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Oral History Interview
with
Liz Kovacs
June 7, 1978
Waltham, MA
By Bheldon Stern

For the John F. Kennedy Library

Okay.Fine. Why don't we begin with, if you could
just identify yourself and tell us how you
happened to be in Guantanamo in 1962.
Okay. Well, my name is Liz Kovacs and the
reason that”l was there in 1962 was that my
father was stationed there in the navy, and
we came in early 1961l,and this was just part
of that tour of duty.rﬁglyou want just to go
up to October, 1962? Okay, u%&-l, things in Cuba
at that time were very much sort of exaggerated
in terms of being so close to Communist Cubaj
which at that time wa®” for the United States
and I guess for mosg of the world, was a thorn
in everybody's side, as opposed to what we wanted
to do at that time.

dmit
You say that you,think that Cuba was as, was "
going as far in that direction as, as in general
the public impression was?

Well, not exactly. Maybe it waséaﬁﬂ maybe it
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wasn'tﬁbut I think it was only, um, two years
after the revolution itself:7. A
That*s-rights _
(:fgnd I think thé%’tﬁ%’people were still

wonderinézaﬁzt was going to happen there...
Right. |
...was the government actually going to last,
what the people were actwally doing, the state
of Cuba, was it better%;aPVms it worse.

Yes&-
o
¢{o.the only thing thaf we saw on our side as
- wery
Americans, was- that the Cuban people who did
)
work on the base in service capacities: bus
maa way
drivers, gardeners, maids; mdde servicesjavalible
to everybody on the baseg and so we saw Cuban
people come. They came on every morning¢%Pd some
wt Mest
of them slept over in different quartersy,a lot of
the women did, but they returned in the evenings
and we wpuld hear through them a lot of, sort of

horrible stories about what life was like on the
et
other side. For example, we had this one woman whe

was working for us?/éhe was Jamaiean. I don't
know how she got to Cuba or how she ended up
working out of the Communist side. But one morning¢'
she didféd%’come to work and her daughter who taught
ﬁé the base came to the house and she was very

hysterical and she said: " Well, my mother;he® been

4 -
thrown in jail,and this and that and we never heard



what happenedZ‘Wb never heard from her again or.what
exactly whdt’ the consequences were. A lot of times
things like that would happen to the workers. I re-
member some time this one woman whose little girl
was sick and they wanted tocﬁzgg;:;ﬁaébody on the
base wanted to send back with her some pills or

some kind of medication for her, but we heard that
it was really hard to do this?_gzi things had to

be hidden because when the busjgs would cross back
to the other side, the wom en and the men and every-
body would be stripped down compleéiy. If anything
was found on you, you would have a lot of re-
percussions. I've also heard that payment was made
in American dollars but that when they got back to
the other side payment was made in Cuban dollars
whichigt that time waglthirty-five cents of the
American dollar, so they were 1os£3ng virtually the
rest of that amount.

So, we heard things like this, and also
our water supply at that time was maintained through
the other sidejand we had different water conditions
like oh certain days you could wash your clothes
and your lawn and your car. But only}I think two
iiﬂ: a week thagnghat could happen and thﬁélthey
woEe patrolltﬁ§Aif you were washing your car, your
lawn, aa&'any other day@ you were subject to a
fine. And they had different water conditions that

wes
were announced at one point. If it weke really severe



"
RN

o

W

Stern:

Kovacs:

Stern:

Kovacs:

reaitt)
you,couldh't wash anything, just drink. I don't "
that
think that you could even bathe, but this didn't

happen too often.pf.
Did this depend on the way that the water was
tihdy S
being regulated from, £rof the other ...?2
(Ur-m{(f.('{!.vntc>
From the other side. I think you had to;—had €o....

Now I think they're de-salinizing it. They do their
own thing, but at that timg/they were paying for
this to be done and thetgggzgqégg'goming from the
other side and so things had to be regulated.

