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Rio Branco Journal

A Death in the Amazon, From Symbol to Script

By JAMES BROOKE
Special io The New York Times

R10 BRANCO, Brazil — The movie
producer’'s  business card read
“Beverly Hills,” but her T-shirt pro-
claimed “The Union of Acre Na-
lives.”

‘'We have a track record of movies
based on true stories,”" she said, her
earnest demeanor contrasting with
the languid air of this river town in
Acre, a remote Amazonian siate.
“We make controversial films that
others would be afraid to touch.”

But as she spoke, Rio Branco's in-
ternational telephone lines crackled
with movie industry names.

In Death, a Symbol

Holiywood is beating a path and
paddling a canoe (o the door of Ilza-
mar Mendes, the young widow of
Francisco (Chico) Mendes. Mr. Men-
des, a leader of Brazil's rubber tap-
pers, was Killed by a shotgun biast on
Dec. 22.

In life, Mr. Mendes organized
Acre’s passive rubber gatherers to
block large landowners from burning
down expanses of Amazonian rain
forest for cattle pasture. By one esti-
male, his movement saved three mil-
hon acres of forest since 1975.

In death, the union leader has be-
come a worldwide symbal of the
fort to slow the destruction of Brazil's
massive rain forest.

An ltalian environmental group re-
cently proposed the Nobel Peace
Prize for the soft-spoken union lead.
er, who followed the principles of non-
violent resistance. Mr. Mendes has
emerged as a martyr for this nation's
Browing environmental movemeni.

‘It’s All Very New’

In March, the authorities in Curiti-
ba, a southern city, unveiled a Chico
Mendes memorial. The centerpiece is
a marbie copy of a letter he wrote to
the police last vear detailing death
threats made “apainst him by local
landowners. i
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llzamar Mendes at a news conference last month in
Washington with Francisco de Assis Monteiro de
Oliveira, head of a rubber tappers’ cooperative in
Acre state in Brazil. Mrs. Mendes accepted a post-
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humous award for her husband, Francisco (Chica)
Mendes, who was killed three months ago by a shot-
gun blast and has become a symbol of the effort to
slow the destruction of Brazil's rain forest.

Present at the ceremony was Mrs.
Mendes, who had just returned from
a trip to New York and to Washing-
ton, where she accepted a posthu-
mous award for her husband.

Mrs. Mendes and other members of
the newly formed Chico Mendes
Foundation are weighing 10 offers as
they prepare to select the studio that
will film the story of her slain hus-
band. The sale of film rights could
bring the foundation §1 million, a Hol-
lywood producer estimated here.

The Jast week of March, journal-
ists, filmmakers and unionists from
Brazil, Europe and the United States
converged here to cover the second
congress of the National Council of
Rubber ‘Tappers. When the congress
was planned last year, it was ex-
pected that Mr. Mendes would be
elected president.

Despite the international exposure
fueling what 1s becoming the Chico
Mendes myth, the gritty reality of the
Acre rain forest lacks romance. Mr.
Barbosa, Mrs. Mendes and five other
leaders of the tappers' union have
also received death threats,

“We union leaders have short life
spans here,” Osmarino Amancio Ro-
drigues said

Mr. Amancio, who was elected first
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Hollywood, eager to capitalize on
a tale of martyrdom, has beaten a
path to Rio Branco.

secretary of the council, said that in
mid-February gunmen tried to attack
his home in Brasileia near the Bo-
livian frontier,

“Wherever 1 go, the ‘pistoleiros’
£0," the union leader said of the gun-
‘men. “When I go to the bus stauon,

they ask the ticket clerk where I'm
going."'

Mr. Amancio said the state govern-
ment gave him four military police-
men as guards. But, he said, the state
required that he pay for the police-
men’s food and travel expenses.

At police headguarters here, Lou-
rival Marques de Oliveira, Acre's
stale secretary of security, retorted
that Mr, Amancio insisted on bring-
ing his police guards into “fancy res-
taurants.”

Interviewed separately, the police
chief and the unionists both agreed on
one thing: Blood may soon flow again
inthe jungie.

I'ne city jail here holds two land-
owners who face charges in Mr. Men-
des’s murder. In March, the Ministrv
of Agriculture designated, part of a
forest  tract these landowners
claimed as their pwn, and named u
the Chico Mendes Reserve.

‘“I'here are other tracts of rubber
forest that landowners say they plan
1o burn” said Raimundo Mendes de
Barres, a harried-looking union offi-
cial and a cousin of Mr. Mendes, who
was helping to orgamize another sit-in
in the forest.

“Il we get enough families out,”” he
said, “‘the landowners usually back
down.’’




