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	El destierro es redondo:


	Exile is round:







	un círculo, un anillo:


	a circle, a ring:







	le dan vuelta tus pies, cruzas la tierra,


	your feet walk around it, you cross the land,







	no es tu tierra,


	it is not your land,







	te despierta la luz, y no es tu luz,


	the light awakens you, and it is not your light,







	la noche llega: faltan tus estrellas,


	nightfall arrives: your stars are absent,







	hallas hermanos: pero no es tu sangre.


	you find kin: but they are not your blood.








—“Exilo” [“Exile”] by Pablo Neruda, Memorial de Isla Negra, 6th edition (Buenos Aires: Editorial Losada, 1996), 169.










Preface to the 2023 Edition



The first edition of this book was published on the twenty-fifth anniversary of the military coup that overthrew Salvador Allende’s Popular Unity government and interrupted, for sixteen and a half years, one of Latin America’s longest and strongest democratic traditions. The year 1998 was also the twenty-fifth anniversary of the mass exile of Chileans seeking to escape the state terrorism instituted by the Pinochet dictatorship. Although the new authorities immediately sealed the country’s borders, exile began on the day of the coup, September 11, 1973, as functionaries and supporters of the Allende government sought refuge in the embassies of friendly countries, including but not limited to those of Mexico, Argentina, Venezuela, Sweden, France, and Italy. Once inside embassy grounds, they were on foreign soil and thus safe from the violent repression unleased on the country. At least two hundred thousand more endangered Chileans followed, by diverse means.


This new edition appears on the fiftieth anniversary of Pinochet’s coup. The year 2023 is also the fiftieth year of Chilean exile. The persecuted masses, whose only crime was having identified with a legally elected democratic government, migrated to dozens of countries on every populated continent. Compared with exile from the other Latin American countries that fell under terrorist military dictatorships in the 1960s and 1970s, notably Argentina, Uruguay, and Brazil, Chilean exile was the largest, most dispersed, longest lasting, and most active in fighting for a return to democracy.


Many of the Chileans forced into exile eventually returned to their home country. For those the regime did not consider dangerous, it was possible to return home after a few years. Often, exiles had the letter L stamped on their passports, which prohibited them from returning until Pinochet officially ended forced exile on September 1, 1988. Finally returning home, many found it difficult to adjust to the materialistic culture implanted by sixteen and a half years of dictatorship and its economic policy of neoliberalism, or radical free-market economics. Until the coup, they had enjoyed labor rights and government-provided medical care, education, and pensions. Upon returning, they found instead a draconian labor code and mostly privatized schooling, medical care, and pensions. As many retornados arrived with little or no savings, they struggled economically and faced discrimination based on the common perception, promoted by the dictatorship, that they had enjoyed a “golden exile.” Unable to adapt to a profoundly changed Chile, many returned to their adopted countries.


There is no accurate count of exiled Chileans who remained in, or returned to, the countries that welcomed them as refugees. They number in the tens of thousands. Some married citizens of their adoptive countries and raised families there. Some eventually found employment that afforded them a comfortable living. Most became proficient in the language and culture of Sweden, Italy, or Australia and put down deep roots in those and numerous other countries. Since 2016, they can affirm their Chilean identity without leaving home by taking advantage of a new law that allows citizens to vote from abroad. However, unexpectedly low participation in external voting by Chileans who fled dictatorship long ago suggests that to many exiles, what happens in Chile is not that important to them. Do they now identify as Belgians, Canadians, or Costa Ricans, or do they identify as Chileans? Or do they identify as both, or as neither, or even as permanent exiles? For some, exile is over. For others, it continues half a century after it began.










Introduction to the First Edition



This book is the story of Chileans in exile. Between 1973 and 1988, an estimated two hundred thousand men, women, and children—nearly 2 percent of Chile’s population—were forced out of their country for political reasons. In the following pages, thirty-three of those exiles recount the circumstances leading to their expatriation, the challenges they faced in adapting to life in countries around the world, and the difficulties of returning to a Chile that had changed profoundly during their absence. Their stories provide a look into the phenomenon of exile that deeply affected the lives of so many of their compatriots.


In general terms, Chilean exiles lived an experience shared by at least two million other Latin Americans over the past four decades. Beginning with the Cuban Revolution, Latin America has witnessed the new phenomenon of politically caused mass exile. While exile itself has a long history in Latin America, prior to 1959 it was the province of the few—normally political leaders on the losing side of military coups or other power struggles. All of that changed with Fidel Castro’s ascension to power, as Cubans eventually numbering around a million opted for expatriation over living in the new socialist state. The military dictatorships of Brazil and the southern cone—themselves a reaction to the wave of revolutionary activity unleashed throughout Latin America by the Cuban Revolution—added to the numbers of the displaced. The military governments of Brazil (1964–1985), Uruguay (1973–1985), Chile (1973–1990), and Argentina (1976–1983) severely repressed the left in their countries, and among their strategies for destroying their opponents was the institutionalization of mass exile. Thus, for nearly twenty-five years, hundreds of thousands of individuals left their South American homelands for brief or prolonged periods of asylum abroad.


In the 1980s, the civil wars in Central America further swelled the ranks of those displaced by political conditions in their countries. In Nicaragua, the contra war drove thousands into exile. In Guatemala and El Salvador, guerrilla wars and savage government repression sent hundreds of thousands across borders and, in many cases, onward to the United States. And if one counts the far greater numbers of Latin Americans driven abroad by poverty, exacerbated by the neoliberal economic policies widely adopted in the 1970s and 1980s, the phenomenon of mass exile involves several million people from Central and South America and the Caribbean.


This book appears a quarter of a century after the military coup that launched the massive flow of exiles from Chile. It grew out of casual conversations in Santiago with returned exiles about their lives abroad and the challenges of coming back to a homeland that, for many, had become a different country from the one they were forced to leave early in the military regime. Journalist and political scientist Rody Oñate, driven out of Chile because of his political affiliation, had recently come back from fourteen years abroad. Historian Thomas Wright was trying to understand the impact of exile on those Chileans who experienced it and the role of exile in the overall politics of the Pinochet dictatorship. These initial discussions led us to the modest body of literature on exile, which, while useful and enlightening, raised as many questions as it answered. Hence the decision to undertake our own study of exile, through which we hope to contribute to a deeper understanding of a most difficult period in Chile’s history.


Our goal is to present as complete a picture of exile as is possible in a single volume. Because data on exile are far from reliable, we cannot claim to have assembled a statistically representative sample of the Chilean exile experience. Nonetheless, we have sought to present a cross section of exile by interviewing women and men, members of Marxist and non-Marxist parties as well as independents, practitioners of different occupations and professions, individuals from all parts of Chile, and people who sojourned on four continents. Only a few of the testimonies are from well-known public figures; most are from ordinary people caught up in the conflagration that was Chile after the military coup of September 11, 1973.


The interviews on which this book is based were profoundly emotional experiences for those on both sides of the microphone. Since the subject of exile is largely taboo, even within families (see chapter 9), several individuals confided that our interview offered them their first opportunity to talk freely and systematically about their experience of exile and return. Despite their long silence and the passage of two decades, everyone we interviewed had retained sharply focused memories of their reactions to the 1973 coup, the traumatic events that drove them into exile, and the feelings, challenges, and routines of life in their adopted countries. Clearly, exile had made an indelible impression on its protagonists.


The interviews made equally indelible impressions on the authors. Time after time, we heard individuals say how lucky they were—lucky to have been arrested early, for example, before the military government had its intelligence apparatus honed; lucky to have gotten asylum in an embassy; lucky to have been tortured lightly. No one said the obvious: that they were lucky to be alive. We heard the most gruesome stories told matter-of-factly: stories of their torture, of their loved ones’ deaths, of heart-stopping close calls with arrest or assassination. And we learned a great deal about spirit, about the incredible determination of Chileans who, believing strongly in their vision for their country’s future, would not accept defeat but who fought, in any and all ways possible, to return to their homeland and reestablish Chile’s disappeared democracy.


