
1 
 

 

The Case of the Dead Brazilian Torturer 

Gets Murkier 

May 4, 2014  

By Michael Uhl  

They haven’t killed him yet. 

Paulo Malhaes, the confessed Brazilian torturer whose death I recently reported on this 

site may not have been murdered after all.  At least that’s what police investigating the 

case have been loudly proclaiming for the past week. 

The former Army officer who had been an active agent of repression during Brazil’s 

military dictatorship in the nineteen seventies was found dead in his home on April 

25th.  It was immediately and widely assumed that Malhaes had been assassinated by 

former comrades disturbed by his recent testimony before the Brazilian Truth 

Commission.  But the police in Nova Iguacu, a commuter city on the periphery of Rio 

de Janeiro, are saying that Malhaes died of a heart attack while being restrained during 

a routine house robbery gone wrong. 

Based on what’s being reported in Brazil and via international wire services, however, 

the line of inquiry being pursued by the police is so rife with contradictory evidence 

and unanswered questions that the case is already showing all the earmarks of a cover 

up, if not a full blown conspiracy.  At this point it’s still impossible to distinguish 

hearsay from fact, but the story goes something like this, beginning with a few scant 

details on the victim’s background: 

While on active duty in an intelligence unit more than three decades ago, Paulo 

Malhaes was in command of what the Brazilian Army dubbed its House of Death 

located in a mountain town near Rio, and where high profile militants involved in 

armed resistance were taken to be interrogated.  Most never left alive, Malhaes has 
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testified, and their bodies were partially dismembered, then dumped in a local 

river.  “They paid a high price for playing cops and robbers with the Army,” Malhaes 

once gloated to reporters of the Brazilian daily, O Globo.  During his testimony Malhaes 

said he did not repent his acts, and would do it all over again.  The former colonel did 

refuse, however, to provide the names of those with whom he served, which may have 

not been enough to save him. 

Malhaes had retired from the military sometime in the early eighties.  He settled in the 

rural zone surrounding Nova Iguacu on a property next to a local police official, who, it 

has been revealed, also served under Malhaes in the House of Death.  The police official 

raised horses.  One article from O Globo claims that Malhaes “imposed his violent 

brand of law on the region” by riding the dirt roads of his neighborhood on horseback 

hunting for drug traffickers.  When he saw them he would take out his gun and begin 

to shoot.  It was also reported that Malhaes grew close to a local chief of organized 

crime involved in the numbers racket, and that he stayed in touch with some of the 

interrogators who had been his subordinates in the army’s torture unit. 

This story about Malhaes as a commander of vigilantes until he was too sick and infirm 

to continue, as the reporter for O Globo put it, has been subsequently dismissed as 

untrue by a  lead investigator on the Malhaes break-in, although the journalist who 

elicited this comment did not report  how the cop came to draw this conclusion.  The 

Malhaes’ case is in the hands of a  homicide division of the Civil Police that exercises 

jurisdiction in the Fluminense Lowlands, a county-sized subdivision within the state of 

Rio de Janeiro, and in which the eponymous capital and nearby Nova Iguacu are both 

located. 

Malhaes had occupied the rural home in which he was found dead for thirty years.  The 

location of the property is described as “solitary,” accessible only from a dirt road.  For 

the past nine years Malhaes had lived there with his third wife, Cristina Batista.  His 

three marriages have produced five children, several of whom reside in the vicinity of 

their late father’s house.  In 2000 Malhaes ran for a seat on the Nova Iguacu city council 

and was defeated.  Last month, after making public what Agence France Presse 

described as his “sickening catalogue of crimes,” Malhaes, suddenly a household name 

throughout Brazil, was said to have no fear for his own security.  Malhaes believed that 

his reputation as a local tough guy around Nova Iguacu would protect him. 

I hope to discover more unsavory details on the life that Paulo Malhaes’ lived as an 

alleged vigilante chieftain during at least some of his thirty years in Nova Iguacu.  But 

the only additional information about him I can present here comes from reports of the 
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crime scene where the police found his body last Friday morning, and from the 

subsequent and on-going investigation of that event. 

