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ne atiernoon a rew weeks
arter Chico Mendes was
murdered at his home in
Xapuri. deep in the Bra-
zilian Amazon. two thou-
sand miles from the doice
vira of Rio de Janeiro. |
went into the rain forest
with Raimundo Gadetha.
Chico’s thirry-year-old
brother-1n-law. Xapur is
in the state of Acre. a
wedge the size of lowa
that straddles the fronter
with Bolivia and Pery
and 15 one of the most remote parts of
Amazonia. Ninety percent of Acre is
still primeval Within a hundred muies
of Xapuri. 10 the southernmost part of
the swte. there are Indian villages no
modern persen has emtered. and God
knows now many umdennfed species
of ammatls and plants. But as m many
parts of the Amazon. the forest s rapid-
{v shrmking as ranchers, serlers. and
greedy land specutators attach it with
chamn saws and fire.

So much of the rmmmediate area
around Xapun has already been cleared
that we had to travel fifty minutes up
the Xapurt River mn a briskly moving
outboard-powered  skaff 1o reach the
nearest patch of forest. *~We are leaving
the world of lies and dirty dealing.”™
Raimundo swd as we pussed under the
socklthe nests of a colonv of crested
aropendoias dripping from the branches
ol a sik-corton wee. A pair or green
parrots with sellow wings flew over-
head. lollowed by a pair of green par-
rots with red wings. We waved to a boy
in a dugout pulling in a rwapline of
thrashing siver fish-—probably ptranam-
bu. larger. less toothy relatives of the
ptranha. Riimundo reeled off the names
of several kinds of delicious catfish that
swim (n the river. [ asked if there were
any candirti, He laughed and sad.
“"Loads of them =~ The candirii 15 a
small catfish. the size of a toothpick.
that wnggles into mammalian orifices
and then throws out an excruciatingiy
pawful set of retrorse spies. It can onty
be removed surgically.

Soon after passing a stand of twenty-
toot-tall plumed reeds we put ashore
and made our way up the steep. slippery
bank through a small bhizzard of cab-
bage burtterfhes to where three men
were waiing with their dogs. "Opa. ™
Raimundo said. and we shook hands
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with Antonio. Francisco. and Jodo
Rogque de Nascimento. ihree brothers
who tap the wild rubber wees 1n the for-
est. Many of the roughly 300.000 tap-
pers in the Brazilian Amazon live n
Acre. The brothers. who had known
Chico Mendes all their lives, work the
same estradas. or rubber trails, that
their father and grandfather did. Each
estrada is a circular loop with abourt 180
rubber trees. naturally spaced among
hundreds of other kinds of trees over
several hundred acres 1o protect them
from 1nsect predators, The three men
usuaily leave thewr homes at five A.M. to
cut & new mnverted vee in each tree and
to jam a tin can under the “"mulk™ that
oozes out. The trees are scored with
chevrons of cuts made over the vears.
Two hours later they return to collect
the latex. which thev spend the rest of
the day smoking and coagufaung mio
rubber—u nasty joh. In an average veur
thev produce about 1.200 kilus. which
ners them mavbe 51.300. enough cash
tor their famiiies needs. siace they
grow. hunt. gather. and fish almost all
of their food: But at this nme of vear,
the daly deluges of the wet sauson
make tapping impracticable-—""1t°d tahe
vou five days to gather two days’ worth
of rubber.”” Anténio wld me—so today
they were gathering Brazil nuts. their
next-most-important cash crop

The brothers wok me down one of

their esrradus and showed me the green
pods of wild cacau-—chocolate—sprout-
ing nght from the trunk. the fresh tracks
ol an armadillo. the tree they made dug-
outs from. a bamboo whose roots.
steeped 1n water. reduce swelling, the
place where jodo had met head-on with
J jaguar Just last week, the coparba tree.,
whose high-octane sap you can suppos-
cdly pour mto your gas tank and drive
off with. and dozens of other marvelous
things. They told me about the cablo-
cinho da maia, the Father of the Forest,
who spinits off your dogs if you shoot
more than one deer a week. and about
the Mother of the Water. a large serpent
who upsets vour cance if vou catch
more fish than vou need. We stood lis-
rening to the ligud improvisauons of
the wirapuri. the gray-flanked musician
wren. "He is the poet of the forest.”
Antdnio explained. He said how mmpor-
1ant it was not 1o tap the trees o often.
10 fet the trees rest. or the milk would trn
10 water. "You fail on a rorest like this.
semhor, and it gives you evervthing ™

vre also has s raw. viojent
side. 1t's one of those parts of
Brazil where. for instance.
when someone calls you up
and tells you that you are go-
ing 1o die, it is not 50 much a
threar as a statement of fact.
You have been. tn the Portu-
guese term. waunciado. The
anuncto, a Brazihan tnend explained 1o
me. 15 a form of torture. You increase
the pleasure of killing vour victim by
first destroving him psvchologically. So
when Chico Mendes. who had organ-
1zed the rubber tappers of Acre mto a
union and who was emerging as a major
player in the fight to save the Amazon.
was anunciado last May. he knew it
was no 1dle threat. He had aiready sur-
vived five attempts on his hife. The last
would-be assassin had shpped on a
jovse boaré while chimbing up to the
root of the Rural Workers Lnion head-
guarters in Xapuari. where Chico was
presiding over a meenng. He had been
in danger since 1980, when his mentor.
Wilson Pinherro. the unton president in
the next town. was gunned down by pis-
toletros on the sieps ot the union hall.
The rubber tappers hilled a nich local
rancher, Ntldo de Oliverrad. 1n retalia-
uon. belteving him to have been one of
the mandantes, the mastermnds of the
murder. Knowing that Nildo's friends
would be looking for him. Chico had
zone tnto hiding for minety days. sleep-
ing each might 1 the house of a different
companherre.

Chico knew that his enemites included
not oniy the ranchers who hired prsto-
{eiros 10 expel the rubber tappers from
the forest and to kiif their leaders and
sympathizers. but the authorities 1n
Acre themseives. Mauro Spdsito. the
state supenntendent of the Federal Po-
lice. had publiclv denounced him as a
police intormant and Communist agna-
tor. He knew that he was on the flisia
negra, the hic list of the secret death
squad of the Department of Public Safe-
tv. He aiso knew that eighiy-eight union
leaders had been killed 1n Brazil the
year before. and that since [980 tand
conflicts had resulted 1n more than a
thousand murders. In Xapur nself there
hasn't been a jury tral in twenty-three
vears; dozens of nmurder cases are siming
in the judge's desk drawer because no
one dares prosecute them.

One mght the previeus March. Chico
had been waiking nome 1rom the unton
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hall with six companhetrros when he
saw the Alves brothers. Darli and Al-
varino. coming down the street. Alva-
rnno looking hike a Wild West badman
with his cowboy hat and his bandido
mustache—a look he apparently culti-
vated. The other brother. Darli. had re-
cently acquired dubious title to the
Seringal Cachoetra. the rubber forest
where Chico had been born and raised.
where his family bas lived and tapped
the trees for generations. Darli had been
telling people that he was tired of the
“confusion’” Chico was causing with
his'blockades of the ranchers” bulldoz-
ers and chain-saw crews. When Darli
and Alvarino got within firing range
thev started to take their guns oui. but
Chico’s friends surrounded him. form-
ing a protective wall. The brothers
passed by. jeering.

The Alves brothers. who have man-
sged 1o consolidate by one means or an-
other a six-thousand-acre ranch outside
of Xapuri, are rough. sem-literate,
rrontier types with viofent pasts. The
head of the famtiy 1s Sebastido Alves da
Silva. now erghty-six. who had twentv-
six ciiildren by three women and adopt-
ed three more. In 1958 the Alveses were
lrving 1n a little place 1n the state of Mi-
nas Gerais called lpanema when three
of Sebastuido’s sons. Darli. Alvarino.
and Dari. shot a drover named Ne-
quinha da Doca sixteen times and his
son sin. Even Nequinha's horse re-
cetved a hailstorm of Jead. The fight
was over a woman both Sebastidao and
Nequinha wanted. The family then fled
south. 1o Parana. where they gunned
down one of therr neighbors. Dirceu
Dos Santos. 1 a dispute over property
lines. and fured another to the local red-
light district where they murdered him
in a ¢rune whose mouve. according to
the inquest. was ““perversity.”’ One of
Sebastido’s grrifriends said in her depo-
sition that “"the Alveses killed because
they found 1t was good to kill."”

