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Preface


AT THE TIME OF HIS PREMATURE DEATH in November 2016, our friend and colleague Bert J. Barickman left an unfinished manuscript with the working title of “A Social History of the Beach in Rio de Janeiro: Sea-Bathing and Beach-Going in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries.” In 2015, he had shared the first four chapters with a large number of colleagues in North America and Brazil, all of whom were deeply impressed with his research and the argument that he crafted from it on the transition from sea-bathing to beach-going in the Brazilian capital. Those who had seen the manuscript agreed that Barickman’s work should see the light of day. With the enthusiastic support of Judy Barickman and Nancy J. Barickman-Forebaugh, Bert’s sisters and heirs, Hendrik Kraay and Bryan McCann began to reconstruct what he had had in mind for his book. The “Homenagem a Bert Barickman” panel held at the July 2018 Brazilian Studies Association Congress in Rio de Janeiro, organized by McCann, with participation from Martha Santos, Kraay, and Marcus J. M. Carvalho, provided added impetus to this work.


In the course of our editing, we have striven to remain true to Barickman’s distinctive voice and his vision for this book. Kraay and McCann edited chapters 1–4, while Kraay translated and edited the article that is the basis for chapter 5. McCann authored the epilogue, in part drawing on the notes that Barickman left for his final chapters and on some of the material referring to the post-1950 period in the chapters that he had drafted, while Kraay wrote the introduction. We are highly conscious that this is not the book that Barickman would have written—as Kraay explains in the introduction, he had in fact, planned an eight-chapter work that would have carried the story to the end of the twentieth century—but we hope that the following pages give readers an indication of what he might have done.


We have benefited from comments on the 2015 version of chapters 1–4 from Jeff Garmany, João José Reis, Marc Hertzman, Mary Karasch, Paulo Donadio, and Thomas H. Holloway, as well as from Richard Graham’s and Sandra Lauderdale Graham’s comments on an earlier version of chapter 5. In the published version of this chapter, Barickman also thanked Kátia Bezerra, Jeff Garmany, Rafael Fortes, Victor Andrade de Melo, Jim Freeman, Maurício de Almeida, David Ortiz, Elizabeth Moreira dos Santos, Álvaro Vicente G. Truppel P. do Cabo, and Ana Carvalho. Barickman’s original research was funded in part by a 2004 National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) research grant for a project titled “A Social History of Public Space in Rio de Janeiro, 1850s–1960s.” He delighted in telling that the dry social-scientific title was an imposition by the NEH, which thought it impolitic to publicize that it was paying for a US scholar to study Brazilian beaches. Kevin Gosner assisted with obtaining material from Bert’s computer. Pedro Falk, PhD candidate at the University of Calgary, compiled the bibliography from the original manuscript’s footnotes. João Rabello Sodré obtained an important source for us in Rio de Janeiro. During part of the editing process, Kraay held the inaugural Naomi Lacey Annual Resident Fellowship at the Calgary Institute for the Humanities. Funding for the images was provided by the University of Arizona’s Department of History and the Center for Latin American Studies; special thanks to Department Head Alison Futrell (History) and Director Marcela Vásquez (CLAS). The maps were created by William Gillies, history undergraduate student at the University of Calgary, from data in imagineRio (www.imaginerio.org). We thank Alida C. Metcalf for making these data available. Thanks also to Zubin Meer for his careful copyediting of the manuscript.


Portions of chapter 3 appeared as “Not Many Flew Down to Rio: The History of Beach-Going in Twentieth-Century Rio de Janeiro,” Journal of Tourism History 6, nos. 2–3 (2009): 223–41. The last section of chapter 4 appeared as parts of “‘Passarão por mestiços’: o bronzeamento nas praias cariocas, noções de cor e raça e ideologia racial, 1920–1950,” Afro-Ásia, no. 40 (2009): 173–221. Chapter 5 is a translated and revised version of “Medindo maiôs e correndo atrás de homens sem camisa: a polícia e as praias cariocas, 1920–1950,” Recorde 9, no. 1 (Jan.–June 2016): 1–66.


Hendrik Kraay


CALGARY, AB, CANADA


Bryan McCann


WASHINGTON, DC, UNITED STATES










Introduction


HENDRIK KRAAY


THIS BOOK TELLS THE STORY OF HOW a long and narrow ocean beachfront neighborhood and the distinctive practice of beach-going invented by its residents came to symbolize a city and, indeed, a nation. Today, of course, Copacabana and the other nearby ocean beaches of Ipanema and Leblon are instantly recognizable around the world as Rio de Janeiro’s and as quintessentially Brazilian, integral to the culture of the city and the country. Few fail to recognize Tom Jobim’s hit song “The Girl from Ipanema” or photographs of Copacabana’s sweeping arc of sand jammed with people on a hot summer weekend. One striking element of these photographs is how few people can be found in the water. This is not just because the South Atlantic waters off Rio de Janeiro are relatively cold and can have dangerous waves and undertows. Rather, it is because people are “going to the beach,” which does not necessarily imply swimming or bathing, or even a quick dip in the water to cool off. How this practice developed is this book’s main focus.


The five chapters that constitute this book were all that Bert J. Barickman had completed of a projected eight-chapter book on the history of sea-bathing and beach-going in Rio de Janeiro before his untimely death in 2016. While this is not the book that he would have written, From Sea-Bathing to Beach-Going analyzes the core changes that took place in the 1920s, when the long-standing custom of sea-bathing gave way to beach-going (and the closely related suntanning), especially in the rapidly developing elite neighborhood of Copacabana. Barickman’s focus is on the social and cultural implications of these transformations for the city of Rio de Janeiro and its residents, known as Cariocas, from the early nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century.


Because this is not a conventional monograph but the editors’ effort to create a book out the chapters that the author had been able to draft, I begin this introduction unconventionally, by outlining the five chapters that follow and then turning to some of the broader themes and issues that emerge from Barickman’s arguments. Chapter 1 introduces nineteenth-century Rio de Janeiro and documents the nineteenth-century practice of sea-bathing, demonstrating that it was common for Cariocas to go for an early morning bath in Guanabara Bay. Neither trash nor sewage nor lack of changing facilities deterred them. Evidence for the growing prominence of sea-bathing comes from diverse sources, including advertising for bathing wear, police reports on drownings, and the increasing number of establishments devoted to sea-bathing, which all came to constitute a veritable “bathing industry.” Already in the 1810s, bathing barges offered conveniences to those who could pay for their services; more barges are documented over the course of the century. Land-based bathing establishments, located alongside Rio de Janeiro’s downtown, offered changerooms, lifeguards, diving docks, and other services to their clientele. By 1900, some ten such establishments operated along the city’s bayshore, with most concentrated at Boqueirão do Passeio and Santa Luzia beaches, located at the south end of today’s Avenida Rio Branco in an area that was landfilled in the early twentieth century. Of course, most Cariocas could not afford these establishments’ services and went bathing when and where they could. Indeed, Cariocas of all classes bathed in the bay: slaves, the free poor, foreign visitors, and members of the city’s middle and upper classes. Even the three monarchs who governed from Rio de Janeiro, and their families, bathed, sometimes publicly in the case of Pedro I. In short, as early twentieth-century Rio de Janeiro’s chronicler João do Rio (Paulo Barreto) put it in 1904, sea-bathing was a “Carioca custom.”


Chapter 2 takes on the questions of why Cariocas bathed and what this says about nineteenth-century society. A long-standing tradition in Rio de Janeiro today holds that, in the nineteenth-century, sea-bathing served primarily (even exclusively) medicinal purposes. To be sure, many Cariocas took to the bay’s waters to cure an enormous variety of real or imagined ailments, and Brazilian doctors were well versed in the European medical thinking about thalassotherapy (the therapeutic uses of seawater). But to argue that Cariocas only bathed on their doctors’ orders misrepresents the motives for sea-bathing. As in Europe and North America, sea-bathing was a way to get some relief from the summer heat and increasingly became an important leisure activity. Hygienists also promoted sea-bathing as healthful exercise for children and adults alike. This, in turn, was linked to the growing prominence of aquatic sports, especially rowing, Rio de Janeiro’s most popular sport before the advent of football (soccer) in the twentieth century (rowing clubs were closely connected to bathing houses). African and Indigenous cultural traditions, as well as European lower-class customs, may also have influenced the development of what João do Rio described as the “Carioca custom.” Moreover, by the end of the century, sea-bathing had become fashionable in Rio de Janeiro, just as it was in Europe and North America, and the bathing establishments became places of middle- and upper-class sociability.


At the same time, sea-bathing raised questions about proper comportment, dress, and relations between the sexes, and chapter 2 introduces this issue, which would dominate discussions about sea-bathing (and later beach-going) until the mid-twentieth century and later. Men and women of all classes in states of partial undress bathed together, and Rio de Janeiro’s most popular beaches around 1900 were located adjacent to the city’s center. All of this prompted concerns about the appropriate use of public space, police campaigns against bathing in the nude, and efforts to impose “decent” attire on Carioca bathers; “families”—coded language for “respectable” members of society—demanded that the police “moralize” bathing practices, even as they themselves claimed to be exempt from the police oversight. Out of these conflicts emerged distinctive (and often still-contested) codes for acceptable uses of public space.


