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   A new month. A new era has 
begun.
   We are inching forward with 
more freedoms but nowhere 
close to where we want to 
be. A hopeful reopening has 
launched, and we are pro-
gressing toward some type of 
normalcy. Pending no spike in 
COVID-19 cases, the doors will 
continue to open plus occupan-
cy percentages will increase.  
   We are in a very serious crisis 
but exercising social distancing 
has the Rio Grande Valley in 
much better shape health wise 
than many other regions. While 
we are not out of the woods 
yet, we press on with safety 
measures, praying all goes well 
to minimize loss of life. Health 

and safety of our families is top 
priority. 
  Just like you, I too am very 
concerned about the health of 
local businesses. The doors 
must swing open and often if 
we have any hope to recover 
economically. This road will be 
long but together we will get 
through this. Unity has never 
been more important and vital 
than now.
   More than ever, local busi-
nesses need customers. We are 
in full-blown survival mode 
and we need each other. Let’s 
be safe as we venture out to put 
food on our tables and also do 
our part so our neighbors can 
do the same. 
   Together, we can do this!

We Will Win ...Together
by: Todd Breland
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   The month of March started like any other 
with businesses to run, bills to pay and jobs 
to fill.
   There was also a general awareness of a 
growing threat. The COVID-19, known as 
the coronavirus, was making its way across 
the oceans to the United States. 
   In fact, it had already arrived.
   By mid-March, the threat was very real. 
Coronavirus outbreaks hit both coasts of the 
United States. Texas would not be spared. On 
March 20, Texas Gov. Greg Abbott issued 
an executive order closing schools, dine-in 
restaurants and bars, saying only businesses 
deemed “essential” could continue to operate. 
   Social distancing then became the new buzz 
words of the day. The Rio Grande Valley had 
its first confirmed coronavirus case nearly a 
week after the governor’s order.
   The new normal would soon include shel-
ter-in-place orders issued by county judges 
in the Valley. Law enforcement authorities 
have increasingly indicated a willingness to 
enforce the orders in stopping vehicles with 
more than two passengers and questioning 
why motorists are on the road.
   It was one of the many disruptions of daily 
life where a resident could be pulled over by 
police officers for going to a grocery store 
or pharmacy atop of nearly all public events 
being cancelled – even religious services. 
   “I know there will be people who will weep 
because they can’t go to Mass,” said Bishop 
Daniel Flores of the Diocese of Brownsville 
in announcing in late March the postpone-
ment of all church services and programs. 
   By April, many RGV businesses had 
ground to a standstill, if not a cessation of 
operations. 
   “It’s been a shock for everyone,” said 
Sergio Contreras, the president and chief 
executive officer of the Rio Grande Valley 
Partnership. “We’ve not seen anything like 
this in our lifetimes”

Getting Through It
   The people of the Valley displayed acts of 
kindness amidst the heartache. Harlingen fire-
fighters set up a drive-through grocery line 

Pandemic Jolts Valley Life With Changes
by: Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

A cook at work at Wing Barn, was offering 50-cent 
wings while shelter-in-place orders were in place. 
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at Fair Park one Sunday afternoon. The sales 
of eggs, milk and toilet paper would merely 
cover the cost of purchase from a regional 
supplier. Firefighters said they hoped to 
especially help the elderly with needed items 
and limit community exposure to the virus at 
crowded grocery stores.
   “There’s no profit in this. We’re here to 
help out,” said a firefighter who identified 
himself as Evan during a live stream of the 
event. 
   Wing Barn restaurants of the Valley 
reached out to their communities in the best 
way it could. Proclaiming that it was “not 
fake news,” Wing Barn began offering 50-
cent wings at its restaurants.
   “This is our way to give back,” the regional 
restaurant said on its Facebook page. “This is 
what we can do for our RGV community.”
    Wing Barn’s offer of inexpensive wings 
came with hundreds of messages of gratitude 
from its customers and others, thankful for 
just a bit of good news of comfort food at 
good prices in tough times. 
   It’s a community and a region sure to 
change by the pandemic of COVID-19. The 
changes are already evident and the adjust-
ments are also difficult.
  “People are missing the interactions, the 
hugs, shaking hands, los carinos,” said Bon-
nie Emerson, the owner of the Rancho Viejo 
Farmers Market. “We’re all really missing 
it.”

