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Migration, labour and ethnicity: 

The Portuguese and English at Manaus harbour, 1880-1920 

This article examines the composition of urban workers in the Amazon port of Manaus during its most dynamic 

modernising period of the rubber boom (1880-1920), with particular reference to the different, and polarised, roles 

played by migrant Portuguese and English, with the Portuguese often working for British companies. Emphasis 

is particularly placed on activities carried out by dockers and other port workers in the harbour area, as well as 

interactions between the Portuguese and British and their relationships with the “rubber city” and its other 

inhabitants. The article considers the segregation that occurred and the stereotypes that resulted from this.1  

By Maria Luiza Ugarte Pinheiro2 

 

Conflict in the port of Manaus 

Between 1880 and 1920, dockers and workers in Manaus were engaged in a struggle for improved 

conditions, such as for a reduction of the daily working day and the right to establish a union. The latter 

was achieved and a union has represented the workers, with ups and downs, until the present day.3 An 

example of the strength of the workers’ action can be seen from the confrontation with Manáus Harbour 

Ltd, the English concessionaire of the city's port services and largest employer in the port, which had 

been founded in 1862. As a rule, the company refused to discuss workers’ grievances with the workers’ 

association and, later, the union, but on several occasions (1899, 1911, 1913, 1917, 1919, 1923 and 

1925) it was forced to give in to pressure from the workers’ representatives and sign agreements with 

them. Thus, in practice, the employers not only recognised the existence of workers' associations and 

unions, but also recognised their strength. However, the workers did not always agree with their unions. 

In January 1911, for example, approximately 2,000 stevedores and carters, becoming aware of an 

agreement between employers and their association to end a strike, not only rejected the agreement, but 

even replaced the association’s board, maintaining the strike and its demands.  

Many achievements (such as improved salaries) were often quite ephemeral and, in fact, there was no 

significant improvement in the financial condition of the dockers throughout the period. On the other 

hand, it appears that benefits were achieved with regard to health and safety matters, with improvements 

being made to safety and the companies agreeing to meet the cost of health treatment. Some concessions 

were also made on hours worked, particularly on the night shift. It is quite likely that, given the 

recurrence of strikes, employers were tempted to avoid confrontation by making minor concessions.  

Migration 

The research conducted for this study led us to inquire about the ethnic composition of these urban 

workers during the 1880-1920 period and the overlap of interethnic and class relations.4 To date, social 

historians of this period have tended to concentrate on the flow of workers to the Amazon rubber 

plantations from Ceará and Rio Grande do Norte in the northeast of Brazil.5 In contrast, little attention 

 
1 This article is a translated and abridged version of Migração, trabalho e etnicidade portugueses e ingleses no porto de Manaus, 1880-

1920, first published in Varia Historia, Belo Horizonte, Vol. 30, No. 54, p.807-826, Sep/Dec 2014. The original article can be found at: 

https://www.scielo.br/j/vh/a/7myL7PXNbbsMzgp7h6B4GHQ/?lang=pt 
2 Departamento de História, Universidade Federal do Amazonas, Manaus (AM), Brazil 
3 As early as 1899, the year of the first documented dockers' strike, workers were organized around the Beneficent Association of Stevedores 

and Wagoners. The Longshoremen's Union was created in 1914.  
4 In a study on the port of Rio de Janeiro, Maria Cecilia Velasco e Cruz found that “ethnic or racial rivalries were one of the main limits of 

the movement of Brazilian labour in the First Republic” and that the area of the port “would have been the place where such differences 

arose with greater intensity”; CRUZ, Maria Cecilia Velasco, Cor, etnicidade e formação de classe no porto do Rio de Janeiro: a Sociedade 

de Resistência dos Trabalhadores em Trapiche e Café e o conflito de 1908. Revista USP, São Paulo, n.68, p.193, 2005. 
5 Lacerda, Franciane Gama. Migrantes cearenses no Pará: faces da sobrevivência (1889-1916). Belém: Editora 
Açaí/Programa de Pós-Graduação em História Social da Amazônia, 2010. 

