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I salute Michel Sauriol, who helped me in the heat, discomfort, frustration, and disillusion of those back roads (not to mention the discovery, novelty, and joy). He remained clear through it all. A man of ideals and purpose, Michel was game, courageous, kind, and strong. Since this story’s focus is on Nicaragua, not on inter-personal relationships, his loyalty and resilience may seem down-played. Suffice it to say, Michel was the perfect companion for a tumultuous expedition, and I’m ever grateful for his love.

To hold this story up so long after it was written, it had to be underpinned with scaffolding, in the form of political back-story. The following people helped me add that:  Marcie Powers, Donna Carsten, and Anndrias Hardisty. Their editorial assistance was invaluable. 

Back in 2015, Marcie was first to read the story and sold me on footnotes. A few years later, Donna helped track down decades-old mainstream newspaper articles illustrating what the American public was being told during that era. Then, once some history was introduced, Anndrias checked it over. 

But even after supplying background (that, unfortunately, I knew little about when I was in Nicaragua), this story wasn’t done. Books in progress sometimes steal the reins from the author and start to transform almost by themselves. Just as I thought I’d entered the home stretch, I looked into older Nicaraguan history—from long before the Contra War—that revealed how burned by the U.S. Nicaragua had been...for eons.

That earlier history massively impacted the decades to follow. And I wondered how deep to delve...bad enough my book was about war, but now history, too? But the book was having its way and all I could do was type along behind. Adding more icky politics would take finessing, but it had to be done—there was more to the story.

All’s fair in love and war. So I’ve doggedly pared down my findings into the most presentable form possible.

_____________________________

Notes

Fear not, this isn’t a dense political treatment, but an unusual, often moving, firsthand account. The bulk of the text is my original Nicaragua journal, penned while down there and tagged with actual dates and locations of each entry.

. . . . . . . . .

Why this story is so important to me is because war never seems to go away. Nor do disagreements, misunderstandings, lies, and deceit....in every aspect of life, including family, government, and media. Therefore, sadly and ironically, this story stays current though it took place in the mid 1980s.

. . . . . . . . .

Because so few today know about or can recall details of the Contra War, italicized notes are embedded throughout the story to demystify the politics, the region, the history, and the players. In most instances, these are inserted straight into the narrative, not placed at chapter’s end—this seemed more reader-friendly. Despite any slight interruption to flow, please don’t skip or skim over the notes, even if you abhor history or detest politics! The footnotes complete the story. Here, again, I strived to minimize and smoothly weave in the info. (You’ll find the second half of the book almost footnote-free.)

Know that each italicized note is a direct quote from the source identified above or beneath it, but I’ve dispensed with quotation marks around whole footnotes. I’ve used quotation marks only for quotes within that quote. It’s cleaner this way. (But you’ll find a few diversions from the format.) If no source is attached to a footnote, then it’s me offering more detail, hopefully of interest.

However, any thesis-writers, researchers, and Ph. D’s out there may justifiably critique my footnote style! I took a little creative license. But I think my system works best for this unique tour de force.

. . . . . . . . .

To ground you on your journey, maps of Nicaragua, Central America, and Mexico are provided. They’re rather crude, but most locations mentioned in the book can be spotted. And, at the end of the book, are English and Spanish glossaries to assist with foreign and unfamiliar words and terms. I think you’ll find these beneficial.

Just to clarify the geography, Central America is the isthmus connecting North America to South America. This north/south chain of seven fairly small countries veers slightly east and west. The countries are Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Panama, with the smaller nations of Belize to the Caribbean side and El Salvador to the Pacific side. Mexico is not part of Central America.

. . . . . . . . .

As you likely know, some style and formatting (done by non-humans) may get either lost or messed up in producing an ebook. Though the print version of this book is near perfect (!), the ebook is not. I’ve tried to remedy what I could, but spacing, fonts, italics, and other details can end up random and inconsistent in ebook format. But the alternative was to not offer an ebook of ‘Nicaragua Story,’ and that was out of the question. Just know the print book appears quite different.

Also, there is a slim chance that the maps I included don’t show up in some versions of the ebook.... Hopefully not, but I do apologize if they’re absent.

. . . . . . . . .

Throughout this book, all mention of ‘soldiers’ refers to Sandinista soldiers, unless stated that they are the Contra.