Chapter 3 begins with the economic and social changes in early twentieth-century Rio de Janeiro that turned the Brazilian capital into a major metropolis of over three million inhabitants by 1960. It examines the increasing social and spatial segregation that came to characterize the city after 1900, as government efforts to remodel and “civilize” the capital displaced many of the poor from their former downtown homes. It describes the city’s expansion northward as poor suburbs spread along the railway lines and its southward growth toward Copacabana and the other oceanfront neighborhoods. These were the years that favelas (shantytowns) expanded and racial segregation became relatively more pronounced, though it remained (and remains) far from complete. Downtown renovations did away with Boqueirão do Passeio beach in 1905 (and later landfills eliminated Santa Luzia and Calabouço beaches in the 1920s). While some worried that there would be no place to bathe, other downtown and suburban beaches remained popular locations for lower-class bathers. By the 1910s, Flamengo emerged as the preferred beach for middle- and upper-class bathers; this chapter concludes with a discussion of elite sociability in Flamengo during this beach’s heyday as the Carioca elite’s preferred location for bathing. Alongside these changes in the “Carioca custom,” others began to look to Copacabana, Ipanema, and Leblon as sites for the development of new bathing resorts. Accessible by streetcar after 1892, Copacabana soon attracted real estate developers and speculators, some of whom sought to develop this neighborhood into a bathing resort that would attract foreign tourists and cater to a Carioca elite determined to distance itself from the rest of the population. Ultimately, however, the dreams of creating a Brazilian Biarritz failed to materialize, for few foreign tourists made it to the distant Brazilian capital and few Brazilians from elsewhere in the country needed to go to Rio de Janeiro to find beaches (and even fewer could afford the trip). In short, tourism played no significant role in the development of Rio de Janeiro’s oceanfront beaches, unlike so many other cities famous for their sun-dappled sandy beaches.


Instead, domestic trends primarily shaped the creation of Carioca beach-going culture. Chapter 4 focuses on the development of Copacabana and the invention of beach-going. This out-of-the-way district became much more accessible in the 1890s, when a tramway company bored a tunnel through the low but steep hills that separated it from the rest of the city (another tunnel opened in the first decade of the twentieth century). These changes opened the area to development, and with considerable government support, Copacabana soon became an elite residential district; by the 1930s, houses and mansions gave way to often spectacular art-deco apartment buildings that enabled greater population density but also signaled social distinction. Automobiles, owned by the privileged few until midcentury, made Copacabana beach accessible to the well-off who lived elsewhere in the city. The establishment of a lifeguard service in the 1910s made bathing in the open ocean safer and gave Copacabana its distinctive geography marked by numbered lifeguard posts. In the 1920s, tanning quickly became the fashion in Rio de Janeiro, and Copacabana residents were at the forefront of those who adopted this custom on their relatively wide beach. In the context of a racially divided society, tanning raised numerous questions about the significance of dark and darkened skin, and in the concluding section of this chapter, Barickman shows how the discourse about tanning nevertheless reinforced existing hierarchies. Cariocas ultimately distinguished between color acquired through exposure to the sun and natural color, thus preserving the line between whites and nonwhites.


Chapter 5 turns to police efforts to moralize sea-bathing and beach-going from the 1910s to the 1940s. Since the nineteenth century, the police had concerned themselves with public decency and enforcing norms of conduct, and, in the twentieth century, periodic campaigns sought to restrict bathing dress to prevent “nudism” and to prevent people from walking on city streets in bathing attire, even if they were merely going from their homes to a nearby beach. They had to wear a robe or a jacket to cover their bathing attire. The sporadic campaigns that, after the 1920s, targeted Copacabana especially prompted intense debate in the press that suggests the gradual emergence of an elite Copacabana identity oriented around its residents’ comfortable self-image as paragons of civilization and modernity.


The epilogue to this book, written by Bryan McCann and incorporating some material originally by Barickman, briefly surveys the history of beach-going to the end of the twentieth century. In the original outline for this book, Barickman contemplated writing two additional chapters about the period from about 1950 to the 1990s, and this epilogue addresses some of the issues that he intended to explore in them.


As editors, McCann and I are acutely conscious of a missing chapter in this book. The chapter 5 that I constructed from Barickman’s previously published Portuguese-language article was originally intended to serve as the basis for chapter 6. The chapter 5 that Barickman intended to write would treat the full range of activities that Cariocas have come to associate with beach-going. To the best of our knowledge, all that he had written for this chapter was a rough outline in which he noted some of the topics that he proposed to address. These included what people did on the beach (everything from sports like football, shuttlecock, and gymnastics to sociability), what they wore (women, increasingly the maillot, and men, ever briefer swimming trunks), how they behaved, and how beach-going became integrated into daily life. Other topics slated for this chapter included the barriers that kept lower-class Cariocas from the Zona Norte (North Zone) or suburbs from coming to Copacabana, everything from trams and buses that banned riders in bathing attire, to circuitous routes that did not directly connect the Zona Norte to the ocean beaches, to the lack of changing facilities. He also planned to map the microgeography of the ocean beaches, marked by lifeguard posts. Beach-going at Copacabana, and later also Ipanema and Leblon, was considered a modern and cosmopolitan activity, and Carioca beach-goers frequently looked to Europe and the United States for models to emulate. In short, this chapter would have thoroughly documented the mid-twentieth-century culture of beach-going that Cariocas invented, much in the same way that chapter 1 documents the nineteenth-century practices of sea-bathing (that continued into the early twentieth century). To be sure, both chapters 4 and 5 contain numerous references to these activities, but they do not offer a systematic analysis of them.


In correspondence with colleagues, Barickman repeatedly emphasized that he was writing a book about sea-bathing and beach-going, not a history of the beach. The latter would have to include topics scarcely mentioned in the following pages, such as the use of the beach by fishers, seaside Candomblé and Umbanda ceremonies, environmental degradation, suicide by drowning, the smuggling of slaves and goods, and many more; he sometimes touches on them, but only insofar as they speak to the issues raised by sea-bathing and beach-going.1 Barickman also avoided structuring his book around the political history of the period, for the social and cultural changes that he analyzes neither resulted directly from political changes nor mapped neatly onto them. Readers familiar with twentieth-century Brazilian history will note, for example, that there is no mention of the abortive 6 July 1922 junior-officer revolt at Copacabana Fort that ultimately launched the politico-military movement known as Tenentismo. The 1922 revolt ended in a bloody shootout on the beachfront Avenida Atlântica, halfway up Copacabana beach at what is today Siqueira Campos Street (named after one of the two survivors of the eighteen civilian and military rebels who had walked up the beach in protest against the government of President Artur Bernardes). It was, of course, winter, so there were few people on the beach at the time, but one photograph shows a baffled beach-goer looking on from the sand as the rebels walk by.2 Antônio de Siqueira Campos, incidentally, was a strong swimmer who reportedly swam from one end of Copacabana to the other for his morning exercise while stationed at the fort.3


A (very) brief political overview of the century and a half covered by this book would emphasize that Rio de Janeiro was the capital of the Portuguese Empire from 1808 to 1821, of the Brazilian Empire from 1822 to 1889, and of the Brazilian Republic from 1889 to 1960, when the seat of government was transferred to Brasília. For almost all of this time, Rio de Janeiro enjoyed a distinct legal status, formalized as the Neutral Municipality (1835–1889) and the Federal District (by the terms of the 1891 republican constitution). During the empire, it was often known as the Corte (Court or seat of the monarchy). Some aspects of city government were directly run or closely monitored by the imperial or republican national governments, while in other areas the city government had the same responsibilities that other municipalities had.


Rio de Janeiro became the Portuguese Empire’s capital in 1808, when Queen Maria I and Prince Regent João (the future King João VI) fled there to escape the Napoleonic invasion of Portugal. The court’s arrival and the subsequent opening of the ports to trade with friendly nations effectively ended much of Brazil’s colonial status, laid the foundations for the city’s political hegemony over the rest of Brazil, and turned it into an increasingly cosmopolitan city. Independence came in 1822 in the form of a centralized constitutional monarchy that lasted until 1889 under Emperors Pedro I (1822–1831) and Pedro II (1831–1889); the latter was overthrown by a military coup that proclaimed a republic on 15 November 1889. Slavery, the foundation of colonial and imperial Brazilian economy and society, lasted until 1888. A decentralized republican regime institutionalized in the early 1890s, today known as the Old or the First Republic, lasted until 1930, when it was overthrown in the so-called Revolution of 1930, that brought Getúlio Vargas to power. Vargas initially presided over a period of political liberalization and increasingly partisan politics. Over time, he strengthened the national government and significantly expanded state power in the economy and in society, especially during his Estado Novo (New State) dictatorship from 1937 to 1945. A military coup overthrew Vargas and instituted a limited democratic regime that would last until the military dictatorship of 1964 to 1985. Many of these regime changes had no impact on the social, economic, and cultural changes that Barickman traces in the following chapters, but they sometimes shaped the sources. Periods of press censorship in the twentieth century constrained discussions about certain topics (particularly criticisms of government actions). The first elected president of the new republic, General Eurico Gaspar Dutra (1946–1951), a social conservative, set the tone for the last great police effort to moralize beach-going, discussed in chapter 5.


Barickman focused his research on the summer months, roughly November to March, which eventually came to be recognized as the bathing or beach-going season. He worked extensively with Rio de Janeiro’s rich periodical record, since 2012 mostly available through the Biblioteca Nacional’s massive open-access database, the Hemeroteca Digital Brasileira. For most of the time that he worked on this book, however, he had to struggle with the library’s microfilm collection. He combed through the mainstream press but also examined magazines and illustrated periodicals; Copacabana neighborhood newspapers reveal the mentalités of this district’s residents from the 1920s to the 1940s. He carefully mined the hundreds of travelers’ descriptions of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Rio de Janeiro for their comments about sea-bathing and beach-going, and he followed medical opinion about these practices through the theses that aspiring doctors had to write before receiving their degrees and through other medical literature. Municipal regulation of sea-bathing and beach-going left archival trails that Barickman followed, as did contemporary policing. Literary sources also reveal aspects of sea-bathing and beach-going cultures. Barickman constantly dialogues with the chroniclers, folklorists, and local historians who have done much to shape Cariocas’ understandings of themselves.


The images reproduced in this book are but a small selection of the voluminous iconographic record that exists for these late nineteenth- and twentieth-century Carioca customs. While painters and early photographers focused their brushes and lenses on landscapes or buildings, and generally portrayed beaches and waterfronts devoid of people, the illustrated press that emerged in the 1860s provides a rich record of sea-bathing. Advances in photography and printing technologies enabled, as of the 1910s, newspapers and magazines to feature photo spreads that documented daily life, especially that of the elite; only some of them are sufficiently clear that they can be reproduced in chapters 3–5. Foreign photographers like Peter Fuss and Geneviève Naylor captured remarkably candid images of life on Flamengo and Copacabana beaches in the 1930s and 1940s. In his chapter drafts, Barickman indicated some of the images that he wished to include and cited many more in the notes; we have done our best to follow these indications for the photographs included in this book.