Again the family found 1t advisable to
relocate. this time to Acre. where land
was going for practically nothing. In
1974 thev bought a small ranch outside
Xapuri. Darli Alves was as prolific as
his father. producing some thirty chil-
dren. He left one of his women, Elpi-
dia. in Parana. but brought two others.
Natalina and Zilde. and picked up two
more locatlv—Margarete and Chi-
qumha, a neighbor’s daughter. who
was sixteen when he seduced her and

persuaded her 1o run
away and live with him.
Darli was thirty years
oider.

Once in Acre. the fam-
ily continued their violent
ways. In 1977, with the
help of Darli's partner,
Gaston Mota. they massa-
cred an enure family of
tappers. The director of
the Judicial Police came
from Rio Branco. the cap-
tal of Acre. a hundred
miles northeast of Xapuri. and arrested
twelve of Darli’s pustoleiros and Darli
hrmself as he was getting on a bus. But
they were all freed by wrus of habeas
corpus. and the crime wasn't even reg-
1stered.

The taste for killing was transmitted
to the next generation. particuiariv to
two of Darli’s sons. Darci and Oloct. A
lot of the killing took place right on the
ranch. The peons lived in fear. One has
wesufied that he saw Darci and Ofoa
shoot a peon who was sleeping off a
drunken festa the night before. Once on
the ranch the only way to leave was by
running away. If vou guit and asked for
vour pay vou were ambushed before
you got to the road. Last October 9 the
bodies of two Bolivian brothers. one a
law student, the other a medical stu-
dent. who are believed to have been
running drugs for Darh., were found on
the ranch. one laid out on the other in
the form of a cross. Darci and Oloct are
accused of killing them.

Several weeks atier the Alves broth-
ers had confronted Chico on the street 1n
Xapuri. a voice called "Help. Chico.
help’” from the darkness outside the
heuse where he was sleeping with his
wife. Ilzamar. and their two chiidren.
Ilza peered through a crack in the wall
and saw a strange man wailting at the
door with one hand behind his back. In
May, after Chico was anunciado.
friends appealed to the governor to
provide him with protection. and two
military policemen were assigned 1o
guard him.

In the rearview mirror of his truck.
Chico saw pistoleiros tailling him. He
heard about a meeting of ranchers that
was called to plan his death. and he
gave the police a list of the tweive
most likely suspects in the event of his
assassination. The Alves brothers
were on it. He predicted to hus com-

Chico was going to take a shower in a
building behind his house when he was shot.

Raimundo led me
through the
dense tangle to

the place
the killers had

waited.

panheros that he wouid not live 1o see
the new vear. His premonitton was
correct: he was killed three days be-
fore Christmas.

he news of Chico Mendes’s
murder was greeted by a tre-
mendous 1nternational outcry
that took the ranchers com-
pietely by surprise. The crime
had focused a growing anxiety
in the United States and Eu-
rope about the fires in the Am-
azon and the effect all the car-
bon dioxide they are spewing into the at-
mosphere might be having on the
worid’s chimate. Last vear a murderous-
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ly hot summer parched an area rrom New
Mexico to Pennsvivama and from Idaho
to South Carolina. Forty percent of the
counties in the U.5. were declared
drought areas. Worldwide. 1988 rumed
out to be the warmest year on record.
The chmate was clearly out of whack.
and 1t was obvious that. as ecologists
have been warning for decades. we are
poisoning the planet. Suddenly a term,
the greenhouse effect,’” coined in the
thirties for the buildup of atmospheric
carbon dioxide that traps solar energy
and heats up the earth’s surface. was on
evervone’s lips.

More than half of the excess carbon
dioxide in the atmosphere comes from
the burming of fossil fuel by intermal-
combustion engines. especially those n
cars, and virtually all the rest 1s from
the incineratuon of *'modern biomass, ™
especiaily the tropical ramn toresis. The
tires 1n the Amazon account for some-
thing like 17 percent of the total. The
greatest single contributor of carbon di-
oxide to the armosphere 1s in fact the
United States. but n the cunous way
such things happen. evervone became
very concerned about the rain forest.
And Chico Mendes. a poor rubber tap-
per and union orgamzer few owside of
Acre and the small world of rain-forest
conservationists had ever heard of, be-
came a symbol of the cause. Both he
and the conservationists were fighting
1o stop the burming of Amazoma. he to
save the tappers’ way of life and they
to save the planet. and he had been
killed for 1t.

Within davs a Chico Mendes Com-
mittee was formed and letters were sent
to the World Bank and the Inter-Ameri-
can Development Bank urging that all
funding of development projects in the
Amazon be suspended until a full inves-
ugation was made. The Brazilian gov-
ernment. under pressure to do some-
thing fast. announced that the Ministry
of External Affairs had created a Divi-
sion of Ecology and Human Rights (to
handie all the flak it was getting in these
areas), and that the director general of
the Federal Police in Brasilia would be
personally overseeing the case. Special
investigators were sent to the scene. in-
cluding the forensic team that had iden-
tified the remains of Josef Mengele.
Chico’s body was exhumed so that the
team could reconstruct the angle and
distance of fire.

Two days atter the murder. twenty-
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one-year-old Darci Alves had waiked
into the police station in Xapun and
confessed to the killing. His motive. he
explained. was that Chico had been
“*harassing”’ his father, Darli. Bevond
that he remained as tight-lipped as
James Earl Ray. except to say that he
had acted alone. which was clearly a
e, Two men with guns had been seen
running from the scene by numerous
witnesses. and there was evidence that
ior days before the murder two men had
camped 10 the dense thicket behind Chi-
co's house. One of them smoked Charm
cigarettes, and Darci doesn’t smoke. He
didn't explain why he had tummed him-
self in. but he was widely believed to be
the boi de piranha. the steer for the pi-
ranhas, i.e.. a scapegoat. The head of
the Federal Police in Brasilia referred to
him also as a “smoke screen.”” The po-
lice' were aimost certain that his accom-
plice was his mulatto brother-mn-law
Jerdeir. a.k.a. Antdnio. a.k.a. Francis-
>0. Pereira, one of three brothers. nick-
named the Minewrinhos, who worked as
pistoleiros and ranch hands for the Al-
veses. Darct’s father and his uncle,
Darli and Alvarino. were suspected of
being the mandantes.

Meanwhile. Darli. Alvarino. and the
Mineirinhos had fled into the forest and
were being hunted by sixty agents of the
Federal Police. including 2 crack team
with special jungle traimng, sixty mili-
tary police. and thurty civil police. Blood-
hounds and a helicopter were converg-
ing on the scene. and the fugitives were
expected to be brought in momentarily.
preferably alive because there were a lot
of questions thev were going to have to
answer. Stories were beginning to sur-
face about the strange goings-on at
Darli’s ranch, the Fazenda Parand.—
stories about a cemetery in the forest
where the brothers buried their vic-
ums. about a fisherman puiling a skulf
out of a pond.

There was widespread speculation
that the murder of Chico Mendes was a
complicated affair involving drug and
arms smuggling. clandesune airsirips. a
radical right-wing ranchers’ organiza-
tion called the Rural Democratic Union
(U.D.R.). and the secret death squad
withmn the Acre Department of Public
Safety. But overshadowing all these
wild. range-war aspects of the situation
were the global resonances of the event.
Here n this remote part of a vast. frag-
tle land. the interests of environmental
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protection and social justice, of the op-
pressed rubber tappers and the miilions
of other species that inhabit the Amazon
rain forest. coincided—a rare event
Third World conservation. And Chico
Mendes had joined the thin ranks of a
new kind of saint: the eco-martyr.

rancisco “*Chico’” Mendes Fitho

was born on the fifteenth of De-

cember 1944, on the Seringal

Cachoeira. two days™ walk from

Xapuri. There were no schoois

or health clinics out there. The

forest was Chico’s first teacher.

Instead of memorizing multipli-

cauon tables, he watched rain-

bow-billed toucans gobbling paxitiba

palm nuts and deduced the basic plant-

animal relationships. "'l became an

ecologist long before I had ever heard
the word,”” he would say years later.

In 1962, when Chico was seventeen.

a stranger appeared at the Mendeses’

doorstep, He was a tapper. but he talked

differentty from anyone Chico had heard.

