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Abstract

The Amazon region has long been a place of economic booms and busts. Much attention in the histor-
ical literature on Amazonia has focused on the largest and most famous regional economic boom, the Rub-
ber Boom, a period of sustained economic prosperity for some from 1860 to 1920. Other ‘booms’ have
occurred in the region as well and this paper describes and discusses one of those others. The paper dem-
onstrates how an export economy in a global periphery (coffee in Brazil) affected economic development in
a periphery of that same country and makes a methodological contribution by demonstrating how ethno-
graphic research can contribute to an understanding of a historical period when the paper trail is weak.

Jute, a fiber crop, dominated agricultural production along the Amazon River floodplain in the reach
between Manaus and Santarém, Brazil, from the late 1930s until the early 1990s. The crop was introduced
to the region by Japanese immigrants in order to supply the demand for jute sacking in the south of Brazil
where such sacks were used to package commodities, especially coffee. Local smallholder cultivators grew
and processed jute, production being mediated initially through Japanese middlemen, later by Brazilians.
Poor fiber quality, several external shocks, including the removal of tariffs on imported jute, and especially
changes in commodity packaging such as bulk handling and the use of synthetic sacks instead of jute sacks
for the transport of coffee beans, the Amazonian jute market collapsed in the early 1990s. Despite its col-
lapse, the legacy of the boom is still evident in the physical and social landscapes in the region.
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Introduction

The Amazon region has a long history of economic booms and busts. Rubber, cacao, tur-
tles and their eggs, manatee, caiman, capybara skins, and fish have all waxed and waned in
importance over the centuries.! Some natural products have resulted in particularly strong
and prosperous booms for some people, the Rubber Boom being particularly noteworthy.’
Much attention in the historical literature on Amazonia has focused on this period of sus-
tained economic prosperity that existed between 1860 and 1920. More localized ‘booms’
have also occurred in the region, although with a smaller regional impact and with negligible
coverage in the literature on the region. This paper explores the historical geography of one of
the region’s other ‘booms’, the Jute Boom, which lasted from the late 1930s until the early
1990s along the Amazon River floodplain.?

Jute is a fiber crop (Corchorus capsularis) that was cultivated along both the whitewater and
blackwater floodplains* of the Amazon River Basin. Although also important to smallholder ag-
riculture in the Upper (mostly Peruvian) Amazon, this article discusses jute cultivation along the
main-stem Lower Amazon River between just upstream of Manaus and Santarém (Fig. 1).° Jute
was introduced to this region by Japanese immigrants in order to supply the demand for jute sack-
ing in the south of Brazil where such sacks were used primarily in the coffee industry. Smallholder
cultivators grew and processed jute, production being mediated initially through Japanese middle-
men, later by Brazilians. Due to a combination of declining quality, the increased use of synthetic
sacking, containerization, and the removal of tariffs on imported jute in 1991, the demand for
Amazonian jute collapsed in the early 1990s. Despite its collapse the legacy of the boom is still
evident in the landscape and in the social relations of production in the region. The history of
jute cultivation in the Amazon has a complex and fascinating geography. Places as disparate as
Bengal,® Japan, the State of Sdo Paulo, and the Amazon region are all woven together by ex-
changes of people, germplasm, technology, and capital. The increasing global importance of
the coffee industry of southern Brazil prompted attention to the cultivation of a commodity,
jute, in a periphery of the Brazil, the Amazon region. Ironically, just as the British were ‘stealing’’
rubber from the Amazon to create the large rubber estates of South-East Asia, so the Japanese
were moving South Asian jute from English colonies to the Amazon. The loss of propriety
over germplasm was probably greater for Brazil.®

Much of the history of Amazonian jute cultivation exists only in the minds of those who
participated in it, a few Brazilian academic publications and technical reports, newspaper ar-
ticles, and the footnotes of a broader literature on jute. The inaccessibility of the literature and
information on the Amazonian Jute Boom has meant its relegation to the illegible and the
unknown. My research on the topic thus far has centered on an ethnographic component
and illustrates how historical research can benefit from ethnographic investigations when the
paper trail is thin, as it is with the topic of jute cultivation in the Amazon. By integrating
empirical research in one of the jute producing regions (the Lower Amazon centered on San-
tarém), including ethnographic interviews and participatory methodologies with smallholder
farmers, with an analysis of obscure secondary sources, I bring to light a previously unknown
resource economy that was critical to local populations, and one that demonstrates that pro-
found global interactions that made up the jute trade. Further archival research (such as those
exist) awaits future investigation.’
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Fig. 1. Map of locations referenced in the text; University of Wisconsin-Madison Cartography Laboratory and Ellen White.
The physical landscape of the Lower Amazon River

Jute can only be cultivated in certain ecological settings. In its homeland of Bengal, the Ganges
and Brahmaputra River floodplains provide that ideal setting. The Lower Amazon River flood-
plain, the setting of the present study, provides a similar environment (Fig. 1). The physical land-
scape of the Lower Amazon is characterized by the annual flood of the Amazon River and highly
seasonal rainfall. The flood season stretches from February to July, with much of the land in the
floodplain under several meters of water during the peak of the annual flood (March—May). This
flood period overlaps with the rainy season (January—June) and the combination rainy/flood sea-
son is locally referred to as inverno (winter). The non-flooded dry season is locally referred to as
verao (summer).