To recap what I have previously reported, Malhaes, his wife, Cristina, and a handyman 

in their employ, now identified as Rogerio Pires, had been out and returned home last 

Thursday, April 24th, around two in the afternoon.  Three intruders awaited them, one 

of whom wore a hood.  Though I have not seen it reported, we must assume that they 

were armed.  Malhaes was taken by two of the men to his office, while his two 

companions, escorted by the hooded man, were bound and sequestered in the master 

bedroom. 

It wasn’t until eight or nine hours later, if several reports I have read can be credited, 

that the thieves finally departed, carrying off two computers, a small amount of cash, 

some jewels and several fire arms that had belonged to the former colonel.  We may 

also safely assume that Malhaes by this time was already dead.  There is a gap in what 

has been reported thus far about how the police were summoned, and when exactly 

they arrived at the crime scene the following morning.  All reporting I’ve seen agrees 

that Paulo Malhaes was found face down with a pillow over his head, and in one news 

account which appeared soon after his body was discovered, it was said the victim had 

“marks on his face and neck.’  This led to the widely reported conclusion that Malhaes 

had been beaten and strangled to death. 

Very soon thereafter, citing a medical examination of the cadaver conducted the same 

day as its discovery, police in charge of the case announced a scenario very different 

from premeditated homicide: that Malhaes, under extreme stress and perhaps subjected 

to rough treatment from his assailants, had suffered a heart attack.  This provisional 

ruling on the causa mortis was deemed sufficient to authorize Malhaes’ entombment at 

a local cemetery on the following day.  40 persons, mostly relatives, were said to have 

attended the funeral at which gospel songs were sung, leading me to wonder if the 

Malhaes family might not have embraced an evangelical Protestant sect, one of many 

that has made great inroads in this once all but exclusively Catholic country. 

This rush to judgment on the cause of Malhaes’ death, now being vigorously promoted 

by the police team controlling the investigation, was received with great skepticism in 

many quarters, not least among those who are currently conducting truth commissions 

all over Brazil.  One truth commission lawyer, Jose Carlos Diaz, speculated that 

Malhaes may have been killed because “his former colleagues were worried” about 

what he might yet have intended to make public.  Another commissioner, Antonio 

Dogo, feared Malhaes’ death would have a chilling effect on others who were thinking 
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about coming forward to testify.  “People are going to think, if I open my mouth, 

someone is going to close it for good.” 

Brazil’s federal police, similar to our FBI, were soon brought into the investigation by 

political pressure exerted by supporters of the truth commissions, to locate and ensure 

the integrity of any evidence the thieves may have neglected to remove, or what might 

be subsequently recovered, that would shed light on the crimes of the dictatorship.  The 

feds made it clear that they had no jurisdiction over the actual crimes under 

investigation. 

In the meantime, the local constabulary continued its quest to establish a chain of 

evidence to prove that the robbers, while responsible for the victim’s death, had not 

intended to cause it.  And, what’s more, that the death of Malhaes had nothing to do 

with what the colonel might have already exposed, or might have still kept shielded 

from pubic view about the dictatorship’s repressive practices.  Together the two law 

enforcement entities returned to the scene and scoured the Malhaes’ home and property 

– said to contain several houses – interviewed the neighbors, and sought information 

throughout the district on the whereabouts of the fugitive perpetrators. 

In the course of these searches, according to news reports, federal agents removed three 

more computers, several unspecified digital devices, appointment books and 

documents dating from the time of the military regime, to include reports on actual 

operations that Malhaes’ may have directed or participated in.  It should come as no 

surprise that details on the contents of these records have not been made public, but it 

has leaked out that one of the three computers seized by the feds was missing its hard 

drive. 

Several days into their inquiry the police began to suspect that the handyman Rogerio 

Pires was himself an accomplice in the crime when he balked at providing details for 

composite sketches of the two thieves whose unhooded faces he had undeniably set 

eyes upon.  This was because the two turned out to be his brothers, Anderson and 

Rodrigo, and Rogerio had indeed known of their plans in advance, although he claims 

to have opposed the crime, but did nothing to prevent it.  By what means Rogerio was 

persuaded to confess has not been reported. 

