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(n the banks of the Rio Jumuiin Eirunepd, Yay
Monteconrado. once-prosperous owner of 4 rubbo

By Michael Paifit

hedding, wiuts I::: banges carrying supplies, i he
town 15 now swollen with refugees from the forese
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Whose hands will shape the future
of the Amazon’s green mansions?

Rubber tappers were once yegarded as yaoiors
of the Brazilian rain forest, but now the

seringueiros are hard but to save themselves

Incthe ot diy days of saemmer incthe vadn forest, whien
the Rio Junwd shiivels ancd the torest sweis, when the
vultures circle over the town of Eirunepé waiting for
the hsh to die, and smoke blows up from the fires to
the south and stains the an with pusors of the arde
ol Chico Mendes, Fry Montecomado stinds restlessly
at the window of the Montecomado brothers' store
and thinks he has been forgoten by the world.
Theaiver is the lughiway heves there is no other 1oad

o Farunepd, Monteconradn watches it every day.
Maybe todiy it will end Tus isaolation. Surely 1oday his
cowsin Amazomno, the Governor, will come again o
give away cham saws, and bring news that the govern-
ment isat List gong 1o pay the Monteconrado brothers
for then land. Surely today the barge from Manaus will
aimve, brngivg the supplies of cachaga (Brazilian white
runy) i Houy thae will restore prosperity 1o the Mon-
teeongado Binnly, and fer them compere again with the
Bald One, Surely roday @ canoe will come down {rom
the fading village of Moutdo. deep in the forest up the
Rio Eow, to tell im that the people of the forest have
ceased then exodoy and have gone hack 10 their trees,
and thit die empre ol rubiber is not fished after all,
“I you tuin your back o the ight you'll see only

your shadow.” & Portuguese sign says in Montecon-




Beneath a rainbow's arch, seringuciros have built
a few huts and made & smail clearing in the forest.
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They tread lightly on the tand, but they must
live in isolation without schools, stores or doctors.

Photographs by Randall Flyman




1ado’s office. All over his walls and ceilings are plis-
tered the handwritten signs that contain the compiled
wisdom of his life, such as “Love isu't to be understood;
it is to be fived.” The signs ave Tiayed; he hasn't put up
a new une (o yeas, He stands among his weather-
beaten thoughts at the window, wearing a blue shirt, a
gold chain, a crucifix and an expression of anxious
goodwill, Sutely today the approaching river, whose
annual floods have already consumed five blocks of
Eiruncpd, right up 1o his door, will chimge its course
and stop gnawing at his foundatons. He stands em-
braced by solitude and plins a retpining wall,

But Montecomado is not alone, It you pulled the
camera back from the window wherg he stands watch-
ing the river, far back to the edges of the great basin of
the Amazan, you'd see the sithouettes of millions of
prople from the world’s wealthiost mations stianding
there, watching him as dnxiously as he wawches the river.

His solitnde is iflusion. The vast green landscape of
his home is the center of a huge preoccupation. 1o us
out here in the developed world, the lorest has sud-
denly become immeasurably valuable and its residents
its custadians. Surcly the people of this last great tropi-
cal forest on Fanth will protect the trees for us, and
with them che planet iseit—the planet tat we, for all
our power and wealth, have heedlessly brought to the
brink of the llood.

"The Amazon is the magic mountain ol ccology,”
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Autha feft Rio Branco, flew over BRA3GD toaeadh
the remote rain forest town of Eirunepé, where the Rio
Eiru and Rio Jurud flow together and seringuciros
struggle to survive. Green is Amazon basin in Brauil.
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saitd an American othdial in Brasilia, whom I visited
during a recent two-nonth flight by light aircraf
around Brasak “Teall happens there” In the western
Anvazon, 1,500 miles away, an anthropologist who has
worked there for ten years put all this hope in a few
words: "It is the prople who live from the forest who
will save the forest.™

Thest sentiments are widespread. Dunng the past
couple of yewrs much of the worldwide concern about
the envivonniental changes that seem to be accumulag-
ing wound the planet has focused on the Amazon
basin, This huge cxpanse—2.8 million square miles,
an aren neuly the size of Australia —has been described
av the lungs of Farth, as the storchouse of genetic
diversity and, because of its magnificent abundance of
lile, ws the hiding place of cures for AIDS and cancer.
Nut only is it myth that the forest tames the greenhouse
cllect us a net consumer of large amounts of carbon
dioxide (the amount of CO, released by the burning
and decomposing of vegetation exceeds what the forest
tikes up), but forest destruction, particularly by burn-
ing, has actually contributed to global warming. When,
in the past few years, large-scale clearing and burning
ol the forest For s and cattle ranches—encouragod
by goveniunent incentives—cogged the Amazon’s skies
with sinoke so thick that aircraft were grounded, and
scientists suggested that the fires added to the green-
hsuse, the witchers hegan to crowd around,

The Amazon has Lecome a vivid symbol of the
interdependence of nation upon nation for the sur-
vival of life on the planet. And, oddly, out of violence
and martyrdom, and perhaps because of a human
longing lor saviors, some of the poorest, most power-
less people on Earth—ihe men and women who gather
lex [rom trees in the Amazon wilderness, and the
fndins who live wnong them—have been assigned
leadership i the task ol proteaing it

“Truth s like a rose; it has thorns™

In July of this yein 1 stood in Monteconrado's office,
chided Dby his signs—"Whoever recognizes his igno-
rance begins 10 be wise,” “Truth is like a rose; it has
thorns”—and found mysell immersed in this strange
situation, struggling to understand ir.