Several themes run through following pages. Barickman draws extensively on the historical literature on Rio de Janeiro, as well as the international customs of sea-bathing and beach-going, which enables him to highlight what was distinctive about the Brazilian capital, particularly the deep integration of sea-bathing and beach-going into urban life in a national capital that became a major metropolis by the middle of the twentieth century. From Sea-Bathing to Beach-Going is deeply informed by social-scientific and historical writing about race, class, and gender; civilization and modernity; space; the body; and the role of the state in shaping and fostering certain kinds of urban development. Barickman develops his arguments and analysis over the course of his chapters, with occasional theoretical and methodological commentaries in the footnotes. Rather than extract all of this material and rework it into a conventional introduction, we let Barickman’s analysis speak for itself in the following chapters. They present a fascinating tale of social and cultural change and the origins of some of the quintessentially Carioca and, by extension, Brazilian cultural practices.
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A Note on Orthography and Currency


THE SPELLING OF PORTUGUESE TERMS and names always presents problems for historians of Brazil. No single standardized orthography existed in the country in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Standardization came only with the orthographic reform of 1943. A second orthographic reform, approved in 1971, introduced mainly minor changes in the 1943 spelling rules. It was followed by a third reform that took effect in January 2009. I have adopted two main conventions in dealing with the changing orthography. On the one hand, in the main text, I have modernized all spellings. On the other, as is common practice, I have retained, in the notes and the bibliography, original spellings in citing manuscript sources and in supplying author-title information of printed sources. I have, however, made two main exceptions. First, for periodicals that ceased publication before the 1943 orthographic reform, I have retained in the main text the original spelling; for example, Mephistopheles rather than Mefistófeles. Second, the Jornal do Commercio continued to be published as the Jornal do Commercio (even in its online edition) and not as the Jornal do Comércio, until its demise in 2016. I therefore cite it as such.


This book includes references to the various currencies that have circulated in Brazil since the nineteenth century.1 Inflation, especially in the second half of the twentieth century, led the Brazilian government to make repeated changes in the country’s currency. The longest-lasting currency in Brazil’s history was the mil-réis (or one thousand réis), which dated from the colonial period. One mil-réis was generally written as Rs.1$000. A smaller sum, such as 500 réis, was written as Rs.$500. One thousand mil-réis equaled one conto de réis, or simply one conto, expressed in writing as Rs.1:000$000. Thus, the sum Rs.9:500$400 should be read as nine contos and five thousand four hundred réis. In 1942, the cruzeiro replaced the mil-réis. One cruzeiro, which equaled one mil-réis, was written as Cr$1.00.2 Whenever possible, in the text or in the notes, I provide equivalents to prices and wages in pounds sterling or US dollars. I have, in other cases, measured those prices against the prices of basic foodstuffs or the value of the official minimum wage (first instituted in 1943).3












From Sea-Bathing to Beach-Going














1 “A Carioca Custom”



Sea-Bathing in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries


RIO DE JANEIROIN THE 1870S OR 1880S: It is December, or it could be February or any other month in the hot season. The clock has just struck four in the morning. Most Cariocas (residents of the city) take advantage of the last hour or so before dawn to sleep a bit more. Many of them, given the occasionally stifling heat of a tropical summer, have spent much of the previous night tossing and turning before finally falling asleep. Outside their houses, an almost complete silence reigns on the dimly lit streets. But a careful observer, still awake, would see sleepy denizens walking down those shadowy city streets. They are lone individuals, small groups of friends, couples, and entire families with yawning children in tow. Some are, at first view, strangely dressed and wrapped in sheets or large towels; others wear normal clothes. All make their way to the shores of Guanabara Bay, where they will bathe in its salty waters. As the sun rises over the bay, more will join them.


This chapter takes a first step in investigating those predawn and early morning bathers. More specifically, after supplying a description of nineteenth-century Rio de Janeiro, it discusses the preferred times and locations for sea-bathing in the city. Nineteenth-century Cariocas bathed at all of the city’s bayshore beaches, especially those close to the populous downtown, undeterred by the trash and filth that accumulated on city beaches and sometimes bobbed in the water around them. Early in the century, travelers regularly noted Cariocas’ bathing customs, and as newspapers expanded, advertisements for bathing attire and houses located close to the beaches reveal the breadth of the sea-bathing customs. Sadly, though, police reports on accidental drownings frequently note that victims were regular bathers. After midcentury, commercial bathing barges and land-based bathing houses proliferated along the city’s bayshore beaches, catering to thousands of well-off bathers who could afford their services, while many more Cariocas bathed on their own. This chapter demonstrates that sea-bathing became an increasingly common practice in Rio de Janeiro during the nineteenth century and documents the material culture of sea-bathing. Why residents of the city went bathing in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is considered in the next chapter.




A Tropical Capital


Most of Rio de Janeiro lies on the western shore of Guanabara Bay, a vast and nearly landlocked expanse of more than four hundred square kilometers of water dotted with islands that seldom failed to win praise from foreign travelers in the nineteenth century and in the first half of the twentieth. Herman Melville called it “the Bay of All Beauties” in 1850. Eighty-three years later, the South American Handbook proclaimed that Rio de Janeiro’s bay, “with its superb brilliance of colouring, is the most admired in the world.” “The entry” into the bay, it added, “is an unequalled spectacle.” For her part, Cecile Hulse Matschat, an American traveler, wrote in 1939 of “Guanabara Bay, [as being] so startling[ly] beautiful that is like nothing else in the world.”1 The city’s setting was, and is, indeed stunning. Encircling the bay are hills and mountains of the most diverse shapes and heights, many of which arise abruptly from the otherwise generally flat and low-lying terrain occupied by the city itself. Tropical forests cover some of the mountains and hills; other outcrops display bare granite faces. On clear days, it is possible to see the jagged peaks of the Serra dos Órgãos (Organs Mountains), more than one hundred kilometers north of the city.


As table 1.1 shows, the city grew considerably in the nineteenth century. A 1799 count registered fewer than 44,000 free and enslaved men, women, and children in Rio de Janeiro’s urban parishes.2 The arrival of the Portuguese Court in 1808 encouraged greater immigration from Portugal, a new flow of immigrants from elsewhere in Europe, and an increase in the forced migration of Africans through the transatlantic slave trade.3 The population surpassed 79,000 by 1821, on the eve of independence; Rio de Janeiro then already ranked as Brazil’s largest city, and its population continued to grow. In 1849, the city could claim nearly 206,000 inhabitants—an increase of roughly 180 percent since 1821. Growth seems to have slowed in the 1850s and 1860s, only to accelerate again in the last quarter of the century. The population increased by 85 percent in the eighteen years after 1872, growing from 228,743 to 422,756 in 1890, and the city gained another nearly 200,000 residents by 1906 to reach 621,933.


TABLE 1.1. Population of Rio de Janeiro, 1799–1906. Urban parishes only.
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SOURCES: Lobo, História, 1:135; “Mappa da população do Municipio da Corte,” in Brazil, Relatorio … (1838), n.p.; Karasch, Slave Life, 61–66; Brazil, Recenseamento (1872), 21; Soares, “Povo,” 381.


Major changes in the composition of the city’s population accompanied this growth. In 1849, 78,855 slaves accounted for 38 percent of all inhabitants, which made Rio de Janeiro the largest slaveholding city in the Americas.4 Slaveholding was, in fact, so widespread in the Brazilian capital that nearly anyone who could afford to do so owned at least one slave; even freed people sometimes possessed slaves. Men and women held in slavery worked as not only household servants but also in almost every imaginable unskilled occupation and in many skilled trades. The majority of those enslaved men and women in the first half of the nineteenth century were African by birth. Although most African-born slaves hailed from Central Africa, the city’s slave population included much smaller but still sizeable numbers of East and West Africans.


After 1850, when the transatlantic slave trade to Brazil ended, the slave population declined steadily. A negative rate of natural reproduction contributed to that decline; so, too, did the repeated outbreaks of yellow fever, cholera, and other diseases. Sales to coffee planters in the city’s hinterland also diminished the slave population; urban slaveholders could not resist the ever-higher prices that planters were willing to pay for enslaved workers. Manumissions further reduced the slave population. Indeed, the 1872 national census reveals that the number of slaves living and working in Rio de Janeiro had decreased by more than 50 percent in the two decades after the country ceased importing enslaved Africans. The slave population dwindled from 37,567 in 1872 to fewer than 7,500 by 1886–1887, less than two full years before Brazil finally abolished slavery in May 1888.5


The 1872 census also reveals that freeborn and freed Blacks and pardos (individuals of mixed African and European ancestry) had come to outnumber slaves by a wide margin. The 53,509 free men and women of color enumerated in the census made up more than one-fifth (23 percent) of the city’s inhabitants. In turn, native- and foreign-born individuals classified as white accounted for approximately 60 percent of the population. Partly as a result of continuing immigration from Europe, the proportion of whites increased to nearly 67 percent by 1890.


Whatever their color, place of birth, or legal status, Rio de Janeiro’s inhabitants made their home in a city that was an administrative and military center and thus a seat of political power. The city served as the de facto capital of the Portuguese Empire between 1808 and 1821, while Prince Regent João (King João VI after 1816) and the court resided there, and then as Brazil’s national capital from 1822 to 1960. Consequently, both before and after independence, hundreds of government employees as well as a large contingent of military officers, soldiers, and sailors lived in the city. John Luccock, an Englishman who lived in Rio de Janeiro shortly after the arrival of the Portuguese Court, estimated that the city’s population already included around a thousand men employed “in public offices,” another thousand inhabitants “connected in various ways with the Court,” and about one thousand “soldiers of the line.”6 The number of government employees, it is safe to say, grew over the course of the nineteenth century.


