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(Eds. Note: 2010 marks the 200th anniversary of the start of a period of chaotic and often brutal wars of independence across the Americas – from Mexico to Argentina -- that lasted for 14 years and eventually led to the formation of independent Spanish-speaking republics. It was a time of tremendous turmoil and political upheaval there and in Europe. In 1810, the American and French revolutions were still fresh in most people’s memories, and Spain, occupied by Napoleon’s armies, governed territories from Tierra del Fuego to northern California.)
HAVANA – In a small plaza in the Old Town section of this city there is a statue of Simon Bolivar, whom American school children know as the “George Washington of Latin America” but whom the 400 million people of the former Spanish colonies in Latin America refer to as “El Libertador.”  Most statues of Bolivar, including one in New York’s Central Park, show him in uniform mounted on a warrior steed, striking a bellicose and heroic pose. But this Bolivar stands clothed in a cape, serene and thoughtful, more like a Roman senator than a general or a dictator. 

Bolivar, who was born in Caracas in 1783 and died in a small town in Colombia in 1830, is receiving a lot of attention these days. That has much to do with the bicentennial celebrations of the 1810 beginning of the revolutions led by Bolivar and his lieutenants that freed Latin America from Spain.  Last month, Venezuela’s President Hugo Chavez focused yet more attention on El Libertador by dramatically exhuming Bolivar’s remains to prove he was assassinated by his enemies. 

Chavez spends a lot of time thinking about his own enemies. Among others, they include the governments of Colombia, his closest neighbor, and the United States, his biggest trading partner. Chavez’s best friends, Fidel and Raul Castro of Cuba, Evo Morales of Bolivia and Daniel Ortega of Nicaragua, all worship at the altar of el Libertador. 

His critics say Chavez is a strongman or “caudillo” from the mold of Bolivar himself. Bolivar spent many years leading the struggle for independence and then unsuccessfully striving to realize his dream of a united confederation of Latin American republics – under his tutelage. To Chavez, his followers and the adherents of what he calls his “Bolivarian Revolution,” Chavez is Bolivar reborn, come back to merge the anti-imperialist, socialist nations of the hemisphere into a united front against United States hegemony and the evils of capitalism. 
Bolivar was the son of a wealthy aristocratic coffee plantation owner and clearly not a democrat in the current sense of the word. He died poor, stripped of his powers and frustrated by the endless divisions and jealousies among his fellow Latin Americans. It is likely he would roll over in his grave to learn that Chavez, from the lower-class rabble of the streets, is using his name and historical stature to give his movement credence and panache -- that is, if his bones were still intact. They are undergoing DNA analysis to see if, as Chavez claims, he was murdered.  The exhumation, televised to all Venezuelans with their national anthem blaring and interspersed with portraits of Bolivar and Chavez, is really more about that vision of unity than el Libertador’s cause of death. 
Around the Americas, Bolivar is a heroic, even godlike figure to the descendants of the cruel, despoiling Spanish Empire that began unraveling as revolutions erupted across the New World. Though there were earlier sporadic uprisings, most historians date the beginning of the insurrections to 1810, in Mexico under Father Miguel Hidalgo and in Argentina under Gen. Jose de San Martin. Other fighting took place in Peru under Antonio Jose de Sucre, another Venezuelan who was one of Bolivar’s closest friends and allies, and in Chile, Bolivia (then known as Upper Peru), Paraguay and elsewhere. Some insurrections stumbled, others succeeded, but they all fanned the smoldering fires of anti-Spanish, pro-independence sentiment throughout the continent. 

The 19th century revolutions coincided with the Peninsular War in which the Spanish and Portuguese fought the occupying armies of Napoleon, and the Napoleonic Wars in which Bonaparte’s forces fought a series of conflicts from 1805 to 1815 that affected the balance of power around the globe. “The Napoleonic War was a World War,” says Manuel Chust, a professor of history in Madrid. Napoleon had seized Spain and placed his brother Jose on the throne in Madrid. During those years it became increasingly difficult for Madrid to hold onto its colonies. Many in Mexico and elsewhere in Spanish America believed their destiny was independence, rather than to continue as colonies of the collapsing Spanish crown.
Fernando Iwasaki, a Peruvian historian living in Seville, says the situation in Spain was far more critical to the success of the independence movements than the military or political successes in the colonies themselves: the Empire was falling apart. “The independence of the American republics was not really the result of an organized and conscious process, but the beginning of the disintegration of Spain,” says Iwasaki.

Even the most prominent leaders in the colonies were divided between Liberals and Conservatives, those who supported independence and those who continued to support the Spanish Crown. Some who favored independence wanted to restrict political freedoms to the educated and the elite. Many feared the sort of lower-class takeover that had happened in the French slave colony of Saint-Domingue, which became Haiti in 1804, the first independent republic of Latin America.  
In Spanish America, the two great leaders of the independence armies were Bolivar and Jose de San Martin, a Spanish army officer who fought the French and then moved on to lead the independence struggles in Argentina, Peru and Chile. Later, he returned to Spain to live a life in anonymity. Both Bolivar and San Martin died in poverty, but Bolivar, unlike San Martin, had attained great power during his lifetime. He saw himself declared president for life in several republics, was proclaimed by the people as dictator of Peru, and tried for years to build a united Latin America. He became the archetypal strongman who, according to Iwasaki, is the role model for Fidel Castro, Hugo Chavez and a host of other caudillos over the two centuries since.  

