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Abstract

The 1880s were indeed a golden age for railways in Portugal. The extension of the mainland network doubled and the first lines in the Portuguese territories overseas were inaugurated. A pivotal moment in this process was the inauguration ceremonies of those tracks, as rituals of baptism, fraught with symbols and rhetorical elements, where progress was ‘switched on’, and as exercises of technopolitics/technodiplomacy that sought the adherence of a community of believers. In this paper we will analyse the inauguration ceremonies of four railways in the Portuguese mainland and in its overseas territories: Tua, Beira Alta, Ambaca and Mormugão. Some issues to be addressed include: the goals of those events; its protagonists; the way they were used for the consolidation/legitimation of power; and their importance for the processes of building a technological nation and staking a claim in the overseas regions of Africa and India.
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Introduction

In the second half of the 19th century technology became a decisive factor in the shaping of Europe and its overseas territories and “a reference point for European superiority both within and beyond Europe”.
 Furthermore technology (and science) was seen as progress in itself,
 the gauge to valuate the different civilizations past attainments and present merits, and consequently their superiority over one another.
 Technologies like mass-produced weapons, railways, telegraph lines, steamships, and, in the African scenario, quinine allowed Europeans to better administer and take full advantage their territories and in Africa to conquer and rule directly over new regions, inaugurating a period of New Imperialism – to use the expression of Daniel Headrick.
 

From that array of technologies, one in particular played a relevant role in this process: railways, the most spectacular symbol of this age,
 pioneer of civilization, conqueror of time and space, unrivalled promoter of migrations, settlement and resource extraction.
 Unlike mass-produced weapons, railways had a vaster community of everyday users and despite their invaluable application in war, they were marketed as a tool of peace and harmony by its saint-simonianist promoters;
 their visual sway and invasiveness had a much more powerful impact on the average man’s perception, notwithstanding the higher velocity of communication allowed by the telegraph or the power of quinine to immunize Europeans against the diseases of Africa – in 19th-century drawings, paintings, and photographs we often see depictions of railways; not as often we can appreciate steamers, but seldom we see portrayals of telegraphs or quinine inoculations. Railways became the very icon of progress and civilization in the collective perception of Western societies.
 
In the second half of the 19th century, the Portuguese context was not different. In the three decades after the implementation of a parliamentary regime in the early 1820s, the efforts to modernize the country had been overwhelmed by ideological disputes that more than once escalated to open conflict.
 But from the May 1st 1851 coup d’état onwards an elite led by a young army engineer called Fontes Pereira de Melo and formed of several Portuguese engineers (some of them trained in the saint-simonianist engineering schools of France) implemented throughout the second half of the 19th century a political program (aptly called Fontismo, after its promoter) that had technology and technological development in its very core. Railways were given a pivotal role in the development of a nation that was perceived as resourceful (albeit the dismal lack of statistical and topographical data) but with an archaic transport system – to say the least.
 Railways should realize the saint-simonianist promises that the Portuguese engineers brought from their travels of learning abroad in the 1840s onward.
 Even the less enthusiastic of the Portuguese intellectuals agreed “in a technological determinism that made railways the main factor in the destiny of nations”.
 
In the 1870s, Fontismo was also applied to the Portuguese overseas colonies. The goal of the investment was to tap into the inner regions of the Dark Continent, stemming with resources and richness just ripe for the picking – or so it was believed. However, there was a second objective to fulfill with these investments in railway building. In the context of the scramble for Africa and the emergence of imperialist nationalisms, Portugal felt the need to develop its overseas possessions through the implementations of railways in order to justify its presence and sovereignty in Africa.
  
Either in the mainland or in the colonies, a particular and very important moment in the implementation of these large technical systems was their inauguration. In this paper we analyze four inaugurations of four railways (two in the mainland and two in the colonies) in the 1880s, the golden era of railways in Portugal. We aim to address issues like the goals of those events, its main characters, the recurring iconographic/rhetorical elements, and the way they were used for the consolidation/legitimation of power.