I had flown slowly down from the United States in
my Gessna Cardinal, across thousands of miles of for-
est. Although long stretches of forest passed below
without a sign of roads or ires, there was no escaping
the question of the Amazon's development. Near the
notthernmost tip of Brazil, at Boa Vista. some of
the gold miners who are pouring into the region by the
thousands, polluting the water with mercury, and kifl-
ing Indians with discase and bullets, crowded around
my plane as I refueled, hinting that it might be worth




"Chico Frve” spelled out in Brazil nuts honors
Mendes at miass six monthe afrer his murder,

In first empate (protest aciion) alter Mendey'
death, 50 rubber tappers bumed logpers' huts
to stop further cutting and protect livelihood.

my while to sell it on the spot for double its value in
gold dust, Escaping their grasp and my temptation,
I flew past an area where a huge hydroelectric dam
has Nooded more thian 700 square miles of jungle,
puisoned the water with rotting vegetation and de-
stroyed a river's economy downstream. At Porte Velho,
in the state of Ronddnia, whose forest has borne the
brumt of the past decade’s onslght of vanchers and
settlers, a young man urged me to attend the state's
first ecological conference. “People have been saying
we have heen burning and killing,” he siaid, “This is all
not true.”

As I flew west from Pérto Velho I saw long fingers of
pale green and brown reaching into the forest, where
chain saws, bulldozers and fire have pushed pasture-
fand north inte the woods like mange. Then, when 1
landed at the western frontier city of Rio Branco, in
the state of Acre, a stranger at the airport slipped a
mimeographed note into my hand, There would be g
mass that evening, the note said, to commemorate the
six-month anniversary of the murder of Chico Mendes.

That night the Rio Brance cathedral was crowded.
On white paper in the aisle two woids were spelled out

Author Michael Pa¥fit flew the same Cessna
Cardinal to Braul that he used to crisscros
this country for his book Chasing the Glory.

in Brazil nuts: “Chico Vive” It was indeed a cele-
brated murder. Francisco (Chico) Alves Mendes Filho
was a rubber wapper, a seringueiro, one of anywhere
between 70,000 and 300,000 people—depending on
who's estimating—all over the Amazon who harvest
latex from wild rubber trees, During the past ten years
he hud fiest led the organization of the seringueiros of
southernn Adre to uppose practices of debt peonage
imposed by large landowners. Then, when Brazilian
Jand-development policies, and roads financed in part
by international banks, led to widespread cutting and
burning of forests that the seringueiros used, he and
others developed an effective system of nonviclent pro-
test, called empates, in which crowds of seringueiros
would suddenly show up where men were clearing the
forest and persuade them to stop,

The idea that the Amazon forests already comtained
a system of economics, and a resident population that
wits committed to its survival, was so appealing 1o the
environmental community of the developed nations.
that Mendes was invited to the United States to testify
before Congress and international banks. He was estab-
lishing a worldwide reputation as both a labor orga-
nizer and an environmentalist when, on December 22,
1988, he stepped out of his house and was shot down.
Mendes and his seringueiros had peacefully confronted
several ranchers and one of them, Darli Alves da Silva,




Whao can save Braul's vain forest?

Pichup nruck of the Amazon, the motorized dugout
canoe 5 oa main means of tavel through the forest,

and his two sons have been convicied of the murder;
they are appealing the verdict

"We are remembering a person who gave his hody
and hiy gilt Lor us,” the priest said of Chico Mendes
six months alter his death, and the crowd of 500 stood
and sung: "It is the dnwe of grace! Tvis the tdme of
liberation!” The shirt and sandals Mendes had been
wearing when he was killed, and the towel that had
been draped aver his shoulders, were brought to the
altzir, Oo a mmeographed handour with the hymins
were Mendes” words: 1 want 1o live to defend the
Antzon.” Through his death Chico Mendes' deflense
of the lorest hecune Limons, Al the aggression of
developers against the forest, all the fears we have of
fosing this green abundance, were focused by the deach
of ene man, Chico Mendes hied become the martyr of
the Amaron,

By the time [ reached Rio Branco, nine movie com-
panies had made offers for the rights 1o Mendes® life
story, jowrnalists from leading publicagons and tele-
vision networks all over the developed world had made
pilgrimages to Acre to mierview Mendes™ colleagues
and survivors.

