


 

Nicole Murray-Ramirez crowned Queen Mother of the International Imperial Court System 

QM also elected to NGLTF’s board of directors 

by Randy Hope, Reporter

March 1, 2007

In 1965, José Sarria made a bold statement at a Queen of San Francisco Pageant. “There are too many queens in this city already,” he reportedly said. “I proclaim myself Empress of San Francisco.” 

That audacious statement, in a time when it was still dangerous to be openly gay even in the San Francisco Bay area, was supported by more than 40 years of community service and activism for the GLBT and even heterosexual communities by laying the foundation for the International Imperial Court System of U.S.A., Canada and Mexico. 

On Feb. 17, Sarria, also known as José I, the Widow Norton (a reference to eccentric 19th century San Franciscan Joshua Norton, who declared himself Emperor of the U.S. and Protector of Mexico in 1859) officially stepped down and transferred his title and all responsibilities to San Diego City Commissioner Nicole Murray-Ramirez. Murray-Ramirez has served as International Court Council president for the past several years. 

According Sarria, the decision to step down after 41 years of leading the organization, which has grown to a network of 68 chapters of non-profit charitable organizations that raise money for various beneficiaries, was not difficult to make. 

“I know that I did the right thing by passing the crown on to Nicole. I feel that I was being taken for granted, and I know that Nicole has some good ideas. This way there will be changes made. She is a strong person who is going to take the organization forward,” Sarria said. 

In his final decree, Sarria gave all rights and responsibilities to Murray-Ramirez. 

“Much like a GLBT Elks/Shriners, the court system is the second-largest GLBT organization in the world, with the first being the Metropolitan Community Church,” Murray-Ramirez said. “After 41 years of leading the organization, it was a big decision for José to make. I wanted to give him time to make sure this is what he wanted. I also felt that there should be a ceremony to properly honor his decision.” 

The coronation took place in Seattle, Wash., where Murray-Ramirez assumed the title “Queen Mother of the Americas.” The event coincided with the annual coronation dinner for the Imperial Court de Seattle. 

According to Murray-Ramirez, whose previous title within the Imperial Court was Empress Nicole the Great, Sarria named his successors when he began experiencing health problems about a decade ago. Murray-Ramirez was the first in line among a list of 21 other heirs. 

In addition to founding the Imperial Court, Sarria, now 84, is credited for being the first openly gay candidate to run for elected office in the United States. Though he lost his bid for San Francisco county supervisor – a seat later won by Harvey Milk – Murray-Ramirez said Sarria’s political actions paved the way for current GLBT politicians, such as San Diego’s own Councilmember Toni Atkins, who was present at the Seattle coronation. 

“No one can fill the shoes of José, who is a living historical figure, both socially and politically. The way that I’d like to look at it is that I am making new shoes,” Murray-Ramirez said. 

In his final decree, Sarria proclaimed that Nicole the Great will assume all of his duties, obligations and authority as the titular leader and Queen Mother of the court system, and that his line of succession and all its heirs is retired and will no longer exist. The new Queen Mother will now name new heirs and create a new council, which is the equivalent to the organization’s board of directors. 

The council voted that Murray-Ramirez continue as president of the International Imperial Court Council until the council meets again in August 2007. 

The gala weekend was attended by hundreds of reigning emperors and empresses from across North America, and 52 cities with courts sent representatives to pay their respect to Sarria and to witness the historic ceremony. 

In addition, more than 35 community members from San Diego were present at the coronation. Elected officials also joined people from the Imperial Court de San Diego to support the new Queen Mother. Atkins and several city commissioners joined Murray-Ramirez on stage during the ceremony. 

“I am very honored and grateful to have the support of members of the San Diego community in taking on this new role,” Murray-Ramirez said. 

The National Gay and Lesbian Task Force (NGLTF) also sent an official representative from Washington, D.C., to witness the ceremony for Murray-Ramirez, who was recently elected to the NGLTF’s board of directors. 

“We’re very excited to have Nicole join the board of directors of the Task Force,” said Roberta Sklar, director of communications for the organization, “We are going to do some terrific work together.” 

Murray-Ramirez has already announced that he plans to begin forming partnerships between the Imperial Court System and national organizations and foundations. 