The 1880s: a golden age for Portuguese railways
The first railroad in Portugal’s mainland was inaugurated in 1856 and up until 1880 another 1,063 km were added to that small 36-km line. However, in the next ten years until 1889, the Portuguese railway network in the mainland almost doubled to reach an extension of 1,996 km. It would take roughly another 25 years to add a further 1,000 km to the network.
 In this decade, many important lines were open towards the frontier with Spain, crossing the realm from the northernmost areas of Minho to the southern areas of the Algarve, reaching important areas like the Port wine region of Douro, and driving rails into the heart of every province of the kingdom.
 
After many disappointments with foreign investors, many false steps taken, and the postponement of the investment due to the financial crises of the late 1860s and mid 1870s, in the 1880s it seemed that Portugal was finally in the right track to become a modern nation, closer to its European counterparts. Furthermore, Portuguese nationals were doing much of that effort. The northern lines of Minho and Douro and the roads south from the Tagus river were built and operated by the State; a few small companies operating narrow gauge tracks in the north were managed by Portuguese entrepreneurs, with Portuguese funding and hiring Portuguese engineers and technicians.
 Even the largest railway operator at the time – the Companhia Real dos Caminhos de Ferro Portugueses, funded by a Spaniard in 1859 and financed mostly by French capital – was under the control of a Portuguese financial group since 1884 (after a coup d’état in the 1884 General Meeting put away the majority of French stockholders).
 In sum, the railway became a powerful tool for the unification of the national market
 and for the construction of a national identity.
 

Moreover, the 1880s witnessed the inauguration of railways in the coveted overseas territories of Angola and Mozambique. In the Berlin Conference Portugal saw its sovereignty over vast regions of Africa recognized. It had now to legitimize that dominion with effective occupation of the land, in a day and age when historical claims were no longer a valid argument to justify the possession and presence of European nations in Africa.
 This was a mission that Portugal also had to carry out in the small enclave of Goa, coveted by the gigantic British India, who more than once sought to purchase it, only to be rebuffed by the Portuguese authorities.
 

To accomplish such goals there was no better way than through the construction of railways. Adding to the enthusiasm in the mainland, Portugal entered in an era of great nationalistic euphoria about colonial railways – many claimed that railways would do for 19th-century-Portugal what the caravels had done for the country during the Discoveries.
 Even though none of those roads was built with Portuguese capital, they represented the accomplishment of Portugal’s civilizing mission in Africa. They also constituted the first step to take advantage of the resources imagined in the African wilderness, as suggested, a few years before by Portuguese engineer Joaquim José Machado, one of the greatest strategists of the Portuguese railway policy in Africa.
 In a paper presented to the Society of Geography of Lisbon in 1880, Machado argued that “civilized nations” ought to build railways and open roads in order to promote the “moral and intellectual development” of the natives and exploit the natural resources of Africa.
 In the 1880s, Portugal finally seemed to be taking decisive steps in order not only to keep its Empire intact, but also to develop it, realizing the goal to become a colonial national by own right.
Despite the abyssal differences between these two contexts (the undisputed and centennial territory of Portugal in Europe vs. its coveted overseas possessions of Africa and India) and the distinctive role played by railways in each of them, there was one thing in common: the festivity of the inauguration ceremonies, as moments when progress was switched on. They were rituals of baptism, fraught with symbols and rhetorical elements that appealed to a community of believers in technology and “celebrated the nation engineers were building”.
 
For the purposes of this paper we will analyze the inauguration ceremonies of the Beira Alta, Tua (both in the mainland), Ambaca (Angola), and Mormugão (Goa) lines in different years of the 1880s. 
Figure 1 – Portuguese railway network (home and overseas) in 1895

The Beira Alta line, built and operated by French firm Companhia do Caminho de Ferro da Beira Alta (Beira Alta Railway Company) was considered at the time of its opening (1882) the true transnational rail link between Portugal and Central Europe, even though at that time it was not connected with the Spanish network, as the construction to the neighboring city of Salamanca was still ongoing. In any case, it connected the border in Vilar Formoso with Lisbon via the northern line (Porto – Lisbon) in the small station of Pampilhosa (from here a small branch linked to the local and small harbor of Figueira da Foz). Its opening accomplished the main goal of the Portuguese railway policy of the time of connecting the harbor of Lisbon to Europe via the most direct and shortest route. With this rail corridor open, it was expected that Lisbon would become one of the busiest ports in Europe, acting as a relay point between the Old and the New Worlds. The revenues of the operation would be large enough to repay the investment of the stockholders and the taxes charged would recompense the investment of the State in the railway (roughly half of its overall construction cost).
 
