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 Sarah Blomstrom had no idea her zeal 
would prompt the Interact Club to recently 
drum up $2,400 for Hope for Humans, a 
local organization that cares for Ugandan 
children afflicted with Nodding Syndrome.  
 “They felt empowered they could 
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by Miranda koerner

Rawlinson Middle School 
teacher's trip to Uganda not 
only led to a lifelong passion 

to help others, but also inspired several 
students to raise thousands of dollars 
for children in the African nation 
suffering from a debilitating disease.
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Plastic — it’s  
in the bag

local  
commentaRy

by susan yerkes

he holiday season is upon 
us. It’s the shopping-est time 
of the year. T

these tumbleweeds can take up to 1,000 years 
to decay. In addition, it requires at least 12 
million barrels of oil a year to manufacture all 
those bags. and it takes a lot of money to clean 
up the mess. In San antonio alone, officials 
estimate the city spends about $1.3 million a 
year cleaning up and recycling plastic bags.    
 The bags are back in the news these days, 
ever since district 7 Councilman Cris 
Medina recently put forward a proposal 
to ban the bags in most grocery and retail 
stores. you can expect a lot of discussion 
in the next couple of months, before 
the City Council votes on the idea. 
 Medina is not the first to suggest a ban 
to help curb the plastic bag build-up. In the 
past decade, as plastic waste kept piling up, 
legislation aimed at fixing the bag mess was 
introduced at local, state and national levels. 
 Back in 2010, Washington, d.C., 
implemented what some folks call a “back-
door bag ban” – a law requiring shoppers to 
pay 5 cents each time they need a recyclable 
plastic bag. The action was spurred by a 
disgraceful plastic pile-up in the anacostia 
River — which flows through the nation’s 
capital. This past spring, veteran Virginia 
congressman Jim Moran introduced a 
national bill modeled on the d.C. law. 
 This issue isn’t going to go away. 
In the past few years, many Texas leaders 

This is Texas, after all. 
 We love the land, but we’ll be damned if 
we’re going to let somebody else, especially 
the government, tell us how to take care of it.
 one of these days, when I’m out on the 
freeway (or the toll road), I fully expect 
to see a bumper sticker that reads:
  “you can have my plastic bag when 
you pry it out of my cold, dead hands.” 
 In the meantime, happy holidays!    
 Email comments to syerkes@
salocallowdown.com

 and whether we’re buying groceries for 
festive holiday gatherings, or gifts for friends 
far and wide, there’s one thing the bulk of 
our purchases have in common: We’ll carry 
them out of the store in plastic bags. 
 americans use more than 100 billion 
plastic shopping bags a year, most of 
them the thin, single-use type that 
come in handy for groceries and sundry 
shopping. Some folks reuse them – they’re 
especially good for scooping up cat litter 
or dog poop – before trashing them. 
 But useful as they may be, they still end up 
in landfills or blow down the road as urban 
tumbleweeds, getting stuck in trees or hedges 
and creating trash-jams in lakes, creeks and 
rivers. Unlike their free-range namesakes, 

have gotten on the bag-ban bandwagon.    
 Back in 2009, when environmentalists 
were beginning to sound the alarm about 
the plastic pileup, state Sen. leticia Van 
de putte of San antonio filed a fairly mild 
bill in the Texas lege to require businesses 
that routinely bagged purchases in plastic 
to at least provide reusable bags. 
 Brownsville passed the first municipal 
bag ban in the state. South padre Island 
passed a ban, as did el paso. austin passed 
a bag ban last year, and dallas and Houston 
leaders are currently considering the issue. 
 San antonio took a step toward at least 
curtailing bag use in 2011 with a voluntary 
“Change Is In the Bag” program with 
H-e-B, Target, Walgreens, JCpenney and 
Walmart. The stores encouraged recyclable 
bag use, and set up collection points where 
single-use bags could be left for recycling. 
Unfortunately, the program was a bust. 
 as long as plastic bags are free and easy 
to get, folks keep using them. They sure are 
convenient, after all. It may take something 
like a bag ban to get people to actually 
make a dent in plastic-bag proliferation.   
 There’s been some blowback on the bag bans, 
too. This spring, state Rep. drew Springer, 
riding the Ted Cruz/tea party wave, filed a 
“Shopping Bag Freedom act”  bill that would 
have banned cities from banning plastic bags. 
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More answers 
needed to combat 
Nodding Syndrome
do something,” said Blomstrom, who 
spent most of last year living in the 
northern part of Uganda where she 
taught 100 orphans along the Nile River. 
Her Texas students have been "very 
curious" about her time in africa.
 Nodding Syndrome is a progressive 
neurological disorder that affects the 
brains and nervous systems of children 
5 to 15 years old. Children appear to 
be growing sleepy or nodding off, but 
are actually experiencing seizures. The 
disease eventually leads to complete 
physical impairment and a need for 
constant care, but many families in 
Uganda don't have the resources.
 a visitor to Rawlinson — Collines 
angwech — also helped spur the students' 
efforts, said Blomstrom, a seventh- and 
eighth-grade reading and writing teacher.
 "Collines, a young Ugandan 
woman, shared how she spent her 
childhood running from the lRa 
(lord's Resistance army) due to a 
civil war that lasted over 20 years in 

