
A
s our plane dips its nose 
over glistening beaches and 
thriving forests towards jutting 
mountains and the pulsating 
heart of South America, I ponder 
the familiar stereotypes of Rio 

de Janeiro. This is Carnaval city. Brazil’s party 
metropolis, awash with storied history, sun-
drenched beauty, celebrated extravagance and 
the lurking threat of danger.

I’d wanted to throw myself into its hedonistic 
delights since I first saw pictures of empty blue 
waves and teeming multi-coloured streets as a 
wide-eyed, itchy-footed teenager. But in truth I 
had no idea what to expect.

If the upcoming Olympics and World Cup PR 
juggernaut was to be believed then Rio really has 
become the utopian paradise I once imagined. 
Gone would be the gang and street crime that 
tarnished its tourist veneer, cleaned up the 
comunidades (or favelas) where millions lived 
in unsanitary poverty, fixed the power lapses 
and infrastructure problems. Yes, this would be 
a city fully prepared for its place in the world’s 

Brazil’s most famous city is undergoing a makeover as it 
prepares to host the World Cup next year and the Olympics 
in 2016. Duncan Madden hopes Rio still has a dangerous side

the 
sky’s 
the  
limit
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The origin of Brazil’s 
most famous drink is 
a topic of fierce (ok, 
drunken) debate. Some 
claim it evolved to 
mask the nasty taste 
of cachaca, others to 
ward off scurvy, or 
even as a cure for flu.

Chile-born artist and 
Lapa resident Jorge 
Selarón decorated the 
vividly coloured steps 
with ceramic tiles over 
a period of 20 years. In 
January, his charred 
body was found on 
the steps; the cause of 
death is still unknown.

World cup host 
city essentials
Twelve Brazilian cities will 
host games at next year’s 
World Cup. Wendy Douglas 
gives the inside track on 
what to do, where to hang 
out and what to eat while 
you’re not watching the 
beautiful game…

Rio De JAneiRo
Without doubt, rio is Brazil’s most famous city 
and tourist destination. carnaval, sugarloaf 
mountain, christ the redeemer keeping watch 
over the city, the beaches of copacabana 
and ipanema, favelas, miniscule swimwear 
(on men and women) and football: rio’s got 
them all, and a lively nightlife too. the tourist 
attractions are amazing and you can enjoy the 
contrast of a very modern metropolis set amid 
a remarkable natural landscape.

HigHligHts: it’s all about the sandy beach for 
Rio’s locals, and you can watch people from 
all walks of life in their natural habitat while 
getting a tan and sipping a beer. Copacabana 
and ipanema are the big two, but steer clear 
of Copacabana and head for ipanema instead. 
Posto 9 (the ninth lifeguard tower on the 
beach) has trendy liberal credentials and 
plenty of beautiful people. For the best views 
of Rio and guanabara Bay there’s really only 
one way to do it: catch the funicular train up 
the Corcovado Mountain where you can hang 
out with JC.

Belo HoRizonte
‘Beautiful horizon’: what more do you need 
as an incentive to pay this stunning city a 
visit? it might be a sprawling metropolis with 
the sixth-largest population in Brazil but it’s 
one that’s consistently ranked as providing 
the best quality of life in latin america. must 
be something to do with the wide avenues, 
countless parks and squares, cultural events, 
markets and the dramatic presence of the 
serra do curral mountain ridge that surrounds 
it. check out the pampulha district, designed 
by the renowned architect oscar niemeyer 

pepper the streets and considerably delayed 
our arrival in Lapa, the district most famed for 
its late night delights. We dived into the sweaty 
confines of samba club Democraticos. 

A cliché it may be, but Rio is a city that 
dances – and music is the lifeblood of its 
vibrancy. These aren’t the stuttering, robotic 
attempts at samba typical of a Tuesday night 
get together at the local community centre, 
though. This is a whole different story. It’s 
sweating, writhing, fast-paced foreplay – and 
the locals know it. My friend Marina tangled 
with a particularly snake-hipped chancer who 
immediately whispered in her ear, “Darling you 
can boss me around anywhere, but here… here  
I control you.” Smooth, if unsuccessful.

Daytime Rio offers a fine-dining buffet of 
amazing stuff to do. Hoping for some surf but 
with the legendary city breaks at Arpoador and 

Leblon uncooperative, 
we settled down 
for breakfast on the 
beach and a gawp at 
the local wildlife. As 
we munched our way 
through countless 
exotic fruits and 
coal-grilled cheeses, 
we watched G-strings 

disappear up bums of every possible shape and 
size, vendors hawking their wares, families 
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spotlight and every bit as perfect as those 
glossy brochures would have me believe.

