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   From Edinburg to Alamo to Brownsville - 
from charter schools to convenience stores 
to restaurants and medical centers - the Rio 
Grande Valley’s development temperature is 
much warmer than recent temperatures. Our 
region is heating up, and it looks and feels 
so good!
   Construction crews are working daylight 
to dark building, renovating and expanding. 
The building for a better tomorrow across 
our Valley is happening. Here at VBR, we 
thrive daily to bring to light local entrepre-
neurs, industry and manufacturing victories, 
and quality of life improvements for Deep 
South Texas. Our print and online venues 
boast of RGV successes. What a great job 
we have!
    If we miss a company’s or organization’s 
new location, expansion or startup, please 
let us know. Send an email to info@valley-
businessreport.com with the particulars and 
we will be in touch. Valley Business Report 

is all about featuring local advancements to-
ward a more prosperous Rio Grande Valley. 
   With growth comes challenges. Closed 
lanes, orange cones and redirected traffic 
options are all included in the package. We 
can all take a few deep breaths when we 
encounter traveling obstacles as we’re driv-
ing in town or across the Valley. I drive the 
streets plenty so the patience lesson starts 
with me. 
    Hardworking men and women are brav-
ing the elements and our vehicles. Let’s be 
mindful and courteous with temporary lane 
merges and the safety issues that accom-
pany the positive direction our Valley is 
headed. Planning for additional time on the 
road helps reduce stress and possibility of 
accidents. Staying safe so everybody goes 
home to their families is our goal.
    We help take care of one another. That’s 
what we do. The Rio Grande Valley is one. 
TeamRGV!

Growing Pains Make Us Stronger
by: Todd Breland
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Finding Opportunities In Pet Market
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

   Samantha Mendoza has been busy baking 
after getting past a recent illness that tempo-
rarily sidelined her.
   It’s a Saturday morning and there will be 
a street market going up soon near West Van 
Buren in Harlingen. It’s a block over from 
The Ruff House, where Mendoza is sliding 
a tray full of freshly made dog snacks into a 
lighted display. They look inviting and are 
sure to light up any dog’s eyes. 
   There are cookies in the shape of hearts that 
say “WOOF,” with chocolate-looking treats 
with white drizzles that even a human would 
say look inviting. Bone-shaped snacks say, 
“I Love My Hooman.” Across the bottom of 
the silver tray, Mendoza has lined up a row 
of chocolate chip cookies that look fit for 
humans but are geared for canines.
   “I try to make dog versions of chocolate 
chips and chocolates,” Mendoza said of just 
two of the wide variety of products she bakes 
at her Harlingen home for sale at markets, 
specialty stores and for deliveries to her 
customers. 
   The treats are eye-catching. It’s not long be-
fore a Ruff House customer makes her way to 
the rows of treats under the lights. She snaps 
a few photos on her iPhone and then purchas-
es a baggie full of doggie cookies. 
   “She has a following,” said Angie Guiter, 
The Ruff House’s owner, of Mendoza’s Paw 
Paw Bakery. “Our customers love her treats.”

Finding A Niche
   The already huge U.S. pet industry has 
gotten even bigger.
   Home-bound pet owners turned to their 
dogs and cats for comfort and company 
during adversity. In 2020, a milestone was 
reached in the national pet industry. Total 
sales crested above $100 billion for the first 
time. It’s not only the big box stores and 
national chains that are benefiting from this 
upward trend. Entrepreneurs like Mendoza 
are finding their own niche in the huge field.
   Mendoza is a former PetSmart employee 
who started batting around the idea in her 
mind of having her own pet-related business. 
She left the Rio Grande Valley to live in 
Abilene. Upon returning in recent years, she 
found some noticeable changes in her home-
town region.
   “I was really surprised to see how much 
the pet community had grown down here,” 

Mendoza said. “I just decided to go for it. I 
realized I could do this.”
   She was speaking of making and selling 
her homemade treats made of dog-friendly 
ingredients like peanut butter, pumpkin and 
carob to go with savory snacks made of tur-
key, beef and chicken. They were quick sells 

at outdoor markets across the Valley, which 
led to an emerging customer base and deliv-
eries to their homes. When Guiter called to 
propose she sell her treats at The Ruff House, 
it represented a new outlet to sell her treats. 
The partnership has proven to be successful 
and Mendoza hopes to make other similar 

