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ABSTRACT 
 

 The Orlando Metropolitan Statistical Area became the fastest growing Puerto Rican 

population since 1980.
1
  While the literature has grown regarding Orlandoôs Puerto Rican 

community, no works deeply analyze the push and pull factors that led to the mass migration of 

Puerto Ricans to Central Florida. In fact, it was the combination of deteriorating economies in 

both Puerto Rico and New York City (the two largest concentrations of Puerto Ricans in the 

United States) and the rise of employment opportunities and cheap cost of living in Central 

Florida that attract Puerto Ricans from the island the diaspora to the region. Furthermore, Puerto 

Ricans who migrated to the region established a support network that further facilitated future 

migration and created a Puerto Rican community in the region. 

 This study uses the combination of primary sources including government document (e.g. 

U.S. Censuses, Orange County land deeds, etc.), local and nation newspapers, and oral histories 

from Puerto Ricans living in Central Florida since the early 1980s to explain the process in 

which Puerto Ricans formed their identity in Orlando since 1980. The result is a history of the 

Puerto Rican migration to Central Florida and the roots of Orlandoôs Puerto Rican community. 

  

                                                 
1
 U.S. Census 1980; U.S. Census 1990; U.S. Census 2000; U.S. Census 2010. 
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INTRODUCTION  
 

 From 2001 to 2007, Orange County, Florida (where the city of Orlando resides in) was 

the number one destination for Puerto Ricans moving from Puerto Rico to the United States, 

approximately 10.1 percent of the migrants relocating.
2
 Also in the top ten was Osceola 

Countyðanother county within the Orlando Metropolitan regionðwhich came in eight place 

with 1.7 percent. Combined, the number of Puerto Ricans migrating to Central Florida was over 

twice the number of any other region in the United States mainland. In the year 2010, there were 

269,781 Puerto Ricans living in the Orlando Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA).
3
 Over the 

course of the past fifty years, Central Florida became the fastest growing Puerto Rican 

community in the nation. 

 For most of the twentieth century, Puerto Ricans did not migrate in large numbers to 

Florida. Yet something changed during the last third the century that led to a consistent growth 

of migrants heading to the state: in 1960, there were only 19,535 Puerto Ricans (2.2 percent of 

the total Puerto Rican population in the United States, not including Puerto Rico); in 1970, 

28,166 (2.0 percent); in 1980, 94,775 (4.7 percent); in 1990, 247,010  

(9.1 percent); in 2000, 482,027 (14.2 percent); and 2010, 847,550 (20.1 percent).
4
 Meanwhile, 

New York underwent a drastic decline in its percentage of Puerto Ricans: from 72 percent in 

1960 to 25.8 percent in 2008.
5
 Puerto Ricans began choosing Florida over New York and 

specifically, Central Florida over New York City. What led to the shift in destination preference? 

                                                 
2
 U.S. Census Bureau, 2009 U.S. Census, retrieved from PRCF Journal, 8. 

3
 U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 U.S. Census. 

4
 U.S. Census Bureau, 1960 Census; U.S. Census Bureau, 1980 Census; U.S. Census Bureau, 2008 American 

Community Survey; all previously mentioned sources retrieved from PRCF Journal, p. 8. 
5
 Ibid. 
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Furthermore, why did Puerto Ricans not migrate to Florida before, considering how close it is to 

the island of Puerto Rico which is just a two hour flight by plane?   

 Every migration pattern is dictated by the union between push and pull factors that lead a 

people from their native home to establish themselves in the frontierða frontier not necessarily 

unpopulated, but rather unsettled by the respective migrants. The two primary push factors are 

economic downturns and persecution (i.e. political, religious, and xenophobic). In regards to pull 

factors, either political amnesty and/or the allure of opportunity draw most migrants to their 

destinations. From the Puritans searching for religious freedom in the seventeenth century, the 

Irish fleeing the Great Famine in the nineteenth, to the Cuban emigres seeking political refuge in 

the twentieth, all these movements towards the United States arose from dire circumstances in 

the origin land in hand with the chance at the ñAmerican Dreamò in America, even when facing 

discrimination upon arrival. 

 The Puerto Rican diaspora is no different. Puerto Ricans facing hardships and economic 

turmoil on the island often practiced their agency by migrating to the U.S. mainland throughout 

the twentieth century. For most of the century, the primary destination of the diaspora was New 

York City. This changed, however, in 1980; the economic declines of New York City and Puerto 

Rico during the 1970s pushed Puerto Rican migrants away from these two traditional homes. 

Compounded with the growing allure of Orlando (i.e. a growing labor demand, the demise of Jim 

Crow and institutionalized racism, and the prominence of cheap land), Central Florida became 

the Puerto Rican diasporaôs primary destination. Furthermore, Puerto Ricans quickly etched their 

mark on the region, creating a nurturing community that fostered further migration to the region. 
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This shift in the migration patterns of the Puerto Rican nation led to a reinterpretation of what 

drives mass migrations of the Puerto Rican people.  

 

Puerto Ricans in Central Florida Literature Review 

 The Puerto Rican migration to Central Florida did not surface into academic discourse 

until the past decade.  In 2004, the Greater Orlando Chamber of Commerce convened a Hispanic 

Summit to overview the scope of Hispanic impact on the Orlando SMA.
6
 Out of this summit 

came ñPuerto Ricans in Orlando and Central Florida: A Preliminary Assessment,ò written by 

Jorge Duany, a professor of sociology and anthropology, and Félix V. Matos-Rodríguez, 

professor of Puerto Rican and Latino Studies. Duany and Matos-Rodr²guezôs report outlines the 

origins to the Puerto Rican population in Central Florida, the historical background of the 

migration, Puerto Rican settlement patterns, and cultural aspects of the community. The report 

further illustrates potential research agendas and routes for future scholars to follow. Duany and 

Matos-Rodríguez laid the ground work for the scholarship on both the Puerto Rican migration to 

Central Florida and development of the Puerto Rican community in Orlando.
7
 

 The next work to look at Puerto Ricans in Orlando was the dissertation ñWhere Two or 

More Are Gathered: The Inclusion of Puerto Ricans in Multiethnic Latino Parishes in 

Southeastern United States,ò written by Susan E. Eichenberger in 2004. Eichenberger used 

Puerto Ricans in the Orlando Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) as a case study for looking at 

                                                 
6
 Victor Manuel Ramos, ñHispanic Summit Prospers,Expands,ò Orlando Sentinel 9 Feb 2006, B-1. 

7
 Jorge Duany and Felix V. Matos-Rodr²guez, ñPuerto Ricans in Orlando and Central Florida: A Preliminary 

Assessmentò (Orlando: Orlando Regional Chamber of Commerce, 2004). 
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how Catholic Puerto Rican church leaders interpret identity, transnationalism, and 

multiethnicism and the resulting discourses between leaders and their congregations.
8
  

 Another academic work to discuss pull factors for Puerto Ricans relocating to Orlando 

was Irma Olmedoôs ñVoices of Our Past: Using Oral History to Explore Funds of Knowledge 

within an Puerto Rican Family,ò published in 2005.
9
 The article discusses ways in which school 

teachers could use oral histories from studentôs family members as a teaching tool. Olmedo used 

her family members residing in Orlando as a case study for Puerto Rican oral histories, inquiring 

as to why they chose to move to Orlando.  

 Olmedoôs contribution to the scholarship on the Puerto Ricans in Central Florida study is 

twofold.  First, she illuminates how her relatives chose to follow her grandmother, the family 

matriarch, to Orlando. Through interviewing her family, Olmedo illustrates the existence of 

relatives and friends in the region being a factor in the Puerto Rican migration to Central Florida. 

Second, the article provides an example of utilizing oral histories as primary research otherwise 

inaccessible. Olmedo discovered the motivations behind her familyôs migration to Central 

Florida. Through the collection of more oral histories, trends become apparent and shed more 

light behind the migration. 

 While previous scholars were social scientists, Cynthia Cardona Meléndez was the first 

historian to contribute to the historiography of Puerto Ricans in Central Florida. Cardona 

Mel®ndez wrote her History masterôs thesis on the Puerto Rican community in Orlando. ñThe 

Emergence of Central Floridaôs Puerto Rican Community,ò defended in 2007, provides an 

                                                 
8
 Susan E. Eichenberger, ñóWhere Two or More are Gatheredô: The Inclusion of Puerto Ricans in Multiethnic Latino 

Parishes in Southeastern United States,ò PhD Diss., University of Florida, 2004. 
9
 Irma M. Olmedo, ñVoices of Our Past: Using Oral History To Explore Funds of Knowledge within a Puerto Rican 

Family,ò Anthropology & Education Quarterly 24, 4 (Dec. 1997): 550-573. 
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overview of the Puerto Rican migration from the island to the mainland, and further details the 

development of the Puerto Rican community in Central Florida.
10

 Cardona Meléndez analyzes 

the Puerto Rican population and creation of cultural institutions throughout Orange, Seminole, 

and Osceola counties.  

 In his 2008 dissertation, ñPuerto Ricoôs 79th Municipality?ò, geographer Luis S§nchez 

identifies four Puerto Rican enclaves in Central Florida: Orlando, Kissimmee, Buena Ventura 

Lakes, and Poinciana; Sánchez labeled the regions as areas of ñconsiderable concentrations,ò but 

not ñhigh density.ò
11

 S§nchezôs work is primarily a qualitative analysis of the Central Florida 

Puerto Rican migration, based on interviews, identifying ñPuerto Ricannessò and corresponding 

spaces, and the agency Puerto Ricans practice in redefining the local spaces and culture. Sánchez 

argues that Central Floridaôs Puerto Rican community is a hybrid community: the juxtaposition 

of (1) developing cultural, social, economic, religious, and (2) political institutions that is 

ñevidence of their determination to stay,ò and integrating the ñdominant Anglo cultureò quickly, 

and some form of integration acceptance.
12

 

 Another geographer, Ram·n Luis Concepci·n Torres, also wrote his Masterôs thesis on 

Puerto Rican migration to Central Florida. In his 2008 thesis, ñPuerto Rican Migration, 

Settlement Patterns, and Assimilation in the Orlando Area,ò Concepci·n Torres approaches 

Puerto Rican migration using quantitative methods, as opposed to S§nchezôs qualitative 

approach. Through data sets such as U.S. Census tables, Arc GIS Mapping, and focus groups, 

Concepción Torres concludes that the Puerto Ricans migrating to Central Florida are not settling 

                                                 
10

 Cynthia Cardona Mel®ndez, ñThe Emergence of Central Floridaôs Puerto Rican Community,ò M.A. thes., 

University of Central Florida, 2007. 
11

 Luis S§nchez, ñPuerto Ricanôs 79th Municipality?: Identity, Hybrdity and Transnationalism within the Puerto 

Rican Diaspora in Orlando, Florida,ò PhD. diss. Florida State  University, 2008, 100-101. 
12

 Sánchez, 107. 
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in black neighborhoods, as typically seen in the U.S. northeast, but instead among white 

residential areas.
13

  

 According to Concepci·n Torresô defining an enclave as areas with one core census tract 

with twenty-five percent of the population being Puerto Rican and surrounding census tracts 

being twenty percent or higher, he indentifies four enclaves: east Orlando, primarily the 

neighborhoods from Semoran Boulevard to Dean Road; Buena Ventura Lakes, on the Orange-

Osceola Border; Kissimmee, located near Disney World; and Poinciana, at the southern tip of 

Osceola.
14

 Concepción Torres and Sánchez both arrived to the same conclusion: Puerto Ricans 

who migrated to Central Florida brought with them their culture and identity, and established a 

sense of puertorriqueñidad, or ñPuerto Ricanness.ò 

 

Central Florida Historiograph y 

 A study on the impact Puerto Ricans had on Central Florida would be insufficient without 

contextualizing it within Orlandoôs historiography. Orlandoôs settlement dates back to the end of 

the Second Seminole War, in which pioneers began settling in Central Florida during the 1840s 

and 1850s.
15

 Before Walt Disney chose Orlando as the home for his Magic Kingdom, the small 

cityôs economy was based around citrus production and military engineering contracts. With 

Disney came a seemingly overnight transformation into a tourism-driven economy, resulting in a 

sudden demand increase of labor. Now, the city is one of the main tourist destinations in the 

                                                 
13

 Ram·n Luis Concepci·n Torres, ñPuerto Rican Migration, Settlement Patterns, and Assimilation in the Orlando 

MSA,ò M.A. thes., Binghamton University, 2008, 113-114.  
14

 Concepción Torres, 37-39. 
15

 Jerrell H. Shofner, Orlando, the City Beautiful (Tulsa: Continental Heritage Press, 1984), 30. 
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world, home to high-tech firms and businesses, has one of the fastest growing Puerto Rican 

populations.  

 Published in 1984, Historian Jerrell H. Shofnerôs Orlando, the City Beautiful narrates the 

history of Orlando. It covers the founding of Orlando and its early settlements, and then follows 

its transformation to a farming community, primarily comprised of orange groves. The book 

concludes with the shift toward tourism and high-tech business firms that occurred in the 1970s 

and into the 1980s. Orlando: the City Beautiful highlights the importance Disney and other 

theme parks played in Orlandoôs rise, both in population and popularity. Shofner also notes the 

role Kennedy Space Center played in drawing corporations in the high-tech industry sector and 

the development of Florida Technological University (renamed the University of Central Florida 

in 1978). However, the work spends little time on the impact the U.S. military played in the 

region, especially considering Central Florida had four operating bases during World War II and 

the Cold War (Orlando Air Force Base, 1940-1949, 1951-1966; McCoy Air Force Base, 1940-

1947, 1951-1975; and Naval Air Station Sanford, 1942-46, 1950-1968). 

 Orlandoôs explosive development in the latter half of the twentieth century did not occur 

in a vacuum: it fits the trends that occurred throughout Florida. Gary Mominoôs Land of 

Sunshine, State of Dreams: A Social History of Modern Florida, published in 2005, puts Orlando 

within the context of Floridaôs modern transformation. Mormino attributes Central Floridaôs 

growth to the rise of tourism, the proximity to Kennedy Space Center, and the impact real estate 

had on the region. Mormino also looks at the influence of Hispanics in Florida. Although the 
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majority the chapter focuses on Cubans in south Florida, he includes a section on the Puerto 

Rican population in Central Florida.
16

 

 In regards to measuring the impact of Disney World, political scientist Richard E. 

Foglesongôs Married to the Mouse: Walt Disney World and Orlando provides the best insight at 

explaining how impactful Disney was in reshaping Central Florida. Foglesong provides a history 

of the Walt Disney Corporationôs negotiations with the city of Orlando, Orange County, and 

Osceola County governments and explaining how Disney acquired its land and autonomy in 

Central Florida. Foglesong argues that Disneyôs presence and the ensuing tourist economy led to 

stagnant wages and limited benefits for employees; nonetheless, the region benefited from record 

low unemployment in the 1990s.
17

 Foglesongôs book examines how the Disney Corporation 

transformed the region, creating thousands of new jobs and attracting migrants from across the 

globe, including Puerto Ricans. 

 Although Disneyôs presence has since redefined Central Floridaôs image as 

predominately a tourist region, if any tourist drove away from Orlando in any direction for more 

than thirty minutes, they would quickly discover Floridaôs deep ties in Southern culture and 

identity. James C. Cobbôs book, Away Down South: A History of Southern Identity, explains how 

Southern identity has been used by scholars, historians, novelists, and other popular writers in 

the early twentieth century in contrast to a northern, more acceptable culture, especially with the 

stain upon the Southôs honor that was slavery.
18

 The process of southern states, especially 

Florida, reinterpreting their southern identity and culture to be less derogatory against blacks and 

                                                 
16

  Gary R. Mormino, Land of Sunshine, State of Dreams: A Social History of Modern Florida (Gainesville: 

University Press of Florida, 2005), 292. 
17

 Richard E. Foglesong, Married to the Mouse: Walt Disney World and Orlando (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2003), 12. 
18

 James C. Cobb, Away Down South: A History of Southern Identity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 5-8.  
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other minorities played a pivotal role in immigration to the region. Since the end of Jim Crow in 

the 1965, the South was no longer perceived as simply the part of the country that oneôs race was 

the primary indicator in how one was treated, leading to Hispanics and other immigrants being 

more comfortable migrating to the region.
19

 

 

Puertorriqueñidad and Lat inization 

 Many scholars examine how latinization influenced other cities in the United States. One 

specific example is Mambo Montage: The Latinization of New York, edited by Agustín Laó-

Montes and Arlene Dávila.  In the introduction of the anthology, Augistín Laó-Montes states that 

the concept of latinidad derives itself from the Spanish Latin American culture, ñwith the Latino 

identity refers to the specific positioning of peoples of Latin American and Caribbean descent 

living in the United States.ò
20

 The essays in Mambo Montage explore Latino collective histories, 

specifically how Latinos constructed latinidad in diaspora communities.   

