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Weaving Solidarities


Alicia Portnoy
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Alicia and Martina signing the book contract with Cleis Press, with Martina’s former student Stephanie Kawecki as witness, September 2016


Welcome to our lives and our struggles, dear reader. In these pages Dr. Martina Ramirez, a transgender professor of biology, will share her journey from her childhood in a poor and conservative Mexican American family to her current life as, finally, a happy woman. Through personal accounts, photos, reflections, testimonies, and hours of conversations, you will learn about her experiences as a Latina enduring multilayered discrimination but finding the strength to survive and work for social justice. As an ally in her journey, I lend my hand and heart to weave this tapestry of solidarity which aims to inspire those who struggle for the world to accept, understand, and embrace their real gender identity. Ours is a labor of education, an effort to open eyes and minds, to fight against hatred and indifference.


Let me tell you about the seeds of our friendship and this book. In 2014, after Martina helped me translate a spider-related word in one of my short stories into English, I half-jokingly wrote in an email to her that we should coteach a class on “Spiders in/and Literature.” Her enthusiastic response came right back, and soon after we were at work on the class proposal. It was approved. That fall semester we met our thirty-nine students. There was some shifting in the registration records when a few of them dropped the course after meeting the Spider Lab queen tarantula named Fluffy, whom Martina brought to the first day of class to welcome the freshly minted college students. The semester was intense, at times stressful, at times exhilarating, but it made clear to me that collaborating with Martina was a seamless process.


Two years later, in April 2016, I was invited to give a TEDx Youth Talk in San Diego. There, I met Dr. Eli Green. His talk, “A Toolkit for Becoming a Transgender Ally,”1 inspired me to ask Martina if she wanted to write a book together.


“I’m game,” she smiled with excitement. “Lately people have been telling me that my life is very interesting: a transgender Latina, adopted as a baby, raised in a poor family, someone who attended college and got a doctoral. They ask me to write a book, but I don’t have the time.”


She did, however, make time to sit for hours of recorded talks, to sift through memories and photographs, and even to build a mysterious (to me) device powerful enough to digitize her childhood color slides. Through that experience we became friends, and I have had the privilege of accompanying her on the recent steps of her journey, including her gender-confirming surgery in December 2016.


While I was weaving solidarities with Martina Ramirez, our lives felt connected in uncanny ways. I still remember her beaming selfie on Facebook. She was holding an index card with the date for her surgery:
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Martina’s Facebook photo announcing the date of her gender-confirming surgery, June 2016


December 22, 2016. Underneath, she had written, “So it will be a very special Xmas, before coming home on Jan 1, 2017 as a very happy woman [image: image].”


I had also gained my freedom around that time of the year,” I added to the more than one hundred post likes and well-wishing messages. Later, in my office crowded with books about my own life as a former political prisoner in Argentina, I told her that on December 22, back in 1979, I had arrived in the US as a refugee.


My story was, I believe, the fifth book published by Cleis Press, the same company that puts this book in your hands today. Back in 1986, Cleis, the brainchild of Felice Newman and Frederique Delacoste, was one of two feminist presses in the United States. The visionary couple conceived this women’s press with a strong focus on lesbian writings. In a wonderful act of solidarity, while their publishing house grew to issue over five hundred LGBTQ+ titles, they kept my book, The Little School: Tales of Disappearance and Survival, alive for almost forty years. In the meantime, justice has been achieved in Argentina, where my vignettes about life in a concentration camp were finally published in 2006. The book was used as evidence in the trials against the genocide perpetrators. People realized that we, the victims and survivors, were not terrorist monsters as the dictatorship had claimed; we had been fighting for social justice.


Martina has also undertaken a labor of education for social justice. Through her teaching, mentoring, courageous transition, and telling of her own experience, she seeks to inspire young people to follow their dreams, to be true to themselves and, she says, “to learn that we are not monsters.” She reminds us that “sometimes what the media reports about transgender celebrities is not helpful. See, most of us are just regular people.”


Martina’s journey and her life story need to be told today. “If you look at people who are transgender and you look at the statistics, you realize the numbers of us who drift into depression and into suicide is pretty high,” she said. “I knew by 2010 that if I did not do something, I was going to find myself drifting down hill, and I did not want to go there.”


Martina’s journey aims to give hope to the many marginalized people who struggle for recognition of their gender identity. “Being this way, as I am now, is so much like coming home,” Martina tells the world. She finds joy in the opportunity to help others be happier.






