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​The Ragamuffin War and the Making of Modern Brazil, 1835-1845

The Ragamuffin War was the longest and most threatening regional rebellion in Brazilian imperial history, yet it has been largely unknown outside of southern Brazil. For nearly a decade, from 1835 to 1845, the province of Rio Grande do Sul fought to establish an independent republic, creating functioning governmental institutions, fielding effective military forces, and forcing the Brazilian Empire into a negotiated peace that would reshape the relationship between Brazil's center and its periphery.

This comprehensive history examines the economic grievances that sparked the rebellion, the military campaigns that sustained it, and the political negotiations that ended it. More importantly, it recovers the suppressed histories that the romantic mythology of the "Heroic Decade" has obscured for generations. The republic proclaimed liberty while preserving slavery, recruited Black soldiers with promises of freedom that ended in betrayal at the Porongos Massacre, and depended on indigenous warriors whose contributions have been systematically erased from memory.

The book traces how former rebels became the empire's most effective military force, how regional identity was constructed through selective memory, and how the conflict's unfinished business continues to shape contemporary Brazilian politics. Combining rigorous historical research with compelling narrative, this work reveals how empires and nations manage peripheral challenges and how societies construct comfortable myths from morally complex pasts.

Chapter 1: The Peripheral Empire: Rio Grande do Sul in the Brazilian Monarchy, 1822-1835

On September 7, 1822, when Prince Pedro stood on the banks of the Ipiranga River near São Paulo and declared Brazil's independence from Portugal, he proclaimed the birth of a unified empire stretching from the Amazon to the River Plate. Yet this declaration of unity masked a profound geographic and cultural reality: the Brazilian Empire was not a coherent whole but rather a collection of distinct regions tenuously bound together by the accidents of colonial history and the ambitions of the Braganza dynasty. Nowhere was this fragmentation more apparent than in the empire's southernmost province, Rio Grande do Sul, where the rhythms of daily life, the orientation of economic activity, and the very identity of the people seemed to belong more naturally to the neighboring republics of the Rio de la Plata than to the tropical monarchy headquartered in Rio de Janeiro.

The tensions inherent in this arrangement would simmer for thirteen years before erupting into open revolt in 1835. Understanding why Rio Grande do Sul became the site of the empire's most sustained and threatening regional rebellion requires us to first understand how fundamentally different this province was from the rest of Brazil, and how the specific circumstances of the 1820s and early 1830s transformed difference into grievance and grievance into revolution. The story of the Ragamuffin War begins not with the first shots fired at the Battle of Ponte da Azenha, but with the wind that swept across the southern pampas, the cattle that grazed on endless grasslands, and the men who built their lives and identities on the periphery of an empire that never quite understood them.

​The Geography of Difference

To comprehend Rio Grande do Sul's place within the Brazilian Empire, one must first appreciate how radically its geography diverged from the territories to its north. While the coastal provinces from Bahia to Rio de Janeiro were characterized by the dramatic escarpment of the Serra do Mar, the narrow fertile plains of the zona da mata, and the dense Atlantic forests that once blanketed much of eastern Brazil, the southern province presented an entirely different landscape. Rio Grande do Sul was dominated by the rolling grasslands of the pampas, an extension of the great plains that stretched westward through Uruguay and Argentina to the foothills of the Andes. These were not the jungles of popular imagination about Brazil, but rather open country where horizons seemed limitless and the sky pressed down with an almost oppressive vastness.

The climate reinforced this distinctiveness. While tropical Brazil sweltered in perpetual summer, Rio Grande do Sul experienced genuine seasons, with cold winters that occasionally brought frost and even snow to the higher elevations. This temperate zone agriculture and ranching was fundamentally different from the plantation economy that dominated the north and northeast. The province's river systems flowed not toward the Atlantic and the established trade routes to Europe, but southward toward the Río de la Plata, naturally orienting the region toward Montevideo and Buenos Aires rather than toward Rio de Janeiro or Salvador.

The Lagoa dos Patos, an immense coastal lagoon stretching nearly two hundred kilometers along the province's eastern edge, created both opportunity and isolation. This vast body of water provided internal navigation and fishing grounds, but its narrow entrance at Rio Grande made it vulnerable to blockade and difficult to defend. The geography thus created a province that was simultaneously connected to the ocean yet isolated from it, part of the Brazilian coastline yet fundamentally different in character from every other coastal region of the empire.

This geographic isolation was not merely a matter of physical distance. Rio Grande do Sul sat at the contested borderlands between Portuguese and Spanish colonial spheres, a region where sovereignty had been disputed for centuries and where the final boundaries were only recently settled through a series of treaties that left lasting resentments on all sides. The province had been a military frontier throughout the colonial period, and this martial character persisted into the imperial era. While other Brazilian provinces could focus primarily on economic production, Rio Grande do Sul remained acutely conscious of its role as a buffer zone protecting the empire from its Spanish-speaking neighbors and potential rivals.

