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My Journey
Saludos amigos! My name is Eva. I was born in

Canada, to a South American father and a Canadian

mother. I spent many years imagining the place

where my father and his family came from. Finally,

one day I decided to move there to connect with

my roots.

I remember my first visit to Latin America. Our air-

plane flew all night over great stretches of land and

water, over jungle, desert, and enormous mountains

that reached up into the sky. I landed in Chile, where

my father was born and raised before he moved to

North America—as many Latin Americans have done,

bringing their culture and history with them.

While living in Chile, I discovered that its capital city,

Santiago, is full of life and very busy. Like many big

cities in North America, it has tall office buildings,

beautiful parks, and subways. I experienced the 

culture of Chile in many different ways—eating

seafood by the ocean with my uncle, listening to

Andean folk musicians and Mapuche drummers,

gathering with friends and relatives to eat the 

traditional small evening meal called once

(pronounced own-say), and dancing the cueca 

during Chile’s Independence Day celebrations. 

Bienvenido, Bem-vindo, Welcome.Bienvenido, Bem-vindo, Welcome.

Eva in the fishing town of Lota, Chile
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Thanks to my father, I was born with

Chile in my blood. Now, after having

spent much time there, it is part of

my soul.

What Is Latin America?
Latin America is a relatively new

term, only a few hundred years 

old. But the story of its people 

is much older. 

Bienvenido, Bem-vindo, Welcome.Bienvenido, Bem-vindo, Welcome.

Chile’s busy capital city, Santiago

The Andes Mountains,
seen from an airplane
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When Christopher Columbus sailed to the Caribbean

Islands and, on a later voyage, Central America,

Europeans thought he had discovered a “new world.”

At that time, they did not know about the Caribbean

Islands and the American continent. But this “world”

wasn’t new at all—it had been home to many different

cultures for thousands of years.

Latin America is not a continent. It is a large region

with about 20 countries spread across North, Central,

and South America, as well as in the Caribbean. People

use the terms Latin America and Latin Americans as a

means of acknowledging the cultural similarities among

the people who live in these countries. One important

similarity is that most of the people in these countries

speak Spanish, although in Brazil—the largest country

in South America—most people speak Portuguese.

There are some countries south of the United States

that are not usually considered part of Latin America

(for example, Belize, Suriname, and Guyana). People in

these countries have closer ties to cultures from Africa

or Europe (other than Spain or Portugal).

Many people who live in Latin America don’t often call

themselves Latin Americans. They prefer to think of

themselves as proud citizens of their own country—

for example, as Mexicans, Cubans, or Bolivians. 

Examples of wildlife from Latin America
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Your Journey
This book is a celebration of the achieve-

ments and innovations of Latin American

cultures. From the ancient peoples of the

past to the people of today, Latin Americans

have created amazing innovations—Mayan

pyramids, new ways of farming, and lively

music and dance styles, just to name a few.

Some of these innovations are well known,

while others may be new to you. There are

many more that I was not able to include,

but this book is a good place to start your

journey of discovery. It has certainly been a

fascinating journey for me, and I hope it will

be just as enjoyable for you.

An illustration from an Aztec book

Colombian singer and songwriter Shakira

J

Young people in Panama compete in a motocross race.
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MAPS OF LATIN AMERICA

* The cultures in these countriesare not generally considered
primarily Latin American.

† Puerto Rico is a U.S. territory,
but the culture is Latin American.

Mexico

Guatemala

Belize*
Honduras

El Salvador

Venezuela

Colombia

Ecuador

Guyana*
Suriname*

French Guyana*

Peru

Bolivia Brazil

Paraguay

Chile

Argentina
Uruguay

Nicaragua

Costa Rica
Panama

Cuba

Dominican Republic

Haiti*

Puerto Rico†
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* The Patagonian Desert is not a typical sandy
desert. Some areas are rocky, while others are
covered with grass or shrubs.

Sonora Desert

Chihuahuan Desert

Atacama Desert

Patagonian Desert*
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Lake Chapala

Lake Nicaragua 

Lake Titicaca

Amazon Rainforest

Andes Mountains



Panama Hat 
This light-colored hat actually comes from Ecuador, where 
it is called sombrero de paja toquilla (Spanish for “straw
hat of the toquilla plant”). The Panama hat’s brim protected
workers’ ears and neck from the sun. The Spanish brought
this style of hat back to Europe, where it became very 
popular in the 1700s CE. The Panama hat gained worldwide
popularity in 1906, when U.S. president Theodore Roosevelt
was photographed wearing one 
while on a visit to Panama. Back then, 
this hat was shipped from Panama, 
which is how it got its name. 

Sombrero
The word sombrero comes from the Spanish word
sombra, meaning “shade.” In the Spanish-speaking
world, a sombrero is any kind of hat with a brim
that provides shade from the sun. 

After the Spanish brought a brimmed hat to
Latin America, the Mexicans developed their own
unique version—a sombrero made of straw or felt,
with a wide brim, a tapered top, and a chin strap.
Some sombreros have intricate, embroidered
designs. Traditionally worn by ranchers, the
Mexican sombrero is now famous around the world.

12

CLOTHING
Some clothing items from Latin America

have become symbols of national pride.

Others have become fashion items that

are now worn around the world.

Mexicans often wear sombreros at parades and festivals.

Former U.S. president
Harry Truman wears a
Panama hat in the 1940s.

The Kuna people of Panama make
colorful fabric art to use in blouses.