Disembarking at Galeão International Airport 
is not a promising start. Rundown and chaotic, 
it’s a grinding effort to navigate in the cloying 
December heat, while leaflets spouting gentle 
advice about how to minimise the chances of 
being kidnapped did not stoke our anticipation 
of what lay beyond border control.

But no matter, because once we’d navigated 
the airport officialdom and were trundling 
towards the city proper, Rio treated us to a 
glimpse of its dazzling beauty. With the sun 
sinking in a ludicrously flamboyant display of 
oranges, the city’s mountains cast lively shadows 
over its architectural mishmash and cariocas 
(Rio locals) spewed forth onto the streets in 
what looked like a loosely organised riot. 
It was instantly intoxicating.

We’d decided to stay in Ipanema after much 
conflicting advice from friends and natives. Some 
claimed that along with its infamous neighbour 
Copacabana it has become too touristy, 
tacky even, and that to get a less commercial 
experience we should stay in a quieter, ‘more 
leafy’ district. No thanks – we weren’t here for 
‘leafy’, but to get stuck into the thick of it.

Bags dropped, we hit the evening streets and 
met up with some local friends. It’s always true 
that seeing a city with the natives will get you 
acclimatised to its hidden delights more quickly 

than without, but I’ve never felt that more keenly 
than in Rio. It’s a confused and confusing place, 
easy and scary to get lost in, overwhelming 
to the senses and sprawling enough to miss 
the really good stuff beyond the usual tourist 
trappings. But make the effort beforehand to 
get some insider tips and if possible hook up 
with some locals no matter how tenuous your 
connection to them. If you can manage this, the 
mysterious city will happily lift the layers of its 
petticoat to reveal the 
hidden treasures.

Our first port of 
call was Santa Teresa, 
affectionately referred 
to as ‘up the hill’ by our 
carioca compadres. 
Not the easiest district 
to get to as taxis aren’t 
always keen to drive 
up there, it’s worth persevering for. The Bar do 
Mineiro is a local favourite endowed  
with epic views, easy atmosphere and huge 
feijoadas – the staple beef, pork and bean stew 
that fuelled our bellies for much of our stay. 
Washed down with the obligatory caipirinhas  
it was just the introduction I’d hoped for. 

We wandered back down the hill along the 
extraordinary Escadaria Selarón (Lapa Steps), 
easily distracted by the buzz of young partygoers 
spilling from botecos. Cheap and lively bars, they 

One chancer 
whispered 
in her ear: 
“darling yOu 
can bOss 
me arOund 
anywhere, 
but here i 
cOntrOl yOu”

ABove: Favelas: suitable for tourists? leFt: the 
famous escadaria selarón, decorated with ceramics,  
mirrors and tiles by Chilean artist Jorge selarón. 
RigHt: Miniscule swimwear and pristine beaches
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playing and stoners smoking – this is daily life 
in Rio unfolding. 

Sage advice says not to carry many personal 
belongings around to minimise your chance of 
being mugged, and the locals lead by example. 
Guys stroll the beach with nothing more than 
sunglasses and unsuitably tiny trunks, mobiles 
stuffed prodigiously into their packages. 
Following suit, albeit with less skin on show, 
we spent the next few days exploring Rio’s 
treasure trove of adventures. We got hot and 
sweaty in the crowds vying for the view from 
the Corcovado where the towering Christ the 
Redeemer statue casts its open arms over the 
city below. Keen for a break from the crowds 
and something adventurous, we took our friend 
Fernanda’s advice and signed up to a tandem 

we watched 
families 
playing and 
stOners 
smOking,  
this is daily 
life in riO

where you can see the city’s modernist style 
in full, striking effect in the undulating form 
of the church of st Francis of assisi. 
HigHligHts:  inhotim Centre of Contemporary 
Art  can be found just 60km from Belo Horizonte. 
this spectacular open-air art gallery houses 
dozens of works set amid 3,000 acres of lush 
gardens. Pieces can be found in reflecting pools, 
on top of a mountain and hidden in the forest. 
it’s an awe-inspiring experience for art lovers. 
At  Mercado Central  you can indulge in some 
retail therapy at this bustling market, home 
to more than 400 shops, restaurant and bars.  

Foodies will love the extensive choice of local 
specialty cheeses and herbs on offer.