​The Charque Economy and Internal Colonialism

If geography created the conditions for difference, it was economics that transformed difference into structural inequality. The Brazilian Empire of the early nineteenth century was fundamentally organized around the export of tropical commodities to European and North American markets. Sugar from Bahia and Pernambuco, coffee from Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo, cotton from Maranhão and Ceará—these were the products that generated the revenue that sustained the imperial government, enriched the coastal elite, and integrated Brazil into the Atlantic economy. The provinces that produced these commodities were the empire's favored children, recipients of infrastructure investment, political attention, and a share of the customs revenues their exports generated.

Rio Grande do Sul produced none of these export commodities. The temperate climate that made the province unsuitable for sugar or coffee cultivation instead made it ideal for cattle ranching. By the 1820s, the province's economy had become organized around a single product: charque, or sun-dried salted beef. The production process was labor-intensive and technically demanding. Cattle were slaughtered at large-scale processing facilities called charqueadas, where skilled workers butchered the animals, sliced the meat into thin strips, heavily salted each piece, and laid the strips out in the sun to dry over the course of several days. The result was a protein source that could be stored for months without refrigeration and transported over long distances without spoiling.

Yet here was the crucial distinction that would shape Rio Grande do Sul's relationship with the empire: charque was not an export commodity but an internal product. Its primary market was not Liverpool or Le Havre but rather the slave quarters of the sugar plantations in Bahia and the coffee estates in Rio de Janeiro. Charque was the cheap protein that sustained the enslaved labor force that produced Brazil's actual export wealth. This meant that Rio Grande do Sul functioned essentially as an internal colony, producing inputs for the export economy rather than export products themselves. The wealth generated by the province's production flowed not to foreign markets but to other Brazilian provinces, yet the province received none of the privileges accorded to the export-oriented regions.

This economic relationship created a fundamental asymmetry in how the imperial government treated different provinces. The sugar and coffee provinces benefited from favorable tariff policies designed to maximize their exports and from infrastructure investments that improved their access to ports and markets. Rio Grande do Sul, by contrast, found itself subjected to policies that seemed designed to disadvantage its producers in favor of foreign competitors or the fiscal needs of the central government. The salt necessary for charque production was heavily taxed, despite being an essential input rather than a luxury good. Internal circulation duties were imposed on the movement of charque from Rio Grande do Sul to other provinces, adding to production costs and reducing competitiveness. Most galling of all, charque imported from Uruguay and Argentina—the province's direct competitors—often faced lower tariff barriers at Brazilian ports than did charque produced within the empire and shipped coastwise from Rio Grande.

The economic logic behind these policies was transparent to observers in Porto Alegre even if it was obscure to ranchers struggling to remain profitable. The imperial government derived the majority of its revenue from customs duties on imports and exports. Taxing foreign charque at the ports generated revenue for the treasury. Allowing Platine producers to compete in the Brazilian market maintained diplomatic relations with Uruguay and Argentina that were considered strategically important. The fiscal and foreign policy interests of the empire, in other words, took precedence over the economic welfare of a peripheral province whose production generated no export revenue and whose internal trade contributed little to customs receipts.

By the early 1830s, this situation had reached crisis proportions. Uruguayan and Argentine producers, with access to cheaper salt and lower transportation costs, were systematically undercutting Riograndense charque in the very market that the southern province had once dominated. Estancieiros who had prospered in the 1810s and 1820s found themselves facing bankruptcy. Smaller producers were being driven out of business entirely. The crisis was not merely economic but existential, threatening the entire social order that had developed around the cattle economy.

​The Rise of the Estancieiros and the Gaúcho World

The charque economy had created a distinctive social structure in Rio Grande do Sul that differed markedly from the plantation society that characterized much of coastal Brazil. At the apex of this society stood the estancieiros, the owners of vast cattle ranches that stretched across the pampas. These were not absentee landlords who managed their properties from comfortable urban residences, but rather men who lived on their estates, participated actively in the work of ranching, and developed an identity tied to the land they controlled and the way of life it sustained.

The estancieiro class emerged from the colonial period's military frontier culture. Many of the great estates had been granted as rewards for military service in the wars against Spanish colonial forces or indigenous peoples. The early estancieiros were often former soldiers who brought martial values and organizational structures to the development of their properties. They maintained private militias, fortified their ranch houses against raids, and understood themselves as defenders of Portuguese (and later Brazilian) sovereignty in a contested borderland. This military heritage would prove consequential when the time came to raise an army against the empire.

Yet the estancieiros did not work their lands alone, nor did they rely primarily on enslaved labor as did the sugar and coffee planters to the north. The nature of cattle ranching on the open pampas created a different labor system, one centered on the figure of the gaúcho. These were the cowboys of the southern plains, skilled horsemen who spent their lives in the saddle managing vast herds of semi-wild cattle across unfenced grasslands. The gaúcho was typically a free man of mixed European, indigenous, and sometimes African ancestry, working either as a wage laborer for an estancieiro or as an independent small-scale rancher on marginal lands.

The gaúcho culture that developed in Rio Grande do Sul (and across the pampas of Uruguay and Argentina) was defined by mobility, self-reliance, and a fierce independence. The gaúcho's skills were essential to the cattle economy—his ability to ride for days across open country, to rope and subdue wild cattle, to survive on the pampas with minimal equipment, to navigate by the stars and read the land like a text. These skills created a certain leverage even for those gaúchos who owned no land themselves. A skilled gaúcho could always find work, could move between estancias, could in extremis survive on wild cattle and horses that still roamed portions of the grasslands. This was a very different relationship between laborer and employer than the total dependency that characterized plantation slavery.

