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THE BURNING SEASON
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In the early 1950s, the rubber people of the Brazilian jungles are an impoverished group, exploited by storekeepers and landowners. They are in need of protective organisation. A union leader teaches the young Chico Mendez how to read.
 
Thirty years later, the situation has not improved. In fact, it is worse, since the landowners are clearing more land to run cattle for the world's growing beef markets, edging out the rubber people and destroying the forests and the country's environment.
 
One Sunday, moved by the union leader's speech at Mass, Chico asks himself where Jesus would be in such a situation. Chico becomes more politically active, attempting to create a union for his people. Politicians make moves against him. He decides to stand for office but loses. The wealthy landowners remain ruthless.
 
A visiting British documentary maker films many of the violent incidents and sends them for screening abroad. Mendez now finds himself invited to international conferences on the environment. At first he is scorned by political figures. As they get to know him and his cause, he is feted. The Brazilian government is forced to stop the fires and declare much of the forest public land. Vengeful landowners murder Mendez. He is venerated as a martyr and admired as a liberator in Brazil and beyond.
 
Raul Julia was a Puerto Rican actor, successful in America, especially in the Addams Family movies. He was admired for his portrayal of Archbishop Oscar Romero in John Duigan's Romero (1989). Here he portrays another Latin American hero and martyr, the representative of Brazil's rubber people, Chico Mendez. Mendez was a simple and devout man who, like Romero, saw circumstances closing in on him and realised the inevitability of a violent death. 
 
Mendez subsequently became a hero for environmentalists and those fighting for justice for ordinary people. He was a staunch and public disciple of Jesus Christ who never hesitated to speak out on behalf of others. The consequence, as with Jesus, was death by violence.
 
Director John Frankenheimer made many live television dramas in the 1950s, the 'Golden Age of Television'. In 1957 he began directing movies for the big screen with Twelve Angry Men. He continued to make movies concerned with justices (All Fall Down, Birdman of Alcatraz, The Manchurian Candidate, The Train). His career since the mid-1960s has been very mixed with too many pedestrian thrillers. This movie demonstrates his skill in re-creating a particular world and injecting it with social consciousness.
 
Raul Julia, in one of his final movies, is supported by some of the better-known Latin American character actors. Nigel Havers appears as the film-maker who publicised the drastic situation in Brazil.