Martina’s Childhood and Policed Gender Behavior


Martina Giselle Ramirez and Alicia Partnoy
August 3, 2016


 


A: In her book Redefining Realness, transgender rights activist Janet Mock wrote that her femininity was heavily policed by her father when she was a child.2 He kept asking her not to act like a sissy, but he would also tell her that he loved her. He was pretty expressive and demonstrative, unlike your father. Do you remember if you ever allowed yourself to display any characteristics of your true gender as a child? Was there anything that gave your parents a clue?


M: Because my dad was a former military man, there was no space in that household for anything but “males behave this way, females do this.” I respected my father and admired his example of dealing with adversity, but in terms of sharing personal stuff with him, it was really rare. It bothered me that I went through high school never dating anybody, but of course my parent’s view of such things was, “If you date people, you’re not serious. You need to be focused on academics because we are poor people and you are our path to success in life.”


My parents really invested all their energy into me. Given that their lives had been destroyed by racism, they looked at anything that was less than hard work as if you were just playing. I remember at some point having a conversation with my father where I hinted that I was feeling bad, and it didn’t really go down very well with him.


A: Did you tell him about not dating, about their standards?


M: It was about feeling that it would have been nice to have some social life as opposed to just doing school-work all the time.


A: What did he say?


M: I don’t remember. I know that what he said wasn’t very pleasant. I was like this little turtle, sticking my head out briefly and getting bashed, so then I just pulled back in. That’s the way he was. I could never have a conversation with him about serious stuff.


A: And with your mother?


M: My mom was more people-oriented than my dad. We got along in that regard, but at the end of the day I knew she believed a lot of the same things that he did. I didn’t agree with him about his attitude toward different races, since he had issues with Asian Americans, African Americans, Anglos, Jews, and even Latinos. The only people he considered respectable were Mexicans like himself, who had been in this country for a long time, and so he even despised the newly arrived from Mexico. I would sometimes challenge him on these ideas, and I would get hit for speaking back to him if he was sufficiently annoyed.


A: He slapped you?


M: Oh yes. He slapped me.


A: The belt?


M: Yes, I got that too when I was a kid, I got the belt, of course.


A: What did you do to “deserve” being hit with his belt? What kind of things?


M: For example, I would just tell him to his face, “Look, you go to church on Sundays. You hear about how Jesus is hanging out with everybody. Do you see him ranking people? Do you see Jesus doing that?” See, his family and my mom’s family had come over during the revolution in Mexico in the 1920s. They migrated around the US, doing agricultural work, picking fruit. At some point both families came to Pomona. They were in a segregated city where it was illegal to speak Spanish in the classroom. Even the Catholic Church in town was segregated: there was the one for whites, and the one for brown people. My father’s view was that the people who came over when our family did, in the 1920s, were really awesome, but here were these people from Mexico who had been here for five, ten years or less. They played loud music, they did this and that. For my father they were less than us.


A: How old were you?


M: I was in high school or younger. I just couldn’t keep my mouth shut with stuff like that since I thought it was so stupid. Here’s an African American person walking by . . . boom! Some comment comes out of his mouth. Many times, I would just say something right there and he would get mad, slap me, do whatever.


A: And that’s how he was physically abusive?


M: Oh, yes!


A: But it’s weird because he suffered extreme discrimination, too. His whole life was destroyed by racism. And then he would still be racist.


M: Indeed! Somehow I had enough wherewithal to speak up, because he was an intimidating guy. I might have just played it safe and said nothing, but I couldn’t.


A: Sometimes it got to be too much.


M: Yes, this was stupid. Does it matter who I’m playing with? There was an African American girl in an elementary school class who was really pretty and I liked her. But would I ever tell my dad that I was attracted to this African American Woman? No way!


A: Why did you like her? How old were you?


M: I was in seventh or eighth grade probably. She was the little sister of a friend, and she was really chill. I sat in class behind her for a whole year. We became friends. But see, for me, the relationship thing has always been about what’s in your soul. What kind of goodness are you bringing to the world? The packaging didn’t matter a lot to me. Over my life I have dated people that were plus-size, people that were thin, people of different ethnicities, not that I dated a lot. I also knew to some extent that physical beauty fades. What stays is your inner light, whatever it is, and you better get that right when you pick somebody, since that’s the thing that is going to last.






Walking My Talk, Inspiring Students


Martina Giselle Ramirez, July 29, 2016


I find myself telling my students semester after semester: “If you become a scientist, or a doctor, for example, you are going to be in a world where you will see unjust things done and people treated less than appropriately for a variety of reasons. And you, on the other hand, are going to be a person with nice degree and letters behind your name. You are going to become a person of authority in your world, with a chance to make changes in your workplace, to mentor people. That is how you act as a star in the darkness.”