 One essay in specific, ñMaking Loisaida: Placing Puertorrique¶idad in Lower 

Manhattan,ò written by Liz ȃevǗenko, looks at the development of the term, ñEl Barrio,ò and 

how Puerto Ricans redefined the Lower East Side landscape, creating a space of their own within 

Manhattan.
21

 Through various social movements, such as the Nuyorican Movement, the Young 

Lords Party, the Puerto Rican Socialist Party, and the Puerto Rican Day Parade, Puerto Ricans 

                                                 
19

 Ibid. 
20

 Davila, Arlene and Augustín Laó-Montes, eds., Mambo Montage: The Latinization of New York ( New York: New 

York Press, 2001), 3. 
2121

 Liz ȃevǗenko, ñMaking Loisaida: Placing Puertorrique¶idad in Lower Manhattan,ò in Mambo Montage: The 

Latinization of New York (New York: New York Press, 2001), 293-317 
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mobilized to repair the deteriorating residential areas and perpetuate their puertorriqueñidad 

through celebrations, commemorations, and common histories.
22

  

 ȃevǗenko specifically analyzed how activists, such as the Loisaida activists or the Young 

Lords organizations, constructed puertorrique¶idad by alluding to Puerto Ricansô Afro-Indian 

roots and their working class heritage via the jíbaros. Jíbaros, or peasants, were Puerto Rican 

self-sufficient farmers from the interior of the island. Loisaida activists used the jíbaros as a 

symbol of self-determination, relying on oneôs own resources instead of relying on the dominant 

society that marginalized the activists. Another avenue in which Puerto Ricans displayed their 

identity was through music and celebrations. One example was ñLa Bomba,ò a Puerto Rican folk 

music genre that relies heavily on African beats, again alluding to their ñAfro-Boricua culture.ò
23

 

Puerto Ricans extended puertorriqueñidad onto the mainland. 

 Jorge Duanyôs book, The Puerto Rican Nation on the Move: Identities on the Island and 

in the United States, explains how Puerto Ricans constructed their identity, both on the island 

and on the mainland. Duany recounts how Puerto Ricans on the island developed a national and 

cultural pride movement throughout the twentieth century. These mainland Puerto Rican 

populations developed transnational communities throughout the U.S. mainland. Duany claims 

that Puerto Rican migrants and their descendants in the mainland ñhave not completely 

assimilated into American culture, if the measure of assimilation is discarding Spanish and 

replacing it with the English language, becoming a hyphenated ethnic minority, or abandoning 

their emotional attachment to the Island.ò
24

 Directly as a result of this categorization of 

                                                 
22

 Ibid., 304-307. 
23

 ȃevǗenko, 305. 
24

 Jorge Duany, The Puerto Rican Nation on the Move: Identities on the Island and in the United States (Chapel 

Hill: the University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 36. 
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transnational community as a result of rejecting assimilation, Puerto Ricans in Central Florida 

did not assimilate at the turn of the 1980s; instead, they retained their cultural identity and 

developed a diasporic community as a result of this retention.  

 He further elaborates on how Puerto Ricans in the diaspora expanded the discourse of 

Puerto Rican identity beyond the shores of the island.
25

 Through the creation of formal 

organizations and informal festivities, puertorriqueñidad became the visual representation of a 

people both on and off the island. The organizations and celebrations also further perpetuated 

latinization throughout the mainland by facilitating Latino identities and cultures, such as 

retaining the Spanish language in the diasporic community. Duany uses the formation of 

organizations as early as the 1920s in New York City community, such as the Alianza Obrera 

Puertorriqueña, the Porto Rican League, and the Liga Puertorriqueña e Hispana, to illustrate 

ways in which Puerto Ricans congregated and develop strong and cultural ties to both the islands 

and with other Puerto Ricans in the diaspora.
26

 

 Prior to the 2000s, scholarship on latinization in the United States was typically 

associated with states bordering Mexico or cities in New York, New Jersey, and other northern 

states that with large Hispanics populations. Historian Raymond Mohlôs article, ñGlobalization, 

Latinization, and the Nuevo New South,ò analyzes the Hispanic migration towards the US South 

caused by both the ñglobalization of marketsò and ñnew American immigration policy.ò
27

  

 Mohl examines the influx of Hispanics in the U.S. southern states during the 1990s via 

the low wage earning Central American workers and working class Hispanics. By attempting to 

                                                 
25

 Jorge Duany, The Puerto Rican Nation on the Move: Identities on the Island and in the United States (Chapel 

Hill: the University of North Carolina Press, 2002). 
26

 Duany, The Puerto Rican Nation, 185-207. 
27 
Raymond A. Mohl, ñGlobalization, Latinization, and the Nuevo New South,ò in Other Souths: Diversity and 

Difference in the U.S. South, Reconstruction to Present (Athens: The University of Georgia Press, 2008), 411. 
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sustain and celebrate their cultural heritage and livelihood, the growing Central American 

population produced a latinization effect, the process of transforming social spaces in a local 

landscape, with characteristics associated with Latino traditions and aesthetics via the creation of 

social and cultural institutions (e.g. restaurants, grocery stores, music outlets, and festivals).
28

  

 By building off Mohlôs model of latinization, Patricia Buzatoôs thesis, ñBrazilian 

Immigration: A New View of Latinization,ò overviews the Brazilian migration to Orlando. In 

academic scholarship regarding latinization, scholars often omitted Brazilians, as they do not 

share the common Spanish ancestry with the majority of Latin America and do not migrate in 

large numbers to the United States. Buzato examines the Brazilian community in Orlando and 

makes the case that Brazilians are inherently a part of the latinization process that historian 

Raymond Mohl defined in ñGlobalization, Latinization, and the Nuevo New South.ò
29

 Buzato 

argues that Brazilians migrating to Central Florida carried out the same latinization process as 

other Latin Americans. She observes the similarities that both Brazilians and other Latin 

American workers suffer in the transition between their homeland and Central Florida. 

Furthermore, she analyzes how Brazilian institutions, such as Brazilian Protestant churches, 

eased the transitions for undocumented Brazilian workers, much like Hispanic churches did in 

other regions of the U.S.
30

 Buzato finds Brazilians applicable for Mohlôs model for latinization 

due to the characteristics shared between Brazilians in Central Florida and Mexicans in Alabama, 

specifically focusing on their essential roles in the low wage labor market.
31

  

                                                 
28

 Ibid., 429. 
29

 Patricia Buzato, ñBrazilian Immigration: A New View of Latinization,ò M.A. Thes, University of Central Florida, 

2007.  
30

 Buzato, 55-57. 
31

 Buzato, 69. 
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 Mohlôs model is not the most appropriate in analyzing Puerto Ricans in Central Florida. 

Mohl focused primarily on Mexicans in North Carolina and Alabama who worked low wage 

labor in rural regions of the states. While a major portion of the labor force of Puerto Ricans in 

Central Florida during the mass migration was at entry-level industries, a significant portion of 

the migration included professionals and entrepreneurs. The Puerto Rican community in Central 

Florida is more comparable with the Cuban community in south Florida. Both Orlando and 

Miami are SMAs with significant Hispanic populations, and Puerto Ricans and Cubans are the 

largest Hispanic groups in each region, respectively. Puerto Ricans and Cubans both had mass 

migrations to Florida that predate the Hispanic population shift that Mohl references in his 

article. Lastly, both the Puerto Rican and Cuban migrations to Florida consisted of both college-

educated and working class migrants, as opposed to strictly low-wage earning migrant workers 

that comprise the majority of the Central American migration into the U.S. South. 

 Many Puerto Ricans underwent a culture shock after moving from a racially mixed, Latin 

American island to a southern U.S. state with a binary racial system, a similar experience Cubans 

faced when they arrived in Miami in the early 1960s. Havana USA, written by María Cristina 

García, focuses on Cubans in Miami. García splits the book into two sections: the first focuses on 

the emigration from Cuba to Miami, one chapter on the migration before the 1980 and the 

second focusing on Mariel boatlift and its consequences. She relies primarily on the American 

press to document the Cuban emigration to Miami, but also included accounts from Cubans. 
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 The second part of the book explores how they rediscovered their identity in their new 

south Florida home, redefining sections of the Miami landscape to incorporate cubanidad. 
32

 

Cubans felt obligated to protect their identity. One example was the retention of Spanish as the 

most important language for their community.
33

 They established bodegasðSpanish grocery 

marketsðand other Cuban businesses along Calle Ocho (Southwest 8th Street), which became 

the center of Little Havana.
34

 They also immersed themselves into the media, and created 

periodicals and Spanish-language radio stations. Cubans published hundreds of periodiquitos, 

small newspapers, often in the form of political tabloids with hefty amounts of anti-Castro 

rhetoric.
35

 Another outlet Cubans utilized was radio, with at least ten Spanish-language radio 

stations broadcasting in south Florida by the late 1980s.
36

  

 In recent years, more focus was put on the growing Puerto Rican community in Central 

Florida. In the summer of 2010, the Centro Journal of the Center for Puerto Rican Studies 

published an issue dedicated to the Puerto Rican community in Central Florida. The issue 

contained eleven articles from scholars from various disciplines including sociology, 

anthropology, history, education, and political science. The topics focus primarily on social 

issues, economics, political agency, and education of Puerto Ricans in the region from the 1990s 

on. Only the introduction essay, authored by Jorge Duany and Patricia Silver, briefly covers the 

history of Puerto Ricans in Florida, and focuses most of its attention to Central Florida.
37

  

                                                 
32 María Cristina García, Havana USA: Cuban Exiles and Cuban Americans in South Florida, 1959-1994 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996). 
33

 García, 88-90.  
34

 Ibid., 86-119. 
35

 Ibid., 101-102. 
36

 Ibid., 106-108. 
37

 Jorge Duany and Patricia Silver, ñThe óPuerto Ricanizationô of Florida: Historical Background and Current Status 

[Introduction],ò Centro Journal of the Center for Puerto Rican Studies 22, 1 (Spring 2010): 4-31. 



15 

 

 Orlando is quickly becoming the Puerto Rican equivalent of Little Havana. Historian 

Luis Martínez-Fern§ndez dubbed it ñPuerto Ricoôs 79th municipality,ò as the Orlandoôs Puerto 

Rican population in 2003 exceeded those in all of Puerto Ricoôs seventy-eight municipalities 

except San Juan.
38

 But what led to this significant Puerto Rican population growth? What 

specifically drew Puerto Ricans to Central Florida as opposed to traditional settlement regions, 

such as New York City or Chicago? The most common cause of migrations is economic needs, 

specifically the need of employment. This alone does not explain the shift towards Orlando and 

Kissimmee, however. Moreover, what implications did this Latino group have on the Orlando 

SMA?  

 

Contribution and Methodology 

 While social scientists recently began analyzing the Puerto Rican migration to Central 

Florida, the historiography on the subject remains limited. This study aims to use new data and 

sources in understanding the shift in the Puerto Rican diaspora towards Central Florida and the 

implications of the Puerto Rican community in Greater Orlando.  In this discussion of a diasporic 

community, it is important to distinguish between a marginal ethnic population and when said 

population transforms into an ethnic community.  

  Anthropologist Jorge Duany argues a Puerto Rican community is linked to the island by 

an ñintense circular movement of people, identities, and practices.ò
 39

 In the case of Orlando, this 

circular movement and retention of both identities and practices between the region and the 

island did not start until the 1980s. In this thesis, I argue that this decade marked the beginning of 
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Central Floridaôs Puerto Rican community, sparked by declining living conditions and 

unemployment in Puerto Rico and New York City which occurred at the same time that Central 

Floridaôs economy was on the rise since Disney Worldôs opening in 1971. Thousands of Puerto 

Ricans relocated to Orlando, Kissimmee, and other surrounding towns and cities in the region. 

Over the next two decades, this population reaffirmed its identity and redefined the Central 

Florida landscape to include this newly formed community.  

 In addition to working with the secondary literature from previous scholars, both 

historians and social scientists, I analyzed several collections of primary sources to distinguish 

between a small, perhaps assimilated Puerto Rican population in Central Florida and a thriving, 

diasporic community. Iôve analyzed at the newspaper collections, primarily but not limited to the 

Orlando Sentinel, the main newspaper of record for Orlando, and La Prensa, the longest running 

Spanish-language newspaper in Central Florida, running from 1980 to present. I also utilized 

government resources, including U.S. census records and local government agenciesô records 

(e.g. Orange County Comptrollerôs Office, Orange County School Board). 

 Another useful source in analyzing puertorriqueñidad in Central Florida was the ñPuerto 

Ricans in Central Florida, 1940s-1980s: A Historyò oral history project.
40

 By gathering these 

new primary sources and building off the secondary sources, this work contributes to the 

scholarship threefold: it adds a new chapter to the greater history of the Puerto Rican diaspora 

history; it expands on current Florida history to include the contributions of Puerto Ricans in the 
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Central Florida region; and it provides a new research model for the current ñlatinization of the 

U.S. Southò paradigm, used by historian Raymond Mohl. 

 If this thesis analyzes how Puerto Ricans impacted Orlando and Central Florida, it is first 

important to distinguish what geographic spaces are being discussed. There are several 

interpretations to what defines ñCentral Floridaò as opposed to central Florida, which signifies 

the entirety of peninsulaôs central landmassðfrom the eastern Space Coast to the western Gulf 

Coast.  In this work, I use the terms Central Florida and Greater Orlando synonymously with the 

Orlando MSA according to the 1990 U.S. Census, which encompasses Orange, Osceola, and 

Seminole counties. Since then, the U.S. Census Bureau has expanded the Orlando MSA to 

include other counties such as Lake, but for the sake of consistency, when referring to Central 

Florida or Greater Orlando, I refer to these three counties unless otherwise noted.  

 This work is splits the Puerto Rican migration to Central Florida into three sections. First, 

it provides the push factors (Chapter 1) and pull factors (Chapter 2) behind the move towards 

Central Florida. Next, it details the Puerto Rican migration to the region, starting with how early 

Puerto Rican migrants influenced future migration (Chapter 3), and both qualifying and 

quantifying the 1980s mass migration (Chapter 4). Last, it explains how Puerto Ricans 

interpreted their identity in the region and carved out their own community (Chapter 5) and how 

the community evolved over the 1990s into a legitimized part of Central Floridian society 

(Chapter 6). The combination of these sections explains how Puerto Ricans redefined Central 

Florida landscape in their image, with flags and Puerto Rican shops spread throughout the 

metropolitan area. 
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CHAPTER ONE: AN OVERVIEW OF  THE PUERTO RICAN DIASPORA  
 

 U.S. political and corporate interests shaped Puerto Ricoôs politics and economy since the 

U.S. acquired the island in 1898. Puerto Rico became an increasingly convenient source of labor, 

both for the mainland and in other U.S. territories. When Congress gave U.S. citizenship to 

Puerto Ricans in 1917 via the Jones Act, Puerto Rican movement between the island and the 

mainland increased drastically. U.S. companies and enterprises began recruiting Puerto Ricans to 

work in the states, which lead to the formation of several Puerto Rican communities throughout 

the mainland. Puerto Ricans also emigrated from the island independent of labor recruitment, 

choosing to move to the mainland in search of better jobs and opportunities.  

 During the first half of the twentieth century, the primary destinations for the majority of 

Puerto Rican migrants were northern U.S. cities, especially New York City. The primary push 

factors behind the diaspora were the economic downturns on the island. In his article ñMobile 

Livelihoods,ò Jorge Duany explains further, ñIn response to shifting economic circumstances in 

the United States and Puerto Rico, people may seek better employment opportunities elsewhere 

and maximize their resources by moving constantly.ò
41

 

 But why were Puerto Ricans migrating to northern states when there were much closer 

states, specifically Florida? The distance between San Juan and Miami is just over one thousand 

miles, one of the most direct paths between the island and the mainland.
42

 Instead, for the first 

half of the twentieth century, Puerto Ricans settled in regions much further, including Hawaii, 
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one of the farthest U.S. territories from Puerto Rico.  This was in major part due to the 

recruitment of Puerto Ricans by labor contractors during the first half of the twentieth century.  

