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The Nobility of the Republic: Notes Regarding the Formation 
of Rio de Janeiro’s First Noble Elite (16th and 17th centuries).i 

João Fragoso 
 

The installation of the plantation economy of Rio de Janeiro occurred under the 
auspices of fair international economic winds.ii From 1550 on to the end of the century, 
the price of sugar more than doubled.iii According to Ferlini, this high would be 
maintained up to the 1630s, with only occasional dips in prices.iv This positive 
conjuncture perhaps explains the rapid spread of sugar plantations1 throughout Brazil – 
and particularly in Rio – during the period in question. In 1583, Rio had only three sugar 
plantations, but by 1612, this number had grown to 14 and 17 years later there would be 
60 (see Table 1). If we take into consideration the fact that some 130 sugar mills were 
operating in 1680,v then the 17 years running from 1612 to 1629 saw the foundation of 
fully 35% of the plantations which would be operating in the Rio de Janeiro area by the 
end of the 17th century. If confirmed, these numbers point to the first decades of that 
century as decisive in the formation of the captaincy’s slave-based export economy. 

 
Table 1: 
Number of plantations in Pernambuco, Bahia and Rio de Janeiro, (1583-1629) 
Capitaincy 1583 (1) 1612 (2) 1/2 %* 1629 (3) 2/3 %* 
Pernambuco 66 90 1.0 150 3.1 
Bahia 36 50 1.1 80 2.8 
Rio de Janeiro 3 14 5.8 60 7.9 

Source: SCHWARTZ, Stuart. Segredos Internos, São Paulo: Cia. Das Letras/CNPq, 1988, p.148 
*Obs.: annual growth rate  
 

This result can be confirmed by a series of other sources, principally Rheingatz’svi 
genealogies (which are based upon parish baptismal, wedding and death records), public 
deeds and land grant proclamations (see Annex 1). By cross-referencing these sources, 
we can identify the existence of 197 families/genealogies which possessed one or more 
sugar plantations at some point during the 17th century. 61% of these familys began 
before 1620. Before we proceed with our analysis, however, we need to briefly look at 
how the notion of the “noble family”2 has been constructed. 

Rheingatz organized his 17th century genealogies beginning with the first colonizing 
couples of which we have news in the Rio de Janeiro area. When a member of these 
genealogies – considered via masculine descent – was also a plantation owner, then I 
have considered the family to be “noble”. 197 families/genealogies fit this description. 
There are also cases in which the female element of the founding couple is, in fact, the 

                                                
1 TN: Engenho, the original Portuguese term, indicates an enterprise which did not only plant sugarcane, 
but also milled and renders it into sugar and other products. An engenho was a self-contained operation for 
which there is no ready equivalent in the English-speaking world. We have chosen to use the terms 
plantation and mill as rough translations. 
2 TN: Famílias senhoriais – or “lordly families” – in the original. We have changed this here to “noble 
families”. 



daughter or granddaughter of another noble family. As an example of how my 
classification scheme works, take the couple made up of Miguel Gomes Bravo and Isabel 
Pedrosa, who arrived in Rio towards the end of the 16th century. Several decades later, in 
a dowry statement, we find news that Miguel, at some point in his life, was the happy 
owner of a sugar plantation (see Annex 1). This information means that we classify this 
family as noble in the first generation of its presence in Rio de Janeiro. One of the 
couple’s six sons was also be a mill owner, while a daughter married João do Couto 
Carnide, a foreigner in Rio who appears in the registers in 1632 as the owner of yet 
another sugar mill. According to our criterion, the Gomes Bravo family is thus classified 
as an extended noble family, as it contains two plantation-owning families. After a few 
more decades, two of Isabel’s granddaughters married people who had no kin in Rio 
(Pantaleão Duarte Velho and Manuel de Gouveia) but who had also acquired mills. Thus, 
after three generations, the extended family founded by Manuel and Isabel united four 
noble families: the Gomes Bravos, the Couto Carnides, the Duarte Velhos and the 
Gouveias. The last three were united via the feminine line and through this descended 
from the first. 

I utilize the expression extended noble family without meaning to imply any 
sophisticated anthropological theorization. My use of the term does not necessarily 
imply, for example, co-residency of several generations of relatives under one roof, 
endogenous marriage strategies among kin, or relationships of familial solidarity.vii I use 
this expression mainly to identify the temporal continuity, via descent, of different 
households and, through this, to perceive the mechanisms through which noble fortunes 
were made. The extended family concept is thus being used here in an entirely pragmatic 
fashion in order to explain a situation in which more than a third of all noble families 
were born of other families of similar status. With this in mind, let us proceed. 

Table 2 describes in general terms the 197 17th century noble families with which the 
present article deals. Of these, 32 are extended and a further 73 linked through feminine 
decent with the first group. The 92 remaining families will be referred to, from here on 
in, as simple noble families. When we take into account origins, then, we are in fact 
dealing with only 124 families and not 197. 

Table 3 shows that 52 of the 124 noble families (both extended and simple) – or 58% 
- were formed before 1620. This picture changes dramatically, however, when we 
consider the fact that 27 of these 52 families were extended, giving rise to a further 68 
noble families throughout the 17th century. This being the case, simple mathematics 
shows that 120 noble families (or 61% of the total of 197) were present around Rio de 
Janeiro before the year 1621. 

 
Table 2: 
Types of noble families 
Quadro 2: Tipos de famílias senhoriais 

Types Numbers % 

(1) Extended families 32 16.2 

(2) Families derived from extended families 73 37.0 

Simple families 92 46.7 

(1) + (2) 105 53.2 



Totals 197 100.0 

Source: Annex I 
 

Table 3: 
Number of noble families linked to extended families: 1566-1700 
Period  Simp. 

Fam. (1) 
Ext. Fam. 
(2) 

(1)+(2) % Der. 
Fam. (3) 

(1)+(2)+(3) % 

1566-1600 12 14 26 21.0 44 70 35.5 
1566-1620 25 27 52 42.0 68 120 61.0 
1621-1700 67 5 72 58.0 5 77 39.0 
1566-1700 92 32 124 100.0 73 197 100 

Obs: Simp. Fam. = simple noble family; Ext. Fam.= extended noble family; Der. Fam.= noble 
families derived via feminine descent from extended familes 
Source: Annex I  

 
From the data presented by Tables 1 and 3, we can infer that what could be called the 

primitive accumulation phase of Rio de Janeiro’s plantation economy occurred between 
1566 and 1620, a period in which the region’s economy was not characterized by sugar 
production nor by African slavery. In 1612, it must be remembered, the region possessed 
only a dozen sugar mills. Given these facts, we must inquire as to what was the economic 
situation which allowed for this accumulation. In other words, we must ask who paid the 
bills. 

We have already seen that the winds blowing in the international market were fair for 
sugar production. This, however, was not enough in and of itself to build the economy of 
Rio de Janeiro. It is a well known fact that in order to take advantage of opportunities, 
resources and credit are necessary. And in this sense, the news from Lisbon regarding the 
Portuguese overseas empire was not good. 

 
Imperial and Atlantic Conjunctures 

The initial construction of colonial society in Rio de Janeiro took place in an 
environment marked by what Vitorino Magalhães Godinho has characterized as a 
complete structural change in the Portuguese overseas empire. Beginning in the middle of 
the 16th century, the Lusitanian Empire began to suffer increasingly intense attacks all 
along it colonial frontiers, from Morocco, to Ormuz, to the Indian peninsula.viii By the 
end of the century, the State of India’s future was none to bright. Aside from the fall-off 
of profits on the Cape route and Ottoman, Mongol and Iranian Saphavid expansion, the 
Dutch presence in Portuguese Asia began to increase dramatically after the founding of 
the Iberian Union.ix 

Faced with this situation, in 1548, the Portuguese Crown decided to close its business 
interests in Antwerp. This marked the beginning of the withdrawal of the state from the 
economy and the advance the powerful international merchant-bankers, allied with the 
Portuguese nobility.x 

The effects of this change on Portuguese society are easily understood when we 
remember that, since the last quarter of the 15th century, the foundations of the state 
rested upon overseas trade. In 1506, 65% of all state receipts came from this source. To 
tell the truth, all of Portuguese ancine regime society depended, directly or indirectly, 
upon imperial commerce as the Crown, through various means, passed on part of these 
overseas profits to the principal noble houses of the realm.xi Given this, it’s not at all 



surprising to discover a certain harmony in the timing of the misadventures of the 
colonies and the metropolis. Between 1557 and 1607, the Portuguese state’s internal debt 
grew by 250%.xii During the 16th century, the price of flour rose by 800% in the markets 
of Lisbon, resulting in frequent famines.xiii To top off this series of disasters, from the last 
decades of the 1500s on, Portugal was racked by recurring explosions of mortality.xiv 

As I’ve mentioned above, however, balanced against this bad luck was the good news 
from the South Atlantic. Aside from the increase in sugar prices, the population of 
Portuguese America grew from 6,500 people in 1546-48 to 150,000 by the end of the 
century.xv Though Indian laborers were still the norm on the plantations of Pernambuco 
and Bahiaxvi, by the last decades of the 1500s the transatlantic slave trade was in full 
operation. It is estimated that, in the port of Luanda alone, slave exports grew from some 
2,600 a year during the period stretching from 1575 to 1587 to over 5,000 annually from 
1587 to 1591.xvii  

Given these numbers, it’s not surprising that during the middle of D. Sebastão’s reign 
discussions were already underway regarding what the overseas empire’s primary focus 
should be: India or the Atlantic (Brazil and Africa). The 1562-63 Cortes already 
considered “the conquest of Africa to be more just, more convenient than that of India; 
and the reason was that, this [India] being very distant, it would not bring any profits and 
with that [Africa] there would be no expenditures and it was close by.” In this context, it 
was perceived that Altanticization would increasingly be imperial policy and that, under 
the orders of the Desejado, steps would be taken to deepen the Portuguese presence in 
Angola and America.xviii 

Notwithstanding such projects, however, and regardless of the continued decline of 
the East, Portuguese Asia still contributed 40% of the Crown’s income in 1619 while 
America was responsible for a mere 11%.xix Given this situation, we can see that Brazil 
had still not taken its place as the empire’s chief overseas colony, as would be the case in 
the 18th century. 

Summing up then, even though the structural changes which the Portuguese empire 
was going through created the basis for the Brazilian sugar boom, the first three decades 
of the colonial project in Rio de Janeiro were marked by severe metropolitan and imperial 
military and financial crises. It was in this inauspicious environment that the primitive 
accumulation which made Rio’s sugar economy possible took place and in which 60% of 
the families of the colony’s noble elite were founded (see Table 3). This situation was 
even more difficult when we take into consideration the origins of the conquistadores 
whose descendents would be transformed into the finest families in the land, the 
plantation lords. 

Some of these men, such as Jordão Homem da Costa and Belchior Pontes, came from 
the north of Portugal and from the Atlantic Islands. Others, such as Antônio de Mariz and 
Antônio Sampaio, passed through São Vicente before arriving in Rio. During the 16th 
century, demographic pressure, lack of access to land and the consequent recurring crises 
in subsistence transformed the Entre Douro e Minho region into a land wracked by 
poverty and characterized by “the flight of the people”. This flight was originally towards 
the Atlantic Islands and later to other parts of the Empire, most particularly Brazil.xx 
Towards the end of the 1500s, the Madeira and Azores islands were no longer the most 
prosperous overseas colonies. According to Viera, the first island had begun losing 
population in the second decade of the 16th century as the local sugarcane producing 



economy entered into collapse. The second island had been wracked by periodic grain 
crises from middle of the century on (though these were less intense than those on the 
island of São Miguel). In other words, both islands began to export their population due 
to growing poverty.xxi As for São Vicente, we know that the captaincy was not exactly a 
prime example of wealth and prosperity at the end of the 1500s. It had not yet 
transformed itself into the “granary of Brazil” in which vast tracts of land would be 
cultivated by captive Indians.xxii   

When talking about the social origins of Rio de Janeiro’s conqistadores, one must 
remember some facts. First of all, the great Portuguese aristocracy believed that their 
military obligations ended at Morocco. South of that land, the principal agents of the 
Crown were the lesser nobility. The old fidalgos and great titled aristocracy initially 
refused to go to India as that land “had been discovered for commerce and trade”. This 
situation only began to change with the increasing militarization of the State of India as a 
way of securing the Asian commerce routes. Even then, however, the east was mainly the 
province of the second sons of this aristocracy, those who would be deprived of rights, 
lands and goods, according to the Portuguese system of inheritance.xxiii For these reasons, 
it’s very unlikely that any Portuguese Grandees came to the region of Guanabara Bay 
before 1620. The conquistador fidalgos were most likely similar to João Pereira de Souza 
Botafogo or the Madeira islander, Diogo Lobo Teles. João’s origins were in a noble 
house of Elvas (in southern Portugal) whose goods and rights had been confiscated by 
royal order. In “disgrace”, João left the metropolis, benefiting from Queen Catarina’s 
decree that “criminals who go to conquer the barbarous Indians of Brazil should be left to 
pass in peace”.xxiv Diogo, on the other hand, was the grandson of Vasco Martins Moniz 
on his mother’s side. Moniz had transformed himself into a fidalgo of the King’s house 
through his participation in the campaigns in Africa,xxv becoming a knight at a time when 
this title was being granted in abundance and was thus losing some of its cachet in the 
eyes of the kingdom’s more elite aristocrats.xxvi   

Curiously, it is possible that only São Vicente furnished Rio with conquistadores 
originating among the social elite. Of the 52 original families of Rio de Janeiro (see Table 
3), at least eight came from the Paulistan plateau. Among them we find sons-in-law and 
sons of the Captains-General of that captaincy, such as Manuel Veloso Espinha, son-in-
law of Captain Bras Cubas. Backwoodsmen such as Roque Barreto and André de Leão  
were also title holders. Originating among some of the “best families” of São Vicente, 
these men were thus also linked to the searches for precious metals and the trade in 
natives which were the continuous concerns of that colony.xxvii This fact indicates the 
possibility that it was the capture of Indians which was a main contributing source of 
wealth accumulation for the original elite of Rio de Janeiro and/or that the first 
plantations of the new colony were worked by native slaves. Those eight original families 
from São Vicente became 48 during the 1600s, fully 25% of the total of that century’s 
elite families. The linkages to the neighboring colony also stretched past 1620: even after 
that date, we can still find cases marriages between the children of São Vicente’s 
“ministers” and the first families of Rio.  

These, then, were the refugees from poverty who founded the “finest families” of Rio 
de Janeiro: men of the lesser nobility or émigrés from the nobility of a poor neighboring 
captaincy. However, discovering the origins of these men still does not explain who paid 
the bill for the founding of the carioca economy. 



 
The first elite of Rio 

In a 1959 text which is today considered to be a classic of Brazilian colonial 
historiography, Celso Furtado claimed that the foundation of the sugar economy could be 
laid at the feet of the Dutch. According to the author: “A substantial part of the capital 
needed for the sugar enterprise came from the Low Countries (…) Everything indicates 
that Flemish capital participated in the financing of productive installations in Brazil and 
in the importation of slave labor to the colony”. Thirty years later, Schwartz wrote that 
around 1/3rd of Bahia’s sugar plantations were the property of old merchant interests. It is 
not my objective, at this point in time, to verify or eliminate these hypotheses regarding 
the sugar-producing Northeast. However, one thing has attracted my attention: both 
authors consider the financing of the first plantations to have been the fruit of merchantile 
accumulation – commerce, in other words.xxviii  

It is tempting to adopt this hypothesis for Rio de Janeiro, being that the city was 
already known for its commercial connections to the Platte River basin by the beginning 
of the 17th century.  Rio, by that time, had become a region which produced manioc flour 
and sugarcane brandy, products which were used in trade for the African slaves which 
were then transshipped to the Platte.xxix 

However, before analyzing the hypothesis that the funds needed for the foundation of 
Rio’s plantations came from commerce, we must first briefly discuss another topic: Rio 
de Janeiro’s characterization as a brandy-producing region.xxx This seems to me to be a 
bit of an exaggeration, though in 1695, a letter to the Rio senate affirms that “the only 
product which they [the inhabitants of Rio de Janeiro] could use in the purchase of 
slaves in Angola was the brandy of the land, cachaça”.xxxi There are also many indicators 
that, in addition to cachaça, sugar was the region’s main product. One must remember in 
this context (and as we shall see below) the many heated arguments between merchants 
and the local elite regarding the price of sugar, as well as the fierce struggles among the 
local elite for control over the weighing house which measured “the boxes of sugar which 
embark from here for Portugal”. Another letter written at the same time claims that one 
of the reasons for the lowering of royal tithes in 1657 was a drop in the price of sugar 
which “is the fruit of the land from which the profits which feed the tithes depend”xxxii. In 
other words, those who tithed received their main source of income from the sale of 
sugar. Whether producing sugar or brandy, however, the fact remains that throughout the 
century we find reports of plantation lords such as Salvador de Correia e Sá e Benevides, 
who (according to his enemies) had over 700 African slaves working his properties in 
1642;xxxiii D. Feliciana de Pina who owned 91 captives in 1656;  Pedro Souza Pereira, 
with 70 slaves in 1673; or João Dique with 90 captives in 1712. These numbers only 
underline the fact that, throughout the 17th century, a local elite existed at the head of a 
plantation economy.xxxiv 

Returning to the hypothesis that the Platte River-Rio de Janeiro-Angola triangle trade 
was the origin of Rio’s sugar economy, we can confirm this theory by looking at the 
contracts and legal work on display in the in the books of the first registry of deeds 
created in 1612-13 for business with the Platte basin. However, while the theory is 
tempting, we must take some cautions with it, In the first place, we cannot lose from sight 
the incipient character of the 17th century Rio’s mercantile elite and, indeed, the colony’s 
status as an urban nucleus (at least in relation to what the city would grow to be in the 



early 19th century). We can make some comparisons here. In the two periods running 
from 1610-13 and 1630-36, 75 deeds of purchase were registered for which we can 
confirm some sort of cash value. 70% of the values encoded in these deeds were linked to 
rural stock and property of some sort (cane fields, mills, lands and etc.). This indicates 
that urban operations – and operations involving mercantile capital in particular (ships, 
shops, stocks of merchandise and etc.) – had a relatively low degree of representation in 
these transactions. Centuries later, when Rio had become the principal mercantile center 
of the South Atlantic, with a strong community of large-scale businessmen, the numbers 
were different. In ten years, between 1800 and 1816, the four registries of Rio filed 3,562 
documents. 37.8% of these dealt in mercantile goods, while a further 29% disposed of 
urban properties with only 21% in reference to rural properties and goods. It is 
unnecessary to analyze these numbers further as they speak for themselves.xxxv  

Though Rio couldn’t be characterized as a typical mercantile city at the beginning of 
the 17th century, this didn’t mean that it had no commerce at all. After all, as a recent 
doctoral thesis has demonstrated, in 16th and 17th century Portugal, commerce was not the 
monopoly of a single group, such as the merchants. Besides these, “the nobility, the 
military, the King’s officers and even the clergy – not to mention the captains and crews 
of ships – were engaged in commerce”.xxxvi There is no reason to suspect that things were 
any different in the overseas empire which, of course, was mercantile in the extreme. As 
a member of the Overseas Council put it in 1668, those who went to the Conquests went 
for business.  

