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Preface





During seventeen years as Cultural Counsellor at the Portuguese Embassy in London, I was frequently asked for a good short history of Portugal for English readers. Professor Harold Livermore had filled the needs of serious students, but when his estimable books went out of print in the late seventies no history of Portugal in English remained. Then, in the early nineties a brief history did appear, to my delight – until I read it. It was oddly unhistorical, marred by many serious errors, displaying current political correctness but little understanding of the norms of past times. I found I could not recommend it, and the gap remained unfilled.


For which reason I greet the more warmly Professor José Hermano Saraiva’s Portugal: A Companion History. He had several substantial academic works to his credit when, in 1978, he produced his História Concisa de Portugal. Without the benefit of a catchy title or a lurid dustwrapper it became the most unlikely of bestsellers, and an enduring one, now in its eighteenth edition. Professor Saraiva was asked to do a television series, then another and another and another… To those who have read his books, watched his programmes, enjoyed his conversation, the reason is clear: he can sketch the significant shape of a period, outline themes of continuing importance, and then select vivid details as illustration. The knack of seeing the wood for the trees and yet being able to show what sort of trees comprise the wood is rare anywhere, and particularly rare among distinguished academics.


This capacity, and a happy turn of phrase, suggested Professor Saraiva would prove an ideal exponent of Portuguese history for foreigners. To this end a friend and I approached him, expecting permission to translate his História Concisa. Instead he offered to write an entirely new work with foreign readers specifically in mind. And it would be brief. We were pleased, for – as users of dictionaries know – the voluminous dimensions of ‘concise’ may reflect some full work magisterially conceived. This new history is elegant and illuminating at long-essay length – a remarkable achievement.


Professor Saraiva’s text has been carefully edited to ensure that assumptions a Portuguese historian might make about what a (Portuguese) reader probably knows already have not been extended to foreign readers starting from scratch. In addition the two editors – one the experienced author of four editions of the Blue Guide to Portugal, the other once editor of a series of books about Portugal – have added several items complementary to the main text – fifteen specially drawn maps with explanatory commentaries, chronologies, genealogies, a bibliography, short biographies, glossary, historical gazetteer, and numerous illustrations. The resulting Companion History has become a handy work of reference besides being a good read. It should prove as companionable to readers who stay at home as to those who visit Portugal; and as useful for those whose ambitions end with an enjoyable outline as for those who want a brief conspectus before more detailed study.


Alas, it had to be after I ceased to be Cultural Counsellor that a short history appeared which I could recommend to enquirers; but at least, dear reader, I can here recommend it to you.


EUGÉNIO LISBOA


Lisbon May 1997



















Introduction


JOSÉ HERMANO SARAIVA





The history of Portugal presents some abiding mysteries:


How has so small a nation maintained its independence – traceable in origin to 1140 – against that drive among its Iberian neighbours to combine, which resulted in a unified, centralized Spain? Its long struggle for independence drew Portugal and another Atlantic nation, England, into a profound alliance, embodied in the oldest of all European treaties, one still recognized as relevant in international chancelleries.


How was it that the bastard son of the royal house in Portugal, Dom João, became, in the fourteenth century, the leader of a popular revolution? He married a daughter of John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, a union which produced ‘the illustrious generation of high princes’ which has left an indelible mark on the memory of the nation.


What then inspired one of those princes, Dom Henrique (‘Henry, the Navigator’) to embark upon the exploration of the unknown Atlantic and the African coast? The Madeira and Azores archipelagos, autonomous regions with a language and culture entirely Portuguese, still bear testimony to that first, portentous determination to extend European trade, religion and techniques to distant places.


And how could a Portuguese king – at the time João III, ‘the Perfect Prince’ – negotiate with the King of Castile the division between them of the whole world yet unchristianized? The famous Treaty of Tordesillas (its quincentenary was celebrated in 1994) was not mere play by cosmographers but an agreement which has imprinted history. By means of it Portugal obtained exclusive rights to landfalls made by the route its navigators had discovered round the ‘Cabo da Boa Esperanca’, of Good Hope. The consequence was a lively interaction between East and West by way of Lisbon. Goa became for two centuries the ‘Rome of the East’, and the Portuguese built on Asian shores great edifices which still amaze. A last token of that explosive diaspora of the Portuguese throughout the Orient remains (for two years more) in Macao. It was created not by conquest, nor from purchase but out of mutual convenience. It is the proud boast of Macao never to have been involved in war, to have remained during four centuries a peaceful bridge between Asia and Europe. It was through that same Treaty of Tordesillas that Brazil, now a half of South America, became Portuguese and today gives to both Portuguese language and culture their most eloquent and original forms.


