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Chapter 4, Part III  

Racist Landscapes: U.S. and Mexican Borderland Landscapes 

last edited 29 October 2008 

III. U.S. and Mexican Borderlands 

 Latin American-origin and/or Spanish speakers are labeled 

Hispanics by the U.S. Census and are commonly thought to be a ñracialò 

group, particularly in civil rights laws and affirmation action and 

employment policies and practices. In fact, the Hispanic category includes 

all major ñracialò categories from White (Spanish-origin), Black (ex-

slaves), Indian, and even Asian (Filipinos). In North America, Hispanics are 

commonly a multi-racial category of Indians and Europeans (mestizos in 

Spanish) or Blacks and Whites (Puerto Ricans). Hispanics do share a 

Spanish-origin culture and language, even though they donôt all speak 

Spanish and their cultural forms vary significantly from one country to 

another. The term Hispanic is only used in the United States and represents 

a minority ethnic group outside of its homeland. In the Mexican homeland, 

Hispanic is not used; instead the labels Mexicans or mestizos are used. In 

this chapter, most of the focus will be on the U.S. side of the Mexican 

border but the U.S. influences on Mexicoôs border cities and region will 

also be considered. The Spanish and later the U.S. treatment of Indians and 

Mexicans, respectively, in the Borderlands was predicated on racial 

categories of inferiority and institutional responses to the local population 

and their lands was and continues to be informed by race-based, or racist, 

actions. 

 The 2000 U.S. Census classified 12.5 percent of the U.S. 

population as Hispanics, up from nine percent in 1990, making them one of 

the fastest growing demographic groups in the United States. Although 

most Hispanics are Roman Catholics and speak dialects of Spanish, they are 

otherwise a very heterogeneous cultural and racial group, including some 

large nationalities such as Mexicans (7.3 percent of the total U.S. 

population in 2000), Puerto Ricans (1.2 percent), and Cubans (0.4 percent) 

and a host of much smaller groups from other Central and South American 

countries. 

 In 2004 the five states with the largest percentage of Hispanics 

were New Mexico with 43 percent; Texas and California with 35 percent 

each; Arizona with 28 percent; and Nevada with 23 percent (Statistical 

Abstract of the United States 2006). At the county level, only 51 U.S. 

counties had 50 percent or more Hispanics, another 153 counties had 25 to 

50 percent Hispanics. In other words, only 204 out of 3,141 U.S. counties, 

or 15 percent, had a sizeable Hispanics population. Figure 4-III -1 shows the 

high concentration of Hispanics along the Mexico-U.S. border. The top 25 

U.S. counties ranked by the highest percentage of Hispanics were all in 

Texas and three in New Mexico. Only seven counties in states outside the 

U.S. Borderlands had large numbers of Hispanics, usually in large 

metropolitan areas such as New York (Queens, King, Bronx), Illinois 

(Cook), and Florida (Dade, Broward) (County and City Data Book 2000).  

 Aside from ethnicity, or country of origin, people can be classified 

by the language(s) they speak. Spanish speakers in the United States are 

also highly localized in northern metropolitan areas and regionally in the 

U.S. Borderlands. Although Spanish speakers and Mexicans are almost 

synomious in the Southwest, one area is different: Hispanos in northern 

New Mexico and southern Colorado who speak Spanish but are not 

Mexicans (Figure 4-III -2). 

 
Figure 4-III -1. Percentage of U.S. Census-identified Hispanics in the 

Southwest by county in 2000. Source: Ingolf Vogeler, based on U.S. Census 

2000. 

 

 Historically, the Spanish Empire dominated the native peoples of 

the southern areas of North America as the French Empire controlled the St. 

Lawrence River basin, the British Empire controlled most of North 
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America, and the Russian Empire reached along the Pacific Coast as far 

south as todayôs San Francisco. 

 
Figure 4-III -2. Percentage of Spanish speakers in the Southwest by county 

in 2000. Source: Ingolf Vogeler, based on U.S. Census 2000. 

