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   Take one step forward if you have a tendency 
to worry. I just leaped three huge steps. 
   Staying up late looking over paperwork, 
fretting about a project, crunching numbers at 
2 a.m. -- these are things I am certain we are 
all guilty of from time to time. Sure, we knew 
what we signed up for when we took on ad-
ministrative responsibilities. But, losing sleep 
and stressing to the point of graying the hair 
are certainly not recommended by our primary. 
   I then remember the lesson -- just breathe. 
There are certainly more medical remedies, but 
staying calm and breathing during the rough 
days we all have are very important to our well 
being. Another lesson we’ve all heard a millon 
times is don’t worry about what we can’t 
control. Now that pill for me is the toughest to 
swallow. 
   We are problem solvers. That’s what we 
do. It is one of most proud ambitions. When 
there’s a crisis, we do our best to solve it. This 
is especially hard for me to admit, but I cannot 

fix all problems. Neither can you. A major 
stage of professional development is distin-
guishing which problems we can solve and 
not causing blood pressure to go through the 
roof worrying about issues that are beyond our 
control.
   Storms will come, and storms will pass. As 
business leaders, our challenge amidst the 

roughest waves and heaviest downpours is to 
stay calm, focused and together as a team, as a 
department, as an organization. We are much 
more effective when we don’t let the pressures 
of business ownership and management get the 
best of us. 
   We got this. We are one. 
   We are the Rio Grande Valley.  

Staying Calm In The Storm 
by: Todd Breland
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Interchange Getting $300-Million Makeover
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

   The girders and concrete pillars form a trail 
of construction at FM 495 in Pharr and head 
toward what is the Rio Grande Valley’s largest 
highway construction project since the region 
saw its first convergence of freeways in the 
1990s.
   The project of three decades ago would be 
called the Pharr Interchange. The highways in 
the early 1990s, known as U.S. Highway 281 
and Expressway 77/83, are now I-69C and I-2. 
Where they meet is today’s Pharr Interchange. 
It’s the Valley’s largest freeway mixmaster 
and is getting a $303-million makeover for 
nearly eight miles of roadway. There will be 
new ramps and connectors. With additional 
lanes, it will arguably create the largest tangle 
of highway construction in Valley history. 
   It’s a three-year project which began in 
September 2020 and is aiming to be com-
pleted in the fall of 2023. Heading west into 
McAllen or east toward Harlingen, the mass 
of construction is impossible to miss. Traffic 
at times piles up as lanes and exit ramps close 
to accommodate construction where I-69C 
and I-2 meet in Pharr. Inconveniences today 
are temporary, a spokesman for the Texas De-
partment of Transportation said. There are the 
benefits of smoother traffic flow and greater 
capacity up ahead in the coming years.
   “The added capacity will be very helpful,” 
said Octavio Saenz, a public information of-
ficer for TxDOT, of the project’s completion. 
“Motorists will be able to maintain speed.”

Easing The Pileups
   Traffic pile-ups were commonplace at the 
interchange years before all of the construc-
tion started.
   Motorists taking I-2 exits to Harlingen and 
McAllen would often back up for miles, even 
in non-rush hour times. The same has been 
true for years for motorists in McAllen taking 
the I-69C exit to Edinburg. They were daily 
reminders that the interchange built in the 
1990s was no longer able to meet the in-
creased vehicle counts and population growth 
of the last three decades.
   The $303-million project’s design meets 
those issues. A new north/south freeway span 
will ease the current bottleneck that forms at 
the current Harlingen/McAllen nexus. Capaci-
ty is increasing from two to four lanes on I-69 
as motorists head east and west coming into 
the Interchange. Lane capacity heading into 

The $303-million Pharr Interchange project 
will add lanes, ramps and connectors. (VBR)
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the Interchange on I-2 is increasing from six 
to eight. 
   The site at the heart of the interchange in 
Pharr is currently a tangle of construction. By 
the week, it is taking shape and proceeding in 
an orderly fashion. It’s a design/build project 
where several different aspects are proceeding 
in a mostly simultaneous fashion, Saenz said. 
The project can go faster and more efficiently 
that way, he said, as is the fact a single devel-
oper is doing the entire whole project.
   Dragados-Pulice is the developer responsi-
ble for the design, construction and mainte-
nance of the project. Pulice Construction, with 
offices in Houston and Arizona, is a heavy 
civil general contractor. Its international expe-
rience includes building bridges, dams and rail 
projects. Pulice is a wholly owned subsidiary 
of Dragados S.A., which its website describes 
as being one of the world’s largest heavy civil 
contractors.