Samantha Mendoza is finding a following for her 
home-baked dog treats. (VBR)
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connections.
   What started as a part-time effort has transi-
tioned into a full-time project. Mendoza isn’t 
alone in seeing the opportunities of the Val-
ley’s growing pet community. In Mercedes, 
Amanda and Noe Rodriguez use the Mid-Val-
ley city as a distribution point to deliver their 
own homemade dog treats throughout the 
region. The couple most recently opened a 
second store in Mission.
   Amanda’s Fatty Snacks is what the couple 
calls their business, which includes raw meat 
cubes infused with vitamins and supplements. 
   They highlight customer service with qual-
ity products in seeking to build a customer 
following.
   “People don’t buy products,” Noe Rodri-
guez said. “They buy feelings.”

Meeting Opportunity & Ambition
   Mendoza and the Rodriguezes have another 
thing in common in addition to their distinc-
tive dog treats.
   Amanda’s Fatty Snacks and Paw Paw each 
began during the pandemic. The entrepre-
neurs saw a period of adversity as a time 
to launch their respective businesses. They 

Patio Now Open!
(956) 565-2246

546 Hidalgo St, Mercedes, TX 78570

Open Thursday - Sunday
11am to 3pm

(or until sold out)

Now Open 
For Dinner 

Thursday - Saturday
5 - 9 p.m.

Samantha Mendoza places doggie cookies in a 
display at The Ruff House in Harlingen. (VBR)

A display at The Ruff House features 
the selection of baked goods from the 
Paw Paw Bakery. (VBR)
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could reach customers spending more time 
with their pets.
   It also filled a space of time when action 
was necessary to meet a challenge. For 
Mendoza, it was a setback in her ambition to 
be a veterinary technician due to limitations 
in finding a medical office to do a necessary 
externship. For Noe Rodriguez, he saw the 
success his wife was having in selling her 
homemade dog treats to friends and families. 
He saw a business opportunity for them to 
work together and spend more time with their 
young children.
   “What pushed me the most was figuring 
out a way to have her more at home,” he 
said of Amanda, who spent long stretches of 
time away from home working as a detention 
officer at county jails. 
   Mendoza, meanwhile, saw a lull in time 
and occupied it with something she had long 
wanted to do. Now she’s making pup cakes 
with flavors ranging from peanut butter carrot 
to pumpkin to apple oatmeal. She is currently 
enjoying the delight it brings to her customers 
who want to spoil their beloved furry babies.
   “It’s a lot of fun and I enjoy seeing every-
one’s reactions,” she said.

Books
Bookkeeping

Financial Statements
Taxes

Federal & State Tax Returns
Personal & Business

Payroll
Payroll Management
Payroll Assistance

Business Consulting
Business Plan Development

Financial Planning
4113 S. Sugar Road, Suite 17 • Edinburg, TX 78539

956.457.3609

A miniature Schnauzer sizes up one 
of the Paw Paw Bakery’s snacks 
before taking a bite. (VBR)

Freshly baked and heart-shaped doggie 
cookies are ready for Valentine’s Day. (VBR)
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Restorations Bring Opportunities For Harlingen
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

   Restorations are underway at two large vacant 
buildings in Harlingen and the company behind 
those efforts sees new opportunities ahead for 
both facilities.
   BH Properties, a Los Angeles-based compa-
ny, focuses on purchasing and turning around 
buildings like the former Dillard’s at Valle 
Vista Mall and a warehouse formerly belonging 
to Valley Baptist Medical Center. The latter 
facility at 4405 Glasscock Avenue, just west of 
Ed Carey Drive, has been vacant for years. The 
Dillard’s site became available more recently 
when the large retailer ceased operations in 
Harlingen.
   They are both large structures. The warehouse 
on Glasscock is a 86,640-square-foot facility. 
It was acquired by BH Properties in December 
2021. The Dillard’s site has 103,000 square feet 
of space and was purchased by BH in October 

2021. After their renovation, both facilities 
will be available for leasing for retailing, office 
space, warehousing or possibly a work space 
for telemarketing. 
   “We’re believers in the long-term growth the 
Valley offers,” said Scott Henry, the managing 
director of acquisitions for BH, who is based 
out of the company’s Dallas office. “We’ve 
been going to the Valley for 20 years.”

