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Praise for LatinoLand


“[Arana’s] beautifully written narrative, which washes over readers in a series of portraits, rather than as one continuous story, is a perfect representation of Latino diversity.”

—Geraldo Cadava, The Washington Post

“What brings [LatinoLand] to life is the richness of voices and perspectives…. Arana covers serious ground here in brisk, accessible prose.”

—Miguel Salazar, The New York Times

“Marie Arana has accomplished the herculean task of defining us as a community, meticulously separating the threads that unite as well as divide us. LatinoLand is a fascinating introduction for those who need to know us. And—surprise—an especially illuminating read for those of us who thought we knew ourselves.”

—Sandra Cisneros, author of The House on Mango Street and Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories

“Acclaimed writer Marie Arana provides a comprehensive history of Latino communities in the U.S. that was long overdue…. She achieves a feat of exploration, explanation, storytelling and preservation that is thorough, accessible and necessary.”

—Karla J. Strand, Ms. magazine

“As a Latina/Latinx/Hispanic/Dominican-American who has lived through six decades of identity iterations and labels on USA soil, I think I know myself and my story pretty well, but Marie Arana’s magisterial LatinoLand has enlarged my understanding, not just of myself but of so many of us included under the one identity umbrella of Latinos.”

—Julia Alvarez, author of How the García Girls Lost Their Accents and Afterlife

“Arana has achieved the impossible—she has produced a searching, moving portrait of one of the most misunderstood and singularly important communities in our country. LatinoLand is indispensable, unforgettable. A work of prophecy, sympathy, and courage.”

—Junot Díaz, winner of the Pulitzer Prize for The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao

“Unfolding across four hemispheres and dozens of nations, Marie Arana’s new book is a sweeping, comprehensive, and impassioned introduction to the centuries of history and activism that have given us the term ‘Latino.’ ”

—Héctor Tobar, author of Our Migrant Souls

“Only Marie Arana could hold this infinitely complex, endlessly shifting subject in her mind and then write a book that explains it all in language that is at the same time dazzlingly vibrant and surgically precise. LatinoLand doesn’t just speak, it sings.”

—Candice Millard, author of River of the Gods and The River of Doubt

“Marie Arana does something beautiful in this book: she captures all the strands and weaves that form the fabric of the one-fifth of our nation she calls LatinoLand. Her book not only helps explain LatinoLand but also America itself.”

—Walter Isaacson, author of Elon Musk
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For Jorge Enrique Arana Cisneros, who passed me this torch, and

For Aidan, Ryder, Max, Grayson, Julian, who carry it now





I know who I am, and what I might be.

—Miguel de Cervantes, Spain, 1605

You mind your own business

And I will not ask you

Any personal questions aside

From how the hell did you get here

—Pedro Pietri, poet, Nuyorican, 2015






AUTHOR’S NOTE We of No Name


We are not a race, a nation, a state, a language, a culture; we are the simultaneous transcendence of all these things through something so modern, so unknown, that we still have no name.

—José Carlos Mariátegui, Peruvian journalist, 1929



To tell the truth, we have no name. We never did. When we proliferated through these ancient lands in our countless varietals, we were simply tribes of this hemisphere, inheritors of a natural world, progenitors of a breed. We gave ourselves a multitude of names. Thousands of years later, when we were invaded and conquered, first by Spain, then by a battery of occupiers and usurpers, we became colonies to power—united by the boot, the sword, the crown, the cross, and the Spanish language. As time went on and history raveled, we became citizens of nineteen independent republics, admixtures of a crush of skin colors and cultures; we began to call ourselves by the names of our separate nations. Finally, when we found ourselves in the United States of America—some of us finding ourselves here without ever having left our native land—we ceased calling ourselves anything at all. We were amorphous, we were everyone, we were no one, we were invisible. We were chameleons, reflecting every color of man. When asked, we reached for the last turf we had occupied and the last label we had worn: we were Mexicanos, Boricuas, cubanos, colombianos, dominicanos, peruanos. Although we were no longer anything of the kind.

We were Americans long before the founders dreamed of a United States of America. Our ancestors have lived here for more than a half millennium, longer than any immigrant to this hemisphere, and still we come. Indeed, although we arrived long before the pilgrims—and although we account for more than half of the US population growth over the last decade and are projected to lead population growth for the next thirty-five years—it seems as if the rest of the country is perpetually in the act of discovering us. When they do, they give us unfamiliar and puzzling names. President Richard Nixon called us “Hispanics,” hoping to unify us as a political force that could be counted, organized, and influenced. Yet, though we may speak Spanish, only a fraction of us have “Hispanic”—or Spanish—blood in our veins. And, if we do, the blood quantum itself is but a portion of the whole. That said, many of us accept the name Hispanic, and worthy institutions that support us go by that name.

The term Latinos was subsequently imposed on us, although it seemed alien, artificial, an appellation that ancestors in our origin countries would have found odd two hundred years ago, even laughable. It derived from the term Latin America, “América Latine,” a contrivance fashioned by the French of the Napoleonic era (1799–1815), who aimed to colonize Mexico and associate the general region with the southern republics of Europe that speak Romance languages (derived from the Latin language) and distinguish us from the northern origins of the United States. It was a controversial label, smacking of colonialism, but held out, ironically, as an anti-imperialist moniker, specifically against Anglo-Americans. Surprisingly, América Latina or Latinoamérica became widely adopted throughout the Central, South, and Caribbean Americas in the twentieth century, and over time the term Latinos stuck, particularly in the western United States and especially in the mass media.

More recently, activists seeking to render our name gender neutral, out of respect for our LGBTQ members, have devised yet another name for us: Latinx. They have done this, although gender in languages is grammatical, not sociological or sexual, and found in linguistic families throughout the world, from French to Russian to Japanese. When I ask the distinguished LGBTQ activist and writer Cheríe Moraga whether she uses Latinx to refer to herself, she tells me, “I worked too hard for the “a” in Latina to give it up! I refer to myself as Xicana.” Of our accumulated ethnic population, only a third use Hispanic to identify themselves, a mere 14 percent use Latino, and less than 2 percent recognize Latinx. A good number of us choose not to use any identifying term at all. As the prizewinning novelist Junot Díaz tells it: “We have yet to find a name that isn’t enforced by a third party”—by the academy, the government, the fad-mongers, the institutions—“a name that gets us where the people live.”

We are truly Americans of no name. And yet upon arrival in this country—or if we are Indigenous and have been here all along, or Mexicans whose lands were stolen from us in America’s “Westward ho!” expansion—we accept the denominations we are given. We will respond when called. For purposes of simplification, this book uses Latino/Latina, Hispanic, or Latinx interchangeably, and yet it will seek to explain our grand diversity that defies any one label.

This book strives to be a sweeping, personal portrait of our cohort in this country. LatinoLand is populated by a vast citizenry—a multitude of classes, races, historical backgrounds, and cultures. Currently, we number sixty-three million, or 19 percent of the United States whole; the US Bureau of the Census predicts that, by 2060, Americans of Hispanic descent will total 111.2 million—almost 30 percent of the people in this country. The great majority of us are American born, speak English as well as any native, are employed, obey the law, work hard. It would take a monumental library to capture the grand totality of who we are. So I begin with a deficit, and I ask my reader’s indulgence, because one book cannot possibly capture the whole.