Rio de Janeiro, however, was much more than an administrative center and garrison town. It ranked as Brazil’s chief port for overseas trade.7 Between 1796 and 1807, the city already handled more exports by value than any other coastal city in Brazil. From its harbor flowed sugar, gold, cotton, coffee, hides, sugarcane brandy, indigo, and other commodities produced in the city’s far-flung hinterlands. Arriving ships unloaded manufactures and foodstuffs such as olive oil, salt cod, and wine, from Europe, as well as enslaved Africans, all destined for sale in the city itself and elsewhere in colonial Portuguese America. Rio de Janeiro gained even greater commercial importance in later years as coffee overtook sugar as Brazil’s most valuable export and as the country emerged as the largest supplier of coffee to the world market. The bulk of that coffee came from plantations in the Paraíba Valley, located for the most part in the province of Rio de Janeiro and, hence, within the city’s immediate hinterland. There, planters relied on the labor of tens of thousands of mainly African-born slaves to clear the forests and to produce ever-larger quantities of coffee. The volume of coffee exported from Rio de Janeiro rose from a mere 7,762 tons in 1820 to more than 46,000 tons in 1835 and then to an annual average of approximately 140,000 tons in the 1850s. By the end of the previous decade, the value of all the goods shipped overseas from the city had already come to account for nearly half of the country’s entire export trade. Exports of coffee through Rio de Janeiro peaked in the early 1880s at roughly 263,000 tons and thereafter declined, but not by any means to insignificant levels. In the 1890s, the western districts of São Paulo replaced the Paraíba Valley as Brazil’s most important coffee-producing region, and, in turn, Santos eventually replaced Rio de Janeiro as the country’s main port for the coffee trade. The Brazilian capital nevertheless remained a major hub for international and coastal commerce. It also continued to hold an unrivaled position as Brazil’s financial capital. After 1870, light manufacturing, albeit on a small scale, began to contribute to the city’s economic development.8


Rio de Janeiro’s long-term economic growth certainly enriched the city’s upper class, especially import and export merchants (including, before 1850, those engaged in the transatlantic slave trade), bankers, coffee factors, and officials at the highest levels of the national government. To that list should be added those coffee planters who preferred to live the better part of the year in Rio de Janeiro rather than on their estates, and also, in some cases, the representatives of foreign firms with operations in Brazil. But the benefits of economic growth did not accrue only to a narrow upper-class elite. Zephyr Frank has shown that early nineteenth-century Rio de Janeiro witnessed the expansion of a middle-ranking population, composed of better-off shop owners, artisans, and tavern-keepers, as well as their families, who advanced economically through investment in slaves. It would, as Frank himself notes, be misleading to equate those families as a group with a middle class in any modern sense of the term. Indeed, his study takes as its central example a middling property owner José Antônio Dutra, a freed former slave born in Africa and a barber by trade. Even though Dutra owned thirteen slaves at the time of his death in 1849, he was, nonetheless, still a barber who sullied his hands when he shaved his customers, pulled their teeth, or bled them with leeches. While working, he wore a “barbering smock,” not a frock coat and tie, and he had little or no formal education. Many families, such as Dutra’s, who had built their fortunes by investing in slaves, saw those fortunes diminish in the second half of the century with the decline of slavery both as a labor regime and as an institution.


Something along the lines of a modern white-collar middle class, however, gradually took shape in nineteenth-century Rio de Janeiro. Its members, who were predominantly white, included mid-level government employees, office workers in private firms, journalists, senior clerks in larger stores, liberal professionals such as lawyers, doctors, and engineers, and also, of course, their families. Yet, that fledgling middle class accounted for only a small share of the city’s population. Most of Rio de Janeiro’s free inhabitants, both before and after abolition in 1888, lived in poverty and sometimes in miserable poverty. In fact, the ranks of the free poor seem to have grown both in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the entire population after the midcentury mark.9


In addition to experiencing demographic and economic growth, the Brazilian capital also expanded geographically (map 1.1). At the end of the eighteenth century, it was a cramped city of narrow streets that spread out in a rough grid from its main square, the Largo do Paço (Palace Square, the current Praça XV de Novembro), which faced the port. Marshes and hills at the time confined its urbanized area to a few square kilometers. That area, however, expanded greatly to accommodate a population that underwent a nearly tenfold increase between 1799 and 1890. The drainage of marshes on the city’s western edges, along with landfills, allowed after 1810 for the rapid occupation of the neighborhood still known as the Cidade Nova (New City). From the Cidade Nova, the city spread further west into areas that became the neighborhoods of Estácio (called at the time Mata-Porcos), Rio Comprido, Catumbi, Engenho Velho, Tijuca, and São Cristóvão. The city also expanded southward with the development of a string of neighborhoods along or near the bayshore: Glória, Santa Teresa, Catete, Flamengo, Laranjeiras, and Botafogo. To be sure, late nineteenth-century Rio de Janeiro was far from the sprawling metropolis that it would become in the twentieth century, but, because of its topography, it was hardly a compact city. A chain of mountains and steep hills, the Serra da Carioca, made it impossible to travel directly from neighborhoods such as Tijuca, Rio Comprido, or Estácio to those located along the southern bayshore. Residents of, say, Estácio or Rio Comprido with businesses in Flamengo or Botafogo had to go there by way of a long circuitous route that took them through the city’s center, unless they wished to follow trails up and down the steep slopes of the forested Serra da Carioca. Rio de Janeiro was, in any event, sufficiently spread out to impress Ulick Ralph Burke, an English businessman entrepreneur who visited the city in 1882; he described it as “an enormously straggling town,” where “everything” seemed to be “about six miles from everything else.”10


To move around their ever-more “straggling town,” most Cariocas came to depend on collective transportation. The first buses, drawn by four mules, began to circulate in the city in 1836. Known as gôndolas, they could carry as many as fourteen passengers. By the 1840s, small steam ferries linked São Cristóvão and Botafogo with the city’s center and also Rio de Janeiro with Niterói on the other side of the bay. Even so, as Maurício de Almeida Abreu points out, easy “spatial mobility” within the city remained a “privilege of the few.” That, however, began to change in the late 1860s with the establishment of regular tram service. Starting in 1868, foreign- and locally owned companies laid miles and miles of track spreading out in all directions from the city’s center. The trams, initially drawn by donkeys and, after 1890, by electricity, proved immensely successful; they transported nearly 73 million passengers in 1896 alone, and by 1907, the city boasted two hundred and ninety kilometers of tracks. Their success, in fact, drove out of business the buses and the ferries (except those that crossed the bay to Niterói). By the last decades of the nineteenth century, moreover, daily passenger train service had begun to allow for the further expansion of the city, and, along the rail lines, in what were outlying and still largely rural parishes, Rio de Janeiro’s first suburbs developed.11
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MAP 1.1. Rio de Janeiro in the Second Half of the Nineteenth Century. Street grid of 1875.





Nevertheless, despite geographic expansion, the parishes that corresponded to the colonial city continued to serve as Rio de Janeiro’s political, economic, and cultural heart. The ministries, other government offices, and the parliament (which became a congress after 1889) were all located there; so, too, were the most important trading houses, the banks, the offices of many liberal professionals, the best shops, the newspapers, all the theaters, and the most fashionable confeitarias (pastry-shop cafés that also served ice cream and alcohol). Numerous artisan workshops and small-scale manufacturers could also be found in the center. From those workshops and the fashionable confeitarias, it might take only a few minutes’ walk to reach the wharves and docks, where stevedores loaded onto ships the bulk of all the coffee that Brazil exported.12


Furthermore, even as late as 1890, more than half (54 percent) of all Cariocas still resided in the city’s central parishes. Most inhabitants of those parishes were poor, and many lived in squalid, overcrowded tenements known as cortiços, or estalagens, or in equally overcrowded rooming houses (casas de cômodos).13 The wealthy, for their part, had gradually abandoned the central parishes as places of residence after the 1810s. They built villas (chácaras) and mansions in areas that then lay on the city’s outskirts, but that would over time become thoroughly urbanized neighborhoods. Among those neighborhoods, São Cristóvão, situated to the northwest of the city’s center, held a special draw because Emperor Pedro I and then his son, Pedro II, resided there. Yet, by the 1880s, Flamengo, Laranjeiras, and especially Botafogo, all of which were located along or near the southern bayshore, clearly stood out as the city’s most fashionable neighborhoods. It would, however, be less than accurate to claim that Rio de Janeiro had any exclusively upper-class residential districts. Tenements existed in not only the city’s core but also all parts of Rio de Janeiro and even in Botafogo, the most “aristocratic” neighborhood at the time. Indeed, Aluísio Azevedo (1857–1913) set his 1890 naturalistic novel O cortiço (The Tenement) in Botafogo.14


Beyond geographic expansion and demographic growth, Rio de Janeiro underwent still other changes. When João and the court arrived, they found a colonial city with few public amenities and with a large and highly visible slave population. It was, in their view, scarcely fit to serve as the seat of a European monarchy in exile. Not surprising, the authorities appointed by the prince regent wasted little time in trying to “Europeanize” and “civilize” the city. They immediately banned the almost Moorish latticework that covered the windows of most houses. Paulo Fernandes Viana, holding the new post of police intendant, and a new full-time police force (the Guarda Real de Polícia), sought to discipline and “civilize” the behavior of Rio de Janeiro’s inhabitants. Often using brutal methods, the new police force targeted primarily slaves and the free poor. The thirteen years that the Portuguese Court remained in Rio de Janeiro also saw the establishment of a public library; an academy of fine arts; a royal press that published the Gazeta do Rio de Janeiro, Brazil’s first newspaper; a museum; a medical school; and a military academy, as well as the construction of a new theater and a merchant’s exchange.15


Efforts to “civilize” and “Europeanize” Rio de Janeiro continued after independence but proved slow-moving. In the late nineteenth century, Cariocas could, it is true, point to various improvements in the city’s infrastructure, such as the expanding tramlines, the introduction of gas street-lighting in 1854, piped running water for at least some privileged residences by 1860, and even a public telephone service by the early 1880s. They could also point to a lively daily and weekly press, to the sophisticated shops that sold imported luxury items to those who could afford them, to several impressive private mansions, and to the large Campo de Santana with its more than fifteen hectares of attractive gardens laid out between 1873 and 1880 by a French landscape artist. But they had to admit that Rio de Janeiro ended the century with only a handful of modestly imposing public buildings and without any thoroughfare remotely comparable to London’s Regent Street, Paris’s Rue de Rivoli, or Berlin’s Unter den Linden, not to mention Buenos Aires’ Avenida de Mayo or Mexico City’s Paseo de la Reforma. Indeed, most streets in the city’s center were, just as in colonial times, so narrow that a carriage could barely pass through them. Cariocas would have to wait until after 1900 for any far-reaching attempt to make their city into a “civilized” “European” capital in the tropics.16







Times, Locations, Trash, and Sewage


In this city of contrasts, sea-bathing was primarily a predawn or early morning activity. The first bathers began arriving at the city’s beaches at three or four o’clock in the morning; most of them would be out of the water and on their way home or to work before six or seven o’clock, and by nine thirty, the beaches were largely empty of bathers.17 This early morning custom fit well with Cariocas’ sleeping habits. Not surprising, bathers sought out beaches close to their residences, but this meant that they shared the sand and the water with much of the city’s trash and sewage normally disposed there.


