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Rio de Janeiro in the Global Meat Market, c. 1850 to c. 1930

This book examines the meat provision system of Rio de Janeiro from the 1850s to the 1930s. Until the 1920s, Rio was Brazil’s economic hub, main industrial city, and prime consumer market. Meat consumption was an indicator of living standards and a matter of public concern. The work unveils that in the second half of the nineteenth century, the city was well supplied with red meat. Initially, dwellers relied mostly on salted meat; then, in the latter decades of the 1800s, two sets of changes upgraded fresh meat deliveries. First, ranching expansion and transportation innovation in southeast and central-west Brazil guaranteed a continuous flow of cattle to Rio. Second, the municipal centralization of meat processing and distribution made its provision regular and predictable. By the early twentieth century, fresh meat replaced salted meat in the urban marketplace. This study examines these developments in light of national and global developments in the livestock and meat industries.

Maria-Aparecida Lopes is professor of Latin American history at California State University, Fresno.
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Glossary




	
açougue

	Butcher stall, butcher shop



	
Câmara municipal

	Municipal chamber



	
Carioca

	People, objects, or places from the city of Rio de Janeiro



	
carne verde

	Any fresh meat; in this work, the expression is used mostly to refer to fresh beef



	
Cerrado

	Biome that corresponds to roughly 25 percent of Brazil’s territory. It encompasses several states, and houses multifaceted ecosystem: semiarid savanna, grasslands, and riverine forests



	
Corte

	In Rio de Janeiro, the seat of the Portuguese and the Brazilian empires



	
crioulo

	Mixed-blood cattle of Iberian-origin brought to the Americas, (criollo in Spanish)



	
charque

	Sun-dried meat or beef. This work uses the terms, salted meat, salt beef or meat, charque, and carne seca interchangeably



	
charqueada

	Charque processing factory



	
farinha de mandioca

	Manioc meal



	
fazenda

	Farm, plantation



	
feijoada

	Black bean stew prepared with loin, bacon, charque, and/or sausages



	
frigorífico

	Meat processing plant



	
matadouro

	Slaughterhouse



	
mil-réis

	The Brazilian unit of currency during the period under study in this work. One mil-réis was written 1$000. This work uses the format 1.000 to facilitate reading; values smaller than one mil-réis are written as 500 réis, for example.



	
Mineiro

	People, objects, or places from Minas Gerais state



	
Paulista

	People, objects, or places from São Paulo state



	
prefeitura

	City council



	
Riograndense

	People, objects, or places from Rio Grande do Sul state



	
saladero

	Salted meat processing plants in Spanish



	
tasajo

	Salted meat



	
zebu

	According to current classification, cattle of European (Bos taurus) and Indian origin (Bos indicus) are two distinct species; they probably have a common ancestor, Bos primigenius, but developed in different regions










Note on Orthography

Brazilian Portuguese spelling has changed considerable since the nineteenth century. For words in Portuguese in the text, I used modern spelling. For citations, proper names, and bibliography, I maintained the spelling as in the original text.






 Introduction

Popular and academic interest in the topic of meat production and consumption is growing.1 Since its inception in the latter part of the nineteenth century, industrial meatpacking has seldom left the news cycle. The first packinghouses publicized their technological wonders in full-page newspaper ads featuring images of their plants (a veiled reference to the primacy of private enterprise over municipal slaughterhouses), claims of their product’s wholesomeness, and pledges to make meat affordable to all. Shortly after readers laid eyes on these adverts, controversy ensued. As the case of the United States revealed, these meatpacking plants were anything but wholesome; they exposed laborers to unsafe conditions and engaged in monopolistic work exclusively on my research practices. During the twentieth century, the industry evolved into a global network of animals, meat, and grains. It also perfected the ability to hide from the public view the processes by which ranchers and workers transformed cattle into meat and distributed it to retailers. Most recently, and alarmingly, the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic ushered meatpacking back to the front pages of newspapers. Closures of processing plants in Argentina, Brazil, and across the United States have stoked fears of shortages and raised questions about how food travels from farm to table. The current worldwide crisis has laid bare how crucial aspects of the cattle/meat complex remain unchanged, like industry concentration, and how we continue to conceive of meat as an “essential” food.2

Set in a thoroughly different historical context, this book examines the origins of such innovations and discussions using Rio de Janeiro (Brazil’s capital city until 1960) as a case study.3 It ventures through different spatial scales, connecting South American, transatlantic, national, and regional actors involved in Rio’s fresh meat (carne verde) and salted meat (charque or carne seca) supply network. This study shows that policymakers in early twentieth-century Brazil—like their counterparts in Europe and the United States—strove to expand pasturelands and promote meat consumption. In doing so, they created enduring global linkages that allow consumers in most urban centers of the Americas to find any meat cut, year-round.



