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Each Mexican American has a story like no other. Some have lived on the land that is now
America's Southwest for hundreds of years. Others are more recent immigrants whose families
moved north looking for jobs. Some are here legally; some aren't. But most Mexican Americans
are hardworking people who give a lot to America. What's more, they bring with them an exciting
and ancient heritage that makes America stronger. Mexicans add much to American life—from
sports to politics, religion to the arts, food to entertainment. Learn about the history and culture
of Mexican Americans. Understand this important group of Americans a little better.
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Introductionby José E. Limón, Ph.D.Even before there was a United States, Hispanics were
present in what would become this country. Beginning in the sixteenth century, Spanish
explorers traversed North America, and their explorations encouraged settlement as early as the
sixteenth century in what is now northern New Mexico and Florida, and as late as the mid-
eighteenth century in what is now southern Texas and California.Later, in the nineteenth century,
following Spain’s gradual withdrawal from the New World, Mexico in particular established its
own distinctive presence in what is now the southwestern part of the United States, a presence
reinforced in the first half of the twentieth century by substantial immigration from that country. At
the close of the nineteenth century, the U.S. war with Spain brought Cuba and Puerto Rico into
an interactive relationship with the United States, the latter in a special political and economic
affiliation with the United States even as American power influenced the course of almost every
other Latin American country.The books in this series remind us of these historical origins, even
as each explores the present reality of different Hispanic groups. Some of these books explore
the contemporary social origins—what social scientists call the “push” factors—behind the
accelerating Hispanic immigration to America: political instability, economic underdevelopment



and crisis, environmental degradation, impoverished or wholly absent educational systems, and
other circumstances contribute to many Latin Americans deciding they will be better off in the
United States.And, for the most part, they will be. The vast majority come to work and work very
hard, in order to earn better wages than they would back home. They fill significant labor needs
in the U.S. economy and contribute to the economy through lower consumer prices and sales
taxes.When they leave their home countries, many immigrants may initially fear that they are
leaving behind vital and important aspects of their home cultures: the Spanish language, kinship
ties, food, music, folklore, and the arts. But as these books also make clear, culture is a fluid
thing, and these native cultures are not only brought to America, they are also replenished in the
United States in fascinating and novel ways. These books further suggest to us that Hispanic
groups enhance American culture as a whole.Our country—especially the young, future leaders
who will read these books—can only benefit by the fair and full knowledge these authors provide
about the socio-historical origins and contemporary cultural manifestations of America’s
Hispanic heritage.Each chapter in this book opens with illustrations designed to resemble yarn
paintings, a form of Mexican folk art.

chapter 1Three StoriesGeorge Elizondo is a boy with two names. His friends and teachers call
him George. His parents usually call him George, too. But the older people in his family, his
grandparents and aunts and uncles, call him Jorge (which sounds like “hore-hay”). That’s what
Mrs. Rivera, his mom’s best friend, calls him. A lot of people at his church call him Jorge, too. He
answers to both names—but he mostly thinks of himself as George.George is one of millions of
American kids whose heritage is Mexican. That’s why he’s called Jorge. Jorge is the Spanish
name for George. George’s parents and grandparents speak Spanish to each other. Spanish is
the language of Mexico and the Mexican people. George can understand Spanish pretty well.
He’s not so good at speaking it. English is the language he knows best.George and his family
live in Rochester, New York. His mother’s family comes from Santa Fe, in the state of New
Mexico. They have lived there for as long as anyone can remember. George’s great-great-great-
grandfather owned a farm there. Today his Grandma and Grandpa Mendoza still live on the
same land. His other grandparents, his father’s parents, moved to California from Mexico. They
became American citizens. All their children were born in the United States. George’s parents
met in college. They moved to New York State when George was a baby. Most summers, the
Elizondos travel west to visit their family. When George is in California and New Mexico, it seems
like almost everyone calls him Jorge!A heritage is something that was passed down to you by
your parents and grandparents (and THEIR parents and grandparents).Citizens are people who
live in a country who have the right to vote, as well as other rights.Mexicans shopping in a
grocery store in Tijuana.Sometimes, his Grandma Elizondo tells him stories about Mexico and
what it was like to grow up there. George likes to hear his grandma’s stories. But George thinks
of himself as a plain-old American, not a Mexican American. As he’s gotten older, though, he’s
started to learn more about his Mexican heritage. He loves the food, the stories, and the old



songs his grandmother sings. “Being Mexican makes us strong,” his grandfather told him once.
“We aren’t like anyone else.”George isn’t sure he agrees; he thinks he’s pretty much like most
everyone else he knows. But he’s proud of all the people in his family. He’s proud of Grandpa
Mendoza’s family who lived on their land for hundreds of years. And he’s proud of Grandma
Elizondo’s family who were brave enough to start a new life in another country. He’s proud of his
Mexican heritage. Another storyLupe Ortega grew up in Mexico City. Her mother sold fruit on the
sidewalks. Her father sold gum and candy bars. The Ortega family was very poor. When Lupe’s
family lived in Mexico, their home was just one room in an old building. It was dark and crowded.
One side of the building had fallen down during a big earthquake that happened before Lupe
was born. Home in those days was a noisy place where you could never be alone. Lots of other
kids lived in the building too. Lupe and her sister, Pepita, always had someone to play with.Many
Mexican Americans live in New Mexico where their families have lived for centuries.But they
never had very much to eat. Their parents were out working all the time, trying to make money.
Lupe and Pepita were on their own most of the time. Sometimes the girls begged their parents to
stay home with them. But they knew if their mother and father didn’t work all day, every day, they
wouldn’t be able to pay the rent or buy food. Life was very hard for the Ortega family.
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