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Hello, listeners. Before we get into this week's episode, we want you to help us out. We're running a quick survey, and we'd love it if you could tell us what you like about our podcasts and more of what you want to listen to. You'll even be in for a chance to win a £100 voucher. Head to the link in our show notes to find out more. Now, back to the episode. 

Catherine Jenkinson [00:00:29]
Hello and welcome back to the Historic Royal Palaces podcast. For this episode, we're jumping into a rather gruesome and horrible history of the Tower of London, that of torture, imprisonment, and even execution. The Tower has become an enduring representation of this grisly history with tales from the 16th and 17th centuries persuading us that no other place was as feared as a symbol for violence and punishment. But are the myths about the Tower and torture more intriguing than the history itself? Let's find out. 

[Theme music ends and Catherine reads the episode’s content warning in a more serious tone]. 

Please be aware that this episode may contain some themes that listeners might find upsetting. 

[The sound of distant cars and birds can be heard as Catherine speaks from outside the Wakefield Tower at the Tower of London].

I'm standing here inside the Tower of London on an early morning in January and I'm looking around and sort of taken aback because usually when I'm here there are hundreds or maybe thousands of people walking around and I am struck by the people from all parts of the world and children running around and the delight in people's eyes but this morning it's quiet. 

There's only a person walking here and there and it's a sort of grey, drizzly morning, the sort that really gives you an evocative sense of what it must have been like in the Tower hundreds of years ago when it was frequently housing state prisoners of huge importance to the Elizabethan state or the Jacobian state or any number of other periods in English history but it actually feels quite jarring and almost chilling to be here even though I can see the day beginning and people starting their day across London and yet there's something really dark and kind of gloomy this morning and it feels terribly cold and almost damp. It really gives you a sense of what it must have been like hundreds of years ago at the Tower of London when it was used as a prison. 

I'm Catherine Jenkinson, I'm college lecturer and Julian Schild, junior research fellow in history at Pembroke College Oxford, and this year I'm also the research associate on an Oxford project called Histories of Violence, Myth-Making, Imprisonment, and the Cultural Identity of the Tower of London. The project is a partnership between the University of Oxford and Historic Royal Palaces and the Royal Armouries. 

Together, led by Dr. Hannah Skoda at St. John's College, Oxford. We're trying to discover what the Tower meant to people and what it means to people from the medieval period to the 20th century and how stories of violence have taken on an almost outsized role in the tower's history and have become one of the major things people think about when they think of the Tower of London. I'm standing outside Lower Wakefield Tower in the southern part of the inner ward of the tower's walls, just under the shadow of the White Tower. And this is where the Torture at the Tower exhibit is. Lower Wakefield Tower hasn't always been associated with torture. It's not necessarily known as a place where torture existed or occurred in the Tower’s history. But it's where visitors come to learn about torture now, and so it's really the perfect place for us to talk about the history of torture and how it's been presented at the Tower over the last few centuries. So let's head inside.

[The sounds of footsteps on stone and wooden floorboards can be heard as Catherine enters Lower Wakefield Tower]. 

 I'm standing inside and it's absolutely different than how it was when I was standing just outside because we're in a medieval tower with sort of small alcoves looking out and small windows. And it feels like walking into another time, even though there's electric lighting and there are clearly museum exhibits around and panelling. And yet there's still something that feels inescapably different. There's a chill - the kind that you feel when you're standing among stone walls, and there's a slight howl from the wind that comes through that I wasn't aware of when I was standing outside, but now seems really powerful. 

It's a little bit of a chilling space, not just because there are replicas of torture instruments around, but because it's giving me the opportunity to think about the history of torture at the Tower. And, at the same time, As I look around the panelling that has been so expertly written and created by historic royal palaces, curators over the last 20 years, there's a certain sense that it's almost clinical or impersonal and that the stories told here are being told in a really careful way. And I think that that's something that's actually really important because It would be really easy to overemphasise the history of violence and torture at the Tower and across England in the medieval  and early modern periods, and in fact, even later than that.