S0 to get u dearer view of what is happening in
the Antzon T llew northwest, following the infamous
highway BR-364 1o where it trickled out inte a can
tiack. The road looked like an arrow through the
hewrr of the jungles Bral plans 1o posh e through to
Pera, opening Pacific pons for Anvizon trade. rarned
away from it Hew north over unbroken forest for an
hour and Tanded at one of the most isolated towns in
the Amazon, Eay Momteconrado’s home: Firunepé, in
the state of Amazonas,

Croing to the forest Jl,v'u‘i)fr' 1o ,!uugff' lown

It wis like going bhehind enemy lmes. Xio Branco is a
city af the road, o paat ol the famibiar, hustling net-
wk ol Western commerce. conneded 1o the pulse of
Riv de Juneiro and Sdo Paulo. Einmepé was @ jungle
towil, patt of the aucient web ol water and woods.
Hereo o the dusty lintde ddearmg of Firunepé, and in
the intact furest that rolls away [or hundreds of miles in
any ditection you ook, 1T would learn whether the
people ol the forest readly had the power to accomplish
wiial we desire,

There wis no bicad i Einunepé, People are wrile,
fish, manwe and, when they could afford i, rice and
beans, Omee b ospent the equivalent of my waiter’s
weekhly sadary (about 312) and bought a pizza, but
[ never could buy bread, Ery Monteconrado sid it
wits hecause the barge from Manaus hadn’t come yer,
Lino, who Montecontadao’s brother thought wus a
Communist drug dealer, sad bakers of Eirunepé had
stopped haking because the government ler the price
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Children of former tubber tappers play i the poor
section of Eirunepd. The prospecas tor work there are

of flour rise hut the price of bread had not increased.

Lino. who used only his first name, couldn’t post his
thoughts on his wall; they were too complex. Maybe
that's why the Monteconrados didn’t approve of him,
Maybe it was that he looked Like a hippie, with los
frizzy long harr and his dehghied eyes, or that he
represented tadical Catholic theology in his work with
Indians in Eiranepd.

Outside Lino’s house, where we olien talked in the
warm evenings, the e was laden with the smell ol
tubber [rom the processing plant up the toad; it was
actitd bt nostalerc, Tike o good childhood dish made ol
fruit and buined sugm. As we stood in the moody
stink of the rown's economic hase, Lino remarked ob-
liquely about the perspective of Hight,

“"From the jungle.” he siid. "we hear a plane and we
can't see it; [rom a plane, youdook down and you can't
see the people, Neh?”

The peoaple of the pungle hide benearh their magnifi-
cent canopy; it s cisy. flying over, o iimagine there is
no one there, But the Amazon is & tich envitonment
for human beings as well as {or treest it has been
thoronehly populated for millenuia, As miany s 4.8
milhon Indiany nay have hved there helore Faro-
peans brought muiderous diseases and conflict 1y the
17th century; when they thinned out, the seringucitos
came. They poured into the Amazon in two waves, first
during the great 1ubber hoom of the Lue 19t and
carly 20ih centurmes. and then again in World War 11
when refugees from Brazil's poverty-siricken northeast
became Soldiers ofl. Rublber, marched into the forest

ndted, but as one adminisirator says, “"No one
likes to see their children dying slowly in the forest.”

for the sike of the Allies” tires and never came out.

Soon alier I reached Eirunepé I went looking for the
seringueiros up the Rio Eiru in a boat powered by a
one-cylmder engine as loud as a machine gun, There |
began to learn i the people of the forest are lesving it

The river, less than 50 yards wide, was as twisted us a
snike in oo small box. We pushed upstream, turning
with it, and the sun swung back and forth overhead as
it all owr global disturbances had finally made the
planet furch ofl s track. The forest crowded the
Dianrks, as aswin] and alive as the river. The elean ttunks
ol trees climbed ra high, solitary crowns, and explo-
sions ol vines smothered others. A arocadile snoosed
on a sandbank, white buuerflies haunung s eyes.
Snags wiggled in the current, as if someone were sig-
matling wigently {from below. At the outside of each
bend was a fresh clift of red dirt or a tumbled mass of
new-fallen trees, while at the inside of the bend the
new silt lett by the moving river was already growing
shrubs, ‘The river wins an agent of delorestation: i cut
throughi the woods like a bulldoser, trimiming the long-
haired landscape and making room for new life.

Al the way, arintervals of a mde or more, we passed
houses on the banks, tiny shacks on stilts made of palm
trees split and fatened, and thatched with feaves. The
homestends were stark: a lew banana trees, young
manioc plants and serawny corn, chickens. pigs and
old dugout tanoes on stilts, filled with canth 1o grow
herbs, Each home was 20 [eer above us up the bank,
but the high-water marks on the walls were higher
than the stilts; for part of each year the people of the

3




A seringueiro’s wile and her grandchildiren wait out
rain in their flimsy split-palm hut near the Rio Eiru,

forest are inundated by the Amazon's annual floods.

At each home the windows were full of solemn
chifdren, We waved; they seldom waved back, They
watched our boat come bellowing up the river; they
waiched us go bellowing away. They were like owls,
with their big dark eyes and their heads that turned
but did not acknowledge us. Then we reached Mourio
and 1 began to understand the affliction that lay along
the river like a [og.

Tt was the sadness of ending, Moutlo was o serngal,
owned by Ery Montecomado and his brothers, A
seringal is a rubber holding, land daimed by a serin-
galista, who is like a feudal lord: a rubber baron. He
allows seringueiros to live and harvest rubber on his
Land, The seringueiro pays him vent, sells hing rubber
and buys supplies from him. The system is olten
abused and seringueiros have been held in debt slav-
cry. arranged so that the rubber sold never pays off the
cost of supplies. That was the system that Chico
Mendes {ought successfully in Acre, but nobody was
fighting it here. No one necded to; it was lalling apart,

Once the willage of Mourio, at the heart of the
Montecomadoy seringal, had moire than a thousand
residents. Now 19 families lived there~just over 4 hun-
dred people. Six years before, there were 12 soccer
teams here, provided with uniforms by the Monte-
comados, Now the few childien left played beside
weatherbeaten rows of houses, with bits of bark stufled
in a plastic bag.