Brazil in the Empire (1822–1889) and the First Republic (1889–1930)

Before the advent of private meatpacking, dwellers in most cities of the Atlantic world trusted that municipal slaughterhouses (matadouros) would guarantee them regular access to fresh meat. During the nineteenth century, the city of Rio de Janeiro saw the construction of two such facilities: in 1853, the São Cristóvão matadouro opened its doors and, almost three decades later, the Santa Cruz abattoir began to operate at the city’s edge. The latter remained Rio’s sole provider until meatpacking companies disrupted the municipal provisioning system. This study examines Rio’s meat market from the foundation of São Cristóvão to the introduction of packing plants in Brazil in the first decades of the 1900s.

To a contemporary observer of the nineteenth-century Americas, Brazil was somewhat of an anomaly. Although its independence from Portugal in 1822 was an outcome of the Atlantic Revolutionary wave of the late 1700s and early 1800s, Brazil implemented a successful monarchy. During most of the nineteenth century—excepting 1831 to 1840—two emperors, descendants from the Portuguese Bragança dynasty, governed the country. The monarchical choice was, in no small measure, related to the presence of the Portuguese crown in Brazil. In 1808, they moved the empire’s capital from Lisbon to Rio, fleeing the Iberian Peninsula’s imminent invasion by Napoleon’s army. Upon the court’s return to Portugal in 1821, Pedro, the heir to the throne, stayed in Rio as Prince Regent of the Brazilian Kingdom. One year later, he declared Brazil’s independence and became its first emperor. Soon after, some politicians began to question Pedro’s adherence to the constitution, and thus loyalty to the nation. In 1831, he abdicated in favor of his Brazilian-born son, Pedro II, who ruled as a constitutional monarch from 1840 until 1889.4

To some segments of the Brazilian elite and political class, only the monarchy was capable of countering what they saw as Spanish America’s misfortunes: territorial disintegration and slavery abolition. Whereas Spanish America fragmented into several nations, most provinces in Brazil—despite numerous separatist rebellions—remained loyal to the monarchy. Likewise, in most Spanish America, the slavery system collapsed some decades after its emancipation wars, but in Brazil—and the United States—the institution endured and strengthened over the 1800s. The end of slavery only came in 1888 and the implementation of the republic one year later.

The city of Rio de Janeiro was central to these political transitions. Notable sectors of the Brazilian political, military, and religious leadership called Rio their residence. Over the 1800s, it housed the Portuguese and Brazilian royal families, the parliament, the ministers of the state, and later the president of the republic and the congress. Rio was one of Brazil’s dioceses, and in 1892, it was elevated to an archdiocese. The  military academy was founded in the city alongside the army’s school of engineering, and other intellectual associations, which were crucial in toppling the monarchy in 1889. Rio was also Brazil’s principal port and an entrepôt in the Atlantic for exchanges among Africa, Europe, and the Americas. Between 1808 and 1850, its population increased approximately fourfold.5 These demographic changes pressured the local government to address housing, food provision, sanitation, and other services. They did so following colonial mandates, according to which municipal chambers were the main guarantor of urban dwellers’ wellbeing. These mandates remained in place for fresh meat supplies—with some variations—until the early twentieth century.

The socioeconomic changes this book examines accelerated in the second half of the 1800s, in part because of the expansion of a new crop in southeast Brazil, coffee. From 1850 to 1930, annual coffee production in the country fluctuated between 50 and 70 percent of total global output.6 Coffee’s systematic cultivation began in the province of Rio de Janeiro’s southern region, in the Paraíba Valley—a strip of land that runs along the Paraíba do Sul River, encompassing portions of Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo, and Minas Gerais. In 1840, when Pedro II ascended to power, the Rio de Janeiro province housed most coffee estates in the country. It alone was responsible for more than half of Brazil’s exports of this commodity. Large and small plantations (fazendas) depended on African and Brazilian-born slaves’ work. They picked and processed coffee berries destined for Europe and the United States. Slaves also conducted trains of mules that carried bags of coffee beans to Brazil’s leading ports.7