In contrast, the Tua line was a rather small and puny undertaking. With its 54 km connecting the small station of Tua (of the Douro line) to the medium-sized town of Mirandela in the heart of the province of Trás-os-Montes, it paled in comparison with the 250-km long Beira Alta railway traversing the nation west-easterly through a very rugged terrain that demanded tall, steely and rocky overpasses and bridges. However, the Tua line had some particularities of its own. It was also set in a difficult topography, fit between the steep and inexorable cliffs of the Tua River valley, and likewise it demanded a number of ambitious viaducts and tunnels – suitably called works of art in the Portuguese technical literature and thoroughly described by the newspapers of the time as such. Furthermore it was the first railway conceded to a private company that was built (and afterwards operated) entirely by Portuguese technicians (previously the Minho and Douro lines were also constructed by national expertise, but at the service of the State). Finally this track had mainly an administrative and technopolitical importance. Notwithstanding the large investment made by a local landowner in the area’s corktree yards there was no significant economic interest in the region. The railway’s goal was to link one of the most backward regions of the country to the national railway network and to drive progress into the heart of the province. When it was opened in 1887, the King was attending, which was quite an astonishing fact if we bear in mind that other more important lines – like the Douro line for instance – had to settle with the presence of just a minister.

In Goa, there was yet another short line filled with symbolic technopolitical and technodiplomatic meaning. Its inception goes back to 1878 when Portugal and Britain signed a treaty of commerce and extradition concerning their possessions in India. Besides a number of clauses about creating a customs union, unifying currency, and other legal matters, article VI determined the construction of a railway from the harbor or Mormugão towards the frontier with British India. In 1881 the West of India Portuguese Guaranteed Railway Company (funded by a British financial group with British capital) was hired to build and operate the line, which was opened throughout in 1888. The Southern Mahratta Railway Company, another British firm, continued operation on the other side of the border.
 Beyond the customary expectations and representations of progress associated with this kind of enterprise the Goa railway also represented the first realization of the strategy laid out in the 1870s by Portuguese minister Andrade Corvo for the colonies: a strong investment in the coastal territories of the colonies accompanied by joint ventures with foreign nations (namely Britain) to drive railways to their hinterlands and cooperatively exploit their resources.
 
The railway from Luanda to Ambaca in the province of Angola was another example of this strategy. Even though it was conceded to a Portuguese company – the Companhia Real Através de África – its capital was mainly British. Nonetheless, the Ambaca line had the more grandiose objectives of bringing civilization to Africa and to be the first section of a great trunk line that should connect the Portuguese possessions of the western coast of the Dark Continent to its eastern coast in Mozambique. The contract for its construction and operation was signed in 1885 and in 1888 the first 45-km section was inaugurated.
 The ceremony and the line itself had acquired a greater importance, due to the relative failure of a similar enterprise in Mozambique: the line from Lourenço Marques (Delagoa Bay) to the border with the Transvaal hired to American contractor Edward McMurdo was in a stalemate; the contractor was not able to fulfill his contract and in 1888 the line was still 9 km away from the frontier of Mozambique. A controversy ensued with many sectors of the Portuguese society demanding the termination of the contract. The threat to the American and British financial and geopolitical interests involved in the undertaking led the issue to Bern to an international arbitration, that was only closed in 1900.

The inauguration ceremonies

Beira Alta – marketing the monarchy
It was the 3rd of August 1882 when the ministry of public works decided to commemorate the inauguration of the Beira Alta railway. Public powers were celebrating the opening of the most direct route to Europe but also the wrapping up of a process that began almost 20 years before with the first projects to build the line. The final years had also faced technical, bureaucratic, financial, and legal nuisances throughout construction.
 Therefore a monumental two-weeks event was organized. King Louis I was to inaugurate the line but also to take the opportunity to visit the northern provinces of his realm. 
The journey began on the 2nd of August from Lisbon’s central station of Santa Apolónia. The social and political elites of Lisbon and also a multitude of people witnessed the departure. A few ministers, army officers, and members of the railway company boarded the train alongside the King and his family. Many reporters were also present, and among them we could find a Polish journalist representing French papers Messager de Vienne and the L’Echo de France, who guaranteed that the event was known abroad. In the following two days Louis I visited the cities and towns of Santarém, Entroncamento, and Coimbra, before arriving to Figueira da Foz, where the official ceremony should begin. Unsurprisingly, in every city the entourage was cheered and applauded.
 

