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PROLOGUE

In the last week of February 2003, gangsters linked to the drug traffic unleashed a wave of violence in Rio. They set fire to buses in the city’s outskirts, had shoot-outs with the police in the favelas, and set off cinema-type car chases on the motorways. The city became apprehensive. Carnival was round the corner, and Rio was expecting hundreds of thousands of tourists. The hotels had a record number of bookings, the weather forecast predicted five days of sunshine hot enough to melt a cathedral, and the cariocas had already sold their souls to Brahma – a beer brand, not a god. In the vital process of working themselves up for the big show, Carnival groups were already on the streets, though according to the calendar the holiday hadn’t yet begun.

On the Monday before Carnival, in a reprisal for the toughening of their boss’s prison conditions, young louts on motorcycles tried to force shopkeepers in some neighbourhoods to shut their premises. Five months earlier, in September 2002, they’d already successfully done this. But this time, the city adopted Hemingway’s motto when threatened by elephants: ‘elegance under pressure’. Not all the shopkeepers obeyed orders. And there were other, very carioca forms of resistance.

In Ipanema, just as two gangsters, somewhat more daring than the others, were trying to make a supermarket pull down its doors, the samba group Vem Ni Mim Que Sou Facinha [Harass Me, I’m Willing] was getting ready to start up in its home base fifteen yards away, the little nameless square in front of the Zig-Zag bar, near the Praça General Osório. The Facinha wasn’t going to let anything get in the way of its Carnival. One of the participants was stretching out a banner calling people together; another was checking the sound equipment; a third was organising the sale of T-shirts with the group’s logo on them; yet another had charge of a crucial part of the operation – jamming cans of beer into enormous ice-filled polystyrene containers. When everything was ready, the beautiful, black, stout seventy-year-old Tereza, the Facinha’s flag-bearer, gave two steps forward with her banner. The tambourines rattled, and hundreds of people launched into the samba written for that year by the group’s composers. When they heard the song, with words all about happiness and good vibes, it may have been that, for many of the tradesmen on the block, life had returned to normal – and, while at other times they might have given in to the gangsters’ pressure, they changed their minds and opened their doors. The club leapt and danced all night. Carnival, as always, had re-established the moral balance.

It was perfect. In the five days of Carnival proper, around 200 groups and bands paraded through Rio’s streets, with more than a million people in their wake. In the Sambodrome, the samba schools put on a show of an extravagance and euphoria not seen for many years. In every area of the city, even those where conflict was a way of life, the dances in the open squares kept masses of people going till dawn. The city nearly drowned in feijoada (the traditional dish of black bean stew) – there’d never been so much, in the restaurants or the hotels. The happiness and high jinks drowned out the headlines speaking of violence and fear. The presence of the army ensured that every carioca had the right to his or her Carnival.

In those few days, Rio welcomed 400,000 tourists – who, when they were asked by the research institutes about the violence question, said they’d seen nothing out of the ordinary. Spread around the processions, dances, parties and junketings, they had a great time, took their clothes off like the natives, kissed each other in their millions, made love, laughed and fell head over heels for each other; at last they understood what Carnival in Rio was. Long after Ash Wednesday, most of them were still around. They’d never seen anything like it.

Even for the cariocas, who for centuries have been putting this spectacle on and starring in it, Carnival 2003 was one for the record books. It was Carnival under fire – but there was nothing new about that. That’s the way Rio has lived during the centuries of its history – and not just in February.





CHAPTER ONE

Two or three Decembers ago, Marize Araújo, a Brazilian advertising executive living in Lisbon, came to spend the Christmas and new year holidays in Rio. A mutual friend of ours, the architect Ana Luiza Pinheiro, went to pick her up at Galeão airport. Marize is carioca and she held an unusual record for carioca expatriates: she hadn’t been back to the city for three years. It was a daytime flight, but it was dark by the time the plane had landed. Half an hour later, happily chattering away to Ana Luiza on her way to Ipanema, she hadn’t the least idea that in a short while, she would have the greatest reception of her life – the greatest that any carioca could have imagined.