Portugal’s ‘First Empire’ was a trading empire in the Orient, built upon control of the sea-lanes; little territorial occupation was involved, merely a few strategic ports and forts. That empire was dismantled by European rivals in the seventeenth century. The ‘Second Empire’ was chiefly Brazilian; it was built upon the occupation and settlements of vast areas of land. That empire reached a brief apogee in 1815 at the Treaty of Vienna, when an ephemeral joint kingdom of Portugal-Brazil was recognized. In 1822, however, Brazil became an independent republic and Portugal contracted into Europe’s south-western extremity, its launching pad where – in Camões’ phrase – ‘the land ends and the sea begins’. Unexpectedly, a belated ‘Third Empire’ emerged: the attempt was made to create a new Brazil out of Angola and Mozambique – the idea of the Sesambrists of 1836, the ideal of the Republic of 1910, the constitutional insistence of the ‘Estado Novo’ of 1933. But imperial ambitions ceased to convince even the great powers, and in Portugal led finally to revolution in 1974, and the end of the dictatorial regime. The bonds of its last empire released, Portugal became once more a nation state which, joining the Common Market in 1985, sees its future in European terms.


It is the adventure of Portugal, part national, part international, on every continent, that this book sets out to relate, along a straight narrative path, expressed in simple words – and briefly. Brevity means keeping essentially to political events, for it is these which act like the hands of a clock, enabling us to see and to mark the changes continuously, imperceptively, wrought by time.


Lisbon, May 1997






















I The Ancient Roots





1. Origins


The earth of Portugal is rich in prehistoric remains. Relics of its remote past are frequently brought to the surface when core samples of the soil are taken or when foundations for buildings are dug. Excavated artefacts disclose gradually changing techniques, and provide evidence of the unbroken settlement of the land from the early Stone Age to the Iron Age, with a succession of tribes establishing themselves in the Iberian Peninsula. Here, unlike the rest of continental Europe where they could roam at will over vast areas, these wandering tribes found themselves hemmed into a cul-de-sac bound by the sea. Those communities that had already settled had to put up with unwelcome new arrivals and co-exist with them in what was a comparatively limited space. In some areas these tribes remained separate from each other, retaining an individuality of which traces still persist; elsewhere, tribes merged, producing hybrids of race and culture.


Iberia had substantial mineral resources and, during the Bronze Age, its copper and tin deposits were searched out and worked by immigrant colonists. Rivers provided natural means of communication: the Tagus flowed close to the tin deposits of the Beiras and those of the Trás-os-Montes further north; the Sado – then navigable for much of its course – provided a route into the heart of the Alentejo, where ran rich and readily accessible seams of copper, as they still do. The region between these two rivers retains evidence of settlement by tribes from Asia Minor: the castros of Zambujal (at Torres Vedras), Pedra de Ouro (near Alenquer) and Vila Nova de São Pedro (on the Azambuja, south-west of Santarém), each have their arsenals and bronze foundries, which compare closely with fortified settlements in their areas of tribal origin.


In about 1000 BC a new wave of colonists, the Celts, entered the Peninsula. They were skilled ironworkers and goldsmiths and they cremated their dead. Since they became integrated with the indigenous inhabitants, already known as Iberians, early writers have referred to them as Celtiberians. Their way of life has been reconstructed by archaeologists who have excavated their fortified hill-top settlements, or castros, among them those of Castro de Avelas, Castro Daire, Castro Marim, and Castro Verde. In addition, the Phoenicians, and later the Greeks, were active in trading along the Algarve coast and in exploiting the metal deposits further inland.


When referring to the area between the Douro and the Tagus, sixteenth-century Portuguese humanists preferred to use Latinisms: Lusitania for the place, and Lusitanians for the inhabitants, rather than the simpler Portugal and Portuguese. So Camões, the national poet of Portugal, chose to write: ‘Behold, at the summit… of all Europe: the Kingdom of Lusitania…’ Many others adopted this practice, which led to the widespread belief, only partly true, that today’s inhabitants are descended directly from Roman stock. The belief has taken a nebulous form: it has not prevented an ancestor named Viriatus, assassinated in 139BC, who had fought against the Romans, being regarded as a national hero to this day.





2. Roman colonization


Roman legions first marched into the Iberian Peninsula in 218 BC. At that time Rome fought with Carthage for supremacy in the western end of the Mediterranean, just as it had formerly fought with the Greek city states for the control of its eastern end. By 139BC the Roman occupation had incited serious resistance from the native Lusitanians; none the less, by the beginning of the Christian era, the whole of the Peninsula had come under Roman domination, except the mountainous area in the north inhabited by the Basques.


