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What does your average Brazilian know of Rondon? That he was of Indian origin and dedicated his life to their regeneration and dignity. That today he is old and blind, and that in the heart of our Western jungle there is an immense tract of land christened Rondônia—in homage to Rondon. But that’s all. Who was this man, how did he live during the years that prepared him for greatness? What is the weave of facts, inheritances and influences responsible for the full tapestry of his personality?

—RACHEL DE QUEROZ, 1957

Life consists with wildness. The most alive is the wildest. Not yet subdued to man, its presence refreshes him. One who pressed forward incessantly and never rested from his labors, who grew fast and made infinite demands on life, would always find himself in a new country or wilderness, and surrounded by the raw material of life. He would be climbing over the prostrate stems of primitive forest-trees. Hope and the future for me are not in lawns and cultivated fields, not in towns and cities, but in the impervious and quaking swamps.

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU, 1851
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INTRODUCTION

EARLY ON THE afternoon of Sunday, April 26, 1914, a group of nineteen weary and bedraggled men—three of them Americans, the rest Brazilians—arrived at the confluence of two majestic rivers deep in the Amazon jungle. It had taken them two rain-soaked months to arrive there, and they were jubilant at reaching the end of their journey and the ordeal it had become. Behind them lay a succession of almost unimaginable trials and privations that had resulted in the deaths of three of their group, prostrated many with illness, and forced all of them to endure long periods of hunger. Ahead loomed worldwide acclaim for the feat they had accomplished: navigating and mapping a previously unknown tropical river nearly one thousand miles long, called the River of Doubt.

To commemorate the occasion, expedition members drove a wooden obelisk six feet high into the spongy ground the next morning and gathered around it for a series of photographs, with the expedition’s two leaders standing on either side of the hand-hewn column. One of them, for whom the river was being renamed, was perhaps the most celebrated man in the world: Theodore Roosevelt, former president of the United States, a Nobel Peace Prize winner and prolific author whose accounts of his adventures were international best sellers. Hat in hand, eyeglasses fogged in the intense humidity, Roosevelt seemed visibly haggard and gaunt in the photographs: his clothes hung loosely from his body and he held on to the obelisk to steady himself.

To Roosevelt’s left stands the other leader of the expedition, a forty-eight-year-old Brazilian Army colonel of Indigenous descent named Cândido Mariano da Silva Rondon. Several inches shorter than Roosevelt and dozens of pounds lighter, Rondon poses casually, almost nonchalantly, in his simple olive military garb, his hands thrust into his jacket pockets, with an impassive expression on his lean, copper-colored face. Unlike Roosevelt, a newcomer to the Amazon, Rondon had already spent nearly a quarter century exploring the world’s largest tropical forest and its many rivers. So this was not the first time he had survived a harrowing expedition, and any relief he felt at having shepherded Roosevelt and his twenty-four-year-old son Kermit safely through this ordeal was tempered by the knowledge that he would soon have to plunge back into the jungle and resume the construction of a 1,200-mile telegraph line cutting through the Amazon, much of it across terrain inhabited only by hostile or uncontacted Indian tribes.

A few months earlier, the Roosevelt-Rondon Scientific Expedition, the official designation for the unusual binational undertaking, had traveled overland for several hundred miles along the path of the still-unfinished line, on their way to the headwaters of what was about to be rechristened the Rio Roosevelt. As the explorers made their way across savanna, highlands, and arduously cleared jungle, Roosevelt was astonished by the scale and audacity of the work he saw and, on returning to the United States, would proclaim Rondon’s project one of the two greatest technological and engineering wonders of the age. “I never saw, nor know of, a project equal to the Strategic Telegraph Lines Commission headed by Col. Rondon,” he said. “America can present to the world as cyclopean achievements, to the North the opening of the Panama Canal; in the South, the work of Rondon—scientific, practical and humanitarian.”1

By any measure—number of expeditions, distances traversed, degree of difficulty, information gathered—Cândido Rondon is the greatest explorer of the tropics in recorded history, with a list of accomplishments that eclipses those of celebrated figures such as Henry Stanley, David Livingstone, or Sir Richard Francis Burton. After his five-month journey with Roosevelt, he continued to lead missions into the most remote reaches of the Amazon and Orinoco basins for another fifteen years. All told, Rondon participated in more than a score of expeditions through Brazil’s northern wilderness, traveling more than twenty-five thousand miles by foot, over water, and on horse or mule as he surveyed his country’s hitherto-unknown territory, mapped its borders, built roads and bridges, founded settlements, and made the initial, peaceful contact with dozens of Indigenous groups.

Rondon, however, was not simply a man of action. Trained as an astronomer and engineer, he was purged from the Brazilian Army at age sixty-five for political reasons and immediately shifted his focus from the practical to the theoretical, promoting scientific awareness of the Amazon and its peoples. During the course of his long life—Rondon was born the month Abraham Lincoln was assassinated and died just before his ninety-third birthday, shortly after the Soviets launched Sputnik 1 into outer space—the commission bearing his name published over one hundred scientific papers, addressing disciplines as varied as anthropology, astronomy, biology, botany, ecology, ethnology, geology, herpetology, ichthyology, linguistics, meteorology, mineralogy, ornithology, and zoology. Scientists under Rondon’s direction discovered and cataloged scores of new animal, plant, and mineral species, and to this day, Rondon remains the largest single contributor of specimens to the National Museum in Rio de Janeiro.

Unlike many other explorers—and in sharp contrast to international rubber consortiums, which dominated the economy of the Amazon in his time—Rondon was concerned about the human inhabitants of the region as well as its plant and animal life. Many of his own scientific papers either documented the languages of the Indigenous peoples of the area, some of whose blood flowed through his veins, or sought to explain their cultures, cosmology, rites, social structure, and religion. Always an innovator and early adopter of new technologies, he pioneered the use of film and sound recordings in anthropological fieldwork. Fully a decade before the 1922 release of Robert Flaherty’s Nanook of the North, generally considered the first feature-length ethnographic documentary film, the Rondon Commission already included a staff cinematographer and was producing films about the Indigenous peoples of the Amazon and recording their music. Claude Lévi-Strauss, the great French theoretician of structural anthropology, would cite Rondon’s work in his own groundbreaking 1955 study of the Amazon, Tristes tropiques, visiting the same villages Rondon had written about forty years earlier.

Rondon was also one of the most effective global campaigners for Indigenous rights during the first half of the twentieth century. As the founder and longtime director of the Brazilian government’s Indian Protection Service, or SPI, he fought to defend Brazil’s Indigenous peoples from the onslaught of ranchers, miners, loggers, and rubber tappers who coveted their land, and battled the intellectual and political leaders openly calling for their extermination on “scientific” grounds. On his own expeditions, Rondon adhered to a policy of absolute nonviolence in his dealings with tribal groups: the SPI’s motto was “Die if you must, but kill never.” As early as 1925, Albert Einstein, astonished by the notion of a “pacifist general” during a visit to Brazil, nominated Rondon for the Nobel Peace Prize as a way to honor those peaceful efforts, and when Rondon died in 1958, the International Red Cross saluted him as the “most important apostle of non-violence in modern times after Gandhi.”2

In modern Brazilian history, the telegraph lines Rondon constructed resonate in the national psyche as an inspiring feat of national integration in the same way that the building of the Transcontinental Railroad was celebrated in the United States. Rondon is thus a central figure in Brazil’s transition from a haphazardly organized empire to a modern republic. His public life spanned an extraordinary seventy years, beginning in the 1880s with involvement in the abolitionist movement. In the decades that followed he would help overthrow the emperor of Brazil, Pedro II, reject offers to become Brazil’s military dictator, lead troops that quashed a military revolt against civilian rule, mediate a conflict between Colombia and Peru, help convince Brazil to support the Allies during World War II, and establish his country’s first national parks. At the age of ninety-two, infirm and nearly blind, his last public act was to endorse construction of the new capital of Brasília, situated in territory he had explored and helped incorporate into the Brazilian nation six decades earlier. He was a soldier and a scientist, and also a statesman. In Brazil he is a national hero, whose face has appeared on currency and whose name graces streets, squares, museums, airports, government buildings, cities, counties, and even a state, called Rondônia.

Yet for all his significant achievements, Rondon has never been the subject of a comprehensive biography in English. To this day, he also does not have an entry in the authoritative Oxford Atlas of Exploration (which does, in contrast, contain entries for young Britons who later rode motorcycles across the Amazon on roads Rondon so laboriously carved out of the jungle) and is absent from the American National Geographic Expeditions Atlas, which ascribes the triumphs of the Roosevelt-Rondon Scientific Expedition to Roosevelt alone.

Why such a glaring discrepancy between the magnitude of Rondon’s achievements and their lack of international recognition? Most obviously, as a glance at any photograph of Rondon immediately reveals, he does not conform in the least to the physical image the Anglo-Saxon world has cultivated of the great explorer. Contemporaries like Amundsen, Nansen, Peary, Shackleton, and Byrd were familiar European types, generally tall, physically imposing, and often blond or at least fair skinned. Rondon was, instead, short and wiry, a mestiço of mixed European and Amerindian descent like millions of other Brazilians, with a splash of African blood for good measure, and stereotypically Indigenous features, coloring, and physique.

Rondon’s mission and objectives also differed from those of other explorers of his time. Many of them, especially the British, French, and Germans active in Africa and Asia in the decades before World War I, were advancing their countries’ colonialist enterprises. Others, like Charles Darwin, Henry Walter Bates, and Alfred Russel Wallace, were motivated by scientific curiosity and had little interest in the politics of empire. Still another group was impelled almost entirely by a sheer love of adventure and the testing of one’s manhood.

Though Rondon recognized that he was building on the scientific work of great naturalists like Alexander von Humboldt, his primary inspiration lay elsewhere. He was engaged first and foremost in an exercise in nation building meant to thwart European imperialism. Nor was he an outsider testing himself in some “exotic” locale among “savage” races. Instead, he was a son of the Amazon frontier, working among people whose background and upbringing were often similar to his own. Indeed, while still a boy he would say that when he grew up he hoped to knit the harsh wilderness surrounding them into the fabric of the Brazilian state. Later, his optimism about the importance of scientific and material progress found an intellectual home in Auguste Comte’s philosophy of Positivism, which became the driving force in his life.

But clearly the widespread racism of the era in which Rondon operated is a major factor—if not the principal one—in both his exclusion from the pantheon of great explorers and the international refusal to recognize his stature. As late as 1929, the New York Times was still referring to Rondon as “Colonel Roosevelt’s guide,”3 as if Rondon were playing Tonto to Roosevelt’s Lone Ranger, and was not a distinguished scientist who spoke four European languages and half a dozen Indigenous tongues fluently. Roosevelt himself did not share this condescending, bigoted view. But given the cramped, sharply defined racial categories that existed in the United States in the early twentieth century, there was no place to accommodate a figure as brilliant and unorthodox as Rondon. A French-speaking Indigenous scientist, intellectual, and military officer? The notion seemed preposterous at the time, so Rondon was consigned to the subsidiary role of helper, guide, and scout, if mentioned at all.

But Rondon’s biggest barrier to acceptance actually lay in London. During the Victorian and Edwardian eras, the Royal Geographical Society was the ultimate arbiter of all questions related to exploration and cartography, and Rondon’s relationship with the RGS was anything but cordial. At the time, the society ran a training program to prepare English explorers for what its textbook described as “travel in savage countries,” a category that included Brazil. The course was based on concepts of eugenics and “scientific racism,” and promoted a strict racial hierarchy. In the terminology then employed by members of the British colonial service, a mestiço like Rondon was considered simply a “wog,” and thus not to be taken seriously or respected, much less treated as a colleague.

