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			Introduction

			NESTLED IN THE FOOTHILLS of the Serra do Mar mountains and fronted by the brilliant strip of Copacabana Beach and the glassy expanse of Guanabara Bay sits Rio de Janeiro, known to its inhabitants as Cidade Maravilhosa, or “Marvelous City.” Founded in the sixteenth century in a dimple in Brazil’s southeastern Atlantic coastline, Rio de Janeiro today has more than earned its nickname. The city’s waterfront districts bristle with skyscrapers, museums, monasteries, and luxury apartment buildings interlaced with parks, shopping centers, and pedestrian malls. Rio’s famed Carnaval annually draws millions of Brazilians and tourists to comingle in the city’s streets. During the rest of the year, tourists and locals dance to the rhythms of samba in Rio’s ample array of bars and nightclubs, soak up the sun on its magnificent beaches, inspect its colonial architecture, or rotate through its historic neighborhoods on its many subway, bus, and rail lines.

			In Rio, the vibrant economic energy that has come to characterize Brazil thrums loudest. At the dawn of the twenty-first century, Rio is the second largest city in Brazil, and the sixth largest in the Americas. And while Rio’s domestic political importance may no longer match its economic might, for much of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries Rio was the federal capital of Brazil and thus the locus of Brazilian power, fully defined: first during the country’s colonial period, then during its brief elevation as a kingdom within Portugal’s transcontinental monarchy, and finally in the first one hundred and forty-odd years of Brazil’s existence as an independent state.

			By the time Brasília—the newly minted federal capital—supplanted Rio in 1960, the Marvelous City had left an indelible mark on the rest of the country. In the decades before that switch, the federal leaders who reigned from Rio presided over Brazil’s transition from a lush but neglected tropical backwater to one of the most dynamic nations in South America, and indeed in the entire world. Brazil today ranks among the top ten countries in the world by gross domestic product (GDP), and with its growth rate remaining reliably high, the nation is poised to rise even further in the decades ahead. The story of how this economic miracle occurred, however, has never been fully told.

			At the outbreak of World War II, Brazil was a completely different place than it is today. In 1938, the year before the war began, Brazil was the fourth largest nation on the planet and covered nearly half of the total area of South America.1 At 3,275,510 square miles it was larger than the continental United States, but its population at the start of the 1940s was roughly forty-three million people—about a third of the US population at the time, and less than a quarter of Brazil’s current size of two hundred million.2 The country was largely divided between its developed areas, which included the cities of Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo, and the hugely underdeveloped interior of the country. Good-quality infrastructure was almost totally absent, with substandard road and rail links between even the most populated parts of the country.3

			Links to the outside world were equally inadequate. Air service to the United States took days, and connections to Europe were not fully developed. Rio de Janeiro was a frequent port of call for ocean liners, but only very rich Brazilians could afford to travel abroad. Most Brazilians only read about cities such as London, Paris, and New York in the local newspapers; they never saw them. Partly as a result of its geographic isolation and also due to its language (Brazil was the only Portuguese-speaking country in South America), Brazil remained largely cut off from the outside world.

			During the course of World War II, this was all to change. Thanks in large part to an alliance with the United States, in the 1940s Brazil’s industry, transportation infrastructure, and political position in South America and the world underwent a radical transformation. The war led to the birth of modern Brazil and its emergence as one of the economic powerhouses of the world. And Rio de Janeiro was, and indeed still is, the linchpin of the Brazilian dynamo.

			Astute observers may have detected in prewar Rio something of the restless energy that would give the city such a pathbreaking role in Brazil’s future. Prior to the outbreak of World War II, Rio de Janeiro was a beautiful, exotic, and slightly chaotic off-the-beaten-track location for wealthy locals and superrich international playboys seeking fun and adventure. The lack of top-quality port facilities and a decent international airport made it more difficult for international businessmen and all but the hardiest tourists to reach Rio. Once they arrived, however, these intrepid men and women found themselves in a city that clearly aspired to a level of cosmopolitanism all but unknown in South America.

			Rio in the late 1930s was a hub for sophisticates, powerbrokers, and intellectuals who, whether by birth, choice, or necessity, found themselves in the southern hemisphere of the Americas. Central to the city’s vibrant social scene were the five-star Copacabana Palace Hotel, located in front of Rio’s most famous beach, and the Jockey Club, built on land reclaimed from the city’s large lagoon. The Copacabana Palace, which opened in 1923, was one of the best examples of art deco buildings in the city, and was the place to been seen for international revelers and members of Rio’s high society. Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers danced in its magnificent ballroom. The Jewish writer Stefan Zweig, who fled Nazi persecution in Europe, stayed at the hotel before he and his wife committed suicide in 1942 in the city of Petrópolis, some forty-five miles from central Rio. During World War II the likes of Clark Gable, Douglas Fairbanks Jr., and Walt Disney were in residence in the Copacabana Palace Hotel, all on special wartime missions for the American government.

			Across the city, the Jockey Club was where the elite of Brazilian society met and did business during the long horse racing season. The racing took place on balmy evenings from spring through autumn as the sunset cast its shadows over the skyscrapers in the city. Chairs next to the racetrack were arranged in strict social order, with society ladies—decked out in fur coats and designer dresses from the top fashion houses in Europe—taking their place in the front row. Male members of the Jockey Club were carefully turned out with slicked-back hair and wore loosely cut white linen and cotton suits, white shirts, and colorful kipper ties, all rounded off with shiny two-tone correspondent shoes.

			A frequent patron of the Jockey Club was Brazil’s charismatic president, Getúlio Dornelles Vargas. Physically, he was not a memorable man; short and portly, he had a waistline that ballooned during his later years. While sensitive to the allegations of vanity leveled at him by political opponents, Vargas did nothing to dispel them. He was known to color his hair and was always well dressed; in winter, he often wore his favorite blue-gray suit, and in summer, he was seen in white cotton suits and club striped ties. Despite his lack of physical presence, however, there was an aura around Vargas. He projected an air of calmness and contentment, and his legal background—Vargas had been trained as a lawyer before entering politics—gave him a deliberative and circumspect quality. He was often found gently puffing on a Brazilian cigar or hosting intimate card games; poker was his personal favorite.

			Vargas’s arrival in power at the start of the 1930s had represented a major power shift in Brazilian politics, and initially led to a great deal of political instability within the country. In the years prior to 1930, Brazil had been dominated by a powerful group of Paulistas—politicians, industrialists, and coffee producers from the São Paulo area. The Paulistas ran Brazil in alliance with the leaders of Minas Geraes, a landlocked state immediately inland from the much smaller coastal state of Rio de Janeiro. Together the two groups took turns controlling the presidency and the parliament.

