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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



LONDON, OCTOBER 1998

1

It was 17 October 1998, a Saturday afternoon, when I heard the news on the radio, waiting for the football results. It was my thirty-eighth birthday. The former Chilean dictator, General Augusto Pinochet, has been arrested in London, the BBC reported, at the request of a Spanish judge. This was interesting, as it wasn’t every day that a former head of state was detained. The details were sketchy, but it was said that the extradition request alleged crimes of genocide, torture and disappearances committed during his years in power, from the day of the Coup that brought him to power on 11 September 1973 until he stepped down, in March 1990.

News of the arrest gave rise to anger, delight and disbelief. The Chilean government protested that Pinochet was a former President and Senator-for-Life with complete immunity. ‘A transgression of international norms,’ his son told a crowd throwing eggs at the British ambassador’s residence in Santiago. ‘An act of cowardice,’ claimed the Pinochet Foundation, guardian of his legacy. ‘He was sleeping when police arrived at his room in the clinic.’

Pinochet’s opponents, on the other hand, were thrilled. Finally, he can be questioned on the fate of our loved ones, said the president of the Families of the Disappeared. A ‘unique opportunity’ to answer for his regime’s human rights violations, said María Isabel Allende, daughter of President Salvador Allende, who died on the day of the Coup.

‘An earthquake,’ wrote Roberto Bolaño, a Chilean novelist living near Barcelona.

A matter for the courts, said the British government. ‘The idea that a brutal dictator should claim diplomatic immunity would be pretty gut-wrenching stuff’ for most people, said Peter Mandelson, a minister.

Former Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher declared the arrest to be outrageous, unlawful and inhumane, carried out ‘at dead of night’ on a sedated Pinochet. It put all former leaders at risk, inhibiting decisions that might cause a leader to ‘appear before a foreign court to answer for it’. Those who wield ‘absolute power’ would be less likely to relinquish it, ‘for fear of ending their days in a Spanish prison’. She was supported by Norman Lamont, a former Conservative minister who considered Pinochet to be a ‘good, brave and honourable soldier’.

I was a teenager at the time of the Coup and knew little about Pinochet. Over the next years, I didn’t visit Chile and the Chileans I came to know were mainly law students who took my classes, or academics exiled to Europe. I did, however, read books and see films about those times. In 1991 I saw a performance of Ariel Dorfman’s play Death and the Maiden at the Royal Court Theatre in London and I have not forgotten Juliet Stevenson’s portrayal of a woman who recognises her torturer, a memory she describes to her husband:

‘Weren’t you blindfolded and sick?’ [says the husband]

‘I can be sick and recognise a voice.’

‘A vague memory of someone’s voice is not proof of anything.’

‘It’s his voice. I recognised it as soon as he came in here last night. The way he laughs. Certain phrases he uses.’

Around that time I came to know a Chilean law professor, Francisco Orrego Vicuña, with whom I later worked on environmental issues. I was not aware he’d served as Pinochet’s ambassador in London, until that detail emerged and scuppered his election to become a judge at the International Court of Justice. He was in decent company: the writer Jorge Luis Borges was said to have lost his chance of a Nobel Prize for Literature because of the admiration he expressed for Pinochet.

2

Augusto Pinochet Ugarte was born in 1915 in Valparaíso, of Breton and Basque heritage. He joined the military and made his way up through the ranks. On the way, he taught in military academies in Chile and Ecuador, where he lived in the mid-1950s with his wife Lucía Hiriart. In 1970, Salvador Allende, the newly elected socialist President, appointed Pinochet as General Chief of Staff of the Army, serving under Carlos Prats, his friend and Commander-in-Chief. On 23 August 1973, after Prats resigned, Allende promoted Pinochet to Commander-in-Chief. Eighteen days later, on 11 September, Pinochet played a leading role in the Coup that toppled Allende, who committed suicide in the Moneda Palace, the home of the presidency. The events are portrayed in Patricio Guzmán’s The Battle of Chile, a trilogy of remarkable documentary films.

Pinochet, a virulent anti-communist and Germanophile, was anointed as head of a four-man Military Junta, and later President of Chile. He was supported by large sections of the Chilean population and, in the United States, by President Nixon and Henry Kissinger, who became Secretary of State a week after the Coup. They welcomed Pinochet’s government as a bulwark against Soviet influence and a means to promote free-market principles inspired by the ideas of the economist Milton Friedman and the ‘Chicago Boys’.

The Junta legislated to ‘remove Marxism from Chile’, dissolving leftist political parties and expropriating their assets. The Socialist Party building at Londres 38, in the heart of Santiago, was acquired and turned into a secret interrogation and torture centre, known as the Yucatan Barracks. Here, to avoid drawing attention, interrogators and guards dressed as civilians, uniformed personnel were prohibited and unmarked vans and other regular vehicles moved prisoners in and out. The Junta took over private companies to operate and finance its secret activities and repression.

The Junta established a secret police force, the Dirección de Inteligencia Nacional, the DINA, to rein in opponents and run Londres 38 and other such places of torture and killing. As director, Pinochet appointed Manuel Contreras, a trusted Army man from the School of Engineers in Tejas Verdes near San Antonio, west of Santiago on the Pacific coast, giving him unlimited powers to destroy leftists. Every morning, Contreras reported to Pinochet who, he claimed, personally approved each DINA operation. Pinochet himself was protected by the boinas negras, the black berets, an elite military group.

For four years the DINA detained, interrogated and tortured tens of thousands of Pinochet’s opponents. Many were killed, and by September 1977, when the DINA was dissolved, more than fifteen hundred people had disappeared. Imprisonment and assassination became routine in Chile, and also abroad. ‘A country occupied by the dictatorship, which was directly in line with the thinking of the Nazi’s,’ thought the poet Raúl Zurita.

Within a day of the Coup, Salvador Allende’s former ministers were sent to a newly constructed concentration camp on Dawson Island, in the Straits of Magellan, near Punta Arenas, in the south of the country.