 

The Early Puerto Rican Diaspora 

 The first major Puerto Rican migration after the U.S. acquired the island was to another 

recently acquired U.S. territory, Hawaii.
43

 The Puerto Rican migration Hawaii was the first of 

many moments in the Puerto Rican experience in which American contractors attempted to 

recruit Puerto Ricans from the island as a cheap labor source.  Recruited by the Hawaii Sugar 

Planters Association (HSPA) from1900 to1901 looking for domestic non-Asian sugarcane 

cutters, 5,000 Puerto Ricans embarked on an arduous journey from Puerto Rico to New Orleans 

via boat, then to San Francisco by train, and then sailed once again across the Pacific Ocean to 

Hawaii. Almost half of the Puerto Ricans recruited escaped en route due to lack of ñproper 

clothing and medical attention promised on the way.ò
44

 Those who continued the trek to Hawaii 

were greeted by harsh working conditions, hazardous living spaces, malnourishment, low wages, 

and other forms of mistreatment by both their employers and island natives.
45

 

 Historian Carmen Teresa Whalen argues that the Hawaii labor recruitment of Puerto 

Ricans by U.S. companies was the trendsetter for the Puerto Rican diaspora, a diaspora defined 

by labor movement and primarily influenced by economic hardships on the island.
46

 Another 

commonality between this first movement and future migrations is the resistance to Puerto Rican 
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settlements by the dominant society, be it through stereotypes, racism, or violence.
47

 The Puerto 

Ricans in Hawaii also developed cultural institutions such as baseball clubs, a Puerto Rican radio 

program, and a civic club, to retain their identity in the midst of the frontier.
48

 

 Questions of Puerto Ricanôs citizenship arose immediately after the United States 

acquired Puerto Rico from Spain in 1898. No longer Spanish citizens but also not U.S. citizens 

either, Puerto Ricans simply remained with ñPuerto Rican citizenship,ò an ambiguous status: 

citizens of a stateless nation. In a 1904 U.S. Supreme Court ruling, Puerto Ricans were 

considered not ñalien immigrants,ò but the Court did not rule on their status of U.S. citizenship, 

and thus the U.S. Constitution did not necessarily apply to them.
49

 As result of the 1904 decision, 

Puerto Ricans became capable of entering the U.S. mainland without the restrictions faced by 

other foreigners. By 1910, 1,513 Puerto Ricans lived in the mainland (not including 3,510 in 

Hawaii).
50

 

 The question of citizenship was finally answered over a decade later. In 1917, the U.S. 

Congress passed The Jones-Shafroth Act which gave Puerto Ricans U.S. citizenship, a Senate to 

be elected by popular vote, their own bill of rights, and fully authorized the position and election 

of the four year termed Resident Commissioner, a position stationed at Washington D.C.
51

 By 

gaining citizenship, Puerto Ricans gained some rights of the U.S. citizens, along with some of 

their responsibilities, such as eligibility for military service via a draft. Another result of Puerto 

Ricans acquiring citizenship was the fact that movement between the island and the mainland 
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smoother for migrants; by 1920, 11,811 Puerto Ricans had migrated to the mainland, nearly two-

thirds of them in New York City (7,364, 62.4 percent).
52

  

 The U.S. War Department discovered a new labor supply in their newly acquired U.S. 

citizens. The first major Puerto Rican movement to the U.S. South was a direct result of the 

World War I war effort in 1918. That year, the war department transported 13,233 Puerto Ricans 

men to southern cities to work on military bases and defense industries: in New Orleans, LA; 

Wilington, NC; Charleston, SC; Brunswick, GA; and Savannah, GA.
53

 Puerto Ricans quickly 

suffered from inhospitable conditions and discrimination from their employers and U.S. 

servicemen. By 1920, only a handful remained in the southern states, with just a few over 200 

collectively in Georgia, South Carolina, and North Carolina. Out of the 2,774 that left to work in 

New Orleans, only 114 Puerto Ricans stayed.
54

 The majority instead chose to leave the southern 

states. 

 While the U.S. South only saw a handful of Puerto Rican migrants, granting citizenship 

to Puerto Ricans led to a drastic growth in the Puerto Rican diaspora towards the mainland. 

ñDisplaced by economic change at home, recruited as a source of cheap labor, and seeking work 

to improve their lives,ò as Whalen explains, ñPuerto Ricans boarded steamships and came to the 

States in large numbers.ò
55

 In 1920, the Puerto Rican population in the U.S. was less than 

12,000; by 1940, it was near 70,000, with majority in New York City.
56

 During this era of the 
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migration, New York City became synonymous with the mainland, as the city was the primary 

destination for migrants.  

 During the interwar period, the largest increase was in New York Cityôs Puerto Rican 

population, which grew from 7,364 in 1920 to 61,463 in 1940, consisting of almost 88 percent of 

the Puerto Rican population in the mainland.
57

 Sociologist Virgina E. Sánchez Korrol outlines 

the two major factors that led to the development of New York Cityôs Puerto Rican community. 

The first was the transition on the island from primarily local-owned coffee haciendas to 

American-owned absentee sugar plantations. The overall acreage devoted to sugar grew from 

26.2 percent in 1899 to 49.3 percent in 1929, as compared with the coffee, which shrank from 

71.6 percent to 39.7 percent as U.S. capitalists invested into and dominated the market.
58

  

During this transformation, many small farm owners gave up their land holdings and workers 

lost their jobs and agregado (aggregate) status as a result of new taxes, credit limitations, and the 

lower value of Puerto Rican currency due to American acquisition of the island.
59

 Many peasants 

began migrating both within the island and away from the island in search of better economic 

opportunities.
60

 

 The second major factor that led to the Puerto Rican migration to New York City was the 

restrictions to European immigration to the U.S. mainland legislated after World War I. In 1921, 

Congress passed the Johnson Act of 1921, which restricted the number of yearly immigrants 
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from a specific country to 3 percent based off their respective population according to the 1910 

U.S. Census. The revised Johnson Act of 1924 further restricted immigration to 2 percent of the 

number of immigrants in 1890. The revision in 1929 standardized the total annual quota to 

150,000 immigrants. Puerto Ricans now carried U.S. citizenship, exempting them from such 

quotas. As the amount of blue-collar jobs in industrial sectors of the city continued to rise, the 

immigration restrictions halted the steady supply of European laborers that typically held such 

positions. Hence, Puerto Ricans displaced by the agricultural, and economic, shifts on island 

found opportunities in New York City in jobs traditionally held by European immigrants.
61

 

 In every instance, the two main causes of early mass Puerto Rican migration away from 

the island towards the United States was the economic downturn on the island and concomitant 

rise in unemployment, in addition to the abundance of job opportunities away from the island, 

toward the mainland and other U.S. territories. This premise of an economic-driven migration 

remained the reoccurring theme of the Puerto Rican diaspora, reoccurring throughout the 

twentieth century as the primary motivation behind Puerto Ricans decision to leave the island 

and migrate to the mainland.  

 

Post-World War II Puerto Rican Exodus 

 World War II came to a close and Puerto Rico underwent another economic transition as 

both mainland and island policymakers chose to modernize via industrialization. The end of 

World War II brought about the beginning of the Great Migration, in which Puerto Ricans began 

migrating to the mainland in unprecedented numbers. During this thirty year post-war era, the 

Puerto Rican population in the United States (not including the island) grew from 69,967 in 1940 
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to 1,391,463 in 1970.
62

 New York City continued to be the primary destination for Puerto Rican 

migrants: in 1940, the cityôs Puerto Rican population was 61,463; in 1970, it reached 817,712.
63

 

However, other Puerto Ricans settled in other urban locations throughout the mainland, 

especially Chicago, Philadelphia, and Bridgeport, Connecticut. In 1950, only 2,555 Puerto 

Ricans lived in Chicago, 1,910 in Philadelphia, and 590 in Bridgeport. In 1970, those 

populations grew to 79,582; 26,948; and 10,048, respectively.
64

 

 Economic conditions on the island continued to displace Puerto Rican workers. In Puerto 

Ricoôs attempt to industrialize in the wake of World War II left many agricultural workers in 

search of jobs in Puerto Ricoôs urban regions and the mainland. Contract laborers used 

advertisements successfully to recruited thousands of Puerto Ricans to work in agricultural fields 

and industrial sectors in the states. Other Puerto Ricans chose to emigrate away from the island 

to find employment on their own, instead relying on support networks of family and friends to 

aid them in their search for better economic opportunities. Even while Puerto Ricoôs economy 

was growing at this time, the push factor for this migration was also the lack in employment 

opportunities on the island for displaced workers and the pull towards the mainland was the 

increasing labor demand in both agricultural and industrial regions of the states. But this time, 

Puerto Ricans began settling in regions such as the Midwest and New England regions, along 

with the previously settled community in New York. 
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 After World War II, both Puerto Rican policymakers and U.S. corporate interests shifted 

their goals for both the land and people of Puerto Rico. To combat the uncertainty of sugar and 

unemployment, the Puerto Rican government aimed to industrialize Puerto Rico by initiating 

Operación Manos a las Obras, or Operation Bootstrap.
65

 The programôs goal was 

ñindustrialization by invitation,ò that is, the industrialization of Puerto Rico via attracting U.S. 

companies to invest in labor-intensive industries on the island by giving them economic 

advantages such as exemptions to property, excise, municipal and insular income taxes and 

licensing fees.
 66

 While the Jones Act already gave individuals and corporations exemptions from 

federal income taxes, the Puerto Rican policymakers learned that Puerto Rico could not just be 

ñattractive,ò but had to be ñirresistible,ò as economic historian James Dietz characterizes it.
67

 

Operation Bootstrap shifted the islandôs economy from an agricultural economy to labor-

intensive industries, especially the textiles industry.  

 A common result of industrialization is urbanization, Puerto Rico being no exception. 

Just as before at the beginning of the century with the agricultural shift towards sugar as the main 

cash crop of the island, the transition to industrialization left rural peasants and farmworkers 

displaced once again. Thus, they began migrating towards coastal urban regions of Puerto Rico, 

such as San Juan, Ponce, Mayagüez, and Aguadilla. Between 1940 and 1950, the urban 

population saw a 58 percent growth.
68

 Puerto Rico also saw a simultaneous migration pattern: 

emigration from the island towards the mainland. In New York City alone, the Puerto Rican 
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population grew from 61,463 in 1940 to 187,420 in 1950, representing 82.9 percent of the total 

mainland population at the time.
69

 

 Island policymakers claimed that ñoverpopulationò led to the drastic migration shift 

toward the mainland, and deemed the outflow as a ñsafety valveò for the island and deemed it as 

essential to raise the standard of living for the rest of the island.
70

 Puerto Ricoôs legislation 

created the Migration Division within the Labor Department in 1948 to facilitate ñfollow[ing] its 

migrant citizens to facilitate their adjustment and adaptation in the communities in which they 

chose to live.ò
71

 While according to Public Law 25 the governmentôs official position was to not 

ñstimulate or discourage the migration of Puerto Rican workers to the United States or any other 

foreign country,ò Puerto Ricoôs policymakers still endorsed contract labor programs. The 

Migration Division promoted contract labor programs that relocated women to Chicago and 

Philadelphia to work as domestics or in the garment industry, and men to Midwestern and New 

England states to work in agricultural industry and industrial sectors of urban centers, with their 

families soon following.
72

 

 Sponsored labor migration played a significant role in the development of the Puerto 

Rican communities in Chicago, Philadelphia, and Bridgeport. Nicholas de Genova and Ana Y. 

Ramos-Zayas explain the ñprimary motivation for steering Puerto Rican migration to Chicagoò 
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was due to ñmanufacturing jobs in New York City...quickly disappearing by the late 1950s.ò
73

 

Instead, labor contractors routed Puerto Rican workers to the Midwest, with many Puerto Ricans 

settling in Chicago, primarily in the North Side of Chicago. While many Puerto Ricans went to 

urban centers, farmworking became the most prominent labor program, with between 10,000 and 

17,000 contracted farmworkers that came to the mainland between 1950 and 1960.
74

  

 In the Puerto Rican migration to Chicago, men typically left before the rest of the family 

to secure employment and housing. The primary field of employment for Puerto Rican males 

was blue-collar jobs in the industrial sectors of the city. Once situated, they would often bring the 

rest of their immediate family: wives, children, and future brides in the case of single men.
75

 

Puerto Rican women in Chicago worked predominately in domestic services, including ñcooks, 

maids, clothes washers, nursemaids, and for general houseworkò positions, detailed by Puerto 

Rican Studies professor Maura Toro-Morn in her history essay, ñBoricuas en Chicago: Gender 

and Class in the Migration and Settlement of Puerto Ricans.ò
76

 However, in most cases, Puerto 

Ricans could only secure housing in shoddy and run-down residential sectors of the city as a 

result of both ñpovertyò and a ñstringent pattern of housing discrimination,ò in which Toro-

Mornôs quote illustrates the class struggle Puerto Ricans underwent in Chicago.
77

 

  As in other cases in the diaspora, Chicagoôs Puerto Rican community grew as a result of 

a search of cheap labor, and Puerto Ricans within the community suffered from racial 
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discrimination. To compensate for the low wages, poor living conditions, and mistreatment they 

suffered, the Chicago Puerto Rican community developed social networks to aid new arrivals 

and those already living there. The communityôs growth fostered the creation of bodegas, social 

clubs, civic organizations, and grass roots movements to ease the transition and nurture the 

culture in the community.
78

  

  In the northeast, many Puerto Rican migrant farmworkers who traveled to New Jersey 

and Pennsylvania left their contracted positions and relocated to Philadelphia. As historian 

Carmen Teresa Whalen elaborates, ñThe city seemed to offer jobs, housing, and a more 

hospitable environment.ò
79

 Women became concentrated in manufacturing positions and men 

worked in both manufacturing and service industries. News spread to the surrounding labor 

contractors and Philadelphiaôs Puerto Rican population continued to grow from 1950 to 1970, 

leading it to become the third largest Puerto Rican stateside population at the time. 

 Sponsored labor contractors also brought thousands of Puerto Ricans directly to fields 

and indirectly to factories in Connecticut.
80

American labor contractors recruited Puerto Ricans to 

work in Connecticutôs tobacco fields. However, Puerto Ricans became disenchanted due to hot 

fields and poor living conditions, many chose to migrate towards the cities: primarily Bridgeport, 

New Haven, and Hartford. Puerto Ricans easily found employment in the citiesô factories as a 
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result of the lack of European immigrant laborers that factory owners employed earlier in the 

century.
81

 

 But the majority of Puerto Rican migration occurred outside the island government-

sponsored labor programs, with individuals relying on social networks and pre-existing 

communities that fostered growth. The largest mainland community, New York City, grew 

through well-established social networks due to its existing Puerto Rican community. Puerto 

Rican men often helped family members and friends look for employment, usually in their own 

jobs. Puerto Rican women also played an integral role in the community. If they were not 

employed outside the household, they contributed via childcare and providing shelter for lodgers, 

new arrivals who typically were family or friends.
82

 Puerto Rican cultural institutions, usually in 

the form of social clubs, eased the transition for new migrants from the island to the city through 

providing jobs, shelter, and other forms of aid.
83

 Puerto Ricans who moved to New York City 

often had support in the form of family and friends or social agencies that aided in the transition. 

 To summarize, whether it was at the turn of the twentieth century with the recruitment of 

Puerto Rican agricultural workers to Hawaii, the contract workers that left the island for urban 

regions in the northeastern states, or Puerto Ricans opting of their own volition to relocate to 

previously established communities; all these movements were triggered by economic downturns 

on the island. By 1960, the direct result of U.S. corporate interests and attempts by island 

policymakers to modernize Puerto Rico led to 892,513 stateside Puerto Ricans aimed at making 

a better life throughout the mainland.
84
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 As a result of sponsored labor contracts, the post-World War II migration also dispersed 

the mainland Puerto Rican population throughout the mainland. Before the post-war migration 

era, Puerto Ricans were highly concentrated in New York City, comprising 87.8 percent of 

Puerto Ricans in the United States in 1940.
85

 Gradually decreasing through the following thirty 

years, only 58.5 percent resided in New York City by 1970. No longer confining themselves to 

one central urban center, Puerto Ricans continued to migrate to new destinations, including but 

not limited to Chicago, Philadelphia, and Bridgeport. This trend continued past 1970, and soon 

Puerto Ricans began settling in the U.S. South, specifically Florida.  

 Furthermore, in each case, Puerto Rican mainland communities also developed support 

networks that fostered community throughout the mainland populations. Puerto Ricans gathered 

together to form grassroots movements, social clubs, political organizations, and other cultural 

institutions in order to retain their identity amidst the diaspora. One of the primary effects of 

establishing these cultural homes outside the island was the facilitation of communal growth. 

Through the aid of family and friends in the community, Puerto Ricans gained economic and 

social advantages (e.g. job recommendations, temporary and long-term lodging, political 

representation) unavailable to the Puerto Rican pioneers who first arrived in their respective 

regions.  

 The major thrusts away from Puerto Rico were economic downturns and displaced 

workers; conversely, and the major draw to the mainland being job opportunities and other 

unavailable or limited economic incentives on the island. These two elements continued to define 
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the diaspora into the 1980s and 1990s, as Puerto Ricans still found it difficult to procure a stable 

job on the island during the 1970s and 1980s; meanwhile, the dominant diasporic community, 

New York City, also suffered from economic hardships through the 1970s. As such, the 

economic recession of the 1970s led the Puerto Rican diaspora to Florida. 

