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Praise for The Battle for Brazil

“Suzanne Litrel’s The Battle for Brazil offers insight into the inter-Iberian tensions that existed before the Luso–Dutch War and the strains it placed on Spain and Portugal’s awkwardly interwoven colonial systems and economies in sugar, silver, and slavery. Although her work offers an important and original view of European and colonial war, global early modern empire, and colonial economies, the most groundbreaking aspect of Litrel’s contribution is the immaculately researched analysis of the impact of Dutch occupation on Brazil’s marginalized populations. She succeeds in finding the human voice in the various colonial archives; and with exceptional clarity narrates how Indigenous, Africans and Afro-Brazilians, Jewish and New Christians, and women negotiated and re-negotiated alliances with one, or both, sides involved in the conflict. They challenged the racial, religious, and gender hierarchies entrenched in the Iberian colonial empires. Litrel introduces her reader to an emergent Brazilian people—not Portuguese—who shaped the resistance to, and the expulsion of, the Dutch occupiers. In their decades-long challenge to colonial structures, the author is arguing for a new understanding of the very origin of Brazil.”—Zachary R. Morgan, author of Legacy of the Lash: Race and Corporal Punishment in the Brazilian Navy and the Atlantic World

“Portuguese King Sebastian’s legendary demise at the Battle of Alcácer- Quibir in 1578 and the challenges of Spanish rule and Dutch occupation immediately following profoundly shaped the Luso-Brazilian world. Suzanne Litrel confronts the mythologized narratives that sprang out of these critical years, showing how men and women from diverse backgrounds in Portugal, Brazil, and beyond navigated the tempestuous currents of this era—ultimately transcending the very myths that their stories would beget.”—Erik Lars Myrup, author of Power and Corruption in the Early Modern Portuguese World

“Suzanne Litrel brings the seventeenth-century Atlantic world to life, showing how Brazil’s fate was forged not only by empires but by diverse people whose struggles and alliances changed history. Enriched by original findings from the archives, it is a narrative that stands alongside, and pushes beyond, the classic works of Boxer, Russell-Wood, and Alencastro.”—Ian Read, author of The Hierarchies of Slavery in Santos, Brazil, 1822–1888

“For a long time, historians of colonial Brazil and early modern Portugal downplayed the importance of breaking down the Dutch dominance in northeastern Brazil, seeing it as a failed attempt by European invaders to establish an enclave in South America. Recently, groundbreaking research projects are contesting this perspective, and following that lead, Suzanne Litrel’s The Battle for Brazil highlights the extreme challenge, the strategy, and the Portuguese willpower in fighting an Atlantic war on two fronts for its survival as a nation and a worldwide empire. This included maintaining Brazil at all costs. Myriad sources, used with fluid and impressive dexterity and sensibility, from different languages, geographies, and backgrounds, make this work a major contribution to Portuguese, American, Atlantic, and colonial History. The Battle for Brazil shall remain a milestone and a standard work in those fields for many years to come.”—Rodrigo da Costa Dominguez, author of Fiscal Policy in Early Modern Europe: Portugal in Comparative Context and coeditor of Portugal in a European Context: Essays on Taxation and Fiscal Policies in Late Medieval and Early Modern Western Europe, 1100–1700
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Introduction


Men invented books to preserve the memory of things past, against the tyranny of the times, and against the forgetting of men … which is an even greater tyranny.

—ANTÓNIO VIEIRA, “SERMÃO DE NOSSA SENHORA DE PENHA DE FRANÇA”

IN THE EPIC POEM Caramaru: poema épico do descubrimento da Bahia, an Indigenous woman has a vision of a terrible future. From the sixteenth century, Paraguaçu predicts the arrival of plundering Dutch and an ensuing war.1 Her story turns to triumph, however, as she foresees new alliances and a bold resistance by the men who lead the war. They included Henrique Dias, “captain of the brave Ethiopians,” and “strong” Felipe Camarão, commander of Indigenous troops, both of whom steered the Portuguese to victory against the Dutch in 1654.2

While Frei José de Santa Rita Durão’s 1781 poem, written for the “love of his homeland,” is largely fictitious, the protracted struggle against the Dutch in Brazil was not.3 The Dutch, like the English and French, had long threatened the Brazilian northeast for opportunity and plunder. But only the Netherlanders had seized a large chunk of the South Atlantic colony, first its administrative capital of Salvador (1624–1625) and then the northeastern half of Brazil (1630–1654). By highlighting participants of African and Indigenous descent as loyal Portuguese subjects in Brazil, Caramaru evokes the memory of an astounding victory against the Netherlanders.

