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Brazilian gold rush in 1693: Explore the transformative period of the Brazilian Gold Rush, 
its impact on Brazil's economy, society, and environment, and its enduring legacy in 
modern Brazil. 

 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

• The gold rush took place 150 years before the gold rush era of the 19th century, 
with 400.000, mostly, Portuguese participating in it. 

• 500.000 Slaves were forced on a large scale to work in the mines. This makes it 
unique among the famous gold rushes. 

• Most gold was shipped to Portugal, the colonial power, making it for some time the 
largest gold owner in Europe. Earnings financed many buildings in Lisboan.  

1. Introduction 

1.1. Brief Overview of the Brazilian Gold Rush 

In 1693, a significant event unfolded in Brazil, then a Portuguese colony - the Brazilian 
Gold Rush. This period was more than just a discovery of gold; it was a transformative era 
that shaped the nation's destiny. 

1.2. Ten Facts about the Brazilian Gold Rush 

The Discoverer of Gold: It's believed that the Brazilian Gold Rush began in 1693 when a 
group of bandeirantes, Portuguese colonial scouts, found gold in a tributary of the Rio 
Doce. Bartolomeu Bueno de Siqueira is often credited as the initial discoverer. 

Rapid Population Growth: As news of the gold spread, there was an influx of people from 
all over Brazil and Portugal to the region of Minas Gerais, which had been sparsely 
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populated until then. Between 1700 and 1720, the population of the region is believed to 
have grown from 4,000 to 400,000. 

 
Image  1: Map of Brazil in the Miller Atlas of 1519 (Bibliothèque nationale de France). 

Wealth of the Portuguese Empire: The gold rush led to a massive influx of wealth to the 
Portuguese empire. It's estimated that almost 800 metric tons of gold were extracted 
during the 18th century, making Portugal for a time the largest gold owner in Europe. 

Creation of Boomtowns: The Brazilian Gold Rush led to the emergence of many 
boomtowns, the most famous of which is Ouro Preto. At the height of the gold rush, Ouro 
Preto became one of the most populous cities in the New World, with an estimated 
population of 80,000 in 1750. 

Slavery and Gold Mining: Slavery was integral to the gold mining operations. Enslaved 
Africans were brought to the region in large numbers to work in the mines. The conditions 
were notoriously harsh, and many slaves lost their lives due to the grueling work. 

Rise of the Baroque Architecture: The wealth from the gold rush financed a 
construction boom, leading to the rise of Brazilian Baroque architecture. Churches and 
buildings were often ornately decorated with gold, and sculptures were crafted by notable 
artists like Antônio Francisco Lisboa, also known as Aleijadinho. 

The "Golden" Tax: The Portuguese Crown imposed a hefty tax on all gold mined, known 
as "quinto" or the fifth. One-fifth of all gold found was to be given to the Crown. To control 
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smuggling, the Crown established "passagens" where all gold had to be declared. Later, 
gold was even cast into bars at official foundries before being transported to Portugal. 

Inconfidência Mineira: The heavy taxation and control eventually led to a significant 
rebellion in 1789, known as the "Inconfidência Mineira". Although it failed, it's considered 
a precursor to Brazilian independence and a key part of Brazil's national identity.  

Environmental Impact: The Brazilian Gold Rush, like many other gold rushes, had a 
significant environmental impact. Forests were cleared for mining operations and towns, 
rivers were rerouted, and the landscape was forever changed by the intense mining 
activity. 

Legacy: The Gold Rush left a lasting legacy, shaping the culture, economy, and social 
structure of Brazil. Even though the gold eventually ran out, it established Brazil as a key 
player in the global economy and set the stage for its future development. 

1.3. Table of Main Events of the Brazilian Gold Rush 

 

Year Event 

1693 Discovery of gold in the region that would later become the state of Minas 
Gerais by the Bandeirantes. 

Early 1700s Rapid influx of settlers to the region, leading to the establishment of 
numerous mining towns. 