Although the Lower Amazon River floodplain is part of the tropical rainforest biome, the cli-
mate of the jute zone region is much drier than that to the east and west of the Amazon Basin.'”
The region experiences a tropical monsoon climate (K6ppen’s Amw) with a distinct dry season.
Only 20% of the average annual 1973 mm precipitation in the Santarém region falls during the



A.M.G.A. WinklerPrins | Journal of Historical Geography 32 (2006) 818—838 821

cropping season.'' “True’ tropical rainforest found in the western Amazon (Af) receives more than
2200 mm of rain per year, and exhibits much less seasonality.'? This local seasonality has impor-
tant implications for jute cultivation as shall be explained below.

There are many relatively stable floodplain islands in the Lower Amazon River. Most of these
consist of a ‘ring’ of higher land (levees) around overlapping basins of lower lying and therefore
periodically inundated land. These basins are seasonal lakes. Habitation and agriculture occur on
the levee ring, with communities located along the river, sometimes for several kilometers. Almost
all households have access to land and resources across the levee. Agriculture is practiced on pri-
vately controlled (by household) land on the levee, while fishing occurs in communally controlled
river access in the ‘front” as well as communally controlled lake access in the ‘back’ of the levee.
During the dry season cattle is run on the communally controlled dry lakebeds in the ‘back’.!?
Soils found on the levees are alluvial, having formed in nutrient-rich (Andean-derived) fluvially
deposited sediments.'*

The vegetation of the Lower Amazon floodplain is a highly humanized mixture of floodplain
forest, natural grasslands, fruit trees, and crops. The vegetation on the islands has been extensively
manipulated by humans for centuries and has few areas of ‘natural’ forest. Amerindians used the
floodplains extensively long before Europeans arrived in the area, and were also quickly removed
from the region through disease and slavery.'> During the 1800s forests were felled to make way
for cacao plantations. Deforestation on the floodplain continued, and perhaps peaked, while jute
was cultivated in the region. With the jute market collapse around 1990 forest are currently
re-growing.'® In the early part of the twenty-first century extensive largeholder cattle and water
buffalo ranching is limiting forest regrowth, however, as large areas are kept in natural and
artificial pasture.'’

The inhabitants of the Amazon floodplain

The Lower Amazon floodplain is inhabited by Caboclos,'® a Portuguese-speaking mestizo peo-
ple thought of as a ‘quasi-ethnic’ group'’ and recognized as the historical peasantry of the Am-
azon.”® The Caboclo cultural group can be traced back about 300 years, originating as
disenfranchised Amerindian populations also known as rapuios.”’ This group occupied the de-
populated floodplains after the ravages of disease brought on by arrival of Europeans. The tapuios
mixed with European settlers, primarily Portuguese, and adopted a form of social organization
that reflected their Amerindian and European antecedents.”” During the late nineteenth century
large numbers of migrants arrived in the region from the northeast of Brazil (nordestinos) to par-
ticipate in the Rubber Boom as rubber tappers. Many of these migrants were former slaves, or
descendants of slaves originally from Africa and were rapidly incorporated into the Caboclo cul-
tural fabric. Locally, floodplain Caboclos are referred to as ribeirinhos (river-side dwellers) and
self-reference as varzeiros (river-side dwellers of white-water rivers). Varzeiros see themselves as
the ‘legitimate Amazon Caboclo’® in contrast to the recently arrived colonos (colonists) who
are occupying the terra firme (upland areas) government sponsored agricultural colonies since
the 1970s.**

Caboclos live a varied life rooted in the environment they occupy. They are ‘the inheritors of
a rich realm of knowledge about the physical environments of Amazonia’® and are linked
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biologically, culturally and historically to Amerindians whom they replaced as floodplain farmers.
It is, however, difficult to

generalise about Amazonian caboclos. They tend to be quite mobile, with migration facilitated
by kinship ties which give residential rights to affines; they hunt, fish, and practise extracti-
vism as well as agriculture; they spend periods in towns and cities; they engage in wage
labour as well as in aviamento debt-credit relationships, and move seamlessly between mone-
tised and non- or partly monetised spheres of the regional economy.>®

Smallholder varzeiros farmers live in nuclear family units in houses situated along the river in
a linear fashion. They are loosely grouped into communities for activities such as schooling,
church and futebol (soccer) clubs. The independent living style is in part an outcome of a history
of extractivist economy of the region, which encouraged isolated household units.>” This auton-
omy is reflected in varzeiro definition of where they live. Rather than state the name of the com-
munity they live in, varzeiros are more inclined to refer to physical features of the land than to
their community name.”® For example, a particular point, beach, high levee, or even on old
tree can mark where a person lives. The Catholic Church has long been active in forming commu-
nities, a process that has continued to this day with various other institutional organizations (rural
workers unions, fishermen’s union, etc.).29

The majority of varzeiros in the region today engage in a combination of fishing, agriculture
and ranching with both subsistence and commercial ends. Fishing has intensified since jute’s de-
cline™ as has commercial agriculture and ranching. Manioc is grown where the levees are flood
free for at least six months, as are maize, beans and cucurbits.”' Agriculture is a privately con-
trolled activity practiced on land and with usufruct rights respected among varzeiros. Communal
natural grasslands are used for ranching, with cattle moved off the floodplain during the flood
season.’> Overall, there is little community regulation of land or resource use and to date there
has been little pressure on land or other resources. This is changing, however, with intensification
of the fishery, by both local and extra-local fishers. Local forms of control of fishing areas, me-
diated by a fisherman’s union and an NGO, are being consolidated.

