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Hans Staden


1525-1579


 


Hans Staden (1525-1579) was one of the most influential explorers and adventurers in early modern history. Born in Homberg, Hesse, Germany, Staden's adventurous spirit led him to South America, where he became famously known for his captivity among the indigenous Tupinambá people in Brazil. His detailed account of this experience, "The True History: An Account of Cannibal Captivity in Brazil," offers a unique and invaluable perspective on the indigenous cultures of the New World and the challenges faced by European explorers.


Staden's journey to South America began in 1547 when he joined a fleet heading to Brazil. After surviving a shipwreck and various hardships, he was captured by the Tupinambá in 1552. During his nine-month captivity, he observed and documented the customs, rituals, and daily life of his captors, including their practice of cannibalism. His survival was largely attributed to his ability to convince the Tupinambá of his supernatural powers and his eventual rescue by a Portuguese fleet.


Upon returning to Europe, Staden published his account in 1557, which became widely read and translated into several languages. His narrative not only provides a gripping survival story but also serves as an important historical document that sheds light on early interactions between Europeans and indigenous peoples of the Americas.


Staden's work significantly contributed to the European understanding of the New World and its inhabitants, influencing subsequent explorers and ethnographers. His account is valued not only for its detailed ethnographic observations but also for its humanizing portrayal of the indigenous people, offering insights that were rare for his time.


Hans Staden passed away in Wolfhagen, Hesse, Germany, in 1579. Despite the dangers and hardships he encountered, his legacy endures as a testament to human resilience and the quest for knowledge, immortalizing him as a crucial figure in the history of exploration and intercultural encounters.


 


The Cannibal Captivity in Brazil 


The Cannibal Captivity in Brazil, originally titled Wahrhaftige Historia und Beschreibung einer Landtschaafft der Wilden, Nacketen, Grimmigen Menschfresser-Leuthen in der Newenwelt America gelegen (True History and Description of a Country of Wild, Naked, Grim, Man-eating People in the New World, America), was first published in 1557. The work is a firsthand account of Staden’s capture, captivity, and eventual escape from the Tupinambá people in Brazil.


 


Structure and Content


The book is divided into two main parts:


Voyage and Capture: Staden describes his journey to Brazil, his capture by the Tupinambá, and the initial shock and fear he experienced. He details the circumstances of his capture, the geography of the region, and his first encounters with the indigenous people.


Life Among the Tupinambá: The second part of the book provides an in-depth look at the daily life, customs, and rituals of the Tupinambá people. Staden recounts the various ceremonies he witnessed, including those involving cannibalism. He also describes his strategies for survival, such as learning the language and customs to gain the trust of his captors.


 


Style and Narrative


Staden’s narrative style is straightforward and descriptive, providing a vivid and detailed account of his experiences. His observations are both ethnographic and personal, offering readers a rare glimpse into the lives of the indigenous people of Brazil from the perspective of a European captive. The work is notable for its detailed illustrations, which enhance the text and provide visual context to his descriptions.


 


Impact and Legacy


The Cannibal Captivity in Brazil became a significant work in the literature of exploration and ethnography. It was widely read in Europe and translated into several languages. The book provided one of the earliest and most detailed accounts of indigenous life in Brazil, influencing subsequent explorers, ethnographers, and historians.


The impact of Staden’s work extends beyond its historical and ethnographic value. It challenged contemporary European perceptions of indigenous peoples and contributed to the broader understanding of cultural diversity and human resilience. His account remains an important source for the study of early contact between Europeans and Native Americans.




THE CANNIBAL CAPTIVITY IN BRAZIL



PART THE FIRST



Caput I


What helps the watchers in the town, 


The mighty ships that plough the main, 


If God doth not protect the twain?


I, HANS STADEN from Romberg in Hesse, resolving, if it should so please God, to visit India, travelled with that intention from Bremen to Holland, and found in Campon ships which purposed loading salt in Portugal. Thither I sailed with them, and on the 29th day of April, 1547, after sailing on the waters for four weeks, we arrived at a city called Sanct Tuual. Thence I proceeded to Lissebona, which is five miles from Sanct Tunal. In Lissebona I went to an inn, the host of which, a German, was called the young Leuhr; with him I remained some time. This same innkeeper I informed that I had left my country, and asked him when I might succeed in sailing to India. He said that I had delayed too long; and that the king's ships which sailed to India, had departed. I then begged him as I had missed this voyage, to help me towards another, as he knew the language, and that I would in my turn be of service to him.


