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PRAISE FOR NICARAGUA
“Professor Kovalik sweeps away fake news and fake history 

disseminated by the mainstream media concerning Nicaragua, doc-
umenting a gruesome history of US interventionism and crimes in 
Nicaragua. Highlighting the achievements of the Sandinistas in the 
field of human rights and social justice, he refutes US caricatures 
and denounces CIA attempts to destabilize Nicaragua to facilitate 
undemocratic ‘regime change.’” 

—ALFRED DE ZAYAS, UN Independent Expert for the promotion  
of an international democratic and equitable order

“Dan Kovalik courageously and clinically exposes the chaos 
that plagued Nicaragua in 2018 as a deadly U.S.-backed coup aimed 
at unraveling a popular revolutionary worker’s movement—not the 
popular uprising Western media portrayed it as. His book is an essen-
tial corrective.” 

—MAX BLUMENTHAL, The Gray Zone

“Virtually every news item in print or on TV about Nicaragua, 
from its past to the present, demonizes Nicaragua, ignoring its uplift-
ing public programs while describing it as a repressive dictatorship. 
Nicaragua is a perfect example of being the object of nearly universal, 
orchestrated fake news and false information. In fact, the reporting is 
so horrible, one can substitute the exact opposite of whatever is be-
ing said about its government and democratically elected President, 
Daniel Ortega, and Vice President, Rosario Murillo. Repressive? Just 
the opposite, very free and open. Dictatorship? Nicaragua operates 
with free and fair elections, observed, far more open than those in the 
United States, for example. 

“Now Daniel Kovalik, international human rights attorney who 
has been visiting Nicaragua since 1987, has provided a clearly writ-
ten and well-documented (453 endnotes), factual account—an honest 
history of Nicaragua from the 1850s to the present—in less than 180 
pages. Readers will be well versed to contradict the constant lies pre-
sented to the public by the incredibly corporate-controlled news and 
Silicon Valley media. Hats off to Mr. Kovalik for setting the record 
straight and producing this handy guide for rebutting all the news 
media bullshit.” 

—S. BRIAN WILLSON, lawyer, author of  
Don’t Thank Me for My Service, resident of Nicaragua



MORE PRAISE 
“Retracing US-Nicaraguan history from Grant through the pres-

ent, Kovalik distinguishes between rhetoric and truth, quislings and 
Sandinistas, imperialists and revolutionaries. The wannabe American 
Left should read this book. Kovalik demolishes the dominant Western 
narrative. He shares the hard-won gains of today’s Nicaragua, ex-
plains Daniel Ortega’s enduring popularity and powerfully defends 
why the Sandinistas are deserving of our continued solidarity. This 
book is must-read to understand Nicaragua in the 21st century and 
fills a stark gap in contemporary Latin American Studies. May it lead 
to further study in situ and less arm-chair pontificating by politicians 
and intellectuals.” 

—SOFIA M. CLARK, Professor of Political Science, UNAN-Managua

“Dan Kovalick’s book, Nicaragua: A History of U.S. Intervention 
and Resistance, sheds light on how the history of U.S. interventions 
has shaped the destiny of the Nicaraguan people, a destiny of un-
yielding commitment to freedom and independence. Kovalick’s anal-
ysis shows how the current dirty war against President Daniel Ortega 
uses the same covert techniques and unethical practices deployed 
numerous times by the U.S. government during the last 150 years, 
from the bloodshed imposed by the Monroe Doctrine to the Contra 
scandal under Reagan. 

“The recent imposition by the U.S. of economic sanctions and 
the funding of violent insurrection against the Sandinista government 
has done serious damage to programs aimed at decreasing poverty, 
maintaining food independence, and providing social services for 
millions of Nicaraguans. In that sense, Kovalick provides an accurate 
portrayal of the abuses of a super power against one of the poorest 
nations in the Americas, still fighting until this day to defend the 
dignity and wellbeing of its people. 

“Kovalik’s book, written from the perspective of someone who 
has been visiting the country for decades and immersing himself in 
the Nicaraguan reality of daily life, is a refreshing reminder that it is 
still possible to write truthfully about history.”

—PATRICIO ZAMORANO, Director of the Council on  
Hemispheric Affairs, COHA.org
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This book is dedicated to the memory of  
Socrates Espinoza Muñoz, a brave Sandinista fighter  
killed in battle on June 28, 1979, just days before the 
Sandinista Triumph on July 19, 1979. He is survived 

by many family members who remember and love him, 
including my good friend Abigail Espinoza Muñoz,  
the younger sister of Socrates. As she told me with  

tears in her eyes, it felt as if her life ended  
when she learned of his death as a child.



vi



vii

CONTENTS

ACKOWLEDGMENTS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . viii

INTRODUCTION. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1

CHAPTER 1: Lawyers, Guns & Money. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16

CHAPTER 2: Insurrection & Repression . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 49

CHAPTER 3: The Triumph . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 87

CHAPTER 4: Reagan’s Brutal War Against Nicaragua . . . . . . 105

CHAPTER 5: Dark Days Return . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 140

CHAPTER 6: The Sandinistas Return . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 167

CHAPTER 7: The April 2018 Crisis. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 194

CONCLUSION. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 245

AFTERWORD by Orlando Zelaya Olivas . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 253

ENDNOTES . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 273

INDEX . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 293

 



viii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I wish to thank the following individuals whose knowledge, wis-
dom and encouragement helped me along the way in researching 
and writing this book: S. Brian Willson, Stephen Sefton, Orlando 
Zelaya, Jill Clark, Sofia Clark, William Camacaro, Jaime Hermida, 
Francisco Campbell, Michael Campbell, Becca Mohally Renk, 
Coleen Littlejohn, John Perry, Abigail Epinoza Muñoz, Nils 
McClune, Nan McCurdy, Nora McCurdy, Idañia Castillo, Scarleth 
Escorcia and Erika Takeo.



1

INTRODUCTION

How did I become interested in Nicaragua and why does it matter 
so much to me that I have now written a book about it? 

In the 1980s, very few would ask such a question, because in 
1979, Nicaragua, and the Sandinista Revolution were big topics 
in conversation and even a subject of popular culture. The Clash’s 
last album was entitled “Sandinista.” The Rolling Stones had a 
song about the Sandinista Revolution on their album Emotional 
Rescue, entitled “Indian Girl,” which mentions the pitched bat-
tles in the town of Masaya between the guerillas and Somoza’s 
National Guard. There was also a popular film starring Nick Nolte 
and Gene Hackman about the Sandinista Revolution, entitled 
Under Fire. Now those days are long gone, and for many are a 
distant memory—if they ever knew about that at all.

My first encounter with Nicaragua and the Sandinista 
Revolution was in the Fall of 1979. I was eleven years old and 
attending a small Catholic junior high school, St. Andrew’s, in 
Milford, Ohio, a small town outside Cincinnati. At the start of the 
school year, two new students enrolled: Juan and Carlos García. 
They were from Nicaragua but, as I would come to understand 
later, did not fit the usual profile of a Nicaraguan, at least in the 
1970s. They were very big—both in height and weight. Juan, who 
was in my class, eventually played center on our basketball team. 
And they both spoke English very well. 

At one point, I asked Juan what brought him to Milford to 
attend school. He told me that he had left his home country of 
Nicaragua because there was a revolution over the summer which 
had toppled his father who was president at the time of the re-
volt. Apparently, Juan and Carlos were the sons of the dictator, 
Anastasio Somoza, though that name meant nothing to me. I 
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didn’t understand then what had taken place in Nicaragua with the 
revolution or what was taking place even at that time, but the story 
of the toppling of a government which caused these two boys to 
flee their country created a lasting impression on me, igniting an 
ongoing curiosity about Nicaragua and Central America—a re-
gion which would be in the news almost daily for the next decade. 

Meanwhile, Somoza would soon be gunned down in 
Asunción, Paraguay by Argentine revolutionaries, and just as sud-
denly as they appeared in my school, Juan and Carlos left at the 
end of the year. I never heard from them again.

The other world event that impacted me greatly around this 
time was the murder of Archbishop Oscar Romero in El Salvador 
on March 24, 1980.1 Romero would later be canonized as a saint 
by the Vatican in October 2018. As a Roman Catholic myself, the 
gunning down of Romero while he was saying Mass in a hospital 
chapel was shocking. This was especially disturbing as it became 
apparent that he was most certainly murdered by forces being 
funded by the United States. I cannot say enough about how this 
assassination impacted me. For the first time, I began to question 
the nature of my country and my government. Was the U.S. really 
the force for good that we were told it was? This was a question 
which began to quietly nag at me, though I wasn’t prepared as yet 
to answer this question in the negative, or to embrace all of the 
implications of this query. But the seeds were now being planted 
for a radical way of looking at my country and the world. 

While at a Catholic high school in Cincinnati in the mid-
1980s, I had a very rightwing teacher named Father John Putka, 
who invited a leader of the Nicaraguan Contras—the terrorist 
group President Reagan was supporting in an effort to restore the 
ancien regime to power in Nicaragua—to speak to us. The Contra 
leader (I don’t remember his name now) claimed that the Contras 
were freedom fighters who were battling the allegedly totalitarian 
Sandinistas in an attempt to restore democracy to Nicaragua. This 
was indeed the prevailing line at the time, and I largely accepted it, 
though I also had my doubts. Given that everyone conceded that 
Somoza had been a corrupt and repressive dictator, what democra-
cy was there to be restored by the Contras? This question became 
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even more relevant when I learned that many of the Contras were 
in fact former leaders and members of Somoza’s brutal National 
Guard. 

By 1986, I was in college, very politically engaged, and still 
wondering about Nicaragua and what was really going on there. 
Indeed, the questions gnawed at me, and I felt that I couldn’t real-
ly know the truth unless I went there to see first-hand for myself. 

Then, in the spring of 1987, those of us focusing on Nicaragua 
and the Contra War were shocked to learn of the death of American 
Ben Linder in northern Nicaragua. Ben was an amazing human 
being. He was an engineer working on a hydro-electric project in 
Nicaragua while also working on the Sandinistas’ vaccine cam-
paign and entertaining children as a clown and juggler.2 On April 
28, 1987, Ben, along with two Nicaraguans accompanying him, 
was shot at close-range by the Contras and killed. He was only 
27 years old. It was clear that he had been assassinated. Daniel 
Ortega, president at the time, served as a pallbearer at his funeral.

Ben’s mother stated at his funeral: “My son was brutally 
murdered for bringing electricity to a few poor people in northern 
Nicaragua. He was murdered because he had a dream and because 
he had the courage to make that dream come true. … Ben told me 
the first year that he was here, and this is a quote, ‘It’s a wonderful 
feeling to work in a country where the government’s first concern 
is for its people, for all of its people.’”3 

In 1983, Ben Linder wrote a letter to his friends, the words of 
which still ring true today. As Ben wrote:

Somoza left the country in shambles. Flat broke. 
He took everything but the debt. Granted, there are still 
problems now, but there is a feeling of hope, there is a 
feeling of building a new country. At times this exuber-
ance leads to false hopes. Many more times it leads to 
a say in life that has never before been experienced for 
the majority of Nicaraguans.

It is hard for us to imagine the meaning of a paved 
street. In Nicaragua there are two seasons—wet and 
dry. When it is wet the mud is two feet deep. When it is 



4 NICARAGUA

dry the dust permeates everything. Eating becomes like 
a picnic at the beach, all the food crunches with dust. 
Slowly more and more streets are being paved.

But that is only the physical benefits. The more 
important changes are the feelings of being in control. 
This is in control of walking out at night and not being 
afraid of being shot by the police, as was the case before 
1979. It is establishing control of the neighborhood and 
the workplace. It is in education, healthcare and word. 
This is control. Granted there is still a long way to go, 
but people are still fighting. Not fighting against the 
government, but rather fighting old habits, old customs 
and the results of centuries of oppression.4

The death of Ben Linder, far from discouraging American 
activists from going down to Nicaragua to show solidarity for 
the people and their fledging revolution, only strengthened our 
resolve to do so.

In the summer of 1987, I saw an ad in The Nation magazine 
by the Nicaragua Network, offering the opportunity to participate 
in a reforestation brigade in Ocotal, Nicaragua near the Honduran 
border. With the money I had saved up working that summer, I 
was able to just pay for the trip. I took the month of September off 
from school in order to go. 

The experience I had was life-transforming, as it was for so 
many who visited Nicaragua at that time. 

When I landed in Managua, Nicaragua on September 1, 
1987, I learned of the tragedy that befell another American trying 
to stand with the people of Nicaragua and Central America against 
U.S. intervention and war. On that day, Vietnam veteran turned 
peace activist, S. Brian Willson, was run over by a train carrying 
armaments for Reagan’s war bound for Central America.5 Brian, 
along with other members of Veterans for Peace, was sitting on 
the tracks to try to prevent the arms from being delivered. The 
train, instead of slowing or stopping for the protesters, sped up. 
Brian was unable to get off the tracks in time and was struck. 
He lost both of his legs above the knee, part of his brain and a 
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shoulder as a result but somehow managed to survive. Despite 
all of this, Brian became a prolific writer, authoring a number of 
books, including Don’t Thank Me for My Service. 

As I learned later from Brian himself, who has become a 
good friend of mine, this was no accident. As Brian explained, he 
did not have a death wish. He had gone to the site of the protest—a 
U.S. Naval yard in California—every day for a few weeks before 
the action and had witnessed the train, which only travelled at 
about 5 miles an hour at that point, slow and even stop for people 
who were trying to cross the track. On the fateful day in 1987, the 
engineer of the train did not slow for the protesters, but in fact 
sped up. As Brian learned through the process of discovery in the 

Brian Willson and his partner, Ulda, with Daniel Ortega
DANIEL KOVALIK, JANUARY 10, 2022
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lawsuit he later brought against the government, the engineer had 
orders from above to run down the protesters if necessary in order 
to keep going, and that is exactly what he did. The U.S. govern-
ment ended up settling the case for a handsome sum in light of 
the evidence of its murderous intentions produced by the lawsuit, 
and Brian used the proceeds to buy a home in Grenada, Nicaragua 
where he lives to this day. 

I also learned recently from Brian an incredible fact. After 
he was run down by the train, Rosario Murillo—a Sandinista 
guerilla in the fight against Somoza, the long-time wife of Daniel 
Ortega, and the current Vice-President of Nicaragua—came to 
California with all of her children to visit Brian in the hospital as 
he recovered. 

Brian Willson is considered a hero of the Nicaraguan 
Revolution and was recently named the 38th Comandante of the 
Sandinistas. At Daniel Ortega’s recent inauguration in January 
of 2022, which I attended sitting next to Brian and his partner 
Ulda on the main stage, Daniel spoke of Brian and his sacrifice 
for Nicaragua and Central America. As I have often noted, the 
Nicaraguan people are quick to forgive and forget the terrible 
things done to them by others, but they never forget others’ acts of 
kindness and sacrifice on their behalf. Ben Linder, as an instance, 
is still well-remembered in Nicaragua where a number of buildings 
and projects still bear his name. The same can be said of Roberto 
Clemente, the legendary Pittsburgh Pirates baseball player who 
died trying to take humanitarian aid to Nicaragua after the 1972 
earthquake. Clemente decided to personally deliver such help af-
ter reading that Somoza was stealing all of the aid being sent for 
relief. His plane tragically crashed before making it to Nicaragua. 
To this day, schools, stadiums, and parks are named after him in 
Nicaragua. And, when I publicly gave Daniel a Roberto Clemente 
jersey at his January 2022 inauguration, the crowd cheered, know-
ing full well who Clemente was, even these many decades later. 
This reaction of the crowd is even more incredible given the fact 
that the jersey did not even contain his name, only his number: 21. 

The conditions in Managua in September of 1987 were sim-
ply shocking. Because of the war, there were frequent blackouts 
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in the city and the poverty was stunning. I vividly remember being 
at a restaurant with my delegation when at least a dozen children, 
literally dressed in rags, came to the window, knocking on it and 
begging for food. I had never witnessed such a sight. It was rem-
iniscent of the final scene of the movie Suddenly Last Summer 
when Montgomery Clift’s character is surrounded and accosted 
by poor children in a foreign land. To see Nicaragua now, with 
children well-fed, educated and properly clothed, shows how far 
that country has come since that time.

After a couple of days of orientation, we made the 4-hour 
or so journey to Ocotal. Many of the roads we traversed on our 
journey were simply dirt. And the infrastructure of Ocotal was 
abysmal. Electric power was intermittent at best, clean water was 

Children, Ocotal
DANIEL KOVALIK, SEPTEMBER, 1987
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non-existent and fresh food was in small supply. As a result, all the 
members of the delegation were violently ill for the entire month 
we were there. I lost 20 pounds in that short time. And the poverty 
in Ocotal was even worse than it was in Managua. When I look 
at my photos of the children back then it makes me want to cry. 
Many of the children had no shoes and their clothes were worn to 
the point of becoming threadbare. Those were difficult times in 
Nicaragua and especially in war zones such as Ocotal. The Contra 
war had been going on by that point for about 7 years, the econ-
omy had been wrecked and the people were weary. Machine-gun 
fire could be heard nearly every night. While this provided only a 
small taste of the war, it was enough to make me understand how 
terrible and cruel it was. 

Ocotal is a historic Nicaraguan city located in the Department 
of Nueva Segovia. It is famous for being the site of battles be-
tween the U.S. Marines and the peasant guerilla forces of Augusto 
C.Sandino (Sandino’s full name is Augusto Nicolás Calderón 
Sandino, but he is nicknamed Augusto César Sandino) from 1927 
to 1933. In 1927, after the U.S. Marines were unable to defeat 
Sandino’s fighters on the ground, the U.S. Navy took to the skies 
to indiscriminately bomb the town. In short, they hoped to terror-
ize the population into submission. Some have described this as 
the first aerial bombing of a civilian population, though it seems 
that Tripoli, Libya had been on the receiving end of such a bomb-
ing by Italy back in 1911. Still, it was one of the first.

Summing up the testimony of those who lived through the 
U.S. assault, one historian describes the U.S. aerial bombings as 
“a remorseless faceless enemy inflicting indiscriminate violence 
against homes, villages, livestock, and people who, regardless of 
age, gender, physical strength, social status, [and who] lacked any 
defense except to salvage their belongings.”6 According to a fel-
low combatant of Sandino who lived through the aerial bombing 
and the sacking of Ocotal that followed, 

The aviation did much damage to the population 
between loss of life and loss of property, causing thir-
ty-six deaths in our forces. . . . Sandino’s troops stood up 
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to the planes as best they could, downing one enemy 
plane (a Fokker), and after this the Sandinista troops 
withdrew, and that’s when the Yankee troops enter[ed] 
the already destroyed town, causing the greatest de-
struction, sacking the images and bells from the ruins 
of the church and throwing them in the river. . . . There 
were hundreds of deaths here, among them children, 
women.7

The church mentioned here is the Parish Church of Our 
Lady of the Assumption, a Roman Catholic Church constructed 
between 1803 and 1879. That church is still there—right across 
from what was memorialized as “July 16” Central Park, a park 

Our Lady of the Assumption Church, Ocotal 
DANIEL KOVALIK, MARCH, 2022
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later constructed to commemorate the Battle of Ocotal between 
Sandino’s forces and the U.S. Marines—a battle which took place 
in part around the Church itself, with Sandino’s forces trying to 
fend off the Marines from the roof and tower of the Church. The 
Church, moreover, still holds regular services. Indeed, I attended 
Sunday services at this Church during my stay in Ocotal in 1987. 

I returned to this Church in March of 2022. It looks exactly 
as I remember it, including with the life-sized statue of the blood-
ied, crucified Jesus laying prone—an almost obligatory accessory 
to any Catholic Church in Latin America. It is worth noting that 
Nicolás Antonio Madigral y Garcia—the long-time Bishop of 
Nueva Segovia who lived from 1898 to 1977—served for 50 years 
in the Church in Ocotal, including during the Battle of Ocotal. His 
statue stands just across the street from the Church. Nicolás was a 
friend to the poor and the indigenous in the area, and he is buried 
in the poor, indigenous community of Mozonte, which is about a 
20-minute drive from Ocotal. The plaque over his tomb explains 
that he is buried in Mozonte, home of “the indigenous community 
that loved him.” The Sandinista leaders in Ocotal consider Nicolás 
one of their own, and are very proud of him. I know this because 
in 2022 they made a point of driving me to the place where he is 
buried to see his tomb. 

The Vatican has begun the process of considering Nicolás for 
sainthood and has already attributed at least one miracle to him: 
when he died, his body gave off a holy scent—that of flowers. 
In that era, while it is possible that the Marines may have seen 
themselves as righteous Christians attacking the “savages” in 
Ocotal—despite the fact that they unceremoniously ransacked a 
church—the very opposite was in fact true.

While the Church looks exactly as I remember it, the city of 
Ocotal does not. There is no comparison now between its present 
appearance and the poor town I lived in back then. Most of the 
roads of Ocotal are now paved, all the residents have electrici-
ty, the city has internet and cellphone service, and there are new 
restaurants and cafes that never existed, including a brand-new 
Asian fusion restaurant. The people look well-fed, well-dressed 
and prosperous, and the Sandinista government just inaugurated a 
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brand-new, state-of-the-art hospital there. Nearly all of this prog-
ress has come in the past 15 years since the Sandinistas were voted 
into power after the years of neoliberal misrule from 1990 to 2006 
which had done little to nothing to meet the people’s needs or to 
build or attend to infrastructure. 

Back when I was going to services at the Church in 1987, 
the Contras were the ones terrorizing Ocotal and other parts of 
Nicaragua with the backing of the U.S. I remember sitting there 
in one of the pews along with hundreds of Nicaraguans who had 
come to pray for an end to the war. I wondered why God was 
not answering the prayers of these very poor people, and the 
absence of any reply to this query would soon lead me to leave 
the Church. Moreover, the U.S.-backed war against these people 
made it impossible for me to ever see my country in the same 
light again. I knew for sure then that the U.S. was not the beacon 
of freedom and democracy it claimed to be, but a predator that 
preyed upon peoples and nations much weaker than itself. At the 
time of the Contra War, Nicaragua was a country of not even 3 
million people—most of them under the age of 18—and it was the 
second poorest country in the Hemisphere. To say that the U.S. 
picked an unfair fight is a profound understatement, and it made 
me ashamed to be an American.

Funeral Service of Victim of Contras
DANIEL KOVALIK, SEPTEMBER, 1987
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To understand the U.S.’s incessant meddling in Nicaragua, 
one must go back to the Monroe Doctrine of 1823. Pursuant to this 
Doctrine, the U.S. government claimed sole dominion and control 
over the Western Hemisphere and over Latin America, which it 
saw as its “backyard.” Lest one believe this to be a relic of the 
past, President Joe Biden recently referred to Latin America as the 
U.S.’s “front yard,”8 possibly believing that this at least sounds 
like a more polite reference for the earlier terminology expressing 
the U.S.’s condescending views towards its southern neighbors. 
The (Teddy) Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, more-
over, states that the U.S. reserves the right to intervene militarily 
in the region to protect its claimed interests there. This Corollary, 
too, is still fully operational as far as the U.S. is concerned.

Besides possibly Haiti, there is no country in the Western 
Hemisphere in which the U.S. has intervened more often in pur-
suit of its interests du jour than Nicaragua. And Nicaragua has 
paid a huge price for this intervention. And yet, with each new 
intervention, the U.S. government and compliant media try to per-
suade us that all of the instances of intervention, as brutal as they 
have been, never really took place, and that the U.S. is not really 
intervening now. Indeed, we are urged to believe that all of this is 
nothing but the paranoid delusions of Daniel Ortega and his party, 
the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN). 

In his 2005 Nobel Prize acceptance speech, the great British 
writer Harold Pinter captured this phenomenon precisely: 

The United States supported and in many cases 
engendered every right wing military dictatorship in 
the world after the end of the Second World War. I refer 
to Indonesia, Greece, Uruguay, Brazil, Paraguay, Haiti, 
Turkey, the Philippines, Guatemala, El Salvador, and, 
of course, Chile. The horror the United States inflicted 
upon Chile in 1973 can never be purged and can never 
be forgiven.

Hundreds of thousands of deaths took place 
throughout these countries. Did they take place? And 
are they in all cases attributable to U.S. foreign policy? 
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The answer is yes they did take place and they are at-
tributable to American foreign policy. But you wouldn’t 
know it.

It never happened. Nothing ever happened. Even 
while it was happening it wasn’t happening. It didn’t 
matter. It was of no interest. The crimes of the United 
States have been systematic, constant, vicious, remorse-
less, but very few people have actually talked about 
them. You have to hand it to America. It has exercised 
a quite clinical manipulation of power worldwide while 
masquerading as a force for universal good. It’s a bril-
liant, even witty, highly successful act of hypnosis.9

Pinter singles out Nicaragua as a special instance of the 
U.S.’s brutal interventionist history combined with the simultane-
ous denial of said brutality:

The tragedy of Nicaragua was a highly significant 
case. I choose to offer it here as a potent example of 
America’s view of its role in the world, both then and 
now.

I was present at a meeting at the U.S. embassy in 
London in the late 1980s.

The United States Congress was about to decide 
whether to give more money to the Contras in their 
campaign against the state of Nicaragua. I was a mem-
ber of a delegation speaking on behalf of Nicaragua but 
the most important member of this delegation was a 
Father John Metcalf. The leader of the U.S. body was 
Raymond Seitz (then number two to the ambassador, 
later ambassador himself). Father Metcalf said: “Sir, I 
am in charge of a parish in the north of Nicaragua. My 
parishioners built a school, a health centre, a cultural 
centre. We have lived in peace. A few months ago a 
Contra force attacked the parish. They destroyed every-
thing: the school, the health centre, the cultural centre. 
They raped nurses and teachers, slaughtered doctors, 
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in the most brutal manner. They behaved like savages. 
Please demand that the U.S. government withdraw its 
support from this shocking terrorist activity.”

Raymond Seitz had a very good reputation as a 
rational, responsible and highly sophisticated man. He 
was greatly respected in diplomatic circles. He listened, 
paused and then spoke with some gravity. “Father,” 
he said, “let me tell you something. In war, innocent 
people always suffer.” There was a frozen silence. We 
stared at him. He did not flinch.

Innocent people, indeed, always suffer.
Finally somebody said: “But in this case ‘inno-

cent people’ were the victims of a gruesome atrocity 
subsidized by your government, one among many. If 
Congress allows the Contras more money further atroc-
ities of this kind will take place. Is this not the case? 
Is your government not therefore guilty of supporting 
acts of murder and destruction upon the citizens of a 
sovereign state?”

Seitz was imperturbable. “I don’t agree that the 
facts as presented support your assertions,” he said.

Of course, the “highly successful act of hypnosis” Harold 
Pinter talks about—or “gaslighting” if you will—is intended to 
lull people, particularly those living in the U.S. who might object 
to and possibly stop such cruelty, into complacency and passivity, 
or even worse, to inspire people to cheer such interventions as 
humanitarian acts. 

We see such hypnosis operational today in the case of 
Nicaragua, with many people who had once defended Nicaragua 
against U.S. attacks, and who had even visited Nicaragua during 
the U.S.-backed Contra War of the 1980s, applauding current 
U.S. sanctions against that country as a means to somehow pun-
ish Daniel Ortega—a leader they once admired, but whom they 
are now convinced is nothing more or less than a petty dictator. 
Again, it is as if such people had forgotten their own experiences 
and what their eyes had seen and their ears had heard, so powerful 
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is the assault upon their senses and memory by the U.S. propagan-
da machine. 

The purpose of this book is to remind people of the realities 
of U.S. intervention in Nicaragua, past and present; of how the 
Nicaraguans have triumphed over such assaults time and again; 
and how they are deserving of our continued solidarity in their 
struggle to pursue their right to sovereignty and self-determination

While many ask why the Sandinistas have not done more and 
better for the Nicaraguan people, I hope that the reader, after read-
ing this book, will instead ask the more pertinent question: How 
is it that, in spite of the obstacles presented by the U.S.’s incessant 
and brutal intervention in Nicaragua, the Sandinistas have man-
aged to do so much for the Nicaraguan people in so short a time? 
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CHAPTER 1

LAWYERS, GUNS & MONEY
U.S. MARINES AS DEFENDERS OF  

U.S. CAPITAL

U.S. intervention in Nicaragua must be viewed in the context of 
the Monroe Doctrine of 1823 which motivates U.S. foreign pol-
icy in the Americas to this very day. The Monroe Doctrine was 
announced in light of Spain’s declining hold over the Americas 
and the response of the U.S. to the intentions of other European 
nations, and especially Great Britain, to leap into the breach left 
by Spain. As the U.S. State Department’s Office of the Historian 
explains, the Monroe Doctrine was a reaction to and explicit 
rejection of Britain’s offer to issue a declaration stating that the 
U.S. and Britain would maintain exclusive joint control over the 
Western Hemisphere. The U.S., however, was not interested in 
sharing control with any European country.10 Therefore, President 
Monroe issued his own proclamation in 1823 stating that 

“The American continents . . . are henceforth not 
to be considered as subjects for future colonization by 
any European powers.” Monroe outlined two separate 
spheres of influence: the Americas and Europe. The 
independent lands of the Western Hemisphere would 
be solely the United States’ domain. In exchange, the 
United States pledged to avoid involvement in the po-
litical affairs of Europe . . . and not to interfere in the 
existing European colonies already in the Americas.11
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As the Office of the Historian freely admits, the Monroe 
Doctrine quickly became one of U.S. imperial expansion. Thus, 
the Office explains that

By the mid-1800s, Monroe’s declaration, com-
bined with ideas of Manifest Destiny, provided prec-
edent and support for U.S. expansion on the American 
continent. In the late 1800s, U.S. economic and mili-
tary power enabled it to enforce the Monroe Doctrine. 
The doctrine’s greatest extension came with Theodore 
Roosevelt’s Corollary, which inverted the original 
meaning of the doctrine and came to justify unilateral 
U.S. intervention in Latin America.12 

The dream of a U.S.-constructed and controlled canal 
connecting the Atlantic and Pacific oceans through Central 
America—thus permitting ships to forgo the long journey all the 
way around the southern cone of South America—dates back to 
the earliest days of the nation and Thomas Jefferson, and “bore 
an affinity to the Monroe Doctrine.”13 In 1850, the U.S. made its 
first moves towards realizing this objective, initially focusing on 
the possibilities presented by Nicaragua. However, at this time, 
Britain controlled the Atlantic coast of Nicaragua. In order to 
prevent Britain from unilaterally building its own canal, the U.S. 
entered into an agreement with Britain –without the consultation 
or consent of Nicaragua, of course—stipulating that it was “desir-
able that no time should be unnecessarily lost in commencing and 
constructing the said canal,” and that the U.S. and Britain would 
jointly guarantee the safe construction of the canal and jointly ad-
minister and provide security for the canal, once built.14 This was 
known as the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty. 

As time went on and the U.S. became more powerful than 
Britain, the U.S. insisted on exercising the sole prerogative to 
build and control an Atlantic-Pacific canal. As author and histori-
an Stephen Kinzer writes, 
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Every American president since Ulysses S. Grant 
had pushed for the canal project. In 1876 a government 
commission studied possible routes and concluded that 
the one across Nicaragua “possesses, both for the con-
struction and maintenance of a canal, greater advantage, 
and offers fewer difficulties from engineering, commer-
cial and economic points of view, than any one of the 
other routes.” Slowly the project gained momentum. In 
1889 a private company chartered by Congress began 
dredging near Nicaragua’s Atlantic coast.15 

Then, in 1901, the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty was officially nul-
lified by President Teddy Roosevelt through the Hay-Pauncefote 
Treaty of 1901, which then gave the U.S. the sole right to con-
struct and administer a canal across Central America. While this 
paved the way for the U.S. to build and control the Panama Canal 
in 1903, the Hay-Pauncefote Treaty did not specify a particular 
canal route, but rather simply asserts the U.S. right of construction 
and control over “whatever route may be considered expedient.”16 

The U.S. went ahead with the plans for the Panama Canal 
in 1903, securing the exclusive rights for itself to such a canal by 
military means when the Congress of Colombia, of which Panama 
was then a part, rejected a treaty with the U.S. for such a canal. 
As the U.S. Department of State’s Office of the Historian itself 
explains,

President Roosevelt responded [to Colombia’s 
rejection of the treaty] by dispatching U.S. warships to 
Panama City (on the Pacific) and Colón (on the Atlantic) 
in support of [rebel forces pushing for] Panamanian in-
dependence. Colombian troops were unable to negotiate 
the jungles of the Darien Strait and Panama declared in-
dependence on November 3, 1903. The newly declared 
Republic of Panama immediately named Philippe 
Bunau-Varilla (a French engineer who had been in-
volved in the earlier de Lesseps canal attempt) as Envoy 
Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary. In his new 
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role, Bunau-Varilla negotiated the Hay-Bunau-Varilla 
Treaty of 1903, which provided the United States with 
a 10-mile-wide strip of land for the canal, a one-time 
$10 million payment to Panama, and an annual annuity 
of $250,000. The United States also agreed to guarantee 
the independence of Panama.17

President Teddy Roosevelt was unabashed about his brazen 
act of theft of valuable territory from Colombia, stating “I took the 
Canal Zone and let Congress debate.”18 

This episode is instructive. First, it demonstrated the willing-
ness of the U.S. to use military force to take whatever it wanted in 
the Americas, even to the extent of backing rebel forces to carve 
a separate country from a once-unified nation. The U.S. support 
for the Contras in the 1980s would greatly resemble this modus 
operandi. The event is also illustrative of how violence inflicted 
by the U.S. on other nations, while long forgotten in the U.S., 
continues to impact these other nations. In the case of Colombia, 
Gustavo Petro, a former Colombian senator and mayor of Bogota, 
who has just, in 2022, been elected as the first leftist Colombian 
president, once explained at a meeting with Senate staffers to 
which I accompanied him, the initial U.S. assault unleashed 
against Colombia in 1903 continues to haunt it—a violence pro-
longed by over a century of U.S. domination and repression that 
has left it, to this day, torn apart by internal conflict. 

Despite the existence of the Panama Canal, the U.S. has 
never given up on the possibility of another canal passing through 
Nicaragua to accommodate ever-bigger vessels. A canal through 
Nicaragua has the potential to be much bigger than the one through 
Panama because of Nicaragua’s giant lake which extends close to 
the Atlantic on one end and to the Pacific on the other. The U.S. 
has continued to intervene in Nicaragua to protect what it sees as 
its sole right to construct and control any such canal in the face of 
other countries, such as China, showing interest in helping build 
one19

There has been a long history of U.S. interventions in 
Nicaragua. As historian Howard Zinn noted, “In 1854, [U.S.] 
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warships were sent to the Nicaraguan town of Greytown on the 
Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua because a U.S. diplomat suffered a 
bloody nose” in an assault by Nicaraguans upset about U.S. con-
trol over tariffs and transit routes.20 Greytown, also known as San 
Juan del Norte, was completely leveled to the ground by a U.S. 
Naval ship known as the Cyane. This initial episode is illustrative 
not only of the U.S.’s propensity for extreme violence against 
Nicaragua, even for the smallest slight, but also for the Nicaraguan 
people’s unwillingness to suffer U.S. domination gladly. Time and 
again, Nicaragua would pay disproportionately for its defiance but 
defy, it would continue to do.

The first sustained intervention of the U.S. in Nicaragua be-
gan in 1855 with the foray of William Walker—a private citizen 
backed by U.S. bankers and the Democratic Party—into the coun-
try.21 Walker launched his invasion twice (at first without success, 
then the second time effectively) from the town that the U.S. had 
just destroyed—San Juan del Norte. He then quickly found his 
way to Grenada—a beautiful colonial town which remains one 
of Nicaragua’s greatest attractions for foreigners—where he 
would launch his military attack in earnest. Walker has become 
the subject of many articles, books and at least one Hollywood 
movie, Walker, starring Ed Harris. Some portray him as attempt-
ing to bring democracy to Central America, even while conceding 
that his first act as self-appointed President of Nicaragua was to 
reinstate slavery, which had been abolished in Nicaragua decades 
prior to it being abolished in the U.S.—indicative of the relative 
orientation of the two countries towards what would later be re-
ferred to as “human rights.” 

Walker was supported in his adventure by the Democratic 
Party of the U.S., which hoped that he could convert all of Central 
America into a New Confederacy which could aid the southern 
U.S. in winning its struggle to maintain slavery in the face of grow-
ing opposition in the North and the government in Washington. 
Despite such contemptible goals, Walker, known as the “grey-
eyed man of destiny,”22 continues to be lionized by many in the 
U.S. as a freedom-fighter and folk hero. This says much about the 
U.S.’s self-delusions about the nature of its interventions around 
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the world, and in Nicaragua in particular. Over and over again, 
what in reality have been attempts to impose slavery on Nicaragua 
will be passed off by the U.S., George Orwell style, as struggles 
for Nicaraguan freedom.

For his part, the great Latin American writer, Eduardo 
Galeano, in his magnum opus entitled The Open Veins of Latin 
America, describes Walker and his invasion of Central America, 
and how this reflected the U.S.’s insatiable quest for Empire, in 
less sanguine terms:

In the geopolitical concept of imperialism, Central 
America is no more than a natural appendage of the 
United States. Not even Abraham Lincoln, who also 
contemplated annexation, could resist the “manifest 
destiny” of the great power to dictate to its contiguous 
areas.

In the middle of the nineteenth century the filibus-
terer William Walker, operating on behalf of bankers 
Morgan and Garrison, invaded Central America at the 
head of a band of assassins. With the obliging support 
of the U.S. government, Walker robbed, killed, burned 
and in successive expeditions proclaimed himself 
president of Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Honduras. He 
restored slavery in the areas that suffered his devastat-
ing occupation, thus continuing his country’s philan-
thropic work in the states that had just been seized from 
Mexico. He was welcomed back to the United States as 
a national hero. From then on invasions, interventions, 
bombardments, forced loans, and gun-point treaties 
followed one after the other.23 

Walker was overthrown and his mercenaries defeated in the 
battle of San Jacinto, Nicaragua in 1856. The Nicaraguan peas-
ant, Andrés Castro—who, in a scene reminiscent of David and 
Goliath, threw the rock which incapacitated Walker—is memo-
rialized in a painting entitled, La Pedrada (“The Stone”) by Luis 
Vergara Ahumada.24 This is one of the most ubiquitous paintings 
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in Nicaragua, adorning the walls of nearly every government 
building and many private buildings as well. I must have seen this 
painting a hundred times in my travels throughout Nicaragua. This 
painting, and its enduring popularity, demonstrates how proud the 
Nicaraguans are of their long and successful history of resistance 
against foreign invaders—particularly, against invaders from the 
United States (in addition to the invaders from Spain and the UK 
which preceded it). 

The next and most sustained intervention of the U.S. came 
in 1910 when Nicaragua’s Liberal Party president, José Santos 
Zelaya, was seen to have defied the Monroe Doctrine by attempt-
ing, it was claimed, to partner with Japan to build the coveted 
canal through Nicaragua. As Stephen Kinzer notes, the claims 
about Zelaya partnering with Japan on the canal project may very 
well have been just a rumor spread by U.S. businessmen, and 
their friend in Washington, U.S. Secretary of State Philander C. 
Knox, who were wanting to overthrow Zelaya.25 These business-
men understood quite correctly that just the mere rumor of such 
a project by Japan would be enough to get the attention of the 
U.S. government, for, as author Jonathan M. Katz explains, “By 
that point Teddy Roosevelt had codified his interventionist instinct 
into a formal policy for the Western Hemisphere,” converting 
the shield of the Monroe Doctrine against foreign interference 
in the Hemisphere into a sword the U.S. could freely wield to 
“commit imperial interference of its own in Latin America and the 
Caribbean—regions Americans would soon start referring to as 
‘our own backyard.’”26 

Zelaya was a revolutionary leader who was trying to develop 
Nicaragua for the Nicaraguans—a verboten project in the view of 
the U.S., as Nicaraguans would learn time and again. As Pulitzer-
prize winning author, Stephen Kinzer, explains in Overthrow, his 
book about the history of U.S. intervention, 

Nicaragua was in the midst of a modernizing rev-
olution. . . . During the last decades of the nineteenth 
century, the ideals of social and political reform swept 
across Central America. Visionary leaders, inspired 
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by European philosophers and nation builders, sought 
to wipe away the feudal systems that had frozen their 
countries into immobility. One of them, President José 
Santos Zelaya of Nicaragua, took his nationalist princi-
ples so seriously that the United States felt compelled 
to overthrow him.27 

As Kinzer further relates, Zelaya 

proclaimed a revolutionary program and set out to 
shake his country from its long slumber. He built roads, 
ports, railways, government buildings, and more than 
140 schools; paved the streets of Managua, lined them 
with street lamps, and imported the country’s first 
automobile; legalized civil marriage and divorce; and 
even founded the nation’s first baseball league, which 
included a team called “Youth” and another called “The 
Insurgency.”28  

As discussed below, these revolutionary projects of Zelaya 
look a lot like the kind of projects the Sandinistas would carry out 
in the 1980s, and they too would be punished by the U.S. for such 
crimes.

As Kinzer relates, the ousting of Zelaya represented “the first 
time the United States government had explicitly orchestrated the 
overthrow of a foreign leader.” But it certainly would not be its 
last.

William Howard Taft, Roosevelt’s Secretary of War who 
immediately succeeded Roosevelt as President and who ordered 
the Marine invasion, himself made it clear that the U.S. would 
not settle for anything less than control over the whole hemi-
sphere, stating, “The day is not far distant when three Stars and 
Stripes at three equidistant points will mark our territory: one 
at the North Pole, another at the Panama Canal, and the third at 
the South Pole. The whole hemisphere will be ours in fact as, by 
virtue of our superiority of race, it already is ours morally.”29 Taft 
further contended that “U.S. foreign policy ‘may well be made to 
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include active intervention to secure for our merchandise and our 
capitalists opportunity for profitable investment.’” 30 True to his 
word, Taft would use violent and immoral means to achieve such 
imperial aims.

In addition to the issue, real or made-up, of his reaching out 
to Japan for help in building a canal, Zelaya made the mistake 
of stepping on the toes of mining magnates out of Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania whose interests were well represented by Taft’s 
newly appointed Secretary of State—Pittsburgh corporate lawyer 
Philander C. Knox, who helped form the U.S. Steel Corporation. 
Knox had also served as Teddy Roosevelt’s Attorney General, 
comically telling Roosevelt, when he asked Knox for a legal 
justification for the Panama invasion in 1903, “I think it would 
be better to keep your action free from any taint of legality.”31 
Knox would also be helpful in paving a way for the intervention 
in Nicaragua. As Jonathan M. Katz explains, 

Knox’s friends from Pittsburgh were heavily 
invested in Nicaragua. When Zelaya threatened to re-
voke the concession at the Pittsburghers’ La Luz y Los 
Angeles gold mine, in Nicaragua’s Mosquitia Province 
on the Atlantic Coast, the investors wrote the new sec-
retary of state to ask for ‘protection in the premises.’ 
Unsubtly, they reminded him that La Luz and other 
nearby mines were owned by “Pittsburgh capitalists, 
some no doubt known by you.”32

Dutifully, Knox sprang into action to try to remove Zelaya 
from office. As Stephen Kinzer explains, 

In the summer of 1909, he began orchestrating a 
campaign designed to turn American public opinion 
against Zelaya. He seized on several minor incidents in 
Nicaragua, including one in which an American tobac-
co merchant was briefly jailed, to paint the Nicaraguan 
regime as brutal and oppressive. He sent diplomats to 
Nicaragua whom he knew to be strongly anti-Zelaya, 
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and passed their lurid reports to friends in the press. 
Soon American newspapers were screaming that 
Zelaya had imposed a “reign of terror” in Nicaragua 
and become “the menace of Central America.” As their 
sensationalist campaign reached a peak, President Taft 
gravely announced that the United States would no 
longer “tolerate and deal with such a medieval despot.”

With this declaration, the United States pro-
nounced Zelaya’s political death sentence. American 
businessmen in Bluefields, the main town on the 
Caribbean coast, rushed to carry out the execution. 
With tacit approval from the American consul, William 
Moffett, with whom they shared their plans at every 
stage, they formed a conspiracy with the ambitious 
provincial governor, General Juan José Estrada. On 
October 10, 1909, Estrada declared himself president 
of Nicaragua and appealed to the United States for dip-
lomatic recognition.

As Kinzer relates, “This revolution was extraordinarily well 
financed. The chief accountant for the La Luz mining company, 
Adolfo Díaz, . . . served as its treasurer. American companies op-
erating in and around Bluefields sent him large sums of money. 
The cost of the revolution has been variously estimated at be-
tween $63,000 and $2 million.” Kinzer relates that most of this 
money was spent on Nicaraguan militias financed and organized 
to oust Zelaya, and that these militias, in turn, were supported 
by U.S. mercenaries, including some working directly for U.S. 
corporations.

The details of these coup plans are important, for they look 
a lot like the more recent, and ongoing coup plans against the 
Sandinista government of President Daniel Ortega. He too is la-
beled a “despot” and a regional “menace” by the U.S. government 
and media, and by their quislings in Nicaragua, even as he seeks 
to defend the interests of his people as Zelaya did. Indeed, Ortega, 
just as Zelaya, is slandered precisely because he acts on behalf 
of his own people rather than on behalf of Washington. And now, 
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billions of dollars are spent by U.S. government agencies and 
shady NGOs, working in support of U.S. economic interests, to 
overthrow him. These monies too have been used to support armed 
groups and militias (most famously, the Contras, but also the later 
insurgents of 2018) to violently overthrow the government. It is 
important to see that these tactics have changed so little in the last 
century, insofar as this recognition may help people see through 
the pervasive U.S. government and media lies and deceptions. 

Meanwhile, when the internal insurgency was not enough to 
remove Zelaya, Taft ordered the U.S. Marines, then stationed in 
Panama, to invade Nicaragua under the command of the colorful 
and brutally honest Major General Smedley.

Upon hearing of the planned U.S. invasion, Zelaya resigned 
and fled Nicaragua. Butler, who would become one of the most 
oft-quoted critics of U.S. imperialist actions in which he himself 
was involved, was privately critical of the operation he was or-
dered to carry out, writing to his parents, 

What makes me mad is that the whole revolution 
is inspired and financed by Americans who have wild 
cat investments down here and want to make them good 
by putting in a Government which will declare a mo-
nopoly in their favor . . . . The whole business is rotten 
to the core, and I am ashamed to think a Republican 
Administration is, if anything, assisting the revolution.33 

Of course, this really wasn’t a revolution, but in fact a count-
er-revolution against a progressive Nicaraguan leader who was 
trying to do something for his own people—an unforgivable crime 
which would be punished over and over by the U.S., including 
through support of the counterrevolutionaries in the 1980s called 
the Contras (literally, “counter-revolutionaries”). While the U.S. 
would justify intervention in Nicaragua for the next century over 
alleged concerns about Communism and Soviet encroachment, 
the Russian Revolution of 1917 had yet to take place when the 
initial Marines foray into Nicaragua took place. 
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Meanwhile, as Katz explains, “In May, 1910, Butler’s 
Panama Battalion was rushed to Bluefields [on Nicaragua’s 
Atlantic Coast] to protect” the rebels “who had not yet unseated 
Zelaya’s appointed Liberal successor, José Madriz.”34 Ultimately, 
Butler’s forces were successful in helping the coup leaders over-
throw Madriz, and the compliant Adolfo Díaz—the accountant 
of the U.S. mining company, La Luz—was installed as the new 
president of Nicaragua. The U.S. planned to use the new govern-
ment of Nicaragua to seize Nicaragua’s assets for the benefit of 
such banks as Brown Brothers and J.& W. Seligman—these two 
banks uniting to carry out “an economic coup from Washington” 
by forming the new National Bank of Nicaragua, which would be 
a vehicle for bleeding Nicaragua dry.35 As Katz explains, while 
under the ousted President José Zelaya, Nicaragua “had enjoyed a 
good credit rating, a treasury surplus, and a stable economy,” the 
U.S. economic coup against Nicaragua quickly led to the deteri-
oration of the economy which, as Smedley Butler would lament, 
led to the suffering of average Nicaraguans. 

The new president, Díaz, increased the economic woes by 
draining the Nicaraguan treasury which his predecessor, Zelaya, 
had built up, and giving the stolen monies to his corrupt cronies. 
However, Díaz did wonders for U.S. business and banking in-
terests. As Noam Chomsky explains, under the new regime, the 
National Bank of Nicaragua was run out of New York City by 
a Board, which “‘consisted entirely of Brown Brothers’ U.S. 
representatives, except for a token Nicaraguan’ while U.S. banks 
received the revenues of the national rail and steamship lines 
and a U.S.-run commission required Nicaragua to pay fraudulent 
‘damage claims’ that exceeded total U.S. investment in the coun-
try for alleged ‘damages from civil disorder.’”36 

It must be emphasized that this type of policy toward 
Nicaragua—a policy in which the U.S. gained control over the 
government in the interest of U.S. corporate and banking inter-
ests to the detriment of Nicaragua’s own economy—was not an 
anomaly. Indeed, this was done pursuant to the explicit policy of 
President Taft known as “dollar diplomacy.” However, as the U.S. 
State Department explains in its own history, when “diplomacy” 
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failed to achieve such ends, as it often did, the U.S. would turn 
to military invasion. Indeed, it is fair to say that the word “diplo-
macy” here is nothing more than a euphemism for much more 
heavy-handed and forceful pressure against other nations. As the 
State Department’s Office of the Historian explains:

Taft shared the view held by Knox, a corporate 
lawyer who had founded the giant conglomerate U.S. 
Steel, that the goal of diplomacy was to create stability 
and order abroad that would best promote American 
commercial interests. Knox felt that not only was the 
goal of diplomacy to improve financial opportunities, 
but also to use private capital to further U.S. interests 
overseas. “Dollar diplomacy” was evident in exten-
sive U.S. interventions in the Caribbean and Central 
America, especially in measures undertaken to safe-
guard American financial interests in the region.37

For his part, Katz describes “dollar diplomacy” as follows: 
“In order to accept lucrative loans, targeted countries would have 
to also accept U.S. financial advisers. Those advisers would then 
‘reform’ the countries’ customs collection agencies, putting the 
country in receivership.”38 Where the “diplomacy” is, here, is diffi-
cult to discern. And, as Katz relates, while Taft argued that the use 
of such economic forces was superior to military means—“substi-
tuting dollars for bullets,” in Taft’s words—“as [Smedley] Butler 
would learn firsthand, bullets were still very much needed to ulti-
mately guarantee control.”39 

Indeed, in light of his experiences in Nicaragua and other poor 
countries in the Global South as an officer for the U.S. Marines, 
Smedley Butler would later utter some of the most famous, and 
oft-quoted words exposing the truth about U.S. imperial policies 
abroad. In his book, War is a Racket, Butler laid it out in quite 
blunt terms:

I spent 33 years and four months in active mili-
tary service and during that period I spent most of my 
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time as a high class muscle man for Big Business, for 
Wall Street and the bankers. In short, I was a racketeer, 
a gangster for capitalism. I helped make Mexico and 
especially Tampico safe for American oil interests in 
1914. I helped make Haiti and Cuba a decent place for 
the National City Bank boys to collect revenues in. I 
helped in the raping of half a dozen Central American 
republics for the benefit of Wall Street. I helped puri-
fy Nicaragua for the International Banking House of 
Brown Brothers in 1902–1912. I brought light to the 
Dominican Republic for the American sugar interests in 
1916. I helped make Honduras right for the American 
fruit companies in 1903. In China in 1927 I helped see 
to it that Standard Oil went on its way unmolested. 
Looking back on it, I might have given Al Capone a few 
hints. The best he could do was to operate his racket in 
three districts. I operated on three continents.40

One of the countries where Smedley Butler and the U.S. 
Marines had also been operating around this time was the 
Philippines. As a grade-school student, I was told that this op-
eration was to liberate that country from Spain and to bring it 
democracy and freedom. That is what many at the time believed 
as well, including one of the U.S.’s greatest authors, Mark Twain. 
But Mark Twain would eventually learn that this was not in 
fact the case, and when he did learn this, he helped to found the 
Anti-Imperialism League. As Twain would write, “. . . I have seen 
that we do not intend to free, but to subjugate the people of the 
Philippines. We have gone there to conquer, not to redeem. And so 
I am an anti-imperialist. I am opposed to having the eagle put its 
talons on any other land.”41 In an account dripping with sarcasm, 
Twain would detail one particular U.S. atrocity in the Philippines 
which changed his mind about U.S. intentions:

A tribe of Moros, dark-skinned savages, had forti-
fied themselves in the bowl of an extinct crater not many 
miles from Jolo; and as they were hostiles, and bitter 
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against us because we have been trying for eight years 
to take their liberties away from them, their presence 
in that position was a menace. Our commander, Gen. 
Leonard Wood, ordered a reconnaissance. It was found 
that the Moros numbered six hundred, counting women 
and children; that their crater bowl was in the summit of 
a peak or mountain twenty-two hundred feet above sea 
level, and very difficult of access for Christian troops 
and artillery. Then General Wood ordered a surprise, 
and went along himself to see the order carried out. Our 
troops climbed the heights by devious and difficult trails, 
and even took some artillery with them. . . . Arrived at 
the rim of the crater, the battle began. Our soldiers 
numbered five hundred and forty. They were assisted 
by auxiliaries consisting of a detachment of native con-
stabulary in our pay—their numbers not given—and by 
a naval detachment, whose numbers are not stated. But 
apparently the contending parties were about equal as 
to number—six hundred men on our side, on the edge 
of the bowl; six hundred men, women and children in 
the bottom of the bowl. Depth of the bowl, 50 feet. . . .

The battle began—it is officially called by that 
name—our forces firing down into the crater with their 
artillery and their deadly small arms of precision; the 
savages furiously returning the fire, probably with 
brickbats—though this is merely a surmise of mine, as 
the weapons used by the savages are not nominated in 
the cablegram. Heretofore the Moros have used knives 
and clubs mainly; also ineffectual trade-muskets when 
they had any.

The official report stated that the battle was fought 
with prodigious energy on both sides during a day and 
a half, and that it ended with a complete victory for 
the American arms. The completeness of the victory is 
established by this fact: that of the six hundred Moros 
not one was left alive. The brilliancy of the victory is 
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established by this other fact, to wit: that of our six hun-
dred heroes only fifteen lost their lives.42

This episode, and the bloodbath in the Philippines which 
would cost the lives of perhaps 3 million Filipinos in what some 
believe was a genocide,43 is instructive of what type of “racket” 
the U.S. Marines were running at this time.

It is important to keep in mind that this international “rack-
et,” as Butler termed it, and the atrocities that go with it, continue 
to this day, though it is much more sophisticated and relies less 
on overt invasions by U.S. troops (though that is still utilized in 
the last instance) and more on covert operations. A good expli-
cation of the modern manifestation of this policy is set forth by 
John Perkins in his book, The New Confessions of an Economic 
Hitman, which details the current and long-standing U.S. policy of 
attempting to control, overthrow and/or even assassinate foreign 
leaders in order to advance the interests of U.S. corporations.44 
As Perkins explains, the U.S. government and corporations utilize 
people like him who are effectively used as “economic hit men” 
to try to manipulate and control foreign leaders through bribes, 
dirty tricks and extortion. If this does not work, the “jackals” are 
then brought in to try to overthrow and even assassinate the tar-
geted foreign leaders. The modern day “jackals” include the CIA, 
U.S. Special Forces, such as Navy SEALS and Delta Force, and 
literally hundreds of thousands of private mercenaries stationed 
throughout the world. It is only after the efforts of such “jackals” 
has failed, Perkins explains, that the U.S. will order a full-scale 
invasion like that of the Marines into Nicaragua addressed here. 

Another difference between the current foreign policy of 
present-day U.S. administrations and that of prior administrations 
like Taft’s is that stability in the targeted nation is not the goal, but 
rather instability and chaos, which is now viewed as much more 
optimal for the ability to plunder and exploit foreign lands and 
peoples. We shall see that goal actively pursued by the U.S. in 
Nicaragua in later years. 

