THE LETELIER
INVESTIGATION
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The assassination of a
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States in Washington,
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Rescue workers remove the bodies of Orlando Letelier and his aide, Ronni Moffitt, from the wreckage
of Letelier’s automobile. Ronni’s husband, Michael, walked away with only minor injuries.

By Taylor Branch

EPTEMBER 21, 1976 — Eugene
M. Propper sat eating lunch in
the cafeteria at the Federal
courthouse in Washington, D.C.,
the courthouse where Judge
John Sirica presided over the
Watergate trials. Only 29, tall,
slender and ‘neatly bearded,
Propper had worked upstairs for almost five
years as an Assistant United States Attorney, but
planned to leave soon for private practice, having
tired of casework in burglaries and petty corrup-
tion,

When a superior dropped by his table and asked
him to look into the double murder of a former
Chilean Ambassador named Orlando Letelier and
his American aide that had occurred that morn-
ing, Propper agreed on a hunch that the case
might become an interesting finale to his prosecu-
torial career. He had no idea that the case would
totally preoccupy him.

With only a newspaper reader’s knowledge of
undercover operations among Cubans and Chi-
leans, gleaned from the most publicized C.L.A.
stories of recent decades, Propper was far re-
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moved from the worid of Latin Ameri-
can terrorism, a world of coups d’etat,
maurder and drug trafficking. It was a
world populated by a small army of
agents, some trained in the 1960°s by
ummsuanmm
prosecutor like Propper, it would be a
Iugleapﬁomsueeta-lmemlhespy
underworld and the heights of diploma-
cy.

The Letelier case would be interest-
ing on two levels, Propper would soon
learn. It was, of course, a dramatic in-
tematknalmurdercaseolgstig-
nificance. But beyond that, Propper
would find that the more he probed the
murder, the more he would learn about
this country’s controversial and often
shadowy involvement in Latin Ameri-
can affairs.

The murder itself is still being inves-
tigated by a Federal grand jury in
Washington, D.C., with indictments ex-
pected later this month. What the
grand jury has found so far is secret,
but sources predict that the indict-
ments will involve not only important
Cuban exile leaders but also officials
high in the Chilean Government'’s se-
cret police.

Propper would learn that men like
Orlando Bosch, leader of the Cuban ter-
rorist organization, CORU; Orlando
Garcia, a top-level official in the Vene-
zuelan secret police; Ricardo Morales,
a master spy who had worked for a
number of intelligence agencies, in-
cluding the F.B.I. and the C.L.A.; Igna-
cio Novo, the leader of the U.S.-based
Bay of Pigs veterans' organization;
along with others, like Michael Town-
ley, the Americanborn Chilean secret
police operative, would play major
partsin the Letelier investigation.

To many experts, the training of
these men, and others like them by the
C.LA,, was an experiment that was
bound to someday backfire. For, as
American policy toward Castro soft.
ened, a trained cadre of Cuban exile
terrorists, embittered and frustrated,
spread throughout Latin America, ulti-
mately occupying important posts in
various national police and intelligence
agencies.

Propper’s case would involve double
agents, double crosses and double
meaning, as well as a double murder. It
began the morning of September 21,
1976, as Orlando Letelier drove down
Massachusetts Avenue on his way to
work at Washington’s Institute for
Policy Studies, accompanied by two
young colleagues, Ronni and Michael
Moffitt, 25-year-old newlyweds and
newcomers to capital politics. As insti-
tute researchers and aides to a promi-
nent Chilean exile like Letelier, they
had plunged quickly into the thick of
things. In 1976, Chile was much in the
news, with revelations coming out
about the C.1.A.’s persistent interven-
tions in that country leading up to a 1973
military coup against the left-wing gov-
emment of Salvador Allende. At the
same time, there was a growing num-
ber of reports documenting a campaign
of torture and murder by the Chilean
junta’s secret police, known as DINA.

standard, they were person-
ally incompatible with F.B.I.
agents such as L. Carter Cor-
nick, a conservative Virginian
who joked that his family had
boycotted the Washington
newspapers ever since they
started running pictures of
“pinkos” like Eleanor Roose-
veltback in the 1930°s.

