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Mary Murphy: Okay, just to welcome our listeners to our newest oral history interview that 

we’re doing today, my name is Mary Murphy and I’m the Nancy L. Buc Pembroke Center 

Archivist at Brown University. Today, I’m joined by another member of the Brown community 

to share her story about living in the time of COVID-19. Today is March 30, 2020. Because of 

the pandemic, each of us is in our own homes, and we’re using Zoom technology to record this 

interview today. So at this time, I’d like my guest to introduce herself and we’ll, we’ll go from 

there. So hi, Kate. 

 

Katherine Goldman: Hi, my name is Kate Goldman. I’m the Center Manager for the Center for 

Latin American and Caribbean studies at Brown. 

 

MM: Okay, great. Well, so I think that you [1:00] saw, well, maybe I should start with this: How 

did you find out that we were recording interviews around this specific subject? 

 

KG: I saw it on Twitter. So our Center follows a lot of our fellow units at Brown and we try and 

stay involved and cross promote activities when we can, and this one caught my attention.  

 

MM: Okay, and so tell us why. 

 

KG: I think that now that we’re all separate a lot of people are really curious about how we’re 

filling these really long days during COVID-19 and a lot of what I’ve been doing is Zoom 

meetings with Brown, working with students who now need to either put together a different 

type of activity or cancel an event that they had organized with our Center. And it just seems to 

me that there’s a lot more going on, than these official spaces that we’re creating [2:00] through 
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Brown. And I thought it was an interesting question like, what are you doing with your time 

now?  

 

MM: So I, what I think is very important, because we like to record these interviews with an eye 

towards 50 years from now. So we’re really interested to see how people might use all of our 

interviews for their own research purposes. And so we really try to get a nice round recording of 

what was happening in this time. So if you might, if you could just step back for yourself and 

share with us about how you met COVID-19 in your life. What are your first experiences with 

living in this time? 

 

KG: Ah, so like a lot of us at Brown, I work in a pretty international setting and we have students 

who are from some of the countries that were hit first. So this was definitely on my radar dealing 

with Wuhan, China, and then subsequently with Italy [3:00] because of folks that I work with, or 

interact with, through my work at Brown. I think that there’s a learning curve with this where we 

go through a process of trying to understand what all of this is going to mean. And I don’t know, 

I don’t want to say that I was ahead of it, but I think that folks who are more in tune to what’s 

going on internationally, definitely started to process this a little bit faster than maybe folks who 

weren’t exposed to people in different countries or any press from different countries. 

 

MM: Where you hearing from the student community first, or did you find yourself hearing from 

your colleagues first? Was there a generational divide, I guess, is my question? 

 

KG: I definitely heard from students first. And then heard from – Well, one of my closest 

colleagues is from Italy. So I was hearing a lot from her about her family and friends [4:00] and 

colleagues. 

 

MM: For us, too, because we are, Pembroke Center director is connected to the Italian Studies 

Department. That – I feel like on the Brown campus, maybe Italy was our canary in the coal 

mine in some way. So, what about, what did you, what have you been doing with the unknown in 

your – Well, let me, let me back up. So what was it like for you to transition to a physical 

workspace on your campus to where you are now, if you could provide us with some, I always 
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say I ask my interviewees for Polaroid pictures. Paint us a couple of Polaroid pictures. Just it 

could be anything personal or professional about this time that’s really sticking with you about 

that transition moment. 

 

KG: So I actually had what my physician thinks was the flu about a week before a lot of the stuff 

started in here in Rhode Island. So I was quarantining myself [5:00] probably seven or eight days 

before we started working remotely, which means that I didn’t really get to transition the way 

other people did. My plants are still in my office, my files are still in my office. And at some 

point, I’m going to have to go and pick those up, probably today or tomorrow. So for me it was 

interesting in this already, in order not to get everyone stick, started to isolate in my home. So, 

yeah, I think it was a little different for me than it was for other people. 

 

MM: Did your, was your doctor communicating with you? Like what was that like when your 

doctor was – you were a potential case? Was your doctor feel – I don’t know if you want to share 

about that or just the fact that this idea of quarantine and what that meant like I from a person 

who maybe has had to really do that more rigorously, seeing if you can share what that was like. 

