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RESUME 

 

The work presents, in a succinct way, some technical and social aspects of the 

rapadura mills in the municipality of Solonópole (CE), between the years 1950 

to 2000, based on the analysis of the memories of people who lived in that 

                                                
1 This article was produced based on the monograph whose title is “Gears that 
move memories: history of the rapadura mills of Solonópole (CE) (1950-
2000)”, defended on May 5, 2020 by Antônio Gilcimar Pinheiro de Melo. 
2 Graduating from the eighth semester in History at the State University of 
Ceará (UECE), Campus Quixadá, Faculty of Education, Sciences and Letters of 
the Central Sertão (FECLESC). 
3 PhD in Social History at UFRJ. Professor in the History Department at 
UECE-FECLESC. 

environment and period. In the beginning, questions involving the ways of 

constructing these devices, which materials used and how they were obtained 

will be dealt with. Next, more technical aspects will be addressed, related to 

the ways of working such as the existing functions in the process of obtaining 

sugarcane derivatives. Finally, more social aspects will be addressed, such as 

the mills and society connected. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

When talking about sugar mills in the history of Brazil, 

he immediately remembers the great colonial mills located in the 

coastal regions of today’s Brazilian Northeast. But the theme can 

be much more profound, especially if the devices are observed in 

several regions of the interior of the Northeast, the so-called 

Sertão. 

Unlike the large colonial mills, the mills that were 

gaining space in the inland of Sertão had, in general, an object of 

subsistence rather than commercialization. This aspect is already 

a strong characteristic that differentiates the country side from 

the coastal mills. 
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The mills analyzed here are located in Solonópole, a 

municipality in the state of Ceará located in the central 

hinterland. In that municipality, the sugar cane activity for food 

production was present along with other activities (mainly the 

swidden in general) that guaranteed subsistence to the peoples, 

mainly those from the interior of the municipality. It is necessary 

to understand, therefore, that the sugar cane activity was more 

an activity that guaranteed the subsistence of several families, 

but it was also an activity that was not limited to the work itself. 

The object of study of this work is not exactly the mill or 

the mills themselves, but the memories about them, memories of 

characters who lived in that environment and in that period 

(1950-2000). 

 

ENGINEERING HOUSES AND MILLS 

 

Materials for the construction of houses 

 

The mill house was essential for the full development of 

the rapadura manufacturing process, considering that it was 

there that the liquid extracted from the cane was cooked and that 

it transformed into many food derivatives of this plant. 

The materials used for the construction of houses were 

basically clay (used for the production of bricks, tiles and saibo4) 

and wood (used to build the lines, rafters and slats that 

supported the roof), all found in nature itself. 

In order to build the houses, it was necessary to first 

produce the materials for their construction, then we sought 

places with appropriate clay to produce them. It is worth 

mentioning that it was not any type of clay that was used to 

obtain the materials. Specific soils were needed for each of the 

three materials mentioned above. When suitable soils were 

found, they were dug and the holes were wetted with water and 

left “tanning”, that is, softened to gain the proper consistency, 

and when this consistency was achieved, the clay was mixed with 

the use of a hoe and, if necessary, were stepped on. After that, the 

clay was ready to be used as raw material. 

                                                
4 Saibo was the clay used in the construction of the walls of the houses, serving 
to hold the bricks together. 
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The next step was to model the bricks and tiles, but for 

this step, men were required to master the activity of “hitting”5 

these objects. For this stage, some basic instruments were 

needed: the grids and the turtle. The grids were simple, yet 

practical, wooden objects used to model the clay pieces. 