What Taft and Butler’s Marines did not foresee was the in-
credible resistance the Nicaraguans would put up against them 
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and their quislings in Nicaragua. On his visit to Nicaragua in 
March of 1912, Secretary of State Philander Knox got his first 
taste of this resistance when “he was greeted with violent demon-
strations against Díaz and his American bankers.”45 And, lest he 
didn’t understand the import of these demonstrations, the head of 
the national legislature, Dr. Ignacio Suarez, invoking the words of 
General George Washington against the British, made it clear that 
“Nicaraguans would defend their sovereignty and independence 
from imperial control as fiercely as the American revolutionaries 
had, over a century before.”46

The defense of Nicaraguan sovereignty came quickly in the 
uprising led by liberal General Luis Mena who, on July 29, 1912, 
stormed Managua with troops in an effort to overthrow the U.S.-
installed president, Adolfo Díaz.47 Díaz called upon the U.S. to de-
fend his government, and the U.S. was happy to comply. President 
Taft ordered Smedley Butler’s troops, which had returned to 
Panama after Díaz was installed, to return to Nicaragua to ensure 
his rule on behalf of U.S. banks. In the face of greater resistance 
than expected, Taft was forced to order reinforcements, and by 
mid-September, the U.S. had a full contingent of 2350 troops on 
the ground in Nicaragua to defend the Díaz regime.48

Though in fairly short order Mena, a man in poor health, sur-
rendered to Butler’s forces in the town of Grenada, the rebellion 
continued, nonetheless. As one account explains,

Mena’s surrender stunned his followers, and the 
revolution began to unravel. Despite this setback, sig-
nificant resolve remained within the rebel ranks. With 
Mena’s exit, the center of antigovernment resistance 
shifted to Masaya, where troops under General Benjamin 
Zeledón blocked the railroad connecting Managua 
to Grenada. Rebuffing U.S. demands to surrender, 
Zeledón and 800 rebel troops occupied twin fortified 
hilltops (known locally as Barranca and Coyotepe) that 
commanded the train tracks approaching Masaya from 
the capital. By early October, a force numbering some 
1,000 U.S. sailors and marines and 4,000 government 
soldiers encircled Zeledón’s position.49



 LAWYERS, GUNS & MONEY 33

What followed was the Battle of Barranca-Coyotepe in 
which Zeledón was killed and his troops roundly defeated. The 
rebellion then quickly collapsed, and U.S. forces went on to take 
over every major city in Nicaragua. 

One leader of the U.S. military effort, William D. Leahy, 
could not hide his disgust at what he witnessed in Nicaragua and 
what his forces had done. As an article detailing his diary rumina-
tions relates, 

“Leahy expressed little respect for the Díaz gov-
ernment, which he described as ‘weak and tyrannical’—
an ‘undisguised military despotism.’ . . . Leahy believed 
they deserved better. Indeed, the extreme hardship and 
privation observed wherever he traveled in Nicaragua 
demanded action. Invoking natural law concepts of 
self-defense and just governance, Leahy argued “that 
a right to revolt against such conditions is inherent.”50 

As the article continues,

Leahy aimed his strongest criticisms at the in-
tervention’s underlying policy decisions. Writing in a 
cynical tone, he juxtaposed the U.S. casualty count in 
Nicaragua with an outcome he deemed unworthy of 
such sacrifice. His words again called into question 
the legitimacy of a government that relied upon for-
eign military muscle, not popular support, to remain 
in power. “Now that this specific revolution has been 
put down, with a loss of seven Americans killed and 
many incapacitated by wounds and sickness,” Leahy 
lamented, “it seems to one that the United States has 
sustained a weak tyrannical government that can be 
kept in existence only by the force of our arms.” He 
predicted that the popular will would assert itself once 
U.S. troops departed Nicaragua, spelling doom for the 
Díaz regime: “when our withdrawal makes it possible 
the Liberal [rebel] population will probably start a rev-
olution in self-defense.”
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These words would prove prophetic. Indeed, the death of 
Zeledón, and the gloating over his death that followed would sow 
the seeds of revolutionary self-defense, which would eventually 
drive the Marines out of Nicaragua. As Jonathan M. Katz explains, 
the Nicaraguan government troops aligned with the Marines pa-
raded Zeledón ’s body through the streets of a number of towns as 
a sign of victory “and a warning to any who dared stand against 
them and their American allies.”51 

Childhood Home of Augusto C. Sandino in Niquinohomo
DANIEL KOVALIK, JULY, 2021
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In the small village of Niquinohomo, the grisly 
procession passed a white one-story house with blue 
shutters. Hearing the noise, the [illegitimate] seven-
teen-year-old son of a wealthy local coffee farmer and 
a poor native coffee picker went outside to watch. The 
teenager’s eyes grew wide with horror as he recognized 
the mutilated corpse of his hero—“killed,” as he would 
later remember, “by bullets of Yankee soldiers serving 
the interests of Wall Street.”

It was at this moment, Augusto Sandino would lat-
er say, that he swore to carry on Zeledón ’s fight against 
the United States and its proxies for the rest of his life.52

The U.S. Marines would remain in Nicaragua and occupy 
it to ensure Conservative Party rule and thus protection for U.S. 
corporate and financial interests, continuously from the time 
of Zeledón’s death in 1912 until 1933. As the U.S. Library of 
Congress’s Country Study of Nicaragua itself explains, the U.S. 
sought near total domination over Nicaragua during this time 
and came close to achieving it. Thus, as the Library of Congress 
explains, 

Nicaragua and the United States signed but nev-
er ratified the Castillo-Knox Treaty in 1914, giving 
the United States the right to intervene in Nicaragua 
to protect United States interest. A modified version, 
the Chamorro-Bryan Treaty omitting the intervention 
clause, was finally ratified by the United States Senate 
in 1916. This treaty gave the United States exclusive 
rights to build an interoceanic canal across Nicaragua. 
Because the United States had already built the Panama 
Canal, however, the terms of the Chamorro-Bryan Treaty 
served the primary purpose of securing United States 
interests against potential foreign countries—mainly 
Germany or Japan—building another canal in Central 
America. The treaty also transformed Nicaragua into a 
near United States protectorate.” (Emphasis added).53 
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In addition, the U.S. used its control over Nicaragua during 
this time to make amends to Colombia for the Panama Canal epi-
sode at the expense of Nicaragua. It prevailed upon the Nicaraguan 
government to sign a 1928 Treaty, pursuant to which Nicaragua 
ceded sovereignty over three islands which it previously had 
claimed as its own and which reside much closer to Nicaragua 
than to Colombia.54 While the Sandinista government would later 
lose its case before the International Court of Justice (ICJ) trying 
to win these islands back (largely because the Somoza govern-
ments and then the neoliberal governments of the 1990s asserted 
no interest in the islands), it has now regained legal control over 
miles of territorial waters also in dispute with Colombia pursuant 
to a 2022 ICJ decision.55 However, Colombia, a NATO partner, 
still does not recognize this latter ICJ decision and continues to 
engage in provocative incursions into these waters—waters which 
will be necessary for Nicaragua to control if it wants to go ahead 
with building a canal of its own.

Not surprisingly, none of this sat well with a great majority 
of the Nicaraguan people, and the period of U.S. Marine occupa-
tion was marked by great instability and resistance. 

It was Augusto C. Sandino, with his rag-tag group of most-
ly peasant fighters, who led the greatest resistance to the U.S. 
Marines, ultimately forcing them out in 1933. Indeed, while there 
is a plaque which stands today at Playa Giron in Cuba, in the in-
famous Bay of Pigs, claiming to be the site of U.S. imperialism’s 
first defeat in the Americas in 1961 at the hands of Fidel Castro’s 
loyal forces, Sandino and Nicaragua could justly lay claim to this 
honor many years before. 

However, Sandino’s campaign, which began in 1927, was 
an arduous one, and faced ever-mounting attacks by the U.S. 
Marines, including ever-growing indiscriminate attacks against 
the Nicaraguan civilian population to try to destroy their support 
for Sandino. Mao Zedong, who began his own anti-imperialist and 
popular campaign in China around this time, would famously say 
that “The guerrilla must move amongst the people as a fish swims 
in the sea.” The U.S. military understood this as well, and so set 
upon what has since become an explicit counterinsurgency goal 
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of “draining the sea” of the people who supported and sustained 
Sandino’s guerillas in order to destroy those guerillas whom they 
could not even locate, much less defeat in battle. The reference 
to Mao here is an apt one, as Chinese guerilla forces themselves 
became quickly acquainted with the resistance of Augusto Cesar 
Sandino and even carried banners with his image on it.56 

The Sandino rebellion began in 1927 in response to the 
increase of U.S. military involvement in the country the year be-
fore. According to the U.S. Library of Congress, the U.S. military 
contingent had been reduced to 100 in 1913 after a Conservative 

Statue of Augusto C. Sandino in his hometown of Niquinohomo
DANIEL KOVALIK, JULY, 2021
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Party victory in elections in which the Liberal Party did not even 
participate. As the Library of Congress itself explains, the U.S. 
Marine “contingent served as a reminder of the willingness of 
the United States to use force and its desire to keep conservative 
governments in power.”57 

However, after tensions rose again after the 1925 fraudulent 
election of Conservative General Emiliano Chamorro—of the 
famous Chamorro family which, as described below, continues 
to figure prominently in Nicaraguan political life to this day and 
which continues to dutifully serve the interests of the U.S.— 
the U.S. again upped its military presence in Nicaragua. Thus,  
“[f]earing a new round of conservative-liberal violence and wor-
ried that a revolution in Nicaragua might result in a leftist victory 
as happened a few years earlier in Mexico, the United States 
sent marines, who landed on the Caribbean coast in May 1926, 
ostensibly to protect United States citizens and property.”58 The 
U.S. would station 5,000 U.S. Marines in Nicaragua to occupy the 
country and quash the rebellion.59 In addition, the U.S. Marines at 
this time began to assist the compliant Nicaraguan government in 
creating and training the repressive security forces which would 
rule Nicaragua with an iron hand for the next half a century—the 
infamous National Guard.60 

The U.S. Library of Congress describes well the beginnings 
of the Sandino rebellion which was precipitated by Sandino’s 
refusal to go along with other Liberal Party leaders—including 
General Moncada who was then leading the Liberal rebellion 
against Chamorro—who were willing to sign a peace agreement 
with the Conservative Party, brokered by the United States. 
Sandino and others objected to the agreement, known as the Pact 
of Espino Negro, as (1) it would have allowed the Conservative 
Party President, then Adolfo Díaz, to remain in power through 
a vote of Congress upon the forced resignation of Chamorro; 
(2) required the disarming of the Liberal Party forces then fight-
ing the government; (3) consented to the U.S.’s creation of the 
National Guard; and (4) allowed continued occupation by U.S. 
forces at least until the next election, which U.S. forces would 
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then “monitor.”61 This was not a peace agreement, in Sandino’s 
view, but a complete surrender. As the Library of Congress put it: 

A rebel liberal group under the leadership of 
Augusto César Sandino . . . refused to sign the Pact 
of Espino Negro. An illegitimate son of a wealthy 
landowner and a mestizo servant, Sandino had left 
his father’s home early in his youth and traveled to 
Honduras, Guatemala, and Mexico. During his three-
year stay in Tampico, Mexico, Sandino had acquired a 
strong sense of Nicaraguan nationalism and pride in his 
mestizo heritage. At the urging of his father, Sandino 
had returned to Nicaragua in 1926 and settled in the 
department of Nueva Segovia, where he worked at a 
gold mine owned by a United States company. Sandino, 
who lectured the mine workers about social inequali-
ties and the need to change the political system, soon 
organized his own army, consisting mostly of peasants 
and workers, and joined the liberals fighting against the 
conservative regime of Chamorro. Highly distrusted by 
Moncada, Sandino set up hit-and-run operations against 
conservative forces independently of Moncada’s liberal 
army. After the United States mediated the agreement 
between liberal forces and the conservative regime, 
Sandino, calling Moncada a traitor and denouncing 
United States intervention, reorganized his forces as 
the Army for the Defense of Nicaraguan Sovereignty 
(Ejército Defensor de la Soberanía de Nicaragua-
EDSN). Sandino then staged an independent guerrilla 
campaign against the government and United States 
forces. Although Sandino’s original intentions were 
to restore constitutional government . . . , after the Pact 
of Espino Negro agreement his objective became the 
defense of Nicaraguan sovereignty against the United 
States. Receiving his main support from the rural popu-
lation, Sandino resumed his battle against United States 
troops. . . . Sandino’s guerrilla war caused significant 
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damage in the Caribbean coast and mining regions. 
After debating whether to continue direct fighting 
against Sandino’s forces, the United States opted to 
develop the nonpartisan Nicaraguan National Guard to 
contain internal violence. The National Guard would 
soon become the most important power in Nicaraguan 
politics.62

The first attack launched against the U.S. occupation 
was symbolically focused on the raison d’être of this occupa-
tion—U.S. financial interests. Thus, Sandino, who “had become 
a Liberal general in the civil war, launched his rebellion, sacking 
the U.S.-owned San Albino gold mine and issuing proclamations 
against ‘Yankee cowards and criminals’ and the ‘worm-eaten and 
decadent’ Nicaraguan aristocracy” that served U.S. interests.63 
This gold mine, which is now closed, is located in Nueva Segovia 
in the region of Nicaragua known as Las Segovias.

The Las Segovias region of Nicaragua, and especially Nueva 
Segovia on the Honduran border, was the nucleus of the Sandino 
rebellion.64 As described by the website entitled, “Sandino 
Rebellion”—a site containing thousands of source documents 
about the Sandino resistance (sandinorebellion.com):

In the late 1920s this rugged region bordering 
Honduras was home to about 120,000 people spread 
over some 6,000 square miles of mountains, valleys, 
forests, and jungles, in several dozen towns and hun-
dreds of villages, hamlets, and homesteads.  Even 
before the Marines arrived, extreme inequality, oppres-
sion, exploitation, poverty, and violence dominated the 
social landscape.  After May 1927 Segovianos flocked 
to Sandino’s banner.  The Marine invasion intensified; 
the U.S.-created National Guard grew in power; and by 
1932 the Sandinista rebels, based in Las Segovias and 
organized into a government of their own, threatened to 
topple the national government.”65
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Nueva Segovia happens to be the region I first visited in 
1987, and in which I have spent the most time. To me, and to 
many Nicaraguans, this is holy ground because of its significance 
in the fight against the U.S. occupation. The nature and history 
of the Segovias illuminates what the Sandinista Revolution has 
always been about—the liberation of the most oppressed peoples 
in Nicaragua. The Segovias, a major coffee-growing region in 
Nicaragua, has traditionally been a region of mostly very poor 
peasants working for a very few rich landowners. At the time of 
the Sandino rebellion, the life expectancy of the people in the 
Segovias was around 42 years old, the functional literacy rate was 
around 2 percent.66 In addition “[p]overty was ubiquitous, and 

Proud Comrade of Augusto C. Sandino, Ocotal 
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diseases like hookworm, smallpox, and malaria endemic.”67 It is 
the peasants of the Segovias, facing such depravations, who have 
formed the backbone of the Revolution. 

It should also be emphasized that, during the insurrection 
against the Sandinista government in 2018 described in detail 
below, there was nearly no coup activity or violence in Nueva 
Segovia which remains one of the most militantly loyal regions 
to Sandinismo and the FSLN. The residents there, mostly peasant 
and working class, are not so easily fooled by the propaganda of 
the U.S. and its Nicaraguan quislings. The other region which saw 
little disruption in 2018 was the Atlantic Coast which is largely 
populated by Afro-descendants and indigenous peoples, including 
the Miskitus who I discuss in detail below.

I have often said that the least educated peasant in Nicaragua 
is more politically astute than the most educated person in the 
United States, and this as not a mere hyperbole. As just one exam-
ple, I recall a recent discussion with a coffee-growing campesino 
in El Crucero, Nicaragua. Alfonso Guillen, a historic Sandinista 
combatant, sought me out when I was visiting his coffee coop-
erative, now owned and controlled by the peasants themselves, 
thanks to the Sandinista Revolution for which Guillen has fought 
his entire life. Sitting shirtless and with machete in hand, he ea-
gerly started up a conversation, not about Nicaragua, but about 
recent events in Ukraine in which Russia had just begun its special 
military operation in February of 2022. He asked me my opin-
ion about these events, and then he told me his. One observation 
he made was particularly incisive. He said, “Do you notice that 
when [Ukrainian President] Zelensky gives a speech, he is always 
filmed in exactly the same clothes and always with the same back-
ground?” He said that this leads him to think that Zelensky was 
being stage-managed by outside forces—the U.S. and NATO—
and that he was more of a figurehead than a real leader operating 
on behalf of his own people. These were the observations of 
someone, in my view, who is really paying attention to what is 
happening in the world.

Given that Las Segovias was the epicenter of the rebellion, 
it was this region that was marked for the worst brutality by U.S. 
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Marines who, unable to grapple in a fair fight with Sandino’s 
forces, ultimately took out their rage on the civilian population. 
The tactics used by the U.S. Marines were so cruel that they even 
received criticism from the mainstream U.S. media. Thus, as 
Michael J. Schroeder wrote in his excellent, “Social Memory and 
Tactical Doctrine: The Air War in Nicaragua during the Sandino 
Rebellion, 1927–1932,”

The air war in Nicaragua . . . made the headlines 
early in 1928 when Sandinistas killed six marines 
and wounded twenty-eight others near El Chipote. In 
response, the J. Calvin Coolidge administration an-
nounced that it would send one thousand more troops. . . . 
Ten days earlier, Charles Lindbergh, who had recently 
returned from his solo flight across the Atlantic, and 
was taking the Spirit of St Louis on a widely publicized 
“peace and goodwill tour” of Latin America, changed 
his flight path on his approach to Managua to avoid 
flying over the war zone around Quilali [in Nueva 
Segovia]. The next day, the New York Times reported 
from Managua that, in the northern mountains, “the 
American planes in their patrols drop bombs in likely 
spots or wherever there is the slightest indication of the 
presence of the guerrillas they are seeking.” The con-
fluence in January 1928 of the pan-American confer-
ence, the aerial assault on El Chipote, and Lindbergh’s 
goodwill tour highlighted the struggle between Sandino 
and the marines, the tangled history of U.S. imperial-
ism in the circum-Caribbean, and the role of airplanes 
in modern warfare. Newspapers in the Americas and 
Europe hailed Lindbergh’s message of peace and the 
high-minded goals of the Havana conference in one 
column and, in another, assailed the marines’ slaughter 
of men, women, and children in Nicaragua.68

The news of what was happening in Nicaragua in 1928 
inspired some U.S. workers to denounce the Marines and send 
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messages of solidarity to Sandino and his men and women. Indeed, 
I discovered a Daily Worker edition from 1928 that details how 
workers in Chicago who were members of the Anti-Imperialist 
League passed a resolution to support the struggle of Augusto C. 
Sandino against the United States. 

Meanwhile, testimony of survivors of these air assaults given 
after the Sandinista Triumph in 1979 made it clear what was really 
meant by the Marines dropping bombs, in the words of the Times, 
“in likely spots or wherever there is the slightest indication of the 
presence of the guerrillas.” Thus, 

Typical was the testimony of José Antonio Ucles 
Mann, a seventy-eight-year-old campesino from El 
Jicaro, interviewed in 1983: “the airplanes, when they 
saw smoke rising, when they saw someone making 
food for their children, the mothers of the families, 
they’d bomb them, they’d kill them all. When they 
saw someone, it was a question of dropping bomb.” 
. . . Similarly, seventy-year-old Aurelio Osaba Izaguirre 
of Cinco Pinos recalled: “the airplanes often bombed 
where there were no combatants, where there were only 
civilians, they didn’t bomb where the muchacho [reb-
els] were . . .”69 

For his part, Juan Sanchez stated that he joined Sandino’s 
rebel forces after the Marines “‘had already destroyed all of these 
villages. . . ; they had burned, they had killed, they had killed all 
the animals. In Quilali the airplanes destroyed us. They had killed 
many people and burned many houses, all this in the invasion.’”70 

In the end, unable to defeat the guerillas militarily, the U.S. 
turned to terrorizing the population. Nicaraguans would not forget 
this horror even though the U.S. had forgotten this long ago. As 
historian Michael J. Schroeder explains, 

Terror was built into the architecture of the aerial 
war in Nicaragua. The willingness of the United States 
to use terror was partly attributable to the airmen’s 
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cultural arrogance, racism, and desire for vengeance, as 
well as their isolation and lack of supervision. Many 
Segovianos remembered the marines long after the 
event; the enduring collective memory was expressed 
in stories, songs, legends, poems, novels, memoirs, and 
political mobilization. . . . Among many Segovianos, an 
air war seemingly intended to humiliate and dishonour, 
as well as kill and maim, generated profound individual 
and collective hatred of the United States and its ma-
rines. The hatred, in turn, proved a powerful recruiting 
tool for Sandino. . . .71 

The U.S. would turn to terror over and again, especially 
during the Contra War of the 1980s and the violent insurrection 
of 2018, to try to achieve its ends in Nicaragua. Not surprisingly, 
then, Nicaraguans still sing the Sandinista Hymn which includes 
the line, “We fight against the Yankees, enemy of humanity.” 

Despite the cruel tactics of bombing defenseless civilians from 
the air—tactics which the U.S. would continue to use to this day 
in theaters from Korea, Vietnam, Serbia, and Iraq to Afghanistan, 
Libya and Somalia—the U.S. was unable to break the resolve of 
the Nicaraguan people and their leader Augusto César Sandino. 
Indeed, the resolve of the Nicaraguan people and their resistance 
to U.S. occupation only grew while that of the U.S. forces, and 
the public back home, declined. As the U.S. Library of Congress 
itself explains, “In the United States, popular opposition to the 
Nicaraguan intervention rose as United States casualty lists grew. 
Anxious to withdraw from Nicaraguan politics, the United States 
turned over command of the National Guard to the Nicaraguan 
government, and United States marines left the country soon 
thereafter,” in 1933.72 And thus, the U.S. suffered its first defeat 
in the Global South.

Eduardo Galeano describes it so well in The Open Veins of 
Latin America,

The epic of Augusto César Sandino stirred the 
world. The long struggle of Nicaragua’s guerrilla leader 
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was rooted in the angry peasants’ demand for land. His 
small, ragged army fought for some years against twelve 
thousand U.S. invaders and the National Guard. Sardine 
tins filled with stones served as grenades, Springfield 
rifles were stolen from the enemy, and there were plenty 
of machetes; the flag flew from any handy stick, and 
the peasants moved through mountain thickets wearing 
strips of hide called huaraches instead of boots. The 
guerrillas sang, to the tune of Adelita: 

In Nicaragua, gentlemen, 
the mouse kills the cat.

Neither the Marines’ firepower nor the bombs 
dropped from planes sufficed to crush the rebels of Las 
Segovias; nor did the calumnies spread worldwide by 
Associated Press and United Press International, whose 
Nicaraguan correspondents were two North Americans 
who controlled the country’s customs houses.73

Of course, such “calumnies” and slander against Nicaragua 
and the children of Sandino continue to this day, regrettably even 
by those of the “Left,” who should know better.

Sadly, the victory of Sandino was short-lived. The new 
President of Nicaragua, Liberal Party adherent Juan Bautista 
Sacasa who was elected in 1932, offered a peace agreement with 
Sandino which included land and amnesty for him and his forces. 
While Sandino’s forces had the upper hand at this point, Sandino 
was amenable to this deal, especially given that he had effectively 
taken care of his main concern—the presence of the U.S. occupa-
tion forces. Sandino, after all, was as gracious in victory as he was 
tenacious in battle.

However, this deal was not acceptable to the powerful Director 
of the National Guard, Anastasio “Tacho” Somoza García. The 
U.S. Library of Congress itself explains that Somoza “enjoyed 
support from the United States government. . . . Having attended 
school in Philadelphia and been trained by United States marines, 
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Somoza García, who was fluent in English, had developed friends 
with military, economic, and political influence in the United 
States.” Unbeknownst to the President of Nicaragua, Somoza 
plotted to kill Sandino upon his visit to attend a state dinner at 
the presidential place in Managua where he was to sign the peace 
agreement. On February 21, 1934, upon leaving the dinner with 
President Sacasa, “Sandino and two of his generals were arrested 
by National Guard officers acting under Somoza García’s instruc-
tions. They were then taken to the airfield, executed, and buried 
in unmarked graves. . . . After Sandino’s execution, the National 
Guard launched a ruthless campaign against Sandino’s supporters. 
In less than a month, Sandino’s army was totally destroyed.” The 
body of Sandino, disposed of effectively by Somoza’s henchmen, 
has never been found and has never been properly grieved over or 
memorialized. 

Somoza would soon oust the President of Nicaragua and as-
sume state power with the full support of the U.S. government. He 
and his two sons then governed Nicaragua with the iron hand of the 
National Guard for the next forty-plus years. However, few in the 
U.S. were concerned about the Somozas and their treatment of the 
Nicaraguan people. Indeed, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
would famously quip in 1939 that “Somoza may be a son of a 
bitch, but he’s our son of a bitch.” I heard President Daniel Ortega 
reference this quote at the anniversary of the Sandinista Triumph 
on July 19, 2022.

A very popular song from the era of the early Somoza 
years underscores the general contempt the U.S. people had for 
the Nicaraguan people. In 1947, Guy Lombardo recorded the 
catchy song, “Managua, Nicaragua,” the theme of which is that 
Nicaragua is a place for Americans to go to have fun, buy property 
for next to nothing and woo young Nicaraguan women, whether 
they like it or not. The song also portrays the Nicaraguan people 
(who in reality are some of the hardest working people I have ever 
known) as lazy people who never work at all. As the song goes, 
in relevant part:
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Managua, Nicaragua is a beautiful town 
You buy a hacienda for a few pesos down 
You give it to the lady you are tryin’ to win 
But her papa doesn’t let you come in
Managua, Nicaragua is a heavenly place 
You ask a senorita for a ‘leetle’ embrace 
She answers you, “Caramba! scram-ba bambarito” 
In Managua, Nicaragua, that’s “No” . . . 
Every day is made for play and fun 
‘Cause every day is fiesta 
And they work from twelve o’clock to one 
Minus an hour for siesta

The Sandinistas would learn time and again, including from 
Sandino’s assassination after trying to make peace with the gov-
ernment, that their willingness to forgive and make peace would 
always be used against them by the U.S. and its local surrogates. 
And, when the Sandinistas did fight back in self-defense, the latter 
were quick to condemn them for doing so. But such condem-
nation is always the lot of any movement fighting against U.S. 
imperialism and aggression. Indeed, as my good friend, S. Brian 
Willson, has explained time and again, the U.S. position—dating 
as far back as the time of General George Washington and his 
unforgiving war against the indigenous population—is that those 
peoples the U.S. attempts to conquer have no right of self-defense, 
and any attempt to engage in such makes them fair game for the 
worst of atrocities against their civilian population. 

Yet defend themselves the Nicaraguans did. After being 
wiped out by Somoza in the mid-1930s, rebellion in Nicaragua 
would rise again. As before, the movement against dictatorship 
and for national liberation began in Las Segovias with a guerilla 
struggle against the National Guard, leavened by the success of 
Fidel Castro’s guerillas in Cuba. By 1961, those engaged in the 
armed struggle against Somoza had organized themselves into 
the Sandinista Front for National Liberation (FSLN), and would 
shock the world by completing the job that Augusto César Sandino 
had begun. 
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 CHAPTER 2

INSURRECTION & 
REPRESSION

The 1970s brought seismic changes in Nicaragua—both literal-
ly and figuratively. In 1972, the country was rocked by a huge 
earthquake, which devastated Managua. But for the third Somoza 
to rule over Nicaragua, Anastasio Somoza Debayle (“Tachito” or 
“Somoza”)—the brother of Luis Somoza Debayle who succeeded 
their father in ruling Nicaragua from 1956 to 1963—that disaster 
was simply another occasion for gross self-enrichment. 

Tachito was the most brutal of the Somozas. Between 1963 
and 1967 when Luis Somoza died of a heart attack, politicians 
loyal to the Somozas ran Nicaragua on an interim basis. Then, 
according to the U.S. Library of Congress’s short history of the 
Somoza dictatorship:

In February 1967, Anastasio Somoza Debayle was 
elected president amidst a repressive campaign against 
opposition supporters of [Fernando] Agüero. . . . With his 
election, Anastasio Somoza Debayle became president 
as well as the director of the National Guard, giving him 
absolute political and military control over Nicaragua. 
Corruption and the use of force intensified, accelerating 
opposition from populist and business groups.74

When the 1972 earthquake came, money poured in from all 
over the world to help Nicaragua, only to end up in the pockets of 
Somoza and his cronies. Again, the Library of Congress relates:
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On December 23, 1972, a powerful earthquake 
shook Nicaragua, destroying most of the capital city. 
The earthquake left approximately 10,000 dead and 
some 50,000 families homeless and destroyed 80 per-
cent of Managua’s commercial buildings. Immediately 
after the earthquake, the National Guard joined the 
widespread looting of most of the remaining business 
establishments in Managua. When reconstruction 
began, the government’s illegal appropriation and mis-
management of international relief aid, directed by the 
Somoza family and members of the National Guard, 
shocked the international community and produced 
further unrest in Nicaragua. The president’s ability to 
take advantage of the people’s suffering proved enor-
mous. By some estimates, his personal wealth soared 
to US$400 million in 1974. As a result of his greed, 
Anastasio Somoza Debayle’s support base within the 
business sector began to crumble. A revived labor 
movement increased opposition to the regime and to the 
deteriorating economic conditions.75

For its part, the apolitical British hunger-relief organization, 
Oxfam, in its important 1985 report entitled “Nicaragua: The 
Threat of a Good Example”76—the “good example” being the 
Sandinista Revolution, which the U.S. feared would serve as a 
model for other countries seeking independent development—de-
scribed the Somoza government’s horrifying reaction to the 1972 
earthquake as follows:

The Managua earthquake was to provide new 
insights into poverty and corruption under Somoza. In 
the immediate aftermath of the earthquake, Somoza’s 
National Guard went on the rampage looting and steal-
ing. A National Emergency Committee, set up under 
President Somoza’s control and run by the National 
Guard, institutionalized the misappropriation of emer-
gency relief. Realizing that relief supplies were being 
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syphoned off and sold by the National Guard, Oxfam’s 
Field Director talked Mrs. Somoza into giving permis-
sion to bypass the official distribution system. This 
meant waiting in the air traffic control tower for the 
right plane to be spotted, then careening onto the tar-
mac to get the trucks loaded before the National Guard 
arrived on the scene. 

Huge tents imported in this way were used to set 
up improvised community centres for food distribution 
and health care. Special camp committees were formed 
to run the centres. But these attempts by the earthquake 
victims to organize themselves were later broken up by 
the National Guard.

It is important to note that while there is unanimous con-
sensus today about Somoza’s extreme corruption after the 1972 
earthquake, the media mouthpieces of the U.S. State Department 
continued to support Somoza and tried mightily to obscure this 
reality. For example, as Noam Chomsky and Edward S. Herman 
explain in their book, The Washington Connection and Third 
World Fascism, the U.S.’s paper of record, The New York Times, 
claimed at the time that, after the earthquake, “‘immediately, its 
dynamic young President, Anastasio Somoza Debayle, leaped 
into the ruins, worked alongside the 2.2 million Nicaraguans, and 
built a new economy—healthier and stronger than ever before.’”77 
We should always keep these instances of blatant misinformation 
by our self-designated “trusted” media sources in mind the next 
time we read/hear claims about what is happening in countries 
like Nicaragua. A healthy skepticism with regard to such claims is 
certainly in order, as Chomsky and Herman have told us for years.

Moreover, it is important to note that, as Oxfam explains, 
the “good example” represented by the Sandinista Revolution was 
emerging even before their ultimate Triumph in 1979. Even while 
the Sandinista guerillas were still fighting to topple Somoza, a new 
world was being created by the poor of Nicaragua themselves. 
Oxfam gives the following example of people organizing to take 
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and cultivate land in a country in which, at that time, a very few 
owned and controlled almost all of the land and left 30% of it idle:

In August 1976, a group of 600 people were suc-
cessful in taking over idle land on a large estate at Los 
Arcos, in the department of León. They planted crops 
and were joined by eight more families who took over 
some adjoining land. These peasant farmers organized 
themselves into a cooperative, with help from a small 
voluntary agency for community development and the 
Legal Aid Service of León University. Within a year 
they had built over 50 houses and a communal building 
that they used as a school, church and weekly clinic. The 
families faced severe problems including harassment 
from the absentee landowner. But the whole experience 
of organizing themselves and taking joint decisions 
to increase production and set up a clinic, all created 
confidence in their own abilities and in what might be 
achieved in Nicaragua without Somoza.78 

As Oxfam relates, “The experience of the cooperative at Los 
Arcos was not unique. Throughout the country poor people were 
coming together and forming peasant associations, trades unions, 
neighborhoods and women’s groups. They began working togeth-
er on small-scale community efforts to improve health, literacy 
and food production.” However, Somoza had felt threatened by 
these examples of common people organizing, and his response 
to such projects was severe repression. Thus, “by 1972 reports 
were coming in of murder and violence targeted against local 
community leaders. . . . As the political and military power of the 
opposition to Somoza grew, repression became less selective, 
more brutal and more widespread.”

Meanwhile, even his massive graft was not enough for 
Somoza. He turned to a scheme which earned him the infamous 
nickname of “Vampire.” Somoza, along with his sons, were part 
owners in a company called Plasmaferesis, which operated on 
Somoza-owned property and which “bought blood on the cheap 
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from poor and desperate Nicaraguans, separated and froze the 
plasma, and sent it to Europe and the United States, raking in huge 
profits.”79 Somoza was even “peddling Nicaraguan blood abroad at 
a time when the poverty-stricken country needed donations most 
after a devastating earthquake hit Managua in 1972. . . . Medical 
supplies, including blood transfusions, were in short supply.”80

A report in Telesur, written on the anniversary of the 
Sandinista Revolution in 2016, explains:

“It was a dark business,” former La Prensa jour-
nalist Roberto Sanchez Ramirez told El Diario Nuevo 
in 2008. “Every morning the homeless, drunks, and 
poor people went to sell half a liter of blood for 35 
(Nicaraguan) cordobas.” In 2016, 35 cordobas is less 
than US$1.25.

Sanchez Ramirez added that the business only ex-
isted in Nicaragua and Haiti—the two poorest countries 
in the Americas.

According to reports published at the time, 
Plasmaferesis’ health standards were dismal, and the 
clinics would take blood from the same person up to 
twice a week if they showed up to sell. While health ex-
perts suggest that blood plasma is replaced in a matter 
of days, the body needs more than 30 days to recuperate 
a normal red blood cell count. . . .

According to Douglas Starr, author of Blood: An 
Epic History of Medicine and Commerce, Nicaragua 
was “the developing world’s largest plasma collector” 
in the 1970s, taking blood from up to 1,000 people per 
day at its peak.81

As Telesur relates, this scandal, originally reported on by 
Nicaragua’s La Prensa newspaper in a 1978 series entitled “The 
Vampire Chronicles,” sickened the Nicaraguan people and their 
rage only increased with Somoza’s assassination of La Prensa’s 
editor, Pedro Joaquin Chamorro, just three months after this story 
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ran in the paper. That led to the mass anger, which ultimately top-
pled the Somoza dynasty. 

Somoza’s blood profiteering also had earth-shattering in-
ternational repercussions. Somoza’s Plasmaferesis company and 
others like it around the world were harvesting blood from un-
healthy individuals on skid row, many of whom were intravenous 
drug users. This helped give rise to the tainted blood scandal of 
the 1980s, in which tens of thousands of people contracted seri-
ous diseases, including AIDS, through blood transfusions.82 This 
reality was driven home to me in the early 1990s when my two 
brothers-in-law, Greg and Tim Haas, died as the result of their 
contracting Hepatitis and AIDS through blood products they took 
to manage their hemophilia. 

Of significance for Puerto Ricans, baseball fans, and partic-
ularly for fans of the Pittsburgh Pirates, Somoza’s greed led to 
another tragedy: the untimely death of “The Great One,” Roberto 
Clemente. Clemente was a towering figure in the baseball world. 
Handsome, and with amazing talent as a fielder, thrower and hit-
ter, Clemente was beloved. He was a World Series MVP, 15-time 
All Star and twelve-time winner of the Golden Glove Award.83 He 
also had a heart of gold. Even as a young player, he fought against 
segregation and discrimination in Major League Baseball. As the 
L.A. Times explains, Clemente was 

a Black man who spoke out, frequently in his second 
language, against racism in the United States during a 
career that paralleled the civil rights movement.

Clemente, a U.S. Marine Corps reservist, ad-
mired Martin Luther King Jr. and spent an afternoon 
with him at his farm in Puerto Rico. He denounced the 
segregation he confronted during spring training in the 
Jim Crow era of the South and pushed for the Pirates to 
make changes to better accommodate Black players.84

But what Clemente is most remembered for in Nicaragua is 
how he died—attempting to bring humanitarian aid to Nicaragua 
for victims of the 1972 earthquake. Clemente had decided to bring 
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this aid himself after reading that Somoza was pilfering the inter-
national aid, including some Clemente, himself, had been sending. 
As a retrospective on Clemente relates, 

Roberto lost many friends in the quake. He had 
spent most of November in Nicaragua managing a 
Puerto Rican all-star team in the Amateur Baseball 
World Series tournament. He felt the threat to his many 
colleagues, thousands of fans and friends.

Clemente accepted the honorary chairmanship of 
an earthquake relief committee and used local media 
to appeal for help. He worked day and night, even so-
liciting donations door to door. The relief team raised 
$150,000, and gathered and shipped nearly 26 tons of 
food, clothing and medicine by air and sea. Then came 
reports from Managua—the corrupt regime of General 
Anastasio Somoza was intercepting the deliveries.

Roberto wanted to make sure the food and med-
icine got to the people who needed it. On New Year’s 
Eve, he helped load an aging DC-7, then boarded the 
flight.85

However, Clemente never made it to Nicaragua, as one of 
the plane’s engines exploded, and it crashed, killing all those on 
board, including himself. 

In a very real way, Somoza’s infamous corruption had led 
Clemente to his death. The Nicaraguans have never forgotten 
Clemente’s sacrifice. Schools and stadiums in Nicaragua still bear 
his name and murals of Clemente don many Nicaraguan walls. 
When I attended Daniel Ortega’s inauguration in January of 2022, 
I gave him a Clemente jersey that I had bought on Clemente 
Night at PNC Park in Pittsburgh in 2021. Even though the jersey 
did not bear his name, everyone in the crowd recognized #21 as 
Clemente’s number and cheered when I presented it to Daniel.

In short, while many might think that the U.S.’s propping up 
of a petty dictator in a tiny Central American country only affects 
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that small nation and doesn’t have wide-ranging impacts on the 
world, this simply is not the case. 

The Somoza governments had always aided and abetted 
U.S. covert operations in Latin America, and even helped initiate 
some. One of the more notorious instances was Anastasio Somoza 
García’s support for the overthrow of the democratically elected 
Guatemalan president, Jacobo Arbenz, in 1954. Indeed, according 
to the CIA’s own history of this covert operation, the coup was 
Somoza’s idea. As the history states, the CIA had begun to devise 
the coup plans, as per President Truman’s request, after President 
Somoza visited Washington in 1952 and stated that “if provid-
ed arms, he and Guatemalan exile Carlos Castillo Armas could 
overthrow Arbenz. . . .”86 For its part, the U.S. State Department 
Office of the Historian relates, “Prominent among the [coup] plot-
ters was an exiled army colonel, Carlos Castillo Armas. Castillo 
Armas, based in Honduras, had the active support of Nicaragua’s 
Anastasio Somoza and the United Fruit Company.”87 The results 
of this coup were catastrophic for Guatemala, leading to a series of 
military dictatorships which killed around 200,000 mostly Mayan 
people in Guatemala in what is now universally recognized as a 
genocide.88 

In addition, the Somoza dictatorship provided significant 
support to the CIA’s attempt to overthrow the government of Fidel 
Castro through the Bay of Pigs invasion of 1961. Luis Somoza 
Debayle provided the use of Nicaragua’s Puerta Cabezas as a 
staging ground (the CIA referred to it as a “strike base”) for an air 
assault on Cuba by 15 U.S. fighter jets in addition to a sea assault 
and a base for the training of the expeditionary forces. Somoza 
also offered the use of a shortwave radio station to broadcast pro-
paganda into Cuba. As the CIA itself, in its history of the Bay of 
Pigs invasion planning, notes,89 the same radio station had been 
used “during the course of operation PBSUCCESS which resulted 
in the ouster of the leftist Arbenz government in Guatemala . . . ” 
The U.S. and Somoza also agreed that bodies of the anti-Castro 
expeditionary team who were killed during the invasion would 
be shipped back to Nicaragua for burial. On his own initiative, 
Somoza imprisoned Cuban exiles who mutinied and refused to 
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take part in the invasion, returning them to the U.S. after the op-
eration failed. 

In a case of the tail wagging the dog, the CIA explains, “[i]n 
return for his support, Somoza wanted assurance that once action 
against Castro started, there would be no backing down by the 
USG,” that is, “until Castro’s defeat.”90 Somoza also demanded 
the approval of $10 million in loans ($2 million directly from the 
USG as well as $8 million from the World Bank) in return for 
agreeing to support the covert operations against Cuba. As for 
these loans, it was General Somoza (Tachito), who insisted on 
them when in Washington for John F. Kennedy’s inauguration. 
Indeed, he went behind Kennedy’s back to meet with Alan Dulles, 
head of the CIA, to make this demand. The CIA, according to its 
own history, then put pressure on the U.S. State Department to 
ensure that these loans were approved. 

The CIA’s history of the Bay of Pigs operations makes it 
clear that there were only two countries in the region willing to 
help in the regime change plans—Nicaragua and (post-coup) 
Guatemala—demonstrating Somoza’s importance for implement-
ing U.S. foreign policy aims. The U.S. government, dominated 
in its foreign policy at this time by the CIA, had no hesitation in 
working with Somoza, knowing full well what a pariah he was. 
Its official History noted that a C. Thomas Barnes, in raising ob-
jections to the idea of using Nicaragua as a staging ground for 
the operations, “introduced what amounted to moral objections 
to the association—or to the strengthening the association—with 
the Somoza Government. Barnes emphasized that this would go 
down hard with the more liberal elements in Latin America.” The 
note goes on to indicate that Barnes’ position was in line with the 
sentiments of the U.S. State Department.91 But, of course, these 
concerns were dismissed, and planning with Somoza went ahead. 

The Sandinistas and other true patriots in Nicaragua were 
painfully aware of all this and wanted revolutionary change, not 
only to improve the lives of the Nicaraguan people, but also to 
prevent their country from continuing to be used as a pawn in the 
U.S.’s foreign policy machinations. This goal of the FSLN cannot 
be overstated. This was both a matter of national pride as well as a 
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matter of solidarity with other peoples in the region struggling for 
their liberation in the face of U.S. imperialism. So just as Somoza 
had an outsized role in impacting the wider world, so, too, would 
the Sandinistas, but in the opposite direction. 

It is important to remember that, during the tumultuous 
1970s, the U.S. was also supporting right-wing dictators in other 
countries as well, such as the fascist General Pinochet in Chile 
and the brutal Shah of Iran, who himself would be overthrown 
in a popular revolt in 1979, the very same year as the Sandinista 
Revolution. Pinochet and the Shah were at least as influential as 
Somoza, with Pinochet spreading his brand of fascism throughout 
the Southern Cone of South America and ushering in neoliberal 
economic policies in the Western Hemisphere—all according to 
Washington’s plans, of course—and with the Shah acting as the 
U.S.’s enforcer in the Middle East. 

As for Somoza, there is no doubt that the U.S.’s support for 
him was critical to his continued reign. One need only read the 
statements of the U.S. State Department itself on this score. As 
a 1976 U.S. State Department Cable itemized, concerning a pro-
posed military budget for Nicaragua for 1977:

2. NICARAGUA’S MILITARY DEPENDENCY. 
THE USG IS THE TRADITIONAL SUPPLIER OF 
MILITARY EQUIPMENT AND TRAINING TO 
NICARAGUA WHICH LOOKS UPON THE U.S. 
AS ITS PROTECTOR AND THE GUARANTOR OF 
CENTRAL AMERICAN-CARIBBEAN STABILITY. 
SMALL, WEAK COUNTRIES LIKE NICARAGUA 
NATURALLY SEEK THE PROTECTION OF A 
STRONGER NEIGHBOR, OR SOME OTHER 
SYSTEM OF ALIGNMENT, WHICH ENABLES 
THEM TO FULFILL THEIR PERCEIVED INTERNAL 
AND EXTERNAL SECURITY REQUIREMENTS. 

3. NICARAGUA DOES NOT HAVE, NOR FOR THE 
FORESEEABLE FUTURE CAN IT EXPECT TO 
HAVE, AN INDIGENOUS ARMS PRODUCTION 
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CAPABILITY OR ADEQUATE TRAINING BASE 
TO PROVIDE THE MILITARY EQUIPMENT AND 
TRAINING SKILLS NEEDED TO MAINTAIN 
A SMALL, EFFECTIVE DEFENSE FORCE. 
THEREFORE, NICARAGUA REMAINS HIGHLY 
DEPENDENT ON OUTSIDE SOURCES OF SUPPLY 
OF ARMS AND TRAINING. 

4. THE UNITED STATES IS THE DOMINANT 
FOREIGN SUPPLIER OF MILITARY . . . EQUIP-
MENT FOR NICARAGUA, ALTHOUGH SMALL 
AMOUNTS OF ARMS AND EQUIPMENT HAVE 
BEEN PURCHASED FROM BELGIUM, THE UNITED 
KINGDOM AND ISRAEL IN RECENT YEARS. 
DEPENDENCE ON U.S. MILITARY TRAINING 
IS NEARLY TOTAL, THE ONLY EXCEPTIONS 
BEING THIRD COUNTRY TRAINING (SUCH AS 
IN MEXICO AND VENEZUELA) IN ISOLATED 
SKILLS NOT AVAILABLE IN THE UNITED 
STATES BECAUSE OF OUR MORE MODERN OR 
COMPLEX EQUIPMENT AND TECHNIQUES. 

Of course, in recognition of the fact that most Latin American 
countries rarely war with each other, the U.S. State Department 
acknowledges in the same cable that Nicaragua’s “security threat” 
was purely internal: 

5. NICARAGUA’S SECURITY THREAT. AT 
PRESENT, THE NATIONAL GUARD FACES A 
LOW LEVEL THREAT FROM THE PRO-CASTRO 
FSLN (SANDINISTA NATIONAL LIBERATION 
FRONT) WHICH IT HAS THE CAPABILITY 
TO MEET. FOR THE IMMEDIATE FUTURE, A 
SERIOUS SUBVERSIVE THREAT IS NOT LIKELY 
TO DEVELOP ALTHOUGH FSLN RETAINS A 
DIMINISHED CAPABILITY FOR CONDUCTING 
ISOLATED ATTACKS AND INCIDENTS 
THROUGHOUT MOST OF THE COUNTRY.92
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And so, to put a finer point on it, the State Department made 
it clear that it wanted the U.S. to continue being the main support 
and trainer of Somoza’s military in order to help Somoza retain 
power in the face of opposition from his own people.

There are two additional notable claims in this statement. 
First, the State Department uses the usual trope of referring to 
the Sandinistas as “pro-Castro.” Of course, it does so to denigrate 
the FSLN as sharing the same Marxist-Leninist values as Fidel 
Castro, and more generally, as some malign force, which is ille-
gitimate and to be opposed. The truth is that, while there was cer-
tainly a Marxist-Leninist tendency within the FSLN, this was not 
the dominant one, and while the Sandinista leaders admired Fidel 
Castro and his triumph over U.S. domination, the FSLN is not and 
never has been some cookie cut-out of the Cuban Revolution of 
1959. 

Moreover, the system of government that the FSLN sought 
to create, and ultimately did create, bears no resemblance to that 
of Cuba. Thus, while Cuba is a one-party state which borrowed 
heavily from the structure of the Soviet Union, the FSLN intended 
and in fact did create a multi-party democratic system based upon 
their own, home-grown tenets of Sandinismo, which actually 
pre-dated the Cuban Revolution of 1959 and even Fidel’s 26th of 
July Movement itself, which began in 1953. 

Indeed, had the State Department bothered to read it, they 
would have seen that the Sandinistas had put forth a complete 
program for the Revolution in 1969, which was quite pluralistic 
and democratic, and did not resemble the cartoonish caricature of 
“Communism,” which the U.S. has claimed that the Sandinistas 
espouse. Thus, amongst other policies, the 1969 program, which 
the current Sandinista government continues to follow, prescribes 
the following:

The Sandinista Popular Revolution will establish 
a revolutionary government that will liquidate the reac-
tionary structure originated by electoral farces and mil-
itary coups. The popular power will forge a Nicaragua 
without exploitation, without oppression, without 
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backwardness, a free, progressive and independent 
homeland.

The revolutionary government will dictate the 
following political measures:
• It will give revolutionary power a structure that al-

lows the full participation of all the people, both at 
the national level and at the local level (departmen-
tal, municipal, local).

• It will guarantee to all citizens the full exercise of all 
individual liberties, respect for human rights.

• It shall guarantee freedom of thought, leading pri-
marily to the vigorous dissemination of popular 
rights and patriotic rights.

• It shall guarantee the freedom to organize the la-
bor-union movement in the city and in the country-
side, freedom to organize peasant, youth, student, 
women’s, cultural, sports, etc. groups. . . .93

Moreover, the pluralistic nature of the Sandinista Revolution 
has been underscored by the historic alliance which the FSLN has 
made with other groups and parties since before the Triumph. That 
is, the FSLN has always understood that it could not win and car-
ry forward the Revolution alone. It has needed to make alliances 
with certain sectors of business, the Catholic Church and other 
civil society groups in order to succeed. 

While many Western leftists have criticized Daniel Ortega 
for his more recent alliances with such groups, the FSLN has 
always recognized their importance. For example, the FSLN’s 
1978 document entitled “Character of the Sandinista Popular 
Revolution”—a document I was kindly given by the Agricultural 
Workers’ Confederation (ATC)—talks in detail about the need for 
the FSLN to form an alliance (Alianza) with all those forces in 
society opposed to the Somoza dictatorship and to foreign inter-
vention. Indeed, the FSLN in this document acknowledges that 
there could be no triumph without such an alliance. 

The other pillars of the Sandinista Program, as set forth in 
1969, were: 
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• revolution in culture and education; 
• progressive labor and social security legislation; 
• honest government administration; 
• reincorporation of the Atlantic Coast into the greater 

Nicaraguan society; 
• emancipation of women; 
• respect for all religions; 
• independent foreign policy; 
• Central American unity; 
• solidarity between all peoples; 
• the creation of a popular, patriotic army; and 
• the veneration of the martyrs of the Revolution.94 

This 1969 Program continues to be a work-in-progress, set-
ting the agenda for the current Sandinista government.

The other notable claim in paragraph 5 of the above-men-
tioned 1976 State Department cable is that “a serious subversive 
threat is not likely to develop” in Nicaragua. Obviously, the State 
Department was dead wrong in this analysis. Within three short 
years, the Sandinistas would triumph over the U.S.-backed petty 
dictator. That the State Department did not see this coming shows 
how tone deaf it has been to the realities of Nicaragua and the true 
sentiments and capacities of the Nicaraguan people. In short, the 
State Department believed its own propaganda—always a danger-
ous thing to do. 

But the State Department was not alone in this erroneous 
assessment of the situation. Much of the world Left, including the 
Communist Left led by the Soviet Union, also put little stock in 
the (primarily) peasant guerilla movement of the FSLN, believing 
guerilla struggle in Latin America to be a thing of the past, and 
doctrinally captive to their belief that it was the industrial working 
class, rather than the peasantry, that was the engine driving social 
change and revolution. Bluntly speaking, the events that would 
soon unfold in Nicaragua would shock the world—both Left and 
Right. 

Yet another 1976 U.S. Department of State cable demonstrates 
that the State Department was quite aware the U.S. economic and 
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military support of Somoza was leading to the kind of repressive 
measures that he in fact put in place.95 There, the State Department 
expressed concern that future aid and loans could be jeopardized 
by the “Harkin Amendment,” which forbade aid to countries with 
a “consistent pattern of gross violations of human rights,” and 
that Somoza’s government certainly could be viewed as one such 
country. In this regard, the State Department specifically noted 
“issues of detention incommunicado, treatment of detainees, [lack 
of] provision of fair trials, etc.” It also listed “the practice of hold-
ing suspected FSLN detainees incommunicado, without access to 
their families and legal counsel,” “numerous cases of disappear-
ances brought to Somoza’s attention by the Nicaraguan Bishop,” 
the “state of siege” imposed by Somoza, and “the suspension of 
constitutional rights and press censorship.” 

These were not minor human rights abuses, but profound and 
systematic ones, which should have made aid to Somoza illegal 
under the Harkin Amendment but for which the State Department 
invariably found workarounds in order to maintain the Somoza 
dictatorship. The State Department continues to find such work-
arounds to evade the similar and more recent (Senator Patrick) 
Leahy Amendment, which forbids aid to miliary units guilty of 
serious human rights abuses—now all but a dead letter due to its 
utter disregard. 

Another human rights abuse singled out by the State 
Department was “the elimination of Carlos Fonseca and other 
leaders” by the Somoza government. The murder of the legendary 
FSLN founder and leader Carlos Fonseca is worth discussing here 
as it continues to be a source of trauma for the Nicaraguan people. 
Other than Sandino himself, Carlos Fonseca is certainly the most 
famous and revered of the Sandinista leaders. His image, with his 
iconic glasses and goatee, is ubiquitous in Nicaragua. He is large-
ly credited with keeping the memory and philosophy of Sandino 
alive during some of the darkest days in Nicaraguan history.96 
Fonseca had a thirst for justice for his people, and particularly 
for the poor majority of Nicaraguans, and had lived a revolution-
ary life from an early age. As my dear friend Stephen Sefton, an 
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Irishman who has lived in Estelí with his Nicaraguan wife, Luisa, 
for many years, explains: 

The revolutionary life of Fonseca consisted of 
clandestine conspiracy and organizing, constant study-
ing, spells of harsh imprisonment, torture, exile and, 
finally, combat. On Jan. 6, 1965, after being deported to 
Guatemala—the third time he received such punishment 
because of his struggle against the Somoza dictator-
ship—Fonseca wrote, “One thing the oppressors of my 
motherland must be sure of. They may expel my body 
from Nicaraguan soil, but they will never expel from 
my soul the decision to fight for the freedom and sover-
eignty of the nation, and for the people’s happiness.”97

Fonseca did not live to see the success of the revolution he 
had fought for so long and hard, having been killed in battle with 
the National Guard on November 8, 1976, after losing his glasses 
and struggling to see as a result. Legend has it that his severed 
head was brought to Somoza as a prize. The rest of his remains 
were brought to Managua after the Triumph and his tomb, with an 
eternal flame illuminating it, resides in the Plaza of the Revolution. 
I remember the tomb as one of the first things I was taken to see 
when I first visited Nicaragua in 1987, and it moved me greatly. 

Canadian singer-song writer, Bruce Cockburn, memorializes 
this tomb in his song, “Nicaragua,” written in 1983 in Managua:

 
Breakfast woodsmoke on the breeze — 
On the cliff the U.S. Embassy 
Frowns out over Managua like Dracula’s tower. 
The kid who guards Fonseca’s tomb 
Cradles a beat-up submachine gun — 
At age fifteen he’s a veteran of four years of war 
Proud to pay his dues 
He knows who turns the screws 
Baby face and old man’s eyes
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These lines capture my memories of Nicaragua and visiting 
the tomb back in 1987 perfectly.

The State Department, in the same 1976 Cable, expresses 
concern that Somoza’s human rights violations might impair fu-
ture aid and that a meeting should be scheduled with Somoza to 
address these issues. The State Department specifically references 
Henry Kissinger’s meeting with fascist dictator General Augusto 
Pinochet earlier that year as an example of how that discussion 
should go. It is therefore worth looking at that meeting to see what 
such a discussion looks like in practice. 

Far from demonstrating a bona fide concern about human 
rights, U.S. Secretary of State Kissinger had made it clear to 
Pinochet that the Gerald Ford administration was fighting hard 
against measures in Congress, at that time being sponsored by 
Senator Edward Kennedy, to more closely link military aid to oth-
er countries based upon their human rights compliance and that he 
was meeting with Pinochet as a means to show Congress that such 
legislation—legislation which was being pushed forward due to 
Chile’s human rights abuses—was not necessary. However, the 
gist of the meeting indicated that Kissinger and the administration 
really didn’t care about human rights compliance, just the bare 
appearance of such.

As the transcript of the meeting demonstrates, Kissinger 
praised Pinochet for overthrowing the democratically elected 
president of Chile, Dr. Salvador Allende, on June 8, 1976.98 
Kissinger told Pinochet, “We want to help, not undermine you. 
You did a great service to the West in overthrowing Allende.” 
Kissinger further stated, “We welcomed the overthrow of the 
Communist-inclined government here.” Of course, Allende was 
not “Communist-inclined,” but rather a democratic socialist—an 
irrelevant distinction as far as the Americans were concerned. 
Further, Kissinger made it clear that the U.S. was happy with the 
demise of Allende, who was killed in the coup. Kissinger never 
expressed concern about the fact that Pinochet’s forces also killed 
around 3,000 Chileans and tortured nearly 30,000 more in the af-
termath of the overthrow.99 As we will see, Somoza would dwarf 
these figures even in a far smaller country.
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Kissinger went on to assure Pinochet that, while he was com-
pelled to have this meeting with him about human rights to try 
to fend off Congress’s overzealousness on this issue, he and the 
Administration really were not concerned about such matters. As 
Kissinger explained:

In the United States, as you know, we are very 
sympathetic with what you are trying to do here. I 
think that the previous government was headed towards 
Communism. We wish your government well. At the 
same time, we face massive domestic problems, in all 
branches of the government, especially Congress, but 
also in the Executive over the issue of human rights. As 
you know, Congress is now debating further restraints 
on aid to Chile. We are opposed. But basically we don’t 
want to intervene in your domestic affairs. We can’t be 
precise in our proposals about what you should do. But 
this is a problem which complicates our relationships 
and the efforts of those who are friends of Chile. I 
am going to speak about human rights in the General 
Assembly. I delayed my statement until I could talk to 
you. I wanted you to understand my position. We want 
to deal in moral persuasion, not by legal sanctions. It is 
for this reason that we oppose the Kennedy Amendment.