The Romans invaded Iberia chiefly for economic reasons; they were not interested in imposing their culture on the conquered tribes, although this was to happen eventually. For Roman tolerance – by which the natives retained their customs, their ancient gods, their languages, their local laws administered by Roman magistrates – allowed easy co-existence, and this itself in the long run fostered Romanization. Recent research has revealed that local practices persisted far into the period of Roman occupation. In several regions Latin was modified, and two principal forms of Romance developed: one, Castilian, had as a substratum the language still spoken today in the Basque provinces; the other, Gallego-Portuguese, reveals many Celtic influences – it became dominant between the Cantabrian sea and the line of the Douro.


In the region known as ‘Lusitania’, the main economic activities (some introduced by the Romans, others stimulated by them), were: mining and metal-working; fishing and fish-preserving; raising cattle and tanning hides; pottery and weaving; producing rush or esparto articles (shoes, cord, paper, etc); and, above all, agriculture. Native wheatfields, olive-groves, and vineyards were developed by their new landlords with a view to exporting the produce to Italy. Grain was abundant in many areas, notably on the Alentejan plains, whereas in the mountainous north, bread was made with crushed acorns. The olive-oil of Iberia was held in high repute, and its wines competed successfully with those of Italy. Indeed, commercial pressures were such that the land was increasingly worked to produce such cash-crops, to the point of threatening the basic cereal requirements of the indigenous population.


The century following the reign of Augustus was described by the Romans as the ‘Pax Romana’, implying that it was one of peace and prosperity throughout the empire; but this was not entirely true of Iberia. In the mountainous north, dotted with fortified ‘castros’, there was armed resistance to the Roman occupation, which included the presence of soldier-settlers or limitanei, given land on condition that they asserted Roman authority. The majority of them, as far as one can tell from the belt-buckles found in their graves, were Germanic in origin, largely from the Rhine basin. Despite periodic local resistance to the Pax Romana, during the first two centuries of the Christian era Iberia reached a high degree of civilization. However by 212AD decline had set in. That was the date of Caracala’s edict which granted the jus romana, previously restricted to a minority, to all free citizens of the empire; it allowed them the right to vote and to hold office (jus suffragii) and to become magistrates (jus honorum). The edict was an attempt to broaden the base of institutions already disintegrating, but the decline continued. The reason for the gradual decadence of Lusitanian society, which also applied elsewhere in the Peninsula, may be found in the ethnic division of society between Roman and native, and the judicial division between freemen and slaves, divisions that were not coterminus. Some of the indigenous population (the liberati, who had been freed, and their offspring) obtained most of the rights of Roman freemen and even rose to prominence: but the rest, together with slaves who had been imported, remained members of a slave class. Even the indigenous ‘freemen’ fell into two classes, gradually polarizing as honestiores and humiliores, rich and poor, the condition of the latter being hardly distinguishable from that of the slaves. Once it was realized that being a freeman was no security against poverty, few aspired to that status; as Salvianus of Marseille observed at the time: ‘No longer did the people wish to become Roman.’


For purposes of taxation, Roman society was subject to a census; and census lists confirm that, in general, economic strength and social status went together. Society was made up of four levels: the senatores (the senatorial class) stood at the summit of the pyramid; its members monopolized the main offices, both civic and religious, including that of consul, and owned the great estates. Below them came the equites (the equestrian order, or knights), likewise of Roman stock from time immemorial, who were destined for military or political careers, and whose wealth was based on property either in the form of land or acquired by trade. Next in the hierarchy came the decuriones, an ‘order’ which included the indigenous aristocracy, now romanized, who – important in the Iberian Peninsula – had inherited many of the castros, which had subsequently developed into Roman towns. These decurions provided a ‘middle class’, drawing their wealth from land, from trade, and from owning slaves. Last (among the freemen) were the plebs, citizens with rights, but without economic assets or employment. In principle, ‘work’ could only be done by slaves. If a freeman worked, he lost his status – unless he became a soldier, for if, after serving in the legions, he returned to civil life as a veteran, he could acquire land and move up a step, becoming a decurion. Although in Rome the plebs were very numerous, in conquered territory they were less so, and at first there were comparatively few in Iberia, although with economic prosperity the class grew.


