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Mary Lou (Figueroa) Piña was born on November 26, 1932 in Precinct 
3 of Washington County, outside of Brenham, Texas. Mary Lou was 
named for her Spanish-speaking mother, María Luz, whose name was 
anglicized as “Lois.” Both of Mary Lou’s parents came to the United 
States from Zacatecas, Mexico. 

On March 1, 1890, Mary Lou’s father, Porfirio Figueroa was baptized 
by Father Leonardo Vázquez at the Capilla de Momax (Momax Chapel), 
which was under the purview of the Roman Catholic parish in 
Tlaltenango, Zacatecas, led by Father José de Jesús Robles. Porfirio’s 
baptismal record states that he was born at 7:00 a.m. on February 26, 
1890; in contrast, his headstone at St. Mary Catholic Cemetery (present-
day Calvary Cemetery) in Brenham, Texas suggests that he was born on 
February 29, 1890, a date that never existed in history. Porfirio’s 
baptismal record shares that he was the legitimate son of Pablo Figueroa 
and María Cruz Martínez. His paternal grandparents were Crispín 
Figueroa and Feliciana Raigoza, and his maternal grandparents were 
Nazario Martínez and Petra Martínez. Porfirio’s godparents were Diego 
Raigoza and María	Luz	Haro.	 

The March 1, 1890 baptismal record of Porfirio Figueroa. 
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Mary Lou’s mother, María Luz “Lois” (Cesanto) Figueroa, was born 
to Simón Cesanto and Brígida Castañeda. Her mausoleum cover at 
Assumption Cemetery in Austin, Texas states that she was born on 
December 14, 1897, but her baptismal record notes that she was born at 
10:00 p.m. on November 15, 1897 in Momax, Zacatecas, Mexico. On 
November 19, 1897, María Luz was baptized by Father Febronio 
Morentín at the Capilla de Momax (Momax Chapel), which was under the 
purview of the Roman Catholic parish in Tlaltenango, Zacatecas, which 
was led by Father José de Jesús Robles. María Luz’s baptismal record 
shares that she was the legitimate daughter of Simón Cesanto and 
Brígida Castañeda. Her paternal grandparents were Julián Cesanto and 
Francisca Anguiano, and her maternal grandparents were Santiago 
Castañeda and Plácida Echeverría. María Luz’s godparents were 
Donaciano Miramontes and Severiana Castañeda. 

 
  

The November 19, 1897 baptismal record of María Luz “Lois” (Cesanto) Figueroa. 
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On April 26, 1913, Porfirio Figueroa and María Luz Cesanto appeared 
in Momax, Zacatecas before Judge and Civil Registrar Eufrosino 
Campos, to register for civil marriage. Porfirio testified that he was a 20-
year-old, single laborer who lived in Momax, the legitimate son of Pablo 
Figueroa, living, and Cruz Martínez, deceased. Luz testified that she was 
a 15-year-old resident of San Juan, a community 15 kilometers south of 
Momax, Zacatecas, Mexico. She was the legitimate daughter of Simón 
Cesanto, living, and Francisca Angiana, deceased. (Contrary to what the 
record states, Francisca was Luz’s paternal grandmother, not her 
mother.) Witnesses included Antonio Figueroa, Carmen Ureña, Eligio 
Huizar and Pedro M. Figueroa, all married adults of that area. Luz’s 
father, who was not present, was noted “por haber negado su consentimiento 
[for having denied his consent].” Judge Campos ruled that the couple 
could be married after 15 days and two publications of marriage banns. 

The April 26, 1913 civil marriage record of Porfirio Figueroa & Luz Cesanto. 
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During the 1910s, Porfirio and María Luz (Cesanto) Figueroa gave 
birth to their first daughter: 

• Teresa  (Figueroa) López (1918-1988). 
According to the 1930 U.S. Census, Porfirio and María Luz (Cesanto) 

Figueroa immigrated to the United States in 1919. If this is true, they 
crossed the border with their daughter, Theresa, who was roughly one 
year old. 

At present, no record has been found for Porfirio and María Luz 
(Cesanto) Figueroa in the 1920 U.S. Census.  

