Lincoln Kilian for Eduardo

00:00:53 Well I wish I was able to hand you the [manuals] that I used, you know and 

I gave him the box and you know, everything, yeah. And that is probably my deepest regret, you know, it really hurt to lose those, you know, it really hurt it really hurt When he returned the stuff they were gone, you know, and err I was really distraught and we called him back and said hey and he said gosh…  I still wince when I think of that… I was pretty mad, I mean this is a friend of ours, you know …..important things missing, you know.  its a shame I gave my friend this box…. you know the paranoia scuttle around Berkley at that time, because this guy was so active and there was something about him… the suspicion that he was sort of counter intelligence , that he was this prominent [activist] he was always the leader… when, umm, the Dominican Republic was invaded he was leading the protests and, like I say it’s paranoia, he could have been a really a rabid revolutionary or a plant, you know what I mean.

00:02:22 Can you tell me why you decided to go to Cuba in the first place… why you decided and how you managed to get off so well?

00:02:31

Well actually we went during summer vacation from UC Santa Barbara. actully we stayed all summer in Mexico since we didn’t get our visas until two months later and so by that time I had sort of dropped out of the UC Santa Barbara… I ended up getting my BA at Humbolt State University 12 years afterward. 

00:03:09 Ok so you were talking about how you got to Cuba. 

00:03:12

When I was 8 years old and too young to understand anything politically, my family suddenly took off for Mexico. And my father had been a television engineer, very successful, he sort of launched TV in Los Angeles. He was on a station where, they’d ask him to televise a baseball game and no one had ever done it, so he had to figure out how to do it. All of a sudden abruptly we had to move. I didn’t know why, and they told us we were going back East where my father had grown up. And when we were in Arizona, our parents told us kids, that we were going to take this side trip to Mexico. We ended up in Mexico City where my father had been offered a job at XEW which at that time was the biggest television station in the world, but it was only halfway constructed. So they offered him all this money if he would come be their chief engineer… which came at a good time because he was just getting… he’d been named in front of the House Un-American Activities Comission 4.33 

My grandfather was a professional actor his whole career, who you’ve seen in a lot of old movies even though you didn’t know who he was. So, there we are suddenly in Mexico City, this foreign place. I was only 10 or 11 when my father, was deported from Mexico because the US would not renew his passport. His passport was like good for 12 years but they cut it back to 3 years. After 3 years in Mexico he had to go to the American Embassy. He’d brought his his daughters and his sons with him, and they took him into a back room and said “Mr. Kilian, we understand that you were once a member of the Communist Party, so you must leave this country immediately.” This is the American Embassy talking, saying we won’t renew your passport. So my parents started breaking up at that time…

00:05:35

So now we’re in this situation where my father had to leave the country, my mother was teaching at the American School where I attended and, we’re just scraping by.

before he left for the States, my father sat his 3 sons down and told us all about the family history and politics which we had been really too young to know about, and you know, for us to hear that he was in the Communist Party… we had been brought up in late 40s America, you know, and Communists were demons and villains, so it was quite a jolt to learn that when people were talking about all the terrible Communists, they were talking about us, you know, and our nice friends. But for all that time, there was a colony of Americans in Mexico City who were doing just what we did, escaping the McCarthy era.  There was this tight knit group of families, all in the same situation and many of them were really interesting people. Like our very good friends the Trumbo family, you’ve heard of Dalton Trumbo… other really distinguished writers… Albert Molls, you know, a lot of the Hollywood Ten. 

So we had this circle of friends and to this day the children, many of the older parents are dead, but we ……..  7.10 as children even had reunions, because we were really tight. It was really friends for life - we’d been through a very strange experience. But what’s interesting is that by the time my father told us that we had to leave because we were Commies, he was totally disillusioned and bitter about the American Communist Party. For 20 years he had faithfully been an activist. My actor grandfather actually supported him just so he could do the good work, you know, being an organizer and an activist in the Party. But when the Khrushchev letters came out and all this, the party lost like half its membership like including people like him. He thought he was fighting for this wonderful cause, and then when he looked back on the horrible things that were taking pace in the Soviet Union, he was horrified, and dropped out of the party, along with many other American radicals. But he did not turn into a right-winger and for 10 years he tried to get work in his field.  People with his skills were in desperate demand everywhere. He was an accomplished television engineer and he’d answer these ads in the paper and tell them his experiences.  They’d hug him and say ‘we need you so badly, can you come back on Monday to work?”. He’d come back on Monday to work and they’d say ‘we don’t have a job for you’. 

Some of the employers said, ‘we really wanted to hire you, but the FBI came by and said, you hire this guy and you’re in trouble.’ So for 10 years he couldn’t get a job, even though he was very skilled. 