Propper and Cornick some-
how managed to win the per-
sonal confidence of the
scholars at [.P.S., but the
[.P.S. people made no secret of
their mistrust of the F.B.1. and
the Government as a whole.
No sooner did Propper and
Cornick have the 1.P.S. people
convinced that they would fol-
low the case anywhere than
[.P.S. came back again, in-
censed over press reports that
contradicted these assur-
ances; Newsweek published
an item stating that “The
C.LA. has concluded that the
Chilean secret police were not
involved in the death of Or-
lando Letelier...."" Propper,
somewhat exasperated, could
only repeat that the investiga-
tion was just beginning.

THE VENEZUELAN
CONNECTION

OCTOBER 1976 — The investi-
gation quickly received a
heavy dose of intrigue when its
focus shifted to Venezuela, of
ali places. On Oct. 6, less than
three weeks after the Letelier-
Moffitt murders, a bomb ex-
ploded inside a Cubana Air-
lines jet en route from Barba-
dos to Cuba, killing all 73 peo-
ple on board. Fidel Castro,
blaming the C.L.A., promptly
canceled the 1973 anti-hijack-
ing treaty with the United
States. Shortly afterward,
Venezuelan authorities ar-
rested more than 20 people, al-
most all Cubans, who they said
were involved in a terrorist
network responsible for bomb-
ings in several countries. The
Venezuelans charged a num-
ber of them, including a Cuban
terrorist named Orlando
Bosch, with conspiring to blow
up the Cuban plane.

This became more than a
gruesome news item to Prop-
per when F.B.l. agents re-
ported that Bosch had told the
Venezuelan secret police that
two New Jersey-based Cuban-
American brothers named
Guillermo and Ignacio Novo
Sampo! had been involved in
killing Letelier. But who were
the Novo brothers? The F.B.I.
received information from

Bosch through two Cuban
exiles high up in DISIP, the
Venezuelan secret police, who
also said the Chilean junta had
been putting out murder con-
tracts on Chilean exiles like
Letelier.

While Propper’s investiga-
tion moved hesitantly forward
in Venezuela, it abruptly ran
into a strange roadblock. Sur-
prisingly, the Venezuelans re-
fused to supply further infor-
mation. Finally, Propper re-
sorted to an official means of
international inquiry known as
Letters Rogatory, in which a

court of one nation asks a .

court of another nation to seek
out information useful (o a
pending case. Propper sent the
Letters, which he had obtained
from the First District Court
in Washington, D.C., to Cara-
cas secretly, to avoid diplo-
matic repercussions, but the
Venezuelan courts declined to
cooperate with the Letters,
and the Venezuelan Govern-
ment innocently maintained
that it has no authority over
the courts.

Struggling to learn why he
was getting so little coopera-
tion, Propper and his col-
leagues discovered that the
Venezuelan Government ap-
peared to work both with and
against the terrorists. They
also learned why Bosch and
two DISIP Cubans — Orlando
Garcia and Ricardo Morales
— came together in that coun-
try, and how they were linked
in one way or another to many
people who might know about
terrorist acts like the Letelier
murder. According to sources,
the three Cubans all had dif-
ferent kinds of C.L.A. careers;
when Propper found them rid-
ing the razor's edge of terror-
istn in Venezuela, they were
still !in the business" of espio-
nage and intelligence. [See
box, Page 29. 4

OCTOBER 1976 — After Prop-
per's Cuban sources impli-
cated Guillermo and Ignacio
Novo in the murders, Propper
subpoenaed the Novo brothers
before a Federal grand jury in
Washington, D.C., at the end
of October. The testimony
produced no important evi-
dence, sources say, but it did
contain statements that be-
came the basis for a charge of
perjury relating to the mur-
ders.

At the same time, Propper
stepped up his efforts to secure
some cooperation from the
C.L.A,, since the crime ap-
peared to be of international
origin and since the witnesses
and suspects appeared to have
C.LA. backgrounds. A Justice

Augusto Pinachet, leader of the Chilean military junta that ousted Allende, surrounded by his generals. th éave the orders?