			In the 1930 presidential election, however, a political group known as the Gaúchos challenged the Paulista-Minas Geraes junta. The new contenders hailed from Rio Grande do Sul, known in Brazil as “gaúcho country” because of its large ranches, many of which stretched for hundreds of miles. Vargas was a native of this region and its governor at the time and, thus, one of the most prominent members of the opposition. Chosen as the Gaúcho party candidate, he ran a highly impressive campaign but ultimately lost the presidential election to Júlio Prestes, governor of the state of São Paulo. Claiming electoral fraud, Vargas refused to concede, and with the support of a wide range of Brazilian military officers and middle-class urbanites, launched a bloodless coup that succeeded in toppling the Paulistas and installing the Gaúchos in Rio de Janeiro with Vargas at their head. In July 1932, São Paulo tried to take its revenge by mounting a counterrevolution, but after three months of fighting, Vargas and his supporters succeeded in putting down the plot.

			Having seized control of Brazil through a combination of political subterfuge and sheer force, Vargas rushed to consolidate his power in the face of new threats. In 1934, he introduced a new constitution that created a constituent assembly and enabled his formal election as president. In the following year, there was another serious challenge to Vargas’s rule, this time from the communists. The government took swift action against the revolt, arresting and imprisoning thousands of communists. Several leaders of the revolt were given lengthy prison sentences by the courts. The communists did not disappear from the political map of Brazil after this failed putsch, but Vargas’s government had greatly weakened them.

			Like 1930, the year 1937 also witnessed great political drama in Brazil. A presidential election was held that year, under the terms of the 1934 constitution; the winning candidate was to serve a four-year term beginning in 1938. The constitution prohibited President Vargas from running for reelection, yet he found a way around this problem by refusing to support any of the declared candidates and working in secret with members of his regime to draw up a new constitution. In November 1937, Vargas made his move, declaring martial law, canceling the elections, and dissolving parliament, where, on arrival, deputies found its doors locked shut. It was a bloodless coup. President Vargas remained in power, but he was now effectively a dictator empowered by a new authoritarian constitution known as the Estado Novo, or “New State.” Crucially, for Vargas, the United States continued to develop ties with Brazil as if nothing had happened.

			President Vargas understood that Brazil was a weak economic and military power and that, as its leader, he had not been dealt an especially strong hand. Yet his ambitions for Brazil—and for his own political career—remained undimmed. Central to his policies were the goals of entrenching his own regime and consolidating new power structures in Brazil, so as to develop the country into a major player in regional economics and politics. Even before the war, Vargas was keenly aware of the economic tools that he might use to achieve both goals. And the issue of trade and its potential to enhance Brazil’s economy dominated the cables and papers that reached his desk in Rio during the war itself.

			At the outbreak of World War II, Brazil enjoyed a reasonably strong—and immensely profitable—relationship with Germany. Trade was organized in a manner that suited the Brazilians, with Berlin agreeing to special terms of payment for the Brazilians. Central to this trade was the desire of the Brazilian military to buy German arms, and the willingness of Berlin to sell weapons to Brazil. Indeed, even during the German invasion of Poland at the start of the war in the autumn of 1939, and its rapid advances into Western Europe in the spring and summer of 1940, Berlin possessed enough additional weapons to sell arms to Brazil.

			Meanwhile, the United States edged toward war with Germany, and plotted to win Brazil over to the Allied camp. The United States believed Brazil was the most reliable local partner in their mission to check growing Nazi influence in the region—particularly in Argentina, which had a pro-Nazi government that made the country an attractive outpost for Hitler’s agents. US intelligence warned President Roosevelt that the Germans wanted to establish a strong permanent political and military presence in Latin America. This was unacceptable to the Americans, who were willing to invest heavily—granting trade concessions—in order to prevent the Germans from gaining a foothold so close to the United States.

			President Vargas understood the US position very clearly, and carefully tried to maximize Brazil’s gains from the war. Indeed, this aim was at the heart of every Brazilian negotiation with the Americans. President Vargas also understood that in order to gain significantly from World War II, Brazil had to alter its initial position of neutrality. In short, Brazil needed to first formally end its extensive and extremely lucrative trade ties with the Germans, and then, eventually, formally join the war against the Axis powers.

			Vargas did eventually pivot toward the Allies, going so far as to send Brazilian troops to the European theater to participate in Germany’s defeat in the final months of the war. As he had anticipated, his relationship with Washington ultimately improved the economic situation in Brazil, but it was at the expense of his own power. His coziness with the United States deepened internal tensions and jeopardized both his leadership and the continuation of the Estado Novo when the war ended. Yet Brazil itself thrived. Following World War II, Brazil joined the very small list of countries that benefited hugely from the conflict; the European neutral powers make up the rest of this select club.

			A famous list of Brazilian war aims prepared by the country’s pro-American foreign minister Osvaldo Aranha (who later became the first president of the General Assembly of the United Nations) underscores its tremendous gains during World War II. Aranha prepared this wonderfully ambitious list for President Vargas’s secret meeting with President Roosevelt, which took place in Brazil in January 1943, and the document can be used as something of a scorecard for evaluating what Brazil achieved during the war.

			According to Aranha, the eleven objectives that Brazil should pursue were:

			        	1. A better position in world politics.

			        	2. A consolidation of its superiority in South America.

			        	3. More secure and closer relations with the United States.

			        	4. Developing greater influence over Portugal and the Portuguese colonies.

			        	5. Development of Brazilian maritime power (Navy).

			        	6. Development of air power (Air Force).

			        	7. Development of Brazilian heavy industries.

			        	8. Creation of a Brazilian military industrial complex.

			        	9. Creation of industries—such as agricultural, extractive, and mineral enterprises—to complement those in the United States, which were essential for postwar world reconstruction.

			        	10. Expansion of Brazil’s railways and roads for economic and strategic purposes.

			        	11. Exploration for essential combustible fuels.4

			Taken together, the items on Aranha’s list constituted a bold assertion of Brazil’s rightful place in the international order. They represented a concerted attempt to transform the nation and move it into the twentieth century. These aims were all the more ambitious given that at the outset of World War II Brazil was still a tremendously underdeveloped country. In 1940, two-thirds of Brazilians were illiterate, nearly 70 percent of the population lived in rural areas, and the nation’s exceedingly basic communications and transport systems left large parts of the country hugely isolated. Furthermore, unlike the majority of developed nations, whose main economic engines were manufacturing industries, Brazil’s major industry was agriculture, with coffee still the dominant export.

			Vargas changed all of this and led Brazil firmly onto the world stage. Under his leadership Brazil was modernized—a new national steel mill was built, new roads and railways were constructed, and improvements were made in its agriculture sector. Most of all, however, its military forces were transformed into the most powerful in the region. Brazil became a regional military, political, and economic superpower.

		

	
		
			Prologue: The Good Neighbor

			IT WAS SATURDAY, MARCH 4, 1933, a cloudy late-winter day in Washington, DC, when Franklin D. Roosevelt took the oath of office from Chief Justice Charles Evans Hughes. Following his swearing-in ceremony, the newly minted president of the United States delivered a twenty-minute inaugural address that was broadcast to a radio audience of tens of millions across the United States. The speech, best known today for Roosevelt’s assertion “the only thing we have to fear is . . . fear itself,” concentrated almost entirely on the new president’s domestic policy objectives, which had dominated the campaign and had helped Roosevelt to his landslide victory over the Republican incumbent, Herbert Hoover. And for good reason: with the United States in the depths of the worst economic depression in the nation’s history, Roosevelt’s domestic agenda could not have been more pressing.

