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Meet the author


I have had a connection with Portugal since living with a Portuguese family prior to starting my studies at Oxford in 1984. During my degree course I also spent a year in Brazil, an experience which I have drawn on frequently over the years in my teaching and writing. Since graduating with a degree in Portuguese and Spanish in 1988, I have also lived, worked and studied in Portugal, and continue to go there each year with my family, often travelling through remote regions by public transport.


I have written a number of books on Portuguese language, life and culture, as well as on living, working and buying property there. I was invited to act as language consultant for the BBC’s highly-acclaimed TV series ‘Talk Portuguese’, and also gave advice for the ‘Brazil Inside Out’ series.


I have been involved in Portuguese examinations in the UK since 1992, including roles as Moderator for GCSE speaking tests, Principal Examiner for GCSE Writing, and Principal Moderator for Asset Speaking tests; I was also the Subject Officer for Portuguese at the Awarding Body.


I continue to teach the language and culture in Lancaster and run the North-West Portuguese Circle, as well as running a Portuguese Club at my daughter’s primary school. I am a keen and enthusiastic promoter of all things relating to the Portuguese-speaking world.





1: Only got a minute?



Portuguese is spoken by over 200 million people across the globe. There are some differences in the way people from around the Portuguese world speak (pronunciation, vocabulary, grammatical structures), but on the whole, with some basic language under your belt, you should be able to communicate in countries as diverse as Portugal, Brazil, Angola and the Azores.


Portuguese has its roots predominantly in Latin, so if you already know languages such as French, Spanish, or Italian, you should be able to read Portuguese quite easily. If you have no prior knowledge of other languages, you need not worry; regular, short sessions of learning will help you overcome the basics quite quickly. Many words are also very similar to English, and spotting the links, unlocking the code, will give you the confidence and desire to keep up your learning. Get Started in Portuguese is designed to do just that: to help you understand what you are hearing and seeing, and to give you the support to try out some everyday language for yourself, underpinning it all by means of a gentle introduction to Portuguese grammar. It also incorporates short, useful sections on helping your language learning, plus interesting insights into Portuguese culture and everyday life.


The Portuguese-speaking world is a place of inspiring landscapes, a wealth of culture, and friendly people. Whether you want to be on the sun-drenched beaches of Portugal’s Algarve, walking the levadas of Madeira, joining the Samba parade in Rio, or doing business in Luanda, Portuguese offers a great new world of opportunity. And should you take your learning to a higher level, you open the door to some fantastic literature, song lyrics, Brazilian films, and authentic recipes for amazing food.


The small country that is Portugal discovered much of the world as we know it, once dividing rule of the globe with Spain. Embark on your own Portuguese voyage of discovery, and become part of one of the world’s most fascinating empires.





5: Only got five minutes?
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Why Portuguese?


There are a number of very valid reasons why you might wish to take up Portuguese:


As a visitor to or potential resident in Portugal, for holiday purposes whilst there, or to get by more confidently dealing with the services and everyday life of your new environment.


For business purposes: Portugal itself has some scope for work, and expatriates have set up life running guest houses or with work in the property business. The goal may be the world’s 8th largest economy that is Brazil. More and more UK and US businesses are making links with Brazil, and opportunities are constantly arising for interesting initiatives. There are also emerging opportunities in the former Portuguese African colonies, particularly Angola, including work in engineering.


For adventure, eco-interests and voluntary work: the Amazon region of Brazil has long-been a magnet for anthropologists, linguists and ecologists, and in today’s climate of global eco-concern, there is no better area for research. Brazil also offers many opportunities for voluntary work, from the densely-populated metropolis of São Paulo (with 17 million inhabitants, the world’s third largest city), to the favela slums of Rio, and the large areas of the barren North-East. Mozambique, in Africa, can also provide more than enough areas of work for voluntary helpers – a country ravaged by wars and having endured a series of natural disasters.


For educational purposes: there is huge scope for teachers of English around the Portuguese-speaking world, in particular in Brazil. Portugal itself has a number of good International schools and many English-language schools. And whilst English may be the language of function within the classroom, Portuguese will be your language of everyday life beyond.


