The Fall of Santiago
W

hen I arrived on September 4th of this year,
Chile was in suspense, bound by the state of
siege AUende's enemies had been preparing
since 1970: there was no gasoline, no bread,
no meat, no wine, NOTHING. Santiago was a dead city: the
shops closed, with only a few small stores half open, their
owners fearful of the threats made by the Patriay Libertad
rightist terrorists. Traffic was scarce and the few drivers
looked at one another with a combination of curiosity and
fear. At Pudaliuel Airport I saw a lot of Americans and
fawning hangers-on waiting around. "Why have you come
at a time like this? You must be crazy! Don't you know
there's going to be a coup any minute?" my brother and
nephew asked me. Of course I knew. Everybody knew. And
1 thought of Eduardo Frei travelling around the U.S. tying
things together, of Mr. Edwards and his Pepsi-Cola bottles,
of the Inter-American Development Bank, the World Bank
and the International Monetary Fund, all closed like oysters
to the AUende government's loan applications, but so
friendly and openhanded with the Chilean armed forces.
In the past, my arrivals had always been with pisco sours
in the light breeze and mist of Santiago, the groves of Forestal, the confused medley of the Alameda, the whirlwind
of cars in the Baquedano Plaza. My apartment looks out
over the Park, towards San Cristobal, towards the mountains, the sunset on Mapocho. But this time I found the
silent edginess of the calm before the storm.
The coup of September 11 was one of the most perfectly executed in the history of Latin America. There was
suspense, but no great surprise. Everyone knew it was coming: AUende and the Cardinal, Frei and Jarpa, the young
members of Patria y Libertad and the Catholic University,
the newspapers and magazines, the CUT (Central Workers'
Federation), the parties in the Unidad Popular, diplomats,
secret agents and journalists.
Nevertheless everyone thouglit that at the last minute a
compromise could be worked out. Everyone? Well, not exactly. The central committee of the Socialist Party, and
especially Senator Carlos Altamirano, the Secretary General, struggled to the end for a hard line. But the Right had
Uttle resistance otherwise. Rodriguez, the Fiihrer of Patria y
Libertad, was seen at mass in a posh district of the city
disguised as a woman with a lip-sticked rosebud mouth and
a fox piece draped around his neck. Everyone had thought
he was in Ecuador. The judges of the Appellate and Supreme Court released every fascist terrorist who happened
to be captured. The President of the Supreme Court passed
the time writing insulting letters to AUende. The Controller
General enthusiastically collaborated in paralyzing the administration of the country. By the end of the week cars

and buses vanished. From my balcony I looked with astonishment at the empty streets, the shuttered windows, the
neiglibors peering out from behind drawn shades.
On Sunday the 9th, Delia Dominguez, a writer, telephoned to say she had just been with Pablo Neruda in Isla
Negra. "He looks bad, very bad. The doctor gives him only
a few more months." Neruda had suddenly told her to get
in touch with me immediately, to call me in California,
since he didn't know I had already arrived in Santiago. I
picked up the telephone and dialed 08, then asked for 2.
Matilde answered. Pablo was talking from his bed and 1
could hear his voice. "Tell him to come today," he said,
"Yes, right now, today." But I had no car, no one would
drive me. We left it that I would see them on the morning
of Tuesday the 11th, and that 1 would come along with
Jose Miguel Varas, the writer who was working with Neruda
on a letter to the A'eiv York Times about ITT. Mrs. AUende,
who had just returned from Mexico, expected me for lunch
the next day. I thought I could do both: see Neruda and
then go to La Moneda where I might be able to see the
President. But on Tuesday, a bit after 7 a.m., Jose Miguel
Varas called. "Companero, the trip to Isla Negra is off. It's
begun. The navy has taken Valparaiso and Puerto Montt. 1
have to get busy. If you want to come down to Channel 7,
I'll be here." I never heard from Varas again. I don't know
whether he is dead, ahve or in prison. Channel 7 never went
on the air.
[THE TAKEOVER]

