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Celestina Rodríguez Peña: Memories of an Early Border Teacher

A Documented Research Report by Juan-Paz Peña

Version 2; June 26, 2010
T

his is the story of a trail blazing pioneer in Texas border education; but it is also a story of chivalrous love and high honor.  This is the story of my mother, Celestina Rodríguez Peña.  
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Celestina’s parents were born and reared in ranch towns near Ojinaga, Mexico.  Her father, Jesus de la Paz Rodríguez, (known as Paz Rodríguez) was born in 1864, and her mother, Encarnación Ornelas, was born ten years later in 1874.  Neither Paz nor Encarnación got an opportunity to attend school because they were reared in Mexican ranches where no schools were available. 
In 1892, they married at Jesus Nazareno Cathedral in Ojinaga, Mexico.  After their marriage, they moved to the Shafter area to rear their families. 

Celestina was born on April 5, 1899, in Shafter, Texas.  She was reared in San Esteban, Texas, which was near Shafter, Texas.  Unfortunately, San Esteban is gone today.  When Celestina was a young girl, San Esteban was abandoned due to the building of San Esteban Dam on nearby Alamito Creek.  Eventually, San Esteban was flooded and destroyed by the waters of the San Esteban Dam, which was completed in 1912.

Celestina was the oldest of ten children.  Five of the children, Manuelita, Candelaria, Inés, Josefita, and Ernestito, died in infancy; and two died as young adults, Roman and Jose.  These early deaths are a testament to the medical and physical hardships faced by early pioneers.  Celestina and two sisters, Elena Rodríguez Peña and Maria Rodríguez Dutchover, survived into adulthood.  

When the family left San Esteban, circa 1906, they moved to a ranch in the Big Bend area known as el Fortín del Cíbolo.  It was very beautiful there, and Celestina was quite taken by it.  She called the ranch at Fort Cibolo “the most beautiful place on God’s green earth.”  In later years when the James Hilton’s novel Lost Horizon came out in 1933, she read it and fondly recalled her years on the ranch at Fort Cibolo.  From then on, she referred to Cibolo Creek Ranch as, “my Shangri-La,” and she made Lost Horizon a standard reading requirement.  

Today Fort Cibolo is part of the Cibolo Creek Ranch, a very luxurious ranch resort.  This ranch complex was once owned by the iconic Milton Faver, of Scots-Irish ancestry from Missouri, who, some say, married well by marrying a young, beautiful, woman of Mexican ancestry, Francisca Ramírez, who came from a very wealthy family in Chihuahua.


My grandfather, Jesús de La Paz Rodríguez, was employed as a broncbuster/horse whisperer at the San Esteban Ranch and various other ranches, including Fort Cibolo.  My grandmother, Encarnación Ornelas Rodríguez, was the chef and seamstress for these ranches.

Celestina often said that the greedy, Anglo-American, Big Bend, pioneer, ranch owners, mostly of Scots-Irish ancestry, knew little to nothing about farming and ranching.  The actual farm and ranch work was done by highly experienced farmers and cowboys of Mexican ancestry. 


Celestina and her siblings attended the ranch schools, which were financed by Presidio County and the ranch owners for the education of their children as well as the children of the ranch hands.  From the age of six, Celestina and her siblings were perfectly fluent in Spanish and English, which was very unusual for those days.  


Around 1909 after Celestina finished the fifth grade at the ranch schools, Encarnación wanted to move the family to Shafter, Texas area, so that Celestina and her siblings could continue their education.   Paz opposed this move.  Encarnación believed strongly that her children should be educated.  With or without Paz the consent and support of her husband, Paz, she was determined to make the move to Shafter, Texas.

Undaunted, Encarnación, on her own, without Paz, moved her family to Shafter, rented a small house, opened a taco stand, took in laundry, did seamstress work, and operated a Mexican pastry shop to support the family.  Eventually, the carousing, heavy drinking, womanizing, macho man rejoined his family in Shafter and, at Encarnación's strong insistence, quickly found employment in the Shafter mines as a mill hand circa 1910.  The family did well enough that later they bought the house they had been renting.


Celestina and her long-time, childhood friend from Shafter, Lucia (Lucy) Rede Franco were among the first students of Mexican ancestry to attend Sul Ross Normal College during the summers of 1920 and 1921, when Sul Ross had its first summer sessions. 
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Lucy went on to become a renowned teacher in Presidio County.  Lucy and Celestina were reared together in Shafter.  They were so close that they treated each other as sisters.  The photograph shown on this page of Lucy and Celestina, taken when they were about 20 years old shows why they were considered quite beautiful in their time.  Their timeless innocent beauty remains salient even today.  