I think they get my message. For me, this professor role is not just about teaching them skills, science, statistics, or how to present their findings at a conference. It is about teaching values and ways to approach the world from a different perspective. I try to model a way of being a professional that is perhaps different from what they might expect professors to be like. I usually get to know my students really well. I get invited to their graduation parties, to their weddings.


There are two images that work together for me: the one I mentioned of being a star in the darkness, and another one inspired by Star Trek. You might remember that one of the goals of the Starship Enterprise was to enter into the trajectory of various worlds. There’s a foundational vision as to what this spacecraft and its crew are going to do as they go through their adventures. Once in any new world, I just tell my students, whatever you think is your prime directive—follow it. I tell them that for me, my prime directive is to always do what you can to help others, especially those who are at the margins in terms of access and opportunities. I’ve always had that mission driving me. That’s why I never became dysfunctional, even when I could not be totally open about who I was. For me, it has been a saving grace to have this bigger purpose.


The difference now—according to people who have known me for a long time, from before I became openly transgender at Loyola Marymount University—is that I have become even more of an example because people can see the sacrifices I made to step away from how I was living my life before. They can see an example of being true to your vision of life. Too often we see examples of people playing it safe because, “Oh, I have so much invested in this and that,” or “I’m older—why complicate my life? I’ll just suck it up and deal with it.”


I don’t belittle people who think like that. I tell students that, obviously, it is a choice you have to make. But I always tell them, “Whenever you’re doing anything in life, you must find that little flame burning, like in a water heater. There has to be some excitement, some value, something that inspires you to go to work every day. But you’re going to notice sometimes that the vitality of that flame is getting weaker. Then at some point it goes out, and you find yourself just going with the trajectory of your life. You have a choice at that point. You may have years invested in living a certain way, being in a relationship, being in a job situation. You can choose to compromise and hold your nose and find other outlets to be happy, or you can explore stepping away from the life you have and into a new one.”


I like to tell my students about when I was a graduate school teaching assistant for a professor at The University of California, Santa Cruz. He had been a medical doctor for a number of years but stepped away when he was forty-something to return to graduate school. He got a PhD and worked with whales and dolphins doing diving physiology. He told me, “At some point, at least with my experience in medicine, I found myself thinking like I was working at an auto shop. ‘Wheel them in, wheel them out.’ I saw the same thing every day, I felt like there wasn’t any creativity in it.” That was his reality. So when the excitement or creativity went out, he started searching for something different to do, and achieved big success in a very different world.


At UC Santa Cruz, I was also a teaching assistant for a biologist who had done research with primates at Harvard. He had been a well-known primate geneticist. At some point, he walked away to enroll in an MD program at Stanford. He was teaching part time when I met him in Santa Cruz. He had this track record at Harvard, with his papers being cited all over the place, and he walked away from it all because he felt called to work with people. Everybody was shocked.


My point is that both professors were not twenty-somethings when they did this. They had families. But they were being bold. I always tell students: not everybody has the resources or the courage to do that, but if at some point you realize your little flame in life is withering down or becoming dim, then it’s time to think about an avenue to go to another area that gives you some happiness.


Like those professors, I also changed avenues when I was older. I had been living as a man for many years and I was unhappy. My partner did not support my transition that much, but I went ahead with it. And that has greatly improved the way many people think of me. Before, I used to preach: “You need to find your dreams in whatever way, shape, or form they take. And if that means what you had been doing no longer makes sense, ideally you want to change your path.” Not that it is easy, especially when you are middle-aged or older. Now, people see that I’m actually walking my talk, and they respect me for it.






They Finally Told Me I Was Adopted


Martina Giselle Ramirez and Alicia Partnoy
August 3, 2016


 


M: I don’t know my biological family, though I’m really curious about them.


A: We both have to travel to Puerto Rico to find out more [laughs].


M: I have some clues because I went to St. Anne’s Maternity Home from where I was adopted at the age of nine months. The records are actually still there, but my parents didn’t tell me that I was adopted until my senior year at Loyola Marymount University. I always thought it was strange that my dad and mom got married in 1942, he went to World War II, he came back in 1946, and then years went by before I appeared on the scene in 1959. It was strange for me.


A: How old was your mom back then?


M: She was born in 1922, so in her twenties.


A: Right, she was at an age where she could have had babies.


M: The reality was that my dad was infertile. I just thought it was strange because when most of the World War II generation soldiers came back, there was a baby boom. It was like, “Let’s make love because the war is over! Let us celebrate! Let’s make babies!” I wondered how come my parents didn’t do that. When they told me years later, it kind of made sense. “Oh yeah, I’m adopted.”


A: So your parents had eleven or twelve siblings each?


