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Abstract

Striving for Honesty: A Travel Writer in Brazil

The thesis comprises a book-length, market-orientated, non-fiction account of Brazil written
from the perspective of an Australian woman who travelled in that country in the period
leading up to the 2014 FIFA World Cup and the 2016 Olympic Games, together with a
related exegesis that investigates the reader’s expectations and other literary and ethical

considerations associated with the sub-genre of the ‘travel book’.
Major Work: ‘In Good Faith’

On a number of trips, between 2006 and 2013, the author travelled to and across Brazil. This
experience forms the basis for the major work, ‘In Good Faith’, which explores elements of
the culture that unify and diversify Brazilians in an attempt to better understand this colourful
and contradictory nation. Through an exploration of what and how Brazilians celebrate and
what and who they do (and don’t) commemorate, the author seeks to ‘know’ Brazil, to find
out what makes Brazilians Brazilian and present her findings to her audience. She seeks to
show how Brazil’s people make meaning and sense of the world. The resultant text draws on
history, philosophy, anthropology, sociology, the travel writing of others and travel writing
theory to help explain and bring to life the events and encounters she experienced in small

backlands towns through to the biggest Brazilian cities.
Exegesis: ‘Playing God: the Travel Book and its Potential to (Re)design the World’

The accompanying exegesis explores the question of whether honesty — and thus authorial

integrity — is possible for the travel writer. Over recent decades there has been polarising

Vi



debate about the role of, and the border between, fact and fiction in creative non-fiction in
general and the travel book in particular. What is it that the reader of a ‘travel book’
reasonably expects? After examining a range of definitions of travel books and applying a
modified version of Philippe Lejeune’s definition of, and criteria for, a work of
autobiography, the exegesis shows that the ‘simple authorial promise’ from the writer of a
travel book to her reader is that the writer aims for factual accuracy. But there are more
complex promises to be found in modern travel books (and works of creative non-fiction
generally), it is argued, that allow for deviations from factual accuracy or presenting

characters, events and other details in ways other than how they happened.

The exegesis explores the circumstances that allow the travel book to be included in the
category of creative non-fiction while not confounding the reader’s expectation that she is
reading an honest, if not factually accurate, account. It examines some of the
misrepresentations notoriously told by travel writers over the centuries both intentionally and
unintentionally. The paratexts of classic travel books by Robyn Davidson, Bill Bryson,
Robert Byron, and Bruce Chatwin are considered while working through these issues. The
author’s own practice-led research on this question is demonstrated in her major work, ‘In
Good Faith’. The exegesis considers the grounds on which the deviations from factual
accuracy — the fictions — that can be found in In Good Faith should be regarded as

legitimate or not.
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Prologue

At certain periods it becomes the dearest ambition of a man to keep a faithful record of his
performances in a book; and he dashes at this work with an enthusiasm that imposes on him
the notion that keeping a journal is the veriest pastime in the world, and the pleasantest.

Mark Twain

On the nights that the wolf does appear, he always waits for dark.

The Pousada Santuério de Caraca was originally a monastery. | found it on one of my
early trips to Brazil. It is a fine example of the blending of the religious and secular, so
typically Brazilian. In my life in Australia, monasteries were — as was religion itself —
cloistered away. Religion was mysterious, elusive, a bit like the wolf.

The sanctuary offered by the church today is still good for the soul: guests can go
bushwalking and witness the occasional appearance of the maned wolves, which sometimes
take their supper on the church steps. Each night I join the other guests, most of them
members of Brazil’s fast-growing bourgeoisie, all sitting on garden chairs around the terrace
edge as we chat, sipping rough claret and hoping for an encounter with the wild.

The old church spire soaring over the trees is visible from almost any point on the
property. Some of the stone buildings go back two hundred and fifty years — not a lot of time
by Brazilian standards, but long enough to tell some of the country’s plethora of stories. In
1968, fire gutted the four-storey sandstone library, and hundreds of books were lost. A
dozen columns remain, and wall damage has been repaired with smoked glass. The modern
is braided with the old.

The monks’ quarters offer visitors basic accommodation, with hot water and electric

lighting. The rooms are spotless, and the wooden floors have been worn by years of trailing



robes. Typical Brazilian fare is offered as part of the package: chicken and pork; beans and
rice; potatoes mashed, or chopped into soggy fries. Lunch is dinner reheated. Each morning,
I clumsily rap the edge of a butter knife against the shells to spill my breakfast eggs straight
onto the ancient wood-stoked grill.

