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To Pamela






PREFACE

GENERAL AUGUSTO PINOCHET IS ONE of the world’s most recognizable Latin American political figures. Whether Chileans like it or not, the name of their former dictator is remembered from Asia and Africa to the Americas and Europe, by taxi drivers, ambassadors, salesmen, and presidents. Pinochet is in a class with Francisco Franco, Joseph Stalin, Ferdinand Marcos, and the Shah of Iran.

The dictator’s name did not recede into obscurity with his death in December 2006. In October 2007, about a hundred students who staged a demonstration at Tehran University against President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, demanding the release of detained fellow students, chanted, “Ahmadinejad is Pinochet. Iran will not become Chile!” When the former chess champion Gary Kasparov competed in the 2008 Russian presidential elections, he accused Vladimir Putin of being Russia’s Pinochet and sought advice from former Chilean dissidents. The former dictator of Chad, Hissene Habré, was widely known as “the African Pinochet.”

Many of today’s world leaders were inspired to enter politics precisely in order to rally to the cause of Chilean democracy. Chile’s struggle against Pinochet became an international cause célèbre. Today’s global human rights movement emerged from the worldwide protests and denunciations of the Pinochet dictatorship, spearheaded by Amnesty International and numerous other human rights NGOs.

Pinochet’s overthrow of Socialist president Salvador Allende in 1973 led Soviet premier Leonid Brezhnev to reverse a long-standing  policy and endorse the principle of armed struggle in third world countries. The lesson of Pinochet’s violent coup and the subsequent loss of Communist Party clout in Chile was so important to Moscow that Soviet fear of “another Chile” triggered the USSR’s invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, to prop up the Communist regime in Kabul.

The former dictator’s arrest in London in 1998, following a warrant issued by a Spanish judge, announced a major change in the administration of international law regarding former heads of government. Henceforth, no former tyrant could be sure of escaping the global justice system.

Yet there is little agreement on Pinochet and his legacy. Margaret Thatcher saw Pinochet as a bulwark against Communism and a leader in privatization of state enterprises, and actively demanded his release. Chile served as a successful laboratory for the Nobel Prize-winning economist Milton Friedman and his monetarist theories, which were pursued by Chilean economists trained at the University of Chicago. Pinochet’s Chile would later become the good International Monetary Fund student, the inspiration for the “Washington Consensus,” a set of guidelines that showed the road that countries had to follow to “put their economic houses in order” as the IMF wished, and to grow. President George W. Bush’s intended reform of the Social Security system drew its inspiration from the pension system imposed by Pinochet in 1980 and later imitated in many countries.

In the 1970s, Pinochet’s Chile was the focus of an unprecedented congressional debate on U.S. covert action and human rights policy. Those hearings marked the beginning of Congress’s challenge to the executive branch on the conduct of foreign policy. Richard Helms was the first CIA director ever to be indicted, for failing to answer questions before the Senate on the Chilean investigation. The names of Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger became inextricably linked to Pinochet and Chile. Both dedicated extraordinary time and resources to removing what they perceived as a “red threat” in the Americas and enthusiastically backed Pinochet.

The purpose of this book is to explore Pinochet’s impact on contemporary history, and the various meanings and symbols that his figure evokes. This is not a biography but an examination of Pinochet’s times and legacy. In a sense, it is my political memoir of Pinochet and his times. Because of him, the course of many of our lives was changed and our earlier plans became subordinated to the priority of fighting the dictatorship. In addition to my own experiences, I have used abundant interviews with pivotal players, confidential documentation, and the vast journalistic coverage of the Pinochet period to narrate events and details of many episodes currently unknown to the general public.

Pinochet did not quite match the caricature of Latin American dictators we see portrayed in American movies or in Gabriel García Márquez’s great novel The Autumn of the Patriarch. To be sure, he was no Bismarck—but neither was he just another Somoza. He was a man of limited intellect who, placed at a historic crossroad, nonetheless led a process of change in Chile that had a powerful international impact.

Most Latin American dictators ran disastrous economies. Pinochet’s was the exception. At first, he leaned toward nationalistic economic policies. It was Admiral José Toribio Merino who pressured him into accepting a new economic model, just as he had once pressured him to join the military coup in the first place. Merino was the true leader of the coup and the leader of the virtual “economic coup.” But just as on September 11, 1973, when Pinochet had no choice but to follow although he assumed full control once on board, he accepted the “Chicago Boys’” economic plan and gradually became a true believer in the scheme. Without that revolutionary economic model, Pinochet would be a minor chapter in the history of Latin American military dictators.

As a result of his economic record, though for many the man is the emblem of twentieth-century cruelty, others see Pinochet as the leader who, despite his tyrannical rule, guided the nation to economic recovery and laid the foundation for growth and modernization. The agonizing question is: Was Pinochet necessary? Could Chile have reached its present prosperity without him? This book will address such questions.

Pinochet’s ideology was self-interest. In times of passionate commitments and causes, his policy was realpolitik: be pragmatic, appear neutral, and cultivate the trust of those with power and authority. A military man who remained on active duty longer than any other soldier in the world, Pinochet was, above all else, a survivor. For all his ethical and intellectual shortcomings, he possessed a remarkable instinct for power. General Pinochet wasn’t an absolute dictator, though he wanted to be one; he accumulated enormous power but recognized its limitations. He knew how to exercise authority and was smart enough to rely on close advisers, whom he generally chose quite well. He was not intelligent—but he was astute. “He did not get where he did by a carefully planned design, but rather by taking advantage of favorable circumstances,” former president Patricio Aylwin told me.

Ultimately, Pinochet was the accidental product of a polarization the world experienced in the late sixties and early seventies following the intensification of U.S. anti-Communist policies in response to the Cuban revolution, the national security doctrines espoused by South American military regimes, the 1968 riots in Paris and the extinguished Prague Spring, the Vietnam War, the antiwar protests and the civil rights movement in the United States, Ché Guevara’s guerrilla movement in Bolivia, the massacre of students in Tlatelolco Plaza in Mexico City, and even the strongly anticapitalist message of the Vatican. That international reality was mirrored in Chile: homegrown tensions deepened as the Socialist-led left began to advocate revolutionary change, the right defended the status quo with increasing fierceness, and the center, instead of playing a pragmatic role, was caught up in the polarizing tendencies in the country. Hence, political parties were unable to form majority-rule coalitions, and political consensus broke down.

This book begins with the events of 9/11—not 9/11 in 2001 but a different 9/11, the day of the 1973 coup d’état that put an end to the constitutional government of President Salvador Allende of Chile. Having joined the coup at the last minute, Pinochet climbed rapidly toward supreme power, becoming the “primus inter pares” among his colleagues, creating a personal dictatorship, and turning the secret police into an instrument of terror. And he formed a partnership with the Chicago Boys to use dictatorship to lift a ruined economy and attempt to “re-create” the Chilean economy and polity.

At first Pinochet was warmly welcomed by the White House, but the complex relationship between Chile and the United States became entangled when Pinochet’s secret police assassinated a former Allende minister, Orlando Letelier, in the streets of Washington, D.C., and later when the Chicago model of economic development began to falter, with inevitable political consequences. Pinochet personified a decades-long U.S. dilemma in the Americas. He embodied the free-market economic policies Washington advocated for the developing nations, but he had ousted a democratically elected government and held power through repression. He remained a committed cold warrior, but he failed to understand that, as the Soviet Union weakened, the United States needed him less—and not at all when the East-West conflict ended.

In the early 1980s the struggle for democracy began to move from clandestine to overt activities, in which I was an active participant. There was much disagreement over the best strategy for fighting Pinochet. The Communist Party opted for armed struggle—its military wing even attempted to kill him—while the rest of the opposition shifted from an initial strategy of protests to controversial participation in a 1988 plebiscite in which Pinochet, under his own 1980 constitution, was the sole candidate in an up-or-down “yes” or “no” vote. The shocking victory of the “no” vote announced the final chapter of Pinochet’s rule.

When democracy returned to Chile in 1990, Pinochet did not go away. Some argued that the democratic governments were managing the economy efficiently but that it was a democracy under Pinochet’s tutelage, as he continued at the helm of the army and, later, sat in Congress as senator-for-life. In October 1998, to the world’s surprise, he was arrested in London, at a clinic where he had sought treatment, on human rights violations charges, at the request of a Spanish judge, Baltasar Garzón. When British authorities allowed Pinochet to return to Chile for health reasons, in March 2000, he was finally charged under Chilean law as a criminal and placed under house arrest. His final fall from grace stemmed, ironically, not from charges of human rights violations but from a terrorism-related U.S. investigation on unreported funds that he had been hiding, under several fictitious names and the names of family members, in accounts in the Riggs Bank and other banks throughout the world.