LatinoLand is meant to address, at least in an impressionistic way, stories that go ignored; lives not often seen. Frequently we are characterized by the famous or the notorious: glamorous Hollywood luminary Eva Longoria, for instance; or incarcerated drug lord Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán; or the great, inimitable labor leaders Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta; or baseball giant Roberto Clemente. Our libraries are filled with countless admirable works that portray the good and the bad to perfection. In contrast, this book follows an old entreaty by British historian Edward P. Thompson, who sought to rescue ordinary human beings from “the enormous condescension of posterity,” the selective amnesia of history, and the arrogance of the “great man theory.” It is not meant to be a comprehensive work, nor an academic treatise, nor is it intended to lay claim that one canvas can possibly capture the breadth or grandeur of our numbers. We citizens of LatinoLand hail, after all, from twenty-one origin countries; we are sixty-three million on a planet that counts more than a half billion Spanish speakers. It is an impossible task.

Perhaps more aptly described, this book is the result of a lifetime of reflection about where we came from, who we once were, what we’ve become, and what we bring to the United States of America. Many of us identify by the countries from which we emigrated: we are Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, Cubans, Salvadorans, Venezuelans—itinerants from the soil on which our ancestors were born. We only become Latinos, or Hispanics, or Latinx upon arrival, when the US Census asks us to declare; when America stamps us with a name. But whatever the label, it offers a precious unity that Spain, in all its perverse efforts to separate its conquered minions, never did. My own instinct—and that of most of the hundreds of people I interviewed for this book—is to embrace these labels. To get at what it is that unites us. To make the classification truly ours.

And so, this is meant to be a journey through the variegated universe of American Latino identity. I mean to stop at its various stations and point out its humanity, its grand array, its surprising connections, its shared sense of otherness. I am grateful to the scores of individuals from different national and ethnic backgrounds, representing wildly diverse stations—from domestic servants to university presidents, from grape pickers to corporate executives—who participated in this book via generous and candid interviews. To understand the measure of who we are, I have needed to dig down and study the history of our presence in this country. The centuries we have been here. The randomness of our arrivals. The thousands of years of history that our Indigenous populations represent.

We may not have a single narrative, but we are united by a number of commonalities: By the fact that we are still considered newcomers, although our ancestors were the first inhabitants of this hemisphere. By being marginalized, virtually unseen, although we are a burgeoning, exuberant population. By being remarkably upwardly mobile, successful, yet trammeled by prejudice and poverty. By cherishing our collective reverence for family, work, and joy—whatever our origin or station. By being a mind-boggling labyrinth of contradictions that is joined by a single tongue. Even if we don’t speak it very well anymore.

The nineteenth-century Venezuelan paladin Simón Bolívar, liberator and founder of six South American republics, dreamed of creating one strong Pan-American nation—a consolidation of all the newly independent, Spanish-speaking countries. His hope was to unify the region, cement the ties, and create a bulwark against a predatory world. He never achieved that vision. The colonies Spain left in its wake were too divided, too infantilized, too suspicious of one another, and too accustomed to reporting to Madrid much as separate spokes connect to the hub of a wheel. The region’s postindependence euphoria quickly spun into chaos, territorial wars, grasping caudillos (warlords), and a rigid caste system, and the divisions only grew. All the same, I’ve come to believe that Bolívar’s dream lives on in us, the United States Latinos—in this largest, fastest growing minority that hasn’t quite realized that it is legion—a cohort that has yet to understand its past, its bonds, its inherent power. Here in LatinoLand, in this wildly diverse population, in our yearning for unity, in our sheer perseverance, lives a vibrant force. A veritable engine of the American future.




PART I ORIGIN STORIES


Origin stories matter. They inform our sense of self, telling us what kind of people we believe we are, what kind of nation we believe we live in. They usually carry, at least, a hope that where we started might hold the key to where we are in the present.

—Annette Gordon-Reed, American historian, 2021






1 ARRIVALS


We are on the bus now / that is all.

—Juan Felipe Herrera, poet, Mexican American, 2015



I can sense the anticipation and frenzy. The unfamiliar bustle of a way station. I have slept through the journey and awaken now to a vast and alien arcade, pulled from my father’s shoulder and set resolutely on my feet. There are lines of bright, eager faces to the left of me, lines to the right. They are shouting to hear one another over the din, shoving their bags across a mud-streaked floor, sweeping the rain from their shoulders. A downpour pummels the hulking machinery in the distance. The buses are gray, glistening, cyclopean, like the boulders that litter the rugged shore of my seaside home. I look around for my mother and see her at a counter, parlaying our transit. She shakes her golden mane emphatically, clutching the papers in her fist. My father stands uncharacteristically apart with the children, taking no role in the negotiation. He is Peruvian, dark skinned, black haired; a lively man rendered suddenly mute in this raucous American ambit. He lights up a cigarette and takes in a long, deep drag. I reach up to grasp his hand. I am six years old.

It was the first of my arrivals. I would not stay long; a more permanent ingress would come years later, when I was nine. But this was Miami before the Cubans. America before the wave. There were a scant four million Latinos and Latinas in the country—barely 2 percent of the overall population. The overwhelming majority were Mexican Americans in the Southwest and West, with roots that had been in place for generations, centuries, preceding the arrival of the Spanish conquistadors or the British colonists. But we were not alone on that Eastern Seaboard. Over the course of the previous fifteen years, three-quarters of a million Puerto Ricans—full-fledged Americans from the US Commonwealth of Puerto Rico—had landed in New York City. They, too, were Spanish-speaking newcomers who claimed roots of their own, quite apart from the Mexican Americans. In the course of my lifetime, that overall population of four million Latinos would soar to more than sixty-three million, from 2 percent to 19 percent, from two major ethnicities to twenty, and Puerto Ricans would be calling Mexicans their brothers. Compadres. Today one in five souls on American soil claims Hispanic heritage, checks the box, joins my tribe: la familia. Whatever mi familia means to any one of us. We are not a unified people. And yet, in so many ways, America makes us so.

The bus station was jarring, riveting, frightening. I had come from the bosom of a warm and insular family in Peru to a clamor of strangers. Only my father, brother, and sister were speaking my native tongue. I had never heard so much chatter in English, a purr I associated with the bedtime hour, when, having me all to herself, my mother would sing to me in her language: Stephen Foster, Robert Burns, George and Ira Gershwin, Gilbert and Sullivan.

She flew toward us now, a triumphant smile on her face. She had been the only American—the only gringa—I had ever known in our tiny village on the faraway coast of Peru. I had heard Indigenous Peruvians whisper about pale strangers like her, pishtacos, white ghouls, hungry ghosts who needed the grease of indios to run their gargantuan machines. Mother had been an immigrant to Peru, a casualty of love, following my father home after his two-year sojourn in the United States. For fourteen years, she had been an ill-fitting cog in my staunchly Peruvian family. The Arana-Cisneros clan was a tight, self-contained band of criollos—who claimed to be descendants of Spaniards—that had inhabited the South American continent for more than four hundred years. It had not been an easy migrant crossing for Mother. But the tables were turned now. She was in charge, on her turf. As she came, she waved the fistful of tickets that would take us from Miami to Detroit, and then from there to her parents on Elk Mountain, Wyoming. Her joy was so infectious that my father couldn’t help but grin back. He would not smile often in the months to come.

