Parati Weekend

Text and Photos by Christopher Oleata

     My travel partner and I woke up slow, hungover from a long night of dinner and dancing at a club in Lapa. But we were up early and finally able to enjoy the great buffet breakfast at the hotel where the windows open to a wide view of Ipanema Beach. The surf was perfect and beyond the powerful breakers the Atlantic spread calmly out to the tropical horizon. As we sampled the flavors and began another new day in Brazil we looked forward to our plans for a weekend in Parati.

     Parati is about 250 kilometers south of Rio de Janeiro and was the chief seaport of colonial Brazil. It was from this large natural harbor with dozens of small islands offshore that all the gold, silver, and agricultural products were shipped to Europe for over 200 years. Now it is a quaint, sleepy tourist town where people go to relax and enjoy the water.

     We packed our bags, walked to Citibank for money and then checked out of the Praia Ipanema Hotel. Our room was on the fifteenth floor with an expansive view of the city and still lake towards tall granite peaks blanketed in jungle. Mornings in Ipanema are quiet as the vibrant city slowly wakes. In a taxi we sped around the tranquil lake to the community of Lagoa below the towering granite walls of Corcovado Mountain and the outstretched arms of the Cristo stature. There we met my sister Robin and another friend for a short walk to the nearby Parque Lage. We followed paths through the jungle up to a ceremonial cave before returning to grab our backpacks and get a taxi to the bus station Rodovaria downtown.

     Robin bought us tickets and, after a short wait, we began our four-hour ride to Parati. Leaving the city took a while as we were trapped in the traffic and urban mess of Rio, but once we passed the last football field and massive favela we began the twisty roads through the mountains. We were in the heaven of the humming bus, calmed, as the green of the landscape pulled past the windows.

     With lush jungle on the right and the constantly changing panorama of ocean and islands on the left my eyes were never at ease. Quick peeks at waterfalls flashed by the windows, sending streams below the highway and into towns or villages below. I yearned to sleep but the twisted roads made it difficult and I wanted to see everything.

     We made a quick stop at Angra dos Reis with time for a snack and a viewpoint of the incredible undulating coast where countless islands and coastal mountains blend in layers of color. Birds jump from tree to tree as we sip coffee and eat a Misto Quente sandwich.

     We arrived in Parati as a spectacular sunset slowly began. As we shouldered our packs and the bus roared off this strange glowing sunset enveloped the town. We walked into old Parati looking for a place to stay. The sky began blue then to purple before shifting to a magical green, a color I’ve only seen in Brazil. The surrounding mountains sink to deep green and black partially hidden behind the glowing green mist flowing in from the ocean.

     The Pousada Aconchego had good rooms at a reasonable cost with fresh coffee inviting you to the garden courtyard. But we didn’t wait around there and entered the stone streets to begin an evening of fun, food, and relaxation.

     We began with a churro filled with dulce de leite then walked to the plaza in front of the old church where the cannons point out to sea. The full moon rose over the water from behind the mist as large bats flipped and swooped from the fruit trees chasing bugs. Then I saw it, a reassuring sight I search the skies for whenever in South America, the Southern Cross. Many memories are linked to stars for me and many special places are remembered through these celestial lights.

     We walked what seemed for hours through the maze of stone streets, tripping over laughter and the uneven stones. At varied cafes we sampled drinks and listened to bands spilling typical Samba hits. At every turn Robin guided us through menus and culinary treats that bring alive the wonder of Brazil. But we were tired from a long day of touring and around midnight we walked back to the pousada.

     The next morning, after breakfast in the courtyard we walked out to the pier in front of the church to rent a boat. It was a sunny day with the occasional big rain clouds swelling and sweeping by. We met several boat captains before settling on one that Robin had met before. Jose Carlos or “Zeca” and his boat Aqualabor welcomed us for a tour of the bay.

     It took a while for the boats to rise out of the mud. It was low tide and all the boats were leaning to one side caught still in the shallow water. In a slow water ballet the boats leaned and shifted beginning to float and tug at their births. Soon we untied and began cutting across the still water.

     We passed islands and twisted coastlines where small houses hid in the jungle. Birds dropped down to follow our hum and a pod of small dolphins came along for a few minutes just off the bow. I stood in the wind, spinning around and looking at the other tour boats passing by. 

     The day was relaxing, out motoring on the water. In all directions mountains spilled into the sea as we passed numerous islands swollen with plants I wanted to see from up close. From every neighborhood many kites lifted and tugged at strings held by happy local children down on dirt streets. As always, birds flew by on their own daily tours.

     The wrinkled coast of islands and palms brought a smile to me and my own wrinkles formed at the sides of my eyes as I grinned. It’s a simple pleasure but one often forgotten back home in California. Later in the day with my feet pushed deep into course white sand, I sipped a caipirinha and closed my eyes for a few seconds. I hoped that this moment would last forever, a typical cliché you hear about vacations. But it is true and I hold tight to my chest the feelings of joy and peace I absorbed in the sun while sitting below a coconut palm by the warm green waters of Parati.

