
BEYOND FORDLÂNDIA 
AN ENVIRONMENTAL ACCOUNT OF HENRY FORD’S ADVENTURE IN THE AMAZON 



  
Technical Data 

Country:     Brazil, United States 
Year:      2017, ( 75 min 51 sec ) 
Picture Format   Color + B/W 
Aspect Ration    1.78 (16x9 VIDEO) 
Shooting Format    4k 
Exhibition Format    .MOV (Quicktime)  



About the Film 
Short Synopsis 

Beyond Fordlândia (2017, 82 min) 
presents an environmental account 
ninety years after Henry Ford’s Amazon 
experience. In 1927 the Ford Motor 
Company attempted to establish rubber 
plantations on the Tapajós River, a 
primary tributary of the Amazon. The 
film addresses the recent transition 
from failed rubber to successful 
soybean cultivation for export, and its 
implication for land usage, leading to 
such questions as: What were the 
actual economic reasons for Ford to 
venture hundreds of miles through the 
Amazon jungle for a home for his 
project? Why did he want to transplant 
a slice of twentieth century civilization 

into the middle of the Amazon forest? 
Was rubber cultivation his only goal? 
What are the ecological implications 
for a staggering number of fish, insects, 
plants, animals, and the biome in 
general, of this venture now ninety 
years later? How did Ford’s attempt to 
convert the lush, naturally abundant 
Brazilian landscape into industrial 
scale agriculture, foreshadow today’s 
destruction of the rainforest? What will 
be the impact of soybean monoculture 
for the future of the Amazon 
Rainforest? What are the lessons to be 
learned from today’s ecological 
experimentation and in particular from 
the Fordlandia experience? 



The Path to Beyond Fordlândia 

�   �   �

In Summer 2016 as part of my dissertation 
research I received a grant to travel to the 

Brazilian Amazon, a place that was familiar to 
me only through literary sources, novels, 
travelogues and accounts from travelers who 

venture to the region and tried to make sense of 
what had happened during the preceding 

century.  My first encounter was with the cities of 
Manaus and Belém where many of the authors 
whose works describe those cities as the beacon 

for development of the Amazon region. One of 
the authors who caught my attention was Mário 
de Andrade. In 1927 during his visit to the region 

he wrote in his journal (which later became a 
full-length book) a note about the arrival of 
Henry Ford in the area of the Tapajós river, a 

primary tributary of the Amazon.  During my visit 
to the jungle that note brought the city of 
Fordlândia into focus and made it inevitably that 

I should pay a visit there.  

As I became familiar with Fordlândia, its history 

and its current state of abandonment, a number 
of questions arose in trying to link up events of 
the past with the current state of affairs in the 

Amazon nearly a century after Ford’s attempted 
cultivation of rubber. I visited Belterra, the 

second city built by Ford; and observed how 

history was repeating itself, this time with the 
cultivation of soybean, another passion of Henry 

Ford. 

Beyond Fordlândia (2017, 82 min) documents 
historic and contemporary images of the 
ecological, social and political impact left by 

Henry Ford on the Brazilian Amazon, which 
now, ninety years later, is paving the way from 
jungle to the industrial scale production of 

soybeans.  

SOYBEAN PRODUCTION IN 
CONTEMPORARY BRAZIL 

Government records show that in the 2016-2017 

harvest, Brazil exported 63.5 million tons of 
soybeans, ranking it first in the world followed 
next by the United States, which exported 58.5 

million tons. Brazil is currently the world’s 
number one soybean exporter, at the expense of 
the Amazon rainforest.   

In May 2017, a “Soy Moratorium” agreement, 

the first voluntary, zero-deforestation in the 
tropics, starting 2006 was renewed indefinitely. 
The moratorium along with its property 

registration mechanism (required by the Brazilian 



Forest Code) were intended to prevent further 
expansion of soybean production on the 

rainforest lands. The promise not to buy soybeans 
grown on lands deforested in the Brazilian 
Amazon was unsuccessful in the past decades. 

Recent data show that direct conversion of the 
forest to soybean production contributed to 

record rates of deforestation. In 2014, nearly 
25% of Amazon deforestation in Mato Grosso 
and 32% in Pará occurred in registered 

properties. Thus, property registration alone does 
not safeguard the forest. The problem that 
agribusiness poses in the Amazon is whether 

human being or the forest will survive. 

