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Introduction
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	T


	his book is lovingly dedicated to Maria “Mary Jo” Rodrigues, my great-grandmother—our beloved “Nana.” She was the steadfast matriarch of our maternal line, a woman whose strength anchored generations. Her life story traces a remarkable journey: from the lush, terraced hillsides of Madeira Island, Portugal, across the vast ocean to the sun-drenched plantations of the Hawaiian Territory, and ultimately to the vibrant, working-class neighborhoods of Oakland, California.

	Through every chapter of that journey, Mary Jo faced hardship with quiet determination. She bore the weight of personal loss, cultural displacement, and economic struggle, yet never let those burdens define her. Instead, she met adversity with resilience and grace, nurturing a family whose roots would grow deep and wide. Her unwavering spirit shaped a lineage that now stretches across the American landscape—each generation built upon the foundation of her sacrifices, her wisdom, and her enduring love.

	Mary Jo's legacy lives not just in the names on a family tree, but in the values passed down through stories, traditions, and simple, everyday acts of care. As our family's journey intersects with pivotal moments in history, from immigration to war to modern reinvention, her life reminds us that the strongest legacies often begin in the humblest of places—with a woman who chose to endure, to hope, and to love.
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	Mary Jo

	 


Part I
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Roots In Madeira

	T


	he Madeira Islands, a rugged chain in the Atlantic Ocean off the coast of Portugal, are known for their steep mountains, volcanic soil, and deep green valleys. Life was simple but hard. It was there, in the village of Santa Cruz on Madeira Island, that my great-grandmother was born.

	Maria Rodrigues was born on November 1, 1897, the eighth of nine children. Because her older sister was also named Mary, the family began calling the younger one “Mary Jo,” a nickname that would follow her for life. Her parents, Joao “John” Tiburcio Rodrigues and Jesuinia Do (Josephine) Espirito Santo, were both natives of Santa Cruz. Josephine was born on March 19, 1869, and John just nine months later on December 24, 1869.

	By the early 1900s, Madeira’s economy had begun to struggle. Families like the Rodrigueses faced dwindling opportunities. In 1906, when Mary Jo was just eight years old, her parents made a life-altering decision. They read about an opportunity to work on sugar plantations in Hawaii, a territory thousands of miles across the Pacific Ocean.

	The Hawaiian government and plantation companies were recruiting workers from Madeira, offering a $400 relocation fee per adult, a two-acre plot of land with a house (if the family stayed for three years), and free essentials like medical care, water, fuel, and a stove. It was an offer many families couldn’t refuse.

	John and Josephine packed up their children and sailed across the ocean to a place they had never seen, hoping it would bring a better life for their family. Though they were trading one island for another, the journey was still daunting, filled with uncertainty and quiet courage.
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	Joao "John" Tiburcio Rodrigues


Chapter 1
Building A Life in Hawaii
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	M


	ary Jo was eight years old when the family made the long ocean journey to Waialua, Oahu, in Hawaii Territory. The voyage itself was daunting - weeks at sea, carrying the hopes of a large family from the remote Portuguese island of Madeira to a new life in the Pacific.

	Three years later, when Mary Jo was eleven, her mother Josephine died at the age of 40 after giving birth to her ninth child, Mary Jo’s youngest sister, Virginia. The cause was hemorrhaging and excessive bleeding after childbirth—a tragedy all too common in that era. Two years after that, her father John Rodrigues passed away on May 18, 1911, at just 41 years old.

	Both parents were buried in Honolulu County, Waialua, Hawaii, at Puuiki Cemetery. Mary Jo, now an orphan at thirteen, had to grow up quickly. She and her eight siblings were taken in by an aunt who was already raising four children of her own. Life became crowded and chaotic, and Mary Jo’s childhood effectively ended there.

	As a teenager, Mary Jo worked long days picking sugarcane in the sweltering fields of Oahu. The labor was grueling, with sharp cane leaves and relentless sun making each shift a test of endurance. Eventually, she found employment as a housekeeper—a step up in working conditions, but still exhausting work that required diligence and strength. At age 17, while working in Honolulu, she met a young man named William Faria Quinta.