Welcome Sign
   Work is underway at both BH properties in 
Harlingen.
   Roofers were busy on a recent weekday 
morning at the warehouse on Glasscock. At the 
old Dillard’s, open doors offered a look of walls 
coming down. Debris piled up as renovation 
work gets going. Henry said the old Valley 
Baptist warehouse will likely have an industrial 

use. The Dillard’s site, he said, could be utilized 
for retail, high density office space or as a call 
center. There is also the possibility of it being a 
mixed-use facility. 
   Whatever the scenarios, the revitalization of 
these facilities come as welcome news in Har-
lingen. The former hospital system warehouse 
is largely out of prominent view, but Dillard’s 
closing was just the latest sign of Valle Vista’s 
decline as a retail center. The empty spaces at 
Valle Vista are common to malls around the 
country, Henry said.
  “People will say a mall is dying, but really 
what’s happening is that it’s transitioning,” he 
said. “Malls are having a tough time every-
where.”
   Henry said the Harlingen mall site is ideal in 
many respects. It has high visibility from a free-
way. There’s also immediate access to major 

Scott Henry of BH Properties sees Valle Vista 
Mall of Harlingen as one of many such facilities 
in the United States that is transitioning to new 
uses. (VBR)
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roadways and highways. The former Dillard’s 
building is a single floor facility, which BH pre-
fers. It offers plenty of flexibility for a variety of 
uses. Another plus in acquiring both Harlingen 
buildings is the support BH receives from the 
city’s economic development corporation.
   “The Harlingen EDC has been very accessible 
to us,” Henry said. “They’re really an exten-
sion of our marketing group. We couldn’t ask 
anymore of a community.”

Investing Along Border
   BH Properties has taken a growing interest in 
border communities as it makes more purchases 
in Texas. 
   It has acquired properties in El Paso and Lar-
edo. Previous to the Harlingen buys, BH owned 
and operated properties in Donna, Hidalgo 
and McAllen. The aim is always to purchase 
existing buildings and avoid being a ground-
up developer, preferring to redesign built-out 
properties and then leasing them for uses that fit 
the local market.
   “We’re nimble,” Henry said. “When we bring 
a property back that had been vacant, it benefits 
the community, creates new jobs, and for us as a 
company, it’s great to be part of that process.”

ALAMO EDC REVOLVING
LOAN FUND PROGRAM

The Revolving Loan Program is just one of the incentives the
Alamo Economic Development Corporation has established as

part of our efforts to encourage business growth and job
creation in the city. This program is designed to assist small
businesses and start-ups by providing a low-cost alternative

financing option. 

TO QUALIFY:
Business must be located in
Alamo.

Applicant must contribute
25% of the total project cost.

51% of the businesses must
be owned by US Citizens or
Resident Aliens.

Loans need dollar-to dollar
collateralization. 

LOAN TERMS
Loan terms and
conditions vary
depending on the
project, financial need,
and type of asset used as
collateral. The interest
rate varies between 4-
10%. The typical loan is
between 5-6%. The
minimum loan amount
is $10,000. The maximum
loan amount is $150,000.
The maximum term is 10
years. 

LOAN USES:
Working Capital.

Start-up cost.

Construction.

Repair and Renovations.

Purchase of equipment.

Business Expansion. 