The families that currently occupy Ituqui Island, the study area, probably arrived several gen-
erations ago during the cacao era. There is evidence that Portuguese settlers occupied the flood-
plain near Santarém since the 1840s, when they planted cacao trees on the levees and grazed cattle
on the natural grasslands.** None of my elderly informants (in their 70s, 80s, and 90s)** could re-
member specifically where their parents’ parents came from, but they are most likely descendants
of Amerindian and Portuguese unions formed during the Directorate Period (1757—1799) of
Amazonian history.>®

Prior to jute: the cacao and rubber eras

During the late colonial period and into recent (living) history, cacao (Theobrama cacao) was
an important commodity extracted from wild groves as well as cultivated on the Amazon flood-
plain from the river’s mouth to Obidos (Fig. 1).>” In the Santarém region wild cacao was found
extensively along the banks of the river, especially on the higher levees, and was extracted by col-
lection throughout the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.*® With wild sources dwindling in
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the early nineteenth century, cacao was planted along the Amazon River floodplain levees to in-
crease Portuguese Amazon’s market share of the product.” By the mid-eighteenth century cacao
was planted in the ‘cacao corridor... between the cities of Santarém and Obidos™* and continued
to be planted until the Rubber Boom siphoned off the labor required to manage the groves, pe-
riodic higher floods devastated the groves, and later jute cultivation leveled the remainder.

Cacao plantations were planted on the highest levees so as to avoid all but the highest floods.
Land was cleared of forest and seeds were planted in rows at the end of the rainy season when the
soil was easy to work.*' Thereafter, the plantation was kept free of secondary growth by hand
weeding. Once the canopy was established (in three to five years) the dense shade limited unde-
sired plant growth. Trees yielded fruit in the fifth year, and were harvested annually during
July and August. The seed (‘bean’) was extracted from the pulp and dried before being sold
and then exported.*?

The large flood of 1855 destroyed most cacao groves around Santarém. Cattle grazing in-
creased following that devastating flood. Groves were replanted, though, and the cultivation of
the crop has persisted on a small scale in scattered locations even into living memory of those el-
derly still alive in the region today. Cacao as the dominant economic activity on the floodplain
was, however, eclipsed by jute cultivation that began in the late 1930s.

In the Amazon River floodplain region around Santarém rubber was never a dominant eco-
nomic activity. On neighboring upland regions, especially those to the south (along the Tapajos
River) were the center of large-scale rubber plantation experimentation by the Ford Foundation.
The ex-Confederate Riker family was active in planting rubber trees on a smaller scale just south-
east of the urban center of Santarém, and some of the trees are still tapped today.** Rubber was,
of course, a critical extracted resource during the time before jute elsewhere in the Amazon Basin
and the activity encouraged extensive local labor out-migration.** This labor, once freed from
working in rubber, helped the Jute Boom expand in the late 1930s.%’

The Jute Boom

‘A introducao da juta provocou grandes transformagcoes nos cénarios economico, social, e po-
litica da regiao e foi também por ela influenciada, de maneira endogena e exogena, fora do con-
trole do produtor’ (The introduction of jute provoked great transformations in the regional
economic, social and political scenes but it was also transformed by the region by both en-
dogenous and exogenous means that were beyond the control of the producer.*®

The Jute Boom is a reference point in regional memory and has taken on great importance in
the minds of locals as they search for another dominant activity and income source since its de-
mise. During my initial visits to the Lower Amazon floodplain during the mid 1990s, many res-
idents commented immediately that ‘the jute era, now that was a time...". Most varzeiros
hearkened back to that time when most of them were able to afford goods that had been unavail-
able before the Jute Boom. Men, in particular, look back to that period as ‘golden’ because it is
when there was significant credit or disposable income available. This enabled families to upgrade
their houses from mud to wood planks, and purchase such valuable assets as canoes and radios.
Women were less enthusiastic about the era because, although they recall the great benefits of
a relatively higher income, they also remember the backbreaking work that jute cultivation
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involved and the inherent dangers of working in the river water (which the processing of jute
requires).

Origins of jute and its introduction to the Amazon

Since the early part of the twentieth century Brazilian agronomists were experimenting with
the cultivation of a fiber crop to supply sacking material for the booming export commodities
such as coffee.*’” A local fiber plant, malva (also known as aramina or guaxina) (Urena lobata)
was extracted from naturally occurring stands in various parts of Brazil, including the south.
Sacks were made from the fiber of this plant, as well as from caroa (Neoglaziovia varieagata-
Mez) to supply the coffee packaging demand. Supplies were never adequate though, since the
plant was extracted and not cultivated, resulting in production inefficiencies.*® The coffee econ-
omy relied heavily on imported jute from British India, which was cheaper than local produc-
tion of malva. In this early jute era, 1900—1910, imported jute cost £15—17 per ton, whereas
local malva cost £60 per ton,* a difference that was a disincentive to develop malva produc-
tion.” In fact, the malva industry was not furthered until jute had begun to be commercially
successful in the Amazon.

