 Cohan (14:10): Did you grow up interested in your background and your history?

Natera (14:20): I remember in 3rd grade, we were looking at a book and there was a picture of migrant farmworkers. I raised my hand, and said, “Look. Look. That’s what my parents did.”
The teacher looked really nervous, turned the page, and switched the subject. I was taken aback.
My father had an accent, he was very dark skinned, and he experienced a lot of discrimination. “My brother, who works at DWD too, will tell you that when they were travelling they would send my two oldest brothers into the restaurant to buy food, because they wouldn’t sell to my father.” The point being that, “They’ll feel sorry for you because you’re a kid.” As I got older, one thing that was interesting was how I would be complimented on the quality of my English. My father made it a point that we learned English. We weren’t told to not speak Spanish, but my parents weren’t well educated and they couldn’t really teach us a lot. We spoke Spanglish.
Later in life, I wanted to learn Spanish, but early on no. I learned French in high school, but my French is horrible. My “friends” would tell me, “Oh you’re just like us.” But I knew that wasn’t true. Having lived in Texas, Florida, Alambama, Indiana, and then going back to Texas
(in 2007) to move to Houston to work for the Texas Rio Grande Legal Aid, and that was an
experience. When I met people they would ask me where I was from, and I’m talking about other Latinos, “Where you from?” I didn’t understand, but they wanted to make sure I wasn’t from
Mexico. “Racism in Madison was covert, in Texas it was out in the open.”My friends had to
tell me which bars I could and could not go to, because some wouldn’t serve me.
Going back to my pre-law days, when I finally found out about Chicano Studies I was like whoa, tell me more! What do you mean history? What do you mean Aztecs. An awakening. I wanted to take classes and learn. I studied with Lucilla Garner, Spanish for Spanish speakers, I didn’t do that well [laughs]. This was discovery more than recuperation because I never had this.
.
Cohan (19:07): When was the moment of discovery in terms of Chicano Studies? Was it coming to UW-Madison for college?

Natera (19:20): I remember hearing about Chicana Power, Brown Power, because one of my sisters had gone to UW-Whitewater very briefly. She didn’t have a positive experience. I
remember my mom not buying grapes at one point and wondering why. She told me it was to support the workers. It was kind of there, but not really. Then, going to campus and meeting other Chicano students and their from Texas. What? You’ve been going to school where
everyone is like you? What? What’s that like? It was very eye opening
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Cohan (36:35): So you’re in Poli Sci and you have focus, where does Chicano Studies come in?

Natera (36:45): Well, it was a place to go and get support on campus. You could find students dealing with similar issues. Taking the classes, Rubén Medina, I took a couple classes with him. Of course, Ben Marquez too. There was a female professor in Political Science.
One thing was you stood out. I remember approaching a professor and them telling me they noticed me coming into class everyday. Getting that recognition was good. I remember Jim Escalante, well actually first it was Mario Compean was there when I was there. Walter Lane at the school of education, he was very supportive. I felt like I had a place to go with CS. There
were some law students who started La Mujer Latina conference. I was a part of the very first one in 1993. That was huge because it was a moment of recognition and Latina pride. Like, “Yes we are here!.” Meeting people like Tess Arenas. I performed her wedding ceremony, she and John Wiley. So again, that support, and if you needed something you could go to them.
Now I don’t want to be critical but...when Mario was running it, it was a little different. Carlos Reyes was...[a look of disgust on Natera’s face]. The program still had men who to put it politely were “old school.” It was good to have other women around. I never knew why Carlos went so much to Texas to recruit, “I was like there are Latinos right here in Wisconsin!” I don’t know why the same recruitment efforts were not directed towards places like Madison, Racine, Kenosha, and Milwaukee. That’s why when Dean Thomas asked about UW-Madison students, there was a clear disconnect. I wanted to go to school, but there was no effort to find people like me who were right here in Madison. “In spite of some of these men, we, Latinas, all of us still made it.”
Cohan (45:10): While you were in Chicano Studies, it seemed to be an experience that broadened your perspective on yourself and your history. What does being a Chicano Studies certificate holder mean to you? What is the take away you have from being a part of that program?

Natera (45:49): It gave me a little bit of perspective on where I come from. Growing up in Wisconsin, it is a very different reality from my family who never moved from Texas, my
cousins were all Trump supporters. Very different perspective on life. Connections to my history. Knowing that it started before we got here. I remember Luis Fraga came from Stanford to speak, and I remember being blown away. There are scholars in our midst, people who have attained such credentials. We come from such a rich history, it isn’t just surface level.
“It isn’t about what you do, it’s who you are.” Even to this day seeing people’s faces
change when I tell them what I do. I never tell people I’m an administrative law judge, mostly because most people don’t know what that is, but also “it’s what I do, it isn’t who I am.” Going through the program helped solidify my foundation that at times was a little wobbly.
I came from strong people. My mother is one the strongest people I’ve ever known. It made me sit up a bit taller, be a bit prouder. Yet, I know it was very complicated. Seeing how the program evolved, even with some of the people being there, and seeing Sandy Magaña come in who is now in Austin. “We’re complicated, but also very multilayered and rich.”
