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TheGoldminer

I he true hero of the Amazon is the gold
miner. He'sthe one who hasrisked
everything to take possession of the land.

— Elton Rohnelt, Entrepreneur
owner of Goldmazon Mining Company
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brother, hisbrother-in-law and three other men. Between

them, they carried seven hundred poundsof gold mining
equipment ontheir backsintotheBolivianjunglesomewheresouth of
Guajara Mirim. A sixday journey by foot. They madeadeal withthe
BolivianArmy: if they werea lowedtodiggoldwithoutinterference
fromtheBolivians, they’ dgiveten percent of thegold over tothe
soldiers. Thesoldierssaid okay, so Carlosandtheothersbegantodig.

They duguntil theholegot to befifty feet squareandtenfeet deep.
That'swhenthey struck gold. A ot of gold. They celebratedthat night
anddrank whatever whisky they had until they all fell asleep.

Inthemiddleof thenight theBolivianscamewith gunsand began
shooting. Carlosescaped, but thelast thing hesaw washisbrother
running nakedintothejungle.

“l waslucky,” hesaid. “I got uptogotothebathroom and had
my bootsand pantson. That’ swhenthey came, whenthey started
shooting. That’swhen| got out. | left everythingl owned back there. |
havenothingnow. My brother, I don’ t think hemadeit out of the
jungle. Not naked. Not without boots.

“1 don’t know what to do now. | got awifeandkid inthe south.
| haven't seenmy boy inalongtime. | calledhimtoday towishhima
happy birthday. He' ssixteen. Hetold mehequit school today, being
legal, and | got mad. Hetold meto mind my own business. Heshowed
norespect. If | had any money, I’ d go homeand whip somesenseinto
him.

“He' slivingwithmy parents. My dad’ sasaint. Closest thingto
God | ever knew. | asked him, ‘What’ swith the boy?’ He said hewas
agood boy, hesaidthat he’ sjust revolting likekidsdo. Hewantsto get
aheadfast. He'slikeall thekids. They seethosefancy thingsontheTV
andthey want them. Sothey drop out of school looking for quick
money andendupinthegutter.”

Hefell silentforamoment.

“l don’tknow whattodo,” hesaid. “I’'msick overit. | lostall my
money, my equipment, maybemy brother and now my son. I’ velost his
respect. I’ mat theedgeof despair over it. | evenwent toachurch
today. | wanted tofindtheold priest and screamor cry or something.
Anything, justtoget it off my chest. | don’t want togohomeandbea
failure. | gottaget back tothegold minesand makesomemoney or I’ l|
starvetodeath.”

“1 want to go back tothemines. | gottago back. Butfirst, | want
toget drunk,” hesaid and ordered another beer.

C arloscrossed over theGuapore RivertoBoliviawithhis
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hey found a guy who'd struck it rich in the gold mines running

down the street pulling a long string behind him. He had
thousands of cruzados tied to the string in 100 cruzados notes. When
asked what he was doing, he said, “ All my life | ran after money. Now
it's time money ran after me!”

— Sory told by a gold miner in the Serra Pelada Mines

So when the money is gone

know where to find more.

It'sin the gold mines of the Serra
The Serra has gold galore.

The Serra has brought wealth

to many a jerk,
The only ones who don't get rich
Are the ones who don’t work.

— Verse from anonymous
storyteller, Serra Pelada gold mine
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Y)u gotta have a nickname, a name

no one will forget. That's very
important here. There' sa rancher on the
Madeira River known as John-Eats-'em-Alive.
They call him that because he tore a man’'s

ear off and ateit.

— Taxicab driver on hisway to
the gold mines of the Madeira River

Y’

u can't be a criminal and survive the Amazon. You have to be serious, strong and
honest. You have to know when to let Nature have Her way.

— Elton Rohnelt, Owner of Goldmazon Mining Company
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( arimpeiros work like dogsin thissun. | don't know how they do it. The

younger ones are strong. They can take it. But the older men, men my
age, the heat and the work will kill them. Or just make them older before their
time. But they don't care. They can only thing of getting rich. But what good isit
to berichif you're dead?

— Padre Adolfo Rolh,
(Padre Moses) Missionary, Humaita'

W hen | start drinking, | don’t stop.

— Commandante Rogerio “ Maconha”
Prunes de Abreu, pilot & goldminer

arimpeiros are a bad influence.
The garimpeiro doesn’t value much
except what’s in his own pocket.

— Padre Adolfo Rolh,
(Padre Moses) Missionary, Humaita'
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T

hejungleis so big. The mosquitoes
areso small. Both arekilling us.

— Anonymous miner, Paapiu, Roraima
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old isthe Mother of whores.

She' s the begetters of bastards,
the maker of orphans, the creator of widows,
the destroyer of theland, the defiler of all that
She touches.

She'sakiller, the messenger of greed,
violence and death. The beginning and end
of greed, She sets the trap and men fall into
the pit. She'sFortune’sfoe. Sheisthe great
Seducer, the temptress, the harlot of the
forest, and men run after Her.

Ahead of Her goes the shining countenance
of wealth, the joyful face of hope, the desirable
call to happiness.

Behind her comes greed, lust, lying, cheating,
murder, violence, destruction, strife, lying,
adultery, pride, idolatry, hunger and loss.

Nothing good can come from seeking Her,
For where gold is, madness follows.