"I was fascinated by the way he ex-

Darii Alves
{above). the father
of the confessed
killer, who
probably ordered
the murder. had a
Manson-like
ménage on his
ranch His brother
Alvanno tright)

is sull a fuginve.




hico knew that
1o was o
*he death squads

iista negra, its it list.

Chico’s night side was riddied with buckshot
imsen Padre Luts. the tberation-theology
priest who ofticiated at his tuneral,

nas also been threarened

'

4o

o~
s A
T,




Eva Evangelista. the president of the Tribunal of Jusice,
was threatened with death after she appoinied a special
prosecutor tor the murder case.

pressed himself.”” Chico recalled in a
series of talks just before his death
with the socwdogist Cindido Grzy-
bowshki. ""He had a few newspapers
with him. At that time | had never
seen a newspaper and 1 didn’t know
what 11 was. "

The swanger lived by himself in a
shack in the forest three hours’ walk
from where Chico beached his dugout.
Together the two of them would work
slowly through the political columns of
the papers that the stranger recerved two
or three months fate. and soon Chico
had learned to read. Sometimes he
would stay awahe all night. listening as
the stranger totd him the amazing story
of his life He had been one of a group
of lefust heutenants who in 1935 had
tried unsuccesstullv to stage a revolu-
ton. He was impnsoned on the istand
of Fernando de Noronha, escaped. be-
came o Communist guerrilla in Pard
was hunted down by the dread cangu-
cetros. marauding cossackhike bandits
who terrorized the backlands of north-
eastern Brazil. was imprisoned again.
escaped, and fled this time to Bolivia.
where he organized tin muners’ strikes.
and with the police on his tail escaped
over the border to Acre. It was onlyv af-
ter a vear that he told Chico his name:
Euclides Fernandes Tavora. The Tai-
voras were a famous famuly of revolu-
LIOnartes.

In 1964 there was a military revolu-
tion 1 Brazil. and a dark period of per-
secution ensued for anyone smelitng
vaguelv leftist—artists. intellectuals.
university students. Deep 1n the forest.
Tavora and Chico would turn on the ra-
dio and listen to the Voice of America
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claiming that the revolution
had been a victory for de-
mocracy (when in fact 1t
had set democracy back
twenty years), then they
would tune in Radio Mos-
cow. which said that the
coup had been backed by the
C.I.A. (which 1t was) and
that the real patriots were
being imprisoned. tortured.
massacred. driven into ex-
ile. One day n 1965 Ta-
vora went to town for sup-
plies and vamshed. He
was probably picked up by
militares,

The physical Tdvora
was desaparecido, but his
ideas lived on. He had transformed
Chico into a politicat man.

hen | flew up to Acre
from Rio de Janerro. we
passed through three ume
zones. One could not
help but be impressed by
the enormity and the
emptiness of the Brazil-
ian tertor. Calturally .
climaticaliy. and ecologi-
cally the North and South of Brazil are
two different worlds. The South 1s mod-
ern. European. and temperate. The
North 15 torrid. Neolithic. Only 7 per-
cent of the population lives in Amazo-
nia. which makes up 58 percent of the
national terrtory.

We stopped in Brasilia. the capital
built from scratch in the late fifties n
the middle of nowhere. and then pro-
ceeded to Cuiaba. the capial of Mato
Grosso. a famous ex-Nazi stronghold. |
remembered the last time ['d been n
Cuiabd. in 1982. The state chief of pro-
tocol. who met me at the airport. had a
toothbrush mustache and had served 1n
the 8§5. He kept clicking his heels, | had
come to see the Pantanal do Mato Gros-
s0. the world's biggest swamp. bigger
than England. with an incredible profu-
sion of wildlife. millions of caimans
floating in the water. monumental log-
jams of caimans as far as the eve could
see. Poaching the caimans is a big busi-
ness. Planes fly in from Bolivia with
cocaine and fly out with caiman skins.
which are said to provide an important
part of the Bolivian G.N.P. No money
changes hands.

The Amazon rain forest starts north

of Cuiabd. and though 1t 1s being cut
back farther and farther and huge patch-
es of it are betng gouged out and incin-
erated, it 15 stil] the worid’s largest and
most biologicailv diverse wildemness,
blanketing an area two-thirds the size of
the continental United Siates. with a
tenth of the world’s species. most of
them sull unidentified. new trees being
discovered all the time. more kinds of
fish than there are 1n the Atlantic. the
world’s largest catfish. the largest coch-
roach, finch-eating spiders. and no few-
er than 319 kinds of hummingbird.

The great forest remained more or
less intact until 1969, when the govern-
ment. in an effort 10 tame and take pos-
sesston of that vast teemtng terra incog-
nita to the north and to secure the
national borders, enacted 1ts National
Integration Program—an ambitious and
expensive road-building and colontza-
tion scheme whose centerpiece was the
3.500-mle Trans-Amazon Highway.
The idea was to get some of the 30 mii-
lion dirt-poor nordestinos o settle along
the road. and (o persuade iarge investors
to clear the forest and produce beef for
the First World.

The government offered tremendous
incentrves to anyone who was willing to
come up to the Amazon and raise catile:
loans at interest rates below the rate of
inflation. tax holidays. land conces-
sions. Ranchers from the South and
even multinational corporations lured
bv the promise of big profits moved in.
Gangs ol chain saws and bulldozers
started leveling the forest. and some of
the largest fires tn recorded history were
set. In the fall of 1976. when [ amved n
the Amazon to spend eight months col-
lecting material for a Sierra Club book. a
fire as big as Rhode Island was raging out
of control on the Volkswagen AG ranch
in Pard. in eastern Amazonia. I visited a
subsidiary of the King Ranch of Texas,
also in Pard. where the heat from the
tremendous walls of flame was so in-
tense that 1t created local fire storms.
complete with thunder. lightning. and
mini-tornadoes. 1 saw huge trees that
had been blasted 1nto the air and had
landed vpside down with their root but-
tresses sticking up fike the fins of
crashed rocket ships.

The same thing happened in Acre.
Ranchers from the South began pouring
in as early as 1970. after the completion
of a road linking Rio Branco with
Cuiabd and Porto Velho, the capital of
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Rondonia. the next territory to the east.
The plan of Governor Wanderley Dan-
tas, who invited them, was to convert
the state's economic base from rubber
to cattle. The tappers, who consttuted
virtually the entire rural population. and
the forest thev depended on were just
going to have to make way for progress.
The methods that were used to move the
tappers out were the same ones used in
North Amenca to remove the Indians
from 1818 on—fraud and violence—
and similar arguments abouf eminent
domain and Manifest Destiny were used
to justify rolling over this defenseless
subcuiture. No one except Chico had
tried to explain to the tappers that they
had rights like other people, and most of
them just left the forest as they were
told. Twelve thousand famiiies went
over to Bolivia and started tapping rub-
ber in an area that has become, with
Bolivian campesinos beginning to pour
in., another time bomb of social conflict.
Others headed for Rio Branco, doubling
and tripling its population and ringing it
with stums.

By 1976 the ranchers controlled two-
thirds of Acre. Many had expanded
their original governmen: grants by a
practice known as grilagem, or land
fraud, notoriousiy widespread in Brazil,
where town clerks. if the price is right,
are often willing to make out a false title
to any piece of property your heart de-
sires. Under Brazilian law anyone who
occupies and cultivates a piece of land
for a year and a day has squatter’s rights
to it; he becomes what is known as a
posseiro. a ‘'possessor.’’ After five
years he can gain clear titie if he regis-
ters his ciaim at the town clerk’s, but
few posseiros have the funds or the
know-how to do so. Theoretically a
posseiro can’t be evicted from his land
unless he is compensated for the im-
provements he has made. but in practice
posseiros are evicted all the time all
over Brazil by pistoleiros in the employ
of new owners whose titles have been
obtained by grilagem. Once he has been
physically evicted, the posseiro loses
his rights.

