carnaval.




Go Under the Sea

SNORKEL OR DIVE THE REEF

Whether you’re an experienced diver with countless dives under your weight belt or a newbie looking to take the leap and try scuba diving for the first time, the waters around the island of Tinharé are a great place to take the plunge.

The archipelago is home to over 20 different dive sites within its coral reefs, and with warm waters and good visibility, you might see giant sea turtles, starfish, coral and a diverse array of fish. Choose from one of the many dive schools situated in and around the beaches of Morro de São Paulo.

Cia do Mergulho Primeira Praia is a good choice for beginners, offering diving courses with instructors and equipment. Once you’re qualified, book a fun dive and head out with your buddy. Tides and weather conditions tend to be best between November and April. For those preferring to stay above water, there are many different quality spots for snorkelers.
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RESPECT THE CARREGADORES

Carregadores are porters who meet boats as they arrive at the dock and transport belongings around the island of Tinharé. They are almost exclusively young local men, who work tirelessly to move baggage and other heavy items via wheelbarrows.

Their contribution extends well beyond that by helping tourists find their way around the town. Most importantly, they make it possible for the island to remain car-free. The absence of cars is a vital mitigation tool against pollution and a unique characteristic of Morro de São Paulo.

Negotiate your rates (usually starting around R$20 per bag), and be sure to be respectful of the carregadores’ efforts on your visit.



WHERE TO EAT IN MORRO DE SÃO PAULO

Café das Artes

Traditional Bahian food with innovative techniques and excellent service. $$

Santa Luiza

Brazilian classics served with a seaside view, friendly service and affordable prices. $$

Restaurante Chez Max

A local favorite considered the best high-end pizza in the region, and Italian and Bahian staples. $$$


Surfer’s First Stop

SURF COMMUNITY AT FIRST BEACH

Not everyone is willing to make their way to Morro de Săo Paulo, but the surfers that do are rewarded big time. One of the best things here is that surfers won’t have to fight for waves or deal with crowded beaches. They also won’t have to go far to find what they’re looking for – Primeira Praia, the first beach by the city center, is the hub of the local surfing community and other water sports enthusiasts.

Unlike with other water sports on the island, the best time to surf in Morro de São Paulo is the winter when the big waves are present. Luckily, even in the winter, the water in this region is still warm. Connecting with local surfers and the surfer community is essential to your enjoyment and safety as they know these waters well. They will notify you about dangerous rocks, suggest ideal waves, and, if you’re lucky, take you to some of the island’s more secret surfs spots. To make the most of your experience, make contact with groups like Morro de São Paulo Surf Club (@msp.surfclub on Instagram) who will help you find your way.

Party in Paradise

ALL KINDS OF NIGHTLIFE

The town of Morro de São Paulo is a party paradise, and all through the year, every night of the week, there’s some kind of nightlife to be found. From relaxed beachside luaus to traditional indoor DJ-booth night clubs, you will be able to find a dance floor for you.

For a beach-party vibe, your best bet is to go to Toca do Morcego on a Saturday night. Catch a beautiful view of the sunset over the sea while you dance to a medley of electronic sounds alongside island residents and international travelers. For more of a traditional nightclub scene with a DJ to help you dance the night away, Pulsarmix is the stop. It regularly holds themed event nights like foam parties and costume nights that bring out the crowds every time.

Toca do Morecego and Pulsarmix are established crowd favorites, but there are other nightlife experiences to be had here. For an eclectic party, try Teatro do Morro. This cultural space attracts an alternative crowd due to its various entertainment options. During the day, the theater offers a selection of events like capoeira, theater, folk dances and even research presentations. At night the space hosts a non-stop electronic dance party that goes until daybreak.


I LIVE HERE: ISLAND EATS
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Amar Mansoor (@dj_amar_mansoor) is a long-term resident, DJ and experience coordinator between Salvador and Morro de São Paulo. These are his suggestions of locally owned businesses that provide excellent food, service and atmosphere on the island.

Aromas Restaurante (Fonte Grande)

Beautifully located under the historic Jambo tree, Aromas offers a romantic ambience, excellent service, and delicious food all at an affordable price point.

Chez Max

Opened by the late Morro de São Paulo staple, Chef Maximillian offers the best pizza in the region alongside other Italian and Bahian staples. Come here for a higher-end, delicious dining experience.




Getting Around

Morro de São Paulo is a car-free island. Prepare to get around on foot and seek assistance from carregadores, who will help you wheel your baggage to your accommodations.






Beyond Morro de São Paulo
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Communities in the Tinharé archipelago offer so much more than just beaches and boat rides.


Morro de Săo Paulo is a very popular beachside destination and party town, but further into the archipelago, there are some special little spots in Garapuá and Boipeba offering that bit more. Here you’ll find many different opportunities to engage with local cultures, access more secluded beaches and gain an understanding of the area’s long history of folk practices and the origins of the fishing communities that started well before tourism became prominent. It is also a chance to support communities that are vulnerable to climate change right now, which is already impacting the local fishing industry that many residents rely on for their income.

[image: jpg]

Convento de Santo Antônio | JOA SOUZA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Schedules between boats and transfers do not always align and you should book accommodations in advance. Bring cash because these islands do not have bank branches.




See the Islands by Boat

TAKE THE VOLTA À ILHA TOUR

No matter when you visit, the Volta à Ilha boat tour needs to be on your agenda. This staple tour takes you through some of the highlights within the collection of islands. Hop aboard at Terceira Praia, from where the catamaran will take you to your first destination, Garapuá where the beachfront is lined with natural pools. Have a leisurely traditional lunch in Boipeba, where you’ll dock to sample the island’s gigantic lobsters and have time to choose between the beaches of Tassimirim, Cueira and Boca da Barra.

Once you reboard, the tour will take you to Cairu town center, where you’ll continue your gastronomic journey with a fresh oyster tasting on the waters, caught at one of the popular floating bars. Finally, the tour ends with a visit to the historic church Convento de Santo Antônio in Cairu’s town square. Take a moment to appreciate this church as a pristine example of 17th-century Franciscan architecture before making your way back to the shores of Morro de São Paulo. This is a popular tour for visitors and many tourist agencies offer it daily.
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LOCAL DISHES TO TRY

Cacao com biri biri caipirinha

Twist on a caipirinha made with cacao and biri biri, made on the island of Boipeba.

Moqueca de arraia seca desfiada com banna da terra

Unique moqueca made with dried, shredded stingray and plantain, a specialty made by the community of Sao Sebastiao (Cairu).

Giant lobster

Have fresh lobster traditionally prepared seaside in Boipeba at Guido’s Restaurante.

Casquinha da Siri

A flavorful Siri crab meat mixture stuffed in a shell and baked until a crispy crust forms.



WHERE TO EAT

Restaurante Guido da Lagosta

Fresh lobster and seafood selection prepared by fisher Guido on Praia Cueira. $$

Flor da Lua

High-quality seafood in Boipeba prepared in an Italian fine-dining tradition. $$

Casa da Nana

Famous for its crab moqueca and grilled lobster this is a necessary stop in Garapuá. $$


Amid the Mangroves

FISHING HERITAGE IN GARAPUÁ

Beyond its beautiful beaches, Garapuá is home to a fishing community that works the region’s mangroves and preserves its waters, while offering peaceful and tranquil opportunities for visitors to experience the cultures that shaped the island.

Without high engagement from the tourism industry, the community of Garapuá is vulnerable to the environmental impact of oil industries. Canoeing tours through the mangroves give a unique insight into the fascinating ecosystems and diverse fauna of the area. These tours can be scheduled with companies like @Mangueriders_morrodesaopaulo, who will guide you through the experience.

You’ll have a whole new appreciation for your delicious meal at Casa da Nana once you understand the process of catching the crabs and other seafood served at the restaurant. Casa Nana is famous for its homemade specialties like crab moqueca and seasonal lobster.

Traditions of Boipeba

MORE THAN BEACHES

Boipeba is a community with many one-of-a-kind experiences crafted by local traditions. The famous Restaurante Guido da Lagosta, known for its distinctive lobster dishes in the most varied flavors and styles, reflects the island’s heritage as a fishing community. Mr Guido, an artisanal fisherman, created the restaurant to meet the demand of travelers who wanted somewhere to purchase and eat his catch. The restaurant grew with the support of his family and became a place where visitors could learn all about the region’s fishing industry. He offers freshly caught lobsters of a size and quality rarely available elsewhere. With the catch prepared right in front of you, this is a dining experience that lets you get in touch with the entire supply chain, and is a major focal point of Praia da Cueira.

Once your belly is full, get to know the island’s traditions as makers and producers with a stop at Casa de Farinha in the Areal neighborhood. Here you can tour the mill where locals make cassava flour, a reflection of their Tupinambá indigenous heritage. Give yourself time to wander around the cobblestone streets lined with colorful houses and the town square of Velha Boipeba.


HONORING ST BENEDICT

The Reisado de Săo Benedito is a celebration of the city’s patron saint, St Benedict, the son of enslaved Africans in Italy who converted to Christianity. He suffered humiliation and dehumanization but remained dignified and devoted to helping the poor, eventually becoming a well-respected friar. News of his miracles spread around the world.

In Cairu, the festivities in his honor occur on the second Sunday of January in conjunction with Festa dos Santos Reis, starting with a traditional Mass at the Convent of Santo Antônio, followed by a parade with a performance by local groups. The ceremony’s participants are adorned in elegant clothes and jewelry like St Benedict to symbolize ordinary people becoming kings.



WHERE TO STAY IN BOIPEBA

Casa Namoa Pousada

A comfy inn, centrally located with eclectic decor and hospitable hosts. $$

O Céu de Boipeba

Watch the sunset with a breathtaking beach view from this hotel that serves delicious breakfasts. $$

Alizées Moreré

Right next to Praia de Moreré, elevated bungalows with a pool, cafe and restaurant. $$$


Island by ATV

JOURNEY OVERLAND TO BOIPEBA

If you’re an adrenaline and adventure lover who enjoys experiencing a place through nature and exploration, exploring Ilha Tinharé by ATV (all-terrain vehicles) is a must. There are various trails to choose from, one of the most popular being Morro de São Paulo to Boipeba. Making your way along nature trails and through sand, dense forest and rivers to reach Boipeba will help you experience the land up close and personal.

Your journey will start with a quick instruction session led by your guide, then together with your guide and the rest of your tour group, you will pass through key spots like Praia de Garapuá, where you can stop and enjoy a swim and walk its peaceful beaches.

When the group reaches Boipeba, you can choose between its various beaches like Cueira Beach, Bainema Beach and Moreré Beach for swimming, relaxing and exploring. Have lunch, hang around all day and enjoy the sunset – these ATV experiences are customizable to fit the requirements of your group.

Mr Cabeludo’s Museum of Bones

MUSEUM AND STAPLE OF THE COMMUNITY

Mr Cabeludo is the luscious-locked fisherman and curator of Museu dos Ossos (Museum of Bones) in Boipeba, and this unexpected gem is his home.

As a fisher, he started collecting bones he found at sea including whales, dolphins, turtles and various fish. Forty-five years ago he opened his curated home exhibit to the public, and he’s been a source of pride for the whole community ever since.

Cabeludo’s home is more than a museum. It’s an archive of stories, a community staple, and an educational space where you can learn about the island’s cultural heritage and local fauna. The community’s love for this space is evident in the support that Cabeludo has given – a few years ago, locals organized a fundraiser called ‘All together for the museum’s reform’ to help support its renovation.


PERFORMANCES BY ZAMBIAPUNGA & THE CONGOS

Cairu is home to two performance groups, Zambiapunga and the Congos. They perform at cultural celebrations, like Reisado de Săo Benedito, and bring energy to the streets throughout the peninsula. The two groups pay homage to local African heritage. Zambiapunga’s name comes from Brazil’s Bantu roots in honor of the supreme ruler of Candomblé. The participants wear colored overalls called dominos and a colored cone-shaped helmet as they perform, playing agricultural tools like hoes and whelks alongside drums as instruments.

The performers of the Congos adorn themselves with a white coordinating set, a long, flowered skirt layered over it, and a crown on their heads as they play bamboo ganzas and tambourines.




Getting Around

A regular boat or a speed boat runs to Boipeba or Garapuá Monday through Saturday, three times a day. Boats taking travelers between Tinharé and the other islands of the archipelago do not run every day, so it’s best to coordinate with a travel agency or ride with outgoing tours when no buses are available.

On Boipeba, you will walk most short distances on foot. For longer distances look out for unique local transportation methods like a tractor that carries up to eight people per journey or quad bikes that can take two people throughout the island.








MINAS GERAIS & ESPÍRITO SANTO
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TRADITIONAL CUISINE AND FRIENDLY LOCALS


Minas Gerais has long been popular among visitors for its cuisine, but its state capital is slowly making a name for itself as a forward-thinking foodie paradise.
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Brazil’s fourth-largest state and the second-most populated (after São Paulo), Minas Gerais is vast. It’s also one of the country’s most accessible and welcoming states to travel around. This is where you’ll find Brazil’s best cachaça (sugarcane rum), sample the best cheese, and enjoy delicious feijão tropeiro (toasted manioc flour mixed with beans, bacon and sausage). You’ll also learn about colonial history in the center of what used to be Brazil’s gold rush. State capital Belo Horizonte is a livable city with wide avenues, chic restaurants and a lively bar scene, deserving of a few days on your itinerary.

Although very rural, Minas’ economy evolves around mining, but agriculture is the main employer. Minas is Brazil’s leading coffee producer and you’ll find extensive coffee plantations east, west and south of Belo Horizonte. A visit to one of the many specialty coffee farms to taste and learn more about the production is highly recommended.

Minas people are warm and welcoming and the regional food is some of the best in the country; comida mineira food is hearty and portions generous.

The state is landlocked but what it is missing in beaches and sea it makes up for in waterfalls, national parks and hiking opportunities.

For those keen on trying something different, the state’s sertão (backlands) is a must – arid Brazilian landscapes offering a unique insight into a region with rich culture and folklore.
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THE MAIN AREAS

BELO HORIZONTE

Cool restaurants and lively nightlife.

OURO PRETO

Colonial architecture, cobblestones and churches.

VITÓRIA

Off-the-beaten track urban beaches.





Find Your Way


Minas Gerais is one of Brazil’s largest states and situated right in the country’s heartland. Explore the places that best capture its history, culture, culinary excellency and traditions, as well as its natural landscapes.
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Plan Your Time


Explore baroque culture, eat regional delicacies and venture into the heartland of Brazil to hike and cool down in refreshing waterfalls.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Head straight to former capital Ouro Preto. Its well-preserved city center reflects its Portuguese colonial history and the region’s gold-mining history. Start with a walking tour around the hilly cobblestone streets, picturesque shops, numerous churches, museums and small cafes to get your bearings. Must-visits include Mina do Chico Rei, a former gold mine offering tours that take you on a sobering journey through the life of the miners, usually enslaved people brought by the Portuguese from Africa. Another highlight is the ostentatious Basílica Matriz Nossa Senhora do Pilar with its gold and silver gilded interior.




Four Days to Travel Around

• From Ouro Preto continue a short drive east to Mariana with its pretty praças (squares) and then further southwest to Tiradentes, where you can continue to delve into Minas Gerais’ colonial history. The latter is home to antique shops and cute boutiques as well as Igreja Matriz de Santo Antônio, well worth a visit for its sparkly gold interior. Don’t miss out on a steam-train journey from the 19th century that takes you from São João del Rei to Tiradentes and back through the old gold-mining areas of Minas Gerais.




If You Have More Time

• With a week or more at your disposal, after Tiradentes head to gorgeous and eco-conscious Ibitipoca State Park in the southeastern corner of Minas Gerais, where you’ll find more than 30 different species of monkeys, alongside toucans, wild boar and the elusive jaguar. For an unforgettable experience stay a few nights at luxurious Comuna do Ibitipoca, an elegantly restored farmhouse from the 1800s on a 6000-hectare (60 sq km) estate devoted to rewilding. Finish your trip in Belo Horizonte, eating at some of Brazil’s most progressive restaurants and immerse yourself in the city’s vibrant bar life in the trendy Savassi neighborhood.



Seasonal Highlights

Summers are mild by Brazilians standards and winters chilly. Spring is an excellent time to visit Belo Horizonte.

JANUARY

Tiradentes hosts Mostra de Cinema; a film festival showcasing work by Brazilian filmmakers, including world premieres and free outdoor screenings.
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FEBRUARY

Head to Ouro Preto which, thanks to its young student population, hosts a boisterous, fun and lively Carnaval.
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MARCH/APRIL

Semana Santa, one of Brazil’s biggest holidays, is widely celebrated throughout the state with various processions in cities and towns.
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JULY

One of Minas Gerais’ oldest festivals, Festa de NS do Rosário, where various ethnic groups celebrate St Rosário, takes place in Serro.
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AUGUST

Tiradentes hosts Festival de Cultura e Gastronomia attracting some of the country’s best chefs and highlighting the region’s cuisine.
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SEPTEMBER

Listen to evening serenades by local musicians every Saturday from April to October at Vesperata, a long-running musical event in Diamantina.
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DECEMBER

The Brazilian summer starts: an ideal time to head to the state’s many waterfalls and natural swimming pools to cool down.
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BELO HORIZONTE
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Colloquially referred to as Béaga (meaning Belo Horizonte in Portuguese), this young, vibrant and charming state capital offers some of the country’s friendliest locals and a buzzing bar and nightlife scene. Belo Horizonte is said to have more than 9000 botecos (neighborhood bars) scattered around town, serving ice-cold beer, bar snacks and live music in a relaxed atmosphere that’s fully enjoyed by university students and locals alike. For visitors wanting something more upscale, wander around the streets of trendy Savassi neighborhood and sip on specialty coffee at one of the many chic cafes or book a table at one of the city’s finest restaurants in Lourdes neighborhood. The city also offers excellent art museums. For futebol (soccer) enthusiasts, attending a game at Mineirão stadium to watch Clube Atlético Mineiro (known locally as ‘Galo’) play – as they’re loudly cheered on by a very devoted fan base dressed in black-and-white-striped football shirts – is a must.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Mercado Central

SIGHTS

2 Lourdes

3 Savassi

SLEEPING

4 Hotel Fasano

EATING

5 Glouton

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 4 Baretto

6 Garagem do Cab

SHOPPING

7 Mercado Novo




TOP TIP

Stay around a few days. With its friendly population and forward-thinking ways, has more than first meets the eye. There are plenty of cool coffee shops, museums and intriguing restaurants to enjoy.




Culinary Delights

HIGHLIGHTING BRAZIL’S COMIDA MINEIRA

Minas Gerais is famous nationwide for its excellent traditional cuisine, and everywhere you go in Brazil you will find restaurants serving comida mineira (food from Minas Gerais) and Brazilians raving about it. But what better place to sample it than in its home region? On top of this, in the last few years Belo Horizonte has had an exciting and forward-thinking food scene, mixing traditional flavors with international influences. For a casual lunch and to sample some of the region’s finest cheese, marmalades and delicacies, head to the popular Mercado Central. This is where locals go for an after-work drink or to buy the regional Queijo Mineiro (white mineiro cheese); and it’s where tourists come to try typical regional dishes, such as feijão tropeiro, at one of the market’s many no-frills restaurants.

The state is one of the country’s biggest producers of coffee; for a cup of black gold head to Academia do Café, which roasts its own beans and serves frothy cappuccinos, smooth flat whites and cold brews. Continue to upmarket neighborhood Lourdes for a well-crafted drink at sophisticated cocktail bar Garagem do Cab. Six blocks away, finish the night with dinner at fusion restaurant Glouton. Mixing Brazilian and French flavors and listed as one of Latin America’s 100 best restaurants in 2022, its owner Leo Paixão serves dishes such as braised crayfish and pork rib with bean purée. Try the tasting menu if you want the full experience.
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WHY I LOVE BELO HORIZONTE
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Madelaine Triebe, writer

I love the urban charm of landlocked Belo Horizonte – a refreshingly un-touristy city where I often feel like I am the only traveler around. It was a guy and my innate curiosity that first brought me here. On arriving in the city, the hotel staff did not understand my Portuguese because of my foreign accent but did everything to make me feel welcome. The mineiro menino proudly showed me around the whole town, taking me to pretty Praça da Liberdade and introducing me to Feijão Tropeiro at Mercado Central, which were for me two of the first testaments to the genuine warmth and openness of its locals.



WHERE TO STAY IN BELO HORIZONTE

BR Hostel

Friendly, clean hostel offering dorms and private rooms with en-suite bathrooms. Second-floor terrace. $

Hotel Fasano

High-end, five-star hotel in Lourdes for splurging. Some rooms have private plunge pool and terrace. $$$

Royal Golden Hotel

Spacious rooms in hotel within walking distance of Savassi’s many cafes and restaurants. $$

Bar Capital of Brazil

BRAZIL’S BOTECO PLAYGROUND

Self-proclaimed bar capital of Brazil and home to more than 9000 botecos, Belo Horizonte is the perfect place to fully immerse yourself in the Brazilian drinking culture. Walk down the streets of Savassi neighborhood on a Friday or Saturday night and it’s obvious that the people of Béaga love a good night out. Or head to the bottom of Rua da Bahia, where the bars put out tables on the sidewalk and the street is buzzing with life most days of the week. Actually, head to any neighborhood in the city and you’ll find local eating petiscos (plates of bar food designed for sharing) and drinking beers while sitting on red plastic chairs at the local boteco. Every year between mid-April and mid-May the Comida di Buteco takes place, where the botecos compete as to which one makes the best bar food. To get a taste of the variety of the city’s bar life, head to Mercado Novo around lunchtime for an artisanal beer or well-crafted cachaça and you’ll likely be in the company of young professionals in their early thirties doing the same. After a few hours at the modern market get a rideshare out to Sion neighborhood on the outskirts of the city to Antonio’s Bar, a classic corner bar with brown wooden tables that has been around for almost 60 years. Join the locals sharing ribs and sipping beers. Finish your night with something completely different: head to swanky Hotel Fasano’s plush cocktail bar Baretto to sip on negronis and listen to jazz.
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THE DELICIOUS APPEAL OF MERCADO NOVO

One of Belo Horizonte’s youngest markets with a distinct modern flavor opened its doors in 2019 and is a trendy take on the traditional Mercado Central in downtown Béaga. Mercado Novo houses cool restaurants, stylish wine and cocktail bars, and shops selling bespoke scented candles and clothes by independent designers. The city’s young professionals flock here on the weekends to enjoy smoked eggs and salted fish at Cozinha Tupis and wash it all down with cold dark lagers and IPAs from local brewery Cervejaria Viela or cachaça-based drinks at Lamparina Cachaçaria.




Getting Around

Belo Horizonte is best enjoyed on foot and you can access most of the city by walking. However, if you want to venture out to Pampulha or any other neighborhood on the outskirts of town, your best bet is to get a taxi or a rideshare.






Beyond Belo Horizonte
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Hike the nearby mountains, national parks and reserves or visit one of Brazil’s finest outdoor museums, Instituto de Arte Contemporânea Inhotim.


Belo Horizonte means ‘beautiful horizon’ in Portuguese and it’s easy to see why the name comes from the surrounding mountains. To best enjoy the natural frame of the city, head to one of the state parks, where you’ll find numerous trails and waterfalls. You need a car to access most of them, including Parque Nacional da Serra do Cipó and Ibitipoca State Park; getting here by public transportation is complicated or straight out impossible. Within a two- to three-hour drive of Belo Horizonte there are also several towns with well-preserved Portuguese-Brazilian baroque architecture, cobblestone streets and educational places to learn more about the country’s colonial history and slavery, and the lucrative gold-mining days.
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TOP TIP

The state’s well-preserved colonial towns are a popular weekend getaway for many mineiros. Try visiting during the (more peaceful) week.




Art Galleries & Gardens in Inhotim

BRAZIL’S FINEST CONTEMPORARY OUTDOOR MUSEUM

One of the world’s largest open-air art galleries, Instituto de Arte Contemporânea Inhotim, a gigantic exhibition of more than 700 works of art scattered around a 140-hectare botanical garden, is situated in Brumadinho, just over an hour’s drive west of Belo Horizonte. Run by a nonprofit organization today, the museum was founded in the 1980s on private land by one of the country’s richest people, mining magnate Bernardo de Mello Paz.

To get at least a taste of the museum – which has a permanent outdoor collection and 17 galleries dedicated to specific artists, as well as four galleries with temporary exhibitions showcasing work from more than 60 different artists from nearly 40 different countries – leave a whole day (if not two) for your visit. You can choose to wander around on your own among the lakes and monumental sculptures and art installations or pick one of the scheduled guided tours offered in Portuguese and English. It’s home to more than 4000 species of trees and plants, and one of the world’s largest collections of palm trees. There is also the plant nursery, where you can learn more about the biodiversity of the Brazilian cerrado (savanna). The museum is open Wednesday to Sunday (free of charge on Wednesdays), and bus company Saritur runs daily buses to the museum, as well as tour agency Belvitur, both departing from Belo Horizonte in the morning.
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CONTROVERSIAL FOUNDER

Creator of Instituto de Arte Contemporânea Inhotim and former mining and steel businessperson, Bernardo de Mello Paz is one of Brazil’s richest and most influential people – though not without controversy. In late 2017 he was sentenced to more than nine years in prison by a Brazilian federal judge for money laundering. He was accused of having received US$98.5 million into his account, intended as donations to the museum, but Mello instead was accused of relocating it to his other companies. He denied the accusations but stepped down as the museum’s chairperson in the wake of his sentence. He was later freed of all charges in 2020.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN DIAMANTINA

Catedral Pub

Stylish bar serving over 100 different craft beers, many of them local, such as Cerveja Diamantina. $$

Livraria Café Espaço B

Cafe inside one of Diamantina’s most charming bookstores. Enjoy cold coffee drinks, cakes, meat dishes. $$

Relicário Gastronomia

Restaurant decorated with vintage TVs and radios. Brazilian/international classics, like parmigiana and coxinha. $$

Exploring Diamantina & Ibitipoca State Park

WELL-PRESERVED COLONIAL TOWN

One of Minas Gerais’ most well-preserved colonial towns – and the least-visited – Diamantina is five hours by bus from Belo Horizonte. Located in the Espinhaço Mountains at 1260m above sea level, it was the most remote mining town in the state and used to be the starting point of the Estrada Real – the historical road built to transport gold by enslaved people from the inland of Brazil down to the coast in Rio de Janeiro. Formerly named Tejuco and a Unesco World Heritage site since 1999, the city is the birthplace of former Brazilian president and founder of Brasília, Juscelino Kubitschek, as well as home to a diamond museum and well-kept colonial buildings, including Casa da Glória; a former orphanage and school. Every year from April to October the city also hosts the delightful musical event called Vesperata, where local musicians stand on lit-up balconies performing to the audience below. For more musical performances, the town’s municipal market, the Mercado Municipal, has vendors selling delicious and typical mineiro food every Friday, accompanied by live music.

Ibitipoca State Park (a 6½-hour drive from Belo Horizonte) features waterfalls, caves and mountains, and the number of daily visitors is limited to 1000 (of which only 300 are allowed to enter without a reservation). Enjoy trails of various degrees through the dry cerrado-like vegetation of low shrubs, bromelias and different types of orchids, and Lago das Miragens, an inviting caramel-colored lake surrounded by high sandstone cliffs. In the village of Ibitipoca you’ll find numerous cute chalets and pousadas, but if you want to splurge then a stay at Comuna do Ibitipoca, with its understated luxury, organic gastronomy and passion for sustainability,, is a must.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN DIAMANTINA

Pouso da Chica

Charming inn near city center; rooms in main building, chalets with private balconies and hammocks. $$

Pousada Relíquias do Tempo

Pousada decorated with wooden antique furniture and memorabilia. Well-appointed rooms, indoor pool and a sauna. $$

Hotel Estilo da Minas

Spacious rooms with flat-screen TVs, big bathrooms, minibars. On-site restaurant and bar, outdoor pool. $$




Getting Around

There are seven to eight daily buses running from Belo Horizonte to Diamantina. Streets in the center of town are too narrow and steep for any bus driver to successfully navigate them, but the heart of the city is small enough to tackle on foot.





OURO PRETO
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One of the state’s most popular destinations, Ouro Preto, once the capital of Minas and heart of the Brazilian gold rush, offers a multitude of ornate baroque churches (23, to be exact), charming shops, cafes and high-quality restaurants, as well as an important insight into the country’s colonial history. Situated 130km southeast of Belo Horizonte and more than 1000m above sea level at the feet of the Espinhaço Mountains, the landscape of its steep cobblestoned streets up and down the upper and lower parts of town makes the wearing of comfortable, flat shoes highly recommended. Although exploring the colonial center can be exhausting, there are some spectacular viewpoints that make it worthwhile. The town is also a vibrant student city and hosts a lively and fun street party during Carnaval, with a dozen blocos (processions) with people dancing and drumming and free live-music performances around the historic center.
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SIGHTS

1 Basílica Matriz Nossa Senhora do Pilar

2 Igreja de NS das Mercês

3 Igreja de São Francisco de Paula

4 Igreja São Francisco de Assis

5 Museu da Inconfidência

EATING

6 Casa do Ouvidor

7 Olga Nur Solar do Rosario

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

8 Café das Flores

9 Rena Café

SHOPPING

10 Queijaria Tesouros das Gerais




TOP TIP

Ouro Preto attracts visitors from afar during its very popular Carnaval (January/February), so make sure to book your accommodations well in advance if you are heading here during the festivities.




Baroque Architecture & Portuguese Colonialism

ORNATE CHURCHES AND ARCHITECTURE

From the bus terminal, make your way down the steep streets toward the center. Stop at Igreja de São Francisco de Paula to enjoy the stunning panoramic view of town. Continue down the street until you get to Igreja de NS das Mercês on Rua Padre Rolim, constructed in 1773. Have a peek inside (there’s no admission to enter) and admire the emblem above the entrance to the church, depicting the Virgin Mary with her arms open, extending her hands in protection of the enslaved people. To alternate the baroque architecture with a piece of Brazilian abolition history, walk 15 minutes southeast to Mina do Chico Rei, the now abandoned mine of national folk hero Chico Rei, admired for his successful flight against slavery. Then continue west to one of the most important pieces of colonial-era art in Brazil, Igreja São Francisco de Assis. The exterior of the church is carved by famous sculptor and architect Aleijadinho. To see one of the country’s most ostentatious churches, featuring more than 400kg of gold and silver, walk 10 minutes west until you get to Basílica Matriz Nossa Senhora do Pilar. Take a break from God’s houses and venture to Praça Tiradentes, the main square of Ouro Preto, and Museu da Inconfidência, housed in the old town jail, showcasing a number of historic artifacts, including works by Aleijadinho and torture instruments. In the museum you can also find the tomb of Joaquim José da Silva Xavier, best known as Tiradentes – a revolutionary and important figure in the fight against the Portuguese regime in the country.


WHO WAS ALEIJADINHO?

Brazil’s most famous sculptor and architect, Antônio Francisco Lisboa – the son of a Portuguese architect and an enslaved black woman – was born in Ouro Preto in 1738. You’ll find some of his best creations dotted around town; his first major work, the rococo Catholic Church of São Francisco de Assis, built between 1766 and 1794, features two dramatic round bell towers typical of Lisboa’s trademark style, where he went against the traditional Portuguese straight lines. Famously known by his nickname Aleijadinho (meaning ‘little cripple’), despite being born with a debilitating decease that led him to lose his fingers and toes and the use of his hands, he kept working with tools strapped to his arms.



WHERE TO STAY

Hotel Solar do Rosário

Five-star hotel with two rooftop pools and a stylish on-site restaurant. Large rooms, comfortable beds. $$$

Buena Vista Hostel

Impeccably run hostel with clean dorms, free parking and a bar. All rooms have balconies. $

Pousada Solar de Ópera

Set in a 19th-century building, charming hotel with a lovely view of the historic town. $$

Mineira Food

A FOODIE TOUR AROUND TOWN

Devote at least a day to sampling delicious and heartwarming mineira food, and regional cheese and wine. Start your morning with a hot cup of coffee and some pão de quejo (Brazilian doughy rolls stuffed with cheese) with goiabada (red guava cheese) at charming Rena Café. On your way out, pick up a bag of specialty roasted regional beans. Head to traditional Casa do Ouvidor for lunch. The traditional restaurant is famous for its authentic and mouthwatering comida mineira food. Specialties include tutu à mineira (mashed beans with roasted pork, crackling and a boiled egg) and to-die-for feijão tropeiro. For dessert, go for the doce de leite or the goiabada cascão com queijo (guava paste with cheese). Swing by Café das Flores to pick up a bottle of Dom de Minas Cabernet Franc from the southern parts of the state (yes, red wine is even made in this part of Brazil!), then head to Queijaria Tesouros das Gerais for some local cheese; super-friendly owner Luciana will guide you through the selection. Bring the cheese and wine to one of the city’s many viewpoints, there’s one just outside Luciana’s shop where you can enjoy the lush view of the surrounding hills. For dinner there’s a wide range of high-quality restaurants in town; picking just one can be hard, but stylish hotel restaurant Olga Nur Solar do Rosario is where you can find an extensive wine list and international classics like steak tartar, duck confit and grilled shrimps on the menu.


THE LEGEND OF CHICO REI

Chico Rei was an African king who was captured by the Portuguese, along with his family and entire tribe, and transported from Africa to Brazil. Enslaved and forced to work in the 18th-century gold mines of Ouro Preto, Chico Rei managed to buy his own freedom and eventually the freedom of his whole family and tribe. Collectively, they later bought a gold mine of their own in Encardadeira; today known as Mina do Chico Rei, the abandoned mine is open for visits.




Getting Around

There’s a local small bus running between the bus station and Capela do Padre Faria on the east side, with stops in the historic center along the way, but the best way to explore Ouro Preto is on foot.






Beyond Ouro Preto
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Ouro Preto’s surrounds offer scenic train routes, beautiful nature, ancient gold mines and picturesque villages.


Traveling beyond the borders of Ouro Preto you are met with rolling green hills and, just 14km northeast of the city, following the BR-356, you’ll find Mariana, another well-preserved colonial town. It is an easy day trip from Ouro Preto but it’s also worth staying here a couple of nights; it has two of Mina’s prettiest squares, and the small historic center is easy to navigate. Right between Ouro Preto and Mariana is an ancient gold mine, founded in the 1700s by the Portuguese. Further southwest, you find Tiradentes and the bedazzling Igreja Matriz de Santo Antonio. If you’re looking for something off the beaten track, head south from Ouro Preto to Lavras Novas; it’s frequented by weekend visitors from Belo Horizonte, but unknown to most international visitors.
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TOP TIP

Both Mariana and Tiradentes have some well-preserved baroque architecture but are less frequented by international visitors, so head here to explore with locals.




Train Rides & Gold Mines

VINTAGE STEAM TRAINS, ANCIENT MINES

Remnants from the lucrative gold-mining days await on the charming historic tourist steam train, hissing its way between São João Del Rei and Tiradentes (twice daily Friday to Sunday) on one of Brazil’s first rail lines. Sit on the left-hand side leaving from São João Del Rei to fully enjoy the pretty view outside your window, as the train slowly makes it way towards Tiradentes; the 12km-long route takes you through the valley of Serra de São José, as well as one of the oldest gold-mining areas in Minas Gerais.

Halfway between Mariana and Ouro Preto, along Rua Mariana, you can visit Minas da Passagem, an old gold mine founded by the Portuguese in 1719 and which closed for good in the mid 1980s. During the peak of the gold rush – the biggest in the Americas during the time – Mariana and Ouro Preto together stood for roughly 50%of the gold production in the world. Apart from the steam train, to get to Minas da Passagem take any bus running from Mariana towards Ouro Preto (or vice versa) and ask the bus driver to drop you off at the mine, which consists of a system of tunnels measuring more than 30km. Descending more than 100m underground in a shaky cable car, the guided tour will give you an insight into the history of the quarry and the local gold-extracting methods, then take you to a subterranean lake for a sobering look at where many enslaved people died while dynamiting into the rock.
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WHAT IS COMIDA MINEIRA?

Famous nationwide for its hearty dishes and homemade food, Minas Gerais’ cuisine, known as comida mineira, is adored by Brazilians throughout the country. Classic dishes like feijão tropeiro, tutu (a common side dish made of puréed beans and cassava flour) and frango com guiabo (chicken with okra) are traditionally cooked in black clay pots on wood-fire stoves. Traveling through Minas Gerais, you’ll often find these dishes sold in markets, artisanal shops and sometimes by locals along the road. Must-tries include pão de queijo (a chewy ball of cheese dough) and goiabada (a red guava cheese usually eaten with Minas’ regional white cheese).



WHERE TO EAT

Lua Cheia, Mariana

Self-serving per-kilo buffet, with typical dishes from Minas. Prices are good value. $

Villeiros, São João del Rei

Another very good-value and excellent self-serving, food-per-kilo restaurant, with traditional regional dishes. $$

Taberna d’Omar, São João del Rei

Lovely little cafe with homemade cakes, and it also roasts its own coffee beans. $

Baroque & Rococo Architecture

FINE MANSIONS, PRETTY SQUARES

Situated a 20-minute drive northeast of Ouro Preto and home to several baroque buildings, Mariana is the state’s oldest city. With its small concentrated historic center, it’s an easy destination to explore well-preserved colonial buildings. Catch the local bus from Ouro Preto and get off at the northwestern corner of the historic center. Then head southeast to Catedral Basílica da Sé on Praça Cláudio Manuel, where the main attraction is the German organ with carved wooden angels. Continue with a short walk to Praça Minas Gerais to admire the exterior of Mariana’s prettiest church, Igreja Sao Francisco de Assis (there’s also one of the same name in Ouro Preto), designed by Aleijadinho who also made part of the interior of the building (it has been closed for restoration since 2018). Just next to the church you’ll find another rococo building: Igreja Nossa Senhora do Carmo. Constructed in the 1780s, the church was almost lost in a fire in 1999; most things were restored including the ceiling, but the paintings could not be saved. A short walk away is Museu de Arte Sacra de Mariana, featuring sculptures by Aleijadinho, as well as other religious objects. Mariana makes for an easy day trip, or stay at lovely Hotel Providência, housed in a building from the 1800s, two blocks from Praça Minas Gerais. For more ostentatious European-style architecture and rococo art, continue southwest. In Tiradentes, a roughly three-hour drive from Mariana and Ouro Preto, you’ll be dazzled by the shiny gold interior in one of Aleijadinho’s last designs, Igreja Matriz de Santo Antônio.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY BEYOND OURO PRETO

Pousada Vila Mineira, Lavras Novas

Lovely inn with colorful and spacious chalets. Deluxe chalets come with their own private Jacuzzis. $$

Pousada Palavras Novas, Lavras Novas

Charming pousada: comfortable rooms, beautiful garden and a waterfall 2km away. Restaurant serving fondue, pasta. $$

Pousada Richard Rothe, Tiradentes

Historic building in Tiradente’s old town, this inn offers charming rooms and a lovely garden. $$




Getting Around

Traveling between the state’s colonial towns is fairly easy; there are regional buses serving most towns. However, getting to some cities sometimes require a change of buses.





VITóRIA
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Vaguely similar to Rio de Janeiro city, with its sun, sand and skyline of mountains and high-rise buildings, Vitória – the state capital of Espírito Santo – is its significantly lesser-known cousin and mostly overlooked by international visitors. Offering long stretches of beaches, Vitória, together with Vilha Vela (a part of the Greater Vitória metropolitan area), is worth a visit if you are looking for a sunny destination off the beaten path. Founded in 1535 on an island off the Atlantic coast, the city is today made up of a handful of isles connected by several bridges, and its urban layout is spread over a vast area. It consists of an old center, where you have most of the city’s historic sites, as well fashionable beach-side districts several kilometers away, where you’ll find the best nightlife and plenty of restaurants. There’s also a business district stretching several kilometers along the Baía da Vitória.
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SIGHTS

1 Capela de Santa Luzia

2 Convento da Penha

3 Museu de Artes do Espírito Santo

4 Palácio Anchieta

5 Praia da Costa

6 Praia do Camburí

7 Vila Velha

SHOPPING

8 Garoto Chocolate




TOP TIP

Given the size of the city and its greater metropolitan area, to fully appreciate Vitória and discover the best of what it has to offer you need a bit of time. Stay at least a few nights and explore it.




Urban Stretches of Sand & Seafood

CITY BEACHES AND FRESH SHELLFISH

Vitória has some fine stretches of white sand in the city. Some of the best ones include Praia do Camburi, a 6km-long beach dotted with restaurants and high-rise hotels in the north where it’s also possible to windsurf, and the quieter Praia da Costa in the south, which is a good place to go bodyboarding. The city’s coastal location also makes it an excellent place to try delicious seafood, including mouthwatering moquecas (Bahian stew) and fresh crab. Outdoor sports are popular; you can do your daily exercise along the shore, walk, run or rollerblade, then enjoy a drink or two at one of the many restaurants along the coast, just like the locals.


If you want to swim and bask in the sun, continue to Vitória’s sister village Vila Velha and popular beach resort Praia da Costa, where the waters are clean and the high-rise condos are plenty. Grab a table under an umbrella, order some fried squid and a cold beer and do like the Brazilians and spend the whole day with your feet in the sand eating, drinking and just enjoying life.

Exploring the Historic Center

OLDEST PART OF THE CITY

Founded in the 1500s, the historic center of Vitória is built on a steep hillside overlooking the more modern parts of the city. Technically, it’s the ‘downtown’ and like in most Brazilian cities it’s a mishmash of historic buildings, cheap shops and street vendors selling various types of snacks and, to be frank, it can be perceived as rather shabby. But give it a chance,as the area is full of character, and worth a day of exploring. Start at Av Jerônimo Monteiro and walk up the stairs to Cidade de Alta (Upper City) where you find the grand Palacio Anchieta – a former Jesuit school and now home of the state governor. Here you can take a guided tour of the palace and visit the official tomb of Padre Anchieta, one of Brazil’s first Jesuit missionaries from Europe and most famous for being one of the founders of São Paulo. Continue to the oldest building in the city – the modest-looking Capela de Santa Luzia – built in 1537. Continue to Museu de Arte do Espírito Santo, to enjoy its rotating exhibits at the edge of the historic center.

For a more contemporary museum and something completely different, head to Garoto Chocolate Factory in Vila Velha, where the country’s most famous chocolate is made; there’s a small exhibit on the factory’s history. There’s the opportunity to purchase some chocolate in the shop on your way out and whatever you do don’t miss out on a visit to Convento da Penha to enjoy the gorgeous panoramic views from the 16th-century monastery.

WHERE TO STAY

ibis Vitória Praia de Camburi

Modern, standard hotel in front of Praia de Camburi. $$

Senac Ilha do Boi

Atop a hill, 350m from the beach, panoramic bay views, though rooms feel slightly outdated. $$

Sheraton

Five-star hotel conveniently located just across the beach, with gym, outdoor swimming pool and restaurant. $$$


MOQUECA CAPIXABA

A regional dish of Espírito Santo, moqueca capixaba is a form of stew where annatto – a condiment from the seeds of the achiote tree – is responsible for the stew’s deep red-orange color. Together with the annatto (making it different and lighter to the Bahian moqueca, where dendê oil is used), it’s traditionally made with white fish, tomato, onions, peppers, garlic and lime juice. The dish is also cooked in a special pot made out of black clay and glazed with the sap from the mangrove tree.




Getting Around

Vitória is vast and covers a big area; it’s best explored by public transport, taxi or rideshare rather than by foot. Local buses to both the city center, Praia do Camburi, and Vila Velha, run from different stops outside the city’s main bus terminal on Av Alexandre Buzias.






Beyond Vitória
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Gorgeous sand dunes, national parks, turtles and enticing beaches, Vitória’s surrounds make any nature lover happy.


Blessed with spectacular sand dunes, sleepy fishing villages, beautiful beaches and stretches of mangrove forest, Espírito Santo has many scenic attractions, mostly missed by international visitors. North of Vitória is Reserva Natural Vale, a privately owned protected area of the Mata Atlântica rainforest, where you can hike through the dense jungle, and further north you get to the 30m-high sand dunes of Itaúnas State Park and the surrounding mangrove forest. Just 60km south of the state capital, you can sunbathe on one of Guarapari’s 23 beaches, or take a 50-minute drive west of Vitória to get to Domingos Martins, tucked in the hills of Serra Capixaba, where you can explore the nearby streams and forests.
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TOP TIP

Try to head to Itaúnas in July, when the town host’s its annual forró (type of Brazilian music) festival.




Forró Festival in Itaúnas

MUSIC FROM THE NORTHEAST

There is one bus running directly from Vitória to Itaúnas on Fridays and Saturdays only, taking just under six hours. The rest of the week a car is essential if you want to head straight to Itaúnas. During the forró festival in July there are daily buses running to and from Vitória and Itaúnas with bus company Águia Branca.

In July every year Itaúnas morphs into a crowded hotspot when the annual forró festival, FENFIT, is held here; visitors from all over the country arrive to listen to live music and dance the night away. What started as a dance party in 1988, Forró in Itaúnas was merely a community event, with forró artist Luiz Geraldino from the neighboring town performing at the local Bar Forró. But soon the village drew attention from university students in São Paulo, who flocked to the hamlet. It has grown tremendously in popularity, drawing tourists from all over the country during the holidays. Big names in the genre, originating from the Northeast of Brazil, have performed in Itaúnas, including artists Marinês, Dominguinhos, Mestre Zinho and Geraldo Azevedo. The cultural movement was later accompanied by the idea of a festival, and in 2001 FENFIT was born. In Brazil the concept of forró includes many things; a rhythm, a dance and a musical genre, as well as the happening itself, where people listen to the music and dance. It’s a two-step dance, and the music-style has grown immensely in popularity in the country throughout the years. The style is believed to derive from the farms and plantations in the state of Ceará and is today an important part of the culture, some would even say it’s a way of life, in Northeastern Brazil.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT BEYOND VITóRIA

Dona Pedrolina

Family-run restaurant serving traditional Brazilian dishes, such as moqueca de camarão (shrimp stew). $$

A Casa di Berê

Specialities include tasty pastas and parmigiana (meat with melted cheese and tomato sauce) with mashed potato. $$



WHERE TO STAY

A Nave Pousada e Camping

Colorful pousada with rustic rooms, some with their own private terrace. Has an attached campground. $$

Pousada Ocean

Air-conditioned, cute rooms decorated in bright colors, 600m from Praia de Itaúnas. $$

Pousada Vila Mundi Itaúnas

Small pousada with a swimming pool, 400m from Itaúnas town center. $$

Sand Dunes & Wildlife

HIKE IMPRESSIVE TRAILS

In Espírito Santo make sure not to miss Parque Estadual de Itaúnas (a four-hour drive from Vitória), stretching out along the coast south of Bahia and 270km north of Vitória. Founded in the early 1990s to resist plans of hotel developments along the shore, the approximately 3500-hectare state park serves to protect the breeding grounds of the sea turtles who visit every year from September to March, to lay eggs. As a visitor to the park, you’ll be greeted by the sight of the impressive 30m-high sand dunes, offering fantastic views of the light-blue Atlantic Ocean. Hike along the beach, walking the 8km-long trail to Riacho Doce, a small freshwater creek just at the border of Bahia. You might also be lucky to spot some of the park’s wildlife; it’s home to monkeys, cute black spotted jaguatiricas (wild cats) – also known as ocelots – and sloths. The park’s most popular hike is the the 1km-long Trilha das Dunas. It takes you across the high dunes with panoramic views of the ocean, leading you to a bunch of beach barracas (stalls selling drinks and simple food/snacks), where you can reward yourself with a beer once you arrive. For a more ambitious hike, you can opt for the trail to Riacho Doce, but there are also plenty of trails in between. There’s the roughly 40-minute walk, Trilha do Tamandaré, which takes you on a sanded path through lush forest to the beach.


BEST PLACES TO STAY BEYOND VITóRIA

Casa da Praia, Itaúnas

Family run, quiet pousada with a cozy vibe, lovely hospitality and caring owners. $$

Pousada Aroeira, Itaúnas

Modern, small hotel with pool and garden. Close to the center; clean and crisp rooms. $$

Recanto da Pedra, Iriri

Located right by the sea, attractive, great-value pousada. Rooms come with air conditioning. $$




Getting Around

It’s possible to get around by public transportation, but it’s sometimes time consuming. Hire a car if you want to make things easy for yourself.








BRASÍLIA & GOIÁS
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POLITICAL AND GEOGRAPHICAL HEART OF BRAZIL


From concrete jungle to biological jungle, this diverse region of quiet country towns and futuristic city tower blocks, is Brazil’s ‘road less traveled.’
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This is a region that is a tale of two halves. On the one hand there’s Brasília, the capital of the nation and a city unlike any other. Purpose-built in the 1960s, Brasília was supposed to be a vision of the future, although today it comes across as more of a retro vision of the future. It’s a city that you will either love or hate; the vast open expanses of concrete and its status as a city of bureaucrats mean that, when it comes to atmosphere, this is certainly no Rio. But, at the same time, its peculiar architectural style, in which the city center was designed to look like an airplane – and many of the buildings looking like they belong on the set of a 1960s sci-fi TV show – has given the city Unesco World Heritage status and makes visiting it an experience that is surreally different to almost any other urban Brazilian encounter. And then, on the other hand, there is Goiás, which couldn’t be further removed from Brasília. Instead of vistas of concrete, here it’s big skies and open ranching land interspersed with rugged mountain plateaus, spectacular waterfalls, quiet hiking trails, picturesque colonial-era towns and hundreds upon hundreds of towering termite mounds that in places glow an alien green.

The two sides are different, but both are are strangely intoxicating.
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THE MAIN AREAS

BRASÍLIA

Retro-futuristic capital city.

PARQUE NACIONAL DA CHAPADA DOS VEADEIROS

Hiking & waterfalls.

PIRENÓPOLIS

Attractive colonial-era town and countryside adventures.

PARQUE NACIONAL DAS EMAS

Stunning wildlife, glowing termite mounds.




Find Your Way


There’s a lot of empty space in the state of Goiás. Good roads shoot out like bicycle spokes from the capital to most places of tourist interest.
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Plan Your Time


How you plan your visit to this area largely depends on whether you get your kicks from the urban jungle or the real jungle. But, if possible, take in both sides of this diverse region.
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Two Days in the Capital

• Despite being the nation’s capital, Brasília is not like anywhere in else in Brazil. In fact, it’s probably not like any city you’ve been to anywhere before. Time-pressed travelers will be pleased to hear that with just a day at your disposal you can get a brief overview of the city and see most of the 1960s retro-futuristic public buildings. With two days, you can also explore the superquadras, the self-contained residential areas on either side of the city center, and finish with a culinary tour of Brazil by eating at the Feira da Torre.




Five Chalk & Cheese Days

• With five days at your disposal, you can spend two days in Brasília marveling over the general weirdness of the place. For extra-special weirdness, visit the headquarters of one of the New Age cults that have sprung up here. For a change of scene on day three, catch a bus west to charming Pirenópolis where you can wander from church to church, then set out on a day tour to see how many of the 73 waterfalls strewn around the pretty countryside you can splash about in. For more 18th-century colonial architecture, head to Cidade de Goiás.




Two Diverse Weeks

• Spend the first three days in Brasília checking out Unesco World Heritage–listed architecture and enjoying the varied restaurants and bars. Head north to the Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Veadeiros, where you can spend a few days in your hiking boots rambling from viewpoint to natural swimming hole to divine waterfall. Return to Brasília for a night before heading west to pretty Pirenópolis where you can follow the suggestions outlined in the five-day itinerary. Finally, make your way to the magical Parque Nacional das Emas for some of Brazil’s best wildlife-viewing.



Seasonal Highlights

Most of this region can be visited year-round, but expect heavy rain between December and April, when hiking can be hard work.

JANUARY

This is the wettest month, which can make travel complicated in remoter areas, but Brasília is still okay.
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APRIL

Historical re-enactment in Pirenópolis during the Festa do Divino Espírito Santo, more popularly known as As Cavalhadas.
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JUNE

The coolest and driest month is the nicest time for hiking in the Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Veadeiros.
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JULY

It’s the height of the holiday season and most of the population of Brasília seems to flee the city.

[image: jpg]

MARCELO MORYAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

AUGUST

A busy period for domestic and international tourism, which can make places like Pirenópolis overly crowded.
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OCTOBER

The first of the rains bring a much needed green and flowery tinge to the countryside.
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NOVEMBER

The termite light show in the Parque Nacional das Emas hits its eery peak.
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BRASíLIA


[image: jpg]

Just 60 years ago, Brasília, the unlikely capital of the nation, was nothing but a wide sweep of hot savanna. But then, along came a president (Juscelino Kubitschek) with an idea, and he met a man (the architect Oscar Niemeyer) who could turn whacky ideas into cement-and brick-reality, so a few years later Brasília rose up out of the scrub and replaced Rio as Brazil’s political capital. And what a creation Brasília was. All this took place during a time when it seemed eminently possible that humanity was just one small step away from living on the moon, and the city reflects a 1960s idea of a space-age future.

