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To all who carried the torch during Portugal’s long night, and to all the anti-fascists out there who carry it now.





CONTENTS



Prologue


Glossary of Initialisms


Part One   One Thousand Acts of Resistance


1     The Stories We Tell Ourselves


2     Fearless


3     Dissident Confetti


4     Colonial War


Part Two   Operation Historic Turn


5     A Conspiracy of Captains


6     Confrontation


7     General Plan of Operations (Historic Turn)


8     ‘It’s Five to Eleven…’


9     Dawn in Terreiro do Paço


10   The Time Has Come


11   Hunting Fascists and Discussing the Price of Cod


Part Three   Ongoing Revolutionary Process


12   The Decline and Fall of António de Spínola


13   Crisis


 


Epilogue


Acknowledgements


Maps


Select Bibliography


Notes


Index





PROLOGUE



On the afternoon of 25 April 1974, in his cramped apartment on the corner of Praça Paiva Couceiro in downtown Lisbon, my grandfather Rafael Vicente Lopes takes a book off his shelf. This one isn’t stacked up conventionally with the others; it’s been hidden away behind rows of books, purposefully out of sight. With a beaming smile, Rafael carries the book a few steps to the dining room table where he lays it down, on display. My mother Maria Alexandra and her two siblings, Dina and Luís, gather around the book with my grandmother and grandfather. They are too young to truly understand what’s going on, but they know it’s important. The book is O Assalto ao ‘Santa Maria’ (The Assault on the Santa Maria), by Henrique Galvão. It’s the personal account of how, in 1961, former Army captain Henrique Galvão, in a spectacular act of rebellion against the Portuguese state, hijacked the cruise liner Santa Maria off the coast of Latin America and led a thrilling chase around the Atlantic in a madcap revolutionary plan that ultimately failed. For years, Galvão was considered Enemy Number One by Portugal’s fascist dictator António de Oliveira Salazar. And until this afternoon, this book, along with hundreds of others, was banned by the state.


*


On 25 April 1974, a group of junior officers in the Portuguese armed forces led a military coup that, in a scant few hours, achieved the total surrender of the Portuguese government. In doing so they toppled the oldest dictatorship in Europe and ended a brutal colonial war that had raged for thirteen years on three fronts in Africa. The operation had been planned in secret since late 1973. What started as a barbecue in the countryside, organised so the officers could air their frustrations about the war and the regime’s incompetence among themselves, soon spiralled into a secret conspiracy that reached all across the crumbling Portuguese Empire and led to what poet Sophia de Mello Breyner called ‘the first day, whole and clean’ – the first day in forty-eight years that the Portuguese people could pour out onto the streets, unafraid of raising their voices in a chorus of freedom. A day that began with a Eurovision song and ended with the streets of Lisbon blanketed in the carnations that gave the revolution its name.


But the military coup of 25 April, and the complicated, turbulent revolution that followed it, didn’t happen in isolation. Whether they knew it or not, the captains who led the rebellion against the Portuguese regime delivered the final blow to an edifice that had started crumbling, piece by piece, decades before. The coup of 25 April wasn’t the first revolt against the regime, or even the first revolt against the regime led by the armed forces – it came at the end of a long line of failed rebellions like Henrique Galvão’s, of bloodshed and torture and colonial subjugation and a thousand acts of resistance that coursed like stitching through the tapestry of Portuguese society. The Portuguese revolution didn’t start in April of 1974, or in September of 1973, or in 1961 with the colonial war. It started in May of 1926, when a military dictatorship first took control of the country and with those who first stood up against it. This is the story of the Captains of April – who some of them were, what led them to take up arms against their own government, and how they did it. It’s also the story of some of what came before them, and some of what came after. And it’s also a story centred, primarily, on the city of Lisbon – the seat of government, the historic heart of a globe-spanning Empire, the cockpit of the revolution. As such, this story is not academic or definitive. It zooms in on one city among dozens, focuses on a few men among hundreds. This is the story of the Carnation Revolution by synecdoche. And it’s one hell of a story.


Captain Salgueiro Maia is twenty-nine years old when, on the morning of 25 April 1974, he leads a convoy of armoured vehicles on the ninety-kilometre drive from Santarém to downtown Lisbon. He has already been to war more than once and has seen his men brutally maimed and killed in the African bush. Most of the two hundred-odd soldiers he’s brought with him on this mission have never seen combat. Many of their weapons don’t even have bullets in them. He doesn’t know what’s waiting for them in the capital, but he understands his mission intimately. He understands that, come dawn on 26 April, he will have liberated his fellow countrymen from the shackles of a corrosive, authoritarian fascism – or he will be dead.





GLOSSARY OF INITIALISMS



ANP People’s National Action (Acção Nacional Popular)


AOC Worker-Peasant Alliance (Aliança Operária-Camponesa)


ARA Armed Revolutionary Action (Acção Revolucionária Armada)


BR Revolutionary Brigades (Brigadas Revolucionárias)


CCCO Operational Control and Coordination Centre (Centro de Coordenação e Controle Operacional)


CDE Democratic Electoral Commission (Comissão Democrática Eleitoral)


CDS Democratic and Social Centre Party (Centro Democrático e Social)


CEI House of the Students of the Empire (Casa dos Estudantes do Império)


CGT General Confederation of Labour (Confederação Geral do Trabalho)


CGTP General Confederation of Portuguese Workers (Confederação Geral dos Trabalhadores Portugueses)


CIOE Special Operations Training Centre (Centro de Instrução de Operações Especiais)


CIS Inter-Syndical Commission (Comissão Inter-Sindical)


CONCP Conference of Nationalist Organisations of the Portuguese Colonies (Conferência das Organizações Nacionalistas das Colónias Portuguesas)


COPCON Operational Command of the Continent (Comando Operacional do Continente)


CR Revolutionary Council (Conselho da Revolução)


DGS Directorate-General of Security (Direcção Geral de Segurança)


DRIL Iberian Revolutionary Liberation Directory (Directório Revolucionário Ibérico de Libertação)


EAL Lisbon Associated Broadcasters (Emissores Associados de Lisboa)


ELP Portuguese Liberation Army (Exército de Libertação de Portugal)


EPAM Practical Military Administration School (Escola Prática de Administração Militar)


EPC Army Cavalry School (Escola Prática de Cavalaria)


EPE Practical Engineering School (Escola Prática de Engenharia)


EPI Practical Infantry School (Escola Prática de Infantaria)


ETN National Work Statute (Estatuto de Trabalho Nacional)


FAO Federation of Workers’ Associations (Federação de Associações Operárias)


FAP Popular Action Front (Frente de Acção Popular)


FNLA National Front for the Liberation of Angola (Frente Nacional de Libertação de Angola)


FP25 Popular Forces 25 April (Forças Populares 25 de Abril)


FRELIMO Liberation Front of Mozambique (Frente de Libertação de Moçambique)


FSP People’s Socialist Front (Frente Socialista Popular)


FUR United Revolutionary Front (Frente de Unidade Revolucionária)


GDUP Popular Unity Promotion Groups (Grupos Dinamizadores de Unidade Popular)


GNR Republican National Guard (Guarda Nacional Republicana)


IL Liberal Initiative (Iniciativa Liberal)