Tens of thousands of acres of rainforest around 

Santarém were cleared for rice and soybeans in a 
region that had already lost more than 30 
percent of its native trees to loggers. A few 

hundred miles west in Amazonas the water level 
sank to unprecedented levels, closing ports and 
crippling river traffic, resulting in the government 

declaration of a state of emergency. The jungle’s 
weather machine and water equilibrium system 
seemed broken. Even the most hardened 

Amazonian seem frightened. The newest dream 
of agricultural riches may have gone the way of 

Fordlândia, but this time the essential health of 
the rainforest region seems to have gone with it. 

Beyond Fordlândia captures the voices of those 
from widely divergent walks of life who have 

been directly impacted by the disruption of the 
rainforest. Farmers, teachers, city administrators 

and doctors give their accounts of the negative 
effects of soybean monoculture on the rainforest 
environment and on the Amazonian people.  

Beyond Fordlândia shows that nine decades 
before Ford's arrival in the Amazon, new 

developers dared to take on the jungle again. 
They are now making the same mistakes, but on 
a more massive scale. Will Cargill Inc., (the 

Minneapolis commodities giant) succeed in the 
replacement of the great diversity of the Amazon 
biome by soybean monoculture?  

There is an old saying on the Amazon, often 

uttered with a cynical tilt of the head.  Deus é 
grande, mas o mato é maior: “God is great, but 
the forest is greater.” Brazilian also say, “God 

sees the truth, but sometimes forgets,” but the 
jungle never forgets. One way or another, nature 
always win. Will be this time be another such 

case? 

 



Film Quotations 

“I think that Ford’s Achilles heel was that he could 
not empathize with the way people thought or 
lived, if they did so, in a way different than him.  
So, I think that Fordlandia was another huge failure 
on his part. That was a management failure”. 

Joe Jackson - Writer

“Soy, let's not allow it to advance a centimeter on 
what's left of the Amazon, one centimeter, it 
doesn't compensate to tear down one more tree 
than has already been torn down for soybean 
planting, otherwise it'll be the holocaust of the 
Amazon, it is producing a genocide in the 
Amazon”. 

"Sorry for what I’m about to say but, [the 
agribusinesses]  are coitus interrupted. They 
stimulate and then disappear, leaving all the misery 
behind.  When the soybean leaves, I’m really 
afraid, if we look only to soy, and don’t look at the 
science of knowledge, we have to prepare 
ourselves”. 

Marcus Barros - Former — Brazilian Institute of the 
Environment and Renewable Natural Resources — 
(IBAMA) Director

“As Euclides da Cunha said  ‘[the Amazon] is the 
page of Genesis still being written,’ and it's being 
written in scribble, so it’s not a page of Genesis, it’s 
a destruction of the last page of Genesis” 

Lúcio Flávio Pinto - Journalist 

“Soy is not only a cultivation of 
rubber plantations as it was in the 
beginning, the soybean is a species of 
impending death on a region and a 
turning inside out, but to the negative 
side, because you leave a temperate 
climate for a climate that accentuates 
the heat and drought, you leave an 
exemplary and mythical area of forest 
for the world, for the preparation of a 
desert, the planting of a desert,  the 
plantation of a desert” 

Jesus Paes Loureiro - Poet and Researcher 
of the Amazonia Culture

(…) it was not so much conquer the Amazon; he 
was trying to conquer something much greater, 
something more wild: that was capitalism. He 
thought that he could impose some kind of rational 
order on capitalist production”.  

Greg Grandin, Historian 



“The point I particularly wanted to make is 
that the rubber boom, unlike more recent 
developments, didn't massively separate 
people from the means of production. And I 
think what has happened more recently is 
that people have been massively separated 
from the means of production. Not only do 
they no longer have access to it, but the 
people who now have access to it are using 
it in ways that are completely unengaged 
with the need to protect the rainforest and 
to protect the region. So, I think it's both a 
loss to the people who have been the 
traditional inhabitants of the Amazon, and 
the new caretakers of the amazon are in fact 
generally interested in making fast profits 
rather than any sustainable development”.  