The coffee plantation, like mining and sugar operations, relied on slave labor. From the colonial era—particularly after the 1770s—until the termination of the Atlantic slave trade in 1850, millions of enslaved Africans arrived in Brazil.8 The end of slave trafficking greatly stimulated captives’ internal movement from the northeast and south Brazil to the southeast. In 1854, slaves accounted for approximately 24 percent of the country’s inhabitants. They corresponded to nearly half of the Rio de Janeiro province’s population and 40 percent of Rio’s city. In 1872, around 15 percent of Brazil’s inhabitants remained captive; however, in the Rio de Janeiro province, slaves accounted for twice that number. In the same year, they represented almost 18 percent of inhabitants in the city of Rio, revealing the importance of the free black sector in the Corte.9 The 1872 census registered that nearly 60 percent of the total African-descent population in the city was free.10

The weight of the coffee economy in nineteenth-century Brazil cannot be overestimated. Prominent coffee planters were involved in Brazil’s early industrialization, notably in agricultural machinery production for coffee processing and shipping, and in the textile segments. They also engaged with the public sector to incentivize infrastructure to facilitate coffee exports (railroads, ports, telegraphs, and steam navigation) and  finance these ventures.11 Later, such investments helped to overhaul urban centers’ public services, sewage, water, gas, and electricity. The first railway in Brazil, the Estrada de Ferro D. Pedro II (later Central do Brasil), built in the 1850s, linked Rio de Janeiro to São Paulo and was a major conductor of coffee from the Paraíba Valley plantations to Rio’s port. In 1864, 470 kilometers of railway track covered the Brazilian territory; in 1900, more than 15,000.12 Low-cost transportation via rails had a decisive role in expanding the coffee frontier to western São Paulo, linking these plantations to Santos, the leading province port. In a show of their political muscle, planters—in conjunction with city officials—made sure that the rails ran near their estates, increasing land prices and expediting transport. Packs of mules continued to carry bags of coffee, but they did so to head stations relatively close to fazendas in key municipalities.13 The railroad network also boosted the internal market for other goods. Between the 1870s and 1915, foodstuffs and raw materials freight on the major “coffee railways” continually rose. In that vein, the cattle traffic in Brazil’s center-southeast lines increased fourfold in the first two decades of the twentieth century. The city of Rio de Janeiro received a considerable amount of rice, coffee, beans, manioc meal, and wheat consumed in the urban grid and its surroundings via rail lines.14

Other provinces in Brazil had a different experience. The expansion of coffee plantations in southeast Brazil reinforced geographic inequalities, for most improvements occurred in Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo, and Minas Gerais. Over the nineteenth century, as the exports of traditional crops declined—particularly from the northeast region—coffee remittances soared. In 1913, the latter represented 60 percent of total overseas sales, while sugar and cotton accounted for 3 percent.15 Concurrently, the northeast provinces lost population in favor of the southeast—first, after the 1850s, due to the internal slave traffic and migration; and later, when slavery’s end was imminent, coffee planters alongside the public sector sponsored immigration programs to substitute captives with foreign-born laborers. Although early immigration schemes failed, between 1880 and 1930, more than four million Europeans and Asians migrated to Brazil. Most settled in official colonies and small farms in the south, worked in the coffee fields of the southeast, and in cities, like Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo, where they joined the urban labor force.16

In 1900, Brazil surpassed Mexico to become the most populous nation in Latin America. At the time, Brazil had abysmal literacy and mortality rates. In 1872, almost 40 percent of newborns died before turning five years of age, life expectancy at birth was 30 years, and nearly 85 percent of the population was illiterate. These metrics improved during the First Republic (1889–1930), although in some domains, Brazil continued to lag behind its neighbors. Between 1899 and 1933, the number of primary schools grew a little more than threefold, while the number of enrolled students increased almost ninefold. In 1920, one third of Brazilians  could read and write—in 1925, nearly 75 percent of Argentineans were literate—but enrollment in technical schools was considerably low. Sanitation works and vaccination campaigns improved living conditions in some regions, and reduced mortality rates, most notably in urban centers.17