The global Dutch threat to Portuguese colonies and posts had emerged, for all intents and purposes, when Portugal was subsumed by Spain in the union of the two crowns (1580–1640), but an upstart Luso-Brazilian resistance ended the Dutch Atlantic threat to Portugal in three decades. Written just over a century after the ouster of the Dutch from Brazil, Caramaru wed this victory to the national narrative—and with it an emergent, celebratory Brazilian trope of a multi-ethnic, heroic, and imaginative people. This was new: a mixed-descent guerrilla force defeated the mighty Dutch, and the colony of Brazil saved the metropole.

The Dutch occupation of northeastern Brazil (1624–1625, 1630–1654) prompted Portuguese Atlantic action. Prophecy, tradition, and opportunity galvanized o povo (the people). As the Dutch assaulted northeastern Brazil, aid from the metropole—whether Spanish-directed, to 1640, or Portuguese-driven, from 1641—proved inconsistent at best. Marginalized men and women maneuvered socioeconomic openings at this moment of profound crisis and made a difference. Far across the Atlantic, they demonstrated time-honored notions of loyalty but with a twist: they negotiated survival and status by drawing from prophecy, breaking social mores, and proving loyal to and betraying God and Portugal. The trauma of Dutch conquest served, then, as a crucible for both elite and popular Portuguese self-understanding—to enduring effect.

The Luso–Dutch struggle for Brazil begins not with seventeenth-century skirmishes on the beaches of Bahia, nor in competition wrought by early modern colonial ventures, but with a young Portuguese sovereign and his ill-executed plan to “be the lord of all of Africa.”4 As a tiny West Atlantic kingdom, Portugal had, until the 1580s, steered largely clear of wide-scale European religious conflict. This included the Dutch war for independence against the Spanish Habsburg Empire (1568–1648).5 The untimely death of childless Dom Sebastião in 1578, however, sparked a succession crisis, partially resolved by Philip II of Spain’s claim and ascension to the Portuguese throne in 1580. This meant that Portugal’s participation in Spain’s wars—and as a result, engagement with its enemies—now included conflict with the Dutch.6

As a result of the union of Spanish and Portuguese crowns, situational and juridical Dutch notions of “just war” led to Netherlandish claims on Portugal’s far-flung possessions. The commercial-military Dutch East India Company (VOC), formed in 1602, took the now dual crown as open season on Portugal’s “seaborne empire,” to most profitable results. The newly chartered company hired Dutch legal jurist Hugo Grotius to defend the spectacular haul of the Portuguese carrack Santa Catarina (1603); his Mare Liberum fueled moral justification for Dutch seizure of persons and property.7

From Amboina to Cochin, Portuguese feitorias (trading posts) fell to the Dutch East India Company’s relentless assault. The Netherlanders then turned west. The Twelve-Year Truce (1609–1621) between Spain and the United Provinces afforded both the opportunity to shore up capital and arms, but the interlude only stoked Dutch enthusiasm for war profit. With its expiration, and with the support of the Reformed Church, the Netherlanders went into immediate and overtly belligerent action. In 1621 the Dutch States General authorized the charter of the West India Company (WIC). Like the VOC, its successful counterpart to the east, this new enterprise manifested secular and spiritual ambition.8 Now the Netherlanders launched a westerly attack on Brazil, aiming to rake in “white gold,” extend Calvinist reach, and—from Salvador—build a South Atlantic empire.9 With hopes for a “fruitful harvest of souls” linked to commercial vision, the West India Company targeted Brazil’s richest sugar-producing captaincies—first Bahia (1624–1625) and then Pernambuco (1630–1654).10

