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Introduction

In his book on Nathaniel Hawthorne, written in 1879, Henry James offered a list of what New England could not offer a novelist: “No sovereign, no court, no personal loyalty, no aristocracy, no church, no clergy, no army, no diplomatic service, no country gentleman, no palaces, no castles, nor manor, nor old country houses, nor parsonages, nor thatched cottages, nor ivied ruins; no cathedrals, nor abbeys, nor little Norman churches; no great Universities nor public schools—no Oxford, nor Eton, nor Harrow; no literature, no novels, no museums, no pictures, no political society, no sporting class—no Epsom nor Ascot.” But James understood, at least some of the time, that such a lack could, in a strange way, be as much a gift as a problem for a novelist. “The American knows,” he wrote, “that a good deal remains.” Seven years earlier, in a letter to an American friend, he had suggested that the richness of Europe was something perhaps the American novelist did not need: “It’s a complex fate being an American, and one of the responsibilities it entails is fighting against a superstitious valuation of Europe.”

In his efforts to root his fiction in a world of settled manners, however, James understood that he would have to possess the old world rather than embrace the new one. Since he believed in structure and form in the novel, and in the orderly and stately architecture of fiction, he lived merely with the shadow of what “the American knows” and feasted instead on the substance of what England, France, and Italy offered him. He relished in his fiction a thousand years of slow progress, a sense of order and continuity.

In listing what was absent from the world that Hawthorne inherited, James was suggesting a kind of wilderness, a place where nothing orderly, including an orderly novel, could easily grow. He did not wish to write disorderly novels.

As James was working, however, literacy and literary culture began to spread in places where civility was merely a rumor, or a sour joke. In such countries as Ireland and Brazil, for example, as poverty and social disruption reigned, and respect for form and continuity was sorely missing, the novel took on a new and strange shape.

This caused unease, to say the least. It took more than eight years, for example, for Dubliners, James Joyce’s first collection of stories, to find a publisher willing to take the risk of bringing out a book with stark and relentless images of the sexual and social underside of a city. So, too, it took more than a decade for Joyce’s Ulysses, after its initial publication in Paris in 1922, to become freely available in the English-speaking world. The enemies were not only the censors but also snobbish elements in the literary community itself, including Professor Mahaffy of Trinity College Dublin, who said: “James Joyce is a living argument in defence of my contention that it was a mistake to establish a separate university for the aborigines of this island—for the corner boys who spit in the Liffey.” Or Virginia Woolf, who noted in her diary that she found Ulysses “an illiterate, underbred book…the book of a self-taught working man.” Or Henry James’s friend Edmund Gosse, who wrote of Joyce: “He is of course not entirely without talent, but he is a literary charlatan of the extremest order.”

The year after Henry James published his book on Hawthorne, the Brazilian novelist Machado de Assis (1839–1908), a close contemporary of James’s—Elizabeth Bishop, in her book on Brazil, ranked him and James as the two greatest novelists of their age in the Americas—began his novel Epitaph of a Small Winner with a chapter called “The Death of the Author.” The novel begins: “I hesitated some time, not knowing whether to open these memoirs at the beginning or at the end, i.e., whether to start with my birth or with my death. Granted, the usual practice is to begin with one’s birth, but two considerations led me to adopt a different method: the first is that properly speaking, I am a deceased writer not in the sense of one who has written and is now deceased, but of one who has died and is now writing, a writer for whom the grave was really a new cradle; the second is that the book would thus gain in merriment and novelty.”

This tone seems a century away from James, being close to the tone of certain, and indeed uncertain, playful texts produced in both the eighteenth century and the twentieth century by such figures as Laurence Sterne (whom Machado de Assis had read) and Flann O’Brien or Jorge Luis Borges. What Epitaph of a Small Winner lacks, of course, is what Machado de Assis did not have as his hinterland—a world of manners and morals that had developed enough to give characters choices and chances, or a sense of time itself as something that brought easy progress and gradual change, or a sense of a structured and ordered society in which a character could grow and develop and in which a narrative could grow too to satisfy a large and leisured readership.