Within a month, a Chilean Army death squad was engaged in a countrywide tour of assassinations. Ninety-seven people were killed in the operation that came to be known as the ‘Caravan of Death’.

Within a year, the DINA was operating dozens of detention centres. At Londres 38, on average one prisoner disappeared every day. Nearby detention centres included the National Stadium; the Villa Grimaldi; the clandestine cells at Cuatro Álamos, part of the regular facilities at Tres Álamos; and the secret Simón Bolívar Barracks, operated by the DINA’s Lautaro Brigade. The DINA acquired a house on the Vía Naranja, in a wealthy suburb of Santiago, where chemists produced sarin gas in the basement as literary salons were held on the upper floor.

The DINA operated centres around the entire country. In San Antonio there was the Tejas Verdes barracks and a little further south the torture facilities at Santo Domingo. In the far south, in Punta Arenas, the Old Naval Hospital was taken over and came to be known as the ‘Palacio de las Sonrisas’ (‘Palace of Smiles’).

A year after the Coup, the Pinochet government and the DINA acted to commit murder outside Chile. In September 1974, General Prats was assassinated in Buenos Aires. A ‘most capable man,’ said Pinochet on hearing about the death of his old friend and predecessor as Commander-in-Chief. ‘I always felt affection for him.’

In October 1975, the exiled Christian Democrat leader Bernardo Leighton was the target of a failed assassination attempt, in Rome.

In November 1975, on Pinochet’s sixtieth birthday, the DINA established Operation Condor, a joint project with Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Paraguay and Uruguay. It would target leftist leaders and democrats across South America.

In July 1976, Carmelo Soria, a United Nations official with full immunity under international law, was abducted on a central Santiago street. Two days later, the body of the dual Chilean and Spanish national was found in the city’s Canal del Carmen.

In September 1976, Orlando Letelier, Allende’s former ambassador to the United States and then Minister of Defence, was assassinated in downtown Washington DC.

On it went, for years, generating opposition. In September 1986, Pinochet’s motorcade was ambushed and five soldiers were killed and many others injured. The President, who narrowly avoided death, ordered a series of reprisal killings.

Two years later, in October 1988, Chileans voted ‘No’ in a referendum that Pinochet organised to continue as President. Instead, they voted for a return to democratic rule, and in March 1990, after seventeen years in power, Pinochet stepped down, staying on as Commander-in-Chief of the Army.

A democratically elected government took office, a coalition known as the Concertación, supported by Christian Democrats and Socialists. President Patricio Aylwin established a National Commission for Truth and Reconciliation, chaired by Raul Rettig, which reported in 1991. The Rettig Report found that Pinochet’s leadership caused over 40,000 people to be illegally detained or tortured, and more than 3,000 to be murdered or disappeared. Many put the numbers even higher.

In March 1998, Pinochet stepped down as Commander-in-Chief of the Army. He accepted the appointment of Senator-for-Life, which gave him complete immunity, as a parliamentarian, from legal proceedings in Chile.

By now, however, the cases in relation to the crimes of his government, and his own role, were stacking up. By October 1998, Juan Guzmán, a prosecutor in Santiago, was investigating Pinochet’s personal role in allegedly authorising the ‘Caravan of Death’ operation. As with other investigations, it could not proceed to trial, because the Amnesty Law signed by Pinochet in 1978 precluded almost all prosecutions and trials for the crimes committed by the government he headed over seventeen years.

This was how things stood in Chile when Pinochet flew to London, a city he loved and where he felt himself to be welcomed, not least for his role in assisting the British in the Falklands/Malvinas war with Argentina, back in 1982.

3

The truth is that Pinochet felt himself to be above the law, and he had no regrets about his actions. I am a soldier, he liked to say, my Coup saved Chile from communism, leftist agitators and a Cuban future. In terms of style, he was not an intellectual or a thinker – unlike Carlos Prats, whom he feared for that reason – but something of a fox.

He liked Star Wars films and books about Napoleon Bonaparte, and enjoyed the company of military veterans, especially if they were old Nazis like Hans-Ulrich Rudel. ‘Hitler’s only mistake was to lose the war,’ the Luftwaffe ace once told him. Pinochet admired his anti-communist stance, and was sceptical about the extent of Nazi crimes. He once asked a visiting West German government minister whether he was sure that six million Jews had really died. Wasn’t it only four million?

Pinochet was proud of his personal library, with books on guerrilla insurgencies, the writings of Antonio Gramsci and other Marxist theorists, and accounts of communist crimes. He had an original copy of the sixteenth-century epic poem La Araucana, written by the Spanish soldier and poet Alonso de Ercilla y Zúñiga, and was seemingly untroubled by its lyrical account of colonial Spain’s brutal response to the insurrection of Araucanian Indians in Chile. ‘Brute, unparalleled malevolence has polluted our invasion,’ the poet recorded.

Pinochet’s appreciation of literature and brutality did not extend to lawyers, who made him wary. He appointed judges who would look after him, and lawyers who could protect him. He passed a law to immunise himself from risks of prosecution; the 1978 Amnesty Law gave him total protection.

The Amnesty Law was prompted by the response to Pinochet’s decision to have Orlando Letelier killed in Washington two years before. This was a story I knew something about, as my father-in-law, André Schiffrin, published an account, Assassination on Embassy Row, and he and Letelier had been working on a book proposal at the time of his murder. ‘Letelier came for lunch, a few days before the assassination,’ my wife Natalia once told me. ‘He said I had lovely freckles, a twelve-year-old girl remembers things like that.’

Letelier was murdered two months after US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger visited Pinochet in Chile, to offer support to the regime. Jimmy Carter had just won the Ohio Democratic primary, and Paul McCartney and Wings topped the music charts with ‘Silly Love Songs’. The Kissinger visit coincided with the ending of the ban on political parties in Spain, imposed in 1939 after General Franco’s Nationalists prevailed in the Spanish Civil War. Pinochet greatly admired Franco, who died a few months before Kissinger’s visit, and was one of the few foreign leaders to attend the funeral.

