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Roraima:
Brazil's northernmost frontier
by John Hemming

This study forms part of the Maraca Rainforest Project, organised by the
Royal Geographical Society of London, and led by the author, at the invitation of the Brazilian environment secretariat SEMA (now part of IBAMA),
in co-operation with the Amazon research institute INPA, Manaus. The
research was done with help from a personal grant from The British
Academy.

Introduction
In 1988 Roraima achieved statehood in the Federative Republic of Brazil. Its
territory embraces the entire basin of the Rio Branco, a mighty northern
tributary of the Negro and one of the larger rivers of the Amazon system.
The new state has an area of over 230,000 square kilometres (88,800 square
miles), which is the size of England, Scotland and Wales. It stretches from
just south of the equator to over 5° north, and is thus the northernmost part
of Brazil. The southern region beside the lower Branco river is densely
forested, as are most of the Parima and Pacaraima hills that form some 960
kilometres of frontier with Venezuela to the north and northwest. But the
north-eastern region towards Mount Roraima and the frontier with Guyana
is a natural open plain. A largely treeless savanna stretches from the upper
Branco east towards the Essequibo in Guyana. This plain, on the southern
edge of the precambrian Guiana Shield, is cattle country. As such it has
shaped the history of settlement in this isolated part of Brazil.

I. From earliest European settlement to Federal Territory,
1773-1943
The earliest settlements
The first colonial settlement in what is now the state of Roraima occurred in
1773. Spanish soldiers established two tiny fortified hamlets on the Uraricaa
and Uraricoera rivers in the north-west of the region. It is surprising that
these first settlements should have been planted by Spaniards striking south
across the Pacaraima hills from Venezuela. The area around the basin of the
Rio Branco had been penetrated since the start of the eighteenth century by
expeditions in search of Indian slaves, but these had all been either Portuguese paddling north from the Rio Negro, or Dutch pushing southwestwards from the upper Essequibo.
Portuguese visits to these remote northern headwaters of the Amazon
river system were rewarded in the Treaty of Madrid of 1750. That important
treaty fixed the boundaries between the Spanish and Portuguese empires in
South America and gave Brazil most of the vast territory it occupies today.
The negotiators of the treaty sensibly sought to follow geographical features
wherever possible. For the northern frontier eastwards from the upper Rio
Negro, they followed the watershed between the Amazon basin to the south
and the Orinoco to the north. This line was so sensible and unambiguous that
Brazil's northern border with its Spanish neighbours has never since been in
dispute, making this one of the oldest peaceful boundaries in the world. The
Treaty of Madrid was annulled in 1761; but the watershed was re-established
as the northern limit of Brazil by the Treaty of San Ildefonso of 1777. The
entire valley of the Rio Branco was awarded to Portuguese Brazil.
Although the Spanish incursions occurred when no treaty was in force, the
Portuguese still regarded the Pacaraima hills (the Amazon-Orinoco
watershed) as the natural frontier. They were therefore highly alarmed, and
reacted swiftly and decisively. The authorities on the Rio Negro sent a strong
force of troops and native Indian auxiliaries up the Branco at the end of 1776.
Under its German commander Captain Felipe Sturm, this force rapidly overcame and captured all the Spanish contingents and sent them downriver in
irons. Sturm immediately started building a stone fort, later called Fort Sao
Joaquim, in a strategic location where the Tacutu and Uraricoera rivers join
to form the Rio Branco. For the next 120 years, Fort Sao Joaquim was to be
the symbol of Portuguese and Brazilian rule of this northernmost region. For
many years, the fort's garrison of less than thirty men with their dependents
formed the bulk of Roraima's non-Indian population.
Captain Sturm tried to settle the local Aruak and Carib-speaking Indian
tribes in villages on the banks of the Tacutu, Uraricoera and Branco, not far
from his new fort. By 1781 over a thousand Indians were living in six villages.
But in that year the short-lived colonial experiment went wrong. The Indians

