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Abstract

Dutch control of northeastern Brazil (1624–1625; 1630–1654) sparked 
a powerful, transatlantic Portuguese reaction, yet scholars have skewed 
the seventeenth century in favor of the more “enterprising” Netherland-
ers. This view represents the tendency for historians to mine relatively 
well-ordered Dutch and English language source material. Portuguese 
language depositions and chronicles, however, reveal that Luso-Brazilians 
served as translators, guides, and soldiers for both sides, directly influ-
encing the outcome of the war. Marginalized men and women negotiated 
 sociopolitical openings during times of conflict by drawing from prophecy, 
breaking social mores, and demonstrating loyalty to God and Portugal. 
Largely due to their efforts, the Luso-Dutch conflict for Brazil resulted 
in the permanent ouster of the Dutch West India Company from Brazil, 
served as a crucible for elite and popular Portuguese self-understanding, 
and led to the spiritual and material salvation of the kingdom of Portugal.

Keywords: Dutch Brazil, Brazil, Sebastianism, Portugal, António 
Vieira, Henrique Dias, Felipe Camarão, prophecy, millenarianism, 
João IV, Bahia, Recife, Domingos Fernandes Calabar, Manuel de 
Moraes

In April 1640, as the Dutch sailed into the Bay of All Saints, the mora-
dores of Bahia called upon Santo Antônio to protect them once again.2 By 
this time, the patron saint of lost causes had been promoted there with 
full honors to military captain; the city council had decreed for his “ef-
forts” he well deserved his rank and pay.3 Proof included the fact that 
Dutch West India Company troops had seized Bahia in 1624, but a joint 
Luso-Spanish force ousted them within a year. And while the Dutch 
rounded back to seize a large chunk of the Brazilian northeast in 1630, 
Bahia remained intact. Not even a forty-day siege of the town in April 
1638 seemed to lift the saint’s protection. Prayers to Santo Antônio, it was 
believed, helped keep safe the richest sugar-producing captaincy in all of 
Portuguese America. 

The Dutch fanned out across the Brazilian northeast, conquering 
Paraíba (1634), Sergipe (1636), and Ceará (1637), but by 1640, Bahia was 
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no lost cause—not yet.4 When they prepared to bombard Salvador, the co-
lonial capital and administrative center of Portuguese America, a young 
Jesuit priest turned, in his need, to an even higher power. In the aptly 
named church of Our Lady of Good Help, St. Anthony’s namesake, Antó-
nio Vieira railed on God for abandoning his faithful Portuguese:

After so much danger, disgrace, and after so many terrible deaths…
what lands have we [your faithful] gained to thus lose! …To the 
Dutch you’ve delivered Brazil, the Indies … the world is in your 
hands, as for us, the Portuguese and the Spanish, You have left us, 
repudiated us, undone us, and finished us off. But I remind You 

Majesty 
O Lord, those You cast out, You may one day seek and not find  

me….You 
may look for me tomorrow and not find me.5 

In a sermon meant to rally war-weary moradores, Vieira challenged 
God to remember his faithful Portuguese; nothing less than the world 
was at stake. Since the late sixteenth century, the Dutch, in the midst of 
their revolt against Habsburg Spain, had seized on the 1580 union of 
the Iberian crowns as an excuse to go after Portuguese claims beyond 
Europe. With the 1621 formation of the Dutch West India Company, 
this included Brazil. Two decades later, as the Dutch expanded their 
South Atlantic holdings, it seemed that God had indeed abandoned the 
Portuguese. 