Top Right: Jams and honey are 
among the many product offerings 
of the Rancho Viejo Farmers Mar-
ket, which saw a quick revamping 
in operations due to the coronavirus 
crisis. (Courtesy)

Bottom Right: Valley Baptist Medical 
Center staff in Brownsville with a 
“thank you” cake, compliments of 
Linda’s Cakes & Desserts Speciality 
Shop. (Courtesy)
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   Mario Dominguez is a believer in the Central 
Texas style – and oak is the key.
   He starts the flame every Tuesday night at 
his hometown barbecue restaurant in Mer-
cedes. It will then burn steady and sure for the 
next five days at The Smoking Oak. The line 
of customers starts forming before the noon 
hour at the BBQ restaurant on 546 Hidalgo 
Street. The oak burns slow, thus giving the 
meat a milder flavor, with selections that are 
worth the wait. 
   “That’s the Central Texas style,” Dominguez 
said. “It’s simple and it takes longer. It doesn’t 
have the heavier flavor of mesquite (burn).”
   The flavor of  The Smoking Oak BBQ 
won words of praise from a Texas Monthly 
reviewer, Greg Rosen. He said the Mercedes 
establishment’s brisket and pork ribs “are right 
up there in our top five, easily.”

Hometown Connection
   Barbecue is a Texas passion and The Smok-
ing Oak has developed its own signature and 
fan base. May is National Barbecue Month. 
In the midst of dealing with the coronavirus 
crisis, restaurants have seen closure of their 
dine-in services and are trying to endure 
through drive-through and delivery options. 
The Smoking Oak has a loyal customer base 
it will rely on in coming back from these chal-
lenging months.
   It starts at home in Mercedes. The commu-
nity roots run deep for Dominguez and his 
brother Santana on Hidalgo Street. The site of 
their restaurant is where their grandmother’s 
house once stood. The back yard where they 

grew up playing is where they built new addi-
tions to their growing restaurant. 
   “There’s nothing like being home and being 
connected to this neighborhood,” Mario 
Dominguez said. 
   The Smoking Oak is a popular stop-off point 
for both Border Patrol agents and state troop-
ers traveling up and down the Rio Grande Val-
ley on nearby Expressway 77/83. The restau-
rant is also popular with Winter Texans along 
with its loyal customer base in the Mid-Valley.

   “We have customers come in from one end 
of the Valley to the other, so being in Mer-
cedes, in the middle (of RGV), has worked out 
for us,” Dominguez said.

Making The Dream Happen
   The Smoking Oak was a lengthy process in 
the making for the Dominguez family. Mario 
B. Dominguez, the father of the two brothers, 
ran and owned a successful insurance business 
in Mercedes for many years. The younger 
Mario was part of that business after returning 
from college at the University of North Texas 
in Denton. It was the long trips up and down 
Interstate 35 when he and family members 
began making stops along the way at BBQ 
establishments in Central Texas.
   It was during that time when the younger 
Dominguez began getting a taste to someday 
have his own BBQ business. He started in 
2015 with the first version of The Smoking 
Oak at his grandmother’s home site. He began 
with limited hours and only a handful days as 
he also stayed connected to the insurance busi-
ness. A surge in business convinced him to go 
full time into BBQ with his brother Santana.
   In 2017, they began expanding the busi-
ness and would move to being open during 
midday hours, Wednesday through Sunday. 
On Tuesday nights, Mario Dominguez gets the 
fire going. It will then stay on for five days, 
the brick smoker going, at the hometown BBQ 
with a regional appeal.
   “When you talk about being local, that’s us, 
and we’re proud of it,” Dominguez said.

