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A handful of new luxurious pousadas are turning up .
the volume on Trancoso’s previously hushed glamour. Ty = harieen
Paul Richardson saunters in and orders a caipirinha. ] Ronos in the

Main picture: a schlep from most
parts of the world, Trancoso has
retained its easy glamour.

Right: traditional houses have
hecome shops and cafés.




first set foot on Aprid 221500, said the first
Mass on Braziliar soil, and founded a colony.

For centuries, the village's population
of Pataxd Indims lived off whatever they
could pick. grow. hunt_or {ish” There
wis no access from outside but the ¢
track. and when it rained that became
unpasgsable. Trancosos disconnection
the outside world was so complete that
until as Late as the 1970s its jinhabitants
were  untan —with the Brazilian
national curvencey, the real,

Anyone here will tell vou the rest of
the story: o group ol voung men from
Sio Paulo. dreponts from pood tamilieos,
stumbled on e place inthe carly 1970s.
looking 1o settle away fronn the long arm
of the military gove CThese oatsid-
ers bought up s tracts of L m the
unbelieving locals (known as jvos”)
paying in gas friducs. cows and crates
beer, and brought their sandal-wearing.
wealthy | y the town

Dot

wats Tinatlv connected to the national erid,
You can now pay lor things by eredit card.
and thore's even a cash machine or twao.
thoueh power cuts hequently take them
out. for hours at a time. o 2000 0 new
highway (OK. o two-track asphalt road)
was-built = but many drivers, like Lucas,
swear the divt track is quicker.

Alwer irs lazy hippie years,”
thrown i its Lot it tonvisim, and is now

ancoso has
doing very welll The town does do”
straightiorward posh hotels, but a new line
in vorseous pousdadas i = shape of
verted village houses with tiled or thatchied
roots. and “tropical mini st interiors in
polished coment and recycled wood more
than compensates for the lack ol conven-
tional five-star Tuxury. Lopted for the Villas

ancoso, a4 collection ¢ : ihm-thatched
pavilions set wnong Insh gardens with
Lawis, palis and beds of bropieal shrubs,

The owner-managzer, Galen |
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ahospital in Memphis, Tennessee, when he
took a vacation with a Brazilian friend, fell
in love with what was then still an idyllic
backwater, bought a patch of land behind
the beach, and set about creating his villas.
I found him an excellent host - solicitous,
helpful, but never intrusive, I came to look
forward to the stupendous Brazilian break-
fast, a panoply of dense chocolate cakes,
pio de queijo (“cheese bread™), yam-flour
pancakes, sweetmeats made from guava
and coconut, endless tropical fruits and
a delicious’ tapioca pudding that came
close to erasing the childhood trauma of
the boarding-school version.

A few yards from the hotel, down a short
boardwalk through a mangrove forest, lay
the Praia dos Nativos, part of the string
of fabulous beaches on the coastline from
[lhéus south to Vitéria. The sea on this
stretch of southern Bahia isn't dazzling and
domesticated like the Caribbean, but full of
energy, sound and colour, echoing along its
length with crashing breakers, and beige-
coloured sand underfoot, fine and crunchy,
like walking on soft brown sugar.

Up this way, at the northern end of the
beach, there was barely a soul. Pousadas
and private estates lay hidden behind the
palms. Towards the southern end, [ could
just make out the palm-roofed beach bars
where in high season, wild parties bring
together bohemians, fashion folk and
nativos. Above that was the green-clad hill
where the village rises on a promontory.

An hour later 1 was up there looking
down here, The heartbeat of Trancoso life

is the Quadrado, a tree-shaded sward with
a row of low-rise houses on either side and
a small church. Charming in its absolute
simplicity, at one end its whitewashed
fagade rises to a modestly rococo silhou
ette with the deep blue Atlantic Ocean
forming a spectacular backdrop,

The Quadrado is Trancoso’s social
and ceremonial centre, a tropical cross
between a Portuguese village square and
an English village green. Only a handful
of its tiled huts are still lived in by locals.
The rest have been converted into funky
little boutiques, pousadas and restaurants
with outside tables under the shade of
overarching trees, and prettily done up in
a style that you may find
either utterly charming, or
unbearably twee.