In the telling of Dutch-held Brazil (1624–1625; 1630–1654), have schol-
ars have done the same? From the seventeenth century, the narrative 
arc of early modern Atlantic history has long bent towards the Dutch 
and later, the English, with the Iberian empires fading fast. Largely ab-
sent from their own story are the Portuguese. Yet an improvised Luso- 
Brazilian resistance bankrupted the West India Company and pushed the 
Netherlanders from the Americas (save Suriname).6 Neglect of the trans-
atlantic Portuguese reaction to the Dutch in Brazil—for nearly four hun-
dred years now—results, in part, from the enticement of the well-ordered 
West India Company archives. By contrast, the fragmented Portuguese 
record is scattered across the Atlantic world. In addition, contemporary 
Dutch-commissioned artistic, naturalist, and cartographic descriptions of 
the fleeting colony, deployed from the mid-seventeenth century on, im-
agined a well-ordered, “tolerant,” and profitable Brazil worth celebrat-
ing.7 One result is that for the last 400 years, these cultural productions 
have effaced a Luso-Brazilian pushback of two powerful empires—the 
Spanish and the Dutch.

The liminal space of Dutch Brazil offers an opportunity to steer 
 Luso-Brazilians into an early modern history crowded by narratives 
of  empire.8 A close read of contemporary chronicles points the way to 
marginalized people in Brazil who broke through the record elsewhere 
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in their own voices. For example, Father Manuel Calado’s O valeroso Lu-
cideno [1648] references Henrique Dias, the man who would lead Afro- 
descended men into battle, as well as his comrade-in-arms and Potiguar 
leader Felipe Camarão; the commanders’ rebuff of Dutch terms at the 
1638 Battle of Bahia is housed at Biblioteca Nacional do Brasil (BNB). 

Most source material for this work is in Portuguese. This includes ev-
idence translated from Dutch: from the mid-nineteenth century, Brazilian 
historians and government officials travelled to The Hague and trans-
lated and transcribed Dutch documents on the occupation of the Brazil-
ian northeast.9 Such work has been widely commented on and refined in 
successive generations, particularly by Pernambucan historians. The In-
stituto Arqueológico, Histórico e Geográfico Pernambucano (IAHGP) in-
cludes Adriano (Adriaan) Verdonck’s 1630 survey of Brazilian captaincies 
for the West India Company. Adriaan van der Dussen’s more thorough 
account (1638) includes descriptions of the indigenous, Luso-Brazilian, 
Afro-descended people of Brazil, as well as a detailed survey of land-
holdings and the owners and lavradores who worked them. Read against 
the grain, these documents also reveal the agency of marginalized Luso- 
Brazilians.10 For example, van der Dussen’s survey includes a listing of 
female lavradores and engenho owners, leading to a revisionist view of 

Figure 1. Map of Dutch-held Brazil, 1643.

Source: Martin von Wyss, vW Maps, ©2019 (with permission).
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meek, submissive Portuguese women who could hardly manage their 
own affairs and would run to the Dutch. Finally, for a perspective beyond 
Portuguese and Dutch belligerents, this work makes use of contemporary 
English observations.

How and why did marginalized Luso-Brazilians negotiate the Dutch 
presence and affect the outcome of the war? With help to fight the Dutch 
months away and across the Atlantic, Spanish (to 1640) and Portuguese 
(from 1641) aid to Brazil proved inconsistent at best; only the above- 
mentioned 1624 rescue effort proved successful.11 Imaginative prayers 
and irreverent sermons reflected unexpected local action in the pro-
tracted war. But Santo Antônio’s “promotions,” like assistance from the 
metropole, only went so far. Afro-descended, indigenous, and mixed- 
descent men and women served the Portuguese or the Dutch—and some-
times even both. Their efforts as translators, guides, soldiers, and spies 
directly influenced the tide of war either for or against the Portuguese 
until the final expulsion of the Dutch in 1654. As such, the traumatic mo-
ment known as Dutch Brazil served as a crucible for Luso- Brazilian self- 
understanding and an experience, as Padre Vieira well knew, that played 
out on an  Atlantic and world historical scale.

