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Dear Reader,


 


Latinas and Latinos—native born and immigrant—have played and continue to play foundational roles in nation-building and the shaping of our national culture as patriots, educators, entrepreneurs, laborers, artists, healers, innovators, entertainers, scientists, community activists, and leaders. Since its inception in 1997, the Smithsonian Latino Center has supported ongoing research, exhibitions, collecting, public and educational programs, digital content, and publications that interpret and illustrate the diverse Latino experience in the United States.


Nuestra América is inspired by the Smithsonian Latino Center’s effort to center Latino stories as part of the greater American narrative through the building of the Molina Family Latino Gallery at the National Museum of American History. This gallery fulfills a promise and vision set years earlier—before the creation of what would become the Latino Center. The Molina Gallery’s exhibitions will present stories on many, if not most, of the remarkable Americans featured throughout this book. History is largely made by people, and it is through their life stories that we will be able to paint a more accurate portrait of our country’s past, present, and future. Latino history is American history.


This publication marks a groundbreaking moment in the Latino Center’s history. I can think of no better way to enter the world of youth literature than by collaborating on a publication that showcases thirty illustrious Latinas and Latinos and their impactful contributions. Through these pages, you will learn about the trials, tribulations, and ultimate successes of these individuals in the fields of entertainment, social and environmental justice, sports, education, fashion design, journalism, aviation, literature, politics, space exploration, LGBTQ advocacy, health care, entrepreneurship, music, science, and military service, just to name a few. Limiting our choices to thirty individuals among a bounty of notable figures was incredibly difficult. Our hope is that you will see these profiles as an initial exploration and will go on to learn about many others in the Latino community who have made and continue to make meaningful contributions to strengthening the fabric of this country.


We are immensely grateful to our colleagues at Hachette Group/Running Press Kids and Smithsonian Enterprises for believing in our work and extending this wonderful opportunity to the Latino Center. Special thanks to Jill Corcoran at Smithsonian Enterprises and Emily Key at the Smithsonian Latino Center for their vision and leadership on this project. A thank you to Adrián Aldaba and Natalia Febo at the Latino Center for their efforts in completing this project.


The great labor leader César Chávez once said, “We cannot seek achievement for ourselves and forget about progress and prosperity of our community.… Our ambitions must be broad enough to include the aspirations and needs of others, for their sake and for our own.” I hope that you are inspired by the sense of community that guided the ambitions and propelled the achievements of these distinguished Latina and Latino Americans. In closing, I hope you are moved to set your personal goals high and to always be one with your communities and their needs and aspirations. Keep your eyes on the prize!


 


Atentamente,


Eduardo Díaz, Director


Smithsonian Latino Center


www.latino.si.edu
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SYLVIA ACEVEDO


(circa 1957–)


ENGINEER


Sylvia remembers being a child and looking up at the night sky. She was in the Girl Scouts, and they were camping out, eating s’mores, and relaxing after a day of outdoor activities. The troop leader noticed Sylvia looking up at the sky, so she pointed out the planets and the constellations. It was the first time Sylvia understood what those twinkling lights really were. Soon enough, Sylvia tried to earn her Girl Scout science badge by launching a rocket. Both rockets and Girl Scouts would end up being a part of Sylvia’s future. But first she’d have to learn to believe in herself.


Sylvia was born in South Dakota but grew up in the desert landscape of Las Cruces, New Mexico. Her mother was a Mexican immigrant, and her father was Mexican American and from El Paso, Texas. They spoke Spanish at home and didn’t have a lot of money. Sylvia’s mother noticed that the kids from their neighborhood (which had dirt streets) seemed to get sick more than the kids from other neighborhoods, so when Sylvia’s sister got sick with meningitis, they moved. Sylvia didn’t like leaving her friends behind, but she soon found her place when she joined the Girl Scouts.


