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Human rights activist and historian Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz has been described as “a force of
nature on the page and off.” That force is fully present in Blood on the Border, the third in her
acclaimed series of memoirs. Seamlessly blending the personal and the political, Blood on the
Border is Dunbar-Ortiz’s firsthand account of the decade-long dirty war pursued by the Contras
and the United States against the people of Nicaragua.With the 1981 bombing of a Nicaraguan
plane in Mexico City—a plane Dunbar-Ortiz herself would have been on if not for a delay—the
US-backed Contras (short for los contrarrevolucionarios) launched a major offensive against
Nicaragua’s Sandinista regime, which the Reagan administration labeled as communist. While
her rich political analysis of the US-Nicaraguan relationship bears the mark of a trained historian,
Dunbar-Ortiz also writes from her perspective as an intrepid activist who spent months at a time
throughout the 1980s in the war-torn country, especially in the remote northeastern region,
where the Indigenous Miskitu people were relentlessly assailed and nearly wiped out by CIA-
trained Contra mercenaries. She makes painfully clear the connections between what many US
Americans today remember only vaguely as the Iran-Contra “affair” and ongoing US aggression
in the Americas, the Middle East, and around the world—connections made even more explicit
in a new afterword written for this edition.A compelling, important, and sobering story on its own,
Blood on the Border offers a deeply informed, closely observed, and heartfelt view of history in
the making.



Praise for the 2005 edition of Blood on the Border“Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz is clearly a memoirist
of great skills and even greater heart. She’s a force of nature on the page and off.”Dave
Eggersauthor of A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius“American foreign policy today is
being shaped by veterans of the savage Washington-backed Contra war of the 1980s. In the
third volume of her extraordinary memoir, Dunbar-Ortiz recounts the secret history of that
intervention, as well as her own courageous solidarity with the embattled Nicaraguan
revolution.”Mike Davisauthor of City of Quartz and Ecology of Fear“Here is the real life of a
brilliant activist, the personal woes and conflicts, the roles of friendship, character and gender,
as well as the big issues and shining moments; and here is a rousing account of the 1980s, so
relevant and so seldom discussed. Yet the 1980s seem very close these days, as a right-wing
administration once again sponsors torture, war, and other crimes in the name of freedom—and
as Latin America once again is on fire with liberation movements. Of particular importance is
Dunbar-Ortiz’s exploration of the gray zones between the indigenous Miskitus in Nicaragua and
the Sandinistas. An important book, and a gripping one.”Rebecca Solnitauthor of Hope in the
Dark and River of Shadows“This third volume of Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz’s important memoir
combines deep self-reflection with an extraordinary political overview of times that are mostly
forgotten because the current owners of history have succeeded in erasing them from our
collective consciousness. ‘History itself is the issue,’ this author writes, and goes on to expose
and deconstruct that which she has so courageously lived. From a quarter-century of
international indigenous rights work to a run-in with Oliver North and a narrow escape from
death on a sabotaged Mexico–Managua flight, Dunbar-Ortiz’s story is an exciting and sobering
read that holds valuable lessons for today’s ongoing struggles for justice.”Margaret
Randallauthor of When I Look into the Mirror and See You: Women, Terror, and Resistance“This
is an impressive, astounding, and truthful historical document. Every American should read it to
understand the shady and dubious role played in Central America by the men who are forging
US foreign policy in the world today. A passionate and engaged protagonist of historical times,
Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz tells a story that is moving, profoundly human, and
enlightening.”Gioconda Belliauthor of The Country under My Skin“Terrorism was planted in the
Western Hemisphere, or Indian Country, when the first immigrant stole in the name of greed,
racism, or on the basis of a political or religious system that placed themselves above all living
beings, placed males above females in power—then strove to keep in place this tenuous and
terrible system with laws, with gun power. This book is the story of a particular rupture, in Central
America, at the heart of the Americas. Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz speaks on behalf of justice. It’s
never simple. And there is no clean, perfect ending. What is sure here is the brilliant, fearless
storytelling by Dunbar-Ortiz of the devastation wreaked by a ruthless corrupt power. What is sure
is the ongoing drama of the story: it entangles all of us.”Joy HarjoMvskoke Nation poet and
musician“September 11, 1973—the date of the CIA-sponsored coup against the government of
Salvador Allende in Chile—marks the beginning of a long period of conservative hegemony in
the Americas, though the aftermath of September 11, 2001, has witnessed in Latin America at



