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U.S. Volunteer Killed By Contras In Nicaragua: Summary Of
Incident &amp; Related Events

by Deborah Tyroler
Category/Department:  General
Published:  Friday, May 1, 1987

On April 28, according to FSLN newspaper BARRICADA, US citizen Benjamin Linder and two
Nicaraguans, Paulo Rosales and Sergio Hernandez were killed when contras attacked a government
work crew with grenades and gunfire. Linder was apparently the first US civilian killed in the
fighting in Nicaragua, and the tenth foreign-born civilian to die at contra hands. Official sources
quoted by Nicaraguan News Agency (ANN), said a six-man contra unit entered the village of
Quebrada de la Camaleono, near the northern border, identified Linder and shot him at point-blank
range. Linder, age 28, native of Portland, Oregon, was a mechanical engineer who had been living
in the village of El Cua, 30 miles from the Honduran border in Jinotega department. He directed
a series of rural development projects, and was mainly responsible for the construction of a 100-
kilowatt hydroelectric plant that opened in El Cua in May 1986, bringing electric power to the town
for the first time. One of Linder's US co-workers, Mira Brown of Boston, said that at the moment
of his death, Linder and his crew were measuring the water flow of a stream to see if it could be
harnessed to provide power for the villager of San Jose de Bocay. Three days before Linder was
killed, a group of contras attacked a dairy project nearby, killing two people. Several land mines
have exploded under vehicles in the area, including one on July 3 that took 34 lives. In mid-1986
the main contra army, the Nicaraguan Democratic Force (FDN), announced that foreign volunteers
would also be considered targets for their attacks. Since then, the contras most notable action
regarding foreigners was the kidnapping of eight West Germans who were working on agricultural
projects in Nueva Guinea, central southern Nicaragua. In October, the government imposed new
restrictions intended to keep foreign volunteers out of dangerous areas. Those restrictions applied
only to projects officially sponsored by foreign governments, and were not enforced in the cases
of individual volunteers like Linder. The murder prompted the Nicaraguan Foreign Ministry to
once again dispatch a formal protest to the US State Department, pointing out that the incident
"demonstrates the terrorist nature of the actions sponnsored by the Reagan administration."
Thousands of US volunteers, such as Linder, have traveled to Nicaragua to work on a variety of
projects, partly as a way to show their repudiation of Washington's support for the contras. In a
telephone interview with NEW YORK TIMES correspondent Stephen Kinzer from Miami, Mata
Sacasa, a spokeswoman for the FDN, the main contra force, said she had not yet received details of
the incident in which Linder was killed. "Obviously, the project he was working on was protected
by militia or by the Sandinista army, and we have said in the past that we consider any armed
group to be a target," she said. Linder's body was taken to Matagalpa, and remained there until
his parents arrived on April 30. Friends say that Linder had expressed a desire to be buried in
Nicaragua if he were to die there. More than 100 Americans and other foreigners marched in front
of the US Embassy in Managua on Wednesday, chanting slogans and carrying signs that read, "Stop
the Spilling of Innocent Blood" and "Help Peace Come to Nicaragua." Six of the protesters were
admitted to the embassy and met with Ambassador Harry Bergold for about 40 minutes. "It went
cordially," said Laura Enriquez, one the Americans who took part in the meeting. "He said it was a
tragedy, that he regretted it had happened, and that he was sorry he had to receive us under these
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circumstances." Speakers at the demonstration held the United States responsible for Linder's
death because US funds support the contras. On April 29, several US agencies that send aid to
Nicaragua blamed the Reagan administration for Linder's death. Witness for Peace, an organization
that has sent 2,300 Americans to Nicaragua, more than any other US group, denounced the killing
of Benjamin Linder and two Nicaraguans. "He was a friend of Witness for Peace and we mourn his
brutal death," a statement from the Organization said. "Witness for Peace will continue its three-
year-old presence in the war zones of Nicaragua." Linder was one of at least 60,000 Americans who
have volunteered to work for the Sandinistas. State Department spokesman Charles Redman, said
that at any one time, 500 to 1,000 Americans are in Nicaragua. Linder was well aware of the dangers
of working in zones subject to contra raids. In an affidavit as part of a lawsuit filed last September
to end aid to the contras, Linder said that if the US continued to support the contras, "I will be
subject to personal danger to life and limb as I carry out my work." The law-suit filed in Federal
court by the Center for Constitutional Rights, called for a halt to American financing of the contras
on the ground that it might cause "potential injury to Americans caught in the fighting." Their suit
was dismissed on the ground that it was a political issue, but the group will appeal. Six members
of Congress, led by Rep. Les AuCoin, Democrat of Washington, where Linder attended school,
sent a letter to Secretary of State Shultz calling for an investigation of the attack and a judgment
on whether to extradite the killers. White House spokesman Marlin Fitzwater said he regretted
Linder's death, but added that Americans who went to Nicaragua "certainly understand that they
put themselves in harm's way whenever they're involved in any internal strife in another country."
Vice President George Bush also expressed regret for Linder's death. He indicated that he did
not object to American volunteers working in Nicaragua, but added that he would "love to see all
volunteers working for countries...that value the freedoms that go into this concept of volunteerism."
Associate professor of mechanical engineering Philip Bereano, one of Linder's former instructors
at the Seattle campus of the University of Oregon, said Linder entered the engineering program
specifically to acquire skills he could take with him to Nicaragua. "He was there because he had
an interest in what was going on in Nicaragua, not just for some job in engineering," said Sergio
Palleroni, a graduate student at MIT, who worked with Linder in Nicaragua. "I think he was just
drawn by the opportunity to do something that would have kind of a social impact," Palleroni said.
Fern Feldman, a college friend said, "His whole reason for going to engineering school was to go
to Nicaragua so he could improve people's quality of life." On April 30, mayor of Atlanta, Georgia,
Andrew Young, said the Reagan administration is responsible for Linder's death. The former UN
Ambassador added that the White House is diverting tax dollars to pay for a dirty, immoral war.
Young's statements were recorded at Linder's funeral in Matagalpa. The politician traveled from
to Matagalpa from Managua, where he was participating in the World Interparliamentary Union
conference. (Basic data from PRENSA LATINA, 04/29/87, 04/30/87; NEW YORK TIMES, 04/30/87)
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