The cultural distinctiveness of the gaúchos extended to dress, diet, social customs, and values. The gaúcho wore not the European-style clothing of coastal Brazil but rather distinctive dress adapted to life on horseback: loose-fitting trousers called bombacha, leather boots, wide-brimmed hats, and woolen ponchos for cold weather. The gaúcho's diet centered on beef—roasted over open fires, consumed fresh or as charque, accompanied by maté tea drunk from a gourd through a metal straw. The social world of the gaúchos was organized around the pulpería (general store and tavern) where men gathered to drink, gamble, share news, and settle disputes that sometimes escalated to knife fights conducted according to elaborate codes of honor.

This culture was simultaneously Brazilian and not quite Brazilian, sharing more with the gauchos of Uruguay and the gauchos of Argentina than with the coastal populations to the north. The language spoken on the pampas was Portuguese, but a Portuguese inflected with Spanish loan words and indigenous terms, pronounced with a distinctive accent that marked its speakers as Riograndense. The music, dance, and folk traditions drew from indigenous, Portuguese, and Spanish sources, creating hybrid forms like the chula and the fandango that were unique to the region. The gaúcho's relationship with horses, his skill with the boleadoras (weighted throwing weapon) and the lasso, his ability to navigate vast distances without maps or instruments—these competencies created a sense of mastery and autonomy that stood in sharp contrast to the hierarchical, dependent relationships that characterized plantation society.

What emerged by the 1830s was a regional identity that understood itself as fundamentally different from the rest of Brazil. The estancieiros and gaúchos of Rio Grande do Sul saw themselves as frontiersmen, defenders of civilization against the indigenous peoples of the interior and against the territorial ambitions of Spanish America, producers of an essential commodity that fed the empire's slave labor force, yet receiving in return only neglect and exploitative policies from the distant capital. This sense of difference, of distinctiveness, of being simultaneously essential and marginal to the empire, created a foundation upon which political grievances could build toward revolt.

​Political Marginalization and the Centralization of the Empire

The economic and cultural distinctiveness of Rio Grande do Sul might have remained a curiosity, a footnote in the broader story of Brazilian regional diversity, had it not been for the specific political arrangements that governed the empire in its first decades. The structure of imperial governance systematically excluded provincial populations from meaningful participation in decisions that affected their lives and livelihoods. This exclusion was not unique to Rio Grande do Sul—every province faced similar constraints—but the combination of geographic remoteness, economic grievance, and cultural distinctiveness made the southern province particularly volatile.

The Brazilian Empire was organized as a constitutional monarchy in which sovereignty theoretically resided in the nation but power was exercised through the person of the emperor and the institutions he controlled. The Constitution of 1824 created a highly centralized system in which provincial governments were subordinate to the imperial administration in Rio de Janeiro. Provincial presidents were not elected by local populations but rather appointed by the emperor (or, during the Regency, by the Regency government). These appointed officials typically had no prior connection to the provinces they governed, often could not speak the local dialects or understand local customs, and understood their primary loyalty as being to the emperor and the central government rather than to the provincial populations they ostensibly served.

This system of appointed provincial administration created a fundamental disconnect between the needs and desires of provincial populations and the policies implemented by their governors. Provincial presidents arrived with instructions from Rio de Janeiro, with fiscal targets to meet and political directives to implement, often with little understanding of or sympathy for local conditions. The provincial assemblies that were created in 1834 to provide some degree of local representation had extremely limited powers and could be overridden or dissolved by the provincial president. Real power remained concentrated in the hands of officials whose careers depended on pleasing the government in Rio de Janeiro rather than the people of the provinces they governed.

For Rio Grande do Sul, this system was particularly frustrating because the province's economic needs were so clearly at odds with the fiscal and foreign policy priorities of the imperial government. When Riograndense estancieiros demanded protection from foreign competition through higher tariffs on Platine charque, they were ignored because such tariffs would reduce customs revenue and strain relations with Uruguay and Argentina. When they protested the taxes on salt and the duties on internal circulation of goods, they were told these were necessary for the empire's fiscal health. When they asked for infrastructure investments to improve the inadequate port facilities at Rio Grande, they were informed that resources were needed for improvements in Rio de Janeiro, Salvador, and Recife—the ports that actually generated export revenue.

The sense of grievance was compounded by the perception that Rio Grande do Sul was treated as a mere garrison province, valued only for its military function as a buffer against Spanish America. The province was expected to maintain large military forces at provincial expense, to supply troops for imperial wars in the Platine region, to absorb the costs of frontier defense, yet received minimal support from the central government for these military burdens. The estancieiros who served as militia officers, who maintained armed retainers for defense against indigenous raids and Platine incursions, who understood themselves as the guardians of imperial sovereignty in the south, were simultaneously being driven toward bankruptcy by imperial fiscal policies.