 

  As late as 1990, California, Arizona, and New Mexico had only one 

county each with a majority of Mexicans and/or a predominantly Spanish 

speaking population. Texas by far had the largest number of counties with 

majority Mexicans and/or Spanish speakers. Northern New Mexico had 

four counties with a majority Spanish speakers but not of Mexican ancestry; 

this being the region of Hispanoland (Figure 4-III -3). 

Figure 4-III -3. 

Language and 

ethnicity along 

the Border by 

county in 

1990. Source: 

Ingolf Vogeler, 

based on U.S. 

Census 1990. 

 

 The U.S. Borderland is defined here by the largest ancestry of 

Mexicans and Hispanoland by the largest ancestry of Hispanic/Spanish in 

each county in 2000 (Figure 4-III -4). The pattern of these contemporary 

regions results from the historical extent of Spanish settlements (i.e., forts, 

missions, and Hispanic villages), Mexican territorial claims, and U.S. 

annexation of northern Mexico, and the subsequent trans-border interactions 

and migrations to U.S border areas. Hispanoland is often included in the 

U.S. Borderland without differentiating the Spanish settlers in todayôs 

northern New Mexico and southern Colorado, called Hispanos. Only 

Hispanos identify with the census label ñHispanic.ò For people from Latin 

American countries Hispanic is too European; they prefer terms like 

Latinos in general or more specific terms like Chicanos/as for Mexicans or 

country-specific labels, such as Honduras Americans. The traits of the U.S. 

Borderlands, which include both the U.S. Borderland and Hispanoland, can 

not be used to define the border regions in Mexico where people are 

obviously Mexicans, Spanish-speakers, and overwhelmingly Roman 

Catholics. Nevertheless, the Mexican Borderland, nevertheless, has 

distinctive socio-economic and landscape features from the rest of Mexico -

- these we will discuss later in this chapter. 

 Despite the large number and wide-spread distribution of Spanish 

speakers in the United States today, 22 states have expressed their anti-

Spanish and related anti-immigrant attitudes by declaring that English is 

their official language. Communities have likewise expressed their 

xenophobia of foreigners. The small town of Norcoss, Georgia (a wealthy 

Atlanta suburb), passed a law penalizing linguistic "infringements." Maria 

Cobarrubias was fined $115 for her sign, Supermercado Jalisco, which was 

posted outside her supermarket. She had violated Norcross' ordinance 

banning signs that are less than 75 percent English "as determined by local 

authorities." The law has also been used against several Korean churches 

and an Asian beauty shop (Eat the State! 2006). In another case, Arcade, 

Wisconsin, the mayor of this city of a Mexican population of three percent 

proposed in August 2006 that the city pass an ordinance to require the U.S. 

flag to be flown with any other flag, e.g. Mexican; all commercial signs be 

in English, and landlords would be fined for renting to ñillegalsò all the 

while the two largest employers of Mexicans, poultry processing and 

furniture manufacturing, have assured the mayor that their workers are all 

legal. 

 The Spanish Empire in North America created the distinctive region of 

the Borderlands and Hispanoland. The Spanish crown was particularly 

aggressive and pervasive in its colonization of people and land. The state 
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and the Roman Catholic Church joined forces in subjecting the Americas 

for the Spanish monarchy and Christianity and in the process massively 

transformed the native peoples and lands of North America, which 

eventually created the U.S. Borderland and Hispanoland. 

 
Figure 4-III -4. The U.S. and Mexican Borderlands and Hispanoland. 

Source: Ingolf Vogeler.  

Cultural Landscapes of the Borderlands 

 Along the United States of Mexico and the United States of 

America international border, three unique cultural landscape regions 

have developed on either side of the international border and the border 

itself. 

 

On the U.S. Side of the Border 

 The U.S. side of the international border with Mexico is a 

strikingly different region from the rest of the United States reflecting 

Spanish, Mexican, and U.S. policies actions. Each of the major forces and 

institutions that created and shaped this region are discussed. 

