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A Widow’s
Haunied F ight for
Human Righis

By Corla Hal?

For human rights activist Isabel
Letelier, the widow of Orlando Le-
telier, September is the cruelest
month.

On Friday morning, she got in the
“car and drove. It was & gray morn-
ing, damp and coul, like the one five
years ago that changed her life.

She drove straight to Bethesda,
visiting eack: of the five housss she
had lived in with her husband, the
former Chilean ambassador. As each
came up, shie would slow down. “It
was like a pilgrimage,” she says,

The last house was the one on
Ogden Court. “It’s not & house that
brings the better memories. I was
thinking about these guys coming
one night and putting a homb under
the car in that driveway...”
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Five years ago today, Orlando Le-
telier and Ronni Karpen Moffitt, a
co-worker, were killed in what is
considered the most notorious act of
international terrorism ever to cccur
in this city.

The sky was overcast . . .

Letelier’s car, tailed by the grey
sedan, passed the Chilean Embassy
on the left and entered Sheridan
Circle. The driver of the grey sedan
pressed one key on the instrument
plugged into the cigarette lighter,
then pressed a second key.

Michael Moffitt heard a hissing
sound, “like a hot wire being placed
in cold water” He saw a flash of
light over Ronni’s head, then a deaf-
ening, crushing sound overwhelmed
him.

— from “Assassination on
Embassy Row,” by John Dinges
and Saul Landau.
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Michael Moffitt, Ronni Karpen
Moffitt's husband, survived the
bomb explosion that rocked Lete-
lier's car as he drove it around Sher-
idan Circle. Letelier was 44 —a
prominent Chilean exile and an out-
spoken critic of the Pinochet mili-
tary regime, the ambassador during
the three-year presidency of Socialist
Salvador Allande, an economist and
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the director of the international pro-
gram of the Institute for Policy
Studies, a liberal think tank here.
Ronni Xarpen Moffitt, an IPS fund-
raiser, was 25.

What has happened in the interim
is as much the story of how Lete-
lier's widow, Isabel Letelier, 49,
stepped into the waiting limelight as
it is the story of how the limelight
has flickered a bit on human rights.
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“The fizst tine I had to speak, I
felt 1 kad to say the things Orlando
wottld have said, the economic anal-
ysis,” says Isabel Letelier, seated on
a couch in her office at IPS, where
she is now 2 fellow. “It was such a
terrific pressure on me. Fortunately
it didr’t last too long. It lasted about
four months and I realized I am
what I am. [ am going to keep doing
my human rights work.”

Generally, her speeches garner
support. “I remind people constantly
of something that happened,” she
says. “Of course, it would be beau-
tiful to live in a city where you are
yourself. But ther perhaps I couldn’t
be as effective.” She chuckles. “I'm
very clegr on that.”

Her hair is thick and dark — and
full of gray that wasn’t there five
years ago. Her eyes are luminous and
green and she smiles easily. A former
teacher, she is now the human rights
advocate and the widow and the two
are impossible to separate, although
she says she doesn’t think about it
that way.

A year before her husband’s
death, Isabel Letelier had started the
Chile Committee for Human Rights,
an informational organization. Since
his death, she has been speaking all
over the world to all kinds of groups
and assemblies. She gives receptions
and fund-raisers for Chileans and
Haitians and Puerto Ricans and
Paraguayans. And when she doesn’t

show up at a function, hosts grum-
ble, “Where was Isabel?”

“She is a haven for the op-
pressed,” says author Saul Landau,
who is also a fellow at IPS. “She
cares about all sorts of people no one
is interested in. Nobody cares about
the Haitians.”

One month after her husband’s
death, she made her first speech —
in Boston. She has a secretary, and
file cabinets full of manila folders on
where and when she has gone to
speak. She rifles through the folders
and pulls out a folded poster featur-
ing her photograph — young and
beautiful  and .enoly defiant. “ISA-
BEL LETELIER IN SEATTLE,
Oct. 5.” The year was 1977. She
studies it noncommittally and
shrugs. She can’t remember to whom
she was speaking.

She is passionate when she speaks
and cen be moderate when neces-

sary.
She’s also realistic. When two

anti-Castro Cubans were convicted
of the murders in a highly publicized
trial more than two years ago and
then retried this spring and ac-
quitted, Letelier was quoted the day
of the verdict as saying: “I think jus-
tice has different ways of showing
itself. My husband is not here any
more. What can I say? Ronni is not
here any more.”

She is strong and unflagging and
perhaps, always, a little obsessed.
Haunted, she says.
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isabel Letelier was picketed by
Young Americans for Freedom when
she showed up for a speech once in
Nebraska. They said she was a com-
munist. “I had experienced violence
close to me, but when I saw that
picket line and I realized those 30
people didn’t like me at all,” she
says, more bemused than upset, “I
thought, ‘I'm all alone in this. And
this is the only body I have and I
intend to keep it.’ ” She laughs.
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Her main goal is to se2 democracy
established in Chile.

It is a country that she is not al-
lowed to return to right now. The
last time she was there, she says se-

.cret_police constantly followed her

and her friends. At one point, she
got into a taxi with a friend and a
man ran up to the door to try to
photograph her friend.

Letelier, sensing it would be dan-
gerous for a Chilean to be identified
with her. turned to the photographer
and shielded her friend. “I told him,”
she says, eyes wide, voice caim, “ ‘Iif
you keep pestering me, 'm going to
break your balls.’ ”

- In_her office are photos of Orlan-
do, posters and plaques. There are
snapshots of people standing at me-
morial services in Sheridan Circle.
‘There is a facsimile of the Letelier-
Moffitt Human Rights award, which

features images of Orlando Letelier-

and Ronni Moffitt.

