
RBV
Happy Campers

Charming Picnic Celebrations
A Home Away from Home
Baking from the Heart

A Unique Photobooth

For the latest in RGV news across the web, find us online!
www.ValleyBusinessReport.com

January 2020



Ask us about a 2020 multimedia
advertising campaign for your 

business or organization.

and best
wishes 

for 2019!

 Happy New Year

RBVContact Us Today!
info@valleybusinessreport.com
www.valleybusinessreport.com

Ask us about a 2020 multimedia
advertising campaign for your 

business or organization.



 We are constant-
ly reminded that a major 
means of growing the Rio 
Grande Valley is to buy 
products and services from 
our neighbors. This could 
not be more true when 
it comes to the econom-
ic growth and prosperity 
amongst our four counties. 
 Keeping our dol-
lars at home is a major 
component of strengthening our 
region’s stability and building for 
the future. With the holidays just 
behind us and much promotion 
emphasizing buying from local 
businesses, let’s keep the trend 
going. Keep buying from fellow 
businesses down the street, across 
town and neighboring counties. 

Happy New Year!
May Your New Year be
Blessed and Full of Joy!
From Starr County to Cameron County, from the Rio Grande Valley to San 
Antonio, Lone Star National Bank is growing across South Texas. Our 
banking centers throughout South Texas are providing the resources and the 
expertise to help Texas businesses grow and prosper, communities expand and 
invest in the future, and individuals and families succeed in achieving their dreams.

Come by and meet our outstanding team of bankers. Lone Star National Bank... 
The Valley’s Bank.

1-800-580-0322
www.lonestarnationalbank.com
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Shop the RGV. Buy Local. 

 Everybody likes a bar-
gain. We all want to get the best 
value for dollars spent, and that 
is completely possible right here 
close to where you live. Think 
outside of the screen or big box.
 Throughout Deep South 
Texas, surely any product or ser-
vice you’re wanting or needing 
is available from at least one Val-

ley company. And making these 
purchases here at home reinvests 
those dollars back into our com-
munities. Buying outside of our 
region shifts those dollars to oth-
er markets, working against our 
region’s prosperity and quality of 
life. Across Starr, Hidalgo, Willa-
cy and Cameron counties, we are 
rich with resources. Buying local 

positively impacts each 
other and ourselves. 
      When shopping for 
that must-have product or 
service, it takes very little 
time, especially online to 
seek out local distributors/
sellers at competitive pric-
es. Limited drive time to 
the store of your choosing 
or quick shipping of pur-
chased items adds to the 

savings. We can definitely make a 
stronger impact on our commu-
nities by buying local and keeping 
the dollars at home
 Let’s make an all-year 
resolution for our businesses and 
families to buy local. The Valley 
depends upon it. We are one. We 
are the Rio Grande Valley.

by: Todd Breland
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Walter and Arnie welcome
Markus Villanueva
to the Brownsville

banking team.
Markus recently joined Walter and Arnie as part of the Brownsville
banking center lending group. He brings his expertise and 32 years
of lending experience to FCB.  If you know where you want to go....

these Bankers can help you get there.Walter Pawkett, Arnie Gonzalez and Markus Villanueva

 San Benito
1151 W. Highway 77

600 S. Sam Houston Boulevard
956.399.3331

Harlingen 
806 S. 77 Sunshine Strip
 405 N. Stuart Place Road

956.428.4100

Brownsville
470 E. Morrison Road

956.547.5100

Los Fresnos
205 E. Ocean Boulevard

956.233.4100

Raymondville
729 E. Hidalgo Avenue

956.699.4000

South Padre Island
2701 Padre Boulevard 

956.761.8589

McAllen
8000 N. 10th Street

956.664.8000
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Empty Nesters = Happy Campers
 Unique. Fun. Vintage. Those are the three words that come to 
mind when you think of The Happy Camper. Photo booths have been 
a growing trend over the last several years, and we’re all familiar with 
them. You step into the booth box, grab a couple of props and take a 
few pics. The Happy Camper owners Dina and German Hoppenstedt 
have taken this idea to a whole new level. 

A happy beginning
 Dina was planning her daughter’s wedding this past March. 
Her daughter had her heart set on a cute mobile photo service out of 
Austin featuring a vintage VW Van. There was nothing like it in the 
RGV, so they hired the company to come down. That was a bit pricey. 
It was then that Dina decided they needed to bring the idea to the 
Valley. 
 Although German and Dina have full-time careers, his in 
government and hers in the medical field, they were ready for a fun 
endeavor. “We had become empty nesters and felt like it would be a 
great project to embark on together,” said Dina. 
 They began searching for the perfect RV shortly after the 
wedding. With a vision in their head, they searched as far as Utah and 
considered driving there to pick one up. As luck would have it though, 
they found one in Weslaco just two miles from their home. “The Shas-

ta was in great condition when we purchased it, but to make our vision 
come to life, we knew we needed to gut it completely and rebuild it to 
become The Happy Camper,” said Dina. They found the perfect camp-
er in July 2019 and had it completely transformed by September.
 Now, picture a two-toned white and banana yellow vintage 
Shasta RV transformed into the perfect photo location both inside and 
out. The inside has been remodeled to feature gorgeous wood paneled 
walls. A large comfy bench seat has room for your entire group. There 
are also props including hats, sunglasses, signs and more hanging up 
for everyone to have some fun with. Add in the highest quality camera 
and lighting equipment and customizable photo strips, and you’ve got 
a fun photo booth. 