IST Superior Technical Institute (Instituto Superior Técnico)


LUAR Unity and Revolutionary Action League (Liga de União e Acção Revolucionária)


MDLP Democratic Movement of Portuguese Liberation (Movimento Democrático de Libertação de Portugal)


MDP Portuguese Democratic Movement (Movimento Democrático Português)


MES Movement of Left Socialists (Movimento de Esquerda Socialista)


MFA Armed Forces Movement (Movimento das Forças Armadas)


MLSTP Movement for the Liberation of São Tomé and Príncipe (Movimento de Libertação de São Tomé e Príncipe)


MOFA Movement of Armed Forces Officers (Movimento de Oficiais das Forças Armadas)


MPLA People’s Movement for the Liberation of Angola (Movimento Popular de Libertação de Angola)


MRPP Re-organised Movement of the Party of the Proletariat (Movimento Reorganizativo do Partido do Proletariado)


MUD Movement of Democratic Unity (Movimento de Unidade Democrática)


ORA Revolutionary Organisation of the Armada (Organização Revolucionária da Armada)


PAIGC African Party for the Independence of Guinea and Cape Verde (Partido Africano para a Independência da Guiné e Cabo Verde)


PAP Plan for Political Action (Plano de Acção Política)


PCA Angolan Communist Party (Partido Comunista Angolano)


PCP Portuguese Communist Party (Partido Comunista Português)


PDC Christian Democratic Party (Partido da Democracia Cristã)


PIDE International and State Defence Police (Polícia Internacional e de Defesa do Estado)


PL Liberal Party (Partido Liberal)


PP Progress Party (Partido do Progresso)


PPD Popular Democratic Party (Partido Popular Democrático)


PREC Ongoing Revolutionary Process (Processo Revolucionário Em Curso)


PRP Portuguese Republican Party (Partido Republicano Português)


PRP-BR Revolutionary Party of the Proletariat-Revolutionary Brigades (Partido Revolucionário do Proletariado-Brigadas Revolucionárias)


PS Portuguese Socialist Party (Partido Socialista Português)


PSD Social Democratic Party (Partido Social Democrata)


PVDE Vigilance and State Defence Police (Polícia de Vigilância e Defesa do Estado)


RCP Rádio Clube Português


SNI National Secretariat for Information, Popular Culture and Tourism (Secretariado Nacional de Informação, Cultura Popular e Turismo)


SPN National Propaganda Secretariat (Secretariado de Propaganda Nacional)


SUV Soldiers United Will Win (Soldados Unidos Vencerão)


UN National Union (União Nacional)


UNITA National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (União Nacional Para a Independência Total de Angola)


UPA Union of Peoples of Angola (União dos Povos de Angola)
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A common motif in Lisbon cemeteries: two flowers, the Saudade and the Perpétua, crossed in a symbol of eternal longing.











 



PART ONE


ONE THOUSAND ACTS OF RESISTANCE




…the European and African Portuguese fight, without spectacle and without alliances, proudly alone.


António de Oliveira Salazar, 1963
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Lisbon’s Monument of the Discoveries under construction on the north bank of the Tagus, 1940.











 



CHAPTER ONE


THE STORIES WE TELL OURSELVES


On the north bank of the Tagus river in Belém, a few miles west of the Lisbon docks and east of the line where river becomes sea, stands a tall stone monument. Seen from the side, it resembles a large sailing ship rendered in a quasi-brutalist fashion, its prow jutting out over the water. Two square fifteenth-century Portuguese flags appear in relief in stone above the sails. On the deck stand thirty-three figures, depicted larger than life in limestone. They are posed in a tableau of medieval action – knights and queens genuflecting in prayer, men in tabards lifting a heavy stone marker, stoic figures gripping a sword or globe or compass and staring, expectantly, out to sea. The rear of the monument presents a massive longsword, its tip pointed at the ground. This is the Padrão dos Descobrimentos, ‘Monument to the Discoveries’, an homage to a time when Portugal’s influence stretched to the furthest extents of the globe. The time when Portugal first conquered the sea.


One would be forgiven for thinking the monument dates back centuries, perhaps a contemporary of some of the figures depicted on it. The parish of Belém, despite being a few train stops out of the city centre, constitutes Lisbon’s museum quarter, abounding with monuments and buildings from Portugal’s maritime golden age and earlier. The Padrão, however, is much newer. The monument was initially conceived in 1939 for an exhibition commemorating the eight-hundredth anniversary of the Portuguese state, held in 1940. By that point, Portugal had been under the conservative authoritarian rule of António de Oliveira Salazar for seven years, and under a military dictatorship for fourteen – the ideological narrative of the Estado Novo (New State) had entrenched itself into the culture. That monument, built in 1940, was dismantled; this one on the banks of the Tagus is the permanent recreation, installed in 1960, ten years before Salazar’s death and fourteen years before the revolution that changed everything. The monument to the ‘discoveries’ encapsulates a big part of Portugal’s mythos about itself, one that was carefully developed and cultivated over centuries before being incorporated into the narrative of the Estado Novo. To understand the Portuguese revolution of 1974, you have to understand the Estado Novo, and to understand the Estado Novo you have to understand the building blocks that make up the Portuguese national myth.


By the middle of the thirteenth century, a young and virulently Christian Portuguese nation is at the end of the process of expelling the Moors from its territory on the edge of the Iberian Peninsula – a bloody and protracted military campaign referred to even now as the Reconquista. This name is already a subtle but deeply effective piece of state propaganda. Reconquista: re-conquest, the taking back of something wrongfully lost. It implies an ownership of the land that goes beyond the accident of living there: a historic, moral and true ownership, one that justifies whatever means are used to reclaim it. The same logic operates in the European crusades, in which Portugal is a regular enthusiastic participant – just as the Holy Land belongs, rightfully, to Christendom, so the lands of Iberia belong rightfully to the Portuguese and Spanish. The narrative of the Reconquista is heavily popularised in education under the regime of General Francisco Franco in Spain, and adopted with similar enthusiasm by Salazar and Portugal’s Estado Novo. And at the start of the fifteenth century, Portugal sets its sights beyond its established borders with the conquest of the North African city of Ceuta, the principles of the Reconquista extended beyond ‘historic’ borders. In 1420 and 1427, the uninhabited islands of Madeira and the Azores archipelago are discovered and swiftly populated. The next century is one of extensive naval exploration and conquest, the start of Portugal’s establishment as a dominant global superpower as its sailing ships trace the perimeter of Africa, setting records for European exploration and establishing trading posts and permanent settlements strategically, which facilitate the ultimate goal – a consistent route to India and its bountiful wealth, around the African continent. This is first accomplished by the pioneering navigator Vasco da Gama in 1498. Through a combination of political savvy and overwhelming technological might, a significant foothold is established in India. Crucial to this is the fated Battle of Cochin in 1504, in which a minuscule Portuguese detachment holds off a vast attacking force from the Zamorin of Calicut, a prolonged battle where superior firepower and clever tactical placement leads to a decisive Portuguese victory. The Battle of Cochin joins other key battles in Portuguese history, like the Battle of Ourique against the Moors in 1139 and Aljubarrota against Castile in 1385, where an underdog Portuguese Army dominates what seems like an impossible situation, always spun as the work of divine providence. Each victory is another brushstroke in the image of a people graced by God. By the end of King João III’s reign in 1557, Portugal has substantial colonies in Cape Verde, Brazil, Angola, Mozambique, Goa, Damão and Diu, and has ventured as far east as Japan. Those colonial holdings are maintained and expanded through violence and subjugation, and though Portugal generates a successful trade in spices and precious metals, the Portuguese also establish a thriving slave trade, predominantly from West Africa but capturing and selling slaves as far as India, China and Japan. The slave traders justify their actions through the claim that the slaves are being ‘saved’ through baptism – a concern for their souls that is not extended to their flesh, which is branded with irons, burned with wax, whipped and chained on the horrifically long passages across the ocean.