I

turned on the radio; there was only one station,transmitting in the name of the armed forces, and announcing the revolt against the government and
calling on the people to remain calm. I tried other
stations. The rest of the dial was dead. Later I learned that
all the transmission towers and stations had been attacked
and taken over during the first minutes of the coup. The
armed forces proclaimed their total victory. Announcements were mixed with military marches. Imagine the
nightmare of listening night and day to every conceivable
march ever composed. All the German mihtary marches
from World Wars 1 and II.
I could hear the steady clatter of machine guns, isolated
shots from rifles and carbines, the roaring of tank guns. All
the firing seemed to come from the center of Santiago. My
conservative neighbors began raising their Chilean flags; a
few old ladies went out on their terraces and beat on new
pots and pans. The noise from the battle in the center of
the city grew louder. Suddenly radio Magallanes came on
the air and we heard President AUende's familiar voice. He
warned the people that the armed forces had revolted, that
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steady return fire from the Ministries of Public Worl<s and
Finance. Down in tlie street 1 could see people running for
shelter. Private cars were racing towards the suburbs, Providencia and Las Condes. The military radio stations kept
asking people to get off the streets. I was sure there must be
bitter fighting in the SUMAR factory. (Days earlier there
had been a serious clash between members of the Air Force
and workers, a dress rehearsal for events to come.)
The neighbors now lowered in their flags, closed their
windows, pulled the curtains. This wasn't going to be any
picnic. The entrenched enemies of Allende, all those who
had called for his head a few days before, were loading their
guns to fend off the workers' brigades that might advance
on Santiago from the industrial belt surrounding the city.
The upper class residential districts were organized militarOy from block to block.
If the confrontation had been exclusively between the
pohtical forces of the Left and Right, with the Armed Forces
divided, the Left would have carried the day. What made the
Government put the brakes on an armed offensive by the
Unidad Popular? I think Allende reahzed from the start
that the confrontation was going to be with all the Armed
Forces and that to arm the people at the last minute would
have meant to lead them into a massacre.
At any rate, during the first hours of yesterday morning,
the center of Santiago was a desperate battleground as the
final assault on La Moneda was being prepared. Allende
spoke for a second time over Radio MagaUanes. His voice
was calm, matter of fact, the words well chosen. He caUed
on the people to confront the enemy decisively, to avoid
useless heroics. "Don't let yourselves be mown down," he
said. When he asked that his personal sacrifice be understood I looked at my friends and thouglit 1 cauglit the full
meaning of Allende's words. The compahero Presidente was
saying fareweU to the workers, the slum dwellers, the peasants, the students, the intellectuals, men and women, to all
of us who had believed in him and followed him in victory
and defeat, I realized that Allende would never come out of
La Moneda alive.
The Armed Forces gave him an ultimatum. A group of
women left La Moneda. The military controlled radio
stations repeated that the Palace would be bombed by the
Chilean Air Force. The ultimatum was shortened to three
minutes. But the three minutes passed and the planes
hadn't appeared. Were they negotiating? The junta later
claimed that they offered Allende a plane so that he and his
family could leave the country, that three Allende representatives went to the Defense Ministry to discuss surrender
terms, that later a patrol was sent to take him away but ran
into intense sniper fire on the way. And then the planes
came from Los Cerrillos: two Hawk-Hunters. We ran to the
back window where we could see the UNCTAD building
and, towards the city center, the roofs of the ministries and
La Moneda. The planes flew over to us and dipped into a
wide curve along the Cerro San Cristobal. Suddenly, at incredible speed and with horrifying noise, almost touching
the roof tops, they dove on La Moneda. The rockets left a
trail of fire and the explosions echoed throughout the city.
They repeated the attack more than ten times. Enveloped
by smoke the Palace was suddenly silent. Then the military
radio station called the fireman to put out the fire.

[THE R^UMORS AND THE UGLY TRUTH]