Did you and your family ever get over into 4{.

off the base into Cuba proper?

No. We would ride to the gate and ride back.
[Laughter|m-There was like no crossing over

at least at that time. Also, if you wanted to leave
Cuba, you could not jus@—leave andfgiy to Miami or
fly from Miami backj-cause my grandparents were
living there at that time; back to Cuba because there
weren't any commercial airlimers that could land
;Z'the base. So we had to take a military hop

to either Puerto Rico generally, then change over,
and take a commercial flight into Miami. And if you
were flying back you had to do the reverse. So
getting in and out was really strictly prohibited,

I guess, to personnel who had to either be there or

eess S0, things were pretty fairly regulated so you

had a view of people on the other sideﬁor at least of #1115

thé new gpvernment on the other side as being really
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not too faiqbgnd I guess the whole, the general'
view of the country at that time was that it was
sort of a very tricky kind of & situation. So,a lot
of times wéfgzdn‘t really know whap to expect, or—
what would happen. But I guess at that time since

I was only eight, th$ Fhreét of something happening
or really going wronéjazdn't matter that much or
wasn't really an all-consuming thingfbecause we
were technically:gn an American base and we were
living like Americans. There were swimming pgols and
beaches and eugzything else that you can do én a
tropical climate to help¢ you know .%ﬁ.
Did you have complete access, for example, to media
from the States? I mean, newspapers and television

I suppose you could pick up.

g:g? there was one T.V. station, no commercials,

and they got all the situation comedies that came in
from the States at that timej)and they would have

a million and one repeats because most of the time
if they didn't get another reel, they would show

the same thing for ....

That raises certain‘inferesting possibilities. Was the
Cuban government ever able to interfere with the
trénsmission of radio and television?

Not that I remember. At least not on the T.V.

station that we watched:and it was only on for

certain times,and s6 it was a very limited kind of
)
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thing. I don't even remember that happening. We had
a newspaper that they printed news from the States;
and at that time a lot of people like [Chet |
Huntley and [David] Brinkley and a lot of different
newscasfers made little jaunts down to visit and
also to report back what was happening. ie—was—ktﬁd'
of—a~verywpopuiar*p&ace—to~go—go—down—and—aisu;tu
report-back-what-was-happening: It was kind of a
very popular place to go down and do a story on,

I guess. So, and entertainers would come down. Sox
the communication with the States, really, I didn't
feel that cut off, and it was an American system
and American government. The schools, you know,
were base schools and taught by American teachers
and this and thatpand, sojwe.... That's generally how
life was, although very closed; Like I have since
talked to my mother and she said}"l almost went
stir crazy.on this very small base.".I guess for
older people it must have been really difficult to
keep busy and keep reminding yourself that you are
on this very small island. But for kids it was sort
of a paradise, really. You could swim every day
after §chool. You could ride busdes for nothing.
You?cgafg?go everywhere you wanted because there
really wasn't the threat that anything would happen
to you because you were really in a kind of closed
environment. Coming back to the States and fitting
into a classroom and not being able to ride busfes

and having to pay for a lot of things was really a
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shock when I got back here. But there were other
limiting thing?J”k%kﬁJg lot of our produce came

in from a boat..They would bring it down from New
York and Miami and a lot of times it wouldn't come
in so youhwou&azbe stuck without fresh fruit, mi 1k,
sour cream, cottage cheese, anda lot of OUr basic
staplesyand sou;;en you got back to the States you
would go shopping and you would hoard ... every="
thing?s

There was no, nothing-that would come—across—from
- evewytining

Cuba~proper%— . —
. nothing ot all et weuld, Come aci oo frem Culw Prper?

