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 Preface

A Story Most Deserving

Enlisting in the US Navy as a young man, rising to the
rank of Chief Petty Officer, certified as a Master Professional
Association of Divers Instructor (PADI) and saturation diver,
transitioning in her mid-30s in 1974 before the word transgender
was in common use,1 recruited into the Army as a woman, successfully suing the
Department of the Army for wrongful dismissal, speaking to college
and university classes to increase the visibility of trans issues,
advocating for changes in government identity documentation for
trans people, making vows as an Episcopalian Sister, and founder of
the world’s largest online HIV/AIDS database, Joanna (Sister Mary
Elizabeth) Clark has lived a life filled with adventure, near-death
experiences, family, faith, and advocacy, a life story most
deserving of the telling.

Joanna and I first met
in the spring of 2017 through an introduction facilitated by our
mutual friend Jude Patton. Agreeing to collaborate on writing her
life story, we proceeded to meet by Skype on a more-or-less weekly
basis as she shared the stories of her extraordinary life. We have
managed to meet face-to-face several times and, in the end, we have
amassed some 150 hours of recorded conversations. Now, 4 years
later (almost to the day), Joanna’s story, Before My Warranty Runs Out: Human, Trans, and
Environmental Advocate is
available.


Our Skype conversations were recorded and
I had them transcribed.2 Subsequently, I sent the transcriptions to Joanna and she used
them as memory aids as she took the first pass at writing her
story. As we sent the chapters back and forth electronically
between us, we have revised, commented on, and edited the chapters
into the form that follows. Joanna also contributed exerpts from
this manuscript to Glimmerings: Trans Elders Tell Their Stories edited by Margot Wilson and Aaron Devor3 and TRANScestors,
Volume II: Generations of Change edited by Jude Patton and Margot4

Joanna’s stories
create a vibrant tapestry of challenge, courage, joy, resolute
determination, hope, humour, and love. Her straightforward, no
nonsense storytelling style draws the reader in and holds them in
thrall through to the end, which isn’t really an ending, of course,
but simply the beginning of a new chapter. At almost 83, Joanna
remains a powerful and engaged advocate for human, trans, and
environmental rights. For me, it has been a great priviledge and
pleasure to serve as audience, wordsmith, and collaborator in the
telling of the story of Joanne’s life to date.

Margot Wilson

March 2021






Editors
note: Based on Joanna’s experience
being sight challenged—an issue she does not discuss in this
version of her life story—we decided to publish this volume in 14
point font with lots of white space to support those who have
seeing challenges. E-book versions of Before My Warranty Runs Out allow readers to further increase the size of the
print for ease of reading.









Early Years

My father married the boss’s daughter in Harvey,
Illinois on 17 June 1934. His father-in-law’s wedding gift was his
termination to avoid the appearance of nepotism. So, the next
morning my father and his new bride moved to Pontiac, Michigan.
Four years later, on 16 June 1938, I arrived. Christened Michael
Forbes Clark, I was their only child.
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Figure 1: Birth Certificate

Note: Change of name to Joanna
Michelle on birth certificate






I hid my gender problems until I was in my 30s
and thinking about what I could write about my life is difficult
because my coming out wasn’t until 1973. Actually, it was January
of 1974 when I came out. By the time I was about three or four
years old, I knew that I was somehow different, but I had no words
to describe what or how I felt.

I don’t remember much about my early years. From
early pictures and stories told to me by my parents, my earliest
playmates were young girls. All of my parent’s closest friends had
daughters, and almost all of my playmates were girls. However, I
don’t remember having any particular emotional feelings about it at
the time.

It wasn’t until we moved to a new house on Lewis
Street that I met the first boys close to my age. I was about two
and a half years old at the time.

There were five houses on our side of Lewis
Street. The Johnson family lived next door, and Mrs. Johnson, with
her daughter’s aid, was raising her twin grandsons. The boys’
mother had died, and their father died at Pearl Harbor. They were
not allowed to play with any of the children on the street.
Sometimes, if they sat on the edge of their property to talk to us,
their grandmother would come out and scream at them, “Get in the
house.” She did not want them socializing. In fact, I can’t
remember them ever socializing with anybody in the
neighborhood.

The Donahue boys lived on the far side of the
Johnsons. Billie was four, Tommy three, and Danny was one year old.
While we were friends, we seldom played together. I did play with
the younger Donohue boy but by the late part of my third or fourth
year, I was beginning to feel that I just didn’t belong with the
boys.