While exile is a political phenomenon that unlocks key aspects of the dictatorship, it is, much more importantly, a moving human drama. This book tells the story of exile through the exiles’ own voices. It is the story of shattered dreams, broken families, and truncated careers; of psychological and physical trauma; of the struggle to adapt to strange cultures and climates. For the majority who have not returned, exile obviously continues. For those who have, the experience of repatriation is often as difficult and painful as exile itself. The Chilean diaspora and its consequences did not end, then, with the return of civilian government in 1990 or with the closing of the government’s Oficina Nacional de Retorno (National Office for Return, ONR) in 1994; they will continue to affect individuals, families, and the nation for decades to come.










Translator’s Introduction



Some say that translating is the closest possible reading of a text. Translating the texts of the these testimonies has been a very interesting and rewarding experience. Since they are transcriptions of oral interviews, I have drawn on my experience of interpreting for Latin American and Spanish politicians, authors, and musicians and for Central American refugees. In an attempt to keep the flavor of the spoken language, I have tried to let the people speak to, and through, me and to follow much the same process that I do when I translate orally—even to the point of rephrasing as the thought continues and I see where it is going. I have found that my typing has slowed down and speeded up dramatically according to my own emotional response to the events I am recounting. Through the rhythm of my typing, my fingers have expressed, at times, the urgency or anguish or anger that I sometimes feel when translating orally and that sometimes creeps into my voice when I am particularly affected by the words that “I” am saying.


I have tried as much as possible to keep the flavor of the spoken Spanish. This includes contradictions in the verb tenses that exist in the original. It is striking that many of the testimonies recount past events in the present tense, or switch back and forth in the same narrative. This seems to indicate the immediacy of these events in the minds of those interviewed in spite of the intervening years. Sometimes there is also a distancing—or universalization—of the experience by the use of “one” or “you,” rather than “I,” which I tried to preserve whenever possible for it to still make sense and flow in English. I have also tried to use in the English the same kind of vocabulary as in the Spanish; for example, slang and informality versus a more educated tone, and so on.


Because these are transcriptions of oral testimony, punctuation is frequently difficult. I have used dashes to indicate the parenthetical comments that we often make while speaking and have used commas, semicolons, colons, and periods where necessary to try to keep the flow of the narrative and make it clear to the reader when the speaker has changed gears in midsentence. I have also allowed myself to end thoughts with prepositions and other such things that we do when speaking and avoid when writing. In making the choices among different alternatives, as a translator always has to do, I have read and reread the Spanish paragraphs along with the English and have consulted with Rody and other Chileans on nuances and details in order to make these translations as accurate as I can. As a final step, I have even read the translations aloud and made changes where different words fit better in my mouth when speaking rather than reading.


Certain words that would never convey the same sense in English have been left in Spanish and are in italics the first time that they occur. Some explanatory material has been included in brackets: names of places, dates, and so on.


Sometimes I have had to change word order around or the grammatical function of words, for example, in the case of the adjective “solidario/a” for which we, interestingly enough, have no English equivalent, so that I have had to find a construction that would allow for the use of the noun “solidarity.”


Certain words and constructions require further explanation. The words compañero, compañera, compañeros, and compañeras can in different situations mean “friend,” “colleague,” “classmate,” “co-worker,” “comrade,” “spouse,” or “lover/companion.” Chileans often do not specify whether the man-woman relationship involves a marriage ceremony or not, using “compañero/compañera” instead of “marido y mujer” for husband and wife but also for unmarried partners. During the Unidad Popular government, it took on a special significance as an expression of the spirit of sharing an enterprise. Allende was often referred to as “compañero Salvador Allende.” Chileans have told me that the word was so identified with his government that its very use was forbidden during the dictatorship. When the word is clearly used to mean “colleague,” “co-worker,” or “classmate,” I have translated it as such. For the special Unidad Popular use or for the man/woman relationship, I have left it in Spanish.


Chileans also have a special “we,” the “nosotros chileno,” which functions the same way as a “royal we,” that is, it is really “I.” In the situations in which it is clear that is what has occurred, I have used “I” rather than “we” in the translation. I have also observed the use of prepositions of place, particularly “ahí” instead of time expressions, and, in such cases, have translated them accordingly.


I want to thank Rody and Tom for involving me in this project. I have learned a great deal working on it and have only increased my love for Chile and things Chilean. I also want to thank Rody and other Chilean and Argentine friends who have generously allowed me to ask them questions about the chapter I was currently working on, and my sister and her family for waiting patiently for me to finish so that I could come visit.
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1. The Diaspora in Context


Chilean Politics, 1970–1994


The election of Salvador Allende as president in September 1970 put Chile on center stage of world attention, for it was an event unique not only to Latin America but to the world. For the first time, a political democracy elected a Marxist on the platform of establishing socialism in his country. In contrast to the European socialist parties or the Latin American parties that belonged to the Socialist International, Allende was a traditional Marxist who believed that socialism meant state ownership of the means of production and distribution—not a welfare state or a social democracy. In contrast to the countries where socialism had been established, including the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, China, and Cuba, Allende took power without insurrection or military conquest. Besides being a freely elected president, Allende professed allegiance to Chile’s deeply rooted pluralistic political system—a further contrast to the one-party dictatorial socialist states. Thus Chile provided the laboratory test for a question that heretofore had remained hypothetical: Is there a peaceful road to socialism?


Salvador Allende had run as the candidate of Unidad Popular (UP), a coalition of the historic, middle-class Radical Party; the Movimiento de Acción Popular Unitaria (MAPU), the former left wing of the Christian Democratic Party (PDC); two small personalist parties; and the dominant Communist and Socialist parties. Allende, a medical doctor, veteran politician, and member of Chile’s Socialist Party, had campaigned on the program of moving Chile as quickly and as far as possible toward socialism during the six-year term to which he was elected. He promised an acceleration of the agrarian reform launched by his predecessor, PDC President Eduardo Frei (1964–1970), extensive nationalizations, and a foreign policy free of United States-imposed restraints. Allende won with 36.5 percent of the vote, to 35.2 percent for the runner-up, conservative former president Jorge Alessandri, a narrow but not unusual margin in Chile’s multiparty system whose electoral code did not require a runoff when no candidate obtained a majority. But in 1970, the stakes were far higher than usual.


Allende faced a host of problems from the outset because of his Marxism, his commitment to ending large-scale capitalism in Chile, and his quest for independence in foreign relations. His first challenge came from the Nixon administration, which, having spent millions of dollars to prevent Allende’s election, moved to thwart his November inauguration by trying to subvert the process of congressional confirmation and attempting to create a climate conducive to military intervention. Once inaugurated, Allende faced the challenge of implementing his ambitious agenda while controlling only one branch of government. Lacking a congressional majority, he relied on elastic definitions of presidential powers and the creative use of existing law to push UP goals. In doing this, he faced the dogged opposition of an unsympathetic judiciary wedded to capitalist law. Finally, there was the ultimate arbiter of politics, the armed forces. Despite Chile’s long history of rarely interrupted civilian government, the military was certain to face unprecedented pressure from anti-UP forces to save the nation from “communism.”


Despite the obstacles facing his administration, Allende’s first year in office largely measured up to his promise of “a revolution a la chilena with red wine and empanadas [meat and onion pies]”—a reference to the festive diet of the Chilean pueblo. The president combined old-fashioned pump priming and presidential prerogatives to redistribute income to the working and middle classes and make significant progress in agrarian reform and in nationalizing the economy. Extensive expropriations and buyouts in the banking, insurance, communications, transportation, and manufacturing sectors, combined with the complete nationalization of Chile’s primary export, copper, gave the state control of the “commanding heights” of the economy within Allende’s first year. Chile also reestablished diplomatic relations with Cuba, thus becoming the first Latin American nation to resume ties severed as the result of a 1964 Organization of American States (OAS) action to isolate Cuba. The April 1971 municipal elections, in which the UP received a slight majority, reflected the success of Allende’s first five months as president.