But what's happening here is a really careful attempt to present the actual history. Some might quibble with some of the things on the panelings or the numbers that are shared, but Tower curators have really made an effort not to give into pressures to create a dark dungeon feel that's so powerful that it's upsetting and that's one of the tricky things about talking about torture at the Tower is that on one hand, we don't want to overemphasise something that actually had a pretty limited history here. And on the other hand, we don't want to fail to talk about difficult things just because they're difficult to talk about or just because they didn't happen all the time. And that's something that's really tricky as Tower curators continue to think about these questions and as historians think about these questions because we don't want to gloss over the past or the difficult parts of the past, but we also want to be clear that the medieval  period and the early modern period and previous centuries were not periods of total barbarity and we shouldn't look with a 21st century lens and just condemn the past over and over again without really taking a careful look at our own time. 

And one of the reasons that we want to be so careful about the way that we talk about this at the Tower is because so many people come to the Tower every year. It's one of London's and in fact the world's most visited sites. And people are coming from all over the world and from all different sorts of experiences. So when we talk about the history of torture at the tower, we wanna be careful to know that people are coming from different experiences and backgrounds and that not everyone may have the same understanding of what torture is. 

I'm standing now in front of a replica of the scavenger's daughter, a metal tool with a kind of horseshoe shape on top of a metal slab. This device was named after a Tower lieutenant named Skevington, or sometimes called Skevington’s Gives, the scavenger's daughter. It's a way to compress the body into such an uncomfortable state that it could be absolutely excruciating. And even cause problems to bodily organs. The device itself looks like something you might see on a farm or around horses, but it's actually an instrument of cruelty in a way that we can hardly imagine. As opposed to the rack, which is right next to it, the rack is an instrument that extends the body and stretches it out. The scavenger's daughter is something that forces people into the fetal position and to a really uncomfortable and painful state. I can't even imagine. 

The interesting thing about the scavenger's daughter is that no warrants actually prescribe its use. On one hand, that may be because the warrants are often pretty general, just ordering torture or authorising torture. Sometimes they name the rack or the manacles or other forms. But other times they're more general and so it's not clear whether there was autonomy for Tower warders and the Tower lieutenant to decide what sort of torture was to be used. There is evidence that this device was used in the Tower though. The case of Cuthbert Simpson is illustrated in John Fox's book, Accent Monuments, and there's also a report between government officials and letters of the use of scavengers' daughter on a prisoner later in the 16th century.

 It's interesting, though, that it doesn't appear in the warrants. That's the same for things like the thumb screws, which have been on display for hundreds of years and yet don't appear in any of the official Tower records. Perhaps they were never used at the Tower at all, or on the other hand, perhaps they were used frequently and they're the sort of torture devices that were relatively mobile and could go to various different parts of the Tower and be used when there were general orders. 

It might also be that something like the thumbscrews, torturous as they were, didn't actually meet the threshold of requiring a torture warrant and may have been part of a broader culture of penal brutality that we might think of as torture now but wasn't considered torture in the past. The Tower of London has been a prison almost since its very beginnings. It's been a prison for more than a thousand years. There were prisoners here into the 1950s but when we think about prisoners in the Tower of London, we're mostly thinking about the 14th, 15th, and 16th centuries, although in periods before and after. And during that time, torture was used here, as it was used elsewhere in England, particularly at places like Newgate and Bridewell. But the Tower of London In the past, it was more than just a prison, more than a visitor's site. It was a sort of state headquarters where various offices of state were held, from the ordinance office to the royal armouries to the state record office and even the mint. It's an enormously important site with hugely important state functions. Privy councils sometimes met here, kings and queens sometimes lived here. This is a very important site to the history of England, and for that reason, its use as a prison meant that often prisoners who came here were those who were most important to the state in the sense that they presented either the biggest threat to the status quo, or they were accused of crimes like high treason or counterfeit, which was technically treason and taken really seriously. 