Machado de Assis and other such Brazilian novelists as João Guimerães Rosa (1908–1968), Jorge Amado (1912–2001), and Clarice Lispector (1920–1977) came to play with language and tone and structure rather than offer representation for the same reason that such writers as Joyce, Flann O’Brien, and Samuel Beckett in Ireland set out to destroy the line in narrative and replace it with the circle or the jagged form. Fiction for them was broken glass, a cracked mirror, a way of reflecting and engendering distortion rather than offering a window on the world or creating a mirror in which the readers could see their own world in the world of the characters. As Terry Eagleton has pointed out, language in Ireland “is weapon, dissemblance, seduction, apologia—anything, in fact, but representational.” The same is true also in Brazil, where the language of fiction has been a high-wire performance rather than a way of stabilizing the world below.

In a 1932 essay called “The Argentine Writer and Tradition,” the Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges attempted to formulate what this disruptive tone in fiction did, or where it came from. The South American writer, he wrote, by virtue of being both close to and distant from the center of Western culture, had more “rights” to Western culture than anyone in any Western nation. He compared this enriching sense of proximity and distance to the position of Jewish and Irish writers. “It was enough,” he wrote, “the fact of feeling Irish, different, to become innovators within English culture. I believe that Argentine writers, and South American writers in general, are in an analogous situation; we can handle all the European themes, handle them without superstition, but with an irreverence that can have, and does have, fortunate consequences.”

Thus Jorge Amado inherited the full tradition of European literature and felt free to do as he pleased with it. His social vision and his membership in the Communist Party meant he had no interest in dramatizing or inventing the lives of the fragile middle classes in Brazil. In his novel Captains of the Sands, he took what he needed from Charles Dickens and used also the form of the folktale, the picaresque novel, and the documentary novel. Like many novelists from the eighteenth century, and like his predecessor Machado de Assis, he did not bother too much with character development or a seamless structure. He wrote as a storyteller might speak. He used episodes rather than chapters. He merged a tone that was almost naive with a social vision that was challenging with a form that took its bearings from collage as much as from the orderly house of fiction.

Amado also set out to take the glamour away from Salvador de Bahia. Bahia was the first capital of Brazil, the place to which slaves were brought from Africa as early as 1535. It was around Bahia that the plantation system first grew. As Claude Lévi-Strauss wrote: “The world, gorged with gold, began to hunger after sugar; and sugar took a lot of slaves.” Many of the slaves had skills, and some were literate, and much of the culture they brought from Africa survived in hybrid form into the twentieth century. The beautiful old colonial city, with its waterfront life and its magnificent baroque architecture and many churches, survived too. The capital was transferred to Rio in 1763, and slowly, as São Paulo became the coffee capital, there was no more reason to build in Bahia. Thus its architecture was preserved, and so, too, its folk art, its quasi-religious folk traditions—candomblé, macumba, capoeira—and its exotic feel.

Part of the drama in Captains of the Sands arises from Amado’s refusal to romanticize, to evoke the city of Bahia in all its exquisite beauty. The novel is not written for tourists; it is written to give substance to shadows, to re-create the under-life of the city, to offer the dispossessed and reviled an inner life. There is a lovely, hard materialist vision at the heart of the novel; it veers between sociology and mythmaking. There is a battle going on within it between Amado’s mission and his art; at times the mission wins a skirmish as his characters emerge golden and good; at other times the poverty of their lives diminishes any real possibility of choice or chance or development for them. Yet at other times their individuality emerges with artistry and sympathy.

Amado was writing to save his country’s soul. His characters are the poor, the abandoned who live from stealing. The novel’s hero, Pedro Bala, who is the leader of the group of youths at the heart of the book, is given a powerful sense of who he is and what he has inherited from the father he never met, who died leading a strike. But he is one of the few in the novel who is given a personal history. The rest of the Captains of the Sands inhabit the present tense, but with a sense always of the story of slavery and past cruelty as an essential, if mixed-up, part of their lives. Their motives are often grubby, their instincts mean, but there are also moments when their mission in the world is exalted, as when they set about rescuing Ogun the icon from the hands of the police. They believe in magic and in an older justice, one that came from Africa with the slaves. They also have talent, a talent for loyalty and love, as much as for robbing and deceiving. One of them, the Professor, even has talent as an artist.

