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SANTIAGO, Chile -- More than a quarter-century of secrecy and forgetting has muffled the brutal killing of Frank Teruggi, 24, an idealistic college student who left his suburban Chicago home to test himself in the crucible of Chile's socialist experiment but who found death instead. 
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Along with the similar case of journalist Charles Horman, whose mysterious murder in Chile was dramatized in the 1982 film "Missing," Teruggi's slaying once helped galvanize global opposition to Gen. Augusto Pinochet's 1973 military takeover and deeply embarrassed the U.S., which secretly backed it. 

Today, both men's deaths have faded from popular memory, becoming just two more anonymous victims among the 3,000 killed under Pinochet's violent dictatorship. 

But Teruggi's friends and family still remember. And after 26 years, they are hoping that the international spotlight on Pinochet's 1998 arrest in Britain on charges of crimes against humanity will force a new accounting of both Americans' unexplained deaths. 

For years, family members and human-rights groups have insisted that U.S. officials, who supported Pinochet as a bulwark against communism, were somehow complicit in the killings of the two men, who were unabashed sympathizers of socialist President Salvador Allende. Frank Teruggi Sr., Teruggi's father and a retired Des Plaines printer and World War II veteran, died convinced that the U.S. government was deliberately withholding information about the two murders. And now, newly declassified documents released by the Clinton administration have come tantalizingly close to vindicating those suspicions. 

According to a 1976 memo made public in October, the U.S. State Department admitted that "U.S. intelligence may have played a part in Horman's death. At best it was limited to providing or confirming information that helped motivate his murder by the GOC (Government of Chile). 

"At worst, U.S. intelligence was aware the GOC saw Horman in a rather serious light and U.S. officials did nothing to discourage the logical outcome of GOC paranoia." 

The secret document, which also mentions Teruggi, was released under a special "Chile Declassification Project" set up after Pinochet's arrest. British authorities currently are weighing whether to deport the 84-year-old ex-dictator to Spain to face a landmark human-rights trial. 

For its part, the CIA continues to deny any involvement in the Americans' deaths. Responding swiftly to the damning State Department assessment, the agency released a 1978 statement its lawyers delivered to Congress asserting that it "had no prior knowledge of and played no role" in the Horman case. 

A new batch of declassified memos, some of them possibly implicating the U.S. government further, is scheduled for release this spring. 

"Look, we're not asking for revenge against those involved in killing Frank," said Shepherd Bliss, a former Methodist missionary who knew Teruggi and helped spark his interest in Latin America. 

"Frank left the States a vital young man and came home in a sealed coffin because he'd been mutilated during torture," Bliss said. "After all these years, we're just asking for some basic truths, some closure." 

The truth behind what happened in 1970s Chile, however, is still anything but clear. One of the more sordid chapters of the Cold War, it remains one of the most hotly debated aspects of U.S. foreign policy in Latin America of the last half-century. 

An austere, beautiful ribbon of mountains and deserts at the bottom of the world, Chile is far off most Americans' maps; a remote place Henry Kissinger, President Richard Nixon's State Department chief, once dismissed as a "dagger pointed at the heart of Antarctica." 

Yet with the rise of 1960s guerrilla movements across much of South America--and with the Cuban bogeyman lurking behind every leftward nudge in hemispheric politics--Washington began casting worried glances at Chile, especially when an obscure doctor named Allende captured the presidency in 1970 on an avowedly socialist platform. 

Allende's blustery style and his nationalization of U.S. assets such as the Anaconda copper mines enraged Washington. Nixon wanted to punch back hard, and his bare-knuckled policies to bring down Chile's government have spawned a stream of commentary in books, articles and congressional investigations ever since. 

U.S. government records show, for example, that the CIA first tried bribing the Chilean Congress into annulling Allende's election victory. Failing that, the agency then embarked on a program to foment a military coup. 

Oddly enough, some of Chile's right-wing generals resisted prodding. And in the end, a second-track strategy long suspected but confirmed only last year in declassified reports proved far more effective: The U.S. erected an "invisible blockade" around Chile, discouraging all investment by foreign governments, depressing the markets for Chile's raw materials and vetoing international development loans. 

Food lines soon appeared outside Santiago's shops. Shortages of spare parts sparked trucking strikes. By September 1973, Allende's chaotic regime was confronting class war, hyperinflation and a restive, embittered military. 

"Even with all these new document releases, we still don't know the half of it," said Peter Kornbluh, a senior analyst at the National Security Archive, a Washington think tank that specializes in declassified information. "Our involvement there was careful, organized and relentless." 
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It was into this supercharged cauldron of U.S. spooks, left-wing hotheads and pencil-mustached generals straight out of central casting that an international army of idealistic young people descended, just as an earlier generation of leftist crusaders had flocked to Spain in the 1930s. Activists from Latin America, Europe and the U.S. arrived in Chile to work in land redistribution programs, to volunteer in clinics, to teach and to rub elbows with bona fide revolutionaries. 

Teruggi was just one among thousands. 

"Our idealism might seem naive today," said David Hathaway, an American agricultural expert in Brasilia who shared a house with Teruggi in Santiago, "but we all were in our 20s, at that stage when you feel you can make a difference." 

By almost everyone's account, that was Teruggi in a nutshell: A wiry Midwestern kid from a working-class background who had struggled to make a difference most of his brief life. 

Born in Chicago and raised in Des Plaines, friends say Teruggi gravitated to political causes early, from joining the anti-draft movement during the Vietnam War to performing political theater on the city's sidewalks. At 19 he marched in the infamous student protests that disrupted the 1968 Chicago Democratic Convention. Later, he would establish the first chapter of the radical Students for a Democratic Society at the California Institute of Technology in Pasadena, where he attended classes for a year before dropping out. 

