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Translator’s Preface

On April 25, 1974, a military rebellion triggered the downfall of the Estado Novo, the dictatorship that had ruled over Portugal for almost fifty years. The socialist government installed after the “Carnation Revolution” had three declared objectives: democracy, development, decolonisation.

Portugal’s grip on its African colonies was unravelling. Under pressure at home, and after defeats abroad, the new regime granted most of its “overseas provinces” their freedom.

In the turbulent run-up to formal statehood, half a million Portuguese citizens were forced to flee their homes and farms in Angola, Cape Verde, Guinea-Bissau and Mozambique. In the weeks before Angola’s independence, up to four thousand of these evacuees landed daily in Lisbon and Porto as Angola prepared for its formal independence.

Because labels such as “colonists” or “settlers” were too politically charged, too redolent of past colonial sins, they were referred to instead as os retornados, the returned – even though many were born on African soil, and had never before set foot in Portugal. Dulce Maria Cardoso, who was eleven years old at the time, was among them.

The new arrivals felt unwelcome in a “Motherland” they had once idealised. They felt shunned by a population that considered them tainted through their involvement in Portugal’s disastrous colonial venture. Their possessions languished in crates and containers piled up near the ports. They carried with them the memories of African landscapes, and the music of African languages. Their plight shamed a country, and changed it forever.

Drawing loosely on memories of the author’s own childhood and adolescence, The Return tells the story of one of those uprooted families, and its efforts to make itself at home in an upturned world.

ÁNGEL GURRÍA-QUINTANA

Cambridge, 2016


 

For the uprooted
For Luís, my ground
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