In other words, Kissinger is telling Pinochet that he has to 
make a show about human rights to placate the pesky members 
of Congress who care about such niceties and hoped, by so doing, 
that the U.S. would thereby not be hindered in delivering Pinochet 
the weapons (specifically, F-5E combat jet aircraft) he was asking 
for. 

In a chilling passage, both Kissinger and Pinochet mention 
their joint concern about General Orlando Letelier, an ally of the 
late President Allende, who was engaged in lobbying Congress in 
favor of the Kennedy human rights amendment. Handwritten ar-
rows and underlines highlight both Letelier’s name and Pinochet’s 
statement: “Letelier has access to the Congress.” Three months 
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later, Letelier’s car would be blown up in an upscale section of 
Washington, D.C., killing Letelier, his driver and Ronnie Moffitt, 
a young intern from the Washington-based think-tank, the Institute 
for Policy Studies.100 General Pinochet personally ordered this 
car-bombing, and uncontroverted evidence exists that the assassin 
who carried out the hit “was paid by the CIA before the bombing 
and was in regular contact with top officials at the spy agency.”101 
So much for Kissinger’s little pep talk with Pinochet about human 
rights. 

Finally, it is worth noting that, in this same year of 1976, 
Kissinger also met with Admiral Cesar Augusto Guzzetti, the for-
eign minister of the new fascist junta of Argentina, telling him that 
the junta should destroy the left opposition in Argentina, and with 
all due haste. As The Guardian explained in 2004:

Henry Kissinger gave Argentina’s military junta 
the green light to suppress political opposition at the 
start of the “dirty war” in 1976, telling the country’s 
foreign minister: “If there are things that have to be 
done, you should do them quickly,” according to newly 
declassified documents published yesterday.

State department documents show the former sec-
retary of state urged Argentina to crush the opposition 
just months after it seized power and before the U.S. 
Congress convened to consider sanctions.

“We won’t cause you unnecessary difficulties. If 
you can finish before Congress gets back, the better,” 
Mr. Kissinger told Admiral Cesar Augusto Guzzetti, the 
foreign minister, according to the State Department’s 
transcript.102

Kissinger, demonstrating his cynical disregard for human 
rights, further told Admiral Guzzetti, “Look, our basic attitude is 
that we would like you to succeed. I have an old-fashioned view 
that friends ought to be supported. What is not understood in the 
United States is that you have a civil war. We read about human 
rights problems but not the context. The quicker you succeed the 
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better.” And the junta completed its assignment accordingly, forci-
bly disappearing 30,000 individuals in Argentina’s “dirty war” that 
followed in coordination with other Southern Cone countries, such 
as Pinochet’s Chile, in what was known as Operation Condor.103 
That Kissinger is still regarded in the U.S. as a respected, elder 
statesman tells one everything they need to know about the true 
nature of U.S. foreign policy and the U.S. government’s views of 
human rights. However, it must be noted that outside the U.S., 
Kissinger’s reputation is much different. Thus, he is almost univer-
sally considered a war criminal, with the Spanish Judge Baltasar 
Garzon, who famously ordered the arrest of Pinochet himself, is-
suing a warrant for Kissinger to appear before his bench to answer 
questions about his role in “‘Operation Condor’—a concerted 
effort by the ruling regimes of Brazil, Argentina, Chile, Uruguay, 
and Paraguay to suppress political dissent in the 1970s.”104

In Nicaragua, the human rights situation became more dire 
as the Sandinistas became more successful in their struggle to 
topple Somoza. Indeed, in his desperate attempt to cling to power, 
Somoza would claim more victims in one year—1978–1979—
than Chile and Argentina combined. Fifty thousand Nicaraguans 
would be killed in this year.105 

The 1978 human rights report of the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights (IACHR)106—a body of the usual-
ly pro-U.S. Organization of American States (OAS)—reveals just 
how deadly this year was. Per the IACHR, Somoza suspended 
the exercise of constitutional rights in Nicaragua beginning in 
September of 1978, and this is when the worst human rights abus-
es began.

Taking a page out of the U.S. Marine playbook from the 1920s 
and 1930s, Somoza engaged in the aerial bombing of Nicaragua’s 
towns and cities, leading to most of the huge death tolls. Indeed, 
around eighty percent of the 50,000 Nicaraguans who lost their 
lives at this time were killed in these aerial bombings.107 As the 
IACHR concluded in its report: “The Commission is totally 
convinced that the Nicaraguan National Guard not only used its 
firepower indiscriminately causing a great number of casualties 
and tremendous suffering to the civilian population, but that it 
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also ordered the people to remain inside their homes before the 
bombing, without even allowing them to evacuate, thus violating 
a basic humanitarian norm.”108 In other words, Somoza waged a 
total war against his own people, and it was specifically aimed at 
terrorizing the civilian population.

The IACHR gives significant details of the carnage which 
these bombing wrought, based on eyewitness accounts. Here 
is testimony about the bombing, for example, from the city of 
Chinandega: 

 
It was Thursday, September 14, when the airplanes 

began to strafe our houses in Barrio La Libertad. My 
husband, my 5-year-old daughter and I were crouched 
in a corner of our house, crying and thinking that we 
would die right then and there because the bullets and 
shrapnel were destroying our small wooden house. We 
decided to go out and seek shelter in a safe place; we 
left by the kitchen, my husband with our daughter in 
his arms. A plane flew very low, it seemed as if it was 
coming straight at us and fired some rockets which 
hit my daughter’s shoulder and my husband who was 
carrying her. Everywhere I looked I could see the heart 
and intestines of my child; she was in pieces, destroyed. 
My husband, who had already lost his arms, took about 
thirty steps, with blood spouting everywhere until he 
fell dead. He had a wound in the chest; he had a part of 
a still-smoking rocket stuck in his leg. The left leg was 
bare to the bone.

I wanted to lift my child but she was in pieces; I 
didn’t know what to do. I ran and I got her little arm and 
I tried to put it on her, I tried to put everything that was 
coming out of her back in but she was already dead. She 
was my only daughter, and I had a difficult time having 
her; and I used to dress her up for parties and spoil her. 
I don’t know what I’m going to do, I’m going to go 
crazy.109
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 Here is further testimony from a professional association in 
the historic city of León, Nicaragua:

 
On Thursday the 14th, early in the morning, we 

heard on the radio about the suspension, decreed by the 
government, of all constitutional rights and the implan-
tation of the State of Siege. The army announced through 
loudspeakers in an airplane and a helicopter that people 
should remain in their houses with the doors locked and 
not allow strangers in because the National Guard was 
going to fight. There had been rumors that the President 
was going to order the bombing of the city but no one 
had believed such rumors since we didn’t consider that 
a person could do such a thing, that an army would 
bomb its own people; nevertheless, at around 9 in the 
morning, several helicopters and planes, it’s impossible 
to say how many, flew over the city and to the surprise 
and terror of the people of León, the impossible hap-
pened. The airplanes and helicopters suddenly dived 
and started to drop shrapnel, bombs and rockets which 
spread panic among the civilian population. While the 
civilians remained inside their houses, innocent victims 
of the massacre, the insurgents moved to more secure 
places. For many more hours, the National Guard con-
tinued the destruction and genocide of this unprotected 
city. After a brief period of respite, at noon, the stunned 
population was victimized by another bombing which 
started around 4:30 in the afternoon and ended around 
7:30 in the evening. The moon illuminated the city and 
facilitated the continuation of the bombing during the 
first hours of the night.110

 
According to the IACHR, 

Estelí was the city which suffered the greatest 
material damage. But, above all, it was at the human 
level where there was the most devastation. The Special 
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Commission was able to confirm that a large number 
of people from Estelí, especially members of the Bar 
Association, Medical Society, Chamber of Commerce, 
Red Cross, Dental Association and firemen, priests, 
journalists and workers, were dead, wounded, impris-
oned, in asylum or in exile, harassed or threatened with 
death.111 

What the National Guard did not bomb in Estelí, it torched. 
According to one resident of Estelí, “My house was burned in the 
presence of my husband and children. We begged the [National] 
Guard not to burn it down but he answered that he had orders 
from his superiors to burn ‘this fucking town.’” Another resident 
corroborated this account, explaining that “The Guard also went 
around with gasoline cans and started fires. It was horrible. All of 
us were sick with nervousness. We lived horrible days. Twenty-
one days of anguish and terror, without water, electricity, or food. 
The Guard arrived at the house where we were sheltered and 

Memorial to Victims of Somoza’s bombing campaign, Masaya
DANIEL KOVALIK, MARCH, 2022
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started to search. It’s incredible that the Guard took the jewelry 
right off of me.”

I recently visited the city of Masaya where bombings also 
took place. There is a park there, built where a bomb was dropped, 
leaving untold numbers of dead and leveled buildings. In that park 
is a modest monument which reads, “In memory of the fallen 
heroes and martyrs of the 500-pound bomb launched by the geno-
cidal air force on July 3, 1979.”

And then, after the bombings and burnings, the National 
Guard moved into the targeted cities to engage in further atroci-
ties. As the IACHR explains:

When the bombings were over, the National Guard 
carried out a military operation, which has come to be 
known as “Operation Mop-up,” designed to annihilate 
the last pockets of resistance. According to complaints 
received by the Special Commission even before they 
went to Nicaragua, the National Guard during this phase 
carried out a cruel attack summarily executing numer-
ous non-combatants, for the mere fact that they lived in 
neighborhoods or small hamlets where members of the 
Sandinista Front had fought. Among some of the places 
mentioned are Monimbó in Masaya, Subtiava and Fajas 
William in León, El Calvario in Estelí, and Colonia 
Venerio in Chinandega.112

The IACHR visited a number of these sites and interviewed 
numerous people about these operations, leading to the following 
conclusion: “All the proof gathered by the Commission has led 
to the conclusion that the Nicaraguan National Guard’s actions 
during the phase called ‘Operation Mop-up’ were marked by com-
plete disregard for human life, that they shot numerous people, in 
some cases children, in their own homes or in front of the same 
and in the presence of parents and siblings.”

The IACHR report contains numerous accounts of the atroc-
ities committed during “Operation Mop-up” in various cities and 
towns. The following account is from León:
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In the days after the bombings and coinciding 
with the desperate exodus of a large part of the popu-
lation, the National Guard, in its efforts to destroy the 
resistance, broke and destroyed closed doors of houses, 
warehouses and stores, and also furniture, looking for 
rebels or documents and compromising objects. We 
know several cases of those abuses. But even more 
painful and enraging is the fact that a true manhunt has 
been organized, where there are no prisoners but only 
death for young men over 14 for simple suspicion, or 
rather fear, that they might be rebels. Horrible massa-
cres have been committed by the military who show up 
in different places, indiscriminately shooting the male 
population, leaving widows and unprotected orphans. 
There are places in which whole blocks have been left 
without men. Other times, unarmed youths fleeing 
from the ferocious persecution head for the countryside 
where they are victims of the deadly action of an in-
former, respectable citizens are captured with their sons 
and cruelly tortured. Sometimes when they don’t find 
the right person, they capture women as hostages to 
force the men to present themselves. This persecution 
must immediately cease because it constitutes a crime 
against humanity and is depriving our city of its youth, 
the necessary manpower for the reconstruction and 
progress of the country.113

The National Guard also had no problem with assassinating 
children whom they saw as helping the cause of the Sandinistas. 
Thus, in the town of Diriamba, witnesses gave the following testi-
mony to the Commission:

 
Manuel Jesús Ribera was a child of 12, very pop-

ular and well-loved in the neighborhood, called “the 
mascot.” During the fighting he helped the Sandinistas, 
bringing them messages and food but without fighting 
with them. This fact later caused the Guard to search for 
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him implacably, even killing another child whom they 
mistook for “the mascot.” As vengeance, the father of 
the other murdered child looked for him until he found 
him in the Diriamba market and denounced him to the 
National Guard. Soldiers of the National Guard found 
him there on Thursday, October 5, hiding inside a box, 
and then took him out and machine-gunned him, killing 
him.114

          
The murder of this child was freely admitted to the IACHR 

by National Guard Commander Lola, “who, as an explanation, 
answered that he ‘helped the guerrillas.’”

Even after this brutal operation, the National Guard was 
not finished. According to the IACHR, “At the end of military 
operations in the cities most affected, a new phase began around 
September 21, in which the National Guard is charged with car-
rying out a systematic campaign of persecution and killing young 
men who are suspected of having some link with the Sandinista 
Front, or for the simple fact that they sympathize with it.” 

When one reads of the brutality of the National Guard, it 
is important to remember that all of its ranks were trained at the 
U.S. Army School of the Americas (SOA), then located in the 
Panama Canal Zone.115 Indeed, as journalist Stephen Kinzer not-
ed at the time, “‘Nicaragua is the only country which sends the 
entire annual graduating class of its miliary academy for a full 
year of training’” at the SOA.116 So notorious did the SOA—now 
located in Columbus, Georgia—become (particularly after its 
infamous torture manual was discovered117) that it was later re-
named the Western Hemisphere Institute for Security Cooperation 
(WHINSEC) in an attempt to give it a make-over. 

Then, there are the forcible disappearances. Argentina is 
the most famous for such disappearances, having “disappeared” 
about 30,000 people during the “dirty war” of the 1970s and early 
1980s. More recently, close U.S. ally Colombia dwarfed those 
figures, with the Red Cross reporting over 92,000 disappeared by 
2014.118 And Mexico has recorded around 100,000 disappeared 
in the course of its recent U.S.-backed “war on drugs.”119 In the 
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late 1970s, the Somoza regime had carried out its own share of 
disappearing people, particularly peasants—the backbone of the 
Revolution. There, according to the IACHR, at least 321 peasants 
were disappeared by the National Guard.120

Even the Catholic Church was not immune from the assaults 
by Somoza’s National Guard, with Catholic priests from the U.S. 
reporting that the Guard had taken over 28 rural churches which 
they converted “into barracks and places of torture.”121 

Another serious human rights concern addressed by the 
IACHR was the conditions to which prisoners were being sub-
jected throughout Nicaragua. This is an issue of particular note 
given that nearly all of the Sandinista leadership, including Carlos 
Fonseca, Daniel Ortega and Tomás Borge (the only FSLN found-
er to survive to the Triumph), spent significant time as political 
prisoners in Somoza’s dungeons. It is impossible to understand 
the struggle of the Sandinistas without understanding the abuses 
their leadership suffered while in detention, the incredible strength 
they showed in enduring, persisting, and rising above it, and the 
magnanimous ways in which they responded to their abusers later. 

The IACHR visited 12 prisons within Managua and spoke to 
numerous prisoners. As it reported:

During the conversations with the prisoners, the 
Special Commission repeatedly received charges of 
physical and psychological torture. The great majority 
of the prisoners alleged that while under detention they 
had been severely beaten by rifle butts, pistol-whipped, 
beaten with fists and kicked. On several occasions, the 
prisoners, very frightened that they might be seen by 
the guards, showed scars on their heads and other parts 
of their bodies, black and blue marks, and broken ribs 
and bones. The Commission also took note of the easily 
visible scars on the wrists of many prisoners in different 
locales of the country who stated that they had been 
hung by their arms. The Special Commission’s atten-
tion was drawn to the similarity of the scars.
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The Commission also received claims related to 
the application of electrical shocks through the use 
of electric prongs or cables connected to generators, 
batteries or “jumper cables.” The places where the 
claimants alleged that electric shock was most used as 
a means of torture were the National Guard Command 
Posts in Masaya and Jinotepe and the National Security 
Office of Managua.122

 
The use of electric shock administered on political prisoners, 

particularly on their genitals, was of course standard operational 
procedure in Latin America, as the CIA trained security forces 
throughout the region in such techniques.123 However, it appears 
that the CIA first honed its skills in such techniques in the U.S. 
war on Vietnam, then later in Latin America in the 1970s and 
1980s, and later still in the “war on terror” in places like Iraq, 
Afghanistan and Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.124 

The specifics of the torture visited upon the top Sandinista 
leadership seem to be much worse than reported by the IACHR. 
For example, Daniel Ortega was a prisoner of the Somoza regime 
for 7 long years, from January of 1967 to December of 1974 at 
La Modela prison in Tipitapa—a prison I myself visited in 2018, 
though conditions were much better by then under the Sandinistas. 
Daniel’s prison experience would leave him psychologically and 
physically damaged, though certainly not broken. As one biogra-
pher notes, he suffered “the usual kicks and beatings, sometimes 
while hooded, . . . [and] electric shocks directly to the testicles.”125 
In addition, while Daniel does not talk openly about his prison 
experiences, the poetry he wrote during his confinement insinu-
ates that being kicked in the testicles, face and ribs; threats of and 
possibly actual forced sodomy (including by a police baton); and 
being made to eat his own feces were other forms of torture visited 
upon him and other prisoners. Being left handcuffed alone in a 
“tiny” space merits special mention: 126 it is rumored that Daniel 
was kept in a coffin for nine months straight.

And yet, Daniel endured. Indeed, in addition to keeping 
up on the news of the world with the help of some sympathetic 
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guards who provided him and his comrades with access to a radio, 
he read voraciously, including Proust’s Remembrance of Things 
Past, one of the most famously difficult books to read. (I tried 
to read it once and got no further than five pages in).127 He also 
learned something about Nicaraguans in prison which would be-
come important in the future: 

 Ortega and the other prisoners quickly learned 
that some of the prison guards privately sympathized 
with the FSLN. They were simply doing their job to 
support their families. In prison, Ortega learned that it 
was difficult, almost impossible, to draw a sharp line 
between the Nicaraguans who supported the revolution 
and those who did not. Later in life, he would show 
that he had learned this lesson well by extending mer-
ciful amnesty to those who became caught up in the 
counterrevolution.128 

Daniel would ultimately be freed due to a daring feat by his 
Sandinista comrades who stormed a fancy party on December 27, 
1974, which included the head of the Nicaraguan Central Bank, 
the U.S. Ambassador and two relatives of Somoza.129 The com-
rades took 14 big wigs hostage and were able to thereby force 
the release of a number of political prisoners, including Daniel; 
the publication of hitherto-censored Sandinista messages; and one 
million dollars in ransom. Daniel, once released, would quickly 
return to helping lead the struggle. 

In light of this history, I can only shake my head when I 
see cartoonish references to Daniel Ortega in books like Jonathan 
M. Katz’s very recent Gangsters of Capitalism—an acclaimed 
and well-reviewed book focusing on the crimes of the big bank-
ers and U.S. Marines in the earlier part of the 20th Century.130 
Given the subject of Katz’s book, he doesn’t discuss Ortega or 
his contemporaries much at all, but what he does say would lead 
you to believe that Ortega was a non-entity in the struggle who 
somehow emerged out of nowhere (“maneuvered” Katz puts it) 
to lead Nicaragua after the Triumph. Based upon the statements 
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of a single disgruntled former Sandinista leader, Katz portrays 
Ortega as “very lazy” and not a significant Sandinista leader in 
the struggle leading up to the overthrow of Somoza. Lazy? A 
man who endured 7 years of torture only to turn around and start 
fighting again is lazy? If he was so insignificant, why was Ortega 
elevated to the National Directorate of the FSLN during his in-
carceration,131 and why did the Sandinistas bother engaging in a 
high-stakes operation to free him? 

Authors like Katz don’t even try to answer such questions 
because a narrative disclosing this important history in Ortega’s 
life would itself give the lie to his dismissal of Ortega. To the 
contrary, Katz extolls how courageous his one witness, Monica 
Baltodano, was because she was “imprisoned for nine months” 
under Somoza “before resuming her guerilla activity and helping 
to bring down the dictatorship.” Daniel’s seven years of captivity 
is apparently of no moment in comparison and is never mentioned. 
Katz doesn’t try at all to explain how Daniel became the leader 
and public face of the FSLN. Indeed, when he asks Baltodano 
how the Sandinistas came to be led by Daniel, she sidesteps with, 
“I do believe that it will be necessary to do much deeper research 
to answer that.” As far as we can tell, Katz did no such research 
and simply leaves the apparent mystery of the re-emergence to 
prominence of Daniel Ortega unexplained. This is what passes for 
great historical writing these days. 

As for Tomás Borge, his treatment was even worse than 
Ortega’s, and indeed indescribable. Tomás was forced to endure 
the rape and murder of his wife, Yelba Moyorga, by the National 
Guard as well as the rape of his 16-year-old daughter, Bolivia, 
also by Somoza’s guardsmen. Bolivia, who was the light of 
Borge’s life, would later commit suicide at Christmas time as a 
consequence of the emotional suffering brought about by the rape. 
According to his daughters Valeria and Ana with whom I spent 
some time in Managua, Tomás would never celebrate Christmas 
again.132 Tomás was also held in prison for two years, from 1976 
to 1978, during which time he was subject to grave torture. While 
it is rumored that he was castrated, his daughters assured me he 
was not. Indeed, Valeria, born two years after the Triumph in 
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1981, is living proof that he was not. However, Valeria did tell 
me that many of Tomás’s fellow prisoners were castrated and in-
deed forced to eat their own testicles. While this may seem overly 
graphic to relate, it is important to emphasize that this type of rit-
ual and grisly torture by the security forces of U.S. client states in 
Latin America and beyond was quite common. Indeed, as Noam 
Chomsky has often pointed out, this type of torture, bordering on 
the Satanic, was not happening in the USSR or its client states at 
this time.133 In the name of fighting what was portrayed as “the 
evils” of Communism, the U.S. and its allies were engaged in 
much greater evils. This point cannot be emphasized enough.

Meanwhile, Tomás, whom Ronald Reagan would single out 
as a particularly evil Marxist-Leninist, would vow to find his tor-
turers after the Triumph of the revolution and exact his revenge. 
And here is how Tomás himself describes his revenge: 

After having been brutal tortured as a prisoner, af-
ter having a hood placed over my head for nine months, 

Ana Borge, Valeria Borge and José Antonio Guevara Miranda  
at the tomb of Tomás Borge

DANIEL KOVALIK, JULY, 2022
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after having been handcuffed for seven months, I re-
member that when we captured these torturers I told 
them: “The hour of my revenge has come: we will not 
do you even the slightest harm. You did not believe us 
beforehand; now you will believe us.” That is our phi-
losophy, our way of being.134 

And Tomás made good on his word. As Amnesty International 
would report after the Triumph:

When the government of Anastasio Somoza 
Debayle was overthrown thousands of National Guard 
soldiers laid down their arms and surrendered at a 
number of camps and establishments under the super-
vision of the International Committee of the Red Cross 
and the Red Cross of Nicaragua. Shortly afterwards 
they were handed over to the Government of National 
Reconstruction as prisoners. At that time the Minister 
of the Interior, Commander Tomás Borge, declared that 
no prisoner would be ill-treated, that neither the death 
sentence nor torture would be used in Nicaragua and 
that all the accused would be tried in accordance with 
the existing criminal laws. He also asserted on various 
occasions that previous members of the National Guard 
would be considered prisoners of war.135

Tomás Borge went on to write a poem, “My Personal 
Revenge,” with Luis Enrique Mejía Godoy (the legendary song-
writer of the Sandinista Revolution) about his act of personal 
forgiveness against his torturers

This poem would later become the basis of a song performed 
by Jackson Browne in 1989, entitled, “My Personal Revenge.” 

 The reader may be curious about guerilla leaders like Daniel 
and Tomás writing poetry, but anyone who knows anything about 
Nicaragua is aware of the Nicaraguan people’s unique appre-
ciation for poetry and the fact that nearly all Nicaraguans are 
poets. Indeed, Salman Rushdie quotes Daniel Ortega as saying, 
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“‘In Nicaragua, everybody is considered a poet until he proves 
to the contrary.’”136 And, alongside the guerilla, Augusto Cesar 
Sandino, who himself was a poet, the other most celebrated figure 
in Nicaraguan history is poet Rubén Darío, whose image often 
appears alongside Sandino on murals and paintings throughout 
the country. 

My Personal Revenge

My personal revenge will be the right
of your children to school and to flowers;
My personal revenge will be to offer you
this florid song without fears;
My personal revenge will be to show you
the good there is in the eyes of my people,
always unyielding in combat
and most steadfast and generous in victory.
My personal revenge will be to say to you
good morning, without beggars in the streets,
when instead of jailing you I intend
you shake the sorrow from your eyes;
when you, practitioner of torture,
can no longer so much as lift your gaze,
my personal revenge will be to offer you
these hands you once maltreated
without being able to make them forsake tenderness.
And it was the people who hated you most
when the song was language of violence;
But the people today beneath its skin
of red and black* has its heart uplifted.

[*THE COLORS OF THE SANDINISTA FLAG]

But before leaders like Daniel and Tomás could show such 
magnanimity to the torturers of themselves and their people, they 
had to defeat Somoza and his National Guard. 
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By late 1977, it was becoming clear to all in Nicaragua, 
including the business community, that Somoza no longer had 
legitimacy to rule and was going down, one way or another. 
However, there was great disagreement over what would take 
Somoza’s place. The ruling economic elite wanted to make sure 
that Somoza would be removed before the Sandinistas, with their 
revolutionary program, forced him out.137 However, the U.S. was 
reluctant to give up on its man in Managua on whom it had been 
able to count for so long, and it was the U.S. that was, of course, 
calling the shots.138 

It was obvious why the U.S. continued to back Somoza for 
as long as it did. Somoza protected its business interests across the 
boards. As Chomsky and Herman note, as late as May of 1977, the 
Wall Street Journal was still touting Nicaragua as “‘[a]n investor’s 
dream come true,’” and predicting that “‘Nicaragua will contin-
ue to enjoy political stability and a bright economic future.’”139 
Among other benefits Nicaragua offered, the WSJ pointed out, 
were “‘no capital gains or dividend tax,’” and “‘low-abundant 
labor’ which ‘takes pride in its task,’ with no compulsory union 
affiliation.”140 

These benefits reflected the fact that the Nicaraguan people’s 
per capita income was $130 a year in the countryside, and disre-
garded that they suffered high levels of malnutrition, infant mor-
tality and illiteracy.141 Chomsky and Herman, quoting John Huey 
in another WSJ article, explain that, for example, “‘the colonial 
city of León—before it erupted into full-scale guerilla warfare—
reveals a degree of poverty and desperation that is startling, even 
by Latin American standards.’”142 León would be the first city 
liberated by the Sandinistas, and they are proud of this, as I wit-
nessed when there during the celebration of the 40th Anniversary 
of the liberation of León.

Clearly, something had to give, and even most of Nicaragua’s 
ruling elite had come to realize this. The bourgeoisie eventual-
ly settled on a strategy of “Somocismo without Somoza.”143 
“Somocismo without Somoza” entailed convincing Somoza to 
step down while maintaining his brutal National Guard in place. 
The Carter Administration, which was never able to bring itself 
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to publicly call for Somoza’s ouster and which even sent a letter 
to Somoza praising him, eventually settled on this strategy in 
the face of the reality that Somoza could no longer provide the 
stability needed for U.S. investments.144 This strategy required 
“‘replacing the Somoza dictatorship with an equally conservative, 
though less brutal successor.’”145 Even Carter, the self-dubbed 
“human rights President,” abided by his administration’s policy 
of “searching for stability rather than social and economic change 
or even human rights—repeating, as they see it, American policy 
during its occupation of Nicaragua between 1912 and 1933, and 
its subsequent support of the Somoza family.’”146 

U.S. aid to Nicaragua, though reduced, continued to flow 
to the Somoza government until the bitter end, and Somoza’s 
Guard continued to be trained at the U.S. Army School of the 
Americas.147 Moreover, as per usual, any deficit Somoza suffered 
in U.S. military aid was made up by the U.S.’s loyal client state, 
Israel, and also by the right-wing military dictatorship of Brazil, 
which, installed by Washington in 1964, was also closely aligned 
with the U.S.148 

The revolutionary FSLN wanted the entire system over-
turned. It wanted to thoroughly democratize the country and 
insisted that the National Guard be replaced in its entirety by an 
army of the people, with ranks drawn from the masses who ac-
tually participated in the fight against Somoza.149 And the Frente 
further wanted real economic and social change, which would 
include “the confiscation of natural resources and of enterprises 
that exploited them; the nationalization of maritime, air, and urban 
public transport; an agrarian reform program that would promote 
and diversify production, limit landowning property and national 
idle latifundios; freedom of trade union organization; reforms in 
legislation; and so on. . . .”150 Finally, the FSLN insisted on non-in-
terference in Nicaragua’s affairs from other countries, most nota-
bly the U.S. In other words, they insisted on an anti-imperialist 
agenda.151 

It was these demands that impelled the people of Nicaragua 
in droves to the side of the Sandinistas and away from the agen-
da led by the economic elite. As Carlos M. Vilas, who served in 
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the Sandinista government after the Triumph from 1980–1984, 
explains:

The alliance that the non-Somocista bourgeoisie 
tried to establish with the U.S. Embassy had to compete 
with the revolutionary struggle of the FSLN and its 
frontal opposition to the Somicista regime. The open 
participation of the popular classes in the Sandinista 
struggle was on the rise. . . . Failing in its mass actions, 
the bourgeoisie opted for palace strategies: a military 
coup, pressure from the U.S. Embassy. But this could 
not win over the FSLN’s strategy that combined mass 
insurrectional action, popular organization, rural gueril-
la warfare, conventional military combat, international 
diplomacy, and the opening toward all forces opposed 
to Somocismo on the basis of an uncompromising pro-
gram. The Nicaraguan bourgeoisie . . . could not present 
itself to the peasants, workers, students, unemployed, 
the poor of the countryside and the city, in other words 
the majority of the country, as a real alternative to the 
FSLN.152

By this time, the FSLN was being led by nine Comandantes—
three for each of the three different, and sometimes competing, 
tendencies in the party—the Prolonged People’s War group 
(led by Tomás Borge and most favored by Fidel Castro), the 
Proletariat Tendency (an Orthodox Marxist faction led by Jaime 
Wheelock, who studied in Europe and Chile), and the Terceristas 
(or Insurrectionist) tendency.153 The Tercerista tendency of Daniel 
Ortega and his brother Humberto (their youngest brother Camillo 
was killed fighting the National Guard when he joined a sponta-
neous uprising in Monimbó), while considered the most moderate 
of the tendencies in terms of program, was also considered most 
militant in terms of tactics, and led some of the boldest assaults 
such as an attack on three National Guard quarters in October of 
1977.154 
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And, it was Daniel and Humberto who were the most deci-
sive in wanting to move forward and quickly towards victory over 
Somoza before the bourgeoisie was able to succeed in convinc-
ing Somoza to step down while then carrying forward with their 
non-revolutionary “Somocismo without Somoza” plan.155 Quite 
possibly the most dramatic action the Ortega brothers led, along 
with Eden Pastora (Comandante Zero) and Dora Marie Téllez, 
was the storming of the National Palace in August of 1978—an 
event which sparked the major insurrectionary period, catalyzed 
national support for the FSLN and helped lead to ultimate victory 
in less than a year.156 

This event, which inspired a mass uprising in September of 
1978, also sparked a great repression by Somoza, who massacred 
3,000 Nicaraguans to put this uprising down.157 This massacre 
was met with silence by the Carter Administration.158 Indeed, as 
Chomsky and Herman note, it was Carter’s refusal to “openly call 
for his [Somoza’s] resignation or entirely withdraw support from 
him” which 

set the stage for Somoza’s suppression of a virtually uni-
fied Nicaraguan population and the death of thousands 
in September, 1978, again compliments of the U.S.-
trained and -armed national guard. With U.S.-supplied 
helicopters and gunships and other sophisticated weap-
onry, Somoza demonstrated that U.S. counterinsurgen-
cy techniques may now permit pacification of a unified 
hostile population.159 

But even this repression could not hold back the tide of 
the revolution, led by a Sandinista leadership with remarkable 
resolve. When Carter tried at the 11th hour to “piece together a 
joint U.S.-Latin American intervention that would prevent a total 
Sandinista victory. . . . Not a single nation in the hemisphere would 
join him.”160

Clearly this history simply belies any claims that somehow 
Daniel “came late to the party” in leading the struggle and emerged 
only after the Triumph to take top leadership. While it is beyond 
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the scope of this book to analyze deeply the different divisions 
within the FSLN, suffice it to acknowledge that they were there, 
as in any revolutionary struggle, and they were there from the 
beginning. In Nicaragua, “[t]he tendencies did not turn on each 
other with the kind of violence and constant public attacks that 
ripped apart other leftist movements around Latin America, but 
they did not collaborate either.”161 

Moreover, Daniel played a key role in uniting the three fac-
tions in 1978 to push for a unified effort to unseat Somoza. As one 
historian notes, most of Ortega’s efforts

at personal persuasion [to unite the factions] were suc-
cessful, seemingly because they were fair. One of his 
main goals in late 1978 and early 1979 was to negotiate 
a reunification of the FSLN. In part it was a personal 
goal. Since his teenage years, Ortega’s whole life had 
been devoted to and enveloped by the FSLN, and he 
could not imagine winning a revolution without it. 
While he was obviously willing to act independently, 
he wanted the victory to be for the Sandinistas, not for 
the Terceristas alone.162 

All of this is important to keep in mind when, later, differ-
ent FSLN leaders would fall out, fall back in, and then fall out 
again with the party and the top leaders thereof, most notably with 
Daniel. As in other revolutionary situations, some of the former 
disgruntled FSLN leaders would even turn to counter-revolution-
ary activity—some very violently so.
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CHAPTER 3

THE TRIUMPH
On July 17, 1979, as the Sandinista fighters approached Managua, 
the last Somoza fled the country. July 17 is now known as the 
“Día de la Alegría” (Day of Joy) and is celebrated every year. 
Two days later, on July 19, the Sandinistas entered Managua 
and the Plaza containing the National Palace and the original 
Catholic Cathedral—still in ruins from the 1972 earthquake. The 
Plaza, now the “Plaza of the Revolution,” filled with thousands of 
fighters and ordinary Nicaraguans waving the red and black flags 
of the FSLN in what became a celebration of epic proportions, 
marveled around the world. 

A ragtag bunch of poorly armed guerillas had defeated a 
brutal dictatorship and its National Guard which had been trained 
and armed to the teeth by the United States—the Colossus to the 
North. This truly was a people’s Revolution, and a people’s victo-
ry. While the Revolution certainly had its leaders, the fighters were 
mostly regular people who battled the National Guard, sometimes 
with the most rudimentary of weapons, in order to achieve their 
freedom. As one historian wrote, “So the revolution came. When 
it did, it was most visibly led by los muchachos (the kids)—men, 
women, and children who fought with rocks, .22 rifles, anything 
they had, in order to overthrow their hated dictator. . . . Combining 
the numbers, approximately one in every twenty Nicaraguans was 
killed or injured in the revolution, yet most fought on.”163 And 
they fought on to victory in one of the most storybook revolutions 
in history.

David had slain Goliath. The world was mesmerized as gue-
rillas literally dangled from the remains of the Catholic Cathedral 
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in jubilation. Only the hardest of hearts would have been unmoved 
by the sight. To this day, I cannot see photos or footage of this 
scene without tears welling in my eyes. July 19 is now the national 
day of celebration of the Revolution, and I have been there in the 
Plaza several times to enjoy this day.

As Andrew Reding wrote in the Forward to Christianity 
and Revolution, a compilation of writings by Tomás Borge, “It 
is a revolution without parallel in recent history. In the political 
realm, a vanguard party organized along the Leninist model but 
inspired by the moral example of Augusto Sandino” began to 
democratize the political life of Nicaragua.164 “In the economic 
realm, the Sandinistas . . . set up a system that combines capital-
ist and socialist characteristics in such a way as to give priority 
to production for satisfying human needs. And in the religious 
realm, the FSLN has integrated Christians and Marxists in one 
revolutionary movement, entrusting top government ministries to 
Catholic priests and lay persons.”165 Most notably, the new gov-
ernment famously included three Catholic priests—Father Miguel 
D’Escoto Brockmann, a U.S.-born Maryknoll priest who served 
as the revolutionary government’s first Foreign Minister, who 
was elected the 63rd President of the UN General Assembly and 
who would remain loyal to Daniel and the FSLN unto his death 
in 2017; and the two Cardenal brothers, Father Ernesto and Father 
Fernando, both Jesuit priests. 

All three of these priests were adherents to the tenets of 
Liberation Theology, a philosophy that attempted to synthesize 
Christianity with Marxism, focused on building the Kingdom of 
God on Earth, right here and now and advocated “the preferential 
treatment of the poor.” This was a philosophy that the U.S. had 
violently opposed from its inception after the Second Vatican 
Council in 1962, and which the Vatican itself would come to 
oppose after the death of Pope John XXIII who had initiated the 
sweeping, humanistic changes of the Council.166 It must be said: 
the institutional Church in Nicaragua was definitely not in favor 
of Liberation Theology and has been and continues to be quite 
conservative and reactionary. The official Church of both Rome 
and Nicaragua would pose many challenges to the new Sandinista 
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government, the presence of priests in the government notwith-
standing, and would play a quite treacherous role during the tragic 
events of 2018.

The most prominent victim of the U.S.’s crusade against 
Liberation Theology would be slain shortly after the Sandinista 
Revolution. El Salvador’s Archbishop Oscar Romero, a conserva-
tive priest turned radical after becoming bishop and seeing fellow 
priests, including his good friend Father Rutilio Grande, murdered 
by U.S.-backed forces, was gunned down while saying Mass in a 
field hospital on March 24, 1980. He was killed by death squads 
armed and trained by the U.S. only one month after he had writ-
ten a letter to President Jimmy Carter asking him to stop arming 
the soldiers who were killing his people.167 Romero was recently 
canonized a Saint by the Roman Catholic Church under the lead-
ership of Pope Francis, an Argentine cleric who has openly stated 
that his chief mentor in life was a Communist and who is more 
amenable to Liberation Theology than his predecessors. Shortly 
after the death of Archbishop Romero, 4 American churchwom-
en—Maryknoll Sisters Maura Clarke and Ita Ford, Ursuline Sister 
Dorothy Kazel, and lay missionary Jean Donovan—were raped 
and murdered in El Salvador by U.S.-backed death squad forces 
upon returning to El Salvador from a conference in Nicaragua.168 

As one of my friends who lived in El Salvador for years, 
explained, the murder of Saint Romero would “begin the 
Salvadoran Civil War in earnest,” and that war in El Salvador 
would become linked with the Sandinista Revolution, with the 
Reagan Administration hell-bent on destroying the progressive 
movements in both countries. The rebels leading the charge in 
El Salvador—the Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front 
(FMLN), named after El Salvador’s own liberation leader of the 
1920s and early 1930s—also carried a red and black flag as did 
the Sandinistas. Traditionally, the red and black flag has been 
associated with anarcho-Communism, and the Sandinistas and 
Sandino himself certainly have some roots in anarchism as well as 
socialism, but also in Christianity.

The Salvadoran civil war would end similarly to how it be-
gan—with the murder of six Jesuit priests and their housekeeper 
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and daughter in 1989. As the Center for Justice and Accountability 
puts it succinctly, “the Salvadoran Civil War was “punctuated by 
three well-known atrocities: the 1980 assassination of Archbishop 
Oscar Romero that sparked the conflict, the rape and murder of 
four American churchwomen that caused international outrage, 
and the 1989 Jesuits Massacre that finally compelled the interna-
tional community to intervene.”169 All told, 75,000 Salvadorans 
would be killed by the U.S.-backed government forces during this 
conflict.170

As discussed above, in the spirit of Christian forgiveness, 
one of the first acts of the new government was to suspend the 
death penalty, and many National Guardsmen—men who had 
killed, tortured and raped so many in Nicaragua—were set free 
and allowed to flee across the border. Tomás Borge himself per-
sonally stayed the hands of Nicaraguan citizens who gathered 
to kill National Guardsmen after the Triumph. Again, Andrew 
Reding explains, 

Borge carried his personal forgiveness to public 
office. When, in the tumultuous days following the col-
lapse of the dictatorship, a lynch mob gathered outside 
the Red Cross building where National Guardsmen had 
found refuge, Borge hurried to the scene before the 
building could be overrun. “To what end did we carry 
out the revolution,” he asked the crowd, “if we are go-
ing to repeat what they did?” The mob was stilled.”171 

José Adán Rivera Castillo told me how he helped facilitate 
the National Guards’ exodus into Honduras. José was in his late 
teens when he quit school and joined the guerillas. I had the honor 
of interviewing him in Managua in March of 2022. His family was 
from the northern coffee region of San Rafael del Norte, which 
formed one of the main bases of Sandino in his fight against the 
U.S. Marines. José pointed out that Sandino’s wife was from this 
region as well.

José was now 63 years old—around the same age as the 
Cuban Revolution, he was proud to tell me. He had grown up as 
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an agricultural worker on his family’s medium-sized farm, which 
grew coffee and raised cattle. José’s grandparents helped Sandino’s 
troops in the 1920s and 30s by providing them with horses and 
mules. José’s grandmother had even met the elusive Sandino back 
in the day. He explains that his grandparents supported Sandino 
because they were (nationalist) Liberal Party members of the stripe 
represented by former President José Zelaya, as was Sandino, and 
because he was fighting for the benefit of the peasants. His family 
knew they were risking their lives to support Sandino because this 
also meant fighting the North American troops. 

José Adán Rivera Castillo 
DANIEL KOVALIK, MARCH, 2022
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José explained that he came to the Revolution via his interest 
in the Cuban Revolution. He began listening to Radio Havana 
when he was six years old, and he began to read revolutionary 
literature. He has never ceased in such studies. Indeed, he was 
reading a book on the Sandinista Revolution at the time I inter-
viewed him. He proudly took it out to show me and explained that 
he reads a book a week.

José left his studies in Managua and joined the FSLN and the 
armed struggle up in the Carlos Fonseca Northern Front because 
he wanted to fight for a more just and equitable society. It was 
both his own political studies as well as his lived experience as 
someone who had worked in the fields as a young person and saw 
the horrible inequalities in Nicaraguan society that led him to the 
struggle. José was part of the final offensive of the Sandinistas 
from 1978 to 1979, and he was 20 years old when the day of the 
Triumph came.

José’s squadron did not make it all the way to Managua in 
time for the Triumph. And so, they stayed behind and oversaw 
the exodus of the National Guardsmen. His squadron’s job was to 
make sure that the Guardsmen were not armed and the Sandinistas 
escorted them safely to Honduras. “They went with the white flag, 
and their escort respected this,” José explained to me after I ex-
pressed my surprise at the fact that they just let these monsters go 
free. José simply explained that “in battle, [the revolutionaries] 
were implacable; in victory, they were gentle.” 

This, of course, was true, and explains why the Sandinistas 
won the love and adulation of people around the world. That said, 
this kindness and forgiveness would be used against them in a big 
way by the United States, bringing to mind the maxim I learned 
early on as a union lawyer—“no good deed goes unpunished.” 

President Jimmy Carter, having failed in his attempt to pres-
sure the Sandinistas to form a new government with National Guard 
officers,172 was beginning to assemble the Guard in Honduras as 
the nucleus of what would become, with the support and organi-
zation of the CIA and the fascist junta of Argentina, the Contras. 
In fact, Carter organized an air lift of National Guard leaders to 
Honduras for this purpose. He did so in airplanes marked (falsely) 
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with Red Cross insignia—a war crime, as Noam Chomsky often 
reminds us.173 Thus,

In March 1980, Carter, alarmed at this loss of a 
U.S. investor haven, ordered Major General Robert 
Schweitzer to Honduras to confer with its armed forces 
about becoming a “bulwark” against communism in the 
Central American region. Carter authorized $1 million 
for the CIA to support anti-Sandinista labor groups, 
media, and political organizations. In mid-November 
1980, newly elected, but not yet inaugurated, President 
Reagan’s transition team met with a small group of ex-
iled Nicaraguans in Honduras in preparations to fight 
the Sandinistas.174

Meanwhile, one of the major tasks the new revolutionary 
government set out to do was to teach the largely uneducated 
population how to read and write. To do so, they set up a popular 
literacy campaign headed by Father Fernando Cardenal, in which 
thousands of mostly young volunteers were sent out throughout 
Nicaragua, and in particular to the countryside, to teach the illit-
erate. The number of volunteers numbered around 95,000175—an 
extraordinary figure given that Nicaragua had a total population of 
only around 2.2 million at that time. This demonstrates the popu-
lar support the Revolution had and the enthusiasm with which the 
people met the Sandinistas’ agenda. 

Berta Sanabria, who was involved in the literacy campaign—
which they actually termed, a “Crusade”—shared her experience 
with me when I visited the education center in Estelí where she 
currently works—still a teacher, after all these years. In 1980, 
Berta had joined other volunteers going out to the very poor peas-
ant areas of Estelí. She was only 18 years old at the time. As she 
explained, her brigade, the Irline Cacares Brigade, spent 9 months 
living with the peasant community. At that time, the community 
had no lights and no running water. The experience taught the 
brigadistas themselves about the daily lives and experiences of 
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the people in their country, who toiled to grow their food. Her 
brigade taught 300 people. As Berta explained, 

We lived with them in all respects. We ate with 
them, met with them. We taught them basic reading and 
writing. Some couldn’t even write their names. Before 
this, these were forgotten people. We taught them the 
importance of learning. They then made other decisions 
for their own children. This opened their eyes. They 
began then to think of a different future, for example of 
a profession for their children beyond the campo. This 
was the principal purpose of the Revolution as articulat-
ed by Carlos Fonseca. 

Berta then told me how, when the U.S.-backed Contra War 
started, the Contras, quite tellingly, killed the brigadistas who 
were trying to teach those that the Somoza regime had neglected 
and even persecuted. But the campaign continued in spite of the 
dangers. Everyone, regardless of political affiliation, was involved 
in this movement, Berta explained. She, for example, was not a 
Sandinista at the time, but she is now. 

The other big initiative of the new Revolutionary government 
was the Agrarian Reform—a major goal of the Sandinistas, going 
back to Sandino himself. Under the Sandinistas’ Agrarian Reform 
program, between 1981 and 1984 nearly 50,000 poor families 
were given new titles to their own land.176 By 1990, a full 60 per-
cent of Nicaraguans benefited from the land reform program.177

In March of 2022, Lola del Carmen Esquivel González de-
scribed to me at the women’s coffee collective she lives and works 
at—the Gloria Quintania Cooperative—how she had been sup-
porting the Revolution since she was only 14 years old. This was 
back in 1976, three years before the Triumph. At that young age, 
she was already organizing unions and youth. After the Triumph, 
she too joined the Literacy Crusade and went out and taught fel-
low peasants how to read and write. The other task she took on 
was defending the 2100 manzanas (approximately 3500 acres) 
of land which the Revolutionary government had distributed to 
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peasants in her region. When the Contra War came, she and other 
women kept the land productive while the men went out to defend 
the country. 

I asked Lola what the Revolution meant to her. She explained 
it to me quite proudly: 

One of the biggest benefits of the Revolution is 
that we can live well. We have between 80 and 90 social 
programs—education, land, health care. We have food 
sovereignty [meaning they grow all the food they eat] 

Lola del Carmen Esquivel González
DANIEL KOVALIK, MARCH, 2022
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. . . We are the Revolution, and we have been able to im-
prove our lives. I was a sad worker, a nomad before the 
Revolution. I was paid 3 Cordobas a day. Now, I have 
land, I grow coffee, I am an entrepreneur. It is not we 
who are poor, but you. We have water, we have land, we 
have love, we have life, we have peace. We feel quite 
happy. . . . We are not in war even though they want us 
to be. I’m 60 years old. I have 11 children. I feel young 
and ready to defend the Revolution. Soon, we will have 
a Revolution which is totally red and black. My mother 
gave birth to me, the ATC [the Peasant Workers Union] 
collected me, and the Revolution allowed me to devel-
op into what I am today.

Lola was one of many poor Nicaraguans who benefited very 
swiftly from the overthrow of Somoza and the rise of the FSLN. 
As Oxfam pointed out in its report, “Nicaragua: The Danger of 
a Good Example,” when the Sandinistas took over in 1979, they 
inherited a country where the vast majority of the people were 
impoverished and completely neglected. As Oxfam then explains 
in detail: one baby in eight under one year’s of age died; two out 
of three children under five were undernourished; 93% of rural 
homes had no safe drinking water; six out of ten deaths were 
caused by preventable and curable diseases; over half the popu-
lation was illiterate; two out of three peasant farmers were either 
completely landless or had plots too small to meet their basic 
needs; 90% of medical services in the country served only 10% of 
the population, with more than half the country’s doctors clustered 
in the capital city; less than 20% of pregnant women and children 
under five years of age received health care; and 94% of rural 
children were unable to finish primary school.178

Not only that, Somoza looted the Nicaraguan treasury be-
fore fleeing the country, leaving the Revolutionary government 
a balance of exactly zero to work with. As the writer Salman 
Rushdie put it so eloquently in his short book on the Nicaraguan 
Revolution, The Jaguar Smile, 
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When Don Anastasio Somoza fled the country, he 
took with him everything he could carry, including all 
the cash in the national treasury. He even had the bodies 
of Tacho I and Luis Somoza dug up and they, too, went 
into exile. No doubt he would have taken the land as 
well, if he’d known how. But he couldn’t, and nor could 
his cronies who fled with him, and so the government of 
the new Nicaragua found itself in the possession of the 
abandoned estates, amounting to half the arable land of 
the country.”179 

Rushdie makes a point of saying that all of the land distrib-
uted to the peasants as part of the agrarian reform program came 
exclusively from this abandoned land.

The Sandinistas moved quickly to turn the situation of the 
country around with the scant resources they had, and they were 
quite successful. Oxfam, citing a World Council of Churches re-
port from 1983, sums up the gains of the Revolution, which had 
triumphed only 4 years before: 

What we see is a government faced with tremen-
dous problems, some seemingly insuperable, bent on a 
great experiment which, though precarious and incom-
plete at many points, provides hope to the poor sectors 
of society, improves the conditions of education, literacy 
and health, and for the first time offers the Nicaraguan 
people a modicum of justice for all rather than a society 
offering privilege exclusively to the wealthy . . . and to 
the powerful.180 

Oxfam explained that the Sandinistas swiftly began to devel-
op the country from the bottom up, and in a democratic fashion:

After what Nicaraguans call the “triumph” on 19 
July 1979 when the old Government fell, rapid changes 
were set in motion. . . . 
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The cornerstone of the new development strategy, 
spelled out by the Sandinista Front some years before 
taking power, was to give priority to meeting the basic 
needs of the poor majority. This was to be achieved 
by involving people in implementing change at a lo-
cal level, through their neighborhood groups, peasant 
associations and other organizations; at a central level, 
representatives of these organizations were to cooperate 
closely with the Government Ministries. 

The new Government of National Reconstruction 
stressed its desire to develop a mixed economy and 
political pluralism in a country that had no tradition 
of democracy or free elections. Great importance was 
also attached to achieving a high degree of national 
self-sufficiency and an independent, nonaligned foreign 
policy.181

Oxfam concluded that the Revolutionary government’s ded-
ication to real development for its people was indeed exemplary. 
Thus, “[f]rom Oxfam’s experience of working in seventy-six 
developing countries, Nicaragua was to prove exceptional in the 
strength of that Government commitment.”182

As Oxfam details,183 the achievements of the Revolutionary 
government were extraordinary, with illiteracy slashed from 53 
to 13 percent. In 1980, just a year after the Triumph, Nicaragua 
would receive the UNESCO Literacy Award for its achievements. 
By 1984, Nicaragua had built over 1400 new schools, mostly in 
rural areas. Oxfam cites the prestigious New England Journal of 
Medicine for the proposition that “‘[i]n just three years, more has 
been done in most areas of social welfare than in fifty years of dic-
tatorship under the Somoza family.’” In addition to the Literacy 
Crusade, the Sandinistas embarked upon an inoculation campaign, 
which eradicated polio and nearly eradicated malaria. 

Furthermore, 

A significant expansion of workers’ rights, espe-
cially the right to form unions and engage in collective 
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bargaining, was a definitive achievement of Sandinista 
power. Prior to 1979 only about 30,000 Nicaraguans 
(less than 10% of the workers) were trade union mem-
bers and strikes or even collective bargaining were 
made virtually impossible by the Somoza regime. By 
the end of the 1980s there were more than 2000 work-
place unions with some 55% of the working population 
unionized. . . .184

There were also huge advances for women’s rights achieved 
from the early days of the Revolution. This should not be sur-
prising, given the critical role that women played in leading the 
struggle from the very beginning. As Erica Takeo and Rohan Rice 
write in their recent article, “Women’s Struggle in Nicaragua: 
From liberation fighters to building an alternative society”:

Firstly, it must be said that it is impossible to 
separate the women’s movement in Nicaragua from the 
Sandinista revolution. They are mutually interdepen-
dent. The reason is quite simple: women’s lives are dra-
matically better under Sandinista governance. During 
the Somoza dictatorship, supported by the U.S. and 
its allies, many women lived in slave-like conditions. 
They were prevented from owning property, accessing 
health care, directly receiving salaries, or attending 
formal education. Reproductive rights and information 
on sexual health were non-existent. Rape was extraor-
dinarily common, particularly on the plantations. Under 
Somoza’s tyranny, women existed for expropriation and 
nothing more. . . .

Much of this changed after 1979: women were 
instrumental in the overthrow of Somoza, both as com-
batants and in supporting roles. Throughout the 1980s 
women fought for all the basic human rights, many of 
which were immediately granted by the socialist FSLN. 
In Nicaragua’s first democratic elections in 1984, 67 
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percent of the women who voted in that election voted 
for the FSLN.185

As Takeo and Rice note, 30 percent of the Sandinista gue-
rillas at the time of the Triumph were women, with many serving 
in all-women militias, while a number “then went on to senior 
military positions in Sandinista society and have worked tireless-
ly to progress the revolution ever since, like Doris Tijerino, who 
led the Sandinista Police, or Leticia Herrera, who directed the 
Sandinista Defense Committees.”186 I myself met and interviewed 
Doris Tijerino, who is a Comandante of the Revolution—the 
highest honor anyone could have—as part of a documentary I 
helped make, entitled “Nicaragua: The April Crisis and Beyond.” 
She made it clear to me that she is still firmly committed to the 
Revolution, the FSLN and to Daniel, and that she believes that 
the leadership is still committed to their original principles and to 
the cause of women’s rights. It is curious, as I told her, that she is 
never interviewed in the U.S., including by the progressive press, 
even when they are seeking women’s voices from Nicaragua. She 
just smiled and shrugged her shoulders. 