Mid 1700s Widespread displacement of the indigenous population and introduction 
of slavery due to the Gold Rush. 

Late 1700s Exhaustion of easily accessible gold deposits, marking the decline of the 
Gold Rush. 

Early 1800s Shift in the Brazilian economy from mining to agriculture, particularly 
coffee and sugar cane plantations. 

Modern Day Continuation of gold mining in Brazil by large multinational companies and 
small-scale artisanal miners, and the enduring legacy of the Gold Rush in 
modern Brazil. 

1.4. Importance of the Gold Rush in Brazilian History 

The Bandeirantes, intrepid explorers and adventurers of the late 17th century, ventured 
into the uncharted interiors of Brazil in search of precious metals and stones. Their 
relentless pursuit led to the discovery of gold in 1693 in the region that would later be 
known as Minas Gerais. This monumental find sparked a rush of settlers to the region, 
each hoping to stake their claim and amass their fortune. 
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More than 400,000 Portuguese and 500,000 African slaves were involved in gold mining 
in the region. 800 metric tons of gold were sent to Portugal in the 18th century.  

The Brazilian Gold Rush had far-reaching implications for the country's development. It 
led to the establishment of numerous mining towns, many of which still exist today. The 
influx of settlers also had a significant impact on the indigenous population, often leading 
to conflict and displacement. 

The economic impact of the gold rush was substantial. It led to a boom in the Brazilian 
economy, with gold becoming a major export. This wealth also led to a shift in the political 
center of the country, with the capital moving from Salvador to Rio de Janeiro. 

However, the gold rush was not without its challenges. The environmental impact of 
mining activities was significant, leading to deforestation and pollution. Furthermore, the 
gold rush also led to social stratification and the widespread use of slavery. 

2. Historical Context 

2.1. The Role of Bandeirantes in the Exploration 

The genesis of the Brazilian Gold Rush can be traced back to the discovery of gold in the 
region that would later be known as Minas Gerais. This monumental find was the result 
of the tireless efforts of the Bandeirantes, a group of explorers and adventurers who 
ventured into the unexplored interiors of Brazil. Their quest was driven by the allure of 
precious metals and stones, and in 1693, their pursuit bore fruit with the discovery of 
gold. This marked the beginning of a transformative era in Brazil's history, leading to a 
rush of settlers to the region and the establishment of numerous mining towns. 

2.2. The Establishment of Mining Towns 

The discovery of gold led to a rush of settlers to the region, leading to the establishment 
of numerous mining towns. These towns sprang up around the mines, providing services 
and supplies to the miners. The towns were often bustling with activity, as miners, 
merchants, and other settlers sought to make their fortunes from the gold rush. Many of 
these towns continue to exist today, serving as a testament to the enduring legacy of the 
Gold Rush. The establishment of these mining towns also had a significant impact on the 
indigenous population, often leading to conflict and displacement. 

2.3. The Impact on the Indigenous Population 

The influx of settlers and the establishment of mining towns had a profound impact on 
the indigenous population. The indigenous peoples were often displaced from their lands 
to make way for the mining operations. This displacement often led to conflict, as the 
indigenous peoples resisted the encroachment on their lands. The Gold Rush also led to 
the introduction of diseases to which the indigenous population had no immunity, leading 
to significant population declines. The impact of the Gold Rush on the indigenous 
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population is a dark chapter in the history of the Gold Rush, highlighting the often 
devastating consequences of rapid economic development. Learn more about the role of 
Bandeirantes in the exploration. 

 
Image  2: Ciclo do Ouro (Circle of Gold), painting by Rodolfo Amoedo 1922 (Museu Paulista). 
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3. The Gold Rush and its Impact 

3.1. The Economic Impact of the Gold Rush 

The Brazilian Gold Rush had a profound economic impact on Brazil. The discovery of gold 
led to a boom in the Brazilian economy, with gold becoming a major export. The wealth 
generated by the Gold Rush led to the development of numerous mining towns and the 
growth of other sectors of the economy. The Gold Rush also led to a shift in the political 
center of the country, with the capital moving from Salvador to Rio de Janeiro, reflecting 
the growing economic importance of the region. 