least a gradual shift to the left. In that context, it is urgent to take a new look at the revolutionary
upsurge from the 1960s through the 1980s. Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz was a North American
activist personally involved in the revolutionary process, above all in Central America. Her
memoir, which deals with the Contra war against the Nicaraguan revolution, is an essential book
in this regard, and at the same time an engrossing, eminently readable example of the feminist
idea that ‘the personal is the political.’”John Beverleyauthor of Testimonio: On the Politics of
Truth“This is a comprehensive and powerful account of the development of the Contra war of the
1980s, which destroyed many lives and changed the course of Central American history. . . . All
the gears of Reagan-era political manipulation are exposed here, including the Iran-Contra
scandal, and the countless ways in which Reagan’s propaganda machine created monstrous
lies about the situation of the Miskitu people during the Sandinista Revolution. . . . Vividly written
with the authoritative voice of a fearless witness, this book is required reading for anyone
interested in the truth.”Daisy Zamorapoet and author of Riverbed of Memory“Roxanne Dunbar-
Ortiz’s new book . . . captures a messy snapshot of our country and her own life. A living
embodiment of the philosophy ‘the personal is political,’ she navigates a dense narrative river
through her early, youthful enthusiasm for social change, moving upstream toward a hard-edged
and realistic perception of the undertows of political waters. Along the route she spares no
politician—Left or Right—who has pushed antipopulist agendas or pushed indigenous people
around. Dunbar-Ortiz takes every political betrayal, accommodation and broken treaty
personally; yet always she reveals an unbowed human spirit—a major ingredient in
victory.”Jewelle Gomezauthor of The Gilda Stories“Rarely do the personal and the political blend
so seamlessly as Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz recounts her tireless efforts to oppose US imperialism
during and after Nicaragua’s Contra war of the 1980s. [Her] life and work in this period
foreshadow today’s struggles over issues as diverse as terrorism, governmental press
manipulation, engaged scholarship, activism, alcoholism, and even identity politics. This
captivating blend of personal memoir and political/ intellectual history could not be more
timely.”Baron Pinedaauthor of Shipwrecked Identities: Navigating Race on the Mosquito
Coast“To academics, history is an exercise in juxtaposing public facts to create a believable
narrative. To the activist struggling within those facts, history is the personal memory of the
suffering of the ordinary folks who have been condemned by their history to be, at best, merely a
footnote in those facts. As a scholar, [Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz] told their story. As an activist, she
told her own. In combination, Dunbar-Ortiz has produced some formidable historical memoirs,
which end up being autobiographical people’s histories. In Red Dirt: Growing Up Okie, by
describing her upbringing in rural Oklahoma, she made her readers understand what life was
like to the repressed, often off-white, sharecroppers (she herself is part Native American). In
Outlaw Woman: A Memoir of the War Years, 1960–1975, she made us feel what it was like to be
an independent woman who became a human rights standard bearer at the UN. Now, in Blood
on the Border, she makes us live through the horrors of Reagan’s bloody war against the first
decent government in Central America, while at the same time bringing to life the ordeal of the



