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The datk career of Michael Townley

By JOBN DINGES
Special fo Sunday Exprass-News

HE NAME in the

outdated United States

passport is false, but the
faded stamps tell a story. In Ro-
me, there is a special telephone
number -to contact a terrorist
whose nickname is “Topogigio.”
Other pieces of the puzzle come
from hotel, telephone and flight
records from a dozen cities.

The evidence surfaced in the in-
vestigation of the 1976 car-bomb as-
sassination of former Chilean Am-
bassador Orlando Letelier in Wash-
ington.

The clues lead far beyond Letelier's
death to other murders, other cities and
the existence of an asssassination un-
derground cn three continents sponsor-
ed by Chile’s military rulers.

Mosl of the information is now in the
hands of the Justice Department, but it
remains under wraps. The reason: Se-
cret agreements with the Chilean go-
vernment by U.S. officials negotiaf
for the extradition of Michael Townley,
the witness in the Letelier murder
trial. In this agreement, U.S. officials
promised Chile that they wculd not
reveal the by-products of the Letelier
lnvesugauon to other countries when
crimes committed by Chilean agents in
conjunction with local authorities were
involved

At a five-week trial ending in Februa-
Qu g as
“men"” under contr -
-"Te's notorious secret police, to kil Letel-

ier, a leader of Chilean exile resistance

tothemﬂltarygwemm

Still pending is a U.S. request that
Chile extradite Gen. Manuel Contreras,
head of DINA at the time of the Sep-
tember 1076 murder, and two DINA of-

ﬂcersaccusedotnrmxglng assassl- -

nation.
T THE CENTER of the DI-
NA petwork is Michael V,
Townley, assassin, contract

A agent and mternaﬂons.l liai-

son for the an-born, he
spled andl:gleendcyf D[NA He told

built by him and set off by Cuban exiles.

Townley was the chief prosecution
wltnessmmnt the trial of th:‘ two Cuban ex-
pal s on charges murder and
conspiracy and of a third accused of
covering up the crime. ’l‘own]ey matter-
of-factly the gruesome de-
tails of the bombing that killed Letelier
and an American woman, Ronni Mof-
fitt. who was riding with him.

a Washington jury convicted two
ing as "Rt

MICHAEL TOWNLEY

But there was much more that was
not heard at the trial
As a result of the Letelier case inves-
tigation, abundant hard evidence has
emerged that confirms involvement of
Chile’s wa;tj]goumhaﬁxcksmomer

prominent opponents of the milita-
ry government.

The first such . attack was the
bombing murder of retired Chilean
annyGen.Carlost'sandhsWein
Argentina in September 1974 A year
later, former Vice President Bernardo
i l.eighton, a leader of centrist
_ to military rule, and his

critically wounded by a gunman'’s

Ro!

out DINA missions in Holland,
Austria and Luxembourg.
t of , other

of the network are known to involve

pollce and paramili operations in

Latin American countries

backed up by sophisticated computers
based in San

On Oct. 4, nm. Michael -Townley

became Kenneth W.  Eny:

Less than a month before, in Chile,

the elected Socialist government of

On Sept. 21, 1876, Orlando Letelier, the

former Chilean

ambassador, was

assassinated when a bomb blew up kis cax

in  Washingtor. Early this May,

the

American-born mastermind of the killing,
an agent of Ckile’s secret police, was
sentenced for the crime. In this article,
rivaling the drama of a fictional cloak-
and-dagger tale, John Dinges gives the
inside story of the dark career of Michael

Townley, the

“blond

American”

undercover operative knocwn on three
continents and involved in intrigues in
Italy, Argentma, Mexico, Spain, France

President Salvador Al].ende had been

overthrown in a %

mmat was one o
American

sonofawealthyFordMotorCo
executive in Chile, had joined a rightist
S o
was implicated in a
Townley was approached by DINA
operations director Lt Col. Peadro
Espinoza, who was later indicted in the
Letelier case. .
It was not difficult to persuade DINA
chief Contreras that Townley would be

useful to do dirty work abroad. Townley
was hired in mid-1974.