Alamo EDC (956)787-6622           www.alamoedc.org

BH Properties’ purchase of a former Valley 
Baptist Medical Center warehouse comes as 
welcome news in Harlingen. (VBR)

Work commences on what was a vacant 
Harlingen warehouse just west of Ed Carey 
Drive. BH Properties hopes to lease out for 
industrial purposes. (VBR)
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CEO Earns Acclaim By Serving Community
   Esmeralda Villarreal spent 15 years in 
Brownsville’s hospitality business, watching 
and taking note of how her city attracted busi-
ness travelers from far and wide.
   “I was mesmerized by how we were visit-
ed by so many travelers,” she said. Villarreal 
recalls that many were tied to the maquilado-
ra industry or related investors in the border 
economy. 
   Villarreal’s career goal during that time was 
to become a general manager at one of Browns-
ville’s bigger hotels. It seemed like an attainable 
goal as she worked her way up hotel organiza-
tions, from catering to event planning to front 
desk management.
   Then an opportunity from a different field en-
tirely – a nonprofit – became available, and in-

trigued, she decided to take it. Villarreal was the 
executive director of the Brownsville Society 
for the Performing Arts for four years. It gave 
her new insights into community life, adding 
new experiences to what would come next.
   With a more varied background, Villarreal 
in 2015 joined the Brownsville Chamber of 
Commerce as its membership services director. 
A year later, the would-be hotel GM became 
the president and chief executive officer of the 
Brownsville chamber. It propelled her to one of 
the community’s more high-profile leadership 
posts.
   Villarreal has since excelled at the job. She 
brings both a youthful energy and enthusiasm 
to the organization. She has assembled an 
all-female leadership administrative team that 

was hired for skill and experience in their fields. 
Villarreal is currently guiding the chamber 
through a rigorous process in seeking accredi-
tation from the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, a 
distinction only a handful of chambers in South 
Texas have achieved. 

In Top 40
   In seeking that recognition, Villarreal has a 
national honor to draw upon in gaining further 
confidence and belief that it can be done.
   She was named in late 2021 as among the top 
chamber executives nationally under the age of 
40 by the Association of Chamber of Com-
merce Executives. The “40 Under 40/Emerging 
Leaders Shaping the Chamber Industry” is the 
honor’s official title. The association described 

By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Brownsville Chamber CEO Esmeralda Villarreal 
helped lead her community through challenging 
times while also revamping her organization. (VBR)
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Villarreal as “a fierce leader with a strong pas-
sion to serve her community.”
   “I’m excited and humbled by the honor and 
what it means to our organization,” said Villar-
real, who the association also cited for being 
“well-known and respected by chambers of 
commerce throughout Texas.”
   The honor is noteworthy, she said, and also 
brings more focus on her work moving forward.
   “It brings a whole new level of expectations,” 
Villarreal said. “We’re changing things in this 
chamber and I know we need to do a much 
better job.”

Revamping & Retooling 
   Villarreal’s organization was put to the test 
when COVID-19 reached the Rio Grande Val-
ley. It began to adversely impact her chamber’s 
business members.
   Shutdowns, slowdowns and loss of customers 
had local businesses scrambling.
   “I had phone calls, people crying, asking me, 
‘What do we do?’”
   Villarreal took those appeals for help as mo-
tivation to quickly revamp the organization to 
meet her member’s sudden needs under a crisis. 
She made the chamber a hub of information 
for local businesses, guiding them through the 
processes of seeking emergency government 
grants. Help was also offered to set up business 
e-mails and other basic technological needs. 
Her organization made over 5,000 phone calls, 
reaching out to see how they could be of as-
sistance, telling her staff, “We need to be up to 
date every single day with what’s going on.”
   The Brownsville chamber launched a 
COVID-19 small business program. It also 
sought closer collaboration with city govern-
ment and local economic development entities. 
Villarreal described working relationships 
growing so tight that the different entities, in-
cluding her organization, were meeting weekly 
during those challenging months.

  “The needs of our membership evolved and 
changed and we had to do the same,” she said. 
“We had to reconnect to our roots in our com-
munity. We have to remain relevant in the times 
we live in.”
   It was that strong passion for the community 
as cited by the national chamber association 
that came to the forefront during those demand-
ing times when members sought Villarreal’s 
help. Revamped and retooled while seeking a 
prestigious national accreditation, she is excited 
by what lies ahead for the chamber and her 
hometown. 
   “Life takes you on a journey,” Villarreal said. 
“I’m grateful and happy to be here.”

