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Brazil’s biggest Carnival mixes ‘popcorn’ and peril

By Irin Carmon
GLOBE CORRESPONDENT

SALVADOR DA BAHIA, Brazil
— This is a country that finds
cause for celebration even in the

. daily sunset. Hav-
Takmg Off ing seen Brazil-
ians cheer mere
nightfall, I was eager to witness
the biggest party of all: Carnival.

Salvador da Bahia’s Carnival
has edged out Rio’s for the title of
world’s biggest party (certified by
Guinness World Records) mostly
by dint of its reputation for spon-
taneity and authenticity.

Paradoxically, these two quali-
ties are available to the foreign
tourist only with careful planning
and a fair amount of cash. Airlines
raise prices, and hotels impose in-
flexible weeklong “Carnival pack-
ages” that begin in late February at
roughly quadrupled rates.

So in October, I booked the
highly recommended Village No-
vo, whose attentive US owner, Bry-
an Houck, said the beachfront
mansion-turned-hotel was already
half-filled for the event. Paying
roughly $1,000 for the weeklong
stay in advance is considered a
good deal. Splitting the room with

Anthropologists say
Carnival is meant
to create a free
space where class,
race, and other
boundaries are
rendered invisible
in a frenzy of joy. In
practice, it gives
license to all forms
of lewd behavior.
... We decided to
stick close behind
the packs of
military police, to
whom the crowd
always deferred.

as many people as possible would
make the outlay less damaging.

Contrary to reputation, Salva-
dor’s Carnival can be as rigidly
ruled by money as the one in Rio,
where tickets to the Sambadrome
parade can run in the hundreds or
even thousands of dollars. Rather
than featuring a spectator-only pa-
rade, however, Bahian Carnival oc-
curs on three big street circuits,
dominated by gargantuan trucks
called “trio eletricos,” which serve
as slow-moving stages for the re-
gion’s best-loved musicians.

You can join in for free by just
showing up, known as being “pi-
poca” (popcorn) for its clash of
bodies. But on the first day I
learned this could be perilous.

Anthropologists say Carnival is
meant to create a free space where
class, race, and other boundaries
are rendered invisible in a frenzy
of joy. In practice, it gives license
to all forms of lewd behavior. After
five minutes, my sister and I began
hitting the mostly unseen men
who groped us as we passed; we
were left bruised, sweat-soaked,
and cranky. We decided to stick
close behind the packs of grim-
faced military police, to whom the
crowd always deferred.

There are more organized op-
tions, but they cost. Up to a couple
of hundred dollars a day earns you
a T-shirt and the right to march
with a “bloco” (group) within the
more protected roped area sur-
rounding a particular truck. This
year, local legend and musician
Carlinhos Brown complained that
the bloco system created “apart-
heid” within what was supposed
to be a democratic festival.

The elitism of the third option,
the “camarotes” (boxes), apparent-
ly went without saying. These
multilevel boxes built along the
circuits cost between $50 and
$150 a day; the most luxurious in-
clude an open bar, snack buffet,
and Internet cafe.

Though unquestionably the
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safest option, Carnival in a cama-
rote creates a separate universe
from the actual party, one where
you often have to fight for space
just to see the action below. If you
were resigned to spectatorship, I
wondered, why not opt for Rio,
where at least the samba schools
have lavish costumes and floats?
The vast amounts of money
flowing during Carnival seem to
have only a seasonal effect on the

area’s endemic poverty. Near our
hotel, the plazas of Porto da Barra
beach were transformed into
something akin to a refugee camp.
The number of bedraggled street
children hawking wooden beads,
or simply begging, multiplied dai-
ly, and night found dozens of them
sleeping on the sidewalk. Petty
crime raged, even when people
brought as little as possible; one
US traveler we met had her dispos-

able camera stolen.

We couldn’t hide our disap-
pointment. But then we found
Carnival in Pelourinho.

One of the best-preserved dis-
tricts of Colonial architecture in all
of Brazil, the neighborhood’s
steep, winding cobblestone blocks
pulsated with a more intimate
type of revelry. Arriving a few
weeks before Carnival, I had
found Pelourinho charming but

excessively touristy. But the bal-
ance had shifted. Now, local fam-
ilies, hands grasping costumed
toddlers, mingled with beplumed
drummers and dancers forming
small-scale blocos from cultural
groups. Joining in was as easy as
jumping in, but establishments
were open for those who preferred
watching over a cold beer.
Pelourinho’s candy-colored ar-
chitecture formed the ideal stage

for Afro-Brazilian arts like capoei-
ra, fitting Brazil’s cultural fusion
into a single frame. The air
smelled of “dendé,” the palm oil
that is the staple of Bahian cook-
ing, and crackled with spontane-
ity. We had finally found the Carni-

val of our imagination.