The car came through the two halves of the Rebouç as tunnel and, at the very moment when the vision of the Rodrigo de Freitas lagoon opened out in front of her, fireworks shot into the sky, bursting in coloured lights mirrored in the still water. Marize was shocked. That in itself would have been a terrific welcome, but if the display programmer had been the devil himself equipped with a battery of computers, the result couldn’t have been more infernal. Along with the fireworks, layer upon layer of mini lights, two and a half million of them, lit up a huge Christmas tree, floating right in the middle of the lagoon. And, at the same time, the fanfares of a symphony orchestra playing ‘Cidade maravilhosa’ Rio’s euphoric anthem, came out of loudspeakers among the clouds. Almost breathless, tears gushing out, Marize asked Ana Luiza to stop the car – she wanted to see and hear the spectacle the city had prepared for her.

It was an accident, of course. Her arrival had merely coincided with the opening ceremony for the Christmas tree that, for some years now, a company has been setting afloat in the lagoon in early December. The fireworks and the orchestra playing ‘Cidade maravilbosa’ are part of the proceedings. But, for Marize, how magical that this should happen just at that very moment.

For me, with its conjunction of coincidences, this story beats another – famous, though with a whiff of fiction about it – concerning an Irish sailor whose religious faith was about to drown in whisky, and who landed in Rio on the night of 12 October 1931. Stepping out on to Mauà Square, he glanced up into the night sky and up there, far away, Jesus Christ arose from nowhere: gleaming, upright, hovering, with his arms open over the city. When he saw this vision, the sailor almost had a heart attack. He thought the alcohol was making him see things. But it might be a sign, too, a warning that God wasn’t going to let him lose his soul to a distillery. He ran back to the ship, shut himself in his quarters, swore never to drink again, and gave himself up to the chaplain – who, if he knew what had really happened, decided not to disappoint the sailor. How was the sailor going to believe that the Christ was a soapstone statue as high as a ten-storey building, planted on the crest of a rock 2,000 feet above sea level and whose illumination was just at that very moment being switched on for the first time? And that this lighting had nothing supernatural about it, except that it was being provided, from a distance, by Guglielmo Marconi, the inventor of radio? Marconi had sent out an electric signal from his ship Electra, anchored in the Bay of Naples, which in its turn had been picked up by a receiver in Dorchester, England, retransmitted to an antenna on the other side of the Atlantic, in Jacarepagua in Rio, and then sent up to the statue on the top of the Corcovado – now that really was difficult to believe.



Coming in to Rio is so spectacular that throughout the centuries, for anyone arriving by plane or ship, it has set off these alterations in perception. It must have been the same in summer 1502, when a Portuguese fleet commanded by Gonçalo Coelho came into Guanabara bay for the first time. Its chief pilot, the Florentine Amerigo Vespucci, thought the bay was a river mouth. And, since it was 1 January, he called the place Rio de Janeiro – a name we all love, and immediately shorten to plain Rio. Still today historians ask how Vespucci, a pilot who had sailed the seven seas, and an ace in cosmography, managed to confuse a bay with a river. Well, maybe he was bowled over by the setting, and if that’s the case, he wasn’t the only one – just the first. Another theory is that in old Portuguese, ‘no’ was just another word for a bay. In that case, Vespucci made no mistake. A quick look at his c.v. might persuade us not to underestimate him when it comes to naming things. For example; Columbus might have discovered America – but who invented the expression ‘New World’, and ended up giving his name to the new-found continent? The daring Amerigo Vespucci – the same man who baptised Rio.

If Vespucci returned to the city today, 500 years on, what would he think? In 1502, when he faced the Sugar Loaf, he saw in Guanabara something very like the idea the ancients had of Paradise: a riotous display of hills and mountain-ranges, beaches, inlets, islands, dunes, sandbanks, mangrove swamps, lagoons and forests, all this under an endless blue sky. A masterpiece of nature, inhabited by happy, sunburnt and amoral people: men and women who spent all their time singing and dancing in the sun, everybody naked, cheerfully fornicating in the woods and on the sand, sleeping in hammocks by moonlight or in romantic straw huts, and surrounded by an abundance of fruit, birds and fish, all within reach – you didn’t have to plant, just pluck, as long as you lived. It was a
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