During their June 1976 meeting at La Moneda, Pinochet and Kissinger worried that communism was ‘springing up’ again in Spain, and agreed that Chile’s Coup was merely a ‘further stage’ of the conflict that caused the Spanish Civil War. I am ‘very sympathetic’ to your efforts in Chile, Kissinger assured Pinochet. ‘We wish your government well,’ the official transcript recorded.

Kissinger spoke the words in full knowledge of the massive human rights abuses being perpetrated in Chile, and efforts in the US Congress to block arms sales to that country. I want progress on human rights, he said, including constitutional limits on unlawful detentions. Only four hundred are still detained, Pinochet assured him, which wasn’t true, but Kissinger seemed uninterested in the numbers. ‘You did a great service to the West in overthrowing Allende.’

Of greater concern to Pinochet were the actions of Chileans abroad, and Letelier in particular. He’s spreading ‘false information’, he told Kissinger. At that moment, in Washington, Letelier was indeed complaining about his treatment by Pinochet as a ‘nightmare’. Letelier had been detained for a year after the Coup, including eight months on Dawson Island. ‘How can the world permit something so brutal and immoral, in this century?’ he asked. Is it true that a German in Chile planned the camp, a journalist asked. ‘Walther Rauff,’ Letelier replied, that’s the rumour. ‘I have not seen Mr. Rauff, and do not know him to be the planner of this camp, but I have read many reports on it being so.’

Kissinger’s time in Santiago must have reassured Pinochet. Within a month of his visit, in July 1976, the UN diplomat Carmelo Soria was murdered in the capital and Pinochet instructed Contreras and Pedro Espinoza, his deputy at the DINA, to deal with Letelier. The pair instructed Michael Townley ‘to execute the assassination’. The thirty-three-year-old American, recruited by the DINA two years earlier, was married to Mariana Callejas, a Chilean writer recently awarded a literary prize by El Mercurio, a newspaper that strongly supported Pinochet. The DINA gave the couple a house on the Vía Naranja, in Santiago’s wealthy Lo Curro district.

The initial plan was to kill Letelier with sarin gas, hidden in a bottle of Chanel No. 5 perfume. Instead, on 21 September 1976, on Sheridan Circle, in the heart of Washington’s Embassy Row, Letelier’s Chevrolet was blown up, killing the former minister and Ronni Karpen Moffitt, a colleague at the Institute of Policy Studies.

Pinochet was delighted by the news of his nemesis’s demise, which was received as he prepared to receive Jorge Luis Borges at the Palacio de La Moneda. ‘An excellent man,’ the Argentine writer said of Chile’s President, a ‘gentleman’ of ‘warmth and goodness’, words that thrilled Pinochet and extinguished any hope of a Nobel Prize for Borges. In the United States, Letelier’s killing caused an outcry. Pinochet blamed political opponents and denied any involvement.
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Letelier’s assassination would have serious consequences. The criminal investigations that followed would lead to the DINA and Contreras, and pose a serious threat to Pinochet. The episode alerted him to the dangers posed by foreign prosecutors, and the need to take protective measures. Within a year, under pressure from the United States, Pinochet was replacing the DINA with a new Central Nacional de Informaciones or CNI. Losing his position as director, Contreras destroyed the DINA’s documents, evidence of four years of criminality, but knew the power he held over the President. ‘I’m not with him, he’s with me,’ he would say of Pinochet, who promoted Contreras to Brigadier-General, hoping to keep him quiet.

Pinochet sent a high-level delegation to Washington, including a trusted young lawyer, Miguel Schweitzer Walters, whose father was Minister of Justice in Chile. The US Justice Department’s investigation was homing in on Townley, who confessed to Chilean investigators that he was involved, instructed by Contreras and Espinoza.

Pinochet refused a US request for Townley to be extradited, but forced Contreras to resign from the Army, and cut a deal with Espinoza, who confessed his role and signed an affidavit exonerating Pinochet (he’d later recant, claiming duress). Espinoza was dispatched to Punta Arenas as head of the Army’s Pudeto Regiment. There, it was said, he helped Contreras ship incriminating documents to Hamburg, to be able to reveal them if necessary.

In April 1978, acting through Schweitzer, Pinochet cut a deal with the Americans: Townley would be expelled to the US, the Americans would not investigate Pinochet or other DINA activities. The agreement was never made public. Instead, the two governments issued a joint statement, to the effect that Townley and other rogue agents killed Letelier, and Pinochet had played no role.

Transported to Miami in handcuffs and weeping, Townley insisted to US prosecutors that the DINA and Contreras were to blame for the crimes committed. Under pressure, Contreras privately admitted his role and threatened to implicate Pinochet, to save himself. I always acted ‘on direct orders from him’, was his line. Pinochet insisted he only gave Contreras general instructions on the mission, not details or the means.

In August 1978, a US Grand Jury indicted Townley, along with Contreras and Espinoza, and five Cuban exiles. The American request that Contreras and Espinoza be extradited to the US created a major crisis in Santiago. As US criminal investigators concluded that Pinochet was involved in the cover-up of Letelier’s killing, if not the crime, the CIA reported that he was ‘deeply troubled’, drinking and aggressive. The CIA worried that the US government was now at risk of becoming entangled.

Fearing a raft of extradition requests, Pinochet and Contreras cut a deal, on the basis of a lie and a quid pro quo: they agreed that Townley was on a frolic of his own, and Contreras would protect Pinochet provided he himself wasn’t extradited to the United States.

Pinochet duly took steps to prevent the Chilean courts from acceding to a US request to extradite Contreras or Espinoza. He ordered the Supreme Court’s President to rule that the two men could not be extradited, which Judge Israel Borquez duly confirmed.