The Smoking Oak Keeps Flame Going
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Brisket sandwich 
from The Smoking 
Oak

Baked beans and 
potato salad at 
The Smoking Oak

Mario Dominguez Jr.’s The Smoking 
Oak in Mercedes is a popular 
destination for Rio Grande Valley 
BBQ fans. 



   March Madness took on an entirely new 
meaning this spring when schools, businesses 
and even day-to-day living came to a screech-
ing halt due to COVID-19. 
   Everything changed from one day-to-the-
next. For school districts, COVID-19 meant 
transforming the traditional concept of teach-
ing into robust home-to-home learning, which 
is better known as “distance learning.’’
   At IDEA Toros in Edinburg, technolo-
gy-based Summit Learning is often used. It 
incorporates a Self-Directed Learning Cycle. 
The adjustments were minimal in going to 
distance learning.
   “The base of our students’ work is already 
independent,” said Viviane Castillo-Manzano, 
the campus principal. “But we wanted them to 
continue interacting with their teachers.” 
   Toros teachers now conduct live virtual 
lessons throughout the day. Students must 
“attend” each class at least twice a week and 
complete their self-paced Summit lessons and 
required projects. Toros student-athletes nor-
mally travel to soccer tournaments throughout 
the United States, which also requires distance 
learning.
   “Toros is more about the culture we’ve built 
than a building,” said Toros senior Diego Cas-
tillo, who plans to enroll at Boston University 
or the UTRGV Honors College in the fall to 
pursue a career in neurosurgery. “Because we 
are able to manage our time and organize our 
work, at times like this -- and in college -- we 
won’t have to adapt as much as others.” 
   Castillo is making time away from his stud-
ies to also volunteer with Project COVID Care, 
delivering groceries and other necessities to 
elderly people in the community.
   Toros College Prep teacher Nora Cue-
vas agrees with Castillo on the reach of the 
school’s culture.
   “Summit not only builds content, but it 
builds habits of success and cognitive skills at 
the same time,” she said.

   For Cuevas, the challenge is the distance 
part. 
   “I miss them (her students) so much,” Cue-
vas said.
   Her one-on-one mentoring sessions help, but 
it is not the same as seeing them in person five 
days a week. 
   “I miss their energy.”
   
Music and Distance Learning
   Engaging student-musicians through distance 
learning is quite a feat, said Alex Trevino, 
McAllen High School’s Mariachi Oro instruc-
tor.
   “We had them analyze mariachi videos and 
write their feedback,” Trevino said. “Then we 
put up technique exercises and uploaded new 
music.” 
   But none of this gave his musicians the op-
portunity to perform together. They tried using 
Zoom, but latency issues due to different Wi-Fi 
speeds created more havoc than music. After 

exploring alternatives, they decided each mem-
ber of the group would listen to a recording 
of the same song through one earphone, using 
click track as a guide.
   The other earphone would be off to make 
sure he or she stayed in tune while making 
an individual video. The videos were then 
submitted to Trevino. A group of Mariachi Oro 
members, with help from friends from other 
schools, used video-editing and audio software 
to mix it, creating a perfect performance.
   “It is a great way for the kids to see the 
whole process, one musician and one section at 
a time - and to piece it together like a puzzle,” 
Trevino said.
   McHi junior Laert Musollari, a Mariachi 
Oro violinist, said the process and the finished 
product helped the group through this unex-
pected separation.
    “We miss it,” Musollari said. “It’s really nice 
to see us playing together again.  We are really 
proud of each other and proud of the team that 

Distance Learning – More than Academics
by: Chris Ardis
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Ruben Hinojosa Elementary staff host a virtual baby shower on Google 
Meet for a coworker.

IDEA Toros College Prep teacher Nora 
Cuevas conducts a one-on-one virtual 
teaching session with senior Diego 
Castillo.

IDEA Toros College Prep teacher Nora 
Cuevas provides one-on-one virtual 
mentoring to senior Aileen Garcia.