We're talking about a place that is the nucleus of the English government in the past and so it's also a place where, if Privy Council meetings are happening here, it was a convenient place for prisoners to be interrogated. And so even when people were tried and executed elsewhere, sometimes they were brought to the Tower for interrogation because it was so central or because the crimes they were accused of were so terrifying to the sort of fragile state. Of the English government at that time and so torture was used here primarily in the 16th and 17th centuries, but its history extends long before and long after, and not just at the Tower either. It's a unique treat to be standing here in Lower Wakefield Tower in the torture exhibition before opening hours, because often when I'm here, this small area is just packed with people and I think that speaks to the public's interest in the history of torture at the Tower and in fact, often visitor surveys show that people come away quite disappointed or quite taken aback by the truth of the history torture at The Tower because we're often led to believe elsewhere or sort of the broader cultural understanding of the Tower's history suggests that torture was commonplace and happening all the time. 

But in fact, as we look at the panelling, we know that torture was used most frequently at the Tower and in England between 1540 and 1640, this so-called century of torture and so that's something that's emphasised even on the panel in here. I'm hesitant about calling the century of torture a particular period though, because there's evidence of the use of torture in England and in fact at the Tower before 1540. And even after 1640. There are a few problems when historians come to study this question, not least because we're not sure how many of the records survive, and the processes of authorising torture may not always have been the same across periods. 

But between 1540 and 1640, there were around 100 warrants for torture, and many of those about two-thirds, were for torture in the Tower. Torture was technically not part of England's legal system. With a jury trial, a confession isn't always necessary. But even so, in a number of key instances of plots against the Crown or even counterfeit or robbery or murder, torture was authorised by the King or Queen or the Privy Council. And sent as formal warrants and that's where most of our evidence comes from, is from these formal warrants authorised by the Privy Council directing or allowing the use of torture. But it's not as if torture started in 1540 and ended in 1640. 

On one hand, since the bulk of our official records of torture come from Privy council warrants, the formalisation of Privy counsel records in Henry VIII reigns suggests that Torture may have been authorised in other ways long before that, and with the strife of the 1640s and 50s in the midst of civil war in England, it's also possible that torture came to be authorised in very different ways in the middle of the Commonwealth and the Restoration. 

The Tower, in a certain sense, also became less important to the state, at least as State Headquarters. Although it continued to have a very important military role for centuries. There are records or suggestions of the use of torture in England in the centuries before the 16th century and long after, both in prisons across London but also in British colonial territories. How we define torture really depends upon whom you ask and the way that we think about torture now is markedly different from how torture was defined in the past. 

Another reason why we so often think of 1540 to 1640 as the century of torture is because of the religious and political upheaval of the period during the Reformation and in the immediate post-Reformation period. This upheaval meant that the religious, and the political were often indistinguishable and intertwined, and monarchs found themselves very concerned about religious non-conformists. I'm thinking of the example of one of the few women we know who was tortured, Anne Askew, who was tortured at the Tower and who wrote an account of her torture, or at least reportedly wrote an account of torture, which was later published in John Fox's Protestant Martyrology Acts and Monuments. Anne Askey described being tortured on the rack and facing indescribable pain. It's actually one of few examples we have of autobiographical accounts of torture. Another famous one is John Gerard in the 1590s, who was a Tower prisoner who later published his memoirs. John Gerrard wrote a really detailed account of his torture by manacles in the Tower and these accounts, rare as they are, offer a totally different perspective from the government records. 

They show the personal, the emotional experience of people, and they also show the difficulty of life after torture. There's a famous case from the 1620s of a man who was tortured in the Tower on allegations of treason and later found himself physically disabled because of the experience and he petitioned the crown for help because he couldn't make a living for his family and so even though a lot of people who were tortured in that Tower eventually were executed, there were also those who went on to live their lives with the physical. And emotional scars of what they experienced here. It can be hard to tell what contemporaries thought of torture or how they conceived of torture in the Tower in particular. On one hand, our best sources or our biggest sources for this question are from religious polemics of the 16th and 17th centuries. 

Texts like John Fox's Acts and Monuments tell the story of and Askew's Tower torture or Cuthbert Simpson's Tower torture, the Catholic polemic, tell a totally different story. They talk about Elizabethan religious persecution of Catholics and priests in particular at the Tower. These texts condemn the use of torture. They talk the outrage of torture and the sort of sadism of the Elizabethan government in its use of tortures against Catholics. 