Pinochet died in December 2006, having watched as, one by one, his closest collaborators were hauled off to jail, some of them placing criminal responsibility squarely in his lap. Although he was under house arrest at the time of his death, he was never actually convicted of any of the crimes of which he stood accused. More than three decades after the first massacres of political opponents, the bodies of many Chileans who disappeared have yet to be found.

Pinochet marked a generation of Chileans and touched countless people throughout the world. For many Chileans he brought a crushing loss of innocence. Once more, Don Quixote had been defeated. We had believed that our country was different from the rest of Latin America and could not fall prey to the horrors of dictatorship. Some of us would surely have pursued quite different lives had Pinochet not existed. Many, like me, decided that the only moral life choice was to fight Pinochet and to contribute to the recovery of our nation’s democracy. I am among the fortunate ones for whom this struggle ended happily, though I will forever carry deeply buried emotional scars from the Pinochet era.

 



—Heraldo Muñoz  
NEW YORK CITY, 2008






One

A DIFFERENT 9/11

The morning the coup began, I very nearly became the world’s first suicide bomber.

By the early hours of September 11, 1973, the military uprising against Chile’s constitutional government was well under way. My wife, Pamela, and I were living with my widowed mother in Estación Central, a working-class neighborhood not far from downtown Santiago. I had returned after midnight from Valparaíso, on the Pacific coast, seventy-five miles west of Santiago, where I’d been visiting in my capacity as national supervisor of the People’s Stores (Almacenes del Pueblo), an innovative and highly effective government-supported food distribution program that was being established in shantytowns throughout the country. I had planned to sleep late, but I was aroused at about seven-thirty by news on the radio reporting unusual troop movements. Alarmed, I leaped out of bed, showered, and dressed quickly. A thunderous blast—later we realized it was a sonic boom from a jet fighter—rattled the windows of our house while I drank my coffee; the radio informed us that the Chilean navy had rebelled in Valparaíso and that army troops were on the streets of Santiago. Though it wasn’t clear yet, Salvador Allende, the world’s first and only democratically elected Marxist president, was being deposed.

I took my .32 caliber revolver and rushed to the local Socialist Party headquarters, a late-nineteenth-century house on nearby Grajales Street. None of the senior leadership was there, but a dozen or so young party members were already hard at work destroying files that, if discovered, could put the lives of local militants in danger. On  previous occasions we had discussed what to do in the event of a coup; my first task was to retrieve the four sticks of dynamite that I’d cached at my friend Marcos’s house. I set out on foot for Toesca Street, where he lived. A long line of military trucks rumbled past, filled with fully armed soldiers in combat fatigues, all of them wearing orange armbands. Were they with us or against us? I could not tell. As it turned out, the troops with orange armbands were rebelling against the government. What about the commander in chief of the army, General Augusto Pinochet? He had behaved like a loyal professional soldier in recent months. I wondered whether he was resisting the coup.

Marcos was politically active only at his workplace; he had kept a low profile in our neighborhood, so his house provided an ideal hiding place for us. He was pale and distraught when he greeted me at the door. We sat together at his dining-room table for a few minutes, listening to the latest news. Nobody had uttered the word “coup” yet, but the pro-government radio station Corporación was broadcasting urgent news bulletins and what I recognized as ominous “coded” messages alerting of a coup in progress. Clearly, this was no repeat of the putsch attempted by a renegade tank regiment in Santiago three months earlier, which had been swiftly put down. We were in serious trouble.

I had given Marcos precise instructions about the dynamite I had entrusted to his care. The sticks had to be rotated every few days or else the nitroglycerine would begin to “sweat,” rendering them highly unstable. But when we went to the closet where the explosives were hidden, I was shocked to see that the blue cloth they were wrapped in was totally soaked through. Any abrupt movement could be enough to set them off.

“Why didn’t you turn them like I told you to?” I shouted.

Marcos was too agitated to explain; he merely mumbled that he had forgotten. Obviously he had stashed the dynamite in his closet and, perhaps out of fear, never touched it again. I had no choice: I slid the deadly bundle under my coat and said good-bye to him. I wouldn’t be returning to party headquarters, which was too obvious a target for the military. Instead we had agreed to regroup at a nearby foundry, Maestranza Jemo, whose workers were all either Socialists or Communists.

A few weak rays of sunlight pierced through the thick clouds as I set off down the street. I did my best to look nonchalant as more military trucks drove by. I was carrying four sticks of highly unstable  dynamite and a gun. If I were stopped, I would be arrested for sure—and then, who knew?

As soon as I got to the factory I secured the dynamite inside a large metal drum. By then the young Socialists from party headquarters had made their way across the rooftops to the factory as well. Not counting the workers (who were so intent upon their own discussions that they completely ignored us), there were about ten of us. I was annoyed that our local party security chief, a huge man the size of an American football player, was missing (years later, I learned that he had taken refuge at an embassy), but I was impressed that at least one person I had presumed to be a coward was present and ready to fight and even die.

Somebody said we should destroy our Socialist Party ID cards, so I took mine out of my wallet and tore it up—not an easy task, since it was laminated in thick plastic. Then a bulletin came over the radio announcing what we all knew already—that a coup was in fact occurring. A few stations sympathetic to the government continued transmitting for a while, but one by one they were silenced. Soon only the anti-Allende radio stations remained on the air, broadcasting a steady stream of military songs and marches. Someone asked what we ought to do.

“We have to defend the constitutional government of Allende,” I declared. But with what? I thought bitterly. Our stockpile of weapons consisted of four sticks of dynamite that posed more of a danger to us than to anybody else, one Mauser rifle that dated back to World War II, and four handguns, including my own. We had hardly any ammunition and our adversaries were heavily armed professional soldiers.

Not that I was a total amateur. Some months earlier I had been selected to receive paramilitary training. Over a six-week period, about a dozen Socialists from different parts of the country had met daily at a beautiful old semi-abandoned mansion on Catedral Street in downtown Santiago. I never learned the names of any of my classmates, because on our first day our teacher had instructed us to adopt aliases. For the same reason, I never knew my teacher’s name, although he did tell us that he had been a member of the “Eleno” (from ELN, Ejército de Liberación Nacional, or Army of National Liberation) faction of the Socialist Party that had gone to Bolivia in the mid-to late-sixties to fight alongside Ché Guevara’s guerrilla army.

Our teacher taught us how to shoot handguns and how to assemble and disassemble them in the dark. We learned how to survive in hiding, how to follow someone without being observed, and how to  detect surveillance. We were also trained in the handling of explosives. One day our instructor explained, perhaps only half jokingly, why it’s important to arm a stick of dynamite with your hands behind your back. This way, he said, if the dynamite explodes, “It will blow off part of your ass and not the front of your anatomy.” (I thought about his comment that morning, as I pressed the four unstable sticks of dynamite to my chest.)

Aside from target practice, I had used my gun only once, for self-defense. During the March 1973 congressional elections, some Socialist friends and I had driven to a rough neighborhood south of Club Hípico, a Santiago racetrack, to paint political propaganda on the walls of buildings. We had just finished when a group of right-wing thugs insulted and threatened us. As we drove away, an Austin Mini pulled up behind us, guns blazing out of its windows. We threw ourselves onto the floor of our truck among the paint cans, and I and another young man emptied our weapons toward the Mini, striking its windshield, which convinced its driver to abandon the chase. That was the sum of my combat experience.

We all knew what we were supposed to do. In the event of a coup, we had been instructed to report to prearranged safe houses, where official assignments and assault weapons would be distributed. But one member of the group at the factory suggested that we take the initiative right then and there. Ignoring the fact that our dynamite was unusable and our firepower grossly insufficient, he suggested that we undertake a surprise attack on the local police station, the Eighth Precinct, to capture heavier weapons such as machine guns and automatic rifles. As long as we were certain that the police station supported the coup and we knew what security measures they had taken, I had no objection to the plan. I suggested that one of us reconnoiter. A volunteer left immediately and returned ten minutes later.

“Impossible,” he said. “The whole block is cordoned off. I couldn’t even get near the station, and besides, they have placed heavy machine guns in well-fortified positions.”

We were still discussing what to do next when President Allende’s voice came over the radio. It was 10:15 A.M. It would be his last speech.

 



AT THAT MOMENT President Allende was at La Moneda, the presidential palace, preparing to engage in combat with the rebel forces. He was accompanied by his personal security guard, the Group of Friends of the President (Grupo de Amigos del Presidente, GAP). Also with him were a few members of the Investigaciones (the Civilian Police), his personal physicians, and some government officials.  Allende chose to stay at the palace and resist the rebel forces because he thought it was his duty to defend the Republic; also he hoped he could buy some time for loyal troops and political paramilitary forces to come to his rescue. Many witnesses and journalists recorded what transpired at the palace that day.