The form that Amado chose for the book is close to fable, or to unstructured storytelling. The gravity of the book arises from his use of elemental forces, not only good and evil, wealth and poverty, the body and the spirit, but also the wind and the sea, the stars and the night, and indeed God or a force beyond and above the dull, repressive forces that seem to control the streets of Bahia during the day. There are passages where Amado draws what happens to his waifs in broad outline, but in other sections he manages a sort of razor-sharp realism. The scene where Pedro Bala is condemned to solitary confinement and begins to suffer from thirst is one of the most memorable and best-rendered accounts of being in prison we have in any literature. So, too, the scenes where smallpox and fever take their toll have a genuine edge of pain. Also, the scenes where the Captains of the Sands manage to fool the rich of the city and get away with it would have made Henry Fielding or Charles Dickens proud.

It is interesting that in his postface, written in Mexico in 1937, Amado writes, “I tried to set down the total life of my State,” echoing Joyce, who wrote of his alter ego Stephen in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, “I go to encounter for the millionth time the reality of experience and to forge in the smithy of my soul the uncreated conscience of my race.” In both cases the writer came from a world that lacked the richness and the textures Henry James outlined in his book on Hawthorne. Both writers had to invent their textures and the forms that would display them best to the world. They used age-old systems of storytelling, replacing heroes with figures who were down on their luck; they used the shabby underside of a once-great city as though it were the very center of the universe; they both, in creating new and hybrid forms for the novel, offered the novel a new energy. They set about making the periphery the center of the known world while remaining true to its darker and stranger contours.

COLM TÓIBÍN



For Aydano do Couto Ferraz, José Olímpio,
José Américo de Almeida, João Nascimento Filho,
and for Anísio Teixeira, the friend of children





Matilde:

We used to play games of forfeit.

We used to ride in an ox cart.

We lived in a haunted house.

We chatted with girls and magicians.

You found Bahia huge and mysterious.

The poetry in this book comes from you.




LETTERS TO THE EDITOR


CHILD THIEVES

THE SINISTER ADVENTURES OF THE “CAPTAINS OF THE SANDS”—CITY INFESTED BY CHILDREN WHO LIVE BY STEALING—ACTIONS URGED ON THE PART OF THE JUVENILE JUDGE AND CHIEF OF POLICE—ANOTHER ATTACK YESTERDAY

Several times now this newspaper, which is without a doubt the organ of the most legitimate aspirations of the Bahian people, has carried news of the criminal activities of the “Captains of the Sands,” the name by which a group of assaulting and thieving children who infest our city is known. These children who have dedicated themselves to a frightful career of crime at such an early age have no set abode or, at least, their abode has not been located. As has not been located either, the place where they hide the product of their attacks, which have become daily, calling for immediate action on the part of the juvenile judge or the chief of police.

This gang that lives off crime is made up, as far as is known, of more than 100 children of the most varied ages, from 8 to 16. Children whose parents neglect giving them even a few Christian feelings in their upbringing, are naturally given over to a life of crime in their young years. They are called the “Captains of the Sands” because the waterfront is their headquarters. And as a commander they have an urchin of 14 who is the worst of the lot, not only a thief but the perpetrator of an attack that resulted in serious injury yesterday afternoon. Unfortunately the identity of this leader is unknown.

What has become necessary is immediate action by the police and the juvenile court so that this gang may be eliminated and the police can pick up these precocious criminals who have not let the city sleep in peace or have the rest it so well deserves, and put them into reform school or prison. Let us go on now to the story of yesterday’s attack, the victim of which was a respected businessman of our town whose residence was robbed of more than a thousand and his servant wounded by the heartless leader of that gang of young bandits.

