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Below: Fishermen on Puruba Beach, Ubatuba. Facing page: Camarão alho e óleo, the Brazilian dish of prawns sautéed in olive oil and garlic
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On a road trip 
from São Paulo to 
Rio, host city for 
the 2016 Olympic 
Games, Catherine 
Balston discovers 
gourmet gold

Tasting 
success  

in Brazil
W edged in between the 

forest-covered slopes 
of the Serra do Mar 

mountains and the Atlantic Ocean 
runs a 600km stretch of road, the 
BR-101, connecting São Paulo and Rio 
de Janeiro. If you’re heading to the 
Olympics this summer and you have 
the time to spare, this is a chance to 
enjoy one of the great drives of the 
entire Americas. 

The tarmac cuts a winding path 
through the dense vegetation of 
the Atlantic Forest, over crystalline 
rivers, past pristine beaches and 
through fishing villages that were  
all but isolated from the world  
before the road was built in the 
1970s. Imagine a route with all the  
jaw-dropping scenery of California’s 
Big Sur and the unique culinary mix 
of Mexico’s Mayan Riviera. 

Driving the route can take 
anything from three days to three 
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months, with thousands of sandy beaches 
and tropical islands to explore along the way 
and a local culture – caiçara culture – that 
is simple and slow. “The caiçara have a way 
of living that is stripped-back – they live 
in the present,” explains Yara Castro, a 
chef and food historian who runs a cooking 
school in Paraty, one of the historic towns 
along the coast. Indigenous, Portuguese 
and African slave customs are all part of the 
caiçara history, and when it comes to food, 
Yara describes the mix as down-to-earth and 
packed with fresh, local flavours. 

Seafood, sugar cane, manioc (cassava), 
banana and forest fruits are all in abundance 
here, and they’ve been making their way 
onto the menus at some of São Paulo’s most 

highly acclaimed restaurants – D.O.M., Maní, 
Tuju and Brasil a Gosto – whose chefs are 
spearheading a back-to-Brazil revolution in 
fine dining, valuing the country’s own culinary 
heritage over its long-standing obsession with 
old-world cuisine. 

An up-and-coming ambassador for caiçara 
cooking is sparky young chef, Eudes Assis. 
For his recently opened restaurant Taioba 
(taiobagastronomia.com.br), on the outskirts 
of the beach town Camburi, he buys all his 
seafood direct from local fishermen. The 
youngest of 14 children, Eudes grew up on the 
coast watching his mother grow manioc and 
coffee, and dry fillets of fish in the sun, hung 
on the washing line. “She cooked whatever 
the sea and the land gave us. When I opened 
my restaurant, I wanted to do everything that 
my mother had done, but with technique and 
presentation,” says Eudes, who trained at Le 
Cordon Bleu in Paris and did a stint at Ferran 
Adrià’s El Bulli in Spain. 

I stop in at Taioba on the first stretch of 
my journey along the coast and try Eudes’ 
casadinho de manjuba appetiser – a prawn 

“On the beach, we’d  
scoop up the rice using  
the shells, so you’d  
have to lick your  
fingers afterwards”  
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Clockwise, from 
far left: Arroz 
lambe-lambe 
(‘lick-lick rice’), 
a speciality of 
chef Eudes Assis 
at restaurant 
Taioba; visitors can 
explore the coast 
aboard graceful 
schooners; 
papillote de peixe,  
a roasted parcel of 
fish wrapped in a 
banana leaf  

and manioc paste sandwiched between two 
manjuba (tropical anchovy) fillets, battered 
and deep-fried to crisp perfection – and 
arroz lambe-lambe (‘lick-lick rice’), a rice and 
shellfish dish. “On the beach, we’d scoop 
up the rice using the shells, so you’d have 
to lick your fingers afterwards,” he tells 
me, in between chats with the regulars – a 
swimsuits-and-flip-flops crowd who flock to 
the no-frills eatery after a day at the beach.

Camburi has become one of the gourmet 
destinations on this northern stretch of 
São Paulo’s coastline, with a handful of 
upscale restaurants serving the best local 
seafood. Dinner at old-timer Manacá 
(restaurantemanaca.com.br) feels like fine dining 
in the jungle, with white tablecloths and 
impeccable waiters in an open-sided dining 
room enveloped by dense foliage. Here, you’ll 
find a few contemporary twists on caiçara 
classics like papillote de peixe – a roasted parcel 
of grey mullet stuffed with farofa (toasted 
manioc flour) and wrapped in a banana leaf. 
Meanwhile, a few metres up the road, the 
chic hotel Nau Royal (nauroyal.com.br) serves 

seafood stews as well as pastas and risottos in 
candlelit gazebos in their beachfront garden. 

Further on up the coast, just before the 
ferry crossing to Ilhabela – the third largest 
island in Brazil and a haven for hikers, sailors, 
sun-worshippers and gourmands alike – I stop 
in at Toque Toque Grande beach. I’m here to 
meet one of chef Eudes’ suppliers, Cesar. From 
his shack at the northern end of the beach, the 
bronzed and bearded Cesar shakes up sublime 
caipirinhas with fresh ginger, tropical fruits 
and muscovado sugar. He also serves his catch 
of the day, as well as mussels that he grows on 
ropes out in the bay. If he’s not there, chances 
are he’s out catching a few waves. 