omeone telephoned us. The most incredible thing
about this whole nightmare is that the Santiago teleI phones never went out; in fact they never worked so
well. The caller gave details of what was happening
to La Moneda. The artillery, machine gun and rifle and
pistol fire continued. The Moneda battle was ending. And
the rumors began to fly: Allende had committed suicide, he
shot himself with a machine gun Fidel had given him. NO!
Allende died fighting. He had a helmet on and his hands
were covered with gun powder. Augusto Olivares died with
AUende. Also his daugliters. They have just bombed Tomas
Moro.
The truth is that people were fighting and continued
fighting in SUMAR, the State Technical University, the
Quimantii publishing building, the Pedagogical School, the
Law School, the UNCTAD, the workers' districts. The
battles raged all night. The day of treason, of shame and
defeat, was a gray winter day, more like August than September. The night sky was thick with the smoke from the
explosions and fires. We had to close the windows because
the stench was unbearable. Rumors continued to spread:
The Palestros died in SUMAR, Altamirano was badly
wounded and taken to the Military Hospital.
Later it was said that during the Moneda battle Ministers
Almeyda, Toha, Government Secretary Vergara and other
people remained in a basement. Supposedly President
Allende and his personal bodyguards were in another. Orlando Letelier, the Defense Minister, was taken prisoner in
his office. From a very reliable source we later learned that
Almeyda, Leteher and the others were taken to the Tacna
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Fernando Alegria, photographed while the coup was in progress.
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Barracks and then moved to the Military Academy.
The rumors kept up, friends and comrades died and a
few minutes later were resurrected. The confusion of telephone reports was like theater of the absurd. Suddenly I
realized how clever the junta had been to let the telephones
alone: amidst shots, explosions, bombings and fires Santiago's population was on the telephone, keeping up a
custom which is a national institution, la copucha.
The hours and the days passed. General Leigh told the
press the Armed Forces had been truly surprised by the low
level of resistance the Unidad Popular supporters had put
up: Mass resistance was ending. That was clear. Curfew was
reduced. "We're not going to let snipers take advantage of
niglitfall," said General Pinochet. People began to come
out, stupefied, to find that the shops had reopened and that
all those things which had been so scarce but a week before
were now in superabundance.
At the same time another type of resistance was being
born: urban guerrilla struggle. At night, awake in the cold
corridors of the monastery where I spent my last days in
Santiago, I could hear the clash between guerrillas and soldiers. A few pistol shots, long silences, then sporadic firing,
machine guns, occasionally artillery, silence again, a long
and uneasy silence, and I began to fall asleep to the monotonous drone of a light plane flying over the neighborhood,
watching the shadows and the furtive movements between
alleys and rooftops.
In the morning the screaming of the Hawk-Hunters woke
up all of Santiago. They were flying north to bomb some
far-off settlement. The mornings were bright and clear. A
Chilean spring of poplars and broom. In the monastery
courtyard the ancient trees were shimmering and one maple
in particular burned like old copper in front of my door.
Radio stations and newspapers reappeared. First El Mercurio, then La Tercera and later La Segunda and La Prensa
and Eveilla. All of them-radio, television, newspaperswere at the junta's service, lauding the armed revolt in their
different ways. El Mercurio celebrated the end of freedom
of the press in Chile with euphoria. The junta issued one
decree after another. Chile was being regimented quickly.
The oath of allegiance ceremony attended by the members
of the junta was held under an enormous painting of
O'Higgins, the liberator of Chile, and was televised in its
every detail all over the country. The one thing I remember
about the ceremony is how stiff they all looked, the
emotion of some sexton, a Channel 13 announcer who
spoke solemnly of "historical transcendence," the disproportionate, guttural, military-campaign voice of General
Pinochet and the monotonous replies of his ministers and
aides. I also thouglit that if there were a struggle within the
junta, in the tradition of most Latin American juntas. General Leigh would probably be the victor. He has a particular
hardness, decisiveness and indirect perspicacity-something
we Chileans recognize immediately—something akin to a
good boxer's skill at psyching out his opponent, quahties
that clearly distinguish him from his military colleagues.
One of the priests at the monastery was a volunteer
fireman and in the afternoon I found him sitting on the
garden steps, his clothes wet, his face pale and sooty, his
eyes fixed on the ground. I sat down and we talked. He had
seen a lot of people die. He had gone to La Moneda. He had

seen President AUende's body, Olivares and the President's
personal bodyguards. His description of the scene in the
ante-chamber in La Moneda didn't exactly coincide with
another 1 heard later. I don't mean to suggest either of
these people was lying, only that they saw different ihings.
One saw the body of the President on the floor, the other
on the sofa. They both said they saw traces of blown-out
brains on a tapestry behind the sofa, but at the same time
they added that the President was wearing an army helmet.
[THE VULTURES]