The tragedy of what is happening in
the Amazon might be more understand-
able if significant amounts of beef were
being produced on the cleared land. but
that is not the case. The Amazon in fact
imports more beef than it exports. The
real reason the forest is being destroyed
1s so that the ranchers can get the bil-
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lions of dollars of govermment incen-
tives. They can do so by showing
‘*productive use” of the land, and the
cheapest way to do that is to clear and
burn it and turn a few head of cattle
loose on it. A iot of the land is held in
speculation. If the government puts a
road near or through the iand, it can be
sold for hundreds of times the original
purchase price. This is one of the most
criminal land scams, one of the most
unconscionable hit-and-run operations.
of all time, because in five or ten years
the pasture turns into a barren, brick-
hard wasteland that may take centuries
io recover. The soils of Amazonia, con-
trary to what you'd expect, are very
thin. The lushness of the rain forest is
the result of a delicate balancing act, a
frenetic recycling of nutrients and rain-
water from the forest floor back up into

Special
investigators included
the forensic team

that had identified the

remains of

Josef Mengele.
I

the trees. Once the trees are taken
down, the whole system collapses.
The soil soon shrivels up in the sun
and blows away or is washed away by
the rain.

he ranchers were called paulis-
tas, because many of them
came from the state of Sio
Paulo. The paulistas hung out
at the restaurant at the Rio
Branco airport, talking about
cattle and women in the satne
crude terms, and carving the
state up among themselves,
Recent satellite photos reveal that they
have denuded 6 to 10 percent of Acre,
which isn’t as much as in some parts of
Amazonia: in Rondénia, for instance,
the clearing and burning started only
in this decade, and it is already 17 to

35 percent gone. That so much of
Acre’s forest is intact can be directly
attributed to the energy and courage of
Chico Mendes.

By 1975 Chico was beginning to per-
suade the tappers that they could stand
up to the ranchers. He devised a bril-
liant tactic known as the empare. An
empate in chess is a draw. so perhaps in
this situation it couid be translated as a
standoff. but it really was a blockade.
When Chico heard about a part of the
forest that was about to be cleared, he
would round up the two or three hun-
dred famiiies who lived there and get
them to form a wall on the edge of it so
the bulldozers and chain-saw crews
couldn’t enter. He would put the wom-
en and children in front so that the pis-
toleiros and the police the ranchers had
hired wounldn't dare shoot, while he
walked the line gentlv reassuring his
companheiros—there is video footage
of this—'‘Don’t be afraid, nothing’s
going to happen.’” Chico came up with
the empare intuitively. completely on
his own. He had never heard of Gandhi
or Martin Luther King. He simply took
the somnolent passivity of the tappers
and turned it into a form of resistance.
In thirteen years he organized forty-five
empares and saved nearly three million
acres of forest.

Despite the village priest’s denuncia-
tions of him. and intimidation by the
poiice. Chico not only succeeded in set-
ting up a local of the Rural Workers’
Union in Xapuri but was elected town
councilman, These victories did not 1n-
gratiate him with the ranchers. In De-
cember 1979 four hooded men bundled
him into a car in Rio Branco. beat him
nearly senseless, and dumped him on a
back road. The following year Wilson
Pinheirc was gunned down on the steps
of his local. The two pistoleiros were
identified and even how much they
were paid was learned. but nothing was
done. The only policeman who showed
an interest in Investigating the murder
was fired. The tappers wanted blood,
and even though Chico pleaded that that
was not the way——one of his favorite
sayings was ‘I don’t believe in bod-
ies’"—they took matters into their own
hands and went out to Nilao de Oli-
veira’s ranch. tried him, found him
guilty, and executed him on the spot.
This time the wheels of justice turned
with amazing speed. Hundreds of tap-
pers were imprisoned and tortured.




Some had therr fingernails yanked out
with plers.

one of the devastarion that Chi-
co had tried 1o curtail was visi-
ble through the window on the
plane from Cuiabd to Rio Bran-
co. It was the wet season, and
Acre was totally socked in. The
clearing and buming wouldn’t
start again until May. There
was nothing for the paulistas to
do at this time of year except eliminate
their enemies.

It had been ramning for twenty-four
hours straight. the taximan who drove
me into town from the awrport said, We
crossed a bridge over the swollen mud-
dy Rio Acre, whose banks were lined
with the open, flat-roofed. double-deck-
er riverboats typical of Amazonia. The
river was stifl the best way to bning
goods from Manaus. a thousand extray-
agantly meandering miles downstream.
Rio Branco seemed much smaller than
its most recent population estimate of
250.000. It has a main plaza and a cou-
ple of neoclassical administrative build-
ings. but from there it degenerates mto a
squalid spraw] of shacks and concrete
pillboxes. There was a floaung popula-
tion of rough frontier types, shooting
snooker and brawling in the bars, eye-
ing the traffic. They all looked hike kill-
ers, and | wondered whom I could trust.
Not the police. clearly. [ definitely
didn’t want to show too much curiosity
about their death squad. Only a few
days earlier a journalist who had been
mvesnganng the death squad in the De-
partment of Public Safety in Manaus
had wrned up dead. It was also proba-
bly a good idea to distance myself from
the envirenmentai movement. Roberto
Caiado, the president of the U.D.R.
{the radical nght-wing ranchers' organi-
zation). had accused Chico 1n a recent
press conference of being a ““tool of the
ecologists,” who were (this was a new
one) "'agents of North American leftist
imperialism.”’ 1 definitely didn’t want
to be taken for one of them. Being
American was enough of a liability. As
far as 1 could tell. there were only three
good guys in Rio Branco: the bishop,
Dom Moacyr Grechi: the president of
the Tribunal of Justice. Eva Evange-
lista—both of whom had been anuncia-
dos shortly after Chico’s murder—and
Silvio Martinello. the editor of the Ga-
zera, one of the local papers.
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The bishop sometimes criticized Chi-
co for going 100 far, but he was basical-
ly a friend. He conducted the funeral
mass. ‘‘Happy are those persecuted for
the cause of justice, because theirs is the
kingdom of heaven.,” he had said. and
then the coffin was sealed and taken
down the steps through a crowd with
placards saying ‘‘Justice’ and ‘‘Death
to the U.D.R.”’ The next day Dom
Moacyr got a call from a man who said
that he had been hired with the pisro-
leiro Luis Garimpeiro to kill Chico
Mendes and him. A notorious car thief
and drug smuggler, Garimpeiro is the
kid brother of Darli and Alvarino Alves,
and is believed to be a member of the
Public Safety department’s death squad.
Apparently the caller had reservations
about knocking off a man of God.
"“You’d better watch out or you won't
get through '89."" he wamed.

Iwondered
whom I could trust.
Not the police,
clearly.

1 asked a young girl cutting through
the churchvard where I might find Dom
Moacyr. but she quickly broke into a
run. A woman standing nearby shrugged
and explained, *‘She doesn’t want to get
mvolved.’” then suggested I try the rec-
tory, now the headquarters of the local
chapter of the Pastoral Commission for
the Land (the C.P.T.). The commission
was created by the church in 1975 to
rectify Brazil’s landowning pattern.
which is one of the mosi regressive in
Latin America: | percent of the popula-
tion owns 46 percent of the arable land,
while there are 12 million landless peas-
ants. I knocked on the door, but no one
came. Remembering that in 1985 Padre
Josimo Tavares was shot in the back
while climbing the steps of the C.P.T.
in Imperatriz. a city on the eastern edge
of Amazonia, I tried the door, but it was
locked. Then I began to pound on it. At
last it was opened by a bearded man
with long hair, dressed mm white. his

neck and wnsts dripping with Indian
beads and animal charms. He looked
like one of the apostles. but tumned out
to be Xapuri's priest, Luis Ceppi.
““Come in,”” he said, and explained in
Portuguese with an Italian accent,
*‘Dom Moacyr went to visit his mother
in the South. He hasn't seen her since
his father died. and she was very wor-
ried about him after she read in the pa-
per about his being anunciado.”

We sat in a meeting room and Padre
Luis, lighting up a cigariilo. told me
how he had come to Brazil from Milan
to practice the liberation theology of
Gustavo Gutiérrez and the Boff broth-
ers. ‘“The living faith must be linked
to the reality of man.” he explained,
“and the reality of man in Brazil, in
both the country and the city, is that
most of the people are wretchedly de-
prived and exploited.”” In 1984 he met
Chico. What was he like? I asked. *‘He
wasn’'t a great speechmaker: he was just
very clear and firm about what he be-
lieved in, and he was a born negotiator.
He forged an alirance between the tap-
pers and the Indians. for instance, who
had been fighting each other for years—
the Alliance of the Peopie of the Forest.
Nobody eise could have done that.”

he Tribunal of Justice was just
down the road. I went up its
steps and through its Greek
columns to the office of the
president, Eva Evangelista. On
the third of Januarv the phone
had rung at Evangelista’s
nome. She was working late,
and her daughter answered it.
A man’s voice said. *‘Tell your mother
not to go to the tribunal tomorrow. be-
cause when she walks up the steps her
head will roll down them just as Chico
Mendes’s did.”’ Her daughter was taken
to the hospital and treated for nervous
collapse. but Evangelista. the first fe-
male judge in Acre and a granddaughter
of tappers, was not intimidated. “‘It
wasn’t a simple pistoleire who killed
Chico Mendes.”" she told reporters the
next day. **There are more people be-
hind this who have to be investigated.
I'm convinced there is an organized-
crime syndicate behind Chico’s murder
and the threats to the bishop and my-
self.,” But of the twelve prosecutors in
Acre, half were on vacation and only one
was working in the interior. It was Evan-
gelista’s unprecedented appointment of a



special prosecutor and a special judge to
make sure justice was done in the Chico
Mendes case that led to her anincio.