Not that I know of. NothingAexcept people that were,
that were working there. I think{;gﬁéezé~wa§-just
completly closed off. I can remember talking to
people down therg'that had been there before, um,

the revolution ha;;:;;a and they had crossed back
very freely evidently but that sort of stoppedf so

it became sort of like a closed-in place. You really
didn't know what was happening on the other side

and that was sort of how you viewed it. It was sort
of a place of mystery. And there were also stories of
Cuban women wh@ had swum or had tried to swim from the
other side all the way acress Guantanamo on rafts,
Some people drowned, some people made it. Some people
made it holding, like, their kids on their backs,

some little babies. So you heard these stories. I

don't know if any of them were true but I guess they

must have had some validity.
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So when you come up to October of 19627 A,

'we
so we. were all sitting in class one day, and it was

like mid-morning, and you could sort of tell that some-

thing was amiss because teachers were running in

and out of the classroom and the secretafy came in
and she kept reﬁﬁssuring us that nothing was going
to go wrong and kept handing out candy. And we kept
looking out the window and it was veﬁi still and, um,
you sort of had the feeling that something was

going to be happening,but you didn't know what.
Probably just another drill or something like that.

$
But they letKVthey dismissed ug to go home for lunch
which they usually did and, as we were driving

home, there were suitcases on everybody's lawn,
which we thought was kind of peculiarg) but then we
thought, well, maybe they just did this practice
deal and we had to see how fast you could pack

your suitcéseﬁgénd that'Szﬁﬁ;\EESEiEly/they are
sitting on the lawn. But I got home and I opened
the door and my mother said "We're leaving in about
five minutes. Go up to your room and take anything
you can carry: which was kind of a very strange thing
because you walk into your room and you say,"ggll,
what do I take? What can I carry?:Ybu have this
whole room full of dolls and teddy bears and books :
and you just don't know what to do. So I did just
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that. 1 took everything I could carryspand we got out=
side and there were busgés that were coming around

to pick up people. Now@’evidentlynpeoplikr?spu?%iﬁr
children had left earlier because they had-had-to—-close
the-elder high schools before E&fzgigeagzsgni?intgpen
that were due around that time,were flown out of Cubag
They didf:aflwant to put them on the boats. And
couples that had, or women with very small babies,
eventually, when they got on the ship, got cabins

to sleep in. But I was eight and my brother was

three so, when we got on the ship.&ﬂ.Well, it was sort
of a very tearful thing because ail.the men stayed
behind. We did not know what was going to happen

Y knew W
to them.,We ha&d people who héﬂi%},

Did you know at this point what was happening?
Did you have any conception of what the crisis
was about?

J Yo
Well, my father just said that we had, thd%/wenwatb-
going to Miami because that's where my grandparents
weresand we had to leave and something about
missileqagnd that we didn't want to get.ﬂ:.Not

5 {-1
that they were going to go off but it was a precaution
and that's why we had to leave. Well, I just accepted,ﬁp/.
I really wasn't that surprised because we grew up

whane/ diffcnr

in an atmosphere in- whith-things could happen at
any moment. We didn't know exactly what that weuld

beAand so I said: "Oh, all right. I guess.'" Every-

)
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body was leaving, I mean the whole base was, and

so it wasn't like, well, I'm going but I'm leaving
all my friends behind or Likéyi'm going and I'm
leaving all the ...you know...the wholezzéééngr
Everyone was just trying to get out as fast as

they could. So?we got on the ship and there was

a lot of crying and a lot of...and people, older
people who had more of a sense of what was going
on were very upset. And I can remember waving
good-bye, can remember people taking pictures,

and ...g

You left your father behind?

Yeah, yeah@,gnd, um, I didn't know how long this
was going to be. I Just assumed thé%}it wouldn't

be very long and we would be back théyhext week.
Butfwe got on board and we ended up downstairs on
one of the very lower decks because we weren't young,
my mother wasn't pregant, we weren't, no one had a
physical disability. So we ended up in ézgmbunk
beds that were like four up. And then, next to you,
and there were four down and you were practically
sleeping on top of people and there was absolutely
no privacy. And I remember the woman next to me

was crying because her mother was down on the base.
I don't know how they ended up down there but her
parents owned a farm down there?and schools would
go for field trips and visit this farm. She refused

to leave. So she didn't know whether her mother had
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gotten off or hadn't gotten off and she was like.
very, she was crying and this whole thing. And there
was another woman who was trying to bring.back one
of the Cuban women who was helping her in her _
house. She was trying to sneak her off oiLtheréithO)
and they realized that that had happened and there
were skirmishes and they were trying to get her off?
fhe woman was so fearful of going back and different
skirmishes like that. So, it was Jjust about what

you could carry on the bunk and that was it.