Irin Carmon writes about youth
travel for the Globe. Contact her at
irin@irincarmon.com.
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HERE’S JUST A SAMPLE OF SOME OF OUR BEST DEALS - THOUSANDS MORE TO CHOOSE FROM.

7 Nights Hotel, Air & Transfers

Book today!
Staterooms

NRUB

Select Departure(s) From

The Mill Resort & Suites

2-Star. Excellent vacation value.

4-Star. 1-bedroom suite with kitchenette.

Holiday Inn SunSpree Resort

La Cabana All Suite Beach Resort

3-Star. Lively beachfront resort with new pool area.

Divi Aruba All Inclusive - Customer favorite
4-Star. Voted best All-Inclusive by Caribbean Travel & Life magazine.

$799

Was 1149

*849

Was 1149

*949

Was 1149

*1499

Was #2099

Prices shown valid for select April, May & June departure(s). Other departure dates available.

7 Nights Hotel, Air & Transfers

MEXICO

Cancun: Dos Playas
2-Star. Value-priced beachfront hotel.

4-Star. On expansive natural beach.

Cozumel: Melia Cozumel - All-Inclusive

CRUISE FROM BOSTON

We're the #1 seller of cruises from Boston! Nobody beats our prices!

Select fall from s529

Select spring from $699

7 night Boston to Bermuda
Norwegian Cruise Line: Norwegian Majesty

> Ask about FREE upgrades!

5 night Boston to Bermuda - Exclusive! oct 26 sailing from $679

Royal Caribbean: Jewel of the Seas One-of-a-kind sailing!

@ New ship!
Orhw

The Heart of Hawai‘i»

5 Nights Hotel & Air Select Departure(s) From

OHANA Maile Sky Court *685
2-Star. Good Oahu value, ten minutes from Waikiki Beach.
i 1
Select Departure(s) From Includes 5th night FREE! .
649 ResortQuest Waikiki Beach Resort 939
Was ‘849 4-Star. On Waikiki Beach, close to shopping and area attractions.
I Includes 5th night FREE, breakfast daily & savings booklet!
*1049 Marriott Waikiki Beach Resort *1015
Was #1349 4-Star. Across from Waikiki Beach with extra large guest rooms.

Cancun: Gran Caribe Real Cancun - All-Inclusive 51099

3-Star. Prime location in Cancun’s lively hotel zone. Was #1349

Mayan Riviera: Iberostar Paraiso Beach - All-Inclusive s1139

4-Star. 24-hour customer favorite. Was #1449

Mayan Riviera: Iberostar Paraiso Lindo — All-Inclusive s1369

4-Star. 24-hour favorite. Dine-around option at select Iberostar resorts. Was 1629

Prices shown valid for select September departure(s). Other departure dates available.

DOMINICAN REPUBLIC

7 Nights Hotel, All Meals & Drinks, Air, and Transfers

Punta Cana: Ocean Village Bavaro Beach Resort - All-Inclusive *849

3-Star. Incredible value on spectacular beach. Was 999

Select Departure(s) From

Punta Cana: Majestic Colonial Beach Resort - All-Inclusive $1099

5-Star. New Resort with impressive facilities. Was 1449

La Romana: Iberostar Hacienda Dominicus - All-Inclusive s1089
4-Star. 24-hour customer favorite. Was #1269

Punta Cana: Iberostar Dominicana - Alinclusive 1159
4-Star. 24-hour customer favorite on amazing stretch of beach. Was #1399

Punta Cana: Paradisus Palma Real - All-Inclusive s1699

5-Star. New all-suite resort with 3 pools and 6 restaurants. Was #2099

Prices shown valid for select May - Oct departure(s). Other departure dates available.

Includes 5th night FREE, *75 dining credit & guaranteed room upgrade!

Prices shown valid for select May departure(s). Other departure dates available.

bahamas

Select Departure(s) From
Comfort Suites Paradise Island *785
3-Star. Includes continental breakfast daily. Close to all the action.

Radisson Cable Beach & Golf Resort — Al-Inclusive 915
4-Star. Popular resort with golf course & impressive pool area.
Includes unlimited rounds of golf!

4 Nights Hotel & Air

*985

Prices shown valid for select June departure(s). Other departure dates available.

you kuow.

Select Departure(s) From

RIU Paradise Island - All-Inclusive
4-Star. Active beachfront resort with endless recreation.

5 Nights Hotel & Air

Rooms On The Beach - Continental breakfast daily *599
3-Star. Great shopping & nightlife are only a stroll away.

*939

RIU Negril - All-Inclusive

3-Star. Family-friendly resort on one of the finest beaches.

Sandals Negril Beach Resort & Spa — All-Inclusive $1399
4-Star. Laid-back adults-only retreat.

Prices shown valid for select June departure(s). Other departure dates available.

selling fast!
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@ Limited Time Offer — FREE Disney Dining Plan!
Travel from August 13 - September 30, and receive FREE Disney
Dining Plan — 1 Table Service Meal, 1 Counter Service Meal &
1 Snack Daily! *40 value per adult, per day!