Most Cariocas then went to bed early; after all, it was not cheap to keep a house lit late into the night. Outside their houses, those residents found few attractions after dark other than the theaters, which did draw large audiences. But, once the performances ended, most theatergoers, for lack of anything else to do, quickly made their way home. After 1825, the police very selectively enforced a 10:00 p.m. curfew; at that hour, all taverns, eateries, and the like had to expel their last customers and close their doors. Indeed, some foreign visitors to Rio de Janeiro were surprised by how quiet the city was after ten o’clock. It was only in 1873 that the police made an exception to the curfew for hotel restaurants, confeitarias, and corner stands that sold coffee, cheap wine, and sugarcane brandy, as well as newspapers, tobacco, and snacks. Such kiosks could stay open until one in the morning. Five years later, authorities finally abolished the curfew, which allowed for the greater development of nightlife. Men, or at least better-off men, increasingly stayed out late, spending their time at cafés, restaurants, cabarets, beer gardens, and confeitarias, where they might be accompanied by women who, precisely because they were out at night in public, were regarded as less than “respectable.” Yet, as late as the 1880s, Cariocas typically took lunch at ten or eleven in the morning and had dinner at four or five in the afternoon. Those who could afford a third daily meal ate a light supper (ceia) before retiring. Even formal dinners were routinely scheduled for four o’clock. In the 1890s, the standard time for such dinners was only a bit later: six in the evening.18


Going to bed early, most of Rio de Janeiro’s residents also woke early. The traveler Ernst Ebel, for example, complained in the 1820s about the noise that prevented him from sleeping after six in the morning. That noise began at five with a cannon shot; a half hour later, a police cornet sounded, and then church bells began to ring. Creaking ox carts filled the streets before seven in the morning, and street vendors were already shouting their wares. More than forty years later, two North American travelers noted that, in many households, everyone was “astir” “at early dawn.” Photographs from 1903, taken at half past five, reveal that, by that hour, sellers and customers had already begun to haggle at Rio de Janeiro’s main market. Thus, leaving home for a predawn or early morning sea bath would not have upset the sleeping habits of a population that retired and rose early.19


The preference for predawn and early morning bathing, beyond fitting into those habits, also stemmed from racial considerations. At the time, a white complexion represented the aesthetic ideal. It might be a rosy whiteness, which, in contrast to pallor, could suggest good health. Even so, the ideal was a fair complexion. The same, of course, was true in Europe. In Brazil, however, the value assigned to a fair complexion represented more than just an imported European standard of beauty. It reflected hierarchies of color and race based on more than three centuries on slave labor and widespread miscegenation. For the dominant class, a fair complexion—and the fairer the better—distinguished them, before 1888, from the slaves whom they owned, and both before and after 1888, from the free population of color more generally. After all, the line separating someone regarded as white from someone recognized as having some degree of African ancestry and hence as being a descendant of slaves could be tenuous. In turn, for free men and women known to be of mixed background, a lighter complexion translated into a higher rank in the prevailing color and racial hierarchies.20 It should then come as little surprise that newspapers and magazines regularly carried advertisements for skin-lightening cosmetic products, which could help mask signs of a a racially mixed ancestry. To cite merely one of many examples, Crème da la Mèque, sold in Rio de Janeiro in the 1860s, promised “to whiten instantaneously the darkest skin.”21


The value assigned to whiteness had other consequences. For instance, it resulted in a desire to avoid, as much as possible, direct exposure to the sun because a tanned complexion might raise doubts about racial ancestry even in the case of those Brazilians regarded as white. In turn, among (free) people of acknowledged mixed racial background, a complexion darkened by the sun would only highlight that background. Free women and men who could afford to do so, therefore, often used parasols and umbrellas to protect themselves from the sun.22 Bathing before dawn or in the early morning was, obviously, another way to avoid the sun and, hence, tanning. In 1884, Frank De Yeaux Carpenter, a North American author, reported that, when, contrary to common practice, Cariocas went bathing “in the middle of the day,” they used “umbrellas” in the water to shade themselves from the sun’s rays.23 The Cariocas mentioned by Carpenter were, presumably, white and of higher social standing, or at least better-off free pardos. The free poor (of whatever color) may very well have also worried about exposure to the sun. Nevertheless, like slaves, they went bathing at any hour of the day or night when they had a bit of spare time and felt like doing so. Daniel P. Kidder and James C. Fletcher, two North American Protestant missionaries who spent time in Rio de Janeiro in the 1850s, noted that, by seven in the morning, when “the sun is high,” “all the busy white throng” of bathers had left the beach in Flamengo. “Here and there, however,” they added, “may be seen a curly head popping up and down among the waves, its wooly covering defying the fear of coup de soleil.”24


In the nineteenth century and in the first years of the twentieth, the preferred locations for bathing were the bayshore beaches in or near the city’s center, which often had only a very narrow stretch of sand. Over time, embankments further narrowed those beaches, almost entirely eliminating, in some cases, the sand.25 The practice of “mining” beaches for their sand to make cement and for other purposes also reduced their width. The 1830 code of municipal ordinances prohibited the removal of sand between the Saco do Alferes and Glória because it could render streets lining the shore and even buildings on those streets more vulnerable to the destructive force of storm tides. In the 1850s, the city council extended the prohibition to encompass Flamengo’s beach. But municipal ordinances did not put an end to the “abuse” of mining the city’s beaches. In the 1880s, even the fire department disobeyed the legislation and extracted sand from Flamengo beach.26


The absence of any broad stretch of sand in no way, however, interfered with sea-bathing, an activity practiced in the water. This is clear from the “system” to create “artificial beaches for sea-bathing at those points along the shore lacking natural beaches” that Francisco Filinto de Almeida and João Gateli de Solá tried to patent in 1907. Instead of landfills to create wider expanses of sand at a stretch of shoreline, their system sought to make bathing possible at locations next to quays where the water was too deep for bathers to stand by raising the sea floor. The result would have not been a sandy beach, but, rather, an area of shallow water where bathers could stand with their heads above the surface.27


For that reason, the sandless quay in front of the Largo do Paço in the city’s center served as a “public bathing-space.” Throughout the nineteenth and well into the twentieth centuries, the poor and (until 1888) slaves would go bathing at any spot, with or without sand, that allowed access to the bay: the quays near the Largo do Paço, the small stretches of shore between wharves, the wharves themselves, and even the Dom Pedro II Dock.28 However, after the mid-nineteenth century, the preferred locations for bathing were Boqueirão do Passeio and Santa Luzia beaches, which, in the first half of the twentieth century, landfills eliminated and which were located just east and west, respectively, of the current southern end of the Avenida Rio Branco in the city’s center. Lapa, Glória, Russell, and Flamengo also attracted bathers.29 Other beaches also saw use, including Botafogo, Caju, and Saudade (near what is today the neighborhood of Urca).30


Those beaches were not necessarily clean. Indeed, in the first half of the nineteenth century, they sometimes served as dumping grounds for rubbish and dead animals.31 An 1876 ordinance prohibited depositing trash and dead animals in any public space, including the city’s beaches, and a succession of private firms, under official contract, began to take responsibility for cleaning the city’s streets and beaches and for collecting trash. In the 1860s, these firms constructed “stations” at various points along the bayshore to receive trash and dead animals, which would then be shipped to Sapucaia Island in the middle of the bay. In October 1879 alone, the island received more than five and a half thousand tons (meticulously recorded by the company as 5,553,811 kilograms) of trash, including an impressive number of dead animals: 1,540 dogs, 27 horses, 3 oxen, 166 sheep, and 142 pigs as well as 4,600 birds and other small creatures. But the service provided by the trash companies often fell short. Thus, in 1874, the Diario do Rio de Janeiro complained that employees of the firm then responsible for trash collection sometimes left “a large number of dead animals” for five or more days at Boqueirão do Passeio beach. Six years later, the Jornal do Commercio called authorities’ attention to a “pile of straw, leaves, and other materials” that had been “fermenting” for several days at a stretch of Flamengo’s beach regularly used by bathers. The fermenting vegetable matter covered a dead animal already in a state of decomposition, and the pile could easily transform itself into “a source of disease.”32


Although Guanabara Bay was undoubtedly far less polluted than it is today, the city’s beaches did not always present the best conditions for bathing. Bathers sometimes found trash not only on the sand but also in the water. In 1855, O Brasil Illustrado published a cartoon showing a bather in the water; around him float barrels, trash, and what appears to be a chamber pot. In another cartoon, drawn by Angelo Agostini in 1870 for A Vida Fluminense, a bather swims into a dead pig floating in the water alongside another bather (figure 1.1). An article in the Revista Illustrada took up the matter six years later. It noted that recent heavy rains had carried all the city’s “filth” to its beaches and, from there, to the waters of the bay. Nevertheless, amid that filth, a whole “flock of bathers” dove or waded into the bay. The article’s author went on to ask where those bathers were going to wash themselves after having “dis-washed” themselves in the bay.33
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FIGURE 1.1. Bathing Customs, 1870. VF (22.1.1870), 28–29.