Nora Cuevas, teacher at IDEA Toros 
College Prep in Edinburg, delivers a 
virtual lesson on comparative anatomy.
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put it together so we can keep mariachi alive.”
   To see the distance learning performance of 
the McHi mariachi go to www.facebook.com/
McHiMariachi/videos/2617656918516957. 

Making Adjustments
   It is not only classroom teachers and stu-
dents finding ways to continue learning and 
stay connected. Campus administrators are as 
well. 
   Lou Ann Sarachene, principal at Ruben Hi-
nojosa Elementary in the Sharyland Indepen-
dent School District, is using Google Meet to 
conduct meetings with her entire staff.  
   “Our vision is everyone matters; everyone 

counts,” Sarachene said about including 
every member of the campus staff in her 
meetings. “They love the interaction and we 
all look forward to seeing each other.”  
   In their Google Meet grade-level meetings 
with Sarachene, teachers discuss how stu-
dents are performing, how they are meeting 
the needs of each student and which parents 
the team needs to contact.
   “I’ve never been prouder to be a principal,” 
Sarachene said.
   She is also proud of her students and their 
parents. 
   “Many parents have done a phenomenal 
job of teaching their kids at home,” 

Sarachene said.
   On April 13, the Hinojosa staff had a 
Google Meet session to surprise a teacher 
on their campus with a baby shower. They 
submitted recorded messages the previous 
week to Aracely Rios, an assistant principal, 
who combined them into one video. They 
presented an Amazon gift card during the 
virtual shower.  
   Distance learning is about much more than 
virtual education. It is also about discovering 
how strong relationships are within the walls 
of our schools and exploring new ways to 
make them even stronger.

Clockwise from top left:

Roxeth González ,10th grade, harp and vocals

Natalie Carmona, 11th grade, guitar and vocals

Andrew Treviño, eighth grade, violin

Jesús Villegas, 11th grade, trumpet and vocals

Laert Musollari, 11th grade, violin
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   For Andrea Bernes, it started with a question 
that would transform her bakery in the corona-
virus era.
   “A customer asked me if I would sell her 
flour,” said Bernes, the owner of Linda’s 
Cakes & Desserts Specialty Shop.
   Bernes mulled that over.
   It was mid-March and long lines were form-
ing at grocery stores as the COVID-19 crisis 
arrived in the Rio Grande Valley. 

   “Then one of my suppliers asked if I wanted 
to buy anything in bulk,” she said. “I was a 
little afraid to buy extra things.”
   Those extra things would include eggs, 
bread, commercial style toilet paper, potatoes, 
flour and rice. Linda’s Cake Shop, a Browns-
ville mainstay for over 30 years, was now sell-
ing “essentials” in addition to its usual array of 
tasty sweet treats. It was all more than Bernes 
could have imagined when she purchased the 

cake shop nearly three years ago. 
   She was already leading a busy life as a 
business owner and schoolteacher before the 
coronavirus crisis. The last few weeks have 
made life even more hectic. The added goods 
she is selling at her cake shop are coveted 
during shelter-at-home days.
   “I saw it as something I could offer in help-
ing to fill a need in the community,” Bernes 
said. “I’d feel bad if it was something I could 

Linda’s Cakes Transforms to Serve Community
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Andrea Bernes of Linda’s Cakes & Desserts Speciality Shop helps a 
customer with a purchase of goods like beans and potatoes now being sold 
at the Brownsville bakery. (Courtesy)
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do but passed up.”