In Figueira da Foz the bishop of Coimbra blessed the locomotives and rolling stock of the company, thus commencing the festivity and more importantly attaching religion to technology.
 Railways could be the most powerful and faster means of transport available to humankind, but they would mean nothing without the proper blessing of the Almighty – there had to be room in the community of believers for both technology and religion and the bishop was there to assure the sharing of that space. 
During the blessing, the flags of Portugal, France, and Italy unfurled. They represented naturally the host country, the company’s nationality, and the nation of origin of the Queen, Mary the Pious, daughter of King Victor Emanuel of Savoy. The international features of the line were thus enhanced. During lunch, the King also highlighted the transnational quality of the railway, stating that it would cross the border and draw both Iberian nations closer together. He stressed, however, that it was a border of peace
 – an important message if one bears in mind that the army concerns of defense were spurned during the construction of the line.
 In the following five days the revelers visited the rest of the line to Vilar Formoso and back again to Pampilhosa, stopping and sleeping over in the towns of Mangualde and Guarda. A visit to Viseu (50 km away from the line) was also scheduled. Before returning to Lisbon the King travelled further north to Porto, Braga, Famalicão, Régua and Lamego, where he spent the best of the ensuing five days.
 
Naturally the voyage was thoroughly described by the reporters that accompanied the King. The most striking characteristic of those descriptions is how the technological aspects of the inauguration were outshined by the political debate, in a clear example of the use of technology to achieve political goals.
 The papers preferred to criticize or defend the government and the King rather than describing the bridges, tunnels, viaducts, locomotives, rolling stock, or even people’s reactions throughout the line. In 1882 the government of the Regenerator Party was under heavy criticism, mostly due to its action in the negotiation of the Lourenço Marques treaty with Britain (considered injurious to the Portuguese interests in Mozambique)
 and the contract to build in Spain the rail connections from Salamanca to the Portuguese border (in Vilar Formoso and Barca d’Alva).
 
The Progressive Party was the main critic, but the Republican Party also took advantage of the event to chastise not only the government but also the monarchic regime. The Progressive press deemed the voyage an “audacious provocation”, “wildly expensive”, and fraught with “fake commissioned festivities” and an exaggerated security force. As a monarchic party, though, they did not dare to censure the King, who was considered a mere pawn in the Machiavellian propaganda of the Regenerators.
 The Republicans – that four years before had elected for the first time an MP, Mr. Rodrigues de Freitas
 – insinuated that the promoters of the Salamanca deal paid for the party as a token of appreciation for the generosity of the government and the King. They also pointed out the excessive security measures, “comparable only to the Empire of the Tsars”.
 Both factions struggled to prove that the people were not rejoicing at all with the new line or with the presence of the King. 
The Regenerator press described the complete opposite: the enthusiasm was exhilarating; men, women and children huddled for the best spot to witness the arrival of the King and the train; the line itself inaugurated an era of progress for Portugal. The enthusiasm of the Regenerator reporters was so great that they even described in lavish terms the arrival of the royal entourage to Guarda… one day before the King actually arrived!
 As for the criticism of the opposition, they wondered if the Progressives had colligated with the Republicans to overthrow the monarchy.
 
Before this discrepancy of reports, the testimony of Bronislaw Wolowski gains an added value as an unbiased witness. Indeed we must keep in mind that Wolowski came from Paris and he had travelled to a very underdeveloped region of Portugal, where he probably developed nostalgic fictions lost in the distant past and found on the distant present:
 his representations might indeed be biased by his wish to be pleasant and less demanding towards a country that was not as developed as the country he lived in. However, this does not taint the fact that in his travel narrative he confirms that people in the areas traversed by the railway were indeed very excited with the arrival of the train, specially in the farthest regions from the coast – where the inhabitants experienced a mixed feeling of awe and obeisance at the passage of the train. He corroborates that contestation to the government was barely visible, and that the devotion to the monarchy was sincere and unquestionable. He also testifies that the Portuguese were one of the most peaceful and law-abiding peoples he had ever come across with.
 