 

KG: My doctor didn’t think it was COVID-19. I did the tele doc system that we have through 

Brown where [6:00] I signed up for this program, and I had a physician call me and reported my 

temperature and my symptoms, and he really didn’t feel that it was a good match for COVID-19. 

I’d be interested in hearing from him now, if he would make that same call, because I think 

we’ve expanded what we understand is the symptoms since then, which was, you know, three 

weeks ago, four weeks ago. So, but yeah, he was very reassuring in the sense that he did not 

think that this had anything to do with COVID-19 and that I should just stay home, so as not to 

give anyone else whatever it was I had, and so that I didn’t expose myself to COVID-19 on top 

of whatever it was. 

 

MM: So you basically had this very quick non-transition into living at home – 

 

KG: Exactly. 
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MM: Personally and professionally. [7:00] Other snapshots, things that you’re recalling or 

thinking about witnessing from the student community maybe or other people affiliated with the 

Center. Do you have any snapshot Polaroids about that transition time that you’d like to share? 

 

KG: I remember the last time I went to campus standing six feet apart from two of the other 

members of the Center and having a conversation about how we are going to undo all of the 

work that we had done. We usually do about 25 events per semester, and we were right in the 

middle of all of that. And to reach out to all of our speakers, cancel flights, hotel, all of the 

catering, everything that comes with it. And so it was, I think everyone’s going through these 

different mourning periods. I think for us that was part of it was undoing all of this work we had 

done together. [8:00] 

   

MM: We’ve definitely at the Pembroke Center felt that, too. It was just a sadness when you had 

to, there was kind of this like ugh moment when you had to start like undoing everything. I agree 

with that. And so, then as you move to your home and try to set up professional life there, I don’t 

know if you if your schedule was flexible before that, but I know a lot of folks, particularly 

women, are confronting work life balance issues now that everyone is together in the home. So if 

you want to share about what’s happening inside your home, and what that is like balancing 

everything? 

 

KG: So I live with my husband and my two children, they are teenagers, and it’s actually been 

pretty seamless for us. I think. Both my husband and I are used to working [9:00] from home at 

least part time, and, you know, so this is just a little bit more intense. But it’s definitely not new 

to us. And my kids have just been great. I mean, yeah, I know it was hard. I remember saying to 

them one day when I dropped them off for school, like, make sure you bring your instruments 

home tonight, you know, because I had a feeling that if the governor didn’t decide to cancel 

school that I was going to pull them out anyway. And so I think that was a snapshot, definitely. 

But once we’ve been working from home, it’s been fine. 

 

MM: Tell us a little bit more about that. Because I think that’s something in particular that maybe 

folks will be looking back on is this decision making around motherhood and caregiving for your 
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children and what to do, juxtaposed to what our state leadership or federal leadership has been 

offering to us. If you could again, give us, [10:00] paint us a picture maybe about some of those 

moments where you’re thinking about what to do. 

 

KG: So I think that was March 12. I think that school was cancelled in Rhode Island on March 

13, right? 

 

MM: I don’t know because I don’t have kids. So that’s why I’m following closely. 

 

KG: So it was a Thursday when I dropped the boys off at school, I told them to make sure they 

had their instruments at home, and any like notebooks or anything like that, that they thought that 

they might need because I didn’t feel that I would continue to send them to school. It was a long 

weekend anyway, because they had a, the teachers had a professional development day on the 

Friday. So I had decided that you know, we were going to have those three days at home, and 

that it was pretty clear to my husband and I that we were no longer comfortable sending the kids 

to school and we would just wait and see if the leadership reached the same conclusion. The next 

day they were [11:00] all home. And I think that was the day that Governor Raimondo made the 

announcement that they would be suspending classes. And then the following day I actually had, 

my older son had the SATs. 

 

MM: Oh my god.  

 

KG: So, and we went because the college boards kept saying that they would update their 

website, but they didn’t. And I had no idea what that would mean for him if he didn’t go. So you 

know, we get up ridiculously early, had a special breakfast, got all of his, you know, his ID and 

his ticket and all of this stuff. And we went and sat outside of a high school until some other 

parent came and said, you know, “They finally cancelled it.” And there was like a handwritten 

sign on the door.  