4 Nights Hotel, Air & Disney’s 4-Day Magic Your Way Base ticket with Park Hopper®
option and FREE Disney dining offer included

Sample Offer. More Hotels to Choose from Select August Departure(s) From

*579

Disney’s Pop Century Resort
Big on everything, except price!

WEEKEND GETAWAY S

4 Nights Hotel & Air Select Departure(s) From

*329

Ft. Lauderdale, FL: Sheraton Yankee Clipper Hotel

3-Star. Active beachfront retreat.

IO Includes 4th night FREE!

Scottsdale, AZ: Camelback Inn, A JW Marriott Resort & Spa s459

4-Star. Fresh from an *8 million renovation.

@ Includes 4th night FREE!

Las Vegas: MGM Grand Hotel & Casino *545
4-Star. Customer favorite on The Strip location.
Grand Bahama Island: Sheraton At Our Lucaya s589

4-Star. 8 restaurants, two golf courses & great kids club.

D> Kids eat FREE offer!

Puerto Rico: Westin Rio Mar Beach, Golf Resort & Spa *739
4-Star. 12 restaurants, PADI dive shop & Las Vegas-style casino.
Includes transfers, buffet breakfast & 25% off select tours!

$759

Key West, FL: Hyatt Key West Resort & Marina

4-Star. Great Old Town locations with large guest rooms.
D Includes 4th night FREE!

Prices shown valid for select June departure(s). Other departure dates available.

Celebrity )€ Cruises
7 night Alaska,/Hubbard Glacier Select spring from © 149
Mercury from Seattle

@ Oceanview from only *1099!

10 night Best of the Mediterranean Select fall from s899
Galaxy from Rome Select summer from 51149
DD Ask about reduced air from Boston!

5+ N Carnival.

NORWEGIAN
~— CRUISE LINE

x4 RopalCaribbean |}

7 Night Caribbean Select fall from $479 7 Night Bahamas & Florida Select spring from s499 7 Night Caribbean Select spring & fall from $599
Carnival Valor from Miami Select spring from s649 Norwegian Spirit from New York Mariner of the Seas from Port Canaveral

D> Ask about reduced air from Boston! CEZD» Ask about FREE upgrades! CEZD® Ask about 3rd & 4th guests from *99!

7 Night Southern Caribbean setect fall rom 409 7 Night Bahamas & Bermuda select spring from 099 7 Night Riviera & Italy Select fall from *699

Carnival Destiny from San Juan Select spring from s649

Norwegian Dawn from New York

Voyager of the Seas from Barcelona Select summer from 999
CEZD> Ask about reduced air from Boston!

D> Ask about reduced air from Boston!
12 Night Mediterranean Select summer from $1349
Carnival Liberty from Rome — New ship!

D> Ask about reduced air from Boston!

TCEED» Ask about FREE upgrades!
7 Night Hawaii Select summer & fall from s799
Pride of Hawaii from Honolulu — New ship!

D> Ask about up to 80% savings!

9 Night Caribbean Select fall from $799
Explorer of the Seas from Cape Liberty, NJ Select summer from 51049
CEZD> Ask about FREE upgrades!

Best Prices Guaranteed.” Exclusive Deals. 24/7 Expert Service.

1-800-TAKEOFF - vacationoutlet.com

OFFER CODE: HBP3-Z2F

*Best Price Guarantee: restrictions and specific instructions apply; ask your agent for details. All prices are per person, based on double occupancy. Other departure dates and itineraries are available. Vacation prices do not include U.S. & foreign government departure taxes and fees (currently
75.00-°95.80 per person, subject to change), airline ticket excise taxes, Federal Segment Fees (up to *34 per person), passenger facility charges of *4.50 for Boston, or the September 11th Security Fee of *2.50 USD applied per flight segment (maximum charge per trip — *5.00 USD one-way, ¥10.00
USD roundtrip). A flight segment is defined as one takeoff and one landing. Possible fuel surcharges payable prior to departure. Cruise prices are per person, based on double occupancy, and include non-commissionable fares. Government taxes & fees are additional. All offers are capacity
controlled, subject to change, and do not apply to group bookings. Additional restrictions may apply. Scheduled airline service provided by American Airlines or similar carrier. Charter vacation packages are through GWV International. GWV's flights via North American, Icelandair, AeroMexico, or
similar carrier. A °20 late booking fee applies for reservations made within 14 days of departure. Ships’ registries: Carnival Cruise Lines — Bahamas, Panama; Norwegian Cruise Line — Bahamas, Panama, USA; Royal Caribbean — Bahamas; Celebrity Cruises — Bahamas, Ecuador. © 2006, Vacation

Outlet is a registered trademark of NLG. All rights reserved. All prices and offers shown expire 4/16/06, are valid for new bookings only, and are not combinable with any other promotion or discount.
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