In any case, by giving a larger importance to political feuds, rather than technology itself, it is correct to assume that papers believed that their readers (mostly in the two major cities of Porto and Lisbon) preferred reading about the former rather than about the latter. This may denote that people from the larger cities were getting used to railways (Lisbon and Porto were served by railways since the 1850s and the 1860s), which were no longer the main attraction in the Portuguese society. Those citizens preferred good old-fashioned politics.
Tua – a one-day return trip from the shoreline to the countryside 
Five years later, in 1887, the errand of the King in the Tua line was far less controversial. The Tua line was a rather consensual public work; when it was debated in parliament a few years before there had been almost no political feud. This consensus was resumed in the press during its inauguration. The exception was naturally the Republican papers that sought to belittle the brightness of the celebration.

On the 25th of September Louis I and his family departed once again from Santa Apolónia station in Lisbon towards the north, where they spent four days in Porto and Braga. It was the breaking dawn of the 29th of September when the royal retinue departed from Porto central Station (Campanhã) for the inauguration ceremony of the Tua line. The royal family and their guests (ministers, MPs, engineers, members of the high society of Porto and Lisbon) travelled in the Douro line towards the station of Tua, where the festivities began.
 
The station was decorated in white and blue livery (the colors of the ruling house of Bragança). A trophy assembled from the tools of the laborers was also exhibited. After all, engineers alone did not drill the line in the cliffy rocks of the Tua Valley: a force of 1,000 men strong had roamed the valley in the four previous years; 16 had lost his life and many others were injured and maimed.
 The exhibition of the trophy during the inauguration ceremony paid respect to those workers.
 
Louis I and his spouse Mary the Pious were greeted by the local mayor, the Bishop of Bragança and swarms of people that gathered in the vicinities of the station and in the Douro river in small boats. Again, religion was an important aspect of the inauguration, and it was highlighted with a rather quaint episode: an old lady approached the Royal couple and asked for alms, arguing that her son, who took care of her, had been drafted. The Queen took pity on the old hag and gave her a couple of pounds. The King followed suit. Charity, as a token of the Christian faith, was a forcible action for 19th-century elites, especially in the more rural and traditionalist areas, where a symbiosis between spiritual and profane patronage was frequent.
 Moreover, the Queen had a reputation to maintain: the Portuguese people called her the Angel of Charity. Being charitable during the inauguration of a railway was a reminder that charity (represented by the 2-pound alms) was as important as work and progress (represented by the railroad).
 
After the reception the guests took another train to travel 50 km north to Mirandela. As usual, the villagers of nearby areas flocked to the stations and stops to see the train and greet, touch or kiss the hands of the monarchs. Despite the gloomy descriptions of the Republican affiliated press,
 it is a fact that the people of this region of Portugal (and in most of the interior, for all that matters) profoundly revered the sovereigns. And that veneration and respect were just enhanced by the railway. The passengers, on the other hand, could enjoy the magnificent landscape of the Tua valley and its inception as a technological landscape.
 
In the station of Mirandela, splendidly decorated for the occasion, thousands received the court with music and fireworks. The King and Queen were hailed by local authorities and once again by the Bishop, who blessed the locomotives of the company. Lunch ensued, served in a pavilion erected for the event and prepared by house Ferrari of Lisbon. The King did not wait for lunch to end, for he had to go the Mirandela Town Hall to sign the town’s book of honor. A few toasts followed: to the monarchy, the company, the press, and Portuguese engineers.
 
Indeed the inauguration was also the celebration of the Portuguese technicians’ ingenuity. Albeit it was not the first time Portuguese engineers managed the construction of a railway, the accomplishment of the Tua line was no minor feat. In the first 20 km the track had literally to be blown or drilled into the unrelenting scarps of the valley. It was a tremendous effort to take the railway into the heart of one of the most backward and godforsaken regions of Portugal and the inauguration ceremony celebrated that achievement. The engineers were anointed with the commendation of Nossa Senhora de Vila Viçosa (patron of Portugal), but one of them – Dinis da Mota – brightened the ceremony by refusing the award, claiming that the line itself was enough reward.
 