Indeed, the concrete gains for women after the Triumph were 
substantial: 

The first major victory was the Agrarian Reform 
and Co-operatives laws of 1981 whereby Nicaragua 
became the first country in Latin America to recognize 
women’s rights to wages, land, and co-operative orga-
nizing as equal to that of men. This was soon followed 
by “the Law Regulating Relations Between Mothers, 
Fathers and Children [1981] . . . which created equal 
rights over children for both parents; and the Law of 
Nurturing [1982] which obliged all men to contrib-
ute to their children’s upkeep and to do their share of 
household tasks” . . . In these early revolutionary years, 
single women also won the right to legally adopt; the 
trafficking of Nicaraguan children was banned; and 
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women began to fill various positions in the National 
Assembly.187

And then, after seven years of intense lobbying and pressure 
by women’s organizations, the FSLN published the Programa 
which recognized the double oppression of women for the first 
time in Nicaraguan history.188 Specifically, the Programa ac-
knowledged that “women suffer additional exploitation specific 
to their sex and that struggles within the revolutionary process 
were legitimate; it also roundly condemned machismo. Most 
importantly, it argued that women’s issues could not be ‘put off’ 
till after the war. . . .”189

In addition, there were great advances in women’s health—
something which had been all but neglected in the past. There was 
a concerted effort to train midwives, especially in the northern part 
of Nicaragua, to assist women, particularly in rural areas, with 
childbirth without the assistance of a doctor.190 Mothers were en-
couraged by brigadistas to breastfeed as opposed to feeding with 
bottles, which often contained contaminated water that could lead 
to life-threatening diseases for babies.191 And for babies—who 
did suffer from diarrhea, a condition many could die from—the 
government set up rehydration centers throughout the country.192

The FSLN, clearly the predominant force of the Revolution, 
also moved quickly to form a national unity government that was 
inclusive and pluralist, and had representation from all groups, 
including the bourgeoisie, which had opposed Somoza. That is, 
the FSLN did not insist on ruling alone, though it certainly could 
have. Again, this was quite consistent with the Frente’s long-time 
position of working in alliances with all sectors of society in order 
to succeed. As Carlos Fonseca put it, 

We are conscious that socialism is the only per-
spective that the people have to achieve a profound 
change in their living conditions. This does not suggest 
that we will exclude persons that do not think as we 
do, and . . . we are disposed to march alongside people 
with the most diverse beliefs who are interested in the 
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overthrow of the tyranny and in the liberation of our 
country.193 

And so, while the FSLN had significant representation 
in the new transitional government, including Daniel Ortega, 
Sergio Ramirez and Moises Hassan, only two of the first gov-
ernment Ministers were from the FSLN—Tomás Borge, who 
became Minister of the Interior, and Jaime Wheelock, who led 
the Nicaraguan Institute of Agrarian Reform (INRA).194 As Carlos 
M. Vilas notes, the FSLN, magnanimous in victory, gave the 
bourgeoisie greater representation in the new government than 
their actual role in overthrowing Somoza would have warranted 
or necessitated.195 

As this make-up of the new government would suggest, the 
Sandinistas did not push for a purely socialist economy, but rather 
for a mixed market/socialist economy which resembled something 
closer to that of countries in Scandinavia as opposed to those in 
the Eastern Bloc. And indeed, the FSLN was and is a member of 
the Second International, which includes the U.S.’s Democratic 
Socialists of America (DSA)—that is, the party of Bernie Sanders 
and AOC—and not the Third International, which included the 
Communist Parties of the world, including the Communist Party 
of the Soviet Union and the Communist Party of Cuba. Indeed, I 
remember a representative of the FSLN being warmly received at 
a national DSA conference I attended at Columbia University in 
the spring of 1987. This is important to remember when one as-
sesses the claims of people like Ronald Reagan and his henchmen 
like Elliott Abrams (a man who still lurks around in the halls of 
Washington D.C.) who have demonized the Sandinistas as evil 
Marxist-Leninists and have justified their crimes against them and 
Nicaragua on this basis. 

Within five years of the Triumph, the Sandinistas would hold 
the first truly free and fair elections in Nicaraguan history. The 
1984 elections engaged seven parties, including the FSLN led by 
Daniel Ortega as Presidential candidate; all were given the right 
to freely campaign throughout the country and on TV and radio.196 
Of the six parties running against the Sandinistas, three were from 
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the left and three were from the right of the political spectrum.197 
The Sandinistas won with 67% of the vote. Numerous independent 
observers, including a parliamentary delegation from Ireland and 
the U.S.-based Latin American Studies Association, concluded 
that these elections were free and fair.198 

Shamelessly, the U.S. government, which had supported 
the brutal Somoza dictatorship for 45 years, refused to recognize 
these elections. And indeed, as demonstrated by a leaked National 
Security Council document, the U.S. was attempting to undermine 
the credibility of the elections even before they began, knowing 
full-well that the Sandinistas were the popular choice of the 
people and that elections would prove this fact to the world.199 
Furthermore, the U.S. had already launched the Contra War 
against Nicaragua before the elections even took place—making 
the very holding of these elections a victory in and of itself. By 
waging war against Nicaragua at the time of these elections, the 
U.S. disadvantaged the FSLN in the electoral process, given that 
the electorate was keenly aware that voting for the Sandinistas 
would ensure more war. 

Nothing the Sandinistas could do or not do, could save them 
or Nicaragua from more aggression by the United States, which 
simply could not abide the fact that an independent, sovereign 
country in Central America had dared to go its own—though 
albeit moderately leftist—way. Nicaragua was in for more suf-
fering imposed by its neighbor from the North, and the gains of 
the Revolution described above would be greatly undermined by 
a brutal and quite illegal military and economic war against this 
tiny country. 

Indeed, by the late 1980s, the Revolution would effectively 
be stalled, not to return to its forward momentum again until 2007. 
Instead, the Revolution had to shift its focus from social advance 
to defending itself—as every other Revolution in the world has 
had to do—and many compromises had to be made in the pro-
cess, which few of us from the outside could hardly understand in 
full—though this has not stopped many arm-chair intellectuals in 
the West from being quick to criticize these compromises. As one 
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of my favorite historians and social critics, Michael Parenti, has 
opined on this subject:

It occurs to me that when people as smart, differ-
ent, dedicated and heroic as Lenin, Mao, Fidel Castro, 
Daniel Ortega, Ho Chi Minh and Robert Mugabe—and 
the millions of heroic people who followed and fought 
with them—all end up more or less in the same place, 
then something bigger is at work than who made what 
decision at what meeting. Or even what size houses 
they went home to after the meeting. . . .

To be sure, the pure socialists are not entirely with-
out specific agendas for building the revolution. After 
the Sandinistas overthrew the Somoza dictatorship in 
Nicaragua, an ultra-left group in that country called for 
direct worker ownership of the factories. The armed 
workers would take control of production without ben-
efit of managers, state planners, bureaucrats, or a formal 
military. While undeniably appealing, this worker syn-
dicalism denies the necessities of state power. Under 
such an arrangement, the Nicaraguan revolution would 
not have lasted two months against the U.S.-sponsored 
counterrevolution that savaged the country. It would 
have been unable to mobilize enough resources to field 
an army, take security measures, or build and coordinate 
economic programs and human services on a national 
scale.200

When one considers the brutality of the counter-revolution-
ary war the U.S. waged against Nicaragua, it is hard to believe that 
the Revolution, or even the country of Nicaragua, survived at all.
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CHAPTER 4

REAGAN’S BRUTAL WAR 
AGAINST NICARAGUA

When I think of the Contra War what makes me most angry is 
the thought of what could have been. Had Nicaragua been able 
to simply pursue the path it set in 1979 to teach the ignorant, feed 
the hungry, provide land to poor farmers, guarantee health care for 
all, treat women with respect—that is, to carry out the mandate of 
the Gospels—where would Nicaragua be today? What if the U.S. 
government had heeded the very simple and reasonable demand 
of the U.S. peace movement to “let Nicaragua live”? Of course, 
we will never know for sure. But I think when we judge Nicaragua 
and the Sandinista Revolution today these are very important 
questions to consider.

The reality was, of course, that the U.S. government could 
not abide by Nicaragua’s post-Triumph progress, and it set out 
to destroy it. The Reagan White House was so desperate to do so 
even in the face of Congressional opposition that it resorted to 
selling cocaine on U.S. city streets, and illegally selling arms to 
Iran to keep its project of destruction going, as will be discussed 
below. Rolling back the Nicaraguan Triumph was truly an obses-
sion. When CBS’s Face the Nation asked Che Guevara what Cuba 
wanted from the United States, he had answered quite simply that 
they wanted the U.S. to forget Cuba entirely.201 Nicaraguans des-
perately prayed for the very same. But this was not to be. The Eye 
of Mordor had seen Nicaragua and its gaze was now firmly set 
upon it.
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According to the U.S. State Department’s own Office of the 
Historian, the first major attack of the Contras against Nicaragua 
took place in March of 1982—just over two and a half years after 
the Triumph. And, as discussed below, there were actually smaller 
attacks as early as December of 1981. The Revolution was never 
given a real chance to breathe. Rather, the goal was to strangle the 
infant revolution in its crib. 

Even more telling, the Office of the Historian admits that 

These “Contras,” as in “counterrevolutionaries,” 
were primarily ex-Nicaraguan National Guard members 
who had gathered in Honduran territory. . . . In response, 
the Sandinistas undertook a dramatic build-up of mili-
tary manpower assisted by Soviet and Cuban advisers 
and weaponry, mostly from the Soviet bloc.202 

There is a bit to unpack here in these pregnant two sentences. 
Note that the U.S. State Department admits that the Contras were 
primarily former members of Somoza’s National Guard—an in-
convenient truth that apologists of the Contras would try to deny. 
As a comprehensive study from Brown University reports,

The main contra force, the FDN, grew out of the 
Fifteenth of September Legion, which was established 
by Somoza’s National Guardsmen who had fled into 
neighboring Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala as 
the Sandinistas took power in July 1979. A July 1982 
[U.S.] Defense Intelligence Agency Weekly Summary 
described the Legion as a “terrorist group.” Some 
50,000 Nicaraguans had died in the revolution to rout 
the National Guard and overthrow the 44-year Somoza 
family dictatorship. National Guardsmen were respon-
sible for the rape, torture, and wounding of thousands of 
other Nicaraguan women, men, and children.203

The Brown study notes that “[i]n a staff report, the Congressional 
Arms Control and Foreign Policy Caucus found that 46 of the 48 
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positions in the FDN’s military command structure were held by 
former [National] guardsmen.”204

Given the composition of the Contra leadership, there is no 
doubt that the ultimate goal of the Contra War was to bring back 
the old regime—one that anyone would have to concede was both 
brutal and undemocratic. In other words, the goal was not about 
restoring a democracy which the U.S. pretended had existed prior 
to the Sandinistas’ victory. Indeed, the Contra leadership’s history 
of horrendous human rights abuses against the Nicaraguan people 
during the Somoza dictatorship was a fair predictor of their con-
duct in their new, counter-revolutionary war against Nicaragua.

What the Office of the Historian neglects to point out is that 
the Contras were entirely the creature of the CIA, working hand-
in-glove with the Argentine fascist military junta, which organized, 
funded and directed them. The CIA had begun organizing the 
Contras almost immediately after the Sandinistas’ Triumph—that 
is, before it was even possible to know how the fledging govern-
ment would conduct itself. It therefore should come as no surprise 
that all of the claimed justifications for arming the Contras were 
simply made up. The entire Contra program was based on lies.

As the Brown study relates, 

In late 1981, the Reagan Administration settled 
on a policy of providing arms, money, and equipment 
to the Argentinean-backed Contras. This followed 
President Carter’s authorization, in early 1980, of CIA 
financial support to the Nicaraguan opposition (for the 
purposes of “organization and propaganda,” but not 
“armed actions”). . .205 

Then, 

In December 1981, President Ronald Reagan 
signed a secret directive authorizing an expenditure 
of $19 million to conduct paramilitary operations in 
Nicaragua. Administration officials claimed before 
Congressional intelligence committees that the purpose 
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of aid to the Contras was interdicting arms allegedly 
being supplied to the Salvadoran revolutionaries by 
the Nicaraguan government. Despite this claim, David 
MacMichael, a CIA intelligence analyst from 1981 to 
1983, charged in June 1984 that the CIA had “systemati-
cally misrepresented” Nicaraguan aid to the Salvadoran 
rebels. Since April 1981, he said, there had been no 
verified reports of arms shipments from Nicaragua to 
El Salvador.206

The other truth buried in the Office of the Historian’s state-
ment is that major military support from the Soviets did not come 
until after the Contras began attacking Nicaraguan soil. This too 
is important, for it belies claims that the Contra War was some-
how a response to the Soviet domination of Nicaragua. Indeed, 
none other than Fidel Castro had counseled the Sandinistas early 
on not to cozy up too closely with the Soviets lest they invite 
attack from the U.S., and lest they lose some of their hard-fought 
national independence to the Soviet Union. Daniel and the FSLN 
initially heeded this counsel. But, just as it had done with regard to 
countries like Vietnam and Cuba itself, the U.S. drove Nicaragua 
closer to the Soviet Union by its violent assaults. Then it used 
the resulting relationship to justify further attacks. This was the 
classic Cold War playbook, and it worked like a charm. 

Another lie perpetuated to justify the U.S.’s war against 
Nicaragua was that the Sandinistas were systematic human rights 
abusers. However, while the Sandinistas were certainly guilty of 
their own share of mistakes and excesses, the facts demonstrated 
that they had made great efforts to respect human rights, espe-
cially if measured by the standards of other Central American 
countries and in the face of the pressures put on them by the 
counter-revolutionary activities which followed so quickly upon 
the heels of the Triumph. Thus, the Brown study quotes a 1985 
report of America’s Watch (a division of Human Rights Watch), 
which concluded:
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The misuse of human rights data has become perva-
sive . . . When inconvenient, findings of the U.S. Embassy 
in Managua have been ignored; the same is true of data 
gathered by independent sources. In Nicaragua, there is 
no systematic practice of forced disappearances, extra-
judicial killings or torture—as has been the case with 
the “friendly” [counterrevolutionary] armed forces of 
El Salvador. While prior censorship has been imposed 
by emergency legislation, debate on major social and 
political questions is robust, outspoken, even often stri-
dent. . . . Nor has the Government practiced elimination 
of cultural or ethnic groups, as the [Reagan] adminis-
tration frequently claims; indeed in this respect, as in 
most others, Nicaragua’s record is by no means so bad 
as that [of] Guatemala, whose government the admin-
istration consistently defends. Moreover, some notable 
reductions in abuses have occurred in Nicaragua since 
1982, despite the pressure caused by escalating external 
attacks . . . [The] description of a totalitarian state bears 
no resemblance to Nicaragua in 1985.”207

One of the most enduring allegations against the Sandinistas 
was their treatment of the Miskitu Indians on the Atlantic Coast. 
The U.S. government claims that the Sandinistas simply set out 
to assimilate the Miskitus—for example into the dominant Latin, 
Spanish-speaking culture—a claim belied by the fact that the 
Sandinistas’ literacy crusade in the Atlantic Coast actually focused 
on maintaining and promoting the spoken and written indigenous 
languages there. As Michael Shapiro explains in his, “Bilingual-
Bicultural Education in Nicaragua’s Atlantic Coast Region”:

Within the first 18 months of the revolution, the 
Sandinistas took two decisive steps in shaping their 
Atlantic Coast educational policy. First the new govern-
ment brought to the Atlantic Coast its National Literacy 
Crusade. In March 1980 a national effort was launched 
to raise the staggeringly low literacy rate inherited 
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from the Somoza years. Seven months later, in October 
of that year, a parallel Cruzada de Alfabetización en 
Lenguas was initiated in the English, Miskitu, and 
Sumo languages of the Atlantic Coast. This three-lan-
guage literacy campaign, the first recognition by any 
Nicaraguan central government of the need for native 
language education on the Atlantic Coast, proved a de-
cisive event in terms of both political and educational 
relations between the Miskitu and Creole communities 
and the Sandinistas.208 

The earliest and most severe allegations against the fledg-
ing Sandinista government in regard to their treatment of the 
Miskitus—allegations which became the centerpiece of the 
U.S.’s propaganda war against the FSLN and the justification 
for the backing of the Contras—were either entirely fabricated 
or grossly misrepresented and were indeed an integral part of the 
CIA’s explicit plan to undermine the credibility of the Sandinistas 
and inspire armed insurrection against them by the Miskito com-
munities. Quite notably, the allegations center around events 
which allegedly took place in December of 1981—coinciding 
with Reagan’s December 19, 1981, authorization of monies for 
the CIA’s backing of the Contras as well as the bombing of a 
Nicaraguan airline at the Mexico City airport.209

The most infamous allegation surrounds the events along 
the Rio Coco River in the Northern Atlantic Coast region, which 
quickly came to be known as “Red Christmas.” The claim was 
that the Sandinistas had engaged in attacks on Miskitus living 
in this region around Christmas time, and that this was part of a 
planned “ethnocide” by the FSLN.210 But in actuality, it was mem-
bers of the Miskitu community aligned with the CIA and Contra 
leader Steadman Fagoth Muller—a Miskitu Indian and former 
Somoza collaborator—who had carried out attacks with the goal 
of provoking a wider conflict. As Michael Fredette explains in 
an insightful paper entitled “Contemporary American Print Media 
Coverage of Nicaragua’s Miskito People during the Contra War”:
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Around Christmastime 1981 a series of attacks 
did in fact occur along the Rio Coco, but that is where 
the similarities end. These attacks, which were dubbed 
Navidad Roja (Red Christmas), actually marked the be-
ginning of the Miskito rebels’ violent campaign against 
Nicaragua. As Reynaldo “Ráfaga” Reyes recalls it, 
Navidad Roja began on Christmas Day when a band of 
Miskitos mostly armed with clubs and bows, attacked a 
Sandinista garrison at San Carlos on the Rio Coco. They 
killed everyone there besides the radio operator, who 
they used to lure the area commander to the town and 
laid in ambush for his arrival. Lucho, the commander, 
was found “tied to a tree, disemboweled. His heart had 
been removed.” Historian Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, who 
was in Nicaragua at the time but not near the site of 
these attacks, recounted similar but slightly different 
details. Rather than Christmas Day, Dunbar-Ortiz says 
it took place on the December 21, 1981. Dunbar-Ortiz 
theorizes that there were dual purposes for carrying out 
these attacks on the border. First, to create a northeast-
ern front that would necessitate a large Sandinista pres-
ence to control, drawing forces away from other areas 
in the country. Secondly, she proposes that “the CIA’s 
objective was to place civilians—Miskitus—in the 
crossfire, so that the U.S. could accuse the Sandinistas 
of massacring the Indians.” [Historian Jane] Freeland 
concurs with this assessment of rebels and the Central 
Intelligence Agency sharing responsibility for Red 
Christmas, with the intent to create a “U.S.-recognized 
liberated zone.”

This version of events is confirmed by Michael Shapiro in 
his journal article, “Bilingual-Bicultural Education in Nicaragua’s 
Atlantic Coast Region.” And both Fredette and Shapiro explain 
that the Sandinistas’ forced evacuation of thousands of Miskitos—
another event used against them for propaganda purposes—was 
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in response to the “Red Christmas” attack and intended to move 
Miskitus out of harm’s way of future attacks. 

Note, moreover, that the Contra assaults in the Atlantic 
Coast assault took place on December 21, 1981—just two days 
after Reagan had directed monies toward CIA operations with the 
Contras. 

Oxfam, which had people on the ground in the Miskitu 
Coast, gives the Sandinistas their due for trying to make the best 
of a terrible situation:

The Contra military build-up escalated from the 
beginning of 1981, with 96 separate border incidents 
reported between January and April. The level of attack 
led to the evacuation of isolated communities along 
the border, who were moved inland for their safety. 
In January 1982 the Nicaraguan Government took the 
highly controversial decision to move the Miskitus from 
their settlements along the River Coco. The Miskitus 
understandably resented the suddenness of their remov-
al and the loss of their homes and crops, which were 
destroyed to prevent their being used by the Contras. 
About 10,000 Miskitus fled north across the border, 
some of them subsequently joining the counter-revolu-
tionary forces. 

Whilst criticism must be made of the handling 
of the situation, Oxfam feels that genuine efforts were 
made to help the 8,000 or more Miskitus who were 
resettled inland. In contrast to the totally inadequate 
resettlement provisions made for the Miskitus 20 years 
before [by Somoza], the Government took steps to try 
to provide the five new settlements at Tasba Pri with 
housing, agricultural and public health services.211 

Oxfam relates that even their staff were not immune from the 
attacks by the Contras, as one of their employees who was work-
ing on new water pumps in Tasba Pri was fired upon by Contra 
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soldiers in 1983. While he survived, he had to leave the area for 
his own safety before his work on the pumps was finished.

The second of the two chief allegations, allegedly made by 
the Honduran government, was that the Sandinistas had entered 
Honduras in December of 1981 and carried out the brutal killing 
of 200 or so of the 3,000 Miskitus who had (voluntarily) followed 
Steadman Fagoth Muller into Honduras to join the Contra forces, 
who were just being organized. However, within two weeks, the 
Honduran government issued a correction to the InterPress Service 
on the initial report wherein it “denied making the statement and 
denied its accuracy as well.”212 In addition, the 1982 report of the 
United Nations High Commissioner of Human Rights (UNHCR) 
regarding its activities in the area of this alleged event contained 
absolutely no mention of such an attack.213 Not surprisingly, the 
mainstream U.S. press, which had reported on the initial allegation, 
failed to report on either the Honduran government’s correction or 
the UNHCR report, and therefore, this allegation has endured in 
the memories and beliefs of the American public, including the 
American Left.214

Demonstrating the Sandinistas’ good faith in regard to the 
Miskitu peoples, they were able to even make peace with the 
Miskitus who had joined the counterinsurgency well before the 
overall Contra War ended in 1990, and this was because the 
Miskitus quickly recognized that the Sandinistas had their interests 
at heart much more than did the Contras and their CIA masters. 
As Philippe Bourgeois wrote in 1988 in his journal article entitled 
“The Miskitu Conflict: CIA Incompetence Matched by Sandinista 
Reforms and Indian Pragmatism,” 

Indeed on the Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua, the 
U.S. had already lost control of the political and military 
process by 1985. . . . In fact, in several regions it is the 
former anti-Sandinista Miskitu squadrons who are now 
patrolling to keep the Hispanic contra troops from be-
ing able to enter their territory. Indeed, the Sandinistas 
negotiated different cease-fire arrangements with 
almost every single individual Miskitu comandante. 
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Some indigenous fighting units have retained complete 
autonomy from the Sandinista army. The only differ-
ence now from during the war is that today they receive 
their bullets, guns, uniforms, and medicine from the 
Nicaraguan government instead of from the CIA. Other 
Indian squadrons have been organically integrated into 
the Sandinista army.215

Philippe attributes these developments to the Sandinistas’ 
willingness to address the Miskitus’ longing for more autonomy, 
unlike the CIA, which based its decisions regarding its ever-shift-
ing alliances in the Atlantic Coast, not upon what was good for 
the Miskitus and other indigenous groups, but upon its own 
single-focused desire to overthrow the Sandinistas. The CIA’s 
counterinsurgency goals inevitably meant continuing the war at 
all costs, including increasing the suffering and loss of life of the 
Miskitu peoples. In other words, while the Sandinistas strove for 
peace and meaningful reconciliation, the CIA pursued a policy of 
fighting the Sandinistas to the last Miskitu Indian. 

As Philippe explains, the Miskitus rejected 

the continued racism and dogmatism of the CIA oper-
atives who are in charge of renewing the blood bath in 
Indian territory. Up until now they have systematically 
insisted on promoting the least Indian-oriented leaders 
who are most willing to accept outside orders and who 
willingly subsume their struggle to the dictates of the 
Hispanic contra whose military leadership continues to 
be dominated by ex-Somoza National Guardsmen. 

Indeed, why would anyone think that the CIA and Reagan 
Administration—which were simultaneously waging a genocidal 
war against the Mayan Indians in Guatemala—would act in any 
other way; that they actually cared about the indigenous peoples 
in Nicaragua or anywhere else? 

It should also be noted that former Miskitu Contra leader 
Steadman Fagoth Muller has since become a staunch supporter of 
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the FSLN and President Daniel Ortega, just as have a number of 
other former Contra leaders. Indeed, former Contra leader Jaime 
Morales Corazo ran as Daniel Ortega’s vice-presidential candidate 
during Daniel’s successful 2006 Presidential bid, which focused 
on peace and reconciliation.216 Jimmy Carter, who observed these 
elections, lauded them as free and fair and praised the conciliatory 
tone of Ortega’s campaign.217

Daniel’s willingness to work with former Contras has cer-
tainly been criticized by some on the Left, and, truthfully, was 
not readily accepted by many Sandinista adherents. As Sandinista 
militant José Antonio Guevara Miranda, the husband of one of 
Tomás Borge’s daughters, Valeria, explained to me over a great 
Chinese lunch in Managua, “Daniel was the first person to start 
calling the former Contra leaders ‘brothers.’ This was hard for 
many of us to accept at first, but then we came to the understand-
ing that this was important for bringing about national unity and 
reconciliation.” For her part, Valeria herself explained that her 
father, Tomás Borge, himself considered Jaime Morales Corazo, 
the former Contra who ran as Daniel’s running mate, as a friend. 
Here again, Daniel and the FSLN demonstrated their incredible 
capacity to forgive, and to put aside differences in order to bring 
peace to a country torn asunder by civil conflict brought about 
by the U.S.’s imperial machinations. Still, as we shall see below, 
Daniel’s actual policies stayed true to the Sandinista values even 
as he worked with people like Morales.

Indeed, many people focus on the former friends and allies 
of Daniel Ortega who have turned against him—while of course 
ignoring the many friends and comrades who remain with him—
and few regard this turn of events as demonstrating Daniel’s 
ability to make peace and even friendship with his enemies. 
Daniel’s willingness and skill in being able to do this throughout 
his life is laudable, and indeed has made enduring peace in and for 
Nicaragua possible. 

A further great example of Daniel’s ability to reconcile 
with those who had betrayed both him and the Revolution 
was his enduring friendship with Eden Pastora, also known as 
“Comandante Zero.” Pastora, a handsome, charismatic, though 
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albeit womanizing and egotistical FSLN leader who fought along-
side Daniel in overthrowing Somoza, would go on to fight with 
the southern front of the Contras in Costa Rica from 1983–1986. 
This Contra front, too, was backed by the CIA.218 Most assume 
Pastora joined the Contras out of spite because he was rejected 
for the position of Defense Minister in favor of Daniel’s broth-
er, Humberto.219 However, Pastora would later regret his efforts 
on behalf of the Contras and return in 1989 to Nicaragua, where 
he was welcomed back by Daniel and the FSLN. Pastora would 
eventually become a staunch and vocal Daniel supporter and re-
main so until his death in 2020. He was ultimately allowed to be 
remembered as a hero of the Revolution and is generally recalled 
as a Sandinista Comandante, and not a Contra fighter. I, myself, 
see all of this as a great strength of Daniel and the FSLN, and 
not as a weakness. Indeed, I see Daniel as a figure like Abraham 
Lincoln—a leader grappling with the terrible difficulty of leading 
a nation facing civil war and internal strife, and struggling mighti-
ly to keep it all together and bring about reconciliation. 

Meanwhile, whatever deficits the Sandinistas may have 
had in terms of human rights simply cannot be compared to the 
systemic and quite intentional violations of human rights and 
humanitarian law norms of the Contras and their CIA masters. 
The Contra War, accompanying CIA operations and punishing 
economic measures against Nicaragua were terrible and inhu-
mane—rivaling the worst assault against the people by Somoza 
himself. This is an incredible fact, for the Sandinistas had yet to be 
able to fully rebuild from the rubble Somoza had left them during 
his counterinsurgency war against them—a war which included 
Somoza’s bombing of his own cities—when they then had to fend 
off but a second counterinsurgency war. That Nicaragua continues 
to exist at all as a nation is, therefore, more than a small miracle, 
and a miracle pulled off by the resolve of the FSLN and its leaders 
like Daniel Ortega.

It is a truism that a guerilla movement is only able to succeed 
in its efforts to take over a country to the extent it has popular 
support among the people on whom it depends to hide them, 
feed them and fill their ranks. This is why the Sandinistas were 
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so successful, and why the Contras could not succeed, at least as 
a force that could actually take over and hold territory. Insofar as 
the Contras were never a true liberation force as we were being 
told, they were never able to hold so much as one blade of grass 
within Nicaragua. Instead, they resorted solely to terrorist attacks 
launched from Honduras, and to a lesser extent from Costa Rica, 
in order to put fear in the hearts of the Nicaraguan people and 
destroy the gains of the Revolution, hoping that, by doing so, they 
could coerce the nation into surrendering to their will.

Former CIA officer John Stockwell dramatically outlines 
some of the tactics of the Contras in a speech that I heard for the 
first time on cassette tape with my college buddy Jon Wentz in our 
college dorms:

I don’t mean to abuse you with verbal violence, 
but you have to understand what your government and 
its agents are doing. They [the Contras] go into villages, 
they haul out families. With the children forced to watch 
they castrate the father, they peel the skin off his face, 
they put a grenade in his mouth and pull the pin. With 
the children forced to watch they gang-rape the mother 
and slash her breasts off. And sometimes for variety, 
they make the parents watch while they do these things 
to the children.220

Lest one doubt such grisly claims, a 24-year-old mother 
named Olivia de la Vides Mesa recounted a typical Contra attack, 
this time in May of 1984 in the town of Castillo Norte: 

The Contra attacked us at 11 am. I was in the 
kitchen. They began with mortars. There were about 
600 of them. We only had 20 militia. One of the mortars 
fell and killed an old woman in the shelter. When they 
got nearer, my little sister begged them: “You already 
killed an old woman, please don’t kill our children”. 
But they tortured and slit the throats of our militia. I 
know, because there were so few and they had no more 
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ammunition, they gave themselves up with their hands 
in the air. And when I got out, they had castrated one 
of the boys, and cut another’s tongue out. And a militia 
girl who was 4 months pregnant, they raped her and cut 
off her breasts while she was still alive. They left them 
all naked. Then they burned them. About 20 campesi-
nos were kidnapped.221

Clearly, such tactics were not designed to win over the people, 
but rather, to inspire maximum terror and fear of resistance. The 
other purpose was, in the words again of John Stockwell, to rip 
“apart the economic and social fabric” of the country. Stockwell 
explains how this was done:

What we’re talking about is going in and deliber-
ately creating conditions where the farmer can’t get his 
produce to market, where children can’t go to school, 
where women are terrified inside their homes as well 
as outside their homes, where government administra-
tion and programs grind to a complete halt, where the 
hospitals are treating wounded people instead of sick 
people, where international capital is scared away and 
the country goes bankrupt. . . .

To destabilize Nicaragua beginning in 1981, we 
began funding this force of Somoza’s ex-National 
Guardsmen, calling them the Contras (the counter-rev-
olutionaries). We created this force, it did not exist until 
we allocated money. . . . Under our direction they have 
systematically been blowing up graineries, saw mills, 
bridges, government offices, schools, health centers. 
They ambush trucks so the produce can’t get to market. 
They raid farms and villages. The farmer has to carry a 
gun while he tries to plow, if he can plow at all.222

The attempt to strangle the Nicaraguan economy were tak-
en to absurd lengths, as I personally witnessed. In 1988, I had 
attempted to travel by truck from the United States to Nicaragua 
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with the Veterans Peace Convoy, a project of Veterans For Peace. 
The goal of the convoy was to bring humanitarian aid, including 
the trucks themselves, to Nicaragua and to challenge the U.S. em-
bargo against that country. The truck I drove was designated for a 
prostitution rehabilitation center in Nicaragua. When we tried to 
cross the U.S. border into Mexico at the initial steps of our jour-
ney, U.S. Customs and Immigration officials stopped us, violently 
breaking the windows of some of the vehicles in the front of the 
convoy and pepper spraying the vehicle occupants, all of whom 
were Vietnam veterans. They also seized four of the vehicles and 
prevented the remainder of us from continuing. The U.S. gov-
ernment claimed that the trucks, most of which were four-person 
pick-up trucks, could theoretically be used by the Sandinistas for 
troop movement and were therefore contraband and not humani-
tarian aid as permitted by statute to be sent to Nicaragua.

We waited for two months to try to cross the border, living 
most of the time in tents in Laredo, Texas. We ended up being 
able to go across the border one-at-a-time over a period of several 
days and to bring the aid to Nicaragua, though most of the drivers, 

Nicaraguan children welcome Veterans Peace Convoy
DANIEL KOVALIK, 1988
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with jobs and families to return to at home, had to leave with their 
trucks before we finally crossed. For my part, I was on summer 
break between my sophomore and junior years of college and was 
therefore able to carry on with the convoy. This became quite pos-
sibly the most profound experience of my life. 

Throughout our journey through the length of Mexico, 
Guatemala and Honduras, there were groups of people who orga-
nized housing, food and even entertainment for us. By and large, 
these were poor people who did this because they, too, supported 
Nicaragua and opposed what the U.S. was doing to that country. 
And they offered help to us even though their lot in life was not so 
much better than the Nicaraguans, and not nearly as good as ours. 
The kindness and hospitality shown to us was humbling, and still 
moves me when I think about it. This experience recalls the words 
of John Steinbeck that “If you’re in trouble, or hurt or need—go 
to the poor people. They’re the only ones that’ll help—the only 
ones.”

One memory from our journey that stands out to me is a 
homily given by a Catholic Bishop in Mexico City at a special 
Mass said for the safety and success of the Convoy. In his speech, 
the cleric, known as the “Red Bishop,” urged that if one is to be 
a true disciple of Jesus Christ, he/she must follow Christ’s liv-
ing disciples on Earth, “Saint Fidel Castro” and “Saint Daniel 
Ortega.” As a practicing Catholic at the time, this made a huge 
impression on me, and it inspired my political awakening. I had 
quite the opposite experience, also in Mexico City, when I tried to 
bond with a Russian journalist from Pravda—the chief newspaper 
of the USSR and the Communist Party of the Soviet Union—at a 
press conference. I went up to him and shook his hand and told 
him that I was very interested in Marxism-Leninism. He smiled 
at me and said dismissively, “That’s too bad, because we aren’t, 
anymore.” Remember, this was only 1988; the USSR would not 
fall for another three and a half years, and almost no one, not even 
the CIA, saw it coming. Still, the writing was on the wall, and this 
signaled to me that the world was poised to change in a very big 
way, and probably not for the better as far as I was concerned. 
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When we reached Nicaragua, we were received as heroes. As 
we entered the country, Sandinista soldiers lined both sides of the 
highway, greeting us with their AK-47s raised in the air to salute 
us. When we reached Managua, President Daniel Ortega himself 
received us at an event to celebrate our successful arrival. The 
aid that we carried with us was not much in truth, but the gesture 
of defying our government to bring it was what the Nicaraguans 
appreciated so much.

I am still close friends with a number of those who made this 
journey, and we all carry the memory of this experience with us 
every day, even decades later.

In the meantime, with the help of the Center for Constitutional 
Rights and other legal organizations, we sued the U.S. Secretary of 
State, George Schultz, in U.S. federal court, demanding the right 
to proceed with our humanitarian efforts. On September 29, 1988, 
after those of us who continued had already made it to Nicaragua, 

Sandinistas welcome Veterans Peace Convoy to Nicaragua 
DANIEL KOVALIK, 1988
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the U.S. District Court for the Southern District of Texas, in the 
case of Veterans Peace Convoy, Inc. v. George P. Schultz, 722 
F.Supp. 1425, ruled in our favor and granted us declaratory relief, 
holding: “The President has no authority to regulate or prohibit, 
directly or indirectly, donations by persons subject to the jurisdic-
tion of the United States of articles, as distinguished from funds, 
which the donor intends to be used to relieve human suffering 
if the articles can reasonably be expected to serve that purpose.” 
While we had already delivered our goods, the decision probably 
saved us from the criminal prosecution that the U.S. government 
had been threatening us with. And more importantly, the deci-
sion represented a small victory against Reagan’s vicious war in 
Nicaragua.

Meanwhile, in 1986, over half-way through the war, the 
Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA), a non-governmen-
tal human rights organization, sent a team to Nicaragua to inves-
tigate the human rights situation in light of Reagan’s attempts to 
obtain continued support for the Contras. What WOLA found was 
that it was the Contras who were committing the lion’s share of 
the human rights abuses in Nicaragua. As the UPI, reporting on 
WOLA’s findings, explained:

In its report the Washington Office on Latin 
America cited 139 cases of attacks against Nicaraguan 
civilians last year involving assassination, kidnapping, 
rape, mutilation and torture.

Of the total, 118 were committed by the Contras, 
who are trying to overthrow Managua’s Sandinista gov-
ernment, and 21 by members of the Nicaraguan armed 
forces, said the report released Wednesday. . . .

Reagan . . . continued efforts to win congressio-
nal approval of his request for $100 million for the 
Contras—$70 million of it to be spent on military 
hardware.223

Significantly, WOLA found that the Contras’ abuses were sys-
tematic and integral to the Contras’ strategy of counterinsurgency, 
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while Sandinista abuses appeared to be the actions of individual 
rogue soldiers. The UPI, summarizing WOLA’s findings, put it 
this way: “The presence of Contras in a given locale ‘seemed to 
give rise to a pattern of indiscriminate attacks against civilian 
targets,’ while violations by government troops ‘appear to be 
relatively isolated cases of abuses of authority and breaches of 
military discipline. There was no evidence that violations were 
condoned by superiors,’ the report said.”224 And, of course, if there 
had been no Contra war to begin with, and therefore no fighting, 
it is most unlikely that the Sandinista soldiers would have been 
committing the abuses attributed to them in the report; rather, 
these were occasioned by a war imposed upon them by the United 
States. 

Meanwhile, in 1984, Nicaragua had begun a case against 
the United States before the International Court of Justice (ICJ), 
also known as the World Court, for injunctive relief to stop the 
war against Nicaragua, as well as seeking compensation for eco-
nomic damages resulting from the war and accompanying eco-
nomic sanctions and blockade. This case, captioned as Nicaragua 
v. United States of America, Case Concerning Military and 
Paramilitary Activities in and against Nicaragua, was the brain-
child of Father Miguel d’Escoto, Nicaragua’s Foreign Minister, 
who was dedicated to the United Nations system and international 
law. Father D’Escoto would later become President of the United 
Nations General Assembly. Conversely, demonstrating its utter 
contempt for international law—believing it to apply only to the 
weaker nations of the world—the U.S. refused to even appear to 
defend itself on the merits of the case and ultimately refused to 
abide by the decision of the ICJ. Rather, the U.S. made only a 
limited appearance before the Court to raise objections to the very 
exercise of jurisdiction by the ICJ over the case.

After initially concluding that it had jurisdiction over 
Nicaragua’s case against the U.S., the ICJ decided the merits of 
the case in 1986, ruling resoundingly in favor of Nicaragua. This 
decision has become one of the most important and most cited in 
the history of international law. In addition, the opinion of the ICJ 
gives a good and authoritative summary of the U.S. war against 



124 NICARAGUA

Nicaragua and is worth examining here on this basis. The ICJ 
framed the case as follows:

The dispute before the Court between Nicaragua 
and the United States concerns events in Nicaragua 
subsequent to the fall of the Government of President 
Anastasio Somoza Debayle in Nicaragua in July 1979, 
and activities of the Government of the United States 
in relation to Nicaragua since that time. Following the 
departure of President Somoza, a Junta of National 
Reconstruction and an 18-member government was 
installed by the body which had led the armed oppo-
sition to President Somoza, the Frente Sandinista de 
Liberación Nacional (FSLN). That body had initially an 
extensive share in the new government, described as a 
“democratic coalition”, and as a result of later resigna-
tions and reshuffles, became almost its sole component. 
Certain opponents of the new Government, primarily 
supporters of the former Somoza Government and in 
particular ex-members of the National Guard, formed 
themselves into irregular military forces, and com-
menced a policy of armed opposition, though initially 
on a limited scale.225

As the ICJ explains, the U.S. supported the Contras at first 
secretly and then publicly with the explicit authorization of the 
U.S. Congress. The ICJ thus relates that 

after an initial period in which the “covert” operations 
of United States personnel and persons in their pay 
were kept from becoming public knowledge, it was 
made clear, not only in the United States press, but also 
in Congress and in official statements by the President 
and high United States officials, that the United States 
Government had been giving support to the contras, a 
term employed to describe those fighting against the 
present Nicaraguan Government. In 1983 budgetary 
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legislation enacted by the United States Congress 
made specific provision for funds to be used by United 
States intelligence agencies for supporting “directly 
or indirectly, military or paramilitary operations in 
Nicaragua.” According to Nicaragua, the contras have 
caused it considerable material damage and widespread 
loss of life and have also committed such acts as killing 
of prisoners, indiscriminate killing of civilians, torture, 
rape and kidnapping. It is contended by Nicaragua that 
the United States Government is effectively in control 
of the contras, that it devised their strategy and directed 
their tactics, and that the purpose of that Government 
was, from the beginning, to overthrow the Government 
of Nicaragua. 

As to the allegation of Nicaragua that the Contras were un-
der the effective control of the United States, and that the United 
States was therefore liable for the conduct of the Contras, the ICJ 
would not go quite that far, though it concluded, largely based 
upon the testimony of Edgar Chamorro—a Contra leader who 
became disgusted with the conduct of the Contras and the CIA, 
and who went over to the side of the Sandinistas—that the U.S. 
exercised a great deal of authority over the Contras and many of 
their tactics and strategies. 

According to Chamorro, the CIA took over training 
the Contras, whom he himself described as former National 
Guardsmen, in 1981 from the Argentine trainers of the fascist 
junta who themselves were being paid by the CIA to perform this 
task. From that time forward, the Contras, including Chamorro 
himself, received a salary from the CIA. The CIA also provid-
ed all of their weapons, uniforms, radios and small aircraft. The 
CIA also provided the Contras with intelligence, for example on 
Sandinista troop movement, and gave the Contras specific orders 
about tactics and strategy. In addition, “[a]ccording to the affidavit 
of Mr. Chamorro. who was directly concerned, when the FDN was 
formed ‘the name of the organization, the members of the political 
junta, and the members of the general staff were all chosen or 
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approved by the CIA’; later the CIA asked that a particular person 
be made head of the political directorate of the FDN, and this was 
done.” As the ICJ further commented, “Mr. Chamorro attributes 
virtually a power of command to the CIA operatives: he refers to 
them as having ‘ordered’ or ‘instructed’ the FDN to take various 
action.” From all this, the ICJ stated, “the Court holds it estab-
lished that the United States authorities largely financed, trained, 
equipped, armed and organized the FDN.” 

One of the most infamous ways the CIA directed the Contras 
was through its notorious “terrorist manual,” officially called 
“Psychological Operations in Guerrilla Warfare.” According to 
Edgar Chamorro, about 2,000 copies of this manual were supplied 
to the Contra forces by the CIA. Amongst other things, as the ICJ 
notes, there was a 

section on “Implicit and Explicit Terror” which includ-
ed “directions to destroy military or police installations, 
cut lines of communication, kidnap officials of the 
Sandinista government, etc. Reference is made to the 
possibility that ‘it should be necessary . . . to fire on a 
citizen who was trying to leave the town,’ to be justified 
by the risk of his informing the enemy.” 

In addition, the ICJ pointed out, 

a section on “Selective Use of Violence for 
Propagandistic Effects” begins with the words: “It is 
possible to neutralize carefully selected and planned 
targets, such as court judges, mesta judges, police and 
State Security officials, CDS chiefs, etc. For psycho-
logical purposes it is necessary to take extreme precau-
tions, and it is absolutely necessary to gather together 
the population affected, so that they will be present, 
take part in the act, and formulate accusations against 
the oppressor.” 
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The ICJ emphasized that another section of the manual ad-
vised that, 

“If possible, professional criminals will be hired 
to carry out specific selective ‘jobs.’ Specific tasks will 
be assigned to others, in order to create a ‘martyr’ for 
the cause, taking the demonstrators to a confrontation 
with the authorities, in order to bring about uprisings 
or shootings, which will cause the death of one or more 
persons, who would become the martyrs, a situation that 
should be made use of immediately against the regime, 
in order to create greater conflicts.” 

Some of these very tactics, curiously, would be used by the 
opposition in 2018 in an event which the Sandinista government, 
I believe quite rightly, characterized as an attempted coup.

In the end, the ICJ concluded that “the support given by the 
United States, up to the end of September 1984, to the military and 
paramilitary activities of the contras in Nicaragua, by financial 
support, training, supply of weapons, intelligence and logistic 
support, constitutes a clear breach of the [customary international 
law] principle of non-intervention” for which the United States 
is liable. On the other hand, the ICJ conclusion referred to public 
records showing that the U.S. Congress had passed legislation 
limiting U.S. operations in Nicaragua; that, beginning in October 
of 1984, U.S. support for the Contras was limited solely to human-
itarian aid; and that this in and of itself did not violate international 
law. However, what neither the ICJ nor the U.S. Congress knew at 
the time was that the Reagan Administration was secretly continu-
ing to supply lethal aid to the Contras via an arcane configuration 
which, when revealed, came to be referred to in its totality as the 
“Iran-Contra Scandal.” More on this shortly.

Significantly, the ICJ also found that the United States was 
directly responsible for various acts of war against Nicaragua 
separate and apart from the activities of the Contras. For example, 
the ICJ found that in 1983 or 1984, President Ronald Reagan him-
self explicitly authorized the CIA to mine Nicaragua’s harbors, 
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causing damage to both Nicaraguan and other foreign ships alike. 
Incredibly, as the ICJ explicitly concluded, so callous was the 
United States that it failed to warn other nations, including its own 
allies, that it had mined the harbors, and allied ships were ultimate-
ly damaged by these mines. Thus, as the ICJ notes, this concerned, 
“[a]ccording to Nicaragua, vessels of Dutch, Panamanian, Soviet, 
Liberian and Japanese registry. . . . Other sources mention damage 
to a British or a Cuban vessel.” The mining of the harbors became 
one of the more infamous crimes of the U.S. in its war against 
Nicaragua as it clearly constituted a war crime—and the ICJ con-
cluded as much—by failing to distinguish between military and 
civilian vessels, including vessels of nations that had nothing to 
do with the conflict.

In addition to the mining of the harbors, the ICJ found that 
the United States was directly responsible for the following 
acts, which could only be described, in my view, as acts of state 
terrorism: 
(1) the blowing up of an underwater oil pipeline (on two separate 

occasions) and part of the oil terminal at Puerto Sandino; 
(2) an air attack upon the port of Corinto, “involving the destruc-

tion of five oil storage tanks, the loss of millions of gallons 
of fuel, and the evacuation of large numbers of the local 
population”; 

(3) the attack by speedboats and helicopters using rockets against 
the Potosi Naval Base; and 

(4) the attack upon oil and storage facility at San Juan del Sur by 
speedboats and helicopters. 
For its part, the ICJ found that these acts violated custom-

ary humanitarian law norms established as far back as the Hague 
Convention of 1907. 

Moreover, while the U.S. defended itself before the ICJ 
largely on the claim that it was protecting El Salvador from arms 
shipments being sent from Nicaragua, this was a quite dubious 
claim, especially by the time of the ICJ case. Indeed, there is a 
quite interesting and at times humorous story about how the U.S. 
claims in this regard fell apart, which highlights the incredible 
bravery of the Nicaraguan revolutionaries. It revolves around the 
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case of Orlando José Tardencilla Espinosa, who became quite fa-
mous in the early 1980s. It was well-documented in the 1982 New 
York Times story, “Recanter’s Tale: Lesson in Humility for State 
Department.”226 Mr. Tardencilla was a young Sandinista revolu-
tionary who, on his own accord, joined the Salvadoran FMLN gue-
rillas in 1980. He was later captured by Salvadoran security forces 
and jailed. While in jail, he was subjected to severe torture. The 
CIA discovered the existence of Mr. Tardencilla in a Salvadoran 
jail and hoped to use it to prove Nicaragua’s involvement in the 
Salvadoran civil war. The CIA offered to take Tardencilla out of 
El Salvador and to the U.S. if he could corroborate such claims. 
Tardencilla swore up and down that he could and would, and he 
was brought to the U.S. The stage was set for a press conference 
in which he would spill the beans on Nicaragua and Cuba as well. 
Tardencilla’s handcuffs were undone just before he took to the 
microphones. Once on air, he stated instead that Nicaragua and 
Cuba were not in fact aiding the FMLN in El Salvador, and that 
he had gone there entirely on his own. It was a huge embarrass-
ment for the United States. The twenty-something Tardencilla had 
outsmarted both the CIA and the U.S. State Department, which 
had also bought his original story. Ultimately, Tardencilla was 
released back to Nicaragua where he received a hero’s welcome 
by all nine Comandantes and by hundreds of Sandinista combat-
ants who briefly left their posts fighting the Contras to come to 
Managua and greet him. Tardencilla, still loyal to the Revolution 
and Daniel, is currently working as special assistant to President 
Daniel Ortega in the diplomatic corps of Nicaragua. 

While the U.S. claims that Nicaragua was aiding the rebels 
in El Salvador were debunked, the truth was just the contrary—it 
was El Salvador which was actually engaged in real armed attacks 
against Nicaragua. It appears that El Salvador had begun to support 
the ex-National Guardsmen in Honduras as early as 1979, with 
Chomsky pointing out that “Salvadoran pilots bomb Nicaragua 
under CIA control from their sanctuaries in Honduras and El 
Salvador, and according to U.S. officials in Central America, fly 
as many as a dozen sorties a week from El Salvador deep into 
Nicaraguan territory to supply contra forces.”227 It should also 
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be noted that the U.S. itself, through the 101st Airborne Division 
based in Kentucky, directly engaged in bombing operations against 
Nicaragua.228 In short, as usual, the claims the U.S. was making 
against Nicaragua in relation to El Salvador—which, by the way, 
even if true would not, according to the ICJ, have amounted to “an 
armed attack” triggering the right to self-defense—was another 
classic case of the pot calling the kettle black.

Furthermore, Nicaraguan President Daniel Ortega had made 
offers of major concessions to the U.S. to try to stop the devas-
tating war against Nicaragua. As the ICJ writes, Daniel gave an 
interview to the New York Times in which he stated, 

We’ve said that we’re willing to send home the 
Cubans, the Russians, the rest of the advisers. We’re 
willing to stop the movement of military aid, or any 
other kind of aid, through Nicaragua to El Salvador, 
and we’re willing to accept international verification. 
In return, we’re asking for one thing: that they don’t 
attack us, that the United States stop arming and financ-
ing . . . the gangs that kill our people, burn our crops 
and force us to divert enormous human and economic 
resources into war when we desperately need them for 
development.

The other huge step Ortega and the Sandinistas took was 
to hold elections in the midst of the armed conflict, despite how 
challenging this was to do. While the Sandinistas had vowed in 
1980 to hold free and fair elections within five years—that is, 
by 1985—they moved these elections up to 1984, hoping “that 
a competitive election with heavy turnout would help deter a  
[direct] U.S. military intervention in Nicaragua.”229 And indeed, 
they pulled off just such an election. Thus, as explained by the 
(U.S.-based) Latin American Studies Association (LASA), which 
was on the ground during the elections, 93.7 percent of the vot-
ing-age population were registered to vote within just four days, 
and a whopping 75% of registered voters cast ballots in the election, 
this despite the fact that the U.S. and the Contras encouraged voter 
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abstention in order to try to discredit the elections.230 As LASA 
also noted, “The electoral process was marked by a high degree 
of ‘open-endedness,’” with the Sandinistas making a number of 
concessions to the six opposition parties which ran in the election 
on how that election was to be run.231 LASA concluded that “The 
actual voting process was meticulously designed to minimize the 
potential for abuses. The vote was truly a secret ballot and was 
generally perceived as such by voters. We observed no evidence 
of irregularities in the voting or vote-counting process.” 232

In a stinging critique of the Reagan Administration’s poli-
cies towards the Nicaragua elections, LASA concluded that, to 
the extent that there was undue pressure on these elections which 
would make them less than free and fair, it came from the United 
States itself which, amongst other things, put pressure on opposi-
tion candidates to drop out, “and in at least one case . . . [bribed] 
lower-level party officials to abandon the campaign of their pres-
idential candidate, who insisted on staying in the race.”233 The 
U.S. military and the Contras also engaged in military acts during 
the week before the election to frighten potential voters, with the 
Contras carrying out attacks in the Miskitu Coast which effective-
ly shut down some polls while the U.S. conducted aerial flights 
over Nicaragua which caused sonic booms and instilled “a sense 
of near panic among the population.”234 

As LASA explained, “the Reagan Administration used a 
combination of diplomatic, economic, and military instruments in 
a systematic attempt to undermine the Nicaraguan electoral pro-
cess and to destroy its credibility in the eyes of the world.” LASA 
ultimately concluded that 

Clearly, the Nicaraguan election was manipulated, 
as the U.S. Government so often charged. However, the 
manipulation was not the work of the Sandinistas—who 
had every interest in making these elections as demon-
strably fair, pluralistic, and competitive as possible—
but of the Reagan Administration, whose interest was 
apparently in making the elections seem as unfair, ideo-
logically one-side, and uncompetitive as possible.235 
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The Reagan White House realized that if the elections went 
forward in any unimpeded way, the Sandinistas, who clearly had 
the support of the people, would win. And indeed, the Reagan 
Administration’s worst fears were realized, with the Sandinistas 
winning the elections handily. Luckily, the U.S. press corps 
was there to either ignore the result of the election entirely or to 
simply repeat the smears of the electoral process by the Reagan 
Administration.

If the real reasons behind Reagan’s war against Nicaragua 
were that country’s relations with Cuba and Russia, its alleged 
military support for the FMLN in El Salvador, and/or the desire to 
see democracy in Nicaragua, the concessions offered by Daniel, 
combined with the holding of elections in 1984, should have end-
ed the war. But the war did not end. And that is because these were 
not the real reasons. Rather, the effect that Daniel stated that the 
war was having—interference with the attempts of the Sandinistas 
to independently develop Nicaragua—was indeed an intended 
goal of the war. 

As former CIA analyst David MacMichael, who testified on 
behalf of Nicaragua before the ICJ, explained, two of the chief 
goals of the Contra War were (1) “to undermine its [Nicaragua’s] 
shattered economy”; and (2) “to pressure the Nicaraguan govern-
ment to ‘clamp down on civil liberties within Nicaragua itself, 
arresting its opposition, demonstrating its allegedly totalitarian 
nature and thus increase domestic dissent within the country.’”236 
This latter goal is quite typical of U.S. government regime-change 
efforts in other countries. Far from trying to democratize the tar-
geted country and attempting to improve its human rights policies, 
the U.S. intentionally tries to provoke anti-democratic and repres-
sive responses in order to cause mass discontent and disunity 
among the population as well as to justify its efforts to overthrow 
that country’s government. But these are only the subsidiary goals 
of the U.S. regime-change efforts.

The U.S.’s overarching aim in countries like Nicaragua is 
to maintain its neo-colonial control of that country, just as it was 
the goal of the U.S. in Korea, Vietnam, Cuba and various other 
countries. As Hugo Chavez explained in a speech I heard him 
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give in Caracas in 2010, the great struggle of the 20th Century 
was the struggle against Western colonialism, represented by the 
Mexican, Russian, Chinese, Cuban, Vietnamese and Nicaraguan 
Revolutions, amongst many others. By the end of WWII, the 
United States had arisen as the primary defender of colonialism 
against the mass movements in Latin America, Asia and Africa 
attempting to loosen their colonial chains. The Soviet Union al-
most invariably supported the anti-colonial efforts in this world, 
and, as writers such as Jean Bricmont have noted, the success of 
these movements that the USSR helped bring about was its great-
est achievement (next to its defeat of Nazism)—an achievement 
which would ultimately exhaust it.

Given the true aims of the U.S., there were simply no conces-
sions the Sandinistas could make, short of complete capitulation, 
to end the U.S. war against them. As a result, the progress the 
Sandinistas were making for Nicaragua was greatly stunted and 
rolled back. 

Indeed, so hell-bent was the Reagan Administration on 
destroying the Sandinista Revolution that neither the loss at the 
World Court in 1986, which explicitly ordered the U.S. to halt 
the war against Nicaragua, nor Congressional measures known as 
the Boland Amendments, which ended military assistance to the 
Contras by 1984, would deter it.237 

Lacking funding from Congress, Reagan created a special 
task force to find monies elsewhere for the Contras. Two sources 
were found which appeared to be in complete contradiction to 
U.S. foreign policy elsewhere: (1) the team found a way, with the 
help and facilitation of Israel,238 to sell arms to Iran which was 
officially under an arms embargo from the U.S., and which was 
then involved in a devastating war with Iraq; and (2) the team 
facilitated the sale of cocaine in the U.S., the proceeds of which 
went to the Contras. 

In terms of the sale of arms to Iran, Reagan’s secret team sold 
a total of 1500 missiles to Iran in this deal, diverting $12 million 
of the proceeds to the Contras.239 It also happened that the U.S. 
was bankrolling Iraq in its prosecution of the war with Iran at the 
very same time. Thus, in a profoundly cynical move, the Reagan 
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Administration was fueling both sides of the Iran/Iraq armed con-
flict, making the conflict more deadly and extending its length for 
a total of eight years—from 1980 to 1988, that is, for the entirety 
of Ronald Reagan’s two terms. This was optimum for the Reagan 
Administration, which actually liked the idea of pitting Iran 
and Iraq against each other and weakening both countries in the 
process. As Christopher Davidson explains in his book, Shadow 
Wars, “[i]n many ways, the West’s position . . . is reminiscent of 
Harry Truman’s views on Nazi Germany before the U.S. entered 
the Second World War. After all, as his well-documented remarks 
on Adolf Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union reveal, he and 
others did not really want to see either side winning, while any 
long-drawn-out fight between the two side was seen as ultimately 
suiting U.S. interests.”240 Davidson cites William Blum for the 
proposition that the Iran-Iraq War “had the effect of ‘enhancing 
the ability of the two countries to inflict maximum devastation 
upon each other and stunt their growth as strong Middle East na-
tions.’” The results for the Iranians and Iraqis of this diabolical 
plan were terrifying, with more than one million people on both 
sides dying during this war.241

Not only were Iraqi and Iranian lives sacrificed to enable the 
Contra War, but so were the lives of Americans, and especially 
African Americans, and for many years to come. As William 
Blum explains,

In August 1996, the San Jose Mercury 
News initiated an extended series of articles linking 
the CIA’s “contra” army to the crack cocaine epidemic 
in Los Angeles. Based on a year-long investigation, 
reporter Gary Webb wrote that during the 1980s the 
CIA helped finance its covert war against Nicaragua’s 
leftist government through sales of cut-rate cocaine to 
South Central L.A. drug dealer, Ricky Ross. The series 
unleashed a storm of protest, spearheaded by black 
radio stations and the Congressional Black Caucus, 
with demands for official inquiries. The Mercury News‘ 



 REAGAN’S BRUTAL WAR AGAINST NICARAGUA 135

Web page, with supporting documents and updates, 
received hundreds of thousands of “hits” a day.