Time to party
 It’s not just for weddings. The Happy Camper adds a unique 
experience to any celebration. They are also prepared for any type of 
event including birthdays, reunions, holiday parties, bridal showers, 
church functions and any other event they could bring a little fun to. 
“We’ve enjoyed seeing the smiles and hearing the laughs at the events 
we’ve done so far,” said Dina. “It’s made the whole experience that 
much better for us.”
 In addition to the completely remodeled interior, you an add 

by: Beth Martinez

A happy family takes advantage of  the festive back-
drop at The Happy Camper holiday photo sessions. 
(Courtesy)
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on decorations outside of the RV to your party package as well. This 
includes seating, decorations, balloons, lighting and a ton of other 
cute, special touches. You can see the passion Dina has for decorating 
in the set-ups she provides for her clients. Each one is customized to 
the event or theme and brings that extra added touch to make the out-
side of the RV photo ready as well. “It’s so much fun to create a unique 
experience for each event. Now, I have so much stuff, I had to rent a 
storage unit,” said Dina.
 The Happy Camper has furniture themes that range from 

Casa Blanca Glam to Mexican Fiesta, and of course holiday themes. 
In addition to the décor, they have cornhole and giant tic-tac-toe that 
takes the experience up one more notch. Finish off the whole vintage 
feel with their 1966 Mustang in the same vintage yellow color as the 
Shasta that can be added on to the package to be used as a drive away 
car at a wedding or as a photo prop addition, and the party is com-
plete.  

Holiday photos
 Not only is The Happy Camper available to rent for parties, 
but during the holiday season, they set up a festive photo shoot for 
families. “Holiday photo shoots run about $150, and that’s just too 

Some party goers pose with Dina at the outdoor seating area during a 
fall event. (Courtesy)

Kelsey Hoppenstedt photographs a family at a holiday photo shoot. 
(VBR)



much. I knew we had a cute backdrop, and with a few festive decora-
tions, I could turn it into a great photo shoot at a much better price,” 
said Dina. 
 Their daughter Kelsey Hoppenstedt used her skills as a pho-
tographer for a publication at Texas A&M University where she is go-
ing to school to take photos for the families that purchased a photo 
session.

Looking forward
 The Hoppenst-
edts are ready to 
provide a unique 
and memorable 
vintage photo op-
portunity to all of 
their clients. Dina 
said, “We look 
forward to being 
a part of more 
events and intro-
ducing The Happy 
Camper to more 
people across the 
Valley.”

For more informa-
tion, visit facebook.
c o m / h a p p y c a -
mperrgv.

7

RBV
The Happy 
Camper owners 
Dina and Ger-
man Hoppenst-
edt. (Courtesy)

Open Wednesday - Sunday 
11am to 3pm 

(or until sold out)

(956) 565-2246
546 Hidalgo St, Mercedes, TX 78570

Beer & Wine Now Available!
The Happy Camper chalkboard always reminds 
party attendees to have a bit of  fun. (Courtesy)



 The most adorable way to celebrate milestones 
has arrived and it’s taking the Rio Grande Valley by sweet 
surprise. Proud small business owner Esli Escobedo is 
the brains behind Charming Picnics. The Alamo native 
is thrilled to have so much support from the community 
early on in her journey.

How it came to be
 Growing up around her entrepreneur father, Esli 
has always known she wanted to follow in his footsteps. 
She would build a business she could call her own. Af-
ter thinking about different ideas and ways to introduce 
a new concept to the RGV, she was struck with an idea 
when she least expected it. 
 “One night I woke up at 2 a.m. and my first 
thought was ‘PICNICS!’ My boyfriend and I had started 
a tradition where on special occasions (like Valentine’s 
Day and on birthdays) we would celebrate by having a 
picnic,” she shares.
 Launched in early 2019, Charming Picnics is still 
somewhat in its beginning stages. Escobedo is grateful 

for the chance to share some-
thing she loves with the RGV. 
Charming Picnics is a business 
that focuses on event planning 
whose goal is to relieve their 
clients of the stress of plan-
ning/hosting an event so that 
they can enjoy it.
 Charming Picnics can 
accommodate any occasion, 
whether it’s a party of two or 
a bachelorette party. “We’ve 
had the pleasure of setting up 
our picnics for date nights, 
engagement proposals, birth-
day parties, photo-shoots for 
quinceaneras, baby showers 
and many more!
 “Event planning and de-
signing has always caught my 
attention. In the past, I have 
been involved with event plan-
ning at my local church for dif-
ferent occasions,” she shares. 
“I knew I eventually wanted 
to have my own business, but 
I did not know I would start a 
business that would be a part of 
the event planning/service cat-
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Celebrating with a Charming Picnic
by: Josie Maureen Barrera

Charming Picnics has several layouts to choose from for an array of  different occa-
sions. (Courtesy)

Charming Picnics showcases a setup at an event at The Bryan House in Mission. (Courtesy)
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Knapp
Medical Center

Life-Saving Care
ClosER to Home 1401 E. 8th, Weslaco 

Expressway Exit #159, South on Airport for 1.2 Miles

egory. So far it has been an incredible experience.”

Goals for growth
 Escobedo has a lot of plans and projects in place for Charm-
ing Picnics in 2020. She works hard every day to come up with new 
ways to surprise the Valley. She has had the opportunity to work for 
many start-up local businesses. In this, she has always found joy in wit-
nessing the process of ideas coming to life.
 “I would like to grow as an entrepreneur and learn from the 
challenges. I hope I can someday be an inspiration and show others 
that with hard and consistent work, you can achieve anything you set 
your mind to,” she shares.