had agreed to settle under the impression that they would receive a continuous supply of the knives, axes, clothing and other manufactured goods that
they greatly coveted, and that had been used to lure them into the villages.
But the supply of free goods soon ended and the colonial directors started to
demand labour from the men and women under their control. Indians
refused to work, the fort's commander arrested their chiefs, and the inhabitants of all but one of the six villages 'rebelled', killing some Portuguese soldiers and burning their huts.
The Portuguese authorities decided on a lenient response and in 1784 a
royal pardon was issued to the 'rebels'. During the ensuing years 1,051
Indians were persuaded to enter a new set of villages, which were now
located farther down the Rio Branco so that they could be more easily controlled from the south. This second attempt to colonise Roraima's Indians
was, however, no more successful than the first. The villages were struck by
disease and their manioc plantations were blighted. The Indians resented
fresh attempts to force them to labour for the colonial administration and in
1790 there was a second rebellion. This time the authorities reacted harshly.
The people from five villages were rounded up and banished to new locations on the Amazon, Madeira and Solimoes rivers thousand of kilometres
from their homelands.
In 1798 there was a third and final rebellion. The few remaining Indians in
the Rio Branco villages tried to organise a resistance but were slaughtered by
a military contingent on a sandbank of the Rio Branco that became known
as the Praia do Sangue (Beach of Blood). 1 This was the end of native settlements, apart from a brief attempt in 1839-46 when a missionary, Friar Jose
dos Santos Inocentes, tried to settle Makuxi and Wapixana in a mission called Porto Alegre on theTacutu and then on the Uraricoera.
Cattle ranching
When the first Portuguese slavers and explorers saw the great natural savannas that stretch from the upper Branco to the Essequibo, they immediately
appreciated their potential as pasture for cattle. In 1787 Colonel Manoel da
Gama Lobo dAlmada, a future governor of the Captaincy of Rio Negro,
praised the region: Those fertile plains are covered in excellent pastures for
cattle, studded with clumps of bush that would afford shade for the animals
during the fiercest heat, irrigated by creeks which render them fertile, and
with innumerable lakes from which is drawn a quantity of mountain salt.' 2
The energetic Gama Lobo d'Almada put his vision into reality. In the 1790s
he shipped a few cows and bulls up the Branco to the savannas at its headwaters.
In 1793 a commander of Fort Sao Joaquim, Nicolau de Sa Sarmento,
founded a ranch for himself on the triangle of land between the Tacutu and
Uraricoera rivers opposite the fort. A rich settler from the Rio Negro, Jose

