The Confederate South Lives on in Brazil1

by John E. Burns

One of the reasons the Confederate States did poorly was because of a severe drought during the Civil War years, or War of Secession if you will, so with the end, as many as 10,000 Southerners went into exile for that and other obvious reasons.

Brazil was an ally of the South, having harbored and supplied their ships, so with the encouragement of the Emperor of Brazil, Dom Pedro II, from two to four thousand citizens of the Confederate States of America, CSA as opposed to USA, migrated.  More than 20 agencies formed with such names as The Southern Emigration Society of Edgefield, South Carolina, to purchase land holdings and provide transportation.  There were colonies in Santarém, Pará, and lesser settlements in the States of Rio de Janeiro, Paraná and São Paulo, but lack of language, unfamiliar farming conditions and cultural differences proved too much.  Many returned to the United States while others drifted to Santa Barbara D'Oeste, a city located about 150 kilometers north of São Paulo.

Santa Barbara was not an original colony, but 65 year old Cel. William H. Norris thought the area good for cotton and independently purchased 400 acres.  He was right and was helped along by the arrival of the railroad.  Others purchased plots and about 150 families settled in the area bringing innovations such as the steel-tipped moldboard plow, sewing machine, rattlesnake watermelon, kerosene lamp, pecans and upland cotton.  It was a community of not only farmers, but machinists, merchants, doctors and dentists.  The first few generations were self-contained and tended to marry among themselves.

Death, however, was the coalescing element.  Being primarily Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians and Masons they chose not to bury their dead in the only available Catholic cemetery, so Cel. Norris set aside a plot for that purpose.

Today, that cemetery is part of a very active community center, known as the Campo, which also contains a chapel, playground, a monument and small covered areas appropriate for meetings and celebrations.  It is reached by eight kilometers of dirt road snaking through a major sugar cane plantation.  The 2500 square meters of the  Campo is shaded by four ancient ficus trees, a genus of the mulberry family, that spread cooling shade.  Shades of the South.  The Campo is administered by the Fraternity of American Descendancy (Fraternidade Descendência Americana), a very active group with more than 300 Descendant members.

The name of this organization is crucial to understanding this group.  They do not identify themselves as Americans or dissident Americans, but descendants of Americans, not America.  It is a community that has maintained its cultural values and constructed a distinct identity.  They weren't attracted to Brazil like the Italian and German immigrants of the same period who did not disdain their country of origin and quickly assimilated to Brazil.

These are people who moved away from a situation they found intolerable in order to maintain their Southern way of life and they have quietly done just that.  The fourth and fifth generation of Descendants today speak Portuguese with some English2 sprinkled in but the Southern gentleness, culture, gentility, hospitality and fierce pride is evident.  Pride in the courage and integrity of their ancestors.  They live in Brazil, are committed Brazilians but are also Southerners or Sulistas as they would say.  When I visited them I felt like the Yankee I am, in the South.  The Confederate flag is still displayed in many homes.

They hold a public annual event called the "Celebration of the Confederates Brazil-USA", and it means just that: A celebration among the Confederates in Brazil and the United States.3  Every year the American Society among others is invited to participate, not just to admire, appreciate or commiserate, but to exchange cultural experiences.  Cultural values tend to freeze when outside their original environment because efforts are made to not let them evolve in fear of losing them, so they make distinct efforts to maintain them. 

More than 3000 are expected at the annual celebration, November 8 and 9 this year, where there will be Southern fired chicken, biscuits with gravy, pecan pie, typical dances, reels, Southern belles and soldiers in the Confederate uniform.  Among other mementos, mostly themes on the Stars and Bars, you can purchase a gray Confederate soldier's cap.

Every three months about 80 Descendants meet at the Campo center for a Sunday church service, a community meeting, shared basket lunches and lots of gossip.

They do not celebrate the Fourth of July, but want it clearly understood that they are not racists, fanatics or extremists.  They were not attracted to Brazil because of slavery which was on the wane.  They brought the best of a culture and left the rest.  A few years ago TV Globo showed footage of a KKK event and the Descendants protested strongly that a participant was wearing a Confederate soldier's uniform.4  The only image at the Campo center is a large venerated painting of General Robert E. Lee.

A well organized and documented Museum of the Immigration is maintained in the center of the City of Santa Barbara D'Oeste.  Well worth visiting.

