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A DEFECTOR'S STORY

Demi li 11
Pinochet
JOHN DINGES AND SAUL LANDAU

O
ne day in January, a 37-year-old Chilean man filled
out an embarcation form at Santiago's Pudahuel
Airport, showed his Chilean identification card
and walked through the routine police check-

point. "It took all my courage," he said later in an inter-
view. "I passed through. I say 'hello.' They say 'hello.' And
I walk. I walk to the airplane. I sit and I say 'rapidly, rapidly,
rapidly.' And the plane takes off, and I was very glad."

Armando FcmAndez Larios, an army major and former
official in DINA, Chile's notorious secret police, was dis-
obeying orders for perhaps the first time in his military
career He was leaving Chile, he said, to tell the truth about
the 1976 assassination in Washington of Orlando Letelier,
an influential exiled opponent of Chile's military govern-
ment. Fernandez had been under indictment in the United
States since 1978, charged with being on the DINA team
that kept Letelier under surveillance and then planted a car-
bomb that exploded Seplember 21, 1976, killing Letelier and
a U.S. co-worker, Ronni Moffitt.

From Santiago, Fem&ndez flew to Rio de Janeiro
(Chileans do not need a passport to enter Brazil), where a
team from the Federal Bureau of Investigation interrogated
him for two weeks and checked his answers with lie-detector
tests. On Febniary 4 he appeared in a Washington court-
room as a d-*"™"" cooperating in the investigation of the
Letelier as.v i His testimony about his role and that
of his superiors tn the murd ded the ftrst
from an insider that Chile's l'.....^v..;. Gen. Augus;, ;
chet, was directly involved in ordering the killings and in the
subsequent cover-up.

The news of Femindez's defection was widely described
in Chile as a political earthquake that threatens to shake
Pinochet's efforts to extend his rule. Until this month Pi-
nochet was considered to be at the height of his power, and
opposition forces were in open despair, fearing that he
would succcufully state-manage a scheduled plebiscite in
1989 to secure another eight-year term as President. Fernin-
dez's aaion will probably force a rewrite of that pessimistic
scenario. His message was clearly shaped to encourage the
Chilean armed forces to return to the barracks. Further
more, the supportive role that the U S . government played
in Fernandez's defection is another indication of Washing-
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ton's thinly veiled efforts to discourage military endorse-
ment of a new term for Pinochet.

Fernandez is eager to tell his story. He says he is torment-
ed by remorse for the murders, angry at his superiors and
wracked with filial guilt for having disgraced the name of his
father, a former air force colonel, who died soon after the
Letelier assassination.

Our meeting, arranged by the U.S. Marshal Service, was
held in a Virginia motel suite amid strict security. The cur-
tains were drawn, and five marshals guarded the doors and
windows. Fernandez has small dark eyes and a round face
that makes him look younger than he is. His heavy athletic
build suggests a military hardness now softening.

In his court appearance and in a signed statement he
submitted, Fernandez had spoken of his deep sorrow for
the deaths of Letelier and Moffitt, and he asked his law-
yer. Axel Kleiboemer, to privately convey his remorse to
Letelier's widow, Isabel. In the interview, however, he de-
scribed his motives in terms made familiar by the postwar
Nuremberg trials.

"I must clean my name; 1 must clean the name of tny
father," he said. "I must make sure that no other young of-
ficer is used to say 'Yes sir' to an order when he should have
said 'No sir.' I want to make sure that the orders that the
superiors in the army or the air force give to the young of-
ficers must not abuse their loyalty. I think in my case the
highest officer took advantage of mv misundcMin""!
loyalty."

FernAndez speaks intensely, in clear though ungram-
matical English, becoming emotional when he mentions his
father. He conveys a self-conscious sincerity, in anticipation
of the natural skepticism evoked by his conversion after »o
many years. To people familiar with Chile under Pinochet,
much of what FernAnde/ says is hard to swallow. He claims
that he was never told that his mission to spy on Letelier was
part of an assassination plot. He pleads ii ' in two
other cases, in which his name has been link n assassi-
nation and to the execution of political prisoners. He wa.s a fj
DINA officer during the time the ag' ponsible
for hundreds of deaths and thousand. : - - s of tor-
ture, yet he denies ever having any contact with DINA s I
pri."»oners. FernAndez also says he never killed or kidnapp*" I
anyone and that his only duties in DINA were to run «
school on intelligence methods for the agency's civilian and
military personnel. In the interview, he did not admit to
knowing about any DINA human rights violation-^ 'ithcr
than the Washington bombing. |