The night before, President Allende had entertained guests at his residence at Tomás Moro Street 200, in the well-to-do east side of the city. At 9:30 P.M. he’d dined with Carlos Briones, minister of the interior; Orlando Letelier, minister of defense; a journalist friend of his, Augusto Olivares; his political adviser, the Spaniard Joan Garcés; the first lady, Hortensia “Tencha” Bussi; and their daughter Isabel, who had just returned from Mexico. Isabel had brought her father two jackets as a present.

“I hope I am able to wear them,” he commented darkly.

“Is the situation so bad?” Isabel asked. Allende did not respond.

The president had arrived late to his own dinner party because he had attended a briefing by Foreign Minister Clodomiro Almeyda, who had just come back from a Non-Aligned Movement meeting in Algeria. For the first time in weeks, Allende felt mildly optimistic. To resolve his differences with the opposition, he had decided to propose a national plebiscite on the impasse regarding the future of the public and private sectors of the economy. He planned to make the announcement the next day.

Allende’s economic program was not aimed at achieving an extreme form of socialism. His government had targeted mining conglomerates, large companies, banks, and latifundia (very large agricultural estates) for expropriation with the idea of establishing a “social property” sector that would coexist with both a mixed sector and a private property sector of the economy. But as time went by, smaller and smaller factories or farms were seized by workers or activists and placed under the control of the state.

The Socialist Party, to which I belonged, and the Movement of the Revolutionary Left (Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionaria, MIR) had radicalized the political process in pursuit of socialism, disregarding the fact that Allende had won the presidency by a plurality, and that the governing Popular Unity coalition held a minority of seats in Congress. For their part, the extreme right and the Nixon White House had not given Allende a chance, having launched a destabilization and terror campaign against him and the Chilean economy even before he assumed office. Dialogue promoted by Cardinal Raúl Silva Henríquez between the government and the centrist Christian Democrats, now allied with the right, had failed.  The only option to avoid a military coup or civil war, according to Allende, was a plebiscite in which the voters would be asked, in essence, to reconfirm his presidency of Chile. The president felt he would probably lose the referendum and in that case he was ready to resign to avoid further confrontation.

The dinner was interrupted by news that two trucks filled with soldiers were rushing toward Santiago from the town of Los Andes, about fifty miles to the northeast. Letelier was able to contact General Herman Brady, the army chief for Santiago, who at first responded that he knew nothing about the situation. Later, realizing that the local military commander had imprudently mobilized his troops before the agreed-upon time for the coup, Brady ordered the troops back, claiming that they were normal deployments in anticipation of exercises for the Independence Day military parade on September 19. The dinner ended at 2 A.M. and Allende retired for the night. Just a few hours later, he knew the truth—his government was under attack.

At 6:30 A.M. the president was awakened by a GAP guard, Hugo García, who passed him an urgent phone call from General Jorge Urrutia of the Carabineros, the national military police force, who conveyed to him a message from Valparaíso’s police chief: the marines were taking up combat positions in the streets, occupying key sectors, and cutting off the port city from the rest of the country. Dozens of political and labor union leaders had already been arrested. If I had spent that night in Valparaíso, instead of coming home late, I would have been trapped there.

Allende ordered that calls be made immediately to Admiral Raúl Montero, the head of the navy, and to General Augusto Pinochet, the commander in chief of the army, but he could not get through. Montero’s phone lines had been severed by his own people during the night; he had been forcibly discharged from his position as commander of the navy because of his reluctance to join the coup. Allende phoned Pinochet at home. He was told that the general was in the shower and would call back in a few minutes. Meanwhile, Alfredo Joignant, the director of Investigaciones, had called the president to confirm the uprising in Valparaíso.

The only military officer President Allende was able to locate was, once again, General Herman Brady. Allende ordered him to send army troops to Valparaíso to quell the uprising. Brady promised to do so, but did not. He was already taking his orders from elsewhere.

A few minutes later, the plotters cut all phone lines at the presidential residence, which was now totally isolated from the outside world. Allende decided to move to La Moneda, the presidential  palace, in downtown Santiago. Abandoning his usual formal attire, he dressed in a gray turtleneck sweater patterned with brown figures, dark gray pants, and black shoes. Always elegant, he slipped on a gray tweed jacket; he readied for combat, picking up his automatic AK-47 Kalashnikov rifle, and stepped outside. The inscription on the gun-stock read, “To Salvador, from a comrade in arms. Fidel.”

Allende’s GAP contingent consisted of twenty-three men, armed with two .30 caliber machine guns and three RPG-7s (Russian-made rocket launchers), plus their personal ordnance: AK-47 rifles, P-38 pistols, and Colt Cobra revolvers. Allende ordered part of the team to remain behind to protect his wife. Then, at 7:20 A.M., his motorcade—four blue Fiat 125 cars plus two white armored vehicles—sped downtown. Along with his security guards, the president was accompanied by Dr. Danilo Bartulín, Joan Garcés, and Augusto Olivares. Seven members of the GAP were ordered to remain with the cars in case of an emergency and, in the event of combat, to take positions next door, in the Ministry of Public Works. The rest of the men accompanied Allende inside the palace.

Around the same time that Allende arrived at La Moneda, Minister Orlando Letelier pulled up in front of the Ministry of Defense, just about 330 feet away, accompanied by his driver and his military escort, Lieutenant Colonel Sergio González. As they approached the entrance, González unholstered his pistol and pointed it at Letelier’s chest. The minister was informed that he was under arrest, and was taken to the office of Army General Sergio Arellano. Arellano and Admiral Patricio Carvajal had been coordinating the coup from a communications post within the Ministry of Defense. The coup’s other leaders were the commander of the air force, General Gustavo Leigh, who was stationed at the Air Force Academy in the Las Condes neighborhood of Santiago; Colonel Nilo Floody, at the Army Military School; and General Augusto Pinochet, who was far away in the foothills of the Andes. Despite its distance from the action, Pinochet’s position had been designated Post Number 1.

Allende was pleased to see that General José María Sepúlveda, the head of the Carabineros, was at the presidential palace. He hoped that the 40,000-strong Carabineros force Sepúlveda commanded was on the side of the constitutional government.

At around 7:55 A.M., Allende briefly addressed the nation, confirming that navy officers had rebelled in Valparaíso but asserting that the situation in Santiago was normal. The president encouraged workers “to occupy their places, to go to their factories, and to remain calm and serene.”

As Allende finished uttering these words, three Sherman tanks were being positioned on the northern side of La Moneda, their commanders awaiting orders to attack. Four Hawker Hunter jet fighters loaded with Sura rockets had been dispatched to the capital from the city of Concepción, about 325 miles to the south; their pilots’ first mission had been to bomb the transmitters of pro-government radio stations.

President Allende issued another order to contact General Pinochet, but the general was incomunicado.

“Poor Pinochet. He must be under arrest,” Allende said.

One witness to this episode, the journalist Carlos “Negro” Jorquera, who many years later would work for me at the Foreign Ministry, believed that Allende’s concern for Pinochet was sincere. At that point the president still thought that the insurrection was restricted to one sector of the navy.

“Problems with your navy again, captain,” Allende said to his navy aide-de-camp, Captain Jorge Grez.

General Sepúlveda of the Carabineros attempted to reach his police commanders by telephone. He managed to contact some of them, but no one seemed to have any information. Another bad sign was that the undersecretary of the army, Colonel Rafael Valenzuela, a government loyalist, had just been prevented from entering the Defense Ministry.

At 8:42 A.M., two radio stations linked to the rebels, Minería and Agricultura, broadcast martial music and the national anthem, followed by a formal armed forces message communicating that a military junta had been constituted by the commanders in chief of the army and the air force, Pinochet and Leigh, and by Admiral José Toribio Merino and General César Mendoza, who had taken over command of the navy and the Carabineros, respectively. They demanded that President Allende resign his post immediately.

There was no hope. The armed forces were not divided; there were no loyal troops to come to the rescue.

Allende responded by addressing the nation once more. “I will not  resign,” he declared defiantly. “I will stay and inform the nation about the preposterous attitude of soldiers who refuse to honor their sworn commitments.”

The military responded bluntly.

“If La Moneda is not evacuated before 11 A.M., it will be attacked by land and air.”

Nobody in the presidential palace could believe it. Surely the air force would not destroy the historically and symbolically significant  building. But the situation continued to deteriorate. One by one, the armored police vehicles parked outside the palace drove away; the Carabineros who had been defensively deployed around its perimeter were now a part of the siege. The country’s borders were sealed, all commercial flights were grounded, international communications were cut off. Chile was under military control.

Allende appeared briefly in one of the northern balconies of La Moneda to check what was happening in the street; a few onlookers applauded him and he waved to them. Around 9:15 A.M. Allende phoned the Defense Ministry and talked to General Ernesto Baeza. He suggested that the commanders of the coup meet with him at La Moneda to work out a reasonable solution to the crisis. Baeza consulted with Pinochet, who resolutely rejected Allende’s proposition.