Mourio's hotel was falling down, The village still

64

had a discotheque, with a drcular floor polished hy
years of harefoot dancers. That night I heard music
and thought I'd find life there at last. But inside, in the
curiousty hilue light of 4 single candle, only two young
gitls and two pairs of children shuffled slowly around
in (lumsy embrace to the music of a cassette recorder.
It was the first sign of aftection 1 had seen in the forest,
Bhut it was [olorn, like the embrace of survivors in a
town decimated by wia,

Fluman wugnatures i the forest

The torest cowded around Mourdio, From the hnght
heat of morning in the village's dearing it looked
impenetrably dark, But inside it was cool and full
of shinumering green light, Gicadias whined; birds
whistled, 1 owalked there with @ young seringuciro
named Frandisco Sergio Pinheiro, who was 22 and had
three children. The trees he visited had been used for a
genertion or more. Their bark was scarred in even,
paraliel lines. No one had cut initials, but this human
signature in the forest was deep: it was like seeing
footsteps worn in the stone stairs of a cathedral, or a
methodical tecord of days cut into prison walls,

With a knife bent like a can opener Sergio sliced a
thin, swift gash at a slant in the bark of each tree. The
white latex dripped out as fast and as rich as blood,
and 1an down into u cup,

“Right now Iamaseringuciro,” Sergio said shyly. “1
would like to be something else.”

The driver of my boat was with us in the forest. He
was a brash man with a loud voice, probably induced
by dealness. When 1 asked Sergio how he got his
estrada, his trail of wrees, the driver answered for him,
shouting through the calm: “The patrdo [boss] gave it
to hitm. When he doesn't want to cut anymore, he gives
il back 1o the patrdo. Tle can have another estrada if
he wants it There are many estradas now without
seringuerros. They don't have the people to cut them.”

Whye

“The searingueiros left a few yeirs ago,” the driver
said cryptically. “They couldn’t get supplies.” But other
people were not so reticent. “The life of a seringueiro,”
a former setingueiro told me once, "1s the most suffocat-
ing life you can have, He hghes and fights and fights
and has nothing, His hands are full of smoke.”

Cutting rubber hus never been good for anyone
except the patrios. Fven in the days of the rubber
haom bL'FillgUL’IFUS {nglll diSCilS(.'. Indians and croco-
diles [or months at a time and then ended up in debt.
It remiains a desperate existence. You go out on the
estrada Jong before dawn, your bare feet shuffling
among leaves and snakes, your way lighted by a
smucge of light {from a kerosene headlamp called a
paronga. All day you cut trees and gather latex while




bugs pieice you and gather blood, Then you come
home and must smoke or press the latex; you have
made §3. Il you work haid you can cut 1,100 pounds of
rubber during the diy season and ¢iurnabout 23 centsa
pound. In the wet season. in some parts of the Amaron,
you can harvest Brazil nuts for several hundred dollars
more. or cut down occasionil trees for sawmills,

"A setingueito has no fetme,” sad a foomer apper
whom I had met selling trinkers on wostreet corner in
Rio Branco. "He only works 1o make others rich,” The
hard work is not the only trouble. A seiinguciio lves
deep in the forest with Hude social lites no schools and
no medical help for miles, “In town there are people to
help you,” one seringueiro told me, "Oun the seringal
you can only get help from God.”

Seringueiros are as meek and as strong as their for-
est. and almost as quiet. "They know everything about
the jungle,” Ery Monteconrado's brother ey told me
once, "but they don't know how 1o tell vou about it."
Thev didnt know how 10 tell me about their pain,
cither. On another day on the Rio Jurui 1 had 1alked
to a woman whose family moved rom Acre 16 years
belore, Both her hushand and son were seringueiros,

"I was very bad in Acre,” she uad said simply, "We
thought it would be better here.”

Was it?

“It is more or less the same,” she had shrugged. "It's
just hard to live.”

A man who once administered Braal'y rubber pro-
grams put it more vividly: “No one,” he said, “likes to
see their children dying slowly in the forest.”

Before getting back in the thunderous hoat to leave

Swian Puins

Eirunepd's vice mayor, Jos¢ Alcimar Garcia, does
his best 1o provide -assistance and reassurances to

Mourdo, 1 walked among the houses, From near the
disco came the solitary high voice of a child singing
while she swung her baby sister in a hammock. "But

]

now you have left me, 1ay love,” she sang, over and
over. A young fisherman, getting ready to shoot dinner
with bow and arrow in a nearby oxbow lake, used a
word 1 would soon hear again: “This is a weird place,”
he siid, "I is aeabada.”