Mass is offered several times a week by Father Marcos. He’s a sporty-looking twenty-
eight-year-old who schmoozes like a presidential candidate. A gaggle of guests attend him
like courtiers. | am introduced to each group proudly as an estrangeira, as if | am the priest’s
first foreign guest. And perhaps | am. Father Marcos is the one hundred and eightieth padre
at Caraca, although he’s probably the first to wear jeans. His brief (which he admits one
night after he thinks I have drunk too much red wine) is to make money for the church.

Each evening, Father Marcos brings a tray of bones onto the church terrace, and we
gather in hope that the wolves will come. Scraping the tray along the tiles with his foot, his
call echoes across the steppe. In concert with the vegetation across these hills, the wolves are
delicate, not bulky, and often elusive. The fact that they have not become extinct in Brazil is
due more to good luck than good management. My sudden desire to see one comes with a
pang of surprise.

But we wait, and we refill our glasses, and as the hour grows later a curious hollow
forms inside me as the possibility that the wolf may not arrive becomes a probability. We are
unable, Padre Marcos says with a laugh, to offer refunds if the show is cancelled. My hand
grips the wine glass with more force than necessary. The idea of the wolf is so tantalising.
Seeing such a creature seems, for some reason | can’t quite fathom, necessary. Suddenly, it is
a life goal I hadn’t realised | had.

Then from the darkness there’s a movement. It snags my attention. The Brazilians raise
their cameras, and I feel like shouting, ‘Stop — don’t frighten it away!’

But | don’t. | am the stranger here.



A snout appears over the lowest step. ‘Guara,’ the priest greets him (it looks to be a
him). Will he come up or disappear back into the shadows? He glides up — one step, two;
stops. Taking the last three steps as one, he lands on the tiles in front of the church, bright
eyes hooded and alert. ‘Guara,’ the priest says again. It is the indio word for ‘red’. But his
colour is lost in the staccato burst of camera flashes.

The wolf gazes upon the priest with something approaching disdain. His muscles are
taut, ready to bear him away at a moment’s notice. Sitting still, I find myself praying that the
Brazilians will not scare him away. A dozen or more swirl around him, taking photos; a few
look ready to spring towards him. But, to my relief, he seems as used to the barrage of
flashes as a modern-day prince.

He steps with guarded care but shows no fear. Four graceful paces, and his snout hovers
over the battered metal tray. Choosing a bone as long as his foreleg, he lifts it with expert,
gentle jaws. He is beautiful. With front legs jointed low, he moves like a dancer.

For a time, the wolf lets temptation override caution, and the sound of crunching bone
bounces off the old stone walls like rifle cracks. The wolf’s jaw junctions close to his skull,
providing leverage. | can feel the power in his bite.

Eventually, he looks up and examines his audience with such open curiosity, | feel a
link with him, a strange kinship as well as a sense of awe. The other guests are so busy with
their cameras they don’t seem to notice his majesty or feel privileged by his arrival. Until that
morning | had never heard of the maned wolf, but now I feel as if | have been waiting an age
for him to materialise on this terrace.

The next night we gathered beside the church again, but the wolf declined to offer an
encore.

| have never been a diary writer, but I wish I’d kept one now. Of course there were travel

journals, recording the daily experiences. And notebooks: there are boxes of notebooks, full



of little things noticed on the bus, at a festival or museum, or from a café table. But if ’'d kept a
diary, I might have written in the sort of personal shorthand one can use in private: ‘Wolf:
solitary, curious, alluring. A private messenger perhaps?’

And that’s the kind of thing that kept happening to me in Brazil. I'd be there, trying to
live in the moment, and something would happen to me that felt entirely different from what
was happening to those around me. And entirely different from what | was expecting. A
simple trip to the mountains to do some hiking provided a unique, even transformative,
moment that made me look at the world afresh. A good many Brazilians would tell me it
was a sign from the heavens. So what began as a light-hearted look at a wonderful country
made me stop and consider life, to make new — if sometimes odd — connections between
things. Brazil opened up another world for me: a world for which the wolf became, in a way,

a metaphor.

~
‘In Good Faith’ is a means as much as a story. For you, the reader, it’s a means of getting to
know Brazil as much as it was for me, in writing about it. Before travelling in Brazil, my
knowledge bank included little more than a few school-learned facts about the country: the
Amazon River is the biggest by volume of water in the world; the Amazon rainforest is the
largest in the world, contributing around twenty per cent of our oxygen, and is being logged
at some alarming rate each year. You know the sort of thing. | hadn’t really clocked that
Brazilians spoke Portuguese rather than Spanish, or that the mega-city Sao Paulo has the
world’s largest number of helicopter commutes each day. It’s how the richest of the city’s
workers beat the choking traffic. Some are reputed to never set foot on the ground.