“Allende is not a straight shooter, you know,” Pinochet told Admiral Carvajal. “If he wants to, he can go to the Ministry of Defense and surrender to the commanders in chief.” Carvajal phoned La Moneda to reiterate that Allende had no choice but to resign, and to assure him that a private plane was waiting to transport him and his family to exile in the country of his choice.

Vehemently rejecting the ultimatum, the president chose instead to address the country once more, over Magallanes, the one pro-government radio station that was still on the air. At this point, his only remaining support came from a band of Socialists who were holed up at the Central Bank, one block away from the palace. They had tried to reach La Moneda earlier but had been turned away by ground troops. The head of the GAP presidential security detail had intercepted another armed contingent of eight Socialists and instructed them to return to central party headquarters in San Martin Street, burn all of the party’s documents, and then seek refuge until they could reorganize.

The GAP took up their positions inside La Moneda and began to exchange fire with the military forces (the Carabineros inside the palace held their fire). Meanwhile, aides burned the president’s private documents, and the Declaration of Chilean Independence, a historic, irreplaceable document dating back to 1818, was securely stored away (though in the end it was consumed by fire).

Allende ordered his military attachés to leave so that they would not have to fight against their own forces. They phoned Admiral Carvajal at the Defense Ministry to inform him that they were abandoning the palace and exited through a side door known as Morandé 80. A third message from the military junta announced that any unauthorized civilians caught carrying weapons or explosives would be executed on the spot; a curfew would begin at 6 P.M. I was at the metal  factory when the warning was issued, but it didn’t mean much to me. My only concern was how to counter the coup and to die, if necessary.

Meanwhile GAP leaders and the former head of the civilian police, Eduardo “Coco” Paredes, a physician who was a member of the Socialist Party and a staunch Allende supporter, were discussing plans to rescue the president. If Allende could somehow escape the palace, there was a secret underground bunker he could go to, specially built for him beneath a safe house. But there was no way out; the palace was completely surrounded.

At around 10 A.M. Allende received an emissary from the Socialist Party, Hernán del Canto, a former minister in his cabinet. Del Canto asserted that the Socialists were ready to fight and only awaited his word on what they should do; he urged Allende to escape the palace and lead the resistance himself.

“I will not leave La Moneda. I know what I have to do. As regards the Socialist Party, why does it ask my opinion now when it has not cared about my views for quite a while? Tell your comrades that they should know what to do at this moment,” the president replied sternly.

It was a bitter exchange. Since the 1970 election the president had progressively lost the support of the leadership of his own party, which saw him as excessively prone to compromise with the military and his political opponents. The country had become polarized between Allende supporters and opponents, while the government coalition was fractured between the moderate Communists—to whom Allende felt politically closer—and the more radical Socialists, who nevertheless would side with Allende at such a critical moment.

Across a side street from La Moneda some GAP sharpshooters stationed in the Ministry of Public Works opened fire on troops that were advancing from the south. Troops approaching from the north faced a barrage of gunfire from the rooftops of the Ministry of Finance, the Central Bank, and other nearby buildings. But these were Allende’s only defenders. One of the GAP security agents set up a .30 caliber machine gun in one of the second-floor windows of the palace, but within minutes he was seriously wounded and was evacuated to a downtown emergency hospital. Later he was kidnapped from the hospital by the military and was never heard from again.

At 10:10 A.M. President Allende stated that he wished to make another radio address, which turned out to be his last. The Magallanes radio station was standing by. “Shut up, everybody shut up, the president is about to speak to the nation,” Jorquera, the journalist, ordered those present in the room. Rising to his feet and leaning on his desk,  Allende picked up the microphone and delivered a speech that those who heard it would never forget: 






Surely, this will be the last time I will be able to speak to you. The Air Force has bombed the transmitters of Portales and the Corporación radio stations. My words do not reflect bitterness, but disappointment. Let them stand as a moral punishment for those who have betrayed their oath. . . .

I say to the workers: I will not resign! Placed on this historic crossroad, I will pay for the people’s loyalty with my life. And I say to you that I am certain that the seeds planted in the worthy conscience of thousands upon thousands of Chileans will not be mowed down forever. . . . I speak to the worker, the peasant, the intellectual, and to those who will be persecuted, because in our country fascism has been present for a long time in the form of terrorist attacks, blowing up bridges, cutting off railroads, destroying oil and gas pipelines, in the face of the silence of those who had the duty to take action. History will judge them.

Surely, Radio Magallanes will be silenced and the calm metal of my voice will no longer reach you. It does not matter. You will continue to hear me. I will always be with you.

You should remember me as a noble man, who was loyal to the nation. The people ought to defend themselves, but not commit sacrifices. The people must not permit themselves to be obliterated, demoralized, or humiliated.

Workers of my homeland: I have faith in Chile and its future. Other men will overcome this dark and bitter moment when treason is attempting to prevail. You must continue to believe that, sooner rather than later, the grand avenues will open again through which free men will pass to build a better society.

Long live Chile, long live the people, and long live the workers!



 



The speech was interrupted just once, when a bullet shattered a window in his office. Allende’s last words would inspire the resistance and haunt the military junta for years. Conscious of defeat, he did not call for an armed uprising, because he knew it would result in a bloodbath. At the same time, he resolved that he would not permit himself to be taken alive, lest he appear to have acknowledged the legitimacy of the insurrection.

At Maestranza Jemo my comrades and I, transfixed by emotion approaching despair, were reduced to silence. To millions of Chileans at that moment, all hope appeared to be lost.

“I wonder what General Prats will do?” one of my companions said, referring to the former commander in chief of the army, a known constitutionalist who had resigned his post just a few weeks earlier.

“I don’t know,” I answered, “but a retired general has zero influence. We are on our own now, and we should go to our safe houses to await instructions.”

“What should I do with the Mauser?” asked its owner, a thin young man with a hippie-style beard. He carried the vintage weapon in a guitar case, which did not seem at all suspicious, since he looked so much like a musician.

“Don’t take it home,” I advised him. “Hide it in the house of a close relative who is politically neutral, in case we need it later.”

I knew the weapon was of little use: we had hardly any ammunition for it. The dynamite I had brought here at such risk to myself was useless, too; even so, we stowed it safely away. I considered placing it in the middle of the street as a booby trap for one of the passing army trucks, but I feared that some curious child would pick it up or kick it.

We left the factory at around 11 A.M. I decided to investigate why there was so much military movement in our neighborhood, so I followed the army trucks and armored vehicles to the Alameda, the main avenue that bisects Santiago from east to west. At the intersection of Alameda and Bascuñan Street stood the three-thousand-seat sports arena known as the Chile Stadium. Troops crowded outside its walls. A few buses that were still running were filled with people trying to go home. A couple of stores that had remained open closed their metal shutters while I watched

A truck, packed with factory workers from the south side of Santiago who were guarded by soldiers, approached the arena. Chile Stadium had become a detention camp. My cousin Virginia would shortly be imprisoned within its walls; the folksinger Víctor Jara would be tortured and assassinated there within hours. Later we would learn that most of the junta’s prisoners were taken elsewhere, to the much larger National Stadium, an open-air soccer field that seated sixty thousand.

As I walked to my safe house—the home of a Socialist woman whose husband, a taxi driver, was sympathetic to Allende—I wondered what had happened to the party organization, which was supposed to provide us with orders and, more important, firearms. Not far away I could hear explosions and gunfire: the final siege of La Moneda.

Radio Magallanes was silenced at 10:25 A.M., in the middle of a declaration by the Chilean Communist Party (CCP) condemning the  coup and calling on all its militants to await instructions—instructions that never came. In the palace, President Allende told all Carabineros of the presidential guard that they could leave, but without their weapons. The head of the guards gave Allende his own helmet, which the president would wear during the ensuing combat. Allende also allowed all service personnel, mostly from the navy, to abandon La Moneda. Then he summoned his remaining aides, ministers, high officials, doctors, and security personnel to the Toesca Room on the second floor, a room normally reserved for formal ceremonies. He spoke with emotion but great composure.

“I will not resign, I will not leave the country, and I will not leave La Moneda. I will fight until the end. I thank all of you for your loyalty, but there must not be pointless victims. Most of you are young, have spouses and children. You have a duty to them and to Chile. This will not be the last battle. . . . From the women, I ask only that you abandon the palace. To the comrades who do not have specific duties to carry out, or who do not know how to use firearms, I ask you to leave now.”

When the president finished, there was a profound silence. Not a word was spoken for what seemed like an eternity. Then, his last stalwarts, many of them with tears streaming down their faces, began to sing the national anthem, followed by loud cries of “Viva Allende!”

The president descended to the first floor and headed for an internal patio called the Winter Garden. On a table were laid out the SIG automatic rifles, ammunition, and gas masks left by the Carabineros. Those who knew how to use the weapons picked them up. After the women left (two hid inside the palace until the bitter end), Allende forced his adviser, Joan Garcés, a Spanish national, to leave as well, accompanied by Allende’s two daughters, Isabel and Beatriz.