The ward does not translate directly into English,
Roughly, it means finished, complete, worn out, over,

"We call it the exodus,” said Raimundo Chagas da
Sitvi, o representative of an Amazon-wide organiza-
ton of seringalistas, I owas back in Eirunepé, where
there was still no bread. The sun blazed behind him
through the open door of his house into the dim
kitchen; all I could see of him was the flash of a white
smile in a long dark face, and the flicker of his long
supple fingers. Flies crawled on the lip of his coffee
cup. A black-and-white cat limped past outside. inside,
the sun shone along the polished top of a hundred-
year-old cabinet made of Eirunepé mahogany.

Chagas was a seringalista. He claimed 10,000 hecares
upriver, but now he owned a hotel and a small saw-
mill sand, like the Monteconrado brothers, wanted o
sell his Land 10 the government,

“The seringals,” he said in a slow, golden voice, “are
places of abandonment.”

As if he were speaking a hymn, he rolled the reasons
out into the warm evening. There was more to the
exodus than just a hard life; seringueiros had been
putting up with thin for a century. But now the price
ol rubber was 100 low, the cost of living too high, and
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refugees like the litde girl above, but resources
are meager. “We must have agriculture,” he says.




the hand life of cutting rubber was not justified by the
retutn. “Aud so the negative resuli has arrived,” he
said. “The people decide: if they must suller they
might as well suller in the city.” The smile flashed, the
slaw voice tolled. "Now it iy acabado. Tt walks swiltly
toward the end.”

Brazil, which Chagas called the mother country of
rubber, has Jong tried to support its seringueiros, not
just o protect their industry, but o keep them out
there in the Amazon occupying the borderlands. Bur
rubber is grown so efliciently in plantations in South-
cast Asia that it makes wild rubber uncompetitive. So
the govenument axes inports 1o support s arife
vially high price [or ity own product. Despite that, the
price has lagged behind the country’s wild inflation.
Also, perhaps because the government s recently put
o e and mote empliasis on other ways ol developing
the Amazon, support for the seringueios’ way of life
has also faded, Gone is a regular radio program that

Holding a collecting cup in his mouth, a rubber wapper
cuts groove to bleed a few ounces of Litex from tree.
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gave them the up-to-date price figures and an inspira-
tional drama alled Machete, Paronga and Courage.
Gone is a system in which the government attempted
to provide lood at lower prices, Gone are hoats that
citrried doctors and dentises deep into the forest. Gonge
1s an ambitious program designed to give seringuciros
minifaciories, which enabled them to process their own
rubber and keep more of the profin.

A new adminisiuor, whom 1 ovisited in Brasilia,
promised that many of those progirams will return, and
that the price will he pumped back up. In Acre, with
the help of ounside groups and ficrce encouragement
brom LS. envirgmmentalists, the orgamization Chico
Mendes led has been able 1o develop a few schools
in the forest and revive some of the minifacories,
But there's imother fundamenial obstacle to the resur-
rection of tubber i the forese: Brazil's tubber industry
is turning to plantations,

Atempts to grow rubber n rows in the Amazon
Juve usually Luded becaase a Leal Dhight that is impeo-
tent among solated trees runs through crowds of them
Jike fire. But the blight needs humidity and heat, and
now the rubber industry is planting its trees in drier,
cooler areas of Brasil,

At one point during my llights around the country |
spent o day aca Michelin Tire Corporation plantation
in lueberd (p. 60), on the coast between Rio de Janciro
and the mouth of the Amazon, It was winter there and
the leaves had fallen; beautiful gray forests of rubber
trees covered 5,500 heauares of rolling hills. A million
and o hall nees stood in rows there, cach with its own
litde plasuc cap and s custodial rubber tapper. who
wisil't even a seringueiror he was called a sangradore—
w bleeder. Michelin employed 850 bleeders and 700
suppott people to praduce shout 3,000 tons of rubber
aoyead; in the forest thin much rubber would require
the work of 6,000 seringueirgs. Michelin gave cach
sangradore about $75 o« month and a free home with
vunning waler and electridity; there was a 20-hed hos-
pital and a socad Life thar centered on 19 villages, Lile
was heteer there than i was inthe forest or in Firunepé,

Forest vublier proves inferior

Alter secing all this, 1 stll had one hope [or the
jungler surely its rubber had something special about
it—an uncommon resilience, i wild toughness—that
would alwiys make i in demand, Bur that, too, was an
illusion. Rubber cut in the forest is often comtaminated
by both debris and time, and conies out dirty and weak
compared with bright, golden. plantation rubber,
New rubber plantations are approaching maturity,
Last yein 1) percent of Brazilian rubber production
wits from plantations; by 1991 it will rise to 60 percent.
In Brasilia Fasked the nation’s administrator of rubher




il, as more plantations begin to produce efficient, (lean
rubber, there will be less demand for the wild Tatex.

It s ievitable,” he said.

