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PREFACE



I have always had a fascination with true crime and history. A book such as this combines both interests. There is something magnetic about those who take life for a living, the individuals who choose to make killing their profession.

There is nothing worse than reading or writing about something with which you are already familiar. The real joy in this book was ferreting out resources that were difficult to come by and gaining insights from little-known works that, when combined, provided a full picture of the fascinating individuals covered in this work.

This was not without its challenges.

Different resources throw different dates, facts and numbers at you, but if there are discrepancies, I have sought to find commonality wherever possible. Spelling is a particular bugbear given the multiplicity of sources. I am still not sure how to spell the ancestral name of the Sansons: Longval? Longeval? These are just two of the many different iterations I came across. Nevertheless, these varied sources are what set this book apart from other works on the subject.

Thanks to various translation apps and international second-hand book shops, a whole new world of original and fascinating material was made available to me and to my readers.

This is not a story that glorifies violence. It is a story that seeks to understand it. To explore the minds of those who delivered death and the worlds that demanded it. It is a glimpse into a profession where morality, duty, and brutality collide, and where the cost of a life taken is measured not only in blood but in the lives of those who must take it.

Welcome to the world of the executioners.


INTRODUCTION



There is one execution that everyone knows about. The image of Jesus on the cross is an archetypal symbol that has reverberated around the world for most of the last two millennia.

But who killed this Jewish mystic?

Nobody knows.

The Romans were not averse to crucifying political opponents and criminals. Thousands of people were crucified every year throughout the Roman Empire. When the slave revolt of Spartacus was quashed in 73 BCE, at least 6,000 captured slaves were crucified in a line stretching from the southern reaches of Italy near Capua, all along the Via Appia, and possibly into the suburbs of Rome itself.

Execution on an industrial scale in a pre-industrial world.

Crucifixion was part and parcel of Roman entertainment.During intermission at the Flavian Amphitheatre in Rome – now known as the Colosseum – criminals were hoisted aloft on crosses or stakes, doused in pitch, and set alight to amuse the crowds. While feasting on Roman delicacies sold by licensed spruikers, the citizens of the ancient metropolis watched as criminals writhed and screamed as they were immolated on a cross.

Death on such a scale was not produced on an ad hoc basis. Established procedures dating back to the Achaemenid Empire and even the ancient Assyrians were used to ensure the smooth execution of countless thousands of individuals.

While the names of the ancient executioners who nailed Jesus to the cross remain unknown, we do know that they followed strict protocols. Within the Roman legions, specially selected teams of men entrusted with carrying out crucifixions had clearly defined roles.

While everyone had a specific job within the crucifixion team, they all knew that their task had two aims: to advertise the dreadful majesty of Rome and to inflict the maximum pain possible on the victims. The word crucifixion has its roots in the Latin term cruciabilis – meaning racking and agonising. The executioners were expected to make the torturous death, usually reserved for lowborn criminals and slaves, as painful and prolonged as possible.

Each crucifixion team was usually headed by an optio, roughly equivalent to a non-commissioned officer. It was his responsibility to source materials such as wood, nails, and mallets and ensure that his team, the quaternion, knew their duties.

The four men would first collect the prisoner from the local lockup. Amid much whipping and shouting, the condemned man was escorted to the scourging post in a local square. This solid wooden or stone structure had a brass ring attached, to which the victim was tied after his tunic had been stripped off and his arms pinned together. One of the quaternions was then tasked with thrashing the victim with a flagellum. This nasty piece of equipment had three leather thongs attached, and to add extra pain, plumbatae (flat lead weights) could be attached, or broken oyster shells could be inserted into the leather and used to flay the skin from the prisoner’s back and arms.

During this phase of the warmup – the verberatio – two men would take turns whipping the victim with downward strokes, while the exactor mortis (driver of death) would keep a count of the lashes dealt.

Then it was on to the main event. One of the team would select a crosspiece and drop it on the untied slave’s back. With much theatre, the poor wretch would be cajoled and harassed to the place of his death with extra lashes to keep him going. Once at the designated spot, he was laid upon the cross beam, and six-inch nails were hammered into the prisoner’s wrists. Then the entire team would lift the upright – the staticulum – before placing the cross beam atop it. The ankles were then nailed to the upright, and the job was done.

There were variations. Sometimes a small seat was hammered onto the staticulum to enable the victim to sit up and live longer. Other times, the leg bones were broken, ensuring that a quicker death would eventuate. With such industrial-scale executions, there were other methods to break the monotony for the quaternion. Some prisoners would be forced to face the staticulum, with the nails hammered into the back of their hands and wrists; others would be fastened upside down. Some reports mention individuals having their ankles nailed onto their wrists, resulting in a range of excruciating contortions. Some were kept alive with water or food, while others were dispatched with a spear thrust if the hard-working team deemed it time to finish the job.
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A variation on crucifixion methodology using a single upright.