 

The 1970s Economic Recessions of Puerto Rico and New York City 

 Since the turn of the twentieth century, if a Puerto Rican on the island suffered an 

economic crisis, he could move to New York where there was an abundance of jobs, other Puerto 

Ricans available for support, and seemingly limitless opportunities to start fresh. In the 1970s, 

this was no longer the case. Puerto Ricans became displaced as New York restructured its 

industrial economy into white-collar service positions, which caused poverty and unemployment 

in the community.
86

 

 Instead, some Puerto Ricans returned to the island, which was also in the midst of an 

economic turmoil.  In 1967, American and Puerto Rican policymakers shifted Puerto Ricoôs 

economy from labor-intensive enterprises to petrochemicals and pharmaceuticals.
87

 When the 

Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries (OAPEC) proclaimed an oil embargo in 

1973 as result of the U.S. supplying the Israeli military during the Yom Kippur War, Puerto Rico 

underwent an economic crisis as a result of rising fuel prices and the islandôs reliance on 
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petrochemical industries. Unemployment levels on the island rose past 10 percent throughout the 

1970s and continued through the 1980s, reaching over 20 percent.
88

 

 The changes that redirected the Puerto Rican diaspora towards Central Florida began in 

the 1970s. Both Puerto Rico and New York City suffered economically during the 1970s, leading 

to increased poverty and high numbers of unemployed Puerto Ricans in both settings. With the 

island hit hard by the 1970s economic recession, and the appeal of New York City fading, Puerto 

Ricans would have to search for a new region with better opportunities. This section of the 

chapter focuses on the changes in Puerto Rico, New York City, and Central Florida that shifted 

the Puerto Rican diaspora towards Orlando.  

 There were three stages of industrialization: stage one (1950-1963) was establishing 

labor-intensive industries; stage two (1967-1977) was the switch to capital-intensive industries, 

two main commodities being petrochemicals and pharmaceuticals; and the third stage (1978-

1996) focuses on high-technology industries, primarily electronics and engineering firms 

(although pharmaceuticals still play a major role in the Puerto Rican economy).
89

 During the 

second stage, oil companies, such as Caribe Nitrogen, Gulf Caribbean, and Commonwealth Oil 

Refining Company began investing in Puerto Rico.
90

  Economic historian James Dietz and 

sociologist Palmira N. Ríos argue that Puerto Rico attempted to industrialize too quickly, shifting 

from primarily labor-intensive industries (industries with high quantities of skilled workers, such 

as textile businesses and agriculture) to capital-intensive industries (industries with high 

                                                 
88

 Junta de Planificación de Puerto Rico, Informe Económico, 1980, p. a-26, table 23; retrieved from James Dietz, 

Economic History, 275; Junta de Planificación, Informe Económico, 1982-1983,  A-24, table 23, retrieved from 

James Dietz, Economic History, 275. 
89

 Palmira N. R²os, ñIndustrialization,ò80; James Dietz, Economic History, 247-255; Dietz, Negotiating 

Development, 139-169. 
90

 Dietz, Economic History, 253. 



33 

 

quantities of highly trained workers or professionals). A significant portion of the Puerto Rican 

economy became intertwined with the petrochemical industry, and with the OPEC embargo that 

led to the 1973 oil crisis came a recession that hit both the U.S. mainland and Puerto Rico.  

 In Puerto Rico, unemployment rose in to its highest levels since the Great Depression 

years. In 1970, unemployment reached 79,000 (10.3 percent); in 1974, it rose to 109,000 (12.3 

percent).
 91

 By 1976, unemployment reached 172,000 (19.4 percent); about twenty percent of the 

labor force was without a job.
92

 While it dropped to 180,000 (18.8 percent) in 1980, it grew back 

up to 215,000 (23.4 percent) by 1983.
93

 Furthermore, these statistics do not include partial 

employment. Many Puerto Ricans had jobs, but worked fewer than forty hours, often times not 

making enough to provide for their families.
94

 Dietz attributes the cause to the structure of the 

development program, with the Puerto Rican model being based on the assertion that 

ñindustrialization was required because agriculture alone[sic] could not provide an adequate 

economic base, a program was forged that functioned as if agriculture could be ignored 

altogether and industrialization, at nearly any cost, was the exclusive goal.ò
95

  

 A substantial number of Puerto Ricans from the mainland attempted to flee the recession 

hitting the U.S. by returning to the island only further exacerbated Puerto Ricoôs economic crisis. 

During the 1960s, Puerto Rican net-migration away from the island equaled 144,724 persons 

(less than one-third than 1950, but still migration flowed away from Puerto Rico).
96

 However, 
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between 1970 and 1980, the net-migration flowed to the island, amounting to 158,513.
97

 This 

migration shift back to the island seen in these figures demonstrates Puerto Ricansô attempt to 

alleviate their economic struggles via movement between the mainland and the island.
98

 

 New York City did not fare well either. New York City lost one-sixth of its economic 

base that led to a recession and almost brought the cityôs government to bankruptcy.
99

 

Sociologist John H. Mollenkopf mentions in his book, New York City in the 1980ôs, that the 

ñareas with declining incomes or the lowest income gains were firmly centered in areas long 

settled by African Americans and Puerto Ricans,ò  including Harlem, the South Bronx, and El 

Barrio.
100

 Even with the increase in the overall median household income in the city, the Puerto 

Rican median household income fell between 1977 and 1986, from $10,499 to $10,032.
101

 

Mollenkopf further elaborates that ñBlacks and Puerto Ricans who did well between 1980 and 

1990 may have left New York City.ò
102

  Sociologist Marta Tienda argues that New York Cityôs 

industrial restructuring from industrial positions to white-collar positions was responsible for 

Puerto Rican men withdrawing from the labor force.
103

 During the 1980s, only a small portion of 

the Puerto Rican population held jobs as managers and professionals; instead, the majority 

worked in ñretail, personal services, and health services,ò Mollenkopf explains.
104
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 New York City also suffered from a rise in crime, especially in the South Bronx.
105

 Many 

New Yorkers left the city starting in the late 1970s to escape the growing crime rates, especially 

those involving gang violence and drug trafficking, that plagued East Harlem.
106

 Violence 

became so rampant, journalist Herbert London wrote an article illustrating how a mob quickly 

formed to enact social justiceðand killða would-be mugger in the middle of a East Harlem 

street, and quickly the mob dispersed and carried on with their previous activities.
107

 

Anthropologist Philippe Bourgois conducted his ethnographical fieldwork by observing the day-

to-day lifestyle of inner city Puerto Ricans in Spanish Harlem. ñIn the day-to-day experience of 

the street-bound inner city resident,ò Bourgois recalls, ñunemployment and personal anxiety over 

the inability to provide one's family with a minimal standard of living translates itself into intra-

community crime, intra-community drug abuse, intra-community violence.ò
108

 Between the 

dropping employment and the rising crime rate, thousands of Puerto Ricans left the city, 

primarily back to the island. Between 1980 and 1990, only 26,000 Puerto Ricans entered the city 

versus the 112,687 that left it, the majority (39 percent) with the island as its destination.
109

 

 Upon arrival, Puerto Ricans from New York City found the island also lacking in 

employment and opportunities. Puerto Ricans from both the island and city searched for a new 

setting for employment and to raise their families. What was once an unattractive place to live 

became a highly desirable destination to live: Florida. A state where non-whites, including 
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Puerto Ricans, historically endured racism and discrimination, transformed into the next major 

urban center in the Puerto Rican diaspora. 

 

Conclusion 

 If the Puerto Rican migration before the end of World War II (1898-1945) established the 

Puerto Rican diaspora primarily in New York City, and the post-World War II exodus (1945-

1965) expanded the diaspora beyond New York to Midwestern and New England communities, 

then the third stage in the diaspora (1965-present) shifted the migration towards Florida.
110

  

Puerto Rican migration scholars defined the 1970s movement onward as ñcircular migration,ò 

due to the massive return of Puerto Ricans from the mainland to the island that occurred in the 

decade, quickly following by the resurgence of emigration from the island toward the 

mainland.
111

 Duany notes, ñThe number of returnees began to surpass those leaving for the 

United States in the early 1970s, especially as a result of minimum wage hikes on the island and 

the industrial restructuring of New York City, the traditional center of the Puerto Rican diaspora. 

But mass emigration resumed during the 1980s, at the same time that return migration continued 

unabated, foreign immigration increased, and circular migration emerged as a significant 

phenomenon.ò
112

 

 With both Puerto Rico and New York City suffering from dire economic declines, Puerto 

Ricans practiced their economic mobility by procuring a new hospitable residential space with 

ample job opportunities. After 1971 with the emergence of Disney World, Central Florida 
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became a region with plenty of open land, job growth, and demand for a Spanish speaking 

population. Now Puerto Ricans had a new region that became much more accepting of them, 

especially in comparison to how Florida treated minorities fifty years prior.  
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CHAPTER TWO: FLORIDA AND  THE PUERTO RICAN DIASPORA  
 

 It is during the Puerto Rican diasporaôs third phase (1965 to present) that Puerto Ricans 

began migrating to Florida in large numbers. In 1970, only 29,588 Puerto Ricans resided in 

Florida; by 2000, there were 482,027.
113

 Over this thirty year time span, not only were Puerto 

Ricans migrating to the state in high numbers, but they also dispersed throughout the state as 

opposed to settling in one enclave within a metropolitan region. In 2008, three of the top ten 

Puerto Rican populations in metropolitan regions were in Florida (Orlando, 2nd; Miami, 4th; 

Tampa, 6th).
114

 Florida became the fastest growing Puerto Rican population, and as of 2008 was 

the second largest in the states (744,473), after New York (1,088,197).
115

  

 While the phase of the diaspora begins in 1965, the migration specifically to Florida 

originated in the 1970s; still, it is a part of the same era as the circular migration or ñrevolving-

doorò migration. However, these labels fail to recognize the significance Florida played in the 

diaspora. As Puerto Ricans were heading to and from Puerto Rico and New York City, they were 

also heading toward Florida as well. This migration shared the same push factor as earlier 

movements in the diaspora, as Puerto Ricans migrated to Florida in search of ñbetter 

employment opportunities elsewhere and maximize their resources,ò as stated by Duany earlier, 

akin to previous Puerto Rican labor movements.
116

 

 So what led Puerto Ricans to Florida, a land previously notorious for its poor treatment of 

non-whites? Why did Puerto Ricans move away from their homes in Puerto Rico and New York 
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City? What changed, both in Puerto Ricansô traditional settlements and in their newly discovered 

frontier? How did Central Florida become the second largest concentration of Puerto Ricans on 

the mainland?  

 The dominant characteristic of the Puerto Rican diaspora remained the same throughout 

the twentieth century: In this chapter, I explain how Puerto Rican migration was primarily 

dictated by the economic conditions of both the island (and later New York City) and their 

prospective new home. Puerto Ricans practiced their economic mobility predominately through 

migration; when things got bad on the island or in their diasporic home, they would relocate to a 

region with better economic opportunities. With the deteriorating conditions in Puerto Rico and 

New York City during the 1970s, along with the shift in the racial dynamics, growing labor 

demand, and abundance of housing in Central Florida, Puerto Ricans began settling in Orlando 

and the surrounding region, which led to the development of the Central Florida Puerto Rican 

community. 

 

Early Puerto Rican Populations in Florida 

 Puerto Ricans generally did not migrate to Florida for the better part of the twentieth 

century. In 1900, there were only twenty-four Puerto Ricans in the state, eighteen of them in 

Tampa. In 1910, it grew to seventy-eight, 189 in 1920, and 203 in 1930, most of them in the 

Tampa Bay region, primarily consisting of tobacco workers in Ybor City.
 117

  During the mid-

twentieth century, Florida employers were discouraged by political and industry leaders in both 

Florida and Puerto Rico because disgruntled laborers could not be deported due to their U.S. 
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citizenship.
118

  The majority of labor contracts sent Puerto Ricans to seemingly more hospitable 

regions of the northeast and Midwest states, where they still endured discrimination and 

resistance from the dominant society.  

 Florida remained entrenched in Southern ideals (i.e. white supremacy) and bigotry during 

the first-half of the twentieth century. American blacks were politically suppressed, socially 

abused, and in some cases physically beaten throughout the American South, Florida being no 

different. The few Puerto Ricans living in Florida before the Civil Rights Movement often 

endured harsh treatment and resistance from white Floridians, as they were often regarded as 

ñblack.ò Due to frequent racial mixing within Puerto Rican society, Puerto Ricans range from the 

palest white to the darkest black and everything in between. Duany contrasts the difference 

between American and Puerto Rican, stating, ñéwhereas Americans pay close attention to 

national and ethnic background in defining a personôs identity, Puerto Ricans give a higher 

priority to birthplace and cultural orientation.ò
119

 While blacks had ñsubordinate status in both 

societies,ò white American Southerners typically relied on the ñone drop rule,ò in which an 

individual with any recognizable African ancestry is identified as black. In Florida specifically, 

the legal definition of ñnegroò included every person with one-eighth or more of African/black 

blood.
120

 As the majority of Puerto Ricans had African ancestry, most would be considered black 

in Florida and hence, before Civil Rights, Puerto Ricans suffered from institutionalized 

discrimination and American personal biases against non-whites.
121
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 The earliest Puerto Rican community in Florida dates back to the 1940s, when Puerto 

Rican men began migrating to Miami to work in the fields of southern Florida and Puerto Rican 

women as seamstresses in garment factories.
122

 By 1953, there are at least 3,000 Puerto Rican 

agricultural workers in southeastern Florida.
123

 In 1954, local Miami businesses estimated 

approximately 1,200 Spanish-speaking female garment workers, many of whom were Puerto 

Rican, as Melanie Shell-Weiss documents in her essay, ñExpanding Southern Unionism in the 

Mid-Twentieth Century Lingerie Industry.ò
124

 By 1960, there are 11,804 Puerto Ricans in Dade 

County.
125

 Many worked in agricultural work, the garment industry, and the tourism industry, 

especially in hotels and restaurants.  

 During this Jim Crow-era Florida (1876 ï 1965), Puerto Ricans did not fit nicely into the 

U.S. binary racial system. In 1954, the New York Times reported many white parents in Dade 

County kept their children from attending school as long as Puerto Rican migrant workerôs 

children attended. As a result, several county schools banned Mexican and Puerto Rican students 

from attending school, as they were seen as ñdirtyò and ñdisease carriers.ò
126

 Meanwhile, Puerto 

Ricans did not want their children in the segregated black schools. The Dade County 

superintendent lifted the ban shortly after, yet this was not the only incident of racial prejudice 

against the Puerto Rican community in south Florida.  
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 Miami police chief Walter Headley commented to the Miami Herald on the Puerto Rican 

population in Miami. In 1957, Headley heralded that Puerto Ricans were one of the greatest 

criminal threats to the city, and that ñcrime violence recorded for Puerto Ricans are greatly out of 

proportion to their numbers.ò
127

 Melanie Shell-Weiss describes several anecdotes on police 

brutality and discrimination against Puerto Ricans, including an example where two police 

officers follow a young Puerto Rican home and proceed to beat both him and his father, along 

with arresting the family at the end of the night.
128

  

 

Changes in Racial Policies in Mid-twentieth Century Florida  

 Of all the factors behind the Puerto Rican diaspora change towards Central Florida, the 

change in racial policies in Florida during the middle of the twentieth century played the largest 

role. Both Puerto Rican and U.S. policymakers avoided sending Puerto Rican laborers to the 

U.S. South after Puerto Ricans encountered unwelcoming conditions when employed as migrant 

laborers at American military bases during World War I, as mentioned earlier in the chapter. The 

handful of Puerto Ricans who did migrate to Miami, Florida suffered from discrimination from 

their employers, local residents, the public schools, and even the police. Without the change in 

Floridaôs racial policies, the state would remain inhospitable towards Puerto Ricans. The end of 

Jim Crow laws and segregation was the first step in making Florida more attractive to Puerto 

Rican laborers and residents. 

