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INTRODUCTION

Ana Varela- Lago and Phylis  Cancilla Martinelli

DOI: 10.5876/9781607327998.c000

In his book Our America: A Hispanic History of  the United States, historian Felipe 
Fernández-Armesto challenges the conventional narrative of  American his-
tory. “Instead of  looking at the making of  the United States from the east,” 
he explains, “we see what it looks like from the south, with Anglo-America 
injected or intruded into a Hispanic-accented account.”1 Echoing the title 
of  Jose Martí’s celebrated essay, Fernández-Armesto’s volume represents an 
important addition to a growing body of  literature that illuminates the rich 
and complex history of  the United States, where the Anglo-Saxon heritage is 
one among many. As the director of  the Spanish foundation that sponsored 
the project asserts in the foreword, this is also “a book on the presence of  
Spain in the history of  America.”2

Attention to the legacy of  the Spanish past in the United States, building 
on the pioneering work of  nineteenth-century scholars such as Herbert 
Howe Bancroft and Herbert Eugene Bolton, is not confined to the realm 
of  academia. It also plays a significant role in the present-day interactions 
between the two nations, as a 2013 visit to the United States by Felipe 
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4 ANA VARELA-LAGO AND PHYLIS CANCILLA MARTINELLI

de Borbón (then Crown Prince of  Spain) and his wife illustrates. The royal 
tour included two of  the states most associated with the Spanish presence in 
North America: California and Florida. In California, the delegation stopped 
at the Huntington Library to see the Junípero Serra exhibit, commemorat-
ing the tercentennial of  the birth of  the Spanish Franciscan and his role in 
the construction of  the network of  Catholic missions in California, two of  
which were also visited by the royal couple. In Florida, Prince Felipe observed 
the quincentennial of  the landing of  Juan Ponce de León in 1513, noting in 
his speech: “We cannot imagine today’s United States without its Spanish 
legacy.”3 In 2015, a year after his proclamation as King of  Spain, Felipe VI 
returned to Florida to commemorate the 450th anniversary of  the founding 
of  the city of  Saint Augustine, the oldest European settlement in the United 
States, by the Asturian Pedro Menéndez de Avilés.

This book, too, examines the relations between Spain and the United States. 
The contributors, however, focus not on the conquistadores and padres of  yore, 
but on more recent arrivals—Spanish immigrants who reached American 
shores in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Immigrants such 
as Salustiano Sánchez Blázquez, who as a teenager left his village in the prov-
ince of  Salamanca and went to Cuba to work cutting cane in the island’s 
sugar fields. In 1920, he moved to the United States, toiling in the mines of  
Kentucky and Pennsylvania before settling at Niagara Falls in the early 1930s. 
Sánchez Blázquez’s story received media attention because when he died, 
in 2013, he was believed to be the world’s oldest living man.4 Thousands of  
his compatriots followed a similar path, but their names seldom graced the 
pages of  the newspapers.

Although research on Spanish migration to the United States has increased 
in recent decades, it remains in its infancy. In Spain, studies of  emigration 
to the Americas have concentrated primarily on Latin American countries, 
which received the bulk of  the Spanish exodus in the period of  “mass migra-
tion” (1880–1930).5 Still, in the past few years Spanish scholars have produced 
a number of  regional studies, complementing the original work by Germán 
Rueda on the recent migration of  Spaniards to the United States.6 Bieito 
Alonso, Nancy Pérez Rey, Ana Varela-Lago, Juan Manuel Pérez, Carolina 
García Borrazás, and Francisco Sieiro Benedetto investigated the migration of  
Galicians to New York, Florida, Louisiana, and the Panama Canal.7 Luis Argeo 
documented the migration of  Asturians to the mines of  West Virginia, and 
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5Introduction

Carlos Tarazona Grasa that of  Aragonese shepherds to the American West.8 
María José García Hernandorena, Joan Frances Mira, Teresa Morell Moll, and 
Enric Morrió have studied the migration of  Valencians to New York.9