Early modern crises shook Portuguese faith through global Luso–Dutch wars. Domestic and continental conflict, the proliferation of print culture, and expanded, creative access to capital manifested in an enduring trial that would begin and end with the lost King Sebastian. Iberian baroque culture reflected crisis peculiar to this era through an awareness of societal restructuring; in the long arc of history, such shifts are not unusual.11 But for Luso-Brazilians, the Dutch episode proved a crystallizing moment in Brazil’s historical trajectory. Most notable among such documents, and from which this project amply draws, are Father Manuel Calado’s O valeroso Lucideno e o triunfo do liberdade (1648), Duarte Coelho de Albuquerque’s Memórias diárias de la guerra del Brasil por discurso de nueve años (1654), and Father António Vieira’s “Carta Ânua” (1626). In their respective accounting of quotidian life during the ongoing battle for Brazil, these and other works indicate not only Luso-Brazilian resourcefulness and ingenuity but also a keen awareness of the historical moment that was Dutch Brazil.

Both in Brazil and in the metropole, history and remembering converged in sacral and prophetic realms, rooted in the very origin myth of Portugal. For instance, Jesuit António Vieira would rouse Portuguese parishioners as the enemy drew near, railing against God for handing the “whole world” over to the Dutch.12 Vieira drew from his own experience of having fled the Dutch invasion of Bahia in 1624, when he was just a teen. Through him and others, we see an evolution in self-understanding sparked by the trauma of Dutch invasions. Like many Portuguese, Vieira turned to old, prophetic poems to explain the meaning of the Dutch occupation. The sixteenth-century Trovas do Bandarra (Ballads of Bandarra), created by shoemaker António Gonçalves de Bandarra, heralded the near ruin of Portugal and the return of a king who would lead it back to glory. For literati and spiritual leaders such as Vieira, such tales provided moral setting and context that gave Portuguese struggles greater meaning in times of crisis.

The effects of this early modern trial manifested across race and class in a reflection of what it meant to be Portuguese. In Brazil, reactions to Dutch challenge gave rise to new articulations of loyalty as Afro-descended and Indigenous residents not only pledged fealty to the Luso (Portuguese) cause but were also rewarded for their traditional expressions of valor, most notably on the battlefield. As a result, when the doubly subsumed kingdom was on the verge of collapse, what it meant to be an acknowledged subject of Portugal expanded to include non-white men and even women who negotiated for survival. The collective memory of Luso-Brazilian victory over the Dutch, including heroic depictions of Afro-Brazilian Henrique Dias and Indigenous Felipe Camarão, manifested in chronicles and now classic poems such as Caramaru—remembered, shared, and repeated for centuries to come.

This is a story of how a colony saved the metropole, an episode that endures beyond the end of the Luso–Dutch wars. Contested Dutch Brazil has been described as an “imperial moment” for the United Provinces.”13 This is also true for the Portuguese, who retained control of their prized colony. Brazil’s sugar industry may not have regained its prewar production heights, but not long after the Dutch defeat, miners in Brazil literally struck gold. By 1808 Brazil would be the only European colony ever to house its ruling family, sheltering the Braganza royal family from Napoleonic wars and control. Brazil restored the kingdom of Portugal, supporting a waning maritime empire beyond the seventeenth century—and would become a mighty empire in its own right.

This book is also—though indirectly—about saudade, that melancholy borne of nostalgia and the people, places, and events that it evokes. It is about unearthing “sites of memory,” material, symbolic, and functional spaces where history and memory converge in a collective remembering.14 Both in Brazil and in the metropole, longing and remembering were rooted in the very origin myth of Portugal. For the seventeenth-century Portuguese, these sites were remembered, articulated, and given new life in discursive, performative, and violent gestures on and off the battlefield. The collective remembering of Luso-Brazilian victory over the Netherlanders helped shaped notions of what it meant to be Portuguese during and beyond the time of the Dutch.15


Atlantic Recollection and Renewal

The Battle for Brazil examines the Portuguese Atlantic reaction to the Dutch in Brazil. It takes this turning-point episode out of various scholarly wunderkammern, or cabinets of curiosity, and sets it in the currents of an Atlantic history crowded by narratives of Spanish, English, and Dutch empire.16 Finally, this history suggests that the Dutch episode offers an opportunity to better engage Latin America, and specifically Portuguese America, in world history. For it is from the crucible of this war that nascent, coalescing Luso-Brazilian networks not only helped free Portugal from the Spanish and the Dutch but also—at the very least culturally—began to distinguish the colony from the metropole it rescued.