Community Outreach
   Engaging with the community and business 
owners are among the biggest public relations 

Concrete pillars mark where a new span of 
the Pharr Interchange begins near FM 495. 
(VBR)

The Pharr Interchange project began in 
Sept. 2020 and will take three years to 
complete. (Courtesy)
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challenges that TxDOT and Dragados-Pulice 
face in working toward the project’s comple-
tion. 
   Dragos-Pulice has a public information 
coordinator for the project, Jennifer Cabrera, 
who works with Saenz in having direct phone 
and email contact with individual business 
owners along with providing daily construc-
tion updates via social media. An 1-2/I-69 In-
terchange Project page on Facebook provides 
nearly daily updates on construction progress 
and exit and lane closures. 
   There’s also an information hotline at 
1-877-494-8084. General public information 
updates are useful, but Saenz said TxDOT and 
Dragos-Pulice know they must communicate 
directly with individual business owners in the 
four cities touched by the interchange  project.
   “I can say something on air that can be 
hit-or-miss, but if I call you directly, then 
there’s no way you can miss the information,” 
Saenz said. “Local businesses don’t always 
have time to go on social media, so we have 
to reach out to them. We don’t want people to 
feel like they’re not getting the information 
they need.”

Concrete Ts signify a new north/south 
span of the Pharr Interchange. (VBR)
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Taste For Limes Expands Weslaco Company
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

   The Mexican-grown Persian limes are 
rolling down the conveyor belts at ColiMex 
in Weslaco.
   Workers are sorting and inspecting the fruit. 
Boxes of “Fresh Quality Limes” are stacked 
high on pallets near an open warehouse door, 
waiting for delivery. The limes at the Weslaco 
plant will be shipped across the country to 
some of the nation’s best known national and 
regional grocers. Food service companies 
are also major buyers in supplying major 
restaurant chains and the bar and nightclub 
industry.
   Sales are brisk at ColiMex. The produce 
shipping company recently broke ground on 
a planned 55,000-square-foot warehouse and 
distribution center that will stand adjacent to 
the Mid-Valley Airport. Both ColiMex facili-
ties will be at the Mid-Valley Industrial Park.
   Weslaco is positioning itself as a prime lo-
cation for cold storage and the import/export 
of agricultural products. The ColiMex expan-
sion is adding to the growth of the industrial 
park, and Weslaco’s role in the storage and 
movement of produce coming from Mexico 
and Latin America.
   “I always tell people, ‘Why not Weslaco?’” 
said Erkia Anguiano, who with her husband, 
Antonio Guidino, owns ColiMex. “It wasn’t 
a question of where to go. We were going to 
stay here.”

Limes Go Beyond Drinks
   Guidino started ColiMex 20 years ago with 
a location in an old warehouse by Express-
way 83 in Weslaco. The move to the current 
22,000-square-foot location at the industrial 
park came in 2011. The U.S. market for limes 
has grown since then. The 55,000-square-foot 
addition is much needed in allowing ColiMex 
to meet the demand.
   “In retail, limes were seen as more of an 
impulse buy and not a staple,” Anguiano said. 
“What we’re seeing now is that it’s getting to 
the point where more consumers believe they 
have to buy some when they shop.”
   The use of limes is diversifying beyond an 
essential item for drinks at bars and night-
clubs, she said. Anguiano said Americans 
are more health conscious and are turning 
to limes for the high vitamin C content and 
antioxidants found in the fruit.
   “The markets are coming back up and 
we’re seeing more need for our commodity,” 

she said. “There’s a new normal and limes are 
being used for many things beyond drinks.”

