The Pedra Experience

By Christopher Oleata

     On my first day in Rio I quickly notice the tall granite mountains. There’s Pao, Dos Hermous,and the tallest, Pedra de Gavea, where around this tower hangliders find dramatic winds and rock climbers scale the sheer walls. Also on this day my sisters’ Carioca friend Tiago tells me he can take us on that hike, that he knows the way. That’s my dream, and from then on I build my hopes that we’ll go. When you plan four weeks to tour Brazil, flying in and out of Rio, the chances are good that you’ll find your opportunity.

     Waking early, I open the large windows of the Copacabana apartment to let the sun, sounds and fresh air into the small room. A calm, cool dawn spreads out across the golden horizon like the pale, green wings of a great tropical bird. We dress and take the old elevator down to the street where we make a short stop at a suco bar for some fresh juices and a morning snack.

     Our journey begins with a bus ride to Lagoa, passing through Ipanema, Leblon, Gavea, the Botanical Gardens and finally to Lagoa, nestled below the towering granite walls of Corcovado. Tiago greets us with the usual Brazilian warmth and hugs but we have to be quiet because others are still sleeping and I remember a Brazilian saying, “You can call me anything you want, but don’t call me before eleven”. Then we continue down the street to catch another bus.

     Our destination is to hike up the spectacular mountain of Pedra da Gavea. This is a striking granite mountain visible from all over the Zona Sul with a towering eastern side of sheer granite rising over 2000 feet directly from the sea. Our friend has been there before and is our guide as we travel through the twisting urban landscape.

     The bus passes through the town of Gavea and by the University Robin is attending just as the road enters a large tunnel that cuts through the mountain. Gavea is one of Rio’s wealthiest neighborhoods and strangely, the steep hillsides above are favelas, stacked five stories tall in brick with narrow muddy streets. Barrio Rocinha rises in many terraces surrounding the sheer granite pillar mountain Dos Hermous, an impressive sight. The tunnel goes directly below Rocinha and when we emerge from the tunnel we are within the favela for just a moment before entering the neighborhood of Sao Conrado and Praia do Pepino. This is where all the hangliders land after a ride near Pedra.

     The hike begins on a steep and twisting street just across from the beach. Large houses are on the left, behind walls and barking dogs, and favelas are on the right just hidden behind the wall of jungle. We continue up the street for a couple of blocks until we come to a small bridge that crosses a stream. We cross the street and go through a hole in the fence to find a clearly marked trail following the stream.

     It quickly turns from urban jungle to real jungle. We pass a small waterfall as the trail turns steeply up the mountain. We hike three hours, climbing roots, rocks and whatever to make it up the steep and muddy trail. Always we are under the thick canopy of the jungle. Our friend reminds us of the monkeys that like to drop heavy fruit from the trees so we keep our eyes and ears open for their games. After three hours there is a nice flat area in the sun to rest for a few minutes. Several trails meet at this saddle and other hikers pass by as we rest and drink water.

     The trail continues rising out of the jungle, climbing steep rock slabs for two hundred feet. Up now on sheer rock, above the trees, the view and breeze come in as we reach the last stretch on a very narrow and exposed trail. To the right the view expands over 2000 feet down sheer walls to the south and the city and valley of Barra de Tijuca.

     A hundred more yards, a few roots to climb and we pop out onto the summit of Pedra. There, among the clouds and Gods, we hear the tall grasses sing in the breeze and relax on the warm granite near the edge of the cliff. Entire forests below seem as small green thoughts and long beaches appear as golden ribbons lining the turquoise sea. Pao de Acucar may be the greatest view in the world, but this is awesome, infinite.

     We really don’t want to leave, but soon we begin the long and difficult hike back down. With hiking, it may take longer to go up, but it is much harder to get down. The legs burn and climbing down cliffs and rocks is dangerous. We make it through the cliffs and reach the jungle where the trail turns and descends steeply into the shaded and muddy jungle. It doesn’t take long before we reach the small waterfall at the bottom.

     I stop to bathe in the cascade before continuing on. I knew it was a dirty trickling stream below a favela, but it was a part of the dream, the Pedra Experience. So I washed off the sweat and mud, wet my hair and began again the endless and enjoyable walk into Rio de Janeiro.