The Dutch in Brazil
The origin and significance of transatlantic Portuguese resistance to 

the Dutch in Brazil is sourced in the sixteenth century. In 1578, Portugal’s 
childless young king Sebastian’s mission to “be lord of all of Africa” not 
only resulted in his disappearance on a North African battlefield, but also 
sparked a succession crisis—and rumors, rooted in prophetic ballads, of 
his eventual return.12 Two years later, Philip II of Spain claimed the throne 
in a union of the crowns. This had consequences for Portugal, and not just 
on the domestic front: at this time Spain was at war with Dutch provinces 
that had revolted against its rule.13 The Dutch took the union of Iberian 
crowns—Portugal, now joined with Spain—as open season on Portu-
guese possessions overseas. Claiming their territory overseas was “just” 
and “fair” in no small part, because now the Portuguese were part of the 
Spanish empire.14 To the east, Portuguese possessions—notably the Spice 
Islands—fell to the Dutch through the first decade of the seventeenth 
century and again at the expiration of the Twelve Year Truce (1609–1621) 
between the Spanish and the Dutch. When the truce lapsed, the Dutch Es-
tates General (governing body of the United Provinces) granted a charter 
for the Dutch West India Company to operate much as its eastern coun-
terpart, the VOC—but in the Atlantic World.15 The main target? Brazil.

In 1624, the Dutch West India Company ships sailed into the Bay of 
All Saints and in less than twenty-four hours seized control of Salvador, 
the colonial capital of Portuguese America and Bahia and the richest 
 sugar-producing captaincy in Brazil. One year later, the Luso-Spanish ar-
mada, the largest to ever cross the Atlantic, retook Bahia and ousted the 
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Dutch from the captaincy for good. But by 1630, the Dutch, flush with 
profits from seizing a Spanish silver ship, were able to round back to 
take Pernambuco, the second most profitable captaincy in all of Brazil. 
Olinda, the seat of power, and her main port Recife fell within a month.
This first phase phase of the Luso-Dutch war for Brazil lasted until 1636, 
after Luso- Spanish armies retreated south of the São Francisco river to the 
now stronghold of Bahia. From 1637–1644 the fighting tapered off. This 
was at best an interregnum, however, rather than the interlude of order 
imagined and promoted by Dutch scholar-aesthetes and their West India 
Company patron; unexpected resistance by nonelite Luso- Brazilians 
forced fighting out into the open by 1645.16

“Wild Nations of People”
“If the country were capable of speech and could address you, it 

would surrender itself to you”—so began an account of short-lived 
Dutch rule in Northeast Brazil (1630–1654), an ode, really, to the fleet-
ing  colony’s governor-general Johan Maurits van Nassau-Siegen.17 
There was more such praise, nearly all of which Maurits had commis-
sioned prior to setting sail across the Atlantic general for “Nieuwe Hol-
land,” as the fleeting colony was also known. In the dominant Dutch 
imaginary, his artists “mapped” loyalty to Dutch order on “Brazilian” 
bodies.18 For instance, Albert Eckhout, one of the forty-six artisans Mau-
rits plucked out of obscurity to document his tenure, created a life-size 
ethnographic series (Figure 2) of the “types” of Brazil. These were the 
“wild nations of people,” Maurits hoped to “tame” under the Dutch 
rule.19 Here, Eckhout depicted African, indigenous, or mixed-descent 
men and women as ready to serve Maurits and the Dutch cause.20 
Such aesthetic ambition was an embellishment, perhaps, of the “Grand 
 Design”—the imperative, given the 1580 union of Iberian crowns—to 
seize Portuguese Atlantic possessions and make Brazil the seat of Dutch 
power in the Americas.21