The suffering of the condemned could be said to continue well after their death. Unless they had a sympathetic supporter to pay a hefty bribe to the Roman troopers to recover the intact body, the corpses were left to rot, a putrid reminder of Roman justice and food for the crows.

The Romans were not unique. Throughout history and into the present, the roles of executioners and the procedures they have employed have always followed protocols.

Corporal and capital punishments are as old as humanity itself.

Hunter-gatherer societies dealt with transgressions through violence. Examples may be found within the culture of the Australian Aboriginals. Any man or woman who broke tribal laws suffered a range of punishments. These ranged from having their hair burned or flesh pierced by a spear, to a death sentence, where several warriors hurled spears and nulla-nullas (wooden clubs) at the transgressor. As in many societies, executed lawbreakers were denied traditional burials, condemning their shade to an eternity of suffering.

The earliest known civilisations in Mesopotamia enforced rigid behavioural expectations using violence and force. Hammurabi’s code, dating to approximately 1800 BCE, lists a catalogue of punishments ranging from maiming to death. Law 197 states: ‘He who breaks a man’s bone will have his own bone broken.’

Law 282 addressed rebellious slaves. If they questioned the authority of their master, their eye would be put out. Law 196 declares: ‘If a man puts out the eye of another man, his eye shall be put out.’

The death penalty was imposed on thieves, slave abductors, and even those who bore false testimony.

This legal code would have been enforced by men whose names have not survived the millennia – appointed by the priest-ruler class to carry out its punishments.

This Babylonian legal code used violence and executions to punish domestic lawbreakers. The Assyrian Empire used the threat of violent execution to suppress political dissent. The population of entire towns would be executed if they resisted the Assyrians. Decapitated heads were collected and impaled on huge stakes before being erected on city walls. These individuals got off lightly. Others were flayed alive, in their thousands, and their hides used to decorate the town’s approaches.

The Romans also executed their political enemies. Taking the process one step further, Christians throughout the Empire faced horrific deaths in the arena if they questioned the emperor’s divinity.

These civilisations set the pattern for execution in the modern age. Capital punishment was inflicted not only for breaking societal norms and committing crimes, but also to suppress dissent and reinforce the political supremacy of ruling groups and to quash religious dissent.

The executioners in this book all played their part in one or more of these functions.

Frantz Schmidt ruled as chief executioner in the Renaissance city-state of Nuremberg for several decades. He was the very public face of law and order. During this period, Schmidt and his ilk had to fulfil stringent criteria when carrying out public displays of corporal and capital punishment. The Magistrates or councillors were responsible for determining guilt and prescribing, in exact detail, how they should be punished. How many fingers should be lopped off? How long should they suffer while being turned to jelly, strapped to a wheel?

The guillotine replaced the axe and sword in revolutionary France. The Sanson dynasty became the first executioners in modern history to move from enforcing criminal law to carrying out the widespread murder of enemies of the revolutionary regime during The Terror, which saw thousands of innocent individuals decapitated across France. The Deibler dynasty of headsmen brought about a return to law and order. They were only required to guillotine the worst criminals in French society.

Johann Reichhart began his career executing small numbers of criminals in the German state of Bavaria. Under the Nazis, he was engaged in wholesale slaughter and would guillotine up to 30 individuals in a day.

Hanging became an English specialty under practitioners such as Marwood and Berry. The Pierrepoints emerged as the most efficient hangmen, able to dispatch British criminals in a matter of minutes.

American hangman John C. Woods refused to emulate the techniques developed by his English compatriots and was known for botching the hangings of American servicemen and Nazis alike.

Sing Sing Prison’s ‘Electrician,’ Robert Elliot, was known for the clinical efficiency with which he used ‘Old Sparky’ to execute the worst criminals in New York.

Asian countries use modern methods to carry out executions. However, Chavoret Jaruboon found himself firing bursts of 9mm submachine gun fire into Thais who were considered ‘unreliable’ by the ruling regime.

Anyone who questions the legitimacy of Communist rule in China is likely to find themselves hitched to a gurney inside a lethal injection van.

This book gives a ringside seat to the lives of some of the most famous and infamous of history’s greatest executioners.


CHAPTER 1

MEISTER FRANTZ SCHMIDT – THE HAPPY HEADSMAN


Dates: Born 1554, Franconia, Germany. Died 1634, Nuremberg

Method of Execution: Sword, rope, wheel

Primary Location: Nuremberg, Raven Stone

Years of Service: 1573–1618

Estimated number of executions: More than 350


Tucked away in the delightful centre of old Nuremberg is a charming café. On summer days, the café and its riverside terrace fill with hungry locals and tourists scoffing down local delicacies such as the delicately seasoned Nürnberger Rostbratwurst, served with a bread roll, good German mustard, and a stein of local beer. Adding to the picturesque scene is a small bridge over the Pegnitz River, topped by a quaint cottage with slate tiles. A truly delightful sight.