Letelier knew a lot about the coup and
about the DINA. As Allende’s Defense
Minister, he was arrested during the
coup and then imprisoned and tortured
for nearly a year in a makeshift DINA
work camp. In exile, Letelier, who had
a wide circle of influential and highly
placed friends — including United
States Senators and European govern-
ment ministers — became friend and
mentor to the Moffitts. Traveling the
globe, he employed all his contacts and
all his talents in opposition to General
Augusto Pinochet Ugarte's junta in
Chile. The junta, in return, stripped
Letelier of his Chilean citizenship.

But Letelier felt safe in the United
States. Entering Sheridan Circle, his
car moved past the embassies of South
Korea, Turkey and Rumania. Sudden-
ly. Michael Moffitt, sitting in the back
seat, heard a loud hissing sound that
seemed to run up the driver's door to
the roof of the car, and he saw a flash of
light on the dashboard. The floor
erupted directly under Letelier, blow-
ing off the car door and crumpling the
roof. Careening into a Volkswagen
parked in front of the Irish Embassy,
the car settled among the scattered
glass and debris. Letelier’s legs lay in
the street nearby, his torso pinned in
the wreckage. He died shortly after
reaching the hospital. Ronni Moffitt,
while not mutilated like Letelier, died a
few minutes later, drowned in her own
blood. Michael Moffitt walked away
from the carnage with only minor

- physical injuries.

In the heart of the American capital,
in daylight, within sight of at least a
dozen foreign embassies, terrorists had
dared to carry out a major gangland-
style political execution.

From that frozen moment of terror,
there grew a mystery that investiga-
tors refused to abandon through long
months of frustration and disillusion-
ment. They would hold fiercely to the
moment, shaking it, until, finally, ques-
tions were answered and governments
began to feel the repercussions of the
investigations.

As in Watergate, the original crime
led back into a maze of official crimes
and collateral scandals whose magni-.
tude would come slowly into view. But,
unlike Watergate, no Cubans were
caught red-handed and there were no
suspects.

From the beginning, Propper was
surrounded by chaos. He helped settle
chronic jurisdictional disputes among
various agencies, especially the police
and the F.B.1,, and at the same time
tried to arrange some sort of truce be-
tween F.B.I. agents and the victims’
relatives and their friends at the Insti-
tute for Policy Studies. This last was no
easy task, for the F.B.I. and I.P.S. had
been classic political enemies for
years. No F.B.1. agent needed to be re-
minded that 1.P.S. had filed a $1 million
damage suit against the bureau for
political harassments during the Viet-
nam war. The institute, called the intel-
lectual home of the American left in
Washington, housed assorted radicals
who customarily assailed the conduct
of the U.S. Government. By aimost any



“got around’” legal restric-
tions on the C.1.A.’s involve-
ment in criminal investiga-
tions through a high-level ex-
change of letters, initiated by
the Attorney General, which
stipulated that the agency
would only provide informa-
tion, not direct evidence. The
parties recognized explicitly
that if the Attorney General
and the C.1.A. Director should
disagree on whether a witness
or a piece of evidence could be
presented in open court, they
would refer the dispute di-
rectly to the President.

Under these agreements, the
C.1.A. began turning over to
Justice Department officials
background information on
Cuban exile political groups
and on foreign organizations
such as the Venezuelan DISIP
and the Chilean DINA. No
source would say, however,
that the agency ever provided

amajor new clue.

PROPPER’S FIRST
BREAKTHROUGH

NOVEMBER-DECEMBER 1976
~ Propper felt confident
enough in the Venezuelan
leads and in other evidence to
intensify his investigation of
the Chilean DINA. At a time
when Propper and the F.B.1.
refused publicly even to list
DINA as a possible suspect in
the case (to the dismay of
Letelier's  colleagues  at
I.P.S.), they committed
enough F.B.l. manpower to
sift through the visa applica-
tions of every single Chilean
who entered the United States
between May and September
of 1976. It was laborious, un-
glamorous work, stretching
out through the early months
of 1977. One member of the
search team put the number of
visas in the initial batch at
more than a thousand.

Operating on the theory that
any Chilean conspirators
**would not be dumb enough to
travel on an official passport,”’
as one F.B.l. source puts it,
the agents started out looking
for the people who had applied
for non-official visas. By
hunches and guesswork, they
threw out the most unlikely
ones first — the large families
on vacation in California, and
soon. “We went through them
all,” said a source invoived in
the search later. ““We went all

sassinations. They arrived
late, but sources believed it
would have been almost im-
possible to break the case
without them.

