Concept maps and Oral History: A case study
The theory behind concept mapping comes from the field of psychology. A number of researchers involved in the study of learning psychology determined that all learning takes shape from early concepts, often words, shapes, and symbols, learned between birth and three years of age.
 Learning that takes place after this age relies on the inclusion of new ideas into the existing system of concepts.
 The researchers found that this learning occurred more quickly with the use of props or visual aids. They also discovered that there were different types of learning. Rote learning involves the learning and recalling of specific facts and information. Meaningful learning is much more inclusive and easily retained by the learner.
 The idea behind concept mapping involves the stimulation of meaningful learning through the creation of a visual aid that illustrates the interrelation of various concepts, both learned and new, through linking propositions.
 As human memory is built on the interrelation between memory systems, and, therefore, on interrelated concepts, concept mapping has the potential to stimulate learning on more levels than oral or written sources. See Figure 1.
How Do Concept Maps Work?


Concept maps are best used to answer a question or examine a situation or event in its overall context. As such, concept maps can provide historians with a useful tool to examine the relationships between historical facts. This allows the historian the ability to present existing data to a public. Concept maps can also be used to analyze data and “re-frame” the event or situation studied by the historian, giving perspective to events, people, and places and examining relationships between existing facts. 

Many of the tools found in the public historian’s “toolbox” can be used in association with concept mapping. Alexander’s Question, which asks, “What piece of information, if added, could change the scope or outlook of the material?” can be considered quite easily, as the concept map provides a visual cue for the researcher. Rather than using an outline that may run pages in length, the historian can see the same information placed on a concept map or series of concept maps, hierarchically linking each piece of evidence to other pieces in one “diagram.” The researcher can see what is missing, or, potentially, observe what would happen if a key assumption changed, altering the configuration of the concept map, and, therefore, the existing knowledge. Because concept mapping is an ongoing process, as the researcher gathers more information, he/she can place it appropriately within the proper context and discover how it alters the existing body of knowledge. This information can provide the public historian with a better tool to examine questions and properly frame them so that the widest possible net can be cast in future research exercises. 

At its most basic level, concept mapping can provide a new way of outlining information for inclusion in research projects. Graphical representations of information, often in one-or-two word phrases, can allow the researcher to “see” the research that has been completed and also look for areas where evidence may be weak or lacking. With a few point-and-click maneuvers, a new way of looking at old information can be uncovered.

The conjunction of related concepts or ideas through the use of propositions, also known as linking phrases, constructs concept maps. Concept maps can be used as “building blocks” for knowledge attainment, moving from general to specific as the user moves from the top of the map to the bottom. They can also be used as databases of existing material or information. Rather than listening to an interview for 60 minutes to find the piece or pieces of information needed to complete research, the information can be presented in one or two pages and, as hardware and software progresses, the “hard data” of the interview can be accessed digitally.


Historians can “diagram” the events surrounding a particular situation, grouping information into the respective location either chronologically or topically. Concept mapping software allows these processes to occur graphically and immediately. The ability of the researcher to manipulate the placement of historical data in a timely manner can allow fallacies or missing information to surface. It also can reduce the amount of time spent organizing information as it can supplement or replace the “note card” approach favored by many researchers.

To complete the C-maps created in this internship project, I used background information from a number of sources, including general base history from the Public Affairs Office at Guantanamo Bay Naval Station. I used no specific examples from the exile or commuter interviews, and relied solely on corroborating stories or themes expressed by numerous individuals. As security is a concern for those who participated in the interviews, I went to great lengths to ensure that the identities were secured and face no risk of discovery before the twenty-year grace period is over. The majority of the information that follows comes from the oral histories collected in Guantanamo Bay.
Roles of Guantanamo Bay Naval Station
Guantanamo Bay Naval Base in Cuba is the oldest overseas United States military base and has been an active part of American history since the late 19th Century.
 As American military technology progressed and conflicts escalated and emerged, the role of Guantanamo Bay Naval Base changed. The seclusion of the base, away from the United States and surrounded by a hostile nation, ensured that sparse records exist documenting the daily life of base residents and local Cuban laborers involved in the construction and maintenance of base facilities. Additionally, there is limited information about the commuters, a group of Cuban citizens that travel back and forth from Cuba to the Naval Base, and the exiles, a group of Cuban employees that decided to stay on the base rather than commute. Consequently, historians know very little about the lives and background of these individuals, some of which sacrificed their homes and lives in Cuba to work for the United States Government. In order to understand the many complex issues the exiles and commuters deal with at Guantanamo Bay Naval Station, it is important to understand the history of this particular military base and its relationship to the history of Cuban-American relations. 