An Adjustment for Business
   Bernes quickly saw where her added lines 
of products were making a difference. Nurses, 
medical assistants, doctors and other health 
care professionals were coming by to buy the 
essentials – and express gratitude. 
   “They (medical workers) don’t have time 
to wait in lines at H-E-B after all that they’re 
doing right now,” she said. “I’m thankful I can 
do something for them.”
   Bernes and her staff can now bring eggs, 
bread and other essential products to health 
care providers while they wait in their cars in 
the Linda’s Cakes parking lot. It’s a commu-

nity service – and a business – with the sort of 
revenue impact many other small businesses 
are feeling with the required social distancing 
keeping customers away.
   “It all went down the drain,” said Bernes, 
describing all the business she lost due to the 
coronavirus. It wiped away the high school 
and college graduation celebrations where 
her cakes would be front-and-center. Moth-
er’s Day, another huge day for her business, 
will also be largely lost as far as orders from 
Linda’s. 
   Her best months are usually March, April, 
May and June. This period of time, unfortu-
nately for Linda’s, was when the shelter-in-
place and social distancing mandates came 

down. 
   “We’re like everyone else in trying to figure 
what’s best to stay in business,” Bernes said.
   She’s still grateful for her business and 
doing what she can for her community. Bernes 
recently treated the Valley Baptist Health 
System staff in Brownsville with a big “Thank 
You” cake, the big blue letters written on 
white frosting. 
   “THANK YOU to our friends at Linda’s 
Cakes for their generosity!” said Leslie 
Bingham, the chief executive officer of Valley 
Baptist-Brownsville, in a Facebook post that 
shows her staff with the cake. 
   The hashtag on the post says it all, 
#ACommunityBuiltOnCare – Linda’s Cakes.

Sign of the times at Linda’s as it 
sells paper towels, cleaners and 
disinfectants. (Courtesy)

Linda’s is still making and selling its 
signature cakes during the coronavirus 
crisis. (Courtesy)
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   Rio Grande Valley businesses, like those 
around the country, are dealing with disrup-
tions and an upheaval in a way of life unlike 
anything experienced in our lifetimes. 
   Here’s a look at how three RGV businesses 
prepared for what they knew was coming 
and how they are doing in adapting to a new 
normal.

Menchaca Family Clinic
   Michael Menchaca didn’t wait for any 
official announcements for Menchaca Family 
Clinic.
   The family nurse practitioner went all 
digital on March 17. He closed his Harlingen 
clinic in mid-March after neither the Rio 
Grande Valley Livestock Show nor spring 
break festivities at South Padre Island were 
called off. He knew the coronavirus had 
already arrived in the Valley and the need for 
social distancing was upon the region. 
  “It would have been irresponsible to not 

shut down and go digital,” Menchaca said.
The nurse practitioner was already an advo-
cate of telemedicine. He was actively com-
municating with his patients daily via online 
platforms before the coronavirus crisis hit. It 
was thus a smooth transition for clinician and 
patients to go digital.
  “Going virtual has required we speed up and 
not slow down,” Menchaca said in a recent 
Facebook post to his patients. “We’ve been 
providing telemedicine since early 2018. 
There is no learning curve for us.”
   Menchaca now operates out of his Weslaco 
home for up to 12 hours a day as he provides 
care and medical expertise for his patients. 
He is posting daily guidance and videos on 
his clinic’s social media outlets during the 
shelter-in-place days. Menchaca is hopeful 
the Valley will fare better than many other 
parts of the United States.
   “I think we did a good job of getting ahead 
of things,” he said. “We need to ride it out, 
stay safe and support our local businesses.” 

Training For Warriors
   Bobby Muniz owns two Harlingen busi-
nesses.
   He’s a pharmacist by training. It was an 
easy call to close the lobby of the Muniz Rio 
Grande Pharmacy while staying open for 
drive-through and curbside services. It was 
more of a challenge to transition his other 
business – Training For Warriors Harlingen – 
to go all online.
   The later Muniz business is a fitness and 
wellness gym that has mostly Baby Boom-
er-era clients. Muniz, who is also a Harlingen 
school board member, began transitioning to 
online and live workouts in early March.
   “I wanted to give my students another 
option if they felt uncomfortable coming to 
the gym,” he said of those early-March days 
when news of the coronavirus was becoming 
more prevalent. 
   By mid-March, Muniz knew the closing of 

gyms and fitness businesses was imminent. 
He communicated that real possibility on a 
daily basis with his clients. Workouts were 
also tailored and adjusted to the online and 
virtual format. 
   “It has gone really well,” Muniz said of the 
live TFW workouts. “The workouts are tough 
and challenging.”
   He sees some of his clients staying with 
live/virtual workouts on the other side of the 
coronavirus crisis.
   “We’ll get through this,” Muniz said. “I 
think when we do we’re going to realize 
there’s a lot of freedoms we took for granted. 
We will be grateful to have them back.”

