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When an opportunity arose, 
current citizen takes 
chance for a new life 

staff writer
Ryan Rofhkopf

immigration
In the United States, 41.3 million immigrants living within its borders -- 11.4 are illegal. This massive population has sparked 

extreme debate between leading politicians in the U.S. However, finding the voices of the immigrants themselves has been dif-
ficult. Here are two witnesses willing to tell their story of immigration.

Spanish teacher Christiane Camarillo with her husband 
Manuel in the Dominican Republic last March for teacher 
Caroline Mullinax Muhn’s wedding. Since the Camarillos 
did not go on a honeymoon when they married, they took 
this time to celebrate their marriage as well as Camarillo’s.

Opportunity.
A sly, devil of a word with a meaning not easily compre-

hended in a community of unlocked doors, friendly casseroles 
and the assurance of a good, blessed future. 

Opportunity.
Some never experience this word. This chance. To just have 

a single window cracked open to allow someone to try for some-
thing, anything better than the poor hand of cards they had been 
dealt at birth. Their forever inescapable and terminal sentence. 

But if a chance presented itself in an instant to make an es-
cape, regardless of right or wrong, of controversiality, or even of 
legality… many would do it. Many would take advantage of this 
chance. 

This opportunity. 
Tehuixtla, Morelos: 14-year-old Manuel Camarillo was 

sneaking out of the country. Terrified of being caught and anx-
ious about the trip, he, along with a few other people, sat in the 
back of a truck, waiting. Once they reached a certain point, it 
was walking. While wading through bodies of water, Camarillo 
turned to a woman and helped carry her child across the depths. 
Then, large pieces of carpet were laid over them by the smug-
glers and they drove over the border and into California. Into 
the United States. 

Camarillo is now married to Spanish teacher Christiane 
Camarillo. They have been married over 20 years. He is now le-
gal, holder of a green card. He works in construction. He has two 
children, both born in the United States. 

His story is one of hardship, struggle and ultimately tri-
umph. 

His original journey into the United States brought him 
into Georgia. 

“The journey was maybe three or four days long. We left 
from my home in Tehuixtla which was about 35 to 40 minutes 
away from a bigger city, and the trip was then about another two 

“I was actually 
not nervous at all. 
Not nervous, I was 
more concerned 
about the risk.” 
Manuel 
Camarillo
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Two weeks warning 
was all Rincon got 
before fleeing her home

staff writer
Lily Frain

‘It was now or never’

Junior Estefania Rincon lowers her eyes, remembering her 
flight from Venezuela. 

She moved to America in the middle of second semester her 
sophomore year. She didn’t know she was moving until 
two weeks before her family left. 

Details about how the family fled their homeland 
are not easy to come by. A heavy, awkward silence filled 
the air, and the subject was immediately changed. 

“Luck has nothing to do with it,” said Frank 
Rincon, father of Estefania. 

“I didn’t know what to do, but we had to leave,” 
Estefania said, waving her hands around animatedly. 

Venezuelans have been plagued by political con-
troversy for over a decade -- since Hugo Chavez be-
came president. Inflation and corruption have made 
life in Venezuela nearly impossible for middle-class 
citizens, Rincon said. 

“The food prices, they were so high a person could not af-
ford them,” said Rincon as Estefania nodded.

“At first I didn’t notice the corruption, because I was born 
into the revolution,” Estefania said in Spanish in the interview at 
her apartment complex. 

When Estefania describes her life in Venezuela, it seems like 
paradise: warm weather, nice people, a constant atmosphere of 
never-ending vacation.

“The people are very nice,” Estefania smiles. She tells stories 
of children playing soccer in the street and going dancing with 
her friends. 

“In Venezuela,” she said, “everything is safe.”
Estefania is talking not about political or economic safety, 

but a safety in their livelihood. Estefania’s life in Venezuela could 
be described as carefree. 

Homework was rare, and family life was stressed as a great 
importance, as well as friendship. Estefania would constantly go 
out with her friends. She would cross the street without looking 

because cars -- if there were any -- would always slow for pe-
destrians. She would say hello to her neighbors and relax in the 
beautiful tropical weather of the South American country. 

But life was not carefree -- especially for Estefania’s father, 
a political diplomat for the petroleum companies that owned 
the majority of the Venezuelan economy. A precarious position, 
Rincon had to balance his work with the Venezuelan govern-
ment while also plotting his family’s rush to America. 

“There were some people who did not like me,” Mr. Rincon 
said casually. After traveling to America many times on diplo-
matic immunity, he finally decided it was time to free his family 
from the crisis in Venezuela.

“Things just kept getting worse and worse,” 
Mr. Rincon said. “It was now or never.”

So they left.
“We are currently here on temporary visa, but 

we are guaranteed our papers for legal documenta-
tion within the year,” Mr. Rincon explains, watch-
ing his two daughters run around outside their 
apartment complex. He and his daughter decided 
not to go into detail about the process of how they 
left the country, merely looking away and changing 
the subject. 

The process for documentation is long, and 
extremely messy. The Rincons have been waiting 

on their documentation for almost two years. This is 
the struggle many immigrants face-- years of sitting on the edge 
of their seats waiting for the papers to arrive. 