In the United States, too, despite important contributions, the study of  
Spanish migration has lagged behind that of  other communities. Basques 
have been the group more widely and systematically studied on both sides 
of  the Atlantic, thanks in part to the formidable work of  the Center for 
Basque Studies at the University of  Nevada, Reno, and the support from 
the Basque government.10 Yet, to Rosendo Adolfo Gómez’s 1962 pathbreak-
ing article “Spanish Immigration to the United States,” we can now add a 
collection of  journal articles, encyclopedia entries, master theses, doctoral 
dissertations, and video documentaries that enhance our understanding of  
this phenomenon.11 The most recent addition to this list is an extraordinary 
collection of  over 300 images of  Spanish immigrants. The result of  years 
of  work and dedication by James D. Fernández and Luis Argeo, with the 
collaboration of  local immigrant communities, this photographic archive is 
just one aspect of  an ongoing project that seeks to recover and document the 
richness of  the Spanish immigrant experience in the United States.12

Hidden Out in the Open is the first book-length study, in English, of  the mod-
ern migration of  Spaniards to the United States.13 It represents an attempt 
to fill the gap in the research literature on this group, so intimately linked 
to the history of  the Americas and of  the United States. The essays cover a 
period (1875–1930) defined by the crucial transformations of  the Progressive 
Era in the United States, and by similarly momentous changes in Spain fol-
lowing the Restoration of  the Bourbon monarchy under Alfonso XII. These 
include the wars of  independence in Cuba, the loss of  the last remnants of  
the Spanish empire in 1898, and social and political mobilizations that culmi-
nated in the fall of  the monarchy and the proclamation of  the Second Spanish 
Republic in 1931. The defeat of  the Republic, after the 1936 military coup that 
led to the Spanish Civil War and General Francisco Franco’s victory in 1939, 
falls outside the scope of  this collection. Readers interested in the response 
of  Spanish immigrant communities in the United States to these events can 
consult a diverse and growing body of  research on the subject.14

The chapters in this volume are geographically wide-ranging. They reflect 
the transnational nature of  the Spanish diaspora in the Americas, encompass-
ing networks that connected Spain, Cuba (and a number of  Latin American 
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6 ANA VARELA-LAGO AND PHYLIS CANCILLA MARTINELLI

countries), the United States, and American-controlled territories in Hawai‘i 
and Panama. The diversity of  locations also reveals the variety of  jobs the 
immigrants engaged in, from construction gangs in the Panama Canal and 
the Florida Keys to mining crews in Arizona and West Virginia. In Hawai‘i, 
Spaniards planted and cut cane in sugar plantations. Farming remained their 
main occupation as they moved from the islands to the fields and canneries 
of  California at the turn of  the twentieth century. In Brooklyn, and in Tampa, 
Florida, Spaniards toiled in a peculiar combination of  craft and industry. In 
factories large and small, the sound of  the chavetas (cigar knives) mixed with 
the voice of  the lectores (readers) as workers, seated at their benches, hand-
rolled high-quality Clear Havana cigars. The industry had its roots in Cuba 
but moved to the United States as a result of  political unrest when the Cuban 
movement for independence gained strength during the nineteenth century.

Our selection of  topics does not pretend to cover the full dimension of  
the Spanish immigrant experience in the United States. The very nature of  
this (unevenly developed) field would prevent that. As editors, our aim has 
been to showcase a diversity of  approaches, even if  all our contributors had a 
common focus. We also pay tribute to the pioneering work of  scholars such 
as Beverly Lozano, Gary R. Mormino, and the late George E. Pozzetta, who 
in the 1980s were introducing the Spanish experience into the “mainstream” 
of  American immigration history. While the book concentrates on a specific 
national group, its goal is to place the Spanish migrants in a broader context. 
In part, this reflects the importance of  transcontinental connections rooted 
in the legacy of  conquest and empire that defines the history of  Spain in the 
Americas. But it also situates this migration at the intersection of  worldwide 
trends (like the globalization of  capital and labor, and technological develop-
ments in transportation and communication) that shaped the period under 
study and that made this massive movement of  population possible.