Adding Jobs & Hope
   Anguiano is a southern California native 
who is a registered nurse by training.
   She formerly worked in the emergency 
room of Knapp Medical Center in Weslaco. 
Helping her husband with his produce storage 
and shipping business was a part-time thing 
initially. Anguiano increasingly found she 
enjoyed the challenges of running a busi-
ness and would decide to make it a full-time 

effort.
   Sitting in her office in front of multiple 
computer screens, Anguiano tracks shipments 
and market trends. She also ticks off the 
factors that have been central to ColiMex’s 
growth. One is there is simply much more 
Mexican and Latin American produce coming 
through the Rio Grande Valley with the rise 
of the Pharr International Bridge as a fore-
most port of entry for those commodities.
   “The Pharr bridge has emphasized the 
importance of produce,” she said. “Having 
access to major ports is really important for a 

Limes shipped from ColiMex in Weslaco are 
purchased by large grocers and companies 
supplying the bar and nightclub industry.
 (VBR)
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business like ours.”
   Add to that the planned expansion of com-
mercial truck traffic at the Progreso Interna-
tional Bridge. Officials there are predicting 
the volume of cold storage produce going 
through Progreso port of entry could double 
in the next few years. Quick access to the 
Progreso bridge should only add to Coli-
Mex’s growth in business.
   Anguiano said ColiMex is preparing for the 
possibility. Beyond the new distribution cen-
ter it will build this year, ColiMex has signed 
a letter-of-intent with the Weslaco Economic 
Development Corporation for an additional 
10-acre site on FM 1015. All of this means 
more jobs, an aspect Anguiano especially 
enjoys discussing in pointing out the new Co-
liMex facility will add 30-to-40 new full-time 
jobs to its existing 50-employee workforce at 
its current facility.
   “My goal is to keep it going and offer more 
jobs in the future,” she said. “You just need to 
keep moving forward.”

ColiMex of Weslaco ships out Mexican-grown 
limes from Michoacan, Veracruz and the Yucatan. 
(VBR)

A ColiMex employee moves boxes of 
limes at the Weslaco plant. (VBR)

Boxes of Mexican limes ready for shipment 
from ColiMex in Weslaco. (VBR)
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McAllen Provides Neighborhood-Improving Tools
   The City of McAllen has long prided itself on 
having superior infrastructure with well laid out 
streets and drainage that usually avoids the kind 
of flooding other Rio Grande Valley cities see.
   These qualities were the pride and joy of 
Mayor Othal Brand, who during his 20-year 
tenure would drive around the city checking 
for potholes. Beautification has been another 
source of pride. Keep McAllen Beautiful is a 
non-profit organization that has been in exis-
tence since 1976. The organization has worked 
closely with the city government to clean up 
litter and paint old homes among many projects 
over the years.
   McAllen has added a new program to 

beautify its community, the Community Tool 
Shed. Local residents are now able to borrow 
– for free – essential lawn and garden tools to 
improve the landscaping around their homes. 
Residents can borrow the tools for up to 72 
hours at a time. The city’s goals are to help 
local residents who don’t have the resources to 
purchase the yard tools. They are also hoping to 
inspire them to spruce up their neighborhoods.
   “It’s a ripple effect,” said Cesar Rodriguez, 
the assistant director for the city’s health and 
code enforcement department. “If you can 
use these tools to beautify your front yard, it 
encourages your neighbors to do the same.”

Getting Things Going
   The program began with a set of 27 brand 
new tools. These include lawnmowers, weed 
eaters, metal rakes, power washers, wheel-
barrows and garden shovels. With proof of 
residency and a form, residents may check out 
the tools at 1516 N. 15th Street in McAllen
  The Community Tool Shed is modeled after 
similar programs in San Antonio, Dallas and 
El Paso. It kicked off in late July on a sun-
splashed morning in front of the old McAllen 
City Hall, which is now called the McAllen De-
velopment Center on North 15th. City officials 
gathered to announce and launch the program 
with an array of lawn tools and equipment all 