AT THE RESIDENCE OF COMMANDER JOSÉ FERREIRA

On the Corredor da Vitória, in the heart of the most fashionable district of the city, stands the beautiful dwelling of Commander José Ferreira, one of the wealthiest and most distinguished businessmen of this city, with a dry goods establishment on the Rua Portugal. It is a pleasure to see the commander’s small palace, surrounded by gardens, with its colonial architecture. Only yesterday this cove of peace and honest toil suffered an hour of indescribable agitation and fright with the invasion it underwent by the “Captains of the Sands.”

The clocks were striking three in the afternoon and the city was smothering with heat when the gardener noticed some children dressed in rags loitering about the commander’s residence. The gardener tried to drive those unwelcome visitors away. And since they went on their way down the street, Ramiro, the gardener, went about his business in the garden at the rear of the villa. Minutes later, however, came the

ATTACK

Five minutes had not gone by when Ramiro the gardener heard frightened screams coming from inside the residence. They were the cries of people who were truly terrified. Arming himself with a sickle, the gardener went into the house and barely had time to see several urchins who, like a pack of demons (in Ramiro’s curious expression), fled, leaping out the windows, loaded down with valuable objects from the dining room. The maid who had screamed was taking care of the commander’s wife, who suffered a slight swoon because of the shock she had been through. The gardener hurried out to the garden where he got into the

FIGHT

It so happened that in the garden the charming child named Raul Ferreira, 11 years old, grandson of the commander, who was visiting his grandparents, was talking to the leader of the “Captains of the Sands,” who can be recognized by a scar he has on his face. In his innocence, Raul was laughing with the thug, who doubtless intended to rob him. The gardener then threw himself onto the thief. He did not expect, however, the reaction of the urchin, who showed himself to be a master of fights of that nature. The result was that when he thought he had a good grip on the head of the gang, the gardener received a stab in the shoulder and immediately thereafter another on the arm, obliging him to free the criminal, who fled.

The police have investigated the event, but up till the writing of this report no trace of the “Captains of the Sands” has been found. Commander José Ferreira, interviewed by our reporters, estimates his loss at more than a thousand reis, since a small watch belonging to his wife was worth 900 alone and it was stolen.

MEASURES URGED

The inhabitants of the aristocratic neighborhood are alarmed and fearful that the attacks will be repeated, for this was not the first one carried out by the “Captains of the Sands.” They urge measures to bring proper punishment to such scoundrels and calm to our most distinguished families. We hope that his honor the Chief of Police and the no less honorable Juvenile Judge will take the proper measures against these criminals who are so young and so daring.

THE OPINION OF INNOCENCE

Our reporters also heard from little Raul, who, as we said, is 11 years old and is already one of the brightest students at the Antônio Vieira School. Raul showed great courage and told us about his conversation with the terrible chief of the “Captains of the Sands.”

“He said that I was a fool and didn’t know what playing was. I answered that I had a bicycle and lots of playthings. He laughed and said he had the street and the waterfront. I liked him because he was like one of those movie children who run away from home to have adventures.”

Then we began to think about that other delicate problem of childhood, the movies, which give children so many erroneous ideas of life. Another problem deserving of the attention of the Juvenile Judge. We shall return to it.

(Account published in the Jornal da Tarde, on the “Police News” page along with a picture of the commander’s house and one of him at the time he received a decoration.)

LETTER FROM THE SECRETARY OF THE CHIEF OF POLICE TO THE EDITOR OF THE JORNAL DA TARDE


Editor of the Jornal da Tarde

DEAR SIR:

The account published yesterday in the second edition of your paper about the activities of the “Captains of the Sands,” a gang of delinquent children, and the attack carried out against the residence of Commander José Ferreira having come to the attention of the Chief of Police, he hastens to write to the editor of the paper that the solution of the problem lies more in the hands of the juvenile judge than in those of the police. The police in this case must act in obedience to a request from the juvenile judge. It will take serious steps, however, so that similar attacks will not be repeated and so that the perpetrators of the one on the day before yesterday will be arrested and punished as they deserve.

From what has been said, it has been clearly shown that the police do not deserve any criticism concerning their attitude regarding this problem. They did not act with greater effect because they were not asked to by the juvenile judge.