The collection opens with a chapter whose title captures the transnational 
nature of  the Spanish migrant experience. The line “working in America and 
living in Spain” is based on a statement in Windmills in Brooklyn, Prudencio 
de Pereda’s novel on Spanish migrants in New York.15 It applied to the life 
of  one of  the protagonists, but also to those of  many immigrants in the 
Spanish community in Brooklyn, where de Pereda grew up in the 1920s and 
1930s. Varela-Lago’s chapter explores the forging of  a variety of  transnational 
networks, from the 1870s to the 1920s. In the first section, she discusses the 
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7Introduction

importance of  the colonial wars in shaping the ethnic identity of  Spanish 
communities in nineteenth-century America. While immigrants in the 
Spanish-speaking American republics established region-based mutual aid 
societies, similar attempts in the United States were perceived as divisive, not 
only because of  the small size of  the immigrant community, but also because 
of  the challenge to Spanish unity posed by Cuban émigrés fighting for Cuban 
independence. Spanish immigrants favored national over regional identity 
in this period. They expressed this choice in the names of  the clubs they 
established—La Nacional, Centro Español, Círculo Colón-Cervantes—as 
well as in a number of  projects they participated in, such as the commemo-
ration of  Cervantes Day and of  the Fourth Centennial of  the Discovery of  
America, and the creation of  Juntas Patrióticas (patriotic clubs) to support 
the Spanish Navy once war with the United States seemed imminent.

Following Spain’s defeat in the Spanish-Cuban-American War, the migrants’ 
activities to defend and vindicate the Spanish presence in the Americas con-
tinued by other means. Through the analysis of  some of  these initiatives—the 
translation to Spanish of  Charles Lummis’s The Spanish Explorers; the festivi-
ties honoring the founder of  Saint Augustine; the promotion of  the teaching 
of  Spanish in the United States; and the commemoration of  the Día de la Raza 
(Day of  the [Hispanic] Race)—Varela-Lago examines the role played by 
Spanish migrants in the development of  Hispanismo. This movement sought 
to promote the Spanish heritage in the United States and improve the image 
of  Spain’s imperial past, and it counted immigrants as participants and facili-
tators in developing the networks that brought together Hispanophiles in the 
United States and leaders of  Americanism in Spain.

As the colonial struggles receded, and the number of  Spanish migrants 
in the United States increased, there developed transregional and translo-
cal networks characteristic of  Spanish communities in Latin America and 
of  a variety of  immigrant groups in the United States. A fluid web of  “par-
ishes abroad” made it possible for the migrants to remain a vital presence 
in the life of  their home communities and contributed to the preservation 
of  strong local and regional identities. Newspaper articles, immigrant jour-
nals and memoirs, and consular reports illustrate the importance of  these 
regional and local identities, often manifested in the names of  mutual aid 
societies, restaurants, boardinghouses, and soccer teams, as well as in the 
foodways of  these communities. These networks were also evident in the 
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8 ANA VARELA-LAGO AND PHYLIS CANCILLA MARTINELLI

realm of  political activism, particularly anarchism—a topic developed more 
fully in other chapters of  the book.

Spanish anarchists were instrumental in the creation of  Modern Schools 
(Escuelas Modernas), an enterprise that gained momentum following the 
execution of  the founder of  the movement, Francisco Ferrer, in Barcelona 
in 1909. In retaliation, a Spanish anarchist who had resided in Tampa assassi-
nated the Spanish prime minister, José Canalejas—one more example of  the 
global reach of  the movement, and of  the transnational networks in which 
most of  the Spanish migrants in the United States operated. Varela-Lago also 
discusses a lesser-known aspect of  the political webs that connected Spain 
and its diaspora: Spanish migrants’ support of  nationalist movements in their 
regions of  origin (in particular, the Canary Islands, the Basque Country, and 
Catalonia). This political involvement, which, by the 1920s was increasingly 
critical of  the monarchy of  Alfonso XIII and the dictatorship of  General 
Primo de  Rivera (1923–1930), helps explain the migrants’ jubilation at the 
news of  the proclamation of  the Spanish Republic in 1931, and their mobili-
zation in its support during the Spanish Civil War.

