The Assassin

Mystery Still Swirls About
Key Letelier Trial Witness

By John Dinges and Kenneth Bredemeier
-Wazhington Post diaff Writers ] - R

He is the confessed hit man in the violent hom-
bing assassination of former Chilean Ambassador
Orlando Letelier, a man deseribed by a f£-iend as a
“romantic counter-revolutionary.” An American
youth, born in Waterloo, Iowa, he joined the clan-
dgs.tme. world of a foreign country’s secret police,
giving it an almost . anatical commitment.

He now has been linked, through his cwn court
testimony or the statements oi investigators, to as
sassination plots in four countries.to “eliminate™
the'most prominent of exile leaders oppusing the
eurrent Chilean military dictator, Angusto Pinochet.

A2 the same time, people who have known him for
yeafs recall his days as a youthful church leader ii
(,‘l:lie, a talented boy who seemed destined, if noi
for lareatness, at least foira successful upper middle-
class life.

Still, as the tangled life of Mishael Vernon Town-
lev uufolds in a U.S. couri here, he seems like u

‘ haM-finished painting: The broad cutlines of his lite
are clear, but the finished portrait is siill a mystery.

Part soldier oi fortune for the Chilean secret no-
lice, part anti-Communist fanatic whose Nietzsehean
ethics condone murder, part duty-bound follower of
orgers who still reiers to the Chilean secret police

vl iy service,” part concerned family man—all
plirases deseribe Qownley.

"Townley's appearance last week as the chief U.S.
witness in the trial of three anti-Castro Cuban ex-
Hles charged in conneciion with the Lotelier murder
has raised many quetions:

Is he or was he ever an agent for the CIAY Was
ue a double agent, a “mole” planted by the ClA in
the Chilean secret police, once known as DINA? Is
I a pawn in a scheme to extricate Pinocliet irom a
crisis tirat has threaicned to topple his regune? Anc!
whai of the larger political implications of the as~
sassination along Washingion's Embassy Row in
September, 1976—the most brazen act of inferna-
tional terrorism ever carried oui here.

A dozen years ago, on niight have felt comforta-
ble sitting next to Townley at a church service. U.S.
District Court Judge Barrington D. Parker poin:-
edly said last week that someone would not feal at
ease in ¢hurch with Townley.

Parkes, a jury of seven women and five men and
a transfixed, packed ccurtrgom audience had heard
the 36-year-old DIN \ agent deseribe in excruciating
detail how he had carried out the assassination on
the orders of DINA.

From Townley’s testimony emerges the iigure of
a mild-mannered, well-spoken electronics technician

See TOWNLEY, A7, Col. 1




Key Letelier Murder
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pegative to say about ihe man, “Likea-
ble " “genius,” “sincere” “gave the

‘ol bombs to assusinate Pinoche
et’s exiled political opponents, a man
who travels with his- wife- (also a
DINA agent) on his inissions of death
and rends souvenjors to-his children.

2. variety of persobs who have spo-
Len with him siiice Lis srrest in the
Letelier case tay that he also.contin-
\ue< to consider himsélf a loyal DINA
officer and follower of Pinochet.

A friend who knew Townley ahd his
‘family in the early 19603 said he has

trouble conceiving that. today’s Town--

ley is the same person he first met in
# Methodis: church. youth gronp in.
Chile.
"He demonstrated to me the type of
(eristics you with a
-achiever,

him ;o0 have become a lawyer, perhaps

#n blectronics eugineer,” the friend *

said,

Townley ie the -bisgest enigma in
the pnzzling framework of intrigue
surpounding the Sept. 21, 1978, asgassi-
natibn of Letelier and Ronni K. Mof-
i, a colleaguc of his -at the Institute

for Policy Studies.. His willingness o -

describe the erime he committed and
imnlicate the thiee Cuhlans while ref-
usinz to answer a questior about hiz
activities with the Chilean secret po-
lice has become the principal contro-
versy in the Letelier trial, as it heads

into its third week. Judge Parker is
expected to rule today whether Town- '
ley can invoke the 5th Amendment -
right against self: inm.mi.uuuun “for ac-:

tione In Chile.

