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This book is dedicated to my wife, Shelagh, who, despite the

subject of the book, encouraged me to rack my brains and
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Geoffrey Abbott served in the RAF for 35 years before becoming a 'Beefeater' at the Tower of London. He wrote more than 24 books on torture and execution, appeared in numerous TV documentaries as consultant or executioner and, by invitation, wrote entries on torture and execution for the Encyclopaedia Britannica. He once stood on the 'drop' trapdoors in the execution chamber of Barlinnie Prison, Glasgow (as a fact-finding author, not a convicted criminal!) and also experienced having a noose placed around his neck by a professional hangman – the late Sydney Dernley, a man endowed with a great, if macabre, sense of humour.






PUBLISHER'S NOTE





We were deeply saddened by the news in February 2016 that Geoffrey Abbott had passed away, at the age of 93. A war hero, a proud Yeoman Warder and a gentleman through and through, Geoff was a pleasure to work with, and a great many of us here at Summersdale have fond recollections of our conversations and correspondence with him.


Working on this new edition of Geoff's Torture (which appeared originally under the title Rack, Rope and Red-Hot Pincers) has been a delight from start to finish, and has been about as far removed from the painful processes described in the book itself as could be imagined. 


We are glad to bring this book to you, imbued in every page not just with Geoff's decades of extensive research, but also with that gentle, rueful humour that makes his writing so memorable. We hope you enjoy reading it as much as we have enjoyed working on it.


 

The Summersdale Team, May 2016






INTRODUCTION
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We went to the torture room in a kind of solemn procession, the guards walking ahead with lighted candles. The chamber was underground and dark, particularly near the entrance. It was a vast shadowy place and every device and instrument of human torture was there. They pointed out some of them to me and said I should have to taste them. Then they asked me again if I would confess. 'I cannot,' I said.


 

Those words were spoken by John Gerard, a Jesuit priest accused of spreading Catholicism in England, contrary to the law. And in 1597 he was captured, brought to the Tower of London and there 'put to the question'.


Whatever the country, whatever the crime, one could see the authorities' dilemma. Fingers of suspicion, strong or otherwise, sometimes reinforced by evidence, would point to an individual, but all accusations would be vehemently denied. Yet the truth had to be determined. And in an age when social conditions were brutally harsh, when epidemics of fatal diseases decimated the population and violence was almost a way of life, what more natural than to attempt to extract a confession by using force?


Similarly, having proved guilt by one means or another, it followed logically that the criminal should be punished by the further infliction of pain, the severity of which would depend on the crime committed.


Torture (from the Latin torquere, to twist) has of course been used in most countries from time immemorial. Its concept is based on two fundamental facts. First, that we all have imaginations, and secondly, that our bodies are susceptible to pain. In other words we can envisage what's likely to happen, and we don't like getting hurt.


So powerful is the imagination that the first stage in the sequence of torture was, as described by John Gerard, that the victim would be shown the instruments of torture in their terrifying surroundings. In some cases this was sufficient, the result being the immediate submission of the victim and the disclosure of the required information without further coercion.


In many other cases, such as that of Gerard, whose strength of purpose and conviction prevailed over his imaginative powers, the full gamut of torture had to be applied. And he was but one of the 252 Jesuit priests who entered this country during ten years in the sixteenth century, more than half of whom were captured, tortured and executed.


The other factor, that our bodies are so vulnerable to pain, was of course of positive benefit to the dedicated torture-instrument designers of the day. Human flesh, soft and sensitive? Well, let's apply heat to it, cut it, pierce it with needles and spikes, lash it with whips. Limbs were only meant to bend one way? Then let's see how far we can bend them the other way. Shoulder blades, hip and leg joints can only operate when moving smoothly in their sockets? Right, let's dislocate them, then.


Such vulnerability thereby brought about suffering and disablement, mutilation and amputation, some countries inventing their own devices or adopting those of other countries, all designed to bring pain and punishment.


The final penalty, that of execution, was also accomplished in many different ways, tributes to the barbaric ingenuity of those deciding how best to remove heads, squeeze necks, burn bodies, and generally extinguish life from an undesirable member of society, not necessarily painlessly.


Where less serious crimes had been committed, those against the community rather than against the State, a further human susceptibility was exploited. This was the feeling of shame experienced by an offender when he or she was subjected to public ridicule. Although not specifically torture, i.e. painful persuasion, punishments expressly designed to bring about such humiliation were devised and administered to those committing minor offences in contravention of the social code. 


So they were subjected to shameful ordeals, such as having to sit in the stocks or ducking stool, to wear the scold's bridle or drunkard's cloak, to stand at the pillory or ride the stang; and because these penalties were exacted in full view of abusive or malicious neighbours, they provided an added bonus in that justice had not only been done but was seen to be done – always a prized boast of the English courts, as exemplified by the excellent attendance at public executions.


The art of torture – for it was indeed an art, since an ill-judged turn of the screw or excessive twist of the cord could bring about a victim's premature demise and so deprive one's lord and master of vital information – was legally practised, not only in the East, but also on the Continent. Written into the various legal codes for many centuries, judicial torture was not formally abolished in Scotland until 1708, though the last warrant for torture there was issused in 


1690. In Denmark the end of legal torture was enacted in 1771, in Spain in 1790 and in France in 1798. Russia followed suit in 1801, though did employ torture in exceptional cases as late as 1847.

Germany ruled out the practice in 1831, Prussia in 1805, and Japan in 1873, though as is well known, torture in many countries continues to be used to the present day, some forms being more subtle than others.