Today, the featureless spaces, massive roads and grandiose buildings are a superb tribute to modernist architecture, and this carefully designed place is a city you will either love or hate. Either way, Brasília could not be more different from beachside Rio.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Congresso Nacional

2 Palácio do Itamaraty

3 Palácio do Planalto

SIGHTS

4 Catedral Metropolitana

5 CLN 205/206

6 Eixo Monumental

7 Museu Nacional

8 Parque da Cidade

9 Praça do Cruzeiro

10 Praça dos Trés Poderes

11 SQS 308

12 Teatro Nacional Cláudio Santoro

13 Torre de TV

SLEEPING

14 Hospedagem Domiciliar Asa Sul

EATING

15 Feira da Torre




TOP TIP

Entry is not permitted to many of the public and government buildings if you are dressed in shorts, short skirts or dresses, sleeveless or crop tops or if wearing sandals. For many government buildings, tourist visits are only permitted as part of a guided tour and at very specific times.




Niemeyer’s Architectural Visions

MARVEL OVER RETRO-FUTURISTIC ARCHITECTURE

Over the past 50 years or so, a number of countries have set out to create a brand new, purpose-built, clean and orderly capital city, but few have pulled it off with quite the same futuristic style as Brasília. Actually, when we say futuristic, that’s no longer really correct. The idea of building a new capital was launched in 1956 when the president of Brazil at the time, Juscelino Kubitschek, approached acclaimed architect Oscar Niemeyer and asked him to create a city of the future. And that’s what Niemeyer and his team did, in extraordinary speed – Brasília was ready to open for business just four years after Niemeyer was first approached. Niemeyer had a knack for turning ugly reinforced concrete into architectural masterpieces, and in Brasília he created a 1960s vision of the future. Of course, tastes change and what the architects of 60 years ago thought the future would look like didn’t come to pass; many of the buildings look like they have come off the set of an early Doctor Who program. But, as a monument to boundary-pushing 1960s concrete architecture, Brasília is in a class of its own.

There’s interesting architecture throughout the city, but the most arresting public buildings are all to be found on a central line running from the Praça dos Trés Poderes to Praça do Cruzeiro, 6km to the northwest. In the Brasília heat, walking between all of these sights might be a bit too much for most people, so in the following text we have suggested where it’s wise to jump in a taxi and scoot to the next set of buildings.

Start at the vast, sun-baked Praça dos Trés Poderes. Dotted in striking sculptures and overlooked by a simply enormous flagpole, it’s the focal point of the city. The name of the square means ‘Three Powers’ and, true to its name, the square is lined by the Presidential Palace, the Supreme Court and the Parliament. The Palácio do Planalto, the office of the president of Brazil, is an outstanding Niemeyer design with curved lines, huge columns and a sweeping ramp inside that together make it one of the finest examples of modernist architecture in the world. On one of the regular tours of the interior, you even get a glimpse inside the president’s office (if he isn’t present at the time). The Congresso Nacional (National Congress) is just a couple of hundred meters further up the road and is another iconic building marked by inverted roof dishes that are supposed to symbolize that membership is open to all ideologies. It’s worth joining one of the frequent guided tours where you’ll see a ‘Tunnel of Time,’ exhibitions, some interesting murals and the color-coded chambers of the Senate (blue) and House of Representatives (Green).

Just beyond the Palácio do Planalto is the Palácio do Itamaraty, which is home to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Being ‘foreign’ gives it a license to be a bit different and, with its series of concrete arches rising up above pools of water and floating gardens, that it certainly is. Note also the five marble blocks outside, each of which represents a continent. As there’s only five of them, we can only assume that geography wasn’t the strong point of the architect who designed them.
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Jump in a taxi for the 2km drive up to the amazing Catedral Metropolitana. We’d say it’s one of the planet Earth’s most surreal cathedrals, but due to its UFO-like appearance we suspect it’s actually from another planet. Sixteen curved ribs rise into the sky and enclose the blue-tinged circular building of stained glass that’s guarded by Ceschiatti’s Four Disciples sculptures. The interior is dominated by the stained-glass roof that fills the cathedral with light, but otherwise it’s simply a large expanse of polished concrete.

Hop across the street to go from one bizarre dome to another. The Museu Nacional is an apparently solid white dome that looks like a planet (perhaps the one the cathedral flew down from?) that’s crashed into the ground. The interior is marked by an apparently inverse mezzanine floor held up by columns suspended from the roof. Among the architectural oddities are permanent and temporary art exhibitions that are normally far more conservative than the building housing them.

Walk a kilometer north, over the parks (you could take a taxi, but the road system means it takes just as long as walking) to the Teatro Nacional Cláudio Santoro (National Theater), which looks like a pyramid with the top lopped off (there has to be an alien connection somewhere there!). Head inside to admire the indoor garden and the sculptures.


BRASíLIA’S OTHER MODERNIST MASTERPIECES

In Brasília, where there’s one conversation-stopping building, there’s always another. Check out the following modernist masterpieces:

Palácio da Alvorada

Get a closer look at the lakeside Niemeyer-designed presidential palace on the Wednesday tours.

Biblioteca Nacional

Arches and grilles make for a one-of-a-kind library.

Santuário Dom Bosco

The 7400 pieces of illuminated Murano glass give a blue tinge to the light within this church.




THE MAN BEHIND THE MARVEL: OSCAR NIEMEYER

Oscar Niemeyer (1907–2012), the man who is largely responsible for Brasília’s design style, was arguably Latin America’s most important architect. His works can be seen in many other Brazilian and South American cities as well as in Europe (he designed the Serpentine Gallery in London and a cultural center in Le Havre, France). His first major commission was for the Palácio Gustavo Capanema in his home town of Rio. From there, his career sky-rocketed until its undoubted culmination with the design of Brasília. Niemeyer was a personal friend of Fidel Castro who once described himself and Niemeyer as the ‘last communists on Earth.’ Although hugely feted in Brazil, his political beliefs still meant that he was driven into exile during the military dictatorship.



WHERE TO DRINK IN BRASÍLIA

New Mercadito

Glitzy cocktails, titillating tapas and bulging burgers make this the best city-center nightspot.

1 Primeiro

Large, hangar-like cocktail and snacking bar full of bright lights and bright faces.

Outro Calaf

Live samba music keeps the town’s favorite dance floor pumping.

BRASÍLIA’S BEST RETRO SLEEPS

Brasília Palace Hotel

Iconic hotel designed by Niemeyer and perfectly fitting Brasília’s modernist style. $$

Hotel Nacional

This 1960s concrete monolith slots easily into the city’s love-it-or-loathe-it design. $$

Kubitschek Plaza

Giant hotel block with famous photos of Brasília’s founding fathers. $$

BEST BUDGET SLEEPS

Joy Hostel

VW buses burst out of the walls at this large and confident hostel. $

Hostel Villa Brasília

Set in a leafy garden out in the superquadras, with a friendly welcome. $

Hotel Diplomat

A hotel rather than a hostel that’s well run, if lacking in character. $


Navigating Brasília

SOLVE THE MATHEMATICAL PUZZLE

For new arrivals to Brasília understanding addresses can be dumbfounding, but the system is actually highly logical. Addresses here are a series of numbers and letters that pinpoint an exact location. For example, the address ‘SQS 704, Bloco Q, Casa 29’ translates as Superquadra Sul (South) 704, bloco (building) Q, casa (house) 29. The first digit in the address (7) shows the position east or west of the main arterial road, the Eixo Rodoviário. Odd numbers are to the west, even ones to the east. So our location is seven blocks to the west of the Eixo Rodoviário. The last two digits (04) show the distance north or south from the Eixo Monumental (the main square on the Eixo Rodoviário). In this case, the digit 04 indicates that it’s four blocks to the south of the Eixo Monumental.

Now, time for a maths test. Please go and find SQS 308. Did you find it? Well done. The reason we sent you to this block is because it was the prototype for all the other superblocks. It has nine residential buildings, and the gardens are the only ones designed by famous landscape gardener Roberto Burle Marx. Completely surrounding the block, they are densely forested and there’s a large reflecting pool full of colorful koi carp. Marx designed it in this way so that residents had the impression that they were living in the countryside. The block is also known for its ground-floor exterior tile work. Many blocks in the city have these, but the ones here are considered some of the finest. The block’s kindergarten is also considered a classic of modernist design, and there’s an outdoor sports area and impressive church covered in unusual tile murals.
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ONE GIANT FLAG

Dominating the Praça dos Trés Poderes is a huge flagpole topped by an equally attention-gathering Brazilian flag. In fact, this is said to be the world’s largest continually flown flag (although it is changed for a clean once every month), having hung from the flagpole since the inauguration of the city in 1960. It weighs an impressive 600kg (1300lb). On the first Sunday of every month, the flag is changed by the Presidential Guard Battalion (and sometimes in the presence of the president) in a ceremony full of pomp. Next to the flag is a cenotaph commemorating Brazilian national heroes and a flame of peace.




Superquadra Life

LIFE IN THE WINGS

Stretched out on either side of the central heart of Brasília are the superquadras (super-blocks), which are the main residential areas. Seen from above, they look like the wings of a bird or an airplane. Envisioned as self-contained neighborhoods, the 96 superquadras are made up of orderly apartment blocks. Each superquadra is around 300m long and surrounded by small areas of parkland and trees. Each one also shares a street of shops and bars with a neighboring superquadra, with the idea being that this would foster community ties (how well that’s worked is open for debate). It’s these super-blocks that are the true heart of Brasília, and you should devote some time to exploring them. One of the more curious of them is CLN 205/206. This superquadra was designed for Terracap by Doramélia da Motta who, while still an architecture student, came up with the idea of reversing the superquadra on itself. So, instead of shops and restaurants facing the main street like anywhere else, here they face the opposite way and the super-block itself has been described as an inverted UFO. Also, the gardens are on the rooftops and the patios are tucked away into inner courtyards such as might be found in southern Spain.
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While visiting a superquadra is a fascinating outing, an even better way of experiencing one is to actually stay in one of the growing number of homestays where you can experience superquadra family life. Pick a good one and you might get to eat with the host family or even get a personalised tour of Brasília. The site melhorespousadas .tur .br/ df/ brasilia/ pousadas has a few homestays listed, as does homestay.com. The Hospedagem Domiciliar Asa Sul is one of the most reliable.
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ALTERNATIVE BRASíLIA

A city purpose-built for civil servants is never going to be a hub of alternative thought. But despite that, there are a couple of places where a more left-wing thought process surfaces.

Supren Verda

In a country of dedicated carnivores, a purely vegan restaurant is a rarity. $

Jardim Botânico

These pretty gardens contain a herb garden and a display of medicinal plants.

Bar Beirute – Asa Sul

This Brasília institution has a patio, an edgy crowd and is gay- and lesbian-friendly.



WHERE TO EAT IN BRASÍLIA

Olivae

Superb Mediterranean fare created by the hand of one of Brazil’s master chefs. $$

Taypá

Sassy and surprising modern Peruvian dishes make this worth the drive out of the center. $$$

Coco Bambu Iguatemi Brasília

Fabulous seafood (prawn-based dishes a specialty) at this popular place. $$

Mangai

From both a design and a taste perspective this outstanding place likes to make an impression. $$

Ticiana Werner Restaurante

Gourmet Brazilian dishes in a refined setting. Impressive wine list too. $$$

Trattoria da Rosário

Award-winning Italian restaurant where all the olives are placed in just the right spot. $$$

TV Views

DINNER WITH A VIEW

The sheer scale of Brasília becomes apparent as you stand, with the wind blowing through your hair, on the 75m-high observation platform of the Torre de TV (TV Tower) that lords it over the Eixo Monumental. Although it’s not quite tall enough to get a full overview of the airplane-like shape of the original city plans (you’d actually have to be in an airplane to get that view), you can get a good idea of the central layout (the cockpit, so to speak) and the main governmental and public buildings. Descending back down to ground level, take some time to enjoy the dancing fountains emitting cooling spray in the dusty parkland around the tower, join everyone else in snapping a selfie in front of the I Love Brasília sculpture, and check out the Feira da Torre. Although this collection of buildings is touted as a craft market, it’s actually better enjoyed as a street-food market. As the capital, Brasília has attracted people from all across this huge and diverse nation, and all these arrivals have brought the food of their home regions with them – the Feira da Torre is a fun place for a whirlwind culinary tour of Brazil. The quality itself might not be great, but the food stalls are cheap and fun. It’s at its busiest on a Sunday when many locals head here to promenade, catch up with friends and snack.


Where to Get a Caffeine Fix

Brasília has some wonderful places for a caffeine pick-me-up. These are three of our favorites:

Ernesto Cafes Especiais

Specialty coffees expertly served, plus good breakfasts and brunches. $

Clandestino

Enjoy your brew on a park-side balcony seat while listening to chilled morning beats. $

Daniel Briand Patissier Chocolatier

French-run cafe with delectable pastries, rich chocolates and strong coffee. $



SUPERQUADRA DINING

Boteco do Juca

A superquadra classic on account of ice-cold beers, a garden setting and cheap, filling meals. $

Santé 13

Fabulously well presented and creative dishes with an emphasis on steaks. Lovely park-side setting. $$

Same Same, But Different

The name is catchy, and the pan-Asian flavors make it worth the journey. $$

Park Life

ENJOY THE GREENER SIDE OF TOWN

At heart, Brasília might be a concrete and cement city of government bureaucrats, but even government bureaucrats like to relax sometimes. And when they do, they head to the huge Parque da Cidade (City Park). Covering some 420 hectares, the Parque da Cidade, which lies just to the west of the Eixo Monumental, is a web of shady trees, vast lawns, lakes and duck ponds, running tracks, children’s playgrounds, tennis courts, bars and restaurants, and – this is Brazil, after all – several football pitches. It’s the largest urban park in Brazil and one of the largest in the world (it’s about a quarter larger than New York’s Central Park). Naturally, then, it’s a hub of Brasília’s social life. Evenings and, most especially, Sundays are a great time to visit and it can often feel as if half the city has turned out. The park will be packed with locals promenading, families setting up camp under the trees or next to the lake and indulging in long, lazy picnics. Barbecues are lit and bottles of beer opened, while rollerbladers streak past and dozens of volleyball and football games stir the evening cool.

The park also hosts regular cultural events, and if you’re lucky, your visit might coincide with a concert or outdoor exhibition. But, even if it doesn’t, just bringing your own picnic and joining in the general fun makes this one of the more relaxing experiences in Brasília.

The park also contains a fun fair and a karting track, and the woodland areas offer some good urban birding.


MUSEUMS OF BRASíLIA

In addition to the Museu Nacional, Brasília has several other museums worth visiting both for their content and for their unique architecture.

Centro Cultural Banco do Brazil

This bubble-eyed building is home to Brasília’s most important contemporary gallery.

Caixa Cultural

Cultural center, gallery and museum housed in a building with impressive stained-glass windows.

Memorial JK

Monumental memorial complex and museum housing the tomb of Brasília’s founder, Juscelino Kubitschek.

Memorial dos Povos Indígenas

Niemeyer-designed building that is home to a museum dedicated to indigenous cultures.




Getting Around

Brasília’s most important sights are scattered along a 5km to 6km stretch of the Eixo Monumental (the central axis of the city); buses 104 and 108 run up and down this stretch linking many of the key buildings. There’s also an efficient, two-line metro system though, unfortunately, it only covers the southern side of the city and isn’t of huge use to visitors unless you’re heading to the bars and restaurants in the Asa Sul.

It’s not easy to wave a taxi down on the street, so you’ll either need a taxi number or you can use Uber.






Beyond Brasília
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Philosophize beside pyramids with shamans, clairvoyants and those searching for another way of living.


Back in the 19th century, the Italian priest (and now saint) Dom Bosco, who had dedicated his life to helping street children and other disadvantaged groups in his Italian homeland, prophesied that a new civilization would spring up between parallels 15 and 20 and that its capital would be built between parallels 15 and 16 on the edge of an artificial lake. With its modernist architecture and construction exactly where Dom Bosco predicted, Brasília is believed by some to be the capital of this new civilization and, because of this, a couple of major spiritual cults have sprung up on the fringes of the capital. Visiting them gives an enlightening perspective on a different side of Brazilian religious life.
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TOP TIP

Both sites mentioned here are welcoming to curious visitors, but you should respect the rules imposed in each place and tread lightly.




New World Orders

FULFILL YOUR SPIRITUAL DESTINY

There are two main spiritual cults based in the vicinity of Brasília. The bigger of the two is the Legion of Goodwill. Founded by a Brazilian poet and radio presenter in 1950, it aims to provide educational and social assistance programs for socially disadvantaged people. Its base near Brasília, the Templo da Boa Vontade (tbv.com.br), is a spectacular complex centered on a striking pyramid topped by a giant 21kg crystal. The complex describes itself as ‘the portal to the third millennium’ and is supposed to promote inter-faith harmony (though with more of a focus on Christ). A visit will allow you to enter (barefoot) the main chamber and follow a spiraling inner pathway. You can also take time for meditation in the Egyptian room, visit an art gallery and eat in the restaurant.

The other major cult based near the city is the Vale do Amanhecer (Valley of the Dawn; valedoamanhecer.com), which was founded by a clairvoyant, Tia Neiva, in 1959. It’s perhaps even more surreal than the Templo da Boa Vontade. The belief system here is a heady mix of Catholicism and elements imported from ancient Greek, Egyptian (yes, pyramids again figure strongly in the site’s architecture), Aztec, Inca and Hindu thoughts. The cult has a large following across Brazil and many of the residents (many of whom are mediums) and pilgrims you will see here are dressed in flowing hooded robes with crucifixes embroidered onto them. The result is, frankly, a little creepy!
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I LIVE HERE: MY FAVORITE THINGS TO DO IN BRASíLIA
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Yoshihiro Karashima is a Brasília local who runs the Prestheza Turismo (prestheza.com.br) tour company. He gives us his thoughts on the best way to enjoy Brasília.

At the risk of sounding a little bit clichéd, I can’t help but recommend a stroll through Brasília’s – and Brazil’s – center of executive, judicial and legislative power, the Praça dos Trés Poderes. My favorite buildings are the Itamaraty Palace (Ministry of Foreign Affairs) and the Supreme Court. The buildings here were designed by Oscar Niemeyer, the late, great, world-renowned Brazilian architect whose unmistakable trait is to be found all over the capital and our beloved country.




Getting Around

Buses run from the city center to both places; catch bus 105 or 107 to the Templo da Boa Vontade and bus 617 to the Vale do Amanhecer.





PARQUE NACIONAL DA CHAPADA DOS VEADEIROS
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Rivers run hither and thither all across the vast, high-cut plateau – which is dotted with tabletop peaks – of the Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Veadeiros. The stark cerrado (savanna) landscape is impressive no matter where you look, but it’s at its finest where the rivers plunge over cliff faces in dramatic waterfalls – some single, giant cascades, others fanning out like the tail of a horse. The whole park makes for fabulous walking country with trails leading through canyons, forests and across open savanna plains to tumbling waterfalls and cool, blue swimming holes.

This sublime scenery has attracted New Agers who have established alternative communities around the fringes of the park, establishing a burgeoning ecotourism industry.

The best time to visit the park is between April and October. During the wet season access becomes tricky, trails slippery and rivers burst their banks.
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SIGHTS

1 Cachoeira das Cariocas

2 Cânion I

see 2 Cânion II

3 Sete Quedas

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4 Travessia das Sete Quedas

see 1 Trilha dos Cânions e Cariocas

5 Trilha dos Saltos e Corredeiras

SLEEPING

6 Alto Paraíso de Goiás

7 Sâo Jorge




TOP TIP

The national park has a maximum daily capacity of just 400 people. On a normal weekday it never gets that busy, but at weekends and holidays it pays to arrive early. Don’t forget your swimsuit and sun protection.




MORE WATERFALL HIKES

If you like hiking to waterfalls, head for the Reserva Ecológica Vargem Grande, which is a short way out of pretty Pirenópolis.




Hiking the Travessia das Sete Quedas

ESCAPE TO THE WILDERNESS

Waking up with the first rays of dawn stroking the side of the tent, wander through the chorus of songbirds down to a wide, multilayered waterfall to wash the sleep away under one of the chutes of water. It’s the pinnacle of the Travessia das Sete Quedas experience. One of the most popular trails in the Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Veadeiros, the Travessia das Sete Quedas is a 23km romp across the park that takes in the full scenic wonder of the area, including picture-perfect waterfalls, the Cânion I (Canyon 1 – there’s also a second canyon but that’s quite a long detour off the main trail) and the Rio Preto. In between these are areas of Africa-like open savanna grasslands, dry woodland and, closer to water, much thicker forest. The walk is split over two days, although with day two being only around 7km you’ll be finished by mid-morning, which gives ample time to move onto other adventures. For most, the best part of the experience is setting up camp close to the Sete Quedas waterfalls and enjoying the silence of the wilderness. Some people do rush through the entire walk in one long day, but it’s far more enjoyable to overnight in the park. However, you can’t just rock up and set out on this trail. All bookings should be made in advance. Those camping must do this online (ecobooking.com.br) or in the office at the park entrance. If you’re going to hike the trail in one day, you only have to book a day in advance.

WHERE TO STAY IN SÂO JORGE

Pousada Taiuá Ambiental

A colorful setup with a mix of camping, dorms and neatly decorated private rooms. $

Baguá Bangalôs

This upmarket choice has classy bungalows, safari-chic furnishings and a superb pool. $$$

Pousada Bambu Brazil

Small pousada (guesthouse) with tastefully landscaped gardens and bright, colorful rooms with local charm. $$

Roll Along the Rio Preto

CLASSIC, FAMILY-FRIENDLY HIKES

Fancy an easy half-day hike taking in classic cerrado scenery, tumbling waterfalls and some swimming spots? If the answer is yes, the Trilha dos Cânions e Cariocas (Canyons and Waterfalls Trail), which is marked with red arrows, is for you. It’s 12km return and fairly flat, so it’s ideal for those unaccustomed to hiking. The route starts from the office at the park entrance gate and follows the muddy, brown Rio Preto for around an hour and a half from the park entrance to a junction. The right branch runs for 800m to the Cânion II, where impressive reddish rock walls tightly encase the river for a short distance. There’s a huge naturally formed swimming pool at the mouth of the short canyon, which is a great place to cool off and have a picnic. Some people also climb the rocks at the base of the canyon walls and leap off (it’s only a few meters high). Afterwards, retrace your steps back to the junction and take the other branch, which leads, after a kilometer, to the Cachoeira das Cariocas, a spectacular set of waterfalls that bottom out in another deep pool inviting a swim. From here, it’s an hour’s walk back to the park entrance. Because this is a simple and well-marked trail, a guide is not officially required.

Another similar-length route, and one that’s not much harder, is the Trilha dos Saltos e Corredeiras (Waterfalls and Rapids Trail). Marked with yellow arrows, this trail leads to an amazing set of waterfalls with a swimming hole.


BASE CAMPS

There are no accommodations or other facilities within the park. The two principal bases for setting up your adventure within the park and surrounding wilds are the charming, former crystal-mining village of Sâo Jorge (1km from the park entrance) and the larger settlement of Alto Paraíso de Goiás (38km from the park entrance). Both are very laid-back and have a real counterculture attitude that has long attracted alternative-minded people to settle here. Expect lots of crystal shops, mandalas and dreadlocks. Both places have an excellent range of accommodations, good places to eat, and park guides and transportation to and from the park can be easily organized.




Getting Around

There are two or three daily buses between Brasília and Alto Paraíso de Goiás and one a day from there to Sâo Jorge. From Sâo Jorge you can simply walk to the park entrance or arrange a ride with your accommodations. From Alto Paraíso de Goiás your hotel can organize a transfer, or you can join a tour organized through one of the town’s agencies.






Beyond Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Veadeiros
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Swirl through a landscape awash in seductive waterfalls and perfectly formed natural swimming pools set under a vast blue sky.


The Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Veadeiros itself is just a small part of the adventure story. All around this lightly populated region that’s rarely visited by foreign tourists are other waterfalls, viewpoints and canyons that are well worth devoting some time to exploring. One of these, the Santa Bárbara Waterfall (120km north of Alto Paraíso de Goiás), is easily among the most beautiful in the country, while the Vale da Lua, which is just a few kilometers southeast of Sâo Jorge, offers otherworldly geology and good swimming spots. With a bit of time, you can discover more waterfalls, swimming holes for a cool dip, shady picnic spots and dusty trails to hike.
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TOP TIP

Take a picnic lunch with you as most of the waterfalls are delightfully free of facilities.




Rock-Hop Through the Vale da Lua

SWIM ON THE LUNAR SURFACE

The river-sculpted Vale da Lua, or Valley of the Moon, is a complicated karstic terrain of twisted gray rock, unexpected fissures and deep natural pools, and although the rock itself could (with quite a lot of imagination) be described as lunar-like, we’re pretty sure that the surface of the moon doesn’t contain delightful natural swimming holes or a fringe of shockingly green trees and lush vegetation. Astronomical mistakes aside, the valley, which sits just outside the Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Veadeiros but is very much a part of the same ecosystem, makes for a great warm-up hike. A short and easy figure-of-eight-shaped walking trail meanders from the parking area through the brush and woodland down to the main swimming hole. On the way to it, you get to appreciate the bizarre geology of the area a little more. For a longer hike (8km return), you can start walking from the signed turnoff on the main road, although most of this trail is through a landscape stripped bare of trees and shade. It’s also possible to push further up and down the valley (which in places is more like a low-walled gorge) and find more peaceful swimming spots.

Make sure to bring good shoes because the rock is sharp in places. The exposed rock also reflects the already punishing heat, so avoid midday when hiking here can be akin to walking in an oven. The turnoff for the Vale da Lua is 4km southeast of São Jorge along the GO-239 road.
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ADVENTURE ACTIVITIES

As if swimming in the spray of waterfalls wasn’t enough, Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Veadeiros and surrounding areas offer a wealth of other adventure activities. Check out these operators, all based in Alto Paraíso de Goiás:

Travessia Ecoturismo

Highly regarded operator offering zip-lining, canyoning, caving and rafting (travessia.tur.br).

Paraiso das Bicicletas

The place to go for mountain-bike rental and advice on routes throughout the area.

Veadeiros Rafting

This professional agency runs rafting and kayaking trips (veadeirosrafting.com.br).



WHERE TO STAY IN ALTO PARAÍSO DE GOIÁS

Buddy’s Hostel

Low rates, jungle gardens and tropical Brazilian character. There are dorms and private rooms. $

Pousada Maya

On the leafy edge of town, offering elegant rooms, sweeping views and a pool. $$

Recanto da Grande Paz

Secluded and relaxing, this understated pousada has enticing rooms and a large garden. $$$

Stunning Santa Bárbara Waterfall

BRAZIL’S MOST BEAUTIFUL FALLS

Around 150km (just over two hours’ drive) north of the entrance to the Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Veadeiros and São Jorge village is the Cachoeira Santa Bárbara, a superb cascade surrounded by tropical trees that falls into a deep pool of warm water which, depending on the light, is either toothpaste-blue or lime-green. You can swim right up to, and even behind, the curtain of falling water. It’s so stunning that it has been voted the most beautiful in Brazil several times (no mean feat for a country so blessed in waterfalls). During the short walk to the falls, which is mainly across a sun-exposed plain, you’ll pass by another set of smaller cascades. To see the falls at their most beautiful, go after a period of dry weather and, most importantly, avoid weekends and holidays when it can get so busy that a one-hour maximum stay is imposed. A guide is obligatory; they can be picked up in Cavalcante, the base for visiting the falls. The same guide can also take you to other, much quieter waterfalls in the vicinity. A day tour can be organized from São Jorge, but be warned that the road is very rough in places.

There’s a near-endless number of other waterfalls in the countryside around the park, such as the Cachoeira da Capivara, step waterfalls that fan out over the rocks into an inviting swimming hole; the Cachoeira São Bartolomeu, a tiny set of falls just north of the park, offering total tranquility; the tall and narrow sliver of a cascade, Cachoeira do Rio Corrente; and the Cachoeira Três Marias, three distinctly different falls that tip down into a deep pool.


BEST PLACES TO GET A MEAL

Zu’s Bistro

There’s a friendly, homely feel to this laid-back but high-quality Italian-influenced restaurant in Alto Paraíso de Goiás. $$

Jambalaya

It’s a culinary tour of the world at this excellent, contemporary garden restaurant in Alto Paraíso de Goiás. $$

Paladar Bistrô

Down-to-earth and friendly place in São Jorge specializing in moqueca (Bahian fish stew) and rump steak. $$




Getting Around

Aside from the Vale da Lua, you’ll need to hire a car or join an organized tour to see much of the countryside beyond the Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Veadeiros.





PIRENóPOLIS
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Pirenópolis is a charming small town (population 25,000) of quiet cobbled roads and a delightful mix of squat, colorful Portuguese colonial houses, ornate churches and grand art deco buildings, all set within a valley of jungly plants and red earth astride the Rio das Almas. This quiet place, which has had a strong alternative culture since the 1970s and is full of artisanal workshops, boutiques with a hippie tinge and funky cafes, is well worth visiting in its own right. But, even better, Pirenópolis serves as a springboard for exploring a lush surrounding countryside, which is laced in rivers and has at least 73 waterfalls in the town’s vicinity. It’s exploring some of these waterfalls that is the main attraction, but Pirenópolis could also be used as a base for a (very rushed) trip to another picturesque town, Cidade de Goiás.
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TOP TIP

On weekends and public holidays, half of Brasília descends onto Pirenópolis and the easier-to-reach waterfalls are anything but a quiet escape. Try and come midweek, when the real gentle flavor of the town is revealed.




The Spectacle of As Cavalhadas

MEDIEVAL PAGEANTRY AT ITS FINEST

Sometimes it’s hard to know whether the Festa do Divino Espírito Santo – more popularly known as As Cavalhadas – in Pirenópolis is a joyful moment or one meant to terrify. A bevy of masked and costumed participants, some on horseback, parade through the town. Some of the participants are dressed in royal robes and with hats decked out in colorful ostrich feathers; others are in suits of armor and wave flags as they gallop towards you on equally well-dressed horses. Some have devil-like horns sprouting from their heads and enthusiastically act out the bogeyman role. And then there’s those who seem to have got a bit confused about what they’re supposed to represent and so have just dressed up for a carnival. The whole thing is intensely colorful and loud, with all sorts of side events (many revolving around eating and drinking) happening on the side of the main parades. The event takes place over Whitsun (50 days after Easter) and lasts for three days. However, although it’s a religious festival at heart, most of the parades actually commemorate the 8th-century battles between the Christian King Charlemagne and the Muslim Moors in Iberia. And, in case you’re wondering what relevance the 8th-century Iberian Peninsula has for modern Pirenópolis, it’s all because the town has a high number of inhabitants of Portuguese descent.

If you can’t make it to the festival itself, the privately owned Museu das Cavalhadas and the Museu do Divino both house masks and costumes used during the event and are good consolation prizes.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT & STAY IN PIRENóPOLIS

Forneria Pireneus Café

Laid-back bar-restaurant serving superb grilled focaccia sandwiches, wraps and coffee. $

Tempero do Rosário

For the best-value lunch in town, dive into the market-fresh buffet served here. $

Pouso, Café e Cultura

Modern, comfortable cottages filled with antiques and spread through forested grounds. $$$

Taman Baru

There’s an Asian flair to this place set in big grounds just out of town. $$$

Pousada Vila Velha

A good bet, with a pool, bright rooms and tropical flowers in abundance. $$




Getting Around

Pirenópolis appears custom-designed for walking lazily around town. It is small enough that public transportation isn’t really needed to reach anywhere in town.






Beyond Pirenópolis
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Adventure-sports seekers, foodies and those culturally inclined will all find joy in the countryside surrounding Pirenópolis.


Venture out of cobbled Pirenópolis to find a landscape of boulder mountains, cliffs and smashing waterfalls where adventurous activities await – including the best bouldering and rock climbing in Brazil, as well as good mountain biking and hiking. It’s a real outdoorsy paradise. But you don’t have to be devoted to the thrill of nature to enjoy this region. Thanks to a renowned restaurant recreating old recipes, plus a much-loved popsicle and ice-cream producer, foodies are well catered for here. And, for those who enjoy nothing more complicated than exploring old colonial-era towns and comprehensive museums, a town like Cidade de Goiás can’t help but please.
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TOP TIP

Make sure you book adventure-sports activities at least a day or two in advance.




Peaks & Waterfalls

CHAPEL SUMMITS AND ROARING CASCADES

The verdant, hilly landscapes surrounding Pirenópolis feature waterfalls, bouldering and natural swimming pools.

The Reserva Ecológica Vargem Grande is a huge, privately owned natural park 11km east of Pirenópolis where the focus is on two spectacular crashing waterfalls, Cachoeira do Lázaro and Cachoeira Santa Maria, which tumble down rocks into warm, coffee-colored pools with natural beaches. It’s a perfect place to beat the heat. However, you’ll need transport to reach the falls. This can be organized with on-site guides.

Another option for a swim combined with an easy hike (go early to avoid the worst of the heat) is the Santuário de Vida Silvestre Vagafogo, 6km northwest of town. There are a couple of natural swimming holes set among the trees and there’s a zip line, plus a cafe.

The Parque Estadual da Serra dos Pireneus is a hilly region around 20km northeast of town. Named after the Pyrenees mountain range that separates Spain from France, the rocky hills and low mountains here (which have no resemblance at all to their namesake) top out with Pico dos Pireneus at 1385m. There’s a small chapel on the summit. What this range lacks in grandeur, it makes up for with climbing opportunities. This is the best place in Goiás for bouldering (climbing without ropes and harnesses on small rock formations). Everyone needs an accredited guide to explore – and climb – in the area. There are several agencies in town and in the area around the park itself.
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PIRENóPOLIS TOURS

Pirenópolis has a growing reputation as an activity center, with mountain biking, canyoning and hiking all available, but the standout activity in this region is bouldering and climbing in the Parque Estadual da Serra dos Pirineus. Adventure operators include the following:

Savanah Ecotrilhas

Specializes in rafting (on rubber rings), canyoning, hiking and horse riding.

Pireneus Aventuras

The best-regarded climbing and bouldering outfit; also offers mountain biking and rappelling.

Quadritur Pireneus

Noisy quad tours through the surrounding countryside.



UNMISSABLE MUSEUMS IN CIDADE DE GOIÁS

Casa de Cora Coralina

Birthplace of the region’s most loved poet, Cora Coralina; it’s full of period furnishings.

Museu das Bandeiras

The town’s former prison now extends a warmer welcome as a historical museum.

Museu de Arte Sacra

Museum of religious artifacts housed within the baroque Igreja da Boa Morte.

Dine like a Tropeiro

EPIC EATING EXPERIENCE

Tropeiros were the soldier muleteers who drove livestock between rural areas and commercial centers in the Goiás region during the 17th century. They spent a lot of time traveling each day and needed filling, energy-producing meals that took little time to prepare and could be safely stored without refrigeration for days at a time. A unique cuisine that fused Afro-Brazilian, Portuguese and indigenous ingredients and recipes together quickly developed. Sadly, much of this cuisine has now been lost (though the classic Brazilian dish feijao tropeiro is based on it) – but at Fazenda Babilônia (fazendababilonia.com.br), a 200-year-old sugar plantation 27km southwest of Pirenópolis, classic tropeiros dishes have been resurrected and are served as a spectacular weekend brunch (advance reservations essential), with the tables sagging under the weight of 40 or so different dishes. Expect pork wrapped in lard (useful way of preserving the meat in the days before fridges), corn breads, mane pelado (a sweet cake of ground manioc, cheese, eggs and coconut milk) and matula galinha (chicken with saffron, eggs, peppers and corn), sausages, cheeses and numerous kinds of biscuits. Afterwards, you can enjoy a tour of the farm and estate, where you’ll meet old races of pigs, chickens and cattle with worryingly large horns.

if you enjoyed the meal at Fazenda Babilônia, the eating scene in the city of Cidade de Goiás (170km west of Pirenópolis) will likely please. Recommended places include: Flor do Ipê, for the lunch buffet of regional specialties; Tempero e Arte, for a cold drink, good Brazilian food and forest views; and Tapioca do Cerrado, for river views and a big selection of sweet and savory tapiocas.


BEST PLACES TO DRINK IN PIRENóPOLIS

After checking out all those churches, you’re probably in need of a drink. Quench that thirst at these spots:

Cachaçaria do Dill

The food is average, but the huge cachaça (sugarcane rum) selection is anything but average.

Rosário 26

A selection of craft beers on Pirenópolis’ main drag.

Cin Cin Bar

A small bar with a streetside terrace, big cocktails and occasional live music.



Popsicles by the Bandstand

THE COBBLED ROAD TO POPSICLE HEAVEN

All cobbled roads in Cidade de Goiás, a picturesque town 170km west of Pirenópolis, lead – eventually – to the Praça do Coreto (Coreto Park) with its toy-town-like, blue-and-white bandstand. Come early evening, this park is the central focus of the town, with people strolling around chatting with friends, young couples canoodling on benches and parents chasing after the kids who are busy racing about on bicycles and running after footballs. But people don’t just come to this square for the social aspect. They come for the fantastic popsicles and ice creams sold by the legendary little ice-cream shop built into the base of the bandstand. The homemade popsicles come in a host of unexpected fruity flavors, and a classic Cidade de Goiás experience is to have one of these while promenading around the square.

The area around the Praça do Coreto has more than just ice cream, though. For cultural flavor, check out the low-slung, whitewashed Palácio Conde dos Arcos on the southern side of the square. It served as the governor’s residence during the Portuguese colonial period. The building has been beautifully restored and is now a museum filled with period furnishings. Visits are by guided tour (tours in English are often available).

With its cobblestone streets and low, colorful buildings, the old quarter of Cidade de Goiás is a delight to explore on foot. There are seven churches, with the Igreja São Francisco de Paula being the oldest (it dates from 1761) and most beautiful.
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WHERE TO STAY IN CIDADE DE GOIÁS

Pousada do Ipê

Nicely restored historic pousada with simple, spotless rooms and modern chalets. $$

Pousada Serra Dourada

This pleasingly colorful pousada on the edge of town has a pool and bird-filled gardens. $

Casa da Ponte

 Old-fashioned and central hotel that offers good value. $$


WHAT’S IN A NAME?

Cidade de Goiás goes under different names depending on who you’re talking to, and for the uninitiated, this can lead to some confusion. When the city was first founded in 1736, it was called Vila Boa de Goyaz. Later on, it became known simply as Goiás, but this led to endless confusion between whether someone meant the city or the state of the same name, so the town was rechristened for a third time to Cidade de Goiás (City of Goiás). However, it’s still sometimes called Goiás Velho, which means Old Goiás and refers to its status as the old capital of the region. Just to confuse you even further, the citizens of Cidade de Goiás are known as vilaboense.




Getting Around

You’ll need a private vehicle or to join a tour to get from Pirenópolis to the nearby natural areas and the Fazenda Babilônia. To travel between Pirenópolis and Cidade de Goiás by bus, you’ll probably have to go via the large town of Goiânia.





PARQUE NACIONAL DAS EMAS
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In the deep southwest of Goiás, right on the border with the state of Mato Grosso do Sul and far from anywhere, lies the Parque Nacional das Emas. This rolling cerrado savanna-scape might be far less known among wildlife-watching tourists than the Pantanal or Amazon, but it’s actually one of the best national parks in Brazil in which to see a large array of big creatures: wolves, anteaters and rheas all stride with confidence across the grasslands, fairly unperturbed by the occasional human visitor with binoculars. But, as impressive as the wildlife here is, the real show doesn’t start until after dark.

You will need time and determination to get to the Parque Nacional das Emas, but for dedicated naturalists the effort is hugely repaid – and its remoteness ensures you’ll likely have great chunks of this landscape all to yourself.
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TOP TIP

There’s nowhere to stay within the national park itself, so you’ll need to base yourself in either Mineiros or Chapadão do Céu. Both small towns have limited facilities for tourists, but guides and vehicles can be arranged. Very few people speak English.




An Otherworldly Light Show

GLOWING TERMITE MOUND, GIANT BIRDS

As the sunlight fades, the towering termite mounds that dot this open savanna landscape become silhouetted and then, as the dark fingers of night creep across the grassland, the termite mounds vanish altogether. There is a moment when the only light comes from a million stars overhead, but then something truly magical happens. A green light appears at the base of one of the termite mounds. Then another, and another. Quickly, the lights multiply and move higher and higher up the mounds. Thousands upon thousands of them over every termite. Strange alien beacons of glowing green light illuminate the savanna. But, although it looks like a scene from a distant planet, there’s nothing extraterrestrial about this.

The green lights are created by a certain species of firefly who lay their eggs at the base of termite mounds, and the dull green glow is used by the fireflies to attract a mate. This surreal, almost ghostly sight, occurs in the fabulous Parque Nacional das Emas, a remote Unesco World Heritage–listed national park in the extreme southwest of Goiás, each year from late spring (October and November are generally considered the best months) on warm, moonless nights with high humidity or just after rain.

The park offers more than just glowing termite mounds, though. The almost pancake-flat landscape splotched with low trees looks for all the world like the savannas of East Africa, and it’s therefore perhaps appropriate that it’s also one of the best places in Brazil to see large animals.

The rhea is king here. One of the world’s largest birds, it stands 1.5m tall, weighs as much as 27kg and looks a lot like a smaller ostrich or emu (confusingly, in Portuguese the word Ema – after which the park is named – means ‘rhea,’ but many non-Portuguese speakers leave from here thinking they have seen emus, which are native to Australia), and is easily seen striding with purpose across the savanna. The rhea is only the most obvious among 400 or so species of birds here. The mammal population is just as impressive: 85 different species have been counted, and this is one of the best places in Brazil to see the distinctive manned wolf, large herds of deer and the giant anteater.
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Despite the spectacular nature of the park, it remains rarely visited, probably due to its distance from almost anywhere else. The nearest proper town is Mineiros, which has (expensive) flight links with Brasília and bus links to all regional cities. Once here, you will require a car for the rough drive to Chapadão do Céu near the park entrance. A guide is compulsory for all visits to the park. They can be arranged in Chapadão do Céu or in Mineiros, both of which have a very well-organized guide association. In either case, it takes time to get all the formalities done and it’s best to arrange the guide the day before you plan to visit the park. To get around the park, you can either go on a vehicle safari, which is the best way for seeing animals up close, or hike along one of the set trails that traverse the park.
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DESTRUCTION OF THE CERRADO

The cerrado is generally pictured as a sweeping African grassland, dotted with the occasional tree. A Brazilian Serengeti, if you like. But the cerrado is much more complicated and actually consists of four main habitats: cerradão, or dry cerrado forest; campo limpo, which consists entirely of grass; cerrado típico, composed of low, bushy vegetation with no grass at all; and campo sujo, a mix of all the other types. Together this makes for a highly distinctive ecosystem which is home to at least 10,000 plant species, some 44% of which occur only here. Sadly, man-made habitat destruction is rapidly destroying the cerrado environment – only 20% of the original habitat remains, which makes the cerrado one of the world’s most endangered habitats.



WHERE TO STAY IN MINEIROS

Gran Park

Sterile business hotel that offers plenty of comfort, if little character. Good value. $

Pilões Palace

A big concrete block with small rooms and an attractive pool. $

Rota

Rather uninspiring business-class hotel with small, bright rooms that are well-maintained. $


WHY I LOVE PARQUE NACIONAL DAS EMAS
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Stuart Butler, writer

It’s the sense of space. Wide open grasslands crushed by a huge blue sky. It’s the silence. Just the hum of cicadas in the afternoon heat. And it’s the wildlife. Before my first visit, I knew almost nothing about the park, so you can only imagine my surprise when I saw dinosaur-like rheas moving across the plains and a giant anteater with fearsome claws. But when I realized that if you stayed in the park after dark, the spindly termite mounds took on alien glows – well, then I was hooked.




PANTANAL WILDLIFE

For another incredible wildlife experience, head to the Pantanal. There’s no better place to see wildlife in Brazil!




Getting Around

You will need a private vehicle to get to the Parque Nacional das Emas. These can be arranged in the nearest (and they’re not very near!) access towns of Mineiros or Chapadão do Céu.








SÃO PAULO STATE
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WHERE PRISTINE JUNGLE MEETS THE OCEAN


Escape the city for some of Brazil’s most spectacular beaches, in between traversing nature trails through surrounding rainforest.
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Much more than a sprawling industrialized city, São Paulo is an entire state – and a stunningly beautiful one at that. Characterized by the natural wilderness of the World Heritage–listed Serra do Mar mountain range, lush Atlantic Forest and its long, winding coastline of spectacular surf beaches, São Paulo state is the polar opposite of its namesake city.

The dreamy Litoral Norte (North Coast) is dotted with some of the finest stretches of sand you’ll find anywhere in the world. Whether you like your beaches long and golden, secluded and pristine or livelier with cocktail in hand, there’s a spot here for every mood. The tropical island of Ilhabela is one of its most famous getaways; a three-hour drive from the city transports you to the cliché paradise of white sands, coconut trees and calm, azure waters. Ubatuba is likewise popular for its many beaches, including some of Brazil’s best waves. Both have great seafood and oceanfront bars, as well as diving and island adventure. But life’s not all just a beach out this way, it’s a pristine rainforest too. The coastline is fringed by Atlantic Forest, with trails leading to wateralls in its bird-filled jungle interior.

Further in are the green peaks of the Serra da Maniqueira, with more nature trails and the Swiss Alps–inspired resort of Campos do Jordão, which will have you pinching yourself that you’re actually still in Brazil.
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THE MAIN AREAS

ILHABELA

Jungle island of beaches and waterfalls.

UBATUBA

Idyllic beaches and delicious seafood.

CAMPOS DO JORDAO

Alpine mountain resort and natural wilderness.





Find Your Way


The beaches at both Ilhabela and Ubatuba are east of São Paulo city along the same road to Rio de Janeiro; both are anywhere from a three- to five-hour drive. Campos do Jordão is 182km northeast of São Paulo, around a 2½-hour drive.
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Plan Your Time


Approximately halfway between São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, this combo of beaches, islands and forested interior makes up a triangular route that would be a fantastic week (or two) of relaxation and adventure.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• What time of year you visit may have a bearing on this, but our advice would be to head straight to the beach! Ilhabela vs Ubatuba is a tough one to call, but the fact that Ilhabela is an island lends more to its exoticism, so take the ferry across from São Sebastião to land on the aptly named ‘beautiful island.’ The entire east coast is lined with alluring beaches, so you’ll have plenty of choices. To be honest, you can’t really go wrong – especially with beachside caipirinha (cocktail) in hand!




Three Days to Travel Around

• A bit of extra time will allow you to hang around Ilhabela to go diving and check out sublime outlying beaches such as Bonete, but leave time to head back to the mainland to check out Ubatuba. Here you also have a wide selection of majestic beaches, but try to prioritize a surf lesson at famed Itamambuca, as well as the Trilha das Sete Praias hike down south. Also be sure to visit the islands of both Ilha Anchieta and Ilha das Couves, all while leaving enough time to sample Ubatuba’s fantastic seafood restaurants.




If You Have More Time

• With a week or so, you can venture further beyond Ilhabela and Ubatuba. Equaling the beauty of São Paulo’s beaches is the stunning wilderness of the Atlantic Forest further inland, and the hiking trails around Campos do Jordão could well be the highlight of your trip. Home to some of the last remaining virgin araucária (Paraná pine) forest in the world, the protected nature parks are home to staggering biodiversity. Here you’ll also get to experience the somewhat surreal but enjoyable Euro vibe of Campos do Jordão itself, with its Swiss-German architecture and Alps-themed restaurants.



Seasonal Highlights

All year-round destinations but aim for November/December for beaches. July in Campos do Jordão is peak season.

JANUARY

Festa de São Sebastião da Praia Grande do Bonete is Ubatuba’s oldest festival, celebrating its patron saint with caiçara (ethnic group) cultural events.
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FEBRUARY

Carnaval time sees parades with samba and parties taking place all over Ilhabela and Ubatuba.
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MAY

The Congada da Festa de São Benedito de Ilhabela is a celebration of local caiçara culture with traditional dance and performance.
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JUNE

Ilhabela Jazz Festival attracts Brazilian and international performers for free concerts over two weekends.
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JULY

Campos do Jordão’s renowned classical-music Festival de Inverno is held in winter, with a summer version in Februrary. Ilhabela’s whale season begins.
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AUGUST

A must for shrimp lovers is Ilhabela’s month-long Festival do Camarão, dedicated to everything prawns with 40-plus participating stalls.
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SEPTEMBER

Festa de Aniversário de Ilhabela is a month-long celebration of music, festivities and cultural events to commemorate the island’s anniversary.
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ILHABELA
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Whoever named Ilhabela (Beautiful Island), got it right. There are gorgeous palm-fringed beaches, emerald volcanic peaks and alluring jungle waterfalls. Days are spent lazing on the beach, admiring fiery sunsets with a caipirinha in hand and indulging in balmy-evening seafood feasts.

Despite being famed for its beaches, 84% of the island comprises Unesco-protected jungle, so there’s plenty of eco-adventure to be had on its nature trails and at some 360 waterfalls. Add in remote beaches, diving, surfing and boat cruises, and there’s plenty here to keep you busy.

Before the Portuguese arrived in the 16th century, the island was where the indigenous Tupi-Guaraní people had lived for thousands of years, with evidence of sambaqui (shellfish middens) and ceramics dating from 500 BCE.

Easily reached via a ferry crossing from São Sebastião on the mainland, the bulk of places to eat, drink and sleep are spread along the touristy west coast.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Praia do Jabaquara

SIGHTS

2 Igreja NS d’Ajuda

see 2 Museu Náutico de Ilhabela

see 2 Museu Waldemar Belisário

3 Praia da Armação

4 Praia da Siriúba

5 Praia das Pedras Miudas

6 Praia de Itaquanduba

7 Praia do Barreiros

8 Praia do Curral

9 Praia do Itaguaçu

10 Praia do Julião

11 Praia do Oscar

12 Praia do Pereque

13 Praia do Viana

14 Praia Grande

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

15 Piscina Natural de Ilhabela

SLEEPING

see 8 DPNY Beach Hotel

EATING

see 4 Balena Club

see 1 Espaço Tangará

16 Nova Iorqui

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 16 Bar da Costeira

see 2 Cervejaria Caiçara

see 2 Ponto das Letras

see 12 Quiosque Pelicano

SHOPPING

see 2 Teiú




TOP TIP

Summer weekends and holidays see paulistanos flock to the island, so if you’re relying on the car ferry, be aware that the traffic can back up for kilometers. Try to avoid arriving on Friday evening and leaving on Sunday evening.




WHERE TO STAY ON ILHABELA’S WEST COAST

Hostel da Vila

Lively hostel attracting a social backpacker crowd, and a great array of accommodations from tepees to buses. $

Templo do Ser

Wellness retreat offering yoga and meditation in tranquil rainforest, a 10-minute walk to the beach. $$

DPNY Beach Hotel

The island’s best oceanfront resort with great restaurants, pool and luxurious beach club. $$$


Exploring Northern Ilhabela

BEACHES AND LOCAL HISTORY

To the north of the ferry terminal, you’ll find the bulk of Ilhabela’s tourist amenities on its oceanfront promenade stretching along the coast’s enticing beaches.

The historical center of Vila offers some interesting cultural attractions. At Museu Náutico de Ilhabela you’ll learn of its seafaring past, including many shipwrecks, within the turreted historical building (c 1914) that was a former prison; you can see the cells downstairs in temporary art shows. Nearby is the beautiful 450-year-old Igreja NS d’Ajuda (Church of Our Lady of Help) and Museu Waldemar Belisário, an arts center dedicated to the paulistano modernist painter.

Vila also has the best restaurants, and stops for beer lovers at Cervejaria Caiçara (with its Beer Hostel), coffee at Ponto das Letras and shopping for handmade crafts and ceramics at Teiú. But it’s the beaches you’re after, so start with the best, Praia do Jabaquara.


On the far northern side of the island, it’s bit of a hike out here but it’s well worth it for the spectacular rainforest-fringed swathe of golden sand and translucent water. Drop by Espaço Tangará for beachside seafood dishes and its house-specialty strawberry caipirinha.

The town beach, Praia do Pereque, offers a pulsating scene on weekends, with bars such as Quiosque Pelicano a great place for a sundowner and live music. Here you’ll find all your boat tours and SUP rental; it leads on to idyllic Itaguaçu and Itaquanduba beaches. Beaches further north include Praia da Siriúba with the classy Balena Club, as well as the wide Praia da Armação, quiet Praia do Barreiros and laid-back Praia do Viana, among many others.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT IN ILHABELA

Restaurante Cheiro Verde

Popular for the prato feito (plate of the day) with grilled meat or fish, plus rice, beans and salad. $

Atelier do Tonhão

Creatively presented Mediterranean and caiçara fusion cuisine by Bahian chef Tonhão. $$

Pimenta de Cheiro

Catch the sea breeze at this romantic, candlelit oceanfront seafood restaurant. $$

Nova Iorqui

Mediterranean-inspired setting for gastronomic seafood dishes and tangerine caipirinha. $$

Restaurante Ilha Sul

Menu of upmarket seafood, just up from Praia Feticera. $$$



Chilling Out on South Beaches

SNORKELING AND BEACH BARS

Compared to the north, the southern half of the island is a more low-key affair and is likewise characterized by a succession of scenic beaches. Take your pick between packed beach bars (on weekends, anyway) or hidden-away relaxed coves.

Looking out to the marine sanctuary at Ilha das Cabras, Praia das Pedras Miudas is a good stop to strap on your mask and hopefully spot turtles, starfish, seahorses and all kinds of beautiful fish. Further south, Praia do Oscar has a relaxed patch of sand and clear waters for swimming.

