
On the  
Grogue Trail

We headed north out of Lisbon on IC16. Beside the exit 
ramp to Leroy Merlin in Amadora, a steep-sided bowl of 

land sits between the highway, an access road to the Dolce 
Vita shopping mall and the high-rise public housing of 
Casal da Mira. Over a guardrail and down a few steps, 

we see a neat path that divides several small, fenced-in 
gardens planted with vegetables and sugar cane.

Words by Ansel Mullins with Djuzé Lino
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Driving around the outskirts of 
Lisbon, with its confounding web 
of highways, big box stores and 
logistical centres, small cultivated 
patches on unutilized public lands 
can go almost unnoticed, a blur in 
WKH�UHDUYLHZ�PLUURU�Ř�KHUH�D�QHDWO\�
terraced garden on a steep embank-
ment, there a mere wedge of turned 
sod next to a roundabout, over there 
row upon row of green shoots lead-
ing to a shed of tin and particle board. 
In the unclaimed spaces between the 
3RUWXJXHVH�FDSLWDO�DQG�WKH�FRXQWU\-
side, the rhythm of agriculture life, 
TXLWH�RǟHQ�&DSH�9HUGHDQ�OLIH��LV�TXL-
etly churning on.

In Lisbon, the community from 
&DSH� 9HUGH�� DQ� DUFKLSHODJR� Rƨ� RI�
the West African coast and a for-
PHU�FRORQ\�RI�3RUWXJDO��LV�YDVW�DQG�
diverse with a sizable portion having 
immigrated due to frequent, crippling 
GURXJKWV�� )URP� WKH� ����V� RQZDUG��
Cape Verdean people immigrated to 
3RUWXJDO�LQ�JUHDW�QXPEHUV��PDQ\�RI�
WKH�PHQ� ʮQGLQJ�ZRUN� LQ� FRQVWUXF-
tion and the women in domestic 
service. In Lisbon, the newcomers 
were priced out of the city centre and 
WRRN�VKHOWHU�ZKHUH�WKH\�FRXOG�ʮQG�LW��
RǟHQ�LQ�LPSURYLVHG�QHLJKERXUKRRGV��
or favelas, that bloomed around the outskirts of 
Lisbon in the late twentieth century. Since the 
����V��WKH�PXQLFLSDOLW\�KDV�EHHQ�LQ�WKH�SURFHVV�
of demolishing favelas and relocating residents to 
social housing.

In these communities, Cape Verdean tradi-
WLRQV�ʯRXULVKHG��DQG�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�FLW\�D�FURS�
of restaurants appeared where Cape Verdean food, 
music, and creole language could reliably be found. 
But in those gardens on the side of the highway 
and behind closed doors in the favela, another sig-
QLʮFDQW�SKHQRPHQRQ�ZDV�WDNLQJ�SODFH��DV�VXJDU�
cane was harvested, pressed and the juice distilled: 
a Cape Verde style rum, known as grogue, took 
roots in Lisbon soil.

3HGUR� 9DOHUD�� DQ� DFDGHPLF� DW� &RLPEUD�
University who has studied the urban gardens 
RI� /LVERQ�� VDLG�� ŝ7KH� 3RUWXJXHVH� WRRN� WKH�
sugar cane/slavery complex to the islands of the 

$WODQWLF� >ʮYH� KXQGUHG� \HDUV� DJR@��$QG�� WRGD\��
the Cape Verdeans, the descendants of that bru-
tal colonialist past, are bringing the sugar cane 
FXOWLYDWLRQ�WR�WKH�/LVERQ�VXEXUEV��,WśV�DOO�SDUW�RI� 
WKH�FRORQLDO�SDVW�Ř�LWśV�WKH�SDVW�FRPLQJ�EDFN�DJDLQ�Ş

As we approached one of the roadside gar-
dens, we saw Senhor Cecilio hack and slash at 
the base of thick green sugar cane stalks with 
a machete and hoist several plants onto his shoul-
der. Through the leaves we could see the braces 
of the Vasco da Gama Bridge crossing the Tejo 
River to the steady hum of cars whizzing north 
RQ�WKH�(���:H�ZHUH�LQ�7DOXGH��RQH�RI�/LVERQśV�
last remaining favelas, at the invitation of Rolando 
Borges, a community activist and founder of the 
Associação para a Mudança e Representação 
Transcultural (AMRT), an association that 
serves the residents of the neighbourhood.  
5RODQGR�JUHZ�XS�KHUH�DǟHU�PRYLQJ�IURP�WKH�&DSH�
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Verde island of Santiago at the age of ten. “All of 
WKLV�Ř�FRUQ��VXJDU�FDQH��JURJXH��cachupa�Ř�LV�D�V\P-
bol of resistance,” he said. His organisation began 
with the goal to provide running water and elec-
tricity in the community, but it has since expanded 
its scope of interests to include the preservation of 
Cape Verdean culture. “Making grogue is a human 
activity, a method of survival. We are all born with 
the right to survive,” he added.