The trash certainly bothered bathers but not enough for most of them to give up sea-bathing. They tolerated it (at least up to a point) just as they also tolerated—sometimes using a perfumed handkerchief—the foul smells and the lack of cleanliness that they encountered on city streets. Filth and foul smells were part of everyday urban life at the time not only in Rio de Janeiro but also, to a greater or lesser extent, in other large cities elsewhere in the world. It would take local officials (sometimes reliant on authoritarian laws) and physicians concerned with public hygiene decades to create new attitudes toward urban cleanliness and to impose—with varying degrees of success—a new sanitary discipline on the Brazilian capital’s population.34


The trash that bathers could easily see was not the only health risk that they faced when they waded or plunged into Guanabara Bay. A greater risk might come from what they could not see. In the first half of the nineteenth century, Rio de Janeiro lacked a system of sanitary sewers. As a result, every night (between nine in the evening and six in the morning, according to the 1830 bylaws), slaves had to go down to points on the city’s bayshore designated by the municipality, where they emptied barrels filled with human excrement (tigres) so that the tides would disperse the filth.35 At the time, the bacteriological revolution had not yet transformed medicine, and scientists lacked any means to measure the presence of fecal coliforms in the water. Perhaps more important, water itself, according to a belief dating back to antiquity, cleansed and purified. Thus, if on the following morning, the water did not smell bad (or at least not too bad), and, if it was not visibly contaminated, bathers did not hesitate to dive in. For instance, Kidder and Fletcher, who lived in a house facing Flamengo beach in the early 1850s, noted that, on some nights, depending on the direction of the wind, an unbearable stench invaded their house from the tigres that the slaves carried to the beach. The two missionaries resorted to smelling salts, bottles of cologne, and anything else that could relieve their “olfactories.” Nevertheless, they were not at all surprised to see, on the following mornings, men, women, and children bathing at the same beach, with—in their words—its “clear salt water.”36


In 1857, work began on installing sewer lines in Rio de Janeiro. The Brazilian capital thus became one of the first cities in the world to have a system of underground sanitary sewers. But the sewage handled by the system received only minimal treatment before City Improvements (the British-owned sewer company) pumped it into the bay. By the 1890s, if not before, that sewage was causing serious pollution problems in Botafogo Cove.37 The sewer network, moreover, did not encompass the entire city; even some buildings in the city’s center lacked connections to it. Among them was the Hospital da Santa Casa de Misericórdia, the city’s main charity hospital, located less than a hundred meters from one of City Improvements’ sewage treatment facilities. As late as 1912, the hospital discharged “the waste water, urine, and feces” of hundreds of patients directly into the bay by way of an open-air trench, “a major threat to public health.” Even worse, the trench emptied its contents into the waters of Santa Luzia beach, where a “large number of people” “carelessly” bathed near this “disease-producing factory.”38 They did so no doubt because generally they did not see or smell the contamination. Even when they did perceive the pollution or ran up against raw human waste in the water, the disgust that they no doubt felt would not have necessarily reflected an awareness informed by medical science.


That should not surprise us. In the early 1910s, the scientific community had already begun to recognize that untreated sewage might represent a danger to bathers’ health. Nevertheless, scientists and other experts would for decades continue to insist that the sea absorbed and purified sewage and thus minimized that danger. In the early 1970s, for instance, authorities in Rio de Janeiro suspected that bathing in water polluted by raw sewage might spread diseases such as hepatitis and typhoid. They therefore requested the opinion of a prominent British expert. He informed them that, though bathing in water contaminated by untreated human excrement might be disagreeable, it posed no health risk to beach-goers. Indeed, it was only in the late 1970s that scientists provided conclusive proof of the risks that bathers braved at beaches polluted by untreated sewage. Yet, even in recent times, thoroughly polluted beaches in Rio de Janeiro and in other coastal cities in Brazil continue to attract bathers who apparently assign little importance to official warnings about health risks.39







An Ever-More Common Practice


Pollution and trash did not prevent sea-bathing from becoming a popular practice in Rio de Janeiro and a well-established habit among many residents of the city. That habit, according to historiographical tradition, had its beginnings in 1817, when João VI supposedly became the first person to go sea-bathing in Rio de Janeiro. As the story goes, a tick bit his leg and the bite became infected. His doctors recommended sea baths as a treatment, but the newly crowned king feared that crabs would nibble at his toes. Therefore, a special contraption was built for him at Caju beach; it consisted of a large basin, punctured by numerous small holes to let the salt water in, and a small hoist to lower the basin, with João in it, into the water.40 Sea baths were, by then, a standard treatment that European-trained doctors prescribed.


Although it is true that João bathed at Caju to treat the infected tick bite, he was certainly not the first resident of the city to go sea-bathing. Nireu Cavalcanti cites the example of Bernardo Francisco de Brito, a wealthy merchant who owned a villa in Botafogo where he and his family went bathing in the first decade of the nineteenth century. There is no reason to suppose that Bernardo Francisco and his family were the only Cariocas at the time to wade or dive into the bay’s waters. In 1812, five years before João first entered his perforated basin at Caju beach, one of Bernardo Francisco’s neighbors, Diogo Gambier, put his Botafogo villa up for sale. In the advertisement, he touted the property’s various attractions, including its location: “Being very close to Botafogo Cove,” it was “convenient for sea-bathing.”41 The year before, the Gazeta had already informed its readers that a bathing barge was anchored just off the Largo do Paço. Known as the Flutuante (Floater, a name later assigned generically to other bathing barges), it offered sea baths for both “men and ladies” with “complete convenience, safety, and decency.” It also provided its customers with a free boat service to transport them from the Largo do Paço. Such customers, it is safe to assume, did not hail from those poorer ranks of free Carioca society that could not afford the Rs.$160 that the barge charged in 1815 for a half-hour saltwater bath; with this sum, a Carioca could also have purchased about a week’s worth of cassava flour, a basic foodstuff at the time.42


It is unclear how long the Flutuante continued to operate. But, along with the Botafogo villas, its mere existence as a commercial enterprise suggests that sea-bathing was already a familiar practice in the 1810s. Travelers’ accounts confirm this. Luccock, for example, mentioned the practice in his “notes” on Rio de Janeiro in 1808 and again in 1813, when he described Botafogo as a beach frequented by “sea-bathers.” Carl Schlichthorst, a German mercenary who lived in the city between 1824 and 1826, did more than mention the practice. He recounted his own early morning bathing experiences in Catete (Flamengo). He further noted that women, accompanied by their slave maids, bathed at the same beach. During an 1828 visit, Charles Brand saw “hundreds” of bathers, including the Emperor Pedro I, who crowded the waters just off the Largo do Paço. Brand’s observations match those of William Gore Ouseley, who held a post in the British legation in the mid-1830s and again between 1838 and 1841 and who, like Schlichthorst, went bathing. Ouseley also reported that “people [were] constantly bathing” in the bay.43


Sea-bathing became even more common after midcentury. The evidence on the matter is, however, often scattered and fragmentary. Sometimes it comes from passing references to the practice made by foreign travelers who visited the city.44 In other cases, it comes from advertisements placed in the local press. A men’s clothing store, for instance, advertised in 1848 that it had “bathing drawers [ceroulas de banho]” for sale. The same store in the 1860s continued to supply its customers with “a wide selection” of such drawers, including boys’ sizes. Other stores already sold “bathing tents [barracas para banhos]” for changing at the beach (such tents appear in figures 1.1, 1.2, 2.6, and 2.7). Women’s bathing costumes, in turn, inspired the publication in 1867 of a cartoon in O Arlequim. According to the cartoon’s caption, “the latest fashions” in such costumes include “designs for every taste, for those who wish to show a great deal as well as for those who wish to remain incognito [while bathing], for the best nourished [and] for those with the skinniest legs” (figure 1.2). Women who were interested in “the latest fashions” might find them at Au Gagne Petit, described in an 1872 advertisement as a “store specializing in stockings and bathing attire.” Or they could buy them at À la Ville de Bruxelles; located on Ouvidor Street, the city’s most fashionable high street at the time, this store sold bathing attire as early as the 1870s. In 1882, its seamstress owner informed her clients that she had just received from Europe a complete stock of women’s articles for sea-bathing: costumes, towels, caps, and peignoirs (robes). She also sold custom-made bathing costumes. Other seamstresses no doubt did the same. Women interested in a made-to-measure costume could, in the early 1880s, purchase “superior baize for bathing apparel” at Au Parc Royal, which later became one of Rio de Janeiro’s main department stores; it also sold ready-made bathing costumes in the first years of the twentieth century.45


Clothing stores were not alone in targeting bathers. Owners of houses along or near the shore did the same; in rental advertisements, they noted that their properties were conveniently located for tenants who wished to go bathing. Some of those property owners wished to let out entire houses; others offered for rent only rooms where bathers could change.46 Likewise, hotels began referring to sea-bathing in their advertisements. In 1842, M. Hahn offered “furnished rooms for people who wish to go sea-bathing” at his hotel facing Botafogo beach. Eight years later, Flamengo’s Hotel dos Estrangeiros informed prospective guests that it offered “a magnificent view of the sea” and “every convenience for bathing.” Other hotels located near the bayshore followed the example, and in 1882, a physician, Dr. Manoel Joaquim Fernandes Eiras, who owned a private hospital overlooking Botafogo beach, opened the Grande Hotel Balneário (Grand Bathing Hotel) at the same beach. For a “reasonable” price, the hotel allowed nonguests to use its bathing service.47
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FIGURE 1.2. Female Bathing Dress, 1867. O Arlequim (8.12.1867), 5.