Antonio Evora, started another ranch called Sao Jose on land to the east of
the fort at that time. And the land to the west of the Branco became known
as the Fazenda do Rei (King's Ranch) or Fazenda de Sao Bento. By 1798 it
was reported that the three ranches had between them a total of 900 head of
cattle. When Sa Sarmento and fivora died, the government of the province
of Para in what was now the independent Empire of Brazil (1822-89) seized
their cattle and land on the grounds that they were in debt to the state. The
three ranches became known as the fazendas nacionais. They lay on the three
sides of the Y formed by the junction of the Tacutu and Uraricoera to form
the Branco. Each stretched away from the rivers, across the limitless plains
to the north, east and west respectively.3 The cattle on Roraima's national
fazendas multiplied despite almost total lack of attention to its breeding. The
ranches were entrusted to a succession of administrators, some of whom
were convicts exiled from other parts of Brazil. By 1838 Robert Schomburgk, the German explorer employed by the Royal Geographical Society of
London, said that the ranches contained 3,000 head of penned cattle and 500
horses, with perhaps a few thousand additional cattle roaming wild. 4
From 1835 to 1839 Brazilian Amazonia was torn apart by a bloody rebellion called the Cabanagem. The oppressed blacks, Indians and mestizos
rebelled, captured most towns in the region including the capital Belem and
Manaus, and killed many whites. The Brazilian government sent troops to
restore order and the Cabanagem was brutally repressed. The revolt had
little impact on the upper Rio Branco where there was only a handful of nonIndian settlers. But it did cause devastation among the herds of cattle. Many
animals were slaughtered by corrupt administrators or shipped off downriver by military commanders during and after the rebellion.
By 1843 Colonel Joao Henrique de Mattos, sent by the government to
report on the state of the region, said that Rio Branco contained almost no
people and the national fazendas were reduced to five or six hundred cattle
and 150 horses. 5 During that decade, the cattle from the national ranch of
Sao Jose behind Fort Sao Joaquim was transferred to Sao Marcos ranch
across the Tacutu, so that the national fazendas were effectively reduced to
two. Also, in about 1840, an administrator of the national fazendas called
Ignacio Lopes de Magalhaes created a ranch for himself near the large rapids
on the Rio Branco above Caracarai. He later moved his 600 animals up-river
and founded a ranch called Boa Vista on the site of one of the short-lived
eighteenth century Indian villages. Magalhaes's Boa Vista ranch evolved
into a village and town, and is now the state capital Boa Vista.
The two surviving national ranches, Sao Bento and Sao Marcos,
developed slowly but steadily. In 1857 the President of the province of
Amazonas (created in 1850) reported that the two national fazendas had
2,455 cattle and 280 horses; by 1861 this had increased to 3,568 cattle and 511
horses; in 1864 to 5,941 cattle and 668 horses; and by 1869 to 8,720 cattle and
788 horses. At this time, the four largest private ranches in the region contained
a further 5,800 head, giving Rio Branco a total herd of almost 15,000 cattle.6

From the middle of the nineteenth century, rubber came to dominate the
economy of Amazonia. A series of inventions had perfected rubber as a wonderfully versatile product - impermeable, durable and elastic - and the
Hevea brasiliensis tree, whose sap produced the finest rubber, grew only in
the Amazon basin. World demand for rubber expanded voraciously, particularly after the invention of the pneumatic tyre and of bicycles and eventually
motor cars. Rubber output from Amazonia increased to keep pace with
demand. There was immigration of seringueiros (rubber tappers) from other
parts of Brasil; and Manaus at the mouth of the Rio Negro developed into a
boom town deep in the midst of the rainforests.
The Hevea tree is almost unknown on the Rio Branco, so that Roraima
escaped the full impact of the rubber boom. However, the newly rich rubber
barons of Manaus wanted meat; and Roraima was the closest part of the Province of Amazonas capable of providing the necessary pasture for cattle.
Successive presidents of Amazonas worried, in their published annual
reports, about the lack of fresh meat in the Manaus market. Roughly a third
of the live cattle reaching the city came from Roraima, but the quantity was
very small. A table of cattle shipments published in 1869 showed an average
of fifty animals a year from the northern region. During the seventeen years
covered by this survey, a maximum of 105 head arrived in 1862 and a
minimum of twenty in 1857. The cattle came down-river in batalhoes, big
boats each carrying from ten to twenty animals and taking three months
over the round trip. 7
In 1872 General Jose de Miranda da Silva Reis visited the upper Rio
Branco - the first President of Amazonas to do so. He was impressed by the
magnificent plains and by the fine cattle on the national fazendas and on the
private ranches - although many animals were being killed by jaguars
because of lack of manpower to protect them. A few years earlier, one of his
predecessors as provincial president had recommended selling the national
fazendas because they were costing the state more than they earned. But
General Silva Reis hoped to make them viable by organising steam navigation to move the cattle above and below the rapids at Caracarai.
The general's hopes were not realised. His successors became increasingly
exasperated by the cost of maintaining the national fazendas of Rio Branco
and by the paltry quantity of cattle that they exported to Manaus. The
ranches were impossibly large, occupying long sections of the main rivers
and stretching away from them across the savannas towards distant
unexplored frontiers. There was no incentive for the ranch managers to
develop the national herds. It was therefore decided to privatise the national
fazendas.
On 25 October 1878 the provincial president Barao de Maracaju leased
the two national ranches for nine years to Leopoldo Pereira Tavares and to
Comendador Antonio Jose Gomes Pereira Bastos. The lease was on condition that they establish a monthly steamer service to bring cattle down the

