LOS BARRIOS: HISPANIC ETHNIC ENCLAVES IN NORTH AMERICA
In the opening scene of In the Heights, Usnavi introduces his environs as follows: “Now, you’re prob’ly thinkin’: / ‘I’m up shit’s creek! / I never been north of ninety-sixth street!’ / Well, you must take the A Train / Even farther than Harlem to Northern Manhattan / and maintain / Get off at 181st, and take the escalator.” He is giving the audience directions to get to his neighbourhood, Washington Heights, via the New York subway system. This is not, suggests Usnavi, the Manhattan with which visitors to New York—or even, for that matter, many resident New Yorkers—are generally familiar. Yet, Lin-Manuel Miranda and Quiara Alegría Hudes, by way of Usnavi and his neighbours, provide the audience with a vibrant, multi-dimensional slice of life in the Washington Heights neighbourhood, or (as it is often termed by the play’s characters) el barrio.

In its literal sense, the Spanish word barrio simply means “neighbourhood,” but it is often used more particularly, in the North American context, to refer to urban ethnic enclaves populated mainly by residents of Latin-American and Caribbean descent. Such is the case with Washington Heights. Formerly the adopted home to large groups of Irish immigrants, European Jews fleeing the Nazi regime, and Greek-Americans, the neighbourhood evolved by the 1980s into a predominantly Hispanic enclave. Today, around three-quarters of the community is of Dominican descent (73% as of 2007); significant percentages of Ecuadorian and Puerto Rican residents constitute much of the remaining quarter. As in In the Heights, Spanish is regularly spoken in the neighbourhood. In everyday speech, it is often intermixed with English. Benny, the play’s only non-Hispanic character, attempts to improve his Spanish by practicing his vocabulary and pronunciation with Nina. A greater facility in Spanish would no doubt be useful for Benny’s work in Washington Heights, although he seems to be able to get by with an ad hoc mixture of English and Spanish.

This purposeful commingling, or blending, of languages is a typical feature of Latin-American communities in North America. Washington Heights is one of many such neighbourhoods in Greater New York. Sizable concentrations of Dominican-Americans can also be found in the Bushwick and Williamsburg neighbourhoods of Brooklyn; the Corona, Sunnyside, and Woodside neighbourhoods of Queens; and in neighbourhoods throughout the West and South Bronx. The South Bronx and Bushwick are home as well to many of New York’s Puerto Rican residents. Other neighbourhoods within the five boroughs, such as Spanish Harlem in Manhattan and Brooklyn’s Flatbush and Sunset Park, include many Mexican-American residents. Around 80% of New York’s rapidly growing Mexican-American population was born outside of the U.S. Some immigrants may, like Usnavi, have entered the U.S. when they were very young, while others have arrived much more recently. For new immigrants in particular, residing in a Hispanic enclave, where Spanish is spoken at least as often as English, provides a helpful transition to North American culture. These first-generation immigrants often retain close ties with family and friends in their country of origin, while forging strong bonds within their new community. In the Heights shows Washington Heights to be a place where such communal bonds are warm and familiar; families, whether biological (like the Rosarios) or adopted (like Usnavi and Abuela Claudia), are typically very close-knit.

These points hold true not just for New York City’s barrios, but for Latin- American or Caribbean neighbourhoods across North America. In fact, New York’s Hispanic-American population (4,317,000 in 2011) is second to Los Angeles among U.S. Metropolitan areas. At 5,804,000, Latin-American or Carribean-American residents in Greater Los Angeles’s Hispanic community constitute 45% of the metropolitan area’s total population. Mexican-Americans make up the majority of residents in the working-class Boyle Heights and East Los Angeles neighbourhoods, among numerous other inner-city enclaves. Outside the city of Los Angeles, Hispanic residents make up 48% of the population in the suburban Inland Empire area. The East Side neighbourhood in the city of Riverside has long been home to Mexican immigrants employed at local orange groves. In San Bernardino, another Inland Empire city, Mexican- Americans make up 60% of the total population, with thriving Mexican- American communities situated most prominently on the South and West sides of town.

While California is home to more Hispanic Americans than any other state, Texas, Florida, New York, New Jersey, Arizona, and Illinois also include large Hispanic communities. There are more than two million Hispanic residents in Houston and over one million in both Dallas and San Antonio. As in California, the majority of Texas’s Hispanic residents are of Mexican ancestry. By contrast, residents of Dominican or Puerto Rican ancestry constitute the greatest number of Hispanic Americans in New York and Jersey. Cuban-Americans form a majority among Florida’s Hispanic population, particularly in the southern part of the state, clustered around the Miami metropolitan area.

Canada’s Hispanic population is much smaller than that of the United States, and is centered almost entirely in its four most-populous provinces: Ontario, Québec, British Columbia, and Alberta. Within those provinces, most Hispanic Canadians tend to reside in the cities of Toronto, Montréal, Vancouver, Calgary, and Edmonton. While Hispanic ethnic enclaves are harder to find in Canada than in the U.S., Latin-American and Carribean residents form a notably large presence in the Montréal neighbourhoods of Saint-Michel and Montréal-Nord.

In these North American cities, Latin-American and Carribean residents have forged intimate communities and made new homes, much the way Usnavi finally realizes that Washington Heights is his home. Many Hispanic residents maintain close ties to their country of origin, often travelling back and forth from North to South. For others, like Usnavi, their ancestral home is a distant memory, albeit one kept alive by the customs and traditions practiced in North America’s ethnic enclaves.
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