
Copyright © 2012 by David Preston and Tom Gething. All rights reserved. 

Q&A with Author Tom Gething 
 

 

 

Journalist David Preston interviews Tom Gething, author of Under a False Flag, 

a novel about America’s involvement in the 1973 coup that toppled Chile’s 

Marxist president Salvador Allende. He begins with a personal question. 

 

PRESTON 

The CIA plays a leading role in Under a False Flag, and part of the story's 

credibility lies in the accurate—or at least, believable—way in which you 

describe Agency operations. 

 

There were several points where I wondered how you could have known about 

the things you were describing, and in fact I often found myself speculating as to 

the likelihood that you were once involved with the organization yourself. Yes, I 

know that the files on Chile have been declassified, and yes I know that you could 

have gleaned much of this info from research, but still . . . I guess what I'm asking 

is . . . um . . . did you ever do any work of this nature yourself, in your career as 

an "international businessman"? 

 

GETHING 

Of course, if I had worked for the CIA I’d probably deny it, but in fact I never 

have. I once responded to a blind ad for “overseas opportunities” that turned out 

to be the CIA’s doing. A few times on overseas business trips I met people at 

embassies or industry conferences whose demeanor and interests suggested they 

were CIA. And once, right after the Gulf War, I met a young analyst at an 

international mining conference who handed me his CIA business card; he was 

seeking information about tunneling contracts in Iraq. 

 

I take it as a compliment that you felt the espionage elements of Under a False 

Flag seemed real. The truth is, there is much information about the CIA written 

by former CIA officers. For me, the interesting aspect of espionage is not the 

tradecraft so much as the deception required—the consequences of living with 

constant deception on one’s character or, for that matter, on a nation’s character.  

 

PRESTON 

All the major currents of thought from that era in Latin America are represented 

in the novel: students and intellectuals, businessmen, politicians, the military, the 

Americans. Every one of them felt they had some skin in the game, as indeed they 

did. 

 

I thought you handled the crowds rather deftly. Still, with so much ground to 

cover, you must have known that you'd be leaving your readers with that hungry 
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feeling at the end of the story. I mean, there's only so much character 

development one can do in three hundred pages. Were there some characters 

whom you felt you hadn't done justice to? Whose story would you have explored 

further if you'd had, say, five hundred or a thousand pages to work with? 

 

GETHING 

The late 1960s and early 70s were tumultuous, both in Latin America and the 

United States; that’s what’s so interesting about them. It’s impossible to capture 

the tumult of those times in a single novel but I did want to convey the swirling 

vectors of the political hurricanes that hit Chile and Washington, D.C. 

simultaneously. Looking back, there were good reasons why the various groups 

and factions held the views and took the actions they did. 

 

As for my characters, of course I know a lot more about them than the reader 

does. Much of their background never made it into the novel or got cut because it 

didn’t move the story forward. My protagonist Will Porter, for example, was 

accepted to Georgetown University but didn’t attend because his parents couldn’t 

afford the tuition. His disappointment over this was one reason he incorporated 

Georgetown into his CIA cover story, as a kind of wish fulfillment. 

 

If the story had allowed it, I would have liked to develop more of the back-story 

about the Chileans, rich and poor alike: Gabriela and Ernesto Manning and Víctor 

Maragall, to explore what it was like to grow up in the conservative, macho and 

Catholic society of Chile in that highly politicized era. 

 

PRESTON 

What kind of research did you have to do for the book? How long did it take you? 

What interested you the most? 

 

GETHING 

Mainly a lot of reading over several years. There are many fine books that have 

taken a fresh look at Allende’s Chile and the coup. In particular, The Pinochet 

File by Peter Kornbluh analyzed the declassified U.S. government documents 

released between 1999 and 2005 and then connected the dots between the still-

censored parts of those documents. A historian from England, Jonathan Haslam, 

also studied declassified documents from the UK, Brazil and Chile in his efforts 

to piece together the puzzle in The Nixon Administration and the Death of 

Allende’s Chile. 

 

But I also felt it was important to read books closer to the events themselves to get 

a better sense of the contrasting and sometimes politicized points of view back 

then. Robert Moss, a journalist from The Economist, wrote an interesting and 

critical book in 1973 titled Chile’s Marxist Experiment. After Nathaniel Davis, 

our ambassador to Chile, retired from the Foreign Service, he wrote a detailed if 
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defensive description of his experience there, The Last Two Years of Salvador 

Allende. And there are many collections of Allende’s speeches and interviews.  