Rondon was written about admiringly in books and magazine profiles published in Italy and Germany, and enjoyed cordial relationships with his peers elsewhere in continental Europe, especially French and Scandinavian explorers, scientists, and geographers. The Swedish explorer Algot Lange, for instance, described him in 1914 as “full of verve and virile force,” said his “integrity and value are indisputable,” and cited him as proof “that Indian blood mixed with white creates splendid men.”4 But the English explorer Percy Fawcett, a graduate of the RGS course, and the immensely popular adventure writer Arnold Henry Savage-Landor despised Rondon and repeatedly disparaged him in private correspondence and public writings, often in highly offensive racial terms. They believed he had ambitions far above his station; he in turn considered them incompetent poseurs, mere dilettantes, and openly said as much.

This rift grew especially pronounced after 1910, when the Brazilian government created the Indian Protection Service, with Rondon in charge. In that capacity Rondon more than once declined to issue travel permits or provide material assistance for RGS-supported expeditions, because the proposed undertakings would encroach unnecessarily on Indian sovereignty, deplete much-needed Brazilian government resources, or duplicate work Brazilians had already done themselves. To Savage-Landor, Fawcett, and other scions of the English establishment, it seemed intolerable that this little brown man should stand in their way.

Rondon might have fared better among the English elite had he been born into Brazil’s hereditary aristocracy. But his background and early upbringing were decidedly humble. He was an orphan, born into poverty in a backward corner of Brazil where even a basic education and cultural refinements like books, music, and the theater were often unattainable luxuries. Despite those obstacles, he rose to become a marshal of the Brazilian Army, acquiring a deep knowledge of the arts and sciences along the way, driven by an insatiable intellectual curiosity and an unrelenting desire for self-improvement. Eventually, he became that rarity who was as comfortable in the cafés and salons of Rio de Janeiro as in the Amazon jungle, able to move easily between the worlds of science and shamanism. In reality, Rondon was a true-to-life Brazilian version of Horatio Alger, hero of popular American dime novels of that era. But this narrative did not impress English toffs raised on Victorian values and prejudices.

Viewed from the twenty-first century, Rondon is an inspiring and towering figure—a man of his era in some respects, but very much ahead of his time in others. He had, of course, his share of personal flaws. He was relentless in pursuit of his goals, expecting the men he commanded to be equally committed, and would not hesitate to punish them if they fell short of his exacting standards. To others, he sometimes seemed detached and distant, formal and fastidious. Most importantly, Rondon’s fervent embrace of Positivism and the idealism it engendered, which began in adolescence but endured his entire life, blinded him to some of the most obvious political and social realities and contradictions of Brazilian life, and limited his effectiveness as a political figure. Had he not been so rigid a believer in Auguste Comte’s secular faith, he might have been able to achieve much more for the causes he cherished, especially that of Brazil’s Indigenous peoples.

But at a purely personal level, Rondon embodied the best of both modern and old-fashioned virtues. He was intensely and genuinely patriotic, adhered to traditional codes of honor, bravery, and chivalry, and repeatedly demonstrated a moral rectitude that, enhanced by a character both ascetic and abstemious, impressed those who regularly came into contact with him. The poet Paul Claudel, who during World War I served as France’s ambassador to Brazil, once likened Rondon to “a figure from the Gospels,” describing him as “pure, upright and without blood on his hands.”5 At the same time, Rondon’s espousal of tolerance, cultural diversity, and nonviolence, his rationalism, and his recognition of the innate dignity of all human life and respect for the natural world and its ecosystems make him a very contemporary figure.

On his many expeditions, Rondon always kept extensive diaries and journals, in which he revealed most clearly his aspirations for himself, for his country, and for humanity. He often included his Positivist-inspired personal credo, based on “sympathy for all beings, towards whom one feels brotherhood” and the conviction that eventually “everything converges towards Love and the Common Good.” By relying on science, arts, and industry, he reminded himself, it would someday be possible to “transform the Earth into Paradise, for all mankind, without distinction of race, belief, nation—banishing the specters of war, misery and disease.” That day might be far off, but each human being had “the means to transform and improve himself,”6 thereby gradually advancing civilization. Throughout his long and eventful life, beginning in the farthest outback of empire, that is precisely what Cândido Rondon always struggled to achieve. He was the man who came from nothing and gave everything he had to Brazil.


—   PART I   —
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Cândido Mariano Evangelista da Silva, around 1890, newly graduated from the Superior War College with degrees in astronomy and military engineering, a few months before he appended Rondon as a surname.

(ACERVO DO MUSEU DO ÍNDIO/FUNAI—BRASIL)


I

Beyond the End of the World

IN HIS FINAL years, he would be celebrated throughout Brazil as “the Peace General.” But the man whom the world would come to know as Rondon was born barely twenty-five miles from the main front of the most devastating conflict in the history of independent Latin America. Brazil and its neighbor Paraguay were at that moment just a few months into a bloody confrontation that would last five years, eventually drawing Argentina and Uruguay into the war, and leave an estimated four hundred thousand people dead and a million more wounded, homeless, or displaced. Paraguayan troops had invaded Mato Grosso, one of the biggest, poorest, and most isolated provinces of the much-larger Empire of Brazil, late in 1864. By early the next year, they had advanced to Coxim, just south of the hamlet of Mimoso, where Cândido Mariano Evangelista da Silva was born.

Because Mato Grosso—the name means “thick forest” or “dense jungle” in Portuguese—was so remote and backward, Rondon could never be sure of his birth date. Out on Brazil’s western frontier in those days, the national government’s administrative services were minimal, including the registration of births, deaths, and marriages. When Rondon enrolled in Brazil’s military academy in the mid-1880s, he gave his date of birth as April 30, 1865. But later, as an officer, he asked that the date be changed to May 5, based on a belated discovery of Roman Catholic Church records in which a priest recalled baptizing the infant Cândido Mariano on August 5, about three months after his birth. Other church records, though, suggest he may have been born as early as March 21, the start of autumn in the Southern Hemisphere. Eventually May 5 came to be the accepted birth date, and today it is a minor Brazilian holiday known as National Communications Day, commemorating the remarkable feat for which Rondon is best known: overseeing the installation of thousands of miles of telegraph lines across inhospitable terrain, enabling communication for the first time over vast distances.

In 1865, Brazil was a sprawling, ungainly country, held together by little more than the Portuguese language and the popularity of the only monarchy in the Western Hemisphere. Emperor Pedro II, known as “the Magnanimous,” was an enlightened and relatively progressive sovereign, deeply interested in science and culture, opposed to slavery—then still legal in Brazil—and painfully aware of the economic and social backwardness of his realm. But the slavocrat plantation owners who dominated the country’s political elite often thwarted his reformist impulses. These owners of sugar and coffee estates, who spent most of their time in the capital, had little interest in the development or welfare of faraway provinces like Mato Grosso, whose inhabitants they disdained as uncivilized and publicly compared to wild animals.1

Among the planter elite, prejudice against the country’s Indigenous population—several million strong when the Portuguese arrived in 1500, but reduced by disease, bloodshed, and plunder to under one million by the middle of the nineteenth century—was particularly virulent. Africans, many of the plantation owners believed, could at least be made productive through forced labor once enslaved. But Indians? They ferociously resisted capture and encroachments on their ancestral lands and, when apprehended, would often refuse to work, seemingly willing themselves to die rather than cooperate. In 1852, William Herndon, an American naval officer traveling in the Amazon, summed up the sentiment about Indians he heard from the Brazilian elite: “The best use to which an Indian can be put is to hang him,” he was repeatedly told, because “he makes a bad citizen and a worse slave.”2

Rondon’s early life was one of hardship. His father, Cândido Mariano da Silva, was an itinerant peddler of European, Indigenous, and African descent who died five months before Rondon’s birth, just as the conflict with Paraguay was beginning. As with Rondon’s birth date, the cause of his father’s death cannot be precisely determined: many local accounts say he died of smallpox, but others cite malaria, or even suggest he died fighting in the War of the Triple Alliance—the only time Brazilians have waged war on their own soil. Given the chaotic circumstances and unhealthy conditions prevailing in Mato Grosso at that time, any of those causes is plausible.

Rondon’s mother, Claudina Maria de Freitas Evangelista, was of Indigenous descent, with ancestry from the Bororo and Terena tribes, the two most important Indigenous groups in central Mato Grosso. The Bororo were nomadic hunters who are believed to have originated in Bolivia and made their way east into the southern Amazon and its neighboring wetlands shortly before the arrival of the Portuguese. Some Bororo communities were warlike, spurning contact with European civilization, but others were friendly, working as guides for Spanish and Portuguese colonizers, who began penetrating the region in the seventeenth century. For their part, the Terena are part of the Arawak group, who gradually migrated south from the Caribbean and also settled on the southern edge of the Amazon, where they farmed, foraged, and early on established a collaborative relationship with newly arriving Europeans.

Claudina Evangelista belonged to the branch of the Bororo whose territory extended to the Araguaia River, the easternmost of the major tributaries feeding the Amazon watershed. Also known as the Coroado, or “Crowns,” because of the elaborate feathered headdresses they used in their rituals and ceremonies, the southeastern Bororo originally had a reputation as fearsome combatants. But by the time Claudina Evangelista was born, around 1840, the group’s original lands had already been significantly reduced in size and its nomadic culture was under siege.

The Evangelista clan had been the dominant family in Mimoso ever since the settlement’s founding. In the early nineteenth century, one of Rondon’s maternal great-grandfathers, José Lucas Evangelista, and his wife, Joaquina, received a royal land grant for services to the crown, presumably for helping subdue hostile tribes. On those thirty-two thousand acres (about fifty square miles) the couple raised cattle and horses. They also reared at least eight children, including Rondon’s grandfather João, who in turn fathered ten children with Maria Constança de Freitas, who was of Terena descent; Rondon’s mother, Claudina, was their youngest. Because José and Joaquina had many descendants, their original grant had been carved up into many much smaller parcels by the time Rondon was born. In addition, flooding reduced the total arable area by about half, so none of the members of the extended Evangelista clan could be considered landed gentry, or even prosperous.

Mimoso was by no means a traditional Bororo village. Its residents, however, like their ancestors, were excellent hunters, using both guns and bow and arrow, and also adept fishermen, whether with bow and arrow, harpoon-like spears, nets, or poison. Indeed, the Bororo refer to themselves as the Orarimogodogue, orari being their word for a type of succulent, boldly striped catfish. But these “catfish people” had also learned to grow corn, cassava, beans, and rice on small plots around their simple thatched-palm houses. Eventually settling in the area between the São Lourenço and Cuiabá Rivers, they also became expert cattle herders.

Rondon always spoke fondly of his mother, though his memories were blurry: she died when he was only two and a half years old. With no older sibling to care for him, he was handed over to a maternal grandfather, the widower João Lucas Evangelista, and his godmother and great aunt, Antônia Rosa da Silva, with whom he would spend the next four years. They both spoke fluent Portuguese, but Rondon would also have heard Bororo and Terena spoken.