 Until the Civil Rights Movement restructured the nationôs racial system, Florida was a 

political dichotomy: empowered whites and disfranchised blacks. Even when Congress ratified 
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two amendments to the U.S. Constitution to protect the rights of African Americans, southern 

states found ways, including the legislating laws, to circumvent said amendments and suppress 

blacks. The Fourteenth Amendment (1868) broadened citizenship to include African Americans 

and those born within the United states, along with preventing states from depriving a person of 

life, liberty, or property without due process; the Fifteenth Amendment (1870) prohibited any 

U.S. government from denying the right to vote to citizens based on their race, color, and 

whether they were slaves. Even so, blacks remained politically marginalized throughout most of 

the twentieth century due to Jim Crow laws. Jim Crow laws were the collection of both state and 

local laws that restricted rights and enforced social biases against African Americans based upon 

the Plessy v. Ferguson ruling for ñseparate but equalò facilities (e.g. segregated schools, often 

times with black schools receiving less funds and accommodations than white schools).
129

  

 From 1868 to 1945, most African Americans lived in the rural regions of Florida. When 

blacks did reside in developing urban centers, they were often isolated and pushed to the 

outskirts of the cities, and Central Florida was no different. In the case of Orlando, builders 

created an ñall-colored settlementò known as Jonestown, which was to be separated from the city 

in the 1880s.
130

 Division Avenue, at the heart of Orlando, marked the eastern residential area 

boundary for blacks in the city.
131

 In Winter Park, a city that now borders Orlando, blacks 

resided in a segment of the town named Hannibal Square. In 1893, Winter Park separated 

Hannibal Square from the city limits. The residential areas were highly segregated, and kept 

blacks assigned to agricultural labor. 
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 Then the Civil Rights Movement came, which redefined the U.S. South along with the 

rest of the country. The pivotal Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka led to the desegregation 

of public schools with the famous words, ñseparate educational facilities are inherently 

unequal.ò
132

 Blacks still were spatially segregated for over a decade after the court decision, but 

by the 1970s, the U.S. South became home to many ethnic groups that would have suffered 

greatly in the Jim Crow South, including Puerto Ricans. Brown v. Board marked the watershed 

moment when the South, along with the rest of the U.S., began transforming from a racial 

dichotomy of white supremacy and black suppression towards a more racially accepting society.  

 A more direct benefit from the Civil Rights Movement for Puerto Ricans in Central 

Florida was the English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) programs offered in public 

schools beginning in the 1970s. Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 banned educational 

discrimination based on national origin. This led to Lau vs. Nichols in 1974, where Chinese 

American students in California claimed that they required special assistance to overcome their 

language barrier because they were entitled to equal education via Title VI.
133

 Through 

Castañeda v. Pickard in 1981 the Supreme Court implemented three-part assessment for 

bilingual programs to be held to the standards of the Equal Educational Opportunities Act of 

1974, which prohibited discrimination of staff, students, faculty, including racial segregation, 

although desegregation began occurring in the 1960s. While the League of United Latin 

Americans Citizens (LULAC) Consent Degree occurred in 1990, Florida schools implemented 

ESOL programs throughout the seventies and eighties, especially due to Southern Floridaôs 
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sudden mass influx of Cuban exiles. This gave Puerto Ricans in Central Florida a new way to 

overcome the language barrier, specifically for children originating from the island.  

 With Jim Crow laws ruled unconstitutional by the Supreme Court or overruled by Civil 

Rights Acts from the 1960s, Puerto Ricans no longer faced institutionalized racial discrimination. 

Furthermore, the Civil Rights Act of 1968 banned housing discrimination based on race, religion, 

nationality (and in 1974, gender). While desegregation took over twenty years to unravel in 

Florida and individual racial discrimination continues to exist today, racial discrimination being 

deemed unconstitutional was a major step toward Puerto Ricans migrating to Florida in higher 

numbers. As Civil Rights came into full effect in 1960s and 1970s, Orlando changed its 

economy. 

 

Urban-Population Growth in Greater Orlando, 1970 to 2000 

 Much like the rest of the South (and Puerto Rico), Florida remained an agrarian society 

throughout the first-half of the twentieth century. Historian David Goldfield attributes the 

agriculturally based economy to the separation of white and black spaces. Thus, Goldfield argues 

the separation of labor further prevented Southern states from urbanizing as early as northern 

states:  

 Race has been a heavy burden on the southern region. Agriculture exploited the land, but the biracial 

 society exploited the people. The biracial system required the separation, social and economic isolation, 

 and subjugation of the Negro race. But the system also denigrated the white man, although perhaps more 

 subtly. The biracial society restricted regional and hence urban development by devaluing human capital, 

 black and white, and the consequent waste of human resources proved to be not only a tragedy for the 

 people but for the region as well.
134
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Hence, this separation of labor prevented poor blacks from filling low wage positions in factories 

that contributed to the urbanization process as seen in the northern United States. 

 After World War II, American southerners migrated to the urban centers to fill jobs that 

resulted from the growing industrialization of the New South. Florida quickly became urbanized, 

faster than the rest of the South. The Greater Orlando regionôs population exploded over the 

course of forty years.  Throughout the second-half of the twentieth century, Orange County had a 

consistent growth: 114,950 residents in 1950; 263,540 in 1960 (229 percent increase); 344,311 in 

1970 (131 percent increase); 471,016 in 1980 (137 percent increase); 896,344 in 1990 (190 

percent increase).
135

 While the population in Orange County rose steadily throughout the 

decades, other counties in Central Florida saw growing populations as well. Seminole Countyôs 

total population increased from 26,833 in 1950 to 54,947 in 1960 to 83,682 in 1970; then the 

county saw a larger influx of new residents, rising to 179,792 in 1980 and 365,196 in 1990.
136

 

Osceola County saw equally impressive population growth during the 1980s. In 1950, there were 

11,406 individuals counted; 19,029 in 1960; 25,267 in 1970; and 49,287 in 1980. In 1990, it 

grew to 172,493.
137

 

 As Orlando expanded throughout the 1970s, its urban sprawl intensified. Its growth 

signifies the dynamic nature of Floridaôs urban cities. In just two decades, the population for the 

region grew by over a million residents, many searching for new opportunities, primarily jobs 
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and housing, in Central Florida. As Puerto Rico transformed from a U.S. agrarian territory into 

an industrialized ñassociated free stateò (estado libre asociado), Central Florida also underwent 

three drastic changes in its economic landscape that facilitated population growth and urban 

sprawl.  

Table 1: Orlando Metropolitan Statistical Area Population, 1970-1990 

 Year  Orange  Seminole Osceola Orlando MSA 

 1970  344,311 83,682  25,267     427,993
138

 

 1980  471,016 179,792 49,287     700,095 

 1990  896,344 365,196 172,493   1,434,033 

 

 Source: 1970 Census; 1980 Census; 1990 Census. 

 The rest of the chapter focuses on the three major pull factors that urbanized Orlando and 

attracted Puerto Rican settlement. First, the federal government influenced Central Floridaôs 

growth via the Kennedy Space Center and the establishment of military installations throughout 

the region beginning as early as World War I. Second, the rise of tourism as a result the opening 

of Disney World in 1971 further contributed to the regionôs development and job expansion. 

Third, real estate companies began selling thousands of acres of lands in Central Florida, due 

partly to the impact of the two previous factors. The combination of these three factors led to the 

development of Orlandoôs key industries and population growth, the primary draws behind the 

Puerto Rican migration to Central Florida. 
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The Military and High -Tech Industryôs Impact on Central Florida 

 Starting in World War I, the U.S. armed forces established hundreds of military 

installations across Florida, ranging from fully functioning bases, to air fields for test flights and 

refueling, to radar stations to protect the nationôs shoreline. Due to the demands of World War II, 

the U.S. Army established two new Army bases in Orlando, Orlando Army Air Base and 

Pinecastle Army Air Field, in 1940. In Sanford, a city in Seminole County just north of Orlando, 

the U.S. Army commissioned Naval Air Station Sanford on November 3, 1942. All the bases 

were dedicated to aircraft testing and pilot training.  

 The U.S. military transferred both Orlando Army Air Base and Pinecastle Army Air Field 

to the United States Air Force shortly after its opening in 1947 and utilized the bases during the 

Korean War. On May 7, 1958, the death of Colonel Michael McCoy due to a disastrous test 

flight, led to the renaming of Pinecastle Air Force Base to McCoy Air Force Base. In 1968, The 

U.S. Air Force transferred Orlando Air Force Base to the U.S. Navy, and it became known as 

Naval Training Center Orlando. The bases did contribute to the population increase with the rise 

in personnel stationed at the installations, but this military population remained transientðmany 

of the servicemen often saw relocation after a year or two of duty in the region. While many 

veterans chose to return to Central Florida to retire, the greater impact the bases had in the region 

was the industries they attracted.
139

 

 Although several companies set up shop in Central Florida to establish contracts with the 

military, others heard the siren call of the Kennedy Space Center (KSC). Initially known as 

Launch Operations Directorate in 1958, KSC put Central Florida on the map long before Disney 

World began secret meetings with Orlando government officials. The national media remained 
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very attentive to the Space Race with the USSR, and President Kennedyôs 1961 promise of a 

man on the Moon before the end of the 1960s led to an increase in manpower and skilled labor. 

Orlando and neighboring cities gave technological firms a new home in close proximity to Cape 

Canaveral. 

  One of the most successful corporations was Martin-Marietta, an American aeronautics 

company that secured many defense contracts from the U.S. military.
140

 The Glenn L. Martin 

Company built its plant in Orlando in 1956 on Sand Lake Road. In 1961, the Martin Company 

merged with American Marietta and became Martin-Marietta. Martin-Marietta and KSC both 

contributed to Orlandoôs consistent growth; Historian Gary Mormino states that Martin-

Mariettaôs Sand Lake plant employed over 10,000 workers and was Floridaôs largest industrial 

plant in the early 1960s.
141

 Martin-Marietta focused primarily on high-tech weapon systems, and 

created the Patriot, Bullpup, Lacrosse, and Matador missile systems.
142

 Now the company is 

known as Lockheed Martin, but it continues to draw military and NASA contracts. 

 Other companies planted their flags in Greater Orlando. Litton Systems, Inc. developed 

the International Laser Systems Division as a research and development firm in 1968.
143

 

Grumman and Boeing are two aerospace firms that opened plants in Orlando. The Harris 

Corporation established multiple facilities in Melbourne and Palm Bay (both located in Brevard 

County). Tupperware Company moved its headquarters to Kissimmee (Osceola County) in 1952. 

In 1978, the Florida Legislature created Central Florida Research Park, a park dedicated to 

housing high-tech and research-based institutes in cooperation with Florida Technological 
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University (FTU), the Orange County Research and Development Authority, and the Orange 

County Board of County Commissioners.  

 What started with KSC and a few military installations led to the development of a high-

tech industry centralized in the region. With the spurt of high-tech and engineering-focused firms 

throughout the region, Central Florida generated a need for qualified, college-educated 

employees from throughout the country. As high-tech related companies consolidated into 

Greater Orlando, other non-tech related industries complemented the regionôs growth. Attorneysô 

offices, business owners, and private medical practices spurted throughout the region, embracing 

the regionôs growth and prosperity. Orlando General Hospital had to relocate to Lake Underhill 

Road to provide a bigger facility, and expanded twice, in 1971 and 1982.
144

 Middle-class 

southerners and northerners found economic opportunity in developing Orlando, and the growing 

professional job market fueled the domestic migration.  

 

Disney World and Tourism 

 The opening of Disney World was the day, as Orlando historian Jerrell Shofner put it, 

ñthe thunderbolt strikes.ò
145

 Disneyôs official announcement occurred on November 15, 1965, 

and began the shift in the region towards a more tourism-based economy. Mormino argues, 

ñNever in the history of the Sunshine State had the opening of a single business so altered the 

course of an industry.ò Looking for a region with year-round sunny weather, the Disney 

Corporation accumulated land in Orange and Osceola counties via dummy companies 

throughout the 1960s. After draining the swamps and constructing the park, Disney Worldôs 
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Magic Kingdom opened its doors in October 1971, and became the worldôs number one tourist 

destination by the end of the decade.
146

  

 Disneyôs decision to open Disney World in Central Florida led to the creation of other 

theme parks, further developing the tourist industry in the region. Two years after the opening of 

Disney World, SeaWorld opened in Orlando, a tourist attraction with dolphins and killer whales 

performing acrobatic feats for admiring spectators, similar to Marineland, one of Floridaôs first 

tourist attractions (1938). With the success of its sister facility in Hollywood, California and the 

local theme parks in Central Florida, Universal Studios opened its second theme park in Orlando 

in 1990. The park aimed at recreating experiences from its parent companyôs films through rides, 

shows, and various movie genre-related themes throughout the park.  

 Disney also opened three more parks. Originally aimed at being Disneyôs Experimental 

Prototype Community of Tomorrow, a planned utopian city of the future, the Epcot Center 

opened on October 1, 1982 (exactly eleven years after the Magic Kingdom opened its gates). The 

park consisted of two parts: Future World, a portion of the park dedicated to futuristic scientific 

accomplishments; and the World Showcase, collection of nine pavilions representing countries 

from around the globe. Disneyôs third park opened in 1989 as Disney-MGM Studios, a park 

themed around Hollywood movies. Disneyôs fourth animal-themed park, Animal Kingdom, 

opened in 1998. 

 Most tourist companies did not have the capital to compete with Disney World and 

SeaWorld. Instead, many created night-time dinner shows, such as Medieval Times and Arabian 
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Nights, to complement touristsô schedules.
147

 Meanwhile, hotels and restaurants continue to 

emerge throughout the two cities of Orlando and Kissimmee, notably on International Drive and 

U.S. 192, respectively. With the rise of Disney World, a new service-sector labor demand 

developedðrestaurants needed cooks and waiters, hotels needed administrative staff and 

cleaning personnel, and attractions needed salesmen and technicians. While the high-tech 

industries nurtured the professional class influx, the tourist industry fueled semi-skilled 

migration to the region.  

 Disney World attracted Puerto Ricans via two methods. First, Disney and other tourism 

businesses employed Puerto Ricans to work in the parks and the surrounding facilities. Disney 

often hired Puerto Ricans straight from the island. In the 1990s, Disney hired workers who could 

speak Spanish and offered $900 to relocate to Orlando along with a bonus for referring other 

potential employees.
148

 Speaking Spanish was a skill often sought out by Disney for the benefit 

of Latin American visitors coming to the parks.
149

 Many bilingual Puerto Ricans found many 

opportunities through Disney to capitalize on their dual identity as both American (vis-à-vis 

citizenship and their ability to freely move in and out of the U.S. without a passport) and Latin 

American (linguistically and culturally).  

 Second, it brought Puerto Rican tourists to the region, and many claim to have fallen in 

love with Central Florida and decided to settle in the area. Part of Disney Worldôs success is in 

its ability to provide a moment of escapism, arguably amusement parks primary allure. Amusing 

the Million points out how specific amusement parks can play a larger role in the American 
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culture and should be not be limited to just being a nostalgic time period in American history. 

John Kasson argues Coney Island during the 1920s was a representation of modernity and acted 

as an escape from the everyday living.
 150

 Disney World epitomizes this phenomenon. 

Tomorrowland projected a distant world that was within grasp, the world of the future here today 

in Orlando, Florida. The cleanliness of the parks and the seemingly foreign lands of Frontierland 

and Mainstreet U.S.A. were atypical of the United States most Puerto Ricans were aware of; the 

majority of the population was accustomed to New York City and Chicago. Through Disney 

World, this new world that was open, clean, fresh air, not too cold like up north, and the 

affordable land and housing for Puerto Ricans throughout the 1970s and 1980s.  

 Several Puerto Ricans interviewed for the PRCF project mentioned that after visiting 

Disney World they fell in love with the region and soon decided to stay. They spoke of Disney 

World with such joy and exhilaration, breathing out happy sighs and talking about the enjoyable 

experiences they had when they visited the parks and the wonderful contrast Central Florida was 

from the crowded and at times unsafe Puerto Rican and New York City neighborhoods.
151

  

 

Central Florida Real Estate 

 Real estate also played a key role in attracting Puerto Ricans. Land and homes became 

widely available for cheap prices, a stark comparison to the crowded streets of Puerto Rico and 

New York. First aiming to attract retirees and older generations, real estate companies shifted 
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their approach to attract Hispanics, and Puerto Ricans in particular, from both Puerto Rico and 

northern cities by opening offices in both settings. 
152

 

 Until recently, many historians did not acknowledge the ñaged migrationò to the 

southeast, especially to Florida. Historians Robert Cassanello and Colin J. Davis explain, ñWhat 

this [aged] migration produced in the 1960s through the 1970s was an anxiety on the part of 

Southern residents who believed that retirees would not only sap the limited social services those 

communities offered, but also represent a significant tax burden on the existing, yet-to-retire 

population.ò
153

 However, in Florida, many companies aimed to capitalize on this growing 

migration.  

 The Mackle brothers built numerous Floridian communities, particularly in the 1960s. In 

1962, the brothers founded the Deltona Corporation, and created Deltona as a city with 

affordable housing units. An article in Florida Magazine in 1966 shows that the intended buyers 

were retirees, with advertisements showing the vast, open spaces of communities such as Spring 

Hill and personal statements of how serene and relaxing the neighborhoods are in Deltona.
154

 

The personal bios in the article were from older men and women, with their age printed 

alongside their names, the majority being in their fifties and sixties. By giving the reader the age 

of the homeowners, the article was essentially a multipage advertisement intending to entice 

retirees to moving to these new planned housing communities the Mackle brothers developed. 

