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Certain destinations seem to exist in a world of their own. Cities that
appear larger than life in photographs, films and travel documentaries,
only to leave visitors wondering whether reality can possibly live up to the
hype. Rio de Janeiro is not one of them. Brazil’s Cidade Maravilhosa, or
Marvellous City, somehow exceeds every expectation.

or South Africans,
Rio has never been
more accessible. The
return of direct South
African Airways flights to S&o Paulo
has reignited interest in South America,
while LATAM Airlines’ upcoming Cape
Town to S&o Paulo service promises to
make Brazil even easier to reach. What
was once a complicated long-haul
adventure is now firmly within reach,
opening the door to one of the world’s
most spectacular urban playgrounds.
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Atlantic
granite

Nestled between the
Ocean and dramatic
mountains, Rio offers a rare blend of
natural beauty, rich cultural heritage,
world-class hospitality and infectious
energy. It luxury
hotels overlook legendary beaches,
samba rhythms drift through historic
neighbourhoods, and every sunset
feels worthy of applause.

For first-time visitors, few

is a city where

destinations deliver such a complete
travel experience.

ARRIVING IN THE MARVELLOUS CITY
Most South African travellers arrive
via Sdo Paulo, a flight of roughly nine
to ten hours. From there, Rio is a
short domestic hop away, although
some adventurous visitors opt for the

overnight sleeper bus between the
two cities, enjoying a comfortable and
surprisingly affordable trip through
Brazil's changing landscapes.

One of the first pleasant surprises for

many visitors is the value. Compared with
numerous European destinations, Rio can
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be remarkably affordable, allowing travellers
to enjoy luxury accommodation, excellent
unforgettable experiences
without completely emptying their wallets.

equally
important. While Rio enjoys a warm
climate throughout the year, the period
between March and November generally
offers the most comfortable conditions.
April to June and September to October
are particularly appealing, combining

dining and

Timing your visit s

pleasant weather with fewer crowds.
Those dreaming of experiencing the
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world’s most famous carnival should
target February, although planning well
in advance is essential.

AN ICON WATCHING OVER THE CITY

No first visit to Rio is complete
without making the pilgrimage to Christ
the Redeemer.

Perched atop Corcovado Mountain,
the towering statue has become
synonymous with Brazil itself. While
photographs have made the monument
familiar to millions around the world,
standing beneath its outstretched arms
remains an emotional experience.

The journey is just as memorable as
the destination.

Visitors pass through Tijuca Forest,
one of the world’s largest urban
rainforests, before ascending towards
the summit. Dense greenery gives way



to panoramic views that reveal Rio in
all its glory. From this elevated vantage
point, the city’s unique geography
becomes clear. Beaches curve
along the coastline, mountains rise
dramatically from the sea, and entire
neighbourhoods seem to spill between
the natural contours of the landscape.
Arriving early in the morning is
highly recommended. The crowds are

smaller, temperatures are cooler, and

the likelihood of uninterrupted views is
significantly greater.

BEACHES THAT DEFINE A LIFESTYLE
In many cities, beaches are simply
attractions. In Rio, they are a way of life.
Copacabana and Ipanema remain
the beating heart of the city, serving as
gathering places for locals and visitors
alike. From sunrise until sunset, these

stretches of golden sand become social
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theatres where joggers, volleyball
players, families and sunseekers share
the same space.

Luxury hotels line the beachfront,
spectacular

views, rooftop pools and refined dining

many  offering ocean
experiences. Yet the true magic lies in
joining everyday Carioca life.

Order fresh coconut water from a
beach vendor. Sample iced mate tea
paired with crunchy Biscoito Globo.
Slip on a pair of Havaianas and embrace
Rio’s  wonderfully inclusive beach
culture. Here, confidence matters far
more than perfection.

If you have a body and you're on the
beach, you have a beach body, and that
philosophy alone might be one of Rio’s

greatest exports.

SUGARLOAF AND A SUNSET TO
REMEMBER

While Christ the Redeemer may
dominate postcards, seasoned travellers
often argue that the finest views belong
to Sugarloaf Mountain.

Accessible via a series of cable
cars, the granite peak rises dramatically
above Guanabara
perspective that
grandeur of Rio’s geography.

The ideal strategy is simple. Arrive in

Bay, offering a

captures the full

the late afternoon and stay until sunset.

