
 

 

 

 

Ruben Burke arrived in New Orleans in a leaky boat with his mother Ely when he was 6 

years old. His mother, seeking a better life for her son, left everything behind in Honduras 

but the clothes on their backs.  

 

Supporting them by cleaning houses, Ely succeeded, only to be wiped out by fire. 

Undaunted, Ely started again, facing another challenge when Ruben was diagnosed with a 

blood disorder. With no money to pay for treatment, Ely, not yet fluent in English, learned 

all she could and fed Ruben a special diet. He improved and the disease went into 

remission. And then, they were again wiped out, this time by Hurricane Katrina.  

 

Fleeing up Interstate 55 with other refugees, Ely and Ruben stopped to eat at McDonald’s at 

Exit 206. Other customers, seeing how tired they looked, asked where they were going. Ely 

did not know, and Ruben’s health was again at risk. They were directed to a church shelter, 

and then to a house they could use. And then to work, and to school. The people of 

Grenada, Mississippi took Ely and Ruben to heart, and they both flourished. They had found 

an unlikely home, in a place where only 1% of the population is Hispanic.  

 

Ruben did very well in school, and wanted to go to college. Ely told him he would have to 

attend the local community college. Ruben said no, he really wanted to attend Mississippi 

State University. Ely said she did not know how to help him, so if he wanted to go he would 

have to figure it out on his own. Local MSU Extension Agent Jan Walton stepped in and told 

Ruben how to apply for scholarships.  

 

Ruben, with the same determination repeatedly shown by his mother, followed her 

instructions, much to Jan Walton’s surprise and delight, and created a patchwork quilt of 

every possible scholarship offered by Grenada service clubs and Mississippi State. And he 

found out about Prevail Fund. Our role was easy: fill in where the patchwork was not 

enough.  What a privilege it was to help this determined young man.  



 

 

 

Ruben enrolled at MSU, joined a fraternity, and sailed through his classes. He graduated 

cum laude with a major in accountancy and was offered a full scholarship to complete his 

Master’s Degree in the field. Deloitte recruited him upon his graduation. We and the entire 

town of Grenada take enormous pride in this fine young man, and his indomitable mother 

Ely.  