Two types of grating were used, one for hitting bricks 

and the other for tiles. Figure 01 shows the one for bricks. The 

instrument was placed on the ground, in a place where there was 

no stone or vegetation, then the rectangular spaces of the grid 

were filled with clay. After the spaces were filled, the master who 

was producing the pieces planned the surfaces of the rectangles 

to remove the excess clay and then raised the piece of wood in 

such a way that two pieces of clay in the shape of bricks were left 

on the floor, which were left there, in the sun, to dry. The brick 

grid had two supports that were used to perform the movement 

of lifting the piece, one of which appears in the foreground in 

                                                
5 Hitting brick or tile is the expression used to refer to the act / work of 
shaping these objects. 

figure 01 and the other - which was parallel to this, in the 

background in the image - was broken with the over the years. 

 
FIGURE 01: Grid for hitting bricks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SOURCE: Photo taken by Gilcimar Melo in January 2019. 

 

To produce the tiles it was necessary to use a grid in a 

different format than the one shown above. The empty space to 

be filled with clay was not rectangular, it had one side wider and 

the other end narrower. The grid was placed in a wooden 
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structure, far from the floor, there the clay was put and the 

excess was removed. Then the master would lift the instrument 

and the flat piece of clay would remain on the wooden structure. 

Another instrument, the tortoise, was then leaning against the 

wooden support, used to give the tile the necessary curvature. 

The worker pulled the flat piece on top of the turtle and made an 

upward movement, so that the piece would bend and take on the 

proper shape. That done, the tile was put on the floor to dry. 

Figure 02 shows the turtle and it is noted that it has a shape 

similar to a tile (but made entirely of wood) and has a support on 

the wider end, used to make the handling. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 02: Tortoise 

 

SOURCE: Photo taken by Gilcimar Melo in January 2019. 

 

Wood was also very necessary for the construction of 

those houses, being essential for the roof’s support (as already 

mentioned above) and also for the manufacture of other 

components such as doors and their covers, net holders, among 

others, besides being necessary for the construction of the 

support of the mills and other components used to move the mill. 

Some of these parts required more resistant wood, mainly those 
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that made up the roof (especially the lines) and the support 

structure of the mills. 

 

The houses and their rooms 

 

The size of the mill houses varied widely from one to the 

other, as did the number of rooms each had. However, two 

specific spans exist in all of them: the furnace room and a room / 

storage room. Some houses were larger, had large bedrooms, 

even a kitchen with a wood stove, while others had only the 

furnace room and the bedroom in relatively small sizes, only in 

the sizes necessary to fulfill their purposes. 

The furnace body as a whole was composed of three 

parts, the first being an empty space that was located below the 

furnace mouth, where the donkey fell. The second part was the 

furnace itself, it had a space where the firewood was put to be 

burned and to cook the rapadura. This space had a base similar 

to a railing made of bricks, which allowed the wood to burn in 

that space and the embers and ash to fall into the space below. 

 

FIGURE 03: Internal detail of a furnace 

SOURCE: Photo taken by Gilcimar Melo in January 2019. 

 

Looking at figure 03, you can see what that grid made of 

bricks was like. It is also noted, observing carefully, that at the 

left end of the grid (internal part of the house) a row of bricks 

starts that go in a straight line, parallel to the wall (these bricks 

on the right made up the external wall of the house and the the 
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end of this side of the grill was where the furnace mouth was 

located), that line was where the part where the containers were 

placed for cooking was located. It was hollow and had a closed 

bottom, made so that the fire would run through and heat all the 

containers during cooking. The smoke resulting from this 

cooking came out in the third part of the furnace, the chimney. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
FIGURE 04: External wall of an old mill house 

SOURCE: Photo taken by Gilcimar Melo in January 2019. 

 

Figure 04 shows where the external components of the 

furnace were located. In the center of the wall there is a large 

hole (which is even covered with pieces of tiles and bricks) that 

corresponds to the mouth of the furnace. Just below, at ground 

level, you can see a small arch formed by bricks, there was the 
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space where the donkey fell. Finally, to the left of the photo, you 

can see the chimney. 

 

The mills and their parts 

 

The mills themselves were made up of several 

components, the main one being mills. There were different 

types of them, the larger ones, the medium ones and the small 

ones (called contraptions), in addition to being classified 

between standing mills (where the mills were positioned 

vertically) and the lying ones (whose mills were set on the 

horizontal). 