Guantanamo Bay Naval Station came under American control during the Spanish-American War at the end of the 19th Century.
 After the end of the war, the United States negotiated a treaty granting them permanent control of the Naval Reservation, agreeing that all Cuban shipping would be allowed to pass through the bay, and that the land would only be used as a refueling or naval station. At noon on 10 December 1903, the Cuban authorities turned control of the base over to the Americans, who first used the base as a coaling and refueling station. With these broad provisions in place, the United States agreed to pay the Cuban government a rental sum of 2,000 dollars per year in gold. The land making up the Naval Base had to remain demarcated by a regularly maintained fence line, or the agreement would be voided. With the acceptance of the Platt Amendment in 1934, the United States and Cuban government agreed to this arrangement in perpetuity, although Castro tried unsuccessfully to drive the Americans from the island after taking power in 1957.
 

Almost immediately after taking control of the property, Cuban revolutions affected the Naval Station. In 1906, a revolution made its way from Havana, ultimately reaching Guantanamo City and the Oriente Province. With the threat of armed insurgents causing trouble for American interests in and around the base, the commandant of the base formed a “landing force” numbering 100 (the base had only 200 men on board at the time). Fighting proved to be less widespread than expected, and the landing force was never used. Nonetheless, Guantanamo Bay’s involvement in Cuban revolutionary struggles continued as a number of revolutions and attempted coups occurred, including U.S. sanctioned takeovers by the Batista regime.
  

With the success of Fidel Castro and his revolution of 1957, Guantanamo Bay became a key component of American Cold War policy. Castro’s close ties to the Soviet Union and his increasingly rabid anti-American speeches caused Washington D.C. much consternation.
 Kennedy approved an embargo of Cuba in 1961, and the base closed to Cuban and American travelers. Up to our visit in 2001, the only Cuban nationals making trips to and from the base on a regular basis were the “commuters,” a group of base employees that subjected themselves to hardship and harassment in order to continue working at the Naval Base. These commuters made a daily trip from their homes in Caimanera and Guantanamo City to the base through a number of checkpoints. Unfortunately, most of the commuters are now retired or dead, and at the time of the research visit in 2001, only 11 men continued making the journey.

As the embargo continued and the base remained closed to outsiders, a number of commuters decided for various reasons that the daily journey was too difficult to continue. For many of these people, exile was the only option, and a large population of Cuban exile workers grew on the base. Several of these exiles expected the détente between the U.S. and Cuba to end quickly, leaving their families in anticipation that they would be reunited in a short period of time. Others were prepared to sacrifice their lives in Cuba, never seeing their families again, in order to enjoy the freedoms afforded by the American presence at Guantanamo Bay. The rights of these exiled workers were very limited at first, but a number of progressive-minded base commanders created more and more opportunities for these individuals, ultimately securing retirement pay for these men and women.

The failed Bay of Pigs Invasion in 1961 and Cuban Missile Crisis in October 1962 had enormous effects on the base population as families and dependents were forced to leave the base for the safety of the United States. The commuters and exiles worked through these periods of national emergency. By the fall of the Soviet empire, Cuban commuters had been making the journey for more than thirty years. At the time of the research visit in 2001, there were only 11 men left that made the daily journey from Cuba to Guantanamo Bay Naval Base, as the majority of these transient laborers are retired or deceased, and Cuban authorities allow no other citizens to obtain employment on the base. None of the remaining commuters were less than 70 years old.


