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M OTHERL ODE

W e could have built Brazl three times
over with the gold that came out of the
Serra Pelada.

— Anonymous gold miner,
Serra Pelada gold mine
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Brazil, withapreacher fromMaraba. Hewanted

to seethemine but didn’t want togo therealoneand
| needed afour-wheel jeep to get there. Hehad aone, so
wewent together.

Drivingthroughthejungleat nightislikespeeding
downadark tunnel full of flyinginsectswithonly aflash-
light. Y oucan’ t seeanything except splattered bugsonthe
windshieldand maybethirty feetinfront of you. It hypno-
tizesyou. I’ veheard of guysdrivinglikethat andramming
intoatreeat full speed. They never knew what hitthem. It
happenstoofast. It’ sall darknessand holesintheroad
andnolightsanywhereontheside. Itwaslikethat, dark
andfast and hard onthenerves.

Threehours intothetrip, our headlightscaught
somethinginthemiddleof theroad. Thepreacher swerved
andjust missedit. Atfirst, | thoughtitwasadead jaguar
or ananta, but it wasabody, a man lyingintheroad. The
preacher slammed onthebrakes, andthen startedtogo
back.

“Keepdriving.” | said.

Thepreacher said hewantedto stop, to helptheguy.

“No,” | toldhim. “He' seither dead, or leeping,” |
said.”If he' sdead, youcan'thelphim. If he’ ssleeping, he
deservestodie. If he’ snot aready dead or sleeping, then
he' swaiting.”

“Waitingforwhat?’ thepreacher asked.

“For somedumb sonofabitchlikeyouor metostop
so hecan pull agun onus, blow our headsoff and steal the
jeep. So, leavehim.”

Thepreachemumbl ed something and put thejeepinto
first,andwedroveonintheinky blackness. Thetrees
weresothick aboveusthey blotted out thestars.

Wegottotheturnoff tothemineat midnight. There
wasacluster of small buildingsthat serveasatavern, abus
stop, amachineshop, and atruck stop. Thewholething
waslitoverhead by asinglestreetlight lit by adiesel genera-
tor. Itwasthefirst street light wesaw infour hoursdriving
throughthejungle, andtheonly marker for theintersection.
If thediesal enginewasoff, we'dhavedrivenright past the
place. Thepreacher turned off and drovetowardthe
tavern. Wepassed arow of wooden shacks, eachwitha
number onthedoor.

“Whenthe SerraPeladawasbooming, therewere
plenty of womenaround. Thoseshackswerethewhore
houses. They’ reempty now,” | said. “Whenthegoldruns
out, sodothewhores.” | knew thepreacher didn'tlikeit
when | talked likethat, but | wastootiredto care.

He parked thejeep and wewent into thebar. |
ordered awhisky, but therewasn’t any, so| drank abeer.

I drovetothe SerraPelada, thegreatest gold minein

Thepreacher ordered aCoca-Cola.

Itwasanother fifty milestothemineandtheroad was
dangerous. Full of holesand deepmudandrunning
through hilly terrain. Wedecidedtowait until daylightto
goon.

“Wherecanwesleep?’ | askedtheman behindthe
counter. Hesent aboy tofetchthenight guard. We
waitedtenminutes. Theguard camewithhisgun. He
looked aggravated.

“How much?’ | asked.

“Thirty cruzados,” hesaid.

| took out themoney and gaveitto him. Helooked
at themoney thenat me.

“Each,” hesaid.

| paid him another thirty and hetook usback upthe
road to therow of shacks. He banged on door number
oneandamandressed only ingreen shortsappeared.
They talked under their breath so| wouldn't hear, but |

knew what they weresaying. Theguardgavehimthirty
cruzadosandthenthemaninthegreen shortstook us
down toward the end of herow of shacks. Hestopped at
Number 12. Heunlocked it and pushedit open. A
powerful odor hitmeintheface. It smelledlikemenand
sweat and spent passions.

“Twenty cruzados,” hesaidand helittwoor three
candlesand placedthemonasmall tablebetweentwo
beds. “Forthecandles,” headded without turning around.

| paid himand hedisappearedintothedark. The
preacher sat onthe bed and started to take off hisboots.

“Leavethemon,” | said.“ Andyour clothes. Sleepin
your clothesand don’ t put the sheet over you. Lay ontop
of thebed.”

“Why?" heasked.