Now my head is filled with many facts — some might say useless ones. Did you know
that in the Amazon jungle Henry Ford owned a rubber plantation about the size of Lebanon

that he called Fordlandia? Now it’s a ghost town. The country has more species of monkey
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than anywhere else. There are more people of African descent in Brazil than in any country
in the world except for Nigeria. This is due to the fact that more than one hundred million
Brazilians are descended from slaves taken from Africa. (There were some millions more
slaves taken to Brazil than to the United States.) And the rate of logging in the Amazon
Rainforest is truly astounding: every sixty seconds of this new millennium has seen us lose
the equivalent size of fifty football grounds. That’s a total area of ten times the size of the
United Kingdom — with only a third being re-forested— since the year 2000!

Why choose Brazil? It’s a question I’'m asked a lot. The answer is that its people are so
fascinating. It’s a country diverse and vibrant. Part of the attraction is that it’s relatively
unknown to travellers from elsewhere. Brazil’s foreign tourism industry is growing by about
ten per cent per year, but it still receives considerably fewer international tourists compared
with other countries with large populations. Brazil welcomes only six million foreigners a
year, compared with sixty-two million in the United States and twenty-three million in
Mexico. So that means you don’t feel as if you’re surrounded by your own people — that you
are really experiencing something ‘foreign’, another way of life.

Though it’s vast, Brazil is relatively easy to get around. It has more airports than any
nation other than the United States. And you can get anywhere by bus — except in the
Amazon, where you can get most places you’ll want to go by boat. Clearly the rapidly
growing middle class travel, so the infrastructure is good for travellers.

Brazil is for all manner of travel. If you are ‘on tour’, you will find more than enough
sights to marvel atand photograph. There is a surfeit of beaches, hot springs, and resorts for
those who wish, as the saying goes, to ‘get away from it all’. If you believe TripAdvisor,
Brazil has the world’s best beach (at Baia do Sancho, on the remote island of Fernando de
Noronha). The service is fabulous on most Brazilian beaches, where everything comes to you:

from oysters shucked in front of your sun lounge to freshly shaken cocktails; from newly



tatted lace to the world’s skimpiest bikini. And if you are the kind of traveller, as | am, who
wants to see how other people live, you can spend months and months, as | did, constantly
visited by surprise and wonder.

Wonder is the lifeblood of travel writing. In his book As | Was Saying, Australian
author and broadcaster Robert Dessaix tries to remember the last time he felt wonder: ‘the
sensation of being whisked out of time and space as | normally experience them, to be
bathed in a sort of startling, epiphanic delight in something I don’t understand and don’t want
to, not completely.” This wonder | have felt, and often, in Brazil.

When we think about travel, we tend to think first about places, to think spatially,
geographically. It’s easy to forget that people are often — usually, perhaps — more
interesting than places. We can forget that people populate places; they bring them to life. The
Brazilians — brasileiros and brasilieras — | encountered surprised and fascinated me at least
as often as the landscape, the history, the sights.

For me (though not for Brazilians), Brazil is the land of the unexpected, the perfect
antidote for routine. You might have heard that the buses don’t run on time. In fact, often they
do; it just takes a while to work out where they might go. In my country, ‘shopping’ can be a
verb or a noun but not a destination. First visiting Rio de Janeiro, | was prepared for the
beaches that curl lazily around the city, but not to witness oil rigs being towed across
Guanabara Bay. This startling sight you can see from the top of that tourist icon, Sugarloaf
Mountain. In Brazil, favelas, or slums, often cling precariously to the cliffs and mountains
above cities, giving the poorest people the best views — although | suspect the locals don’t
have a lot of leisure time to enjoy them. In Brazil, there’s something unexpected around
every corner.

Everything is bigger there. Not content with one god, Brazilians turn to a veritable raft

of colourful deities for inspiration, courage, love, health, and happiness. Religious



processions can be two million strong and offer rhythms that would make Bob Marley
jealous. Brazilians bring a level of commitment to the things they do that puts the rest of the
world — or at least the world I live in — to shame, whether it’s worship, football culture,
resistance, or celebration.

You will notice the episodic nature of ‘In Good Faith’. The order of chapters bears
little resemblance to how they occurred in real life because | made many trips over some
seven years, criss-crossing the country, following curiosity rather than any structured route,
often led by a calendar of events. Take, for example, Carnaval: the most important five days
of the year for many Brazilians. Attending Carnaval in different years and in different places
was necessary (and fun) because writing about Brazil without mentioning Carnaval would
be like writing without verbs.

