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“We feed their stomachs and they feed our souls.”

That statement has touched so many lives that Gil Gillenwater, founder and president of Rancho Feliz 

Charitable Foundation, has a three-year waiting list of volunteers hoping to join him on treks to 

Mexico to provide services to residents — from building homes to distributing food and caring for 

orphans and seniors.

Since starting the Scottsdale-based nonprofit in 1987, Gillenwater has hosted 23,000 volunteers across 

the border in Agua Prieta, where they have built more than 850 homes that house more than 3,000 

displaced people while distributing more than 355 tons of food and funding hundreds of scholarships.

This is Gillenwater’s idea of solving the border problem — by providing Mexican nationals the 
opportunity to live with dignity in that country, so they won’t feel a need to enter the U.S. illegally.

“At Rancho Feliz, we don’t believe in welfare,” Gillenwater said. “Rather, we believe in the 
democratic redistribution of opportunity.”

Gillenwater and his volunteers are in the process of building a $1.35 million dorm that will house up to 

70 volunteers at a time when they travel to Mexico to provide services to area
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residents. He said he has $150,000 left to raise for the project, with the Dorrance Family 

Foundation issuing a challenge grant that will match every dollar raised. 

“The more we serve others, the richer our lives become,” he said. “I do it selfishly. I am the 

most selfish man on planet Earth. The more I serve, the more quality I have.” 

What gave you the idea to help people in Mexico? My brother Troy and I were on a river float 

on the Green River from Wyoming to Arizona. We were settling down to Thanksgiving dinner 

and thought, how many times do we eat too much turkey, watch too much football and drink too 

much beer when four hours from our front door people are living without the basic necessities of 

the human condition. 

What did you do? We bought $2,000 worth of staples and headed for Nogales. We missed the 

turn and ended up in Agua Prieta. There are 120,000 people living in Agua Prieta. We had 

never heard of the town. We handed out food. 

How old were you at the time? I was 33 and Troy was 27. When we started going down, more 

people from Scottsdale would want to come. We said, wait a minute. There’s some reciprocity 

here. We call it reciprocal giving. I came to realize there are two very different types of poverty. 

One is the most recognizable, where you don’t have a roof over your head. The other is just as 

insidious. It’s called poverty of purpose. 

What does poverty of purpose mean? We have spoiled rotten brats up here who are upset if they 

don’t get a BMW when they turn 16. We took kids down there, and they feel their life has 

meaning. These kids go to bed knowing they made a difference in the world. They come back to 

Scottsdale and can appreciate what their parents offered them. All in a single transaction, it 

serves both parties. Everybody wins. We’ve had 23,000 volunteers come down and feed their 

souls. 

Is your wife involved? She’s a recent addition. We’ve been married less than two years. She’s 

the most wonderful, supportive woman. I love to travel and do crazy stuff. She’s very supportive 

of what I do. She maintains the home where I can go out and do some of the things I do. Explain 

that ‘crazy stuff?’ We have Extreme Sport/Extreme Karma endurance fundraising events where 

we run relays across the country. We rode bikes from Santa Fe to Telluride one year and have 

ridden from Salt Lake City to Agua Prieta. This is a group of people we call Guardian Warriors 

who are not waiting for the government to solve the problem. Between 200 and 300 people died 

last year on Arizona soil trying to get a better life. That’s going to be a stain on our collective 

conscious we’re going to suffer for decades. 

What’s the one thing people misunderstand about you? People often think I am altruistic 

because I have devoted the last 31 years of my life to volunteering on the border. However, I 

don’t believe there is such a thing as altruism. The fact is, for me, service to others has been the 

path to a rich and meaningful life. In this respect, I’m really quite selfish. I call this enlightened 

self-interest. 

 

Gil Gillenwater discusses the beauty of giving back. 

Powell B. ‘Gil’ Gillenwater III 

Titles: General partner, Scottsdale Development & Investment Inc.; President and founder, 

Rancho Feliz Charitable Foundation Inc. 

Age: 64 



Education: Attended Brigham Young University in 1972-1973 on a football scholarship, 

transferred and graduated from Scottsdale Community College with an associate’s degree, 

transferred to Rice University on a football scholarship, transferred to Arizona State University 

and graduated in 1977 with a degree in Political Science. 

Family: Wife, Izuru. 

What you would attempt if you knew you could not fail? Alleviate suffering in all its myriad 

forms. 
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