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PART I: ORIGINS OF A KILLER (1945-1972)
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	Birth of a Monster

	 

	 

	 


The story of Arthur John Shawcross begins not with violence, but with the deceptive normalcy of post-war America, a time when the nation was rebuilding, when families were starting anew, and when the horrors of World War II were giving way to the promise of prosperity and peace. It was into this world, on June 6, 1945, that a child was born in Kittery, Maine, who would grow to become one of the most brutal serial killers in American history. The date itself carries a cruel irony, exactly one year after D-Day, when Allied forces stormed the beaches of Normandy to defeat evil, Arthur Shawcross entered the world, a child who would decades later embody a different kind of darkness.

	His parents, Arthur Roy Shawcross Sr. and Elizabeth "Bessie" Yerakes Shawcross, were, by all outward appearances, an ordinary working-class couple navigating the challenges of the immediate post-war years. Arthur Sr. worked as a maintenance man and laborer, moving the family frequently in search of stable employment, a common story for many American families in the late 1940s. Bessie, a domineering woman by most accounts, maintained the household and would eventually give birth to four children, with Arthur being the eldest son. To neighbors and casual observers, the Shawcrosses seemed unremarkable, perhaps struggling financially like so many others, but fundamentally normal.

	Yet within the walls of the Shawcross home, according to Arthur's later claims, a far different reality existed, one of abuse, humiliation, and psychological torture that would allegedly shape the mind of a future killer. The question that haunts researchers, criminologists, and psychologists to this day is a simple but crucial one. How much of what Arthur Shawcross said about his childhood was true, and how much was the self-serving mythology of a manipulative psychopath attempting to excuse the inexcusable?

	The Shawcross Family: Fact and Fiction

	When the Shawcross family moved to Watertown, New York, in the early 1950s, they settled into a working-class neighborhood where Arthur would spend most of his formative years. Watertown, situated in Jefferson County near the eastern shore of Lake Ontario, was a small city built on manufacturing and its proximity to Fort Drum, a major U.S. Army installation. It was the kind of place where everyone knew everyone else's business, where children played in the streets until dark, and where the American Dream seemed within reach for those willing to work hard.

	Arthur Shawcross would later paint a picture of his childhood that was starkingly different from this idyllic small-town setting. In interviews conducted decades later from his prison cell, Shawcross spun elaborate tales of grotesque abuse at the hands of his mother. He claimed that Bessie performed oral sex on him as a young child, that she forced him to perform sexual acts with his sister, and that she psychologically tormented him in ways both subtle and overt. He described his mother as a monster, a sexual predator who warped his developing sexuality and destroyed any chance he had at normalcy.

	These claims, sensational and disturbing, were eagerly reported by media outlets and became a central part of the Shawcross narrative. They fit neatly into popular theories about serial killers, that they are made not born, that childhood trauma creates monsters, that sexual abuse inevitably leads to sexual violence. There was only one problem, virtually none of it could be verified, and much of it was directly contradicted by those who knew the family.

	Bessie Shawcross vehemently denied her son's allegations until her death. Neighbors, teachers, and family friends who knew the Shawcrosses during Arthur's childhood years described Bessie as strict and overbearing, certainly, but not as the sadistic abuser her son portrayed. Arthur's siblings, when questioned, provided no corroboration for his most extreme claims. His sister denied any sexual abuse within the family. The picture that emerges from independent sources is of a domineering, controlling mother who ruled her household with an iron fist, difficult perhaps even emotionally abusive in a way that was unfortunately common in that era but not the monster of Arthur's imagination.

	This disconnect between Shawcross's claims and verifiable reality would become a recurring pattern throughout his life. He was, as investigators would later discover, a pathological liar who seemed incapable of distinguishing truth from fiction, or perhaps simply didn't care to make the distinction. He lied to aggrandize himself, to excuse his behavior, to manipulate those around him, and sometimes, it seemed, simply because he enjoyed it.

	Early Warning Signs: The Behavioral Red Flags

	Whether or not the abuse Arthur Shawcross described actually occurred, there is no doubt that he exhibited deeply troubling behaviors from an early age, behaviors that in retrospect marked him as a child heading toward catastrophe. These behaviors align disturbingly well with what criminologists call the "Macdonald Triad" or "homicidal triad", three behavioral characteristics that, when present together in childhood, are considered predictive of violent behavior in adulthood, bedwetting beyond an appropriate age, fire-setting, and cruelty to animals.