By the end of his first year, mounting economic and political problems began to overshadow these successes. Expensive nationalizations and public works had consumed a large portion of Chile’s foreign currency reserves, a US-orchestrated credit boycott had been established, and Chile’s chronic inflation had begun to accelerate. The PDC and the right-wing National Party established a formal anti-Allende alliance and used their congressional majority to block legislation and impeach cabinet ministers. The Nixon administration, firmly committed to Allende’s overthrow, used the CIA and millions of dollars in pursuit of its objective.


Underlying the increasing confrontation and polarization were a growing mass mobilization and the government’s ambivalent attitude toward controlling it. Throughout rural Chile, unauthorized worker occupations of estates, often organized by militants of the UP parties and the nongovernmental leftist party Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionaria (MIR), led to chaos and frequent violence as landowners organized and armed themselves to defend their properties. In Santiago and other cities, similar extralegal expropriations proceeded apace, especially in the industrial belts of the capital, where workers seized dozens of factories. This “hypermobilization” of the rural and urban working class posed a difficult dilemma for the Allende administration. On one hand, Allende acknowledged his constitutional responsibility to enforce the law, which of course guaranteed private ownership rights until a valid expropriation order was given. On the other hand, the workers were Allende’s constituency, and for ideological as well as practical reasons he was understandably loath to use the force of a “people’s” government against the people.


The inconsistency of government responses to the wave of unauthorized seizures of factories and haciendas reflected the deep division within the UP coalition and within Allende’s own Socialist Party over strategy and tactics for making the revolution. A strong minority of the UP, particularly the left wing of the Socialists led by Carlos Altamirano and the MAPU, advocated pushing ahead with all speed, ignoring legal restraints, to break the back of capitalism before the opposition could regroup sufficiently to stop the process. The more conservative UP majority, consisting of the Communists, the Allende Socialists, and most of the non-Marxist groups, advocated moving vigorously toward socialism through legal means so as to avoid provoking an armed reaction against the government; they preferred consolidation of gains at a certain point, if necessary, over continual confrontation. This schism within the UP remained unresolved to the end of the Allende government.


The government’s vacillation on the rule of law was a major factor in the UP’s political failure. Chile’s large middle class was crucial to Allende’s success; he needed a share of its votes to achieve a congressional majority in the 1973 election and its tolerance was essential to keeping the military, led by a largely middle-class officer corps, on the sidelines. Yet the rising levels of violence, governmental vacillation on law enforcement, accelerating inflation, shortages of food and consumer goods, and the leveling tendencies in UP policy alienated growing segments of the middle class. This sentiment was dramatically revealed in October 1972, when a truck owners’ strike, called to protest a government plan to nationalize the trucking sector, precipitated action by Chile’s economic and professional associations, or gremios. The October strike—a full-scale business and service shutdown accompanied by housewives’ “marches of the empty pots”—was settled after four weeks, but only with the incorporation of military men into the cabinet; this marked the beginning of the armed forces’ overt politicization.


The March 1973 congressional elections, which gave the opposition 56 percent to the UP’s 44 percent, did nothing to resolve the stalemate. Beset now by runaway inflation, declining production, shortages, decapitalization, and mounting deficits, the economy was near collapse by mid-1973. Rising street violence, open warfare in the countryside, growing incidents of assassination and sabotage by the paramilitary right-wing Patria y Libertad, rumors of armed worker militias, and the establishment of neighborhood vigilance patrols reflected the growing insecurity and instability that were rapidly undermining Chile’s institutional foundations. An aborted military coup on June 29, 1973, forecast the breakdown of the armed forces’ neutrality, and in July a second, larger gremio strike backed by CIA funding as well as reports of UP-inspired subversion in the navy put Chile into full crisis. Faced with this untenable situation, President Allende planned to announce, on the afternoon of September 11, his decision to hold a plebiscite on his continuance in office to the end of his term in 1976. The military insurrection of that morning preempted Allende’s desperate attempt to preserve peace in Chile.


The coup of September 11, 1973, ended Chile’s distinctive tradition of civilian, constitutional government. Given the extreme deterioration of political and economic conditions, the coup surprised few observers, but the brutality with which it was executed was shocking even to its advocates. President Allende was but one victim of the many who overwhelmed the capacities of jails, hospitals, and morgues. Soldiers rounded up thousands of suspects, conducted mass executions in soccer stadiums, burned books, and ransacked homes. The brunt of the coup’s fury was directed at members of the government and the UP parties, the MIR, and at workers and peasants suspected of participating in extralegal takeovers of factories and estates. Expectations of a surgical, short-term intervention followed by new elections quickly evaporated as the military junta, led by Army General Augusto Pinochet, moved to consolidate its power by dissolving Congress, banning or recessing parties and labor unions, and establishing a curfew, strict censorship, and a state of siege.


One of the new regime’s basic goals was to eradicate the left, and to accomplish this it developed a powerful apparatus of repression. Special prison camps were set up to accommodate the thousands of prisoners rounded up under the state of siege, courts-martial churned out sentences for alleged crimes, and tens of thousands of leftists went into exile. In June 1974 the government established a secret police, the Dirección de Inteligencia Nacional (DINA), to hone its intelligence and control capabilities. The DINA, along with the military’s own units, detained and interrogated at will, operated torture centers, carried out assassinations and disappearances, and thoroughly intimidated potential opponents and the populace at large. Army and police sweeps of slums and indiscriminate jailings of their inhabitants were employed periodically. These massive human-rights violations earned the military government repeated condemnations by the United Nations, the Organization of American States, the World Court, and other international tribunals. Normally defiant of world opinion, the regime nonetheless engaged in occasional image polishing by periodically releasing prominent political prisoners, closing most prison camps in 1976, and in 1977 abolishing the infamous DINA, which promptly reappeared under a different name. Despite such steps, the regime never dismantled the terrorist state that it had created.


The government set forth the essence of the new order in a March 1974 “Declaration of Principles,” announcing that the armed forces “do not set timetables for their management of the government, because the task of rebuilding the country morally, institutionally, and economically requires prolonged and profound actions.” The moral rebuilding involved the extirpation of Marxism and its doctrine of class struggle and their replacement with the values of conservative Catholicism, class harmony, and Chilean nationalism; it entailed “changing the mentality of Chileans” by such measures as the complete revision of school curricula, strict control of the media, and strategic placement of symbols such as that of the authoritarian “founder of the nation,” Diego Portales.* The reconstruction of institutions implied not only the proscription of Marxism, but the creation of a political system that, unlike liberal democracy, would guarantee its permanent exclusion.


The country’s economic reconstruction was based on the neoliberal model of the Chicago school and Milton Friedman, approved by the International Monetary Fund, and largely financed by foreign private banks. The so-called “Chicago boys” set out to strip away half a century’s accretion of government regulation and ownership by reducing tariffs, lifting price controls, devaluing the currency, selling off state industries, cutting government spending, guaranteeing foreign investment, and establishing good relations with US lenders who had boycotted the Allende government. Through the application of this “shock” therapy, the Chilean economy was thoroughly transformed and integrated into the world economy as the state’s share of total investment shrank drastically. After nurturing industry for half a century, Chile deindustrialized under competition from imports and became increasingly a raw material exporter, supplementing its traditional copper with out-of-season fruits for Northern Hemisphere markets, fishery and forestry products, and wine. After an initial contraction, the neoliberal model took hold and the economy experienced what was called a “miracle” of rapid growth between 1977 and 1981. A deep recession in 1982 forced some modifications, but the Chicago model remained largely intact throughout the life of the military government.


The poor and middle classes paid the price of the Chicago boys’ radical experiment. Lacking union and political representation, they were defenseless against policies that at least tripled unemployment and cut workers’ real wages by half while reducing the social welfare programs needed to survive the crisis. In the countryside, the government set out to reverse one of Latin America’s most far-reaching agrarian reforms by returning much land to former owners and cutting aid to the new smallholders, forcing many to sell.