Community love
 One of the biggest takeaways Escobedo has learned through-
out her journey with Charming Picnics thus far is that owning your 
own business isn’t all rainbows and butterflies. 
 “We have a lot of respect for small business owners, as we un-
derstand the challenges and the sacrifices that come with owning and 
running your own business. Many have definitely set the bar pretty 
high and we are just glad to be part of the community,” she says.
 Charming Picnics is big on supporting other small business-
es. It occasionally incorporates goods and services from local busi-
nesses such as décor, pastries and other treats to show that support.
 “When you choose to believe in someone in your commu-
nity, you are helping them more than you could imagine. I want to 
encourage the Valley to support your small businesses,” she says. 
 “We do it because of the satisfaction it brings us when people 
truly enjoy our services. We see the smiles, tears and when we read 
your encouraging messages and reviews. It reminds us of why we de-
cided to begin this journey.”

Make Charming Picnics a part of your celebrations
 No matter what occasion you’re celebrating, Charming Pic-
nics is a go-to event planning business.
 “We have different set-ups already put together you can 
choose from and we have different items that we can add to personal-
ize your picnic,” Escobedo shares. 
 Living in a world with social media has helped bridge the gap 

between businesses and potential clients. 

Charming Picnics can be contacted through their social media platforms 
( facebook.com/charmingpicnics and @charmingpicnics on Instagram) or 
via email at charmingpicnics@gmail.com. 

Charming Picnics owner Esli Escobedo looks forward to creating more 
memorable moments for the people of  the RGV. (Courtesy)



owns the Laredo Autism Center, Mission Autism Center and South 
Texas Primary Healthcare Services. They have also successfully oper-
ated Optimum Therapy and Criterion Health Care, which were sold. 

Creating something better
 Richard Seib and Dr. Dan Griffin began Avalon Memory 
Care in Plano, Texas in 1995. Seib was a part of a church ministry 
that visited the elderly in their community. As he was visiting nursing 
homes, he recognized how ill equipped these facilities were to take 
care of patients suffering from declining dementia and Alzheimer’s. 
He knew they needed to focus on more than just the medical needs of 
the patients. He wanted to ensure they have a better overall well being 
and quality of life. Avalon Memory Care was founded, and today there 
are over 30 locations across Texas and Missouri. 
 The Avalon Memory Care brand focuses on overall quality of 
life for their residents with an individualized, flexible and compassion-
ate care system. Their goal is to support their patients and help them 
maintain their self-esteem and dignity while providing daily joys and 

RBV
A Home Away from Home

 Placing a loved one in a care facility can be one of the most 
difficult decisions a family has to make. This is even more true when 
the loved one is suffering from an illness that affects their memory, 
such as dementia or Alzheimer’s. Moving them from the home they 
know and love to a new environment can prove to be challenging. 
 Avalon Memory Care in Edinburg is working to help solve 
this problem for the community. They are focused on providing quali-
ty care in a comfortable living environment that truly feels like a home. 
Maurice and Rita McDonald became partners of Avalon Memory care 
and opened their new facility in Edinburg in 2019. They currently 
have five residents with rooms for up to 22. 
 The couple’s medical background helps them to provide the 
residents of Avalon with the individualized care they need to stay ac-
tive and healthy. Maurice holds a doctorate in physical therapy and has 
practiced for 27 years. Rita is a licensed nurse who has practiced for 40 
years. In addition to the Avalon Medical Care facility, the couple also 

by: Beth Martinez

Avalon Memory Care is built to resemble a 
home in order to make the residents feel 
more comfortable. (VBR)
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A staff  member plays an afternoon game of  dominos with two of  the 
residents. (VBR)

The resident chef  prepares home-cooked meals in the high-tech but 
homey open kitchen on site. (VBR)



happiness. 
 In addition to the residents’ medical needs, Maurice says, 
“The most important things to provide for people suffering from a 
memory illness are love, mobility and food and hydration.” 

The comforts of home
 The biggest difference you’ll notice when you first drive up 
to Avalon is that it truly looks like a home. It is built to make sure 
the residents feel as though they are living in a home rather than a 
traditional healthcare facility. Additionally, the home is in an area 
that is central, making it convenient for family to visit more often. 
 They want the patients to feel like they are in a loving and 
safe environment. “We want them to feel completely comfortable 
here. We want this place to become their home,” said Maurice.
 Although individual families furnish the rooms, they fea-
ture many homey aspects while still ensuring resident safety. The 
rooms, as well as the entire facility, feature details such as crown 
moldings, warm paint tones and wood plank flooring. Each room 
has antimicrobial floors and walls and has rounded corners on all of 
the wall edges. Handicap equipped showers ensure safety for each 
resident. 
 The facility includes a state-of-the-art kitchen built in a 
style that is very reminiscent of a home kitchen. They also have an 
in-house chef who prepares home-style meals for the residents. Ad-
ditionally, it has a secure outdoor patio for residents who prefer the 
outdoors and want a bit of fresh air. 
 In addition to the material comforts, the staff 
also works to provide physical and emotional comforts 
as well. They have a calendar of activities that include 
dancing, games, memory exercises and so much more. 
The McDonalds have also worked to ensure that they 
have a staff that genuinely loves and cares for their resi-
dents. “I always say that you just have to love them, and 
if that doesn’t work, love them some more. If that still 
doesn’t work, love them again,” said Maurice.