Chapters 2 and 3, both published originally in the 1980s and since then a 
required point of  reference for scholars of  Spanish migration to the United 
States, illuminate important aspects of  this exodus in different locales (Hawai‘i, 
California, and Florida) and as part of  different processes, which in the case of  
Hawai‘i involved the recruitment of  Spanish families to work on the islands’ 
sugar plantations. Beverly Lozano expertly combines “macro” and “micro” 
perspectives as she analyzes the migration of  Spaniards to Hawai‘i and, later, 
California in the first decades of  the twentieth century. While global, macro-
structural trends were at work in this transfer of  labor, as sugar cane planters 
in Hawai‘i competed with other businesses in encouraging laborers to come 
to its shores, Lozano also pays attention to the agency of  the migrants them-
selves, as they decided whether and how to participate in this exchange.

Reinforcing a theme that runs through this volume, Lozano’s analysis 
highlights the importance of  examining migration through a global lens that 
considers how conditions in the homeland contribute to and shape the expe-
rience of  migrants in their host societies. One such example is the coexistence 
of  patron-client relations and more impersonal laborer-employer relations in 
the Andalusian countryside. This experience, she argues, is key to under-
standing why most Spaniards left the plantations in Hawai‘i for ranches in 
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9Introduction

California. On the surface, the agricultural tasks Spanish migrants engaged 
in were similar in both locales, but conditions in Hawai‘i, Lozano asserts, 

“violated their cultural understanding of  what tolerable working relations 
should involve.”16 In California, by contrast, the workers found a combina-
tion of  free labor and the type of  face-to-face interaction embodied in Spain’s 
patron-client relationship. Wages, therefore, were not the only cause for the 
shift from Hawai‘i to California. As Lozano explains, the migrants’ agency 
opens a way for scholars to understand the intricacies of  workers’ responses 
to the global forces of  capitalism.

The study of  Spanish migration in Hawai‘i also brings to light the complex 
interaction between capitalism, labor, ethnicity, and race. Like other immi-
grants, Spaniards became the “hands of  America.” But in the United States, 
they were frequently caught in a dynamic of  “divide and conquer” that pitted 
ethnic groups against each other to the benefit of  employers. As southern 
Europeans, Spaniards also participated in a hierarchical racial system that 
sometimes considered them “whites,” but often placed them in between 

“whites” and “nonwhites.” In the Panama Canal, the United States govern-
ment institutionalized these racial differences through a number of  practices, 
including a scale of  wages that ranked Spaniards, as “semi-white” workers, 
between American citizens and (mostly black) West Indian laborers, the for-
mer being paid in the “gold” roll; the latter in the “silver” roll.17 In Hawai‘i, 
Lozano explains, American employers saw Spaniards as a positive counter-
weight to the increasingly militant Japanese workers. As “white” Europeans, 
they were also considered more desirable than Asians as a settler population, 
as they were understood to be more easily assimilable to American culture 
and values.

Chapter 3, by Gary R. Mormino and George E. Pozzetta, remains a classic 
within the literature on Spanish anarchism in the United States. It examines 
the transnational networks of  labor militancy and anarchism that defined 
the identity of  a good portion of  the Spanish laboring classes at home and 
abroad. Paying close attention to the political and economic landscape in 
Spain and the conditions that shaped the migration of  Spaniards to the 
Americas, the authors present an approach that was novel at the time, and a 
precursor of  studies that challenge the definition of  migration as a process 
of  uprootedness (from home society) and assimilation (into host society), 
and advance a more holistic understanding of  the immigrant experience. 
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10 ANA VARELA-LAGO AND PHYLIS CANCILLA MARTINELLI

Mormino and Pozzetta illustrate the benefits not only of  a transnational 
approach (encompassing the networks that kept the migrants connected to 
communities in the homeland and in other locales), but also of  a transethnic 
approach that emphasizes the importance of  community and working-class 
solidarity across different ethnic and national groups. Tampa’s significant 
role in the anti-imperial struggles in the Spanish Caribbean, and its rich mul-
tiracial and multiethnic topography (the “Latin” quarter included Italians, 
Cubans—white and black, and Spaniards, among others), made it an ideal 
setting for this innovative research.