My closest friend was Sandra, who was my age. I
lost her in the summer of 1943, shortly after our fifth birthdays,
to leukemia. My mother told me I was devastated by her loss.

The remaining two families on the far end of the
street had daughters, but they were four to five years older, and
they seldom interacted with us.

Right behind us, the family had two daughters
who were close to my age and I played with them sometimes. I
preferred to play with the girls and throughout my grade school
years, my primary playmates were the girls in my school classes.
Weekends, my mother would often drop me off for the day at the home
of one of my classmates. She lived out at one of the lakes and I
would spend Saturdays and most Sundays over there with her and her
friends.

At that time, I don’t know if it was so much
feelings of being a girl: it was more like comfort. I enjoyed
playing house with the girls, taking care of the babies, and
playing with the dolls rather than playing with boys. With the
boys, I just never fit in. I did not like the rough and tough stuff
and I didn’t play ball. Not that I didn’t try. It just wasn’t me
and to the best of my ability, I avoided sports in school
altogether. In grade school, the classroom was somewhat divided,
with the girls on one side, the boys on the other. I wasn’t allowed
to sit on the girl’s side. I tried but the best I could do was to
sit on the aisle across from the girls.

On the opposite side of Lewis Street was the
home of Saint Michael’s Catholic School, Church, Clergy House,
Convent, Community Center, and playground. The Convent was directly
across the street from our front porch, and I would often invite
myself over to sit on the porch with the sisters and talk with them
about life as a sister.

Prior to the move to Lewis Street, my only
playmates had been girls. But once we moved to Lewis Street, the
conflict began. I was expected to be a boy and play with the boys.
It all seemed so foreign to me. Unable to understand my feelings,
nowhere to turn for information, and afraid to discuss my feelings
with my parents, I would hide my feelings the best I could into my
mid-30s.

I was maybe seven years old when I really
started feeling that something was wrong. It was distressing only
because I could not put my finger on it exactly. Sometimes, I
questioned why I always felt more comfortable with the girls than I
did with the boys. For example, in gym when we had to go into the
locker room to take a shower, I just would not do it. I would not
take a shower with the boys. I would hide in a corner and change my
clothes and get out of there as quickly as possible.

Sometimes, the teacher would say, “You didn’t
take a shower.”

I would answer, “No, but I’m going to be late.”
And I’d run off.

But at that time, I can’t remember actually
thinking or saying that I was supposed to be a girl. Certainly, I
favored girls’ things. I was more at home with girls’ things to
wear, but, of course, I wasn’t allowed to wear them.

I remember when I was eight years old, I told my
parents I was going to be a nun when I grew up. My family wasn’t
Catholic, but I went to the Catholic church because it was right
across the street from our house. Actually, the convent for the
nuns was right across the street and the church was a little bit
off to the side.

Anyway, there were only two Protestant families
in a two-block area, my family, and the neighbors next door. So, I
ended up going with the Donohue family to the Catholic church. Of
course, in those days, it was before Vatican II, so everything was
in Latin. One day after mass, I told my parents that I was going to
become a Catholic sister when I grew up. The next thing I knew I
was going to the Baptist church.



The United States
entered the Second World War on 7 December 1941, following the
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. My uncle dropped out of college
and joined the US Army Air Corps. There was a shortage of pilots,
so my uncle became one of the first “Flying Sergeants.”

My father applied for the draft, but he had the
skills needed to support the war effort. Throughout the war, he
worked a double shift, building heavy trucks, tanks, and planes. I
have few memories of him until after the war ended. By then, I was
seven years old.

The war ended on 2 September 1945, and Mom and
Dad decided to move to California to join Dad’s brothers. They
rented out our house, and in late-November 1945, we headed west. We
stopped in Aurora, Illinois, to visit briefly with my mother’s
parents and then headed for route 66 and southern California.

We stayed in Glendale with Ken, Dad’s older
brother, for about three months. Dad could not find a full-time
job, so we moved up to Santa Maria, where my uncle Kelly (the
“Flying Sergeant”) lived with his wife and children. After three
more months of trying to find a permanent job, Dad decided it was
time to head home to Pontiac, where he knew he had a good job with
General Motors.
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I returned to school at Baldwin Elementary to
find that I was a full grade ahead of my classmates. But, instead
of moving me forward to the third grade, I had to repeat the second
grade.