Sincerely,

Secretary of the Chief of Police

(Published on page 1 of the Jornal da Tarde, with a picture of the Chief of Police and a long and praiseful commentary.)



LETTER FROM THE JUVENILE JUDGE TO
THE EDITOR OF THE JORNAL DA TARDE


Editor of the Jornal da Tarde

City of Salvador

State

MY DEAR SIR:

In one of the rare moments of leisure left me by the multiple and various worries of my thorny position as I thumbed through your excellent evening paper I came across a letter from the tireless Chief of Police of the State in which he spoke about the reasons for the Police’s being unable up till now to intensify their meritorious campaign against the juvenile delinquents who infest our city. The Chief of Police justifies himself by declaring that he had no orders from the juvenile judge for actions against juvenile delinquency. Not wishing in any way to blame the brilliant and tireless Chief of Police, I am obliged, in the name of truth (the same truth that I hold high as the beacon that lights the path of my life with its pure beam), to declare that the excuse does not hold. It does not hold, sir, because it is not up to the juvenile judge to pursue and apprehend juvenile delinquents, but rather to name the place where they must undergo punishment, appoint a guardian to follow whatever changes are brought against them, etc.… It is not the role of the juvenile judge to apprehend juvenile delinquents. It is his role to watch over their subsequent fate. And the Chief of Police will always find me where duty calls me, because never in 50 years of unsullied life have I neglected to fulfill it.

Only most recently have I sent several minors, delinquent or abandoned, to the Reformatory for Minors. I am not to blame, however, if they run away, if they are not impressed with the example of work they find in that educational establishment, and if, through escape, they abandon an environment where they breathe an atmosphere of peace and work and where they are treated with the greatest affection. They run away and they become even more perverse, as if the example they had received was evil and harmful. Why? That is a problem to be solved by psychologists and not by me, a simple amateur in philosophy.

What I want to make crystal clear, sir, is that the Chief of Police can count on the best help from this magistracy of minors to intensify the campaign against juvenile delinquents.

Yours most sincerely,

Juvenile Judge

(Published in the Jornal da Tarde with a picture of the juvenile judge in a column along with a small commentary of praise.)



LETTER FROM A MOTHER, A SEAMSTRESS, TO THE EDITOR OF THE JORNAL DA TARDE


DEAR SIR:

Pleaze excuse the mistakes becauze I am not acustomed to this bizness of writing and if I write to you today its to dot a couple of eyes. I saw an article in the paper about the “Captains of the Sands” and then the police come and say they was going to chase them and then the children’s doctors talking about it being too bad they didnt straiten out in the reform school where he sent the poor things. Its to talk about the reformatory that Im writing these poor lines. I wanted your paper to send omebody to take a look at that reformatory and see how they treat poor peoples children who have the bad luck to fall into the hands of those heartless guards. My son Alonso had six months there and if I hadnt been able to get him out of that hellhole I dont know if the poor boy would have lived six months. The least that happens to peoples kids is that they beat them two or three times a day. The director is dead drunk all the time and likes to hear the whip sing a song on the backs of poor peoples kids. I saw that a lot of times becauze they dont stop for people and said it was to make an example. That was why I got my son out of there. If your paper could send somebody there secret theyd see what food they eat, the slave labor they have to do, that not even a strong man can take, and the beatings they get. But it has to be secret becauze if they find out everything will be fine. Drop by all of a sudden and youll see Im right. Thats why there are “Captains of the Sands.” Id rather see my son among them than in the reformatory. If you want to see something to break your heart go there. You also might want to talk to Father José Pedro who was chaplain there and saw all of it. He could tell it and with better words I havent got.

Maria Ricardina, seamstress

(Published on the fifth page of the Jornal da Tarde, among advertisements, with no pictures or commentary.)



