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It is indeed true that the force and stronghold of the Negroes of Palmares located in the famous Barriga range is conquered . . . and that their king was killed (by a party of men from the regiment of the petitioner, which came upon the said King Zumbi on the twentieth of November, 1695) and the survivors scattered. Yet one should not therefore think that this war is ended. No doubt it is close to being terminated if we continue to hunt these survivors through the great depths of these forests, and if the regiment of the petitioners is kept along the frontier. If not, another stronghold will suddenly appear either here in Barriga or in another equally suitable place.


—Petition presented to His Majesty
by Domingos Jorge Velho, “field master”
in the campaign against Palmares, 1695










SONG FOR ALMEYDA











I.



Wise men seek out wise men as if it
were not wise to


Congregate


With fools.


You have found your refuge,


Anninho.


Who are you?


I am Afranio, the curandero. Some
know me as Guerreiro,


The rubber


Gatherer.


Others as Anando, the rebel-spy.
But for you I am Afranio,


The curandero.


You have found your African. You
seek the African in me,


Eh?


I am part Tupi, part


African, and


Part East


Indian.


You have found your African.


I am descended from high and


Low.


The page of Prince Henry and the
King of the Congo, a Tupi mask
maker


And more rubber gatherers


Than you can count on your fists.
And some say I am descended


From one of


The


Enlightened


Who some say can fly on the


Wings of his


Own virtue.


If you are Afranio, the


Curandero and


Wise man,


Tell me of Almeyda. Is she


Safe?


Did she escape the soldiers?


Did she escape the


Portuguese? Is she safe?


Safe, yes. But first


Questions


First.


Ask first of Zumbi and then


I’ll tell you of


your love.


And Zumbi? I know it. He’s


Immortal him.


King Zumbi.


If you are Afranio, the


Curandero.


Then you know it too. The


Destruction of


The old Palmares


Is the spark that builds the


New one.


Did I not say that wise men


Seek out wise


Men first?


But have you been wise to


Try to mingle love


and war? You have


Found your


Refuge,


Anninho.


Should I strip you of the


Passions?


Of love or war?


The passions of war. For I


See a man born


Loving.


As I’m one born with a spear


And war paint.


But you have found your


Africa.


You have found your native


Country.


This is my native country,


This Brazil.


I’m an old African, but


Perhaps you’re the


new.


If so, new men must learn to


Listen like


Old ones.


We are descended from high


And low,


Anninho.


The page of Prince Henry and the


King of the Congo, a Tupi mask


maker


And more rubber gatherers than you


can count on your fists


And some say we’re descended


Even from one of


the


Enlightened.


Who some say can fly on the


Wings of his


Own virtue.


But chew this, Anninho. Your


wounds are not deep, Anninho,


Guerreiro,


So it is the spirit that I


Heal.


Tell me of Almeyda. First


tell me, Afranio,


Who is this boy who brings


The brew,


Who brings the manioc cakes


And rice,


Who brings the guava and


Pacobas,


And coconut milk to quench


The thirst, who


is this young boy, Who does


your bidding?


Don’t you recognize your


Younger self? It’s


you, your younger self,


That’s who, or


my apprentice, or my


Disciplined


Disciple,


But he looks younger than he


Is,


And he does no one’s true


Bidding but


His own.


There are only free men


Here, Anninho,


And free women too.


(Some would say a woman’s freer.)


Tell me of Almeyda.


I first saw her in a dream. I was


riding on horseback


And


She was walking with the


Wise woman. . . .


Zibatra. . . .


Almeydita, this wise one


Called her in


the dream,


But when I saw her in the


World


She was a woman grown,


Almeyda.


Almeyda, there was such a one


Named Almeida who brought the


Africans here, on the


Slave ship


From the Guinea coast or the


Island of Sao


Tiago


On the Legitimo Africano or


The Marianito,


They’re all the same ship,


Eh?


In exchange for Brazil nuts,


Sweet brandy,


And cacao


To show him his new country,


Eh?


To get him educated, eh,


Benedito? A


new immigrant, eh?


There are many Almeidas


And one Almeyda, and that


Name


To me has only one meaning, the one


worthy of loving,


The loving one.