The Borquez ruling was appealed to the full Supreme Court, so Pinochet intervened once more, to toughen up the draft judgement in order to extinguish any risk of extradition. ‘The language was changed to comply with Pinochet’s order,’ the CIA reported. On 1 October 1979 the Supreme Court confirmed Borquez’s ruling, allowing Contreras and Espinoza to be released from detention.

Pinochet had saved himself, learned much about courts and extradition, and the power of Washington DC. He opened numerous bank accounts in the United States under various names, into which moneys were deposited, in amounts that could not have come from his modest presidential salary.

Townley now cut a deal of his own with US prosecutors. He pleaded guilty to the killing of Letelier, and agreed to be a witness for the prosecution, against his Cuban helpers. I obtained a first-hand account from Lucy Reed, an American lawyer with whom I sat as an arbitrator in international disputes. ‘I remember the Townley case well,’ Lucy told me, to my surprise, ‘as I was the judge’s law clerk during the case.’ One exchange stood out for her. Do you regret your actions, the prosecutor asked Townley. ‘No sir, Letelier was a soldier and so was I,’ Townley replied, ‘I received an order and carried it out to the best of my ability.’ He said he did regret the death of Ronni Moffitt.

Townley took care not to implicate Pinochet. He said nothing about the DINA’s role in the killings of Carlos Prats and Carmelo Soria, honouring the secret agreement negotiated by Miguel Schweitzer and the Americans. ‘I don’t think the judge was aware of that agreement,’ said Lucy Reed, when I described it to her.

The judge sentenced Townley to ten years in prison. He was paroled after forty months, and on release entered a witness-protection programme in the United States. To this day his identity and location are secret, and the US has consistently refused to extradite him to Chile, to face charges for other crimes.

Pinochet had bought himself ten more years as President. Only after he stepped down in March 1990 did the Chilean courts investigate, prosecute, convict and imprison Contreras and Espinoza, for the murders of Letelier and Moffitt, the Supreme Court having ruled that the Amnesty Law didn’t apply to crimes committed abroad.

As Pinochet prepared to travel to London in October 1998, no senior figure had been convicted by the Chilean courts for the crimes of his regime. His role in the ‘Caravan of Death’ case was being investigated by Judge Guzmán, but the Amnesty Law and parliamentary immunity protected him at home, and the rules of diplomatic immunity applicable to a former head of state would protect him abroad.

That is not to say he wasn’t warned about the risks of foreign travel. There was a growing recognition of the principle of universal jurisdiction, which allowed the courts of any country to prosecute crimes against humanity and genocide wherever – and by whoever – they were committed. On 11 September, shortly before he travelled to London, Chile signed the Statute of the International Criminal Court, recently adopted in Rome.

Pinochet knew too that human rights groups had tried to have him arrested in the past. The efforts failed, but senior Army figures counselled against the trip. Britain has a new Labour government and Prime Minister, Tony Blair, he was told, much less sympathetic than Margaret Thatcher and the Conservatives.

Pinochet ignored the advice. He bore no responsibility for any excesses during his years in power, he was protected. He had a clear conscience, the British were a decent lot, and the Letelier affair happened long ago.

‘I am an angel,’ he would say, and truly believed it.
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Eighty-two years old, on a vague mission to purchase weapons for his country, Pinochet travelled with his wife Lucía. The couple dined with friends in fancy restaurants. ‘I love London!’ he told Thatcher over tea. The couple went shopping – a coat from Burberry’s, a book on Napoleon from Hatchards on Piccadilly – and he prepared for a minor operation on his back.

He found time to give an interview to the New Yorker magazine. Jon Lee Anderson arrived at his hotel with a photographer, for a shoot at the nearby Grosvenor House Hotel, in a room filled with white cupids. Pinochet found the décor to be unsuitable – ‘Too gay!’ Anderson told me – and wanted something more dignified.

‘I was only an aspirante dictator,’ Pinochet joked over tea, while repeatedly banging his fist on the table if a question irritated him. ‘It was the closest that Pinochet ever came to showing me his fear,’ said Anderson.

I want a gesture of reconciliation, Pinochet told him. Meaning? ‘An end to the lawsuits!’ Although protected by his Amnesty Law and immunities, nine criminal lawsuits were pending against him in Chile, a development he did not like. The allegations included charges of genocide and illegal expropriation of property, filed by Gladys Marín, Secretary-General of Chile’s Communist Party (whose husband Jorge Muñoz was disappeared in 1976). Mere talk of such matters agitated Pinochet. ‘An end to the lawsuits!’ He repeated the words, banged once more on the table. More than eight hundred lawsuits, he complained, some closed, others reopened. ‘They always go back to the same thing, the same thing.’

A few days later, Pinochet checked into The London Clinic in Marylebone and the New Yorker published its article, ‘The Dictator’, by Anderson. A photograph portrayed Pinochet as serene, powerful and untouchable, a civilian in a pale-blue tie to match his eyes.

[image: Augusto Pinochet in October 1998 at the Grosvenor House Hotel in central London. He is standing alone, looking directly into the camera.]
The medical operation went smoothly.

As he recuperated, on the evening of Friday, 16 October, and looked forward to going home, there was a knock on the door. A police officer from Scotland Yard entered room 801, with a lady as an interpreter. Within a few minutes, he understood he had lost his freedom.

Detained in London, said shocked friends.

Arrested for genocide and crimes against humanity, said the newspapers.
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Two decades passed before I came to know of the events that led to that momentous evening in London. I first heard the details from Juan Garcés, a Spanish lawyer I’d come to know in the context of a case brought by Victor Pey, his Chilean client. Pey’s newspaper El Clarín was closed by Pinochet on the day of the Coup, and he wanted compensation. I wasn’t able to assist Garcés, but it allowed us to meet, in November 2018, at his home in Madrid.

