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Martyred labor leader Chico Mendes with daughter Elenira and son Sandino.

Chico Mendes:
rubber tapper,
union leader and
environmentalist
Francisco "Chico" Mendes Filho, 44,
had survived six previous assassina-
tion attempts. But on the evening of
Dec. 22, 1988, in the river town of
Xapuri in Brazil's remote western
state of Acre, a hired gun of Brazilian
landowners put a bullet through
Chico Mendes' chest as he went to
bathe in his backyard outhouse.

Mendes, president of the 70,000-
member National Rubber Tappers
Union, had become famous for his
militant defense of the Amazon rain
forest and its traditional inhabitants.
In the violent backdrop of the Ama-
zon frontier, Mendes' work had
earned him the UK's "Global 500"
environmental award in 1987. It also
made him a marked man.

Mendes' primary concern was less
the "greenhouse effect" than the
"human effect"—the impact of de-
forestation on his fellow serin-
gueiros, or rubber tappers.

At the age of seven, • Mendes
learned to tap the wild trees for rub-
ber latex and to hunt for food. "Every,
day I would wake at four in the morn-
ing, make a big pot of coffee and
prepare a meal of manioc flour and
deer or monkey meat," Mendes-once
recalled. "Then at 5:30 I would put
on my work clothes, pick up my
machete and shotgun, and set off on
one of the trails into the,forest. The
dawn is party time for all the animals
in the forest, and I would hunt. Then
it would take me about four hours
to complete the rubber trail, tapping
into each tree on the way and plac-
ing the little cups to catch the rub-
ber."

The forest provided Mendes' only
education until he met a dissident
army officer who had fled to the
jungle following the 1964 military
coup. The officer, who began tapping

rubber near Mendes, took a liking to
the youth and taught him reading,
writing and, according to Mendes,
"the principles behind trade union-
ism."

In the '70s Mendes began to chal-
lenge the exploitation of the serin-
gueiros by rubber merchants, land
speculators and cattle barons. The
Brazilian government had begun
cutting a road into Acre, and cattle
ranchers and land speculators from
southern Brazil moved in, slashing
and burning vast sections of the
forest. Often the rubber tappers
would return home at the end of the
day only to find a pile of ashes. On
what was once lush jungle, the
ranchers then grazed the cattle that
would help North Americans satisfy
their craving for fast-food hambur-
gers. '

Opposition to this environmental
and human destruction was fostered
by the left wing of the Catholic
Church that .brought in union or-
ganizers to help train the rubber tap-
pers. Mendes became the first gen-
eral secretary of the first rural union
formed in Acre. As such he pressed
for a closer alliance between Acre's
rubber tappers and other exploited
groups in the state, including small
farmers and Indians. During military
rule Mendes was arrested and tor-
tured three times.

For the past 10 years, Mendes and
the rubber tappers have tried to pro-
tect their rain forests through non-
violent actions called empales
(standoffs). During these acts of civil-
disobedience the rubber tappers
would come with their entire family
to confront the chainsaw crews that
cleared the forest for the ranchers.

In April 1988 workers cutting the
forest for two ranchers, Darli and Al-
varino Alves, fired on a group of rub-
ber tappers staging an empale. Two
people were wounded. To head off
further violence Acre's governor de-
clared the area an "extractive re-
serve." This became the first forest
area to be officially protected for the

tappers.
.The idea of extractive reserves

was born in Mendes' hometown of
'Xapuri. There,'communities Of rub-
ber tappers, faced with plummeting
world rubber prices, had gradually
established semiautonomous areas
for tapping not only rubber latex but
other forest resources that required
no clearcutting: Brazil nuts, chicle
nuts, palm fiber, .-and medicinal
plants and oils.

It was Mendes' effective organiz-
ing in the fight for extractive reserves
that cost him his life, for it
threatened Acre's land speculators
and ranchers who stake claim to
land by clearing the forest and plant-
ing pasture—a process that leaves
the Amazon soil unproductive after
a few years' use.

Mendes is one of many Brazilians
who have been slain in land disputes.
According to Amnesty International,
since 1980 more than 1,000 rural
workers have been killed by
paramilitary forces that are or-
ganized by ranchers.

But in a larger sense, these assas-
sinated rural organizers and the
dwindling rain forests are victims of
an international banking system that
forces Third World countries to em-
phasize short-term gains at the ex-
pense of.both the poor and the envi-
ronment. The Brazilian government
subsidizes deforestation of the Ama-
zon to promote agricultural exports
that bring in foreign exchange to
help pay the $120 billion foreign
debt.

