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View of the Royal Portuguese Cabinet of Reading in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.-AFP photos

From the outside, it looks like another historic edifice
in Rio’s rundown city center. Inside, however, is a
multi-tiered library so spectacular, so ornate, that

stunned visitors feel like they’ve walked into a movie fan-
tasy set. “In ‘Harry Potter’ we’ve seen libraries like this!”
exclaimed Didier Margouet, a 57-year-old French tourist,
looking around at the shelves of leather bound books
climbing the walls under an octagonal skylight of red,
white and blue stained glass. “Yes, like in the movies,”
agreed his partner, Laeticia Rau, 50.

The Royal Portuguese Reading Room-the Real
Gabinete Portugues de Leitura in Portuguese-was built in
the late 19th century under the stewardship of an associ-
ation of Portuguese migrants that still cares for the insti-
tution. Its Gothic-Renaissance architecture and plethora
of carvings, tiles and sculptures celebrate the glory of the
Portuguese discoveries era in the 15th and 16th centuries.
Holding some 350,000 books, some of them very rare,
the library today is more a tourist attraction and selfie
backdrop than a reading room, though for a few it
remains an indispensable haven for the largest collection
of Portuguese-language books outside of Portugal.

Loyal reader 
One such loyal reader is Carlos Francisco Moura, an

86-year-old who writes about the history of Portugal. He
arrived in Brazil from Portugal aged four with his parents,
and from childhood became a regular visitor. Now retired
from his profession as architect, Moura spends his time
leafing through the tomes, copying information for his
own books. “This is the alma mater of the Portuguese in
Brazil-the reading room is that, and a lot more,” Moura
said, sitting at one of the dark wooden desks.

The library is a valuable resource, he explained,
because since the 1930s it has become a repository of
every book published in Portugal. Brazil’s historic con-
nection with its former colonial ruler runs deep. In 1808,

Portugal’s king and his government made Rio de Janeiro
the capital of the Portuguese Empire.  Later, the king’s
son declared independence and made himself the emper-
or of Brazil. Portuguese remained the country’s principal
language, and with it a two-way literary culture between
the two countries. Today, the Portuguese and Brazilian
flags both fly on the library’s exterior.

Custodian
Orlando Inacio, 67, manages the place. He too came

from Portugal as a boy-and has never returned. “It’s a
real point of pride to know that this library created by
Portuguese is one of the most beautiful in the world,” he
said. Giving a bit of its history, he traced the library’s
roots back to an association of Portuguese immigrants
started in 1837. “The aim was to help the immigrants, who
in general were little educated, to improve their knowl-
edge, their education,” he said.

The association continues to fund the library, its mem-
bers paying a monthly amount that helps cover part of its
overheads. The rest of the income comes from other
buildings owned by the association that are rented out.
Inacio acknowledged that the internet has brought
changes, reducing the need for researchers and book-

worms to frequent the place except for consulting rare
books that are otherwise unavailable. But his delight in
his everyday office is evident. He is, after all, custodian of
a temple of literature steeped in history, connecting
Portugal and Brazil in a bond of language.—AFP 
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Brazilian Architect and researcher Carlos Francisico Moura,
is seen at the Royal Portuguese Cabinet of Reading.

Miners take a coffee break at ‘The Pit’ (Jama in
Serbian) cafe, some 420 meters below the sur-
face in Bor, eastern Serbia. — AFP photos

Four hundred meters below the small city of Bor, the
depth of Serbia’s love for coffee is on display as
men in hard-hats huddle inside a cafe carved into

the walls of their copper mine. Known as “The Pit”, the
cave-like room has rough earthen walls and long wood-
en tables where miners and visitors sip hot drinks and
smoke cigarettes in the centre of RTB Bor, the biggest
copper mine in Serbia. 

The cafe was first opened in 2012 to give relatives
and tourists a chance to connect with the miners and
better understand their work. “We wanted to make it
possible for everyone interested, who has never been
down in the mine, to see and feel what it is like,” said
Gorica Toncev Vasilic, a spokeswoman for the mine.

“Above and below this cafe, miners are working. The
production is always the priority,” she added.

Although residents of Bor have long relied on the
mine for cranking their economy, most had never seen it
firsthand.

Since it opened, more than 5,000 people have
plunged its depths for a free cup of joe, including foreign
visitors and a slew of local celebrities. 

Constant danger
While the miners have welcomed the outreach, they

say the cafe is a world apart from the humidity, dust and
darkness they grapple with inside the mine shafts.
“Down below is totally different,” Nemanja Radoicic,

who has been working there for five years, told AFP from
the cafe.  “It is very dark there, and you are always
dreading some kind of injury because there is constantly
a danger of rocks collapsing due to explosions,” he
added.

A sign reading “Good Luck” hangs across the eleva-
tor that brings miners to their work sites.  Those words
are also the most common greeting between workers,
who are always aware of the risks of their job.  Apart
from the daily dangers below ground, the copper mine
and smelting complex has hit hard financial times in
recent years.  It was a pillar of Serbia’s industrial sector
before the collapse of communist Yugoslavia in the early
1990s.

But production has since plummeted as the company
has become saddled with debt.  After years of trying to
privatise the troubled mine, Serbia this year sealed a deal
handing control over to the Chinese firm, Zijin. Miners
are not sure if, or how this will change their daily grind.
“We call working down there ‘earning the bread of seven
crusts’, because of how difficult it is to make a buck,”
said Radoicic, using the Serbian equivalent of “hard-
earned bread”.—AFP 
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