			Only one short paragraph of the new president’s speech was devoted to foreign affairs. Yet this aside—and the powerful analogy it contained—would launch one of the most important programs in the history of American foreign policy. “In the field of world policy,” Roosevelt told his fellow Americans, “I would dedicate this nation to the policy of the good neighbor—the neighbor who resolutely respects himself and, because he does so, respects the rights of others—the neighbor who respects his obligations and respects the sanctity of his agreements in and with a world of neighbors.”1

			Roosevelt’s brief but pointed comment reflected the same domestic concerns he had highlighted in the rest of his address, but from a different angle. At its heart—and at the center of the resulting Good Neighbor Program—was the principle of nonintervention and noninterference in the domestic affairs of Latin American countries. Yet Roosevelt’s aims were not purely altruistic. Under the Good Neighbor Program, the United States developed mutually beneficial, reciprocal exchanges with Latin American countries in the hope of also creating new opportunities for trade between the United States and its southern neighbors, thereby deepening the influence of the United States in the region.

			The US secretary of state, Cordell Hull, was assigned the job of making the US president’s declaration a reality by developing more cooperative relationships between the twenty-one republics of North, South, and Central America. From the outset this proved to be no easy task. In most Central and South American countries there was deep suspicion about the aims and intentions of the United States, which up until 1933 could be characterized as mainly exploitative and interested primarily in dividing and ruling whatever regions it could. Hull bemoaned America’s “inheritance of ill will,” reflecting that “it was probated under the name of intervention. . . . Piled high on political antagonism was economic resentment. The high tariffs of the previous administration, coupled with the panic of 1929, had brought grave economic distress to the Latin American countries.”2 America’s problems had rippled down to its southern neighbors and compounded already simmering resentments toward policies that were perceived as paternalistic and self-interested.

			The United States faced not only deep suspicion from the countries of Latin America, but also divisions among them. Many Latin American countries felt deep mutual suspicion toward one another. Hull, as a result, intended to foster the development of confidence, friendliness, and cooperation between the Latin American nations.3 This was a lofty aim.

			Perhaps no Latin American rivalry was as intense as that between Brazil and its neighbor Argentina, both of which vied for military, economic, and political domination of the continent. Their rivalry was based on historical conflicts over territories; the states had achieved independence from Portugal and Spain, respectively, and the colonial tensions that had dominated relations between those two European countries tainted Argentine-Brazilian relations, as well. Brazil, for instance, did not settle its long-running disputes over the shared border between the two states until the start of the twentieth century. Both countries remained competitive during the 1930s, their defense policies reflecting their traditional suspicion of one another. This suspicion also colored both nations’ foreign policy, and circumscribed America’s diplomacy toward them. Any move by the United States to help Argentina was viewed with deep suspicion by the government in Brazil, which assumed that American aid to the Argentines was detrimental to Brazilian interests. Needless to say, the Argentine government harbored the same assumptions.

			A key American intelligence report succinctly explained Brazil’s problems with Argentina in the 1930s. It argued:

			In the last few years Brazilians have expressed concern regarding Argentine designs on their territory . . . Argentina was considered the most powerful of Latin American nations. Brazil’s vast and underdeveloped hinterland and its heterogeneous population were regarded as a source of weakness rather than strength. Argentina was more wealthy; its centers of population and production were more compact and closely knit together; and its inhabitants, overwhelmingly white, enjoyed a higher standard of living than did most Brazilians. Many observers considered Argentina’s armed forces, particularly the Navy, to be by far the best in South America.4

			The major fear in Brazil during the pre–World War II years was that Argentina would use the growing Nazi influence in the country as a pretext to strengthen its military and mount a military campaign against Brazil. There were good grounds for Brazil’s fears; Argentine political culture during this period was strongly nationalistic, and the country’s armed forces were extremely pro-German and looking to expand Argentine influence in the region. Faced with the very real possibility of Argentine military aggression, ranging from military skirmishes along the Argentine-Brazilian border to a full-scale invasion of Brazil by Argentine forces, Brazil’s leaders sought practical ways to counter the Argentine threat. Naturally, this included talking up the Argentine threat with outside powers, particularly Great Britain and—increasingly—the United States.

			President Roosevelt was receptive to news of the strong and potentially destabilizing internal rivalries between the American republics, as well as to the perceived pro-German sympathies of some of them. The day after President Roosevelt’s inauguration speech, Adolf Hitler and the Nazi party were elected across the ocean in Germany, winning 52 percent of the vote in the German parliamentary elections. The electoral victory helped entrench Hitler in power and led to a more openly expansionist German foreign policy.5 The impact of Hitler’s consolidation of power, however, was not confined to the European continent. It was well known that Argentina was pro-German; the British and the Americans were worried that Brazil was, too. The central aim of the Good Neighbor Program was therefore to enhance US security by safeguarding the region from hostile foreign influence. The Good Neighbor Program, as a result, was characterized primarily by efforts in Washington to check the advances made in the region by Germany and Italy. Yet in the years prior to World War II, Cordell Hull and, following his appointment in 1937, the undersecretary of state, Sumner Welles, failed to achieve the lofty goals of the program. Much of this failure came down to factors that the United States could not control.

			Germany was keen to develop ties with Latin American nations, especially Brazil, where it saw major possibilities for trade. Using a complex scheme of compensation marks, Brazil developed strong commercial ties with Berlin that it would not otherwise have been able to afford.6 All of this proved to be extremely frustrating to the United States and Great Britain, which hitherto had been the major trading partners with Brazil.7 Germany appeared to be willing to go much further than the United States or Great Britain in using trade links to help further its political influence in Brazil.

			Germany’s massive program of rearmament, which was intended primarily to develop the German armed forces into the most powerful on continental Europe, raised the possibility of arms sales from Berlin to Brazil. This was an extremely enticing prospect for the leaders of the Brazilian military, who were keen to develop their nation’s armed forces in order to counter any aggression from Argentina. Germany appeared willing to supply Brazil with high-quality weapons. Great Britain remained steadfastly opposed to allowing German weapons to reach Brazil, primarily due to fears that arms shipments would help entrench the alleged pro-Nazi sentiments held by the officer ranks in the Brazilian armed forces. Yet Great Britain could not offer its own weapons to the Brazilians. In London, a policy of appeasing the Germans was still in force. Individuals who were calling for rearmament, such as Winston Churchill, were in the minority. Even if Great Britain wished to supply Brazil with arms (and given concerns over Brazil’s political leanings, that was unlikely), it had no spare weapons to sell.