But inside the house, adorning the wood panelling and fine plasterwork, are pictures of Meister Frantz Schmidt going about his work. Although quite naive in style, there is nothing innocent about the subject matter. Schmidt painted himself wielding a razor-sharp sword as he beheads men and women of all shapes and sizes. In other images, he whips a gaggle of topless women as they flee from town after being convicted of some minor crime. He is shown with a large fork in his hand, tearing strips of flesh from some poor soul as they are led to the town’s scaffold before their execution. In one scene, Meister Franz gazes down on a vagabond spread-eagled and staked to the ground as he raises a steel-rimmed cartwheel – used to smash every bone in the prostrate criminal’s limbs during the brutal punishment known as ‘breaking on the wheel.’

This is the traditional house – the Henkerhaus – of Nuremberg’s official executioner, where Franz and his family lived during his appointment from 1578 to 1618. The house on the river represents the township’s attitude to their official killer – necessary and respected yet shunned and removed from society by the flowing waters of the Pegnitz, as if the river itself could purge and wash away the unpleasantness of his station.

Several kilometres away, just beyond some old medieval ramparts along the main road out of town, lies the regional train terminus. In Frantz’s day, this was the location of the Nuremberg gallows – Raven Stone. They could have been called ‘Raven Buffet’ – a year-round all-you-can-eat buffet of rotting and decomposing human body parts. At the gallows, Frantz would ply his trade of hanging convicted criminals. As a warning to all who approached town, the corpses would be left to hang from their noose and rot. As the bodies decomposed and the limbs fell off, they were thrown into the noisome charnel pit between the walls.

While in some countries, it was usual to cut down a hanged cadaver, in Nuremberg, they were left as a grisly reminder to potential wrongdoers not to break the law. Strict laws were enforced to ensure no one climbed up the towering construction to steal the clothes of the deceased.

In Hamburg, body parts decorated both the Raven Stone, an elevated platform upon which beheadings or breaking on the wheel took place, and the four-sided gallows. The bodies would often be left on the scaffold until they decomposed and collapsed or dropped to the ground. The Nuremberg gallows was made up of four elevated crossbeams erected upon a four-sided brick and stone structure with a charnel pit in the middle. Once the rotted bodies had dropped to the ground, the executioner or his assistants would shovel the remains into the pit. Stakes surrounded the area, upon which heads and assorted body parts were stuck. Wheels were balanced upon poles, and broken, dismembered corpses were stitched between the spokes, providing food for the flocks of ravens that gave the location its name.

The presence of these rotting cadavers led to other crimes. Nuremberg’s desecrated the corpses, cutting off body parts, taking souvenirs, and stealing clothes. Georg Stolen had been hanging for eight days, and Hans Schnabel for fourteen, before some wrongdoer cut them down and made off with their clothes. Presumably, whoever stole the pants and vest knew of a good laundry. Stolen’s torso remained hanging after the legs had been removed, causing such a stir of disgust that it was cut down early and thrown into the pit. Leinhard Bardtmann’s corpse had been hanging for three days before somebody cut away his body to get the clothes, leaving the head suspended from the noose. Obviously, he was not wearing a hat!

One well-endowed victim was stripped of all his clothing except for his stockings. This caused a stream of ladies of the town to come and view the corpse. As a result, the authorities provided some trousers to cover him up. Plundering the corpse of Hans Ramsperger, executed in 1588, would have been more problematic. Decapitated with the sword, his body was quartered before each section was nailed to a corner of the scaffold, and his head was stuck on a pole in front of it. Whoever recovered any clothes would have had to be a dab hand with the needle.

February 1584 would have produced a particularly gruesome sight. Five teenage boys, aged 11 to 18, and two teenage girls were hanged and left to rot.

It was considered bad luck to have to work on the construction of the gallows – or even to touch them. A curse that would last a lifetime and infect your descendants. In Nuremberg, when the council had to replace the gallows, all the tradesmen in the city were drafted to build them, spreading the bad luck among as many as possible to minimise its impact. It became a festive occasion: 336 masons and carpenters, alongside clerics and nobles, formed a procession around the site with much music and festivity. After erecting the new structure, they all enjoyed a feast supplied by the city treasury.

Closer to the Henkerhaus, a short walk away, is the Nuremberg town hall. Upon entering the impressive building, you see fine stonework and wood panelling that attest to the wealth of this once independent city and the aspirations of the wealthy burghers who ruled it. Tucked away beside the main entrance is a small doorway leading to a dank stairwell. Here lies the other location where Meister Frantz Schmidt plied his trade – the dungeons and torture chamber. Carved into the rocky ground is a long corridor entirely deprived of natural light. Several low-slung doors open into cramped dungeons outfitted with low wooden platforms and shackles embedded into the stone walls. Some dungeons have leg stocks. Prisoners of war were kept here to waste away, forgotten by the authorities.