The military attempted to legitimize its rule in a 1980 plebiscite on a new constitution that essentially codified the status quo, described as a “protected democracy” based on the ongoing exclusion of political parties and the military’s “guardianship” role. The document also sanctioned the continuation of existing dictatorial institutions until at least 1989, with a provision for an extension of eight more years. Ratified by an announced 68 percent of the vote after a campaign in which opposition was prohibited, the 1980 constitution legalized not only military control, but also the personal power that Army General Augusto Pinochet had been building over the years, first as head of the junta and later as president of the republic.


Until the economic crash of 1982, the Pinochet dictatorship was so firmly entrenched that almost no overt domestic opposition was possible. The left was dead, underground, or exiled. The poor, now further impoverished and beaten down, survived through charity, a government public works program, the invention of jobs, and an unprecedented growth of solidarity organizations ranging from soup kitchens to cooperative production workshops. Despite these efforts, some eight hundred thousand were driven to neighboring Argentina in search of work.* With the left defeated and the poor dedicated to day-to-day survival, there was little chance for a political opposition to develop.


The 1982 economic crisis, however, changed things and brought forth an incipient civil opposition movement. The outlawed parties, including the PDC as well as the UP parties, the church, and labor leaders issued a “Democratic Manifesto” in March 1983 and called for monthly “national days of protest” featuring rallies, sick-outs, boycotts, and the banging of empty pots—the hallmark of the gremios’ opposition to Allende. By 1985 a “national dialogue” had begun as the end of hard-line military regimes in Argentina, Uruguay, and Brazil fueled the debate on Chile’s future. Meanwhile, the MIR and the Communist Party mounted armed operations against the regime, including a spectacular assassination attempt against Pinochet by the Communists’ Frente Patriótico Manuel Rodríguez in 1986. The regime met both the civil and the armed opposition with heightened repression reminiscent of the post-coup period, but it also was forced to grant small but significant concessions, including a loosening of press controls and a relaxation of restrictions on exiles’ returning.


Pinochet’s 1980 constitution stipulated a 1988 plebiscite on the extension of military rule to 1997, whether by Pinochet himself or by a designated successor. As the plebiscite approached, most of the center and left opposition united as the “Concertación por el No” and reorganized, proselytized, and did everything possible within the limits of the regime’s tolerance to prepare for 1988. In 1987 and 1988, confident of victory, the dictatorship opened a new electoral register, legalized non-Marxist parties that could meet rigorous qualifications, loosened censorship, and finally ended forced exile. Despite the obstacles, the opposition prevailed in the plebiscite, and bowing to both domestic and international pressure, the regime grudgingly acknowledged its defeat. This led to presidential elections in 1989, in which PDC leader Patricio Aylwin, candidate of the same center-left coalition now renamed the “Concertatión de Partidos por la Democracia,” was victorious over the military’s candidate and an independent conservative. Aylwin and a newly elected congress were inaugurated in March 1990, ending sixteen and a half years of military rule. Aylwin was succeeded in 1994 by Christian Democrat Eduardo Frei, son of the late President Eduardo Frei and candidate of the same broad center-left coalition that had won the plebiscite and elected Aylwin.


One of the hallmarks of the Pinochet dictatorship was the dispersal of Chilean exiles throughout the world: an estimated two hundred thousand Chileans, or nearly 2 percent of the country’s population.* Exile, first and foremost, was the centerpiece of the military’s strategy for gaining and retaining control of the country. While the systematic use of imprisonment, torture, assassination, and disappearance was certainly more dramatic and fearsome than exile, it would have been unthinkable to most Chileans, to world opinion, and probably to regime leaders themselves to kill, disappear, or imprison indefinitely the hundreds of thousands of people who, as party and union members or leaders or merely as voters, constituted the Chilean left. Instead, after proving its determination to establish absolute control and its willingness to use terror to that end, the regime was able to force some and induce others of the left to leave the country and prohibit their return, presumably ridding itself of the enemy and eliminating any challenge to its authority.


Since most exiles left through normal channels, on scheduled flights with papers in order, the military and its apologists consistently portrayed exile as voluntary. Even expulsion from the country was cast as humane, as a better fate than leftist enemies of the fatherland deserved. In 1975, for example, regime mouthpiece La Tercera de la Hora hailed the government’s decision to reduce the prison population by commuting prisoners’ sentences to exile as “a clear demonstration of the humanitarian sentiment of the present administration,” while El Mercurio proclaimed it a step toward the regime’s goal of “complete liberty in Chile.”* Yet, once abroad, the exiles showed their gratitude by engaging in intense and constant political activity to undermine the regime’s claim to legitimacy. In response, the regime attempted to discredit the exiles by concocting the image of a “golden exile”—a comfortable, even luxurious existence that contrasted harshly with the economic hardship faced by many Chileans at home. Moreover, exiles were denounced in blanket terms as subversives, foreign agents, and anti-Chilean turncoats responsible for a campaign of calumny, not against the regime but against Chile. Interior Minister Sergio Fernández, for example, claimed that “every exiled Marxist is an agent of international subversion;” they were responsible for “the international campaign against Chile.”†


In thinking that exile would disperse, silence, and thus neutralize the left, the military government underestimated the commitment and energy of its enemies. A large proportion of the exiles worked tirelessly to undermine the regime by creating literally thousands of groups—political parties, unions, human-rights organizations, and cultural associations at the local, regional, national, and international levels—to publicize the dictatorship’s abuses, shape world opinion, and funnel money and support to the resistance within Chile. These activities were crucial in keeping the military government from attaining legitimacy in the international sphere and in the repeated condemnations of Pinochet and his policies in international forums. Exiles’ actions also helped to keep a modicum of internal resistance alive, providing some foundation for the emergence of the organized opposition movement that appeared in the early 1980s.


These internal and external pressures were important forces pushing the regime to make concessions, including the 1984 decision permitting most exiles to return. Following this policy shift, a large cadre of repatriated exiles risked the consequences of illegally rebuilding their parties, organizing in urban slums, and in other ways repoliticizing the population in anticipation of the scheduled 1988 plebiscite on extending military rule another eight years. Meanwhile, numbers of illegally returned exiles conducted the same types of activities while others engaged in armed resistance to the dictatorship. The efforts of these repatriated exiles were central to the victory of the “NO” in 1988 and the subsequent return to civilian rule.


Following its 1990 inauguration, the Aylwin administration launched a program for promoting the return of Chile’s remaining exiles. The new Oficina Nacional de Retorno (ONR) offered moral support and financial incentives to induce exiles to come home. However, when the ONR closed its doors in 1994 it had accomplished only a small part of its mandate. Its efforts, the work of a broad spectrum of nongovernmental agencies, and the appeal of returning to a homeland liberated at last from military rule had succeeded in luring less than half of the country’s political exiles back home. Thus, despite the formal, symbolic closure of Chile’s experience of mass exile, for the individuals still dispersed around the globe and for their families in Chile, the diaspora begun in 1973 was, and still is, a fact of life.




* Genaro Arriagada Herrera, “The Legal and Institutional Framework of the Armed Forces in Chile,” in Military Rule in Chile: Dictatorship and Oppositions, ed. J. Samuel Valenzuela and Arturo Valenzuela (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986), 119–20.



* Migrantes 44 (August–September 1989), 17–18.



* There is a wide range of estimates of the total number of Chileans who went into exile for political reasons. Political views certainly influenced these estimates. Another difficulty is distinguishing between political and economic considerations for exile, given the great impoverishment of many Chileans after 1973. The figure of 200,000 political exiles, offered by the Chilean Commission on Human Rights and the Organización Internacional para las Migraciones (OIM), is commonly accepted. See Mili Rodríguez Villouta, Ya nunca me verás como me vieras: doce testimonios vivos del exilio (Santiago: Ediciones del Ornitorrinco, 1990), 3; and Fernando Montupil I., ed., Exilio, derechos humanos y democracia: el exilio chileno en Europa (Brussels and Santiago: Casa de América Latina y Servicios Gráficos Caupolicán, 1993), 10.



* La Tercera de la Hora, May 25, 1975; El Mercurio, May 8, 1975).