northern Uganda," Blomstrom said.
 angwech, now an activist who went to 
university as part of the Invisible Children 
Inc. program (which creates awareness 
about the lRa, an army that included 
children-soldiers), met Blomstrom in 
2012. She spoke at Rawlinson in august. 
 Blomstrom said the students’ reaction 
was immediate and members of the school's 
Interact Club launched a fundraising effort.
 “We’re all blown away by their 
compassion for people they have 
never met," she said. "It’s a way for 
them to look outside themselves and 
that for me is really exciting.”
 The money raised by the students 
now goes to Hope for Humans, and will 
provide medical care and supportive 
services for sick children and families. 
angwech is director of operations 
in Uganda for Hope for Humans.
 The first Care Center is in odek 
sub-county in northern Uganda. In 
addition to medical needs, it also 
provides special-needs education and 
nutrition for more than 100 children.  
 at Rawlinson, students sell beads 
made out of magazine pages fashioned 
by the mothers of Nodding Syndrome 
children. It is the women's only source 
of income, as many of their children 

Hispanic Heritage 
Center of Texas is 
an ongoing project
by susan yerkes

udi Rodriguez is a man 
with a mission: to tell the 
story of the Tejanos.  R

 Tejano, a term used for a Texan of 
Mexican descent, was in use when Texas 
was part of the Spanish empire centuries 
ago. But it’s only in the last 20 years or so 
the word has come into popular use again, 
as historians have rediscovered the often 
untold stories of these early settlers.  
 Rodriguez’s passion has become a driving 
force behind the Tejano renaissance, earning 
the businessman and Northwest Side 
resident accolades from preservationists, 
civic organizations and the state.   
 “He realizes the great importance 
of telling the Tejano story and 
portraying the numerous contributions 
of Tejanos in Texas history," said 
friend and attorney dan Naranjo.
 In 2003, Rodriguez’s passion 
for history led him to found a 
company he called Texas Tejano. 

 “Millions of schoolchildren have seen 
our exhibits, including one that was 
featured in the Texas State Capitol for 
three months. and our website has had 
several million visits,” Rodriguez said. 
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Rudi Rodriguez, a trained architect and 
businessman, has been recognized by several 
organizations for his work to preserve the early 
history of texas. Photo by Josh Huskin
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Officers continues from pg. 13

52 mph in about 5½ seconds.
“It allows us to participate in another 
capacity in emergency operations, 
training — things of that nature. It’s been 
a pretty good asset,” Siemens said.
 The open carriage of the aTV 
may also make it easier for people to 
approach officers, whereas some folks 
may find a patrol car intimidating.
 “although they (patrol cars) have an 
approachability factor, this adds a new 
level because you’re already exposed; 
you’re out in the open,” Siemens said.
 Mayor Bruce Smiley-Kaliff said city 
officials appreciate the use of the vechicle.
 “I think it’s wonderful," he said. "any 
time the police department has an extra 
piece of equipment to keep the citizens 
of Castle Hills safer — I think it’s great. 
But the fact that it was donated by the 
dealership in Boerne for our police 
department, so it didn’t have a capital 
expense involved with it — I’m thrilled.” 
 Indeed, many people don’t realize 
the town’s northwestern border runs 
along railroad tracks back behind a 

floodplain, which makes accessibility 
difficult for squad cars, officials said. 
 “Now with the aTV they can get back 
in the area and patrol that perimeter much 
more effectively,” Smiley-Kaliff said.  
 during the city’s National Night out 
events in early october, the buggy ferried 
the mayor and police Chief Wayne davis 
to various events while giving neighbors 
a chance to get a good look at it.
 The aTV is not equipped with radar, a 
camera, a gun rack or any of the specialized 
items found in patrol units. But it does 
have led lights and a loudspeaker.
 Siemens said those come in handy on 
big shopping days, such as Black Friday.
 “We can put an officer on patrol on 
it in the parking lots and help deter 
vehicle burglars,” Siemens said.
 all officers will get to use the aTV 
after a brief training course.
 “It’s been a pretty neat item to bring 
on board — plus it gives the officers 
another avenue of patrolling. Instead 
of just in the vehicle, now you’ve got 
the buggy out there, which allows 
them to get out and perform slightly 
different roles of policing and engaging 
in the community,” Siemens said. 