As the authors indicate, this is a study of  “group dynamics and organi-
zation.”18 The essay weaves the story of  connections between Spaniards 
and Cubans, but also the tensions that shaped the debates over the Cuban 
question. While some Spanish anarchists, such as the famed Pedro Esteve, 
expressed little concern about Cuban independence, many did support José 
Martí’s call to defend Cuba Libre. Immigrants’ memoirs and oral histories 
complement the vivid narrative of  the authors, as they describe the rhythm 
of  work in Tampa’s cigar factories and the role of  institutions such as the 
reading (la lectura), a vital source of  education and information for cigar 
workers, that helped forge a unique labor culture to which the anarchists 
contributed substantially. This thriving labor culture clashed not only with 
the American establishment, often willing to support vigilante methods to 
deal with “foreign radicals,” but with more “mainstream” labor organiza-
tions such as Samuel Gompers’s American Federation of  Labor. The fear 
(and repression) of  radicals only grew in the aftermath of  World War I and 
the Russian Revolution. Mormino and Pozzetta use the reports from secret 
agents in the newly created Bureau of  Investigation (precursor of  the FBI) 
to illustrate the actions of  the labor militants and of  those who informed 
on them. The surveillance of  anarchists, among others, did not prevent the 
assassination of  the Spanish prime minister in 1912, but it did undermine the 
activities of  the once-vibrant radical labor movement, whose last strike was, 
appropriately enough, to defend the lectura in the cigar factories. Later gen-
erations continued the struggle in their own way, fighting for social justice 
and against fascism during the Spanish Civil War.

Christopher Castañeda’s chapter on the Spanish community in New York 
provides a valuable complement to the study of  the anarchist movement 
in Florida and the webs that connected workers in Spain, Cuba, and the 
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11Introduction

United States in this period. As in Tampa, Spaniards in Brooklyn were also 
engaged primarily in the cigar industry. Castañeda describes the rich tapes-
try of  ethnic groups involved in this industry in nineteenth-century America. 
He also details the difficult conditions these workers experienced, produc-
ing cigars in crowded tenement houses and falling victim to diseases such 
as tuberculosis. Cuban and Spanish cigar workers participated in the flower-
ing labor movement that produced two important unions: the Cigarmakers’ 
International Union (CMIU) and the American Federation of  Labor (AFL), 
but, as Castañeda illustrates, they also created their own Spanish-speaking 
unions. Intermarriage between the two communities was relatively com-
mon, and both groups participated in the dynamic and radical labor culture 
reinforced by the lectura. But, as happened in Florida, the struggle for Cuban 
independence divided the community and contributed to the creation of  sep-
arate, Cuban and peninsular, labor unions and ethnic associations.

Here too, an incipient anarchist movement, with links to the peninsula but 
also rooted in events in the United States, began to flourish. Critical of  Spanish 
policies, many peninsular anarchists supported the Cuban movement for 
independence. Others joined Pedro Esteve in advocating a deeper transforma-
tion of  society and politics, a belief  that Esteve proclaimed in the immigrant 
enclaves he settled in (Brooklyn; Patterson, New Jersey; Ybor City, Tampa) 
and through his involvement with the Industrial Workers of  the World. The 
execution of  Spanish anarchist Francisco Ferrer in Spain contributed to the 
mobilization of  Spanish anarchists and their supporters in the United States.

Castañeda’s chapter shows the continuing relevance of  the anarchist 
movement in the 1910s and 1920s, a period that also saw the rise of  Spanish 
migration to the United States. While these years mark the end of  an era for 
the craft cigar-making that had been the bedrock of  Spanish anarchism in 
previous decades, they witness the transformation of  Spanish migration to 
New York. Now, a high percentage of  unionized dockworkers and merchant 
marine seamen were Spaniards. While addressing this constituency, the 
Spanish anarchist press and movement maintained its involvement with the 
broader Hispanic community in New York (including Mexicans, Cubans, and 
Puerto Ricans) and the larger anarchist movement. The response to the Sacco 
and Vanzetti case was only the best-known example of  such connections.

Although the role of  women in these immigrant communities tends to be 
less documented, it is clear from the articles by Castañeda and by Mormino and 
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12 ANA VARELA-LAGO AND PHYLIS CANCILLA MARTINELLI

Pozzetta that women were important participants in the anarchist movement 
they discuss. Both chapters highlight the work of  Luisa Capetillo, a pioneering 
Puerto Rican lectora, activist, journalist, and feminist. Women were also cru-
cial as sustainers of  families, supporters of  fundraisers, entertainers in festivals, 
and leaders in strikes, as illustrated by Pedro Esteve’s daughter, Violetta.