Today, Guantanamo Bay Naval Base is not only a military facility, but also a refugee camp run by the U.S. State Department for individuals escaping totalitarian regimes, a prison camp run by the U.S. Army for Taliban and Al-Qaida combatants, and a place of employment for Cuban commuters and exiles, Jamaican, Filipino, and U.S. contractors, and U.S. Military personnel.
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Commuters
Ever since the United States had a military presence at Guantanamo Bay, they required outside workers to perform many of the tasks related to base infrastructure and support. Prior to 1959, Cuban workers came and went freely, as did American personnel. As the embargo began, however, these workers had to make a choice. The majority of Cuban workers on the base became commuters, going back and forth between Cuba and Guantanamo Bay Naval Station. Men and women, young and old made the daily journey from Caimanera or Guantanamo City to Guantanamo Bay Naval Station. They came by bus, by boat, or on foot, ultimately walking the last portion up and down a mountain, through the gates of the base, past both Cuban and American military forces. 

The Frontier Brigade, an elite unit of the Cuban military strongly sympathetic to Castro, searched every commuter for contraband materials or letters on the way into and out of the base. Often, they would also engage in demeaning behaviors, including name-calling and intimidation. Called “Gusanos,” or worms, the commuters were treated like traitors by their own government. During the early days of the embargo, the Frontier Brigade would harass the workers, spitting on them and demeaning them. All Cuban commuters were subject to a strip search before entering the base, and again upon leaving the base. They were not allowed to wear their “Cuban” clothes onto the American base, nor could they wear their American clothes past the Cuban guard shacks. This situation proved problematic to many commuters, who decided to abandon their families and lives in Cuba for relative safety and security aboard the base. These individuals became exiles, and many remained on the base at the time of our trip.

After entering the base, the commuters take a bus, driven by one of the men, from the Northeast gate to their “dormitory,” where they keep their “American” supplies. 

Each commuter has a locker, there are cots, a television, and a washer and dryer for their American clothes. These men will wait here until the beginning of their shifts on base. Many individuals take the opportunity to have a nap or take part in conversations with other commuters. At the end of the day, the commuters all gather back at the dormitory, where they board the bus and drive back to the Northeast gate and depart, once again, for Cuba.

As commuters retire or die, they are not replaced. No new commuters are allowed to pass through the gates. The number of commuters has dwindled in recent years, and at the time of our research trip in 2001, only 11 men made the journey back and forth. Many of these men come only to collect their paychecks and the retirement checks for former commuters. They are also allowed to take medicines back to their families in Cuba, but must enter and leave the base each night carrying nothing else. However, on their last trip back to Cuba before retirement, these men can bring back items collected in their lockers during their tenure at Guantanamo Bay Naval Station. Household appliances, clothing items, and furniture are sometimes bought from the commissary on base during a commuter’s last day and make the journey over the mountain and back home with the retired Cuban worker. Many commuters recalled a humorous story about a piano that they helped haul up the mountain to bring home with one of their newly retired comrades.

At the time of our research trip, the commuters were very elderly men, coming to and from work each day largely to collect the retirement checks for themselves and their friends who can (or will) no longer make the journey. After many years of work for the American government, these individuals received retirement benefits after a few base commanders, including retired Vice Admiral John H. Fetterman, USN, pressed for the U.S. government to recognize the labor done by these individuals and provide them with fair and equitable benefits. However, as the United States and Cuba had no formal diplomatic relations at the time of our trip, the checks were unable to be sent to banks in Cuba, though there were discussions about possibly wiring the retirement money into the bank accounts of the retired commuters. As a result, the commuters still making the trip back and forth would sign for as many as 50 retirement checks each Friday. 


[image: image2]
Exiles
The exile community aboard Guantanamo Bay Naval Station is a medium-sized community of current and former base employees. They worked in numerous logistical, support and service-oriented jobs, and are nearly all former commuters who decided it was too dangerous or inconvenient to continue to make the arduous journey to and from the base each day. Men and women exiled themselves over the course of the embargo, some as the embargo began, and others well into the détente between Cuba and the United States. Many remained on the base at the time of our research trip. Many had obtained American citizenship, and many had family and friends in the United States.

Exiles came from all areas in the Oriente Province of Cuba. Most of these individuals were commuters who made the daily journey back and forth to work on the base. Some tired of the routine, passing through the Frontier Brigade and being called worms and intimidated. Other received threats at their homes and exiled for personal safety reasons. Many didn’t imagine the embargo would last very long, or that they would spend most of their lives unable to see their families, only a few miles away. 


