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There is not any thing
that hath bred greater troubles
than the libertie which is giuen to the wicked
to offend with all impunitie.

Jean Bodin, 1577

I am a monument

Walther Rauff, 1979

I am an angel

Augusto Pinochet, 2003
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Note to the Reader

I played a minor role in the unprecedented and historic legal proceedings that followed the arrest of Augusto Pinochet in London, on the evening of 16 October 1998. It offered a front-row seat in one of the most important international criminal cases since Nuremberg. Time has passed, but I have not forgotten the experience, the stories or the characters.

Many years after the arrest and the events that followed, I was researching a book about the Ratline, the route used by a Nazi to escape from the city of Lviv and Europe to South America. In the archive of an Austrian family, I came across a letter written by a former Nazi leader named Walther Rauff. Hunted for crimes against humanity and genocide, the SS man offered advice to an old comrade. A decade later, I learned, the author of the letter moved to Patagonia, in southern Chile, where he would manage a cannery that packed the flesh of king crabs into small tins.

It had not occurred to me that Pinochet and Rauff might be linked, but it turned out that the lives of the two men were deeply intertwined. This is the story of a journey to uncover their connection and its consequences, one that touches on matters of history, law, politics and literature. It also evokes ideas about memory, and the line that is said to separate fact and fiction, truth and myth.

On the lives of these two men, I have sought to describe fairly what I have learned, relying on documents, archives, testimonies and conversations. The account is not a complete version, or the only version. On such matters, where so many individuals are involved, there will be many perspectives and recollections. We know from daily life that two people who experience the same moment may see things differently, that memories are fluid and that what happened may be open to interpretation.

This is my interpretation, based on what I have seen, heard or read. It is a personal journey. It is about justice and memory and impunity, across time and place, about the threads that weave together our strange lives, in which questions and coincidences so often arise.

Philippe Sands

London and Bonnieux, November 2024
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PROLOGUE



Santiago, August 1974

A Chevrolet refrigerated van trundled along La Alameda, which connected the Moneda Palace to the University. Near the ancient Church of San Francisco it turned right, to enter the Barrio París-Londres, constructed around the intersection of two streets, Calle Londres and Calle París. The neighbourhood, once the garden of an ancient hermitage, was home to poets, writers and artists.

The van moved over the cobblestones before coming to a stop before a low grey stone building, number 38. Referred to simply as Londres, elsewhere the street might have been Londonstrasse, or Rue de Londres, or Londres Street.

Men in civilian clothing opened the van’s rear doors and a group of men and women in blindfolds tumbled out and entered number 38. One was a twenty-year-old student of history, arrested for subversion. He wasn’t sure where he was, but through a gap in the blindfold he glimpsed the black and white floor tiles that marked the entrance. A chessboard, the headquarters of the Socialist Party.

[image: The black-and-white tiled floor at the entrance of 38 Londres Street, taken by the author in 2022.]
He was led up a few stone steps and into the building, separated from his companions and taken to a side room where he was instructed to sit. Another person, a woman, sat next to him.

‘My name is León.’

‘My name is Hedy,’ the woman replied.

They waited. After a while, he was escorted to a staircase that wound up the back of the building, to the first floor. In another room, a guard ordered him to remove his clothing. Naked, he was made to lie on his back on the frame of an old bed, metal and cold. His wrists and ankles were tied to the frame. He was splayed, like a pig on a spit.

He heard low voices, and wondered if one had a German accent. As he lay, he made out the shape of an old typewriter, tall, elegant. He heard other voices and noticed a scent, cheap and familiar. The sounds approached, the scent sharpened. Flaño, a perfume that would come to induce a sense of anxiety and fear.

Later, when he was back in the room on the ground floor, a young man was carried in and deposited on the floor, in a heap. Alfonso, someone whispered, a philosophy student, in a dreadful condition. Shortly, a young woman was brought to him, another detainee. The two spoke a few words before the philosophy student was bundled out of the building, put in the back of a refrigerated van, and driven away.

He was never seen again.

London, October 1998

Twenty-four years later.

Four police officers gathered outside Room 801, on the eighth floor of a medical clinic on a street in the centre of London. An interpreter was present, late on that Friday evening in October. They entered the room, where an eighty-two-year-old man lay in bed, recovering from an operation on his back. Augusto Pinochet.

The interpreter, a lady with bouffant hair, informed him in Spanish that he was under arrest and told him his rights. ‘You are charged with murder,’ she said, ‘by a Spanish judge who wishes to extradite you to Madrid to be put on trial for a genocide you perpetrated in Chile, for torturing people and making them disappear.’

Two weeks later, in Paris, I greeted my wife at the large wooden gates that marked the entrance to the Pantin cemetery, on the outskirts of the city. This was where my grandfather was buried. We embraced. ‘I’ve just received an approach from Augusto Pinochet’s lawyers,’ I told her. ‘They would like me to argue that he is immune from the jurisdiction of the English courts and could not be extradited to Spain, for genocide or any other crimes.’

‘Will you do it?’ she asked in a firm voice. I reminded her of the ‘cab-rank principle’, the rule that required barristers to act like taxi drivers, to take every fare, to turn down none because of politics or personality.

‘Will you do it?’ she asked again.

You know the rule, so yes, that was my inclination.

‘Fine,’ she said in a tone that was both irritated and sweet, ‘but if you do it, I will divorce you.’

Hagenberg, Austria, June 2015

Seventeen years later.

I was on the upper floor of an ancient and dilapidated castle in northern Austria, making my way through the family archive of a long-dead Austrian couple. I found an old letter, written after the war, sent to Otto Wächter, on the run in Rome. The writer was a man named Walther Rauff, dispensing advice from Damascus in Syria:

Maintain an unshakable toughness, don’t be shy about the work you do, and don’t spend time harking back to better times. Accept the current situation and you can achieve a lot and climb back up the ladder … The main thing is to get out of Europe … and focus on the ‘reassembling of good forces for a later operation’.

Go to South America, Rauff told Wächter, who had once overseen the extermination of hundreds of thousands of Jews and Poles in Lviv, and then added: ‘I will pursue things along these lines.’

I learned that the writer of the letter was also an SS man on the run. He was notorious for his role in overseeing the policy to use vans to gas Jews and others to their deaths, and then to kill hundreds of thousands of people across Europe, to make them disappear. Indicted for these acts of mass killing, Herr Rauff avoided capture and made his way onto the Ratline. Years later, he ended up at the end of the world, in Patagonia in southern Chile, the manager of a king-crab cannery.

Rumours about his past followed him. So did rumours about his connection to General Pinochet. ‘Everybody knows,’ said a taxi driver in downtown Santiago.



PART I

ARREST

The certainty that there is no place on earth where crimes will go unpunished may be an effective means of preventing them.

Cesare Beccaria, 1764
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