Rios of Mercedes Boot Company
   Clayton Evans and the management team at 
Rios of Mercedes began making workplace 
adjustments weeks before the coronavirus 
threat became real.
   Workstations were moved around on 
factory floors to create more space between 
workers. A section of the company’s spacious 
lunchroom was converted to manufacturing 
space. Technological setups were made with 
the realization some employees would need 
to work remotely from home. 
   Employees were assured it was best for 

RGV Businesses Move Quickly To New Normal
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Family Nurse Practitioner 
Michael Menchaca is at 100-percent 
telemedicine during the coronavirus 
crisis. (Courtesy) 

Bobby Muniz of Harlingen began tran-
sitioning early to live online workouts 
for his Training For Warriors clients. 
(Courtesy) 
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everyone if they stayed home if feeling ill. 
Daily communication with employees was 
improved to keep them informed of daily 
developments. 
   “We also stepped up all of our cleaning op-
erations a notch,” said Evans, the company’s 
chief financial officer. “We did everything we 
could to reduce the risk to our employees.”
   Hidalgo County’s shelter-in-place order in 
late March temporarily shut down the Mer-
cedes boot maker. It reopened in early April 
under a revised plan that allows operations 
with a minimal number of production em-
ployees.   “It’s one of those things where you 
just have to weather the storm,” Evans said.

Rios of Mercedes began spacing 

its workers further apart before the 

recommendation of social distancing 

guidelines. 



   Ranch House Burgers II has new and tem-
porary hours in the era of COVID-19. Every 
other day, the Mission restaurant is open from 
midnight to 3 a.m. Its customers are primar-
ily police officers, state troopers and first 
responders.
   “They got tired of burritos from the 
convenience stores,” said Mike Barrera, the 
restaurant’s owner. “We’re a business, so we 
do charge for the meals to help keep my staff 
employed, but it’s still a way to give back.”
   Barrera and his family own Ranch House 
Burgers businesses in Weslaco and Mission. 
They have been through adversity before. A 
2014 fire of their Weslaco restaurant forced 
them to start over as they were making plans 
to open in Mission. 
   The closure of businesses due to 
COVID-19 is presenting perhaps the most 
pressing challenge. Barrera had become 
accustomed to lines of customers forming 
outside of his Mission restaurant. Live music 

and a full bar were big draws as was a robust 
menu of over two dozen burgers and classic 
dishes like chicken fried steaks. 

Making It Through
   The coronavirus epidemic then upended 
everything. Restaurants were ordered to close 
public eating areas. The loss of business was 
jarring.
   “You go into military mode, adjusting and 
trying to survive,” said Barrera, who owns 
and runs the Mission restaurant with his wife 
Christine. 
  Delivery of meals through both Grubhub 
and Favor were ramped up.
  “Those guys are literally our veins to the 
community,” he said. 
   Curbside service was established quick-
ly. Fast pickup of burger bundles featuring 
packs of four burgers of different varieties 
were offered and heavily promoted on Ranch 
House’s social media platforms. Safety pre-

cautions with staff wearing masks and gloves 
became paramount. 
   “Your customers have to feel comfortable,” 
Barrera said. 
   Longstanding ties to the community and a 
strong local brand have also been critical in 
keeping the business going. 
   “We still have our lunch rushes,” Barrera 
said. “People still want their comfort food.”
   Ranch House Burgers fills that need. The 
restaurants in Weslaco and Mission feature 27 
burger selections. They include burgers with 
pico de gallo, jalapenos and salsa, and reflect 
local flavors and sensibilities. 