On the other hand it's possible that these texts don't tell the full story. They're written with a very particular political and religious purpose. It's not clear that most people going about their lives in London were thinking about torture in the Tower all the time. We have to remember that this was a time when public physical punishments were very common. There were the stocks or the pillory or public flogging or whipping. Something like whipping is particularly complex because at times it's included in warrants for torture in England, and at other times, it's just part of regular punishments. So on one hand, whipping might be torture if it was used as a way to coerce someone into a confession, but not torture if it only used as punishment after the fact. 

These are muddy waters and it's hard to know what contemporaries were thinking. Certainly there was a lot more acceptance of violence as part of securing public order and justice, but it's also clear that there was some concern about whether torture was something that the government should be using. For that reason, there are lots of examples of the Elizabethan government in particular going out of its way to say that they weren't using torture or that they were only using torture in very specific circumstances and not for religious reasons, only in cases of high treason or where people wouldn't tell the truth otherwise, and even then only sparingly and with caution and after threats and threats. And I think that really says something about what people thought about torture during this period because the warrants themselves often allow only the threat of torture. 

Or they suggest that the threat of torture is to be used before actual torture, or even in the famous 1605 case of Guy Fawkes, perhaps the person we most associate with torture at the tower, James I himself ordered that the tortures should start with the gentler tortures first and slowly go to the harsher. To me, that suggests that there was a general unease about using violence in the name of investigation or to coerce confessions. And it suggests that it was used pretty sparingly. So even though the records are incomplete and there are gaps and missing periods of privy council records, including in the aftermath of the gunpowder plot in 1605, there's a real unease about whether it's okay to use violence against prisoners in this way, even in the midst of much more ubiquitous public violence in other ways.
 It seems like contemporaries distinguished between physical punishment and torture, and one way that they made that contrast was to think of torture as something that had a purpose or as part of an investigation, a way to get information or force someone to confess crucial information. Torture always was thought to have a purpose. Still, governments made big efforts in trials to say, Confessions were offered without the use of torture or that torture hadn't been used to force the person to give information. There's a real unease about the use of torture and the number of defences we see from various governments saying that torture was illegal in England showcase that.

 It's hard to know where the idea that torture was commonly used in the Tower comes from. I think part of it probably comes from religious polemic, which makes it seem as though torture was happening on a daily basis here. We know that that's not true. Even though there are lots of records that are missing, it's hard think that we don't have a fairly clear picture of how frequently torture was used. One really important factor, I think, is how the Tower has been presented in literature and art and to visitors over the past few centuries. 

My own sense is that people in the 16th and 17th centuries in London weren't thinking of the Tower as a place that was scary or something to be feared, a site where if you got too close you might be clapped into a dungeon. They probably thought it was the site of the Mint and a place you might go if you needed to do government research or to see the lions at the menagerie. But at least by the late 17th century, an emphasis on violence at the Tower came to be emphasised in a new way. Visitors had been coming to the Tower for centuries. The Tower Wharf was the customary landing site for foreign dignitaries when they came to London and there were various visitors throughout the centuries. In the late 17th century, though, the armouries came to be a tourist attraction in a totally new way, and people were coming to see the treasures of England and the armoury's objects that you couldn't see anywhere else. 

By the late-17th century a block and axe were on display and said to be associated with the executions of Anne Boleyn and the Earl of Essex. Almost certainly they were not, but they were reported to be associated with those executions which famously took place within the tower. By the early 18th century, a rack was on display, maybe even the rack that had been used in the tower, and over the course of the 19th century particularly in its first few decades, violence came to be emphasised even more. There are really fascinating paintings and engravings of children visiting the Tower in the middle of the 19th century, playing with thumbscrews, a torture object that will crush fingers in the presence of warders or placing their heads on an execution block for a kind of what we might call a gag photo in the 21st century. 