LETTER FROM FATHER JOSÉ PEDRO TO THE EDITOR OF THE JORNAL DA TARDE


Editor of the Jornal da Tarde

GREETINGS IN CHRIST:

Having read in your excellent newspaper the letter by Maria Ricardina, who called on me as a person who could clarify what life is like for children kept in the Children’s Reformatory, I am obliged to come out of the obscurity in which I live to come to tell you that unfortunately Maria Ricardina is right. The children in the aforementioned reformatory are treated like animals, that is the truth. They have forgotten the lesson of the gentle Master, sir, and instead of winning over the children with good treatment, they make them even more rebellious with continuous beatings and truly inhuman physical punishment. I have gone there to bring the children the consolation of religion and found them little disposed to accept it, due, naturally, to the hatred they are storing up in those hearts so worthy of charity. What I have seen, sir, would fill a volume.

Thank you for your attention.

Your servant in Christ,

Father José Pedro

(Letter published on the third page of the Jornal da Tarde, under the heading: “Can It Be True?” and with no commentary.)



LETTER FROM THE DIRECTOR OF THE REFORMATORY TO THE EDITOR OF THE JORNAL DA TARDE


DEAR SIR:

I have been following with great interest the campaign that your excellent Bahian newspaper, which you edit with such clear intelligence, has been conducting against the fearsome crimes of the “Captains of the Sands,” a gang of delinquents who terrorize the city and stop it from living in peace.

That was how I came to read two letters of accusation against the establishment I direct and which modesty (and only modesty, sir) prevents me from calling model.

As for the letter from a little woman of the people, I shall not bother with it, it doesn’t merit a reply from me. She is doubtless one of the many who come here and want to stop the Reformatory from fulfilling its sacred mission of educating their sons. They rear them in the street, always on a spree, and since here they are submitted to an exemplary life, they are the first to complain when they should be kissing the hands of those who are turning their sons into good men. First they come to ask for a place for their children. Then they miss them, miss the products of the thefts they bring home, and then they come and complain against the Reformatory. But as I have already said, sir, that letter doesn’t bother me. A woman of the people isn’t going to understand the work I am doing as head of this establishment.

What saddened me, sir, was the letter from Father José Pedro. This priest, forgetting the functions of his calling, threw out grave accusations at the establishment. This priest (whom I shall call a priest of the devil, if you will permit me a little sarcasm, sir) abused his function by coming into our educational establishment at hours prohibited by the rules and I must raise a serious complaint against him: he has incited the minors put under my charge by the State to revolt, to disobey. Ever since he crossed the threshold of this establishment, the cases of rebellion and rule-breaking have increased. This priest is nothing but an instigator of the general bad character of the minors under my care. And that is why I am going to close the doors of this house of education to him.

Nevertheless, sir, picking up the words of the seamstress who wrote to your paper, I am the one who invites you to send a reporter to the Reformatory. I make a point of this. In that way we and the public too will know for certain and in truth the way in which minors are treated as they are regenerated by the Bahian Reformatory for Juvenile Delinquents and Abandoned Boys. I expect your reporter next Monday. And if I don’t say that he can come whenever he likes, it is because visits must be made on the days authorized by the rules, and it is my custom always to obey the rules. This is the only reason I invite your reporter for Monday. I will be most gratified if you print this. In this way the false vicar of Christ will be confounded.

Your thankful admirer,

Director of the Bahian Reformatory for Juvenile Delinquents and Abandoned Boys

(Published on the third page of the Jornal da Tarde with a photograph of the Reformatory and an item advising that on Monday next a reporter of the Jornal da Tarde will visit the Reformatory.)



A MODEL ESTABLISHMENT WHERE PEACE AND WORK REIGN—A DIRECTOR WHO IS A FRIEND—EXCELLENT FOOD—CHILDREN WHO WORK AND PLAY—CHILD THIEVES ON THE ROAD TO REGENERATION—UNFOUNDED ACCUSATIONS—ONLY AN INCORRIGIBLE WILL COMPLAIN—THE “BAHIAN REFORMATORY” IS ONE BIG FAMILY—WHERE THE “CAPTAINS OF THE SANDS” OUGHT TO BE.

(Titles in article published in the second Tuesday edition of the Jornal da Tarde, taking up the whole front page, on the Bahian Reformatory, with several pictures of the building and one of the Director.)


