by Ellen Gavin

pamc of green mountam and:on the grouna bemw lays ‘a‘cemetaryiof:helicopters and.

transport:vehicles useless without. American ‘parts.

The reality is that even though Nicaragua has waged a suc-
cessful revolution under the unifying banner of the FSLN, the
deadly stranglehold of the Reagan Administration is crippling this
new nation in its infancy.

The second day after our arrival we were taken to a poor barrio
in the northeast section of Managua, Selim Shible, named after
the barrio’s first revolutionary hero, a young fighter of Pales-
tinian origin. Some of us spent two weeks, others a month, living
with Nicaraguan families and working to construct a community
center in the barrio.

From the hen’s crow at dawn until late-night conversations on a
front yard stoop, each of us learned in a very personalized way
the daily toll of the U.S. aggression against Nicaragua and her
people. Many families had lost one or two members during the
revolution, or more recently at the hands of the contra.

Each person can recount vivid details of murder, torture and
mutilation of friends and family by the Guardia (Somoza’s Na-
tional Guard) and the contra. We found ourselves crying with
Nicaraguans at all times of the day and night.

The contra war is much more extensive than what has been
reported in the larger U.S. press; it is not a series of small border

Qutside ai Casa Cio Comunal, cnmmunlty center in Selim
Shible barrio

skirmishes tunded on a minimal level through the CIA: Itis a
military assault of major proportions, one which is draming the
unsteady Nicaraguan economy and forcing it to mobilize and risk
its greatest asset: the youth.

The increased attacks have forced the leadership to
acknowledge that Nicaragua is, in fact, operating with a ‘‘wartime
economy”’, and that the amibitious port-revolutionary social pro-
grams must be cut back to support defense spending.

F rom our life in Selim Shible we would see

that the war and the impending U.S.
boycott would have a drastic effect on the poorest of
the poor. The structures in our barrio ranged from
simple shacks with dirt floors and leaking roofs to
larger more solid homes. with tiled floors and indoor
plumbing.

Building materials are impossible to obtain. While foodstuffs
were distributed through a decentralized coupon system that in-
sured no one went hungry, there were many scarcities. Daily sup-
plies like soap, toothpaste, lightbulbs, and toilet paper were
unavailable or exorbitant.

Nicaraguan mothers fear that there children will not have milk,
because with out the petrochemicals from the U.S., there will be
no plastic milk containers. Critical medical supplies will be
unavailable: parts for medical equipment made in the U.S. and
medications for diabetes, heart conditions and terminal illnesses.
While medical supplies are exempted from the boycott, the flow
of medicine and health supplies comes mainly through the low-
budget solidarity organizations working in the U.S.

Vaccines for rabies were no longer available when we were
there, which created a health hazard so great that healthy dogs in
our barrio were being killed to avert the danger. Last year the en-
tire chicken population of Nicaragua perished when 5 million
dollars in vaccine from the U.S. was not delivered and the money
not returned,

There is no way at this point to measure the economic devasta-
tion and suffering that the embargo against Nicaragua will create.
Yel the Nicaraguan response: “We will survive anything and
everything that the U.S. inflicts upon us. Patria Libre O Morir!”’

Il photos Margaret Thompson

RAGUA: Front Line Report

A‘Gay Scene’?

‘he'old adage, ¢ te are-everywhere”’ isitrie.
" There are lesbials and gays.everywhere in
Nicaragua,-out to talk ‘out the *‘gay-scenc’” is
! e

is ‘absolutely no: orgnized community-of Nicaraguan gay

"not-asingle groun; iewsletter, center 'or hotline. Conse-

tly, making contacts wfh lcﬁhlanb and:gaymens- difficult.
ersistence; luck and Shatever universal body. language we

met: ‘close:to two dizen leshians snd gays:in our ménth-

wWgay life that cmerged was' across the
Sid

ne, mth Lheir. fﬁmlllCS an
)i ey ‘were media: workers;” crdfts-
arians; archltects and studer

mi-th muidhblass secmech ‘have more optiong to
other:hrid; it"

curred sides by-.sldexwtn tolerant au.eptam;e it ourex-
perience in the barrio can bgeen as a barometer, typical reaction
to cross-dressing and so-calld “‘obvious’’ gay people was also
mixed.

When Denys, a 14 year ol from Selim Shible invited us to an
afternoon of swimming at tt state-owned recreation arca where
his mother had a small foodtand, we invited a couple of “‘baby-
dykes’ (not yet ““out”’) fror a local basketball team to come
along. ‘““Muchachas o muchchos?’” Denys whispered under his
breath. Later he casually inoduced us to one of his mother’s
employees, a flaming queenvho bustled past us with a nod of
acknowledgment.

he personal issus facing Nicaraguan

lesbians and gay are universal. After ten
years of loving women 1 a series of monogamous rela-
tionships Evelyn wondeed if it was realistic to rely on
one person for all of heemotional needs. Rafael, a
middle-class professionl who had prided himself on
being the one ““‘in contrl’® in his past relationships,
was in a tormented relaonship with a young ““macho”’
who refused to acknowldge his gayness and maintain-
ed a number of heteroscual relationships to disprove it

For Walter the question ws not to even have a personal life
given his commitment to hisvork and his lack of time and
privacy. His work came firsiyet he wasn’t content to live a
closeted or asexual life. He so did not want to identify with
bourgeoise or apolitcal gay pople. For Marvyn, the 1ssue was sex,
pure and simple. Each nightic went “‘out fishing’® with diplomats
and blondes at the top of hinit list.