Even today, Mimoso remains a tiny, out-of-the-way place with an edge-of-the-world feeling, consisting of little more than a few adobe houses strung out along a pockmarked two-lane road leading to a large metallic structure resembling a flying saucer, erected as a memorial to Rondon on the exact site of his birth. To the north lies Morro Redondo, an imposing mesa that hampers easy contact with the center of Mato Grosso, while immediately to the south and west are the northernmost limits of the vast inland swamp that Brazilians call the Pantanal, where some of Rondon’s greatest feats of exploration and engineering occurred.

The Pantanal, an area the size of Great Britain or the state of Washington, is the world’s largest marshland. Although today an angler’s and bird-watcher’s paradise, attracting an international clientele to its high-priced eco-lodges, it was nearly impassable during Rondon’s childhood, effectively blocking Mimoso and points north from communication with settlements and fortifications to the south. In the rainy season, when the Pantanal expands to approximately eighty-one thousand square miles, it could be traversed only by boat, and teemed with caimans, poisonous water snakes, and piranhas; during the dry season, when it contracts to about fifty-four thousand square miles, jaguars, wolves, anacondas, and feral peccaries also posed a danger.

Explorers have always been fascinated by the region’s mixture of peril and beauty. In the 1880s, the German scientist Karl von den Steinen twice crossed the Pantanal on his way to the heart of the Amazon, and pronounced himself “enchanted” by what he saw. “Almost everything is swamp, though the high crowns of the trees give the false impression of a beautiful meadow,” he wrote during an 1884 expedition that took him near Mimoso. “The eternal aspect of this inexhaustible vegetation . . . simply intoxicates us.”3

For the inhabitants of the Pantanal and other former war zones, Brazil’s victory over Paraguay in 1870 brought neither peace nor prosperity. With the war’s end, many demobilized soldiers and deserters from both sides remained in the devastated areas. Unable to find work, some sold their weapons, which led to a sudden flood of guns and ammunition into Mato Grosso. The result was a surge of banditry, violence, and cattle rustling. With barely two thousand soldiers, police, and national guardsmen responsible for an area larger than France, Italy, and Germany combined, the citizenry had no other choice but to band together in self-defense.

Nevertheless, Rondon would remember his years in Mimoso as a kind of tropical idyll. He and his playmates swam or hunted with slingshots, using animal calls to lure prey closer. The region was rich in wildlife and the air filled with a cacophony of sound from monkeys and hundreds of species of birds that flourished in the Pantanal. In the shallows, the tuiuiú, a type of stork with a black head, red collar, and white body, searched for food, while overhead, flocks of macaws, toucans, and cormorants filled the skies. In dugout canoes, local residents with their fishing rods and harpoons competed with the giant otter for tasty freshwater fish. On land, armadillos, capybaras, and anteaters roamed, and were hunted for food.

“We would climb up on the washstands where the washerwomen beat and rubbed the clothes, singing,” he recalled nostalgically decades later. “Making the washstand into a trampoline, we threw ourselves into the water as quickly as we could, in a competition of agility. Other times, mounting calves we ourselves had tamed, we rode out into the fields to harvest watermelons . . . tapping them lightly with the knuckles of our hands” to determine which were the most ripe. “What a delight it was to extract the pulp, pink and juicy, by the handful!”4

At night, in the absolute darkness of a place with no electricity until well into the twentieth century, Rondon would stare fascinated at the sky, picking out the stars, constellations, and planets that lit up the heavens. The Milky Way was speckled with formations visible only south of the equator that bore the names of the animals Indigenous peoples discerned there: the Toucan, for example, and the Dourado, or Swordfish, plus Lobo the wolf and Musca the fly. Bororo and Terena mythology and cosmology, transmitted in stories told by family and neighbors, helped him identify these constellations. When Rondon enrolled at the military academy some years later, he would choose to specialize in astronomy.

By the time he was six, Rondon could already ride, shoot, set traps, hunt, fish, and track. He knew which berries, fruits, and mushrooms were edible, and which were not. From local Indigenous folklore, he learned about the medicinal qualities of the roots, bark, and leaves of certain trees and plants. He was a genuine backwoodsman, shaped and strengthened by life on the frontier, with skills he would use later in life. But in a place where raising cattle was just about the only way to earn a decent livelihood, a life as a cowboy—driving herds to market, branding calves with their owner’s mark, rescuing strays from caimans in the swamp, lassoing stubbornly recalcitrant bulls—seemed to loom in his future.

At the age of seven, though, his time in Arcadia came abruptly to an end. Rondon had already demonstrated a rare intelligence—in his memoir he remembers a local rancher who called him a “child prodigy”—and it was clear that if he remained in Mimoso, where instruction did not go past first grade, his future would be restricted. So he was sent off to the provincial capital of Cuiabá, some sixty-five miles away, to live with one of his father’s brothers, Manoel Rodrigues da Silva, enroll in school, and begin what he called “a second childhood.”5

Initially, Rondon’s grandfather João Evangelista refused to allow young Cândido to leave. “Tell them that I can’t send my grandson, that I have many cows out in the pastures that need tending,”6 Rondon recalled him saying. This was a perfectly normal response on the frontier, reflecting both the economic value and necessity of child labor.

With the end of hostilities, normal navigation of the dense network of rivers that crisscrosses Mato Grosso had not just resumed but intensified, and so riverine commerce was booming. Steamboats had been introduced during the war, and now they plied the rivers, one of the busiest of which was the Cuiabá, which linked the eponymous provincial capital with Corumbá, the province’s main business center, on the border with Bolivia. Mimoso was located fewer than eight miles from the Cuiabá River, and the nearest town, Melgaço, was a regular stop on the newly thriving Corumbá-Cuiabá route.

The steamboats carried both cargo and passengers, providing opportunities for river-dwelling clans like the Evangelistas to break away from a subsistence economy and earn some money. Von den Steinen and other travelers wrote that every time their paddleboats stopped to take on new passengers or refuel, they were besieged by vendors, many of them acculturated Indian clans, selling locally produced food, trinkets, and hides. Women and girls spent their time tending the gardens around their simple houses and preparing tasty homemade sweets for sale to passengers: guava jelly, cookies, dried sugarcane. Men—and boys once they reached the age of five—not only herded and butchered cattle but also hunted jaguars, caimans, and herons.

This revitalized river commerce brought Mimoso into the global marketplace. Though almost all the benefits flowed elsewhere, locally all hands, no matter how young, were valued for whatever contribution they could make. Not only was demand for beef upriver in Cuiabá being satisfied, markets in Europe and North America hungry for hides and feathers—even more lucrative than meat because they could be transformed into fashionable articles of clothing—had opened up.

To wear down João’s reluctance, Rondon’s uncle Manoel sent several emissaries to persuade him to let the boy leave for Cuiabá. The old man eventually gave in, but only after extracting a promise that young Cândido would be sent back to Mimoso once his schooling ended. Manoel won him over when he produced a letter that the boy’s father had purportedly written on his deathbed. The original has vanished, but Rondon often quoted from it: “I’m thinking of this first child I am about to have,” Cândido the elder wrote to Manoel. “I may die before he is born. Brother, if this happens, and if the child we are expecting is a boy, don’t leave him in Mimoso. Send for him, save him from the sad ignorance to which Mimoso’s children are condemned.”7

Today, Cuiabá is the core of a thriving metropolitan area with more than a million residents, and prides itself as being the “World Capital of Agribusiness.” But when Rondon arrived there in 1873, it was little more than a frontier outpost with a small, dispirited army garrison, composed largely of soldiers sent there as punishment. The Amazon basin has only two discernible seasons, rainy and dry, and since all but a couple of Cuiabá’s streets were unpaved, the town was an absolute quagmire of mud during one season and enveloped in blinding clouds of dust during the other. Foreign explorers who used Cuiabá as a jumping-off point for their forays into the wilderness hated the town, and complained in their writings about almost everything: the weather, the food, the people and their lack of culture, the prices, the lodgings. As late as the mid-1920s, the British adventurer Percy Fawcett would grumble that it was an “impoverished and backward” place, “little better than a ghost town.”8

Even to a Brazilian from the coast, Cuiabá seemed remote and isolated. Gen. Floriano Peixoto, a native of the northeastern seaboard who fought with distinction in the war against Paraguay and returned to Mato Grosso in 1884 to serve as the province’s military governor, memorably put it this way: “At the end of the world there exists a river; at the end of this river there rises a hill; behind the hill stands Cuiabá.”9

And since no telegraph line connected Cuiabá to the rest of Brazil, communications were very slow: mail traveled aboard steamboats at the same snail’s pace as passengers and cargo. As a result, when the Paraguayan Army invaded Mato Grosso late in 1864 and began its drive on Cuiabá, more than a month elapsed before the imperial court in Rio de Janeiro heard the news, and then months more passed before national troops could reach the front. It was dangerous politically and militarily; precarious communication and transportation links threatened Brazil’s sovereignty in the heart of the continent.

An insalubrious climate also hindered development in Cuiabá, which had become the provincial capital in 1835. Malaria, dengue, yellow fever, leishmaniasis, Chagas disease, and other tropical maladies were rampant, along with a high incidence of tuberculosis and leprosy. Shortly before Rondon arrived, nearly half of its sixteen thousand inhabitants had perished in an epidemic of smallpox, transmitted by soldiers returning from the War of the Triple Alliance. For that reason, Cuiabá was one of the imperial government’s favorite destinations when it wanted to punish particularly irksome criminals or political troublemakers with internal exile. People in the capital called it “our tropical Siberia.”10

Later, Cuiabá served as the base for many of Rondon’s expeditions; and as an old man, he continued to return there to visit friends and relatives. No matter how much time he spent in Rio, he always presented himself as a native of Mato Grosso and tried to promote the interests of his home state. Cuiabá gave Rondon a much-needed sense of home, even though its residents and its economy embodied the destructive, despoliatory, get-rich-quick mentality he would spend his entire life fighting.

That was the case from the city’s very beginnings. In the 1670s, bandeirantes, or “flag bearers,” the Portuguese term for those who explored the South American interior in search of riches and Indians to enslave, first passed by the site, and noted its promising location at the confluence of two rivers. In 1718, bandeirantes found the first signs of gold where the Coxipó and the Cuiabá flowed together, and settled there to mine the ore. In 1722, a large gold deposit was discovered, attracting adventurers from all over Brazil, then still a Portuguese colony. Further forays into the interior turned up more gold, as well as silver and diamonds, bringing more prospectors. Harsh climate and hostile Indians notwithstanding, by the late eighteenth century, Cuiabá was a boomtown. A century later, though, the gold deposits had mostly been exhausted, the town had fallen back into somnolence and neglect, and the bandeirantes had vanished.

On his father’s side, Rondon descended from those same marauders as well as the Indians they enslaved. The Rondons had come to Brazil from Spain in the late sixteenth century, when Philip II reigned over both Spain and Portugal and Brazil was administered as a Spanish colony. The earliest, according to family lore, was a general who, when Portuguese dominion over Brazil was restored in 1640, returned to Europe, leaving his sons in Brazil. In the eighteenth century, Gaspar da Silva Rondon, Cândido’s great-great-grandfather, left São Paulo to seek the fabled spoils of Mato Grosso. Eventually, he married Francisca Leonarda, the daughter of a Guaná Indian chief and a Guaná princess named Nhauaçu.

Like the Terena, the Guaná had migrated from the Guyanas thousands of years earlier and eventually settled in the savanna extending across parts of what is now Paraguay, Argentina, and Brazil. Some of them became vassals of the Guaicurú tribe, but others found refuge near Roman Catholic missions in Mato Grosso in the eighteenth century, embraced a sedentary life based on agriculture, and gradually earned a reputation as “tame” Indians, meaning they were peaceful and open to acculturation.