Defense attornéys for the ﬂu-ee Cu-
bans contend Tovnley i§ noi a loyal

DINA agent at pli, bul 2 CIA “mole” - -

who iniiltrated DINA and carried out
the Leielier as=agsination s a CIA op-
eration and then framed the Cubans.
The attorneys have not supplied any
evidence to support this allegation. .

.& very perionable’
young man. I would have expected

ion of a Mormon missionary,”

“harsh and cold” were some of the de--

scriptions heard.

Townley’s youth was cnwmuonal
thbagh troubled. He was 14 ‘when his
iather, Vernon Townley, became head
of Ford Motor Co. operations in Chile
in 1857 and mcved his family to Santi-
ago.

Active in the American esmmuni-
1y’s Methodist. Church youth group,
but not particvlerly retiglous, Michael
.25 a teell-Ager was eonm-lered to be s0-
‘clcble and 2 hatural leader.

The Townle;s' Hfe style in (‘hﬂe re-
flected ‘their atfluenpe «nd he was
sent to ‘the exclusive St. George's

. High Schobl, run ‘by the ‘American
"Holy Cross order Though obviously
. intelligert, he bud trouble with Spar-

ish at first aud dropped out thhous
high school diploma.
A counselor described Townley's

. home Jife as tense and unhappy under
_the dotiination of his father. Before
. he was 20, in defiance of hiz parents,

Townley marrled Marana Callejas, a
‘twice-divorced, tnpublished writer 10
vears hic "senior, She had two small
children. Townley, .who became 2
stock salesmian, began to conside« him-
Self as much Chilean as American,
¥or a numher of years ir Chile he
‘earned a comfoitable living as a suc-
cessful salesman of mutual  fund
stoelu from the later con:roversial
Berni¢ Cornfald firm, Investors Over-
seay Services. Townley hid a num-
bered Swiss vank acepunt, -

The first sign of ‘Townley’s Iater
double life appesred after he moved
hig.{emily to Miami in. 1867. There the
stéck sulesman’s eonservaiive suits
were rtnlaced- by jeans-and hoots as

he began tv work as an aute mechanie ’

in Miami’s Little Havaua
His friends were anti-Castro! exiles
and bene¢ath’ the blue-collar exterior,

The myztery about Townley begine
with that fact that be was born in
Waterloo, Iowa. How did he turn up
80 years later. as a trusted secret po-
lice electronies expert in Chile?

Iownley was on_the witness siand

=t week because last April the' T,

government identified him as & ms»;

pect in the murder and asked—using
considerzble diplomatic arm-twisting
—the Chilcan government. to expeél
him. )

Inexplicably—if Yownley really was
a Chilean agent and acting on secret
police orders in killinz Letelier—the
Chilean authorities arrested Townley,
and twrned him over in handeuffs to
TBI agents aboard a Jet flight to the
United States.

From interviews = vith people in
Chile-and the T7. S. who knew Towr-
ley—some as iriends, snme as com:-
rades in militant right-wing groups,
and one who was & fellow DIN. 2gent
—a complex and cantradietory picture
emi:rges.

Townley’s acyucintances had little

his’ k dge of electronlcs grew.

increaxingly sophisticited. *
To his neighbors, he was apolitical.
At a time when the leftist government

- of president Salvador Allende was

elepted in Chile in 1970 and many Chi-
lean rightists emigrated to flee what
was seen as a comung social revolu-
tion, Townley moved his family back
{0 Chile.

Before he lefi. Townley testified
last week, he contacted the CIA office
in Miami and offered his services in
Chile. The CIA, whl.le once seeking to
use Townley in an “operational capac-
ity,” says its records do not reflect
whether it ever used Townley as an
agent. Townley saud he never worked
for the CIA.