Over the New Year,
when Brazil takes its long
summer hols, the Quadrado
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Ahove left: an old fishing
hoat is the bar at the Uxua
pousada. Ahove right: former
shacks have become luxurious
accommodation at Uxua.

resembles a catwalk, with beautiful people
from Sio Paulo strutting their stuff, while
the amused nativos look on. One long-term
resident jokingly compared the constant
sound of helicopters coming and going
overhead, bringing in the trendy tourists, to
the war scenes in Apocalypse Now.

It's a sod’s law of international travel, at
least in my experience, that whenever you
arrive somewhere, the crucial concert or
festival or otherwise important event will
always have happened the day before. This
time 1 was lucky: my arrival in Trancoso
coincided exactly with the annual cel-
ebration of San Blas or Saint Blaise - a
fourth-century Armenian bishop believed
by traditionally minded
Catholics to provide protec-
tion against diseases of the
throat. Up at the Quadrado
the celebrations were in full
swing. In the church a Mass

was in progress and arms were raised to
heaven, black bodies swaying to a strum-
ming guitar. Ceiling fans on long poles
turned lazily, stirring the sticky air.

Cut in the square, a very different kind
of ceremony was in progress. A capoeira
performance in the centre of the grass
had small children in white costumes
tumbling and bouncing to the chants of
the onlookers and the hypnotic twang of
the berimbau, a single-string percussion
instrument of African origin. San Blas
coincides with one of Brazil's most impor-
tant festivals, that of Yemanja, goddess of
the sea in Candomblé folklore, When the
kids retired, their elders began a dance in
homage to the goddess, wearing big floppy
straw fishermen’s hats and carrying their
nets on their shoulders. Bangers and fire-
works filled the air with smoke.

I took a walk away from the action,
checking out the former fishermen’s huts

in their eye-popping livery of sky-blue, pur
ple, Day-Glo orange, Brazilian-flag green,
shocking pink, and canary yellow. Plagues
on the houses, now lived in mostly by Sio
Paulo fashion mavens and business folk,
told the stories of their former residents.
Like Dona Higina, a nurse, midwife and
seamstress, and occupant of number 45,
who was famous for her nourishing bread-
fruit stew. Changing times have turned
villagers’ shacks into luxury pousadas,
such as Uxua, brainchild of Wilbert Das,
creative director of the Diesel fashion
label, and Jacaré do Brasil Casas, both of
which have frontage on the Quadrado and
amazing views of sea and forest. Both Uxua
and Jacaré are stimulating essays in rus-
tic modernism, playing with the textures
of tropical woods, recycled materials and
marble-smooth polished cement.

An evening breeze was coming in off the
Atlantic as I sauntered down the cobbled
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Pousadas come in the shape of converted houses with

lanes towards the beach. At a picture-
perfect beach bar incorporating a wooden
fishing boat there was more partying in
honour of Yemanji. Waiters handed out
flower bunches, to be laid at the feet of
an effigy depicting the “queen of the sea”
as a voluptuous maiden in a long flow-
ing gown, or tossed into the rolling surf.
As he mixed my caipirinha, the barman
turned suddenly serious in demeanour,
his dazzling smile briefly eclipsed. There
have been some sightings of Yemanja, he
said, by fishermen in their boats out at sea,
generally under the full moon.

In the early hours of the morning 1
walked back along the sand to Villas de
Trancoso. Carnations and roses lay in drifts
where the high tide had left them.

The morning after the night before, Dr
Briggs took me on a tour of Trancoso’s
secret swanky side, concentrated in the
luxury enclave of Terravista, just outside
the town to the north. Up here there is a
small airport, Club Med has a property (not
recommended, unless you have a press-
ing need for bland international five-star
comfort} and a golf course, which clings
to the edge of a cliff along an otherwise
pristine stretch of coastline and is widely
regarded as the finest in Brazil. The houses
are grandly orchestrated symphonies in
tropical wood, with palm-frond roofs and
soaring interior spaces, golf buggies parked
in the driveways and discreet but omni-
present security. Galen pointed out the
properties and reeled off their owners: this
one belonged to the Constantino brothers,
owners of the Brazilian airline Gol, this
one to a British investment banker, that
one to @ woman who sells most of the gold
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jewellery in Rio. The rich and famous, said
Galen, come down to Trancoso discreetly
by private plane or helicopter, stay up here
in private villas, and venture out late for
dinner in the Quadrade. You want names?
He'll give you names: Matt Dillon, Calvin
Klein, Leonardo DiCaprio, Valentino, Al
and Tipper Gore and various Agnellis have
all dropped by in recent years.