Looking at Table 4, one sees that aside from merchants, planters, husbandmen and 
others, the first elite of Rio was descended from people connected to other spheres of 
public life, most particularly, the administrators of public life themselves. Table 4 shows 
that 40 families – 1/3rd of those who became plantation owners during the 17th century – 
were founded by ministers of the King. These were administers of the royal properties, 
customs officials, captains of infantry, or governors. We don’t know, based on current 
information, if they were also merchants. What is certain, however, is that they were 
engaged in His Majesty’s service and, as such, administered public life in the tropics. We 
will analyze the significance of the numbers displayed in Table 4 further on. 
 

Table 4: 
Periods of installation in Rio de Janeiro of elite families descended from ministers 
and officials,xxxvii 1566-1700. 
 position  and # of Noble  Fam     
Periods a b c d e F a-f % tot. g tot. 
1566-1600 1 7 5 5 1  19 70.8 7 26 
1566-1620 2 8 5 8 2  25 48.1 27 52 
1621-1700  1 3 1 6 4 15 26.3 57 72 
1566-1700 2 9 8 9 8 4 40 32.3 84 124 

Legend: 
A – Governor 
B – Administrator of royal properties, Judge, Representative of the Dead and Absent and 
Judge of Orphans 
C – Great Captain, Head Sergeant and Lieutenant  
D – Captain of Infantry 
E – Court Scribe, Stores Scribe 
F – Notary Public 



G – No ministers or officials among ancestors  
Tot. = Total 
Source: Annex 1 
 

In Table 4, I concerned myself with the original or foundational element of each 
family, following the same methodology which I used to prepare Table 3. In other words, 
the extended noble families, or those which showed capacity for generating several 
families from the same root, were treated in the same way as those families which didn’t 
demonstrate this capacity.  Even so, the extended families (even though they contained 
other plantation owning families) had the same numeric weight as the simple families. 
Given this, that total of 124 noble families is in reality 197 families and the 40 which 
descend from public officials is in fact 89. In other words, of the 40 families descended 
from officials, 24 are “simple” noble families and a further 16 are extended. These, in 
turn, contain another 49 plantation owning families. Simple mathematics (24+16+49) 
thus brings us to a total of 89 families whose origins can be traced to a minister or official 
of the Crown. 

With this information in hand, then, we move on to Table 5. Here, we can verify that 
no less than 45% of the 197 noble families of the 1600s began with men in His Majesty’s 
service. Aside from this, we can observe that more than half of the 17th century plantation 
owners were also royal employees, descended from royal employees, or married to their 
descendants. This means that this type of family was the most capable in reproducing 
plantation owners in the colony. 

 
Table 5: 
Noble families and plantation owners  
Nob. Fam.  # Nob. Fam. % of  (a) # of plnt 

owners 
% of (a) 

Ministers 89 45.2 155 52.5 
Others 108 58.2 140 47.5 
Totals (a) 197 100 295 100 

Source: Annex 1 
 

Moving on to Table 6, we can see that this type of family is also the most stable over 
time. In order to determine this, I looked at the number of generations which contained 
plantation owners within a giving family, measuring from the date of its founding. 
Between 1565 and 1600, 26 future noble families disembarked in Rio de Janeiro. Of 
these, more than half would only have one or two future generations of plantation owners 
up to 1700 and less than a quarter would contain 4 generations of planters. For those 
families who are not descended from ministers, the results are even more precarious. Of a 
total of seven families, four only managed to own plantations for one generation and only 
one managed this mark of distinction for three generations. This is quite different from 
what happened to those families descended from “King’s men”. Of these 19 families, 
more than half would own plantations for more than three generations. In truth, during 
the period under consideration, these families were the only ones to contain four 
generations of planters. Considering that we encountered similar results for the entire 17th 
century, we can affirm that the families which descended from ministers and officials 



constituted the central nucleus of Rio de Janeiro’s noble elite. It was these families who 
showed the greatest degree of continuous presence, over time, in the planter class. 

 
Table 6: 
Number of generations of plantation owners in families founded by royal officials 
 # of G E R A T I O N      S 
 4 % (a) 3 % (a) 2 % (a) 1 % (a)  % (a) 
Ministers 6 31.6 4 21.0 4 21.0 5 26.3 19 99.9 
Others 0  1 14.3 2 28.6 4 57.1 7 100.0 
1566-1600 
(a) 

6 23.1 5 19.2 6 23.1 9 34.6 26 100.0 

Ministers 6 15.0 6 15.0 8 20.0 20 50.0 40 100.0 
Others 0 0 4 4.8 22 26.2 58 69.0 84 100.0 
1566-1700 
(a) 

6 4.8 10 8.1 30 24.2 78 62.9 124 100.0 

Source: Annex I 
 

Table 7 shows that half of the 32 extended noble families of Rio originated among the 
King’s men and that these families then produced another 49 noble lineages, or 2/3rds of 
the 73 families created in this fashion. 

 
Table 7: 
Number of noble families created by extended noble families founded by a King’s 
minister or official (1566-1700) 
 Extend. Fam. % of (a) Nob Fam % of (a) 
Ministers 16 50.0 49 67.1 
Others 16 50.0 24 32.9 
Totals (a) 32 100.0 73 100.0 

Source: Annex I 
 

This information is especially relevant when we remember that of the 197 noble 
families in Rio during the 1600s, 73 – or 37% - were derived from the feminine line of 32 
other families (Table 2). We thus have a set of 105 noble families (32+73) in which each 
was linked by kinship relations to at least one other family. This number, more than half 
of the 197 noble families of the colony, emphasizes the existence of kinship relations 
among the elite and also indicates that one of the ways to become a member of this group 
was to marry the daughters of already established families. Marriage for the outsider 
groom represented not only the possibility of having access to a dowry, but also of 
becoming part of the systems of alliances and solidarity networks which were part of elite 
life in Rio. 

Given this, Table 7 indicates that the women who were descended from ministers 
enjoyed the greatest success among the eligible young men who wished to become 
planters in the colony. After all, of the 73 cases mentioned above, 49 were marriages 
involving daughters or granddaughters of royal officials. We can thus infer from this that 
these officials and their descendants exercised a great deal of control over who was 
accepted into the elite. 

Summing up, then, the noble families descended from royal officials and ministers 
had the largest number of plantation owners among their members during the 1600s. 
They also demonstrated the greatest degree of stability over time, the largest capacity for 
generating other noble families and thus for absorbing outsiders. In my opinion, these 



traits make these families the principal nucleus of the first noble elite of Rio de Janeiro. 
Having said this, let us briefly return to Table 3, where we see that between 1566 and 
1620, the roots of 120 of the 197 noble families of the 17th century – or 61% - were 
already established in the colony. In Table 8, we can see that of these 120 families, 73 
originated with royal officials. Given this, we are thus able to get a better idea of how the 
plantation economy of Rio de Janeiro and its controlling elite began and we can better 
identify the mechanisms through which this society was held together. 

 
Table 8: 
Extended families of ministers and their extended families: 1566-1700 
 Simp. 

fam. (1) 
Extend. 
Fam. (2) 

Derived 
Fam.(3) 

(1+2+3) % of 
(a) 

% of 
(b) 

Other 
fam. 

Totals 
(b) 

1566-1620 10 15 48 73 82.0 60.8 47 120 
1621-1670 14 1 1 16 18.0 20.8 61 77 
1566-1700 
(a) 

24 16 49 89 100.
0 

45.2 108 197 

Obs: see Table 3 
Source: Annex 1 
 

In other words, if it is true that the primitive accumulation (or something similar) 
necessary to found the plantation economy of Rio de Janeiro took place during the turn of 
the 16th to the 17th century, it is also true that those who formed the first noble elite of the 
colony were directly linked to the holders of titles and positions within the colony’s 
public administration (and here we include posts in the city senate as well) and that these 
gentlemen belonged to certain elite families themselves. The administration of the public 
welfare, then, was also the administration of the construction of the noble elite of Rio.  

We will now look at how everything began and learn a bit more about the families 
which occupied His Majesty’s posts in the colony. 

“The city [Rio de Janeiro] thus founded by governor Mem de Sá on the 
aforementioned hill [in 1565], it was soon ordered that officers and ministers of the 
militia, justice and the treasury be established there.” xxxviii As this note from the pen of 
Friar Vicente do Salvador shows, one of the first measures taken by Mem de Sá after the 
conquest Rio de Janeiro was the installation of civil and military administration in order 
to aid the occupation and colonization of the region. 

According to the political-administrative structure of the times, the highest civil and 
military authority in the captaincy resided in the hands of the governor. Designated by the 
King, this man had several responsibilities and powers, among which was the distribution 
of land grants and lesser administrative posts (though confirmation of these was left up to 
the Crown). In 1608, the power of the Governor of Rio de Janeiro was increased by the 
creation of the Southern Division. This measure gave Rio greater autonomy from the 
colonial General Government and placed the captaincies of São Vicente and Espirito 
Santo under carioca jurisdiction.xxxix After Mem de Sá left office, his nephew, Salvador 
Correia de Sá was chosen to take his place in 1568. The Correia de Sá does not need 
further introductions. It is enough to remember that it controlled the post of Governor of 
Rio de Janeiro (with a few intervals) for 55 years from 1568 to 1700, with six members 
of the family exercising the prerogatives of this post as either named or interim 
governors.xl The family also owned 12 plantations during this period, making it one of 
the few which did so for all of the generations of the 1600s.  



Beneath the governor in the captaincy’s hierarchy were the ouvidor (judge), the 
alcaide-mor (high lieutenant) and the provadores da fazenda real (guardians of the royal 
properties) – all posts whose occupants were named by the King. The first of these 
gentlemen “administered justice”. With the creation of the Southern Division, the 
ouvidor-gera3l of Rio became superior to all the other ouvidores in the other captaincies 
of the Division. In 1568, this position was given for a period of three years to Cristovão 
Monteiro, the son-in-law of Jorge Ferreira Bulhões, the High Captain of São Vicente. At 
the end of this term of office in 1572, the job passed to Francisco Dias Pinto, the old 
Captain of Porto Seguro captaincy and, since 1565, the alcaide-mor of Rio de Janeiro, 
entrusted with the military defenses of the city. From the marriages of the descendants of 
Jorge Ferreira and Francisco Dias, the extended noble family of the Castilho Pintos was 
born.xli 

Regarding the post of the provedor da fazenda, this was exercised together with that 
of customs judge. The person who occupied this position was responsible for looking 
after the property interests of the King in the colony and, in particular, supervised the 
collection of royal tithes by the customs house.xlii In 1568, these responsibilities were 
placed in the hands of Antônio de Mariz Loureiro. As in the case of the other gentlemen 
mentioned above, during the armed struggles for control of Portuguese America, Antônio 
was knighted fildalgo of the Royal Household. Like other founders of noble families, he 
occupied several posts in the colonial administration throughout his life.xliii 10 noble 
families and 18 plantation owners would eventually trace their lineage to the founding 
couple of Antônio and his wife Isabel. 

Subordinated to these ministers were several different types of scribes and 
accountants and – in the realm of military affairs – captains of fortresses, infantry 
captains and lieutenants.  

There were, however, some strategic posts which controlled the keys to what we 
might call, using an anachronism, social expenditures. I refer here to the positions which 
allowed access to tax collecting and saving, as well as control over the worldly goods of 
the captaincy’s orphans. Aside from the provedor da fazenda, these posts included the 
escrivão da fazenda, the almoxarife, the escrivão do almoxarife e alfandega, and the 
judge of orphans. Among the captaincy’s first escrivães da fazenda we find Baltazar da 
Costa, the son-in-law of the original captain, João Pereira de Souza Botafogo. 
Apparently, this position soon became something of a family possession. In 1655, 
Baltazar’s son, Francisco da Costa Barros, claimed to have been exercising the 
prerogatives of the office since 1630.xliv The extended family of the Botafogos also gave 
birth to three other noble families.  

As to the judge of orphans, this position was occupied by Antônio de Mariz in 1584 
and, years later, his son, Diogo de Mariz also held the position.xlv After 1644, the office 
became the “property” of the Telles de Menezes family. The man who occupied this post 
was responsible for looking after the colony’s orphans and, in particular, the “orphan’s 
chest”, the strongbox in which all the money, debt receipts and income of the properties 
inherited from the deceased parents were kept.xlvi 

Among the captains of infantry who arrived in Rio de Janeiro with Mem de Sá was 
Antônio Sampaio.xlvii Together with his spouse, Maria Coelha, he founded a dynasty 
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which would include four generations of plantation owners up to the end of the 16th 
century. 

The examples above illustrate the numbers displayed in Table 4. A significant part of 
the first elite of Rio de Janeiro was made up of conquistadors who had participated in 
Mem de Sá’s campaigns against the French and Tamoios. Later, these same men would 
be invested in positions of power as the first military and administrative elite of the 
captaincy. They would occupy posts which functioned to aid the establishment of the 
Portuguese presence in the Guanabara Bay region, which is the same thing as saying that 
they were charged with the establishment of colonial society in Rio de Janeiro. It’s worth 
remembering in this context that the metamorphosis of conquerors into administrators 
was not exactly a new or uncommon thing in the history of Iberian America. The same 
process occurred in Mexico with Cortez and in Peru with Pizarro.xlviii 

In the case of Rio de Janeiro, this metamorphosis was reinforced by two other 
simultaneous movements. The first was the early formation of political alliances between 
these conquistador/ministers via marriage. Antônio de Mariz had 5 children who survived 
to adulthood: three boys and two girls. All married, four of them to special personages. 
The eldest, Diogo Mariz, a plantation owner and the provedor da receita (in 1606), 
wedded Paula de Rangel, the daughter of Julião Rangel, another member of Mem de Sá’s 
expeditionary force and the old Ouvidor da Cidade and escrivão dos órfãos. Aside from 
this, Paula’s brother had been made into the lieutenant of the fortress of Santa Cruz and 
head of the ship guard in 1620.xlix Julião’s extended family included four other noble 
families. Two of Antônio’s other sons married into the families which at one point 
controlled the provedoria da fazenda real and one of his daughters married the Ouvidor 
da Cidade, Tomé de Alvarenga, in 1603. One of the granddaughters who sprung from 
this last marriage qould later become the wife of Manuel Correia, brother of Governor 
Salvador Correia de Sá. Manuel and Maria would also become the parents of the future 
governor of the city, Tomé Correia de Alvarenga. Similar events can be confirmed in 
other extended families. 

The second movement referred to above is the fact that while these conquistadors and 
their children occupied posts in the imperial administration, they were also members of 
the local senate (senado da câmera), and thus active in another field of the public 
administration of power. The senate was responsible for the welfare of the Republic4 and 
this, among other things, meant overseeing the supply of the city (administrating prices 
and the quality of the goods purchased), price intervention, administering taxes and etc. 
In other words, it was the senate’s responsibility to intervene in the market in the name of 
the Republic’s interests.  

