Brazilian Moments

By Christopher Oleata

     My sister Robin and I woke up at five am after only three and a half-hours sleep, we had a plane to catch for another journey through Brazil. It was still dark but we were quickly out the door of her Copacabana apartment. There was one other girl to pick up before the memorable turn below the sky scraping apartments and narrow busy streets onto the wide panoramic road along the beach.

     The glowing green sunrise began slow. Long beaming rays of light stretched low and wide across the spectrum of light and sky. My thinking stopped, focused on the light and the goodness it was bringing. Shortly after, the taxi swerves off the coast and into streets below towers of cement and granite. Finally we pass into the great tunnel below Corcovado and out onto the expressway near downtown.

     At the airport I quickly meet the college students in our travel group, my new temporary family. Our talks were interrupted as a fiery orange light flashed on a metal door. Some of us sped outside to see the light rise above the trees and nearby buildings. There was time for a quick snack of a Misto Quente sandwich and Cafezino espresso before the fourteen of us boarded the jet for Sao Paulo. Entering the hum of the machine we took our seats and quickly fell to sleep.

     I awoke for the takeoff and epic panoramic tour. The liftoff rises over the water of the bay, banking slightly to put the right windows on an angle to see Rio spread out as an endless urban carpet. Rising higher; we near downtown, the arches of Lapa, and the rock towers of Corcovado and Pao de Azucar. What a view, and it continued to expand in complexity and magnificence as we rose higher. Then out over the sea and into our dreams for an hour and a half of sleep.

      Sao Paulo is unmistakable. Huge expanses of urban sprawl and rolling hills covered in tall green trees. Busy roads and soccer fields lace the landscape in lines and pools of energy. The city seems to go on forever. Landing in Sao Paulo we had time to wait and sleep in our seats as many people came and went.

     When I woke a neighbor told me that two hours before while attempting to take off, the engine sucked in a small balloon and we made a quick emergency landing. I only remember moments as a tall, dark, Brazilian flight attendant placed sweet candies on my tongue in between naps. I was a happy baby in a dream. I hear revving of the engines as mechanics work to fix it. “The engine seems to be OK now,” the captain says, and we took off for Campo Grande five hundred miles west.

     Campo Grande is a small airport, with one runway and a two-story terminal with panoramic glass. The landscape was a hot and dry open plain with the ancient jungle long since cleared. Vans were waiting and as we gathered bags many changed clothes and began to feel the excitement of our journey now becoming real.

     Next was a two-hour ride in three vans across the hot two-lane highway. The drivers drove fast and gutsy, more than once having to make high-speed passes in the oncoming lane. It was like driving in Baja. We passed lonely old ranches and thick patches of jungle, changing lanes to avoid the occasional old outback truck running on less than a full set of pistons. Our destination was the small country town of Aquiduana, in the state of Mato Grosso do Sul.

     Near the end of our drive we saw a low mountain ridge ahead. It was more of a steep rocky cliff that rose up. We passed through this like a gate and on the other side the land dropped away hundreds of feet and out across the horizon. The whole earth dropped away after that low ridge into the amazing wonderland of jungle and rivers known as The Pantanal, the largest wetland on Earth. In Aquiduana we stayed at The Hotel Portal Pantaniero. It was a wonderful colonial building with courtyards and patios out towards the pool. We spent the evening drinking by the pool and eating at restaurants on the main drive. Some of the kids got wild and were skinny-dipping and running around the pool drunk. The employees had fun sitting back in the shadowed doorways watching the beautiful naked girls running around.

     I woke early the next day and the town was shrouded in cool still fog. I did yoga in the gardens as toucans and macaws flew by. Everyone slowly woke and met for the usually wonderful Brazilian breakfast then returned to rooms to pack and prepare to fly into the jungle for a week on a ranch. We relaxed around the pool and waited for the fog to lift and every hour we waited for the call from the airstrip.

     After many hours, the call came in, and we began gathering in front with our bags as taxis showed up. A lone man passed by with his donkey, pulling a cart of tools and wood and moments later a flock of rainbow macaws flew overhead bringing a flash of color and excitement. It was a short drive through this one horse town to the deep red dirt roads of the tiny airstrip. As the planes were being prepared I spied all the planes, parts and wreckage inside the hanger. Many planes were smashed or torn apart.

     Six-seater prop planes take three or four trips to bring us all to the horse ranch. We were the first group and I got to sit in the front, pushed up against the extra controls and instrument panel. A few checks and he fired the engines, putting us in a noisy world of vibrating metal and brain numbing propeller noise. Quickly down the red strip of dirt lifting off over thick trees and the humble country town. A slow turn brought us over the tiny town, the hotel, and out towards the horizon of mist.

     Dirt roads and ranches laced the land below. A clear path on the earth marked the lines of the last ranches pushing into the thicket and rivers. Soon the land became layers of light and green as the endless maze of rivers, islands, and jungle mixed below. Flocks of rare birds passed the plane window moving by. Along the many bends in the rivers, hundreds of crocodiles are sunning on the sandy beaches.

     It was truly a singular moment, a National Geographic moment, where time stands still and your mind opens up to the wonders of the world. It was only a thirty-minute flight, but long enough for me to see what I needed. As the land moved below I felt as I have before, that I was still and calm, alive in the moment, as the Brazilian world moved around me like wind and light where each moment ignites pure joy and fulfillment. With this help I now continue to dream and remember my few first joyous moments through Brazil.