During the 1920s, Porfirio and María Luz (Cesanto) Figueroa gave 
birth to the following children: 

• Lucía (Figueroa) Castillo (1921-2011),  
• Eloisa (Figueroa) Chávez (1923-2020), 
• Pascual or Pedro Figueroa (1924-1984), 
• Benjamín “Ben” Figueroa (1926-2020), 
• Martina (or Marta) Figueroa (1927-2017), and  
• Porfirio “Pascual” Figueroa, Jr. (1929-2000). 
During the 1930 U.S. Census, Porfirio and “Lois” (Cesanto) Figueroa 

lived in Precinct 3 of Washington County, just outside Brenham, Texas. 
The census, which was taken there on April 23, 1930, states that Porfirio 
(age 45, born in Mexico) lived with his wife, Lois (age 37, born in Mexico), 
and their seven children: Theresa (age 12), Lucille (age 8), Louetha (age 
7), Percy (age 6), M__ (age 4), Martin (age 3) and Porfirio (age 14 months). 
Porfirio and Lois had immigrated to the U.S. in 1919, and both spoke 
Spanish. Porfirio was a farmer who rented his farm. He was unable to 
read, but Lois and their three older children (who were enrolled in 
school) could read. All children were born in Texas. The census 
mistakenly suggests that Porfirio and Lois were married at age 25 and 17 
respectively.  

The 1930 U.S. Census record for the family of Porfirio & Lois Figueroa. 



5    
 

During the 1930s, Porfirio and María Luz (Cesanto) Figueroa gave 
birth to the following children: 

• Lázaro Figueroa (1931-1983), 
• Guadalupe (Figueroa) Chapa, twin (1932-2012), 
• María Luz “Mary Lou” (Figueroa) Piña, twin (1932-2021), and  
• Paula “Pauline” (Figueroa) Hernández (1935-). 
Mary Lou and her younger, twin sister, Guadalupe, were born on 

November 26, 1932. Interestingly, their birth certificates list them as 
female but respectively contain the names Silvestre and Conrado 
Figeroa. Their birth records state that they were born to Porfrws Figeroa 
and Lus Sesanto of Route 3 in Brenham, Texas. Porfrws was a 47-year-
old Mexican initially listed as White on the document; the word “White” 
was then scratched out and substituted for “Mexican.” Porfrws had 
farmed his entire life and now rented a farm. Lus was 43-years-old, born 
in Mexico, and worked as the “housekeeper of renter.” Mary Lou and 
Guadalupe were their ninth and tenth surviving children, and four other 
children were enumerated as having died after birth.  

The 1932 birth certificate of Silvestre Figeroa, later corrected to Mary Lou Figueroa. 
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In 1991, Mary Lou’s sister, Martha, presented the necessary 
documentation to correct her sisters’ birth certificates. On Mary Lou’s 
birth record, her name was changed from Silvestre Figeroa to Mary Lou 
Figueroa, and her father’s name was changed from Porfrws Figeroa to 
Porfirio Figueroa. The record suggests that the change was made based 
on the certificate that Mary Lou received on the occasion of her First 
Communion at St. Ann Catholic Church in Somerville, Texas on May 27, 
1945. 

 
Now corrected, the Texas registry of births listed their names as Lupe 

and Mary Lou and their parents’ names as Porfilio/Porfirio Figueroa and 
Luz Sesanto. 

 The Texas birth register of all Figueroa children born in Texas in 1932, 
 including Mary Lou and her twin sister, Guadalupe. 
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No record has been found of Mary Lou’s baptism. 
On September 30, 1935, when Mary Lou was two years old, her father, 

Porfirio Figueroa, died of heart failure at age 45. He farmed until 
September 18, then underwent a surgery on September 22. His death 
certificate suggests that he died of infection and jaundice as a result of 
that surgery.  

In a 2010 interview for ¡Viva Cristo Rey! An Oral History of the Roman 
Catholic Community in the Flats of Lower East Austin, Mary Lou suggested 
that her father died of appendicitis, leaving her destined to a life of 
picking cotton, which she did from a young age. Before then, she recalled 
how her mother fed 14 children with a single chicken, often having only 
the chicken’s feet or head for herself. She spoke of the treatment of 
Mexicans and Mexican Americans in Texas at that time: “[If you were 
Mexican or Mexican-American,] you couldn’t eat in some cafes. You 
couldn’t even go in. You had to order food from another window.” 