WINDWATER HOTEL • 5701 Padre Boulevard, South Padre Island, Texas • 956.761.4913
COUNTRY INN & SUITES • 3825 S Expressway 83 , Harlingen, Texas • 855.516.1090

Esmeralda Villarreal, far right, and her all-female 
leadership team strives to serve the current needs of 
the Brownsville business community. (Courtesy)

The Brownsville Chamber of 
Commerce logo (VBR)



Hat Company Features Texas Flavor & Designs
   The rows of caps at the TRW Hat Co. have 
a distinction of design with a Lone Star flavor.
  The company’s owner and founder – Steven 
Gallegos – was born and raised near Hous-
ton in LaPorte. He has found a second home 
and a new passion in Mercedes. The TRW 
brand stands for Texas Rustic Way. Many 
TRW designs feature the iconic map outline 
of Texas, along with longhorns, oilfields and 
cannons. There are also cap designs specific 
to law enforcement and blue-collar work in 
the petroleum and utility fields.
   “There are a lot of stores and companies 
that sell generic hats,” Gallegos said. “We 
offer something that feels original.”
   The Texas-themed and industry-aligned 
caps are finding a willing market. Gallegos 
said TRW’s total revenues grew by over 40 

percent in 2021 over the previous year. Those 
are heady growth numbers for a company 
Gallegos based in Mercedes. The young en-
trepreneur has become active in the commu-
nity in helping to launch and run the Queen 
City Market Days. He says the company is a 
good fit with the city’s heritage of boot mak-
ing and livestock shows. 
   “We’re creating and developing our own 
brand from Mercedes,” Gallegos said. “It’s 
where I want to be.”

Keeping It Local
   The TRW Hat Co. is appropriately enough 
located on Texas Avenue.
   The traditional Texas imagery of cattle, 
guns, the state flag and the Lone Star state’s 
iconic map outline are in the over 50 patch 

designs on TRW hats. The designs are col-
laborative creations of Gallegos and designer 
Denise Reyna. The patches are stitched on, 
in contrast to the direct-to-garment mode 
of mass-produced caps, Gallegos said. The 
stitched style lasts longer and looks better, he 
said.
   Gallegos beamed with pride in saying his 
company has grown large enough to “cut out 
the middleman,” with TRW now doing all of 
its stitching and design work in-house at the 
downtown Mercedes store location. 
   “Everything is made here and designed 
here,” Gallegos said.

New Ventures 
   The Mercedes-based company is reaching 
out to new revenue streams and opportunities.

By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

12

Houston-area native Steven Guerrero has found a 
new home and passion in Mercedes. (VBR)
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   It has found a major business partner in San 
Antonio with the Thirsty Horse Dance Hall 
& Saloon. Caps created by TRW feature the 
Thirsty Horse logo along with the name of the 
Mercedes company. The specialty caps are 
sold by Thirsty Horse as its souvenir ap-
proach. It’s a similar approach 5X5 Brewing 
Co. of Mission uses along with EZ-Cuts, a 
hair stylist and barber shop company with 
multiple Rio Grande Valley locations.
   These partnerships are giving TRW added 
exposure beyond its store and online sales. 
Gallegos has also forged partnerships with 
city governments in Edcouch and Mercedes 
to design cap designs that honor police offi-
cers and firefighters in their cities. 
   “I see ourselves as more than a basic hat 
company,” he said of his business, which 
includes the Mercedes store run by his wife 
Anissa. The store also sells western-themed 
boutique clothing which caters mostly to 
women. 
   Gallegos and his wife have remodeled the 
Mercedes store, adding lines of new clothing 
brands in addition to growing the market for 
their specialty caps. He sees the cap sales that 
generate the majority of TRW’s revenues as 

a category that will continue to grow as he 
carefully selects new partners and outlets to 
sell his company’s hats. At the same time, he 
wants to limit quantities of certain cap patch 
designs to ensure a certain level of exclusiv-
ity. 
   The snapback and fitted TRW caps general-
ly sell in the $27-to-$35 price range. A walk 
into the Mercedes store will find customers 

receiving a warm greeting with good conver-
sation about the array of caps and distinctive 
patches found on the TRW hats. 
   “We want to keep it Texas,” Gallegos said. 
“Something that when you look at it, you 
know it’s authentic. When customers buy one 
of our hats, we want them to feel like they’re 
wearing something special that will be one of 
their favorite things to wear.”

hubinternational.com

Risk & Insurance | Employee Benefits | Retirement & Private Wealth

New name for us… 
More options for you.

