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On June 8, 2010, a federal jury 
convicted former chicago cop, John 
Burge, of perjury and obstruction of 
justice after Burge lied under oath in a 
civil case and insisted he never witnessed 
or participated in the torture of suspects.

Burge was a chicago cop from 1970-
83, and later promoted to detective, 
sergeant, Lieutenant, supervisor of 
detectives, commander of the Bomb 
and arson unit, and finally, commander 
of detectives. under his watch, suspects 
were burned, beaten, and choked until 
they confessed throughout the 1970s 
until the 1990s.

Burge used other tactics to extract 
confessions, included placing bags over 
suspects’ heads, attaching electrodes 
to their genitals, and playing russian 
roulette with a service revolver.

Burge was fired in 1993 after he 
abused a suspect later charged with 
killing a chicago police officer. he 
retired to Florida and was allowed to 
keep his lucrative police pension.

In 2006, cook county special 
prosecutors concluded a four-year 
investigation. They found evidence 
sufficient to prosecute Burge for 
assaulting suspects, but concluded the 
criminal statute of limitations had long 
since passed.

In 2008, however, federal pros-
ecutors found a clever way around the 
limitations period. Burge could not be 
prosecuted for torture, but he could be 
prosecuted for lying about it.

Five of Burge’s victims testified 
against him, plus a police officer who 
worked for Burge, and various doctors 
and nurses. u.s. attorney Patrick 
Fitzgerald launched an investigation 
into torture allegations by more than 
100 victims. he announced his inves-
tigation is ongoing, and others may be 
prosecuted as well.

Other law enforcement agencies 
are following Fitzgerald’s lead. Illinois 
attorney General, Lisa Madigan, says 
her office will investigate the decades-
old torture allegations to determine a 
course of action, including retrials for 
alleged torture victims later convicted 
of crimes based on their coerced 
confessions. 

Prof. John Masur at President 
Obama’s alma mater, the prestigious 
university of chicago Law school, said, 
“There are most likely dozens, maybe 
even a hundred people, still in Illinois 
prisons who were convicted pursuant 
to confessions they say were obtained 
through torture when Burge was still 
head of that police district.”

rob Warden of The center On 
Wrongful convictions identified twenty 
people who remain in Illinois prisons 
based on suspect confessions.

civilized nations do not torture 
suspects to extract confessions for both 
practical and moral reasons. studies
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repeatedly have demonstrated torture 
is unreliable because suspects will give 
false confessions to make the torture 
cease.

Madison hobley, aaron Patterson, 
Leroy Orange and stanley howard, 
all on death row, were pardoned on the 
ground of actual innocence by Gov. 
George ryan who found they had been 
tortured into giving false confessions. 
subsequently, ronald Kitchen, who 
was convicted of murder based upon 
a coerced, false confession overseen by 
Burge, was exonerated after spending 
twenty-one years in prison.

Fitzgerald is to be applauded for 
prosecuting Burge. every single police 
officer who either participated in the 
torture or looked the other way should 
be prosecuted and punished, too. If the 

statute of limitations has run, pros-
ecutors should determine if officers 
ever gave sworn statements denying the 
torture; if so, they should be prosecuted 
for perjury, like Burge.

Burge’s case begs the question where 
were state authorities when allegations 
of police torture first surfaced back 
in the 1970s? Why did it take three 
decades before anyone was willing to go 
after Burge? Where were chicago’s local 
district attorneys or previous Illinois 
attorney Generals? Where was Mayor 
richard M. daley first elected in 1989, 
or his predecessor, eugene sawyer, or 
his predecessors, including the current 
mayor’s father, richard J. daley who 
ruled chicago in the 1970s?

It is impossible to know how many 
suspects were tortured into giving 
confessions and then convicted, and of 
those, how many confessions were false. 

Nor is there any way to determine how 
many guilty might now go free because 
they were abused by chicago police 
under Burge’s command.

To be on the safe side, if a suspect 
was tortured, his confession introduced 
at trial, and convicted, courts will have 
no choice but to overturn those convic-
tions, regardless of the actual guilt or 
innocence of the defendant which will 
be impossible to determine.

 In the aftermath of Burge’s federal 
conviction, Illinois rep. danny davis 
introduced a bill to abrogate the statute 
of limitations for torture. davis said 
Burge’s conviction on perjury and 
obstruction of justice was “simply not 
enough.” his bill was co-sponsored 
by rep. Bobby rush and rep. Jesse 
Jackson, Jr. 

To some extent, Burge’s conviction 
will educate the public that police do 

sometimes coerce confessions, both by 
physical and mental abuse of suspects. 
The practice is wrong for many reasons, 
but most importantly, because it poses 
a substantial threat to innocent people 
who might be put in prison for crimes 
they did not commit.

I should know: my wrongful convic-
tion was secured by a coerced, false 
confession obtained by Peekskill det. 
Thomas McIntyre and former Putnam 
county senior Investigator and poly-
graph examiner, daniel stephens, all 
done under the watchful eye of Peekskill 
Police chief eugene Tumulo.

Jeff Deskovic spent sixteen years in prison 
for a murder and rape he did not commit.  
He writes about wrongful convictions and 
criminal justice issues.
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This begs the questions, “how did 
we forget and who is to blame?”

On the one hand, I blame President 
Obama and his administration. a recent 
department of homeland security 
dossier characterized military veterans 
and Tea Party patriots as potential 
terrorists. yet, the agency banned the 
word “Islam” in official government 
documents discussing america’s real 
terrorist enemies.

recently, Nasa head, charles 
Bolden, admitted to Qatar-based Al 
Jezeera that Mr. Obama instructed him 
“to reach out to the Muslim world and 
engage much more with dominantly 
Muslim nations to help them feel good 
about their historic contribution to 
science and engineering.”

how quaint. Foreign policy is now 
based on I’m Okay, You’re Okay feel-good 
pop psychology. The President thinks 
backward terrorist-sponsoring states 
will shelve their plans to mass murder 
more americans if we acknowledge 
that, after the fall of the roman empire, 
some Muslim states were more enlight-
ened than christian europe which 

languished in the dark ages until the 
renaissance.

On the other hand, I blame the 
majority of americans who swallowed 
the “hope and change” hokum and swept 
this anti-american administration into 
the White house. among them were 
the lefties who, during the last eight 
years, blamed George W. Bush for 9-11 
instead of Muslim radicals who carried 
it out.

These same loud mouths would 
gladly throw the Torah in a toilet and 
claim it is art, but never lampoon the 
prophet Mohammed for fear of back-
lash. These same brave souls proudly 
ridicule Tea Party patriots, but look 
the other way when Islamists burn 
american flags and shout “death to 
america” as they did in 2007 on the 
trendy upper West side.

In 2008, the majority of americans, 
long lampooned by other countries as 
“stupid,” went to the polls and removed 
all doubt. We should be ashamed.

Mr. Limato completed his degree in Film 
Studies at Mercy College and was a talent 
manager.

We Have Forgotten
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