— The Prophet, Antonio Grunupp,
The Serra Pelada Gold Mine
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“ I "m sixty-four but never too old to screw,” he said
and blew smoke out of hislarge nogtrils. He
brushed his hair back and tapped at his forehead.

“It' smostly metd in here. From my crashin Mato
Grosso. | flew the damn plane right into the river bank. 1t
was an amphibian. | lost one of the floatsflying. Must
have hit atree ontheway out. Sotherel was, haf bird,
half fish. | couldn’t land on water and | couldn’t land on
land. So, | tried to land on the margin of theriver : half
water, half land. A dight miscalculation. That'sall. Very
smdll. But the damage was great. Destroyed the plane.
My copilot died. Got crushed to degth. | went through the
windshield. Broke both my legs, smashed up my head
and interna stuff. | waslucky. It wasthe only timein my
lifel didn't have my seat belt on. My star shines. God,
how my star shines.”

“Once, | got hired by aguy up in Columbiato run
contraband cargo back and forth from Manausto
Bogota. He had a storehouse full of stuff, including a
pile of corrugated iron. So, | found aguy in Manaus
that needed corrugated iron. He promised me thirty
thousand dollars for a shipment of the stuff. He had
plansto sell it to the government for abig profit. Well,
| paid this guy in Columbia fifteen thousand cash for
his pile of corrugated iron. When | delivered it to the
guy in Manaus he backed off and told me he only had
ten thousand. Knew | couldn't go back to Columbia
with the stuff being illegal and al, so hetried to screw
me. No one screws me. | told him to drop dead. Then
| took the plane up over the poorest part of town and
threw all theiron out the door, one sheet at atime.

Y ou should have seen the poor running back and forth
down there trying to get the stuff. Instant roofing from
heaven. They thought it was amiracle.”

He smiled, puffed on his Camel again, rubbed his
beer belly and turned up the volume of the tape recorder.
Rachmaninoff’s Second Piano Concerto. Hefilled ashot
glassfull of whiskey and held it up to thelight, like he
was inspecting a diamond.

“For the garimpo, the gold mines, only the airplane
worked. But intime, they built roads and brought in
trucks. That'swhenit losesinterest for me. That'swhen
| leave, when it’ snot interesting. So, | went to the
Tapgjos. After that | went to Porto Velho. I'm dways
first. Butinashort time, two hundred airplanes, then
three hundred. Unbdlievable. So | left and went to
Amapa. Sure enough, that damned mining company
Paranapanema showed up, made roads and once again |

got the hell out. | went back to the TapgjosRiver. That's
where | met Elton Rohndt. We made plans, big plans
and then went to the Alto Rio Negro.

We stayed there two years. Cleaned up the place.
Therewasalot of gold, alot of Colombians, too. They
wanted the gold, but we had more guns. Moreguts. They
ran after they figured we weren’t leaving without the gold.
Besides, it was on our side of the border. They had no
right to it, the bastards.

After that, | came here, to Roraima. | wasthefirst
one here, too. | caled Elton. That wasin 1986. Therest
ishistory. | had my own mining operation. Tin. Five
hundred thousand hectares, practicaly right where
everyone smining now. Inthe Surucucu', near the Parima
River, inthe Valey of Uaswa-wari. But during the
dictatorship in 1972 they kicked me out and made the
wholething aNationa Park. | lost my clam. Afterwards,
they sold it to Shell Qil, who pulled out eight hundred tons
of tin. | got nothing. But don’t worry. I'll take care of
mysalf because | don’t quit, dammit, I’m Rogerio Prunes
deAbreu.”

Rogerio Prunesde Abreu
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I t'sa mentality. They find gold. They
have a lot of money. They have a
good time. Thenit’'sgone. It'san

additction. They don’t want money. Don't

believe them. They only want to mine gold.
They're miners, not investment bankers.

—Padre Mario,
Missionary, Manicore

he only protection in the jungle is God.
Without faith, you' Il never makeit.

—ThePreacher, Serra Pelada



I have eight sons. Sx of them are garimpeiros—gold
miners. | stay away fromgold. It drives men mad.

- : - : I " mgetting out. I’d rather be poor and alive. All | want isfour or five kilos, and then I'm
— A Gaucho from Rio Grande do Sul drinking going home. I’'mgoing in, thistime deep, to find another stake. 1'll be going home with or
in abar on the Madeira River, Humaita' without gold on December 15th. | can’t go long without my family. My daughter is nine and

studies piano. She's bright and | want to send her to the United States or Europe to a school to
learn about computers.
— Anonymous Gold Miner on hisway to the Serra Pelada,
also known as The Devil’ s Pit.
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T he gold miner isa man
you can't trust. Don’t
trust him. Don't trust any gold
miner. Theonly thing that is
important to a gold miner is
gold.

— Elton Rohnelt, Owner
of Goldmazon Mining Company

I don’t want to become a criminal. But | amafraid. If | don't
find gold, I'll have to steal to stay alive.

—Young gold miner in the Serra Pelada mines




T he Amazon is very eclectic. We have
Indian Gods and Xerox machines. But
there' s little room left for peoplelike us. | love
warriors. I’'mawarrior and so is every gold
miner in the Amazon. We're probably the last
of the romantic adventurers.

— Elton Rohnelt, Owner of
Goldmazon Mining Company, Manaus