By the early 1830s, these accumulated grievances had created a political culture in Rio Grande do Sul that was deeply skeptical of the imperial government and increasingly attracted to liberal and even republican ideas circulating throughout the Americas. The province's educated elite read newspapers and pamphlets from Montevideo and Buenos Aires, followed political developments in the United States and France, and participated in Masonic lodges that served as networks for the discussion and dissemination of anti-monarchical ideas. The influence of Freemasonry was particularly significant, as the lodges provided both an organizational structure for political opposition and an ideological framework that emphasized liberty, equality, and popular sovereignty—concepts that stood in sharp tension with the hierarchical, centralized structure of the Brazilian Empire.

​The Regency Crisis and the Fragmentation of Authority

The tensions between Rio Grande do Sul and the imperial center might have continued to simmer indefinitely, contained by the authority of the emperor and the general prosperity of the 1820s, had it not been for the political crisis that engulfed Brazil beginning in 1831. In that year, Emperor Pedro I, facing mounting opposition from liberal factions in Rio de Janeiro and other provinces, abdicated the throne in favor of his five-year-old son Pedro II and departed for Portugal. This abdication created a constitutional crisis: how was a vast empire to be governed during the minority of an infant emperor?

The solution was the creation of a Regency government, in which a council of regents would exercise executive authority until Pedro II reached his majority. In theory, this arrangement was intended to provide stable government during the transition. In practice, it unleashed a period of intense political instability and regional fragmentation that would last nearly a decade. The Regency period (1831-1840) was characterized by weak central authority, rapid turnover of regents and ministers, bitter factional conflicts in Rio de Janeiro, and a proliferation of regional revolts across the empire.

The weakness of the Regency government encouraged provincial assertions of autonomy throughout Brazil. In Pará, the Cabanagem revolt saw indigenous peoples and mixed-race populations seize control of the provincial capital and establish a revolutionary government that controlled the region for months. In Bahia, the Sabinada revolt proclaimed a temporary republic that would last until Pedro II reached majority. In Maranhão, the Balaiada uprising combined elements of slave revolt, ethnic conflict, and regional separatism. Each of these revolts had its own specific causes and dynamics, but collectively they revealed the fragility of the imperial system when central authority was weakened.

The Regency government's response to these challenges was paradoxically to increase centralization, attempting to impose tighter control over the provinces precisely when its authority was most questionable. Provincial presidents were appointed and dismissed with bewildering frequency, often with no consideration of local political realities. Fiscal demands increased as the central government struggled to fund military operations against multiple simultaneous revolts. The Additional Act of 1834, which had granted provinces some limited autonomy through the creation of provincial assemblies, was increasingly undermined by central government interventions and restrictions on provincial legislation.

For Rio Grande do Sul, the Regency period was particularly destabilizing. The province found itself caught between multiple pressures: continued economic decline as Platine competitors captured market share, political instability as provincial presidents were appointed and recalled in rapid succession, and military demands as the empire sought troops for interventions in Uruguay and Argentina. The estancieiros who dominated provincial society found their economic position deteriorating while their political influence was deliberately marginalized by a central government that distrusted provincial elites and sought to rule through appointed officials loyal to Rio de Janeiro.

The situation was further complicated by the factional politics that developed during the Regency period. Brazilian political life in the 1830s was characterized by the emergence of two broad tendencies: the moderados, who supported constitutional monarchy with some liberal reforms but opposed radical changes to the imperial system, and the exaltados or farroupilhas, who advocated for federalism, provincial autonomy, and in some cases republicanism. These were not organized political parties in the modern sense but rather loose coalitions defined by their positions on the fundamental question of how centralized the empire should be.

In Rio Grande do Sul, the farroupilha faction attracted the support of much of the estancieiro class and found particular resonance among those who felt most acutely the economic consequences of imperial fiscal policy. The term "farroupilha" itself is revealing—it meant literally "ragamuffin" or "person in rags," a derogatory term applied by moderates to those they saw as rabble-rousers and troublemakers. The southern liberals' adoption of this term as a badge of honor rather than an insult captured something essential about the political culture developing in the province: a defiant pride in being outsiders, a willingness to embrace opposition to the established order, a sense that the values and interests of the peripheral province were more authentic than the corrupt politics of the imperial capital.

The organizational infrastructure for this emerging opposition was provided primarily by Masonic lodges. Freemasonry in Brazil during this period was intimately connected with liberal political movements, providing both a meeting space for like-minded men and an intellectual framework that emphasized Enlightenment values of reason, progress, and individual liberty. The Masonic lodges in Porto Alegre and other Riograndense cities brought together estancieiros, urban professionals, military officers, and merchants who shared a commitment to provincial autonomy and a growing frustration with imperial centralization.

Among the most prominent of these Masonic liberals was Bento Gonçalves da Silva, an estancieiro and militia officer who would eventually become the president of the breakaway Riograndense Republic. Bento Gonçalves was known within Masonic circles by the symbolic name "Sucre," a reference to the South American revolutionary Antonio José de Sucre who had fought alongside Simón Bolívar for independence from Spanish rule. The choice of this nom de loge was revealing: it connected the struggles of Rio Grande do Sul to the broader republican movements that had liberated Spanish America from monarchical rule, suggesting that the conflict in Brazil was not merely about tariffs and provincial administration but about fundamental questions of sovereignty and political organization.