Table 9 shows that between 1565 and 1620, out of a total of 107 senate members, 62 
– or 60% - were old members of the imperial administrative apparatus. Some men, in 
fact, held positions in the senate and the imperial administration simultaneously. This was 
the case, for example, of Crispim da Cunha Tenreiero, Antônio de Mariz’s son-in-law. 
Between 1587 and 1588, this man was simultaneously an officer of the senate and feitor 
almoxarif da fazenda real. Years later, he was posted as provedor da fazenda real and 
still later, in the 17th century, was once again elected to the city senate.l 
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Table 9: 
Officiers of the senate, ministers and members of noble families: 1565-1620. 
 
 Off.. (a) Min./off.(b) % of a  Nob.-Off.  % ofe a Min. /off./ 

nob. 
% of b 

1565-70 (5) 17 11 64.7 4 23.5 4 36.4 
1571-80 (6) 19 11 57.9 5 26.3 5 45.5 
1581-1600 (9) 50 30 60.0 24 48.0 18 60.0 
1601-1620 (4) 21 10 47.6 13 61.9 10 100.0 
1565-1620 (24) 107 62 57.9 46 43.0 37 60.0 

Sources: Annex I; BELCHIOR 1965, 511-512; AHU, av, cx. 1, doc. 8; IHGB, t. 88, v. 
142, p.396; IHGB, t. 93, v.147, p.261; IHGB, t. 95, v. 149, p.347; RUDGE, R. As 
Sesmarias de Jacarepaguá, São Paulo, Liv. Ed. Kosmos, 1983, pp.79 and 101. 
Obs.: 1) Off. = Officers of the senate; Min. = Ministers; Nob. = Noble families. 2) The 
same official might appear in different legistatures/years. 3) # of years period runs in 
parenthesis. 
 

Table 9 illustrates the possibility that the same set of conquistadores circulated 
between the two highest instances of government in Rio de Janerio: the imperial 
administration and the local senate. The men who filled the positions of the first were 
nominated and/or confirmed by Lisbon while those of the second were elected by the 
people (in this case, “the good gentlemen”) of the Conquests. In spite of these 
differences, however, both governing structures were responsible for managing the 
business of the republic. Curiously enough, among those people who circulated from one 
government post to another we find the members of the families who would become 
sugar plantation owners during the 1600s. 

Of the 107 senate officials who I was able to discover for the period from 1565 to 
1620, 46 – or 43% - founded noble families (see Table9). More: 37 of these 46 officials 
were also posted as imperial administrators during the period in question. This means that 
of the 62 senate officials who were or would become royal administrators, more than half 
would also found noble families. With these facts in hand, we can begin to perceive that 
the nucleus of the first noble elite of Rio de Janeiro was generated by a set of individuals 
who were simultaneously conquistadors, King’s men and representatives of the people. 
This is the case of Antônio de Mariz and João de Barros, for example. Both of these men, 
at different moments during the second half of the 16th century, occupied the post of 
provedor da fazenda real, a position which gave them control over the royal tithes and 
the city’s customs house. Simultaneously, they were elected by the “good men” of the 
city to the senate, a position which obliged them to engage in debate regarding the prices 
of supplies and freight in colony. It’s not difficult to see how such a situation could 
confer an extraordinary amount of power over the structure and functioning of the 
colonial economy. This fact is even more striking when we take into consideration the 
delicate web of kinship relations that these men wove through strategic marriages. The 
combination of all these circumstances gave them a very comfortable seat of power and a 
tremendous voice in the colony’s affairs and destiny. 

However, we must be cautious and not jump to too many conclusions too rapidly. 
Returning to Tables 5 and 9, we can see that, with the passage of time, the capacity of the 
King’s men for constructing new families without connections to other, older nobility, 
diminished to a significant degree. Of a total of 40 families (extended and simple) 



generated by King’s men up to 1700, only 15 originated after 1621. It’s unnecessary to 
point out that after that date, new ministers, captains of infantry and etc. still arrived in 
Rio de Janeiro. These, however, didn’t show the same capacity for forming noble 
“lineages” as their predecessors. We can also see that in this same period, the number of 
noble families not founded by ministers grew considerably. Between 1621 and 1700, 72 
families were formed and 57 of these – or 79% - had no origins in public administration. 
Consequently, during this last period, such posts apparently lost some of their importance 
in the production of new noble lineages. Other mechanisms of wealth accumulation – 
including commerce – began to move to the fore. 

From this we can gather that a ministerial position was not enough, on its own, to 
serve as a base for a noble family. In the case of the noble elite of Rio de Janeiro during 
the 1600s, other factors were also at work, most particularly certain possibilities opened 
up by the Conquest itself.li After all, it is one thing to be a representative of the Crown 
during a period in which colonial society is still being established, in which warfare is 
constant and in which strong local social groups have yet to be constituted. It is another 
thing entirely to hold such a post in an already established society which has well-defined 
sectarian interests and social groups. 

In the case of Rio de Janeiro, it is interesting to note that the 
conquistador/functionaries (and their families) came out of the Conquest able to establish 
themselves as the nucleus of the local noble elite during the 1600s, as Tables 6 and 8 
above demonstrate. Actually, after 1620, the descendants of those functionaries converted 
themselves into what I call “the nobility of the Republic” through their domination of the 
senate, their use of the system of Royal Boons and their strategy of using kinship in the 
formation of client groups. With these tools in hand, they dominated 17th century colonial 
society.lii  

In this sense, the trajectory of Ignácio da Silveira Vilalobos is exemplary. Great-
grandson of one of the first colonial families (the extended family of the Pontes), in 1654, 
he married Paula da Costa, daughter of Francisco da Costa Barros. Paula was also the 
great-granddaughter of the 16th century captain João de Souza Pereira Botafogo and the 
great-great-granddaughter of Antônio de Mariz. Ignácio inherited possession of the post 
of escrivão da fazenda real from his father-in-law.liii Widowed, he married a second time, 
this time to Francisca de Araújo de Andrade, the ex-wife of Salvador Correia Vasques, 
brother of Governor Tomé Correia de Alvarenga (1657-1659) and cousin of Slavador 
Correia de Sá e Benevides.  These marriages illustrate the formation of a vast and 
powerful kinship web formed by three different families, all descended from the 
conquistadores. During his life, Ignácio would own a sugar plantation and would be 
several times elected to the city senate.  

Ignácio’s web of influence would itself be enlarged through contacts with other 17th 
century personages: the Frazão de Souzas. Pedro de Souza Pereira possessed the post of 
provedor da fazenda real and juiz da algandega since at least 1644.liv Aside from being a 
plantation owner, Pedro was also married to Ana Correia (since 1648), the great-
granddaughter of Antônio de Mariz and descendent of Salvador de Sá. In this fashion, 
both Ignácio and Pedro participated in the same “circle of acquaintances” and this linkage 
would be reinforced in 1688 with the wedding of their “nephews”, Maria Barbosa and 
João do Zouro. 



Through this engineering of alliances and matrimonies, the following practical results 
were obtained: control over what I have termed “the colonial savings” through the offices 
of the provedor da fazenda real, the escrivão da fazenda and the judge of orphans (a 
position that was the property of one of Ignácio’s uncles, Diogo Lobo Teles). This control 
was extended and enhanced through proximity to the city’s governors (the Correias) and 
34 other plantation owners throughout the 17th century, summing the totals of the Pontes, 
Frazão de Souza and Correia families. 

Given all this, our central question still remains: who paid for the installation of the 
sugar plantation economy which we now know was solidly in the hands of the King’s 
men? In order to finally answer this question, we must go back to where it all started… 

 
The Conquest, royal boons and the formation of an “imperfect market” 

With victory achieved and the wounded healed, Cristovão de Barros made knights of 
some men according to the provisions of El-Rei, as they do in Africa, and distributed 
captives and lands, saving a good proportion for himself, with which he established a 
great cattle ranch. Others followed his example and the pastures of that place grew to 
such an extent that bulls and goods were supplied to the plantations of Bahia and 
Pernambuco and the butchers were supplied with meat.lv 
Thus reads the description written by Friar Vicente de Salvador of the events following 

Cristovão de Barro’s victory against the natives of Cerigipe (Bahia) in 1590-91. Once 
victorious, the Portuguese captain, following examples in other places in the Overseas 
Territories, “created” fildalgos and distributed war booty among them: land and captives. 
With these conquered lands and men, the new knights built cattle ranches. The same 
medieval sequence of events probably occurred during the 12th century during the 
Christian Reconquest of the Iberian Peninsula and it also almost certainly occurred 
around Guanabara Bay during the wars against the French and Tamoios of 1565-67 and 
1575. 

During the second half of the 16th century, Lisbon’s objectives in the Americas were 
clear: above all, guarantee the effective domination of the new lands against foreign 
encroachment and native threats. Once this was accomplished, following the “turn to the 
Atlantic”, the next step would be the establishment of a viable plantation economy which 
would take advantage of the high in sugar prices. Through this strategy, the economic-
military retreat from the State of India would be compensated and the financial 
difficulties of the metropolis would be diminished. Given this, we can thus understand 
why Governor Antônio Salema (1576-77) ordered a sugar plantation built in Rio de 
Janeiro with money from the royal coffers,lvi or why the governor of Maranhão was 
willing to give control of the position of provedor da fazenda real to any man willing to 
construct two sugar plantations in that colony within six years (Friar Vicente Salvador 
1982, 355). However, individual projects like this were not enough by themselves. An 
entire plantation-based economy needed to be established and many more resources were 
needed for that than those available for the construction of a handful of plantations. And 
resources, as we’ve seen above, were precisely what Portugal didn’t have in abundance... 

Given this, the chemistry of conquest begins to take on new meaning: it acquires 
significance as the motor which would drive the construction of the new economy. 
Conquest furnished the two prime elements necessary for the new economy at low 
financial cost: land and hands to work it. 



It is not, then, without motive that the regulations of Tomé de Souza (1548) and Mem 
de Sá (1570), both men governors of Brazil, stipulate war against and the domination of 
Indians as occupying the greater part of Lisbon’s list of preoccupations. And it is also 
thus not surprising to find that in Pernambuco from 1570 to 1583, around 2/3rds of the 
slave populations of the sugar plantations was made up of Indians.lvii Turning to Rio in 
the 1500s, in the punitive expedition led by Antônio Salema in 1575 (and which included 
Cristovão de Barros) against the Tomoios of Cabo Frio, 4,000 captives were made into 
slaves. In the correspondence maintained between the governor of Rio in the 1630s, 
Martim de Sá and Lisbon we find passages to the effect that “the people of Brazil cannot 
make their wealth without these Indians, which are the cure for all ills”. During the same 
period, an anonymous letter from Rio de Janeiro asked for arms and cloth in order to 
combat enemies and “above all else rescue5 natives”.lviii 

As conquistadors, the companions of Mem de Sá and Antônio Salema received the 
biggest land grants. According to Teixeira da Silva, the distribution of land in Rio did not 
follow demographic pressures and, in truth, the initial land holding pattern of the 
captaincy seems to have been established independent of demographic growth. One of 
the reasons for this lies in the State’s intention to pay in land for the installation of the 
colony’s bureaucracy. One of the consequences of this measure was land holding pattern 
which concentrated large acreages in very few hands.lix 

However, it must be remembered that lands and workers are not enough to establish a 
plantation economy. Furthermore, not all the captives belonging to the first generations of 
plantation owners were Indians. As the century advanced, a growing portion of the slave 
population was constituted by Africans bought from transatlantic traders – a situation 
which indicates the expenditure of financial resources. Furthermore, the conquest of Rio 
de Janeiro did not just mean more land and Indian captives: it also meant royal boons in 
the form of commercial privileges or in posts in public administration, with their 
concomitant financial compensations. 

The boon system originated in the wars of the Reconquest against the Muslims of the 
Iberian Peninsula in the Low Middle Ages. During the conflicts, it became the custom for 
the Portuguese King to concede lands and privileges (generally the collecting of royal 
rights) as compensation for the services given him by his nobles.lx One of the 
consequences of this practice was the formation in Portugal of an aristocracy that was not 
made up of large landholders (as was the case in France and England), but of those who 
had the royal favor – or better yet, of those whose income depended upon tithes or other 
sources whose confirmation was largely dependent upon the King. Between 1750 and 
1792, for example, 30 of the 52 high noble houses of Portugal received over half of their 
income from resources conceded by the Crown. Through this system, the Crown 
(re)created a strongly unequal social hierarchy based upon privilege, in effect breathing 
continuous life into an aristocratic society.lxi 

From 1415 on, with the conquest of Ceuta, these practices began to be transmitted to 
the Overseas Territories. During the Conquests, the Crown routinely granted 
administrative or military posts (governor, provedor da fazenda, etc.) which could bring 
commercial privileges, free maritime transport, or suspension of customs fees and taxes, 
aside from whatever direct income they gave. In Asia, for example, there were the 
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famous “Indian liberties”: the right of free sea transportation of private merchandise on 
Crown vessels.lxii In 1695 in Angola, Governor Henrique Jaques Magalhães asked for the 
same privileges enjoyed by his predecessors, the right to collect, tax free, 600 “heads” 
(slaves) and to trade in and ship ivory without interference from government 
accountants.lxiii Such boons were granted according to the chemical mixture of two 
criteria: the social position of the supplicant and the importance of the services rendered. 

For those of noble origin, the benefits granted in the Overseas Territories included the 
chance to maintain or increase one’s landholdings, income and prestige in the metropolis. 
Through their trips overseas, fildalgo families accumulated the fortunes through which 
they instituted or expanded their own holdings. Two examples of this phenomenon are 
the Albuquerque and Saldanha families, which headed up the governments of India and 
Angloa/Rio de Janeiro, respectively, and also the case of Duarte Sodré Pereira, the old 
governor of Pernambuco. It is not at all difficult to see how such movements contributed 
to the maintenance of the aristocratic social structure in Portugal.lxiv 

Grants of overseas posts were not a privileges conceded to the nobility alone, 
however: they were also extended to other mortals. Old soldiers or commoners could 
receive posts in the Conquests as a form of payment for their services to the King. And, 
just as was the case with the fildalgos, these base-born souls also encountered means of 
turning such appointments to their financial gain. 

As Boxer narrates, a soldier who survived the miseries of the military campaigns in 
the East for several years could petition the King through the viceroyal government of 
Goa for a pension or recommendation. If the Crown decided that such a soldier was 
worthy of reward, this generally took the form of a colonial post (fortress captain, say, or 
escrivão da fazenda real), a concession for a mercantile voyage or perhaps a position as 
agent in an out-of-the-way trading post. In the majority of cases, these donations were for 
a term of three years and, because they were frequent, many of their beneficiaries were 
forced to wait for decades before occupying their post. Under certain circumstances, such 
royal favors could be donated or even sold to third parties.lxv 

In 1607, means of cleaning up and streamlining public finances were discussed in 
Lisbon. One of the solutions taken under consideration was the sale of judicial scribe 
posts as well as the positions of notary public and other bureaucratic sinecures. In the first 
decades of the 17th century, in order to resolve cash flow problems, certain public posts in 
the State of India were put up for sale, a situation which generated much discontent 
among the soldiers which served in this part of the Portuguese Empire.lxvi Though 
determined by the Ordenanças do Reino, such sales of posts – at least in Rio de Janeiro 
during the 15 and 1600s – did not seem to reach the same level as they did in Spanish 
America. From the middle of the 16th century on, Madrid began to abandon the boon 
system and adopted the practice of selling municipal administrative posts and, in 1633, 
treasury and tax posts.lxvii  

One of the first benefits solicited by the conquistadores and their descendents in Rio 
de Janeiro had to do with war booty. Aside from native captives and lands, these also 
included the captured goods of European enemies. In 1616, Martim de Sá, alleging his 
low salary as captain of the city and large expenses in patrolling the colony’s southern 
coast, asked the King for part of the goods taken from captured enemy ships and, to this 
end, also asked that the King’s treasury officials no longer interfere with such captured 
booty.lxviii 



Following examples which occurred in other areas of the Portuguese Empire, Rio de 
Janeiro would also be granted boons which would directly affect commerce and the 
economy in the Conquests. In 1653, Salvador Correia de Sá e Benevides sent a letter to 
the Overseas Council, writing that… 

He has in the lands surrounding that city five sugar plantations, 40 corrals of cattle, 
houses and paid rents, with which he sustains himself in this kingdom (…) and it would 
not be just for the Alcaide-mor of that city and the person who has the most wealth and 
goods in it lack for a means to load his sugar (…) He asks YrMajesty to grant him a 
boon and decree that all the ships which make port in Rio de Janeiro give him 10 
percent of what they can carry by common freight which they’ve brought to other 
ministers [our emphasis].lxix 
The backdrop to this request was the fleet system which had been inaugurated in 1644 

and which determined that all shipping to Brazil from Portugal must travel in convoys 
organized and directed by the Crown.lxx Though this system gave greater protection to the 
sugar transports during a time of war – and in particular war against the Dutch – it was 
resisted by the colonists because, among other reasons, of a lack of shipping to transport 
the colony’s produce.lxxi Consequently, the concession of the boon asked for by Salvador 
meant a clear imbalance among Rio’s plantation owners. Such a grant made it plain that 
not all sugar producers were equal in the market and that Salvador, “the person who has 
the most wealth and goods” in Rio was special among the planters of the colony. 