It is nail biting.
There is a excruciating fear that every day the government 

will come knocking at their door to tell them to leave. Depor-
tation is a curse feared by many of these freedom-seeking im-
migrants. America is often viewed as the safe-haven for these 
people, which is why, according to the Rincons, so many people 
immigrate here, legally or not.

One of the hardest parts is leaving behind family.
“My grandmother died,” Estefania said, “a year after I left. I 

never got to see her again.”
Silence.
And then Rincon speaks, his words encapsulating the fear 

and hysteria behind immigration in concise, slightly accented 
English.

“It is hard to know what to do,” Mr. Rincon said. “Everyone 
is trying to find the best place to go.”
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days in a bus and later a minivan, ” Camarillo said.  
Some families in Mexico send first sons into America to 

support the rest of the family economically. Camarillo, the eldest 
male of his siblings, was his family’s choice. The first time he ven-
tured into America, he was 14 years old and only stayed in the 
States for a year with an uncle.

 “The first time I came over here, it was just to try out. Just 
for me, personally, [it was] getting used to it in America, which is 
very different from other people who leave for work,” Camarillo 
said. 

Four years later, he was sent back into America for the pur-
pose of economic opportunity.  Crossing the 
border is dangerous and risky at the best of 
times and both times he went into America, 
Camarillo went with people who are called 
“coyotes.” These people are basically human 
smugglers. Illegal immigrants pay them to get 
across the border without being detected.

“I was actually not nervous at all. Not 
nervous, I was more concerned about the risk. 
We never knew what was going to happen,” 
Camarillo said. “I was just careful about every-
thing. I was ready for whatever was going to 
happen.” 

Now, years later, Camarillo has created a 
life for himself here with his two sons Rosston 
and Alex and his wife Christiane. But within 
his life here in America, the Mexican traditions and culture still 
play an integral part in not only who he is as a person, but also 
play a major role in shaping his family’s identity.

“It’s my life. I became a Spanish teacher, I travel more with 
my husband. It’s just opened the land of opportunities to me… 
and it has an impact on our everyday life. The food we eat for 
dinner, for example, has become a more of a mix between cul-
ture,”  Mrs. Camarillo said. 

Being married to Camarillo has not only changed her cul-
turally, but for Mrs. Camarillo, learning about her husband’s life 
has changed her views on her own life and exactly how fortunate 
she is to be who she is and have what she has. 

“I lived in a bubble… I didn’t realize how fortunate we are. 
I’ve been to other countries and I’ve heard about my husband’s 
childhood and how poor they were. And that doesn’t even com-
pare to what I had thought was poor… I’ve learned to try to ap-

preciate things more,” Mrs. Camarillo said. 
At the start of their relationship, future Mrs. Camarillo’s 

family hadn’t known anything about Mexican culture or about 
immigrants in general. However, as the years passed, the two 
families became one, and now Mrs. Camarillo’s family has in-
volved different cultures into their daily lives. 

“We incorporate all of the customs as much as we can 
into our daily lives… My dad now does mission trips through 
church… My mom owns her own business and she interacts with 
the landscape workers and such more, knowing the background 
of some them,” Mrs. Camarillo said. 

For years, the family has traveled to Mexico 
to visit Camarillo’s side of the family, bringing 
them back to the basis of his life and to the spark 
that created who he is today as a father and a 
husband.

“I knew him here, but I didn’t know him 
there. He was in his element… He was just happy 
to be around his family, because he was raised 
that family is first. I got to see another side of 
him,” Mrs. Camarillo said.

However, as of recent years the family has 
been visiting Mexico and Camarillo’s side of the 
family less due to the risk rising in Mexico. Re-
cent events in the country have not only made 
visiting harder, but also raised concern for the 
family members who live there. 

“My mother-in-law wants us to visit more, but it may not be 
the safest place anymore. So that’s been a challenge, especially for 
my husband because his sisters and family still live there… He’s 
very concerned for his family,” Mrs. Camarillo said.

Regarding laws in general, whilst being more aware than 
most of the downfalls of the system, Mrs. Camarillo understands 
the necessity of these laws in their enforcement. 

“I feel like there are laws for a reason; agree or disagree, 
there always need to be guidelines and laws, or there would be 
no control over any situation,” Mrs. Camarillo said. 

However, as the issue is close to their own family life, Mrs. 
Camarillo does hold her own personal opinions regarding im-
migration laws. 

“On a personal level, I would just change the cost of things. 
Every form, every step, cost money... to become a citizen after 
the whole process also cost, understandably, it is just not always 

feasible for some; unfortunately those who want to do it the right 
way, sometimes can’t just due to some of the cost.”

Camarillo’s eldest son, Rosston, graduated from Wando in 
2015. His senior year, the family visited Clemson on a college 
tour. During the welcoming ceremony, Mrs. Camarillo looked 
back to see her husband hovering in the back, quiet and still, 
with glazed eyes -- uncommon for him. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“I just never had this chance. I never went past eighth grade. 

I’m just so glad that I can give this to Rosston now,” he said.
Opportunity.
Sometimes it skips a generation. 
And sometimes, it doesn’t even matter in the end. 
Family, culture, love, commitment and hard work can take 

years to pay off. But the end result is well worth the effort.
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