It’s during the country’s ‘golden age’ of exploration that Portugal crafts its national myth. You can map the history of a nation through the stories it tells itself. Most European peoples whose past involves Roman conquest hold tightly to the history of their own rebellious tribes, the plucky underdogs that opposed Roman invasion. We see it in the French self-labelling as Gauls from Gallia, their own national mythology kept alive through, among more sober ways, Asterix and Obelix. The English and Welsh have Britannia, the Scots Caledonia, the Swiss see themselves heirs to Helvetia and the Germans to Germania and Allemania. For Portugal it’s Lusitania, a tribe first encountered by the Romans after the Second Punic War, and eventually subjugated after decades of valiant resistance, epitomised by the talented Lusitanian warrior and tactician Viriathus. Reaching back through its history, there is a concerted effort by historians and the clergy to make a direct link between the Lusitanian people of pre-Roman Iberia and the modern-day Portuguese, skipping over centuries of Moorish occupation to reinforce this idea of unbroken, untainted Lusitanian heritage, with Viriathus as the first ‘national’ hero. In aid of that idea, no work has done more to promote this myth than Os Lusíadas (The Lusiads) by Luís de Camões, published in 1572. Camões, Portugal’s most influential poet, often held alongside Renaissance contemporaries such as Shakespeare and Milton, unashamedly mixes classical mythology with the story of Vasco da Gama’s journey to India. The heroes of the epic are the Lusiads, sons of Lusus, a cipher for the whole of the Portuguese people, destined to accomplish great deeds. The fantastical retelling of da Gama’s voyage is peppered through with accounts of the battles of Ourique, Aljubarrota and Cochin, while the characters face off against various dangers ranging from vicious storms and giants to the wrath of Roman gods. Os Lusíadas finds immediate success in a nation drunk on its own expansionist power, entrenching Camões’ version as the true national myth.


It’s ironic, then, that Os Lusíadas contains within it numerous homages and words of advice to the young King Sebastian I. The 21-year-old king launches an ill-fated crusade into Morocco in 1578, and has his army immediately routed. He instantly disappears in the desert and kicks off a crisis of succession. This crisis leads to sixty years of Spanish rule, a moment that marks the start of Portugal’s decline as a global superpower. Sebastian’s (almost certain) death in the battle of Alcácer Quibir is perhaps the last piece of the Portuguese national myth – the vanishing king comes to represent a heroic ideal, a version of the ‘King Beyond the Mountain’, a messianic figure destined to one day return and restore Portugal to its rightful place as a global hegemon. Sebastianism, beginning as a literal belief that the king would return, over time becomes a religious movement with the missing king appearing as a saint or spiritual figure. Sebastianism as a movement makes a regular resurgence throughout periods of strife in Portuguese history such as the Napoleonic occupation, reflecting moods of Portuguese nationalism, anti-Spanish reaction and a nostalgia for the ideals of the Reconquista and imperial expansion.


A revolution in 1640 followed by a long restoration war returns Portugal’s independence, and in the following centuries Portugal maintains and expands its colonial holdings slowly, its history punctuated by a devastating earthquake in 1755, the French peninsular invasions of 1807 and the transition to constitutional monarchy in 1822, leading to Brazilian independence. During the ‘Scramble for Africa’ and the Berlin Conference of 1890, the Portuguese government falls into a diplomatic conflict with the United Kingdom over the respective nations’ ambitions towards the land between Angola and Mozambique. The aftermath of the Scramble establishes the borders of Portuguese Guinea, Angola and Mozambique permanently, and Portugal’s status alongside its European neighbours as a serious colonial power. The king kowtowing to the British, however, becomes one of numerous gripes against the monarchy in a country shaking with nascent Republican ambitions. In 1908 King Carlos I and his heir-apparent Prince Luís Filipe are assassinated in Terreiro do Paço in Lisbon by Republican activists, and in 1910 the Portuguese Republican Party (Partido Republicano Português, PRP) leads a revolution that establishes the First Republic, exiling Portugal’s last king.


The First Republic is sixteen years of unrelenting chaos, one that sets the scene for the fascist state that follows it. Between 1910 and 1926 Portugal goes through eight presidents and forty-five governments, all the while experiencing an economic crisis, crushing debt and the Europe-spanning threats of the First World War. Mirroring similar movements in France and Mexico, early Portuguese republicanism’s defining feature is its fierce anti-clericalism, imposing a crackdown on churches, convents and monasteries and persecuting religious leaders. The turbulent political landscape is marked by escalating acts of violence, militant strike action, periodic military uprisings and borderline civil war, the government fluctuating wildly between different republican factions. There is a brief attempted monarchist resurgence and – anticipating a European trend – a year-long protofascist dictatorship under Sidónio Pais, starting in December 1917. Pais’ New Republic, with its banning of political parties, realignment with the Church and return to ‘traditional’ values, with reliance on the absolute authority of one charismatic figure, is a blueprint for what the Portuguese government will come to look like. His assassination in 1918 restores an increasingly unstable situation, each subsequent government seemingly another piece of evidence damning republicanism and parliamentary democracy as failed experiments. Portugal’s intervention in the First World War, on the Allied side, is justified partly as a way of maintaining control of the colonies, but the costly intervention in the conflict also has the effect of politicising and radicalising the armed forces against the Republic. On 28 May 1926, backed by the majority of political parties and a significant proportion of the population, a military coup mobilises across the country and overthrows the sitting government. Parading down Lisbon’s Avenida da Liberdade, General Manuel Gomes da Costa, resplendent in his military regalia and prodigious white moustache, is hailed by a crowd anxious to see the end of decades of street violence and political strife. Gomes da Costa’s reign is brief, however, as the dictatorship is immediately beset by internal political manoeuvring that puts General Óscar Carmona in charge, less than a month after the coup.