If those reasons were not enough, you might be interested in world history and culture; Portugal once divided up the known world with Spain, and was instrumental in the discovery and development of a whole plethora of ideas and inventions still in use today. You may have a love of world music, and from the Fado of Portugal to the mighty Samba and Bossa Nova of Brazil, taking in the African rhythms of the ex-colonies, what better way to use the language than understanding the lyrics of this music, and seeing straight into the soul of these diverse nations. Perhaps you are fascinated by world literature. What a world awaits you, in original writings from around the globe: the great Machado de Assis, Jorge Amado or Clarice Lispector of Brazil, African writers such as Mia Couto and Pepetela, and the many superb and respected Portuguese writers from down the centuries – Luís de Camões and his epic poem ‘The Lusiads’, Almeida Garrett, Fernando Pessoa, Alice Vieira, the Nobel-winner José Saramago, the list is endless. Have we mentioned the sport (‘futebol’ the obvious one), the food, the magnificent landscapes away from any trace of English speakers, the films (Brazilian cinema has produced some of the most acclaimed films in recent years)?


Or perhaps your interest lies in the pursuit of language for language-sake. And why not? Portuguese is a great choice, either for the novice language-learner or the already-accomplished linguist. It is basically a Romance (Latin-based) language, with a recognizable script (alphabet) and a not-too difficult sound system. It is described as a ‘phonetic’ language, that is in general terms that what you see you pronounce. In this sense it is far easier than, say, French or English, both of which have complexities of spelling and sounds. It is also a very melodic language, and whilst the Portuguese of Brazil may sound very different from that spoken in Portugal, the recent spelling agreement (the new Acordo Ortográfico) between all the Portuguese-speaking countries, means that wherever you travel in the Lusophone world, there exists a consistency of how words are written. Each region will still maintain its own quirks of expression and vocabulary, in the same way as the English-speaking world.
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Easing into the language


If you are new to languages, or a ‘rusty’ learner, you should not find Portuguese too daunting. Forget any negative memories of old school languages, but try to draw on aspects of other languages you have been exposed to in the past – however distant or slight that may be. Links back to school French and Latin will help you recognize structures and vocabulary. Any experience of Spanish will be of particular help (although at times can also be a hindrance!).


Portuguese belongs to the group of languages named ‘Romance’ languages, based on Latin. It was also influenced over the years by Arabic (a legacy of its Moorish invaders), and to a much lesser extent, by some of the Celtic invaders. But it is predominantly Latin in structure and vocabulary. Its alphabet is the same as English, although the letters k, y and w are still mainly used in abbreviations, proper names or imported foreign words. The consonants have more or less the same sound as English ones. The vowels (a, e, i, o, u) have a range of sounds depending on which position the letter has in a word, or whether the letter is emphasized or not. There is a certain amount of ‘shushing’ of -s sounds. There are nasal sounds and there are a few combined letter sounds, such as lh (like the lli in million) and nh (like ni in onion). The sound of European Portuguese is very sing-song, has lovely expressive intonation, but can be quite tricky to listen to; the Portuguese do not open their mouths very much, so a lot of the vowel sounds are closed in. They also run whole sequences of words together, making it difficult to work out the gaps between each one. On top of that, words are often ‘chopped’ either at the start or the finish. The expression ‘Está bom’ (OK, it’s fine) often sounds like ‘ta bo’. This is particularly prevalent in the Algarve, making it not one of the best places to initiate your listening practice!


Brazilians, on the other hand, speak with a much more open mouth, making it easier to hear vowels. They do not appear to be quite as fast as their European counterparts, but they do have some different sounds. However, whether you use European Portuguese in Brazil, Brazilian Portuguese in Africa, or African Portuguese in the Azores, apart from a few queries on words and expressions, you will be understood. Regular listening to the accompanying audio material with this course will help you enormously in your efforts to make sense of what you are hearing, and encourage you to try out some basic, everyday conversation too.
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The Portuguese world


Let us not forget that the Portuguese-speaking family is actually a very important one in world terms. Portuguese is the official language of Portugal (including Madeira and the Azores), Brazil, Angola, Mozambique, Guinea Bissau, São Tomé and Príncipe, Cabo Verde, and is still an official language in some sections of society in Macau and in East Timor. It was also used in Goa and its influence, and testament to the far-flung edges reached by Portuguese navigators in the 15th and 16th centuries, can still be found in words such as vindaloo (vinho and alho, wine and garlic being the main ingredients of this Indian dish), marmalade (from marmelo – quince) and a good cup of char (from chá, or chaa introduced to the English courts by Catherine of Bragança, who married Charles II). Overall, in number-crunching terms, there are now over 200 million native Portuguese speakers, either in their own countries, or living as immigrants in places such as the UK, France, Switzerland, Canada, South Africa and the USA. That places Portuguese as the 6th most widely spoken language in the world, far higher than French, German or Italian. It is the third most widely spoken European language in the world, behind English and Spanish. Learning Portuguese leads you into an amazing world with a fascinating and vitally important history, legacies of wonderful literature, cuisine, music and inventions, and a diversity of peoples.