In law, slaves had a common status: all were the property of their masters, even if their condition varied considerably in practice. Some, owned by the State, proved capable of carrying out bureaucratic duties and holding office. Among privately owned slaves there was a distinction between those who had been purchased, and those (the verna) born in the household. Occasionally these are tenderly described in tomb inscriptions as in loco filii habitus – children of the house – but such happy few were exceptions to the rule. The great majority of slaves – Galicians, Asturians, Cantabrians, and Basques – were the spoils of war, caught in the Iberian highlands and either assigned to the State or sold in the slave markets to private owners. The bronze plaques of Aljustrel in the Alentejo, confirm that slaves provided every sort of labour. Sometimes, free plebians, driven by need, were obliged to perform similar tasks, but punishment for derelictions of duty was more severe for slaves than for plebs; and the most exacting activities, such as rowing the galleys trafficking with Rome or North Africa or working in the mines, were reserved for slaves. A slave’s life was usually hard and short. The number of Iberians enslaved is not known, but the range of their recorded tasks suggests that slaves far outnumbered their free compatriots.


3. Barbarian invasions


The first hordes of Barbarians – Alans, Vandals, and Suevi – penetrated the Peninsula in 409. Roman resistance was overcome with ease, for the invasions coincided with a series of disturbances (or bagaudas, from the Celtic bagud or band of agitators) throughout the country. Braga, for example, was virtually destroyed in such a commotion. The contemporary Salvianus suggested that these subversive groups collaborated with the invaders, as the natives preferred the prospect of an easy life with few constraints, even if they would technically be conquered and vassals, to the continuance of what amounted to slavery, even if legally they were free. On the other hand, Orósio dismissed the ‘bagaudas’ as the work of ruthless cut-throats. The connection between the ‘bagaudas’ and the Barbarian invasions is complex; both played an important part in the collapse of Hispano-Roman society.


As we are concentrating on the history of what was to become Portugal, we need to focus on the events then taking place in the north-west of the Peninsula. The Suevi had already occupied the former Roman province of Gallaecia (Galicia) by 411, and had made several sorties as far south as the Tagus. In 516 it was the turn of the Visigoths. Confederate with Rome, the Visigoths were commissioned to expel the other Barbarians. They soon overpowered both the Alans and Vandals, but the suppression of the Suevi proved no easy matter, and it was not until 585 that this was accomplished. The Visigoths then dominated the region, but only for a little more than a century, until 711. Then the Muslims arrived.


The actual number of Germanic warriors entering the Peninsula cannot have been great, a fact confirmed by the rarity of those archaeological or other remains which would have marked their passage. They had few technical or cultural accomplishments with which to impress the Hispano-Romans, who were in most respects their superior. While the Barbarians may have retained their own institutions, it was not long before they were absorbed culturally into the people on whose land they had settled.


The presence of the Barbarians did nothing to stem the decline of Hispano-Roman civilization. Bagaudista activity intensified, and trade diminished. The Christian Church – an important component of the Visigothic monarchy – regarded trade as exploitation, and therefore sinful. Commerce was fit only for – and was principally conducted by – the sizeable Jewish community, who were subject to discrimination both in law and in society. Cultural life, such as it was, remained largely the preserve of the clergy. Although there were Christians among both the Hispano-Romans and the Visigoths, they did not mix: the Visigoths, christianized before entering the Peninsula, had embraced Arianism (adhering to the tenets of Arius, a fourth-century bishop, who denied the divinity of Christ), and were thus regarded by the Hispano-Romans as heretics.


The Hispano-Romanic nobility, although firmly established as a distinct hereditary social class and, as landowners, richer than those who worked for them, had been of the same race as the general population, had spoken the same language and, broadly speaking, had shared the same culture and tastes. Things were different after the Barbarian invasions. The new landowning nobility were warriors, not cultivators of the land; they were dissociated from those who worked the land. Social superiority came to be defined largely by race rather than by disparities in wealth or power.


Certain features characteristic of Portuguese society were gradually assumed during the Germanic occupation and remained evident well into the medieval period; they may be summarized thus: a military nobility owning the land; a rural population tied to it and dominated by a rich and powerful clergy; a Jewish minority controlling trade, its members often prosperous but living in ghettos, envied yet despised.


4. The Islamic invasion


In 711 an expeditionary force of Arabs (or ‘Moors’), embarking in vessels supplied by the Christian governor of Ceuta, crossed the narrow western straits of the Mediterranean and landed on the Iberian Peninsula. The majority were Berbers, including their leader, Taric, who gave his name to the rock of Gibraltar (Yaabal or Gebel Taric, the mountain of Taric). The Visigothic king, who was at that moment suppressing a Basque insurrection, hurried south to repel the invaders but he was routed and vanished in the mêlée. Taric, unopposed, thrust north and occupied both Cordoba and Toledo, the Visigothic capital [see Map 1].