Recife
at first glance recife, with its long, sandy 
beaches bordered by encroaching modern 
skyscrapers, is reminiscent of Benidorm with 
an extra dose of the tropical. But take a closer 
look and you’ll find not sports bars and greasy 
spoons, but a city rich in culture and history. 
often described as ‘the Brazilian Venice’ 
because of its system of canals and bridges built 
by dutch colonisers in the 1600s, this capital 
of northeast Brazil has a vibrant nightlife and 
fantastic carnival where visitors can experience 
frevo, the city’s traditional music and dance 
style. For a quieter stay, make your base in the 

peaceful and historic town of olinda. it’s only six 
kilometres from recife’s city centre so – don’t 
worry – you’re not too far from all the action. 
HigHligHts:  While the famous Boa viagem 
beach is right there in the city, it’s worth making 
the 70km trip out to the ever-popular Porto de 
galinhas to enjoy warm, clear water and a 
gentle breeze as well as a relaxing swim in the 
extraordinary tidal pools. leite Restaurant, back 
in Recife on the banks of the Capibaribe River, 
was established in 1882 and is a truly historic 
eatery that has served some seriously big names, 
including orson Welles and Jean-Paul sartre. 
order the giant shrimp grilled in butter followed 
by the regional desert, cartola, a banana topped 
with a slice of cheese and baked with sugar and 
cinnamon. give it a go, it’s better than it sounds. 

sPlAsHes oF ColoUR:
the bustling streets of 
Rio de Janeiro are home 
to a heady mix of bright 
colours and fast-paced 
traffic, along with a whole 
host of hidden treasures

World cup host city 
essentials continued...

Good in 
print, Great 
on your ipad
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The legendary Rio-born 
architect died last year 
at the ripe old age of 
104, having completed 
over 600 projects. Fidel 
Castro was a great 
friend, which gives 
you some idea of his 
political leanings.

hang glide over the city. Silently wafting 
over Sugarloaf, Copacabana, Lagoa and the 
Guanabara Bay before gliding to rest and a cold 
beer on the crunchy sands of Sao Conrado beach 
was about as emotional and liberating as you can 
get while strapped to a complete stranger. I can’t 
recommend it enough. 

There was culture, too. A trip to the Niterói 
contemporary art museum is worth it for the 
Oscar Niemeyer-designed building alone, and 
a stroll amid the botanical gardens offered 
welcome relief from the city’s incessant buzz. 
We took afternoon tea at the extraordinary and 
decadent Confeitaria Colombo (you can take the 
Englishman out of England, etc).

Evenings passed in a blur of tasty foods and 
long, cold cocktails. The sliced sirloin at Baixo 
da Gavea’s Hipodromo, the goat and broccoli rice 
at Novo Capela in Lapa, bottomless cheap drinks 
on spontaneous rooftop bars known as laje. It 
was these less refined pockets of Rio that I found 
most enticing, and despite the nagging sense of 
some unseen threat (borne from expectation 
rather than experience), most welcoming. The 
PR promise of a newly gleaming and fresh-faced 
Rio is disingenuous but also unwanted, because 
its magic comes from its mystery.

Our last day brought us to the fringes of 
Complexo do Alemão, the favelas infamously 

‘pacified’ by Brazilian special forces in 2007. 
Opinions vary on a place for tourism in the 
favelas; where some are keen to show their 
progress, others grumble as swathes are 
demolished for the Olympic clean-up with little 
concern for their residents. We saw progress 
and poverty in equal measure – the new cinema 
connected to a fizzing web of free-hanging power 
lines; shops and banks interrupted only by 
open air urinals; children kicking balls against 
walls daubed in political graffiti. Our guide 
choreographed the walk well, and I was glad 
to have him. We saw no trouble but I imagined 
many of Alemão’s less salubrious aspects were 

carefully masked from 
tourist eyes.

We found ourselves 
back on the Lapa Steps 
that night, wandering 
through knots of 
partying cariocas down 
to a tangle of alleys 
and archways. Around 
midnight, as we fought 

through the mass of dancers, drinkers, drug 
takers and crossdressers gyrating to the pulse of 
a hundred stereos and live MCs on every corner, 
we took a breather from the madness in a quiet 
corner. A street vendor saw his opportunity and 
wheeled his CD-laden bike towards us, keen to 
demonstrate his sound system and earn a few 
reals too. His music blared and my friend Sim, 
fuelled on the hedonism of the moment, started 
to dance. Before we knew it we were engulfed 
in a flashmob of eager new partygoers emerging 
from every doorway and another party was 
instantly under way. Rio is a fuse begging to be 
lit, and it takes only a tiny spark to set it off. e