​The Appointment of Braga and the Point of No Return

By 1835, Rio Grande do Sul stood at a critical juncture. The province's economic crisis had deepened, with many estancieiros facing bankruptcy and the charque industry losing ground to Platine competitors. Political frustration with appointed provincial presidents who neither understood nor cared about local conditions had created widespread disaffection with the imperial government. The Masonic lodges and liberal political clubs had developed both an ideological critique of imperial centralization and an organizational capacity to mobilize opposition. The cultural distinctiveness of the province provided a foundation for imagining an identity separate from the Brazilian Empire, while the example of neighboring republics in Uruguay and Argentina demonstrated that alternatives to monarchy were possible.

What was needed to transform this potential for revolt into actual rebellion was a catalyst, a specific provocation that would convince even moderate elements that working within the imperial system was futile. That catalyst arrived in the person of Antônio Rodrigues Fernandes Braga, appointed as provincial president in April 1835. Braga's appointment and his actions upon arrival in Porto Alegre would prove to be the immediate trigger for the Ragamuffin War, but the underlying causes ran far deeper than any individual's mistakes or provocations.

The fundamental reality was that Rio Grande do Sul existed in an untenable position within the Brazilian Empire. The province was peripheral to the economic system that generated imperial wealth, yet expected to bear military burdens and fiscal exactions as if it were central. Its culture and identity were shaped by the pampas and the Platine region, yet it was governed by officials appointed from the tropical coast who understood neither the cattle economy nor the gaúcho way of life. Its educated elite had absorbed liberal and republican ideas from throughout the Americas, yet it was ruled by a centralized monarchy that offered no meaningful channels for provincial participation in governance.

The contradiction could not be sustained indefinitely. Either the imperial government would need to fundamentally reorganize its relationship with the peripheral provinces, granting real autonomy and addressing specific economic grievances, or the provinces would seek to reorganize their relationship with the empire through force. The appointment of Braga, and his catastrophic mishandling of the delicate political situation in Rio Grande do Sul, would push the province decisively toward the latter option.

The stage was set for a conflict that would last a decade, cost thousands of lives, lead to the creation of an independent republic with its own government and army, and ultimately force the Brazilian Empire to reckon with the reality that peripheral provinces could not be governed as if they were merely administrative subdivisions of Rio de Janeiro. The Ragamuffin War would demonstrate that the "sovereign periphery" of the south was essential to the empire's survival, and that the gaúcho—dismissed as a ragamuffin by the coastal elite—was in fact indispensable to the construction of Brazilian power in South America. But before any of that could become clear, blood would need to be spilled on the fields of Rio Grande do Sul, and the question of whether the province belonged to the empire or to itself would need to be settled by force of arms.
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​Chapter 2: The Charque Economy and the Crisis of the 1830s
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In the winter of 1834, João Francisco de Sá Brito stood in the drying yards of his charqueada near the town of Pelotas and confronted a reality that would have been unthinkable to his father. The vast wooden racks that should have been laden with strips of salted beef drying in the sun stood half-empty. The enslaved workers who processed the cattle moved through their tasks with the mechanical efficiency born of long practice, but there was simply not enough work to occupy them all. In the warehouse, unsold charque from the previous season still sat in bales, because the merchants from Rio de Janeiro and Salvador who once competed for his product were now purchasing cheaper beef from Montevideo and Buenos Aires. Sá Brito had inherited one of the largest and most profitable charqueadas in Rio Grande do Sul, an enterprise that had made his family wealthy and influential. Now he was watching that wealth evaporate, his political influence wane, and his future—along with that of hundreds of other estancieiros across the province—grow increasingly uncertain.

The crisis that engulfed Sá Brito and his fellow ranchers was not a natural disaster or an unavoidable consequence of market forces. It was the direct result of deliberate policy choices made by the imperial government in Rio de Janeiro, choices that systematically privileged foreign producers over Brazilian citizens, that sacrificed the prosperity of a peripheral province for the fiscal convenience of the central state, and that demonstrated with devastating clarity that Rio Grande do Sul existed within the empire not as a partner but as a subordinate whose interests could be discarded whenever they conflicted with the priorities of the coastal elite. To understand how economic grievance transformed into armed rebellion, we must first understand the charque economy itself: how this peculiar product was made, how it moved through the empire, and how imperial fiscal policy turned a thriving regional industry into a symbol of political marginalization and a cause worth fighting—and dying—for.

​The Making of Charque: A Technical and Social Process

Charque was not simply dried beef but rather the product of a complex preservation process that required specific knowledge, substantial capital investment, and carefully coordinated labor. The industry centered on large-scale processing facilities called charqueadas, which combined elements of a slaughterhouse, a food processing plant, and a factory organized around seasonal production cycles. Understanding how charque was made reveals why the industry created a particular kind of social organization in Rio Grande do Sul and why disruptions to the economic model threatened not just individual fortunes but an entire way of life.