The stink of vubber in the ab of Firvnepd seemed
more nostalgic than ever one afternoon when 1 walked
through the streets with the vice mayor. His name was
Jos¢ Alcimar Garcia, “There will soon he bread,” he
promised. We walked down g long, clevated plank
walkway o an area called Vila Cacag, where tiny
houses with glassless windows stood on seilts in row alter
row. These were the new homes of the seringueiros,”

Promises to the poor in Eirrunepé

Aldimar offered reassurances to all the prople we
passed, Things would get bewer, e signed a requisi-
tion form so a destitute mother could buy food. “Go to
the Bald One,” he told her, e showed me the alflicied
with a strange pride: an old blind woman who crawled
to him across the Hoor, i mongoloid child, a horribly
distended baby. Alcimar promised help. "You will be
mayor next timel” the blind wonran shoated,

“Five vears ago this did not exist,” he said, pointing
to taw atler vow of shicks, "Five yeis apo the populas
ton of Eirunepd was 8.000, Now we think i is 30,000."
All those peeple had come out of the Torest. A man led
an ox past us, People wobbled by on bicydles, Little
hovs tan and grinnedt. Young girlvin shore tight dresses
slipped by, so childlike and sulivy that they reninded
me of what i physioan had sid earbier: familics are so
poor here that ginls e sold into prostitmtion at the age
of T1. Alcimar shook Tunds vighe and lefr, snd squeesad
the arms ol the women, We stopped d tailked o
Erilies, "1 cante from the seringad Foz de Tormnet,”
said ane man. hoeing @ meager garden, " cone rom
seringal Santa Maria,” sabd g woman. ‘The childien in
her doorway smuled and waved.

“I have found it better here,” said o woman from the
seringal Foz de Jirapuari, "My hushand works lor the
Dald One, We bought this house {or [about $60] and
we're working to put in windows.”

Iasked Alcmin il he sees complete abandonmenr of
the Forest, He hesiaed, Two women walked pasy car-
rying b kets ol water onthen heads, " Phiey smited, He
squeesed their arms, Ve, he sid. Buot even if prices
and hardship wring every list sevingueno oul ol the
wouods, the fotest will not he empny,

One day T walked into the house where Lino worked,
into a room that opened out lrom a murow hall like a
chamber ina cave, Seven people looked up from work
in notehooks an then desks, Red lines were painted
high actoss their cheeks, They were Indians,

“The Indians®and the seringueires do not have
the same trajectory, neh?” Lino said cheerfully. The
Indians watched him. They were members of the

Kananuui tribe, which once had lived at Eirunepé bue
had moved deeper into the forest 130 years ago, when
the Europemns came. The house was called Casa
Kananiani. Lino was teaching them Pormguese,

“T'he seringueiros were dispersed through the for-
est,” Lino continued. “Now they are wruly leaving the
forest for the cities. The Indians are not dispersed,
neh? They are in social groups, and they 1end 1o keep
their social space away [rom the cities.”

The necarest Kanamari village was Trés Unidos,
ahom 20 air miles—a day's travel by dugout canoe—cast
of Firunepd, Tt was a group of 20 wood-and-split-pishn
houses built on stilts near a stream at the north end of
the airsirip on which I landed. Trés Unidos was ram-
shackle and dirty—recently acquired pigs had made the
ground a black bog—but it was full of laughter, It was
the opposite of Mourdo; it thrived.

The Indians at Trés Unidos did not cut rubber.
They had livle commerce with the owside world.

Coapulated latex "biscuits” collected in the forest
are filled with impurities that decrease their value.
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Tapper's house is on stilts to protect it during
frequent flooding, when travel is only by canoe,

They lived on hsh, game, wild Tiait and small plana-
tions of maniog, sweet potatoes and bananas, The men
cleared new fields every couple of years and the women
farmed them. This communal life is so ellective that
one stite agency is trying 1o persuade setingneiros to

. ger together in semicommuial groups and practice
small-scale agriculture. “Like the Indians,” a state field
worker had said.

But people were trying to change the Indians, oo,
A international missionary group called New Tiibes
had built the airstrip, written down the language,
translated parts of the Bible and provided medical
care. The organization that Lino worked for, a Catho-
Hic nussionary group, taught Portuguese to the Kan-
amari and took individuals like a young chiel 1o
meetings with other tribes 1o make them aware of the
conflicts of the jungle, and to teach them how to claim
their own pait of the forest. The two missionary
groups distrusted each other but cared enough about
the Indians not 1o make open war.

Perhaps as a result, the young chiel looked more
preoceupicd with life than others of his cheerlul tribe:
he had been converted by both sets of missionaries,
and now gave evangelical religious services by the light
of a paronga in the small wooden school building, then
talked about learning Portuguese while preserving his
culture, "We want to dance our own dances,” he said.
But others want to dance with them, because if rubber
can’t save the forest, saybe the Tndiins can,

"At the time that a species like rubber iy rolling over
the edge and is no longer valuable in an extractive
context,” says Thomas Lovejoy, the Smithsonian's As-
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sistanit Scaretury for External Affuirs, who has been
conducting research in the Amason for 25 years
(Smirusonian, Apnl 1988), “there should be other
resources that comne on.™

"Reseunchiess,” wines Philip Fearnside, a4 noted
Arazon scienust, “are racing to find ways to make
saving the {orest cconomically advantageous.” This in-
chades study of Indians” use of medicinal plants, in the
hope ol fmding new cures (Smrrnsonian, February
HIRD), arud other ways they use the forest,

One of the rescarchers is Williarm Balée, who is
siudying three Indian tribes near Belém. I oalked 1o
it dwring my Laer Hlights around Bragdl, He had
found, ianong other things, a powertul black dye, but
wits Just s interested in the way Indians moved
through the forest over the centuries, using it fully bue
Changing it gendy, like a breeee or a river, and perhaps
contributing to its diversity.