In the third grade, I made friends with two
girls, and we became inseparable. I would spend virtually every
Saturday playing house with them. They treated me more like a
girlfriend than a boyfriend. If only I could have told them.
Finally, we graduated from elementary school and moved on to Junior
High School. Unfortunately, we lived in different school districts,
so I didn’t see them daily until senior high school. Our Saturday
get-togethers gradually ended after a couple of months.



When I was a teenager, the things I was involved
in were not the usual things teenage boys are interested in. As
I’ve said, I didn’t participate in sports programs. I did try
basketball one semester, but I didn’t stay with it. I went for
maybe six weeks in junior high, then made an excuse. It just wasn’t
for me.

I did get
involved in the band for a while. I wanted to play the clarinet or
the flute. But I was a monotone5 and the
instructor said, “Monotones make better drummers.” So, I ended up
being a drummer. I was not happy about that although it wasn’t so
bad after I learned to play the xylophone. Except one night, when
we were giving a concert, I lost my place and when it came to the
end, I went da-da-doo-da-da-dee-da. I kept going. After that, I
wasn’t allowed to play the xylophone anymore.

I thought I would be in the band when I got to
high school. Pontiac had the number one marching band in the
country, but the teacher expected us to fall in at five o’clock
every morning and practice music for three hours before school
started. Learning that, I decided that I didn’t want to participate
in band anymore. I wasn’t that interested in school either. So, in
a class of 492 students, I graduated 491st. My one
interest at the time was amateur radio.

It wasn’t until Christine Jorgensen hit the
front page of Parade Magazine in 1952 that I finally pieced it
together. I was 13 at that time and when I read Christine’s story,
it was the first time that I realized I was not alone. There were
other people like me. Still, I never made contact with anybody
until I got into the gender program at Stanford. Christine was the
first exposure anybody in our area had to the idea that being
transsexual was possible. Still, I kept my feelings secret because
I had already learned how people referred to gays and I knew that I
did not want to acknowledge what my feelings were.

Curiously, sometime after I started my
transition, my dad asked me one day, “I keep hearing this term
‘queer as a three-dollar bill.’ What does that mean?”

I said, “You are talking about homosexuals.”

He responded, “Homosexuals, what is that?”

I mean, here’s a person who was in his late 60s
or early 70s when he asked that question. The only term he was
familiar with was “fag.” He knew it applied to some males, but he
didn’t seem to know why. That has always amazed me. But then, we
grew up at a time when sex was a subject you really didn’t bring
up. In those days, discussion of any sexual behavior was taboo.
This was before the women’s rights movement and when women started
getting “uppity” and striving to take back their rights, the push
back was horrible. In those years, we were expected to be barefoot
and pregnant, or perhaps a schoolteacher or maybe a nurse.

From that point on, I wanted to tell my parents
but their negative reaction to Christine’s story caused me to draw
into myself even further. I thought, I am an only child, what
happens when they find out? I was afraid, so I just hid my
feelings as best I could. I put the article under my mattress, but
my mother found it and tossed it into the trash. All I was thinking
was, How do I get it back? It was not like today when you
can go on the Internet and find it.

For me,
reading Christine’s story was like a lightbulb going on from the
standpoint that all of a sudden, I realized, “Hey, I am not alone.”
It was like having the windows opened, an “OMG”6 moment. All
of a sudden there it was, the question that I could never answer. I
had always known there was something there, but I just didn’t know
what it was. I knew that I was more comfortable around young
girls—not to date them or anything like that—I just liked their
company. I felt comfortable playing with dolls, but I simply
couldn’t ever put my finger on it—to think that I was in the wrong
body, in the wrong gender. It wasn’t until Christine that I finally
had that “ah ha!” moment. That is what is wrong. That is what has
been wrong all along. I think at that point I realized that this
was the answer: I was in the wrong body. Maybe that was why I never
wanted to be seen naked. For me, the idea of changing sex never
came to mind until I read Christine’s story, and I finally
understood what was wrong. Then, all I could think about was,
How do I resolve the problem without losing my family?

As a
teenager, I was a ham radio operator. It was the only thing I had
an interest in, at least until I learned about SCUBA7 diving. My
love for SCUBA diving began with the release of the movie
Creature from the Black Lagoon. The evening I went to see
the film, the Michigan Muck Combers, a local SCUBA club, was in the
lobby, and I signed up for a lesson. My first dive was in four feet
of water and lasted less than 10 minutes, and like flying, I was
hooked.