So he and another black listed guy went into the TV repair business just to somehow make a living they went into business for themselves

. They wanted him to name names. He was bitterly anti-communist by this time and although very much a leftist. He said he doubted that he knew a thing that these guys really needed, he didn’t know anybody that they didn’t know, but he absolutely refused to talk to them because he thought what they were after was the ritual, if he’d groveled at their feet and, please forgive me and take me back, you know, I’ve been born again, right, you had to kiss their ass before they would let you work…even if, it wasn’t a matter who you knew, who you could name, you had to go through this humiliation ritual, and that was something he refused to do. so he was sort of between a rock and a hard place, you know. 

So at one point, in all this, in all these horrible days there was an interesting incident when his buddy in the TV repair business was out on the truck and, you know, they go to peoples houses and fix their TVs, and suddenly this car pulls into the curb, and I don’t know if these guys were FBI but they all pulled  45s and put them right in his face and, you know, ‘don’t worry we know all about you…’ and, you know…so that was America in the McCarthy era…. So that business failed

. They wanted him to name names. He was bitterly anti-communist by this time and although very much a leftist. He said he doubted that he knew a thing that these guys really needed, he didn’t know anybody that they didn’t know, but he absolutely refused to talk to them because he thought what they were after was the ritual, if he’d groveled at their feet and, please forgive me and take me back, you know, I’ve been born again, right, you had to kiss their ass before they would let you work…even if, it wasn’t a matter who you knew, who you could name, you had to go through this humiliation ritual, and that was something he refused to do. so he was sort of between a rock and a hard place, you know. 

And my poor grandfather had been a professional actor for you know, at that time, like 50 years or something, he was in Broadway shows and Vaudeville … he made about 60 movies as a character actor, and in a way that was worse. An actor can’t do anything under the table, he has to be up there in front of the public, so being blacklisted as an actor was horrible. If you were a writer, like Dalton Trumbo,  you could write black market TV scripts and sell them. you sell Woody Allen as a front, you know., 

But  then [my father] met the woman who would be his next wife, Pauline, who had been an extremely successful radio writer. She’d gotten rather wealthy, writing TV. She used to be an actress and then she started being a script writer.  They got married. He knew all about television and she knew all about writing, and writing radio scripts. So for like 15 years they were under-the-counter television scripts, you know, about a third of the Already Young 12.30 shows were shows they wrote, and Lassie and this and that, Iron Side, you know, and actually they made a very good living but they never [revealed] their names. They kept their first names because, you know, if a phone rings and someone says, ‘is Susan there?’, well, what do you do? with ‘is Pauline there?, oh yeah she’s right here,’. What they meant was Pauline Stone who was the pseudonym which she wrote under, you know, so, there was this mess we were in that drove us to Mexico, where we teamed up with all these fascinating black-listed Americans.

00:13:26 Do you think your family history and experiences had anything to do with…?

00:13:28

Well,, according to family legend, our family were radical leftists dating back to the 1848 Revolution in Germany. My great-great grandfather was living in France. They were Germans, but he was living in France, and went through the Paris Commune and… and then my great grandfather, with all this hassle in Germany, and because he didn’t want his children drafted into the army, especially since they were Socialists, came to New Jersey and ran a laundry, where my grandfather worked. You know, the future actor, and umm… They were the typical… you know, so many German and foreign immigrants were already socialists. My grandfather was the youngest of 9 children and the only one born in the US… and inherited his father’s politics. My great grandfather was sort of a crony of Eugene Debs and in my little cabin in the woods I have this beautifully framed document, it’s a charter of the Social Democracy of America which later became the Socialist Party. Its full of beautiful engravings and its signed by all, you know, there’s my great-grandfather signed on as ‘organizer’ and right down at the bottom is this big bold signature, ‘Eugene V. Debs.  So that was their politics until after World War I there was this big schism between the Socialist Party and the more radical people who were the Communist Party, you know, the whole thing just divided in half, and I think my family was inclined to stay with Debs and the Socialists but my great aunt Catherine, my grandfather’s sister, was a hardened  Bolshevik, you know, and she talked the whole family into joining the communist faction of the split, and, my father and grandfather, bitterly regretted it later, but my very sweet aunt Catherine was a re …….Bolshevik until she died in her 90s. 

I met her, you know, she was like Mother Jones, you know, you couldn’t put her down, she was fierce. She was a sweet lady, but she was fierce in her politics. So anyway, so, that served a long tradition of left-wing politics of one sort or another that my family came out of, and, err, which eventually made us exiles in Mexico. 