Gaspar da Silva Rondon flourished in Mato Grosso, becoming a successful rancher, and had four children with his Guaná wife. Their only daughter married Generoso Ponce, scion of a family that remained politically influential in Mato Grosso until well into the twentieth century. Their youngest son, Francisco, however, defied his parents’ wishes and eloped with an older widow named Escolástica. They settled farther north, and had numerous children, one of whom, Maria Rosa Rondon, was the grandmother of Cândido.

She married José Mariano da Silva, who is almost a cipher in historical records. The most common surname in Brazil is da Silva, and the first name José is equally popular, so it is as if he were named John Smith. By the time Cândido Mariano was born, the surname Rondon, which appears nowhere on his birth records, had become a familiar and respected one in Mato Grosso. Members of this large clan would distinguish themselves as governors of Mato Grosso, bishops and priests, judges and businessmen. But Cândido Mariano belonged to perhaps its least affluent branch.

In 1872, Brazil conducted its first census, listing just under 10 million inhabitants. Its racial composition differed sharply from that of the United States: just under 3.8 million Brazilians were classified as white, while nearly 2 million were counted as Black, the majority of them slaves. Though likely undercounted, another 387,000 people were deemed pure-blooded Indians. But the largest group, at just over 3.8 million people, or nearly 40 percent of the known population, were mestiços. These multiracial individuals could either be of mixed white and Indian ancestry, known commonly in Brazilian Portuguese as caboclos; have both Black and white antecedents, in which case they were categorized as mulattoes; or be of mixed African and Amerindian descent, what Brazilians call cafuzos.

Rondon belonged to the mestiço group. His mixed race would remain one of the central facts of his life throughout his many decades as a public figure. Because of his appearance, his upbringing, and his geographic origins, other Brazilians always classified him as a “caboclo,” a complex word with both racial and class connotations: the authoritative Aurélio Dictionary of Brazilian Portuguese provides more than a dozen meanings in contemporary usage, including not just mixed-race individuals but also pure-blooded Indians who have culturally assimilated into mainstream Brazilian society and poor rural whites who in English would be called “hillbillies.”11

For better or worse, Rondon exhibited many of the physical markers Brazilians associate with the caboclos, among them copper-colored skin, glossy jet-black hair, and high cheekbones. He was also short, standing a mere five feet three inches as an adult, thereby conforming to another cultural stereotype. In addition, he was born in a poor rural settlement in Mato Grosso, which at that time largely functioned outside the Brazilian economy. It occupied a darkly exotic place in the Brazilian popular imagination, precariously situated at “the most distant edge of the civilized world”12 and strongly associated with the “savagery,” “barbarism,” and backwardness that Brazilians regarded as antithetical to a glorious national destiny.13

Mato Grosso was Brazil’s second-largest province, occupying nearly six hundred thousand square miles, or more than twice the size of Texas. But census takers were able to count only 60,417 residents in that vast area, not even a quarter of whom were literate and just over 10 percent of whom were enslaved. Rondon saw slaves daily on the streets of Cuiabá, leaving a lasting negative impression: abolitionism would become the first great public cause he embraced after reaching Rio de Janeiro and joining the army.

Cuiabá’s streets were also full of free but unacculturated Indians visiting from the countryside. In 1846, the provincial government had established a General Directorate for Indians to handle all aspects of Indigenous affairs, and so it was not unusual for tribal people to come to the capital to seek medical care, request machetes and other tools, plead for protection from enemies, or simply ask for money. Punitive military expeditions against hostile tribes also left from Cuiabá, and so Indian scouts and guides hired by the army from friendly peoples would gather there, too. Though all of this seemed exotic to European explorers, who commented on it in their travel diaries, to the child Cândido Mariano it was just a feature of daily life.

In his classes, the youngster proved an unusually adept student. He excelled in every subject, showing a particular aptitude for mathematics, the sciences, and geography. During his first year in Cuiabá, he was enrolled at a private institution, but then transferred to a public school; his uncle could no longer afford the tuition and the school was unwilling to offer its mixed-race pupil a scholarship.

From the start, Rondon would have seemed an anomaly. Even the majority of people in Mato Grosso who could claim European descent were uneducated and illiterate, as were most Indigenous people. Rondon, by contrast, outperformed classmates of more privileged backgrounds, making him even more unusual. He evidently showed leadership qualities, too, because he was designated proctor of his class by the end of his first semester in public school.

Early on, though, Rondon was involved in a confrontation that later caused him great remorse. An army unit had brought a young Bororo boy, given the patriotic name Américo, to town to be educated. Américo taunted Rondon, calling him a half-breed and mocking him for being descended from the bandeirantes who had plagued the Bororo. One day, during recess, Rondon decided that enough was enough. “You are going to pay for this,” he warned Américo.14

After classes, Rondon would recall, “I, the descendant of Bororos, their future defender, gave the little Bororo boy, my classmate, a thorough thrashing.”15 The colonel in charge of the garrison where the boy was lodged immediately complained to Rondon’s teacher: Américo had been beaten so badly that “it was necessary to apply a poultice” to relieve his aches and bruises.

Rondon was unrepentant. “He insulted me,” he remembered responding to his teacher. “I didn’t do anything in the school, but outside, I had to beat him up.” The teacher replied, “Well, the one who’s going to get a thrashing now is you.”16 He then took a ruler and delivered a dozen whacks, “cruel and right on target,” to the palms of his star pupil’s hands. Rondon, silent and unflinching, was determined not to show any weakness, but, he said, “nothing like this ever happened again.”17

In contrast to his happy early years in Mimoso, Rondon described his “second childhood” in Cuiabá as “solitary and sad.”18 His uncle Manoel, owner of a general store, had been widowed two years before Rondon’s arrival, and Rondon’s presence was meant to alleviate some of his loneliness. Obliged to help tend store after classes, Rondon spent more time around adults than with other children. Aside from customers, the only visitors to Manoel’s house—store in front, living quarters in back—were three sisters of his deceased wife and their husbands.

With classes, homework, and working in the store, “I didn’t have much time to play,”19 Rondon later lamented. Occasionally, he accompanied his uncle on excursions to the nearby countryside to buy provisions, like the fried fish and cassava flour that formed the foundation of the local diet. And sometimes he stole away for a bit of recreation. “My biggest source of amusement was to go to the Areão Grande beach, right in front of my uncle’s house” on the banks of the river that gave Cuiabá its name. “There I would swim after performing my favorite gymnastic trick, walking on my hands”20 down to the river’s edge. Before long, Rondon could easily swim the five hundred yards to the other side of the river—a skill that later came in handy on his Amazon expeditions.

By the time Rondon moved to Cuiabá, a large group of Guaná had settled on the far side of the Cuiabá River, directly across from Uncle Manoel’s store. The young Rondon interacted with them on a regular basis, since they operated an informal ferry service across the river and also brought handmade goods into town that they hoped to trade: hammocks, pottery, foodstuffs, cotton clothing, homeopathic medicines, leather, and snakeskins. The Directorate of Indians officially classified them as “blended” because they seemed comfortable among “civilized” Brazilians and had even adopted aspects of Western dress. But the Guaná themselves clung resolutely to their Indigenous identity, preferring to live together in a village of their own and to celebrate traditional rites, rituals, and festivals; their chants and music could be heard across the river. Did Rondon feel any special affinity, knowing that he was descended from a Guaná princess? He never said, but the relationship between the Guaná and the little boy they encountered down on the riverbank or in his uncle’s store became a very cordial one.

By 1878, at the age of thirteen, Rondon had already finished elementary school, passing his final exams with honors and earning special praise from the oral examiners. But instead of returning to Mimoso, he enrolled in the local normal school, taking a three-year course to earn certification as a teacher, most likely in some remote rural settlement like Mimoso.

In November 1881, when he was sixteen, he completed the teacher-training course with distinction. But Rondon now had ambitions far beyond what anyone of his race and class had achieved; the promise to his grandfather about returning to Mimoso had been forgotten. Some of Rondon’s classmates talked of joining the army in the hope of being able to study someday at the military academy in far-off Rio, and that, Rondon recalled, “inspired me.”21

In the rigidly stratified class structure of Brazil’s late imperial period, a poor boy with Rondon’s aspirations could follow one of two paths: study at a Roman Catholic seminary or join the army. A priest’s life did not appeal to him; though naturally ascetic and self-disciplined, Rondon was inquisitive, had wide-ranging interests, and, at that stage, rebelled at dogma of any sort. The army, on the other hand, offered a number of attractive possibilities: “In those good old times,” Rondon would write seventy-five years later, “a simple private, dirt poor, could enroll in the Military School,” subsist on a cadet’s “paltry” pay, and “prepare to serve the Nation.”22 So the army it was.

Just before graduation, Rondon approached his uncle, who was both startled and dismayed when his nephew asked to be allowed to go to Rio de Janeiro. Rondon tried to calm Manoel, who was aghast at the cost, making clear that he wasn’t asking for financial support, just “your consent.” He explained that he would enlist as a common soldier and then apply for enrollment in the military academy. But Manoel still wasn’t convinced, pointing out that his nephew knew nothing of soldiering. At a loss, he sought the counsel of Dr. Malhado, a customer who taught at the normal school.

Dr. Malhado had an ingenious idea. During the Paraguayan War, Manoel Rodrigues had held the rank of captain in the National Guard, and under imperial regulations, the sons of officers in the regular army or the National Guard were given precedence in nominations to the academy. So Uncle Manoel proposed to formally adopt his nephew, and Dr. Malhado would further facilitate Cândido Mariano’s chances of qualifying for the academy immediately by writing a strong letter of recommendation.

But Cândido Mariano did not want to be adopted: “I can only have one father,” he said, rather brusquely. “You are my uncle, an uncle who I cherish and esteem, but you will never be my father.” And he stubbornly refused to accept a letter of recommendation. “If I can’t get onto this path on my own, then I will renounce my plans and become a cowboy. And I guarantee you that I will be a good cowboy.”23

Finally, Uncle Manoel, with great reluctance, agreed that his obstinate nephew could enlist in the Brazilian Army. Consequently, on November 26, 1881, a few days after graduating from normal school, Cândido Mariano Evangelista da Silva reported for duty to the Third Artillery and Cavalry Regiment at an encampment on the outskirts of Cuiabá. Less than a week later, the buck private boarded a steamboat bound for Rio de Janeiro. After spending his entire childhood and adolescence confined to a radius of just sixty miles—with its narrowly circumscribed opportunities—he was about to achieve his first ambition: to experience and explore the world beyond Mato Grosso.


II

The “Furry Beast” in the Imperial City

ON HIS OWN at the age of sixteen, the new recruit set off on the long voyage to Rio de Janeiro. The trip took twenty-nine days, by riverboat and then by sea. The government paid for a standard soldier’s berth: a hammock in steerage.

Over the next four decades, until the advent of reliable train service and, later, commercial aviation, Rondon would repeatedly travel either this route or an even longer, more cumbersome one north to Manaus and then down the Amazon. With no safe overland alternative east and south, due to hostilities between the Brazilian government and Indigenous peoples, his only choice was to board a small boat passing near his birthplace in Mimoso and cross the Pantanal on the Cuiabá River before heading on to the port of Corumbá, perched on a bluff above the Paraguay River, at Brazil’s border with Bolivia.