IN THE MOONLIGHT IN AN OLD ABANDONED WAREHOUSE


THE WAREHOUSE

In the moonlight, in an old abandoned warehouse, the children are sleeping.

In olden days this had been the sea. On the large, black rocks near the warehouse the waves sometimes broke fiercely, sometimes lapped softly. The water used to pass beneath the dock under which many children are resting now, lighted by a yellow moonbeam. From this dock innumerable fully-laden sailing ships used to leave, some were enormous and painted strange colors, for the adventure of an ocean crossing. They came here to fill their holds and tie up at this dock, whose planks are worm-eaten now. Formerly the mystery of the ocean sea spread out before the warehouse, nights before it were dark green, almost black, that mysterious color that is the color of the sea at night.

Today the night is clear before the warehouse. Before it the sands of the waterfront now extend. Under the dock there is no sound other than the waves. The sands have invaded everything, have made the sea retreat many yards. In a short time, slowly, the sands went conquering before the warehouse. The sailing ships that used to leave fully laden can no longer tie up at its dock. The muscular black men who had come out of slavery no longer worked there. A nostalgic sailor no longer sang on the old dock. The sands, very white, extended out before the warehouse. And the immense building was never again filled with bales, sacks, cases, abandoned in the middle of the sands, a black spot on the whiteness of the shore.

For years it had been inhabited exclusively by rats, who ran through it playfully, gnawed the wood of the monumental doors, lived there as exclusive masters. For a certain time a stray dog sought it out as a refuge from the wind and the rain. On the first night he didn’t sleep, busy tearing rats that passed in front of him apart. Later he slept a few nights, barking at the moon in the early hours of the morning, for a large part of the roof was in ruins and the moonbeams penetrated freely, lighting up the thick plank floor. But he was a dog with no set place and he soon left in search of another dwelling, the darkness of a doorway, underneath a dock, the warm body of a bitch. And other rats returned to rule until the Captains of the Sands cast their eyes on the abandoned building.

At that time the door had fallen off to one side and one of the group, on a certain day when he was strolling along the extension of their domains (because all the sandy area of the waterfront, as all the city of Bahia too, belongs to the Captains of the Sands), went into the warehouse.

It would be a much better sleeping place than just the sands, than the docks of other warehouses where the water rose so high sometimes that it threatened to carry them off. And from that night on a large number of the Captains of the Sands slept in the old abandoned warehouse in the company of the rats, under the yellow moon. Before the vastness of the sands, a whiteness without end. In the distance the sea breaking on the beach. Through the door they saw the lights of ships entering and leaving. Through the ceiling they saw the sky with its stars, the moon that lighted them up.

Then, later, they transferred the collection of objects that their day’s work brought them to the warehouse. Strange things then entered the warehouse. No stranger, however, than those children, urchins of all colors and of the most varied ages, from nine to sixteen, who at night lay down on the floor and under the dock and slept, indifferent to the wind that howled about the building, indifferent to the rain that often bathed them, but with their eyes fastened on the lights of the ships, their ears fixed on the songs that came from the smaller vessels…

Here too is the dwelling of the chief of the Captains of the Sands: Pedro Bala, the Bullet. He has been called that since early times, since he was five years old. Today he is fifteen. For ten of those years he has wandered about the streets of Bahia. He never knew anything about his mother, his father died of a bullet wound. He was left alone and he spent years learning about the city. Today he knows all its streets and all its alleys. There isn’t a shop, store, establishment that he doesn’t know. When he joined the Captains of the Sands (the newly-constructed waterfront attracted all the abandoned children of the city to its sands) the chief was Raimundo the Halfbreed, a strong and copper-colored mulatto.

Raimundo the Halfbreed didn’t last long in the leadership. Pedro Bala was much more active, he knew how to plan jobs, he knew how to deal with the others, he had the authority of a leader in his eyes and his voice. One day they fought. Raimundo’s misfortune was to pull out a razor and cut Pedro’s face, a scar that he had for the rest of his life. The others intervened and, since Pedro was unarmed, took his side and waited for the revenge that wasn’t long in coming. One night when Raimundo tried to beat up Outrigger, Pedro took over for the little black boy and they rolled around in the most sensational fight the sands of the waterfront had ever seen. Raimundo was taller and older. Pedro Bala, however, his blond hair flying, the red scar on his face, had a frightening agility and from that day on Raimundo not only gave up the leadership of the Captains of the Sands but the sands themselves. A while later he signed on board a ship.