The Communists were very controversial, even Socialists, and, yeah , we were considered pretty extremist in those days, but no one could ever imagine…

YI don’t know if you’ve ever read Bernstein’s book? you know, they got Bernstein and Woodward, the two famous reporters that did …… you know Bernstein, right? He wrote a book called ‘Loyalties’ about his Communist family, his parents. and he said that, even though they weren’t from the political extreme, a lot of people hated them or thought that was a menace but, they simply never believed they would be totally demonized by their own country.

You know what I mean? to be the arch-villains, you know, it’s like what my family went through, you’re living in a society where you’re pervaded with all this Communist menace… nobody thought people would just crack down on them and they’d lose their jobs and there’d be a thought police. Needless to say that a lot of lives were ruined because people are simply liberal or slightly left [were] black listed… so, when all was said and done they regretted being part of this ….er… party that they later learned, and my father had a lot of stories about his Communist Party days where he’d just faithfully carried out what they’d said to do, you know, and, what do they call it?.. ‘Democratic Centralism’, that means that guy in the centre, the boss, told you what to do and you did it, kind of a euphemism, you know, anyway he has all these horror stories, oh, and he had some great experiences yeah, you know in those days also…

00:18:38 What it his idea that you would go to Cuba or… 

00:18:43

Not at all.  In fact, my family was a little worried, but, you know, I really became kind of a radical when I was like 8 years old, long before my father taught this, cause we were living in Mexico City and we’d only been there a few months when I look down and there’s this vacant lot, you know, I was like on the fourth floor of the apartment, and there’s this, people pile their garbage there, there’s this huge pile of garbage, and there’s an old lady there with a young toddler,  apparently her grandchild or something, carefully picking through the garbage, and she´d eat something  ….and she finds an especially nice piece of garbage and would lovingly hand it to her grandson, or this little boy, and that’s when I became a radical,  and whatever, if my parents had been Republicans, you know, that and similar experiences, you know, it’s like, My God, is there not a better way to run things? so I was kind of radical before my father even told me about our family background. That and many other sights, but that was the first one and that really shook me,, that people in this world, you know, could live in this utter squalor… so, naturally, I was just getting out of high school when I heard Fidel had taken over Cuba, the rebels had won in Cuba, and, man,  was I happy because I had just thought of Latin America as the most exploitative, cruel place, you know, ultra rich and, you know, dirt poor, which I saw every day in Mexico……I had these school mates at the Mexican school, which, you know, had a lot of Mexicans kids there because rich Mexicans wanted to send their kids of to the US colleges, you know, and there’d be some little kid I knew in my class, you know, a nice kid, and one day I see a big limousine drive up to the school with a chauffeur in uniform, and this little kid, my friend, would come out the back and, you know, and they’d go to school and …..you know, that’s when I realized, you know, that the disparity was just gigantic, between rich and poor. So given that background, and knowing about the Cuban revolution and reading the first few things like C. Wright Mills, Yankee Go Home… umm, I was just fired with hope that, you know, that somebody’s going to fix this horrible mess, you know, where these millions of poor people are starving all over Latin America, and the injustice, you know, the corruption was just horrible, so… the more I read about Cuba the more I thought, man this is just something I would just love to see, you know, cause I always carried this horror of Latin American slums, you know, and… shanty towns surrounding every big city, so this was something I could not miss. my room mate was not quite rabid as I was, I don’t mean a rabid leftist because I was fairly moderate, you know, when my father, I was still a leftist but I thought that, I was very proud to come out of the Debs tradition, you know, the old…dating back, because those were very idealistic people and even though they screwed up and this and that, you know, I thought it was a very proud tradition to come out of, you know, because they really, there were many wonderful people who devoted their whole lives to making the world a better place, quote un- quote, you know, and so my friend Joe and I, packed and got ready and said  ‘Right, I work this summer and then, you know, we’re going to go down and we’re going to go to Cuba by hook or by crook…. and right at that point, so we went down to Mexico City and that’s where we heard…. any American going to Cuba was going to be subject to, you know, this big fine and jail term and… and we said, to hell with this we wanna ……. so we, the Cuban Embassy in Mexico was our second home and we’d go everyday, trying to get our visas, you know, it was typical Latin American red tape, you know, it was just…, you know, here’s a brand new bureaucracy trying to…you know, and Cuba trying to do all  this stuff. So, but we had a lot of good connections, so one day we went...especially my friend Joe’s father was Vincent Helena’s 23.00 partner and… so we managed to get an invitation to talk to the head of the Mexican Communist Party, I forget his name, a very famous name at the time, and we had a really nice talk with his wife and, you know, we went to this upper class neighborhood and there’s this beautiful big rich house and this beautiful gracious woman, you know, invites us in and… somehow I thought the  head of the Mexican Communist Party would live in more modest circumstances, you know, but …Vincente…….that was the 