The end point of  Castañeda’s chapter, 1925, marks the starting point of  
Brian Bunk’s essay, chapter 5, as he introduces us to a different, if  comple-
mentary, perspective on the Spanish immigrant community in New York. 
While chapter 4 focused primarily on immigrants as workers, and concen-
trated on men (reflecting the demographics of  the initial wave of  Spanish 
migration in the late nineteenth century), chapter 5 shifts our attention to 
a larger and more stable community in Greenwich Village, one of  several 
Spanish enclaves in New York. Following the growth in Spanish migration in 
the first two decades of  the twentieth century, a number of  families had set-
tled in the neighborhood by the 1920s. As Bunk illustrates, the socialization 
of  the second generation, particularly of  young Spanish American women, 
became an important aspect of  the community’s life.

Bunk’s research combines attention to gender and to the performative 
aspects of  ethnic identity. His analysis of  two such performative events (a 
beauty pageant and a popularity contest) illuminates the intricate tapestry of  
identities developed by Spanish immigrants in the United States, as members 
of  regions, nations, and a broader Hispanic community. The immigrants’ 
social clubs, defined as “intermediate spaces” between the public and the 
private spheres, played a crucial role in this process of  socialization, allowing 
young Spanish American women to experiment with certain freedoms, under 
the watchful eyes of  the senior members of  the community, in an effort to 
curb the ostensibly pernicious effects of  Americanization. These attempts at 
control met with different levels of  success. Bunk’s essay shows that the social 
clubs were also arenas of  contestation where women challenged the author-
ity of  the male leadership, as the dispute between the officers of  the Casa 
de Galicia and the Spanish Ladies’ Committee exemplifies.

Bunk also examines the complex cultural dynamics that defined the rela-
tions between Spanish immigrants and American society at large. Thus, he 
explains how young Spanish Americans’ views of  a Spain they had never 
seen may have been shaped as much by their socialization within the fam-
ily and the community as by the Orientalizing images of  Spain prevalent in 
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13Introduction

American popular culture in the 1920s. Likewise, he shows how concerns 
about the perceived isolation of  the immigrant community led American 
reformers to carry out research to ascertain the level of  assimilation among 
Spanish American youth, and particularly among young women. This illu-
minating essay provides an essential lens through which to examine import-
ant, but often neglected, aspects of  the immigrant experience, such as the 
acculturation of  the young and the enforcement of  proper gender roles in 
the community.

Like Castañeda, Bunk concludes his chapter with a reference to the dis-
mantling of  these immigrant settlements. Urban renewal projects and the 
anti-immigrant legislation that reduced Spanish immigration to a trickle 
after 1924 contributed to the disintegration of  these enclaves, replaced by 
more ethnically mixed neighborhoods. As Phylis Cancilla Martinelli indi-
cates in chapter 6, this process of  disintegration was not limited to urban 
centers. Research on the Spanish immigrant experience in Arizona is par-
ticularly challenging, as traces of  some of  these Spanish communities have 
vanished. Some, like the bustling community of  Barcelona, which housed 
1,000 families in the first decades of  the twentieth century, were physically 
eliminated by open-pit mining.

Martinelli explains that Spaniards’ interest in mining in the American 
Southwest dates back to the sixteenth century, and some of  the mining and 
metallurgy techniques they developed were still in use in the United States 
until new technologies were introduced in the Progressive Era. Despite the 
long legacy of  Spanish presence in the area, and the Spanish immigrant pres-
ence in the twentieth century, few studies have investigated their experiences. 
Like other chapters in this volume, this essay contributes, in Martinelli’s 
words, to “diversify immigration history.” It also engages with the historiog-
raphy of  this particular region, as it seeks to “ ‘re-envision’ Western history.”19 