† Qué Pasa, April 2–8, 1981, 7; El Mercurio, May 5, 1979. The regime’s newspaper, La Nación, denounced “the jet set of exile” who “dedicate themselves full-time to anti-Chilean activism.” La Natión, Nov. 26, 1982.














2. Prelude to Exile


The Military Coup


When Salvador Allende was elected president, some wondered whether Chile’s armed forces would intervene to prevent the enactment of Allende’s revolutionary agenda. Most Chileans, however, expected the military to honor its tradition of eschewing partisan politics—a tradition that set Chile apart from the great majority of Latin American countries. Yet the specter of a military coup haunted the UP government from the beginning, and as Allende’s policies of expropriation and redistribution and the mobilization of Chile’s peasants, workers, and shantytown dwellers (pobladores) began to polarize the country, the right came to see a military coup as its salvation. Allende supporters, on the other hand, pinned their hopes on the military’s “constitutionalism” and on the notion that enlisted men, the bulk of whom were of worker and peasant backgrounds and thus presumptively loyal to Allende, would refuse to go along with a coup. By mid-1973, when polarization had given way to incessant confrontation and street battles, speculation centered on the timing and nature of a coup that almost everyone expected.


The kind of intervention that most anticipated was a version of the standard Latin American coup in which the armed forces remove an offending government with little or no bloodshed, jail or exile a few fallen leaders, hold power a year or two, and, after overseeing elections, turn power back to the civilians. Instead, the coup of September 11, 1973, was the first step toward a long-term military dictatorship with the ambitious agenda of cleansing Chile of all leftist influence, dismantling the liberal democratic state, and recasting the country’s economy. The most public drama of September 11 was the bombing of the seat of government, the historic Moneda Palace in downtown Santiago; after President Allende refused military orders to surrender, he took his own life during the attack. Simultaneously, under cover of a declared state of war and an around-the-clock curfew, the military launched a reign of terror against government officials, leftist activists, union leaders, intellectuals, and the poor, using mass arrests, beatings, torture, summary executions, and military sweeps of industrial zones and shantytowns (poblaciones). The military-controlled radio and television network repeatedly broadcast military edicts (bandos) naming individuals required to turn themselves in immediately to the new authorities. Santiago’s major soccer arenas, the Estadio Nacional and the Estadio Chile, filled up with prisoners, the hospitals with wounded, and the morgues with bodies. This massive show of military force met little opposition outside of a few isolated pockets of resistance.


During the two days of continuous curfew, the military rebels succeeded in capturing most ranking UP government and party leaders and driving the rest underground. The newly constituted junta then turned to the systematic search for lower-ranking party, government, and union leaders, visible Allende supporters such as media personalities and student leaders, and the few thousand foreign leftists who had come to Chile to escape persecution at home and collaborate in constructing socialism. Despite the massive arrests and indiscriminate use of state terror, during the early months following the coup the military’s inexperience in its new mission and the lack of coordination among its branches allowed some of its targets to go underground, escape into foreign embassies, or elude controls on international transportation. It was these deficiencies in the regime’s intelligence and control capabilities that led to the establishment of the DINA, the secret police that reported directly to Pinochet, nine months after the coup.





María Elena Carrera





María Elena Carrera was born in the capital in 1929 to a middle-class family. The daughter of an employee of the Ministry of Public Works, whose job took him around the country, she studied in the public schools in Santiago, Concepción, and Osorno. She graduated from the medical school of the University of Concepción as a surgeon, but soon chose the practice of politics over a medical career. In 1973 she was a senator and a member of the central committee of the Socialist Party. After an absence of twenty years, she returned to the Chilean Senate as the replacement for President-elect Eduardo Frei, having been the runner-up in his district, and served the balance of his term through 1997.


Carrera’s reflections on the coup reveal Chileans’ common feeling that a coup was coming, but like almost everyone else, the Socialists were not anticipating the force and brutality that the armed forces used to overthrow the government and take control. On September 11, she was one of the high-profile UP officials named in the bandos and was required to turn herself in. That brought up a terrible decision for many, including Socialist Deputy Carmen Lazo, who initially intended to turn herself in to clear her name: “My first impulse, because one is naive, was to turn myself in. I told my husband: ‘I haven’t done anything wrong, so I’m going to turn myself in.’ That’s what some of us said, that’s what José Tohá [Allende’s former Interior and Defense Minister, who died in March 1974 of maltreatment following his imprisonment on Dawson Island in the Strait of Magellan] said, and he’s dead because of it.”* Luckily for them, both she and Senator Carrera opted for clandestinity and asylum.





I think that many people in the Chilean left sensed that a coup was coming. The president himself—I was with him many times before the coup—announced to us that something big was in the works and many times he said: “but I am not going to resign because of this.” It seems to me that I can hear him: “and I am not going to resign; they will have to carry me out of the Moneda dead.” And the phrase that he said with a certain black humor: “they will have to take me out of here feet first.” The political commission of the Socialist Party predicted that a coup was coming. Two or three months before the coup we had evidence that a coup was coming; however, we never really thought about what the coup would be like. We never thought—at least the majority of people didn’t—that it would be so brutal.


All of our preparations were more plans than realities, and the little that was done was very tentative, very inadequate, and had no chance of succeeding. What I thought was the following: I thought, the logical thing here is that these people will kill the leaders, not the masses. We thought that naturally we leaders were going to die. It seemed logical to me, I didn’t have any desire to die, but this was the state of mind—I think, of the president too and many of us—of the leaders.


I even talked to one of my children with whom I had problems. I thought, since they are going to kill me, this little girl will certainly be left with guilt feelings. So I looked for any way I could to get close to her, to be reconciled with her. I even said to her at one point, look, if they kill me don’t feel guilty because these things are natural—this kind of precautions, with nothing military about them, rather they are completely domestic and human matters.


I also thought that in the case of a coup I should go stay in a población because I didn’t think that they would traffic in the way that they did with the deaths of the poor people. It would have been a terrible mistake because they would have bombed me as they did with some of the poor neighborhoods. So that, at the end, I didn’t take any more precautions than those that the party came up with, that I don’t think were effective at all and the day of the coup a group of young compañeros, men of action, let’s say, were going to stay at my house, but it seemed to me to be too much trouble, so that I made them leave, and there was no one to take care of me or anything the day of the coup. We didn’t think that it would be that day either but things were moved up, it seems.


The day of the coup human beings reacted in the strangest ways that you can imagine. At six o’clock in the morning a friend of mine, who was married to the daughter of a general in the carabineros [national police], called and told me, “María Elena, the coup has begun, the navy has left Valparaíso. It is at sea—there is no communication at all with Valparaíso. The coup has begun and I am going right now to such and such a place.” He was an economist, an interventor in a factory [a manager appointed by the Allende government to run a factory or business; such appointments were often preludes to expropriation]. “And I wish you good luck. Take the necessary precautions.” Then my friend went to the factory and they killed him that day. His name was Socrates Ponce; he was an economist of Ecuadorian origin but had settled in Chile and was very Chilean—he died there.


We had a plan, with the central committee of my party, to gather in a certain place if there was a coup. So I didn’t have a car that day but I did have what we had called in my family the “coup bag,” and in the coup bag were the essentials you need when you go on a picnic or when you are going to camp out on the mountain. My coup bag was pretty funny, but this meant that all the children had their bags for the coup and my mother-in-law also, so we all took our bags, but we didn’t have a car.


My elder son belonged to the party youth group and he was already staying somewhere else in anticipation of what was to come. My son at that time was eighteen, my daughter fifteen and my younger son was thirteen; my mother-in-law must have been seventy. An economist lived next door to me who was a member of the party and we had been working together. So I went and told him that I didn’t have a car and that the coup was coming, and he got my children, we took them to my parents’ house, and my mother-in-law too, and I went with him downtown, to look for my central committee, which I couldn’t find.


I was on the first list [or bando, the list of people required to turn themselves in to the new authorities] that the military read on the radio. I must have been fourth or something like that. I was, it seemed, extremely dangerous.