Creating Comfort
   Barrera knows it will be slow going in get-
ting to the other side of the coronavirus crisis. 
He knows diners will be hesitant to return to 
public places. 
   There will need to be more space between 
tables of customers. Barrera plans to put 

14

Determination Tops Ranch House Burgers
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Ranch House Burgers II in Mission. 
(Courtesy)
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some tables outside for customers who feel 
safer with open-air dining. 
   May happens to be National Hamburger 
Month in the United States. Barrera can 
attest to the fact that even in the middle of a 
public health crisis, Americans still want their 
hamburgers. It gives him hope to continue, 
and to work with and provide for a loyal staff 
of employees who continue to work hard and 
stay with the business.
   “I’m blessed to be doing what I do,” he 
said. “I didn’t get to this point to give up 
what I’ve got.”
   Customers appreciate the efforts of Barre-
ra and his staff, noting their determination 
during challenging times.
   “The most delicious burgers and great 
service through this difficult time,” Frank 
Hernandez said in a comment posted on the 
Ranch House Burger Facebook site.

Ranch House features more than two dozen 
different types of burgers. (Courtesy)

Chicken fried 
steak is a Ranch 
House favorite. 
(Courtesy)
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   One day, Bonnie Emerson was getting 
ready to stage another weekend Rancho 
Viejo Farmers Market – and then the world 
changed. 
   The threat of the coronavirus led Texas 
Gov. Greg Abbott to issue an executive order 
on March 19 that limited public gatherings 
and eventually led to the closing of many 
businesses. The Rancho Viejo Farmers Mar-
ket of March 21-22 saw an abrupt cancella-
tion with no roadmap of what to do next.
   “Now what?” Emerson recalls being asked.
   She asked herself the same question. Her 
market’s 300-plus vendors had product to 
move. It was time to move to Plan B.
   “I told people, ‘we’re going to have to re-
invent the wheel here,’” Emerson said. “We 
changed our whole way of doing business in 

a matter of hours.” 
   The Rancho Viejo Farmers Market and its 
companion market in Primera were going 
from being stationary to mobile, with plenty 
of flexibility thrown in. The eggs, breads, 
potatoes, carrots, tomatoes and fruits cus-
tomers were standing in long lines to buy at 
grocery stores would be available for pickup 
and delivery by Emerson’s markets and her 
vendors. 
   Emerson quickly made new rules for pack-
aging and how to handle products in the new 
normal of dealing with a highly transmittable 
virus. She instructed her vendors not to ac-
cept loose change or make any in accepting 
only bills. Sanitizing devices would be of use 
after every credit or debit card transaction. 
   From there, it was a matter of posting pho-

tos of products and goods with brief descrip-
tions on social media. Orders would come 
from online in addition to phone orders. 
   “The first few days were absolute crazi-
ness,” she said. “We got so many calls. I 
couldn’t keep up.”

Establishing A Hybrid Business 
   Pickup and distribution locations were 
set up in Rancho Viejo and Brownsville. 
A makeshift delivery infrastructure system 
would make deliveries throughout the Rio 
Grande Valley.
   “People really came together,” Emerson 
said. “It’s just a whole new world now.”
   She took a brief break recently in marvel-
ing how everything changed so quickly in 
the era of the coronavirus. Her business in 

Farmers Market Reinvents the Wheel
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Eggs became a popular commodity at 
Rancho Viejo Farmers Market when 
shelter-in-place orders went into effect. 
(Courtesy)
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a handful of weeks went from a traditional 
farmers market of browsing shoppers to one 
where customers pick up 60 percent of her 
vendors’ products. Deliveries account for the 
other 40 percent. Emerson would like to add 
additional pickup sites outside of the southern 
Cameron County/Brownsville area.
   The changes in her business are not tempo-
rary, she said. The way she and her vendors 
do business has been changed into a hybrid 
model no one could have imagined only a 
few months back.
   “All of this puts a burden on us to contin-
ue,” Emerson said. “It’s a responsibility we 
now have.”
   It will be a while, she thinks, before 
customers feel comfortable going back to 
the days of shopping in crowds and public 
places.
   “There’s going to be a fear factor,” Em-
erson said of ongoing concerns with the 
coronavirus. “You just make it work (as a 
business). You look at it as a challenge and 
do the best you can.”