Initially, the United States government treated the exiles as a transient labor force, placing them in separate men’s and women’s living facilities. They did not allow the exiles to go shopping in the base commissary. The exiles relied on friends and their employers to buy them items like shoes and clothing. As time passed and the population grew, base commanders provided more comfortable housing for the exiles. The U.S. government provided trailers for the exiles with families, and eventually, cinderblock houses were provided. Each Exile had fond memories of the “trailer park,” and the sense of community they developed remained at the time of our visit.

Today, the exiles live in comfortable, largely cinder-block housing provided by the U.S. government free of charge. The exiles are able to freely utilize the base commissary, and each receives adequate healthcare at little or no charge from the base hospital, or, if necessary, from military hospitals in the United States. They still share a sense of community, though the numbers have dwindled over the years. Many exiles moved to the United States after obtaining citizenship, and the exiles aboard Guantanamo Bay Naval Station had family, friends and relatives they visit or speak to in the United States. Some have managed to return to Cuba to visit family, though most agree it is a difficult process.

The exiles, though well taken care of now, made many sacrifices to obtain the freedoms they enjoy today. Most left families and friends behind in Cuba, some only miles away from the gates of the base. Some exiles never saw their wives, husbands, or children again. All desired to return to Cuba, but only after a change in leadership. Though they faced hardships initially, each individual interviewed was thankful for the opportunities the United States government had afforded them, and looked forward to the day that they could visit with family and friends in Cuba.
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Though each group faced different challenges during the course of their experiences at Guantanamo Bay, nearly everyone interviewed had some information about the commute between Cuba and the naval base, as most of the exiles were former commuters. 
For most of the men, their days started well before 5:00 am. They boarded buses and rode from their homes to a gathering point, where all the men would meet and ride a bus to the Cuban checkpoint. At the Cuban checkpoint, the men stripped, the Frontier Brigade searched them, and the commuters put on their “American clothes.” After being cleared, the commuters walked up and down a large hill to the American gate, where the U.S. Marines checked their ID cards and allowed them to pass through. The U.S. government provided a bus for the commuters to drive to their posts and workstations, and one of the commuters drove the bus. 

Some of the commuters were dropped off at their places of employment, while others rode to a large concrete structure, provided by the base, with lockers, beds, showers and a break room, where they awaited the start of their shifts. As the men were advanced in age at the time of our visit, they would often take naps or watch television while waiting for their workdays to begin.

After the men were released from their duties aboard the station, they again gathered at this concrete structure to wait for the remainder of their companions. After everyone came back from work, they again rode to the northeast gate, where the U.S. Marines checked him or her out, and they began their walk back to the Cuban gatehouse, where the Frontier Brigade waited. They again stripped, were searched, and donned their “Cuban” clothes, left at that guard shack in the morning. The boarded their transportation backs to their homes, some not returning until 6 pm. At the time of the research project, the surviving commuters had been making this journey for more than 40 years.

[image: image4.jpg]The Daily Commute

d

‘The Northeast Gate
vl
isthe
AN
Marine Checkpoint]  [Only passage

&

ivolves walking
through

The Cuban Gate House

/ is manned

is where by

to Cuba / / \

Currency exchange | [Commuters are by — The Frontier Brigade
ocourred strip searched = )
onee used
Harassment
>
included —_| Caling them Gusanos
Making threatening|—— oy
accusations

Forcmgthemto | [ Making them
tell what happens | |vwait in the rain
on the base





The Cuban exiles aboard Guantanamo Bay Naval Station were refugees from the Cuban government. They faced persecution daily while coming aboard base to work, and by and large decided that the daily hassles faced during their commutes were no longer worth it, either emotionally or physically, and in many cases these people feared for their safety. They took great pains when exiling themselves, as they could not tell anyone they were not coming back, for fear of reprisals against their families or personal safety concerns. These individuals often left their families on the “normal” daily commute and exiled themselves after coming aboard base.