The data above show that Imperial Brazil was unable to address major social needs and other issues. In 1889, a coalition of military officers, middle-class professionals, journalists, and some farmers (fazendeiros) backed the coup that deposed Pedro II. They sought to overturn key aspects of the monarchical establishment: political centralism, Catholicism as the official religion, and economic conservatism (historian Warren Dean called it “hostility towards capitalism entrepreneurship”).18 The 1891 constitution adopted federalism, did not sponsor a religion, and extended voting rights to all males 21 and older who could read and write (which excluded many citizens from voting).19

During the First Republic, the government sought to accelerate the pace of industrialization. Before the outbreak of World War I, Brazil had greatly expanded its manufacturing capacity, particularly in the textile, transport, and food-processing sectors. Also, the transition from slave to wage-labor force greatly stimulated the consumer market.20 Yet, Brazil continued to rely on coffee exports. On several occasions, depressed international coffee prices threatened the entire economy. In such circumstances, the government enacted policies in “defense of the coffee industry.” When plantations’ output exceeded worldwide consumption, the government limited the production of low-quality beans and bought coffee from planters, storing or burning it to counter low prices. Brazil was fundamentally an agricultural country; primary products dominated the export sector, and only a minority of Brazilians lived in urban centers.21

For those residing in cities, the economic expansion of the late nineteenth century provoked new predicaments. Dwellers in the federal capital faced housing, sanitation, and food supply challenges. Concurrently, they found new conduits to channel their grievances, threatening social unrest. The privations of World War I and the 1929 economic crisis only complicated this panorama. In 1930, the government that emerged from these multiple crises endorsed—like most in the Western Hemisphere—policies to address the “social question.” Food security gained a preeminent role in the agenda of experts and policymakers. In conjunction with the government, nutrition professionals sought to improve the working poor’s well-being and educate them on the benefits of “scientific eating.” As national industrialization programs began to move Brazil toward a new economic paradigm, meat industrialization, in particular, undermined the municipal abattoir and ushered in a new epoch of food politics.22




Rio de Janeiro: Brazil’s Prime City

For the entire period under consideration in this study, Rio de Janeiro was the political and intellectual center of Brazil and, up to the early 1900s, its leading economic and financial hub. In 1763, it became the vice-regal capital of the Portuguese dominions in the Americas. Since the late eighteenth century, Rio was an intermediary port for European vessels heading to India, China, and Australia. During this period, Rio also became the chief slave port in Brazil. The Portuguese crown’s transference to Rio in 1808 and the subsequent opening of Brazil’s ports to “friendly” nations—mostly Great Britain—strengthened Rio’s commercial connections. Brazil had been a relegated territory of the Portuguese empire, but after 1808, Rio de Janeiro transformed into the royal court seat. Administrators established a royal press, schools of commerce, medicine, and war, a botanical garden, the Banco do Brasil, bookstores, a theater, a school of fine arts, scientific associations, and the Institute of History and Geography (Instituto Histórico e Geográfico). These institutions were instrumental in shaping public policies that sought to administer the city and its inhabitants for decades to come.23

William Scully, editor of the Anglo-Brazilian Times in Rio, called Rio de Janeiro, “the emporium of South America.”24 His assessment reflected the dynamism of Carioca life in the 1860s, when almost half of Brazil’s exports passed through its port. Although in subsequent decades Rio’s economy lost steam, in 1908, its port ranked higher than Santos (in São Paulo) in cargo tonnage and vessel numbers.25 The manufacturing sector in Rio benefited from the city’s function as a port, commercial activity, and coffee expansion in its hinterland. In the 1860s, the province and city of Rio de Janeiro housed large textile mills—the chief in the country until the early 1900s—shipyards, and small-scale industries. Between 1850 and 1880, the city’s directories registered businesses in the areas of food and beverage, furniture, tobacco, leather and metal works, graphic arts, clothing, hats, and shoe ware, construction materials, and chemical products. In 1920, Rio was the largest Brazilian industrial city; it led the country in production, capital, and employed workforce in the manufacturing sector.26

Such an economic drive stimulated a demand for workers, professionals, and investors. During the 1800s, in the city and its port-complex, slaves worked in all sectors—agriculture, commerce, transport, manufacturing, public works, and arts—as well as operating as servants.27 As a prominent business center, Rio attracted a considerable foreign population. British and Portuguese investors headed large commercial houses. A sizeable number of artisans, shoemakers, tailors, and doctors of French and Spanish origin lived in the city. The Portuguese segment—by far the largest—prevailed in commercial-related occupations, such as clerks and merchants.28 The 1880s onward witnessed a new migration wave of  poor Italian, Spaniard, and mainly Portuguese nationals. In 1890, they represented “39 percent of the industrial workforce and 51 percent of those involved in commerce.”29 During the First Republic, workers from other Brazilian states moved to the city, as did ex–slaves who left the coffee fazendas in the Paraíba Valley. Together with other Cariocas, they made up the city’s labor force, competing for the same jobs and struggling to find housing and other resources.30