And you went directly? How long did it take before
you were off Cuba?

Just immediately. That evening before dinner everybody
pulled out. And feeding the people in such an
emergency was quite a thing. There were a lot,

very, very long lines and a lot of the food was

Just staplgs that they had - army rations. It

wasn't really that appetizing. But I can remember

we did go to dinner that one night and we were
sitting'around and they igterrupted the whole process
of gggzgging’mothers and ;égé;;;%g kids and siizﬁifg
ing everybody and this immense confusion and said....
Althought people were.... I think military people
can cope fairly better than, I don't know, it seems 5
other civilian people could in a crisis situationg ~
ﬁhey're fairly together;—gb there wasn't a sense of

total panic. At least I didn't get that, although

there was a lot of confusion. People seemed to be
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holding up really well. And so President Kennedy
broke in to the dinner and made his speech to all

of us. You know: "I'm really sorry that you have to
leave but this is the only thing that we could do..&gy

Was he speaking live?
Yeah. He was speaking through the intercom. I
don't know how they had meshed it in.(;)

Sh;—I—see.
whith
And, um, this is one of the main things I remember

when I think back on him and that whole time. And

¥ B8 really becauseg/maybe Pf1ﬁ%§ﬁq§§§ﬁ§g it was

a personal touch. But he spoke for a while and we
finished dinner. The trip took ui to Norfolk,

[Naval Base, Virginia]. ﬂ@ all went _to Norfolk,
that Coninttllig ol

Virginia, because there was A main naval base there
and we were just....They didn't want to land in

Miami or Florida. And we realized that when we ndnt oo that 1 tuw
. e oniy vees o ey AANT 70 ¢ Miami
phoned my grandparents from Norfolk.\nd during fﬁ"gf m?;f&wk
xu? Hj;: D OL N ‘
the trip it was sort of like a holiday, especiallyf {prudef
2ettung., S ey
if you were a kid. I mean, you didn't have school.lﬂwwtgybqu”/
_ v y 4 L
You didn't have, you know, you were out. There were!G%7K?WNK~
Yiediniay
different drills with life preservers that turned i

out to be really funny and everybody got up. And
things were pretty peaceful, you know,fiéaf/umii..
They kept warning us about different things, you
know, don't go on deck.in the evenings, don't do

this, don't do that.



T —

F

&

L)
]

-] B

But we finally made it to Norfolk and it was
really then that you{realized that thislizgug crisis
or that people weréid%rried about this because you
had T.V. cameras all over the dock. People w:lﬁ/
taking pictures and all these different ﬁews channels
from Virginia and, and, people flashing all these
things. And another thing that I really remembered
is that we left with no winter clothes. We had
like sun suits on and this was 1ike?théyend of
November in Virginia and it was really cold and
people were Just standing on the decks just freezing.
But,what happened Qgs Qggiy%e got off the ship. They,