But that was only a preliminary to a much longer voyage. After boarding a larger vessel in Corumbá, he traveled through three foreign countries to reach Rio, stopping in Asunción, capital of recently vanquished Paraguay; then Buenos Aires, Argentina; and finally in Montevideo, Uruguay, nearly 1,700 miles south of Cuiabá. Rondon’s vessel then entered the Atlantic Ocean and turned north. From that point on, its stops were in Brazilian territory, including Santos, the booming port that served São Paulo and its flourishing coffee plantations. This convoluted, costly route from Cuiabá to Rio covered nearly 3,200 miles—more than twice the distance of a land journey.

Rio de Janeiro must have been a shock to Rondon, who had never been anywhere with a population of more than 16,000 people. Rio had become the capital of the Portuguese Empire in 1808, when the Portuguese royal family fled Lisbon before Napoleon’s invading forces. Then in 1822, Brazil achieved independence from Portugal, and the city became the seat of government for the new Brazilian Empire. All of this stimulated rapid growth during the second half of the nineteenth century. Rondon arrived in Rio on December 31, 1881, a time of especially explosive expansion: in the eighteen years between censuses in 1872 and 1890, Rio’s population almost doubled, to 522,000 people. The capital was still a compact and often dirty place, rife with disease, subject to epidemics of yellow fever, cholera, malaria, and other virulent tropical maladies, as well as smallpox, prompting pejorative nicknames like “Filthy Port” and “City of Death.”

The emperor, his family, and most of the Brazilian elite lived north of downtown, or on country estates even farther to the north and west, where exposure to disease was thought to be diminished. Prosperous merchants and foreigners tended to live in the south, in the emerging districts near the military academy, where Rondon hoped to study. But the crowded downtown area, known as the Old City, bustled with activity: the nearby port disgorged sailors from all over the globe, stevedores hauled imported goods to stores along the chic shopping promenade of Rua do Ouvidor, vendors hawked food treats and handicrafts from street corners, and the poor were squeezed into squalid tenements on the fringes of the city center.

Slaves made up nearly one-third of Rio’s population. While Rondon was accustomed to seeing enslaved people on the streets of Cuiabá, the scale and pervasiveness of the institution in Rio were far greater than anything in Mato Grosso. In fact, the Brazilian capital had a larger slave population than any city in the Western Hemisphere. Public floggings, though not as prevalent as in colonial times, could still be seen at designated whipping posts in public squares.

Rio’s population was overwhelmingly of European or African descent, so Rondon’s Amerindian lineage was unusual. Photographs of him as a smooth-cheeked adolescent newly arrived in the capital reveal what Brazilians call “an Indian face.” In the 1872 census, only 923 of the capital’s residents, or 0.3 percent of the total population, described themselves as being of Indigenous descent, a percentage that remained virtually unchanged in the 1890 census.

Rondon’s arrival in Rio coincided with a period of tremendous intellectual and political ferment. The most pressing issue was the abolition of slavery. With the support of Pedro II, who opposed any form of human bondage, the Brazilian Congress in 1850 passed a law outlawing the importation of slaves, effectively putting an end to three hundred years of slave trading across the South Atlantic from places such as Angola and Benin. But because the plantation economy in Brazil remained heavily dependent on slave labor, the measure had the perverse effect of increasing the market value of enslaved people already in Brazil and of stimulating slave trading between provinces.

Slaves often tried to rebel or flee to the remote interior. Plantation owners and slave traders appealed to the army to quell these uprisings and capture runaways, but the military had become allied with civilian leaders of the antislavery movement. Rondon avidly consumed the abolitionist pamphlets and broadsides upon his arrival in the capital.

During Rondon’s childhood, the abolitionists had further chipped away at the system of enslavement: in 1871, for instance, a new measure decreed that any child born to a slave mother was automatically free, and that slaves also had the right to purchase their manumission. But the army and its allies were unwilling to wait a generation for slavery to end, and chafed at new iniquities that were emerging. In 1885, while Rondon was enrolled at the military academy, another law would free slaves who were sixty years of age or older. In reality, this worked to the advantage of plantation owners, because they no longer had to care for workers whose usefulness had diminished with age, and it did not satisfy abolitionists, who opposed a piecemeal approach.

As soon as Rondon reported for duty in Rio, in the first days of 1882, his carefully crafted plan to attend the military academy went awry: his Mato Grosso secondary school diploma, he learned, was not valid in the capital, and he would have to return to school to obtain a local certificate. That would take three years or more, so instead of almost immediately becoming a cadet, as he had hoped, he would have to serve as a common soldier until he qualified for admittance to the academy. Rondon had traveled from Mato Grosso to the capital with several other would-be applicants, and this news was so discouraging that they gave up and went home.

But not Rondon: “I remained firm in my determination to overcome this difficulty,”1 he would later recall. Examining alternatives, he soon learned that passing examinations in specific subject areas would suffice to meet the military academy’s requirements. He decided to enroll in an extension program offered by the Colégio Pedro II, Brazil’s most prestigious secondary school, and do its coursework simultaneously with his military service. Founded in 1837, the colégio operated under a charter that required it to “serve both the sons of the elite and of the destitute,” with admission based purely on merit, “preparing students for commerce, industry and public administration.”2 To groom them for such careers, pupils were taught by instructors who included some of the country’s leading scholars, attracted by generous salaries and minimal classroom loads for teachers.

It was too late to enroll for the 1882 school year, so Rondon was forced to wait twelve months to begin the colégio’s three-year extension program. He planned, however, to accelerate the process by taking just one year of courses, skipping the remainder of the usual classroom work before taking the final qualifying exams. The new friends he had made were convinced he was crazy and had no chance of succeeding: “Furry beast!” Rondon recalled them saying, using a pejorative nickname for anyone of mixed race from the hinterlands. “You think that with the mathematics of Cuiabá you’re going to come out on top? You’re going to flunk out for sure!” Rondon, though, was armed with unshakable confidence in his own abilities, convinced that his schooling in Mato Grosso had supplied him with “all the necessary preparation, which, though not recognized officially, was perfectly adequate.”3

So whether out of sheer cussedness or a stubborn desire to make his way on his own merits, Cândido Mariano da Silva began his military life as a common soldier, at the lowest possible rung on the ladder. Like others of his rank, he was assigned to menial duties at the main barracks adjoining the imperial palace. This turned out to be a fortunate coincidence: Rondon was allocated to a unit under the command of Captain Hermes da Fonseca, a future president of Brazil who would do much to advance Rondon’s career.

Privates in the Brazilian Army earned very little and lived in spartan conditions. Among the recruits, the joke was that horses in the stables nearby enjoyed a more nourishing diet, better medical care, and more comfortable quarters than they did. A good horse was expensive, but common soldiers were easily replaceable and the mortality rate among them was high.

Rondon’s fellow recruits came from equally humble circumstances. Many could not read or write when they joined the military, or already suffered from malnutrition or serious diseases. Even worse, an official study conducted in 1884 revealed that more than half of the army’s thirteen thousand men had been imprisoned, for offenses committed either in civilian life or during their time in the military. “It made me suffer greatly to be lodged with these recruits,” Rondon wrote in his memoirs. “As a boy, I had only one dream in life, to study so as to properly serve mankind.”4 That did not prepare him for living with foul-mouthed recruits who lacked ambition and engaged in drunken behavior, gambling, and thievery.

In that kind of rough-and-tumble environment, Rondon’s studiousness made him stand out, as did the beautiful handwriting he had learned at school in Cuiabá. Before long, he was working as a scribe for the garrison secretary, copying official orders and other documents. He had barely settled into that job, though, when he was reassigned to the quartermaster general’s office, a few blocks from the barracks. Each morning he walked to his job, and soon developed a routine: midway between the barracks and his workplace stood a food stand, run by an emancipated slave, selling simple, cheap snacks, which Rondon eagerly consumed as a supplement to his meager soldier’s breakfast whenever he could afford it.

Across the street from the barracks was the Quinta da Boa Vista estate, a former ranch once owned by the Jesuits that the king of Portugal had chosen as his residence when the royal family arrived in 1808. The king’s son, Pedro I, and his family continued to live there after the country gained its independence, and his son, Pedro II, had hired a French landscape architect to beautify the grounds and expand its gardens. As a humble recruit, Rondon was often required to stand guard at the imperial palace or on the margins of the estate for hours at a time, a duty that continued even after he was promoted to clerk, and which he found extremely boring.

But some sections of the Quinta da Boa Vista were open to the public, and Rondon spent most of his off-duty hours there, for his own peace of mind and to distance himself from the seedy atmosphere of the barracks. The luxuriant gardens brought back memories of the exuberant landscape of his birthplace, and some of the wildlife he observed on the imperial grounds, especially the large flocks of birds, was very familiar. But the animals that most awakened his nostalgia for home, “my greatest amusement,” were the agile, long-snouted tapirs that roamed the grounds: “Recumbent at the edge of a gully, with a stream of fresh water born between rocks, with the branches of trees supplying shade, I would forget myself, watching them bathe in the clear waters, shaking their hindquarters and splashing me. I felt happiness in those contacts with the kind of nature that I had always loved passionately.”5

Beyond that, the gardens were quiet, shaded, and rambling, an ideal place to study. Rondon soon acquired the habit of “strolling under the leafy trees” of the palace grounds on “long and interminable walks,”6 reading textbooks and memorizing information for the tests he would soon take. Toward the end of 1883, after a stressful, exhausting year juggling military duties with studies, he took the examinations and passed with distinction, earning the highest grade possible in mathematics. On December 4, 1883, he was accepted by the military academy for classes beginning at the end of the Southern Hemisphere summer, on March 1, 1884. His gamble—on his ability to telescope three years of coursework into one—had paid off.

The academy was situated on what was then the outskirts of the imperial capital, at the base of a small peninsula jutting out to sea. The site was stunningly beautiful, wedged between the 1,300-foot-high Sugarloaf Mountain and the imposing Babylon Hill, and sheltered by a cove directly facing the mouth of Guanabara Bay and the South Atlantic Ocean, with a sandy beach and a magnificent view out to a placid seascape dotted with small islands. On overcast days the nearby mountains could sometimes be seen piercing the clouds that shrouded them, and late in the afternoon on clear days, the setting sun would reflect off the garnet crystals that flecked the sand on the beach, tinging them in shades of pink, scarlet, crimson, and vermilion—hence the name Praia Vermelha, or “Red Beach.”

Contrasting sharply with the sublime natural surroundings, the main academy building resembled a grim Dickensian workhouse more than a school—an impression reinforced by the iron bars on its windows. One of Rondon’s contemporaries recalled that on first seeing the academy, he couldn’t be sure whether he was entering “a convent or a prison.”7 Inside, the situation was no better. Cadets were lodged in cramped dormitories and took their lessons in equally overcrowded classrooms. The heat, especially in summer, was often stifling. Supplies of fresh water were erratic, and in Rondon’s time electricity had not yet been installed, so cadets had to study, wash their clothes, and perform their nightly ablutions by flickering gaslight.

Having spent his early childhood in the countryside, Rondon was inured to these discomforts. But for his more privileged classmates, Praia Vermelha represented hardship, and they grumbled about living conditions. The biggest source of complaint was the lack of sanitation. “As for our bathrooms, it’s best just to say nothing,”8 one of Rondon’s contemporaries later wrote. In general, he continued, living quarters had “no comforts” and were “without hygiene.”9 The death rate among cadets was high enough that one of the academy clerks earned the mordant nickname “Bury Him” because “he was accustomed to daily dispatching documents relating to deaths in the following fashion: ‘Bury him in accordance with the law.’ ”10

Reveille sounded at 6 a.m., but it was Rondon’s habit to rise promptly at 4, so as to squeeze more into his day, a custom he retained for the remainder of his life. First, he went for a long swim, even when the sea was choppy or rain was falling, and then took a cold shower in the chilly dawn. By 5 he was back in his spartan accommodations, where he would cram in a full hour of study before his fellow students awoke, reading in the dark by the faint light of a whale-oil lamp in his small cubicle.