Praia do Julião gets busy on weekends but midweek it’s a mellow spot with rock pools popular with snorkelers. You’ll also find its smart beach bistro to enjoy seafood dishes and cocktails, including the signature tangerine-and-ginger caipirinha, with the sand between your toes. Leading on from here is Praia Grande, another great option.

Leave time to check out Praia do Curral, one of Ilhabela’s top ‘places to be seen’ thanks to its swanky DPNY Beach Hotel with beach beds, cabanas and swimming pool, making it one of the best places to treat yourself on the island.

Further south, don’t miss Nova Iorqui restaurant, a wonderful reward for those making it this far down. Take the steps down to Bar da Costeira for its outdoor deck, the perfect place to catch the sunset over the distant Refúgio de Alcatrazes archipelago. Here you have direct access to the ocean and natural rock pools where you can take a dip – similar to the nearby Piscina Natural de Ilhabela, but less crowded.


ILHABELA’S BEST DIVING

There’s plenty of underwater action going on in Ilhabela, and you’ll find reputable PADI dive shops offering tours for all levels. The likes of Narwhal Mergulho and Colonial Diver offer trips to the protected marine sanctuary of llha das Cabras, with clean visibility and abundant marine life plus a sunken bronze statue of Zeus; and Ilha de Búzios with its rocky underwater passages and canyons. Further afield, Refúgio de Alcatrazes is one of southeast Brazil’s best sites. With around 50 ships having met their fate off this coast since the 18th century, there are some good wreck dives, too, including Prince of Asturias, aka the ‘Brazilian Titanic’, which sank in 1916 killing 445 people.




Getting Around

There’s no Uber in Ilhabela, but you’ll find taxis using meters for short trips or you can negotiate a fare for return trips.

The local bus is very handy in getting up and down this stretch of coast. There’s no public transport to Praia do Jabaquara, so without a car your options are boat tour, taxi, hitchhiking or an 8km hike from Praia da Armação, where the bus terminates.

For the northern beaches, there’s a bike and walking path alongside the promenade from the ferry terminal to Centro. You’ll find bike and electric-scooter hire along Vila’s main strip.






Beyond Ilhabela
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Come to see the real Ilhabela as you visit remote beaches, fishing villages and jungle trails.


Though all the action takes places along Ilhabela’s bustling west coast, this is a mere sliver of what constitutes the island. Beyond the tourist strip await not only paradisiacal beaches but plenty of inland adventure as you explore jungle trails to discover volcanic peaks, waterfalls and wildlife aplenty.

When it comes to Ilhabela’s remote beaches, Bonete and Castelhanos are the two people are here to see. Both take some effort and time in getting to – whether you’re slogging through the rainforest on foot, taking a 4WD jungle safari or an unforgettable speedboat journey, it’s all part of the adventure! Don’t forget to pack a decent pair of walking shoes and bring plenty of insect repellent.
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TOP TIP

Borrachudos (small black flies) feast on your legs at remote beaches and waterfalls. Wear insect repellent containing DEET; calamine lotion helps for the itchy bite.




Relaxed Island Life in Bonete

LAID-BACK SURF BEACH AND VILLAGE

When it’s time to take things down a notch, head straight to Bonete. Backed by dense jungle rainforest, it’s no more than a mellow fishing village with no-frills shacks and pousada (guesthouse) overlooking an expansive sweep of surf beach with blonde sugary sands. The fact that it’s only accessible by boat or jungle trek means it’s just the place to leave the crowds behind.

One of the highlights here is plonking yourself down in a beachfront bar to enjoy a cold drink and delicious seafood. Nosso Restaurante entices with tables on the sand, romantically lit with lanterns at night, where you can dine on the local fresh catch and Brazilian seafood stews. Restaurante Porto Bonete likewise delights with its laid-back charms; there’s only a simple shack with beach tables under the shade, offering delicious fish and prawn dishes to indulge in.

Apart from having a lovely beach for swimming, here you’ll find Ilhabela’s only surf beach with a renowned beach break that’s best around May. Try to find time for the hike up to Mirante do Saquinho (30 minutes one-way) for the mesmerizing views of where the beach meets the jungle, with a bonus waterfall along the way.

Getting to Bonete is half the fun. Hiking the Trilha do Bonete is a popular way to get here – it’s a 12km (four to five hours one way) signed path through lush Atlantic Forest and past several waterfalls. Alternatively, you can take a speedboat. Showcasing Ilhabela’s rugged south coast, the scenic journey is worth the trip alone, including the remarkable cathedral rock outcrop buraco do cacao. Trips run here from Praia do Pereque or São Sebastião.
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WHY I LOVE ILHABELA
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Trent Holden, writer

I’ve been fortunate to have seen some beautiful beaches in my time, and Ilhabela’s are right up there. Praia Bonete especially is awesome, with its long swathe of white sand and sprawling trees offering shade to enjoy vibrant blue waters and some nice waves. But beyond Bonete’s beach and hiking trails (don’t miss the trek up to Mirante do Saquinho), I love the blissfully comatose pace of life here. It doesn’t take long to slip into its mellow rhythm as you amble along the village’s sandy path, saying hello to friendly locals. Ilhabela’s ‘city’ beaches are also a lot of fun, attracting a festive crowd of sun-worshippers who know how to enjoy life.



WHERE TO STAY IN BONETE

Vila da Bonete

Blissful beach backpacker with comfortable, aesthetically pleasing private rooms, dorms and a sparkling pool. $

Sambaqui Hostel

Located in the village is this supremely relaxed spot among gardens. Friendly staff plus surfboards. $

Pousada Canto Bravo

Delightful beachfront option with friendly professional staff and a good mix of rooms. Great restaurant, too. $$

Traverse the Parque Estadual de Ilhabela

WELCOME TO THE JUNGLE

Given that nearly 85% of the island comprises Atlantic Forest, arguably you haven’t properly seen Ilhabela until you’ve ventured into the jungle. With some 270 sq km of protected forest, the Parque Estadual de Ilhabela features stunning biodiversity that can be explored on jungle treks or 4WD trips that cut through the island. In addition to toucans and parrots, wildlife to look out for includes iguanas, black capuchin monkeys, Brazilian squirrels and ocelots.

Apart from Trilha do Bonete, the 8km peak trail up to Pico do Baepi (1048m) is one of the most popular and rewards with stunning coastal panoramas. The island’s many waterfalls are a big attraction – there’s no shortage of those, with 360 or so scattered around. Trilha da Água Branca is a 4km-loop walk through the state park that begins at the main entrance and takes in numerous falls, lookouts and opportunities to spot wildlife. Other waterfalls to discover are Paquetá with its natural infinity pool and coastal views, Veloso with its trio of 50m-high falls, the scenic Três Tombos (another cascade trio), and Toca, set on the Cachoeira da Toca farm that’s a historical sugarcane mill where you can taste local cachaça (sugarcane rum).

Off-road 4WD jungle tours are another popular excursion that takes you along a bumpy dirt tack through the heart of the park to reach the stunning Praia de Castelhanos. This is the east coast’s most famous beach (alternatively reached by boat tours), a spectacular heart-shaped stretch of golden sand and sparkling waters. As well as local Caiçaras communities, there are beach-shack restaurants here and a few pousadas if you want to stay.


BEST ILHABELA TOURS

Maremar Tourism

The oldest operator arranges trips to remote beaches and whale-watching tours (July to September).

Garupa

Facilitates visits to Caiçaras communities, an ethnic group with a mixed European, indigenous and black heritage and rich folk and culinary traditions.

Trilhabela Turismo

Trekking company run by certified guide Ernani, who can arrange longer treks such as Bonete to Castelhanos.

Universo Marinho

São Sebastião–based dive resort that runs trips to the Refugio de Alcatrazes archipelago, which opened to the public in 2018. Non-divers welcome.




Getting Around

One way of getting to Bonete is hiking the Trilha do Bonete, the other is a rollicking speedboat adventure. For Parque Estadual de Ilhabela, you can simply strap on the boots or jump in a 4WD for an inland safari.





UBATUBA
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Evoking all the good vibrations of a Beach Boys soundtrack, São Paulo’s surf capital is a fun, fun, fun-filled destination with some of Brazil’s best beaches. Complementing this glorious 100km-long coastline is its equally spectacular backdrop of dense, emerald green jungle peaks.

Broadly speaking, Ubatuba can be divided into three sections: northern beaches, southern beaches and the city center – the latter a popular base for exploring the region. With some 100 beaches on offer, you’ll have a choice of idyllic natural coves, island escapes, lively beach bars and long stretches of golden sand with pumping surf.

Ubatuba is named after Tupi words meaning ‘canoe’ (uba) and ‘land’ (tuba). Before the Portuguese arrived in 1501, the indigenous Tupinambá people resided here for thousands of years. It’s nicknamed Ubachuva (chuva meaning ‘rain’ in Portuguese), as it can be rainy at times – you may need to be patient with the weather, particularly in summer.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Praia de Itamambuca

SIGHTS

2 Boa Vista

3 Praia das Conchas

4 Praia do Félix

5 Praia do Perequê-Açu

6 Praia do Português

7 Praia do Prumirim

8 Praia Grande

9 Praia Vermelha

10 Praia Vermelha do Norte

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

11 Escola Zecão de Surf

12 Fundação Projeto Tamar

13 Ubatuba Aquarium

EATING

14 North Shore

see 14 Padang Restaurante e Pizzaria

see 14 Pistache Gelateria Itamambuca

see 14 Pousada Todas As Luas

see 14 Quintal do Marinho

see 7 Quiosque do Osmar

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

15 Doca 390

ENTERTAINMENT

16 180th Ubatuba

see 13 Blues on the Rocks

17 Scapada Rooftop




TOP TIP

Yearly drownings occur so take care swimming at Ubatuba’s surf beaches and aim for those patrolled by lifeguards. Don’t swim if there’s a red flag. If caught in a rip, stay calm and swim parallel to the shore. For a list of beaches, visit turismo .ubatuba .sp .gov .br/ praias.




BEST PLACES TO STAY IN UBATUBA

Green Haven Hostel

Well-known party backpacker hangout on Praia do Perequê-Açu. $

Pousada Todas As Luas

A short stroll from Itamambuca, with a rainforest setting and wonderful on-site restaurant. $$

Hotel Solar das Águas Cantantes

This lavish colonial mansion is a memorable option close to Praia do Lázaro. $$


Seaside Fun in Centro

MARINE ATTRACTIONS, CITY BEACHES AND SEAFOOD

Ubatuba’s city center has all the kitschy charm you want from a seaside holiday town – carnival rides, an aquarium and a beachside promenade for strolling with ice cream in hand – making it a popular spot for couples and families. But it’s the seafood restaurants that are the main draw.

Centro is bookended by two very popular patches of sand. To the south is Praia Grande, the place for partygoers, with beach bars, sun chairs and umbrellas. It’s a well-known surf beach, too, and it is where 2022 world champion Filipe Toledo grew up shredding these beach breaks.

There are surf schools here, along with Filipe’s surf shop. Nearby Praia Vermelha offers a more laid-back scene. To Centro’s north lies Praia do Perequê-Açu, another lively beach popular with backpackers.

Ubatuba’s small aquarium has all the cool stuff you want to see: piranhas, crocodiles, rays and sharks, as well as penguins, and nearby is the massive skeleton of a 17m-long humpback whale that washed up on Praia Grande. Also in the area is Fundação Projeto Tamar, where you can drop in to see the turtles and learn all about their conservation efforts through displays here.

Beyond the restaurants, evening attractions include Doca 390 for its craft beers, live music and amazing cheeseburgers; Scapada Rooftop for samba and an inviting outdoor rooftop deck overlooking Centro’s skate park; Blues on the Rocks for live music and to keep the party going; and 180th Ubatuba, which is the place for DJs and late-night frivolities.
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TRILHA DAS SETE PRAIAS WALKING TOUR
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Just when you thought Ubatuba’s beaches couldn’t get any nicer, you stumble upon the south coast and realize these could be the best of the lot.

A great way to explore the area is along the ‘Trail of the Seven Beaches,’ an undulating trek running 10km one-way. While it’s a popular trail, it’s not always well signed, so it’s best not to do this alone (Ecotuba offers guides).

Bring sufficient water, a swimsuit, snacks and walking shoes. From 1 Praia da Fortaleza’s wide expanse of beach fringed with jungle and calm waters, walk to its end and down the steps to 2 Pontão da Fortaleza, a rocky outcrop popular with boulderers where you can also spot turtles swimming by. It’s a 2.2km sweaty climb along a forested path to 3 Praia do Cedro do Sul, a sublime bay that’s perfect for a dip to cool off. It’s then another steep jungle trek, taking time to enjoy the Atlantic Forest and its biodiversity before arriving at the aptly named 4 Praia do Deserto, a blissful patch of paradise that will be hard to leave behind. Another undulating slog leads to 5 Praia Grande do Bonete, a good place for lunch with its beach kiosk. Or, for a taste of village life, make your way inland to 6 Cantinho das Conchas for pastéis (pastries) and local spiced cachaça (sugarcane rum). Back in the jungle, the next beach is tiny 7 Praia do Peres, before continuing on to 8 Praia do Oeste and finishing at busy 9 Praia da Lagoinha to enjoy a well-earned caipirinha! From here, wander up to the main road for buses to whisk you back to Centro.




Ubatuba Beach-Hopping

SURFIN’ SAFARI AND BEACHSIDE BITES

From Centro, Ubatuba’s pretty coastline snakes northeast toward a series of superb white-sand coves and surf beaches.

In São Paulo’s surf capital, there’s no wave more famous than Itamambuca. Located 14km north of town, this right-hander is home to world pro events and is at its best from March to November. The dreamy long stretch of sand is perfect for a less crowded experience; for patrolled lifeguards head to the south end, where you’ll find beach kiosks, bars and frozen açaí vendors. Here, Escola Zecão de Surf offers one-on-one lessons and board rental, plus an on-site photographer to take pics of you carving it up!

Away from the beach, Itamambuca has some great restaurants tucked away in its backstreets. Pousada Todas As Luas is famous for its fish dishes (including the signature nut-crusted fish) and local craft beers; Quintal do Marinho does authentic Japanese cuisine; North Shore has amazing açaí bowls; Pistache Gelateria Itamambuca serves its namesake gelato; and Padang Restaurante e Pizzaria does evening pizzas.

Other beaches to check out up north include Praia Vermelha do Norte for its surf, white sands and mountainous backdrop. If the popular Praia do Félix is too busy, head left to Praia das Conchas or right to Praia do Português for more relaxed vibes.

Praia do Prumirim is a stunner with a waterfall close by and a good spot for food – try fresh calamari and a bananinha cocktail at Quiosque do Osmar. Nearby Boa Vista village is home to the indigenous Guarani community that you can visit on a tour for insights into their ancient traditions and forest lifestyle.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN UBATUBA

Peixe com Banana

Delicious Brazilian seafood dishes including azul-marinho (stew of fish, rice and green bananas). $$$

Restaurante Terra Papagalli

Romantic candlelit oceanfront dinner with an array of fresh fish dishes. $$$

O Rei do Camarão

Specializes in prawn dishes; try the camarão rei (king prawns). $$

O Limoeiro

Atmospheric bistro with live music; the house specialty is lemandarin (honey, ginger and aged cachaça). $$

Alecrim Restaurante

A pay-per-kilo buffet that’s a great all-rounder, including good salads if you need something healthy! $




Getting Around

Local buses ply the main highway from south to north, making it very convenient to access all of Ubatuba’s main beaches. Buses depart from Ubatuba bus station in Centro, from where you’ll need to transfer depending on what direction you’re heading.

You’ll also find Uber here, which is another handy way of getting around, though the wait for rides can be longer than what you’d expect in major cities.






Beyond Ubatuba
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Get ready for yet more stunning beaches, vast tracts of Atlantic Forest and memorable wildlife encounters as you set out to explore the islands.


In addition to its extraordinary coastline, Ubatuba is blessed with stunning islands and the rainforest of the Serra do Mar.

Of its 20 or so outlying tropical islands – each with pristine beaches and crystal-clear waters – Ilha das Couves and Ilha Anchieta are the two you don’t want to miss. Both are easily accessible from the mainland and worthy of a visit for different reasons: Ilha Anchieta for its historical prison, local wildlife and underwater delights; Ilha das Couves for the idyllic golden sands, rainforest and gin-clear waters.

Back on the mainland, find time to explore the protected Parque Estadual Serra do Mar, where beautiful peak trails await to lead you through lush Atlantic rainforest and waterfalls.

[image: jpg]

Ilha das Couves | PATRICIA PECEGUINI VIANA/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Visits to Ilha das Couves are capped at 177 people at any given time, so if you’re on a tight schedule or visiting on a weekend, book online to avoid disappointment.




Island-Hopping, Peaks & Waterfalls

PRISTINE ISLANDS AND FOREST TRAILS

One of Ubatuba’s more unique destinations, Ilha Anchieta is São Paulo’s second-largest island (after Ilhabela). In addition to its 828-hectare state park comprising beautiful Atlantic Forest, it’s famous as a former penal colony that in 1952 saw one of the world’s deadliest prison riots with 108 prisoners killed. It was subsequently abandoned, but its well-preserved ruins remain a popular sight for tourists. The nature reserve is home to exotic wildlife such as capuchins, capybaras, coatis and armadillos, while underwater you can see colorful fish, corals and rays. Sublime beaches and hiking trails are further reasons to visit.

If you’re after beaches, don’t miss the paradisiacal Ilha das Couves. This 60-hectare island features two superb beaches along with untouched tracts of Atlantic Forest and incredible diving. To address environmental degradation, there’s an entrance fee ($R70) and numbers are capped to 177 people at one time (down from 2000!). Trips are limited to a three-hour stay, but if you want to stay longer, you can buy another ticket.

Making up part of the Unesco World Heritage–listed Serra do Mar, Ubatuba’s jungle interior is famous for its birdlife, biodiversity and supreme nature trails. For guided tours, get in touch with Ecotuba to visit waterfalls, go bird-watching or summit Pico do Corcovado (1168m) for astounding views.

Another interesting trip in the park is to visit one of the quilombo communities (settlements established by descendants of runaway enslaved Afro-Brazilian people). Garupa offers tours to Quilombo da Fazenda to learn about the culture and traditions of its people living in the Atlantic Forest.
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BEST UBATUBA TOURS

Ecotuba

Offers thematic eco-based tours involving climbing peaks, Trilha das Sete Praias, jungle treks and cultural encounters.

Garupa

Specializes in eco-tours to meet ethnic minority groups, such as Guarani and quilombo communities.

Let’s Go Ubatuba

Attached to Green Hostel, this operator can arrange boat trips, SUP and surfing.

Escola Zecão de Surf

Itamambuca-based surf school established by legendary local surfer Zecão (aka Big Joe) for underserved locals.

Rocky Point

Surf lessons on Praia Grande, one of Ubatuba’s most famous beaches.




Getting Around

To get to Ilha Anchieta, you can either take a tour or charter a boat from Enseada and the Saco da Ribeira pier.

To reach Ilha das Couves, you’ll depart from the fishing beach town of Picinguaba, 42km north of Centro (reachable by bus). Boats depart three times daily for the short 15-minute journey across.





CAMPOS DO JORDãO
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While a winter wonderland of Alpine chalets, fondue and hot chocolate may not fit most people’s image of what Brazil’s all about, Campos do Jordão makes for a unique visit and is a handy launching point for exploring the vast wilderness of the Serra da Mantiqueira.

Sitting at 1628m, this is the highest city in Brazil and only 180km from São Paulo. Here, paulistanos delight in its unashamedly touristy setup and the novelty of rugging up while digging into hearty Bavarian fare. But it’s the surrounding nature and hiking trail that’s the real highlight. You’ll be immersed in the last remaining virgin araucária (Paraná pine) forests while being treated to spectacular views of the Paraíba Valley. Before the Portuguese arrived here in search of gold, the area was the domain of indigenous people including Puris, Caetés, Guarulhos and Cataguás ethnic groups.
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TOP TIP

While it’s busy here on weekends, in July the town receives up to a million tourists. Prices skyrocket and finding accommodations can be difficult. Book your return or onward ticket to ensure you get a seat, especially if traveling on a weekend.




Alpine Fun in Campos do Jordão

BAVARIAN ATMOSPHERE, MUSEUMS AND GARDENS

It may not have the ski slopes, but this high-altitude town offers all the festive cheer of a Swiss Alps mountain resort. Before the fairy-tale chalets, Tudor houses and Lederhosen-wearing waitstaff arrived, Campos do Jordão was a wellness center for tuberculosis sufferers due to the clean mountain air.

Though its somewhat bizarre Euro-themed setup is undeniably kitschy, it’s all part of the fun, especially if you like beer, quality restaurants and chocolate. Beyond the tourist center, the residential streets with Germanic houses give the town a more authentic, lived-in feel.

Museu Felícia Leirner is worth a visit for the open-air abstract sculpture by the Warsaw-born Brazilian artist. Palácio Boa Vista is the winter residence of the governor of São Paulo; you can take a guided tour of its Tudor-style mansion with 105 rooms filled with art, including prized works by modernist painter Tarsila do Amaral. Further afield, Parque Amantikir is a must for fans of horticulture, with 28 themed gardens and hedge maze. In the town center, Parque João Doria Capivari has Ferris wheels, cable cars, food stalls and Carnaval games, along with electric tram and steam-train rides, while Bosque do Silêncio has zip lines, tree climbing and mini-golf for family fun.

Lugui Emporio & Chocolateria is the place to stock up on local beers, wines and chocolates. Otherwise, beer lovers can drop by Cerveja Campos do Jordão for its eight beers on tap and gin distillery, Baden Baden for German beers to go with hearty Bavarian cuisine, the cavernous Vemaguet 67 Microcervejaria and BroWe Cerveja Artesanal for double-hazy IPAs.
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BEST PLACES TO SLEEP & EAT IN CAMPOS DO JORDãO

A Nossa Casinha

Budget chalet in a quiet neighborhood across from Bosque do Silêncio. $

Hotel JB Campos do Jordão

Centrally located with comfortable rooms and faux-Alpine kitsch. $$

Canadá Lodge

Cosy Canadian-inspired ski-lodge vibe. $$$

Pastelão do Maluf

Ginormous pastéis (pastries) in all manner of flavors. $

Restaurante Harry Pisek

Relaxed German restaurant doing homemade sausages, schnitzels and strudels to go with house-brewed beers. $

Libertango

Enjoy a post-hike steak cooked up on the wood-fired parilla (grill). $$$




Getting Around

Uber or taxi is the best way to get around. Otherwise, there’s a little tram departing five times per day, connecting the three main districts of Abernéssia, Jaguaribe (where the bus station is located) and Capivari in the center.






Beyond Campos do Jordão
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Escape the city for fresh mountain air, waterfalls and unique flora and fauna.


With its forests of virgin araucária and varied vegetation zones, the pristine wilderness of Serra da Mantiqueira offers the perfect antidote to the chaos and pollution of São Paulo, South America’s most populous city.

Here, in the protected Parque Estadual de Campos do Jordão, you’ll find hikes and mountain-bike trails for all levels – from short walks to summiting peaks – which will lead you into its forests filled with a variety of pine trees, waterfalls and life-affirming vistas.

Home to some 165 species of birds, including green-billed toucans, woodpeckers and the rare purple-breasted parrot, the park is also the habitat of pumas, armadillos, ocelots, brown deer, wild dogs, peccaries and maned wolves.
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TOP TIP

As well as packing plenty of water and snacks, be prepared for the area’s fickle, ever-changing climate and pack all-weather gear.




Go Wild in Parque Estadual de Campos do Jordão

HIKING, WILDLIFE AND OUTDOOR ADVENTURE

Strap on the hiking boots and head to the hills to enjoy Serra da Mantiqueira’s sublime wilderness along its network of nature trails. Just 14km east of town, Parque Estadual de Campos do Jordão comprises 83 sq km of protected Atlantic Forest and is famous for its biodiversity, including one of the world’s last remnants of its native spindly araucária.

At the park’s entrance you’ll find the visitor center, where you can pick up a map of self-guided trails. Hikes vary from short strolls to day-long treks through diverse vegetation zones of araucária pine, maritime pine and altitude fields, with stops at waterfalls and spectacular views over the Paraíba Valley.

In order to fully appreciate the park’s rich biodiversity, it’s best to take a guide. Altus is the go-to agency for outdoor adventure activities, and in addition to providing expert hiking guides it can organize activities such as tree walks and rope-climbing courses. You can also summit some of the park’s peaks, including one of the most popular climbs in the surrounding mountains up to Pedra do Baú (1950m).

Mountain biking is another big attraction here, with around 20 trails for all levels. You can hire a bike through Zoom Aventura, which also offers lessons. Aventura no Rancho organizes horse treks as well tours to an 800m zip line.

Unless you’re here on a guided tour that includes transport, Uber is your best bet in reaching the park from Campos do Jordão.
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I LIVE HERE: HIKING IN PARQUE ESTADUAL DE CAMPOS DO JORDãO

Estevam Pasquale is a local trekking guide with Altus Turismo Ecológico (altus.tur.br).

What’s the best trail for beginners? Sapucai River Trail (forest garden). It’s inside the state park, with landscapes of high-altitude fields and araucária forest. It takes one to two hours.

What’s your favorite hike? To climb Pico dos Marins, a trail with many challenges, crossings and strong climbs. The view from the summit is sensational.

What do you love about Serra da Mantiqueira? I’m passionate about the climate, pure water, fresh air and the diversity of plants and animals.

What are your favorite places to eat in Campos do Jordão? Krokodilo Restaurant, Dona Chica and Cafe do Bosque.



WHERE TO EAT & SLEEP IN PARQUE ESTADUAL DE CAMPOS DO JORDÃO

Dona Chica

Unexpected gastronomic find offering modern Brazilian dishes, including good vegan choices and local wines. $$

Gård Cervejaria

Rustic craft-beer brewery pouring quality ales paired with burgers and verdant views. $

Cabanas nas Árvores

Sleep among the treetops in these cabins equipped with mod cons and fire pits. $$$





PARANÁ
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GATEWAY TO BRAZIL’S AFFLUENT SOUTH


Paraná’s robust economy, modern infrastructure and reputation for sustainability and safety present 21st-century Brazil at its most inviting.
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Severed from the province of São Paulo during the erstwhile Empire of Brazil (1822–89), Paraná shares plenty of history with its Paulista cousins in the north. Some of these innate similarities have seeped into the present. Paraná, like São Paulo, has a robust economy, high-ranking living standards and enviable levels of education. But the southern sibling has something way bigger in its armory: Iguaçu Falls, Brazil’s extraordinary natural gift to the world.

Less powerful, but inspiring for different reasons, is the salubrious state capital, Curitiba. With its army of articulated buses, vivid flashes of art nouveau architecture and flourishing parks (including a botanical garden), Curitiba demonstrates the state’s efforts to forge meaningful and long-term levels of sustainability. The city’s tangible European essence and eager-to-please restaurants make it a relatively painless introduction to Paraná – and Brazil.

For a bohemian beach stay and zero car traffic, set your sights on Ilha do Mel and Parque Nacional do Superagüi an hour or two to the east, where precious pockets of Atlantic rainforest and ‘castaway’ coastline are complemented by some of the most primordial and unblemished beaches in southern Brazil.

You can get part-way there on the Serra Verde Express, one of Brazil’s few passenger trains. The slow, rattling journey through misty green mountains is just as impressive as the destination – the quiet backwater of Morretes.
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THE MAIN AREAS

CURITIBA

Blueprint for progressive urban planning.

ILHA DO MEL

Deserted beaches, no cars, bohemian people.

FOZ DO IGUAÇU

Thunderous waterfalls on an international tri-border.





Find Your Way


Most of Paraná’s sights are in a smallish area in the state’s southeastern corner, easily accessible from Curitiba. The exception is Foz do Iguaçu, nearly 650km to the west on the tri-border with Paraguay and Argentina.
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Plan Your Time


Many of Paraná’s major sights are within easy reach of the hub city of Curitiba. The exception is not-to-be-missed Iguaçu Falls, which involves a 10-hour bus ride or a one-hour flight.
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Three Days at the Falls

• If you’re only coming to Paraná once, it’s likely you’ll be making a beeline for Iguaçu Falls. Factoring in travel time, three days is the minimum you’ll need to put this resplendent natural wonder into perspective.

• Spend the first day undergoing a slow seduction on the Brazilian side of the border. On day two, skip across the frontier to Argentina to admire the crashing torrents from a different angle. Split day three between Foz’ two impressive cameo acts: the groundbreaking Parque das Aves and the mind-boggling Itaipu Dam.




Whirlwind Week

• Start this busy week-long trip in Curitiba, one of the world capitals of urban sustainability. After checking out the downtown parks and the Museu Oscar Niemeyer book a day trip on the Serra Verde Express and spend another day investigating the caves and rock formations at Vila Velha.

• Hop on a plane or bus to Foz do Iguaçu for a grand water-powered extravaganza at Iguaçu Falls. Make the most of the tri-border location with quick sorties into Paraguay and Argentina, where you can see the falls and the humongous Itaipu Dam from different angles.




Ten Days to Savor

• Take at least three days to absorb the majesty of Iguaçu Falls, before flying or busing to Curitiba, where you can examine the human-built wonders of a highly sustainable city while strolling its streets and parks. On day five, take a trip west to the weather-sculpted cliffs of Vila Velha.

• On day six, book a ticket on the Serra Verde Express and enjoy a barreado (meat stew) lunch in Morretes before continuing by bus to Pontal do Sul and boat to Ilha do Mel. Spend at least three days, walking, beachcombing and relaxing in Paraná’s island paradise.



Seasonal Highlights

Summer season is November to March. Expect large crowds and traffic congestion between Christmas and February’s Carnaval.

FEBRUARY

Carnaval time in the town of Morretes provides an excellent excuse to indulge in lashings of barreado.
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MARCH

Most suitable time for bird-watching on the coast: tremendous diversity of species with the arrival of migrants from the north.
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APRIL

The Festival de Curitiba is a grand theater event with premieres, shows, revivals and workshops around the city.
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MAY

Off-peak prices and fewer crowds paired with tolerable weather make this a perfect time to head for Iguaçu Falls.
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JUNE

Curitiba’s sizable Japanese community stages the Imin Matsuri festival with drum shows, karaoke, food and martial arts.
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AUGUST

With the retreating cold and mugginess this month, you should experience more comfortable weather in Curitiba.
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OCTOBER

Iguaçu Falls are at peak flow (2506m³ per second), a truly epic spectacle and nearly double the annual average.
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CURITIBA
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If you measured cities by their health rather than their beauty, Curitiba would be an Olympic champion. Paraná’s largest metropolis is a world leader in progressive urban planning and its high-functioning mass transportation system is often held up as a shining example for other cities around the globe. Curitiba makes public transport cheap, efficient and safe to use. Its large fleet of articulated buses might not be as sexy as gallivanting around in a sports car, but they’ll get you from A to B a whole lot quicker. And that’s not all. Curitiba also has parks, bike lanes and an abundance of mature, healthy looking trees.

Granted, the architecture’s a bit of a mishmash – boxy tower blocks overshadow older, more handsome, art nouveau and neoclassical buildings – but Curitiba is a city that gets things right in the areas that matter, making it an excellent spot to recharge your batteries and enjoy Brazil at its functioning best.
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SIGHTS

1 Calçadão da XV

2 Casa Romário Martins

3 Largo da Ordem

4 Museu Casa Alfredo Andersen

5 Museu Paranaense

6 Paço da Liberdade

7 Paraná Cathedral

8 Passeio Público

9 Praça Garibaldi

10 Praça Osorio

11 Praça Rui Barbosa

12 Praça Santos Andrade

13 Praça Tiradentes




TOP TIP

Ditch the car and take a ride on Curitiba’s groundbreaking BRT (Bus Rapid Transit), a superslick transport system for the future. Fares can be paid up-front with cash or card at any of the city’s space-age tubular stations.




Curitiba’s Historical Heart

SQUARES AND MUSEUMS

With such a storied reputation for progressive, sustainable thinking, it’s easy to forget that Curitiba has history – and a rather interesting one at that. Start by investigating tree-lined Praça Tiradentes, one of several focal points of the downtown area and site of the city’s founding in 1693. Unearthed foundations of original roadways are displayed under glass panels. Today, the square’s most prominent landmark is the neo-Gothic cathedral erected in the 1870s and inspired by Barcelona’s metropolitan cathedral. The church’s polished look is the result of a comprehensive 2012 restoration. Slightly to the north is Largo da Ordem and Praça Garibaldi, two polygonic ‘squares’ linked by a brick-paved pedestrianized lane. This is the city’s colonial heart, dotted with churches, wrought-iron balconies and a liberal sprinkling of bars.

A small museum in the city’s oldest building, the Casa Romário Martins, divulges the work of Curitiba’s original urban planner and former mayor Cândido de Abreu. Abreu was the man responsible for the nearby Paço da Liberdade (Old City Hall); its magnificent classical Atlas statues theatrically hold up the front doorway. Abreu was also involved in designing the green spaces of the Passeio Público, a refined Curitiba park with winding walkways that’s beloved by morning joggers, squawking parrots and domino players.

Two esoteric downtown museums provide candid windows into local history. The Museu Casa Alfredo Andersen showcases the work of the influential Norwegian–Brazilian impressionistic painter in his neoclassical former home and studio. The Museu Paranaense offers a trajectory of the state’s fluctuating fortunes since pre-colonial times in comprehensive, if slightly disjointed, detail.
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SUSTAINABLE SUBTERFUGE

One of Curitiba mayor Jaime Lerner’s (1937–2021) most daring projects was converting a six-block length of the downtown into a pedestrian zone. Since local merchants blocked the implementation, Lerner used guerrilla tactics. One evening he secretly enlisted a crew who laid walkways, installed lights and planters, completing the task in 72 hours. With a boost in pedestrian traffic, merchants asked for an extension of the automobile-free zone. Some drivers were less pleased. When Lerner heard a group was planning to drive along the road, he gathered several hundred children along the street, where they sat to paint pictures. This cemented the success of the pedestrian district and cast Lerner as the ultimate can-do mayor.



WHERE TO EAT IN CURITIBA

Cantina Baviera

Mixing stroganoff with pasta and onion soup, Baviera merges German, French and Italian cuisine. $$

Manu

The gourmet stomping ground of one of South America’s finest chefs, Manoella Buffara. $$$

Madero Steakhouse Prime

The first of the now 275-strong restaurant chain still knocks out a darn good burger. $$

Parks & Pedestrian Zones

EXAMPLES OF INNOVATIVE URBANISM

Thanks to bold initiatives first sown in the early 1900s and bolstered by prescient civic leaders over half a century later, Curitiba has become a blueprint for progressive cities worldwide. In the 1960s and 70s the Lerner administration transformed a six-block length of downtown, Calçadão da XV, into a pedestrian zone, created five express-bus avenues with futuristic tube-shaped platforms, and encouraged recycling and sustainable design long before it was fashionable. The administration also planted trees and created parks on an enormous scale. Not any old parks, but fecund well-tended green spaces. Praça Osorio at the west end of Calçadão da XV is practically a jungle. Praça Santos Andrade to the east is an oasis of floral symmetry. The Praça Rui Barbosa is a perfect place to watch the famous bendy buses pull up alongside their transparent conical bus stops.

Curitiba’s most elaborate park is the Jardim Botânico, a well-manicured oasis with an emblematic domed greenhouse, 2km east of the center.

Museum to a Modern Master

ART MUSEUM AND ARCHITECTUAL SHOWCASE

For the pinnacle of futuristic design, head north of Curitiba’s Centro Cívico to the Museu Oscar Niemeyer. Designed by and named for the architect responsible for much of Brasília, this striking museum is an exhibit in itself, featuring a remarkable eye-shaped tower painted with whimsical dancing figures in shadowy black. Inside, rotating exhibits highlight Brazilian and international artists of the 20th and 21st centuries. Permanent exhibitions include a photographic time capsule of the museum’s construction (housed in the tower) and a succinct presentation of Niemeyer and his pioneering architectural work.


INNOVATIVE BUS SYSTEM

In fast-growing 1970s Curitiba, public transit was a big challenge that required big solutions. Since the city couldn’t afford to build a metro system, it took the efficiencies of underground trains and adapted them to buses. Under the tutelage of architect-turned-city-mayor Jaime Lerner, it created five express-bus avenues, ensured regular frequencies (arriving every 30 seconds at peak time) and built tubular boarding platforms, complete with fare clerks and turnstiles to allow faster entering and exiting. It also had Volvo make double-accordion, 270-passenger buses. Today, the system transports over two million passengers daily and is significantly speedier than using a car.




Getting Around

Curitiba is made for bus travel. Fares cost a flat fee and include transfers between routes at one of the ubiquitous tube-shaped bus shelters. Different buses are color-coded, from blue super-expresses to smaller yellow ‘feeder’ buses. There’s also an open-top hop-on hop-off tourist bus that links the city’s main sights, including the botanical garden and the Museu Oscar Niemeyer. It runs Tuesday to Sunday from a hub in Praça Tiradentes. The downtown core around the Largo da Ordem is pleasantly walkable.






Beyond Curitiba
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Wild West–like rock formations and a truly memorable train ride await travelers seeking a break from the urban flurry of Curitiba.


While rarely considered a tourist magnet in its own right, Curitiba is close to several of the state’s headline attractions and encircled by a diverse array of mountains, forest and rocky uplands. Most travelers head east on a historic train ride to the gastronomic town of Morretes, home to some of Paraná’s strongest cultural traditions. On the way, the line cuts through rare surviving tracts of Mata Atlântica, Brazil’s biodiverse but highly endangered coastal rainforest. Alternatively, head west in a bus or car to Vila Velha state park, where distinctively shaped sandstone outcrops contrast sharply with the surrounding agricultural fields. Both trips are possible as separate day excursions, using Curitiba as a base.
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TOP TIP

Combine the Morretes and Serra Verde Express experiences in a single daytrip: take the train outbound from Curitiba, catch the bus back.




A Taste of Barreado in Morretes

TOWN KNOWN FOR MEAT STEW

Founded in 1721 on the banks of the Rio Nhundiaquara, this serene colonial town, 1½ hours east of Curitiba by bus, rests on an emerald-green plain at the foot of the Serra do Mar. The handsomest buildings (of which there are many) are clustered around Praça Lamenha Lins and along Rua das Flores, the cobblestone walkway that runs alongside a peaceful river. Most of them harbor restaurants and nearly all offer the region’s culinary gift to the world, barreado, a dense meat stew thickened with manioc flour that’s cooked in a clay pot over an open flame for 24 hours. Originally, barreado was served to keep revelers nourished over the course of February’s Carnaval. These days it has become the main feature of the town and an indispensable lunch for train travelers disembarking from the Serra Verde Express.
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Barreado generally comes to your table in its component parts – pots of meat stew, manioc flour, rice, battered bananas, and pickled peppers. If you’re a beginner, the server will help you put it together by mixing a spoonful of manioc flour with the meat and gravy to create a thick paste. It’s a tradition in some restaurants to then hold the dish upside down above the diner’s head to check for consistency (pray it’s correct). Portions are huge and the pots are left on the table for seconds, thirds and fourths. The perfect post-lunch digestif is a shot of cachaça (sugarcane rum), another Morretes specialty that’s sold in restaurants and in bottles at wooden stalls along the riverfront.
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I LIVE HERE: HOW TO COOK BARREADO
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Leonardo Gnatta Scucato dos Santos, manager of Restaurante Casarão (casaraomorretes.com.br) in Morretes, explains the cooking method for barreado.

Barreado is made with beef, onions, garlic, black pepper, salt and bay leaves. The most characteristic spice is cumin. We start by cutting the meat into cubes and adding all the spices and water. After that, we seal the pans with a dough made with flour and water and cook it for eight to 10 hours until the dough dries and cracks. Then, under a very low heat, we cook it for four hours more. After that the fire is turned off, and it rests until the next day. Only then is the pan opened.



WHERE TO TRY BARREADO IN MORRETES

Restaurante Casarão

Generous portions of meat stews brought to your table to be mixed and served. $$

Villa Morretes

Set amid lush gardens and bubbling fountains on the more tranquil side of Rio Nhundiaquara. $$

Madalozo

A favorite with tourists fresh from the Serra Verde Express. Its terrace overlooks Rio Nhundiaquara. $$

Parque Vila Velha: Nature’s Sculpture Garden

SANDSTONE ROCKS SHAPED BY WEATHER

Erupting out of a gentle pastoral landscape, 1½ hours west of Curitiba by bus, is what looks like a ghostly apparition, towering above gently sloping wheat fields. This ancient cluster of eroded sandstone monoliths, thought to be over 300 million years old, is protected in a well-run state park, Parque Vila Velha.

The park operates buses to the rocks from its visitor center, just off the main Curitiba–Ponto Grosso highway, or you can hike up along a gently ascending 900m trail. Once there, a paved 2.7km trail circumnavigates the sandstone outcrop, with multilingual signs relating details of its formation and history, as well as outlining various shapes – with nicknames like the cat, the bear, and the bottle – that the wind and rain have sculpted over many millennia.

The park’s other geological attraction is its two massive furnas (vertical caves half-filled with water). A park bus leaves the visitor center every 30 minutes to reach them. Furna two is home to a rare fish, the lambari da furna, that’s unique to its waters, and a zip line that catapults daredevils above its murky depths. Of lesser interest, but also part of the bus tour, is the crystal-clear Lagoa Dourada (golden lagoon), the remnant of an older sinkhole. Comfortable Princesa dos Campos coaches running between Curitiba and Ponta Grossa stop at the park entrance, making Parque Vila Velha an easy day trip. You’ll need a good four hours to see the park properly.


VERTICAL CAVES

There are 12 furnas at Vila Velha – vertical caves, or sinkholes formed when water penetrated cracks in the underground sandstone millions of years ago. Over time, a subterranean cavity was formed and filled with water, gradually growing larger until the roof collapsed exposing the cave to daylight. The two visitable furnas are approximately 110m deep and half-filled with water (they share the same underground aquifer). Furna one has been fitted with an unsightly elevator to take visitors down to a floating platform (indefinitely out of action) and is circled by an army of dive-bombing biscutate swifts. Furna two is home to a unique species of lambari fish.



WHERE TO WALK IN PARQUE VILA VELHA

Trilha Arenitos e Bosque

Two combined trails that circumnavigate the sandstone rock formations through open grassland and low forest.

Trilha da Fortaleza

Challenging trail along monumental 7km-long rock formation with river crossings and a waterfall. Guided only.

Trillha dos Fósseis

Short trail connecting visitor center with the Arenitos trail that passes faint but very old fossils.

Climb Aboard the Serra Verde Express

TRAIN RIDE THROUGH MOUNTAINS

In a country woefully light on passenger trains, the Serra Verde Express is an honorable exception. Running several times a week between Curitiba and the small town of Morretes, it bills itself as a tourist train and its elegantly attired carriages – which in boutique class come with leather seats and velvety sofas – certainly have the ring of an Agatha Christie murder mystery about them.

Curious Poirots can sit back and enjoy the kind of green, mountainous scenery that gives the train its name. Starting in Curitiba, the route climbs slowly through the Serra do Mar, a crinkled web of forested peaks covered in lush trees and prolific ferns that’s typical of the Mata Atlântica (Atlantic rainforest). On the way it passes through 14 tunnels, and teeters along a dizzying traverse with a drop-off so steep it feels as if the chugging loco is gliding through midair. Scenery rather than speed is the essence of the ride. In three of the four classes you’ll get a guide who’ll point out the details as you pass. In the higher classes, you’re also given rudimentary snacks and an open bar. The fabulous journey takes between three and four hours and climbs to 952m at its highest point. Save your camera battery for the middle third when the views open out and you’ll spot waterfalls, crags and distant Morretes nestled in a valley hundreds of meters below. If departing from Curitiba, the best vistas are on the left-hand side of the train.


WHY I LOVE CURITIBA
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Brendan Sainsbury, writer

Curitiba is a subtle city that takes a while to get under your skin. For me, it acts as an excellent entry-gate into Brazil and an ideal decompression chamber before I leave. Considering it’s such a large metropolis, everything seems to operate remarkably smoothly. I like its well-tended parks, its quirky bus shelters, its understated architectural flourishes, and its all-round functionality. When in town, you can’t beat a few nights in the Hotel San Juan Johnscher, historic accommodations with modish rooms, epic breakfasts and the kind of easygoing but efficient atmosphere that permeates the whole city.




MORE ON TRAINS

For another Brazilian train ride, reserve a space on the Maria Fumaca, an Italian-themed railway excursion that puffs languidly out of Bento Gonçalves in Rio Grande do Sul.




Getting Around

Curitiba’s large well-ordered bus terminal has services heading out all over Paraná, including to Morretes and Parque Vila Velha. There are numerous private companies, each with their own ticket desk clearly advertising their routes.

The train station is directly next door. The only service is the Serra Verde Express, a de facto tourist train that runs to Morretes. Check the website for schedules: serraverdeexpress.com.br





ILHA DO MEL
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Shaped like an hourglass, the languid paradise of Ilha do Mel at the mouth of the Baía de Paranaguá is a sharp antidote to the metro pizzazz of Isla de Santa Catarina 300km to the south. Accessible only by boat, and bereft of any motor vehicles (unless you count the three-wheeled garbage ‘truck’), this small island is traversed by single-track trails and dotted with a loose assemblage of wooden pousadas. Travelers congregate in two rumpled beach-shack settlements – Nova Brasília and Encantadas – where surfboard-toting Brazilians on bicycles mingle with the odd bedazzled foreigner.

Small and serene, Ilha do Mel is for people who like roaming windswept beaches, reclining lazily in hammocks, and cracking open a pack of cards when the wi-fi fails. If you can forsake valet service for a bumpy motorboat ride, and sidewalks for sandy paths, this could be your heaven.
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SIGHTS

1 Farol das Conchas

2 Fortaleza de Nossa Senhora dos Prazeres

3 Grutas das Encantadas

4 Praia da Boia

5 Praia da Farol

6 Praia da Fortaleza

7 Praia de Fora

8 Praia Grande




TOP TIP

There are no ATMs on Ilha do Mel, so arrive with as much cash as you need. Most businesses accept credit cards, as long as the wi-fi is working. If you’re not comfortable carrying cash, reserve and pay for accommodations up-front with a reputable booking site.




Wild, Deserted Beaches

UNCROWDED STRIPS OF SAND

In contrast to many Brazilian beaches, Ilha do Mel’s wild praias are undeveloped, kissed by nature, and invariably close to deserted. Those facing the bay enjoy warm waters gently lapping at the white sand, while those facing the ocean collide with the big surf. All of them are unspoiled, marked only by windswept bushes, forested hills and rocky headlands.


Praia de Fora and Praia Grande are wide Atlantic beaches accessed via the pretty 4.7km path that winds between Nova Brasília and Encantadas. According to local surfers, in winter these beaches have the best waves in Paraná.

The Praia do Farol is the long stretch of sand between the Nova Brasília dock and the Farol das Conchas. It is backed by a swampy, grassy restinga (a tropical and subtropical moist broadleaf forest unique to Brazil), which also preserves the natural beauty of the beach. Surfers congregate at the base of the hill and ride the legendary Ondas das Paralelas.

If you didn’t bring your surfboard, you might prefer the calmer, warmer waters of the beaches that face the shallow bay.

In the north, Praia da Fortaleza, backed by a handful of wooden houses, allows you to bathe in the shadow of the 18th-century Portuguese fort. The best beach near the settlement of Encantadas is Praia da Boia, beyond which lies the Gruta das Encantadas, a small cave said to be inhabited by beautiful mermaids who enchant all who come near. You can peer inside when the tide is out.


PROTECTED ISLAND

Despite its laid-back demeanor, Ilha do Mel is a highly protected island. The forested northern section, beyond the sandy isthmus, is an ‘ecological station’ used mainly for scientific research (authorized visits are for educational purposes only), while much of the southern portion has been designated a state park. Motor vehicles are banned; daily visitors are capped at 5000 and there are noise-pollution limits (55 decibels). The measures help shield delicate tracts of Atlantic rainforest populated by over 100 species of bird (including endangered red-tailed Amazon parrots) as well as guarding coastal mangroves and waters harboring ‘ghost’ crabs and Guiana dolphins. In total, 93% of the island’s 27 sq km is under some form of protection.



WHERE TO EAT ON ILHA DO MEL

Stazione

Fresh pies from the island’s only genuine pizza oven. Indoor/outdoor dining near Encantadas’ boat dock. $$

Toca do Ilha

Wooden restaurant on Encantadas waterfront offering seafood and substantial lunchtime buffet. $$

Ilha do Mel Café

Quirkily curated, atmospheric cafe set in a sea-blue house in Brasília. Brews the island’s best espresso. $

Sentinels of the Coast

HISTORIC FORT AND LIGHTHOUSE

Ilha do Mel’s magnificently mildewed Fortaleza de Nossa Senhora dos Prazeres, which dates from the 1760s, was built by the Portuguese to protect the eastern entrance to Paranaguá Bay. Its thick, weather-aged walls are caressed by Atlantic waves and can be reached by hiking 3km along the Praia da Fortaleza from Novo Brasilia. The last few meters may involve some paddling (check the tides before setting out).

You can enter the fort via its sea-facing gateway and inspect the eerily deserted interior furnished with a series of explanatory boards (in Portuguese). Rusty cannons and stone sentry turrets adorn the ramparts while, behind the main ramparts, a short trail leads to a battery of WWII gun emplacements and a lookout with a vulture-eye vista of the bay.

The fort saw little military action in its early years and was deactivated several times during the 19th century. In 1850, its cannons fired on a British warship attempting to apprehend suspected Brazilian slave vessels in the area and, during the Federal Revolution of 1894, it was occupied by rebels intent on stopping cruisers entering Paranaguá.

The Ilha’s other historic building, the Farol das Conchas, was built by Scottish firm P&W MacLellan in 1870 on the orders of emperor Dom Pedro II. The lofty lighthouse stands sentinel atop a steep promontory at the island’s most easterly point. From here you can absorb panoramic views of the island, the sweeping Praia do Farol, and the Serra do Mar on the mainland. It’s a popular spot to watch the sun drop below the horizon. A paved path with stone steps leads to the summit.

WHERE TO STAY ON ILHA DO MEL

Bob Pai e Bob Filho

Unadorned but well-equipped rooms surrounding an atmospheric bar and knickknack-peppered gardens. $$

Treze Luas

Pousada brightened by whimsical artwork and bold-colored linens, with shiny stained-wood walls and tile floors. $$$

Fim da Trilha

Welcoming wooden property in village of Encantadas with manicured grounds and fabulous food, including breakfast. $$

Hiking on a No-Car Island

A NEWORK OF SHORT TRAILS

In an island with no cars or roads, walking is the premier modus operandi and an immensely pleasurable one at that. Most of the unpaved trilhas (paths) are wide, flat, and easy to follow.

Ilha do Mel’s main ‘highway,’ and the only land connection between the two small settlements of Nova Brasília and Encantadas, is a 4.7km-long trail that hugs the island’s east coast. Winding through Atlantic rainforest and swampy grassland speckled with purple and yellow flowers, the trail incorporates beautiful broad sweeps of Praia Grande and Praia do Miguel and is split in the middle by a short rocky headland where you’ll need to engage in some minor scrambling if the tide’s in. This part of the route is impassable on a bicycle.

A shorter trail curls south from Encantadas to the Gruta das Encantadas and its adjacent beach, the final section on a raised boardwalk.

From the spread-out hub of Nova Brasília, a trail heads east to the narrow promontory upon which the lighthouse is situated. The short but steep path to the top is paved and equipped with shallow, easy-to-negotiate steps.

Several forested paths lined with wooden pousadas and eating joints snake through Nova Brasília. North of the boat dock another path opens onto Praia da Fortaleza. From here, it’s 3km along the beach to the island’s glorious 18th-century fort. All the island’s trails are well-marked, with directional signage and distance markers. It’s practically impossible to get lost.


THREATENED FOREST

Brazil has lost 90 percent of its coastal forest cover since the early colonial period and the fragile tracts that remain, while retaining a remarkable level of biodiversity, continue to be threatened. If you came to Ilha do Mel on a train, you’ll have glimpsed the montane cloud forests of the Serra do Mar. The Ilha guards two more types of woodland: lowland restinga (medium-sized leafy trees adapted to sandy nutrient-deficient soils on the coast), and denser submontane forest (wetter, lusher vegetation located further inland or higher hills and headlands). Both are rich in plant and wildlife.




STATE PARKS

Ilha do Mel is one of numerous state parks in Paraná. Another is the much larger Parque Vila Velha, 93km west of Curitiba; its 300 million-year-old sandstone outcrops were earmarked for protection in 1990.




Getting Around

It’s a 45-minute tide-dependent walk from Nova Brasília to Encantadas – do not set out without checking with the tide charts and/or locals; otherwise, take the 20-minute island ferry from one village to the other. There are places in both villages that rent bikes for short distances.






Beyond Ilha do Mel
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The coastline between Ilha do Mel and southern São Paulo state is dotted with islands that are rich in wildlife and biodiversity.


Over on the Brazilian mainland, Ilha do Mel is served by two main ports and potential embarkation points. Pontal do Sul is the best option for quick, regular boat services to the island. It sits at the northern end of a long string of beaches known for their surfing waters and sunsets.