Shepard Walton King is now  

HUB International.

We’re still the same people putting 

you at the center of everything we  

do but with a deeper bench of experts 

to grow as your needs evolve.

Pink is the fashion on some TRW 
caps for women. (VBR)

Many TRW caps feature rustic 
and western designs. (VBR)

The Texas map outline is big at 
TRW Hat Co. (VBR)
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Center To Boost Tourism & Educate Students
   A 30-foot ramp angles upward toward a 
setting sun and a sweeping view of the Ba-
hia Grande plains of coastal South Texas.
   It’s the high point of the South Texas 
Ecotourism Center in Laguna Vista. From 
there, the view stretches eastward toward 
the Port of Brownsville. SpaceX is off in 
that direction as well on Boca Chica Beach. 
The rectangular-shaped ecotourism center 
lays behind the soaring ramp. In all, there’s 
10 acres at the center, which plans a late 
February grand opening.
   The center is on Highway 100 entering 
Laguna Vista if traveling west from Los 
Fresnos. It packs an intriguing mix of 
native habitat, butterfly gardens, photo 
blinds and winding wetlands. It all leads 
to the ramp and the overview of the Bahia 
Grande. The project took 18 months to 
complete in getting through all of the re-
cent shutdowns and supply chain shortages. 
   County Commissioner David Garza was 
a driving force behind the center’s creation. 

He said it was important to get the project 
completed, no matter the challenges that 
arose. 
   “We needed to show our commitment to 
the community,” Garza said. “The center 
is going to fit in perfectly with Laguna 
Vista and South Padre Island, and all of the 
birding centers and wildlife areas we have 
in the Valley.”

Offering A Different Look
   The Laguna Vista center offers a coastal 
prairie alternative to the more mesquite-
and-thorny brush habitat of many of the 
Valley’s birding centers. Both versions 
have their own forms of beauty. Garza 
sees them as blending together nicely to 
boost the region’s burgeoning eco-tourism 
industry. 
   It all leads to tourists staying longer and 
boosting their impact on the Valley’s econ-
omy as they visit the area’s wildlife desti-
nations and enjoy the world-class diversity 

of bird species found here, he said. 
   “It all connects people to our natural 
resources and the flora and fauna here that 
is so unique,” Garza said. “We want to give 
people the opportunity to learn more about 
the beauty of our area and what makes the 
Valley special.”
   Garza sees the new center as giving 
Laguna Visa a new look and attraction as 
a gateway to South Padre Island. He said 
visitors will stop at the center as they travel 
to and from the Island. The commissioner 
praised Laguna Vista and its leadership 
for their cooperation on the project and 
the donation of the 10 acres for the center. 
The property where the center sits was 
once owned by Frank and Mary Yturria. 
The couple gave Laguna Vista the property 
years ago.
   “Building this center is a once-in-a-life-
time opportunity in partnering with the city 
of Laguna Vista,” Garza said. “One of our 
goals is to attract visitors to the Laguna 

By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

The South Texas Ecotourism Center 
opened in February along state Highway 
100 in Laguna Vista. (VBR)
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Vista area while seeing an ecosystem that is 
reflective of who we are in South Texas.”

Educating & Informing
   It’s not only tourists that the county com-
missioner envisions coming to the center.
   Garza said the facility will have a major 
educational component for area school-
children. Field trips to the center will be 
utilized to complete classroom projects. He 
said students can go on informative scav-
enger hunts in identifying the hundreds of 
native plant species on the grounds. There 
is an indoor classroom and exhibit spaces 
at the center to go with educational pro-
gram offerings at the center. 
   Valley students will be able to immerse 
themselves in the native habitat of their 
region and see conservation in practice, the 
commissioner said. Then when they make 
their way to the top of the 30-foot ramp, 
Garza promised that they will be “treated 
to a vista of the Bahia Grande unlike any 
other.”
   The $9 million project received the vast 
majority of its funding - $7.9 million – 

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.