Marvyn watched us from distance until he could confirm his
suspicions, left us cryptic nos and set up secret rendezvous. Liv-
ing very close to the commuity center in Selim Shible, Marvyn
became a gay tour guide of «rts, introducing us to a number of
gay and lesbian Nicaraguans

Marta, a 17-year old lesbir of Nicaraguan birih, found her
commitment to the revolutic and her rejection of her parents
values caused her to leave hme at 13 Lo return to Nicaragua.
Marta preferred older womeand people who had ‘feeling as
well as politics™’. ““Class corriousness’” and commitment to the
revolution were key issues inhe discussion we engaged in about
lesbian and gay liberation inlicaragua.

For many Nicaraguans (inluding lesbians and gays who recall
the more ““festive’” atmosphee for gays during the Somoza dic-
tatorship) gayness is associatd with upper-class decadence. The
areas which gay men frequered were tourist areas associated with

drug trafficking and prostituon, both heterosexual and gay.
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On May 8th President Reagan initiated a boycott on Nicaragua,
his latest step in an all-out political and economic attack on the
small Central American nation. The following day, thé Victoria :
Mercado Brlgade, the first brigade of open leshians ﬂmi gaysto -
participate in a work brigade to Ni gua, left for.M z

After nine. months of organizing, [undralsmg and internal -
education, thé thirteen of us, ten women and three men, eight
people of color, left the San Francisco Airport unclear about
whether we would be able to travel freely. We transported crates .
of construction t, lical supg and paper goods, all
of which may have béen considered a vmlntlun of the newly im-
posed embargo. :

While in the Somoza days paid protection insured a certain
degree of tolerance, physical attacks.on gays by the National
" Guard were a routine occurrance, In today’s Nicaragua physical
harassment by the military or the police is nol condoned on a in-
stitutional or individual basis. :

Since the revolution, some of the gay areas associated with
criminality have been closed. Other areas (a nude beach for exam-
ple) have been, like other exclusive areas once inaccessible to
Nicaragua’s poor, opened up to the general public. Still, public
events and places for lesbians and gays in Nicaragua are few.

There remains an annual festival in Masaya, the Fiesta del Toro
Venado (**deerlike bull™) where gay men from all over Nicaragua
come to participate in a highly-ritualized yet. farcical display of -
cross-dressing. It is reported to be one of the few times when boih
straight and gay men are given permission to exhibit transvestite..
lantasies in the-name of good fun, with applause and reverie from
‘the hundreds of people in attendance..

There are a few crusing spots for gay men in Managua in-
cluding a theatre and the ruins of the National Palace, where,

:among the bullet-ridden columns and hidden marble caverns, -

-solitary men communicate with familiar signals. Hotels are - -
available by the hour and the night for casual sexual encounters.

There are a few nieghborhood bars, the most comfortable of
which is called the Hermogenes, in barrio Santa Ana. A open air
bar frequented mostly by men, it is presided over by a stone- buwh
- -dyke who occasionally sits in a male lap or flirts discreetly with:
one of the few women present.

.t While same-sex. dancing is.culturally taboo in N:caragua,; we %55
“asked, and were permitted, to’dance together. The women {n our
group did experience harassment from some men who assumed 3 we.
were. “‘putas’’ (a common assumpi ion that women in gay bars are
whores and not lesbians).

nn an institutional level there has been little
or no discussion of lesbian and gay issues.
We raised the issue with the women’s association ;
AMLAE, the teacher’s association ANDEN, members
of the Church and our local responsibles f[om the .
CDS (Sandinista Defense Committees).

No one reacted with shock, or disgust, rather, the responses
were polile and concerned. Yet, clearly it was not a priority issue.
When, for example, we raised the'issue of gay teachers’ right to .

-teach'without harassment, it was difficult to grasp the urgency of
the issuc: when so many schools were destroyed and teachers kid-

napped by the contra, and it was a priorily to see that each child

had a notebook and a pencil to start the school year.

+ to answer to the world for Lhe penp[e'

hnmosexuahty I

: srlf—respect as a woman and a lesbian that. i huy

£y

movement as-‘‘a prophetic movemem, of peopl

courage to openly proclaim their option to the Id
Molinas said that he knew.that leshian and gay peopl

U.S. and Europe were in the forefront of the._peace and liberatio

~ In Nicaragua, we were told by Sandinistas i
tlom it is the mﬂuem,e nf the C'ath

As I walked home dmy lmm a day s work along the: dir
of Selim Shible, a group of children would call out, ‘“Elena;
Elena! What time it is?** *‘Hola Sed! Quartro y media, como
esta?”” The children’s neiwork from oné end of the barrio to tiie
other had a game of matching names and faces of the thirteen uf
us.from San Franecisco.

When I arrived home a cold. refresco woj

in my elementnry Spanish and i lmpnmze g
‘with teenage memories of Sandino taking tu the
"Pablo saw hls dally work with.us on the:

reahzed at moments like this in Nicaragua; that i

Author (left) with Evelyn Flores Perez .
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