He took me to a ship as a gunner. The captain of the vessel was named Pintado, and he intended sailing to Brazil for the purpose of trade, and also he had orders to seize such ships as commerced with the white Moors of Barbary. Also whenever he found French ships trafficking with the savages in Brazil, they were to be taken as prizes. Besides this he was also commanded by the king to conduct to that country certain prisoners who had deserved punishment; these being spared for the purpose of peopling the new countries.


Our ship was well furnished with all such warlike contrivances as are used at sea. We were three Germans in her, one named Hans von Bruckhausen, the other Heinrich Brant of Bremen, and I.



Caput II 


Description of my first voyage from Lisbon out of Portugal.


We sailed from Lisbon with another small vessel, which also belonged to our captain, and first we arrived at an island called Eilga de Madera, belonging to the king of Portugal; it is habited by Portuguese, and is fruitful of vines and sugar. There, at a city named Funtschal we took into the ship more victuals.


Thereafter we sailed from the island towards Barbary, to a city named Cape de Gel, belonging to a white Moor king, named Sehiriffe. 


This city was formerly occupied by the king of Portugal, but had been taken from him by the said Sehiriffe. It was here that we thought to come upon the above-mentioned ships which were trading with the infidels. We arrived there finding many Castilian fishermen near the shore, and these giving us information that many ships were near the city, we sailed past it, when a ship came well laden out of the harbor. This we pursued and overtook, but the crew escaped us in their boats. Then we perceived an empty boat lying ashore which would serve us well for boarding the captured vessel, so we sailed to it and fetched it.


The white Moors came riding up hard to protect it; but they could not succeed against our guns. We took it and sailed with our booty, which was sugar, almonds, dates, goatskins and gum arabic, 'With which the ship was well laden, back again to the Eilga de Madera. Thence we dispatched our small ships to Lisbon, to report such news to the king, and to learn how to proceed with the said prize, as Valentian and Castilian merchants were among the owners.


We were answered by the king that we were to leave the prize there in the islands, and continue our voyage, meanwhile His Majesty would thoroughly sift the matter.


We acted accordingly, and again sailed to Cape de Gel, to see if we could obtain more prizes. But our undertaking was in vain, and we were prevented by the wind, which near the coast became contrary to us. The night before All Saints' Day, we sailed from Barbary with a strong gale towards the Brazils. Now when we were at sea, four hundred miles from Barbary, many fishes came about the ship, these we caught with fishhooks. 


Of the some which the sailors named albakore, were big, some bonitte, were smaller, and some were called durado large as herrings which had on both sides wings like a bat, these were much pursued by the big ones; when they perceived these behind them, they raised themselves out of the water in great numbers and flew about two fathoms high above the sea, some of them nearly as far as one could see. Then they again fell into the water. We found them often in the morning lying in the ship, where they had fallen in whilst flying during the night. And they were called in Portuguese language, pisce bolador. Thereafter we came under the equinoctial line, where there was great heat, for the sun stood straight above us, when it was noon; there was no wind for several days, then in the night came often times great thunderstorms with rain and wind, they arose quickly and they subsided as quickly. We had to watch diligently that these should not overtake us when under sail.


But as now winds returned, blowing storms during some days, and against us, we conjectured that if they continued long, we should suffer hunger. We prayed to God for favorable wind. Then it came to pass, one night when we had a great storm and were in great trouble, many blue lights appeared to us in the vessel, of which I had seen none before. Where the waves rolled into the forepart of the ship, there the lights also appeared. The Portuguese said, that the lights were a sign of coming good weather, especially sent by God to cheer us in our peril. We thanked God therefore in a general prayer. Then they disappeared again. And these lights are called Santelmo or Corpus Santon. 