good time is just part of the culture. the city is 
split between the historic seafront below and 
the modern municipality above, but the two are 
connected by a 72m art-deco elevator – the 
first public elevator in the world. it was on the 
outskirts of the city, on the sugar cane plantations, 
that the samba grew from the ancient african 
beats of the slaves who worked there and music 
still infuses the city today. But there are no hipster 
clubs or that kind of scene here. the best parties 
are out in the street and everyone’s invited.
HigHligHts: old former sugar mill solar do Unhão 
overlooks the beautiful All saints Bay that houses 
not only a modern art museum but the brilliant 
saturday afternoon jam session. it provides a 
wicked vibe, amazing music and a spectacular 
setting with captivating people. Why not take 
your hangover to the city’s historical centre of 
Pelourinho, to soak up some vibes of a different 
kind in this UNesCo World Heritage site. As 
the oldest city in Brazil there are colourful 
colonial buildings and churches reflecting 
the blend of African, european and 
Amerindian cultures that all thrived here.

BRAsíliA
perhaps you’re thinking rio is the 
capital of Brazil? Wrong: since 1960 
this futuristic city has taken on that 
role. construction on the city of 
Brasília, in the centre of the country, 
didn’t start until 1956 but it has already 
become a unesco World heritage 
site due to the avant-garde nature of 
the architecture. the move from the coast 
symbolised the country’s change from 
colonial state to independent nation and in 
the three powers square among the city’s wide 
avenues are the seats of Brazil’s executive and 
legislative power and the supreme Federal court.
HigHligHts: Find some green space in among the 
modern buildings and seek out the huge City Park. 
it’s slightly bigger than New York’s Central Park 
and where city dwellers go to jog, cycle, skate, 
sunbathe and have barbecues. talking of food, 
more adventurous eaters should book a table at 
the beautiful Patu Anu, a hideout in the lago Norte 
zone. the restaurant mixes international recipes 
with local ingredients. Anyone fancy alligator with 
a tropical cherry Coke to wash it down?

cuiABá
pack plenty of Factor 50 if you stop off at this 
sweltering city as temperatures often reach over 
40c in the summer. cuiabá is the geographical 
centre of south america and sits where three 
ecosystems meet: the savannahs of the cerrado, 
the wetlands of the pantanal and the amazon. 
most of the fun is to be had exploring these 
natural phenomena and you won’t miss much 
by leaving the city behind. strap on a backpack, 
stock up on water and get your adventure face on.

HigHligHts: Wildlife spotting in the 
transpantaneira is a must. Drive out along the 
transpantaneira road to a lodge from where you 
can do a guided hike and a spotlight drive after 
sunset. if you’re lucky you’ll get to hang out with 
creatures of the night like capybaras, tarantulas 
and jaguars. At Zumzum Bar Disco get involved 
with some slightly different night owls. it’s a fun 
gay club in Cuiabá where you’ll find live music, 
drag queens and go-go boys ruling after dark.

são PAulo
the largest city in Brazil with over 11 million 
inhabitants, são paulo is also the financial and 
business  
 
 

centre 
of the country. With a skyline to challenge 
manhattan, the city could initially be mistaken as 
a soulless metropolis, but take a closer look and 
you’ll find a city buzzing with cultural life. With 
around 100 ethnic groups making their home in 
são paulo, one of the best things about the city 
is the abundance and diversity of top-quality 
restaurants.  it’s a foodie’s paradise.
HigHligHts: D.o.M. is the sixth-best place to eat 
in the world, according to Restaurant Magazine 
in April. Chef Alex Atala uses distinctly Brazilian 
ingredients like the Jambu herb from the Amazon 
region. on chewing, it sends an electrical 
sensation through your body. Yes please! virada 
Cultural is a round-the-clock cultural event which 
takes place every year at the beginning of May. it’s 
basically a 24-hour non-stop party that takes over 
the streets and historic buildings of downtown são 
Paulo with theatre, dance, movies, DJs, exhibitions, 
live bands and circus and street artists there’s 
something for everyone.

cuRitiBA
the tourist information for curitiba reads like 
brainwashing propaganda for some kind of 
alternative utopia. there’s lots of talk of the people 
and the urban areas coexisting in harmonious 
organisation, of urban planning that has helped 
to avoid uncontrolled growth. images of robotic, 
vacantly smiling automatons walking in single 
file from controlled work to approved recreational 
activities spring to mind. But be assured there’s 
more to the city than that. there’s a thriving 
cultural scene and the population is a diverse mix 
of German, italian, polish and ukrainian heritage.
HigHligHts: the Ópera de Arame is unlike 
anything you’ll have seen before, set as it is 
over water in the Pedreiras Park. Constructed 
from metal tubes and glass with a gorgeous 
domed ceiling, it almost doesn’t matter what’s 
being performed. And why not take the serra 

verde express, an unforgettable train ride to 
the coastal town of Morretes through the 

breathtaking Atlantic Rainforest.