The control of the Moors over what is now known as Portugal lasted in the Minho, to the north, for a few decades only, but continued in the Alentejo and Algarve, further south, for some five centuries. Cultural impact reflected the length of occupation: weak in the north, where only a few place-names record a brief stay; strong in the south, where Arab influence on agricultural methods was fundamental, and where the philosophy of life was affected.


It was the Visigothic nobles, a military class obliged to support their king in battle, who suffered in attempting to repulse the Moors: indeed, they were virtually eradicated. The indigenous Hispano-Romans were spared and remained comparatively unaffected. No longer directed by their Visigothic masters, they continued to work the land. Decisions still had to be taken in each village over recurrent rural matters: the distribution of plots and utilization of water; whether to raise cattle or grow crops; how to ensure a proper rotation; how to share the use of implements. In addition, there were now problems related to defence and justice that had to be discussed. To fill the vacuum created by the lack of landlords, village conselhos (from the Latin consilium, a meeting) were held, in which collective decisions were made. In towns, a similar form of local government had different origins: not only had Christian and Jewish craftsmen and merchants to organize their common affairs, but they now needed to defend their joint interests when confronting representatives of new rulers of dissimilar faith and culture.


Under Muslim law, all those who embraced Islam, whatever their origins, were treated as equals; those who preferred to follow their former religious practices were allowed to do so, on payment of a tax. So Christian churches and Jewish synagogues co-existed with Muslim mosques. The ‘nation’ to which a person belonged was determined not by his race, language or culture, but by his faith. This may explain why, in later centuries, when the Portuguese ‘nation’ grew, at first in Iberia and then overseas, the process of expansion was thought of more as spreading the influence of Christendom than merely as acquiring national territory.


Arab influence varied in profundity: some Christians who lived under the Moors continued to speak their own language and to follow their old ways, only slightly affected by Arab customs; others, while still remaining Christian, became so deeply assimilated into the Arab way of life that later, during the period of the Reconquest, they were referred to by the term mozarab, or ‘arabized’; and there were those who converted to Islam and were known as muwallad or muladi.


With the Moors came some technical advances. For example, among the many hydraulic techniques introduced or reintroduced by them were those which improved the irrigation of orchards, and made use of water-power to drive milling machinery, thereby reducing the need for manual labour. This was an encouragement to the independent small-holder, whereas under the Romans, the emphasis on the production of wine and grain had led to the farming of large tracts dependent for cultivation on many slaves.





5. The Reconquest


Classical historians have used the term ‘Reconquest’ to describe the re-establishment of Christianity in the Peninsula, beginning with the legendary ‘battle’ of Covadonga in 718 – little more, in fact, than the successful ambush by guerrillas of a small band of Moors sent to smoke them out of their Asturian fastness – and ending with the capture of Granada by the Catholic kings in 1492.


Galicia, in the north-west of the Peninsula, including what today is northern Portugal, had been ravaged by Arab raids, which left settlements such as Braga and Oporto deserted. The subsequent ‘Re-populating’ of the region, as historians have termed it, should not be taken to imply that its former inhabitants had been wiped out; rather that they had been dispersed, so that the kings of León and the counts in their service had to reorganize the traditional society thus disrupted. This they did by establishing urban centres, the control of which remained in noble hands or in those of bishops, from which colonists resettled areas further south and the valleys of the interior. Of particular importance was the resettling, as an episcopal river-port on the right bank of the Douro, of what had been a Roman castro named Cale commanding a river-crossing: it was to become known as ‘Portucalae’ and, in its non-Latin form, Portugal. The Roman fort here had grown during the Suevic period, even becoming the seat of a Christian diocese. Although it changed hands more than once during the Arab occupation, the invaders were evicted definitively in 868, after which it remained Christian. The whole area was described by the same name of Portucalae, and by the early tenth century comprised territory extending north to the river Lima, east to the ranges of Beira Alta, and south to the river Douro.


The counts of Portucalae were vassals of the kings of León, perhaps more so in theory than in fact, for the region was relatively distinct, both linguistically and culturally, from León itself, where ‘mozarabism’ was much more widespread. These counts had a comparatively free hand with which to wage war and negotiate peace with the Moors, and to dictate laws.


Another centre with an important role in the creation of modern Portugal was Coimbra, first re-conquered in 878 and held by hereditary Christian counts, only to be recaptured by the Moors, who were not finally expelled until 1064. It was then governed by Sesnando, a complicated character, who well illustrates the amalgam of cultures, for he was a mozarab of neighbouring Tentúgal, probably of Jewish parentage, who had studied among the Moors, and had been employed at the Islamic court in Seville. It was he who suggested to Fernando ‘the Great’ of León that Coimbra should be re-conquered, and who then dominated the district until his death, extending his rule over the Mondego valley, and yet still remaining at peace with the Moors.


