Spanish, not English, were the

first immigrants to come here
TONY HORWITZ

VINEYARD HAVEN, Mass. -
Coursing through the immigration
debate is the unexamined faith that
U.S. history rests on English bedrock,
Plymouth Rock to be specific. James-
town also gets a nod, particularly in
the run-up to its 400th birthday, but
John Smith was English, too.

So amid the din over border con-
trol, the Senate affirms the self-evi-
dent truth that English is our national
language; “It is part of our blood,” La-
mar Alexander, R- Tenn., says. Border
vigilantes call themselves Minute-
men, summeoning colonial Massachu-
setts as they apprehend Hispanics in
the desert Southwest. Even undocu-
mented immigrants invoke our Anglo
founders, waving placards that read,
“The Pilgrims didn’t have papers.”

Those newcomers are well indoc-
trinated; four of the sample questions
on our naturalization test ask about
Pilgrims. Nothing in the sample exam
suggests that prospective citizens
need know anything that occurred on
this continent before the Mayflower
landed in 1620. Few Americans do.




This national amnesia isn’t new,
but if’s glaring and supremely para-
doxical at a moment when politicians
warn of the threat posed to our cul-
ture and identity by an invasion of im-
migrants from across the Mexican
border. If Americans hit the books,
they'd find what Al Gore would call
an inconvenient truth. The early his-
tory of what is now the United States
was Spanish, not English, and our de-
nial of this heritage is rooted in age-
old stereotypes that still entangle to-
day’s immigration debate. -

Forget for a moment the millions
of Indians who occupied this conti-
-nent for 13,000 or more years before
anyone else arrived,

fore the Pilgrims, when they feasted
near St. Augustine with Florida In-
dians.

The early history of Spanish
North America is well documented,
as is the extensive exploration by the
16th-century French and Portuguese.
So why do Americans cling to a cre-
ation myth centered on one band of
late-arriving English - Pilgrims who
weren’t even the first English to settle
New England or the first Europeans
to reach Plymouth Harbor?

The easy answer is that winners
write the history, and the Spanish,
like the French, were ultimately los-
ers in the contest for this continent.

Although it’s true that our lan-
guage and laws reflect English heri-
tage, it’s also true that the Spanish

, role was cru-

and start the clock
with Europeans’ pre-
sence on present-day
U.S. soil. The first con-
firmed landing wasn’t
by  Vikings, who
reached Canada in
about 1000, or by Co-
lumbus, who reached
the Bahamas in 1492. It was by a
Spaniard, Juan Ponce de Leon, who
landed in 1513 at a shore he called La
Florida.

Within three decades of Ponce de
Leon’s landing, the Spanish became
the first Europeans to reach the Appa-
lachians, the Mississippi, the Grand
Canyon and the Great Plains. Spanish
ships sailed along the East Coast, pen-
etrating to present-day Bangor,
Maine, and up the Pacific Coast as far
as Oregon.

From 1528 to 1536, four cast-
aways from a Spanish expedition, in-
cluding a “black” Moor, journeyed
from Florida to the Gulf of California
—267 years before Lewis and Clark. In
1540, Francisco Vazquez de Corona-
do led 2,000 Spaniards and Mexican
Indians across today’s Arizona-Mexi-
co border - right by the Minutemen’s
inaugural post—and traveled as far as
central Kansas, close to the geograph-
ic center of what is now the continen-
tal U.S. In all, Spaniards probed half
of today’s lower 48 states before the
first English tried to colonize.

The Spanish didn’t just explore,
they settled, creating the first perma-
nent European settlement in the con-
tinental U.S. at St. Augustine, Fla., in
1565. Santa Fe, N.M., also predates
Plymouth: Later came Spanish settle-
ments in San Antonio, San Diego, San
Francisco and Tucson, Ariz. The Span-
ish even established a Jesuit mission
in Virginia’s Chesapeake Bay 37 years
before the founding of Jamestown in
1607.