			The United States, while not as worried about the arms question as the British, became extremely concerned about the attempts of both Germany and Italy to foster ties with the large German and Italian immigrant communities in Brazil. As the situation in Europe grew ever more tense in the late 1930s, the American embassy in Rio de Janeiro fretted: “The Italian and German governments have made in recent years a determined attempt to organize the Italian and German colonies in Brazil and to inspire the most ardent loyalty among their nationals, not only to the fatherland but to the present political regimes now functioning in Italy and Germany.”8 The possibility of a second, overtly pro-Axis power in South America was beginning to look frighteningly real.

			In Washington the State Department noted that, in many ways, Brazil’s Italian and German immigrant communities represented all that was wrong with the country. The immigrants lived in closed communities in the south of the country and their children were educated in foreign schools in German or Italian.9 Both immigrant groups, however, were influential in local business, particularly in aviation and in commerce. Daily German- and Italian-language newspapers brought local and international news to these immigrant groups.10

			President Roosevelt set out in 1933 to foster closer ties between the nations of Latin America and the United States. The trouble with Brazil was that the country’s internal divisions were so strong that it made Roosevelt’s goal nearly impossible to achieve. As Getúlio Vargas’s recent election illustrated, power in Brazil rested in its states; the federal government was rather weak. Political instability was rife, and more often than not power changed hands at the end of a gun rather than at the ballot box. Fragmented and lurching from one direction to another, Brazil needed a leader who could command widespread support and would therefore have the time and opportunity to order and transform the country.

			In an effort to illustrate the change in American policy toward Brazil since 1933, President Roosevelt visited the country in November 1936. Huge crowds greeted him on his arrival in Rio de Janeiro, where President Vargas received him with full honors. Brazilian warships, along with ancient-looking planes from the air force, guided the US president’s ship into harbor.

			At the conclusion of his visit, President Roosevelt was full of praise for Vargas and “the great republic of Brazil.” In a speech following a banquet held in his honor, he invited the diners to join him in toasting the Brazilian president, saying, “I am leaving you tonight with great regret. There is one thing, however, that I shall remember, and that is that it was two people who invented the New Deal—the president of Brazil and the president of the United States.”11

			Roosevelt’s connection of Vargas to his famed US economic program was a nice touch, and one that Vargas greatly appreciated. In addition to highlighting Vargas’s work transforming Brazil since he came to power in 1930, Roosevelt meant to flatter Vargas and to inspire him to do more to industrialize Brazil. Despite his own ambitions—and due, in part, to deep internal divisions in Brazil—Vargas had achieved only modest transformations of the state by 1936.

			President Roosevelt’s visit was portrayed in Brazil and the United States as a huge success, and was credited with generating mutual goodwill between the countries. In truth, however, the visit changed little. While it was clear that the Brazilian people held a deep affection for Roosevelt, Brazilians continued to harbor deep suspicions about America’s intentions in Latin America.

			A more somber analysis of Brazil and Latin America came from Cordell Hull, who traveled with President Roosevelt to Brazil and subsequently to Argentina for the Conference of the American Republics, which involved all the countries of the American continent. Hull would later write:

			The Latin America I now visited differed from the Latin America I saw just three years before, because Axis penetration had made rapid, alarming headway under various guises. For many months we had received reports from our representatives in the countries to the south of us, which added together, created a picture of threatening colors. Nazi Germany, in particular, was making intensive efforts to gain the ascendency among our neighbors, but Italy and Japan were working feverishly as well.12

			To an American visitor such as Hull, it seemed painfully clear that fascists, Nazis, and other Axis sympathizers would soon be on the US doorstep if nothing was done to stop them.

			Confirmation of Hull’s fears appeared to come the following year in Brazil when President Vargas cancelled scheduled elections, banned political parties, suspended the constitution, and declared the Estado Novo. In a speech to the nation on November 10, 1937, Vargas explained the reasoning behind his actions. He argued that the political situation in Brazil had become unmanageable and that, after consulting key members of the Brazilian state (a clear reference to the military leadership), he had no choice but to take action.13 Vargas acknowledged it was “an exceptional decision . . . over and above ordinary government decisions,” but insisted that it was his duty as the Brazilian head of state.14

			On the surface, it looked like the establishment of the Estado Novo would push Brazil further into the orbit of the Germans. There were, however, marked ideological differences between the Brazilian and German systems. The Estado Novo of Brazil and its resulting government resembled the Estado Novo of Portugal, the old colonial ruler of Brazil, and both systems lacked the strong militaristic trappings of the Nazis. Still, the United States was increasingly concerned over the Vargas regime’s attitude toward Jewish immigrants in the south of the country. Reports of anti-Semitic attacks on Jews and Jewish property in Brazil were growing. And while perhaps not directly involved, it was clear that the Brazilian authorities were doing very little to prevent such assaults.15

			The Roosevelt administration chose to ignore the plight of the Jews in Brazil and focus on geostrategic issues alone. The Good Neighbor Program, after all, called for the United States not to intervene in the internal politics of a Latin American state, and Roosevelt had no intention of reneging on that promise. The United States was much more interested in the external political orientation of Brazil. Following the establishment of the Estado Novo, key figures in the Vargas administration reassured Washington that Brazil would not shift toward the Axis powers and away from the United States. On the contrary, Brazil wished to continue to develop trading ties with the United States, as well as with the Axis powers. Believing it had a firm handle on the new regime in Brazil, the US State Department brushed aside concerns over the pro-Nazi orientation of the key leaders of the Brazilian military.

			While he worked to soothe the Americans, Vargas also moved quickly to consolidate his own power. In his speech to the nation on November 10, most of his rationale for the establishment of the Estado Novo centered on the threat of a communist takeover in Brazil. Known as the Cohen Plan (its name a testament to the latent anti-Semitism in the country’s power structure), the threat was exaggerated by the military, which forged several documents to support its assessment. In reality, after the failed communist plot of 1935 and the arrest of the main plotters, the communists were not in any position to mount a second putsch. Rather, Vargas’s new authoritarian constitution was a response to a different and more troubling threat—not from the far left, but rather from the far right.

			Though in the past conservatives had been strong supporters of President Vargas and his regime, they were now proving to be its most dangerous opponents. Vargas had to act quickly if he was to avert the same sort of coup that had brought him to power. Less than a month after the establishment of the Estado Novo, he signed a decree disbanding all political parties. Included in this list was the fascist party, the Ação Integralista Brasileira (AIB), better known locally as the Integralistas. Vargas had turned to this group for support in his previous campaigns, but with the banning of all political parties under the Estado Novo, he turned against them.

			Unsurprisingly, the leadership of the Integralistas felt betrayed, and carefully plotted revenge against their onetime ally. Supporters of the Integ­ralistas included several leading members of the armed forces—especially the Brazilian navy, where they were particularly strong. They also had links to fascist Italy and Nazi Germany, and their leaders were directly in touch with the Nazis—seeking help to remove Vargas from power.