Once in Chile, Townley won his
siripes af an anti-marxist “freedom
fizhter,” when he built a2 clandestine
mobile radiv stativn for anti-Allende
Fropeganda by mounting a powerful
transmitter in the rear of his Austin
Mini car. -

Ouring & 1872 truckers strike
agsinst the porernment, during which
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Allende put radio stations under state
control, Townley’s “Radio Liberation™
broadcast virulent antigovernment
messages and songs—some written by
Mariana Townley. He evaded the ef-
forts by military intelligence assigned
by ‘AHende to locate the illegal trans-
mither,

Towley wes recruited by -the mosi
violence-prone of the .opposition
groups,  Fatherland and Liberty for
other operations, including one that
resulted in' a man's death. Townley
was identified as having participated
in that operation and for the  first
fime, in June 1972, was labeled a CIA
agent by a lef'ist newspaper. In fact,

Townléy bragged to friends at the
time that he had CIA contacts.

He fled Chile by crossing the Andez
Mountains on foot. Within a few
months the Chilean military answered
the pleas of the right-wing groups and
averthrow the Allende government in
a bloody coup on Sept. 11. 1873.

Townley spent several months back
in the U.S. and then was recruited

into DINA after Lis return to Chile by -

Li. Col. Pedro Espinoza, the same mil-
itary intelligence officer who unsuc-
eessfully had <earched for Townley's
;-.lnndestme transmitter in October

According to inf | z, the

head of DINA, then Col. Juan Manuel
Contreras Sepulveda, d the
Townlevs with a sprawling, rundown
mansion in the Locurro district of
Santizgo. The sources said Townley
installed a high-powered VHF radio
transmitter in the house, using it to
keep in contact with hiz DINA subor-
dinates working around the city m
cars.

Froxa ki recruifment in 1974 to his
vxpulsion from Chile las( ¥ear. Town-

-ley has linked himself or has been

linked by various investicators to a

chilling list of assassinations as well

as abortive nttcmpla to eliminate exﬂe
het’s gov
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His modue operandi wap simple:
Use car’ bombs set off by rémoie con-
trol equipment that he built and modi
fied himself. The toll: Four dead in
car bombings, two seriously wounded
by gun shots. Two euile leadess es
caped unhurt.

* Investigaiors have linkeg Tuu.'ﬂey
to thée 1974 car bombing that kitk:-4 e
iled Gen. Carlos Prate and hig wife in
Buenos Alres and to the pistol aitack

n Clirstian Democratic_leader Ber:
nu-do Leighton and his wife'm Rome
in 1975, Leighton, an exiled proponent
of o uniied leitist Christian Demo
cratic iront wgainst Pinovthet, re

. covered from wounds but his wife it
" partly paralyzed.

‘Townley testified last week that ho
also undertook a miscion to-Mexico in

© 1975 with homb equipmenti intende?

to kiil Socialist leader Carlos Altami-
rano and Communist Izader Volodia
Teitelboim.. But hc said be arrived too
late.

According to terms of a plea-bar
gaining -agreement . bétween . Townley
-and the Justice Depaﬂment, he is not
required to testify about crimes other
than those ecommitted wichir. the
United States or against American cit:
izens. He eventually vwill be sentenced
to a &%-to-10-year sentence for his
role in the Letelier killing.

One investigator last year save tids
explanation for Townle)'s unwillins:
ness to 2o beyond tie bare bones of
his DINA role: Townler iniceds tc
return to his adopted country afizr
serving his sentence.

“Townley wants to get the point
across that he and hi: wife arév’t talk-
ing about other case:, and-thot he
isn'{ salking about meatters of (Chi
lean) national security. He was turnec
over by the Chilean goverument and
told te couperate and he Is eocpesit

. ing with inforination, biut culy for the

maiter he was iurned over for (the
Letelier killing). Al! he wantsto do is
to be abl: {0 refurn to Chile some

"day, “the investigative source said.