Paranaguá is a bigger port with a compact historical center that is home to an archaeological museum encased in an old Jesuit college. Its grizzled paint-peeled streets are punctuated by several whitewashed churches that date back at least three centuries. The port also acts a gateway to the area’s most alluring destination beyond Ilha do Mel: the fauna-rich coastal wilderness of Parque Nacional do Superagüi.
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TOP TIP

There’s little shade on the islands of Superagüi and Peças. Insects and horseflies can be brutal, especially in November; bring sunscreen and repellent.




Pristine Nature in Superagüi National Park

DESERTED ISLANDS AND RARE WILDLIFE

If Ilha do Mel marks a step back from the bustle and crowds of the mainland, Parque Nacional do Superagüi feels like a full-on retreat. Composed of Superagüi and Peças islands, this uninhabited national park in the Baía de Paranaguá is covered by mangroves and salt marshes, and supports an amazing variety of bird and plant life. Extending over 34,000 hectares (340 sq km), the park – which is listed as a Unesco World Heritage site and biosphere reserve – is over 10 times the size of Ilha do Mel. You can get there in less than an hour on a private boat from Ilha do Mel, or back-track to Paranaguá and jump on a public boat.

The main entry point is the tiny village of Barra do Superagüi (located just outside the park boundary), a rustic collage of colorful wooden homes and pousadas connected by cement walkways that traverse swampy mangroves. From the village, a 2km trail leads to Praia Deserta, the only accessible area of the park, a 30km-long beach backed by restinga and lowland forest that lives up to its name.

With the interior of the national park closed to visitors, you’ll need to join a private boat tour to get a glimpse from the shoreline. Boat trips depart from both Ilha do Mel and Barra do Superagüi. The best excursion is a half-day tour that takes in a waterfall at Sebuí on the mainland, a lunch of fresh oysters at Barbados (a traditional village on Superagüi) and an afternoon voyage to witness the red-tailed parrots on Ilha do Pinheiro. Any pousada in Barra do Superagüi can arrange the tour.
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PARK WILDLIFE

Parque Nacional do Superagüi’s flora and fauna is both colorful and diverse. Bank on seeing diminutive hummingbirds, bright-beaked toucans, pale-pink roseate spoonbills, and Brazilian tanagers with their distinctive vermillion plumage. Even more spectacular are the hundreds of red-tailed parrots (called papagaio-de-cara-roxa) that congregate in the dense foliage of nearby Ilha do Pinheiro for their nightly roost. Sea mammals, such as bottleneck dolphins, are a relatively common sight in the channel separating Superagüi and Ilha do Mel. Land mammals can be trickier to spot. You may see agoutis and pacas (similar to guinea pigs), primates including howler monkeys and black-faced lion tamarins, and even some stealthy pumas.




Getting Around

Several boats alternate daily runs to Parque Nacional do Superagüi from Paranaguá – but always check ahead, as transportation can be sporadic and fluid.





FOZ DO IGUAçU


[image: jpg]

A diverse city flush against the tri-border with Argentina and Paraguay, Foz has one world-class attraction and several worthy support acts. Iguaçu Falls dominates the proceedings and is the reason 99%of visitors fly in. One glimpse and you’ll understand why.

Known as Vila Iguaçu until 1914, Foz went through a period of frenzied growth during the years that the Itaipu Dam was under construction (completed in 1984), when the population increased more than fivefold. It was an edgy place back then but has since ironed out its rough spots. In the last few years, the city has tried hard to up its game with the construction of a giant Ferris wheel in 2021 and the opening of a new bridge to Paraguay in 2022. Notwithstanding, some of its finest moments can be found in its less obvious allures, such as a little-heralded Arabic dining scene and a magnificent Buddhist temple.
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TOP TIP

If at all possible, endeavor to see the cascades from both sides of the international frontier. Border formalities are relatively straightforward. Many nationalities can enter Argentina without a visa, but double-check before you arrive at the Argentine consulate in Foz.




Bird Rehab in Parque das Aves

ADMIRE RESCUED BIRDS

An admirable eco-project that rescues birds from trafficking and mistreatment, Foz’s exceptional Parque das Aves, 300m from the waterfall entrance, is way more than just another avian zoo. The heavily forested complex covers five hectares and counts over 800 species of bird, including several that have been saved from extinction, thanks to the park’s painstaking efforts. Indeed, over 50 percent of the park’s avian population consists of rescued birds, many of which will ultimately be reintroduced to the wild, including the Alagoas curassow, a black pheasant-like bird that almost became extinct due to deforestation.

Most of the complex’s cages are so large, you won’t even realize you’re inside them. The newest, called ‘Cecropia’ after a species of tropical tree with umbrella-like leaves, is 22m high and 28m wide and opened in 2020 to house rescued parakeets and toucans. The macaw aviary, where brightly plumed parrots swoop down inches from your head, is particularly entertaining. Red ibis, bare-throated bellbird and flamingos are among other species that live in the ingenious enclosures.

Inaugurated in 1994, the park was the brainchild of a German–Zimbabwean couple, Anna and Dennis Croukamp, who were inspired to rescue and rehabilitate birds after adopting a gray parrot. Aside from its on-site work, the park partners with numerous other organizations and acts as Brazil’s national center for the global red list of threatened species.

Alongside the avian attractions, there’s an excellent cafe and a small but pretty butterfly garden.

WHERE TO EAT IN FOZ DO IGUAÇU

Bufalo Branco

Arrive with an appetite for Foz’ best churrascaria, with its huge buffet and rodízio-style meats. $$$

Empório com Arte

Decent espresso, mixed-fruit caipirinhas and elaborate mains surrounded by art and handicrafts. $$

Le Mir Comida Árabe

Don’t leave Foz without trying superbly executed Arabic cuisine: a big feature of the city. $$

Witness the Power of Itaipu Dam

BRAZIL’S GREAT ENGINEERING MARVEL

If Iguaçu Falls is Foz’s great natural wonder, Itaipu Binacional Dam is its ingenious manufactured one. The 8km-long, 200m-high dam is usually cited as one of the seven outstanding civil engineering achievements of the 20th century, alongside such constructed marvels as the Channel Tunnel and the Panama Canal.

In common with ferocious Iguaçu Falls, Itaipu’s vital component is water. By using the natural power of the Rio Paraná, the dam is able to generate up to 14 million kilowatts of clean electricity, enough to supply 88% of Paraguay’s energy needs, and 11% of Brazil’s. Indeed, the binational dam (so-called because it’s shared by Brazil and Paraguay) is the world’s third-largest hydroelectric power station after China’s Three Gorges Dam and Baihetan Hydropower Station.

If you’ve already lapped up the waterfalls, a trip to Itaipu, 45km to the north (and 12km north of Foz), is a natural progression. Far from being just another industrial building, the complex is well set up for tourism, with a modern visitor center, a car park, a cafe and a shop stocked with all the usual tourist paraphernalia.

Standard panoramic tours head off around the site all day long in open-topped double-decker buses with bilingual guides. They give you a good overall perspective and some fascinating close-up vistas. Real engineering geeks can book a longer, more detailed, ‘Itaipu Especial’ tour.

Despite plunging Brazil into debt and leading to the large-scale destruction of rainforest and the displacement of 10,000 people when it was built between 1975 and 1984, Itaipu Binacional Dam now supports an expansive reservoir and an animal-rich biological reserve that can be visited on a separate tour from the visitor center.


FROM THE BRINK OF EXTINCTION

The Parque das Aves has been integral in the preservation and rehabilitation of critically endangered Alagoas curassow, a red-billed, black-plumed bird similar to a pheasant that’s native to the subtropical lowland forests of northeast Brazil. Extinct in the wild since the mid-1980s due to hunting and habitat loss, the species’ population was down to single figures when the last five birds were rescued from a forest slated to be cleared for sugar production in the 1980s. After 30 years of breeding in several aviaries, including Parque das Aves, numbers had morphed to around 130 and, in 2019, in a pioneering project, three pairs were reintroduced into the wild with GPS tags to log their progress.



WHERE TO STAY IN FOZ DO IGUAÇU

Tetris Container Hostel

One-of-a-kind hostel made out of recycled shipping containers, including a pool (also in a container!). $

Águas do Iguaçu Hotel Centro

Mid-range option close to the bus terminal: large rooms, big pool, bumper breakfasts. $$

Hotel Del Rey

Friendly, spotless hotel that’s slightly more intimate than the other big guns in the area. $$

Sunset at the Tri-Border

FOOD COURT AND DANCE SHOWS

The Marco das Três Fronteiras is an ever-expanding park that marks the approximate site of the tri-border between Brazil, Argentina, and Paraguay (the exact spot is in the middle of the river). It’s one of 13 international tri-points in South America but easily the most famous, due to its proximity to Iguaçu Falls. The park is located at the confluence of the Paraná and Iguaçu rivers; its central focus is a green-and-yellow obelisk rising from the middle of a fountain (similar obelisks stand in Paraguay and Argentina).

The site’s theme-park-like attractions are accessed via the fake facade of a Jesuit mission, beyond which lie food outlets and tourist shops. People come to see the sunset and witness the nightly (except Monday) folkloric shows at 7pm that celebrate the culture of the three nations.

Bridging the Border

BRIDGE LINKING BRAZIL AND PARAGUAY

Built between 2019 and 2022, the Ponte da Integração (Integration Bridge) is the second bridge to span Rio Paraná between Brazil and Paraguay (the Friendship Bridge 10km to the north, was opened in 1965). Connecting Foz do Iguaçu’s southern neighborhoods with the Paraguayan city of Presidente Franco, the twin-towered structure was built by the hydroelectric company, Itaipu Binacional in conjunction with the Paraná government at a cost of around US$85 million. It has been designed to carry heavy vehicles across the river between the two countries, thus easing congestion on the Friendship Bridge, which will be left exclusively for cars.


BRIDGES & DAMS

Itaipu Binacional, the company that administers the Itaipu dam was also responsible for part-funding the building of the new Ponte da Integração on the Brazil–Paraguay border.




THE LOST WATERFALL

Sete Quedas, also known as Guaira Falls, was a set of waterfalls on Rio Paraná, 200km north of Foz do Iguaçu, that were inundated during the building of the Itaipu Dam in the early 1980s. Considered almost as spectacular as Iguaçu, the falls consisted of 18 cascades split into seven identifiable groups. Dropping from a height of up to 114m, the roar of the water could allegedly be heard over 30km away. There were demonstrations when the thunderous cascades finally succumbed to the rising waters of the newly formed Itaipu reservoir in October 1982, as despondent locals gathered in a guarup, an indigenous ritual to memorialize an irreplaceable natural wonder.




Getting Around

There are cheap and regular bus connections from Foz’ Urban Bus Terminal (TTU) to all the main sights, including Foz do Iguaçu, Itaipu Dam, Parque das Aves and the airport.





TOP SIGHT
Iguaçu Falls


A savage collision of water, rock and rainforest that brings brawn and beauty to the frontier of two South American nations, Iguaçu Falls will exceed your expectations – and then some. Comprising 275 individual cascades and emitting a roar so loud it’ll send shivers down your spine, it’s way more impressive than any guidebook can prepare you for. Just go!
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The Setting

Rising in the coastal mountains of Paraná and Santa Catarina, the Rio Iguaçu snakes west for 600km, picking up a few dozen tributaries along the way. It widens majestically and sweeps through a magnificent forest stage before a dramatic plunge in the tiered cascades known as Iguaçu Falls. At 2.7km wide and up to 82m high, it’s the biggest waterfall system in the world.


DON’T MISS

Garganta do Diabo

Trilha das Cataratas

Macuco Safari boat trip

Getting wet!

Belmond Hotel das Cataratas

The open-top bus ride

A beer in the restaurant



The Bus Ride

Open-topped double-decker buses make regular departures from the main visitor center at the park entrance and head 10km south to the falls. It is highly recommended you get off at the third stop at Belmond Hotel das Cataratas. Here you can pick up the main waterfall observation trail, Trilha das Cataratas, a 1200m path following the shore of the Rio Iguaçu, terminating at the Garganta do Diabo.

Trilha das Cataratas

The impossibly spectacular ‘Waterfall Trail’ is a 1.5km walk down a paved path, with brilliant views of the falls on the Argentine side framed by the unsullied jungle and the river below. Every twist of the path reveals a more splendid view until the trail ends right under the majestic Salto Floriano, which will give you a healthy sprinkling of water via the wind it generates. A zigzagging catwalk leads out to a platform with plume-shrouded vistas of the ferocious Garganta do Diabo (the waterfall’s angry apex), its roar killing all conversation and its spray descending like light rain. If the water’s high, it’s unforgettable; a rainbow is visible in the spray on clear afternoons. An elevator heads up to a viewing platform at the top of the falls at Porto Canoas, the last stop of the double-decker buses. Porto Canoas has a gift shop, a couple of snack bars and a gorgeously sited buffet restaurant.


PRACTICALITIES
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Scan the QR code (cataratasdoiguacu.com.br) for prices and opening hours.



Boat Trips

Many claim that the way to truly experience the falls is to feel their wrath raining down on you. Macuco Safari (macucosafari.com.br) offers the Brazilian side’s a spectacular opportunity to get up close, personal and wet at the base of the falls. The excursion starts with a 2km ride through the jungle in an electric vehicle, with a guide pointing out the park’s flora and fauna. The second phase is a short hike (600m) to a small waterfall called Salto Macuco (no swimming allowed). Finally, climb aboard a Zodiac boat for a 4km journey over flat water and rapids, culminating with a trip under the falls known as the ‘Three Musketeers’. The boat ride is 30 minutes, but the whole excursion takes about two hours.

Other Excursions

There are a couple of other hiking trails in the park. The 9km one way Trilha Poço Preto and the 1.5km Trilha das Bananeiras, although both were closed at last visit. When open, they can be done as guided walks organized through Macuco Safari. The company also offers rappelling at the Salto Macuco waterfall. Helisul (helisulfoz.com.br), just outside the park entrance, has been running chopper flights 450m above the Brazilian side of the falls for 50 years now. The 10-minute flights carry four or seven people, depending on the helicopter type.

Belmond Hotel das Cataratas

Nowhere on either side of the falls is as delightful as the 193-room Belmond Hotel. The pink Portuguese-colonial edifice is located within the national park, directly opposite the main trail to the falls. The coup of staying here is access to the deserted park after hours. Bonus: it also hosts a spa and the classiest restaurant in the region.



TOP TIPS

• Bring a poncho for the boat trip, unless you don’t mind getting excessively wet.

• After seeing the falls, enjoy a buffet lunch on the pleasant terrace of Restaurant Porto Canoas, overlooking the river before it descends into the maelstrom.

• Seriously consider traveling to Argentina to see the falls from the opposite side – it’s the icing on the cake.

• For those intent on viewing the falls from both countries in one day, make sure you’re on the Brazilian side bang at opening: at 9am.

• As daily entry numbers are limited, buy your tickets in advance online at cataratasdoiguacu.com.br









Beyond Foz do Iguaçu
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Foz and its environs offer visitors the opportunity to tick off three South American countries in one day.


Cornered in the extreme southwest of Paraná on the international tri-border with Argentina and Paraguay, excursions beyond Foz do Iguaçu usually involve short sorties into the neighboring countries. Both are easy to enter, especially Paraguay, where you can walk across the Friendship Bridge over Rio Paraná into the city of Ciudad del Este, a classic border town full of energy, hustlers and cut-price shopping.

Puerto Iguazú in Argentina is an unprepossessing town, isolated from the rest of Argentina, as its main raison d’être is the waterfalls. If you have time on your hands, there’s also an animal rescue center and a tri-border obelisk similar to the one in Brazil.
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TOP TIP

It’s relatively easy to walk across the Brazil–Paraguay border without showing your passport but non-locals should obtain an exit stamp.




A Glimpse into Paraguay

GATEWAY TO PARAGUAY

Originally named Puerto Presidente Stroessner after the former Paraguayan dictator, Ciudad del Este is a renowned center for contraband goods, earning it the nickname ‘the Supermarket of South America.’ The part near the busy Brazilian border is typically chaotic but, fight your way through the crowds, and a clearer picture quickly emerges. Indeed, the nearby Lago de la República is downright salubrious and circumnavigated by a pretty walkway. Nearby, the tiny Museu El Mensú displays local history, including indigenous artifacts. If you came here to shop, the SAX department store is within baseball-lobbing distance of the border and has all the electronic gadgets you could dream of.

Iguaçu Falls from Argentina

TRAILS, BOAT TRIPS, MOON WALKS

While the stand-back-and-gape views of Iguaçu Falls may be better in Brazil, the cascades themselves are mostly located in Argentina, and visiting them from the Argentinian side offers an entirely different but equally beguiling perspective. Here, you will find a wider network of walking trails and the opportunity to get near the falls from above. Raised walkways veer close to the lips of many of the lesser cascades, while a final elongated boardwalk deposits you thrillingly above the churning mayhem of the Garganta del Diablo.

Argentina’s Parque Nacional Iguazú (iguazuargentina.com) has a slightly more weathered tourist infrastructure than its Brazilian counterpart. Aside from the trails and viewing planforms, there are daily boat trips and a unique full-moon walk that runs several times a month. A mini tourist train is available for those who’d rather not walk between the viewpoints.


MORE WATERFALLS

Iguaçu Falls might be mega-impressive, but it’s not the only waterfall in southern Brazil. Making a more subtle splash is the lovely Cascata do Caracol near Canela in Rio Grande do Sul.




BEST TRAILS ON THE ARGENTINA SIDE

Curcuito Inferior

Wooded 1.4km circuit descends to Río Iguazú, passing delightfully close to several falls on the way. Prepare for a drenching from Salto Bossetti.

Circuito Superior

Fabulous views over the lips of several cascades and full-frontal glimpses of others. The final section ends above the powerful Salto San Martín.

Garganta del Diablo

A 1.1km walkway across the placid Río Iguazú leads to one of the planet’s most spectacular sights, the ‘Devil’s Throat.’




Getting Around

The border between Brazil and Paraguay is at the Puente de la Amistad (Friendship Bridge). Immigration is at both ends of the bridge. Buses between Ciudad del Este and the local terminal in Foz do Iguaçu run every 10 minutes or so. Locals don’t need to stop at immigration but, technically, other travelers do, so make sure you tell the driver you want to get off. It’s much the same drill entering Argentina: you have to get off the bus at both Brazilian and Argentinian customs. It’s a lot easier going in a taxi.








SANTA CATARINA
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WELL-GROOMED BEACHES AND DRAMATIC SURF


One of Brazil’s most affluent and literate states, Santa Catarina is all about its beaches and swanky coastal cities.
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Beaches are fundamental to the culture in Santa Catarina, more so than in any other state outside Rio. Here, mighty Atlantic breakers collide with 560km of spectacular coastline, some of it deserted, some of it backed by lofty skyscrapers in deluxe resorts, such as Balneário Camboriú.

This is where you can witness the Brazilian character in all its glory – spontaneous games of futebol (soccer), heavily loaded fruit carts, surfers riding white-capped waves, and seaside romance on rocky headlands – because no one lives beach life as openly and enthusiastically as the Santa Catarinenses.

The Isla de Santa Catarina and its sprawling city, Florianópolis, is the state hub both economically and from a tourist perspective (although Joinville has a larger population). The island has 42 named beaches with enough flavors and nuances to satisfy every taste.

Demographically, the culture of the state has been heavily influenced by three big waves of immigration: the Azoreans in the 18th century, the Germans in the early 19th century and the Italians in the late-19th century.

Today, over 50% of the population claim German ancestry, rising to around 90 percent in and around the Vale Europeu, where the city of Pomerode still retains a visible Germanic flavor. The Italian heritage is stronger in the south, and the Azorean in coastal regions. The blissful fishing community of Santo Antônio de Lisboa has a tangible Azorean/Portuguese feel.
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THE MAIN AREAS

FLORIANÓPOLIS & ILHA DE SANTA CATARINA

Island city with renowned surfing beaches.

BALNEÁRIO CAMBORIÚ

One of Brazil’s most deluxe resorts.

BLUMENAU

City with strong German roots.




Find Your Way


Most of the main points of interests are on or near the coast. You can conceivably base yourself in one location – Florianópolis – and visit the other places on day trips.
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Plan Your Time


It’s perfectly feasible to base yourself in Florianópolis or one of the smaller beach communities on Ilha de Santa Catarina and visit places of interest in day trips, especially if you have a car.
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Island Pit Stop

• If time is short, head straight for Ilha de Santa Catarina and organize accommodations in the centrally located community of Lagoa da Conceição. From here you can fan out to some of the island’s best sites relatively easily.

• On day one, breeze over to Praia da Joaquina for an addictive slice of Brazilian beach life, before exploring Barra da Lagoa for dinner options. On day two, rent a chair and umbrella on tantalizingly surfable Praia do Campeche. On day three, head west to the delightful village of Santo Antônio de Lisboa for seafood and tranquility.




A Week on the Coast

• Stick around the ‘magic island’ Ilha de Santa Catarina for four or five days, noting the differences between the busy north on Praia dos Ingleses and the quieter south in Ribeirão da Ilha. Be sure to reserve some metropolitan time in Centro Floripa, including a walk along the Beira-Mar Norte.

• Next, head north for a couple of days to deluxe Balneário Camboriú to ride the cable car at Parque Unipraias and the FG Big Wheel at the north end of the beach. Or try the South American version of Disneyland at nearby Beto Carrero World.




Ten-Day Tour

• Fly into Florianópolis and gravitate immediately to the eastern beaches, including Joaquina, Mole and Moçambique. Four days should be enough for the beaches and some city culture in Floripa’s museums and parks before heading across the bridge for a couple of days gawping at Brazil’s tallest buildings in Balneário Camboriú.

• Shift west next to German-flavored Blumenau, a strategic base for beer, schnitzel and ebullient festivals. Adding a bit of Italian influence to the German, spend several days exploring the adjoining Vale Europeu by bike, sampling the towns of Pomerode and Timbó.



Seasonal Highlights

Santa Catarina has big festivals, many of them associated with beer. The state’s beaches get crowded in summer (Nov–Mar).

JANUARY

Starting in January and often spilling into February, Sommerfest in Blumenau is the summer version of Oktoberfest.

[image: jpg]

BY BRAZIL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

MARCH

Post-Carnaval, the sun still shines brightly in Florianópolis, but the region has fewer crowds.
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JUNE

Join the Brazilian celebration of winter kitsch in Santa Catarina’s Serra Geral, with music, motor shows and gastronomic events.
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JULY

Joinville holds FestIval de Dança, the largest global dance event by number of participants, with ballet, hip-hop, jazz, tap, folk.

[image: jpg]

LI MING/XINHUA/ALAMY ©

SEPTEMBER

Floripa’s Parada da Diversidade is one of Brazil’s biggest LGBTIQ+ festivals, attracting over 100,000 participants to Av Beira-Mar Continental.
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OCTOBER

Blumenau’s Oktoberfest kicks off nearly 20 days of folk music, dancing and beer: the world’s second-biggest German party after Munich.
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DECEMBER

The Christmas season brings an extra layer of zest to Blumenau and its ostentatiously decorated Parque Vila Germânica.
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FLORIANóPOLIS & ILHA DE SANTA CATARINA
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Florianópolis – often shortened to Floripa – is the dynamic, carefree, beach-loving city that occupies the whole of Ilha de Santa Catarina and a sizable wedge of the mainland coast opposite. Outside the urban hub, its diverse collection of ‘neighborhoods’ can feel like completely different towns, with their own distinct personalities and infrastructure, separated by scattered tracts of countryside that remain relatively undeveloped. The famous beaches – all 42 of them – are the highlight, though they’re not the city’s only lure. Clusters of pine trees punctuate the east coast, giving way to a mini desert of dunes near Praia da Joaquina. The center of the island is characterized by low forested mountains that fall away steeply to meet the shores of the island’s largest body of water, the Lagoa da Conceição. Downtown Floripa, known as Centro, acts as the political capital of Santa Catarina, the cultural capital of southern Brazil, and the gateway to the rest of the island.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Museu Histórico de Santa Catarina

2 Praia do Campeche

SIGHTS

see 1 Catedral Metropolitana

see 10 Igreja da Nossa Senhora das Necessidade

3 Igreja Nossa Senhora da Lapa do Ribeirão

4 Ilha do Campeche

5 Lagoa da Conceição

see 1 Museu de Florianópolis

6 Ponte Hercílio Luz

see 1 Praça XV de Nov

7 Praia da Joaquina

8 Praia Mole

9 Projeto TAMAR

10 Santo Antônio de Lisboa

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

11 Lagoa da Peri

EATING

12 Restaurante Lagoa Azul

see 10 Santo Appetitio Bistro & Café

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 5 Layback Park




TOP TIP

Avoid staying in the city center and bed down nearer the lakes and beaches where the views are better and the atmosphere more mellow. Lagoa de Conceição is in a good central-island location and has an abundance of accommodations options.




History in Centro Floripa

BRIDGES, MUSEUMS AND PARKS

If you can prize yourself away from the beaches, it’s worth gravitating briefly to downtown Florianópolis (Floripa), with its unlikely mélange of swanky high-rises and dusty history. The quarter has two faces: the industrial zone on the mainland that’s of little interest to travelers, and the historic center (Centro) that occupies the central-west shores of Isla de Santa Catarina across the bay. Three bridges ford the sea channel, dominated by the emblematic Ponte Hercílio Luz suspension bridge, first built in 1926 and reopened to traffic after a 28-year hiatus in 2019. Most of the city’s historical sights encircle Praça XV de Novembro, a shady square anchored by a 130-year-old fig tree planted when the city was still known as Desterro (it was renamed Florianópolis in 1893 after the then Brazilian president).

The unmissable pink-wedding-cake building on the park’s northwest corner is the Palacio Cruz e Sousa, now the Museu Histórico de Santa Catarina; its lavish interior mirrors its wildly eclectic street profile. The museum is named for the symbolist Brazilian poet João da Cruz e Sousa, whose image is emblazoned on an exterior wall alongside the outline of a black swan (his nickname). Exhibits include paintings, period furniture and Cruz e Sousa’s ashes.

Across the park, in one of the city’s oldest buildings, the Museu de Florianópolis, which opened in 2021, chronicles the history of Floripa, with maps, models and multimedia exhibits. The Catedral Metropolitana on the praça’s north side is famed for its strapping church bells, the largest in Brazil. They exert a clamorous ring when in operation.
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COPACABANA FLORIPA-STYLE

Even more reminiscent of Rio’s Copacabana is the sweeping sea-drive in Balneário Camboriú. Known as the Av Atlântica, it parallels the wide, sandy municipal beach, Praia Central for nearly 7km.




THE ISLAND’S DEVELOPED NORTH

Sleepy Santo Antônio de Lisboa is unique among Ilha de Santa Catarina’s northern neighborhoods: a small, self-contained, enclave that maintains an atmosphere reminiscent of a quiet Azorean village. The rest of the ‘north’ is far more developed – a land of mid-rise condominiums and apartment-hotels, with many of the neighborhoods feeling like small cities in direct contrast to the village atmosphere that prevails further south. That’s not to say that the north has no redeeming qualities – beautiful beaches Praia do Santinho and Praia dos Ingleses maintain a slow and easy quality, while those looking to fraternize with the beach-buffed should head to Jurerê Internacional, home to world-renowned nightclubs catering to the rich and famous until sunrise.



WHERE TO STAY IN LAGOA DA CONCEIÇÃO

Hotel Boutique

Quinta das Videiras

Deluxe hotel encased in a palatial Portuguese colonial-style building. $$$

Lagoa Nômade Hostel

Cute lakeside hotel-hostel with light, bright rooms and an intimate garden lapped by the waves. $$

Janela de Márcia

Hospitable B&B hidden in upscale residential neighborhood, with hammocks, pool and walled garden. $$$

Santo Antônio de Lisboa’s Azorean Atmosphere

OLD-FASHIONED AZOREAN NEIGHBORHOOD

When you’ve grown tired of dining in casual beach bars with the Speedo and bikini brigade, it’s time to head to Ilha de Santa Catarina’s less trendy west coast, where Santo Antônio de Lisboa awaits like a throwback from another era. Imbued with an old-fashioned, fishing-village atmosphere and complemented by narrow, gray-bricked lanes and Azorean architecture, this is a place of history, heritage, and quality seafood.

The quarter’s most prominent edifice is the whitewashed Igreja da Nossa Senhora das Necessidades, dating from 1750, with its sea-blue doors, creaky floorboards, paint-peeled walls and Portuguese elaboration. Craft shops and galleries fan out along the adjoining streets. Among them, Santo Appetitio Bistro and Café has a salubrious courtyard where sobremesa-seekers (dessert seekers) decamp for a classic pastel de nata (custard tart) and coffee and the chance to peruse the on-site gallery and craft shop stocked with vivid ceramics, textiles and paintings from local artists and artisans.

The district has become an island reference for its fresh fish – oysters, salted cod and octopus are all staples – and is a beloved weekend destination for Floripa families eyeing lunch and dinner.

A line of half a dozen seafood restaurants stretches along the waterfront, with alfresco seating protected by umbrellas and trees. With their wobbly tables and classic blue-and-white Portuguese tiles, these old-fashioned family run establishments contrast sharply with raucous beach shacks further east. Skyline views of central Florianópolis glimmer between the masts of moored sailboats.

Due to its west-facing aspect, the ‘village’ is a choice spot to see the sun set over the bay.

WHERE TO GET BEACH REFRESHMENTS IN ILHA DE SANTA CATARINA

Bar do Deca

See-and-be-seen hotspot among the LGBTIQ+ community that parties hard at Praia Mole. $

Pedra Careca

Local favorite at Praia da Joaquina, with fresh grilled fish and an Eisenbahn fridge. $$

Zeca Restaurante

Fine spot for breaded shrimp and ice-cold beer while watching surfers riding the main break. $$

Hit the Hub of Lagoa da Conceição

SMALL, BUZZING LAKESIDE TOWN

Framed by lakes and hills and famed for its water sports and nightlife, centrally located Lagoa da Conceição is the best place on the island to drink, party and flop down in a laid-back waterside accommodation. Forested slopes form a handsome backdrop to the rippling lagoon, while the low-rise town, often packed with tourists, sits on a narrow sandbar that divides the body of water in half.

There are enough options to be selective in your tastes here. While Lagoa’s bars and restaurants buzz both day and night, the quiet life beckons a short walk away on the lagoon’s undeveloped west coast. From the center of town, it’s a 6km hike along a rocky trail to the tiny village of Costa da Lagoa, inaccessible by car. Many visit for an evening meal at Restaurante Lagoa Azul before getting the boat back to town.

Lagoa’s hub status also makes it a good place to rent a bike and explore the byways and beaches of the east coast. Most local roads are single carriageway, and many have wide verges or separated bike lanes. Praia Joaquin is within easy reach, as is Praia Mole and the fishing community of Barra da Lagoa (there’s a short steep hill in between).

The most multifarious place to hang out in the evening is the gloriously carefree Layback Park, a beery food court arranged around a central bar, with live music and an on-site half-pipe where local skateboarders refine their skills.


I LIVE HERE: FLORIANóPOLIS FAVORITES
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Manoela Karam is a researcher and yoga instructor based in Florianópolis.

Favorite Floripa beach? Joaquina, with its dunes park, natural lagoons and forest close to the sea. It’s a special and unique spot on the island.

Favorite place to eat/drink? I love Armada Cervejeira and Spitfire Pizza in Santa Monica, a neighborhood with lots of cool places to eat and drink – local people, good beer and special pizza flavors.

Favorite outdoor activity? I like all kinds of hiking trails. The long ones, like Lagoinha do Leste, and those that are easy and short, like Costa da Lagoa (with great restaurants at the end), or Morro do Lampião with an astonishing view of Campeche Beach.



WHERE TO GO FOR SEAFOOD IN ILHA DE SANTA CATARINA

Ostradamus

Cinematic seafood restaurant in Ribeirão da Ilha, where oysters are served a dozen ways. $$$

Bar do Arante

Massive servings of fish and shrimp dishes straight off the boat in Pântano do Sul. $$

Marisqueira Sintra

Portuguese-style restaurant in a waterfront setting that does wonderful things with octopus and salted cod. $$

Beach Culture at Praia da Joaquina

SAND, SURF AND PARTY ATMOSPHERE

Little can beat the buzz and excitement of a Brazilian beach, and in the country’s eclectic line-up of ‘best praias’, few can match Joaquina. Don’t just arrive here to sunbathe, come to undertake a detailed anthropological study of the Brazilians at play.

At the crowded north end of Joaquina, where cars pull up and people jostle to claim their cadeiras (deck chairs) and guarda-sols (umbrellas), it’s hard to know where to look next: the colorful fruit juice carts, the wave-riding surfers, the gossiping picnickers, the twentysomethings congregating in the sea, tomorrow’s Neymars and Casemiros skillfully juggling footballs in games of beach tennis? Romantics head for the smooth rocks at the beach’s north end; misanthropes and loners track south along a 5km strip of unblemished sand, where the crowds quickly thin out and solitude is only a sand dune away. Joaquina’s northern nexus is backed by the kind of casual beach bars where dress codes are all but abandoned and diners tuck into fish and caipirinhas, clad in their trunks and bikinis. The rest of the strip is the domain of giant dunes, where sandboarding replaces surfing as the premier sport. Boards can be rented from a makeshift shelter on the beach’s approach road from Lagoa da Conceição.


OTHER ISLAND BEACHES

Praia do Moçambique

The longest beach on the island is protected in a forested ‘park’ and has no vendors, or beach bars to disturb the tranquility.

Praia da Galheta

One of the eastern side of the island’s most undone scoops of sand, Galheta is a clothing-optional beach and accessible only by trails.

Praia do Santinho

The north of the island’s best surfing beach is acclaimed for its consistent waves and uncrowded conditions.

Praia da Armação

A surfer’s delight, especially at the northern end. For a little adventure, follow a winding trail along the rocky coastline to Praia do Matadeiro.



Secluded Praia Mole

FLORIPA’S MOST DIVERSE BEACH

Mole is one of Santa Catarina’s softest and most secluded beaches. Hidden from the road by low-rise vegetation, it’s accessed by a short sandy trail. The northern end around Bar do Deca is very popular with the LGBTIQ+ community.

Due to its powerful and eminently surfable waves, Mole is considered one of Floripa’s most dangerous beaches and sports the island’s largest lifeguard tower.

WHERE TO HIKE ON ILHA DE SANTA CATARINA

Caminho da Costa da Lagoa

Meandering lakeside path paralleling Lagoa da Conceição to a seafood restaurant. Option of return boat.

Lagoinha do Leste via Morro da Coroa

Mostly wooded 5km out-and-back hike to a southern island beach via headland and lookout.

Trilha Barra Galheta & Boa Vista

Eastside hike from Praia Mole to Barra da Lagoa via nudist beach (Galheta) and coastal hills.


Surf’s Up at Praia do Campeche

LOW-RISE BEACH COMMUNITY

Extending for 3.5km along the island’s southeast coast, Campeche is a five-star beach and residential community, with wind conditions lending themselves to superb surfing and kitesurfing. Once a mostly bohemian outpost and home to a mix of artists, massage therapists, surfing hippies and other freethinkers, the profile of the area is changing and becoming more urban and affluent. While the beach is protected by a thin strip of dunes and restinga (marshy forest), condo complexes – especially in up-and-coming Nova Campeche – have managed to creep in as close as the law allows.

The beach faces Ilha do Campeche, home to another beautiful strip of sand and summer-only restaurant, as well as over 100 petroglyphs distributed around 10 archaeological sites. Only 400 people per day are allowed to visit.
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AÇAI

Isla de Santa Catarina is the heartland of the snack-sized Brazilian superfood, açai, made from the frozen mashed fruit of the acai palm tree and served in a small cup or bowl topped with granola, condensed milk, and a choice of fruit toppings (banana and strawberry make a devastating combo). Acai berries are a dark purple color and taste a little like tart blueberries. High in antioxidants, their promotion as a health food in recent times has seen it enthusiastically adopted in other parts of the world, including Hawaii and California. Perfect as a sweet afternoon snack, the tempting local specialty is available in shops, stalls, or handcarts all over Florianópolis. Join the queue.



Ecclesial Escape in Ribeirão da Ilha

COLONIAL-ERA CHURCH

Looking like it floated quietly over from Portugal when no one was looking, the intimate baroque-inspired Igreja Nossa Senhora da Lapa do Ribeirão was built in 1806 and restored on orders from Emperor Dom Pedro II. The famously magnanimous sovereign visited in 1845 and coughed up the cash to get the job done himself. The church anchors the community of Ribeirão da Ilha, a village of multicolored colonial-era buildings with tiled roofs that’s known for its oyster harvesting.

WHERE TO SIP COFFEE ON ILHA DE SANTA CATARINA

Café Cultura

Coffee and more at this large loungy location in Lagoa da Conceição with coffee-sack lampshades.

Arbor Café

Fair-trade cafe in Centro. Plenty of pour-over options and serious espresso pulled from top producers.

Pães e Papos

Bakery-buffet on the way to Praia do Campeche; ideal for pre-/post-surf pastry and coffee.


Calm Waters of Lagoa da Peri

LAKE IN PROTECTED PARK

Lesser known and less visited than Lagoa da Conceição, Peri is a placid freshwater lake rimmed by gentle hills and backed by the sun-kissed sands of Praia de Armação. Its calm, warm waters are particularly popular with families, kayakers and paddleboarders and are protected in a small municipal park. The area, which unlike the nearby beaches is endowed with shade-giving trees, supports various animal species, such as otters and howler monkeys. Just inside the entrance gate there’s a visitor center, a kids’ playground, a snack bar, and a small beach. Several trails head off into the bushy coastal forest, passing a waterfall and the ruins of some colonial-era mills. The jumping-off point for the lake is on the main road opposite Praia de Armação. There’s a bus stop directly outside.


EXPLORE BARRA DA LAGOA

The fishing village of Barra da Lagoa sits about 8km north of Lagoa da Conceição along the eastern side of the lake. It’s a backpacker-friendly enclave made even more picturesque by the Canal da Barra, a saltwater canal with colorful fishing boats and pretty rock formations dotting the route to the sea. Praia de Barra da Lagoa is a low-rise municipal beach known for beach volleyball and soccer gatherings. Heading north it merges with Santa Catarina’s longest ribbon of sand, 8.5km Praia do Mozambique. A footbridge across the canal marks the start of a 1km trail heading in the opposite direction to some secluded piscinas naturais (swimming holes) beside an outcrop of massive rocks.



See Turtles at Projeto TAMAR

ANIMAL CONSERVATION PROJECT

A nonprofit sea turtle conservation organization with various centers scattered around coastal Brazil, this Santa Catarina hub abuts the beach in the town of Barra da Lagoa and features five tanks containing four species of turtles (green, loggerhead, olive, and hawksbill) at various points of their life cycle. Feedings (afternoons) and baths (weekend mornings) are particularly fun times to visit. Projeto TAMAR promotes awareness and environmental education to communities, and the center is well set up for visitors – particularly kids – with models, statues and a ton of illustrative information panels.

TAMAR was officially founded in 1980 and the Florianópolis arm has been in operation since 2005. While the Isla is a foraging area for turtles, they don’t normally nest in Santa Catarina. One of the project’s main focuses is to rescue stranded turtles and release the survivors back into the wild. It also works with local communities to alleviate the effect of fishing on sea turtles.


FISHING-VILLAGE AMBIENCE

Ribeirão da Ilha’s Azorean fishing village ambience mirrors that of Santo Antônio de Lisboa on the island’s northwest coast. If you like tucking into fresh seafood in a tranquil waterside setting, visit both.




Getting Around

The island of Santa Catarina has an excellent bus system that operates between half a dozen hub terminals (TICEN, Tilag etc) with numerous stops in between. You pay a flat rate per journey and services run at least every 30 minutes to all corners of the island.

Bicycling is an option on the quieter roads of the south and east. Rentals are available in Lagoa da Conceição. Roads can be slow and congested. Driving is best avoided.






Beyond Florianópolis & Ilha de Santa Catarina


[image: jpg]

Think all Santa Catarina’s best beaches are on the Ilha? Think again. Head across the bridge and check out the mainland.


Many people who visit Santa Catarina, never make it off the island. It’s an understandable oversight. The ‘Ilha’ has 42 of the best beaches in Brazil, all in close proximity to each other. But, over on the mainland, a cluster of more rugged and bohemian hangouts await.

Famous for its excellent left that breaks at the mouth of the local river, Guarda do Embaú, 50km south of Florianópolis, is Brazil’s only World Surfing Reserve (a program with a mission to protect surf ecosystems). Its long easygoing beach is accessible by boat or by wading across a river.

Forty kilometers further south, Praia do Rosa is another tastefully undone beach with rustic-boutique accommodations.

[image: jpg]
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TOP TIP

While there are beachside pousadas at Praia do Rosa, head for the highest road in town, Caminho do Rei, where accommodations feature sweeping views.




Waves & Whales at Praia do Rosa

LAID-BACK NATURAL BEACH

If you could invent a polar opposite of Praia Central in Balneário Camboriú or Copacabana in Rio, it would probably look something like Praia do Rosa,1½ hours south of Florianópolis by car. Rustic, peaceful and imbued with a palpable hippie-chic-meets-surfer vibe, Rosa is the domain of bracing coastal walks, breaching whales, and pristine nature.

The beach itself is the premier lure, a longstanding stomping ground for athletic surfers, guitar-strumming troubadours, and beautiful people. Characterized by gentle dunes and caressed by the omnipresent whiff of marijuana, the 3km strip of sand is guarded by hilly green headlands adorned with bushy forest and indented with winding trails. But what makes Rosa particularly special is its open-minded and eco-conscious sensibility and eminently surfable waves. Indeed, it was surfing that first transformed this erstwhile fishing village into one of Brazil’s most beloved spots to catch a wave over 50 years ago.

Don’t expect a dynamic urban infrastructure. What passes for ‘the town’ is a low-rise cluster of wooden pousadas and eating joints linked by a lattice of narrow gray-bricked lanes. The beach has two distinct flavors. The northern strip is home to a young, festive scene. The south beach is closer to the town and more accessible by road. In winter, the bay becomes a breeding ground for southern right whales, and mothers and calves can be seen from the beach.
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SOUTHERN RIGHT WHALES

Every winter, between July and November, hundreds of southern right whales return to the Santa Catarina coast. These massive mammals can reach lengths of 18m and weigh more than 60 tons. They come from the frigid waters of Antarctica in search of a warmer, calmer place to spawn. When calves are born, they are usually 3m or 4m long and already weighing as much as 5 tons. The right whales were on the brink of extinction in the 1970s, but monitoring and protection efforts by Imbituba’s Instituto Baleia Franca (baleiafranca.org.br) has seen numbers rise to an estimated 7000.

The whales frolic in waters close to shore and are often visible from Praia do Rosa’s beach.



WHERE TO STAY IN PRAIA DO ROSA

Hostel Albergue Explorer

Top-shape dorms, all with private baths, nifty box-style bunks and inventive outdoor showers. $

Pousada Rêmora

Hotel-type atmosphere with personalized services of a pousada, plus an infinity pool and in-room whirlpools. $$$

Quinta do Bucanero

Rosa’s most charming option is a 12-room gem of hospitality in warm fecund surroundings. $$$

Surfer’s Paradise at Guarda do Embaú

SUN-KISSED SURFER HAVEN

Renowned for its vigorous waves that crash not far from the mouth of the Rio da Madre, Guarda do Embaú, an hour south of Florianópolis by car, is a bohemian surf village that invariably makes lists of Brazil’s best wave-riding hubs.

The host beach, Praia Guarda, is a 6km-long sandspit backed by low dunes that’s separated from the village by the gently flowing Rio da Madre. To get to it, you’ll have to wade across the river mouth at low tide or pay a small fee to ride over on a small wooden boat powered by a ‘punter’ with a long pole.

Guarda’s sand is clean, fine and sun-toasted, while the vibe is surfer-cool and relaxed (there are no skyscrapers in this neck of the woods). Half a dozen or so sandwich barracas (stalls) set up along the beach in high season.

The settlement itself is a mesh of sleepy lanes that kisses a pocket-sized beach on the river’s north bank and is crammed with budget-friendly pousadas. In high season, you’ll find chopperias (draft beer bars) and surfer hangouts whipping up cocktails, but in low season you might be limited to a bottle of Brahma from the local supermarket.

The short steep Trilha da Pedra do Urubu (Vulture Stone trail) leads from the east side of the village up to a panoramic viewpoint over the beach, river, and ocean. It involves a bit of rock scrambling near the summit but it’s more than worth the sweat expenditure. Don’t wear flip-flops!


WORLD SURFING RESERVE

Surf culture is often closely linked to environmentalism. The Save the Waves Coalition (savethewaves.org) was launched in 2003 as an international nonprofit to help protect surf ecosystems and safeguard intricate marine biodiversity by creating World Surfing Reserves. In 2019, Guarda do Embaú became the ninth of 11 reserves so far designated by the organization and the only one in Brazil. In nominating the area, the Coalition praised Guarda for its highly conservation-minded surf community, emboldened by the influence of the late Brazilian surfer Ricardo Dos Santos, who was tragically killed by an off-duty police officer in Florianópolis in 2015, aged 24.




Getting Around

Both Guarda do Embaú and Praia do Rosa are accessible by bus from central Florianópolis (TICEN Terminal). For Guarda do Embaú, you’ll need to change buses in Estação Palhoça on the mainland. For Praia do Rosa, change buses in Garopaba or take an taxi for the final section.





BALNEáRIO CAMBORIú
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Often unfairly labelled a poor man’s Rio, Balneário Camboriú has a luxury sheen all of its own. Yes, there’s a giant Christ statue, ample golden beaches, a plethora of clubs and a long stretch of skyscraper-lined sand. But Camboriú is much newer than its carioca counterpart, meaning the city’s infrastructure, from gaudy high-rise hotels to trendy street-level bars, is all in much better shape. Notwithstanding, classic Rio lures – history, carnival, a sprinkling of fun-loving cariocas – are noticeably absent from Camboriú’s cityscape; meaning, for many, the vibe often feels forced and unsophisticated. For day-trippers, there’s always Unipraias, the fabulous forest reserve that doubles up as a wild adventure playground, plus a newer, less-ambitious touristic park anchored by a big wheel that opened in 2020 at the opposite end of the municipal beach.

Camboriú also has a reputation for being LGBTIQ+-friendly and has a world-class array of diverse nightclubs and international DJs.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Parque Unipraias

2 Yoohooo!

SIGHTS

3 Cristo Luz

4 Deck do Pontal Norte

5 Morro do Careca

6 Praia Central

7 Praia das Laranjeiras

ENTERTAINMENT

8 FG Big Wheel

9 ZipRider

TRANSPORT

10 Barco Pirata




TOP TIP

High-rise chain hotels line Av Atlântica. A handful of hostels and charming pousadas can be found a few blocks inland. Come in winter when prices drop by up to 50%, or visit on a day-trip from Florianópolis.




North Beach Viewpoints

BIG WHEEL, BEACH AND TRAILS

While the south end of Balneário’s Praia Central is home to Unipraias, the north end has several viewpoints of its own.

One of several Ferris wheels installed in Brazilian cities in the last few years, the FG Big Wheel was inaugurated in late 2020 and stands 82m above the wooded skirts of a small headland at the beach’s northern limits. The touristic wheel features 36 air-conditioned cabins, and spectacular rides last 20 minutes. From the base of the wheel a shore-hugging boardwalk, the Deck do Pontal Norte, contours a forested promontory for 800m to Praia do Buraco with gorgeous city views en route. Buraco is a refreshingly secluded beach with surf-worthy waves. A little further north, the Morro do Careca is a 104m-high hill with a flat top that resembles an Iron Age hill fort. It’s the preferred launchpad for local hang gliders and paragliders. A rustic staircase climbs from Praia do Buraco to a paved road that leads to the top.

WHERE TO STAY IN BALNEÁRIO CAMBORIÚ

Felissimo Exclusive Hotel

Twelve-room pousada with heated pool, outdoor Japanese ofuro bath, and bistro sporting impressive patio views. $$$

Bonabrigo Hostel

Hostel verging on boutique with a pool, dorm beds with privacy curtains and personal plug-ins. $$

Pousada Villa Atlântica

Quaint, pleasant pousada, two blocks from the beach, with simple rooms accented in light colors. $$$

Chill Out on Praia Central

CITY’S MAIN BEACH

Lying back on Balneário Camboriú’s long, well-raked Praia Central, you could be forgiven for thinking that you’ve been temporarily transported to Copacabana. This scimitar-shaped municipal beauty stretches along Av Atlântica for nearly 7km between Barra Norte and Barra Sul and is backed by shops, restaurants, a bike lane and a broad stone-patterned sidewalk. The beach itself is clean, sandy and equipped with all the standard Brazilian trimmings, including volleyball nets, food vendors, parasol rentals and outdoor showers. The waves are bigger on the north side; crowds are lighter in the south.

Light Show at Cristo Luz

HILLTOP CHRIST STATUE

Look familiar? It is. Balneário Camboriú’s Cristo Luz is a giant statue of Christ inspired by Rio’s Corcovado that overlooks the city’s high-rise beach strip. Crafted from a mixture of iron, steel and cement, it’s slightly smaller than Rio’s illustrious monument and anchors a complex that includes a restaurant, an events facility and a small grotto dedicated to Brazil’s venerated black Madonna, Nossa Senhora Aparecida (Immaculate Conception).

In contrast to the Corcovado, Camboriú’s sculpted Christ holds a hat in its left hand, from which a powerful 6600-watt laser beam shines over the city at night. Adding luminescence, the body of the statue is lit up in one of seven different colors, depending on the night of the week, each denoting a specific quality: eg green for the environment, red for love, blue for health etc. The Cristo Luz was inaugurated in 1997, the work of Brazilian sculptor Genésio Gomes Moura, who has since gone on to mold an even larger statue in Encantado in Rio Grande do Sul state.


THE ISLAND OF GOATS

Dwarfed by the city’s humongous modern skyscrapers, tiny uninhabited Ilha das Cabras (Goat Island) lies 600m off Balbeário’s Praia Central like a diminutive green fortress guarding the bay. Until the 1970s it was home of former local lifeguard, Marciano Cavalheiro who lived there for 12 years with his family and a herd of goats that could often be seen from the city’s main beach. Cavalheiro left in 1977 and today the island is a preservation area and much-loved city emblem known as the cartão postal (postcard). At night, it’s illuminated by colorful lights mirroring the Cristo Luz. By day, boat trips pass close by, revealing glimpses of its rocky shoreline and thick canopy of trees.



WHERE TO EAT IN BALNEÁRIO CAMBORIÚ

Maple Steakhouse

Great meat cuts, but also fine salmon doused in maple syrup, and ample vegetarian options. $$

O Pharol

Like a churrascaria that serves rodízio-style fish, Pharol lays out an as-much-as-you-can-eat seafood buffet. $$$

Vikings Restaurante

Cold beer and fresh seafood handily located at the foot of the Unipraias cable car. $$


Voyage on a Pirate Ship

BOAT CRUISE WITH LIVE ENTERTAINMENT

C’mon - you’re in Balneário Camboriú, so why wouldn’t you want to sail off on a pirate ship around the Morro da Aguada peninsula to Praia das Laranjeiras? Granted, the onboard entertainment’s a little cheesy, and the obligatory Captain Sparrow impersonator isn’t exactly Johnny Depp, but it’s a fun 45-minute voyage (especially if you have kids) that ferries you from the mouth of the Rio Camboriú to sun-kissed Laranjeiras, skirting the shores of the Ilha das Cabras on the way. Boats come and go all day, meaning you can linger on the beach and catch a later departure back. Barco Pirata (barcopirata.com.br) handles bookings.

High-Rise Rides at Parque Unipraias

FOREST RESERVE WITH ADRENALINE RIDES

Be you a day-tripper or an overnighter, the primary reason to visit Balneário Camboriú (unless you’re a dedicated clubber) is to unlock your adrenaline at Parque Unipraias, a 6-hectare forest reserve that links two beaches with a spectacular cable-car and some hair-raising but non-tacky amusements.

From the cusp of downtown’s beach strip, a teleférico (cable car) carries you serenely above water and forest to the summit of 240m-high Morro da Aguada. Disembark here at a well-camouflaged hilltop park offering paved trails that dead-end at several higher-than-the-skyscrapers viewpoints, and a couple of ‘alternative’ methods of transportation: the thrilling Yoohooo!, a low-riding mountain sled that barrels through the Atlantic rainforest at speeds of 60km per hour; and a borderline scary 750m-high ZipRider, a zip line that parallels the cable car all the way down to Praia das Laranjeiras.

The Italian-built cable car opened in 1999 and connects three stations: Barra Sul next to the city marina, the Morro da Aguada and Praia Laranjeiras. The total distance is 3.2km and the ride takes around 15-minutes one-way, although almost everyone breaks their journey at the top of the Morro. The steep ride in the eight-person bondinhos is spectacular as you rise above Balneário’s lofty skyscrapers, gliding silently over the jungle-like Mata Atlântica.

The adventure rides were added between 2009 and 2012 and cost extra but are well worth the investment. The destination beach, Praia das Laranjeiras is a crowded strip of sand lined with alfresco eating joints and loaded with a typically ebullient Brazilian atmosphere.