. N SEPT. §, 1974, Townley was
% given a Chilean identity card
i with his official DINA alias,

! Juan Andres Wilson Sﬂva,
technicizn. He was(mdemdtoArEenti-
na to arrange the
Gen. Prats. As an exiled Allende loyal-
ist and former commander-in. of
the Chilean armed forces, Prats was
considered the most dangerous rival to
Gen. Augusto

dec.
Stamps in the Enyart show
Townley flying from Santiago on Sept.
10 to Buenos Aires, where Prats and his

wife were living in exile. According to
made

investigative source,
contact with low-level members of Ar-
gentina’s terrorist community, up
of civilian mercenaries nttachedgm
branch of the Army Intelligence Servi-
ce (SIDE),

night of Sept. 10, Gen. Pratz
and his wife drove home after mid-
night Prats stopped in the driveway
and gnt out to open the garage door. A
moment after he returned to the driv-

assassination ~of-

er's seat, a bomb
his wife both were

still-secret report that s clock
device was used to detonate the bomb.
Townley's ' Enyart shows
hnnarﬂvm,glnSanﬂngoa ew minutes
after midnight — just about the time
the bomb.was going off in Prats’s car.
As he did in the Letelier assassination,
Townley left his local contacts to push
the button.

After the Prats mission, Townley was
sent to Miami. He plugged himself into
Mlami's autl-Castro Cuban terrorist un-

erground, which held Pinochet and DI-
NA in great esteem becaus2 of their
successful war against the left. Town-
ley let it be known that DINA was seek-
ing a suitable group to help on a special
mission.

In Febmmy 1975, contact was made
with the leader of the Cuban Nationalist
Movement, a ‘small but militant grour:

on the rightist fringe of the exile move
ment. A m was in Ne:s
Jersey with Guillermo Nove and others

of the CNM “Northern Zome” The:
Townley reiurned to Miami to buy th:
sgmpmenttobuﬂdthemassinaﬂmde-

ce that was to become his trade-

ting exile leaders in
Mexico City and ‘ellmllww," with CNM
aid, as many as he could. The assassina-
tion list was headed by Communist Sen.
Volodia Teitelbaum and Socialist Party
Gen. Secretary Carlos Altamirano.
Orlando Letelier, recently released
from a Chilean conoemmlinn camp,

For reasons not yet explained, Town
ley a:ﬂvedlate!ortheemlemeeﬁng

anddldnotca:yhoutmeamsﬂnaﬂon
plans. But the tionship between DI-
NA and CNM continued.

# EANWHILE, DINA’s focus
widened to Europe, where
most Chilean exiles lived.

& Townley was sent to estab-
hsh O renew coni with anti-com-
munist groups there. The Pinochet go-
vernment was becomi concerned
about a new threat: The Christian De-
morratic Party, originally acquiescent
to the coup against the leftists, was
moving into opposition.

ber 1975 to cement DINA’s
tionship with the Youth Front
(Fronti della Gioventu), the militant
th arm of the Fascist Italian Social
ovement (MSI), and enlist their help
assassinating the exiled elder
statesman of the Christian Democratic

'arty, Bernardo [#mm. The
relationship between DINA and MSTs
Youth Front appears to have been
vh-tuanmcarboncopyoftheﬁlNA—
gﬂlaange:' ideological
combined with clandestine tamwst
operations.
Townley’s contact was 8 man he

vaE

Di Stefano agreed to carry out the
three-wa, opmunn.’l‘he?arﬁ;;asa
Chilean, assassins were I and
— in ‘a twist — the Cuban exile
movement would take credit for the

ograuon' ion in order to take the heat off
the Xtalians, :

ogtoznleyﬂewmtr:duh:ii:edstate&m
as Leighton wife ste]

a‘)’utofataﬂcabn bhdmfrompped
atican, they were shot down from
behind by a lone gunman. Both were

See MASTERMINDING, Page 4H
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critically wounded but survived. Ana
Leighton, shot in the spine, remains
gartially paralyzed. Leighton recovered

ully from a head wound, but withdrew
from active politics.

Miami’s Spanish-language newspap-
er, Diario de las Americas, received a
communique postmarked Oect. 10 in
which a Cuban exile group identitied as
Zero, one of the pseudonyms for the
CNM, imed credit for shooting
Leighton. No details to verify the claim
were given, but on Nov. 4, another Zero
communique was received by The As-
sociated Press. The message said
Leighton was shot in the back of the
head, not in the forehead as reported in
the press, and that the weapon used
was a 9-mm. Baretta pistol. Italian poli-
ce confurmed that the details were cor-
rect and could only have been obtained
by someone with firsthand knowledge
of the assassination.

The confusing messages were part of
the “test” of the trilateral pact agreed
upon in Rome. Townley’s Italian con-
tacts who arranged the shooting attack

; details of the wound and the gun

0 the CNM, which gave them belatedly

to the press to bolster their claim to ha-
ve Co) the crime. The informa-
tion was relayed through DINA. .