While much of the CIA-contra-drug story had 
been revealed years ago in the press and in congressio-
nal hearings, the Mercury News series added a crucial 
missing link: It followed the cocaine trail to Ross and 
black L.A. gangs who became street-level distributors 
of crack, a cheap and powerful form of cocaine. The 
CIA’s drug network, wrote Webb, “opened the first 
pipeline between Colombia’s cocaine cartels and the 
black neighborhoods of Los Angeles, a city now known 
as the ‘crack’ capital of the world.” Black gangs used 
their profits to buy automatic weapons, sometimes from 
one of the CIA-linked drug dealers.242

This was the second source of funding accessed by the 
Reagan administration to fund its Contra assault on Nicaragua. 
Bluntly put, the Reagan Administration played a key role in start-
ing the crack cocaine epidemic, which cost the lives of thousands 
of African Americans and destroyed entire communities. As the 
National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) concluded in 
2018, the “murder rates of black males aged 15 to 24 doubled 
soon after the crack epidemic hit their cities and that 17 years 
later, these rates were still 70 percent higher than they might oth-
erwise have been.”243 The NBER further concluded that “. . . even 
today, nearly 25 years after the peak of the systemic violence in 
the retail crack market, crack-related violence and suicide may 
explain approximately one-tenth of the gap in life expectancy 
between white and black males.” But again, no cost was too steep 
in pursuing the war against Nicaragua. Or perhaps, even worse, 
the Reagan Administration saw helping destroy the Nicaraguan 
Revolution and the African-American community along with it as 
killing two birds with one stone.

The cruel hypocrisy of Reagan’s authorizing the sale of crack 
cocaine in U.S. cities cannot be understated, as he also claimed 
to be a crusader against drug use. Indeed, Reagan oversaw the 
passage of draconian drug legislation which put hundreds of 
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thousands of Americans in jail for drug-related offenses, including 
for the possession and sale of the very drugs his CIA was selling 
to fund the Contra War—crack cocaine. As the addiction rehabili-
tation group, Landmark Recovery, relates: 

One of the most significant pieces of legislation of 
the entire drug war was passed by the Reagan adminis-
tration in 1986. . . .

The Anti-Drug Abuse Act is one of the most im-
portant federal laws that passed in United States his-
tory regarding drug punishment. The law was signed 
by President Ronald Reagan in October 1986 and was 
partially a result of Nancy Reagan’s “Just Say No” 
campaign efforts. The act gave over a billion in funding 
for the drug war and substantially increased the number 
of drug offenses with mandatory minimum sentences, 
including marijuana.

One of the most controversial aspects of this act 
is the changes in the sentencing for possession of crack 
cocaine. The 1986 act instituted a five-year minimum 
penalty without parole for the possession of five grams 
of crack cocaine. Meanwhile, the same sentence was 
given for the possession of 500 grams of powder co-
caine. This 100:1 disparity was criticized by some as 
racially biased because crack cocaine was more likely 
to be used by poor Americans, many of whom were 
African Americans.244

The result of this legislation, combined with the CIA’s 
peddling of drugs, was the mass incarceration of Americans. 
Landmark Recovery explains that “the number of people behind 
bars for nonviolent drug law offenses increased from 50,000 in 
1980 to over 400,000 by 1997. According to Pew Research and 
many other sources, the country saw a sharp growth in overall in-
carceration between 1980 and 2008. In 1980, there were 500,000 
incarcerated in the United States, that number rose to 2.3 million 
in 2008.” 
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Panamanian lives were also expendable in the war against 
the Sandinistas. For 20 years, the U.S. had a close, though albeit 
strange, relationship with Panama’s Manuel Noriega, who was 
trained as an army intelligence officer by the CIA.245 Three U.S. 
administrations, from Carter to Reagan to Bush (Sr.), openly tol-
erated Noriega’s drug smuggling, money laundering, illegal arms 
trafficking and other criminal activities, and later his dictatorial 
rule when he took over leadership of Panama, because of the intel-
ligence he gave the U.S. and because of his support for the U.S.’s 
Contra War.246 This changed in 1989 when Noriega announced 
that he would no longer continue to offer Panama as a training and 
staging ground for Contra activity.247 At this point, the U.S. in-
vaded Panama, attacking working-class neighborhoods in Panama 
City with state-of-the-art weaponry, killing hundreds if not thou-
sands of Panamanians—the true numbers are still not known.248 
The U.S. captured Noriega and successfully charged him in the 
U.S. for drug-trafficking—a great irony, given the CIA’s role in 
running drugs for the Contras. Once again, innocent civilians, this 
time Panamanians, were sacrificed on the altar of the Contra War. 

And, of course, civilians in Nicaragua paid a huge cost for 
the war. As an editorial board opinion piece in the New York Times 
summarized in 1990, “[i]n nearly 10 years, 30,000 Nicaraguans 
were killed, many more wounded, the economy shattered and 
Washington ensnared in horrors like assassination manuals, the 
clandestine mining of Nicaraguan harbors and the still-reverberat-
ing Iran-contra scandal.”249 To say nothing of the toll that the war 
took upon on the progress towards development and social justice 
that the Sandinistas had initiated. 

As the war was still raging, diseases which the Sandinistas 
had made huge gains in eradicating came roaring back with a ven-
geance. Oxfam stated that “the impact on the control of infectious 
diseases is particularly serious,” quoting the respected medical 
journal The Lancet, which noted: 

Several anti-malarial workers and many volun-
teers have been killed by Contras. Their disruption of 
the health system and communications, and attacks on 
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peasants, have resulted in new malaria problems. It ap-
pears that only a termination of hostilities will make it 
possible for the border areas to achieve the successes in 
malaria control noted in the rest of the country.250 

As Oxfam further related,

Tragically, the effects of the war are now affecting 
the lives of all Nicaraguans to some degree, through 
direct attack, military call-up for national defense, 
higher prices, chronic shortages of food and imported 
commodities, and breakdown of public and private 
transport. 90% of the most important basic foods (rice, 
beans, maize and sorghum) are produced in areas se-
riously affected by the fighting. The war is fueling a 
vicious circle: agricultural production is disrupted, so 
foreign exchange earnings fall. This makes it impos-
sible to import all the spare parts . . . and agricultural 
inputs vital to ensure next year’s harvest. 

For Nicaragua’s poor majority, the Contra war 
poses a direct and growing threat to hopes for a bet-
ter future. It is a senseless diversion from the real war 
against poverty and underdevelopment. Nicaraguans 
who have invested time and effort in setting up schools 
and cooperatives have suffered the morale-sapping 
experience of having to start all over again once these 
have been destroyed. The imperative of defending the 
country from attack is now draining a massive 40% of 
Government funds. Inevitably, the poorest are worst hit 
by the diversion from development to defense and, as 
long as the war continues, there will not be time, energy 
or funds to focus on long-term solutions to the escalat-
ing economic crisis that threatens the living standards 
of the poor.251

Noam Chomsky quoted the director of medical affair for the 
New York State Department of Health, visiting in 1985, who
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reviews the deleterious impact of U.S. military and eco-
nomic actions on health care, education and food pro-
duction, devoted to the poor for the first time in history, 
observing that we are ‘slowly strangling a poor people’ 
who are ‘struggling for a better life’ and ‘who should 
find it difficult to comprehend that they are alleged to 
be a threat to the Giant of the North.’”252

It was in the face of all of this that Nicaraguans approached 
new elections in 1990—elections which the Sandinistas held ear-
lier than planned, again in an effort to bring an end to the war that 
was being waged against them. The truth, however, was that the 
only way the war would end (if this was not clear enough after the 
1984 elections) was if the Nicaraguan electorate voted “the right 
way,” meaning, voting the Sandinistas out of power. And, lest 
there were any doubts, the U.S. made it abundantly clear to the 
Nicaraguan people in public statements by the State Department 
and the U.S. Ambassador to Nicaragua that this was the stark 
choice confronting them when they went to the polls.



140

CHAPTER 5

DARK DAYS RETURN
THE 1990 ELECTIONS AND THE 

NEOLIBERAL PERIOD

While I was not on the ground in Nicaragua for the 1990 elec-
tions or their aftermath, I felt pain and shock at hearing that the 
Sandinistas had lost. It marked the end of an era—an era that had 
also meant so much to so many non-Nicaraguans, who had been 
so inspired by the Revolution of 1979. According to all the ac-
counts of my friends in Nicaragua at the time, the Nicaraguans 
themselves were also shocked and saddened by the results. While 
the Nicaraguan voters ultimately pulled the poll levers (or the trig-
gers, if you will) that put the Sandinistas out of office, they were, 
by and large, not happy with this choice. Clearly, it was a choice 
that had been forced upon them, and, apparently, the streets in 
Nicaragua were quiet and somber the day after the elections when 
it became clear what happened.

As William I Robinson writes in his book, Faustian Bargain, 
about the U.S.’s intervention in the 1990 elections, even President 
George H.W. Bush was shocked, albeit pleased, by the election 
results.253 Indeed, these results were 10 years in the making; the 
Contra War had simply worn down the Nicaraguan people to the 
point that they capitulated to the pressure. As Robinson notes, 
“[t]hroughout the 1980s, Nicaragua was under relentless external 
pressures—military, economic, political, diplomatic—that took a 
heavy toll on the incumbent party. In the final years of their rule, 
the Sandinistas presided over a desperate economic crisis marked 
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by hyperinflation and a tumultuous drop in living standards.”254 
When combined with the collapse of the Eastern Bloc, which had 
been so helpful to the Sandinistas, Robinson opines that, in fact, 
what was surprising was that the Sandinistas did as well as they 
did in the 1990 elections, garnering 42 percent of the vote to the 
opposition’s 54 percent. 

To the factors mentioned by Robinson, I would add the 
immediately preceding U.S. invasion of neighboring Panama, 
and the ousting of Manuel Noriega in December of 1989—just a 
few short months before the February 1990 elections. This event 
demonstrated to the Nicaraguans the U.S.’s willingness to go so 
far as to invade a nearby sovereign country contrary to interna-
tional law, deposing its leader without warning and without autho-
rization from the UN Security Council. This surely signaled that 
Nicaragua could be the next target of such an operation, and this 
indeed remained the worst fear of Nicaraguans for years. 

Former President Jimmy Carter, whose Carter Center had 
accepted the FSLN’s invitation to observe the 1990 elections, 
explained the impact of the Panama invasion: 

The December 20 invasion of Panama by the 
United States, followed by the intrusion into the resi-
dence of the Nicaraguan ambassador in Panama, pro-
moted alarm and a state of military alert in Nicaragua as 
well as the expulsion of U.S. diplomats from Nicaragua. 
These actions had an indirect effect on the electoral pro-
cess in Nicaragua as a result of a communique issued 
by Minister of Defense Humberto Ortega outlining 
contingency plans in the event of a U.S. invasion of 
Nicaragua. [Opposition] UNO leaders particularly ob-
jected to one clause of the communique calling on the 
army, in the case of “Yankee intervention,” to “apply 
the plans of neutralization, judgment and execution of 
all those recalcitrant traitors . . . that had advanced the 
intervention.”255 
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Thus, as Carter confirmed, the Sandinistas fully understood 
the message that the Panama invasion was meant to send to them, 
and Nicaraguan voters did as well.

In the transition from the 1980s to the 1990s, it appeared as if 
the United States was entering into an Empire Strikes Back period. 
Bush’s invasion of Panama shouted this loudly to the world: that 
the U.S. could now, with the Eastern Bloc gone and the USSR in 
severe decline, act wherever and whenever it wanted without fear 
of reprisal or resistance. Lest there be any doubt about this, Bush 
announced the “New World Order” in which the U.S. would now 
reign alone and supreme in the world. “What we say, goes,” is 
how he put it. This had a huge impact on liberation movements 
throughout the world, which now were in near full retreat. By the 
way, without making too much of the Star Wars analogy here, I feel 
compelled to tell the reader that George Lucas has made it clear 
that the Empire in his films was in fact the United States while the 
rebels were the Vietnamese, the Vietnam War having just ended 
with the victory of the Vietnamese rebels when Lucas began mak-
ing the first Star Wars installment.256 And, as for Princess Leia, her 
character’s hair style and dress were inspired by that of Mexican 
female revolutionaries, known as “soldaderas,” in the early part 
of the 20th Century.257 I suspect that these truths have been lost on 
nearly all fans of the Star Wars films. Que lastima!

As an instance of how liberation forces were influenced by 
the “New World Order,” by the time Nelson Mandela went to 
the bargaining table with South Africa’s leader, F. W. de Klerk, 
to dismantle Apartheid, the Soviet Union had already collapsed. 
Mandela was aware that this greatly weakened his hand in nego-
tiating the future of South Africa. This ultimately led him to make 
concessions on the ANC’s longstanding demands for economic 
redistribution and socialism.258 In the end, South Africa became a 
democratic country ruled politically by its majority Black popula-
tion, but to this day facing as bad or even worse economic circum-
stances than they did under Apartheid.259 In a profound way, then, 
the ANC’s victory was a Pyrrhic one.

This is all to say that the Sandinistas and Nicaraguans were 
up against powerful historical forces in the face of which, even 
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the best liberation fighters in the world had succumbed. And as if 
all the foregoing were insufficient, the U.S. directly intervened in 
the Nicaraguan elections of 1990 to make sure that their candidate 
won. 

It is largely undisputed that the Nicaraguan government, led 
by the FSLN, conducted elections in 1990 that were free and fair 
by international standards. For example, the Carter Center, while 
acknowledging some shortcomings and missteps preceding the 
polling, concluded:

(1) During the entire electoral process, the political 
system in Nicaragua gradually opened so that by 
election day, the major political parties acknowl-
edged that they had an adequate opportunity to ex-
plain their positions to the Nicaraguan people. The 
Council of Freely-Elected Heads of Government 
shared the conclusion of the parties: the Nicaraguan 
people were free to vote their preferences in a fair 
election, and the official results reflected the collec-
tive will of the nation. 

(2) For the first time in Nicaraguan history, all of the 
political parties that began the electoral campaign 
completed it, and all agreed to accept and respect 
the vote both before the election and afterwards. 

(3) The people of Nicaragua were eager to vote; 89 
percent of those eligible registered, and 86 percent 
of these voted.260

What wasn’t fair, however, was how the U.S. and its Contra 
allies coerced the voters in their decision. As William I. Robinson 
put it so well in his book, Faustian Bargain:

In terms of the procedure, the elections were free 
and fair. But these were not normal elections under 
normal circumstances. They can perhaps best be de-
scribed as “transnational elections” in which the will 
and material resources of a foreign power with deep 
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vested interests in the outcome were superimposed on 
the internal political system of a sovereign nation. 261

S. Brian Willson, former U.S. Air Force Captain and peace 
activist, explains that between CIA and National Endowment 
for Democracy expenditures, the U.S. spent around $50 million 
to influence the outcome of the election.262 This money, which 
amounted to over $25 per each registered voter in Nicaragua, 
went to fund opposition political parties and NGOs, anti-Sandi-
nista trade unions, and newspapers like the infamous La Prensa 
which was openly pro-Contra.263 La Prensa was, and continues 
to be, owned by the wealthy Chamorro family and in the 1980s 
was run by Violeta Chamorro, who, in the 1990 elections, was 
the U.S.’s preferred candidate. Of course, the $50 million in mon-
ies directly allocated to influence the outcome of the elections 
was only the tip of the iceberg. Robinson quoted Democratic 
Congressman George Miller as bragging, “‘[w]e are going into 
this election [spending] $1 billion dollars. We funded the Contras, 
we have destroyed [Nicaragua’s] economy, we have taken Mrs. 
Chamorro and we pay for her newspaper to run, we funded the en-
tire operation, and now we are going to provide her the very best 
election that America can buy.’”264 To put this into perspective, 
the entire Gross National Product of Nicaragua in 1990 was $1.29 
billion, falling to $.92 billion in 1991,265 meaning that the U.S. 
had spent around as much money trying to unseat the Sandinistas 
through economic, political and military warfare as Nicaragua’s 
entire economy generated in one year. Could one imagine what 
Nicaragua could have done with $1 billion if the U.S. had just 
decided to gift it that money for its development? Instead, that 
money went to destroying Nicaragua.

As Brian S. Willson explains, the U.S.’s “extraordinary” 
bankrolling of opposition forces during the 1989–1990 election 
campaign

was only one of three prongs in the U.S. strategy to 
overthrow the Sandinista-led government. The second 
prong was economic strangulation through the economic 
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embargo and associated U.S.-imposed trade and credit 
blockades that continued to force most Nicaraguans to 
suffer significant misery. The U.S. hoped that, in the 
process, more and more of Nicaragua’s citizens would 
cry “uncle.” The third prong, of course, was the contin-
ued financial and military support of the Contras as a 
terrorist military force operating throughout the country. 
The terrorist campaigns continually caused widespread 
suffering and damage through ambushes, assassinations 
of various community leaders, kidnappings and disap-
pearances of other important citizens, and attacks on 
cooperatives.266

As for the economic embargo, President Bush promised at 
the end of 1989 that this would be lifted immediately if Violeta 
Chamorro were elected President.267

Conversely, the Bush Administration made it clear that 
the Contras would continue to be funded and to operate against 
Nicaragua if Chamorro was not elected. To show that it was not 
bluffing, the Bush Administration continued to fund the Contras 
and to encourage them to launch attacks within Nicaragua into 
1990, despite the fact that this violated the peace agreement which 
had been brokered by Costa Rican President Óscar Arias, earning 
a Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts, and signed by the Nicaraguan 
government and the heads of the Contras.268 As Willson relates:

I was personally travelling with a small delega-
tion in Nicaragua during December 1989, beyond the 
mandated December 5 date for completion of Contra 
demobilization. Visiting nine of Nicaragua’s fifteen 
departments, we documented numerous up-to-the-
minute Contra terrorist activities. These included 
assassinations of FSLN leaders in a number of com-
munities, destruction of a cooperative including the 
murders of several of its members, and an ambush of a 
public transport, killing or wounding over 20 civilians. 
Additionally, a number of the roads we desired to travel 
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on were considered too dangerous due to roving bands 
of Contras. . . . On January 1, 1990, just seven weeks 
before the elections, the Contras ambushed a vehicle in 
the Rosita mining region, killing two nuns, one a U.S. 
citizen, Sister Maureen Connelly from Wisconsin. 

As Willson relates, “[t]here was a realization that as long as 
the Sandinistas remained in power, the U.S. embargo and Contra 
terrorism would never relent in their campaign to overthrow 
them. President Bush had virtually told them this.” And lest the 
Nicaraguan voters did not get Bush’s message, the Contras were 
“communicating to virtually all rural campesinos, through word 
of mouth, distribution of U.S. funded leaflets, and direct threats, 
that they will ‘make the war worse than ever if the FSLN wins the 
elections.’”269 

Willson quotes Paul Reichler, a U.S. lawyer representing 
the Nicaragua government at that time, who concluded that  
“‘[w]hatever revolutionary fervor the people once might have had 
was beaten out of them by the war and the impossibility of putting 
food in their children’s stomachs.’” 

In spite of it all, Daniel Ortega and the FSLN were gracious 
in defeat. In his concession speech of February 26, 1990—the 
day after the vote—Daniel announced that, while he and his party 
had lost, the Nicaraguans had won something much more im-
portant—a historic, democratic transition of power, which Daniel 
would guarantee by stepping down in light of the results. Daniel 
declared,

 As President of the Nicaraguan people and as a 
Sandinista leader, I take pride—and all Sandinista mil-
itants can take pride—in the greatest victory. . . . Today, 
February 26, opens a new path for Nicaragua like that 
which we opened on July 19, 1979. . . . In this new path 
the war and the contras will disappear, and national in-
terests will prevail over interventionist policies.270 
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Daniel himself understood that the war could only end, and 
national reconciliation occur, with the Sandinistas out of power. 
The U.S. would make sure that there was no other way. But what 
Daniel was wrong about was that the U.S. “interventionist poli-
cies” would somehow end with his electoral defeat. The truth is 
these policies would never end.

The Carter Center went out of its way to acknowledge the 
uniqueness of what the FSLN had achieved through the 1990 
elections and its willingness to turn over the reins of government 
peacefully, stating: 

For the first time in the history of Nicaragua, 
power was transferred peacefully from an incumbent 
government to its rival as a result of an election that 
was judged by all Nicaraguans as free and fair. For the 
first time in the history of the world, a revolutionary 
government that had come to power as a result of a 
20-year armed struggle voluntarily gave up the reins of 
power to its adversary.271 

While credit is undoubtedly due to the Sandinista govern-
ment which made this historic transition, the statement cannot be 
regarded as one hundred percent true. In point of fact, it was the 
1984 election which was the first truly free and fair election in 
Nicaraguan history, despite the fact that it was held in the middle 
of a brutal war imposed from outside. The fact that the hardcore 
opposition did not recognize it as such in defeat is simply a testa-
ment to its recalcitrance—a recalcitrance bolstered by the U.S.—
and not a reflection on the nature of the elections themselves. And 
indeed, it is debatable whether the Sandinistas’ surrender of power 
could be regarded as voluntary, any more than when a person with 
a gun to their head agrees to hand over their wallet. 

Nonetheless, the fact that the Sandinistas accepted their de-
feat in 1990, despite how unfair that election was to them, rather 
than carrying on their military struggle, and thereby establishing 
the electoral process as a norm in Nicaragua, proved once again 
that they are revolutionaries of a very different type than any 
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before them or since. Theirs was a particularly benevolent rev-
olution, and Uncle Sam made sure that they paid dearly for their 
magnanimity. 

Daniel and the FSLN were now cast into the political wil-
derness. While they accepted their defeat, they certainly did not 
accept it as a permanent state of affairs. Now, they had to rebuild 
and try to claw their way back to power, but this would not be 
easy. One of the reasons that made a political come-back difficult 
was that, unsurprisingly, rifts in the FSLN, which were painted 
over while it held power and while it fought as a unified force 
against the Contras, quickly became evident. As is common in 
any institutional defeat, many blamed the leader—in this case, 
Daniel—for the loss and wanted a change. In addition, there were 
principled policy divisions about how to move forward to salvage 
the party and the Revolution itself, if this were indeed possible. 
With the end of the war, the time had come to fight over such lofty 
matters, and simply to settle old scores. As is typical of human 
beings, after all.

All of this came to a head at the 1994 FSLN extraordinary 
party Congress, a meeting which would settle the leadership and 
policy issues confronting the Sandinistas for years to come, and 
which would result in an official split in the party. As one historian, 
Steven Kent Smith, writing about this Congress based upon his 
interviews with party leaders and members on all sides, explains, 
“[t]he FSLN is the only party in Latin America, and perhaps the 
world, to have gone through a three-stage transformation from a 
guerrilla movement to a vanguard party in power to an opposition 
party searching for political meaning in a post-cold-war environ-
ment,” and the pressures upon it were enormous.272 The FSLN 
would not survive completely intact.

Internally, a faction had been developing over time which 
would become an official party in opposition to the FSLN—the 
Sandinista Renovation Movement (MRS), led by Daniel’s former 
Vice-President, Sergio Ramírez—now better known as a poet 
than as a politician—and Dora Maria Téllez.273 Understanding 
the MRS and its origin is critical to understanding ongoing de-
bates about the current nature of the Sandinista Revolution and 
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its leadership. In my experience many in the U.S. who used to 
support the Sandinistas and Daniel Ortega but who no longer do 
so, have been influenced by the MRS and its leaders. This is evi-
dent, for example, in the extent to which MRS leaders are relied 
upon by such news outlets as Democracy Now! and by formerly 
Sandinista-friendly journals such as the North American Congress 
on Latin America (NACLA) and Latin American Perspectives. 

Indeed, it is quite fair to say that the MRS has an outsized in-
fluence in the U.S., and Europe as well, especially as compared to 
its size and influence in Nicaragua. As one measure of its influence 
in Nicaragua, in the 1996 and 2006 elections—the only elections 
in which the MRS ran its own candidates under the name “MRS,” 
as opposed to not running at all or running as part of a larger coa-
lition—it received a paltry percentage of votes. In 1996, the very 
first year it ran candidates, the MRS Presidential candidate, Sergio 
Ramírez, received fewer than 8,000 total votes, or only 0.44 per-
cent of the vote.274 Compare this to Daniel Ortega’s winning 37.8 
percent of the popular vote. The MRS did not do much better in 
the National Assembly elections that year, winning only 1.33 per-
cent of the vote.275 In 2006, the MRS Presidential candidate won 
6.4 percent of the votes compared to Daniel Ortega’s 38 percent 
and did not run any National Assembly candidates.276 

In short, the MRS is not a politically significant force in 
Nicaragua, but again, this has not stopped it from being a major 
influence in the U.S. and Europe, largely due to personal relation-
ships built during the 1980s between Western solidarity groups 
and various Sandinista leaders who would later fall away. I also 
believe that the fact that the MRS has such close and prominent 
ties with the U.S. State Department, as I detail further below, 
gives it an exaggerated and outsized credibility in Western circles, 
strangely even amongst those considering themselves “leftists.” 
And of course, there is always the issue with U.S. NGOs, includ-
ing human rights groups and even labor unions, receiving monies 
from the U.S. AID, NED, and other government bodies. Dependent 
upon such financing, they will inevitably skew their policies to 
please their government benefactors. Such U.S. groups relying 
on U.S. government funding may very well feel obligated to take 
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an oppositional stance towards the Nicaraguan government and a 
more favorable position to opposition groups such as the MRS. 

The AFL-CIO’s international wing, formerly AIFLD (now 
the Solidarity Center), which receives nearly all its financing 
from the NED—indeed, it is one of the three NED pillars, along 
with the International Democratic Institute and the International 
Republican Institute—has been notorious for working with 
the CIA in helping overthrow foreign governments, like the 
Sandinista government. The AFL-CIO would thus earn the mon-
iker of “AFL-CIA.” I know this all too well from having worked 
with the United Steelworkers union, an AFL-CIO affiliate. During 
my tenure there, I got to know Gerald Fernandez, the USW’s 
Director of International Affairs for many years. He regaled me 
with various stories about his own exploits working with AIFLD 
in the 1980s. Specifically, he was stationed in Costa Rica where 
he aided the CIA’s efforts against the Sandinistas. In the course of 
this work, he even hosted the notorious Elliott Abrams—a promi-
nent figure in the Iran-Contra scandal who was actually convicted 
of lying to Congress about the matter—for dinner in Costa Rica. 
In an email to then USW President Leo Gerard that was provid-
ed to me, Fernandez candidly explains how institutional work is 
compromised and perverted by U.S. Government financing. As 
Fernandez related in the February 9, 2004, email:

In reality, the AFL-CIO has a lot to hide about 
the late ’70s and ’80s in relation to their international 
institutes. One has to remember the cold war, Social 
Democrats USA, Irving Brown etc. The AFL always 
fared better in getting grants from republican presidents 
during this period because of communist insurgencies 
around the world, or, at least, perceived communist 
insurgencies. As you may be aware, I was part of the 
most active period for three years in Central America 
and the Caribbean. Some things I can relate and some 
things I can’t because of the potential for prosecution. 
I can say that there is a lot of dirty laundry. Some of 
the funding was related to what I would call covert 
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operations though this was a very small part of the total 
operation globally. Most of the activity was related to 
telling embassies and the State Department what they 
wanted to hear and that was the labor unions in all 
developing economies were under threat of commu-
nist and extreme left subversion even though in most 
instances it was nothing more than extreme nationalism 
and not communist inspired. In any event, that was how 
you got operating program grants and that is how the 
institutes built their power, with money and staff. Each 
country director did the same thing, money, prestige, 
power, influence mover and shaker. 

There is obvious reasons for not dealing with the 
past, classified information, loss of grants, and some 
people are still on staff though most were cleaned 
out. . . . Some people at the AFL were co-opted by the 
process. . . . 

There is no doubt that other organizations could say similar 
things about how their work has been compromised by govern-
ment funding, including how groups like the MRS have become 
prominent partners in their work as a result—though it is rare that 
organizations are so candid about such things. In his 1997 book, 
Smith identified three contributing factors for MRS emergence 
and development within Nicaragua:

(1) international (the collapse of the socialist bloc), 
(2) national (the FSLN’s 1990 electoral defeat), and, to 

a lesser extent, 
(3) personal (rivalries and power struggles). These 

three factors (in varying combinations and degrees) 
have created what some party affiliates have called 
an ideological void or identity crisis within the 
FSLN; the MRS is both a manifestation of and a 
response to that crisis.
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I have covered the first two factors above. The third factor 
is of less interest but suffice it to say that the rivalry between 
Daniel Ortega and Sergio Ramírez was certainly significant. It 
appeared that Ramírez no longer wanted to play second fiddle to 
Daniel, or anyone else for that matter. He, along with some other 
Sandinistas, expressed concern about what they saw as Daniel’s 
authoritarianism and insistence to be the unquestioned leader of 
the Sandinistas.277 Those who resented Daniel for this reason, and 
believed that the FSLN could not succeed in elections again with 
Daniel at the helm, even made moves to oust him from his role as 
FSLN Chair and from certain Party functions.278 

All of this is understandable, but the key question is, what 
was the MRS, then, as a political entity? As Smith explains, no 
one he interviewed, including MRS leaders themselves, could 
really say. In short, they may have known what they were against, 
but they did not know what they were really for, which may ex-
plain their anemic showing in the electoral process.

As Smith explains,

My interviews did not point toward any single de-
scription of the MRS, but they did indicate why the MRS 
emerged and developed into a political party. Although 
some said that the movement had strong ties with the 
Sandinista base, others described it as a small intellec-
tual clique devoid of a political platform. “MRS is a 
name to sell a product,” one former National Assembly 
member and Baptist minister said, “but it doesn’t know 
what the product is” (Sixto Ulloa, interview, 1994). . . .

Bayardo Arce, a member of the national director-
ate, argued . . . that the FSLN had not suffered a crisis 
of identity—that the MRS had created whatever crisis 
existed within the party. The MRS was a sect in search 
of a new model, he noted, but it wanted to do away with 
all past models (interview, 1994). Miguel Angel Casco, 
a Protestant minister and member of the Sandinista 
Ethics Commission, described the MRS as a confluence 
of personal resentment and power seeking that did 
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not want to work within the FSLN. He considered it 
an intellectual elite willing to make concessions to the 
“dominant powers” (interview, 1994).279

The claim about the MRS leaders wanting “to make con-
cessions to the ‘dominant powers’” is a simple statement of fact. 
As Smith explains, the Sandinistas’ 1994 extraordinary Congress 
ultimately “decided that the FSLN should develop a ‘clear, open 
policy of opposition toward the government and reject the idea of 
co-government’—a decision opposed by the MRS,” which wanted 
a closer working relationship with the Chamorro Administration. 
And this was not just a question of mere political tactics. As dis-
cussed further below, Chamorro and her successors would embark 
on policies which would attempt, and in some cases successfully, 
to destroy many of the gains of the Sandinista Revolution itself, 
such as progressive social programs and land redistribution. 

During the 1994 Extraordinary Congress, Sergio Ramírez 
was expelled from the FSLN’s National Directorate and from his 
role as the FSLN’s leader in the National Assembly, and he would 
soon voluntarily leave the party entirely. His expulsion from the 
leadership was in part because of his position of wanting a less 
adversarial relationship with Chamorro and also because he and 
other MRS National Assembly Deputies had tried to pass legisla-
tion which would have prevented any former president from serv-
ing another term in office.280 This was clearly aimed at preventing 
Daniel from running for president again. Another contributing 
factor for Ramírez’s ouster from leadership was a longstanding 
and immutable one. Smith rightly explains, “[s]ome saw Ramírez 
only as an intellectual who had never participated in the armed 
struggle that led to the Sandinista Revolution in 1979. Lack of 
military experience appeared to be a liability for leaders in a coun-
try and region whose political history has often been violent,” and 
in a party whose chief inspiration, Augusto César Sandino, had 
been an active guerilla fighter.281 

As José Adán Rivera Castillo—long-time Sandinista, historic 
combatant and a leader of the Agricultural Workers Confederation 
(ATC)—told me, “[t]he sons and grandsons of the Conquistadors, 
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who might have supported the Revolution at one time, became 
afraid that what they had would be taken away.” Castillo would 
put Sergio Ramírez, whom he says was trained by the oligarchy, 
in this category. Castillo says that while he likes Sergio’s writings, 
Ramírez was never sincere with the people in his support for their 
revolutionary aspirations. While this judgment may seem harsh, it 
is not an uncommon one in Nicaragua. 

Ramírez was not the only child of the oligarchy who was 
once within the Sandinista fold, only to jump ship when the going 
got tough. The truth is that “[i]n the 1980s, many of the Sandinista 
Front’s top-level cadre were in fact the children of some of the 
famous oligarchic families, such as the Cardenal brothers and part 
of the Chamorro family, in charge of the revolutionary govern-
ment’s ministries of Culture and Education and its media, respec-
tively.”282 And it is these children of the oligarchy who went on to 
become the core of the leadership of the MRS, which then went on 
to renounce socialism and to develop an ever-increasingly close 
relationship with right-wing Republicans, such as Marco Rubio.283 
Notably, this hasn’t stopped many in the Western left, such as Amy 
Goodman, from relying heavily upon the MRS for the source of 
their views and coverage of Nicaragua.284

Indeed, in my view, it is the very intellectualism and more 
bourgeois presentation of the MRS leaders, such as Sergio 
Ramírez, that makes them so attractive to so many amongst the 
Western Left, who are themselves intellectuals and who therefore 
relate to them better than to other Sandinista figures. 

In the end, it was the faction of the FSLN known as the 
Democratic Left which came out on top in the Extraordinary 
Congress over the likes of Sergio Ramírez. This faction, which 
called for “belligerent opposition” to Chamorro and her counter-
revolutionary reforms and demanded “greater and a more active 
commitment on the part of the FSLN toward the poor, its revolu-
tionary vocation and vanguard nature,” was led by “commanders 
Tomás Borge and, above all, Daniel Ortega.”285 History would 
quickly show the FSLN to have acted prudently in siding with this 
leadership. The fact that Ramírez, in the 1996 Presidential elec-
tions, did not even receive one half of one percent of the votes—a 
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figure which does not even rise to the level of a rounding error—
compared to Daniel’s nearly 38 percent, demonstrated that the 
Nicaraguan people were not with Ramírez, to say the least. Indeed, 
as some commentators have correctly explained, the MRS’s “poor 
results in the 1996 elections gave the Sandinistas’ entire symbolic 
legacy to the FSLN.”286 In addition, the fact that Daniel would 
ultimately be elected President again in 2006 proved wrong the 
naysayers who believed the party would never win again under 
his leadership.

Returning to the nature of the MRS, Smith also cites a 
Sandinista National Assembly deputy, Herty Lewites, who told 
him in a 1994 interview “that the MRS was driven by a small 
group of intellectuals that had not yet touched the heart of the 
campesinos but was beginning to do so.” This statement by Herty 
Lewites is important, for he later became a main leader of the 
MRS and indeed was its presidential candidate in 2006 until his 
untimely death before the election. In the above quote, Lewites 
himself acknowledges the MRS’s initial failure to find support 
among the campesinos of Nicaragua—the major engine of the 
Revolution itself. And, while Lewites claimed back in 1994 that 
this connection with the campesinos was progressing, the truth is 
that it never really did happen. Nor did the MRS ever really try to 
make it happen. 

As Lola del Carmen Esquivel González—a leader of a wom-
en’s campesina collective—explained to me in an interview in 
March of 2022, under President Violeta Chamorro and her succes-
sor, President Arnoldo Alemán, there was an attempt to undo the 
Sandinistas’ Agrarian Reform which had given land to her com-
munity, and so many others like it. She and other comrades, most 
of them women, organized and protested to defend the Reform—
and more to the point, the land they lived upon —and they did so 
successfully. Lola, who engaged in acts of civil disobedience with 
others to try to save their land, ended up being thrown in jail four 
times under the administrations of Chamorro and her successor, 
Arnoldo Alemán. Lola explained that it was Daniel Ortega who 
had provided her with support during her times in jail, including 
by organizing international backing for her. She received no help 
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from MRS leaders, including Sergio Ramírez, whom she views 
as out-of-touch intellectuals. “We would die for Daniel,” she ex-
plains, because he never stopped fighting for her and the rights 
of campesinos, even during the 1990s when he was out of power.

There is little attention given in the West to the lost years of 
the 1990s in Nicaragua. With the election defeat in 1990, and the 
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, many Western Leftists ap-
peared to lose interest in the very idea of revolution. That is, they 
lost the revolutionary imagination. And so, few paid attention to 
what Daniel Ortega was doing in Nicaragua at this time. However, 
the fact is that he never gave up on the Revolution or the idea 
of the FSLN returning to power. He was active throughout the 
1990s, trying to defend the Revolution and to pave a path towards 
FSLN electoral victory. In a Nicaraguan documentary entitled 
“El Imprecindible” (“The Essential”), Daniel’s efforts during this 
time are highlighted. As the film verifies, he continued to lead big, 
public rallies in support of the FSLN, as well as against the reac-
tionary policies of the neoliberal governments, during these years. 

In addition to these public political demonstrations, Daniel 
also worked quietly to rebuild support for the FSLN. Thus, he 
traveled throughout the country, meeting with workers and cam-
pesinos in their homes, sharing with them the simple food they 
offered him and just chatting, often late into the night. As Carlos 
Fonseca Terán, the son of legendary FSLN founder Carlos Fonseca 
Amador and a steadfast supporter of Daniel, opines in the film, it 
was these very personal and very private efforts of Daniel, which 
made all the difference in the ability of the FSLN to return to pow-
er. It is these efforts, indeed, which have made Daniel “essential” 
to the party and the Revolution and it is why he is so beloved by so 
many in Nicaragua to this very day. This is the Daniel whom we 
rarely see in the mainstream or even alternative press. 

This idea of Daniel as the “essential” leader is commonly 
held in Nicaragua. Thus, in a November, 2021 interview I had 
with legendary Sandinista guerilla, Omar Cabezas—the author of 
the influential book about the armed struggle against Somoza, Fire 
From the Mountain—Cabezas opined that Daniel is “condemned” 
to lead the Revolution until he dies because that is what the people 
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have decided; that he would not, indeed, be the leader unless that 
is what the Nicaraguan people wanted.287 And, Cabezas explains, 
they have chosen him because he is “noble” and “obsessed” with 
making the lives of the poor and the hungry happy. It is worth 
noting that, when I asked whether Western media ever reached 
out to him to get his take on events in Nicaragua, Cabezas sim-
ply laughed and said, “no.” This may seem odd given Cabezas’ 
legendary status and his credibility as a guerilla who lost three of 
his brothers to the struggle against Somoza, but Cabezas himself 
attributed this to the fact that the media was only interested in 

Omar Cabezas shows me the original manuscript of  
Fire from the Mountain

DANIEL KOVALIK, NOVEMBER, 2021
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giving one side of the Nicaraguan story—the side that favored the 
anti-Sandinista narrative. 

I have heard from others who believe, in addition to Cabezas, 
that Daniel is by now a reluctant leader—that he is old, not in 
good health, and would prefer to just spend time with his family. 
However, he keeps going because there is no one else who can 
keep the country united and the struggle continuing. To outside 
observers, this may seem strange and even crazy, and certainly 
not desirable by the standards we have in the West for our leaders. 
However, I would submit that there are historical reasons for why 
this is so, and a lot has to do with the unremitting interference 
and aggression of the United States. Such foreign intervention 
has required a leadership in Nicaragua which is strong, relentless 
and steady. It has required a leader who is as much a military 
leader as a political one. Daniel has been this leader his entire 
life, and Nicaraguans recognize this. He is one of the last guerilla 
leaders left who endured the struggle against Somoza, against 
the Contras, against the neoliberal leaders and against the violent 
insurrectionists in 2018. Almost all of the other Sandinista leaders 
dating back to the struggle against Somoza are either dead or they 
retired, some long ago. 

Indeed, most of the original Sandinista top leadership vol-
untarily ceded the leadership of the party in the mid-1990s to 
Daniel Ortega. As researchers Puig and Wright explain, “[a]s  
of 1995, five of the nine Revolutionary Commanders stopped 
attending [National Directorate meetings]: Víctor Tirado, Luis 
Carrion, Henry Ruiz, Jaime Wheelock (who did so of their own 
free will), and Humberto Ortega (Daniel’s brother), because his 
role as maximum authority of the armed forces was incompatible 
with political militancy.”288 And this was before the Party began to 
be more consolidated around the person of Daniel Ortega. That is 
to say, these individuals decided to abandon the struggle, leaving 
it to people like Daniel to carry on this hard work. Some of these 
leaders, moreover, such as Jaime Wheelock and Daniel’s brother 
Humberto, even moved to Costa Rica where they have lived very 
comfortable lives and abandoned their country completely. That 
is not necessarily to blame them for their decisions, but rather, 
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to give due credit to Daniel Ortega who has been willing to lead 
when others have not been. Daniel has been the one constant in 
the lives of the people of Nicaragua, and he has stood up, and 
indeed won, against impossible odds. 

Like Omar Cabezas, I see this as noble, and not selfish. 
Indeed, Daniel’s is a quite selfless struggle. I am simply perplexed 
why more in the West seem not to understand this. And, as Michael 
Parenti explains, if Daniel resembles similar leaders that have 
gone before, like Fidel Castro, Ho Chi Minh or Vladimir Lenin, it 
is because historical circumstances, and especially the demands of 
continually fighting the U.S. Empire, have made him this way.289

Meanwhile, despite the best efforts of Daniel and the FSLN 
to defend the gains of the Revolution, the new neoliberal govern-
ment of Violeta Chamorro, pursuant to the demands of the United 
States and the IMF, moved quickly to roll back much of the prog-
ress of the prior 11 years of Sandinista rule. 

The first and major blow struck by the new neoliberal gov-
ernment was against the Sandinistas’ signature achievements of 
granting land to the peasants and factory ownership to the work-
ers. As one historian notes: 

The fundamentally conservative and anti-Sandini-
sta strategy [of Chamorro] was evidenced by the gov-
ernment’s headlong drive to re-privatize the economy. 
Within weeks after taking power, Chamorro and her ad-
visors moved to privatize virtually all state-run property 
from farms to factories against the strong resistance of 
the labor movement. In many instances the properties 
were returned to former owners, including persons who 
had been closely associated with the Somoza dictator-
ship. The privatization occurred within the framework 
of a neoliberal policy of “structural adjustment.” Such 
a policy was not unique to Nicaragua but rather was 
part of a worldwide initiative of the U.S. and interna-
tional lending agencies like the International Monetary 
[Fund].290
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Indeed, the neoliberal policy adjustments were first introduced 
in Chile by the United States after the U.S.-backed coup against 
Salvador Allende in 1973 and were quickly exported throughout 
the hemisphere and to much of the world. The Sandinistas had 
largely resisted these policies, but now Chamorro would impose 
them with all due haste upon the Nicaraguan people. 

The attack on the agrarian reform was demanded by the 
United States which used aid as a weapon, even against the 
Chamorro government. Thus, U.S. officials, including right-wing 
Senator Jesse Helms, made it clear that U.S. aid would be with-
held if confiscated land were not given back to former Somocistas, 
including those who had left Nicaragua after the Triumph and had 
abandoned their properties; if Nicaragua did not comply with all 
IMF demands—demands which ensured that, by 1994, 96 per-
cent of all foreign aid went out the door anyway to service debt 
payments.291

Another part of the economic restructuring under Chamorro—
again demanded by the U.S. and the IMF—was the privatizing of 
banks, which had been nationalized by the Sandinistas and which 
had been operating in the interests of poor workers and farmers, 
granting them financing on very favorable terms to allow them 
to maintain and develop their land and properties.292 Access to 
such loans now was largely denied, meaning that many who had 
received land during the Agrarian reform, and who were lucky 
enough not to have it stolen from them outright under Chamorro, 
were nonetheless forced to sell due to their desperate economic 
circumstances.

In addition, the new government moved quickly to restore 
the old trade relations in which Nicaragua, like most develop-
ing countries in what used to be termed the Third World, would 
again export raw materials to the wealthy First World countries 
at cheap prices and import them back in the form of refined and 
manufactured products at exorbitant rates. This was devastating 
to the Nicaraguan working class which had already suffered great 
setbacks as a result of the Contra War. As Gary Prevost at the 
Department of Government at St. John’s University explained 
back in 1996:
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The new economic policies . . . seek to reverse 
Sandinista efforts for Nicaragua to become more 
self-sufficient as part of a Central American common 
market. In 1990 Chamorro cut import duties from an 
average of 80% to 30%. As a result, there was a flood 
of imported textiles, shoes, and metal goods with which 
domestic producers could not compete. The subsequent 
closing of plants has only made worse the country’s 
staggering unemployment. Some 50% of the econom-
ically active population was underemployed in 1992 
and 1993 and figures rose to nearly 52% in 1994. Open 
unemployment also grew considerably in 1994, reach-
ing almost 24% of the labor force. The job cuts in the 
formal sector have been dramatic. The number of peo-
ple paying social security dropped 23% between 1990 
and 1994 in absolute terms, without even factoring in 
the growth of the employable population. According to 
a UN study 70% of the population is living in poverty, 
with 40% in acute poverty.293

As unemployment and poverty rose, so did consumer prices 
as the result of Chamorro’s regressive policies, which favored 
foreign companies and the local bourgeoise to the detriment of the 
poor, whose purchasing power diminished. As Prevost continues, 

Virtually all government controls of the economy 
have been lifted. Food prices are now almost entirely 
market driven with all remaining government food 
subsidies eliminated. Supermarkets have sprung up all 
over Managua with well-stocked shelves of primarily 
imported foodstuffs. The price of goods is comparable 
to North American standards and is, therefore, out of 
the reach of ordinary Nicaraguans. Because the stores 
are stocked with imported goods, local producers are 
not the ones to benefit from this revival of commerce. 
The beneficiaries are primarily the private commercial 
intermediaries who have reemerged.”294 



162 NICARAGUA

In addition, USAID funded an effort to destroy the public 
sector and push people into the private, many times “informal,” 
economy which, for many, meant selling food or providing ser-
vices from their homes or on the streets.295 Thus, USAID funded 
the Occupational Conversion Plan which enticed public workers, 
with a mere $2000 severance payment, to leave their jobs.296 
Thirty thousand public workers (equivalent to 25 percent of the 
total), saddled with debt and desperate for quick cash, took this 
deal and left their jobs. 

Within a few short years of Chamorro’s governance, 
Nicaragua was suffering the worst depression in its history, “with 
levels of unemployment and poverty unprecedented in the coun-
try’s history.”297 Meanwhile, its external debt rose to over $11 bil-
lion, “the highest per capita debt in the world.”298 Seven hundred 
thousand Nicaraguans (or 20 percent of the entire population) 
ended up fleeing the dismal situation in their country to work else-
where and send back remittances to their families.299

Another huge roll-back of the Chamorro government was 
ideological: 

Chamorro and many of her advisers were mem-
bers of a right-wing fundamentalist Catholic cult called 
“The City of God.” Chamorro’s conservatism manifest-
ed itself very well in the appointment of fundamentalist 
Humberto Belli to the Ministry of Education. Belli, 
working closely with the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID), moved quickly to marginalize 
Sandinista influence from the schools on the grounds 
that the previous government had promoted an “athe-
ist humanist view of life.” With USAID funding, the 
Ministry quickly replaced Sandinista-era text with 
books imported from the United States.300 

These textbooks taught students “subservience and obe-
dience to church and state authorities.” To ensure that the new 
curriculum was taught in the face of resistance by the Sandinista 
teachers’ union, within the first four months of the Administration 
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the Chamorro government dismissed or transferred over 400 
teachers far from their homes. As Prevost relates, “[m]ost teachers, 
including Sandinistas and their sympathizers, have been forced to 
implement the new curriculum in order to retain their employment 
in very desperate economic circumstances.”

The new, reactionary curriculum would endure until Daniel 
finally took office again in 2007, meaning that an entire generation 
in Nicaragua had been schooled in a way that would make them 
more receptive to U.S. and anti-Sandinista propaganda. The seeds 
for the anti-government violence that would later take place in 
2018 (more on that below)—violence which the Catholic Church 
played a big role in organizing and instigating—had already been 
planted.

In addition, the Chamorro administration—with the help of 
Managua mayor Arnold Alemán who would later succeed her as 
president—went out of its way to do such things as destroying 
Sandinista murals, removing the FSLN letters from a mountain 
overlooking Managua after first replacing them with the word 
“FIN” (End), removing portraits of the heroes of the Revolution 
from public buildings, and putting out the eternal flame marking 
the tomb of Carlos Fonseca.301 

In addition to the assault on the Sandinista curriculum, the 
Chamorro government attacked education itself, privatizing the 
schools, which then charged fees that many families could not 
afford, and slashing monies for education. Within three years, 
the illiteracy rate was back to where it was in 1980. As Prevost 
explains, “[t]he combined impact of the years of the war and the 
further cutbacks in education spending . . . almost totally reversed 
any gains that may have been accomplished in the early 1980s.”302 

Similarly, the Chamorro government attacked the public 
health system, privatizing many of the hospitals and clinics, 
which now charged for everything except the doctor’s visit itself. 
At the same time, the government reduced spending on healthcare 
by almost one-half, from $130 million in 1989 to $70 million by 
1994.303 Not only did this compromise the health of the public, 
but, as a number of health centers were shuttered, it also resulted 
in the layoff of numerous public health doctors and staff. Public 
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daycare centers which had provided nutritional service to children 
were also defunded, and almost totally closed. The result of all 
this was a rise in anemia, malnutrition and the resulting permanent 
intellectual disability of thousands of children. 304 

The Chamorro government also attacked women’s and gay 
rights. For example, while abortion, unlawful under Somoza, had 
not been legalized by the Sandinistas who did not want to take on 
the Catholic Church—especially during war-time—the Sandinista 
government had not enforced the anti-abortion law, making it all 
but de facto permissible.305 However, this changed with the deep-
ly conservative Chamorro government, which began prosecuting 
women for abortions, thereby driving abortions underground 
as they had been before the Revolution.306 The Chamorro gov-
ernment also successfully opposed legislation proposed by the 
Women’s Commission of the National Assembly, which was 
heavily Sandinista, for a progressive family code and a law pro-
hibiting violence against women. In addition, over the objections 
of the FSLN deputies in the National Assembly, the conservative 
forces passed anti-sodomy legislation aimed at homosexuals.

While the CIA had started the Contra War in the Miskitu 
Coast and had used the plight of the Miskitu as one of their chief 
propaganda vehicles, the Chamorro government turned on the 
Miskitus with nary a protest from the U.S. Unable to reverse the 
Miskitus’ legal status of autonomy granted by the Sandinistas, the 
new government simply ignored the Autonomy Statute.307 Thus, 
while this Statute required that the regional Miskitu government 
control the resources of the Miskitu people, this mandate was 
simply circumvented, with control over fishing, mining and for-
estry sold off to private enterprises—the main beneficiary being 
a company run by the brother of the Presidential adviser—which 
exploited and destroyed these valuable resources and the environ-
ment along with them. 

For good measure, Chamorro also gave up on the Sandinistas’ 
efforts in the 1980s to win back the disputed islands ceded to 
Colombia in 1928 for no particular reason, therefore dooming 
the Sandinistas’ case before the ICJ, and she sold off the assets 
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of Nicaragua’s train system, resulting in that system’s demise. 
Nicaragua was now open again for wholesale looting.

In short, while the United States and its Contra mercenaries 
were never able to defeat the Sandinistas militarily, they were 
nonetheless able to achieve the counterrevolution by wearing 
down the Nicaraguan people and coercing the electorate in the 
1990 elections. The biggest losers were the Nicaraguan people 
themselves. In his 2005 Nobel Prize Speech, Harold Pinter paints 
the bleak picture of the shadow that fell over Nicaragua after the 
1990 election and into the new century: 

The United States finally brought down the 
Sandinista government. It took some years and consid-
erable resistance but relentless economic persecution 
and 30,000 dead finally undermined the spirit of the 
Nicaraguan people. They were exhausted and poverty 
stricken once again. The casinos moved back into the 
country. Free health and free education were over. Big 
business returned with a vengeance. “Democracy” had 
prevailed.308

The Sandinistas would find a way, through cunning and pop-
ular organizing, to return to power and to restart what they had 
begun in 1979. But the United States would never cease trying to 
destroy them and their Revolution.
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Family at the Puerta Salvador Allende, a beautiful park in 
Managua along the Xolotlan Lake with restaurants and 
playgrounds. During the 1990s, this site was a garbage 
dump where drug users and prostitutes gathered. After 

Daniel was re-elected in 2006, it was converted to 
a park and the adjoining lake, in which garbage and 

sewage had been dumped into, was cleaned.
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CHAPTER 6

THE SANDINISTAS RETURN
The title of this chapter, referring to the Sandinistas’ return to 
power in 2007, is a bit misleading because, while not in power 
from 1990 until 2007, the Sandinistas had not really gone any-
where. Indeed, they continued to organize and mobilize during the 
neoliberal years to both resist the policies of the three preceding 
reactionary governments and to find ways to adjust to the policies 
they could not prevent. Some of this work was certainly carried 
out on the national, party level, but much of it was also at the grass 
roots and more local level. 

As Florence E. Babb pointed out in her book, After 
Revolution: Mapping Gender and Cultural Politics in Neoliberal 
Nicaragua—a book written in 2001, well before the electoral 
comeback of Daniel Ortega—while many of the gains of the 
Revolution were lost to the Contra War and years of neoliberal 
onslaught, 

Nevertheless, much of the revolution has endured 
and even deepened since the FSLN lost power, including 
forms of democratic participation and respect for polit-
ical pluralism. Thus when I say after revolution, I do 
not intend to present the revolution as something static 
and now consigned to history but rather as something 
that has been in process and has undergone change—
sometimes for better, other times for worse—and that 
continues to give shape to local and national politics.309 
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As she explains, “[o]ften the very groups disfavored by  
current policy”—e.g., the poor, working class and women—“have 
taken advantage of new openings for political mobilization.”310 

Prevost corroborates this conclusion, especially in regard to 
the enduring vitality of women’s organizations after the Sandinista 
electoral defeat. As he explained in 1996, six years into neoliberal 
rule, 

the greater involvement of women in the public life 
of Nicaragua, an important advancement of the 80s, 
remains strong. The women’s movement is probably 
stronger today than 10 years ago with the Nicaraguan 
Women’s Association (AMNLAE) strengthened and 
many new organisations on the scene, including several 
which have clearly labelled themselves as feminist. 
AMNLAE operates 57 centres throughout Nicaragua 
that promote programmes in health, economic develop-
ment, gender consciousness, political involvement, the 
environment, and legal rights. In 1994 the programmes 
reached 108,000 women.311

Undoubtedly, the continued and even permanent grassroots 
efforts of women’s, peasants’ and workers’ organizations have 
been essential for keeping the Revolution alive, honest and mov-
ing in a forward direction.

However, as Babb rightly recognizes, focusing again on the 
grassroots work of women’s groups, “even the best strategies 
women have devised to confront the economic crisis are not suf-
ficient to withstand the impact of structural adjustment measures 
and . . . more thorough-going transformation may be needed once 
again in Nicaragua.”312 And, while she does not say so, it should 
be obvious that such a truly “thorough-going transformation” was 
possible only by the re-taking of state power by those dedicated 
to the Revolution. The only group with the will and capability of 
doing this was and remains the FSLN. What’s more, it is apparent 
that the only figure capable of leading the FSLN in this effort was 
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Daniel Ortega. He would have to make difficult choices, compro-
mises, and deals to achieve this.

As commentators Salvador Marti Puig and Claire Wright 
explain, “While Violeta Barrios de Chamorro was president, the 
FSLN mobilized its grassroots members against the policies the 
government was implementing to dismantle the social achieve-
ments of the Revolution . . . . This logic of mobilization gave the 
FSLN an aggressive and popular image, on which Daniel Ortega 
capitalized.”313 However, after losing to Chamorro twice and then 
to her successor Arnoldo Alemán and failing to achieve 40 percent 
of the vote in any of these three elections, Daniel Ortega and the 
FSLN began negotiating changes with the government in order 
to find a path to return to power. The result was “The Pact” in 
2000 between Daniel and Alemán, which many have criticized, 
but which would help return Daniel to the presidency. The most 
important part of “The Pact” was electoral reform, which, among 
other things, 

included a striking change in the criteria for the nec-
essary conditions to win the presidency. The reform 
lowered from 45 percent to 40 percent the percentage of 
votes necessary to win without going to a second round, 
and if the difference in votes between the first and sec-
ond candidate was more than 5 percent, only 35 percent 
of the votes. This change was an explicit demand by 
Ortega, since it was a necessary condition for him to be 
able to win the presidency, given the FSLN’s electoral 
limit.314 

 “The Pact” also included a power-sharing arrangement 
which gave control over major institutions of the government to 
the FSLN and Alemán’s Liberal Party. 