BRAZIL’S TALLEST BUILDINGS

Sporting a trio of slick new skyscrapers, Balneário Camboriú is home to the three tallest buildings in Brazil. On its completion in December 2022, One Tower became the loftiest structure in the country and the second tallest in South America after the Gran Torre in Santiago de Chile. Measuring 290m and spread over 84 floors, the needle-shaped edifice is only a smidgeon lower than the Eiffel Tower and 9m higher than the twin towers of the nearby Yachthouse Residence Club, Balneário’s (and Brazil’s) second-tallest building. Both structures now dwarf the city’s 234m-tall Infinity Coast tower that reigned briefly as Brazil’s tallest building from 2019 to 2020.




Getting Around

The sidewalk alongside the 7km-long Av Atlântica is impressively wide, inviting gentle strolling, or you can rev up the pace in a bike lane alongside. The city has a limited bus service and you may need a car or taxi to reach outlying sights, such as the Cristo Luz.






Beyond Balneário Camboriú
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Municipal beaches and Latin America’s largest theme park line the Santa Catarina coast beyond Balneário Camboriú.


The beaches don’t stop in Balneário Camboriú; they extend north and south along the coast. Indeed, the city is bookended by the beach-rimmed cities of Itajaí and Itapema, both known for their craning apartment blocks and soft sand.

The well-heeled, musical Itajaí lies 10km to the north at the mouth of an eponymous river, while Azorean-flavored Itapema sits 17km to the south. Praia de Atalaia in Itajaí has good surfing. The volleyball hub of Itapema has half a dozen beaches, headlined by Meia Praia, which is backed by a 6km walking and biking path.

Further up the coast in Penha looms Beto Carrero World, a huge theme park and the region’s most-visited sight, welcoming over two million people annually.
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TOP TIP

If you’re heading for Beto Carrero World, purchase a Fast Pass when booking (to avoid three-hour waits for rides).




Endless Amusements at Beto Carrero World

GIANT THEME PARK

Named after its founder, the late Brazilian entertainer João Batista Sérgio Murad – better known as Beto Carrero – this giant 14-sq-km theme park is the world’s third largest after Orlando’s Disney World and Paris’ Euro Disney. Located in the small municipality of Penha, 35 minutes north of Balneário Camboriú by car, it first opened in 1991 but extended and improved several times in the ensuing years. It began with a clear cowboy vibe but has since branched out to incorporate 10 thematic areas, everything from a Pirate Island to a German ‘town’ to a full-on zoo.

The main motif – Beto’s equivalent of Disney’s Cinderella Castle – is the multicolored Castelo das Nações (Castle of the Nations) that welcomes visitors at the main entrance. Once inside, you’re confronted with a bounty of shops, eating joints, live shows, spinning rides, live performers, queues and kitsch.

The stand-out rides are the Firewhip, an inverted roller-coaster that leaves your legs dangling in midair and turns your stomach into a washing machine; the Big Tower, which drops vertically for 100m, prompting five seconds of pure terror; and Star Mountain, a more conventional (but no less petrifying) roller-coaster.

Of the live shows, the Hot Wheels car show is recommended: a veritable circus act of mechanical acrobatics and driving skills.

There’s a full day of things to do here, for both kids and adult-kids. Like all theme parks, lines for popular rides can be long (up to three hours).


THEME PARKS

If you love Beto Carrero, you may want to check out the undisguised German themes at Blumenau’s Parque Vila Germânica that gets particularly animated during Oktoberfest.




COWBOY BEGINNINGS

Beto Carrero World was the brainchild of the late João Batista Sérgio Murad (1937–2008). The son of a Brazilian mother and a Lebanese father, Murad was born into relative poverty in São Paulo state and grew up obsessed with the dreamy escapism of cowboy culture. He gravitated to theatrical performance, creating a cowboy character called Beto Carrero who loved animals and stuck up for the oppressed. For 16 years, Murad toured Brazil, playing the role of Carrero in a successful circus act. Inspired after visiting Disneyland in the US, Murad opened Beto Carrero World in 1991, centered around his popular cowboy show.




Getting Around

Several companies in Balneário Camboriú and Florianópolis run day-trips to Beto Carrero World, which is handy, as the bus service isn’t comprehensive. There are regular buses between Balneário and the beach town of Itajaí.





BLUMENAU
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Blumenau is one of those culturally ambiguous cities that look like they’ve been transplanted from another country – from certain angles, the tidy, well-ordered streets look more German than Brazilian. Walk the length of downtown’s Rua de XV Novembro and you’ll encounter timber-framed houses, restaurants plying eisbein (cured ham hock), and a surfeit of bars brimming with patrons knocking back steins of pilsner. Arrive in October and you can say ‘prost’ to the largest Oktoberfest outside Munich. The German atmosphere even permeates the street culture: the gentle rattle of bicycles over cobbles, the polite yielding of cars at road crossings. Teutonic from day one, the city was founded by 18 German immigrants in 1850, headed up by chemist and Brunswick native, Hermann Blumenau. While the subtropical climate and leafy parks provide ample attractions for contemporary visitors, the main reason most people drop by is for the unique German-Brazilian vibe and the high-spirited Oktoberfest.
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SIGHTS

1 Castelinho da Havan

2 Igreja Luterana do Espírito Santo

3 Mausoleum

4 Museu da Cerveja

5 Museu de Família Colonial

6 Museu de Hábitos e Costumes

7 Prefeitura

8 Rua XV de Novembro




TOP TIP

Blumenau’s culture revolves around beer and beer festivals. Book accommodations well in advance for Oktoberfest, when over 600,000 cerveja lovers descend on the city in October.




Pioneer History

THE STREET OF BLUMENAU’S BIRTH

Founded by an adventurous German chemist in September 1850, the details of Blumenau’s inauspicious beginnings can be unraveled in a cluster of houses in Rua das Palmeiras at the eastern end of Blumenau’s Rua XV de Novembro, where sentinel palm trees line the wide street like columns in the nave of a church.

The original house of the city’s founder, Hermann Blumenau, built in the 1850s, once stood on the street’s south side but was destroyed in a flood 30 years later (a plaque marks the spot). In the space next door, you can admire a surviving trio of conjoined pioneer dwellings dating from between 1858 and 1920, gathered under the umbrella of the Museu de Familia Colonial. The timber-framed houses, inhabited for decades by members of Dr Blumenau’s extended family, are crammed with original furnishings and erstwhile possessions of the pioneers while, out back, a leafy park contains a cat cemetery set up by Dr Blumenau’s daughter to honor her feline pets. The park backs onto Dr Blumenau’s mausoleum, which is encased in a low red-brick building and guarded by information boards detailing the city’s history alongside flags and headstones. A statue of the unlikely pioneer welcomes you at the entrance.

A third historical museum across the street, the Museu de Hábitos e Costumes, steals an esoteric glance at the fashions and pastimes of everyday life in 19th- and 20th-century Blumenau, everything from ceramics to train sets.
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WHERE TO STAY IN BLUMENAU

Hotel Glória

Wood-paneled entrance, stained glass and traditional German coffeehouse, the Glória mixes modernity with charm. $$

Slaveiro Blumenau

Stylish, modern rooms decked out in comforting beige-and-gray motifs and with a fashionable-looking lobby. $$

Hotel Hermann

This optimal budget choice is inside a historic timber-frame home with creaky hardwood floors throughout. $

German Festivities at Oktoberfest

MUNICH-INSPIRED BEER FESTIVAL

To see Blumenau at its beery best, you need to come in October when the city, clinging unashamedly to its German heritage, stages the world’s second-biggest Oktoberfest after Munich and the largest German-themed festival in the Americas. The party takes place over 17 days in the Parque Vila Germânica, an ersatz recreation of small-town Germany located in the city’s Barrio Velha that’s part convention hall, part kitschy Alpine village.

While Blumenau’s German roots were planted in the 1850s, the Oktoberfest is a later addition to the cultural calendar. The first festival was held in 1984 in an attempt to raise the city’s spirits after a devastating flood. It clearly worked. Within a few years, the party was pulling in over a million people to partake in a spree of singing, dancing, and dirndl-wearing, accompanied by a raft of questionable drinking competitions – the most adventurous of which is the infamous Chope em metro: the fastest person to drink the contents of a meter-long beer glass without spilling it.

Beside the boozing, there are parades, folk dances, and shooting matches, all accompanied by the enthusiastic consumption of sauerkraut, sausages, and schnitzel.

Even if you can’t make Oktoberfest, the Vila Germânica is open year-round, its trinket-filled shops stuffed with lederhosen, Tyrolean hats and chocolate. For the best chope, head directly to Bier Vila and order a locally brewed weiss bier.


GERMAN IMMIGRATION

The Germans weren’t the largest nationality to settle in Brazil in the 19th and 20th centuries but their legacy remains the strongest, particularly in the south. Immigration began in 1824 and was encouraged by the country’s first emperor, Dom Pedro I, whose wife, Maria Leopoldina, not coincidently, was Austrian. Pedro was anxious to increase security in the underpopulated southern forests of his newly independent country, which he worried was vulnerable to attack from hostile neighboring powers.

The Germans were happy to take the emperor up on his offer. Scarcity of land and widespread poverty in the German Confederation after the Napoleonic Wars had instilled in many rural farmers the dream of a better life.



WHERE TO DRINK IN BLUMENAU

Basement English Pub

Easily one of Brazil’s best bars inhabits a gorgeous authentic-looking English pub.

Bier Vila

Ebullient heart of Vila Germânica dispenses top chope (draft). Has on-site shop for take-out bottles.

Stannis Pub

Downtown outlet of Catarinense microbrewery. Myriad flavors – from Belgian blonde to American IPA.

Main-Street Monuments

GERMAN -INFLUENCED ARCHITECTURAL HEIRLOOMS

Blumenau’s German roots are a source of great civic pride, and the city has worked industriously to keep them alive. Signboards dotted around downtown will direct you on a self-guided historical walk along the main street, Rua XV de Novembro.

The brightest star, and allegedly the second most-photographed sight in southern Brazil after Iguaçu Falls, is the Castelinho da Havan, a striking, steeply gabled building constructed in 1978. Intended as a replica of the neo-Gothic town hall in Michelstadt, southern Germany, it has been occupied since 2008 by Brazil’s famous Havan department store.

The Prefeitura (city hall) could probably pass for a giant ski chalet if it wasn’t for the palm tree out front and the capybaras roaming the lawn. A biographical display of the life of German-Brazilian Darwinist, Fritz Müller, adorns the ground-floor porch. The rest of the main street is riddled with notable examples of Germanic architecture, much of it featuring the striking timber-framed design known in Brazil as Enxaimel. There are map-boards labeling the most notable buildings plus information posts outside each point of interest, detailing its history in Portuguese and English.

After crossing the Pedro Silva bridge, you’ll arrive in a small park where you can investigate the diminutive Museu da Cerveja, dedicated to Blumenau’s essential business – beer.

The city’s modernist cathedral dedicated to São Paulo Apóstolo isn’t much of a looker. Far more charming is the Igreja Luterana do Espírito Santo, inaugurated in 1877, that stands atop a hill a little east of the center.


WHY I LOVE BLUMENAU
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Brendan Sainsbury, writer

I’ve always been interested in multicultural cities and Blumenau, with its strong German-Brazilian overtones, is one of the nation’s more compelling hybrids. This is a place for German-style beer made by enterprising local brewers, Brazilian coffee accompanied by Black Forest gâteau, and northern European orderliness tempered by a palpable South American swagger. Walking down Rua XV de Novembro can sometimes feel like Germany-lite to a visiting European. But then, suddenly, you’re hit by the timber-framed majesty of the Castelinho da Havan and the buzz of a street-side restaurant serving churrasco (grilled meat) washed down with pilsner. It’s the best of both worlds.




Getting Around

Blumenau’s downtown, with its European inclinations, is highly walkable. The exceptions are Parque Vila Germânica, 3km to the west, and the long-distance bus station located 4km to the north. A good metro bus system links them both to downtown.






Beyond Blumenau
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Drink beer, admire timber-framed Fachwerk architecture and pinch yourself you’re not in Europe in Blumenau’s bucolic surroundings.


Outside Blumenau a small necklace of towns and villages that were populated by Italian and German immigrants in the mid-to late-19th century has been christened the Vale Europeu. Their descendants still preserve their European culture, and during the 17 days of Oktoberfest many towns host their own unique festivals. The subtropical valley is worth visiting year-round for its pastoral views dotted with traditional German timber-framed houses, characterized by their high-pitched roofs and red-brick facades. The land is mainly agricultural, with tobacco serving as a major crop. South of Blumenau, the settlements lean more toward their Italian roots, culminating in the town of Nova Trento, an important Catholic pilgrimage site. To the north, populous Joinville has a tangible German heritage.
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TOP TIP

The Vale Europeu’s European predilections spill over into cycling. Renting a bike is an excellent way of getting around.




German Culture in Pomerode

TOWN IN BUCOLIC VALLEY

For a profound insight into the region’s Germanic roots, head 40 minutes north of Blumenau by car to Pomerode, the self-proclaimed ‘most German city in Brazil’ where an estimated 70% of the population still speaks German, or German dialect. Established in 1861, the city is named after Pomerania on the Baltic Sea. The Festa Pomerana celebrates the city’s northern German heritage every January, while the Museo Pomerano explores its history through household objects, furniture, and an impressive collection of 20th-century horse carts.

Tranquil Timbó

SETTLEMENT WITH IMMIGRANT HISTORY

Easily one of the most attractive villages in the region, Timbó, 45 minutes northwest of Blumenau by car, brims with verdant gardens and is considered by the UN to be one of the best places to live in Brazil. The heritage here is 50:50 German and Italian and can be explored at the Museu do Imigrante. The 1890 fachwerk (timber framed) home contains everyday household objects, including the original dining set of Timbó’s founder, Frederico Donner, who established the town in 1869.

A View Over Joinville

360° VIEW: CITY AND COAST

Joinville, 1½ hours north of Blumenau by car, is Santa Catarina’s largest city. It’s situated roughly halfway between Blumenau and Curitiba (in Paraná state), and non-locals often use it as a journey-breaker heading north or south, or pop in for July’s Festival de Dança, the largest dance event in the world by number of participants. Arguably, the best way to see this big city with small-town manners is to head up to a 250m-high viewpoint, called Mirante de Joinville.

European Flavors at Abendbrothaus

MOST-COVETED TABLE IN SANTA CATARINA

A destination restaurant, 30 minutes north of Blumenau by car, Abendbrothaus has been titillating local palates since 1986 with a Sunday-only feast of marreco (stuffed Garganey). The delicate duck meat is prepared using a hand-me-down German-influenced recipe and cooked in banana leaves for 2½ hours until it emerges crispy, golden brown and perfect. The restaurant is located in the Vila Itoupava. It’s wise to reserve ahead.


BRAZIL’S FIRST FEMALE SAINT

Nova Trento (60km south of Blumenau) is home to the Santuário Santa Paulina, an important pilgrimage site encased in a curvaceous modern church completed in 2006. Some 70,000 pilgrims and tourists visit the church every month, paying homage to Santa Paulina (1865–1942), an Italian-born religious sister who became Brazil’s first female saint when she was canonized by Pope John Paul II in 2002. Paulina was responsible for founding the Little Sisters of the Immaculate Conception, a religious order that provided aid for the poor and sick.




Getting Around

Blumenau is the main gateway to the Vale Europeu. Buses serve the towns of Pomerode and Timbó in the north and Nova Trento in the south. Many visitors prefer to rent their own vehicle. The attractive countryside also makes cycling an option. Blumenau offers rentals for both. There is a bounty of buses linking Joinville with Blumenau and Florianópolis.








RIO GRANDE DO SUL
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BRAZIL’S CRADLE OF GAÚCHO CULTURE


Arguably Brazil’s most distinct and independently minded state, Rio Grande do Sul is famed for wine, beer, tea and everything gaúcho.
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Brazil’s southernmost state has one foot stuck in the land of futebol and Carnaval, and the other firmly implanted in the gaúcho culture of Uruguay and Argentina. The Rio-Grandenses, like their cousins in the Mercosul Union, share an incurable penchant for maté tea (chimarrão), charcoal-grilled steaks (in their famed churrascarias) and conversations peppered with the word ‘che’ (spelt tché in Portuguese).

Welcome to what is arguably one of the country’s most individualistic and diverse regions.

This is Brazil as most people don’t imagine it, from grand canyons and fan-shaped araucaria trees, to Italo-German villages carpeted in hydrangeas and pinch-me-I-must-be-in-Tuscany vistas in the Vale dos Vinhedos, where you can taste that most serendipitous of South American products – Brazilian wine.

The people here, like their brethren across the frontier in Argentina and Uruguay, tend to refer to themselves as gaúchos, guardians of a proud cross-border culture that manifests itself in cattle ranching and horseback riding.

Outside the cities, you’ll still see locals donning wide-brimmed hats and woven ponchos while imbibing copious quantities of chimarrão with a gourd and bombilla (straw).

Almost twice the size of Uruguay with which it shares a southern border, the state rarely attracts non-Brazilian visitors, who flock instead to Argentina for its wine and Rio for its beaches. But this fertile fusion of vineyards, gaúcho culture and Mitteleuropa is worth more than a detour.
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THE MAIN AREAS

PORTO ALEGRE

City imbued with the gaúcho spirit.

SERRA GAÚCHA WINE REGION

Wine-growing region with Alpine inclinations.

CAMBARÁ DO SUL

Go horse riding in canyon country.

SÃO MIGUEL DAS MISSÕES

Ruins of an 18th-century Jesuit mission.




Find Your Way


Like most of southern Brazil, Rio Grande do Sul has a good road network and a wide selection of private bus companies linking all the main towns and cities of interest. Travel is rarely onerous.
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Plan Your Time


Bento Gonçalves and the wine route can be a long day trip from the hub Porto Alegre. Gramado and Canela deserve a day or two. Cambará do Sul and the Mission Route require overnight trips.
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Pressed for Time

• There’s a surfeit of attractions in Rio Grande do Sul but, if you’re rushed, dedicate a couple of days to main city Porto Alegre. Cruise the river, peruse the art and architecture, and scrutinize the charismatic Mercado Público. Devote evenings to the Cidade Baixa and take a visit to a churrascaria.

• On day three, organize a trip to the two Alpine-flavored towns of Gramado and Canela, doable in a day if you get an early start. Stroll around Lago Negro, view the churches, devour some chocolate and save enough time for Caracol Falls.




Wine & Canyons Week

• Wake up in Porto Alegre and spend the day uncovering the esoteric architecture and unique energy of this underrated gaúcho city. Head to the wineries of the Vale dos Vinhedos before overnighting on the Don Giovanni estate near Pinto Bandeira.

• On day three, drive to Gramado and Canela for chocolate immersion and trinket shopping. Make a deserving detour to splendid Skyglass Canela. Round off your wanderings with a trip north to the chilly plateaus of Cambará do Sul, where you can roam along the rims of the gaping Cânion da Fortaleza and Cânion do Itaimbezinho canyons.




Ten-Day Circuit

• Kick off in Porto Alegre, examining the thick knot of attractions that ring its three main squares. Gravitate to the Serra Gaúcha for several days, sampling wine in Bento Gonçalves and beer and chocolate in Gramado. Head further north to Cambará do Sul to hike, cycle or horseback ride around its colossal canyons.

• Make the long journey west (by car or plane) to Santo Ângelo for a dose of mission history. Be sure to spend a full day and night close to the ruins of São Miguel Arcanjo, where the Jesuit history is tangible.



Seasonal Highlights

Summer (November to April) is the best time for beaches, flora and Gramado’s Christmas festival. Winter is better for surfing.

JANUARY

Hot days and cool nights mark the start of the harvest season in the Vale dos Vinhedos.
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FEBRUARY

On February 2, the Iemanjá Festival honors the Candomblé goddess of the sea, with processions and flower offerings around Rio Grande.
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APRIL

In late April the coastal town of Torres hosts a hot-air balloon festival, a truly spectacular sight.
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JUNE

Prices are higher, but you might get a rare glimpse of Brazilian snow in the town of Cambará do Sul.
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AUGUST

Gramado hosts Brazil’s most prestigious film festival, the eight-day Festival de Gramado, which logged its 50th anniversary in 2023.
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SEPTEMBER

The week-long Semana Farroupilha celebrates gaúcho culture in the state’s main cities with parades, shows and muito chimarrão (tea).
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DECEMBER

Gramado celebrates its annual Christmas festival, the largest in Brazil and one of the longest such events in the world.
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PORTO ALEGRE
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Lapped by the waters of the Lagoa dos Patos, Porto Alegre is a steamy, haphazard port city and the cradle of the country’s gaúcho culture. Although it rarely appears on any travelers’ ‘greatest hits’ lists, there’s a lot to be said for this urban underdog, with its atmospheric downtown where high-rise development has never been allowed to run amok. Many of its grand, eclectic buildings have been carefully preserved. In the cultural sphere, a long tradition of progressive politics has helped stoke an unconventional arts and music scene, while a well-organized LGBTIQ+ community has been at the vanguard of pushing for legal rights.

Above all, Porto Alegre feels unpretentious and authentic. Its Centro Histórico is an eminently pleasurable place to wander, picking out unusual architectural heirlooms that lie half-hidden amid the modern dross. Afterwards, be sure to retreat to the more bohemian Cidade Baixa, where entertaining evenings await.
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SIGHTS

1 Biblioteca Público

2 Catedral Metropolitana

3 Farol Santander

4 Memorial do Rio Grande do Sul

5 Museu de Arte do Rio Grande do Sul

6 Museu Histórico Júlio de Castilhos

7 Parque Farroupilha

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8 Cisne Branco

EATING

9 Agridoce Café

see 10 Banca 40

see 10 Café do Mercado

10 Mercado Público

see 10 Restaurante Gambrinus

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

11 IN Sano Pub

ENTERTAINMENT

12 Teatro São Pedro




TOP TIP

Although Rio Grande do Sul is considered a safe state by Brazilian standards, crime levels in Porto Alegre are disquieting, and parts of downtown have an undeniably sleazy feel, especially at night. Beware of pickpockets and petty theft, and avoid poorly lit neighborhoods.




WHERE TO STAY IN PORTO ALEGRE

Eko Residence Hotel

Super service, eco-conscious design and ideal location on cusp of city center and Cidade Baixa. $

Hotel Laghetto Viverone

Boutique hotel built off a 1937 mansion. Glass atrium connects to a modern 132-room tower. $$

Porto Alegre Eco Hostel

Hostel chock-full of demolition wood furniture and eco-awareness with a lovely backyard garden. $


Majestic Praça da Matriz

CENTRAL CITY SQUARE

One of three main city-center squares, sun-dappled Praça da Matriz is celebrated for its early 20th-century neo-Renaissance Catedral Metropolitana. A Porto Alegre landmark, the church sits atop a hill that divides downtown from the Cidade Baixa. With its giant dome, stained glass, and vivid mosaics on its facade, the monumental building combines Renaissance features with strong elements of baroque. But don’t be fooled: its construction only began in 1921 and it wasn’t finished until the early 1970s. Perhaps unsurprisingly, it was based upon an earlier more authentic baroque church built on the same site three centuries earlier.

On the square’s northern side, thespians congregate outside the elegant mid-19th-century edifice of the Teatro São Pedro while bookworms slip quietly beneath the sculpted facade of the Biblioteca Público, dating from 1912.

The park in the center of the praça is dominated by a truly bombastic monument to former state president Júlio de Castilhos (1860–1903), anchored by a tall obelisk and crowned by a statue of the ‘Republic’ standing atop a globe. Surrounding it at the base is a seated Castilhos ringed by various figures depicting noble human qualities, such as courage, prudence, and civility. Just off the square, the Museu Histórico Júlio de Castilhos displays gaúcho artifacts in a typical 19th-century home.
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I LIVE HERE: PORTO ALEGRE MUST-DOS

Flávio Miranda (@ellevetransfer) is the owner of Elleve Transfer Executivo in Porto Alegre.

 What are your favorite churrascarias in Porto Alegre? Barranco Steakhouse for its à la carte menu and Braseiro Steakhouse for the rodízio-style service (meat brought on skewers to your table).

Where can you go in Porto Alegre to experience the gaúcho culture? 35 CTG (The Gaúcho Traditions Center) and the Public Market, where you’ll find a variety of maté/chimarrão herbs, gourds and bombas (drinking straws).

If you’ve only got one night in Porto Alegre where should you go? The pubs in the 4th district (for young people) and the bars, cafes, pubs and restaurants in the Rua Padre Chagas de Dinarte Ribeiro. Both places are in the Moinhos de Vento neighborhood.



WHERE TO EAT IN PORTO ALEGRE

Atelier das Massas

Dive-like pasta bar with old-school servers and delectable homemade food. Try the wonderful antipasti buffet. $$

Churrascaria Barranco

In the cradle of churrascarias, this is where savvy locals go for their carne fix. $$

Raven

French-Italian cuisine with gourmet flourishes in Cidade Baixa. Named for an Edgar Allan Poe poem. $$$

Sailing on the Cisne Branco

BOAT CRUISES

Grab the opportunity to view the city from an entirely different angle with a comfortable ride on the Cisne Branco (White Swan), a small semi-covered boat that runs hour-long cruises on Rio Guaíba (technically a lake), taking in islands, wildlife and urban vistas with a historical commentary thrown in. Boats leave from the Usina do Gasômetro dock twice daily, with a livelier 1½-hour ‘happy hour’ cruise (with live music) pitching out at weekends and incorporating the lake’s famously glittering sunsets. The ticket booth is in the Terminal Hidroviário de Porto Alegre behind the Mercado Público.

Food & Drink in the Cidade Baixa

CAFES, BARS AND NIGHTIME ACTION

The ‘low city’ at the foot of the hill topped by Porto Alegre’s cathedral is made up of a tight grid of psychedelically painted shops, busy botecos (bars), throwback cafes, dive bars, old school churrascarias and small, sweaty gyms. On its eastern fringe lies Parque Farroupilha, Porto Alegre’s most elegant green space, which you can access from its southeastern corner via a grandiose archway and join the joggers and dog-walkers circumnavigating the lakes and fountains. Dig deeper into the quarter and you’ll find the kind of unmarked, half-hidden bars and businesses that reveal little about their personalities from the street. Agridoce Café is a dark atmospheric cafe full of eclectic antiques that looks like it might have been resurrected from the art-nouveau era. One almost expects to see Gertrude Stein holding court at a corner table. It’s serious about its coffee and does a fine line in cakes. Vegans are generously catered for.

Churrascaria Giovanaz is an unashamedly brusque barbecue, where super-efficient wait staff serve grilled meats rodízio-style quicker than at any fast-food outlet. Ample side dishes, including addictive polenta fries, are also brought to your table. Elsewhere, dive bars abound. IN Sano Pub and Dirty Old Man are both local legends, while larger eating joints oscillate between homestyle Italian cucina and Brazilian meat and booze. The junction of Ruas Lima e Silva and República is the district’s main nexus and a good place to launch into the nighttime shenanigans.


CHURRASCARIAS

Considered practically sacred in the state of Rio Grande do Sul and strongly connected to the gaúcho culture of southern Brazil, Argentina, and Uruguay, churrascarias specialize in meat barbecued over a charcoal grill and then served rodízio-style at your table by roving wait staff who bring it around on long skewers until you’re fit to burst. Beef is the forte but pork, lamb and other meats offer worthy backup.




HOOKED ON THE BARBECUE

If you develop an incurable addiction for churrascarias (easily done), check out the generous portions at Búfalo Branco in Foz do Iguaçu.



Cheap Eats at the Mercado Público

HISTORIC COVERED MARKET

Praça 15 de Novembro, site of the 1869 Mercado Público, is the centerpiece of the city. The well-loved neoclassical building, which has survived four major fires, buzzes during daytime hours, when vendors sell fresh produce, meats and seafood, as well as the all-important erva maté for chimarrão. For famished food-lovers, recommended options include Banca 40, home of the incomparable super bomba royal (a showy ice cream and fruit salad concoction); Restaurante Gambrinus, a 130-year-old seafood restaurant; and the more modish Café do Mercado, one of the city’s best cafes.
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MEET THEO WIEDERSPAHN

Much of the hidden beauty of Porto Alegre reflects the ingenuity and artistic sensibility of German-Brazilian architect Theo Wiederspahn. Born in Germany in 1878, Wiederspahn first came to Porto Alegre in 1908 and quickly set about designing a raft of civic buildings in a richly decorative eclectic style. His most interesting project was the unique Casa de Cultura Mario Quintana built between 1916 and 1930 on either side of a narrow lane, with the facing edifices linked by two elevated walkways held up by columns. Today, it’s a cultural center and a grand testament to his work.



A Trio of Museums

THREE MUSEUMS DEDICATED TO ART

A pedestrian promenade runs between Porto Alegre’s public market and the lushly wooded confines of Praça da Alfândega. The two monumental buildings on the north side of the park were both designed by the German-born architect Theodor Wiederspahn in the 1910s in an unusual neo-Renaissance style. Today they shelter the Memorial do Rio Grande do Sul, an arts and cultural center, and the Museu de Arte do Rio Grande do Sul (MARGS), the state’s premier art museum, showcasing mostly Brazilian works. One block to the east, the Farol Santander is another arts and cultural center housed in an erstwhile bank built in a rococo-neoclassical style in the 1930s (Wiederspahn’s design again!). The grand hall has huge stained-glass skylights, multilevel galleries and tall Corinthian columns. It’s used for temporary exhibitions and has recently hosted retrospectives of Miró and Picasso. Permanent exhibits in the basement tell the history of the city through multimedia.


Getting Around

If you’re staying downtown, the main sights in the Centro Histórico and Cidade Baixa are mostly walkable. Porto Alegre’s metro, Trensurb, has convenient stations at Estação Mercado (by the port), Estação Rodoviária (the next stop) and the airport (three stops beyond). The airport is handily close to the city centre – around 20 minutes in a taxi.






Beyond Porto Alegre
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Head south from Porto Alegre to the historic port of Rio Grande and the world’s longest beach.


Many cities in the Porto Alegre metropolitan area were founded and settled by Germans, a heritage reflected in the local place names. Novo Hamburgo, São Leopoldo, Nova Hartz and Dois Irmãos (formerly Baumschneis) all lie to the north of the state capital, though they’re less visit-worthy than Gramado and Canela in the Serra Gaúcha.

Rio Grande is worth a pit stop if you’re heading south toward Uruguay. The city briefly served as regional capital in place of Porto Alegre during the Ragamuffin War of 1835 to 1845. Although 300km apart, the two metropolises sit on outlets of the same lake, the Lagoa dos Patos, the largest coastal lagoon in South America.
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TOP TIP

If you’re Uruguay-bound, don’t stop too long in the border town of Chuí/Chuy, a renowned hub of hustlers and gamblers.




Rio Grande History

UNDERSTATED FORMER STATE CAPITAL

Located at the mouth of Lagoa dos Patos, Rio Grande, four hours south of Porto Alegre by car, was founded in 1737 to guard the disputed southern border of the Portuguese empire. The region’s oldest city, predating Porto Alegre by 35 years, it blossomed during the 19th century when it briefly served as state capital (1835–45) and its port became a vital link in the profitable beef trade.

Rio Grande has a charming historic center that is home to some interesting 19th- and 20th-century buildings. The Sobrado dos Azulejos, dating from 1862, is a striking neoclassical structure completely covered in blue-and-white Portuguese-style azulejos (ceramic tiles).

The grandiose Igreja Nossa Senhora do Carmo with its dual spires was built in the neo-Gothic style in 1938 by the Carmelitas Descalças (Discalced Carmelites). Its front façade is adorned with three almost identical doorways, each with a distinctive pointed arch. The interior is rich in ornamentation, with domed stained glass, and delicate stonework around the windows.

Facing the port on one side and the ornamental Praça Xavier Ferreira on the other, the Alfândega building (1875) is the port’s former customhouse that today shelters the Museu da Cidade do Rio Grande. Another city museum of note is the sea-themed Museu Oceanográfico, which is home to one of the continent’s most important collection of mollusks, along with random photos, marine skeletons and smaller exhibits labeled in Portuguese.


THE WORLD’S LONGEST BEACH

Extending south of the city of Rio Grande for an astounding 230km is Praia do Cassino, the world’s longest unbroken sandy beach that stretches as far as the border with Uruguay. It’s accessible at its northern end via the town of Cassino, 20km southeast of Rio Grande, where it’s guarded by a statue of Iemanja, the Afro-Brazilian goddess of the ocean syncretized with Our Lady of Navigators and Our Lady of the Conception. The beach is known for its seal population (thought to be the world’s largest); shipwrecks; and a punishing, if mercifully flat, 230km Ultra-Race that takes place annually in late September.




Getting Around

Buses connect Rio Grande with all the major cities in southern Brazil. There are regular daily departures to Porto Alegre and a couple of buses to Chuí on the Uruguayan border.





SERRA GAúCHA WINE REGION
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The area north of Porto Alegre is somewhat confusingly known as the Serra Gaúcha. But rather than being the domain of cattle ranches, the landscape is an undulating sea of broccoli-colored hillsides punctuated by vineyards, waterfalls and endless clusters of purple-blue hydrangeas.

Unlike the flat plains of northeastern Brazil, Rio Grande do Sul’s densely forested mountains weren’t appropriate for widespread plantation-style agriculture, leading the government to start promoting it as ideal terrain for independent European farmers in the mid-19th century. The area proved particularly attractive to Italians from the Veneto region who arrived in the 1870s and promptly began planting grapes for wine production. The Italian heritage in places such as Bento Gonçalves and the nearby vineyards of Vale dos Vinhedos and Pinto Bandeira is still worn as a badge of pride by descendants of the early immigrants who continue to operate an increasingly robust wine industry.
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SIGHTS

1 Belvedere Cascata dos Amores

2 Cascata dos Amores

3 Cave Geisse

4 Igreja São Bento

5 Maria Fumaca

see 4 Monumento aos Imigrantes

6 Museu do Imigrante

7 Santuário NS do Rosário de Pompeia

8 Vale dos Vinhedos

9 Vinícola Don Giovanni

ENTERTAINMENT

10 Parque Cultural popeia Italiana




TOP TIP

Consider bringing or renting a bike for touring the wine country. The Vale dos Vinhedos offers great cycling terrain: gentle hills, smooth roads with wide shoulders, and courteous drivers slowly taking in the gorgeous scenery.




The Immigrant Story in Bento Gonçalves

TOWN THAT CELEBRATES ITALIAN ANTECEDENTS

Most people enter and exit Bento Gonçalves pretty swiftly before heading off to wet their whistles on the Vale dos Vinhedos wine trail. But the city nurtures a deep-rooted immigrant history. Bento’s position as the epicenter of the Brazilian wine industry was built on the back of Italian immigrants who first arrived in the area in the 1870s. Driven out of Italy by high taxes and poverty following the country’s unification wars, they hailed mostly from the Italian regions of Trentino and Veneto and settled on small plots of land in Rio Grande do Sul, where they planted wheat, grapes and other crops.

The early years weren’t easy. A hyperrealistic Monumento aos Imigrantes depicting a group of 19th-century farmers outside Bento’s wine-bottle shaped Igreja São Bento illustrates the toil and hardship many of the early pioneers endured. More stories, reflected in old wine-making equipment and antique musical instruments, are told at the small but poignant Museu do Imigrante nearby.

For a slightly more staged and cheesy interpretation of erstwhile Italian heritage, board the Maria Fumaca, an old steam train resurrected for wine tourism that rattles the rails between Bento and Carlos Barbosa, a town to the south. The 1½ hour (23km) journey involves lots of wine tasting, accordion music, and dancing in the aisles with costumed guides, as the loco chugs through bucolic, well-tended countryside. Afterwards, most passengers decamp to the Parque Cultural Epopeia Italiana in Bento, where actors in period costume relate the Italian immigrant story through theater and film.
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BEST PLACE FOR A COFFEE IN BENTO GONÇALVES

Quiero Café

Coffee, super-rich hot chocolate, plus baguettes, cakes and vegetarian options in a clean-cut cafe-restaurant.

Altezza Coffeehouse

Elegantly designed nook near Bento’s church. Does a fine line in espresso and blonde brownies.

Dolce Gusto

Long glass cases with intriguing cakes and coffee served by the Picassos of latte art.

Wine-Tasting in the Vale dos Vinhedos

BRAZIL’S TOP WINE REGION

When connoisseurs debate world-class wine production, Brazil isn’t usually the first country that comes to mind. Yet discerning palates are starting to enjoy the taste notes of emerging vintages coming out of the warm, dry southern region. As of 2023, Brazil ranks 14th in the world in vinifera wine production (one place behind Romania), the lion’s share coming from Rio Grande do Sul. The Vale dos Vinhedos is the national hub welcoming hundreds of thousands of visitors to more than 30 wineries, rural inns and restaurants along the Estrada do Vinho and Via Trento, a rural loop that stretches west of Bento Gonçalves. Visually speaking, the whole valley will leave you rubbing your eyes to triple-confirm you have not been suddenly teleported to France, Italy, or northern California.

The gamut of sparkling wines, cabernets and chardonnays fermented in the valley are the result of generations of hard work and innovation – particularly by Italian families that immigrated to the region starting in the 1870s – as well as excellent soil and growing conditions.

The best way to visit the wineries is on a tour, which allows you to take in the beautiful countryside – and drink wine – without the worry of driving. If you go it alone, most of the bigger and more acclaimed wineries offer their own tours and tastings,

The Vale dos Vinhedos also has great cycling, with its gentle hills and excellent roads providing a perfect stage to lap up the sultry scenery from the saddle.
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STONE PATHS

One of the more multifarious manifestations of Italian culture in the Serra Gaúcha is a 12km historical driving route known as the Caminhos de Pedra (Stone Paths). Starting 15 minutes east of Bento Gonçalves, it skirts the southern fringe of the Pinto Bandeira wine appellation, linking a necklace of stone and wooden houses built by Italian immigrants in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The Casa da Ovelha hosts a small sheep farm; the Casa do Tomate grows and blends tomatoes for sauces, jellies and drinks; the Casa das Cucas plies traditional Brazilian fruit cake; while the Casa da Erva-Mate divulges the secrets of the favored regional drink, chimarrão in an old 1884 mill.




BEST WINERIES

Vinícola Almaúnica

Gorgeous vineyard guarded by slender cypresses. Known for its top-notch syrahs and Quatro Castas blends.

Vinícola Miolo

Miolo’s huge complex features an artificial lake and sparkling wines, cabernet sauvignon and merlot.

Casa Valduga

One of Brazilian wine’s big guns hosts five pousadas on its property; impressive vineyard views.



BEST ITALIAN RESTAURANTS IN THE WINE REGIONS

Pizza entre Vinhos

Generously loaded pizzas in both savory and sweet flavors, and a refreshing backup of beer. $$

Casa di Paolo

Must-try-once buffet of comida típica italiana: including soup, pasta, pork sausage, polenta and fried cheese. $$$

Casa Vanni

Gorgeous building on the Caminhos de Pedra where wine and food make ideal dance partners. $$


Pinto Bandeira’s Sparkling Wines

GO-TO REGION FOR BUBBLES

Sleepy Pinto Bandeira, just 15km northeast of Bento Gonçalves, is a separate wine appellation from the more established Vale dos Vinhedos, and the subtleties of its terroir are better suited to sparkling wines. Founded by Italian immigrants in 1876 and originally known as Silva Pinto, the diminutive village has been listed as a separate municipality since 2012. It’s centered on an endearing one-towered church, the Santuário NS do Rosário de Pompeia, and surrounded by rolling hills striped with vines and imbued with more than a hint of Tuscany. If arriving from Bento, be sure to stop at the roadside belvedere (lookout) on the Estrada Bento Gonçalves that looks over toward the Cascata dos Amores waterfall.

The appellation’s two best wineries are located about 7km south of the village toward Bento Gonçalves.

Vinícola Don Giovanni is both a 50-hectare winery and a homey seven-room pousada, most famous for sparkling wines: pinot noir and chardonnay grapes are staples in the vineyard. You can tour and taste in the strapping cellars, the outside walls covered in creeping foliage, and dine afterwards at its onsite Nature restaurant (reserve ahead).

Founded by famed Chilean winemaker Mario Geisse, Cave Geisse produces Brazil’s most internationally heralded sparkling wines and is a cult favorite abroad. On weekends, the Open Lounge, a canopied outdoor patio, serves Chilean empanadas and charcuterie plates from a food truck.


SHORT-LIVED REPUBLIC

Rio Grande do Sul seceded from the Empire of Brazil and survived as a de facto republic for nine years. The secession followed a gaúcho victory in the Battle of Seival in 1836 during the Ragamuffin War (Revolução Farroupilha), an uprising sparked when cheap foreign meat imports started to threaten Rio Grande’s main economic provider, beef. The República Rio-Grandense, with Brazilian army officer Bento Gonçalves acting as the first president, was strongly supported by the nascent state of Uruguay with whom it shared a similar gaúcho culture. The rebels were ultimately coaxed back to Imperial Brazil in 1845 by a peace treaty that offered them full amnesty and a 25 percent tariff on imported beef.




Getting Around

Bento Gonçalves is the epicenter of the region. There is no airport, but the city is easily reached by bus from Porto Alegre, 125km south. To fully enjoy everything the wine regions have to offer, many visitors rent a car (with designated driver) or organize a tour. Vale das Vinhas Tur (valedasvinhastur.com.br) is a good option.






Beyond Serra Gaúcha Wine Region
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In the rolling hills to the east of Bento Gonçalves, sweet wine collides with bitter beer and bittersweet chocolate.


Goodbye Italy, hello Germany. As you head east across the Serra Gaúcha, the flavor shifts from Italian to German, with the winding rural roadsides dotted with tidy timber-framed houses and a profusion of the favored local flower, the hydrangea.

The scenery reaches its apex between Nova Petrópolis and Gramado, part of the so-called Rota Romântica, an allusion to Bavaria’s Romantische Straße, which it partly evokes.

Although the mountains don’t reach much higher than 1000m and snow is rare, the architecture and atmosphere of the two regional hubs – chocolate-flavored Gramado and its conjoined twin Canela – have a tangible Tyrolean theme.
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TOP TIP

Don’t miss the specialty food, including Swiss fondue, capeletti (meat-filled pasta), galeto (rotisserie spring chicken), artisan chocolate and Café Colonial.




Alpine Flavors in Gramado

CHOCOLATE, BEER AND HYDRANGEAS

Making a good show of impersonating a classic South Tyrolean village ripped from the pages of a European tourist brochure, Gramado, two hours east of Bento Gonçalves by bus or car, offers up a slice of Brazil with a large helping of Italian-German culture on the side. Boutiques sell avant-garde glasswork and gourmet chocolate, local restaurants specialize in fondue and Wiener schnitzel, and hotels exhibit the kind of gabled roofs and wooden balconies more characteristic of the Alpine villages of Austria and Switzerland. Reveling in their own mini-Alps, Brazilian tourists lap it up, arriving in their droves, particularly in the southern summer, when Gramado stages a two-month-long overindulgent Christmas festival.

Between November and January, the town is carpeted with hortênsias (hydrangeas), the profuse flowers providing a pretty periwinkle-hued backdrop to the timber houses.

Gramado is more a sum of its parts than a collection of individual sights. Most people fill an elongated afternoon unhurriedly perusing its gift shops, beer bars and chocolate outlets. Be sure to dip into the European-flavored Rua Coberta, a covered shopping street, and ponder the aesthetics of the neo-Gothic Igreja Matriz São Pedro (smaller than Canela’s cathedral but, arguably, more beautiful inside). The O Reino do Chocolate is a tour-able sweet factory that mixes theme-park kitsch with Willy Wonka. The hot chocolate drinks in the cafe are thick enough to stand your spoon in.

On the cusp of town, the Lago Negro is a small artificial lake that glimmers with the blurry beauty of a Monet canvas. You can take to the water in swan-shaped pedal boats or stroll amid the hydrangeas on one of its looping paths.
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SMALL CHURCH, BIG EFFECT

Gramado’s small Catholic church has a village-like intimacy reflected in its bare stone walls, geometrically decorated ceiling and medieval-style chandeliers. It was built with 78,000 basalt stones pulled by bull carts from nearby quarries, and features stained-glass windows marking the life of St Peter the Apostle, based on designs by German artist Peter Dobmeier. There are also 12 life-size statues of the apostles in front of the church, wonderfully lit up after dark. A wooden version of the church was originally consecrated in 1917; it was changed to stone in 1943 after eights years of construction.



WHERE TO TRY CAFÉ COLONIAL IN GRAMADO

Gramado Café Colonial

Family run since 1984, this place is a favorite for its ample sweet and savory spreads. $$

Bela Vista Café Colonial

The first Cafe Colonial in Brazil when it opened in 1972; now, 80 different delicacies. $$

Colonial Coelho Coffee

On main road halfway to Canela, Coelho brings a rich jumble of plates to table. $$

Chocolate & Kitsch in Canela

TYROLIAN TREATS AND THEME PARKS

A 2¼-hour bus ride from Bento Gonçalves and just 15 minutes from its neighbor, Gramado, Canela carries a similar Tyrolian vibe and has an equally enthusiastic penchant for beer and chocolates. Indeed, on first impressions, it’s difficult to tell the two towns apart: they even share similarly distinct Gothic churches, although Canela’s is significantly larger. Centered on a leafy green square, the town center is anchored at one end by the impressive Igreja Matriz de Nossa Senhora de Lourdes. Built in 1953, this imposing neo-Gothic church with its steeply pointed arches features a 65m-high tower and a carillon of 12 bells made of Italian bronze. Inside, the Last Supper–themed altar was carved in wood by Uruguayan sculptor Julius Tixe. The building is known colloquially as the Catedral de Pedra (Stone Cathedral), although it’s technically a church, not a cathedral.

If you haven’t already pigged out in Gramado, Canela offers a similar line in chocolate, beer, and fondue. However, the town has generally cheaper accommodations than its western twin and, on summer weekends, is marginally less crowded. To the north you can gain quick access to Parque Estadual do Caracol and its bridal-veil waterfall here. A string of plasticky theme parks and ‘museums’ provide a jarring juxtaposition to the natural attractions, a Vegas-like consortium of kitsch that incorporates everything from a wax museum to homages to dinosaurs and Ancient Egypt.


CAFé COLONIAL

Gramado and Canela are abundant with eating joints offering Café Colonial, a hearty repast distinct to southern Brazil that’s a relic of the region’s strong European heritage, in particular Germany. A moveable feast often taken in late afternoon, it’s an as-much-as-you-can-eat spread of sweet and savory breads, preserves, honey, cakes, cookies, pies, sliced meats, sausages, and pickles. In Gramado, the food is brought to your table on a variety of plates that are replenished by energetic wait staff with lightning efficiency. In other places, it’s sometimes presented as a serve-yourself buffet. Coffee, chocolate and tea are the standard liquid refreshments. Diners pay a flat rate or (occasionally) by the kilo.



THEME PARKS IN CANELA/GRAMADO

Alpen Park

Small Canela amusement park aimed mostly at kids: roller-coaster, zip line, bumper cars and quad bikes.

Mundo a Vapor

Slightly kitschy Canela homage to steam trains, notable for spectacular recreation of a crashed locomotive.

Dreamland Museu de Cera

Requisite wax museum in Gramado, with random representations of horror characters and real-life celebs.

The Subtle Splendor of Caracol Falls

FORESTED PARK WITH GRACEFUL WATERFALL

Sure, it’s no Iguaçu Falls, but the Cascata do Caracol, set in an eponymous state park 8km north of Canela, paints its own elegant natural picture, a narrow veil of water that plunges 131m off an overhanging basalt cliff into pools and rocks below. It’s particularly attractive in the morning sun when the water sparkles as it cascades over the granite lip.

The Parque Estadual do Caracol was created in 1973 to help local forests recuperate after decades of devastating logging. The industry’s infrastructure, which included a railway line and a pulp mill, not only led to the felling of trees, but also resulted in the eradication of animal species, such as the fox-like maned wolf. In the last 50 years, the park has faced a more subtle 21st-century threat: over-tourism. With 2.5 million annual visitors, it’s second only to Iguaçu Falls as a tourist magnet in southern Brazil. The park’s main hub has been equipped with a 27m-high ecological observatory (with lift) and an outdoor lookout platform to view the falls. There’s also a small network of trails through the recovering araucária (Paraná pine) forest. A trail to the base of the waterfall (involving 900-plus steps) has been closed for several years.

A couple of kilometers beyond the park’s main entrance, a mini cable car offers a loftier view of the waterfall with a bit of tourist tackiness thrown in (souvenir shop, obligatory photography service). The ride carries you up above a carpet of hydrangeas to a top station where a very short (200m) nature trail will delay you for all of five minutes. It then descends to the main lookout over the falls. On a busy day, you’ll spend more time in the queue than in the bondinhos (pods), although the spectacular view of the falls is probably worth it.
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WALK ON GLASS

Looking like an unfinished bridge to nowhere poking out over a deep valley, the Skyglass Canela, which opened in December 2020, is a spectacular if slightly gimmicky lookout above the steep-sided, bushy green Vale da Ferradura with the meandering Rio Caí glimmering 360m below. A curvaceous glass-bottomed walkway teeters above the precipice while, underneath it, a line of six hanging chairs shunts visitors on a short three-minute ride akin to an inverted roller-coaster, their legs dangling in midair above the abyss. The Skyglass is located 15km north of Canela, beyond the Cascata do Caracol.




PARK LIFE

The Parque Estadual do Caracol is one of numerous state parks in southern Brazil. You’ll find others at Vila Velha and Ilha do Mel.




Getting Around

Gramado and Canela are small enough to get around on foot. Buses between them run every 20 minutes or so; less regularly to Parque Estadual do Caracol. Both towns are linked to Porto Alegre by regular buses. Notwithstanding, many travelers opt for the flexibility of a car.





CAMBARá DO SUL
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Cambará do Sul has the look and feel of a US frontier town: cattle ranches and tethered horses, big skies and gaúchos sucking maté tea through a bombilla (straw). It’s mostly used as an overnight base for its two adjoining national parks: the Parque Nacional de Aparados da Serra and Parque Nacional da Serra Geral, both famed for their canyons.

Perched at 1000m above sea level, Cambará is one of the coldest destinations in Brazil, and light snow during the winter months (May to October) is not unusual. This happenstance, along with the region’s arresting geology and commitment to ecotourism, make Cambará an attractive lure. Theoretically a ‘city’, its size (population 6500) means it’s not much larger than a village. Notwithstanding, it offers many economical, family-run inns and has a sprinkling of cute cafes and bistros. Cambará do Sul also produces a unique white honey made from stingless bees native to the local forests.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Parque Nacional da Serra Geral

2 Parque Nacional de Aparados da Serra

SIGHTS

3 Cachoeira do Tigre Preto

4 Cânion da Fortaleza

5 Cânion do Itaimbezinho

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

6 Trilha Cotovelo

7 Trilha da Borda Sul

8 Trilha da Cachoeira do Tigre Preto

9 Trilha da Pedro do Segredo

10 Trilha do Mirante

11 Trilha do Rio do Boi

12 Trilha do Vértice




TOP TIP

Local companies, such as Aparados da Serra Adventure and Cânion Turismo, provide transportation and guides for the canyons. Horseback riding and mountain-climbing expeditions are also available.




Hiking the Cânion do Itaimbezinho

TRAILS TO DRAMATIC CANYON VIEWPOINTS

A 40-minute drive along a bumpy unpaved road southeast of Cambará do Sul – much of it across rolling pastureland broken by small clumps of forest – the Parque Nacional de Aparados da Serra is a 102.5-sq-km national park on the zigzagging border between Rio Grande do Sul and Santa Catarina. Here, vast 1000m-high plateaus, often speckled with winter snow, fall away in a series of yawning canyons where the ground opens to reveal verdant fissures in the earth’s surface, plunging to depths of over 700m.

The park preserves a mix of undulating grasslands (the so-called gaúcho pampa) and endangered araucária forests, as well as a handful of spectacular canyons. Its main attraction from a visitor perspective is the Cânion do Itaimbezinho, a narrow, 5800m-long canyon with treacherous parallel escarpments that range from 600m to 720m in height. The aptly named Itaimbezinho means ‘sharp stone’ in the indigenous Tupi-Guaraní language. Two waterfalls drop into its forested depths, carved over millennia by the Rio Perdiz: the Cachoeira das Andorinhas (Waterfall of the Swallows) and the Cachoeira Véu da Novia (Bridal Veil falls), both measuring well over 200m high.

The drive from Cambará do Sul to Itaimbezinho is on a narrow dirt road. Once at the canyon there’s a parking area and a visitors center with information on the local flora, fauna, and topography (in Portuguese only). Two trails head out from here. The Trilha do Vértice winds for 2km to an observation point with wide-lens vistas of the canyon and the Andorinhas and Véu da Novia waterfalls in all their glory. Trilha Cotovelo meanders for 3km one-way along a flat vehicle-wide track through low forest dotted with umbrella-shaped araucária trees. After passing by the Véu da Novia waterfall, the trees dissolve into grassy pasture, allowing dramatic views into the plunging canyon below. The trail is passable on a bicycle. Bank on two-hours round trip if you’re hiking.