			On a balmy evening in Rio de Janeiro in May 1938, the Integralistas made their move against the president and his family. The subsequent drama, which unfolded within the beautiful grounds of the presidential palace in Rio de Janeiro, would prove important not only for Brazil as a nation but also for Brazilian relations with the United States and Brazil’s attitude toward the onrushing world war itself. Indeed, given the links that the leadership of the Integralistas enjoyed with Germany and Italy, the events that evolved in the presidential palace that evening could not possibly have been confined to Brazil’s internal politics. The stakes could not have been higher.

		

	
		
			PART ONE: PRELUDE TO WAR

		

	
		
			1 The Key

			ALZIRA VARGAS DO AMARAL PEIXOTO POSSESSED such natural beauty  and strong vitality that she was sexually alluring to almost every man she met. Like her father, she was not tall, but her fine chiseled cheekbones, elegant widow’s peak, full sensual mouth, and piercing dark eyes more than made up for her lack of height. It was Alzira’s smile, however, that disarmed most men. It was a smile that came from both the eyes and the mouth, lighting up rooms and raising the spirits of even the most hardened military and political men—both those in Brazil itself, and those who hailed from beyond its sunny shores. When he was in a gay mood, Getúlio Vargas, president of Brazil, beamed backed at her with the look of absolute joy that parents reserve for their favorite child.

			Alzira was a homebody by nature, and thus the perfect political hostess. She added her own distinctive personal touch to official receptions held at the presidential palaces and retreats. Her father’s friends and foes alike noted that she was cool, possessed a good legal mind (she was at the top of her class at law school), and was politically calculating. When Vargas held personal meetings, particularly one-on-ones, Alzira sat quietly at the table, watching the guest with both eyes. Her goal was to become aware of the general trends and direction of the conversation and to gauge its outcome and implications for her papai. At the end of each meeting she escorted the guest from the room, “polishing the rough parts” of their impressions of her father, and returned to him with a detailed report.1

			Unofficially, Alzira served as her father’s antenna, advisor, critic, social secretary, hostess, bodyguard, and nurse. She was also good with a revolver.2 Years of practice on the family ranch in Brazil’s southern province of Rio Grande do Sul meant that she wasn’t afraid to pick up a weapon and put it to good use. On the night of May 10, 1938, Alzira’s skills would be tested to the full.

			The evening started as usual for Alzira and her father. They were together, as they often were, at Brazil’s presidential office, the Guanabara Palace in Rio de Janeiro. The stifling heat of the hottest summer months—January and February—had long passed, but at 10 P.M. it was still pleasant enough for the upstairs windows of the palace to be left slightly ajar. President Vargas was working alone in his small office on the first floor. It was meant to be a quiet night for the president as he planned out Brazil’s economic and political future using different colored pencils for different subjects related to his many ambitious projects for the development of Brazil.3

			One of the main goals of Vargas’s strategy was to carefully position Brazil within the international system in order to maximize its economic and military gains. Brazil primarily derived these gains from trade: on the one hand, with the United States and Great Britain; and on the other hand, with Nazi Germany. Vargas wanted to use trade with these countries to help transform key sectors of the economy—to decrease Brazil’s reliance on imports and grow its ability to export its own goods and resources.

			Vargas was no visionary, but he believed hard work and political discipline would allow Brazil to transform itself. Moreover, if the European war that President Roosevelt had told him was inevitable did materialize, Vargas was ready to take full advantage of it to maximize Brazilian gains. In this, he perfectly mirrored the assessment of the British foreign office. Long admirers of Vargas, the office’s staff described him as “brave, a persuasive orator and a genius in the art of political maneuver,” an “astonishing little man” who “has guided Brazil’s policy with extreme prudence.”4 Vargas’s American biographer, John Dulles, put it another way: “He is a calm man in a land of hotheads,” Dulles wrote, “a disciplined person in a land of undisciplined people, a prudent person in the land of imprudent people, a temperate person in the land of squanderers, a silent person in the land of parrots.”5

			On this night, Vargas had chosen to sit back and reflect on Brazil’s progress while others in his administration celebrated it. The new Brazilian constitution, the Estado Novo, was six months old, and across the city cabinet ministers and local VIPs were marking the event by listening to Francisco Campos, the framer of the constitution, address the nation from the city’s old Senate building. The central theme of the address was the political peace and quiet the country could expect now that plans for presidential elections had been put on hold. Vargas had become an authoritarian leader with an agenda of unifying Brazil and strengthening the central government at the expense of the local regional governments that had dominated Brazil for decades. It was a huge gamble, but Vargas enjoyed the tacit support of the United States, which was keen to see a strong leader in Brazil who would take action against German and Italian interests in the country.

			After the broadcast, several of the key figures in the Estado Novo joined together and moved to Campos’s residence, where they sipped champagne and caught up on local and diplomatic gossip. President Vargas had been invited to attend the soiree, but as was usual, he chose to avoid this type of gathering, preferring instead the company of his family and closest friends. To Vargas, the hours following dinner were his most productive, giving him the opportunity to go through his paperwork, light up a large cigar, and ponder national and international news. It was also quite common for him to host an intimate poker game in his study. On the evening of May 10, exhausted from a full day of meetings, he retired early to his bedroom.6 “Goodnight—until tomorrow,” he muttered to Alzira before giving her a kiss on the cheek. The final task for Vargas before sleep was to make his daily entry into his diary. He wasn’t a great diarist—his entries were written in a flat factual style—but he took the task seriously, faithfully recording his basic thoughts of the day and details of whatever important meetings had taken place.

			All was quiet in the palace, which despite its central location in Rio was set back off the road with woodland to the side and rear. Vargas liked to work in the little upstairs study, where his papers were carefully arranged on his desk, and where there was little in the way of outside noise or distraction.7 It was for this reason that he liked to spend as much time as possible in the Guanabara Palace rather than in the official presidential office, the Catete Palace, which had served as Brazil’s presidential palace since 1894. Although relatively modest in size, the Guanabara Palace’s rooms contained some of the finest art in the city, and the large, secluded, and well-designed gardens provided the perfect place for Vargas to walk and mull over important arguments. Many of the most significant decisions in Brazilian history, such as the resolution to participate in World War I (Brazil ultimately joined in opposition to the Central Powers), had been made in the long majestic ballroom of the palace, which also served as the cabinet room. President Vargas regarded the Catete Palace as his office and the Guanabara Palace as his residence. He preferred to use the Catete Palace in the morning and the Guanabara Palace in the evening.

			On the evening of May 10, there was little activity outside the gates of the Guanabara Palace, and only a handful of guards, secretaries, and domestic staff were inside the palace. It was a typically placid night. Vargas was preparing to retire when, suddenly, a noise broke the silence.

			Alzira cried out, “What was that?” Her first instinct was that one of the guards’ guns had gone off by mistake.8 After a few moments there was a second noise, this time accompanied by the sound of a ricochet and falling plaster. Alzira realized that the palace was under attack, but she wasn’t sure by whom. “Where’s Daddy?” she screamed at Vargas’s private secretary. Before long, the president was in the room with Alzira, dressed in his pajamas and waving around a revolver. No sooner had he appeared than the power was cut, plunging both the palace and its gardens into darkness.