Today, a surviving brother and sister in suburban Chicago still refuse to comment publicly on Teruggi's life and death. But published interviews with his deceased father portray a youth with a demanding moral compass. 

"The first time Frank came home for Christmas from Cal Tech, we sat down for a big dinner," the senior Teruggi recalled in 1978. "He said, `Do you realize there are a lot of people starving throughout the world?' " 

The elder Teruggi countered that he donated money to the Catholic Church; stubbornly, the son insisted that it wasn't enough. 

"His curriculum might make Frank seem pedantic, but he really wasn't," said Jack Falk, host of a Portland radio show and friend from Teruggi's Cal Tech days. "He had a jokester's heart. Politics never overwhelmed his honest passion for people." 

Both elements of Teruggi's personality appear to have drawn him south to the turbulent magnet that was Allende's Chile. In the spring of 1972, he enrolled in economics at the University of Santiago. And once there, the veteran of Chicago '68 did what came naturally: He took part in pro-Allende demonstrations--in one instance, a police bullet grazed his ankle--and he helped edit a left-leaning newsletter. 

It is at this point that Teruggi's story intersects with the better-known saga of Horman, and that both men's paths begin spiraling toward their grim reckoning at Santiago's fortresslike National Stadium.

Horman, a 31-year-old New Yorker, had come to Chile from a different world from Teruggi's. A Harvard University graduate and Fulbright scholar, his work as a free-lance journalist and filmmaker made him much more conspicuous to official circles in Santiago. Both Americans had met while volunteering at the leftist newsletter, called FIN, but nobody knows whether their fates were linked in any other way. 

Whatever the case, their deaths, when they came, were remarkably similar in their secretiveness and brutality. 

With the blessings of Chile's right-wing elites and the bulk of its middle class, Pinochet launched his coup on the morning of Sept. 11, 1973. Tanks rumbled through the streets of Santiago. Allende was photographed during his last hours, shakily toting an AK-47 rifle through his presidential offices in one of the symbolic images of the Cold War in Latin America. He died that same day in a firefight, some say by his own hand. 

Then the roundup of thousands of civilians began. 

Horman was arrested at his Santiago house days before he planned to return to the United States. He is thought to have been shot at the National Stadium on Sept. 19. 

Horman's family long has insisted that Charles was singled out for execution because he had stumbled on U.S. complicity in the coup. They assert that at Valparaiso, a port where the U.S. naval mission to Chile had its headquarters, he overheard U.S. officials boasting about their involvement and that American intelligence subsequently betrayed the lanky New Yorker to Pinochet. 

The U.S. government--throughout years of freedom-of-information requests and in a failed wrongful-death suit brought against Kissinger and other Nixon officials by the Hormans--has consistently denied those charges. 

Declassified intelligence cables, however, show that ecstatic U.S. military officials in Chile characterized the coup as "close to perfect" and "our D-Day." 

"They took Charles from me, and we were very much in love," said Joyce Horman, whose frantic search for her husband became the subject of the film by Constantin Costa-Gavras. "When Pinochet was arrested, hope was reborn. We expected some sort of breakthrough. Some sort of atonement. But that still hasn't happened yet." 

Now a computer consultant in New York, she calls the recently declassified State Department papers implicating U.S. intelligence agents in her husband's death "the closest we have to a smoking gun." 

For friends of Teruggi there has been no such luck. 

Shunning publicity, his family never took the U.S. government to court. Fewer records about his death have come to light. And thus the painful mystery endures of why, out of some 100 other young Americans in Santiago at the time, Teruggi was singled out to pay for his youthful ideals with his life. 

Frank Teruggi Sr., did travel to Chile for explanations, however. It was the former Army sergeant's first trip outside the United States since World War II. He came away deeply embittered by the experience. 

"I feel like they think I'm just some small guy living in this little old town somewhere and that they'd just as soon I'd shut up and forget about the whole damn thing that happened to Frank," he said of the State Department officials who briefed him in Santiago. 

The elder Teruggi died still not forgetting, at age 81, in 1995. 

David Hathaway, the younger Teruggi's housemate, also will never forget. He was there when Pinochet's military police knocked on the door of their Santiago duplex, enacting a terrifying ritual repeated in thousands of Chilean households. 

"With us they were very correct at first," Hathaway, 50, recalled of the night raid on Sept. 20, 1973. "They said they were searching our house because someone had pointed us out as subversives." 

Among the books police found stacked under Teruggi's bed were the complete works of Karl Marx. That, or the fact that they'd been fingered, was enough to seal their fate. Hathaway and Teruggi were hauled off in a military bus and forced to kneel on the seats with their chests facing the windows as targets for armed Allende partisans who were still taking pot-shots at army vehicles. 

At the National Stadium they were packed into dressing rooms like thousands of other political prisoners. 

Almost two weeks later, Teruggi's body was found piled in an overcrowded Santiago morgue. He had been shot--17 times, a Chilean autopsy said--and his throat slashed. Witnesses at the soccer arena later would say that before being murdered Teruggi had been beaten so badly he couldn't stand and that he had repeatedly asked fellow prisoners to notify U.S. authorities. 

Meanwhile, with his full story still untold, Teruggi's friends say the circle of the young activist's life can never really close. 

"If we just break the long silence, Frank can really come home," said Bliss, the former missionary who first pointed Teruggi toward Chile, who worked in Chile himself and who after more than two decades is still too haunted by the killing to return to this country. 

"You know, like a lot of young people, Frank set out to change the world," Bliss said, his voice cracking with emotion. "When he died, he helped raise people's consciousness about human-rights abuse. So in a sense, he's doing that even now."
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