Balée was uncomfortable with turning Indian ways
of life into commerce. ™I could not recommend the
encouragement of export from groups whose econo-
mies are completely unintegrated,” he said. But what
bothered him more was the demand (which covers our
expectations of Indians and seringueiros alike) that the
forest must pay its way in cur world. “I don’t think it
needs to be justified by the fact that it can produce,” he
said. "Its continued existence is justification enough
for ity continued existence.” "That belief does not keep
Bulde and others lrom continuing their search. “Using
ethical and moral arguments should not preclude using
practical approaches,” Tom Lovejoy says.

At TTies thindos 1 found one use that would make
millions in America. It was a plant about ten feet high,
with leaves like fingers. If you gave some of this plant
to the person you loved, said a Kanamari named
Da'um, the love would be returned,

A walk through the forest

Unfortunacely, it turned owt that the tree was more
ol a nadition than a drug, so was uscless at home. But
the forest led me on, as af it were a woman and had
given me the tree. I walked through it with Da'um and
his nephew, who was 8. Da'um strode swiftly among
the trees, o shotgun over his shoulder, his broad feet
treading silently on soft, wet ground. He left tracks like
a bear'’s. The boy, confident and aware, ran after him,
then came back down the trail to wait for me when |
lagged behind. Birds whistled invisibly in the trees, A
family of tawny monkeys leaped through the canopy.
The boy watched, listened and never said a word. He
waited for me by a log, then scaumpered ahead. He left
tracks like w cub's,

“The life Indians lead in the jungle is just like an
animal hife,” the seringalista who claimed Trés Unidos
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had told me, He meant it as criticism. “It would be best
if they became more int{‘g:':ltl'd in soticty so lhvy could

contribie move,”

But the [orest is a sanctuary ol not just biological
diversity but human diversity as well. The Kanamari
are neither poor nor rich; they simply live. What cures
for thevest of us hide in that secrety I you turned the
Kanamari to commerce it would vanish as swiftly as
smoke. The boy's essence was {reedom. Where would
you pui that boy in Vila Cacau, and how would you
calculate the loss? To mie that sounded more violenm
than burning the trees. Indians may, however, contrib-
ute to the forest’s survival without being consumed by
commerce. As Lovejoy points out, "Leaning how the
forest can have cconomic uses is not synonymous with
turning Indians themselves into capitalists,”

And the Kanamarn need pieces of our culture just as
much is we may need bits ol theirs, One day a baby fell
ot of @ stibied howse and bioke his leg. "The people
came mround: Could ©ily him o the hospital? Alier
delivering the child and his mother to Eirunepé 1 went
to see Lino.

He was in the backyard of Casa Kanamari, washing
clothes in a pan. At first we talked about one of the
major achicvements of the battle Chico Mendes {ought:
the general acceplance ol the idea o extractive re-
serves, which are like parks with people in them, "They
are areas set aside in the forest for people like serin-
guciros to live in so they can harvest the jungle’s renew-
able crop without fear of expubion by fne. Twelve
extractive reserves we in place on planned, indoding
9,700 hectares of Monteconrado land at Mourdo. One
reserve covers more than 2 million hectares.
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Kananuiri Indian student
WEHes InSIFUCtor's narme

in Eirunepé school run by
Cartholic missionaries. Effort
o teach Indians Portuguese
is based on a belief it will
help them protect righis
and coonomiie iteresty as
development encroaches on
their part of the rain forest.

The proposed reserves sounded ambitious, but
when the president of the agency in charge of develop-
ing them deseribed thiem to'me during another one of
my hops from place to place in Brazil, they looked like
a smokescreen. “Tell me” he said alter the interview,
“will your wrticle help our negotiations with the World
Bauk" O were the veserves, like many other efforis o
presetve picces of the world, just a rearguard action
used 1o case fears and pave the way tor destruction
clsewhere—small victories in a general retreai?

Lino was winy of the reserves for another reason, He
wits worried that seringueiros and Indians would be
lumped together in them. “That will annihilate the
Indians,” he said,

I repeated 1o hinm the words of hope [ had brought
with me to Eirunepé weeks belore. They scemed like
one of Monteconrudo’s wall thoughts to me now—
battered and out of date. 1 said them anyway: “The
people whao live Irom the lorest will save the forese.”

Line grinned cheerfully, "Saving the forest is not
really just a maner of saving ethnic groups. neh?” he
said. "It wall be o matter of raising the consciousness of
the world, H we don't change our relationship with the
covironment, we won't be able to save anything—the
forest or anything clse. We'll end up destroying our-
selves and the viahibity of Life.” He grinned. "Neh?"

Then T went toa party and met the Bald One.

“Hey, you big [at turtle!” someone shouted through
the clatter of bottles and laughier, At the end of a long
table s huge man looked up, He pretended rage, He
slapped the taible, "The boules jumped. He rofled his
vist eyes and massaged his leflt breast with huge fin-
gers. He wore only bathing trunks. His enormous body




Eiruncpé commercial baron Manue! (the Bald One)
Carvalho (on right) throws a party at his ranch.