Lucy in later years was twice honored as Texas Mother of the Year and all eight of her children graduated from college, some with graduate degrees at the master and doctorate levels.  The children have established a scholarship foundation in honor of their parents, Manuel and Lucy Rede Franco at Sul Ross State University.

According to official Sul Ross State Normal College records, Celestina was about 17 years old, when she started her career as a Rio Grande border teacher in ranch schools in the Shafter, Texas area around 1916.1 Celestina studied and passed a State exam and was certified as a second grade teacher.  With the exception of one year, she was a Rio Grande border teacher until 1929. She taught in ranch schools along the Rio Grande such as the Light of the Desert School on the Madrid Ranch near El Polvo, also known as Redford.  She also taught in Rio Grande/Presidio County rural ranch schools such as Candelaria, Ruidosa, Shafter, Terlingua, Ochoa Ranch, and others. 
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In this treasured photograph, Celestina is shown dressed in a dark dress and holding a horsewhip in her hands.  She and about 30 of her students are standing outside the Light of the Desert School.  

This photograph was taken at the Ochoa Ranch.  My mother is on the far left, then her sisters, Maria Rodríguez Dutchover and Elena Rodríguez Peña.  The other young ladies in the picture are some of my mother's students.  The photo was taken on December 12, 1922, the feast day of Our Lady of Guadalupe.
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Celestina taught for one year in Fort Stockton during the 1920-21 school year. Celestina was the first, certified teacher of Mexican ancestry to teach in the Fort Stockton schools and probably Pecos County. 


While in Fort Stockton, she met an uneducated, but handsome, honest, hard working, young veteran, Manuel Lugo Peña.  Prior to meeting Celestina, Manuel had served in the US Army during World War I, from 1916 to 1918.  After undergoing training in Georgia, Manuel was on a transport ship headed for the German front via France when WW I ended.  The ship turned around, headed back to the USA. Eventually Manuel was discharged from the US Army, and he returned home to Fort Stockton.  
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Shortly after meeting Celestina in 1920 at a dance in Fort Stockton, Manuel proposed to Celestina.  Celestina accepted but on the condition she could not marry until her younger brother, Jose, was an adult, since she was the sole support of her family.  Manuel was willing to accept her condition; and in 1921, they were engaged. 


Manuel waited patiently for eight years and in the interim, he even helped Celestina support her family.  Finally, on June 22, 1929, they got married, at our Lady of Peace Catholic Church, Alpine, Texas.  What a love story replete with romance, commitment, responsibility, respect, and endurance!


Celestina and Manuel had four children. Three became teachers, Socorro, Amparo and Juan, and one, Manuel, a newspaper printer.  

As for her sisters, Elena was certified as an elementary school teacher and graduated from Sul Ross State University.  Maria married David Dutchover of the noted Dutchover family from Fort Davis.  Although Maria lived for many years in Marfa, Texas, before moving to Fort Stockton, all three sisters lived and reared their families in Fort Stockton, Texas.

On September 7, 1988, Celestina died in El Paso, Texas at the age of 89.

Notes:

1Throughout her life, Celestina used April 6, 1898, as her official birth date. Although she did not have access to church records or birth certificates, we could suppose she used this date because that is what her family told her.  It is noteworthy that according to Church records, Celestina was baptized on October 11, 1899, in Shafter, Texas, by Father Maug. Her padrinos (godparents) were Felipe Aquilar and Susana Luján.  Interestingly, the date of her baptism is 18 months after the date she used as her birth date.  It is possible that she added a year to her age because she had to be 18 years old to receive a Texas teachers certificate, and she was only 17 when she passed the state exam and became certified as a second grade teacher.  According to official Shafter, Texas, Church Records, Celestina Rodríguez was born on April 5, 1899, in Shafter, Texas, and she was reared in San Esteban, Texas, until she was about seven years old when the family moved to Fort Cibolo ranch, now part of the Cibolo Creek Ranch complex.

Sources:
· Family interviews

· Shafter, Texas, Church Records

· Official Sul Ross State Normal College records

· Click here to link to page with documentation records for Miss Peña’s story.
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