When la familia arrives in this America, if we haven’t inhabited this land before Christopher Columbus’s time, we step onto a dock or the grit of a tarmac. Or we scoot under fences, swim in the black of night, scud across seas in improvised rubber rafts. For me, all I recall is that bus station on the outskirts of Miami, a site of more than one awakening. I have no memory of the airport or the airplane that carried me there and ushered me to that moment. I had dozed through the winged pageantry of it—the mad, incoming rush of it—the rumble of touchdown, the spectacle my mother had promised to deliver when she stepped from the plane, got on her knees, and kissed that sainted land. “Home of the brave and the free! Cradle of liberty!” she’d say of her country. “You can drink straight from the rivers!”—something she would never let us do in the land we had left behind. “You can lick the pavement if you care to!” But the jittery depot, with its popcorn stink, greasy fumes, steaming hot dogs, and gimcrack souvenirs was all I could see of her United States of America. For five full days until we reached the Rocky Mountains, bus stations and an endless ribbon of gray asphalt between them would be all I could see of my future home. As we made our way across the continent, those bustling halls of itinerants, those nervous nodes of transit, made a deep impression on me. They were harbingers of an American restlessness to come.

My sister, brother, and I followed our parents through that alien wonderland, gawking at gewgaws, jabbering in Spanish happily, until my mother decided that I—being the youngest and most unreliable—should avail myself of the facilities. She pulled me toward a plaque with the words “Public Bathrooms.” Below it, thick black arrows pointed to opposite sides of the hallway. The door on the left said “Whites Only,” the one on the right, “Colored.” Instinctively, remembering the stories about America’s white ghouls, I headed to the right, but my mother’s hand jerked me in the opposite direction. Sitting alone in the stall, I looked down at my legs. They were dark like my father’s: “Café con leche,” he would say with an approving pat of my knee. You’re milk infused, coffee brown. There was no way I was white. I was no pishtaco. But suddenly I wasn’t sure. I had never been made to reckon what color I was. It was the beginning of my American education.



For Latinos like me, the question of skin color has always been a complicated one, crazed by five hundred years of promiscuous history. We are the products of a racial alchemy that began the moment Columbus’s men came ashore and conjugated with Indigenous women. The Spanish were already a stew of ethnicities, born of a mingling of Moors and Jews and ancient Christian Iberians. We were manifold from the beginning. When Black slaves arrived in the Spanish colonies in the mid-1500s, we mixed with them freely; they became part of our DNA. As major waves of Chinese poured into the continent in the nineteenth century, they joined our bloodline, too. When race-obsessed governments welcomed large-scale European immigration to whiten their populations, we became Italians, Eastern Europeans, Germans, Jews. How can we know what color or ethnicity we really are? How can we be reduced to a common denominator? A multitude of shades defines us. My own DNA tells me I’m every race of man: Indigenous, European, Asian, Black African. We have been multiracial for more than a half millennium. Simón Bolívar, the Venezuelan-born general and statesman of the early nineteenth century, put it best when he said:


Our people are nothing like Europeans or North Americans; indeed, we are more a mixture of Africa and the Americas than we are children of Europe…. It is impossible to say with any certainty to which human race we belong. Most of our Indians have been annihilated; Spaniards have mixed with Americans and Africans; their children, in turn, have mixed with Indians and Spaniards…. we all differ visibly in the color of our skin. We will require an infinitely firm hand and an infinitely fine tact to manage all the racial divisions in this heterogeneous society.



“An infinitely fine tact.” “La chica parece media chinita”—“the girl looks a little Chinese”—I remember my aunt’s boyfriend smiling and saying whenever he picked me up and set me on his knee. He was curly haired, pecan skinned, and my aunt called him turco. “Turk.” There was a sliding scale in our world, a continuum so rich and broad that a society parsed in black and white—a society so binary as to adhere to a “one-drop rule” and ask that we choose one color or the other, as I was asked to do in that long-ago Miami bus station—seems harsh and alien to us.

It’s not that we’re unfamiliar with the uses of race. Spain’s über-masters of the colonial era tried their hand at a taxonomy of our color. They drew up a chart of possible race admixtures in the Americas and then attempted to administer accordingly. There were sixteen possible combinations, each with its caste name. The first was a New World child born of two Spaniards—a criollo—the luminous ideal. White-on-white children, in Spain’s reckoning, would be the happy few in the Americas, the aristocrats, even though conquistadors were seldom truly “white” and seldom of noble bloodlines. In second place was a child born of a Spaniard and an Indian—resulting in a mestizo—a more preferable blend, to be sure, than a child tainted with both Indian and mulatto blood, which resulted in a Morisco. But the sixteenth category, the very last entry, addressed the issue of a marriage between a man who carried all races—Asian, Black, white, and Indigenous—and an Indian woman; this was a toma-atrás. A “backslider.” A slip on the wheel of fortune. That was in the 1600s, when crossbreeding was beginning to be so commonplace in the Americas of the southern regions that a vocabulary for it had become necessary.

By then, race mixing was wild, unmanageable—despite Spain’s obsessive attempts to record it—and Spanish America had become an experiment in rampant multiracial breeding, a brand-new world that had no equal on the planet. In truth, it wasn’t difficult for interracial marriages to be approved, despite the feverish codification; all the Church required was proof of Catholic baptism and a pledge of faith. And so mixed marriages were actually facilitated by the Church, and newborns’ races became details to be determined and recorded by the priests. Did she look a little Chinese to the friar? Then she might be a toma-atrás, a “leap-back.” Was she Indian, perhaps? Mulatto? A note would be made of it diligently, alongside the birth date and the parents’ names. By the 1700s, as Dutch, Portuguese, English, and Spanish slave ships undertook the vast and lucrative enterprise of hauling twelve million brutalized Africans to market in the Americas (90 percent of whom—more than eleven million—went to South America, the Caribbean, and Mexico), the Latin American bloodline had become so interbred that no one was counting anymore.

Unraveling the Latino identity is perhaps a bit like trying to piece together the rubble of the Tower of Babel. As the biblical story goes, God, in a moment of fury, smashed the edifice that was being erected by the last dregs of humanity—survivors of the Deluge—because they were speaking a single language. Fractured suddenly into countless cultures and a multitude of tongues, the people dispersed over the face of the earth, unable to understand one another and powerless to communicate.

Projected onto the many diverse nations of Latin America, the story takes on a different twist. The irony is that we all speak the same language. Spanish, in spite of its many dialects, is the very system that unites us. We are a monolingual Tower of Babel, from the fisherman at the southernmost tip of Argentina to the Salvadoran migrant worker in North Dakota. What Spain’s harsh colonial system wrought, in its effort to play God, was a single language from a multitude of Indigenous tongues. But it also destroyed any possible sense of unity. Separated by grim colonial strictures that did not allow intra-colonial travel or trade or communication, Latin America became a slew of cultures with distinct national characters. But the looming tower of Spanish still stands, even if our children don’t speak it as well as our ancestors. Even if our grandchildren don’t speak it at all. Spanish is the umbilical that connects us, along with myriad more subtly shared experiences: our fierce sense of family, our tireless work ethic, our rituals of music and dance, our inability to fully exorcise the ghosts of a crushing colonial past.

