Tourism
The Pantanal

Excerpts from the book Dream Hopping by Christopher Oleata

     A horse ranch in the jungle cut by a labyrinth of rivers is the ultimate travel destination.  A secluded hideaway where city people can escape their urban struggles amidst the abundance of fruit-filled trees.  Like a rising bellow of smoke spiraling up into the canopy of clouds, one can cross a bridge and break away to a revolution of the spirit, spiraling into a dream, within the mists of the Pantanal.  A land deep emerald green where a multitude of birds continuously sing and sacred Jaguars lurk within a space never more truly defined as infinite.

     My journey began in Rio de Janeiro.  I flew to São Paulo and then inland to Campo Grande, the state capital of Mato Grosso do Sul.  This is the ‘gateway city’ to the Pantanal.  Next there was a two-hour drive across the dry plains to descend into the lowlands and the town of Aquiduana on the southern edge of the wetlands.  In Aquiduana I recommend you stay at The Hotel Portal Pantaniero, a wonderful little hotel, clean and comfortable, with a shaded pool area surrounded by gardens.  Friendships there were quickly made with both my dozen traveling companions and the many birds playing about in the palm trees such as Toucans, Yellow Headed Parrots and Scarlet Macaws.  After a night in Aquiduana and breakfast in the hotel we packed up and shuttled in taxis to the airstrip in town.  We piled in, six in each plane, and quickly took off from the dirt runway.

     The flight makes a rapid ascent sweeping up and around the town of Aquiduana where you too will see clearly the ridge of mountains up towards the higher plains and the city of Campo Grande.  The flight then glides past the edge of civilization into a maze of jungle and slow moving rivers.  Tangled ribbons of silver flow and twist below, revealing crowds of alligators, called Jakaré, sunbathing on sandy bends along the rivers.  Flocks of mystery birds streak by in every direction such as eagles and vultures.  The flight bumps on the wind until a tiny ranch, called a fazenda, comes into view.  The pilot drops lower to about a thousand feet to make an arching pass over the fazenda where you will see the white painted tires that mark the long runway of grass alongside the fazenda and the letters painted on the red tile roof, “FAZ RIO NEGRO”. The Fazenda Rio Negro, The Black River Ranch.
     After a gentle touchdown on the soft grass to park near a gate, porters with wheel barrels took the baggage and supplies into rooms close by.  The porters were followed close behind by Paula Rego, the Ranch Manager and Guide recently relocated from São Paulo where she studied Animal Science and worked as a horse trainer.  In our many conversations both in the quiet moments after meals and during the activity of exploration, she shared with me much of the history of the Fazenda.  The Fazenda was founded in 1885 alongside the Rio Negro. It was passed down through generations of the Rondon Family and the building was reconstructed in 1920.  The Fazenda sits on a 300 thousand-acre section of the Pantanal that has been passed down for over 300 years from the King of Portugal and is filled with wild horses brought over during the conquest.  Just recently it was purchased by Conservation International and has been for some time, a Brazilian favorite for Eco-Tourism.  The Fazenda consists of several buildings.  The main building consists of its original bedrooms, kitchen, library, upstairs rooms, offices and continuous balconies lined with plants, artifacts and hammocks.  The main building is connected to a barn, tack area and workshop.  Although the Fazenda’s continuation is secured through profits from tourism, it is still a functioning and nearly self-sufficient ranch.  There is also a garage for the safari truck and other assorted rooms for the resident employees and their families. 

     The bags were unloaded as the other guests and I began to scatter about and explore the grounds.  Some chose to just sit and relax in the sun, waiting for the other plane to arrive.  There were hammocks outside of every balcony.  Inside the comfortable rooms, old and rustic open-beamed ceilings revealed to us large timbers.  The walls were of textured white plaster that flowed down to the tile floor.  After we claimed our room, we walked out along the river.  There we would continually find Jacaré sunning themselves on the sandy banks of the Rio Negro.  Adult Jakaré range in size from about two to three meters and spend much of their time resting in the shallow waters of the shore with their mouths open to cool themselves.  Although it was possible to approach within meters of the Jacaré as they lay on the shore, a step much closer would send them thrashing and rushing into the water to disappear with their many friends.  I then discovered, while looking in the large trees all around, what would be my favorite pastime in the Pantanal, birdwatching.

The Pantanal is the largest wetland on the planet filled with shallow slow-flowing rivers, dense emerald forests, native family camps, and a variety of plants and animals unequaled in the entire world.  The area is nearly half the size of France and extends into Bolivia and Paraguay.  During the wet season from October through March the Paraguai river and its tributaries flood the Pantanal so that it becomes a sort of jungle inland sea, reflecting its ancient prehistoric past when it was just that.  There are thousands of tiny islands on this giant swampy plain.  Birds find the Pantanal a perfect home during the breeding season when the trees become a flood of storks, herons, ibises and scavenging eagles.  You will see many rare and large animals taking refuge in the ubiquitous water, like Giant River Otters, Anaconda Snakes and many species of fish.  Other animals chose to roam the jungle landscape, such as Iguanas, Jaguars, Cougars, Black Howler Monkeys, Brazil’s largest species of deer, Anteaters, Capybaras and much more.  The unique openness of the wetlands provides rare proximity throughout the day to majestic animals.

Our days were organized by our guide, Paula, her friendliness made us feel at home and part of the family on the Fazenda.  The daily group outings begin with horseback riding through the jungle with many enjoyable river crossings.  Driving in the safari truck and exploring may become a favorite, if the engine sounds don’t scare away too many animals. The cruises in the small boats along the river are a special treat, as the guides would often shut the engines off and quietly glide very close to many animals in their natural environment.  Paula was even open to taking small groups out hiking on trials where we encountered and crossed a large old bridge.  The Fazenda is blessed with continuous animal sightings.

     Although the encounters with nature are the special experience that will remain in your memory for a lifetime, the hospitality of the Fazenda’s staff will make every moment of the trip memorable.  The meals are wonderfully organized feasts occurring three times a day. The buffet menu is a delicious blend of traditional foods of the region, most of which come directly from the Fazenda or their neighbors. After long hikes or trail rides, guests feast on such foods as rice, beans, mandioca, beef, pork, chicken, pastas, salads and fresh fish.  I particularly enjoyed the Piranha and Pintado caught by my companions fishing out back with bamboo poles baited with hunks of beef. 

     There are countless fazendas and boat tours available for the eager traveler and I recommend to everyone who loves nature, a trip to the Pantanal.  When the day is done and you have had your fill of the daily feast served to you in the open courtyard.  The Pantanal jungle comes alive with thousands of birds and animals calling about. A life-affirming hum sounds from your surroundings and within your heart.  You sit back in a comfortable chair, sipping a warm drink and gaze out into the depth of space glowing with a quantity of stars beyond comprehension. You breathe deep the cool healing air, listen to the intricate and distant calls of birds, follow the slow moving trail of the moon and hope the revolution will last forever.
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