“Go and tell our story to the world,” Allende told the Spaniard. In the years to come Garcés would become a full-time activist of the Chilean cause and one of Pinochet’s most steadfast enemies. The military had promised a jeep to evacuate the women from La Moneda, but it never came. They had to seek refuge in the nearby offices of the Christian Democratic opposition newspaper La Prensa.

Annoyed by the slow pace of the offensive against La Moneda, General Pinochet contacted Admiral Carvajal at the Defense Ministry.

“Are the tanks attacking?” he asked. “What about the infantry? Have they arrived yet?”

Carvajal informed him that the palace was surrounded by soldiers and that the tanks had opened fire. “I believe our forces should soon be able to seize the palace,” the admiral concluded.

“Okay. But at eleven A.M. sharp we have to bomb La Moneda from the air because this guy will not surrender,” Pinochet told him.

General Leigh of the air force was frustrated. Earlier, he had angrily refused to provide a military escort for the women who wanted to exit the palace. “These are delaying tactics. I am going to attack with my planes right away,” he yelled to his men.

But as of eleven fifteen, the fighter jets had yet to appear. After their long flight from southern Chile and the attacks on the radio transmitters, they had had to refuel. This not only added to Leigh’s frustration but, more important, embarrassed him in front of his army colleague. Pinochet did not hide his displeasure and ordered General Brady to launch an all-out ground offensive. Artillery shells, mortars, missiles, and high-caliber bullets slammed into the northern side of the palace. Its defenders responded with a hail of gunfire of their own. The president, who had been known as a sharpshooter since his hunting days, joined in the shooting.

José Tohá, a former minister of the interior, considered Pinochet a friend, since the general had often visited Toha’s home. He asked Admiral Carvajal to ask the general to suspend the bombardment while he convinced Allende to surrender. Admiral Carvajal called Pinochet to communicate the proposition.

“Unconditional surrender! No negotiations. You hear: unconditional surrender!” Pinochet screamed.

“Okay. Unconditional surrender. And we keep the offer to take Allende and his family out of the country?”

“All these bastards there, Mr. Tohá, that Mr. Almeyda, all these dirty bastards who were about to ruin the nation must be arrested and put on a plane, without any clothes, with whatever they may be wearing,” Pinochet replied.

“As far as Allende is concerned, we maintain the offer to fly him out of the country, but the plane falls in midflight. Okay, my old man?”

“Okay, understood,” Carvajal replied, unable to contain his laughter. (Years later audiotapes of these exchanges were discovered and made public.)

Still, Allende refused to surrender. He dispatched General Sepúlveda, the loyal head of the Carabineros, to the Ministry of Defense to negotiate a truce. Armored police vehicles picked him up at the palace, but instead of transporting him to the ministry, his subordinates informed him that Carabineros had joined the rebels, persuaded him there was nothing else to do, and took the general to safety at the institutional officers’ club.

At around 11:55 A.M., rockets from two British-made Hawker Hunter fighter jets penetrated the second floor of La Moneda. A red-orange ball of fire erupted on the ceiling and the explosion literally lifted several occupants up into the air. In a hallway on the first floor of the palace, President Allende turned to his long time friend, the journalist Carlos “Negro” Jorquera. “We are not afraid, Negro, are we?” he asked.

“Afraid, no; scared shitless, yes!” Jorquera responded.

Fire broke out in the roof structure and in the open “orange trees patio” on the southern side of the palace. (Many years later, this area of La Moneda would house my offices when I was minister secretary-general of the government.) The attacks continued. Four jet fighters passed eight times over the building, firing eighteen twenty-five-pound Matra Sneb rockets. The sharp whistling sound of the incoming rockets and the explosions when they hit their targets could be heard throughout Santiago. The palace was on fire.

Men in helicopters launched tear gas grenades into the building, but they had to withdraw because of the heavy gunfire coming from inside. Sixty-seven people were still with Allende, and most of them continued to fight. A Sherman tank and an armored vehicle also were forced to pull back when they received a bazooka shot and abundant fire from a .30 machine gun handled by one of the GAP guards. Allende, flat on the floor, kept firing his automatic rifle. GAP sharpshooters, encouraged by the resistance from La Moneda, poured down fire from nearby buildings.

Meanwhile, at the presidential residence, Allende’s wife, Tencha, and about fifteen GAP security guards took up defensive positions. Attacking troops were greeted by a hail of fire from AK-47 automatic rifles and from a .30 machine gun. Forced to retreat, the attackers called for air strikes.

Air Force Commander Leigh agreed. Because of cloud cover, a helicopter was sent in to “fix the target” for the combat planes. The helicopter withdrew after being struck by dozens of bullets, but two Hawker Hunter fighter jets, guided by the helicopter and aerial photos, flew in. The first pilot fired a rocket at a long structure that resembled the main building of the residence as it appeared in his photos. He’d made a huge mistake—his missile slammed into one of the annexes of the Air Force Hospital, a couple of blocks away. The second jet fighter corrected the error, scoring a direct hit on the residence. Paintings by famous Latin American artists were shredded; antique furniture flew through the air. The first lady survived by hiding under a table. GAP  guards escorted her out of the house and to safety at the Mexican ambassador’s residence a few miles away. Grossly outgunned, the remaining defenders loaded their weapons and ammunition in three cars and a utility truck and sped off to try to join up with paramilitary resistance groups. Almost immediately, some neighbors began to loot the smoking ruins of the abandoned mansion.

It was now 1:15 P.M. and the exchange of fire at La Moneda still hadn’t let up. Minister of Finance Fernando Flores phoned General Baeza and suggested a cease-fire so that a delegation from La Moneda could walk over to the Ministry of Defense to negotiate surrender. Three emissaries led by Flores were escorted to the ministry. At that exact moment, Pinochet telephoned. Carvajal informed him of the approaching delegation and the terms of surrender they’d offered (Allende’s conditions included the formation of a military government that would respect the rule of law and the social rights of workers and the immediate cessation of bombing in working-class neighborhoods and shantytowns). Before Pinochet could protest, the admiral told him that, of course, the idea was not to negotiate anything—he would simply arrest the delegation as soon as they arrived. Pinochet approved: “My view is that we grab all these gentlemen and we send them out of the country, anywhere they want. And then, in midflight, we begin throwing them out of the plane,” he quipped.

At the palace, “Coco” Paredes, the former head of the civilian police, received a report from civil police headquarters stating that the military effectively controlled the whole country. It was the last straw; when he brought him the news, Allende agreed to surrender. The emissaries at the Defense Ministry were informed of the unconditional surrender and were arrested.

“Order to surrender. The president orders to surrender!” Paredes yelled, walking quickly through the building. As his supporters lined up to exit the palace, Allende declared that he would be the last one to leave. Paredes phoned the Defense Ministry, announced that the president had surrendered, and requested a vehicle.

General Javier Palacios, commissioned to accept the surrender and to occupy the remains of La Moneda, stormed the palace with a group of army commandos and intelligence personnel. The soldiers kicked in the side door on Morandé 80, prompting several doctors, journalists, and civilian police on the first floor to come out. Unaware of the order to surrender, a few GAP security men were still firing their weapons. General Palacios was slightly injured in one hand. After the guards were disarmed, they were severely beaten.

Allende remained on the second floor, in the Independence Room. As the military occupied the lower part of the building, he sent his last remaining companions downstairs.

“Allende will never surrender!” he called after them, and then they heard a muffled noise. Moments later, Dr. Patricio Guijón rushed back into the Independence Room to pick up a gas mask, just in time to see President Allende’s body violently contorting on a chair, a consequence of two shots he had fired under his chin with the automatic rifle, which he held between his knees. The sole witness of a suicide that would be kept secret for three decades, Dr. Guijón pulled the rifle away, seated himself next to Allende’s body, and waited for the military to arrive, so that in his capacity as medical doctor he could report the president’s death.

When he heard that the president was dead, Enrique Huerta, the administrative manager of the palace, picked up his submachine gun and prepared to resume fighting.

“Allende is dead. Long live Chile!” he yelled.

One of the GAP leaders took his weapon away. There was no longer any point to resistance.

 



BEFORE PROCEEDING TO my safe house, I had rushed back home to check on my wife. Born and raised in a small town in Pennsylvania, she had only traveled outside the United States once before moving to Chile, for a four-day trip to Montreal. Although she had helped me distribute food in the neighborhood, Pamela was no activist. The extreme polarization and violence of Chilean politics struck her as shocking and incomprehensible. Now a military coup was unfolding that could kill us both.

We had met in upstate New York, at the Oswego campus of the State University of New York (SUNY) where I had earned my undergraduate degree thanks to an Institute of International Education scholarship. At eighteen years old I found myself on the shores of Lake Ontario in a town known worldwide for record snowfalls, instead of near New York City as I expected. Since Allende had been elected president, I persuaded Pamela to follow me to Chile. Three days after she arrived in Santiago, Pamela and I were married.