Portuguese is a passport to great and exciting opportunities!





10: Only got ten minutes?


Whatever reason your interest in Portuguese may be – travel, tourism, business, cultural – you have chosen, or are about to choose, a vitally-important world language, the learning of which will open doorways into some of the world’s most interesting cultures. For Portuguese is not only the language of the small country of Portugal, with its ten million inhabitants, but in fact the third most spoken European language in the world (behind only English and Spanish). There are now over 200 million native speakers of Portuguese spread around the globe. The language is the official means of communication in continental Portugal and the island groups of Madeira and the Azores, the five former African colonies of Angola, Mozambique, Guinea Bissau, São Tomé and Príncipe and Cabo Verde (Cape Verde). It also includes the ‘giant’ of South America, Brazil, on its own now accounting for around 190 million speakers. The language is also still spoken in East Timor and to a lesser extent, Macau. Overall, that places Portuguese as the 6th most widely spoken language in the world. And not a lot of people know that! What is definitely worthy of note is that UNESCO estimates that Portugal has the highest growth potential as a language of international communication throughout South America and Southern Africa; alongside Spanish, it is already one of the fastest-growing languages of the west.


For many years, scholars of languages, history, literature and the Arts have been studying the cultures of these rich and diverse communities, but it is in more recent years that Portuguese has become a foreign language of choice for a much wider audience, including those who wish to use it on holiday, while travelling, for business purposes, or for the obvious enjoyment links to aspects of culture such as the amazing Brazilian music and film industry. And with Portuguese singers and writers such as the Nobel prize-winning novelist José Saramago bringing the language to eminence on the world stage, Portuguese has increasingly grown in popularity as a beautiful language to learn, one that is fairly accessible and manageable at some level or other for most people.


In the English-speaking world, we have long suffered the illusion, set down by our colonizing forbears, that we can travel the globe with no knowledge of local language or customs, and still ‘get by’. Well, yes, that is very true, and we can gesticulate, speak ever more loudly, and s-l-o-w-l-y, and the natives will somehow get over the dreadful hurdle of understanding us! It has to be said, too, that the Portuguese are very good at English (and French and Spanish), so we are oft lulled into a false cocoon of Englishness whilst on holiday there; this, in turn, does little to engender the motivation to get stuck into learning the local language.


However, for vast amounts of the huge Luso (Portuguese) world, including many remote parts of rural Portugal itself, you will not get very far without at least the very basics of Portuguese. And why not? For a relatively small investment of your time and effort, you will always be rewarded with real value-added return: you will be exposed to the real country and its customs, and welcomed by its people.


You may, of course, need far more than the basics; more and more UK, US and world businesses have working links with Brazil; Brazil now forms part of what is termed the BRIC economies (those of Brazil, Russia, India and China – now considered the most important emerging world economies). There is also growing awareness of the potential in Angola and Mozambique in particular. Brazil represents an enormous canvas of opportunity for scientists, ecologists, sociologists, anthropologists, as well as for more ordinary ‘ists’ – tourists. It always has done, really, but now it has become far easier to get there, and recent developments in northern Brazil are encouraging more outsiders to invest in property there too. But for large expanses of this simply huge land-mass, a knowledge of Portuguese is absolutely vital.


So, how did the language of such a small country emerge as such a global language heavyweight?


In order to understand how and why Portuguese is such a fundamentally important culture and language, we need to look at how its history mapped out the pivotal role it came to play on the global stage.


To find out how it all began, let’s first go back to the prehistoric times of Ancient Lusitânia. Portugal is one of the oldest nations in Europe, with a rich prehistoric culture still evident in large numbers of megalithic sites. The area was visited by various travelling cultures, such as the Phoenicians and Greek traders. In the 6th century bc the Carthaginians had control, then lost it to the Roman Empire, who called the Iberian peninsula ‘Hispania Ulterior’. The most difficult of local tribes the Romans found lived north of Lisbon, and were known as the Lusitani, after whom the land had originally been named. The Romans, as elsewhere, left many signs of their time there, not only in buildings, but also in the language spoken by the invaders and their diverse legions of men. By the 5th century ad, invaders from the barbaric northern tribes had made their presence felt: Vandals, and Visigoths to name but two. But the southern invasions of Moors from northern Africa were to have a far longer and far-reaching impact on the territory, as they also did in neighbouring Spain. They arrived in 711, and stayed until the 13th century. They settled well and brought new farming methods, fruits and a relatively calm way of life. Linguistically, they also left some traces, though far fewer than the Romans before them. By the 8th century, Portugal was known as Portucale and was ruled over by the king of Leon in Spain. This was not the only time over the next few hundred years that Portugal was under the control of its neighbours. It is perhaps not that surprising that there is a saying in Portuguese – ‘from Spain come neither fair winds nor good marriages’ (De Espanha nem bom vento nem bons casamentos)!