To explore the base of the canyon, you’ll need to organize a professionally guided hike from the town of Praia Grande in Santa Catarina. The main trail, the Trilha do Rio do Boi forges west for 7km from the park’s Posto Rio do Boi entrance, using a challenging rocky path that crosses the river multiple times. You’ll need at least seven hours for the 14km-round-trip hike. Be prepared to get wet. In times of high rain, the hike can be canceled altogether, due to risk of flooding.

If visiting the park and canyon, try to arrive early; by afternoon, moody skies and chilly mists often roll in to occlude the bright sunshine.
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HOW THE CANYONS WERE FORMED

The highlands surrounding Cambará do Sul are part of the southern Brazilian plateau, a vast escarpment covered in a thick layer of basaltic magma deposited by volcanic activity over 150 million years ago. Starting around the same time, the erstwhile supercontinent of Pangea began to be pulled apart in a dynamic seismic event, creating a giant rift valley that was rapidly filled by the Atlantic Ocean. Rimming the ocean on either side were magnificent cliffs and plateaus, including the Serra Geral in Brazil. Over time, water from the Pedra and Boi rivers began to erode the Serra’s basalt cliffs, working through natural faults and fractures to form the canyons of Fortaleza and Itaimbezinho seen today.



WHERE TO STAY IN CAMBARÁ DO SUL

Parador Casa da Montanha

Modeled on luxurious African safari camps, with heated, elevated tents perched amid postcard-envy scenery. $$$

Vila Ecológica

Great-value hospitality option, with rooms with heaters/air-con and constructed from ecologically savvy materials. $$

Pousada Corucacas

Farm-style accommodations in big-sky setting, with optional chalets or camping, horseback riding and fishing. $$

WHERE TO EAT IN CAMBARÁ DO SUL

Galpão Costaneira

Hearty buffet served in a rustic wooden farmhouse, featuring tabletop-cooked picanha (beef) and colonial cheese. $

Galeteria O Casarão

Set among homey hardwoods, this excellent restaurant serves the comfort food of Brazil’s Italian immigrants. $$

Restaurante do Lago

Lakeside eating joint where the specialty is fresh trout served in a variety of styles. $$

Cliffs & Waterfalls in Cânion da Fortaleza

SPECTACULARLY DEEP CANYON

Adjoining Parque Nacional de Aparados da Serra to the northeast is the Parque Nacional Serra Geral; its geology and attractions closely mirror those of its neighbor. The park’s pièce de résistance is the Cânion da Fortaleza: a series of plunging escarpments with dizzying drops that is statistically longer and deeper than the more famous Itaimbezinho canyon to the south.

The main nexus of the Serra Geral is a small car park at the end of a dirt road 23km east of Cambará do Sul. The landscape here is bleaker and more open than the lightly wooded Cânion do Itaimbezinho, comprised mainly of scrubby grassland with practically no trees. The gently inclining Trilha do Mirante leads out from the car park for a little under 2km (one way) to the top of the canyon’s rim, yielding incredible views over 70% of its deep-cut interior, including the Cachoeira do Tigre Preto, the distant coastal plain and – on a clear day - the Atlantic and the town of Torres.

Roughly 2.5km west of the car park, a small pullover marks the start of the Trilha da Pedro do Segredo leading to the tip of the 250m-high Cachoeira do Tigre Preto (which you must cross carefully on foot) and a viewpoint just beyond. Continue along the trail for an extra 500m and you’ll ultimately come to the Pedra do Segredo, a 5m-tall rock tower that balances precariously on a precipice. The hike out-and-back is approximately 3.5km.

The Trilha da Borda Sul links the Mirante and Pedro do Segredo trails via a path along the canyon’s southern rim, revealing broad vistas of the giant ravine from numerous angles. It measures around 14km, including the walk back along the road to the start point. You can also hike along the base of the canyon on the Trilha da Cachoeira do Tigre Preto, tracking the Rio da Pedra on a 10km out-and-back expedition with as many as 15 river crossings. The trailhead is near Jacinto Machado, a long bumpy drive from Cambará do Sul, and the terrain is tricky, making this a guided hike only.


OTHER CANYON ACTIVITIES

Hiking is the most popular activity in both parks, but by no means the only one. Under the guidance of several outdoor companies in Cambará do Sul, it’s possible to organize bike rides, boat trips, horseback riding and even rappelling in and around the countryside close to the parks. Rappelling involves getting extremely wet at the Cachoeira do Tio França just west of Cambará. Boat trips take place on the Rio Camisa further north. Bike rides can be undertaken on the Cotovelo trail in the Cânion do Itaimbezinho.

All can be organized through several agencies in Cambará, including excellent Aparados da Serra Adventure (aparadosdaserraadventure.com.br) and Cânion Turismo (canionturismo.com.br).




Getting Around

The parks are not serviced by public buses. A taxi is a viable option, although the roads are rough. Local tour companies are a better alternative, especially if they can hook you up with a small group.






Beyond Cambará do Sul
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East of Cambará do Sul, colossal canyons give way to the rocky cliff ‘towers’ of Torres with eerie suddenness.


Cambará do Sul is close to the southern border of Santa Catarina. The state line traces the rim of the Fortaleza and Itaimbezinho canyons. Their clifftops stand in Rio Grande do Sul while their verdant valleys are in Santa Catarina.

Heading east from the Serra Geral and Aparados de Serra national parks, you’ll come to the oddly named inland town of Praia Grande, another good base for exploring the canyons, particularly for those aiming to access the deep-cut river valleys.

When you start spotting hot-air balloons in the sky, you know you’re getting closer to Torres, the low-key coastal town famous for its ballooning and surf breaks.

[image: jpg]

Guarita State Park | TICIANA GIEHL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Expect Torres accommodations discounts of 20% to 40%(March to November) and a 25% hike during the hot-air-balloon festival (April).




Beaches & Surf in Torres

BROAD BEACHES AND LOFTY CLIFFS

Flush against the border with Santa Catarina, Torres – two hours east of Cambará do Sul by car – has a handsome collection of broad (if crowded) beaches punctuated by distinctive basalt cliffs, vegetative dunes and a lively boardwalk bursting with crepes and churros (fried-dough pastries) – the gaúchos-digging-their-toes-in-the-sand culture is unique in Brazil. From May to November, Antarctic currents bring cold, hard winds and big waves to the coast, perfect conditions for surfers (of which there is an enthusiastic contingent) but a less alluring invitation to the sunbathing masses who generally stay away.

Praia Grande, the town’s main beach, is quite calm and is bookended by the smaller Prainha to the south and Praia dos Molhes to the north, a famous surf spot where the Rio Mampituba dramatically enters the sea. Praia da Cal, 2km south of Praia Grande, also draws serious surfers. South of Cal lie the gardens of 350-hectare Guarita state park, a rocky promontory rimmed by cliffs and caves where the mountains of the Serra Geral come down to kiss the sea. Trails, bike paths and more beaches frame a rugged coastline of precipitous rock towers and foaming surf.

The skies gain added color in April when little Torres hosts the largest hot-air balloon festival in Latin America.
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HOT-AIR BALLOONS

Around 60 hot-air balloonists from around the world convene on Torres every April for its international hot-air balloon festival. Organizers set up a ballooning park in town with a food court, live music, and space for spectators to follow the progress of the graceful airships as they drift heavenward, some shaped like love hearts, others depicting cartoon characters or coffee jars. There are even competitions and prize money to be won. For the rest of the year, noncompetitive types can ride the coastal breezes with one of several local balloon companies that offer flights over Torres and the nearby canyons of Cambará do Sul. Trip Balonismo Aventura (tripbalonismo.com.br) is a good bet.




Getting Around

Transport between Cambará do Sul and Torres can be tricky. Most buses take the long route via the dusty town of Tinhas (where you’ll need to change buses), avoiding the dirt roads in the national parks. It’s often useful (and quicker) to have access to a car in these parts.





SãO MIGUEL DAS MISSõES
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The small village of São Miguel das Missões, 53km southwest of Santo Ângelo, is home to the best-preserved and largest of Brazil’s historic Jesuit missions, São Miguel Arcanjo. One of 30 missions in the tri-border area (and seven in Brazil), the ruins are part of a Unesco World Heritage site, the so-called Jesuit Missions of the Guaranis, inscribed in 1983, that also includes four ruins in Argentina.

The village itself is unremarkable, but it does offer the best tourism infrastructure of all the Brazilian missions in the area. The terracotta-hued church, along with the remains of the Jesuit reduction (mission), and its adjoining museum reside in a large grassy compound on the village’s west side.

This part of southern Brazil has antecedents in the 17th century and its culture developed separately from the inherently Portuguese influences on the coast. The archaeology is a major draw.
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TOP TIP

A spectacular, if campy, sound-and-light show at São Miguel Arcanjo illustrates the history of the missions. The last bus to Santo Ângelo leaves before the sound-and-light show, so it’s worth spending the night in São Miguel das Missões. Both Pousada das Missões and Tenondé Park Hotel are good places to stay.




São Miguel Arcanjo Archaeological Site

MOST INTACT JESUIT MISSION

The most moving of the Brazilian missions, this elegantly ruined church, designed by an Italian architect who was also a Jesuit friar, earned Unesco World Heritage status in 1984. It’s surrounded by the ruins of an old Jesuit settlement founded by a Tyrolean priest named Anton Sepp in 1687, which evokes a palpable sense of ‘paradise lost.’

Originally built by the Spanish Jesuits and known as San Miguel Arcángel, most of the current ruins, including the church, date from between 1735 and 1745. The semi-independent mission, in common with other Jesuit reductions, was intended to convert the indigenous Guarani to Christianity, provide them with somewhere to live, and protect them from slave-traders.

For a short period, it survived as a prosperous and well-organized community, with a flourishing mixed European-indigenous culture. When the area was transferred from Spain to Portugal after the Treaty of Madrid in 1750, the Guaraní refused to leave, and war ensued.

A joint Spanish and Portuguese army promptly attacked and destroyed the mission. Although it was briefly resettled in the 1760s, the expulsion of the Jesuits from the Americas in 1767 marked its ultimate demise.

What you see today are the ghostly ruins: the main body of the church, the belfry, the sacristy, portions of an erstwhile convent and foundations of indigenous dwellings. The archaeological site also includes the Museu das Missões, containing an impressive collection of religious artifacts that were rescued from the ruins.

The mission is about 500m west of the bus station in the town of São Miguel das Missões. The small commercial center lies in between.
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THE MISSION

The 1986 film The Mission starring Robert De Niro and Jeremy Irons is essential watching for anyone interested in the history of the missions in the tri-borders area, and the details of their tumultuous past. Set in South America in the 1750s, the movie tells the story of a Jesuit priest (Irons) and his relationship with a penitent former mercenary and slaver (De Niro).




Getting Around

You’ll need your own wheels if you want to visit any of the ruins besides São Miguel Arcanjo. For the latter, Antonello Turismo has four daily buses between São Miguel das Missões and the hub town of Santo Ângelo. There are car rentals in Santo Ângelo.






Beyond São Miguel das Missões
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The Jesuit mission ruins are spread over 230km. Of the magnificent seven, at least five can be visited.


São Miguel is the center of the mission universe. If this fascinating chapter of South American history whets your appetite for more, there’s plenty to investigate for those with the time and inclination, and (ideally) their own transport.

Two visitable ruins – São Lourenço Mártir and São Nicolau – lie to the west. The half-forgotten ruins of São João Bautista, the sixth of the seven missions founded in 1697 by refugees from São Miguel, sit 40km to the northeast. Santo Ângelo, the regional hub through which almost all travelers will pass, had its own mission, the remnants of which are now preserved in glass cases around its more modern cathedral.
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TOP TIP

São Miguel das Missões aside, few of the other missions have decent overnight infrastructure. Santo Ângelo is the best base.




Other Ruins on the Missions Route

REMAINS OF 18TH-CENTURY JESUIT REDUCTIONS

In the 16th century, the Portuguese and Spanish kings authorized Catholic orders to create missions to convert the natives. The Jesuits were the most successful order, establishing a series of reductions across Paraguay, Bolivia, Brazil and Argentina. At its height in the 1720s, this prosperous ‘nation’ claimed 30 mission villages inhabited by more than 150,000 Guarani people.

Today, all 30 missions are in ruins. Together, they form the Rota Missões, or ‘Missions Route,’ a network of pilgrimage sites for the faithful and the curious. Seven are in Brazil (in the northwestern part of Rio Grande do Sul), eight are in southern Paraguay and 15 are in northeastern Argentina.

Beyond São Miguel Arcanjo, there are several other ruined Brazilian missions worth visiting if you have time. São Lourenço Mártir is located a 20-minute drive west of the turnoff to São Miguel das Missões, and 10 minutes south of the road to São Luiz Gonzaga. Founded in 1690 by a group from the Argentine reduction of Santa Maria, the church, cemetery and school are still discernible and there is a small exhibit of findings from excavations.


About 1½ hours drive west of Santo Ângelo, the archaeological site of the São Nicolau mission was once an artistic center, producing painting, ceramics and wood sculpture. Today, all that remains at the site is the Jesuits’ stone wine cellar and a few ruins. Four recovered sacred images of Santo Antônio, Santo Izidro, Senhor dos Passos and São Nicolau are displayed inside the modern-day Igreja Matriz, across the street from the ruins.
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AN ISLAND OF IDEALISM

Starting in 1608, the Jesuits established missions across a vast region of southern Brazil, Paraguay, and northern Argentina. But, unlike other colonizers elsewhere in the Americas, they made a concerted effort to convert the indigenous Tupi and Guarani people without destroying their culture or language. The missions became centers of culture and intellect, as well as religion. The arts flourished, combining elements of European and Guarani music and painting. Scholars created a written form of the Tupi-Guarani language and published several works, using one of South America’s earliest printing presses. The missions produced sophisticated sculpture, metallurgy, ceramics and musical instruments.



WHERE TO STAY IN SANTO ÂNGELO

Villas Hotel

Hotel that opened in 2019 with surgically clean rooms, pool and gym on outskirts of town. $$

Hotel Maerklii

Catering to business travelers and tour groups, with attentive service and hearty breakfasts. $$

Tunis Hotel

Budget staple steps from main square with simple rooms and slightly dated decor. $

Santo Ângelo’s Church & Museum

APPENDIX TO THE MISSION STORY

This small, sunny city in the far-flung northwestern trenches of Rio Grande do Sul, 50 minutes by car from São Miguel das Missões, acts as a regional transportation hub and jumping-off point for exploring the Brazilian missions along the Rota Missões. It also has a handful of mission-related sights of its own.

Gaúcho culture – chimarrão (maté tea), churrasco (barbecue) and música sertaneja (a type of southern Brazilian country music) – seeps from the pores of San Ângelo’s easygoing streets and avenues. The gorgeous sandstone Catedral Angelopolitana on Praça da Catedral is a contemporary replica of the church at São Miguel das Missões and casts a wonderful rust-orange glow over the center of town at sunrise. Despite its authentic 18th-century appearance, the cathedral was built in 1929 in an intriguing mix of baroque, Renaissance and Guaraní styles, with sculptures by Austrian-born artist Valentim Von Adamovich honoring the patrons of the Sete Povos das Missões (Seven Peoples of the Missions). It’s surrounded by glass-encased excavations of the original Jesuit reduction (mission), Santo Ângelo Custódio, built on this site in 1706.

Also on the main square, the small but well-curated Museu Municipal Dr José Olavo Machado houses several rooms of historical artifacts, including an epic accounting machine, agricultural tools, sculpture, and pottery. Taking pride of place is a scale model of the erstwhile Santo Ângelo Custódio mission.

A few blocks north of the cathedral, the Monumento ao Índio remembers Sepé Tiaraju, the leader of the indigenous resistance during the Guarani War.


THE SEVENTH MISSION

Many people head out of Santo Ângelo toward the more famous ruins of São Miguel das Missões, not realizing the town itself once hosted a mission. The seventh of the Sete Povos das Missões was founded on the site of the present-day cathedral in 1706 by a Belgian Jesuit called Diogo de Haze. The prosperous mission grew until it harbored around 8000 mainly indigenous inhabitants, but its tenure was cut short during the Guarani War of 1756 when it was unceremoniously destroyed. The site lay abandoned for decades and was only fully resurrected with the arrival of European immigrants in the late 19th century who helped build the modern town over the withered ruins.




Getting Around

You’ll need your own wheels or the services of a taxi, if you want to visit any of the ruins besides São Miguel Arcanjo. For the latter, Antonello Turismo has four daily buses between Santo Ângelo and São Miguel das Missões.








MATO GROSSO & MATO GROSSO DO SUL
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SOUTH AMERICA’S GREATEST WILDLIFE SHOW


Enter the jaguar’s lair in Mato Grosso and Mato Grosso do Sul, where nature rules supreme.
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Extending below the humid Amazonian rainforests and covering a simply enormous swathe of western Brazil, Mato Grosso and Mato Grosso do Sul hold the jaguar’s share of the Pantanal: the world’s biggest wetland system. This spectacular wilderness – which is home to huge numbers of caimans, capybara, giant otters, deer and monkeys (as well as the aforementioned jaguar), plus maned wolves, the utterly bizarre giant anteater and hundreds of species of birds and fish – offers the best wildlife-watching in South America. The options for viewing this diversity of life are varied and thrilling. From dawn boat rides to afternoon bush walks and multiday horseback safaris, expert guides and luxurious ecolodges will ensure that you have an experience to remember in what is, for all intents and purposes, the Brazilian equivalent of the Serengeti.

And, when you’re done in the Pantanal, don a snorkel and mask and drift down liquid turquoise tropical rivers past a million colorful fish, head out on a bird-watching adventure or rappel into huge cave systems in and around the aptly named towns of Bonito or Bom Jardim. For those who want to pace the trails of some of Brazil’s most impressive mountain scenery, the Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Guimarães answers the call.

Meanwhile, for one of Brazil’s most impressive – yet internationally unknown – Carnaval celebrations, head to riverside Corumbá.
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THE MAIN AREAS

PARQUE NACIONAL DA CHAPADA DOS GUIMARÃES

Some of Brazil’s best hiking.

THE SOUTHERN AMAZON

Experience the Amazon and its wildlife.

THE PANTANAL

The best willdife-watching in South America.

BONITO

River snorkeling and giant caves.





Find Your Way


Taken together, Mato Grosso and Mato Grosso do Sul cover a huge area, and because of this most people only concentrate on either the north or the south. Fortunately, both halves offer superb willdife-viewing.
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Plan Your Time


This region is all about the wildlife, and watching wildlife is not really compatible with rushed itineraries. Give yourself as much time as you possibly can to get the most from this once-in-a-lifetime destination.
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Wilderness Weekend

• Don’t waste time trying to visit the Pantanal over a weekend. Instead, fly into Cuiabá and head straight to the nearby Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Guimarães, where you just about have time for a hike or two along the edge of spectacular escarpments and to dreamy waterfalls. Another option from Cuiabá is to go to Bom Jardim, where gin-clear river waters provide a snorkeling experience matching that of many a coral reef plus the chance to say hi to colorful scarlet macaws. A third option is to fly to Alta Floresta and spend the weekend marveling over the wonderful Amazonian wildlife.




A Pantanal Week

• Keen naturalists will want to spend as much time as they can in the Pantanal. A week is the minimum amount of time you’d need to explore both the northern and southern sides. Start in the northern half by flying into Cuiabá, then head down the Transpantaneira road to your chosen ecolodge for four nights. Remember to add in a day looking for jaguars around Porto Jofre. For the last couple of days, fly from Cuiabá to Campo Grande and into the southern Pantanal where, with luck, an encounter with a maned wolf awaits.




A Wildlife Fortnight

• Grab your binoculars and head to the Southern Amazon for a couple of days of jungle wildlife. Fly to Cuiabá, then lace up your hiking boots for a few trail days in the nearby Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Guimarães. Afterwards, wash off the highland dust while snorkeling the crystalline waters around Bom Jardim. Next, make your way to the northern Pantanal for a few unforgettable days of wildlife-watching. Maximize the chance of seeing a jaguar by visiting the Porto Jofre area. Head south to Campo Grande and finish off your adventure in the watery wonderland of Bonito.



Seasonal Highlights

It’s hot year-round, but November to March is rainy season. Much of the Pantanal is under water and the rivers can get quite muddy.

JANUARY

The Pantanal is half-submerged under flood waters, but migrant and resident birds abound.
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APRIL

Experience one of Brazil’s loudest and most colorful Carnavals, without masses of other foreign tourists, in Corumbá.

[image: jpg]

ERICH SACCO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

MAY

The rainy season ends and the countryside is delightfully green and perfect for hiking. Tourist crowds are low.
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JULY

The start of high season. Expect crowds in Bonito and the Pantanal. Book activities in advance when possible.
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OCTOBER

Lower crowds everywhere and rivers run clear and low, making this a fantastic month for snorkeling in the rivers.
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NOVEMBER

The rainy season starts but the first half of the month is still a good time for a quieter Pantanal safari.
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DECEMBER

River levels are rising and many hotels and lodges in the Pantanal and elsewhere are closed.
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PARQUE NACIONAL DA CHAPADA DOS GUIMARãES
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Lying very much in the shadow of the Pantanal, the small (it covers just 33 sq km) Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Guimarães, which was only gazetted in 1989, deserves a bit of limelight of its own. The landscapes here are varied and dramatic: rock buttresses rise up off the dry scrubland like sky islands, red sandstone cliffs are caressed by spectacular waterfalls, and patches of tangled forest huddle in shady, humid corners, along riverbanks and around deep pools of water. This landscape variety is home to some interesting wildlife, especially birds, and for bird-watchers the park is an interesting prospect. For everyone else, though, the best reasons for visiting are some of Brazil’s best hiking trails, freshwater snorkeling and even caving. You should allow at least two full days to get just an overview of the park.
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SIGHTS

1 Cachoeira da Prainha

see 1 Cachoeira das Andorinhas

2 Cachoeira dos Namorados

see 2 Cachoeirinha

3 Casa de Pedra

4 Cidade de Pedra

5 Mirante da Chapada

6 Véu de Noiva

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 1 Circuito das Cachoeiras

7 Morro de São Jerônimo




TOP TIP

There’s no accommodation actually within the national park so instead you need to base yourself in or around the nearby town of Chapada dos Guimarães. Try and avoid visiting the park at weekends, when it gets packed out with local tourists.




Jurassic Falls

OGLE A STUNNING WATERFALL

One of the most stunning waterfalls in this part of Brazil, Véu de Noiva is a single cascade that falls 86m down russet-red cliffs off an absolutely flat, scrub plateau, and into a deep pool of water that’s surrounded by rich green forest, above which fly shockingly bright (and very noisy) scarlet macaws. Looking down on this scene from the viewpoint is like peering down onto a Jurassic world.


When you’ve picked your jaw back up off the floor, walk to the Cachoeirinha and Cachoeira dos Namorados, which are two much smaller sets of falls (just a few meters high) but the eroding force of the water has created some natural swimming pools that offer safe, warm swimming in a wonderful setting. Local kids love the spot and it can get very busy at weekends.

This is the only part of the park that can be explored without a guide. The walk to both Véu de Noiva and Cachoeirinha and Cachoeira dos Namorados (the super-easy-to-follow trail for both starts from the visitor center, where there’s also a popular cafe) is very short: just 1.2km return for the former and 2.2km for the latter two. Although the huge majority come here solely to snap a picture of the falls and then have a swim, there’s some pretty decent bird-watching to be had. But note that, with the park officially open only between 9am and 5pm, you’ll need to be here for the moment it’s open in order to catch the last of the dawn’s bird activity.
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ORGANIZING A GUIDE

Entry to the national park is free, but a registered local guide is compulsory, except for the very short Véu de Noiva and the Cachoeirinha and Cachoeira dos Namorados trails (which can be visited independently). The website ecobooking.com.br has a list of official guides. Most accommodations options in Chapada dos Guimarães can also organize guides. Prices vary depending on whether you have your own transportation and whether you require a guide with specialist interest or a second language.



WHERE TO STAY IN CHAPADA DOS GUIMARÃES

Casa da Quineira

Peaceful and arty place where you can laze in a hammock enjoying the forest backdrop. $$$

Pousada Cambará

Good-value pousada (guesthouse) with pretty gardens and a central location. $$

Pousada do Parque

On the edge of the national park, this is a great one for naturalists. $$

Hike to a ‘Stone City’

PACE ALONG VARIED HIKING TRAILS

The evocatively named Cidade de Pedra, or Stone City, is the park’s most ethereal sight. But, is it truly a city carved of stone? Well, that depends on how strong your imagination is. Kicking up the red dust as you walk the short (around 300m) trail from the parking lot, the land suddenly falls away below you. Peer carefully over the cliff edge and you’ll see wave after wave of strange sandstone rock formations reach up out of the hot, scrubby badlands down below. Some say these formations were once the tower blocks of a city turned to stone, but we think this dramatic landscape is more the work of axe-wielding angry giants smashing and hacking at the ground. Whatever your imagination decides, there’s no debating that the scenery is incredible. Although the walk here only takes a few moments, actually reaching the location is quite an adventure involving a bumpy 20km drive down a dirt road during which your vehicle will slide about and clouds of dust will rise up behind you. The best time to come is in the early morning, when the sun illuminates the rock formations to their best.

The short stroll to the Cidade de Pedra is the most popular one in the heart of the park, but if you prefer your hiking a little more challenging, the Circuito das Cachoeiras or, tougher still, the Morro de São Jerônimo are much quieter routes that are well worth lacing up your boots for.

The Circuito das Cachoeiras, or Waterfall Circuit, is a gentle and short 9km. Most people string the walk out over the course of the day by stopping to swim in the natural swimming pools formed by the seven different waterfalls the route strides by. It’s a circular route and people usually leave the tallest waterfall – Cachoeira das Andorinhas – to the end. Each waterfall has a character of its own. With its sandy shoreline and large area to swim in, the Cachoeira da Prainha is a hit with local families who bring their kids to swim here. Meanwhile, the waters of the Cachoeira Sonrisal tumble in such a way as to create a natural Jacuzzi. You’ll also pause at the Casa de Pedra (Stone House), a cave where opponents of the military regime once hid.

The hardest walk of all within the park, and one that’s really only suitable for those with some hiking experience, is the 14km round-trip scramble up onto the tabletop summit of the Morro de São Jerônimo. Although long, the walk isn’t technically difficult. It’s a long, flat amble through the lowland scrub, but a good guide will take the time to point out different plants and their traditional medicinal uses. Then, reaching the base of the hill, it’s a short, sharp climb to the summit. At only 800m above sea level, this is more hill than mountain – but when you do finally arrive sweaty and breathless at the summit, the way the steep cliffs fall away below means that the view gives the impression that you’re on a much bigger lump of rock than you really are.


THE CHANGING CENTER OF SOUTH AMERICA

In the large state capital of Cuiabá is a marble obelisk that marks the exact center of South America. The calculations were made by swashbuckling Brazilian explorer and soldier, Marshal Cândido Rondon in 1909 and, needless to say, the good people of Cuiabá are very proud of their geographic achievement. The only problem is that with the advent of satellites and other fancy gadgets, we now know that Cuiabá is not, in fact, the center of South America. The actual center is 45km away, close to the town of Chapada dos Guimarães. It is located on a sandstone viewpoint, the Mirante da Chapada, which gives superb views out across the plains and down as far as Cuiabá.



WHERE TO EAT IN CHAPADA DOS GUIMARÃES

Bistrô da Mata

The most creative place to eat in town puts presentation and taste on equal footing. $$$

Popular

Cheap, cheerful and very, ahem, popular place for a no-frills carbs injection. $

Morro dos Ventos

Situated beside a spectacular viewpoint; expect creative takes on regional classics here. $$$

Snorkel the Rio Claro

Underwater encounters with piraputanga

Even without the fish, snorkeling the Rio Claro would be an experience of ethereal beauty. The movement of light and shadow on the water’s surface, the transition from pools of rich turquoise color to a deep jade green. The slow, downstream drift with the current as one eye watches for tropical-colored birds in the leafy canopy above and the other gazes intently at waving water weeds in whiskey-clear waters and shoals of fish shimmering in silvers and golds.

The possibility of river snorkeling in the Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Guimarães is far lesser known than the snorkeling in the rivers and pools around nearby Bom Jardim or the even more popular Bonito in the south of the state. And yes, it’s true that the snorkeling options here are more limited than in these other places, but you also stand a pretty good chance of having this waterway all to yourself.

Getting to the jump-in spot is half the fun. After a 28km drive from the park entrance, you will scramble steeply up to a viewpoint that overlooks the beautiful river valley. Then, descend down to the river and slip gently into the placid waters, after which your compulsory guide will lead you downstream for a kilometer (this takes at least an hour), pointing out the different fish encountered on the way. Less strong swimmers will be offered a life jacket, and sandals are handed out to everyone.

During the rainy season, when rivers can flood and visibility is much reduced, snorkeling is not offered by park authorities.
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MORE SNORKELING

There’s more freshwater snorkeling in aquarium-clear pools and rivers in both Bom Jardim and, further south, in Bonito.




STINGRAYS & PIRAPUTANGA

The most commonly seen fish here is the purely vegetarian piraputanga (brycon), a large, rounded golden-orange fish with a deep black stripe along its flank. You’ll see big shoals of these curious fish. Much harder to spot but well worth looking out for are the freshwater stingrays of which there are a number of different species. Although they are not actively aggressive, the sting can be very painful and occasionally even fatal, so it’s probably best to steer clear of them!



WHERE TO EAT IN CUIABÁ

Mahalo

One of Brazil’s best restaurants, this place offers creative dishes and an affordable lunch menu. $$$

Coco Bambu

Famed for its deservedly popular fish dishes (the prawns are great) and good cocktails. $$

Boi Grill Meat Club

Massive, succulent steaks and burgers that are about the size of a family car. $$


Getting Around

The national park entrance is 11km northwest of the town of Chapada dos Guimarães. Guides can organize transportation if you don’t have any of your own.






Beyond Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Guimarães
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Relish the warm, fish-filled river waters of this little-known tropical paradise.


Visiting Bom Jardim and its jungly surrounds is like finding yourself in a tropical postcard. There are the perfectly fanned waterfalls to bathe under; there are rivers of incredible clarity where you can snorkel alongside a palette of colorful fish; and there are macaws, parrots, monkeys and stunning flowers everywhere you look as well as laid-back locals reclining in hammocks.

It almost seems to be such a tropical cliché that you wonder if it’s all real. But real it is – and, the best part is that for the moment it remains relatively under-visited by tourist masses.

Bom Jardim is easily tacked on to a visit to the northern Pantanal or the Parque Nacional da Chapada dos Guimarães.
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TOP TIP

Book a guide and tour of the Bom Jardim sites in advance through agencies based in either Bom Jardim or Chapada dos Guimarães.




Float over Bom Jardim’s Water Gardens

BRAZIL’S SECRET UNDERWATER PARADISE

There’s something utterly magical about snorkeling the liquid-glass rivers and pools around the little town of Bom Jardim. Groups of nervous little fish dart in and out of submerged tree-root systems and massed shoals of giant piraputanga home in on the slightest morsel to eat. Dappled sunlight sparkles down onto sandy riverbeds and dinner-plate-sized leaves through shade into dark corners where who knows what fishy predator might hide (don’t worry, there are no fishy predators who like feasting on humans).

With more snorkeling variety than within the national park itself, but considerably less crowded than better-known Bonito, Bom Jardim is arguably the best place in Brazil for freshwater snorkeling. The best spot is the appropriately named Lagoa Azul (Blue Lagoon), which can have up to 6m of underwater visibility. But the excitement isn’t limited to ogling the fish. At the Cachoeira da Serra Azul, a waterfall generates a Jacuzzi-like effect to soothe you as you snorkel, and there’s also a zip line that will take you rushing down between jungle trees. Away from the underwater wildlife, there’s also the above-water life. The is a swampy pool full of half-submerged trees that has superb bird-watching, including lots of scarlet macaws who flap down here to roost each evening.

Many of the best snorkeling sites are located on private land some kilometers out of town. An official guide is compulsory for all the sites here except the Lagoa das Araras. The guide will organize transportation and provide a life jacket and other safety equipment.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN BOM JARDIM

Bom Jardim is little more than a village but it has a healthy range of places to stay.

Pousada Rota das Águas

Quality guesthouse, beautiful gardens and travel agency all rolled into one. $$

Pousada Cantinho de Casa

Green-fingered hosts will welcome you to this cozy pousada with rooms centered around a pool. $$

Pousada Bom Jardim

Sink into a hammock and enjoy the tranquility of this friendly village-center place. $$



WHERE TO STAY IN CUIABÁ

Dom Bosco Hostel

Simple, discreet but colorful hostel with a good location and small dorms. $

Hotel Deville Prime Cuiabá

Smart, central and very competitively priced, with a pool, spa and good restaurant. $$

Hotel Amazon Cuiabá

Modern hotel complex with a great pool, complete with waterfall. $$$

Soak up the Atmosphere in Cuiabá

THE HERITAGE OF THE MODERN CITY

Although it’s surrounded by incredible wilderness areas, the city of Cuiabá is no rural backwater. Most visitors don’t linger long here, which is a shame because among the tower blocks are a few slow-decaying colonial buildings and the city also has a good dining and partying scene.

The center of life in Cuiabá is the Praça da República, which is just a small cobbled plaza dotted with palm trees but surrounded by a few impressive colonial-era buildings including the mustard-yellow Palacio da Instruçáo, which has an ornate facade. It contains the city library and – upstairs – a small art gallery with changing exhibits. Right next door is the Catedral, a twin-towered and far more modern construction that contains a large mural of Christ and some unusual stained-glass windows. Also on this square is the Museu Histórico de Mato Grosso. However, at the time of research it was closed for renovations and there was no information on when it might reopen. But, so what if you miss out on the history of the city, because Cuiabá is a place of the now. The plaza itself is always buzzing with activity, including ice-cream and juice stands and small market stalls selling crafts. Musicians sometimes add to the atmosphere. As always, early evening is the prime time to be on the square. Just northeast of the plaza are a handful of narrow, old streets that now comprise a characterful and pedestrianisedshopping area.


WHERE TO DRINK IN CUIABá

Cuiabá has a healthy nightlife scene. The Praça Eurico Gaspar Dutra has a rich selection of bars and restaurants.

Hookerz

Microbrewery beers and less micro burgers are the go at this popular but unfortuntley named bar.

Choppão

Famed bar with ice-cold beers (and we mean ice-cold) and a superb chicken soup.

Bar do Edgare

West of the city center, this simple bar has live rock music at weekends.




Getting Around

There’s a limited number of daily buses from Cuiabá to Bom Jardim, but if you book a tour from there, transportation will be included. Once in Bom Jardim, you will need a set of wheels to reach many of the snorkeling spots. Guides can organize this for you if you don’t already have a car.





THE SOUTHERN AMAZON
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Way to the north, far away from the heartland of Mato Grosso, the land tips downhill, the humidity rises and the trees grow bigger. You now stand at the gates to the greatest rainforest on the planet: the Amazon. Step deeper into the forest, and extraordinary adventures full of exotic wildlife and flooded vegetation unfold.

It definitely requires either a lot of effort, or a ton of money (and often both) to get here, but this southern fringe of the Amazon is an unmissable experience for anyone even remotely interested in South American wildlife.

The base for your Amazon adventures in this region is the town of Alta Floresta, which is some 873km north of Cuiabá; and then, even once you’ve hauled yourself all the way up here, you still need to get yourself out into the jungle.
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TOP TIP

Traveling in much of Mato Grosso state can be difficult in the wet season (December to April). This part of the southern Amazon is no exception, but if you want to enjoy kayaking through the flooded forests, the wet season is the only time to consider.




A Bird’s-Eye View of the Amazon

CLIMB THROUGH THE FOREST CANOPY

From ground level, the forest can be a dark place. A tangle of roots, a pile of leaves chewed over by a million insects, a decaying fallen tree being consumed by a multitude of fungi. For those keen to spy some of the Amazon’s iconic wildlife species and diverse birdlife, it can seem as if all the action is taking place high above, and you might find yourself developing a crinked neck after spending so long peering upwards toward the canopy.

But then, in the company of your guide at the magnificent Cristalino Private National Heritage Reserve, which is one of the best – and most exclusive – places in the Amazon for wildlife-watching, you come to something totally unexpected in this sea of trees: a huge metal tower rising high into the sky. Spiraling up and up now, you leave the dank forest floor behind.

At first there’s little change; an army of straight trunks fill the field of view. But keep climbing up the tower and you reach the first branches matted in moss and sprouting orchids and other parasitic plants. The first birds, insects and amphibians make an appearance – a bug-eyed tree frog, perhaps. Higher still, and you finally face the canopy itself and life explodes. Whole self-contained ecosystems thrive in the branches hosting creatures that rarely set foot on the ground below. Saki monkeys, howler monkeys and various marmosets share space up here with more than 500 bird species including six different kinds of macaw. But the viewing tower isn’t done yet – now you climb up to its summit, which claws up above the top of the trees. You are now in the home of the formidable harpy eagle, but even if one of those mighty raptors isn’t visible, the view down and across the far-stretching Amazon is simply breathtaking.

Amazonian overviews aren’t the only memorable activities on offer at this groundbreaking private wildlife reserve, though. Kayaking is a good example of this. Paddling gently down slow-moving, chocolatey rivers while keeping an eye out for the ever-elusive tapir or jaguar and admiring herons and ibises poised like statues above the still waters, is an unsurpassed wildlife experience. Time it right and the forests will be washed through with flood waters, and you can paddle through the surreal beauty of the famed flooded forest.
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And then there’s the hiking. The reserve is crisscrossed with a multitude of walking trails of varying length. As you walk, expert guides will point out all the natural wonders of the forest: a swarm of bright butterflies extracting salts from a muddy puddle or perhaps a nest of bullet ants (don’t get too close – they have very painful bites and they don’t like humans). The guides will reveal the medicinal powers of the different plants and identify hidden birds simply through their song. A walking safari is a fantastic way to experience the forest.

The Cristalino Private National Heritage Reserve is hard to get to, but rest assured that once you’re there, you’ll want to stay far longer than you planned.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN THE SOUTHERN AMAZON

Cristalino Lodge

Remote, luxurious, eco-friendly and offering life-changing experiences. One of the best ecolodges in Brazil. $$$

Caleche Park Hotel

Reasonably good, modern business hotel on the edge of the town of Alta Floresta. $$

Hotel Mandino

Decent-value, motel-like place in Alta Floresta. $$


AMAZONIAN INSECTS

The Amazon – home to jaguars and howler monkeys, sloths and toucans. It’s easy when visiting the Amazon to focus only on the flagship creatures of the forest. But, the real drivers of the ecosystem are much smaller: the insects. And the number of species found in the Amazon is staggering. Scientists estimate that over 2.5 million different insect species are present in the Amazon Basin. A third of the world’s butterfly species can be found here, and – this will really make you think – ants make up a third of the entire animal biomass of the forest! In fact, so rich is the insect life that if you spend an hour rummaging through the leaf litter, you might discover an insect species new to science!




ICONIC ANIMALS

The Cristalino Private National Heritage Reserve has an incredible diversity of wildlife, including some of the Amazon’s most iconic.

White-nosed bearded saki

Highly social but endangered monkey.

Brazilian tapir

The largest land mammal in South America, weighing up to 300kg.

Harpy eagle

One of the largest of all eagles; females can weigh 10kg (males are smaller).

Sloth

Three- and two-toed sloths creep along so slowly that algae grow on their fur.

Black panther

This most iconic of big cats is present but very rarely seen.




Getting Around

From Alta Floresta, it’s an hour and a half by boat to the Cristalino Lodge, which is the only place you can stay at within the reserve. Boat transfers are included in the (pricey) package rates.





THE PANTANAL


You only have to spend an hour in a small boat, drifting quietly with the lethargic river currents as the morning sun creeps up above the horizon, to realize that the Pantanal is a very special place. Taking in the peace, you watch as a giant otter twists through the waters ahead in hot pursuit of a piranha breakfast. Moments later, a pig-like peccary scuffling in the riverside mud disturbs a family of capybara who slide into the water and swim to the far bank. But, unbeknownst to them, a predator is waiting. Could it be? Is it really? A flash of yellow and black, and the magnificent jaguar – the king of the Pantanal jungle – launches an attack.

All this – as well as a million birds – awaits you in the Pantanal: South America’s finest wildlife-watching zone and one of planet Earth’s most important wetlands. Don’t miss it.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Parque Nacional do Pantanal Matogrossense

SIGHTS

see 3 Birding Pantanal

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2 Campo Grande

3 Cuiabá

see 3 Pantanal Explorer

4 Porto Jofre




TOP TIP

If you want to see maned wolves, the southern half of the Pantanal is considered best. For jaguars, it’s the area around Porto Jofre in the north. The north is also great for sun bittern and marsh deer. Most of the remainder of the key animals can be seen throughout.




Sunset Boat Safaris

FLOAT PAST THE MEGAFAUNA

Sunset – that’s our favorite moment to be out on a boat in the Pantanal. Streaks of low, golden light and the purple reflection of bubbly clouds on the mirror-still waters. A dragonfly poised on a paper-white flower surrounded by the giant discs of the Victoria water lily. Switch off the boat engine and drift in slow silence as birds put on a final chorus of the day and the glassy eyes of a caiman, head just protruding above the water surface, stare unflinchingly at you from several meters away. The boatman hands you a drink with which to toast the sunset, and you settle down to enjoy this rare moment of peace. Suddenly, though, the utter stillness is broken. A panicked movement on shore, a giant splash, and a family of pig-sized capybara tumble into the water alarmed by the sudden appearance of the boat.
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Such is the experience of a boat safari – by far the most popular way of experiencing the Pantanal. The maze of waterways, which expand and contract depending on the season, are the focus of life here, and being out on the water allows a perspective of the Pantanal that is completely different to that of being in a vehicle or on foot. You’ll get to see many of the more aquatic animals that are otherwise hard to see, and there will be the moments when you encounter nervous animals, alert to the presence of a jaguar, coming down to the water edge for a drink. All lodges organize boat safaris and many also offer kayak safaris.
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I LIVE HERE: PERFECT PANTANAL ADVENTURES
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Andre von Thuronyi is the owner of the superb Araras Eco Lodge and the Pantanal Explorer (@pantanalexplorer) eco-tour company.

Horseback

A horseback safari is the safest and fastest way to get around in both the dry and wet season. And it allows you to get close to the animals.

Boat

Sailing silently along the rivers, observing the animal life gathered along the riverbanks, is a very relaxing way to see the Pantanal.

Walking

Walking brings you close to the details: footprints, bird nests and insects – fantastic.




WHEN TO VISIT

It’s possible to visit the Pantanal year-round, but the dry season (May to September) is considered the optimum period as the wildlife concentrates around the reduced water. Flooding can make travel difficult during the wet season (November to April), though this time is not without its rewards. The rising waters push animals onto ever smaller patches of dry ground, meaning dense concentrations of life. The birdlife is also abundant. If you do come during the rains, come nearer the start. November – a transition season – can be pretty good. The heaviest rains fall in February and March. The heat peaks from December to February, when temperatures higher than 104°F (40°C) are common. Many hotels close at this time.



Thrilling Walking Safaris

EXPERIENCE THE WILDERNESS ON FOOT

Any Pantanal safari expert will tell you that by far the best and most intimate way of experiencing the Pantanal is on foot. Walking across this landscape allows you to see, hear, touch and smell the environment in a way that traveling by motorized vehicle never will. In the company of an expert guide, you will see and learn about all the little creatures that you’d surely have missed if you’d been on a boat or in a jeep. As you walk, incredible facts and stories will tumble from your guide’s lips about how the insects shape this environment far more dramatically than any large mammal does, and how to identify various plants – some of which have important medicinal values. You will also spot birds in a paint box of colors and maybe creep up on a herd of deer or slither along (at a safe distance) from a huge anaconda. At the very least, you will learn how to identify the footprints of many Pantanal animals. Walking safaris, which take place in the cooler parts of the day, are normally just half-day affairs but much longer options exist for those who are keen. You are highly unlikely to encounter the region’s most iconic creature, the jaguar, while on a walking safari.

Make sure you take a hat, sunscreen, plenty of water and a pair of binoculars when you set out on a walking safari, and wear long trousers and good walking shoes.

WHERE TO STAY IN THE NORTHERN PANTANAL

Flotel & Jaguar Suites

Remote and beautiful houseboat accommodations. Jaguar studies are carried out from here. $$$

Pousada Piuval

Family-friendly ranch accommodations. Rates include horse and boat rides. $$$

SouthWild Pantanal Lodge

Tucked-away riverside place where giant otters are frequently seen splashing about in the river. $$$

Drive Up Wildlife

IN SEARCH OF GRASSLAND LIFE

The grass parts and there, plodding with determination toward a nearby termite mound, is a 2m-long animal with a shaggy tail and a huge tube-like, toothless snout. The giant anteater is one of nature’s most bizarre creations. The group of people in the nearby safari vehicle watch spellbound as the anteater uses its powerful claws to rip open the termite mound, and then a long and flexible tongue flicks in and out up to 150 times a minute as it literally hoovers up termites and ants. This is just another moment on an amazing jeep safari in the Pantanal.

It might seem odd to us, but by and large many of the animals living in the Pantanal are totally unflustered by the presence of a vehicle and carry on with whatever it was they were doing regardless. And this means that a vehicle safari is a very good way of getting fairly close to larger creatures as well as covering a large area in a short space of time. Most vehicle safaris take place on the drier, savanna-like plains, and on a safari in this habitat you can expect to see lots of deer, rheas and other open-country birds, and if you’re lucky, anteaters, armadillos and even the maned wolf. Approach larger water sources and capybara are also common.

A vehicle safari isn’t just confined to daylight hours, though – a popular Pantanal activity is a night safari, during which a guide uses a powerful spotlight to help see crab-eating foxes, owls and more.


CRAZY PANTANAL FACTS

Stretching for around 42m acres (almost 170,000 sq km) across the borders of Brazil, Bolivia and Paraguay, the Pantanal is the world’s largest tropical wetland and a place of vital ecological importance.

Between 23,000 and 13,000 years ago, the Pantanal was a desert. It comprises around 3% of the planet’s wetlands.

During the rainy season, about 80% of the Pantanal is flooded – the equivalent of Belgium, the Netherlands, Portugal and Switzerland combined.

The Pantanal is home to around 3500 plant species, 475 to 656 bird species, 325 fish species, 159 mammal species, 53 amphibian species and 98 reptile species.

With some 10 million caimans present, it is home to the world’s largest concentration of crocodilians.



King of the Jungle

MEETING SOUTH AMERICA’S TOP PREDATOR

Despite the bold colors, if it doesn’t move, chances are you’ll look right through it. Even when it does start to slink along in the dappled riverbank light – ducking and weaving between bushes and branches – it can take an expert eye to notice it. But the thrill when you do finally notice it is enough to make you catch your breath. And when your boat maneuvers carefully closer to it and it locks its piercing yellow eyes directly onto you, a cold chill, generating a primordial fear, will roll down your spine. You are now face to face with a jaguar, the most formidable predator in South America.

The jaguar is by far the largest big cat in the Americas, and the third-largest in the world (behind only lions and tigers), and for many people the crowning reason for a visit to the Pantanal – indeed even a visit to Brazil – is the chance to come eyeball to cold eyeball with this most beautiful and powerful of creatures. The Pantanal is the best place in the world to see a wild jaguar. They exist throughout the ecosystem, but in the area around Porto Jofre they have become somewhat habituated to humans in boats and haughtily ignore them, going about their daily business on the shore or in the water as if the observers weren’t there.

Jaguar-watching boat safaris from Porto Jofre run in the dry season, from May to November, and almost all Pantanal safari companies can organize a boat safari to the area – either a rushed day safari or a multiday safari with (expensive) accommodations included.

Seeing a real wild jaguar is truly one of those ‘once in a lifetime’ moments, but consider that you won’t be the only one wishing to see one. All the boats operating in the area communicate with each other by radio; when a jaguar is spotted, everyone races toward it in almost total disregard to every other living creature passed on the way. While this means the chance of seeing a jaguar is close to being guaranteed (especially if spending a couple of days in the area), the downside is that any sighting is likely to happen as part of a jostling crowd of 10 to 20 boats all trying to push one another out of the way and all accompanied by lots of noise and revving engines disturbing the animals.

While jaguars are the main focus, there’s plentiful other wildlife and those with a genuine interest in Pantanal wildlife may wish to focus on the other animals and plants instead and treat any jaguar sighting as a bonus. If this is you, ask your boat driver to switch off the radio (the drivers are so used to tourists wanting only to see big cats that if the radio is left on, you might find them struggling with themselves to avoid racing to the sighting). Caimans and capybara are numerous and you may well spot giant river otters, howler monkeys or even tapirs. The birdlife is simply extraordinary. Going for this approach allows for a far more rewarding Porto Jofre safari experience and one that’s far more tranquil and responsible.

WHERE TO STAY IN THE SOUTHERN PANTANAL

Pousada & Camping Santa Clara

Working ranch with a host of activities and accommodations to suit all budgets. $$

Barra Mansa Pantanal Lodge

They’re serious about safari at this family-friendly waterside lodge with arty rooms and superb meals. $$$

Fazenda Barranco

Alto Lodge

Great-value waterside lodge where a wealth of animals can be seen from your terrace. $$


WHY I LOVE THE PANTANAL
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Stuart Butler, writer

The Pantanal combines everything I love about a wildlife-watching safari. Superb scenery and magical light; wide open expanses populated by animals that are pretty unfazed about the presence of people; excellent wilderness lodges and camps and brilliant eco-initiatives. But what I really like about a safari in this area is the variety of activities on offer. Rather than days spent viewing animals from a vehicle, you can mix it up with boat rides, kayaking, hiking or just spending a quiet day in an animal hide waiting to see what comes by.



Get in a Flap over the Birds

ENJOY WORLD-CLASS BIRD-WATCHING

It can be easy to overlook the birdlife of the Pantanal, overshadowed by jaguars, caimans and giant otters. And yet this giant wetland is one of the world’s finest bird-watching destinations with a confirmed list of anything from 475 to 656 bird species (there doesn’t appear to be solid agreement on the exact number of bird species present); for a bird-watcher, its not unheard of to record 130 species in a single day. Everywhere you care to look here, there will be something feathered fluttering about in the undergrowth or soaring high above the rivers. In fact, you often don’t even need to leave the grounds of your lodge to see some stunning birdlife. Ornithologists will want to clamp eyes on a deep-blue hyacinth macaw, which is the world’s largest – and some might say most beautiful – member of the parrot family. The nocturnal great potoo, a bizarre bird that resembles a tree stump, is something worth hooting about if you find one. Other key species include the sun bittern, which has wings like a butterfly; the Mato Grosso antbird, a discreet bird that exists only here and in parts of Bolivia; as well as the endangered Chaco eagle (crowned solitary eagle) and the agami heron, a bird of rare beauty and elegance that’s sadly vulnerable.

If you are interested in birds, make sure you spell this out to your guides – otherwise, they will likely concentrate only on large mammals and just the most obvious of birdlife. Serious bird-watchers will also want to pick up a copy of the Birds of the Pantanal field guide, which is on sale at most lodges.
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PANTANAL TOURS

Many people book their entire Pantanal tour before arrival in Brazil, using either a local operator or a specialist international wildlife-watching tour operator.

There’s nothing to stop you organizing everything on arrival in Brazil, though. The principal access towns where you can arrange tours are Cuiabá in the north (for the Transpantaneira) and Campo Grande in the south (for the Estrada Parque), with Corumbá on the Bolivian border more of a sideshow these days. Tours from Cuiabá tend to be slightly more expensive, but more professional, with smaller groups and better-trained guides than those from Campo Grande or Corumbá. They also go deeper into the Pantanal.



BEST BUDGET ACCOMMODATIONS

Pantanal Jungle Lodge

Breezy dorms and solid-value rooms; this backpacker favorite has plenty of activities on offer. $$

Pousada Rio Clarinho

An avian symphony is your wake-up call at this rustic fazenda (ranch) right on the Rio Clarinho. $

Lontra Pantanal Hotel

Simple lodge with small but tidy rooms on the river. Popular with fisherfolk. $$

Fishing for Piranha

FISH WITH A FEARSOME REPUTATION

A popular (for the humans rather than the fish) activity in the Pantanal is fishing – in particular, fishing for piranha, one of the world’s most misrepresented fish species. You can opt for a ‘No Kill’ policy of catching your toothy fish and then releasing it again, or you can sacrifice the fish to your stomach by frying it up for a riverside lunch. Either way, there is an undeniable thrill to casting a line baited with a bit of beef and then watching for the ripple and splash that indicates that the piranhas are getting excited before a sudden hard jerk on the line as one takes the bait. Before throwing the fish back into the water, take a moment to have a close look at it. The guide should be able to gently prise open the jaw so that you can admire the small, needle-sharp teeth that are slightly angled backwards to ensure that the piranha’s prey can’t escape too easily.

Although the fishing focus is understandably on piranha, serious-game fisherfolk will probably be more interested in the huge pintado and cachara, both members of the shovel-nosed catfish family. Some of these monsters grow to the size of a man and can weigh up to 100kg. Whatever you’re fishing for, keep your eye out for an unexpected opportunist waiting to grab your catch. It’s not unusual for a caiman, attracted by the struggles of the fish, to snatch your fishy dinner away. And if you thought the piranha had big, sharp teeth…

Fishing is only allowed between March and October, and permits are required (ask your tour operator or hotel).
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BIRD-WATCHING TOURS

Almost every Pantanal wildlife guide will be able to help point out the more common or visible bird species, but serious bird-watchers will want to sign up for a specialist tour.