The production season ran from roughly November through April, corresponding to the Southern Hemisphere's warm months when cattle were fattest and when the sun's intensity made outdoor drying most effective. During these months, a large charqueada might process two hundred to three hundred head of cattle per day, an industrial scale that required sophisticated organization and substantial infrastructure. The process began before dawn, when gaúchos employed by the charqueada drove cattle from holding pens into the killing ground, a section of the facility where skilled butchers waited with their knives.

The slaughter itself was conducted with brutal efficiency. Each animal was stunned with a blow to the head, its throat cut to bleed it out, and the carcass immediately opened and eviscerated. The butchers worked in teams, with each man responsible for specific cuts, and a good team could process an animal from living beast to quartered meat in less than ten minutes. This was not the careful butchery of a neighborhood meat market but rather industrial processing organized around speed and volume. The goal was not to produce varied cuts of fresh beef but rather to reduce each animal to uniform strips suitable for salting and drying.

Once the initial butchering was complete, the real work of charque production began. The quartered carcasses were transported to cutting tables where specialized workers sliced the meat into thin strips, typically about a half-meter long and five to seven centimeters thick. The thickness was critical—too thin and the meat would dry too quickly and become brittle and unpalatable; too thick and it would not dry completely, leaving the interior vulnerable to spoilage even after salting. The workers who performed this cutting had developed their skills over years of practice, learning to judge by eye and feel the exact dimensions needed for optimal preservation.

The cut strips were then thoroughly salted, and here we encounter the first of the economic factors that would contribute to the crisis of the 1830s. Charque production consumed enormous quantities of salt—estimates suggest that producing one arroba (approximately fifteen kilograms) of finished charque required three to four kilograms of salt. A charqueada processing two hundred cattle per day might use a ton of salt daily during the height of the season. This salt had to be of sufficient quality to preserve the meat effectively, which meant either imported sea salt or high-grade salt from Brazilian deposits. The cost and availability of salt thus became a critical variable in the profitability of charque production, one that the imperial government's taxation policies would manipulate with devastating effect.

After salting, the meat strips were laid out on wooden drying racks called varais, arranged in long rows that could stretch for hundreds of meters across the charqueada's grounds. The meat remained on these racks for five to ten days depending on weather conditions, being turned periodically to ensure even drying. The workers who tended the drying yards had to constantly monitor the meat, watching for signs of spoilage, protecting it from rain (which could wash away the salt and ruin an entire batch), and judging when the drying process was complete. The finished product should be firm but not brittle, dark in color but not black, with a distinctive pungent smell that indicated successful preservation.

The social organization required for this production process created a complex hierarchy within each charqueada. At the apex stood the owner, the estancieiro who had capital sufficient to build the processing facilities, purchase or raise the cattle, buy the salt, and maintain the enslaved labor force that did most of the work. Below him came the supervisors and skilled specialists—the head butcher, the salting master, the foreman of the drying yards—who commanded higher wages because their expertise was essential to quality production. The bulk of the labor was performed by enslaved Africans and their descendants, who did the hard physical work of slaughter, cutting, salting, and turning the meat on the drying racks.

This reliance on enslaved labor distinguished the charqueadas from the cattle ranching that supplied them. On the estancias of the pampas, the labor force was primarily composed of free gaúchos, because managing semi-wild cattle across vast unfenced ranges required skills and initiative incompatible with coerced labor. But the repetitive, physically demanding work of charque processing could be organized through slavery, and the largest charqueadas might hold two hundred or more enslaved workers. This created an economic contradiction that would become politically significant during the Ragamuffin War: the estancieiros who would lead the rebellion against the empire were themselves slaveholders with a vested interest in maintaining the institution, even as they proclaimed revolutionary ideals of liberty and equality.

​The Supply Chain: From Pampas to Plantation

Understanding the crisis of the 1830s requires tracing charque's journey from its production in Rio Grande do Sul through its distribution to the plantations and cities of northern Brazil. This supply chain was long, complex, and vulnerable to the fiscal interventions that the imperial government would deploy with such destructive effect.

The journey began with the cattle themselves. Most of the animals processed at the charqueadas were not raised on the facilities' own lands but rather purchased from estancieiros throughout Rio Grande do Sul and even from across the borders in Uruguay and Argentina. Cattle traders called tropeiros would assemble herds of several hundred animals and drive them across the pampas to the charqueadas concentrated around Pelotas, the heart of the industry. These cattle drives could cover hundreds of kilometers and required skilled drovers who knew the routes, the river crossings, and the locations where herds could graze and water during the journey.

The geography of cattle supply created the first economic vulnerability. Rio Grande do Sul's grasslands could support large cattle populations, but the province's ranchers competed for animals with their counterparts across the unmarked and often contested borders with the Platine republics. When prices were high in Brazil, cattle flowed northward to the charqueadas; when prices were better in Montevideo or Buenos Aires, the same cattle might be driven south for export to those markets instead. This meant that Riograndense charque producers were always in indirect competition with Platine buyers for the raw material of their industry, and any factor that reduced the price they could pay for cattle—such as reduced profit margins caused by fiscal policy—made it harder to secure adequate supply.