The Ecotourism Center has several walking trails and 
features hundreds of plant species that are native to 
the Rio Grande Valley. (VBR)

Blinds are throughout the 10-acre center to 
view birds and take in the natural beauty of 
South Texas. (VBR)



from the county’s hotel/motel venue tax 
and motor vehicle rental tax. The remaining 
funding came from two grants given by the 
Texas Parks & Wildlife Department. The 
project’s architectural firm is Megamorpho-
sis of Harlingen and the general contractor 
is Noble Texas Builders of La Feria.
   The center’s address is 44487 Texas 
Highway 100 in Laguna Vista.
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Tuesday – Saturday 11am – 10pm
Sunday 11am – 3pm • Monday closed

1601 W Trenton Rd, Ste C, Edinburg, TX 78539
956.348.2499

A 30-foot high ramp juts out from the Ecotourism 
Center and offers an expansive view of the Bahia 
Grande. (VBR)

The view from the top of the center’s ramp offers a 
spectacular view of the Bahia Grande. (VBR)

The Ecotourism Center features 
hundreds of native plant species, 
with some of them being unique to 
the Rio Grande Valley. (VBR)
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Takos Find A Footing & Success In McAllen
   Gabriel Fuentes attended PSJA High School 
where his father, Edgar, led the band.
   After graduating, he headed to Houston for 
college, working part time at a popular restau-
rant. It was where Gabriel got his first taste of 
cooking. He savored it.
   “Life happened,” he said, and college and 
cooking were traded for construction.
   Fuentes opened a company in Houston before 
eventually returning to Alamo. He stayed in the 
construction business. An aspiration to cook 
stayed with him, recalling how much fun he had 
doing it.
   He continued with his construction business 
until the Great Recession hit during the 2007-to-
2009 years. It was at that time, he said, “when I 
lost everything.’’
   

A suggestion from a family member got him 
to thinking about his next step in life. A cousin 
he considers a mentor in life recommended he 
go into the cooking business given his talents in 
that field. 
   He recalled thinking, “I had my own construc-
tion company, and now I’m going to work on a 
cooking line?’’
   Gabriel took odd jobs for a while, “trying to 
make money any way I could,’’ he said.
   Two things happened that led Gabriel to take 
a different course. First, he met Larry Delgado, 
a chef.
   “I fell in love with the way he cooked, his 
attitude, everything,” Gabriel said.
   Then he met another chef, Vladimir Cruz of 
the Patio on Guerra restaurant in McAllen. 

   “I told him I didn’t have experience as a chef, 
but I could cook,’’ Gabriel said. “He gave me an 
opportunity.”

Cooking Up A Passion
   Gabriel absorbed everything he could and 
formed friendships with other local chefs. 
He would meet the director of the Covenant 
Christian Academy, who offered him a job as a 
kitchen manager. His wife, Hortencia, also ac-
cepted a job there, and they enrolled their three 
daughters in the school. 
   Gabriel cooked fresh and healthy meals for 
the students and monthly meals for the school’s 
board. Catering events would follow. He was 
contracted to cook meals at St. Alban’s Episco-
pal Day School in Harlingen. In 2016, Gabriel 

By Chris Ardis

Gabriel and Hortencia Fuentes (Courtesy)
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got a call from a friend that the owner of a food 
truck was leaving the business and wanted to 
sell his work vehicle.
   “I had always wanted one,” Gabriel said of 
having a food truck. “I met with him the next 
day and bought it.’’