“Thiswasawhorehouse.,” | said. It’ sinfestedwith
God-knowswhat. Don’tundress. It sdangeroushere.
Wemay havetoget out of herefast.”

“What about thejeep? Isit safe?’ heasked.

“No,” | said.

“Will someonested it?’” heasked.

“Don’tworry,” | said. “If they try, we'll knowwhoit
wasinthemorning.”

“Howwill youknowthat?” heasked.

“| paidtheguardfifty cruzados,” | said. “Toshoot
anyonewho camenear thejeep. | toldhimI’ dgivehim
fifty moreinthemorningif thejeepwasstill there, andif he
killedwhoever triedtosteal it, | promised aanother
hundred ontop of that.”

Thepreacher didn’tlikethat. Hesaidthat wouldbe
murder and hewanted no part of it.

“Shutupandgotosleep.” | saidand blew out the
candles.



hen | came here | saw many

people getting gold, pretty gold,

no? Sol went here. You see, | had
two meters square. Every miner gets only two
meters square of land to dig. We dig very, very
deep, maybe to China, but never bigger than two
meters square.

—Juvenal Mauro da Slva,
gold miner

hen the gold was good, there

was over 15,000 claims being

dug here, al next to each other,
lined up in squares. Some were deeper
than others, but every one of them was no
wider than the deight of a man.

— Anonymous miner,
SerraPelada
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work all day and try to give
W;methi ng back while the theives
in the government steal everything
and give nothing.

— Anonymous gold miner
SerraPelada




that mountain? We put it there. One sack
S&ti me. Those are the tailings from the mine

d they say there’ s over fifty tonsof goldin
the rock we threw away.

— Anonymous gold miner,
Serra Pelada

housand working here. The miners stay away because we don’t have food from the
government. They will come back when this problem is solved and the government
gives usfood. Then we have to move this mountain.

Once there were over 100,000 minersin thishole. Right now we got only five

— Juvenal Mauro da Slva, gold miner, Serra Pelada




here are Formigas, the peons

who climb the ladders. Then

there are Diggers, Carriers, and Owners.
We even have our own Prophet. He doesn’t dig
or carry, but he’ s good luck to have around. We
are many kinds of men, but we are all equal in
the hole. We are all Garimpeiros.

— Antonio Grunupp, known as
The Prophet, Serra Pelada

here are no women here, only pornographic

magazines. That guy makesafortune. The

miners have only two things on their minds:
gold and women. There's plenty of gold here, but no
women to speak of. It getsvery lonely.

— Anonymous gold miner,
Serra Pelada
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ussian and Japanese satellites told
R us that we got 300,000 tons of gold
only 17 kilometers straight down the
valley East of here. That iswhy the

government won't help us. They want to
steadl it.

— Juvenal Mauro da Slva,
gold miner, Serra Pelada

forty feet. Then| found gold. It was abig chunk but

most of it was buried in the claim next to mine, so |
couldn’t get to it. Y ou can dig as deep as you want, but
never beyond your two square meters worth. When the
guy who owned the claim next to mine came, | made him
pay alot of money to dig hisgold from my side. If he
didn’t pay me, he would have had to dig from on top.
Why should | do al the work so he can get rich?

I dug and dug for months until | was down more than

— Anonymous miner, Serra Pelada,
on the rules of digging a claim.



89

Forced by hunger to dig
I’m trying my luck in the mine
Respecting the small and the big.

I leave my house each day on time

| work with the rich man and the bum,
Taking care to mine the wall

Never crossing the owners

Or the bosses who make the law.

Finding gold ismy only goal
‘Cause I’m aminer who's poor

| shovel all day in the deepest hole
And I’'m always looking for more.

| sweat in the midst of the multitude
Working for just one thing:

To get my card and be legal

The card that only gold can bring.

— Verse from an anonymous
story-teller, Serra Pelada gold mine

of gold in oneyear. That was when there were 200,000 minersin the

I n 1979, when the peopl e started prospecting gold herewegot 112 tons

hole. These days the gold is down and we are only 5,000 men not

counting the children.

— Juvenal Mauro da Slva, gold miner, Serra Pelada
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can't drink any acohol here. And no guns.
The Fedefal®Rolige make sure of - that. “You've -

) got'to have papersto get in here alive. But you
don’t need'any to get-out dead. .

S — Anonymous:geld. miner,

- Serra Pelada
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