Birding Pantanal

Locally based specialist bird-watching tour operator run by some of Brazil’s top bird-watchers.

Pantanal Explorer

Great guides and a strong focus on ecotourism; they are involved in hyacinth macaw conservation projects.

Naturetrek

International wildlife-watching tour company with a bird-watching tour taking in the Pantanal and Amazon.



PANTANAL HORSEBACK SAFARIS

Brazil Nature Tours

An acclaimed company offering an incredible seven-day/six-night horseback safari.

Entre Orejas

Eight-day safaris for serious riders run by a very experienced company.

Ride in Brazil

A lifetime’s worth of horse experience has gone into this tour company that offers riding holidays across Brazil.

PANTANAL TOUR COMPANIES

Pantanal Nature

A solid reputation for its professional tours and use of expert guides.

Southwild

A pioneer in Pantanal wildlife tourism. Tours cater for serious nature-watchers with on-site biologists.

Biodiverse Brazil Tours

Run by a biologist and bird-watching expert, this company takes environmental obligations seriously.

Pantanal Cowboys

GALLOP ALONGSIDE THE WILDLIFE

Long before the Pantanal became a dream destination for naturalists and wildlife-watching visitors, this was cattle and cowboy country. Pantaneiros, or cowboys, patrolled vast wilderness ranches on the back of fast, sturdy and maneuverable Pantanal horses. Today, the cowboy tradition continues but some of the Pantaneiros now lead thrilling horseback safaris through the wildest corners of the Pantanal. Splashing across flood plains and galloping through open country, you’ll reach some of the remotest corners of the swamplands. Being on horseback also means that wild animals aren’t spooked by your presence as much as if you were in a vehicle or on foot – this allows you to approach very close to capybara and all the other wildlife.

While many lodges offer day and half-day horse-riding safaris, often available for people with only minimal riding experience, a couple of specialist operators offer much longer multiday horseback safaris (often mixed with more standard Pantanal safari activities so as to give you a break from the saddle), which involve a mix of lodge-to-lodge riding and nights sleeping out under the stars in hammocks next to the horses. Some of these longer horseback safaris also include visits to ranches to watch and work alongside the real cowboys as they round up and lasso cattle. These multiday safaris are only suitable for very experienced riders.

BEST PANTANAL ECOLODGES

Araras Eco Lodge

Arty, comfortable, friendly and very environmentally aware lodge involved in conservation projects. $$$

Pantanal Jaguar Camp

Intimate, solar-powered wilderness lodge with solid eco-credentials in the heart of jaguar country. $$$

Refúgio Ecológico Caiman

Stunning ecolodge that is serious about sustainability and conservation. Each guest pays a conservation fee. $$$


DEADLY PIRANHA?

After sharks, no fish is more misrepresented than the piranha. There are 39 different species of piranha with huge variances in look and habits. However, when most of us talk about it, we’re referring to the red-bellied piranha, which has a rounded, glittery silver-and-orange body with a lower jaw that juts out a little. Set within that jaw is a row of small, but very sharp, rear-facing teeth. Minor attacks on humans resulting in nipped toes and fingers are recorded every year, but fatal attacks are extremely rare – there have only ever been a handful of recorded cases. However, there have been many cases of a person dying in the water of other causes and the corpse being scavenged on by piranhas.




Getting Around

Roads in the Pantanal are unsurfaced, few in number and frequently closed by rain. Since the lodges are the only places to sleep, drink and eat, and public transportation is very limited, independent travel is difficult. Unless you have extensive off-road experience, hiring a car is an option in the dry season only. Only the Transpantaneira in Mato Grosso and Estrada Parque in Mato Grosso do Sul go deep into the region. By far the best way to visit and get around the area is to organize a tour through a specialist wildlife-watching tour company. It’s worth splashing out on a quality tour using good guides, vehicles and lodges. These companies often also have pretty solid environmental credentials.






ROAD TRIP
Driving the Transpantaneira
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It’s said that getting there is half the fun – that’s certainly true in the Pantanal, where getting there involves dodging caimans and rheas along the way. The Transpantaneira is a raised dirt road running through the northern half of the Pantanal from Poconé to Porto Jofre. Most accommodation options are dotted off this road, but driving along it to your safari lodge makes for a spectacular wildlife safari in its own right.



1. Guard Station

Although the road officially starts in Poconé (fill up the tank here, as it’s a long way to the next gas station), most folks mark the wooden archway sign 17km south of Poconé as the beginning of the journey. Almost immediately, the countryside becomes wilder – you may even spot a caiman or a macaw within moments of officially entering the Pantanal. The Drive: It’s only a short 2km further south (Km 18 from Poconé) to the first stop of real wildlife interest.

2. As Torda

From the guard station, your first likely encounter with a multitude of wildlife is at a swampy area known as As Torda. You’re almost guaranteed to see caimans here – often in large numbers – and other wildlife (including lots of birds) is common, too.

The Drive: Continue the southward roll (ignore dirt-road turnoffs – these lead to ranches or safari lodges) through scrub and past convoluted waterways for another 14km.

3. Barara

The next notable stop is mainly about refueling. Barara is a small bar under the shade of huge trees, where you can enjoy a beer and galinhada (boneless chicken and rice) or fried fish. While you’re eating, look out for friendly scarlet macaws.

The Drive: Continuing onward in the same direction for 23km, keep your eyes peeled for roadside wildlife (and drive slowly!).

4. Wetlands

At Km 55 from Poconé, just beyond Barrinha, a large maze of wetlands surrounded by woodland unfolds on the side of the road. It’s the ideal habitat for an array of wildlife, so park up the car, pull out the binoculars and quietly wait to see what emerges for a drink. This is one of the best wildlife-watching spots along the road, so allow plenty of time.

The Drive: Water becomes more dominant 7km further south, but first you pass through a wild patch of bush where a variety of dry-land animals and birds might be seen.


5. Rio Sararé

At Km 62 from Poconé, cross a bridge over the meandering Rio Sararé, stopping to spy on riverine birdlife. On its south side is the Hotel Pantanal Mato Grosso, where you can get a drink. Aside from a few safari lodges, beyond this river human habitation becomes rarer – you’re now in real jaguar country (although you’d be really lucky to see one by the road), where the deep Pantanal begins.

The Drive: A wonderful 80km stretch of near-total wilderness opens up ahead before reaching the end of the road. Allow a lot of time: the wildlife is abundant.

6. Porto Jofre

The small riverside village of Porto Jofre (146km from Poconé) rises up out of the swamp and grassland and the road comes to a halt facing the muddy Rio São Lourenço. Beyond is the domain of big cats and access is only by boat or on foot. If you really want to see jaguars, base yourself out of one of the lodges here.






Beyond the Pantanal
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Take in the colorful excess of the Corumbá Carnaval and enjoy the redolent port-town atmosphere.


On the southwestern edge of the Brazilian part of the Pantanal, and hard against the border of Bolivia, is the city of Corumbá. Built along the banks of the wide Rio Paraguai, Corumbá’s heyday was back in the 19th century when it was – incredible as it might seem today – the world’s largest river port. The arrival of the railways sent the city into a decline from which it’s never fully recovered. Today, the older central area is a delight of low, colorful colonial-era buildings overlooking the river where multilayered ferries and elongated cargo ships lie moored. The city has a few interesting sights and is home to one of Brazil’s best Carnaval celebrations.
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TOP TIP

Pantanal tours operating out of Corumbá don’t generally head deep into the wetland. Most are short half-day river cruises focused on a domestic market.




Carnaval in Corumbá

GET GLAM AND GLITTERY

Glitter, music, razzmatazz and skimpy clothing – Carnaval in Rio is the first thing that springs to mind when most people think of Brazil. Rio might be the biggest and most famous of Brazilian Carnavals, but it’s far from the only one. Unlikely as it might seem, little old Corumbá also puts on one heck of a glitzy show. In fact, aficionados of Carnaval often rate Corumbá’s as one of the best in Brazil.

The tradition of Carnaval in Corumbá dates back to the 19th century, when it was imported to the area by naval officers and soldiers from Rio who had been sent here to guard the border. Taking place six weeks before Lent and centered on the old-town riverfront road, the Carnaval lasts for a week (though the main parades take place over only two nights). Festivities kick off with the selection of the Carnaval king, queen and assorted princesses. Their job is to open and close festivities and welcome the various samba schools to the arena where they are judged. Throughout this week, neighborhood parties are held (everyone is welcome) and concerts take place. The first night of processions involves the amateur samba schools, while the second night involves the professional bodies and features the most elaborate costumes, floats and dances. There are also events dedicated to children’s Carnaval, while community action groups host their own parties and parades.

Unlike at the Carnavals of, say, Rio and São Paulo, foreign visitors are much rarer in Corumbá and the fewer crowds mean you will likely get much closer to the action – and possibly end up joining in!
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WHERE TO EAT IN CORUMBá

Corumbá has some decent places to eat real, no-fuss local food. These are our favorites:

Miguéis

Casual restaurant and bar serving unusually well-presented meals. The steak is worthy of mention. $$

Laço do Ouro

Family-run churrascaria (restaurant featuring barbecued meat) for the best meat rodízio in town at lunchtimes; dinner is à la carte. $$

Rodeio do Pantanal

Popular buffet-style restaurant that, unusually, even serves green stuff! $$




Getting Around

If you’re heading to Bolivia, Bus 102 goes from Corumbá’s Praça da Independência to the Bolivian border hourly (at minimum) from 6am to 7pm. Taxis and mototaxis are also available. All Brazilian exit formalities must be completed with the Polícia Federal at the border.





BONITO
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Bonito can’t fail to make you smile. The town itself is small, leafy and quiet but with plentiful traveler facilities. The real interest, though, lies in the countryside surrounding Bonito. Here, among thick tropical forests and open ranch land, lucky travelers can embark on aquatic adventures involving freshwater snorkeling down warm – and unnaturally hued – rivers through great clouds of fish. This can be followed by thrilling descents into otherworldly cave systems, visits to sinkholes packed with roosting macaws and hikes through forests to crashing waterfalls.

Bonito is the perfect complement to a Pantanal safari, as it offers a very different perspective on an otherwise similar ecosystem.

Visiting Bonito and experiencing all it has to offer involves some advance planning, but most people end up leaving the town with great reluctance and a mile-wide smile. You should allow a minimum of three days here to really get the most from the area.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Abismo Anhumas

SIGHTS

2 Buraco das Araras

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

3 Bonitour

4 Lagoa Misteriosa

5 Nascente Azul

6 Rio da Prata

see 6 Rio Olho d’Agua

7 Rio Sucuri

see 3 Ygarapé Tours




TOP TIP

In the high season, the most popular tours must be booked in advance, preferably months in advance in the case of small-capacity attractions like Abismo Anhumas. You’ll need several days to take in the best of Bonito.





PRACTICALITIES OF SNORKELING IN BONITO

The local government has strict regulations in place for visiting Bonito’s natural attractions, partly because many are on private land and partly to minimize the impact of tourism on pristine areas. Most attractions limit the number of visitors accepted daily, and a locally registered guide must accompany visitors at all sites. Not all guides speak English.

Prices of attractions are regulated by their owners, regardless of who you book your tour with. However, transportation is usually only included in the cost when you book through a hotel, but it sometimes depends on group size. In order to protect the clarity and pureness of the waters around Bonito, sunscreen and insect repellent are not allowed.



WHERE TO STAY IN BONITO

Pousada Surucuá

Peaceful, contemporary rooms surround a swimming pool backed by palm trees. Good breakfast included. $$$

Bonito HI Hostel

With a swimming pool, quality private rooms and comfortable dorms, this is an impressive hostel. $

Pousada Muito Bonito

Great-value pousada with polished, clean rooms set around a small pool. Reliable in-house tour agency. $$


Bonito’s Underwater Life

SNORKEL IN A NATURAL AQUARIUM

As you snorkel through the liquid-glass river waters around Bonito, you will be swarmed by so many fish that you might as well be a part of the shoal. There are the huge dark-tanned pacu who, despite being members of the fearsome piranha family, are actually vegetarians – a hippie piranha, if you like! Then there are the meter-long, and rather fearsome-looking, dorado who have a reputation among fisherfolk for putting up a fight, but with snorkelers, they’re much more chilled. Massing around you at all times are the piraputanga, a large, sparkly golden-red fish that gather in huge shoals and are a constant accompaniment to all Bonito snorkeling expeditions. And these are just the big, obvious fish.

In addition, there are thousands of tiny fish. Keep your legs still for a few moments, and the smallest of these fish will give you a complimentary foot pedicure by nibbling away dead skin! But, it’s not just meeting the fish that makes snorkeling Bonito’s rivers such an incredible experience. The underwater landscape is also one of pure beauty. River grasses and water plants grow in profusion, and in colors as bold as those on the fish, while fallen tree trunks are splayed like Neptune’s sculptures across the crystal-white riverbed sands. Lift your head up out of the turquoise waters, and the scenic wonders continue as you drift past waterfalls crashing down jungle-fringed cliffs and tropical birds flip and flap overhead.

There are several snorkeling spots around Bonito – most of which are on private land – and a guide is required for all of them.

The best-known snorkeling spot is on the Rio da Prata and its tributary, the Rio Olho d’Agua, some 50km south of Bonito. From the parking area, you’ll hike through rainforest (your guide should point out interesting plants and animals) to the dive-in spot on the Rio Olho d’Agua. From here, the lethargic river currents will slowly carry you 3km downstream to the confluence with the Rio da Prata.

An arguably even better place to snorkel is on the azure waters of the Rio Sucuri, 19km south of Bonito, where a guide leads you on a 1.8km slow descent through this magical underwater kingdom. You can also visit the electric-blue spring waters that give rise to the river.

About 33km north of Bonito is the Nascente Azul, or Blue Spring. A visit here starts with a 2km-long forest walk to arrive at this indigo-and-green spring. Slip into the warm, limpid waters and, escorted by hundreds of fish, start your underwater drift back to the trail’s start point.

The Lagoa Misteriosa (Mysterious Lagoon), 45km south of Bonito, is sublime and terrifying in equal measure. Surrounded by thick forest, this small circular cenote (natural pool) has no known depth. Researchers have only explored it down to 200m and it remains anyone’s guess as to how much deeper into the core of the Earth it burrows. It’s filled with fish, and snorkelers can descend a set of wooden steps which drops down into the depths, while qualified scuba divers can plunge down toward the underwater twilight.
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BEAUTIFUL BONITO WATERS

With underwater visibility extending for as much as 10m, the river waters around Bonito have a clarity that seems unnatural. This is because they spring up out of deep subterranean sources from a limestone base. This limestone releases calcium carbonate into the waters, which calcifies any impurities sending them tumbling down to the riverbed. It’s this action that causes the waters to be so pure and is also why snorkelers and swimmers are asked to refrain from touching the riverbed. The underwater and above-water plant life also plays its part in cleansing the waters. It’s a perfectly balanced ecosystem, but do take care because it only takes one clumsy human hand to upset the whole balance.



WHERE TO EAT IN BONITO

A Casa do João

Locally acclaimed restaurant serving Pantanal fish specialities such as baked pintado (catfish). $$$

Juanita

Famed for its chargrilled boneless pacu served with plump capers and sides. $$

Cantinho de Peixe

Cheap and very popular restaurant serving a delicious catfish, among many other fish options. $

Rappel into the Dark

JOURNEY TO ANOTHER WORLD

Rappeling 72m down through the shadowy abyss of this giant cave to swim in a deep, underground lake surrounded by giant stalagmites and stalactites is an experience you’ll never forget. If you’re really lucky, a sharp ray of sunlight will pierce down through the gloom – the moisture in the air reflects rainbows and the lake becomes an unearthly blue. At such a moment as this the whole experience becomes almost spiritual.

A visit to the Abismo Anhumas starts with a small and apparently insignificant hole in the rocky ground. Here you will be given another safety briefing and then be strapped into the electronically controlled rappelling equipment. Squeeze through that insignificant hole, though, and you will find yourself peering down into the gloom of a vast cavern. The 72m descent takes a few minutes and you will be accompanied by an experienced guide. When you reach the base of the cavern, you board a small boat for a slow circuit around the lake, which allows you to admire the fairy-tale landscape of stalagmites and stalactites. Afterwards, you can snorkel in the frigid waters where phallic pinnacles rise up out of the scary depths. Qualified scuba divers can descend even further down into the depths.

All in all, you’ll end the adventure convinced that the Abismo Anhumas is easily the most incredible attraction in the Bonito area. But it’s one that needs a lot of pre-planning – only 20 people a day are permitted to enter the cave and spots are booked up months in advance. The afternoon before the big moment, you will need to do a rappel practice session at the training center in town.


BONITO TOURS

Visiting the sights around Bonito takes some pre-planning. There’s often a daily limit on the number of visitors allowed and, for most places, an official guide is required. With most of the sights being some distance from town, some form of transport is also needed. For these reasons most people join a tour. The following companies are recommended:

Bonitour

Tours to all the standard sites plus special ‘influencer’-run tours.

Ygarapé Tours

Day and multiday tours around the area as well as scuba-diving courses.



DRINKING AND ENTERTAINMENT IN BONITO

Project Jibóia

One-man crusade to show that snakes should be valued, not feared. The show is in Portuguese only.

Bonito Beer

Superb microbrewery where you pour your own from the selection of taps out front.

Taboa Bar

A graffiti-clad institution on the main drag where locals and travelers converge.


Macaw Swarms

WATCH MACAWS GOING TO BED

An expectant group of binocular- and camera-clasping visitors stand patiently on the wooden viewing deck. All eyes scan the skies in search of the first arrivals to the Buraco das Araras sinkhole. The crowd starts to grow restless. Perhaps they won’t show up tonight? To be honest, even if they didn’t show up, just peering down into the vast sinkhole, which is one of the biggest in the world, would make for a worthwhile trip. Surrounded by forest, huge red cliffs lunge downward into a pea-green pool, and it’s all the more beautiful in the soft end-of-day light. But then, a high screech reverberates through the skies. A flash of rainbow-colored feathers, and the first of the giant scarlet macaws dives down toward the sinkhole and a cliffside roosting spot. And then comes another, and another. And before you know it, the sky is a kaleidoscopic swirl of colors, only half of which is the setting sun. As each macaw takes up its roosting spot on the cliff face, it lets out a chorus of screeches. The noise, which echoes off the cliff face, can be almost deafening.

As a wildlife spectacle, the evening roosting habits of hundreds of scarlet macaws are something that all witnesses – not just bird-watchers – find spectacular.

Visits to the Buraco das Araras sinkhole, which is 55km south of Bonito, are normally tied in with a tour to the nearby Rio da Prata and Lagoa Misteriosa. On arrival at the site, there’s a short 1km stroll to the two different, raised viewing platforms.
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BIRD-WATCHING IN BONITO

While ogling the aquatic life is the main event around Bonito, the birdlife is also pretty astounding, with a healthy mix of both Pantanal and cerrado (savanna) species including some regional ones such as the blaze-winged parakeet.

In addition to the Buraco das Araras sinkhole, another very rewarding site is the Rio Sucuri, where the eagle-eyed might spy hyacinth macaws, foliage gleaners and pale-crested woodpeckers.

Don’t overlook the termite-mound-dotted grasslands that surround Bonito, where king vultures and blaze-winged parakeets might be found. Giant anteaters are pretty common here, too.




Getting Around

You’ll need your own transport to reach almost all the sites of interest around Bonito. Either join an organized tour or arrange a vehicle through your hotel.






Beyond Bonito
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Leave the real jungle and explore the wonders of the urban jungle in the capital of Mato Grosso do Sul.


Campo Grande, the capital of Mato Grosso do Sul, is treated as a quick stopover by most people – merely a place to change transport while heading to or from the southern Pantanal and Bonito. But, this vast, modern metropolis, where high-rises tower above the shopping malls and streets are lined with restaurants, should be considered as more than just a place to hop from one bus or plane to another. The city has some interesting attractions in its own right, including a state-of-the-art new aquarium, an impressive museum and some great restaurants. These sights, alongside the generally buzzy atmosphere, make it a good place to discover provincial Brazilian life.

[image: jpg]

Campo Grande | VINICIUS BACARIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

For a big night out, head to the concentration of bars beyond the 3900 block on Av Afonso Pena.




Campo Grande’s Parque Life

PARK LIFE, PANTANAL-STYLE

The heart of Campo Grande might be made of brick and cement, but 6km east of the city center is the Parque das Nações Indígenas, a huge area of parkland fronting an even bigger lake.

With plentiful trees and grass, the park is a nice place to just stroll around and relax, but there are also two stellar sights here. The brand-new Bio Parque Pantanal is a giant spacecraft-like building that houses a state-of-the-art aquarium showcasing the region’s diverse and rich aquatic life. On a visit you will learn about the current and prehistoric natural history of this part of Brazil and stroll down glass tunnels surrounded by hundreds of fish and caimans, ‘swim’ with a huge anaconda and tremble in fear at a shoal of hungry piranhas. The whole thing is impressively well laid out, with different aquariums and displays relating to the state’s different ecosystems.

The park’s other must-see sight is the Museu das Culturas Dom Bosco, which is a two-part museum built on the site of a Bororo burial ground. One half houses a collection of more than 10,000 insects, while the other is a visually striking, unmissable introduction to the indigenous people of the Mato Grosso region, with subtly lit underfloor and suspended-glass displays showcasing shaman paraphernalia, weaponry, splendid adornments made of feathers and funerary objects.

If you’re leaving the park in the late afternoon, keep an eye out for the groups of urban capybara that come out to graze around the lakeshore.
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WHERE TO EAT IN CAMPO GRANDE

Campo Grande has some excellent places to get a meal. These are some of our favorites:

Coco Bambu

Close to the Parque das Nações Indígenas, this stylish place serves creatively prepared fish dishes. $$$

Cantina Romana

A city classic, this old-fashioned-style Italian cantina serves authentic pasta and pizza dishes. $$

Casa do Peixe

This highly regarded fish restaurant is the place to get acquainted with pintado (catfish) and pacu (a type of large river fish). $$$




Getting Around

Local buses 61 and 87 connect the long-distance bus station to the city center. To and from the airport, jump onto bus 409. To use city buses, you need to buy a passe de ônibus (bus pass) from newsstands, pharmacies or bus-stop kiosks.








TOOLKIT



The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Brazil. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Brazil and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving


São Paulo’s Guarulhos International Airport (GRU), 257km northeast of the city center, is Brazil’s busiest entry point, with Presidente Juscelino Kubitschek International Airport (BSB; Brasília) and RIOgaleão – Aeroporto Internacional Tom Jobim (GIG; Rio de Janeiro) placed second and third. International flights arrive at Terminals 2 and 3.
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Visas

Citizens from the US, UK, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Japan, South Africa and the EU – along with many other countries – do not need a visa for stays of up to 90 days.




Customs

Brazilian customs can be strict; agents are on the lookout for multiple laptops and mobile phones. Travelers entering Brazil can bring in one computer, mobile phone, video and still camera each.




ATMs

ATMs are in the arrivals hall, though not all work with non-Brazilian cards. In general, Citibank, Banco do Brasil and Bradesco are your best bet (avoid high-fee options like Banco 24 Horas).




Wi-Fi

Limited complimentary wi-fi is available via Boingo; once exhausted, hourly or unlimited monthly plans are offered as well. Connect to ‘GRU WI-FI.’



Public transport from airport to city centre
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SIM CARDS

One of the most unexpectedly frustrating quirks about Brazil is the marathon-rivaling adventure of obtaining a local SIM card – you’ll almost always be asked for a CPF (Brazilian tax ID number), which of course you aren’t likely to have. Despite a 2014 Brazilian law that says a passport number should be accepted in lieu of a CPF for tourists, mobile providers often won’t budge. It can be done, but you’ll likely need to try a few places (provider shops in heavily touristed areas are best) or ask a Brazilian friend to do it for you.






Getting Around


Brazil is massive. Internal flights and a long-distance bus network are the main modes of transportation, along with boat travel throughout the Amazon region.




TRAVEL COSTS

Rental
R$100/day

Petrol
approx R$5/litre

Flight Brasília–Salvador
from R$800

Bus São Paulo to Rio de Janeiro
from R$65



Car Rental

Localiza is the main domestic car rental agency in Brazil (the usual international brands are also represented). To rent a car you must be 21, have a credit card and a valid driver’s license and an International Driving Permit (IDP).

Road Conditions

Brazil is a notoriously dangerous place to drive – reckless driving and speeding are common. Highways and roads in the south and southeast are generally decent, and driving – albeit defensively – isn’t out of the question in daylight hours.

ROAD RULES & HAZARDS

Driving in Brazil comes with some necessary warnings: speed cameras – with advanced warning signs announcing fiscalização eletrônica – are everywhere, as are speed bumps.

When parking in public parking lots and streets, entrepreneurial extortionists (know as flanelinhas) will offer to ‘watch’ your car for you for a couple of reais. Not paying them could spell trouble for you.

Brazilians do not stop at red lights in urban areas late at night – carjackings aren’t uncommon.


Bus

Buses are the main mode of travel for the majority of people, and an extensive network offering all levels of comfort from comun (conventional) to leito (overnight sleepers) canvasses the country. For timetables and bus operators, check out Busca Ônibus (buscaonibus.com.br).




Boat

The Amazon is one of the world’s last great bastions of passenger river travel. Low, uncomfortable (but brag-worthy!) transportation between towns in the Amazon, with trips measured in days rather than hours, makes for an epic adventure. You’ll need a hammock, snacks, drinking water and mosquitoe repellant.




Plane

LATAM, Gol and Azul are Brazil’s main domestic airlines (along with VoePass), serving all major capitals and regional hubs. Given the distances (and road conditions in the central, west and north), travel around Brazil without a few takeoffs and landings is unlikely.
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TIP

Without a Brazilian tax ID (CPF), foreigners often can’t buy plane or bus tickets online. Buy them in person or from an international online travel agency.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right.
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Speed limit is 110km/h on motorways, 60km/h on secondary roads and 20km/h in residential areas.

0

Blood alcohol limit is zero.








Money


CURRENCY: REAL (R$)
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Credit Cards


Credit cards are accepted at most restaurants, shops and hotels; however, tourists will encounter issues trying to use a foreign card online without a CPF (Brazilian tax ID). Visa and MasterCard are the most widely accepted – always run foreign cards as credit (not debit) at POS machines.

Digital Payments


Paying electronically has exploded in Brazil, thanks to the central bank’s own real-time payment system, Pix. Apple Pay, Samsung Pay and Google Wallet are widely supported.

Taxes & Refunds

Value-added tax (VAT) varies regionally between 17% and 20%; it’s always included in the given price. There’s no system of VAT refunds for purchases made in Brazil.

Tipping

In restaurants, a 10% service charge is usually included in the bill and there is no expectation that anything be left beyond that. Taxis do not expect tips, though locals generally round up to the nearest real. Tour guides will appreciate a 10% tip, especially on free walking tours.


THE BRAZIL COST

Since the Brazilian economic boom of the 2000s took a nosedive, exchange rates have been in the traveler’s favor, but Brazil remains an expensive country to visit nonetheless. Why? High taxes, endless regulation and a bevy of bureaucracy all contribute to what is known as the ‘Brazil Cost.’ Brazil is one of the world’s most protectionist countries, ensuring Brazilians pay more for what are often inferior domestic products over cheaper, higher-quality imported products. The fallout trickles down to affect everything from prices of goods and services to restaurants and hotel rates throughout Brazil.




HOW MUCH FOR…

A football match
from R$30

Museum entry 
R$20-50

Local SIM card
R$15

Subway fare
from R$4.40-6.50



HOW TO…


...Pay

When buying something in Brazil, you will almost always be asked Crédito ou débito? (Credit or debit?) at the register, but a new word has crept into the Brazilian lexicon – aproximação. After answering, if you want to use a mobile payment service or near-field communication (NFC) method, you should let the salesperson know your intentions by saying aproximação (as in ‘near but not touching’) to keep the transaction going smoothly.
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LOCAL TIP

Card cloning is Brazil’s most common form of bank fraud. Cut your odds by using high-traffic ATMs inside banks during banking hours only, avoiding self-standing ATMs.








Accommodations

Spend the Night in the Jungle

Amazon jungle lodges provide unique opportunities to bed down in the world’s largest tropical rainforest. Though they’re sometimes pricey, you’re paying for the experience rather than amenities – which are often midrange at best (though top-end accommodations certainly exist). The largest number of jungle lodges are found outside , but worthwhile options exist near Belém and Alta Floresta, too.

Seek Out Local Charm in a Pousada

Brazil’s small, family-owned guesthouses, known as pousadas, are the best and most unique way to immerse oneself in Brazilian conviviality. Pousadas can cost as little as R$160 for a rustic double and as much as R$800 (shooting over R$2000 in Fernando de Noronha!) for a lavish option. Expect homespun hospitality, elaborate breakfast spreads and plenty of local color.

Save Some Centavos in Brazilian Hostels

Youth hostels in Brazil are called albergues da juventude. Hostelling International Brasil (hihostelbrasil.com.br) represents 24 or so hostels in the country; there are also scores of private hostels. Rio is the country’s hostel capital. Quality varies considerably, but they’r e generally good places to meet travelers. A dorm bed costs between R$40 and R$100. Book ahead, especially during holidays and events.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

a budget pousada
R$300

a Pantanal ranch
from R$450

a luxury Amazon jungle lodge
from R$5800



Embrace the Rural Lifestyle on a Farmstay

The immense beauty of Brazil’s interior provides a panoramic backdrop for staying in a fazenda (ranch), where rustic cuisine and rural routine showcase a side of Brazil that feels a world away from the beach. Travel-worthy coffee farms, cattle ranches and sugarcane plantations, especially in São Paulo, Minas Gerais and the Northeastern sertão (dry interior), are a true highlight.
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Sleep in the Swampy Pantanal

In a similar vein to the Amazon, sleeping in the rustic river lodges and fazendas in the Pantanal provides some of the country’s best chances for wildlife-spotting (the world’s largest tropical wetland offers no canopy for hiding out!), accompanied by the hearty home cooking of the cozinha pantaneira. Lodges congregate along the Transpantaneira near Cuiabá and the Estrada Parque near Corumbá.



CHOOSING A JUNGLE LODGE

Spending a few nights in the Amazon is a lifelong dream for many; to that end, there are some variables to consider when choosing a place to sleep in the rainforest. The Amazon is an extremely delicate environment under consistent threat from development, population pressures and international demand for raw goods, so the top question should be about conservation. Other considerations to keep in mind: are you looking for a refined experience or up for roughing it? How often are animals observed? Lastly, what do you want to get out of the experience?
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Family Travel


Brazil is certainly a family-oriented and kid-friendly culture, but long distances across the country can make family travel challenging. That said, the rewards are considerable: endless fun on sun-kissed beaches, rainforest walks, boat and train rides and abundant wildlife-watching opportunities. Best of all is the warm reception from Brazilians themselves, who go out of their way to make kids feel welcome.



Kid-Friendly Destinations

Brazil has some obvious appeal for kids, starting with its 8000km of coastline. Beach destinations like Rio de Janeiro, Búzios, Ilha Grande and Arraial d’Ajuda top a list of hundreds of options. Wildlife safaris in the Pantanal and Amazon, Brazil’s most famous train ride (Paraná’s Serra Verde Express), the world’s biggest waterfall system (Foz do Iguaçu) and the outstanding water world of Bonito all make for outstanding family destinations.

Eating Out

Kids often find themselves with the run of the place at restaurants. Familiar options abound: burgers, ice cream and pizza, including kid-favorite dessert pizzas slathered with Nutella and other delights. The huge range of options on offer at por-kilo places (self-serve restaurants selling food by weight) makes for easy assembly of meals. Most restaurants will have a cadeira alta (high chair), though few have kids’ menus.


TOP KIDS’ ATTRACTIONS

Beto Carrero World
South America’s version of Disneyland.

Parque das Aves
Foz do Iguaçu’s avian sanctuary is both educational and engaging.

Parque Lage
Cinematic, rainforest-surrounded Rio de Janeiro park.

Parque Nacional dos Lençóis Maranhenses
Maranhão’s dunescape is like a giant sandbox with hundreds of pools.

São João del Rei–Tiradentes Tourist Train
This vintage steam train is a Minas Gerais family favorite.




Getting Around

On domestic flights, children two and under can travel free of charge on an adult’s lap. Children between two and 12 years of age receive a 10% to 15% fare discount. On buses, children under five travel on laps for free.




Facilities

Diaper-changing facilities are rare outside airports, malls and restaurants. Sidewalks are often uneven or deteriorated, wreaking havoc on strollers (though beach promenades are often fantastically stroller-friendly). Restaurant amusements (crayons etc) aren’t usually provided.
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TOTING KIDS AROUND BRAZIL

Given the huge size of Brazil, transportation presents challenges when hitting the road with little ones. You’ll either spend long hours on buses or have to rely on pricier flights. Sticking to one or two regions is the best way to keep your holiday hassle-free. Renting a car can save you cash and help you move about more efficiently (bring your own car seat!), though you’re still likely looking at a few long drives.

Bottom line: Brazil is well suited for family fun, but you’ll want to give a bit of extra attention to the transportation logistics before setting out.






Health & Safe Travel

HEALTHCARE

Good medical care is available in the larger cities on a private basis but may be difficult to find in rural areas. Hospital das Clínicas, Hospital Israelita Albert Einstein and Hospital Sirio Libanes in São Paulo and Porto Alegre’s Hospital Moinhos de Vento offer care on par with anywhere in the world. Public hospitals are best avoided.
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Scams & Robbery Techniques

The main robbery technique in Brazil is at gunpoint, demanding your possessions. Never resist. Druggings, including spiked drinks – known as Boa noite, Cinderela (Good night, Cinderella) – aren’t uncommon. Exercise extreme caution when someone you don’t know offers you a drink of any kind or even cigarettes or sweets. Distraction techniques, express kidnappings, carjackings and pickpocketing also occur.

Mosquitoes & Infectious Diseases

Brazil is a tropical country and mosquitoes are ubiquitous and vicious. The diseases of most concern are mosquito-borne infections, including malaria, yellow fever, dengue fever and Zika. Strong insect repellent is mandatory (the Brazilian brand Exposis is excellent), and malaria prophylaxis is a consideration for Acre, Amapá, Amazonas, Rondônia and Roraima.


INSURANCE

A travel insurance policy to cover theft, loss and medical problems is a good idea – private healthcare is expensive without a domestic insurance plan.



SWIM SAFELY
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Green flag Safe to swim.
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Yellow flag Medium drowning risk; non-expert swimmers shouldn’t be alone.

[image: jpg]

Red flag High risk of drowning.
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Black flag No lifeguards on duty.
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Lilac flag Jellyfish present.

Natural Disasters

Brazil is blissfully spared most natural disasters – no earthquakes, hurricanes or tornados – but apocalyptic rain wreaks havoc on the country every year. Flash floods are common, with vehicles often swept away from drivers. Floods and mudslides sweep away homes and entire villages all too often, especially around Angra dos Reis and the Northeast.


STREET CRIME

Petty street crime is an unfortunate part of life in Brazil.

Precautions:
Carry only the minimum cash needed. Dress down (no flashy jewelry or using phone). Walk purposely and be aware of your surroundings. Only use ATMs inside banks during the day. No valuables at the beach; avoid at night.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Café de manha (breakfast, 8am to 10am) is generally simple: a cafezinho (espresso) and pão de queijo (cheese bread).

Almoço (lunch, noon to 3pm) is usually casual and quick: a prato feito (plate of the day) or self-serve buffet.

Jantar (dinner, 8pm to 10pm) generally features more elaborate (and slightly pricier) dishes, though petiscos (appetizer-style finger foods) can make a meal.



Where to Eat

Padaria At its heart, a bakery, but most also serve an extravaganza of snacks, juices, coffee, sandwiches and more elaborate meals.

Por-kilo Ubiquitous pay-by-weight self-serve restaurants with highly varied buffets.

Lanchonete Casual snack bar and/or diner-style eatery.

Boteco/botequim Casual neighborhood bars known for petiscos and chope (draft beer).

Rodízio All-you-can-eat restaurant (mostly commonly serving sushi or pizza).

Churrascaria All-you-can-eat steakhouse that features a cornucopia of grilled meats carved from skewers at the table.
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MENU DECODER

arroz rice

aves poultry

azeite olive oil

bebida drink

carne meat

churrasco barbecue

comida caseira home-style cooking

dendê reddish palm oil

entrada first course; appetizer

farofa garnish of manioc flour sautéed with butter

feijão bean

frutos do mar seafood

grelhadas grilled meat or fish

lanche hearty, late-afternoon snack

molho sauce

peixe fish

prato main course

prato feito plate of the day; typically, an enormous and cheap meal

pratos típicos local dishes

refeição meal

sobremesa dessert



How to… Eat Like a Local

One of the first things you’ll notice about eating in Brazil is that Brazilians aren’t big fans of touching their food with bare hands. Foods typically eaten by hand in other countries (pizza, burgers, fried appetizers and the like) wouldn’t dare encounter the average Brazilian’s fingers. Pizza is eaten with a knife and fork. Burgers and quick snacks like pão de queijo (cheese bread) and coxinhas (shredded chicken meat, battered and fried) are eaten using a napkin as a barrier between the hands and food. Petiscos are eaten with a fork or a toothpick. And so on. If you want to shine a spotlight on your not-from-around-here aura, go ahead and grab that slice of pizza with your dedos. Otherwise, do as locals do and pick up the silverware.



HOW MUCH FOR…

Espresso
R$5–9

Pao de queijo
R$14

Coxinha
R$14

Moqueca (for two)
R$185

Tasting menu at two-star Michelin restaurant
R$690 (R$1140 with wine)

Glass of chope
R$12.50

Caipirinha
R$33



How to… Tackle a Feijoada

Brazil’s national dish, feijoada, is a black-bean stew of various salted beef and pork cuts seasoned with garlic, onions, bay leaves and even cachaça (distilled sugarcane liquor used to make caipirinha; pictured). It’s an all-day affair traditionally reserved for Saturdays (it’s too heavy and food-coma-inducing for weekdays, though more touristy restaurants will do it daily and some folks do it on Wednesdays). While some restaurants choose to serve individual portions at the table (na cumbuca, or ‘in the bowl’), you’re more likely to encounter the self-serve style feijoada, which is always all-you-can-eat for a set price.

You’ll face off with 12 or so massive, piping-hot cauldrons of various cuts on offer. Whet your appetite with a small caldinho de feijão (a sometimes spicy pureed black-bean soup), chased with a bit of free-flowing cachaça or a batidinha, a sort of strained caipirinha – all usually included. Grab a plate – this is war! Serve yourself a bottom layer of rice and a second layer of black beans, then pile on your preferred mix of pig ears, pig’s feet and tongue and/or carnes nobres (noble cuts) such as smoked sausage (paio), jerked beef (carne seca), smoked ribs etc. Save some plate real estate for sautéed kale and a few orange slices (the latter is a palate cleanser designed to cut feijoada’s richness). Then, sprinkle a bit of farofa (toasted cassava flour) over the top and, if you’re so inclined, a healthy slathering of house-made pepper sauce. Eat. Repeat.
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Feijoada’s Origins

It’s said feijoada originated with enslaved people, who turned disregarded cuts of meat into something palatable. Its resemblance to European stews and the once highly regarded status of meat scraps have cast doubt on that tall tale, however.
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DISHES FOR TWO

Dinner with a friend, colleague or significant other in Brazilian restaurants can be unexpectedly complicated due to a particular cultural habit of reserving numerous dishes on a menu for two diners only (top-end dining excluded). If you and your dining partner are happy sharing the same dish, you’re golden. But things get murkier if you’re eyeing the shrimp moqueca (stew) and your companion is allergic to shellfish. What can you do? The path of least resistance is finding a dish the two of you can agree on. Barring that, your next option is asking if the restaurant will do the dish for one person. Some will outright refuse; more common, however, are restaurants that will do a one-person portion for 60% to 70% of the price (solo diners will often be faced with this unfavorable culinary math as well). It’s not that doing dishes for two people only is a uniquely Brazilian concept; many restaurants in Europe or North America won’t mess with a Chateaubriand steak, for example, unless two people are being served. But Brazilian restaurants often reserve a much larger proportion of the menu for two-person dishes, and almost always relegate some of the country’s tastiest gastronomic endeavors to the prato para duas pessoas category. Seafood moquecas and caldeiradas (stews), risottos, fish dishes and picanha (rump cap) outside churrascarias often fall victim.








Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when traveling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travelers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travelers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travelers the option of off setting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognizing this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Ethical Souvenirs

Look for ethical arts and crafts, fair-trade coffee and chocolate and other sustainable souvenirs while traveling around Brazil. Artesol (artesol.org.br), BRFAIR (brfair.org.br) and Associação Zagaia Amazônia (amazonzagaia.com.br) are excellent resources.

Responsible Operators

Book reputable companies offering organized tours and adventure-based activities by browsing the listings of Abeta (abeta.tur.br), a collective of adventure and ecotourism operators who maintain strict guidelines for safety and promote sustainable initiatives.

Safeguard the Environment

Contact organizations working to protect Brazil’s environment, such as Amigos da Terra (amigosdaterrabrasil.org.br) and Amazon Conservation Team (amazonteam.org), for information on everything from campaigns to save animal species to pressuring institutions to stop financing destructive mega-projects.

Getting Around

Avoiding emissions-heavy flights in Brazil isn’t always practical, but minimizing is possible: long-distance buses are an adventure in and of themselves, and deep-diving into a particular region rather than trying to see it all in one go has its advantages.
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Volunteering

Atados (atados.com.br) Supports several hundred volunteer organizations involved in social work, the environment and healthcare.

Iko Poran (ikoporan.org) Rio-based service linking volunteers with needy organizations.

Regua (regua.org) Accepts volunteers from all over the world for reforestation conservation work.
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Spend a few days in the remarkable Mamirauá Sustainable Development Reserve (mamiraua.org), one of the Amazon’s best and most important ecotourism initiatives. Pristine rainforest and abundant animal life await 1½ hours by boat from Tefé.


 

For sustainable forestry and tourism initiatives in Brazil, check the Rainforest Alliance (rainforest-alliance.org) website. Other international organizations working on sustainable initiatives in Brazil include Conservation International (conservation.org), WWF (worldwildlife.org) and International Ecotourism Society (ecotourism.org).

Preserve the Amazon

The Amazon rainforest – the world’s largest – is under consistent threat (development, illegal land grabbers, anti-environment government policy, agricultural expansion etc). Visiting via eco- and community-based tourism initiatives is part of the momentum to preserve it.

Sustainable Sleeps

Bed down in conservation-forward lodgings in Brazil’s most biodiverse areas such as the Amazon and Pantanal. Lodges like Cristalino Lodge (cristalinolodge.com.br), Uakari Lodge (uakarilodge.com.br) and Araras Eco Lodge (araraslodge.com.br) are pioneers in their respective regions.
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Rural Tourism

Explore far-flung Amazonian destinations in western Pará. Projeto Saudé e Alegria (saudeealegria.org.br) helps develop sustainable tourism endeavors around Santarém, in turn dramatically improving infrastructure and educational opportunity for rural Floresta Nacional (FLONA) communities.


Visit a quilombo (communities founded by runaway enslaved people) such as Quilombo Campinho (RJ) and Quilombo Barra da Estiva (BA).




Shop fair-trade and NGO-led sociocultural arts and crafts at Ponto Solidário (pontosolidario.org.br) in São Paulo.




50,000

Brazil is the most biodiverse country on Earth. It’s home to the highest number of species of known mammals and freshwater fish and more than 50,000 species of plant life.




RESOURCES

taskbrasil.org.uk UK-based organization working with street children in Rio.

sosma.org.br One of Brazil’s best-known rainforest conservation NGOs.

ipe.org.br Nationwide biodiversity conservation specialist.



Quench your thirst by supporting excellent Brazilian craft breweries like São Paulo’s Dogma (cervejariadogma.com.br) and Trilha (trilhacervejaria.com.br), Rio de Janeiro’s 2 Cabeças (facebook.com/2cabecas), and Unika (cervejariaunika.com.br) in the South, among many others.






LGBTIQ+ Travelers


Brazilian society is rather tolerant across the board, and that extends to sexuality as well. Homosexuality is legal (age of consent 18) and more accepted here – especially in larger cities – than in any other part of Latin America. Rio is the gay capital of Central and South America, though São Paulo and, to a lesser extent, Salvador and Florianópolis also have lively scenes.

Gays, Lesbians e Simpatizantes (GLS)

Gay and lesbian bars aren’t as prevalent as they used to be (blame it on dating/hooking-up apps like Grindr). Those still around are all-welcome affairs attended by GLS (Gays, Lesbians e Simpatizantes), a mixed heterosexual and homosexual crowd far more concerned with dancing and having a good time than anything else. When Brazilians refer to venues as ‘GLS,’ they are referring to a come-one, come-all environment frequented by gays and straights alike.
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São Paulo Gay Pride

Strap yourself in – this is the world’s biggest pride parade (2022’s party drew four million revelers), with Av Paulista morphing into a come-all free-for-all anchored around the Museu de Arte de São Paulo (MASP). It takes place annually in June.




Beaches

Brazil’s stunning sands are generally gay-friendly, but hotspots such as Boa Viagem in Recife, Porto da Barra and Jardim dos Namorados around Salvador, Praia Mole in Florianópolis, Rio’s Ipanema Beach (around Posto 9) and Pinho in Balneário Camboriú are famously queer patches of sand.



Carnaval

Rio, São Paulo and Florianópolis host the most visibly LGBTIQ+-friendly Carnaval celebrations. Gay and/or GLS blocos (street-party groups) include Rio’s Banda de Ipanema and São Paulo’s Bloco da Diversidade and Minhoqueens. The Florianópolis Gay Carnival (and Pop Gay competition) is one of Brazil’s biggest LGBTIQ+ events, attracting some 50,000 partygoers annually.




While nearly anything goes in large metropolitan cities, the degree to which you can be out varies greatly by region. According to a recent report by LGBTQ Nation, 44% of the world’s anti-LGBTIQ+ violence occurs in Brazil. Prudence is the rule in rural outposts – discrimination is prevalent in smaller towns and villages.



RESOURCES

Mix Brasil (mixbrasil.org.br) The largest Brazilian LGBTIQ+ site. ABGLT (abglt.org) Brazil’s biggest nonprofit. Aliança Nacional LGBTI+ (aliancalgbti.org.br) Defends LGBTIQ+ human rights. Antra (antrabrasil.org) Brazil’s largest transgender network. Brazil Ecojourneys (brazilecojourneys.com) Anglo-Brazilian, LGBTIQ-owned operator specializing in gay-friendly travel. Viaje entre Iguais (viajeentreiguais.com.br) Bespoke travel agency.






Accessible Travel


Wheelchair users don’t have an easy time in Brazil, but in the large cities there is a concerted effort to keep people mobile. Problems include immensely uneven sidewalks, crowded public buses and restaurants with entrance steps. It pays to plan your trip through contact with some of the relevant organizations.



Cobblestones

Many Brazilian towns and villages pose particular issues for wheelchairs due to the prevalence of historic cobblestoned streets. In most cases, a car or other accessibility-adapted transportation will be necessary.


Airport

São Paulo’s GRU Airport features adapted bathrooms, tactile flooring, elevators with safety bars and Braille keyboards, and nearly 400 spaces for persons with disabilities. Wheelchair assistance is available (bookable in advance via airlines).




Accommodations

Most newer hotels in large cities have wheelchair-accessible rooms and ramps. A 2018 law decreed 5% of the total number of bedrooms in hotels and pousadas be adapted for accessibility. Some cable TV is closed-captioned.




RESOURCES

Centro de Vida Independente (vidaindependente.org) Can provide advice for people with disabilities about travel in Brazil.

Programa Turismo Acessível (turismoacessivel.gov.br) Government accessible-travel initiative.

Ricardo Shimosakai (ricardoshimosakai.com.br) Accessibility pioneer; runs São Paulo–based travel agency specializing in accessible tours and itineraries.

SATH (Society for Accessible Travel & Hospitality; sath.org) Resource for travelers with disabilities.

Wheel the World (wheeltheworld.com) Offers accessible travel experiences in Brazil.



SENIOR TRAVELERS

Brazil reserves a high level of respect for its elders and, according to Brazilian law, business and government facilities must provide immediate and preferential help for people over 60.

Rio de Janeiro

Rio’s metro has sometimes-operational wheelchair lifts and podotactile floors. The streets and sidewalks at main beaches have curb cuts and are wheelchair-accessible. Especial Coop Taxi (especialcoop.com.br) offers accessible transportation.

São Paulo

São Paulo’s metro and bus systems are accessible, and most attractions have ramps and other accessible adaptations. Acessível SP (acessivelsp.com.br), among several others, offers accessible taxis.

Hotbeds of Accessibility

Several destinations in Brazil are revered for their accessibility, including Bonito (activities like Abismo Anhumas and Aquario Natural), Brotas (adventure tourism renowned for accessibility-trained guides), Foz do Iguaçu (double wooden handrails, wide catwalks, 100% accessible Upper Circuit, 90% Lower Circuit) and Uberlândia (Brazil’s first all-accessible city).






Brazil’s Favelas

WHAT YOU SHOULD KNOW ABOUT VISITING FAVELAS


Favelas are home to samba schools, creative energy, excellent parties and heartwarming people. However, they’re also home to drug trafficking, and in a worst-case scenario, gang wars and gunfire. Even so, tourists are drawn to visit these zones in increasing numbers, though many wonder if it’s a risk worth taking. Favelas are subterritories of Brazilian cities, with less government support and access to services than regular areas. They don’t have post offices or sewage systems; health centers are few and under-resourced, while ambulances frequently won’t enter due to safety concerns. Favelas are slums, and persist as a social ail that never really ends up being cured.
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IF YOU CHOOSE TO VISIT A FAVELA

Go with someone who knows. Whether they work in a social project or live there, make sure you arrive with a guide.

Know where you can and can’t go. Like all Brazilians, favela residents are generally warm and welcoming. However, some streets, for example, are to be avoided as they’re where drug trafficking takes place. If you’re told to stay away from somewhere, do so.

Ask for help if you get lost. If you’re unsure where to go, tell a resident who you are, who you’re with and why you’re in the neighborhood. Once the locals know your purpose, they’ll help you get where you’re going.

Ask before you click. It’s generally OK to take photos but don’t photograph people unless you’ve asked for permission. In some favelas, the gangs don’t want any photos taken; in others, residents can be prosecuted by the police if even minor indiscretions such as smoking weed or underage drinking are caught on film.



FAVELA DIARY

Ever wonder what it’s like to live in a favela? Check out Carolina Maria de Jesus’ celebrated autobiography, Quarto de Despejo – Diário de Uma Favelada (1960), which gives a detailed account of her day-to-day life in a São Paulo favela. Although the book (which has been translated into 13 languages) dates from the 1950s, Jesus’ account of the realities of favela life still rings true today.


RIO’S FAVELAS

Morro da Mangueira Located in Zona Norte, this favela is home to GRES Estação Primeira de Mangueira, the city’s first samba school and one of its most famous. If you’re in Brazil during Carnaval, you can take tours of the Cidade de Samba (City of Samba), the complex where samba schools prepare parades.

In Rio de Janeiro, favelas exist alongside the most expensive real estate in the country. Many of these communities have developed tourist itineraries that invite outsiders to visit locally-run hostels, restaurants, bars and social projects. Tourism in Brazil’s favelas can help to change perceptions of these otherwise condemned areas by highlighting the residents’ creative prowess, encouraging culture and providing economic support.

Vidigal & Chácara do Céu Sandwiched between the upmarket neighborhoods of Leblon and São Conrado, these two favelas’ rise up the side of Dois Irmãos mountain. Attractions include the party space of Alto Vidigal and neighboring Bar da Lage bar and restaurant, Restaurante Flor do Céu in Chácara do Céu (by reservation only), Nós do Morro theater group, Sitiê Parque Ecológico and the trail to the top of Dois Irmãos mountain.

Morro da Babilônia & Chapéu Mangueirat These two favelas behind the neighborhood of Leme, at the far end of Copacabana Beach, have ocean views, Atlantic forest hiking and some of Rio’s best bar food. Attractions include the 140m-long mosaic Mural Babilônia, a guided rainforest hike along the Circuito do Morro da Babilônia, sunset drinks at Estrelas da Babilônia’s ocean-view terrace, and Bar do David (twice voted the second-best for bar food in the city).
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CULTURAL IMMERSION

Favela culture doesn’t just exist in favelas. If you want to know more but feel uncomfortable with the risks, head to Lapa in Rio and check out a Carioca funk show at the Fundição Progresso, visit a traditional open-air roda de samba such as Pedra do Sal, or stop by the newly inaugurated Museu das Favelas in São Paulo for a deep dive into this epic street culture that’s the heartbeat of Brazil.

FAVELA ART IN SÃO PAULO

Paraisópolis is the second-largest favela in São Paulo, with close to 100,000 residents. It’s home to Estevão Silva Conceição, known as the Brazilian Gaudí for his unique architectural style. In 2019 Circuito Paraisópolis das Artes launched an art tour of the favela, with Conceição’s house as part of the itinerary, along with the Ballet Paraisópolis, Biblioteca BECEI (BECEI Library) and Casa de PET by Sr Antenor, an artist who constructed his house from green plastic PET bottles. Unfortunately, the COVID-19 pandemic ended the project, but tours are still organized by local guides and the community association, highlighting the artistic prowess of Paraisópolis’ residents.