)
you disembarked by your last nameg{and they piled
you into these other busfes and they took you to
this huge, I don't know, I think it was a Red
Cross center. And they had the same sort of thing
set up with just bunk beds and emergency kits and
I don't know whether the Red Cross did this or
whether €58 people in Virginia did it but ;&feref“"'
people Just made contributions of clothes and warm
pajamas and warm sweaters?,ﬁhd you sort of went
down and rummaged through and got your size. And
then they were cooking there for a mass amount of
people. And they were showing films for kids. And
what happened to us, we were sort of lucky, and I
think what happened to some peopleyis that navy
people from the Virginia area came down and Jjust

went through the crowd to see if there was anybody,

if they knew anybody, and we found some people that
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we knew, that my parents were friendly with, and
they took a couple of the families and just brought
them into their house. So we left the center and then
we stayed there and we went to Miami eventually be-
cause that's where our family was. And wé stayed
there. Well, this was the end of October. We didn't
go back until after Christmas, um, simply because,
I guess we could have gone back earlier but ....
You didn't go back to Cuba?
Right. But we had started school again there after
about a week or two. Meanwhile my father kept sending
up all our household belongings so I guess he really
did think that w:, Z’ventuany 3,";;’2’ really goiflg &
leave for good, and that was it. But we stayed through
to the Christmas holidays and then we returned. That
a lot of people
was a strange situation because,didn't return even '
: up O iy and TiatE
though maybe their orders were,: .3~ So we really
ended up not seeing people again, that you really
vtn thougin
knew, and-yeu—didnlt—realize that thi¥ was the last
time that you would bﬁ’éeeing'them.
Was it different when you returned? Was the base
any different or ...?
Not really. We went back into the same house. The
routine started again. We left that August so it was
really like January to that August. Activities

were started again. I guess on an adult scale it
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might hav%_been different maybe, different impréSsions
maybeizgi;gﬁ—were—an—adul%z

Stern: Did you ever talk to any of the Cuban people who
worked on the base about the experience, gbout the
crisis, how much they had known about it?

Kovacs: No, we never talked about that at all. One of the
reasons why is that my Spanish was very limited
although we were taking Spanish. And their English
was enough to work by?but not really fluent,and so
a lot of times you would communicate with sign
language or with expressions. But there was that
languagﬁ‘barrier¢and so. A lot of times they would
bring us different candy from Cuba or Jjust different
things, little things to play with or things that ¥
they had brought back. But ... and they wouldn't ...
but they would talk among themselves in Spanish a
lot, and the lahguage barrier was rez%%z)fhe main
problem with that. But it Just wentA Life went on,ond
y% voe the whole school year endedn We stopped end

Then we moved on because the tour of duty was up by
August.

T U
Stern: Did your parents or any of the other people 1nvolvedu? ¥ Uotea,

do you

ever, recall er—de—you—remembé?fthem ever talking

about the crisis or the president's handling of the
oo crisis? Anything of that kind?
N Kovacs: Well, I don't really recall anything specific. We,
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yeah, we talked about itfand my mother remembers
certain details like Yhere she was when she found out
and it's iké”alwaystghere you were at that particular
moment and howithen, how she went home and she was

at a bridge game or something, my father called her
up and said, "You better get out of £ﬁ£§é because
we're going to leave and we have to be evacuated in *
an hour."

There's one question I(weaidikiné?ef like to—askis I'm
not sure you'll be able to answer. Do you have any
idea whether the order for evacuation came before

or after President Kennedy's public speech on, in
other words, when he announced to the American people

that there were missiles in Cuba?

Okay. I've read Thirteen Days since then and we

were on a boat and it's very hard. I can't exactly
remember how .... I think it came before, I;égzéﬁ}/
gecause it was done very, very quickly. They .../,

It would be an interesting thing to know for a
number of reasons. Because that would have been a
tip—off, for example, to the press that something
was happening before he made his speech.

I'm pretty sure it was before for the simple reason
that I know that they knew that there were missiles
in Cuba, um, a couple of days before this happened.

But, and, certain people on the base knew. I'm sure

the commanding admiral knew. I'm sure the higher-ups

knew, in this hierarchy ....
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Waif%;noﬁ%;Let me get this straight now. You're
saying that you think you were ordered ... the
evacuation order came before the president's speech?
Yeah. I'm pretty sure. But I could be wrong because

aﬂA ///
I was only eighta But the only reason I can say that

when (T wos grt/(r, 14N g% P e ou quiekiy

is because it came very quickly and,it was w;th&n—

‘”the space of maybe four hours, they had us off the

Csnaps fingers )
base. Very quickly ..« done.