	Arthur Shawcross checked every box.

	According to multiple sources, including Shawcross himself, he suffered from persistent enuresis, bedwetting well into his adolescent years. While bedwetting alone is not uncommon and can have numerous innocent causes, when combined with other factors, it becomes part of a more troubling pattern. The shame and humiliation associated with this condition, particularly for a boy trying to establish his identity and masculinity in the rough-and-tumble environment of 1950s Watertown, may have contributed to deep-seated feelings of inadequacy and rage.

	The fire-setting was more overtly dangerous. Multiple accounts suggest that young Arthur had a fascination with fire that went beyond normal childhood curiosity. He reportedly set small fires in the neighborhood, behavior that brought him to the attention of local authorities on at least one occasion. Fire-setting in children is often associated with feelings of powerlessness, the fire gives the child a sense of control and power, allows them to create chaos and destruction, and provides a visceral thrill that becomes psychologically addictive. For Arthur Shawcross, fire may have been his first taste of the godlike power of destruction.

	But it was his treatment of animals that provided the clearest and most chilling preview of what was to come. Shawcross admitted to torturing and killing animals as a child, and these were not the thoughtless cruelties of an ignorant child who doesn't understand that animals feel pain. According to his own accounts, he derived pleasure from the suffering of animals. He would trap small creatures and subject them to prolonged torment before killing them. This wasn't curiosity or even casual cruelty, it was sadism pure and simple.

	The progression from torturing animals to harming humans is well-documented in the annals of criminal psychology. Animals provide a safe target for children who harbor violent fantasies but aren't yet ready to attack humans. They allow the developing psychopath to practice, to experiment, to learn what brings pleasure and satisfaction. They desensitize the young killer to suffering and death. In Arthur Shawcross's case, the neighborhood pets were his training ground, his laboratory where he learned the fundamentals of predation.

	School Years: Isolation and Inadequacy

	Arthur Shawcross's academic career was, by all accounts, undistinguished. He struggled in school, not due to any severe intellectual disability, but rather due to what seems to have been a combination of learning difficulties, poor motivation, and behavioral problems. His IQ was later assessed at various points between 86 and 90, below average but not significantly impaired. He could learn, but he didn't want to, and the structured environment of school held no appeal for him.

	More troubling than his academic struggles was his social isolation. Arthur had difficulty forming meaningful relationships with his peers. He was described by classmates as odd, awkward, and somewhat frightening. He didn't fit in with the other boys, couldn't or wouldn't follow social norms, and seemed to operate on a different wavelength than those around him. This social isolation is a common theme in the backgrounds of serial killers, the sense of being fundamentally different, of being an outsider looking in at a world they can never truly join.

	Some accounts suggest that Arthur was bullied during his school years, targeted for his awkwardness, his bedwetting problem (which other children somehow learned about), and his general strangeness. If true, this bullying would have fed into a growing sense of rage and resentment toward society, a feeling that the world was against him and that others deserved to suffer as he suffered. Whether Arthur was truly a victim of bullying or simply a difficult, off-putting child who brought negative attention upon himself is difficult to determine at this distance. The truth likely contains elements of both.

	What is clear is that by his early teenage years, Arthur Shawcross had developed a rich and disturbing fantasy life. He spent hours alone, lost in violent and sexual fantasies that would have horrified anyone who could have peered into his mind. These fantasies became his refuge from a world where he felt inadequate and rejected. In his imagination, he was powerful, dominant, in control. In his fantasies, he could do things to people, especially women that society said were wrong, and no one could stop him.

	Emerging Sexuality and Early Deviance

	As Arthur entered puberty, his already troubled psychology took on a distinctly sexual dimension. His emerging sexuality was, from the beginning, intertwined with violence, control, and deviance in ways that marked him as fundamentally different from his peers going through the same biological changes.

	Multiple sources, including Shawcross himself, indicate that his sexual experiences began at an unusually young age. He claimed to have had his first sexual experience at age nine with a girl his own age, followed by numerous other encounters throughout his early teenage years. Whether these accounts were true or, like so much else about Shawcross, elaborate fabrications, is impossible to verify. What is certain is that by his mid-teens, Shawcross's sexual interests had already taken a dark turn.