A growing concern
 In taking a look at the numbers, Alzheimer’s 
continues to grow and become more of an impact on 
our society. Alzheimer’s is the sixth leading cause of 
death in the United States. There is currently no cure 
or medication that treats the root cause of the disease. 
More than 3.5 million people in the United States cur-
rently suffer from Alzheimer’s. That number is predict-
ed to grow to 11-15 million people by 2050. 
 In order to grow with those numbers, the Mc-
Donalds have plans to expand their facility to three 
homes, which will ultimately hold 66 residents. Mau-
rice also plans to begin a podcast in order to educate the 
community further on the growing concern of Alzhei-
mer’s as well as the care options available. 

For more info, visit facebook.com/avalonmemcare.
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Rita and Maurice McDonald opened Avalon Memory Care in 
order to provide love and support to residents with memory 
illnesses and their families. (VBR)



bell tower. The city laid out plans to make Market Square pedestrian 
friendly. It would again make it a space for community gatherings and 
celebrations.
 Then the city executed on those plans and designs. The re-
sulting look has been striking, earning accolades not only locally, but 
from statewide sources as well. The Texas Downtown Association and 
its panel of architects and designers this fall recognized Brownsville’s 
Market Square for its Best Public Improvement award for cities over 
50,000 population. Market Square also earned TDA’s People’s Choice 
Award via online voting for best public improvement. 
 “Market Square stands out as an attraction as it has been a 
catalyst for private investment through the ambiance it has created,” 
said Brownsville City Manager Noel Bernal. “It has added vibrancy to 
our downtown as a public gathering space where community events 
are held.”

Partnerships spark Improvements
 It is partnerships with the private sector that is bringing 
among the most visible improvements in businesses in and around 
Market Square. Blue-and-white signs are popping up in in downtown 
show windows that tout “Big Grants” from the city’s Brownsville 
Community Improvement Corporation. Those grants provide busi-
ness owners with funds for facade improvements and interior renova-
tions as well as rental subsidies. 
 All of the public and private efforts are leading a revival that’s 
sparking a renewed interest in Brownsville’s history.
 “People are realizing how historic our city is,” said Miriam 
Suarez, the downtown district manager. “We’ve seen the community 
rally around the (Market Square) project.”

 Brownsville’s public market and town hall went up as the city 
got its start in 1850.
 Butchers and other vendors moved in a year later. The city’s 
central square would go through various rebuilds. It would survive 
hurricanes as well as other calamities through the ages with a city that 
grew up around it. The last half of the 20th century saw what came to 
be known as Market Square as being the hub for the city’s bus system.
 The comings-and-goings of buses and passengers wore the 
old square down and it was looking worn by the early 2000s. Renova-
tions weren’t substantial enough to make a major difference. It wasn’t 
until more recent years when the city took its most decisive steps to 
bring the market site back to some of its past glories.
 Bus operations made a move out of Market Square. City gov-
ernment worked with the local utility to bury overhead lines under-
ground to then clear the area. There was a restoration of the historic 
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Market Square Renovation
by: Ricardo Cavazos

This building is under renovation in the downtown area adjacent to 
Market Square. (VBR)

Market Square has been refurbished and transformed. (VBR)



ing and states more improvements are on the way.
 “You want people to connect to their surroundings and 
place,” she said. “We’re seeing people that are very proud of Browns-
ville and proud of what we’ve done with that space, (Market Square).”

 Suarez said the city is beginning to see more tourism con-
nected to its history as was promoted recently with a cover story in 
The Medallion, the quarterly magazine of the Texas Historical Com-
mission. 
 “Brownsville Beckons,” the magazine cover says, going on to 
encourage readers to “discover bicultural history on the border.”
 Suarez beams over the recognition her hometown is receiv-
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The clock at 
Market Square 
in downtown 
Brownsville. 
(VBR)

This historical etching shows the origins of  the Square. (VBR)



Pulido said. “I did 
some research and 
I had many failed 
attempts until I fi-
nally nailed it.”  
 T h e 
keto diet requires 
those on it to eat 
minimal carbo-
hydrates. Sugar is 
also cut to a mini-
mum because sug-
ar turns into car-
bohydrates in the 
blood. Traditional 
keto involves a diet 
high in fat, while 
modified versions 
incorporate much 
less fat and focus 
on healthy fats. 
Drastically reduc-
ing carbohydrates 
causes the body to 
go into the meta-
bolic state of keto-
sis, which results 
in the body burn-
ing fat rather than 
carbohydrates.
 B e f o r e 
Pulido knew it, 
people who tried 
one of her keto 
creations would 
fall in love on the 
first bite. It’s no 
surprise, then, that 
Love at First Bite 
is the name of her company.
 “My husband and my friends recommended that I put a 
menu together for the keto and diabetic communities,” Pulido said. 
“Often, people cannot believe they are all sugar free and low carb.”
 Pulido uses Swerve in place of sugar and replaces white flour, 
which is highly processed, with almond and/or coconut flour, de-
pending on the recipe.  
 Like Jones, Pulido has tweaked all of the basic recipes for her 
baked goods. Because she is a keto baker, Pulido experiments exten-
sively with every recipe after replacing the sugar and flour to make sure 
she does not sacrifice flavor. 

