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An unnerving symmetry emerges from these
two books. One tells of Charles Horman,
born in New York City, and murdered in the
national stadium in Santiago, Chile within
days of the coup of September 1973; the
other of Orlando Letelier, a Chilean who
was blown to bits in Washington DC in
September 1976. These deaths, of a US citi-
zen in Chile and of a Chilean in the USA,
were linked by the thread of counter-revolu-
tion. In each case the Chilean government
was directly responsible. And in each case,
as the authors demonstrate, the State
Department and the CIA were deeply impli-
cated, in all probability having fore-
knowledge of each murder. Indeed, in
Horman's case the only convicing explana-
tion is that US representatives in Santiago
planned and ordered his execution — a
direct link having been established between
the Chilean military and the US embassy. In
the more complicated and protracted organ-
isation of Letelier's death, the thread coiled
around Chile, Paraguay and Miami before
leading to the CIA in Langley, Virginia and
Washington.

It's a neat irony, then, that it was due to
the work of Hollywood (so frequently writ-
ten off as the most infamous agent of US
cultural imperialism) that Costa-Gavras was
able to produce the film of Missing so that —
to the discomfort of the State Department —
the circumstances of Charles Horman's
death could be relayed to a mass public.

It's not often, in its tenth year of fascism,
that Chile hits the metropolitan media. The
brutal shock of September 1973, Chile's
cruellest spring, is unlikely to disappear
from collective political memory for at least
another generation. But aside from the catas-
trophic trauma of the defeat itself, the expe-
rience and political realities of dictatorship
— as the Franco regime illustrated — don't
make news. The labour movement is still
torn to pieces; the terror, more selective and
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highly-tuned than in the early years, is no
less effective; and accelerating unemploy-
ment moves in line with the Chicago pro-
gramme of cheap credit and an influx of
consumer goods for the wealthy, marking a
deepening social polarisation and immisera-
tion. According to some estimates a tenth of
Chile's population is now scattered through-
out every city in Europe and North Amer-
ica, a diaspora in which thousand upon
thousand endure the emotional and political
pains of exile. Those Madison Avenue
agencies employed by the Chilean state have
done well, endeavouring to keep their client
unobserved — an international football
match, a minor earthquake, but little more.
Even during the Falklands crisis the cynical
deal between Mrs Thatcher and General
Pinochet was wrapped so tight it barely
touched the front pages or TV screens.

Missing, written by a Manhattan lawyer,
derives from a radical, liberal Perry Mason
tradition within the United States, one
which concentrates above all on the con-
stitutional rights of the individual citizen.
This is both its strength and weakness. The
book gives a potted, journalistic account of
Popular Unity and its destruction (quoting
the extraordinary document conjured up in
the first days of Allende's government by
Nixon, Kissinger and Helms, promising to
'make the Chilean economy scream'). It
recounts Charles Horman's tourist trip on
the eve of the coup to Vina, on the Pacific
Ocean, during which he stumbled across a
number of US counter-insurgency person-
nel who happened to brag to him about their
work. This arbitrary chain of events appears
to have been the major reason for his down-
fall. On his return to Santiago he was taken
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from his home to the national stadium,
transported to the Ministry of Defence for
interrogation (with a US official in tow) and
then killed. The narrative pace and political
impact of the book derive from the recon-
struction of the search for Charles con-
ducted by his father, Ed Horman — a grizzly
odyssey through morgues, hospitals, prisons
and endless offices. At every turn the US
embassy obstructed these investigations.
Gradually Ed Horman, the conservative
Christian Scientist, comes to appreciate the
full degree of US complicity in his son's
disappearance.

It's a revealing, sympathetic account,
dramatising an individual American's disil-
lusionment with his government, and time
and again forces the reader up against the
facts of US involvement in Latin America,
as it did for the Hormans. A book like this
does not attempt to explore these relations
politically. But almost despite itself, it dem-
onstrates that when one pushes to the limit
constitutionalist liberalism, there follow
more questions than answers.

Assassination on Embassy Row, although
of the same genre of investigative journal-
ism, is altogether weightier. Undoubtedly it
will have less popular impact, but it is a
superb book. It, too, focuses on an individ-
ual, Orlando Letelier — Allende's ambassa-

dor to Washington and Minister of Defence
at the time of the coup. After internment on
the notorious Dawson Island, touching the
tip of the Antarctic, Letelier was freed and
became active in the resistance against Pino-
chet. He was murdered as a result. But how-
ever moving is the account of Letelier's
heroism, the sweep of the book's analysis is
broader than this alone. Tracing the devel-
opment, under General Contreras, of the
Chilean secret police, the DINA, and one of
its agents, Michael Townley, the authors
connect Letelier's murder to the attacks on
General Prats in Buenos Aires in 1974, and
on the Christian Democrat, Bernardo
Leighton, in Rome in 1975.

The most remarkable sections of the book,
however, analyse the shifting balance of
forces inside the junta in 1977, which forced
Pinochet to announce during that summer
his 'Chacarillas' plan. By this period the
continuation of Contreras's strategy of
wholesale and systematic repression against
all the regime's opponents was becoming
politically too costly. By and large mass ter-
ror had already done its job. Pressure from
the Chicago-trained technocrats, organised
around El Mercurio, and from Carter's
'human rights' policy gave Pinochet no
option but to break with Contreras, his old
pal and political crony, and to dismantle

Contreras's personal empire, DINA
included. The Letelier murder provided the
pretext and Contreras was dismissed. But as
the authors show, few government officials
in the United States were keen to indict the
Chilean authorities for the Letelier murder,
for that would have brought accusations too
close to home. Townley and his gang of
Cuban exiles were charged in the US courts
and convicted. Pinochet, no doubt involved
from the start, was not only rid of Letelier,
but also managed to ride out the internal
political crisis.

Letelier was an important political figure.
Thousands more Chileans who died in the
streets and dungeons will never be the sub-
jects of bestsellers: their memory will take a
different form, at once more collective and
more personal. But the scenario is not one of
complete catastrophe. Resistance in Chile is
by no means obliterated, and the exiled
groups, though badly fragmented, periodi-
cally show hope of effecting a transcendence
of their enforced marginality. And once
more the role of the USA in Latin America is
again prominent in the news. However, in
the foreseeable future the strategic destiny
of Chile lies less within its own frontiers
than in the current struggles in Central
America, Bolivia and Argentina.

Bill Schwarz


