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4403 CHAPTER 16
STUCK IN THE MUD IN THE MIDDLE OF A CIVIL WAR

The Sandinista Revolution (1974-1979) protested the Somoza family dictatorship and the long-standing latifundio system that favored a select few and fostered political- economic inequality.  An earthquake exacerbated the problem in 1972, with foreign aid funneled to allies of President Somoza. By 1974 the Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional (also called the FSLN, Sandinista National Liberation Front or Sandinistas) began kidnapping government officials. Violence and nationwide strikes forced Somoza from Nicaragua in 1979 and brought the Sandinistas to power. They faced massive problems, from debt to environmental disaster and American hostility and in 1990, Violeta Barrios de Chamorro won a surprising victory for a coalition opposing the Sandinistas. Chamorro’s own family reflected national divisions during the conflict, with two of her children Sandinistas, two opposed to the regime, and her newspaper-editor husband assassinated in 1978 during Somoza’s dictatorship. Her campaign – emphasizing her desire to heal the rifts in the country as she had within her family – resonated with a country tired of fighting. President G.H.W.Bush lifted the embargo and the US has continued to work with the Nicaraguan government even after a Sandinista leader, who broke with many of his compatriots, won the presidency again in 2006.


I was born in December 1967 in Nicaragua. After escaping with some of my family at the age of 12, I relocated to the Midwest, then eventually California in the pursuit of a new life with and for my family. Since then, I’ve lived a moderate life with my husband and two children as a city employee.
Q. You mentioned you had not spoken about your experiences as a child in war-torn Nicaragua. Why is that? Why wait so much time to confront the issue?


There wasn't a need to talk about my past. My family coped with it at the time and as unpleasant as it was, it wasn't necessary to relive. We wanted to refocus and move on with our lives, especially during my teen years. Now is as good a time as any to begin talking about it. Until recently my children didn't even know the major details about my family’s escape from Nicaragua. I wanted them to be more mature to receive the information better. It is my job as a parent to protect them. Now that they are older, this protection is not as necessary.

Q. Can you tell me about your experiences as well as you can remember?

I grew up and experienced childhood in the city of Esteli, Nicaragua. Life in Managua in 1966 was simple. I lived with my father, mother, and my sisters Letitia, Lucilla, and Maria. Lunch and dinner, prepared by maids, were the times the entire family joined together for a meal. Breakfast was eaten quickly because everyone rushed to get to either work or school. My father was chairman of the Physics and Math department at the University of Managua. My mother was an accountant. The men of the family since the late 1800's were intellectuals who had studied abroad in France and Portugal and returned to Nicaragua to be military leaders and politicians. One became president of Nicaragua in the early 20th century; others became businessmen, entrepreneurs, and some established the first radio broadcast through Nicaragua. All of these factors contributed to the family's wealth, which enabled my father to travel, study abroad, and learn from a greater perspective. My parents divorced when I was eight. The separation was very difficult for my sisters and me, especially after the earthquake of Managua in 1972 devastated the city, forcing us to relocate to Estelí, a city two hours north of Managua. In Estelí, I lived with my mother, grandmother, and three sisters. My grandmother was the head of the household. She set and enforced all family rules regardless of her very mature age. She was strict, but we respected her.


I went to school not because I was forced to, but because I desired to. Education was heavily emphasized in my family since both my parents were highly educated with college degrees. Therefore, my sisters and I were placed in the most prestigious and highly regarded school that money could buy. My Catholic boarding school, taught by French nuns, was intended only for the upper class citizens of Nicaragua. Education for women wasn't definitely promoted but my family had the money so we attended.  My years at that school would create some of my favorite memories, and be the start of my nightmares, the day the revolution found its way to us.
Q. Was it a particular day or event you remember?


"Boom, bang, boom, bang!" "Bourgeoisie!" was all I heard. My heart was racing. I peered around with a panicked expression only to find twenty other students with panicked faces as well looking right back at me. There were so many angry faces glaring at us from outside our classroom windows. Sister Elise hesitated before turning to us to give us instruction. "Hurry, to the basement," she commanded while trying to keep a controlled demeanor. All twenty students rushed to the basement to get away from the mass of leftist University students who invaded our school in support of the Revolution. The Revolution was coming, and we all knew it. The liberal party, called the Sandinistas, consisted of young adults in the lower economic class who felt they were being oppressed by the then President Somoza. Most of the country was ready for change, most except a few, including my family.