. . . . . . . . .

Now, one small caveat before we begin, (and you can handle it): fairly early in the book is a brief historic overview. It’s as compelling and appalling as it is educational and relevant. Digest it as best you can, to deepen your understanding of Nicaragua and her people. (I only wish I’d known more of this history when I was down there.)

. . . . . . . . .

Finally...I have a heartfelt need to assure you that even though this ‘memoir’ or ‘adventure book’ or ‘travel book’ is a departure from those genres—in that you go to war, and you think about history—I promise that when you finish this book, you’ll know far more about not just Nicaragua but the United States.

Okay, ready to hit the road?
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_____________________________ 

Disclaimer

This is a people’s story about the struggles of a nation. Politics were wildly at play. Yes, they are part of the book; yes, I had a political bent in solidarity with the Sandinistas. But let’s not align yesterday’s views with today’s madhouse of ideologies—we’re turning back the clock. You’ll get more from the story, and feel more, if you temporarily suspend any biases (from then or now), even your pet ones. This book depicts a moment in time as lived by a freelance journalist seeking the ‘truth.’

Her biases, too, were challenged....

~  WMR 
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“The history of liberty is a history 

of resistance.”  


~ Woodrow Wilson


___________________
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How I Got Involved
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In 1985, as a freelance journalist, I covered the Central American Peace March ('La Marcha por La Paz') from Costa Rica to Mexico City, for the LA Weekly.

A Costa Rican bus dropped me at Nicaragua’s  southern border. Though not wildly surprised there was no public bus into Nicaragua from there, particularly at 5 p.m., I hadn’t expected no traffic at all. But who enters a remote outpost of a war-torn country after sundown?

Before I could envision a worst-case scenario under a mean moon, two Dutch journalists in a Jeep plucked me from the roadside. Dirk and Yon, who later became friends, were brilliant company for the three-hour ride to the capital of Managua. Having been based in Nicaragua two years, they gave me the run-down on ‘gringos in solidarity.’ 

Then, the following day, I caught up with the marchers in the village of Estelí, up near Nicaragua’s northern border.

The purpose of the March, attended by activists from dozens of countries, was to oppose covert wars in Central America, oppose America’s duplicity and corruption pertaining to these wars, and oppose any country meddling in the affairs of another. All the news that the marchers had read back home, about the deadly conflicts in Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua, incensed them. And, since trusted intel through mainstream media was impossible to obtain, a solidarity march through the entire region seemed a means of bringing worldwide attention to the whole travesty. 

Few of the marchers had intimately studied the three Central American wars one by one, viewing them more as overall violent and unfair aggressions perpetrated by the same bully. But as the March advanced northward, now about to cross Nicaragua’s border on foot into Honduras (a country with established ties to Washington), the procession was refused entry. Honduran soldiers several rows thick vowed to continue blocking the border day and night, keeping the peace march OUT. No Commie sympathizers comin’ in here.

At a non-negotiable halt suddenly, the March found itself detained in Nicaragua. It would have to deliberate how to somehow get over, under, around, or through Honduras, a country stretching from Caribbean to Pacific. (The map illustrates how few options the Peace March had for circumventing Honduras.)

Though El Salvador was accessible to the west by crossing the treacherous Gulf of Fonseca (in canoes of hollowed-out logs, purported to be terrifying), that country had the bloodiest, dirtiest covert war of all. Salvadorans were continually desaparecida (disappeared), and the March had earlier determined El Salvador too dangerous to protest in or even travel through. (Though I only spent one day there myself, the stealthy black cars everywhere with darkened windows and the unmarked planes touching down and taking off suggested covert everything.)

So, being barred from Honduras wasn’t just a roadblock for the March, it was a setback. Numerous factors were involved in strategizing a next move.... 

As the marchers pondered options, hoping the Hondurans would just relax, the days became weeks, and the weeks added up to a full month. But Honduras held firm, armed soldiers rooted at the border—this united nations of protesters was unwelcome.

However, as the March held meetings all day every day (hearing from every single participant, ad nauseum), all of us—marchers and journalists—found ourselves witness to the extraordinary plight of Nicaragua. 

As the Contra War was raining down social upheaval, this small country’s commitment to autonomy, and the strength and spirit of its humble populace were a blindside for all of us. We hadn’t known how long Nicaraguan citizens had craved the most basic human rights and fair governance. And now, finally, they were getting it. Their new leaders, the Sandinistas, had made them a promise...and were delivering on it.