Remembering the battle for Brazil had once meant tracing Dutch effort, ascendance, and legacy in the northeast—a narrative now darkened with quotidian realities of transatlantic war. Twentieth-century English and Portuguese language surveys of Dutch Brazil have made ample use of a well-ordered Dutch record; this accounts, perhaps, for the enduring legacy of Dutch Brazil and its “humanist prince,” West India Company governor-general Johan Maurits van Nassau-Siegen. Here, Dutch Brazil is described in terms of religious tolerance as well as aesthetic and cultural achievement: the aristocratic Maurits brought order and progress to long-neglected Brazil.17 More recent histories of the Luso–Dutch battle for Brazil and the Atlantic world have homed in on the trials of West India Company efforts, including the ordeal of foot soldiers as they managed waning support and confronted unrelenting resistance. Shifting, opaque alliances with settlers and Indigenous peoples dampened soldierly morale; hunger and disease also took their toll.18

The Battle for Brazil builds on and synthesizes the rich work of Brazilian scholars, in particular those hailing from the northeast—for whom the Dutch episode is personal. Soon after Brazil’s independence from Portugal in 1822, scholars traveled to the Netherlands to translate and transcribe critical Dutch documents, part of a broader effort to build a national narrative.19

Such effort picked up pace into the next century.20 The resulting collections of Dutch-derived work helped foster the work of Recife-born José Antônio Gonsalves de Mello, whose Tempo dos flamengos (1947) offers an enduring examination of the sociocultural effects of Dutch occupation.21 While he highlighted Maurits’s administration (1637–1644), he also noted the failure of the West India Company to acknowledge local concerns and customs.22 Three decades later, Brazilian diplomat Evaldo Cabral de Mello delved more deeply into dynamics of the conflict-ridden colony. Influenced by the Annales school and in particular the work of Fernand Braudel, his Olinda restaurada situated Dutch Brazil in the context of wider European continental conflict.23 The prolific Pernambucan later investigated how the struggle shaped Luso-Brazilian memory of Dutch occupation from the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries—and with it, the influence of Maurits and the West India Company on the “local imagination.”24

Brazilian scholars continue to draw from the rich, contemporary Portuguese record, creating fine-grained histories that have guided this work. Ronaldo Vainfas, for example, investigates overlooked “anti-heroes” during the time of the Dutch, considering the choices and impulses that drove double-crossing Portuguese to action.25 Their evolving status—from sidelined troublemakers to key players in the war against the Dutch—reveals as much about the opportunities they negotiated as it does about the evolution of Luso-Brazilian “identity” during this time. For it was during the time of the Dutch in Brazil that notions of what it meant to be Portuguese far from the metropole appear to have emerged.



Negotiating Dutch Brazil

In explicating the longue durée evolution of Portuguese self-understanding and reaction to the Dutch in Brazil, the first chapter of this work opens with the story of Portugal’s founding and considerations of Portuguese identity from the twelfth century. The death of heirless King Sebastian in 1578, Philip II’s 1580 ascension to Portugal’s throne, and the Dutch global attack on Portuguese claims tapped into enduring, discursive notions of Portugal’s once-expansive identity and fate. Circulating works such as Trovas do Bandarra and Os Lusíadas prophesied dark times followed by a glorious era in which Portugal would come to reign as God’s kingdom on earth. This chapter traces the collision of Sebastianism, rooted in Portuguese mythological and prophetic tradition, with Dutch military–backed notions of “free seas” and “just war.” This meant Dutch conquest of Portuguese overseas posts and enduring attacks in the east and then—with the creation of the Dutch West India Company—in the South Atlantic with the 1624 seizure of Bahia.