Years later, the same Salvador asked for new privileges form Lisbon, citing once 
again the past services of his family to the Crown. This time, the object of the request 
was market in meat. Given the existence of many husbandmen and the legal obligation 
these all had to slaughter their livestock in the public slaughterhouse, Salvador asked that 
he be granted the boon of daily slaughtering 6 to 8 head of livestock from his own 
corrals.lxxii Once again, his wish would be granted by His Majesty. 

Through these examples, we can see that one of the consequences of the expansion of 
the boon system to the overseas colonies – and in particular to Rio – was the creation of 
an “imperfect” market. In other words, the market in the Conquests was not regulated by 
supply and demand alone and the actions of the agents involved in it did not depend 
solely upon their economic resources. A man who was Governor of Angola and who, 
consequently, could take slaves out of Luanda without paying taxes, evidently possessed 
better conditions for making a profit than the average slave trader. The same thing 
occurred with the Captains of Malacca who, with commercial monopolies conceded by 
the State, possessed economic advantages beyond the grasp of mere mortals. In these 
cases and in others, however, the mechanisms which make accumulation in the 
marketplace possible are conceded through political activity. This becomes even clearer 
when we remember that the concession of boons – and thus the possibility of acquiring 
advantages in trade – also obeyed certain social criteria. A fildalgo had a greater chance 
of becoming a captain of Malacca, for example, than an ordinary, common-born veteran 
soldier. The system of privileges established different capacities for accumulation among 
merchants and traders and this fact inevitably gave a special tinge to the colors of the 
markets of the Overseas Territories – a tinge derived from political advantage. In the final 
analysis, this phenomenon removed part of the market’s capacity for self-regulation, 
given that said regulation derived in part from non-market social relations which were 
rooted in the political economy of the Portuguese ancine regime.lxxiii  



Turning once again to Rio de Janeiro in the 17th century, it must be emphasized that 
the effects of the boon system on colonial economy and society would here be more 
enduring, at least in thesis. Different from other parts of the Overseas Territories, in the 
city of São Sebastião, the fortunes accumulated through boons were not necessarily 
transmitted back to Portugal and transformed into metropolitan holdings. Such 
accumulative practices here resulted in the formation of slave-holding patrimonies and, in 
particular, plantations. At the same time, we can now confirm that the constitution of an 
“imperfect market” in Rio de Janeiro was not the result of the boon system alone, but also 
the fruit of the regular remuneration given to the public administrators and officers. 

Unfortunately, we know very little about the first people to be granted administrative 
posts in Rio de Janeiro, aside from the fact that they were generally the conquistadors of 
the bay region and that the military and civil functions they exercised gave them the 
chance to construct and command 16th century colonial society. Very little information 
has yet come to light, however, as to the duration and nature of the boons they received. 
In view of this, I have begun from the supposition that most posts were generally granted 
for three years. However, the temporary nature of the postings was beautifully 
counterbalanced during the period under study by the possibilities any given individual 
had for occupying several posts over the course of his life, thus never leaving royal 
administrative duties entirely behind. Aside from this, the marriage strategies which 
we’ve looked at above made it possible for some conquistadores and their associated 
relatives to be ever present in the administration of public affairs. 

Jumping ahead to the middle of the 1600s, we have much more information available 
as to who was granted what, when and under what terms. Some positions did not receive 
any salaries or active benefits from the Crown, which meant that they were no direct 
strain on the royal coffers. This was the case with the legal and corrective posts (with the 
exception of that of ouvidor), as well as that of judge of orphans. The income of these 
officials came from “gratuities” paid by the public which they served. The escrivão de 
notas, got paid out of the contracts and diligences which he prepared. 

Meanwhile, other posts existed – such as that of the fazenda real – whose income 
came from three sources: salaries, gratuities and cash taken as kick-backs out of tax 
contracts. Between 1640 and 1697, the salary the King paid these ministers and officials 
was practically frozen. In 1697, a year for which it is possible to construct an idea of how 
much of these officials’ money came from which sources, salaries accounted for only 
9.1% of their income. By contrast, gratuities and ship inspections accounted for 78.6% 
percent of these gentlemen’s total intake (2,021$200)lxxiv. In other words, His Majesty 
contributed the much lesser portion of the income of his treasury and customs officials, 
these being paid principally by commerce and kick-backs from taxes collected. Its worth 
questioning what this meant for the lives and strategies of the ministers and officials 
concerned.  

Over the 50 year period under consideration, the escrivão da fazenda real e da 
matricula de guerra received same annual salary: 17$400. With this, according to the 
prices of 1697, he’d have to save up for five years in order to buy one 25-year old male 
slave, valued at 85$000. The provedor da fazenda was in a slightly better situation and 
could make the same purchase with little more than a year’s salary spent. This situation 
changes completely, however, when we consider what these gentlemen received in the 
form of gratuities and bribes in the customs house. Taken together with the wages of a 



provedor da fazenda, the monies involved could total more than 800$000, an annual 
quantity which could permit the purchase of a plantation with ten slaves or – with three 
years savings – buy half of Francisco Ferreira Drumond’s plantaion, sold in 1697 with 12 
slaves, 73 bulls, two mills and etc. for 2,400$000.lxxv With this purchase, our meek scribe 
could seriously think about becoming a member of the restricted club of plantation 
owners which, at the end of the 17th century, contained only 130 members throughout the 
captaincy. 

Summing up, then, the low and frozen salaries of officials were more than 
counterbalanced by the bribes and tips they received. These, in turn, were linked to the 
annual performance of social production and, in the case of the officers in question; they 
depended upon the movement of ships in and out of the port and in kick-backs from 
tithes. This, of course, made these posts the source of much intense competition, not due 
to the salaries that went with them, but due to the monies which His Majesty permitted 
their holders to extract directly from the colony’s socially produced wealth. Given the 
experience of Rio de Janeiro in the 1600s, what was extracted from the public depended 
upon circumstance that were not necessarily regulated by law, but by other political and 
social variables which we will discuss below. 

Kicking part of tax receipts back to the officials who raised them was a practice 
which came to Brazil from the metropolislxxvi and which was thus present in Rio from the 
beginning. Given this, it is not surprising to find a letter addressed to the municipal senate 
of Lisbon in 1643, which speaks of the “ancient customs” of the provedor and other 
officials of the treasury in “charging for the entrance and exit” of ships from the port. In 
colonial circumstances, these ancient customs assume a more precise meaning when we 
read, further on in the same letter, that “there is no law which limits what dispatches, 
embarkations and disembarkations can be charged by the customs house of the 
aforementioned captaincy”.lxxvii In other words, up to 1643, the Royal Treasury had 
established no clear norms as to what its officials could charge for their services in 
regulating the city’s maritime commerce. 

Apparently, a similar phenomenon also occurred in another strategic sector of 
“colonial wealth”: the remuneration received by the judge of orphans and his underlings. 
In a letter from the Rio senate to the King, dated 1651, several abuses of the judge and 
scribes of orphans were denounced, such as the charging of excessive daily fees for the 
preparation of post mortem property inventories for those people whose goods resided 
outside the city. The same letter also reminds the King that Rio de Janeiro, during the 
period under consideration, was principally a rural establishment and thus most of the 
captaincy’s property was in fact located outside the city limits.lxxviii The fact that the 
judges of orphans could charge abusive rates for their services suggests that, as of that 
date, there was as yet no clear norm to regulate the gratuities or kick-backs which these 
men received. The presence of this same phenomenon in two different areas of the 
colonial administrations acquires more relevance when we remember some basic facts: 

1) During the period under consideration, Rio de Janeiro was engaged in 
the construction and expansion of an export-orientated economy. The 
port was thus the principal area in which merchandise circulated, with 
an expressive percentage of all sales and purchases made in the colony 
passing through it. 



2) In the eyes of the public (both merchants and planters), the men of the 
fazenda, the judge of orphans and other administrative posts were 
colonial authority itself and thus needed to be obeyed. 

The lack of regulation of the practice of charging gratuities and the like gave the 
political-administrative elite of the colony the chance to regulate their own income. In 
truth, this “regulation” depended upon negotiations between this elite and the colonial 
society in formation – or better yet, depended upon the formation of political alliances 
within this society. 

Given these facts, one shouldn’t be surprised by the woeful complaint contained in a 
letter of 1643: “up to the year 1628, the provedores da fazenda only received moderate 
gains and rights (...)[charging] 400 reis for the dispatch of a ship and one pataca for the 
dispatch of a boat. And from 1628 to today, they gain for said dispatch 16 to 20 thousand 
reis and 12 to 14 patacas for a coastal boat.”lxxix Though these numbers might be 
exaggerated for the period after 1628 and too low for the period before, they still indicate 
the possibilities that customs and other treasury officials had to appropriate part of the 
social wealth. Once again, the same observation may be made regarding the Judge of 
Orphans. A letter of 1651 denounced the fact that in that year, a day’s labor by the Judge 
of orphans cost 4$000 and that of one of his scribes 3$000. Presuming these quantities 
are correct, with the proceeds from twenty days of labor, a judge could purchase a slave 
with some degree of professional training.  

The picture, however, is still not complete. Aside from the governors, ouvidores and 
provedores, other public services to the Republic were also paid with kick-backs and 
gratuities. This was the case of the fortress captains and the notary publics. In 1636, 
Antônio de Faria received as a boon the position of captain of the fortress of Santa Cruz, 
one of two fortifications situated at the entrance of Guanabara Bay. In the letter assigning 
him the post, he was given, along with his salary, “all the gratuities and privileges which 
come with [the post], and which were enjoyed by your predecessors”. Among Antônio’s 
predecessors in this position, we find Gonçalo Correia de Sá and before him, Pedro Gago 
da Câmara.  The first of these two gentlemen was the brother of Martim de Sá and had 
been a plantation owner since 1610. The second had passed through the municipal senate 
in 1614 and counted among his children a plantation owner and a marriage into the 
Pontes family (who controlled the fazenda real and judge of orphans), a situation which 
repeat itself twice among his grandchildren.lxxx   

The other fortress at the bay entrance, São João, had as its captain Duarte Correia 
Vasqueanes up to 1634 and, before that, João Gomes da Silva. Duarte was a plantaion 
owner, Martim de Sá’s uncle and had served from 1632-33 as the colony’s interim 
governor.lxxxi João himself was the son-in-law of Dogo de Mariz, with whom he owned a 
sugar factory and, with his father-in-law securely ensconced as provedor da fazenda, like 
Pedro Gago da Câmara, occupied a seat in the senate in 1614. 

We can thus see that among those responsible for the colony’s first line of defense, 
the same pattern discussed above repeated itself, with the posted ministers and officials 
having kinship connections both to the men of the imperial administration and to the 
municipal senators. Apparently, the positions of governor, those in the provedoria da 
fazenda and the juizado de orfãos and – finally – the posts of fortress commander 
circulated among a group of people who were directly or indirectly related through 
family ties.  



The possibilities available to such captains for money making can be insinuated 
through cross-referencing these men’s biographies with their patents. João Rodrigues 
Bravo received control over the fortress of São Bento for 5 years, beginning in 1635, with 
the condition that he build it first out of his own funds. In spite of such expenditures, the 
royal patent which gave him the position emphasized the fact that he was not to receive a 
salary, but that he could receive gratuities in function of his labors. Coincidently, João  
was a merchant and, in 1637, he controlled the dispatching of the captaincy’s royal 
tithes.lxxxii Decades later, the same situation occurred again with other captains of 
fortresses. Ignácio Francisco de Araújo, captain of the São Sebastião fortress in 1698 
appears during the same period as one of those implicated in the irregularities 
surrounding whaling contracts. Ignácio was linked through marriage to one of the city’s 
most traditional commercial and tithing families. Among his wife’s relatives, we find the 
tax contractors of 1686 and 1698.lxxxiii 

The coincidence between captaincy of the fortresses and involvement in commerce 
can perhaps be explained by Diogo Couto, a chronicler of the 16th century Portuguese 
Orient. According to him, the soldiers of India often resorted to “mechanics and vile 
subtleties in order to obtain money”, with fortress captains being as much merchants as 
military personnel.lxxxiv It would not at all be surprising to find similar things occurring in 
Rio de Janeiro. 

Consequently, what I have termed and “imperfect market” above was not the result of 
a few royal boons granted to one or another personage in a given, restricted sector of 
commerce. The predominance of gratuities in the income of the ministers and officials 
and the probable bribes, kick-backs and profit-sharing received by the captains had the 
same overall effect: they provided different and better opportunities to these public 
officials than were available to the rest of mortal humanity when it came to amassing 
colonial fortunes. Here, however, we must apply another condition. Different from other 
boons, the quantity of money raked in through “gratuities” and the like was not regulated 
or fixed by His Majesty, but depended upon political and kinship relations in the 
Conquests themselves. On the other hand, the same phenomena which gave a great 
degree of flexibility to gratuity schemes could also serve as a backdrop for other 
“practices” which these ministers and officials engaged in with regards to the republic.  

At the beginning of the 17th century, the Jesuits accused Rio’s secular captains of 
possessing enormous quantities of native slaves. Among the principal men accused were 
Salvador Correia de Sá and Tomé de Alvarenga, the old governor and ouvidor of the city, 
respectively. Both men were kin, connected through the marriage of Salvador’s brother, 
Manuel Correia, with on of Tomé’s daughters. Years later, in 1645, Francisco 
Soutomaior recounted the disappearance of an Indian village, formed by then-Governor 
Martim de Sá at the expense of the royal treasury. The reason for the village’s 
disappearance was the transfer of its inhabitants to “plantations and mills of the same 
Martim de Sá”. Coincidentally, Martim was empowered as the “general administrator of 
the Indians and villages of this coast” at the time.lxxxv  

Also during the first decades of the 17th century, we can read accusations of 
“thieveries that they practice in these part against the royal treasury” in correspondence 
with Lisbon. In 1619, Governor Constantino Menelau and the captain of Cabo Frio, 
Estevão Gomes were accused of illicitly dealing Brazil wood and of misusing royal 
funds. As a result of these activities, Constantino “bought a plantation to cushion 



himself”.lxxxvi Estevão Gomes, meanwhile, had also coincidently bought a sugar 
plantation in 1610. 

Aside from the governorship, no other post attracted as many accusations as that of 
provedor da fazenda. From 1639 to 1687, this position was occupied, with few intervals, 
by members of the Frazão de Souza family – more precisely, by a father and his two 
sons, Pedro Souza Pereira, Tomé Souza Correia and Pedro Souza Correia. During this 48 
year long period, denunciations against father and sons were recurred with monotonous 
regularity. They were accused of charging excessive taxes over maritime commerce, of 
illegal activities in acquiring kick-backs from the remittance of royal tithes, of fraudulent 
contracting in the whaling tax and of shady dealings in the city. During the revolt of 
1660-1661, Pedro, the father, would be arrested by the rebels and forty chapters of 
denunciations would be leveled against him and his management of the provedoria. 
According to these accusations, from 1645 to 1660, the provedor had made off with part 
of the royal tithes. More than 15 years later, the city’s governor, Mathais da Cunha, 
would accuse Tomé de Souza Correia of having gained control over the whaling contract 
through one of his servants, a situation which was prohibited by law, given that the 
provedor was responsible for auctioning off the tax contracts. That same year, a study by 
the Overseas Council concluded that the fazenda real of Rio de Janeiro had made little 
money out of the whaling contract. One of the reasons for this was the rent paid on the 
whaling factory, a property owned by the Frazão family. One of the owners of the 
factory, in fact, was none other than Pedro Souza Correia.lxxxvii 

But the Frazão Souzas were not the only family to be accused of corruption. Towards 
the end of the 17th century, a denunciation of irregularities in the whaling contract 
involved some of the other best families of the land. In a letter sent to Lisbon in 1696, the 
city’s governor, Sebastião de Castro e Caldas, accused the provedor da fazenda, 
Franciscio de Brito Meireles, and the escrivão da fazenda, plantation owner Ign[acio da 
Silveira Vilalobos, of having favored another plantation owner, Manuel Correia de 
Araújo, in the auctioning off of that contract. Francisco and Ignácio were, respectively, 
Manuel’s father-in-law and step-father and Manuel himself was descended from several 
old governors of the city, such as Tomé Correia de Alvarenga and Salvador Correia de Sá 
e Benevides. In making the accusation, Sebastião Caldas admitted that hear feared 
reprisals as, according to him, the men he was denouncing were powerful enemies, “each 
of them having more than 100 thousand cruzados and they are the principal and most 
well-related men of this land”.lxxxviii 

Finally, one of the best opportunities for accumulating wealth which was provided by 
the Crown’s administrative posts can be found related in a letter sent by the senate of Rio 
de Janeiro to Lisbon in 1669. In that year, Friar Mauro da Assunção, Abbot of the 
Monastery of São Bento, functioning as a procurator for the city of Rio de Janeiro, sent a 
letter to Lisbon which: 

…[P]ointed out to the King the causes of the ruin of that city and the remedies which 
seemed to him to be indicated. [For this procurator,] the auguries of the Conquest lay not 
in the loss of commerce with Buenos Aires [which implied an end to the access of the 
silver of the mines of Potosi], nor with the recent poor harvests, but with the ministers of 
that people. [These were] stealing from Your Highnesses’ vassals and stocking up 
produce and goods which they then sold back in their role as refined merchants for 
excessive and exorbitant prices. 



