Spanish influence looms large
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On Oct. 12, 1492, Christopher Columbus sailed into history by making a giant mistake. But the voyage, underwritten by the Spanish monarchy, resulted in the powerful Latino voting bloc today. 




The United States of America is home to at least 40 million Latinos, comprising the largest ethnic group here. Of these, nearly 16 million are eligible to vote, a decisive 8 percent of total eligible voters, especially in Florida and New Mexico. 

Latinos, as Hispanics also call themselves, are now so important politically that President George W. Bush and his opponent Sen. John Kerry have hired staff just to win their support. 

But where exactly did Latinos come from and why? The quick answer is that some were here already, some came for work and some fled communism. 

Of many, one 

"500 years later 

a culture on fire, 

black, white and taíno 

but who discovered who?" 

That is how popular Dominican merengue singer-songwriter Juan Luis Guerra describes the conquest in his song, "El costo de la vida," The Price of Life, released in 1992 to commemorate Columbus' spectacular wrong turn at sea. He celebrates that Latinos are, in fact, the product of African, Spanish and indigenous influences. 

Crist󢡬� Col󮬠�as 620 million members of the Spanish speaking world know the Catalan seafarer who North Americans call Columbus, marked his calendar on that October day and the rumblings of a new world reverberated in the Bahamas. Col󮬠�who is also claimed by Italians as one of their own, thought he was in India. 

But no matter, history forged ahead nonetheless. 

The New World was built state by state, including seven that had belonged to Mexico, and finally became the incontrovertible United States in the 19th century. 

Aside from Native Americans, or Indians, no group has been living in the U.S. longer than Latinos. Juan Ponce de Le󮠳�et foot in what is now Florida in 1513, about 100 years before the Pilgrims. 

A common tongue 

A Mexican can be a descendant of the Aztecs, a Cuban of the Yoruba tribe of Africa, a Puerto Rican of the Taíno, a Peruvian of the Incas. The color of a Latino's skin ranges from milk white to charcoal black. Holidays and customs vary from country to country. It is the Spanish language that creates the worldwide Hispanic community. 

It is the official language in 21 countries and spoken in 24 additional countries worldwide, including the Philippines, Morocco and France. 

A legacy of Spain's intent to conquer the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, Spanish is also the dominant language in many U.S. cities. From Florida to Texas to California, there are cities with populations of over 100,000 where Latinos comprise more than half the residents and where English is a distant second language in many neighborhoods. 

In Springfield's North End, as on Holyoke's High Street, Latino merchants and residents dominate and the language spoken is Spanish. 

Through the decades the U.S. Census Bureau has retooled the definition of a Hispanic. Right up to the 1970s, the bureau collected data for "persons of Spanish surname." In the 1930 census, Mexicans were included as a race, not an ethnicity. Most recently, the 2000 census reflected contemporary sensitivity and sensibility by positing: "Is this person Spanish/Hispanic/Latino?" and including space for the person to precisely state his or her heritage. 

The three largest Latino groups in the United States are Mexican, Puerto Rican and Cuban, with Central and South American populations growing at a fast pace. 

Mexicans 

When the two-year U.S.-Mexican War broke out in 1846, the western hemisphere's political landscape was redrawn as American troops conquered parts of Mexico. 

Seven of the 50 states originally belonged to Mexico: Arizona, California, New Mexico, Texas, and parts of Colorado, Nevada and Utah. After the war, the U.S. paid Mexico $15 million, which as part of the deal ceded over more than half of its territory. 

Spain's conquest of what became Latin American countries went hand in hand with the Vatican's desire to spread Catholicism. That's why Los Angeles is the city of angels and San Francisco is St. Francis. 

For many Mexicans who cross into Texas, formerly Tejas, and California, so named for Califia, a Spanish mythological queen, they are entering land that was once their own country's. 

Mexicans make up more than 20 million of the Hispanics in the U.S., nearly 60 percent. 

Puerto Ricans 

In 1898, the Spanish-American War resulted in the U.S. owning part of the Caribbean. 

Puerto Rico and Cuba, formerly bitterly oppressed colonies of Spain, were ceded to the Americans as spoils of war. 

Also known as the "The Newspaper War" because of the insidiously powerful influence of the sensationalist press, particularly that of monopolistic media tycoon William Randolph Hearst, the three-month-long conflict created a new world order. 

Puerto Ricans came to the U.S. in large waves beginning in the 1940s, drawn to factory jobs and President Roosevelt's New Deal. Today there are as many Puerto Ricans stateside as there are on the island: 4 million, about 10 percent of the Latino population here. 

Cubans 

With a dictator at the helm of what was supposed to have become a democratic country after the Spanish-American War, Cuba heated up again in the 1950s. 

After years of struggle, the Marxist Fidel Castro and his troops successfully deposed dictator Fulgencio Batista y Zaldívar from power in 1959, triggering an exodus of the rich and middle class from Cuba to the nearest U.S. territories: Florida and Puerto Rico. 

In 1980, Castro allowed people to leave Cuba en masse, and some 125,000 did in what became known as the Mariel boat lift. Most ended up in Miami, solidifying Cubans' influence in the Sunshine State's largest city. 

Up until Cuban immigration was restricted in 1996, Cubans were the only Hispanic group who were welcomed with open arms by the American government. 

There are more than 1.5 million Cubans in the states, almost 4 percent of the total Latino population. 

Dream comes full circle 

Every year the Latino population in the U.S. grows by leaps and bounds, with Central Americans becoming the fastest growing population. Today, they make up almost 2 million of the population while South Americans number more than 1.5 million, Dominicans almost 1 million, Spaniards about 100,000, and other Latinos more than 10 million, according to the 2000 Census. 

By 2050, just two generations, the number of Latinos is expected to grow by 60 million. 

Today, as more Latinos populate the United States in influential numbers, the ancient Spanish monarchy's dream to conquer the western hemisphere is alive and well in the New World. 