I’d never experienced actual revolution—aside from idealistic hippie days, John Lennon style. Sure, the spirit of revolution had been pitched my whole life as part of the U.S. Constitution, the American way, but to see it taking place, without commercialism, consumerism, or even capitalism, made it undeniably clear how corrupt the U.S. had become, Constitution or not, Bill of Rights or not. 

The ideals and intentions of Nicaragua were contagious and compelling, if not highly unusual and tragically unlikely. 

Possibly because of  the U.S. Constitution and Bill of Rights, something was sparked in me—gut-wrenching conviction about freedom and human rights. Involuntarily, I was swept headlong into the country’s passion, captivated by an idealism you could actually see, smell, and taste, idealism you could feel in your blood.

It’s hard to deny that depth of feeling. And counterintuitive to try. So, as a journalist (periodista), I felt empowered, duty-bound even, to advance the truth about the creepy Contra War—a polar-opposite perspective down here on 'the front' than that spun by mainstream media in Norteamerica.

After four long weeks—Honduras unflinching and marchers frustrated—the March settled on a plan. It would divide up, each participant choosing his or her own route around Honduras—either by plane, or by sea and land through the Gulf of Fonseca to El Salvador (at their own risk). Non-Americans might try to breach that northern border and cross Honduras, luckier perhaps without the March. One way or another, all would then re-convene next week in San Cristobol de las Casas, a small city in southern Mexico, not far from the Guatemalan border. 

Good luck to all. God Speed!

Needing to cover the March to its final stop, Mexico City, I chose to jump a flight to Guatemala City, then bus my way north through Guatemala, then on into southern Mexico.

But...I’d contracted the fever, and was motivated to somehow return to Nicaragua. Soon. To support the world example this tiny country was setting, against crazy odds. 1 &  2

. . . . . . . . . . . .

1) How the Peace March came about:

In January 1983, to prevent a U.S. inva-

sion of Nicaragua, and any region-wide con-

flict that might follow, the leaders of Panama, 

Mexico, Colombia, and Venezuela (countries 

bordering Central America) decided to promote 

a Latin American alternative to President Rea-

gan’s Contra War against Nicaragua. Calling 

themselves the Contadora group, after the Pan-

amanian island where they met, these coun-

tries were soon joined by four South American 

nations—Brazil, Peru, Uruguay, and Argentina 

(called the Lima Support Group). These eight 

countries united to build a regional peace plan. 

They named it the Contadora process, and it 

was hailed around the world.

. . . . . . . . . . . .

2) from The Christian Science Monitor, Oct. 26, 1984:

But Honduras, El Salvador, and Costa Rica 

(Central American countries heavily backed by 

the U.S., financially and militarily) now say ex-

tensive changes are required before they would 

accept the Contadora plan.

Several U.S. and Central American diplo-

mats and analysts said these three countries’ ob-

jections came after a short but intensive lobby-

ing effort by the Reagan administration.

During this stall in the peace process, ‘La 

Marcha por La Paz’ was conceived, to support 

the Contadora process by means of a six-week 

trek from Panama City to Mexico City—directly 

through the three countries stalling the plan.

___________________________________

Part One – The Mission

~  1  ~

Peace March with Benefits

––––––––
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The lay-over in Nicaragua proffered more than revolutionary fervor. For a couple of us, there was an unexpected twist.... 

Also covering the March, was a jovial five-person film crew, also from LA, that I instantly befriended. Discussing March logistics and sharing political data flooding in, we’d dine together and all stay in whatever hospedaje (hostel) someone had been tipped off about. Another appendage of the March was a three-man film crew from Montreal, who, by sheer proximity as well as simpatico mindsets, naturally linked up with our LA gang. This mobile band of nine made up the full media attached to the March.

Along the route of the March (completed largely by bus, with scheduled protest stops on foot), the marchers lodged at schools or churches where they’d prearranged shelter. But we free-range periodistas (journalists and filmmakers), with our separate roles, found our own accommodations.