 

MM: Oh, my God. So what is happening now? What happens with that now? 
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KG: I, you know, if they’ve canceled them for March, and I think all the way through June. They 

refunded our [12:00] money, which is like the least of my worries. But it seems just to be like 

this until further notice type of situation. So, but I did see something from the school that said 

that they might not even consider standardized testing for this year’s crop of students. So his old 

whole cohort may just not have the SAT requirement, which is a huge shift. Yeah. 

 

MM: Yeah. Yeah. I mean, I think that that’s, you know, that’s so, that’s so fascinating to me. And 

so then I think, again, going back to this, the students at the Center, this idea of the unknown. 

What has that what are some of the questions that you’re receiving now, or other folks affiliated 

with the Center? Is, what are the topics that you’re hearing from, from your community through 

CLACS? 

 

KG: Well, commencement was a huge issue, trying to follow what the university [13:00] was 

going to decide about commencement. We had co-sponsored a Latinx student conference that’s 

now been moved to October, potentially. And I said, well, be careful because if they scheduled 

commencement for the weekend that you choose, then that has a lot of positives and negatives. 

And you’re going to have to think about whether you want it all to coincide. So it’s hard. I mean, 

it’s and we’ve had students who are graduating that had planned a conference or a talk or 

something that was really close to their heart that they’re not going to be able to do this spring. 

And this means that they won’t be able to do it at all at Brown, which is really hard. It’s really 

painful. 

 

MM: I know. I interviewed a student recently about this, our first interview, and she said that she 

was fine until her last math class. And then she got very upset in the class because it just 

occurred to her that it was going to be like a light switch like it’s just going to be over [14:00] 

and that there’s a great mourning period that the students are certainly going through and now 

into the unknown. So I think that’s hard for everyone. So what has it been like for you in terms 

of your interactions with technology since you’ve been at home? 

 

KG: One of the things that I do outside of Brown is I volunteer with asylum seekers who are 

detained by the US government, most of them in for-profit prisons. Over the past few years, I’ve 
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traveled to Texas, to the South Texas Family Residential Center, which holds up to 2,000 women 

and their children who are seeking asylum in this country. And the interesting thing has been this 

shift to technology where we’re trying to, well first of all, encourage the US government to 

release everyone because these Centers are impossible to [15:00] keep free of COVID-19. But 

until that happens, we’re trying to do the work that we usually do with the moms, preparing them 

for their credible fear interviews. We’ve also, I work with a group that’s called Respond to Crisis 

Translations, and we have a one pager on COVID-19 that we’ve translated into over 20 

languages so that detainees know what steps they can try and take to stay healthy. And so a lot of 

the work I’ve done over the past three weeks, four weeks has been online with folks all around 

the world trying to get the materials translated and distributed. So technology has been amazing. 

It’s allowed us to keep these lifelines open to immigration lawyers, to detainees, to their families, 

with the hopes that we can continue to save [16:00] lives. 

 

MM: So can you share with us, because I think this is so important I, in the lead up to our 

interview I just noticed a news article just last night about COVID in, in these detention centers 

and trying to deal with children’s detention, detention Centers. God awful. And I if there’s 

anything that you can share that people are experiencing there, I think that’s hugely important to 

record some of that right now in this time. 

 

KG: I mean, I think as scared as we all are, we do have a certain level of control over how we 

care for our families. And we can take decisions, make decisions that can keep our children and 

the ones that we love safe on a daily basis. And I think that the scariest thing for our clients is 

that they can’t do any of that. They can’t decide when to get medical attention. They can’t decide 

when or how to feed their children, [17:00] they don’t have access to hand sanitizer or soap as 

much as they need to, and they don’t have free and open communication with the people who are 

trying to help them. So I think as hard as the unknown has been for me to deal with as a woman, 

as a parent, as a wife, I, I think I haven’t gone there as much as other people because I’ve been 

caught up in this very real concrete day to day work that needs to be done to keep people safe. 