The mills were three large cylindrical pieces of iron that 

were interconnected by means of gears, one of which was larger 

and the other smaller (these being the same size). They were 

placed in a triangular shape, in order to make the activity of 

grinding the cane more practical and quick. The worker put the 

cane between the largest gear and one of the smallest, as the 

mills were turning and pulling the cane, the bagasse was already 

directed to the opposite gap, between the second smaller and the 

largest mill. 

 
FIGURE 05: Mills of a contraption 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
SOURCE: Photo taken by Gilcimar Melo in January 2019. 
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A figura 05 mostra um dos lados do engenho, o local 

onde a cana era inserida. No lado oposto está a outra moenda 

menor também ligada a maior, com uma brecha semelhante a 

esta, por ela sai o bagaço da cana totalmente prensado.  

A moenda maior possui um eixo que se projeta para 

cima, nele é presa a manjarra, uma longa e rígida parte de 

madeira que funcionava como alavanca para que as engrenagens 

pudessem ser giradas. Na imagem 06 pode-se perceber como 

ocorria essa junção entre as partes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

FIGURE 06: Milling machine 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

SOURCE: Photo taken by Gilcimar Melo in January 2019. 
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Another piece, also of wood, was attached to one end of 

the bowl, that piece was the cambão. The cambão was long, but 

much lighter and much less rigid than the other component to 

which it was connected. Its end, which was opposite the prey in 

the bowl, was attached to the yoke, a wooden instrument whose 

main function was to hold the oxen together while they were 

turning the machine. 

 

THE JOBS 

 

The mills had a complex work system that was 

interconnected. In order for them to occur, workers were 

required to occupy seven essential functions, namely: the cutter, 

the cambitoiro, the pointer, the weighing machine, the tangirino, 

the garapa cleaner and the master. These seven functions can be 

organized into three groups: the cutters and loaders (where the 

first three functions mentioned fit), the pressers (the two 

functions that follow) and the cooks (the last two functions 

mentioned). The basis for this classification is based, in 

particular, on the contact that each worker has with the raw 

material of rapadura and other sugarcane derivatives. 

Each group had different routines, that is, the groups did 

not start or end their activities at the same times, each group had 

its own routine. In addition, some “positions” had more than one 

function, that is, the main and a secondary function. But it is 

important to pay attention to the fact that the term “secondary” 

does not mean that the function is not important or as important 

as the main one, on the contrary, every function was essential for 

the functioning of the process as a whole. What happens is that 

some functions had a certain “role”, more emphasis was given (in 

this case, the seven functions here called “essential”). 

The working hours of these groups were not only defined 

by the clock, but also by production. The arrival time of the 

workers at the mill was already predetermined, it was the same 

every day. However, each group ended its work hours only when 

it produced enough for that day’s work. 

 

 

https://historiaassis47.wixsite.com/zume


 

Zumé 
Boletim Eletrônico do Núcleo de Pesquisa e Extensão em História, Filosofia e 

Patrimônio (NATIMA), Juazeiro do Norte, vol. 2, nº 1, 2020. 
 

ISSN 2675-0201 
 
 

~ 188 ~ 
 

Cutters and loaders 

 

The first group has a proximity to sugarcane in its rawest 

state, that is, they are the ones that have the first contacts with 

the raw material. Sugarcane cutters have the function of cutting 

cane in the marsh. Cambitoiros were responsible for loading the 

cut cane to the mills, taking it in pack animals. The pointers were 

used to make the tip of the cane, that is, cut the leaves of the tip 

of the cane and remove the straws that covered the plants. 

The cutter’s work place was only in the cane swamp, 

while the cambitoiro did not have a fixed work place, but a fixed 

route, since he spent the day carrying out the transport, going 

from the swamp to the mill. The pointer, in turn, had a varied 

working place, because in some mills he stayed in the marsh, 

removing the foliage and, with this, the cane was already 

transported at the point to be pressed. In other mills, the 

pointers were placed next to the mill, removing the foliage from 

incoming loads. 