And, while the March debated how to pole-vault Honduras, there was little for us to document. So, holed up back in Managua with unstructured time, we’d work on our stories, fiddle with equipment, study Spanish, absorb history in the making, and interview the phenomenal cross-section of activists down here in solidarity (such as original members of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade from pre-World War II). 3

As we periodistas co-mingled in a hostel those final days in Managua, I casually began taking note of one of the Canadian filmmakers. The more I observed how he resonated with Nicaragua’s situation and what we were all doing, the cuter he grew. 

It wasn’t until our last evening that I realized he was also taking note of me. 

We then fell into each other’s arms.

But the next day, the Montreal crew had to set out across Honduras in their Dodge Dart. (Canadians welcome there, just no Yanks.) Where, when, and how the doughty documentarians would rejoin the March, should they survive Honduras, was not known. 

Since I was poised to hopscotch Honduras over to Guatemala City, they dropped me at Managua airport on their way back up to the border.

But Michel and I had fallen for each other. And thus was set our date with destiny.

~  January 14, 1986, in flight, 

Managua to Guatemala City

. . . . . . . . . . . .

3) Members of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade

—American civilians who volunteered in the Span-

ish Civil War in the 1930s—about whom I knew 

zip until I interviewed them in Managua—were 

in total solidarity with the Sandinistas. Seeing un-

deniable parallels between the Spanish Civil War 

and this Contra debacle, they felt they had no 

choice but to mobilize all over again. Young when 

they went to Spain, and now in their 70s and 80s, 

the Lincoln Brigade (celebrating its 50th anniver-

sary) had the same conviction again that had pro-

pelled them to Spain. My article about these ex-

traordinary men is reprinted in this book’s epilogue.

. . . . . . . . . . . .

No Pasaran
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I bolted a Flor de Caña rum and Coke

as the departure line grew smaller

bartender wanted twenty cents for it

I wanted to cut myself some slack

leaving Nicaragua wasn’t what I had in mind

But, last one out, I had to go

my turn to walk out the door

I hadn’t had time to think about it

working to the last split second

A hundred feet across the tarmac

big white plane was swallowing everyone

crescent moon lit the scented night

“No pasaran,” I said to the soldier at the gate

(“They will not pass”)

He smiled

I had twenty more steps of Nicaragua

Nicaragua, I breathed her in

Nicaragua, I don’t want to leave

Nicaragua, my eyes filled with tears

––––––––
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~  January 14, 1986, in flight, 

Managua to Guatemala City

. . . . . . . . . . . .

Central Mexico was a long way and three countries from where Michel and I had said adios. And when the Canadians didn’t reappear as everyone else regrouped in southern Mexico, the entire assembly grew concerned about the threesome and their dodgy Dart. Nobody trusted Honduras and few marchers had ventured through there.4  But third world travel by car is sketchy by definition, and those Canadians were tough and competent enough.

. . . . . . . . . . . .

4) Because of its central location on the drug-smuggling route, 

much of the cocaine bound for the United States either comes 

from or passes through Honduras. With drug traffic comes vio-

lence and corruption. The Honduran murder rate is among the 

highest in the world.

— ”What is a Banana Republic? Definition and Examples,” 

by Robert Longley, ‘ThoughtCo,’ Dec. 6, 2021, 

('ThoughtCo.com/banana-republic-definition-4776041’)

. . . . . . . . . . . .

A week later, the last day of the March in Mexico City, there were the Canadians, suddenly in our midst again. Turned out they’d had a rash of car troubles and couldn’t catch the swiftly moving March powering north through Mexico to make up for lost time.

Though Michel and I were eager to be together again—not to mention Mexico City was a fun change of scenery and we’d been working for weeks—the marchers had now fulfilled their mission and were all scrambling back to the distant lives they’d abandoned. And the Canadians, too, still had the Northern Mexico desert to negotiate in that bad-ass buggy, plus the USA to cross from south to north.

I had charted my next move by then, also. I’d return to LA via the Baja Peninsula on public buses. Hey, what’s another 1500 miles? One of the LA film crew amigos was a willing companion. But he needed to get going.... 

So, after just one more night together, Michel and I again kissed goodbye.

___________________________________

~  2  ~

Passionate Plans

––––––––
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Back in Venice, California, I stayed in gear. My heart was in Nicaragua. 