Evangelista 15 a tiny woman who
looks like the actress Elizabeth Ashiey
and has the same throaty voice and
gutsy manner. She got up to greet me in
front of a huge desk with a Bible open
on a stand and the Brazilian flag in the
background. and then we tatked about
the aniincio. In a few days twelve tribu-
nal presidents were coming from all
over the country .to demonstrate their
solidarity with her, she said. ‘I have
four children and a loving husband, but
I also have a job to do. We have to
discover the authors not only of this mur-
der but of all the murders refated to prob-
lems with the big landowners. I believe
very much in signs from God, and I think
Chico died 10 usher in a new era of jus-
tice, to make us think about these prob-
fems and act.”” She and her distraught
husband escorted me o the steps of the
tribunal and, with nervous glances at the
street below, went quickly back inside.

I took a cab to the offices of the
Gazeta. The lead story in that mom-
ing's paper was that Darli had come out
of the forest, barefoot and armed with a
.38, and had surrendered to the police.
Chiquinha. the youngest of the four
women he had installed on his ranch,
had confessed that he was hiding on an-
other of his properties, the Fazenda
Mineira, and they had sent his seven-
teen-year-old son, Darlizinho, into the
forest to tell him that he might as well
give up. The life-style of the ménage on
the ranch was gerting a lot of play in the
Gazeta. ‘*You can’t imagine what it’s
like with Darli in bed,”” cne of his har-
em, Natalina, raved to a reporter.
**He’s like a wild bull.”” She attributed
his stamina to an aphrodisiac whose
complicated recipe—the eggs of a cer-
tain bird prepared with numerous herbs
—the Gazeta promised to reveal in its
next edition, and did.

The editor of the paper. Silvio Mar-
tinello, a salt-and-pepper-bearded man
of about forty, had his feet up on his
desk and was listening to the tape of an
interview with Darli in jail. “*What I
don't understand is why they didn’t go
in and get Alvarino and the Mineini-
nhos,”” he complained. ‘*They had
dogs. But I guess we shouldn’t expect
too much from our local poiice. Consid-
ering Acre’s history of impunity, this
arrest is impressive.’”
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Darli had denied any involvement
and claimed that his son had murdered
Chico entirely on his own initiative, But
the poiice were saying that he was the
mandante, and still others claimed that
the big ranchers were ultimately respon-
sible. What’s his connection with the
U.D.R.? I asked Martinello. ‘*Close,”’
he replied. ‘““We know from Darli’s
photo album that Jodo Branco, the local
president of the U.D.R., was at his
ranch for a barbecue.”” And Gaston
Mota, an arms smuggler who was Dar-
1i’s partner and helped him massacre the
family of rubber tappers in 1977, pur-
portedly heads up the U.D.R."'s “‘exec-
utive committee’” in Acre, which de-
cides who has to go. Mota was picked up

The

detective who was
conducting
the inquest and
agaggle of
Brazilian paparazzi
were in the

hotel watching
Rocky Il

immediately after Chico’s murder, but re-
leased. lamentably, twenty-four hours Jat-
er for lack of evidence—perhaps with the
collusion of friends in the police.

*“The U.D.R. owns the other news-
paper in town, the Jornal do Rio Bran-
co,”’ Martinelio told me. ‘‘And a few
days before Chico was murdered there
was a strange announcement, a kind of
oblique aniincio in the Jornal that said a
two-hundred-megaton bomb is about 1o
explode in Acre that will have interna-
tional repercussions. And their reporters
were on the scene half an hour after the
murder. It takes three hours to get there
from Rio Branco. so they must have
been npped off.”’

The U.D.R.. which came into being

in 1985 when Brazil’s most recent
agrartan-reform plan was going through
its many drafts, is sort of like the John
Birch Society or the Ku Klux Klan.
Now there are 230,000 members with
two hundred chapters in nineteen states.
It’s capable of marshaling 40,000 peo-
ple to march on Brasilia. It’s run by the
rural oligarchy, the two thousand who
own 96 million head of cattle and are
the force behind Amazonia’s incredibly
distorted development policies, and the
beneficiaries of the billions of dollars
of government incentives. In fact, the
U.D.R. has stcceeded in its goal of sab-
otaging the land-reform program. Only
5 percent of the land targeted for appro-
priation actually changed hands before
the program ground to a halt. It appeals
to the autocratic, macho part of the Bra-
zilian psyche: you are the master of
your tand and nobody can il you what
you c¢an do.

The president of the U.D.R. in Goia-
nia boasts that the organization has
70,000 arms, one for each man in it.
Since the U.D.R. was founded, there
has been a tremendous increase in rural
violence: seven hundred killings in the
last four years as opposed to nine hun-
dred during the. previous twenty-one.
The killings 1n Acre are nothing com-
pared with what goes on to the east, in
Para, Goids. Maranhao. In Goiania, the
capital of Goids. there are agencies
masquerading as real-estate or law of-
fices where anvone can walk in and ex-
plain his problem to the agent, who
keeps 60 percent of the fee. studies the
routine and habits of the person to be
killed, plans the hit, and contracts the
pistoleiro. There is even a table of prices:
a union leader costs $500 to $1,200; a
town councilman or a lawyer $1,300; a
priest $3.500 to $4.000; a judge, state
deputy, or bishop twenty-five grand.

y the end of the 1970s, Acre
had become. in the words of a
reporter from the Félha de Sao
Pgulo, *‘a state in agony.”
Big banks and holding compa-
nies, consortia of investors,
had bought up huge tracts of
the forest and were starting to
burn it off—the Banco Real
picked up half a million acres, the
Grupo Bradesco 750.000. The Caxinaud
Indians were expelled from their tradi-
tional homeland after FUNAL, the agency
in charge (Continued on page 227)
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(Continued from page 194) of proteciing
themn, 1ssued ‘‘negative certificates’ say-
ing they were not there so that the Com-
panhia Novo Qeste couid move in with
bulldozers and chain saws. Twenty-five
thousand acres were being cleared annual-
ly in the municipality of Xapun alone.

By then 20,000 tappers had joined the
union, and with Wilson Pinheiro dead,
Chico was their leader. He was fighting
alone, with no government or police pro-
tection, at great personal risk. But in 1981
he made an imporant new friend. the an-
thropologist Mary Allegretti, who would
help propel him to the third and final
phase of his short career, from union lead-
er to internationally acclaimed environ-
mentalist. Allegrett came 1o Acre to
studv the traditional rubber tappers near
the Peru border. She was so shocked to
find them living in semi-slavery, deeply
indebted to bosses who advanced them
food and equipment. that **! decided to do
something about it besides write a the-
sis.”” she recalled.

Allegretr had the contacts and know-
how to organize. in October 19853, a na-
tional conference of rubber tappers in
Brasilia. Here Chico and 129 compa-
nheiros from all over the Amazon were
able to tell their problems for the first time
to an audience of sympathetic anthropoto-
gists. policymakers, and environmentalists.

Among them was Steve Schwartzman,
an anthropologist who had studied the
Krenakore. an Amazoman tribe that was
nearly destroved by sudden contact with
the modermn world in the mid-seventies.
Schwartzman was now in Washington,
trying to get muitilateral banks and con-
gressional commuitees to stop financing
the destruction of the Amazon, particuiar-
ly Rondénia, where one of the most ap-
palling environmental catastrophes of all
time was taking place.