The new Military Dictatorship is quick to tear apart the progressive reforms of the First Republic, following in the footsteps of Sidónio Pais to establish an authoritarian state with control over every aspect of society, guaranteed by the military. What Carmona can’t do on his own, however, is resolve the economic crisis he inherits. For this, in 1928, the dictator turns to the keen mind of a professor of law from the University of Coimbra, Doctor António de Oliveira Salazar. Salazar, a respected thinker and orator among the religious and political right, and a strong Catholic voice with a reputation for economic brilliance, had spent the First Republic as a fierce opponent of the government’s anti-clerical attacks. His condition for taking over the post of finance minister is full control of all ministerial spending, giving him unprecedented power over the government. The result is an ‘economic miracle’ – a regime of austerity and tax hikes that balances the books – hailed by the international press as unparalleled. The professor’s economic and political acumen, combined with a cunning propaganda campaign designed to increase his standing, grants him, on the sixth anniversary of the coup, the Ancient and Most Noble Military Order of Tower and Sword – the oldest and highest honour awarded by the state. But Salazar has higher ambitions still, and a clear political framework in mind. Seeking to give direction to the Military Dictatorship, Salazar creates the National Union (União Nacional, UN), a political organisation (crucially never given the title of ‘party’) aiming to take forward his vision for the country. In 1932 Salazar is officially offered the title of Head of the Council of Ministers – head of the government. He still clings to his role as finance minister, but now holds an overall incontestable amount of power. From this new role Salazar births the Estado Novo.


The Estado Novo is a conservative, Catholic, authoritarian dictatorship, one that finds itself reflected in the ascendant politics of neighbouring European nations such as Franco’s Spain, Mussolini’s Italy and Hitler’s Germany. Unlike these figures, however, Salazar is far from a ‘strong man’ figure and does not bring with him the thuggish street movement typical of the other regimes. Salazar is thin, sombre, serious, his voice carrying a weedy sibilance more suited to a schoolteacher or clergyman than a fascist leader. His power stems from his status, political skill and the support of the nation’s upper class and elites, whom he puts into the driver’s seat of the new fascist state. The Estado Novo doesn’t derive its political legitimacy from the masses, or through anything as messy as representative democracy – it is a purely patriarchal system, a government of elite technocrats guiding the nation along an innately correct path, outside of which there is only ruin. Salazar presents himself as a man above political intrigue and parties, brought out under duress from his academic ‘splendid isolation’ in the nation’s time of need.1 King Sebastian, finally returned from Morocco to steer the nation away from crisis. The fundamental tenets of his Estado Novo, or rather the areas which are considered beyond the realm of debate, are outlined in an infamous speech of Salazar’s from 1936:




To souls torn by the doubts and negativity of the century, we seek to restore the comfort of the great certainties. We do not discuss God and virtue; we do not discuss Homeland* and its History; we do not discuss authority and its prestige; we do not discuss family and its morals; we do not discuss the glory of work and its duty.





This speech is subsequently summarised neatly into a slogan, used by the regime and its detractors alike: Deus, Pátria, Familia, God, Homeland, Family, the pillars upon which the New State stands unwavering. It is within this refusal to question the Homeland’s history that the Portuguese myth lies, and forms the backbone of both the Estado Novo’s colonial policy and its internal educational drive. The First Republic had never seriously challenged the status of the Ultramar (the collective name Portugal’s colonial holdings are known by). Now the new regime places Portugal’s colonial holdings as an integral part of its programme – and identity.


The Estado Novo’s Colonial Act of 1930 asserts Portugal’s ‘essential historic function of possessing, civilising and colonising overseas territories’, stripping the colonies of their limited financial and administrative independence and concentrating power in Lisbon in the hands of the colonies ministers – usually proponents of reactionary race theory. This is driven by two core beliefs. Firstly, Portugal’s latter-day colonialists see the overseas territories as an extension of the Reconquista and themselves as a civilising force among the savages, with a God-given and historical duty to rule the land and convert its inhabitants to Christianity. Foreign critics of the colonial project are accordingly dismissed as simply jealous – and part of a vast conspiracy of international powers intent on stripping Portugal of its hard-won land. Henrique Galvão, Commissioner-General of the 1934 Colonial Exhibition in Porto, states in a speech that Portugal’s Empire is part of a historic mission, forgotten after the liberal 1820s and revived under the Estado Novo. The colonies are themselves the very raison d’être of the nation, without which Portugal would lose its soul.2 This peculiar idea, the result of modern Portuguese exceptionalism colliding with the historic colonial holdings, is fully on display in a speech by General João de Almeida at that same conference. Almeida suggests Lusitanian heritage has its own character, bordering on an entirely different species, Homo Atlanticus, whose occupation of the Iberian coastline is an expression of nationality even before the existence of a state. With regards to the colonies, Almeida goes on to declare Portugal as integrating ‘the world into Western civilisation, of which Portugal became the apostolic, disseminating and defending People, like no other’.3


Back to the Monument to the Discoveries. On the occasion of Portugal’s eight-hundredth anniversary, the Estado Novo razes the parts of Belém in front of and surrounding the majestic Jerónimos monastery. Prior to 1940, the monastery sat at the centre of a thriving working-class neighbourhood, its front facing a river beach frequented by fishermen who would dry their catches under the building’s arches. Now, under the regime’s direction, it becomes Praça do Império – Imperial Square – thoroughly sanitised for official events and military pageantry.4 At its centre, the caravel with its body of stone and steel and figures of plaster towers above the eight-hundredth anniversary expo as a statement of intent. The figures are a rogues’ gallery of navigators and the royalty who sponsored their journeys; the men who carved out the Empire, their swords and crosses alluding to how it was done. As even the ardent followers of the Estado Novo understood it in 1934: ‘The Portuguese navigated to arrive at colonisation. Navigation was always a means [to an end].’5 The one-eyed Luís de Camões stands there as well, the great storyteller given a place among those whose stories he helped fix into the national psyche. The only woman on the vast structure is Philippa of Lancaster, mother of the so-called ‘Illustrious Generation’ that launched the golden age of exploration, forever knelt in prayer. The pious mother the Estado Novo wishes all women to be. This monument is God, Homeland and Family writ large.


Between the monument’s original unveiling in 1940 and its permanent placement on the bank of the Tagus in 1960, the Estado Novo is forced to reframe its colonial policies. In the half century since the Berlin Conference, and especially after the Second World War, colonies and colonial powers are less broadly accepted by the international community, as the politics of national self-determination have come to dominate. In order to remain in good standing with its budding Western allies and hold on to its colonies, the Portuguese state has to change. In the 1950s Salazar and the regime become more amenable to the theories of the Brazilian sociologist Gilberto Freyre, whose work Casa-Grande e Senzala (The Masters and the Slaves) begins to put forward a unique perspective on Portuguese colonialism. Freyre suggests that the Portuguese are more suited to colonialism, as they are more adaptable, in terms of climate and society, and more open to miscegenation. This results in a comparatively kinder and more civilised colonialism. Colonialism isn’t colonialism any more – it’s national integration. These broad strokes are eventually developed into the theory of Lusotropicalism, after Freyre visits Portugal and its African colonies on Salazar’s invitation. Using Lusotropicalism as a theoretical basis, the Estado Novo carries out a wholesale rebrand – the colonies are no longer colonies but ‘Overseas Provinces’, Portugal is no longer a colonial superpower but rather a multicultural, multiracial and, crucially, multi-continental singular nation – united and indivisible, ‘from Minho to Timor’, to quote an oft-used catchphrase. Under these new terms, to suggest giving up any of these provinces would be a gross violation of national integrity. In the background, the 1950s and ’60s see a spate of independent nations flourish across the African continent as France, Britain, Spain and Belgium relinquish their colonial holdings – including nations on the borders of Portuguese territories, such as Senegal and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Portugal’s stubborn insistence on clinging on becomes an outlier.