			The attackers had achieved complete surprise. The shots grew in frequency and accuracy as those inside the palace scrambled around searching for weapons.9 Alzira calculated that the attackers were at the front gates of the palace, but had not yet entered the grounds. She spoke quickly and nervously to her father. “Daddy,” she implored, “we have to get you out of here and get help.” Vargas replied, “I’m going nowhere, but see if the phones are working and call everyone and tell them that the president of the republic is a prisoner in the palace.”10

			Alzira tried the phone in the president’s study. Much to her surprise, it was still functioning. She yelled at her father, “The phones are not cut. Whom should I call?” Vargas replied, “Everybody we know.”11

			Alzira made a mental list of names. As she made her first call, the shooting grew more frequent. “At least sit down and don’t act as a target by walking in front of the window,” she instructed her father.12 As bullets continued to fly into the palace, Alzira reached the chief of police and the chief of staff of the army. Both promised to help, but first they had to gather their forces.

			It soon became clear to Alzira and her father that the attack at the Guanabara Palace was not an isolated incident. The conspirators had surrounded the homes of the top figures in the Vargas regime.13 They had attacked the residences of the chief of police and the army chief of staff, along with two senior generals. Other groups of rebels had seized two radio stations and had gained control of the naval ministry.14

			Miraculously, the palace’s phone line remained open, and Alzira continued to call for help. When she got through to her brother, Lutero, she yelled at him to “get help and come soon or we’ll all be dead.”15 The attackers, she could tell, were preparing for the final assault on the palace. Alzira heard the sounds of pistol fire coming from inside the palace: the president and his staff were returning fire in the general direction of the main gate.16

			A presidential car screeched up to the palace’s entrance; it was carrying the president’s younger brother, Benjamin, who was quickly dispatched to get reinforcements. As his car sped out of the palace grounds, the attackers fired on it, but it got away and headed at speed in the direction of downtown.

			Outside the palace, the rebel leaders were having problems of their own. Most of the volunteers they had counted on to join them that night had not shown up at the collection point in downtown Rio. It later transpired that most of the men who did not show up to fight had stayed home, believing that, as one of the plotters later testified, “The coup had already failed before it was born.”17 The forty-five men who did make good on their promise gathered at the headquarters of the coup at 550 Niemeyer Avenue, where some nine of them were judged too old for combat and sent home.18 The remainder had little combat experience or firearms training, and the last-minute rifle training they received did little to inspire confidence. To make matters worse, the rebels donned navy uniforms, but due to a lack of boots continued to wear their own civilian shoes and socks. A white neckerchief emblazoned in green letters with the motto Avante (Forward) topped off the uniform.

			When they arrived outside the palace gates, the rebels’ uniforms immediately gave them away. 19 They exchanged fire with the palace guards, but the element of surprise—and a traitor in the guards’ ranks—allowed the rebels to initially overpower the defenders, killing one of them and locking up the rest.20 Many of the rebels then hid out in the palace gardens. Instead of following their motto, avante, however, they were content to let off the occasional shot and adopt a wait-and-see attitude.21 Most of the rebels were, in truth, terrified by the evening’s events and hoping to slip away to their homes in the city when the time was right. To make matters worse, the untrained assailants found themselves woefully under­equipped. The two trucks that brought them to the palace swiftly departed after dropping them off. In their rush to flee the scene, the drivers drove off without unloading the rebels’ heavy machine guns and homemade bombs, so the men were faced with the prospect of mounting an assault on the palace with only light weapons and a single light machine gun. Most of the rebels, moreover, appeared none too keen to use their lone machine gun, so it was left to their leader on the ground, Lieutenant Severo Fournier, to personally take charge of it. Fournier told his rebels, “Shoot at the upstairs study where Vargas is no doubt holed up. Don’t hold anything back.” He fired a quick burst from the machine gun, as much to inspire his own men as to shake up the people inside the palace.

			Just as Alzira Vargas was frantically calling for help and reinforcements, Fournier dispatched a man to do the same on behalf of the assailants, and to check on the coup’s progress in Rio and in the rest of the country. “Find out who controls the radio and the police and check where the force is to kidnap the president,” Fournier instructed his messenger. For good measure, he added, “Return only when you have the reinforcements and guns.” In his heart Fournier knew that he would never see the messenger again: the man simply slipped away and returned home.22

			The assault on the palace devolved into a standoff, as both sides awaited news and the arrival of reinforcements. Inside the palace, Alzira was getting desperate. She suspected that the rebels wanted to kill her father, and she couldn’t reach most of the senior figures in the Estado Novo, who were having their own troubles and intrigues.23 It seemed increasingly likely that the promised reinforcements would not arrive in time.

			Suddenly, Alzira had an idea. “Papai, ” she said, “why don’t we check the tunnel that links the palace with the grounds of Fluminense Soccer Club.” The secret tunnel ran directly under the palace gardens and came out at the stadium, where Alzira hoped that the expected reinforcements might be waiting; perhaps they had even entered the tunnel and were making their way to the palace.

			Vargas approved the plan, but they soon discovered that the door to the tunnel was locked. The president ordered a search for the key, and tried to calm everyone down. “Let’s sit tight and wait,” the president instructed before returning to his study. “Alzira, tell the chief of police to get his men to try to enter the tunnel from the soccer stadium end.”

			Vargas paced his study with his revolver in his hand, becoming increasingly agitated. His life was in danger, a rescue force had yet to arrive, and he had a packed morning of official engagements and meetings to attend; he wanted to get to sleep.24 As happens in most coups, reliable information was also proving difficult to come by, and it was even harder to know who was personally involved in the plot. With the power cut to the palace, neither Alzira nor her father heard the broadcast by the rebels from a radio station that they had successfully seized, providing news of the uprising.25 Still, Vargas knew which political group was behind the coup.

			Vargas was perhaps most astute at gauging the strength of his political enemies, and there were many. On the left of the political spectrum were the communists, on the right, the fascist Green Shirts—the Integralistas—who were members of the Ação Integralista Brasileira. He also had a great deal of opposition from within the ranks of his own administration. Ministers and local governors all needed to be watched carefully, and Vargas often had to bring his full political skills to bear to dampen down mutinies, personality clashes, and ideological disputes that might otherwise tear his government apart. Now trapped in his office, with his administration and life in peril, Vargas was cool enough to understand just who was behind the attack. “The Integralistas will pay for this,” he informed his daughter in a monotone.

			Given the events of the past few months, it hadn’t been difficult for the president to come to this conclusion. Ever since the Estado Novo had banned all political parties some six months earlier, Vargas’s former fascist allies had been craving retribution. This Vargas could have anticipated—yet he didn’t understand how successful the rebels had been in securing support among Brazil’s armed forces, especially the navy. Sympathizers in the military had been essential in helping to organize and outfit the rebels now surrounding the Guanabara Palace and threating to topple the young Estado Novo.