M: I have loads of uncles and aunts everywhere [laughs].


A: A humongous family.


M: Yes, in my adoptive family I have billions of cousins [laughs]. You go to weddings, you go to funerals, and it’s like, “Wait, who do you belong to? Where are you in the big organizational chart?” My parent’s story as to why they waited so long to have a child of their own was that they were helping some of my uncles and aunts with the raising of their own kids. When they finally told me, “We actually adopted you,” I was like, “Oh. I now see why they got married in 1942 and then all of a sudden I appeared seventeen years later.”


A: They waited so long to tell you.


M: It was an embarrassing thing for them. That’s why they never told me. And I think they decided to tell me because I was dating Rose, the person who became my wife.


A: They wanted to make sure she was not related to you [laughs]. Was she also Puerto Rican?


M: No, she is also Mexican American. You see, I was ready to leave for graduate school, I was going to move away. They thought they should finally tell me what had really happened. So I wasn’t surprised.


A: You knew, somehow.


M: I just thought it was strange.






My Father: A Life Destroyed by Racism


Martina Giselle Ramirez, August 3, 2016
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Helen and Martin Ramirez at a family event in June 1981


My father was Martin John Ramirez. I have seen his pictures from World War II, and he looks muy guapo. I can see why my mom took notice of this guy!


The story of his life is the origin of many things that motivate me. Let me explain. My mom and dad grew up in Pomona, California. Their families had come over during the revolution in Mexico when—if you were Catholic—it wasn’t very safe.


One of my parents was born in Mexico and had come over as a baby, while the other was born a few weeks after the family arrived into the US. Their families were migrant farm workers who moved to the Midwest, and then at some point came to California. They were in the Central Valley, following the harvest. Later, both families ended up with eleven and twelve kids, so they stopped wandering around, and settled in Pomona, which is an hour from Los Angeles.


This was during the Great Depression, and the oldest kids used to get jobs as soon as they were able to work. My mom and dad never finished high school because they had to work to support their families. They married in 1942. World War II was on, so my dad went off to the war. Even though he hadn’t finished high school, when he came back in 1946 he was able to get a real estate license in California, as well as a permit to sell life insurance. He sold homes for forty years.


During the 1950s my dad was doing pretty well. He and my mom eventually owned three homes in town, and it was around this time that they adopted me. My dad was planning to retire about ten years later. For somebody who grew up with nothing, he was doing really well. However, he was operating in a segregated city. Pomona was heavily segregated, and you could not live in certain parts of town if you were brown. There were housing covenants that enforced this pretty common reality back then in southern California.


There was a history here of people trying to break the covenants, trying to integrate neighborhoods, and apparently my dad started doing that. He wanted to make a living, but he was also bothered by the segregation situation.


Within a year or two of adopting me, my dad became the campaign manager for a Latino dentist who was running for city council. For decades, the Pomona city council had been run by white men. The dentist did not win, but it was pretty notable that he didn’t do too badly either. People in power were concerned about this Ramirez guy who was really good at dealing with people and getting them together. So, I have been told, he was framed for embezzlement. He was targeted for elimination because he was a threat to the way things were.


My dad was convicted and went to jail. This was in 1960 or 1961, when I was a toddler.


Because he was convicted, my father lost both of his licenses. He lost the houses that he had. When he came out of jail, he was reduced to zero. The chance to make money the way he knew was all gone. He started picking citrus fruits—that’s what you did in the foothills of the San Gabriel mountains. Seventy or eighty years ago, there were just miles and miles of orange and lemon groves there. So, he did that for a while.


There was never any history of alcoholism in either my mom’s or my dad’s families, but my dad was bitter, so he started drinking. At some point, he hit someone with his car when he was drunk and fled the scene. He got caught and was then incarcerated a second time. I remember going to visit my dad on Saturdays, but because I was underage I couldn’t go inside the jail to see him. It was my mom who could. My dad never wanted her to have a driver’s license, so an uncle or somebody else would drive us. He must have spent about one year in jail. I remember that we were back together watching the moon landing on TV, in July of 1969.


When he got out the second time, my dad joined Alcoholics Anonymous and he never drank again. Then he did what he had to do: he got his real estate license back, and he tried to get back on track. For a while, he was driving a donation truck for a Goodwill-type organization, Disabled American Veterans. They had secondhand stores, and I remember helping him in the summers. He would drive the truck and I would be in the back. People would leave bags of goods on the curb that they were giving away, and I would jump off the truck to get them.


The other thing that my father did was clean. There was a Disabled American Veteran thrift store in town, and my mom, my dad, and I would go and clean the store on the weekends. We had to take out all the racks for all the clothes, push them to the side, and wax the floors. I helped with that when I was about ten years old.