By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

The Community Tool Shed is up and rolling in McAllen.
It allows local residents to borrow essential yard work 
tools and equipment.(VBR)
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around them.
   “We believe this program is going to create 
community engagement while improving com-
pliance with city codes,” said Steve Kotsatos, 
the director of the McAllen Health and Code 
Department. “We are creating a program that 
provides our residents with the resources to 
help them take care of their products.”
   The new program allows residents to borrow 
equipment on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fri-
days, and for up to three days. Borrowers must 
be at least 18 years of age and show proof of 
McAllen residency. 
   “The goal is to not only have a beautiful 
home, but a beautiful neighborhood,” Kotsatos 
said. “It may be that people may want to do 
the work but don’t have the tools. This kind of 
program can help them.”
   The program is getting off to a modest start in 
the number of tools available. With McAllen’s 
track record with beautification projects, city 
officials expect the program to grow and reach 
neighborhoods throughout the city.
   For more information about the program, call 
956-681-1900 or email communitytoolshed@
mcallen.net. The website mcallen.net/depart-
ments/code also provides more information.

Wheelbarrows are essential for many types of yard 
work. They are available via the Community Tool Shed 
program in McAllen. (VBR)

Power washers are among the many yard work tools 
and equipment that local residents can check out and 
use for up to three days. (VBR)

SCORE is a non profit association dedicated to educating 
entrepreneurs and helping small businesses start, grow and succeed 

nationwide. SCORE is a resource partner with the U.S. Small 
Business Administration (SBA), and has been mentoring small 

business owners for more than 40 years.

SCORE Rio Grande Valley is looking for people with diverse 
backgrounds and experience to serve in a variety of roles – from 
knowledgeable business mentors to local community advocates. 

For more information and to apply, please visit our website at:
www.riograndevalley.score.org. 

and click on “Volunteer”
or contact:

Mark Williams, Chapter Chairman
mark.williams101@scorevolunteer.org

Cell: (956) 410-1045
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Restaurant Combines History & BBQ
   Eduardo Casas knew he was doing more than 
repurposing an old building into a new restau-
rant when he opened SMOKE: Texas BBQ & 
Watering Hole.
   SMOKE BBQ would be housed where the 
Rainbo Bakery held forth on Harrison Avenue 
in Harlingen. Rainbo was a mainstay Harlingen 
business for over many decades. Memories 
run long in the city when it comes to the iconic 
bakery. 
   “My idea in opening here was to incorporate 
the history of the building in the business,” 
said Casas, a La Feria native. “I felt a respon-
sibility to do it because in Harlingen, it seems 
like everybody knew someone who worked at 
Rainbo.”
   History came alive when SMOKE BBQ 
opened in early 2018. Streams of former 
employees and their families walked in to see 
what had become of the old bakery. Casas was 

expecting personal reconnections, but it was 
more than he expected.
   “An older gentleman who worked here for 
many years was brought in by his family,” 
Casas said. “He had suffered a stroke, and when 
he came in and saw everything, it was very 
emotional. I was moved.”

Historical Vision
   It took Casas two years to rework and refur-
bish the old Rainbo building. 
   The landmark Harlingen structure had been 
vacant in recent years. There was plumbing 
and air conditioning work to do. The restau-
rant would need more bathrooms. The original 
floors were kept in place. Casas then began the 
creative work of designing the restaurant to 
visually combine the history of the bakery with 
that of Harlingen. It was a natural fit in Casas’ 
view. 

   “This building is too historic to be used for 
industrial,” Casas recalled telling a business 
acquaintance who at the time owned the aban-
doned Rainbo building. “I think a BBQ place 
there would be great.”
   It turns out Casas made the right call.

Preserving History
   The Rainbo building opened amid much fan-
fare in 1930 as the Valley Baking Company.
   The local newspaper was all in on the signifi-
cance of the moment.
   “Giant Neon Sign To Shed Its Rays For Miles 
Around” is how one headline in the Valley 
Morning Star described it. The $300,000 plant 
boasted of having the largest bakery sign in 
Texas. The entire Rio Grande Valley was 
invited to a three-day grand opening event that 
included an orchestra with space cleared for 
dancing to celebrate the festivities.