Daniel lost the election that was held in the fall of 2001. I 
was an election observer for that election along with 35 others 
from the United States, who were all invited by the FSLN to serve 
as observers. We named our delegation the “Ben Linder Brigade” 
in honor of the engineer murdered by the Contras in 1987. Along 
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with several others, I had the honor of having dinner with Daniel 
Ortega the very night before the election at a modest steak house in 
Managua. This was the first time I saw Daniel since my first meet-
ing with him back in 1988 as part of the Veterans Peace Convoy. 
I was struck by the fact that, for an event with a man running 
for president the next day, the dinner was a relatively small and 
subdued one with no cameras and frankly minimal security. Back 
then, and until relatively recently, Daniel insisted upon driving 
himself around in an SUV. 

At the dinner, Daniel was suffering from a cold and seemed a 
bit tired. Still, he was quietly friendly and listened very attentively 
to anyone who wanted to talk to him. He struck me as a man of 
few words who indeed seems happier to listen than he is to talk. 
He lacks the bombast of a Fidel Castro or Hugo Chavez—both of 
whom I have had the chance to hear speak in person. But then, 
Daniel has suffered so much more than Fidel or Chavez ever did. 
His seven years of brutal incarceration sets him apart from al-
most all other revolutionary leaders, with the notable exception 
of Nelson Mandela who was in jail for much longer but in less 
tortuous conditions. And this experience has molded Daniel into 
the person he remains today. These observations of Daniel ring 
true to me:

“I felt tense in freedom, claustrophobic,” Ortega 
recalled about his release after seven years in the 
Somoza prison. “I just had a hard time. . . . If I entered 
a room, I would want to get out quickly. If I got into a 
car, I would start feeling desperate. It was as if the cell 
were always with me.” Although Ortega went on to say 
that he “overcame this” after a few months, the truth 
appears to be more complicated. Sergio Ramírez, who 
later served as Ortega’s vice president, for example, 
believes that Ortega still retains a “prison personali-
ty”—“lonely, solitary, mistrustful, hard.” Ortega also 
continued to display eccentric characteristics consistent 
with long-term incarceration. When he became head of 
state and hosted dinner parties in his home—which is a 
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private compound rather than a state structure, guarded 
by private security forces—he did not dine with his 
guests. Instead, he would slip into the kitchen and eat 
with his staff.315

To me, Daniel exhibits a certain sadness that makes me feel 
very sympathetic towards him, especially being aware that what 
he has suffered in his lifetime is equivalent to that of ten mere 
mortals.

In 2001, Daniel ran a very different campaign than he had 
done in the past. The colors used in his campaign materials were 
no longer the militant red and black colors of the Sandinista flag, 
but rather, soft, pastel colors such as pink and baby blue. He was 
now trying to emphasize the values and goals of peace, reconcili-
ation and Christian love. Indeed, his very first platform item—as 
listed in a small, pink campaign booklet I have kept from that 
time—was: “The people of Nicaragua deserve, believe and devel-
op in peace. The government of the FSLN guarantees the stability, 
security and peace for the country. Never more shall there be war, 
nor military service, nor confrontation in Nicaragua.” 

While many leftists in the U.S. seemed confounded by what 
they saw as Daniel’s conciliatory and even non-revolutionary tone, 
Daniel—always a pragmatist and always someone very attuned to 
the mood of the people—was responding to what he perceived 
as the continuing anxiety of the country about the war which had 
only ended a little more than 10 years before and the fears that 
such a war could be sparked again. He wanted to assure the people 
that, under his leadership, no such war would ever come again to 
Nicaragua. I myself do not see anything somehow “unrevolution-
ary” about Daniel’s campaign tactics in 2001—tactics which have 
continued in one form or another till the present time. 

When I interviewed one former Comandante who still strong-
ly backs Daniel—Doris Tijerino –she said to me that one must 
look past the rhetoric and symbols used by Daniel and the FSLN, 
which may not look so revolutionary or militant to the outside 
observer, and instead look at what they actually do for the peo-
ple. This, she stated, is how one can adequately assess their true 
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revolutionary nature. This seems correct to me. As she confirmed 
to me, Doris Tijerino is never interviewed by the Western press, 
including the alternative press. She wasn’t even interviewed for 
a recent documentary called, “La Sandinistas,” about the role of 
women in the Sandinista Revolution. Apparently, her views are 
not convenient to the anti-FSLN narrative most in the West seem 
so dedicated to presenting.

Meanwhile, the United States, as it had done in the past, tried 
to convince the electorate that voting for Daniel would lead again 
to war. And as all were aware, the U.S. had the power to guarantee 
that it would. In a very real way then, the U.S. also had a big role 
in influencing how Daniel campaigned, for he knew all too well 
that he was running as much against the United States as against 
his Nicaraguan opponent, Enrique Bolaños. 

As I wrote back in 2001 shortly after the elections, the me-
chanics of the polling in Nicaragua was very good from what I and 
other observers witnessed. Thus, as I explained, 

As an election observer, I had the honor of watch-
ing Nicaraguans, many elderly, poor and infirm, stand 
in line for hours in the hot sun to cast their vote. Simply 
put, I received a class in democracy. Seventy-five per-
cent of the eligible voters participated in the elections, 
and those on the grass-roots level in charge of metic-
ulously checking voter credentials and in distributing, 
collecting and counting the ballots took pride in making 
sure that the election was fair.316

However, as with the 1990 election, the 2001 election could 
not be characterized as free and fair, not because of FSLN interfer-
ence, but because of the interference of the United States and the 
actions of then-president of Nicaragua, Arnoldo Alemán. 

As I explained at the time, 

For many months, the U.S. had placed great pres-
sure on the Nicaraguan voters to vote a certain way—
namely, against the Sandinistas and for the Liberal 
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Party candidate. Thus, as early as last year, U.S. offi-
cials publicly stated that a Sandinista victory could lead 
to a discontinuation of U.S. aid to Nicaragua as well as 
a return to the “oppositional policy” of the 1980s. This 
threat was a clear reference to the support, at times in 
violation of U.S. law, for the Contra war.317 

The George W. Bush Administration further took advantage 
of the 911 attacks to try to vilify the FSLN. Thus, as I wrote, “the 
State Department took advantage of the tense climate to state pub-
licly that it had ‘grave reservations’ about a Sandinista victory, 
claiming that the Sandinistas had a history of ‘ties to supporters of 
terrorism.’” Of course, everyone knew at the time what the U.S. 
was doing to groups and countries it designated as “terrorists” or 
as havens for terrorists—it was attacking and waging war against 
them in what the U.S. dubbed the “War on Terror.” Needless 
to say, this amounted to not-so-veiled threats of military action 
against Nicaragua in the event of a Sandinista victory. 

Lest there was any doubt about President Bush’s posture 
towards Daniel Ortega, just days before the November 2001 elec-
tion in Nicaragua, 

Florida Gov. Jeb Bush took out a full-page ad in a 
prominent Nicaraguan newspaper, La Prensa, in which 
he stated that President George W. Bush supports the 
Liberal Party presidential candidate, Enrique Bolaños. 
In this ad Gov. Bush claimed that Sandinista candidate 
Daniel Ortega does not understand or accept “the basic 
principles of freedom [and] democracy”; that Ortega “is 
an enemy of everything the United States represents” 
and that Ortega has a long-standing relationship “with 
states and individuals who shelter and condone interna-
tional terrorism.”318 

This is the kind of language Governor Bush reserved for 
countries like Afghanistan that the U.S. had invaded just a few 
short months before the Nicaraguan elections. Nicaraguans could 
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only interpret this as a threat that they too could be invaded if they 
voted for Daniel Ortega. 

Taking a plan out of the Somoza playbook, President Alemán 
made serious threats against the Nicaraguan population shortly 
before the elections. As I detailed back then, 

Nicaragua’s ruling Liberal Party president, 
Arnoldo Alemán, added to the state of fear created by 
these statements by threatening, up to the very eve of 
elections, to declare a state of emergency in Nicaragua. 
In so doing, Alemán implicitly threatened to cancel the 
elections. He issued these threats—which he enforced 
by the placement of troops throughout the streets of 
Managua on Nov. 2—claiming that he anticipated vi-
olence from Sandinista supporters. No such violence 
ever materialized.”319 

I ultimately concluded, in agreement with my fellow observ-
ers, that these actions of Alemán, combined with the statements 
and threats by the U.S. government, “had a great impact upon the 
Nicaragua elections. Indeed, they may have been decisive in the 
Liberal Party’s narrow victory over the Sandinistas and Daniel 
Ortega.” And so, democracy was again thwarted by the U.S. in the 
name of defending freedom and democracy. 

However, Daniel, though bowed, was not broken. He used 
the intervening time during the new administration of Enrique 
Bolaños to engage in shrewd political maneuvers that would usher 
the FSLN back into power. Daniel was able to play one faction of 
the Liberal Party against the other, helping to successfully divide 
the Party in half. Puig and Wright explain that 

during the administration of Bolaños, Ortega negotiated 
with both factions of liberalism, which came face to 
face as the result of the clash between Bolaños and his 
predecessor, Alemán. As a result, the liberal bloc split 
between Alemánistas and Bolañistas, and the division 
extended to liberals who held top posts in all the state 



 THE SANDINISTAS RETURN 175

institutions. The FSLN thus became the political force 
in the National Assembly, with the highest represen-
tation, controlling the rest of the public institutions, 
including the judicial system. It also thereby became 
the key player in Nicaraguan politics.320 

The division in the Liberal Party, now split almost equally 
between two new parties (the PLC and the ALN), combined with 
the new electoral law negotiated between Daniel and Alemán 
through “The Pact” paved the way for Daniel to win the 2006 
Presidential election with 38 percent of the vote to the PLC’s 26 
percent and the ALN’s 29 percent.321 The discipline of the FSLN 
also contributed to the win. As Puig and Wright explain, a key 
factor

was the solidity of the FSLN’s party machine which, 
in the end, was the political group with highest levels 
of party cohesion, obedient to its leader and spread 
throughout the country. Furthermore, the party showed 
an absolute flexibility in elaborating its discourses and 
strategies according to the political context.322 

In terms of “flexibility” in “discourses and strategies,” 
Daniel’s victory could also be attributed to his again running a 
campaign emphasizing peace and reconciliation over class and 
other conflicts. To that end, he set about to work with former 
Contras, including Jaime Morales Carazo who served as his Vice-
Presidential candidate; and successfully woo conservative ele-
ments of the Catholic Church to his side, including the powerful 
Bishop Obando y Bravo who had plagued the FSLN during the 
1980s as an oppositional political figure.323

While such a victory may have seemed compromising to 
many leftists, it was a victory achieved in point of fact by com-
promise—as is the norm in modern democratic states, inevitable 
and necessary in order to hold the diverse elements of the state 
together. And, as Comandante Doris urges, the important question 
was what Daniel and the FSLN actually then went on to do for the 
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people of Nicaragua with this victory. And it was in the actions of 
the new administration that Daniel and the FSLN really proved 
not just their commitment to their values, but the wisdom of the 
route they chose to achieve them, given the realities they faced.

The first order of business of President Daniel Ortega 2.0 
was to restore the progressive social programs of the FSLN, which 
had been systematically destroyed during the neoliberal years. As 
Puig and Wright relate, 

The about-face on social issues was based on 
two axes. The first was making primary and secondary 
schools, as well as access to health and hospitals, com-
pletely free. The second was the launching of focused 
social policies in order to alleviate poverty through pro-
grams such as Hambre Cero [Zero Hunger], Usura Cero 
[Zero Usury] , Desempleo Cero [Zero Unemployment], 
and Calles para el Pueblo [Streets for the People].324 

In 2007, just after taking office, Daniel created Councils of 
People’s Power (CPCs), which “were platforms designed to rep-
resent citizens in different areas of the country and to implement 
most of the focused social policies designed to combat poverty.”325 
As Puig and Wright explain, 

According to the presidency, these groups were 
based on the direct participation of citizens. Their func-
tions were to “design policy, plans, programs and ac-
tions to promote the formation of citizenship and guar-
antee it in practice throughout the national territory via 
the neighborhood, district, municipal, departmental and 
regional Consejos de Ciudadanos [Citizen Councils] 
. . . with the aim of creating a democracy of citizens by 
means of direct democracy.”326 

Curiously, Puig and Wright simply mention the policies of 
the Sandinista government after 2007, without discussing wheth-
er or to what extent they advanced the interests of the people. 
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Instead, similar to many other researchers, they focus on the 
internal dynamics of the FSLN, and in particular on the increas-
ingly ad hoc and personal nature of the leadership of Daniel as 
contrasted with the more formal, collectivist party structure of the 
FSLN of the 1980s, which they suggest was more democratic. 
And, while acknowledging that Daniel’s leadership has come to 
resemble the leadership of Rafael Correa in Ecuador and Hugo 
Chavez in Venezuela—and to this, I would certainly add Fidel 
Castro in Cuba, Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam, Mao in China and Lenin 
in Russia—they ultimately throw up their hands, after reviewing 
all of the relevant literature, and conclude that this “can only be 
understood taking into account the political culture in Nicaragua 
which extols a strong, caudillo-type figure and perpetuates weak-
ness of state.”327 

This type of racist trope, strangely put forward by people 
calling themselves academics, simply ignores the historic pres-
sures on Nicaragua and the FSLN, and in particular the pressures 
of constant U.S. intervention, which, as Michael Parenti tells us, 
lead almost all modern revolutionary leaders—even those well 
beyond Nicaragua and Latin America—to the same place. Such 
pressures, I would submit, force such leaders to become as much 
military leaders as political ones in order to navigate the danger-
ous shoals of U.S. imperialism. The events of 2018 would prove 
that, in a very real way, Nicaragua continues to be a nation at war, 
and this has demanded a decisive and resolute leadership to meet 
this challenge. 

However, the claim that Daniel is a “strong, caudillo-type 
figure,” is clearly off base. I have heard Daniel speak publicly 
many times. He speaks quietly, even when speaking to thousands 
of people. He doesn’t wave his hands around or point his fingers 
or make other histrionic gestures like some other truly “caudi-
llo-type” figures. Rather, most of his speeches resemble history 
lessons which are delivered in a calm, conversational and rea-
soned style, contrary to most political speeches. Long-gone are 
the military fatigues he used to wear. Instead, he invariably wears 
a baseball cap and a wind-breaker—hardly the grandeur-promot-
ing attire typical of some “great dictator.” I actually joked once 
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with a member of the Nicaraguan diplomatic corps that, even at 
his inauguration, Daniel dressed like someone who was going 
out to the grocery store. While the joke did not go over too well, 
my observation was nonetheless accurate—and not intended as a 
detraction.

The other observation which I and many others have made 
is how little security surrounds Daniel, even at big events. I have 
attended numerous such events, and I and the other international 
guests are never required to go through a metal detector. Nor are 
we searched or frisked, even though we end up in close proxim-
ity to Daniel. In addition, there are few armed security figures 
in sight. At the last event I attended—the July 19 celebrations in 
2022—Daniel’s path from the stage to his vehicle was guarded by 
unarmed Sandinista youth linked arm-in-arm. Notably, it took a 

Author’s friend, Scarleth Escorcia, takes a selfie with  
Daniel Ortega in his car after the July 19 celebration in 2022 

SCARLETH ESCORCIA, 2022 [(REPRODUCED WITH PERMISSION OF MS. ESCORCIA]
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long time for Daniel to reach his car because many people broke 
through the Sandinista youth chain to greet and hug him. Some 
even managed to jump into the car with him. Daniel simply waits 
patiently as his many supporters get their chance to say hello. 

While the figure of Daniel Ortega as party and national 
leader became more solidified and important as the years passed, 
Daniel has maintained a permanent dialogue with various civil 
society groups in Nicaragua, and in particular with mass organi-
zations (OMs), which have always been a key component of the 
Sandinistas. As Puig and Wright explain, a 

pillar of the Sandinista apparatus was its organic links 
with the OMs, which included trade unions and social 
organizations made up of neighbors, youth, children, or 
women. The FSLN always considered that “the masses” 
had to join social organizations that, although not part of 
the party structure, were nevertheless organically linked 
to it. These organizations had a very important role in 
bringing together large groups for revolutionary tasks. 
Their functions were never clearly defined, although the 
party statutes said that their task was to “protect and 
encourage the strengthening of the revolution and to 
become real instruments for the expression and chan-
neling of the most pressing needs of the masses.”328 

The OMs have always had real, practical input into the de-
cision-making of Daniel and the FSLN, and that is true to this 
day. As Carlos Fonseca Terán, the son of legendary Comandante 
Carlos Fonseca, the co-founder of the FSLN, explained recently,

 
Our socioeconomic and political model has its 

fundamental base in popular power. . . . The expression 
of that in politics is citizens’ power as an organized 
expression of popular influence on public affairs, the 
“protagonism” of social movements in the mechanisms 
for decision-making, the participation of social move-
ment leaders in institutional spaces of the state.329
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For his part, José Adán Rivera Castillo, leader of a key mass 
organization, the Agricultural Workers Confederation (ATC), 
explained to me in March of 2022, the Sandinista base became 
concerned when, initially after the 2006 election victory, Daniel, 
to be conciliatory, signed off on a lot of the laws which the bour-
geoisie proposed. He explained that the base, through the OMs, 
went to Daniel and expressed their opposition to this, and Daniel 
changed course. When asked about the claims of Daniel turning 
into another Somoza, Rivera counters with the simple observation 
that 

the difference is that Somoza did not have popular 
support, but Daniel does. That’s why we are working 
on advancing the Revolution rather than fighting a war. 
In just 15 years of government, we have been able to 
implement a wide range of social and economic pro-
grams like never before. In the past, the governments 
just stole, and stole and stole, and they told us about 
democracy only when they won. 

Rivera further asserts, 

When they say Daniel is bad, that reaffirms that he 
is a good person for us. We would worry if the enemies 
of the Revolution began to speak well of him. Daniel 
also has a strong ability to interact with the rich and the 
poor. In the 1980s, a lot of the leaders of the military 
were still from the Oligarchy, but Daniel heard us, and 
now, the vast majority of the leaders of the military and 
police are workers and peasants. Now if you look at 
today’s government, it is different from before when the 
leaders were trained in the U.S. Now, workers and peas-
ants, both men and women, are leading the government.

The revamping and reconstitution of the police forces which 
Rivera alludes to resulted in quite impressive results, which 
have been recognized throughout the hemisphere. For years, the 
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National Police as re-constituted has been one of the most trusted 
institutions in Nicaragua, known throughout the region as exem-
plary in its use of pro-active community policing. Its focus has 
been on rehabilitating, rather than punishing, particularly with 
adolescents and children engaged in criminal activity. 

As J. Thomas Ratchford III explained in a peer-reviewed 
Emory International Law Review journal article from 2017, 

In the face of surging regional violence, processes 
and techniques developed by the Nicaraguan National 
Police yield the lowest violent crime rates in the region 
in spite of Nicaragua’s ranking as the poorest country 
in Central America. Bucking the trend towards mil-
itarization in regional police forces, mirroring U.S. 
policy, Nicaragua has developed community-centered 
programs that prioritize restorative justice. . . . This con-
cept is codified in legislation aimed at prioritizing cit-
izen security through programs emphasizing constant 
reform of security apparatuses in partnership with the 
population.330 

Ratchford explained that, at the time of his writing the jour-
nal article, statistics

place Nicaragua’s homicide rates at eight per 100,000 
inhabitants, the lowest such statistic in the region. 
Another indicator, which can be related more directly to 
youth gangs, is the astounding statistic that in a country 
of over six million inhabitants there were only seventy 
juveniles in custody.331 

The low level of youth incarceration is a function of 
“Nicaragua’s juvenile justice program . . . [which] relies on: (1) 
political commitment to reform, (2) community involvement, (3) 
restorative justice through education and rehabilitation, and (4) 
public legitimacy.”332
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Meanwhile, Nicaragua’s neighbors, which have adopted a 
heavy-handed, militaristic approach to dealing with gang violence 
and youth crimes—an approach known as mano duro (literally, 
“strong hand”)—have had much worse outcomes. As Ratchford 
explains, 

Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras have seen 
spiking homicide rates that have oscillated between 
twenty-four and eighty homicides per 100,000 inhab-
itants over the last decade, with El Salvador’s surging 
past one hundred homicides per 100,000 inhabitants in 
2015.333 

This accounts for the large migration to the U.S. from these 
three countries while Nicaragua has contributed nominally to this 
phenomenon.  Indeed, a May 12, 2016, press release from U.S. 
House Democrats explains, 

Our neighbors in the Northern Triangle countries 
of El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala are in a crisis 
of uncontrolled violence. Women and children from 
these countries are coming to our Southwest border in 
search of refuge. Essentially, no one is coming from 
Nicaragua. . . .334

Ratchford explains that while the current Nicaraguan 
National Police “traces its origins to the 1979 Fundamental Statute 
of the Republic (EFR), which created the first security institution 
distinct from the Army following the Sandinista transition from 
the Somoza dictatorship.” the neoliberal governments attempted 
to sever the relationship between the FSLN and the Revolution.335 
However, they were not entirely successful at this, and the police 
have regained their more revolutionary nature through constant 
revamping, including after the return of the Sandinistas to power 
in 2007. 

Ratchford explains that,
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Throughout this continuous transformation, 
Nicaragua’s police force has gained a reputation for be-
ing, in the words of its former director Aminta Granera, 
“the smallest police force in Central America, with the 
lowest salaries, but with the best results ….” Granera, 
a militant Sandinista and feminist, was previously 
Chief of Staff for the Interior Ministry during the first 
Sandinista regime and credits her decision to participate 
in the police force as one made after deciding “not [to 
hand] my rifle over to someone who will use it against 
my people.”336 

Not surprisingly, as of 2017, Granera —who also brought 
many women into the police force, and who helped create 
“102 women’s police stations, special units that include pro-
tecting women and children from sexual and domestic violence 
and abuse”337—“sat atop the list of twenty-six Nicaraguan pub-
lic officials with an approval rating of eighty-seven percent.”338 
Ratchford concludes that Nicaragua’s “holistic” and “rehabilita-
tive” approach to policing resulted in the “public perception of 
‘fairness of police behavior’ as opposed to ‘the fear of police force 
and the threat of punishment,’” and to an overall high level of 
“legitimacy.” 

Bear in mind, the 2007 Ortega government was faced with 
a country which had been horribly neglected and plundered for 
17 years. As José Adán Rivera Castillo told me, “[i]n the three 
neoliberal governments, they showed us they didn’t care for us 
at all. They didn’t want to educate us, give us jobs or give us 
electricity or water. They even wanted us to pay for meals in the 
school. We therefore realized they did not care about us.” Ortega 
moved quickly to reverse this situation.

As Kevin Zeese, a long-time American activist and writer, 
and Nils McCune, an American now living and raising a family in 
Nicaragua, explain, in words sounding a lot like those of Rivera:

This is the first government since Nicaraguan inde-
pendence that does not include the oligarchy. Since the 
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1830s through the 1990s, all Nicaraguan governments—
even during the Sandinista Revolution—included 
people from the elite with “last names” of Chamorro, 
Cardenal, Belli, Pellas, Lacayo, Montealegre, Gurdián. 
The government since 2007 does not, which is why 
these families are supporting the [2018] coup.

Ortega detractors claim his three-part dialogue 
including labor unions, capitalists and the State is an 
alliance with big business. In fact, that process has 
yielded the highest growth rate in Central America and 
annual minimum wage increases 5–7% above inflation, 
improving workers’ living conditions and lifting people 
out of poverty. The anti-poverty Borgen project reports 
poverty fell by 30 percent between 2005 and 2014.

The Ortega economy is the opposite of neoliberal-
ism, it is based on public investment and strengthening 
the safety net for the poor. The government invests in 
infrastructure, transit, maintains water and electricity 
within the public sector, and moved privatized services, 
e.g., health care and primary education, into the public 
sector. This has ensured a stable economic structure 
that favors the real economy over the speculative 
economy.339

In terms of electricity, the preceding neoliberal governments 
did little to provide this necessary service to the population, partic-
ularly in the rural and indigenous areas, which were almost entire-
ly neglected. By the end of the neoliberal period, only 54 percent 
of Nicaraguans had any access to electricity.340 And, by 2005, even 
the electricity which had been provided was by then being rationed 
at extreme levels, with “recurrent 8- to 12-hour-long interruptions 
to the electricity supply” throughout the country, in part due to 
the rise in the price of oil which the government depended upon 
almost exclusively for power generation.341 This changed with the 
new 2007 administration of Daniel Ortega, which immediately 
began a major overhaul of the electrical system, prioritizing a 
conversion from fossil fuels to renewable energy sources—such 



 THE SANDINISTAS RETURN 185

as wind, solar, hydro, geo-thermal and biofuels—and the electrifi-
cation of the rural areas.342 

As the Christian Science Monitor explained in a 2012 article:

Years of energy shortages debilitated the country, 
as its power grid aged and energy plants were unable to 
meet demand.  Daily power-rationing blackouts lasting 
6–10 hours were the norm in 2006, but in 2007 things 
began to change when the Sandinista government, led 
by Daniel Ortega, returned to power.

Switching to renewable energy has become a linch-
pin in the Sandinistas’ national development plan. . . . 

Ortega worked with Nicaragua’s private sector 
and Venezuela’s Hugo Chávez to fix its immediate 
energy problem by installing an additional capacity of 
343 megawatts of power—41 percent more power than 
Nicaragua was producing five years ago.343

As the Christian Science Monitor elaborated, Ortega’s 
initiative has been universally supported within Nicaragua, 
and his “push for a renewable energy revolution has united the 
country like few other issues,”344 pointing out that even the U.S. 
government applauded this effort, with William Cobb, the U.S. 
Embassy’s energy and environment officer stating, “‘[i]n keep-
ing with United States international policies and goals, the U.S. 
government recognizes ambitious efforts in Nicaragua to address 
climate change by radically shifting its electricity generation from 
petroleum-based to renewable sources within a short window of 
time.’”345 

By now, Nicaragua is approaching 100 percent electrifica-
tion, as well as 100 percent access to mobile phone connectivity 
and 85 percent access to the internet.346

In addition, the 2007 Sandinista government began to bring 
water and sewage to hitherto neglected communities. By 2021, 
92 percent of the urban population and 55 percent of the rural 
population had potable drinking water, up from 65 percent and 
28 percent in 2006, respectively.347 Meanwhile, homes connected 
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to sewage disposal systems grew from 30 percent in 2007 to 57 
percent in 2021.348

The Sandinista government has also “funded the building or 
renovation of 290,000 homes since 2007, free of charge for those 
in extreme poverty, or with interest free long-term loans.”349 This 
housing program has benefitted over one million Nicaraguans, or 
about one-sixth of the total population.

Education has also been prioritized by the Sandinista govern-
ment, which picked up where they left off in the 1980s. The FSLN 
made child education free again after 2007, allowing 100,000 chil-
dren to return to school while opening 265 free day care centers 
for preschoolers.350 And, the government now provides a hot meal 
to 1.5 million school and pre-school children, and free backpacks, 
glasses and uniforms to those children who need it.351

Journalist Ben Norton, who has now moved permanently to 
Nicaragua and even bought a home there, wrote in 2020, “[i]n the 
past 13 years of Sandinista rule, overall poverty in Nicaragua has 
been reduced from 48.3 percent to 24.9 percent, and extreme pov-
erty from 17.2 percent to 6.9 percent. Illiteracy has fallen from 35 
percent to 3 percent.”352 Norton also quotes Carlos Fonseca Terán 
for the proposition that, since the return of Daniel Ortega to the 
presidency, Nicaragua has generally gone from the fourth most 
unequal country in Latin America to the fourth least unequal.353 

There have also been huge leaps forward in terms of health-
care for the population since the Sandinista return, with life ex-
pectancy jumping from 72 in 2006 to 77 years today (equivalent 
to that of the United States) as a result.354 The healthcare measures 
of the government have included reinstituting free health care, 
building over 25 world-class hospitals and over 1700 health care 
units, and providing 178 maternity homes near medical centers for 
women with high-risk pregnancies or for expecting mothers who 
live in areas located far from a hospital.355 Indeed, “[w]hen Ortega 
was re-elected in 2006, the maternal mortality rate—a key mark-
er of a country’s well-being—was 92.8 deaths per 100,000 live 
births. By 2020, that number dropped 60 percent to 37.5 deaths 
per 100,000 live births because of programs that include [these] 
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‘maternity homes’ to monitor pregnant women close to their due 
date.”356

Women’s health in general has become a priority of the gov-
ernment, with 66 new mobile units set up throughout the coun-
try which, among other procedures, now provide screenings for 
breast cancer and cervical cancer, as well as Pap tests, to hundreds 
of thousands of women who never had access to such services 
before.357 

There have also been many other advances specifically for 
women since the Sandinistas came back to power—advances 
which rarely get a mention even in the left-wing press of the U.S. 
which often looks down on Nicaragua and the Sandinistas as 
retrograde entities. As a recent Monthly Review article, entitled, 
“The gains of Nicaraguan women during the second Sandinista 
Government,” explains, some of these advances have come from 
anti-poverty programs (merely mentioned in passing by Puig and 
Wright) which are specifically aimed at benefitting women. Thus,

These programs, launched in 2007, raise the 
socio-economic position of women. Zero Hunger fur-
nishes pigs, a pregnant cow, chickens, plants, seeds, 
fertilizers, and building materials to women in rural 
areas to diversify their production, upgrade the family 
diet, and strengthen women-run household economies. 
The agricultural assets provided are put in the woman’s 
name, equipping women to become more self-sufficient 
producers; it gives them more direct control and security 
over food for their children. This breaks women’s his-
toric dependency on male breadwinners and encourages 
their self-confidence. The program has aided 275,000 
poor families, over one million people (of a total of 6.6 
million Nicaraguans), and has increased both their own 
food security and the nation’s food sovereignty.358

There is also The Zero Usury program which is a “micro-
credit mechanism that now charges 0.5% annual interest, not 
the world microcredit average of 35%.” As the Monthly Review 
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Article explains, “[o]ver 445,000 women have received these low 
interest loans, typically three loans each. The program not only 
empowers women but is a key factor reducing poverty, unlocking 
pools of talent, and driving diversified and sustainable growth. 
Many women receiving loans have turned their businesses 
into cooperatives, providing jobs to other women. Since 2007, 
about 5,900 cooperatives have formed, with 300 being women’s 
cooperatives.” The same article notes that the decrease in overall 
poverty “from 48% in 2007 to 25% and extreme poverty from 
17.5% to 7%” has similarly “benefited women in particular, since 
single mother households suffered more from poverty.” What’s 
more, “[t]he Zero Hunger and Zero Usury programs have lessened 
the traditional domestic violence, given that women in poverty 
suffer greater risk of violence and abuse than others.”

Similarly, the revived Sandinista land reform program also 
especially benefitted women, with 55 percent of the over 451 
thousand land titles given out by the government to small farmers 
between 2007 and 2021 going to women.359 

And, while the anti-abortion law in Nicaragua has become a 
controversial issue among the Western left, it is not controversial 
in Nicaragua where over 80 percent of the population support it 
in this deeply religious country. In addition, there is important 
context to understanding this law and its enforcement. As noted 
above, the law, which was on the books when the Sandinistas 
took power in 1979, and which became even stricter in 2006 just 
before Daniel Ortega was re-elected, was not enforced under the 
Sandinistas in the 1980s, and it is no longer enforced now that 
they are back in power.360 As the Monthly Review article explains, 
“[s]ince the return to power of the Sandinistas in 2007 no woman 
nor governmental or private health professional has ever been 
prosecuted for any action related to abortion. Any woman whose 
life is in danger receives an abortion in government health centers 
or hospitals. Many places exist for women to get abortions; none 
have been closed nor attacked, nor are clandestine. The morning 
after pill and contraceptive services are widely available.”361

Meanwhile, the Sandinista government has made huge 
strides in women’s participation, indeed mandating by law, as 
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of 2007, that “at least 50% of public offices be filled by women, 
from the national level to the municipal.”362 And, this law is fully 
enforced and complied with.

As the result of all of the above measures, Nicaragua is now 
one of the most gender equal societies in the world, going from 
a rank of 90 in terms of gender quality as ranked by the United 
Nations in 2007 to the rank today of number 5, only behind Iceland, 
Norway, Finland, and Sweden.363 This marks astounding progress, 
especially for a developing country, but this is often overlooked 
by those in Western countries, like the U.S., UK and Canada, with 
much worse problems with gender equality. 

The other incredible achievement of the Ortega government, 
alluded to above, has been the creation of food sovereignty in the 
country. Thanks to the support of the peasantry, Nicaragua is now 
around 90 percent food sovereign, meaning that it produces nearly 
all the food it consumes—an amazing advance for a developing 
nation, and an advance which even Cuba and Venezuela (both of 
which import around 70 percent of their food, meaning that they 
are about 30 percent food sovereign) have not achieved.364 This 
food sovereignty has helped Nicaragua fight hunger and malnutri-
tion in the country and improve the environment. As one report on 
Nicaragua’s food sovereignty success explains:

Nicaragua is a case study in how pursuing food sov-
ereignty can help to reduce hunger levels within society. 
Food sovereignty is a system that ensures people have 
continual access to plentiful, healthy, and affordable 
food locally produced. Marlen Sánchez of the global 
peasant movement La Via Campesina in Nicaragua, sug-
gests food sovereignty is a “historical process”, based 
on indigenous rights and protection of land, water, and 
life. She describes it as an inherently anti-capitalist food 
production system. While providing sufficient food for 
everyone is at the core of food sovereignty movements, 
Fanny Boeraeve of the University of Liege and others 
have suggested that for food sovereignty to be effective 
it must be prioritize sustainable agricultural farming 
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methods. That is, methods that ensure a harmonious 
relationship with the planet.365

This same report details the improvements in combating 
hunger brought about the Sandinistas’ agricultural policies. As the 
report relates, “[t]he Global Hunger Index (GHI) uses data from 
the United Nations and other multilateral agencies to determine 
hunger levels in countries around the world. There are five hunger 
levels, ranging from low (level one) to extremely alarming 
(level five). Nicaragua’s hunger score is currently at a level two, 
‘moderate hunger levels,’ on their index. In 2000, at the height 
of neoliberal governance in Nicaragua, the country was at a level 
three, ‘alarming hunger levels.’ Since the FSLN was elected in 
2006, hunger has been declining rapidly. Overall, there has been 
a 40.8% reduction in hunger according to the index. Nicaragua is 
one of only 38 countries to reach the UN Millennium Development 
Goal of cutting malnutrition by half.” 

It is Nicaragua’s food sovereignty, I would urge, which 
makes it particularly dangerous to the U.S.’s economic aims in 
the Americas, and indeed in the world. Thus, the U.S. government 
actively attempts to undermine other countries’ ability to grow 
food for themselves so that they will be dependent upon food im-
ports from the United States, many of the imports being heavily 
processed foods which are quite unhealthful. Indeed, as econo-
mist Michael Hudson explains in his book, Super Imperialism: 
The Economic Strategy of American Empire, a key pillar of U.S. 
international policy since WWII has been one of fostering food 
dependency amongst countries in the developing world, a phe-
nomenon Hudson refers to as “food imperialism.”366 And, those 
countries who resisted this policy were deemed as a threat. As he 
writes, “the congressional hearings on the Bretton Woods agree-
ments [the agreements which set post-WWII economic policies] 
reveal a fear of Latin American and other countries underselling 
U.S. farmers or displacing U.S. agricultural exports, instead of 
the hope that these countries might evolve toward agricultural 
self-sufficiency.” The view of U.S. policymakers, then and now, 
was for “industrialization of these countries to be accompanied by 
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growing food deficits and hence higher import dependency.” As 
Hudson explains, the policy has been one of “free-trade imperi-
alism in its classic form. Progress of less developed countries to-
ward agricultural and industrial self-sufficiency, which had gained 
momentum during their years of war-enforced isolationism, was 
halted and reversed” through lending policies, foreign aid, and, 
when necessary, through military intervention.

Modern examples of U.S. “food imperialism” abound. 
As former President Bill Clinton admitted to a Senate foreign 
Relations Committee on March 10, 2010, his agricultural policies 
in Haiti, for example, undermined rice production in Haiti and 
destroyed the ability of Haitians to feed themselves.367 However, 
as he also explained, this was to the advantage of “some of my 
farmers in Arkansas” who were able to sell food—subsidized by 
the U.S. government—to Haitians into the breach left by their 
extinct rice crop.368 The same policies were pursued in Mexico 
through NAFTA which forbids Mexico from subsidizing its crops, 
but which allows the U.S. to dump subsidized food products into 
Mexico. The result has been the destruction of the livelihood of 
around 1.3 million small farmers in Mexico, a significant number 
of whom were pushed to emigrate to the U.S. or to enter the drug 
trade.369 Similar policies are being applied to Colombia under the 
Colombia Free Trade Agreement.370 

Nicaragua simply does not fit into such plans the U.S. has for 
countries of the Global South, making it a continued “danger of a 
good example.”

Daniel Ortega also gained antipathy from the U.S. by ex-
hibiting too much independence in the field foreign relations. As 
an initial matter, Ortega stopped sending Nicaraguan troops to be 
trained at the U.S. Army School of the Americas in Columbus, 
Georgia, given its history of training brutal military forces who 
tortured their own people.371

In addition, when the U.S. helped overthrow and forcibly 
expel the populist President of Honduras, Manuel Zelaya, in 2009, 
it was Ortega who provided Zelaya safe haven in Nicaragua. The 
2009 coup, carried out by a general trained by the U.S. at the 
U.S. School of the Americas—General Romeo Orlando Vásquez 
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Velásquez372—was an important event in Central America, and 
indeed a warning to countries like Nicaragua, for it demonstrated 
that the U.S., even under a liberal President like Barack Obama, 
was continuing to engage in regime-change operations in that re-
gion against leaders like Zelaya for simply engaging in moderately 
progressive social policy such as increasing the minimum wage. 

Hillary Clinton, who was Obama’s Secretary of State at the 
time, even bragged in the hardcover version of her book, Hard 
Choices, how she maneuvered to make sure that Zelaya was 
never returned to power.373 Hillary later removed this passage in 
the paperback version after receiving backlash from the admis-
sion.374 Before her murder by forces linked to the Honduran coup 
government, acclaimed environmental and indigenous activist, 
Berta Cáceras, publicly blamed Hillary Clinton for solidifying the 
coup and guaranteeing the violence which followed—violence 
that would ultimately claim Berta’s very life. As she stated in an 
interview:

The Clinton-brokered election [after Zelaya’s 
ouster] did indeed install and legitimate a militarized 
regime based on repression. In the interview, Cáceres 
says that Clinton’s coup-government, under pressure 
from Washington, passed terrorist and intelligence 
laws that criminalized political protest. Cáceres called 
it “counterinsurgency,” carried out on behalf of “inter-
national capital”—mostly resource extractors—that has 
terrorized the population, murdering political activists 
by the high hundreds. “Every day,” Cáceres said else-
where, “people are killed.”375

I visited Honduras less than two weeks after the coup on 
a small fact-finding delegation with the School of the Americas 
Watch (SOAW)—a group dedicated to shutting down the infa-
mous School of the Americas. By this time, President Obama 
had announced that the U.S. had suspended all joint operations 
with the Honduran military as a result of the ouster of Zelaya—
an event that Hillary Clinton refused to call a “military coup.” 
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However, when we asked a Sergeant Reyes at the U.S. military 
base outside Tegucigalpa if this were true, he said, “no,” that this 
was just something that Obama was telling everyone, but that 
nothing had changed in terms of the relationship between the two 
armed forces. 

Another bold move Ortega made in foreign policy was in 
relation to Libya during the months-long bombing campaign of 
NATO against that country. Early on in this campaign, Muammar 
Gaddaffi’s New York-based UN Ambassador resigned, and 
Gaddafi, whose country was being bombed to smithereens, was 
unable to send a Libyan to the U.S. to represent Libya’s interests 
at the UN. In the breach, Daniel Ortega, with Gaddafi’s assent, 
appointed former Nicaraguan Foreign Minister Father Miguel 
D’Escoto—who was in New York at the time after serving as the 
President of the UN General Assembly—to represent Libya at the 
UN.376 In his letter to the UN, Ortega stated that Father D’Escoto 
would “support the Libyan brothers in their battle to ensure re-
spect for sovereignty and self-determination—both of which 
are being violated by the powerful, who once again threaten the 
independence and peace of the people.”377 This was an incredible 
act of solidarity for a small country like Nicaragua to show for a 
country then under brutal attack by Western powers, and the act 
certainly did not endear Nicaragua or Ortega to the United States.

However, it was such policies of the Nicaraguan government 
which have endeared it to the Nicaraguan population. And thus, 
by October of 2017, polls showed Daniel Ortega with an incred-
ible 80 percent approval rating.378 But a serious challenge would 
be posed to the Ortega government within several months, with 
the country being brought nearly to civil war in another attempt to 
destroy the good example.
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CHAPTER 7

THE APRIL 2018 CRISIS
ANOTHER COUNTER-REVOLUTIONARY 

INSURRECTION

When examining the events of the spring and summer of 2018 in 
Nicaragua and their aftermath, it is first worthwhile to put them in 
context by comparing them to an analogous event in the United 
States and how the U.S. government, media and public reacted to 
it. That event is what the Democratic Party and the mainstream 
media have dubbed the “insurrection” of January 6, 2021, in which 
hundreds of people, almost invariably Trump supporters, stormed 
the U.S. Capitol in an apparent attempt to stop the counting of the 
Electoral College votes, which they believed had been ultimately 
procured through fraudulent elections. And indeed, Daniel Ortega 
himself mentioned this event as comparable at his January 2022 
Inauguration, which I had the honor of attending.

The January 6 insurrection was an action of a short, finite 
duration of several hours, which ended with property damage 
within the Capitol building, the injury of 150 police officers, and 
a total of 7 deaths directly attributable to the riot.379 Around 725 
individuals who were personally involved in the invasion of the 
Capitol on January 6—including some who merely entered the 
Capitol premises, behaving somewhat like tourists, shooting sel-
fies and committing no acts of violence—have been arrested and 
charged for their role in the riot, and some have already been tried, 
convicted and sentenced to anywhere from a few days to over a 
year in jail.380 
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In addition, there have been calls to arrest and try others, 
though not involved directly in the Capitol riot, and who weren’t 
even near the Capitol at the time of the insurrection, but who were 
considered the intellectual authors and instigators of the action. 
Indeed, the January 6 House Committee, referring to such indi-
viduals, argued in a federal court filing that, after investigation, 
the Committee “has a good-faith basis for concluding that the 
President [Donald Trump] and members of his Campaign engaged 
in a criminal conspiracy” which culminated in the insurrection.”381 
The Judge who considered the evidence filed in support of this 
claim concluded that Donald Trump and his lawyer—two individ-
uals who were not even present at the Capitol when the events in 
question occurred—were parties to a plan which “spurred violent 
attacks on the seat of our nation’s government, led to the deaths 
of several law enforcement officers, and deepened public distrust 
in our political process.”382 That said, the deaths of the “several 
law enforcement officers” were not the direct result of attacks, but 
rather, by heart attack and suicide after the event. A slight majority 
of Americans polled agree that Trump should be charged for his 
role in helping provoke the January 6 riot, according to a poll by 
the Washington Post.383

The extent of the U.S. response to events of January 6th, 
2021, is relevant when considering the events in the long spring 
and summer of 2018 in Nicaragua in which the country was 
brought to the verge of civil war, with hundreds killed and many 
more injured, and in considering how the Ortega Administration 
responded to these events and to those who both participated di-
rectly in them and to those who helped instigate them.

* * *
As indicated above, Daniel Ortega was wildly popular going 

into 2018 and the elections scheduled for that year, with a whop-
ping 80 percent approval rating. As the New York Times, writing 
in April of 2018, explained, Ortega was especially popular among 
the poor “who receive housing and other government benefits 
support.”384 As far as the U.S. government was concerned, some-
thing had to be done about Ortega’s strong popular support, and 
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so, Congress began initiating legislation targeted at destroying his 
popular social programs. 

Thus, in October of 2017, the U.S. House of Representatives 
voted unanimously in favor of the Nicaraguan Investment 
Conditionality Act of 2017 (NICA Act), which would cut Nicaragua 
off from loans offered by international financial institutions.385As 
Telesur reported at the time, “The Nicaraguan government uses 
foreign assistance from the international financial institutions to 
support social spending on health and education which have be-
come an ever larger proportion of the national budget.”386 

Therefore, the NICA Act, according to Telesur, “pose[d] a 
serious danger to the Central American nation’s economy and 
could result in a humanitarian crisis and waves of economic ref-
ugees that would flee toward the U.S. border, joining waves of 
migrants from Honduras, Guatemala and El Salvador.”387 Indeed, 
even before the NICA Act was passed by the Senate and signed 
into law by President Trump, the mere passage by the House 
“[had] already put a chill on foreign direct investment into the 
Nicaraguan economy, having a knock-on effect on local lending 
activity and private investments.”388  

It must be emphasized that, just as the Reagan administration 
was so determined to destroy the Sandinistas that it was willing 
to have the CIA sell cocaine on the city streets of the U.S. to fund 
the Contras, the U.S. government under President Donald Trump, 
even as it was building a wall to keep out migrants from crossing 
the southern border, was willing to risk promoting a new wave of 
migrants from Nicaragua which, up to that point, was not a sig-
nificant source of migration. Indeed, President Trump’s Secretary 
of State, Mike Pompeo, “openly declared that the objective of the 
U.S. is to destabilize and change the government” in Nicaragua, 
along with the governments in Cuba and Venezuela—“the coun-
tries he deems to be the axis of evil in the hemisphere. In order 
to achieve this objective, for years the U.S. has been funding the 
local media and a network of human rights agencies to construct 
their version of the truth.”389

And it was not only economic coercion and propaganda the 
U.S. used to try to again disrupt the progress of the Sandinistas. As 
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in the 1980s, the U.S. resorted to violence—the kind of violence 
which it had helped foment for years before the terrible events 
which broke out in April of 2018. 

The National Endowment for Democracy (NED) served as 
the mechanism to instigate such violence. In his book, Faustian 
Bargain, William Robinson describes well the creation and pur-
poses of the NED. As he relates, up until the early 1980s, it was 
the CIA alone that carried out covert operations around the world 
to, amongst other things, implement regime change, successfully 
achieving this end in such countries as Iran in 1953, Guatemala 
in 1954 and Chile in 1973. In each of these instances, the CIA  
helped overthrow democratically elected governments, which 
were attempting to break free from the prevailing capitalist eco-
nomic order, replacing them with right-wing, repressive regimes 
which did the bidding of the U.S. However, after the Senate hear-
ings led by Senator Frank Church in the 1970s—hearings which 
exposed the CIA’s misdeeds and made its continued role in such 
black ops more embarrassing for the U.S.—another institution 
was created to augment the CIA’s covert operations function and 
put a benevo lent face on that function. This institution was the 
NED. As Robinson relates, the idea was that the NED, created in 
1983, 

would not only play the role of skillful political sur-
geon; it would also overcome the taint associated with 
the covert operations that the CIA had been carrying out 
abroad. Specifically, the NED would take over much of 
the funding and political guidance for political parties, 
trade unions, business groups, news media, and civic 
organizations that the CIA traditionally supplied.

The idea was to create a further division of labor 
within the organs of U.S. foreign policy. The NED 
would not replace the CIA but would specialize in the 
overt development of political and civic formations, 
supplementing CIA covert activities and synchronizing 
with overall U.S. policy toward the country or region in 
question. Moreover, the seemingly public nature of the 
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NED would allow the use of public relations techniques 
to an extent unprecedented in U.S. foreign policy. The 
NED, with its ideological underpinning of “promoting 
democracy,” would be well equipped for rebuilding U.S. 
domestic consensus for political operations abroad.390

While William Robinson understands the nature and func-
tions of the NED and then goes on in his book to describe how 
the NED carried out these functions well from 1983 to 1990, 
working hand-in-glove with the CIA to help undermine support 
for the Sandinistas, he, along with many progressives, appears to 
have fully bought into the claims that the uprising of 2018 was 
somehow a purely home-grown and spontaneous movement, 
rather than one brought about the same machinations used by the 
NED in the 1980s. 

However, the role of the NED in the 2018 events in Nicaragua 
is not something merely implied due to its earlier role. Indeed, a 
publication funded by the NED,391 Global Americans, carefully 
explained how this was the case in a May 2018 article, entitled 
“Laying the groundwork for insurrection: A closer look at the 
U.S. role in Nicaragua’s social unrest.” Mincing no words, Global 
Americans explained how those who believed the uprising in 2018 
was somehow “spontaneous” and locally inspired were wrong:

Nicaragua is on the brink of a civic insurrection. 
For two weeks, hundreds of thousands of citizens 
have occupied the streets protesting president [sic.] 
Daniel Ortega and his wife and vice-president, Rosario 
Murillo. The demonstrations and marches began fol-
lowing the government’s slow response to a massive 
forest fire inside the Indio Maiz bio reserve. A week 
later, the movements quickly escalated when Ortega’s 
government announced a series of austerity measures 
designed to rescue the country’s social security system 
from the brink of bankruptcy. . . .

On the ground in Nicaragua, one gets the sense 
that Ortega’s government is on the ropes. . . .392
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Global Americans explained that while the “international 
press has depicted the rapid escalation of civil unrest in Nicaragua 
as a spontaneous explosion of collective discontent . . . it’s becom-
ing more and more clear that the U.S. support has helped play a 
role in nurturing the current uprisings.” The article goes on to de-
tail that, “[s]ince 2014, the National Endowment for Democracy 
(NED) . . . has spent $4.1 million on [54] projects in Nicaragua,” 
which bore fruit in the violence of 2018. As Global Americans 
explained, the projects funded included those by a number of 
civic organizations, including youth groups, which participated in 
the uprising. The $4.1 million, moreover, does not even take into 
account the additional monies funneled into Nicaragua during this 
period by the NED’s sister organization, the USAID.

As S. Brian Willson and Nils McCune, both of whom live 
in Nicaragua and lived through the insurrection of 2018, explain,

Since at least 2010, examining Wikileaks cables, 
Department of State memos, NED, USAID budgets and 
documents seized in arrests of 2018 coup suspects, it is 
clear the U.S. has expended perhaps as much as $200 
million to oust the Ortega-led Sandinista government. 
Depressed over the 2006 Sandinista electoral victory, 
the U.S. has had as its explicit goal “the achievement in 
an immediate future of a government akin to the interest 
of the U.S. government,” . . . and the “creation of condi-
tions for regime change.” An NDI (National Democratic 
Institute, one of four core entities of the NED) 2013 
memorandum, identified four lines of attack in a strate-
gy to destabilize and change the Nicaraguan “regime”: 
(1) training young political leaders; (2) media war; (3) 
unification of the opposition; and (4) strengthening civil 
society organizations, preparing a “coup d’état against 
Daniel Ortega.” The U.S. Embassy and USAID have 
been preparing the conditions for a coup from since at 
least 2013. Their efforts culminated in the April-July 
2018 coup attempt. . . .393
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Barbara Larcom, a long-time Nicaragua solidarity activist 
who has been traveling regularly to Nicaragua for years, further 
addresses the magnitude of the funding operations of the NED and 
USAID in Nicaragua:

Over a period of years, the United States has fund-
ed training for “democracy and human rights promo-
tion” in Nicaragua, targeted at groups opposed to the 
Sandinista government. In 2017 alone, Nicaraguan civil 
society organizations and media companies received 
over $31 million from USAID, of which $14.5 million 
was focused on two categories of spending—“govern-
ment and civil society” and “conflict, peace and securi-
ty”. Imagine the impact of this spending in a small, poor 
country of only 6.2 million people: the U.S. population 
is over 52 times its size, and the average salary in the 
United States is about 5.5 times higher than in Nicaragua. 
Taking those two multiples into account, $14.5 million 
would be the equivalent of over $4.1 billion if it were 
targeted at groups in the U.S. But even those multiples 
understate the impact, as many Nicaraguans don’t have 
a salary to compare.394 

The Global Americans article shamelessly linked this 2018 
effort with work done by the NED in the 1980s in concert with the 
violent actions of the Contras, to try to overthrow the Sandinista 
government. As Global Americans proudly admitted, 

This is not the first time that NED funds have 
made an appearance in Central America’s largest coun-
try. U.S. Congress created the NED—as a non-profit, 
private NGO—in 1983 at the height of the Cold War. 
The NED was designed to promote democracy over-
seas, and it was funded through the U.S. congress. . . . 
From 1984 to 1990, the U.S. NED spent roughly $15.8 
million dollars to fund civil society groups and to po-
litical parties, most of them opposed to the Sandinista 
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government.  In 1990, against all odds, Chamorro de-
feated Daniel Ortega, and ushered in three consecutive 
terms of conservative leadership. 

Clearly, the goal of the NED was to repeat such a feat once 
more, and, at least at one point, it seemed close to doing so.

All of this must be viewed in light of the recent admission 
of John Bolton, President Trump’s National Security Adviser 
from April of 2018 to September of 2019, that he was involved 
in attempting to overthrow foreign governments. Thus, in July of 
2022, John Bolton opined that the January 6, 2021 Capitol riots 
did not in fact constitute a coup attempt, and that he should know, 
given his own actual coup plotting in foreign lands. As Bolton 
boasted, he himself was “somebody who has helped plan coups 
d’état, not here, but you know, other places. It takes a lot of work 
and that’s not what [Trump] did. It was just stumbling around 
from one idea to another.”395 In other words, while many in the 
U.S. deride Daniel Ortega’s claim that the events in 2018 were 
the result of a coup attempt aided and abetted by the U.S. as the 
rantings of a paranoid leader, and that the days of U.S.-backed 
coups are over, Bolton’s admission gives credence to Daniel’s 
claims. Furthermore, with regards to Nicaragua, the facts show 
that a lot of the coup planning work that Bolton refers to was done 
by the NED and USAID, quite possibly with a little help from 
John Bolton himself. 

In April of 2018, the hard work of the NED and the USAID 
to incite an insurrection paid off. But there were strange aspects to 
this uprising from the very start. First of all, the narrative was put 
out that the troubles began because of modest changes to social se-
curity benefits that Daniel Ortega had announced to try to keep the 
social security system solvent. There is no question that something 
had to be done to keep the social security system funded in light of 
shortfalls and as noted above, the U.S. House passage of the NICA 
Act “ha[d] already put a chill on foreign direct investment into the 
Nicaraguan economy, having a knock-on effect on local lending 
activity and private investments.” In short, this action by the U.S. 
Congress was giving the Nicaraguan government fewer options 
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to make up the shortfall, which everyone acknowledged existed. 
However, what we were not told in the mainstream press is that 
Daniel announced his modest social security changes—slightly 
increasing the amount workers would pay from their paychecks 
into social security in order to sustain their payouts, and requir-
ing an even greater contribution from employers—after he was 
unable to come to terms with Nicaragua’s chamber of commerce 
(COSEP), which was in fact demanding even more draconian cuts 
to social security in order to comply with IMF demands.396

What also was strange about all this was that it was students, 
or at least young people posing as students, who led the revolts 
against the proposed social security reforms. Why would students 
be that worked up by changes to benefits which they did not stand 
to receive until decades later or even to a small increase in employ-
ee contributions which, students, qua students, themselves do not 
have to make? Why, indeed, would COSEP and many members of 
the bourgeoisie quickly line up in support of the protesters, despite 
the fact that the proposed reforms were less severe than the very 
ones being demanded by COSEP in the first place? What’s more, 
the protests only intensified after Daniel Ortega announced, very 
swiftly after the protests began, that he would not go forward with 
the announced social security changes.397 

All of this points to the fact that the protests had little to 
do with their proclaimed issue but rather concerned what quickly 
became the demands of the protests’ leaders—that Daniel Ortega, 
a president up to that point with stunningly high approval rat-
ings—“must go.” Indeed, one of the prominent student leaders of 
the insurrection, Lesther Alemán, at the very outset of the national 
dialogue made it clear that this was what the protests and indeed 
the dialogue, at least in the view of most of the opposition forces, 
were about. Thus, he told Daniel Ortega to his face: “[t]his is not 
a table of dialogue. This is a table to negotiate your exit and you 
know it well. Give up!”398 

In other words, this was all about regime change, and not a 
progressive or revolutionary change as we have been led to be-
lieve. (Needless to say, it is difficult to see how protests against 
changes intended to protect social security, even if requiring 
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present raises in contributions from workers—and indeed, greater 
ones from employers—could be billed as progressive…) Surely, 
as one Nicaraguan explained at the time, this was a reactionary, 
counter-revolutionary movement that was trying to unseat a pres-
ident bent on protecting the people’s interests. Thus, in her April 
29, 2018, article, entitled “My Contra Parents Are Marching For 
a New ‘Old’ Nicaragua: Are We, Too?”, Melissa Castillo wrote:

Another suspicious aspect of this opposition is that 
it claims to include former Sandinistas who have now 
turned against Ortega because of his corruption. This is 
confusing because the opposition’s social media plat-
form does not seem to consist of any socialist groups. 
The Sandinistas were built on socialism and the leaders 
at the time of the revolution were largely Marxists. A 
group involved in the opposition, for instance, is the 
Sandinista Renovation Movement (MRS). The MRS 
are Social Democrats who have partnered with a right-
wing coalition in recent years in order to expand their 
base.  By now, the MRS seems to have grown more 
centrist and devotes much of its platform to anti-Ortega 
rhetoric.