Perhaps it was the growing tendency towards autonomy in these outlying districts of his kingdom that led Alfonso VI of León to decide in 1095 to bring them under the more direct control of his family. To Urraca, his legitimate daughter, he assigned Galicia, as far south as the Lima. She had married Raymond, son of the Count of Burgundy, thereby establishing a link with the kings of France. The Condado Portucalense, by then extending south to the banks of the Mondego, he gave to his illegitimate daughter, Dona Teresa, married to Henrique, also from the House of Burgundy. From her patrimony and dynasty the future of Portuguese monarchy directly descended.



















II The Founding of Portugal





6. From Reconquest to independence


On the death of her husband, Count Henrique, Dona Teresa attempted to rule the condado or countship of Portucalense herself, assuming the title of queen. She had her eye on Galicia also and, to that end, married a Galician nobleman, Count Fernão Peres de Trava. However, the Portucalense nobility feared they might become subject to the Galicians; many of the leading nobles took up arms against Dona Teresa, led by her son, Dom Afonso Henriques.


In 1128 the two parties met on the field of São Mamede, not far from the castle of Guimarães, with the intention of settling matters. The site was referred to as that of a ‘tournament’, which may indicate that the dispute was to be resolved by a trial of arms rather than by battle. Whatever the nature of the engagement, the Portucalense were the victors. Dom Afonso Henriques expelled his mother and her consort, and took over the reins of government.


Chroniclers writing shortly after the event have expressed surprise that he should have done so after only one martial encounter. He always regarded the victory of São Mamede as the decisive event of his extraordinary career; soon after it, in a proclamation dated 6 April 1129 (when making a gift to Monio Rodrigues), he confidently referred to himself as ‘I, the Infante Afonso, son of Count Henriques, now free from all constraints and with God’s providence, and in the peaceful possession of Coimbra and all other towns of Portugal…’.


By 1140 – possibly in the previous year if a dubious date is accepted – he was applying the title of ‘king’ to himself (rather than infante or principe or infans, portugalensium princeps), emphasizing his royal lineage; in fact, he was only the grandson of Alfonso VI, even if his mother, as a king’s daughter, had signed herself rainha on occasions. However, from 1135 Alfonso VII had taken to styling himself ‘Emperor of Spain’, whereupon subordinate provincial princes called themselves ‘kings’, a title which lent lustre to their master and did not imply independence from him.


In October 1143 Cardinal Guido de Vico, a papal legate, visited the Peninsula to sort out several matters of ecclesiastical administration. He had arranged to meet the ‘Emperor Alfonso’ and Dom Afonso Henriques at the Leonese town of Zamora. It has been conjectured that the envoy wanted to reconcile the two cousins, whose differences were undermining the cause of Christendom and playing into Moorish hands. Although reference is made to a ‘Treaty of Zamora’, there is no proof of its existence nor is it known what was agreed. What has survived is a letter sent to the pope that December by Dom Afonso Henriques, in which he declares himself and his successors as being ‘censual’ to the Church of Rome, and ‘man and knight of the Pope and St Peter, on condition that the Holy See will protect him against all other powers, civil or ecclesiastical’. (The word ‘censual’ refers to the payment of a censo or tribute to Rome, which in the letter was fixed at four ounces [122 grams] of gold, later raised to two marks or sixteen ounces [465 grams].) This would imply that Dom Afonso Henriques, with Innocent II’s approval and as direct tributary of the pope, had claimed and been accorded these privileges for himself and his successors, and was exempt from any other imposition.


The last act by which Dom Afonso Henriques’s independence from León was formalized took place in 1179, towards the end of his reign. Before that date diplomatic legates from Rome had avoided calling him ‘king’; in that year he sent a gift of one thousand gold coins to the pontiff, after which there was no such inhibition.


7. Expansion south


Although the king of Portugal abandoned his pretensions to rule Galida, which remained in his aunt’s hands, he strengthened his grip on the territory between the Minho and Mondego and, in a series of brilliant campaigns, extended his dominion to the south.


By a bold and entirely unexpected stroke, in 1147 he seized Santarém, a place of military and economic importance commanding the rich pastures of the lower Tagus. In the same year, he tempted an army of crusaders – Teutons, English, and Bretons, en route to the Holy Land – to join him in attacking Lisbon, then occupied by the Moors. The city fell to him after a short siege. Among his allies, referred to as ‘Franks’, were several who decided to remain in Portugal, including an English priest named Gilbert of Hastings, who became the first bishop of Lisbon. Another Englishman, Osbern, wrote a ‘Chronicle’ describing the attack on Lisbon, which is our main contemporary source of information. With the fall of the town, numerous other strongholds gave in to Dom Afonso Henriques, among them Alenquer, Óbidos, Almada, Sintra, Sesimbra and Palmela, which enabled him to extend his frontier to the Tagus and to occupy its far bank.