Barbara Weinstein - Historian

“In my view it is the Amazonian man, today he is 
sicker and more threatened than the forest itself 
and the climate, due to these big projects that 

don't take into consideration our true skills and our 
biological, cultural and social context” 

Erik Jennings, Neurosurgeon 

“Because no one here uses anything 
produced by the soybean industry, from 
the soybean; nothing. There is a soybean 
farmer who has four tractors, each 
tractor is operated by two people — a 
helper and an employee —, and that´s it; 
and the others just stand there staring — 
A huge piece of land that goes out of 
sight. At the right moment they turn on 
the tractor again with two funnels to 
throw poison, so that the 
soybean ripens fast and the insects are 
eliminated. Today you don´t find any 
Juriti in the jungle — not one of those 
pigeons. They disappeared because they 
died poisoned…" 

Avelino Campos  - Belterra Resident

Cargill, Santarém - 2017



Film Reviews 

  

“BEYOND FORLDÂNDIA is an instant education 
in the history of the Amazon and its fragile condition 
today. The film elucidates the treacherous idealism of 

Henry Ford's ambition to tame the jungle for profit in 
the 1930's which has transmogrified into 

deforestation in the service of the soy bean. The 
consequent poisoning of the land and of its people is 
documented by Colón with scary interviews and deft 

cinematography”.
 

— James Bogan, Poet and Filmmaker  

“Beautiful film. The photography and the 
music that goes with it are really impressive. It 

really sweeps you along”. 

— Joe Jackson 

Winner of Francis Parkman Prize and the  
PEN/Jacqueline Bograd Weld Awards for Biography 

 



Take Action 

Beyond Fordlândia is proud to join forces 
with the Society X Environment: 
“Discussing the Future”, an educational 
project, of Waldemar Maués State High 
School, located in the historic city of 
Belterra, in the midst of the Amazon rain 
forest, in the state of Pará, Brazil led by 
Professor Laura Chagas. This project aims 
to awaken in both the learner and the 
local community the concern to seek the 
development of the municipality, a 
consideration of the sustainable use of 
natural resources, as well as of the quality 
of life of the people who inhabit the 
region.  Creation of a common ground for 
sustainability, forest balance and quality 
of life is one of the great challenges for the 
people living in the Amazon region; 
however, the current scenario is headed 
towards anthropogenic depredation that 
only benefits large corporate enterprises 
and leaves progressively more 
Amazonians with little prospect of 
enjoying this much dreamt of 
development. Increased deforestation of 
the Amazon rainforest, especially for 
soybean plantations, poses a major threat 

not only to populations exposed to the 
direct effects of agrochemicals but also to 
negative impacts on water resources, soil, 
fauna and flora, which can result in 
catastrophic effects not only for the 
Amazon biome, but for the entire planet.

Founded on the basis of this idea, the 
Waldemar Maués School encouraged 
students to develop a critical spirit and to 
take on a participatory role in which they 
exercise political power by organizing the 
following activities:

1) Organizing Public Hearings (June 2017) 
for discussion of the dismemberment 
(2,000 hectares) of an APA Aramanaí 
environmental protection area located on 
the banks of the Tapajós river. The 
discussions concerned the construction of 
ports for grain exports and were attended 
by approximately 300 People, involving 
members of the municipal government, 
the Public Ministry, Tapajós Vivo 
Movement, civil society and students of 
the School;

Waldemar Maués 
School students 
participating in a 
public hearing 
on the 
size reduction of 
an 
environmentally 
protected area - 
APA Aramanaí on 
June 5th. 



2) Presentation of a public lecture (June 
2017) entitled , “Amazonian 
Environmental Damage and its 
consequences in Human Health: 
Challenges for a methodological model 
for its confrontation”, delivered by the 
neurosurgeon Dr. Erik Jennings Simões, in 
the covered court of the school;

3) Proposal of a research project (July / 
August 2017) called , “Socioeconomic and 
Health Diagnosis of the vulnerable people 
to contamination by exposure to the use 
of pesticides in the municipality of 
Belterra, Pará”;  led by Dr. Marcos 
Evandro Chagas.

4) Organizing an audio-visual workshop 
(July 2017) that supports students to 
create a documentary on the role of 
exposure to agrochemicals in human 
health, of said municipality;

5) Organizing a public hearing to be held 
in August 2017 dealing with the effects of 

agrochemicals on the residents of the 
Belterra municipality urban area.