When he recovered his real estate license, my father tried to get back into the business world, but he had lost many years of productivity. His contemporaries had nice homes and nice cars, and my dad was starting from nothing. People talk about the effects of racism and what it does to families and, for me, that was all very personal. My life was completely different. I adapted to living in a car for a little bit, and living in an uncle’s garage for a while, before we got into low-grade rental units.


When they adopted me, my parents were very optimistic. They were in a good place. There are pictures of me as a toddler walking in the yard of one of their houses. But it didn’t take very long before it all ended. It was clear that he faced discrimination because he was Mexican American.


You could even see racism in the church. There were two major Catholic churches in Pomona back then. One was the big church on Mission Boulevard. It was huge and had beautiful marble. And then there was Sacred Heart Church in the southern part of town. If you were Mexican American, that was where you would go. Both my grandfathers helped build that church. It was basically constructed with rocks taken out of rivers and streams.


Eventually in the 1970s, when I was an altar person there, the church got enough money to build a nice, new building. They still use the old church as a community center. But in the old days, you did not step into the big church on Mission Boulevard unless you were white. It was pretty clear that the message to us was, “Don’t even bother, don’t even try.”


When people think of racism in the US, they tend to just think of black and white. Here in California, especially in southern California, you had that dynamic playing out with Mexican Americans. For me, the whole idea of treating others differently because of who they are was never theoretical. It was very real in my case.
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Martina at one year old, March 1960






I Prayed and Worked Hard


Martina Giselle Ramirez and Alicia Partnoy
August 3, 2016
 

 


M: I’m very stubborn. When I started going to a mostly white and affluent high school, I decided I was not going to become a casualty. They destroyed my dad’s life. I wasn’t going to be next. So I prayed and I worked hard.


A: Did you fly a little under the radar with your activism? Were you scared?


M: No, no, no. See, for me I just wondered, “Why don’t we have somebody who’s brown as valedictorian? Why don’t we have somebody brown in student government?” When I didn’t see it, I thought, “Why not try?” That was my attitude. Younger students from my elementary school would come to visit this school, and they would just see a bunch of rich white kids. And if they looked at the honor roll or who was on the newspaper staff, they would rarely see people who looked like us there. So I thought we weren’t really sending a good message. That was my avenue to change people’s thinking. My goal was to try to help people coming to the school after me, so that they would see that if you’re willing to work hard, there’s no reason you can’t do something. I just didn’t buy into the nonsense that if you were Mexican American you were supposed to be doing menial jobs. It wasn’t fair.


A: You saw that example in your father too. He did the menial jobs when nothing else was available, and after that he would try to go in another direction.


M: Yes. But we disagreed about a whole lot of stuff. He kind of had an ego.


A: Right. You never told your father about you transitioning.


M: Well, he passed away in 2007.


A: But he never had a clue about anything. Was that because you were afraid of his discipline?


M: I learned very early that sharing personal things with him was not safe. He had been a master sergeant in the US Army Corps of Engineers. People wonder where my organization comes from. I had to be that way with him. There was a place for everything, and everything was in its place. In other words, my life was like basic training. I always wondered, “Was I naturally that way, or did I learn it from growing up with a sergeant?” He made it very clear to me that showing any emotion or uncertainty about anything was unacceptable. So I didn’t go there. And I knew there was no way my conservative Republican, Catholic, ex-military father was going to have anything good to say about my gender identity. Make no mistake, my dad and I went at it. For whatever reason, I did not always keep my mouth shut all the time with him. I got hit because of that. My mom had a hard time too. I felt bad for her because he didn’t treat her well all the time. But if you’re Mexican American and you’re married in the Catholic Church, you stay with your man forever, even if he isn’t the easiest person to get along with.


A: So both your mom and your dad had eleven siblings?


M: My dad. On his side there were nine guys and three girls. Most of them have passed away. Most of his brothers didn’t like each other much. They were ego-oriented macho guys, and they didn’t get along very well. So I didn’t have a lot of people coming to my house because my dad was kind of antisocial. I had tons of cousins, but I didn’t see most of them. And, my dad didn’t like my mom’s side of the family at all. He thought they were partiers. They were just happy people. If you hang out with them you see they are fine folks, but since they found my dad to be uptight, they didn’t come to visit. I didn’t have a lot of friends come to visit because my dad was this gruff, intimidating person. I’m an only child, so I basically grew up spending a lot of time on my own. My mom was kind of isolated as well, especially because my dad didn’t want her to have a driver’s license. But when we went to weddings or funerals we saw these people who hardly ever came to visit.
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