Pamela’s shock treatment in revolutionary politics began on our wedding day, November 28, 1972. After a private civil wedding ceremony that she did not understand, as she did not yet speak a word of Spanish, we went for coffee, saw a boring Bulgarian movie, and then attended a massive Allende rally on Alameda Avenue. The president  was traveling the next day to New York City, to address the General Assembly of the United Nations.

On September 11, 1973, as gunfire crackled in the distance and I prepared to go underground, I bid farewell to my new wife; I did not know what would happen to me or when I would see her again. I told her to go with my mother to an aunt’s house nearby, and I promised to phone her as soon as I could.

Only two people were supposed to be at my safe house. But at around 2 P.M., others began to arrive.

“This is not a safe house if so many of us are here,” I protested. Carmen, the owner of the house, insisted that anyone who was not supposed to be there would have to leave. Eventually they did. In the meantime, we wondered what had happened to our promised weapons. Someone said that vehicles would soon pick us up, bring weapons, and take us where we needed to go.

Arnoldo Camú, a member of the Political Commission of the Socialist Party and head of its paramilitary structure, had weapons and was ready for combat. But by 10 A.M., the Political Commission of the Socialist Party, led by the party’s secretary-general, Senator Carlos Altamirano, decided that fighting by the party, which actually had a feeble paramilitary structure, would be an act of useless heroism. He ordered a pullback. He and the other leaders then headed to their own safe houses.

At 12:45 P.M., the political and paramilitary heads of the Socialist Party, the Communist Party, and the Movement of the Revolutionary Left—which had not backed Allende’s government—met at the Indumet metal foundry. The Communist Party representative announced that his organization had ordered its militants to retreat, because they believed the military’s grip on the country was already absolute. Members of MIR had not yet been able to retrieve the group’s weapons. The Socialist Party’s political commission member, Del Canto, reported that his party had ordered its paramilitary irregulars to retreat.

At 1 P.M. Camú received a desperate call from La Moneda, pleading for help. Disobeying his party’s orders, he immediately dispatched two vans to scout the roads between the factory and the presidential palace. Both of them returned with discouraging information: the military had set up roadblocks, totally restricting access to downtown. Camú proposed that they approach the palace from a different direction. But the discussion ended abruptly when someone shouted that buses and armored vehicles carrying about one hundred Carabineros had arrived outside the factory.

The policemen surrounded the factory and opened fire. The plant’s workers had received weapons from Camú’s team, and they, as well as all participants in the meeting, fired back. The bloody standoff lasted several hours, but by 3:30 P.M. the workers at Indumet surrendered to the now-reinforced police forces.

Meanwhile Camú’s forces had escaped the siege and moved on to Sumar textile factory, where another group of Socialists had gathered. A fresh battle broke out, this time with a Puma Army helicopter. The helicopter was forced to retreat when it was hit with more than a dozen bullets, one of which wounded the pilot. The Socialists decided to head for another factory, Madeco-Mademsa; they crossed La Legua, a strongly pro-Allende shantytown. Fighting had already broken out there between a police contingent and some Socialists who had been trapped on their way to join Camú. The reinforced Socialist force, assisted by local residents, overpowered the police. Then another bus loaded with heavily armed Carabineros arrived and a second battle broke out. A college student carrying an RPG-7 was hit in the head by a policeman’s bullet and died. Another combatant retrieved the rocket-launcher and fired it. The rocket-propelled grenade crashed through the bus’s windshield, severely wounding the driver. Miraculously, however, the grenade did not explode. The policemen jumped out of the bus and ran for cover, while Camú’s men and the local militants loosed a barrage of gunfire that left the bus totally destroyed. Several Carabineros died in the gun battle, but all of them would have been killed if that grenade hadn’t been a dud.

These few skirmishes were the principal points of armed resistance against the coup, though hundreds of militants like me waited in vain for instructions and arms. Many years later, the secretary-general of the Socialist Party, Altamirano, admitted that the left had failed miserably in its defense of the constitutional government. The leadership of the Socialist Party failed not only to secure a significant supply of arms but also to communicate any coherent instructions to its armed or unarmed irregulars.

Shortly after Allende’s death, combined contingents of the army, the Carabineros, and the air force raided La Legua with tanks and planes and commenced a punitive operation aimed at all its residents. More than two hundred people were taken prisoner. Some of them would be tortured to death or made to disappear. Camú was murdered a few days later as he tried to escape arrest near downtown Santiago.

BY LATE AFTERNOON the fighting at La Moneda had long since ended. Allende’s followers were lying facedown in a row on the pavement of Morandé Street, on the east side of the still-burning building. There they were repeatedly beaten; a tank was parked only inches away from their bodies and threatened to roll over them at any moment; rounds from machine guns were fired over their heads. Ministers and high government officials were taken to the Defense Ministry; afterward they would be flown to a makeshift prison camp on Dawson Island, an isolated location in Chilean Patagonia. Two navy buses arrived to take the rest of the palace’s beaten defenders to the Tacna regiment army barracks, a few miles south. The streets were deserted, and a light rain fell.

At the Tacna, Enrique París, a psychiatrist and close friend of Allende’s, was almost immediately separated from the others. He was tortured and assassinated, and his body was made to disappear. (Three decades later, another Enrique París, his son, would serve at La Moneda palace as President Ricardo Lagos’s chief administrative aide.)

“All of you are going to be executed,” Colonel Joaquín Ramírez yelled at the prisoners as they entered the barracks. Again they were severely beaten. Forty-eight hours later, military trucks arrived, commanded by an officer who bore a list of all those who were inside the palace on 9/11. The professional members of the Investigaciones were placed in the hands of a police inspector, who secured their release from the barracks. The twenty-four men remaining—security guards, lawyers, sociologists, and government officials—were loaded onto the trucks, their hands and feet bound by wire, and transported to a shooting range some twenty miles west of Santiago, where they were murdered in cold blood that same night. “Coco” Paredes, the former head of the Investigaciones, was savagely tortured before he died.

At my safe house, more unexpected guests had arrived, some of them carrying handguns. Their presence was a huge security risk. As evening fell, the overcast skies were further darkened by the news of Allende’s death. We remained awake all night. At any moment, we thought, we would be picked up and taken to where we would receive arms and be given orders. But as the night wore on and nobody arrived and no news reports came to us, except propaganda from the coup-controlled media attacking Allende and his supposed luxurious lifestyle, our hopes faded.

At around 7 P.M., the president’s body, wrapped in a rug, was transported from La Moneda to the army’s military hospital. Admiral Carvajal communicated to Pinochet the news of President Allende’s death. Of course, the issue of burial arose immediately.

“Just put him in a pine box, and place him aboard a plane, with his family,” Pinochet told Carvajal. “Let the burial take place elsewhere, in Cuba! Otherwise, there will be unrest at the burial ceremony. Even dead this guy is troublesome!”

Finally Pinochet decided to allow a discreet, private burial in Chile. The following day the remains of the president were buried at the Santa Inés Cemetery in Viña del Mar. “Let it be known to all that here lies the constitutional president of Chile,” his widow, Tencha, declared bravely over his grave, as the soldiers stood menacingly nearby. In September 1990, when democracy returned to Chile, Allende would be given a proper burial, in the presence of foreign heads of state, intellectuals from all over the world, and the leaders of Chile’s reborn democracy. I was present then.

But that reburial would not come for decades; many more were fated to die between Salvador Allende’s two funerals. On the day of the coup, thirty-six people, including Carabineros and soldiers, were killed. There had been no war. Pinochet himself later declared, “For all practical purposes, fighting lasted four hours.” But by the end of 1973, less than four months later, the number of dead would climb to 1,823—or 119 persons each week.

On the early morning of September 12, I left the safe house and headed toward my aunt’s home, taking a long, indirect route through side streets. Many right-wingers in the neighborhood knew me; I could not ignore the necessity of taking such precautions. I found my young American wife in a state of near panic; she had never experienced such a day of upheaval and impotent rage. I hadn’t, either, though I had been prepared intellectually for the eventuality. After we had departed from our “unsafe house,” a heavily armed military contingent arrived in several trucks to search it. I had escaped arrest this time, but my wife and I would have to go into hiding. Chile had changed, literally overnight. Like thousands of other Allende supporters, I would have to take desperate measures to stay alive.

It would be seventeen years before we would regain the democracy and the freedom that we lost on our 9/11. Pinochet ruled Chile now.






Two

THE TWO PINOCHETS

General Augusto Pinochet, the commander in chief of the Chilean army, was full of doubts. Joining a coup d’état could backfire, costing him his career or, worse, his life.