In earlier centuries in England, thousands of victims were tortured solely in order to wring confessions from them, or to obtain names of accomplices. But unlike most other countries, torture was contrary to the law of the land. So it must have been with tongue in cheek that Sir Thomas Smith, Secretary of State to Queen Elizabeth, wrote in a book published in 1583:
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Torment or question, which is used by the order of the civil lawe and custome of other countries, to put a malefactor to excessive paine, to make him confess of him selfe, or of his fellowes or complices, is not used in England … the nature of our nation is free, stout, haulte, prodigall of life and bloud, but contumelie, beatings, servitude and servile torment and punishment it will not abide.


 

Yet as reported by the historian Hallam, 'The rack seldom stood idle in the latter part of Elizabeth's reign', thereby giving the lie to Sir Thomas's hypocritical words.


That torture took place at all was due to the fact that the monarchs of the day were above the law and so could take any measures they thought necessary to safeguard their own thrones and to subdue unruly elements of society.


To ensure this, Henry VII (1485–1509) instituted his Continual Council, consisting of Chief Justices, prelates and members of the Privy Council. Its task was to judge and pass sentence on those too powerful to be dealt with by an ordinary court, or to decide on cases too complex to be understood by the uneducated juries of the day, and the King himself occasionally presided, frequently taking matters into his own hands and pronouncing judgment.


Because the ceiling of the imposing room in which the Council met was ornamented with gilded stars, it became known as the Star Chamber, and while at first its motives were admirable and well intentioned, it soon evolved into a tribunal which arbitrarily created and defined the offences it punished, handing down penalties ranging from the whipping post to the pillory, the rack to the gauntlets, the branding iron to the slitting knife.


Some terrifying examples were listed by the chronicler Ralph Holinshed in 1578:
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If a woman poison hir husband she is burned aliue; if the seruant kill his master he is to be executed for petie treason; he that poisoneth a man is to be boiled to death in water or lead, although the partie die not of the practise; in case of murther all the accessaries are to suffer paines of death accordinglie. Manie trespasses are also punished by the cut-ting of one or both ears from the head of the offendor, from fraimakers, petie robbers etc., and such as those guilty of the vtterance of seditious words against the magistrates.


Roges are burned through the eares, carters of sheepe out of the land by the loss of their hands; such as kill by poison are either boiled or skalded to death in lead or seething water. Hereticks are burned quicke, harlots and their mates by carting, ducking and dooing of open penance in sheets, in churches and market places, to put to rebuke.


 

During the sixteenth century the Star Chamber continued to hold supreme sway, and its overwhelming powers were not challenged until 1628. In April of that year John Felton, a 33-year-old exofficer, bought a tenpenny dagger at a cutler's shop on Tower Hill and, going to Portsmouth, stabbed the Duke of Buckingham to death. He was seized by passers-by and upon being searched, documents found in his possession showed that the man was a religious fanatic, to the extent that he regarded himself as the champion of God and the Duke as a tyrant to be exterminated.

After his arrest he was interrogated by the Earl of Dorset who threatened him with the rack if he did not name his accomplices. Felton replied, 'I do not believe, my Lord, that it is the King's wish, for he is a just and gracious prince and will not have his subjects to be tortured against the law. But if it is his Majesty's pleasure, I am ready to suffer whatever he will have inflicted on me.' And then he delivered his verbal bombshell, saying, 'Yet this I must tell you, by the way, that if I be put upon the rack, I will accuse you, my Lord Dorset, and none but yourself, as my accomplice.'


As can be imagined, this defiant threat had a devastating effect on the Earl who, taken aback and fearing the possible consequences of such a dire accusation, promptly referred the matter to King Charles, only to be told that the prisoner should indeed be 'tortured to the furthest stretch allowed by law'.


A panel of twelve judges was then convened and, as recorded in State Trials Vol.iii, ' Felton ought not by the law to be tortured by the rack, for no such punishment is known or allowed by our law.'


What happened to our ingeniously minded John Felton, you ask? Was he freed by a generous-minded monarch, or perhaps given a nominal sentence for revealing past contraventions of the law? I'm afraid not. On 28 November 1628, before a vast crowd, John Felton was hanged at Tyburn, his corpse afterwards being transported to the scene of his crime. There it was suspended in chains from a gibbet, where it was seen by the diarist John Evelyn, who wrote: 'His dead body is carried down to Portsmouth and hangs there high; I hear it creak in the wind.'


Despite the judges' ruling, one further case of torture by the rack took place in England when, in 1640, John Archer was caught leading a street demonstration in Lambeth, beating a drum. In order to ascertain the names of his confederates, he was 'to be shown the rack and in the event of not answering certain questions to be put to him, should be racked as in the examiners' discretions shall be thought fit'. And so he was. After which he was hanged, dying without knowing that he had the doubtful claim to fame of being the last man in England to be stretched on the rack.


In the following pages you will find described not only the instruments of torture and execution in Britain and many other countries, but also the accounts of some of those who, for their sins, their principles or their beliefs, suffered at the hands of such men as Thomas Norton, Rackmaster of the Tower of London; Richard Topcliffe, Elizabethan torturer of the Jesuits; Charles-Henri Sanson, the French headsman; Tomas de Torquemada, Inquisitorgeneral of the Spanish Inquisition; Franz Schmidt, Executioner of Nuremberg; and others with similar persuasive equipment and capabilities.


So read on and, should you ever be 'put to the question', take my advice; don't wait to be asked… don't even hesitate… just take a deep breath… and confess everything! 
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