Q. How did the revolution against Somoza affect your family? 


During the couple years leading up to the Revolution, my father had become in charge of all electrical power in Nicaragua. This was one of the most important factions of the government. He was well liked and well respected for his intelligence and progressive thinking. I hardly visited him since he remained in Managua after the divorce of my parents while the rest of the family moved to Estelí. During the Revolution I needed a strong figure, a father to feel protected from the chaos. Of course, now thinking back, that would've been extremely difficult since he worked for the government and the government was being revolted against. But then, I just saw him as my father, not a part of the revolution. Now I wish I had been more mature and understood the circumstances.
Q. That’s understandable. Can you tell us your first-hand experience of the revolution? 

In the mountains just North of our city, Estelí, we could occasionally hear gun firing during the night. We knew the rebels would be coming through the northern mountains. It was only a matter of time before the rebels would invade our city. That time came at 5 a.m. I was eleven years old in 1978. Every half hour was a gunshot that got louder. Voices, which soon became decipherable commands, were right outside my bedroom window. The gunfights and unexplainable fear kept us and the town confined to our houses. There was a sense of security within our house because our house was made of concrete blocks, then finished with stucco, which in turn made our houses nearly impenetrable to bullets. The less fortunate downtown residents had houses made of wood. They were fragile against the piercing bullets of the guns. The fighting came in waves for a period of two weeks. Each time the fighting subsided, we’d leave the safety of our homes to check on our neighbors. Sometimes, the news was good, but most often it was sickening.
Even though I was a child, I had a pretty good head on my shoulders and I wasn't too young at the time. I had been educated. So I was able to deduce that something very serious was happening to my friends and family. In fact, I lost some friends and many neighbors from the town to the violence of the rebels and the military. Resources also became unavailable sporadically throughout the two weeks. We were lucky to have one of the few houses that never lost access to water or electricity. Residents from the downtown would knock on our door, bringing with them any sort of container that could carry water from our kitchen faucet back to their homes. As I remember, residents of Estelí were instructed to evacuate the city. The Nicaraguan military had orders to kill anyone who remained in the city, to terminate any rebels in the city with no forgiveness for innocent residents. The military would be firing by airplane, in which case even our concrete house could not protect us. Everyone packed up any belongings they could carry and started their journey away from the city on foot. 
My grandmother was very old. She said she would not be forced from her own home. A kind of sick, nervous feeling in my stomach expanded and inched up to the inner parts of my eyes, where an unforgiving stream of tears flowed down my face. "Why can't we leave?" I thought to myself. The realization of what our fate would be if we did not leave settled into our brains as we packed whatever valuables we could into a pillowcase and filed into the car to leave behind our beloved city.

We decided to travel to Managua. Most of the area was war-torn and it was incredibly unbearable. When I speak of unpleasant memories and times, it was this time of travel that I refer to most. It was the most unsure I have ever been about anything my entire life. Our two-hour journey to Managua on the main road started with all eyes on the lookout for military planes. Our trip to Managua was halted on numerous occasions, the first being a military stop. Three armed Nicaraguan military personnel stopped us for questioning and inspection. I looked out the window and saw an old jeep pierced with uncountable bullet holes and two motionless bodies lying next to the vehicle. One of the soldiers continued to ask my mother where we were going, why we were heading there, and where we were from. I watched from our car as one of the other soldiers lighted the motionless bodies with fire. The smell of burning flesh was unavoidable and unbearable as it entered the car and seeped into my lungs. I noticed my hands had begun to shake uncontrollably as I brought them up to my face to block out the unpleasant smell. I thought for sure, this was it; we were not going to make it out alive. Eventually we were cleared to continue on our path. The soldiers advised us to avoid the main road but we had no other way to Managua.

Q. Was that your first experience with death? How do you cope with that feeling?
You know now looking back the feeling has not changed at all. I remember every detail of that moment. The two bodies, motionless. I remember everything about how I felt, down to the white dress I was wearing and how scared of dying I was. I never felt so unfairly treated or oppressed in my entire life. And I wasn't even one of the people who lost their lives that day! It was definitely a moment that scarred me for life.

Q. What happened after that incident?
We continued. The next obstacle we encountered was a section of asphalt road that had been removed so cars could not drive on it. Our only option was to drive off the side of the road, around the missing section of asphalt. It had been raining earlier in the day and as a result, the dirt off the side of the road was extremely muddy. The car proceeded to sink into the mud and there we were, all five of us females, stuck in the mud in the middle of a civil war. Our attempts to push the car were useless. I felt as if all hope had left my body, not a trace of prayer left in my soul to plead with God. Then from off in the distance, a young man appeared from out in the forest and proceeded to help us. All he carried with him was a backpack. The young man found scraps of wood and wedged them under the wheels so we could get the wheels of our car back on the main road.