In order for the situation in Rio de Janeiro to improve, then, certain measures were 
necessary, among them:  

That the ministers not be allowed to exploit the money of any taxes which might be of 
Your Majesty’s (…) that these ministers not be allowed to make use, in their posts, of the 
monies of the judge of orphans, of the Provedoria dos defuntos e ausentes; that [the 
ministers] purchase the debts of some residents in order to collect them; that they don’t 
send their servants to bid for them in auctions and confiscate goods of the residents 
through the agency of people of their household; that they don’t attempt to collect debts 
extrajudicially through the use of assistants and sergeant… etc.lxxxix 
This being the case, then, administrative posts allowed one to engage in the following 

practices: 
1) Create monopolies in the market. We must remember that beginning with the 

1640s, all commerce with Portugal was undertaken via the fleet system and 
thus supervised by the ministers. With monopolies previously established by 
the metropolis, ministers found room to act as “refined merchants”. 

2) Ursury. In an inconstant market such as that in colonial Brazil, which was 
characterized by sharp price fluctuations and unpredictable harvests, by 
speculation and lack of liquidity, indebtedness was a common condition and 
goods were often confiscated for payment of debts. In this situation, ministers 
could use their positions to negotiate debts and conduct confiscations. 

3) Appropriation of colonial “savings”. As we’ve seen above, part of the fortunes 
of the colonial public were deposited in the “orphans’ coffer”. Another part 
was stashed away in the strongboxes of the provedoria dos defuntos e ausentes 
while still more was transferred to the public coffers in the form of royal taxes. 
These three coffers, then, could be considered as sort of a “bank” which 
concentrated a significant part of the colonial wealth. In the pre-industrial 
environment that was 16-17th century Rio de Janeiro, credit was extremely rare 
and the ministers who had control over these coffers could use them to provide 
“loans” for themselves out of the colonial savings. 

Summing up, then, according to the description offered us by Friar Mauro, the 
plantation economy of Rio de Janeiro during the 1600s was an “imperfect market” where 
the economic opportunities open to colonists were quite distributed in an unequal 
manner. The opportunities were not born out of the monopoly that a handful of colonists 
exercised over production: they originated in the creative uses certain gentlemen made of 
the administrative posts to which they were assigned by His Majesty. What we have here 
is a situation where wealth is made and lost in the market (through monopolies, usury and 
etc.) according to a politically moderated process. This is then configured as an exclusive 
process of wealth accumulation, where the elite who controlled the public administration 
were able to keep other mortals – the public – out. 

However, the situation which we have just described does not mean that a ministerial 
position magically gave one unlimited control and authority over society. This is not what 
the life experience of certain governors – the principal agent of the King in Rio – would 
suggest. It’s fruitful to remember, in this context, the fears that Governor Sebastião de 
Castro e Caldas expressed upon denouncing his two subordinates in the provedoria da 
fazenda, due to the fact that they were members of captaincy’s principal families, with 
many relations. In the same fashion, we can perceive the limits of ministerial power in 
the reports of Governor Francisco Soutomaior upon his arrival in Rio in 1645. According 



to him, the city was at that time dominated by “bands” which were “barbarous and 
uncultured in the administration of the military, treasury and justice”. Franciscio 
concluded that he was only able to assume his post due to the hundred musketeers which 
had accompanied him to the city.xc 

In truth, ministers were only able to exercise that which I have labeled “exclusive 
accumulation” when, aside from enjoying the privileges of their posts, they were also 
related to the best families of the land, or were at least very close to one of the city’s 
“bands”. Many ministers and officials were descended from the conquistadores and 
belonged to these families, which configured the Republic’s nobility. 

Following the examples above in chronological order, we can see that political 
interference (consisting of the boon and alliance systems) in the economy stretched far 
beyond the period of the conquest and even beyond that period (up to 1620) which I 
consider to be the key moment in the foundation of the plantation economy and its 
controlling elite. Even after this period, the colonial economy continued to be an ancine 
regime “imperfect market”, where privileges forged by politics conditioned the 
accumulation of wealth. This phenomenon resulted in a situation where the 
political/administrative posts of the captaincy and, consequently, the political alliances 
necessary to possess them, were brought into the center of the reproductive mechanisms 
of the colonial economy of the 1600s. Politics, in other words, made possible the 
accumulation of wealth and the construction of hegemony, and this situation generated 
continuous and often bloody conflicts within the ranks of the noble elite of Rio de 
Janeiro. One of the favored stages for these conflicts was the municipal senate. 

 
The municipal senate and the economy of the Republic 

According to its members in 1678, the municipal senate was “the head of the 
Republic for the common good”. As such – and as was the case in pre-industrial Europe – 
it was this assembly’s responsibility to interfere in the vital sectors of the Republic’s 
economy, such as the furnishing of city supplies and even the administration of certain 
taxes.xci 

Among the more constant practices of the senate was the establishment of price 
ceilings for food items which were considered to be essential. In 1642, “said Senate 
agreed with said officials that (…) from this day forth, meat would be sold at a penny a 
pound”. 2 years later, a price was set in similar fashion for flour, which could not be sold 
“for greater than 12 pennies and those who seek to sell it for more will be arrested”. 
Who were these men who determined the price of staple goods and thus interfered in the 
colonial market?xcii  

In Table 10, I present all the councilmen, ordinary judges, and procurators that I have 
been able to identify for the period stretching between 1567 and 1700. Of the 449 
officials thus counted, slightly more than 2/3rds either began or were members of noble 
families. Consequently, plantation owners were able to interfere in the price of items 
which were of fundamental importance in the maintenance of their factories and slave 
stock: the goods which provided basic sustenance to their slaves and employees. But we 
also can observe that 38.7% of the senate members were conquistadores or their 
descendants and, of the 289 senate members who were also members of the noble elite, 
60.2% were from the period of the Conquest. We can thus see that for a century and a 
half, the conquistadores and their descendants controlled the “head of the Republic for 



the common good”, a situation which doubtless aided them in the establishment and 
maintenance of their plantations. In this sense, it is worth remembering that families such 
as the Marizes or Castilho Pintos had seats in the senate even before they became 
plantation owners.xciii  

Given these numbers, it is not surprising that the members of the municipal senate 
labeled themselves, following the example of their counterparts in Portugal, the nobility 
of the land and the government and it is also not surprising to find, in a provision read in 
session in 1640, that they determined “that only the most noble people of the land and its 
government, neither they nor their parents laborers or professionals of the mechanical 
arts, should be named to official positions”.xciv  

 
Table 10: 
Noble and conquistador families in the municipal senate (1567-1700) 
 
Fam. 1567-

1620 
% a % b 1621-

1661 
% a % b 1662-

1700 
% a % b 1567-

1700 
% a % b 

Conq. 39 73.6 36.4 62 60 35 73 55.3 44.2 174 60.2 38.7 
Nob. 
Fam. (a) 

53 100 49.5 104 100 58.7 132 100 80 289 100 64.4 

Totals 
(b) 

107  100 177  100 165  100 449  100 

             

Obs.: Nob. Fam. = Noble Family; Comq. = Conquistador. 
Sources: Annex 1; BELCHIOR op. cit, 511-512; AHU, av, cx. 1, doc. 8; IHGB, t. 88, v. 
142, p.396; IHGB, t. 93, v.147, p.261; IHGB, t. 95, v. 149, p.347; RUDGE, R. op. cit.; 
TOURINHO, E. 1929, Autos de Correições dos Ouvidores do Rio de Janeiro, V.1, Rio de 
Janeiro, Prefeitura do Distrito Federal, 1929; RIO DE JANEIRO, op. cit., 1935. 

 
The elite’s benefits were not limited to setting the price of local produce: they also 

interfered in the importation market as well, even though these were, in principal, part of 
the colonial monopoly and thus should have been controlled by metropolitan mercantile 
capital. These products included one of Portugal’s most traditional products, wine. 
Regardless of the colonial pact, in 1642, “the officers of the senate agreed that wine (…) 
from Lisbon [would be sold] for two cruzados or lower and that of the port of Viana and 
other parts for two patacas or lower”.xcv  

The senate also interfered in an even more delicate area where colonial profits were 
traditionally transferred to the metropolis in modifying the price of sugar and freight. In a 
meeting in 1642, the city officials described the events which had afflicted the colony and 
their district: 

(…) in this city it was ordered and done among the men of commerce, captains and 
masters of ships and all others who buy sugars to carry a monopoly to the Kingdom (…) 
that they would combine in common conformity to not buy said sugars nor receive them 
in payment of the debts of those (…) who owed them and were obliged to pay (…) unless 
it was for such a small price that it was not possible to avoid further losses and thus the 
plantations, lands and mills of the residents would be destroyed. 
In response to this situation, the senate’s officials and “the other noble persons of the 

government of this republic” decided to fix the price of sugar and “for said price, 
creditors would be obliged to take it in exchange for debts”.xcvi In this fashion and in 
spite of the interests of Lisbon and Amsterdam, the colonists – or more exactly, the 



plantation owners – were able to interfere in the colonial economy through their senate. 
In this sense, then, the so-called colonial pact was apparently not an all-powerful force in 
the life of the colony. The prices set by the pact could be negotiated. Towards the end of 
the 17th century, the senate again demanded to be allowed to continue to interfere in the 
price of sugar. In a letter dated 1698, municipal officials defended the senate’s “ancient” 
prerogative as forum for the negotiation of sugar prices between businessmen and 
planters.xcvii  

With the foundation of the Companhia Geral de Comércio (the General Commerce 
Company) in 1649, the relationship between the senate and overseas mercantile capital 
became tenser. Aside from the privilege of transporting sugar to Portugal, the Company 
also acquired a monopoly over the supply of cod, flour, wine and olive oil to Brazil, at 
prices that it could establish itself.xcviii It also managed to prohibit the legal production of 
sugarcane brandy in the colony, as this product was competing with Portuguese wine. 
During that same year, the municipal senate of Rio, against the wishes of the Count of 
Castello Melhor, the General Governor of Brazil, once again set the prices of goods in the 
market. This time, the prices that were interfered with were those of the four main goods 
sold by the Company.xcix Two years later, in a letter dated 1651, the Governor of Rio and 
his senate insisted that the current misery of the people and the marketplace was due to 
the lack of sugar transports and the blockage of open commerce of the four products in 
question. The same letter also alleges that the Company’s monopoly of flour was 
senseless; that the colony received all that it needed of this product from São Paulo. 
Among the senators who signed the letter we find Francisco da Costa Barros and Aleixo 
Manuel, both members of noble families and descendents of the conquistadores. 

In 1654, the senate sent several demands to the metropolis, among them a request for 
the return of free commerce and an end to the monopolies of the four products in 
question. In this correspondence the senate reminded the King that “this city, which is 
looked upon as an invisible point across the entire kingdom, contributed 80 thousand 
cruzados to the Angolan venture, not as a loan, but as a gift, and also gave much good 
will and liberal animation to the enterprise, such that they were able to male ready the 
Armada, which was sent here completely unprepared, and with it and the grace of God, 
recover that Kingdom”.c 

As a result of the pressure of the Brazilian colonists and Portuguese small-scale 
merchants, a royal decree of 1658 abolished the exclusive contract for the supply of wine, 
cod, flour and olive oil to the colony and, in the following decade, the Company lost a 
significant part of its strength.ci 

Through these events, we can see the capacity which the local noble elite of Rio had 
to confront metropolitan pressures and impose certain qualifications upon the colonial 
pact. Aside from this, we can note another, rather unusual, phenomenon: a certain unity 
of interests among the different segments of this elite. During the struggles of the 1650s, 
Pedro de Souza Pereira appears alongside members of enemy “bands” such as João de 
Castilho Pinto and Aleixo Manuel. 

The tensions between metropolitan interests and the local elite continued to appear 
during the following decades. In a letter dated 1678, the municipal senate related to the 
King that they had ordered the imprisonment of Captain Ignácio da Silveira Soutomaior, 
as well as the masters, relatives and procurators of the owners of the fleet’s ships. The 
charge was dealing in merchandise disembarked in the port in violation of the senate’s 



established prices. In the same correspondence, the officers of the senate solicited that the 
establishment of freight prices be left to the senate, seeing as they were “the head of the 
republic for the common welfare [and worked to] protect the residents of this captaincy 
against pressures”.cii In order to make the intensions of these gentlemen absolutely clear, 
it is wise to remember three other facts: in 1678, the five members of the senate which 
I’ve been able to identify were all members of noble families, while three were 
descended from the conquistadores and a similar number were owners of plantations 
themselves. They were thus legislating in their own interest for, as plantation owners, 
they were, of course, the “residents” most interested in control over freight prices. 

Aside from giving the colonial elite influence over the prices of sugar and freight, the 
senate also allowed them to interfere in another delicate sector of the plantation 
economy’s economic reproduction: the Atlantic slave trade. Among the complaints sent 
to Lisbon in 1669, we find denunciations against slave traders who preferred to send 
captives to Bahia and Angola instead of Rio de Janeiro. Given this situation, the senate 
solicited the King to be allowed to send three slave ships to Angola from Rio each year, 
with this commerce not to be interfered with by the ministers of that African colony. 
Perhaps more interesting than the request itself was the fact that the senate reserved for 
itself the right to choose which merchants would have control over this monopoly. This 
would, of course, give the senate control over said traders. In response, the Overseas 
Council determined that two ships from Rio could be sent each year.ciii 

Yet another area in which the senate interfered in the economy was in the 
administration of taxes. Up until 1690, at least three different taxes were under their 
control, all created for the military defense of the colony: the greater wine tax, created in 
1641; the lesser wine tax, created in 1656 and the tax on sugarcane brandy, voted in 
1661. The senate members received bribes through the administration of these taxes and 
there were also several accusations of pacts with merchants which resulted in tax 
evasion.civ 

Whether or not such pacts existed, the fact is that the administration of these taxes 
made it possible for the senate to assume direct control over a portion of the city’s wealth 
as its public treasurer. In 1686, some 16,876$666 were collected in taxes, of which the 
senate directly oversaw 2,930$000, or 17.4%.cv It is worth noting that in this year, as in 
others, the provedor da fazenda real and the escrivães da fazenda were all plantation 
owners, descendants of conquistadores and officials of the city government. As ministers 
and officers of the treasury, these gentlemen controlled the collection of taxes due the 
King while also administering taxes due the city as senate members or relatives of senate 
members. This illustrates, yet again, the possibilities which the descendants of the 
conquistadores – transformed in plantation owners – had to control the keys of the 
colonial treasury. 

Still other aspects of colonial economic life were under the thumb of the governing 
men of the land and I’d like to call attention to a final one of these: the goods and sectors 
of the economy leased out by the senate as money-making ventures. In 1614, “the officers 
of the senate in said city, understanding themselves as responsible for its common 
welfare and for that of the merchants and visitors which come to it to load sugar and 
other merchandise, ordered that there be established in said city a weighing house 
through which all said merchandise shall pass”. The license for this establishment was 
given to Aleixo Manuel the Younger, “for a period of three nine years, during which time 



no other person can take any steps without first weighing in it”.cvi This contract shows 
that – as was the case in other ancine regime societies – the senate of Rio de Janeiro 
controlled and was thus able to contract out certain services which were vital to the 
functioning of the public economy. In practice, licenses such as the one mentioned above 
put certain fundamental aspects of the Republic’s life in the hands of given groups of 
citizens. In this specific case, a respectable part of the colony’s commerce – including 
that involving its main export – was obliged to pass through the establishments of Aleixo 
Manuel. It’s not necessary to describe in detail what this could mean in terms of that 
happy man’s self-enrichment… 

Aleixo Manuel was a member of the Homem da Costa extended family of 
conquistadores, a group which had the largest number of members on the city senate over 
time. In a document from 1645, the High Captain of the fleet of Rio de Janeiro and 
contractor for tithes, Gaspar Dias de Mesquita, complained about the arrogance of the 
members of this “band” and affirmed that Aleixo Manueal, in particular, is the “moat 
well-related man in the land”.cvii Among the officers who gave Aleixo control of the 
weighing house in 1614, we find other “well-related” gentlemen such as the fortress 
captains João Gomes da Silva and Pedro Gago da Câmara. 