https://www.scielo.br/j/vh/a/7myL7PXNbbsMzgp7h6B4GHQ/?lang=pt
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has been given towards migrants whose destination was not the forest, but the cities of the Amazonian 

regions, such as Belém and Manaus. The latter, in particular, saw itself transformed, with the population 

increasing tenfold in just over 20 years. This population increase owed much to foreigners attracted by 

the opportunities generated by rubber and its high valuation on the world market. These included 

English, French and Italians, as well as Turks, Jews, Lebanese and Syrians, who tended to settle in the 

city, opening commercial ventures or assuming the most diversified jobs, ranging from management 

and direction of foreign concessionary firms, through public service workers, to manual workers in port 

warehouses. The states of Pará and Amazonas also experienced a second wave of immigration of 

Portuguese in quite significant numbers. These became retail traders and port workers. Life was 

difficult, particularly for the port workers; wages were low and the cost of living much higher than in 

other Brazilian cities. Lack of and cost of housing was a major problem.  

   
              Internal and external view of Portuguese-owned rubber warehouse in Manaus 

 

The large firms that operated in the port area, such as Manáus Harbour Ltd, concessionaire of port 

services, were operated with English, or British, capital. The companies employed only Englishmen in 

management roles, while labouring and intermediate jobs were taken on by foreigners of other 

nationalities and by national Brazilian workers. The Brazilians constantly complained that the English 

firms recruited workers primarily among newly arrived foreigners, providing them with a fixed monthly 

salary, something denied to Brazilians who were on daily rates. Portuguese and some other immigrant 

workers were chosen on the basis of their physical robustness and healthy appearance. Given the 

limitations and precariousness of accommodation, preference was given to single men: these were 

housed in vessels moored in the river and received food and a monthly salary.6 Because of their 

dependence on the employers, such men were widely used for strike-breaking purposes during strikes 

by the Brazilians.7 

Portuguese in Manaus 

It is believed that Portuguese accounted for between 10% and 20% of the total port workers in the period 

of maximum port activity (1909-1912). Thus, Manaus repeated the experiences of other ports in Brazil, 

where Portuguese workers were widely found, not a great surprise given Portugal’s seafaring history.8 

There was already a significant Portuguese presence in other sectors in Manaus, with one estimate being 

that they accounted for 5,000 out of a population of 50,000,9 but with the growth of the rubber industry 

 
6 Jornal do Comércio, Manaus, 17/01/1911. 
7 Pinheiro, Maria Luiza Ugarte. A cidade sobre os ombros: trabalho e conflito no porto de Manaus (1889-1925). 2 

ed. Manaus: EDUA, 2003, p.67-68. 
8 Albuquerque, Marli Brito de. Trabalho e conflito no porto do Rio de Janeiro (1904-1920). Rio de Janeiro: Universidade 

Federal do Rio de Janeiro, 1983, p.66 (História, Dissertação de mestrado). 
9 Campos, Hermenegildo de. Climatologia médica do estado do Amazonas, p.101 
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new migrants were arriving every day. Portuguese controlled a good part of the retail trade, particularly 

bakeries and grocery stores, and tended to employ other Portuguese in their businesses as clerks, etc.10  

          
                         Manaus c. 1900                                                       Manaus c. 1909 

Perhaps a contributory factor to the level of migration prior to the rubber boom were the eugenicist 

ideas that took shape within the ruling elites, who saw a possibility of “improving the quality” of the 

regional population by encouraging European colonisation, with a preference for people coming from 

Iberia. This was, for example, the argument presented in 1890 by Augusto Ximeno Villeroy, president 

of the State of Amazonas, in an award-winning communication that sought to answer the question of 