I went first to the headquarters and there was nobody there. Then I went to the party office on Londres Street, number 33 or 38, that later was used as a torture chamber—it was a torture center of the DINA. Well, the central committee wasn’t there either and they told me that the central committee was in what was called the monja of the Housing Ministry [a meeting place for the Socialist Party in moments of crisis], there on Portugal Street. So this man who was worried because he had his own responsibilities—and I felt bad that he was taking me all over Santiago—took me to the monja, and the central committee wasn’t there either but I found many of the leaders there. So they said to me, “Go call and let them know,” and they called and they told me not to go to the municipal level of the party, but to one of the offices of the Ministry of Housing, I’m not sure if it was CORMU [Corporatión de Mejoramiento Urbano, or Corporation for Urban Improvement, under the Housing Ministry], but they weren’t there either. Later I learned that they had been somewhere else and, it seems that, really, they didn’t want me there, because I couldn’t find them.


When I was in the monja, I saw the bombing of the Moneda because the balconies of that building allowed me to see the Hawker Hunters when they bombed the Moneda, from which we immediately deduced that the president was dead and afterward when I got to the CORMU office—it was around three in the afternoon, then, when my friend left me there—I was there a long time and I heard on the radio there that the president had died. I didn’t hear Allende’s last words; I heard them later in the recordings that have become famous all over the world.


Two people came up to me there and said “we can hide you.” I had a pistol that was completely legal, that the Senate had bought me and that was part of what every senator had, but they said on the radio that “those who are armed will be shot immediately.” So I threw away the pistol where it wouldn’t be found and I got into an old Citroneta [a two cylinder mini-Citroën, popular in Chile because of its low price], with the compañero who suggested what I thought was the safest option. One said to me, “I will take you to Las Condes [an upper-class neighborhood of Santiago] and hide you at my father-in-law’s house,” and another said, “I will take you to a house that is empty but people go there, no one will notice you, it’s in Lo Espejo.” Since Lo Espejo was more proletarian, I went to Lo Espejo, but everything went well. It was a good choice—nobody realized who I was. I entered the house. Since Lo Espejo is very close to El Bosque [site of an air force base], the area was full of air force people with hand-held machine guns on all sides, but I didn’t have any problems.


Afterward, I made contact through the same person that took me to that house and then messengers came, and the messages were that I should seek asylum quickly. I had not really cultivated relationships with the embassies—something which I will certainly never let happen again. I will always be near an embassy and I will look at the size of the walls, in whatever country I am, but at that time we had a kind of intellectual arrogance that did not allow me to associate much with the embassies. But I did have contacts with the Peruvian embassy, the Chinese embassy, and two or three more. Fortunately, I didn’t try to go to the Chinese embassy because the Chinese shut their doors completely to all the people on the left and wouldn’t let in even their closest friends, which was really strange and amusing.


I was friends with the Peruvian ambassador who always invited me to things and I always went to these events. So I said to the messengers that the party sent me, that I thought that the only embassy that was a possibility was the Peruvian embassy, and, in fact, the ambassador, who was not on the left—on the contrary, he was a gentleman on the right, but a gentleman—came to get me in his car and took me out of the población and took me to his embassy. This was some five days after the coup. My central committee ordered me to seek asylum.







José (Pepe) Silva




Born in Greater Santiago in 1951, José Silva was one of thirteen children of working-class parents. He grew up in the industrial suburb of San Miguel, where he attended but did not graduate from a commercial high school and joined the Communist Party’s youth organization, the Juventudes Comunistas. He began working in the shipping department at the Sumar nylon factory, one of Chile’s largest textile plants, in 1970; the following year Sumar became one of the first large industries to be expropriated during the Allende administration. Silva left for Canada in May 1974 with his wife and daughter and, following a divorce, returned to Chile in 1983. He currently works as administrator of service personnel in the presidential palace, La Moneda.


Santiago’s cordones industriales, or factory districts, were at the center of conflict during the UP government. From early in the Allende administration, unionized workers occupied factories to press for their expropriation. It was in the cordones that workers responded to the “bosses’ strikes” of October 1972 and August 1973, in which Chile’s entrepreneurial and professional associations tried to shut down the national economy and bring down the government, by seizing dozens of both state- and privately owned factories. Allende’s opponents alleged that factory workers, aided by MIR and Socialist Party operatives, were arming and training for a seizure of power, and in the months before the coup the military vigorously enforced a new arms-control law in the cordones, regularly surrounding and searching factories and intimidating workers.*





The day of the coup we went to the factory. The factory was taken over in the sense that there were meetings at the last minute to see what was to be done. The military were already hovering in helicopters, and at noon it was decided that each political party would make its own decisions independently of the company. The company would be turned over to the military because there was no way to defend it—there were arms, but the people left. The order was given for people to leave, that the people who wanted to leave go home, and a large percentage—let’s say some 90 percent of the workers—left. This was another reason it was decided we would turn over the company.


Only a few days before, on September 7, there was a search of the company during which many workers were arrested. The FACh [Fuerza Aerea de Chile, the Chilean air force] was in charge of arms control in our sector. When they searched on the seventh, they found absolutely nothing. The truth is that the arms arrived later; on the seventh, there weren’t any.


On the eleventh, the company was turned over. The military arrived to occupy it and they ordered us, I think, I am not really sure, sometime between four and five o’clock to assemble, just to assemble. They had an assembly in the patio. A young soldier spoke, an official, and said “we have called you here to talk to you a little. In your case, we have a list of people who have worked politically and been involved with arms and everything,” and this list was presented by this man. The guy who had made the list was an engineer who worked in the office. Then he said “all of the people whose names I am going to read have to raise their left hands with their identity cards and those who are beside them and know them and, if they don’t raise their hands, have to denounce them. If not they are also going to be loaded into the trucks.” Then, in general, it was the people best known for political activity within the company. They took out a hundred or so people—the trucks came. We were in the middle of a población and all the people were shouting because also the majority of the people who worked in this company lived in the same sector and those people were shouting outside and threw fruit or things to the people who were detained and the trucks left and drove around for about an hour and a half. They didn’t go to the Estadio Chile nor to the Estadio Nacional and the same official that was in charge came back and said “there are too many of them.” So they brought them back to the company. I wasn’t part of this, I wasn’t on the list.


All of us workers who had stayed were gathered outside the factory to see how we could communicate with those who had left, and the trucks returned with the same people and the guy made a new check, not according to the list but personally. Then the guy summoned them, and—according to the testimony of the people who stayed later—he asked them what party they were active in, what they did, and, finally, they kept around twelve of the hundred or so that they had detained. There were around twelve to fourteen that ended up at the Estadio Chile and the rest were able to go home. The house of the guy that gave the information was fired on that same night.


After people went back to work the new persecution started, more selective, more precise, and then they waited for people when their shifts ended. They used the company vehicles and this was how two of my fellow workers were shot at the company itself. I remember well—it was after September 18, the twentieth or the twenty-first. We didn’t know and, in the morning, their innards were still there. These two compañeros were Socialists and the charges against them said that they were involved with arms, in preparations for military action. Besides this being completely false because what preparation there was—and that I helped with—was for personal defense, the people were never prepared militarily. It is true, and I even witnessed it, that on the eleventh, arms arrived. When this happened, our trucks arrived loaded and left loaded with the people leaving the company. At this time there was a Revolutionary Worker’s Front (Frente de Trabajadores Revolucionarios, FTR) of the MIR. Several compañeros from their group, when they left the company, went to the other one because the Sumar Company is divided into three parts. The other two resisted, there were confrontations with the military and with the carabineros, and at the end, the people from there died, as did some eight to twelve other people from the factory where they worked.


We found the bullet-riddled bodies of several of our compañeros in the road. One guy who was also a co-worker of ours at the company—he was a Socialist—fired a bazooka at a bus. We got on the bus and the ponchos that the carabineros had been wearing were still there, their gunbelts were there, we saw blood. But it wasn’t true—like they said—that all the carabineros died. I think that there were two or three that died. There was a carabinero hung from a post, so that when the repressive forces came in it would have an impact on them. I think this was one of the cases of greatest resistance there was and was used to justify the repression later—that the members of the armed forces were being attacked.