After classes, many of the more affluent cadets wandered off to nearby cafés or parks to discuss politics and literature or gossip about academy affairs. Rondon hardly ever joined them: he did not consume alcohol, and even if he had, he could not have afforded to pay for his own drinks, much less buy a round for colleagues, as etiquette demanded. Instead, he remained behind, even on weekends and holidays, studying in his quarters, at the cadets’ library, or in common areas. Because he was so poor, he could not afford to buy textbooks, and took thorough notes in his classes or asked to borrow course material from classmates. It was, as Rondon later acknowledged, “a life apart” from that of the average cadet, “austere and difficult.”11

Rondon’s drive to excel academically was motivated by both pride and need. Students at the academy were divided into two groups, cadets and ensigns, based on classroom performance, with ensigns ranked higher. Not only was being an ensign considered the important first step to a distinguished military career, it also came with a sizable monthly stipend. And Rondon, as poor as he was, yearned for that extra money even more than most of his colleagues.

At times, though, his desire to shine overwhelmed good judgment. That, in turn, led others to want to cut him down to size. In a mechanical engineering course, for example, the professor, Manuel Amarante, who had fought with distinction in the war against Paraguay, asked the students to solve a practical problem. Rondon, wanting the top grade, devised a response that used a differential equation, which allowed him to demonstrate his mastery of calculus. He was stunned when the papers came back and he did not receive the highest mark. When he asked why, Amarante told him that the best solution to any engineering problem is the least complicated, and that his did not meet that standard.

Rondon should have stopped right there and let the issue slide, as he later admitted. Instead, he had a tantrum, and stormed angrily out of the classroom. As an additional protest, he took to turning in blank exam papers for the remainder of the semester, which of course earned him one zero after another—and eventually a failing average. Then, at the end of the term, he asked for a make-up oral exam before a departmental board, which Amarante for some reason granted him.

Word of Rondon’s pigheadedness had gotten around, so many classmates came to witness the exam, as did the academy’s commandant. Something in Rondon’s demeanor must have displeased him, because several of Rondon’s friends remember the commandant leaving in the middle of the exam, clearly irritated. “What this cadet needs is to be locked up in the brig,” he remarked on the way out. “He’s insubordinate and undisciplined.”12 But Amarante and the others were more forgiving: based on his performance in the oral exam, Rondon passed the course with honors, salvaging his grade point average and saving himself from possible expulsion or imprisonment. (Years later, Rondon’s eldest daughter, Aracy, would marry Amarante’s son Emmanuel, who had become one of Rondon’s most trusted subalterns, while her sister Clotilde Teresa would marry another of Amarante’s sons, João Estanislau.)

During the late imperial period, cadets were divided into two distinct social groups: those who frequented the court and those who did not. The latter were known in the slang of the time as “orange blossoms,” and it was into this category that Rondon fell. “In general, orange blossoms belonged to that group of cadets with few financial resources or, in many cases, none whatsoever,” a contemporary of Rondon’s later recalled. “Almost always they had only the uniform on their back or some unfashionable hand-me-down piece of clothing barely in wearable condition.”13 In Rondon’s case, it was a cheap celluloid dickey with a detachable collar and a snap-on tie.

About the only time Rondon socialized was at Carnival: in one of the earliest photographs of him, he is leaning on a telescope, next to a group of jovial classmates costumed as Oriental viziers and wizards. Normally, though, while his better-off classmates were spending their weekends flirting with socially prominent girls or attending the theater downtown, Rondon was at “Instructive Recreation,” the name given to the lending library organized by cadets from the senior class.

“The monthly circulation of novels was extraordinary, with an equally large number of consultations of scientific works,” one of Rondon’s classmates recalled. “At this time there was no cadet who was not familiar” with masters of fiction such as Victor Hugo, Alexandre Dumas, and Jules Verne, read always in the original French, or popular Brazilian and Portuguese novelists of the era, such as José de Alencar, Eça de Queiroz, and Alfredo Taunay. “Among those also widely read were Comte, Spencer, Buchner, Bichat, Flammarion, Calvo, Teixeira de Freitas, Lafayette, Laffite, Lagrange, Bertand, Plato and so many of the other auxiliaries of human progress.”14

The Academic Club, where cadets gathered to debate, also played an essential role in shaping Rondon’s intellectual outlook and cultural preferences. Members “not only prepared various formal papers, to be discussed in public session, but also took note of important events taking place in Brazil or abroad.” When, for example, Victor Hugo died in 1885, during Rondon’s sophomore year at the academy, “the passion that many students felt for Victor Hugo,” Rondon included, led the club to organize a commemoration “at which brilliant orators lectured.”15

Attracted particularly to the sciences, Rondon also made a point of reading works of the great naturalists. Von Humboldt, whom he came to idolize, was at the top of his list, but he took a special interest in Europeans who had visited Brazil: von Martius, von Spix, von Langsdorff, Darwin, Wallace, Bates, Agassiz. He also buried himself in the studies and reports of eminent Brazilian travelers and scientists; a few years later, once he was earning a regular salary and could afford to buy books, the writings of these great explorers and thinkers were among the first he acquired for his personal library.

What saved Rondon from being considered a joyless, tiresome pedant, and ostracized by his classmates, was his athleticism. In the late imperial period, groups of cadets regularly competed with other teams from the posh social clubs frequented by sons of the aristocracy in sports like swimming, boating, sprinting, and rock climbing. Thanks to his upbringing, Rondon excelled in all of those activities, especially the aquatic events, and often was the star of the squads the academy sent to such competitions. He clearly regarded these contests as serious business: to hone his mountaineering skills, Rondon took to climbing Sugarloaf Mountain during his free hours, using ropes to scale the sheer rock cliff face. Because of Rondon, the cadets from Praia Vermelha more often than not won top honors in city meets, and this earned him respect from his classmates.

Nonetheless, as is so often the case in the military and other rigidly hierarchical organizations, plebes at the academy were systematically subjected to hazing. After their first night, all plebes, including those of Rondon’s class, were required to attend a boisterous general assembly directed by the upperclassmen, at which the extensive “Code for Beasts” was announced to them, “constantly interrupted by witticisms, gibes and wisecracks, all more or less risqué” from the older cadets. One of the first articles proclaimed: “Animal and filth are synonyms for bicho,” the Portuguese word for “beast.” Another stated that “the bicho does not think, cannot reason, and acts by instinct; he does not live, he vegetates, and he is stupid by nature.” And: “The bicho has only duties to fulfill on behalf of his illustrious upperclassmen masters.”16

Nowhere in his writings did Rondon ever mention being hazed, or complain of being singled out for abuse because of his backwoods upbringing or Indigenous background. The only hint he may have suffered discrimination is suggested by a nickname bestowed on him: bicho peludo, which can mean “furry brute” or “hairy beast.” That generic term was often applied to sloths, monkeys, the skunk-like gambá, and other exotic creatures native to the Amazon jungle, and to describe the mapinguari, a fetid, one-eyed, apelike creature, covered in matted red fur and with feet facing backward, that is a familiar, frightening figure in Amazonian mythology. Since Rondon had little body hair, never sported a beard, and was neither fierce nor particularly outgoing when he arrived at the academy, labeling him a “furry brute” seems an odd choice—unless it was meant to be a humorous but racially insensitive slight. The same applies to his other sobriquet: bicho do mato, the “beast from the forest.”

Rondon had to endure these nicknames, given the survival-of-the-fittest environment prevailing in the barracks. If the recipient of any nickname took the situation seriously and tried to react, “he was doomed,” recalled one of Rondon’s contemporaries. “Many times he would then be stuck with it for good. And it wasn’t unusual for the catcalls to be accompanied by a volley of old boots, sandals, etc.”17

By tradition, however, more privileged cadets also had an obligation to financially assist their less fortunate classmates, who obviously included Rondon. “Responding to this, secret associations were organized,” wrote one former cadet whose tenure at the academy overlapped with Rondon’s. “During the first days of the month, in the depths of the night, without these needier colleagues sensing it, someone placed under the pillow of each of them an envelope containing money. . . . It was charity performed on the sly, absolutely averse to any kind of ostentation.”18

In June 1885, midway through his second year, a curious episode nearly snuffed out Rondon’s life; he survived only because affluent friends intervened. He was on his way to class when he fainted and fell down a flight of stairs. When he came to, he was not in a bed at the military hospital but in lodgings off academy grounds shared by two friends from Mato Grosso. Worried about his injuries, they had decided to care for him themselves rather than see him consigned to the infirmary, where he might end up on Bury Him’s list.

For months, Rondon had been pushing himself to the edge of exhaustion and, to stretch his budget, eating sparingly, with the canteen’s meager diet supplemented almost exclusively by beans and bread. “In that year of 1885, I often went down to the infirmary, with gastro-intestinal disturbances, the consequence perhaps of excessive work right after meals or of avitaminosis caused by previous food deficiencies,”19 he wrote later. Perhaps, he and his friends thought, some enforced bed rest and a better diet would do him good.

But Rondon’s condition grew worse, and a doctor from a nearby clinic was called in. “My state of weakness did not permit me any kind of intellectual effort,” Rondon later recalled. “I spent hour after hour alone, counting the boards on the ceiling or the stains on the wall,” sometimes drifting into fever dreams or hallucinations, “while my friends went to the Military School.”20 Despite the doctor’s ministrations, Rondon continued to lose strength and weight: the situation looked so grim that his two friends took up a collection among other classmates so that Rondon could have a decent casket and a proper burial when he died.

Then something happened that, Rondon later wrote, left his doctor “open-mouthed.” Rondon had been craving pineapple, and begged his friends to buy one. When they asked the doctor if that was medically advisable, he “shrugged his shoulders with the look of someone thinking ‘why upset him if there is nothing more to do?’ ” So a pineapple was cut up and fed to Rondon in pieces, “which I savored with intense pleasure,” he recalled. He fell asleep, and when he awoke “it was as if new life had been instilled in me.”21 He continued on that course of “treatment” for another few days, and when the doctor next came to visit, “he suspended all further medication, prescribing a diet of fruit and light meals.” Against the odds, Rondon had pulled through.

Given the absence of medical records, it is impossible from a distance of more than 135 years to know what was afflicting Rondon. But the recuperative powers he ascribed to pineapple provide us with possible clues, or at least grounds for speculation. At first glance, it would seem likely that Rondon was suffering from one of the diseases historically common among soldiers and sailors on severely restricted diets, such as scurvy or beriberi. After all, pineapple is rich in vitamin C, and also contains significant amounts of manganese, thiamine, vitamin B6, and copper; lack of vitamin C is known to cause scurvy, and beriberi is a thiamine deficiency.

But Rondon’s recovery, at least as he remembered it, was so rapid, so dramatic, that a physical source seems questionable. So could his problem have been psychosomatic? Freud had not yet developed his theories of behavioral medicine when Rondon fell ill, but it is clear that, in his intense desire to outshine his more privileged fellow students, he had subjected himself to a punishing physical and mental routine. The result was stress and anxiety, which we now know can generate physical maladies of exactly the type Rondon experienced.