There came to be a huge interest in the gothic and dark parts of the Tower's history and in particularly the history of torture at the tower. Whether that corresponded to the actual record is hard to say, although probably not. The publication of William Harrison Ainsworth's novel, The Tower of London, also played a huge role in the 19th century. 
Although it was a novel, many people came to associate its contents with the actual history of the Tower and thought that the macabre associations and the dark histories of violence here were actual truth, and that really has... Persisted until the 21st century. And that's something we see with visitors now. When we think of the tower, we think of Guy Fawkes or we think of torture and it's hard to trace where these associations come from within our own time. But perhaps they've just persisted for the last few centuries. And this has been something that in various periods Tower authorities have been keen to emphasise. It's a way to get visitors in and even though Historic royal palaces and royal armouries curators now are really cautious about emphasising torture and want to tell the history of torture in the tower, not a sort of magnified or fictionalised version of that. It's still hard to combat public perception, and of course you want visitors to be happy when they come here to be pleased with the experience, but we also want to be really sensitive about how we tell these histories because No matter how frequent or infrequent torture was at the tower, it was used here. 

This was a site of torture, and people suffered and even died here and we want to be really careful about how we tell their stories. It's also tricky to talk about torture of the past because the way that we define torture now is so different. We might think of torture as anything that causes physical or psychological harm, but in the past, the definition of torture was totally different, and so sometimes, we're talking about different things or things that we would consider to be torture now weren't considered to be tortured in the passed, and things that were considered torture in the pass were a lot more narrow, and, so, If we hear about something like sleep deprivation, or limiting a person's food, or even keeping them in a place without access to a blanket, or warmth, or water, or even keeping them from pen and ink, we might think that that's unacceptable carceral treatment. 

We certainly don't want to project the 21st century and our own understanding of the world onto the past. But we also don't want to have such a narrow view that we fail to include people's actual experiences of suffering in the tower. We're only just touching the surface of the sort of myth-making that surrounds the Tower in the history of violence. 

And when we say myth making, we don't mean that it's a myth that violence occurred here. On the contrary, we want to be very clear that violence did occur here. We're thinking about myths surrounding the Tower in all sorts of ways. The next step in the research project that we're working on now. Is to think about how the Tower was conceived in the medieval  period, in the early modern period, in the Victorian period, and even in the 20th century, to think how people thought of the tower, what it meant to them, why they visited, and how much violence was a part of what they thought about the tower.

I think we'll find that visitors in the 21st century are often thinking about violence when they come here. But we've been wondering whether that was true for people visiting in, say, the 1750s or earlier, and how much the tower's symbolism was as potent a force as it is now. We're spending a year studying these questions, and we're working closely together with Royal Armouries and Historic Royal Palaces, curators, and researchers who are really the experts about this site and we're trying to trace the cultural identity of the Tower of London. 

We see The Tower everywhere in TV series, on postcards, and we read about it in books. I remember reading a children's novel when I was a kid about Elizabeth I and her own experience as a prisoner in The Tower. The Tower is a symbolic landmark in London, but it's also a symbolic landmark of the English state and of English history more broadly. It's hard to think of any other place in this country that has. A stronger sense of English history or where more history has happened. Historic royal palaces often tell the history of where it happened and that's true. 

We know that kings and queens and nobles and normal people and politicians and foreign visitors and animals and so much more walked in these walls. We're trying to discover what it meant to people to come to the Tower and how they thought about it before and after. We're trying to unpack myths, to think about where they've come from, and to analyse what the Tower is versus what it came to be in the public imagination. 

Thank you for joining me at the Tower today in Lower Wakefield Tower. We've been talking about some really grisly topics, but I hope that this has given you a better sense of the history of torture and violence at the Tower of London. I'll be back in the summer to talk more about this and about myth making and the cultural identity of the tower, but thanks very much for joining me today. 

[Theme music builds. It is regal and melodic.]

[bookmark: _heading=h.xig2a71jqxb]Minette Butler [00:31:20] 
Thank you so much for listening to this episode on the Historic Royal Palaces podcast. And listeners, if you liked it, tell us about it. We're running a survey so that we can fine tune the podcast to your liking. But to do that, we need your help. We've popped the link in our show notes so you can find out more. As ever, thank you for your support, loyal listeners. 

[Theme music fades.] 

[End of Episode.]