Chapter 2 examines the Portuguese reaction to Dutch and Spanish “captivity” through the Iberian reconquest of Bahia. This episode led to the emergence of a transatlantic Lusophone consciousness that cut across occupation, rank, and class. The primary Portuguese account of the 1624 Dutch conquest of Salvador, Jesuit novice António Vieira’s report to Rome, sheds light on the coordination of Jesuits and their Indigenous troops. From the backlands, and with the aid of men from neighboring captaincies, they pinned the Dutch fast to Salvador—until the arrival of the largest armada to ever cross the Atlantic. The “voyage of the vassals” by Luso–Spanish loyalists then helped defeat the enemy. Post-celebratory Spanish and Portuguese depictions of the reconquest reveal tension between the groups and how a dissolution of the crowns might affect the ground war in Brazil.

The third and fourth chapters subvert textual and visual renderings of Dutch-held Brazil to examine how, from 1630, marginalized subjects of Portugal negotiated Netherlandish presence in Pernambuco. Indigenous, Afro-descended, and mixed-descent men willingly participated in cross-cultural alliances for the Portuguese cause, exemplified by the actions of Afro-descended Henrique Dias and Indigenous leader Felipe Camarão. Luso-Brazilian and Indigenous women also engaged with and against the Dutch; the most martial of them were celebrated in their time and are remembered to this day. Marginalized subjects in Portugal and Brazil engaged in demonstrations of loyalty and in some cases earned public acknowledgement not afforded prior to the Dutch episode.

On the ground, cross-captaincy coordination sustained the Luso-Brazilian resistance through and after the restoration of Portugal. How did the dissolution of the dual Iberian crown manifest in recruitment, provisioning, and decision-making? Chapters 5 and 6 consider growing coordination—apart from the metropole—within the Portuguese Atlantic world. Despite administrative restructuring that led to the creation of the Overseas Council and a streamlined approach to colonial governance, direct financial and material help was not readily forthcoming. Examining the on-the-ground realities of support for war efforts, the fifth chapter traces waning Crown efforts as Portugal confronted the Spanish threat on the border. Luso-Brazilian coordination coalesced in mustering local men and foodstuff, most notably manioc. Chapter 6 examines the impact of the 1640 restoration of Portugal across Portuguese and Spanish America, forcing Luso loyalists back to Brazil as the trans-American borders closed. Through the 1640s, the resistance coordinated restoration from Rio de Janeiro and Bahia to regain Portuguese rule in the Brazilian northeast and West Africa.

From Brazil, colonialist victories forced metropole action. The final chapter of The Battle for Brazil examines how continental efforts to contain the conflict—through negotiation, diplomacy, and literary legitimizing measures—fell short and how local, sustained defiance to the Dutch in Brazil influenced outcomes. Post-restoration, a depleted treasury and no end to the Luso–Dutch war in sight prompted Dom João IV to consider selling Brazil to the Dutch. The surprising success of the “Divine War of Liberation” (1645–1654) ended such talk: Luso-Brazilian resistance forces successfully coordinated and pushed pack against the Dutch, with relatively minimal support from the metropole. This marked an agentic shift as colonialists forced the hand of the Crown. By 1648, clear Luso-Brazilian victories had revived support for a sugar fleet convoy to protect the colony’s “white gold.” The Brazil General Company, as this armed convoy was known, offered aid by way of munitions and materiel and would replenish treasury funds drained by fighting a multi-front war.

Throughout the long period of suppression—at home by the Spanish and abroad by the Dutch—the Portuguese rallied on the one hand by tapping into prophecy and myth and on the other by demonstrating loyalty, honor, and valor. Emergent, layered discourses regarding sovereign and subject identity, sparked by the Luso–Dutch wars, led to unexpected alliances as marginalized actors negotiated openings in the protracted Atlantic struggle. This cross-class and inter-ethnic coordination of Portuguese men and women coalesced under Spanish rule (1580–1640) but intensified and took on new meaning with Portugal’s independence from Spain in 1640.