To me, our story begins with Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca, the first European to reside on this continent and to live with, serve, and understand its Native population. There were others who may have touched feet to these shores but sailed away; adventurers who skimmed the coast but never truly walked it. The rich, dapper Juan Ponce de León, for instance, who—looking for more treasures—chanced upon Florida in 1513, named it, then sailed alongside it, hugging the coast until he reached the Bay of Biscayne and the Keys. His first visit was cursory, fleeting; and it included an African conquistador shipmate, very possibly the first Black to ever tread this ground. When Ponce de León returned to Florida in 1521 with every intention of establishing a colony, he was felled by a poison-tipped arrow from the deft bow of a Calusa warrior and was carried off to Cuba to die. There was Alonso Álvarez de Pineda, another Spaniard, who circumnavigated the Floridian peninsula, sailed up the Gulf coast, and entered the Mississippi waterway in 1519, even as Hernán Cortés was conquering the Aztecs. Spanish slavers, too, very possibly conducted earlier raids along North American coasts—killing, capturing, and being killed—in a frenzied effort to make their fortunes by shackling Indians. In 1524 Giovanni da Verrazzano, the intrepid Italian explorer who sailed for France, famously crawled up the coast from Cape Fear and anchored briefly in the Narrows between Staten Island and Brooklyn. But none of these instances of First Contact was as sustained or meaningful as the bizarre, decade-long American residence of Cabeza de Vaca. I offer it here as the potential dawn of the Latino presence.


THE FIRST WHITE (AND BLACK) INHABITANTS OF AMERICA


All of them are archers, and, since they are so strongly built and naked, from afar they look like giants.

—Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca, Spanish conquistador, 1528



Four hundred and thirty years before that rain-pummeled spring of my arrival in Miami, another traveler made landfall in Florida and marveled at the alien wonderland into which his ship had blown. It was April 12, 1528—the Thursday before Easter Sunday—and, having prevailed against tempests, torrential rains, and a churning sea, he heard a voice call, “Tierra!” looked out, saw land, and thanked God for his deliverance. He was Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca, the royal treasurer of Spain’s Narváez expedition and a veteran of the Spanish conquest. His commander, Pánfilo de Narváez, a slick speculator and fast talker, had persuaded the ambitious young Holy Roman emperor and king of Spain, Charles I, that there were gold-rich empires to be won north of the Aztecs. Indeed, Cortés’s breathtaking conquest of Montezuma II’s empire seven years before had inspired a flurry of gold-hunting expeditions bent on seizing and subjugating ever more civilizations in the New World. Never before had Columbus’s accidental foray into indigenous waters looked so promising.

There were rumors, for instance, of a “White King” and a vast empire of silver somewhere to the south of Hispaniola—the Caribbean island that later was divided into Haiti and the Dominican Republic—where Columbus had established his foothold in the Caribbean. More than one tribe in those island-flecked waters had pointed south to indicate the general direction. Within four years, Francisco Pizarro would sail along the rugged Pacific rim of South America, find that realm, fool and foil its emperor, Atahualpa, and wrest the Inca Empire for Spain. So it had been that another silver-rich territory—as long as the United States is wide—fell into the Holy Roman Emperor’s eager hands.

Other legends beckoned Spaniards in the opposite direction. One in particular told of a glittering chimera somewhere to the north of Mexico known as the Seven Cities of Cíbola. A Franciscan friar, spreading the word of Jesus and wandering beyond the frontiers of his known world, claimed to have stumbled upon that fabled megalopolis. The priest reported that, seen from a faraway promontory—presumably in the hazy shimmer of dawn—the enchanted cities seemed built entirely of gold. Dreams such as these were fueled by a raw metal hunger, and Narváez and Cabeza de Vaca were not immune to them. Indeed, as starry-eyed fortune hunters in a rambunctious age, they had concocted as many fool’s paradises as they had pursued. They were medieval men in a medieval time, with primitive notions about swarthy pygmies who walked on their heads, thought with their feet, and inhabited lands where gold and emeralds grow. Surely God would favor the Christians and make the pagans’ riches theirs. With such illusions and convictions, Narváez, Cabeza de Vaca, and six hundred adventurous souls—women and Africans among them—set sail on five ships from the beaches of Sanlúcar de Barrameda, where the dun-colored waters of Spain’s Guadalquivir River spill into the open sea.

By the time their flotilla arrived off the island of Hispaniola, the ships had been at sea for more than a month in wretched, overcrowded conditions. One hundred forty members deserted the expedition. Narváez and Cabeza de Vaca moved quickly to repopulate and restock the ships, and by October, in the height of hurricane season, they moved on from Hispaniola only to face battering storms and devastating losses at sea. That was only the beginning of their troubles. The crews dropped anchor in Cuba in time to behold a colossal, wildly erratic hurricane rip up the coast at sunset and roar overhead into night. Venturing out the next morning, they found sixty of their men dead, twenty horses lost to the sea, and two ships reduced to flotsam. It seemed God himself was determined to scuttle the expedition.

But Narváez’s charge from the king had been a clear imperative—an adelantamiento, a promise of a lucrative governorship—more compelling, perhaps, than God’s own hand. Narváez was to conquer and govern the land between Cortés’s prized colony in Mexico and the enigmatic territory of La Florida, which the explorer Juan Ponce de León (the conqueror of Puerto Rico) had fleetingly identified and claimed for Spain fifteen years before. There was little known about the vast middle-earth that separated the Aztecs from Florida, only scant information gleaned from slavers who had strayed into the forbidding swamps of Florida during those reckless years. There was, too, another incentive: Narváez’s extreme hatred of Cortés—a rivalry and envy that stretched back many years—and the fear that, given the ravenous scramble of exploits in those early days of colonization, Cortés’s forces might sweep up through northern Mexico and take that middle ground for themselves. It wasn’t out of the question: Cortés had conquered the Aztecs by defying the king’s orders and invading Mexico without an official adelantamiento from the Crown. But Narváez and his lead man, Cabeza de Vaca, were following their charge to the letter: their expedition would cross the Caribbean from east to west—from Cuba to Mexico’s mainland, where the Rio de las Palmas enters the sea, just north of Cortés’s domain. That, and everything between it and Florida, was to be theirs. For Cabeza de Vaca, this was no passing assignment. As the expedition’s royal treasurer and head clerk, he was sworn to defend it with his life.

On that bright spring day of arrival, as the royal treasurer looked out at the tangle of green before him, he could not have known that he was seeing land Ponce de León had seen fifteen years before—the “island” the late conquistador had named La Florida, claimed for Spain, and died trying to settle. The leaders of Cabeza de Vaca’s expedition had assumed they were somewhere in Mexico and had sailed the nine hundred miles it took to reach it. The timing of their arrival certainly suggested they were correct: it would have taken the flotilla that number of weeks to travel that length of sea. But these were men who had never sailed those waters. They had no way of knowing that their frail vessels had been struggling against the gyre of the powerful Gulf Stream. They had been pushed back as much as they had advanced. Blinded by fog and a storm-whipped brume, they had lost all sense of direction. They believed they had pressed west against the winds, but for countless weeks they had been thrust north. They had plied only the mere three hundred miles that separate Cuba from Tampa Bay.

