
Pillar of Refuge, 
Honoring Maria Ramirez

By Joseph Castillo

B orn in Matamoros, Mexico, Maria Ramirez has been part 
of the San José Clinic family for forty years. She started 

out as a medical assistant and moved on to dental assistant, 
medical records, and patient check-in. We met on Zoom for 
an oral history to document the San José Clinic’s centennial 
celebration. We were both incredibly nervous at the idea 
of being in the spotlight and visiting over a webcam (per 
COVID regulations), but we persevered. Our conversation 
revealed not only Maria’s story but also what lies at the heart 
of the San José Clinic.*

When I asked about the changes that have occurred 
over the years, Maria began to talk about how, when she 
first started working at the clinic, they still used carbon 
paper – a thin sheet of carbon-coated paper used to make 
copies of written and typed documents – because comput-
ers and printers were not as widely used as they are today 
and definitely not by a small nonprofit like the clinic. When 
they did get newer equipment, she labeled it, “a good change, 
easier in many ways.”

As we stumbled through our conversation, Maria began 
hitting her stride. We talked about the introduction of more 
technology such as x-ray machines, new specialties such as 
rheumatology, and how she felt about working at the clinic 
for so long. “It’s great!” she gushed. “I’ve been here forty years. 

That tells you a lot.” She added, “When the volunteers come 
or when the students come, they’ll say, ‘Gosh it’s like a family 
here!’ Yeah, it is. It is like a family. It’s really amazing.”

We shifted to the Latino community, the importance of 
recognizing cultural differences in care, and the anxiety 
some patients feel when speaking in English. Maria has 
always translated for patients, and some doctors ask for her 
specifically. She knows how important these translations 
are, not only to let the doctor know what is happening but 
for the patient as well. “[The patients] learn to trust you,” she 
explained. “They know that I’m going to tell the doctor what 
they feel or how they feel because it’s not just a matter of 
interpreting or translating. You have to put the feelings into 
the words they tell you. ... They have to really see that your 
emotions are the same as theirs. It makes a big difference.”

This is a sentiment that I, a first-generation American, 
know intimately. The intent you have to convey, the idioms 
and non-translatable descriptors you have to quickly cycle 
through mentally, the tones, and the body language you 
have to filter to be understandable to both parties can 
make the responsibility of the interaction mind-boggling. 
Here was someone who took on the task to help as many 
patients as possible.

In the forty years that 
she has been with the San 
José Clinic, Maria has 
watched the clinic grow and 
maintain its family-like 
community. Her devotion 
and ability to connect with 
patients in both Spanish 
and English make her a 
beloved member of the San 
José Clinic community. 

All photos courtesy of  
the San José Clinic.

*  All information in this story is from: Maria Ramirez, interview by 
Joseph Castillo, November 3, 2020, pending deposit, UH-Oral History 
of Houston, Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries.

Comment cards gathered 
just before the Hamilton 
Street location closed 
show the patients’ 
attachment to 
the clinic and its 
providers.
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of care. I asked if she ever thought about leaving the clinic 
to work elsewhere, and she replied, “I wouldn’t go anywhere 
else ... I think my second choice, I’d come back again.” ❍

Joseph Castillo, a history student at the University of Houston, was 
born and raised in the Greater Houston area. As a first-generation 
American, he has always had his eyes open to issues impacting 
immigrant families and, on learning about the San José Clinic cen-
tennial issue, wanted to be a part of telling its story.

It was then I realized what a beloved member of the clinic 
Maria is to the patients. She is the person the Latina moms 
sought out because they trusted her to treat them and their 
families right. “I don’t like to brag – but they do [request me],” 
she recalled. “As a matter of fact, on some days when I don’t 
come, some of the girls will say, ‘Oh so-and-so asked for you.’”

To the San José Clinic patients, Maria Ramirez is not just 
a worker. She’s Doña Mari, a woman of respect they can 
lean on. Maria mentioned that sometimes fathers, husbands, 
and children come into the clinic for the first time and ask, 
“¿Doña Mari, quién es Doña Mari? (Mrs. Mari, who is Mrs. 
Mari?)” because they were told by their wives and mothers 
to go directly to her.

These patients remember her for years and lean on her in 
times of need. In a heartfelt story, Maria recalled a conversation 
she had with a young mother who came back to thank her:

“I once had a lady who had a little boy that had injured 
himself, and…[he] would say, ‘I want my mother! I want 
my mother.’ And the lady walked out. ... I go, ‘No! Your son 
needs you. You have to be there for him, I’m going to be here 
with you.’

“She goes, ‘But you’ll stay with me?’
“‘Yes, I’m going to stay here with you. But you need to stay 

with him because he needs you.’
“‘But I need you to stay with me!’
“‘I’ll stay with you.’”
Maria reflected, “I’ll never forget this situation because 

she came back … and she goes, ‘You know, Doña Mari? You 
taught me something. That no matter what, when your 
children need you, you have to be there! Even if it hurts you, 
what they’re doing, you need to be there.’”

For forty years Maria Ramirez has been a pillar for many 
patients at the San José Clinic. In their times of need she 
supported them. As the patients grow older, she points out, 
“the kids have kids and the kids’ kids. It does happen, and 
they do come back after so many years, they say, ‘You’re still 
working here?’” And she responds: “Yeah, I’m still here. Oh, 
it’s so nice to see your faces again.”

As the interview ended, I realized how Maria Ramirez – 
Doña Mari – symbolizes the clinic’s mission and standard 

For her many years of dedication to the San José Clinic, Maria Ramirez 
received a service award in 2020. For decades, she has comforted and 
guided patients who refer to her fondly as Doña Mari.

The clinic’s Hamilton location, where Maria worked for thirty years, 
was situated near Highway 59 on the east side of downtown. The Astros 
stadium, now Minute Maid Park, opened beside the clinic in 2000.
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