A mulher digna de amar


And the guerreira if it’s


The same


Almeyda


I’ve heard can wield a bow and


pack a musket


Not to mention arquebuses, the


loving warrior women,


Eh? The warrior


loving Woman,


But every contradiction


Comes to the


New World.


New immigrants, eh?


Why do you chain them, Xaxa?


Immigrants such as these,


Sir, rebel if You


let them,


Immigrants such as these


Jump ship if


You let them


And there’s one called “the


Enlightened” whom


they swear can fly on


The wings


Of his own virtue.


A virtuous African?


A dark enlightened one? Why,


didn’t I say that every


Contradiction


Comes to the New World? But all


time’s one, Anninho. Your


younger self is you.


To get him educated, eh?


To civilize him, eh?


Brazil civilizes Africa?


Why, they’re some who’ll say that


Africa civilizes Brazil.


Wise men seek out wise men as if it


were not wise to


Congregate


With fools


Deep in these caverns are


The pools that


Have the healing


Waters.


Benedito, did I call you


Benedito?


It’s because you remind me


Of Benedito,


The African monk.


They are practical holy men,


These monks


For when they’ve enough gold


They use it


Not to buy new monks’ robes


Or more holy


Relics


But to buy the freedom of


Others.


No, I’m not a Benedictine


Monk,


Though I’ve spent some time in the


Monastery.


Africans have their own


Monasteries,


You know,


The pretos theirs, the


Mestizos


Theirs,


The brancos theirs, as if


holiness came in


Tints.


No, I’m not a monk


But I’ve spent some time in


The monastery


Recruiting some of the newly


Freed men and


Women


But that’s a tale of Anando,


The rebel-spy


And not I, eh?


The Tupi mask maker makes


Masks within


Masks;


Take off one mask and you


Discover another


mask.


Peel off Afranio and there’s


Guerreiro,


Peel off Guerreiro and


There’s


Anando, eh?


You like these caverns?


Your Palmares


Hides in


The palm forests of Alagoas


And ours—but I


won’t tell


You the name of this


Quilombo—we


Hide in these


Caverns.


But there are hegemonic


Games here


Too.


Those rebels who stole their


Own freedom think


themselves superior to those who had


their freedom


Purchased


And the men and women of


Purchased


Freedom


Divide themselves into those


Whose freedom


Was purchased


For them by the Benedictine


Africans


And those who purchased


Their own


Freedom


Themselves


With their own reis.


It’s the same community, eh?


We’re all


Africans, eh?


Steal your freedom or buy it or


have freedom bought for you,


Freedom is freedom, eh?


Liberdade é liberdade


freedom is freedom, that’s


What I say.


Freedom is honey. All


honey is sweet.


And any honey is sweeter than


Blood, eh?


So, one rebel to another, don’t


tell me the


Superiority


Of one freedom to another. All


freedom is honey.


Sweet.


Strip to your waist and enter these


streams. Perhaps it’s freedom


turned


These


Ordinary waters into


healing ones. Rebel to


rebel,


I’m more curandero than


Rebel


For I have an obsession with


Healing.


An obsessão.


Óleo de amendoim.


We’ll rub you down with this oil,


Then tell me more of this


Almeyda,


The woman you look upon with favor.


I look upon all my wives


With favor,


Me,


Com bons olhos,


With good eyes.


Love, eh?


I’m no Portuguese, me. That the


Portuguese hurl


Love lances


And plant


Kisses.


I have nothing to do with


The Europeans, me.


It is only European women


Who can only see


themselves


In kisses. To look upon a


Woman with


Good eyes,


With


Favor, is not that loving?


Oh, you New Africans, what


will your nature be?


Those who enter these caverns must not


only wash the chalk


From their


Faces


But their spirits too.


You have found your African. The


pool we call Origim,


The Source.


Oh, you New Africans, who


will you be?


There will be some who’ll


Say that Africa


has civilized Brazil.


Tell me about your Almeyda.


Isto cancao e para ela.


Do you have an ear for


Music?


Those are the congadas that


You hear.