 Other real estate companies flourished during the post-1950 land boom. The General 

Development Corporation (GDC) had a temporary merging with the Mackles, and built 
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neighborhoods and homes throughout the state. In Central Florida, Landstar Homes became very 

prominent, beginning in the late 1970s. With many of its properties sold near the Orange-

Osceola border, Landstar Boulevard navigates amidst neighborhoods developed by the company. 

The boom initially targeted the retiree demographic. Landstar had advertisements in local real 

estate magazines such as The Shopper and Home Finder that aimed at both retirees and young 

families. 

 

Figure 1: Landstar Advertisement 

 Source: Homes & Land of Kissimmee/St. Cloud, January, 1979, p. 13, 

 courtesy of Simone Delerme. 
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 Soon after, Landstar Homes targeted Puerto Ricans. The real estate company heavily 

targeted Hispanics in New York, Chicago, and Puerto Rico, spending $500 to fly out potential 

buyers and providing two-night lodging, breakfast, and travel to and from the airport.
155

 As a 

result, Landstar sold 7,000 homes in Buenaventura Lakes (BVL), many to Puerto Ricans. While 

the executives attempted to downplay their influence in the Hispanic boom, Landstar Homes 

played a crucial role in facilitating Puerto Rican migration to Osceola County.
156

   

 

Conclusion 

 The sweeping changes in Floridaôs racial policies made the state more hospitable for 

minorities, especially those with African heritage. While Puerto Ricans did settle in Miami 

before the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s, it was not until afterward that they came in large 

numbers throughout the state, including Central Florida. It was in the 1970s and 1980s that 

Puerto Ricans began migrating in large numbers (beyond a few hundred) to Central Florida. 

Once a state known for its cruelty against American blacks, a prime example being the murders 

of Harry T. Moore and Harriette Moore in 1951, post-Civil Rights Florida made the state more 

attractive for Puerto Ricans as they no longer need fear lynch mobs and institutionalized racism 

and segregation.  

 The change in racial policies was not the sole factor behind the Puerto Rican migration 

shift. The militaryôs contribution to the regionôs growth, the opening of Disney World and other 

tourist attractions, and the impact of real estate in the 1970s all further fueled Central Floridaôs 

growth in the post-Civil Rights era.  All three of these factors brought Puerto Ricans to the 
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region: many Puerto Rican servicemen stationed at local bases decided to settle in Greater 

Orlando; local tourist attractions and hospitality businesses created a demand for Spanish 

speaking employees; and Floridaôs cheap land prices alleviated Puerto Ricansô concerns for 

expensive housing and lodging, especially in comparison to New York City. These features 

combined with the new racial policies are the reason Central Florida became the Puerto Rican 

diasporaôs new favorite destination.  
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CHAPTER THREE: THE PUERTO RICAN PIONEERS IN CENTRAL 

FLORIDA  
 

 Both the overall Hispanic and Puerto Rican populations in the Orlando Metropolitan 

Statistical Area (MSA) grew exponentially in the 1970s. Between 1970 and 1980, the Hispanic 

population grew from 7,952 to 25,972.
157

 In 1981, Dr. Ida Cook, a Sociology professor at the 

University of Central Florida in Orlando, attributed the population growth to ñovercrowding in 

South Florida and climateò due to the large Cuban presence in south Florida and the fact that 

Hispanic migrants originate from warmer climates.
158

 The Orlando Sentinel also attributes part 

of the population growth to ñPresident Jimmy Carterôs welcoming of Cuban refugees to 

Americaôsðnamely Floridaôsðshores.ò
159

 While the article did not indicate the specific 

population numbers of the different Hispanic groups, it and other articles published in the 1980s 

reflect that the local Central Florida press became aware of the growing Hispanic presence and 

influence in Central Florida.
160

 

 It was during the 1970s that Puerto Ricans emerged as the most-numerous Hispanic 

group in the Orlando MSA, outnumbering Cubans, the second-largest group in the region.
161

 Up 

to this point, Cubans were the dominant Hispanic group in the region. But in 1980, the U.S. 

Census reported 9,158 Puerto Ricans in the Orlando MSA, almost twice the number of Cubans at 

5,098.
162

 The Puerto Rican population grew over tenfold during the 1970s. This decade marked 
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the beginning of the mass Puerto Rican migration to Central Florida and thus the change in the 

diaspora from New York City and other northern communities and toward the Orlando 

metropolitan region.  

 

Early Puerto Rican Settlement in Central Florida 

 While the mass Puerto Rican movement towards the region does not occur for another 

two decades, a small Puerto Rican population existed in the region before 1980. In 1960, 

Orlando was a small city: 88,135 in the city; 175,405 in Orange County, outside the city; and 

54,947 in Seminole County.
163

 At the time, there were 135 Puerto Ricans in Orlando city, 255 in 

the remainder of Orange County, and 81 in Seminole County.  This was a tiny portion of the 

overall population. Overall, Puerto Ricans in the MSA represented less than 1 percent of the total 

population.  

 What brought most of these Puerto Ricans is only known to those individuals: only 

anecdotes exist explaining why some of these Puerto Ricans migrated to the region, primarily in 

the form of oral histories. For instance, Yvonne Milligan decided to enroll in Rollins College in 

Winter Park in 1951. It was there that she met her husband, a local Floridian from Winter Park, 

whom she stayed and raised her family with in Central Florida.
 164 

But these few personal 

narratives do not necessarily fall under macro-movement patterns.   

 One major cause of Puerto Rican movement was the United States military, as Puerto 

Ricans served in the military since the turn of the twentieth century. Throughout the twentieth 

century, U.S. military leaders saw Puerto Rico as an important military asset due to both its 
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strategic location in the Caribbean and for its pool of potential American soldiers. Puerto Ricans 

fought with the United States Armed Forces as early as 1898. Soon after the Spanish-American 

War, the United States commissioned three auxiliary military groups composed of Puerto 

Ricans: the Porto Rican Commission, the Porto Rican Scouts, and the Porto Rican Guards.
165

  

 Puerto Ricans had numerous points of entry into the American military: traditional 

voluntary enlistment through Armed Forces recruiters, the ROTC programs located on Puerto 

Rican college campuses, and even wartime service due to the military-service draft. After the 

U.S. acquired Puerto Rico In 1899 via the Treaty of Paris of 1898, the U.S. began recruiting 

volunteers from the island for a Puerto Rican battalion, which was later renamed the U.S. 

Armyôs 65th Infantry Regiment.
166

 The Jones Act of 1917 extended the military draft to Puerto 

Ricans on the island.
167

 Two years later, the U.S. Army created a Reserved Officersô Training 

Corps (ROTC) at the University of Puerto Rico.
168

 In 1952, the University of Puerto Rico 

incorporated an Air Force ROTC program as well.
169

 Initially, Puerto Rican servicemen served 

in segregated units (i.e. the Porto Rican Commission, Porto Rican Scouts, Porto Rican Guards, 

and the U.S. Armyôs 65th Infantry Regiment). After the Korean War, the U.S. Army disbanded 

the 65th Infantry Regiment, thus ending Puerto Rican segregated units.
170

  

 Since they were no longer segregated and instead dispersed throughout the different 

military branches and bases, Puerto Ricans were inevitably stationed at Central Florida bases. 

Most military servicemen have little say in deciding where they will be stationed, a decision left 
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to service personnel centers and commanding officers. For example, Ernesto Peña Roque was 

stationed in Orlando in 1955; he later decided to return to Orlando.
171

 The U.S. Air Force also 

deployed José Santana to McCoy Air Base in 1962 in response to the Cuban Missile Crisis, and 

after living in Central Florida for several years, chose to retire in the region.
172

 Col. Salvador E. 

Felices was a Puerto Rican veteran who served in the Korean War as a pilot. On June 1, 1968, 

Col. Felices became the commander of the 306th Bomb Wing at McCoy Air Force Base.
173

 He 

later went on to become the first Puerto Rican general in the U.S. Air Force.  

 Much of the Puerto Rican population was located near Orlando Air Force Base and 

McCoy Air Force Base, according to the Orlando city 1960 census tracts. Census tracts are 

statistical subdivisions the U.S. Census Bureau applies within MSAs to distinguish between 

sections of the region. Many of the Puerto Ricans who lived in the region were military 

personnel stationed at local bases, in tracts 18, 25, 26, and 38, according to the U.S. 1960 Census 

Tracts.
174

  The largest concentration of Puerto Ricans was in tract 25, making up almost ten 

percent of the Puerto Rican population in Central Florida. Tract 25 was the residential block 

between city road Semoran Boulevard, Lake Underhill Road, South Conway Road, and Curry 

Ford Road. 

 By 1960, tract 25 consisted of two subdivisions: Monterey, which began construction in 

1952; and Dover Shores East in 1958.
175

 The Monterey subdivision is a neighborhood in East 

Orlando with Spanish street names. The names of the subdivisionôs streets include Hermosa 
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Street, San Juan Boulevard, Santiago Avenue, and Coquina Court. The first neighborhood 

settlers were American servicemen with the U.S. Air Force including Puerto Ricans. The 

Monterey neighborhood is located across the street from the Orlando Executive Airport, which in 

1960 was still the Orlando Army Air Base. The Orange County Comptrollerôs Office houses 

over 1,600 deed transactions between Monterey Home Incorporated and clients. While the 

company had sales corresponding to other subdivisions, the vast majority during the late 1950s 

pertained to the Monterey neighborhood. The final number of units in the subdivision totaled 663 

units; but the development was still under construction by 1960.
176

 Also, home grantees, the 

receiver of the property, often became grantors within a few years of their original purchase. The 

short-termed residence tenure implies that the Monterey subdivision comprised of military 

servicemen.  

 The deeds themselves provide partial data on the demographics of this neighborhood, as 

several of the grantees on the deeds have Spanish names. While neither the property ownerôs 

nationality nor ethnicity was recorded, their names alone insinuate that the grantees and grantors 

were of Hispanic origin, especially when married to somebody who also has a Spanish name. 

One example is a deed for a property located on 700 Romano Avenue with the names Oscar 

Felix Perez and his wife Ardith Juanita Perez, dated August 16, 1955(the deeds themselves lack 

the accent marks in the names).
177

 Another is a deed with the names Estela Gonzalez and 

Josephine Fandino. The occurrence of these names confirms the presence of Hispanics in the 

neighborhood denoted by the census tracts. With Spanish surnames, Puerto Ricansô ability to 
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join into the U.S. Armed Forces, and the numbers extracted from the census tract together 

suggest a substantial number of Puerto Rican servicemen as residents in the Monterey 

neighborhood.  

 

Figure 2: Monterey Subdivision Land Deed 

Source: WM. C. Hart, ñMonterey Subdivision: Orange County, Florida,ò Orange County 

Comptrollerôs Office, retrieved via the Orange County Comptroller Document Search, 

http://or.occompt.com/recorder/eagleweb/docSearch.jsp, accessed 20 Jun 2011. 
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  So where does the Monterey settlement fit in the greater narrative of Puerto Rican 

communities? In the historiography, scholars referred to early Puerto Rican settlements in the 

states as colonias. In her book, From Colonia to Community, sociologist Virginia E. Sánchez 

Korrol defined colonias as ñgeographic, urban centers marked by dense settlement; they 

provided outlets for Puerto Rican interests, creating institutions which affirmed social identity 

and fostered internal activities while coping with problems stemming from contacts with the host 

society.ò
178

 In other words, a colonia is a concentrated ethnic settlement that creates several 

cultural institutions to retain Puerto Rican identity and provide support for arriving migrants. 

However, the early Puerto Ricans settlements in Greater Orlando during the 1960s do not fit 

under the label ñcolonias.ò First, Puerto Ricans did not settle in large numbers before the late-

1970s. Furthermore, the early Puerto Rican population in the region did not develop community 

or cultural institutions. Instead, it was just a collection of individuals and families moving to 

Central Florida outside major migration trends. 

 So what role did this population play in the migration? Most likely this early Puerto 

Rican population in the area may have influenced future settlement in that specific part of the 

city and thus deserves mentioning. The Orlando Air Force Baseôs settlement is located in East 

Orlando. In the following decades, East Orlandoôs Puerto Rican population became one of the 

highest concentrations of Puerto Ricans in the region. This early Puerto Rican population can 

also shed light on motivations for future Puerto Ricans that chose to migrate to the region outside 

the tourism industryôs rise in the 1970s.   
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The Foundations of Community 

 In the case of Orlando, one cannot address the development of the Puerto Rican 

community without including the contributions of local Cubans. Due to Cubaôs and Puerto 

Ricoôs shared history, both nations share many cultural aspects (i.e. food ingredients, cooking 

techniques, dance, and music styles). For this reason, Puerto Ricans benefited a Cuban market 

since they brought not only goods Puerto Ricans were accustomed to; they also spoke Spanish, 

an invaluable quality many Puerto Ricans enjoyed when on the mainland. While Puerto Ricans 

became the largest Hispanic population in the 1970s, Cuban entrepreneurs established businesses 

and agencies that fostered Puerto Rican identity by enabling the latter to continuing cultural 

traditions and customs in Orlando. Cubans like grocery owner Rafael Medina and radio station 

founder Oscar Kramer brought Spanish Caribbean food and music to Orlando, much to the 

benefit of both Cubans and Puerto Ricans alike.  

 It is common for immigrants and ethnic groups to continue their cooking traditions and 

cuisines in their new home. For this reason, bodegas (Spanish for grocery store) became one of 

the most successful Hispanic businesses in the U.S. Duany explains that bodegas played crucial 

roles in New Yorkôs Puerto Rican community, ñcatering to a growing demand for Puerto Rican-

style cooking ingredients, such as coffee, malt, sofrito (season), rice, beans, and plantains.ò
179

 

These sites evoked a sense of familiarity for Puerto Ricans who moved from the island, between 

the shelves stocked with Goya goods, Caribbean style music playing on the speakers, and, 

perhaps most importantly, the use of Spanish among customers and bodega employees. 

 In Florida, Puerto Ricans kept their comida criolla, the term used by Puerto Ricans to 

define their unique style of cuisine, in a large part due to the assistance of Cuban bodegas. Puerto 
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Ricans also frequented the bodega, as it was the only market in Orlando where they could find 

the ingredients necessary for Puerto Rican dishes.  While El Refugio, the first bodega in Orlando, 

closed a few years after it originally opened in the early 1960s, other grocery stores filled the 

void. Another bodega of note is Medinaôs Grocery Store, located east of downtown Orlando.
180

 

Rafael Medina moved to Orlando in 1969 at the urging of family friends already residing in 

Florida. ñI saw that this space was available for rent, and since I donôt know English I told my 

brother that we should open a Bodega, you just put the prices on the stuff and sell them, hardly 

have to speak English for that, even though we knew the numbers.ò
181

 In 1970, Rafael and his 

family opened Medinaôs Grocery Store.
182

  

 He initially struggled (ñWhen I sold zero to twenty-five dollars, those were good days,ò 

Medina recalls), but the business succeeded and continued to thrive throughout the following 

decades.
 183

 To acquire inventory for the grocery store, Medina drove to Miami and Tampa to 

gather the ingredients and canned goods.
184

 Medinaôs store was an important space for Puerto 

Ricans who arrived in the 1970s. Twenty (out of seventy-eight) of the PRCF oral history 

participants mentioned Medinaôs Grocery in their recollection of bodegas in the area, saying it 

was one of the few places where a Puerto Rican could collect their traditional cooking 

ingredients.
185

 One such interviewee, V²ctor Alvarado stated, ñI remember going to Medina 

because that was the only bodega I knew and buying what I need there.ò
186
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 In his book The Puerto Rican Nation on the Move, Duany argues that bodegas in New 

York City further evolved through the years into ñcenter(s) of neighborhood life and information 

exchange,ò providing Puerto Ricans and other Hispanic groups a site to learn of local news and 

meet new acquaintances along with buying their groceries.
187

 This phenomenon also occurred in 

Orlando. Over time, Medinaôs Grocery became a Hispanic meeting ground, with Puerto Ricans 

befriending other Hispanics and creating communal ties, much like Hispanics did in the bodegas 

in New York. Hispanics of all professions gathered at Medinaôs: from doctors and lawyers to 

convenience store clerks and janitors. ñThis was the only place to gather and talk,ò Medina 

explains, as El Refugio had closed by the time he opened his store. ñDoctors came to talk about 

medicine, and other people came and talked about baseball, fishing.ò
188

 Other interviewees also 

noticed this interaction. ñAnd everybody would go there and argue about politics,ò Yvonne 

Millig an observed.
189

 Waldemar Serrano felt that by the late 1980s to the 1990s, Medina's store 

became a center for the Hispanic community.
190

 

 Oscar ñBeboò Kramer founded the first Spanish-language radio station WMJK 1220 AM, 

La Magica.
191

 Built in October, 1978, the station aimed its programming at the Hispanic 

community in Central Florida and featured music, news, and novelas (Spanish soap operas).
192

 

However, the stationôs location in Kissimmee kept it from reaching the majority of Hispanics 
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who lived in Orange County. For instance, Paul Gamache kept tuning into the station in hope of 

keeping track of the local elections in Puerto Rico, mentioning that the station had a weak signal, 

barely reaching him in the eastern part of Orlando.
193

 Kramer sold the station in 1986 and the 

new owner, Augustine ñGusò Cawley, decided to change the stationôs format to Adult 

Contemporary, because ñOsceola County, despite its proximity to Orlando, is a separate 

community,ò as stated in an Orlando Sentinel article.
194

 While the local press at the time 

acknowledged the Hispanic community in Orlando, Cawley did not realize Kissimmee and 

Osceola County was also in the midst of developing a significant Hispanic community (see 

Chapter 2).  