	He engaged in voyeurism, peeping through windows at women and girls in various states of undress. This wasn't merely adolescent curiosity, it was compulsive behavior driven by a need to observe without being observed, to violate boundaries and invade privacy. The voyeurism gave him a sense of power and control, the thrill of seeing what he wasn't supposed to see, of taking something from his victims (their privacy, their sense of security) without their knowledge or consent.

	There were also reports, difficult to substantiate but persistent, of inappropriate behavior toward younger children. Some accounts suggest that Arthur engaged in sexual play with children significantly younger than himself, behavior that crossed the line from normal childhood sexual curiosity into predatory conduct. If true, these incidents represented early manifestations of the pedophilic tendencies that would later culminate in the murders of Jack Blake and Karen Ann Hill.

	Perhaps most disturbing were the reports of Arthur's violent sexual fantasies, which he occasionally shared with peers in an apparent attempt to shock or impress them. He talked about raping women, about torturing them, about killing them. Most dismissed these statements as the empty bravado of a troubled teenager trying to seem tough or dangerous. In retrospect, these weren't fantasies he intended to keep locked in his imagination, they were previews of coming attractions, a glimpse into a mind that was rapidly moving from fantasy to planning to action.

	Early Brushes with the Law

	Arthur Shawcross's first documented encounters with law enforcement began in his teenage years, though none of these early incidents hinted at the magnitude of the crimes he would eventually commit. He was arrested for burglary at age sixteen, a relatively common juvenile offense that might have been a turning point if handled differently. Instead, the incident seemed to teach Arthur that he could break rules without facing serious consequences, a lesson that would be reinforced repeatedly throughout his early adult life.

	The pattern that emerged was one of petty criminality interspersed with periods of apparent normalcy. Arthur would steal, get caught, face minimal consequences, and then return to his pattern of offending. He seemed to lack the capacity for genuine remorse or the ability to learn from his mistakes. Each brush with the law, rather than serving as a deterrent, seemed only to refine his criminal skills and increase his contempt for authority.

	His behavior during these years also showed signs of what psychologists call "escalation", the tendency for criminal behavior to become more serious over time. What started as petty theft progressed to burglary, and the violence that had previously been directed solely at animals began to manifest in his treatment of humans. There were reports of fights, of threats, of intimidation tactics that went beyond normal teenage aggression.

	Yet through it all, Arthur managed to maintain a facade of normalcy sufficient to avoid serious intervention. He was troubled, yes, but not so overtly dangerous that authorities felt compelled to take dramatic action. He fell through the cracks of a system that, in the 1950s and early 1960s, lacked both the understanding and the resources to effectively identify and treat potentially dangerous individuals before they harmed others.

	The Question of Evil: Nature vs. Nurture

	The story of Arthur Shawcross's childhood and adolescence raises the eternal question that haunts every examination of serial killers: Are they born or made? Was Arthur Shawcross destined to become a monster from the moment of his birth, his crimes written into his DNA? Or was he created by his environment, by abuse and neglect and the casual cruelties of a society that failed to recognize or address his problems?

	The truth, unsatisfying as it may be, is almost certainly somewhere in between. Modern neuroscience and psychology suggest that serial killers are the product of a complex interaction between genetic predispositions and environmental factors. Some children are born with temperaments, brain structures, and genetic profiles that make them more susceptible to developing antisocial personality disorder, psychopathy, or sadistic tendencies. But these predispositions alone don't create a serial killer, they require environmental triggers, traumatic experiences, or learned behaviors to fully manifest.

	In Arthur Shawcross's case, there may well have been biological factors at play. Later neurological examinations would reveal abnormalities in his brain, though whether these were present from birth or developed over time remains unclear. His apparent inability to feel empathy, his lack of genuine remorse, his superficial charm combined with complete self-centeredness, these are hallmarks of psychopathy that have neurological correlates.

	But biology isn't destiny. Even if Arthur Shawcross was born with a predisposition toward violence and a diminished capacity for empathy, intervention at the right time might have prevented his crimes. If his animal cruelty had been taken seriously and addressed with intensive therapy, if his voyeurism and sexual deviance had been recognized and treated, if his violent fantasies had been identified as warning signs rather than dismissed as teenage bravado, perhaps the trajectory of his life could have been altered.

	Instead, Arthur Shawcross grew up in an environment where his problems were ignored, minimized, or punished without any real attempt at treatment or rehabilitation. He learned that he was fundamentally different from others, that his desires were shameful and had to be hidden, and that the world was a hostile place where only the strong survived. These lessons, combined with whatever biological predispositions he possessed, created the perfect storm, a developing psychopath who would soon begin acting on the violent fantasies that had occupied his mind for years.