Leftists and Sandinista supporters may have 
legitimate concerns about Ortega, but that does not 
mean these are the same people joining forces with 
right-wingers and the U.S. government or appealing 
to the American public to “share” images of unrest 
on social media. I believe true leftist concerns include 
the concessions Ortega has made to the private sector 
in his economic policy, the power he has ceded to the 
church, his softening towards capitalist policies, and the 
increasing influence of Western international entities in 
public sector decision-making. It would not rationally 
be in the interest of leftists to join a coalition led by a 
private sector interested in pulling Nicaragua further to 
the right.399
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Kenneth E. Morris, in his book about Daniel Ortega and 
the Sandinista Revolution, makes a similar point which cannot 
be impressed upon the reader enough. First, Morris, while very 
critical of Daniel, recognizes his important contributions to the 
Revolution, his sincere concern for the poor of Nicaragua, his 
lack of any desire for personal financial gain and the fact that his 
desire to continue leading the FSLN and the nation is not about 
any lust for personal power, but rather comes from his dedication 
to the Revolution.400 In addition, Morris recognizes a fact which 
is obvious to any honest observer of Nicaraguan politics—that 
the only real, viable opposition to Daniel would, if in power, pull 
Nicaragua to the right, ignoring the needs of the poor and bringing 
Nicaragua back into the orbit of the U.S., which has at best ignored 
Nicaragua, and at worst terrorized it, for well over a century. This 
is not, in either Morris’s opinion or mine, what any decent person 
should be rooting for. 

Acclaimed Argentine writer and winner of UNESCO’s 
International José Martí Prize, Atilio Boron, made this very point 
at the time of the unrest in 2018. He wrote at the time that:

the fall of Sandinismo would weaken the geopolitical 
environment of the brutally attacked Venezuela and 
increase the chances for the generalization of violence 
throughout the region.

While in the Forum of Sao Paulo that just took 
place in Havana, I was able to delight in the contem-
plation of the Caribbean. There I saw, in the distance, a 
fragile little boat. It was handled by a robust sailor and, 
at the other end, there was a young girl. The helmsman 
looked confused and struggled to keep his course in the 
middle of a threatening swell. And it occurred to me 
that this image could eloquently represent the revolu-
tionary process in Nicaragua, in Venezuela, Bolivia or 
anywhere.

The revolution is like that girl, and the helmsman 
is the revolutionary government. There is no human 
work safe from error; mistakes can be made that leave 
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the helmsman at the mercy of the waves and endanger 
the life of the girl. To top it all, not far away was the 
ominous silhouette of a U.S. warship, loaded with lethal 
weapons, death squads and mercenary soldiers. How to 
save the girl? The helmsman could jump into the sea 
letting the boat sink, and with it the girl, delivering it 
to the mob of criminals thirsty for blood and ready to 
plunder the country, steal its resources and rape and 
then kill the young girl.

I do not see that as the solution. More productive 
would be that some of the other boats that are in the 
area approach the one in danger and make the helms-
man stay on course. Sinking the boat that carries the girl 
of the revolution, or surrendering her to the U.S. ship, 
could hardly be considered revolutionary solutions.401

In the case of Nicaragua, Daniel has been the helmsman who 
continues to refuse to jump ship and abandon his people even in 
the case of great adversity, and this included during the 2018 crisis 
when the pressures led many to believe at the time that his govern-
ment could very well fall.

As for the specific concern about pulling Nicaragua closer 
to the U.S., it should be noted as ATC leader José Adán Rivera 
Castillo explains, that the opposition leading the protests in 
2018 were openly calling for U.S. intervention to overthrow the 
Sandinista government—hardly the call of true patriots or indeed, 
leftists. In fact, a number of the student leaders (or at least, os-
tensible student leaders) toured the U.S. at the time of the unrest, 
meeting with unsavory U.S. politicians such as Marco Rubio, 
who openly call for regime change in Nicaragua and allied na-
tions like Venezuela and Cuba. And again, it was these leaders 
that U.S. “progressives” and Latin American studies professors 
were hosting to speak to the public. I attended just such an event 
hosted by the Center for Latin American Studies (CLAS) at the 
University of Pittsburgh in the later summer of 2018. I was taken 
aback by how academics who had once supported the Sandinistas 
took the words of these student opposition leaders who had just 
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been meeting with right-wing interventionist Congress people at 
face value, seemingly unconcerned that they were thereby cozy-
ing up to U.S. imperialism. And no alternative voices were given 
a platform to speak. 

As The Grayzone noted, at least one U.S. “progressive,” 
Daniel La Botz of the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA), 
was clever enough to have the same “students” appear at a public 
event with bandanas covering their faces so that the left-wing au-
dience wouldn’t be able to determine that they were listening to 
people “who were junketed to meet with Republican lawmakers 
in Washington by the U.S. government-funded right-wing organi-
zation Freedom House.”402 LeBotz quite disingenuously claimed 
the masks were necessary for the speakers to safely return to 
Nicaragua when in fact they had already been publicly posing in 
photos with Republican Congressmen like Marcio Rubio.

In addition, as The Grayzone also pointed out, “La Botz has 
admitted in leaked emails obtained by The Grayzone that ‘there 
is virtually no left among the opposition’ to Nicaragua’s demo-
cratically elected socialist government.” But this has not stopped 
similar elements from supporting this opposition in Nicaragua and 
publicly claiming that they somehow represented a progressive 
alternative to the Sandinistas.

An understanding of the initial days of the protests, and how 
they were presented is critical to grasping the true nature of the 
months-long crisis that enveloped Nicaragua in 2018. The claim 
that many in the U.S., but few in Nicaragua, continue to believe to 
this day was that there had been a massacre by police of students 
peacefully protesting the social security reforms at the outset of 
the crisis, and that this was the spark of the major protests against 
the Ortega government. While it is indeed true that the wide-pub-
licized claim that such a massacre had occurred was a catalyst 
for major demonstrations, the massacre claim itself is false. There 
was not then, nor was there ever, a massacre of students by the 
police—forces which, as described above, had been lauded up to 
this point for their peaceful, community-oriented policing, which 
included trying to rehabilitate youth involved in crime rather than 
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incarcerate them. Indeed, the first individual killed in the protests, 
which were far from peaceful, was a police officer, not a student.

As Nan McCurdy and Stephon Sefton, both residents and 
citizens of Nicaragua, who were in-country at the time, detail:

On Wednesday April 18 private university stu-
dents held marches against the social security reforms 
claiming they threatened the rights of workers and 
pensioners. There were clashes between members of 
the Sandinista Youth and the student marchers. Police 
tried to restore order. An intense social media campaign 
targeted students in other cities like León and Estelí 
with unsubstantiated allegations of police violence, in-
cluding a report that a student from the private Central 
American University (UCA) had been killed. This was 
later proven to be false, but on April 18th it fanned the 
flames of violence as it went viral on social media. 

The following day, Thursday the 19th, many stu-
dents continued to protest, but by this time they were 
infiltrated by armed opposition supporters and paid 
criminals who killed police officer Hilton Manzanares 
Alvarado. Two other young men were also killed: 
1) Richard Antonio Pavon Hernandez, 17-year-old 
Sandinista Youth member who was shot in the abdomen 
near the Mayor’s Office in Tipitapa. His parents are his-
toric combatants. There are reports that he shot himself 
in the abdomen accidentally. 2) Twenty-nine-year-old 
supermarket worker Darwin Manuel Urbina, who was 
shot near the UPOLI [another private university] on his 
way home from work by someone with a shotgun, most 
likely part of or paid by the opposition. He was not on 
any side so the person who shot him was not specifical-
ly going after him but killing in order to have deaths to 
assign to the government.403

There were similar instances as these at the very same time 
in various other cities, suggesting that the uprising that was 
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occurring was far from spontaneous, but rather had been carefully 
orchestrated. Suddenly the protests were no longer peaceful, with 
the protesters firing mortar rounds and lobbing Molotov cocktails. 
Again, McCurdy and Sefton explain:

Similar attacks occurred in other cities, including 
Managua and the northern town of Estelí where mu-
nicipal workers occupied their offices to defend them 
against possible attacks by opposition activists. Estelí’s 
municipal offices were attacked on the night of Friday 
April 20 by over 500 people, most of whom local po-
lice identified as outsiders brought in from other areas 
but including both some local students and a number 
of local criminals. With police trying to keep order, the 
attackers fired over 1000 mortar rounds and threw at 
least 17 Molotov cocktails in an attempt to destroy the 
municipal offices and other targets nearby. 18 police of-
ficers and 16 municipal workers were wounded. Among 
the protesters, two young students were shot dead and 
numerous people injured. The fighting lasted for five 
hours, covering an area of around 16 blocks with the 
attackers using firearms and knives. . . . 

Nationally, most estimates, including the opposi-
tion online media outlet Confidencial, as of April 23 es-
timate around 20 people killed in the violence. Among 
the dead were two police officers and a journalist with 
a Sandinista TV channel, while other fatalities include 
Sandinista and opposition activists as well as bystand-
ers caught up in the violence. The pattern of the attacks 
suggests a well-formulated plan with preparations al-
ready in place before the protests started. For example, 
outside Managua there was no violence reported in large 
towns like Matagalpa, Jinotega and Ocotal. By focusing 
on Managua, Masaya, León and Estelí, the opposition 
extremists tried to create a comparison between their 
violent offensive and the centers of insurrection against 
the Somoza dictatorship in 1979. 
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As the above description of events makes clear, there was 
no massacre of students here, either. Indeed, there was political 
violence which claimed lives on both sides of the conflict as well 
as bystanders. And, to the extent students, or young people posing 
as students, were involved, they gave at least as good as they got 
in terms of violence, and indeed showed up to the demonstration 
with arms already at hand and ready to be used. In other words, 
these were never the “peaceful demonstrators” we were being led 
to believe they were by the mainstream press in Nicaragua and 
the U.S. But again, the disinformation around these events sent 
Nicaraguan society into a tailspin of protest and violence and won 
over much of the U.S. Left, which turned on the Ortega govern-
ment, even though this meant aligning with reactionary forces at-
tempting to overturn that government and roll back the Sandinista 
Revolution itself. 

The other fact that needs emphasized, as seen in the descrip-
tion of events in Estelí where municipal workers were attacked, 
was that this was not a rebellion by working class people, but 
rather, an attack against them. Nor was this an uprising by the 
peasantry—the backbone of the Revolution. To the contrary, it 
was the working class and peasantry, and the unions which repre-
sent them, that stood firm against the violence in 2018 and helped 
to defend the government and the economy, which the opposition 
was trying to undermine and destroy in its effort at regime change, 
just as the Contras had done in the 1980s. Thus, as a Monthly 
Review article from 2018 noted,  

La Vía Campesina, the National Union of Farmers 
and Ranchers, the Association of Rural Workers, 
the National Workers’ Front, the indigenous Mayangna 
Nation and other movements and organizations have 
been unequivocal in their demands for an end to the 
violence and their support for the Ortega government.404

José Adán Rivera Castillo, a leader of the Rural Workers 
Association (ATC), explained to me in an interview in March of 
2022,
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Big business called for work stoppages, but the 
people kept the buses and small businesses and farms 
going. The food sovereignty was never interrupted. The 
popular economy continued to function, and that is now 
a big area of focus. All of the union movement made 
sure that the economy kept going, including the unions 
in the free trade zone. In the fincas [plantations] also, 
the unions, including ATC, made sure that production 
continued. The workers kept production going. 

With the big landowners, we told them that if 
they didn’t want to keep producing, we would engage 
in another big land reform which might impact them. 
Ultimately, this threat did not have to made good on. 
The peasantry was not as bombarded by the misinfor-
mation, and they were more in touch with the popular 
organizations and Daniel. 

Rivera’s comment about the peasantry not being “as bom-
barded by misinformation” is an apt one. The countryside was 
much more peaceful during the disturbances of 2018 because (1) 
as Rivera also alludes, the peasantry was and is more connected to 
the revolutionary process than any other sector of society; and (2) 
they are not as reliant on the technology being used to manipulate 
the population—for example, through smart phones and comput-
ers which barraged the population with sophisticated and manip-
ulative “news” and social media posts. Ironically, it was the very 
advances which the Ortega government had made in providing 
electricity and internet service to the Nicaraguan people that end-
ed up being used against the government by the opposition. And, 
as one friend of mine in Nicaragua commented to me, because 
this technology was relatively new for many people in Nicaragua, 
they had yet to learn how this technology could let them down and 
even be used to manipulate them. As he explained, “[w]e trusted 
our cell phones.” But again, the peasanty was a bit more insulated 
from this phenomenon. 

Rivera participated in the National Dialogue that was set up 
by Daniel Ortega to try to find an end to the violence. He was 



 THE APRIL 2018 CRISIS 211

there representing the peasant and workers sector, such as those 
working in the markets and transportation services. Workers and 
peasant representatives, such as Rivera, were consulting with 
Daniel daily on the events of the day, and on how to keep the peace 
and maintain the functioning of the economy. Rivera explained 
to me how, on April 18 when reports were being made about a 
student massacre at the UCA, he called his contacts at the UCA to 
verify these reports. He relates that he confirmed that the reports 
were false but that many were fooled by the propaganda. As he 
explained to me, “[w]e were dominated by the right-wing press. 
It was total media invasion. They threw out all these things that 
made people motivated, even using the Sandinista songs,” to try to 
undermine support for the government. As for this comment about 
domination by the right-wing press, it is important to emphasize 
that, while we are told that Nicaragua is a dictatorship that censors 
free speech, most of the press in Nicaragua is in strong opposition 
to the government, is very open about this opposition and in fact 
was not prohibited from openly calling for the overthrow of the 
Sandinista government, especially during this period. 

Yorlis Gabriela Luna, a grassroots educator and researcher in 
Nicaragua, explains in detail how social media was used to ma-
nipulate public opinion among much of Nicaraguan society and to 
stir up the turmoil that quickly embroiled the country:

During the first few days of turmoil, Facebook 
became the main source of fake and real news in 
Nicaragua. Hundreds of accounts purchased ad pages 
with very disturbing scenes of violence, many which 
were later determined to have come from El Salvador, 
Honduras, and even countries as far away as Paraguay. 
But the impact was that young Nicaraguans shared 
these Facebook ads which, once shared on Facebook, 
no longer appear as paid advertisements and looked 
like all other shared content. This is how a lot of false 
news reports were disseminated throughout the country, 
such as reporting deaths that had not occurred and even 
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accusing the government of installing snipers to kill 
civilians.

This explosion of digital information stirred up a 
sense of solidarity among the youth and society for the 
“defenseless protesters” and against the government, 
which had been denominated as “the dictatorship” on 
Facebook. This kind of narrative holds a lot of sway 
in Nicaraguan society, because of the long and heroic 
struggle of students against the Somoza dictatorship. It 
did not matter so much that it was untrue; what mat-
tered was that they had achieved the capacity to repeat 
such messages hundreds of thousands of times, through 
all media outlets available to the Nicaraguan people. . . . 
Among the scenes posted there were fake photographs 
and photos from other countries and other times, along 
with manipulated videos and still shots, and a very 
sophisticated campaign spread them through Facebook 
ads. . . .

Social media was used on such an overwhelming 
scale to create a state of shock, panic, and paranoia that 
absurd reports—hard to believe for the Nicaraguan 
context—became “the truth.” For example, they said 
that cities were being bombed and that small planes 
were spraying the major cities with agrochemicals; that 
Cuban snipers had come to Nicaragua; that Russian 
drones were attacking young protesters, among other 
messages which both before and after were and are 
patently absurd, but at that time managed to mobilize a 
certain segment of the youth to protest.405

As Luna and many other Nicaraguans I spoke with explained, 
in a short amount of time, social media users, many quite unso-
phisticated with regard to this new media, were inundated by fake 
news messages which successfully “provoked violent protests in 
two dozen cities.”

I remember how disorienting these events were to everyone, 
given how they were being portrayed at the time. For example, 
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when I talked at the time about these events to my Nicaraguan 
friends Sandra and Gerardo—die-hard Sandinistas and Danielistas 
who now live in Pittsburgh after leaving Nicaragua during the 
neoliberal period and who still have family in Nicaragua—their 
faith in the Nicaraguan government was visibly shaken. Seeming 
to support the protests, Sandra, who once worked for Comandante 
Omar Cabezas, simply exclaimed, “What about the students?!,” 
of course referring to the students who were claimed to have 
been massacred. By the end of the summer, Sandra and Gerardo, 
along with many other Nicaraguans, were back on board with 
Daniel and the FSLN, when they finally realized what had truly 
happened. But it was remarkable to observe how the propaganda 
initially achieved its intended function of inspiring loyal support-
ers, overnight, to question the very government they had believed 
in for so long. 

Meanwhile, trouble continued to brew at the universi-
ties—ground zero for the protests allegedly over benefits for 
retired workers. Upon visiting Nicaragua in July of 2018, I was 
introduced to a UPOLI student who was on campus during the 
early days of the protests. At the time of our meeting, Verónica 
Gutiérrez, a Nicaraguan of African descent, was hidden away in 
a safe house run by Sandinista adherents. As Verónica explained 
to us, she initially supported the protests on campus. However, 
she was shocked when criminal elements were brought into the 
campus and took over the demonstrations. According to Verónica, 
these individuals were engaging in violence, including trashing the 
university, and were doing drugs as well. They were well-supplied 
from the outside with food, cash, arms and drugs. This was not 
what she signed up for. She quickly turned against the protests and 
wanted out. But this was not an option as far as the demonstrators 
were concerned. They threatened her to try to keep her on board 
with the anti-government activities. She was eventually able to es-
cape and went into hiding with the help of Sandinistas. While she 
remained physically safe, the insurgents deployed psychological 
tactics, including posting a sophisticated video over all of social 
media. She showed us the video. It was of a naked woman with 
Verónica’s face writhing in a sexual manner. It was a deep fake of 
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Verónica, and it was, as intended, quite humiliating to her. This 
was not the work of amateurs, but of sophisticated people who 
knew how to manipulate images as desired using computer tech-
nology. It was obvious to her that the demonstrators were getting 
trained help. 

As Nicaraguan researcher Enrique Hernández explains, out-
side the universities, the country remained relatively peaceful for 
the two-week period between April 23 and May 10, 2018, and 
peaceful, opposition demonstrations went ahead without incident. 
As he relates, 

Between April 23 and May 10, in a period of 15 
days, three major protests took place: April 23, ‘Walk 
for Peace and Dialogue’ convened by COSEP; April 28, 
‘Pilgrimage and consecration of Nicaragua to the heart 
of Mary’ convened by the Catholic Church; and, May 
9, ‘National March for Justice and Democratization of 
Nicaragua’ convened by the Movement for Nicaragua 
and the April 19 Student Movement. Fortunately, none 
of the three demonstrations reported clashes or deaths.406 

At the same time, according to Hernández, turmoil continued 
to brew in the universities. As he relates, 

During the 15 days referred to, there was no 
decrease in violence in the vicinity of some universi-
ty campuses, especially the Polytechnic University 
of Nicaragua (UPOLI), the sector where on May 8 a 
man returning from his job was killed by a hand-made 
weapon, shot in the neck. However, it was after May 10 
that there was an increase [generally] in the number of 
Nicaraguan brothers and sisters killed. 

Hernández then tries to answer the question of why there 
was this relative calm for two weeks, and why this calm was then 
broken. In short, he concludes that the extreme opposition used 
this 15-day period to plan and organize themselves into carrying 
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out additional acts which would provoke violence and even deaths 
that they could then try to blame on the police and the govern-
ment, for without such violence, Hernández argues, the opposition 
would be unable to win over the international support necessary 
to overthrow the government. To put a finer point on it, it was not 
the Nicaraguan government or police who broke the peace in May 
of 2018, but rather the extreme opposition, who did so with grave 
intention.

Hernández focuses on what was happening at the UPOLI and 
the stories of those like Verónica Hernandez. As he writes,

In the UPOLI, which was already taken over (by 
April 23), there was recruitment and regrouping of 
young people, of whom very few really had a clear vi-
sion of their socio-political objective, and who, after a 
short time, defected for reasons of conscience, and like 
the UNEN (Nicaraguan National Union of Students), 
affirmed that groups that were in the UPOLI were 
being financed and armed by the MRS (Sandinista 
Renovation Party). However, by then those who domi-
nated the UPOLI were mostly criminals, drug addicts, 
gang members and delinquents.

The 15 days signified the organization of those 
in the UPOLI into a base of criminal operations, es-
tablishing an internal hierarchy and strengthening the 
roadblocks and checkpoints within the security pe-
rimeter around the UPOLI that affected more than ten 
neighborhoods of District VI of Managua.407

In addition, as Hernández explains, various other groups 
involved in the demonstrations between April 23 and May 10 who 
were intent on overthrowing the government, including COSEP, 
used this period to organize their coup plans. A necessary part of 
the coup plot was to “be able to identify/create ‘university student 
leaders’ to be presented as the face of the university communi-
ty.” The Catholic Church played a key role in helping these coup 
efforts, as Hernández relates, by accepting Daniel’s invitation to 
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mediate a National Dialogue on April 24, but by then insisting 
on delaying the start of the Dialogue for another 20 days. Again, 
this delay was intended to enable the organization of the forces 
which would begin the terror in Nicaragua in earnest, and for the 
opposition to therefore be able to go to the bargaining table with 
violence they could point to, to justify their demand for Daniel 
Ortega to step down. 

Just after the Dialogue began, major events took place which 
were meant to accelerate Daniel’s removal. These events, which 
are still the stuff of legend and much controversy, took place at 
and around the Mother’s Day marches organized in the center of 
Managua on May 30, 2018. As José Adán Rivera Castillo, who was 
participating in the Dialogue as a representative of rural workers 
at the time, explained to me, the opposition protesters made

an attempt to get to El Carmen [the Presidential res-
idence] to kill Daniel. That day the protesters were 
given permission to march all the way from Managua 
to Masaya if they wanted. When they saw that the 
marchers were headed to the [Denis Martínez] stadium, 
warning shots were made, but no one was hurt. There 
were deaths later that day. There were snipers (merce-
naries) brought in by the golpistas [coup leaders]. Some 
were neutralized, others were not. 

Concerning the snipers, Barbara Moore, a resident of 
Nicaragua who lived there during the terrible events of 2018, writ-
ing at the time in an open letter defending the Sandinista govern-
ment against the mainstream media attacks, relies on the forensics 
described in a report by the Nicaraguan Center for Human Rights 
to argue that the known evidence appears to support the claim that 
it was opposition snipers who were doing most of the killing at 
events such as the Mother’s Day march: 

The opposition claimed and continues to claim the 
National Police had used lethal and deadly force, firing 
indiscriminately into crowds with live ammunition. Yet 
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that seems impossible given the forensics; nearly every 
fatality occurred in a precise, specific, even clean shot to 
the head, neck or chest. Not exactly what one would ex-
pect given the street battles filled with heightened levels 
of chaos or that, when police do shoot to kill, they are 
trained to aim for the mid-section.

The public, deceived by press reports by the in-
ternational mainstream media and rightfully outraged 
over the killings, continued over the following weeks 
to take to the streets.  Almost always the same pattern 
repeated itself; more killed—always a male, despite the 
fact the early protests were well attended by females. 
The victims continued to be shot with incredible preci-
sion always in the head or neck, sometimes in the chest. 
These facts, incidentally, corroborate government 
claims that snipers were responsible for the killings. As 
the death toll continues to rise this pattern has remained 
entirely constant.408

 
Meanwhile, Sandinista adherents also organized a Mother’s 

Day march and clashes ensued between the two sets of marchers. 
As one detailed account of the events of that day explains, 

Large pro- and anti-government marches were 
planned for Managua on May 30, Mother’s Day. 
Authorities set the routes to keep them apart. Despite 
police efforts, at the end of the opposition march, vio-
lent groups headed towards the rival demonstration. In 
the resultant clashes two pro-government marchers and 
seven antigovernment protesters were killed, while 20 
police were injured and there were two deaths among 
bystanders.”409 
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This was not the end of the mayhem on Mother’s Day. Thus, 

At the end of the opposition march, protesters got 
into the new Denis Martínez Baseball Stadium and van-
dalized it. . . . Nearby, antigovernment protesters burned 
down [the pro-Sandinista] Radio Station “Tu Nuevo 
Radio Ya” with over 20 workers inside. Opposition 
protesters attacked the police and firefighters trying to 
save the besieged radio workers. Protesters also burned 
down the offices of ALBA Caruna near the Central 
American University UCA.”410 

True to form, the mainstream media and most human rights 
groups have portrayed the events of Mother’s Day as one of the 
Nicaraguan police savagely attacking and killing opposition pro-
testers—though it is not clear the police killed anyone—while 
the violence of the opposition, some deadly, has been completely 
ignored.411 

Meanwhile, a big part of the opposition’s efforts, beginning 
in May of 2018, was focused on setting up and maintaining road-
blocks, known as “tranques,” throughout a number of major cit-
ies in order to block transportation routes, molest the population 
and prevent economic activity. Indeed, there were a number of 
truckers from other countries with vehicles loaded with goods, 
including perishables, who were traversing through Nicaragua on 
the Pan-American Highway from one Central American country 
to another and who were trapped by these roadblocks in Nicaragua 
for weeks. This was obviously devastating to these truckers and 
their families, but the protesters, indifferent to the needs of work-
ing-class people, were unconcerned by this fact. 

Yorlis Gabriela Luna details well the significance and the 
function of the tranques:

Another tactic the opposition used throughout 
Nicaragua was roadblocks, which also served the pur-
pose of conquering tangible territory. The idea was to 
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mimic the barricades used during the popular uprising 
against Somoza in 1979. . . . 

It was a well-designed, planned, and organized 
physical and ideological attack in which physical 
spaces, objects, systems, and power relations remained 
immersed in tangible and intangible territories. . . . The 
roadblocks converted public spaces into areas in which 
the opposition used violence to control the circulation 
of people, vehicles, and supplies. They paralyzed 
international commerce, made it possible to burn and 
loot public and historic buildings, and torture, burn, 
and publicly murder people known historically to be 
Sandinista. This resulted in the weakening of the na-
tional and local economies, the loss of 100,000 jobs, 
and the loss of US$182 million worth of government 
infrastructure, schools, hospitals, and historic sites that 
were burned, looted, and completely destroyed. . . . It 
also led to a reduction of the national government bud-
get and left people dead, wounded, and psychologically 
traumatized. It left thousands of Nicaraguan families 
divided and broken.412

Quite symbolically, one of the historic buildings the oppo-
sition forces set on fire and severely damaged was the historic 
Palacio Municipal in Grenada which dates back to the 1500s. 
Even William Walker, who had torched Grenada when defeat was 
near, had not managed to damage this building. The Sandinista 
government has subsequently restored the building after the 2018 
fire. 

The roadblocks set up and manned by the protesters, and 
the criminal gangs they partnered with, were places of great dan-
ger. At these tranques, people trying to drive or walk past them 
were invariably questioned, often shaken down for money or 
outright robbed, sometimes assaulted and in some cases killed. 
Interestingly, one person robbed at a tranque was a young wom-
an from Pittsburgh named Rosa De Ferrari. I know her parents, 
Mel and Emily, well as they are fellow activists in Pittsburgh. As 
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Emily told me, Rosa went to Nicaragua in 2018 to support her 
friends who were involved in the anti-government protests. Emily 
explained to me that she thought Rosa was misguided in support-
ing the protesters but hoped she might have a change of heart. 
One incident that happened in Nicaragua, Emily hoped, might be 
a catalyst for such a change. While there, Rosa’s backpack was 
stolen by some of the protesters manning the tranques who then 
drove off with it on a motorcycle. Some members of the Sandinista 
Youth then jumped on a motorcycle to chase down the thieves 
and retrieve the backpack for Rosa. Hopefully, Emily related, 
this was an education to Rosa about who was who in Nicaragua. 
Apparently, this real-life experience did not in fact impact Rosa 
very much as she would go on to help organize the above-de-
scribed pro-insurrection event at the Center for Latin American 
Studies at the University of Pittsburgh. 

When I arrived in Nicaragua for the July 19 celebrations in 
2018, I met with my friends John Perry and his Nicaraguan wife 
Abigail Espinoza Muñoz (Abi for short), who had just arrived 
from their hometown of Monimbó, a sectioin of Masaya, which 
had been famous for its revolutionary militancy during the insur-
rection against Somoza, but which in 2018 had become a nucleus 
of counter-revolutionary activity. Again, as McCurdy and Sefton 
explained, this was not a mere coincidence. The insurrectionists in 
2018 made a point of trying to convert once- revolutionary towns 
into hotbeds of anti-government activity, and Monimbó was one 
of the best examples of this. Monimbó was the very last town 
to be freed in 2018 from the oppression of the tranques—just a 
couple days before July 19 and before I arrived in Managua. And 
so, when I saw John and Abi, they had come to Managua fresh 
from having been liberated—and “liberated” is the word they used 
to describe this—from the state of siege they had been living in for 
months, and their emotions were raw. 

Abi, who has been a Sandinista dating back to her childhood 
days in the late 1970s and whose brother Socrates was a guerilla 
killed by the National Guard shortly before the Triumph, was es-
pecially emotional. She sobbed, sometimes uncontrollably, as she 
detailed what they had been through in the past months in which 
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she had to cross tranques every day just to get to and from work, 
visiting family and friends and shopping. Abi explained that, as 
she went through the tranques to go about her day, she was ha-
rassed, intimidated, and put in fear for her physical integrity.  She 
said, “I was not afraid that they would kill me.  I am not afraid of 
dying.  What I was afraid of is that they would rape me.”   Here, 
she was referring to other incidents in which rapes were carried 
out by people manning the tranques. As just one example, a fe-
male police officer was kidnapped and raped by violent opposition 
forces over a three-day period. As Valeria Borge, the daughter of 
Tomás Borge told me, opposition forces threatened to rape her 
daughter during this period. At the time, her daughter was a baby 
of one and half years old.

Abi, like so many Nicaraguans, was shocked by the violence 
she witnessed in 2018—violence which seemed to come out of 
nowhere and from people who were neighbors and had even been 
friends. She explained that she confronted some of the people ha-
rassing her at the tranques, some she recognized as young neigh-
bors despite the bandanas which covered their faces. She asked 
how they could be doing this to her and other people they knew. 
She wondered how people for whom she had advocated, to whom 
she had helped bring paved roads, running water and sewage 
through her direct lobbying to Daniel Ortega himself, could turn 
on her in this way. The anger and hatred shown by the protesters 
was shocking and inexplicable. 

In many cases, the people who terrorized people like Abi and 
John, some of whom were jailed for a time, are now back in their 
neighborhood. It will take a long time before the wounds created 
in this period will be healed, if ever. Meanwhile, Abi and John 
took in the two daughters of one of Abi’s relatives, who joined the 
insurrection then went into hiding after being threatened by the 
insurrectionists themselves when she started to question her sup-
port for them. The oldest daughter, at age 11, decided to stay with 
Abi and John permanently, not only because she felt abandoned 
by her mother, but also because she faithfully aligns herself with 
the FSLN and disapproved of her mother’s actions. Children in 
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Nicaragua grow up quickly as one can see, and form sophisticated 
political opinions at a young age. 

The presence of the ubiquitous tranques, just as the anti-gov-
ernment insurrection, had clearly been planned over a long time, 
and they were well-funded and supplied. As McCurdy and Sefton 
explain:

Whoever funded the very widespread attacks also 
supplied regular firearms and a quantity of artisan made 
weapons produced on a semi-industrial scale. Overall 
the attackers fired many thousands of mortar rounds, 
each one costing almost a dollar. The cost of transport to 
move hundreds of militants between Managua, Masaya, 
León and Chinandega, Estelí, and towns around Granada 
also runs into many thousands of dollars. In Managua, 
impoverished young delinquents were paid US$10 to 
US$15 per day to participate in the attacks plus food, 
alcohol, cigarettes and in some cases drugs. Clearly, the 
opposition extremists who hijacked the student protests 
for their own ends were well organized, funded and 
prepared long before the protests even began.413

If the phenomenon of the tranques in Nicaragua during this 
time looks familiar to those following events in Latin America 
and elsewhere, it is because it resembled other U.S.-backed re-
gime-change operations such as those in Venezuela in 2014 and 
2017. Specifically, the tranques of Nicaragua looked much like 
the garimbas of Venezuela in which, just as in Nicaragua, masked 
youths set up barricades in various Venezuelan cities—armed 
with weapons, many home-made—to try to undermine economic 
activity, snarl traffic, provoke state violence and ultimately to try 
to overthrow the government. The fact that the events in countries 
like Nicaragua and Venezuela—both countries targeted for U.S. 
regime-change—are so similar is, I would strongly contend, the 
result of the fact that they were instigated, funded and supported 
by the same source: the government in Washington, D.C. 
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Several alternative Spanish-speaking news outlets, includ-
ing the on-line publication Misión Verdad, have detailed a number 
of ways in which the violent demonstrations in Nicaragua look 
like those organized by the right-wing in Venezuela.414  These 
include: 
(1) the demonstrators’ use of “artisanal weapons,” such as mortars 

and rockets, designed to obscure “the line between peaceful 
protest and the tactics of subversion and urban warfare,” and 
thus to provoke a government response which could then be 
labeled “a violation of human rights”; 

(2) attempts to falsely blame the government for chemical weap-
ons use (a tried-and-true way to provoke foreign intervention, 
as was done, for example, in Syria)415; 

(3) the inflation of the number of those killed in clashes, combined 
with the downplaying of the deaths of state security forces; 

(4) looting of private and public property, including memorials to 
left-wing revolutionary leaders; 

(5) the support of the Catholic Church and various NGOs for the 
anti-government activities; and 

(6) the use of snipers, whose kills are blamed on the government. 
As for the use of snipers, one must recall how, as revealed in 

the extraordinary film, “The Revolution Will Not be Televised,” 
snipers were used to great effect by the coup plotters against Hugo 
Chavez in 2002, provoking an uprising by firing at opposition 
demonstrators and successfully (at least for a time) blaming the 
resultant deaths on the national police forces. As John Perry and 
Rick Sterling note in their article about, inter alia, the Mother’s 
Day march in Nicaragua, what happened there looked a lot like 
what had happened during the Maiden coup in Ukraine in 2014 in 
terms of the coup plotters’ use of snipers, who in fact fired on both 
protesters and police.416 

Indeed, as I noted at the time, the tactics used to try to over-
throw the Sandinista government in Nicaragua were the very same 
as those used in various U.S.-backed regime-change operations 
going back as far as the CIA-backed coup in Iran in 1953—the 
very first CIA-backed coup operation—which deposed the gov-
ernment of democratically elected Prime Minister Mohammad 
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Mosaddegh and replaced him with the murderous Shah of Iran, 
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. The Shah would rule over Iran with an 
iron-hand, with the use of widespread and systemic torture, and 
with the unfaltering support of the United States, until eventually 
being overthrown in a popular revolution in February of 1979, 
just months before the Sandinistas overthrew Somoza. Journalist 
Steven Kinzer details the tactics used by the CIA in Iran in 1953, 
which included violent demonstrations, in his acclaimed book, All 
the Shah’s Men: An American Coup and the Roots of Middle East 
Terror. As Kinzer relates in detail:

The riots that shook Tehran on Monday intensified 
on Tuesday. Thousands of demonstrators, unwittingly 
under CIA control, surged through the streets, looting 
shops, destroying pictures of the Shah, and ransacking 
the offices of royalist groups. Exuberant nationalists 
and communists joined in the mayhem.  The police 
were still under orders from Mosaddegh not to interfere.  
That allowed rioters to do their jobs, which was to give 
the impression that Iran was sliding towards anarchy.  
[CIA Bureau Chief Kermit] Roosevelt caught glimpses 
of them during his furtive trips around the city and said 
that they “scared the hell out of him.”

Kinzer explains that when this violence was not quite enough 
to provoke the desired crackdown by the government, Roosevelt 
sent the U.S. Ambassador to Mosaddegh to trick him into using 
force against the rioters by claiming that this was necessary to 
protect Americans allegedly under attack in Tehran.  Roosevelt 
knew that Mosaddegh, inevitably moved by the Iranians’ famous 
feelings of hospitality towards foreign guests, would have to 
act. And act he did, even going so far as to attack his own sup-
porters in the interest of saving American lives, or so he was led to 
believe.  The coup followed shortly thereafter.417

But as I noted at the time of the 2018 crisis in Nicaragua, 
Kinzer, a veritable expert on various U.S.-backed regime changes 
throughout the world, was nonetheless quick to accept the narrative 
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of the coup plotters in Nicaragua that it was they who were the 
victims of a despotic government rather than the instigators of 
violence intended to overthrow a popular government which had 
been targeted by the U.S. for a coup. I remain baffled by such 
historical amnesia by those who should have known better—but 
may have been influenced by former Sandinistas.418 This demon-
strates how powerful the pro-coup propaganda of Washington and 
its foreign quislings has become. 

The planning, organizing and funding for the insurrectionists’ 
activities in Nicaragua, including the tranques, came from four 
major sources—Nicaraguan NGOs which, in turn, were funded 
by the NED and USAID; the MRS; a number of Nicaraguan 
businesses; and large sectors of the Roman Catholic Church in 
Nicaragua.

According to Lola del Carmen Esquivel González, leader of 
a women’s coffee collective in El Crucero, Nicaragua and General 
Secretary of Managua Department of the ATC, “bandits” from 
Guatemala and Honduras were brought in to help set up and man 
these tranques. As she related, the tranquistas had a lot of mon-
ey which they received from a number of sources. For example, 
according to Lola, while Daniel had a historic alliance with the 
business sector which was doing very well during the booming 
economic years of the post-2007 period, that sector, even while in 
constant dialogue with the Ortega administration and while pros-
pering under it, was studying and plotting to remove Daniel from 
office. They supported the tranquistas to this end. Specifically, 
according to Nicaraguan journalist Jorge Capelán, the figures of 
the economic elite which openly supported the uprising included 
José Adán Aguerri, president of the Superior Council of Private 
Enterprise, COSEP; the Chamorro family which continued to run 
the anti-Sandinista and U.S.-funded La Prensa newspaper; The 
Pellas family, “which has a monopoly on liquor in the country” and 
which, during the Contra War, had declared an economic strike to 
try to bring down the Sandinista Government; the private Vivian 
Pellas Hospital which provided various supplies to protesters 
within the UPOLI; and Piero Cóen, “the richest man in Nicaragua, 
head of the financial group Coen and the seventh largest capitalist 
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in Central America, according to Forbes magazine.”419 These are 
hardly the type of people who might be anticipated to bring about 
progressive change in Nicaragua—to the contrary, they were plan-
ning to achieve a counter-revolution. And again, the fact that they 
helped sponsor the uprising did not give pause to many leftists in 
the West who also supported the insurrection.

More must be said regarding the MRS, which openly sup-
ported the 2018 uprising, and its leaders Dora María Téllez and 
Sergio Ramírez—darlings of the Western left. As journalist Ben 
Norton, now a permanent resident of Nicaragua, explains, the 
MRS (Sandinista Renovation Movement) has recently changed its 
name to repudiate any historic connection to the Sandinistas and 
Sandinismo, now calling itself the Unión Democrática Renovadora 
(Democratic Renovation Union), or UNAMOS.420 Furthermore, 
the MRS (which I’ll continue to use here for sake of ease) has 
been colluding with the U.S. government against the Sandinistas 
for years. As Norton, writing for The Grayzone, relates:

Under the leadership of Téllez and her col-
leagues, the MRS developed a close relationship with 
Nicaragua’s rightist oligarchy. It also collaborated 
extensively with the United States government, work-
ing with neoconservative members of Congress and 
Miami’s regime-change lobby, all while raking in fund-
ing from U.S. interventionist organizations.

Classified State Department cables published by 
WikiLeaks and analyzed by The Grayzone show that 
Téllez and fellow leaders of her MRS party have fre-
quently met with the U.S. embassy and served as infor-
mants for years.

In regular meetings with U.S. officials, Téllez, 
Sergio Ramírez, Hugo Torres Jiménez, Victor Hugo 
Tinoco, and other top MRS figures provided the 
United States with intelligence about the FSLN and 
internal Nicaraguan politics in an attempt to prevent 
the Sandinistas from returning to power. They then 
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helped Washington try to destabilize the government of 
President Daniel Ortega after he won the 2006 election.

The embassy clearly stated that “the USG [U.S. 
government] position [is] that the MRS is a viable 
and constructive option, with whom the United States 
would maintain good relations.”

The embassy added approvingly, “if the MRS can 
shift votes from the FSLN and garner some of the unde-
cided vote, it is still a viable option—and could be the 
key to preventing an Ortega win.”

The fact that the MRS is a U.S. government-approved al-
ternative to the Sandinistas is indicative of its true nature, and 
specifically, that it is anything but a progressive or revolutionary 
organization. However, while approved by both the U.S. govern-
ment and most of the U.S. Left, the MRS was not even close to 
winning the 2006 elections. It lost to Daniel Ortega and the FSLN, 
only garnering just over 6 percent of the vote. Surely the very 
unpopularity of the MRS in Nicaragua should demonstrate that 
it is not an organization one should look to as a reliable source 
reflecting the opinions and desires of the Nicaraguan people. 

It cannot be over-emphasized how much the MRS broke, not 
only with the FSLN, but with Sandinismo itself. Indeed, during 
the uprising of 2018, numerous symbols, statues and memorials 
of the Sandinista Revolution were targeted by the MRS and its 
allies for vandalism and destruction. Meanwhile, the MRS-backed 
insurrectionists went around Nicaragua painting over the red and 
black of the Sandinistas with the blue and white colors of the his-
toric Nicaraguan national flag421—the blue and white national flag 
being a major symbol of the protesters. Meanwhile, in a scene 
straight out of the Old Testament, scores of Sandinista rank-and-
file members were targeted for harassment, kidnapping, torture 
and even murder, by means of the door frames of their dwellings 
being marked with paint to show that they should be attacked. 

Probably the most famous Sandinista so targeted was 
Bismarck Martinez who is still memorialized today as a mar-
tyr. Bismarck was a life-time Sandinista militant. He joined 
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the Sandinistas at age 15 to fight against Somoza.422 When the 
Revolution triumphed, he joined the literacy brigades. He would 
go on to work for the office of the Mayor of Managua from 2002 
until his death. At the end of June 2018, Bismarck disappeared. 
Then, in September, a video was put on-line showing him being 
tortured by insurrectionists. He was shown tied up, beaten and 
bruised. He was also painted blue and white. It was a typical tactic 
of the protesters to torture and paint their Sandinista victims blue 
and white, and just as jihadists in the Middle East, to videotape 
their crime and broadcast the crime publicly as a means of terror-
izing the population. 

Nearly a year after his disappearance, Bismarck’s bones and 
clothes were found by police behind a baseball stadium, and he 
was pronounced dead. As an article in Telesur explains,

Upon hearing about the forensic report, Vice 
President Rosario Murillo indicated that the remains 
of Bismarck Martinez, who has already become a sym-
bol of the Nicaraguan people, will be honored at the 
National Palace of Culture on Wednesday.

“For months all his family and our militants looked 
for Bismarck in the fields where they told us that the 
terrorists had thrown him after torturing him,” Murillo 
said and commented that Martinez will continue to live 
in thousands of Nicaraguan families who are beneficia-
ries of a housing program named after him.423

The first person I met when I arrived in Nicaragua in July of 
2018 was Idania Castillo, the former daughter-in-law of Daniel 
Ortega and Rosario Murillo and the head of Nicaragua’s film in-
stitute, Cinemateca. I have come to know Idania as a strong and 
courageous individual who is quite confident and self-composed, 
but on that day, she looked tired and was quite emotional as she 
described what she and other Nicaraguans had been through in 
the prior months. Idania was the first individual whom I heard 
talk about the targeting of Sandinistas and Sandinista symbols 
and memorials for violence and destruction. I’ll never forget her 
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telling our delegation through tears that, at one point during the 
insurrection, she and others wondered if they would ever be able 
to wave the red and black Sandinista flag again in Nicaragua. This 
is a quite profound statement, and shows just how much destruc-
tion—physical, psychological and ideological—had been done in 
such a short time. The goal of the insurrectionists, as Idania re-
counted, was not just to depose the government, but to destroy all 
vestiges and historical memory of Sandinismo itself. Again, that 
the MRS could be part of such a horrifying project shows just how 
far from the revolutionary roots of its leaders that party has fallen. 

As for the Catholic Church, its open support for the insurrec-
tion and the tranques is well-known. Even the New York Times ac-
knowledged this, but of course, the Times portrayed this as a good 
and noble thing, explaining at the time that “[o]n the streets, the 
church defends the rebellion’s foot soldiers, including the citizens 
who guarded cobblestone barricades [the tranques]. . . .”424 The 
Times article specifically highlighted the support of Bishop Silvio 
Báez, who had agreed to help mediate an end to the violence on 

The Bismarck Martinez housing project for low-income residents 
DANIEL KOVALIK, 2021
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behalf of the insurrection. The Times did at least note, in a clear 
understatement, that some Nicaraguans at the time questioned 
whether the Church’s support for the activities of the “rebellion” 
conflicted with its role as mediator in the dispute between the 
government and the protesters—a role the Church accepted af-
ter Daniel Ortega himself invited it to perform this function. But 
then, the Catholic Church abandoned any role as neutral arbiter 
in a very public way at the mediation table itself. As Nicaraguan 
journalist Jorge Capelán explained at the time:

Bishops like Msgr. Silvio Báez have acted as coup 
leaders, calling the insurrectionaries to arms. Bishop 
Abelardo Mata de Estelí, in the first session of the di-
alogue, practically made a declaration of war against 
the government. For his part, the head of the Episcopal 
Conference, Cardinal Jaime Brenes, shows total passiv-
ity in the face of the belligerence of his bishops. We 
see nuns celebrate when the vandals on the right knock 
down Trees of Life, 30-meter-high metal structures that 
light the cities that, when they are knocked down, have 
already caused human deaths.425

It’s important to understand the nature of the Catholic Church 
in Nicaragua as it was by 2018. Long past, for the most part, were 
the days of Liberation Theology, which had propelled some fig-
ures like the Cardenal brothers and Miguel d’Escoto Brockmann 
into leadership roles in the Sandinista government in the 1980s. 
Liberation Theology had been largely destroyed throughout 
Latin America, not only through U.S.-sponsored violence against 
Liberation Theologians as discussed above, but also through the 
direct assault against Liberation Theology by the Vatican under 
Popes Paul VI, John Paul II (who became Pope in 1978, shortly be-
fore the Sandinista Triumph) and Pope Benedict XVI. Indeed, Paul 
John Paul II, when visiting Nicaragua shortly after the Triumph in 
1983, famously wagged his finger in the face of Father Ernesto 
Cardenal when he knelt down to try to kiss the papal ring. And 
in turn, as the Washington Post detailed at the time, Nicaraguans 
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“heckled Pope John Paul II at mass . . . as he called on the hundreds 
of thousands in the vast central plaza to reject the ‘popular church’ 
that is allied with the revolutionary government and to accept the 
absolute authority of his bishop,” Miguel Obando y Bravo, who 
was a staunch critic of the Sandinista government at that time.426 
As the Post further related,

As he warmed to his homily, however, with un-
remitting demands for obedience from radical priests 
who have served in this government against his wish-
es, the Sandinista partisans who had packed the front 
of the crowd of about 350,000 began chanting, “One 
church on the side of the poor!” and “We want peace!” 
The pope was forced to stop his homily and to order, 
“Silence!” 

As the Post noted, “Members of the papal entourage said they 
had never seen anything like it on other tours.” This famous epi-
sode came to be a symbol of the tension between the Sandinistas 
and the Church in Rome.

Ultimately, the priesthoods of the Cardenal brothers and 
Miguel D’Escoto were suspended by Pope John Paul II in 1985 
because of their active role in the Sandinista government, which 
they refused to leave. 

Daniel Ortega eventually made peace with Archbishop 
Miguel Obando y Bravo, who retired in 2005, shortly before 
Daniel was elected, and died in June of 2018. Meanwhile, as 
Lauren Smith tells us in an excellent article, entitled “Nicaragua: 
Imperialist snakes in holy vestments,” the clerics that came to 
dominate the Church in Nicaragua were from the far-right Opus 
Dei sect of the Church, which Pope John Paul II had elevated in 
status in 1982.427 As Smith explains, 

Josemaría Escrivá, a priest and ardent fan of the 
murderous U.S. installed right-wing military dicta-
tor Francisco Franco (1939–1975), founded Opus Dei 
in Spain in 1928.  Franco is accused of the murder and 
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disappearance of 114,000 people, which consisted of 
Liberals, Socialists, Trotskyists, Communists, anar-
chists, Protestant Christians and intellectuals between 
the years 1936 and 1952. 

Smith further relates that 

Under Popes John Paul II and Benedict XVI, 
proponents of the right-wing Opus Dei prelature were 
installed in key positions in the Vatican and deployed 
to Nicaragua and other socialist countries to build, 
though deceit and manipulation, foundations for regime 
change.  In countries with Military dictatorships, Opus 
Dei’s role is to keep the poor and oppressed, confused 
and docile.  Additionally, Liberation Theologians (who 
believe in assisting the poor and oppressed through so-
cio-political activism, in addition to teaching scripture) 
were excised from the Church. 

In Nicaragua in 2018, the Opus Dei clerics brought their 
planned regime change operation to fruition.

The role of these clerics and the Catholic Church they came 
to dominate was quite disturbing. A number of them were using 
the churches to stir up anti-government sentiment as well as to 
organize and support the insurrectionists with money, weapons 
(caches of which were discovered in some of the churches),428 al-
cohol and drugs. Some priests even oversaw the torture of govern-
ment adherents within the churches. As Monthly Review explains,

 The Catholic Church, long allied with the oli-
garchs, has put its full weight behind creating and 
sustaining anti-government actions, including in its 
universities, high schools, churches, bank accounts, 
vehicles, tweets, Sunday sermons, and a one-sided 
effort to mediate the National Dialogue. Bishops have 
made death threats against the President and his family, 
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and a priest has been filmed supervising the torture of 
Sandinistas.429

Reynaldo Urbina Cuadra, a security officer for the Mayor’s 
office whom I met in Masaya ended up having one of his arms am-
putated after having been tortured in one of the Catholic churches 
in Masaya. As Reynaldo explained, he was kidnapped and tortured 
by the insurrectionists who attempted to coerce him into giving 
them the whereabouts of the Mayor of Masaya, who had gone into 
hiding at this time for fear of his life.430 After losing consciousness 
from the extended torture, Reynaldo, a Roman Catholic himself, 
was shocked to wake up in the Church, where he found he no 
longer had the use of his arm.

Despite its obvious conflict of interest, the Church contin-
ued to serve as a mediator in the National Dialogue between the 
Sandinista government, civil society groups and representatives 

Reynaldo Urbina Cuadra, who lost his left arm to torture during 
the 2018 insurrection, stands in front of the wreckage of Masaya 

municipal vehicles, including sanitation trucks and equipment 
used to pave roads, which the opposition destroyed. 

DANIEL KOVALIK, JULY 2021
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of the insurrectionists. In late May of 2018, the Church represen-
tatives demanded that the National Police be removed from the 
streets, claiming that it was the police who were committing the 
violence in Nicaragua and that removing them would bring about 
peace. It must be noted that the army never left its barracks during 
the entire conflict, taking the position that its role is to protect the 
nation from foreign invasion and not to police internal disputes.

The demand of the Church was a provocative one, given who 
really was stirring up and committing the violence. However, much 
to the shock of many Sandinista supporters, Daniel Ortega agreed 
to this demand, and ordered the police off the streets and con-
tained to their barracks for over 50 days. In addition, as José Adán 
Rivera Castillo explained to me, Daniel ordered supporters of the 
government not to take matters into their own hands in trying to 
forcibly take down the tranques. As Rivera relates, while the gov-
ernment and its supporters certainly had the fire power to forcibly 
remove the tranques and the people manning them, Daniel wanted 
to minimize bloodshed, hoping that the latter would ultimately be 

Police station in Masaya displays photos of police killed in Masaya in 2018 
DANIEL KOVALIK, MARCH, 2022
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convinced to take down the tranques themselves. And, according 
to Rivera, many ultimately were taken down peacefully. 

Daniel’s other motivation for agreeing to the Church’s de-
mand was to demonstrate to the Nicaraguan people who was real-
ly behind the violence. With the police off the streets, the people 
would know for sure that it was not they, despite opposition and 
media claims, who were causing all the mayhem. In this thinking, 
Daniel again proved himself to be a patient and brilliant strategist. 
As Rivera explains, 

Daniel had lots of patience. . . . We could have taken 
all the roadblocks down, but that would have cost us a 
lot. If we would have acted too quickly, we would have 
destroyed families which were already divided. Daniel 
said that we had to wait and have patience during these 
two months. We thought there was a part of the Catholic 
Church which would comport with their mediator role, 
but they fully took the side of the coup.

Meanwhile, violence continued for some time until the tran-
ques were finally removed. Indeed, as was reported at the time, 

With the police off the streets, opposition violence 
intensified throughout May and June. As a result, a pro-
cess of neighborhood self-defense developed. Families 
who have been displaced, young people who have been 
beaten, robbed or tortured, and veterans of the 1979 in-
surrection and/or the Contra War, held vigil around the 
Sandinista Front headquarters in each town.431 

Sandinistas even ended up building roadblocks of their own 
to try to keep violent insurrectionists out of their communities.432

All told, the death and destruction in Nicaragua during the 
civil disturbance, which lasted from April to July of 2018, was in-
credible. According to Telesur, writing about a year after the crisis, 
“[a]ccording to official figures, . . . the 2018 right-wing attempt at 
destabilization of the country left almost 200 deaths, hundreds 
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of wounded and over US$1 billion in economic losses.”433 In the 
course of the anti-government protests—which we were inces-
santly told were “peaceful” by the mainstream press in the U.S.:

 Over 60 government buildings have been burned 
down, schools, hospitals, health centers attacked, 55 
ambulances damaged, at least $112 million in infra-
structure damage, small businesses have been closed, 
and 200,000 jobs lost causing devastating economic 
impact during the protests. Violence has included, in 
addition to thousands of injuries, 15 young people and 
16 police officers killed, as well as over 200 Sandinistas 
kidnapped, many of them publicly tortured.434 

In a classic case of misinformation, “Violent opposition 
atrocities were misreported as government repression” by the 
mainstream media.435 

Finally, in July, it had become quite apparent to the vast ma-
jority of the Nicaraguan people that it was the opposition that was 
terrorizing them, and not the police in their barracks, who them-
selves were being attacked even while in their quarters. The calls 
for the Nicaraguan government and its security forces to clear the 
tranques from the streets now became deafening. Answering these 
calls, Daniel finally ordered the police to remove the tranques, but 
to try to do so without force. And largely, the police were able to 
do so peacefully. 

But the police did not act alone. As many Nicaraguans ex-
plained to me, there was a force that actually acted as the vanguard 
ahead of the police to bring down the tranques: the historic com-
batants—now middle-age and older, who had fought Somoza’s 
National Guard and then the Contras, who organized themselves 
to restore order and peace to the country. This is a detail almost al-
ways overlooked in the narrative of the events of 2018—that those 
who had fought for the Revolution from the beginning remained 
loyal to the Revolution, the FSLN and Daniel, and acted again to 
defend that Revolution. In addition to the historic combatants, the 
Sandinista Youth also played their part in defeating the coup of 
2018. 
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Alfonso Guillen, himself a historic combatant and a peasant 
who grows coffee at the same coffee collective as Lola del Carmen 
Esquivel González, whom I quote herein, explained all this to me 
in March of 2018. Indeed, he sought me out to tell me this story, 
quite proudly, when I was visiting the collective. Shirtless after a 
long day’s work, and still holding a machete in hand, he told me:

Historic market in Masaya which the opposition torched, destroying 
nearly all of the inside of the building. The Sandinista government 

has subsequently restored the market.
DANIEL KOVALIK, 2021
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Imperialism won’t accept the reality that this was 
kidnappings, killings and rapes and not a civil action. 
The Empire funded all of this mayhem. The local bour-
geoisie also put in their own money. A lot of young 
people, including the Sandinista youth, organized to 
take down the roadblocks. In addition to the police, 
the militants of the FSLN and the historic combatants 
organized to take down the tranques. Veterans in their 
homes whose candles have not burned out yet organized 
to do this. The historic combatants were ready. The 
people here are very organized. Daniel waited a while 
to take down the roadblocks. The goal of the tranques 
was to destroy the economy and to create terror through 
the torture and rapes. Institutions, parks, ambulances 
were burned down. A lot of gringos don’t believe this, 
including the OAS.