By the 12th century, Iberia had started its fight back against the Moors. In 1179 the Pope finally recognized a Portuguese kingdom, ruled over by Afonso Henriques, who successfully battled against the Moors in the 1139 Battle of Ourique. Throughout Europe the Reconquest against the Moors was in full swing, having become the ‘Western Crusade’, and finally Portuguese territory was rid of its invaders and had its boundaries officially recognized by Castille in 1297 in the Treaty of Alcañices. In 1288, under the rule of Dom Dinis, known as the farmer and poet king, the first university was established, first in Lisbon, and later transferred to Coimbra. To this day, Coimbra remains a famous seat of learning, often likened to Oxford or Cambridge. In 1308 Portugal and England signed their original pact of friendship, which was later cemented in the Treaty of Windsor in 1386, making the two countries the oldest allies in the world. In fact, this link with the English had proved rather fortuitous when, faced with another bloody battle against the Spanish, King João 1 called upon the help of English archers in the Battle of Aljubarrota. It was his marriage to Philippa, daughter of John O’Gaunt, the Duke of Lancaster that gave him the requisite opportunity to call in favours.


Over the next two centuries Portugal entered a period of immense activity which was to have a profound effect upon the rest of the world, as well as establish it as one of the world’s leading lights in science, navigation, astronomy and geography. The era of explorations – the Discoveries – were initially sparked by a shortage of gold in Europe, together with the continuing idea of the Crusades. The Portuguese became masters of the map, creating their own style of boat, the caravela, and developing navigational equipment such as the compass. They were sponsored in much of their activities by Prince Henry (later called ‘the Navigator’ by English writers, although he never actually sailed himself). Many of the most famous navigators you may have heard of were of Portuguese provenance: Bartolomeu Dias rounding the Cape of Good Hope, Vasco da Gama reaching Calicut and opening up the routes to the East, Pedro Cabral discovering Brazil, and the circumnavigation of the world by Ferdinand Magellan (yes, Portuguese, but in the service of Spain!). By 1494 in fact, Spain and Portugal divided up the known world between them in The Treaty of Tordesillas! Portuguese expansion was relentless: trade was prolific, with spices being brought back from the Indies, gold from Africa and later Brazil, sugar and wine from Madeira, amongst very many more. The hot curry you may enjoy on a Saturday night out, the Vindaloo, is an example of Portuguese presence in India – the main ingredients being wine and garlic – vinho and alho.


Despite running into problems as a consequence of over-spending on the voyages, Portugal took its place with the rest of Europe in full Renaissance swing, and the Arts and education thrived. However by 1560, the national trading corporation, the Casa da Índia, was bankrupt, and 20 years later Portugal was once more under Spanish rule. As the Portuguese (and Spanish) monopoly of the seas started to fade, allowing Dutch and English explorers leeway to take over, a new Royal House was established in Portugal, that of the Braganças, and greater emphasis was placed on looking after Brazil, and reaping the benefit of its gold. In 1661 Catherine of Bragança married Charles II of England, once more strengthening the links between the two countries and in 1668 Spain finally recognized Portugal’s independence (again!). The links between the old allies allowed for many traditions to be introduced into each court: Catherine introduced the drinking of tea to the English (the Portuguese had brought it back from their travels), and marmalade (marmelada from quince jelly) was also brought in from Catherine’s court. This great alliance was called upon once more, for far more important reasons, in the Peninsular War, waged against Spain by Napoleon. The Portuguese royal family fled to the safety of Brazil and the British came to the aid of their friends in the famous battle of the Torres Vedras lines. Brazil became a kingdom on an equal footing with Portugal, and the wine trade became a stronghold for British businesses. In 1908 the king and his son were assassinated in Lisbon, and Portugal finally became a Republic.
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