	The Calm Before the Storm

	By the time Arthur Shawcross reached his late teens, the components of a serial killer were all in place. The warning signs were there for anyone willing to look, the childhood behavioral problems, the social isolation, the sexual deviance, the violent fantasies, the lack of empathy, the early criminal behavior. He was a bomb waiting to explode, a predator preparing to hunt.

	Yet he remained, for the moment, contained. He had not yet crossed the line into the ultimate taboo, had not yet taken a human life. That final boundary still held, though it was growing thinner and weaker with each passing day. The fantasies that had once been enough to satisfy his dark urges were no longer sufficient. He needed more, more stimulation, more excitement, more power and more control.

	The stage was set. The monster had been born, had been shaped and formed by some combination of nature and nurture that we may never fully understand. Soon, very soon, Arthur Shawcross would step out of the shadows and into the harsh light of reality, bringing with him a trail of death and devastation that would shock a nation and leave scars that would never fully heal.

	But first would come Vietnam, or at least Arthur's version of it, another chapter in the mythology of a man who seemed incapable of distinguishing truth from fiction, and who would use his military service as both an excuse and an explanation for the horrors to come.

	 

	 

	 




Chapter 2

	The Making of a Predator

	 

	 


The transition from troubled adolescent to fully formed predator is rarely a clean or simple process. For Arthur Shawcross, the years between his late teens and his first known murders represent a critical period of development, a time when fantasy began its inexorable slide toward reality, when boundaries eroded, and when the psychological mechanisms that prevent most people from acting on their darkest impulses systematically failed or were deliberately dismantled.

	This chapter examines the crucial years of Arthur Shawcross's transformation, the relationships that both revealed and reinforced his dangerous pathology, and the gradual escalation of behaviors that should have served as unmistakable warnings of the violence to come. It is a study in missed opportunities, ignored red flags, and the terrifying patience of a predator learning his craft.

	The High School Years: A Predator Learns to Hide

	By the time Arthur Shawcross entered Watertown High School in the early 1960s, he had already developed a sophisticated understanding of the need to conceal his true nature. The open displays of cruelty that had characterized his earlier years gave way to a more calculated approach, not because he had reformed or his urges had diminished, but because he had learned that certain behaviors brought unwanted attention and consequences.

	This is a critical point in understanding Shawcross and predators like him. The popular image of psychopaths as unable to control themselves, as creatures driven purely by impulse, is fundamentally flawed. Many psychopaths, particularly intelligent ones, possess considerable self-control when it serves their interests. They learn to wear masks, to present acceptable facades, to blend in with normal society while concealing the predatory nature beneath. Arthur Shawcross was learning to wear his mask.

	At school, he remained a marginal figure, not popular, not particularly academic, but no longer the obvious target or outcast he had been in his younger years. He had learned to fly below the radar, to avoid drawing the kind of attention that would result in intervention or punishment. Teachers who remembered him from this period described him as unremarkable, forgettable even, a C and D student who attended classes irregularly, caused no major disruptions, and seemed destined for a life of blue-collar work and quiet mediocrity.

	But this forgettability was itself a form of camouflage. While his teachers saw an underachieving but essentially harmless teenager, Arthur was continuing to develop the interests and behaviors that marked him as dangerous. He simply became better at hiding them.

	His voyeuristic activities intensified during these years. He had identified several houses in the neighborhood where he could watch women and girls through windows, and he returned to these locations compulsively, sometimes several times per week. The thrill of watching without being watched, of invading the most private moments of others' lives, had become an addiction. More than that, it was his primary form of sexual gratification, one that required no reciprocity, no relationship, no emotional connection. His victims (and they were victims, even if they never knew they were being watched) were reduced to objects, to moving images for his viewing pleasure.

	The objectification of women, the psychological process by which human beings are reduced to things, stripped of their humanity, individuality, and agency is a hallmark of sexual predators and serial killers. For Arthur, this process was well underway by his mid-teens. Women existed not as people with their own lives, thoughts, and feelings, but as objects to be watched, controlled, and eventually, as his fantasies grew darker, to be violated and destroyed.