Soon after the April 1988 empale
that foiled the Alves brothers' claims
to the land, it became common
knowledge that the ranchers had
placed a bounty on Mendes' head. It
was not a threat Mendes took lightly.
In an interview just before his death,'
Mendes denounced a conspiracy
against his life that he said included
both the Alves brothers and the re-
gional superintendent of Acre's fed-
eral police. The two brothers are
now wanted by the police.
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With his martyrdom, Mendes has
attained in Brazil a stature compar-
able to that of Martin Luther King in
the U.S. After one attempt on his life,
Mendes told friends. "We know that

enemies with the power of capital—
the large landowners that have
dominated this country since its dis-
covery. But if the ranchers think that
killing one person will stop our

there are powerful enemies ahead— struggle, they are wrong."

Brazil puts
ecologically
minded Indian
chiefs and U.S.
anthroplogist
on trial
The Brazilian government is prose-
cuting two Indian chiefs and an
American anthropologist for speak-
ing out against development in the
Amazon. But their trial has become
an embarrassment for Brazil, coming
on the heels of President Jose Sar-
ney's October declaration that his
government would move to halt the
headlong destruction of the rain for-
est.

Brazilian federal police have
charged two Kaiapo chiefs, Kube-i
and Paiakan, and one 41-year-old
Kentucky anthropologist, Darrell
Posey, with breaking a law that bars
foreigners from interfering in Brazil's
domestic affairs.

The charges stem from a February
1988 trip the three made to Washing-
ton, D.C., to lobby against a $500 mil-
lion World Bank loan that Indians
and environmentalists claim would
enable the government to build what
would be Brazil's largest hydroelec-
tric project. The project would be a
series of dams that would flood a
vast jungle valley and displace thou-
sands of Indians.

The trial marks the first time In-
dians have been prosecuted as
aliens in Brazil. It is also the first
time the "foreigners statute," origi-
nally enacted by a military govern-
ment, has been used since Brazil re-
turned to civilian rule in 1985. Con-
viction carries a one- to three-year
sentence or expulsion from the
country.

The venue is the colonial city of
Belem, the capital of the jungle state
of Para, at the mourn of the Amazon
River 1,000 miles north of Brazilia.

Chief Kube-i arrived at his latest
court appearance in October with
an entourage of 400 Kaiapo warriors
in ceremonial battle dress; red and
black war paint, mussel-shell
necklaces, beaded arm bands and
cotton gym shorts—the modern day
substitute for the traditional penis
sheath.

The warriors danced, sang and
shot arrows into a mango tree out-
side the courthouse as Kube-i went
to testify before federal Judge Iran
Velasco do Nascimento. But the
judge refused to allow the disre-
spectfully dressed chief to enter the
court and postponed the trial until
the spring. In the meantime, he or-
dered court psychologists to assess
the Kaiapo's level of integration into
modern Brazilian society.

Chief Paiakan said Kube-i and he
traveled to the US. "to defend the

At Mendes' funeral service, the
head of a rural workers union vowed:
"Not one more tree will be cut down
in Acre."

-Glen Switkes and Linda Rabben

Chief Paiakan addresses a meeting of the Brazilian Indian Movement.

rain forest and the people who live
here. We are the first Brazilians. We
are the ones who must guard the
forest for the whole world." Anthro-
pologist Posey was the chiefs' trans-
lator during meetings with congres-
sional leaders, World Bank directors,
Treasury and State Department offi-
cials, environmental groups and
North American Indian organiza-
tions.

Kube-i and Paiakan complained
bitterly of not being consulted, or
even kept informed, of the Brazilian
government's decision to build a
massive hydroelectric project on the
Xingu River, a tributary of the Ama-
zon located about 300 miles from
Belem. They said the project would
inundate more than 19 million acres
of remote forest and displace at least
8,500 Indians, among them thous-
ands of Kaiapo.

The government has sought to
quell the growing international criti-
cism of Brazil's rain forest policies.
In October President Sarney an-
nounced measures to slow the rapid
destruction of the Amazon rain
forest. But Brazil still suffers a lack

of both the political will and the
means to protect its environment. In
September the frustrated head of
Brazil's environment agency,
Roberta Messias Franco, resigned
saying the government "pulled the
rug from under me."

Moreover, according to Posey, the
government Indian agency, FUNAI,
allows illegal mining and logging op-
erations to encroach on protected
reservations. Posey said FUNAI has
also expelled all of his closest col-
leagues from Indian territories
throughout the Amazon. And he said
his own research on medicinal
plants is "paralyzed" because he is
prohibited from working in any In-
dian area as long as the case is pend-
ing.

