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Immigrant family
In this nation of immigrants andmigrants,

theMartinez family followed a well-trav-
eled path, starting with that moment of truth
whenMartinez’s grandparents chose to
leave what was familiar inMexico for uncer-
tain opportunity in the United States. A 1930
U.S. Census Bureau record lists Martinez’s
paternal grandparents, Adolfo and Francisca
Martinez, and shows their citizenship status
as “AL” for “alien,” the census-form indica-
tion for “all foreign-born persons neither
naturalized nor having first papers.”
Both sets of grandparentswereMexican

immigrants. Her father’s parents disappeared
fromhis life early on, so hewas raised by
aunts. At the age of 5, he became a shoe
shiner and slowlymoved up to becoming a
renowned El Paso boxing coach, a police offi-
cer and then a security business owner.
And SusanaMartinez’s mother helped

run the family business, never neglecting
the household while taking care of three
children, includingMartinez’s older sister,
who has a mental disability.
“Mymother was responsible for every-

thing,” Martinez said as she remembered
her mother riding the city bus to drop the
children off at day care and to buy grocer-
ies or pay the bills. “If something broke in
the house, Momwould say, ‘You can’t wait
for someone else to fix it. So we’ll figure out
how to fix it ourselves.’ ” Paula Aguirre died
a few years ago, but her words still guide her
daughter.
From her family, Martinez learned to

break down barriers, to mend open wounds
and to fix problems when they happen.

‘First’ Latina
SusanaMartinez is seven months into her

term as governor, a rising star nationally in
the Republican Party who is identified, as
politicians tend to be, by a one-dimensional
label: the nation’s first Latina governor.
It is an honor that gets noticed.When Jack

Foster Gilbert, a classmate from law school,
heard about the election of Gov. Martinez,
he wondered whether it was the same sec-
ond-year student he knew as an “aggressive
questioner” during the 1985 National Trial
Advocacy Competition. Gilbert learned that
the driven law student he knew as Susan
indeed had become governor.
“I remember thinking to myself, ‘Some-

how, I am not surprised,’ ” said Gilbert, now
a senior attorney for a federal agency.
A year after her rapid rise in statewide

Republican politics and only weeks away
from a thorny special session of the Leg-
islature, Martinez enjoys a high approval
rating statewide. But she also has local and
national political experts watching her care-
fully through the formative months of her
administration.
She is leader to 2 million residents and

manager of a recession-wracked state
budget, and sandwiched in between is her

insistence that she not avoid the hot-button
issues. That is why banning driver’s licenses
for undocumented immigrants is near the
top of Martinez’s political agenda for a state
that is 48 percent Hispanic.
Arturo Vargas, executive director of the

National Association of Latino Elected
and Appointed Officials, calledMartinez’s
governorship “a real breakthrough.” Vargas
drew parallels betweenMartinez’s achieve-
ment and that of U.S. Supreme Court Justice
Sonia Sotomayor.

Immigration debate
But close observers such as Vargas also

wonder whether a rookie in statewide poli-
tics with a prosecutor’s background can
find consensus and lead all NewMexicans
— and quite possibly all Americans— in a
forward-looking conversation about driver’s
licenses in particular and issues surround-
ing illegal immigration in general.
The big challenge, Vargas said, is figuring

out whether she can become a role model
for Hispanics and for all NewMexicans.
“Her challenge is: Can she demonstrate she
can represent everyone?” Vargas said.
The driver’s-license issue played a big

role during her gubernatorial campaign
and her first session of the Legislature. She
has promised to reintroduce a bill during
the September special session to revoke
driver’s licenses for undocumented New
Mexico residents. Only a few days ago, she
announced that 10,000 randomly selected
foreign nationals would have to show up at a
Motor Vehicle Division center in Albuquer-
que to re-verify their NewMexico residency.
“We are a nation of immigrants, but we

are also a nation of laws. I swore to uphold
the Constitution,” said Martinez, stressing
that immigration is a federal issue. To her,
the issue is a matter of integrity. Martinez
believes in keeping campaign promises, and
the driver’s-license issue was one of them.
“She’s approaching it from the stance of a

prosecutor,” Vargas said of the license issue.
A leader, he said, needs to get out into the
community and hear peoples’ stories. “An
effective leader is able to bring those who
disagree with you to your side … and the
best way to do that is be a good listener.”

Active and studious
Martinez, a listener and awoman of action,

is a product of a close family, orderly home,
active neighborhood and serious studies.
As a child growing up on the edge of El

Paso, she chased after butterflies in cotton
fields where pickers arrived at sunrise to
toil amid the prickly bushes. Her mother
always wanted the doors closed at home.
Cotton attracted mice, andMartinez’s
mother vowed to shut them out.
Neighborhood children played kick the

can, baseball and chinche al agua until dark.
The chatter in the street was a mix of Eng-
lish and Spanish.
“The street was our playground,” Marti-

nez recalled in a wide-ranging conversation

in her car on the way to Las Cruces.
“I remember some travesuras (mischief)

that got me in a lot of trouble,” the governor
said with a laugh.
In high school, she took advantage of a

motivational program for girls and decided
shewanted to become a lawyer. At The
University of OklahomaCollege of Law, she
became one of a few hand-selected, second-
year law students tomake the 1985National
Trial AdvocacyCompetition. The teamdidn’t
make it to the finals, but a plaque on awall at
the school lists all the teammembers, honor-
ing their achievements. “I was determined to
get on the team and have otherminorities see
it was possible,”Martinez said.