Onions, vegetables and fruits are 
bagged for pickup and delivery from 
Rancho Viejo Farmers Market. 
(Courtesy)
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   Irineo Capetillo knows what it’s like to 
navigate through the birth, emergence and 
subsequent struggles of a business that even 
in success, needs assistance if it hopes to see 
further growth.
   Going into 2019, Capetillo knew his Kapal 
Industries had outgrown its Donna facility. 
He also needed a second facility to expand 
his cabinet making and countertops manu-
facturing operations. The early search for 
a second facility in the Rio Grande Valley 
appeared to be hopeless. Capetillo looked at a 
likely expansion into Mexico before meeting 
with the Economic Development Corporation 
of Weslaco.
   He listened to a package of incentives, 
insights and assistance the Weslaco EDC 
could provide. Capetillo would then re-
vise his thinking and decide to occupy an 
80,000-square-foot building that once housed 
a pants-making factory. Capetillo will invest 
more than $1 million into the Weslaco 
facility, making it ready for 30 employees to 
manufacture cabinets for multifamily units 
and the hospitality/hotel industry.
   Kapal opened in Weslaco in April 2019 and 
added a second distinction later that year. The 
Governor’s Office of Economic Development 
and Tourism announced in late October 2019 
that it approved a Texas enterprise project 
designation for Kapal. It was a designa-
tion achieved through the assistance of the 
Weslaco EDC, which submitted the compa-
ny’s application to the state. Kapal will now 
receive sales and use tax refunds though Sept. 
3, 2024.
   “We’re very excited,” Capetillo said. “Our 
relationship with the (Weslaco) EDC has 
helped us to get where we are. Without them, 
we would have moved our manufacturing 
elsewhere.”

Tough Beginnings
   The story of Kapal is one of a business 
that started in Donna with three employees 
– Capetillo, his wife and one worker. The 
company’s name is a variation of his full 

Kapal Gains State Designation
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Irineo Capetillo and his 
Kapal Industries gained a 
Texas Enterprise designation in 2019.
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name – Irineo Capetillo Alvarez. The Rio 
Bravo native changed the C in Capetillo to K. 
He came up with a catchy short name that he 
says has become his calling card.
   “Everyone calls me Mr. Kapal,” he said 
with a broad smile. “It’s OK. I’ve worked 
hard at it.”
   He launched Kapal with the staff of three in 
the Great Recession of 2008. He then almost 
went broke in 2010, selling his house to keep 
the business float. Capetillo began to see 
business life around 2012 and has steadily 
built from there. Now he’s straining to keep 

up with growth and demand. He began to find 
it untenable to house both his cabinet making 
and countertop manufacturing in Donna. 
The EDC’s help led him to Weslaco, where 
he plans to house all of his cabinet-making 
operations.
   The state’s enterprise project designation 
and its refunds will help Capetillo tend to 
what he sees as Kapel’s three foundations 
– infrastructure, resources and people. The 
rebates provided by the state will give re-
sources to Kapal to help in its ongoing move 
of cabinet-making operations to Weslaco, 

along with funds for training and investing in 
new equipment.
   Capetillo is seeing in real time how the in-
vestment scenarios promoted by the Weslaco 
EDC are playing out in the community. The 
local suppliers Kapal turns to for air compres-
sors and other items he needs helps everyone 
in Weslaco, he said. 
   “You see how the money and resources 
circulates and is invested in the community,” 
he said. “We’re not the only ones who will 
benefit (from state rebates).”

The Donna facility of Kapal Industries, a 
cabinet and countertops manufacturer
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