Once the charque was produced and properly dried, it was packed into large bales wrapped in cowhide, each weighing approximately sixty kilograms. These bales were then transported to the port of Rio Grande, the only significant port in the province, located at the narrow entrance to the Lagoa dos Patos. This transportation itself imposed costs and created vulnerabilities. The roads from Pelotas to Rio Grande were poor, often impassable during the rainy season, and the journey required either ox-cart transport or shipment by small vessels across the lagoon. Each additional handling increased the risk of damage to the product and added to the final cost.

At Rio Grande, the charque was loaded onto coastal trading vessels for shipment to the major population centers of the empire. This was where the charque producers encountered the imperial government's fiscal apparatus in its most direct form. Coastal shipping between Brazilian provinces was subject to what were called interprovincial circulation duties—essentially internal tariffs on trade within the empire. A shipment of charque leaving Rio Grande for Salvador or Rio de Janeiro was taxed as if it were leaving the province, then taxed again as if it were entering the destination province. These duties could add fifteen to twenty percent to the cost of the product before it even reached the merchants who would distribute it to final consumers.

The justification for these interprovincial duties was ostensibly to generate revenue for both the provincial governments and the imperial treasury. But their effect was to make internal Brazilian trade more expensive and less efficient, treating the provinces as if they were separate economic entities rather than parts of a unified empire. For charque producers, this meant that their product faced significant tariff barriers even when sold to Brazilian consumers, while imported charque from Uruguay and Argentina often entered through the major ports under more favorable tariff treatment negotiated as part of trade agreements with foreign governments.

The final destination for most charque was the slave quarters of the sugar plantations in Bahia and Pernambuco and the coffee estates in Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo. Charque served as the primary protein source for enslaved workers, valued precisely because it was cheap, required no refrigeration, and could be stored for months in tropical heat without spoiling. The plantation owners who purchased charque were intensely price-sensitive, because feeding their enslaved labor force was a major operating expense and any reduction in food costs directly increased profitability. This made the charque market highly competitive and meant that even small price differences could shift purchasing decisions from one supplier to another.

Urban markets in Rio de Janeiro, Salvador, and Recife provided a secondary destination for charque. Poor free workers, urban slaves, and the lower middle classes consumed charque as their primary protein source because fresh beef was expensive and often unavailable. Street vendors sold charque cooked with beans and manioc flour, creating dishes like feijoada that became staples of Brazilian cuisine. But even in these urban markets, charque competed with fresh fish, poultry, and pork, and consumers would shift to alternatives if charque prices rose too high.

The entire supply chain, from the pampas of Rio Grande do Sul to the cooking pots of Bahia, thus operated on narrow profit margins where small changes in costs could have dramatic effects on competitiveness. The estancieiros who owned the charqueadas occupied the most vulnerable position in this chain because they bore almost all of the risk and fixed costs while having limited ability to pass increased expenses on to consumers. They had invested heavily in processing facilities, they employed large enslaved labor forces that represented substantial capital tied up in human property, they had to purchase cattle and salt before they could begin production, and they faced competition from foreign producers who operated under different cost structures and different fiscal regimes. When the imperial government implemented policies that increased their costs or gave advantages to foreign competitors, the charque producers had few options for adaptation and limited political power to resist.

​The Fiscal Architecture of Inequality

To understand how imperial fiscal policy created the crisis of the 1830s, we must examine the specific taxes, duties, and regulations that governed the charque trade and compare them to the treatment accorded to Platine imports. The pattern that emerges is one of systematic disadvantage, where every element of the fiscal structure seemed designed to privilege foreign producers over Brazilian citizens, to maximize revenue for the imperial treasury regardless of the cost to provincial producers, and to treat Rio Grande do Sul as a resource to be exploited rather than a region to be developed.

The first and most fundamental fiscal burden was the salt tax. Salt was a government monopoly in Brazil, with production and importation controlled by imperial authorities who used their monopoly position to generate revenue through high markups. The price of salt within Brazil was typically two to three times higher than the price in Uruguay or Argentina, where salt deposits were more abundant and no comparable monopoly existed. For charque producers, this meant that a major input cost was artificially inflated by government policy. Estimates from the 1830s suggest that salt costs represented approximately twenty to twenty-five percent of total production costs for charque, meaning that the salt tax effectively increased production costs by ten to fifteen percent compared to what they would have been under free market conditions.

The imperial government defended the salt monopoly as a necessary revenue source and argued that reducing salt prices would create an unacceptable hole in the budget. But this argument revealed the fundamental logic of imperial fiscal policy: revenue generation for the central state took absolute precedence over the economic welfare of provincial producers. The government could have chosen to exempt salt used in charque production from the monopoly pricing, recognizing that charque served as an essential food staple for the empire's labor force. Instead, it chose to maximize tax revenue even when doing so damaged a domestic industry.

The interprovincial circulation duties compounded this disadvantage. A bale of charque shipped from Rio Grande to Salvador might face a five percent duty when leaving Rio Grande do Sul, another five percent duty when entering Bahia, and additional local taxes in Salvador itself. The cumulative effect of these various duties could add twenty percent or more to the final price. These taxes were justified as revenue sources for provincial governments, but they created absurd situations where Brazilian products faced higher effective tariffs when moving between Brazilian provinces than foreign products faced when imported from abroad.