In the past decade he has traveled 
thousands of miles, spent countless 
volunteer hours and invested about 
$250,000 to accomplish that mission. 
 and if anything, he’s working harder 
than ever on it these days, as the nonprofit 
Hispanic Heritage Center of Texas, which 
he founded four years ago, takes shape.   
 Rodriguez also is the Ceo and 
principal stockholder of epI-
electrical enclosures Inc., a thriving 
manufacturing business established 
by his late father, Ted Rodriguez. 
 Rudi Rodriguez originally planned 

to be an architect, and after attending 
Central Catholic High School and the 
University of Texas at austin, he started 
his own architectural firm in San antonio. 
But when the market crashed in the 
1970s, he took advantage of his father’s 
offer of free office space in exchange 
for devoting his spare time to epI.
 The business, he said, soon became 
his full-time job. Still, he always found 
time for charitable and civic causes, and 
for the love of history that has grown 
into at least another full-time job.        
 Rodriguez’s interest in Tejano 
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history and architecture started early, 
during summers spent on his family’s 
historic ranch in Medina County.
 “as kids, we played cowboys and 
Indians in those old ranch buildings,” 
he said. “There was always this call of 
knowing one’s family and culture.” 
 Today he is the fourth-generation 
owner of the ranch. He has also channeled 
its charm —and a generous helping of 
history — in Casa de los arboles, his 
spacious home and grounds in San 
antonio’s old Farm Homestead area. 
 “I began collecting artifacts and 
books about Texas history early 
on, and I always loved going to see 
restored architecture,” he said. 
 “I was planning to write a book about the 
early euro-colonists who came to Texas and 
Mexico. Then I went to a family reunion 
and began hearing stories about Tejano 
rangers, surveyors, army scouts — stories 
I had never seen anywhere," he added. 
 That only whetted his interest, 
Rodriguez added.
 "That led me on a research odyssey that 
I’m still on today. and while I thought 
my research on the development of early 
Texas would make a great book, I put my 

for his historic preservation work.    
 But Rodriguez is not resting on his 
laurels. Four years ago, convinced that 
still more needed to be done to advocate 
for preservation of Tejano history, he 
founded the Hispanic Heritage Center 
of Texas. and thanks to a half-million-  
dollar grant from the state, his dream of a 
space devoted to permanently showcasing 
the growing collection and archives is 
now becoming reality, with plans under 
way for a downtown site near alamo 
plaza. He’s been working for several 
years for a permanent building site in the 
redevelopment plan for HemisFair park.  
 In recent months, the center has 
announced partnerships with state and 
federal entities including the National 
park Service, the Texas Historical 
Commission and Texas State Historical 
association to preserve historic 
Tejano sites in San antonio, including 
a portion of the old la Bahia Road 
within the HemisFair park grounds.  
 another major center project, legacy 
South, is a collaboration with Texas 
a&M University-San antonio, palo alto 
College and several regional historic 
associations to tell the story of Tejano 
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businessman’s hat on, and I said to myself: 
‘How can I make the most impact, and tell 
the story of not only my own family, but 
our common Tejano heritage?’  and that 
led me to start Texas Tejano,” he said. 
 Today, Texas Tejano includes a 
widely used website, several traveling 
educational exhibits, documentary films, 
dozens of publications and more.  
 In 2011, the Texas Historical Commission 
recognized Rodriguez’s work with their 
award of excellence in preserving History, 
and last year the national daughters of 
the american Revolution followed suit 
with their prestigious Medal of Honor 

families who settled in southern Bexar 
County along the Medina River.   
 Ramiro Cavazos, president and 
Ceo of the San antonio Hispanic 
Chamber of Commerce, agreed. 
 “Rudi is one of my best friends,” 
Cavazos said. “He’s a huge historian, a 
very proud Texan and Tejano, and he 
has shared so much knowledge about 
how our past can make us stronger as 
we move forward together to make San 
antonio a great city. Rudi is a dreamer, 
and he’s also a doer, and that’s a very 
rare combination. I look forward to 
working with him for years to come.” 

Known far and wide for his collection of artifacts related to the early settlement of texas by euro-colonists, 
Rudi Rodriguez is also the founder of the Hispanic Heritage center of texas. Photo by Josh Huskin