	Sexual Development and Dysfunction

	Arthur Shawcross's emerging sexuality during these formative years was characterized by dysfunction, deviance, and an almost complete inability to form healthy intimate relationships. While his peers were navigating the normal awkwardness of teenage romance, first kisses, school dances, the thrilling terror of asking someone out Arthur's sexual development was following a very different trajectory.

	According to his own accounts, which must always be viewed with skepticism given his propensity for lying, Arthur had numerous sexual encounters during his teenage years. He claimed to have lost his virginity at age nine and to have been remarkably sexually active throughout his adolescence. These claims served multiple purposes for Arthur, they allowed him to present himself as sexually successful and desirable (contradicting the reality of his social awkwardness and isolation), and they provided a narrative framework for explaining his later sexual violence as the result of early sexual experiences rather than inherent pathology.

	What is more reliably documented is the nature of Arthur's sexual interests and behaviors during this period. He was increasingly drawn to scenarios involving dominance, control, and the infliction of pain. His fantasies, which he occasionally shared with peers (likely to gauge reactions and test boundaries), involved scenarios of rape, torture, and murder. These weren't fleeting thoughts or momentary impulses, they were elaborate, detailed scenarios that he returned to repeatedly, refining and developing them over time.

	This is a crucial characteristic of sexual sadists and predatory killers: the development of detailed, persistent fantasies that serve as both psychological rehearsals and sources of gratification. These fantasies are not random or impulsive but carefully constructed narratives in which the killer plays out scenarios of complete power and control. For Arthur Shawcross, these fantasies were becoming increasingly elaborate and increasingly necessary for his sexual satisfaction.

	There is also evidence from this period of what psychologists call "paraphilic escalation", the tendency for sexual deviations to become more extreme over time. What might have started as relatively common sexual fantasies gradually incorporated more extreme elements: greater violence, more complete control, more suffering inflicted on the victims. This escalation is driven by a process similar to drug tolerance, the original level of stimulation no longer provides the same satisfaction, requiring ever-greater extremes to achieve the desired effect.

	Early Adult Relationships: Patterns of Dysfunction

	Arthur Shawcross dropped out of high school before graduating, a decision that surprised no one who knew him and entered the workforce in a series of low-skilled jobs. He worked as a laborer, performed odd jobs, and generally drifted through his late teens and early twenties without direction or ambition. But it was in his romantic relationships during this period that the true depth of his dysfunction became most apparent.

	His first serious relationship was with a girl named Sarah Chatterton, whom he met when he was eighteen. The relationship moved quickly, perhaps too quickly, progressing from initial contact to marriage in a matter of months. On April 11, 1964, Arthur John Shawcross and Sarah Chatterton were married. He was eighteen; she was not much older. Neither had any real understanding of what they were getting into.

	The marriage was troubled from the start. Sarah would later describe Arthur as controlling, possessive, and prone to sudden rages. He demanded to know where she was at all times, became intensely jealous if she spoke to other men, and expected complete submission to his will. These are classic warning signs of an abuser, the need for total control over an intimate partner, the inability to tolerate any threat to that control, the view of the partner as property rather than person.

	But there were darker elements as well. Arthur's sexual demands were, according to Sarah, unusual and disturbing. He wanted to engage in sexual activities that she found degrading and painful. He seemed to derive pleasure not from mutual intimacy but from her discomfort and submission. He would become angry and aggressive when she refused his demands, sometimes forcing himself on her in what can only be described as marital rape, a term that had little legal meaning in 1964 but that accurately describes what Sarah experienced.

	The marriage produced a son, but fatherhood did nothing to stabilize Arthur or moderate his behavior. If anything, the responsibilities of family life seemed to increase his rage and resentment. He felt trapped, forced into a role he was fundamentally unsuited for, playing at being a normal husband and father when his true desires lay in very different directions.

	There were also incidents during this period that suggested Arthur's violence was not limited to his wife. Neighbors reported hearing screaming from the Shawcross apartment, seeing Sarah with bruises and black eyes, witnessing Arthur's explosive temper over trivial matters. There were also disturbing reports involving children in the neighborhood, incidents of inappropriate attention, of following young girls, of behavior that parents found troubling enough to warn their children to stay away from Arthur Shawcross.

	These warnings, shared informally among neighbors as parents sought to protect their children, represent another missed opportunity. No one reported these concerns to authorities, perhaps because nothing overtly criminal had occurred (or at least nothing that could be proven), perhaps because in 1960s working-class Watertown, people minded their own business and handled such matters informally. But the result was that Arthur Shawcross remained free to continue his predatory behaviors, his danger to the community known to some but not acted upon.