 name, and er……this lady was this classic, you know, upper class Mexican, who are just the most gracious, you know, wonderful host and this lady acted like she was just really fortunate to have these two awkward American teenagers in her house, she just made us feel totally welcome. And I think that had some influence on, finally at the end of the summer we were about to give up and bam, there’s our visas, you know. So two months later, two months after we’d planned to go we got on a Cubana Airlines plane….we were sure that our pictures were being taken as we boarded the plane and… I’m sure they were, and flew to Cuba, and all of a sudden we were in this tropical, hot, totally foreign place, nothing like Mexico, you know, we could hardly understand, you know, I grew up in Mexico and I could hardly understand the Cuban Spanish and most native born Mexicans have a hard time with balalalalalal…you know, but then we set out traveling all over Cuba and looking at this and, we saw some great stuff, we saw some not so great stuff, you know, its like they’d been going for, you know, less than 3 years, you know what I mean, it’s hard to transform a whole society, you know in any amount of time… so after traveling around, you know, I took a bus trip all the way, and we’d to go Santiago and all across the country just to take a look at what was going on. 

USE THIS!!!!!!!!!!!!
by the time we got back to Havana …. And, by the way, on all our travels around Cuba we’d see these Brigadistas, everywhere these kids in their…, you know, literacy teachers. You couldn’t go to any remote part of Cuba without these kids just underfoot everywhere, you know, and we had not known it before we left but this was the year of education, this was the year when Cuba was going to concentrate and mobilize for the sole purpose of wiping out 26% illiteracy in the population. And they closed down all the schools in Cuba, and the age range of the student brigades, er, I would say was about 8 to 18. Kids under that age… the government set up these huge daycare centers, you know, big auditoriums, and stuff, where all these younger students could gather, and it was like, preschoolers, second graders, third grade and, you know, they’d give them things to do and teach them and all that, and these huge crowds of kids, because there were no schools open that year and, err, the, with all the bureaucracy and confusion in Cuba this campaign was really well organized and I decided getting back to Havana I said, you know, I don’t wanna just look at Cuba, I wanna take part in this revolution, I wanna see this revolution, you know, the grass roots. And there was no better way to do that than become a Brigadista, coz all the newspapers said, you know, ‘well we’re falling behind in our goal of one year’, you know, so the government called on the labor unions in Cuba to supply, as it turned out later, and I’ve seen different statistics on this but this is what I remember from the time…. They recruited about 18,000 workers and for someone wanting to be a Brigadista, like myself, I had to go down to the main union head quarters in Havana where many, many labor unions were based ----and I just happened to walk into the Graphic Arts Workers Union, just the first store ….and I told them, ok, I wanted to, you know, sign up and be a Brigidista. They were astounded, you know, I was American, you know….well, I astounded a lot of people! So they said well, great, fine so, and then I had to get to, you know, everyone in Latin America, you got to have a paper, you know, so I went to the Interior Ministry coz the first couple of places I tried to get it wouldn’t take me because, you know, who was I, this foreigner… so I got this letter, official letter, you know, ok, I’m ok, great. So I went to this crowded classroom where we were all given a literacy test in Spanish, and, of course, to be a literacy teacher you had to prove you were literate in Spanish, and fortunately, you know, even though my Spanish was pretty rusty I managed to pass this test and ….ok, I was signed on. I had also joined the union by doing that which I didn’t really realize ….and I was told to report back in a couple of days and we’d be taken off to the Sierra Maestra where people fought the revolution and it was very romantic…you know…  So I show up for duty and they issue me a pair of boots and pins and what not, we didn’t have uniforms like the kids did, and piled on this old bus in a pouring tropical rainstorm and drove like, 20, 25 miles to the ………..28.46 singing revolutionary songs along the way. Most of these were still pretty young guys but, you know, I was one of the very few whites in my brigade, you know, let alone American. So we arrive at this town at night, and the only accommodations are in this old church and we have to sleep on these hard church pews all night, I mean it was miserable, I don’t think I got a wink of sleep that night, you know, and then the next morning we show up at the headquarters of the er, the literacy campaign headquarters for the area, based in this little town. And they were super well organized, they had tons of teaching materials everywhere and they had big maps on the walls with little red pins for every illiterate they knew, and this farm had two and this place had, you know, all mapped out. And we got this big lecture on teaching, you know, so the orientation lecture and we were issued all these pencils and …….29.47 and all this stuff and we got our equipment and, er… then we all got our assignments and our whole brigade split up, you know, they needed two people here and what, you know, so it fell to me to be, I was assigned, er… with two other guys, one was a… 

00:30:20

I have to tape change… 