 

Other than wandering the streets of Santiago for scene locations, the most 

interesting research came in the process of going through newspaper archives. I 

built a chronology of headlines about key events to get a sense of their impact on 

each other: what was going on when, in Chile, in Washington, D.C., in Vietnam, 

inside the CIA. Don’t forget, while events were unfolding in Chile, the Watergate 

scandal exploded, the CIA lost the president’s confidence and went through a 

radical housecleaning, and the Vietnam War continued to erode America's 

reputation around the world. 

 

PRESTON 

And in the process did you discover any surprises? 

 

GETHING 

What surprised me were the many obvious signs of U.S. complicity—revealed in 

Jack Anderson’s columns and correspondents’ dispatches from Chile—and the 

American people’s tacit consent or willingness to turn a blind eye to it. Perhaps 

we were reeling from too many of our own problems to ask ourselves whether 

Chile posed a real threat or whether the policy being implemented by the Nixon 

administration was legal, moral or wise. 

 

Several years after the coup, former CIA Director Richard Helms was convicted 

of perjury for lying under oath to Congress, in particular about the CIA’s covert 

actions in Chile. He was given a token fine but the damage to the agency’s 

reputation was done. The New Yorker staff writer Richard Harris, in summarizing 

the Helms court case in 1978, concluded his report with a chilling question: “Can 

a government that deliberately sets out to destroy democratic institutions abroad 

help but destroy democratic institutions at home?” I hope you hear echoes of this 

question in my novel. 

 

PRESTON 

Are there any historical lessons to be learned from the coup in Chile? If so, do 

you think we've learned them? 

 

GETHING 

It’s difficult to ascribe lessons from the past to the present or future; each moment 

in history has nuances that make it different from any other. Nevertheless, here 

are a few conclusions I took away from writing the book: 

 

1. If your elected leader lacks a moral compass, what can you expect but 

rudderless foreign and domestic policies? So, be careful whom you vote for. 
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2. Fear begets deception; deception begets cruelty. The U.S. feared the spread of 

Communism and often used subterfuge to counter it in many parts of the world. 

But the outcome was usually the opposite of what we hoped to achieve because 

we backed regimes that were not only contrary to our democratic principles but 

for self-preservation were often shockingly cruel in the repression of their 

citizens’ civil rights: Look at the brutal outcomes of our covert actions in 

Guatemala, Iran, Vietnam, Indonesia, Cambodia and Chile. 

 

3. A plurality is not a mandate: Despite the constitutionality of Allende’s election, 

he did not have a mandate to convert Chile into a Marxist state. His belief that he 

possessed a mandate led to political stalemate and obstruction. Chile effectively 

became a dysfunctional state. 

 

4. Factionalism can destroy democracy. Economic and political extremes kill 

compassion and encourage cruelty. This happened in Chile with its extremes of 

wealth and poverty, and with the entrenchment of the political right and left. The 

middle class was neither large enough nor strong enough to neutralize the 

polarized segments of the electorate. 

 

PRESTON 

Those sound like lessons to me. 

 

GETHING 

These are just my opinions; they can be challenged by other points of view. 

Pragmatists might argue that America’s clandestine intervention saved Chile from 

a bloody civil war with many more deaths than the 3,000-plus who “disappeared” 

during Pinochet’s seventeen-year dictatorship. Or they might point to Cuba and 

argue that Chile would have gone the same way: becoming a nation stymied by 

economic embargo, languishing in poverty and lacking basic freedoms. 

 

PRESTON 

Looking back on the Chilean experience, it's hard not to be fatalistic about things, 

yet there were moments when I thought the novel might have a very different 

ending from what it did have. But as I read on it occurred to me that no, a fairy-

tale ending for Will and Gabriela wouldn't be true to the larger story you are 

telling here: the story of Chile. 

 

All of which invites yet another speculation about that story: Is there anything 

Allende and his supporters could have done to change the course of events? Or 

were they doomed from the start? 

 

GETHING 

I suspect there wasn't much Allende could have done to change what happened. 

Simply by declaring himself a Marxist, which he did as a young man, and 
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pursuing a Marxist agenda in those turbulent and ideological times may have 

doomed him. If he had searched out a broader, more moderate coalition or 

presented his initiatives more slowly, would events have changed? Who knows? 

To do either might have angered the more extremist members of his coalition, and 

they, if not the conservatives working in cahoots with the army and U.S. interests, 

might have taken violent action. Without a clear mandate, Allende was like 

Hamlet, damned if he acted and damned if he didn't. Perhaps that is another 

tragedy within the story. 

_____________ 

David Preston is an editor, journalist and freelance writer who frequently 

contributes to westseattleblog.com. 

 