Moving along the corridor, a larger door to the left leads into the torture chamber. Unlike the cells, this room has a high ceiling, and, almost concealed in the dark, is a hole leading up to the Nuremberg council chambers. This allowed the town’s rulers to lead the interrogation of criminals and subversives. The prisoners were questioned while Schmidt used a fearsome array of devices to elicit confessions. Steps led down to the chamber floor, which housed various torturous devices. A rack, complete with a sharp studded roller to lacerate the lower back, stands near a spiked chair, complete with a brazier used to burn feet down to the bone. Hanging from the high ceiling is the pulley arrangement of a strappado – a hellish device allowing the inmate to be hauled up by his wrists, which are strapped behind his back, and dropped repeatedly. Along the walls, an array of fearsome devices was displayed – thumbscrews, pincers, candles, hooks, iron forks and whips. As all good torturers know, most prisoners cave in and give the ‘correct’ answer as soon as they see the diabolical devices designed to cause the maximum amount of pain.

Unlike chambers run by the Spanish Inquisition, there is no table, parchment and quill here to record confessions; that duty is carried out upstairs in the council chamber. Schmidt also knows that torture devices should not incapacitate the subject too severely – any condemned person must remain able to attend their public execution in at least some degree of health.

Meister Frantz Schmidt is the public face of justice in Nuremberg. He and his assistants are responsible for dispensing a range of punishments, ranging from humiliation to death, in public shows of force that reinforce the laws of the city.

How did he fall into this role? Most Renaissance executioners came from long-established dynasties; Schmidt’s family was a relatively new entrant to the profession. They stumbled into the profession at a fortunate time – new ordinances triggered an unprecedented wave of torture and executions throughout the lands of the Holy Roman Empire – rich pickings and good pay for those ‘fortunate’ enough to be appointed Nachrichter (after judge) or Scharfrichter (sword judge).

INITIATION

That is not to say that many desired to become professional executioners. The public viewed practitioners as the lowest of the low, along with butchers, carters, prostitutes and Jews. During medieval times, drunkards and outcasts would be chosen to carry out executions on a casual basis, leading to frequent, horrific, and botched killings. The hangman was often the subject of mob violence and usually wore elaborate costumes to conceal their identity. These included leather masks and even cane baskets worn under capes to disguise the executioner’s size and shape.

Forced to sit outside of church, shunned in the streets, refused service and confronted with a myriad of daily humiliations, the life of an executioner was an unpleasant one. An entire family would be stigmatised, and daughters and sons would remain unwed unless they managed to marry into another family associated with the business. Superstitions abounded, and even a touch of an executioner’s hand was reputed to lead to calamitous misfortune. They were also legal outcasts – unable to join guilds or hold citizenship, the families were often lodged outside the city walls or even among the local leper colony.

Heinrich Schmidt, Frantz’s father, was none too pleased when the local despot invoked an ancient custom and ordered him, a respectable burgher of the town of Hof, to execute three local gunsmiths accused of treason. With no full-time practitioner available, Heinrich found himself in the wrong place at the wrong time, compelled to carry out the bloody task. This occurred in October 1553, marking the Schmidt family’s reluctant new profession. The respectable woodsman and fowler protested to the Margrave that this would taint his entire family for generations. Albrecht Alcibiades of Brandenburg was unwavering. If Heinrich refused, he and two other bystanders would be strung up and hanged instead!

Frantz was born into a dynasty of killers several months after his father embarked on his new career.

It was not an entirely bad situation. Heinrich soon became proficient in his new job and, despite being invisible to his former friends and associates, began to earn a decent living carrying out his grisly trade. Things improved even more when he was appointed the headsman of the Principality of Bamberg in 1572. In this wealthy and populous town, Heinrich, along with his 18-year-old son, was lodged in a spacious house rent-free and provided with a secure and generous stipend.

Bamberg was a cosmopolitan town known for its specialty of smoked beer. Schmidt managed a degree of acceptance and was even welcome in certain pubs, although a three-legged stool, reminiscent of the gallows, was provided for his sole use.

Condemned to his new role, Heinrich had no choice but to bring up young Frantz to follow in his footsteps. Most youths from the age of 12 were sent to other households as apprentices in the ‘honourable’ manufacturing professions. Franz could not follow this path and so became his father’s apprentice.

Like all apprentices, he had to begin with the lowly tasks associated with his new career. He was responsible for gathering the ropes and ladders required for hangings, sharpening of blades, cleaning bloody torture equipment and finding food and drink for the execution team. The burning of suicides and disposal of corpses would have given the young man hands-on experience in the handling of cadavers.

