Waterfall Hunting

     For two days we enjoy the simple magic of Paraty. Unencumbered by the stress of life we walk the grid of old stone streets, visiting art galleries, cafes and beaches. Beyond each wall hides a story or colorful scene and a welcoming door will certainly swing to invite your entrance. Early in the morning, as we sit at breakfast, we begin our daily talk deciding what adventure to have for the day. Over the past few days we visited old churches, walked on lonely beaches and sailed the endless bay of turquoise water. Our direction and passions then turn towards the mountains, the streams and the inland splendor.

     After breakfast we check out a local tourist shop where they rent bikes, kayaks and scuba gear. We find the address in one of the many brochures available in the hotel lobby. We decide to rent bikes and begin looking at the selection. There are maps on the wall that detail several great tours. The tours follow the country roads around hills and beaches. I see one in particular that gets me all excited. There is a road that goes up the valley and into the mountains following a stream to a waterfall.

     My passion for waterfalls began as a young child and has grown exponentially over the years into an obsession. I have visited waterfalls throughout California, in the mountains and in the deserts. I have enjoyed visits to massive frozen icefalls in the Rocky Mountains and misty pulses of silvery water in the cloudforests of Northeren Mexico. A year before I visited the mighty and unforgettable Iguazu Falls and now there is a chance to enter a waterfall dream in Paraty.

     We saddle up on the old bikes and begin to peddle along the busy urban streets. These are true third-world-bikes, old and rusty, with one gear. It helps to bring us closer to the experience and enjoy the subtle and simple beauty of life here in Brazil. At this point, cruising the country roads back into time, it would have just been wrong to use a twenty-four speed mountain bike. We want the squeak of the wheels and the lack of brakes to bring the journey alive.

     Across the highway we leave the town of Paraty and enter the wide valley and narrow road where large trucks loaded with bamboo roar by in a haze of diesel smoke. One-horse carts pulling sugar cane create traffic jams as the locals work their daily chores. Sunshine and shifting clouds send shafts of color across the road as we breathe the wind and absorb the wonder.

     The road continues up a little hill and through the community of Ponte Branca. The thick forest moves alongside the road, hiding the many homes and paths along the stream. There we find a rope bridge that crosses the stream, lock our bikes and explore the area before continuing up the steep road. By now, the thick green mountains are all around us and towering trees bend over to grant us shade. After a steeper section, which forces us to walk our bikes, we reach a small store and café. Across the street is an old church and we notice on our map that the waterfall, Cacheira do Tobogao, is just off in the distance, through the bamboo forest.

     We relax at the café, having a drink and looking out at the huge panoramic of trees, mountains and sky. The friendly people at the café let us lock our bikes behind their shop. Then we begin the short walk along the trail to the stream. Three young girls that we saw floating around the cafe on their bikes are now playing and giggling along the swirling waters of the stream. We hear their laughter and see their smiles through the gentle sway of jungle trees. Emerald foliage and tall epiphyte-filled trees complete the view to the sky.

     A quick stream passes over large granite boulders making cascades and pools with plenty of slick rocks to lounge on. We find a perfect place, still and beautiful. I play in the cascades of icy water as my friends sit in the sun. I follow the stream, hopping over boulders up and around a bend. I suddenly come to a large pool with a beautiful waterfall at the end. The water is deep green and glowing. I remember a quote my sister and travel companion told me, “Sempre em qualquer viagem, o rio e o companheiro melhor. Always, on any journey, the river is the best companion.” “Joao Cabral de Melo Neto.” He had just recently died.

     I quickly hop the boulders back to my friends to tell them of the discovery of the amazing green pool. In moments we are all sitting within the dream of the pool and gazing into the sunlight sifting through huge emerald trees. Large white flowers drape down along the water and a myriad of colorful butterflies flip by in a silent song. It is a silent song that hums to us and enters our hearts. Paraty delivers to us yet another experience, joyous and lasting. It isn’t costly, it isn’t difficult, it is just a simple experience far away from the bustle and urban sprawl of Rio de Janeiro.

     Try if you can to be open to these simple experiences; subtle shifts of light through trees; darting voices of birds and bees; whispering water over rocks and towards the sea. If you’re lucky, take the chance and visit Paraty, for amidst a life giving Brazilian waterfall, you will experience a sense of joy and a sense of peace, during a day of adventure in Paraty, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.
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