Spanish Continental Empire 

 In Central and North America, Spain transplanted its rigid and 

legalistic political and religious structures to the "New World." The Spanish 

Empire controlled large amounts of continuous land in which Indian 

societies were profoundly transformed, economically, culturally, and 

racially. Indians were organized to work the mines and plantations that 

profited the political, economic, and religious European elites in the new 

lands and at home. To achieve this hegemony, extensive road systems and 

cities were built, irrespectively of pre-existing Indian trails and settlements. 

Donald Meining (1969) calls these land-based empires in the Americas, 

Continental Empires. Ports like Veracruz were connected by sea to Spain 

and by land to major cities like Mexico City, from which roads radiated out 

to regional towns (Figure 4-III -5). 

Figure 4-III -5. 

The 

Continental 

Empire of 

Spain. Source: 

Ingolf Vogeler, 

based on 

Meining 1969. 

 

 

 Native languages, social structures, and religions, such as the Aztecs 

and Mayans in Mexico, were destroyed, replaced, or at least transformed by 

European languages, law, and Roman Catholicism. Large numbers of 

European men came without their families, if they had any, to work as 

administrators, soldiers, craftsmen, and priests. Whites themselves were 

divided into criollo (those born in the New World) and peninsular (those 

born in Spain). Regardless of their station in life, these European men had 

legal, or more commonly illegitimate, sexual relations with Indian women; 

resulting in a large racially mixed population, called mestizos. Today only a 

small percentage of Mexicoôs population remains Indians and only eight 

percent of Mexicoôs population spoke Indian languages in 1990. But the 

European Spanish elites have persisted, evidenced by the lighter skin colors 
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of business and political elites in Mexico. The Continental Empire created 

single, hierarchical, multi-racial, and land-based societies throughout Latin 

America including what was to become the Southwestern United States. 

 Spanish settlements in the Southwest date from the late sixteenth and 

early seventeenth centuries. The earliest settlements were in Santa Fe, 

which was founded in 1609. Over the next 200 years additional settlements 

were established; by the early nineteenth century, major Spanish settlements 

were found in the New Mexico, southern and southeastern Texas, and along 

the California coast. These Spanish areas had contact with the United 

States, particularly with Missouri merchants in St. Louis with the opening 

of the Santa Fe Trail in 1822. While Anglos traded and engaged in land 

speculation in New Mexico and later in California by following the 

overland Old Spanish Trail, Texas received the most Anglo settlers. In 

Texas, Spain and later Mexico used land grants to encourage both Hispanic 

and Anglo settlements -- the biggest of the latter was the Austin Colony. By 

the 1830s, Texas contained 25,000 Anglos and 4,000 Spanish-speaking 

Mexicans. Only the areas around and south of San Antonio were 

distinctively Mexican. 

 Beginning in 1493, Spain colonized Nueva España (New Spain, 

consisting of present-day Mexico and the Southwestern United States). 

Aggressive U.S. land claims resulted in the 1819 treaty between Spain and 

the United States which established the border of Spanish claims in what is 

now the Southwest (Figure 4-III -6). Spanish colonization on the northern 

frontier consisted of forts (presidios), towns, and missions where they 

introduced European livestock, fruits, vegetables, and industries. The 

northward spread of Spanish colonization throughout the eighteenth century 

created by 1850 a distinctive cultural landscape of Hispanic settlement 

forms (Figure 4-III -7). Spanish settlements, particularly the missions in 

each of the Border States, and the Spanish settlers (Hispanos) in New 

Mexico are examined in detail to illustrate the unique features of the 

cultural landscapes in the U.S. Borderlands from this historical period.  

Spanish Missions in California 

 Roman Catholics religious orders, e.g., Jesuits, Franciscans, and 

Dominicans, established missions throughout what today is the west coast 

of Mexico and California. In these communal Christian communities, 

Indians were concentrated in villages where they were to be acculturated 

into Spanish culture by way of religion, agriculture, and crafts. While 25 

missions were built in Baja California, in Mexico today, and 21 missions 

were built in todayôs U.S. California. Two specific missions are examined 

in detail to show the landscape characteristics of missions in California. 

 

 

Figure 4-III -6. 