 

MM: And so if you could share, or if you do know today, were with the Center that you are 

affiliated with, is there any movement forward to release people because of COVID-19? 
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KG: There have been, so there was a judge who this past weekend [18:00] said that these 

detention centers are unsafe and that there should not be any unnecessary delays in releasing 

folks, but I haven’t seen any major decisions come through on letting people go to their families. 

I mean, most of these folks, especially the kids, have family in the United States who are willing 

to take them. So it’s not like they would just be released and then homeless, or released and 

unable to take care of themselves. I mean, the vast majority of these folks have someone who’s 

willing to take them in somewhere in the United States. And unfortunately, that just hasn’t 

happened. I think I read somewhere that the governor of Rhode Island said it wasn’t one of her 

top 10 priorities right now. Now, she was speaking about people who are detained overall, but I 

think that speaks volumes that it’s just not on people’s radar right now that especially people 

who [19:00] have not committed a crime should not be held in a potentially lethal detention 

center. 

 

MM: And if I could ask you, because I don’t want to get ahead of myself, actually for listeners 

50 years from now, and I know this is asking like a very huge question, but if you could set this 

up for your listeners just a little bit more about how we came to this place where we’re talking 

about these detention centers. 

 

KG: Sure, so most of – 

 

MM: Tell us as if our listeners don’t know anything, you know. 

 

KG: Right. Most people right now associate the centers with a zero tolerance policy that Trump 

put into place in 2018, which was separating families at the border, but actually the center that I 

volunteer in, and many centers like it, were built under previous administrations. And this was all 

going on under the Obama administration, [20:00] and in previous administrations as well, so I 

think the, I would caution people to 50 years from now, think about this as something that goes 

beyond the Trump administration. And so basically, they have created these for-profit detention 

centers. The one that I work with is run by a company called Core Civic, which has a $1 billion 

contract with the US government, and they are paid for each person that they house for each day 

that they’re housed. The vast majority of the people that I work with are people who’ve never 
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committed a crime, and if they have it was the lesser crime of crossing the border without 

authorization. So they’re held sometimes for months, until they pass what is called a credible 

fear interview, which means that [21:00] an asylum officer will determine that they do have a 

credible fear of being deported, or going, if they were to be deported to their home country. So 

most of these folks have dealt with domestic violence, or gang violence, or have been persecuted 

by their governments and have run for their lives. 

 

MM: Do you have specific women that you have potentially worked with more closely or any 

vignettes that you might like to share that maybe really touched you about your work there with 

this detention center, or now, or ever really? Just to, I think it’s really important to share about, 

about your experience just along the lines of work. 

 

KG: I can’t really talk about any of the specific clients. I will say that the interviews that we do 

can run from 45 minutes to three or four hours, and there are definitely stories that stick out in 

my mind. Over the past few weeks, I’ve been working with an immigration lawyer [22:00] on 

the other side of the country, and we’re prepping his client to go before an immigration judge, 

which has a completely different host of obstacles right now because of COVID-19. So I’ve 

spoken with that specific client probably six or seven times over the past few months. And I do 

definitely know more about his case and more about what’s going on, but. And it’s hard. It’s 

really hard when you have more contact with a client to just to keep that sort of professional 

distance.  

 

MM: I think, I think it’s really interesting because I think we’re, we’re like living in a time of 

extreme caregiving, right? And where I think like, people’s boundaries are changing, too, 

because of this. I think we’ve, you know, we’ve gotten to become like way more personal in 

some way with people even though we’re physically more distant and I don’t know if you’re 

feeling that in your work as well? [23:00] 

   

KG: Yeah, I mean, interestingly, when we work in the detention centers, we’re not allowed to 

touch any of our clients anyway. So, and this actually makes that easier, right? So if I’m on a 

Zoom call, I don’t feel that need to comfort someone by putting my hand on their shoulder and 
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patting them, for example. Or, you know, if a kid grabs my leg and wraps himself around it, I 

don’t, you know, that doesn’t happen anymore. And so I don’t have to worry about making sure 

that there’s a physical distance between me and that child. So I think Zoom and phone calls can 

make it a little bit easier to keep that boundary. But on the other hand, you know, I’m not used to 

people seeing my home. Right? So it works both ways. Yeah. 