Q. A complete stranger? Sounds like something from a fairy tale or movie.

We were in disbelief too. We had no choice but to accept the help. Of course we as a group were incredibly wary of anybody we met for fear they were rebels. But we did not have a choice. Once we were back on the road and past the missing section of road, my mother asked the young man where he was headed. He said to Managua. Since we were grateful to the young man for his help, my mother offered to provide him a ride there. He accepted. We never asked the young man a single question during the remainder of the car ride, not his name, his occupation, or the reason why he was by himself on the road. He became more of a mystery as we approached Managua. The military personnel increased and security became tighter. Every time our vehicle approached a checkpoint, the young man showed his identification card and the soldiers simply allowed us to pass. "Was this man a member of the military?" 1 thought as I stared at the young man from the backseat. When the young man told my mother to stop the car and to let him out, we did so and never saw him again. The young man was mysterious, but a blessing in disguise. He was the who had allowed us to enter the city safely.

Q. What was the city like? How did your family survive the oncoming rebellion?

Once in Managua, my sisters and I saw our father. I missed him so much! At this point, my family did not know the future of our family or Nicaragua. "Was the violence going to end and our life be restored to normalness? Or were we going to have to make immense changes?" My mother decided that my sisters, my grandmother, my mother, and I were moving to California. My father chose to remain in Managua. My family was granted work visas in the United States upon boarding a plane headed for Los Angeles. We had relatives with whom we were going to stay while the turmoil in Nicaragua settled. 
I soon realized my mother had no intentions of returning home. I was only 12 then but I knew my mother was not going to let me make any sort of major decisions. Frankly, I did not want to leave. I wanted so badly to stay with my father. Being reunited with him was one of the most amazing feelings I have ever experienced! Until this day, I still remember looking for him in the city, sitting on a bench with my sister and seeing him come up to us to hug us. That memory is as fresh as yesterday. I will never forget it. So no regrets but mostly because I was not the one making decisions. Sadness, yes. I did consider myself very fortunate. I wanted so many things for the people of my city of Estelí. Now in the back of my mind, that place seems so small, so vacant. When I visited, I felt a disconnection. It's strange. I always thought I would consider it home.

In Los Angeles, I did not speak or understand any English so I was enrolled in "English as a second language" classes in 7th grade. My class placement made my sisters and me an immediate target for teenage teasing. I did not start out in a good position. My sisters and I had to find our niche, something we could put our focus on to ignore the negative judgment and allow ourselves to incorporate into a normal teenage American life. Upon entering  high school, my sisters and I joined the cross-country and track team together.  Letitia and Maria were older than me, as well as slimmer and more athletic. Yet I was willing to give running a try.  "Left, right, breathe in, breathe out, almost there, one more mile," was all I could think about as I finished up my 7 mile run for cross-country practice. Running and studying became the center of my daily life. The cross-country and track team members became my life-long best friends. My teammates on the cross-country and track team were smart, friendly, hardworking, but most importantly, indifferent to the color of my skin. My sisters and I were "brown." We were more what I call "light brown" but anything that was not white was inferior. Alhambra High mainly consisted of Caucasians who often asked me if I was a wetback. At the time I did not know what that term meant, nor did I know it was intended to be offensive. Classmates would interrogate me as to how I entered the country, if I was legal, whether I had to swim across the ocean to get to the U.S. Confused at the questions, I would simply, but honestly answer, "I came on a plane."

Q. Having gone through what you did as a child in Nicaragua, did you feel especially different? Did you feel misunderstood?

Different yes, misunderstood not so much. That was because I never felt the need to tell them all the details of my life. Even to my own children I kept the details of my childhood and escape from Nicaragua's revolution very private. I consider that part of my life was defining, yes, but a part that is extremely personal.

Q. Did your "escape" have to do with your family's wealth and your father’s prominent political position?
Oh most certainly! That was why we were able to leave. A lot of people tried to leave but couldn't. Without my father’s position and the wealth we had before, we probably wouldn't have been able to afford anything we used to get out of the country. Much less the car we traveled in. Being called a wealthy person was at that time a bad thing. We were targets of the revolution. That was why I was extra scared. I knew I had something other people wanted. The revolution focused on those in the lower economic field.

Q. Then was the revolution a result of the government or more of those revolting? 

Both, but probably mostly the government. Had the Somoza government spent more time bridging that poverty gap, then perhaps the revolution would not have happened at all. I would have never learned English and come to America. A lot more people would be alive today.