When the time came, Alfonso was one of the historic com-
batants, who participated in helping rid his community of the 
tranques. By the time this happened, the mood of the country had 
shifted radically in favor of the government and Daniel. Those 
manning the tranques were demoralized and knew they had lost 
the hearts and minds of the people. Therefore, Alfonso and his 
comrades were able to remove the tranques peacefully, just as 
Daniel had wanted. 

For her part, Lola also described this event to me: 

This community of Santa Julia was tasked with 
getting rid of the tranques. Twenty-eight men were as-
signed to do this, all of them historic combatants. Some 
were missing an eye or a limb. Fourteen were placed 
in the FSLN offices and fourteen were placed in the 
municipal offices to protect the property and papers. A 
truck of riot police came to take down the roadblocks, 
but everyone fled before they got here, and no one was 
hurt. Most of the people on the roadblocks were drunks 
and druggies.
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When the smoke cleared, many Sandinistas recognized that 
the insurrection of 2018 had a silver lining. First and foremost, a 
number of my friends in Nicaragua have told me that the FSLN 
learned that it cannot be complacent; that it must be ever vigilant, 
and it must continue to educate and organize. The work of creat-
ing, continuing and reproducing the Revolution is one that never 
ends, because if it does, those bent on the Revolution’s destruction 
will attack. The other silver lining, as José Adán Rivera Castillo 
told me, was that the alliance between the FSLN, business and 
the Church—one which Daniel and the FSLN had reluctantly 
made and engaged in as a matter of pragmatism—had ended 
with the betrayal by both business and the Church. No longer 
would concessions have to be made in the interest of peace and 
reconciliation, to the possible detriment of the peasants and the 
working class. Business and the Church had showed their true 
colors—literally—and they now could forget about having a say 
over government policy. 

As my friend Nils McCune, who lives in Nicaragua told 
me, the biggest loser of all in this was the institutional Catholic 
Church. Its complicity and indeed leadership in the violence has 
brought lasting shame and disrepute upon it. The Church went 
for broke in 2018, and it lost. It could never again play such a 
treacherous role, for the people had been awakened to its true 
deceitfulness. Even Pope Francis seems to have recognized this, 
having recalled from Nicaragua one of the worst offenders during 
the 2018 crisis—Auxiliary Bishop Silvio Báez. I happened to run 
into Baez at the Augusto Cesar Sandino Airport in Managua the 
day he was being shipped out. I was happy to say “good riddance” 
to him.

Pope Francis, an Argentine cleric who lived through the 
brutal, fascist “Dirty War” of the 1970s, seems more inclined 
towards the Sandinistas than his predecessors, even pardoning 
and reinstating the priesthoods of both Father Miguel D’Escoto 
Brockmann and Father Ernesto Cardenal. Certainly, as Pope 
Francis seemingly recognizes, the world needs more clerics like 
them than the ultra-right clerics who led the coup of 2018.
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When I visited Nicaragua to attend the annual July 19 cele-
bration of the Sandinista Triumph, held that year in the Pope John 
Paul II Plaza (yes, despite Pope John Paul II’s ill treatment of the 
ever-forgiving Sandinistas, they still have a Plaza and Museum 
dedicated to his name adjacent to the Plaza of the Revolution), 
I saw that while the tranques had been removed throughout the 
country, the threat of violence had not entirely passed. Therefore, 
Daniel called upon those who wanted to celebrate the Triumph 
to stay in their own towns lest they be attacked on the roads to 
Managua. Therefore, those who attended the celebrations in the 
Pope John Paul II Plaza were, unlike other years, almost exclu-
sively from Managua. 

Still, the turnout was massive, and the mood was festive 
and exuberant. Young and old came, some with red and black 
face paint, almost all waving the red and black Sandinista flag. 
It was a moving experience. At the celebration, they played the 
song “Daniel se Queda” (or “Daniel Stays”) several times. As I 
witnessed, this song was playing everywhere in Nicaragua at this 
time and is still popular to this day. This song was written by a 
peasant mariachi band from Boaco, Nicaragua called “Mariachi 
Azucena” in response to the golpistas, who wanted Daniel gone, 
countering that with “Daniel here stays, Daniel, Daniel, the people 
are with you, Boaco is with you, Matagalpa is with you, Estelí is 
with you, León is with you, Managua is with you, all of Nicaragua 
is with you . . . Daniel, Daniel, we are with you!” The song must 
have seemed strange to those claiming that the people had some-
how turned against Daniel, and so its existence and popularity 
were simply ignored by the press.

As many Nicaraguans told me that day of July 19, 2018, 
they were not only celebrating the Triumph of 1979; they were 
also celebrating the new Triumph of 2018 over the violent coup 
plotters. Similarly, as I witnessed myself in 2022, in Masaya and 
Monimbó, the people now celebrate July 17—which is already 
designated the “Day of Joy” because it marks the departure of 
Somoza in 1979—as a day of joy because it was the day they were 
liberated from the tranques in 2018. 
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Daniel Ortega would run again for president in November of 
2021, and I was there to observe the elections. As I wrote short-
ly after this election, “over 65 percent of voters turned out, 75 
percent of whom cast their ballots on November 7 for Sandinista 
leader Daniel Ortega, securing him a fourth consecutive presi-
dential term.”436 While the U.S. government and the mainstream 
press, along with most of the alternative press as well, attempted 
to demean the freeness and fairness of this election, the results 
were actually predicted by the independent opinion poll taken by 
M&R Consultants shortly before the elections. As I wrote at the 
time, 

77.5% of Nicaraguans polled a few days before the 
election agreed “that for Nicaragua to advance so-
cially and economically,” the Sandinista National 
Liberation Front (FSLN) should govern the country, 
while 74.6% believe that the country would be better 
off with a Sandinista government. In addition, “91.8% 
of Nicaraguans agree with President Daniel Ortega’s 
proposals on unity to be stronger and defeat poverty.” 
The strong support for President Ortega’s “proposals 
on unity to be stronger” is telling, for it seems to show 
approval of recent measures taken by the government 
against a number of people accused of helping orches-
trate and/or support, often with U.S. financing and other 
support, the violent insurrection of 2018, which cost the 
lives of at least 200 Nicaraguans.437

As for the Nicaraguan people’s support for the arrest and trial 
of various individuals involved in the coup attempt of 2018—in-
cluding MRS leaders Dora Maria Téllez—my friends in Nicaragua 
were clear that a feeling of relief fell over the country when 
these arrests were made. Indeed, many Nicaraguans remained 
anxious until these arrests that the terror which had enveloped 
Nicaragua in 2018 could be repeated. According to Nicaraguan 
intelligence, they had indeed uncovered a plot in the summer of 
2021 that various opposition leaders were planning a coup along 
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the lines of that which took place in Bolivia in 2019 when Evo 
Morales was overthrown and exiled with U.S. and OAS support 
after claims—later debunked, as reported by the New York Times 
months later438—that the re-election of Morales was the product of 
a fraudulent electoral process. 

The arrests in Nicaragua were made to forestall such a coup, 
and the vast majority of Nicaraguans approved of this course of 
action. In my view, the Sandinista government finally learned 
what history had taught them ever since Sandino was murdered 
when traveling to Managua in good faith to sign a peace accord—
that the U.S. Empire and its faithful servants in Nicaragua do not 
reward acts of kindness and reconciliation. Rather, they take ad-
vantage of them to destroy revolutionary movements and impose 
their will upon the people. And, as any revolutionary worth their 
salt will tell you, the first duty of a Revolution is to defend itself, 
for if it cannot meet this most essential goal, it obviously cannot 
serve and defend the people as they deserve. The fact that so few 
on the U.S. “Left” recognize this says so much about them person-
ally and their own failings as revolutionaries. 

As I write these words, the U.S. Congress is holding hearings 
about the January 6 insurrection—an event of less than one day, 
which was nowhere near as deadly and destructive of the months-
long violent insurrection in Nicaragua in 2018—and many are 
calling for the arrests of people like Donald Trump who is accused 
of helping incite the insurrection, even though he didn’t partici-
pate in it. 

Surely in this context, the Nicaraguan people’s support for 
the arrest of the leaders and inciters of the coup that had wreaked 
such destruction on their country should be quite understandable.
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The restored market in Masaya 
DANIEL KOVALIK, 2021
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Plaza of the Revolution, July 19, 2022 
DANIEL KOVALIK
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CONCLUSION

As of January of 2022, Daniel Ortega’s approval rating among 
Nicaraguans, according to M&R Consulting, was soaring to over 
70 percent.439 In addition, “84.1% express their trust in the presi-
dent,” and believe in his course of action, and in his “commitment 
to the good of all.”440 A more recent poll in July of 2022 produced 
similar results, again showing Daniel Ortega with a 70% percent 
approval rating, the second highest approval of any leader in the 
Western Hemisphere.441 

Comparatively, President Joe Biden is polling at an anemic 
36 percent after approving $40 billion in Ukraine-related funding 
(I say Ukraine-related, because most of that money will never get 
to Ukraine but will stay in the coffers of the U.S. defense indus-
try), even while there is a shortage of baby formula for our own 
children.

The reason Daniel’s rating is so high is because he, unlike 
Joe Biden et al, is actually meeting his country’s needs. As Telesur 
explains, breaking down the poll numbers:

At least 94 percent of those polled agreed with 
Ortega’s call for unity to defeat poverty, and 78 percent 
of them said the construction of an interoceanic canal, 
a project promoted by his administration, will benefit 
the country.

The poll also revealed that about 77 percent of 
adult citizens considered that inter-urban transportation, 
road reparation, drinking water supply, education, and 
public health services are optimal. Another 63.3 percent 
of the Nicaraguans think that the FSLN government has 
prompted job opportunities.442
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These approval numbers are astronomical, especially when 
compared to any U.S. president or party in modern history. And 
it is not surprising that these approval numbers are so high. 
Despite the troubles of 2018, U.S. sanctions, the pandemic and 
worldwide economic woes, Daniel Ortega has continued to lead 
Nicaragua on a path toward prosperity for the Nicaraguan people. 
As Nicaragua’s Finance Minister, Ivan Acosta, explained in June 
of 2022, 

The year 2021 was an exceptional year in econom-
ic performance, in growth, across all the numbers. If we 
look at expenditure, it means that the construction of 
roads is accelerating, the momentum in drinking water 
and sanitation is continuing; more resources are being 
invested to make an impact on employment and above 
all on the welfare of the population.”443 

Describing the unprecedented growth in Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) during this challenging period, Acosta related that 
“2021 was a year of a reactivation, a growth of 11.3%, the high-
est ever combined figure. During the COVID pandemic in Latin 
America there was 8.3% growth over the two years, 2020–21, and 
definitely those numbers have been the base scenario that we are 
acting on in 2022.”444 He estimated that Nicaragua would have 
economic growth of between 4 and 5 percent in 2022. 

Despite these realities, there will be many in the U.S., in-
cluding “progressives” and “leftists,” who will sit comfortably 
in their armchairs and claim to know better about the nature of 
Daniel Ortega and the FSLN than the Nicaraguan people, them-
selves. They will continue to try to compare Daniel to Somoza, 
who looted the Nicaraguan treasury, even as Daniel has overseen 
the growth of Nicaragua’s treasury reserves to over $4 billion and 
counting.445

Thankfully, Daniel and the Nicaraguan people have decided 
to go their own way in the world, and what passes for the U.S. and 
European Left can decide to support them or not. Having been at-
tacked brutally by the United States for over a century and a half, 
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Nicaragua has sought and found new allies in the world to help it 
with its development. Thus, around his re-election in November 
of 2021—an election I personally observed—Daniel announced 
that he was now recognizing the People’s Republic of China for 
the first time since the neoliberals took over in 1990. Daniel an-
nounced at his inauguration, that I had the honor of attending, that 
he had signed up to join China’s Belt and Road program. Much 
to the chagrin of the U.S., China will be helping Nicaragua build 
infrastructure projects, including a train system to replace the one 
Violeta Chamorro sold off and destroyed. It is also believed that 

Celebration of the anniversary of the  
liberation of León from Somoza 

DANIEL KOVALIK, 2020
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China will help Nicaragua build that canal which the U.S. has so 
coveted for over a century—the U.S.’s obsession with the canal 
being so strong that it invaded Nicaragua in 1910 because, at least 
it was rumored, it dared to work with Japan to build one. But this 
time, the strength of China may help ward off such an intervention.

Nicaragua has also pulled closer to Russia and Iran, with the 
latter recently shipping fuel to Nicaragua and announcing that it 
will help Nicaragua rebuild some of its oil refineries—the ones 
that, you may recall, the CIA destroyed in the 1980s. 

In addition, Daniel has pulled Nicaragua out of the 
Organization of American States (OAS)—an entity long-domi-
nated by the United States. As I wrote at the time this withdrawal 
was announced, 

This action is long overdue, and other Latin and 
Caribbean nations should quickly follow suit. To say 
the least, the OAS—appropriately headquartered in 
Washington, D.C. with a statue of Queen Isabella of 
Spain in front—has always been a problematic organi-
zation for the poorer nations of the Western Hemisphere, 
operating as it has as the handmaiden of the U.S. with 
its attempts to rule over these nations.  Indeed, Fidel 
Castro referred to the OAS as “the ministry of United 
States colonies.”446 

As I noted, the OAS has played a treacherous role in paving 
the way for the CIA overthrow of Jacobo Árbenz in 1954; gave a 
legal fig leaf to the U.S. invasion of the Dominican Republic in 
1964; tacitly supported the U.S. overthrow of Chilean President 
Salvador Allende in 1973; and played a critical role in the coup 
against Bolivian President Evo Morales in 2019.447 Nicaragua, in 
joining Venezuela in leaving the OAS, has taken a positive step 
towards national independence and sovereignty.

Furthermore, the countries of Latin America and the 
Caribbean have rallied around Nicaragua, Venezuela and Cuba in 
rejecting the U.S.’s refusal to include these three countries in the 
June of 2022 “Summit of the Americas.” Thus, Mexico, Bolivia, 
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Honduras, Antigua and Barbuda refused to attend this meeting 
in Los Angeles at the presidential or even ambassadorial level in 
solidarity with these three countries.448 For its part, the tiny is-
land nation of St. Vincent and the Grenadines, a country of about 
100,000 people that obtained its independence from the UK in 
1979, refused to attend the Summit at all.

At the July 19, 2022, celebrations I attended, Daniel con-
ferred the Augusto Sandino Order upon the Prime Minister of 
St. Vincent, Ralph Gonsalves, for his longstanding support of 
Nicaragua and opposition to U.S. imperialism. Ralph, as he likes 
to be called, gave an amazing address at the celebration. These 
words from his speech are quite apt here:

The Empire does not understand that it has a coun-
try of 350 million people, it has the largest economy in 
the World, it is said that they have the largest army in 
the World; Nicaragua has about 6.2 million people, a 
Central American country that only aspires to develop 
its country and its People.

Why in the name of God, such a big country, with 
so many resources, with so much military force, why 
attack a country like Nicaragua? I ask myself that ques-
tion daily, and it is difficult for everyday understanding 
to understand something like that. But even that which 
one cannot understand, we know what they are doing 
and we know that it is wrong.

And yet, there is no doubt that the U.S. Empire will continue 
to target Nicaragua for regime change, and to try to punish it for 
having successfully overthrown a U.S.-backed dictator. As The 
Grayzone reports, “the USAID’s latest regime-change scheme in 
Nicaragua:” 

a leaked internal document revealing the agency’s 
Responsive Assistance in Nicaragua (RAIN) program . . . 
calls openly for the overthrow of the Sandinista gov-
ernment, as well as imposing neoliberal reforms based 
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on a “market economy” and the “protection of private 
property rights,” and purging the military, police, and 
all state institutions of any trace of Sandinismo.449

Sending a clear message to the Nicaraguan people that they 
would be punished if they continued to vote for the Sandinistas, 
the U.S. Congress approved a new round of economic sanctions 
against Nicaragua before the November 2021 election. And then, 
when the Nicaraguans overwhelmingly voted the “wrong way”—
that is, for Daniel Ortega—President Joe Biden signed the new 
sanctions bill, known as the RENACER Act, into law just three 
days after the election.450 The “punitive measures” put in place 
by the Act “increased coordination of such measures with the 
European Union and Canada, and expanded U.S. oversight of in-
ternational lending to Managua,” thereby making it more difficult 
for Nicaragua to obtain international loans which it has been using 
to fund its progressive social programs.

In addition, the Biden Administration, just in time for the 
July 19 celebrations in 2022, announced that the U.S. would stop 
giving Nicaragua the longstanding preferential tax rates on sugar 
imports, thereby all but ensuring that Nicaraguan sugar will no 
longer be bought in the U.S.451 

And, even as I write these words, the U.S. is considering 
throwing Nicaragua out of the Central American Free Trade 
Agreement (CAFTA). This would follow three rounds of eco-
nomic sanctions against Nicaragua in the past three years. Ousting 
Nicaragua from CAFTA could devastate the Nicaraguan economy 
and throw tens of thousands of Nicaraguans out of work. As the 
Associated Press reports, 

Expulsion from the Central America Free Trade 
Agreement, which was signed in 2004, would be a ma-
jor blow, depriving Ortega’s government of important 
export earnings and foreign investment. Nicaragua is 
the only nation in CAFTA to run a trade surplus with 
the U.S., about $2.5 billion last year, or 20% of its gross 
domestic product.452 
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As is usual, while the U.S. makes claims about wanting to 
expel Nicaragua because of alleged concerns about its democrat-
ic nature, it seems that it is indeed Nicaragua’s successes under 
CAFTA, which is meant to work for the benefit of the U.S., which 
is more its concern. Still, Nicaragua remains firm.

The U.S. continues to menace Nicaragua, and Venezuela as 
well, militarily, conducting NATO exercises with NATO “global 
partner” Colombia in the Caribbean in February of 2022.453 The 
U.S., reaffirming the vitality of the Monroe Doctrine, claimed 
these exercises were intended to counter alleged Russian interfer-
ence in the region. These exercises included a nuclear submarine, 
thus violating the longstanding nuclear-free zone which Nicaragua 
and neighboring states had agreed to some time ago. 

As Simon Bolivar prophetically stated two centuries ago,  
“[t]he United States appear to be destined by Providence to plague 
America with misery in the name of liberty.” Sadly, these words 
ring even more true today than when they were uttered. However, 
Nicaragua, led by the Sandinistas, is one country in the Americas 
which has decided to reject such a fate, and it has shown the re-
solve to pursue another reality in which the U.S. can no longer 
determine its destiny. 
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Massive march in Masaya celebrating the July 19 anniversary 
DANIEL KOVALIK, 2022
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AFTERWORD
by Orlando Zelaya Olivas*

This book by Dan Kovalik cannot be more timely. United States 
aggression against Nicaragua continues to escalate, with the U.S. 
bipartisan regime even threatening to ban all trade with this coun-
try in a bid to bolster the ruling class’s neocolonial interests—a 
throwback to the full-blown economic war against Nicaragua in 
the 1980s. The collusion of the western media and the political 
elite amplifies the demagoguery of partisan opportunists and 
political clerics who seek to undermine the self-determination 
of peoples and the creation of a multipolar world. It is therefore 
crucial to set the record straight about Nicaragua, the Sandinista 
Revolution, and President Daniel Ortega, who continues to be the 
focal point of the U.S.’s crusades to vilify Nicaragua and justify 
its hostile foreign policy towards it.

For over 169 years, from 1853 to 2022, Nicaragua has brave-
ly resisted the devastating U.S. foreign policy of systemic state 
terrorism, enduring military interventions, regime change oper-
ations, coups d’état, election meddling, trade blockades, illegal 
sanctions, and other criminal covert operations such as secret 
wars, assassination programs, and illicit drugs and arms deals.

Regarding military interventions alone, in its March 2022 
report on “Instances of Use of the United States Armed Forces 
Abroad,” the Congressional Research Service (CRS), a public 
policy research institute of the United States Congress, briefly 

* Orlando Zelaya Olivas was born in Jinotega, Nicaragua. The storytelling 
by his grandmother and his mother about General Sandino’s guerrilla resistance 
and the savagery of U.S. interventionist soldiers and their spawn, the genocidal 
National Guard, made him aware of the suffering of the people at an early age. 
Like many other youths, he was engaged in the struggle to overthrow the Somoza 
dictatorship and, afterward, defend the Sandinista Revolution.
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mentions eleven U.S. military interventions against Nicaragua—
among the 469 overtly acknowledged U.S. military interventions 
in distant countries between 1798 and 2022. Of course, the report’s 
authors use traditional euphemistic wordings to protect neocolo-
nial exceptionalism, conceal geopolitical economic motives, and 
distort the historical context of such interventions. 

For example, concerning the U.S. military intervention 
to support the “Contra War” against Nicaragua, the CRS report 
blatantly obscures a prolonged military intervention in Honduras 
between 1983 and 1989, stating that “the United States undertook 
a series of exercises in Honduras that some believed might lead 
to conflict with Nicaragua. On March 25, 1986, unarmed U.S. 
military helicopters and crewmen ferried Honduran troops to the 
Nicaraguan border to repel Nicaraguan troops.” (Emphasis added) 
It fails to clarify that the military intervention in Honduras was 
designed to build the infrastructure and maintain logistics for the 
“covert” proxy war against Nicaragua, including the construction 
of three U.S. military bases as well as a handful of paramilitary 
headquarters and training camps for counterrevolutionaries.

The United States assault against Nicaragua did not halt 
in 1989 when the Sandinistas lost in the general elections held 
on February 25, 1990, nor has it slowed afterward, regardless of 
whether the Sandinistas were in power or had been defeated by 
the U.S.-backed presidential candidates in the 1990, 1996, and 
2001 elections. That said, the U.S. hostility has become more in-
tense after the Sandinistas democratically retook power following 
17 years of neoliberal governments. 

Kovalik notes that, regrettably, many in the West who were 
rumored to support Nicaragua and its Revolution have fallen 
to misinformation campaigns against Nicaragua and Daniel’s 
revolutionary leadership. And some intellectuals and elites in 
Nicaragua, many of whom formerly professed loyalty to Daniel 
and the Revolution but now owe allegiance to the U.S. admin-
istration, have aided in these smearing tactics since 1990. As a 
Nicaraguan who has lived abroad for over three decades but has 
continued to stay in touch with my homeland, I believe I have 
a unique perspective on these matters. While Kovalik paints a 
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vivid and accurate picture of Nicaragua, the incessant U.S. inter-
vention against my motherland, and the heroic resistance of the 
Nicaraguan people to this hostility, I have been asked to add some 
color, shading and texture to this image.

As an initial matter, I want to explain why these Nicaraguan 
intellectuals and elites, who sadly hold tremendous influence, par-
ticularly amongst the so-called Western left, despise Daniel Ortega 
and the Sandinistas, as well as their unwavering anti-imperialist 
and socialist stances of national dignity. In short, I believe their 
obvious contempt is a clumsy attempt to erase Daniel’s steady 
involvement in Nicaraguan politics for more than 60 years so as 
to elevate their own role by comparison. However, let us further 
examine the role of Daniel Ortega, who indeed is a leader of the 
people’s resistance to the hegemonic intervention of the United 
States and its allies and an iconic representative of the people’s 
victory in the struggle for peace, justice, and socioeconomic 
prosperity. 

Commander Daniel Ortega did not rise to prominence by 
chance on July 17, 1979, when he was designated Head of the 
Junta of National Reconstruction after the Sandinistas deposed 
Somoza’s dictatorship. He was born on November 11, 1945, in a 
poor family in La Libertad, Chontales. The hardships at home led 
to the early deaths of two of his younger siblings. Another young-
er brother, Camilo Ortega, born on December 13, 1950, was killed 
in the struggle to overthrow the Somoza regime in Monimbó, 
Masaya, on February 26, 1978. Camilo is regarded as the Apostle 
of the Sandinista Unity. Many of Daniel’s relatives fought with 
the revolutionary guerrillas commanded by General Augusto C. 
Sandino against the U.S. occupation troops. His father, Daniel 
Ortega Cerda, and mother, Lidia Saavedra Rivas, were staunchly 
against Somoza’s dictatorship, which brought upon them numer-
ous prison experiences.

At the age of just 14, the young Daniel Ortega Saavedra 
started his political activism in January 1960 within the Juventud 
Patriótica Nicaragüense (JPN) (Nicaraguan Patriotic Youth), 
a civil opposition movement that adopted Sandino’s ideology. 
Somoza’s repression was not long in coming down on the JPN. 
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In 1962, Daniel began studying law at the private UCA univer-
sity in Managua, but after a few months, he left the classroom in 
1963 to dedicate himself fully to political resistance. He joined the 
clandestine Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN), a polit-
ical-military organization founded in Honduras in July 1961 by 
Carlos Fonseca Amador, Tomás Borge Martínez, Silvio Mayorga 
Delgado, and Colonel Santos López (an ex-combatant of General 
Sandino), among others.

One of Daniel’s first actions in the FSLN was the publication 
of the newspaper El Estudiante (The Student), a publication of the 
Frente Estudiantil Revolucionario (FER) (Revolutionary Student 
Front). He later organized some Popular Civic Committees to 
resist the dictatorship, as well as a network of armed comman-
dos to carry out urban guerrilla actions, including sabotage and 
bank robberies to seize funds. In 1965, at just 20 years old, he 
was promoted to commander and member of the FSLN National 
Directorate. A year later, in 1966, he gained command over the 
Internal Front that operated in urban areas. In 1967, the year the 
last of the three Somozas ascended to the presidency, Daniel was 
captured by the National Guard during a bank robbery.

As Kovalik has described in detail, Daniel was in prison 
for more than seven years until, together with other Sandinista 
prisoners, he was exchanged for Somoza’s direct collaborators 
captured in the house of Minister José María (a.k.a. Chema) 
Castillo on December 27, 1974 by the “Juan José Quezada” 
guerrilla command of the FSLN, a bold action, which became 
known worldwide. Daniel and other freed comrades traveled to 
Cuba, but after a few weeks, he infiltrated back into Nicaragua to 
rejoin the National Directorate, where he found an FSLN divided 
into three factions: the Guerra Popular Prolongada (Prolonged 
People’s War), Tendencia Poletaria (Proletarian Tendency), and 
Tendencia Tercerista (or Insurrectionary Tendency). It was not un-
til March 8, 1979, that the three Sandinista factions, with the me-
diation of Commander Fidel Castro, reconstituted a joint National 
Directorate through the reorganization of the entire opposition to 
Somoza by means of alliances and coalitions.
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During the final insurrection, Daniel directed political-mil-
itary operations throughout the different guerrilla fronts to de-
feat the Somoza dictatorship and its repressive National Guard. 
After the Triumph on July 19, 1979, as the Commander of the 
Revolution, Daniel Ortega Saavedra, at the age of 33, came to 
undertake relevant responsibilities as head of the government 
and the historic National Directorate of the FSLN party. He won 
in the presidential elections of November 1984, and on January 
10, 1985, he was inaugurated as the first leftist president in the 
history of Nicaragua. Although, due to the war weariness of the 
Nicaraguan people and the fear of renewed U.S. military assault, 
the Sandinistas were defeated in the early elections in 1990, he 
continued to be engaged in the FSLN and civil struggles against 
three successive neoliberal regimes.

Daniel was democratically re-elected president for four suc-
cessive terms in 2007–2011, 2011–2017, 2017–2022, and 2022–
2026. It is these later years, the second stage of the Sandinista 
Revolution, which are so misunderstood and underappreciated, 
and it is therefore this stage upon which I focus my analysis.

Speaking at his presidential inauguration ceremony on 
January 10, 2007, Daniel Ortega proclaimed that “Nicaragua 
cannot be free with unemployed people, with people [living] in 
poverty. Nicaragua cannot be free with illiterate men and women. 
Nicaragua cannot be free with thousands of children who cannot 
go to school. Therefore, the challenges we have are immense.”454

It goes without saying that the new Sandinista government 
in this second stage of the Revolution in 2007 immediately re-
sumed the tasks it had begun in the first stage of the Revolution in 
the 1980s. Foremost amongst these tasks has been the reduction 
of illiteracy. Even before the 1979 Triumph, the FSLN had de-
veloped a literacy blueprint, which served as the starting point 
for the great National Literacy Crusade (Campaña Nacional de 
Alphabetización, CNA), dedicated to the “Heroes and Martyrs of 
the Liberation of Nicaragua.” 

Fifteen days after the Triumph, the new Government of 
National Reconstruction appointed Father Fernando Cardenal 
as coordinator of the CNA, and the planning and organization 
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ensured a thriving inaugural ceremony and liftoff of the Ejército 
Popular de Alfabetización, EPA (People’s Army of Literacy) in 
the Plaza of the Revolution on March 23, 1980. The EPA’s civic 
mission was titanic. The illiteracy rate was 50.35%. But with the 
participation of 95,582 students, teachers, health workers, peda-
gogical advisors, drivers, office workers, and housewives, the goal 
to teach 406,056 Nicaraguans to read and write was achieved, re-
ducing illiteracy to 12.96%, fulfilling the mandate of Commander 
Carlos Fonseca Amador in the guerrilla camps: “. . . and also 
teaching them to read.” The CNA in Spanish officially ended on 
August 23, 1980, and on September 30 of the same year, literacy 
training in Miskito, Sumo, and Creole English to teach reading 
and writing to around 16,500 Nicaraguans began in the indigenous 
communities on the Caribbean Coast. Literacy training continued 
until 1990 under the responsibility of the Vice Ministry of Adult 
Education.455

Quite tragically, the successful literacy campaign of the 
Sandinistas was abandoned by the three consecutive neoliberal 
governments between 1990 and 2006. In effect, the governments 
of Violeta Barrios de Chamorro, Arnoldo Alemán, and Enrique 
Bolaños were responsible for increasing illiteracy rates, which 
rose to 20.5% in 2001 and 22% in 2006, according to surveys to 
measure the level of living conditions. Due to the efforts of the 
Sandinista government during the second phase of the Revolution 
since 2007, illiteracy has now been reduced between 4% and 6% 
in 2020 alone, and 98,274 youngsters and adults are integrated 
into the literacy and primary schooling programs.456

The end of the 1990–2006 neoliberal era generally saw the 
education system exhibit significant coverage and quality gaps, 
as well as low budget allocation, disconnection between educa-
tional programs, constrained institutional capacity, and degrad-
ed and inadequate infrastructure. One of the first actions of the 
Sandinista government in 2007 was the restitution of the right to 
free education at all levels, prohibiting in all public schools the 
tuition and monthly fees, and the sale of school supplies. In this 
direction, the budget allocation for investment in education went 
from C$4,409.8 million córdobas in 2006 to C$21,191.9 million 
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córdobas in 2020, a 381% increase, despite the brutal economic 
impact of the failed coup attempt. In fact, the Sandinista govern-
ment manages education (and healthcare) as a social investment 
and not as an expense.

In its National Plan against Poverty 2022–2025, the 
Nicaraguan government pointed to its achievements, as cited in a 
2019 World Bank study carried out at the request of the Sandinista 
government:

Nicaraguans have been reaching higher levels of edu-
cation, both in urban and rural areas; likewise, young 
people present a better level of schooling. Already 40% 
of young adults report having completed secondary 
or some tertiary [vocational and/or university] educa-
tion. Young adults, especially the 15-29 age group, are 
achieving better educational outcomes. In 2010, young 
people without any type of schooling amounted to 7%, 
a figure that was almost halved, to 4% in 2018; those 
who finished their secondary education increased from 
15% to 21%, while the rate of completion of tertiary 
education increased from 13% to 19%.457

Another big issue for the Sandinistas has always been land 
reform and reclaiming the private holdings of the wealthy elites 
for the people. While the Sandinistas made great strides with 
such issues in the 1980s, many of the gains were reversed during 
the neoliberal period when many properties in the hands of the 
State, cooperatives, or individuals were returned or compensated 
multiple times to their former owners while others were irregu-
larly occupied by new settlers. By issuing 427,434 property titles 
(255,818 in urban areas and 172,616 in rural regions) between 
2007 and 2020, the Sandinista administration has helped to 
align, stabilize, and secure both private and communal property, 
including 23 indigenous communities in the Caribbean regions, 
and benefiting 235,089 women and 192,345 men, mostly from 
low-income households.458
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In addition, since 2007, the Sandinista government has 
implemented a strategy to furnish an efficient road network and 
transportation service for all Nicaraguans, through the improve-
ment and expansion of roads and bridges, emphasizing the inter-
connection of productive areas, in harmony with the environment. 
In this way, the goal is to ensure excellent coverage of essential 
social services (education, health, transport, etc.), recreational 
activities (tourism, sports, culture, etc.), and economic growth 
while integrating and aligning the entire country. By the end of 
the neoliberal period, in 2006, the road network had only 2,044 
paved km, which were neglected with little or no maintenance.

From 2007 through 2020, the Sandinista government con-
structed and rehabilitated 3,794 km of roads, comprising 1,968 
km of newly paved roads (asphalt, cobblestone, and hydraulic 
concrete) and 856 km of old paved roads and 970 km of unpaved 
roads. Likewise, the government has ensured the timely mainte-
nance of 16,709 km of secondary roads and has built and rehabil-
itated 12,045 linear meters of bridges and 34,272 linear meters 
of drainage works. The areas in which the road infrastructure has 
been developed have become effective economic corridors that 
boost the supply chain from the production to distribution and 
marketing processes, substantially contributing to development 
and growth and influencing poverty reduction.459 All of these ac-
complishments provide significant benefits to the Nicaraguan peo-
ple and begin to close the gap between rich and poor. However, 
these achievements also exacerbate the inherent contradiction be-
tween class struggle, economic nationalism, sovereignty interests, 
and U.S.-led interventionism.

Among the other programs, the Zero Usury initiative aims 
to support and promote small, mostly women-owned enterprises 
in order to boost loan availability, decrease unemployment, and 
raise income. In order to make these businesses a tool in the battle 
against poverty, between 2007 and 2020, 396,394 participants 
(92,820 on an annual average) received 1,253,060 credits, totaling 
C$8,815 million, or C$653 million annually.460

Nicaragua’s electricity coverage index went from 54% in 
2006 to 98.5% in 2020. In 2006, only half of the population, 
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mostly in the cities, had had access to inadequate electrical ser-
vices. By the end of 2020, with the completion of 8,985 urban 
and rural electrification projects, 652,764 families now have 
safe and dependable access to electricity, benefiting nearly 6.4 
million Nicaraguans. Similarly, the emphasis on transformation 
and diversification between 2007 and 2020 has significant policy 
consequences for the energy generation matrix, which has subse-
quently evolved into a dynamic element of the national economy. 
The installation of new power plants has increased electricity gen-
eration with renewable resources from 26% in 2006 to 75.94% in 
2020. The diversification of the electricity generation matrix with 
renewable sources contributed in this period to the saving of 38.0 
million barrels of derivatives of petroleum and ensured a reliable 
and clean supply of electricity to the Nicaraguan population.461

Alongside, between 2007 and 2020, the entire subsidies for 
energy, transportation, and retired workers totaled C$8,285 mil-
lion córdobas, or an average of C$592 million córdobas annually. 
This is more than three times what the former neoliberal adminis-
trations granted in 2006.462

Kovalik had the opportunity to participate in a reforestation 
brigade in Ocotal, Nicaragua, in 1987. Since then, the Sandinista 
government has continued such projects during the second period 
of the Revolution. The government has been supporting a National 
Reforestation Crusade since 2007 and has now succeeded in re-
foresting 242,575 hectares (25.3% of the amount required). This 
has been accomplished despite the devastating effects of the failed 
coup attempt and the ongoing U.S.-led economic aggression. The 
government also continues to safeguard an average of 72 protect-
ed places each year, including water sources, private reserves, re-
serves designated as water zones, and marine and terrestrial areas. 
Additionally, an average of 82,980 hectares were scientifically 
identified, evaluated, and validated for their natural regeneration 
between the years 2014 and 2020.463

All advancement became possible once the budgetary allo-
cation for investments in public health increased from C$3,088 
million córdobas in 2006 to C$17,804 million córdobas in 2020, 
a rise of 476%. Thus, between 2007 and 2020, the Sandinista 



262 NICARAGUA

government carried out a social model that has harmonized a health 
system focused on the family and the community. In addition to 
policies for the promotion, prevention, education, treatment, and 
rehabilitation of the individual and the population, this model is 
strongly focused on the monitoring and evaluation of the factors 
that affect health through the infrastructure and network of health 
services.464

Just as in the 1980s, the U.S. has threatened to refuse to 
allow Nicaragua to proceed with this “dangerous example” of 
independent development and progressive social change. Indeed, 
ever since Daniel Ortega shocked the U.S. political establishment 
by again becoming president in 2007, the U.S. has engineered 
counterrevolutionary activity against Nicaragua, culminating in 
the violent coup attempt in 2018. At that time, with U.S. sup-
port, the right-wing coup leaders and their cadres in the tranques 
brought back, now in the cities, the terror attacks the Contras used 
to carry out in the countryside during the U.S. unconventional 
war in the 1980s. The key movers in this violent coup attempt 
were the big business community, represented by the Nicaraguan 
quasi-Chamber of Commerce (COSEP), sectors of the Roman 
Catholic Church and the MRS.

The troubles in 2018 were directly brought about by the 
demands of the U.S.-controlled IMF, which put pressure on the 
Nicaraguan government to cut back on its social programs and 
to implement measures targeting the livelihoods of the working 
class. Thus, the IMF asked for the doubling of worker’s social 
security contributions, raising the statutory retirement age up to 
65 years, and cutting spending on health care for insured workers, 
retirees, and pensioners. The government and the large workers’ 
unions, on the other hand, wanted to improve the social security 
policy reforms, maintaining the retirement age at 60 years, the 
number of contributions to 750 weeks, a minimum on pensions, 
the bonus for retirees and pensioners, and the extensive healthcare 
programs for oncology, hemodialysis, and cardiac catheterization. 
These reforms would require a 3% increase in the employer’s 
contribution quotas, a 0.75% increase in the worker’s contribution 
quotas, and a 5% increase in deduction to existing pensions with 
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a view to improving the quality of medical care for those insured 
workers, retirees, pensioners, and victims from the U.S.-backed 
Contra War in the 1980s who presently receive pension and med-
ical care.

The reforms would also require removing the annual sala-
ry ceiling of C$80,000 córdobas (approximately US$2,500) to 
estimate the worker’s pension plan contribution.465 The National 
Institute of Social Security (INSS) had been used as a “petty 
cash” coffer during the sixteen years of neoliberal governments, 
and many social programs were reduced or eliminated. In 2007, 
the Sandinista government found that the INSS only provided 
19,073 pensions for the mothers of the heroes and victims of the 
Contra War in the 1980s. Between 2007 and 2020, the revolution-
ary government increased the payment of each pension by 100% 
and awarded 29,611 new pensions for the mothers of heroes and 
victims of counterrevolutionary terrorism, despite the damages 
caused to the economy during the failed coup attempt in 2018.466 

The COSEP’s reaction, meanwhile, was as predictable as 
it was revealing. A few days before April 18, 2018, the COSEP 
delegation deserted the tripartite negotiation table (government, 
workers, and businesspeople), denouncing the government’s 
proposal for social security reforms. It was the signal for the rest 
of the coup plotters to begin violent protests, mostly carried out 
by students and youths, paradoxically against social reforms that 
would not have directly affected the students.467 

The COSEP, an NGO acting like a chamber of commerce, is 
easily the most antagonistic organization in Nicaragua. From its 
inception on February 16, 1972, the COSEP has had the ability 
to reshape itself quickly to fit immediate needs, from a neocon-
servative association of the wealthiest oligarchs and capitalists 
opposing Somoza’s dictatorial oligopoly (1934–1979), to a re-
actionary entity supporting the U.S.-backed Contra terrorist war 
(1979–1990), to a neoliberal business organization promoting and 
participating in the corrupt privatization of the State assets and the 
dismantlement of the people’s political, economic and social secu-
rity rights (1990–2006). From January 2007 until April 2018, the 
COSEP formed part of a tripartite negotiating commission created 
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by the Sandinista government, which was seeking to integrate 
peace and reconciliation into a comprehensive program to man-
age the disparate socioeconomic interests between the poor and 
the rich. Everything appeared fair. The rich were getting richer, 
and the poor were improving their livelihood, reflecting the most 
considerable poverty reduction program in Nicaragua’s history.

While the mainstream press in Nicaragua and the so-called 
civilized West tried to portray the opposition movement in 2018 
as peaceful and as a victim of Nicaraguan police repression, this 
portrayal was far from the truth. Indeed, the first person killed 
in the 2018 unrest was a police officer—Captain Hilton Rafael 
Manzanares Alvarado. He was killed in the line of duty by a snip-
er rifle bullet that impacted his chest during the self-proclaimed 
“peaceful protests” in Managua city at 9:00 pm on April 19, 2018. 
The first student killed, Cristhian Emilio Cadenas, was a member 
of the Sandinista Youth. He was killed at sunset on Friday, April 
20, 2018, in León City, trapped and burned to death in the his-
toric Casa del Centro Universitario de la Universidad Nacional, 
CUUN (University Center of the National University). He was a 
student of agroecology at the public university UNAN-León. At 
the National Federation of University Students (UNEN) congress 
in December 2018, Vice President Rosario Murillo said that the 
young Cristhian had already left the CUUN building, but armed 
protesters had started shooting at him to force him to re-enter the 
building. The protesters then set the building on fire.468

Soon, the tranques, or roadblocks, mentioned above, were 
set up throughout major cities in Nicaragua. These blockades on 
streets and roads made possible the burning, looting, theft, and 
destruction of infrastructure and vehicles in the public and private 
sectors and imposed high socioeconomic costs in health, trade, 
free movement, and education, among others. The roadblocks 
also interfered in the implementation of the National Dialogue be-
cause, for the elements in the trenches, the agreements reached by 
the negotiation table were meaningless, and the number of violent 
crimes continued to rise in the country. In remote places, far from 
journalists and cameras, people became hostages.
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The opposition minions unleashed a widespread and grue-
some terror through the kidnapping of bystanders, public officials, 
and Sandinista sympathizers to create insecurity and torture 
victims with beatings, whipping, rapes, broken bones, burns 
with chemical substances, or fire to the point of death.469 They 
also forced them to witness the torture of other victims or family 
members, with girls and women in the tranques, victims of sexual 
abuse, degrading treatment, and torture. There were many cas-
es of maternal and infant mortality when women, forced by the 
roadblocks, gave birth on the roads, or could not reach a mater-
nity clinic.470 Likewise, the roadblocks caused deaths by denying 
the circulation of vehicles and ambulances and the provision of 
medical assistance to chronic patients, in some cases by charging 
tolls471 or destroying the vehicles and ambulances, including Red 
Cross ambulances.472

Meanwhile, from the roadblocks, the coup plotters tried to 
demoralize the people, terrorizing and committing horrendous 
crimes against thousands of citizens and police officers. On May 
7, at the roadblock in Hertylandia near the city of Jinotepe, the 
coup plotters kidnapped the young police officer, Yadira Ramos, 
who was riding with her husband on a motorcycle. They murdered 
her spouse and subjected her to torture and rape for three days.473 
As in other politically motivated hate crimes, the coup plotters 
filmed and uploaded thousands of videos showing their terrorist 
acts to online platforms. Yadira was rescued, but she was never 
able to recover from the physical and psychological trauma.

Hundreds of other people and police were less lucky to sur-
vive the roadblocks. A 23-year-old police officer, Gabriel de Jesús 
Vado Ruiz, was kidnapped at the Mebasa roadblock, on the Las 
Flores-Catarina road in Masaya on July 15. Gabriel was tortured, 
dragged on the road and burned alive at 1:00 p.m. The putschists 
filmed and displayed his mutilated body, mocking the corpse. You 
could call it all a satanic and terrorist ritual. Priest Harvin Padilla, 
from San Juan Bautista parish in Masaya, led the terrorists who 
grossly murdered Gabriel. In audio through a well-known mes-
saging application, he tells them, “[. . .] the parishioners of Pacaya 
told me there that the riot police have already entered that place 
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and that they are coming to Masaya. . . . hold these paramilitaries, 
tie them down no matter what, because that’s good evidence for 
international [organizations] . . . .” Concerning the murder of the 
police officer, Padilla adds, “find how to tie him up and how to 
hide him, even if it’s in a shithole . . . [And] don’t upload that 
photo and video of the paramilitary that you are burning [to death] 
so that there is no problem . . . . Likewise, we must delete these 
photos.”474 

Francisco Ramón Aráuz Pineda and Antonio Fernández, two 
civilians, were also abducted, tortured, and killed by coup plotters 
in the early morning of June 16 at a roadblock close to the univer-
sity UPOLI.475 Francisco was a historic FSLN guerrilla who was 
just 16 years old in 1979, the year he saw the Revolution Triumph. 
One of his siblings, Armengol, barely 17 years old, had died soon 
before the Triumph while fighting the Somoza’s National Guard 
in the city of Matagalpa. Francisco was the son of Amada Pineda 
Montenegro, a peasant of the legendary Mujeres del Cuá (Women 
from the Cuá county), who demanded better working conditions 
from landowners by organizing with their husbands and relatives 
into fledgling unions at a time when the National Guard was 
ramping up its persecution of peasant unionists in the countryside 
and the mountains. Amada was raped and tortured while she was 
detained during the Somoza dictatorship. In the coup plotters’ 
films posted on social media, Francisco is tortured before his un-
conscious body is lit on fire, as some criminals gleefully jumped 
around him. 

At a certain point in May, the coup leaders announced the 
“liberation” of Masaya city, claiming their seizure of power in 
order to create a transitional government.476 No one could dispute 
anymore that the roadblocks were designed to execute a coup 
d’état and were carried out by an extensive network of leaders 
and members of NGOs sponsored by the United States and the 
Catholic Church. The coup plotters took advantage of the fact that 
the National Police remained in their barracks as part of an agree-
ment reached at the National Dialogue table and in compliance 
with a presidential order. On July 17, the National Police finally 
unblocked streets and roads with the help of municipal workers, 
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volunteer police, and former Sandinista combatants from the 
1980s.

The coup plotters committed hundreds of politically moti-
vated hate crimes, albeit blaming crimes on the Sandinista gov-
ernment: the classic propaganda scenarios where the victims are 
blamed or where the victims are turned into criminals. One of 
the worst situations occurred in the early hours of June 16 in the 
Carlos Marx neighborhood of Managua, when masked elements 
threw Molotov cocktails into the Velásquez family’s three-story 
house. The fire spread quickly from the first floor, used for the 
family business of manufacturing mattresses, to the living areas 
upstairs where the family was beginning its day. Six people were 
burnt alive, including a baby and a two-year-old girl. Only two 
young daughters survived. This could have been a self-inflicted 
blow to the fake peaceful image of the protesters, but without any 
investigation, an executive member of the former opposition NGO 
CENIDH, “who happened to be on-site,” immediately blamed 
the fire on government supporters, calling it an act of State ter-
rorism.477 This was deliberately deceptive disinformation, as the 
extremist opponents killed and blamed others. On December 19 
of the same year, the National Police clarified the case against the 
Velásquez family, describing the criminal action as terrorism and 
arson, as well as presenting two detainees and a list of fugitives 
who had participated in the crimes.478

By the end of July 2018, the reports from the different munic-
ipalities indicated that the tranques caused 140 deaths or 55.3% 
of the total fatalities and hundreds more injured victims during 
the failed coup d’état.479 The coup leaders, however, suffered no 
remorse and ordered that their cadres continue recklessly carrying 
out violent assaults throughout the country.

Again, sectors of the Roman Catholic Church were key or-
ganizers and participants in the 2018 violence. This is crucial to 
understand as some of the offending clergy are now being held re-
sponsible for their crimes—much to the relief of most Nicaraguans. 
For example, in one of the two high-quality audios from this 
period that was later revealed, Bishop Silvio Báez described the 
tranques as “an extraordinary idea” while expressing a desire for 
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the assassination of President Daniel Ortega,480 adding that “the 
government needs to be pressured again so [the Sandinistas] ask 
the Episcopal Conference to resume the [National] Dialogue. 
The option of putting the tranques up again has been thought 
about. . . .”481 He proposes that the [so-called] Blue and White 
National Unity [coup group] should include all adversaries to the 
Sandinista government, expressing with scornful derision, “even 
if there is suspicion that [they are] opportunists, abortionists, ho-
mosexuals, drug traffickers [. . .] to achieve the final goal. . . .”482 
The audios were allegedly recorded during a plotting session to 
bring about a resurgence of the failed coup d’état—and, to no 
one’s surprise, the anti-Sandinista media rushed to deride the 
authenticity of the lengthy recordings vehemently.483 However, 
given the overwhelming evidence, Cardinal Leopoldo Brenes 
could not excuse Báez’s unjustifiable and criminal activities by 
refusing to confirm the authenticity of the audio.484 Bishop Báez 
did not challenge the recordings and on the contrary wrote without 
remorse of his participation in the meeting that “I will continue 
my struggle from Nicaragua, since it is a duty that God has en-
trusted to me.”485 Months after the denunciation and petition to 
the Pope written by a Christian community (Comunidad eclesial 
de base de la Colonia 14 de septiembre) and signed by almost 
500,000 Nicaraguans, the Vatican rescinded his auxiliary bishop-
ric of Managua. Bishop Báez left Nicaragua on April 23, 2019. He 
now resides in Rome and Miami, where he is actively engaged in 
political and social networks against the Sandinista Revolution.

On June 6, 2018, the opposition newspaper La Prensa486 
reported that the Bishop of Estelí, Abelardo Mata, had met with 
Vice President Mike Pence at the White House on May 30 to dis-
cuss “the sociopolitical crisis and the religious persecution of the 
Catholic Church” in Nicaragua. In “their lengthy and very deep 
conversation,” according to Mata, he would have informed Pence 
“concretely the things that we are experiencing in the country.” 
Bishop Mata has consistently held a strong anti-Sandinista po-
litical attitude since the 1980s, and his actions during the coup 
attempt and National Dialogue negotiations were no exception.487 



 AFTERWORD 269

Indeed, the Nicaraguan Episcopal Conference’s most hard-
liner bishops—Silvio Báez, Rolando Álvarez, and Abelardo Mata 
—actively participated in the protests from April to July 2018, and 
beyond, as evidenced by the Church’s full support for the self-pro-
claimed civic society, which Báez, according to himself, assem-
bled from the U.S.-funded NGO network during the first round 
of negotiations at the National Dialogue table in May 2018. As 
a result, the Catholic Church abandoned its role as mediator and 
religious conciliator, establishing itself as party to the conflict.488

As a result of the coup violence, 198 civilians and 22 po-
lice officers (twenty men and two women) were murdered,489 and 
over 1,846 civilians and 418 police officers were wounded.490 In 
the end, the failed coup attempt’s social and economic costs are 
comparable to those of the 1972 Managua earthquake, which left 
the capital city in ruins, and are more than three times more devas-
tating than those of Hurricane Mitch in 1998. In addition to severe 
damage amounting to US$231 million in tourism, US$525 million 
in transportation, and US$63 million in social security due to lost 
contributions,491 the government reported that the terrorist actions 
caused US$207 million in direct damage, including US$174 mil-
lion in public and private buildings partially and totally destroyed; 
US$9.5 million in furniture and computer equipment destroyed 
or stolen; US$7.6 million in heavy equipment destroyed; US$9.1 
million in other assets destroyed or damaged; and US$6.1 million 
in extraordinary expenses in materials, goods, and services. The 
country’s municipal infrastructure suffered the most, with dam-
ages totaling US$148 million, followed by damage to main roads 
and other road infrastructure worth US$39.6 million, damage to 
the National Police infrastructure value US$5.7 million, and dam-
age to other public institutions for US$13.4 million.492

Despite all of this, the Sandinista government offered am-
nesty to the violent coup plotters upon certain conditions. This 
amnesty and its conditions are crucial to understand in light of the 
current debate surrounding the arrests of various figures involved 
in the violence of 2018 who received amnesty but went on to vio-
late the terms of the amnesty. 
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Following a new round of negotiations in a modified ver-
sion of the National Dialogue between March and April 2019, 
the Sandinista government made a significant step toward peace 
and stability by passing three laws: Law 985 for a Culture of 
Dialogue, Reconciliation, Security, Work, and Peace of January 
28, 2019; Law 994 of Comprehensive Attention to Victims of the 
coup attempt of May 31, 2019; and Amnesty Law 996 of June 10, 
2019.493 The amnesty law, in particular, granted the release of all 
individuals prosecuted for having allegedly participated in crimes 
such as homicide, murder, violation, damage, robbery, unlawful 
possession of firearms, and terrorism, among other acts of vio-
lence between April 18, 2018, and June 10, 2019, and extending to 
people who were under investigation or had not been probed. The 
amnesty bill was also one of the instruments for compensating 
victims, families, and communities harmed by the coup attempt.494

During the first semester of 2019, a total of 306 detainees 
were released under the amnesty law to help the Nicaraguan 
people achieve peace, reconciliation, economic recovery, devel-
opment, and social well-being.495 Enacting an amnesty law that 
grants an official pardon to all alleged criminals participating in 
the failed coup attempt in 2018 was a courageous decision, but 
it was unsurprising for the “most steadfast and generous in vic-
tory” Sandinistas, who took the name Government of National 
Reconciliation and Unity (GRUN for its Spanish abbreviation) in 
2007. Needless to say, implementing amnesty was a difficult pill 
to swallow, particularly for the families of victims and survivors 
of the bloody sieges, kidnappings, tortures, rapes, robberies, ho-
micides, and killing sprees, for whom it was exceedingly difficult 
to see terrorism perpetrators walk free.496

Moreover, the 2019 amnesty law has a caveat: Article 3 lit-
erally establishes that “[t]he persons benefited by this Law must 
refrain from perpetuating new acts that incur in repetitive behav-
iors that generate the crimes contemplated therein. The non-obser-
vance of the principle of non-repetition results in the revocation of 
the benefit established by this Law.”497

Despite this quite extraordinary exercise of forgiveness 
and reconciliation, the coup leaders in the Nicaraguan Catholic 
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Church and the U.S.-supported NGOs do not regard this legal 
caveat to be a deterrent and take no notice of it. As anticipated, 
the opposition side, together with their U.S. handlers, still tries 
to play the political persecution card and cause by contending, 
notwithstanding the amnesty, that common criminals currently 
incarcerated in Nicaragua’s jails are in fact “political prisoners.” 
This is one of their primary fabricated justifications for seeking 
foreign media coverage. Additionally, they keep pushing for addi-
tional economic sanctions against Nicaragua—and the U.S. keeps 
paying them for these misdeeds. The opposition’s lobbying has 
made it abundantly obvious that their sole goal is to gain power 
at all costs.

Since the amnesty law grants pardons to those allegedly 
involved in crimes between April 18, 2018, and June 10, 2019, 
it is not surprising that the Attorney General’s Office, with the 
assistance of the National Police, has initiated judicial proceed-
ings against elements who defiantly continue to carry out crimes 
through a network of NGOs sponsored by the United States, the 
United Kingdom, and the European Union. These new court cases 
are peculiar in that some coup middle-level leaders and cadres are 
finally being brought to justice and put under judicial investiga-
tion and arrest, even though they considered themselves immune 
and deliberately ignored the non-repetition proviso of the amnesty 
law.

The amnesty was a decisive step toward family and com-
munity reconciliation, since it was intended to lead to forgive-
ness and peaceful and respectful coexistence among Nicaragua’s 
various social and political sectors. The Sandinistas’ willingness 
to achieve peace and security by forgiving those responsible for 
such heinous crimes as kidnapping, torturing, and killing people, 
as well as burning down homes, daycare centers, universities, 
schools, markets, ambulances, and other public buildings and 
cultural heritage monuments, is consistent with their long history 
of pardoning their adversaries. 

At the same time, the U.S., as per its usual modus operandi, 
will continue to try to exploit the Sandinistas’ benevolence in an 
attempt to destroy them. The U.S. goal remains to eradicate the 
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Sandinistas as a political alternative to the old elite they back, 
because the Sandinistas dare to represent the needs and dreams of 
the people rather than the demands of U.S. transnational corpora-
tions.498 Fortunately, thanks to Kovalik, this book is a testament to 
this stark reality.

Orlando Zelaya Olivas
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