northeastern Nicaraguan tribes caught between Oliver North’s vicious and illegal crusade and
the ill-conceived nationalism of the Sandinistas, who refused to give those tribes autonomy. In
the process, Dunbar-Ortiz, a ferocious feminist who spent years in Nicaragua living through that
schizophrenic situation, makes us experience the rise and fall of the anti-war, leftist, and
especially the women’s liberation movements, here at home and its consequences abroad.”John
Gerassiauthor of The Great Fear in Latin America“What can I say but thank you, Roxanne, for
keeping such detailed memories of a time of turmoil and growth of Indigenous people to the
south. As an early founder of the feminist movement, Roxanne assumed a position in the
forefront of international nation building, the realm of male domination, to just basically get the
job done. And what a job she did!”Madonna Gilbert ThunderhawkLakota activist and AIM leader
at Alcatraz and Wounded Knee
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To three great women:Allene “Chockie” Cottier,Dr. Mirna Cunningham,and Maya Miller,



forsupport and loveTo Indigenous peoples inthe struggle for self-determinationAnd to the
memory of allthe casualties of theContra War

There is at the head of this great continent a very powerful country, very rich, very warlike, and
capable of anything. . . . The United States seems destined to plague and torment the continent
in the name of freedom.—Simón Bolívar, 1829The United States will never leave Nicaragua
alone.—William Walker, US president of Nicaragua, 1856–57I helped in the raping of half a
dozen Central American republics for the benefit of Wall Street. The record of racketeering is
long. I helped purify Nicaragua for the international banking house of Brown Brothers in 1909–
1912.—Maj. Gen. Smedley Butler, US Marine CorpsThe United States cannot, therefore, fail to
view with deep concern any serious threat to stability and constitutional government in
Nicaragua tending toward anarchy and jeopardizing American interests, especially if such state
of affairs is contributed to or brought about by outside influence or by any foreign power.—
President Calvin Coolidge, addressing Congress in 1927Somoza may be a son of a bitch, but
he’s our son of a bitch.—President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 1939I believe one inevitable
outcome of a rejection of this aid would be that it would remove all pressure on the Sandinistas
to change. And if no constraints are put on the Sandinistas, I believe the brutality and abuse they
already aim at their own country and their neighbors may well be magnified a thousandfold.—
President Ronald Reagan, April 15, 1985

ContentsForeword, by Margaret RandallAcknowledgmentsPrologue1. The Road to Nicaragua
Runs through the Black Hills2. Starting Over and Finding the Sandinista Revolution3.
Desaparecidos4. A Revolution Is Not a Dinner Party5. House Arrest6. Culture Shock7. Red
Christmas8. A Cruel Spring9. Getting to Know Rigoberta10. Drinking for Courage11.
International Law—and International Lawlessness12. Guide13. City of Refuge14. Missionaries
and Mercenaries15. Refugees16. Quemada17. The Final Chapter: Rednecks and Indian
Country, AgainEpilogueAfterword

ForewordIt was with more than pleasure, indeed with a sense of urgency and deep gratitude,
that I agreed to write a foreword to this new edition of Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz’s Blood on the
Border: A Memoir of the Contra War. When the book originally appeared from South End Press
as the third volume of the author’s memoir, I read it eagerly and found it to be a necessary
addition to our understanding of one woman’s walk through history, and of Nicaragua’s Contra
War, so intentionally distorted in our corporate press.But of course women’s lives are also
intentionally distorted by a system that favors profit and abuse over analysis and connectivity. If
they could erase our memories and replace them with “news as entertainment,” they surely
would. Our lives themselves are distorted, and the images of what constitutes acceptability,
beauty, and success are distorted as well. One of the most powerful aspects of Blood on the
Border is that it weaves Roxanne’s personal journey—from an impoverished Oklahoma



