
the decisions of the assembly.
The results were dramatic. People

who had been treated like dirt all
their lives suddenly awakened to
their own worth. If they spoke up, it
would be taken into account. Guys
whose only interests had been booze,
sex and the horse races discovered
whole new dimensions of life. I saw
them develop their innate gifts,
become concerned for others. 

Our foundry quickly became a
sign of contradiction. For some, it
was a model to be imitated; for others
it was a dangerous and disruptive
innovation. Both the left and the

right saw us as “anarchists.” Con-
flicts with government representa-
tives led to a strike and to our occu-
pation of the foundry. To President
Allende’s credit, the government dia-
logued with us and eventually satis-
fied our demands. But this incident
led to the convocation of a “congress”
of the workers, where the govern-
ment restricted our participation.

The cards were stacked against us
in this “congress.” Most of the par-
ticipants were brainwashed mem-
bers of the Communist and Socialist
parties. We did, however, succeed in
getting Clotario Blest named “hon-

orary president” of the congress
before the debates got underway.

We gave it our best shot. We got
creamed anyway. At the final session
of the debates, Clotario asked to give
the closing speech. This bizarre-look-
ing little old man, hardly visible
behind the speaker’s stand, spoke for
a half hour on “The New Man Accord-
ing to St. Paul and Che Guevara.” 

“The revolutionary, the real revo-
lutionary, does not play games; he
pays with his person,” Clotario said.
“He knows how to be born in pover-
ty and to remain in poverty and to
die in poverty. As long as there is an
oppressed person in the world, the
true revolutionary will be at his side,
oppressed with him. The New Man
does not seek honors, he does not
seek power, he does not seek praise.
He seeks only the good of others. He
has no room for self.”

You could hear a pin drop in the
auditorium. The government “revo-
lutionaries” seated on the stage in
their suits and ties were squirming
in their seats, their faces taking on
various shades of crimson. As
Clotario gathered steam, a weight
was lifting from my shoulders. Even
though we had lost, we had won.

Under Pinochet
That was the last time I saw

Clotario Blest. Shortly after that,
Augusto Pinochet pulled his coup. I
had to leave Chile. Clotario’s house
was raided, his books and papers
confiscated, he was beaten and
humiliated — but the government
dared not arrest him. All we had
built was torn down.

I never had a private conversation
with Don Clota. He lived in an old
house on nothing but his govern-
ment pension with his shaggy dog
Momio, a nickname for reactionar-
ies. True to his title, Momio was fat,
lazy and expected others to do every-
thing for him. Clotario spent much of
his time looking after a little old lady,
bedridden and lonely.

I was told that Clotario, in his com-
ings and goings, silently prayed the
rosary he kept in his pocket.
Clotario’s relationship with the insti-
tutional church was similar to that of
Dorothy Day. He refused to be iden-
tified with it, just as he refused to
belong to any particular party. In
this, Don Clota was at odds with the
soon-to-be-canonized Padre Hurtado
who tried to promote “Catholic”
trade unions outside of the CUT. The
perspectives of these two men were
radically different. Hurtado saw
trade unions as an apostolate of char-
ity where workers and capitalists
would fraternally work things out;
for Clotario the interests of labor and
capital were directly opposed and it
was a Christian duty to struggle for
social justice on behalf of all. 

In his later years, during the
Pinochet regime, he began to affirm
his faith more explicitly in public. I
don’t think this was an “evolution”
or a “regression” but a sure instinct.
During this long and brutal oppres-
sion, when all secular hope appeared

chimerical, Clotario believed that he
had to reveal the source of his own
obstinate defiance of evil and
hypocrisy, of his strength and opti-
mism. He, Clotario, was nothing, but
he could hope all things in Christ,
who chose the rejects of this world to
work wonders. 

Yet he wanted to be free of hierar-
chical control in order to appeal to all
sectors of society. Clotario avoided
direct criticism of the church but
would not hesitate to oppose any com-
promise with the powers of this world.
He would quote the Gospel. Church
leaders could do nothing about
Clotario. His own life was one solid
piece of evangelical logic and poverty.
Very likely they also realized that
Clotario was saying things they dared
not say, perhaps could not prudently
say because of political compromises.
The archbishop of Santiago, Carlos
Oviedo Cavada, insinuated as much in
his homily at Clotario’s funeral.

Conversion
The only groups that could claim

Clotario were the workers, the poor
and the marginalized. His message
was addressed to all, and it was a
message of individual and collective
conversion. No one practiced what
he preached with more simplicity
and humility than Don Clota. He
drank only water. He ate only fruits
and vegetables. He slept very little on
a miserable excuse for a mattress. He
never married because “I didn’t have
time for that.” He was, in fact,
engaged at one time, but decided that
he needed to dedicate himself entire-
ly to his struggle for justice. His
fiancée entered the Discalced
Carmelites and died in 1988 with a
reputation for great holiness.

Don Clota had absolutely no illu-
sions about the forces of evil; he con-
fronted them head on and suffered
the consequences. He was beaten,
jailed, reviled, humiliated. But,
though he always employed nonvio-
lent tactics, he was no absolutist
about these methods. He believed
that people had the right to defend
themselves against oppression. He
even supported the popular militias
as a deterrent against the forces of
fascism. He sympathized with the
Cuban revolution — at least in its
beginnings — and fully admired Che
Guevara. He was pragmatic about
the means necessary to confront evil.
When armed resistance was obvi-
ously suicidal, he became an outspo-
ken pacifist and was even nominated
for the Nobel Peace Prize by the Ger-
man government.