			Alzira paid little attention to her father; she was more concerned with organizing his potential escape through the tunnel to the soccer stadium. With the key still not found, the people trapped inside the palace considered trying to break down the door, but this would have been no easy task; it was made of thick wood with strong, old-fashioned hinges. The group briefly considered shooting the lock off, but just as quickly dismissed the idea. None of the guns inside the palace were of a high enough caliber, and the sound of the shooting might have alerted the rebels outside of the existence of the tunnel. For the time being, the standoff continued.

			The lack of information on the situation in the rest of Rio continued to be a major source of concern to Alzira. There were rumors inside the palace that the rebels had taken over key radio stations across the country and were broadcasting anti-Estado Novo messages. Word also reached Alzira that there had been a traitor in the presidential guard, and that at least one of the loyal guards had been killed. This news heightened tensions inside the palace.

			Suddenly, a sustained outbreak of shooting erupted from the direction of the front gates. This time, however, the gunfire had not been directed at the palace. Finally, reinforcements had arrived—though not of the sort that Alzira and her father had been expecting.

			Eurico Gaspar Dutra, the minister of war, had been lucky. At the last minute, the rebels assigned to detain him and move him to a safe location in the center of Rio had lost their nerve, failing to surround his downtown home and sparing him the fate that had befallen other leaders of the Estado Novo. Following an urgent call from the palace to his home at 1 A.M., Dutra had left on foot to rally reinforcements, passing a bar inside of which were a dozen leaderless rebels sitting around drinking. Finally arriving at Leme Fort, Dutra had found some twelve soldiers, and he brought them to the palace in a single truck.26 The men were greeted at the gates by a burst of gunfire from the rebels camped outside. During the initial exchange of fire, two of Dutra’s men were wounded and a bullet nicked the minister’s ear. Instead of engaging the rebels in a prolonged firefight, Dutra appeared to lose his nerve and sought instructions as to what to do from Alzira.27 When no advice was forthcoming, Dutra sped off in a motorcycle sidecar in order to fetch more reinforcements.

			Although not quite the salvation Vargas and Alzira had been hoping for, Dutra’s intervention had a salutary effect. The presence of his small contingent of soldiers caused most of the rebels to abandon their positions at the front gate and flee into the woods surrounding the palace. Dutra himself, meanwhile, arrived at police headquarters to find other members of the Estado Novo trying to organize a group of special police to go to the palace. It was proving difficult, as most of the force had been given the night off by their commanders in order to celebrate the six-month anniversary of the Estado Novo. Finally, at Dutra’s urging, the head of the special police dispatched a single truckload of special police dressed in civilian attire to join the fight at the palace.

			Back at the palace, the danger was still acute. While they had driven many of the rebels into the woods, the first group of soldiers had not managed to capture or kill any of them, much less free the people trapped inside the palace. The situation was still deemed to be too dangerous for Vargas to try to exit through the front gates, so the tunnel and locked door became the sole focus of attention for those trying to get the president out. The special police arrived at the soccer stadium, following Dutra’s orders, and now entered the tunnel, making their way to the other side of the locked door under the Guanabara Palace. They were close enough to communicate with people on the palace side of the door, and together both parties hatched a plan to blow the door open. Fortunately, perhaps, for those on both sides of the door, this desperate plan was abandoned at the last moment.

			Just as the clock inside the president’s study was about to chime 5 A.M., the president’s secretary located a porter who had a key. They opened the door, and special police and other officials poured into the building, ending the siege. Alzira informed her father, “The police are here and it is over, but there is still much to be done to secure the palace gardens and the city.” In truth, however, the arrival of the police led most of the rebels at the front gate and in the woodlands of the palace gardens to abandon their positions. Most merely stripped off their uniforms, which they had worn on top of their civilian clothes, and tried to sneak back to downtown Rio. The majority were rapidly apprehended as they left the palace grounds or traversed the road back to the downtown. At the Guanabara Palace, the police removed the bodies of the seven rebels killed in the exchange of fire. As word spread of the failed assault on the palace, the rebels who had attacked the radio stations and the homes of leading Estado Novo members simply melted into the crowds.28 By 7 A.M. the uprising was over, save for the sounds of sporadic gunfire as the police continued to come across individual rebels or small groups of fighters who had not yet heard news of the uprising’s total failure.29

			Following the liberation of the palace, the tense atmosphere of the siege gave way to a festive mood as the leading figures of the Estado Novo swapped stories of what had happened that night outside their offices and homes. Alzira noted, however, that while everyone else was in high spirits, her father “spoke little and seemed withdrawn.” He was already planning his response to the coup and the plotters.

			Responses to the night’s drama were swift and varied. The coup had been so amateurish that some of Vargas’s critics maintained that it had been staged by the president and his supporters as an attempt to justify the establishment of the authoritarian Estado Novo.30 Subsequent events, however, came to reveal the extent of the plot and those involved in its planning and execution. As for Vargas’s typical modus operandi, a friend and advisor remarked to the British ambassador in Rio: “Senhor Vargas dislikes recourse to bloodshed in disposing of his enemies. He prefers to win them over by persuasion—or so skillfully to place the banana skin that they break their own necks. This calls for much patience.”31

			Later that same morning, while the police continued to round up rebels still hiding in the palace gardens, President Vargas took his usual walk to the presidential office at the Catete Palace, accompanied—as was normally the case—by only one aide.32 He was prepared to take whatever draconian measures were needed to see that the plotters were tracked down and brought to justice. The nascent investigation into the uprising was carried out surgically and rapidly, two words not usually associated with Brazilian authorities of the day.

			As Vargas prepared to strike back against his would-be assassins, Alzira and Benjamin worked to overhaul the security provision for the president. Members of the Vargas family, especially Alzira, found it hard to understand how it could have taken so long for reinforcements to arrive at the palace. They speculated that many security officers had been waiting to see which side prevailed, and that this ambivalence had left the president isolated and vulnerable. Furthermore, while Dutra eventually carried out his duty, Alzira noted his initial hesitancy to fully engage the rebels during the attempted coup. Later, Alzira suggested that Dutra had hesitated because he, too, had been considering joining the Integralistas.33 Her father was less critical, writing in his diary that “the minister of war [was] the only senior member of the state that risked his own life to save me during the attack. The rest fled to first protect themselves.”34

			Following the attempted coup, Benjamin decided that the president needed a personal bodyguard who would report directly to him. The guards were to be drawn from the gaúchos from the São Borja district, men with whom Benjamin had previously served in the military and whose loyalty he could vouch for. “They will be loyal to you,” he assured his brother, “and guard the palace while you sleep or work, and accompany you wherever you go.”35 The men were to be heavily armed, and—Alzira avowed—“would trust no one,” as was the custom from their region. These Brazilian cowboys were rough, with little time for the niceties of city life let alone presidential protocol, but they were given some training and dressed in suits. Their appointment as the presidential bodyguard proved a catastrophe for the president some sixteen years later, but in the aftermath of the uprising they surely brought comfort to him and the rest of the shaken presidential family.