Everybody recognized Pedro Bala’s right to the leadership and it was during that time that the city began to hear about the Captains of the Sands, abandoned children who lived by stealing. No one ever knew the exact number of children who lived that way. There were at least a hundred, and more than forty of them slept in the ruins of the old warehouse.

Dressed in rags, dirty, half-starved, aggressive, cursing, and smoking cigarette butts, they were, in truth, the masters of the city, the ones who knew it completely, the ones who loved it completely, its posts.


NIGHT WITH THE “CAPTAINS OF THE SANDS”

The great night of peace in Bahia comes from the waterfront, envelops the sloops, the fort, the breakwater, extends out over the hillsides and the towers of the churches. The bells no longer toll Hail Marys because six o’clock has come and gone a long time ago. And if the moon hasn’t come up the sky is full of stars on this clear night. The warehouse stands out against the sands that preserve the footprints of the Captains of the Sands who have already retired for the night. In the distance the weak light from the lamp at the Gate of the Sea, a sailors’ bar, seems to be dying. A cold wind that raises the sands is blowing and it makes walking difficult for black Big João, who is going in for the night. He walks along curved by the wind like the sail of a ship. He’s tall, the tallest of the gang and the strongest too, a black boy with short kinky hair and taut muscles, even though he’s only thirteen years old, four of which have been spent in the most absolute freedom, running through the streets of Bahia with the Captains of the Sands. Ever since that afternoon when his father, a gigantic carter, was hit by a truck as he tried to pull his horse to the side of the street. Big João didn’t go back to the little house on the hill. Before him was the mysterious city, and he went out to conquer it. The city of Bahia, black and religious, is almost as mysterious as the green sea. That’s why Big João never went back. At the age of nine he joined up with the Captains of the Sands, when the Halfbreed was still leader and the gang wasn’t too well known because the Halfbreed didn’t like taking chances. Big João soon became one of the leaders and he was always invited to the meetings of the older ones to plan their robberies. Not that he was a good organizer of attacks or had a lively intelligence. On the contrary, he got headaches if he had to think. He would stand with his eyes burning, as he also did when he saw someone mistreating small children. Then his muscles would tense and he was ready for any fight. But his enormous physical strength made him feared. Legless would say of him:

“This black boy here is dumb, but he’s a bone-crusher…”

And the little ones, those small boys who came to the gang all full of fear, had a most determined protector in him. Pedro, the leader, liked to listen to him too. And Big João knew quite well that it wasn’t because of his strength that he had the Bullet’s friendship. Pedro found the black boy good and never tired of saying:

“You’re a good man, Big Boy. You’re better than just people. I like you,” and he would pat the leg of the black boy, who became flustered.

Big João is coming to the warehouse. The wind is trying to hold back his steps and he’s bent way over, resisting the wind that’s raising the sand. He went to the Gate of the Sea to have a drink of cane liquor with God’s-Love, who’d arrived today from a fishing trip in the southern seas. God’s-Love is the most famous capoeira foot fighter in the city. Who is there who doesn’t respect him in Bahia? In the play of Angolan capoeira no one can stand up to God’s-Love, not even Zé Moleque, who was famous in Rio de Janeiro. God’s-Love gave him the latest news and told him that the next day he would come to the warehouse to continue the capoeira lessons that Pedro Bala, Big João, and Cat are taking. Big João smokes a cigarette and heads for the warehouse. The prints of his big feet are left on the sands but the wind soon erases them. The black man is thinking that the seaways are dangerous on a windy night like this.

Big João goes under the dock—his feet sink into the sand—trying not to touch the bodies of his comrades who are already asleep. He goes into the warehouse. He peeps in for a moment, undecided until he spots the light of the Professor
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