Rio Branco to Manaus. 8 A report by the Ministerio da Fazenda (Treasury)
earlier that year had given 5,114 cattle and 667 horses on the state-owned
ranches. Despite this, the lease document declared that the two tenants had
taken only three thousand head of cattle and four hundred horses. 'An inside
job!', commented the Italian traveller Count Ermanno Stradelli. 9 In
November 1883 Pereira Bastos leased both fazendas on condition that he
supply 200 animals a month to Manaus. 10 He made the most of his tenancy
of these huge estates: 'When his contract expired, he claimed to be owner of
a great herd; but he returned to the state only 3,478 head of cattle and 630
horses.' 11
Sharp practice against the government continued. On 20 September 1888
another fortunate tenant called Sebastiao Diniz signed a contract with the
Amazonas treasury. As Joaquim Gondim commented, Diniz 'was an intelligent and astute man who managed to extract from the contract he made with
the government the business advantages he intended'. He privately bought
the herd that Pereira Bastos had built up during his ten years as tenant, thus
evading the clause in his contract obliging him to hand over the government's
cattle. He kept the government's herd at Sao Marcos; but he kept the much
larger herd he had bought on Fazenda Sao Bento to the west of the Rio
Branco, and he managed to get his lease on Sao Bento extended. There were
the usual official delays over all this, which Sebastiao Diniz used 'as a fine
opportunity to proceed with branding cattle belonging to the State as his
own property'. The last commander of Fort Sao Joaquim, Ensign Arthur
Americo Cantalice, appeared in 1900 with a squad of soldiers to try to prevent this branding taking place.
Travellers in Rio Branco gave far higher estimates of its cattle herd. In
1863 Gustavo Wallis said that the national fazendas alone contained ten
thousand head, and Jacques Ourique wrote that by 1883 they contained sixteen thousand. Independent fazendeiros were also emerging alongside the
national ranches. A president of Amazonas said in 1869 that there were four
private ranches and two national fazendas. By 1885 Coudreau wrote that
'today there are thirty-two private ranches in the upper Rio Branco' 13 and
Stradelli said that those 32 ranchers had some eighty small fazendas along
the Branco, Tacutu, Uraricoera and its northern tributary the Amajari.
None of these farms had more than two thousand head, and their status was
vague. Their owners wanted the government to confirm their title deeds by
right of prior occupation. Stradelli's travelling companion Major Jacques
Ourique wrote that by 1892 Rio Branco's cattle herd had increased to 60,000
and by 1906 it was 93,835 cattle and 3,161 horses. This growth occurred 'without the slightest care, for breeding was left to the laws of nature, to the voracity of jaguars (which used to be very abundant in those parts) and to all
manner of other accidents that no-one tried to avoid'. 14
The rapid growth in the size of the cattle herd was largely the result of private ranchers taking over state lands. Gondim wrote that 'the fever of usurpation spread, following Sebastiao Diniz's example. Other intruders invaded