In time, seeing that the sun was setting on sea rather than on land, the leaders understood that they were nowhere near the land of the Aztecs. But there was little else they understood as they skimmed along the mangrove that snarled Florida’s inhospitable coast. Certainly Cabeza de Vaca could not have imagined that he would spend the next nine years making his way over that terrain, or that he would be the first white man to survive America’s hazards and live to tell the tale. His chronicle La relación (1542), describing that mysterious continent and its tribes, stands as an early and unparalleled witness of what, more than three centuries later, would become the United States of America. No work by an English “pilgrim” in those lands can match it. In the course of Cabeza de Vaca’s 2,500-mile journey, he would meet an extraordinary diversity of Indigenous peoples, from the Calusa, Muskogee, and Seminoles in the east, to the Apache, Comanche, and Navajo in the west.

Soon after their arrival in Florida, the Spanish adventurers met the chief of the Timicua: the naked, dark-skinned, and strongly built natives they had glimpsed fleetingly along the shore. Heartened by the Indian’s apparent courtesy, the conquistadors ventured on land to learn more. Within weeks, the expedition split, with half of its ranks, including Cabeza de Vaca, traveling overland in search of the Apalachee, a chiefdom that, according to the locals, overflowed with spectacular riches. But the trek seemed endless, menaced by bellicose tribes and a harsh, unyielding landscape. When at last the detachment reached the Apalachee, the fabled empire turned out to be little more than a cluster of villages with ample stores of corn. The Spaniards were grateful to sate their hunger, but the reality was inescapable: Apalachee was no Montezuma’s empire and corn was no substitute for gold. As Narváez’s men ransacked the villages, searching for any redeeming bangle, taking hostages as they went, it must have occurred to them that their futures were now in peril. They had abandoned their ships; they had been conned by false promises. A once mighty expedition had been reduced to a fearful party of strays.

The Spaniards now undertook a disastrous march back to the sea. Desperate, disillusioned, exhausted, they waded through chest-deep waters, endured brutal Indian attacks, and lost shipmates along the way. As time passed and starvation forced them to eat human flesh, their hunt for imagined gold became less urgent than life itself. They were trespassers in a hostile land; nothing was more evident than that. Their ready conquest of Caribbean souls had not prepared them for the more truculent tribes of the North. Chastened, they stumbled their way back to the bay, hoping their ships would be there to meet them. They were not. The flotilla was gone, never to be seen again. All the survivors could do now was kill their horses for sustenance, build crude rafts from surrounding pines, and brave their way on a fickle sea.

In November, seven months after their landing in Tampa Bay, 250 survivors, fewer than half of the original Narváez expedition, set out on five improvised rafts. The majority did not ride out the journey. As winter overtook them, as tempests raged and corpses mounted, the living endured by feeding on the dead. The very argument that Catholic Spain had used to justify its conquest and enslavement of the New World—that Indians were cannibals, abominators, less than human—was suddenly turned on its head. Cannibalism was being practiced by agents of the Christian word.

As desperation grew, Narváez spun into demented denial, refusing to scavenge the land for food, preferring to ride hungry on a perilous sea. Hunting on shore would only invite disease, he claimed, or, worse, spur a murderous ambush. But the few who remained were dog-hungry, increasingly contentious, and they began to rebel. Losing all patience now, Narváez told them it was each man for himself. All rules were over; his orders, meaningless; the expedition, finished. As the clutch of desperados spilled onto land to scavenge for their salvation, Narváez’s raft floated off into the Gulf’s swirling waters and disappeared into the horizon. In the end, Narváez would die, not because of contagion or a well-dispatched spear, but because of a failure of courage. A mad abdication of mission. As fate unfolded, he drifted into the great expanse of the Gulf of Mexico, surrounded by the enormous adelantamiento that might have been his prize.

The few who had gone ashore and found some modicum of nourishment now pushed west on their fragile rafts. But as they rounded the Mississippi Delta, rough waters dashed them against the rocky shoals of what was probably Galveston Island, sundering the logs into a thousand pieces. Only four survived the wreckage: Cabeza de Vaca, two of his cohort, and the Black Moroccan slave Estebaníco, who became the first Black in recorded history to reside in the continental United States. Naked, covered only by loincloths, and shod with improvised sandals of twine, the four undertook a punishing overland odyssey that would last another eight years. In the course of that harrowing trek, the Indigenous would overpower them, enslave them, and put them to work as rank chattel. If they escaped one master, they were soon captured by another. So it was that the castaways were the first Spanish speakers—the first speakers of any European language, for that matter—to inhabit the American continent. Almost a century would pass before the Mayflower landed at Plymouth Rock.

As years went by, the Indians discovered that the four vagrants wandering their lands—the barbudos, as they came to be known, or “bearded ones”—seemed to have surprising shamanic powers. Cabeza de Vaca, especially, proved skilled at healing the sick or wounded. Praying fervently in Spanish, improvising manically, and employing the most rudimentary knowledge of Western medicine, he extracted spearheads from fallen Indians, treated mortal diseases, and—miraculously, it seemed—raised the presumed dead. Cabeza de Vaca’s renown grew, and, as he moved from encampment to encampment, making a hallucinatory pilgrimage across the continental Southwest, he became revered as a miracle worker, welcomed by one tribe after another. In the course of those nine years, Cabeza de Vaca and his three companions would live among dozens of clans, from the Muskogee, Seminole, and Alabama, to the Apache, Comanche, and Navajo. They would live as those Indians lived, dress as they dressed, hunt and eat as they hunted and ate. They would be given rare gifts in exchange for their miracles: emeralds, or amulets of coral and turquoise, or buffalo hides—even six hundred hearts of deer. Saved by an uncanny aptitude for foiling death, the four shipwrecked conquistadors finally crossed the Rio Grande onto land that was being hunted by a vanguard of Spanish slavers.

Sometime in April 1536, while passing through a Native village, one of the four Spaniards spied an Indian wearing a necklace hung with a European belt buckle and the iron nail of a horseshoe. When asked where he had found them, the tribesman pointed south and said that a barbudo, a bearded Spaniard like them, had given him the baubles. And there it was. Almost a decade after the expedition had sailed from Spain—after almost nine years of an erratic peregrination that would prefigure America’s restlessness—Cabeza de Vaca understood that he was nearing the destination he had been meant to reach all along. They were clearly on the Mexican mainland, somewhere north of Cortés’s conquest. Filled with expectation now, Cabeza de Vaca, Estebaníco, and eleven braves marched ahead to where the Indian had pointed until, one morning, in the far distance, they spied a posse of Spanish slavers on horseback. Even at that remove, the business at hand was unmistakable: a line of chained Indians shuffled alongside the horses, steel collars around their necks; their women and children were bound fast with ropes.

From the perspective of the distant conquistadors on horseback, the thirteen strangers approaching must have seemed like typical Indians—bronzed, naked, strongly built, armed with bows and arrows. Except that they were walking unafraid toward the slavers. As they drew closer, the men on horseback could see that one of them had black skin; another, a knotted beard that hung to his chest. When Cabeza de Vaca addressed them in Spanish, they were momentarily confused.



NATIVE BORN


And when Columbus discovered America, where were we?