The 1935 death certificate of Porfirio Figueroa. 
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By the time of the 1940 U.S. Census, Mary Lou lived with her family 
in Justice Precinct 5 of Washington County, Texas. The census was taken 
there on April 3, 1940 by Joe G. Klingsfon, whose lack of knowledge of 
the Spanish language is glaring: He spelled Eloisa as “Loise,” Pedro as 
“Petro,” Benjamín as “Mejamin,” and Lázaro as “Lasarich.”  

At the time of the 1940 U.S. Census, Mary Lou’s mother, Luz (age 45), 
lived with her children: Lucía (age 18), Eloisa (age 16), Pedro (age 15), 
Benjamín (age 13), Martina (age 11), Pascual (age 10), Lázaro (age 8), 
Lupe (age 7), Luz (age 7), and Pauline (age 5). Mary Lou was listed in the 
1940 U.S. Census as “Luz.” Other members of the household included 
Suzana (age 2) and Manerato (less than 1 year). Seven children, from 
Pedro to Luz, attended school. Mary Lou’s mother was an unemployed 
widow from Mexico who never attended school and who enjoyed no 
income at that time.  

In ¡Viva Cristo Rey! An Oral History of the Roman Catholic Community in 
the Flats of Lower East Austin, Mary Lou recalled moving to Austin at age 
13, likely in 1946, where her family attended Cristo Rey Catholic Church 
and where Mary Lou was part of the Hijas de María [Daughters of 
Mary], a devotional group consisting solely of young women. Mary 
Lou remembered, “We would dress in white and blue, and we prayed 
to the Blessed Mother.” 

The children of Luz Figueroa in the 1940 U.S. Census. 
(Luz was listed on the previous page of the census.) 
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 By the time of the 1950 U.S. Census, Mary 
Lou lived with her family in Austin, Texas. 
The census was taken there on April 3, 1950 by 
Ellen H. Guerrero. Mary Lou’s household 
included her mother, Luz Figueroa (age 51, 
born in Mexico), who lived with her children: 
Ben (age 23), Marta (age 21), Pascual (age 20), 
Lázaro (age 19), Lupe (age 17), Maria (age 17), 
and Paula (age 14). Mary Lou was listed in the 
1950 U.S. Census as “Maria.” Other members 
of the household included Sue Ann (age 12), 
Mike (age 10), and Carolos (age 7). Six children 
worked, from Ben to Mary Lou. Mary Lou 
worked 45 hours per week as a waitress in a 
private club. 

The household of Luz Figueroa in the 1950 U.S. Census. 

A photo of Mary Lou Figueroa, 
signed "Love, Mary S.F." 
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On August 18, 1952, Mary Lou 
married Martin Piña, the son of 
Silverio and Armada (Guerra) Piña, in 
a ceremony officiated by Father 
Jerome Artola Olaizola, O.M.I, a priest 
of the Missionary Oblates of Mary 
Immaculate who served as pastor of 
Cristo Rey Catholic Church in Austin, 
Texas from 1951 to 1953. Mary Lou’s 
name is listed as Mary Figuerro on her 
marriage certificate.  

The August 18, 1952 marriage record of Martin Piña & Mary Lou Figuerro. 

Martin & Mary Lou (Figueroa) Piña 
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     Martin and Mary Lou (Figueroa) Piña gave birth to six children: 

• Julia “Judy” Piña (1953-), 
• George J. Piña (1954-), 
• Edward M. Piña, Sr. (1958-), 
• Carmen (Piña) Ortiz (1961-),  
• Eve M. (Piña) Ruiz (1965-), and 
• Mario R. Piña (1971-). 
Mary Lou was extremely proud of her children and grandchildren, 

who called her “Sita,” and she lined her walls and shelves with their 
photos. Martin and Mary Lou raised their children at their family home 
at 1129 Map Street in Austin, and Mary Lou often marveled that she lived 
in the same home for over 60 years.  