Between 1165 and 1169 the theatre of action moved to the plains of the Alentejo (‘beyond the Tagus’). One of his commanders, Geraldo ‘Sem Pavor’ (the Fearless), raised the royal standard over several fortresses there, among them the key town of Évora, which controlled what was already a vital area of grain production; he even thrust east into Estremadura (in what is now Spain).


Geraldo may have fought on his own account, as a freebooter, but he then handed over his gains to the king. Perhaps this was a ploy on behalf of Dom Afonso Henriques, for the king of Castile claimed the right of Reconquest over all lands south of the Tagus, and some respect for this claim had to be demonstrated. Matters came to a head when Geraldo attempted to seize Badajoz, capital of one of the many minor Arab kingdoms. Although Geraldo broke into the town, a counter-attack forced him and his son to take refuge in its castle, where they were besieged. As Dom Afonso Henriques marched to his help, Alfonso VIII of Castile also approached, not only with a larger contingent, but to join forces with the Moors. Dom Afonso Henriques found himself besieged and then became a prisoner of the Castilians, being released only after paying a large ransom in gold. The Moors remained masters of Badajoz.


The struggle for dominance in what are now the southern provinces of Portugal lasted a century. The Moors in the Peninsula had become decadent and divided among themselves, forming petty taifas, which were often obliged to pay tribute to Castile or León. At the end of the eleventh century they had turned to their co-religionists in North Africa for help, and the Almoravids, Berber tribes united by Islamic fundamentalism, then crossed the straits. Another dynasty, the Almohads, even more fanatic, later entered the fray, and in 1171, 1184 and 1190, successive waves of their cavalry swept north, overwhelming the Christians, and recapturing most of the territory ‘re-conquered’. They left a trail of destruction: razing town walls, burning churches, and taking their prisoners as slaves to Africa. Almost back to square one, the Christians had to start the whole process of Reconquest again.


The problem was not so much capturing places as retaining possession of them. With this end in view, while the king kept the important centres for himself, large grants of land re-conquered in the Alentejo were made to the various military orders of knighthood dedicated to the crusades: those of St James (Santiago), of Calatrava (later ‘of Avis’, where their headquarters was established), and the Hospitallers of St John, known also as the ‘Order of Crato’ (after another township in the Alentejo). In time, large tracts of these great estates (or latifundi) were leased to substantial farmers (the lavradores), who by working the estates maintained the knights. It was not until late in the nineteenth century that these quasi-ecclesiastical estates were secularized. The system left its mark, and to this day it is large farms which characterize the land-pattern of the Alentejo region.


8. Political events before 1245


The fifty-seven-year reign of Dom Afonso Henriques (1128–85) provided continuity and a firm basis to his State. He was peacefully succeeded by his eldest son, Dom Sancho I (1185–1211), who gained the epithet ‘Povoador’ (meaning that he encouraged land settlement). He continued his father’s policy of administering the new kingdom through councils elected by its principal towns and villages.


But the next king, Dom Afonso II (1211–23), encountered stiff opposition from the nobility, wary of increasing royal domination, and two of his sisters refused to accept his control over castles which they had inherited from their father. Supported by a contingent from León, a high proportion of the nobility took sides against him and, in the ensuing civil war, royal forces were frequently worsted. Only the firm intervention of the pope resolved the family feud.


Yet the king was not to be deflected from consolidating monarchial authority and unifying the country. The first laws having any nation-wide application date from the first year of his reign, among them one relating to the need for ratification by the Crown of all gifts and grants by and to nobles, while from 1220 formal Inquiries were made into the legitimacy of all land holdings and into all feudal immunities claimed. He also issued the first law of mortmain: any further donations of land to the Church were prohibited (for the Church, like the nobles, claimed exemptions from numerous feudal dues and obligations). This prohibition brought Church and State into conflict, to the extent of the king’s being excommunicated and his realm being placed under an anathema.


Dom Sancho II (1223–45) was still a child when he succeeded his father – always a precarious situation in feudal times. The nobles, supported by representatives of the merchant classes, were easily able to obstruct royal policies: the royal chancery was unable to give charters of self-government to a single town. Matters were to deteriorate to such an extent that by 1240 it was virtually impossible to enforce order or to dispense justice. Rival groups fought their private wars, causing turmoil throughout the country, and leaving it in chaos.