As proud Southerners and committed Brazilians it is difficult to maintain this dual spiritual citizenship.  Nowhere is this more evident than the cemetery which is active since many Descendants still prefer to be buried among their more than 350 ancestors whose remains rest there.  Over the years the inscriptions have shifted from English to Portuguese.  One burial marker reads, "Texano in life".   Names like Jenny, Robert, John, Winni, Vivian and Lucy have slipped into Maria, Paulo, Roberto, Eduardo, Milton e Belton.

The cemetery is a quiet place, much like the quiet lives of these people.  They have contributed substantially to religious diversity, agriculture and education in Brazil, but have not insisted on public recognition.  Their most visible member at the moment is Rita Lee.  An epitaph that I've never noticed elsewhere is repeated on a number of the tombstones and reflects this unassuming but proud community:


The Sweetest Lives are those to duty wed,


Whose deeds, both great and small,


Are close-knit straws of an unbroken thread where love enables all.


The world may sound no trumpets ring no bells,


The book of life, the shining record tells. 

1  Information for this article was obtained by reading The Confederados Old South Immigrants in Brazil, a fascinating book by  Cyrus B. and James M. Dawsey, 1995, University of Alabama Press (available through www.amazon.com), visits to the sites mentioned and interviews with Descendants (they capitalize it) of the original émigrés. 

2  Although the fourth and fifth generations of Descendants today do not speak English, they clearly remember their ancestors speaking English and having a difficult time with Portuguese.  Linguists have studied this "frozen" language and concluded that the Southern drawl developed well after the Civil War.  A form of protest?   The English they do speak is very clear and careful.  Another curiosity: They do not seem to have adopted the rural accent common in the Santa Barbara area.

3  They maintain exchanges with associations of Confederates in the Southern United States, and are considered the more confederate or the more rebel for not having submitted to Northern occupation.  Some still talk about returning to the South.

4  More recently Globo wanted footage of them mixing English and Portuguese to promote their absurd and offensive novela of Anglos mixing English with Northeastern accents and they were told to go packing.  Congratulations!
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Family names of the orginal settlers as inscribed on the monument at the Campo center:

Ayees ( Baird ( Bankston ( Barnsley ( Barr ( Bentley ( Bookwalter ( Bowen ( Broadnax ( Britt ( Bryant ( Buford ( Burton ( Capps ( Carlton ( Carr ( Clark ( Cole ( Coulter ( Crawley ( Crisp ( Cullen ( Currie ( Daniel ( Demaret ( Drain ( Domm ( Dumas ( Easton ( Ellis ( Ezelle ( Ferguson ( Fenley ( Gill ( Grady ( Green ( Hall ( Hardeman ( Harris ( Hawthorne ( Hogan ( Holland ( Jones ( Keese ( Kennerly ( King ( Lloyd ( Mathews ( McAlpine ( McFadden ( McIntyre ( McKnight ( McMullan ( Meriwether ( Miller ( Mills ( Minchin ( Moore ( Morrison ( Newman ( Norris ( Northrup ( Oliver ( Peacock ( Perkins ( Prestridge ( Provost ( Pyles ( Quillen ( Radcliff ( Rowe ( Sanders ( Seawright ( Scurlock ( Smith ( Steagall ( Strong ( Tanner ( Tarver ( Terrell ( Thatcher ( Thomas ( Townsend ( Trigg ( Vaughan ( Ward ( Whitaker ( Whitehead ( Williamson ( Weissinger ( Wright ( Yancey 

How to get there:

Campo center and cemetery:  Take the Anhanguera or Bandeirantes well past Campinas in the direction of Limeira until highway SP 304, Estrada Luiz de Queiroz, the road to Piracicaba, Santa Barbara D’Oeste and Americana.  Follow SP 304, past Americana.  (You will learn a new word: treminhão.)  As you pass the KM 136 sign, go over a small bridge just a few feet after this marker and immediately turn right off the highway.  Not a well marked exit.  Locate a not very evident sign “Cemitério do Campo”.  Follow these signs for the next eight kilometers.  If you get lost, ask, since it is a well known.  A caretaker is there to let you in at any hour.  Once you manage to leave São Paulo, it is a pleasant two hour drive including a stop along the way.