It’s in the middle of Portugal’s colonial rebrand that the Monument to the Discoveries makes its way permanently onto the southern bank of the Tagus. The ground behind the structure is a vast colourful compass rose made of cobbles with a map of the world at its centre, a gift from Apartheid South Africa. And despite Portugal’s attempt to frame its expansionism as benevolent, civilised and historically necessary, despite the further reforms intended to integrate the various colonised peoples into the Estado Novo’s culture, the experiment – trying to keep a colonial empire alive into the twentieth century – fails. One consequence of that failed attempt is showcased only a short walk away from the Monument to the Discoveries, in an old military fort: the Monument to the Overseas Combatants, a split stone and steel triangle jutting out of a pool of blue water, memorialising the countless dead in the service of preserving the Empire.


In early 1961 a series of labour disputes and raids by armed insurgents in Angola leads to a Portuguese military response, starting a war. In December of that year, after several years of diplomatic embargo and pushes for decolonisation, India invades the Portuguese territories on the subcontinent, leaving the paltry Portuguese defenders with no choice but to surrender. African independence movements start armed conflicts in Portuguese Guinea in 1962 and in Mozambique in 1964, the regime flatout refusing to cede to any external or internal demands for anything other than all-out war. The colonial war consumes the regime and its resources, the Estado Novo sending thousands of men to lose life and limb in Africa with singular, borderline fanatical purpose. The regime’s fundamental tenets force it into a corner – it cannot escape without also destroying itself.


In 1968, António Salazar suffers a brain haemorrhage and falls into a coma, leading President Américo Tomás to hand power to Salazar’s long-time ally Marcelo Caetano. And while Caetano arrives on the scene as an alleged reformist, ushering in a so-called ‘Marceline Spring’, the entrenchment of the reactionary right within the government and the top levels of the armed forces continues the policies of all-out war in the colonies, even as it becomes less and less tenable. The conquest of Africa, the plundering of its people and resources and its strategic use in the service of a sea route to India were the foundations of the Portuguese Empire. Over half a millennium later, clutching on to the legacy of that maritime golden age is what finally causes that Empire to crumble. The self-determination struggles of Angola, Mozambique, Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde have an indelible effect on the Portuguese Army, one that ultimately causes a critical mass of its junior officers to turn their guns against their own generals and launch a military coup, with the primary goal of ending the war. These officers, most of whom are in their late twenties to early thirties, succeed where decades of dissidents and opposition movements failed.


 


 


 


__________


* I am here choosing to translate the word ‘Pátria’, used ubiquitously in Portuguese as Homeland, though the ambiguous nature of the word means that at times ‘Fatherland’ or simply ‘Nation’ are more appropriate alternatives which may be used instead.
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General Humberto Delgado addresses a crowd on his campaign tour, May 1958.











 



CHAPTER TWO


FEARLESS


Many of the gravestones, tombs and mausoleums of Alto de São João cemetery are decorated with an odd feature – crossed stone flowers, in bas-relief. To someone unfamiliar with the flora of southern Europe and the Mediterranean, the flowers might seem strange, alien. In English they are known as the globe amaranth and the spiny thrift, but in Portuguese their names carry a much more poetic meaning – the Perpétua, a colourful, bulbous flower whose vibrant longevity even once plucked gives it its name – and the Saudade, a thistle-like thing that grows on sand dunes, its name meaning melancholic longing. It doesn’t take an academic to decipher the blunt symbolism of the flowers depicted together, and the prevalence of this detail is the exclusive preserve of Lisbon cemeteries, especially this one. Once you notice it, the flowers seem to peek out from everywhere, haunting this space where many of the regime’s greatest detractors were cremated years after the revolution.


But Alto de São João’s most striking monument doesn’t rely on subtle details. At the edge of one of the cemetery’s many pedestrian intersections stands a slab of black marble, framed by a curving ramp of concrete that surrounds it like a brutalist cloak. In white block lettering, the slab reads:




TO THOSE WHO


IN THE LONG NIGHT OF FASCISM


CARRIED THE FLAME OF LIBERTY


AND FOR LIBERTY


DIED


IN THE CONCENTRATION CAMP


OF TARRAFAL





The mausoleum marks the location of the remains of thirty-two men who died on the island of Santiago, Cape Verde, where the Estado Novo established a penal colony specifically for the anti-fascists who dared oppose it: Tarrafal. The history of Tarrafal is a history of the priorities of the Estado Novo. Between 1936 and 1954 it holds Portuguese dissidents whose ‘crimes’ need to be made an example of; and after a brief spell of disuse, between 1961 and 1974 its focus shifts to holding African freedom fighters, captured in the colonial war. The camp’s official name is the Cape Verde Penal Colony, but the people sent there who make it out alive call it the Slow Death, or the Village of Death, the Swamp of Death or the Yellow Hell, or simply – Tarrafal. Its location is chosen by Salazar and the regime’s secret police, PIDE, for its geographic isolation and harsh environment: the natural severe heat, lack of water and mosquitoes exploited by the guards as instruments of torture. The men who come here are told on arrival that ‘those who come to Tarrafal come to die.’ For a civilian dissident in the Estado Novo, Tarrafal is the threat that hovers perpetually overhead. Yet dissidence persists, even here, where members of the Portuguese Communist Party (Partido Comunista Português, PCP) strive to remain in contact with their comrades on the mainland and continue their struggle against the state. The forty-eight years of Portuguese dictatorship are marked by thousands of acts of rebellion, a tapestry of resistance that is all too often soaked in blood. Piece by piece, those acts build up a history that leads, inexorably, to the revolution.


It takes ten years for the autocrats at the top of the regime to decide Tarrafal is necessary. Resistance against the dictatorship starts long before Salazar is a household name, certainly among the general population. It doesn’t take long after the 1926 military coup for rebellion to begin brewing among the republican, democratic and liberal wings of society. The longevity of the National Dictatorship of Óscar Carmona is not a given – the constant turmoil of the First Republic suggests this might be another in a long line of failed governments, another beat in what has become a rhythm of constant change. The new regime is aware of the threat of rebellion the way a bus driver is aware of traffic – not a question of if, but when. Its attempts to crack down on democratic and republican organisations across the country are as yet a fruitless game of whack-a-mole; the republican parties, democratic organisations and trade unions are still too embedded in society and the military, the new regime is still consolidating its power and constructing its apparatus of repression. In the weeks leading up to February 1927, anti-regime forces attempt to congregate around a shared programme: defending the constitutional republic. Adherence to this notion isn’t universal – there is a feeling among many in the upper ranks of the military that, while their sympathies may lie with the republican cause, there is a danger of returning to the pre-coup chaos of the First Republic, to which the current military dictatorship is preferable.


It’s under these conditions that, on 3 February 1927, a ragtag assembly of intellectuals, anarchists, syndicalists and communists form the armed civilian wing of a first attempt at a coup.1 The military side is led by republican general Adalberto de Sousa Dias and a scattering of sympathetic officers, garrisons and police units. The rebellion begins in Porto, with the expectation that forces in Lisbon would start their own revolutionary front twelve hours later. The Porto units are outmatched and outnumbered by government forces, and they lack the element of surprise. Despite this they engage in pitched battles, barricade streets, entrench themselves and prepare for the inevitable siege. They wait for Lisbon to rise as well, to take control of train lines and prevent the government from sending reinforcements north, trying to force the government to fight a battle on two fronts. Lisbon’s military garrisons, however, are silent. For two days the Porto rebellion holds out, sending frantic messages to the capital for support.


