California Women Lawyers is proud to announce that on May 21, 2010, the Honorable Ramona J. Garrett will be awarded the 2010 Rose Bird Memorial Award. Judge Garrett has had a distinguished legal career.  In order to fully appreciate Judge Garrett’s legal and judicial accomplishments, it is necessary to put them into perspective. She is one of six children, the daughter of a career military father.  Judge Garrett credits her lifelong passion as a student of the civil rights movement to her early years.  Her parents are from Pine Bluff, Arkansas, where they grew up in the Jim Crow South.  Her parents picked cotton as children; and although her mother graduated from a segregated high school, her father was forced to leave school after 8th grade.  He joined the U.S. Army Air Forces at age 17 and was sent to Germany, where for the first time he experienced life in a non-segregated environment.  Subsequently, the young Garrett family was stationed in Tripoli, Libya for 3 years.  Upon their return to the U.S., they were stationed in Clovis, New Mexico, where Ramona Garrett attended a non-segregated elementary school.  However, during periods of time when her father was stationed in locations where he could not take his family, Garrett’s mother and the children returned to Pine Bluff, Arkansas where she attended a segregated school.  She spent her first six years of elementary school going back and forth between segregated and non-segregated school systems, which ended when the family was transferred to Okinawa, Japan, and thereafter, to Fairfield, California, where she attended high school.

Becoming pregnant in her senior year caused her to graduate from high school early; and when she left home for Santa Clara University at age 18, she was accompanied by her three-month-old daughter. Despite the obvious difficulties involved in such an undertaking, she graduated from Santa Clara in four years with a Bachelor’s Degree in philosophy, and as the first member of her family to attend college.  A few years later, she was a law student at U.C. Davis King Hall, from which she graduated in 1980.   She has since been awarded the Citation For Excellence Award by the University of California, Cal Aggie Alumni Association.

Prior to her appointment to the bench, Judge Garrett spent two years in a private civil litigation practice; two years as a prosecutor in Contra Costa County's District Attorney's Office; and eight years as a prosecutor in the Solano County District Attorney's Office, where she gained substantial respect and statewide press coverage during her prosecution of People v. Stanley Verketis, a murder trial involving a Vietnam veteran who was a double amputee.  The defendant claimed that his fatal shooting of a Fairfield police officer occurred while he was experiencing a Vietnam flashback.  The case lasted 3-1/2 years and resulted in two trials:  the first ended in a deadlocked jury, and the second ended in a conviction for first-degree murder with special circumstances, which was upheld on appeal.  During the handling of this case, Judge Garrett was promoted to Chief Deputy District Attorney, a position she held for six years before her appointment to the bench.

Judge Garrett has been a member of the Solano County bench since 1992, when she was appointed by Governor Pete Wilson to the Northern Solano Municipal Court. She was the first woman and the first African-American appointed to that Solano County court, both heavy obligations at only 39.  Not long after her appointment, she survived a contested election, winning with 64% of the vote.  Since that time, she has run uncontested.  Garrett became a Superior Court judge when the courts were consolidated in 1997.  She established the Solano County Drug Court in 1997, and considers it one of her most successful accomplishments.  Most recently, she served as Presiding Judge for a two-year term in 2008-2009 and supervised 19 other judicial officers, 3 commissioners, and 278 court employees.  Judge Garrett’s current assignment is as a Trial Judge for the Superior Court of Solano County, Civil Litigation (limited and unlimited), and Probate.
In 2008, Judge Garrett was tapped to participate in the 4th Sir Richard May Seminar on International Law and International Courts, conducted in The Hague, Netherlands, as one of only 22 judges from the U.S. and Argentina.  That same year, she also participated in the North American Judicial Colloquium at Brandeis University in Massachusetts through the International Center for Ethics, Justice and Public Life.  Her fellow attendees included eight U.S. judges, seven Canadian judges, and four international judges. In addition, Judge Garrett served as a Special Master for the California Commission Judicial Performance in 2003-05.  She is a member of the Milton L. Schwartz-David F. Levi Inn of Court, Sacramento, Davis, California and the National Association of Women Judges, Planning Committee member for the Annual Conference, scheduled this year, for October 2010, in San Francisco, California.
Judge Garrett enjoys a solid reputation among her colleagues on the bench and among lawyers in the community as a calm voice of reason. The word most frequently used to describe her is "dignified." Criminal lawyers know that they will receive a full and complete analysis of their case, even if it requires briefing issues and returning to court to argue again. She is compassionate and sympathetic to the issues of all parties, without diminishing her stature and position as a judge. 
The Rose Bird Memorial Award was established in honor of the first woman to serve as Chief Justice of the California Supreme Court, Rose Bird. Chief Justice Bird was one of the pioneers who founded CWL in 1974. She was the first woman to serve in the California cabinet as the Secretary of Agriculture. Justice Bird stood strong for her convictions and continued to champion the underdog.  Judge Garrett is a jurist who has earned the respect of lawyers and judges throughout northern California.  She is a role model not only for women lawyers, but for anyone aspiring to become an attorney or a judge.  CWL is proud to honor Judge Garrett as the 2010 Rose Bird Memorial Award recipient. Congratulations, Judge Garrett.