   

By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Eduardo Casas honors the history of Rainbo 
Bakery at his Harlingen BBQ restaurant. (VBR)
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“The baking plant ranks as one of the largest 
and most modern in the South,” the Valley 
Morning Star reported.
   It was time to get the business going after 
all of the hoopla subsided. For generations it 
was the hardworking and loyal bakery workers 
who maintained and operated the bakery that 
came to be known as Rainbo. Casas knew this 
first hand because the father of one of his high 
school football coaches worked at Rainbo for 
30 years. It’s part of what motivated him to host 

a special celebration in March 2018 that served 
as a reunion for former bakery employees.
   Casas hoped to hold such an event yearly, 
but those plans are shelved for the time being. 
He’s not stopping, however, in his efforts to pay 
homage to the Rainbo employees of yesteryear. 
Casas intends to dedicate a wall at SMOKE 
BBQ that will have bricks with the names of the 
bakery’s workers. As the restaurant’s Facebook 
page puts it, such a wall is a way to preserve 
“the history of the people who worked here and 

their contributions to the history of Harlingen.”

Featuring Harlingen & Great Food
   Local history is featured when you walk into 
SMOKE BBQ and see Harlingen’s history on its 
walls.
   Artwork on one wall features an H-E-B deliv-
ery truck – circa 1940s – in front of a local ware-
house to signify that one of Texas’ largest grocers 
once had its headquarters in Harlingen. Next to 
the truck is a Valley Baking Company visual 
that says, “Butter-Nut Bread Twenty Products 
But Only One Quality.” On the south end of the 
spacious restaurant, there’s local football history 
featured in the form of Bird Bowl I. It marks the 
first time Harlingen High and Harlingen South 
played against each other in September 1993.
   “My goal is that every time you come here you 
see something new,” said Casas, referring to all 
of the artwork and visual historical features at 
SMOKE BBQ. 
   The brisket, ribs, turkey and chicken shouldn’t 
be forgotten amidst all of the Harlingen history. 
A busy lunchtime crowd on a recent Friday indi-
cates customers frequent SMOKE BBQ more for 
the tasty dishes than the rich history on the walls 
of the restaurant.

DAVIS
EQUITY REALTY

OFFICE    RETAIL    INDUSTRIAL

2300 W. PIKE BLVD. SUITE 101
Weslaco, TX 78596

info@davisequity.com

(956) 969-8648
www.DavisEquity.com

Keith Kinsolving

A Full Service Commercial 
Real Estate Brokerage Firm

A member of the Davis Equity team since 2003, Keith works 
primarily in land acquisitions and assemblage. Keith is a 

McAllen native and draws upon his extensive experience in 
home building from his former tenure as president of

 Kinsolving Construction Company in Austin, TX. 
He, along with each member of the Davis Equity team, brings 
considerable knowledge and experience to each transaction.

Chopped brisket sandwiches are among the 
tasty selections at SMOKE BBQ. (VBR)

An old Rainbo sign is among the historical 
features at SMOKE BBQ. (VBR)
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Brownsville Sees Rapid Business Growth
   Brownsville needed to send out a different 
kind of message that fit with the times of a city 
that sees itself as the state’s new space city.
  City leaders wanted to accelerate the process 
of getting business prospects through the grind 
of meeting building codes and ordinances. 
Every city has those measures in place, but it 
doesn’t mean they have to be overly cumber-
some in the process of getting a business built 
and opened.
   “We needed to revamp building codes and 
ordinances,” said Constanza Miner, the retail 
and development manager for the city of 
Brownsville. “There was also a need to realign 
the zoning map.”
   The upshot, Miner reported, is that Browns-
ville has become more business friendly.

Making Things Happen
   Real change has come from the wonky talk 
and technical jargon.
   Miner moved from directing the city’s plan-
ning department to a newly created position 
serving as a liaison to business prospects in-
quiring about locating in Brownsville. She has 
utilized her knowledge of the city’s codes and 
regulations in helping guide businesses through 
the local process. If there are delays or ques-
tions, Miner is there to help a business prospect 
move through the permitting process.
   “We wanted to show that Brownsville is open 
to business,” she said. “Our leadership saw an 
opportunity to go out and attract a lot of the 
things we were missing.”
   The message appears to have been received 
with the new approach bringing results.
   Main Place has announced it will develop 
and occupy the vacant Sears space at Sunrise 