Assuming there are beans to be spilled here, it seems unlikely that Rogerio and the 

other two Pires brothers -  not yet apprehended but inevitably headed to jail – will spill 

them.  Inside the kind of prison, unspeakably inhumane, where the Pires boys will be 

jailed, inmate murder is an extracurricular activity.  If the three brothers are 

conspirators they would be wise to accept their meager compensation, and keep their 
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own counsel, hoping upon release to gain a chance to serve again wherever shady 

employment is offered.  Since they are not likely to face charges of murder in the first 

degree, their sentences, by American standards, will not be long. 

The other principal eyewitness to the events under examination, the colonel’s widow, 

has allegedly shown a much less urgent impulse to practice discretion.  Since the day 

after she learned of her husband’s death, Cristina had avoided speaking with 

reporters.  But it is now  being suggested that she was far from silent within her closest 

circles.  Two similar accounts of what Cristina is supposed to have shared with 

acquaintances or intimates have appeared in print, one citing a neighbor who spoke 

anonymously, and the other in the voice of her late husband’s godson, identified as 

Joaquim Sarmento Souza. 

In an unsigned article distributed by Agence France Presse, Souza related that during 

the robbery and/or rubout, Cristina is said to have heard the intruders speaking over a 

radio, and that it sounded as if they were receiving orders.  “You haven’t killed him 

yet?” she heard a voice ask.  “This is taking too long.  You have an order to kill 

him.”  Also, according to Souza, Cristina said she heard one of the assailants ask “if my 

godfather remembered a family he had killed in Duque de Caxias (a contiguous 

municipality), and that he said no.”  This last, whatever it’s provenance, clearly refers to 

some extralegal act of extermination in which Malhaes was suspected of playing a 

role.  Unfortunately the AFP dispatch sheds no light on whether Souza came by this 

astounding account directly from Cristina or heard it second hand, and therefore, 

however tantalizing and suggestive, it is for now only hearsay. 

Then there’s the matter of additional post mortem findings that were due out the end of 

this week, but which have yet to appear.  If I understand the process correctly, analysis 

of tissue samples removed from the cadaver, along with DNA-rich evidence 

inadvertently deposited by the perpetrators, was expected to more completely flush out 

how the victim died, and who was on hand to witness or speed his demise.  But it is 

now reported that the police are balking at having the results made public.  The agent in 

charge of the homicide division, Pedro Medina, speaking at a press conference several 

days ago, described the awaited report as “not important” because it might hamper the 

ongoing investigation.  Medina stressed that, since his unit’s top priority was to catch 

the fugitives, the report might tip their hand, especially if it names the “third 

man?”  The thought occurs, of course, that this man’s identity might need to be 

protected. 

Is what appears as obfuscation and double talk by the investigators to be taken simply 

as the legitimate privilege of the police to play a close hand in a controversial case until 
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all the facts are in?  Or do Brazil’s Civil Police, viewed institutionally, have some skin in 

this game in what looks like an effort to eliminate the assassination hypothesis entirely, 

and, depending on the arrangements they have established within the local 

communities where they operate, to suppress talk of vigilante practices which they 

have traditionally ignored or tolerated?  Despite the rising popular outcry in Brazil 

directed at corruption, it seems widely expected that the police will operate outside the 

law as circumstances dictate.  And thus far those in government at whatever level 

haven’t mobilized the political will to bring the country’s civil, much less military, 

police under tighter statutory control. 

Operating on a loftier political plain than the police, the proud and patriarchal Brazilian 

Armed Forces have, since the creation of the truth commissions last year, stubbornly 

refused to join the national conversation in Brazil on the public’s right to know the 

extent to which the military dictators used torture and murder against those who 

resisted their rule.  Suppression of information that might undermine self perpetuating 

prerogatives to operate without close supervision or beyond public scrutiny is what 

unites the interests of the police in the Fluminense Lowlands and their military 

counterparts who might have acted to silence a big mouth like Paulo Malhaes as a 

warning for others to think twice before following his example.  For the moment the 

case rests here. 

 


