
A Volunteer’s Iracambi Story

You come across many travel tales and stories as you thumb through the Rough Guides and Lonely Planet Guides while figuring out where is the best place to go in the world for that life-changing adventure. You are often reminded by your parents it is the last opportunity you have to travel before you have to join the pin striped division of the working world. I decided I wanted to do something where I would not necessarily change, much against my mother’s desire, but where I could learn about this fantastic country Brazil and its greatest asset - the rainforest. 

After a five hour bus ride from Rio de Janeiro to Muriae through the beautiful hills of Petropolis, a journey I did not wish to end and was later wrong in thinking ’I could not imagine this trip could get much better;’ I felt this was the peak which I would stay upon for the next six weeks. I then got a short bus ride to Limeira, the closest town to Iracambi. I can tell you this is a journey easier than trying to catch the number eleven in London and obviously a whole lot more enjoyable too. Not even comparable. 

Having been welcomed by The Captains, Robin and Binka, I stuck my big rucksack into the back of their Landrover, which was affectionately called ‘The Landy’. Then there was short drive to Iracambi. 

.Iracambi is truly the place where ’Forest meets Farm’. I can recall on my first  day at Iracambi having to help the farm workers pull a cow out of the drainage trench which she had fallen into. She could not stand up without help. So after a lot of pulling and shoving and getting caked in mud we did get her out. I had the fantastic opportunity to meet the farm workers and the locals from then on. So as well as Iracambi being the place where ‘Forest meets Farm’, it is also the place where people meet. 

It is a place where you learn as you go.  Projects like mapping the land are vital to show how the land is being used around the fazenda; to see how it can be put to better use without further deforestation and the loss of animal habitats. Where farmers can learn that they do not need to cut down trees for plantations or crop fields, but instead can use the forest or land that they do have to better advantage. The medicinal plant project is one such project where forest plants with medicinal properties can be cultivated to benefit the farmers’ income, the world as a whole and the forest. It was very nice to think while learning about the plants, watering them with the project leader, that it’s all about finding cures for all sorts of diseases. Guy, ‘the specialist’ had devoted a year to this project from when the plants were seeds to when they were saplings to be planted in the forest. 

As a volunteer, I had a wealth of choice for my work detail because I was not a specialist - I was a mere “lackey”. I could help in anything that needed to be done from cutting a trail to painting the new school house, working in the GIS project, to helping in the medicinal plant nursery. I was never stuck for anything to do, and my time, unfortunately, flew by too quickly. I worked mostly on cutting the trails and working outside, which I loved. The trails form a wonderful network around the estate and they lead up to the plantations for the medicinal plants, as well as along the areas which are being reforested.  It was great to amble up the ‘High Trail,’ to cut back the overgrown ‘Jacare Trail’ and wake up a bit before dawn to watch the sun rise at the top of the ‘Dawn Trail’, a sight in itself which is worth travelling to see. This network of trails also provides a example to local farmers of how to maintain the forest, and ‘The Medicinal Plant Trail’ is the example where the nearby farmers and botanists from Muriae can see how this model can be a viable working reality. So although I described myself as a ‘lackey’, volunteers’ efforts do not go unnoticed. Collectively working together for one goal. 

Waking up at Iracambi was wonderful. With the wonderful volunteers Iracambi attracts there is always someone who wakes you up with “Good Morning….Sleep Well?” Time seems to stand still while there, it doesn’t matter if it is seven o’clock in the morning or five in the evening. We all mucked in and worked for as long as we had light in the day. Sometimes while clearing trails it can get very irritating because there seems to be one vine hanging over the trail which, however hard you try tying it back, bounces back in your face and won’t cut, but when you reach the top of the trail you have an enormous feeling of self  pride not to mention a wonderful view. You can then return to The Centre and over a bit of  ‘carne’ (meat) and rice compare ’warwounds’ with your fellow volunteers. It is never boring, people are reading, chatting about where they have travelled before plotting their next journey around the giant country that is Brazil. Or playing the ingenious game  ‘Flip!’, which is quite possibly the most addictive game in the world. It was very enriching to laugh with the others and I miss it a lot.


Iracambi was so exciting and I have many fond memories of the six weeks I had the good fortune to be there, feeling envious of the people who were there longer. Like every volunteer who has now been to Iracambi I am now part of the ongoing project that is Iracambi; the dream of two fine captains, Robin and Binka at the helm of the vessel. A time that I will always remember.  

Sholto Morgan
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