THE CHILEAN
CONNECTION

MARCH 1977 — Propper and
his investigators possessed not
only Williams' and Romeral’s
visas, but also visa applica-
tions — two sets of suspicious
records. If, as investigators
believed, these men arranged
the Letelier assassination for
the DINA, investigators be-
lieved, they committed many
blunders. By seeking official
visas in Paraguay, they not
only drew attention to them-
selves but they had also sub-
mitted photographs. Then, in-
credibly, they apparently re-
turned to Chile after their
covers had been blown and
applied for U.S. visas in Chile
— official ones, requiring no
photographs but supported by
a letter from the Chilean For-
eign Ministry. Thus, they left a
paper trail that included not
only revoked visas and photo-
graphs, but also a letter tying
them to the top levels of the

through the forest to get a
m.!i

At the end, a small number
of visa applicants attracted
suspicion for one reason or
another. Among them were
two Chilean army officers
named Juan Williams Rose
and Alejandro Romeral Jara.
When the suspect names were
circulated among other gov-
emmental, police and intelli-
gence agencies for signs of
recognition, a report from an
alert Ambassador in Para-
guay about Williams and
Romeral popped up from the
records of the State Depart-
ment. These records brought
the first excitement to the in-
vestigation, the first moment
when suspicions and clues
came together in a promising
way, and they documented the
first of many episodes that
would make United States Am-
bassador to Paraguay George
Landau a hero to the investiga-
tors.

FLASHBACK:
THE ALERT
AMBASSADOR

Jury 1976 (two months be-
fore the Letelier-Moffitt mur-
ders) — Ambassador George
Landau received a phone calt
at his embassy office in Asunc-
ion, Paraguay, from a high of-
ficial of the Paraguayan Gov-
emment, who inexplicably
wanted to assure the Ambas-
sador that the two Chileans
who had just been granted offi-
cial U.S. visas in Paraguay
were O.K. The caller said the
Paraguayans would vouch for
them even though the Chileans
were not — as diplomalic cus-
tom requires — attached to the
Chilean Embassy in Para-
guay. After puzzling over the
call, Landau made callis of his
own to check on the story.

Whatever he learned, it did
not remove his suspicions. On
the contrary, he called the
Paraguayan official back that
same day and notified him for-
mally that the two Chileans’
visas had been revoked. He
then forwarded the visa photo-
graphs of Williams and
Romeral to the State Depart-
ment in Washington, along
with a cable setting forth the
details of the story. Such re-
ports (especially from a
known smuggling center like

i Paraguay) are fed into the

Government's ‘‘Watch List”
to alert security agencies. But
for some reason Landau's
cable and the photographs sat
unnoticed in the bureaucracy
until six months after the as-

Chilean Government.

Still, the paper trail very
nearly went undiscovered, and
investigators believed that the
mistakes might well have been
consistent with other errors in
the murder — including the
death of an innocent Ameri-
can, for example. Agents of
the Chilean secret police
might well have made such
mistakes. *“The DINA," noted
a C.I.A. official who served in
Chile, “‘is not a sophisticated
service. It was only created in
1973, to defend the coup, soit’s
new. It took us about 15 years
to get our own State Depart-
ment to issue false official
passports for our agency, So
you can imagine how much
trouble the Chileans might
have.”

FAILURE IN
THE GRAND JURY

Through the spring and sum-
mer of 1977, Propper called
more than 20 Cuban witnesses
before the Letelier grand jury,
some of them several times.
He used all the legal leverage
he had to secure testimony to
support the Venezuelan leads
and informants' reports. He

had one Cuban suspect (later
sought as a fugitive in the
Letelier murder) jailed for
refusing to testify under a
grant of immunity. He told the
president of Miami's Bay of
Pigs Veterans Association
(Brigade 2506) that he was a
direct suspect in the case, and
he threatened to have Heclor
Duran, a Chilean consul in
Miami, declared persona non
grata if he were not more
forthcoming. Despite all this,
and much more, the Cuban
witnesses wouldn't talk. One
F.B.1. source said that not a
single witness recognized the
photographs of Williams and
Romeral. ‘“This case was not
made in the grand jury,”
sighed a prosecution source.
As in Venezuela earlier,
Propper had accurnulated a
batch of tantalizing intelli-
gence reports and then ran
into a stone wall. The lack of
hard evidence was especially
frustrating, because the in-
formants and the testimony
showed how the same harsh
currents that brought Orlando
Bosch together with the DISIP
agents in Venezuela had also
brought Cuban exiles together
with DINA agents in Miami in
an atmosphere of violence.
The same condition that per-

petuated Miami’s violence —
too many informants, too few
witnesses — kept hard evi-
dence in the Letelier case out
of reach.