Now when the day broke, the weather became fine, and a fair wind arose, so that we visibly saw that such lights must be a miracle of God. We sailed along through the ocean with good wind; on the 28th day of January (1548), we caught sight of land, part of a cape called Cape de Sanct Augustin. Eight miles therefrom we arrived at the haven named Brannen bucke. And we bad been eighty-four days at sea without seeing land. There the Portuguese had established a settlement called Marin. The commander of the place was named Artokoslio to him we delivered the prisoners, and also discharged sundry goods, which they kept there. We transacted our matters in this harbor, wishing to sail further, where we expected to load.



Caput III


How the savages of the place Prannenbucke had become rebellious, and wanted to destroy a settlement of the Portuguese?


It so happened that the savages of the place had become rebellious against the Portuguese; they had not been so before, but they now began to be so on account of the Portuguese having enslaved them. We were, therefore, begged for God's sake, by the governor of the land, to occupy the settlement called Garasu, five miles from the harbor of Marin, where we lay, and which the savages had dared attempt to take. The inhabitants of the settlement Marin could not go to help them, for they conjectured that the savages would also set upon them.


We therefore went to the aid of those in Garasu with forty men from our ship, sailing thither in a small craft. The settlement lay on an arm of the sea, which extended two miles inland. Our force in defense might consist of about ninety Christians. Besides these, were thirty Moors and Brazilian slaves, who belonged to the inhabitants. The savages who besieged us were estimated at eight thousand. We in our beleaguered state had only a palisade of rails around us.



Caput IV


How their fortifications were constructed, and how they fought against us.


Round about the settlement in which we were beleaguered was a forest, wherein they had made two forts of thick trees, to which they retreated at night, and if we attacked them, there they would remain. Close by they had sunk pits in the ground round the settlements, in which they lay during the day, and out of which they came to skirmish with us. When we fired at them, they all fell down, thinking to duck from the shot. They had besieged us so thoroughly that we could neither move to nor fro; they came close to the settlement, they shot many arrows in the air, intending them to fall and hit us in the settlement; they also shot arrows at us whereon they had tied cotton and wax, and these they ignited, purposing to set fire to the roofs of the houses, and they threatened how they would eat us when they had got us.


We had still a little food, but it soon ran out. For it is in that country the custom to fetch fresh roots every day or every other day, and to make meal or cakes thereof; but we could not get at such roots.


Now when we saw that we had to suffer from want of victuals, we made with two barks for a settlement named Tammaraka to fetch· victuals. But the savages had laid large trees over the water-channel, there were many of them on both sides of the shore, intending to prevent our voyage. We broke these again by force and about midway were maimed high and dry. The savages could do us no harm in the ships, but they threw much dry wood from their fort between the shore and the ships, thinking to burn it, and they have their pepper which grows in that country, so as to drive us by the smoke out of the ships. But they did not succeed, and meanwhile the tide returned; we sailed to the settlement Tammaraka, the inhabitants gave us victuals, wherewith we sailed back to the besieged place. 


They had again thrown obstacles in our passage, they had laid trees as formerly across the channel, and they lay thereby upon the shore; they had all but felled two trees a little from the ground, and at the top they had tied things called Sippo, which grew like hops, but which are thicker. The ends they had made fast in their forts, as it was their intention when we came, and wanted again to break through, to pull the Sippo, that the trees might suddenly break and fall on the ships.


We sailed past and broke through the first tree: it fell towards their fort, the other fell into the water close behind our small ship. And before we began to burst through the impediments, we called to our companions in the settlement, that they should come to our aid When we commenced to shout, the savages shouted also, so that our besieged friends might not hear us, for they could not see us on account of a wood which lay between us. But otherwise we were so near them that they might well have heard us, if the savages had not shouted in such manner.


We brought the victuals into the settlement; and when the savages then saw that they could accomplish nothing, they desired peace and again departed. The siege lasted nearly a month, of the savages several remained dead, but of the Christians none.


When we saw that the savages had again become peaceable, we departed once more for our great ship, which lay before Marin; there we took in water, also mandioca meal for food. The commander of the settlement Marin thanked us.



Caput V


How we sailed from Pernambuco to a country called Buttugaris, came upon a French ship, and engaged it.


Thence we sailed forty miles off to a harbor, named Buttugaris, where we purposed to load the ship with Brazil wood, and also to pillage some victuals from the savages.