childhood through acquiring feminist and Indian consciousnesses, life in the academy, and
studies of the land in New Mexico and the east coast of Nicaragua—with the larger history of a
war contrived, and a people’s revolution destroyed, during the Reagan years.Journalist, scholar,
and activist John Gerassi wrote about Roxanne: “To academics, history is an exercise in
juxtaposing public facts to create a believable narrative. To the activist struggling within those
facts, history is the personal memory of the suffering of the ordinary folks who have been
condemned by their history to be, at best, merely a footnote in those facts. As a scholar, she told
their story. As an activist, she told her own.” Roxanne herself asks: “Why a memoir? Why do I
consider choosing to write a historical memoir to be important? History. That battle over history. I
can no longer bear to write—or to read—texts in which the author is present only behind a maze
of screens, pretending objectivity.”I heartily agree. Objectivity, that fictitious position so highly
touted by the corporate media as well as by the academy, has long been a smoke screen for
presenting only the side of the oppressor. One can be passionately committed and still do one’s
homework, researching the nuances on both sides of an event. Indeed, most events have more
than two sides. Even those who still watch what passes for news in the United States have sadly
become accustomed to journalists traveling embedded with troops, as if that combination could
produce objective reporting. Snippets of news, entertainment, and advertising are stitched
together to present a single representation of reality. These distortions are inventions designed
to keep us from understanding the world around us, and our place in it. This book is a welcome
antidote.But none of this fully explains what we have here. Roxanne doesn’t only use her
passion as a tool, digging deep on all sides. She weaves the public and personal stories
together, and moves back and forth from one to the other. She reveals how, like many US
citizens, she didn’t even know where Nicaragua was the first time she met a Nicaraguan. She
invites us to consider how her early life both held her back and enabled her to commune with
people of similar backgrounds in other cultures. She links her experiences with the American
Indian Movement to the struggles of the Indigenous peoples of Central America. She explores
how her feminism gave her the tools to understand power, and how her alcoholism sometimes
stood in the way and sometimes facilitated her work. She takes us with her to 70,000 square
miles of Nicaragua’s Atlantic Coast, into the lives of Miskitu, Sumu, and Rama people on both
sides of the political divide. She adopts no facile party line, but rather uses her considerable
skills as a historian to access the various players in a fascinating and subsequently overwritten
period.And she does all this in prose that flows, an unusual mix of excellent scholarship,
personal experience, and the compassion one must have in order not to allow oneself to be
seduced by one official position or another. There is a difference between taking sides and
penning an apology for a particular movement. For activist historians, one danger may be that of
speaking only for the struggle with which he or she is associated. Roxanne avoids this. Good
books about political events abound. They can be important in their moment. But it takes an
activist and writer capable of going a great deal deeper than the usual hagiography to produce a
book that stands up in the long run.Important to the telling of this multilayered story is Roxanne’s



insistence that it is a memoir. History, hard scholarship, oral history, memoir: here is a writer
unafraid to blur the rather fictitious lines. Genres are useful to a point. But when their limits
prevent telling the whole story, we’re in trouble.An added bonus in Blood on the Border is
Roxanne’s ability to make some of the great protagonists of the places and periods about which
she writes come alive on her pages. Guatemalan Rigoberta Menchú, Francisco Campbell, Hazel
Lau, and Dr. Mirna Cunningham of Nicaragua’s Atlantic Coast, American Indian Movement
leader Russell Means, and others walk through this book as they really were at the time, not as
the cardboard or romanticized figures others have made them out to be.South End Press, now
sadly no longer with us, gave us the first edition of Blood on the Border. It is to the University of
Oklahoma Press’s credit that printing continues of a book that will not go out of date: the issues
explored are just as much the protagonists of our time as the people who lived them.Roxanne
Dunbar-Ortiz’s memoir in trilogy opens a window on an individual, an era, and the events that
shaped them, and it gives us much to think about moving forward.Margaret Randall