When support finally comes in Lisbon, it is not out of the garrisons but from the labour movement. Across the city, workers begin to mobilise – spontaneous strikes and demonstrations materialise in solidarity with the actions in Porto and the police and the Republican National Guard (Guarda Nacional Republicana, GNR – the Portuguese gendarmerie) are engaging in violent clashes with the population. The coffee house A Brasileira, a Lisbon landmark regularly frequented by the poet Fernando Pessoa and the city’s intelligentsia, is shut down by the police for being an alleged site of republican agitation, one of several public establishments to receive this treatment. Syndicalist blocs south of the Tagus call a general strike and attempt to occupy the railways, but they are beaten to the punch by loyalist police and GNR battalions, who forcibly wrest control back from the workers. The relatively late action on the part of the Lisbon rebels means the government has already managed to send reinforcements north. As the rebellion in Porto begins to run out of ammunition, the support from Lisbon is too little, and too late.


It is only on the morning of 7 February that Lisbon military units finally break cover and get involved. A hundred and fifty sailors from the Marine Arsenal, a shipyard on the northern edge of the Tagus, sweep through GNR headquarters and police stations and pull together a force of over six hundred armed men and a dozen civilians. They raid the weapons factory at Santa Clara, inside an ancient red building that began as a thirteenth-century convent. In the north-western Lisbon outskirts of Pontinha, soldiers from the Sappers Regiment (Sapadores Mineiros) place government-loyal officers under arrest, and bring a sizeable squadron of men into the centre of the city. This is not the last time this particular regiment will face off against the government. They set up barricades in Largo do Rato and its arterial streets,* the revolutionary forces occupying a healthy swathe of central Lisbon north of the Tagus. They are joined now by Colonel Mendes dos Reis – now up to a force of eight hundred, the paltry rebellion chooses the Hotel Bristol, an unassuming thirty-six-room building at the top of Rua São Pedro de Alcântara, as the base of its operations. These men know their actions on this day are likely to amount to nothing – the rebellion in Porto has already been crushed, and the news of the northern surrender is already percolating through Lisbon. This is the ‘Revolution of Remorse’, the officers leading the rebellion racked with guilt at having left their northern comrades out to dry, in a feeble thrust of defiance at a regime that, they suspect, has already won.


Their suspicions are right. The next day Lisbon falls into a state of emergency, and the government gives any civilians carrying weapons four hours to surrender. The penalty for not doing so is execution without trial. For two days the Hotel Bristol and the rebel barricades are bombarded by government artillery, cannons from the top of São Jorge Castle raining fire on central Lisbon and the Marine Arsenal. The only armaments the rebels have that come close to matching the government forces are on the Navy cruiser Carvalho Araújo, captured by rebel sailors, which floats impotently on the Tagus in the face of the regime’s might. On the morning of 9 February, Colonel Mendes dos Reis makes a phone call from inside the Hotel Bristol, negotiating the surrender of the rebel forces. The Marine Arsenal holds out a little longer, until a brutal Air Force bombardment accelerates the inevitable surrender.2


On the south-west corner of Rato Square stands an ornate limestone fountain. The ivory stone is weathered grey with soot and age, blending in anonymously with the surrounding buildings, its two levels a relic from a time when pack animals were brought to drink here by the denizens of Lisbon. It is against the smooth surface of this fountain that the regime lines up captured rebels and opens fire, the bodies adding to the death count – ninety in Lisbon, a hundred in Porto, mostly civilians. Those numbers would be higher if Lieutenant Assis Gonçalves, given the order to execute all ‘nocturnal and recalcitrant’ elements, had not responded that he ‘only know[s] how to shoot enemies with guns in their hands’. Instead, the regime proceeds in a wholesale purging of republican and revolutionary elements, up and down the country. Those intellectuals associated with the rebellion who have senior positions in government departments, such as the directorates of the Lisbon Library, are removed from their posts. For the soldiers, officers and police who participated in the rebellion, their fate is a brief stint in Lisbon penitentiary followed by deportation without trial – to the distant Portuguese colonies of Guinea, Timor and Cape Verde, and to the Azores, a scattering of almost seven hundred conspirators now banned from returning to their homes in mainland Portugal. Some of the figures who escape the initial government sweep choose to exile themselves to Spain and France, where they found the Madrid and Paris Republican Leagues – groups made up of exiles and émigrés geared around drumming up support against the dictatorship.


The failure of the 1927 rebellion provides an unfortunate blueprint for not just the next decade of activity against the regime, but also the vast majority of later attempts to oust the government from power. Assessing the reasons for its failure after the fact, General Sousa Dias attributes it to tactical shortcomings: the rebel forces were outmatched in artillery and cavalry, and had insufficient military reserves for the job at hand. A more important factor, however, was the improvised and chaotic nature of the rebel plans, the lack of coordination and the fact that the Lisbon garrisons didn’t rise in sync with the forces in Porto. That society, and by extension the armed forces, was split on whether or not to back the rebellion meant the defeat was ordained before the first boots were ever on the ground. It will take nearly fifty years for the lessons of 1927, consciously or unconsciously, to be learned and put into practice.


The government crackdown in the aftermath of February 1927 is severe. Carmona’s dictatorship moves from, according to historian Irene Flunser Pimentel, ‘military and transitional to civilian and definite’,3 and with that shift comes the banning of republican movements, labour organisations and political parties. Among those affected is the anarcho-syndicalist General Confederation of Labour (Confederação Geral do Trabalho, CGT), whose militants were actively involved in the attempted rebellion and particularly the strike action that surrounded it. On 6 May 1927, a police force raids the old palace building at 38 Calçada do Combro, the CGT’s headquarters and the site of the printing press for their organ A Batalha. At the height of the CGT’s activity during the First Republic, A Batalha was a daily that had the third highest circulation of any newspaper in Lisbon – rising to the highest whenever the typographers were on strike. On 26 May, in another raid, the police completely destroy the Confederation’s offices – from that point A Batalha only re-emerges sporadically and illegally. Press censorship comes fully into force, and in the shadows of Portuguese society a clandestine movement begins to form and strengthen, the backbone of a republican movement that refuses, still, to be killed off. On the front pages of one of these clandestine republican papers, A Victoria, from 19 November 1927, the editors lay out a position that will come to define the next few years. Under the headline ‘Let us fight to the death’, the paper reads:




We need to react. We need to insist. Open war on the dictatorship, war without pause, everywhere and at all hours: in workshops and schools; in the cities, towns and villages; in the barracks and within the structures of the State; everywhere there is a will to push, a good man to convince. The dictatorship is the death of the Nation and the Nation cannot die.4





The 1927 rebellion marks the beginning of a prolonged period of struggle against the dictatorship, bordering on civil war – a chain of successive failed putsches known as the Reviralho, a term that translates as an act or movement of overturning. Reviralhismo is not a coherent political movement – it’s a strategy predominantly led by underground republican and democratic organisations with little ideological coherence beyond the reintroduction of a constitutional republic. Between 1927 and 1931 the regime faces off against multiple attempted rebellions and coups, none with nearly as much clout as February 1927, and with each one the surviving manpower of the resistance is further whittled away.