The Waldemar Maués School will develop 
these activities with the collaboration of 
partners due to the lack of specific 
supporting resources.

The Waldemar Maués School expects to 
develop these activities with the 
collaboration of local partners, nonprofit 
organization and members of the civil 
society who sees the nature is a 
foundation  and  due to the lack of 
specific supporting resources.

By developing these activities in 
collaboration with local partners, 
nonprofit organization and members of 
the civil society the Waldemar Maués 
School model expects to build a bridge in 
the fight against deforestation in the 
region and at the same time setting a 
pattern not only to Belterra but for other 
communities in the region who are facing 
the same peril of destruction due to the 

Professors and students of the Waldemar Maués School in a public hearing on size reduction  
of an environmentally protected area - APA Aramanaí on June 5th.



soybean industry in the region.  The 
Society X Environment: “Discussing the 
Future” project need all the help they can 
get to support their efforts in the 
education of this new generations. The 
project carries in its core the principal that 
human and no human agents should live 
in harmony in its ecosystem. The Amazon 
rain forest its biome and ecologies depend 
on the environment and biological 
education of its value, this will be 
determined the future of the forest, and 
survival not only of its people now, but 
for generations to come.

The lack of environment supporting, 
protection and intervention of 
municipality authorities does not give the 
project many options of actions. Both 
teachers and students experience daily 
challenges in order to give and receive the 
necessary knowledge of the devastating 
environment impact in the region. From 
the basic need to food and transportation 
to the schools to a more complex need of 
access to technology. The teachers have 
the responsibilities to sponsor from their 
own expenses the food and transportation 

when the students have to stay the entire 
day at school. (In Brazil the high schools 
has shifts mornings in afternoons and rare 
few cases the entire day).

Beyond Fordlândia, are delight to 
contribute to their awareness of the 
environment and the implication taking 
place in their surrounds and to support 
the educational growing of The Society X 
Environment: “Discussing the Future” of 
the project are promoting. We also invited 
you to TAKE ACTION before is not to 
late. 

For further information on how to 
participate contact:

Erik Jennings, MD 
erik@paju.net.br

Professor Laura Chagas
ljchagas@yahoo.com.br

Marcos Cólon
mrcscolon@gmail.com
 

Public 
participation in 
a hearing on the 
size reduction  
of an 
environmentally  
protected area - 
APA Aramanaí  
on June 5. 
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MARCOS COLÓN is a dissertator in the Department 

of Spanish and Portuguese and a Graduate Student 
Associate of the Center for Culture, History, and 
Environment (CHE) of UW-Madison’s Nelson Institute 
for Environmental Studies. His research focuses on the 
representation of the Amazon in 20th-Century Brazilian 
literature from an environmental studies perspective. In 
particular, he is examining a variety of viewpoints from 
the post-rubber era Amazon through written texts, oral 
reports, and films; observing changes in the region, its 
nature and its people. 
In 2016, he visited the Amazon forest in Peru and 
Brazil, with support from the Nelson Institute for 
Environmental Studies, the Center for Culture, History 
and Environment (CHE) and the Latin American, 
Caribbean and Iberian Studies Program (LACIS). Colón 
recently produced a short documentary Zo’é (2017, 10 
min) based on his visit to the uncontacted Zo’é tribe. 
The film presents a close up into the Zo’é life as seen 
by doctor Erik Jennings, who serves the medical needs 
of the tribe.

DIEGO FARIAS is a filmmaker and musician who was 
born in Oriximiná, Pará - Brazil and now lives in 
Santarém. In 2012 he founded the media company 
“Movielike Productions.” He works primarily with 
social events, production video clips and advertising 
campaigns. Beyond Fordlandia was the first original 
soundtrack composed by Diego.

BRUNO ERLAN is a filmmaker and photographer 
born in Santarém, Pará - Brazil. He is a partner in a 
local events company that covers social events and 
advertising campaigns. His previous work includes 
photographic coverage of national musical events and 
local church activities. He is also assistant 
videographer.

Director, Producer 
and Screenwriter

Editor, Composer

Editor, Cinematographer
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