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The Letelier Verdict 

T HE SCENE in Sheridan Square that September 
morning two-and-a-half years ago was bloody and 

bleak: There, amidst the wreckage of their blown-up 
automobile, lay the bodies of the exiled Chilean diplo
mat and one-time ambassador to Washington, Orlando 
Letelier, and his Anlerican colleague Ronni :Moffitt, 
both Idlled by a conspirator's bomb. The bleakness of 
that scene, along with the towering sense of outrage it 
engendered, was soon to be reinforced by the appar-

. ent absence of any prospect that the murderers would 
be found and prosecuted. They were believed to have 
disappeared into that secure and protected nether 
world of government agents and double agents and 
triple agents, where the big wink and the blank stare 
are all that greet people who are trying to bring ({rilni. 
nals to book. Against that background of anxiety and 
frustration, the conviction of three men in federal 
court on Wednesday in connection with the nlurders 
must be accounted a snlall but sturdy triunlph. 

We are not rejoicing in the personal fate of those 
three anti-Castro Cubans who 'v ere found gUilty. It is 
on an iInpersonal plane that the satisfaction is to be 
found-in the anlazing beating of the odds against 
any likelihood that the cOlubined and cunlbersome 
American systems of justice, intelligence and diplo· 
ll1acy could or would pursue the killers across na-

tional boundaries and eventually into court. At that, 
the story is not an especially lovely or inspiring one, 
or something about. which you can be entirely com
fortable. The convictions depended in large part on a 
plea-bargaining deal arranged ,vith one of the conspi .. 
rators, the Anlerican lVlichael Townley, who con .. 
fessed to having been an agent of the Chilean secret 
pOlice (DINA) and to having been acting as its agent 
in setting the bomb for lVlr. Letelier, a voluble and 
tireless critic of the Pinochet government in Chile. 
And although the Pinochet governnlent, under 
Alnerican pressure, did cooperate in making Mr. 
Townley available, it is far from clear that it will fur
ther cooperate in making available three Chilean in
telligence higher-ups who have also been charged in 
the killings and who are currently fighting extradi .. " 
tion in the Chilean courts. 

Nevertheless, especially as we gaze across a land
scape stretching far from Sheridan Square. one that 
seelns to be strewn with the gruesome handiwork of 
terrorists everywhere, we feel rather the way ,ve did 
when the Hanafi cases ,vere concluded: It counts at 
least as sonlething that in a particular place at a par
ticular tinIe, a systenl c;>f orderly, rational-justice-it
self the antithesis of terrorism in every respect-:was 
brought to bear and made to work. 