We coronate our Congo King,


Like your King


Zumbi.


Shall we make our king a


Throne?


But there are no Doms here


Or Princes


Either.


Though we have our High


Justices (and Low


ones too).


But they’ll be those who’ll


Say that Africa


has civilized Brazil.


Do you see your Almeyda in


Your dreams?


She has a good ear for


Music, eh?


Ela tem ouvido para música.


But she wants to see herself


In kisses. Oh,


you New Africans, who will


you be?


She’s straight as the spear


She carries. I


like her self-possession


Too.


Eh, as for me, I look upon


All my wives


With favor,


The old ones and the new. And


everyone’s a warrior and


As self-


Possessed as any.


That one my other wives call


Orgulhosa,


the Haughty one.


I call her wonderful myself. And


that one’s too Catolica. We got the


chalk off her


Face, but not the


Portuguese


Inside the Portuguese. And she


doesn’t know the


Difference


Between


Reisados and congadas. She


celebrates the Epiphany


Still.


She thinks that Congo


Blood’s not


Royal.


Call her Branqueamenta and


She thinks


That’s her.


But I’ll call her Africana, for


she looks like Africa


Herself.


Isto cancao e para ela.


She must learn who she is.


And this one’s a woman of


Quality,


Though the brancos sold her as if


she were a third-rate


Girl.


Oceana I call her,


For when I’m with her, I


turn too playful.


New Worlds demand vigilance. Oh,


you New Africans.


Only when I gather rubber do I


trade with the chalked


Faces,


Or trade with traders who


Trade with


Them,


Otherwise I have nothing to


Do with the


Chalked faces,


Except when there’s freedom to be


Purchased or


Stolen.


Freedom is freedom.


Liberdade é liberdade


And freedom is sweeter than


Honey.


Oh, you New Africans.


I look upon all my wives


With favor,


Anninho.


The old ones and the new. But one


good wife’s good, eh?


Quatro olhos vêem mais que Dois.


But I call all my wives


Wonderful.


Your Almeyda,


She has a good ear for music


Too, eh?


But my wives come to the


Stream to do


Their laundry


And wash their hair.


Women are women. They treat


Origim as if it


Were just


ordinary water.


Let me show you other


Caverns and other


streams.


You Palmaristas hide in the


Palm forests but in


a new world such as


This one Africans


must hide within.


Deep in these caverns are the


Pools that


Heal.


Eh, Oceana.


But when I’m with her I


turn too playful.


Come.


Be careful of the caltrops


Here


And the spears for fences. When


we heard of the


Destruction of


your Palmares, I, as


Xingar, leader


of the regiment,


Set out our men and women in search


Of those who escaped. So


you are not the only


Palmarista


We have brought here, but


There are


Others


Some being mended, others


telling their tales to


Ioio


Our scribe.


He does not write in


Portuguese


But one of the hidden


Languages of


the Mende;


In the old world


He used to be a member of a secret


society


Where they used writing,


Them,


But as for me,


I am but an Old Griot named


Dengue


Who listens well


And remembers what he hears Man-of-


Many-Names


They call me here


Dom So-and-So


If I were Dom Anyone.


In this cavern we


grow cacao.


I’m curing it of swollen-


Shoot.


Here everyone drinks


Chocolate.


Here Africans are Africans. I can’t


speak for others, but I only wish


to be


Myself.


Oh, New Africans, Who


will you be?


Oh, novos africanos,


Quem você será?


But come, meet the rebel


Angola and


his wife Cabinda.


You know them, I believe,


As you escaped from the same palm


forest.


Share wild yams with us and


meat.


Fingers will do.


Here, Africans are Africans. The


trickles that form these


Waters


Come fresh from the Congo,


Some say,


But Congo or not,


Brazil is not my country,


Nor am I


Portuguese,


Africa is my country, my


Only country.


But it is the New World we are.


The New World that


Transforms us. We


are New Africans, not old


Ones.


New Africans, eh? And


Almeyda?


Cabinda spotted her near the river.


A soldier stood over her


With a machete or a


broad sword,


But someone grabbed Cabinda. Safe, did


you say?


Safe, yes.