I was 13 when I started diving. In those days,
the sport was in its infancy. So, I had to dive by myself because
there was nobody else to dive with. When I started diving, there
were only six or seven adults in the whole state who were diving.
Tom Mook started the Michigan Muck Combers and he taught me how to
dive. I saved my money and got myself a tank and regulator. You
could say I was hooked. I liked diving because I could be free. I
could be myself down there. And I liked the ham radio for the same
reason. I could be myself and no one would ever know who I really
was. I was just a name on the radio.

Similarly, my fascination with flying began when
I was 11 or 12. My dad had a friend who owned a Piper Cub, and he
took me up a couple of times. By the second flight, I was
hooked.



My dad thought that I should go into the
military and be like my uncle the “Flying Sergeant.” I had screwed
up in school and didn’t get my college degree before I joined the
Navy. If I had, I could have been a commissioned officer, and I
could have gone to flight school.









US Navy Reserve Years—(1955‐1957)

A military career should have been the last
thing on my mind, given my struggle with my gender identity. So,
why did I join? There were five things in my life that I attribute
to my joining the military.

I loved flying,

I loved SCUBA diving,

I loved electronics, and I had held an amateur
radio license (W8ODE) since I was 13,

Subtle pressure to be like my Uncle Kelly, a
“Flying Sergeant” who became one of the earliest US flying aces of
World War II, who escaped a prisoner‐of‐war camp by walking 100
miles through Italy across German lines, and

An active military draft.

I thought, Well, I really like SCUBA diving
and there was the Underwater Demolition Team (UDT), and they were
using SCUBA equipment. I’ll go into the UDT and Mom and Dad will be
proud of me. They will never have to know about how I really
feel.

When I told them that I wanted to go into the
UDT, they just laughed at me.

They said “Are you out of your mind? You
wouldn’t make it through the door!”

And that was true. The guys who were working in
the UDT were big and muscular. I was just a scrawny kid. I had
muscles, but they were not developed to any great extent. Also, I
had virtually no body hair and barely any facial hair, which,
actually, I was quite happy about.








The Navy offered opportunities to both fly and
SCUBA dive. They also offered what they called the “6N2 program.”
The six-year program included one year of reserve service during
the last year of high school, followed by two years of active duty,
and ended with three years of reserve service, thus avoiding the
draft. Another factor that helped was my electronics background and
my amateur radio license, which allowed me to enlist as an E3
instead of an E1 recruit.

So, four months into my 17th year, I
talked my parents into granting permission for me to enlist in the
US Naval Reserve. On 12 October 1955, I was sworn in as an E3
Seaman, attached to Naval Reserve Surface Division 9‐104. In
February 1956, I transferred to Air Wing Staff 71 at Naval Air
Station (NAS) Grosse Ile, Michigan. My classification changed from
Seaman to Airman.

During the Easter school vacation period (25
March to 7 April 1956), I went to boot camp at the Great Lakes
Naval Training Center. The first morning there, they made battalion
assignments–i.e., Acting Chief Petty Officer, etc. I was the only
E3: the remainder were E1 (recruit) rank.

The Chief Petty Officer in charge of our
battalion assigned the Acting Chief Petty Officer position to an
E1. I drew the first watch, and the Chief walked me over to where I
would be standing watch.

I don’t remember what the Chief said precisely,
but I remember responding, “I don’t understand. They are all E1
recruits.”

He replied, “So?”

I told him, “I’m not an E1. I’m an E3
Airmen.”

The Chief had just picked names at random off
the roster. Had he looked before he made his selections, he would
have noticed that I had three stripes, not one. Now, he had a
problem. As they say in the military, “Rank has its
privileges.”

We returned to the barracks, and he announced
that I was the Acting Chief Petty Officer because of my current
rank. The individual initially appointed Acting Chief Petty Officer
now had my watch duties, and he was not happy. I learned quite a
bit about Navy life and what was expected of us during my two weeks
at Great Lakes. An hour after graduation from boot camp, I was on
the train heading home. It was back to high school with a year till
graduation.









US Navy Active Duty—School Years
(1957‐1958)


I graduated from high school on 26 June 1957.
The next morning, I was on a Greyhound bus bound for the Naval
Receiving Station, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. I spent about six
weeks at the Receiving Station being processed.