Spanish 

territorial claims 

by 1819. Source: 

Ingolf Vogeler, 

based on maps at 

the University of 

Texas, Map 

Collection 2006. 
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Figure 4-III -7. Hispanic settlements and state populations in1850 in todayôs 

Southwestern United States. Source: Ingolf Vogeler based on various 

sources, such as Mission California 2006, Ancient Arizona 2006, American 

Catholic 2006, and Wikipedia 2006. 

 

 Santa Barbara Mission, founded in 1786 as the tenth mission of 

the 21 Franciscan missions in California, is considered "the queen" of 

the missions in the state and is the most visited. Early in the nineteenth 

century the mission had more than 1,700 Indian neophytes living in a 

village of 250 adobe houses. The Santa Barbara Indians made the mission 

self-sustaining. They had worships for weaving, candle making, wood 

work, leather, blacksmiths, pottery, and painting religious icons. They 

produced grains, vegetables, fruits, wool, and meat. Some foods were 

introduced from Spain: wheat and barley; others from Mexico: corn, chilies, 

and beans. Wild plants and herbs, game, and fish were also part of their 

diet. At one time 150 neophytes were armed and drilled to reinforce the 

Spanish presidio guard. After secularization by Mexico, the mission became 

a parish church (Figure 4-III -8). 

 
Figure 4-III -8. The Santa Barbara Mission church. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler.  

 As a restored and ñworkingò mission 

today, Las Purisima Concepcion illustrates the 

distinctive functions, appearance, land uses, and 

spatial layout of missions. This mission was 

partially restored to its 1812 (after an earthquake) 

appearance by the Civil Conservation Corp 

(CCC) in the 1930s. The restored buildings, 

replanted gardens, restocked livestock, and 

replanted fields are now part of the Las Purisima 

Mission State Historic Park of California (Figure 

4-III -9).  
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Figure 4-III -9. The front and back ends of the major restored buildings at 

the La Purisima Mission. Photos: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 The topographic map (in the bottom, right-hand corner of Figure 4-

III -10) shows the restored mission buildings (long black rectangles) on the 

westside of the valley with a stream. The visitor center is on the eastside. 

Contrary to the layout of most missions, the La Purisima is not an enclosed 

rectangle but rather a nearly one-sided, linear arrangement of buildings. All 

references to building numbers refer to Figure 4-III -10. 

 
Figure 4-III -10. The restored buildings and land uses at the Las Purisima 

Mission. Source: Ingolf Vogeler and Lompoc Quad, 1:24,000. 

http://www.lapurisimamission.org/
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 The large church with its bell tower (#3) and European cemetery 

anchored the mission (Figure 4-III -11).  

 
Figure 4-III -11. The church bell tower (#3) and the walled cemetery for 

Europeans. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

Quarters for soldiers (#4) were followed by the workshops (#5) that 

produced the needs of the mission and for outside sales. The highest ranking 

officer at the mission got his orders from the presidio in Santa Barbara. The 

blacksmith and his family had a separate buildings (#9), removed from the 

rest of the mission buildings because of the noise and danger from fire 

(Figure 4-III -12). Because iron was imported, the blacksmith repaired and 

reworked every iron implement. The warehouses (#11) were near the El 

Camino Real (Kingôs ñhighwayò). 

 
Figure 4-III -12. The Blacksmith forge and residence (#9). Photo: Ingolf 

Vogeler. 

 The pottery shop in this mission produced 40,000 flat floor tiles, 

200,000 roof tiles, and two miles of clay pipes for irrigation. Water was 

taken from the spring house (#14) to irrigate the fields, orchards, and the 

fountain in the garden (Figure 4-III -13). The topographic map shows the 

spring house in the upper right-hand corner as an outlined square (  ). 

 
Figure 4-III -13. The spring house (#14), irrigation ditch, and spring wheat 

field on the left. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 Each mission had at least two priests, one for spiritual matters and 

the other for administrative affairs. The residence for the two priests, 

which had 139 books on topics ranging from spiritual to agricultural, and 

the private chapel (#8) over looked the garden of trees and shrubs for fruits 