Almost 80 years before John
Smith’s alleged rescue by Pocahontas,
a man by the name of Juan Ortiz told
of his remarkably similar rescue from
execution by anIndian girl. Spaniards
also held a thanksgiving, 56 years be-

- - cial. Spanish

If Americans hit the books, discoveries
they'd find what Al Gore  spurred  the
English to try
would call an settling Ameri-
inconvenient truth. ca and paved
the way for the

latecomers’

eventual suc-
cess. Many key aspects of U.S. history,
like African slavery and the cultiva-
tion of tobacco, are rooted in the for-
gotten Spanish century that preceded
English arrival.

There’s another, less-known lega-
cy of this early period that explains
why we've written the Spanish out of
our national narrative. As late as
1783, at the end of the Revolutionary
War, Spain held claim to roughly half
of today’s continental U.S.(in 1775,
Spanish ships even reached Alaska).
As American settlers pushed out from
the 13 colonies, the new nation
craved Spanish land. And to justfy
seizing it, Americans found a handy
weapon in a set of centuries-old be-
liefs known as the “black legend.”

The legend first arose amid the re-
ligious strife and imperial rivalries of
16th-century Europe. Northern Euro-
peans, who loathed Catholic Spain
and envied its American empire, pub-
lished books and gory engravings that
depicted Spanish colonization as
uniquely barbarous: an orgy of greed,
slaughter and papist depravity, the In-
quisition writ large.

But there were Spaniards of con-
science in the New World, too: most
notably the Dominican priest Barto-
lome de Las Casas, whose defense of
Indians impelled the Spanish crown
to pass laws protecting natives. Also,
Spanish brutality wasn’t unique; Eng-
lish colonists committed similar
atrocities. The Puritans were argu-
ably more intolerant of natives than
the Spanish and the Virginia colonists
as greedy for gold as any conquista-
dor. But none of this erased the black
legend’s stain, not enly in Europe but
also in the newly formed U.S.

“Anglo Americans,” writes David
Weber, the pre-eminent historian of

Spanish North America, “inherited
the view that Spaniards were unusu-
ally cruel, avaricious, treacherous, fa-
natical, superstitious, cowardly, cor-
rupt, decadent, indelent and anthori---
tarian.”

Rep. J.D. Hayworth of Arizona,
who calls for deporting illegal immi-
grants and changing the Constitution
so that children born to them in the
U.S. cannot claim citizenship, de-
nounces “defeatist wimps unwilling
to stand up for our culture” against
alien “invasion.” Those who oppose
making English the official language,
he adds, “reject the very notion that
there is a uniquely American identity,
or that, if there is one, that it is supe-
rior to any other.”

Rep. Tom Tancredo of Colorado,
chairman of the House Immigration
Reform Caucus, depicts illegal immi-
gration as “a scourge” abetted by “a
cult of multiculturalism” that has “a
death grip” on this nation. “We are
committing cultural suicide,” Tancre-
do claims.

On talk radio and the Internet,
foes of immigradon echo the black
legend more explicitly, typecasting
Hispanics as indolent, a burden on
U.S. taxpayers, greedy for benefits
and jobs, prone to criminality and
alien to our values — much like those
degenerate Spaniards of the oi
Southwest and those gold-mad con-
quistadors who sought easy riches
rather than honest toil. At the fringes,
the vilification is baldly racist. In fact,
cruelty to Indians seems to be the only
transgression absent from the famil-
iar package of Latin sins.

Also missing, of course, is a full
awareness of the history of the
500-year Spanish presence in the
Americas and its seesawing fortunes
in the face of Anglo encroachment.
“The Hispanic world did not come to
the United States,” Carlos Fuentes ob-
serves. “The United States came to
the Hispanic world. It is perhaps an
act of poetic justice that now the His-
panic world should return.”

America has always been a di-
verse and fast-changing land, home
to overlapping cultures and lan-
guages. It's an homage to our history,
not a betrayal of it, to welcome the
latest arrivals, just as the Indians did
those tardy and uninvited Pilgrims.

Tony Horwitz, the author of “Confederates
in the Attic” and “Blue Latitudes,” is
writing a bock on the early exploration of
North America. Copyright 2006 The New
York Times.
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