No doubt he took part in some executions. The sword was reserved for those of high birth, while the lower classes were sentenced to death by slow strangulation with a ‘short drop.’ Unlike our modern perceptions of hanging, the condemned were not led onto a trap door gallows and given a long drop, resulting in almost instantaneous death. Instead, they were hung from scaffolds up to 20 feet high. A rope was placed around their neck, and they were forced to ascend a ladder while the hangman climbed up his own ladder beside them. Gallows boys, perched on top of the gallows, secured the rope and helped the hangman by pulling the condemned man up the ladder like a landed fish. The rope was then tied off, and the victim was ‘turned off ’ their ladder to suffer slow and painful strangulation, gasping and jerking like a stunned fish on a pier.

As his training continued, Frantz would have taken on a more active role as an assistant. He would have learnt the art of torture and determined which devices resulted in the best outcomes. The art of subduing and shackling prisoners would have been an important skill. Arcane punishments were still practised throughout the empire. Women convicted of infanticide would be confined in a sack and thrown into a river to drown. It was the executioner’s job to build a small temporary platform to toss the victim from. Heinrich often had jobs beyond Bamberg, and Franz would have to assist in liaising with local authorities in building gallows and finding accommodation for the team.

Years on the road assisting his father would have taught Frantz many of the intangibles of his craft. How should various types of criminals be approached? What limits did the human body have to endure pain? What measures were needed to ensure executions went off smoothly but still demonstrated to the public the full majesty and import of the law? He would also have met other practitioners with outlandish nicknames such as ‘Slicer’ or ‘Crusher’, and he no doubt swapped professional tips and talked using the specialised language of the profession.

Heinrich kept a close eye on his son and protégé, and there would have been a day when he proudly announced that Frantz could begin training for the ultimate skill of his profession – execution by the sword.

Renaissance Germans had a particular fascination with swords. Landsknecht mercenaries went to war, wielding huge two-handed swords – often taller than the average man – using them to hew a path through opposing pikemen. These elite swordsmen were typically heavily armoured and regarded as the elite of the military bands that roamed Europe at the time.
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Meister Schmidt carrying out his duties in Nuremberg. It took years of training to become proficient with a sword.



Executioner swords were similarly treasured. Razor-sharp and up to five feet long, they are easily recognised by their curved tip – an instrument designed for slicing and dicing rather than stabbing. Many were inscribed with psalms or even illustrations of a luckless soul being beheaded. Most importantly, they were a status symbol, perhaps lifting the executioner’s fraternity out of their social purgatory – since only elevated groups within society could freely bear swords in public.

The swords were finely balanced instruments, not like the coarse weight of a headsman’s axe. They were designed to be swung around overhead, and once the desired velocity had been attained, they were swung in a decisive blow to sever the head from the neck instantaneously. Any practitioner who regularly botched the process would be cashiered or lynched.

And so, Frantz began his practice under his father’s watchful eye. The young headsman began by beheading vegetables. Bunches of rhubarb were particularly reminiscent of a human neck. Passive livestock such as pigs and sheep were next on the list. Finally, he graduated to stray dogs caught by the local pest controller. Active and vocal, these animals are most closely aligned with the experience of beheading humans.

Once proficiency had been attained in these skills, Frantz was ready to graduate. On 5 June 1573, he and his father went to a small village to execute a local thief. Frantz was solely responsible for the shackling of the prisoner, the completion of the legal formalities and the subsequent hanging of Leinhardt Russ. The whole process went off smoothly. His proud father stepped up to his son, gave him three hearty slaps, and declared that Frantz Schmidt had graduated to the profession and could now be acknowledged as a Master. Soon, he was issued his notarised certificate and was free to seek employment as an executioner throughout the domains of the Holy Roman Empire.

This was not all good news. Derogatory terms abounded for executioners in Germany: Whoreson of a Hangman, Shortener, Bogeyman, Blood-Judge, Bad Man, Thief Hanger, Hans Heads-off, Chopper, Racker, Snip Johnny, Master Ouch, Master Fix and Butcher were all used to abuse the local executioner.

MASTER FRANTZ

Frantz proudly recounted this ascension to ‘Meister’ in a journal that he began writing and illustrating five years later. Thanks to this unique work – a detailed diary of his many jobs as Nuremberg’s chief executioner – we get a detailed understanding of the career of professional executioners in Renaissance Europe.

It was a time when the legal profession was gaining power, and the role of executioners was viewed more favourably by society. This shift paved the way for a long and lucrative career for the young headsman; something previous practitioners could only have dreamed of.

Fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Germany was a chaotic hotchpotch of independent city-states, imperial possessions and rival robber aristocrats. Lawlessness and military conflict were widespread. To stabilise society, cities gained the legal right to try capital cases and issued a plethora of new laws aimed at codifying the criminal justice. Under the new legal frameworks, more activities became illegal, and to cope with the subsequent increase in crime, many municipalities realised the need for full-time law enforcement officers. These included interrogators, street patrols and executioners.