9. Social and economic development


In the period during which Portugal became established as a distinct nation, farming was still the main economic activity, the country producing grain, wine, flax, hides and beeswax, and raising cattle and sheep. Textiles were woven and leather goods were produced, and the exploitation of the country’s mines enabled agricultural implements, horseshoes, nails and other iron items to be manufactured locally. Fishing boats were built in numerous shipyards; salt was mined or panned – as it had been since Roman times – to preserve produce. Encouraged by royal policies, settlements were established either by the monastic or military orders, by town councils, or by grants to free settlers; and agricultural production increased to meet the growing demand from the growing population. Foreign trade also thrived. Records confirm that goods were exported from the mouths of the rivers Douro, Mondego and Tagus, while the visitations of Crusader fleets confirm that the ports of Portugal were convenient for vessels plying between northern Europe and the Mediterranean. The Jewish population acted as intermediaries for the Christians trading with the Moors of North Africa, and prospered on the proceeds. The demands of export encouraged the cultivation of olive-groves and vineyards rather than cereals, to the advantage of the urban middle-class traders and the detriment of the great landowners, whose profits were usually geared to the production of grain.


Trade demanded a widely acceptable form of currency. In the early twelfth century commodities were still largely paid for in kind (by ‘modiums’ of wheat, ‘lengths’ of linen, and the like), but such measurements were gradually replaced by payment in coin. The first coins used in Portugal were provided from several sources, among them Arab or Leonese maravedis, and specie from Byzantium. Dom Afonso Henriques minted the first Portuguese morabitanos together with gold coins, the first produced by any European nation; in his will he left six hundred kilos of gold coins to be distributed for religious and charitable purposes. Under his successors the proportion of Portuguese currency in circulation, compared with that of foreign coins, grew steadily.


We have seen how the increase in trade encouraged the expansion of what would now be called a distinct urban middle class; but, at the time, only three divisions of society were formally recognized: the clergy, the nobility, and the rest.


The Church was a long-established and deeply-rooted organization. Parishes, grouped into dioceses, were run by the ‘secular’ clergy; monasteries and convents were the resort of the ‘regular’ clergy, divided among various Orders. This pattern, which survived the Arab occupation, had predated that redistribution of Iberian territories which resulted in the creation of ‘Portugal’. The pope, as head of Christendom, claimed authority over kings; and it was to him that the clergy were ultimately responsible. They were subject to ecclesiastical justice, not that meted out by kings; nor did they pay taxes to the State. Since life was brief and beset with hazards, the afterlife long and more hazardous still, the Faithful – to maintain necessary rituals, good works and intercessions – gave tithes, legacies and other gifts to the Church. The resulting and accumulated riches, privileges and power provided a ready and recurrent subject for conflict between Church and State. Such was the wealth of the Church that almost all important buildings at this time were its property: six cathedrals, two great abbeys (Santa Cruz at Coimbra, and Alcobaça), and some two hundred churches. There were no comparable secular structures, apart from royal castles.


Indeed all fortresses were held by the king. From as early as the reign of Dom Sancho I, nobles had been forbidden to construct or own any; and thus, much less so in Portugal than in most other feudal societies, were the nobles able to achieve any great measure of independence in the areas they dominated. It was the king, not they, who demanded military service from the peasants. Typically, Geraldo ‘Sem Pavor’, although the most notable commander under Dom Afonso Henriques, was not a noble. However, the socioeconomic composition of Portugal was too diverse to allow a single feudal pattern to emerge. North of the Douro a ‘normal’ seigneurial society developed – the land being owned by the king, the Church, and the nobility – whereas to the south much of the settlement and land-holding were dependent on the military orders or on municipalities. The relatively small amount of cultivatable land in the ‘seigneurial’ north led to substantial migration to the south. There the earlier settlers had established municipalities and had been granted privileges equivalent to those of feudal knights, forming what might be referred to as a rural middle class. Migrants who arrived later, owning no land, formed a peasantry that was obliged to sell its labour in order to survive.


The king was well aware of the political value of those who lived in the towns or were dependent on the municipalities; they were his natural allies in any conflict with the nobility, who were forbidden to build fortresses or to set up their headquarters within town boundaries. Fostering this popular support, the king made his residence for substantial periods in such towns as Guimarães and Coimbra.


10. Dom Afonso III triumphant


With the country in the grip of anarchy in the years around 1240, Pope Innocent III found himself assailed by complaints: from bishops whose churches and monasteries had been pillaged; from the municipalities, reporting towns sacked, ships set alight, merchants imprisoned and tortured until ransoms were paid; and from many individuals.
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