Pedra da Gavea

     Rio de Janeiro, a city of contrasts, drama, changing light and abundant colors.  Rio is an unforgettable destination, with food, drinks, people and experiences uniquely wonderful.  Each day brings dreams alive and new color to your mind as you journey and explore the Cidade Maravilhosa.

     My sister Robin and I woke up early. I opened the large windows of her Copacabana apartment to invite the sun, sounds and fresh air into the small room.  A calm cool dawn spread out across the horizon as the golden wings of a great bird. We dressed and took the old elevator down to the street where we made a short stop at a suco bar for some fresh juices and a morning snack. Our journey began with a bus ride to Lagoa, passing  through Ipanema, Leblon, Gavea, the Botanical Gardens and finally to Lagoa. Lagoa is nestled directly below the towering granite wall of Corcovado. We went to see a carioca friend who greeted us with the usual Brazilian warmth and hugs. We had to be quiet because others were still sleeping and I remembered a Brazilian saying, “You can call me anything you want, but don’t call me before eleven”. We then continued our journey by going down to the street to catch another bus.

     Our destination was 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 had been there before and was our guide as we traveled through the twisting urban landscape. The bus passed through the town of Gavea as the road entered a large tunnel that cut through the mountain. Gavea is one of Rio’s wealthiest neighborhoods and strangely, the steep hillsides above it house Brazil’s largest and poorest of favelas, Barrio Rocinha, which is home to over 300,000 people. The tunnel goes directly below Rocinha and when you emerge from the tunnel you are within the favela for just a moment. You then enter the neighborhood of Sao Conrado and Praia do Pepino which is where all the hangliding is done. I recalled the day before when Robin and I went hangliding there. You will never forget the experience as you first see the hangliders come in and land on the beach with the towering wall of Pedra da Gavea in the background. Clouds swirl around the towering summit. The crew loads the glider onto the truck and you take a wonderful drive up into the mountains to a take off point at over 1800 feet. There, just across from Pedra da Gavea, you launch off a tall cliff above the lush jungle. It is impossible to describe as you glide on the wind among granite peaks with a view of the entire city. You fly out over the ocean before making a dramatic landing back on the beach.  That memory stayed with me as we crossed the street and began our hike up into the neighborhoods.

     The hike began on a steep and twisting street with large houses on the left and favelas on the right. We continued up the street for a while until we came to a small bridge that crossed a stream. There we crossed the street and went through a hole in the fence to find a clearly marked trail following the stream. It quickly turned from urban jungle to real jungle. We crossed a small waterfall and then the trail turned steeply up the mountain.  We hiked three hours, climbing roots, rocks and whatever to make it up the steep and muddy trail. Always we were under the thick canopy of the jungle. Our friend reminded us of the monkeys that like to drop heavy fruit from the trees on people so we kept our eyes and ears open for their sounds. After three hours there is a nice flat area in the sun where you can rest for a minute. The trail continued, rising out of the jungle, where you climb steep rock slabs for a few hundred feet and then reach a very narrow and exposed trail with views down the sheer walls to the south and the city of Barra. A hundred more yards, a few roots to climb and you pop out onto the summit of Pedra da Gavea. There, among the clouds and gods you hear the tall grasses sing in the breeze and relax on the warm granite on the edge of the cliff. Entire forests below seem as mere thoughts and long beaches appear as golden ribbons lining the emerald sea. Pao de Acucar may be the greatest view in the world, but this was awesome, infinite. There you can watch the rock climbers, the hangliders passing by or just listen to the grass as you rest from the strenuous hike.

     We really did not want to leave, but we soon began 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 soon made it through the cliffs and reached the jungle below where the trail turns and descends steeply into the shaded and muddy jungle. It did not take long before we reached the small waterfall at the bottom.  There, we bathed in the cascade before continuing on through the fence and on the road down to Pepino Beach. Our friend put us on the correct bus for Copacabana and we said goodbye and headed home to clean up and go out for dinner. After a day of pure adventure, the clear choice for dinner was churrasco and the restaurant of Porcao in Copacabana. There we ate from all the wonderful flavors of Brazil until we could not take anymore.  A good churrasco meal is definitely a must when in Brazil. Pedra da Gavea is the true crown of Rio. High atop the roof of the city, the adventurous traveler can get a view and perspective of this unforgettable destination, Rio de Janeiro.