	William had been born in Oakland, California, on February 18, 1896. He arrived in Hawaii in search of work—one among many in a growing wave of labor migration to the islands, drawn by the promise of opportunity and the rhythms of plantation life. Less than a year after meeting, he and Mary Jo were married on April 29, 1916, in Honolulu, beginning a partnership that would weather the trials of a new life far from home.

	Their wedding was witnessed by John Silva and Balbina Fernandes, both bearing names common within the tight-knit Portuguese community that had taken root in the Hawaiian islands. The early years of their marriage were marked by long hours, modest means, and shared perseverance. Yet through those early struggles, they built a foundation of faith, resilience, and devotion—qualities Mary Jo would later instill in her children and grandchildren, shaping the moral core of a family that endures to this day.
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	Mary Jo and William Faria wedding photo


Chapter 2
A Devastating Accident

	[image: Image]

	M


	ary Jo transitioned into her new life as a housewife, managing the household while William labored long hours on a sugar plantation. Together, they became part of Hawaii’s booming labor force—a vast wave of over 300,000 immigrants who arrived throughout the early 20th century, drawn by the promise of steady work in the sugarcane fields and canneries. Life was far from easy, but like so many others, they persevered, fueled by determination and the hope of building a better future.

	The sugar industry was thriving at the time, and William’s job on the plantation provided just enough to support their young and growing family. Amid the humid fields and distant hum of machinery, Mary Jo gave birth to their first son, Joseph Faria, marking the beginning of a new generation rooted in both sacrifice and hope.

	But life would take a dark and sudden turn.

	While working on the plantation one night, William was involved in a horrific accident. A small field train used to transport harvested cane malfunctioned—or perhaps he was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. In a matter of moments, he was caught beneath the machinery and dragged nearly a mile. The accident shattered his back, leaving him permanently paralyzed and altering the course of their lives forever.

	Mary Jo, still in her early twenties and now the mother of a small child named Joseph, was thrust into the role of both nurse and provider. She bathed William, changed his clothes, fed him by hand, and managed his every need—all while caring for their infant son. 

	With her own parents gone and no safety net to fall back on, Mary Jo made the courageous and practical decision to leave Hawaii behind. She returned with William and Joseph to Oakland, California, where William still had family connections and the faint hope of support.

	It was a bold and deeply personal choice—uprooting her young family once again, this time not for opportunity, but for survival and stability. The journey back to Oakland marked the beginning of a new chapter, one defined by resilience, sacrifice, and the quiet strength that would come to define Mary Jo’s legacy.
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	Mary Jo's husband William Faria

	 


Part II
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The Move To Oakland

	A


	fter William’s devastating accident and months of recovery, the Faria family faced a new challenge: survival. Hawaii, once seen as a land of opportunity, had become a place of painful memories and limited prospects. Paralyzed and unable to return to plantation work, William needed support—and Mary Jo needed a fresh start.

	Oakland, California, was calling.

	William had been born there in 1896, and it was home to many Portuguese American families. The promise of a supportive community and medical care gave Mary Jo hope. With courage and practicality, she packed up their modest belongings, carried their young son Joseph, and traveled across the ocean and continent once more.

	The journey was long and uncertain, but Mary Jo had already crossed oceans before. When she stepped off the ship in Oakland, she was not a girl anymore—she was a mother, a caregiver, and the quiet force that would hold her family together for the rest of her life.

	Oakland was booming in the 1920s. The shipyards, canneries, and factories brought jobs, and the city’s population was exploding. Mary Jo and William found a home at 917 26th Avenue, a modest house that would become the backdrop for births, holidays, weddings, and decades of family memories.

	Mary Jo would go on to raise three children in that Oakland home. Her kitchen would be filled with the smells of Portuguese cooking. Her backyard would blossom with plants and flowers. Her legacy—rooted in Madeira, tempered by loss in Hawaii, and
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