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The Plan  

 

Large, odd or rare mammals were on the main menu for our holiday to Brazil. Whilst the 

Atlantic forests of Rio de Janeiro and Minas Gerais states would provide a long list of 

endemic and other birds, the State of Mato Grosso with its Amazon forest and vast 

wetlands of the Pantanal would provide the chance to catch up with some large pussycats, 

along with unlikely looking things that eat termites. 

 

We arranged to travel for five weeks in the dry winter period with the time spent roughly 

equally between a self-guiding hire car assisted visit to the ñMata Atlanticaò and an ñempty 

your walletsò tour in the Amazon and the Pantanal. Wedged between these marvellous 

wildlife habitats was a short visit to the geographically spectacular and culturally curious 

City of Rio de Janeiro and the frightening sights on Copacabana Beach.    

 

 



Seven line summary  

 

Brazil is one of those odd countries that are neither one thing nor the other. It is certainly 

not what is euphemistically termed a ñdeveloping countryò, nor is it truly first world. For 

me it didnôt have the confronting and exciting in-your-face edge that poorer countries have, 

nor a first world fashion sense when it came to old ladiesô swimwear. 

 

For wildlife, I got the feeling that the tide is turning in its favour. Brazil is an enormous 

country and there are many intact ecosystems, and Brazilian people are starting to take an 

interest. I felt positive about Brazil and its people. 

 

 

 

 



 

Itinerary (as executed)  

 

 

date activity stay at 

26-Jun fly Sydney to Buenos Aires   

27-Jun fly Buenos Aires to Rio de Janeiro   

 drive to Serra dos Tucanos Serra dos Tucanos 

28-Jun at Serra dos Tucanos Serra dos Tucanos 

29-Jun at Serra dos Tucanos Serra dos Tucanos 

30-Jun at Serra dos Tucanos Serra dos Tucanos 

1-Jul at Serra dos Tucanos Serra dos Tucanos 

2-Jul drive to Caratinga - Feliciano Miguel Abdala Reserve  Feliciano Miguel Abdala Reserve 

3-Jul at Feliciano Miguel Abdala Reserve Feliciano Miguel Abdala Reserve 

4-Jul destroy a Fiat and redesign a hire car Caratinga town 

5-Jul go to Belo Horizonte and get another car Santuario do Caraca 

6-Jul at Caraca National Park Santuario do Caraca 

7-Jul at Caraca National Park Santuario do Caraca 

8-Jul at Caraca National Park Santuario do Caraca 

9-Jul go to Cipo National Park Pousada Lapa Grande,Cordeal Mota 

10-Jul at Cipo National Park Pousada Lapa Grande,Cordeal Mota 

11-Jul at Cipo National Park Pousada Lapa Grande,Cordeal Mota 

12-Jul go to Persopolis "love hotel" somewhere 

13-Jul drive to Rio, return car Ibiza Hotel, Copacabana Beach 

14-Jul visit the big statue on the hill, botanic gardens Ibiza Hotel, Copacabana Beach 