Serious political conflict divided Chile into two antagonistic blocks: the Allende government, composed mainly of the Socialist and Communist parties, versus the opposition, led by the right-wing National Party (Partido Nacional, PN) and the Christian Democracy (Partido Demócrata Cristiano, PDC). Dialogue had broken down as the antagonists had radicalized their postures and, as a spin-off, politicized key actors such as the judiciary and the armed forces. A conviction that the nation now found itself in a total impasse had overcome Chileans of all political persuasions and within the military; Pinochet was feeling the pressure of his subordinates to move against Allende.

On the evening of Saturday, September 8, the army’s General Sergio Arellano, nicknamed “the Wolf,” had briefed Pinochet at the latter’s home in Santiago on the details of the coup plot and warned him that even if all the senior commanders did not participate, the lower-level commanders would. “I am not a Communist,” Pinochet growled, banging the table. “Shit!” But for all of his vehemence, Arellano reported to General Gustavo Leigh, the commander in chief of the air force, Pinochet was still reluctant to commit himself one way or the other. Pinochet had promised to call General Leigh, but he hadn’t done so that evening.

Leigh shared his concerns with Admiral José Toribio Merino. The next morning, Sunday, September 9, Merino summoned Admiral Sergio Huidobro, commander of the Chilean marines, to his home in  the port of Valparaíso, gave him a letter to hand-deliver to Pinochet, and ordered him to use all of his powers of persuasion to bring the general on board. Huidobro hid the letter inside one of his shoes and got into his car, accompanied by Ariel González, an officer in the navy. An hour later—far too soon for them to have made the ninety-minute drive to Santiago, never mind a round trip—the two envoys returned. Admiral Merino felt a lurch of panic when he saw them. But as it turned out, nothing had gone wrong. In a bit of comedy worthy of the Keystone Cops, the officers had realized that they didn’t have enough money to pay the highway tolls. When they finally pulled up at Pinochet’s residence late that afternoon, the general’s youngest daughter, Jacqueline, was celebrating her fifteenth birthday.

That Sunday had been a busy day for Pinochet. Around noon he had been summoned to the presidential residence on Tomás Moro Street. After Pinochet briefed President Allende on public order, Allende informed him of his plans to call for a plebiscite to resolve the national political impasse. Allende’s adviser, Joan Garcés, recalls the surprised look on the general’s face when he received the news. “That changes everything,” Pinochet said. While the general and the president were meeting—the last time they would see each other—Senator Carlos Altamirano, the secretary-general of the Socialist Party, was giving a fiery speech at a rally in which he darkly alluded to military plots being hatched against the government and promised to respond with popular resistance.

When Merino’s envoys, accompanied by Admiral Patricio Carvajal, were shown into the general’s house, they discovered that Pinochet was already receiving a distinguished visitor: General Gustavo Leigh, the commander in chief of the air force (dressed in jogging clothes rather than his uniform, so as not to attract attention). While the birthday festivities continued in a different part of the house, Leigh bluntly told Pinochet that the time had come to act.

“You have to make up your mind,” he declared, “because we and the navy are going ahead, even without the army.”

“This could cost us our lives,” Pinochet responded. He knew that Merino and Leigh were allies and would support each other. But how much support did they have in the ranks? Besides, Merino was not the commander in chief of the navy.

Admiral Huidobro handed Pinochet Merino’s letter, which read as follows: “Gustavo and Augusto: The ‘D day’ will be 9/11 and the time 6 A.M. Augusto: If you do not commit your troops from the beginning of the movement we will have no possibility of success and  we will not live to see the future. Any problem or disagreements, please discuss them with Admiral Huidobro, who is authorized by me. Hoping for your understanding, I send you my regards. José Toribio Merino.”

Merino had given instructions that both Pinochet and Leigh sign the letter on the spot as a formal expression of agreement. Pinochet could dither no longer. He would have to declare himself one way or the other, and in the presence of four witnesses, all of them from other branches of the armed forces.

Leigh signed right away. Pinochet nervously offered the excuse that he couldn’t find a pen and his personal seal.

While Leigh regarded the army chief disdainfully, Admiral Huidobro offered to lend him his own pen. Pinochet demurred. Finally, when he could procrastinate no longer, he signed the note and stamped his seal on it, but even then he wrote a small message requesting that the coup begin an hour and a half later, so that army divisions spread out across the country would have time to communicate with each other. A tea hosted by his wife for spouses of army generals, to be held on September 11—a few hours earlier the Pinochets had personally ordered cakes and hors d’oeuvres at a pastry shop—would have to be canceled.

The coup was on.

 



PINOCHET HAD NEVER been officer material. It’s doubtful that he ever expected to reach the post of commander in chief of the army. That he would end up ruling the country with an iron hand for seventeen years would have seemed unimaginable to anyone who knew him when he was an unprepossessing young officer. He owed his unlikely success to a studied avoidance of risks, a preternatural ability to keep his own counsel, and above all an attitude of cringing deference and unconditional obedience to his superiors. His strategy was to quietly occupy a secondary role, close to power but in the background and out of danger—but to be ready to move the instant an opportunity presented itself.

When asked what he talked about when he met with President Allende throughout the latter’s presidency, Pinochet said, “I never spoke; I only listened. By speaking, one gives up one’s ideas.” In an interview with María Eugenia Oyarzún, a journalist who would be rewarded for her close friendship with Pinochet with several high posts during his regime, Pinochet confessed, “I knew that if you said something, maybe you would not be promoted. Since I was a child I was taught that a superior is always right. As time went on, I realized  that this is not always the case, but I still preferred silence.” Pinochet’s policy—to keep his mouth shut and to be “always distrustful”—rose to the level of a personal philosophy.

Pinochet never excelled intellectually. Unlike the two commanders in chief of the army who preceded him, Generals Ren Schneider and Carlos Prats, he was not a natural-born leader. But Pinochet had persistence and discipline. Born in the Almendral neighborhood of Valparaíso on November 25, 1915, Augusto José Ramón Pinochet Ugarte always wanted to be a military man. As a child he enjoyed watching military parades because he admired, he would recall, “the uniforms and martial nature” of the military as well as the “way they treated people according to rank.” His favorite pastime was to play with toy soldiers. His father, a customs agent, had cherished the hope that his son and namesake would become a medical doctor. But Avelina, his strong-willed mother, supported her son’s military vocation.

Pinochet was raised in an upper-middle-class family. The Pinochet children had a governess, María, and Augusto attended private schools in Valparaíso (Seminario San Rafael and Sagrados Corazones) at a time when it was a privilege reserved for the few. They lived in a comfortable two-story house with several bedrooms and a grand salon with a piano.

Pinochet’s parents were strict disciplinarians: a severe beating he received from his mother when he disrupted a shopping expedition by whining that he wanted a toy boat was a learning experience that Pinochet never forgot. “I know no other way of life but military discipline,” he once declared. Pinochet applied to military school in 1929, but he was too young and was turned down. In December 1931 his mother insisted he apply again, but he was rejected once more, this time because he was judged to be physically weak. Finally, in 1933, when he was sixteen years old, he reapplied for a third time. This time he was admitted.

The Military School (Escuela Militar), was housed then in an imposing classical-style building on Blanco Encalada Avenue. A nearby church on the same thoroughfare, the Virgen del Perpetuo Socorro (Our Lady of Perpetual Help), still has on its wall a marble plaque inscribed “Thanks Holy Mother. Help me always. Second Lieutenant A. Pinochet, 1936.” Pinochet thanked the Virgin for his graduation from military school. As a child I passed by that plaque dozens of times on my way to Mass. The house I grew up in was just a few blocks away.

Pinochet had a mystical streak; he was inclined to believe in miracles, spirits, and the supernatural. He recalled his father’s death as follows: “I saw my father when his soul left his material body. I was  standing in front of his bed when a kind of smoke descended; he got out of bed, came over toward me, stood there for a fraction of a second, and then left.” His father’s was not the only spirit he’d seen in his house. “One day I was washing my hands and I saw another person right next to me, also washing his hands,” Pinochet told the journalist Oyarzún. Fond of consulting fortune-tellers and astrologists, Pinochet confessed that he always wore a gold ring with a square ruby and a Sagittarius symbol as a good luck charm. “The ring brings me luck and I am superstitious,” he admitted.

He was never a good military student, and his carelessness got him into trouble. In the early 1950s a pamphlet Pinochet prepared for the Army War Academy (Academia de Guerra del Ejército de Chile) included a map of Chile’s borders with Argentina, Bolivia, and Peru that contained such egregious errors that a formal complaint was filed by the navy, on the grounds that it could potentially jeopardize some of Chile’s sovereignty claims. Thanks to a sympathetic superior, Pinochet’s lapse was overlooked. In 1968, Colonel Pinochet published a book entitled Geopolítica (Geopolitics). The text touches on matters ranging from history to economics and geography; it contains a map of the United States showing its main cities and situates its capital in the Pacific Northwest, revealing the author’s apparent confusion between the city of Washington, D.C., and the state of Washington.