—Ignacio Ek, Mexican farmer, 1970



Cabeza de Vaca may have been the first European to truly inhabit the American landscape and tell of his adventures, just as Estebaníco was the first Black African known to roam that ground, yet these are but two in a long string of migrations that have defined this country. If the United States is a nation of immigrants, as the old chestnut claims, it has been so for thousands of years.

Contrary to what contemporary textbooks teach us, the American origin story does not begin with white Protestant settlers—“saints,” as they liked to call themselves—who arrived in Jamestown or Plymouth Rock for the betterment of all. Indeed, they forced out the natives, established a white-male-dominant culture and government, and began a lucrative commerce of African slaves. Nor does it begin with the Genovese mercenary Christopher Columbus, who, finding fewer treasures than he’d promised his Spanish queen, captured and abducted thousands of Caribbean Indians, sold them into bondage wherever he could, and began a slave trade that eventually displaced five million Indigenous souls. History hardly exists before Columbus in the American mind, and the 128 years that separate Columbus from the pilgrims don’t seem to exist at all. As absent as this larger narrative is from US schoolbooks—as erased as it is from our collective memory—the American story begins with an Indigenous past. And that past may be fragile elsewhere, but it is still vibrantly alive in Latino neighborhoods today.

If Latinos are the largest minority in the United States of America—close to 20 percent and growing—they are also the largest population that can claim an Indigenous heritage. Ironically, according to US Census Bureau statistics, in 1990 almost ten million American Latinos identified as mestizo or Indigenous; thirty years later, in 2020, that number soared to more than forty-five million. It wasn’t that Latino indigeneity (or its half brother, mestizaje) had grown exponentially in the course of three decades, it was just a matter of claiming it: a matter of owning one’s ancestors. For a multitude of reasons, largely imposed and political, our Indigenous roots are still not fully counted. No one calls us Native Americans, for we do not belong to tribes (as indigeneity in the North requires) and only a tiny percentage of our ranks checks that box on the census, but if our DNA tells us anything, it is an ancestry many of us can claim. The exuberant diversity of tribes that Cabeza de Vaca encountered on his trek from Tampa Bay to Mexico City is certainly part of our larger, more ancient clan.

So, it should not be surprising that an overwhelmingly large percentage of Latinos in the United States carries the blood of the original peoples of the Americas: the Nahua, Maya, Arawak, Taíno, Caribs, and Quechua, among countless other ethnicities that once thrived in this hemisphere. Much as the first people of North America were killed, reduced, and driven off at the whims of an expansionist government, the first people of Central and South America were similarly obliterated. First, by three hundred years of harsh, racist Spanish colonial rule that annihilated 90 percent of their population and enslaved the rest; and then, if they happened to have ended up in this country, by a predominantly white Anglo culture that has rendered Latino indigeneity invisible. The United States of America was born seeing white; it has now been made to see black. But it doesn’t yet see its brown.

When it comes to the Latino population, brown is a veritable melting pot in itself. From the very start of the conquest, the Spanish mated promiscuously with Indians. Having brought no women to these shores, they appropriated Native females at will, conjugating with them freely and creating a new breed of human: the mestizo, the mixed-race child of a conquistador and an Indian. All that Catholic Spain required of its freewheeling, freelancing conquerors was that if and when they married Indigenous women—which they rarely did, preferring to take them at will and by force—the prospective bride would be brought to Jesus.

And yet the conquistador himself was a stew of ethnicities; a “mestizo” of a different order. In January 1492, the very year that Columbus would sail toward his fortunes, the Spanish Crown sealed its victory against the Arabs and announced that it would purge Spain of all infidels. With a raging will to Christianize their peninsula, Queen Isabella I and King Ferdinand V offered Jews a choice between Christian conversion, expulsion, or being burned alive in an auto-da-fé. As for the Moors, who by then had occupied the southern province of Granada for eight hundred years, no choice was offered: all Muslims would either be killed or be driven from Spain’s shores once and for all. So it was that the Inquisition kicked into high gear, bringing new bloodlust to an already belligerent nation. But by then, after centuries of intermarriage, the typical Spaniard headed for these latitudes was himself a miscellany of creeds and colors. For all the Catholic queen’s insistence on the old Castilian precept of limpieza de sangre, or “purity of blood,” she would have been hard-pressed to find a Spaniard who didn’t have a strain of Arab, Jewish, or African blood in his veins. “White,” in other words, was a precarious notion to begin with when Spain invaded the New World, much as it is a precarious notion among Latinos today. A US census form becomes a conundrum; an existential exercise. What color are we, anyway?

As more and more Spaniards arrived to settle the Indies in that feral first century of conquest, the mestizo breed multiplied wildly. Much is made of the claim that Spanish colonizers were kinder to the natives than the English would be, and less racist. At least they mixed with them—so the argument goes—lived among them, married them. But that calculus masks a wider, more sinister history. Indian women were rarely married to their Spanish masters; they were abducted, enslaved, raped, abandoned. This was done on such a massive scale that mestizo numbers soared, making “miscegenation” one of the most violent assaults on the Native population apart from outright killing. For even as Indigenous women were forced to breed with Spaniards, Indigenous men were denied the ability to propagate their race.

By 1600, a mere hundred years after Columbus’s arrival, a combination of war, disease, and a failure to multiply had slashed the Indigenous population by as much as 90 percent. The vibrant race of sixty million that once inhabited this hemisphere had been reduced to a scant six million. It was a genocide of historic proportion. Contemporary scientists call that period from 1492 to 1620 “the Great Dying,” an eradication so vast that the air’s carbon dioxide levels fell markedly, lowering global temperatures by 0.15 degrees Celsius. Spain didn’t need scientists to tell it that something was drastically awry. Eventually the Spanish Crown, dimly coming to terms with the social consequences of the conquistadors’ rapacity, began to insist that colonizers take their white women with them to “the Indies.” But by then, a mixed-race, Spanish-Indigenous population was in the Americas to stay. Bringing white women to the New World would change things, but not in a way that the Indigenous could have anticipated. The children of Spanish marriages became a new caste in the colonial firmament: the ruling criollo aristocracy—the ever-tiny, rabidly racist, and self-perpetuating white elite. It would be centuries before the Indigenous, the lowest rung of humanity, recovered their original numbers.

Within a century of Columbus’s arrival, then, the mestizo—a new, totally unique breed of humanity—was proliferating throughout the hemisphere. And they, in turn, bred with Blacks during the four hundred years of a brisk Atlantic slave trade that brought more than ten million African slaves to Spanish America: a staggering figure, twenty-seven times more than the 388,000 Africans shipped to plantations in the American South. By the nineteenth century, the crossbreeding in Latino origin countries would add Chinese and Japanese infusions, as Asian laborers and merchants began to arrive, seeking New World opportunities. In five hundred years of race mixing, as a consequence, Latin Americans—and we, their US Latino descendants—have come to represent every possible skin color. Nearly two-thirds of us are mixed race. Nowhere else on earth has a people of such ethnic complexity been wrought in such a short span of time. We are, as one philosopher called us, la raza cósmica—the cosmic race. We contain multitudes. And we are, in ourselves, a microcosm of the diverse nation the United States is gradually becoming.