15-Jul check the beach again, fly to Cuiaba  Mato Grosso Palace Hotel 

16-Jul at Cuiaba, bus to Alta Floresta at 1900 in bus watching trucks 

17-Jul to Cristalino Lodge, Amazonia Cristalino Lodge 

18-Jul at Cristalino Lodge Cristalino Lodge 

19-Jul at Cristalino Lodge Cristalino Lodge 

20-Jul at Cristalino Lodge Cristalino Lodge 

21-Jul at Cristalino Lodge Cristalino Lodge 

22-Jul at Cristalino Lodge Cristalino Lodge 

23-Jul return to Alta Floresta  Floresta Amazonica Hotel 

24-Jul fly to Cuiaba and transfer to Pantanal Jaguar Ecolodge 

25-Jul at Jaguar Ecolodge Jaguar Ecolodge 

26-Jul at Jaguar Ecolodge Jaguar Ecolodge 

27-Jul at Jaguar Ecolodge Jaguar Ecolodge 

28-Jul at Jaguar Ecolodge and Araras Ecolodge Jaguar Ecolodge 

29-Jul at Jaguar Ecolodge Jaguar Ecolodge 

30-Jul go to Araras Ecolodge Araras Ecolodge 

31-Jul return to Cuiaba Mato Grosso Palace Hotel 

1-Aug fly Cuiaba to Brasilia, Rio and Buenos Aires planes, airports 

2-Aug lost on date line   

3-Aug arrive home at the mercy of Aerolineas Argentinas   

 



 
 

 



 



Brazilian people  

 

We didnôt visit any areas where comparatively poor people live. So my observations are 

biased towards just a few areas in a vast country. Brazilians were found to be exceptionally 

helpful and obliging. Nobody behaved like a nuisance trying to sell us anything and at no 

time were we over-serviced by someone expecting tips. Given our almost total lack of 

understanding of the Portuguese language we found that we could function effectively on a 

combination of goodwill, sign language and cash. Tourists appear to be neither a curiosity 

nor significant economic contributors, so normal behaviour is easy. 

 

Although much is said and written of personal security in Brazil we didnôt feel unsafe in 

the areas we visited. 

 

 
 

 

The Lonely Planet Guide and going broke in Brazil  

 

This deserves a mention. Much of what is printed in the Lonely Planet Guide is outdated 

(which canôt be helped) or utter bullshit. The guidebook says that using Visa cards to get 

money from ATMs or banks is easy. Let me be unequivocal on this point ï you will not get 

a Visa card to find you any money anywhere outside of VERY large airports or cities. 

 

 

Wildlife (see also lists and notes at the end of this report)  

 

We identified 550 different birds and 43 mammals. The bird list far exceeded expectations. 

Mammal lists are always going to be disappointing if you follow in the footsteps of Jon 

Hall, who manages to see more things in less than half the time. This is what happens I 

guess when you ignore birdsééé  

 



I really only wanted to be sure of three mammals ï jaguar, giant anteater and maned wolf 

and we saw all these easily. 

 

We had a copy of All the Birds of Brazil (Deodato Souza) and for mammals we relied on 

local knowledge, Jon Hallôs notes, pictures off the internet and the Field Guide to 

Neotropical Rainforest Mammals (Emmons).  

 

We had the usual difficulties with Souza. However this book is a field guide in the sense 

that you do not need two Nepalese porters to carry it in the field. After a while you learn 

the conversion code from art to life and back again, or else you give up. The range maps 

are very useful and mostly accurate. The descriptions of the calls suggest that Mr Souza 

and associates were sometimes working late into the night and probably drinking what now 

powers many of the smaller vehicles in Brazil. Certainly the guide is valuable in the sense 

that at least it has all the birds of Brazil in it (at the time of publication). 

 

Mammal taxonomy, particularly for primates, has seen many changes in recent years, so 

often we had little idea of what we were looking at. My thanks go to Jon Hall for sorting 

this out in this report. 

 

 
 

Birds  

 

My one target ï harpy eagle was missed (by one day). Thatôs okay ï I may yet return to 

South America and I need something to look for! Of the 550 birds identified 290 were 

lifers. This far exceeded expectations.  

 

We guided ourselves around the Atlantic forests during the first part of the trip and missed 

few birds of any consequence, although I am certain that a professional guide would have 



winkled out a few rarities here and there. By walking alone we could get further along trails 

and to sites where many mixed groups of equipment-laden retirees would have ground to a 

halt. We made the decision to spend more time in the field with the money we saved on 

guides, so our list grew by visiting more sites. Pete, the resident guide at Serra dos Tucanos 

was invaluable with site notes and directions to find the local specialities during our stay 

there. 

 

Our Amazon site ï the awesome Cristalino Lodge ï provided guides as part of the package. 