At the same time as the country is being successively rocked by the death spasms of Portuguese republicanism, the Communist Party is trying to find its place in the struggle. Unlike other European communist parties, the PCP doesn’t emerge from a split in an existing socialist party, but is formed from a tendency within the syndicalist movements and the CGT in the aftermath of the Bolshevik revolution, turning away from syndicalism to a Leninist conception of communism and of the Party. The communists intend themselves as the vanguard party of the working class, looking to steer the masses of the First Republic towards a system that deposes capitalism altogether. The founding congress of the Party takes place in Lisbon, in the headquarters of the Association of Office Workers on Rua da Madalena in 1921, and the Party affiliates to the Communist International not long after. The PCP’s modest growth during the First Republic is abruptly cut short by the military coup, which unfolds a day before the Party’s second congress and catches the communists by surprise. Disorganised and unable to put up an independent response to the coup, the PCP’s presence in Lisbon takes its first major hit when its headquarters on Rua do Arco do Marquês do Alegrete is raided and shut down by the police in August 1926. The crackdown in the aftermath of February 1927 drives the Party further underground, and begins years of internal soul-searching on the tactics and strategy to take against the authoritarian regime.


In July 1928 the 7th Chasseurs Regiment based in São Jorge Castle, the barracks that just over a year before was the source of sustained artillery fire onto the rebellious forces in the city centre, attempt their own coup. Once again syndicalists south of the river stage spontaneous strikes in solidarity with the soldiers, but this time the rebellion is crushed almost immediately, government batteries stationed in Parque Eduardo VII hammering the castle followed by an assault with armoured vehicles. The casualties are fewer, but nearly one hundred senior officers are arrested along with almost a thousand soldiers and junior officers, four hundred of whom are deported to the colonies.


The various police forces of the regime begin to gain a foothold in the revolutionary movements, infiltrating dissident groups and preventing rebellions before they can even get off the ground. A dozen conspiracies are dismantled in utero, each incident followed by arrests and deportations. This is the background hum to António Salazar’s rise to power. In the wake of another failed military rebellion on the island of Madeira in 1931, and of violent 1 May protests staged around the country by militant students and young communists, Salazar takes a big step outside of his role as finance minister to publicly condemn the ‘disorder’.


In August 1931, the importation of a substantial stockpile of weapons from newly formed republican Spain is the catalyst for another crack against the government. This time it is concentrated on the northern outskirts of the capital, in the neighbourhoods of Liberdade and the area surrounding Parque Eduardo VII, as well as further afield in Alverca, Sacavém, Pontinha and Alcântara. Once again, the rebellion is poorly coordinated; its instigators are unprepared and too quick off the mark, mistakenly relying on various military units that turn out to be loyal to the regime. Once again the Sappers Regiment in Pontinha joins the revolutionaries, but its decision to march towards central Lisbon on foot proves disastrous, as this gives the regime time to mobilise forces against it and violently decimate the Sappers in the alleys surrounding Lisbon Zoo. The parallels with 1927 are stark – once again rebels barricade themselves in Rato, once again they are bombarded from the castle on high. This time, after the government forces are victorious through sheer numbers and military might, the captured civilians are lined up and shot against the wall of the zoo; forty dead, thirty injured, over seven hundred deported to the colonies, including to newly built prisons in Timor that are precursors to the horrors of Tarrafal. In the midst of all this, popular opinion rallies around a calm, collected, stoic Salazar, one captured by the photographer Ferreira da Cunha. In the widely circulated photo, the soon-to-be dictator leans forward in the back of a car, his face furrowed in concentration as he listens to moustachioed Captain David Neto in full military regalia give a report on the developing situation. Salazar looks every inch the dignified leader ready to take Portugal into a new period of stability.


August 1931 marks the beginning of the end for republican-led insurrections against the regime. While the country sees a few more attempted uprisings, many coordinated by exiles in republican Spain, the inability to coalesce the republican forces around a positive political programme means the wind is decisively taken out of their sails. There is also a sense that the mood of the general public towards the republicans has hardened, that the constant violence is starting to take its toll on the population. In May 1932 Salazar gives a speech in which he appeals to the depoliticisation of the Church and the few remaining monarchists, and turns his attention to what are to become the primary enemies of his nascent Estado Novo – anarchists, socialists and communists – whom he derides for defending a society ‘without nationality, without family, without property and without morals’.5 In June, Carmona formally invites Salazar to form a government, and the conquest of power is complete. Salazar’s first moves are restating the ban on political parties and extending the apparatus of state censorship, as well as bringing in laws that punish ‘crimes of rebellion’, which include ‘offences against the prestige of the Republic’ as well as various forms of industrial action. In 1933 the main apparatus for enforcing these laws is brought into being: the Vigilance and State Defence Police (Polícia de Vigilância e Defesa do Estado, PVDE) which, alongside the newly formed National Propaganda Secretariat (Secretariado de Propaganda Nacional, SPN), forms the backbone of the Estado Novo’s quest to repress any ideological framework at odds with Salazar’s. Thus the stage is set for a direct confrontation between the Estado Novo and the labour movement.


Among Salazar’s multiple internal reforms is a new National Work Statute (Estatuto de Trabalho Nacional, ETN), which besides banning strikes and lock-outs essentially makes any trade union that doesn’t meet with government approval illegal. The government takes effective legislative control of all collective bargaining, bringing wages and working conditions into the sphere of the state. At this time the bulk of the organised labour movement is made up of three main organisations: the CGT led by anarcho-syndicalists, the Inter-Syndical Commission (Comissão Inter-Sindical, CIS) led by the communists, and the Federation of Workers’ Associations (Federação de Associações Operárias, FAO), led by the small Portuguese Socialist Party (Partido Socialista Português, PS). In the wake of the regime’s crackdown on the trade unions, the various groups attempt to coordinate a response, plagued by internal programmatic and strategic differences. The CGT and FAO form a joint plan for an ‘insurrectionist general strike’, where a national wave of strike action paves the way for yet another military uprising, and begin conspiring with the few remaining republican elements within the armed forces. This insistence on tying strike action to another republican uprising is opposed by the communists, who accuse the CGT of subordinating the workers’ movement to the bourgeois opposition. Despite this anti-putschist turn within the PCP leadership, some Party members in the CIS publish a call for a general strike and throw their lot in with the syndicalists. But in the meantime, the PVDE successfully sweeps through the country, first arresting the republican officers conspiring with the CGT and then hundreds of militant CGT and FAO members, leaving the organisations considerably weakened. Despite it being clear that the regime is aware of the plan, the call for strike action goes ahead, tabled for 18 January 1934.


