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The arrival of the Portuguese - The founding of Rio




    The story goes that it was on the morning of New Year’s day 1502 that the Florentine merchant-navigator Amerigo Vespucci made an uncharacteristic error of judgement – and so gave Rio de Janeiro its name. Vespucci was on a voyage of exploration, thought the wide Guanabara Bay was the estuary of some large river, and so called the whole area Rio de Janeiro, ‘January River’.




    It was only two years earlier that the Portuguese explorer Pedro Alves Cabral had discovered and laid claim to the whole of Brazil. For some decades thereafter, however, the sugar plantations in the north of the territory were the main focus for colonization. The Portuguese during this time left the more southerly areas to their own devices – and to the incursions of the French, who seized the region (and renamed it La France Antarctique).




    So it was not until 1565 that the Portuguese finally decided to enforce their control. They founded their own settlement (which they called São Sebastião do Rio de Janeiro in honour of King Sebastian of Portugal) and evicted the French. Development of Rio was slow, even then. The harbour was small and rather open. The more northerly provinces remained of more colonial value.




    Then suddenly, at the end of the 17th century, gold was discovered in the neighboring province of Minas Gerais. Rio’s fortunes changed overnight as a gold rush started. Thousands of prospectors – mostly from Portugal – descended on Rio, and a road was hastily built from there all the way out to the goldfields. Together with the prospectors came all kinds of other hangers-on, and the settlement expanded hugely in all directions. Rio became the center for shipping Brazilian gold back to Portugal, and Portugal soon became one of Europe’s richest nations. This is how Rio became a major economic hub in the astoundingly vast country that is Brazil.
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      1. The arrival of Pedro Alves Cabral on April 22, 1500. Oscar Pereira da Silva. Museum of National History, Rio de Janeiro.
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      2. The road out to the goldfields.
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      3. Map of Brazil dating from 1519.
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      4. Peasant farmers delivering coffee beans to the local foreman.
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      5. Growing sugar cane.


    




    For a while the city even became the seat of the Portuguese regency court, after the regent John (Dom João VI) had been obliged to quit Portugal in 1808 with some 15,000 of the Portuguese aristocracy. Once more Rio expanded massively. Schools and banks were built. Parks were laid out. The place had its own newspapers. Rio looked increasingly like a European city.




    More important, though, was the regent’s decision to open up the city to forms of trade previously restricted to Portugal. The result was a thunderous economic boom. Rio took on world trade status. Dom João returned to Portugal in 1821, by which time the city had more than 100,000 residents – three times as many as when he had arrived 13 years before. He left his son, Dom Pedro, behind to govern the colony. The following year, however, under the influence of Brazilian nationalists, Brazil declared independence with Dom Pedro as its first ‘emperor’ and Rio as its first national capital. The city’s growth continued on in ever more modern a guise. In 1854 its streets were lit by gas lamps. In 1874 the telegraph connected Rio with London.




    The good times could not go on for ever. Rich landowners seized political power and divided the nation’s main sources of revenue between themselves. They also hired and fired the country’s presidents. It was not until 1930 that Getúlio Vargas engineered a coup and finally brought down the land-owning class. Popular government was now the aim: it was the will of the people that was important. Yet more significantly it was the number of the people that was growing, especially in Rio, where space was at a premium amongst congested overbuilding. The city began to sprawl at the edges, inching southward along the beaches.




    The congestion had really begun more than two decades earlier – around the time the central boulevard (Avenida Centra) had been constructed through the city in 1905. Then, high-rise buildings were put up, some with 30 stories or more. Living space became ultra-cramped. This was a problem that the city of São Paulo, 225 miles (350 kilometers) southwest of Rio, did not suffer from. And indeed, in 1959 São Paulo surpassed Rio in terms both of annual revenue and of total population. The final and worst humiliation for Rio came in 1960, when President Juscelino Kubitschek moved the seat of government from Rio to the new city of Brasília. For a long and painful period this caused the citizens of Rio to search for a new identity. Since then, more and more industrial jobs have been lost to the south, although Rio continues to attract poorer migrants who straggle in from the northeast and from the interior of the country. They swell the numbers in the favelas and slum tenements at the northern edge of the city.




    Something else that affected Rio badly was that the city’s own state municipality was governed by politicians opposed to the military leaders of Brazil who ruled the country between 1965 and 1985. In consequence, for twenty years Rio received far fewer financial allocations than other cities.




    But more recently things have been looking up. Oil deposits have been detected offshore, and the resultant wealth has flowed into the city. A proportion of the money has been spent on urban renovation. This has not stopped some of the locals from being sardonic. They say, darkly, that the decisions may now be made in Brasília or in São Paulo – but the plots are hatched in Rio.




    This is a development Amerigo Vespucci could certainly not have foreseen when he – the first tourist visitor, you might say – beheld the wide blue Guanabara Bay.
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      6. A portrait of the Regent John (Dom João VI).
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      7. A portrait of Dom Pedro I.
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      8. The arrival of Getúlio Vargas in Rio de Janeiro.
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