But the Indigenous remain at the heart of the Latino story. Even if we are phenotypically white. Even if we hail from the tiny, alabaster-skinned European elite who still reign south of the Rio Grande. If Latin American whites do not carry Indigenous (or Black, or Asian) blood, it is because their forebears have subjugated it, or disappeared it, or stood idly by in its demise. (As the nineteenth-century Cuban poet and liberationist José Martí said famously, “To gaze idly at a crime is to commit it.”) Or, if Latin American nations lack Indigenous populations, it is because governments have actively sought to replace the colored races, as Argentina did when it instigated—even institutionalized—white supremacy by calling for large-scale European immigration in a separate article of its 1853 constitution. Or as Chile did in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries by systematically purging its indigenous roots and welcoming immigrants from Switzerland, Germany, England, and Yugoslavia. Or, for that matter, Uruguay, which celebrated its declaration of independence in 1831 with a sweeping genocide that killed all but five hundred of its Native people, then spun around, flung open its ports, and vigorously transformed itself into a nation that is now 90 percent white. Every country in this hemisphere bears an Indigenous past, even if, in some countries, few Natives remain to claim it. As the Mapuche Indians of Chile say, the ghosts live on. There is no washing the Indigenous from our hands in the Pan-American experience.

Our arrival on this American land, in the form of its original people, goes back thousands of years. Twenty thousand years, to be precise, according to paleontologists. The first arrivals appeared 180 centuries before the birth of Christ—long before their descendants, the Calusa, Muskogee, Maya, and Nahua greeted the shipwrecked Cabeza de Vaca on his trek from Florida to Mexico City. Our progenitors were Asian by origin, descendants of a great migration, survivors of a freak environmental disaster. They had made their home in Beringia, a remote strip of grassland between Siberia and Alaska. When the Bering Sea rushed overland, flooding their villages, they had no choice but to migrate south. As the waters rose behind them, the Beringians were separated from the rest of humanity for almost twenty thousand years. Spilling into what are now the Americas, these newly Indigenous proceeded to be flung far and wide by necessity and a pioneer spirit. It was a teeming, effervescent, highly diversified population, and it multiplied, adapted to terrain, moved ever south, then surged—via war, famine, or conquest—in every direction to become a profusion of cultures with strong tribal identities. Developing their own idiosyncrasies, they have become as different as a tundra Inuit can be from a rainforest Yanomama. But they are essentially ancestral brothers, and the blood ties run deep. These, then, are the original peoples of the Americas, the true discoverers—progenitors of the Latino—who roamed and worked this hemisphere long before its five-hundred-year Europeanization. If twenty thousand years of human history were collapsed into a week, the Indigenous Latino has been here the entire time. The conquistadors arrived on this American continent within the last four hours. The English settlers, a mere one hundred minutes ago.



THE ANCIENTS WHO WALK AMONG US


What shall I be called when all that remains of me

is but a memory, upon a rock of a deserted isle?

—Julia de Burgos, Puerto Rican poet, 1943



When ancestors come to call, their voices can be irresistible. At least this was so for Sandra Guzmán when she learned that her origin story reached deeper into the past than a childhood voyage from Puerto Rico to New Jersey might suggest. She was, on the face of things, a young Afro-Boricua—a Black Puerto Rican—immigrating with a single mother and four siblings to a struggling, largely immigrant community in Jersey City. But as is often the case among Puerto Ricans, skin color is an elusive gauge, and race is a wild variable. Even within the confines of her immediate family, there were pronounced phenotypical differences.

Sandra’s father, a cane cutter and Korean War veteran who had separated from the family years before, was a descendant of enslaved Africans. Her mother was a strong, copper-skinned woman—a seamstress by occupation—who had packed up her children and sailed to America, determined to find a door out of poverty. Life in Puerto Rico may have been lucrative for American corporations, but it had been calamitous for most Puerto Ricans, and Sandra’s mother was determined to give her children more than the island could offer. Even so, there were aspects of their Caribbean past that she refused to leave behind. Intent on preserving her traditions, she continued to practice the ancient rituals with her family and friends, or alone, beyond the gaze of censorious whites. She would greet mornings with a prayer, praise the ancestors, sing to the plants, bless the children, and celebrate each phase of the moon with a ceremony. These were deep-rooted Boricua customs and she made sure her children valued them.

Sandra and her siblings went their own ways, forging their own identities, trying to make sense of the faces that stared back at them from the mirror. “Color was the elephant in the room,” recounts Sandra, and each seemed to belong to an entirely different ethnicity. Some had a profusion of tightly coiled hair, others soft, wavy curls; some were dark caramel, others creamy white; some had wide, Nubian noses, others, high-bridged Roman. But, although one or two of them could pass for white, all saw themselves as negras or negros and, so, fell in comfortably with other Black people in their Jersey City neighborhood.

Skin color was as defining and political a touchstone under Sandra’s own roof as it was on the streets of Jersey City. To be light skinned was to be more fortunate, more successful, more welcome in the world. And, in the United States of America, as had been made clear every day since their arrival, a white immigrant was more desirable than a dark one. But as Sandra soon began to learn, nothing—not skin, not kinky hair, not being short or tall—would define her so much as Puerto Rico’s colonial history. It was there that ultimately she would find who she was.

Puerto Rico joined the United States as war booty at the close of the Spanish-American War, just before the turn of the twentieth century. American soldiers had fought Spain for the Caribbean and Philippines and won, and Puerto Ricans, including Sandra’s forebears, had been traded to the victors in the bargain. The treaty, signed in Paris in 1898 with no Puerto Ricans in sight, had made the island a US territory, meaning that when Sandra and her family arrived in New Jersey more than seventy-five years later, they weren’t really immigrants at all. Officially, their papers were in order; they could travel the United States freely. But, given the terms of the treaty, they were second-class nationals, both at home and on the mainland. This was nothing new. Puerto Ricans had been provisional citizens for centuries, beginning with Columbus’s claims on the island in 1493, Ponce de León’s settlement in 1508, and almost four hundred more years of unimaginably violent colonial rule, as Spain proceeded to avail itself of the island’s gold, sugar, and tobacco.

That was until Cuba, rising up in a rebel fervor, decided to oust its Spanish masters. Even as the Cubans engaged in a grueling guerrilla war against Spain—even as they began to win hearts and minds in the United States—the US Navy began blockading Havana’s harbor as a means of pressuring Spain to release her colony. When a mine detonated aboard the USS Maine, one of the blockade’s ships, and killed two-thirds of its American crew, the public response in the United States was fierce and unequivocal. Although there was no proof that Spanish forces had planted the mine, newspapers reported otherwise and Americans rushed the streets, placing all blame on Madrid. “Remember the Maine, to hell with Spain!” became their outcry.

Seizing the moment, President William McKinley made a grab for one of the last Spanish strongholds in the Western hemisphere. On April 25, 1898, in the heat of Cuba’s revolution, the United States declared war on Spain. A mighty fleet of eighty-six American ships sailed for the Caribbean, Theodore Roosevelt and his Rough Riders rushed Cuba’s San Juan Hill, and, within weeks, a New York Times columnist suggested: While we’re at it, why don’t we take Puerto Rico? “There can be no question to perplex any reasonable mind about the wisdom of taking possession of the Island of Puerto Rico and keeping it for all time,” he insisted. The rationale was stunningly, blatantly imperialistic: Appropriating the island would provide a strategically placed naval station, a “commanding position between the two continents,” and the geography and people could be forced to serve American economic interests as well. Besides, a labor force that “had never been half utilized under Spanish rule” could be a productive US asset. “There are many blacks, possibly a third of all the people, and much mixed blood, but the population is not ignorant or indolent or in any way degraded,” the editorialist concluded, placing a firm white supremacist seal on his opinion. Two weeks after the article’s publication, eighteen thousand US troops invaded Puerto Rico to claim the island for all time.