This group was the second to arrive at the mills. They 

arrived around six or six-thirty in the morning, when the sun was 

already rising or was already in plain view in the sky. Its central 

function was to ensure that there was cane to be milled 

throughout the day. These workers’working days ended when 

they cut and loaded enough cane to be pressed until late 

afternoon (the time when it was customary to stop grinding the 

cane) and during the morning of the following day. The number 

of workers in each of these functions varied, and there may be 

between one or two workers for each one. 

 

The pressers 

 

The group of pressers was composed of men who worked 

at the mill itself, grinding the cane. It consisted of two functions, 

one being the fishing vessel, which had the obligation to put the 

cane in the mills to be pressed. But he also had two secondary 

functions that were to be performed at the end of the workday: 

lubricate the mills with oil and clean the oxen’s wheel. 
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The other worker that made up this group was the 

tangerine, responsible for tanger the oxen so that they would not 

stop rotating and turning the mills. His secondary function was 

to go to the weir near the mill and fetch gallons of water and fill a 

container. This water was used to put in the vessels where the 

rapadura was cooked. The purpose of this was to leave them with 

water all night so that when they were washed, the next day, the 

garapa was not stuck to the container, making cleaning easier. 

The two men who worked in this group performed a 

secondary activity together, which consisted of removing excess 

bagasse, crushed cane, from the mill and throwing it away, 

preventing the accumulation from interfering with the processing 

of the cane. 

Pressers were the first to arrive at the mill, around 

midnight or an hour in the morning. Its central function was to 

ensure garapa to be cooked until the early evening. 

 

 

 

The cooks 

 

The cooks were those who worked only inside the mill. 

Two men performed the functions, being that of cleaner and 

master. The cleaner took care of the initial cooking stage and the 

master of the final part. The cooking of the garapa extracted from 

the cane happened with the use of a variety of containers, which 

are (in order, from the first cooking stage to the last): the first 

boiler (where the garapa was set to start cooking and had its 

impurities removed) by the cleaner), the second boiler (where the 

already cleaned garapa was transferred), the trough or honey 

cutter (where the garapa was going to cook until it reached the 

“point” of honey) and the pan, the final stage of cooking where 

the honey it reached the ideal point to be removed from the 

furnace and go to the trough, where it was stirred with the use of 

pieces of wood. The honey was stirred in the bowl until it reached 

the proper texture to be crate, that is, put in the forms of 

rapadura. 
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The cleaner took care of the boilers and, generally, the 

master started his “care” from the troughs. However, this varied, 

because depending on how busy each worker was, the cleaner 

could take care of cooking until the trough, just as the master 

could also help in the initial stage of cooking. However, only the 

master took care of the final stage of cooking, or pan. 

It is worth mentioning that this group had a specificity, 

which was the fact that they were “specialized” labor. This is 

because the other essential functions could be done by any man, 

since cooking activities needed people who had experience and 

knew how to perform these functions in a practical way. 

This group was the second to reach the mill. They started 

their activities at the end of dawn, between four and five o’clock 

in the morning and usually ended in the early hours of the night, 

around seven o’clock. They had as their central function the 

production of raw material in food (mainly rapadura) and ended 

their working day when they cooked all the garapa that had been 

produced that day. 

This group also had secondary functions that consisted of 

washing the cooking containers and taking the donkey out of its 

storage space (to prevent its accumulation from interfering with 

the burning of the wood), as soon as they reached the mill. 

 

ENGINEERING AND SOCIETY 

 

Women and mills 

 

The seven essential functions previously discussed were 

performed exclusively by men, but women also participated in 

the milling, both indirectly and directly. 

