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Following World War II and the 
Nuremberg trials, considered the origin of 
modern international criminal law, there was 
a certain euphoria about the rule of law. The 
1948 Genocide Convention formalized the 
introduction of the crime of genocide, though 
prosecutions were few and far between, and 
universal justice was more aspirational than 
a reality. Phillipe Sands, an internationally 

known human rights lawyer, brings these themes to light in 38 Londres 
Street, the third of his trilogy of books on Nazi war crimes, which ear-
lier included East West Street and The Ratline. Impeccably researched, the 
book reads as much like a detective thriller as a serious scholarly work 
about international law. Sands brings to life impunity, international 
law, and imperfection in the international justice system.

The story follows two seemingly disconnected threads—the rise 
and fall of former President Augusto Pinochet of Chile and the life 
of Walter Rauff, an SS Commander who oversaw the development of 
mobile gas vans in Germany during World War II and later settled in 
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Chile. The title comes from the address of a building that was the for-
mer headquarters of the Socialist Party in Santiago, but later became 
a center for torture under Pinochet. Sands deftly moves between the 
histories of Pinochet and Rauff, who became friends following the war 
and were rumored to have crossed paths several times after.

In 1973, a military coup overthrew Salvador Allende, the demo-
cratically elected President of Chile. Pinochet was installed as presi-
dent and ruled as a dictator until the transition to democracy in 1990. 
Those years were dark and brutal, with the persecution of political 
critics, socialists, and leftists. Estimates are that the regime interned 
as many as 80,000 people, tortured tens of thousands more, and was 
responsible for thousands of executions and forced disappearances of 
many others.

Years earlier in 1958, Pinochet encouraged Rauff—with whom he 
was socially close—to emigrate to Chile. Rauff would do so, spending 
most of his time running a crab cannery in Punta Arenas in Patagonia 
in the far south of Chile. In a precursor to Pinochet’s own proceed-
ings, Rauff was arrested on charges of murder and genocide pursuant 
to an extradition request from West Germany. But those proceedings 
floundered; the Chilean courts determined that Rauff had committed 
the charged acts yet could not be prosecuted due to Chile’s statute of 
limitations. 

Early efforts to hold Pinochet accountable stumbled, too. While 
investigations began to crop up in the 1990s, Pinochet was protected 
by a Chilean amnesty statute that staved off both domestic prosecu-
tion and extradition. The purportedly universal reach of international 
law meant little, as long as Pinochet remained in Chile. 

Pinochet’s fortunes changed when he was arrested during a visit 
to England in 1998. He faced an arrest warrant issued by a Spanish 
magistrate, Baltasar Garzón, who sought his extradition to Spain. In 
high drama, the case zig-zagged between the lower courts of England, 
the House of Lords, which at the time was the highest court of the 
country before the Supreme Court was created, and the Home Secre-
tary of the United Kingdom.

Sands, who was involved in briefing the case before the House of 
Lords, paints a riveting picture of the proceedings. He expertly covers 
the jurisdictional turf war that led Garzón to issue the warrant and 
chronicles its path through layers of politics and international machin-
ery, all the way to Room 801 of the London Clinic where Pinochet was 
sleeping—days before he was scheduled to return to Chile. 

Later on, Sands breaks down the spectacle that played out in 
court. As a former head of state charged with crimes based on acts 
committed in office, Pinochet claimed that he was entitled to immunity 
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from prosecution. A House of Lords panel declined to apply immunity, 
only for that judgment to be thrown out because—astoundingly—one 
of the judges was affiliated with a participant in the case. A second 
panel reached a similar result but on a much narrower basis, kicking 
off another round of warrants and investigation. 

One of Sands’s strengths throughout this saga is the way he bal-
ances the procedural drama with the personal. Discussion of the arrest 
warrant, for example, is coupled with reflections from Jean Petras, the 
interpreter who accompanied the arresting officers from Scotland 
Yard. Later chapters covering the contested topic of Pinochet’s health 
include conversations with Peter Dean—one of the doctors who exam-
ined Pinochet regularly during his time on house arrest in the rather 
luxurious setting of an English country house. And, perhaps most 
interesting, the description of proceedings before the House of Lords 
comes with commentary from Miguel Schweitzer—one of Pinochet’s 
lead advisors—whom Sands serendipitously sat next to during argu-
ment. These interludes provide rare insight and remind the reader that 
law is a fundamentally human endeavor. 

Pinochet’s legal saga ends as it started—with intrigue. Sands 
adds substance to a previously rumored deal between the British 
and the Chilean governments to end the extradition proceedings and 
send Pinochet home for medical reasons, even though many thought 
him competent to stand trial in Spain. Despite some fits and starts, 
Pinochet would never stand trial upon his return. The back and forth 
underscores the fragility of international law and the enduring diffi-
culty of holding those in power to account.

Amid the gripping legal drama, Sands’s detours into the life of 
Walter Rauff in Patagonia can feel somewhat distracting. His thorough 
effort to ferret out ties between Pinochet and the Nazi-in-exile merits 
respect. But that parallel story never quite sticks a landing. 

What the two stories do deliver on, however, is the tension animat-
ing much of the book: the promise of international law in addressing 
universally reviled crimes and the practical reality of holding princi-
pals to account. As Sands stresses, with figures like Pinochet and Rauff 
ultimately going unpunished, one can meaningfully question whether 
accountability can ever emerge. But Sands is not entirely pessimistic. 
Indeed, as Sands stresses, Pinochet’s arrest was itself a watershed 
moment. Through that episode, among others, the book demonstrates 
in a textured, and deeply personal way that promoting the rule of law is 
“a long game.” Michael Steinberger, ‘This Could End Very Badly’: A Human 
Rights Lawyer Fears a New Age of Impunity, N.Y. Times (Jan. 19, 2026).