The Dutch West India Company withdrew from Portuguese America in 1654 and—bankrupted by the end of the seventeenth century—from nearly the entire Western Hemisphere. One enduring legacy of the chronically troubled enterprise manifested where the WIC sought control: on-the-ground resistance led to an emerging Luso-Brazilian identity. This consciousness translated into action, sparking the restoration of Portuguese Brazil and, by extension, the material and spiritual salvation of the kingdom of Portugal.








CHAPTER ONE
The Return of the King
Prophecy, Imagination, and Memory



THE DESERT MARCH FROM Arzila to the Battle of Alcácer-Quibir was one of the few significant decisions King Sebastian of Portugal would make in his young, short life. The other was to retake the North African port of Larache in the first place.1 In 1578 the Jesuit-raised Dom Sebastião, as he was known, had challenged the sultan of Morocco to reclaim what he believed was rightfully Portuguese; in so doing, he would avenge his family name—and God.2 And so thousands of Portuguese loyal to O Desejado, the Desired One, the only son of an only son, followed the childless twenty-four-year-old sovereign to their death.

The succession crisis that followed, and with it Spain’s subsumption of Portugal (1580–1640), nearly destroyed the tiny kingdom and its global maritime empire.3 The Portuguese were soon dragged into continental conflict, and Portugal’s eastern outposts came under attack. In 1583 Philip II of Spain invaded England with the help of the Portuguese, now his vassals—to disastrous effect. All twelve ships and five thousand men out of Lisbon were lost. Beyond that, Portugal’s “Babylonian captivity,” as the Iberian Union came to be known, also damaged long-enjoyed trade relations with the Dutch. The Netherlanders had been in revolt against the Habsburg Empire since 1568; the Spanish now embargoed their ships in the port of Lisbon.4 The Dutch retaliated with a vengeance. Emboldened by an excuse to seize Portuguese-turned-Spanish claims abroad, their military-commercial companies encroached on the far-flung Lusophone world.

The Castilian advance and the 1580 installation of Philip I (Philip II of Spain) to the Portuguese throne also sparked millenarian hope of King Sebastian’s return. Now, so the story went, after years of suffering, the king would reappear to lead Portugal as God’s sovereign on earth. The Portuguese spoke of “Sebastian sightings,” and indeed, more than a few imposters claimed the throne. These included a baker and a Calabrian who spoke no Portuguese.5 Perhaps the “sleeping king”—a riff on Arthurian lore—had returned.6 After all, as Sebastianist writer Dom João de Castro reminded his readers in 1603, God had worked miracles for his people before—beginning with the very founding of Portugal in 1139.7

What accounted for the pull of messianic thinking in early modern Portugal? If later in this history it would be crisis—the Spanish captivity, the Dutch occupation of Brazil—at the beginning, it was rapid territorial expansion that kept the myths alive. Lusitanian myth, faith, and messianism evolved with early formation of the Portuguese maritime empire, but this dialogic of expansion was rooted in the mythical twelfth-century founding of Portugal. In the early modern era, a trope of exceptionalism iterated in major events: Portugal’s early settlement of Brazil, the maturation of the India trade, and the rise of slave-fueled sugar production, with all the wealth that it engendered. Enduring discourse of prophecy connected to Portuguese political ambition, which by the sixteenth century was now global in scope.8 During the trauma of Dutch global aggression, this narrative took on new meaning in literature and religious texts. Through continued crisis, the death and the memory of King Sebastian sparked prophetic notions. Hinted at in the Trovas do Bandarra, they were rooted in enduring moral narratives, particularly in the Old Testament concept of the “return of the king.”

The eschatological articulation of the Luso–Dutch conflict drove Portuguese action at home and abroad.9 This, then, was more than a reflex response to the trauma of Alcácer-Quiber and a king-less Portugal: in the context of the global Dutch threat, Sebastianism also drew from and transformed long-held notions of what it meant to be Portuguese. Such visions collided with and were realized by Dutch action and articulation of free seas and “just” appropriation of land, people, and goods.10 But the Portuguese millenarian reaction to this crisis—the conflict-ridden first half of the seventeenth-century—reveals that resurrected sentiment, rooted in the very founding of Portugal, mitigated the realities of a kingdom under siege.