Perhaps even more than was the case in Spanish immigrant communities 
in Florida, New York, Hawai‘i, and California, Spaniards in Arizona were 
hidden under broader categories (Hispanic, Latino) that do not differenti-
ate by national origin. Martinelli favors the terms Latin and EuroLatin to 
examine the interaction of  Mexicans and southern Europeans (Italians and 
Spaniards) in this environment. The story of  mining provides a fascinating 
narrative of  the interrelationship of  local, regional, national, and global labor 
markets. Miners from northern Spain, displaced by the success of  Welsh coal, 
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14 ANA VARELA-LAGO AND PHYLIS CANCILLA MARTINELLI

moved to southern Spain to work on Huelva’s copper mines. These mines, 
in turn, were being developed and financed by British companies and super-
vised by American managers. The companies’ expansion into mining areas 
in the American Southwest opened paths for Spanish miners to migrate to 
states such as Arizona. There they joined an international labor force and 
established connections that integrated them into new local and regional 
labor networks.

In this multiethnic environment, racial designations prevalent in nineteenth-
century America situated Spaniards as members of  an in-between group, not 
quite “White” but members of  a “Spanish” or “Latin” race. Racial character-
ization had important economic consequences, as it often determined who 
had access to high-paying jobs. Martinelli’s chapter teases out the intricate 
ethnic landscape of  Arizona’s mining towns. Racial categories were fluid and 
changed from place to place and even across time in one place. Immigrant 
groups, too, maintained their own racial and cultural preferences. Mexicans 
and Spaniards usually preferred to live apart but were also willing to self-
identify as “Latins” when conditions called for unity. This was particularly 
the case at times of  labor unrest, which often included workers’ demands 
for equal pay. But, as Lozano explained in the case of  Hawai‘i, wages were 
not the only matter of  contention. Martinelli states that some strikes were 
caused by what Latin miners perceived as lack of  “respect from their Anglo 
supervisors.”20

Spaniards in West Virginia also experienced the ethnic segregation and 
racial prejudice described by Martinelli in the Arizona camps and were 
derided as poor and foreign. As a scholar, and the grandson of  Spaniards, 
Thomas Hidalgo has a privileged view of  this migration. Both his maternal 
and paternal grandfathers migrated as young men from the same town in 
Andalusia in the 1920s, helped by friends who had lived in the United States 
for years. Their Spanish wives would later join them. The dearth of  infor-
mation on this community led Hidalgo to undertake his own investigation. 
In his chapter, he uses a sample of  citizenship and immigration records 
together with oral histories of  the children of  these migrants to recover the 
experiences of  the members of  this once-vibrant immigrant community.

Hidalgo’s methodical analysis of  the documents of  163 Spanish immi-
grants to Raleigh and Fayette Counties in West Virginia shows that more 
than half  of  them hailed from the region of  Andalusia, with another 
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30 percent coming from the northern regions of  Galicia and Asturias. The 
reasons remembered by their descendants for this migration combined eco-
nomic hardship with political discontent, whether due to the oppressive role 
of  the Catholic Church in rural Spain, the fear of  being drafted for Spain’s 
colonial wars in Morocco, or the consequences of  labor activism and mobi-
lization. While some migrants traveled directly from Spain to the United 
States, most of  those who eventually settled in West Virginia arrived after 
stays in other (primarily Latin American) countries and other states in the 
Union. Coal mining was not, for the most part, the original trade of  these 
immigrants, but the expansion of  the coal-mining industry, the relatively 
high wages it offered, and the fact that the job did not require training or 
the ability to speak English, contributed to its appeal. Frugal immigrants, 
such as Hidalgo’s maternal grandfather, could save enough money to return 
to Spain or to provide for their families to join them in the United States. 
Unfortunately, labor conditions in the mines were such that accidents, result-
ing in serious injuries and death, were commonplace. When unions began to 
organize in the coal mines in the 1930s, many Spanish immigrants joined, and 
some took leadership positions.