 
Image  3: "Slave Houses, Brazil, 1830s", Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the 

Early African Diaspora, accessed June 11, 2023, http://www.slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1403  

3.2. The Social Impact: Slavery and Social Stratification 

The Gold Rush also had significant social impacts. The influx of settlers and the 
establishment of mining towns led to the displacement of the indigenous population and 
the introduction of slavery. Many of the miners were slaves, brought in to work in the 
mines. The Gold Rush also led to social stratification, with a wealthy elite emerging from 
the miners and merchants who were successful in the Gold Rush. This social stratification 
has had lasting impacts on Brazilian society, contributing to the social inequality that is 
still present in Brazil today. 
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3.3. The Environmental Impact of Mining Activities 

The mining activities associated with the Gold Rush had significant environmental 
impacts. The extraction of gold led to deforestation and pollution, as the miners used 
mercury to extract the gold from the ore. This pollution has had lasting impacts on the 
environment, affecting the quality of the soil and water in the region. The deforestation 
also led to the loss of habitat for many species, contributing to the loss of biodiversity in 
the region. 

3.4. The Political Impact: Shift of the Capital to Rio de Janeiro 

The Gold Rush also had significant political impacts. The wealth generated by the Gold 
Rush led to a shift in the political center of the country, with the capital moving from 
Salvador to Rio de Janeiro. This move reflected the growing economic importance of the 
region and the shift in power from the traditional elites in Salvador to the new elites 
emerging from the Gold Rush. This shift in power has had lasting impacts on the political 
landscape of Brazil, contributing to the political dynamics that are still present in Brazil 
today. 

4. The Decline of the Gold Rush and its Aftermath 

4.1. The Exhaustion of Gold Mines 

As the 18th century drew to a close, the Brazilian Gold Rush began to lose its luster. The 
once abundant gold deposits that had sparked the rush were becoming increasingly 
depleted. The miners, many of whom had amassed considerable wealth during the height 
of the Gold Rush, found themselves facing dwindling returns. The once bustling mining 
towns began to quiet down as miners either returned to their original homes or ventured 
into new territories in search of fresh opportunities. This marked the beginning of the end 
of the Brazilian Gold Rush. 

4.2. The Shift to Coffee and Sugar Cane Plantations 

With the decline of the Gold Rush, the focus of the Brazilian economy began to shift. The 
fertile lands of Brazil, particularly in the region of Minas Gerais, were well-suited to 
agriculture. Many of the former miners, now wealthy from their gold mining exploits, 
turned to farming. They established coffee and sugar cane plantations, leveraging the 
fertile Brazilian soil to cultivate these valuable crops. These plantations quickly became 
the new economic engine of Brazil, contributing significantly to the growth of the 
Brazilian economy in the 19th century. This shift from mining to agriculture marked a 
new chapter in Brazil's economic history. 

https://goldfundamentals.org/


Otago Gold Rush 1860s 

 

 

goldfundamentals.org v1.0 

 

9 

4.3. The Legacy of the Gold Rush in Modern Brazil 

The echoes of the Brazilian Gold Rush can still be heard in modern Brazil. The mining 
towns that sprung up during the Gold Rush continue to exist today, serving as a testament 
to this transformative period in Brazilian history. These towns, with their rich history and 
unique culture, are a living reminder of the Gold Rush and its impact on Brazil. 

The Gold Rush also had lasting impacts on the social and political landscape of Brazil. The 
social stratification that emerged during the Gold Rush, with a wealthy elite rising from 
the ranks of successful miners and merchants, continues to shape Brazilian society today. 
This social stratification has contributed to the social inequality that is still prevalent in 
Brazil today. 