When we arrived there we found a vessel from France, loading Brazil wood, we attacked it, intending to capture it, but they destroyed our mainmast with one shot, and_ they escaped us several belonging to our ship were shot dead, while others were wounded.


After this we agreed to return to Portugal, for we could no longer get to windward of the harbor, where we intended to obtain our victual. The wind was against us, we sailed with a small stock of provisions to Portugal, and we suffered great famine, some of us eating goatskins, which we had in the ship. To each of us daily was given one small cup of water, and a little Brazilian root meal (cassava); we were one hundred and eight days on the water, and on the 12th of August we came to some islands, called Losa Sores, belonging to the king of Portugal. At that place we anchored, rested and fished, and there we saw a ship at sea, to which we sailed to learn what ship it was. It proved to be a pirate, and prepared to resist us, but we gained the upper hand and took the vessel from them, they escaping from us in the boat to the islands. The ship contained much wine and bread, wherewith we refreshed ourselves.


Hereafter we encountered five ships, belonging to the king of Portugal, which were to await at the islands the arrival of the ships from India, to convoy them to Portugal. We remained with them; and helped to pilot an lndiaman, which arrived at an island called Tercera, and, there we remained. Many ships, which had all come from the new countries, some bound for Spain, others for Portugal, had met at the island. We sailed from Tercera nearly one hundred vessels in company, and arrived at Lisbon about the eighth day of October, 1548, having been sixteen months on the voyage.


After this I rested some time in Lisbon, determined to sail with the Spaniards to the new countries which they occupy. I sailed with that intention from Lisbon in an English ship to Castile, to a city called Porta Sancta Maria. There they purposed loading the ship with wine, and thence I travelled to a city called Civilien, where I found three ships fitting out, to sail to a country called Rio de Plata, in America. This region with the rich gold-country named Pirau, which was discovered some years ago, and Brazil, all form one continent.


To conquer this land forthwith, several ships had been sent some years before, and one of them returning (home) requested more assistance, saying how rich it was in gold. The commander of the three ships was named Dom Diego de Senabrie, he was on the part of the king to become governor of the country. I repaired to one of the ships, which were well equipped; and we sailed from Civilian to Sanct Lucas, where the Civilien river enters the sea, there we lay awaiting a favorable wind.



Caput VI


Description of my other voyage from Civilien, in Spain, to America. 


Anno Domini 1549, the fourth day after Easter, we sailed out of Sanct Lucas, and the wind being against us, we took refuge at Lisbon. When the wind became favorable we sailed to the Canary Isles, and anchored at an island called Pallama, l where we took in some wine for the voyage. There also the pilots of the vessels agreed, in case we were separated at sea, upon which part of the land they would meet again, namely in twenty-eight degrees on the south side of the equinoctial line.


From Palma we sailed to Cape Verde, that is, the green headland, which lies in the land of the black Moors. There we had nearly suffered shipwreck. From that place we sailed our course, the wind was against us, beat us several times back upon the coast of Gene, where the black Moors also dwell. 


Thereafter we arrived at an island, called S. Thome, belonging to the king of Portugal; it is an island rich in sugar, but unhealthy. In it live Portuguese with many black Moors, who are their slaves. Having taken in fresh water at the island, we sailed further. In a storm at night, we had lost sight of our two companion ships, so that we sailed alone. The winds were much against us, for they have the peculiarity in that sea, that when the sun is on the north side of the equinoctial line, they blow from the south. In the same manner when the sun is on the south side, they come from the north, and they are wont to blow stiffly during five months from one quarter. They prevented us for four months from sailing our proper course. Then when the month of September arrived, the winds began to be northerly, and we directed our course south-south-west towards America.



Caput VII


How, in twenty-eight degrees latitude, we arrived at the continent of America, and could not make out the harbor.


Thereupon it happened that one day, which was the. eighteenth November, the steersman took the sun's height, and found that we were in latitude twenty-eight degrees. we then sought land to the west. Thereafter on the twenty fourth of the said month we saw land. We had been six months at sea, and had often been exposed to great danger. Now as we came hard by the coast, we knew not the harbor, and could not find the mark which the head steers man had given us. 
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