On May 26, 1991, when Mary Lou was 58, her mother, María Luz 
“Lois” (Cesanto) Figueroa, died at age 93. She is buried in the mausoleum 
of Assumption Cemetery in Austin, Texas, where her marker reads, “Our 
Strength and Our Love, Mother and Grandma.” 

Mary Lou & her adult children, 2020. 
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Mary Lou spoke with fondness of the years that she worked at 
McDonald’s. One can imagine the smiling, welcoming presence that she 
provided to those who visited that restaurant. 
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Around 2000, Mary Lou became involved in the St. Francis of Assisi 
Joy Group, a ministry to senior adults and the bereaved at Cristo Rey 
Catholic Church. She attended the group’s near-weekly meetings, 
prayed hundreds of rosaries with the Joy Group at local funeral homes, 
and assisted with the Joy Group’s parish breakfast.  

On May 29, 2005, when Mary Lou was 72, her husband, Martin, died 
as a result of Hodgkin’s Disease at age 72. Martin and Mary Lou were 
married for nearly 53 years. 

Mary Lou & her husband, Martin Piña. 
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Shortly thereafter, Mary Lou began dedicating herself wholeheartedly 
to her church. Dolores “Dottie” Chapa observes, “After her husband 
died, Mary Lou Piña got involved in every club at the church!” 
Rafaela Leal similarly shares, “Mary Lou was always willing to help 
in the kitchen or at the church in any way that she possibly could.” 
Father Roy Gomez notes that after her husband’s passing, “Mary 
Lou really spread her wings!”  

Mary Lou was most active as a Eucharistic minister and Joy 
Group member, but she also spent four to six hours in the church 
office each Sunday, helping to count the Sunday collections. Father 
Jayme Mathias, who pastored Cristo Rey from 2009 to 2011, recalls: 
“That was one dedicated group of volunteers: Helen Mendoza, 
with her mother, Inez, and her aunt, Dorothy Portillo, her sister 
and brother-in-law, Lily & David Reyes, and two friends who were 
part of the family: Guadalupe Felan and Mary Lou Piña. Mary Lou 
brought a lot of cheer—and great food—to that office!” 

Father Roy Gomez recalls the tamaladas that Mary Lou hosted at her 
home for the Joy Group. They would make 200 dozens of tamales at a time 
at Mary Lou’s home, and most of them were sold by the time they were 
made!”  

Beginning around 2010, Mary Lou also undertook the ministry of 
dialing all Joy Group members with news of rosaries and events—a 
veritable task in light of the fact that the Joy Group often had more than 
30 or 40 active members at a time. 

Beginning in 2010, Mary Lou opened 
her home to the lay missioners of 
VIDES+USA, a ministry of the Daughters 
of Mary Help of Christians, who served at 
Cristo Rey Catholic Church. Mary Lou 
would tell stories of the times when she 
hosted 20 or more young VIDES 
missioners in her home, filling all her 
guests rooms and inch of her living room. 
In 2011-2012, Mary Lou opened her home 
for a year to Maggie Molfetas who served 
the Cristo Rey community at that time. 

Father Jayme Mathias recalls, “When 
we initiated our Christus Rex awards 
program in 2009, to recognize those who 
so generously shared of their time, talent 

Mary Lou receiving  
the Christus Rex Award at  

Cristo Rey Catholic Church, 2009. 
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and treasure, there was no question about Mary Lou being at the top of 
the list of award recipients. She was an absolute saint within that parish!  

After the arrival of the Conventual Franciscan Friars of Mexico at 
Cristo Rey in 2012,  when the spirit of Cristo Rey Catholic Church moved 
to the newly-birthed Holy Family Catholic Church, Mary Lou was part 
of that parish community from its very first Sunday, on March 11, 2012. 
Father Jayme remembers: “We celebrated our first Masses in our rectory 
at 1614 Willow Street, and Mary Lou was there from the start, with Inez 
Mendoza and Maggie Molfetas, making sure that we had breakfast tacos 
and other goodies after Mass!” 