Newspapers also routinely reported on bathers who drowned at the city’s beaches and sometimes pointed out that the victims were in the habit of bathing every day. For instance, in reporting on the 1875 death of Francisco Rodrigues Chaves, a post office employee, at Boqueirão do Passeio beach, the Diario do Rio de Janeiro observed that he went sea-bathing “every morning.” The Jornal do Commercio added that he did so as a “curative means” to treat a malady that afflicted him. Other bathers who perished held occupations as diverse as bookkeeper, foundry worker, commercial employee, factory watchman, salesclerk, clog-maker, plumber or firefighter (bombeiro), hospital janitor, clerk at a bakery, and police soldier. Drowning victims also included free foreign-born residents of Rio de Janeiro as well as slaves, such as José, who lost his life in Botafogo in 1868. Another slave named Alberto Furtado Chevalier (who, unusually for slaves, had two surnames) suffered the same fate in 1879 when he went bathing in Flamengo. At the time of his tragic death, he was about to make the last payments needed to purchase his freedom from his owner.48


Despite their varied backgrounds and occupations, nearly all the victims who appear in the drowning reports were male. That in part reflects the fact that men and boys seem to have made up the majority of bathers at Rio de Janeiro’s beaches in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It must also have reflected other gender differences. Minimally “respectable” women were expected to behave daintily, especially in public. Most female bathers, therefore, tended to be cautious while in the water. By contrast, men, especially younger men, often sought to show off their manliness to impress not only friends but also young women at the beach. That, in turn, led them to adopt risky and even more reckless behavior while bathing, an enduring pattern, to judge by lifeguards’ reports from the second half of the twentieth century.49


What is unclear from the published drowning reports is whether many Cariocas knew how to swim. The press sometimes noted that the victim did not know how to swim; in other cases, the reports stated that the victim had got into trouble while swimming. But, more often than not, they did not mention the matter. The other available sources provide contradictory information. For example, in 1808, Luccock observed that “a few Brazilians” learned to swim, but only those whose occupations or health required them to do so. Nearly eighty years later, in commenting on the death of a shipwrecked sailor in the bay, O Paiz claimed that “70 percent of the personnel in our navy completely lack any knowledge of how to swim.” The paper, therefore, urged the imperial government to set up a swimming school (the government, in fact, had contracted for such a facility in 1876, but it was never built).50 If more than two-thirds of all sailors could not swim at the time, then, surely, an even larger share of the general population would not have known how to swim.


In the 1850s, however, Kidder and Fletcher noted that the slaves who went bathing in Flamengo “all” swam “remarkably well.”51 And it was not just slaves. Some private boys’ schools began to include swimming lessons in their curricula after the mid-nineteenth century. Of course, it is impossible to say how many boys at those schools did in fact learn how to swim (and a reluctant lad in figure 1.1 beseeches his father to give him swimming lessons at home). But, in the 1860s, Michel Calógeras practiced swimming while bathing. In the novel Dom Casmurro (1899), written by Joaquim Maria Machado de Assis (1839–1908) and set in the early 1870s, Escobar does the same. So, too, does Luís Fontagra in A vida (The Life, 1911), a novel by Tomás Lopes (1879–1913); in scenes that Lopes situated in the 1890s, Fontagra “[throws] himself into the water” in Flamengo, near Barão do Flamengo Street, and swims as far as the Morro da Viúva (Widow’s Hill) and back, a distance of roughly fourteen hundred meters. Marcelina, the main female character in an 1878–1879 short story by Machado de Assis “dove, swam … and floated like a ‘naiad.’”52 In 1881, a few years after the story’s publication, the Revista Illustrada called on its readers to see how, while bathing, “Cariocas exercise themselves gracefully in the art of swimming.” At the time, a swimming club already existed in Botafogo. Some of its members may have taken part in the public swimming races that were held in the bay’s waters starting in the mid-1880s. Such examples and others suggest that a knowledge of swimming was not especially unusual.53 However, it is worth remembering that even those who know how to swim may die by drowning. Dom Casmurro’s Escobar drowns despite being an experienced swimmer.


In any case, residents of Rio de Janeiro did not need to know how to swim to go sea-bathing and to take part in an increasingly more common activity in the city. The Folhinha Laemmert, an illustrated almanac published annually for decades after 1839, provides further evidence that regularly wading or plunging into the sea was becoming a widespread habit among Cariocas. Already in its 1855 edition, the Folhinha included a brief discussion of sea-bathing. Four years later, it again mentioned the practice and published a cartoon depicting sea-bathers. Other cartoons and references to bathing appeared in the Folhinha in later years. For instance, the edition for 1888 included a cartoon and observed that, “every morning,” the city’s beaches swarmed with bathers.54 The cartoons in the Folhinha were not the first to appear (as we have seen, O Brasil Illustrado had printed a cartoon showing a bather in 1855). Rio de Janeiro’s other illustrated magazines subsequently also published cartoons dealing with sea-bathing. Henrique Fleiüss’s Semana Illustrada portrayed sea-bathing on various occasions between 1868 and 1876. Cartoons depicting bathing also appeared in Angelo Agostini’s Revista Illustrada, which ranked as perhaps Rio de Janeiro’s most important illustrated magazine in the late nineteenth century (see figures 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 2.2, 2.6, and 2.7).


Sea-bathing inspired not only cartoonists but also inventors. Between 1870 and 1910, the Brazilian government received more than a dozen patent requests for inventions related to sea-bathing, mainly from residents of Rio de Janeiro. Several of the applications were for bathing systems that floated. José Matoso Duque Estrada Carneiro, for instance, patented in 1876 a “floating bathing pool [banheiro flutuante],” which, he claimed, would allow people to bathe safely. Safety also concerned Antônio Augusto dos Santos Luzes, who, in 1890, sought to patent his own “banheiro flutuante.” His version consisted of two floating docks with dressing rooms and “galvanized iron baskets” to drop bathers into the water for the purpose of “shock immersions, which doctors recommended for those too sick to move about on their own.” An overhead “network of cables or wires” would link the two docks; hanging from that network would be a series of ropes for bathers to hold while in the water and, thereby, avoid “disasters.”55


One year after Santos Luzes submitted his patent request, João Gonçalves Ferreira Tito attempted to patent an invention that he called the Salva-vidas Misterioso (Mysterious Lifesaver). Consisting of a hollow canvas-covered cylinder, with head and foot harnesses, as well as small wooden planks, a set of ropes, and “folding metal fins,” the contraption apparently would allow a bather to float standing up in the water. If, by chance, currents carried the bather out to sea, there was no need to worry, for the Mysterious Lifesaver also included a three-day supply of food and fresh water, a compass, a searchlight, matches, and a horn. Tito’s invention furthermore had the advantage of weighing a mere twenty kilograms. Far less complicated and certainly far more practical was the “vestimenta flutuante [floating vestment]” that André Cateysson, a French “industrialist” who lived in Rio de Janeiro, tried to patent in 1904. The “vestment” could be made of any type of fabric and according to any design. In that regard, it did not differ from common bathing costumes. The difference lay in the tubes filled with either air or cork that Cateysson inserted into the “vestment.” He attached to his patent request a photograph of bathers wearing different versions of his invention; they vaguely resemble the Michelin Man.56 The two women in the center of figure 1.2 are wearing what appear to be simpler flotation devices.







The Business of Bathing


The best evidence of sea-bathing’s increasing importance in city life comes from the growing number of commercial establishments devoted directly to bathing. Another flutuante (bathing barge), anchored off the Largo do Paço, began to operate in 1848. In 1851, José Maria da Silva Paranhos, the future Viscount of Rio Branco, praised it “as an excellent convenience.” On board, customers found “thirty-two cabins” in two galleries, one for men and another for women. The cabins had clean rectangular bathtubs, measuring “ten palmos in length and six in width”; that is, 2.2 by 1.3 meters. Each cabin had its own independent door and a window looking out onto the bay, as well as everything that a bather needed to undress, dress, and rest—“a wicker chair, a foot mat, and a hanger.” From the viscount’s point of view, the barge offered a great advantage: “to take salt-water baths,” he stated, it was no longer “necessary … to set up a tent at the beach or expose oneself to others.” The barge also had a “discreetly stocked bar [botequim]” and a large awning, under which were benches “where three hundred people can be at ease, breathing the fresh air, enjoying a view of the port, and hearing the harmonious sounds of a piano.” The only thing lacking, in Paranhos’s opinion, was a bit of decoration; he suggested placing pots with dried flowers on the barge’s deck.57


A lack of flowers did not, however, prevent the barge from achieving commercial success, which led its owner, Cândido José de Carvalho, to request a fifteen-year exclusive privilege for operating other bathing barges. Carvalho received that privilege in 1852 and opened another barge. But it ran into problems soon after it was inaugurated in 1854 and does not seem to have lasted long. By contrast, Carvalho’s original barge continued to operate well into the 1860s. According to letters sent to the Correio Mercantil in 1862 by one of its customers, it attracted an “extraordinary” number of bathers—so many, in fact, that they dangerously overcrowded the small boat that ferried them from the quay in front of the Largo do Paço to the barge. Nearly all of them had to make the short trip standing up in the boat and “grabbing on to each other.” “Many families,” as a result, preferred to charter a boat to take them to the barge.58 The last barge to operate in the city opened in 1873 and enjoyed commercial success until the mid-1880s. Owned by a company called Salubridade (Healthfulness), it was apparently larger and more elaborately outfitted than any previous flutuante. It boasted “a thirty-meter-long [covered] bathing pool [banheiro] for men as well as twenty-eight bathing rooms for ladies and families, completely separated from and on the opposite side of the men’s pool.”59


In the early 1870s, when Salubridade opened its barge, a firm called Banhos Populares Fluminenses (Fluminense [i.e., Rio de Janeiro] Popular Baths) began operating at Boqueirão do Passeio and Russell beaches. Advertisements published in 1873 claimed that it offered its customers “the greatest conveniences”: “clean and comfortable tents” for undressing and dressing “according to the system adopted at the most frequented beaches in Europe” and a small dock for “shock baths,” diving or jumping directly into the water. The firm had also hired a team of “swimming bathers [banheiros nadadores].” Banheiros nadadores, more commonly called in Rio de Janeiro banhistas nadadores (which can also be translated as swimming bathers) or even simply banhistas (bathers), were roughly the equivalent of the bathing masters and maîtres baigneurs at English and French beaches. They accompanied the timid into the water and, in practice, also served as lifeguards. Thus, the banheiros nadadores hired by the firm were “ready to enter the water with bathers who need such help and … to come to their aid in the case of any disaster.” In competing with the barge, Banhos Populares Fluminenses had at least two advantages. First, to go bathing, its customers did not need to wait at a quay to have themselves ferried into the middle of the bay in a small and sometimes overcrowded boat. Second, its prices were cheaper: whereas “a simple bath” on the barge cost Rs.$500, Banhos Populares Fluminenses charged only Rs.$200 for “a single bath” (i.e., for the rental of a changing tent).60