Besides teaching her about the night sky, Sylvia’s troop leader taught her never to walk away from a cookie sale until she’d heard no three times. Sylvia used this technique when she was a senior in high school. “Girls like you don’t go to college,” the high school counselor told her. Sylvia walked into the counselor’s office anyway. The exasperated counselor asked her what she wanted to study. When Sylvia said, “Engineering,” the counselor burst into laughter. But Sylvia went on to get her industrial engineering degree from New Mexico State University in 1979. She became a rocket scientist at NASA’s jet propulsion lab where she worked on the Voyager mission that flew by Jupiter and its moons.
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“I LOVE NUMBERS. NUMBERS ARE SORT OF MY SUPERPOWER.”
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Then she went back to school and got her master’s degree at Stanford University. She had wanted to go there ever since her fourth-grade teacher showed her a photo of the university. There, she became one of the first Latinas to earn a graduate-level engineering degree.


As a systems engineer, she decided to get into tech. There weren’t as many women as men in that industry in the 1980s, and at one of her jobs, there wasn’t even a bathroom for her to use. Sylvia thought maybe they hoped she’d quit her job because of the inconvenience. Instead, Sylvia brought a bike to work and rode it to the nearest bathroom. When the company finally realized she was the type of person who would solve a problem instead of walking away from it, they installed a Porta Potty for her. Sylvia worked for some of the biggest names in tech—IBM, Dell, and Apple—and became a tech entrepreneur. But she never forgot the impact the Girl Scouts had on her life.


She joined the Girl Scouts’ board of directors and eventually became the CEO. Since she has headed the organization, the Girl Scouts have added robotics, coding, engineering, and cybersecurity to the badges girls can earn—while continuing to teach them the persistence and resilience Sylvia has found so valuable in her own life.


Way back when she was working on her science badge trying to launch her rocket, Sylvia needed to figure out how to break gravity’s grip to successfully get her rocket off the ground. Now Sylvia is working to help others break the grip on whatever is holding them down. She’s written a book, Path to the Stars: My Journey from Girl Scout to Rocket Scientist, to inspire middle school girls to believe in themselves and their ambitions.


After all, a Girl Scout is taught to always leave the campground—and the world—better than how she found it.
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LUIS WALTER ÁLVAREZ


(1911–1988)


PHYSICIST


Friends and coworkers of Luis Álvarez would sometimes open the door to his office at the University of California, Berkeley, and catch him doing a handstand on top of his desk. Not exactly what you’d expect from a Nobel prize–winning physicist, but then, Luis seemed to enjoy standing things on their heads.


Born in San Francisco in 1911, Luis—known as Luie (loo-ee) to his friends—was the son of a physician. He was named after his Spanish grandfather, who was also a physician, but Luie had no interest in medicine. He liked to tinker—he built a radio when he was eleven years old—and during high school he spent two summers apprenticing in the instrument shop of the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota. This affection for tinkering stayed with Luie, and over the course of his life, he was granted twenty-two patents—for everything from optical devices to a golf training machine developed for President Eisenhower.


After high school, Luie enrolled in the University of Chicago in 1928 to study chemistry. He was a B student, and in his junior year, he switched to physics instead. He took twelve physics courses in eighteen months to make up for his late start in the subject and reportedly read every nuclear physics article that had ever been published. Later, friends would remember that when he quoted an article he had read, he could recollect every detail about it, including whether it appeared on the left-hand or right-hand page of the journal.
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“ACTUALLY, PHYSICS IS THE SIMPLEST OF ALL SCIENCES.”
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He loved physics, insisting that it was a simple science complicated only by the language physicists used to discuss it—the language of mathematics. Luie also loved airplanes (he had a pilot’s license and flew until he was seventy-three), which led him to invent a radar-based system that allowed aircraft to land safely in fog and at night. The military thought this and some of Luie’s other inventions could help the United States during World War I. He was one of a number of scientists who were part of the Manhattan Project, which developed the atomic bombs dropped on Japan during World War II.
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