PoRto AlegRe
porto alegre is the capital of rio 
Grande do sul and has benefited 
from large-scale immigration from 
portugal, italy, Germany and poland. 
it might be a metropolitan centre but 
the city lies at the convergence of six 
rivers that form an enormous lagoon. 

across the area’s 497 sq km there are 
more than one million trees, making 

it an intensely lush and beautiful place 
to visit. located as it is in the very south 

of Brazil the locals refer to themselves as 
gauchos and they share many traditions and 

folklore with their argentine neighbours.  
HigHligHts: Watch the sunset, a five-minute 
wander over the guaiba River but worth the effort. 
if you go up to level five of the old gasômetro 
power station, now a cultural space, you can take 
in a wider view. taste traditional gaucho barbecue 
at Na Brasa with beef, chicken, pork, lamb and 
wild boar on offer. it’s slim pickings for vegetarians.

MAnAus
most visitors use the capital city of the amazon 
state as a jumping-off point ahead of a trek into 
the jungle. But manaus has its own natural 
phenomenon to show off about in the confluence 
of the rivers negro and solimões. the two rivers 
run side by side for over 18km. hop on a ferry 
or tour boat to take a closer look at this strange 
anomaly before heading out to one of the romantic 
floating restaurants on lake Janauari.
HigHligHts: take your time and scope the city to 
find a reputable tour operator who can organise 
your expedition into the Amazon for a Jungle 
trek. Amazon tree Climbing is another highly 
recommended option. Just make sure you don’t 
look down; it’s quite a way to the bottom.

nAtAl
the name may be portuguese for ‘christmas’ 
but the popular tourist destination is more 
popularly known as ‘sun city’ thanks to 
its toasty climate, with an annual average 
temperature of 28c and, on average, 300 days 
of blissful sunshine each year. despite its 
abundance of beaches and sand dunes natal 
has only built the infrastructure to support the 
growing tourist industry in the last 20 years. 
the most famous beach is ponta negra where 
you’ll find plenty of bars, restaurants, hotels 
and nightclubs. at the far south of the beach 
is the famous morro do careca (‘bald hill’) 
dune while at the north is the Via costeira, a 
coastal road that connects ponta negra with 
several other of the local beaches.
HigHligHts: the Dunes of genipabu are 
stunning to look at, but we’re more interested 
in the fun to be had messing about on them. 
Hire a buggy with a driver who’ll take you 
on a white-knuckle ride. Make sure you ask 
for a ride ‘with emotion’ if you want the full 
experience. Book the grand taj Mahal suite 
at the five-star ocean Palace Beach Resort 
and Bungalows on the via Costeira. As well as 
spacious, modern accommodation you’ll have 
an impressive decked balcony overlooking the 
ocean complete with its own pool.

foRtAlezA
this popular city is the capital of the state 
of ceará. despite being one of the smallest 
states in Brazil it has one of the longest 
coastlines and Fortaleza is home to some of 
the country’s prettiest beaches. it’s no surprise 
then that most of the fun to be had is found 
around the coast. check out the traditional 
shacks serving fresh seafood on praia do 
Futuro, the bars and clubs on iracema beach 
or for a taste of old Brazil pitch your umbrella 
on mucuripe beach where you can watch 
local fishermen head out to sea in their 
handmade wooden boats.
HigHligHts: try Beach Park, Brazil’s largest 
water theme park with super-fast slides set 
across 35,000 sq km. show off your fearless 
nature on the ‘insano’ – a 14-storey high slide 
that’s also the tallest waterslide in the world. 
You’ll reach 105 kmph on the five-second drop. 
Not into death slides? take in a bit of religious 
history with a visit to the Fortaleza Cathedral. 
Built in gothic-Roman style, it took 40 years to 
complete and is the third biggest in Brazil.

sAlvADoR
if you’re looking to party hard then forget rio 
and head north to salvador where having a 

World cup cities Brazil 
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