	The marriage to Sarah lasted only about three years before falling apart. The divorce, when it came, was bitter and recriminatory, with Sarah eager to escape a relationship that had brought her nothing but pain and fear. For Arthur, the failed marriage reinforced his already negative view of women, they were disloyal, they abandoned him, they refused to give him what he wanted. The rage he felt toward women in general, and Sarah specifically, would find its ultimate expression in the bodies of the women he would later kill.

	Military Service: Escape or Escalation?

	On April 7, 1967, Arthur Shawcross enlisted in the United States Army. America was deeply embroiled in the Vietnam War, and the military was actively recruiting young men to serve in Southeast Asia. For Arthur, the military represented an escape from his failed marriage, his dead-end jobs, and the growing sense that his life in Watertown was a trap from which he needed to escape.

	The timing of his enlistment is significant, April 7th would later become a date forever associated with Arthur Shawcross for a very different and far more sinister reason. But in 1967, it was simply the day he signed up to serve his country, whether out of patriotism, a desire for adventure, or simply a need to escape his circumstances.

	Arthur's military service would later become one of the most controversial and disputed aspects of his biography. He would claim to have been a highly decorated combat veteran, a skilled soldier who participated in covert operations and witnessed (and committed) unspeakable atrocities. These claims would be used by defense attorneys and sympathetic commentators to explain his later violence, the theory being that the trauma of war, particularly the commission of atrocities in Vietnam, had transformed a troubled but non-violent young man into a killer.

	The truth, as military records would eventually reveal, was far more mundane. Arthur Shawcross did serve in Vietnam, arriving in the country in October 1967 and serving until October 1968. He was assigned to the 4th Supply and Transport Company, a non-combat support unit. His duties involved supply and logistics work, important work certainly, but not the elite combat operations he would later describe. He received the standard decorations given to virtually everyone who served in Vietnam, the National Defense Service Medal, Vietnam Service Medal, and Vietnam Campaign Medal but none of the combat decorations or unit citations that would support his claims of heroic service.

	Nevertheless, military service did change Arthur Shawcross, though perhaps not in the way that his defenders would later claim. The military, particularly during wartime, can provide certain types of individuals with opportunities and experiences that feed their pathology rather than healing it. The military trains soldiers to kill, to view the enemy as less than human, to overcome the natural human reluctance to take life. For most soldiers, this training is carefully bounded by rules of engagement, military discipline, and a moral framework that distinguishes between legitimate combat and murder. But for someone like Arthur Shawcross, whose capacity for empathy and moral reasoning was already severely compromised, military service may have provided a veneer of legitimacy for violent impulses that had nothing to do with patriotism or duty.

	There is some evidence, though it remains controversial and difficult to verify, that Arthur's behavior while in Vietnam was problematic. Some accounts suggest that he engaged in excessive violence against Vietnamese civilians, that he took pleasure in cruelty in ways that disturbed even other soldiers serving in a brutal war, that he had to be restrained or redirected by his superiors. These accounts, if true, would suggest that Vietnam didn't create Arthur Shawcross the killer, it simply provided him with opportunities to express a violence that was already part of his nature.

	It's also worth noting that many soldiers who served in Vietnam, who witnessed and participated in genuine combat atrocities, who experienced real trauma, did not become serial killers. The vast majority of Vietnam veterans, including those who struggled with PTSD and other war-related mental health issues, never harmed anyone after returning home. The attempt to blame Arthur Shawcross's crimes on Vietnam is not only factually questionable but also deeply insulting to the millions of veterans who served honorably and then lived honorably after their service.

	Return to Watertown: The Final Countdown

	Arthur Shawcross was discharged from the Army on October 1, 1968, and returned to Watertown. He was twenty-three years old, a failed husband and father, a man with no real skills or prospects, returning to a town that held nothing but painful memories and unfulfilled desires. The period between his discharge and his first confirmed murders in 1972 represents the final phase of his development as a predator, the time when fantasy would finally give way to action.

	He drifted through a series of jobs, none of which lasted long. He lacked the discipline, the social skills, and the work ethic necessary for stable employment. He would get hired, show up irregularly, perform poorly, clash with supervisors or coworkers, and either quit or be fired. This pattern of employment instability is common among psychopaths, they lack the ability to maintain the consistent, cooperative behavior that most employment requires.