In April 2012, Holy Family moved to Los Dos Laredos, a dance hall at 
8613 Lava Hill Road, where Mary Lou coordinated a weekly parish 
breakfast from 2012 to 2016. John Zavala recalls,  

 

Mary Lou was a great leader of our breakfast groups, and she 
was always there for us. She was always running to Sam’s and 
making sure we had the supplies we needed. If something 
needed to be done, Mary Lou was there, volunteering. Mary 
Lou hosted our Pastoral Council at her home, where she fed 
us, and she and Mary Alice 
Cantu made the most delicious 
brisket tacos for our jamaica! 

 

Rudy Nieto similarly recalls: 
“Mary Lou’s breakfast was 
excellent. I always looked very 
forward to her breakfast, and she 
always greeted us with kindness, 
ready to nourish us! Mary Lou was a 
caring and loving soul in our parish. 
She is sorely missed and will always 
be remembered as welcoming and 
loving everyone.”  

Rudy’s wife, Gloria Nieto, adds: 
 

I didn’t know Mary Lou before coming to Holy Family, but 
she greeted me as if she had always known me. She greeted 
us with open arms and spoke to us like family. She reminded 
me of my grandmother, who was always there for me. I was 
a stranger, but she treated me like she knew me very well. I 
miss Mary Lou and her beautiful smile. 

 

Deacon Stephen recalls how his vocation to ordained ministry is 
partly tied to Mary Lou’s invitation to the weekly Sunday breakfast: 

Mary Lou serving breakfast  
at Holy Family Catholic Church. 
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“When Jordan and I first came to Holy Family, we were too nervous to 
go to the breakfast after Mass,” he says. “We went to our first breakfast 
because Mary Lou shuffled us over to the parish hall after Mass. If it 
weren’t for her, I wouldn’t have come to the parish hall, where I started 
talking to people and making connections here at Holy Family.” 

Leonard Gonzales shares a touching story of the love that Mary Lou 
shared with him: 

 

Mary Lou came into my life after 
my mom passed away. She was a 
really good friend of my mom at 
the Conley-Guerrero “Social 
Club.” I met Mary Lou at church, 
and she took me under her wing, 
and she’d bring me a little atole or 
taco for me to enjoy before Mass 
on Sunday. She said, “Your mom 
said that you liked atole, and she’s 
not here anymore, so I’m going to 
make it for you.” There were 
many times when she would ask 
me at church, “Leonard, are you 
going out to eat?” I’d say yes, and she’d say, “I’m going with 
you, and you’re paying.” She was a sweetheart. She’d call us 
and say, “I’m going to cook breakfast for y’all tomorrow.” 
There are no words for the love that she shared with me. She 
amazed me: She was very self-sufficient, and she was a very 
sweet lady, always thinking about everybody else and not 
herself. She was a very giving lady.  

 

Leonard’s wife, Waldine Gonzales, similarly recalls, “Leonard and I 
were so fortunate to have this beautiful loving lady in our lives. We 
prepared many breakfast meals together for our Holy Family families.” 

Mary Helen “Nena” Quintero remembers:  
 

Mary Lou was always thinking about how to make money for 
the church. She’d say, “Nena, let’s buy something to raffle 
off” or “Nena, if I buy something to raffle, will you make the 
tickets?” or “Nena, let’s bake some cakes to raise money!” She 
was always thinking about how to raise money, so that we 
could get our church. That was her main goal: She wanted to 
see us in our own church. She was in a hurry to raise money 
to get that church built! 

 

Mary Lou & Leonard Gonzales 
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Rebecca Saenz remembers the tutelage that she received from Mary 
Lou—with respect to altar linens, the liturgy, and even cooking: 

 

Mary Lou taught me how to care for the corporals and 
purificators. She gave me a step-by-step lesson on how to 
wash and iron them. Because the purificators contained the 
Blood of Christ, she washed them separately in a little tub, 
then poured the water onto her house plants—and she had a 
lot of plants! Mary Lou had a beautiful, humble home, filled 
with all sorts of saints and rosaries that had been given to her 
over the years. She treasured every single one of them. On 
occasion, she would give them as gifts and say, ‘I want you to 
have this.’ She and Father Roy taught me how to set up for 
Mass. She was a cup minister, and she taught me how to share 
the Blood of Christ. She also made the best hot chocolate on 
cold Sunday mornings! 