			His stiffened security detail would not, however, protect Vargas from any future political challenges—especially not those that, like this uprising, had partially originated within his regime. As he now turned his attention to making sure that there would be no repeat of the uprising, his daughter kept a close watch over any ministers she believed posed an internal threat to her father. Her attentiveness would, in due time, earn Alzira the nickname of “the right eye of Vargas.”36

		

	
		
			2 The Left Eye of Vargas

			PRESIDENT VARGAS WAS KEEN TO RETURN TO BUSINESS as usual following the uprising. He especially wanted to avoid any appearance of weakness or instability, either domestically or internationally, and he took care to project an image of calmness and strength despite his recent ordeal. “The country is absolutely tranquil and the president of the republic continues to be supported by all the organized forces of the nation,” the Brazilian ministry of foreign affairs proclaimed the day after the attempted coup.1 A statement sent out to the foreign diplomatic corps based in Rio boasted of “hundreds of arrests” and claimed that the culprits would be dealt with swiftly and fairly.

			On May 16, 1938, Vargas and his cabinet introduced two amendments to the Brazilian constitution as a direct result of the uprising.2 The first imposed the death penalty on anyone convicted of attacking the president’s life or liberty. “The new law is not to be used retroactively against the plotters of May 11,” Vargas informed the meeting.3 In truth, there wasn’t any appetite for use of the death penalty, but the president hoped it might serve “as a deterrent against future plots.” The second amendment, Article 177, allowed the government to dismiss civilian or military personnel for reasons that were in the public interest—as defined by the regime—for an indefinite period.4

			In Rio, senior police officers keen to make up for their poor showing on May 11 moved quickly against those they suspected of having any involvement in the plot. Before the police had finished rounding up the usual suspects, their investigation got a big break when officers in Rio located a car used by Severo Fournier, the hapless leader of the rebellion at the Guanabara Palace. Inside the car, the police found detailed plans for the rebellion, including many of the names of the rebels involved. The plans confirmed Alzira’s gut instincts about the uprising; the rebels had planned to kidnap, or kill, her father and several other members of the regime. While the plans found in Fournier’s car proved that the Integralistas were behind the plot, they also revealed that a number of disaffected military non-Integralistas, such as Fournier, had taken part in the attempted coup. The plans also revealed the extent of the Brazilian navy’s role in the plot. Within days the police had arrested some 1,167 civilians and 437 military personnel, the majority of whom were from the navy.5

			At the end of the siege at the Guanabara Palace on May 11, Fournier had slipped quietly away and avoided capture. He took refuge with friends in Rio, but his photograph had been published in all the newspapers, and a sizable reward had been offered for information that led to his arrest.6 His friends grew more anxious with each day they hid him. Eventually, they hatched a plan. “We can get you to the Italian embassy, and then you’re on your own,” one of the men informed him. “There you can ask for political asylum,” another added. Because the Italian government had tacitly supported the Integralistas before the putsch, there was a chance—however slim—that it would now give sanctuary to one of the rebel leaders.

			It was a desperate gamble, but Fournier was feeling the same pressure as his friends. He had heard reports that the police were torturing people who had been detained in raids following May 11, and the prospect of sharing their fate—combined with the lack of any other viable alternative—led Fournier to go along with the plan.7

			On June 25, 1938, an old car crept slowly around the streets of central Rio, occasionally misfiring and doing its best not to attract the attention of the police. Both the driver and his passenger were wearing military uniforms, their shoulder lapels indicating they each held the rank of captain. The officers were trying not to show the anxiety they were feeling, either to one another or to the pedestrians who walked past when they stopped at traffic junctions. “The police are everywhere,” the driver informed his passenger, who could see perfectly well for himself.

			In truth, the police presence in central Rio was no greater than usual. The major police operation to capture the members of the uprising of May 11 had long since been scaled back, and most of those arrested had already been charged and sentenced. Vargas had sped up Brazil’s normally snail-like judicial process; under new emergency powers, the accused of May 11 were given just five minutes to mount their defense, and verdicts and sentences were issued within thirty minutes by increasingly grumpy, overworked judges.8 By June 25, the police in downtown Rio were more interested in looking for traffic violations and suppressing the city’s increasing crime rate than looking for any rebels who might have remained at large. Nonetheless, the driver of the car was sweating profusely and took Rio’s side roads wherever possible, avoiding the city’s long tree-lined avenues, which were awash with traffic policemen.

			In the trunk of the car, lying in the darkness, was Severo Fournier. As the car approached the Italian embassy, the driver refused to stop, plunging straight past the police guards and into the embassy grounds.9 There the men unloaded Fournier from the boot of the car and drove back past the guards, saluting as they left. It had taken them no more than twenty minutes to dispose of their explosive human cargo.

			Ambassador Lojacono experienced something approaching a panic attack when his secretary quietly interrupted his meeting by whispering in his ear, “Severo Fournier is inside the embassy grounds and wishes to seek political asylum.”10 After the ambassador had calmed down, he cabled Rome, and waited anxiously for instructions. As news spread quickly through Rio of Fournier’s arrival at the embassy, Eurico Dutra, the Brazilian minister of war, dispatched two senior military officers to negotiate with the Italian ambassador. The officers reported back to Dutra: “Lojacono was uncooperative, arrogant, and reluctant to hand over Fournier and therefore violate the very principle of political asylum.” Dutra was barely able to contain his anger.

			After much diplomatic maneuvering, pressure, and threats from the Brazilian government—as well as the personal intervention of Fournier’s own father and the Italian foreign minister, Galeazzo Ciano—Fournier was eventually persuaded to leave the embassy on July 7. He was given a choice of being arrested by the military or by civilian police; he chose the military option in the hope that they would treat him better.11 Fournier was convicted and given a lengthy jail sentence, but spared the death penalty.12 His arrest and conviction officially ended the rebellion, which became known in Brazilian history as the “revolution of the cowards.”13

			Fournier’s gradual ouster from the embassy was meant to signal a renewal of Brazilian-Italian friendship, which had been strained even prior to the events of June 25 when Brazil had frozen Italian funds in the country. While the Fournier dilemma was a potential cause for a further decline in relations between the two nations, it ultimately served as something of an olive branch. Fournier was encouraged to write a letter in which he thanked Lojacono for his hospitality and stated clearly that he would leave the embassy of his own accord. For his part, Lojacono was asked to write a personal letter to Dutra expressing his most sincere gratitude for the minister’s understanding of the moral dilemma the ambassador had found himself in over Fournier’s request for asylum. Subsequently

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/font/HelveticaNeueLTStd-HvCn.otf



OEBPS/image/Lochery-Brazil.jpg
BRALIL

THE FORTUNES OF WAR

World War Il and the Making of Modern Brazil

NEILL LOGHERY







OEBPS/font/HelveticaNeueLTStd-Roman.otf



OEBPS/font/HelveticaNeueLTStd-Ex.otf


OEBPS/image/30400.jpg
BRAZIL

——

THE FORTUNES OF WAR

Word War Il and the Making of Modern Brazi

NEILL LOCHERY