In a 1639 letter sent to Maurits, scholar-biographer Barleus wrote of 
the challenge of knowing ally from enemy; early in the decade, the West 
India Company (WIC) officials in Brazil had trouble distinguishing the 
same.22 Artist Albert Eckhout’s vision of loyal locals was realized, at least 
in the form of Domingo Fernandes Calabar, a “mulato” or “mameluco” 
who unexpectedly betrayed the Portuguese. In the first years of conflict, 
the Spanish-Luso-Brazilian army confined the Dutch to the Pernambu-
can towns of Olinda and Recife until Calabar turned up in their camp.23 
On the run from the Portuguese for criminal acts in Porto Calvo, Calabar 
soon proved deserving of Dutch trust.24 For his “advise and meanes” and 
for being a “polilitique stoute fellow, and knowingge all passages and 
hye ways the whole land through” Dutch-led forces were able to much 
“annoy” the Portuguese. Fluent in Tupi, he gained indigenous allies 
for the invaders.25 He led his own expeditions, nighttime and predawn 
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sorties though secret paths and riverine channels that caught sleeping 
moradores unaware. By 1635, three years after he joined forces with the 
West India Company, he was directly responsible for the surrender of 
the Forte Real do Bom Jesus, a major Portuguese stronghold between the 
towns of Olinda and Recife. This led to the withdrawal of the resistance 
army to Bahia.

As a result of his skill and effort, Calabar was “soon made a captain, 
and then a sergeant-major; all this well-deserved, given the “considera-
ble damage” he caused the Portuguese.26 He served on the Dutch West 
India Company military council until his capture and summary execu-
tion by the guerilla resistance in 1635. But as one Portuguese eyewitness 
and high-ranking official noted, it was only after two years of terrible 
conflict that and the “loss and work” that came with it, “this mulato who 
was the first to pass to the adversary.”27 In other words, up until this time 
no other Portuguese subject had up to this time proven disloyal to the 
resistance.28

Some Portuguese subjects crossed over to the Dutch and back again, 
causing damage to both sides. By all accounts, Padre Manoel de Mo-
raes had been faithful servant of God since he left São Paulo to join the 

Figure 2. Albert Eckhout’s “Types of Brazil.”

Source and notes: Albert Eckhout, series of eight figures, 1641, oil on canvas,  
 located in the National Museum of Denmark, https://samlinger.natmus.dk 

/searc?q=eckhout.Top row (L-R): “Tapuya Man,” “African Man,” “Tupi Man,”  
“Mulatto Man.” Bottom row (L-R): “Tapuya Woman,” “African Woman,”  

“Tupi Woman,” “Mameluke Woman.” 
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Company of Jesus in Pernambuco. There he led his own indigenous troops 
into battle against the Dutch from 1630, engaging in battle with perhaps 
a bit too much relish for his Jesuit superiors. However, a much impressed 
Commander Matias de Albuquerque bestowed upon him the formidable 
title of “captain-general of the Indians.”29 Like Calabar, this “very dark, 
Asian looking” priest proved himself in battle many times over and with 
his fluency in Tupi.30 After several years of leading índios aldeados (indige-
nous from Jesuit-run villages) against the Dutch, de Moraes surrendered 
quite willingly to the West India Company forces at the Battle of Paraíba 
(1635). Now joined with his former enemies, he passed on valuable in-
formation, including the whereabouts of six aldeias. Dressed as a Dutch 
captain, he communicated with indigenous chiefs, encouraging them to 
ally with the Netherlandish invaders. In Recife, the former Jesuit shat-
tered his vows by openly consorting with Dutch prostitutes Cristianaaz-
inha Harmens and Maria “Cabelo de fogo” (“Hair of Fire”) Roothaet. It 
was well known that well before this time de Moraes had broken the sixth 
Jesuit commandment of abstinence, but now all inhibition and pretense 
was dropped. Friar Domingos de Coelho, who had promoted him to gov-
ern aldeias in the first place, sent letters three times urging him to drop 
his sinful ways. Moraes declined to respond, and the Company of Jesuits 
expelled him once and for all.31