AcknowledgmentsThe Contra War, Nicaragua, and the Miskitu Indians—front-page news three
decades ago—are nearly forgotten, even by many who were aware of them at the time, and they
are almost unknown to a new generation. Yet the US-financed Contra War against the
Sandinistas in Nicaragua is an important source for understanding the United States’ foreign
ventures before that time in Southeast Asia, Africa, and Latin America, since that time in the
Middle East and Southwest Asia, and continuing in Latin America.This new edition of Blood on
the Border comes from the University of Oklahoma Press more than a decade after the initial
publication. Alessandra Jacobi Tamulevich is the finest editor an author could have, her
professionalism and attentiveness remarkable. And thanks to Steven Baker and Sara Smith for
excellent editing and proofreading.Sadly, the South End Press, which published the book in
2005, ceased publishing in 2014, a great loss to social justice community readers, authors, and
scholars. The worker-owned and -operated collective was founded in 1977. Thanks once again
to the entire editorial collective for believing in this book. Special thanks go to editor Jill Petty for
her patience, support, and intelligence, and to Jocelyn Burrell and Loie Hayes for careful
readings. The outstanding independent editor Jo Ellen Green Kaiser deserves special praise for
her thorough work on the manuscript. My old comrade Steve Hiatt, as usual, did a beautiful and
scrupulous job of sculpting the text. It was a pleasure to work with all concerned.Professor Baron
Pineda and Margaret Randall generously read earlier drafts of the book and provided profound
insights and suggestions. Sidni Lamb, a friend who worked for the United Nations’ High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), served as a memory bank for names of colleagues who
worked with Miskitu refugees in Honduras. I owe gratitude to my sister in the struggle, Allene
“Chockie” Cottier, a true Lakota warrior. Dr. Mirna Cunningham, Miskitu leader par excellence,
gave focus to my passion and remains an important advocate for Indigenous peoples’ rights in
Nicaragua, Central America, and the world. Maya Miller (1915–2006) was sister, confidant, and
angel. I thank them.. . .A note on the spelling and pronunciation of “Miskitu”: Pronounced “MIS-



ki-tu,” with the emphasis on the first syllable, it is most often spelled in the Spanish forms Miskito
for the masculine and Miskita for the feminine, or sometimes as Mískitu. “Miskitu” is the spelling
used in the Miskitu language and is the spelling I use in this book. However, I have not changed
quotes from other sources using the Spanish versions. Older texts use the British spelling,
“Mosquito,” for the people and their language, and “Mosquitia” or “Mosquito Coast” for the region.
In keeping with modern usage, I have employed “Miskitia” for the region.
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John Green, “Casts a Light on Indigenous Politics. "US officials railed against the Sandinistas for
nationalizing property, but they had never criticized the dictator Somoza for personally owning
much of the country..."Blood on the Border is Roxanne Dunbar-Oritz's maddening search for
identity amidst the life-or-death Sandinista Revolution and collapsing social movements in the
U.S. during the Ronald Reagan `80s.As a witness to many great crimes against humanity, the
author deftly balances between her own struggles with alcohol, humanizing the Nicaraguan
people (especially the misunderstood and maligned indigenous Miskitu people) and recounting
harrowing run-ins with "the other side" in the form of CIA agents, State Department officials,
mercenary guns-for-hire, Christian fundamentalists and Somozistas.This is a well-written,
important contribution to the history of the Sandinista Revolution and the U.S. Left in the 1980s.
Specifically, its unique focus on the role of indigenous people in a wider social revolution is
invaluable. The misunderstandings with the Sadinistatas and manipulation of the Miskitu and
other Atlantic Coast Indians by the U.S./Contras is telling of the present war on Iraq's ethnic
conflict.The author's post-Maoist politics shine through her actions--including her obsession with
the United Nations--and leads one to wonder if her tremendous knowledge, talents and
convictions might have been more helpful had they not brought her to UN conference after
conference?The better we understand Nicaragua and the United States' dirty war against the
Sandinistas, the better we will be poised to confront today's imperialism. After all, the author
observes, from then-U.S. Ambassador to Honduras John Negroponte to then-Reagan advisor
Donald Rumsfeld, it's a lot of the same cretins running the show today.”

The book by Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz has a rating of 5 out of 3.5. 10 people have provided
feedback.
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