 “I eat cake because it’s somebody’s birthday.”  ~Author 
Unknown
 Katie Jones took a leap of faith in August 2019 when she 
posted a message on Facebook. She let her friends know she was ready 
to share her love of baking outside of her family-and-friends network 
and turn it into a business. That was the start of Cookies by Katie.
 “A simple Facebook post started my journey,” Jones said. 
“Just asking friends to give me a chance and allow me to try different 
designs.”
 Jones started with a basic sugar-cookie recipe, transforming 
it according to her tastes and feedback she received from customers. 
Some customers know exactly what they want her to design. Others 
are not as certain, so first Jones asks them for the event theme. From 
there, she draws cookie-design inspiration from Pinterest and other 
online pictures or from her own creative mind.

Keto creations
 Like Jones, Lisa Pulido often treated relatives and friends to 
her delicious baked goods. Then, in the summer of 2018, a close friend 
asked if she could make keto (ketogenic) treats.
 “At that time, I had no idea what keto baking consisted of,” 
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Baking from the Heart Becomes Business
by: Chris Ardis

Lisa Pulido, owner of  Love at First Bite, a ke-
to-friendly home bakery, displays a few of  the 
sweet treats she offers. (Courtesy)

Keto-friendly pumpkin-spice pecan cupcakes made 
by Lisa Pulido of  Love at First Bite. (Courtesy)



THE NEXT GENERATION OF TECHNOLOGY

IMMERSE YOURSELF IN ELEGANCE

SEAT UP TO 7 PASSENGERS COMFORTABLY
BOGGUSLINCOLN.COM

1301 E. EXPY 83, MCALLEN, TX

AVIATOR
RESERVE YOUR2020

TODAY

Home bakers have home-grown 
success
 Also like Jones, Pulido is a 
stay-at-home mom with an entrepre-
neurial spirit. Baking at home, she 
said, allows her to cultivate that spirit 
“without the constraints of a brick-
and-mortar storefront” and with the 
added benefit of being home with 
her children. It is definitely still a 
business, and they do have to pay 
taxes on their earnings and abide by 
other business and safety rules.
 While Jones specializes in 
baked, iced sugar cookies made into 
almost any imaginable design, Pulido 
bakes keto cookies, bread, cakes and cupcakes in a variety of flavors. She also makes 
chocolate-peanut-butter and chocolate-coconut-almond fat bombs.
 For both Jones and Pulido, the most effective form of advertising is word of 
mouth from their highly satisfied customers. Both also have Facebook business pages. 
Through those business pages, Jones and Pulido are able to share pictures of their tasty 
creations.
 “I’m excited to continue to grow and learn about my cookie art,” said Jones. “I 
couldn’t be more pleased with the support and opportunities I have had so far.”
 When you love what you do, it comes through in your product. 
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Katie Jones, owner of  Cookies by Katie, stands with 
some of  her delicious creations in Weslaco at a holiday 
market in December. (VBR)

Katie Jones, owner of  Cookies by Katie, knows 
packaging shows added attention to detail. (VBR)



 Picking up a new book for the first time, leafing through the 
crisp pages and taking in that ‘new book’ smell is something most of us 
have done. It’s a connection we make before we dive into a new world 
or whichever adventure the book will take us on. 
 Ida H. Acuna-Garza, EdD, wants to inspire that kind of ex-
citement for books in children across the region. In her role as the 
chief executive officer for the non-profit South Texas Literacy Coa-
lition, she wants everyone to understand how im-
portant reading is and the earlier, the better.   

How it all began
 The non-profit organization first launched 
in 2008. Congressman Ruben Hinojosa and the 
delegation at the time toured countries across Asia. 
They found that they all had one thing in common: 
a 97 percent high school graduation rate. 
 What was their secret? The answer seemed 
so simple, early reading and early writing equals school success.
 Something had to change. The area needed to do better to 
improve graduation rates of Valley students. 
 At the time, through research, local leaders found that Rio 
Grande Valley low-income communities didn’t have access to books. 
And there were a lot of disadvantaged households Valley wide. 
 “Many local leaders came together and there began the South 
Texas Literacy Coalition,” Acuna-Garza said. “There would be a big 

outreach program and it would be to get new, free books to children 
whose families couldn’t afford to buy books.”
 If the students were not avid readers or reading for fun, they 
were likely struggling, Acuna-Garza explained. If by eighth grade, if a 
student cannot read at grade level, they are more likely to drop out, 
she added. 

In the Community 
 Eleven years later, with the help of valuable 
partnerships like Gear-Up, Region One, Reading is 
Fundamental and area schools, the non-profit now 
provides up to 60,000 books annually. 
 The organization is run by five employees 
and many volunteers and serves the Rio Grande 
Valley. From Brownsville to Laredo, the nonprofit is 
enriching the lives of thousands.
 “A lot of this work is very much opportu-

nity-based,” Jonathan Vasquez, associate director, said about the 
outreach. 
 Outreach includes book giveaways in rural libraries or major 
events like FESTIBA held annually at UTRGV in Edinburg. 
 “If we have similar ideas, goals and objectives, we come to-
gether and collaborate and do something to give back.”
 They visit small towns that don’t have easy access to new 
books and hold book festivals. They partner with small community 

libraries and encourage fam-
ilies to start their own tiny 
libraries. 

