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FACESOF
IMMIGRATION

José Jesús recites a rosary next to an urn holding the cremated remains of his wife, Josefina, on May 18, the first
anniversary of her death. Josefina’s children would like to bury her remains, but the undocumented Santa Fe resi-
dents fear they will have to return to Mexico, and they don’t want to leave her behind. LUIS SÁNCHEZ SATURNO/THE NEWMEXICAN

By Sandra Baltazar Martínez
The New Mexican

The sisters still remember the grueling seven-hour
walk through the desert alongside their two
brothers, six other undocumented immigrants
and a smuggler. Their faces turn serious when
they recall refilling their empty water bottles

from a slimy stock tank they encountered along the way.
“When we arrived in Deming, they quickly shoved us into

a truck. There were 11 of us piled up, and we weren’t allowed
to move until we got to Santa Fe,” said Lupita, 26. She and her
sister Lourdes, 30, are among seven siblings who have lived
for years in Santa Fe as undocumented immigrants. They
asked not to be fully identified for this story.
For immigrants and migrants through the generations,

leaps of faith have often led to hardship. They uproot them-
selves, trading the comforts of home for the stresses of life in
an adopted residence.
For undocumented residents like Lupita and Lourdes, that

anxiety is particularly acute: The threat of deportation robs
them of any feeling of permanence.
Their main source of stability, their family, was further

shaken more than a year ago when their mother died.
They still haven’t decided: Should they bury her in Santa
Fe?Would a final resting place here be wrong if the family
landed back inMexico?
Lupita and Lourdes have been in the U.S. for 11 years. Their

oldest sister has lived in their adopted country for 18 years.
Five of the seven siblings are homeowners, and all have made
a living as grocery stockers, hotel service workers, restaurant
cooks or housekeepers.
When Lupita and Lourdes left their native Aguascalientes,

Mexico, 11 years ago, they said, they didn’t realize that life was
not going to be as rosy as they thought.
“You only heard sweet stories about how here you were

able to buy anything you wanted and that you could travel all

over, see new places,” Lupita said. “But nobody told you the
truth, about how difficult life is here.”
Their father is a legal permanent resident, but he never

completed the paperwork to petition for legal status for his
family. Instead, he saved $1,500 per person and paid to have
them smuggled.
The sacrifice, they had believed, was worth it. They would

finally be together. It had been years since they last had gath-
ered together around the dinner table.
Their mother, Josefina, used to cook large pans of mole and

handmade corn tortillas for all of them. She spoiled them.
“She never let us do anything. She wanted to serve our

food and made our favorite meals,” a family member said
during a recent birthday party.
Josefina wasn’t there for the piñata. She had developed

diabetes and passed away inMay 2010. For Mother’s Day,
her children, along with their own children and spouses, cel-
ebrated Josefina with a Mass. They didn’t bury her. They cre-
mated her instead. The mother’s ashes sit in a funeral urn in
Lourdes’ living room. A small altar bears the cherry-colored
box with a rosary, Virgen de Guadalupe candles, flowers and
family photographs.
Not burying their mother is taking a toll.
“Our futures are uncertain.We don’t knowwhat’s going to

happen,” Lupita said, referring to the siblings’ unauthorized sta-
tus and the implications it brings.
“Wewant to stay,” Lourdes said one evening while her two

children played at a neighborhood park. “Our children were
all born here.”
Immigration reform seems out of reach. And one day, they

might have to give up their driver’s licenses.
And in the meantime, until the siblings are truly settled,

their mother remains in limbo.
“Wewon’t bury her until we knowwhat’s going to hap-

pen,” Lupita said. “We don’t know if we’re going back toMex-
ico or if we’re going to stay. Mymother just always wanted to
be where her children were.”

‘Our futures are uncertain’
7 undocumented Mexican siblings struggle to feel settled in their adopted city

Former drug addict returns
rewards of clean life in U.S.
by helping Juárez street kids
By Sandra Baltazar Martínez
The New Mexican

A t one point, Carlos Garcia owned a
tortilla and tamale business and an auto
salvage yard. He’s been a shoe designer,
a landlord and a real-estate developer.
Starting in 1983, he owned Don Juan’s

Auto, a paint and body shop off Rufina Street, and
operated it until he sold the shop three weeks ago.
The native ofMexico and current Santa Fe resi-

dent is also a philanthropist. After graduating from
The University of NewMexico, he started going
back to his native Ciudad Juárez to donate blankets
to the homeless and to orphanages.
His efforts materialized into Amigo Fiel Inc., a

nonprofit that distributes 800,000 gifts for children
throughoutMexico. He teamed upwith Samaritan’s
Purse and opened a warehouse in Colorado, where
partners from San Diego, Dallas and North Carolina
send the toys, books, shoes and hygiene products
that children inMexico receive each Christmas.
Many of his resources, though, focus on Amigo
Fiel’s two after-school programs in Juárez, which
serve 140 orphaned and low-income children. The
program offers help with homework, activities,
dinner and snacks. The two facilities— one was
donated by the local government— have showers
and a playground. Many children arrive at Amigo
Fiel in the morning to shower and eat breakfast
before heading to school.
“I go back toMexico to help some of the kids

who had the same needs I had,” Garcia said during a
recent interview. He is a self-described “black sheep
of the family,” one of seven children who took to
the streets of Juárez. He became addicted to drugs
and alcohol at an early age.When Garcia arrived
in Santa Fe 32 years ago as a 16-year-old, attending
school felt like living in a cage, he said. But here he
had no friends whowould hit the streets with him.
So he attended Santa Fe High School, where a