	His personal relationships during this period were similarly unstable. He became involved with several women, relationships characterized by the same controlling, aggressive behaviors that had marked his marriage to Sarah. He would become intensely focused on a woman, pursuing her relentlessly, convincing her to become involved with him, and then revealing his true nature once she was committed. The relationships would deteriorate as Arthur's demands became more extreme, his jealousy more intense, his violence more overt.

	In September 1968, barely a month after his discharge, Arthur married his second wife, Linda Neary. This marriage, like his first, was hastily entered into and doomed from the start. Linda would later report that Arthur was sexually demanding in ways she found disturbing, that he had a violent temper, and that she lived in constant fear of his rages. The marriage produced a daughter, but like his first child, Arthur showed little interest in being a father beyond the initial novelty.

	This marriage lasted until 1972, though by the end, Arthur and Linda were living essentially separate lives. Linda had come to recognize that there was something fundamentally wrong with her husband, something dark and dangerous that went beyond the problems of a typical troubled marriage. She would later say that she feared for her safety and was relieved when the relationship finally ended, though by the time it did, Arthur Shawcross had already committed two murders.

	The Escalation: From Fantasy to Planning

	During these years between his return from Vietnam and his first known murders, Arthur Shawcross's behavior showed a clear pattern of escalation. The voyeurism that had been a feature of his adolescence intensified. He was caught on at least one occasion peeping in windows, though the incident was handled informally without police involvement. He began following women and girls, learning their routines, identifying vulnerable moments when they were alone or unprotected.

	His sexual fantasies were no longer sufficient in themselves. Masturbating while watching women through windows, while imagining scenarios of rape and murder, no longer provided adequate gratification. The fantasies had to become more elaborate, more extreme, and crucially, closer to reality. He began to engage in what criminal psychologists call "rehearsal behaviors", actions that bring the fantasy closer to reality without yet crossing the line into actual violence.

	He would follow potential victims, getting close enough to touch them, to smell them, to interact with them in small ways. He would place himself in situations where he could talk to children, gain their trust, and identify opportunities. He was no longer simply fantasizing about murder, he was actively preparing for it, gathering intelligence, selecting victims, planning crimes.

	There is also evidence from this period that Arthur's violence against animals resumed or intensified. Neighbors reported instances of pets going missing or being found dead in suspicious circumstances. While none of these incidents could be definitively linked to Arthur Shawcross, the pattern is suggestive, a predator working his way up the chain, moving from animals to humans, practicing and perfecting his methods.

	The Psychology of a Developing Killer

	By 1972, Arthur Shawcross had completed his transformation from troubled child to fully formed predator. The process had taken decades, but each element necessary for serial murder was now in place.

	He had completely dehumanized his potential victims, viewing them not as people but as objects for his use and disposal. This psychological mechanism, the total denial of another person's humanity is essential for serial killers. It allows them to inflict terrible suffering without experiencing empathy or remorse. For Arthur, women and children had become things, no more worthy of consideration than the animals he had tortured in his youth.

	He had developed elaborate fantasy scenarios that required increasingly extreme stimulation. The progression from voyeurism to stalking to planning represented the inevitable escalation of paraphilic interests that could no longer be satisfied by fantasy alone. The only next step was action.

	He had learned to hide his true nature, to present a facade of normalcy sufficient to avoid drawing serious attention from authorities. While those close to him, his wives, his neighbors recognized that something was wrong with Arthur Shawcross, he had learned to present himself to the broader world as merely troubled rather than dangerous.

	He had justified his impulses through a combination of blame-shifting and self-mythologizing. His crimes, when he eventually committed them, wouldn't be his fault, they would be the result of his abusive childhood, his experiences in Vietnam, the unfair treatment he'd received from women who rejected or abandoned him. He had constructed a narrative in which he was the victim, not the perpetrator, and this narrative would allow him to act without the burden of moral responsibility.

	He had identified the types of victims he would target, the vulnerable, the marginal, those whose disappearances might not be immediately noticed or vigorously investigated. Children playing alone, women walking in isolated areas, people whose trust he could gain through manipulation or deception. He understood, perhaps instinctively, that successful predators choose victims carefully.