Faquiero lassos steer on Garvalho ranch, where fand
stitl shows ruins of forest cleared 1en years before.
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dripped. His naked scalp shone. He poured a cup of
cachiaga, spilled half of it on the table, drank it, dipped
a plece of cashew fruicin salt, took a bite and threw the
rest out onto the lawn, His voice was a deep gargle,

"I delend the forest!” he shouted. “I defend i T only
cut it when my cattle need grass.”

His name was Manuel Gomes Carvalho, but people
called hitn Manuel “Carceca™ (the Bald One). The
party was at the Bald One's fazenda, hive miles from
Firunepe, He'd hived the Eiranepé bus and o couple
ol dump trucks to haul half the population of town out
the bumpy red road. On the lawn guadrilha dancers
entertained the aowd, Behind the open buildings a
row of young gitls in tght dresses waited for another
dump truck. More hottdes of cachaga and Brahma beer
came out of the cooler, There was bread on the table.

The Bald One had another drink, Rubhber was the
pist i Eirunepé, He was the finure.

The Bald One had the biggest ranch in the area,
2,300 head of watle and a group of stores in Erruncepé
that overflowed with merchandise. His barge had come
in, He had come to Eirunepé 25 years before 1o export
jaguar furs, When that was outlawed he turned to
goods and catde, Fverything abour him was audacious,
from the expanse of his befly to the way his pastures
pushed bick the trees. From the air the ranch looked
like a picce of Tesas, with stock ponds and corrals.

On the ground his operation had the vigor of Texas,
oo, I had watched hiv saguiero wesr out two horses
wnd one shirt roping 50 head of steer for a buyer. I'd
heard his foreman boast abowur the [ecundity of his
ranch hands, Pointing out an 18-ycar-old wife with
L-ycar-old twins, he said “Here we don't lose any time.
All this work, and all these children, 1co.”

Ranchers will destroy foreat untd stopped

[t ds o surposing that runchers continue to destroy
forest wherever they can in spite of evidence that many
Amazon sails don't support grass for long. Brasil's
vanchers Gy the moral seythe of manifest destiny.
Onee that enerpy bhelonged o the Soldiers of Rubber
and their patrdos. Now the patrdos live in dimly lit
rooms among their thoughts of the past and wait for
barges that don’t come. The momentumn is in cattle. In
Brazil, where land-protection regulations and enforce-
ment olhicers often fall off the truck between Brasilia
and the forest, momenium is more important than law,
Recent studies have shown that rain forest is far more
valuable intict than hurned, but that doesn’t mateer to
maomentum. In the United States in 187% it would also
have heen more Jogical cconomically to have kept the
cows nd the alfalfa in Connecticut, and ranched bison
on the plains,

There was something familiar about the Bald One:




Whao can save Brazil's rain forest? his contidence, his arrogance, his determination, his
exuberance, his awareness of profit. In the clean, crisp,
cihicient office in which I found him a few days later,
surtounded by hling cabinets and typewriters, where
there was not assingle picce of philosophy on the walls,
he had turned ino a businessman. The vencer of

i reasonableness was drawn across hum the way a modest

gray shirt was drawn across his belly, “@ have 128,000

hectares,” he sid, “H T dear 2,000 or 8,000, it makes

na diflerence 1 recognized has prionties. He reminded

" me of home. OF all the people | had met there in the

lorest, he was the most American,

This wis ot encouraging, "The last time | visited
I Monteconrado at his precarious window, I noticed a
sign on the ceiling that didn't fit the dogged optimism
ol the rest, "Whaoever increases his knowledge.” it said,
“increases his sadness.”

Maybe that's the way I should have felt, feaving the
forest with my new knowledge: our heroes the serin-
gueiros aren’t going ro save the Amazon—they need
help just to save themselves, The Indians can't set the
forest’s value with commerce—they'd disappear. And if
we took honestly in the mirror we see the Bald One.

But there was a friagemdan "Fiés Unidos, u cold wind
from the south, Tt felt as il the planct had changed its
sweity mouod, [o was refreshing, exciting, sirong. There
was reason for hope, The internactonal banks have
been reexamining their policies. Brasil has suspended
some of the incentives that encouraged dearing of farid
for ranches. And this year there is a pause in the
burning of the Amszon. The satellite count of fires is
fur Tower than in the past. The smoke that closed
aitports last year is thinner. 1t is as if Brazil is waiting.
For what?

“What sacrifices a1¢ Americans making in their daily
lives to save the Amazon?” asked an environmentalist
in Brasilia, To Americans the fate of the planct is tied
to the Amavon; to Brasilians the {fate of the Amazon is
ticdd 1o smokestacks in the North~the United States
lone produces 20 percent of the world's carbon diox-
tde increase, Maybe Brash s waiting 1o see if die pow-
erlful nations ol the world will change the momentum
and make the choice:r whether the whole planet, ex-
tractive reserve that it is, is worth defending for its own
sike or only unul the cattle need the grass,

1 lelt Ewrunepé. The cool breath of the [riagem
lilted the plane swiftly, and the grandeur and beauty
of the Amarzon stretched to an infimite hotizon. It s no
longer whole, but lor the moment it's still there, like
the rest of the planet Earth,

Kanamari Indians, like this man {rom village of Tigs Sawmill worker stands atop logs awaiting shipment
Unidos, know the uses and values of forest phans, overseits, where demund drives Amazon development.
°
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