For locals, Carnaval offers many of the same boons as travel. Itallows Brazilians a
break from regular life. Daily roles and responsibilities can be suspended. It’s been pointed
out that exotic travel, especially, affords a ‘moral “time out” ... a fantasy world where all the
moral rules — of decorum, taste, narrative, plausibility, and cause-and-effect — [can]
legitimately be suspended’. Carnaval is like that too.

Both travel and Carnaval afford the space — and the privilege — to take on new roles.
For Carnaval, folk dress up for their roles: the Brazilian Portuguese word for ‘costume’ is
fantasia. With travel, the costumetends to be metaphorical. Folk who study travel narratives
have identified a whole gamut of roles that can be donned like new coats. We can be the
Spiritual Quester, substituting travel for pilgrimage. The Inveterate Wanderer and the
Collector of Experience are also tempting. Like Bruce Chatwin, the traveller can be the
Aesthete and the Gatherer of Other People’s Stories, the Eccentric or the Nomad. There’s the
Anthropological Participant-Observer (though it’s a coat with a cut that just doesn’t seem to

suit me). There’s the Pseudo-Scientist and the Adventuring Hero, roles less commonly played



these days, where few journeys require a machete or the opportunity for the naming of
species.

Until recently, Brazilians have not been widely known as international travellers,
unlike Australians. Last year, Australians — who number merely twenty-two million people
— made some 8.4 million trips out of the country. But we’re put to shame by Britain, whose
sixty-five million residents made nearly fifty-five million trips overseas — they do have a
distinct advantage in that they have a tunnel that leads ‘overseas’, whereas Australians are
restricted to air or sea transport. The number of trips overseas is equal to 84 per cent of their
population (although some will have made more than one trip). By comparison, citizens of
the United States hardly travel internationally at all: sixty-eight million trips suggest that a
maximum of 22 per cent of the population travelled overseas in 2014, and that includes
business trips or to visit family. Until recently, Brazilians weren’t much for exotic travel,
instead, Carnaval is what gets many of them through the often difficult everyday.

In addition to its episodic nature, you may notice, too, that nearly half of what made it
into this book takes place in the country’s Northeast region. That’s no accident, really.
Although I'm yet to find an uninteresting part of Brazil, the people who most captured my
interest lived, as often as not, in the Northeast.

The first few times I ventured into Brazil were during a ‘gap year’, when I took an
epic journey around South America — all thirteen countries on the continent — with my
partner, Peter. We were a decade or so older than most of the backpackers we met on our
meandering course. The three regions in Brazil we visited were all close to borders that we
slipped over from somewhere else (Colombia, Paraguay, Bolivia), to see some convenient
sight while we were vaguely on the way to somewhere else.

After we returned home to Flinders Island, references to Brazil kept cropping up. It

was as if the country — or one of its deities — was demanding | pay more attention. Brazil’s



presidents were mentioned on television in contexts other than military coups d’état. The
nation’s growing role on the world stage was reported in the media. Brazil was to host the
FIFA World Cup and, two years later, the Olympics. The nation’s economy, | was reminded
seemingly constantly, was soon expected to give Brazil another fifth place in the world, a
trophy to place beside those of ‘fifth-biggest population’ and ‘fifth-largest landmass’. Brazil
is a member of the BRIC economic block, with other big countries Russia, India, and China,
and has become one of the world’s main oil producers, the largest exporter of coffee, a
leading producer of hydroelectric power, the biggest grower of soybeans ... Suddenly it
seemed the world was obsessed with Brazil. It was contagious.

| began to notice the similarities between my country — Australia — and Brazil.
Both are big places. Both have the great majority of their populations on the coast. That
beckoned questions: what are the differences when one country has nearly ten times the
population of the other in roughly the same landmass? They were colonised by European
powers, Brazil nearly three hundred years before Australia. The regions had healthy, happy
indigenous populations before that, and neither do now. These were the questions and
observations — some of them seemed rather lofty — that began to come at me more and
more relentlessly, like mosquitoes in the Amazon, the more | thought about and travelled in
Brazil. Of course, many of these questions were also pertinent to a range of other countries,
such as the United States. | became curious about the interests and concerns of Brazilians
and how similar they might be to those of Australians and people in other “Western’ nations.

| told Peter that I’d have to go back. He wasn’t as keen as me, being rather more taken
with the Spanish-speaking countries. Brazil had already provided me with more surprise than
one could reasonably expect, given that the total time we’d spent there was a little more than

a month. That required following up.