 At first, in the 1970s, the majority of the Central Florida population continued to settle in 

Orlando as opposed to Osceola and Seminole Counties, and the original Hispanic businesses in 

Orlando belonged primarily to Cubans entrepreneurs But with the 1980s dramatic growth in 

Hispanic populations, primarily Puerto Ricans, greater demand rose for businesses and agencies 

that supported these rising demographics. No longer confined to niche Hispanic markets and 

music, Puerto Rican entrepreneurs and community members began targeting specifically the 

Puerto Rican people and less the pan-Hispanic population. 

 

Conclusion 

 During the 1970s, the Puerto Rican population saw drastic growth. According to the 1980 

Census, 6,662 Puerto Ricans lived in Orange County, while 2,079 settled in Seminole County.
195
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Combined, the increase was 11.33 times the population from ten years before and began the shift 

in the Puerto Rican diaspora towards Florida. As the decade progressed, Puerto Rican 

settlements extended throughout Greater Orlandoôs residential areas. During this time, there is no 

tract with a Puerto Rican population being over ten percent of the total population. The areas that 

both geographers Luis Sánchez and Ramón Torres Concepción note as enclaves developed 

during the 1980s and 1990s.
196

  

 The military brought many Puerto Ricans directly to the Central Florida region, yet 

perhaps its greater impact was indirect. With the Orlando Veterans A. hospital (date) and the 

McCoy naval station exchange, many military families and veterans could enjoy the perks of free 

military healthcare in Greater Orlando. Servicemen stationed in the region who came to 

appreciate Floridaôs temperature and environment returned later for retirement, such as Jos® 

Santana and Ernesto Peña Roque.  

 Lastly, with the aid of the Cuban businesses, Puerto Ricans benefitted in two ways: first, 

by having access to goods and services they enjoyed in Puerto Rico and New York, especially 

their food and music; and second, by having a template of how Hispanics were a marketable 

demographic. Between these two factors, Cubans facilitated Puerto Rican entrepreneurship, 

especially when Cuban owners and businessmen formed the first Hispanic Chamber of 

Commerce. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE MASS PUERTO RICAN MIGRATION TO 

CENTRAL FLORIDA  
 

 The 1980s marked the start of both the mass Puerto Rican migration to Central Florida 

and the development of the Puerto Rican community. The largest population increase occurred in 

Orange County, growing from 6,662 Puerto Ricans to 34,223. Seminole Countyôs Puerto Rican 

population also grew, from 2,079 to 9,502. Osceolaôs Puerto Rican population emerged during 

the 1980s. The decade before, the majority of Puerto Ricans migration was into Orange County 

during the 1970s: Orange County reports having 6662 Puerto Ricans in contrast to Osceolaôs 417 

(Seminole County reported 2,079).
197

 

 

Table 2: Central Florida Puerto Rican Population by County, 1990 

 Counties   Puerto Ricans    Total Population 

 

 Orange              34,223            677,491 

 Osceola          8,122        107,728 

 Seminole          9,502        287,529 

 Orlando MSA         51,847      1,072,748 

 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 1990 Census of Population and Housing, retrieved from 

American Factfinder, <factfinder.census.gov>, accessed 11 Nov 2010. 

 

 As the decade progressed, more and more Puerto Ricans chose Greater Orlando over any 

other destination in the country to settle, especially in Osceola County. Puerto Ricans attempting 

to find employment in the region relocated to areas of the region not only near potential 

employers but near family and friends who already established themselves in the area. In this 
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chapter, I demonstrate how this support network played an integral role in facilitating the 

migrant influx and in fueling the creation of the Puerto Rican community. 

 

Characteristics of the Mass Puerto Rican Migration 

 In Orange and Seminole counties, the Puerto Rican population was more evenly 

dispersed. Seminole County had no areas with a concentrated Puerto Rican population; instead it 

spread throughout the county, scattered across various neighborhoods and cities. The Puerto 

Rican population in Orange County was neither concentrated nor spread out; in the 124 census 

tracts located in Orange County, Puerto Ricans represented at least ten percent of the population 

in thirteen tracts. Tract 110 corresponds to a portion downtown Orlando. Tracts 132 through 

134.02 represent east Orlando. 

 

Table 3: Selected Orange County Census Tracts, 1990 

 

 Census Tracts  Puerto Ricans  Total Population  % PR 

   Tract 110   453   3,462      13 

   Tract 132   880   6,240      14 

   Tract 134.01   1,570   8,884      18 

   Tract 142   1,112   7,569      15 

   Tract 143.02   515   4,364      12 

   Tract 163.02   328   3,146      10 

   Tract 167.02   1,197   11,188      11 

   Tract 167.05   1,352   12,660      11 

   Tract 167.06   1,127   11,273      10 

   Tract 168.01   1,248   7,929      16 

   Tract 169.01   2,083   15,158      14 

   Tract 169.02   429   4223      10 

   Tract 170.03   1,789   13,075      14 

 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 1990 Census of Population and Housing, retrieved from 

American Factfinder, <factfinder.census.gov>, accessed 11 Nov 2010. 
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 Osceola County saw the largest percentage growth, from a mere 417 individuals to 8,122, 

increasing 1848 percent, as opposed to Orangeôs 414 percent.
198

 By 1990, the majority of Puerto 

Ricans in Osceola County resided in census tract 405.03, numbering at 3626 (the next highest 

tract 401.02 at 822 Puerto Ricans). Tract 405.03 is where Buena Ventura Lakes (BVL) is 

located, and where Puerto Ricans made up 26.4 percent of the total population within the tract 

(13,737). According to S§nchez and Torres Concepci·nôs definitions of enclaves, Buena Ventura 

Lakes was a Puerto Rican enclave in 1990.
199

 

 

 

Figure 3: Florida Census Tract 405.03 ï Buena Ventura Lakes 

 Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 1990 Census of Population and Housing, retrieved from 

 American FactFinder, factfinder.census.gov, 11 Nov 2010.   
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 Landstar Homes played a key role in the Hispanic influx to Osceola County. The real 

estate company heavily targeted Hispanics in New York, Chicago, and Puerto Rico. The 

executives attempted to downplay their influence in the Hispanic boom since the neighborhood 

residents claimed whites felt it was a new Little Havana or Little Cuba; BVL resident Luis 

Román stated, ñThey look at BVL as the new slum of the ó90s.ò
200

 Contrary to their public 

statements, Landstar Homes played a crucial role in facilitating Puerto Rican migration to 

Osceola County.
201

 

 The number of flights between Orlando and Puerto Rico increased throughout the 1980s, 

demonstrating the magnitude of movement between Puerto Rico and Central Florida. Beginning 

in May 1985, the airline Arrow Air introduced nonstop flights between Orlando International 

Airport and Luis Muñoz Marín International Airport in San Juan, prompting competitor Eastern 

Airlines to also begin providing the flights between the two cities during the summer.
202

 In 1987, 

SunCoast Airlines, Inc. scheduled twice-daily flights between San Juan and Orlando.
203

 In June 

1988, Delta Airlines added daily direct flights to San Juan, Puerto Rico from Orlando 

International Airport.
204

 This growth in the number of flights between Puerto Rico and Orlando 

continued in the 1990s. In April 1993, US Air also provided nonstop flights between Orlando 

and San Juan.
205

 Kiwi International Airline also expanded from three-day-a-week schedule for 

flights to San Juan to seven-day-a-week from December 16, 1993 until January 5, as a result of 

the increased demand caused by Puerto Ricans visiting family on the Island for the Christmas 
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season.
206

 In June 1994, Kiwi continued to expand flights to San Juan, doubling the number of 

flights to the Island a day to an average of four flights.
207

 

 In 1990, 125,011 passengers traveled from Orlando to San Juan and 126,935 from San 

Juan to Orlando.
208

 The two figures show the prevalence of travel between Central Florida and 

the island. Over the next few years, the movement only strengthened. Four years later, it grew to 

198,684 passengers to San Juan and 200,964 passengers flying to Orlando International Airport 

from the San Juan by the end of 1994.
209

 

 The sheer quantity of Puerto Rican migrants alone demonstrates the mass movement to 

Orlando, but this collection of statistics does not explain which Puerto Ricans chose to migrate. 

It is not simply the number of Puerto Ricans that shaped the migration, it was also the fact that 

the majority comprised of entry-level workers searching for employment. 

 

Orange and Osceola Counties Demographics  

 Early in the migration in 1981, a spokesman for Orlandoôs Hispanic Chamber of 

Commerce described Puerto Rican migration as primarily a ñprofessionals,ò including engineers, 

doctors, lawyers, and businesspersons.
210

 This description of did not take into account the 

thousands of entry-level positions Puerto Ricans took due to lack of college degrees Even if one 

had a B.A., they were unable to attain jobs within their specializations due in many cases to their 

lack of English language fluency. José and Ana Caraballo moved from Puerto Rico to Greater 
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Orlando in 1980 to be closer to family members and so that their children could learn English to 

succeed at the university-level and acquire professional careers. While José Caraballo had a 

Bachelorôs degree in Engineering and Ana had a Masterôs in Social Work from accredited Puerto 

Rican universities, neither could find employment in their respective fields due to lack of English 

mastery and lack of connections. They instead worked at entry-level jobs, including cleaning 

rental cars at the Orlando International Airport, a gas station clerk, hotel cleaning lady, and 

babysitter.
211

 This is just one of many instances in which Puerto Ricans could not acquire 

employments in fields they qualified for.  

 Contrary to the belief at the time, this was not a predominately ñprofessionalò migration 

during the 1980s.
212

 Data on the demographics of Puerto Ricans migrating from Puerto Rico to 

Greater Orlando is attainable via the county to county in-migration flow files on the U.S. 1990 

Census.
213

 For the 6,974 Puerto Ricans of ages eighteen and over in Orange County from the 

sample, the average education level was high school graduate: 1,194 had less than a high school 

diploma (17.1 percent), and 3,837 had high school diplomas (55 percent); this is in contrast to 

801 with Associate degrees (11.5 percent), 881 with a Bachelorôs degree (12.6 percent), and only 

261 had a graduate or professional equivalent degrees (3.7 percent).  Out of the 1,904 eighteen 

year old and older Puerto Ricans from Osceola Countyôs sample, 555 had no high school 
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diploma (29.1 percent), 896 had high school diplomas only (47.1 percent), 166 had Associate 

degrees (8.7 percent), 233 had Bachelorôs degrees (12.2 percent), and only 54 had a graduate or 

professional equivalent (2.8 percent).
214

 The sample distributions mirrored Floridaôs average 

education attainment levels: less than High School, 25.7 percent; High School diploma, 50.6 

percent; Associateôs degree, 6.8 percent; Bachelorôs Degree, 11.3 percent; Graduate, 5.6 

percent.
215

 

 Perhaps the most telling statistics are the employment and income levels. From the 

sample of Puerto Ricans that migrated to Orange County from Puerto Rico, unemployment was 

at 8.4 percent and Osceolaôs sample had unemployment at 11.1 percent.
216

 In 1990, both Puerto 

Rico and New York Cityôs Puerto Rican population recorded the same unemployment figure, 

13.7 percent.
 217

  In comparison, the samples of Central Florida Puerto Ricans found more 

employment in Greater Orlando, especially those living in Orange County. Furthermore, 1886 of 

persons 16 years and over in Orange County were not in labor force (25.6 percent) and 659 in 

Osceola (33.1 percent), implying a significant retiree population.
218

  

 Another indication of professional versus non-professional status is income. Professional 

annual salaries are typically higher than non-professional annual income. In 1990, the median 

household income in current dollars was $35,353.
219

 However, the income levels show the 
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majority of Puerto Ricans that migrated to Orange and Osceola Counties in the latter half of the 

1980s were lower to lower-middle class. For Orange County, 1,729 had less than $5,000 annual 

income; 1,632 had an annual income  between $5,000 and $9,999; 1,510 had an annual income 

between $10,000 and $14,999; 640 between $15,000 and $19,999; and only 857 reported income 

levels at $20,000 and over (1,137 reported no income).
220

 In Osceola County, 397 had less than 

$5,000 annual incomes; 464 had  annual incomes between $5,000 and $9,999; 431 had annual 

incomes between $10,000 and $14,999; 226 between $15,000 and $19,999; and only 154 

reported annual incomes at $20,000 and over (418 reported no income).
221

 So as Puerto Ricans 

did find employment in the Central Florida region, 80 percent in Orange County and 92.6 

percent in Osceola County took jobs with under $20,000 yearly salaries, incomes not associated 

with professionals. 

 To be more specific, the majority of Puerto Ricans in Central Florida worked in the 

service industry. Out of Orange Countyôs sample of 4,911 employed persons 16 years and older, 

the most listed occupation fell under the category ñOther serviceò at 1,506. The second highest 

occupation frequently listed was ñAdministrative support including clerical,ò (e.g. supervisors, 

secretaries, typists, clerks, payroll employees) at 680. In third came ñSalesò at 653.  In terms of 

professional categories, there were 305 recorded in ñExecutive, administrative, and managerialò 

(e.g. public and education administrators, financial managers); and 342 recorded in ñProfessional 

specialtyò (e.g. engineers, lawyers, physicians, scientists, teachers, therapists). In Osceola 

County, ñOther serviceò also ranked first at 405 out of 1,186; ñSalesò ranked second at 189; and 
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ñAdministrative support including clericalò ranked third at 138. For the professional positions, 

20 were recorded in ñExecutive, administrative and managerial,ò and 78 in ñProfessional 

specialty.ò Overall, only 13.2 percent of the labor force from Orangeôs sample and 8.3 percent 

from Osceolaôs sample are comprised of professionals; instead, the vast majority held non-

professional positions. 

 Furthermore, in the past, Puerto Rican men often left the island by themselves and 

usually had their wives and children follow soon after, but the prevalence of households 

comprised of families in a five year transition period implies that Puerto Ricans migrated from 

the island with their entire family. The majority of Puerto Rican migrants in Orange County were 

families, as opposed to single men or women: 6,690 were two-parents families (72 percent), 

1,799 were single-parent families (19 percent), and only 824 were single individuals (9 percent). 

With regards to the labor force (which included persons 16 years and over), 4,911 Puerto Ricans 

were employed (67 percent), 460 were unemployed (6 percent), 1,886 were not in the labor force 

(26 percent), and 100 worked for the Armed Forces (1 percent).
222

 The fact that Puerto Ricans 

brought their families with them speaks to the perception that Central Florida was a better place 

to raise a family over Puerto Rico.  

 The majority of growth in the 1980s came from the non-professional employees 

capitalizing on Central Floridaôs labor and real estate booms (see Chapter Three). Most Puerto 

Ricans left Puerto Rico due to the high unemployment rates and limited work hours for 

employed individuals. Even Puerto Ricans with college degrees had to work in the service 

sectors due to their lack of English-language mastery. While the samples only contain migrants 
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from the island and not New York City, the case study provides a preliminary analysis of the 

Puerto Rican community amidst its adolescence in the region. The collection of data 

demonstrates the diversification of the Puerto Rican settlements between their demographics, 

income levels, counties in which they resided, and their employment. And while the combination 

of growing job opportunities, the climate, and high supply of cheap land did pull many Puerto 

Ricans, these reasons were not the sole causes of the large influx of Puerto Ricans in the region. 

One of the most important factors was the support networks that developed from Puerto Ricans 

already living in Greater Orlando. 

 

Support Networks in Greater Orlando 

 Support networks served a crucial role in the success of incoming migrants, including 

finding housing and employment, understanding local politics, and learning the lay of the land. 

Puerto Ricans in Central Florida relied heavily on families and friends who arrived in the region 

previously. With many migrants coming and informing others of potential jobs and opportunities 

in Florida, word-of-mouth was a critical motivator for Puerto Ricans deciding to leave their 

current home to Florida. 