“how should the Amazonian soil be populated?”. His arguments started from a negative evaluation of 

the regional population and moved towards the clear preference for Iberian migration, “so as not to 

perpetuate the existing racial disorder”. He also opposed the importing of settlers from Asia, as had 

already been done in São Paulo, something he considered to have been a disaster. According to Villeroy, 

the Portuguese had a strong entrepreneurial character, stating that “this breed fulfils all the conditions 

to live, grow and progress in middle Amazonia”.11  

The foreign port workers had another advantage over the Brazilian workers. Most had previous work 

experience and understood the commitment and discipline required to hold down a job. Such 

requirements were often in strong antagonism to local customs. Evidence suggests that, in time, the 

Portuguese and others doing stevedoring work ended up imposing on the vast majority of “national” 

dockers a standard of robustness, aptitude and discipline that, real or hypothetical, was often valued by 

employers. At the same time, it sometimes brought the two sets of workers together, such that when 

strikes occurred they were united by a common ideal. In 1923, for example, they united to demand an 

8-hour working day.12 On another occasion, when 2,000 port workers gathered in the Praça do 

Comércio of Manaus to celebrate a victory over the employers, the president of the Beneficient 

Association emphasised that “yesterday was for longshoremen like the 15th of November was for the 

Brazilians (1899 - Day of the Declaration of the Republic) and the 5th of October for the Portuguese 

(1910 - Overthrow of the Monarchy)”.13 

Such evidence does suggest the existence of harmonious relationships among the different ethnic 

groups. In fact, at times of crisis and limited work availability, Portuguese workers continued to benefit 

from preferential hiring practices.14 On these occasions, there were immediate protests by the Brazilian 

workers, with these sometimes resulting in work stoppages. There was justification for this opposition 

 
10 Popingis, Fabiane. Proletários de casaca: trabalhadores do comércio cariosa, 1850-1911. Campinas: Editora 

da Unicamp, 2007, p.33-34. 
11 Villeroy, Augusto Ximeno. Como se deve povoar o solo amazônico. In: Miranda, Bertino. (ed.). Annaes do 

Congresso Comercial, Industrial e Agrícola (22-27 February 1910). Manaus: Palais Royal, 1911, p.21-26. 
12 Jornal do Comércio, Manaus, 08/06/1923 
13 Jornal do Comércio, Manaus, 03/01/1911 
14 Booth Line, Companhia do Amazonas and Armazéns Andressen, for example, maintained this practice for a long time. 
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as the “Customs Warehouse Statutes” established that “born Brazilians are the ones who should be the 

preferred ones for the service”.15 Situations like this stimulated ethnic conflicts, which, in turn, made it 

difficult to organise through the association and, later, the Stevedores Union. From the beginning of the 

1920s, the number of stevedores hired as salaried (or fixed) employees by the port firms was 

significantly reduced compared to the beginning of the previous decade, indicating a growing trend 

towards casual work. 

 
The port of Manaus, 1912-1913 

Moreover, those who were still under contract also had reason to be dissatisfied. Two articles published 

in the Jornal do Comércio indicated the existence of a protest movement of these “fixed” dockers 

against Manáus Harbour Ltd. The dockers, in addition to claiming payment for hours worked that 

exceeded the contract and protesting against the gradual decline that wages had been experiencing since 

1914, also complained against mistreatment inside the vessels that served as accommodation, allegedly 

arising from the arrogance of their superiors, as well as the poor quality of the food served there. The 

protesting workers appear to have been mainly Portuguese. The companies had come to see their 

continued full-time employment as onerous because they had to be supported even when work at the 

port was low or practically nil, particularly after 1912 when the amount of rubber passing through the 

port started to go down significantly. 