and occupied the lands of the national fazendas of Sao Bento and the longabandoned Sao Jose.' 15 By 1906, Ourique said that Sao Bento was divided
into 'many prosperous private ranches on which are raised, with lively
results, thousands of head of cattle, horses and sheep'. 16 And in the years
before 1921, according to Gondim, 'some of these intruders alleged that the
lands were devolutas [unoccupied] and demanded and obtained from various governors ... the issue of definitive title deeds - as if the national
patrimony were not a sacred right! Those two national properties thus disappeared from public ownership.' 17 Theodor Koch-Griinberg noted that ranchers who illegally occupied the vast state-owned properties also branded
any wild cattle they found with their own marks. 18
The one surviving national fazenda, Sao Marcos, occupied the 'V' between the Uraricoera and Tacutu rivers, bounded to the west by the Parime
and east by the Surumu, and it extended northwards towards the Pacaraima
hills. This ranch was transferred between government ministries and eventually in 1916 passed to the new Indian Protection Service (SPI) to administer
on behalf of the Ministry of Agriculture. Before that, its lands and cattle had
been plundered by the tenant Sebastiao Diniz. The SPI's administrator of
Sao Marcos complained bitterly that when his lease expired, Diniz withdrew
'with a herd of 20,000 head and title as owner of an usurped ranch called Flechal - which was nothing more than a good part of the national fazenda Sao
Marcos. He left for the nation a miserable herd of little more than 3,000 cattle, all old cows and useless for breeding.' 19 Diniz himself argued that he had
returned the 3,000 government-owned cattle of which he had taken custody
in his original contract of 1888.
When Sebastiao Diniz died, his mother Dona Anna Diniz inherited his
Flechal Victoria fazenda. There was a legal action, but Anna Diniz won not
only the usurped ranch but also damages from the State. Koch-Grunberg visited in 1911, just after Anna Diniz's legal victory. He said that the Brazilian
government had caved in because it feared revolution if it tried to control the
proud fazendeiros of the isolated Rio Branco. The national fazenda Sao Marcos was vast - 8,000 square kilometres - and contained 18-20,000 head of
cattle. But only 5,000 of these definitely belonged to the government; the
rest were branded with the mark of the late Sebastiao Diniz. 20 After Anna
Diniz's death, the large and aggressive Manaus rubber-trading company J.
G. Araujo e Companhia Ltda. acquired her property (in 1918). Litigation
over the national fazendas and their cattle continued into the higher courts;
but the State never recovered the ranches of Sao Bento or Sao Jose or large
parts of Sao Marcos.
By the 1920s, J. G. Araujo was the largest cattle rancher in the area, with
45,000 head on a series of ranches, particularly in the bend of the right bank
of the Uraricoera-Branco river north of Boa Vista. Across the river and up
the Parime were the lands of Colonel Bento Brazil with 13,000 head. Boa
Vista's leading businessman at that time was Homero Cruz, who administered the J. G. Araujo herds as well as 3,000 head of Joao Crisostomo Diniz

and 2,000 of Alice Marques, as well as his own 5,000 cattle on the Surumu.
The Magalhaes family, descended from Boa Vista's first rancher, had 5,000
head on two ranches north of the town. 21
The herds of Roraima grew steadily during the first decades of the twentieth century. A cattle census by the Ministry of Agriculture in 1912 gave
200,000 cattle and 6,800 horses. Another census estimate in 1920 gave a
lower figure of 177,500; but authorities such as Osmundo Camargo and
Avelino Ignacio de Oliveira both gave 250,000 cattle and perhaps 80,000
horses for that same year. Araujo Cavalcanti said that by 1925 the herd had
increased to over 300,000 head. It was generally agreed that the early 1930s
were the golden age of Roraima cattle with well over 300,000 head although, regrettably, there was no attempt at a census. All these figures,
even those of the official censuses, were estimates or guesses (See Appendix
i).