A local guide, Jorge, was excellent on birds but our full-time birding guide ï ñReasonableò 

Brad Davis, a Canadian ex-pat married to a local lady (who was sensibly hidden from us) 

found us over 200 birds. I doubt we would have identified half of these on our own, 

assuming we knew where to look in the first place. We were rapt. We missed heaps but 

thatôs the gig in rainforest anywhere. Cristalino Lodge is listed as one of the top birding 

destinations in the world and deservedly so. 

 

In the Pantanal we had the guiding services of Eduardo Falcao (owner of Jaguar Eco-

Lodge). Eduardo is famed for his ability to find jaguars (being part-jaguar himself) but also 

knows all of the local birds and where to search for them. We would have seen more birds 

with him if mammals and other tourists hadnôt competed for his attention. We werenôt 

displeased with our bird sightings in the Pantanal, a place where volume overwhelms 

diversity. Hyacinth macaw was the standout bird here. 

 

I reckon that 600-650 birds could have been seen with our itinerary if mammals were 

largely ignored and local birding guides were used at all sites.  

 

Mammals 

 

Jaguar is at the top of everyoneôs wish list for mammals for Brazil. We had two sightings, 

both on the Cuiaba River at Porto Jofre in the Pantanal. Our first was an attractive wet 

pussy sighting as a jaguar cub swam in front of our boat to reach its mum on the riverbank. 

We almost ran over it.  

 

Giant anteater has long fascinated me and we feared that we would miss it when we culled 

Canastra National Park from our original trip plan. Happily the area around Araras Eco-

Lodge in the Pantanal was awash with them, with three sightings on three different days. 

Maned wolf completes my world wolf list (I think). Maned wolves are something of a 

circus animal and virtually guaranteed at Caraca National Park at the nightly feeding at the 

Santuario do Caraca (the monastery).  

 

Most mammals in South America are either difficult to see or mythical. We were happy to 

see a range of marmosets and other monkeys and scam a few eccentric bits and pieces 

along the way. The Pantanal was the best area for mammals, followed by the Amazon with 

the Atlantic forests being very slow. Spotlighting was rewarding in the Pantanal but 

frustrating elsewhere, disappointingly so along the Cristalino River.  

 

Jorge is a standout mammal guide at Cristalino Lodge. 

 



 
 

 
 

 

 

 



Reptiles 

 

Winter is never too good for reptiles anywhere, and Brazil is no exception. Various 

caimans form the bulk of the reptile biomass and these are relatively boring creatures 

unless they are being eaten by a jaguar or physically attached to you. We had good views 

of anacondas, one other unidentified snake (sufficiently small enough to make a tidy meal 

for a mid-sized spider), a few iguanas and skinks and that was about it. 

 

Insects (annoying), visible or otherwise 

 

July is the wrong time of year to see Brazilôs more attractive insects. All is not lost because 

it is a good time to get up close to chiggers, ñno-see-umsò, ticks and the occasional 

mosquito. I have tough skin but at the time of writing only the sole of one foot and a small 

patch on my lower left ribcage does not have a bite on it. That leaves plenty of interesting 

places that do. I have cancelled all my lingerie modelling assignments for the foreseeable 

future as my ankles, waistline and legs are currently unusually unattractive. Some of my 

bite marks have been re-bitten more than once. I considered leaving some of the larger 

ticks attached as a deterrence to others. My records are incomplete but any day with less 

than ten ticks was considered a good day. Insect removal competed with drinking as an 

end-of-day activity. 

 

ñThe Day of the Chiggerò (at Cipo National Park ï donôt go there) will live long in my 

memory. 

 

Mercifully, mosquitoes were uncommon or absent. 

 

In summary, Brazilôs insects were pretty lame and caused no real issues that fingernails 

couldnôt worsen. Wearing a wetsuit at all times would have been uncomfortable and may 

not have been a sufficient deterrent. 

 

Insects (not annoying)  

 

A few butterflies.   