Funding Drives Literacy 
 All this costs money and 
the nonprofit has various 
fundraising initiatives. While 
the South Texas Coalition re-
lies on grants and buys books 
through the National Book 
Bank at a discount, there is a 
need for donations in order 
to serve even more families. 
 “We are funded by most-
ly grants and partnerships we 
have,” Vasquez said. “Some 
are fee-for-services, and we 
have fundraisers where we 
educate people about the im-
portance of literacy.”
 Vasquez hopes more 
people in a position to give 
realize that they are investing 
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Giving Back with the Gift of Learning
by: Selene D. Garza 

Edinburg High School students volunteer to sort, organize and haul books for a book festival held by the South 
Texas Literacy Coalition. (Courtesy)

“All kids have that
 potential to be great, 
you just have to give 

them an opportunity.”
--Ida H. Acuna-Garza,



RBV

in the future of this area. They are also helping create a 
more literate workforce. 
 “We want people to consider giving on a reg-
ular basis and know that every penny is spent down 
here,” Acuna-Garza said. 
 The coalition had been based out of a 
500-square-foot space where they kept thousands of 
books in storage units nearby. In need of a larger space, 
they recently moved into a more than 2,000-square-
foot building. The ample new space will allow them to 
organize books more easily. 
 Books arrive by the pallets and unloading 
them is time consuming and laborious. The group also 
sorts books by age group, organizes them and prepares 
for the next festival or event. 
 Volunteers are always welcomed as well as do-
nations, Acuna-Garza encouraged and added that $100 
helps purchase 40 new books. 
 “I’m a humanitarian,” Acuna-Garza said. “All 
kids have that potential to be great, you just have to give 
them an opportunity. If we can get a book into their 
hands, even all the way out there (rural communities), 
then that’s great.” 

Learn more about how you can give back, become a volun-
teer, and view all the programs and events at southtexaslit-
eracycoalition.org.

The South Texas Literacy Coalition is always in need of  
sponsors and volunteers to continue providing new books 
throughout the year to rural communities and children 
across the Rio Grande Valley. (Courtesy)

GIVING BACK
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 This year’s Sand-ta is the creation of Joaquin Cortez. There’s 
so much detail that even his belt buckle features Santa’s initials.
 Sandcastle Days is in its 33rd year and is one of the longest 
running such events in the world. There is also the Sandcastle Trail 
which features about 30 sculptures that are maintained as a semi-per-
manent exhibit. Additionally, they have formed a non-profit to bring 
sand sculpture to the masses. This organization offers free “Sand-
Camp” sessions four days a week all summer long to help people learn 
how to have more fun on the beach forever. 

Stepping into the Village
 The Holiday Sandcastle Village opened on Nov. 25 and will 
remain open until Jan. 13. You can find it in a central location between 
Louie’s Backyard and Gravity Park. Ed Caum, the director of the 
South Padre Island Convention and Visitors Bureau, estimates that as 
of mid-December,   more than 15,000 people had visited the village 
since it opened in November. 
 This year it features 12 holiday sand sculptures built by nine 
artists from Canada, Holland, Florida and Texas. They invite the 
sculptors who have come for the Sandcastle Days contest to stay an 
extra week or two to work on the village. “We have some of the best 

 South Padre Island is no stranger to sandcastle building, but 
the Holiday Sandcastle Village steps up the festivity. The village brims 
with holiday sand sculptures from talented artists from all over the 
world.
 It started last year as a joint effort between city leaders and 

local sand art-
ist Lucinda 
Wierenga, also 
known as San-
dy Feet. South 
Padre Island 
is the self-pro-
claimed Sand-
castle Capital 
of the Universe. 
The city thus 
felt it was time 
to add to the 
already long list 
of sand sculp-
ture events. 
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Building Some Holiday Fun
by: Beth Martinez

Artist Emerson Wierenga Schreiner creates Santa’s 
workshop from a large block of  sand. (Courtesy)



Galveston. He is not only a sand sculptor but also a painter with work 
in several galleries. “I am just super proud of him,” said Wierenga.
 The Holiday Sandcastle Village gives locals and tourists alike 
one more chance to enjoy the art of sand sculpture throughout the 
year. 

For more information, visit facebook.com/holidaysandcastles.
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sand sculptors in the world. We are very fortunate they love working 
here,” said Wierenga. The sculptures include a huge life-size Santa, 
Santa’s Workshop, a throne for Santa surrounded by presents, a giant 
Christmas tree and so much more. 

Taking a village to build a village
 Wierenga began working with the city last year to organize 
this one-of-a-kind event. “My company worked in partnership with 
the town of SPI to design and build the village,” said Wierenga. With 
more than 30 years of sand sculpture experience, she was a natural 
go-to to create the Holiday Village. She has been competing at major 
events all around the world since 1987. She has also taught sandcastle 
lessons and team-building exercises on South Padre Island for more 
than 30 years.
 Joaquin Cortez is one of the featured artists of the event. He 
is from north Texas and has competed in Sandcastle Days the past 
two years. Cortez also carved the Sand-ta for the Holiday Sandcastle 
Village in 2018. He continues his work this year by contributing this 
year’s Sand-ta as well as collaborating with Wierenga on a huge Santa 
chair. 
 Emerson Wierenga Schreiner is another of the featured art-
ists. He is Wierenga’s nephew and has spent the last 10 summers with 
her learning the art of sandcastle building and how to be a sandcastle 
instructor. He also serves as her duo partner on the contest circuit. 
Last summer he branched out and opened a Sandy Feet franchise in 

5701 Padre Blvd.
956.761.4913 

windwaterspi@gmail.com
www.windwaterspi.com

Fish. Eat. Stay.

Santa’s throne was built by Lucinda Wierenga and Joaquin Cortez. The busi-
nesses featured around the throne helped to support the event. (Courtesy)



apprenticeship program instead,” he says. 