'HAT WAS to be the last

act of the collaboration

between DINA and the

CNM took shape in mid-
1976, when Cuba’s rulers planned the as-
sassination of Orlando Letelier. The job
was given to Townley, a natural choice
for an operation in Washington because
of his American citizenship and strong
ties to cooperative CNM members liv-
ing in New Jersey, a few hours’ drive
from Washington.

Paragusyan intelligence, which had
recently zoined the counterinsurgency
org n created by Contreras to
coordinate the secret police operations
of the military governments in South
America’s southern zone, agreed to pro-
vide false official passports for DINA's
unspecified mission in Washington.

Townley persuaded CNM members
Guillermo Novo, Alvin Ross, Jose Dio-

fiisio Suarez and Virgilio Paz to assist
‘Him it the assassination. At 9:90 &1, 0n

Sept. 21, 1976, a bomb exploded in Letel-
ier's car as he rounded Sheridan Circle

near the Chilean Embassy where he
had once lived.

Sign-in records show that Townley
was in Fort Lauderdale, Fla., at the ti-
me, buying electronic equipment.

But Contreras’ reliance on his net-
work backfired. The Paraguayan pas-
sports, though never used, provided in-
vestigators with pictures of Townley
and another DINA agent involved in the
operation. -

Security was poor inside the Cuban
exile community, and within weeks the
CNM role in the murder had'been es-
tablished. U.S. investigators began to
follow the trail of the “blond Chilean-
American” said to be DINA’s liaison to
the CNM. The trail led to Chile in Fe-
bruary 1978 when for the first time the
picture and description of the suspect
were matched with Townley.

The United States, bent on solving
Letelier's murder, demanded Townley’s
extradition. Chile, caught in one
murder, negotiated to protect the rest
of DINA’s terror network and prevent
the other zssassinations from being

~linked to the Pinochet government.

Two weeks' tense negotiations in
Washington and Santiago were

interspersed with heavy diplomatic
arm-twisting by U.S. officials. On April
7, a secret agreement was signed in
Washington by Chilean  Under
Secretary of Interior Enrique Montero
and U.S. Attorney Earl Silbert.

To obtain the expulsion of Townley,
‘the’ United - States promised that
“information (obtained through the
Letelier investigation) . . . will be
conveyed only to the government of
Chile,” and that the information may
only be used by the United States “to
prosecute violations of law in the
United States.” The ct thus
prohibited. the United States from
passing on to, say, Argentina, Germany
"or Italy, information uncovered about
Chilean terrorist acts within their
borders. )

Townley was put on a plane in
handcuffs on April &, seated next to twe
FBI agents. :

On April 17, Townley signed a plea-
bargaining agreement with Silbert.
Townley would plead guilty to one
count of conspiracy to murder a foreign
official and be sentenced to three and a
third to 10 years in prison. Townley
.could be required to give information

only about crimes involving American
citizens or that were committed on U.S.
territory. .

Novo and Ross were picked up near
Miami as they were preag:lng to flee
the United States with f passports.
Paz and Suarez are still at large.

T defense. ' attorneys’ efforts to

force Townley- to face cross-
examination on other assassination
missions for DINA. U.S. District Judge

g xl;rl;arker cogxmented at one
point secutor Eugene Pro
that “it sounds as though youpg
reeﬁll'esenting Mr. Townlefy." But Parker
held to the guidelines of the U.S. pact
with Chile and declared off-limits all
questions probing into other DINA
operations and crimes.

Four of the nine men indicted in
connection with the Letelier murders
are in prison, Nove and Ross were
given life sentences. Ignacic Novo,
Guillermo’s brother, was given five
years for lying to a grand jury.

HROUGHOUT the trial in
January and February this
year, prosecutors fought off

Judge Parker finally sentenced
Michael Townley on May 10 to a
maximum of i€ years in prison.

Pinochet contirues to insist that his
government had nothing to do with
Letelier’s death or other human rights
violations.

The Chilean Supreme Court is
expected to follow a preliminary
recommendation denying extradition of
Contreras and other officers on grounds
that Townley's testimony was obtained
in exchange for a promise and is thus
inadmissible.

The case is far from over for
Townley. In a letter to his wife a year
ago — a copy of which was obtained —
Townley told of his fears:

“With what has started in the press,
screaming about Argentina, Italy, etc.,
and what is going to come out about
Mexico, the rest of the world is going to
be screaming for you and me for many
years to come. It won't make any
difference that they also scream for
Contreras and the Chilean government,
the;y will be screaming first of all for us
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