During my second week at the Receiving Station,
my parents forwarded my draft notice to me. I wrote the Draft Board
and told them, “Sorry, you are too late.” I had joined the
Navy.

Still, life in the Navy was difficult
for me because we lived in a barracks8 and took
communal showers. I requested Aviation Electronics School but was
declared ineligible. I would have to extend my enlistment by a year
in order to go to aviation electronics school. I asked, “Where do I
sign?” and became a so-called Airdale9—the term the
Navy used to define aviation personnel. Little did I know that
would lead me into service in the Vietnam war.

I received orders for the nine‐week Aviation
Familiarization course at the Naval Air Technical Training Center
(NATTC) in Norman, Oklahoma, to be followed by a 21‐week course in
Aviation Electronics at NATTC Memphis, Tennessee. The course would
be expanded by an additional nine weeks before graduation to
accommodate increasing system specialization. Graduating Aviation
Electronics Technician (AT), students would now be designated ATN
(Navigation), ATR (Radar), or ATS (Anti‐Submarine Warfare). I
requested the ATS syllabus, which would limit my assignments to
land-based Patrol Squadrons, carrier-based anti-submarine
squadrons, Naval Air Stations, or aircraft carriers.

It was there that I ran into my first wall. The
Division Officer wanted me to drop out right then and there.

He said, “You will never make it through
aviation electronics school. You will fail.”

I told him I would graduate first in my class,
and I did, thanks in part to my interest in amateur radio and the
experience I had gained over the years. But while everybody else
was going on liberty every night, I didn’t participate. Although I
was invited to join the group, I was pretty much a loner. Each
night, I spent my free time at the library. While everyone else was
heading off-base to the bars or a movie, I would return to the
barracks after the library closing time, hit the rack, and get some
sleep. My social life was virtually zero.



My time in Norman, Oklahoma, was fascinating.
There, I had my first real experience with racism. People of color
had separate toilets, drinking fountains, and all that stuff: plus,
they not only had to ride at the back of the bus, but they also had
to give up their seat to a white person if no seats were
available.

I met my
great aunt, Susanna Madora Salter,10 for the
second time, in Norman. I was six or seven years old the first time
we met, and I have no memories of that first meeting except that
she lived at the top of a high hill in Topeka, Kansas.

I was traveling with my parents on our way to
California in 1945. Now, it was 1957, and she was in a Board and
Care home. Once I arrived, I introduced myself, and every Saturday,
if I had the day off, I would go to visit with her. She was
fabulous to talk to because, in 1887, she became the first woman to
be elected to public office in the United States, and, oh boy, did
she have stories to tell. She lived to be 101 plus two weeks. She
was amazing.
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My Uncle, the “Flying Sergeant”

Imentioned that my Uncle Kelly was a subtle influence on me.
Actually, I dolized him and his miliary career, which began in
1941, just before he turned 20. He dropped out of college and
entered the first class of flying sergeants as a “Buck Private”
and trained to fly the new Lockheed P38 Lightening aircraft
(see hitps://tinyurl com/bklgmdh). Assigned to a squadron
operating out of North Africa, the “flying sergeant” became
known as one of the carliest US aces of World War I

In 1943, my uncle was shooting down a German bomber (his
cighth kill) when his new, inexperienced wingman
maneuvered behind him and, in his excitement, triggered his
20-millimeter cannon and shot him down.

Unaware as to who had shot him, Uncle Kelly could only roll
his plane over, push himself out, and pop his parachute. He
was at about four hundered feet when his chute opened. He
swung down once, but, on the second swing, he landed in three
feet of water near Tunis, Algeria, blinded from swollen eyes
and temporarily paralyzed below the waist. He was captured
by residents who turned him over to the ltalian military. They
took him to the hospital, treated his wounds, and then, took
him to an ltalian prison. A month or two later, they announced
that the Germans were going to take control of the prisoners
and move them to Germany. So, he escaped and spent a
hundred days behind enemy lines before he made it to the
British lines. He received a Second Licutenant commission
and the Distinguished Flying Cross, and stayed in the Air
Foree for 25 years, flying B47 bombers (sce
https://tinvurl.com/v6v9g55]). Of course, the family always
looked up to him and expected me to be the same. So, I hid my
feclings and gender confusion until the carly 1970s.
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