 

Mary Lou often opened her home for church meetings. Parish clergy 
possess fond memories of the chalupas and pineapple upside-down cake 
that she would provide for regular Clergy Council meetings, which 
involved priests, deacons, seminarians and aspirants. Rebecca Saenz 
recalls: 

 

Mary Lou would make a big pot of meat and a big pot of 
beans, and her specialty was chalupas (tostadas). She invited 
me to help, but she had everything set up. She would have 
bowls of fruit for her hungry priests, and she always served a 
pineapple upside-down cake for dessert. After we served 
dinner, she and I sat at a little table in her kitchen while the 
clergy met. Sometimes those meetings would go late, but she 
would still be there.  
 

Aspirant Vincent Maldonado remembers:  
 

I was always arriving late to Clergy Council meetings, after 
all the food was put away, but Mary Lou still put a plate of 
food in front of me, so that I could eat. She would say, “If 
you’re sitting at this table, we’re going to feed you.” She was 
a saint. When my mom would walk into church on Lava Hill 
Road, Mary Lou always gave my mom a big hug, and she 
would thank me for taking care of my mom, and she’d thank 
my mom for taking care of me. I knew Mary Lou before Holy 
Family, and when we first came to Holy Family, she was the 
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first one to greet me. She made us feel really good, really 
special. 
 

Outside of her ministry to the 
church, Mary Lou loved to dance. 
Rafaela Leal summarizes, “Mary 
Lou was very religious, and she 
loved to dance!” Mary Lou was 
part of the senior adult baile 
folklórico group at the Conley-
Guerrero Senior Adult Recreation 
Center in Austin, a group that 
fondly referred to itself as 
“recycled teenagers.” Mary Lou 
especially enjoyed wearing the 
many colorful dresses made by 
her and the members of her dance 
group. Rebecca Saenz recalls, 
“Mary Lou loved to talk about her 
dancing, and her shoes and 
dresses, and how much fun she 
had.”  

Mary Lou is remembered for always dressing up for church. Rebecca 
Saenz recalls: “She was always ‘dressed to the nines,’ with her heels on, 
and with jackets, necklaces and earrings to match. She was a special, 
special lady.” Mary Lou’s niece, Mary Alice Cantu, similarly say: 

 

Aunt Mary and I attended Holy Family Catholic Church. 
Almost every Sunday, before the pandemic, she would sit in 
the second row and save a seat for Andy and me. I would 
compliment her on how pretty and elegant she always 
looked. She would get up early and make breakfast tacos and 
her delicious oatmeal for the priests. She wanted to make sure 
they ate. She was a very caring person. 

 

Mary Lou is also remembered for calling loved ones on their birthdays 
to sing to them “Las Mañanitas.” Waldine Gonzales says, “You could 
always count on a phone call on your birthday when Mary Lou would 
sing “Las Mañanitas” to you. We will miss those calls tremendously, and 
the ones when we would just talk. She was our second mother.” Mary 
Lou’s niece, Mary Alice Cantu, shares: “Mary Lou was my wakeup 

Mary Lou in one of 
 her baile folklórico dresses. 
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call….I will miss her, especially on my 
birthday, when she would call and sing 
“Las Mañanitas.”  

Mary Lou continued singing until 
the end. Rebecca Saenz shares:  

 

When Mary Lou was nearing 
death, Father Roy and I would 
visit her at her home, and she 
recognized us and sang songs to 
Mary for us. In my eyes, Mary Lou 
is a saint, and I truly miss her. I 
love seeing her picture every 
Sunday in our parish hall kitchen. 

 
 

Mary Lou (Figueroa) Piña was born to eternal life on February 7, 
2021. A plaque with her image hangs in the kitchen of the parish hall 
at Holy Family Catholic Church, where those there continue to pray 
for the intercession of the matron saint of Holy Family breakfast 
groups.  

 
Saint Mary Lou Piña, pray for us! 

 
  
 
 
 
  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

Mary Lou with her niece,  
Mary Alice Cantu at  

Holy Family Catholic Church. 
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My favorite memories of Mary Lou… 
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Stories I’ve heard about Mary Lou… 
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 Other reflections… 