The next day the Hawker Hunters flew over in the early morning, but they didn’t drop bombs—they flew over very low. The noise was atrocious and broke a good deal of glass; they flew low over the poblaciones of La Legua and El Pinar—where I lived—but they didn’t drop any bombs. They passed the word that they were going to drop bombs, then you saw on both sides the people who went out toward Vicuña Mackenna Street to leave. It was like seeing the movies of the Second World War when the people fled. It was like that, a mass of people with their bags, with the little kids hanging on them, moving toward Santa Rosa, to get transportation to the south and on Vicuña Mackenna, too. The Hawker Hunters went by at 6:30 a.m., from 7:00 to about 11:00 a.m.


The first days after the coup the repression in the poor neighborhoods was in the form of sweeps, like it was at the company. Later it was more selective—later they came with names, with addresses. We kept working secretly but more in finding people, finding out about those who had been arrested, figuring out how to help them, passing out homemade fliers, but it was all on this level until several of them, several of the young people of the neighborhood, were arrested and along with all that, later, I was arrested. Then the people at the Jota level [Juventudes Comunistas—the Communist Youth] really scattered because there was terrible fear. The early days of October, November, there was enormous repression in the poblaciones.


I continued working until approximately September 30, and after that they threw us all out. There was a list and they threw us all out.


I was arrested at home. I realized then that there were also several of the neighbors and they took us away. They threw us on top of a jeep, head first, about seven or eight people, among them two women. From there they took us to different police stations. It was because someone had reported that there were secret meetings. We were tortured but nothing else happened. They held us some ten to twelve days, first in one police station, then in another, but all of us were released without any problem.








Sergio Buschmann





Born in Santiago in 1942, Sergio Buschmann grew up in Mendoza, Argentina, where his father, a member of a family of wealthy southern landowners and businessmen, had bought agricultural land. He studied in a private German school in Buenos Aires, where he rejected his family’s conservative politics by joining the Peronist youth movement. Returning to Santiago in 1959, he entered the University of Chile’s school of theatre, joined the Communist Youth and, later, the Communist Party. He became a professional actor in 1965, was a founding member of the actors’ union, and during the UP government represented the unions of Chilean artists in the national labor organization, the Central Unica de Trabajadores (CUT).


Thousands of suspected UP sympathizers were rounded up during and following the coup and taken to the two large soccer stadiums, the Estadio Nacional and the Estadio Chile. These stadiums, where many of the prisoners were beaten, tortured, and assassinated, became symbols of the brutality of the coup. Sergio Buschmann’s experiences in the Estadio Chile as well as in another makeshift prison confirm the excesses as well as the confusion of the first months of military rule. After inexplicably being freed in December 1973, he worked in the underground resistance until he was arrested again three years later. He went into exile in 1977.





I was taken prisoner the Friday after the coup and I ended up in the Estadio Chile. They were looking for me to kill me. I was on the list of the Cordon Santiago Centro, a union list. They came to the union office and they took us all prisoners and they took us all away and at the police station they got mixed up and I ended up at the stadium. I was there for around ten days. There was a lot of confusion at the Estadio Chile. No one knew who was there and why they were there. People arrived and they packed everybody in.


I am there with Victor Jara [one of Chile’s most popular singers of folk and protest music]. I was good friends with Victor Jara besides our having worked together in several plays, but we were very close personal friends. I got to the stadium that Friday and I saw him sitting in a chair in the hallway where they put me. His face looked awful and his right eye was swollen shut. So then I asked him: “What happened? Did they hit you?”


“Yes,” he said, “when I was coming into the stadium they hit me, they kicked me, they threw me on the ground, and on the ground, I got kicked in the face. They were shouting at me, ‘you son of a bitch, we’ll see if you’ll be able to sing again.’” From then on, we sat together—he, Bartulin [Dr. Danilo Bartulin, Allende’s doctor], and I. And then, around Monday, I go stand in a very long line to be able to urinate and when I come back, Victor isn’t there. So then I ask Bartulin and the people that are nearby, “What happened to Victor? Where is he?” “They took him down to the dressing rooms,” they told me.


When I don’t find Victor, I go crazy looking for him. I try to get down to the dressing rooms, which were torture chambers. At one point, they took me to the dressing rooms. That was where they were killing the foreigners, principally Argentines and Uruguayans—I saw some terrible things. But, later, they sent me back up, when they realized that I was a Chilean. I have an Argentine accent and they got confused.


When they let me go, I know that Victor had already turned up dead. He was found dead in the garbage area behind the stadium. Joan Jara had gotten his body from the Instituto Médico Legal.*


They arrested me again in the Remodelación San Borja [a sprawling high-rise urban renewal project on the edge of downtown], then they released me. But in November they kidnapped me and I ended up at Cerro Chena [a temporary prison camp near the Santiago suburb of San Bernardo], which was part of the San Bernardo Infantry School, where I saw an incredibly barbarous series of murders and tortures in a single day. I witnessed massive killings by firing squad, for example, of all the leaders of the San Bernardo association of state railroad workers. Then I talked with their relatives and thanks to my testimony they were able to form a committee on the assassination of these compañeros, the labor leaders of the railroads.


But, in that place, they were killing people day and night. They killed them during torture or they shot them at dawn. I was also sentenced to die there. But I never knew why—perhaps someday I will—I was saved, they didn’t shoot me. I was at Cerro Chena for about a month and in December of 1973 they released me.


I go into hiding and begin my underground struggle. The task we face is enormous, the formation of an entire underground network working against the dictatorship. They are looking for me and it is three years before I am taken. With my wife, I am kidnapped by the comando conjunto [an anti-left vigilante group comprised of air force and naval personnel and members of the terrorist group Patria y Libertad] in December of 1976 and taken to the air force base of Colina. I am savagely tortured in front of my wife. There was great international solidarity trying to save me since they knew my work as a labor leader, as founder of the actors’ union in Chile, and the torturers, then, began to take care of me so that I would not die under torture.


Then they decide to turn me loose and follow me. I remain in hiding until 1977 and, at the end of that year, I leave for Sweden, which grants me political asylum.







María Inés Ruz




María Inés Ruz was twenty-three years of age in September 1973. Her artisan mother had died when María Inés was three years old, and her father was a teacher in the public system of commercial schools. She attended public schools in the cities where her father taught: La Serena, Santiago, and Chillán. At the University of Concepción she studied sociology and journalism, joined the MIR, and became the compañera of MIR leader Fernando Krauss. After leaving Chile in 1975, she spent sixteen years in Cuba.


The experience of María Inés Ruz during and following the coup illustrates two dangers: being a member of MIR and living in a provincial city. MIRistas were seen as dangerous because they were thought to be armed and prepared to resist the imposition of military control. Leftists in the provinces were especially vulnerable in the coup’s aftermath, for outside greater Santiago only the Valparaíso-Viña del Mar and Concepción-Talcahuano metropolitan areas, each with populations of nearly half a million, offered any possibility of prolonged underground sanctuary. By seizing control of communications and transportation from outlying areas, the military gained a free hand in dealing with its enemies in the provinces. The recollections of María Inés Ruz about September 11 and the following month illustrate the precarious situation of MIRistas in a small city and the brutality of the military effort to snuff out potential resistance. They also reveal the MIR’s lack of preparation to resist the coup.





We knew about the coup. The party was ready. We were on the highest degree of alert—the sociopolitical atmosphere in Valdivia was very eloquent. Only a few days before the coup, a bookstore in Valdivia was attacked by a group of rightists. The bookstore belonged to a leftist, and there was a demonstration, and Fernando was going by and he was the regional secretary of MIR—he couldn’t be getting involved and exposed—but he couldn’t just do nothing, and he came home very disturbed by the degree to which the carabineros intervened in favor of the rightist demonstrators. In Valdivia, then, we were already breathing the atmosphere of the coup. They had even thrown stones at our house one day—the stone fell right in the room where our little girl slept—and we were already in a state of fear. It was a serious situation, but we never thought about exile.