	And finally, he had developed the patience and self-control necessary to wait for the right opportunity. Unlike disorganized, impulsive killers who strike randomly and are quickly caught, Arthur Shawcross had learned to bide his time, to wait for circumstances that maximized his chances of success and minimized his risk of capture.

	The Final Boundary

	There is a moment in the development of every serial killer when they cross the final boundary, when they move from fantasy and planning to action, when they commit their first murder. This moment is both terrifying and, for the killer, liberating. All the internal prohibitions, the social conditioning, the moral and legal frameworks that prevent most people from committing murder, all of these must be overcome or bypassed in that critical moment.

	For Arthur Shawcross, that moment was rapidly approaching. By early 1972, he had reached a point where fantasy was no longer enough, where planning and rehearsal no longer provided satisfaction. He needed to act, to experience the reality of what he had imagined for so long. The urge to kill had become overwhelming, a compulsion that dominated his thoughts and drove his behaviors.

	He had selected his hunting ground, Watertown and its surroundings, an area he knew intimately. He had identified potential victims, studying their habits and routines. He had played out in his mind how the crimes would unfold, what he would do, how he would avoid detection. Everything was in place.

	The transformation was complete. Arthur Shawcross, age twenty-six, was no longer a troubled young man with violent fantasies. He was a predator, poised to strike, waiting only for the right moment and the right victim. The making of a serial killer was finished. What remained was the terrible expression of all that he had become.

	The spring of 1972 would bring warm weather to Watertown, New York. Children would play outside, enjoying their freedom from school, parents confident in the safety of their small-town community. And Arthur Shawcross, his transformation from fantasist to predator finally complete, would be watching, waiting, and preparing to destroy that innocence forever.

	 

	 



Chapter 3

	Vietnam and the Warrior Myth

	 

	 


Few aspects of Arthur Shawcross's biography have been more distorted, mythologized, and weaponized than his military service in Vietnam. In the decades following his arrest and conviction, Shawcross spun elaborate tales of his time in Southeast Asia, stories of covert operations, battlefield heroism, unspeakable atrocities, and psychological trauma that supposedly transformed him from an ordinary young man into a remorseless killer. These stories were eagerly embraced by defense attorneys, forensic psychiatrists seeking to explain his crimes, journalists looking for compelling narratives, and a segment of the public predisposed to believe that the Vietnam War created monsters out of the men who fought there.

	The truth, as documented by military records and verified by those who actually served with him, tells a very different story. This chapter examines the reality of Arthur Shawcross's military service, the elaborate mythology he constructed around it, the reasons why these fabrications were so readily believed, and what his lies reveal about his psychology and the society that was so willing to accept his narrative.

	The Reality: A Supply Clerk's War

	Arthur John Shawcross enlisted in the United States Army on April 7, 1967, at the height of America's involvement in Vietnam. He completed basic training at Fort Benning, Georgia, and advanced individual training before receiving orders for Vietnam. He arrived in-country on October 3, 1967, and was assigned to the 4th Supply and Transport Company, part of the 7th Infantry Division.

	His official military occupational specialty (MOS) was supply specialist, essentially a clerk responsible for managing inventory, processing paperwork, and ensuring that combat units received the equipment and materials they needed. It was important work; wars cannot be fought without reliable supply chains and logistics. But it was not combat. Arthur Shawcross never served in a combat infantry unit, never participated in search-and-destroy missions, never engaged in the direct, sustained contact with enemy forces that characterized the experiences of infantry soldiers in Vietnam.

	His service record shows that he spent his thirteen-month tour at base camps and supply depots, primarily in relatively secure areas. While no place in Vietnam was entirely safe, mortar attacks, rocket fire, and occasional infiltration by Viet Cong forces meant that even rear-echelon personnel faced some danger Shawcross's experience bore little resemblance to the horrific combat that infantry grunts endured in places like Khe Sanh, the A Shau Valley, or the streets of Hue during the Tet Offensive.

	His conduct and performance evaluations from his time in Vietnam were unremarkable. He was not singled out for exceptional performance, nor was he disciplined for major infractions. He was, by all accounts, an average soldier doing an average job in circumstances that millions of other young American men experienced during the Vietnam era. He received the decorations that virtually every soldier who served in Vietnam received: the National Defense Service Medal, the Vietnam Service Medal with one bronze service star, the Republic of Vietnam Campaign Medal, and the Good Conduct Medal.

	Notably absent from his record are the decorations that would support his later claims of combat

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