By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Constanza Miner is Brownsville’s 
retail and development manager. She 
works with business prospects who 
show interest in locating or expanding 
operations in the city. (VBR)
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The 1929 Whiskey Tavern, with Market Square in 
the window reflection, is one of many Brownsville 
businesses to receive local grants to help open and 
develop downtown properties. (VBR)

Mall. The company is converting it into one 
of its high-energy entertainment and dining 
centers that caters to families. Doctors Hospital 
is expanding from the McAllen/Edinburg area. 
It will open a major facility near Alton Gloor 
Boulevard, joining numerous health care cen-
ters in north Brownsville.
   Hobby Lobby recently opened a new store at 
an old KMart site on retail-and-restaurant heavy 
Pablo Kisel Boulevard. The city had been trying 
for years to attract that retailer to the Browns-
ville market. In the educational field, Jubilee 
Academy will build a major campus near the 
intersection of Ruben Torres/FM 802 and 
Paredes Line Road. It is the latest charter school 
entry to the city.
   “We’re getting more people looking to 
Brownsville to expand their operations,” Miner 
said.

Downtown Revival
   No story about recent growth in Brownsville 
is complete without mentioning what’s happen-
ing in downtown Brownsville.
   The Brownsville Community Improvement 
Corporation is using a grant program to provide 

Botica Lofts near Market Square is 
an example of historic downtown 
building revitalizations serving new 
purposes. (VBR)
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financial support to commercial business own-
ers and tenants looking to make improvements 
to their properties. The BIG Grant 2.0 Program 
recently received a huge boost with an over 
$1-million donation from SpaceX founder Elon 
Musk. He has spoken of developing downtown 
Brownsville in tandem with his rocket building 
site at Boca Chica Beach.
   Another key piece of downtown revitalization 

emerged in late July. The long-awaited reno-
vation of the vacant El Jardin Hotel will finally 
materialize. A subsidiary of the city’s housing 
authority announced it had secured a tax credit 
from the state. When combined with a private 
$14-million interim construction loan, it will 
turn the 1920s-era, eight-story hotel into an 
affordable housing facility for 44 families.
   Taken all together, it demonstrates that 

Brownsville is leveraging its historical inner 
core into new economic opportunities while 
new retailing, housing, and apartment develop-
ments spread northward in what Miner refers to 
as green fields of open space. 
   “This is really going to be a very different 
place,” she said of a changing Brownsville. 
“There’s many different gears moving forward 
in Brownsville.”

Hobby Lobby’s new store in Brownsville as 
part of the many retail developments in the 
city. (VBR)

The Morrison Center is one of many 
retail developments now open on 
Pablo Kisel Boulevard in fast-growing 
north Brownsville. (VBR)
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Love Of Libraries Extends Globally
   It is said that “once a teacher, always a 
teacher.”
   The same can be said about a school 
librarian. Both are on point in the case of Dr. 
Michael and Carole Bell.
   Mike taught Spanish and history, including 
a three-year stint at Edinburg High School, 
the Hockaday School in Dallas and Hurst-Eu-
less-Bedford ISD. He earned one master’s 
in education and another in library science 
before claiming the ultimate educational 
achievement, a Ph.D. 
   Mike served as director of libraries for 
school districts in McAllen and La Joya. He 
was also dean of library resources at Collin 
County Community College (now Collin 
College) in McKinney, Texas, and director of 
learning resources at South Texas Commu-
nity College (now South Texas College) in 
McAllen.
   Carole taught biology and science for 
school districts in Dallas, Irving and McAl-
len. Administrators in McAllen discovered 
she was certified in French and added classes 
in that language to her schedule. Carole 
earned a master’s in library science. This led 

her to become a school librarian and later the 
administrator of libraries for the McAllen 
school district.