Quiet and scholarly, with a gentle face dominated by a grey, walrus moustache, he has sparkly eyes and a soft and philosophical voice. In September 1973 he was a twenty-nine-year-old Spaniard working as a political adviser to President Allende. On the day of the Coup, as the Moneda Palace was being bombed by British-made Chilean Air Force Hawker Hunter jet fighters, Allende instructed him to leave. ‘Someone has to recount what happened here, and only you can do it.’ Garcés didn’t forget the instruction.

He went to Paris to study for a doctorate in law, returning to Spain only after General Franco died in 1975. Garcés opened a law office in Madrid, handled cases on narco-trafficking and extradition, and in the mid-1990s, Chilean exiles sought him out. With the collapse of the Soviet Union and the Cold War on hold, the United Nations created international tribunals for crimes committed in Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia, the first such bodies since Nuremberg (1945–6) and Tokyo (1946–8), and negotiations were underway to create an International Criminal Court.

Ideas about international justice were springing into life and seeping into public consciousness. After fifty years of quietude, genocide and crimes against humanity were back on the agenda.

In Spain, as in other countries, ideas were floated. Could Pinochet be indicted before Spanish courts for international crimes, on the basis of universal jurisdiction? This was a matter of honour and justice, not revenge, Garcés believed, a nod towards justice and international cooperation. ‘Victims and their families came to me, to ask about cases.’ They did so because he was President of the Salvador Allende Foundation, which dealt with torture and disappearances in Chile.

Garcés gathered together people’s stories. One was shared by the widow of the United Nations official abducted, tortured and killed in July 1976. His name was Carmelo Soria, and his wife Laura wanted to target Pinochet in the Spanish courts, as there was no justice for him in Chile. Garcés gathered evidence, talked to lawyers, met prosecutors.

When we first met, he mentioned Soria, but the name didn’t resonate. Three years later, in February 2021, a prosecutor in Madrid with whom Garcés had contact wrote to me. His name was Carlos Castresana, and he’d read an interview in El País on the Spanish edition of my book The Ratline. The article mentioned that I was writing on the Pinochet case in London. I can tell you how the case really started, Castresana told me.
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Carlos Castresana and I first spoke over Zoom in May 2021. He took me back to the spring of 1996, when he worked at Spain’s anti-corruption unit and was a member of the Union of Progressive Prosecutors. Newspapers were writing about the twentieth anniversary of the military dictatorship in Argentina, and two decades was a significant moment in Spain, the time limit under the country’s statute of limitations for bringing a case for crimes committed abroad.

Cases were underway in Argentina, as well as in France, Germany and Italy, Castresana told me. In Spain, however, despite the presence of many Argentine exiles, nothing was happening. ‘I wanted to find a way to act on behalf of Spanish victims, on the basis of universal jurisdiction.’

Castresana returned to the origins of modern international criminal law. ‘I loved the Nuremberg precedent, a victory for justice, done with a sense of fair play, a trial that was also a truth commission,’ he said. ‘I enjoyed very much your book East West Street, how personal, historical and legal issues came together.’ He saw Nuremberg as a form of storytelling, and was curious about how the crimes were defined and the defendants chosen.

He delved into bringing a case, under Spanish laws, old or new. He worked out that Spanish courts could exercise universal jurisdiction over three international crimes committed in Argentina: terrorism, torture and genocide. ‘The idea that the victim is not an individual with a particular nationality, but humanity as a whole, was significant for me.’

Terrorism was introduced as a crime in Spain in the 1970s, with a broad definition. ‘General Franco considered terrorism to be almost anything,’ Castresana said wryly. Curiously, he also introduced the crime of genocide into Spanish law. ‘Franco took care not to ratify the Genocide Convention until 1969, thirty years after the end of the Spanish Civil War, and introduced it into the criminal code only in 1971.’ Franco’s legislators did not, however, follow the language of the 1948 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of Genocide, which defined ‘genocide’ as certain acts committed ‘with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such’. Instead, Franco’s version mentioned ‘national ethnic, social or religious’ groups: it omitted racial groups altogether, merged national and ethnic groups into one category, and introduced the notion of social groups.

Unwittingly, Franco’s lawyers introduced another significant change: they left out the last two words of the definition in the 1948 Convention: ‘as such’. The redaction meant that a Spanish prosecutor didn’t have to prove that the act was motivated by a focus on those groups. ‘By removing those two words,’ Castresana realised, ‘you define genocide like crimes against humanity, so you only have to prove that the attacks on certain groups occurred, not that they were motivated by an intention to destroy those groups as such.’ In short, Franco unintentionally made it easier to prosecute genocide – adding ‘social groups’ and removing the ‘as such’ requirement lowered the bar. Ironically, Franco’s legislation opened the door to the prosecution of Pinochet in Spain, for genocide perpetrated in Chile.

Franco’s definition remained in force until 1983, when it was amended to follow the language of the 1948 Convention. This meant that the 1971 definition applied in September 1973, at the time of the Chilean Coup, and for the next ten years.

So the Franco definition covered Pinochet’s crimes in that period?

‘Correct,’ Castresana replied. ‘I was the first to think about using Franco’s law on genocide.’

To reach Pinochet?

‘Absolutely! In a humble way, I hoped to create a legal precedent, without knowing exactly what the consequences would be.’

Castresana gathered evidence on crimes committed in Argentina against Spaniards and others. Working with exiles, in March 1996, he filed a first case before the Audiencia Nacional, Spain’s National Court. ‘It was for international crimes committed in Argentina by General Jorge Videla (who seized power in 1976), against Spanish victims. I knew my colleagues, conservative Spanish magistrates, would be less likely to run a case with no Spanish victims.’