After the Pinochet coup, he refused
to shave until the tyrant was ousted.
He died two months after the refer-
endum that toppled the Pinochet gov-
ernment. Patricio Alwyn, the new
president-elect, went to visit Clotario
at the convent. He came with a very
simple request: “Don Clota, please
pray for me.”

Clotario cannot be pigeonholed. He
was not a “pacifist,” a “corporatist,”
a “Trotskyist” or any sort of “ist.” He
was a prophet, with a prophet’s
vision of a peaceable kingdom where
all goods were shared, coercion was
unnecessary, and love and justice
made all things new.

[Jerry Ryan is a writer in Boston. He lived

in Chile from 1969 to 1973.]

By JERRY RYAN

Long before there was liberation
theology, there was Clotario Blest.

He died peacefully May 31, 1990, in
his little room in the Franciscan
Convent of the Recoleta, Santiago,
Chile, where he had been given hos-
pitality during the last months of his
life. He had refused supper and asked
the Franciscan community to pray
for him, as he expected to die that
night. He was 91 years old and
weighed 73 pounds. He was buried in
his robes marking him as a third
order Franciscan.

The following day the workers of
Chile observed a minute of silence in
memory of Clotario — a gesture of
gratitude for all he had done for them.
Testimonies of admiration and appre-
ciation abounded. I have before me a
yellowing copy of a newspaper that
often opposed him, announcing on the
front page: “Ha Muerto Un Hombre
Bueno” (“A Good Man Has Died”). 

Don Clota, as he was affectionately
called, was a thorn in the side of suc-
cessive governments, be they of the
right, left or center. Yet not even his
most bitter political enemies could
question his integrity. Most of the
great champions of social justice had
their Achilles heel. Martin Luther
King was no model of marital fideli-
ty, Dorothy Day had her turbulent
past; Clotario Blest was one solid
piece, totally consequent all his life. 

Before I met Don Clota, all I knew
of him was that he had succeeded in
uniting all the Chilean trade unions
in a single federation, which he
directed for eight years. I learned the

details of his earlier life from his obit-
uary notice. He was the son of a
schoolteacher. He lost his family
early, entered the seminary and dis-
covered the social teachings of the
church through a controversial
Jesuit, Fernando Vives Solar. 

Clotario soon realized that he
wasn’t cut out for clerical life. Some
sources say he was expelled from the
seminary for organizing a student
protest against the rector. While
studying law, theology and chem-
istry at the University of Chile, he
worked for the Department of the
Treasury. At that time, government
workers were forbidden to unionize.
To get around this, Don Clota formed
“athletic clubs” for public workers.
Little by little these “clubs” evolved
into de facto unions that were even-
tually recognized.

In 1952 he was named general sec-
retary of a commission seeking to
unify all the labor unions throughout
the country. This resulted in the Cen-
tral Unica de Trabajadores, or CUT.
Clotario was elected president, a post
he held until 1961, when the Commu-
nist Party sabotaged his leadership
and obliged him to resign. The CUT
would remain a powerful force in
Chilean society. But once sectarian
politics entered the picture, the
movement lost the integrity it had
under Don Clota, its unity torn apart
by petty intrigues. 

Clotario never joined a political
party. For him, parties divided the
working class. Clotario spoke not with-
out humor of the 25 times he had been
imprisoned; of his friendship with Che
Guevara (Clotario and Che were

named co-presidents of the Interna-
tional Youth Conference in La Havana
in the 1960s, when Clotario was
already more than 60 years old); of his
admiration for Luis Emilio Recabar-
ren, the founder of the Chilean Com-
munist Party. Recabarren had tried to
unite the working class around noble
ideals, but ultimately committed sui-
cide out of frustration. Recabarren was
for Clotario what Peter Maurin was for
Dorothy Day.

Greatest triumph
Don Clota’s greatest triumph, up to

that time, was the 1955 national
strike that paralyzed the country and
established the CUT as a formidable
force. Clotario recounted how the
then-president of the republic, Carlos
Ibánez, unable to govern, had sum-
moned him to his office and offered
him his chair and the presidential
sash. Clotario simply repeated the
demands of the striking workers.

I first met Clotario in 1970. When
Salvador Allende was elected presi-
dent, the Swiss owners of the foundry
where I worked decided to “visit
their families” in Switzerland and
take their capital with them. Six hun-
dred of us were about to lose our jobs.
A delegation asked President Allende
for state intervention. Thus it was
that our plant was among the first to
be nationalized. 

The government had a plan for
worker participation through “pro-
duction committees.” I was elected to
head the committees in my section.
Neither I nor the other delegates had
a clue about what we were supposed

to do, so we consulted the different
political parties that composed
Allende’s coalition government —
Socialists, Communists, Christian
Left, and so on. They came in suits
and ties and told us what the workers
wanted and how to get it by toeing
the party line. It was all too obvious
that these guys wanted to use us.
Finally someone suggested that we
invite Clotario Blest.

Clotario was already in his 70s, a
living but apparently harmless and
irrelevant legend. He did not show up
with a suit and a tie, but looked like a
homeless beggar — about 5 feet tall
with a stubbly beard and missing a
few teeth, in overalls and a battered
beret. He asked us what the workers
wanted.

Don Clota worked with us for two
and a half years, encouraging us in a
certain direction without ever dictat-
ing what we were to do. The workers
themselves decided. Our role was to
inform, suggest and try to carry out

Labor leader Clotario Blest lived a life 
both holy and heroic

A Chilean
champion of

the poor

‘As long as there is an oppressed person 
in the world, the true revolutionary will 

be at his side, oppressed with him.’
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—Marcelo Montecino

Clotario Blest at a memorial service
for a murdered labor leader in
Tucapel Jiménez, Chile, in 1988