In the 1870s, a French immigrant, François Alphonse Cot d’Ordan, opened the first casa de banhos de mar (sea-bathing house) in Rio de Janeiro: the Boqueirão, located at the beach of the same name. Just as elsewhere, Rio de Janeiro’s casas de banhos, which were also known as estabelecimentos de banhos (bathing establishments), rented out small rooms, where their customers could change from street clothes into bathing attire. They sometimes provided other services, such as washing bathing costumes or renting towels, and they almost always employed one or more banhistas nadadores to accompany bathers into the water and to serve as lifeguards. The Boqueirão also maintained a diving dock. The house prospered, so much so that d’Ordan published in 1881 a small newspaper, the Gazeta do Banho (Bathing Gazette), to entertain his customers.61 When he died in 1886, the French immigrant left a fortune worth more than 96 contos de réis (Rs.96:760$000; equivalent to £7,536 at the time); this placed him among the wealthiest 12 or 13 percent of the city’s residents whose estates were inventoried between 1885 and 1889.62 The establishment was still offering its services to bathers in 1904. In that year, João do Rio (Paulo Barreto), who through his articles became the best-known chronicler of daily life, customs, and fashions in early twentieth-century Rio de Janeiro, reported that, after d’Ordan’s death, his widow, “many times over a millionaire,” had rented out the establishment and moved to Paris.63


D’Ordan soon had competition. Already in November 1879, another bathing house, the Banhos Fluminenses (with forty-seven changerooms) opened at Boqueirão do Passeio beach. “Everything” at the establishment, according to an advertisement published that summer, had been “prepared with the greatest care”; customers could expect “cleanliness and order.” More than twenty years later, the establishment, by then considerably enlarged, continued to attract bathers.64 Other entrepreneurs also sought profit in sea-bathing. Between 1870 and 1905, Rio de Janeiro’s municipal council received more than thirty requests for licenses to open sea-bathing establishments.65 Some of the requests involved ambitious proposals. Thus, in 1877, Guilherme de Castro sought permission to open three bathing houses: one to be located at Boqueirão do Passeio beach, the second at Russell beach, and the third in Botafogo. Other proposals submitted to Rio de Janeiro’s city council might seem a bit odd today. Alfredo Marques de Souza, for instance, requested in 1884 permission to set up sentry box–style cabanas (guaritas) along the shore for use by shoe-shiners and bathers. His request, which was apparently denied, did not clarify what shining shoes had to do with sea-bathing or how bathers would share the sentry boxes with shoe-shiners. Four years later, Teódulo Pupo de Morais and Teófilo Rufino Bezerra de Menezes sought permission to build a “vast floating bathing pool,” which would be enclosed by iron bars, facing Boqueirão do Passeio beach. The bars would allow waves to enter the pool, but they would also prevent “voracious fish” from attacking bathers, an unusual concern, for I have found only one reference to shark attacks on bathers (from 1819). The council rejected their request.66


It did, however, approve a much more modest request submitted in 1885 by Eugênio Carrier, who wanted to install at Santa Luzia beach what he called “rolling tents [barracas rolantes]” for use by bathers. His request did not explain what those “rolling tents” were and how they differed from the changing tents that others rented to bathers.67 Carrier’s “rolling tents” could have been bathing machines; that is, small carriages pulled by donkeys or horses that allowed bathers to change and then hauled them into the sea, where they could bathe more or less discreetly. Bathing machines were common at European beaches in the nineteenth century and in Montevideo even as late as the 1910s. Likewise, bathers at Guarujá, São Paulo’s first luxury seaside resort, could also hire them in the early twentieth century. Yet, with the possible exception of Carrier’s “rolling tents,” bathing machines were apparently never used in Rio de Janeiro. Ouseley in the 1830s and early 1840s and Isabel Burton, who was in Rio de Janeiro in the second half of the 1860s, both commented on their absence.68 The explanation for this may well lie in the narrowness of the main bayshore beaches, which would have made it difficult to park and maneuver bathing machines.69


In any event, by about 1900, more than ten casas de banhos were operating along the city’s bayshore. At least seven of them were located at Boqueirão do Passeio beach. They included the Boqueirão, founded by d’Ordan, and three houses owned by families of Italian immigrants: the Salitures, the Provenzanos, and the Amendolas. Bathers who preferred Santa Luzia could turn to the establishments at that beach. Flamengo, in turn, could claim two casas de banhos. Yet another house functioned at Saudade beach.70


The multiplication of such establishments led Rio de Janeiro’s municipal council to pass legislation governing their operations. Thus, an 1896 law required bathing establishments to have a room for providing first aid to drowning victims as well as a lifesaving boat. It further required them to install a cable with floats in the water for bathers to hold on to. The establishments also needed to employ “at least three banhistas skilled in swimming.”71 A later law, approved in 1908, expanded those requirements. This law and the 1909 decree that regulated its implementation required that bathing houses hire not only three banhistas but also two other employees to man a lifesaving boat.72 Nicolau Sevcenko has asserted that, according to this law, “young women [moças] could enter the water only if accompanied by a banhista.”73 It is true that banhistas nadadores did sometimes go into the water with timid bathers—both younger and older women as well as men. But neither the 1908 law nor the 1909 decree said anything about a prohibition against young women bathing unaccompanied by a banhista nadador. Nor did the legislation even mention accompanying young women or other bathers into the water as one of the duties of banhistas nadadores. From the law and the decree, it is clear that, for the authorities, banhistas nadadores were above all else supposed to serve as lifeguards. The concern with drownings also shows up in the twelfth article of the 1909 decree, which required bathing establishments to hire a nurse and to keep on hand various types of surgical equipment and medicines to revive drowning victims. There is no evidence that the municipal government effectively enforced either law. João do Rio, for instance, declared in 1903 that he knew of no establishment that fulfilled all the requirements of the 1896 law. Indeed, official inspections by the General Directorate of Hygiene and Public Assistance (the local board of health) to determine whether the casas de banhos were complying with the legislation seem to have been sporadic at best.74


Some of those establishments were quite large. For example, a bathing house that opened in the mid-1880s in Flamengo had 124 dressing rooms. An establishment built at Santa Luzia beach in the 1890s was of similar size; its blueprints show a two-story construction with a 32.4-meter façade and with 128 changerooms. In 1904, João do Rio reported that the seven bathing establishments at Boqueirão do Passeio beach had a total of more than 340 changerooms. The seven included the Boqueirão, founded by d’Ordan, which had begun with 50 rooms; by 1904, it had 100. The Fluminense, which had opened in late 1879 with 47 rooms and which claimed 120 rooms in 1904, was the largest establishment at that beach (figure 1.3).75 João do Rio estimated that somewhere between five and six thousand bathers frequented every day (presumably in the summer) the establishments at Boqueirão do Passeio beach.76 His estimate may be exaggerated. But, even if we were to cut it by as much as two-thirds, 1,650 to 1,980 bathers a day would still amount to a significant number in a city that, at the time, had fewer than 622,000 residents within its urban perimeter (table 1.1).


Moreover, João do Rio’s estimate did not take into account the bathers who frequented the establishments in Flamengo or at the city’s other beaches, or those who went bathing on their own. At the time, the casas de banhos by no means monopolized sea-bathing in Rio de Janeiro. On the contrary, in the second half of the nineteenth century and in the early years of the twentieth, just as in Schlichthorst’s time, many residents of the city, including women, woke early and walked to the beach. João do Rio calculated in 1904 that every morning “more than a thousand” bathers, “coming from nearby streets,” went bathing at Boqueirão do Passeio beach “for free.” Still others took the tram to the beach. In 1879, for example, the Gazeta de Noticias published a request that a local tram company make available a four-thirty tram to take bathers to Lapa beach. A decade later, Christopher Columbus Andrews, who had served as US consul in the early 1880s, observed that “some ladies rise at four in the morning, ride in the street-car … , bathe in the salt water, and then go back home.”77




[image: image]


FIGURE 1.3. The Grande Estabelecimento de Banhos de Mar, 1905. By this time, the establishment had closed and work on the landfill that eliminated Boqueirão do Passeio beach was well underway (foreground). RS (26.2.1905), 2085.





Beyond any doubt, many Cariocas who went bathing on their own did so because they could not afford to rent a changeroom at one of the city’s casas de banhos. Although information on the matter is scant, Rs.$200 seems to have been the common price charged by those establishments for a “single bath (banho avulso)” (i.e., the price of renting a changeroom) in the 1870s and 1880s. Customers who took out a “subscription for thirty baths” at Rs.5$000 received a discount; for those customers, each “bath” cost Rs.$167.78 Both Rs.$200 and Rs.$167 were at the time small sums. They would, nevertheless, have weighed heavily in the pockets of poor free Cariocas, and a man like José Gonçalves Medeiros, a Portuguese-born clog-maker could scarcely have afforded the Rs.5$000 required for a subscription for thirty baths—a sum far beyond the means of a humble artisan.79 Instead, Medeiros bathed for free at Boqueirão do Passeiro beach. When he died by drowning there in 1886, the authorities found a mere Rs.$320 in the pockets of his street clothes. The unfortunate clog-maker was certainly not the poorest free resident of Rio de Janeiro. For the many free Cariocas who survived on the meager incomes that they earned as casual laborers, washerwomen, beggars, street vendors, or stevedores, it was not a matter of choice: if they wished to go sea-bathing, they had to do so on their own. The same held true for the city’s slave population.
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