He persuaded Carlos Granados, the Spanish Attorney General, not to object. ‘Most prosecutors were against the initiative, but Granados was decent, a Christian, honest, with a sense of history.’ We must not be remembered as prosecutors who abandoned Spanish victims, Granados told him. Spanish victims were necessary to persuade conservative judges and the press. Without opposition from the top, the Argentine case took off. At the Audiencia Nacional in Madrid, it was assigned to Court No. 5 and the investigating judge Baltasar Garzón, who accepted the complaint.

Castresana now focused on Chile. ‘Around 20 April 1996, I received a visit from the lawyer Juan Garcés. He said to me: “I have waited twenty years for what you have done with Videla and Argentina, please do the same thing with Pinochet.”’

Castresana enquired about Spanish victims. Garcés proposed several names, including Carmelo Soria, who had worked for the UN’s Latin American and Caribbean Demographic Centre in Santiago. He disappeared on 14 July 1976, and two days later, his mutilated body was found in a canal, near his car, in the capital. As a diplomat with Spanish nationality, his death caused a stir in Spain.

‘The Soria case was notorious,’ Castresana recalled. ‘He was well-known, with a street in Madrid named after his grandfather, Arturo Soria’ (an engineer who, at the end of the nineteenth century, proposed the idea of ‘La Ciudad Lineal’, the linear city arranged with buildings on either side of a single wide central avenue). Soria’s murder gained broader attention when the European Parliament passed a resolution to deplore Chile’s failure to find the perpetrators. ‘I had a clear idea that the Pinochet case in Spain must be built around Carmelo Soria,’ said Castresana.

He faced two obstacles. First, criminal proceedings in Chile were still pending on the Soria case, so he had to await a final ruling before starting a case in Spain. Second, the limit for bringing a case in Spain under its statute of limitations was 14 July 1996, the twentieth anniversary of the murder. ‘I could only start proceedings in Spain if the Chilean courts closed the case before that date.’

He monitored the proceedings in Chile and prepared a lawsuit. On 4 June 1996, Chile’s Supreme Court ended the Soria case, because of the Amnesty Law. To save himself in Chile, Pinochet unwittingly opened the door to a case in Spain. A month later, Castresana filed the case in Valencia, in relation to Soria and a dozen other victims. He named Pinochet and three other Junta members as defendants.

Simultaneously, the sister of Antonio Llido, a disappeared Spanish priest, filed a complaint, as did the Salvador Allende Foundation, on behalf of more victims. The Valencia court transferred the cases to the Audiencia Nacional, where they were assigned to Judge Manuel García-Castellón, in Court No. 6. ‘In this way, Carmelo Soria’s murder was the starting point for the case against Pinochet,’ said Castresana. ‘At the time we didn’t think about immunity, because we never imagined he would be arrested!’

Much later, I met with Castresana and Garcés. We talked of the legitimacy of Spain addressing crimes in Chile, when it hadn’t addressed its own Civil War crimes, and those of the entire Franco era.

‘I have always been clear that the case against Pinochet in Chile was about exorcising the ghost of Franco in Spain,’ said Castresana.

‘We wanted to do to Pinochet what we weren’t able to do to Franco,’ said Garcés.
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During that first conversation, Castresana was in Madrid and I was in Totnes, a small town in Devon in the south-west of England. I was visiting my mother-in-law Leina, who was born in Spain shortly before the Civil War. Her father, Federico de la Iglesia, a Republican army colonel, opposed Franco, so the family had fled to England. In 1940 they were given refuge by Leonard and Dorothy Elmhirst, at Dartington Hall, in Devon.

Eighty years later, over lunch, I told Leina what Castresana had told me. She listened attentively, as she is always interested in stories with a half-decent human element.

‘What was the name of the Spanish victim who got the case going in Madrid?’ she asked.

‘Soria, Carmelo Soria.’

She stopped eating, looked at me and said, ‘Ah yes, now I remember, Cousin Carmelo!’

Cousin Carmelo?

‘Yes, Carmelo Soria, a distant family member who got caught up in the Pinochet story. I remember, there was talk about it in the family.’

In Spain, family is an extended experience, so Leina valiantly sought to explain the relationship. Her family – by marriage now also my Spanish and Chilean family – was convoluted to the point of incomprehensibility. She drew a family tree. Her mother was Laura Keller, whose brother Manolo married Marita Soria, and Marita was Carmelo’s first cousin. In this way, Carmelo was a cousin at one or more removes.

‘And now,’ said Leina, ‘he’s your cousin too!’

[image: A photograph of a crumpled piece of paper, on which the author’s mother-in-law has drawn a family tree of her connection to Carmelo Soria.]

Expand / collapse Extended Description
On this scrap of paper, Maria Elena (Leina) de Iglesia, the author’s mother-in-law, has drawn a family tree explaining her connection to Carmelo Soria – a relationship described by the Spanish family as ‘cousins’.
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The death of Carmelo Soria, in July 1976, generated considerable pain and angst in his family. Spanish newspapers reported the story as an accident, while the Pinochet-controlled Chilean media suggested Soria was having an affair. This was fake news, the truth more brutal: the Pinochet regime ordered Soria to be eliminated for his leftist sympathies.

Leina introduced me to members of the Keller family in Madrid, who connected me to one of Soria’s three children. Carmen engaged openly – after all, I was family now – and spoke of decades seeking justice for her father’s murder. You should speak to my mother Laura González-Vera. ‘She ran the legal proceedings in Spain, I focused on Chile.’

In Santiago a few months later, I sat with mother and daughter in the living room of the Soria home, surrounded by books, objects and memories. Two open women, strong, warm, smart and remarkable. Laura, eighty-eight, wore a patterned white shirt and a colourful skirt. A retired medical doctor, she was intelligent and lively, and weary. In a voice stripped of emotion, she described a brutal experience.

Laura was born in Santiago into a politically active family. When she was a medical student, her father José – writer, anarchist and recipient of Chile’s National Prize for Literature – introduced her to friends in his circle. Arturo Soria, the grandson of a renowned engineer, arrived in Chile after the Spanish Civil War and founded Cruz del Sur, a literary publishing house whose authors included Pablo Neruda. ‘Arturo was very anti-communist,’ Laura said with a smile, ‘but he had some communist friends, including Neruda and Alberti.’