After the October hearing, the
Kaiapo warriors vowed that if any of
the three defendants were expelled,
authorities would need an airplane
big enough to carry them all away.
Then the men began their journey
home, 15 hours by bus and bush
plane to the Xingu River where their
clearings dot a forest that once
seemed endless. -Jon Christensen

A Kaiapo warrior in full battle regalia.

the Straits Times explained, "Failure to flush the urinal after use is
considered a public nuisance under the Penal Code Chapter 224."
The crime carries a fine of up to $100. The Straits Times article.
"Environmental Health Officers; The Unsung Heroes of a Dirty
Job," reported how the plainclothed unit of sanitary police got
their men. They took "turns going into the toilet and while wash-
ing their hands or pretending to use the urinal, kept an eye out
for litterbugs, vandals and other abusers." And on the same day
that the six were arrested, a Singapore judge fined a man $75 for
urinating in an elevator. The man was apprehended after the
elevator jammed. According to the Strait Times his unauthorized
activity caused the elevator's "urine sensor to activate the jam-
ming mechanism." He was convicted 'on the basis of a video tape
recording of the event taken by a hidden camera.

Native sons
It is sometimes good to be reminded that anti-Zionism was not
always equated with anti-Semitism. Peter Gay reports in his new
book. Freud: A Life for Our Time, that in 1930 Albert Einstein
wrote Sigmund Freud asking him what he thought of Zionism.
Freud replied: "1 don't believe that Palestine will ever become a
Jewish state and that the Christian and the Islamic world will
ever be prepared to leave their shrines in Jewish hands. It would
have seemed more comprehensible to me to found a Jewish
fatherland on new, historically unencumbered soil." Gay writes
that Freud went on to say that such a "rational attitude" would
never-enlist "the enthusiasm and the resources of the rich." and
that he regretted seeing the "unrealistic fanaticism" of his fellow
Jews waken the suspicions of the Arabs. Said Freud. "I can mus-
ter Htjisyrnpathy for the misguided piety that makes a national re-
Ijgibn from a piece of the wall of Herod and for its sake challenges
the feelings of the local natives."

Victims of unrequited lust
In the wake of reports that the South African military engages in
the illegal trade of elephant ivory ("In Short," Nov. 23), two mem-
bers, of the South African military and three U.S. citiztns have
now been indicted in Connecticut for trafficking in machine guns,
black rhinoceros horns and leopard and cheetah skins, Todd
Steiner and Susan Elan report to In These Times that these indict-
ments follow an eight-month federal investigation. According to
the US, Justice Department, the two officers of the elite South Af-
rican Defense Forces obtained 14 rhinoceros horns from South
African troops in Angola. The South Africans transported the
horns to Namibia via military vehicles. They were subsequently
shipped to the U.S.. where John Lukman of Newington, Conn., one
of the Americans indicted, sold one of the horns to an undercover
agent for $40.(MH). Trade in black rhino horns is banned under the
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species that is
signed by both the US. and South Africa. Only 4.000 black rhinos
survive today, down from 65,000 in 1970. Powdered rhino horn,
selling at $450 per ounce in the US. and as high as $1.000 in the
Mideast and Eastern Asia, is one of the world's most sought-after
aphrodisiacs.

In memory of Jessie Lloyd O'Connor
Labor journalist Jessie Lloyd O'Connor. a longtime In Thest'
Times supporter, died on Christmas Eve in Little Compton. R.I..
after a short illness. She was 84. Born on St. Valentine's Day 1904
to a wealthy and radical Chicago family. Lloyd O'Connor dedi-
cated her l i fe to the lef t . Upon graduation from Smith College, she
embarked for Europe where she covered the British general
strike, the League of Nations and the progress of the Russian Rev-
olution for the Federated Press, a labor news service. She fell in
love with and married her editor Harvey O'Connor. They spent
the next half century in the trenches of left politics, a life that is
recounted in their dual autobiography Hurrey and Jessie. .4
Couple of Ruciuls (see In These Times. Nov. 16. 1988). Lloyd
O'Connor is remembered for several gems of wisdom, including
"Compromise if you can, but fight if you must." A firm believer in
the need for a left press. Jesse was one of In T/JC.SV Times first
sustainers. helping us through more than a few tight periods. She
is survived by son Stephen L. O'Connor and daughter Kathleen M.
O'Connor as well as three grandchildren, two brothers, one sister
and one aunt.
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