T

he junta released a communique that appeared in
the newspapers. They said that Allende committed
suicide and added that there were heavy traces of
gunpowder on his hands which suggested, according
to the same communique, that the President had been firing
for a long time. Knowing Allende as I did, however, I am
convinced he died fighting, with a machine gun in liis
hands. He was determined to fight on in La Moneda. If the
junta is using the word "suicide" metaphorically to describe
the fact that Allende was alone facing an entire army, then
1 can accept the official communique although I find their
use of metaphors deplorable.
Allende tried to find a political solution to the Chilean
crisis up to the very end. I beheve Allende achieved practically all he felt he could accomplish in his "Chilean road
to socialism." Any solution—a compromise with the Christian Democrats, for example—was turned down. It's possible that, at the end, Allende was disposed to accept a
plebiscite, that he offered one as a last resort to avoid a civil
war. The Christian Democrats and the military responded
with a resounding "NO." They demanded his resignation.
No more, no less.
I'll never forget the night an individual on Channel 13,
dressed up in the dregs of a military uniform from some
tropical operetta, half sergeant, half bullfighter, with a gun
strapped on, went through AUende's house showing the
viewers the "riches" hidden in the kitchen, the pantry, the
living room, the bedrooms. He was like a vulture as he
hovered over canned goods, fruit juice, detergent and
bottles of wine which were supposed to prove the Allendes
were hoarders. What he didn't realize was the disgust and
repugnance that began to surface among viewers, who saw
that the President of Chile's house didn't have half of what
every big shot, every professional, every trucker, had
hidden away in the suburbs. This character, or maybe
another unveiled the "Riches" of El Canaveral, the President's country house, and insinuated that they had found
"pornographic objects and highly compromising photographs."
As I listened to the Channel 13 lackeys, I thought of all
the lovely times 1 had spent with the Allendes, before and
after the Unidad Popular victory. The last visit was in
March. Julie Cortazar, the Argentine novehst, and I had
been invited to Tomas Moro for lunch. I went with Isabel,
my youngest daughter. The Cuban ambassador and other
friends came with their children. It was a beautifully happy
table with a traditional basket of Chilean fruit in the center.
Allende was pleased. He liked having all the young people.
He proposed a toast. After lunch we had a whiskey; he had
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nothing. We talked alone for awhile about Manuel Rojas,
the great Chilean novelist, who. without knowing it, was
dying of cancer and wanted to be named a consul. The
President appointed him the next day, but Manuel died a
few days later. That was the last time 1 was with Allende.
He was relaxed and optimistic.
And now all these people in uniform want to erase his
memory, and destroy his image forever. With one blow they
hope to wipe out all left political parties, more than one
million workers organized in the CUT (Central Workers'
Federation), anyone who won't blindly accept and follow
their decrees. They want to resell the country to foreign
investors. The junta is trying to smash a political and cultural tradition that is over a century old.
No one would deny that the Unidad Popular Government made serious mistakes. But it is a waste of time to
talk about incompetence, dogmatism, bad administration in
key sectors of the economy. I would rather discuss other
things, subtle things, that may reveal a more lasting and
important lesson. I think Allende, at some point, began to
lose his way. He didn't seem to fully realize that to open a
path towards sociahsm-/a via Chilena-meant, concretely,
to close, yes, close, the road that was still left open to the
national oligarchy and U.S. imperialism. And that can't be
done peacefully, no matter how much we love peace, nor
can it be done within a legal framework created by the
oligarchy so that it can rule unchecked and, more precisely,
suppress or at least slow down socialist revolutions. The
seeds of violence were planted in the first steps taken on
the "Chilean road to socialism" in spite of all that President
Allende tried to do to restrain and control that violence.
The reactionary majority in Congress, plus the judiciary
and the Controller General, declared a war to the death
against Allende, and Allende tried to confront them within
the rigid framework of the Constitution. The truckers'
union--whose sinister role in Chile's tragedy needs to be
thoroughly investigated-declared war not just on Allende
but on the Chilean people as a whole, paralyzing commerce
with two fatal strikes. Wholesalers and retailers did the
same, and so did reactionary sections of tlie Medical and
Legal Associations, as well as small self-employed workers.
Allende fought all of them with legal means.
It was like trying to stop bullets with your hands.
Groups on the far Left took the bull by the horns and
imposed on Allende a politics based on faits accomplis, in
the countryside as well as in industry. Allende never quite
committed himself to this strategy. If he had done so, a
civil war would have been unleashed immediately.