 In 1635, legal oversight of the city’s market and scales (trapiche) was contracted out 
to the Alcaide Salvador Correia de Sá e Benevides. In this contract, it was stipulated that 
“there will be no other market or weighing house in the city than these” and that “if the 
high alcaide wishes to extend this contract over said scales and market at the end of the 
stipulated time, it will be renewed on the same terms as before”. Apparently, Salvador 
and his heirs decided to renew the contract, at least as far as we can deduce from a note 
written by the Viscountess of Asseca, dated 1692, in which she protests against the 
construction of another weighing house, stating that her family is the only one to possess 
the privilege of weighing sugar in the city, the colony’s principal export. In other words, 
for over 50 years, the Sá were given the opportunity to make profits off of each box of 
sugar outward bound from the port of Rio.cviii 

Some time after the signing of the contract with Salvador Correia de Sá e Benevides, 
it was decided in senate that first Baltazar de Leitão and later Manuel Ribeiro Pasteleiro 
could “give to this people all the beef which is necessary for said people’s sustenance”. 
In the same fashion as the contracts above, “no other person meat aside from the 
contractor will be given license nor allowed to cut under the penalties of His Majesty’s 
law which orders all for the benefit of this Republic”. cix  

Regarding Manuel Ribeiro Pasteleiro, I regrettably know nothing more. That is not 
the case with Baltazar Leitão, however. Married to Feliciana de Pina, he belonged to the 
extended family founded by Francisco de Pina, the man who was the provedor da 
fazenda real during the first decades of the 17th century. Baltazar contracted for the 
collection of the royal taxes at least twice in his life: the first time in 1637 and the second, 
together with his son-in-law, plantation owner Manuel Fernandez Franco, in 1649.cx In 
Baltazar’s post mortem inventory, in 1656, he left a sugar plantation with 91 African and 
7 Indian slaves. This is one of the few inventories which I have discovered for the 17th 
century and through it, we can perhaps illustrate the career of a member of Rio de 
Janeiro’s first colonial elite. Baltazar’s family was linked to the Royal administration and 
thus had access to the opportunities that an ancine regime economy reserved for its elite – 
in this case, the exercise of monopolies over certain key sectors of the Republic’s 



economy such as the supply of meat and the collection of taxes. Such opportunities 
probably explain the size of Baltazar’s slave barracks upon his death. The number of 
captives which he owned would have transformed him into a leading slave owner at any 
point in the history of Brazilian history. 

The examples presented above suggest that it wasn’t only control over positions in 
the royal administration which permitted the construction of noble fortunes: postions in 
the municipal senate also allowed for this possibility. We saw, at the beginning of this 
article, that the majority of 17th century noble families in Rio were founded before 1620 
and that these were generally inaugurated by ministers or officers of His Majesty. Later, 
in Table 10, we observed that 60% of the known officers of the municipal senate for the 
period between 1565 and 1620 were conquistadores and, at the same time, occupied 
positions in royal administration. This information indicates that a significant part of the 
future noble elite had occupied administrative positions in the colony’s power structure 
before becoming owners of sugar plantations. In other words, these posts opened up paths 
to personal enrichment. Towards the end of the first half of the 1600s, however, this 
picture began to change. Once the noble plantation-owning elite had been constructed, 
only a certain few families descended from the conquistadores continued to occupy the 
strategic posts of the royal administration. This phenomenon, however, was not observed 
in the municipal senate. 

In Table 10, we can clearly see that certain extended noble families descended from 
the conquistadors were still in the municipal senate at the end of the 17th century. More: 
the same table verifies that, as time passed, the senate became ever more a forum for the 
local noble elite, understood here as sugar plantation owners. Up to 1620, a little less than 
half of the senate’s officials were members of the elite. After 1662, however, this 
quantity had grown to more than 80%. In this same movement, we can also note a 
growing representation of families founded by conquistadors. During the first period, 
these made up slightly more than 35% of the municipal officials while during the second, 
they accounted for around 45%. These numbers demonstrate the existence of a set of 
families which would persist among the noble elite and which would insist upon 
controlling vital sectors of the Republic’s political structure and, through this, its 
economy. At the same time, this phenomenon gives objective weight to certain 
expressions which were very dear to these gentlemen, such as nobility of the land, 
governors of the Republic and even the first men of the land. 

 
The best families of the land 

This was the title, along with nobility or first men of the land, by which the 
descendents of the conquistadors liked to be called by colonial society. Such expressions, 
as we well know, were not inventions of the best families of Rio. They can be found in 
ancine regime Portugal as designating those men who occupied positions as municipal 
councilors. They are also encountered in Pernambuco in the 1600s as an identifier for the 
local plantation lords, particularly those who were involved in the struggle against the 
Dutch and who “exercised honorable posts in the Republic”.cxi In both cases, note that 
nobility of the land appears linked to political power at the municipal level as well as to 
the best men of the land. However, we must be careful when analyzing such expressions. 

To begin with, when we turn to the Philippine Ordinances, we find that there is no 
clear definition for this designation. According to Cândido Mendes de Almeida, in these 



laws, “good men” were considered to be “the citizens who had occupied positions in the 
Municipalities or the government”, however, he does not explain how one could 
determine “who such men were during the creation of a new village”. At the same time, 
according to Gonçalo Monteiro, the juridical notion of nobility in ancine regime Portugal 
was extremely fluid. This phenomenon was partially a result of the relative fluidity with 
which noble distinction could be achieved. As a reaction to this, particularly after the 
Restoration (1640), we find a progressive delimitation of the restricted nucleus of the 
Grandees (the high aristocracy). Towards the end of the 17th century, the expressions 
nobility or fidalguia, when used to designate a group, began to be used fundamentally to 
indicate the titled nobility of the realm. Monteiro claims that the notions of the “first men 
of the land” and the “nobility of the land” stopped being used as designators for 
empowered landowners. This occurred because the “Grandees of the land”, or – what 
amounts to the same thing – the oldest and richest houses of a given province, took over 
the exercise of municipal office. The social and political horizon of such a group was not 
situated at the province’s borders but in the court, in the service of the monarchy.cxii 

Apparently, in Rio de Janeiro, the expression nobility of the land was linked to a 
family’s past history in the exercise of political and administrative power in the city and 
to descent from the conquistadores – the older the history, the nobler the family.cxiii Let’s 
take a look at some examples: 

In 1628, one of the members of these families, João Castilho Pinto, was defined by 
the officers of the senate as “one of the noblest people of the city and its government”. In 
other words, João has able to have a seat in the municipal assembly and, in fact, he was a 
councilman or ordinary judge on at least three occasions: in 1635, 1645 and 1651. Years 
later, the then governor of the city, Duarte Correia Vaqueanes, affirmed that João was 
“one of the noblest people in the city [of Rio], always showing much zeal in the service of 
Your Majesty”. In the same letter, the governor also pointed out that João was “the 
legitimate grandson of Francisco Dias Pinto, first land-owning Alcaide-mor this city had 
(…) and the legitimate grandson of Jorge Ferreira Bulhões, captain and ouvidor for 18 
years in the captaincy of São Vicente and (…) legitimate son of Manuel de Castilho, who 
was almoxarife of this city”.cxiv Consequently, João was the third generation of a lineage 
accustomed to power. 

In 1643, some officials of the municipal senate justified the concession of hulls of the 
city fleet to Salvador Correia de Sá  e Benevides, by alleging that he was “a fildalgo and 
alcaide mor of this city whose grandparents, father and relatives colonized, conquered 
and governed it from the beginning”.cxv The confrontation between these two gentlemen 
is in itself interesting, being that João Castilho Pinto and Salvador Correia de Sá e 
Benevides were sworn enemies at the beginning of the 1640s. Nevertheless, both were 
identified at the time in the same way: as belonging to families who had conducted the 
conquest and who had occupied the command positions of the city for generations – in 
other words, as nobles. 

In 1664, in the midst of disputes within the noble elite, the officials of the senate 
reminded all and sundry that candidates to the assembly must be “of the principal men of 
the land and qualified (…) excluding from these all men of mechanical arts and low luck 
and only admitting to government fildalgo men”.cxvi Of the six senators who wrote this 
statement, two were descended from our old friend Pedro Gago da Câmara (ex-fortress 
captain and councilman in 1614), one from the conquistador and ex-provedor de fazenda 



Antônio de Mariz and a fourth belonged to the extended family of the Homem da Costas. 
Thus, in the year under consideration, an absolute majority of the senate was formed by 
families which had dominated the city’s political scene (with passages through such posts 
as ministers and paid captains of infantry) since its foundation. Aside from this, the same 
document shows us that these men were not willing to retire from public life. It is thus 
not difficult to infer who they understood to be “the principal men of the land”. 

Given what we’ve discussed above, we can see that the concept of nobility of the 
republic had no legal definition. It did not exist, for example, as a superior hierarchical 
position with rights and responsibilities clearly defined by law, as was the case in 
European estate-based societies. In truth, in Rio de Janeiro, the “fildalgos” paid taxes just 
like any other mortal and in the same way. Different from their counterparts in Portugal, 
they were lords of lands with their own jurisdictional powers. What enabled the elite 
families of the colony to identify themselves and be identified with the self-acclaimed 
title of “nobility” was a sentiment which combined at least three ingredients:  

- That of being descended from conquistadors, a group of people (or a “race”) 
which, at their own cost, conquered other lands and peoples (native and 
European enemies). 

- That of having exercised political power through republic’s posts since the 
founding of the colony. 

- That of feeling superior to other mortal residents of the colony through right of 
conquest and political power. 

This feeling of nobility was reinforced by boons granted by His Majesty, through 
marriages with people of similar status and – perhaps most importantly – through the 
continuous recognition given these people and their families through their repeated 
election to the principal posts of the senate. Here, we must remember that many of the 
people accused of corruption, whose cases we’ve touched on above, never suffered any 
royal punishment, nor any disrespect from colonial society (or at least from some of its 
sectors). This was the case of Tomé de Souza Correia, accused of corruption by the city’s 
governor in 1676 and later praised by thye senate for his services to the city.cxvii 

Here, perhaps, is where we find the smoking pistol: in the appropriation for private 
ends of the goods and services administered for the public good by the Crown and the 
senate. The “sentiment” felt by the descendants of the Conquistadors, that they were the 
rightful rulers of the republic and the social recognition of this quality, justified their 
appropriation of public goods and services as if these were their rightful property – as 
something which belonged to the nobility of the republic. This becomes even clearer 
when we remember that between 1650 and 1700, more than 40% of the colony’s land-
grant holders were descended (directly or indirectly) from the conquistadors. During the 
same period, 60% of the region’s plantation owners descended from – or were married to 
women descended from – the same group. In other words, in the second half of the 17th 
century, membership in the noble elite was passed by descent from or marriage to the 
granddaughters and great-granddaughters of the first colonists and members of this elite 
had easier access to the Crown’s lands. Summing up then, the concept of nobility of the 
republic becomes complete when we realize that the members of this category were 
engaged in appropriating and distributing the material goods of the republic among 
themselves. 

 



The economy of the common good 
To further the good governance of the republic, the municipal senate of Rio de 

Janeiro conceded monopolies over butchering, sugar weighing and even attempted to 
provide privileges within the transatlantic slave trade. Before, during and after these 
economic concessions, the senate counseled the King, also in the common interest, and 
granted boons to people (or their descendents) who had acted in crucial areas of the 
Kingdom and the Overseas possession’s interests. When His Majesty named a provedor 
da fazenda or a captain of infantry, he was acting in the name of the commercial interests 
or military defense of his subjects in the Conquests and, consequently, guaranteeing the 
welfare of his vassals in the Republic. A similar logic could be used regarding the 
concession of a boon in the form of commercial privileges. These were given to people 
whose had preformed services – or whose ancestors had preformed services – in the 
defense of the Crown’s interests and thus in defense of the common welfare.  

One aspect of this situation was that both the municipal senate and the Crown (as 
heads of the Republic) removed from the market and from free competition goods and 
services which were of the public interest. In other words, intertwining with and 
interfering in the plantations, commerce and crafts of the resident subjects of the King, 
we find a series of goods and services which can be labeled as the economy of the 
common good, or the economy of the republic. 

For the objectives of this article, however, the notion of the economy of the common 
good can only be complete if we consider how it also closed of the appropriation of social 
surplus as the private reserve of a relative few. The goods and services of the republic 
were conceded by the senate and/or the King for the use of a few select people and these 
privileges were exercised in the form of a monopoly or semi-monopoly. Other resident 
subjects who interfered in such monopolies were punished with the full force of the law. 
Another aspect of this scenario was the privileges granted over certain sectors of the 
market: fiscal franchises in commerce or legal guarantees regarding the transportation of 
merchandise. Only a few people received such boons and those who didn’t were subject 
to the laws of the marketplace. These monopolies created possibilities for the elect to 
exclusively appropriate the profits of certain segments of social production, or at least to 
have less competition in accessing these. This created a situation in which “the free 
population” (understood in the context of a hierarchical ancine regime society) or (what 
amounts to the same thing) the public of the republic deposited part of their profits into 
the hands of the elect.  It was this public which directly or indirectly sustained the 
republic’s elite. 

In this fashion, aside form the accumulation of wealth provided by peasant production 
in Portugal or the slave plantations of the Overseas Territories, there was also another 
circuit of wealth accumulation, identified with the republic. The wealth producing agency 
in this circuit was not the planter, craftsman, or merchant but the set of planters, 
craftsmen and merchants: in other words, the public itself. 

Given this, we can better understand certain concepts which I’ve used above, such as 
imperfect market or the accumulation of surplus. However, we must be cautious with 
regards to wider utilizations of the concept of the economy of the common good. As I 
have employed it here, it refers to the Portuguese ancine regime and it should only be 
present in societies which have certain distinct economical and social structures, similar 
to those seen in 17th century Portugal and Rio de Janeiro. 



According to A. Hespanha, the boon system reinforced the corporative character of 
the Portuguese monarchy, a style of monarchy “whose responsibilities basically 
corresponded to a feudal-corporative benefit structure”. In order to see this with more 
clarity, it is enough to remember that in 1607, the expenses of the Kingdom for pensions 
given for services rendered to the Crown totaled some 190 contos, a quantity that was 
considerably greater than the 167 contos of revenue that the state during the same year 
from the Atlantic empire.cxviii 

Gonçalo Monteiro also confirms that in ancine regime Portugal and especially with 
the House of Bragança we find a Grandee aristocracy whose dominant ethos was service 
to the monarchy. These nobles did not support themselves with the produce of the land or 
through private business dealings, but with the pensions and boons gained for services 
rendered to the republic. According to Monteiro, this was a circular economy based on 
services, where the court elite monopolized the principle positions in the royal 
administration, army and colonies. As a reward for their service in these positions, they 
received new royal concessions which could be accumulated and used to acquire new 
services, such as the administration of the Crown’s wealth or more prestigious 
postings.cxix  

In the Rio de Janeiro region, the distribution of boons and – later – senate concessions 
among the conquistadors and their descendants allowed for wealth accumulation. This 
wealth would later be transformed into sugar plantations and would allow for the 
structuring of the plantation economy itself. The boons and concessions granted 
reinforced the economic and social inequalities which were present during the creation of 
colonial society. Aside from the inequalities directly imprinted upon the Conquests 
through the enslavement of the native population, we find others introduced into the 
European population through the system of boons. Thus it is in the midst of a highly 
hierarchal society and a strongly differentiated economy that the production of the 
resources necessary for the “primitive accumulation” of the plantation economy took 
place. In other words, it was the colonial public (their farmers, merchants, 
backwoodsmen, natives, African slaves and etc.) who paid a significant part of the costs 
for the installation of the sugar plantations, via the social production which was 
appropriated from them in a process of exclusive accumulation carried out by a 
conquistador elite.  

Once the plantation system had been installed – including sugar fields, cattle corrals 
and farms for food – the mechanisms of the economy of the common good continued to 
function. The noble elite’s control over politics – or more precisely, over the senate and 
part of the Royal administration – allowed it to continue to engage in a process of 
exclusive accumulation. One needs only to remember the tenacity with which the noble 
families descended from the conquistadors held on to the senate or reflect upon the 
persistence of the Correia, Ponte and Frazão de Souza families in the royal administration 
in order to perceive this continuation of this process. As we’ve seen above, the noble elite 
of Rio was not noble in the European sense of the word. However, it was able to 
articulate, in practice and policy, privileges which allowed it to appropriate part of the 
social wealth and these privileges were passed on from generation to generation. In truth, 
Rio de Janeiro in the 1600s seems to demonstrate an inversion of Max Weber’s maxim 
that traditional administrators live for and not off of politics. In Rio de Janeiro during the 



17th century, administrators lived off of politics and their control of the republic allowed 
them to appropriate part of their society’s production. 

The fact that the economy of the common good was based upon politics inevitably 
generated political disputes. According to Gonçalo Monteiro, the distribution of higher 
offices and boons – and thus of the instruments which made the accumulation of wealth 
and social prestige possible – was generally accompanied by conflicts among the 
Grandees of the Lusitanian aristocracy.cxx Something similar occurred in Rio de Janeiro 
during the 1600s in the senate elections, the distribution of council privileges and in 
access to posts in the royal administration. These were all privileged spheres for intra-
elite disputes because not all of the old noble families could simultaneously be present in 
both key areas of colonial power, the Royal administration and the senate. 