SAFETY CONCERNS

Unfortunately, when you enter a favela, there’s no way to guarantee your safety. ‘If a foreigner brings money into the favela, it’s going directly into the hands of the residents there. That’s positive,’ explains Micael Amarante, who worked for the city of Rio as part of the Pacifying Police Units (UPP) project. ‘The problem is that if you want to enter a favela, you’re never going to be completely safe, because you’re never going to know if there are any problems between one of the three factions, or the police, at that exact moment. The biggest risk is stray bullets.’ Currently, there’s a relative peace between major trafficking groups that control the favelas, allowing businesses in these communities to continue to welcome visitors. While middle- and upper-class Brazilians recommend that tourists avoid favelas, residents of these zones themselves are happy to have visitors. Victor Oliveira, producer at Estudeo Funk, used to welcome CouchSurfers into his home in the Complexo de Manguinhos favela in Rio’s Zona Norte. ‘As long as they arrived with me, they knew where to go and where not to go. Everyone knew they were staying at my house and it was all good. It’s cool that people get to see the real Rio.’






Amazon Riverboats


In the Amazon, rivers are highways, and navigating them on a riverboat is the rainforest equivalent of a classic road trip. Journeys are long and languid, measured in days instead of hours, with vessels transporting both passengers and cargo; more comfortable cruises provide tourism infrastructure and wildlife-spotting excursions. Either way, an epic adventure in the world’s greatest rainforest awaits.
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Seasonal Variations

The Amazon has a high-water and low-water season, each with its advantages and disadvantages. Low-water season (July to December) affords slightly cooler temperatures and better wildlife-spotting potential on excursions from the boat. High-water season (January to June) is hotter and humid, with frequent rain, more mosquitoes and less port access. It’s cheaper to travel outside the Brazilian summer (December to February).


TRAVEL TIME

For most people a two- to three-day trip is plenty. For all its romantic appeal, rustic riverboat travel can get rather tedious, especially with the constant pounding of the music and engine. There’s virtually no chance of seeing wildlife and boats typically travel far from shore. Unless you opt for a luxury cruise, you’ll have had your fill after a few days.



RUSTIC AMAZON TRAVEL TIPS

Bring a hammock, rope and light bedsheet.

Arrive early to secure a good hammock spot (avoid restrooms). Bring water, dry snacks and extra toilet paper.

Never leave cameras, cell phones or other valuables unattended in your hammock, and keep your backpack zipped and locked.

Stay alert – especially at port stops. Bring a thin cable and lock to secure your bag to one of the boat’s center poles.

The buffet-style meals are notoriously unsanitary. Stick with made-to-order burgers and sandwiches sold from the boat’s grill.

Comfort Level

The most commonly explored Brazilian section near Manaus is wide enough to accommodate all manner of boats, from budget motor yachts and rustic passenger ferries mainly used for transportation to more luxurious floating resorts. Do you want to string up a hammock and travel the old-school way or explore the rainforest in your own cabin with deluxe comforts and infrastructure? On the former, much of the time is spent on the boat’s upper deck, beers in hand, watching waves of scenery sliding by and trading travel stories with fellow passengers over the ever-blasting music. Hammocks are slung on the middle deck, providing a place to read, nap or practice Portuguese with your neighbor. Accommodations and conveniences rise from there.

ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERNS

Rustic transportation boats are what they are, but if you’re traveling more comfortably, consider choosing a boat with a more conservation-oriented ethos. Traveling the river in an environmentally and culturally sustainable way reduces the impact on the rainforest and contributes to local communities.






Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Banks 9am–3pm Monday–Friday

Cafes 8am–10pm

Nightclubs 10pm–4am Thursday–Saturday

Bars 6pm–2am

Post offices 9am–5pm Monday–Friday; some open Saturday morning

Restaurants Noon–2:30pm and 6–10:30pm

Shops 9am–6pm Monday–Friday and 9am–1pm Saturday

PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

April 19, the Dia do Índio (Indigenous Day), is not a national holiday but is nevertheless marked by festivities in indigenous villages around the country.

New Year’s Day

January 1

Carnaval

February/March (the two days before Ash Wednesday)

Good Friday & Easter Sunday March/April

Tiradentes Day April 21

May Day/Labor Day May 1

Corpus Christi Late May/June (60 days after Easter Sunday)

Independence Day September 7

Day of NS de Aparecida October 12

All Souls’ Day November 2

Proclamation of the Republic November 15

Christmas Day December 25


GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
Brazil has four time zones; most of the country is GMT/UTC minus three hours.

Country Code
55

Emergency number
190

Population
216 million



Tap Water

In bigger Brazilian cities (São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, Belo Horizonte, Brasília etc), tap water is considered safe to drink, but taste is not its strong suit. Safety levels drop off in more remote areas.


Smoking

Banned in restaurants and bars; some hotels have smoking rooms.

Toilets

Public toilets are uncommon outside bus stations and airports; toilet paper isn’t flushed.



Electricity
127V / 220Hz / 60Hz
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STORYBOOK


Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Brazil life


History of Brazil in 15 places

Brazil is a land of abundance – from stunning landscapes to colorful markets, and street music.

Marisa Paska

Meet the Brazilians

Come celebrate the wonderful diversity of Brazil’s customs, traditions, cuisines and its incredibly friendly people.

Lucas Terribili

Candomblé: Brazil’s Cultural Catalyst

Candomblé is an integral part of Brazilian culture.

Kathleen Anazat

Capoeira: the Equalizing Game

Capoeira shaped the nation, by preparing Afro-Brazilian minds and bodies for battle.

Kathleen Anazat

Surfing Brazil

With tropical beaches and consistent, fun waves, Brazil could be South America’s ultimate surf trip.

Stuart Butler

Everyone is a Brasileiro at Carnaval

Carnaval in Brazil, the greatest show on Earth.

Victoria Gillt
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A HISTORY OF BRAZIL IN
15 PLACES


Brazil is a land of abundance – from breathtaking landscapes to old towns, colorful markets, and music and dance in the streets. There is an overflow of living culture, thanks to an array of influences that contributed to its identity. Visiting Brazil’s sites will help you to better understand the history that shaped this captivating country. By MARISA PASKA.


HOME TO THE LUNGS of the world and the cradle of indigenous civilization, Brazil was once a pristine paradise. However, this natural mecca was forever altered by European interests, slave trade, war, immigration and a relentless desire for modernization. Yet all of these obstructive influences were essential for creating what is today one of the most diverse countries in the world. What exactly made Brazil the place it is today?

When the topic comes up, most immediately point to the Portuguese. However, Brazil was equally shaped by the indigenous peoples who already lived on the land, Africans brought over in bondage and a myriad of other immigrants, from the Germans and Dutch to the French, Italians, Jews and even Japanese, all of whom contributed their own traditions toward the creation of South America’s largest nation.

It’s no wonder there’s so much diversity here – the country is the size of a continent, easily doubling the entire European Union in landmass. Its history is just as varied, and often little known outside its borders. Yet so many of Brazil’s most popular tourist sites are also rife with stories that shaped the nation. Dive in to get to know this fascinating place better.

1. Parque Estadual de Monte Alegre

SOUTH AMERICA’S EARLY HUMANS

In the Parque Estadual de Monte Alegre, in the lower Amazon region of Pará near Santarém, you can visit the vestiges of South America’s first human inhabitants. The archaeological site is home to some of the oldest cave paintings on the continent, dating back more than 13,000 years. The park has a number of sites with Paleolithic inscriptions, the most famous being Pedra Pintada (Painted Stone), a multi-room cavern with birds and geomorphic designs drawn in red and yellow pigments. Also easily accessible is Serra da Lua, featuring 200m of prehistoric circular-shaped paintings.

2. Salvador

THE FIRST PORTUGUESE CAPITAL IN THE AMERICAS

In 1549 Salvador de Bahia was designated the first colonial capital in the Americas, by order of the Portuguese crown. The honor, implemented by governor Tomé de Souza, was bestowed on the city due to its strategic position, being central to both the largest Brazilian wood-extraction areas as well as the principal sugarcane production in the colony. That, plus its coastal location, made it the center for exporting Brazilian natural resources to Europe. Salvador remained the capital until 1763, when the discovery of precious metals made the southern regions more economically important, and the colonial capital was moved to Rio de Janeiro.

3. São Miguel Arcanjo

THE JESUIT MISSIONARIES

From the mid-1500s to the mid-1700s, Jesuit missionaries were the most powerful evangelization group in Brazil. With the support of the Portuguese crown, the Jesuits attempted to convert a large number of indigenous people, especially the Guarani in the southern regions of Brazil near Paraguay. São Miguel das Missões, which comprised seven mission towns, is the largest vestige of this period. This is where Guarani people were forced to conform to Jesuit beliefs, taking away their freedom and subjecting them to disease. Today, the São Miguel Arcanjo archaeological site preserves a series of ruins of the towns that were destroyed in the Guarani War in the 1750s.
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4. Parque Memorial Quilombo dos Palmares

A REFUGE FOR ENSLAVED PEOPLE

During the era of slavery, runaway enslaved people formed hidden communities called quilombos where they could live freely. Quilombos existed across Brazil, but the best known was the Quilombo dos Palmares in the state of Alagoas, which was once home to 20,000 people. Its last leader was Zumbi dos Palmares, who famously staved off Portuguese attacks until 1694 when the quilombo was destroyed. Zumbi himself was killed on November 20, 1695, a date now celebrated as Black Awareness Day in Brazil. A museum-style park was built on the site of the old quilombo to commemorate the largest, most organized refuge for escaped slaves in the Americas.

5. Ouro Preto

THE HEART OF THE GOLD RUSH

In the early colonial period, Ouro Preto (now in Minas Gerais state) was one of the most influential cities in Brazil’s interior and the hub for gold mining. Originally named Vila Rica, the city thrived during the Ciclo de Ouro (Gold Era) in the 1700s, when extraction and exportation of gold was the colony’s main economic activity. Ouro Preto is also said to have had one of the largest populations of enslaved people of any city in the colony, and according to some researchers, the success of the mines – and the country’s riches – was thanks to engineering and mining knowledge that the enslaved people brought with them from Africa.

6. São Luís

POPULAR FESTIVALS APPEAR

São Luís in Maranhão has one of the largest Afro-indigenous populations in the country, so it’s no surprise that one of Brazil’s most important Afro-indigenous festivals originated on its shores. Bumba Meu Boi (aka Boi-Bumbá) is a hugely popular folkloric event dating back to the 18th century. When the highly satirical festival was first celebrated, it generated so much disconcert amongst the elite that they tried to ban it. However, as festivals in Brazil tend to, the show went on and Boi-Bumbá – which takes place annually at the end of June – remains a lasting expression of Afro-indigenous Brazilian culture (and a really great party).

7. Cais do Valongo, Rio de Janeiro

THE HEIGHT OF THE SLAVE TRADE

Built in 1811, Rio de Janeiro’s Cais do Valongo (Valongo Pier) was the main point of entry for enslaved Africans arriving in Brazil, and continued to be so until 1831 when the global slave trade was prohibited. Following that point, slave ships had to hide their cargo, and the Valongo Pier received other wares. However, during the years it functioned, it’s estimated that upwards of one million enslaved Africans passed through the wharf. In 2011 the pier was uncovered in an architectural recovery of Rio’s center and preserved as a patrimonial heritage site – first by the city, then by Unesco in 2017.

8. Diamantina, Estrada Real

TRANSPORTATION LINKS THE REGIONS

Surrounded by Atlantic Rainforest, the Estrada Real (Royal Road) was the first official road built by the Portuguese to connect the interior region of Minas Gerais, where gold and precious stones were mined, with the coast for transportation to Europe. There are three routes: the Caminho Velho (Old Route), the Caminho Novo (New Route) and the Caminho dos Diamantes (Diamond Route). Both the old and the new routes start in Ouro Preto, while the Diamond Route reaches the city of Diamantina. The routes are well preserved and signposted for historically important spots along the way. These days it’s popular to hike, cycle or drive the Estrada Real.

9. Parque da Independência, São Paulo

BRAZIL’S INDEPENDENCE FROM PORTUGAL

On September 7, 1822, from the banks of the Ipiranga creek in São Paulo, a cry was heard across the country. The Grito do Ipiranga, as it came to be known, was the official proclamation of Brazil’s independence from Portugal by Dom Pedro I, later proclaimed Emperor of a newly independent Brazil. While a break from the Portuguese crown was imminent, it wasn’t until Dom João tried to mandate his son’s return to Portugal that Pedro rebelled and declared independence. The site is located within the modern-day Parque da Independência, marked by Brazil’s most important monument to a rebellious son.

10. Palácio da Princesa Isabel, Petrópolis

BRAZIL’S ABOLITIONIST FEMALE LEADER

Princess Isabel was Brazil’s first female leader, the last heir to the monarchy, a feminist who supported women’s rights and an abolitionist monarch, responsible for ending slavery in Brazil. Her first abolitionist act was in 1871 when she signed the Lei do Ventre Livre, proclaiming that all children born after 1871 to enslaved people would be considered free, followed by her signing of the Lei Áurea on May 13, 1888, ending slavery in Brazil. Isabel was forced to flee Brazil at the end of the monarchy, and these days her former home in Petrópolis serves as a museum to retell her story.

11. Museu da República, Rio de Janeiro

THE BRAZILIAN REPUBLIC

The Brazilian monarchy ended with a ball. The Baile da Ilha Fiscal was an opulent festival hosted by the royal family in 1889, with more than 4000 guests in attendance. Expenditures were so outrageous that many deemed it fiscally irresponsible. Six days later, the already shaky government was overthrown in a military coup, marking the beginning of the Brazilian Republic. The history of the republic from the fall of the monarchy to the birth of Brasília is told at the Palácio do Catete, a former presidential residence in Rio now known as the Museu da República.
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12. Teatro Amazonas, Manaus

THE RUBBER BOOM

The Teatro Amazonas is a neo-Renaissance-style theater built in Manaus at the tail end of the 1800s. Beside its exceptional beauty, the theater is also an important symbol of the Ciclo da Borracha (Rubber Era), when the Amazon region’s wealth grew exponentially thanks to rubber production. Both Belém and Manaus experienced rapid cultural, social and architectural development from the 1760s until the early 1900s, when the Amazon’s monopoly on rubber ended. Preserved as National Heritage, the Teatro Amazonas, with its eclectic details and opulent architecture, remains an important relic.

13. Liberdade, São Paulo

JAPANESE IMMIGRATION

After slavery ended, plantations in the interior of the São Paulo region were in need of cheap labor, and in the early 1900s a political agreement was set up with Japan allowing laborers to immigrate to Brazil for the purpose of filling these positions. This immigration went on for almost 70 years, ending with nearly 200,000 Japanese established in the country. Today, Brazil has the largest population of Japanese people outside Japan, with neighborhoods like Liberdade in São Paulo thriving as centers of Japanese-Brazilian culture. Its Museu Histórico da Imigração Japonesa is a great place to learn more about São Paulo’s Japanese heritage.

14. Maracanã, Rio de Janeiro

TROPICALISMO AGAINST THE DICTATORSHIP

Brazil can boast more World Cup wins than any other country, and has bred the best football players – both male and female (Pelé and Marta) – in history. Plus, it’s home to one of the world’s most famous stadiums – Mário Filho, better known as the Maracanã. Located in Rio’s North Zone, the Maracanã was inaugurated in 1950 as the largest stadium in the world, capable of holding more than 200,000. It’s been the site of two World Cups (1950 and 2014), Pan-American Games and countless league matches, shows and festivals, and remains one of the most important monuments to Brazil’s national sport.

15. Brasília

BRAZIL’S PURPOSE-BUILT CAPITAL CITY

Built in just four years with the aim to concentrate political power away from the main urban centers and contribute to development of the interior regions, the capital of Brazil is considered by many to be one of the most important urban architectural projects in history. Brasília was planned by urbanist Lúcio Costa with architectural direction by Oscar Niemeyer, and although the true cost of construction was never actually calculated, it’s speculated that the investment contributed to the financial crisis that took place after the city’s inauguration in 1960. Even among the polemic, Brasília is emblematic of the country’s modernization.





MEET THE
BRAZILIANS


Come celebrate the diversity of Brazil’s customs, traditions, cuisines and people. They are the threads that tie us all. Bask in the warmth, hospitality and easy smiles shown to strangers. LUCAS TERRIBILI introduces his people.
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BRAZIL IS AN extremely diverse country. The majority of the population consider themselves Afro-Brazilian and most of the country’s cultural and social richness is intimately related to Africa and our indigenous population.

People usually say anyone could look Brazilian – probably because we’re a result of waves of immigration and blends: first, the harmful Portuguese colonization imposed different customs on our native people, who still fight for respect and whose legacy must be protected. Later on, the Europeans brought enslaved Africans, who are yet to be recognized with reparations. Spaniards were banned from their territories in the country (of course, some stayed); the Dutch tried to conquer the Northeast, leaving their descendants; and after WWII, Italians, Japanese, Jews and Arabs settled mainly in the south and southeast, while Germans and Poles went to the south. What sounds like a bloody, sad story was also the origin of one of the richest, most diverse and happiest cultures in the world.
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Brazilians who have migrated elsewhere talk about missing the food most, as well as the warmth of daily interactions: we kiss and hug, even people we have just met. Brazilians share everything, even if they have only a little. São Paulo is Brazil’s financial and commercial center and its residents, in general, are considered workaholics. However, it’s far from our most important cultural spot. Paulistanos hold the money – the rest of the country, our cultural richness and variety.

WHO & HOW MANY

There are nearly 900,000 indigenous people in Brazil from 305 ethnic groups. More than 91 million people – nearly half the total population – identify as black or multiracial.

You might know Brazil for samba, Carnaval and soccer. But you should also experience maracatu performances, the Boi parties from Maranhão or a capoeira martial-art dance. Brazil has many music styles – from sertanejo, the country music deeply appreciated in the center-west, to carimbó, a traditional rhythm from Pará in the Amazon region. We also cherish many religions, like Candomblé and Umbanda, created here by the African descendants including the beautiful, original mythology of the orixás. Catholic festivities are still the base of our calendar – though several parties use their saints’ names to celebrate other divinities, like lemanjá or Iansã, in a syncretic approach that guides our beliefs. Our year is filled with so many festivals and celebrations, each held in specific regions, that even a Brazilian can feel like a foreigner.
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Brazilians aren’t part of a single culture, we’re many – the huge variety of accents is just a small proof. But there are distinctive elements holding us together: the joy of living, the generosity, the love for our country and culture, the unfailing hope for a better future and the warm and welcoming smiles are, for me, signs we’ve mastered a way of living amid serious challenges and tensions. As Vinicius de Moraes, a great bossa nova poet, sings, ‘it’s better to be happy than to be sad; happiness is the best thing that exists.’
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I’M PROUD TO BE BRAZILIAN

My personal history is not much different from other Brazilians I know. My dad came from the countryside of son of a typical Brazilian mix: Portuguese and indigenous. My mom is a granddaughter of Italian and Spanish immigrants. They met in college; I was born and raised in São Paulo, one of the biggest cities in the world. And, although I like the effervescence of the megalopolis, it’s the deepest and truest Brazilian ways of living that excite me the most. Working as a PR agent for food- and cuisine-related brands and businesses, I travel to discover as many flavors and cultures as possible within my own country. I’m pretty sure this is an endless journey. Not that it’s a problem for me – it’s more like a joyful mission. I hope you can discover all the richness of our culture and feel as happy as we do for simply being born Brazilians.







CANDOMBLÉ:
BRAZIL’S CULTURAL CATALYST


Candomblé is an integral part of Brazilian culture, and its principles and legacy underlie the social interactions and experiences in Brazil. By KATHLEEN ANAZA.



WHEN YOU JUMP over seven waves at the turn of the New Year – it’s present. As dancers perform to the rhythms of popular Afro-Blocos such as Ilê Aiyê or Olodum – it’s present. As the sounds of the berimbau string set the pace of the capoeiristas playing in the roda (circle) – it’s present. Whether directly or subversively, you will encounter Candomblé during your visit to Brazil. It’s embedded within various critical moments of the country’s social transition, from revolts and resistance to the military dictatorship. Today, as Brazil transforms and develops post-pandemic, Candomblé remains a cultural force shaping the nation. Awareness and understanding of Candomblé are essential for travelers to Brazil, especially in the Northeast of the country. It will contextualize your experiences and help you engage with local communities respectfully.

What is Candomblé?

Candomblé is an expansive, polymorphic religion created by enslaved West and Central Africans united in bondage on Brazilian plantations. It merged multiple African cosmologies brought to Brazil by the trans-Atlantic slave trade. Even while experiencing dehumanizing conditions, the enslaved people developed a syncretic system of classifying their orixás (deities) alongside Catholic saints. They managed to preserve their African religions and traditions while appearing to convert to the Catholic faith of the colonists and enslavers. Candomblé is a masterpiece of resistance, preserved through the subversive tactics of its practitioners.

When traditional Candomblé practitioners communicate with orixás, they do so in Yoruba language. Overall, Candomblé’s iterations are heavily derived from the Yoruba religion’s deities, values and organizational structures, with the practices of Fon and Bantu people intermingling and overlapping. Over time, Candomblé prioritized certain orixás that were relevant to its practitioners’ experiences in Brazil (for example, Iemanjá, Oshun and Oxóssi). These orixás have corresponding Catholic saints who possess similar qualities and values to the ones found in Candomblé. These syncretic pairings are legacies of Candomblé’s brutal persecution. Both enslaved and freed Africans practiced Candomblé in secrecy, because pretending to embrace Catholicism was the only way for them to preserve their faiths. For example, the enslaved worshipped orixa͂ Oyá under the guise of St Barbara, while St George served as the cover for Oxóssi in Bahia. On the respective saints’ days, Candomblé practitioners would also hold ceremonies and perform rituals in honor of the orixás.
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Endemic to Brazil, Candomblé also has characteristics that embody the religious practices brought together within Brazil’s borders. Vaqueiro (Afro-indigenous cowboy) communities that formed in the Northeast developed practices of Candomblé de caboclo. In this subset of the religion, practitioners communicate with and worship caboclos, a range of deities that includes not only orixás of traditional Candomblé houses but also Amerindian spirits of the Tupi. They also perform celebrations for the caboclos in Portuguese instead of Yoruba. Jarê fiestas, or celebrations practiced in Chapada Diamantina, Bahia, are examples of Candomblé de caboclo.

Candomblé has different branches or nacões (literally ‘nations’) that correspond to the African roots of its original practitioners. The major ones practiced in Brazil include Candomblé Queto (the branch descended from enslaved Africans of Yoruba ethnic groups), Candomblé Jejé (descending from enslaved Africans of Fon and Ewe ethnic groups) and Candomblé Angola (the nation descended from enslaved Africans of Bantu ethnic groups). Regardless of the nation, all iterations of Candomblé center on serving the orixás and protecting nature. From the orixás, people learn to live in harmony with nature (including human nature). They communicate with the orixás or cabolcos through rhythm, dance and chant-songs. These principles and traditions underlie many influential Brazilian cultural products.

Persecution & Intolerance

The criminalization and persecution of Candomblé practitioners emerged during the colonial era. The Penal Code of 1890 prohibited the practice of Afro-Brazilian religions and practices central to Afro-Brazilian culture. These laws enabled incarceration, fining and harassment of Candomblé practitioners. Candomblé houses of worship, or terreiros, were presented as threats, and the religion itself was pejoratively labeled as macumba (witchcraft). This propaganda further demonized Afro-Brazilian religious practices – when Candomblé was removed from the public space, the secrecy required to preserve the religion only facilitated misconceptions and ignorance. Prejudice and persecution persisted decades after the revised Penal Code of 1940.

Currently, Afro-Brazilian communities are religiously redefining themselves. Neighborhoods are divided between those reclaiming Candomblé as an ancestral right and those joining evangelical megachurches that condemn Candomblé as witchcraft. Unfortunately, Candomblé practitioners’ religious tolerance is unreciprocated. Along with other traditional religions, they face challenges from various sides, including exclusion from state resources allocated for cultural heritage products. In recent years, some terreiros faced arson, while practitioners were attacked and subjected to inflammatory rhetoric in the press from evangelical politicians. They responded by organizing themselves and employing academic tools to have their knowledge and expertise recognized on state levels.

Candomblé Post-Pandemic

Candomblé has been experiencing a resurgence in the public space of the cities in the Northeast, most visibly Salvador. Now you can find symbols, idols and images of orixa͂s available for sale in Pelourinho and Feria de Sa͂o Joaquim stores. Outsiders can participate in public processions such as Lavagem do Bonfim, Lavagem de Itapúa and Festa de Iemanjá. Artists boldly make aesthetic references to Candomblé in their work. This resurgence has corresponded with the rise in tourism to the Northeast in order to create monetary motivation for performing Candomblé in public spaces. It has become part of the cultural heritage that visitors want to experience in the Northeast. Therefore, tourism has influenced the public acceptance of Candomblé – it creates a dynamic where religious tolerance intersects with the consumer demands on Brazil’s most prominent tourist destinations. Would Salvador lose its appeal for tourists without the celebrations and practices associated with Candomblé?

The recent inauguration of President Lula da Silva has already brought a shift in governmental tolerance and support of practitioners of Candomblé and other indigenous religions. On January 5, 2023, the president instituted March 21 as the National Day of Traditions of Roots of African Matrices and Candomblé Nations. This development is a much-needed morale boost for people who have experienced pushback and increased intolerance in the last decade.

The religious tolerance promoted by the Lula administration creates the space to explore new possibilities for Candomblé. Candomblé practitioners are rethinking the religion’s syncretization with Catholicism and engaging in the discourse of the process of ‘re-Africanizing.’ Now that practitioners perform Candomblé openly, do they need to celebrate Oyá with St Barbara? What does Candomblé look like without the lens of Catholicism?

Additionally, increased tolerance and inclusion of Candomblé enables Brazilians and foreigners who have carried a bias toward the religion to rediscover it and explore it for themselves. Hopefully, these changes will enable Candomblé’s cultural influence to be more widely acknowledged. The religion has been formative in both popular music and the environmental movement.

While axé genre is a mixture of various musical styles, it is a direct extension of Candomblé. Even its name is an indication of the iconic Bahaian genre’s roots. The prominent Afro-Blocos that created and popularized axé music, such as Ilê Aiyê, were formed by activists connected by the terreiros. This block developed its sound around rhythms played in Candomblé ceremonies and has costumes referencing garments worn by the practitioners. Axé genre created iconic superstars such as Carlinhos Brown, Ivete Sangalo and Daniela Mercury, who all visibly drew inspiration from Candomblé. Given that Candomblé is ubiquitous in Afro-Brazilian culture, it’s not surprising that other popular Brazilian music genres like samba and reggae-forró also have characteristics borrowed from Candomblé.

TOURISM HAS INFLUENCED THE PUBLIC ACCEPTANCE OF CANDOMBLé – IT CREATES A DYNAMIC WHERE RELIGIOUS TOLERANCE INTERSECTS WITH THE CONSUMER DEMANDS ON BRAZIL’S MOST PROMINENT TOURIST DESTINATIONS.

Bahia and Rio de Janeiro have cultural ties that helped birth samba carioca (Rio samba). Tias baianas (a reference to the Bahian women in Rio de Janeiro), like Tia Ciata or Tia Amélia do Aragão, introduced Candomblé from the interior of Bahia to the black communities of Rio. They erected Rio’s first terreiros as hubs of cultural and artistic exchange. The interactions and connections made in these places gave birth to samba carioca. In this genre, you hear percussion rhythms that allude to the performances of Ogã Alabê (musicians who play atabaque drums for the orixás) in Candomblé. The energy of Ogã Alabê and the satisfaction they express when playing for the orixás is a musicality and enthusiasm that came to be synonymous with samba.

Candomblé continues to influence beliefs and behaviors that impact the country. The religion’s connectivity to nature and the principles of engaging with it could be impactful for those interested in environmentalism and conservation. It is no coincidence that many traditional communities (quilombos, indigenous, vaqueiros, fisherfolk) in the Northeast that are at the forefront of Brazil’s environmental movement also practice Candomblé or its variations. In Candomblé, nature is an extension of orixás (for example, Iemanjá represents the seas while Oyá represents wind and storms), so mistreating nature is akin to mistreating an orixa͂. Therefore, the people of axé take nature protection seriously. These perspectives could be beneficial as Brazil negotiates various environmental discourses about its lands and resources.





CAPOEIRA:
THE EQUALIZING GAME


As a resistance method that shaped the nation, capoeira prepared Afro-Brazilian minds and bodies for battle and fostered collective organizing for centuries. By KATHLEEN ANAZA.



COMBINING ELEMENTS OF the fight, the game and the dance, capoeira was developed by enslaved Afro-Brazilians more than 400 years ago. Today it remains a uniquely Bahian art form.

For the enslaved, capoeira was a lifeline that enabled them to survive, both physically and mentally. It was created amid a hostile environment, where their bodily autonomy was under constant attack, and its moves were so subversive that enslavers mistook the self-defense training for dance and celebration. But it was also an act of preservation that sustained the enslaved people’s sanity and hope. Through it, Afro-Brazilians honored their ancestors and sought the protection of the orixás (deities).

Capoeira is in essence opportunistic, always seeking openings to reclaim liberty. It weaponized the prejudice and bias held against the enslaved. While looked at as inferior, they used it to manipulate and outstrategize their enslavers.

Playing the Game

The berimbau (a single-stringed instrument with a bow and gourd) is at the heart of capoeira. Fittingly, the berimbau utilizes objects that have significant cultural importance throughout West Africa to lead dialogue between the capoeiristas (players) of the roda (circle). The aggression and speed of the berimbau determine the tone and rate of the capoeiristas in the roda. As players bow their heads under it, the berimbau initiates the jogo (game) within the circle.

Capoeiristas lure their opponents into a false sense of comfort with predictable ginga (swaying movement) as other players perform various percussion instruments. The pandeiro (tambourine), agogô (double-gourd instrument), atabaque (drum that is also played in Candomblé) and singing accompany the verses exchanged within the roda. The songs of the circle offer commentary, warning players of threats like weapons and police.

Capoeira & Urban Life

Before capoeira was divided into distinct schools and became an internationally recognized martial art, it was a combative art form comprised of gracefully subversive movements. It relied on strength and stamina to perform moves that appeared in slow motion. These slick and spontaneous attacks confused opponents and tricked unsuspecting onlookers. Some believe capoeira emerged in the jungles of the Northeast – practice clandestinely in the forest – where enslaved Africans sought and fought for their freedom. Others attribute it to the urban spaces of Salvador and later Rio de Janeiro, where the enslaved people developed this subversive fight style to assert their autonomy from enslavers. Later, capoeira expanded to freed and born-free Afro-Brazilians as a means of protection and social organizing outside the control of the ruling class.
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Capoeira was not legally forbidden until 1890 (ie shortly after the 1888 abolition of slavery), but throughout the early 19th century the police led anti-capoeira campaigns. Utilizing various offenses, from disorderly conduct to curfew violations, they attempted to control the oppressed class’s involvement and engagement with capoeira. It was a symbol of the governmental institutions’ inability to control the masses.

While capoeira was instrumental in shaping the realities of urban life in both Rio de Janeiro and Salvador, these cities differed in their treatment of the martial art. In both places, the origin of capoeira as a method of resistance for the enslaved meant it was viewed as a threat to the ruling class’s dominance. But capoeiristas in Rio faced concentrated efforts at suppression and vilification. For decades, the police in Rio operated initiatives to disband, capture and control the city’s capoeiristas, whose engagement they didn’t distinguish from the activities of criminal gangs (malas) that engaged in violent street fights.

Despite many concentrated efforts, however, the practice of capoeira couldn’t be suppressed, and it was finally decriminalized by the government in the 1930s.

A Culture Shift

The capoeira in colonial-era Brazil was not bound to efficiency or structure. It was governed and consolidated by the streets of Rio de Janeiro and Salvador. It was performed in secrecy to avoid its hyper-policing and criminalization. Mestres (teachers) could only pass on its history and skills through oral method and private training, while practitioners communicated through nicknames to prevent detection. Essentially, capoeira began as a counterculture.

In the 1930s, Manuel dos Reis Machado changed all this. Internationally known as Mestre Bimba, he transformed capoeira from an ostracized counterculture to a nationally recognized sport and cultural attraction. He created a pedagogy and a new style of capoeira, now known as Capoeira Regional. He defined the skills, standardized sequences, created teaching games and set percussion rhythms that constitute Capoeira Regional. In 1932 Mestre Bimba formed Centro de Cultura Física Regional in Salvador – it was the very first capoeira academy. His pedagogy enabled the mass teaching of capoeira. The showmanship and accessibility of his exhibition performances demystified capoeira for the ruling class. Other teachers reproduced his sequences, and their structure resonated with martial-arts enthusiasts worldwide.

However, Bimba’s pedagogy polarized the capoeira community itself. Many practitioners disagreed with the principles outlined in Capoeira Regional and its underlining assumptions. They affirmed their allegiance to the traditional teachings under the new label of Capoeira Angola. In 1941 Vicente Ferreira Pastinha (commonly known as Mestre Pastinha) solidified the schism by founding the Centro Esportivo de Capoeira Angola in Salvador. Despite the emergence of Capoeira Angola, Bimba traveled throughout Brazil, performing at exhibitions and disseminating his pedagogy. Mestre Bimba’s work as a cultural ambassador of Capoeira Regional was a conduit for promoting Bahian and Afro-Brazilian culture internationally. Even his students became globally well-respected teachers themselves. Bimba caused a Brazilian culture shift and remains an influential part of capoeira’s cultural legacy.

Capoeira’s Cultural Impact

The world recognizes Brazil’s acumen for movement, whether it’s the mesmerizing Brazilian football popularized by Pelé or the seductive samba of passistas (dancers) at a sambódromo. These movements are defined by the same quality – one shaped by capoeira, in particular its ginga move. The ginga is the graceful stance that capoeiristas use to sway from side to side. This fundamental move performed to the beat of the berimbau influenced the movement in both samba and football, two of Brazil’s most dominant cultural exports. Its sway gave birth to the footwork of carioca samba and the agility of the dribbling and ball handling of the football players. Just like capoeira, the power of these actions hides behind a veil of graceful movement.

The capoeira principle of malícia also significantly impacts society. It is the set of qualities that create strong capoeiristas, prioritizing values that are often viewed negatively – such as cunning, deception, finesse and distraction – as assets and strengths. While malícia directly translates as ‘malice’ and ‘evil’ (reflecting the words used to dehumanize Afro-Brazilians), within capoeira it signifies survival skills or possessing the qualities to defeat an opponent. It is a quality of intelligence and talent, which demonstrates that a player can outwit, outmaneuver and disarm their opponent. In most capoeira settings, malícia is interchangeably referred to as trickery.

Malícia is part of Brazil’s legacy of resistance. It encompasses enslaved Africans’ subversive actions to maintain sanity and agency while experiencing bondage, from orchestrating ‘accidents’ to destroying their owner’s property to faking laziness or drunkenness to sabotage their productivity.

This is what helped Afro-Brazilians achieve the mental strength needed to resist oppression and enabled them to constantly search for opportunities to shift the power dynamics. Malícia is a principle favoring the underdog. As a leverage tool for capoeiristas, it allows a player to take advantage of their opponent’s preconceived notions. Within the roda, someone’s bias against you can save your life, and this can be your weapon to defeat them. Again, this approach empowers the oppressed to train and seek ways to shift the tide. It also helped capoeira disguise itself with a playful veneer. The terminology – referring to life-threatening matches as jogos (games) and capoeiristas as players – reflects the sport’s need to appear passive and non-threatening to those in power. Therefore, it can be argued that malícia is the component of capoeira that makes it instrumental in Afro-Brazilian equality movements.
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CAPOEIRA CONSISTENTLY MOVED THROUGH BRAZILIAN SOCIETY, QUIETLY AIDING CHANGE AND INSPIRING UNIQUELY BRAZILIAN CULTURAL INNOVATION.

The imprint capoeira made on Brazilian culture resonates globally. Furthermore, capoeira consistently moved through Brazilian society itself, quietly aiding change and inspiring uniquely Brazilian cultural innovation. Unfortunately, many mestres like Mestre Pastinha and Mestre Waldemar did not financially benefit from capoeira’s popularity and social inclusion.

Capoeira has become a martial art practiced internationally by enthusiasts. It draws many visitors to Brazil, who seek the training and community of renowned academies.

As its popularity grows, it’s essential to support the communities and creators who fought for its survival. Intentional choices such as prioritizing Afro-Brazilian mestres and academies and respectfully engaging with Afro-Brazilian communities and their history are ways everyone can help preserve capoeira’s legacy.





SURFING
BRAZIL


With beautiful tropical beaches and consistent, fun waves, Brazil could be South America’s ultimate surf trip. By STUART BUTLER.



PICTURE THE SCENE. There’s a long curl of gold sand with a ribbon of palm trees behind. A single wooden shack at the far end of the beach sells cold drinks and freshly barbecued fish. At the other end of the beach, beyond the sand, further out to sea, is a pile of granite pink boulders. Every now and then, an incoming wave explodes off the rocks and a steeply lined-up wave slithers off down the side of the rocks and sand, ridden by one of the handful of board-shorts-clad surfers in the water. This is the Brazilian surf dream, and with almost 7500km of swell-soaked, Atlantic-facing coastline – the vast majority of which is tropical or subtropical – there are plenty of hidden nooks and crannies where this vision of a surfer’s dream is reality.

Although Brazil was quite late to the game, it has caught up fast and now has a thriving local surfing scene up and down the coast. In recent years, Brazil’s surfers have also become a dominant force in competitive surfing, with Gabriel Medina leading the charge.
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Ipanema Beach | NLAZYLLAMA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


And yet, despite this abundance of surf and idyllic beaches, a healthy – if very competitive – local surfing scene and international standing, Brazil has never really attracted international surf travelers in the way that places like Australia or Indonesia have. This is a great oversight, because a surfing road trip along the length of the Brazilian coast should rightly be considered one of the ultimate surf adventures.

There are waves here to suit all abilities. All along the Brazilian coastline are hundreds of gentle beach breaks ideal for beginners looking for an introduction to surfing. And, wherever the waves are good for learning, you can be pretty sure that there’s also a surf school offering lessons or multiday courses to prospective new surfers. For those who know what they’re doing, the options are equally diverse. Most visiting surfers start their journey on the beaches of Rio de Janeiro, where Itacoatiara (a heavy, hollow beach break) and Arpoador are the two main spots. Arpoador was where surfing in Brazil was born, and the long lefts here are still regarded as some of Brazil’s best.

Heading south, the beaches around São Paulo are mega-crowded but – if you’re up for the battle – spots like Maresias offer quality waves. One of Brazil’s best surf zones is the subtropical island of Santa Catarina, where at least 20 quality breaks are packed into a small area and a rideable wave can be found in almost any combination of wind and swell. Joaquina beach has the most consistent waves, while the river-mouth lefts of Matadeiro can be epic but are also very fickle.
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Waves off Itacoatiara Beach | FERNANDO ANDRADE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

ALTHOUGH BRAZIL WAS QUITE LATE TO THE GAME, IT HAS CAUGHT UP FAST AND NOW HAS A THRIVING LOCAL SURFING SCENE UP AND DOWN THE COAST.

Heading north of Rio, the standout areas are the beaches around the town of Itacaré where there are at least a dozen quality spots, with Tiririca being the main one. Further north still is the tropical surf zone of Recife, where great waves can be found but numerous shark attacks mean that surfing is often banned.

Perhaps the most idyllic waves, though, are not to be found on the Brazilian mainland at all, but rather on the tropical-paradise islands of Fernando do Noronha, where hollow, consistent and fairly quiet, silky blue waves crash onto a beautiful shoreline. However, it can be expensive and complicated to get to the archipelago.

The majority of the Brazilian coastline picks up swell from the southern Atlantic and storms blasting around Antarctica. This means that prime swell season is between May and September, which corresponds to the Southern-Hemisphere winter (not that most of Brazil has a winter). For the most part, the water is warm year-round in Brazil and you’ll rarely need anything more than a shorty wetsuit. In the very far south, though, close to the border of Uruguay, a 3/2mm full suit is likely to be needed in July and August.





EVERYONE IS A BRASILEIRO
AT CARNAVAL


There are carnivals and then there’s Carnaval in Brazil, the nation that created the greatest show on Earth. By VICTORIA GILL.



FROM THE PARASOL-SWIRLING frevo processions in Olinda to the axé-pulsing trio elétricos (truck-sound systems) of Salvador and phantasmagorical floats of Florianopolis’ Sambódromo (samba parade ground), Carnaval sweeps the nation each year five days before Lent, culminating at midday on Ash Wednesday. As one person resigns themself to the futility of scouring the beach parties of Arraial d’Ajuda for last night’s ‘Carnival love’ (they were both dressed as Marvel characters for the parade), a harlequin drummer shakes off their nerves to triumph in a multi-million-real sambódromo display. Friends head out to dance among the two-and-a-half-million-strong crowd by the stages at Recife’s Desfile do Galo da Madrugada. Lost in the Carnaval fervor, they only reconnect after returning home at noon… three days later.

The nation’s greatest import, Carnaval (translatinwg from Latin as ‘farewell, meat’) truly began as an extension of the Portuguese pre-Lent festival of Entrudo (Shrovetide). Celebrated from the early 18th century, limes, water, vinegar and glue were thrown – despite the efforts of the authorities – between revelers in the streets. Flour-chucking gave way to wearing flowers in 1822, when the pelting parties were eventually outlawed, publicly replaced with festivities more attuned with the carnivals and masquerades of Venice and Nice. Horse-drawn floats amazed as masked society balls waltzed. Near-nakedness, sea-bathing and pyrotechnics erupted around Rio’s bays. At the same time, cordaões (homegrown street parties and parades) were born within the neighborhoods excluded from the societal sway.
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Dancing samba carioca at the Sambódromo | ANDRE_MA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

As the stars of the Golden Age – among them Rock Hudson, Lana Turner and Joan Fontaine – and ingenues such as Carmen Miranda were being made, paid and laid on Copacabana’s VIP circuit, samba, axé and afoxé musical genres were exploding among the cordaões and trio elétricos, infusing new rhythms into parties and parades. Festivities in Brazil’s north evolved, organically and uninterruptedly, among the formerly enslaved people into a kind of political theater reclaiming African culture and asserting power and identity among the well-organized, activism-led ranchos carnavalescos. These traveled from Bahia to Rio de Janeiro, succeeding the rambunctious, community-organized cordaões. When the high-society events of São Paulo and Copacabana fizzled out in the 1960s, their proponents joined the parties being held in the streets instead. That’s when the blocos (groups of musicians and dancers who perform in street parades) became king, with the sambódromos built in the 1980s to contain the overspill. The Baron of Rio Branco famously declared that there are only two things well organized in Brazil: disorder and Carnaval. Critics level the Roman socioeconomic concept of bread and circuses – diverting attention from problems with food and entertainment – at the setup of Brazil.
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a bloco carnaval parade | Nelson Antoine/Shutterstock ©

TODAY IT’S HARD TO SAY WHETHER BRAZIL’S UTOPIA OF CLASSES, RACES AND ORIENTATIONS CREATED CARNAVAL OR THE CELEBRATIONS GAVE ITS PEOPLE UNITY.

Carnaval is, without contest, the biggest circus (and circuit) of them all – but it’s one that pays back. The annual event has a multi-billion-real satellite economy supporting fashion designers, folklorists, street sweepers, sculptors, scenic painters, set designers, cooks, clothiers, choreographers and carpenters. It’s also a space that champions the LGBTIQ+ community.

This is, after all, the most celebratory nation in the world – a country that shuts shops and offices when its national team plays, whose festivals light up the annual calendar, and where parties and processions closed streets during the last presidential election. Neighborhood samba	schools practice year-round, from the streets to the sambódromos, to perform for 80 minutes in the battle to join the Champions Parade.

Today it’s hard to say whether Brazil’s utopia of classes, races and orientations created Carnaval or the celebrations gave its people unity. What is indisputable is that, after the sun has risen on Jericoacoara on the day after Ash Wednesday, the remnants of the blocos are being swept away in Iguazú Falls, the students are limping home in Ouro Preto and the floats are being dismantled in Manaus, it all begins again. The dancers dust down their costumes ahead of rehearsals resuming, the sambista starts pondering new music to play and the carnavalesco (Carnaval director) is already germinating their fantastical, allegorical fantasy for next year.
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‘Brazil doesn’t just offer gorgeous beaches, it serves up the animated beach life to go with it.’
MARISA PASKA
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‘Factoring in land mammals, reptiles, amphibians, birds and marine life, Brazil is one of the top countries in the world to view wildlife.’
STUART BUTLER
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are taxi, bus or ride
share. If language skills are lacking,
ok an official taxi inside the airport.
Airport buses are outside the main
terminal. Bus 2018 goes through Zona
Sulalong the beachfront.
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PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION

Public transportation isn't perfect, but it works.

The metro runs from Barra de Tijuca to the
Zona Norte, along two lines. Thereisa huge
bus network (often not on time). Buy transport
passes inside the metro, or on the Giro app.

Kombis are unofficial buses that travel along
the beachfront orin hilltop neighborhoods,
while moto taxis work wherever people go up
and down hills regularly, like in Santa Teresa
ormost favelas. You'll need small bills to pay
the fare.

Rio has a reliable network of ridesharing
apps, with Uber being the most popular and
widely used. There is also the Itad bike-
sharing system, which gives access to bikes
in nearly the entire city, provided you have a
smartphone and a local SIM card.
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FROM THE AIRPORT

GRU Airportis 25km northeast of the
center. The prepaid Guarucoop Taxi
orUber are convenient but pricey.
The Airport Bus Service is a good
option; otherwise take the airport
train to Estacdo da Luz, then connect
to the metro line.

METRO

S&o Paulo’s metro system is a clean,
safe, cheap and speedy option to

get around. It runs from 4:40am to
midnight, taking you within walking
distance to most sights. Tickets can
be purchased from the ticket office.
Download the metro app for its handy
journey planner.
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RIDESHARE APPS & TAXIS

Rideshare taxis like Uber and 99 are safe and
inexpensive, and especially recommended

for tourists to use at night. Metered taxis are
generally pricier, but unlike rideshare apps,
taxis can use Sao Paulo's exclusive bus lanes
so they can be a faster option during rush hour.

WALKING

Getting around on foot is a great way to get

a feel for each neighborhood’s character.
Whenit's done in conjunction with the metro
and Uber, Sdo Paulo is a very walkable city.
With that said, walking around at night is best
avoided, especially in the downtown areas.

2km
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BUS e,
Excellentroads and an
efficient regional bus service
make traveling relatively
easy, with most long-
distance routes originating

in Porto Alegre. Switch to
local services or taxis to
covershorter distances in
the vicinity of Sdo Miguel das
Missées, Bento Gongalves
and Cambara do Sul.

CAR

Renting a car is a worthwhile
option if you're heading north,
particularly into the two
national parks around Cambara
do Sul, where public transport
is limited. Cars are also useful if
you want to explore the Jesuit
mission sites in more depth.

AIR <

Porto Alegre is a major .
Brazilian air hub with a

modern international airport.

If you're short on time, it's
possible to fly between )
Porto Alegre and Santo

Angelo with Azul Airlines (1% /
hours versus seveninabus).
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The Amazon

LEGENDARY JUNGLE WARRIOR
OF THE WORLD

Imagine canoeing through
aflooded forest, dozingina
hammock on a boat chugging
upriver, waking to the otherworldly
cry of howler monkeys. Who
hasn't dreamt of floating around
the Amazon jungle’s watery
capillaries?

The
Amazon

Mato Grosso &
Mato Grosso do Sul
SOUTH AMERICA'S GREATEST Mato Grosso &
WILDLIFE SHOW Mato Grosso

One of the planet’s most important do Sul
and fragile ecosystems, the Pantanal
is Brazil's top destination for
wildlife. In the far north, the cerrado
(savanna) morphs into the Amazon; in
the south, the Serra da Bodoquena is
awatery wonderland.

Brasilia & Goias

POLITICAL AND GEOGRAPHICAL
HEART OF BRAZIL

Brasilia s lauded for its futuristic architecture and
avant-garde design. Goias is Brazil’s ‘road less
traveled,’ covered with the lush, rolling hills of

dramatic woodland savanna and scattered with
handsome colonial-era towns.

Ceara & Maranhdo

ELEMENTAL LANDSCAPES AND
WIND-WHIPPED BEACHES Pern?mbucp,
It's all about the coast. From the unique dune-and- Paraiba & Rio
lagoon mosaic of the Lengéis Maranhenses, to the Grande do Norte
urpan wbgs of Fprtaleza, to end-of-the;road be’ach ST oY AND TROBIGAL
villages like Atins. You can do most things you've BEACHES
dreamed of on the water, including some of the P
world's best kitesurfing. The IQOOkm coast curving aro_und
Brazil's northeastern corneris a
succession of sandy beaches fronted
by enticing tropical waters. Thisis
the place for swimming, snorkeling,
surfing and kitesurfing. During
Carnaval, head to Recife and Olinda
for explosions of music and fun.

Ceara & <
Maranhéo Sergipe &
Pernambuco, Alagoas
Paraiba & Rio COASTAL UNDERDOGS
Grande do Norte OF THE NORTHEAST
Sergipe is home to sleepy,
picturesque colonial-era towns,
s historic 17th-century churches
Serglpe & and a coastline of swamp,
Alagoas mangrove and sandy shores.
Bahia

Bahia
Brasilia & CULTURALLY RICH

it COMMUNITIES,
Goias IDYLLIC LANDSCAPES

Bahia is personified by Salvador,
asprawling colonial city with
gilded churches, cobblestone
streets and lively festivals.
There's 900km of coastline, while
the spectacular Parque Nacional
da Chapada Diamantina features
waterfalls and quiet hiking paths.

Minas Gerais &
Espirito Santo

TRADITIONAL CUISINE
AND FRIENDLY LOCALS

Ponder historic towns; contemplate exhilarating
outdoor recreation in the Serra do Espinhaco; and
unlock amazing regional food flavors.

Minas Gerais &
Espiritu Santo
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oFrederico e, | i
Westphalen
Balneario Camboris
> £ . Asuper-modern, ostensibly deluxe, re-
B = Erechimo sort town characterized by tall, slender
p‘z,_gs‘,gm,,% skyscrapers, wide municipal beaches
and a pulsating nightlife spearheaded
RIO GRANDE by legendary clubs that spin electronic elages
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\, Urubici o
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Most destinations within Santa  Roads are excellentinSanta  The Vale Europeu has an )
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Floriandpolis by bus. Services  get congested, especiallyon  Cicloturismo that meanders Santa .G.atgrlqa ‘
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Island. You might find your
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related attractions, including surfing
and hiking.
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Parana

GATEWAY TO BRAZIL'S
AFFLUENT SOUTH

Home to Brazil's most awe-
inspiring natural wonder (Iguagu
Falls), its largest engineering
marvel (Itaipt Dam) and its
most ambitious foray into
urban sustainability (the city
of Curitiba), Parana exerts a

powerful touristic pull.

Rio Grande do Sul

BRAZIL'S CRADLE OF
GAUCHO CULTURE

Arguably Brazil's most
independently minded state and
certainly one of its most varied,
Rio Grande do Sul caters to a
broad spectrum of tastes with
its surfing beaches, colossal
canyons, viticulture, German
ingenuity and Italian passion.

Parana

Santa
Catarina

Rio Grande
do Sul

Sédo Paulo

State Rio de
Janeiro State
®
Rio de
@ Janeiro
Sao
Paulo
Rio de Janeiro
AN EXPLOSION OF COLOR,
Séo PaUlO SIGHTS AND SOUNDS

BRAZILIAN MEGACITY
OFFERING DIVERSITY LIKE
NO OTHER

Grand, elegant, dynamic,
huge and, above all, cool - the
paulistanos have every right to
feel proud of their supersized
city. As a first-time visitor you
can't help but be intimidated by
the eye-popping experience.

Santa Catarina

WELL-GROOMED BEACHES
AND DRAMATIC SURF,
Herein lie some of the prettiest,
wildest and most surfable
strips of sand in Brazil. Inland,
Blumenau and Vale Europeu tell
the stories of pioneering German
and Italian immigrants.

Rio! Golden beaches

and lush mountains,
samba-fueled nightlife
and spectacular football
matches, Copacabana and
the Corcovado: welcome
to the Cidade Maravilhosa
(Marvelous City).

Sao Paulo State

WHERE PRISTINE JUNGLE
MEETS THE OCEAN

Contrasting the concrete and
cacophony of its host city, Sdo
Paulo state is a conveyor belt
of beautiful beaches, bird-filled
Atlantic rainforest, and spiky
mountains. Offshore, llhabela is
S&o Paulo’s cosmopolitan island
escape.

Rio de Janeiro
State

BEACHES, LUSH ISLANDS
AND MOUNTAINS

The crags of Itatiaia and the
peaks of the Serra dos Orgaos
are the capitals of Brazilian
rock climbing. Meanwhile,
on the Costa Verde you can
peruse Paraty's 18th-century
architecture and the island
paradise of Itha Grande.
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