In the 1950s, when the Chilean Communist Party was outlawed, and Neruda fled the country, he asked Arturo Soria to look after Villa Michoacán, his home on Avenida Lynch Norte in Santiago. Neruda shared it with his second wife, Delia del Carril, known as La Hormiga, the ant, ‘because she was always so busy’. Arturo recruited his younger brother Carmelo, who arrived in Chile in 1946, to guard Neruda’s extensive library.

‘Carmelo was living in the Villa Michoacán when I met him, in 1949,’ said Laura. ‘He was a strange character who’d invite me to a café frequented by people from Andalucía.’ The memories were vivid. ‘I loved his tales, about Spain and family life there, and the stories made me fall in love with this quiet gentleman who tried so hard to make me like him. He charmed me into loving him and it worked. We married in 1956. I was a doctor, paid to do what I loved. He worked for the United Nations. We had three children.’

The couple were politically engaged and supportive of Allende: Carmelo became involved with the Quimanta publishing house, established by the Popular Unity government to make popular books more widely available.

‘My mother taught English and philosophy at the first co-educational school in Chile,’ said Laura. ‘She was a communist who worked for Allende’s presidential campaign in 1952, and I met him in the second campaign, in 1958. He was kind: when my mum told him I was at medical school, he sent me little presents. “For the future doctor,” Allende wrote. We stayed in touch, even when he was President. My father was a close friend of La Tencha, Allende’s wife, Hortensia, who was very fond of him.’

The couple were at home with the children on the day of the Coup, 11 September 1973. ‘We woke early, around 6.30am, heard the news on the radio.’ They went to work, she to the Hospital San Borja Arriarán, he to the UN office in Providencia. ‘I wanted to be at work, as the right-wing doctors were on strike. Carmelo had faith in his immunity, as a diplomat. We weren’t fearful, didn’t want to abandon our obligations.’

The Coup did not surprise her. ‘A week earlier, at a meeting with Allende, he warned it could happen and, if it did, he would pay with his life. He knew what was coming, talked about it with Pinochet, the head of the Army.’

At the end of the day, one of the few to escape from La Moneda came to Laura’s hospital. ‘Doctor Quiroga told us that Allende was dead.’

Killed, or suicide?

‘He killed himself,’ said Laura. ‘One of the doctors, Patricio Guijón, saw Allende’s body, said it was suicide. He ended up at Dawson Island.’ This was the camp where Allende’s ministers were held, in Patagonia, near Punta Arenas.

Three years on, Carmelo and Laura didn’t worry about safety. ‘Carmelo trusted the protection of the UN, and spoke openly of the regime’s abuses. “They are murdering people.” He told an Argentine visitor to say what was really happening in Chile.’

[image: Carmelo Soria with his daughter Carmen (left, aged 4) and her sister Laura (right, aged 6), both seated on his lap. Taken in the late 1960s.]
Carmelo knew of the disappearances, torture and killings, even of one UN employee said to be associated with the MIR (Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionaria, the Revolutionary Left Movement). ‘One day, DINA agents came to the UN and noticed the nameplate on Carmelo’s office,’ Laura recalled. ‘They made derogatory references to Carmelo, who was warned about his safety. He mentioned it to me. “They know where to find me now,” he said.’

On 14 July 1976 they found him:

He always called as he left the office for home. He rang at seven, told the maid he had a headache, was coming home early. He never arrived. At about ten in the evening, I began to worry. I called hospital emergency rooms and friends. No sign. I went to bed and, remarkably, slept. I woke at six, he still wasn’t there, so again I started to call around. A friend came over, we went to the police station to make a statement. They took a note, told us to wait forty-eight hours. Later, the La Piramide police station called and said a body was found, and a car. My daughters went to get more information, I went to find a lawyer, as I was sure he’d been kidnapped.

Laura stopped, briefly:

They spent all day looking for the car in a canal in the centre of the city, a narrow canal, just a couple of metres wide, a metre deep. They found the car, took it out of the canal, with a crane. No body. The next day they found the body, in the canal, two hundred metres away, near a bridge.

They had to wait to perform the autopsy, because they were so busy with all the disappeared. I reached out to Miguel Schweitzer, Pinochet’s Minister of Justice. I knew the Schweitzer family, because my father knew the Minister’s brother, Daniel Schweitzer.

She paused. ‘The Minister was the father of Miguel Ángel Schweitzer, who was Pinochet’s lawyer. I knew Miguel Ángel, the son, when we were children, we swam together.’

Yes, I said, I knew Schweitzer the son. He acted for Pinochet on the Letelier case, and then in London. ‘I rang Minister Schweitzer’s office,’ Laura continued, ‘and said to the secretary: “Tell him that Bisagra, my nickname, wants to talk to him.” I spoke to him. He knew something was going on, as Minister of Justice he must have been warned. I went there and told him he should resign, as Carmelo was murdered. He said, “But how, Bisagra?” He said he knew nothing of this, he’d make enquiries. He gave me his brother Daniel’s phone number and I called him and said the DINA killed Carmelo.’

An autopsy had to be performed. Laura went to the hospital to observe the process, to see exactly what they had done, what caused her husband to die:

At medical school I liked anatomy. I was interested in Sherlock Holmes and police novels, so I just went to the place where they did autopsies. Dr Fernández, the military doctor, met me. I knew him from university. He said a wife could not attend the autopsy of her husband. Miguel Schweitzer Speisky, the Minister, intervened personally, authorising me to attend. When Dr Fernández still refused, a person from the Ministry said I must be allowed in, because the Minister wanted to know everything.