During the 1920s agronomists in various Brazilian states experimented with jute including
southern states such as Sao Paulo, Espirito Santo, and Rio de Janeiro. Attempts were made in
northern states later on, including Amapa, Para and Amazonas,”! with the first successful harvest
occurring in Parintins, Amazonas State in 1937. Seed was obtained from British India for this pur-
pose through government agreement.>> Most of these experiments were unsuccessful due to a va-
riety of reasons including poor quality seed, lack of appropriate environmental conditions, and
lack of adequate labor. The most successful experiments were those in the Amazon region where
environmental conditions are very similar to those found in the jute regions of South Asia. It was
not until the efforts of Japanese colonists, however, that jute was successfully introduced to the
region.

Japanese colonization efforts in the Amazon were part of Japanese migration to Brazil in the
early 1900s and especially following World War 1. During the post-World War I economic depres-
sion in Japan, the Japanese government sponsored Japanese colonization to Brazil, including the
Amazon, in part to rid itself of ‘excess agricultural labor’.>* Land pressure and inheritance laws in
Japan were such that non-inheritors were forced to migrate to Japanese cities or out of Japan.
Many of those wishing to remain in agriculture chose to come to Brazil, which welcomed them
with relatively inexpensive agricultural land and many opportunities, especially in cotton and cof-
fee production. A total of 247,312 Japanese immigrated into Brazil between 1900 and 1970, pri-
marily to the states of Sio Paulo and Parana (Fig. 1).>* Of those only about 2% colonized the
Amazon.” Agricultural colonists were trained and given startup capital by the Japanese govern-
ment in very deliberate attempts to successfully settle Japanese nationals on Brazilian soil. For the
development of agriculture in the Amazon, two crops were chosen as appropriate for introduction
to the region, jute and black pepper. Cultivation of black pepper in Tomé-Agu has become syn-
onymous with the Japanese in the Amazon.>® But the Japanese role in the development of jute
cultivation was key and instrumental for both the Japanese presence in Amazonia and the devel-
opment of the jute industry.
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Japanese—Brazilians were greatly involved at both ends of the jute—coffee association. Al-
though initially quite active in cotton production, many Japanese turned their attention to the
production, processing and shipping of coffee in Sao Paulo state. During the early 1930s, Brazil
was entirely dependent on imported jute from Bengal. Realizing the risk that dependency entailed
to their coffee industry, the Brazilians, together with the Japanese, decided to create Brazil’s own
jute industry. This incentive linked the Japanese and their jute cultivation to the Amazon, an ac-
tivity directly sponsored by the Japanese government, especially in the area around Parintins.”’ It
was Japanese research and development that experimented and ultimately developed a number of
jute varieties that were the right ‘fit” for the Amazon. In 1934, Ryota Oyama, a Japanese agron-
omist, developed the ‘Oyama’ variety of jute that became very successful in the region.”® It was
also the Japanese who invested in the incipient agricultural extension services in the Amazon re-
gion. An agronomist was sent to British India to observe how to best grow jute. Upon his return
to Brazil he shared what he had learned in such a way that he set up a service that eventually led to
the state extension service in Para state.”

Soon after its introduction in the late 1930s, most smallholder subsistence farmers in the flood-
plain region near Santarém switched from subsistence farming to jute production. Environmental
as well as economic reasons are given by locals to account for the rapid acceptance of the new
crop. Some argue that jute became an attractive alternative as the perceived increase in flood
height made perennial crops such as cacao difficult to cultivate. Others relate the switch simply
to economic reasons, i.e. higher returns to labor and capita, than other options. It demonstrates
that local people will quickly accept new crops and technology when decent price and market con-
ditions present themselves, providing the introduced crop does not compete with existing labor,
land, or capital demands.®

The destination for jute was primarily the south of Brazil, especially the state of Sao Paulo,
where it was used for sacking to package coffee, castor beans, cacao, and other agricultural com-
modities.®! Jute cultivation was intimately linked with the commodity export activities of southern
Brazil and marked a clear articulation of a link between the north of Brazil (the Amazon region)
and the south of Brazil and started industrialization in the Amazon.®® Until this time the Amazon
was more closely linked to Portugal than it was to the south of Brazil. There were no roads at all
between the regions, air-traffic was nascent, and due to wind and current patterns, ships sailed
easier between the Amazon and Europe than southern Brazil.

With the rise in the production of the various commodities there was also an increase in the
demand for jute, which was met by both increasing domestic production and importation of
jute from Bengal. A key event in terms of the development of jute production in the Amazon
was World War II. During this time the jute plantations of South Asia were functionally shut
down. This resulted in an increased demand for Amazonian jute all over the world since at
that time most of the world’s jute was produced in South Asia.®® This gave a great boost to
the Brazilian producers.