As Rio’s population increased—approximately four times, by one account, between 1872 and 1920—dwellers advanced from the original port area to its hinterland.31 Local administrators created new parishes and shifted the boundaries of existing ones to accommodate neighborhoods. The central parishes, where manufacturing facilities and commercial establishments abounded, were prime locations for workers who lived in old administrative buildings turned into tenements (cortiços and estalagens). Others settled in the west, where the population growth was most significant, and later in the south. In the 1850s, public transport systems began to bridge these parishes. The railway Estrada de Ferro Dom Pedro II stretched from the city center to its north and west bounds. In 1868, Rio inaugurated its first streetcar, drawn by mules. By 1910, an electric tramway system of approximately 300 km traversed the urban grid.32

Like other urban settlements in the Atlantic world, Rio was a city of contrasts. It had better literacy and lower mortality rates than the national average, but it also had striking inequalities. The majority of urban residents struggled with water supply, trash collection, and housing services. They also faced relentless epidemics of yellow fever, tuberculosis, influenza, and smallpox. Since the late 1800s, government-sponsored projects, public works, and health interventions attempted to address some of these issues. By 1910, popular dwellings in the city center were destroyed, hills leveled, and avenues widened. Waterworks and port modernization followed. The latter included building a sea wall and warehouses, and opening routes that linked the port to the commercial center and the railway terminus. In this process, workers and their families were expelled to underserved suburbs. At the same time, they were subject to public health campaigns that established mandatory vaccination. Residents openly resisted these projects, yet scholars credited these interventions to a steady decline in the city’s mortality levels.33

To administer this burgeoning population during the empire and the First Republic, the city established and followed detailed municipal ordinances (código de posturas), which structured public life in two parts: “health” and “safety.” The first covered a host of issues determining where to establish and how to manage graveyards, sewage, slaughterhouses and meat retail, manufacturing facilities and hospitals, and banned “objects that corrupt the atmosphere and harm public health.”34 The area of safety regulated housing construction, streets and public squares alignment  and cleaning, markets, peddling, drunkenness, yelling, entertainment, games, firearms possession, and public peace. As for food matters, the municipality licensed businesses to operate, and supervised and rented out spaces in the public market. In the late nineteenth century, fresh meat was the only product whose entire provision was in the municipal chamber’s hands.35

In Rio de Janeiro, as in other cities of the Atlantic word, fresh beef was considered a “food of first necessity”36 (akin to a public good), which local officials had to make available to residents in reasonable conditions and prices.37 In 1920, Rio surpassed one million inhabitants, making it the largest consumer market in Brazil and the second in Latin America. As with other services, it became apparent that the municipal meat supply scheme was inadequate to meet dwellers’ needs.



Rio de Janeiro: A Case Study of Meat in the Marketplace

As Brazil furthered its economic ties with the Atlantic world in the second half of the nineteenth century, Rio became a microcosm for examining how global exchanges (in animal improvement technology, meat production and preservation, transportation, and nutrition knowledge) transformed the city’s meat market and how its inhabitants contributed and responded to such changes. Regional, national, and transnational networks allowed animals, commodities, technologies, ideas, and people to travel from and to the port city of Rio de Janeiro to Brazil’s hinterlands, to South American nations, across the Atlantic, and beyond. Drawing from a methodological framework that stresses the linkages among urban and global developments, Rio de Janeiro in the Global Meat Market situates Brazil’s capital in the realm of other transatlantic cities. It surveys known economic ties between Latin America, Europe, and the United States—primary commodities and technology exchange, for example. Most importantly, it brings other spaces (south-to-south livestock and the salt-meat trade) and themes (tropical ranching) into the contours of Rio’s meat marketplace.38