Afranio is not one to doubt,


Anninho.


He told me of Cabinda’s


Safety,


Then his regiment found her


And brought


Her here.


You are indeed a quilombo, but


none I’ve heard spoken


Of.


It is not good for quilombos


To be known.


We keep ourselves hidden in


These caverns.


To the Portuguese, we’re


Simple rubber


Gatherers.


And not everyone we rescue,


Anninho, finds


their way into these


Caverns,


For though all Africans are


Africans, not all


Africans are free.


But eat up, my good fellow. We grow


the best yams here. Efo brings Efo.


Is the vatapá too highly


Seasoned? Eat up,


my good fellow. Not all Africans


are born in


Africa,


And not all free Africans


Are free.


Those who want to join us


Join us,


But caverns such as these


Confuse one. Try


to find them on your


Own, my good


Fellow.


Can you tell one grain of


Wild rice from


The other?


He was born in Minas and you, in


Mina,


But Africans are Africans, and


not all Africans are


Free.


The sovas, the tribal


Chiefs, sold


Him,


And Senhor Negreiros, the


Portuguese


Sailor, sold


You,


But Africans are Africans and


not all Africans are


Free.


He was traded for tobacco


And English


Brandy,


And you for gold and


Contraband, but


Africans are Africans and not


all Africans are


Free.


They claim that he’s docile and


you’re a devil to


Enslave,


But Africans are Africans, and not


even free Africans


Are free.


There is much to do here,


Anninho.


Much to repair. Much


to build. Much to


cultivate. Much to


mine.


Join us if you want to.


Make this your New Palmares. Though


this man-of-many-


Names


Prefers to call these


Caverns no


Name.


Eh, my good fellows and


good woman.


Eat up.


A chicken’s still a chicken, but a


man’s a man,


And a woman’s who she wants to be.


We are not all Africans


Here, though, there


are a few Mundurucus and Tupi


Indians


Who know their interest is


With us,


But keep to their own


Customs.


We learn their languages and


They learn


Ours.


We do not try to Africanize


Them,


Nor do they try to Indianize us.


But culture is culture.


We enrich and civilize each


Other.


There are no Romans here only


legitimate Africans and their


Legitimate


Allies,


Men and women who want to be


Who they are.


Some must be taught to be


Themselves,


But rebels are rebels.


From Mina to Palmares. Join us


if you want to, Palmaristas old


and new.


Today we coronate a king, but we


consider ourselves a


Communion of People


Not a kingdom. . . . The Congo


For the


Congolese . . .


Sometimes I hear voices, eh; the old


curandero to whom I


Was apprentice


Says I have the prophet’s gift


And hear future voices. . . .


The Congo for the


Congolese . . .


Today we coronate a king.


But we are less kingdom than


Communion.


Future voices?


Why, I hear voices from the past


Just as well and just as


Loud. . . .


90,000 reis for the choicest


Young females, eh


60,000 reis for the third-


Rate girls . . .


We want slavery no more we want


prisons no more


We want oppressions no more we want


freedom forever. . . .


I helped build Fort Jesus. . . . I was


in the revolution in


Minas


Gerais . . .


The Congo for the


Congolese . . .


Africa for the Africans!


Independence is our first


Objective. . . .


And their first objection,


Eh?


Drink up, the best chocolate


In all Brazil.


Call me Cacao,


Welcome to the Cacao


Conference. . . .


There are two roads to


African


Revolution,


Dois Caminhas de revolução


Africana. . . .


No free people can forget


That Portugal,


The first Europeans . . .


Africa, the land of gold!


Tell me more, Cabinda, about


Almeyda . . . the


Soldier . . .


I saw a soldier, sword


Raised, and


Almeyda


On the riverbank, and then I


Was grabbed


From behind


By one of the black


Regiment, one of


the black


Regiment


Fighting with the


Portuguese, I


Thought it was,


And then discovered it was


One of


Ovimbundo’s


Regiment


Who brought me to refuge


Here.


Ovimbundo, why that’s my


Name too.


Ovimbundo.


But drink up, good fellows


And good


Woman.


The best chocolate in all


Brazil.
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