World War II was also a time when most Japanese in Brazil were encamped, resulting in the
partial transfer of jute management to Brazilian middlemen. Initial production of jute had
been managed by Japanese ‘patrons’ (see below), underwritten by Japanese capital through the
medium of a jute company, the Companhia Industrial Amazonense S/A (CIA). Brazil sided
with the Allies during World War II, encamping Japanese nationals and their descendants, and
confiscating their properties, including the jute company.®* The company was transformed into
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a Brazilian entity, and renamed to Companhia Brasileira de Fibras S/A. This was a period of the
formation of the local pequeno produtor, the small producer, people who formed an emerging class
of local middlemen with modest assets.®

Given the boost that World War II had given Brazil as a world producer of jute and the de-
colonization of South Asia after the War, the peak of the jute production in Brazil occurred after
World War II, from the 1950s until the 1970s, with its zenith in the 1960s (Fig. 2). In 1953, 25,000
metric tons of jute was produced, making Brazil self-sufficient in the product for the first time.
During the 1960s and 1970s production was relatively steady, with annual variation due to vari-
able environmental conditions and fluctuating world oil prices. The latter had an effect on jute
production because of the increasing competition of synthetic sacks.®” Ironically, just as Brazil
was reaching its maximum jute production, world demand for the product started declining since
alternatives to jute sacks were becoming increasingly popular for the transport of agricultural
commodities.®®

Jute cultivation and processing

The success of Brazil’s jute industry came about because of ideal environmental conditions
along the Amazon River floodplain. Several features are key. Jute needs silty-clay soils,*” hot
(at least 26 °C during the growing season) and humid conditions, and adequate sun and rain,
the latter especially after germination. The crop does best when growing under inundated condi-
tions after the plant has germinated. All of these conditions were found on the Amazon River
floodplain. The annual plant cycle coincided perfectly with the extended rainy/flood period of
the region.”” Additionally, much of the processing of jute requires access to large volumes of
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Fig. 2. Jute production in Para and Amazonas states, 1937—1995. Source: A.K.O. Homma, A civilizagao da juta na Amazonia: Ex-
pansao e declino, in: A.K.O. Homma (Ed.), Amazénia: Meio Ambiente e Desenvolvimento Agricola, Brasilia, 1998, 38—39.
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warm water, also available on the floodplain. The latter had been a problem with jute experiments
in southern Brazil.”!

Land was prepared for seeding during the dry period, usually during October and November.”?
Extensive areas of former cacao groves and floodplain forest were cut down, left to dry, then piled
into coivaras (piles of slash) and burned. Only large tree trunks were maintained, as they were use-
ful during the processing phase of jute cultivation and for other household purposes.

Higher levee areas were primarily chosen for jute cultivation, but lower lying areas were also
used. Little regard to local soil qualities was considered. Jute was cultivated on a specific plot
of land for two to three years, then left fallow for the equivalent length of time before being
put into jute again.”® The specific impact jute cultivation had on the soil resource is not entirely
clear at this time, but certainly the associated deforestation probably had a negative impact. Less
organic material was available for incorporation into the soil, and with less permanent vegetation
localized erosion was likely also a problem.

Jute was planted using a ‘tico-tico’, a small locally manufactured instrument that distributed the
seeds evenly. Four varieties of jute were grown on the Brazilian floodplain vdrzea,”* all of them
maturing in six months or less. Jute seeds were slightly smaller than a peppercorn, making
them difficult to handle and hand broadcast. Seed had to be procured from an intermediary
(the patron, discussed below), home gathering and storage being impossible because for fiber
the plant had to be cut prior to fruiting and the setting of seed. This led to heavy control and a mo-
nopoly over jute seed, all of it being produced by dedicated smallholder farmers under contract
with the government in the Municipality of Alenquer, located between Santarém and Manaus
(Fig. 1). ‘Seed’ jute was grown specifically for that purpose on the uplands in Alenquer, the plant
left to cycle through its flowering and fruiting phases and harvested only for its seeds.”> The
limited availability of jute seed made it easy for patrons to control its distribution since most
varzeiros could not purchase it themselves. The situation is described as ‘autarkical’ and the
various jute production ‘crises’, the high variability in its output, are ascribed to constraints
imposed by the limited source of seed.”®

Seeds obtained from patrons were planted on the prepared land at the very end of the dry pe-
riod, usually in December, after the fall of the first rains. Seed germination needed moisture,”’ and
if the onset of the rainy season was delayed, planting of jute was delayed with possible problems at
harvest time. Excessive moisture (i.e. too much rain at planting), however, was detrimental to
plant germination, so the timing of the planting step was tricky.

Once germinated, however, the plant needed moisture and the arrival of the rains was a require-
ment. For the next few months the plants would grow rapidly, needing little attention. Although in
South Asia there are several jute pests,’® in the Amazon there were few jute-specific diseases or pests.
Thinning, to assure an even stand, and weeding, to decrease nutrient competition, were the only at-
tention the crop needed until harvest time. Plants typically attained a height of about 2—4 m.

To assure some level of marketable fiber quality, jute needed to be harvested at the critical
moment between the plants’ flowering and fruiting (which are separated by only 1—2 weeks).
Typically, this ‘moment’ came while the flood was just beyond its peak, in June or July. Harvesting
involved arduous physical labor as the plant had to be cut (using a scythe) while laborers stood up
to their waists in water. This exposed workers to stingrays, piranhas, and other dangerous river
fauna. It has also led to a legacy of arthritis in the knees, limiting the mobility of aged jute
cultivators.
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After cutting, the plant needed to be immediately submerged in water to be ‘retted’ in bundles
for several days (4—7). Retting is ‘the process of separating the embedded fiber from the stem
through partial rotting by immersion in water; this rotting is brought on by a complex enzyme
action of microbes naturally present in retting water’.”” Retting ideally occurs in clear, slow mov-
ing water because the clearer the water the higher the quality of the fiber. Bundles were typically
submerged in river water near where the plant had grown. The use of sediment-rich river water
compromised the quality of the fiber since the retting process was key to the production of
high quality jute fiber. However, distance to clear water in the Middle and Lower Amazon pre-
cluded the use of clear water, and the use of sediment-rich water was an accepted compromise
situation.®” Chemical retting, a process that reduced the time to remove the jute fiber from the
stem from several days to 3—4 h, had been experimented with but has not been satisfactory
and was never adopted.®!