Spain, consumed by its colonial revolutions, hardly had a chance against America’s formidable naval power, and the United States quickly emerged victorious, heralding its emergence as a world power. Soon after, US forces occupied Cuba until it could establish its independence and Puerto Rico found itself traded to Washington as spoils, along with Guam and the Philippines. So it was that the archipelago was handed off from loser to victor, from master to master, so that the colony of one empire became the pawn of another. In less than four months, without any ability to determine their own fate, Puerto Ricans went from being provisional Spaniards to being provisional Americans. Less than two decades later, in 1917, although they had advocated passionately for their independence, they woke up one day to discover they had been declared US citizens, not because of their invader’s sudden largesse but because the United States needed soldiers to feed the ravenous maw of World War I and, as President Woodrow Wilson put it, make the world safe for democracy.

Puerto Ricans continue to fight for self-determination, but they have no constitutional rights, no representation in Congress, and cannot vote in presidential elections, although they pay US taxes and are subject to US military service. Many Puerto Ricans, Sandra among them, consider Puerto Rico a sovereign nation that has labored under foreign military occupation for more than five hundred years. There is good reason why. Having been wrung dry of metal, crops, slaves, and soldiers, Boricuas, as they call themselves, have not had the luxury of self-determination since Columbus abducted the first Boricua from Puerto Rican shores. Other nations’ appetites have always defined them.

Indeed, after World War II, Puerto Rico’s governor, craving a stronger relationship with the US government, installed Operation Bootstrap to scrap the island’s ancient agrarian roots, transform its economy to a new industrial model, and attract more mainland businesses to its shores. Sugar plantations were shuttered; factories offering American corporations cheap labor and untaxed profits were opened; whole populations were uprooted, displaced; and, although factory jobs became available for many islanders, just as many found themselves disenfranchised and afloat. La Gran Migración—the Great Migration—was the result: a tidal wave of humanity that, over the course of three decades, from 1950 to 1980, ended up bringing twice as many Puerto Ricans to this country as the total population of Puerto Rico itself. Arriving in the 1970s, at the tail end of that migration, Sandra’s family struggled to adapt to America’s ways and language. Culturally, they were Boricuas; linguistically, they were Spanish speakers; economically, they were impoverished. They were nominal US citizens, but they were as disconnected as any bewildered immigrant from the global south. And yet, to them, America seemed to shimmer with possibility.

The Jersey City to which Sandra came in the 1970s, like its sister city New York at the time, was shimmering with nothing so much as panic. Its municipal systems were in free fall. Despite the welcoming Statue of Liberty and historic port of entry at Ellis Island, there was little to greet an aspiring immigrant family of six. The city teetered on bankruptcy. An oil slick surrounded Lady Liberty. Skyrocketing prices, a petroleum crisis, and rampant unemployment had gutted the economy. The municipality’s police force, like its firefighter crews, had been drastically downsized to make ends meet. Theft, rapes, and murders proliferated. Fires ravaged the tenements. Nature reclaimed construction sites that had been halted when the money ran out; grass grew over the railroad tracks. Populations of color seemed the only asset that was booming in Jersey City. In the course of Sandra’s childhood, Latinos would triple their numbers; Blacks would grow by 10 percent. Whites, in turn, terrified by plummeting real estate values, headed for whiter neighborhoods. By the time Sandra was in high school, the city’s Caucasian population had shrunk by half. It hardly mattered. She was a Black Latina comfortable among Black people, and beguiled, inexplicably from time to time, by the ancient rituals her mother continued to practice.

It wasn’t until her mother had gone back to live in Puerto Rico and Sandra had left Jersey City, graduated from Rutgers University, and gone on to a highly successful, prize-studded career as a journalist, that she discovered that her mother’s rituals had been conjuring a very different island from the one she had left behind. Sandra was half Black—of that she was sure. It was an identity she could see in the mirror; one she could trace to the brutal slave trade that had forced her father’s ancestors across the seas. She knew through her paternal uncle, an elder griot—or oral historian—that she was the great-great-granddaughter of a runaway slave, a woman who had managed to escape the sugar plantation where her race had labored, cut cane, died young. Or, if they were lucky, escaped to maroon villages—runaway slave settlements—in the rainforest. But as Sandra subsequently learned from a geneticist, her mother came from a long line of Indigenous people whose dominion over the island predated Columbus’s landing by thousands of years. Which is to say, history had come knocking on her door.

Looking back on it, she was just doing her job. In 2009, Sandra, a features editor for the New York Post, had been assigned to be one of four subjects of a story on ancestry that focused on the genetic makeup of Latinos. A geneticist was engaged to conduct DNA tests and explore the subjects’ roots beyond what they knew to be true. One of the participants had been born in Argentina, another in Cuba, the third in Colombia, and Sandra in Puerto Rico. When the scientist secured and analyzed Sandra’s results, he informed her that her mitochondrial DNA indicated that all her dominant maternal ancestors were ancient, pre-Columbian women specific to the Caribbean. More precisely, they were native to the southwest corner of Boriken, as the island of Puerto Rico was then called. The scientist had not been told that Sandra was born there; he did not know that her maternal great-great-grandparents had claimed to be from that ancient corner of Boriken called Guainía.

He informed her that she was certainly Taíno but that her DNA suggested an even more ancient line—the Igneri, a tribe of traders, artisans, and farmers who, scholars tell us, migrated from the Orinoco River, deep in the heart of Venezuela, to settle in Boriken, more than a thousand miles away. Though the United States does not recognize any Native peoples in Puerto Rico, a full 60 percent of contemporary Puerto Ricans have been found to carry genes of civilizations that may have thrived as many as nine thousand years ago. Ironically, because of large-scale migrations like that of the Igneri, the current population may contain more of this ancient DNA than it did in 1491, before Columbus’s arrival and before the genocide unleashed by the conquest. The tribes may be said to be extinct and the political and social structures may be gone, but the genes are not. The bloodlines are not. And families like Sandra’s have never stopped practicing the ancient traditions. Even here, in these United States.

When Sandra called her mother in Puerto Rico to relay the findings, her mother responded that neither she nor Sandra needed any test to tell them who they are. “We are Boricuas de pura cepa”—Puerto Ricans of the purest stock—she told her daughter. Sandra, too, had intuited that history all along, had felt it in her bones. As it turned out, her maternal lineage hailed from the land of the great cacique Aguëybana, the powerful chieftain who had greeted Columbus, welcomed Ponce de León with sumptuous feasts, and then led his people in a war against the Spaniards when their motives became clear. Sandra was the descendant of a proud clan that lived by the lunar cycles, sang to the trees, passed power through matriarchal lines, and planted placentas deep in the earth to tether future generations to the land. They didn’t need blood tests to know these things.

“It was humbling, thrilling, a revelation to hear my mother’s response,” says Sandra. “All my
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