Q. What happened to your father?
My high school years were when I began to wonder about my father. "Was he okay? Why hadn't he called us? He must not care." I wanted him to find my sisters and me. I wanted him to leave Nicaragua and join us in California even if that meant still living separately. Not knowing at all about his safety was the most painful part. 
I heard sobbing one day coming from the kitchen. It sounded like my sister, crying at our dining table, covered with legal documents. I came to find out what the matter was. On the dining table was a Nicaraguan newspaper article. It was about my father. The Sandinistas imprisoned him after they came to power in 1981. My father was a political prisoner and the communists were locking away his freedom. One could only imagine why a mother would not tell her daughters their father was a political prisoner with a slim chance of ever seeing freedom again. My mother was using the articles on my father and other documents to assemble a case of political asylum in the United States. That’s why these documents were out. When we found them, my sisters and I cried together all morning.

We had been able to escape but my father was being imprisoned because of his connections to his government. There was no doubt in my mind that if my father had chosen a different occupation he would not have been in that position. His association with Somoza captured him.

Q. Did you see him again? What was your life like then?

To answer the latter, I graduated high school with excellent grades and an intense passion for running. College was in my future but I was inexperienced in the entire application and scholarship process. My dream was to attend UCLA. I thought it was the most prestigious college in California. Then to my surprise, I was offered a full scholarship to Brown University. I did not have a clue as to the rankings of universities, did not understand that Brown University was an Ivy League University. In any case, I was not able to accept the full scholarship because I was not a United States Citizen at the time.

As for my father, it was not until I was twenty​-three years old, with a college degree, married and with a one-year old son that I was able to see my father again. My father had been imprisoned for eleven years, until the Sandinistas were overthrown and a new president established. I was overjoyed to see my father once again, in the United States, away from any political turmoil, but I was also saddened for I was not the little girl he last saw in Managua. I was a grown woman with an education and family, a grown woman whom my father did not have the opportunity to shape first hand. The strength of my father, however, even from afar, inspired me to be the person I am today.

Q. How did the loss you experienced shape the person you have become?

The friends and neighbors I knew in Estelí, who did not make it out of the city, who never had the opportunity to reach their potential, motivated me to make the most of the opportunity given to me. A part of me always felt guilt that my family survived the revolution without any casualties, that during the two weeks under fire in Estelí we continued to have water and electricity; that my mother owned a car to escape Estelí when most of the city fled by foot, and that we had the wealth to leave the country on an airplane. Leaving behind a country of my people who did not have the option of freedom led to guilt. My guilt served as fuel to my ambition and discipline for hard work. I am a professional, a wife, and a mother, but most importantly I am Fabiola and I am proud to say I am Nicaraguan.

Q. Proud even after having experienced what happened to your father and the revolutions and the government? You said yourself that perhaps the blame lies with the government.

Yes, but I’m not thinking of the government when I say I am proud to be a Nicaraguan. There was a spirit to the people, a spirit that united all Nicaraguans. Even those who revolted, as drastic and desperate and violent as their actions were, they felt a need to reform their country and be a part of it. 

Q. How has relating this story to your children affected you? Do you feel happy they don’t have to experience the same turmoil? How has time affected how you feel?

Telling Andre and my daughter, who is named after me, about my experiences was not as difficult as I had originally thought it might be. They received it very well and were actually incredibly surprised I had never shared that information with them. So to be able to share that information now, so openly, and freely, to someone who isn't even my child means I’ve accepted it as part of who I am. I don't know when that happened but it must have happened sometime when I discovered who I truly was as a person.

Q. Do you wish to go back to Nicaragua?

Oh I've since been back plenty of times. I travel there to visit extended family. My father now resides in Miami and the connections are as close as they can be without impeding on everyday life. Having that experience as a child has made me a better mother I feel.
Q. Were there any coping mechanisms you put in place? Seeing all that death around you and being so terrified, that journey to Los Angeles resembles a movie.

It didn't feel as if it were a movie at the time! I just remember the rawness of it. The coping mechanisms I used at the time, even being just eleven years old, was to tell myself that death would not be that bad after all. I saw death as perhaps a release from the turmoil around me. Saw that if my family and I were to die, then perhaps it would not be as bad. Looking back, of course, I know this to not be true and my life has been full of happiness and memories. It is a sad thing to admit that at such an early age I came to such a comfortable level with death. Once you accept that your death is inevitable, and that perhaps it is better than living, death does not scare you as much.

Q. That is a very mature thing to have concluded at such a young age. l feel sorry to hear you felt death was the only way to cope with the hardship.

It wasn't the only way. I had hope in my family and in humanity still. But it seemed so impossible that day, especially after having lost neighbors and personal friends and having seen the dead bodies. All that death must've put death in my mind. I just naturally compared it to myself, and saw that perhaps the same would happen to me.

Q. Well it did not, and I am so happy it didn't. Your life is the American dream.

Thank you so much for saying that! Thank you for asking such in-depth questions. It really made me relive a moment in my life.