After the fiber had loosened from the stem, the strands were washed and then dried in the
sun before they were processed into bundles to be sold or exchanged. There existed a constant
tension between producers, who wanted quantity of fiber, and purchasers, who wanted high
quality of jute fiber. The more mature the plant the quantity of fiber increased, while quality
of the fiber decreased.®” Bundles of jute would usually be ‘bought’ by the same patron who
had provisioned the jute producer with seeds and other necessities (see below). These bundles
of raw jute would then be processed into sacking material in factories located in cities such as
Santarém, Belém, and Parintins before being shipped to Sao Paulo to be used in commodity
packaging.

Since all of the steps in jute processing needed to occur at critical moments, there was a labor
bottleneck at harvesting and processing times. Long hours were spent at least knee deep in water
struggling with large and unwieldy water-logged plants. All available family labor (men, women
and children of varying ages) was recruited. Schools followed a ‘jute’ calendar, closing just when
children were needed in the jute fields.*® The kin network was engaged to recruit and press into
service any parentes (relatives) who lived in nearby upland or urban areas.

Two types of labor exchanges (work parties) were used to ensure the right number of people at
the correct time. A troca de dia, a ‘day trade’, was commonly used.** Entire families would trade
a day worth of labor in each other’s jute fields. Agreements were made ahead of time between in-
dividual workers. The host family would provide coffee, lunch, and snacks. Exact days of planting
jute were usually different between producers, especially if they did not necessarily live within the
same community, and therefore not every family was needed to harvest on exactly the same day,
making ‘day trades’ possible.

A puxirum was another type of labor exchange. This type of labor exchange usually involved
4—15 men from one community working together to benefit that community. Sometimes it was
used in jute cultivation, but the troca de dia was much more common.®

At the end of the annual jute cycle, after the crop was harvested, agricultural fields were clear of
weeds and generally free of pests. These fields could then be planted with subsistence crops such as
manioc, corn and cucurbits. Most jute fields were used for two to three years and then fallowed
for at least as many years. Farmers preferred to reuse fields that had been fallowed because the
secondary succession was easier to clear than native floodplain forest. However, sometimes there
was a need to clear new areas of native floodplain forest, either because of excessive weed invasion
of fields or simply as an expansion of land under jute cultivation.
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The financing of jute

The production of jute involved a complex network of relationships centered around the avail-
ability of informal credit. Because of the lack of secure land tenure for varzeiros, the only method
for obtaining credit to produce jute was through an informal source. All floodplain land in Brazil
is owned by the Brazilian Navy, ‘for defense of the country’, making it impossible for smallholders
to ever claim full land tenure.®® Usufruct rights are honored among fellow smallholders (through
receipts of purchase or inheritance), but these rights are often not recognized by formal institu-
tions such as banks.

The use of informal credit has a long history in the Amazon.®” The extraction-oriented focus of
much of the colonial period and the cacao era produced incipient patron—client ( patrao—fregiies)
relations, known as aviamento. This was a vertical exchange system wherein the extracted good
moved from the remotely located producer via a series of intermediaries to a ‘trading house’
that simultaneously was the exporter of the good. Moving in the opposite direction from the trad-
ing house to producers, consumable and durable goods supplied producers’ needs and were ‘traded’
for the extracted goods. It was during the Rubber Boom (1860—1920) that this type of production
relations was consolidated in upland areas of Amazonia and became a pervasive means of extract-
ing commodities from remote areas of the region. In the Central and Lower Amazon floodplain
regions, however, consolidation of the aviamento system occurred during the Jute Boom.*® In gen-
eral, the aviamento system terms of trade always favored those higher in the exchange hierarchy,
frequently keeping those on the lowest rungs in perpetual debt. The closer to established urban
centers the producer was located, the better terms of trade existed since there were fewer
intermediaries and less distance.® This situation was much less severe in the jute patron—client
system than it had been during the Rubber Boom, however, smallholder did remain indebted
to their patron.

Capital-endowed Japanese colonists, using the patron—client system, primarily delivered infor-
mal credit for the production of jute to smallholders. This capital was available initially through
the Japanese government’ and later through individual’s own accumulated capital.”! Patrons
would come to producers’ homes with their boats and supply jute cultivators with necessities
for the household (durable goods, foodstuffs) and for jute cultivation (seeds, tools). Jute cultiva-
tors usually needed cash or credit and supplies up front in order to obtain jute seed and household
supplies heading into the ‘winter’ season. Many middlemen refrained from providing all at the
beginning of the growing season, instead provisioning household in thirds. The first third would
be provided between September and December (dry season, just before planting), a second third
would be provided between January to March (jute growing season), and a third between April
and June (harvest).”” In return for these provisions the same patron would then ‘buy’ the bundles
of jute directly from the producers at the end of the harvest period. Arrangements between ‘pa-
tron’ and ‘client’ were typically verbal, given the low levels of literacy of both producers and the
Japanese middleman.”?