GAMBLEIN |
CHILE

SEPTEMBER 1977 — One long
year after the murders on
Sheridan Circle, President
Pinochet arrived in Washing-
ton to attend the signing cere-
monies for the Panama Canal
treaties. At the same time,
Propper and Cornick, stymied
after months of work on the
American side of the murder
conspiracy, had been forced to
look outside the Unted States
for new leads. They managed
to have discreet interviews
with Orlando Garcia and Ri-
cardo Morales of the Venezue-
lan DISIP, and they also inter-
viewed a young Cuban named
Rolando Otero who had spent
several months of 1976 in
Chile, conferring with DINA
officials who wanted him to
kill the junta’s enemies
abroad. The United States
Government had twice
stopped Otero’s efforts to tes-
tify about his DINA contacts,
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but Propper was determined
to hear what Otero knew. He
wanted information about Wil-
liams and Romeral, and about
the names of DINA officers
who planned foreign murders.
If the conspiracy could not be
traced from America to Chile,
Propper would have to reverse
direction and, using diplo-
matic leverage, go straight
after the DINA in its own land.
It was an extraordinary move,
based on the ironic notion that
it would be more fruitful to
pursue an American murder
case ina foreign country.
Through the fall and winter
of 1977, Cornick and his F.B.1.
colleagues used routine Inter-
pol channels in Chile to seek
Williams and Romeral, as
though they were suspects in a
normal criminal case. The
Chilean military dragged on
cooperating with Interpol’s ef-
forts to locate the two men.
Finally, one Chilean general
broke the investigator's pa-
tience by leaving on a five-
and-a-hailf week vacation.
After long deliberations with
Justice Department superiors,
Propper decided to send Let-
ters Rogatory to the Chilean
Supreme Court. Unlike the
Letters to Venezuela a year
(Continued on Page 39)
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earlier, these would be pub-
licly announced and transmit-
ted to the Chilean junta along
with a high-level message
from the State Department to
underscore their importance.
Attorney General Griffin Bell
and Secretary of State Cyrus
Vance approved the substance
of the plan.

FEBRUARY 1978 — Deputy
Secretary of State Warren
Christopher summoned Chi-
lean Ambassador Jorge Cauas
to his office. Christopher
handed him a draft letter
covering the Letters Rogato-
ry, explained their purpose
briefly, and then delivered the
message that had been pre-
pared in advance: It is of the
utmost importance that the
Chilean Government recog-
nize the gravity of the situa-
tion and the possible implica-
tions for the future of our rela-
tions.” The meeting was over
within 20 minutes.

In Chile, the branches of the
armed forces declared one by
one that they had never heard
of any “Williams"' or *‘Romer-
al.” For 10 days, American of-
ficials in Santiago stressed the
importance of the two sus-
pects, while the Chileans
shrugged their shoulders.

MARCH 1978 — Once again,
Propper and his colleagues
found themselves in danger of
being shrugged off indefinite-
ly. Sources later said they did
not have any idea of the real
identities of Williams or
Romeral. Nor could they re-
veal what intelligence infor-
mation they had received from
the Venezuelan sources with-
out showing how little they had
connecting the two suspects to
activities in the United States.
So, it appears, they decided
that one gamble required
another.

All sources in the Justice
and State Departments and
the F.B.1. denied giving the
“Williams"' and ‘'Romeral"
photographs to Washington
Star reporter Jeremiah
O'Leary, but his story on
March 3, across that newspa-
per's entire front page, ap-
peared to be the result of a
leak at the highest levels. The
story said that ‘‘the United
States is prepared to sever dip-
lomatic relations with Chile”
if the two men in the photo-
graphs were not produced to
comply with the Letters Roga-
tory. Newspapers all over the
world, including those in Chile,
reprinted the photographs that
had been squeezed up through
the United States security sys-
tem as a result of Ambassador
George Landau’s suspicions
backin Paraguay.