The political impact of the Gold Rush was equally significant. The wealth generated by the 
Gold Rush led to a shift in the political center of the country, with the capital moving from 
Salvador to Rio de Janeiro. This move reflected the growing economic importance of the 
region and the shift in power from the traditional elites in Salvador to the new elites 
emerging from the Gold Rush. This shift in power has had lasting impacts on the political 
landscape of Brazil, contributing to the political dynamics that are still present in Brazil 
today. 

5. Conclusion and Reflections 

5.1. Reflection on the Significance of the Gold Rush 

Looking back at the Brazilian Gold Rush, it's clear that this period was a defining moment 
in Brazil's history. The discovery of gold in Minas Gerais sparked a rush that transformed 
the country economically, socially, and politically. The Gold Rush led to the establishment 
of numerous mining towns, the displacement of the indigenous population, and the 
introduction of slavery. It also led to a shift in the political center of the country and the 
growth of the Brazilian economy. 

The Gold Rush was a period of rapid change and growth, but it also brought challenges. 
The environmental impact of the mining activities was significant, leading to 
deforestation and pollution. The social stratification that emerged during the Gold Rush 
has contributed to the social inequality that is still present in Brazil today. 

5.2. Lessons from the Brazilian Gold Rush 

The Brazilian Gold Rush offers important lessons for today. It serves as a reminder of the 
potential impacts of rapid economic development on the environment and society. It also 
highlights the importance of sustainable development and the need to balance economic 
growth with social equity and environmental protection. 
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6. FAQs 

6.1. When did the Brazilian Gold Rush start and end? 

The Brazilian Gold Rush started in 1693 with the discovery of gold in the region that would 
later become the state of Minas Gerais. The Gold Rush lasted for several decades, but by 
the late 18th century, the easily accessible gold deposits were largely exhausted, marking 
the end of the Gold Rush. However, the impacts of the Gold Rush continued to be felt long 
after the gold deposits were depleted. 

 
Image  4: Brazilian Baroque architecture (wikipedia/ Eurico Zimbres, CC BY-SA 3.0). 

6.2. Where was gold found in Brazil in 1693? 

Gold was discovered in the region that would later become the state of Minas Gerais in 
Brazil in 1693. This discovery was made by the Bandeirantes, explorers and adventurers 
who ventured into the uncharted interiors of Brazil in search of precious metals and 
stones. 
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6.3. Is there still gold in Brazil? 

Yes, there is still gold in Brazil. While the easily accessible gold deposits that sparked the 
Gold Rush were largely exhausted by the late 18th century, gold mining continues to be 
an important part of the Brazilian economy. Today, gold mining in Brazil is carried out 
both by large multinational companies and by small-scale artisanal miners. 

6.4. How much gold was found? 

Around 800 metric tons of gold was shipped to Portugal in the 18th century. However, 
gold was also circulated illegally and some gold stayed in the country.  

6.5. How many people came to Brazil to participate in the gold rush? 

Around 400,000 Portuguese and 500,000 slaves from Africa. 

6.6. What were the social impacts of the Gold Rush? 

The Gold Rush had significant social impacts. The influx of settlers and the establishment 
of mining towns led to the displacement of the indigenous population and the 
introduction of slavery. Many of the miners were slaves, brought in to work in the mines. 
The Gold Rush also led to social stratification, with a wealthy elite emerging from the 
miners and merchants who were successful in the Gold Rush. This social stratification has 
had lasting impacts on Brazilian society, contributing to the social inequality that is still 
present in Brazil today. 

6.7. How did the Gold Rush influence Brazilian culture and society? 

The Brazilian Gold Rush influenced Brazilian culture and society in several ways. The 
establishment of mining towns led to the development of a unique culture in these towns, 
influenced by the diverse backgrounds of the miners and settlers. The Gold Rush also 
influenced Brazilian society through the social stratification that emerged during this 
period. The wealth generated by the Gold Rush led to the emergence of a wealthy elite, 
which has continued to influence Brazilian society to this day. 
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