Envisioning Portugal: 1139–1603 CE

The founding miracle of Portugal was in its twelfth-century formation as an independent kingdom, free from Galician suzerainty and the more serious Muslim threat.11 Two years after negotiating the Treaty of Tui in 1137, Afonso Henriques of Portugal curtailed his excursions into Galicia (present-day northern Spain).12 He turned his attention instead to an immediate and very real concern: an enormous army of Almoravids had crossed the Mandego River, overrun the castle at Leira, and now descended on the town of Tomar.13 Afonso prepared to meet them on a wide plain. This site would become known as the battlefield at Ourique. According to his chroniclers, the future first king of Portugal gathered his army and swung south. Then he prayed, so the story went, for divine reward.

The night before the battle, Afonso saw a crucified Christ in the sky and a message that his Christian army would defeat the Muslims—or so he claimed. “I will establish a kingdom,” he then pronounced, “by whose actions my name will be known to strange peoples.”14 His vision proved prophetic. Badly outnumbered but armed with faith, O Fundador (the Founder) confronted the enemy. Five Muslim kings may have led an army against the Portuguese, but the divinely inspired Afonso emerged victorious:


Here, upon his own white shield,

Triumphantly he drew,

Five blue buckles, clearly rendered

Five kings defeated, thusly remembered.15



Having delivered the Portuguese from the enemy, Afonso now set about memorializing the event and his own role in it. Following the battle, Afonso sought and obtained acclamation from the clergy, nobles, and commoners at the nearby town of Lamego. Legitimized by spiritual visions and secular support, Afonso Henriques became the first king of Portugal. He threw off the Almoravid armies once and for all and permanently secured freedom from his overlord, the Galician King Alfonso of León.16 Afonso’s peers were little more than lukewarm at his acclamation; he had already earned a reputation for restless energy and insolence. But during the course of his long reign (1139–1185), artists and scholars ingrained the victory of Ourique in Portuguese memory; images of the battle-ready king kneeling before a vision of Christ would be reproduced for public consumption in the decades to follow, especially during times of crisis (Figure 1). Within a decade of his victory, King Afonso’s army recaptured Lisbon, held by Muslims since 716 CE. One hundred years later, the Portuguese reconquista was complete.

[image: Pen-and-ink drawing of future king of Portugal Afonso Henriques kneeling before a vision of a crucified Jesus Christ, surrounded by angels. Henriques is dressed in medieval soldierly gear and wears an armored chest plate. A battlefield tent is in the background.]
Figure 1. António Soares de Albergaria, Miracle at Ourique. Originally published in Albergaria 1632. Courtesy of Biblioteca Nacional de Portugal via Wikimedia Commons. Licensed under CC BY 4.0. https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0.


In the centuries to follow, spurred by a Christianizing, expansionist vision, Atlantic-facing Portugal would lead the world in global exploration.17 From the fourteenth century, Portuguese portolan charts, a vast improvement over medieval mappa mundiae, directed sailors down the west coast of Africa and, by the end of the fifteenth century, across the Indian Ocean. With their frightening renditions of lurking maritime monsters and other dangers, mappa mundiae were meant as warnings for sinners rather than for practical use by navigators.18 The rhumb lines of portolan maps, on the other hand, were meant to guide ships from known port to port. Cartographic and other navigational improvements—the caravel, the carrack, the mariner’s astrolabe, for example—point to how exploration and expansion were changing Portugal. The incorporation of such East Asian and Islamic navigational technologies enabled the Portuguese to bridge the gap between astronomers and navigators, both of whom had turned to celestial understanding. Now Portuguese pilots moved farther from the coastline altogether—until they sailed in open water and out of land’s sight.19

Portuguese mythological discourse evolved as well. Since Ourique, prophecy and myth had served as the guiding call to exploration. For example, Dom João II (1455–1495) was determined to track down the mythical Christian king Prester John, whose lost realm, it was rumored, lay behind Muslim lines. By land and by sea, Dom João II sought to find and free him. He dispatched the Arabic-speaking Pero de Covilha, who sent back word of Prester John, as well as Bartholomeu Dias, whose quest resulted in his rounding the Cape of Good Hope in 1488.20 Spiritual motivation for exploration continued in the years ahead.