Since that time, Ambassa-
dor Landau had been trans-

ferred to Chile, a development
that Propper’s colleagues took
as a good omen in view of the
Ambassador’'s previous ac-
tions in Paraguay. -
Publication of the photo-
graphs lit the Letelier case
like a fuse. Two days after the

O'Leary story, the largest
newspaper in Santiago, El
Mercurio, identified “Wil-

liams™" as Michael V. Townley,
a 35-year-old American who
had lived most of the last 20
years in Chile. ElI Mercurio
had consistently advanced the
thesis that Letelier had been
murdered by his own socialist
friends in a double-jointed plot
to create a leftist martyr. Its
identification of Townley was
astunning event in a Chile that
had lived under strict censor-
ship for more than four years.

The news breaks in the
Letelier case had hecome too
delicious to be suppressed.
Teams of Chilean reporters
besieged junta spokesmen for
details of Townley's life and
wrote profile after profile on
his politics and upbringing. On
March 9, El Mercurio identi-
fied **‘Romeral” as Capt. Ar-
mando Fernandez Larios of
the Chilean Army, and profiles
were written about him, 100,
On March 10, President Pino-
chet broke his silence on the
case by declaring his Govern-
ment’s innocence and attack-
ing the U.S. investigation. *1
have the impression,” he
stated, ‘“‘that this is a very
well-mounted campaign like
all the campaigns that the
Communists mount to dis-
credit the Government.”

By this time, the Chilean
press was discussing the un-
timely death of Protocol Chief
Carlos Guillermo Osorio, the
man who had signed the sup-
porting letters for the visa ap-
plications of “Williams" and
‘‘Romeral.” The death certifi-
cate stated that he had died of
a “*heart attack’ the previous
October. However, the papers
learned that Osorio's relatives
had secured an autopsy in
November, during which doc-
tors found that Osorio had died
of a gunshot wound in his fore-
head.

Having appointed three
separate panels to investigate
the circumstances of the *Wil-
liams'* passports, the junta's
machinery insisted long after
the press identifications that
the identities of the two men
were still in auestion. Mean-
while, the name ‘‘Michael
Townley' circulated quickly
among law-enforcement agen-
cies in the United States. In-
vestigative sources said they
were startled to learn that
their suspect was an American
— and were even more sur-
prised at the news that he had
lived in the Miami area in 1967-



ficials prepared for possible
negotiations with the Pinochet
junta. The question was
whether the United States
would be satisfied if the Chi-
leans were to try certain sus-
pects (including DINA offi-
cials) in Chile instead of turn-
ing them over to United States
authorities. In Miami, Justice
Department sources grumbled
that terrorism in Florida con-
tinued without anything like
the Federal commitment to
stop it that had pushed the
Letelier case forward. Those
sources also said that only the
“least connected’* Cubans
would be indicted in the Letel-
ier murder, excluding any
Miami operatives.

In Washington, the victims’
relatives and their colleagues
at the Institute for Policy
Studies continued to press for
the case to be followed to the
top of the Pinochet regime,
where, they always insisted,
the conspiracy began. From
the outset, however, the I.P.S.
people had expressed their
trust in the efforts and integ-
rity of Propper and Cornick,
and this odd bond between the
cops and the institute took on
more meaning in the wake of
Townley’s confession, and his
subsequent testimony before
the grand jury.

3

Like the cracks and reforms
in the Pinochet regime, these
developments have all come
about before a single indict-
ment has been issued in the
Letelier case, in a period when
judges have sealed all charges
filed thus far. When the first
indictment is handed down
sometime this summer, it will
open the doors to the case the
prosecution intends to prove in
court — spelling out, in the
manner of conspiracy indict-
ments, the meetings and
movements and transactions
and other ‘‘overt acts” that
took the murder conspiracy
from beginning to end. It will,
according to sources, trace the
assassination plot from its
roots in Chile into the United
States, detailing how the con.
spirators recruited assistance
and assembled the explosives,
the detonator, and other neces-
sary equipment. Only frag-
ments of such details have
reached the public. The sinis-
ter drama will begin to unfold
as the case moves toward the
courtroom, when the wit-
nesses and defendants emerge
publicly to tell their tales.
Journalists and prosecutors
will pick apart the histories of
the participants in an effort to
explain how a crime like this
one could have happened and
how, against all odds, some
justice could be done. W

popped

there.“Townley’s name got
hot very fast,” said an investi-
gator.

