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When Brazilians want fabulous adventures, they head to the 
state of Mato Grosso do Sul; and so should you.

Off The Beaten Path

BRAZIL’S
WILD WEST

By Suzanne Morphet
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Adventure

It attracts thrill seekers – those of us looking to tromp 
through the jungle or get in the water. Other adventures 
require a trip back in time: Belize also forms the heart 
of the Mayan kingdom, and the country offers some of 
the best ways to get close to this mighty culture like 
a modern day Indiana Jones (or Lara Croft) exploring 
tombs and ruins.

Here at Shark Ray, my Belize adventure begins on the 
water, specifically by the Mesoamerican Reef – the 
largest in the Western Hemisphere – producing a swirling 
kaleidoscope of fish and the unique opportunity to swim 
alongside dozens and dozens of sharks. In the calm waters 
just inside the protection of the reef, fishermen have long 
cleaned their catch, attracting both sharks and stingrays. 
I emerge from the waters (happily) unscathed – nurse 
sharks, it turns out, are almost entirely harmless. These 
shark swims are commonplace here, offered on most 
snorkel trips, and the safety record is very good; even the 
squeamish on our boat manage to get into the water. 

I return to the warm Caribbean several more times during 
my vacation, strapping on my snorkel and swimming along 
the surface, marvelling at the diversity, and sheer number 
of fish on the massively prolific reef below: the yellow-and-
blue flash of queen triggerfish; black-and-white banded 
butterflyfish; small, menacing porcupine puffers; and 
creepy, sleek barracuda. There are literally clouds of fish,  
all so close, I feel like I could touch them if I tried.

On land I head south into the heart of the Mayan kingdom. 
This mighty pre-Columbian culture that dominated parts 
of Mexico and Central America for thousands of years left 
dozens of impressive ruins across Belize – temples and 
palaces, as well as towns and villages that once formed one 
of the most advanced civilizations in the world. 

Staying in Punta Gorda, just a few miles from the Honduran 
border, I am joined by a Kekchi Mayan guide named 
Martin Ack. Driving up into a series of lush, green hills, we 
tour Nim Li Punit (meaning “big hat” in English), an often 
overlooked ruin that’s nonetheless home to an extensive 
complex of plazas and step-pyramids from the Mayan 
Classic period. We enter a small enclosure and view the 
namesake hieroglyphs – impressive carvings, one of which 
features a king with a massive headdress. Winding through 
the ruins, Ack points out tombs (“they believed the spirits 
of the dead remained among the living”) as well as an 
impeccably preserved sports court where the elites played 
a game based on celestial beings and the struggle between 
life and death. 

My adventure ends with a paddle. Deep in the jungle, 
I glide down the Rio Grande, a sacred river, the tip of 
the canoe silently slicing the green-blue waters, the only 
sound being the mysterious creaks and croaks of the 
surrounding rainforest. It could’ve been now, or a hundred, 
or a thousand years ago – a timeless moment, simple, and 
yet extraordinary. Ahead, the village awaits. But I could’ve 
stayed on this river forever.