 

MM: So, where do we you know, where do we go from here? What are your concerns? Your 

thoughts [24:00] for the days ahead? I think a part of this experience is managing anxiety and 

really speaking honestly about the anxieties that we all have. And of course, only what you’re 

comfortable sharing. But what are your, what’s spinning through your head today about what’s 

to come? 

 

KG: I think the worst part for me is being able to imagine the detention centers and knowing 

what this is going to look like as it starts to go through them. The first time I went to the 

detention center in Texas in 2018, almost every kid that I saw was sick, like really sick. 

Bronchitis, pneumonia, and they were not getting the medical attention they needed and that was 

before the pandemic. There’s no reason that I would, there’s nothing to suggest that any of that’s 

changed. And I think that that is really terrifying. So I think I’m less worried about [25:00] the 

day to day anxiety that I might face because I’m so much thinking about what other folks are 

going through and what they will be going through if no action is taken. 

 

MM: There’s something that’s occurring to me that COVID-19 would be introduced as, as more 

people come in, or from the security standpoint. I’m, it’s hard for me to understand what, what 

access does this population have? Is it growing? Is the population growing every day inside these 

detention centers? 

 

KG: I don’t know.  

 

MM: OK. 

 

KG: So I don’t have access to that kind of data. I mean, I do when I’m there, but I, I’m, 
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obviously can’t travel right now and I can’t go there. So the folks who have access to them are 

security guards, cleaning staff, the medical staff, people who serve them their food, [26:00] and I 

think you know, that could be between 50 and 100 people depending on the size of the detention 

center, and what sorts of services are being offered. But yes, there are people going in and out of 

those centers.  

 

MM: Every day. Yeah, yeah. So I think I don’t want to take too much of your time. But I always 

want to, we’re hoping to run these interviews for about a half an hour at length, which is about 

right now. And I want to make sure, though, that you have an opportunity to get recorded what 

you want to have recorded. It’s really important to us that our interviewees kind of drive these 

interviews. So if you, if you’d like to take a moment, please share about what, what you want to 

share about I may not have asked the question actually that you wanted me to ask. So please take 

some time now to just share what you’d like to share. 

 

KG: I think in the context of Brown that I’m really grateful to be part of a thoughtful community. 

I think, [27:00] that one of the most amazing things I saw, just as this started to happen was 

students organizing to support each other. There’s this incredibly detailed spreadsheet about who 

had what food, who could help out, in what ways, who was trying to get rid of what furniture and 

who needed it. And, and for me, that was really inspiring. And since then, I’ve seen that same 

kind of thoughtfulness from my colleagues especially. And I’m very grateful for it. So I think 

that’s important to say in the context of this interview, and I think that this project really reflects 

that as well. So I appreciate the opportunity to be part of it. 

 

MM: Well, I really thank you for being brave and jumping in the water jumping in cool as I say, 

and, you know, hopefully, folks will be able to learn more about what happened here and more 

about your work [28:00] and what the Center in general is involved with and what it cares about. 

And so – 

 

KG: Can I just add one thing?  

 

MM: Yes. 
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KG: So, the other thing that has happened to me since I’ve done this work is actually every time 

I’ve gone to a detention center, or to get involved with a new organization, there has been a 

connection to Brown somewhere. And so I’m really proud of that as well. There’s, right now 

there’s a recent grad who’s working on the ground in Delhi, Texas, which is the facility that I’ve 

been talking about. One of our concentrators was also doing this work. I’m in touch with another 

student who’s graduating this semester, who’s done this work, spent an entire summer in the 

detention center. And so I think that there’s a connection there. And I think that it’s important to 

be clear about that, that I it really tells me that I’m in the right place. [29:00] That when I go 

volunteer as an interpreter, one of the other interpreters is a Brown grad who’s now a professor at 

UVM, for example. 

 

MM: Yes. 

 

KG: And so that says a lot about the institution. 

 

MM: Isn’t that interesting about Brown? It’s it’s like we’re everywhere. 

 

KG: It’s true. 

 

MM: Yeah. Okay. Well, thank you so much. I’m going to stop the recording now and then you 

and I can finish up together.  

 

KG: Great. Thanks, Mary. 

 

--END-- 

 