Soon after, the King resumed his journey back home. It was twenty past three when he took the train to Porto. After a short stop at Régua for dinner, the entourage arrived in Porto at half past eleven. The shortness of the visit to Mirandela shows the relatively small importance of the line that was inaugurated (notwithstanding the presence of the monarchs). However it broke a very important psychological barrier. Up until then travelling from the heart of Trás-os-Montes to the Porto and back was a matter of days.
 With the Tua line, for the first time ever, it was possible to make such journey in a single day.
 
Mormugão – a technodiplomatic ceremony
Even though the Beira Alta line was a transnational railway, its opening ceremony had barely any diplomatic features (apart from the detail of the unfurling of three different flags in Figueira da Foz), as its connection with the Spanish was yet to be done. 

That certainly was not the case during the inauguration of the Goa railway (from Mormugão harbor to the mammoth Indian railway system) that should tight closely together the economies of both colonial regions and realize the goals of the 1878 Treaty. However, since the company that operated it was British, created with British capital, and maneuvering British rolling stock, the Portuguese feared a de-nationalization of the colony. Hence, in the inauguration ceremony the 102nd Portuguese Governor General of India, Mr. Augusto César Cardoso de Carvalho, struggled to keep the upper hand, whereas the British side (represented by Donald James Mackay, The Right Honorable Lord Reay) sought to do exactly the same. 
That feud began even before the ceremony, scheduled for January 31st 1888. Roughly three weeks before, Cardoso de Carvalho, Lord Reay, and Mr. Ernest Edward Sawyer, agent of the West of India Portuguese Guaranteed Railway Company gathered to discuss the details of the ceremony. The main dispute was… the order of the toasts. Sawyer proposed that he should address the first toast to the King of Portugal, to which the Portuguese governor should respond with a toast to Queen Victoria. A number of different tributes ensued: to the company, the guests, the prosperity of the undertaking, etc. Lord Reay disagreed: he believed that the Queen should be the first to be addressed by the Portuguese governor, after which he would do the same, drinking to the health of Louis I, King of Portugal. Cardoso de Carvalho had a different suggestion, which would “respect our dignity”: there should be reciprocal and simultaneous salutes to the King and the Queen by the English and Portuguese authorities. A toast to the companies should follow: he would address the West of India and Lord Reay should salute the Southern Mahratta. The final salutations should stress, “the loyal and ancient alliance between Portugal and Britain, linked in India by the most absolute community of interests”, and the “unchangeable friendship of the two peripheral colonies”.

The first part of the ceremony took place at around 10 o’clock at the border, where an arch with the banner “Labor omnia vincit” (work conquers all) was set. The trains that conveyed Lord Reay and Cardoso de Carvalho and their staff from British India and Goa stopped a few meters away from where the ceremony was to be performed and then the two gentlemen walked to meet each other. They were met by Mr. Sawyer who addressed them in French, describing the history of the line and inviting both men to finish the work by tightening the bolts of the very last rails. Neither Portugal nor Britain were close friends with France, but French was indeed the international language of diplomacy and its use throughout the ceremony would not give any special predominance to either the Portuguese or the British governors. Cardoso de Carvalho congratulated both companies for their work and described the junction of the lines as “a new proof of the ancient friendship of the Portuguese and English Governments, which unites more and more the two countries in their several interests”. Regally, Lord Reay complimented the excellent engineering work that had a “wider bearing, and which will exercise as solid an influence in uniting our two nations, as these fastenings exercise over the two lines”. Then with “a handsome silver spanner, with an ebony handle” both men tightened the last couple of bolts of the track at the sound of each country’s national anthems.

Technology (in this case the railway) was thus represented as a diplomatic tool as powerful and meaningful as a treaty signed by the highest-ranking authorities of the two nations. Its opening symbolized the implementation of the accord and the fastening of the bolts the signatures of a King, a minister or a plenipotentiary diplomat.
The ceremony resumed in British India, after the train that had conveyed Lord Reay to the border hauled the Portuguese train to Castle Rock, the first station in British territory. Afterwards the revelers journeyed back to Mormugão harbor. In both occasions, Lord Reay’s suggestion about the order of the toasts prevailed. Cardoso de Carvalho saluted the Queen – enthusiastically according to the correspondent of The Times of India – and was followed by his British counterpart, who saluted Louis I. Lord Reay also highlighted the fact that trains from both nations could roam freely across the border, an advantage “which the managers of European international lines may well envy”.
 