The Portuguese, like the Spanish, now assumed rights to and fought over territorial claims far beyond imagined lost kingdoms. The first phase of exploration, confirmed through a succession of papal bulls, envisioned one global ocean but no clear cartographic understanding of what that meant.21 For instance, with the Indian Ocean not yet on the horizon and the Spanish to contend with, the Portuguese were granted, by the 1479 Treaty of Alcaçovas, all Atlantic islands save the Canaries, as well as monopoly rights to the west coast of Africa.22 The Spanish claimed—and the Pope accepted—territory north of and including the Canary Islands. And so the Portuguese and the Spanish staked global, if tenuous, claims with the Treaty of Tordesillas (1494), which created an arbitrary line that ran through South America.23 The Portuguese would push the line of demarcation farther west than originally imagined, but the shifting boundaries indicate a general desire between Portugal and Spain to maintain peace as they divided the world up for Christendom.24

Portugal and Spain still sought papal dispensation for their conquests, but beyond religious blessing, economic concerns also drove and justified the exploratory impulse toward expansion.25 Prolific returns on spices helped fuel this drive. For Portugal, the outward route of what would become the Carreira da Índia, or India trade from Lisbon to Goa, took Portuguese explorers and merchants south from Lisbon to Cabo Verde, skirting the South Atlantic gyre to the Cape of Good Hope—and on to Indian Ocean destinations such as Goa and Cochin. They would create and connect coastal feitorias, forming an expansive—if uneven—maritime empire.

On April 1, 1500, just two years after Vasco da Gama opened a southeastern route out of Portugal, Pedro Cabral made unexpected landfall on the Brazilian northeast. This was not his original destination; he headed east from this “minor diversion,” following Vasco da Gama’s route to Calicut. Indeed, Crown attention remained fixed on the Indian subcontinent. King Manuel, advised in 1504 of possible attacks on Portuguese there by the Ottomans, Mamluks, and Venetians, intended to create “a whole new state in the Indian Ocean.”26 This led to the creation, by 1515, of the Estado da India, an audacious attempt at Portuguese political and religious oversight over whole South and Southeast Asian worlds. Portuguese missionaries accompanied merchants in the crusade for spices and souls; the king would keep Ottomans at bay even as his subjects traded with non-Christians in pepper, spice, and more. For at least a few decades, then, what would become Brazil was passed over by ambitious Portuguese for far greater reward.

Westward, no such Portuguese equivalent existed—no “state of the Atlantic Ocean.” But through the course of the sixteenth century, as Brazil’s potential became apparent to the Crown, the actions of settlers and competitors warranted greater administrative control. The Portuguese elite, following Vasco da Gama, generally neglected the Ilha da Santa Cruz, as Brazil was first named, for their commercial crusade to the east. For those seeking noble status and privilege, however, opportunities that were scarce in Portugal could be had in Brazil. Titles and land grants were open to those who could prove—in carefully crafted letters and petitions—loyalty and service via expansionary efforts. Whereas shorter-term Indian Ocean ventures encouraged merchants to handle business and return home, explorers in Brazil settled down and fanned out from Salvador, Rio de Janeiro, and Recife. Brazil also proved fortuitous—a solution of sorts, at least in the short run—for Portuguese New Christians and Jews. After financing an expedition of the northern coast of Brazil, Fernão de Loronha, factor of German Jewish investor Jakob Fugger, headed a consortium of New Christian investors and gained hereditary captaincy of the island archipelago that would be known as Fernando de Noronha. The captaincy, leased out for three years, served as a
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[image: Pen-and-ink print of a flat desert battlefield with a hill in the background. Portuguese troops, banners held high, march straight toward enemy troops. The enemy soldiers face and flank the Portuguese in a semicircular formation. Both sides have cannons positioned in front of their soldiers.]
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