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The New Mexican

A fter Ruth Aguilar lost her job eight years ago, she
locked herself in her house for two straight years.
She spent days and nights writing down recipes,
cooking them and perfecting the amount of the
ingredients.

She had worked at a laundry for 23 years and needed a
change of pace, she said.
“I told myself, ‘Today, you start a new life,’ and so I started

developingmy business plan. This time, I wanted something
of my own. I decided I was going to open a restaurant, and I
wanted to provide authentic Salvadoran food,” said Aguilar,
who emigrated from San Vicente, El Salvador, in 1981 while
the country was in the midst of a civil war.
Her immediate family was spared, but many friends and

neighbors didn’t survive, she said. She followed her mother,
who had left El Salvador five years before, to make a living in
Albuquerque.
“I left with a sister andmy 1-year-old son in my arms,”

said Aguilar, 55. For months, she slept on the floor, and she
wore the same clothes and the one pair of high heels she had
brought from El Salvador. She couldn’t afford tennis shoes, so
she went to work as a hotel maid wearing the heels. “My feet
were killingme. I’ll never forget that,” Aguilar said.
She saved every penny and purchased two homes, and after

she was laid off in 2003, she had enoughmoney saved to fulfill
her American dream.
Aguilar opened Pupusería y Restaurante Salvadoreño in 2005

in Albuquerque. Last year, she opened her second restaurant at
a Santa Fe site off Cerrillos Road, and today she’s looking for a
third location in Rio Rancho. Aguilar imports spices and ingre-
dients fromEl Salvador and LosAngeles, she said.
“I tell my children, ‘I want to leave you a patrimony that I’ve

built with the sweat of my forehead,’ ” Aguilar said while she
sat in her Santa Fe restaurant near a wall adorned with Ameri-
can and Salvadoran flags. A waitress was busy cleaning tables
and sweeping the restaurant floor. Inside the kitchen, a cook
was making chicken tamales, wrapped in banana leaves.

Aguilar’s son, Edwin Aguilar, now 32, is a U.S. Army vet-
eran. He and his mother alternate days and shifts at both
restaurants. Ruth Aguilar’s daughter, Lupita, 20, is a jeweler in
Albuquerque.
Edwin Aguilar said he’s happy to work with his mother, but

he gives her full credit.
“I just help,” he said. “This is all mymother’s work.”
With her businesses operating, Ruth Aguilar is in a position

to help the community, she said. She hosts the Salvadoran
Mobile Consulate when it comes fromArizona to provide
services for Salvadorans in NewMexico, and sometimes she
partners with the National Hispanic Cultural Center in Albu-
querque to hold cultural events.
Her success, her fine clothes and her wavy, honey-colored

hair have not changed who she is, Ruth Aguilar said.
“I have not changed one bit,” she said. “When I go back to

El Salvador, I still walk barefooted and carry a basket over
my head. I take pride in that.We are all the same.We are all
brothers and sisters.”

The pros and cons of
immigrant driver’s licenses?
Gov. Susana Martinez says licensing driv-

ers who are in America illegally is wrong.
Illegal immigrants are illegal. Backers of a ban
contend a driver’s license is a civil privilege,
granted to eligible residents of a legally and
politically defined community. They also fear
NewMexico has become a magnet for foreign
nationals and perhaps for criminals.
Supporters of issuing permits say licenses

enable the state to know who is on its roads,
invite persons to participate openly in road
safety and increase the likelihood that drivers
will be insured. That side also argues that a
ban in effect is an immigrant roundup because
most workers need to drive, and doing so
without a license means any traffic violation or
fender bender could lead to deportation.

Path to citizenship
or amnesty?
During the Reagan administration, Congress

enacted a one-time amnesty and beefed up
border security. Enforcement failed to stop the
flow of unauthorized immigrants. Today, the
argument against amnesty or some variation
says such a deal would reward lawbreakers and
would encourage further unauthorized immigra-
tion. Some, then, stress guarding the border.
Instead, immigration reformers such as

President Barack Obama and Gov. Martinez
have moved toward a pathway to citizenship
that accelerates the process with the condi-

tions that unauthorized immigrants get right
with the law, have clean records, learn English
and pay back taxes. That approach claims to
balance justice and common sense and find a
practical middle ground between the unsatis-
factory status quo and deportation of 10 mil-
lion to 12 million undocumented residents.

What’s changed in this
nation of immigrants?
A writer from the Center for Immigration

Studies says immigrants have not changed, but
the country has, and that mass immigration is
almost perfectly designed to overwhelmmod-
ern America’s welfare system— a system that
did not exist for those passing through Ellis
Island. The state provides aid to the poor, an
expectation that did not exist during the late
19th century to mid-20th century.

What’s wrong with ‘show
me your papers’ laws?
Federal immigration policy specifies a com-

plex blend of civil and criminal penalties, but
Congress has not made it a crime simply to
be in the U.S. without authorization. Nothing
within constitutional limits prevents police
from investigating suspected criminal conduct.
But local police often argue that immigration
enforcement wastes resources and under-
mines public trust in police.
In other words, let the justice system deal

with conduct and let the immigration system

deal with residency status. Some state laws
invite racial profiling of Latinos, Asian Ameri-
cans and others presumed to be foreign-born,
a practice that violates civil rights by stressing
a person’s appearance over behavior, which is
discrimination. On education, federal guide-
lines warn that procedures requiring a show
of papers would impinge on the constitutional
rights of children to attend public school
regardless of immigration status.