Because of his illness, Rondon missed nearly six months of classes. In order not to be held back, he unwisely decided to take final exams with his classmates, as if he had not missed a single lecture. “However, my lack of strength betrayed me, my body did not obey the commands of the brain, and I lost my senses when it came time for the exam.”22 For the first time, he had to swallow an academic failure.

Even worse, under the academy’s rules, cadets who failed final exams in their first or second year were supposed to be returned to the ranks. But Rondon’s academic performance had been so distinguished that an exception was made. His failing test scores were simply expunged from his record, meaning that officially he never took the final exams at all, and he was allowed to do the year over. Since “I was already master of almost all of the syllabus,” he subsequently devoted his own reading and studying to the third-year curriculum, so that he could remain a year ahead of coursework for the remainder of his time at the academy. “As a result, I became the tutor of my slower colleagues, sometimes working deep into the night to teach them the assignment.”23

Rondon’s grueling routine left little time for extracurricular activities beyond sports, with one significant exception: in 1887 he and other cadets founded a literary journal, called the Magazine of the Academic Family. The first issue appeared in November, when Rondon was twenty-two; he is listed on the masthead simply as Cândido Mariano da Silva. In many ways, the magazine was a typical student publication, with a mixture of poems, short stories, reviews, and essays typical of the era. But it was at times something much more: it became a vehicle to expound the virtues of republicanism, science, and rationality.

The magazine’s first issue opened with an idealistic but almost Darwinian manifesto of purpose and objectives, signed by the four members of the editorial board, among them Rondon. “Under the irrepressible action of the biological law of adaptation,” the new publication aimed “to take on characteristics adequate to the historical moment we are living through.” Its program, they added, “can be reduced to the following: to cultivate art, science, philosophy and religion as much as possible, with full freedom for discussion, analysis and criticism, under the influence of the most rigorous moral discipline.”24

Rondon’s regular study group at the academy included three cadets affiliated with the magazine who would go on to become significant figures in Brazilian history: Euclides da Cunha, Augusto Tasso Fragoso, and Lauro Müller. They were in some ways a peculiar quartet, with markedly different personalities, backgrounds, and temperaments, and of the other three, Rondon was closest to da Cunha, regarded today as one of Brazil’s greatest writers. The two first became acquainted when they were seated next to each other in a second-year course in analytic geometry, and quickly discovered a series of affinities. Da Cunha had also lost his mother at the age of three and was handed off to be raised by her relatives; his father, although still alive, had remarried and was largely absent from the boy’s life. Nonetheless, like Rondon, da Cunha had a father figure—his grandfather—also named Manoel Rodrigues, like Rondon’s uncle. Additionally, he and Rondon were the two shortest and scrawniest cadets in their year, each standing barely five feet three inches and weighing less than 120 pounds. Politically and philosophically, their views also aligned. Both were ardent abolitionists and republicans, deeply influenced by the teachings of their military superiors.

Even more than Rondon at his most volatile, da Cunha was habitually hotheaded and reckless, as shown by an incident early in 1889 that became famous in Brazilian history. To prevent the cadets from going to the Rio docks to greet a republican politician returning from Europe, a review of the troops by the minister of war was scheduled for the same hour. But as the cadets paraded past, da Cunha broke formation and tried to break his sword in half in protest; when that failed, he simply threw it to the ground in the direction of the minister and stalked off.

This caused a scandal, which the military academy and War Ministry covered up. Da Cunha was first hospitalized, supposedly with a case of “nerves” that had caused a breakdown, and then imprisoned. Under the harsh military regulations then in place, he could have theoretically been hanged. But Rondon and other cadets lobbied on his behalf, and he was spared, his punishment limited to expulsion from the academy.

Rondon’s friendship with da Cunha continued after graduation. They worked in different regions of the country, so they rarely saw each other, but they corresponded, and when both were in Rio, they set aside time to meet and talk. In September 1890, when da Cunha married Ana Emília Ribeiro, the eighteen-year-old daughter of an influential military officer and politician, he wanted Rondon as his best man. Unfortunately, Rondon was on assignment in the interior. But when the couple’s first son, Solon, was born in 1892, da Cunha asked Rondon to be his godfather, and Rondon accepted—a decision that would have serious repercussions years later.

During their years as cadets, Rondon relentlessly pursued the recognition he craved for his outstanding performance. More than anything, he wanted the coveted promotion to ensign, and when, after his first year back from illness, “I finished in second place, my response was irrepressible tears.” The next year was similar: although “I was first on the list” for a promotion and the much-needed financial boost it would bring, he was told that “there were very few slots” available, and he again faced what he described as “deferred expectations.”25

Rondon was unable to accept such a situation, and impetuously petitioned the commandant, “requesting that he arrange” the promotion Rondon felt should already be his. Almost immediately he was summoned to the office of the commandant, who was aghast at Rondon’s audacity. “He explained that my application constituted a grave breach of discipline, worthy of imprisonment in the fortress of Santa Cruz, but that, knowing me, he would limit himself to an affectionate reprimand.” As before, Rondon could not control his emotions: “Once again thick and silent tears bubbled from my eyes” as he endured the rebuke, then turned and marched out of the office, “erect and firm.”26

When the promotion finally came through, on June 4, 1888, Rondon was ecstatic. His monthly salary immediately rose to a sum he later described as “a fortune in those days, especially for someone like me, accustomed to a stoic life.”27 The improvement in his material circumstances, though, also symbolized something far more significant: in less than seven years, he had gone from lowly foot soldier to the very top of his class at the military academy. This long-awaited honor validated his struggle to excel and all the sacrifices it demanded. But in his last year at the academy, these personal considerations were eclipsed by tumultuous historical events: Brazil’s government was overthrown, with Rondon both eyewitness and participant.


III

The Republic

LATE IN 1888, the imperial government announced a sweeping reform of military education, perhaps hoping to dampen republican sentiment among the army’s future officer corps. Plebes remained at Praia Vermelha, but ensigns like Rondon and other upperclassmen transferred to a newly established war college, near the emperor’s palace and the garrison protecting him. During his last year there, Rondon studied advanced calculus, a course taught by Benjamin Constant Botelho de Magalhães, and also began learning German from Constant’s Frankfurt-born son-in-law.

Rondon had first encountered Benjamin Constant during his second year at the academy, when he and Euclides da Cunha took analytic geometry together. Constant was probably the most admired instructor among the cadets, owing to his fierce embrace of abolitionism and an equally impassioned rejection of monarchism. But both of those ideas, he explained to the idealistic young military intellectuals gathered around him, were anchored in a philosophical system that could explain the past and guide Brazil and all mankind to an auspicious future: Positivism.

Rondon’s exposure to Positivism and Constant’s influence transformed his life. Within months, he had adopted Positivism as his personal and political creed, and would remain a fervent Positivist the rest of his life. He organized his family and raised his children in accordance with Positivist precepts. He uncomplainingly accepted Positivist strictures that prevented him from holding elected office, and during his expeditions through the Brazilian wilderness, he unfailingly sought to apply Positivist principles in his dealings with the Indigenous peoples he met. It is no exaggeration to say that Positivism became the single most important influence on Rondon’s life, that it shaped his worldview and gave him both physical and moral strength to endure the almost unimaginable hardships he would confront on his expeditions.

Like so many other intellectual and cultural influences on Brazilian society, Positivism originated in France. Reacting to the bloodshed and turmoil of the French Revolution, the social philosopher Auguste Comte, born in 1798, sought a new ideology capable of providing a peaceful, secular solution to the looming crisis brought on by Europe’s first wave of industrialization. As a young man, he had worked as the private secretary of Henri de Saint-Simon, the father of utopian socialism, but Comte gradually concluded that the only solution to humanity’s problems lay in science, not politics or religion, and came to reject socialism in any form. “The revolutionary principle,” he would write, “consists in recognizing no other spiritual authority than individual reason, especially concerning essential questions.”1

To deal with those questions, Comte devised a “Classification of the Sciences.” Fundamental to all other sciences was mathematics, which was succeeded in importance by astronomy, physics, chemistry, and biology, in that order. At the apex, though, he created a brand-new science—devoted to the study of humankind itself, the most intricate and multifaceted of all disciplines. He called it sociology, and deemed it “the queen of the sciences.”2

Human society initially existed, Comte also argued, in a “theological” state, dependent on supernatural explanations like religion to organize and elucidate the external world. Furthermore, within this phase three distinct levels could be discerned: the fetishistic was the most primitive and was succeeded by polytheistic and then monotheistic periods, the last of which was dominated by Christianity, Judaism, and Islam and prevailed throughout most of the world in the nineteenth century.

In the wake of the Enlightenment, though, some individuals and societies had already progressed to a second phase, which Comte called the “metaphysical” or “investigatory” stage. In these more advanced circumstances, reason and questioning predominated, and both religion and lay authority began to be critically examined. But only by fully developing and applying the sciences, especially sociology, Comte argued, could humanity hope to reach the final, ideal phase of existence. This, of course, was the “positivist” stage of history, in which humankind bowed to no higher power and rationalism would reign. But to reach that third stage, a society must inevitably pass through the two previous phases: no shortcuts were allowed.

Eventually, in his later years—and to the horror of some of his early supporters—Comte reframed his science-based philosophy as a secular faith, what he called “the Religion of Humanity,” and wrote a “Catechism of Positive Religion” for his followers to study. His objective, he stated, was to reorganize society “without god or king through the systematic worship of Humanity,”3 and to that end he created all the trappings of a conventional religion. This led Comte’s critics, among them some who had earlier been sympathetic to Positivism in its purely philosophical form, to dismiss the Religion of Humanity as simply a form of “Catholicism without Christianity.”

From a vantage point in the twenty-first century, Positivism seems a hodgepodge of half-baked ideas, a “labyrinthine synthesis of philosophy, science, sociology, politics and religion,”4 as one modern critic describes it. Why did it have such appeal for Rondon and other young intellectuals at the end of Pedro II’s long reign? One answer is that its doctrine was evolutionary, not revolutionary, offering the prospect of progress and social transformation without violence: the Brazilian historian José Murilo de Carvalho has for that reason described it as “Bolshevism for the middle class.”5 This was an important feature for peaceable Brazilians, especially for those of Rondon’s teachers who, like Constant, had experienced the bloodshed of the Paraguayan War and emerged as pacifists. Comte’s philosophy contrasted sharply with the contemporaneous Communism of Marx and Engels, which involved class struggle, presumably including that of the sort seen in the Paris Commune of 1871, still a vivid memory for Francophile Brazilian elites.

In addition, Positivism offered a rejoinder to theories of “scientific racism” that were gaining force and respectability in the second half of the nineteenth century throughout Europe and North America but were deeply insulting to countries like Brazil. The notion of a hierarchy of races was an old one, but the publication of Darwin’s On the Origin of Species in 1859 provided new ammunition for those who believed that the “white” or “European” race was superior to all others. Darwin never mentioned Homo sapiens in that groundbreaking work, but to advocates of scientific racism, the advanced status of European civilization could only be the result of his process of natural selection. It followed, therefore, that “savage” and “inferior” races like Africans and Amerindians, being less fit, were doomed to extinction.