When I left Chile on a bright spring afternoon, with the
streets full of people and a military barricade at the edge of
Pudaliuel Airport, I was wondering what the world would
be saying about the lessons of Chile. Would they be saying
anything new? Anything that wasn't said after the Spanish
Civil War? All our friends can say "We told you so." And
they have a right to say it. Nevertheless, even accepting all
the criticism, I can't help but think that the tragedy of
Chile continues to be unique. We believed in myths which
have cruelly destroyed us and yet we want to go on believing in them. Perhaps this touching naivete is worthy of
respect, and can eventually redeem us. We believed in our
century-old democratic institutions. It's possible that when
the military just begins to enjoy its power and to feel comfortable, this faith of ours will lead us Chileans to rebel and
demand a return to constitutionality, to elections and
human rights, and if that demand is not heeded we shall
protest and fight. Politically speaking, we believe that we
are one of the most mature nations in Latin America, with
a clear and firm consciousness of the value of our trade
union organizations, and so when the junta outlaws the
CUT they may well find themselves sitting riglit on top of a
sit-down strike.
People who boast of their lack of "political experience,"
as do the members of the junta, imagine that political problems will always be solved at gunpoint and in prisons. This
is the Brazilian model; but Chile cannot be converted economically into a little Brazil, and neither will the Chileans,
whatever their politics, ever accept permanent regimentation by the military. And while the Chilean military confess to their lack of political experience, it is too bad that
they use it as an excuse for their barbaric behavior.
There is something absurd in the suggestion, but the
truth is that what is going on in Chile right now is a kind of
macabre happening, a dance of death with real dancers, a
bloody demystification, outward violence bringing in its
wake an even more terrible and secret inner destrucfion.
It is as if Chile has brutally come of age, as if this revolt,
by false or mistaken patriots, by hoarders, speculators and
black marketeers, by efficient managers of a sinister and
pathetic lumpen; this revolt, matching Goya's saddest
masks, will go down in history as our moment of truth, the
moment in wliich Clrilean myths were shattered forever, the
moment in which we must move forward and struggle, save
ourselves or die.
Will we stand alone?
•
"Down with the junta assassins."

[LKSSONS OF CHILE]

At the risk of simplifying things, the problem is that to
t\
bring about a revolution by constitutional means
/ % is to conceive of revolution as an institution in
-*- - ^ progress. Allende gave his life in the process of
building a more just society for the CliOean people, but he
avoided the possibility of violence which could have provoked a mass sacrifice. Allende didn't hesitate to die standing up to a faceless enemy. There was a kind of tragic
contradiction in it all: an individual sacrifice was made in a
situation which called for a massive showdown.
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ames Bannon slid his .38-caliber "Bodyguard" revolver
into a desk drawer and pulls out a Puccini tape cartridge. He clicks the tape into his portable cassette
player and punches a button. And the bittersweet
arias and recitativo of Madame Butterfly suddenly flutters
like homeless doves into the harsh corridors of Detroit
police headquarters. Today he is wearing a doubleknit suit
with a delicate maroon motif, a deep rose shirt, a richly
textured gray-and-burgundy tie, and maroon shoes with
silver buckles; each razor-cut hair is properly in place.
Commander James Bannon, mastermind of a violent
police strategem known as STRESS, is a study in enigmatic
elegance, stuck in a third-floor office with a stale brown
desk of scumbled coffee stains and dirty sweat and walls
that are a drab institutional green. At the moment, Bannon
is only a Detroit police district inspector; a dozen cops rank
above or equal to him in the 5000-member department.
But even his superiors have taken to calling him "Commander" in a tone rich with deference. Few seem to doubt
that he soon will be their boss, directing a police department that, at a diminutive five-feet-seven, he once was
technically too small to join.
The reason is STRESS, or the Felony Prevention Squad
as it is euphemistically called—the secret-police unit that
Howard Kohn is an award-winning former police reporter for the
Detroit Free Press.

Bannon hatched in early 1971. STRESS is Detroit's own
version of the White House Plumbers, a troubleshooting
team with a crackerjack mentality and supercop authority.
"STRESS officers could be described as combination
CIA agents and Green Berets with badges,"DefroiY News
Columnist Allen Phillips wrote last March, presumably in
support of STRESS. "They are an ehte group. Mostly
volunteers, they are highly motivated. Increasingly they run
independent investigations on their own hook. But they
are invisible. . . . They show up on no charts."
["A LITTLE CARRIED AWAY"]
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here they do show up is anywhere their suspicions lead them. It was past 3 a.m. last Dec. 4
when three STRESS officers slammed their
rifle butts against the door of a shuttered
brick house in a quiet residential patch of northwest
Detroit. The Rev. Leroy Cannon sleepily assumed it was a
parishioner. "But by the time 1 got to the bottom of the
stairs, I saw my front door was kicked in and three guns
were pointing at me," Rev. Cannon recalled . "One guy
grabbed me by the shoulder and threw me against the wall.
He looked like a maniac. He said to me, 'I hope you have a
gun, motherfucker, because I'd like to kill you.'"
The STRESS cops were wearing denims, high-top boots
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