Besides damaging the Jesuit image, Manoel de Moraes betrayed his 
former compatriots in a profoundly personal way. He led his own Tu-
pinambá soldiers in battle—only this time, against the Portuguese. Like 
Calabar, he was promoted to captain by the Dutch, but the former priest 
flaunted his new status with the Calvinists and “jeered at Portuguese 
prisoners who would not eat meat on Good Friday.”32 In the company of 
his new compatriots, Manuel de Moraes journeyed to the Netherlands, 
where he seemed ready to dispense with his wandering eye and soldier-
ing ways. He converted to Calvinism, married, and fathered two children. 
He proved exceptionally useful to the Dutch cause, developing a Tupi 
dictionary for the West India Company. This contribution aided Dutch 
settlement efforts in the next few years.33 Within a few years, however, 
he returned to Brazil, recanted, and even served at a turning point bat-
tle against the Dutch. Still, for his treachery and harm to the Portuguese 
cause, he was sent to Lisbon to face the Inquisition.34

Despite the efforts of de Moraes, and contrary to claims that Dutch- 
indigenous alliances helped establish and influential Atlantic empire,” 
the agency, choice, and possibilities of indigenous soldiers reflects the 
context in which they chose sides.35 During the 1624–1625 Dutch invasion 
of Salvador, then-novice António Vieira reported to the Company of Jesus 
that the Tupinambá were the “primary weapon” which “dealt horror to 
the enemy.”36 He further noted that upon the death of the Bishop of Bahia, 
“the indians from our aldeias, in particular, cried the most at his passing, 
because he was their father, defender, and protector.”37 Yet after 1630 
thousands of Brasilianen fought with the Dutch against the Portuguese. 
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This alliance can be traced from the Dutch expulsion from Bahia in 1625, 
when West India Company officers brought at least twenty Potiguares to 
the United Provinces “at great cost” to learn Dutch and studied Calvin-
ism.38 Such efforts were an important part of preparation for the 1630 
Dutch assault on Pernambuco.39

Potiguar soldier Felipe Camarão, trained in Christian verse and the 
art of war by none other than disgraced Manuel de Moraes, remained 
loyal to the Portuguese cause.40 From 1630, Camarão offered his services 
to ground commander of the Luso-Brazilian troops Matias de Albuquer-
que, eventually rising to the rank of “Commander of all Indians.”41 Fueled 
by prayer, “Camarão gave infinite thanks to the divine power,” after one 
successful battle, “on which depended so much as he was a man fearful of 
God and a good Christian.” The impressed chronicler noted that Camarão 
took out his relic of the Virgin Mary and kissed it, serving as an example to 
his men.42 During the 1638 siege of Bahia, Johan Maurits offered him and 
other leaders clemency for resisting the Dutch. Camarão showed no inter-
est, replying that he and his men would defend with sword that which the 
Dutch tried to conquer “with paper”—like said pardon. “And for those 
who know how to punish, like my soldiers,” he scoffed, “your promises 
and pardons seem ridiculous.”43 Contemporary accounts single out Ca-
marão’s valor, especially during this battle for Bahia.44 For his enduring 
fealty, he received royal recognition and a host of honors. ( Figure 3)

“Northern [i.e. Dutch] images,” warns Svetlana Alpers, “…show 
that meaning by its very nature is lodged in what the eye can take 
in— however deceptive that might be.”45 For example, Eckhout’s loyal 
“ African Man” wears an Akan sword that belies his slave status, an ex-
traordinary leap of the artistic imagination.46 (Figure 2) In fact, possession 
of northeast Brazil and efforts to restart sugar production had, by the late 
1630s, catapulted the Netherlanders into human trafficking for “without 
slaves, nothing will get done,” complained Maurits to the Dutch West 
India Company officials.47 On his initiative, the Dutch seized the West 
African Portuguese-held fort of Elmina in 1637, the same year Eckhout 
painted his ethnographic portraits. By 1641, the Dutch seized São Paulo of 
Loanda in Angola, an important step for the Dutch in guaranteeing labor 
for sugar mills. This was a victory that “counted higher than any other” 
due to the “great profit it will afford,” wrote a certain N.N. “and I doe not 
doubt but the company shall bee furnished from thence with all sorts of 
commodities.”48

Still, a shortage of African labor remained a chronic problem due to 
death by overwork or suicide. Dutch-commissioned art catalogued the 
conditions of African slaves at that time. The following note was affixed 
to the back of a Frans Post rendering of a sugar mill Maurits gifted to 
Louis XIV in 1679:

Sugar mill powered by water with kilns, where the syrup 
is extracted from the cane for the making of the sugar. 
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In the mouth of the kiln the fire is so hot that the Negro slaves 
prefer to die, and for this reason, they poison themselves when 
they are able, suffering as the do with that heat.49

The arrival of the Dutch in Pernambuco also marked the start of slave 
flight to the interior and labor upheaval as the invaders sacked and pil-
laged towns to stake claim. While mocambos, or settlements of runaway 
slaves, had developed prior to the arrival of the Dutch in 1630, Palmares 
would become the greatest such refuge.50 In the early chaos of the Dutch 
invasion, about forty African slaves took flight to the interior where they 
formed a Palmares, literally “the palms,” deep in the interior. “During 
the rule of Count Maurits,” wrote one WIC soldier stationed in Pernam-
buco at this time, “the Negros of these Palmares wreaked considerable 
damage, especially on those living in the countryside, in Alagoas, and 
300 musketeers, 100 mamelucos and 700 Brazilians were needed to con-
tain them.”51 

The Dutch viewed as a menace the “band of thieves and fugitive 
slaves [who] lived there and formed a society of criminals and bandits 
who raided the Alagoas, where they devastated the cultivated fields.”52 In 
the neighboring captaincy of Alagoas, the forests provided safe haven for 
those who live in what would be known as greater and lesser  Palmares—
at the time, about 6,000 thousand fugitives.53 Fifteen years later, the 
two mocambos of “palmares” had grown to ten.54 In 1644, Maurits or-
dered a search for Palmares, with the intent to destroy the problem. That 
 expedition failed, as did another the following year.55

Free Africans were among Portuguese subjects who professed and 
proved their unswerving loyalty to the high ranking officials. Top com-
manders accepted their aid when it became clear that the Portuguese 
could not “continue to hold Brazil without the help of the African sol-
dier.”56 In the midst of one wretched campaign, Henrique Dias, a free 
man of African descent, offered his services and that of his men to Gen-
eral Matias de Albuquerque. (Figure 3) “It seemed to him [Dias] that 
we needed his person,” wrote a contemporary, “and this the general 
accepted, with a few men of his color.” Indeed, when his left hand was 
shattered in battle, Dias ordered the surgeon to take it off at the wrist. 
“I still have my right hand with which to fight the Dutch!” he pro-
claimed. Dias would rise to the rank of commander. De Albuquerque 
gave him free rein to lead his swelling company of Afro-descended 
soldiers—later known as the  Henriques—provided that all men were 
all free.57 In 1638, with no end to the war in sight, the Dutch offered 
pardons to the leaders of the Portuguese resistance. Dias scoffed: he 
wrote his own men included Angolans, men from Minas, as well as cre-
oles. They were “ill-tempered, badly behaved men who neither feared 
nor obeyed anyone.”58 News of Dias’ continued efforts and sacrifice 
against the Dutch reached the crown. He was given the title of fidalgo 
and named to an honorary military order. “And without doubt this 
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was just [merited] because of the blood he spilled from many wounds” 
for the Portuguese.59

Luso-Brazilian women never receive such recognition, and Dutch 
renditions focused on their appearance rather than their potential threat 
to the Dutch order. “Very few Portuguese men and women are good- 
looking,” noted a Dutch West India Company officer stationed in Recife, 
“they are dry of face and with dark skin. While still girls, the women lose 
their teeth, and because they are used to always sitting, they are not as 
agile as the Dutch women, and walk about in [high heels] as if they had 
chairs on their legs.”60 On the other hand, Englishman Cuthbert Pudsey, 
soldier for the West India Company, wrote that the “gentyler kynde of 
women” proved a challenge for men to resist as “they spayred noe treas-
ure for apparel to bewitch their loovers arts wth their bewtyes, having for 
helps at hands odoriferous prfumes.”61 

Dutch sources note that “The men are very jealous of their women 
and ever keep them shut away, recognizing that those from their own 
nation are inclined to [corrupt them],”62 but most wives raised families 
and held onto property while their husbands engaged in the resistance 
away from home. While wives of Portuguese planters rarely ventured off 
their engenhos except for religious services, they tended to see themselves 

Figure 3. Henrique Dias and Felipe Camarão.