What do they find to do here? The same,
it seems, as the rest of us: not very much,
and all of it very slowly. The Trancoso
programme, such as it is,
consists in spending the
day on the beach, fortify-
ing oneself with fruit juices
and/or caipirinhas, before
returning to the pousada

“tropical minimalist

Top: the Master Suite at Viltas
de Trancose is an exercise

in spacious tropical luxury.
Abave: a local cowboy rests his
horses at a beach bar.
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interiors.

for a late dinner at one of the restaurants
of the moment, like Maritaca or Capim
Santo, followed by drinks in the square,
or a rave-up down on the beach. Various
daytime excursions from Trancoso are
possible: to the glorious beach at Espelho,
regularly voted one of the loveliest in
Brazil, or another hour down the dirt track
to the rustic village of Caraiva, which was
connected to the electricity network in
2007 and is a time-capsule vision of what
Trancoso itself must once have been like,

What is the future, then, for a pictur-
esque colonial town overlooking one of
the world’s most delectable stretches of
unspoiled tropical beach? A cynic would
think it entirely bleak. Then again, Brazil
gives you a sense that, with 8,000km of
coastline to play with, a certain amount of
spoilage would hardly make much of a
difference. As it happens, legislation is
tightening up by the year, and it’s now so
hard to get permits to build on the coast
that a Spanish hotel chain, having bought a
tract of land and wrestled with the paper-
work for years, is rumoured to have given
up and gone home. If Fasano, owner of
the marvellous Fasano hotels in Sio Paulo
and Rio, ever goes ahead with its dream
of a property in Trancoso (local rumours
suggest they may already have the land),
it would undoubtedly push the town’s
fashion credentials to a new high. But all
that seems a long way off. Trancosc’s
saving grace, perhaps, is
that it really is a long way
from anywhere.

Back in the town, the
Quadrado had slumped
into a deep post-party

slumber. A lissom girl with waist-length
blonde hair and hot pants emerged from a
turquoise-painted house and padded across
the grass. In the shade of a giant fig tree a
little black-clad granny lay snoozing in a
chair. From a garden somewhere came the
sound of a strimmer put to work.

After 40 years of being told as much
by all comers, this tiny and self-absorbed
community has finally realised what a con-
vincing version of paradise it really is, but
- to its eternal credit - refuses to let this
knowledge go to its head. For the really
remarkable thing about Trancoso is the way
that, against all the odds, it has managed to
retain the ingenuous charm that brought it
fame and fortune in the first place. 4

FAR OUT...

The best time to visit Trancoso is during the
summer months (December-March), when
temperatures are between 28°C and 35°C. The
average temperature in winter (June-September}
is 24°C, with June and luly the lowest months of
the low season, Avoid the busy period before

and during the Carnival (the weekend before

Ash Wednesday) when prices are high.

Paul Richardson travelled to Trancoso as a guest
of bespoke travel agent Black Tomate (0207426
9888; +187-7815 1497; www.blacktomato.co.uk),
which can arrange seven nights in Brazil from
£2,450, including flights from London, two nights
in the Fasano in Rio de Janeiro, five nights in
Villas de Trancoso, private transfers with English-
speaking guide and a guided tour of Santa Theresa.
Villas de Trancoso {+5573-3668 1151; www.
mybrazilianbeach.com); one-bedroom villa from
R$740 (about £265). UXua (+5573-3668 2166;
www.uxuacasahotel.com); one-bedroom villa
from R$920 (about £325). Jacaré do Brazit
(+5573-3668 1470; www.jacaredobrasil.com.brk
doubles from R$514 (about £185).
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