Earlier, the presence of the Portuguese had also been important within another relevant port category: 

that of the sailors, and often owners, of small boats (catraieiros). These were important until at least 

1906, when the construction of a floating dock was completed, as prior to that the catraieiros moved 

produce and people between the pier and the large ships that were anchored about 150 metres from the 

bank.16 The names of the small boats attested to the origin of the owners, including those named Vasco 

da Gama; Avenida da Liberdade; Minho; Torre de Belém; and Luiz de Camões.17 After 1906 the work 

of the catraieiros became limited to transporting people on the numerous streams that cut through the 

 
15 Letter from Manáus Harbour Ltd to the Jornal do Comércio, Manaus, 17/01/1911. 
16 Catraieiros in the port area of Fortaleza experienced a similar situation: “Due to the construction of the new 

port, the work of the catraieiros has diminished, with a new straight-shaped pier and the destruction of the old 

wharves and bridges allowing the berthing of ships at the pier”. Moraes, Nágila Maia. “Vaivém das marés: o dia 

a dia dos trabalhadores catraieiros no porto de Fortaleza (1903-1904)”. Revista Mundos do Trabalho, Campinas, 

v.2, n.3, p.60-75, 2010. 
17 Fonseca, Lourenço da. No Amazonas. Lisboa: Cia. Geral Typográfica Editora, 1985, p.95. 
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city, or selling refreshments from their boats to the riverine population. The catraieiros were responsible 

for the first recorded strike in Manaus when, in 1884, they refused to transport slaves in their vessels or 

assist with the embarkation or disembarkation of slaves leaving or arriving in the port. A few years 

later, the newspaper O Amazonas reported that to protest a proposed increase in municipal taxes, the 

catraieiros had run their vessels aground, refusing to offer any services.18  

The gradual ending of the rubber boom plunged not only the catraieiros but also other port workers, 

into poverty. As a consequence, the Portuguese community formed repatriation societies. The most 

important of these was the Luzitânia Repatriadora, established in 1908, which helped countless 

impoverished Portuguese to return to their homeland. In addition to these philanthropic associations, 

the Portuguese community created several social and sports clubs, as well as establishing one of the 

most important health centres in the city, the Hospital da Sociedade Beneficente Portuguesa do 

Amazonas. All organizations established by the Portuguese were open to Amazonians. 

The Portuguese sought to create mechanisms of interclass solidarity. Several periodicals circulated that 

not only informed but also attempted to develop a standardised approach among the Portuguese 

community around issues relevant to its members. Jornal do Commercio (founded 1904), one of the 

largest dailies in the city, was owned by a wealthy Portuguese merchant. It published columns such as 

“Portugal by the Telegraph” and “Letters of Portugal”, which sought to inform people about the latest 

news of Portuguese political and cultural life. In contrast to other major newspapers in the city, the 

Jornal do Commercio showed greater empathy towards the port workers. 

The English 

The biggest and most powerful companies operating in Manaus port were mainly English owned. Big 

companies, such as the Booth Line Company and Manáus Harbour Limited set up a management 

structure that consisted only of foreigners. Even employees without university qualifications, such as 

bookkeepers, were English. The small English community that soon formed in the city developed elitist 

practices and also began to dictate norms of behaviour to the developing manauara19 elite. At the same 

time, it attracted the animosity of influential Brazilians who, even though wealthy, were not seen by the 

British as equals. The memoirist, Ulisses Bittencourt, stressed that the members of the British colony, 

though cordial, affable, and helpful in their offices, became, with rare exceptions, extremely secretive 

with regard to their domestic environment, in a way defending, discreetly, but safely, the privacy of 

their homes. George Clawson Browne, one of the British community’s leaders, was an exception 

because he liked to receive visitors in his home.20 

Nothing could be more different, therefore, from the position adopted by the English community, which 

sought to create its own social life with very limited participation by the locals, and even excluded the 

poorer English, and the Portuguese community, which was much more welcoming. While the 