Hooked on the law
During her law-school years, she interned

for an El Paso judge presiding over the
trial of a man who killed his eight-months-
pregnant wife and threw her body into a
river, all in the presence of his two young
sons. That’s when she knew she wanted to
become a prosecutor.
After law school, she moved to Las Cru-

ces with her first husband, a water attorney.
She worked as a prosecutor in Las Cruces
for 25 years, taking on many cases of child
abuse, including the brutal rape and beating
of Baby Brianna. She also sent bilingual staff
to rural communities to provide services for
people there.
Martinez doesn’t back down fromwhat

she sees as right, said Donna Richmond,
executive director of La Piñón, a sexual-
assault recovery services center in Las
Cruces. Richmond worked withMartinez
on many child-abuse cases, andMartinez
raised the bar and held everyone account-
able for a share of the work, Richmond said.
Richmond’s respect for Martinez only

grew the day she witnessed the prosecutor
interview a 6-year-old girl who had been
raped by the boyfriend of the child’s mother.
“They were coloring together, sitting at

a table, talking about what had happened
in Spanish and English. It was such a pleas-
ant, calm situation,” Richmond said. “I saw
something that I wanted to replicate in
myself and in the rest of my staff.”
The instincts of a good prosecutor, though,

don’t always translate to politics, said David
Cargo, an attorney, a former governor of New
Mexico and a veteran political observer.

Bendable?
Cargo, a Republican who served as gov-

ernor from 1967 to 1971, said Martinez is not
letting go of her prosecutor mentality and is
looking at government as “black and white.”
The driver’s-license issue should not be

her focus, Cargo said.
“You are talking about very few people,”

he said. “But still again, is it the biggest
problem in government?Well obviously, the
answer is no. In government, you are deal-
ing with critical issues, such as education.”
Government is about negotiations and

finding common ground, he said.
“If you want to fight, become a boxer or a

wrestler. If you want to govern, you have to
do it with sacrifice. You don’t have to give
up all your principles, but you have to bend
a little bit,” Cargo said.
Martinez has a quick response. Politicians

who don’t deliver results and forget about
promises “get lost in the shuffle,” she said.
As a new governor with no intention of

going back on promises, Martinez finds the
days at the Capitol long and her position
sometimes isolating.
“It is a challenge that I don’t fear,” said

Martinez, as she caressed a gold necklace
with the image of the Virgin Mary.
Throughout her career as a prosecutor

— and in life in general — she has been able
to succeed because she has balanced when
to go with her head and when to follow her
heart. She tends to make decisions based on
evidence, based on facts, she said.
“Once you lose balance, you start making

decisions based on emotions,” Martinez said.

Unpretentious
Even with security personnel around her

all the time, Martinez does her own bank-
ing, arranges for her dogs to see the veteri-
narian and shops for her own groceries at
Sunflower Market. She’s witty and unpre-
tentious. She dresses in blue jeans and black
cowboy boots some days. At other times,
she shows up in a skirt and high heels.
Shewas shaped by the need tomanage

what life threw at her. Her parentsworked,
soMartinez, a self-described latchkey kid,
helped keep house for her older brother and
disabled sister. Summers carried the added
responsibility of feeding, dressing and bathing
her sister. At 16,Martinez said, she decided
shewould not have children of her own.
Martinez never left her mother’s side

until she left for law school, where for the
first time people asked about her back-
ground. Growing up in El Paso, her heritage
had never been an issue.
Martinez smiled as she recalled the many

times students and professors in Oklahoma
mispronounced her name. Students “asked
what I was,” Martinez said. “I didn’t under-
stand what they were asking.”
It wasn’t until a student asked if Martinez

had grown up speaking a foreign language
that she was able to come upwith a satis-
factory answer. “I’m American of Mexican
descent,” Martinez replied.

Contact Sandra BaltazarMartínez at
986-3062 or smartinez@sfnewmexican.com.
Sandra BaltazarMartínez is a fellow this year
with the Institute for Justice and Journalism’s
Immigration in theHeartland program,
sponsored byTheUniversity of Oklahoma.
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After Susana Martinez won the state’s gubernatorial election in November, Andre Richmond, 5, stopped by to congratulate her. These photos of his moments with her hang in
the office of his mother, Donna Richmond, executive director of a sexual-assault recovery services center in Las Cruces. Donna Richmond has worked with Martinez on many
child-abuse cases and said the former prosecutor raised the bar when it came to handling cases of violent crimes against children. SANDRA BALTAZAR MARTÍNEZ/THE NEWMEXICAN
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1848 The Treaty of Guadalupe
Hidalgo ends the Mexican-Ameri-
can War and extends citizenship to
the approximately 80,000 Mexi-
cans living in Texas, California and
the Southwest.

1862 The Homestead Act pro-
vides up to 160 acres of Western
land free to settlers who agree
to develop and live on it, thereby
spurring an influx of immigrants

from overpopulated countries in
Europe seeking land of their own.

1919 The first Red Scare leads to
an outbreak of fear and violence
against people deemed to be
political radicals and foreigners
considered to be susceptible to
communist propaganda and more
likely to be involved in the Bolshe-
vik Revolution.

1924 After a generation of

increasingly strict immigration
rules, a new law limits immigration
from Eastern and Southern Europe,
and halts legal immigration from
East and Southeast Asia.

1952 A new law enacted over
President Harry S. Truman’s veto
removes restrictions based on
race, but maintains a quota system
designed to make sure the country
always looks the same, in terms of

ethnic makeup, as it did in 1920.

1965 Congressional reform
removes discrimination based
on national origin, a system con-
sidered racially biased because
it favored Northern Europeans,
and gives higher priority to family
unification, job skills and refugee
status, preferences that increased
the number of immigrants from
Southeast Asia.

1986A new law gives amnesty
to undocumented immigrants who
had been U.S. residents since 1982
and to certain agricultural workers,
imposes sanctions for employers
who knowingly hire undocumented
workers and steps up border secu-
rity.
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