Reaching Success 
    He already had a name for the new business. 
It was Nuri by Roman Gabriel. Nuri means fire 
in Hebrew, and his full name is Roman Gabriel, 
so he brought the two together to name his new 
business. He already an idea in mind regarding 
what he wanted to offer from his food truck.
   “I wanted to sell Austin-type tacos,” Gabriel 
said.
   He knew of several Korean/Asian chefs who 
cooked with a Mexican twist. He turned it 
around by being a Hispanic who would cook 
with a Korean twist. He and Hortencia would 
begin with short rib, pork belly, and fried chick-
en takos, a “k” instead of “c” for the Korean 
twist. They would add Hortencia’s popular 
salsas.
   They parked the Nuri food truck in the McAl-
len Food Truck Park in 2016. Their business 
was not initially successful. They changed 

Corner of Ohio and 3rd Street
in front of Historic City Hall

Every Last Thursday 6PM - 9PM

956.565.2221

Nuri employee Andrew Boy stands behind the bar at the 
restaurant on North 10th Street in McAllen. (Courtesy)
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things up by going to the style of tacos that 
Hortencia knew as a child in Cuidad Valles, 
Mexico. A new line of Nuri Takos was born 
with menu selections offering cecina, chorizo, 
cheese, onion, cilantro, and guacamole. 
   Business improved, but they made plans to 
sell the truck.
   “Right then,” Gabriel said, “a friend texted 
and said we came out in Texas Monthly.”
   It read that if Nuri had been around the year 
before, it would have been a solid contender 
for the magazine’s “120 Tacos You Must Eat 
Before You Die.” 
   The magazine plug’s effect was immediate. 
Their sales soared and Gabriel resigned from St. 
Alban’s to run Nuri full time. The truck could 
not provide the prep space and storage needed 
to meet the demand. They needed a brick-and-
mortar location, but where?
   One night, they went to eat at a restaurant next 
to Chick-fil-A on North 10th Street, but found it 
had closed. They had their answer on where to 
locate. Their first two years at the new location 
were busy, but they incurred too much debt.
   “Failure is good,” Gabriel said, recalling those 
early struggles. “It teaches you so much. And 
business is said to thrive in year three.” 

   For Nuri, year three turned out to be 2020, the 
year a global pandemic hit. They rearranged the 
restaurant to have prep space for catering and 
curbside meals and placed their focus on the 
community. They supported those in essential 
jobs in the medical and law enforcement fields.
   “Supporting our community is one of our core 
values,” Gabriel said. 
   What they gave, they received tenfold. Crav-
ings for the Nuri Tako favorites didn’t wane.
   “We have to give a big thank you to our com-
munity,” Gabriel said. “We couldn’t have made 

it through the pandemic without you.”
   Gabriel and Hortencia also breathed new life 
into Obreras del Bien Charitable Foundation, 
which was started in the 1940s by his grandpar-
ents to donate blankets and food to people in 
Alamo.  
   The new year looks bright for Gabriel and 
Hortencia. In 2022, they plan to open a new 
restaurant in Mission, and possibly a second 
McAllen location.
   For now, Gabriel and Hortencia are savoring 
every moment.

SIGNGYPSIES.COM • FIND US ON FACEBOOK

BIRTHDAYS • GRADUATIONS • ANNIVERSARIES • BABY SHOWERS
SCHOOL EVENTS • RETIREMENT • MOTHERS/FATHERS DAY

TEACHER APPRECIATION • WELCOME HOME

We Celebrate Everything!

EASY ORDERING PROCESS!
WE DO ALL THE WORK...

You Get All The Credit!

The west wall inside Nuri reads “FOOD FOR THE PEOPLE” 
and features a pictorial history of the business. (Courtesy)

Demand for Nuri takos forced Gabriel and Hortencia Fuentes 
to expand from a food truck to this brick-and-mortar location 
next to Chick-fil-A on North 10th Street in McAllen. (Courtesy)



Our greatest 
strength is you.
Because in times of uncertainty, you show up. When faced with a challenge, 
you see the path forward. The unique experiences you bring with you every 
time you walk through the hospital doors make a difference in the lives of 
your patients and profession.

At Valley Regional Medical Center, when you discover best practices for nursing 
care, it changes how nursing is practiced across the state and across the country.

Join our team at 
valleyregionalmedicalcenter.com
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