Spanish teacher at the time, Charlie Lopez, took
Garcia under his wing.
“Hewould bring an extra hamburger for me,

and while he graded papers, he taught me English,”
Garcia said with a wide smile. At the Boys &Girls
Clubs of Santa Fe in 1981, he was recognized as Boy
of the Year. And after graduating from high school,
he received a scholarship to attend NewMexico
State University.Within a year, he transferred to
The University of NewMexico andmajored in
international marketing and business management.
“All of the sudden, I found out that the U.S. was

rewardingme for my good behavior,” Garcia said.
During a relapse of his drug addiction, he found

God, he said. He left the drugs and promised God,
his amigo fiel— faithful friend— that he would
devote part of his life to helping needy children.
That was 18 years ago.
Garcia’s own children, Santiago, Olga and Bianca

Garcia, admit they don’t knowmuch of their
father’s past. All they know is the loving, multitask-
ing go-getter who shows impeccable work ethic,
they said. As adults, they strive to duplicate their
father’s kindness and quality of work.
When Garcia’s family emigrated from Juárez

some three decades ago, they left with much shame;
the landlord couldn’t afford to keep them any lon-
ger because they were two and a half years behind
on rent. They also owed the local grocery store one
year’s worth of groceries.
“Wewere living in very poor conditions, so it was

out of necessity that we came to theU.S.,” Garcia
said. “I’m happy to say that not only didwe (find) a
better life here, but I’m happy to say that we paid (the
landlord and the grocer) all back. It was $3,500 then.”

‘Black
sheep’
to angel

In a Korean community,
connecting with roots
helps create balance
By Sandra Baltazar Martínez
The New Mexican

The Rev. Kang Kook Ro has
been all over the United
States. The mission of his
Christian work has always
been the same: Give Kore-

ans a sense of place.
Five years ago, he moved his mission

fromCalifornia to NewMexico and
now leads services in Los Alamos and in
Santa Fe. On a recent Sunday, 15 adults
attended the Korean service atWest-
minster Presbyterian Church in Santa
Fe. Children sat quietly. The hymns,
accompanied with musical notes from a
piano and violin, added harmony to the
serene atmosphere.
“It’s important that Koreans come to

Korean service, but they go to Ameri-
can churches,” Ro said in an interview
before the holy celebration. “It’s impor-
tant for them to come, to connect and
interact with other Koreans.”
Plus, the pastor said, having a con-

nection with their roots is important for
finding balance in life.
Adults in the congregation agree. So

does his son, James Ro, whowas 5 years
oldwhen his father, mother and 3-year-
old brother left Korea and landed inNew

YorkCity. Growing up in theWestern
worldmade it easy to adapt and forget
Korea, the language and its culture, said
James Ro, 27.When he attendedOhio
StateUniversity, hemet other Koreans
and realized he had beenmissing some-
thing. Since then, he’s beenwatching
more Korean television, listening to K-
pop and traveling to Korea to learnmore
about the language and culture.
“We don’t exactly fit into American

society, but it’s important to find out
more because it defines who you are.
I define myself as Korean American,”
said James Ro, who lives in Los Alamos.
Many Koreans in Los Alamos are scien-
tists at Los Alamos National Laboratory.
In Santa Fe, many are restaurant and
liquor-store owners, and in Albuquer-
quemany operate gas stations.
“Koreans are everywhere, even at San

Juan Pueblo,” Kang Kook Ro said, refer-
ring to the pueblo now called Ohkay
Owingeh. He said some Koreans have
married into Pueblo families. He esti-
mates the Korean population in North-
ern NewMexico, including Albuquer-
que, is close to 2,000.
Yong Jo and his wife, Myong Jo, own-

ers of Liquor Barn off Cerrillos Road,
said they havemade NewMexico their
second home.When they left Korea,
they settled in San Diego andmoved to
Pojoaque 16 years ago. Later, they pur-
chased Liquor Barn in Santa Fe.
The couple helped organize local

Koreans to establish a church. They had
their first Korean service Nov. 2, 1997.
Their daughter, Young Lee, 38, helps

run the businesswhile her two daugh-
ters, ages 6 and 9, are at school. Lee said
the girls attend Piñon Elementary School
and are growing up in a bilingual house-
hold. Life in Pojoaque and Santa Fe has
presentedmany challenges. The tough-
est of all was showingNative Americans
that theywere coming in peace, Lee said.
“I think they thoughtwewanted to take
over their community. But in less than a
year, we became good friends.”
NowHispanics in Santa Fe are

impressed that all the members of the
Korean family can speak Spanish.
“That’s because we had a store near

Tijuana, so we learned some Spanish,”
Lee said. “People are now used to seeing
an ‘Oriental’ behind the counter. I tell
them, ‘I’m the newMexican.’ ”

Sense
of place

The Rev. Kang Kook Ro leads a worship service in March for Northern New
Mexico’s Korean community at Westminster Presbyterian Church.
LUIS SÁNCHEZ SATURNO/THE NEW MEXICAN

Carlos Garcia, right, and his brother Hector
Garcia in Asención, a town outside of Ciudad
Juárez, Mexico. Carlos Garcia started Amigo
Fiel Inc. to help orphaned and low-income
children in the Juárez area. COURTESY PHOTO

What is a green card?
The card, once printed on green paper, is

an identification card showing that an immi-
grant holds the status of a lawful permanent
resident. Based on an individual’s applica-
tion, U.S. law sets five areas of preferences
for granting a card:

! Family-sponsored preferences for those
related to U.S. citizens.

! Employment preferences for those who
have needed job skills.

! Diversity immigration for those who
come from countries with low rates of
immigration.

! Refugees admitted into the country.
! Those already granted political asylum.