What to expect
 The Brewery Apprenticeship Program at STC is designed to 
better equip his staff with the skill set necessary in brewing. Biology, 
chemistry and math are a few of the prerequisites a student needs be-
fore embarking on this program. The brewing itself entails a variety of 
knowledge and skills including calculations and preparation for the 
brewing itself.
 Multiple employees are already in the program and they an-
ticipate bringing more on board. Their focus lies more on producing 
a high-quality product they can offer at local nano-breweries. This 
program will assist their staff become seamlessly well-versed with the 
brewing process. This will thus allow the brewery to be even more ef-
ficient as a whole.
 From the very beginning, the owners of 5X5 Brewing Co. 
performed a detailed market analysis of the area. The results reflect 
exactly what they’re now working to achieve.
 “With our population, demographic, the booming craft in-
dustry in Austin and in Mexico, we have enough space and clientele 

  Veteran-owned and operated 5x5 Brewing Co. is a craft brew-
ery in Mission that is pioneering high quality beer by tackling a labor 
issue early on.
 There is an ever-increasing interest for craft beer amongst 
RGV locals. A brewery apprenticeship program could very well be the 
missing link between supply and demand in our area.
 With their rapid growth, 5X5 Brewing Co. anticipates labor 
issues to arise regarding the abundance of qualified and skilled per-
sonnel with the proper attributes for the brewing position. George 
Rice, 5X5 Brewing Co. director of operations, originally approached 
South Texas College with an idea that would not only benefit the com-
pany, but their staff as individuals as well in the long run. 
 “We’ve been lucky so far that we’ve had the right people land 
in the right positions, but there’s a massive skill gap in the RGV so it’s 
very difficult finding people with the proper attributes for the [brew-
ing] position,” shares Rice. 
 What he didn’t expect was that STC would be so quick to 
respond. Even more so, that they would roll out an entire program 
dedicated to this special request. 
 “I thought maybe they could pull some online classes and of-
fer them there, but STC laid out all the groundwork [and started the] 
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Brewery Tackles Regional Demand
by: Josie Maureen Barrera

George Rice, co-owner and director of  Operations of  5x5 Brewing Co., 
went to STC with an idea and from that the STC Brewery Apprenticeship 
Program was born. (VBR)
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in the RGV that we could have two regional-based breweries, several 
microbreweries and a bunch of nano-breweries,” says Rice. “[With this 
program] you’re going to have that skill set that needs to be filled.”

Putting the craft in craftsmanship
 Craft beer enthusiast Leonardo Trevino is thrilled to hear 
that this type of program will be available in the RGV.
 “People who enjoy craft beer don’t just see it as beer, they see 
it for what it is – an art form,” shares Trevino. “This program sounds 
amazing. The result [of the Brewery Apprenticeship] will be more mi-

crobreweries in the area 
which means more vari-
ety and variety is what 
craft beer is all about.”
 Trevino is excit-
ed for the result and im-
pact this program will 
have in the RGV. 
 “Going out and 
trying new beers is al-
ways a hit and miss, but 
in the end when you try 
those really good brews 
you wouldn’t have dis-
covered otherwise, 
it makes it all worth-
while,” he shares. “I 
hope this program pre-
pares people to create 
their own brews so I can 
have more experiences 
like that here at home.”

2300 W. PIKE BLVD. SUITE 101 • Weslaco, TX 78596
info@davisequity.com          www.DavisEquity.com

(956) 969-8648

30,000 sf Warehouse For Lease

Excellent facility which can be used for cross-dock/regional distribution 
facility/general warehouse. Located less than 1 mile from Interstate 2 in 
Weslaco. This property provides easy access to the RGV and Mexico with 

the Progreso International Bridge being only 10 miles away. This facility is 
adjacent to Mid Valley Airport (KTXW) which has a 6002’ runway and 
caters to corporate jets and general aviation. 2,680 sf of o�ce space/

restrooms allows for immediate occupancy and the truck court allows for 
onsite trailer staging or exterior storage.

Lease Rate: $5.14 SF/yr (NNN)     
Building Size: 30,338 SF   •   Lot Size: 7.27 Acres

Location: 1906 Joe Stephens Ave., Weslaco, TX 78599

5x5 Brewing Co. is a veteran-owned and operated brewery located in 
Mission, TX. (VBR)

5x5 Brewing Co. brewers and apprentices Joe Rivas and Cody Mazur take 
a break from the brewing/production process. (VBR) 

Spent grain is a by-product produced by 5x5 
Brewing Co. which is given out to local farmers 
and ranchers to be used as feed. (VBR)



 Joe Bowling grew up a Midwest kid listening to his heroes.
 It was the voices of legendary baseball broadcasters Jack Buck 
and Harry Carey that carried into Bowling’s home in southeast Mis-
souri. He was a baseball-crazed kid following his beloved St. Louis 
Cardinals. “It got into my blood,” Bowling said of his love for sports 
and broadcasting.
 Those influences play out today as Bowling calls Rio Grande 
Valley sporting events on his Rio Sports Live network. It is an opera-
tion he began from an $8 tripod, $19 Wal-Mart headsets and a laptop 
with the capability to broadcast 12 games at once. Bowling has now 
broadcast more than 800 games on Facebook and YouTube since his 
first game two years ago at St. Joseph Academy in Brownsville.