Staying Active
   Mike and Carole retired in 2002, though 
not exactly. They worked as a sales-executive 
team for Scholastic for six years, visiting 
schools in Texas Education Service Centers 
in Regions 1, 2 and 3 to sell books. When 
that gig ended, Carole returned to the role of 
school librarian, this time at Cathey Middle 
School in McAllen. She stayed there for 
four years. For the past eight years, Carole 
has managed the McAllen Public Library 
bookstore.
   Mike and Carole’s paths originally crossed 
in Austin and the rest is definitely history. 
They will soon celebrate 50 years of mar-
riage. Creating a teacher/librarian/sales-ex-
ecutive team appears to have only been the 
warm-up.  
   Back in the mid-1990s, Mike created his 
first website, the Virtual Learning Resource 
Center, which was designed not just for use 
by STCC students but also by high-school 

students. 
   “Mike actually taught himself to code to 
create that site,” Carole said. “He taught 
himself HTML,” the code web developers 
use when building websites.
   For Mike, it showed the value of self-learn-
ing. 
   “I wanted to learn something by doing it 
myself,” Mike added. “That’s the best way to 
learn.”
   Nearly 15 years later, Mike and Carole 
began a journey to create a family of custom-
ized search engines which are free for all us-
ers. Their sites are now being used worldwide 
and the couple, who also happen to be world 
travelers, are fascinated by the real-time map 
that shows them exactly where in the world 
their sites are being used at any given time.
   “We wanted to provide students with a 
good way to find reliable information on the 
internet,” Mike said. “We only index pages 
that are age-appropriate and recommended by 
teachers, librarians and educational consor-
tia.”
   Mike and Carole use Google Safe Search 
so nothing inappropriate for the intended age 

By Chris Ardis

Dr. Michael and Carole Bell are nearing 
their 50th anniversary. (Courtesy)



18

level appears in the search results.

   Their search-engine family includes:
   • Infotopia (infotopia.info) for students
     in grades 5-12.
   • Kidtopia (kidtopia.info) for students
      in elementary school.
   • TeacherTopia (teachertopia.info) for 
      teachers in all grade levels.
   • Infotrek (infotrek.info) for advanced 
      high-school students and college 
      students
.

   VirtualLRC.com is still in use by those 
searching for the best academic websites. 
It has over 10,000 web pages indexed and 
includes full-text magazines, newspapers 
and electronic text archives.
   Developing their sites has been a labor of 
love for learning. Mike spends an average 
of five hours a day, five days a week keep-
ing the sites relevant, functioning well and 
attractive. TeacherTopia is Carole’s baby, 
as is the monthly newsletter she writes to 
share fun facts and tips on how to get the 
most out of their sites.

   “Things are constantly changing,” Carole 
said, and the couple’s commitment to 
guiding their users through those changes, 
as they travel and visit libraries around the 
world and share information about their 
search engines and websites.
   Through this family of websites, Mike 
and Carole are still able to communicate 
with people globally, even when they can’t 
travel. And now that a new school year is 
well underway, there’s much to explore, 
thanks to lifelong teachers, librarians and 
world travelers Mike and Carole.

Top Left: Dr. Michael Bell published the Virtual LRC in the mid-90s, eventually leading to a series of site creations by him and 
his wife, Carole. (Courtesy)
Top Right: On Infotopia for students in grades 5-12 and their teachers, one subject area is languages. By clicking on that link, 
students can find numerous French, Spanish, German and American Sign Language resources. (Courtesy)
Bottom Left: Michael Bell uses Kidtopia’s color and movement to grab the students’ attention. (Courtesy)
Bottom Right: K-12 teachers can find a wide array of lesson plans on TeacherTopia from sites such as Smithsonian Education 
and Khan Academy. (Courtesy)
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Your SPI Area Businesses 
Appreciate Your Support!                                                    



FINANCING OF AN 
INDUSTRIAL FACILITY

20 YEAR AMORTIZATION

$11.1 MILLION

CONSTRUCTION AND
PERMANENT FINANCING 

FOR AN APARTMENT COMPLEX

30 YEAR AMORTIZATION

$45.7 MILLION
Mary Tanguma
Commercial Relationship Manager
McAllen

Ruben Dávila 
Commercial Relationship Manager 
McAllen

We have been supporting the businesses of the Rio Grande Valley 
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our values align with the RGV community we serve. 

We offer a full suite of commercial products, a $68 million lending 
capacity and personalized service from decision-makers that know 

and understand Valley businesses. 

Call us at (956) 664-8400 to make your business vision a reality. 

www.vantage.bankMEMBER FDIC   |         EQUAL HOUSING LENDER
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