In the early eighties. the government,
with the help of the World Bank, spon-
sored a corrida, a run on the virgin forest
of Ronddnia. Something had to be done
with the small farmers in the South who
were being displaced by the consolidation
of large landheldings for capital-intensive
agriculture (especially soybeans) to pay
off the forewgn debt. Within a few years
500.000 colonists had poured into Rondé-
nia. Each family was given 100 to {50
acres of forest and set to work diligently
clearing and buming. Satellite photos of
the state revealed 170,000 fires; Rond6nia
was a rash of glowing dots. Clouds of
smoke were rising 12,000 feet into the air
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and being whisked up to North America
by a circulation pattem known as Had-
ley’'s Cell. which disperses airstreams
from the equator. But in most of the cases
the soii proved worthiess and the colonists
ended up abandoning their homesteads
and trying somewhere else.

Environmental- and Indian-protection
groups made such a stink about the crimi-
nal folly in Rondénia that the World Bank
suspended disbursement of funds pending
a review of the project, But the Inter-
American Development Bank approved a
loan to pave BR-364, the road from Porto
Velho to Rio Branco. Steve Schwartz-
man, Mary Allegretts, and Chico knew
that if this happened Acre would be over-
taken by the tidal wave of colonists that
had already wiped out Rondénia, and that
wouid mean the end of the forest and the
tappers.

Schwartzman's first impression of Chi-
co at the Brasilia conference was that he
was “‘very modest and unassuming, not a
real fireball. His chartsma was in his con-
victions. Only after talking with him
about his struggle did I reaiize what an
incredibly courageous man he was and the
importance of what he was doing. Here
was a real grass-roots leader with an ex-
remely organized local constituency
fighting deforestation.”

Chico had noticed that the Indians were
better-protected than the tappers because
they had reserves that were at least legally
inviolable. But why couldn’t the tappers
have reserves, 100, ‘“extractive reserves’'?
The foreign environmentalist community
was aiready experimenting with various
agroforestry projects—some sixieen na-
tive latexes. fibers. and resms can be har-
vested sustainably from the Amazon
forest—but the importance of Chico's
scheme was that the infrastructure was al-
ready in place. The tappers were already
in the forest, and they were Brazilian, as
was the author of the plan. The govern-
ment would like that—they couldn’t com-
plain about foreign intervention in
Brazil’s internai affairs. So the environ-
mentalists needed Chico to save the for-
est, and Chico needed the environmental-
ists to save his companheiros. It was a
perfect marriage,

In 1987 Chico was flown up to Miami
to address a meeting of the directors of the
Inter-American Development Bank, who
were reconsidering the funding of the
road. The Amenican, British, and Scandi-
navian directors were very receptive to his
presentation on extractive reserves; the
Brazilian director didn't want to hear
about it. Schwartzman presented a study
ne and others had made whose findings

were very interestng: a family of tappers
and Brazii-nut gatherers made $1.333 a
year., while a family of farmers made only
3800, and a family of ranchers only $710.
Extractive use of the forest required no
state financing and was indefinitely sus-
tainable, and was more profitable per cap-
ita and per acre, even in the short run.
Chico made another presentation in Wash-
ington, to members of the Senate Appro-
priations Commurtee, which decides
whether or not to release funds to the mul-
tilateral banks. With Schwartzman trans-
lating, Chico went over well with them,
too, kind of like Daniel Boone or Davy
Crockett, the straight-shooting, homespun
backwoodsman coming to the capital and
telling what 1t was like on the frontier.
The I.D.B., the World Bank. and the con-
gressmen came around. In January 1988
the paving of BR-364 was virtually
stopped. The World Bank has announced
that the *‘most promising alternative’™ to
destructive coionization and cattle ranch-
ing is the extractive reserve, and 1t 18
funding the development of five of them
in Rondénia. Extractive reserves with a
total of five million acres have now been
laid out or are in the works,

A film crew had started following Chi-
co around. The footage of his 1986 cam-
paign for state delegate on the Workers
Party ticket captures a rather short. for-
tyish man with wavy hair, a thick mus-
tache, and a genial, humorous face, with
at times an even slightly daft expression
on it—the special Brazilian esquisiro type
of daftness. He seems, as Adrian Coweil,
the film’s director, described him to me,
"*a placid and comfortable character.” He
has a full-term potbeily and is getting fat-
ter and fatter in spuie of the long walks he
takes in the forest, because every ume he
comes to a tapper's house he 1s invited for
a meal and he has to eat it if he wants the
man’s vote; he tells Cowell that he is
‘‘campaigning with his stomach.” Chico
got three times more votes than any other
candidate in his party, but the party got only
3 percent of the statewide vote, so he lost.

Mary Allegretti had her own reason for
getting him as much exposure as she
could. **We were always aware that he
was in danger. My way of protecting him
was to make him an intemational figure.**

he big news in the Rio Branco Gazera

the morning after | armved was that
Chiquinha, Darli’s youngest concubme,
had apparently cut her own throat. Chi-
quinha had a history of depression, had
swallowed detergent in an earlier suicide
attempt, and had just the week before
tried to kill Margarete. her main nival for
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Darli’s affections. She was crazy about
him. ‘I suffered 2 lot to know I wasn’t his
only woman, but forgot everything once
we were in bed,’’ she had-revealed in yes-
terday’s paper. The ‘‘Sultan of Parand.™
according to Chiquinha. had equipment
that when fimp was ‘‘seven matchboxes
long. It looks like a donkey’s.”’

Margarete said it was the police who
made Chiquinha kill herself. They had
said they were going to turn her over to
the tappers unless she told them where
Darli was. and they also got her terrified
that **American bombs’’ were going to be
dropped on the ranch if any of them
helped the fugitives. After she revealed
Darli’s hiding place. she had a dream in
which he told her, **You betrayed me. For
this you should die.”" and she went out-
side early in the morning and severed her
own jugular with a krchen kmfe. *'The
woman's suicide means that he's a kill-
er,”” said my driver. whose name was Ge-
talio. *'Imagine: killing yourself out of
fear of being killed. Imagine how scared
of him she must have been.”

Getdlio had been napping in his taxi on
the square, and I had awakened him to
negotiate a trip te the coldnia penal, the
jail where Darli and his two sons were
being held. It was ten miles from town,
past the university and an Afro-Catholic
fundamentalist community called Alto
Santo, whose members drink the halluci-
nogenic Juice of the avahuasca vine and
claim to be able to see the hereafter and
their previous incarnations and to read one
another's minds. We drove behind a truck
loaded with immense mahogany logs
through a zone of sawnuils that were rip-
ping the forest trees into planks. The road
became a soup of red mud, and the car
began to handle like a motorboat, Getilio
frantically spinning the wheel from right
to teft. The coldnia penal stood in about
ten acres of swamp surrounded by a con-
crete wall with curls of barbed wire on
top. Several military policemen were
standing around at the gate, Security was
supposedly beefed up after an anonymous
caller threatened to free the Alveses, but
Anténio Campos, the director, said there
was no problem abour seeing them. He
led me down a roofed-over concrete walk-
way to a small building with barred win-
dows in the middle of the swamp. A guard
uniocked the front door and took us to a
little man with thick glasses, gray side-
burns, and a mustache, standing behind
the bars of his cell. It was Darli. He didn’t
seem like a vicious killer or an indefatiga-
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ble stud. but like a pathetic, broken oid
man. He was terribly thin. He had been
hiding in the forest for three months and
he looked it.

After Chico’s empate there in May, the
Seringal Cachoeira was designated an ex-
tractive reserve. It was an intolerable hu-
miliation for Darli, and he vowed to kill
Chico. But a lawyer hired by Mary Alle-
gretti did a little research into the Alveses
and found that Darli and Alvarino were
wanted in Parana. In September, warrants
for the brothers were sent to Mauro Spo-
sito in Rio Branco, where they sat, inex-
plicably. on his desk for two weeks {and
for which Spdsito was transferred to drug-
control work in Mato Grosso). Some-
body—possibly Spésito himself, possibly
their brother Odilon, who was the Civil
Police clerk in Xapuri, or possibly, as
Darli ciaimed, their pharmacist brother-
in-law back in Parand—tipped the Alveses
off about the warrants, giving them time
to take to the woods.