She puffs on a Salem Light (“I'm
& nonsnioker who smokes occasion-
ally,” she says with a little smile) and

“glances toward the window.

“This is what I resent,” says Le-
telier. “Ronni Karpen Moffitt has
not been properly . . . ” She searches
in vain for the word. Recognized?
She necds. “I would like to see wo-
men’s groups talking about that. An
American woman on her way to
work was assassinated by a govern-
ment that has heen supported by
this government. I feel it's outra-
geous. How can we accept it? That's
absolutely unacceptable.”
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Passions soar on Sunday at the
fifth annual Letelier-Moffitt Human
Rights Award banquet. .

One of the recipients of th
awards is Jacobo Timerman, the Ar-

gentine publisher and critic of the
Argentine junta who was jailed and
tortured for 30 months without any
charges. “What made me decide to
come here personally,” says Timer-
man, who lives in Israel, “is to say io
those organized in the slander
against the institute [for Policy
Studies]: We are not afraid . . . the
slander against the institute will not
stop my support....”
He is cheered enthusiastically.

Timerman is seated between Igs-'

sbhel Letelier and Sister Blaise
Luppo, who was accepting the other
Letelier-Moffitt award for the Mary-
knoll Nuns in recognition of their
work with the poot, often in danger-
ous areas. “I think that as Mary-
knolls, the greatest disappointment
are the people here [in this coun-
try],” says Sister Blaise Luppo as she
accepts the award. “We have eyes
but we don't see . . . We can dabble
in human rights as an intellectual
exercise, but few of us ask the ques-
tion — why is it that three-fourths
of the population is allowed to live a
subhuman existence?”

Her voice rises strong through the
room in the Georgetown Hotel where
about 250 supporters and friends sit
squished at tables. At one table, LF.
Stone sits between Rev. -William
Wipfler — last year's award recip-
ient — and Rep. Tom Harkin (D-
Iowa). At another table sit Ronni
Karpen Moffitt’s parents,

When she finishes — telling the
people in the room “you keep us go-
ing” — she gets a standing ovation.
Letelier and Timerman each kiss Ler
on the cheek.
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“Can’ you imagine,” Letelier says,
her voice low, “plotting an assassi-
nation in Washington, D.C., on Em-

‘case.

" bassy Row? What was the message

of that? That they do whatever they
want.” :

Michael Townley, the American-
born Chilean secret police agent who
was the government's key witness at
both trials, is in prison, The two Cu-
bans indicted for the bombing, were
acquitted after the second trial.

“And they knew,” she continues,
“They saw Michael and Ronni in
that car. That's something that
haunts me all the time, you know?
That thére were two Americans
there, and they couldn’t have cared
less ... Why did they do it there?
And why in Washington?” There are
no tears, just questions. “I have the
feeling that there are many things
that are not clear yet — and we’re
ﬁzing to know more about it one

y.n
EAmman' t U.g. District ﬁ;:tomey
Lawrence Barcella is haunted,
t6o. Barcella and Eugene Propper
investigated the murders and put to-
gother the prosecution of the first
trial. He thinks about the Letelier

“Juat 15 to 20 times a day,” saye
Barcella, who Is still working on the

vo got a. picture of Contreras
[the fomer head of the Chilean se-
cret police, DINA, who was indicted
in the Letelier murder but never ex-
tradited] on & door in front of my
desk, so I can’t forget it.”

Two other Cubans connected with
the case ars still fugitives. And Bar-
celle has a question yet to be an-
swered: Who pushed the button?

“T've found it difficult,” he says,
“to drive down Massachusetts Av-
enue through Sheridan Circle with-
out thinking about it.”
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These are tough times for human
righ‘gls hadvocates.

“When people like Reagan get
elected, you don’t hear the soundng
checkbooks opening to make contri-

.butions to groups affiliated with the

left,” says Saul Landau, coauthor
with John Dinges of “Assascination
on Embassy Row.”

“Human rights is apparently not
in vogue,” seys Rep. George Miller, a
liberal Democrat "from California.
Miller visited Chile with Orlandc Le-
telier in' 1975. About Isabel Letelier,
he says: “She continues to hold pec-
ple who were concemed five years
ago to being concerned today. She
does it because she picks up the
phone. She won’t let items pass. She
doesn’t let you shrug your shoulderz.,
You shrug your shoulders at her and
she’ll tell you her life story.”

LIt is a life story changed by =
painful incident. But so has the
landscape changed. Much of the
staff at IPS is new. In recent
months, the institute has been ficht-
ing accusations of subversive autiv-
ities by a variety of conservativ~ ci-
ganizations. And the Reagan ac~in-
istration has de-emphasized Ca_.or’s
strong human rights policy.

Michael Moffitt has changed in
five years. “I got very fat and then
very thin" he laughs. Moffitt, an
economist, is 30 now. He spent the
summer on Long Island writing &
book sbout international banking
and finance. He and Isabel Letelier
are fiends, b hey Were Hiver par

ficularly close, he says.
T haven't been_that_closely in-
volved i Latin America and Chile.”

e savs. ™1 felt it was time to move
on. I don’t think Isabel has t' ¢ lux-
ury of that choice. She’s bee' idex-
tified with the move to get ric Jf the
Pincchet regime. And he cr -id be
there a long time.” '

isabel Letelier is willing t= wait.
“There is a large group of people
who will fight until the end,” siie had
been saying in her office earlier in
the week. “We will keep working to-
ward justice, toward peace until the
very last breath,” she says, pausing,
“on this earth.” She smiles broadly.
“I'm 49. 'm just beginning.”