This paradox emerged because imperial tariff policy was designed to generate revenue from imports rather than to protect domestic industries. The major ports—Rio de Janeiro, Salvador, Recife—were where most foreign goods entered the empire, and the customs duties collected at these ports represented the single largest source of imperial revenue. The government therefore had a strong incentive to maintain high volumes of imports, because each imported good generated tariff revenue. Protecting domestic industries through prohibitive tariffs would reduce imports and thus reduce revenue, which was unacceptable given the empire's chronic fiscal deficits.

Charque from Uruguay and Argentina entered the empire through these same major ports, paying import duties that were established through trade treaties negotiated between the imperial government and the Platine republics. These duties were generally set at rates comparable to or even lower than the cumulative interprovincial duties that domestic charque faced. A bale of Platine charque entering Salvador might pay a fifteen percent import duty, while a bale of Riograndense charque faced the interprovincial duties plus all the additional costs imposed by the salt tax and other production-related fiscal burdens. The imported charque could thus be sold at competitive or even lower prices than the domestic product, despite having been transported across international borders.

The imperial government's defense of this policy reveals much about its priorities and its understanding of the empire's economic geography. Officials in Rio de Janeiro argued that maintaining good relations with Uruguay and Argentina was strategically important, and that trade concessions were necessary to prevent these republics from aligning with Brazil's potential rivals. They argued that customs revenue from all imports, including Platine charque, was essential for the empire's finances. And implicitly, they treated Rio Grande do Sul's complaints as parochial special pleading from a peripheral province that failed to understand the broader imperial interest.

From the perspective of the Riograndense estancieiros, however, this logic was perverse and fundamentally unjust. The empire was using their tax payments to subsidize policies that benefited their foreign competitors. They were being told that their economic suffering was necessary for the imperial strategic position, even though they were the ones bearing the military burden of defending the southern frontier. They were expected to accept bankruptcy as a reasonable price for maintaining customs revenue that flowed entirely to Rio de Janeiro and benefited primarily the coastal provinces. The economic policy, in other words, embodied and enforced the political relationship: Rio Grande do Sul existed to serve the empire, not the empire to serve Rio Grande do Sul.

​Salt, Sovereignty, and the Symbol of Neglect

Of all the fiscal issues that contributed to the crisis, none better illustrates the transformation of economic grievance into political rebellion than the salt tax. Salt might seem like a mundane commodity, a mere technical input to the production process, hardly the stuff of revolutionary manifestos. Yet the salt tax became one of the most potent symbols of imperial injustice precisely because it so clearly demonstrated the empire's willingness to sacrifice provincial prosperity for central revenue.

Salt's importance to charque production cannot be overstated. Without adequate quantities of high-quality salt, the entire preservation process fails, and the meat spoils before it can be transported to market. The salt had to be applied liberally—some estimates suggest that the weight of salt used was nearly thirty percent of the weight of the fresh meat—and it had to be of marine origin or from high-quality deposits, as inferior salt containing too many impurities would not preserve effectively and could leave the meat with an unpleasant taste that reduced its market value.

Brazil had domestic salt production, primarily from solar evaporation facilities along the coast of Rio de Janeiro and Cabo Frio. But the quality of Brazilian salt was inconsistent, the production volumes were insufficient to meet national demand, and the government monopoly controlled both domestic production and imports. The monopoly set prices at levels that generated substantial revenue for the treasury while making salt one of the most expensive inputs for charque producers. In the early 1830s, salt cost approximately four times as much in Rio Grande do Sul as it did in Montevideo, a price differential that had nothing to do with production costs or transportation expenses and everything to do with fiscal policy.

The monopoly's mechanics revealed its exploitative character. Private producers of salt had to sell their entire output to the government at fixed prices, and the government then resold the salt to consumers at prices that included substantial markups. Imported salt was subject to high tariffs that protected domestic producers while generating revenue, and all legal salt entering the empire had to pass through the monopoly system. The government defended this arrangement by arguing that salt was an essential commodity that should not be left to market forces, and that the revenue it generated funded public services across the empire.

But for charque producers, the monopoly meant that they paid inflated prices for an essential input while their foreign competitors had access to inexpensive salt. Uruguayan charqueadores could purchase salt at market prices reflecting actual production and transportation costs. Argentine producers had access to salt deposits in the pampas that could be extracted at minimal cost. Riograndense producers, by contrast, had to purchase government monopoly salt at prices that bore no relationship to the cost of production and that were deliberately set at levels designed to maximize revenue extraction.

The injustice was compounded by the fact that salt deposits existed within Rio Grande do Sul itself, particularly in the southern regions near the border with Uruguay. But these deposits could not be legally exploited because the government monopoly prohibited private salt production. Estancieiros could literally see salt formations on their own lands that they were forbidden to extract, while being forced to purchase expensive government salt for their charqueadas. Some did establish clandestine salt works or smuggled salt across the porous border with Uruguay, but these illegal activities carried substantial risks and could not provide a reliable supply at a scale sufficient for large charqueadas.
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