Wars, insurrections and Spanish-led attempts to snuff out the revolutionary fires filled the years 1810 to 1824. Local and regional governments were formed, and dissolved during a period of chaos and instability that lasted nearly a generation. Some of the revolutions were more bloody, and costly, than others.
Mexico’s struggle for independence, for example, began on the morning of September 16, 1810 in the small village of Dolores north of Mexico City. A humble yet charismatic Roman Catholic priest named Miguel Hidalgo y Castilla led a mob of angry campesinos across the mountains from Dolores to the regional Spanish capital of Guanajuato. There, they attacked the Alhondiga, a fortified granary where an estimated 500 men, women and children huddled in fear. Those inside were the elite, so-called peninsulares from the Iberian Peninsula and their local allies, those born in Mexico (then still known as New Spain) but who identified themselves with Spain rather than independence. It was a massacre. Over the next dozen years, an estimated one in 10 Mexicans died in the fighting. Today, Hidalgo’s “Grito de Dolores” is celebrated as the precursor to independence, and the small town where it began is now called Dolores Hidalgo. The Alhondiga in Guanajuato is a tourist destination. 
The last major battle in the wars of independence occurred in 1824 outside Ayacucho in Peru in a place called La Quina. An estimated 6,000 soldiers fighting for Spain were soundly defeated. It was the last gasp of a dying empire in most of Latin America, though Spain would hold onto Cuba and Puerto Rico in the Caribbean and the Philippines and Guam in the Pacific until the Spanish American War of 1898. Soon after the Battle of Ayacucho, Upper Peru broke away to became the Republic of Bolivia, named for Bolivar himself. By then, President James Monroe had announced the Monroe Doctrine, declaring the entire hemisphere under American protection from any future European intervention. 
There are striking similarities, and differences, between Bolivar and Napoleon. Bolivar, born in Caracas in 1783, was descended from wealthy Spanish aristocrats. He followed a military career, and was present at the coronation of Napoleon as Emperor in 1804 at Notre Dame in Paris. He is said to have been deeply affected. Bolivar dedicated his life to the independence of his Latin American homeland, yet he, too, came to love the trappings of power and power itself, and sought to unify the nations around him. Bolivar was not a simple man. Like Washington, he was a slave-owning plantation owner turned military leader. Later in life he worked to promote democratic and liberal ideals. His stature is so great, his fame so wide, that even the communist government of Cuba pays homage to him. Bolivar is the Napoleon of Latin America.
And what about Bolivar’s vision of a united Latin America? Chavez has taken up the banner and has formed a group of socialist and left-leaning nations, the Alianza Bolivariana para los Pueblos de Nuestra América, or ALBA, Spanish for the Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our America. Its principal members are Cuba, Venezuela, Bolivia and Nicaragua. 

“The vision of Chavez is not so different from that of Bolivar, at least with respect to the perceived need to seek protection in togetherness from the interventionist designs of the United States,” says Jan Knippers Black, a professor of Latin American history and politics at the Monterey Institute of International Studies in California. Over the past two decades, Latin America has become more united than ever in reaction to the policies of former President George W. Bush, she says. “But grand designs rarely take shape or hold their shapes for long. We the people soon become disillusioned with our leaders – and they with us.”

The major nations of Latin America, meanwhile, are busy with their own problems. Mexico is engaged in a U.S.-backed war on drugs that has brought unprecedented violence to the country. Colombia for two decades has been engaged in a U.S.-funded war against a revolutionary movement that once controlled large sections of the country. Brazil increasingly is going its own way in world affairs, and the ALBA countries of Cuba, Venezuela, Nicaragua and Bolivia continue to forge an alliance opposed to the United States, which they characterize as the Evil Empire.

Bolivar’s attempts to create a unified Latin American confederation of nations failed miserably and ended up tarnishing the Libertador’s image as a democrat and a liberal. Likewise, Chavez’s attempts so far to forge a united anti-American front among the Latin Americans has found resonance only in a small handful of ALBA countries. Border conflicts are commonplace and ideological divisions abound. Unity is a distant reality.


“There is a lot of talk and noise today about Latin American unity, but the differences among countries are deeper than ever and mistrust is, if anything, increasing,” says Michael Shifter, the president of the Inter-American Foundation in Washington and an expert on Latin American politics. “Regional unity may be a laudable aspiration but the reality is far more complicated and Bolivar’s vision seems more remote than ever.” 


Meanwhile, as Chavez continues his campaign to unite Latin America under his socialist “Bolivarian” banner. It is to be seen whether statues erected in the future to his memory will portray him in as a military leader, perhaps mounted on a horse and with his fist raised, or serene, thoughtful, wise and fatherly, like the Bolivar in this little plaza in communist Havana.