Laura González-Vera observed Dr Fernández perform her husband’s autopsy. He wanted to conclude that Carmelo Soria had drowned, but she objected:

I asked Dr Fernández why was Carmelo’s neck broken? Maybe an accident, he said. Why are his ribs broken? It was said that he was drunk and lost control of the car, Dr Fernández said. I said no. There was no water in his lungs, there were contra-indications of drowning. Besides, Carmelo’s jaw would sometimes dislocate, and he knew how to put it back to its normal position. Here, his jaw was dislocated. I noticed his eye was out of place, I noticed the injuries to his head.

Was there evidence he was poisoned?

Laura shook her head. ‘At that point, the use of gas had not occurred to me, we only learned about that later on.’ The sarin rumours began to circulate when it emerged that Soria was held at Michael Townley’s house on the Vía Naranja, where gas was being developed by Eugenio Berríos, a Chilean biochemist who was later murdered in Uruguay.

Laura knew her husband had been murdered by the DINA. She was well connected, and she learned of Pinochet’s reaction. ‘Mamo really screwed up,’ he told a meeting of the Junta, using Contreras’s nickname. ‘Now the UN will come down on us.’ Pinochet had his own ideas on the silencing of Carmelo Soria. ‘Mamo should have found witnesses who’d say Soria molested a woman, so the DINA acted to defend her honour.’

Two months after the murder, threats caused Laura to flee to Madrid with the children. There she remained for forty years, returning to Chile for a few weeks each year, from March to May. ‘I wanted to stay in touch with Santiago, and be back in Spain for spring.’

As the years passed, Laura fought for accountability, encouraged by her brother-in-law Arturo. ‘He studied law, but never practised it,’ she said, ‘and he introduced me to people who were interested, who said they’d help.’ Supporters included academics, exiles, journalists, and some who were close to Felipe González, Spain’s Prime Minister from December 1982 to May 1996. Laura’s statement for the United Nations circulated widely. Nicolas Sánchez-Albornoz, a Spanish historian back from exile in Argentina, a friend of Carmelo’s, organised a meeting in Madrid. One of the attendees was Juan Garcés, who’d known Carmelo and Laura in Santiago. ‘Carmelo knew and trusted him, he once ate at our house,’ Laura recalled. She also liked Garcés and trusted him.

‘He offered to bring a case. I thought about it, then agreed. Garcés was persistent, and faithful to Allende.’ Garcés introduced Laura to a prosecutor in Madrid. ‘The case started with Carlos Castresana, a wonderful jurist, a man who believed that crimes against humanity should be punished even where the people affected were long dead. That was how it happened.’

Did Laura imagine that her husband’s case might be the catalyst that led to the arrest of Pinochet in London?

‘Yes,’ she said with a smile. ‘Well, I didn’t know it then, but I know it now.’

As our conversation came to a close, Laura showed me papers from those days. We went over her diary for July 1996. ‘That was when it happened, when the judge in Valencia accepted the case.’

[image: A photograph of Laura Soria, taken by the author at her home in 2021.]
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Carmen Soria is the younger daughter of Carmelo and Laura. She has warm eyes, long dark hair and colourful clothes, and smokes. ‘I was sixteen when it happened. I saw my father the morning he disappeared, but we didn’t kiss goodbye, as usual, because we’d had a fight. That evening he didn’t come home. My mother assumed he was detained.’

Carmen spoke in a matter-of-fact voice, yet it was plain she was profoundly marked by her father’s death, which changed her life, and later that of her three children. ‘The story was horrible for them, because of all the comings and goings, the changes of country and school, the fact that I was harassed and targeted.’

Carmen’s quest for justice – ‘the eternal struggle of an ethical gaze’, the writer Pedro Lemebel called it – began the day her father disappeared. She remembered the call, that he was detained at a police station, that she should attend. ‘My sister went, I stayed behind, to gather papers, his passport and money, in case we needed to bail him.’ When she arrived at the station her sister was seated outside. Carmelo wasn’t there. The police said there’d been a car crash at the El Carmen Canal, that they’d found his wallet and scarf. ‘I wrapped the scarf around me, it was July, winter in Chile.’

The police took the girls to the canal, where they were each given a long bamboo stick to prod the shallow water to try and find the body. The car was found, with a front seat and radio missing, and a bottle of pisco. No body. As they left, an ambulance turned up and word soon arrived that the police had something. ‘I don’t remember much, I fainted,’ said Carmen. Many people were home. She remembered her eleven-year-old brother lying on the ground, banging the floor.

The phone rang constantly. ‘Strangers called to abuse us, to say we were communists.’ People shouted threats outside the house, banged on shutters. Frightened, Carmen slept that night surrounded by glass bottles, to protect herself. ‘It was all organised by the DINA,’ she said. ‘To us, it was obviously an assassination, our mother didn’t need to tell us that.’ These were dangerous times. Two relatives were detained, then disappeared. Going out for errands, Carmen was chased. After someone tried to abduct her, the family left for Spain. ‘First my brother, then me and my sister, on 11 September 1976, then my mother.’

Four years later, Carmen returned to Chile. There was often trouble. A professor was killed. Her grandmother warned her not to come home, the police were waiting. Working as a journalist, she was harassed and arrested. Once, at the cinema to see the film Paris, Texas, her camera and notebooks were taken.

The situation only changed in 1989, after Pinochet lost the referendum and the Rettig Commission held hearings. Slowly they learned more about what happened to Carmelo. ‘I know who killed Carmen Soria’s father,’ Luz Arce, a DINA informant, testified. The Rettig Report confirmed that Soria was killed by DINA agents.

The family became actively engaged in





[image: An aerial photograph of the house in Santiago where Mariana Callejas and Michael Townley lived, taken on an unknown date.]
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[image: Erika Hennings and Alfonso Chanfreau, with his arm around her, taken in Santiago in the early 1970s.]
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[image: Jean Pateras, seated in an armchair at her home on Sloane Square in London, taken by the author in 2022.]
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