Shellfish – more precisely, scallops – are 
also proving a valuable second income for 
local fishermen some 140km east, in the tiny 
fishing village of Picinguaba, where boats 
anchored in the bay bob gently in the swell. 
Out at the nets, fisherman Rodirlei Firmino 
Soares skilfully cuts the scallop muscle with a 
huge knife, squeezes on a few drops of fresh 
lime juice and hands me the shell; scallops 
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don’t come any fresher than this. Half a 
dozen slip down a treat, the flesh soft but 
firm, with a subtle, sweet taste. 

There’s a scallop tasting every Saturday 
for the guests at Pousada Picinguaba 
(picinguaba.com/en), an upmarket, eco-
friendly guest house a short walk up the hill 
from the village. Besides trips to a scallop 
farm, the staff can arrange a number of other 
local outings, from picnics on quiet island 
beaches to hikes in the forest.  

Connecting visitors with the caiçara and 
wider Brazilian food culture is exactly what 
Yara and her husband Richard do with buckets 
of charisma at their Academy of Cooking 
and Other Pleasures (chefbrasil.com), half an 
hour’s drive up the coast and over the Rio de 
Janeiro state border in Paraty. Their charming 
townhouse-cum-cookery school is where 
guests help Yara prepare – and eat, of course 
– a traditional meal while Richard reveals the 
secret to making the perfect caipirinha. 

Paraty is one of Brazil’s real gems, and its 
car-free cobblestone streets and white-washed 
houses hold a wealth of history that is worth 
spending a few days to explore. The port town 
grew up around the export of gold and precious 
stones that were brought down on the ‘gold 
road’ from the mines in Minas Gerais to be 
shipped to Portugal in the 18th century. 

Beautifully preserved, Paraty is 
now a buzzing cultural hub with a 
thriving food scene. Banana da Terra 
(restaurantebananadaterra.com.br) is a 
charming, low-lit restaurant where chef Ana 
Bueno serves exquisite caiçara food. At Quintal 
das Letras (pousadaliteraria.com.br/quintal), the 
restaurant attached to the recently opened 
Pousada Literária guesthouse, chef Bertrand 
Materne has created a menu of caiçara-
inspired dishes using the best local produce 
from land and sea. A few kilometres inland, a 
handful of alambiques – cachaça distilleries – 
are in mid-production from May through 
December, and Paratiana and Pedra Branca 
are worth a visit. Sugar cane juice is distilled 
in copper tanks before the rum-like spirit is 

Paraty is one 
of Brazil’s real 

gems, and its car-
free cobblestone 

streets and 
white-washed 
houses hold a 

wealth of history   

Clockwise, from 
left: The exquisitely 
preserved colonial- 
era town of Paraty.  
In the indigenous Tupi 
language, paraty means 
‘river of fish’; the chic 
boutique hotel Nau 
Royal in Camburi;  
local scallops are 
served in many top  
São Paulo restaurants 
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Rio 2016 
South America’s first 

Olympic Games will 

be hosted across 32 

different venues in 

Rio de Janeiro, from 

the Olympic Park and 

golf course in Barra 

da Tijuca, to sailing at 

the Marina da Glória, 

beach volleyball on 

Copacabana beach and 

the opening and closing 

ceremonies at the 

Maracanã stadium. 

The Olympic Games run 

from 5–21 August and 

the Paralympic Games 

from 7–18 September. 

rio2016.com/en

bottled or transferred to oak or jequitibá  
wood barrels for ageing. 

For lunch, nothing quite beats digging 
your toes into the sand, fresh fruit juice in 
hand, while deciding between grilled fish or 
grilled prawns, and the best way to indulge in 
that is to get out of town and into the warm 
waters of Paraty’s bay. The upscale Casa 
Turquesa (casaturquesa.com.br) boutique hotel 
can arrange private boat trips, stopping off at 
Praia Grande’s Quiosque São Francisco, where 
wooden benches and tables are scattered in the 
sand under the shade of a magnificent almond 
tree. Guests at Pousada Literária can also 
take to the water for lunch, climbing aboard a 
schooner moored in the 8km-long paradise of 
the Mamanguá tropical fjord. 

From Paraty to Rio de Janeiro, a thousand 
shades of green give this lush stretch of 
the coast its name – the Costa Verde. The 
road winds on up through Angra dos Reis, 
with its 365 islands peppering the crystal clear 
waters. That’s one island for each day of the 
year, if you’ve got the time. But for me, as I 
continue on to Rio, the clock is ticking as I 
count down the final weeks to the start of the 
Olympic Games, when these Atlantic waters 
will come alive with an armada of sailing boats 
while all across the city, the world’s finest 
athletes do battle for gold.  

Singapore Airlines flies to São Paulo three  
times weekly.

Top: Rio de Janeiro. 
Above: Restaurant 
Taioba’s version of 
the popular dessert 
doce de banana 
consisting of layers 
of caramelised 
bananas, vanilla 
pastry cream and 
crispy meringue
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