One of Positivism’s underlying tenets, though, was a belief in the essential equality of all humans. Societies existed at markedly different levels of material and intellectual development, but this was due to cultural and historical factors, not biology. Or to put the issue in a specifically Brazilian context that would have resonated profoundly with Rondon: the Indians of Mato Grosso might be backward, but that was not because they belonged to an inherently “inferior” race. Rather, their society still functioned at the fetishistic level of the religious stage of history, but could advance dramatically through exposure to the sciences. Sociology and related disciplines like anthropology and ethnology could play a role in the process of lifting up both the Indian and the Afro-Brazilian, but that vital knowledge and progress could be diffused only once new roads, telegraph lines, and railways were built across the backward interior. And who was responsible for building this infrastructure? Military engineers like Rondon.6

Indeed, it was the duty of the Positivist elite, precisely because it was more rational and enlightened, to guide others out of ignorance. Thus, neither democracy nor a republic were ideal forms of government: strong hands and firm but wise rule were needed at the top. “There is nothing repugnant about a dictatorship, certain that it will be done for the good of the fatherland,” Constant would write. “We need a progressive dictatorship with due respect for public liberties.”7

In Europe and North America, Positivism proved to be merely another passing mid-nineteenth-century intellectual fad, and its influence ephemeral. John Stuart Mill, George Eliot, and Thomas Huxley were early devotees, but they and others balked at Comte’s makeover of his philosophy into a full-fledged religion. The exception to that pattern was in Latin America, where even after Comte’s death in 1857, Positivism would remain influential in places like Mexico and Chile. Nowhere, though, was it embraced with more fervor than in Brazil.

Rondon began his sixth and final year at the academy in March 1889 just as Brazil tumbled into a deep institutional crisis. On May 13, 1888, while her father was in Europe receiving medical treatment, Princess Isabel, heir to the throne, decreed the complete, immediate abolition of slavery. Republicans had long called for this, as had those monarchists desirous of a more equitable Brazil. But the “Golden Law,” as it became known, infuriated the powerful slave-owning class: rural plantation owners suddenly lost the field hands they needed to grow sugar and coffee, and some in the urban upper class worried about losing servants essential to their comfortable lifestyle. Not only would both elite groups be forced now to pay their laborers, they would not be compensated for the loss of their “property.”

Republicans, though gratified to be finally rid of an institution that was a drag on Brazil’s economy and a stain on its global image, still called for far more sweeping change. The monarchy thus found its opponents emboldened and many of its most avid traditional supporters now alienated. Pedro II clearly misread the rapidly eroding political situation when he returned from Europe and remarked, in response to reports of plotting and anti-monarchical sentiment at the military academy, that teaching republicanism to the cadets “won’t hurt—you may be able to convert them”8 to the monarchist cause.

At the academy, the cadets were finding it difficult to focus on their classwork and drills. Energized but distracted, they gathered between classes and during meals and study sessions to debate the best course for Brazil’s future. Describing that period, Rondon later wrote: “Our studies marched parallel to our social concerns, to the enthusiasm felt at the promise that life was offering us the organization of a better and more just society.”9 By now not just a committed Positivist but also a fervent Francophile, he was anxious to see the ideals of the French Revolution—Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity—applied in Brazil, and felt the only path to achieving that was through “my participation in two civic movements intertwined by logic, the freeing of the slaves and the proclamation of the republic.”10

Early in the school year, the superintendent of the academy, now thoroughly alarmed, summoned students to a special assembly and, seeking a middle ground, advised that it would be best for them personally and for the military as an institution if they stayed away from political meetings calling for the overthrow of the monarchy. If they insisted on participating in such events away from the academy, he added, they were strictly prohibited from wearing their uniforms.

In response, Rondon immediately rose from his seat. “I cannot possibly go anywhere unless I am in uniform,” he declared, to the applause of his classmates. “You, as our commander, will have to do whatever you deem to be your duty.”11 After some thought, the commandant issued a directive forbidding cadets from attending any political meetings whatsoever. But Rondon and his republican friends simply flouted the order, some of them even jumping the walls of the war college after the commandant instituted an early curfew.

As an upperclassman, Rondon had the right to live outside the barracks and, thanks to his enlarged stipend, could actually afford to do so. Accordingly, he moved with several of his friends into a “republic,” a student hostel common throughout Latin America. The new lodgings were in one of the imperial capital’s most prestigious neighborhoods, only a few blocks from the war college itself and close to a palace where two of the emperor’s grandsons lived. Like Rondon, most of his new roommates were from distant, disdained, or ignored corners of the empire, and all later had distinguished careers as state governors, members of Congress, generals, or presidential aides. All of them were united in their adulation of Benjamin Constant, with whom they spent as much time as possible.

By mid-October, the monarchy’s situation was growing untenable. On October 23, at a banquet at Praia Vermelha to welcome a just-arrived Chilean naval delegation, republicans and monarchists clashed openly in front of the foreign visitors. Constant was one of the orators, delivering a fierce rebuttal to allegations of military insubordination, accusing the imperial government of wanting merely “an Army of Janissaries,” slavishly loyal to the emperor. But that would not happen, Constant argued, because “under the uniform of each soldier beats the heart of a citizen and a patriot.”12 The cadets, Rondon among them, applauded wildly and led several minutes of loud cheers for their “master.” The minister of war was so offended that he stormed out before Constant could finish his speech, serenaded by jeers and cadets shouting “Long Live the Republic . . . of Chile!”13

On the night of Saturday, November 9, 1889, matters came to a head. Two events took place in Rio de Janeiro, and Rondon attended both; the first was an extravagant imperial ball, sponsored by the royal family in honor of their Chilean visitors and to commemorate Princess Isabel’s twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. It was held on Fiscal Island, a customs collection site. For this fête, the chief minister, in charge of the preparations, had spared no expense or luxury. He ordered the island strung with lanterns and covered with an artificial forest of palm trees; the interior of the French Gothic–style lighthouse tower at the center of the island was lavishly decorated.

The ball’s five thousand invitees included members of the court, senators and deputies, the diplomatic corps, military officials, and the cream of civilian high society; everyone arrived in formal dress, the men with their medals and the women festooned with jewels. As two orchestras played waltzes, polkas, mazurkas, and Brazilian tunes at opposite ends of the small island, the guests gorged themselves on pheasant, turkey, 1,800 pounds of shrimp and lobster, trays groaning with asparagus and truffles, 304 cases of imported wine, champagne, cognac, thousands of liters of beer, and chilled platters of sweets, ice cream, exotic tropical fruits, and other desserts.

The ball, intended to convince the press and the Brazilian people of the empire’s permanence and splendor, instead trumpeted the imperial elite’s extravagance and obliviousness to their imminent downfall. For Brazilians, to talk of “dancing at the Fiscal Island” is even today a phrase equivalent to “fiddling while Rome burns” or “rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic.” Several of the main conspirators in the plot to overthrow Pedro II attended, not just cadets like Rondon. But shortly after midnight, he and his friends slipped away from the event, which continued until dawn, and discreetly made their way to another gathering, this one at the nearby Military Club.

That meeting had already been underway for several hours by the time the cadets arrived in their blue dress uniforms and red capes. No consensus had yet been reached regarding the fate of the monarchy. Marshal Deodoro da Fonseca, the club’s president, was absent, flattened by a fever contracted in Mato Grosso, so Constant was presiding over the debate, which grew more strident as the night wore on.

Constant was openly urging revolt, a startling position for a committed Positivist. Comte had always opposed violence and revolution in any form, but Constant had “refined” Positivist doctrine to include military intervention “in especially extreme cases.” He argued that the conditions for it had been met in this instance, and that it was the duty of “citizen-soldiers” to rescue the country from “the lamentable state of affairs to which the policies of men without reason or discretion would reduce us.”14 At one point, Constant offered to resign from the army to protest the emperor’s policies, rather than lead a revolt. The assembly vociferously rejected that idea, however, and the meeting ended with Constant promising to “reach a dignified result within eight days,” which is to say, no later than November 17.

After that, the situation changed rapidly, On November 10, Constant visited da Fonseca, informed him that the military was ready to move, and asked that he lead the uprising, to which the marshal agreed, albeit reluctantly: in a letter to one of his relatives he had recently written that “Brazil’s situation under a monarchy is bad, but without the monarchy it would be worse.”15 The next day, Rondon and fifty-six other cadets, most of them Positivists, signed a declaration promising to follow Constant “onto the field of armed resistance.”16 Also on November 11, Constant met at his home with leading civilian politicians and journalists and won their support.

On the afternoon of November 14, Rondon’s friends and roommates the Leal brothers, Alexandre and Antônio, invited him to a birthday party that evening; when he demurred, they mentioned that Chiquita Xavier, the object of his affections for more than a year, would be there. Knowing a coup might begin at any moment, Rondon was still reluctant: “I felt myself divided,” he wrote, “between my ardent desire to be at Chiquita’s side and my worries about remaining alert.”17 Nonetheless, he went, dressed in civilian clothes, and was seated with Chiquita when a horse-drawn carriage arrived shortly after 10 p.m., summoning him and the Leal brothers. They raced back to their quarters, put on their uniforms, and made their way to the nearby headquarters of the Second Regiment.

He later recalled that “the barracks was crowded”18 when they arrived, and guns were being distributed. Rondon was given his weapon of choice, a Nagant revolver, which he kept his entire life as a memento of that night. At 2 a.m., Benjamin Constant arrived, and immediately went into a conference room with other senior officers. The Positivist leader Raimundo Teixeira Mendes was also present, loudly demanding that the military “proclaim a dictatorship! Proclaim a dictatorship!” When Constant emerged from the meeting, he summoned Rondon and his friend Augusto Tasso Fragoso, and asked them to undertake a delicate, risky mission.

The army was ready to rise up, sure of support throughout the ranks, Constant told them, but it was not yet clear how the navy stood: Admiral Eduardo Wandenkolk, the naval commander, had been ambiguous, saying that he supported the rebels’ objectives “up to a point.” Constant asked Rondon and Fragoso to carry a sealed letter to the admiral with a crucial question: Will you allow our insurgent forces free passage when we move to depose the emperor? If the answer was yes, or if the navy was to remain neutral, then the cadets would return with that message, after first alerting a nearby infantry battalion that the uprising was on. But if the navy decided to remain loyal to the monarchy, then both Rondon and Fragoso would likely be arrested as rebels and imprisoned; theoretically they could even be court-martialed and, if found guilty, executed. That was the risk they were being asked to assume.

Just before 4 a.m., Rondon and Fragoso set out on horseback, Constant’s letter in hand. As they galloped through the silent city, their horses’ hooves pounded thunderously along the cobblestone, “but we advanced without obstacles.” As they neared army headquarters, halfway to their destination, the two rebel emissaries slowed to a trot and rode as close as possible to an iron grating on the far side of the large parade ground in front of the building, shielding themselves behind foliage “so as not to be detected” as they passed. The headquarters, they saw, was “completely illuminated, as if to warn that the Government was watching,”19 and this made them even more cautious; activity at that hour was a bad omen.

The Navy Club, where Admiral Wandenkolk was staying, was located downtown, a couple of miles from where Rondon had set off. His horse, already white with foam and sweating from the arduous ride, must have sensed his nervousness, for it suddenly slipped and swerved, and he had to steady it as he and Fragoso approached. They dismounted, knocked at the door three times, and waited tensely for what seemed “several minutes”20 before getting any response. From inside they heard a guard utter a password, to which they replied with the counter-password that Constant had furnished them, repeating it three times. A narrow slot in the door opened, and they handed over Constant’s letter to the navy commander. After that, Rondon and Fragoso waited anxiously to learn their fate—and Brazil’s.
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