Indeed throughout Europe and elsewhere “flows of goods, and to some extent people, between countries were repeatedly disrupted and discouraged by the fragmented nature of railway networks”
 – the border seemed to be a tougher obstacle to overcome than the steepest mountain or the deepest valley. The inauguration of the Goa railway was thus the inauguration of a service that overcame the frontier as a psychological barrier. From a British perspective, this had a particularly important meaning, since the British were not accustomed to transnational links, as the terminus of their rail system was the ocean. 
The nullification of the border by the effect of the railway could be misinterpreted as an integration of the Portuguese territory into British India. But to avoid such understanding, Lord Reay also stressed that the new infrastructure was of an “absolutely pacific nature. Those military considerations, which play such an important part in the construction of trans-frontier lines in Europe, are absent here”.
 Railways had shown their unfathomable military value as tools of invasion and oppression in the Crimean and in the Franco-Prussian wars,
 but Lord Reay assured that the new track would not serve such a dreadful purpose. Britain vouched to use the railway in respect of the sovereignty of Portugal in India, a commitment that was further stressed when the governor of Bombay, addressing Cardoso de Carvalho, remembered that “at the beginning of the century your military engineers and ours co-operated on fields of battle [during the Napoleonic Invasions]; before the century closes your civil engineers and ours meet to open up lines of communication (…). The Duke of Wellington and the Marquis of Wellesley would certainly rejoice”.
 Between 1807 and 1814 the Portuguese and the British fought side by side against the French invader and for the maintenance of the independence of Portugal. Now the railway would serve the same purpose. Cardoso de Carvalho acknowledged. The ruling rhetoric of the ceremony aligned perfectly with the goals of the railway policy set by the Portuguese for the colonies: holding the shoreline possessions and building railways towards the hinterlands in a strict cooperation with the neighboring powers.

Ambaca – the miracle of the locomotive 

In 1888, on another corner of the Portuguese Empire, Angola, the first 45-km section of the Ambaca railway (from Luanda to Funda) was inaugurated. Even if shorter than the Mormugão line, its importance was far greater. Besides being the first railway set in Portuguese Africa, it represented the first stretch of the track to Ambaca in the Angolan hinterland, extendable eventually to the eastern coast of the Portuguese dominion in Mozambique. Its opening meant not only progress and the use of the African resources, but was also a political statement of affirmation of Portuguese sovereignty. The very date of the opening, October 31st, was meaningful as it coincided with the King’s 50th birthday.
 
However, the guest list did not quite reflect this excitement. Naturally, the king was not there, considering the distance between Portugal and Angola, but neither were there any member of the metropolitan government nor the governor of the province, who was represented by a second-rank officer of the Portuguese administrative hierarchy, Mr. Almeida da Cunha. He was accompanied by two engineers, the Marquis of Minas (director of Public Works and fiscal director of the railway), and Mr. Pedro Romano Folque (director of construction). It was the latter who said the most heated and optimistic speech. He hoped to see the line grow until becoming a great trans-African line from Angola to Mozambique. He also described the new track as a powerful civilizing tool, a “moral purifier and disinfectant” that scattered “prejudice, ignorance, laziness, crime and vices”. To Folque, the railway would turn the barren rocks of the wilderness into fertile lands, important mineral deposits, and fountains of richness. It would be to Angola a true “miraculous staff of Moses”.

The religious references about the Ambaca road were common in its short history. Back in 1882, when the line was first proposed, the African Commission of the Society of Geography of Lisbon used the expression miracle to describe it. In the report about the project the Commission stated that “all epochs have their own civilizations: the current orientation of the minds rejects an excess of rules and regulations to embrace and accept the miracles of the locomotive and the telegraph”.

Once again progress was attached to religious metaphors and wonders. Of course the ceremony counted with the presence of the local bishop to bless the machinery, the staff and the whole enterprise. Technology and faith were “merged, and always have been, the technological enterprise being, at the same time, an essentially religious endeavor (…). Technology is similar to religion in that it evokes religious emotions of omnipotence, devotion, and awe”.
 Indeed, one of the goals of the railway and the inauguration ceremony was to provoke astonishment and reverence in the locals. 
Final note

The opening ceremonies of large technological systems like the ones we analyzed in this paper were more than just a cutting-of-the-ribbon kind of event. They were dramatic enactments that bonded together the participants and served as harbingers for a new order.