You don't have any specific recollection of Pres-
ident Kennedy's speech?

No. We didn't hear anything. We didn't hear it.

The major speech in which he announced to the world
that there were missiles in Cuba and that there
would be a quarentine? You don't remember that?

No.

Because if you did remember that afterward that

would solve the problem for us.

Yeah, Piobab!y

Mo~ The only reason,why I don't remember is that it
occuyin

was probably made while all this was.ka i and

while we were getting out. There wasn't any T.V. on
the boat. For five days you were sort of closed

off.

A major effort, of course, was made to keep the fact
that the United States government knew about the
missiles secret until the decisions had been reached
as to what to do about it. And their problem, of
course, was that under the pressures of seﬁ%’interests,
as to whether they would essentially have tipped-off

the press by evacuating Guantanamo. That would almost:
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have been a sure sign that something major was
happening.

Oh, oijggapse, definitely.

That's why I wonder about whether or not you were
evacuated or told to evacuate before or after the
speech. ‘

I'm pretty sure it must have beer”: ... Well ...

I can't, I can't say. Although I have read the book
and the book has filled in a lot of my gaps of what
was happening decision-wise in Washington while

all this was going onyand I think they found out
about this possibility on October l4th and the only
reason why this sticks in my mind is tha® that's my
birthday. And so this is October 27th so you're going
a week later when we were finally evacuated. And

I'm not exactly sure what @ﬁbpened in that time
intervalﬁ%ﬁt%lb@k&>

Well, that's very interesting. Do you have any other
specific recollections,g%e&% the whole event?

Not entirely. ¥I*+$& stt that I guess thafyéhe%...
It's a very strange thing to be involved in something
like that, W e

There must have been a great feeling of helplessness
I would assume.

T¢
Ther®,was. But also the fact that the navy and the

whole government apparatus was in full swing to, you
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know, to get us out, to have this happen, to let that
théérhappen. So, and it was very well carried out
and very cautiously carried out. Théﬂﬁs were Jjust
mobilized and once things started te*e mobilized
it Jjust, you know, happened. The sense of confusion
that I would think would be happening in a situation
like that, I really didn't get that, that it really
existed. People seemed to know what was going on and
the whole process. There was a realization and I
think maybe because this whole feeling of what Cuba
was at that time and what it meant. It wasn't sort of
like a volatile kind of a situation and I think
tha€93veryone who lived on the base, at least
adults, sort of knew that at some point or another
maybe something like this would happen. Whether it
would be with the water supply, tha%’wefhouldﬁa¥i have o all
tﬂ)get out or we wouldn't, we wouldn't be able to
drink anything S \nbivar Sk SO by, B 5

you Knew)
Jjust happened to be,a missile crisis, that whatever
happened. I haven't)really.... I left and I hadn't
really discussed it since with people. Well, except | W
wi-th-j:t?/ my own family who, of course, thought it was

| mean Yowr (o 19 2T Sake

the right thing to do,,ané-that—realiy = Iot-wad-
at—staké; ydu know, you have to get people out/and,
it's Just amazing how, given a big situation like
that, things can happen once they start getting
mobilized and Jjust the intense cooperation of a

great deal of people. And I think thaf{probably we
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all have it inside of us that we don't give it in
well thed's becavse &

every day.»A_lni_ni;peeple—dc_when—it=ésaff/reallygpﬁt
necessary,”zht when you finally reach a crisis
situation the sort of strength of humanity comes
out in your personality. And I can remember that, °
you know, and_;haf{beople were very helpful to one
another and especially when we were down on the
lower decgs with all these different people. You
know, the;g-was a lot of cooperation and then ....
on both ends.

Well, that's very helpful.

That's it. And if I think of anything else ...
[Laughter]

Thank you very much.

Okay