As the sun slowly descends, the city
transforms. The beaches glow gold,
the mountains soften into silhouette,
and the lights of Rio gradually begin
to sparkle. It is one of those rare travel
moments that feels every bit as magical
as promised.

For an even more authentic sunset
experience, make your way to Mureta
This
beside the bay has become a favourite

da Urca afterwards. low wall
gathering place for locals. Armed with a
caipirinha and accompanied by ambient
music, visitors watch daylight fade as
they soak up the city’'s unmistakably
relaxed spirit.

CULTURE BEYOND THE POSTCARDS

Rio’s greatest treasures extend well
beyond its famous landmarks.
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The city’s identity has been shaped
by Indigenous heritage, Portuguese
colonial influence and centuries of
African traditions. Together, they have
created one of the world’s most vibrant
cultural landscapes.

Among the
neighbourhoods to explore is Santa
Teresa. Perched above the city centre,
this bohemian enclave offers a slower
pace and a welcome contrast to
the beachfront glamour.
colonial line narrow streets,
while galleries, cafés and artist studios
occupy beautifully restored buildings.

It is the kind of neighbourhood
that rewards aimless wandering. A
stroll along Rua Aprazivel may lead
to a hidden restaurant, a local artist’s
workshop or a panoramic viewpoint
overlooking the city below.

Nearby, the famous Escadaria
Selaron showcases another side of Rio’s
creativity. Constructed by Chilean-
born artist Jorge Selardn, the colourful
mosaic staircase has become one of the
city’s most photographed landmarks.

most rewarding

Colourful
homes

Yet despite its popularity, it retains a
genuine sense of artistic expression and
cultural pride.

GREEN SPACES AND HIDDEN GEMS

Rio’s natural beauty extends far
beyond its beaches. One of the city’s
most enchanting hidden treasures is
Parque Lage, located at the foot of
Corcovado Mountain. This lush public
park tropical  gardens,
fountains, caves and walking paths with

a magnificent historic mansion that now

combines

houses an art school and café.
something wonderfully
Rio about enjoying a strong cafézinho
and freshly baked p&o de queijo while
gazing towards Christ the Redeemer
framed by dense rainforest.

The city excels at creating moments
where urban sophistication and natural
beauty coexist effortlessly.

There is

EAT, DRINK, REPEAT
South Africans will feel immediately

at home in Brazil’s food culture. A visit
to a traditional churrascariais practically

compulsory. At establishments such
as Carretdo in Copacabana, servers
circulate continuously with skewers of
expertly grilled meats, slicing portions
directly onto diners’ plates. The prized
picanha cut is particularly beloved and
quickly earns its reputation.

Theexperienceis wonderfully simple.
Order a caipirinha, flip your table card
to green and enjoy the feast. Beyond
the steakhouses lies a rich culinary
landscape waiting to be discovered.
Feijoada, Brazil's iconic black bean and
pork stew, delivers comfort in every
spoonful. Street markets offer crispy
coxinhas and freshly fried pastéis, while
local cafés serve excellent coffee that
rivals any found elsewhere in the world.

For travellers willing to venture
beyond the obvious tourist routes, Feira de
Sado Cristovao offers an authentic taste of
northeastern Brazilian cuisine and culture
that is rarely encountered in guidebooks.
And then there is the nightlife.

Lapa comes alive after dark.
Beneath the historic Carioca Aqueduct,
dancers  and

musicians, revellers
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gather in an atmosphere that perfectly
captures Rio’s passion for celebration.
Samba rhythms spill from bars and live
music venues, creating an energy that is
impossible to resist.

A CITY THAT STAYS WITH YOU

The most remarkable thing about
Rio de Janeiro is not its landmarks,
beaches or luxury hotels.

There is an openness, warmth and
vitality that becomes increasingly difficult
to leave behind. Visitors arrive expecting
famous sights and beautiful scenery.
They depart remembering conversations
with locals, spontaneous evenings filled
with music and moments that never
appeared in any travel brochure.

Rio has an extraordinary ability to
get under your skin. Perhaps that is why
so many first-time visitors leave already
planning their return. For South Africans
seeking a destination that combines
luxury, culture, natural beauty and
genuine value, Rio delivers on every front.
Some cities impress. Rio enchants. @

by bernie hellberg jr
/ photography by unsplash.com
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