Then disaster struck. In a decade, the cattle herd was halved, so that in
1940 Araujo Cavalcanti reported only 120,247 cattle and 12,073 horses.
Local cattle men gave as reasons for this terrible decline: disease, especially
rabies; impoverishment of the pastures; primitive breeding methods; and an
exodus of labour to go prospecting for gold and diamonds.
Rabies had stricken Roraima's cattle as long ago as 1918. A Dr Nunes
Pereira was with the rancher Hollanda Bessa of the middle Uraricoera when
his cattle 'were decimated by a serious form of mal-triste'.22 Rabies returned
in 1931 in a far more virulent attack. According to Peter Riviere, the disease
was invariably fatal and 'reached epidemic proportions, with some ranchers
losing as much as half their stock'. Dr Silvio Torres identified two varieties
of cattle rabies. The most common form was paralysis that affected an animal's digestion and appetite, so that its grazing became irregular; after which
its hind quarters became paralysed and it had to be destroyed. In a rarer 'furious' form, cattle became uncontrollably aggressive.24
Throughout these years, the plains of Roraima were burned two or three
times a year, at random intervals. This practice was borrowed from the
Indians, who used burning as a method of hunting before the introduction of
cattle. It was thought that this burning reduced pests such as ticks or rattlesnakes, and it checked weeds and rampant growth of grasses. Farmers still
burn the plains, to this day, liking clear open plains from which all bushes
have been removed by fire. They call such land lavrado or 'worked over'. But
some experts claim that 'this practice progressively degrades the plains'
natural condition. The grass becomes increasingly coarsened and more
widely spaced; native leguminosae disappear; and the caimbes [Curatella
americana, a typical low campo tree] become more gnarled.' 25 The soils of
Roraima are naturally weak in calcium salts, phosphorus and organic matter
and these deficiencies are heightened by annual burning, as is erosion.
There was no attempt to improve the quality of the cattle by selective

breeding. The herds simply roamed free. By the 1920s only a few ranches had
fenced secgdes or retiros where cows could be placed after they gave birth.
The plains were then regarded as common land. Cattle grazed at will, often
sheltering in the shade of palm trees by day and grazing at night, when it was
cooler.
Population
The region's first census, in 1883, showed 384 non-Indian settlers, a figure
that included nine Venezuelans and six Portuguese. There were no slaves.
When Coudreau went up the Rio Branco in 1884 he wrote that it was difficult
to imagine how empty the lower river was. Along five hundred kilometres of
river banks he saw only six hamlets of Carib-speaking Paushiana - perhaps
250 Indians in all. The Italian Count Ermanno Stradelli in 1887 described the
lower river as a desert in which there were only four tiny hamlets. And on the
plains above the rapids there were only two or three hundred civilisados or
non-Indians. 26
The situation changed gradually during the next quarter century, although
we have only glimpses of Roraima's population. In 1902 the government of
Amazonas (a state since the proclamation of the Republic in 1889) commissioned a census of every person living along the Tacutu river, as part of the
Brazilian evidence for the boundary arbitration of the frontier with British
Guiana that was about to be judged by the King of Italy. This census named
507 people, of whom 320 were Makuxi Indians, 53 were Wapixana or related
Aturiau, 116 were Brazilian settlers, and 8 English. 27 During the twenty
years from 1886 to 1906 the number of ranches in the entire region grew from
80 to 142; but most of these belonged to settlers who were not resident. Very
few non-Indians lived on the land. By 1913 the French engineer Maurice
Mollard reckoned that a thousand whites and three thousand Indians lived
in the open country of the upper river.
At the height of the rubber boom, at the beginning of this century, there
was a brief revival of activity on the lower Rio Branco. This was noted by
some Belgian Benedictine monks who went up the river in 1909 and by
Theodor Koch-Griinberg and Maurice Mollard shortly after. The latter said
that the lower river contained some fifty rubber-gathering posts, including
five that could be considered as villages.28 But the rubber boom collapsed,
destroyed by competition from plantation-grown rubber of south-east Asia.
By 1917 Luciano Pereira noted that the lower river was very thinly inhabited,
and its few dwellings were wretched straw huts open to the elements. Four
years later, Gondim said that he felt like an exile going up the empty river,
whose 'banks are in a state of abandon'. 29 The only activity on the hundreds
of kilometres of forested river was extraction of balata rubber and Brazilnuts and some tobacco growing.