Rolando works with members of his com-
munity, including grogue producers like Senhor 
Cecilio, to preserve the memory of Cape Verdean 
Lisbon as his community is threatened with 
destruction. Rolando and his organisation have 
plans to build a small museum of Cape Verdean 
culture in Talude which would feature grogue and, 
hopefully, lead to the legal production of Lisbon 
grogue in the future.

%DFN�DW�6HQKRU�&HFLOLRśV�GLVWLOOHU\��ZH�PHW�

three men seated at a picnic table sip-
ping a cocktail called santxu e kabelu, 
made from grogue mixed with fresh 
sugar cane juice. They were settling 
up with Senhor Cecilio before mak-
ing their way back to the suburb of 
Oeiras with a large haul of grogue. 
They knew the grogue of Senhor 
Cecilio well, and swore that his was 
WKH�EHVW�LQ�DOO�RI�/LVERQ��ŝ,WśV�EHWWHU�
than whiskey,” they told us. “It cures 
Covid,” one said, laughing. Toasts 
were made in honour of the grogue 
master.

Senhor Cecilio himself is a youth-
ful man with a shaved head and 
bright eyes. He emigrated to Lisbon 
IURP�WKH�LVODQG�RI�6DQWLDJR�LQ������
WR�ZRUN�LQ�FRQVWUXFWLRQ��+H�VDLG�KHśG�
EHHQ�PDNLQJ�JURJXH�VLQFH�KH�ZDV����
\HDUV�ROG��+H�RƨHUHG�XV�D�WRXU�RI�WKH�
place.

The collection of garages and 
VKHGV�VSXQ�Rƨ�RI�DQ�RSHQ�DLU�FRXUW-
yard where thick vines meshed into 
a lattice for shade. Aside from the 
hangout space at the entrance, each 
DUHD�ZDV�GHGLFDWHG�WR�D�VSHFLʮF�SKDVH�
of grogue production. Senhor Cecilio 
walked us back to the trapiche, past 
neat bundles of cane stacked in sep-
arate piles. These belonged to a sugar 

cane farmer who brought them here to transform 
LQWR�JURJXH��6HQKRU�&HFLOLRśV�SD\PHQW�ZDV�D�SHU-
centage of the grogue produced, he explained. He 
ʯLSSHG�D�VZLWFK�RQ�WKH�WUDSLFKH�DQG�WKH�OLJKWEXOE�
hanging above it dimmed to brown. It was a desk-
top machine like an industrial document shredder. 
Senhor Cecilio sent footlong tubes of sugarcane 
LQ�WKH�EDFNHQG�DQG�VWLƨ��SXOS\�ULEERQV�H[LWHG�WKH�
IURQW��$�SLSH�FRPLQJ�Rƨ�RI�WKH�VLGH�RI�WKH�PDFKLQH�
IXQQHOOHG�WKH�IUHVKO\�SUHVVHG�VXJDUFDQH�MXLFH�Rƨ�
LQWR� D�WXE�� ŝ7KDWśV� WKH� calda,” Senhor Cecilio 
explained, catching the juice in a can. Rolando 
pointed to a mat of shredded sugarcane at our feet, 
ŝ,WśV�IRU�WKH�DQLPDOV�Ş

3DVVLQJ�WR�DQRWKHU�URRP��WKH�SXQJHQW�VPHOO�
of fermenting sugar cane juice mixed with smoke 
IURP�D�ZRRG�ʮUH��6HQKRU�&HFLOLR�UHPRYHG�WKH�OLG�
on one of the blue barrels, revealing a thick mash 
of pulpy calda�OHWWLQJ�Rƨ�WKDW�VZHHW�DQG�VRXU�VPHOO��



$�QRWH�RQ�WHUPLQRORJ\��*URJXH�Ř�GHULYHG�IURP�WKH�(QJOLVK�ŝJURJŞ�DQG�XVXDOO\�VSHOOHG�grogu in Cape Verdean 
&UHROH�Ř�LV�EHOLHYHG�WR�EH�QDPHG�IRU�WKH���WK�FHQWXU\�%ULWLVK�$GPLUDO�ZKRVH�QLFNQDPH�ZDV�ŝ2OG�*URJŞ��ZKR�
LQVWLWXWHG�WKH�UDWLRQ�RI�D�PL[HG�DOFRKROLF�GULQN�WR�%ULWLVK�VDLORUV�ZKR�FDOOHG�LW�JURJXH�LQ�KLV�KRQRXU��7KH�WHUPśV�

use spread throughout the world on British ships and probably took hold in Cape Verde in the coal yards of 
Sao Vicente in the 19th century when the British presence in the islands was strong.
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Here it sits fermenting for two weeks 
in the cold months, one week in the 
summer, he explained.