U.S. government investigators associated with the case I
arc confident Fern&ndez is telling the truth because he has
passed a scries of polygraph tests. His penchant for draW^
does not affect his credibility, they say. "He is an actor, «
good actor But you don't beat a polygraph by acting, f^^
with the operator (the F B I . ) had," said one source
firsthand knowledge

Fernandez is the second UINA dri.Mor to provide in̂
fonnation abotit the Letelier assassmation. In 1978 '
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Chilean government deported a U.S.-bom mercenary, Michael
Townley, after Washington exerted heavy pressure. Town-
ley struck a deal with the Justice Department, winning a
reduced sentence in exchange for testifying against others in-
volved in the murder. Townley's testimony laid the basis for
the indictments of three DINA officers: Fern&ndez; the
agency's chief. Gen. Manuel Contreras; and its second-in-
command. Col. Pedro Espinoza. But Townley had serious
credibility problems. His admitted contacts with Central In-
telligence Agency operatives and other U.S. officials while
in Chile have never been satisfactorily explained. And while
testifying in the Letelier case, he took great pains to cover up
his own involvement in other crimes. The F.B.I, found evi-
dence, developed as part of the Letelier investigation, that
linked Townley to the 1974 murder in Buenos Aires of Pino-
chet's chief military rival, former Gen. Carlos Prats, and the
assassination attempt in Italy in 1975 against Chilean Chris-
tian Democratic leader Bernardo Leighton.

Townley's account of the Letelier plot is generally be-
lieved by the F.B.I., and is corroborated by what Fem&ndez
has said so far. But Chile's courts, in refusing to extradite
the three DINA suspects, were able to impugn Townley's
testimony a.s that of a foreigner—a soldier of fortune,
double agent and professional assassin—whose testimony
could not hold up to the sworn statements of Chilean
military personnel. Problems with Townley's testimony also
'ed to the reversal in 1980 of the convictions of three anti-
Castro Cuban militants accused of helping in the car-bomb
plot. Two other Cubans thought to have helped build and
detonate the bomb are still at large

Fernandez's testimony will not be so easily dismissed in
Chile. His military family and his own record as a soldier
will weigh heavily in his favor in conservative and military
circles. He was decorated for participating in the assault
on the Moneda Palace during the 1973 coup that over-
threw Chile's last democratic government, led by Salvador
Allende.

His statements, beyond providing evidence in a criminal
are a conscious appeal to the Chilean military's sense

of honor, which he says was violated by the actions of the
high command. "The bad order was to place a young of-
ficer in a murder, first of all, and second, to put him in a
murder that dirties the name of the army, the name of the
country and my name," Fernandez said in the interview.
"When an officer gives an order and it is bad. he should not
tell the young officer to cover up for him. He should take
responsibility himself and say, '1 gave the order.'" In his
letter of resignation from the army, dated January 27,
Fern&ndez writes, "I hope that this may serve to prevent
junior offi(xrs from being blamed in the future for the ac-
tions of the army high command."

Fernandez has named six generals and colonels as having
had a direct role in the murder or in ordering the cover-up.
And he has pointed a finger at the President. He says DINA
deputy chief Espinoza, one of the few insiders in a position
to know, told him that Pinochet himsdf had given the order
to kill Letelier. According to Espinoza, Fernindez said,
DINA chief Contreras admitted to another general that he
had set the Letelier assassiiution in motion because he had
been so ordered. When asked by whom, Contreras replied
"Ask the chief"—which both Espinoza and Femiuxlez
took to be a reference to General Pinochet, Contreras's only
superior.

Until FemAndez testified, the official position of the U.S.
government was to avoid any accusation of Pinochet him-
self. Now, for the first time, the Justice Department has
given weight to evidence linking Pinochet to the killing.
Fernandez's account, submitted to a Federal District Court,
was signed by both FemAndez and United States Attoniey
Joseph diGenova.

FemAndez says he met with Pinochet personally on three
occasions in an attempt to resign from the army. In the fust
of those sessions, FernAndez say's, he discussed his desire to
go to the United States to "tell the truth" about the case.
Pinochet told him it was his "duty as a soldier" to do no
such thing. FernAndez remained on active service and re-
ceived regular promotions, although he performed no
military tasks after 1979. He lived as a civilian, operating a
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prosperous btisiness that sold jogging clothes and swimsuits
to military clients. His only "military" duty was to obey two
orders: not to leave Chile, and not to make any public
statements.