Soure and note: Dias (l) and Camarão (r). Both 17th century (n.d.) oil on  canvas  
96 cm x 70 cm, Museu do Estado de Pernambuco, Recife.
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as “moons among the stars” for their access, despite relative isolation, 
to resources and their ability to wield them.63 Like men, “productive” 
women could request sesmarias, if they indicated that they had cattle and 
could grind sugar, and, in short, could prove their worth.64 They rented 
land to Portuguese Dutch men for the purpose of getting out the safra 
(harvest) and selling sugar on the world market. They also ran engenhos 
(sugar mills) in the absence of their husbands and owned property in 
their own right, according to Portuguese inheritance law. And they en-
gaged against the Dutch. 

In early March 1641, Dona Jerônima de Almeida of Porto Calvo, a no-
blewoman and mother of nine daughters and three sons, was turned in 
to West India Company officials for treason.65 One of her slaves whom 
she had recently whipped disclosed damning evidence: packets of letters 
from rebel stronghold Bahia, where her husband was active in the resist-
ance against the Dutch.66 She was then hauled to Recife, the capital of 
the Dutch colony. After a thorough investigation, she was charged with 
allowing resistance meetings in her house. The letters revealed her con-
nection to a known Dutch West India Company traitor who warned her 
“not on her life” to reveal anything about such rendezvous.67 In her depo-
sition to Dutch West India Company officials, she confirmed the meeting 
but claimed ignorance of any conspiracy as she could neither “read nor 
write,” did not know of such things, and was busy making dinner the 
night she supposedly engaged in “treason.”68 Still, she was sentenced to 
death by hanging. Upon hearing word of her impending execution, her 
fellow noblewomen went en masse to governor-general Johan Maurits 
to intervene on her behalf. As a result of their action, Dona Jerônima re-
ceived full pardon.69

Luso-Brazilian women took action, even if they stayed close to home 
and hewed to social expectations. One anonymous English author noted 
that the Portuguese women “in their daintinesse may not set a foote on 
the ground” but commented that he “saw the time they were glad to 
make use of their feete to save their lives.”70 Woman of no or few means, 
however, seemed less constrained by social convention and more di-
rect in their confrontation with the Dutch. For instance, Maria Ortiz re-
pelled West India Company troops in her home village of Nossa Senhora 
da Vitória in the captaincy of Espírito Santo. Apparently her father was 
away and had warned his wife and daughter to take care when the Dutch 
troops swarmed into town. Maria—then sixteen or twenty-one, depend-
ing on the source—tossed boiling water on the head of a Dutch captain 
and forced their defeat.71

Non-elite women also went into battle against the Dutch. They in-
cluded the celebrated Clara Camarão, “the warrior” who fought side-by-
side with her husband, the above-mentioned Felipe Camarão.72 In one 
losing battle against the Dutch, she was said to have wielded arms and, 
ignoring the shrieks of the “ladies of Porto Calvo,” marched to the front 
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to fight.73 “Sightings” of Clara Camarão have been derived mainly from 
the work of contemporary chronicler Diogo Lopes Santiago.74 In the next 
century, Benedictine monk Domingos Loreto Couto admiringly described 
her “manly” actions against the Dutch:

In the Pernambucan War of Restoration, the valor of D. Clara woman
of the Governor of Indians D. Antonio Felippe Camarão was one of her 
most illustrious highlights: because armed with sword and bouclier 
[small shield] and on horseback, seen by the admiring Dutch and  

to our 
own applause in one of the most dangerous conflicts at her hus-

band’s side, 
such noble feats obscure the memory of Zenobia of Palmyria; of 

Camilla, 
Queen of Vulcans; Semiramis, Queen of Babylon.75

The accounting—and recounting—of the Luso-Dutch Battle for  Brazil 
affords a closer view of women marginalized women long obscured by 
their description as helpless, passive, frivolous, and hidden from sight. 
Chronicles and records suggest action divorced of stereotypes and 
highlight avenues for elite and marginalized women. They may have 
 appeared to have been isolated from society in their homes or on their en-
genhos, but as grantees of sesmarias and engenho owners, women proved 
 productive—and some, like Dona Jerônima, engaged in the resistance 
against the Dutch. Unlike the case of the dona do engenho Dona Jerônima, 
neither Maria Ortiz nor Clara Camarão woman appear to have made it 
into the Dutch official record. Today, however, both nonelite women are 
enshrined in Brazilian national memory.76 An escadaria (a set of hillside 
steps), first built in the 1920s where Ortiz was presumed to have lived, 
was recently renovated.77

Restoration
“Arise O Lord! Why do you sleep?” António Vieira challenged God as 

the Dutch trained their guns on Salvador in April 1640.78 It seemed then 
that God had turned his back on the Portuguese. But the Dutch failed to 
take Bahia yet again, and Vieira was only ever lauded for this sermon 
in which he exhorted the Portuguese to take up arms against the Dutch. 
Across the Atlantic, Portuguese nobles soon ended Spanish rule in a swift 
coup and Vieira would serve as adviser to the new king Dom João IV 
and diplomat for Portugal. By 1641, the kingdom had not one but two 
enemies with which to immediately contend; besides the Dutch, who 
continued their expansionary violence in Brazil, the Spanish now massed 
on Portugal’s border, preparing to invade as punishment for Portuguese 
defiance. The Spanish crown also offered Brazil to the Dutch in ongoing 
peace talks.79
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In a 1640 rendition of Fort Frederick Hendrick (Fig. 4), Frans Post, 
commissioned by Maurits to paint Dutch-held Brazil, imagined a well- 
ordered world under his patron’s control.80 Following contemporary 
Dutch style, the sky takes up more than half the composition; the fort 
looms in the background of what appears to be a simple scene. We see 
three unshod figures—in Brazil, bare feet a sign of slavery for them all—
either walking to or from Fort Frederick Hendrick.81 Yet there was no 
such surrender. The stories of non-elite including Henrique Dias, Felipe 
Camarão, and Dona Jerônima de Almeida reveal that the rhetoric of 
Dutch aesthetic ambition belied the realities of conquest.

Towards the end of the Luso-Dutch wars, Vieira noted that that “Men 
invented books to preserve the memory of things past, against the tyr-
anny of the times, and against the forgetting of men… which is an even 
greater tyranny.”82 Given the aesthetic ambition and prolific output of the 
Dutch, it is tempting—and reasonable—to cast the Dutch in Brazil as a 
remarkable achievement of an upstart colony. But overlooked Portuguese 
language texts reveal that the Dutch in Brazil served as an opportunity 
for marginalized subjects regardless of which side they chose: for some, 
the conflict led to sociopolitical openings and a place in Brazilian memory. 
The military-saint Anthony, Father Anthony, and the records of resistance 
fighters in seventeenth-century Brazil point the way to on-the-ground 
improvisation and resistance. Such considerations afford us a glimpse of 
overlooked and game-changing individuals during the “Divine War of 

Figure 4. View on Fort Frederick Hendrick.

Source and notes: Frans Post (1640), oil on canvas, 66cm x 88cm  
Ricardo Brennand Institute, Recife.
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Liberation,” as the conflict in Brazil came to be known, to final victory in 
1654. Salvation, then, came neither from above, nor from the metropole, 
but from across the Atlantic in the unlikeliest of sources—non-elite Portu-
guese subjects in Brazil.
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EEBO (Early English Books Online)
NL-HaNA (Nationaal Archief)
BNB (Biblioteca Nacional Brasil)
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