 



 
Vegetation  

 

Reasonably easy to find at most locations. I got the feeling that it will be around for a while 

longer despite all the coverage to the contrary in the media. I understand that deforestation 

rates are slowing in the Amazon and in some of the rural areas we visited people had 

moved to the cities. Here farms and houses were abandoned and native vegetation was on 

the increase. Some Brazilians told me that my optimistic view was unfounded whilst some 

others supported it. So I donôt really know. I know one thing for certain ï Brazil has a 

much better environmental record than Australia. 

 

 

Legends a nd reality  

 

The differences between expectation and delivery were so great in some areas, they 

deserve special comment - 

 

Legend has it that ï Brazil is an especially dangerous country in which to travel, 

particularly so in Rio and surrounds. 

 

Aside from the possibility of being suffocated to death between two or more 

gargantuan matrons in G-strings walking their jewel-encrusted dogs (with their little 

booties) along the promenade at Copacabana Beach, we found no evidence of any 

danger. Everyone was extra-helpful and friendly and dodgy-looking types were rare. 

No doubt these chaps could be located at night in big cities if you were inclined to 

stagger out of strip-clubs drunk and wearing nothing except a Rolex and your 

favourite gold dog chain. We preferred to undertake these activities in daylight hours.  

 

We heard of no problems from other tourists, and felt safe at all times. 

 

Legend has it that ï Brazilian police are unfriendly, corrupt, mean, ugly and hunt in 

packs extorting money from anyone who can pay.  

 



We had some interaction with the variously plumaged varieties of police, and in one 

case, all of them simultaneously. They were interesting folk, just doing their jobs with 

their nice uniforms. They appeared to understand the law, or if not, they had access to 

thick law books just in case. They smiled a lot. They have a particular interest in large 

military-style weapons. 

 

There will be further insights into the lot of the Brazilian police scattered throughout 

this report. 

 

Significantly they did not ask us for any money. At least not in any language I could 

understand. And they werenôt all ugly. I suppose they did hunt in packs. 

 

Legend has it that ï If Dengue Fever doesnôt claim you then Malaria certainly will. A 

host of other potentially fatal tropical diseases are said to hide behind every leaf and 

in every pond.  

 

We asked about dangerous biting insects at each place we visited and everyone said 

the same things ï ñnot hereò or ñnot nowò. Insects that were not too dangerous could 

be found. See ñinsectsò in the ñwildlifeò section. 

 

Legend has it that ï All Brazilian drivers believe that they are already five laps behind 

when they get into a vehicle.  

 

The somewhat useless Lonely Planet Guide goes on to say that Brazilians are 

overfond of using their horns. Clearly the writer(s) have never been to Brazil. Let me 

be quite clear on this point ï Brazilian drivers rarely use car horns and drive relatively 

safely in comparison with other Latin American countries. They are courteous, even 

when confronted with extreme situations, for example, if their car has been totalled by 

a hire car driven by me. 

 

Legend has it that ï All Brazilian women are beautiful. Well, you know what I mean. 

 

Now I must confess some personal bias. I prefer women that are easier to walk around 

than over. I have no issues with exceedingly large older women enjoying the seaside 

airs. Doing so in a skimpy bikini whilst drinking beer on Copacabana Beach is not a 

good look. 

 

Barry-Sean and I concluded that Brazilian women are either exceedingly attractive or 

they are not. There wasnôt much middle ground. 

 



 
 

Legend has it that ï Rio de Janeiroôs location is stunningly beautiful. 

 

Yeah, Iôll concede that. 

 

 
 



 

Alcohol and food  

 

Beer is widely available. It is of an average standard and relatively inexpensive. A cold can 

or stubbie cost us between two and 4.5 reais ($A1.30 to $A3) depending on location.  

 

We sampled a Brazilian red wine. We didnôt do this again. 

 

Breakfasts are universally provided as part of hotel or lodge room tariffs. They were very 

good. Our accommodation often included other meals on a full board basis. These were 

always buffet style, varied, tasty and able to stay within the body for the requisite period. 