 Some families tended to stay in the first sphere while others gravitated more towards 
the second. This, however, does not mean that after a certain point, city politics was 
marked by a struggle between the senate and the Crown’s ministers. In reality, the 
captaincy was transformed into a scenario for intra-elite disputes for control over the 
republic and, consequently, the goods and services which it managed. 

An example of these disputes can be seen in the continuous accusations of 
interference in senate elections leveled against the ministers of the King (1648, 1655, 
1660-61, 1668, 1686, etc. – see AHU ca.). Curiously enough, both the accusers and the 
accused almost always belonged to the same social group. This was the case during the 
1660-61 revolt. The ministers accused in this case belonged to the Correia family 
(including Pedro de Souza Pereira and members of the Pontes family) and two of the 
rebellion’s leaders, captain Diogo Lobo Pereira and Jorge Ferreira Bulhões were 
descendants of conquistadores while a third (Jerônimo Bezerra Barbalho) was the son of 
an ex-governor of the city. This struggle was thus the fruit of disagreements within the 
local elite.  

The background of these rivalries can be inferred from a letter carried by the 
procurator of the senate – and also the provedor of the dead and absent – João Castilho 
Pinto to Lisbon in the 1640s. After recounting to the King the abuses of Salvador Correia 
Sá e Benevides, of the provedor da fazenda Pedro de Souza Pereira and of other customs 
officials who were absconding with royal properties and taxes, João asked His Majestyto 
be posted as captain of the fortress of São Sebastião and also as the juiz de balança, a 
position which had been held by Salvador Correia Sá e Benevides since 1635.cxxi We can 
thus say that a principal point of friction involved in this disagreement was control over 
the sugar weighing house, one of the republic’s most precious “goods”. 

If it’s true that the control over the colony’s Royal administration (and its boons) 
often escaped from the hands of the noble elite (seeing as how nomination to this posts 
had to come from Lisbon), the same thing did not occur in the senate and as we’ve seen, 
in terms of the economy of the common good, this was not a trivial political stage. After 
all, control of the municipal assembly meant power to interfere in prices, in meat 
supplies, in the sugar weighing house and etc. This fact allows us to better understand 
governor Francisco Soutomaior’s observation in 1645 that “the elections for the senate 
are dominated by people from the Corriea’s faction [Salvador Correia Sá e Benevides] 
and from the Manoes [Aleixo Manuel, the Younger], which are two Bands and cliques 
which create such monstrosities as are prejudicial to the service of God and Your Majesty 
in this city”.cxxii 



Furthermore, the frightened observations of Governor Soutomaior present us with an 
essential component of how domination over the reigns of the republic was exercised: the 
networks of political alliances (through kinship or client relationships and etc.). 

The presence of these networks in the disputes for colonial power can be illustrated 
by the events from 1642 which resulted in the temporary removal of Salvador Correia Sá 
e Benevides from the post of governor. Among those who defended Salvador, we find the 
plantation owner Jorge Fernandes de Fonseca, a member of the Homem da Costa 
extended family, and Diogo Sá da Rocha, another plantation owner and the old ouvidor-
geral  and son-in-law to the Rangel family. On the opposite side, we find, once again, the 
old enemies: Aleixo Manuel and the Pinto Castilhos. 

At the same time, the struggles of 1642 illustrate another aspect of these political 
alliances: their essential fluidity. The two men directly involved in the dispute for 
governor, Salvador and Duarte Correia Vasqueanes, were uncle and nephew, 
respectively. Jorge Fernandes da Fonseca and Aleixo Manuel – at this moment on 
opposite sides of the struggle – were brothers-in law. Alliances could thus not only shift 
according to the situation, they could also reflect conflicting interests in the same family. 
This last point does not seem to have been a general rule, however. Everything indicates 
that close relatives tended to act together and in the same way. Marriage sealed alliances 
between families. An excellent example of this can be found in the murder of Pedro de 
Souza Correia. According to contemporary denunciations, the guilty parties were the 
“Amaraes [a noble family] and their allies, led by Francisco do Amaral. Among the 
suspects, we find named, alongside Francisco’s uncles, cousins and brothers, two of the 
families sons-in-law who were also plantation owners.cxxiii 

An example of how such networks involved themselves in the business of the 
republic can be found in a narrative by Antônio Mendes de Almeida, in his own words 
“an outsider and a man with no relations in these lands”. According to Antônio, he was 
deprived of the tax contract of 1686 through the machination of the then provedor da 
fazenda real Pedro de Souza Correia and “his friends”. Antônio claimed that he had been 
barred from participating in the auction for the contract by maneuvers undertaken by the 
provedor da fazenda, ouvidor-geral of the city and common judge, Baltazar de Abreu 
Cardoso. This same person, through the use of one of his servants, then took over the tax 
contract himself with the aid of Manuel Fernandez Franco, Antônio de Abreu de Lima 
and Francisco Gomes Ribeiro. This first of these gentlemen acquired the contract and 
then passed it along to the provedor’s servant while the other two nobles served as the 
commoner’s undersigners.cxxiv Let’s take a look at who some of these “friends” were. 
Baltazar was a plantation owner and the grandson of Jorge Fernandes de Fonseca, the 
same man who had earlier been procurator for Salvador Correia Sá e Benevides. Manuel 
Fernandez Franco, who we have met above, belonged to the extended family of the Pina 
and had several times before been a tax contractor. Antônio de Abreu e Lima and 
Francisco Gomes were also members of the noble elite. The first, with aid from Pedro de 
Souza Correia, had held the position of judge of orphans and the second was named high 
captain of Cabo Frio in 1678. In this event, then, we can see that the Frazão de Souza 
family was shielded by an alliance with no fewer than four other noble families. 

One of the mechanisms which generated such alliances was the construction of 
clienteles. Governors could nominate people, even if only provisionally, to positions 
within the colony’s military and civil administration. The careers of Pedro de Souza 



Pereira and Diogo Lobo Teles are examples of this. Before becoming owners of the 
positions of provedor da fazenda and judge of orphans, respectively, they had been 
captains in the infantry, later named to the captaincy of the fortress of Santiago and the 
captaincy of the Rio-Lisbon fleet – in both instances by the Correias.cxxv As we’ve seen, 
Pedro married a Correia and the same thing occurred with Diogo’s nephews. Something 
similar perhaps happened in the cases of other fortress captains and paid infantry 
captains. Manuel da Costa Cabral, the captain of the fortress of Santa Cruz in 1669, for 
example, saw one of his daughters married to Martin Correia de Sá. Alexandre de Castro, 
paid infantry captain since 1644, had married Felipa de Sá in 1639, another member of 
Salvador Correia Sá e Benevides’ household. Ascenso Gonçalves de Matoso, captain of 
the fortress of São João and a member of a noble family, also married Serafina Correia 
de Sá in 1655. 

Not entirely without reason, then, were the “Manoeis”, Correias and later the Pontes 
considered to be powerful due to their status as “the most well-related families in the 
land”. Through their clientele networks and marriage strategies, these families were able 
to widen their spheres of influence.cxxvi 

To tell the truth, the importance of these kinship networks in the functioning of the 
colony’s society and economy stretched far beyond what I’ve termed here as the economy 
of the common good.cxxvii One only needs to look, for example, at their impact upon the 
colonial market. Between 1650 and 1669, 1/4th of the sales and purchases of plantations 
registered by notary publics were conducted between parents (father-in-law/son-in-law, 
father/son, brother/brother etc.). In looking at these documents we also must take into 
consideration dowries and the firming up of family alliances. If we compare the values of 
all the dowries listed for 1665 with those of the total purchases and sales registered by 
notary publics, we find that the sum of the first amounted to 42% of all property transfers. 
In this year, then pre-nuptial contracts had approximately the same weight as purely 
mercantile transference of properties (plantations, houses, lands, etc.) between one family 
and another.cxxviii 
 
Conclusion: exclusion as original sin. 

Summing up, then, the construction of Rio de Janeiro’s plantation economy occurred 
during a favorable moment in terms of sugar prices on the international market, but not, 
however, moment that was very favorable to Portugal or its empire. From the middle of 
the 1500s on, the various quadrants of the Overseas Territories came under increasing 
attack and the Kingdom suffered from recurring food shortages, plagues, an increased 
public debt and etc. In the midst of this scenario, the formation of Rio de Janeiro’s 
productive structures was conducted according to the tried and true prescription of the 
Portuguese ancine regime. The key elements of this system were the conquest of lands 
and men, the system of boons and the municipal senate. Transformed into officers of the 
King and senators, the conquistadors directed the formation of a new society in the 
tropics and in this task, they were incredibly successful. Using their official positions, 
their kinship and clientele networks, the conquistadors and their decedents built 
plantations and became the first noble elite of the slave-holding and agro-exporting 
society which formed around Rio de Janeiro. The careers of these men and the economy 
which they ruled demonstrate some of the key precepts of old Lusitanian society: a 



profoundly unequal social hierarchy which permits the production –and, via politics, the 
appropriation – of social wealth. 

In turn, in part because the construction of the colonial productive apparatus occurred 
with the strictures of the ancine regime, this movement simultaneously created a 
“nobility of the republic” whose basis was political rule and the appropriation of what I 
have labeled here the economy of the common good. This economy was made up of 
goods and services under the legal jurisdiction of the municipal senate and the King. 
Though it was administered by a select few, it was paid for by the colonists at large. 
Control over this economy, which allowed exclusive accumulation, was decided in 
political disputes which were supported by vast kinship and clientele networks.  

Belonging to the nobility described here – descended from the conquistadors and 
made up of plantation owners who were also dedicated to commerce – and being able to 
make use of its typical forms of accumulation was not the only path to wealth and power 
in the 1600s. After all, as someone has already mentioned, commerce is an antediluvian 
activity – older than Noah and his arc. It is thus certain that some colonists were able to 
transform themselves into plantation owners, principally through engaging in commerce. 
However, even these lucky few had to deal with a market where the municipal senate 
intervened in the prices and the King’s minister’s engaged in monopoly trading. 

In conclusion, it is also certain that this nobility and its practices – as dominant social 
phenomena – eventually gave way at some point in colonial history to other types of 
social relations. After all, by the end of the 18th century, the colony’s economic elite 
(which controlled the slave trade and the economic system’s liquidity, among other key 
sectors) were the large-scale merchants. However, the practice of socially excluding the 
public (the free population of the colony) continued to exist as one of the keys to the 
accumulation of wealth. 
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Annexo 1: Founders and first plantation owners of the noble families of rio de Janeiro 
Type Founder of noble family First plantation owner Mar. Post* Source 
1 Belchior Pontes  1580   
2 André da Silveira Villalobos André da Silveira Villalobos 1599  RUDGE (1983) 
2 Belchior  Andrade e Araujo  1616 Cap.Inf.  
  Franc. Andrade e Araujo 1648 Meir.Mar ACRJ-ECV,1691 
2 Diogo Aires Aguirre  1620? Capmor  
  Domingos Aires Aguirre 1650  Araujo (1901) 
2 Fernão Faleiro Homem Fernão Faleiro Homem 1646 Cap.Fort ACRJ-ECV,1653 
2 Manuel Lopes Ravasco Manuel Lopes Ravasco 1641  ACRJ-EP,1650 
1 Jo. Pereira de Souza Botafogo Jo. Pereira de Souza Botafogo  Cap.Inf. s/sr 
2 Baltazar da Costa  1595 Esc.Faz.  
  Franc. da Costa Barros 1616 Esc.Faz. ACRJ-ECV,1650 
2 Franc. Oliv. Vargas  1637 Almox.  
  Estevão de Oliv. Vargas 1663  ACRJ-EH,1668 
1 Sebastião Coelho Amim Sebastião Coelho Amim 1618 Esc.Alm. ACRJ-EFI,1669 
2 Pedro Espinha Pedro Espinha 1588 ?  ACRJ-EAr,1616 
1 Franc. Viegas  1602   
2 Ant. de Macedo de Vasconcelos  1618   
  Franc. de Macedo Viegas 1647  ACRJ-ECV,1650 
2 Cristov. Lopes Leitão Cristov. Lopes Leitão 1640  ACRJ-ECV,1650 
2 Franc.d Macedo Freire Franc. de Macedo Freire 1655 Sarmor . ACRJ-EP,1692 
1 Duarte Ramirez Leão  1617   
  Duarte Rodrigues Ramires 1672  Novinsky (s/d) 
2 Manuel Vale da Silveira Manuel Vale da Silveira 1641  IHGB 
2 Ant. do Vale Mesquita Ant.do Vale Mesquita ?  ACRJ-EQ,1697 
2 Jerônimo de Azevedo Jerônimo de Azevedo 1650?  ACRJ-EQ,1670 
2 Jo. Soares Pereira Jo. Soares Pereira 1681  ACRJ-EQ,1697 
1 Ant. Sampaio  1558 Cap.Inf.  
  Sebastião de Sampaio   ACRJ-ECV,1616 
 Antônio de Sampaio Antônio de Sampaio 1620  IHGB (1940) 
2 Agoostinho Pimenta de Moraes Agostinho Pimenta de Moraes 1652  ACRJ-AR,1689 
1 Diogo Sá da Rocha Diogo Sá da Rocha 1613 Ouvidor ACRJ-ECV,1650 
2 Franc. de Gouveia Franc. de Gouveia ?  ACRJ-ECV,1650 
2 Manuel Barbosa Pinto  1628   
  Diogo de Sá da Rocha  1664  ACRJ-ECV,1665 
2 Jacinto da Guarda Jacinto da Guarda 1614?  ACRJ-ECV,1650 
1 Manuel Leitão Manuel Leitão 1616  ACRJ-EQ,1665 
2 Cust. Coelho Madeira Cust. Coelho Madeira 1643 Cap.Pres ACRJ-EP,1662 
1 Toussaint Grugel Toussaint Grugel 1606  ACRJ-EQ,1662 
2 Claude Antoine Besançon Claude Antoine Besançon 1626  ACRJ-EP,1653 
2 Felix Correia de Castro Pinto Felix Correia de Castro Pinto 1673  Novinsky (s/d) 
1 Jo. Gonçalves de Azevedo  1608 Alf.Fort  
  Afo. Gonçalves de Azevedo 1638  ACRJ-EFI,1663 
2 Estevão Tourinho Pacheco Estevão Tourinho Pacheco 1629 Alf.Fort ACRJ-EFI,1663 
1 Jordão Homem da Costa *  1542?   
  Jordão Homem da Costa 1620 Tab. Orf ACRJ-ECV,1668 
2 Aleixo Manuel  1572 Cap.Inf.  
  Ant. Muniz de Menezes 1665 Cap.Inf. ACRJ-ECV,1662 
2 Domingos Machado  1575   
  Luis Machado Homem 1646 J.Orfãos ACRJ-EH,1674 
2 Luís Barcelos  1607   
  Manuel Barcelos Machado 1646  ACRJ-ECV,1662 
2 Manuel de Azedias Valadão  1611   
  Manuel Azedias Valadão 1666  ACRJ-EQ,1686 
2 Jorge Fernandes da Fonseca Jorge Fernandes da Fonseca 1615  Rio de Janeiro (1935) 
2 Jo. do Zouro de Oliv. Jo. do Zouro de Oliv. 1616  ACRJ-EH,1689 
2 Pedro de Oliveira Pedro de Oliveira 1622  ACRJ-ECV,1635 
2 Gaspar Carrilho de Mattos Gaspar Carrilho de Mattos 1634 Tabelião ACRJ-ECV,1662 
2 Franc. de Araujo Caldeira Franc. de Araujo Caldeira 1640  Araujo (1901) 