Hidalgo’s oral histories bring to life the process of  identity formation 
within the community, through the maintenance of  the Spanish language 
(of  obligatory use at home) and foodways, as well as the traditions associ-
ated with wine making and the matanza (butchering of  hogs to make ham 
and sausages). In an interesting syncretism of  the American and European 
festival calendar, Spaniards used Thanksgiving to do the matanza, a festival 
associated in many European countries with the feast of  Saint Martin, also in 
November. These cultural traditions, the connections to Spain through the 
networks of  return migration, and the creation of  mutual aid societies such 
as the Ateneo Español, strengthened this ethnic identity. But, as Hidalgo indi-
cated, World War II would contribute to the decline of  the tight-knit commu-
nity. The history of  its past, however, still comes alive in the reminiscences 
of  the immigrants’ children and grandchildren. Hidalgo’s work represents a 
valuable strand in migration studies, as it both contributes to the recovery of  
these memories and to its dissemination. As an educator, he used his research 
on the Spanish community as a model to design a multicultural curriculum 
that would illuminate the complex networks that linked together the people 
of  West Virginia, of  the United States, and of  the world.
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16 ANA VARELA-LAGO AND PHYLIS CANCILLA MARTINELLI

The last chapter in the collection shifts the lenses and focuses on what 
the migration of  Spaniards meant to the Spanish state. In chapter 8, Ana 
Varela-Lago studies the response of  the Spanish state to the recruitment of  
Spaniards to work in territories that were becoming outposts of  an emerging 
American empire in the years following Spain’s defeat in the Spanish-Cuban-
American war. Cuban independence did not curtail Spanish migration to the 
island. In fact, Spanish workers contributed to building Cuba’s infrastructure 
as the United States military government embarked on a campaign of  eco-
nomic development that included considerable investment in transportation 
and public works. It was in Cuba where American agents first appreciated 
the quality of  Spanish labor. That realization drove the systematic efforts 
to recruit Spaniards to work in the Panama Canal and the sugar plantations 
in Hawai‘i. This recruitment, in turn, fueled the debates over emigration in 
Spain at the time.

Spaniards had migrated to the Americas for generations, but this exodus 
had often been couched in the familiar language of  the Spanish conquest. In 
this narrative, the migrants were heirs to the intrepid spirit of  the original 
conquistadores. The deliberate recruitment of  Spaniards by American com-
panies as instruments of  American expansion in the aftermath of  1898 had 
a sobering effect on the Spanish psyche. Coming on the heels of  the loss of  
its last Caribbean colonies, it highlighted the country’s difficulties as it strug-
gled to compete in the modern world. It also underlined the subservience 
of  Spain to its former foe. As the Spanish prime minister aptly put it, using a 
physical metaphor, Spain was now the hands to the American head.

The harsh conditions that prevailed in this labor recruitment prompted the 
Spanish Parliament to adopt legislation to protect the migrants and, some-
times, ban the recruitment altogether. More challenging perhaps was the 
task of  protecting the thousands of  Spaniards who migrated to the United 
States in the 1910s and 1920s. As Varela-Lago shows, the consular system was 
ill suited to face the challenges of  a population dispersed across such a vast 
territory. Lack of  embassies and consulates, poor preparation of  consular 
officials (who could not always speak English), lack of  resources to furnish 
consular offices, and low salaries defined the unenviable position of  the con-
suls and did not contribute to fostering a good relationship between them 
and the migrants they were supposed to serve. World War  I added to the 
difficulty of  the situation, as an overstretched embassy had to defend Spanish 
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17Introduction

citizens from being illegally drafted to serve in the American army (in vio-
lation of  Spain’s neutrality and the 1902 Treaty of  Friendship between the 
two countries).

The anti-immigrant legislation that followed World War  I practically 
stopped the migration of  Spaniards to the United States. While the Spanish 
state did not lament this, the outcome did affect the Spanish communities 
already established in the country, as their numbers rapidly dwindled. For 
those who remained, the 1930s would offer a different set of  challenges. 
Franco’s victory in the Spanish Civil War persuaded many migrants to cut 
ties with their homeland. Some determined not to return until democracy 
was restored in Spain—it turned out to be a very long wait.

As we mentioned before, this selection of  chapters does not (and could 
not) exhaust the possible range of  topics. We do hope that with its varied 
themes and approaches this volume begins to fill the gap in our knowledge 
of  the Spanish immigrant experience in the United States and encourages 
further research on the diversity and complexity of  this experience.
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