Generally they were of better quality than a la carte meals we bought at restaurants. Steaks 

were unremarkable by South American standards. Spicy food was hard to find and not very 

good. 

 

The civilised world knows that beer, gin and tonic and single malt whisky aid the digestive 

process and we credit this diet with our lack of stomach-and-food interface issues.  

 

 

Driving in Brazil    

 

Brazilian roads are quite amazing. Whilst some areas have roads with consistently good 

surfaces, others, like the highway between Belo Horizonte and Rio, keep drivers, 

navigators and any other passengers fully alert, scared and often in pain. The traffic plays 

only a small part in all of this. It is the size of what we call ñpotholesò in Australia that is 

important. In Brazil they may as well be called ñblack holesò because many of them only 

receive matter; nothing is ever returned. Most of these could be dodged but some were 

strategically located such that avoidance was impossible. I wedged various pieces of wood 

in parts of the hire carôs undercarriage to stop unusual squeaks, rattles and grunting. It is 

hard to get a car to grunt, but there you are. 

 

Brazilian traffic engineers (if there are any) might have been responsible for the installation 

of speed humps. These are ubiquitous, even on major highways. They are occasionally 

signposted and manifest themselves in a bewildering array of shapes, sizes, materials and 

states of disrepair. They are often located under trees or on corners so that they cannot be 

seen. Some are so formidable that whole communities have grown up around them. 

Tradespersons in such places offer a range of mechanical and intimate personal services. 

Barry-Sean thinks that I am exaggerating here. He said that the availability of mechanical 

services is often somewhat scant. 

 

Speed cameras are everywhere. At this point in time I am blissfully unaware of the number 

of speeding fines I have inherited. 

 

Brazilian drivers are always in a hurry but they are not generally aggressive by deed or 

gesture. I would say they are courteous, skilled and crazy. 

 

Traffic signs are a bit of a tease. In many places there arenôt any and you soon learn to deal 

with this (by getting lost). In other areas you get lulled into a false belief that there will be 

more signs down the road. You will inevitably be disappointed. Signs would display 



desirable destinations at several consecutive intersections only to be ignored thereafter or 

replaced by a totally different set of town names or whatever. This would then repeat itself 

endlessly. If you think I am joking, I was asked to participate in an ñexit surveyò at Rio 

Airport by a government tourism survey team. They specifically asked questions on road 

surface conditions and signposting. 

 

 
 

We had two driving days when we didnôt get lost. These were the two days when our car 

stayed parked at Caraca. On other days we would get lost so often that an eventual arrival, 

sometimes on the same day as departure, would be so joyous that we felt like we could 

have chewed the fat with the likes of Christopher Columbus, Sir Edmond Hilary or anyone 

arriving on-time from an Aerolineas Argentinas flight. I am told that Brazilians also get lost 

on their roads on a routine basis. 

 

Whilst no small furry animals died on the roads whilst I was driving, a small Fiat certainly 

did. See the diary entry for the 4
th
 of July. 

 

Our hire car was a small locally-manufactured Chevrolet Cheap. It ran on sugar cane. Cane 

alcohol is relatively inexpensive in Brazil and averaged about $A1 / litre. At least this 

meant that the car and its occupants could all have a drink each day.  

 

The car was so basic it lacked a heater, internal door locks and many other simple things 

we take for granted. We hired the car through AutoEurope. The Brazilian company Unidas 

supplied the car. I would vigorously suggest you hire a car from someone else, no matter 

whether Unidas offer to give you the hire for free. The diary section of this report will 

progressively explain why this is so. The only good thing about Unidas is one of their front 

desk staff at Rio. (Hi Maria!).  

 

In summary, ambitious driving itineraries in hire cars should be avoided. Unfortunately the 

places we visited are not public transport friendly and I cannot imagine how else you would 

get to them, without incurring much expense. 