I had found the leaders of the revolution curiously down to earth. Nicaragua’s struggle rang of authenticity and energy. The presidential motorcade was four black Jeeps, with President Daniel Ortega 5 driving one of them. The ambiance down there felt like maybe the New York underground of the late 1950s—there was a beat. Succinct images, like that Jeep quartet rounding corners in the capital, symbolized a looser power, something our own grand-scale conditioning couldn’t fathom.

There was purity of purpose. It was Hemingway. It was blood—life and death co-existed. Even the lack of commodities drove people to fight harder; everything was on the line. Like a collection agency in the U.S. taking the car, the couch, and the kids—when it’s down to the kids we’ll do anything. In Nicaragua, it was down to the kids.

Here, we only fight to maintain our ease. Nothing’s at stake. Nicaragua’s passion had power and depth Americans don’t find even in cinemas. But that stark simplicity, that life or death, must become known to us...because it’s our war, too. 

But right now, at this moment, no one here feels a thing....

Down there, souls are being tried. Nicaragua faces its opposition butt-naked. And new ways to stay strong are shared like hip jargon is shared up here.

~ Venice, California, April 24, 1986

––––––––
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5) José Daniel Ortega Saavedra, born Nov-

ember 11, 1945, was the leader of Nicaragua from 

1979 to 1990, first as Coordinator of the National 

Reconstruction (1979–1985), then as president 

(1985–1990). A leader in the Sandinista National 

Liberation Front (FSLN or ‘Frente Sandinista de 

Liberacion Nacional’—the government’s official 

name), his policies implemented leftist reforms 

across Nicaragua. As of spring 2022, and contin-

uously since 2007, Daniel Ortega has served again 

as president, with his wife Rosa Morillo as Vice 

President. Their two children also hold govern-

ment positions.

I’d spend the next six months home in Venice, integrating with like-minded others and attempting to secure journalist and photography assignments to cover expenses for a return to Nicaragua. Then I’d head back down to publish real news, not propaganda. Knowing that phenomenal community of rugged internationalistas was there bolstered my certainty that I needed to be part of this.

. . . . . . . . . . . .

Both of us smitten, it wasn’t long before Michel came to California.

With our Nicaragua concerns front and center, we confabulated about traveling back there together. I was going no matter what, but he felt he, too, could scare up some film work or journalism and join me. There wasn’t much time, though—pressing issues weren’t letting up, the war was continuing. 

We agreed to drive down in my VW camper as soon as the summer heat abated in the deserts we had to traverse. Selecting an early September departure date, all we still had to do was line up work.

Though Michel’s native tongue was French Canadian, his English was fairly fluent and his aptitude for language generally impressive. So we weren’t feeling any barriers; the relationship was groovin’ along. 

In fact, so enthralled with each other were we that we decided to get hitched while he was in my longitude. Both in our early 30’s, it was a swell time to pair up. And, though lover-boy had had no intention of ever marrying, he wanted to make an exception just this once. I assumed he’d also appreciate the green card he’d qualify for, but he was repulsed at the mere thought. Apparently Nicaraguans weren’t the only ones sickened by most of what the U.S. stood for. "I have no interest in ever being American," said Michel through acid reflux. 

Being 1986, few in our generation were big on marriage or even lasting relationships. So a Sin City wedding, decided upon the day before, was par for the course. Off to Vegas we drove, five merry friends of mine forming the wedding caravan.

In the following months, we newlyweds made an East Coast sweep to meet each other’s clans—mine on Long Island, Michel’s in Montreal—then, sadly, it was phone time again until our Latin love could percolate south of the border.

I began pitching stories to newspapers and preparing the camper. Said vehicle, patiently waiting for just this caliber of adventure, was equipped with everything we’d ever need. Plus, having a car in Nicaragua would be pure gold. And, even though wars vexed our trail, not only had we both already been down there and both knew Spanish, but Michel was an automotive genius and generally fearless. 

Eventually landing two assignments from the LA Weekly, two from The Village Voice in New York, and one from the Easy Reader, a weekly paper in Hermosa Beach, I was good to go. And galvanized. The op was in high gear now, no major hindrances...except that dear Michel hadn’t lined up any jobs yet. But he was phoning it in pretty convincingly.

That was...until he broke his arm in a bicycle accident. 

Then everything ground to a halt on his end. He’d need surgery, then healing time....

Of course I felt terrible for the poor hubby. And he was miserable about holding things up.

However...by then, my preparations were several paces ahead of his. A sub-letter was scheduled
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