In the last two decades, a growing body of literature has examined multiple transformations that the meat supply system underwent in the nineteenth-century city. Mostly, concerns over public health and increasing demand drove the transition from the private slaughterhouse to the municipal abattoir and, years later, to industrial meatpacking. Some investigations focus on how animal husbandry improvements and transport and storage innovations (railroads and mechanical refrigeration) transformed ranching and the networks that connected farm to table. Elsewhere, studies anchored in Geographic Information System (GIS) tools have revealed the polity behind meat retailing in municipal systems of provision. This methodology has been particularly useful where traditional data are not available, underscoring how city administrators supplied this essential foodstuff before refrigeration.  Scholarly works have delved into the unequal and slow-paced expansion of industrial meat in urban settings, showing how this staple and other animal-derived food improved the diets of some but not all working-class groups. Finally, food studies have emphasized the changes in eating habits brought about by industrial packinghouses, the political economy that harnessed private plants, and the resistance of cattle purveyors, butchers, municipal officers, and customers against refrigerated meat.39

This book builds upon and contributes to scholarship that considers urban Rio de Janeiro in light of global processes. Traditionally, the Brazilian historiography has underscored how critical events in the 1800s—the movement for independence, the end of slave trafficking, and the expansion of coffee cultivation—connected to worldwide developments. Surely, the majority of works tend heavily toward Brazil’s ties with Europe or the United States. Still, some scholars have drawn attention to links with Latin America (particularly with southernmost Brazil) and, more recently, with Africa.40 Concerning Brazil’s contribution to the Atlantic market of foodstuffs and other agricultural products, debate has interrogated the extent to which external entanglements determined low domestic output and food shortages. Referring to early-1800s Rio, one historian contends, “No fact was as significant for the lack of basic goods as the guiding movement of the economy for the production of export commodities.”41 Studies dealing with the late nineteenth century follow a similar interpretation. The classic literature posits that foodstuff production for internal consumption was of “little interest to the state” and that farmers dedicated vast swaths of land to export crops (which seemed more lucrative), neglecting those destined for domestic needs.42

Yet, because of Rio’s function as Brazil’s capital, local administrators had a keen interest in keeping the city well provisioned. During the empire and the First Republic, the city’s domestic food network stretched from Rio’s immediate and extended hinterland to north and southernmost Brazil. Shortages and price hikes were common because of Brazil’s structural problems: land concentration, absence of agricultural machinery, and inefficient transportation (most interprovincial trade was carried by mules).43 Several case studies for Rio’s hinterland show that subsistence farmers regularly supplied the city with all necessities—from manioc meal to fruits and vegetables. In Rio de Janeiro, Minas Gerais, and São Paulo, slave plantations and farms (of varied size, based on slave labor or not) cultivated manioc, rice, corn, and beans, and raised and fattened livestock for the city’s consumption. Bahia and Rio Grande do Sul also contributed manioc meal and salted meat to the urban market. After the 1870s, large-scale agriculture and ranching persisted while farm equipment usage remained spotty at best. Nevertheless, the railroad network’s extension—particularly in the southeast—made the shipping of export and non-export goods quicker, cheaper, and safer. The latter  was particularly beneficial to the exchange of foodstuffs and animals arriving in Rio.44

This book argues that in the second half of the nineteenth century, the city of Rio de Janeiro was well supplied with animal proteins, particularly red meat. Meat consumption was an indicator of living standards and a matter of public concern. During most of this period, dwellers relied typically on imported charque, then, in the latter decades of the 1800s, two sets of changes upgraded fresh meat deliveries. First, ranching expansion and transportation innovation in the southeast and central-west Brazil guaranteed a continuous flow of cattle to Rio’s hinterlands. Second, the municipal centralization of meat processing and distribution made its provision regular and predictable. By the early twentieth century, carne verde was more abundant and affordable than charque, replacing the latter in the urban marketplace.

As this book traces, developments beyond Rio’s borders subjected salted and fresh meat deliveries to extreme swings. Large factories in the South American pasturelands manufactured charque, and transnational commercial houses delivered it to the city. The interplay between these actors determined the flow and price of salted meat, which had a shelf life of several months and was available in Rio’s numerous dry goods stores. In comparison, fresh meat was suitable for consumption for no more than two days after the animal’s slaughter, and only municipally sanctioned butcher stalls carried it. Further, Rio’s city council had a monopoly over the handling, distribution, inspection, and pricing of carne verde in the urban grid (abattoir system). The abattoir system gave city officials the means to control the entire supply network of an essential, perishable food item. It also allowed them to ban “interlopers” (forasteiros, in their language) in the city’s meat business.