During World War II many Japanese ‘patrons’ were encamped and some Brazilian ‘patrons’
took their place. These were frequently former producers who had accumulated enough capital
to provision themselves and to become a patron to neighboring families. The most manage-
ment-savvy of these new ‘patrons’ specialized in trading and eventually stopped producing their
own jute.
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Interestingly, many locals are nostalgic about the patron—client era because the patron ‘provided
for them’ and ‘took care of them’. The patron knew them personally and helped in times of need
(e.g. major illness, births, deaths, etc.). This personal relationship was very different from the
often quite impersonal and unfriendly service locals now confront in the city to purchase supplies
and seek credit.

This longing for the patron—client era perhaps indicated that the system of patronage that ex-
isted in the Lower Amazon region appears to have been less exploitative than in other parts of the
Amazon and at different times.”* Jute cultivators were aware that the prices the patron charged
for household goods and supplies were typically higher than those in the city. Producers were
also aware that the patron paid less for jute than could be gotten if they marketed jute themselves.
Most accepted these terms of production since it was extremely convenient and to most a very safe
and comfortable situation. Gentil, in her study of jute cultivation on the Lower Amazon, suspects
that families would have been unable to afford to cultivate jute without the system of support that
was offered by the patron.”® Although fluvial, the cost of transporting the bundles of raw jute was
high, and without appropriate connections in the city a good market price was not always assured
for the product. The patron—client system of production has been associated with exploitative
practices. In very remote areas it can be highly exploitative since producers are totally dependent
on those who arrive with supplies and those who take products to market. But it is an effective
and relatively efficient system that works well in large regions of low population density and
with poor communication and transportation infrastructures, such as the Amazon.’® This type
of a ‘friendly’ patron—client relationship is acknowledged to have existed in some parts of the
Amazon region during the Rubber Boom as well. This appears to be a very effective way of pro-
ducing a commodity under conditions of little information, high risk, but with the possibility of
high rates of return as well.”’

The decline of jute

‘For jute to be useful [it] must be cheap’®®

Jute was cultivated on the floodplain islands in the Lower Amazon River Basin from the mid-
1930s until around 1990 when the last of the processing plants in the region closed.”® In some lo-
calities jute is still grown for a very highly localized small artisanal market, accounting for the
continued small output (Fig. 2).'° The processing plants closed due to a variety of concurrent
events and circumstances, changes in commodity handling and transportation, the opening of
the Brazilian market to cheaper jute imports from South Asia with the elimination of jute tariffs
in 1991,'°" and continued decline in fiber quality.'??

Ever since the 1960s there have been changes in the way commodities are packaged and trans-
ported. These changes in packaging and handling were fundamental to Amazonian jute’s demise.
Many industrially produced commodities (including coffee) are now bulk handled and poured di-
rectly into standard containers, by-passing the need for individual sacks. Given that the coffee
produced in Brazil is primarily for mass consumption (i.e. not for the specialty coffee market),
the beans are shipped in bulk from Santos, Sao Paulo’s port, to their destination, mostly in North
America and Europe. Other commodities such as cacao and soybean are handled in a similar way.
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In Brazil, where sacking is still used and needed, industrially produced synthetic sacks made out
of polypropylene are now used. These sacks are stronger, are cheaper to produce by a third to
a half,'®® and their production is less subject to the vagaries of the physical environment. ‘In gen-
eral [users] are impatient of the brokerage aspects of jute.”'®* Synthetic sacks can be produced
closer to the site where they are needed, reducing transportation costs. Being an industrial prod-
uct, they are also more responsive to demand and economies of scale can be realized.'” However,
synthetic sacks are subject to the price of oil, and this is noticeable in Fig. 2. Jute production did
well during years of oil crisis. For some products jute is still seen as a superior product since it is
breathable and is biodegradable, but this market is increasingly limited.'*

Second, the lack of an adequate labor supply is seen by some as contributing significantly to
production decline.'®” The annual labor bottleneck at harvest time was reported by locals as
a source of continual tension, and a reason for the inability to maximize production. Given the
need to process jute in a particular chronology, the mobilization of an appropriate crew at just
the right time was critical. However, the lack of labor supply per se, may not have the issue as
much as the relative cost of that labor. In Bangladesh, because of much higher population den-
sities, there is a vast surplus of labor that can produce jute at a lower cost than can the varzeiros
in the Amazon. Due to its low population density, lack of adequate labor has been a perennial
issue with any type of production in the Amazon, and jute is not an exception.'®®

A third reason for the decline in jute was Amazonian jute was its inferior quality compared with
Bangladeshi jute. This too was related to the inadequate labor supplies at harvest time as fiber
quality depended on timing of the processing. The producers on the floodplain around Santarém
were paid on a quantity basis with the quality not being rewarded.'” Also, quality was always
compromised by retting in muddy water, which does not produce as high a quality of fiber as
does retting in clear water. These factors contributed to a downward spiral in terms of the quality
of fiber, which, combined with the production and selection of seed emphasizing quantity, led to
the demise of the factories in Santarém. Poor fiber is woven into weak sacks that eventually are no
longer bought. With a limited market for jute sacks (e.g. for specialty coffees), those still de-
manded need to be of high quality in order to compete.

The coup de grdce for Amazonian jute production came in 1991. Since 1943 Brazil’s jute indus-
try was supported by a tariff on imported jute.''® Brazil’s economic strategy throughout much of
the period between World War II and the period of neo-liberal reforms was one of import sub-
stitution, and supporting an inefficient jute industry was part of that strategy. As part of its in-
creased economic liberalization, the Brazilian government ended all tariffs on imported jute in
1991. Economics and quality opened up a protected industry by allowing the Bangladeshi product
to fill the remaining need for jute sacking in the Brazilian economy.''!