In 1532, the Criminalas Code of Carolina (Criminal Constitution) was issued by Emperor Charles V. It aimed to standardise legal practices for trials, establish rules of evidence and a graded scale of punishments for wrongdoers. More importantly for Schmidt and his ilk, the Constitution suggested a fee structure for those who carried out the punishments and gave legal protection for all duties performed by a hangman.

It also decreed that those who botched executions should be immediately given the boot!

What’s more, religious luminaries such as Martin Luther gave his blessing to ‘Meister Hans’, the executioner archetype, while John Calvin called them ‘God’s instruments.’

If Frantz wanted to obtain one of the cushy new positions, he would have to prove himself adept at the art of execution and establish that he was a reputable individual.

The young man embarked upon his next phase of his career – a wandering journeyman. Using the contacts garnered through his father, he began touring the countryside, killing and torturing on a casual basis.

One of the best-paid jobs was to perform an execution on the wheel, and the young man was fortunate enough to get three of these jobs in his first year as a journeyman. This was a punishment reserved for the worst of the worst, and Klaus Renckhart from Veilsdorf certainly fit this bill. Already possessed of a long line of crimes, Renckhart had shocked the inhabitants of Greiz when, in 1574, he and an accomplice had attacked a miller’s house, shot the miller, raped the women of the household and then, adding insult to injury, insisted that they fry some eggs for a meal. The criminals used the dead man’s belly as a plate upon which to enjoy their repast.

The outraged worthies of the small town ordered the cruel criminal to a long and painful death.

Following these instructions, Frantz hauled Renckhart onto a wagon equipped with a smoking forge. Unlike women, men were always shackled on the way to the gallows. As the cart trundled from Greiz town hall, a large pincer was extracted from Frantz’s torturous toolbox and following orders from the sentencing judges, he used it to gouge gobbets of flesh from the murderer’s torso and arms. Frantz’s long apprenticeship would have come in handy as he had to put on a show, causing maximum pain, but causing his subject to lose consciousness or die as he gouged out bloody tissue and skin.

These were not little pinches. Four were seen as the maximum that could be taken, as five or more were devastating enough to kill the subject.

Next came the main event. Renckhart was stripped and staked spread-eagled to the ground. Stout slats of wood were placed under each limb. Frantz then took a steel-rimmed wagon wheel built for the purpose and proceeded to slam it down onto the taught limbs. We do not know how many times Schmidt broke limb bones or pulverised the criminal’s ankle, knee or elbow joints, but no doubt he extracted the maximum suffering to satisfy his audience. Given the nature of the crime, the executioner would have saved the Schlag der Gnade (blow of mercy) until the end. The killing blow was usually aimed at the neck or heart.

The corpse was then hoisted onto a cartwheel suspended on a pole to serve as an example to the surrounding communities. There were many variations of disposing of the body. Some wheels were fitted with a blade along one edge. This allowed the executioner to chop up the corpse into many pieces before hoisting the bloody cadaver parts onto the wheel. Some judgements determined the number of parts the body should be chopped into – the more victims, the more body parts. Rather than being staked to the ground, some victims were tied to a large wheel. The limbs were then broken with an iron bar, smashing between the spokes. The pliable limbs were then woven through the spokes, creating a macrame patchwork of torn flesh and guts for all to see and relish.

To perform these feats, Frantz would have needed assistants – whether they were permanent employees or local hires, we do not know.
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A Renaissance executioner goes about his work. The public display of corpses was a crucial part of Schmidt’s role.



For the next five years, Frantz operated as a journeyman executioner – picking up what contracts he could and looking to establish himself as an upstanding citizen. He made sure that he didn’t associate with wandering rogues and avoided alcohol and gambling. He recorded twenty-nine executions in approximately thirteen towns that lacked the budget to employ a full-time executioner but occasionally needed someone tortured, hanged or beheaded.


Role of Assistants

A good headsman – Sharfrichter – Mate of Death – needed good assistants. The chief executioner’s top man was often known as Der Löwe – The Lion. These fellows often had to do the brute work that their boss dished out. It was their job to subdue recalcitrant crooks, beat them into submission if needed and help haul them to the place of death. A loud voice and a brutal demeanour were crucial for this role. As the Sharfrichter was a representative of the state, he had to maintain some dignity wherever possible.

The Lions had some horrific jobs. Should an execution go wrong, they might have to hold the victim’s neck straight by holding onto their hair or even grabbing their ears – not an easy prospect when a razor-sharp sword is whistling past. In some areas within modern-day Switzerland and Germany, infanticide was punishable by drowning in a bag. Der Löwe would have to force the young woman underwater with the help of a long pole. The Lion’s working week was filled with tasks such as disposing of executed corpses (once the saleable bits and pieces had been cut off), patrolling for drunkards, cremating suicides and cutting rotted corpses out of gibbets or off scaffolds. Fortunately, many of these top assistants had contracts that allowed them to live with their boss’s family. This guaranteed a good standard of living.