 Puerto Ricans often relied on the support of family members and friends in finding 

housing, work, where to find Puerto Rican ingredients, and other necessities for their new 

environment. The use of support networks is a commonality throughout the Puerto Rican 

diaspora. Sociologist S§nchez Korrolôs book, From Colonia to Community, provides several 

examples from the Puerto Rican community in New York City. In New York, parents bore the 

responsibility of childcare with other members in the community. The role of the childrearing 
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often times fell upon compadres and comadres(godparents) while the natural parents would work 

with outside employment, usually a direct maternal relative, such as aunts, sisters, or mothers.
223

 

Families also took in lodgers, either newly arrived migrants or long-term second families sharing 

living space with the head of the household.
224

 Support networks functioned similarly throughout 

the Puerto Rican nation and played a major factor in forming Central Floridaôs community..  

 By 1990, almost every Puerto Rican knew somebody who lived in Central Florida. This 

became overwhelmingly apparent in the oral histories. Almost every interviewee from the PRCF 

History or interviews conducted by me had either a family member or friend who already lived 

in Greater Orlando or shortly followed them after. When Jos® Caraballoôs arrived in Orlando, his 

sister was already there to greet him.
225

 Caraballo and his family moved to Orlando because they 

believed the schools in Florida would be better for their children and they had family in the 

region. They came in 1988 with the support of his sister, Migdalia Robmas, who already lived in 

the city for ten years. Migdalia helped them find jobs and a church to attend.
 226

 As the Puerto 

Rican population grew in Central Florida, future migrants experienced an easier transition than 

that of their predecessors due to the growing Puerto Rican social networks of family, friends, and 

contacts.  

 The spiritual family was also instrumental in supporting new migrants. When Cicela 

Adujar moved from Puerto Rico to Central Florida in 1989, she already knew which church she 

would be attending: Discipulos de Cristo (Disciples of Christ), located on Chickasaw Trail in 

East Orlando. Her friends from the church aided her search for a home and schools for her 
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children to attend.
227

 Fabián and Elsa Mercado also benefited from their church family, stating, 

ñWe had a lot of Puerto Rican friends from church in New York who had moved here to 

Orlando. They moved here before us, so when we decided to move here in 1973 we already 

knew we had a lot of friends so we knew we were not going to be completely alone.ò
228

 

 Religious institutions also served as spaces for social networking and community 

building. Many local churches were places for Hispanics to meet other Spanish-speakers in the 

area. The majority of Puerto Ricans were Christians, both Catholic and Protestant. Many Puerto 

Rican families developed friendships and communal ties with fellow Hispanics in their church. 

By choosing the local church and by being Puerto Rican, newcomers already had two things in 

common with other Puerto Ricans attending the same church. Religious institutions gave Puerto 

Ricans a sense of familiarity, as local services were similar to those on the island. 

 At first, Puerto Ricans convened in non-Hispanic churches that held Spanish services and 

masses. One of the first churches to hold a Spanish mass was Good Sheppard in East Orlando. In 

the 1970s, very few Hispanics attended the church, a reflection of the small number of 

inhabitants.
229

 The Puerto Rican population growth in East Orlando led to a rise in the churchôs 

Hispanic membership. Good Shepherd offered communions, choirs, religious education, and 

counseling sessions in Spanish as early as 1981.
 230

 By 1988, about 400 registered Hispanic 

families attended masses at the church, which now offered two out of its eight masses in 

Spanish.
231

 Recognized in Spanish as Buen Pastor, Puerto Ricans enjoyed services in their native 
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tongue: a sign of retaining cultural identity in the mainland as opposed to assimilating to the 

dominant culture.  

 Though many Hispanics attended non-Hispanics churches that catered to the growing 

ethnic populations, Hispanics generally preferred parishes and congregations predominately 

comprised of other Hispanics. Starting in 1975, Hispanics from Calvary Assembly in Winter 

Park would also meet informally once a week in each othersô homes.
232

 As the group continued 

to grow over the next five years, they decided to branch off and establish their own independent 

church. In 1980, they bought a vacant lot from Calvary Assembly and created Iglesia Calvario 

(Calvary Spanish Church).
233

  The church grew dramatically throughout the decade: in 1983, its 

attendance was 400; by 1989, it was up to 1,200.
234

 Another large Hispanic Protestant 

congregation was the Hispanic Assemblies of God, which had several churches in Central 

Florida, including the first Hispanic church in Poinciana, in Osceola County.
235

 Osceola County 

had a greater number of Hispanic Protestants over Catholics.
236

 

 Puerto Rican religious institutions fostered communal attachments to the island through 

culture and traditions, such as conducting their services in Spanish or celebrating Puerto Rican 

religious holidays. Many of the congregations grew from Puerto Rican residential areas 

throughout Orlando and Kissimmee, including Good Shepherd in east Orlando and Iglesia 

Calvario in Oakridge. They also supplied other Latin Americans with Spanish religious services, 

both Spanish Catholic masses and Spanish Protestant churches. As a result, many Puerto Ricans 
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created new social ties with other local Hispanics, building friendships and a new community in 

their new Central Floridian home.
 237

 

 

Education and ESOL 

 After 1980, more Puerto Rican children began attending public schools throughout 

Central Florida. According to Orange County Public Schoolsô Enrollment Summary, Hispanics 

comprised only 1.2 percent of the student body in Orange County in 1977, the oldest date in the 

records that include race and ethnicity (but did not distinguish among Hispanic groups).
238

 In just 

over a decade, October 1988, the percentage of Hispanic students grew to six percent.
239

 By 

1996, they made up 17.3 percent of the students in Orange County.
240

 One of the largest 

increases in Hispanic students within a school took place in Engelwood Elementary School, 

located in east Orlando, across the street from the Monterey neighborhood and in the center of 

the Puerto Rican enclave. Hispanics made up 7.7 percent of the student body in Engelwood 

Elementary in 1977.
241

 Only three years later, the percentage jumped to 16.59 percent.
242

 By 

1988, it rose to 34.43 percent.
243

 In 1996, Hispanics hit another milestone: one-half of the 

students in that school were Hispanic.
244

 

 Meadow Woods and Hunterôs Creek are two areas in Orange County with large Puerto 

Rican populations; their respective schools also had large Hispanic populations. In 1996, 
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Meadow Woods Elementary School had a 39 percent Hispanic student body, reflective of the 

heavy Puerto Rican presence in the area. Hunterôs Creek was another neighborhood with a large 

Puerto Rican population, which was also reflected in the student population: Hunterôs Creek 

Middle School had a 31 percent Hispanic student body and Hunterôs Creek Elementary School 

was at 20 percent. The Puerto Rican influx contributed to Orange County Public Schoolsô 

decision to construct these three schools since they were constructed in the 1990s, shortly after 

the Puerto Rican population emerged in the area.
245

 

 Education in Central Florida benefited Puerto Ricans and other Hispanics via the English 

for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) programs offered in public schools beginning in the 

1970s. Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 banned educational discrimination based on 

national origin. This led to Lau vs. Nichols in 1974, where Chinese American students in 

California argued that they required special assistance to overcome their language barrier 

because they were entitled to equal education via Title VI. Through Castañeda v Pickard in 1981, 

the Supreme Court implemented three-part assessment for bilingual programs to be held to the 

standards of the Equal Educational Opportunities Act of 1974, which prohibited discrimination 

of staff, students, faculty, including racial segregation, although desegregation began occurring 

in the 1960s.  

 In the state, Florida schools implemented ESOL programs throughout the 1970s and 

1980s due to south Floridaôs Cuban influx, yet many parties, including the League of United 

Latin American Citizens (LULAC) felt the programs did not meet the standards established by 

the Equal Educational Opportunities Act of 1974. In 1990, the state of Florida signed in the 
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Florida ESOL Consent Degree, which called for core classes to be taught in the studentsô native 

tongue until they acquire English proficiency.
246

 This gave Puerto Rican students a new means to 

overcome the language barrier, specifically for children originating from the island. Thus, the 

Central Florida schools themselves became an extension of the support networks by providing 

students with English training. 

 Schools and churches are a means of measuring a developing community, but it takes 

connectivity of people, identity, and practices to form the community. The immense population 

increase facilitated the development of Puerto Rican cultural ties. Quickly Puerto Ricans began 

congregating together and forming social, political, and cultural institutions that led to the 

formation of a Puerto Rican identity within Central Florida. 

 

Conclusion 

 Puerto Ricans who migrated to Central Florida in the 1980s did so because they saw a 

growing demand for labor, especially from Spanish speakers. The fact that Puerto Ricans are 

already U.S. citizens made them more attractive for employers looking for semi-skilled workers 

in entry-level positions. While a handful of professionals migrated to the region, the majority of 

Puerto Rican laborers in Orlando and Kissimmee consisted of non-skilled or semi-skilled 

positions. 

 As a result of the growing number of Puerto Ricans flocking to the region was the rise of 

communal aid offered to arriving migrants. By the end of 1990, most Puerto Ricans knew 

somebody who lived in or around Orlando. This support network assisted in the transition from 

life on the island or in the Big Apple to sunny Florida. With the aid of friends, family, and 
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church members in explaining how to operate in the region, often times explained in the native 

tongue of Spanish, new arrivals learned quickly how to adapt to their new environment. Yet this 

network also led to a growing appreciation within this growing population for things Puerto 

Rican; in other words, the support network directly led to the formation of the Puerto Rican 

community in Central Florida. 

  



87 

 

CHAPTER FIVE : FORMING THE PUERTO RICAN COMMUNITY IN 

CENTRAL FLORIDA  
 

 Puerto Ricans fought to retain their identity within their new home on the mainland. 

Puerto Ricans formed social clubs, festivals, and other celebrations to create spaces in which 

they could continue their traditional practices and retain their identity. Duany states, ñPuerto 

Rican organizations in the United States selectively appropriated the discursive practices 

traditionally associated with being Puerto Rican, yet they continued to portray themselves as part 

of a translocal nation divided between the island and the mainland.ò
247

 In New York, for 

example, Puerto Ricans and other Hispanics formed the Liga Puertorriqueña e Hispana (Puerto 

Rican and Hispanic League) in 1926, with the goal of uniting Hispanics and representing the 

colonyðthe Hispanic community within Manhattanðto the dominant society.
248

 Two years 

later, Puerto Ricans founded Los J²baros, primarily a ñsocial, cultural and sports club,ò in which 

members would dress in typical Puerto Rican peasant garments and cook traditional Puerto 

Rican foods, such as chicharrones (fried pork rinds) and arroz con gandules (rice with pigeon 

peas).
249

  

 While Orlando supplied Puerto Ricans with jobs and cheap housing, they long to retain 

their culture and traditions intact through the means of constructing their own community. 

Community is not only defined by an area having a presence of a population but also requires 

said population to define what residential area is ñtheirs,ò be it a neighborhood, sector of the city, 

                                                 
247

 Duany, Puerto Rican Nation, 186. 
248

 Duany, Puerto Rican Nation, 188. 
249

 Ibid. 



88 

 

or strictly a street.
250

 A community forms upon the basis that a group of people identify a space 

as their own, which is often claimed with recognizable symbols that represent the identity, akin 

to planting a nationôs flag during the era of colonialism. For instance, in Humboldt Park in 

Chicago, Puerto Ricans constructed twin flag monuments on Division Street and further claimed 

it by redubbing the street Paseo Boricua (Puerto Rican Drive).
251

 These Puerto Ricans in 

Chicago laid its claim on that space within the metropolitan, much like Puerto Ricans in New 

York City, Hartford, and other parts of the diaspora. 

 By forming social clubs, local festivals, holiday celebrations, and an Orlando chapter of 

the Puerto Rican Parade, Puerto Ricans provided both long-term residents and new arrivals with 

a space to celebrate puertorriqueñidad. The chapter illustrates how the formation of the Puerto 

Rican civic organizations like Asociciación Borinqueña, the first Puerto Rican social club, gave 

residents a ñcultural homeò away from the island.
252

 Festivals like the Puerto Rican Day Parade 

gave them a day to celebrateðand embraceðwhat makes them different from other Americans. 

By creating these institutions, Puerto Ricans had a means to cope with being away from family 

and their familiar homes (whether it be Puerto Rico or New York City), and provided them with 

a space to meet other Puerto Ricans migrants. 

 

The Rise of Central Floridian Puertorriqueñidad in the 1980s 

 In the midst of the 1970s migration, many Puerto Ricans longed for a familiar, communal 

space in Orlando. A handful of Puerto Rican families met in each otherôs homes, celebrating 

holidays and birthdays together. One night, a member of the group stated, ñWhy donôt we form a 
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Puerto Rican organization here in town?ò
253

 This moment was the origin of the Asociación 

Borinqueña. Five families formed the club: Blanca Howe, José Luis Martínez, Armando 

González, James and Lilian Auffant, and Pepín Ramos. They continued to meet in homes at first, 

and then began renting a room in a hotel. They invited twenty-five Puerto Rican families. On that 

night in October 1979, sixteen families joined the organization. 
254

  

 Three months later, they decided to formalize the association. James Auffant, a practicing 

attorney, drafted the associationôs constitution. One founding member, Pep²n Ramos, was an Air 

Force retiree. As a military retiree, he was allowed to rent a room in the NCO (non-

commissioned officer) Club, located near the Naval Training Center: Orlando. The sixteen 

families swore themselves in at the NCO Club and celebrated by dancing to American country 

music. Auffant recounts, ñSixteen Puerto Rican families dancing country musicéthatôs a symbol 

of the times.ò
255

 The families felt their culture might be lost without any formal institution to 

retain the values and practices from the Puerto Rican island. 

 While the founding members had varying rationales for creating the association, they all 

agreed it would be a means to bring Puerto Rico to Orlando. At first, as a club with no 

clubhouse, the group would rent out church halls and hotel convention rooms. With the 

collection of the membership dues from the growing membership and by hosting events such as 

dances and festivals, the association bought a piece of land and built a clubhouse on it in 1982. 

The plot cost ten thousand dollars and was located on Valencia College Lane, near the 
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intersection with Goldenrod Road in east Orlando. In 1988, they constructed their 2,000 square-

foot building, which the members named the ñCasa Club.ò
256

  

 Asociación Borinqueña grew through the 1980s. By 1990, about fifty families were 

members of the club. 
257

 Soon, the organization decided to expand once again, and relocate to 

another facility. The associationôs president in 1992, Luis G·mez, and the rest of the board 

decided to buy new property on the corner Econlockhatchee Trail and Colonial Drive for 

$150,000.
258

 In 2002, the association constructed a 16,000 square-foot, two-story building on the 

property for an estimated $1 million.
259

 By this time, the membership had grown to 120 

members.
260

 It is the oldest Hispanic civic group in Central Florida, and continues to grow and 

hold events in their current headquarters off Econlockhatchee Trail in east Orlando.  

 Celebrating the culture went beyond the walls of the clubhouse. Members from 

Asociaci·n Borinque¶a performed ñEl Batey,ò a ballet written by Sylvia Torres based off Puerto 

Rican folkloric ballet which debuted in June 1987.
261

 Written in 1986 by Sylvia Torres, Puerto 

Rican familiesðranging from children to grandparentsðall gathered to perform the Batey. The 

dancers performed primarily at Asociación Borinqueña, but also visited other venues, such as 

Valencia Community College in 1989, to celebrate the associationôs ten-year anniversary. Darío 

González, a Puerto Rican who moved to Central Florida in the mid-1980s, recalled in his oral 

history the pride he felt being a part of the Batey group.
262

 The dance was a symbol of his 

                                                 
256

 Ron Patrizio, ñClub Fosters Puerto Rican Pride, Association Helps Families Maintain their Hispanic Roots,ò OS 

16 Aug 1990, 1, 10.  
257

 Patrizio, ñWhere Puerto Ricans Feel at Home, Club Sustains Family, Cultural Tiesò OS 9 Aug 1990, I-1.  
258

 Pamela J. Johnson, ñPuerto Rican Club Shines in City,ô OS 14 Oct 2001. 
259

 Ibid. 
260

 Ibid. 
261

 Sylvia Torres, ñTemas,ò La Prensa 14 June 1987.  
262

 Darío González, PRCF History. 



91 

 

identity and the history of his Puerto Rican culture; it was a way for him to celebrate his 

ancestry. 

 

 

Figure 4: Asociación Borinqueña Clubhouse on Econlockhatchee Trail 

 Source: Photographed by author, 14 Sep 2008. 
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Figure 5: Batey Dancers 

 Source: PRCF History, courtesy of Luis Gómez. 

 Asociación Borinqueña was not the only Puerto Rican social club in Orlando. Even at the 

local university, students created associations that reinforced their link to the island cultural 

traditions. In 1981, Puerto Rican students at the University of Central Florida joined to form the 

Puerto Rican Students Association. Advised by José Fernández, a Cuban professor at the 

universityôs history department, students created the student organization as a means for Puerto 

Rican students to form their own space within a foreign environment. The students organized a 

parade during Homecoming Week for the university in which men dressed in traditional jíbaro 

attire: white shirts, shoes, and pants with red scarves and pavas (a traditional Puerto Rican straw 