The post-Jute Boom era
‘The jute based system of resource management provided varzeiros with a balanced annual
subsistence system ... which substantially improved the quality of life on the vdrzea.”!'”

How have varzeiros dealt with the collapse of the jute trade? Fig. 3 is a seasonal calendar for the
floodplain region in the Lower Amazon. It combines precipitation, flood, and resource-use
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information diagrammatically to demonstrate how well jute fit into the annual agricultural cycle.
Jute grew during the agriculturally ‘down’ period when the river is high, and yielded income just as
‘winter’ ended. Thus, jute provided income just as food stocks were low. The emerging harvested
jute fields then allowed varzeiros to cultivate subsistence crops easily during the ensuing dry season.
With the elimination of jute from the annual agricultural calendar this ‘balanced system’ has ended
and people are seeking alternative means of income generation. Several alternative income sources
are (re)emerging from the varzeiro repertoire, including commercialization of fishing, increased
livestock holding, the increased seasonal migration to nearby upland bluffs that offer agricultural
opportunities during the rainy/flood season,''® and increasing urban migration where sparse wage
and service jobs lure the now grown children of former jute producers.''* Fundamentally, the space
of the floodplain is aging and emptying, as the younger generations move on to other lifeways.'!>

Jute revitalization has been rumored for many years because of its biodegradable properties.
Synthetic sacking lingers in the environment, whereas jute sacks break down and disintegrates.''®
Jute is also being considered in the manufacture of car-seat covers in tropical areas because it is
very cool to sit on. Consequently, there is some hope for this product to be reintroduced, especially
if sustainable and environmentally friendly development policies are encouraged. Jute is a crop
very suited to the floodplain environment, and as long as deforestation is contained, could be

Season Winter (rain / flood) Summer (dry)

Flood cycle /\
Rain cycle /\

|

Agricultural

Activity
Manioc ]
[ Gadenvegetables )
[ Raised bed vegetables, herbs, and spices ]
Fishing Unproductive Productive
Cattle In raised corral Pasture
Month b JF MA M J[J A S O N D J

Fig. 3. Seasonal calendar for floodplain area. Source: Fieldnotes, 1995—1996.
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environmentally sustainable and an excellent land-use for the region. Without technological
improvements to overcome the production labor bottlenecks and trade protection, however,
this is not an economically viable option at present.

The more years that pass without jute also means that socially the jute era has passed. The hu-
man resources and knowledge systems associated with jute cultivation are slowly disappearing, as
is, sadly, the germplasm that the Japanese agronomists so carefully adapted to the Amazon."'” No
seed banks of jute exist in Brazil, so both in-situ and ex-situ germplasm conservation opportuni-
ties are being lost. As new and different opportunities present themselves, few children of jute pro-
ducers are attracted to its long hours in the water and associated backbreaking labor.

Conclusion

The historical geography of jute in the Amazon is a tale of the interweaving of a crop and peo-
ple from places far apart, yet bound together in a world economy. It illustrates the interconnec-
tedness of places and processes cannot be separated. It demonstrates that how an export economy
in the global periphery, coffee in Brazil, affected economic development, state inspired and sup-
ported jute cultivation in the Amazon region in a periphery within that same country.

But the legacy of the Jute Boom (and even the cacao era that preceded it) has left social and
environmental imprints on the region in which it flourished. On the positive side, the relative pros-
perity of the jute era allowed many families to upgrade their homes and purchase durable goods
such as radios and canoes. Many purchased cattle as a form of investment.''® Those benefits are
still visible in the communities today, and are also reflected by the ease in which many families
today are multi-local, having the resources to occupy residences on the floodplain, the uplands,
and the urban area (or some combination). Those men who became patrons were able to better
themselves and their families, and contribute to regional society. Some are experimenting with in-
tensive agriculture, others have invested in boats and provide services to the region.

On the negative side, the legacy of patron—client relations is evident in the pervasiveness of the
‘need’ for the patron—client structure and support. With the collapse of informal credit systems,
varzeiros are experiencing difficulties in obtaining credit. Some are hesitant to engage the more
formal urban-based institutions such as banks, especially since without official tenure rights to
their floodplain land this is indeed difficult. Many have created new patron—client structures in
the urban zones, doing business only with those who will engage in systems of informal credit
and services.'!'” Others are engaging the formal economy by participating in government coloni-
zation programs available to smallholders. These programs provide tenure to upland plots that
can be cultivated and otherwise used year-round. Still others continue to struggle as they adjust
to the new situation. As time passes, and the younger generations are urbanized and educated,
these issues will diminish and change and jute will truly be in the past.

Environmentally, the planting of cacao trees followed by extensive jute cultivation initiated a cycle
of floodplain forest deforestation. Ironically, the current ‘emptying’ of the floodplain of people and
their land-based activities, areas of floodplain forest are re-growing.'?® Those locals remaining on
the floodplain report a slow but significant return of floodplain forest since the demise of jute culti-
vation, especially in areas not used by cattle ranchers. And therein lies a hope that in a region such as
Amazonia, known for its headlines about deforestation, the opposite can also occur.
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