The resulting workers’ mobilisation turns out to be explosive, literally. On the morning of the 18th, a PCP activist lobs a bomb onto a railway line on the eastern outskirts of Lisbon, causing a train to derail and immediately alerting the government’s military forces that the action is under way.6 The capital is rocked by more explosions, on Travessa do Cabral in central Lisbon and underneath a tram on Avenida da Liberdade. These actions, however, are not the triumphant herald to anything that could be described as a general strike. There are hubs of action in some Lisbon neighbourhoods, as well as in various towns and cities up and down the country – but the total participation doesn’t rise above a few thousand. In the town of Marinha Grande, workers manage to occupy the town hall and the GNR barracks, but a lack of organised leadership and a real plan for what to do next means the police take control of the situation in a few hours, scattering the armed strikers into the surrounding pine forests. Syndicalists in Almada and Barreiro, south of the Tagus, bring the railways to a halt, and in the town of Silves the cork manufacturers hoist a red flag above the workshops. Ultimately, however, this first salvo from the workers’ movement meets the same end that befell the various republican uprisings: failure, arrests, increased government repression, death. This is the first real test of Salazar’s mettle as de facto head of state, the first glimpse into how the Estado Novo deals with dissent. His answer to 18 January is the creation of the Tarrafal penal colony, its construction proposed in 1934 and the first prisoners shipped out in 1936. Of the 152 men imprisoned when the Swamp of Death is inaugurated, over a third are there due to their actions in January 1934.


The particular brand of fascist authoritarianism implemented by Salazar notably differs from the regimes in Italy and Germany in a few key ways. The violent goons that put Mussolini and Hitler in power are not required for the creation of the Estado Novo, and Salazar remains opposed to an independent paramilitary force – or street thugs outside of his control. Yet the Portuguese far right are itching to imitate the Brownshirts. Salazar sees an opportunity to kill two birds with one stone, directing the ebullience of the would-be street fascists against what he sees as the real enemies of the state. In the mid-1930s the Portuguese press is awash with articles decrying the dangers posed by next-door republican Spain, as well as the increasing influence of the Soviet Union. The year 1936 sees the creation of two organisations designed to combat that influence: the Portuguese Legion, a formal militia integrated into the state through the Ministry of the Interior, and the Portuguese Youth (Mocidade Portuguesa), in essence a youth extension of the former, modelled partly on the Hitler Youth. With these two organisations the Estado Novo can keep a close eye on the more extreme fascist elements in the country, and has another tool of repression against what Salazar calls ‘the great heresy of our time’: communism. From late 1936 public servants are required to make a statement under oath that they repudiate ‘communism and all subversive ideas’.


The communists, for their part, manage to come out of the events of 1934 relatively intact, and gain a certain amount of underground political clout as the chief target of Salazar’s ire. With a ringing endorsement as the main ‘enemy within’, the Party grows, and begins to expand its front organisations and youth wings, setting up printing presses for its various illegal newspapers within Lisbon apartments. The PCP’s membership is still modest, but its influence in various workplaces, as well as civil and military institutions, becomes hard to ignore. In late 1936, sailors on board the Portuguese warship Afonso de Albuquerque are seen to express support for the Spanish Republic as the ship makes stops along Levante, on the Mediterranean coast. On their return to Portugal, the seventeen corporals and cabin boys responsible are dismissed – leading to a wave of unrest and protest within that section of the Armada. In response to the dismissals, a group of around fifty sailors in the Revolutionary Organisation of the Armada (Organização Revolucionária da Armada, ORA) hold a meeting in Parque Eduardo VII. The regime’s repressive surveillance means parks and other open spaces, like secluded beaches, have become a standard meeting point for large groups such as this. ORA is one of the groups heavily influenced by the PCP, and the Lisbon Armada in particular has enough of a membership that they merit their own propaganda bulletin, the Red Sailor (Marinheiro Vermelho).


On the morning of 8 September, several dozen ORA men steal small rowing boats from the Cais do Sodré and paddle along the Tagus, making their way onto the Afonso de Albuquerque and another two warships, the Dão and the Bartolomeu Dias. The sailors subdue the ships’ commanding officers and hijack the vessels. It’s unclear what the final goal of the hijacking is – accounts range from an attempt to topple the government there and then, to delivering the ships to republican forces in Spain, or sailing the vessels to the Azores to free political prisoners and establish a base against the regime. Ultimately, whatever the plan is, it is unsuccessful – the regime mounts a speedy and decisive response, and the ships receive vicious sustained fire from shore as well as from the Air Force. It’s a bloodbath on the Tagus – ten sailors dead, over forty injured, and ultimately eighty arrests7 – thirty-four of whom have the dubious honour of being among the first shipped to Tarrafal. This rebellion is crushed – but a radical, communist wing of the Navy will persist for decades.


With its links to the Communist International, the PCP is able to smuggle its militants abroad to receive training in Moscow’s International Lenin School – a relationship that persists until 1939 when, suspecting the PCP has been infiltrated by the PVDE, the Comintern severs ties with its Portuguese section. Among those who make the journey to Russia is a young Álvaro Cunhal, cadre name ‘David’. A law student at the University of Lisbon, Cunhal has a fiery energy that belies his years, joining the Party at eighteen and becoming a member of the Central Committee only four years later. Like many of his fellow militants, Cunhal’s activity is interrupted periodically with stints in political prisons. During a rare period of ‘legal’ life in 1940, where he isn’t being actively pursued by the secret police, Cunhal teaches geography at the Colégio Moderno, a school in Lisbon’s Campo Grande. It’s at this school that Cunhal forges a relationship with Mário Soares, the bright young son of the Colégio’s founder. Soares’ childhood is marked by his father’s peripheral involvement in the anti-regime movements of the 1930s – even as a student he shows an enthusiasm for new ideas, and Cunhal is happy to oblige by bringing him into the communist fold. Soares becomes an active member of the PCP’s youth wing, and as the Party undergoes a period of internal restructuring, both Cunhal and Soares take on more significant roles in the left opposition to Salazar’s regime. Over three decades later, Mário Soares and Álvaro Cunhal will be on opposite ends of a political firestorm that will threaten to plunge the country into civil war.


As the regime becomes more practised in its repression, its politics grow decidedly out of fashion on the global stage. The victory of the Allied forces in the Second World War is awkward for the Estado Novo. Having started from a position of complete neutrality, towards the end of 1943 Portugal veers towards a tacit support for the Allied powers, granting the US use of the Azores as a strategic stop for its aircraft and ships. With the Allied victory the global mood towards fascism and authoritarian dictatorships, as well as colonialism, is soured. Salazar tries to keep the new global hegemons onside by renaming the more obviously fascistic state institutions – the National Propaganda Secretariat, for instance, becomes the National Secretariat for Information, Popular Culture and Tourism (Secretariado Nacional de Informação, Cultura Popular e Turismo, SNI). With these shifts the Estado Novo pays lip service to a more pluralist, free society – Salazar declares in a 1945 speech that ‘it is undeniable that totalitarianism has died as a result of this victory’, but that democracy in its various forms ‘is still subject to discussion’. The democratic opposition jumps on this moment of weakness. In late 1945 a new organisation, the Movement of Democratic Unity (Movimento de Unidade Democrática, MUD) is founded by a group of democrats in the Café Portugal, in the heart of Lisbon. The MUD writes a letter to the government requesting the right to hold an open meeting, which is granted. In a meeting room at the Almirante Reis Republican Centre, ensconced in a narrow alley down Rua do Benformoso, the chair Mário Lima Alves brings the gathered crowd to rapturous applause through a speech calling for the immediate closure of the Tarrafal concentration camp, and the installation of a new democratic system of government.
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