The cell was pretty much what you
would expect: a concrete bed with a thin
mattress, a low concrete block for eating
on and keeping things off the floor, a
sink, moldy pinups plastered on the walls
by previous visitors. Darii was sitting on
the bed. He seemed genuinely depressed.
I'm sorry to hear about Chiquinha. I said.
His eyes filled with tears. “‘I’'m in great
suffering,”” he replied. **What’s going to
happen to our three chiidren?'’ This was
pretty effective, but | remembered that
Silvio Martinello had said he was a con-
summate actor. ‘‘They say I'm a mean
man, but it’s a lie,"" he went on. *I'm a
humble man. 1 don’t know why my son
committed this desgraceira. He was al-
ways very rebellious. His mother used o
beat him a lot, and several times he ran
away from home.'’ I asked if the U.D.R.
had anything to do with all of this, and
Darti said, *‘l think in all sincerity
.. .[long pause]j that the U.D.R. was not
invoived. My son has no involvement
with this organization. He did it for his
own reasons. He was always saying, ‘Fa-
ther, how can you let Chico Mendes say
all -those terrible things about you?" ™
Where's Alvarino? I asked. *‘I haven’t
seen him in a long time. not since [ went
into the forest. He said he was going on a
trip. Maybe he did.’" I asked if he had
ever grown marijuana on the ranch.
“*Gracas a Deus I've never participated in
anything like that. The only fault 1 have,
my friend, is that I like women.”’

I took some pictures of him, then asked
Campos if I conld see his sons. Darci and
Oloci. Oloci had been captured a week
after Darci turned himseif in. We walked

past a dozen cells. One of them had a ¢gl.
or TV, a hotpiate—all the comforts. What
did he do? I asked. He was caught on the
bus from Xapuri with marijuana, The
drug people take care of their own;i]
thought. Campos said 60 percent of the
inmates were in for drug trafficking.
Some were Bolivian.

Darli came with us, perhaps to make
sure his sons didn't say something wrong,
He shook their hands and sat with the two
of them on the bed with his head down the
whole time. Oloci was twenty-two. He
seemed like 2 friendly, regular guy, bt
was considered by the police to be possi-
biy the most dangerous member of the
clan. He was accused of taking part in the
murder of the Bolivians and of firing from
a motorcycle into a demonstration of tap-
pers at the local Forestry Service station
last May and seriously wounding three
boys. His right arm was in a cast. Dur-
ing the police chase to capture him he
had been shot. Thinty policemen guarded
the hospital where he was taken to re-
move the builet.

Darcy was completely stone-faced, al-
though i managed to crack him up briefly
by saying that his uncle Alvarino looked
like Jesse James. The case against Darci is
strong. Everything he said in his confes-
sion jibes with the findings of the Men-
gele forensic team; the shot was fired
from exactly where he said he had stood
and fired it—from behind a coconut tree.
A sister-in-law of Jerdeir Pereira, more-
over, had testified that he and Darci had
returned to the Fazenda Parand on the
night of the killing and satd. ‘“The confu-
sion in Xapun is over. We killed Chico
Mendes." Darci almost certainly acted on
orders from his father. for people have
testified that they heard Darli planning
Chico’s death. Parci is also accused of the
murder of a man named José Santos after
a guarre! in a bar in September.

As I was leaving, Darli asked me
sweetly, **‘How long are you going to
be here?'” 1 didn't like that question at atl.
I toid him I was headed right for the air-
port. flying back to Rio that very morn-
ing. But we didn’t go to the airport. We
drove to Xapuri. 2 hundred miles to the
southwest. For the first two-thirds of the
way, there was good pavement. and Getii-
lio drove like a mamac, pushing his new
ethanoil-fueled Chevette well over eighty.
We sped past the vast empty ranches of
absentee paulistas. Only a few token zebu
steers were grazing in the desolale grass-
land. The forest had been pushed back to
or beyond the horizon. Occasionally a
black, fire-eaten column would still be
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standing, like a grotesque obelisk com-
memoratng the holocaust. It was proba-
bly one of the emergents, the tallest trees.
which had risen above the forest canopy
before spreading out their leaves. Some-
thing small and black. the size of a squir-
rel, scurried across the road right under
the wheels. and it felt as if we had hit a
slight bump. What was that? I asked Ge-
tilio. He said it was a soim, a tamarmn
monkey. Tamarins are small. tremendous-
ly variable frugivorous clingers. Some
species can be identified only by slight
differences in the white around their
mouths; others have long white manes and
exaggerated mustaches. Damn! The only
wild mammal [ see on the whole trip and
We Tun it over.

Getilio was born on a celocacdo, a
family rubber operation, and his brothers
are still in the forest. He has an impressive
grasp of the greater web of intrigue and
corruption surrounding Chico’s murder,
and sound arguments for why the mvesti-
gauon will be incapabie of deahing with it

At a juncuon with a road that comes
directly from Bolivia we are pulled over
by several federal policemen in snappy
blue vests who are checking for contra-
band—French whiskey. electric apph-
ances, televisions, blasters, cocame, and
marijuana. The big high in Acre. Getilio
has been telling me, 1s mescla, the residue
of the cocaine process. mixed with grass
and smoked. I explain to the poiice that I
am a pesquisador, a researcher. a wonder-
fully vague and respected position 1n Bra-
zil, and they wave us right on.

The pavement ends and once again we
plunge into the mud. Getiilio deftly strad-
dling deep ruts that we would never get
out of. Big trucks ioaded with sacks of
Brazil nuts lumber past. Another road-
block. The poiice tell us the shortcut to
Xapun is too muddy and send us the long
way around. After a couple of miles we
meet another poiiceman, in a different
uniform—alt blue—standing in the road.
one of the local military police. What's
going on here? I ask Getilio. This is the
Fazenda Florestal, Alvarino’s ranch. It’s a
small spread. only five hundred acres. Al-
varino hasn’t been as successful as Darli.
A sweet-looking old man, barefoot in the
mud. with white hamr and stubble, comes
to the window and introduces himself. It's
Sebastido Alves da Silva. the octogenari-
an patriarch of the clan of murderers.
“I'm Mineiro, from Minas Gerais,”’ he
says proudly. *‘I eat gold.” (A reference
to all the gold that has come out of the
state of ‘*General Mines. ) And I say be-
fore I can catch myself, like a New York
smartass, “‘So what do you shit?"’ For-
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tunately, Sebastiao thinks that's 2 riot.
50 does the policeman; sc do Alvarino’s
wife and teenage son, who have come
from the house. A bloody riot. I tell Se-
bastido 1 saw Darli this morning. ‘‘How's
he doing?’’ he asks. He’s very thin and
very upset over the death of Chiquinha.
Weli, we’d better be going, I say. I hope
tudo de certo, that all goes nght (a dou-
ble entendre: what I really hope is that
you all get put away for good). Sebas-
tiao says, '"A leaf doesn't fali to the
grotnd unless God wants it to.”” Later 1
find out that there is evidence linking
Sebastido to eighty murders in Parand
back in the fifties.

A truck puils up and its driver tells us
we'll never get through to Xapuri this
way, so we turn around and head back.
The next ranch is unguarded. What's 10
stop the fugitives from dropping in for a
beer and a bite to eat? I ask Gedilio.
*‘Heil, what’s to stop them from dropping
in at the Fazenda Florestal?’’ he says.
*“The policeman is an old friend of the
famiiy.”” We twrn onto the shortcut. and
soon after passing a deeply mired Federal
Police paddy wagon--part of the farcical
dragnet for Alvarino and the Minein-
nhos-—we get stuck ourselves. Darkness
falls. insects and frogs start up a deafen-
ing samba as I push and push. frantically
rocking the car, until the wheels finally
engage and we are out and on our way
agam. An hour later the lights of Xapuri
appear in the distance. We drnive down the
main street, lined with neat modern
houses. shiny new pickups under carports,
color TVs in the living rooms—nor at all
what I expected, not like any other Ama-
zon town " ve seen before. There's money
here. I observe to Gemtilio. What is it?
Drugs? “*No, it’s a little more comphicat-
ed,”” he says. The ranchers here aiso have
ranches in Bolivia. They take their cattle
over the border. then they go to Brasilia
and tell the Banco Central they want to
import some steers, and the bank gives
them a form that aliows them to buy dol-
lars at the official rate. Once they get the
doliars, they sell them at the ‘‘parallel”
(i.e.. black market) rate, and pocket the
difference—almost a 100 percent profit.
Then they bring the steers back to Brazil,
and pretend that they've bought them.
That’s why there are so many nice houses
on this street.