The Cuban exiles worked for many years as logistics and support personnel in the commissary, beauty shop, bowling alley, foodservice establishments and base hospital, among other things. Initially housed in bachelor’s quarters and women’s quarters, base commanders relaxed the restrictions against this population, and at the time of our visit, the exiles were allowed to go to the same places that the military dependents were allowed on base. These people set up a large and vibrant community and each exile seemed to know all the others aboard base, often checking in on the older members of the community and assisting each other during personally difficult times.
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Initially, the U.S. government viewed this population as transient, and it took many years for the exiles that were able to get their families out of Cuba to get their dependents aboard the base. Additionally, it took many years for the U.S. government to provide these people with the same benefits afforded American civil servants. Over a number of years, the U.S. government began providing medical care and benefits, more permanent base housing, and, ultimately, retirement benefits. In turn, more and more exiles began applying for U.S. citizenship, and the U.S. government began providing retirement benefits for more and more of these workers and their families in the mid-1990s.
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The path to American citizenship and freedoms is not easy for Cubans wishing to exile themselves at Guantanamo Bay Naval Base. As the base is cut off from the rest of Cuba via waterways or the no-man’s land established between the U.S. Fenceline and the Cuban watchtowers, persons wishing to exile themselves must make a harrowing journey to reach American territory. 
Cubans wishing to make a dry-land approach to the base must first dodge the guard towers and fences patrolled by the Frontier Brigade, an elite military force strongly loyal to Castro. The Frontier Brigade patrols the Cuban/American fence line for escaping Cuban nationals and for encroachment or threat from the U.S. military forces stationed at Guantanamo Bay Naval Station. The Frontier Brigade also patrols the water gate separating U.S. and Cuban controlled waters in Guantanamo Bay. These maritime patrols are used to catch individuals attempting to conduct shipping violations, against U.S. encroachment, and against persons attempting to escape or infiltrate Cuba.

The Frontier Brigade utilizes a number of threatening tactics meant to harass and intimidate those who would speak, act or demonstrate against Castro. These tactics include emotional and physical threats against the Cuban populace, including Cuban individuals working aboard Guantanamo Bay Naval Base.  

[image: image7]
Individuals attempting to exile themselves via the land often travel alone, as it is much easier to sneak past the Frontier Brigade patrols. If a patrol catches the attempted escapee, he or she can face prison or worse. Often, the Frontier Brigade will shoot first and ask questions later. 

Once making it past the Cuban fences and watchtowers, the escaping refugee must make his or her way through a minefield, laid out by the Cubans in the Soviet doctrine. These mines are unmarked and uncharted and are often more than 30 years old. As such, the danger of an exploding mine is always present, and the no-man’s land claims many escaping Cubans before they reach the American fence line. 

If the escaping Cuban can make it past these hazards and into the confines of Guantanamo Bay Naval Base, a U.S. Marine provides the first greeting, and the political refugee will be afforded basic living arrangements while the U.S. State Department conducts investigations to determine whether or not the refugee can stay in the care of Americans.
Cubans wishing to attempt a seaway approach to the American facility face just as many dangers. These individuals will often travel in groups, using homemade boats and rafts. The majority of publicized escape attempts utilize this form of transport. These vessels are constructed of anything that can be scrounged, and materials used include scrounged lumber, old shipping crates, tires, polystyrene, and anything else that might float. 

The most popular route for these rudimentary transport vessels is in the Florida Straits, but there have been a number of successful and failed escape attempts around the Guantanamo Bay region, down both the Guantanamo River and around the mouth of the Guantanamo Bay.

Again, there are numerous dangers present for the escapees, including Boat patrols by the Frontier Brigade. The Frontier brigade patrols the Cuban portion of Guantanamo Bay, and has a water-gate that keeps unwanted boats from traversing between the U.S. and Cuban waters. Any persons caught attempting to escape via water will often be shot immediately.

There are a number of “natural” hazards for persons attempting to exile themselves via the waterways. Sharks are present in the Bay ecosystem and have attacked individuals attempting to escape. Raft or boat overcrowding is a very common occurrence and can lead to the drowning death of the Cuban exiles. Additionally, poor construction can doom many sea-going vessels and the individuals attempting to utilize them for their escapes.
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