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The French catchphrase “Cherchez la femme” (literally, “look for
the woman”) is especially apt in politics. Today, Lisa Howard is
little remembered even in the United States, whereas in the
1950s—60s she rose to prominence first as a television actress in
Hollywood and then as a broadcaster on ABC News, taking her
media career into the fraught realm of international politics and
behind-the-scenes diplomacy.

Following widely publicised interviews with leading figures
such as President Dwight D. Eisenhower, former First Lady
Eleanor Roosevelt, John F. Kennedy in his Senate years, and
Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev, she attracted dangerous
attention after securing exclusive interviews with Fidel Castro
shortly after the thirteen-day Caribbean crisis of 1962. Some
modern analysts argue that her close contact with the Cuban
leader — long a major preoccupation of the US administration —
had a marked effect on the course of the Cold War.

Remarkable for her beauty and intelligence, Lisa Howard
was a courageous, gifted and resourceful professional who
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reached the upper echelons of the Fourth Estate and became
entangled in the US-Cuba political turbulence of the 1960s.

Her successful political and media career, and the
principled stance for which she was known, came to an abrupt end
in 1964. Apparent decisions within the Johnson administration led
to her exclusion from key channels of influence around July of
that year, terminating her role as a high-level political
interlocutor. Moreover, her attempts to control the tone and
content of her April television special “Cuba and Castro Today”
hastened her professional decline at ABC News. In late
September, the network suspended her from the daily programme
without formal warning and dismissed her within a month. Efforts
to obtain new employment failed because she was reportedly
deemed “lousy” by prospective employers. In late spring 1965, a
personal tragedy concluded this sequence of setbacks, draining
her remaining reserves of strength and will to live; she died from
an overdose.

Consequently, Lisa Howard’s attempts to bridge the Cold
War divide across the Florida Straits laid part of the historical
groundwork for later rapprochement between the United States
and Cuba. As Peter Kornbluh has observed, the Obama
administration achieved a dramatic breakthrough in US-Cuba
relations in March 2016 that owed something to initiatives of
earlier interlocutors such as Howard. Nevertheless, the
“honourable rapprochement”, as she described it in her diary,
remains fragile; with the political question still unresolved, Lisa
Howard’s neglected diplomatic legacy retains its significance.
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