For starters, if we consider that by 1900 78% of the Portuguese population was illiterate, those events certainly had a profound impact,
 which is confirmed by the large adherence of spectators in all the events. 
Secondly, they were occasions filled with symbolic (even religious) meanings and with technopolitical and technodiplomatic goals that sought the adherence of different communities of believers. 
That was the case in Tua, where the King showed that one-day journeys to the interior and back had become a reality – the railway brought closer together a remote region of Portugal, estranged from the rest of the nation by rugged mountains and narrow valleys. The inauguration passed the message that the railway was the needle that would stitch the country together – to use the expression of Jessamyn West. Albeit we cannot speak of such a thing as the Portuguese technical sublime in the process of national building, the railway and the inauguration reinforced the cohesion of the nation and its own identity.
 In the Beira Alta case, the technopolitical symbolism took the form of propaganda against the monarchic opposition, but especially against the rising republicanism, in a context of harsh political controversy. In India and Angola the ceremonies were clearly technodiplomatic and directed to the neighboring nations who had to be persuaded that Portugal was a rightful colonial power, even if a peripheral one.

Underlying the festivities was the sublime intrinsic to the railway technology: railroads, due to their scale and perennial nature, represented the triumph of human ingenuity over the physical forces of nature
 and as such – and as conquerors of space and time – could change the very course of History:
 Portugal, a decaying and backward nation since the days of the Discoveries would find once again its place in Europe (with Lisbon becoming the busiest port of the continent) and it would regain its role as a colonial power. 
Although technology represented the power of mankind to change the world, the inaugurations also conveyed a religious significance. Its sublime fostered “an essentially religious feeling, aroused by the confrontation with impressive objects”. Engineers themselves enhanced this feeling, as they “imbued technology with moral values” and fused “practical goals with politics and spiritual regeneration”.
 In the selected cases, the presence of the Church made sure that this feeling was framed within the precepts of Christianity. By blessing the locomotives, the sundry clerics present at the ceremonies shunned away any ideas that the Church might be against these awe-inspiring machines – quite on the contrary, they assured that technology and religion were indeed inseparable and symbiotic:
 innovations like the railway “were «noble inventions» by which «civilization, (…) and Christianity» could be disseminated”.
 
There were of course differences, the most noticeable of them all the absence of the King in the overseas festivities. This can be easily explained by the roughness of the voyage to the colonies. It would take a couple of weeks for the King to travel to Angola or India to preside to an event that would last a few days. 
Another dissimilarity was the underling given to the engineers. In many opening ceremonies engineers were “the true heroes to homage”. The events not only evoked “the audacity and intelligence of those that planned it and built it”
, but they also legitimized their work and the difficulties they had gone through and they proved that the costs of the construction were real.
 Indeed in the Tua line inauguration engineers and their accomplishments in the valley were praised both in the press and during the event. In Ambaca, the engineers placed themselves under the spotlight giving the most wholehearted discourses; by doing so they did go beyond their roles as technicians and engaged in “political stage-setting”. As system builders they not only presided through research, development, and deployment,
 but they also carried out the political/diplomatic tasks of the inauguration. However, the Beira Alta and the Mormugão ceremonies almost completely disregarded the engineers, who were overshadowed by the political and diplomatic relevance of the events.
The date of the ceremonies, so important in the American context (many inaugurations took place on the 4th of July),
 seemed irrelevant in the Portuguese case. Apart from the event in Ambaca, which also celebrated the 50th anniversary of Louis I, the dates of the other events seemed to be chosen at random, when the construction work was done or at least sturdy enough for trains to travel safely.
In any case, the opening ceremonies were events that inaugurated hope for a brighter future – a more modern one where technology would play a leading role. The future would tell things differently, though, as the lines one by one failed to fulfill their goals. The low traffic in the Tua and Beira lines brought the companies that operated them to the brink of financial disaster in the 1890s.
 The Mormugão railway’s guarantee of yield cost the national exchequer the handsome sum of £73,000/year (until 1902).
 And in Angola the Ambaca line turned into a legal and financial nightmare as the low operational results plummeted the company.
 But these failures were far from the minds of the revelers of the inauguration ceremonies. In the 1880s those railways meant progress, modernity, and hope for a better day.
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