U.S. investigators say they received hints that FernAndez
might be willing to come to the United States as early as
1979, but it took several other events to convince him to
leave. In 1983, Argentina attempted to extradite Michael
Townley for the murder of General Prats; FernAndez was
also named in press accounts for possible extradition
because of the two men's collaboration in the Letelier plot.
Then, in late 1985, the Chilean magazine Analisis identified
FernAndez as a participant in the mass execution of political
prisoners shortly after the 1973 coup. The killings took place
during a tour of northern cities by one of the key actors in
the coup. Gen. Sergio Arellano Stark, who earned the
nickname "the butcher of the north."

FemAndez denies involvement in those crimes. He ac-
knowledges that he served Arellano as a security aide and
heard the executions being carried out, but claims that, as a
22-yc*r-oki lieutenant, he had nothing to do with any deci-
skws made on the trip and played no role in the shootings
themselves. F.B.I, lie-detector tesu administered over the
past two months indicate that FemAndez's account is truth-
ful. He says that when he was accused of involvement in the
other cases, he pleaded with his military superiors either to
iuue statements dcaring his name or to allow him to make
his own statement of innocence. They refused, he said; soon
after, he made contact with lawyer Kleiboemer and began
negotia S. officials to arrange his defection.

Pin<K..v. ,.»., ...-;jded FernAndez a deserter; other govern-
ment supporten have called him a traitor. But a statement
by the army, while noting that his case had been referred to
the military courts, omitted explicit condemnations of his
testimony.

FernAndez has sent a public signal that his contemporaries
in the army would not be unhappy to see Pinochet step
down in 19«9. "I know very well the army," he said. "I
know that in their hearU, they are going to say: 'FernAndez
is saying the truth. We must not be used for politics. We
want to fight for Chile, to fight to keep our land and not to
be political.' I think most of the young officers—the
lieutenants, the captains—they don't want to go to the
streets anymore; they want to | 0 back to the barracks. I
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think the militaries don't like to go to the streets to fight the
Chileans."

He continued: "When I was deciding to come to the
United States, I talked to many people, and I think the best
thing that can happen to Chile is that we have a civilian
president. And if Pinochet wants to go to an election he can
go, but he must go as a civilian, not as a military. But the
military should no longer defend a political cause; they
should defend Chile."

There are signs that Pinochet's former civilian friends
may be growing disenchanted. A leading right-wing political
coalition, the National Renovation Party, called on the
government to "take all steps to clear up the case and
punish those responsible" for the Letelier killing. The party,
whose formation was announced the same day FernAndez
appeared in court in Washington, is lead by the Pinochet
regime's one-time ideologue Jaime CjuzmAn, and former In-
terior Minister Sergio Onofre Jarpa. \

FemAndez's action, and the damage he has done to Pino-
chet, are quite compatible with U.S. policy goals. Washing-
ton sees the integrity of the Chilean armed forces as a para-
mount concern, quite separate from support for Pinochet.
Indeed, FernAndez suggests that the departure of the dic-
tator could remove the blemishes that Pinochet's excesses
have caused the military. The State Department began to
distance itself from Pinochet more than a year ago, when it
replaced a strongly pro-Pinochet ambassador with Harry
Barnes, a man who has consistently protested abuses of
human rights. Assistant Secretary of State Elliott AbratiU.
one of the most hard-line anticommunists in the Reagan Ad-
ministration, supported Amba.ssador Barnes's attendance
last year at the funeral of Rodrigo Rojas, a Chilean teen-
ager who once lived in Washington and was burned to dcaln
by members of an army patrol.

Also last year, Washington's representative to the WorW
Bank abstained from voting on a loan to Chile. And ju»'
twelve days after FernAndez appeared in court the Reag*"
Administration vetoed the bank's participation in a $400 mil-
lion commercial loan to the Pinochet regime, apparently
unwilling to send Chile any positive diplomatic signals-
Meanwhile, U.S. officials have made efforts to re-establis''
close ties to key military officers, hoping to persuade them
that dropping support for Pinochet beyond 1989 is th<
best hope of preserving what the armed forces have accom-
plished for themselves in thirteen years of government.

FemAndez's admission that he gave false testimony abou
the case m 1978 to the Chilean Supreme Ci>urt allows the
United States to reopen its demand for the extradition o
Contreras.-,: " • - ' ' ' •«''0j
said FemAtK - "̂̂
the list of those indicted for the murder of Letelier ana
Moffitt. That would me;. n Chile, mor«
testimony and extended u , ^ hich are like-
ly to blacken Pinochet's reputation further. Pinochet mn
be able to prevent the subservient Chil' irts fr
granting the U.S. extradition request, but ; "gc to
political prospects caused by FemAndez's testimony may
irreparable.
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