Illegal, unauthorized
or undocumented?
Federal immigration agencies commonly use

“unauthorized immigration.” The terms “undoc-
umented immigration” and “illegal immigration”
at timesmight be appropriate. Unauthorized
immigration occurs when immigrants have no
official documentation that would allow them
to legally work or reside in the U.S., or when
immigrants overstay their authorized presence
in the country. Authorized immigration occurs
when immigrants have applied for and received
a form of official documentation—work visa,
asylum or naturalization.

How do economic and
immigration issues intersect?
The U.S. benefits economically from immigra-

tion when skilled immigrants contribute innova-
tion and entrepreneurship, or when less-skilled
immigrants consume, invest, pay taxes and fill
needed jobs. But immigration also can strain

U.S. public services and push wages down. The
job competition that Americans talk about is
between only the 5 percent of unskilled immi-
grants and the 5 percent of U.S. high school
dropouts, a Harvard economist found. There-
fore, the challenge for policymakers is to design
policies that admit and even encourage needed
immigrants but prevent unwanted immigration.

What happens to a person
arrested by Border Patrol?
Detained immigrants are afforded two legal

rights: a voluntary return to their homelands
or a removal hearing. The voluntary return
allows the noncriminal to go home without
being prosecuted. A removal hearing is a
formal process by which an immigrant seeks
relief through the courts. A detainee with a
criminal record faces trial in federal court and
possible deportation.

Do legal immigrants have
the same rights as citizens?
Authorized immigrants have many legal

rights. They share in the Constitution’s Bill
of Rights and have the right to sue. The 14th
Amendment forbids state governments from
depriving any person of due process and
equal protection of the law.
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Ruth Aguilar, who fled to the U.S. from El Salvador in 1981, realized her American dream in 2005 when she opened
Pupusería Restaurante y Salvadoreño in Albuquerque. She now has a second restaurant in Santa Fe and is looking
for a third location in Rio Rancho. PHOTOS BY LUIS SÁNCHEZ SATURNO/THE NEW MEXICAN

Shrimp is prepared for one of Aguilar’s dishes, shrimp
pupusas, at her Pupusería y Restaurante Salvadoreño
in Santa Fe.

Forging ‘a new life’
After fleeing war-torn El Salvador, woman finds hard work pays off in New Mexico

Dr. Javier Iturbe examines 4-month-old Keilen Palos at
Camino Entrada Pediatrics. NATALIE GUILLÉN/THE NEW MEXICAN

‘We trust him with our lives,’ says
patient of pediatrician who provides
valuable support to the community
By Sandra Baltazar Martínez
The New Mexican

Javier Iturbe never planned to make the United States
his home. He was in medical school at the Universidad
Autónoma deMéxico and needed to complete a resi-
dency program. So he went to the University of Texas
in Houston in 1980 to practice pediatrics.
“I wanted to come for the training and then go back to

Mexico,” said Dr. Iturbe, one of the lead Latino pediatricians
with Christus St. Vincent Regional Medical Center, who
practices at Camino Entrada Pediatrics on the south side of
town. “But the economy inMexico was bad. So I stayed.”
And he’s loved the country since then. His two daughters

were born here, and he has found that workingwith theHis-
panic community is a plus, he said. After his residency inHous-
ton, heworked in a pediatric clinic in Brownsville, Texas.
“I felt that I could provide services to the community, and

I’m familiar with the culture,” Iturbe said.
He startedworking in Santa Fe in 1990 for LovelaceMedical

Center and later transferred to Christus St. Vincent. Five years
ago, the hospital decided to open a clinic off Camino Entrada;
Iturbe andDr.Michael Patterson, who are both bilingual, were
the primary doctors at the clinic. Now there are four doctors.
In the beginning, they saw an average of 16 patients per day.
Today, the daily patient numbers range from 22 to 30.
“As a professional, I provide support to the community, not

just to the Hispanic community,” Iturbe said. “But I do have
the advantage of being trained in another country.”
This comes in handy, especially when Latino parents show

up with their children and have questions about treating
symptoms with alternative remedies, such as herbal teas. In
the U.S., Latinos often feel alone, away from their families, so
they tend to rely on a doctor’s advice, Iturbe said.
“I don’t scold them for using teas,” said Iturbe, who was

born in Jerez, Zacatecas, Mexico, and grew up in Guerrero. “I
do spend a lot of time with them because they come in with
lots of questions. I take the time, for example, to explain that
a fever is just a response to the body. Then they understand
that they don’t always have to rush to urgent care.”
On a recent visit, 20-year-oldDestinyMartinez had her share

of questions for Iturbe regarding her 9-month-old daughter,
MadelineGrace Barreras.Martinez’s questions ranged from
weaning to teething to sodium levels in baby food.
Iturbe patiently answered all of her questions, and gave

her additional advice about fish stick brands— the same
kind of information Iturbe had provided to his own daughter
for his granddaughter, just a couple of months back.
“He is really good. He answers everything,” Martinez said

after the consultation. “Hewas my pediatrician, and now he’s
my daughter’s. He’s a good doctor, so we trust himwith our
lives and most importantly, our children’s.”
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