On the other side of the room, 
D�IULHQG�RI�6HQKRU�&HFLOLRśV�LQ�D�EOXH�
and white striped smock fed logs 
LQWR� WKH� ʮUH� EOD]LQJ� EHQHDWK� WKH�
still. The copper onion dome, bat-
WHUHG�EXW�KDQGVRPH��VDW�VWRS�WKH�ʮUH�
box. Tubes ran over from the still 
into a tub and to another spout that 
emerged from a wall in the stone tub. 
Senhor Cecilio took a half coconut 
VKHOO�DQG�ʮOOHG�LW�IURP�WKH�VWUHDP�RI�
grogue trickling into a blue barrel. 
2ƨHULQJ� LW� DURXQG� WR� XV� DQG� WKHQ�
WDVWLQJ�LW�KLPVHOI��KH�WROG�XV�WKDW�KHśV�
using a family recipe that goes back 
generations. His father and grandfa-
ther were all grogue makers in Cape 
Verde.

Grogue hits the mouth like butter 
DQG�JLYHV�Rƨ�D�IUXLW\�VPHOO��YDJXHO\�
of bananas. The initial sensation of 
melted down candy is followed by 
a fumey, alcoholic reminder that 
WKLV�LV�QRW�FKLOGśV�SOD\��$W����SHUFHQW�
alcohol, grogue is on the lighter side 
of rum, but the production style is 
the same. Made from fermented and 
distilled sugar cane juice, as opposed 
to syrup or molasses, grogue is most 
closely related to Brazilian cachaça. Unlike its 
well-known cousins, grogue not only never made 
it to the industrial level, it barely made it out of 
Cape Verde. Outside of the Cape Verde commu-
nity, grogue is not very well known.

3URIHVVRU� RI� $IULFDQ� 6WXGLHV� DW� /LVERQ�
University Maria Manuel Torrão has written 
much about sugar cane in Cape Verde. “Sugar 
FDQH�ZDV�SODQWHG�LQ�DOO�3RUWXJXHVH�,PSHULDO�VSDFHV��
EXW�LQ�&DSH�9HUGH�LW�ZDV�QRW�JRRG��7KH�ODQG�GLGQśW�
permit it,” she said. She explained that what 
sugar was produced in Cape Verde was only for 
domestic use by landowning families. One of its 
byproducts, grogue, was produced and consumed 
by enslaved Africans on the island.

$ǟHU� ʮQLVKLQJ� WKHLU� GULQNV�� WKH� WKUHH� PHQ�
IURP�2HLUDV�RƨHUHG�XV�D�ULGH�EDFN�WR�WRZQ�DQG�
we accepted. There was so much grogue in the 
trunk of the car that the driver waved us on to 

walk up the hill. The four of us walked up the dirt 
path to the top of the hill, using our phones to light 
our way. At the top of the path was a gravel road 
WKDW�FXW�VKDUS�VZLWFKEDFNV�DFURVV�WKH�OLS�RI�D�FOLƨ�
overlooking the valley of Loures. Along the road 
VDW�VPDOO��QHDW�RQH�VWRU\�KRPHV�Ř�OLJKWV�RQ�Ř�EHVLGH�
piles of rubble, walls pushed in, bathroom tiles and 
broken sinks. Above, the dark sky was crisscrossed 
by wiring strung between heavy electricity towers 
FURZQHG�E\�ʯDVKLQJ�OLJKWV��SUHVXPDEO\�DV�D�ZDUQ-
ing to aeroplanes. On the other side of the road, tall 
reeds were cinched into improvised fencing made 
from scrap particle board, discarded wooden door 
panels encircling dozens of small cane patches. 
Rolando said that if this place was completely 
GHVWUR\HG��WKH\śG�SODQW�HOVHZKHUH��ZKHUHYHU�WKHUH�
was water. “Where there are Cape Verdean people, 
there is sugar cane,” he said. 
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