HANGMAN

Most of his executions during his time as a wandering killer for hire were performed with a short rope hanging from a scaffold. The condemned prisoners were ‘turned off ’ rather than given the long drop that William Marwood would later develop.

Schmidt became a master at hanging and, unlike many other German practitioners, did not delegate this job to his assistants even when he was the official hangman at Nuremberg. He hung a total of 172 people during his career. In contrast to the Tyburn gallows, which dropped the condemned off horse-drawn tumbrils, Meister Franz employed the double ladder. Leaning them against a scaffold, it was his job to get the condemned to ascend one of the ladders of their own free will before placing their head in the noose and then turning them off with a minimum of fuss.

If he encountered resistance, the noose could be placed around the prisoner’s neck and then used to haul them up the ladder to the desired height. His assistants would perch upon the gallows and help yank them up. It is possible that in some scenarios, a pulley was erected to get them up. Many were reluctant to be executed this way as it was seen as shameful to choke in front of one’s peers before being eaten as carrion by ravens. Long ropes that would snap the neck and bring instant unconsciousness were not used in these executions, nor were hoods that would cover facial contortions as the victim choked. Instead, hands were shackled behind their backs and the noose placed directly below the beam, leading to a prolonged and agonising asphyxiation.

While the sword was initially only reserved for those of noble birth, it became more usual during Schmidt’s career for the merciful ‘capping’ to be granted to all classes. Hanging was reserved for the more heinous crimes. One man was so ecstatic to be granted a beheading rather than a hanging that he returned thanks for the merciful sentence. On his way out, he sang almost continuously, moving even the executioner – and many of those watching – to pity.

During his career, he hanged twenty-three thieves under the age of eighteen, including one who was only thirteen years of age. Most of these executions occurred when he was serving in Nuremberg, where the authorities had gone to great lengths to discipline these children and avoid sending them to the noose. The young offenders had previously been sentenced to the stocks, flogged, banished and forced to serve in chain gangs. Some even had their ears cut off.

In one case, a group of young repeat offenders were made to climb the ladder with their crime boss, only to receive a pardon at the last moment while the ringleader was hanged. The warning, however, went unheeded. Eventually, the magistrates gave up on lenience, concluding that ‘such warnings and mild treatment had been received with disdain’ and ‘no improvement is to be hoped for.’

A RESPECTED MAN

After many years wandering the roads of Franconia demonstrating his competency at decapitating, torturing, hanging, gouging, chopping, snipping, cutting, burning and smashing, all the while remaining a sober and upright young man, Meister Franz Schmidt finally secured his dream position: chief headsman in the wealthy and powerful independent city of Nuremberg.

In April 1578, Franz Schmidt was finally given the prestigious appointment, but it had taken years of manoeuvring to get there. Ever since 1563, his father, Heinrich Schmidt, had been angling for this plum position, only to receive numerous knockbacks. The Schmidts got a break in 1566 when Franz’s brother-in-law was appointed to the position. Leinhardt Lippert was a bit of a dodgy character, and likely, Kunigunda Schmidt wasn’t his only wife. He was not much of an executioner either.

In late 1569, he botched three consecutive beheadings. Physical and mental issues seemed to mount up for Leinhardt, and the Nuremberg councillors were none too pleased when he sought to have his assistants take over the high-profile executions. They denied his request and insisted that since they were paying Leinhardt a healthy wage, he’d better earn it.

The Schmidts’ machinations bore fruit in 1577. Heinrich recognised that he would not be given the coveted position, but he hoped that the apple of his eye, his perfect son Frantz, would land the contract complete with an excellent salary and plentiful fringe benefits, including the free accommodation atop the Pegnitz river. Heinrich invited his son-in-law to visit Bamberg in January 1577. Leinhardt accepted the invitation and took off without council approval for a two-week break. No doubt Kunigunda helped convince him of the wisdom of this decision.

The council had a problem: their hired executioner had vanished, and thief Hans Weber was stewing in the dungeons under the town hall, awaiting his appointment with the gallows. Fortunately, Frantz Schmidt was on hand to take up the legal burden, and he stepped in to carry out the sentence. Over the following sixteen months, he dispatched many more criminals under the watchful eye of the town council. He performed these duties so well that on 25 April 1578, Meister Frantz was finally given the coveted position that he and his father had been aiming for. The Schmidts were finally legitimate players in German society. Frantz was able to visit Bamburg, and the Schmidts must have had a good old-fashioned German knee-up in celebration. Maybe Frantz himself was tempted to have a little snifter of schnapps.

Not so good for poor old Lippert. Twelve years of service didn’t qualify for a pension or a housing allowance. Turfed out of the Henkerhaus, he died a month later.