In 2009, | dragged Peter back for another few months. We travelled the length of the
country while I tried to work out what it was that had captivated me and how to write about
it. After the first draft of what would become ‘In Good Faith’, I made further trips, shorter
trips — a month or two at a time. Twice friends joined me, and for the final month Peter did
again, although I travelled alone too. Sometimes, in deference to brevity and focus, | haven’t
included my companions’ presence in a chapter. And sometimes, for reasons of politeness or
the failures of memory, I have changed the names of those I met.

So this is my Brazil: at once boisterous and mysterious, elusive and confounding, a

total chameleon. She could even be the wolf | felt so fortunate to see.

A~
My very first foray into Brazil went something like this: we were on a day trip from
Argentina. We’d been told that you didn’t need a visa for such a short visit, which we hoped
was right because Peter had been mugged, just three days after we arrived in South America,
and his passport stolen. He was travelling on a temporary one we were pretty sure didn’t
comply with Brazilian entry requirements. We’d come across the border to see the famous
Iguacu Waterfalls and to watch Brazil play Australia on the big screen during the 2006 FIFA
World Cup. This was a novelty in itself; we weren’t accustomed to being able to go to
another country for a day. It takes the best part of a day’s plane ride or a sea cruise just to
leave Australia.

A guy on the bus gave us directions to a restaurant at which we could watch the game
— of course we soon learned that every restaurant, bar, coffee shop, taxi stand, kiosk, and
bus station was a potential venue for watching it. The entire country shut down for the
match.

A huge marquee had been erected next to the restaurant, in which we grabbed the last

table, and Peter headed to the bar to find out how to order a couple of beers. Suddenly five
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hundred voices around me began chanting the Hino Nacional Brasileiro. They made it sound
more like a clubroom victory song than an ode to country. The Australian anthem started up
next. We burrowed into our seats.

But once the game started, it didn’t take long for a few Brazilians to realise Peter and |
weren’t barracking for their side. Australia was managing to hold Brazil goalless, and we
were trying not to grin.

The Brazilians tapped and wriggled; they itched with concern. When the ball went
within cooee of the net, I ducked as the people around me exploded into the air with the
force of dynamite in a mineshaft. When the ball eluded the goal, each body deflated — man,
woman, and child collapsing hard into their seats. The curious, exhilarating, exhausting
rhythm continued (I felt bruised just watching them) until on the giant screens Adriano
scored for Brazil four minutes into the second half. The Brazilians sagged with relief
before raising the roof again when Fred really, Fred? Not something exotic like Paulo or
Pedro, Thiago or Vinicius, but Fred? — tapped the second Brazilian goal expertly into the
net with mere seconds of the game to go. Brazil 2, Australia 0. Not, | admit, unexpected.

After the final whistle, a woman of about twenty who had been sitting at the next table
approached ours. Did she want to gloat? | had noticed her during the first half of the match,
buying Cokes for three dusty street urchins who had crept into the marquee to watch. Her
hand was outstretched. ‘T am sorry,” she said in heavily accented English. She clearly wasn’t,
but I was grateful for the friendly commiseration.

The waitress was handing me our change in the almost empty marquee when its walls
dropped to the ground — literally — and we were deluged by sound. My ears were assaulted
by piercing noise from long plastic horns that people of all ages were blowing relentlessly.
The sound of a children’s birthday party rattles my bones; this was much louder. When

breath ran short, they merely waved the horns in the air victoriously.
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The road was jammed with people, the gridlock providing ample opportunity for
drivers to contribute to the din by planting their elbows on their horns. We were the only un-
jubilant people in sight. A television crew must have noticed: a microphone materialised in
my face. ‘Australiana?’ But even had I the Portuguese, I wouldn’t have been heard. Now, a
good part of my life has been spent on a small island in the middle of Bass Strait — that’s
the stretch of water between Tasmania and the Australian mainland. It’s where Peter and |
live permanently now.

The island has a population so small the Australian Bureau of Statistics probably
thinks it’s a waste of their budget to count us. Most Australians don’t even know where
Flinders Island is. When you live there, you are used to tranquillity. It’s a place to love for its
beaches and its beauty, but mostly for its peace and quiet. Overwhelmed by the
pandemonium, | felt like | was Steppenwolf, in Herman Hesse’s novel, and had found myself
in the Magic Theatre that was ‘for mad people only’. It was as if the entire 