Indirectly, women worked in production, guaranteeing 

two of the three daily meals (lunch, dinner and supper) for 

workers. The food was prepared at the miller’s home and was 

taken to the mill, and the food was transported by the women 

themselves and the children. In some cases, food was made in 

the mill houses themselves, but in those with their own kitchen. 

It is important to highlight that the grinding was an 
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uninterrupted period, that is, when it started, no other activities 

were carried out during every day or even weeks when they were 

grinding, and each day was dedicated exclusively to this 

production activity, so the guarantee of food prepared and 

delivered to the workplace guaranteed that the process would be 

interrupted. 

Directly, women worked in the production of foods 

derived from sugarcane, preparing another sweet that was not 

rapadura: the alfenim. The production of alfenim was exclusive 

to women, only they prepared the sweet. It can be said that, in a 

way, it was at this time of preparing the alfenim that women 

gained a certain prominence within the production. 

 

Internal and external labor relations 

 

Internal labor relations are the interdependencies 

between workers within their own production, that is, how each 

function depended on the others or, in other words, how the 

process in general depended on all functions interconnecting. 

The external ones, in turn, relate to something prior to that. 

External relations occurred before the grinding activities 

started. Each mill owner needed to assemble their team and their 

work period and this was according to several factors. Firstly, it is 

necessary to point out that a mill owner is not necessarily a mill 

owner, because many people did not, but not mills, so they 

needed to rent mills so that they could have their cane ground. 

Thus, the producer did not own the mills, but the cane to be 

ground, so he was the owner of the mill. 

Basically, three types of joint work were related to each 

other and it was they who made up the teams of workers in the 

mills. Firstly, family work, carried out mainly by close relatives 

(brothers, father and children, etc.). there was also the task force, 

where people who were not necessarily relatives entered into an 

agreement to work together, not in exchange for payment in 

cash, but for labor, so when a family was going to grind their 

cane the other family helped , and when the second family was to 

grind, the first would help them. There was also contract work, 

https://historiaassis47.wixsite.com/zume
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people who sold their labor power in exchange for cash 

payments. 

In these external relations there was a horizontal 

hierarchy, where independence acted on dependence, and what 

defined independence or dependence was possession, more 

precisely the possession of mills. 

Whoever had sugar cane, but did not have a sugar mill, 

depended on someone who owned the mills and rented it in 

exchange for a percentage of the production. However, the 

grinding period of those who did not have the mills was, in a way, 

defined by the owner who leased the mill, as he could grind 

whenever he wanted and the cane producer who paid the mill's 

lease should organize his grinding period. according to the 

milling period of the mill owner. 

 

Toil and entertainment 

 

Grinding was hard, heavy, exhausting work, but along 

with that toil there was also fun. The mills were not limited to the 

work carried out, another characteristic aspect of them was the 

visitations. During a grinding period, the mill houses were 

frequently visited by family members and friends of the mill 

owners, which provided moments of relaxation in the midst of 

hard work. 

Usually visits started to arrive early, in the early hours of 

the day. Visitors used to spend part of the day at the mill, mainly 

talking and eating and drinking the derivatives of the cane being 

ground, all courtesy of the mill owner. The reason that the mill 

owners give a considerable part of the production to the visitors 

(because in addition to eating and drinking for free, the visitors 

always received products to take home, usually honey, garapa, 

alfenim besides rapadura) may have to do with the purpose of 

the mills. 

They were not intended to make a profit, but rather to 

ensure the subsistence of the families that were carrying them 

out, and generally the mills produced many surpluses, especially 

the larger ones, which lasted for many days. Therefore, the 

owners did not see the act of giving part of the production to the 
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visitors as a loss since, say, they were giving surpluses to friends 

and relatives. Some producers even sold part of the surplus, but 

little profit was made from it, as this money was usually used to 

pay contract workers. 

The mills were, then, not only moments of hard work, 

but also moments of relaxation, entertainment, meetings, etc. As 

much as it looked like hard work, it had an aura of “festivity”. 
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