Meister Frantz Schmidt was not solely responsible for enforcing justice in Nuremberg. While horrific and bloody executions were the public face of law enforcement, a lot went on behind the scenes as Renaissance justice took its course. Once made official Headsman of Nuremberg, much of his work took place in ‘The Chapel’ – the torture chamber buried deep in the bowels of Nuremberg town hall. If reliable witnesses could not supply proof of a wrongdoer’s offence, it was up to Frantz and his associates to extract a confession through torture. ‘Pain reveals truth’ was one of the legal mottoes of the day. Eager to ensure that justice was done, the town’s jurors were connected to the torture chamber by a duct running from the legal chamber. This allowed them to question the accused and hear their responses without witnessing the torturous acts or getting their hands bloodied.

Clerics used a similar method during the Spanish Inquisition: by directing the torture rather than carrying it out, the inquisitors could claim they did not break their priestly vows or sullying their souls.

Upon a small ledge surrounding ‘the chapel’ and strung up along the walls were a horrific array of torture devices. When the prisoners were first brought into the chamber, Frantz would no doubt point at some of the devices and detail their function and perhaps reminisce about previous cases that he had ‘cracked’ when using them. For good effect, there was probably a brazier filled with hot coals with some forks, pincers or even brands getting white hot and ready to be waved before the terrified eyes of their subject.

If these psychological assaults weren’t enough, Schmidt could escalate to a range of violent methods. Every torture chamber in Europe seemed to stockpile harmless-looking candles – harmless that is, unless molten wax is dripping on sensitive places like your underarms, groin or tongue. For the toughest cases, Molten lead could be applied, a method that often causes permanent damage. Splinters of wood and needles were forced under fingernails and toenails, adding to the agony.

Screw devices were limited only by the torturer’s imagination. Everybody, me included, has experienced the piercing agony when a thumb or finger is accidentally slammed in a car or cupboard door. Thumb screws could produce the same searing pain, but for hours on end. A devilish invention used by the Germans was a thumb screw with a needle inserted onto the clamp, which allowed it to pierce the cuticle or nail of the luckless appendage – at the same time, it was being squashed in the iron device. Knee screws and elbow screws could be tightened until these sensitive joints were shattered and split.

Ensuring that no part of the human body was sacrosanct, the ‘blood pear’ was inserted into the mouth or other orifices where the screw device’s sides would expand, cutting off breath and dislocating jaws. Wreaths or crowns came in two forms. One circumvented the cranium and used screw devices to place maximum painful pressure on the brow and temples, while the other type encapsulated the head from top to bottom and exerted pressure on the jaw and crown to smash teeth and splinter jaws. This was another German speciality. Once any of these horrific tension devices were screwed in place, an experienced torturer could cause waves of excruciating pain, amplified by whacking them with metal bars, sending shock waves through the whole body.

Some chambers specialised in ‘The Boots.’ These were bound iron or wooden boots. Once they were strapped onto the feet and lower legs, wedges were hammered between flesh and metal, causing flesh to tear and bones to splinter. It is unlikely that Frantz used these as they would cause permanent damage and incapacitate the felon, preventing a ‘good death.’

Even worse devices were in store for hard cases. ‘The Nuremberg Chapel’ refers to ceiling-mounted rings used to hoist victims during strappado torture – a method still evidenced by such rings in many historical torture chambers today. The victim would have their arms strapped behind their waist and a rope passed under their elbows. They were then hauled up towards the ceiling before being dropped, plummeting towards the floor. Weights could be attached for maximum pain. This procedure was a good choice for executioners, as any damage, such as dislocated limbs, would not cause permanent damage. Racks, either horizontal or vertical, were utilised similarly.

Meister Frantz kept detailed records of his methods. Hardened criminals often required a suite of measures. One fellow required an application of thumbscrews, two sessions with burning iron implements and four applications of the wreath before he cracked – a tough nut indeed.

During his years as an interrogator, Frantz had recourse to the ancient ‘Bier Test’. A young woman accused of strangling her daughter was dragged into a room full of witnesses. She was forced to approach the corpse of her child and touch it. Frantz and the witnesses watched closely to see if the small body began to bleed or move – sure signs of the accused woman’s guilt. Nothing occurred, and the poor woman was merely whipped out of town.

In addition to torture, it was Schmidt’s job to carry out less severe punishments, all of which involved the application of violence. Religious beliefs of the day presumed that God would punish communities that didn’t punish wrongdoers. The punishments had to be violent and public, just to make sure that God knew his wishes were being followed.

Torture museums throughout Europe often display variations of the ‘Violin’ stocks. These two-foot-long wooden devices feature one larger hole for the head and two smaller holes for the wrists. Offenders would be locked in these devilish contraptions for a designated period, and Heaven help them if they got an itchy nose. ‘Scolds Bracks’ were heavy iron cages fitted over the head and locked on with solid padlocks. Most had iron bars designed to force down the tongue and prevent the ‘scold’ from arcing up. Drunks were fitted with a similar device. Made of heavy iron, it would have been torturous to wear, and as it was decorated with a leering, foolish face and a bell that rang with
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