In the latter decades of the nineteenth century, Rio’s municipality strengthened its grip over fresh meat supplies. It increased the number of butcher stalls in the city, enhancing its capacity to make meat available where the population was growing while managing its price and quality. Simultaneously, charque deliveries underwent a steep decline, thanks in part to Brazil’s leading international providers (Argentina and Uruguay) abandoning salt-meat production in favor of refrigerated meat. They, like Brazil would do later, revolutionized cattle raising and meat processing to fulfill domestic and European demands. In the first decades of the 1900s, these technologies challenged traditional provision schemes; meatpacking companies processed animals several kilometers away from the city, effectively superseding the abattoir system. For their part, old butchering methods proved incapable of keeping up with the rapid urban population growth, and the local government began (although not easily or quickly) to retreat from its meat supply duties. The transition from the abattoir system to meat industrialization was convoluted, and often deregulation did not result in more meat at Cariocas’ tables.

 When meatpacking plants attempted to enter Rio’s market, they (alongside some federal authorities) accused city officials of corruption. They discredited the municipal monopoly as obsolete paternalistic economics—which they broadly defined as market manipulation for the benefit of a few. As this book illustrates, several other elements were at play behind the municipal abattoir. From the 1850s to the early 1900s, to maintain a constant flow of fresh meat to Rio’s multiple butcher stalls, the city council attempted to surveil all processes involved in transforming cattle into meat. First, it managed the herds that arrived in Rio’s outskirts, as they had to be fed and tended to before slaughter. Second, it estimated the number of animals for consumption based on local demand and slaughterhouse processing capacity. Third, it distributed the by-product as quickly as possible. Rio had no access to natural ice (mechanical refrigeration was introduced in the early twentieth century); thus, it had limited storage capacity for meat and other perishables. Fourth, it established meat prices to offset cyclical crises (droughts and floods, for instance) and to provide consumers with a degree of predictability. These complex arrangements, which responded to the extant technologies, gave the municipality and its agents broad control over the meat market. In the 1920s, cold chain and other innovations utterly disrupted the processes described in this paragraph, challenging all actors involved in the cattle/meat supply business and their politics of provision. Rio, in that case, was no different from other cities in the Atlantic world.45

The book opens with a description of Cariocas’ eating habits. Chapter 1 examines how food intake in Rio evolved during the nineteenth century, thanks to the influx of foreign fare into the urban marketplace. Chapter 2 uses GIS tools and builds on spatial location theory to illustrate fresh beef offerings in the late 1800s. The increment in the number of butcher stalls—where the population was growing—indicates that consumers had daily access to a perishable good at walking distance. Fresh meat provisions also became more predictable and later replaced salted meat in the urban marketplace. Before that, however, charque was one of the primary sources of animal protein for Rio’s residents. Through close readings of primary materials, such as newspaper articles and adverts, cookery books, and postmortem inventories, Chapter 3 shows that salted meat was at the table of all Cariocas irrespective of social condition or status.

The next three chapters underscore changes in the Carioca meat market in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Chapter 4 studies how the expansion of pasturelands and the extension of railroads in the southeast and central Brazil contributed to improving cattle production in these regions and meat retailing in Rio de Janeiro. These processes coincided with the municipal abattoir’s apogee and the decline in charque imports into the city. Chapter 5 turns attention to the global cattle trade,  considering its impact on charque deliveries to Rio.46 Argentina and Uruguay were the primary charque sellers to Brazil. As both increased refrigerated meat output for European markets, salted meat virtually disappeared from Rio’s grocery shelves. Chapter 6 illustrates how the arrival of meatpacking plants in early-1900s Brazil empowered new interest groups to challenge the monopoly held by the municipal abattoir and a limited number of purveyors. The epilogue reflects upon the environmental costs associated with the growing appetite for meat—and other animal-derived food—in Brazil and beyond.

This case study shows how the Carioca carnivorous diet changed over time, considering local and international conditions that accompanied this transformation. After all, discussions about the social benefits of increasing animal protein intake by the urban poor were as ubiquitous in early-1900s Brazil as in Argentina, Mexico, Great Britain, or France. At the intersection of social and economic history, this book shows that, during this period, a seemingly mundane aspect of people’s lives—specifically, eating habits—was shaped by events beyond their control. Then, like now, diet selection was less a matter of individual preference or taste than of how domestic public policies linked to global trends and technologies.
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