Xapuri is the sort of piace—three thou-
sand souls in town, another seventeen or
50 in the surrounding countryside—that
once you've walked around it three or
four times vou get the idea. Tranguilo, 1
say to Getilio. ‘‘Pagrece,”” he says. It
seems that way. We pull into the square.

which is dominated by a statue of José
Plicido de Castro. who led tappers. poets.
and journalists in the Grand Revoiution of
1903. which delivered Acre from Bolivia
to Brazil. Three years later de Casiro was
ambushed while riding through his rubber
grove. His last words were **So many gio-
rious occasions to die and these cava-
therros shoot me in the back."” There was
a statue of Saint Sebastian, Xapuri's pa-
tron samt, stuck with arrows 1n a small
park ailong the nver, beside the dry-goods
stores of the Syrians. It was a town of
martyrs. [ wondered how long 1t would be
before there was a statue of Chico, the
eco-martyr. Probably not for a while.

Wc got to the Hotel Veneza, a family
pension, run by several generations

of women, just before the evening deluge
cut loose. The rain acted like a curfew.
Evervone was glued to the television,
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Rocky I, The audience mncluded the de-
tective who was conducting the inguest
and a gaggle of Brazilian paparazzi wait-
ing for the fugitives to be caught. They
were city types from the South. compiete-
ly out of their ejement. One was a finan-
cial reporter—everybody eise in the news-
room had been off for Christmas when
news of the murder came in over the
wires. Another, in safari dress, was domng
a thought piece on *'the universe of Chico
Mendes'’ dunng lulls in the action, but
had no intention of entening the forest, I
hear there are six different sizes of mos-
quito,”’ she said. ‘‘There's no way you're
getting me in there.’’ Behind the hotel a
pack of black vultures brooded in the
palm trees and paced the backyard, as if
they, too, were on some kind of vigil.

In the moming I visited Chico’s house,
a simple shack with biue-painted plank
siding and a red tile roof, no more than
fifty yards from the Civil Police Station
down one street and no more than a hun-
dred yards from the Miirtary Police Sta-
non down another As I opened the gate to
the yard a young woman came to the front
window—Ilza. Chico’s wife. She had a
good deal of Indian blood and looked al-
most Poiynesian, like a Gauguin, The
lead storv wn that morming's Gazera told
how she had gone to a clinic in a nearby
town the day before to have her appendix
checked. The docror, a Bolivian linked 10
the ranchers, had sent away his other pa-
tients and had then tried to rape her.

llza showed me mto the front room,
where her brother Raimundo, a cousin. an
Indian tapper who was helping keep an
eye on the place. and her two children,
Elenira, four. and two-year-old Sandine,
were watching television. On a shelf next
to the TV there was a display of Chico’s
plane ticket to New York, his passport,
his medal from the Better World Secciety
**for your leadership in defending Brazil-
1an Amazonia from deforestation and un-
sustainable commercial development.”
the framed testament inducting him into
the United Nations' Global 500 roll for
“‘putstanding practical achievements in
the protection and improvement of the en-
vironment."" and his key to the city of Rio
de Janeiro. These treasures, Ilza ex-
plained. were to be the beginmmgs of the
Chico Mendes Museum.

liza took me into the kitchen, where we
could talk without being disturbed. ]
asked about Chico’s early life. (He had a
previous wife, who bore hirn a daughter;
they iive in Rio Branco.) *‘l don’t know
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much, because we never had time to alk
about the past. He was so busy. He
worked for my father, splitting the milk
he biled from my father’s wees fifty-fifty.
So he knew me from the moment I was
born, but it wasn’t until 1979, when I was
fifteen, that we became lovers. Three
years later we married. He was such a
sweet man. I will remember most his love
of the children. Fifteen days after the
wedding he left, and after that in the six
years we were married we never had more
than eight days together. So we were al-
ways on honeymoon. It never became
dull routtne. There was aiways that 1m-
mense love.™

When Ilza went next door to take a
phone call, 1 got Raimundo to lead me
through the incredibly dense tangle be-
tween the backyard and the river to the
flattened place, now strewn with white
blossoms from a tree above, where the
killers had waited. “*They waited here
twenty or thirty days.”” Raimundo told
me. ‘“We know that because the cans they
ate from were full of mold, and the sugar-
cane they cut in the neighbor's yard was
already rotten. It wasn’t always the same
two. They waited in shifts, maybe Darci
and Jerdeir one night, maybe Oloci and
one of the other Mineinnhos the next, or
Luis Garimperro and Zezio.'" Zezdo was
another pistoleiro in Darli’s entourage
who 1 a few days would be found dead
on the side of the road, shot either by Chi-
ca's brother. who was an agent of the lo-
cal military police, or by the ranchers
themselves to keep him from telling what
he knew—a crime Kknown in Brazil as
“burning the archive.”

Three days before Christmas, Chico
came home after a tnp to the town of Sena
Madureira, way back in the forest, where
he had brought five hundred more tappers
into the union’s fold, He played dominoes
with his guards and then went in for sup-
per. The family was watching a television
soap opera called Anyvthing Goes, about
the corruption and decadence of the rich
in Rio. Ail Brazil was waiting to find out
who would kill the mawn character. un-
scrupulous Odete Roitman. in the last epi-
sode, which was to run on January 6. The
sponsor had offered a big cash prize to
whoever guessed it first. (The murder of
Odete Roitman got more attention than
Chico’s death. There was even specula-
tion that they were both killed by the same
person. In a country where tens of mil-
lions of minds are being suborned, per-
verted, and zombified by television even
before they attain literacy, the distinc-
tion between fact and fiction isn’t al-
ways clear.)

Chico wasn't interested in Anything
Goes, and throwing a towel over his
shouider, he went to take a shower. The
shower was in an outbuilding in the back-
yard. He had opened the kitchen door
ahout two-thirds of the way and was about
to step outside when a blast from a long-
barreled twenty-gauge shotgun caught
him on the right side of his chest and
shoulder. riddling the towel with buckshat
holes. Chico staggered back into the
kitchen. slumped onto the table. reeled
into the bedroom, and collapsed on the
floor. As soon as they heard the shot, the
guards bolted out the front door and ran
for their lives.

few days after I left Acre. a delega-

tion of American congressmen led by
Senator Tim Wirth of Colorado stopped
briefly in Rio Branco to demonstraie soli-
darity with the tappers and endorse the
idea of extracuve reserves, The main pur-
pose of the tnp was to view the devasta-
tion and discuss with President Sarney the
possibility of canceimg some of Brazil's
debt in return for protecting what s left of
the Amazon. Brazil 1s sensitive about for-
eign interference, and Samey said he
didn’t want 1o see the Amazon become a
“green Persian Gulf,”’ although a few
weeks later he seemed to be more open to
the ideaz of a debt-for-nature swap. It
would make evervbody happy except the
banks, and they aren’t gomg to get their
money anyway. But this proposal will
probably be too late for Acre. The Japa-
nese, who have no environmental scru-
ples. have just agreed to finance the
paving of BR-364 and to continue the
road all the way to Peru. This wili connect
Acre with Lima. whose port on the Pacific
is less than a thousand miles away. and
will enable the Japanese. the world’s lead-
ing purchasers of tropical hardwoods, to
bleed western Amazonia dry of its timber.
Brazil nuts, fish. and whatever else they
can get their hands on. It will also make
Acre vulnerable to ali kinds of crazy new
ranching and colonization schemes.

The Brazilian journalists stayed holed
up at the Veneza for several weeks, wait-
ing for Alvarino and the Mineirinhos to be
caught. But the prospect of that happening
was growing dimmer and dimmer. The
four men could survive in the forest for a
long nme, if they were in there at all. The
Federal Police were becoming demoral-
ized. Five of their vehicles had been dam-
aged during the manhunt, one man had
broken his arm, and several others were
hors de combar with gastrointestinal ail-
ments. When the police pulied out, the
journalists would also puil out, and that
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would leave no one to protect Chico's
companheiros. Already there were signs
that the ranchers were just biding their
time. Eva Evangelista had been anun-
ciadg again, and a focaia, an ambush

blind like the one behind Chico’s house,
had been discovered in a thicket near Pa-
dre Luis’s rectory. One evening Gumer-
cindo Rodriguez, an adviser for the union,
picked up the office phone to make a call.
The lines were crossed—a frequent prob-
lem—and he heard two men 1aiking: **We
got Mendes,’” one said. ‘‘Three to go.™

The three most likely targets are Gumer-
cindo. Raimundo de Barros. Chico's
first cousin and politicai heir. and Julio
Barbosa, the new prestdent of the Xa-
puri local. If they are killed. their deaths
won’t make the headlines Chico’s did.
They’li just be three more murders in the
backiands. [J
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