Portuguese Luso Sports Club organised balls and other events open to the local population, the British 

equivalents only extended invitations to the most influential politicians in the state, such as the governor, 

the mayor, deputies and senators. Even when referring to this group of politicians and authorities of the 

state, the English did not do so with much reverence. The English were perceived locally as arrogant 

and “superior”, an attitude that often bordered on impertinence. Evidence for this comes from the 

criticisms outlined by the Associação Comercial do Amazonas in a letter addressed to the management 

of Manáus Harbour Ltd. in London. In it, the most important merchants of the Amazon complained, 

among other things, about the abusive treatment they suffered from the company's management in 

 
18 O Amazonas, Manaus, 11/01/1887. 
19 Person from Manaus 
20 Bittencourt, Ulisses. “Manaus e os ingleses do meu tempo”. A Crítica, Manaus 
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Manaus, saying that they were received standing up, “as if the English were judges dictating sentences 

or sovereigns claiming homage”.21  

People like Stanley Sutton, E.B. Kirk, and George Browne, despite being employees rather than owners 

of foreign companies, often received salaries that far exceeded those of the highest state officials. 

Bittencourt recalled that E. B. Kirk, director of Manáus Tramways and Light Company Ltd, “earned a 

very high salary of twenty or more contos de réis monthly, a true fortune, when the governor of the 

State received little more than five”.22 

Attitudes to British companies 

The position of the British was further strengthened by their near-monopoly of the banks in Manaus, 

which often lent money to the State and municipality. British consuls never failed to remind the local 

authorities of this fact, no matter how petty or illegitimate the complaints of their countrymen were. 

The British hand was further strengthened by the fact that their companies had monopolies of several 

public services. At the beginning of the 20th century, they controlled the water and sewage systems, 

electric lighting, the telegraph, the tramway and even the municipal market. Many of these concessions 

resulted from initial contracts to execute work that would make these services viable. In the case of the 

port, the contract signed with the company that constructed it granted the company the right to exploit 

the entire port service for up to 60 years.23 

While such agreements were important to a government that did not have the resources to effect 

improvements to infrastructure, for the bulk of the manauara population it was a burden too heavy to 

be left unchallenged. According to the historian and Manaus resident, Antônio Loureiro, “these 

concessions, negotiated with inexperience, haste and, perhaps, fortuitously, resulted in the creation of a 

series of advantages that were seductive for foreign companies, but inappropriate for local users”. In 

addition to guarantees of interest on invested funds, extra financial grants, beneficial contractual clauses 

for the contractor and long periods of exploitation, the businesses were given such great autonomy that 

they acted more like a local fief without the slightest attention to local leaders.24 What bothered Loureiro 

most is that the companies did not seem to care about the economics of the city’s inhabitant when they 

used their monopolies to impose new charges. In 1906, for example, shortly after the public market was 

leased to the Manáus Markets and Slaughterhouse Company, the company brought into force a new list 

of user charges that ended up being responsible for the increase in famine in the city and generating 

protests by part of the population, as well as strikes, such as those by the fishmongers. Local newspapers 

supported the fishmongers’ strike, calling it a “protest against extortion” and “legal resistance to assault 

against the poor". The movement was described as follows: 

Yesterday a moving procession of the representatives of misery and poverty, this large procession of 

those persecuted by the greed of our market, walked the city streets, full of indignation and patriotism, 

against the persecutors of the unfortunate people who live here and for those who arrive here fleeing 

persecution that, by the sterility of the soil, is undertaken against them in some regions.25 

In 1909, A Farpa, one of the numerous humorous periodicals that circulated in Manaus at that time, ran 

a strip cartoon entitled Assuntos Borracheiros (Rubber Affairs), where the English characters involved 

were presented as avaricious opportunists who did nothing to improve the quality of the service that the 

 
21 Report of an Extraordinary Session of the Associação Comercial do Amazonas, de 20/12/1910. 
22 Bittencourt, op cit 
23 Pinheiro, op cit. p. 38 
24 Loureiro, Antonio José Souto. A grande crise (1908-1916). Manaus: T. Loureiro, 1985, p.129. 
25 Correio do Norte, Manaus, 15/03/1906. 
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traders and townspeople needed.26 In the lower classes of the Manaus population, the figure of the 

“English capitalists” caused a mixture of respect and indignation that, little by little, was consolidating 

animosities and cementing prejudices. Newspapers of the time often used the term “English capitalists” 

with a strong pejorative tone. Such terms were almost always used in the sense of denouncing practices 

that conflicted with certain traditional custom-based notions of law, such as that of “fair price”. 