2 Fernando Cabral de Melo Fernando Cabral de Melo 1642  ACRJ-ECV,1689 
2 Amador Lemos Ferreira Amador Lemos Ferreira 1673  ACRJ-EH,1692 
2 Manuel da Guarda Muniz Manuel da Guarda Muniz 1649  ACRJ-EFI,1685 
2 Aleixo Vaz Aleixo Vaz 1674  ACRJ-EFi,1668 
1 Franc. Lemos de Azevedo Franc. Lemos de Azevedo 1597 Alcaide ACRJ-AR,1635 
2 Luiz Reinoso Queixada Luiz Reinoso Queixada 1648  ACRJ-EQ,1662 
1 Jerônimo Barbalho Bezerra  1614 Gov.  
 Agos.Barbalho Bezerra Agos. Barbalho Bezerra ? Gov. ACRJ-ECV,1659 
2 Antonio da Costa Ramires  1619   
  Pedro da Costa Ramires 1668  ACRJ-EP,1663 
1 Gaspar Pereira Carvalho Gaspar Pereira Carvalho 1614?  Reingantz,(1965) 
2 Franc. de Lemos Faria  1644   
  Luis de Lemos Pereira   Reingantz (1965) 
1 Diogo de Amorim Soares Diogo de Amorim Soares 1573?  Reingantz,(1965) 
2 Seb. Fagundes Varela Seb. Fagundes Varela 1613  Belchior (1965) 
2 João Fagundes Paris João Fagundes Paris 1635  ACRJ-EP,1650 
1 Manuel da Costa Manuel da Costa 1605?  ACRJ-Dote,1635 
2 Franc. Barbosa Caldas Franc. Barbosa Caldas 1635  ACRJ-Dote,1635 
1 Manuel de Castilho  1595 Alm.  
  João de Castilho Pinto 1617 Cap.Fort ACRJ-ECV,1668 
2 Manuel Caldeira Soares Manuel Caldeira Soares 1651  ACRJ-ECV,1674 
1 Miguel Gomes Bravo Miguel Gomes Bravo 1593 Tes.Def. ACRJ-Dote 
2 João do Couto Carnide João do Couto Carnide 1624  ACRJ-ECV,1632 
2 Pant. Duarte Velho Pant. Duarte Velho 1637  ACRJ-EQ,1674 
2 Manuel de Gouveia Manuel de Gouveia 1645  ACRJ-EH,1662 
1 Julião Rangel de Abreu  1574 Ouvidor  
2 Balthazar de Abreu  1613   
  Pedro de Abreu Rangel 1641  ACRJ-ECV,1664 
2 Gaspar Mariz de Almeida Gaspar Mariz de Almeida 1650 Capmor ACRJ-EQ,1671 
1 Domingos Muro  1598   
  Gonçalo Muro 1629  ACRJ-EH,1654? 
2 Bento da Rocha Gondim Bento da Rocha Gondim 1656  ACRJ-EQ,1679 
1 Manuel Veloso Doria Manuel Veloso Doria 1603 ?  Belchior (1965) 
2 Luiz V. M. Soutomaior Luiz V. M. Soutomaior 1655  IHGB (1943) 
1 Antonio de Mariz  1567 Prov.Faz  
  Diogo de Mariz Loureiro 1593 Prov.Faz ACRJ-ECV,1610 
2 Franc. Paes Ferreira Franc. Paes Ferreira 1608  ACRJ-EAR,1612 
2 João Gomes da Silva João Gomes da Silva 1610 Cap.Inf. ACRJ-ECV,1610 
2 João Correia da Silva João Correia da Silva 1626  ACRJ-Dote,1665 
2 Franc. Sodre Pereira Franc. Sodre Pereira 1648 Cel.Inf. ACRJ-EP,1650 
2 Inácio Cardoso Inácio Cardoso 1636  ACRJ-Dote,1689 
2 José Correia Ximenes José Correia Ximenes 1654 Tabelião  
  João Correia Ximenes 1692 Tabelião Novinsky (s/d) 
2 Domingos Pereira da Silva Domingos Pereira da Silva 1670 Cap.Inf. Reingantz,(1965) 
2 Luis da Costa Moreira Luis da Costa Moreira 1671 Tabelião ACRJ-EH,1689 
2 Domingos Vaz Pereira Domingos Vaz Pereira 1676  ACRJ-ECo,1690 
1 Ant. Nunes da Silva  1608   
2  João Batista Jordão 1639  ACRJ-EQ,1662 
2 João de Campos Matos João de Campos Matos 1655  ACRJ-EQ,1686 
2 Manuel Martins Quaresma Manuel Martins Quaresma 1663  Reingantz, (1965) 
2 Franc. Correia Leitão Franc. Correia Leitão 1674  ACRJ-EH,1694 
1 Alonso Gaia Alonso Gaia 1618  ACRJ-ECV,1668 
2 Diniz Dias Diniz Dias 1644  ACRJ-ECV,1668 
1 Pedro Gago da Camara  1615 Cap.Inf.   
2  Lopo Gago da Camara 1647  ACRJ-EP,1653 
2 Matias de Albuquerque 

Maranhão 
Matias de Albuquerque Maranhão 1645  ACRJ-EQ,1680 

1 Baltazar Leitão Baltazar Leitão 1618  inv. AMSB 
2 Man. Fernandes Franco Man. Fernandes Franco 1650  ACRJ-EP,1665 
1 Manuel Caldeira Manuel Caldeira 1608  RUDGE (1983) 
2 Mateus de Moura Fogaça Mateus de Moura Fogaça 1623  ACRJ-ECV,1670 
1 Man. Paredes da Costa Man. Paredes da Costa 1622  ACRJ-Ear,1663 
2 Jo. de Afonso Oliv. Jo. de Afonso Oliv. 1699 J.Orf. Reingantz(1965) 
2 José Gomes da Silva José Gomes da Silva 1676  ACRJ-ECV,1692 
1 João Velho Prego João Velho Prego 1649  ACRJ-EQ,1669 



2 Antônio de Abreu Lima Antônio de Abreu Lima 1671 J.Orf. ACRJ-EQ,1669 
1 Gonçalo Alvares Malheiro Gonçalo Alvares Malheiro 1626  ACRJ-EQ,1669 
2 Ant. Maciel Tourinho Ant. Maciel Tourinho 1648  ACRJ-EQ,1669 
1 Joao da Fonseca  1632 Esc.Ex.  
  João da Fonseca Coutinho 1675 Esc. Ex. ACRJ-EP,1675 
2 Tomé de Souza Antunes Tomé de Souza Antunes 1652  ACRJ-ECV,1698 
1 Francisco Senra Francisco Senra 1667  ACRJ-ECV,1691 
2 Miguel Domingues de Carvalho Miguel Domingues de Carvalho 1690  Reingantz(1965) 
1 Jo.Pimenta d Carvalho João Pimenta de Carvalho  Cap.Inf. IHGB (1940) 
2 Francisco Machado Aguiar Francisco Machado Aguiar 1667  ACRJ-ECV, 1662 
2 Ant. Pereira Galvão Ant. Pereira Galvão 1677  ACRJ-ECV, 1691 
3 Gonçalo Correia da Costa* Gonçalo Correia da Costa* 1542? Militar  
 Salv. Correia de Sá Salvador Correia de Sá 1572 Gov Belchior (1965) 
3 Alvaro Barreto  1583?   
  Francisco Barreto Faria 1644 Cap. Inf ACRJ-ET,1650 
3 Luis Cabral Tavora  1585? J.Orf.  
  Luis Cabral Tavora 1651  ACRJ-ECV,1665 
3 João Lopes Pinto  1585   
  Simão da Cunha Machado 1650  ACRJ-ECV,1691 
3 João Gomes Sardinha  1586   
  João Gomes Sardinha 1617  ACRJ-ECO,1674 
3 Amaro de Barros Pereira  1592   
  Heitor de Barros Pereira 1623  ACRJ-EP,1633 
3 Miguel Aires Maldonado Miguel Aires Maldonado 1596 Cap.Inf. ACRJ-EQ,650 
3 Estevão Gomes Estevão Gomes 1597 Capmor  ACRJ-ECV,1610 
3 Roque Barreto Roque Barreto 1600? Gov. /so ACRJ-ECV,1612 
3 Ant. Lopes Cerqueira  1600   
  Gregório Lopes Cerqueira 1631  ACRJ-EP,1673 
3 André de Leão  1600?   
  Antonio Pacheco Calheiros 1657  ACRJ-ECV,1662 
3 Pedro Mateo Rendon  1600 Cap.inf.  
  José Rendon y Quevedo  1642 Cap. Inf Mello (1996) 
3 Bento Garcez de Araujo  1607   
  Bento Garcez de Araujo 1656  ACRJ-EQ,1671 
3 Manuel do Couto  1609   
  Lucas do Couto 1653 Alf.Fort ACRJ-EP,1653 
3 Luis Gago da Câmara  1610   
  Alberto Gago da Câmara 1635  ACRJ-ECV,1662 
3 Lopo da Costa da Fonseca  1612? Alm Faz.  
  Marcos Costa da Fonseca 1673 Alm.Faz. IHGB,sesm 
3 Fructuoso da Fonseca Varela  1612   
  Gaspar dos Reis 1677  Reingantz(1965) 
3 Lourenço de Esmeralda 

Atouguia 
Lourenço de Esmeralda Atouguia 1613   

 Salv. Rodrig. Soberal Salv. Rodrigues Soberal 1661  ACRJ-EFI,1680 
3 Cristovão Vaz Cristovão Vaz 1615  ACRJ-Doaç,1668 
3 Sebastião Martins  1617   
  Francisco Martins Ribeiro 1657  ACRJ-Efia,1675 
3 Seb. Lobo Pereira Sebastião Lobo Pereira 1617 Prov.def/so ACRJ-Dote,1632 
3 Domingos de Araujo Domingos de Araujo 1618  ACRJ-ECV,1653 
3 Baltazar de Amorim Calheiros Baltazar de Amorim Calheiros 1618  ACRJ-EP,1664 
3 Pedro Martins Negrão Pedro Martins Negrão 1620 Esc.Alf. ACRJ-ECV,1634 
3 Franc. Gomes de Gouveia  1621   
  Sebastião Gomes Pereira 1658 Esc.Alf. Reingantz(1965) 
3 Gregório de Barros  1623   
  Antônio de Barros 1665  ACRJ-EQ,1674 
3 Diogo de Montarroio  1623   
  Seb. de Lucena Montarroio 1645  ACRJ-ECV,1650 
3 Gaspar de Magalhães Gaspar de Magalhães 1624  ACRJ-ET,1651 
3 Feliciano Coelho Cam Feliciano Coelho Cam 1624  Araujo (1901) 
3 Luiz de Freitas Matoso Luiz de Freitas Matoso 1626 Cap.Inf. Araujo (1901) 
3 João Alvares Pereira João Alvares Pereira 1626  ACRJ-ECV,1650 
3 Domingos Gomes Pereira Domingos Gomes Pereira 1627  ACRJ-EH,1674 
3 João Luis Mafra João Luis Mafra 1632 Sarmor  ACRJ-ECV,1633 
3 MateusCorreia Pestana MateusCorreia Pestana 1633  ACRJ-EQ,1673 



3 Antonio Dias Antonio Dias 1636  ACRJ-EP,1650 
3 Bento Pinheiro Bento Pinheiro 1636  ACRJ-EP,1653 
3 Gonçalo Pontes Labrit Gonçalo Pontes Labrit 1636  ACRJ-ECV,1662 
3 João Dias Rangel João Dias Rangel 1637  ACRJ-ECV,1691 
3 Antônio Ribeiro Antônio Ribeiro 1638? Tabel. ACRJ-ECV, 1650 
  Afo. Gonçalves de Azevedo 1638  ACRJ-EFI,1663 
3 Domingos Casado Domingos Casado 1641  ACRJ-ECV,1662 
3 Roque de Gouveia Roque de Gouveia 1641  ACRJ-PRO,1662 
3 Diogo Pacheco Diogo Pacheco 1644  ACRJ-Test.,1658 
3 João Godinho  1644   
  João Godinho Rosado1 1675  Araujo (1901) 
3 Franc. Frazão de Souza*  1620?   
  Pedro de Souza Pereira  Prov.Faz Inventário,MSB 
3 Inácio de Andrade Inácio de Andrade 1645  ACRJ-ECV,1670 
3 Francisco Mateus  1645   
  Antonio da Fonseca Diniz 1694  ACRJ-EH,1693 
3 Jorge de Souza Coutinho Jorge de Souza Coutinho 1645? Esc. IHGB,t. 95, v. 149 
3 Franc. Pacheco de Azevedo  1645?   
  José Pacheco de Azevedo 1675 Escr. ACRJ-Efia,1694 
3 Tomé da Silva Tomé da Silva 1646?  RUDGE (1983) 
3 Franc. Fernandes de Azevedo Franc. Fernandes de Azevedo 1648  ACRJ-PRO,1674 
3 Manuel Vaz Coelho Manuel Vaz Coelho 1648  ACRJ-ECo,1697 
3 Jacinto Lobo Pereira Jacinto Lobo Pereira 1649  ACRJ-ECV,1691 
3 Manuel Francisco Manuel Francisco 1650?  ACRJ-ECV,1662 
3 João Gago de Oliveira João Gago de Oliveira 1650  ACRJ-EH,1694 
3 João Lopes Lago João Lopes Lago 1652 Alm. ACRJ-ECV,1650 
3 Ant. Zuzarte de Almeida Ant. Zuzarte de Almeida 1652  ACRJ-EH,1672 
3 Luis Lopes de Carvalho  1653 Tabel.  
  Miguel Lopes de Carvalho 1679  ACRJ-EH,1689 
3 João Lopes Experto João Lopes Experto 1654  ACRJ-EH,1679 
3 Francisco Gomes Francisco Gomes 1656  ACRJ-ECV,1650 
3 Salv. Fernandes de Aguiar Salvador Fernandes de  Aguiar 1658  ACRJ-ECV,1692 
3 Manuel Toledo Royas Manuel Toledo Royas 1659  ACRJ-EQ,1692 
3 Fernando da Gama Fernando da Gama 1660? Capmor. ACRJ-EQ,1694 
3 Manuel de Azevedo Manuel de Azevedo 1660  ACRJ-ECV,1697 
3 Gaspar Pereira de Oliveira Gaspar Pereira de Oliveira 1661?  ACRJ-EP,1653 
3 Franc. Moura Fogaça Francisco Moura Fogaça 1662  Reingantz(1965) 
3 Pedro Albernaz Correia Pedro Albernaz Correia 1663  ACRJ-ET, 1675 
3 Manuel Cardoso Leitão Manuel Cardoso Leitão 1663 Tabel. AHU-RJ, 692 
3 Franc. Dias Medonho Francisco Dias Medonho 1664  ACRJ-ECV,1694 
3 Franc. Correia Drumond Francisco Correia Drumond 1666  ACRJ-ECV,1698 
3 João Morato Ravasco João Morato Ravasco 1667  ACRJ-EP,1662 
3 Manuel Barcelos Domingues Manuel Barcelos Domingues 1667?  ACRJ-EQ,1680 
3 Andre Fernandes Brandão Andre Fernandes Brandão 1667  ACRJ-ECV,1679 
3 Franc. da Costa Moura Francisco da Costa Moura 1668 Tab.Orf. ACRJ-EQ,1692 
3 Manuel Correia Cabral Manuel Correia Cabral 1669 Esc. ACRJ-ECV,1696 
3 João Dique João Dique 1672  ACRJ-EH,1689 
3 Francisco Vaz Garcez Francisco Vaz Garcez 1673  ACRJ-ECV,1685 
3 Manuel Barbosa Lima Manuel Barbosa Lima 1676  ACRJ-ECV, 690 
3 Gonç. da Costa Ramos Gonçalo da Costa Ramos 1677  Reingantz(1965) 
3 Antonio Borges Madeira Antonio Borges Madeira 1678  ACRJ-EH,1697 
3 Dionisio Correia de Brito Dionisio Correia de Brito 1678  ACRJ-ECV,1679 
3 Domingos Coelho de Souza Domingos Coelho de Souza 1680  ACRJ-ECV,1694 
3 Franc. Gomes Ribeiro Francisco Gomes Ribeiro 1680 Cap.Inf. ACRJ-EPer,1689 
3 Pedro Sanches da Fonseca Pedro Sanches da Fonseca 1681  ACRJ-EP, 1653 
3 Franc. de Almeida Jordão Francisco de Almeida Jordão 1683 Alm.faz. ACRJ - ECV,1696 
3 Cristov de Almeida Gamboa Christovão de Almeida Gamboa 1684 Alf. Mar  ACRJ - EP,1689 
3 Jeronimo de Medeiros Jeronimo de Medeiros 1684  ACRJ-ECV,1691 
3 Ant. Correia Barbosa Antonio Correia Barbosa 1692  ACRJ-ECV,1692 

Obs: Type = Type of noble family: 1 = extended noble family; 2 = noble family derived from feminine line of 
extended noble family; 3 = simple noble family. Jo.= João; Franc. = Francisco; Oliv. = Oliveira; Crsit = 
Cristovão; Cust.= Custódio; Afo= Afonso; Agos. = Agostinho; Seb. = Sebastião; Pant. = Pantaleão; Ant. = 
Antônio; Man. = Manuel; Salv. = Salvador; Rodrig. = Rodriguês;  Gonç.= Gonçalo; cap. inf. = captain of 
infantry; alm = almoxarife da fazenda; alf. mar.= alferes de mar e guerra; tabel. = tabelião; esc. = escrivão; j. 



orf. =judge of orphans; prov. faz. = provedor da fazenda; gov. governor; capmor = high captain; sarmor = 
master sargeant. 
 
Abstract: 

The article analyses the making of the early noble elite in Rio de Janeiroas well as its main 

economic characteristics during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Both centuries were 

difficult times for Portugal and it’s overseas territories. In this scenario, the conquerors used old 

but efficient strategies rooted in ancine regime Portuguese society: conquest (of men and lands), 

control of the municipal senate and of the system of boons. This process resulted in a social and 

economic hierarchy that excluded part of the colonists and gave birth to the plantation economy. 
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