Following his graduation, in 1936, from the Army War Academy, Pinochet was assigned to the Infantry School in San Bernardo, a suburb south of Santiago. There he shed some of his youthful weaknesses, impressing his contemporaries as a tough young officer and a dapper gentleman, both highly appreciated attributes. Above average in height (just under six feet), he wore a neatly trimmed mustache and cut a dashing figure in uniform. After he was promoted to lieutenant, Pinochet, then twenty-eight, married the younger Lucía Hiriart, just twenty, the daughter of Senator Osvaldo Hiriart, a member of the Radical Party, an antimilitarist, and a leader of the Chilean Freemason movement. In keeping with his emerging philosophy of following the prevailing political winds, Pinochet joined the Masons himself in 1941, a fact his official memoirs don’t mention.

The influence of his antimilitarist father-in-law and the turbulent times he was living through all taught Pinochet to keep his mouth shut and to avoid politics. Mónica Madariaga, the general’s cousin, recalls that Pinochet’s legal guardian at the military school, General Alfredo Portales, counseled him “never to be outstanding in your career because you will be envied by others; also don’t be the last. To  progress in the military career keep just in the middle, in the anonymous mass.” He clearly took the general’s advice to heart.

Pinochet’s wife, Lucía, did not appreciate the low social status and meager wages of military life and convinced Pinochet to leave the army for a time and work with his father in the private sector. He didn’t even last six months. For all its shortcomings, Pinochet decided, the military was where he belonged and where he would stay. It was a mystery why the young Lucía had chosen a military man for a husband. But when she did, she demanded that Pinochet provide her with a superior destiny in life. Like Lady Macbeth, she pushed her husband, fed his ambition for power, and convinced him that he had to cultivate relations with powerful people—and that it might be necessary for him to do evil things to succeed.

He was stationed at the Military School in the 1940s when the Group of Selective Military Officers (Grupo de Oficiales Selectos, GOS), a secret association of military officers dedicated to purging corrupt officers from the ranks of the army and improving the state of military professionalism, was founded. (It was inspired by the Peronist Grupo de Oficiales Unidos, the United Group of Officers, in neighboring Argentina.) Colonel Ramón Alvarez, director of the Military School, was its leader. Despite his personal sympathies with the goals of the GOS movement, the defense minister condemned this secret organization as representing an unacceptable breach in the chain of command and removed Alvarez and his deputy, Lieutenant Colonel Eduardo Yañez, from their respective posts at the school. A large delegation of officers and cadets made their indignation at this move evident by marching to the train station to bid a noisy farewell to Yañez. But Pinochet stayed home, despite the fact that he shared the opinion of his comrades in arms. “We saw the removal of our colonels as an infamy,” he would later recall, but for all that, he was careful not to let his feelings lead him to an ill-considered demonstration of his view.

As soon as he was promoted to captain, in 1946, Pinochet requested a transfer to the northern city of Iquique. He preferred to stay away from Santiago and its power struggles. Politics was dangerous and politicians were incapable of acting swiftly and efficiently. The give and take of negotiations, the compromises that were required to form a democratic consensus, did not appeal to Pinochet at all.

Captain Pinochet would grow to love the port of Iquique, in the dry northern desert, and his life there. But in January 1948, he was put in charge of a detention camp situated in the abandoned village of  Pisagua, whose inmates were Communists. The president of Chile at the time, Gabriel González Videla, had been elected in 1946 with decisive Communist support, but in 1948 he had fallen out with his former allies and had enacted the so-called “Law for the Permanent Defense of Democracy”; the party was outlawed, Communist publications were closed down, registered Communist voters were erased from official electoral rolls, and many of their number were jailed or deported.

In his carefully crafted book about the 1973 coup, El Día Decisivo  (The Crucial Day), which is structured as a long interview with a fictitious journalist, Pinochet reconstructs and embellishes his life history, portraying himself as a consistent anti-Communist and a man of firm ideas. In his telling, one of the prisoners at Pisagua was a former chief administrator (intendente) of the Tarapacá region and Communist activist, who, before his detention, had always made sure during a time of shortages that Pinochet’s army regiment had enough food and provided him and his officers with unstinting assistance with any problem. Obviously, Pinochet now asserted, “These goodwill gestures by the Communists were oriented to oblige the bourgeois elements; they were a way to help Marxists infiltrate and spread their doctrine.”

Pinochet later claimed that his experience in Pisagua had been a seminal one for him, engendering his life long distrust of Communists and providing him with an indelible education in the evils of the left. In his book Pinochet asserted that he underwent a life-changing epiphany at the camp. It was there that he came to understand just how dangerous the Communists were. “The more I knew those prisoners and listened to their thoughts, while, at the same time, I studied Marx and Engels, the more I became convinced that we were mistaken about the Communist Party. It was not just another party. . . . It was a system that turns things on their heads, dismissing any loyalty or any belief,” he stated, adding, “I was troubled that these pernicious and contaminating ideas could continue to spread throughout Chile.”

Testimonies from former Pisagua prisoners tell quite a different story. Pinochet is fondly remembered as a good-natured officer, easy to talk to, and with democratic convictions. He was not particularly worried about the Communists; he certainly didn’t evince any signs of obsession with their political thinking, nor did he seem to hate them.

After a brief transfer to Santiago, Pinochet was again stationed outside the capital, this time in the southern coal-mining towns of Schwager and, later, Coronel, as a delegate of the State of Emergency Authority. The González Videla regime, which had outlawed the Communists, was still in power. There Pinochet supposedly further  learned the tactics and doctrines of Communists in the field, since the miners’ unions had many party members.

A year later Pinochet returned to Santiago, haunted, he later averred, in his “spirit and mind” by his “concern about where Chile could be led by the Communist movement.” But “when I expressed my worries in conversations with my friends,” he recounts ruefully, “they would laugh and reply that Chile would never become Communist.”

Of course it is highly unlikely that Pinochet would have been so indiscreet as to criticize the Communist Party in public, even among friends. His distaste for political debate and, more important, the proverbial prudence that led him to maintain a low profile and always to carefully guard his tongue probably made him keep to himself all of his critical views on Communism if indeed he had any. There is ample evidence of Pinochet’s extreme caution.

During the early 1950s, a former populist dictator of Chile (1927- 1931), Carlos Ibáñez del Campo, was democratically elected president on an anti-traditional-politics platform. Governance troubles led Ibáñez to contemplate undertaking an internal coup against his own presidency in order to impose authoritarian rule. His plan was foiled, however, when a group of military officers, from captains up to colonels, organized a movement known as the Straight Line (La Línea Recta), which was staunchly opposed to dictatorial rule. The group had its base in the Army War Academy, where, coincidentally, Pinochet was a teacher.

At first the president tried to co-opt the movement, but later he turned against its leaders and had them arrested and prosecuted; even its rank and file suffered severe career setbacks. Pinochet was in the “eye of the storm,” but he managed to escape unscathed. He is absent from every contemporary account of this traumatic episode in the history of the army, and he passes over it in silence in his own memoirs. Shortly afterward he left Santiago again, this time for Ecuador, as a member of a military mission that would take him and his family away from Chile from 1956 to 1960. When he returned to Chile he was stationed in Antofagasta until 1963. From 1964 to 1968 Pinochet was deputy director of the Army’s War Academy in Santiago, where he taught his favorite subject, geopolitics.

During the mid-sixties Chilean politics and society polarized as President Eduardo Frei Montalva implemented his “Revolution in Liberty,” which, in line with President John Kennedy’s “Alliance for Progress,” championed agrarian reform, labor union growth, higher education for the poor, and new and ambitious social programs as a  way, among other things, to stave off leftist political gains and the appeal of the Cuban revolution. Conservatives, who had supported Frei, now felt betrayed as they strongly opposed agrarian reform and what they judged as radical social policies. The Christian Democratic Party suffered internal turmoil as progressive activists protested what they viewed as the government’s inability to effect meaningful social change. The polarization and instability that developed over the decade of the sixties was planting the seeds of Chile’s division under the Allende years.

The economic situation of the Chilean military had deteriorated considerably throughout the 1960s. Army officers’ salaries were already lower than those of their comrades in other branches of the armed services and budget cuts by the Frei government had exacerbated the situation. In May 1968 about seventy captains and majors resigned en masse from the War Academy in protest. It was a serious breach of discipline, and it provoked the removal of both the commander in chief of the army and the defense minister but the government did authorize a pay raise for the army.

And where was Pinochet—the deputy director of the War Academy—while all this was happening? Once again, he was able to avoid taking a public stand. Pinochet had traveled to the United States on a second honeymoon in early 1968, just as the crisis began to boil over. When he returned he was safely out of the picture and agreed to become the chief of staff of the general commander of the Santiago division. In 1969 Pinochet returned to his beloved Iquique in northern Chile as interim head of the Sixth Army Division. Soon after, he was promoted to brigadier general.
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