The “English capitalist” was presented, therefore, as the usurper of other people's sweat and resources, 

being insensitive and inhuman in dealing with his subordinates. The workers of the British firm, 

Amazon Engineering, for example, did not accept that, in the name of productivity, they were not 

allowed to go to the toilet whenever they felt the need. A decision in 1920 by the manager of this 

company, Mr. Makese, that the watchmen should not allow workers to stay in the toilet for more than 

five minutes, generated indignant protests.27,28 

In Manaus, the English were seen as avaricious and opportunistic speculators who were largely 

responsible for the economic difficulties faced by the city and region as the rubber boom fizzled out. 

The crisis caused by the decline in demand for rubber was, of course, primarily blamed on Henry 

Wickham, the English merchant accused of having exported rubber seedlings and seeds and taken them 

to Kew Gardens in London, from where rubber made its way to the British colonies. Negative views of 

the British were not just expressed in private conversations: in 1911, the Jornal do Comércio announced 

in bold letters, “the Great Octopus called Manáus Harbour wants to suck the sweat of the honourable 

working men”, following this up with a complaint about the same company being responsible for “yet 

another abuse that adds to the so many others that have been practised with impunity”. 

In the 1940s, a wave of nationalisation of companies took place in Brazil, leading to a new round of 

attacks on British companies by the Amazonian press. In 1946, George Booth (majority shareholder in 

companies such as Manáus Harbour, Amazon Tramways and Booth Line) visited Manaus to negotiate 

compensation for the intended nationalisation of his companies and immediately became the target of 

ironic and derogatory comments by the newspaper A Crítica, which noted that “Mr. Booth concluded 

by referring to his possible return to Manaus in the coming year. Devils take you owl, and don't bring 

you here again!!”29 

Complaints against the English were particularly vociferous when Jônatas Pedrosa was the governor 

(1913-1917). This was a time when the rubber sales were declining, there was a consequent loss of 

government revenue and Pedrosa was seeking to reduce the tax burden by initiating various legal 

disputes with the British companies that held concessions. However, these disputes always ended up 

being decided at the federal level in favour of the British.  

Conclusions 

Energised and modernised by the rubber export economy, which led to an intense migratory flow that 

occupied the final two decades of the 19th century and the first of the 20th, the city of Manaus assumed 

an air of cosmopolitanism, where the presence of immigrants of different nationalities not only 

contributed capital and manpower, but also, and above all, added new cultural values to the already 

complex Amazonas society. At the same time, this immigration created new social stratifications and 

conflicts, whether in the interaction with the native population; in the relationship with migrants from 

other areas of Brazil, especially from the northeast; or between the foreigners who had recently arrived 

in the region. All sectors of this new population ended up leaving a mark on the city, with Manaus 

 
26 A Farpa, Manaus, 01/11/1909 
27 Vida Operária, Manaus, n.6, 1920. 
28 Comparison might be drawn with similar reports from a modern-day company of the same name 
29 Mello, Thiago. Manaus, amor e memória, p.90-91. 
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gradually losing some of its indigenous physiognomy. The arrival of the rubber crisis in the Amazon, 

resulting from British plantings in Asia, interrupted the modernisation process started at the end of the 

19th century, diverted the migratory flows to other parts of Brazil, and put an end to the expectations 

of progress and even hopes for a quick return to profits similar to the astronomical figures earned until 

1910.  

—— ooOOoo —— 
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