Exploring new avenues
 Rio Sports Live has a combined 20 million minutes viewed 
on Facebook and YouTube since launching in November 2017.
 “I’m light years ahead of where I thought I’d be,” Bowling said 
of Rio Sports. It now has 28 advertisers and a major auto dealer spon-
sor.
 The two-year progression of Bowling’s Rio Sports demon-
strates how quickly consumers are embracing live streaming while 
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continuing to 
move away 
from traditional 
broadcast media. 
Bowling knew 
the constraints 
of legacy media 
during three-min-
ute broadcasts as a 
KGBT-TV sports 
anchorman earlier 
this decade.
 T h e s e 
days, on Rio 
Sports, he gives 
five-minute-plus 
highlights of local 
games in addition 
to the hundreds of 
games he broad-
casts. Bowling 
lights up when he talks about the possibilities of social media plat-
forms and a new partnership with VTX1. Rio Sports will utilize the 
Raymondville facilities of the phone and Internet service company to 
someday broadcast sportscasts.
 “That’s where we’re going,” Bowling says of Valley fans soon 
being able to use the VTX1 Internet app as a gateway to Valley sports 
programming. It will include interview shows and extended highlights 
featuring local athletes. 

Live streaming with a radio twist
 He brings old school sensibilities to the opportunities social 
media presents. Bowling cut his broadcasting teeth by calling thou-
sands of high school games in his native Missouri. The radio style 
of broadcasting games is evident in his Rio Sports broadcasting. He 
brings out that style from his boyhood heroes calling Cardinal games.
 “Play-by-play (broadcasting) is my passion,” he said. “Hear-
ing all those games on the radio growing up truly set me in that direc-
tion.”
 The platforms of Rio Sports and the versatility of Bowl-
ing’s operations allows him to move quickly from game-to-game. By 
around mid-November, with high school basketball starting up and 
playoff football games kicking off, Bowling had called 14 games that 
month. Rio Sports had broadcast 26 games in all – from small towns 
to the larger stadiums and gyms.
 Bowling takes great pride in going to the smaller communi-
ties to broadcast games and the fact that he airs as many girls’ athletic 
events as games featuring boys. It’s bringing a reach and fairness to 
local sports broadcasting not known before in the Valley. It just took a 
guy from Missouri to do it.
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Tune In to Rio Sports
by: Ricardo D. Cavazos

Joe Bowling just before he begins to broadcast at 
Harlingen South. (VBR)



 It’s mid afternoon at Pieology in Edinburg. The lunch rush 
has thinned out, yet the build-your-own pizza restaurant is still busy 
with mostly Millennial-aged customers.
 Come back the next day in the noon hour. It will likely be em-
ployees from the nearby hospital and medical offices on Trenton Road 
who are enjoying their break and lunch at Pieology. In the evening 
hours, families with young children often push the tables together at 
the restaurant. It then turns into a mini-community gathering point.
 Juan Garza and Agustin Guzman are the owners/operators 
of Pieology. While they are franchisees, the two entrepreneurs take 
great pride that a customer wouldn’t be able to determine that in walk-
ing in. They are fervent believers in the local first concept. This is when 
a franchise adapts to the recommendations of community-based busi-
ness people who know their markets.

Knowing Who They Are
 The local touches at their Edinburg restaurant near the inter-
section of Trenton and Business 281 are evident. An outsized Texas 
map hangs on a brick wall with inspirational quotes. Employees wear 
Pieology shirts with color themes tied to favorite professional and col-
lege football teams.
 There’s the style of flooring and televisions hanging from the 
ceiling. A small bar is available for customers waiting for their orders. 
The look is localized, which Garza and Guzman were largely success-
ful in getting the franchise to agree to when it comes to the appearance 

and décor of the Ed-
inburg restaurant. 
The local operators 
also insisted on us-
ing Rio Grande 
Valley-based com-
panies instead of 
out-of-area busi-
nesses recommend-
ed by the franchise. 
Local businesses 
were used for sig-

nage, general con-
tracting, architec-
tural drawings and 
kitchen equipment.
 “We don’t 
do cut and paste,” 
Garza said. “We be-
lieve in the market 
and going local first.”
 G u z m a n 
calls it “knowing 
who you are and 
when you’re going 
to speak out” in 
negotiating with a 
national franchise 
in adding local ele-
ments. Structured 
model elements may 
work well elsewhere 
but they may not 
resonate in a market 
that has border and 
Texas culture sensi-
bilities. 

Making It Work
 The recommendations of the two entrepreneurs have clicked 
since Pieology opened in Edinburg in 2018. The local franchise has 
since enjoyed some of the best sales numbers among Pieology restau-
rants nationally. Garza and Guzman are preparing to open a second 
site in McAllen in early 2020. The California-based franchise is now 
turning to the Valley businessmen for advice in building and opening 
new restaurants in other parts of Texas.
 Their business acumen extends into real estate and consult-
ing. Their AON Group parent company stands for “ALL-OR-NOTH-
ING” as a testament to their belief in community and local knowledge.

“In the end, we’re both entrepreneurs,” 
Garza said of himself and his partner, Guz-
man, who are both natives of Mexico. “We 
like to build things.”
 As customers enter and leave the 
Edinburg restaurant, Guzman offers friend-
ly greetings and words of thanks for visit-
ing the personalized pizzeria that includes 
a unique gluten-free cauliflower crust. The 
big Texas map hovers with a quote that 
sums things up.
 “There’s no better feeling than a 
warm pizza box on your lap.”
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Entrepreneurs Go Local First
by: Ricardo D. Cavazos

Pieology owners Juan Garza and Agustin Guzman. 
(VBR)

A Pieology employee prepares a custom made 
pizza. (VBR) A Pieology pizza made to order. (VBR)