We were prepared in the sense that we knew that something was going to happen and we had thought that I would have to go to Concepción with our little girl—we were in Valdivia—and that was the extent of our “preparation,” in quotation marks. It was incredibly precarious. Looking back now, you realize that it was really very irresponsible because we were involved in a tremendous mess, except for some things which were pretty flimsy—so much so that the day after the coup, Fernando, who was the regional secretary of the MIR in Valdivia, didn’t have anywhere to hide. And I—who wasn’t part of the [party] structure, who was working openly with the masses and was his compañera—the days right after the coup I had to spend my time looking for a place for him to hide and what I found was the house of the mother of a compañera from the party. She was a very poor person who lived in a población where the houses were two-family, very small. She took Fernando into her house and he couldn’t come out of the room where he was because, if he went out to the patio, the neighbors would see him. He had to stay shut inside the room in order to remain more or less hidden. So we really hadn’t made preparations for the coup, besides having cleared out some of the papers at the house, but even the day of the coup itself, Fernando went out very early in the morning and, once he knew that the coup d’état had taken place, came home to get rid of the last of the papers that were left at the house. Even so, the military later found a box of mine that had letters from Fernando from when he was in Valdivia and I was still in Concepción. And, well, you don’t want to get rid of these things. I don’t know if they could have gotten any information from them. I don’t think that really, as a party or on a personal level, we were prepared for the magnitude of a coup d’état.


They got Fernando on September 22. Fernando was very easy to recognize. We didn’t have a way to change his appearance, but we dyed his hair, he wore some glasses and a beret—this was his only camouflage. And we had agreed that he would go to Osorno because the entrance to the route to Osorno was less controlled than the route to the north. I was going to take a train the next day that would connect with the train that he was going to take in Osorno. This was our plan to escape from Valdivia, but this plan was never put into action because, the night before he was to leave, they got him. They got him because of a statement someone made under torture.


Fernando and I had always said that if anything happened, I should leave with our little girl so that they would not get me and use that to put more pressure on him. Well, when I went to Concepción, I traveled to Chillán; I left Camila at my father’s house and returned to Concepción to go with señora Teresa, Fernando’s mother, to Valdivia. There, I began to go around with her trying to find out where he was, from the very first. Later it was the same story as always, that of course they denied having him …


I returned to Valdivia something like the twenty-fourth and I managed to locate him the day before he was shot, which was October 4. October 3, I was standing in line at the jail to take him some food because we knew that he was incommunicado all those days, from September 22 to October 3. And there they gave me the clothes Fernando had been wearing, and his belongings—I don’t know for sure—my memories are somewhat confused because after they shot him I went to the jail too, and then they gave me everything, the photos that he was carrying, his ring—I don’t remember exactly.


They shot Fernando and another group of compañeros on the fourth.* I don’t know if you have heard the story that Fernando sang a lot in jail—there is a poem by a Valdivian poet, Omar Lara, which is about all these things that happened and there is a poem that tells how he said goodbye singing the International, etc. Omar Lara is a Valdivian poet who won the Casa de las Américas prize [a prestigious award offered by Cuba’s Casa de las Américas] specifically for this little book which is called Oh Buenas Maneras, in the year 1977—then this poem has a little part which says that in the last few days of his life, Fernando Krauss sang to his daughter Camila, someday she will sing to her father in the free streets of Chile.†


Well, since Fernando sang and sang and, when he went before the prosecutor, he talked, they broke his jaw and the day that they were to shoot them, Fernando spoke to the firing squad and got them to stop, so that they didn’t shoot them then. They had to get a different firing squad, they brought in some black berets or green berets because the people of the regiment that were to have carried out the order of execution disobeyed orders. Fernando gave them the standard speech we used at that time—which was that they shouldn’t fire against their own people. I heard this story from people who were on our side, but I also heard it later, because, a month or so later, when I came back to Valdivia to move Fernando’s remains, since they had put them in a common grave, the grave diggers told me the story.


The same day that they killed him, they went to get his mother and me at the house so that we could say goodbye to Fernando. He was the only person that they did this with—with the other people it would have been impossible since they were all people from the country—and Fernando talked to his mother. His mother even today thinks that was worse—it was terrible for her—seeing Fernando with his hands behind him because they didn’t want to untie him and with his jaw broken and he saying that he was a good man, that they were committing an injustice and trying to be sure that his mother’s image of him was absolutely clear and clean—his mother has never forgotten, she cannot get beyond this memory.


During those moments, Fernando asked them to look for me. He asked his mother to take care of me, to take care of Camila and Fernandito. I was expecting little Fernando and he named him. So they went to look for me and, at that time, I had gone to talk to a lawyer, because in that period everything was still very recent so that we didn’t know what we could do—there were no organizations to turn to. With his mother, in the preceding days, I had gone to talk with the bishop of Valdivia, to see if he could intercede for Fernando. The bishop received us and said, “Fernando Krauss, a very violent man” and he didn’t hold out any hope.


So then I was doing that—out of desperation going to talk with this lawyer—so that when they went to the house to get me so that I could say goodbye to Fernando, I wasn’t there. And they tried to find me but they didn’t know where I was. When they finally found me—this part is rather dramatic and I have to stay calm to be able to tell it, because they took me to where Fernando’s mother had gone to say goodbye to him, which was to the police station. And there they told me that he wasn’t there, to go to the regiment. We went to the regiment, and they told me that he wasn’t there, to go to the Fourth Division. So I went to the Fourth Division and they told me, no, to go back to the police station. And when I got back to the police station, they told me to go pick him up at the morgue, that they had already shot him. This was, of course, when I went to pieces. I went in—I pushed the carabineros aside and ran to the back of the station shouting, of course, all the things one shouts, and they took me out of there, and I didn’t have anywhere to go any more—without realizing that at that time they couldn’t have shot him yet, because the execution had had to be postponed until eight o’clock at night and it was somewhere far from Valdivia where there was a firing range.


The next day I went to the Fourth Division to get them to give me his body, but they wouldn’t. There was no way to get them to turn him over to me, and they told everyone to go in the afternoon to the cemetery where the funerals were to take place. In the cemetery only two people could go in for each of the dead compañeros. I went with my sister-in-law, Fernando’s younger sister—his mother stayed at home. It was a really terrible thing because the whole zone was cordoned off by the military, by soldiers who searched us, pointed their guns at us, and we went in. Then we saw the boxes of pine wood, the wood was white, with blood-stained shoes—as if in order to nail the boxes shut they had hammered them with the boots so the blood-stained boots were on top of the boxes—they were really blood-stained. Afterward they explained to me that when they shoot people this phenomenon occurs. The truth is that it was a really awful situation. I don’t know how all the people had gathered there. In spite of the fact that there were already two for each of the compañeros, people were gathered there who were from the polyclinic where I took Camila and from the day-care center where Camila went every day—I don’t know how they got into the cemetery. So there was a group of people; they were putting the boxes in the eleven holes, and the army chaplain who was going to give the blessing was there. In the morning, I had talked to the chaplain to try to get him to let me have Fernando’s body and it hadn’t done any good, so that for me, at that moment, he represented all the negative replies I had gotten; so that when he began to say his prayer it seemed to me that it was the last straw, that, at the very least, something should be said. So, then, I spoke and shouted the slogans of the MIR, and the people who were there, who were not from the MIR—who were the people that I told you that I don’t know how they got in—answered—and even though it was cordoned off by the military—and the people answered the slogans of the MIR. Immediately, the soldiers grabbed me and took me to a place away from where this was happening, and they took away my identity card, and my sister-in-law’s too. They took us away from there and, at that point, I realized that my father was there. I had notified my father the day before about the execution, and he came immediately and managed to get to the cemetery, and I met up with him there. My father was very scared by all of this—he asked me not to do anything else. He said that I was not going to accomplish anything in those circumstances. That is what happened in the cemetery.
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