On March 19, Propper him-
self flew to Chile to help move
things along. Two days later,
Chile’s newspapers reported
more stunning news: General
Manuel Contreras Sepilveda,
who had ruled the DINA with
an iron hand as President
Pinochet's chosen man, had
suddenly and mysteriously re-
signed from the Army. Con-
treras had wielded such im-
mense power that his depar-
ture stimulated gossip in Chile
that he must have been in-
volved in the Letelier affair.
Diplomatic sources, picking
up on the Watergate analogy
that had become popular in
Chile, remarked that Pinochet
seemed to be “‘sacrificing his
Haldeman.”

Over the next two weeks,
news about Michael Townley
sent shock waves all through
Pinochet's Government. Since
he had worked for the DINA,
some Chilean Army officers
were said to be blaming
General Contreras for fouling
the honor of the Chilean Army
with ugly Mafia tactics, while
other officers were said to be
equally disgusted with Presi-
dent Pinochet for allowing for-
eigners to push around the
sovereign nation of Chile.
There were many signs that
factions within the junta were
jockeying for position in case
of a coup. Two diplomatic
sources said that the Ameri-
can Embassy in Chile had re-
ceived warnings that Con-
treras and his former DINA
colleagues might try to have
Townley killed. Factions
within the Chilean Govern-
ment maneuvered to protect
him.

The American position to-
ward the Chilean Government
boiled down to one sentence:
“We want Townley.” In one
especially stormy session with
the Chilean Foreign Minister,
sources say, Ambassador Lan-
dau declared that if Townley
were not produced, Propper
would have to go back to
Washington and report a lack
of cooperation. In that case,
the Ambassador added, he ex-
pected the Carter Administra-

tion to break off relations with
Chile. And if for any reason the
United States decided not to
sever relations under those
circumstances, the Ambassa-
dor continued, he himself
would resign.

The drama in this meeting
was matched by a continuing
excitement in the press and in
the streets of Chile. F.B.1.
agents L. Carter Comick and
Robert Scherrer scurried
around Santiago looking for in-
formation about Townley, and
Chilean citizens, recognizing
them from photographs in the
newspapers, approached them
just to shake hands. Eugene
Propper was even more of a
public figure in the streets of
Santiago. His red beard stood
out like a matador’s cape. On
several occasions, throngs of
Chileans surrounded Prop-
per’s embassy car, wanting to
say hello to the ‘‘Fiscal”
(prosecutor).

APRIL 1978 — L. Carter Cor-
nick and Robert Scherrer were
eating breakfast the morning
of April 8 when an urgent call
from the American Embassy
reached them with orders to
go directly to the Santiago air-
port. They were not to pack,
not to check out — just go.
Now. Within minutes of their
arrival at the airport, an un-
marked car pulled up, and offi-
cers of the Chilean secret po-
lice emerged with Michael
Townley — in DINA hand-
cuffs.

RUSH TO COURT

The prosecutors worried
that all the people Townley
might implicate in the crime
would be taking precautions.
Propper threw himself into the
effort to “‘turn’’ Townley into a
Government witness, conduct-
ing intensive negotiations with
him and his lawyer, former
Watergate prosecutor Sey-
mour Glanzer. When Townley
agreed to plead guilty to a
charge of conspiring to mur-
der Letelier, investigators
took his testimony in a rush —
checking his leads, following
his clues to other suspects. The
case was breaking.

MAY-JUNE 1978 — Propper
simultaneously prepared wit-
nesses for the first trial, and
traveled back to Chile in
search of more suspects on the
basis of Townley's evidence,
this time higher up the DINA
line toward General Con-
treras. Negotiations over such
important Chilcan officials
grew so tense in June that Am-
bassador Landau was recalled
to the United States for consul-
tations.

In the State Department, of-



